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Introduction

The Rise of the Black
Atlantic Visual Tradition

Listening to rock, jazz, blues, reggae, salsa, samba, bossa nova, juju, highlife, and mambo, one might conclude that much of the popular music of the world is informed by the flash of the spirit of a certain people specially armed with improvisatory drive and brilliance.

Since the Atlantic slave trade, ancient African organizing principles of song and dance have crossed the seas from the Old World to the New. There they took on new momentum, intermingling with each other and with New World or European styles of singing and dance. Among those principles are the dominance of a percussive performance style (attack and vital aliveness in sound and motion); a propensity for multiple meter (competing meters sounding all at once); overlapping call and response in singing (solo/chorus, voice/instrument—“interlock systems” of performance); inner pulse control (a “metronome sense,” keeping a beat indelibly in mind as a rhythmic common denominator in a welter of different meters); suspended accentuation patterning (offbeat phrasing of melodic and choreographic accents); and, at a slightly different but equally recurrent level of exposition, songs and dances of social allusion (music which, however danceable and “swinging,” remorselessly contrasts social imperfections against implied criteria for perfect living).

Flash of the Spirit is about visual and philosophic streams of creativity and imagination, running parallel to the massive musical and choreographic modalities that connect black persons of the western hemisphere, as well as the millions of European and Asian people attracted to and performing their styles, to Mother Africa. Aspects of the art and philosophy of the Yoruba of Nigeria and the Republic of Benin; the Bakongo of Bas-Zaire and neighboring Cabinda, Congo-Brazzaville, and Angola; the Fon and Ewe of the Republic of Benin and Togo; the Mande of Mali and neighboring territory; and the Ejagham of the Cross River in southeastern Nigeria and southwestern Cameroon, have come from sub-Saharan Africa to the western hemisphere.

All of these traditions are ancient and charged with nobility of blood and purpose. And all of them, with the exception of the villager Ejagham, are urban. Since the Middle Ages or earlier, the ancestors of the Yoruba, the Bakongo, the Fon, and the Mande peoples have lived in commanding towns, centers of visual richness and creativity. Even the Ejagham, with their widely imitated important men and women associations, founded respectively under the sign of the leopard and the crocodile—emblematic of intimidating powers of moral vengeance and strong government—live surrounded by miniature versions of the trappings of the courts of ancient urban queens and kings.

These civilizations not only were impressive for their urban density, refinement, and complexity, but were empowered with an inner momentum of conviction and poise that sent them spiraling out into the world, overcoming accidents of class, status, and political oppression. The rise, development, and achievement of Yoruba, Kongo, Fon, Mande, and Ejagham art and philosophy fused with new elements overseas, shaping and defining the black Atlantic visual tradition. To portray not only the originating impulses of these different black civilizations but some sense of the special inner drive and confidence that has kept them going—that showered the northeast of Brazil with famous beads and emblems and gowns of the Yoruba and Dahomey; that fundamentally enriched the culture of North America with profound and sophisticated Kongo- and Angola-influenced herbalism, mental healing and funereal traditions among black people of the Old Deep American South and so on—this is the scope and sweep and purpose of this book. For several decades, scholarly concentration upon shared main organizing principles of dance and music have shown generalized African cultural unities linking the women and men of West and Central Africa to black people in the New World. This book begins the project of identifying specifically Yoruba, Kongo Dahomean, Mande, and Ejagham influences on the art and philosophies of black people throughout the Americas.

Flash of the Spirit opens with a discussion of the art and ideals of the Yoruba, black Africa’s largest population, creators of one of the premier cultures of the world. The Yoruba believe themselves descended from goddesses and gods, from an ancient spiritual capital, Ile-Ile. They show their special concern for the proprieties of right living through their worship of major goddesses and gods, each essentially a unique manifestation of àshe, the power-to-make-things-happen, a key to futurity and self-realization in Yoruba terms. There are thousands of deities in Yoruba territory, western Nigeria and eastern Benin Republic, but only the most widely worshipped and important survived the vicissitudes of the Atlantic Trade. These deities include Eshu, spirit of individuality and change; Ifá, god of divination; Ogún, lord of iron; Yemoja, goddess of the seas; Oshun, goddess of sweet water, love, and giving; Oshoosi, god of hunting; Obaluaiye, dread spirit of disease and earth; Nana Bukuu, his mother; Shàngó, the fiery thunder god, who has inspired thousands of Afro-Americans (two Afro-American religions—Shàngó in Trinidad and Xango in Recife in Brazil—bear his name). There are many other spirits of the Yoruba, alive and brilliantly worshipped by thousands in the New World, such as Obatálá, deity of creativity; Orisha Oko, a celestial judge and restorer of fertility in life and cultivation of the earth; Egúngún, ancestral spirits, virtual moral inquisitors, who form the world of the dead. In Flash of the Spirit, I offer portraits of ten orisha, deities of the Yoruba, to represent the impact of the mind and spirit of millions of Yoruba in West Africa on key black urban populations in the Americas, most notably in Havana, Salvador, Brazil, and the heavily Hispanic barrios of certain cities of the United States, especially Miami and New York. In other words, the richness of detail, moral elaboration, and emblematic power that characterize the sacred art of the Yoruba in transition to Brazil, Cuba, and the United States, as sampled in this volume, is but an introduction to a wider universe of interlocking forms that will require future books fully to explore and explain.

Also widespread across the black Atlantic world are the signs and insights of the great Kongo people of Zaïre, Angola, Cabinda, and Congo-Brazzaville. There is a clear connection between the cosmographic signs of spiritual renaissance in the classical religion of the Bakongo and similarly chalked signs of initiation among blacks of Cuba, Haiti, the island of St. Vincent, the United States, and Brazil where numerous Kongo slaves arrived. The Kongo sign of the four moments of the sun—dawn, noon, sunset, and the mirrored noon of the dead that we call midnight—the master icon of their religious and philosophic world, informs the rituals of heavily Kongo-influenced parts of the New World. Kongo, for instance, largely sparked the rise of a beautiful ideographic tradition among the Haitian people, ground-signatures of deities called vèvè, and an equally famous and pervasive ground-sign tradition among the blacks and African-influenced people of Rio de Janeiro—signs that are called pontos riscados. They can be compared with yet more signs, richly reflecting Christian and other Western influences, on the isle of St. Vincent in the black Caribbean and with others found among Kongo-Cubans and U.S. mainland blacks from Memphis to the Carolina coast. These drawings and their accompanying rituals of healing and/or initiation reflect the confluence of originating Kongo impulses plus other African and European influences.

In Haiti occurred a deep synthesis of the main forms and tenets of the classical religions of the Yoruba, the Dahomeans, and the Bakongo that was partly informed by the saints of the Roman Catholic Church and by their attributes. The result was vodun: formally speaking, one of the richest and most misunderstood religions of the planet. In the chapter on Haitian vodun I will not only review those elements of Yoruba and Kongo art and thought informing the main forms of vodun, but also focus in particular on the Dahomean influence. I will describe the greatness of vodun art by way of an examination of perhaps the religion’s two most beautiful expressions: the ground-paintings called vèvè and sequin-studded flags of mediation, for the goddesses and gods, called drapeau de vodun.

Two mainstreams of visual lore and creativity came from the ancient Mande to the Americas. The cone-on-cylinder building traditions of the Mande and their neighbors—their special spatial patterns and proportions—were models for Afro-Mexican cone-on-cylinder structures along a stretch of the southwestern littoral of Mexico locally called the “little coast” (La Costa Chica), a few hours south of the well-known city of Acapulco.

The specificity of design of the rhythmized textiles of the Mande and their neighbors and of the far-flung replications of this mode, mediated through the Dyula and other Mande traders, has been handsomely reexpressed in the western hemisphere. Four main Afro-American textile traditions—Barbadian aprons, Afro-Suriname Djuka aséesenti, and Saamaka aséesente, some U.S. black quilt-tops, and Afro-Bahian panos da costa—show traits deriving in part from Mande and Mande-related textile traditions. Chief among these features is the sewing together of narrow strips to form multistrip textile compositions in which the accents of one strip are staggered in relation to the accents of the strip immediately adjoining it but matched with the accents of other strips in the composition. This striking style of suspended patterning is one of the most dramatic elements of African influence not only in the visual art of the Afro-American world but also in its dance and music.

Flash of the Spirit ends with a discussion of the ideographic writing of the Ejagham of eastern Nigeria and western Cameroon. Through the accident of their proximity to Calabar, one of the notorious slaving ports of Africa, their art and ideology of accomplishment and prowess, specially symbolized among men by the sign of the leopard, indelibly influenced the art history of western Cuba. There men of Calabar-area descent founded Cuban chapters of the male “leopard” associations of Calabar and the Ejagham to the north with many aspects of their art and ideographic writing recalling the sumptuousness of the feathered art of the noblewomen of Ejagham. Ejagham artistic influence in the Americas extends a deeply rooted and significant African ideographic writing system, surprising only to those who still believe that Africa alone among the continents was without letters before the arrival of whites, without a means for recording and transmitting moral and folk lore. The transformation of Ejagham nsibidi writing into the creolized offshoot in Cuba known as anaforuana is one of the signal achievements of the black New World.

Flash of the Spirit, then, illumines art and philosophy connecting black Atlantic worlds. I hope, in opening these lines of inquiry, that the identification and explanation of some of these mainlines, intellectually perceived and sensuously appreciated, will provide a measure of the achievement of African civilizations in transition to the West, for theirs is one of the great migration styles in the history of the planet.
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One

BLACK SAINTS
GO MARCHING IN

Yoruba Art and Culture
in the Americas

One bright morning in the middle of the nineteenth century, a young American missionary, R. H. Stone, ascended a lofty granite boulder and looked down upon the Yoruba city of Abeokuta. He wrote:


What I saw disabused my mind of many errors in regard to … Africa. The city extends along the bank of the Ogun for nearly six miles and has a population approximately 200,000 … instead of being lazy, naked savages, living on the spontaneous productions of the earth, they were dressed and were industrious … [providing] everything that their physical comfort required. The men are builders, blacksmiths, iron-smelters, carpenters, calabash-carvers, weavers, basket-makers, hat-makers, mat-makers, traders, barbers, tanners, tailors, farmers, and workers in leather and morocco … they make razors, swords, knives, hoes, billhooks, axes, arrow-heads, stirrups.… women … most diligently follow the pursuits which custom has allotted to them. They spin, weave, trade, cook, and dye cotton fabrics. They also make soap, dyes, palm oil, nut-oil, all the native earthenware, and many other things used in the country.1



The city of Abeokuta seethed with creative activity, belying the condescending Western image of “primitive Africa.”

The Yoruba are one of the most urban of the traditional civilizations of black Africa. Yoruba urbanism is ancient, dating to the Middle Ages, when their holy city, Ile-Ife, where the Yoruba believe the world began, was flourishing with an artistic force that later provoked the astonishment of the West. At a time, between the tenth and twelfth centuries, when nothing of comparable quality was being produced in Europe, the master sculptors of Ile-Ife were shaping slendid art, as exemplified by a Berlin Museum terra-cotta head (Plate 1).2 In the elegant conception of the head, perhaps representing a person of status or a most important spirit, can be seen the signs of spiritual alertness (the searching gaze) and self-discipline and discretion (the sealed lips), which suggest, in Yoruba symbolic terms, the confidence of the people’s monarchic traditions, and the complexity and poise of their urban way of life.

[image: ]

PLATE 1

Like ancient Greece, Yorubaland consisted of self-sufficient city-states characterized by artistic and poetic richness. The Yoruba themselves cherish the creators of their aesthetic world, as one of their hunters’ ballads states:


not the brave alone, they also praise those who know how to shape images in wood or compose a song.3



When the first missionaries penetrated the city of Abeokuta in the 1840’s, they found that the talents of the local master carver Kashi “had procured for him the headship of the artisans in Abeokuta, and he had great influence among the people.”4

The Yoruba assess everything aesthetically—from the taste and color of a yam to the qualities of a dye, to the dress and deportment of a woman or a man. An entry in one of the earliest dictionaries of their language, published in 1858, was amewa, literally “knower-of-beauty,” “connoisseur,” one who looks for the manifestation of pure artistry.5 Beauty is seen in the mean (iwontúnwonsi)—in something not too tall or too short, not too beautiful (overhandsome people turn out to be skeletons in disguise in many folktales) or too ugly.6 Moreover, the Yoruba appreciate freshness and improvisation per se in the arts. These preoccupations are especially evident in the rich and vast body of art works celebrating Yoruba religion.

The Yoruba religion, the worship of various spirits under God, presents a limitless horizon of vivid moral beings, generous yet intimidating. They are messengers and embodiments of àshe, spiritual command, the power-to-make-things-happen, God’s own enabling light rendered accessible to men and women.7 The supreme deity, God Almighty, is called in Yoruba Olorun, master of the skies. Olorun is neither male nor female but a vital force. In other words, Olorun is the supreme quintessence of àshe.

When God came down to give the world àshe, God appeared in the form of certain animals. Àshe descended in the form of the royal python (ere), the gaboon viper (oka olushere), the earthworm (ekolo), the white snail (lakoshe), and the woodpecker (akoko). God, within these animals, had, according to Yoruba belief, bestowed upon us the power-to-make-things-happen, morally neutral power, power to give, and to take away, to kill and to give life, according to the purpose and the nature of its bearer. The messengers of àshe reflect this complex of powers. Some are essentially dangerous, with curved venomous fangs. Others are patient and slow-moving, teaching deliberation in their careful motion. Even the earthworm has its power, “ventilating and cooling earth without the use of teeth.”8

We find the avatars of àshe dramatically suggested on the body of a superb ritual ceramic bowl for the thunder god and other deities (ikoko shango). Made in Oyo Yoruba territory, perhaps in the late nineteenth century or the early decades of the present century, it was found in a market in the city of Ibadan in 1964. The object (Plate 2) now forms part of the exhibition collection of the Yale University Art Gallery. Deferring for the moment a discussion of the central motif—the square representing the four corners of the earth along with the three concentric circles within the square that are the triple sign of the Yoruba goddess Earth—we note strong zigzag patterns in relief that suggest the coming down of àshe in the form of lightning. These patterns also signify the embodiment of àshe within the python, gaboon viper, and many other serpent messengers of the deities. Y-shaped representations bespeak the balancing of this fiery enabling power upon thunderstaffs, i.e., double meteorites upon a royal scepter. Above these Y-shaped thunderstaffs appear smooth rectangular emblems representing thunderstones themselves come from heaven. Time and again the story of the descent of God’s àshe, in multiple forms, in multiple avatars, is suggested ideographically upon this important vessel. To the right and left of the central square emblem appear chiefly scepters, underscoring the essential nobility of the persons who embody and comprehend the power-to-make-things-happen. The three concentric circles suggest three stones, the kind Yoruba women use to support their cooking vessels, meaning that adherence to the moral sanctions of Earth supports us all, safeguarding the equilibrium of the country and its people.9

Some trees are also thought to be avatars of àshe, sentinels guarding the Yoruba universe. The mighty teaklike iroko (Chlorophora excelsa) is often so honored in traditional towns by the tying of a white cloth to its trunk as an offering.10 Iron, as time-resistant as the towering iroko when specially consecrated, is also believed to contain àshe. Àshe may also be present in a drop of semen or a drop of blood—for many Yoruba, red, “supreme presence of color,”11 signals àshe and potentiality.

Àshe has other formal representations, including iron staffs, iron sculptures of serpents and long-beaked birds, and even the fluid of snails poured over altar emblems.
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PLATE 2

A thing or a work of art that has àshe transcends ordinary questions about its makeup and confinements: it is divine force incarnate. This richest of all privileges is merited by the highest women and men of the land: the master priestesses, the diviners, the kings, the most important chiefs. All have àshe. And even their words are susceptible to transposition into spirit-invoking and predictive experiences, for àshe literally means “So be it,” “May it happen.”

Yoruba kings provide the highest link between the people, the ancestors, and the gods. Their relation to the Creator is given in the praise poem Oba alashe ekeji orisha, “The king, as master of àshe, becomes the second of the gods.” Birds, especially those connoting the àshe of “the mothers,” those most powerful elderly women with a force capable of mystically annihilating the arrogant, the selfishly rich, or other targets deserving of punishment, are often depicted in bead embroidery clustered at the top of the special crowns worn by Yoruba kings (Plate 3) signifying that the king rules by mastering and participating in the divine command personified by them. These feathered avatars brilliantly rendered in shining beads protect the head of the supreme leader. The veil that hangs across the wearer’s face protects ordinary men and women from the searing gaze of the king in a state of ritual unity with his forebears.

[image: ]

PLATE 3

Ritual contact with divinity underscores the religious aspirations of the Yoruba. To become possessed by the spirit of a Yoruba deity, which is a formal goal of the religion, is to “make the god,” to capture numinous flowing force within one’s body. When this happens, the face of the devotee usually freezes into a mask, a mask often (but not always) held during the entire time of possession by the spirit. àshe is untranslatable. But it is clearly manifest in prophecy and predictive grace; hence persons possessed by the spirit of a Yoruba deity are believed to speak of things yet to come. They attract large crowds wherever they appear. They look about grandly with fixed expressions, with eyes sometimes wide and protuberant. The radiance of the eyes, the magnification of the gaze, reflects àshe, the brightness of the spirit. According to the Yoruba:


The gods have “inner” or “spiritual” eyes (ojú inún) with which to see the world of heaven and “outside eyes” (ojú ode) with which to view the world of men and women. When a person comes under the influence of a spirit, his ordinary eyes swell to accommodate the inner eyes, the eyes of the god. He will then look very broadly across the whole of all the devotees, he will open his eyes abnormally.12



In addition to àshe, iwa (character) is another crucially important consideration in Yoruba religion and art. The Yoruba impart to many figurations a sense of ideal noble character by details of attitude and gesture as well as the use sometimes of white-colored media. Character is a force infusing physical beauty with everlastingness. “I want to deliberate on this,” an elder of Ipokia, capital of the Anago Yoruba, once told me, “beauty is a part of coolness but beauty does not have the force that character has. Beauty comes to an end. Character is forever.”13

The importance of good character (iwa rere), which is virtually synonymous with coolness, with gentle generosity of character (iwa pele), is poetically rendered by the Yoruba:


A man may be very, very handsome

Handsome as a fish within the water

But if he has no character

He is no more than a wooden doll.14
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PLATE 4
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PLATE 5
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PLATE 6

According to the Yoruba art historian Babatunde Lawal, the Yoruba see the force of inner character operating as a smoky flame (eefin n’iwa) easy to detect, for outward beauty can be burned through by inner ugliness or selfishness.15

Like àshe, good character originates in God. God is praised as Lord of Character (olu iwa). Hence, that which attains proximity to the divine generally is progressively imbued with fine character. Artistic signs communicating this noble quality, iwa, are often white. Immaculate white cloths may be honorifically draped over sculpture honoring gods or ancestors famed for spotlessness of reputation, as in the case of the cult of Obatala, the god of creativity. Purity of sculptural presentation; symmetry; balance: these qualities can memorably imply iwa. Iwa also means custom, the traditional ways of life. An image portraying a person fulfilling the canons of the land in terms of fine posture or careful hands-to-the-sides gestures of spiritual alertness (Plate 4), or giving to an elder in the correct and prescribed manner—with both hands—(Plates 5, 6) suggests submission to moral authority or to higher forces.16

A main focus of the presentation of ideal character in Yoruba art is the human head, magnified and carefully enhanced by detailed coiffure or headgear. This tendency, in combination with the use of the symbolic color of good character, white, is strikingly present in the Yoruba shrine of the head (ilé orí). It is often a pointed, crownlike box, lavishly covered with a sheath of cowrie shells (Plate 7) to represent the riches a good head—good character—will bring, for cowries were the traditional currency of Yorubaland.

According to traditional authority, shrines of the head also conceal, in the covering of the shining white shells, an allusion to a certain perching bird, whose white feathers are suggested by the overlapping cowries.17 This is the “bird of the head” (eiye ororo), enshrined in whiteness, the color of iwa, and in purity. It is the bird which, according to the Yoruba, God places in the head of man or woman at birth as the emblem of the mind.18 The image of the descent of the bird of mind fuses with the image of the coming down of God’s àshe in feathered form.

The sense of certainty, which character and àshe confer, is enriched by mystic coolness (itutu), whose emblematic color is often blue or indigo or green. Lawal introduces us to this sovereign concept, which cuts across virtually the whole of Yoruba figuration:


To tame or pacify is to “cool the face” (tu l’oju). Thus, providing the non-figurative symbol of an orisha with sculptured face facilitates the pacification of that orisha, for what has a face is controllable.19



Much Yoruba art is informed by itutu. To carve a calm face upon a represented thunderstone, or upon an abstract divination tray, or to incise it upon the swelling curves of a calabash for sacred things is to provide critical focus for acts of sacrifice and devotion.

Further manifestations of aesthetic coolness in Yoruba art include representations of idealized action. We must take care not to stress character and coolness as separate semantic structures because they shade into each other and also blur into the existential definition of àshe. The interrelation of the concepts is explicitly given in vernacular testimony from the capital of the Anago:
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PLATE 7


Coolness or gentleness of character is so important in our lives. Coolness is the correct way you represent yourself to a human being. When I saw you, I opened my cap. It is itutu, answering past itutu you made to me.20



The phrasing is significant—opening the cap, instead of doffing or removing it, in Western parlance, is a sign of generosity of response, of coolness in life and art. Thus Yoruba art abounds with images of men or women proffering a vessel. Witness a thunder god scepter-image of a naked kneeling woman supporting her breasts, with both hands (Plate 8). This is a sign of giving—“This milk shall be the sustenance of my children.” It relates to another frequent image, the man or woman who presents an open, empty kola bowl (Plate 9), held with both hands, again as a sign of honor and respect. In the case of women, the location of the bowl at the level of the womb deliberately hints at the giving of children to the world.

Generosity, the highest form of morality in Yoruba traditional terms, is suggested yet another way: by the symbolized offering of something by a person to a higher force through the act of kneeling. Thus a senior priest: “If you wish to talk to an elder, you do not stand, you kneel. When presenting a plate of food to someone important, kneel as you make the presentation. Kneel and give with both hands, the left with the right, the ‘mother hand’ and the ‘father hand,’ the hand-which-keeps and the hand-which-acts” (Plate 5).21 Giving with both hands, in a gesture of submission, emphasizes in traditional terms the act of giving as an embodiment of character and perfect composure, a point given further focus, in both art and life, by the firmness of the facial expression that accompanies the noble act.

“Constant smiling is not a Yoruba characteristic,” a village elder once told me. Sealed lips, frequent in Yoruba statuary, are a “sign of seriousness.” They, too, imply the coolness of the image, as in an idiom that refers to discretion in ordinary discourse: “His mouth is cool” (ẹnu è tútù), which is one of the ways the Yoruba would say, “He fell silent.”22 Like character, coolness ought to be internalized as a governing principle for a person to merit the high praise “His heart is cool” (okan è tutu). In becoming sophisticated, a Yoruba adept learns to differentiate between forms of spiritual coolness: (1) direct sacrifice (ebo), the cooling of the gods by the giving of cherished object—such as the proffering of a ram to the thunder god; and (2) propitiation (irele), the utterance of conciliatory words or acts to hardened or angered deities, entreating them to become generous and concerned at times of crisis, such as birth, death, or initiation.23 A three-figure image for the deity Earth (ere Ogboni), carved in Abeokuta in the twentieth century (Plate 10), splendidly illustrates cooling by propitiation. Here, where a male helper holds a fan, a literal sign of coolness and rank, a woman cools (tu) her spiritual superior, the towering Ogboni cult leader with his staff of office, by prostrating herself on her right side. Through this gesture, called yinrinka, a female member of a compound traditionally paid her respects every morning to the head man and head woman of the compound. (The corresponding male gesture of submission, idobale, involved a complete prostration of the body on the ground. It was used also in saluting superiors.)24 The notion of coolness in Yoruba art extends beyond representations of the act of sacrifice and acts or gestures of propitiation. So heavily charged is this concept with ideas of beauty and correctness that a fine carnelian bead or a passage of exciting drumming may be praised as “cool.”
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PLATE 10

Coolness, then, is a part of character, and character objectifies proper custom. To the degree that we live generously and discreetly, exhibiting grace under pressure, our appearance and our acts gradually assume virtual royal power. As we become noble, fully realizing the spark of creative goodness God endowed us with—the shining ororo bird of thought and aspiration—we find the confidence to cope with all kinds of situations. This is àshe. This is character. This is mystic coolness. All one. Paradise is regained, for Yoruba art returns the idea of heaven to mankind wherever the ancient ideal attitudes are genuinely manifested.

The Yoruba remain the Yoruba precisely because their culture provides them with ample philosophic means for comprehending, and ultimately transcending, the powers that periodically threaten to dissolve them. That their religion and their art withstood the horrors of the Middle Passage and firmly established themselves in the Americas (New York City, Miami, Havana, Matanzas, Recife, Bahia, Rio de Janeiro) as the slave trade effected a Yoruba diaspora—reflects the triumph of an inexorable communal will.

Yoruba traditional culture and religious art had seemed destined for total obliteration in the wake of the slave trade, civil wars, and modernization. By the early decades of the nineteenth century the stability of western Yorubaland had been destroyed. The protective military arm of the old empire of the Oyo Yoruba, centered in their capital city of Oyo-Ile near the Niger River, collapsed during severe political dislocations following the end of the reign of King Awole in 1796. The western and northwestern groups of Yorubaland were consequently harassed by Dahomean slave-hunting warriors and Fulani horsemen, and later even by other Yoruba. Refugees fled to the south, where they banded together in new settlements, such as Ibadan and Abeokuta, for protection. These camps rapidly became cities, only to come in conflict with ancient established kingdoms, such as the Ijebu.25

With the restraining hand of Oyo weakened, inevitably civil wars flared, starting with conflict at the ancient city of Owu in 1821. Ijebu began selling Egba and Ibadan captives; Egba and Ibadan retaliated. By 1845 Ibadan, successor to Oyo’s power, had evolved into a military state and marched east to capture and sell Ijesha Yoruba, for the latter’s capital, Ilesha, was the strongest northeastern kingdom and hence an obvious candidate for conquest in Ibadan’s search for expansion into the area.26 While all this was happening, the Yoruba were beset by the Atlantic slave trade.

New World Yoruba emerged from all this strife. Ketu Yoruba men and women captured by the Dahomeans turned up in Haiti and Brazil, where to this day they are called by the Dahomean word nago.27 Oyo and other captives of the Fulani were brought to Cuba, Brazil, and the Caribbean, notably Trinidad. The Yoruba of Cuba were called Lucumí, probably after an ancient Yoruba phrase meaning “my friend” (oluku mi).28 Thus the deities—the orisha—of the city-states of Oyo and Ketu were introduced to Cuba and Brazil, where the names of particular goddesses and gods of abiding fame—Shàngó, Yemoja (often called Yemayá in the New World), Oshoosi, Orisha Oko, Eyinle—derived from the Oyo region. The cults of Oyo and Ketu deities (the latter including especially Obaluaiye, Omoolu, and Nana Bukuu) were reinforced by their encounter with most of the principal Yoruba deities: Eshu, Ifa, Osanyin, Ogun, and Obatala. Yoruba-influenced Ewe, Popo, and Fon slaves from territory directly to the west of Yorubaland brought their own cults and also influenced the syncretism of deities. A remarkable fusion of orisha, long separated by civil war and intra-Yoruba migrations, took place in the New World.

What is more, especially in Cuba and Brazil, New World Yoruba were introduced to the cult of Roman Catholic saints, learned their attributes, and worked out a series of parallelisms linking Christian figures and powers to the forces of their ancient deities.29 Thus the smallpox deity was equated, in some places, with Saint Lazarus because of the latter’s wounds illustrated in chromolithographs. Thus the Virgin Mary was sometimes equated with the sweet and gentle aspect of the multifaceted goddess of the river, Oshun. Thus Shàngó, the Yoruba thunder god, in Cuba was frequently equated with Saint Barbara, whose killers were struck dead by God with lightning.30

Yoruba-Americans, outwardly abiding by the religious proprieties of the Catholics who surrounded them, covertly practiced a system of thought that was a creative reorganization of their own traditional religion. Luminously intact in the memories of black elders from Africa, the goddesses and the gods of the Yoruba entered the modern world of the Americas. They came with their praises (oríkì), extraordinary poems of prowess that defined the moral and aesthetic reverberation of their presence.

Portraits of Major Orisha

Eshu-Elegba

According to legend, at a crossroads in the history of the Yoruba gods, when each wished to find out who, under God, was supreme, all the deities made their way to heaven, each bearing a rich sacrificial offering on his or her head. All
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Yemoja (Yemayá)
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