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 THE MARVELOUS CHICKEN AND ITS COMPANION
 IN YORUBA ART AND MYTH

 DANIEL McCALL

 A common image in Yoruba wood sculpture is a woman with a bowl (Bravmann 1970: 53;
 Thompson 1971 : ch. 16, pl. 2,3)- This image appears also in several other ethnic styles in Africa,
 as, for example, the Senufo, in the Western Sudan and the Luba in the Congo River Basin
 (Goldwater 1964: fig. 104, 130, 134; Eliosofon & Fagg 1958: fig. 290). A man with a bowl is
 found in the wood carving of a cluster of peoples in the Cameroons grasslands (Wingert n.d. fig.
 N. 91). Not only might the connotations be different in these different regions, but even within
 Yoruba art, all carvings of a woman with a bowl need not mean the same thing. One might
 perhaps be offering food, or kola nuts, as a gesture of hospitality while in other instances the
 bowl might possibly be a sign of begging either from other human beings for earthly nourish-
 ment or in a more symbolic way of an entreatment of a deity for a wider range of blessings, and
 in still other cases, neither of these modes may have been intended by the artist: she may sim-
 ply be a decorative carytid for the container, and perhaps the function is to hold items used in
 divination - all of these potential meanings have been suggested by various commentators on
 African art. In this paper, the broad theme will not be followed in all its variety, but a single
 type of sculpture of a woman with a bowl will be considered. Let us define this image: an ex-
 ample is shown in the sketch.1 The bowl is in the form of the body of a chicken, hollowed out,
 with the back, head and tail, as a separate piece, forming the lid of the bowl. Thus far, my
 search has turned up no non- Yoruba example of this type of bowl.

 The woman may hold the bowl/chicken in front of her or support it on her head; we will
 assume that this variation is not significant. The woman may, as in other figures with bowls, be
 kneeling, sitting, or standing; again, we will not take these alternatives to be important (thus
 far, I know of five examples of the woman kneeling, and one standing but as yet none sitting).
 She may be accompanied by other figures, or she may be alone. If accompanied, she may have a
 child on her back, by her side, on her lap, or in two or more of these positions; the presence or
 absence of a child (or children) does not define the image, but - as we shall see - does allude to a
 characteristic of her nature. (In the six examples at our disposal, only the kneeling woman type
 sometines shows a child and that on her back.) Other adult figures, dwarfs in comparison to
 her, may crowd around, and they also have a connotation for her nature and that of the chic-
 ken, but they are not always included in the sculpture. (Only one in our small corpus has this
 feature, a kneeling woman.) The essential companion is the chicken, but we can only recognize
 the icon by the extraordinarily large size of the fowl in comparison to the woman: the bird may

 also have non-avian features, such as chased designs on its surface suggesting jewels or merely
 geometric patterns. This enlarged and bedighted bird is our titular "marvelous chicken" in the
 medium of sculpture; its marvelous nature is usually otherwise expressed in the medium of
 myth.

 It is, in fact, the chicken rather than the bowl that will be the focus of our attention. Con-

 centrating on the bowl has led commentators to relate it to its functional place in recent ethno-
 graphic observations; turning our attention to the chicken (which constitutes the bowl) nor
 only emphasizes the differences from other bowls and the existence of chickens in other sculp-
 tural context, but also alerts us to the place of this fowl in myth as well as ethnography.

 1 The model for this sketch was the cover picture on Wm. Bascom's African Art in Cultural Perspective. N.
 Y., 1973.
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 To anticipate, let us recognize a possibility of an adaptation of the icon from a representation
 of a mythic scene to become a special type of receptacle, and that this may have come about
 relatively late in the history of the image.

 Before we investigate the signification of this Yoruba image, let us review published and un-
 published examples of the motif and try to establish its localization within the Yoruba country.
 The original from which the sketch was made has been published in various places by Wm. Basc-
 om; it is said to dome from Efon-Alaye (Bascom 1973: III), A very similar piece is illustrated
 by R.F. Thompson, in two views, but the bowl has lost its lid and therefore the chicken the
 upper part of its body. No small adult figures or children are part of this composition. It is also
 attributed to the regional style of Efon-Alaye (Thomson 1971: ch. 19, pl. 18). Early in this
 century, Leo Frobenius included an example in his discussion of Ifa divination. This one, like
 Thompson's example, has no supplementary figures, but consists just of the kneeling woman
 and the large bird. No regional attribution is given by the author, but it is likely that it was seen
 in the area around Ife which was the center of Frobenius' interest (Frobenius 1913, fig. 4, a +
 b). At the Yale University Art Gallery, the Linton Collection of African sculpture (Gift of Mr.
 and Mrs. James M. Osborn) has a piece labeled "African, Yoruba, Nigeria (early 20th Century)
 Fugure of Woman". It is a kneeling woman with a high coiffure rather similar to that in the
 sketch, and three (more or less) horizontal facial markings on her cheeks; she has a baby on her
 back, held by her cloth, which, wrapped under her armpits, leaves her breasts uncovered, and
 this kneelength cloth is her only apparel except for a "choker" necklace and bracelets. She
 holds the chicken in the same manner as the other sculptures mentioned above. (Meriden n.d.).
 A photograph, said to come from Ibadan, described for me by Prof. Wieskel, seems to be simil-
 ar - he compared it to a photograph of the Yale piece - but he did not recall that it had a line
 indicating that a lid was detachable; he remembered it as a solid chicken. (Wieskel 1977). Our
 final example of the kneeling woman type is in the collection of J. Paul Ward; a photograph of
 this piece is made available here for the first hime. (O'Grady 1977). This is attributed to
 Abeokuta (Ward, 1969). A rather different composition has a standing woman with a large
 chicken standing on her head but supported by the upraised hands of the woman; no other figu-
 res accompany her (Thompson 1971 : Ch. 19, pl. 26). None of these have the earmarks of hav-
 ing been carved for the tourist market where this type of sculpture has been appearing for a few
 years, but these have the chicken reduced in size so that the bowl is considerably more minis-
 cule, and not only are supplementary standing figures absent (though the woman may have a
 baby on her back) but usually the image is stripped down to its simplest lines (no chasing on
 the chicken's body, or often even the usual elaboration of coiffure, and clothes, or necklace, on

 the woman) as well as the addition of blackening to the surface (which tourists seem to expect).
 These seven sculptures of a woman and a chicken/bowl are the only ones of which I am aware
 of at the present time, but it seems likely that others exist and certain that others have formerly

 existed, for what is indicated is a tradition among sculptors, which has some variants (which
 may be due to various "workshops" or lines of master-carver/ apprentice relationships, and these
 may in turn have a regional distribution).

 A number of sculptures of a woman holding a chicken, which is of normal proportions in
 relation to her size, can also be found. For example, R.F. Thompson has a color plate of a po-
 lycrome figure of a woman standing with a chicken held out in front of her, (Thompson, 1971 :
 ch. 19 pl. 19) and W. Bascom juxtaposed to his chicken/bowl a housepost in the form of a
 woman with a chicken in one hand and a calesbash in the other (Bascom 1973). Since there is
 nothing to indicate a "marvelous" nature for these birds, we cannot designate them as falling
 into the category we have set up though they may actually have been intended to convey the



 133

 FIG. 2 A view of a wood carving, reputedly from Abeokuta, showing the design on the baby's back
 which the present owners consider to be a symbol of Shango, an Oyo god of thunder (Oramfe
 occupies this position in Ife), but it is also possible that it merely represents a protective amu-
 let of a type imprted by the Yoruba from the north, perhaps mainly after the early 19th cen-
 tury. Photo: John O'Grady.
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 FIG. 1 Authors's sketch. It is argued that this figure represents The Great Goddess, Oduduwa, with her
 epiphany, the Cosmic Chicken, known as Earth-Spreader (He Ife), after whom Ife, the concep-
 tual center of the Yoruba universe, was named. Much later, sculptures of this type were syncret-
 istically pressed into service of Ifa, a minor god, and the divination system over which he pre-
 sided. (Readers unfamiliar with Yoruba culture should be warned not to confuse Ife, the wown
 and the kingdom of which it is the capital, with Ifa, a divinatory cult which was instrusive into
 Yoruba country from the north subsequent certainly to the 11th century A.D. and probably to
 the 15th.)
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 same essential meaning, but if so, we have no way, at present of recognizing this intent; we can
 say that the idioms of sculpture and myth are separate but may overlap and in the idiom of
 sculpture, the marvelous quality of the chicken is generally shown by its large size whereas in
 myth, as we shall see, this means of indicating the chicken's extraordinary character (i.e., great
 size) occurs in available versions more rarely, so great dimensions are not necessarily indispens-
 able. One reason we might keep open the plausibility that these images may be thematically
 related is that both large chickens and those of not unusual size are plentiful in Yoruba sculp-
 ture and outside the Guinea Coast area - where the Yoruba live - chickens have not inspired
 sculpture. In Yoruba culture, the chicken apperars not only in the plastic arts but also in myth.

 It might be argued that the only reason that the chicken was so large was a functional one:
 to allow space for a reasonable-sized container. The ethnographic context might be said to sup-
 port this, if we follow Bascom who identified his piece as a "cup" to hold the palm nuts used in
 If a divination; he adds that the sculptured figures are merely for decorative purposes and not
 necessarily related to the concepts associated with Ifa (Bascom 1969a: 111). Thompson does
 not assign to Ifa divination his piece of the same town style, saying merely that it is a "figurated
 cup for kola nuts {Olumeye)" presumably to make them available to a guest (Thompson 1973:
 ch. 19, pl. 13). The standing woman with the chicken-fowl on her head Thompson designates as
 "Shrine images and container", so, again, he does not seem to view it as Ifa equipment. Only in
 the last instance is there even implicitly suggested that there might be some significance of the
 image (and this possibility is not developed), while in the other two, no meaning is suggested
 and in one case explicitely denied. The other examples are lacking in any discussion of function
 as well as of the possibility of any meaning. However, Ward states that his piece has a symbol
 associated with Shango (Ward 1977), and if this is true it is unlikely that it was intended for the
 divining rituals of a priest of another deity.

 The geographical provenience of those sculptures which have been assigned to regional styles
 gives us a spread from Ekiti in the east (Efon-Alaye) to Egba in the west (Abeokuta), i.e. just
 about the easternmost to just about the westernmost of the Yoruba-speakers, but the northern
 region (Oyo), the southern region (Ijebu) and the "center" (Ife) are not represented in our cor-
 pus (or at least not specified as such). For the moment, we will keep open a likelihood that we
 are dealing with a Pan-Yoruba motif. Many shared elements, other than language, give a recog-
 nizable unity to the communities of Yorubaland but just as the language has variations in dial-
 ect so also the social organization, religious rituals, myths motifs, as well as artistic styles have
 regional peculiarities, usually related to the histories of the local kingdoms (Smith 1969;
 Kamau 1973). All areas recognize the seniority and primacy of Ife as the oldest kingdom and as
 a kind of religious center and this common focus helps to some extent to hold in check fis-
 siparous and centrifugal tendencies that otherwise would lead to greater cultural differentiation.
 This image of the kneeling woman and the chicken as a bowl might be one of the elements that
 was common to most Yoruba regions, but since we have knowledge of so few examples, we
 cannot be sure of that. If the attributions to the east and the west could be shown to be firm,
 this would tend to support the possibility that it is an old element of a common Yoruba cultu-
 re, but we need to know more, not only of its distribution, but about other aspects of the con-
 cept.

 Abeokuta is a recent settlement but Efon-Alaye is claimed in Ilesha, which is clearly an anci-
 ent kingdom, to be one of the original offshoots of Ife, founded by one of the 'sons' of the first
 king of Ife (Thompson 1972: 228, n. 1). If we had a way of establishing the motif as tradition-
 al at Efon-Alaye, it might go back to the early days of Ife, but as the sculptures are in wood and

 the examples we have are modern while older ones would not ordinarily survive in the tropical
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 rain-forest climate so that we can not have much hope to discover older ones; therefore, we
 cannot be sure that the conceptualization is not a quite recent one.2 However, we will show
 that mythic associations of a female and a chicken do have considerable antiquity.
 This constitutes a description of the visual image, its distinction from others, and its local-

 ization in space and time as closely as our data permits; the task of iconography has been ac-
 complished and we can progress to the challenge of iconology, the interpretation of the visual
 image (Ehresmann 1971). The questions we will explore are: -1) what reference, if any does the
 marvelous chicken have in fable, folklore, myth, religion or ritual? and -2) who is the woman?
 The approach we will follow is that learned from the example of E. Panofsky, comparing

 two distinct but interrelated lines of cultural transmission over generations: one, the visual im-
 age, created and replicated (with various modifications) by artists (in this case, woodcarvers);
 the other, the verbal image, created and replicated (with various modifications) by story-tellers
 (be they theologians, historians, or entertainers) (Panofsky 1939; Panofsky & Panofsky 1956).
 In Europe, the Middle East, or East Asia, where written texts and art forms have commonly

 been preserved for centuries and, within certain limits, both can be assigned dates, the chro-
 nological relationships of items in both media can be established with some confidence: this is
 often crucial for whatever interpretations are to be drawn. In areas such as Yorubaland where
 literacy has only recently been introduced, and where many of the sculptures are in perishable
 materials, chronology is generally obscure and as a result, the corpus of both the verbal and the
 visual arts have been treated by most scholars as essentially modern, even though they have
 some obviously antique elements. Art history has been largely confined to shallow time-depths
 when indeed it has not been wholly ahistorical. Furthermore, the relations of myth to sculpture
 is seldom explored, and then but tentatively and briefly mentioned, usuallly as an aside in the
 context of a discussion with other goals.
 That the situation might be changing in at least one favorable area on the Guinea Coast was

 noted twenty years ago by William Fagg:

 In most areas we have only an occasional hint of an interesting historical problem which may or may not
 some day yield its solution to research. Writers on African art have mostly been content with unrestricted
 speculation on these matters instead of seeking to build up a systematic method of collecting and inter-
 preting historical and archeological evidence. Only in the Nigerian region is enough material becoming
 available for the formation of hopeful hypotheses on a fairly large scale, and even there the speculative
 elements is still dangerously large, and must be recognized as such (Eliofson & Fagg 1958: 57).

 In the two decades since the eminent Keeper of African Ethnography at the British Museum
 cutiously announced the feasibility of an historical dimension to the study of Nigerian art,
 there has been a considerable quantity of systematic "collecting and interpreting historical and
 archeological evidence", especially in Yoruba country, and research on traditional social organ-
 ization and religion as well.3 Thus, we may hope that our problem may "yield its solution"
 although we cannot ignore that the "speculative element" is still present and that it "must be

 2 In the dry savanna country of the Dogon, it has been found by radiocarbon dating that some old wood
 carvings, known as the Tellem style, which are stored in a special place, are centuries old, but this is no
 doubt exceptional; it is generally thought that pieces made in the rain-forest are not likely in ordinary
 circumstances to survive for more than about a single century.

 3 In contrast to a society such as the Senufo which is well known for its art but is neglected by all other
 scholarly disciplines, the Yoruba have been studied by ethnographers, archeologists, musicologists, folklo-
 rists, sociologist, cultural geographers, historians, and its traditional poetry and theater has attracted the
 attention of literary critics.
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 recognized as such. " However, we must note that while some "hopeful hypotheses" have been
 proposed, such as those on the relation of one style to another, e.g. Bernard Fagg's on Nok and
 Yoruba, or on the function of archeologically unearthed brass castings, such as that of F.Willett
 on the Ife heads, the iconological analyses remain few (Willett 1967: 1 14 & n. 100 & pl. 2).

 The difficulty in trying to follow the Panofsky model in West Africa is that while arch-
 elogical and historical studies have given us an overview of the development of Yoruba society
 through a sequence of culturally distinguishable periods, they have not given us dates for texts
 of myth, for, being orally transmitted, all versions are modern. The same problem remains with

 sculpture, which - except for excavated items in durable materials - all sculpture is modern,
 though a few pieces collected in pre-colonial times and now in European collections are a bit
 older than the rest.

 There is no fully satisfactory substitute for exact chronology, but if it cannot be attained,
 there are some means of analysis which can yield hypotheses of age for various elements. In the
 field of myth, the work of Joseph Campbell offers us a model of separating motifs into categor-
 ies based on whether they are suitable or not to known types of society: these types forming
 the sequence: 1) hunting (Paleolithic); 2) food-producing (Neolithic); and 3) urban (Metal
 Ages) (Campbell 1959). In Yoruba history, the change from 2 to 3 occurred about a millenium
 ago and from 1 to 2 about two millenia before that; we will not need to have a longer perspect-
 ive than that. This is a greater time-depth than we would confidently expect to reach via wood
 sculpture, which as is commonly believed either rots away or is eaten by termites in the tropics
 although in one instance, as already noted, that of certain Tellem pieces, radiocarbon dates now
 give them an age of several centuries, approaching close to millenium. It is not suggested, how-
 ever, that we take samples of wood from all of the examples of our selected icon and send them
 to a laboratory. K. Carroll found that although the life of a sculpture might be short, the life of
 the motif which it expressed could be long; it was, he said, "the group of carvers in a district -
 repeating the same themes and only gradually introducing a new one - which built up a cumu-
 lative genius capable of supporting the less gifted carvers." (Carroll 1967: 91).A composition
 once rendered in sculpture would be repeated if it causes an aesthetic excitation or religious
 awe in the viewers; we recognize older themes by their frequency in the accumulated corpus of
 collected and/ or published Yoruba art, but we wouldn't know how old unless we could relate it
 to a mythic theme that had been placed in one of Campbell's categories. This is the way we will
 cope with the deficiency of dates.

 The icon of the woman and the marvelous chicken has been commented on in a number of

 published works. Bascom (1973: caption of Fig. 50): "Yoruba. Ifa divination cup, representing
 a kneeling woman offering a cock as sacrifice. Brown, wood with traces of blue paint; 14 1/2
 inches. Private collection."

 The same photo had earlier been published in his The Yoruba of southwestern Nigeria (N.Y.,
 1969) where the caption reads "An Ifa cup for storing palm nuts, from Efon Alaye. The head,
 back, and tail of the cock serve as the lid. Note the facial marks, the high crest of the woman's
 hairdress, and how the small figures at the base are subordinated to the woman and the sacri-
 ficial cook." In the same year in his Ifa Divination (Bloomington, 1969. Plate), he gave as the
 caption to the same photograph "a female worshipper offering a cock whose back forms a
 removable lid. The woman is surrounded by attendants whose subordination to the two main
 figures is indicated both by their diminuative size and the fact that their carving has not been
 completed."
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 These are appropriate statements inasmuch as the babalawo, or Ifa priest, keeps the palm
 nuts used in divination in a cup or bowl and the client normally offers a chicken for sacrifice.
 Doubt can be raised about Bascom's interpretation, however, on the basis of the relative sizes of
 the figures in the group (a point which he notes but from which he draws no conclusions). The
 small human figures indicate that the icon is employing 'hieratic composition' which tells us
 that the larger the figure the more important and powerful, naturally or supernaturally, the
 character so represented; the small figures, servitors or just common humanity, are there mainly
 to emphasize the grandeur of the main figures (Pastori 1970). The chicken therefore is more
 important than ordinary people but somewhat less powerful than the woman. Thus, the bird
 cannot be for sacrifice, nor the woman, unless a queen mother, a mere client of a diviner. Who
 (or what) then is the chicken and who is the woman?
 To get to these questions, we must ask the further question: in what contexts does the

 chicken appear in Yoruba myth? What comes immediately to mind is the creation story. The
 familiar fable has been told and need here be only outlined. Oduduwa descended from the skies
 by a chain, but there was no place to stand since there was only water below, so Oduduwa
 emptied a container (basket or snail-shell) of earth on the water and placed the chicken on the
 dirt, which due to the scratching around of the bird scattered the soil about and thereba in-
 creased the breath of the dry land, enabling Oduduwa to plant a palm nut, which grew into a
 many-branched tree. There are a number of variants in which some of the significant details
 vary, and we will have to discuss certain of these, but in all versions the chicken (sometimes
 assisted by a pigeon) performs the role of earth-spreader.
 The marvelous nature of the bird is usually indicated by the description 'five-toed' for ordin-

 ary chickens have only four; three pointing forward and one behind. One version does use the
 same idiom as sculpture-size, to denote its extraordinary character. As recounted by G. J.
 Afolabi Ojo, it is a "special giant bird" which "used its huge claws to spread out the sand.
 Where the claws dug deep, valleys were formed. Hills, uplands, and mountains were left within
 the interstices of the claws (Ojo 1966: 194).
 The place where this happened is the spot where Ife was later founded, considered in Yoru-

 ba thought the center of the world. The tree that Oduduwa planted seems to be another 'trans-
 formation' of the myth of the Tree at the Navel of the World (Butterworth 1970). The kings of
 all other important Yoruba city-states claim to descend from the dynasty of Ife, which thus is
 the premier city of Yorubaland. Called He Ife, sometimes said to mean "holy Ife"; or it is said
 to mean house (ile) of Ife, i.e. referring to the derivation of other Yoruba dynasties from Ife
 (Parrinder 1967: 107). A different translation is given by Bascom as "Earth Spreader" (Bascom
 1969: 10). The commonest meaning for ile certainly is 'earth'; and -fe means 'wide', so ife may
 mean "spreader". Such a name for the most ancient Yoruba kingdom suggests that it may have
 been named for the giant chicken that provided the earthly foundation on which it rests.

 Could the woman with the marvelous chicken be Oduduwa? If so, she is depicted in the act
 of setting the fowl upon the earth. I opt for that interpretation. It seems so obvious that one
 can only conclude that the question has not been asked and answered before becuse of certain
 concepts which have affected the perception of Yoruba sculpture. There are at least three such.
 First, the icon now is one of a number which are incorporated into bowls used by Ifa divin-

 ers. This context obscurs the potential relationship to Oduduwa.
 Second, there has arisen among English-speaking Africanists a doctrine that deities are not

 portrayed in the plastic arts. This dogma is not shared by continental European art historians,
 and we shall have to judge whether or not is is valid.
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 Third, there is controversy about Oduduwa's sexual nature. The anomaly of the use of the
 name, Oduduwa, for two different mythic personages, and the contradictions in the characteri-
 stics of these two individuals, one eternally divine and one in the beginning (at least) human,
 one sometimes said to be female and the other always and quintessentially male, is a morass of
 confusion which has puzzled every student of Yoruba culture.

 We will have to deal with these problems before we can stablish that the icon is indeed
 Oduduwa and the Marvelous Earth Spreading Chicken. We will take these three issues in inverse
 order to the listing, starting with the question of Oduduwa's sex.

 It is proposed that the other elements in the myth of the formation of the earth, the chicken,
 the tree, the quantity of earth, the watery abyss, and the means of descending from the sky
 may be clues to the solution of the problem of Oduduwa's sex. Three of these five, the tree, the
 earth, and the watery waste seem to be interrelated so we will look at them first. The other two

 pose a different set of problems and are related more tenuously, or only secondarily to the first
 group, while not being necessarily related to each other. It is necessary to investigate how this
 synthesis of motifs could come to be.

 Let us begin, then, with the tree. Most Yoruba tellings of the story specify that the tree is
 the oil palm {Elaeis guineenis); its juice provides drink, its seeds oil and also food, and it is said,
 in some traditions that in the early days that this tree was the main source of food (Idowu
 1962: 20). Ever since then, palm wine and palm oil have had an important place in offerings to
 deities. The ritual and mythic significance of this palm perhaps derives entirely from its useful-
 ness in the diet and economy, and one might think there is no need to look any further. Moreo-
 ver, when we recognize that the oil palm originates in the rain forest of this region, one might
 be even more inclined to doubt the pertinence of a comparative survey of tree symbolism. Nev-
 ertheless, over a large part of the Old World, a tree is an ancient emblem of the Earth Goddess
 (Butterworth 1970). Since Oduduwa, it is asserted by some, is the Yoruba Earth Goddess, we
 must confront this issue. Elsewhere, the tree may be the pomegranate or fig, or some other
 valuable species, or a more generalized concept (such as the Tree of Life), but in the rain forest
 around the lower Niger River, we would expect it to become the oil palm.

 It may be objected that a symbol which originated in Southwest Asia would not necessarily
 be known in W. Africa, or that if the item appears there as a symbol, it would not necessarily
 have the same meaning.Among the Lobi and Birifor peoples to the west of the Yoruba, a tree is
 the epiphany of the earth goddess, Tingan: thus, the widespread Old World trait is found diffus-
 ed not only north but ako south of the Sahara (Hagaman 1977).

 Vegetation is the exemplication of the fertile earth and the tree is the largest type of vegetat-
 ion, so it is not surprising that is should be an early association of earth goddesses, or that this
 idea spread with the diffusion of agriculture.

 In the Oduduwa story, the tree could not be planted at first because there was no land - only
 an expanse of water. In the cradleland of agriculture, Southwest Asia, where the tree and earth
 goddesses were so intimately connected, there is also in myth the concept of a great expanse of
 water. In the Mesopotamian guise of Tiamat, she is the primordial power and reality. Only by
 overcoming her exclusive sway can a place for human beings be established (Larousse 1960: 49,
 50). In the Yoruba story, the unlimited waters yield to the need for dry land in a less dramatic
 way than in the Mesopotamian myth; one might not even suspect the presence of a being equi-
 valent to Tiamat since no name is usually given in the recorded versions. The name is not very
 deeply suppressed, however, for at Ife there is a body of water, pointed to as the remnant of
 the ancient Deep, and it is called Okun or Olokun. This goddess, Olokun, "the owner of deep
 waters", we can see as comparable to Tiamat if we look at the latter minus the bias of the
 Marduk cult.
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 The earth which Oduduwa is able to produce to overlay the water is nothing more nor less
 than an emanation of herself. This portion of herself is her gift to humanity as a homeland and
 from this earth the bodies of the people themselves are to be formed and they will build their
 houses of this material and feed themselves from the vegetal bounty of the earth's fertility as do
 other animals, which the people may then exploit for additional food and for other purposes.
 These three elements of the Yoruba creation story fit into the pattern of ancient Near Eastern

 beliefs about the creation of the earth. Before getting into the complexities of the chicken mo-
 tiv, let us take a look at the "general interpretative scheme" (Berkhofer 1969: 11-12) which has
 guided me to make the foregoing comparisons with Southwest Asian myth. The premises o my
 posititon are few:

 "First, West Africa's agriculture is not, as G.P. Murdock (1959) thought, an independent in-
 vention, but is, as archeologists recognize (Clark, 1970), a diffusion from Southwest Asia via
 North Africa and the area of the western Sahara before it became disiccated; the difference in

 crops being due to adjustment to climatic zones: millets and sorghum replacing wheat and barl-
 ey to the south, just as rye and oats replace it to the north. A further adjustment was necessary
 to penetrate the forest zone (Posnansky, 1969)."
 Second, uncertainties of harvests due to annual fluctuations of weather, periodicity of in-

 sects pests, and other natural factors seemed in pre -scientific ages the capriciousness of superna-
 tural forces. Therefore, ritual and supplication of a deity was as necessary to a good harvest as
 preparing the soil and planting the seed. This being so, we would expect that the spread of
 agriculture from Southwest Asia to West Africa, a process that occurred outside the reach of
 the urban civilizations that eventually arose in the Fertile Crescent, would necessarily bring
 religious ideas as well as farming techniques from one area to the other.
 Third, the religion of neolithic Soutwest Asia focused on a Mother Goddess who was the

 divinity of the earth and the firmament, of birth and death (vegetal, animal, and human), and
 was the supreme power in the universe and could and did reward and punish persons and peop-
 les (Hawkes & Wooley 1963: 330-44; 262-70; James 1957: 162 ff; James 1959).
 Fourth, some remnant of this theology must have persisted within whatever further develop-

 ments occurred in W. Africa (and the way thither) so long as the society was essentially neolith-

 ic, but when conquerors with metallurgical skills and concepts of kingship arrive, we must re-
 cognize the 'neolithic revolution' has been overtaken by the 'urban revolution' (Childe 1946).
 Fifth, the traditions on the founding of the kingdom of Ife, still alive in Yoruba traditions,

 seem to be a recording of the drama of replacing a neolithic way of life in a particular place by
 a way of life organized on the pre-industrial urban concepts of kingship and militarism. The
 interests of the royal group and their followers is the main source of the blurring, reinterpretat-
 ion, and/or suppression of neolithic myths. These premises are developed at greater length in
 "Domestication and Metallurgy as Backround to the Ife Myth." (forthcoming).
 From these premises, I interpret the Yoruba traditions to refelct a more or less neolithic

 society coming under the impact of iron-weaponed invaders (Willett 1967: 122). The religion of
 the Yoruba-speaking autochthones was centered on an earth goddess whom they called Odu-
 duwa. The invaders being successful, their leader was established not only asking- an office not
 yet familar to the populace - but also as chief priest of the cult of the local people, and thus he
 became linked to her name. In the subsequent recounting of traditions, religious and royal, over
 the generations the conqueror's own name was forgotten and both he and the goddess had to
 share the single name, Oduduwa. The merger of king and divinity was to the advantage of the
 dynasty, promoting a sense of unity between the older and newer segments of the population
 of the region. The sense of unity and the internal stability of the kingdom promoted by such
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 feeling did not come quickly and traditions tell of protracted resistance and rebellion (Idowu
 1962: 22 ff).
 The royal scions traced their ancestry to Oduduwa, the first Yoruba king, while the rest of the
 people claimed descent from Oduduwa, the goddess. When the common people could be made
 to accept the royal opinion that divinity was masculine, as was eventually achieved in Ife (but
 not everywhere in Yoruba country), then Oduduwa was always an ancestor and never an ances-
 tress and both royalty and commoners could believe in a common ancestry even if fictitiously.

 Today, if one wishes to separate, for purposes of discussion, the two distinct personalities to
 which the name Oduduwa refers, it is necessary to adopt some gimmick; Idowu italidizes the
 name for one usage and leaves it unemphasized for the other, while Ojo adds Olofin ("owner of
 the palace") to idicate the kingly personage so that the unmodified name may evoke the deity.

 The masculinization of the divine Oduduwa as a result of this fusion was not enough adap-
 tation to satisfy the invaders. Whether male or female, earth was demoted from primacy, becom-
 ing a secondary, though important, member of an enlarged pantheon which comprised local and
 intrusive deities. The demotion of Oduduwa was accompanied by a competition of male gods
 for roles she had formerly had in the old religion. Obatala (also known as Orishanla) became her
 persistent rival. In some versions of the creation story, it is he who comes down the chain with
 the packet of earth, the chicken and the palm nut. In other versions, Obatala/Orishanla, was
 sent by Olorun head of the pantheon, but stopped to quench his thirst with palm wine and
 drunk and drowsy fell asleep, permitting Oduduwa (often presented in this context as the young-

 er brother of Obatala) to take the instruments of creation and to the job. The roles of Obatala
 and of Olorun, we can mark as part of a royal preface to the ancient neolithic story.

 If the foregoing interpretation permits us to recognize the woman as the goddess Oduduwa,
 we must still consider how she obtained her chicken. Though Oduduwa, as earth goddess, the
 tree, as her emblem, and Olokun, as goddess of the deep waters, may be a cluster of Southwest
 Asia my themes with only the Yoruba names being local, the chicken can not be an original part
 of the story since chickens were domesticated in another region of Asia, the Southeast. In
 Mesopotamia and Egypt, the chicken was unknown during the neolithic period and was intro-
 duced about the 7th/6th century B.C., long after the urban revolution had transformed society
 and religion there. There is evidence of chickens in Sicily in the 4th century B.C., and they were
 probably also on the nearby North African coastlands, from which they must in time have been
 brought across the Saharan trade routes to West Africa. Although chickens could reach some
 African peoples while they were still living in a neolithic fashion, in West Africa, these fowl
 would not be a part of the earliest neolithic cultures (Kroeber 1949: 694; Boetteger 1958: 244,
 247).

 We know very little about other domestic birds in West Africa, but it may be that the
 chicken, a relatively large and meaty bird, replaced the pigeon as a major food source. Several
 versions of the Yoruba myth have a pigeon supplementing the scratching of the chicken. Thus
 may suggest that the pigeon once did the task unaided. At any rate, pigeons give us another link
 with the Near Eastern and Mediterranean geoddesses.

 In the Yoruba context, the English language discussions use the work "pigeon"; in the con-
 text of ancient circum-Mediterranean goddesses the work "dove" is generally used. English has
 both words, the former coming in with the Normans; both are used for birds of the family
 Columbae. Pigeon is often applied to larger varieties and dove to smaller ones, but no sharp
 disstinction can be drawn between them (Encyclopedia Britannica).

 The dove was sacred to Astarte and to Aphrodite in historical times, and doves are represen-
 ted with female figurines considered to be mememtoes of the neolithic goddess (Botteger 1958:
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 J44, 147, 148; Hawkes <& Wooley 1963: 338, fig. 55c). A story comparable to the Yoruba
 myth, with a dove as the actor, has not survived - if it ever existed - in the Near East, so far as I

 am aware, but possibly it may be recorded on some cuneiform tablet.
 Supernatural powers were attributed to chickens in Southeast Asia and they were used in

 divination. (Kroeber 1949: 694) Some of these ideas traveled with the birds as they were
 adopted by more and more societies (Simoonsl961) The Persians in the time of Zoroaster
 considered chickens to be sacred CBoetteger 1958: 240ff)- The Romans used them in divination
 to foretell the prospects of an impending battle (Boetteger 1958: 240 ff). A syncretism of chi-
 cken and dove sacrality somewhere along the route by which chickens reached the Yoruba or in
 Yorubaland itself is plausible. The dove, like the tree, was an epiphany of the goddess, so if the
 chicken became substituted for the dove, then Oduduwa's chicken (no less than the packet ot
 earth and the tree) is merely herself in still another guise.

 Pigeons are required in some Yoruba rituals, and they occur in art. Thompson seems to have
 guessed that one, cast in brass, was probably influenced by European ideas for he commented
 that it was "made by a brass smith who occasionally worked for Western patrons" (ch. 17, pl.
 2), but Frobenius found one before Western patrons were common (1913, 1: 239, fig. 5).
 A word must be said about the sex of the bird. Frequently, it is described as a five-toed dock,

 and that brings us back to the controversy over the sex of Oduduwa. If the bird is male,
 wouldn't this exemplify the male nature of the deity with which it is associated? That could be
 argued, but we must hesitate to accept that since the same male bird in nearby Benin, so much
 endebted culturally to Ife influence, is there the symbol of the Queen Mother. Not the sex of
 the bird, apparently, but something else, perhapts its role in the food supply, or in myth or
 divination, has been the source of its place in this symbolism. To the extent that a co-maleness
 may have been perceived in Ife, this was no doubt due to the masculinizing influence of king-
 ship. Mother goddesses are mother to males as well as females of all species.
 Finally, just a brief glance at the chain in the story. As a chain, it belongs to a late version

 as indicated by the metal involved and serves to call attention to the metallurgical skills of the
 invaders. In older versions, we might expect a rope, but we can decide rather confidently that it
 was a spider's thread because every Yoruba deity except Oduduwa still uses that means of
 transport between heaven and earth, and it is not uncommon in West African myth. (Idowu
 1962; Goody 1972). This brings us to the same problem we found in the maleness of the cock.
 The spider tends to have male associations not only in West African but in European myth,
 (Rattray 1930; Finnegan 1970), so again the question may be raised: Wasn't Oduduwa after all
 a godi The use of spider threads in Yoruba myth is a habit of deities in general, but on grounds
 of comparative mythology, it would be Eshu, the trickster, who would have the greatest likeli-
 hood of being identified with the spider, and Eshu is definitely a subordinate deity. A fuller
 discussion of spider connotations must be left for another article.

 If we agree that the male connotation of the cock and the male associations of spider myths
 do not overcome the cluster of goddess features in the Oduduwa story, we still are faced with
 the objection that the sculpture could not represent the goddess and her wonderful chicken
 because - it is claimed - the Yoruba do not depict their deities in art.

 Clara Odugbesan explored the problem in a study entitled "Femininity in Yoruba Religious
 Art " (Odugbesan 1969). Her purview was restricted, however, to cult objects, mainly staffs
 with human shaped finials, of only three cults (all male deities): that of Ifa, Eshu, and Shango:
 Ifa has no female deity directly associated with him and there are no priestessess, only priests -
 so the feminine figures on the Ifa objects must be, she reasoned, reprensentations of women
 who sought Ifa's help. Eshu has priestesses as well as priests, so it is possible that the women on
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 his staffs might be either priestesses or devotees. Finally, Shango not only has priestesses (and
 priests), but had as wives at least three goddesses, one of whom, Oya (localized as the Niger
 river), bringer of storms and rain, is almost as important as Shango himself; thus Oya, or one of
 his other goddess wives, might conceivably be figured on his staffs as well as priestesses or de-
 votees. This range allows for from one to three possibilities (or four, if the feminine figures are
 " merely decorative" as some writers hold), but the only one common to all cases - and therefore

 it is implied the most likely in all cases - is devotee.
 This negative conclusion - that the female figures reviewed do not represent goddesses - is

 left tentative. It is bolstered by a few supplementary arguments which are mentioned rather
 than developed, that: 1) the kneeling posture posture ought to indicate a devotee; 2) if a few
 deities were represented, the others would be jealous (and there are - at least - 400 deities in
 Yoruba belief). Neither of these has much weight. Kneeling is the posture in some religions such
 as Christianity that is proper to a devotee, but this is not universal; standing is more common in
 Africa than kneeling. And while jealously of any deity is to be avoided under most circumstan-
 ces, the winning of a powerful deity's protection and favor would be worth - without too much
 risk - the annoyance of lesser deities whose powers are more restricted than that of the divine
 patrons of the half dozen or so great cults.

 On one aspect of her survey, the author seems convinced - that the finial figures generally do
 not represent goddesses, although she is not totally convinced that the women represented are
 merely devotees for they are often nude and Yoruba devotees do not go without skirts in ritu-
 als: "the problem must be left unresolved." My former colleague, Jean Borgatti, thinks that the
 nudity may be an indication of deference (as for example in the case of an Oba's wives' serving
 him in that fashieon - it has also been suggested, however, that they are required to prepare his
 food unclothed so that no one could hide poison in her garments). Borgatti sees kneeling and
 nudity as both reinforcing the idea of respect and thus appropriate symbolically to the idea of
 devotee. On the larger question of whether the Yoruba ever represented deities, Odugbesan
 holds back since Eshu has been identified, and she mentions a couple of other good possibilities.
 We may well ask - if male deities can be represented, then why should female deities not be
 also? For our purpose, here it is unfortunate that this survey was confined to the cults of a few
 male gods; it would have been interesting to have investigated the arts of the cult of the earth
 goddess and other goddesses.

 Dr. Odugbesan was then Acting Curator of the Nigerian Museum at Lagos. Perhaps the artic-
 le was actually written before taking up that position; otherwise, it is curious that she rest-
 ricted herself to only these cults and to wood-carving for in the Nigerian Museum, Lagos, is a
 brasscasting about thirty inches high, pertaining to the Ogboni cult. It is an unclothed female
 figure with genitalia emphasized. This piece was originally identified as Onile, "owner of the
 eart," a title of the earth deity, but that identification has since been contested; perhaps that
 controversy was the reason that she did not consider it. Four years earlier, Dennis Williams had

 summed up this point of view very succinctly: "In Yoruba orisha art, for instance, the High
 God is never anthropomorphised. Similarly, in the sacred bronzes of the Yoruba Ogboni cult,
 the supreme deity - the Earth Goddess, Onile, is newer anthropomorphised." In this statement,
 he summarized a study he had reported on more extensively elsewhere, but here he was not
 quite able to reach such unqualified a decision (Williams 1965: 87; Williams 1964). In another
 paper I have examined the arguments in this controversy and decided that the brass female
 figure is indeed Onile, another form of reference for Oduduwa (McCall: forthcoming).

 Not only should we recognize a deity in the large Ogboni brass figure but other sculptures in
 wood and other materials may also depict her. E. Roosens in Images Africaines de la Mere et V
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 Enfant declared:
 Le sujet de ce groupe est probablement la divinite yoruba, Odudua, dans le role de deesse, mere de la
 terre. Un des principaux temples de cette deesse se trouve a Ado, dans le Nord-Quest de Lagos, et il est
 possible que cette sculpture appartenait originalement a ce temple.

 The Horniman Museum acquired the piece in 1896; the identification seems to have been
 made before the recent notion that the Yoruba banned the portrayal of didivity. Denise Paulme
 finds not only Oduduwa represented as "a seated mother suckling her child" but also Obatala"
 "represented as a horseman." (Paulme 1962: 91).
 Who is correct? The denial of divine images seems to be localized not only in the English-

 speaking world, but largely in the sphere of British social anthropology, and it may be that the
 inspiration of the idea stems from the authority of Wm. Fagg who declared of a carving of the
 type mentioned by Paulme, that it "almost certainly does not represent an earth goddess,
 or any goddess or spirit, but is a piece of shrine furniture, suitable for the altar of almost
 any god of the Yoruba pantheon, and representing a nameless devotee who symbolizes the
 general idea of increase (which all the gods are expected to provide), the honour of maternity,
 etc. " (Fagg and Plass 1964: 50).
 The Ifa bowl, is I believe, an example of syncretism. The Ifa system resembles in type the I

 Ching divination of China and in between the two in the Middle East are other systems of simil-
 ar structures. Ifa, according to some Yoruba testimonies, come from Nupe, to the north of
 Yoruba country in the savanna lands which have been more open to influence from cultures
 using divination systems of this type. Although now the most popular method of divining and
 well integrated into Yoruba culture, Ifa is not the only means employed to probe the future.
 Fadipi informs us that "nearly every orisa worshipped in Yoruba land has a system of divina-
 tion as one of its main features; and substantially the same tokens and the same conventions in

 regard to their use are employed" (Fadipe 1970: 271). The non-African systems have diffe-
 rent conventions and make no use of a special bowl; W. African systems of divination com-
 monly employ a bowl which is often supported by the figure of a woman. Therefore, it is plaus-
 ible to suggest that Ifa, in the process of almost displacing Oduduwa and other deities from the
 divining business, took over some of their practices and paraphernalia: that the icon we have
 been considering was not originally created by a Yoruba artist for Ifa but was conceived - and is
 appropriate for - divination by priests or priestesses of Oduduwa.
 Let us end with a look at two names. In the name of the marvelous chicken's companion,

 Samuel Crowther in the mid-nineteenth century recognized the female and fertility character of

 Oduduwa and gave an etymology which is still the most creditable. Her name comes from the
 word for "black", dudu. Black is often the symbolic color of chthonic goddesses because it de-
 notes the rich soil (Moss & Cappannari 1953). The Yoruba make a classification of souls on the
 basis of their quality for farming. Ojo gives these as "ife dudu (black soil), He pupa (red soil),
 and ilefunfun (white soil), here listed in descending order of quality " (Ojo 1966: 212).
 The story of creation of the world by the chtonic Goddess with the help of her epiphany,

 the great bird, be it dove (pigeon) or chicken, is a neolithic myth. It has persisted since the con-
 quest of the neolithic Yoruba, but not without the creation of alternate versions to satisfy the
 segments of the hierarchial society that resulted from the conquest.

 He Ife ("Earth Spreader") is a place-name that is part of the neolithic myth so we can accept
 that Ife was a locality before the invaders arrived. Paul Ozanne's archeological survey has shown
 that there was" a scattered cluster of hamlets" which existed before the first walls of the town

 were built (Ozanne 1969: 3z). The building of the first walls he takes as the indication of the
 founding of the kingdom. The interpretation which I suggest is that a shrine of Oduduwa ex-
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 isted in this locality and the only political authority in neolithic society being religious, He Ife
 was consequently the political as well as religious center, even before the conquest, and there-
 fore the target for the invaders.

 If the neolithic Yoruba made representations of Oduduwa, they were probably predomin-
 ately in mud sculpture (McCall 1976). Any wood sculpture would have had to be made with
 stone cutting tools, and it is likely that some were made in that manner but when iron adzes
 and knives became available, an efflorescence of wood sculpture could be expected. At any rate,
 the style we know as Yoruba must have been created under the influence of artistic conventions

 brought in by the iron-tool wielders if we credit the Nok-Yoruba stylistic continuum (not that
 the invaders are likely to have come directly from iron-using Nok). The icon of Oduduwa and
 the great chicken in the style we find it must have come into existence sometime subsequent to
 the fusion of the invaders and the formerly neolithic autochtones. The purpose of the vowl
 within the body of the bird may have been similar to what it is today: divination - but at that
 time we may assume that the deity being consulted was Oduduwa. Many historic systems of
 divination, taken over by male gods, were originally the property of earth goddesses, e.g.,
 Apollo's acquisition of the Pythian oracle. A. Bouche-Leclercq summed up the situation in the
 phrase "la terre, source primordial de la revelation" (Bouche-Leclercq 1879, II: 251 ff).

 In the enlarged Yoruba pantheon of the Ife Kingdom, all of the deities could be sonculted
 by divination and the methods in each cult had considerable similarity, until sometime after
 Islam, was established elsewhere in West Africa (but in the linkage of trade toutes to Yoruba-
 land) when a rather different system of divination was introduced that was more complex and
 spectacular. This innovation became so popular that all the older cults lost out almost complet-
 ely to the newcomer that soon became known as Ifa. Identification with Orunnila, messenger of
 Olorun, the head of the pantheon, and association with Eshu, patron of mischance, plus the
 verses which the poetic proclivities of the early babalawos, or priests of the new cult, provided
 as vehicles for the prophecies, made Ifa so much at home in Yoruba culture that it is surprising
 to discover that it is a borrowing.

 Several deities lost apparatus to the new cult. Orishanla, the whiteclothed god, opponent of
 the black earth goddess, usually depicted in sculpture as a horseman, in whom we can recognize
 the god of the invaders, also had his image taken over as a caryatid for Ifa's palm-nut cup. In
 Oduduwa's case, however, by the time that Ifa arrived, many Yoruba no longer remembered her
 femininity and would not recognize her image in its new environment (especially when hieratic
 composition was deemphasized). This loss of meaning of an icon due to cultural change has
 been called iconatrophy by R. Graves and the "enigma of the inherited image" by J. Campbell
 (Graves 1955). The stage had earlier been set for the attribution of the goddess' image to a
 devotee of a parvenu god and the obvious marvel of her chicken epiphany became a peculiarity
 that could be rediscovered olny by iconology.4

 4 'Rediscovered' is perhaps too strong a word for the state of our information at this moment; what has
 been discovered is a possibility which by further discussion can be assessed for its degree of plausibility.
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