IFA PRIESTS AND THEIR SYSTEM OF DIVINATION

The Ifa Society

The paraphernalia of the Ifa divination system have been discussed
in the previous chapter. The custodians of this paraphernalia are
priests and diviners known as babaldwo/iyanifa (fathers or mothers
of Ifa divination) who adorn themselves profusely with beads,
prominent among which is ide which they tie to their wrists and the
necks. Another distinguishing mark of Ifa priests is the jéerugbé, a
bag made of cloth which most of them hang on their shoulders
(Plate 7). It is because of this habit of carrying a bag that the term
apo (bag-carrier) is used to connote an Ifa priest. A senior Ifa
priest sometimes carries about with him as a walking stick, a
decorated staff made of wrought iron called osun (Plate 8). It is
always held carefully. According to a certain taboo, it must never
fall flat on the bare ground. It is also usual for an If4 priest to carry
on his person a carved club-like object known as iréké® (Plate 3)
which is used to invoke Ifa during the process of divination.

There are five classes of Ifa priests. The first and most
important class is made up of priests known as Babalawo Olodu.
These are full Ifa priests who have been initiated into the secrets
of Odu®, the mythical wife of Ifa. They are the most qualified Ifa

23



24 IFA: An Exposition of If4 Literary Corpus

priests being at once diviners and healers. The second class of Ifa
priests consists of priests who have been initiated to Ifa but have
not been initiated into the secrets of Odu, and who have all the
paraphernalia of If4 divination, and are fully authorised to practise
the art of divination. They are known as babaldwo e¢légan. The
third class of Ifa priests is made up of people who have all the
paraphernalia of Ifa divination but who are forbidden to use them
to divine for people outside their own households probably
because they don’t know enough chants of Ifa. The fourth class
are those Ifa priests who are healers. They are full Ifa priests but
they divine solely for healing purposes. The fifth class is made up of
trained Ifa priests who are neither diviners nor healers but who have
been trained as If4 priests. They have all the paraphernalia of Ifa
but they do not use them. Each of them is usually in some full time
gainful employment but they attend the regular assemblies of Ifa
priests and they maintain a disciplined attitude to life which is
characteristic of Ifa priests.

In ancient times, the Ifa society was centrally controlled by
the king of each Yoruba kingdom through an officer who acted
as a contact man between the members and the government. In
Oyo, for example, the Ifa society is under the control of a
chief styled Onailémole, who is the political head of the Ifa society.
The society retained the full freedom to choose its own chiefs and
regulate its affairs so long as it did nothing contrary to the
government's civic orders. Nowadays, the control of kings over the
Ifa cult has almost completely disappeared.

The Ifa society is not a secret cult although some of its
deliberations are held as secrets which the un-initiated must not
know. The opportunity for training as an Ifa priest is available to all
children both male and female and adults throughout Yorubaland.
There are some female diviners who are called iyanifa.
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The Ifa society is one of the best organised societies among
the Yoruba. At the head of the society is the Araba, who is the
supreme high priest of a very large area which sometimes covers an
entire district with many towns and villages. After the Araba comes
the Oliwo who is the Ifa high priest for a particular city or
community. From the Araba downwards there are altogether
sixteen major chiefs of If4&. The following are the sixteen most
important Ifa priests®. Please, note that Qy6 town does not have
Araba. Please, also note that the list below is not necessary
hierarchical. In 11é-If¢, Agbangbon is next in rank to the Araba.

1 Araba (or Oluwo) 8 Balésin 15 Obaléyo

2 Ojugbona 9 Oin Awo 16 Agbongbon
3 Akgda 10 Osi Awo 17 Ajitend

4 Aseéda 11 Ekerin Awo

5 Awise 12 Alara

6 Erinmi 13 Ajero

7 Aransan 14 Owdarangun

As already mentioned in the preceeding chapter, the first day
of the Yoruba four-day week is devoted by Ifa priests to the
worship of If4. The day is known as ¢jé awo (the day of ifa). On
this day, Ifa priests assemble at the house of their local chief priest.
There, they eat, drink cast 1f4, and make sacrifices to I1f4. Chanting
of Ifa is not unusual at such congregations. As they chant, some of
them produce special dance music on the If4 ipésé (also known as
aran) drum® and to this they dance merrily around the house.

In most communities, Ifa priests meet regularly once every
month and once every year. The yearly meeting is observed as a
festival which is known as Mole. The annual Mole¢ festival is very
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elaborate, and it is usually held in honour of the king. Most of the
important activities of the festival therefore take place in the palace
of the king. These activities include offerings, chanting of Ifa and
dancing. In some communities, Ifa priests dance round the town
during the annual Mole festival.

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of the annual Mole
festival and the other congregational assemblies of Ifa priests is the
chanting of Ifa texts which is referred to as iyér¢. The chanting of
iyere is a well developed art among Ifa priests, and it is usually
done in choral form, led by someone who is a good chanter. To
every complete utterance chanted correctly by the leader of the
chant, the other Ifa priests chant han-in, meaning ‘Yes, that is right.’
However, if the leader has chanted a sentence wrongly, the other
priests inform him of this and tell him to correct his mistake. If he
makes another mistake, he might be shouted down, and another
priest who is sure of himself immediately takes over from him. Where
a priest makes serious mistakes while chanting and refuses to stop
chanting in defiance of the expressed objection of the congregation, he
might even be thrown out of the meeting in shame. By this rigid
insistence on the correct recital of Ifa texts, Ifa priests, have made it
almost impossible for spurious passages to appear in the Ifa literary
corpus.

To illustrate iyere chanting, the following ese is quoted from
the Ifa literary corpus in the manner that it will be delivered at an iyere
session with the han-in refrain chorally chanted in response to every
correct sentence. The last few lines of the ese contain the chorus proper
which is chanted together by the leader of the chant and the other
priests. This chorus proper is sometimes repeated several times by the
priests as they dance to the music of their drums and gongs.

LEADER: Igh6 gbororo ni mo 1e é séké.
GROUP: Han-in.



Ifa Priests and Their System of Divination

27

LEADER:

GROUP:

LEADER:

GROUP:
LEADER:

GROUP:

LEADER:

GROUP:
LEADER:
GROUP:

LEADER:

GROUP:

LEADER:

GROUP:

LEADER:

GROUP:

LEADER:

GROUP:

LEADER:

GROUP:

LEADER:

GROUP:

LEADER:

Odan gbororo ni mo 1& é hokun.
Han-in.

Ki n too dé.

Won joye 1éyin mi.
Han-in.

Mo dé, mo ba moriwo ope yee-yee-yee
Laladée mi.

Han-in.

A dia fan Olé6gundudd
Eyi ti a1 lo 186 jAjana nlfe.
Han-in.

Oléniimord jAjana nife.
Han-in.

Baraapet( jAjana nife.
Han-in.

A 0 kil md.

Han-in.

Ajepé loye awo je.
Han-in.

Ajepé loye awo je 0.
Ajepé loye awo je.
Oloniimord jAjana nife
A 0 kil md

Ajepé loye awo je.’

| went into the vast forest

To fetch building poles.
That is right.

| went into the vast grassland

To fetch building ropes.

That is right.

Before I returned,

They installed a chief in my absence.
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GROUP: That is right.
LEADER: I returned to find plenty of palm fronds
In my abode.
GROUP: That is right.
LEADER: If4 divination was performed for
Olé6gundud(®
Who was going to be installed as the Ajana’ of Ife.
GROUP: That is right.
LEADER:  Oléniimor6™ was installed as the Ajana of Ife.
GROUP: That is right.
LEADER: Baraapet(i' was installed as the Ajana of Ifg.
GROUP: That is right.
LEADER:  We will not die.
GROUP: That is right.
LEADER: If4 priest was installed into a long lasting title.
GROUP: That is right.
LEADER: If4 priest was certainly installed into a long lasting title.
GROUP: Ifa priest was installed into a long lasting title.
Oloniimoro was installed as the Ajana of Ife.
We will not die.
If4 priest was installed into a long lasting title.

In ancient times in Yorubaland, If4 priests were usually very
poor. This was because they were not paid directly for the services
they rendered to the community. For their livelihood, they had to
depend entirely on certain parts of the offerings given to Ifa and
sometimes on gifts from clients.

No babalawo should use his position to enrich himself in
any way. He must not refuse anybody his service on account of
money. If any person is too poor to pay the customary pittance for
divination, the babaldwo must divine for him free of charge; or if
the person cannot afford the prescribed sacrifice, the
babalawo must take whatever that person can afford and translate
the will for the deed. It seems, in fact, that the babaldwo is under a
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vow of poverty, to spend himself in the service of the community,
making just enough to keep himself alive. His real reward being in the
service of Qrunmila.?

One important attribute of all 1f4 priests, whatever their status
in the society, is humility. Humility is manifest both in their
appearance and their manners. This, as will be shown below, is an
outcome of the great discipline and perseverance involved in their
training. It can hardly be gainsaid that the Ifa society, comprising as
it does properly disciplined, humble and well-informed priests, is
one of the most important and most useful societies of the Yoruba
people.

The Training of Ifa Priests
The training of Ifa priests is a supreme example of sacrifice in human
endeavour. It demonstrates that human memory can be stretched to
an almost limitless extent for the retention of knowledge. The aim of
the training is to give the would-be priests a disciplined attitude to
many problems in life. In ancient times, Ifa priests were the guardians,
counsellors, philosophers and physicians of their various
communities. It was therefore, the primary aim of the training to
prepare the would-be priests adequately to meet the grave
responsibilities of important positions in the community. Most
people start their training as 1fa priests between the ages of seven and
twelve. If the training goes well without a hitch, and if the trainee has a
retentive memory, the training lasts not more than ten to twelve years.

There are usually many dropouts during the training with only a
small percentage of those who start the training completing it
successfully. This is due to several factors of which the most important
are firstly the mental rigour, and secondly, the extremely hard
conditions of living involved in the training.

Throughout the period of training, the master priest and
his trainees live together as brothers. Age and seniority are
respected and given priority among trainees in certain matters.



30 IFA: An Exposition of If4 Literary Corpus

The trainees do household work for the master priest. This is
especially the case with master priests who have no wives. Such
people depend on their trainees for carrying out all the menial
jobs of their households, it is also not uncommon for the master
babalawo to have a small farm near the town or village in which
he lives. In such a case, a number of his trainees are sent to the
farm regularly to do all the necessary work ranging from weed
clearing and planting to the harvesting of crops. The mastery priest
only goes to the farm once in a while to supervise the activities of
the trainees.

The training starts by teaching the would-be priest how to
use the paraphernalia of the divination system. This includes
learning how to use the divining chain, and the sacred palm-nuts of
divination to find out the appropriate Odu relating to particular
clients. This part of the training is known as didd-ow¢ (learning how
to use the divining chain for divination) and ¢rize-al¢ (learning how
to use the sacred palm-nuts for divination).

The divining chain is one of the first instruments in the
paraphernalia of Ifa to be introduced to the would-be priest. He
is taught how to recognise the various combinations of the half-nuts
of the divining chain that make up each Odu. The trainee learns one
Odu every other day, or in the case of very dull boys, one Odu every
week. Each trainee’s progress depends entirely on his own memory
and intelligence.

This part of the training of the would-be priest does not end
until the trainee is able to use the divining chain to recognise the
respective signatures of the two hundred and fifty six Odu in the Ifa
divination corpus.

After the student Ifa priest has mastered the use of the divining
chain, he is introduced to the sacred palm nuts, that is, ikin. This part
of the training is known as étite-ale, and it consists of teaching the
would-be priest to be able to use the sacred palm nuts to find out the
appropriate Odu by making marks on the yellow powder of
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divination. As the sacred palm nuts are used less frequently by the
Ifa priest than the divining chain, less time is devoted to this part of
the training.

By far the most important part of the work of the student Ifa
priests is learning by heart a number of ese from each of the two
hundred and fifty six Odu. Particular attention is paid to the principal
sixteen Odu which are also the first sixteen Odu in the corpus. There
seems to be no fixed number of ese which each trainee must learn
before he qualifies for initiation, but most of my informants confirm
that in ancient times, nobody would be respected as a good Ifa priest
unless he has learnt by heart at least sixteen ese in each of the two
hundred and fifty six Odu. Nowadays, however, it seems that most
Ifa priests know less than sixteen ese in each Odu.

The ese are memorised at the steady rate of one per day. In the
case of very long ones, the master priest could divide the ese into two
or three parts and devote one day’s tuition to each part. It is a
common sight to see many trainees queing up to take their turns
while learning their ese Ifa.

Each ese is learnt in the form of recitation in the first instance.
The master priest says one complete line at a time, and the trainee
parrots the words after him several times until he is able to retain the
whole line in his memory. This is done for each line until the whole
ese has been covered. Thereafter, the onus is on the student to find
time to repeat the whole ese to himself several times. This process is
termed riran Ifa (reiteration of Ifa verse).

According to many of my informants, after a trainee has
properly memorised the first sixteen ese, the task of learning Ifa
verse by heart becomes relatively easy for him. It is widely believed
that many of the trainees are greatly aided by a medicinal preparation
known as isgyé (memory aid) which they take with their food three
times a day. This medicine is supposed to make it impossible for any
Ifa priest to forget any ese which he has already painstakingly
learned by heart.
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Learning how to chant the ese is reserved for a much later part
of the training. A clever trainee, however, acquires the art of chanting
Ifa verse by imitating his master when chanting ese Ifa everyday
during the process of performing Ifa divination. A trainee could also
learn the art of chanting If4 verse by attending the regular assemblies
of Ifa priests. Ifa priests could, however, specialise in chanting as
part of their post-initiation training.

The ese is memorised with such a great reverence that not a
single word is missed. It is considered extremely sacrilegious for
anybody to add or subtract anything from the corpus. The ese¢ must
always be learnt in the very form in which it has been preserved
and disseminated from ancient times. It is believed that in this way
the texts in the Ifa literary corpus have been kept free from errors.
The corpus, therefore, remains till today one of the most reliable
genres of Yoruba oral literature.

Another important part of the trainee's work is the learning of
the appropriate sacrifices that a client must be asked to offer if a
particular ese Ifd turns out as the solution to his problem. The
name given to the section of the corpus in which detailed
instructions are provided about various sacrifices is okararaebo. It
is a very difficult and confusing part of the corpus since every ese
If4 has its own appropriate sacrifice. The would-be priest therefore
has to learn a number of items required for sacrifice among which
usually include clothes, money, cooked food, fresh fruit and
drinks. In addition, he has to learn the proper process of using
these things for sacrifice. For example, one ese Ifd may stipulates
that a piece of cloth used for sacrifice should be burnt while
another stipulates that it should be cut into pieces. Another ese Ifd
may name six things to be offered as sacrifice, and furthermore
prescribe that the various items should be arranged in a particular
order and deposited in the bush or placed on the shrine of a
particular divinity.

In addition to learning by heart the things required for sacrifice,
and learning how to use them for sacrifice, the would-be priest has to
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learn certain poems that are meant to be chanted whenever certain
sacrifices are being performed. These chants are not actually in the main
stream of the literary corpus known as ese. They are special chants meant
only for sacrifice.

Initiation and Post-initiation Training
When the master priest is satisfied with the trainee’s ability in the
different branches of If& mentioned above, he allows him to present
himself for initiation. Of the numerous stages in the initiation ceremony,
the four principal ones are described below.

The first stage is the ceremony marking what is known as sisi
opele ja (ceremony marking the mastery of the Odu by using the
divining chain). This is a very important ceremony involving the offering
of sacrifice to Oranmila and the giving of a feast for all Ifa priests in the
community concerned. The ceremony which lasts for only one day
involves the use of the following food for both the sacrifice and the feast:
(i) Eko (solid maize gruel), (i) Abo Adie (hen), (iii) Eku (rat), (iv) Eja
(fish), (v) lyan (pounded yam), (vi) Oka (solid food made from yam
flour), and (vii) Ori (drinks).

The second stage of the initiation rituals involves the propitiation
of Est.® This ceremony is referred to as gigtn Estl (the making of the
paraphernalia of EsU for the would be priest). During this ceremony the
image and the other paraphernalia of Esu (Plate 10) are presented to the
would be priest. Sacrifices are also made to Esti and to Oranmila.

The third stage is known as fifojukan Odu (initiation into the
secrets of Odu). During the ceremony, the would be priest feasts many
Ifa priests from far and near, after which the sacred pot believed to be the
abode of Odu, the mythical wife of If4, is ceremoniously opened for him
to see. In turns the Ifa priests present look inside the sacred pot. The
actual contents of this pot are not revealed to the un-initiated, information
about them is treated as a major secret of the Ifa society.
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There is a lot of drumming, dancing and chanting at appropriate
intervals during the Odu initiation ceremony. Two of the ese Ifd
usually chanted during the ceremony are given below.

Omodé o foju bOdu lasén;
Atgba 0 foji bOdl ni ofe’
Eni t6 ba foju bOdu y60 si dawo.
A dia fin Orangun, 11€ 114,
Ti 6 gbalejo lati ode idan.
Wén ni bo ba foja balejo,
Orin ni ki 6 maa ko.

A foji bOdu,

Arire 0.

A foji bOdu,

Arire.

Awa ma ma kuaku foji bOdu,
A 0 ki mo.

A foji bOdu

Arire

Little children do not see Odu free of charge;

Old people do not see Odu without paying a fee;
He who sees Odu will become an Ifa priest.

If4 divination was performed for Qrangdn of Ila,”
Who would receive a visitor from the city of Idan.*
He was told that when he saw the visitor,

He should start singing.

We have seen Odu,

We have found good fortune.

We have seen Odu,

We have found good fortune.

We have certainly seen Odu,

We shall not die.

We have seen Odu
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We have found good fortune.

Boja ba tl tan,

A ku olérii patepate;

A ku aghaagha sanko sanko 16ja;
Bifa ba pedi tan,

Twonwo a dide.

Adié fim Orimmila.

Ifanlo le é foju bOdu

Loke Tkefin.

AfojibOdu,

Arired;

AfojibOdu,

Arire.

Awa mo mo kiki foji bOdu,
A0 kimo.

AfojibOd,

Arirer

When the market session ends,

The chief of market women remains;
Some important elders also remain;

When Ifa becomes difficult,

The less qualified priests rise up and leave.
Ifa divination was performed for Qranmila
When Ifa was going to see Odu

On the mountain of ikefun.'®

We have seen Odu,

We have found good fortune.

We have seen Odu,

We have found good fortune.

We have certainly seen Odu,

We shall not die.

We have seen Odu,

We have found good fortune.

10

15

10

15
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The fourth and last stage of the initiation is known as wiwo
igho If4 (entering the sacred grove of If4). This is the most elaborate
of all the principal stages of Ifa initiation ceremony. More than two
hundred different items including food, drinks, clothes, beads and
many other materials are required for the ceremony. The most important
of these things are:

(i) Yanrin okun (sand taken from sea shore), (ii) Yanrin gsa
(sand taken from shore of lagoon), (iii) Eéba epo (small gourd of
palm oil), (iv) Opolopo iy (plenty of salt), (v) Ago adie (coop full
of fowls), (vi) Igi ona (a wooden sculpture), (vii) Aso funfun gpa
marun-un (five yards of white cloth), and (viii) Opolopo owo eyo
(plenty of cowries).

The ceremony involves feasting, dancing and chanting of ese
Ifa for several days. Sacrifices are made to many divinities
including If4 and Esu. Four or five chief priests of the society lead
the would-be priest into sacred grove where they thoroughly
examine him on different aspects of the Ifa literary corpus.
Throughout his sojourn in the forest, the would-be priest ties a
piece of white cloth round his neck and waist. He emerges from
the sacred grove at the head of a long procession of people dancing
and singing. Here is one of the chants of the occasion.

Awa t& 6 nifa o,
K6 o tlnra e t¢,
Tite la tEji Ogbé
T6 fi mori wogbo.
Awa t& 6 nifa o,
K6 o tlnra e t¢,
B6 o dori ope,
Ma3 se jowo si.?

We have initiated you into the secrets of Ifa.
You should re-initiate yourself.

This was how Eji Ogbé® was initiated

And he himself into the forest.”*
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We have initiated you into the secrets of Ifa.
You should re-initiate yourself.

If you get to the top of the palm tree

Do not let your hands loose.

It must be noted that the training of Ifa priests does not end
with the initiation ceremonies. A good Ifa priest regards his
training as a continuing, life long process and realises that the post-
initiation part of his training is very crucial. No If4 priest can excel
in his work without undertaking post-initiation training.

During his training, it has been strongly impressed on him
that it is his duty to help all clients with all problems, and where he
fails to know the immediate answers to any problem, he should be
able to know where and how to get useful and appropriate
information to help his clients. Therefore, when a client comes up
with a problem the solution to which a particular Ifa priest does not
know, he asks his client to come back later. Before the client
returns, the Ifa priest goes round to his colleagues for information.
It is quite common for Ifa priests to go at night lamp in hand, to see
their fellow priests especially when they are faced with an
apparently intractable problem. In this way, the successful Ifa
priest learns more and more day by day, and improves himself
steadily as he continues his practice.

The training of Ifa priests up to the time of initiation is
essentially broad and general, but after initiation the training
becomes specialised. Among the areas in which a priest of Ifa may
specialise, the most important are healing, chanting of If4 texts,
and knowledge of rare texts in the literary corpus.

Specialisation in a particular field sometimes takes the priest
of Ifa to distant places. It may happen, for example; that the only
Ifa priest who is a renowned specialist in healing is, at a certain
time, in a particular part of Yorubaland. In such a case, all Ifa
priests who want to specialise in healing will have to go to that
particular specialist for training. In this way, all successful Ifa
priests usually travel a great deal throughout Yorubaland acquiring
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more knowledge and broadening their outlook on life as they mix
with different kinds of people.

Specialist training is usually very short and intensive. In the
humorous words of one Ifa priest who is a specialist in healing “no
Ifa priest desirous of becoming a renowned specialist in healing
will ever feel contented with his ability until he can cure the lame,
the dwarf and the hunchback.”?

The Odu and the Ese of Ifa

The Ifa literary corpus consists of two parts, namely, Odu and ese.
The corpus is divided into 256 distinct volumes which are called Odu
and each Odu is sub-divided into numerous verses which are
called ese. While the number of the Odu is known, the number of ese in
each Odu isunknown. This is due to the constant growth in the content
of ese Ifd, a growth which certainly does not affect the form of the text.

There are two categories of the Odu. The first category consists
of the Oju Odu (The principal Odu), which are sixteen in number. The
second category consists of the Omo Od or Amalt Odu (Minor Odu),
two hundred and forty in number.

The Odu are regarded as divinities in their own right. Ifa
divination myths tell us that before the final return of Qrinmila to
heaven, he promised his children and his followers that he would
send to them certain divinities who would perform some of the
functions he used to perform when he was on earth. He promised
that these divinities would be known as Odu and they would
come down from the sky. When Qrinmila finally returned to
heaven, his children and his follower began to make
preparations for the coming of the Odu from the sky. For the
sixteen principal Odu they made sixteen thrones one of which
was well decorated and placed in an open place while the other
fifteen thrones were arranged around it in the form of a circle. The
people then started to watch the sky for the descent of the Odu.
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When the sixteen principal Odu were coming down from
heaven, Of(in Méji, also known as Orangln Méji, was their leader.”®
The ranks of the principal sixteen Odu in heaven was as follows:

1. Ofun Méji 7 Osa Méji 13 Odi Méji

2. Qsé Méji 8 Oglnda Méji 14 Twori Méji
3. Ireté Mgji 9 Qkanran Méji 15 Qyeka Méji
4. Otta Méji 10 Obara Méji 16 Eji Ogbe

5. Othirapon Méji 11 Owonrin Méji

6. Tka Méji 12 Trostin Méji

But when the principal sixteen Odu came to the frontier gate
separating heaven from earth, they reversed their order of
procession so that the 16th and the most junior Odu, Eji Ogbe,
went through the frontier gate first. He was followed by the 15th
Odu and the 15th was followed by the 14th and so on until the first
Odu came last.

Immediately Eji Ogbé went through the frontier gate, he
entered into space and descended into earth. When the large
gathering of people saw him, they hailed him as the king of the Odu.
They carried him shoulder high and placed him on the big throne
prepared for the leader of the Odu, thinking that he was the most
senior of all. The second Odu to descend from the sky was also
hailed as the deputy of the king of the Odu. In this way, the
ranking of sixteen principal Odu was completely reversed, giving
the following new order:

1 Eji Ogbe 7 Obara Méji 13 Otta Méji
2 Qyeki Méji 8 Okanran Méji 14 Trete Méji
3 Iwori Méji 9 Oglnda Méji 15 Osé Méji
4 Odi Méji 10 Osé Méji 16 OfinMéji
5 Trostn Méji 11 TkaMéji

6 Owonrin Méji 12 Otduriapon Méji
The order pf seniority of the sixteen principal Odu has
since remained as above till today.?* Eji Ogbé is regarded as

the most senior Odu, but whenever If4 priests cast Ofin Meii,
they hail him as king, saying héééepa (We hail you)!



40 IFA: An Exposition of Ifa Literary Corpus

As mentioned above, the sixteen principal Odu are more
important than the minor Odu. The sixteen principal Odu
contain the most important ese If4 and it is considered a duty by
all 1fa priests to know as many ese as possible from this part of the
Odu corpus. As a result of the greater attention paid by If4 priests to
the sixteen principal Odu, most of the extant ese Ifa belong to this
part of the Odu corpus.

The Omo Odu are also regarded as divinities. As their
name implies, they are regarded as the children of the sixteen
principal Odu. They are also known as Amald Odi because each
of them bears the names of two principal Odu combined. For
example, the first and most important Omo Odu is known as
Ogbéyekl. This name is a combination of the names of two Odu,
namely, Ogbg, the first Odu, and Oyeki, the second Odu. The two
hundred and forty minor Odu are arranged in twelve groups. Each
group is known as Apéla. The twelve groups bear the names of
twelve of the sixteen principal Odu. They are arranged as follows:

1 Apola Ogbe 6 Apola Owonrin 11 Apola k&

2 ApolaQyeki 7 Apola Obara 12 Apéla OtiarGpon
3 Apodla iwori 8 Apola Okanran 13 Apola Qsé

4 Apola Odi 9 Apodla Ogunda 14 Apéla Irete

5 Apdla Irostin 10 Apola Osa 15 Apéla Qsé

Each Ap6la consists of a number of Odu. The first section
contains thirty Odu while the second section contains twenty eight.
The number of Odu in each section decreases in an irregular
pattern, giving a total of two hundred and forty. The names of the
thirty Omo Odu in the first section, Ap6la Ogbg, are given in
full below in their order of seniority.

1 Ogbeyeku 6 Idingbeé 11 Ogbébara

2 Oyekulogbe 7 Ogbérosun 12 Obaraboghe
3 Ogbeweyin 8 Irostinokanjua 13 Ogbékanran
4 Tworiboghe 9 Ogbéhdnlé 14 Okanransodé

5 Ogbédi 10 Owonrinsogbé 15 Ogbéégun
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16 Oglndabedé 21 Ogbétomopon 26 Iréntegbe

17 Ogbeérikusa 22 Otdurpongbeé 27 Ogbesé

18 Osalufoghejo 23 Ogbealara 28 Qséogbe

19 Ogbéka 24 Ottiaoriko 29 Ogbéfohunféléhun
20 Tkagbemi 25 Ogbeate 30 Oftinnagbé

Each one of the two hundred and fifty six Odu has its own
specific divination signature. Both the sacred palm nuts and the
divining chain are used alternatively by Ifa priests to arrive at the
signature of each Odin. The sacred palm nuts are used in the
following manner. The Ifa priest puts the sixteen palm/huts in one
of his palms and tries to take all of them out at once with his other
hand. If two palm nuts remain in his hand, he makes one mark on the
divination board containing the sacred yellow powder of divination. If
one palm nut remains, he makes two marks, but if nothing remains or if
more than two palm nuts remain in his hand, he makes no mark at all. Each
mark or pair of marks is made, one beneath the other, four times. When
four marks or pair of marks have been made, the whole pattern thus
formed is the signature of a particular Odu. The following are the signatures
that may be obtained by using the sacred palm nuts.

1 Oghe 2 Oyekii 3 lwori 4 Odi
1 11 11 1
1 11 1 11
1 11 1 11
1 11 11 1
5 Trostn 6 Owénrin 7 Obara 8 Okanran
1 11 1 1l
1 11 11 11
11 1 11 11
11 1 11 1
9 Oglinda 10 Osé 11 1ka 12 Otiidirtipon
1 11 11 11
1 11 1 11
1 1 11 1

11 11 11 11
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13 Irete 14 Osé 15 Oflin
1 1 11
1 11 1
11 1 11
1 11 1

When the divining chain is used, the Ifa priest holds the chain
in the middle and throws it before himself. As mentioned in the
previous chapter, the divining chain has four half nuts of the op¢le
tree tied to’ each side of it. Each one of these half nuts has a concave
and convex surface. When the divining chain is thrown forward as
described above, all or some or none of the half-nuts may come to rest
with their concave or convex surfaces facing upwards. The pattern so
formed on each occasion by the half-nuts on the chain is regarded as
an Odu. For example, when all the op¢le half nuts present their
concave surfaces, the pattern is regarded as the signature of the first
Odu (Eji Ogbe). When all the half nuts present their convex
surfaces, the pattern is interpreted as the signature of the second
Odu, Oyek Méji When the middle two on each side of the
divining chain present their concave surfaces and all the other
half nuts present their convex surfaces, up the pattern is taken to be
the signature of the third Odi (Iwori Méji).

The whole of the If4 literary corpus known as ese Ifd is based on
the Odu. What a priest of Ifa tells his client is therefore taken directly
from the Odu corpus. This is contrary to an opinion popularly held
that Ifa priests are clever psychologists who read the problems of
each client from his general appearance.

We must now turn our attention to the second category of the
Ifa literary corpus, the ese Ifa. As mentioned above, each Odu
contains an unspecified number of ese. While the Odu are
important for the divination aspect of Ifa, the ¢se form the main
bulk of chants in the Ifa literary corpus. At the same time, the ese
are quite important for the divination aspect of If4 because the
pronouncements and predictions of the If4 priest are based on the
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content of ese Ifa. 'Ese Ifa is the central and most important part of
If4 divination system'.®

The form of ese Ifa is predominantly poetic. The poems of ese
Ifa are of varying lengths, some being as short as only four lines
while others are as long as six hundred lines. It is the long poems
of Ifa greatly treasured by Ifa priests that are referred to as Ifa Nidnld.
Ese If4, whether long or short, make use of very interesting poetic
devices e.g. personification, play upon words and repetition.

Ese Ifa pervades the whole range of Yoruba thought and
action throughout history.*® Some deal with history, geography, '
religion, music and philosophy. Ese Ifa may be a simple story
about a man going on a journey and asking for advice on how to
make the journey successful. It may be a highly philosophical
story showing the merits and demerits of monogamy. It may deal
with the foundation of a particular town. There is certainly no limit
to the subject matter which ese 1f4 may deal with.*

The Process of Ifa Divination

The two categories of the Ifa literary corpus, the Odu and the ese
have been discussed above, but the process by which the priest of
If4 uses both the Odu and the ese to solve the problem of his client is
yet to be described. The long and complicated process of Ifa
divination begins when the client confides his secret problem to Ifa. This
is done in several ways. The most popular way is for the client to whisper
his secret problem to a coin and then throw the coin inside the
paraphernalia of Ifa divination laid out before him. Another method is
for the client to take up the paraphernalia of Ifa in his hands, and
unfold his mind to it in a whisper. The If priest is not allowed to hear any
part of the client's whisper at this stage.

The next stage of the divination process begins when the priest of Ifa
takes up the divination instruments and starts chanting certain poems to
them. These chants usually include, a salute to Qranmila, sometimes salutes
to certain other authorities. A typical introductory chant is quoted below:
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If4, o gbo.

Omo Enire;

Omo Enire.

Omo ¢jo méji

Ti i saré ganranganran 16ri eréwé.
Akére finu sogbdn;

Akoniloran bi yekan eni.

Iba Akoda,

Tba As¢da.

016j6 oni ibda re 0.%

Listen, O! Ifa

You, the son of Enire,

The son of Enire.

You the son of two shakes
That dart about on leaves.
You, the short person

With a mind full of wisdom.
You are the giver of wise and brotherly counsel.
By your leave, Akjda.*®

By your permission, As¢d4.*
The owner of this day,”

I seek your authority.

The proper performance of the divination follows the introductory
chants. If, for example, the If& priest chooses to use the divining chain, he
takes it firmly in the middle and casts it on the ground in front of
himself, and reads the signature of the Odu that appears. He then
chants the ese which he considers to be most representative of the
character of this Odu. He could also give his client further details
by chanting more ese. The amount of detailed explanation that the Ifa
priest gives his client at this stage depends on the number of
different kinds of ese that he knows from the particular Odu which
has appeared. At this stage, however, the Ifa priest usually prefers
to make a broad and general statement. He relies on the use of the
b0 to spell out further details.
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The b0 are used by the If priest to translate his broad pronouncement
into concrete details. As mentioned in the preceeding chapter, the Ibo are
mere lots based on the two opposite alternatives of ‘yes' and 'no'. It is the
belief of the Ifa priest and his client that the client's Ori will make the right
choice of alternatives for him when lots are cast. The commonest and
simplest form of Ibo is a pair of cowry shells tied together and a piece of
animal bone. Generally speaking, the cowry shell stands for 'yes' while
the piece of bone stands for 'no'.

After chanting the most representative ese in the Odu that appears,
the Ifa priest gives the set of ibo to his client, and asks him to put to it
a question requiring the answer 'yes' or 'no'. If, for example, after the
first performance of divination, the Ifa priest has made the general
statement that If4 says that someone is in danger of death, the client may
use the set of ibo to find out exactly who is in danger of death. Is it
one of his children, one of his friends or one of his relations? Is it he
himself?

The client may then whisper a statement like this to the set of
ibo: 'Ifa, you say someone is in danger of death, is the person my
mother?" As usual, the Ifa priest is not allowed to hear this whisper.
The client then drops the set of ibo on the paraphernalia of divination
while the Ifa priest picks it up immediately, and gives it back to the
client after using it to touch the paraphernalia, and saying:' The cowries
mean 'yes', and the bone means 'no". The client then picks up the
ibo, and keeps the cowries in one of his hands, and the bone in
the other.

The priest of Ifa then takes up the divining chain again, casts it on
the ground twice. If the Odu obtained during the second casting of the
divining chain is senior to the Odu obtained during the first casting,
the Ifa priest asks his client to produce the ibo in his right hand. But,
if the Odu obtained during the first casting of the divining chain is
junior to the one obtained during the first casting, he asks his client to
produce the ibo in his left hand. If the bone comes up, the answer
to the client’s question is no, but if the cowry shell comes up,
the answer is yes. If the answer to the client's question is 'no’, it
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means, of course, that the person who is in danger of death is not the
mother of the client.

The 1bo are thus used as a means to amplify the first prediction
of Ifa which, as mentioned above, is usually very broad and general.
If, for example, after the first casting of the divining chain, the Ifa
priest says that Ifa sees good fortune, the Ifa priest and his client
may want to know what kind of good fortune it is, when the good
fortune will come, and to whom it is likely to come. Whatever the
nature of the amplification desired, the process described above is
usually followed until all answers are obtained. Therefore, the Ifa
priest may have to cast the divining chain many times when using
the ibo to find out a specific point.

When the client is satisfied that all his questions are
answered, he tells the Ifa priest the actual problem he has brought
before Ifa. The client's problem is then discussed and the Ifa priest
helps further by analysing the different es¢ he has chanted. In this
way, the client is made to understand the prediction of Ifa about his
own problem. If the divination is a successful one, both the Ifa
priest and his client feel quite satisfied at the end of the long
process of divination. But it is not unusual for the client to feel that
he is not quite satisfied.

Ifa Divination Sacrifice
To every complete divination process, there is always a prescribed
sacrifice. Whether the prediction of Ifa is good or evil, the client must
always offer sacrifice. It is the belief of the Yoruba that if the
prediction of If4 is good, a sacrifice will help further to make it come to
pass, and that, if the prediction is evil, a sacrifice will help the client to
dispel the evil. Therefore, after the completion of the long process of
divination, the Ifa priest will tell his client the sacrifice that goes with
the prediction. The client then goes home to buy the articles
required for the sacrifice, and brings them to the Ifa priest.

It is part of the training of Ifa priest to learn what types of
sacrifice that goes with every ese. This is not form part of the literary
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corpus although there are a number of instances where Ifa divination
sacrifice known as ebo Ifa is included in the literary corpus.
Although each cannot be put in a water tight compartment, it is
quite accurate to say that Ifa divination sacrifice forms a separate
corpus.

It is not unusual for the client to be unable to supply all the
materials stipulated for the sacrifice. The Ifd priest must accept
whatever fraction of the sacrifice his client brings to him. Neglect of
due sacrifice is, sternly condemned by Ifa. "

Different kinds of materials are usually required for sacrifice
by Ifa priests. These materials include cooked food, raw foodstuffs,
cloths, live animal, including goats, rams, rats, fishes, birds, plants,
leaves, roots of plants, sand, stones, etc. Below are two different lists of
materials required for two distinct sacrifices. These sacrifices are

mentioned in connection with two ese If4 taken from Qkanran Méji.*

(a) Ebo ni Ostinwon agbado, akafo ighé ati owa. A 6 kéé owa naa
kéekeekéé, a 6 kod oromodie méji 1€ e 16ri, a 6 kOO egbokanla 1¢
e lori pelu ko mérin, obi gidi mésan-an ati epo pupa, won 6 1o
réé gbé ebo naa si ojuto.

(The client’s sacrifices are: one measuring container for maize,
broken calabash and a palm branch. The palm branch will be cut
into two parts, and a chick will be placed on each one together
with eleven times two hundred cowries, four lumps of maize
gruel, nine real kola nuts and some palm oil. The sacrifice should
be placed in an open place in this person’s compound.)

(b) Ebo ni gogow( kan ati akara méfa. A ¢ je okan 10de, a 6 fi okan
léri odi. A ¢ je okan ni idi Esu, a 6 fi okan Iéri Esu nda. A 6 je
Okan ni idi Esu keji, A 6 fi 0kan 1éri Esu naa.

(This client’s sacrifice are: one big white wrapper and six bean
cakes. The client will eat one of the cakes outside the town wall
and place one on the town wall. He will eat one of the cakes at
the shrine of Esu, and place one on that shrine. He will eat
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another cake at the second shrine of Esu, and place another one
on that shrine of Estu.)

A good part of any sacrifice made by Ifa priests usually goes
to Esu whose mythical wife is known as Agbeérl (receiver of
sacrifices). As mentioned in the previous chapter, Ifa priests
usually have a shrine of Esu near their homes. The mysterious
relationship between Ifa, and Esu has also been discussed in the
same chapter. As negotiator between the other divinities and
Oranmila, Esu carries the sacrifice offered through QOranmila to the
particular divinity for whom the sacrifice is meant.

Most of the sacrifices that Ifa priests ask their clients to offer
are usually offered to particular divinities. A person may be asked
to offer sacrifice to Sango, so that he may have victory over his
enemies. Another person may be asked to offer sacrifice to
O0sanla, so that his wife may have children. In this way, Ifa helps
to immortalise the other divinities.

The psychological function of sacrifice in the community is
rated very high by Ifa priests. They maintain that sacrifice helps to
unite all the forces both natural and supernatural that operate in
Yoruba cosmos. Broadly speaking, these forces are four in number
namely, divinities, the ancestors, witches, and other supernatural
powers, and human beings. The function of sacrifice is to enlist the
support of these four forces for whatever one may want to do, so that
none of the forces work against one's purpose. The part played by
human beings in making sacrifices successful is not underrated in Ifa
texts. That is why during the offering of any sacrifice, people are invited
to the shrine of the divinity to whom sacrifice is being made to watch the
offering of the sacrifice and to eat part of the food used for the sacrifice.

The ese Ifa given in full below emphasises the importance of
the human factor for the success of a sacrifice. The story is that of a
farmer who wanted to farm on a piece of land. He was warned to
make sacrifice to Ori (Head), Earth, Eégun (ancestor) and
Oosavild (creation divinity). He offered the sacrifices, but he did not
call his neighbours to take part in the sacrifice. He discovered later
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that things were not all right for him on his farm. He then went back to
his Ifa priests and told them his problem. His Ifa priests asked him
whether he offered all the required sacrifice, and he answered in the
affirmative. But when they asked him whether he made sacrifice to
OlUbobotiribo, baba ebo, he said that he did not know what was so
called. Then, his Ifa priests told him that people's mouths is what is
called olUbobotiribo, baba ebo. The Ifé priests then said:

What is it that we propitiate in If¢?
People’s mouths.

It is their mouths that we propitiate in If¢.
It is their mouths

Agboéngbdn, awoo won 1dde Tloréé;

Agbayangidi, awo ode ljésa;

Okunrin yangidi yangidi

Ni wén on di ni atipa.

A dia fan Ol6dyimefun, 5
Y66 bul¢ Oléwu roko.

Won ni 6 bodgun ileé,

O boogln ilé,

Eboo r¢ o fin.

Won ni 6 boosa 0ja, 10
O boosa oja,

Eboo r¢ 0 da.

O0sa 0ja 0 gba,

Won ni 6 borf,

O bori, 15
Ori pa.

Woén ni 6 bolg,

O bolg,

11¢¢ lu.

Won ni 6 bo OlUbobotiribo, baba ebo. 20
O ni dun mo pé baba eni leégun ilé.

Oun mo pé iy eni 100sa oja.

O ni dun mori 16ri o,

Oun mol¢ nil¢.
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O ni dun 6 mo ohun ti { jé 25
Olubobotiribg, baba ebo.

Won ni enu,

Enu ni i jé¢ OlUbobotiribo, baba ¢bo.

Njé ki n 1a f bo nife?

Enuu won. 30
Enuu won 1a f bo nife.

Enuu won.

Mo fungba.

Mo fawo

Enuu won, 35
Enuu won ko mo 1¢ ri mi ba ja.

Enuu won.

Mo walé,

Mo wéna.

Enuu won, 40
Enuu won ko mo 1¢ ri mi ba ja.

Enuu W()n.43

Agbéngbon, their Ifa priest at lloréé*

Agbayangidi, Ifa priest of ljesa;*”

The hefty man

Who was always tied hands and feet.

If4 divination was performed for Ol6dyiméfan‘® 5
When he would take the land of Olowif” to farm upon.

He was asked to make sacrifice to the Egungin®® of his household.
He made sacrifice to the Egungun of his household,

But his sacrifice was not accepted.

He was asked to make sacrifice to the divinity of the market.”® 10
He made sacrifice to the divinity of the market,

But his sacrifice was not accepted.

The market divinity refused his sacrifice.

He was asked to make sacrifice to his Ori,

He made sacrifice to his Ori repeatedly 15
Until his head became bald.

He was asked to make sacrifice to Earth.

He made sacrifice to Earth repeatedly

Until he created a hole in the earth.
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He was asked to make sacrifice

To Olubobotiribe, the father of sacrifices.

He said that he knew that one's father

Is the Eglngun of one's household.

He said that he knew Ori to be one's head,
And he knew Il¢ to be the earth.

But he said that he did not know

What was called Olubobotiribo, the father of sacrifices.
They told him that people's mouths,

People's mouths were referred to as OlUbobotiribo,
The father of sacrifices.

What is it that we worship at If¢?

People's mouths.

It is their mouths that we worship at If¢.
Their mouths.

| have given to those over here

| have given to those over there

Their mouths.

Their mouths can no longer fight against me.
Their mouths cannot.

| have given to those in my household,

| have given to passers-by.

Their mouths cannot.

Their mouths can no longer fight against me.
Their mouths cannot.

20

25

30

35



