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The Introduction 

Ẹ ku abọ! 

Welcome to this first facet of Africa Embellished. In this segment, we will be exploring the daily routine of 

adornment of the Oyo Empire and its neighbors. Listed will be brief descriptions, a bibliography, and a student’s 

speculation on the aesthetics of the medieval Western African. 

Like many cultures of Western Africa, the Yoruba are categorized as a “sculpture people”, in that portraits and 

miniatures of them were very rare for much of the tenure of the Oyo Empire. Instead they express themselves 

through spectacular bronze and brass work that more than rival Western European work in parallel timelines [1]. 

From an early period, there is evidence of sophisticated casting and terracotta busts of royalty, gentry, and divine 

ideals. We will be exploring these busts and other sculpture and extant 

materials to better gain an idea of clothing, hair, and other forms of 

beautification practiced during the Golden Age of Ife (typically 1100 to 

1600 C.E). In addition, some archaeological finds from neighboring Mali, 

Benin, and Dahomey will be indicated as the borders have shifted (the 

Benin Empire and the country of Benin are not synonymous) and the 

clothing and sculpture can be very similar. 

 

The Head 

In Yoruba sculpture, the head is typically four to five times larger in 

relation to the body to indicate the head as the source of their life strength, 

or ase [2]. The head is heavily valued and there are many head busts from 

the Golden Age. 

The Tellem finds of Mali show many 

similarities in head coverings with the 

Yoruba of the same period, including 

the indigo tie-and-dye process (adire) 

prominent in the Kingdom of Oyo 

coexisting in the same timeline. 

Pictured to the right is evidence of the adire aesthetic, a running stitch and 

turned hems, as well as the pattern similar to the European coif. [3] 

Depictions of non-royal or non-divine women were not common in medieval 

Western Africa. Pictured to the left is a rare piece from 16
th

 century Benin, 

“exceptional by mere virtue of its sex”. Note the coral cap flat against her head 

and the braids hanging at the sides and back. Above her eyes are three marks of 

scarification, but her cheeks are unmarked. [4] 



 

Scarification had many purposes in the Golden Age of Ife 

and its surrounding kingdoms. It could be used to indicate 

status, clan, or for beautification and coming-of-age 

rituals. The bust presented shows what is believed to be 

parallel lines of scarification on a young Ooni’s face. The 

holes around the mouth are for anchoring a beard, making 

the bust customizable depending on the age of the king 

and festival dress. It is likely the headdress is a crown. [5]  

Also pictured is a terra-cotta head with keloidal (raised) 

scarification [6] and the intricate scarification of what is left of a 

terracotta woman. [7] 

 

 

 

The Hair 

West African hairstyles are a controversial topic for many historians. A prominent claim is that 

free-hanging plaits and more intricate styles are a post-Colonial construct, designed to bring order 

to African hair that could not otherwise be manipulated without European guidance. Whatever 

the case, on-the scalp braids are prevalent in many sculptural depictions of both men and women, as well as “knots” 

(kneeling sculpture with horizontal scars)[8] and closely-cropped, tightly coiled curls (pectoral ornament pictured to 

the left [9]). The pectoral icon was a popular gift from Obas of Benin to new chiefs and were worn to indicate rank 

and fealty. 

“Two inlaid iron vertical marks on the forehead lend balance and dignity to the face, and invest the pupils of the 

eyes with an intensity and power befitting a ruler. The four vertical marks to either side of these are found on Benin 

sculptures depicting Edo women or non-Edo men, suggesting that this work may have been created expressly for the 

use of a foreign ruler.”[9] 



 

 

Other, more elaborate hairstyles found in Yoruba figures include the 

irun agogo (compare sculpture [10] with pre-colonial, turn of the 

century photo [11] on left) and the egungun, a side lock worn by hunters 

in honor of the orisha of the same name and vocation ([12] right). 

 

The irun agogo is typical of bridal styles and maternity figures, 

indicating that the woman presented is either newly married or a 

priestess, and, thus, a bride of an orisha. There has been some argument, 

however, that it is a post-colonial style itself and with little evidence to 

the contrary, one should hesitate to replicate it for medieval re-creation 

purposes. 

 

“Thus we come at once to a major contrast between African maternity 

images and Christian images of Mary and the Christ child. In the latter, the 

primary focus is on the infant, and the mother is definitely a secondary 

figure. This is clearly the reverse of the roles of child and mother in 

African examples. The child, as a symbol of maternity, supports and 

reinforces the role of the 

mother as genetrix for the 

family and the group. 

Examples are known 

where the mother is 

standing, kneeling, or 

sitting; the child may be 

suckling or may be held 

on the lap or carried on 

the back, and there may 

be more than one child. 

In contrast, scenes of 

birth are rare, and the 

rituals surrounding birth 

rarely make use of sculpture.”[13] 

 

 



The Clothing 

 

Clothing is also a complicated subject for medieval Western African 

re-creation. In many cases, sculpture depicts men dressed in armor and 

women nude from the waist up. In some instances, such as the sacred 

ibeji figures and the royal busts, sculptures were intended to be fed, 

dressed, and groomed by their owners during rituals and festivals. In 

other cases, the re-creator must rely on extant garments and conjecture 

based on practical application. 

The main embellishment for Yoruba garments (among other cultures) 

beginning after the 11
th

 century is indigo dyeing, either through alabere 

(stitched resist) or oniko (tied resist) and the cloth of choice was 

barkcloth. Pictured is an example of a stitched tunic with an oniko design, 

reportedly gifted to the German merchant, Christoph Weickmann 

between 1653 and 1658.[14] It is believed to have been unworn, as the 

seams are merely tacked together, unfinished (typical garments of this period are left for the buyer to finish).[15] 

In an area and time period where the “wrapper” (draped garment known modernly as a kijipa) was prevalent, more 

tailored clothing was considered to be a specialty. While it would be dangerous to draw too many parallels between 

the right tunic and the finds of the Tellem or Bandiagara caves, given 

the distance of origins in both location and time period, an argument 

could be made for the easy reproduction of a standard of textiles for 

easy reproduction’s sake. [15] 

At the left is another rare female 

statue from mid to late-period 

Benin, believed to depict an 

Oba’s wife. The piece boasts the 

tightly coiled curls indicative of 

hair “knots”, waist beads (a 

foundation undergarment for 

Yoruba and Benin women), a 

circular beaded collar, and a 

criss-crossed necklace, as well as 

bangle bracelets and anklets. The 

bow and arrow suggests this is a 

scared figure and maybe be 

dressed at rituals.[16] 

To the right stands an Ife Ooni 

and the queen mother. Both are 

wearing draped garments. The 

man wears a pleat in the front of 

his wrap and the woman’s is a long kijipa, possibly extending over the breast. 

The headdresses, large collars, and draping necklaces are indicative of 

royalty. [17] 



 

Perhaps one of the more interesting facets of Yoruba textile production is the 

assignment of garment types based on gender. Men and women used different looms 

from one another and for different purposes. Men used the narrow, horizontal strip 

loom for men’s clothing, producing narrow bands of fabric averaging 4-6” wide (hence 

the many strips tacked together into a single garment).  

Women’s clothing was largely woven on the wide, vertical loom, producing two 18 to 

30” wide panels sewn down the middle to form the wider kijipa, averaging 24”. [18] 

“Subsaharan Africa's earliest textile was nonwoven barkcloth, which oxidized naturally 

to various shades of brown or was painted with overall designs in black.  During the 

slave trade era, the woven cloth most women in West Africa and Congo/Angola made 

and wore was, like European linen of the period, either solid, checked or striped in 

white, indigo blue and brown, and averaged 24" wide; some of it was very fine and 

delicate.”[18] 

 

 

Whether the 12
th

 century Tellem tunics on the left 

were produced using traditional Yoruba methods is 

unknown—the narrow loom is believed to have 

been used in Western Africa during their early 

Middle Ages (the horizontal loom being introduced 

later). [19] 

 

The Conclusion 

Western Africa during the Golden Age of Ife was 

closely knit, yet the differences in art and sculpture 

between cultures is clear and palpable. This guide 

should serve as a basic resource, however, for the 

beginner interested in re-creating a West African 

during this time period. 

Sources are listed on the following page, as well as 

links for resources more difficult to find online. 

Until next time! 

O da abọ!
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