
:& us a in_,C

-106-

IGIlJ Ilwm~ MID PAlillItIi,

by

Uche Okeke

'Ihe Igoo culture area, and 1 rreen Igboland East of the Niger
and west of the cross River and also West of the great Niger water­
way of South-Eastern Nigeria, is inhabited by a pecple erose dani.­
nan t culture traits, carplexes or patterns are indicative of
unified rot richly varied sub-cultures . This culture area exhibits
sate evidence of an ancient artistic culture transoondi ll3' tirre and
place and reflecting mastery of techniques that are unique for the
ethnic people .

Art is life, not a neens of ent:ellishing extistence . 19oo
e1;hno-aesthetes attribute to the Earth ~ss, Ala, the dual role
of l::eauty-giving and moral-1ceeping. Art, which springs f ran mother
natllr&- is seen as a Social system or a s a neane of fostering the
spiritual and physical \\e ll- being of the ldndred o::mn.mi.ties. I gbo
drawing and painting therefore provide deep insight i nto the art
and life of the peq>le and oonstitute in a deeply rreaningful way
the bare bones of their creativity.

Uli Drawing

In nore recent years there has t:een a trend tooIards searching
for the origins of traditional art fonns . Uli drawi ng i s an att:atpt:
to enhance the l::eauty of the hunan tody, perhaps i n the saue '<Bj as
the pyt.h:ln is attractively stripped. There are fine exanp1es in
Igoo folk tales of riddles and scngs of l::eautiful l y stri~ and
spot.ted beings: "Who is the maiden wmse tody was decorated with
uli lines and wOO roams the forest? -The pyth::In l" The song of
Cinalu 's IlOther in the tale, ONALU, is IlOSt expressive of the
pecple's thinking in thi 8 matter:

-~~
I t was you wID gave Ire Fgu cne

*Og:ini i s of the squirrel farm.l y and very beautifully spotted. It
has , so to say, uli deroratioo <rl it .
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Iobnths I::efore Onalu's bi.rth!

~.

I'Ilat, in fact, is uH? It i s an art form t.QgetheJ:: with tbi! netb:lds
and I\\'lterials for real~ it. uti stain i s extracted frun tbi! pods
of the fo1l.ot.li.ng plants:

(a) Uli Oba or UZi Nkpo:** botaniCal nane - RothMania .,hi t fie!.d.i.

olD feet high OL" a I!UCh brandEd shrub.

Fr:uit -

'bJ uti Nki liBi:

Plant

Pruit

'eJ uu EdrJ sse ..
T<~

Pmit

February, ~; mcccse, \4l to
three indES in diarreter with 5 - 10
lDngi tudinal rid:jes and CI'CM'led by
the remains of the calyx.

Botancial nate - ~ema8po= t:zoifwra

A fair sized shrub with rusty pubescent
usually spreadin] and nore or less
straggling branches.

Ellipari.d - ulti.Inoltely glal=us - about
1 all lorq-tiwed with persistent calyx.
This t ype is llDSt effective when green.

Botanical nate - Gal'denia impsr ia Li B

60 feet high and 6 feet in girth. Too
colour of the bark rarY,JeS rrce grey to
dark. bro..t1 with orange fledcs .

Between April and August . Ellipsoid to
nearly 9101xlse-up to 2.5 inclEs l.cng ­
crowned by persistent calyx oontaining
nUTterco..ls seeds and bedded in fleshy
pulp. 'll\i.s type is fastest in turning
dark. wrnn exposed.

n 1 haVe used neres camon atU"g the 1900 of Old oni tsha Province .
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ULI DESI Gl' ELEl'lENI'S:

Group I : Gearetric M::ltif s Groop II: Anitral,Neqetable M:m.fs

ntupo (p;ri.nt)

akpala or
akpa la uti.
( line)

""" ...(1eqlard 's
claw)

(trian;le)

o/oJe or
ugOO okxe
(con~ f or--'(square/rectangl e)

onwa (the = )
(circle)

•

o
Cl

o

""O-mpo

-­(snake arrl
srexe cc
roiled
snakes

Ije nwa agw or
ije agw
,-. walkftrove­_t'

okpa okuku
(chidcen ' s leg)

isi 1IIJOji arrl oka la
iei 1IIJOji
(Kola -head)
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(dl UU Okol'Obiam: Botanical narre - Ibtimmia hiapida.

Tree 35 feet high or shurb wi.th smooth barlt arrl
i::roIonish or slash pale l:a:cMn.

Fruit Jure to sepeencer, Elcngated ellipsoid
2.5 to 4.5 inches long with five pr.iIrent
groved rid]es S1.II1ID\nted by persistent
calyx.

There are ceter types not nentioned here which are quite well ~.
UU Abuda arrl UU Al"l< H1Qdu are SOll!! of trese .

Ide uU or l ee uU is thE! process of drawing u1i patterns on
the J:ody or as in scrtI:! places on walls . Th9. uti artist is usually
a female person in Igto eocteey. Sm is an adept in manipulating
uti design ele:rents with the followin:J tools:

NIna Ni.n< Zi - small forged and beaten oct; knife primarily for
cutting open uti pod. I t occurs frEqUently in
u1i designs.

OJaJa uU ~ vessel or receptacle for ull stain.

~iei uZi quill feather or thin stick pointed at one en::}

arrl used as drawing pen .

TOO body is pri1'red or prepared in readiness for uti deo:oraticn
by Li.ber'al.Iy treating it with Uhie , red cereood, in the sane way as
eOO . yellow vegetable co lour. serve as pctner for the oga Zu body
decoration. As i s obvi.ous , !limES of Igto design eaerente are derived
fraa natural objects. Too eeccm group of e1ellents are nuch roore
typical than t}e foregoing and a lot nure dynanic or organic.

Ttere are great many local animal and vegetable rootifs which
have t:eo::rne part o f the uti artist's picture language.

I t is the ordering of trese design elertents in space as broadly
det.lned. by traditicnal usage that cnallenges tre in::I=uity uf inlivi­
dual Igto designers. A delicatel:alance of tf-e dynamic rootif""'S}ml:ols
are generally effectively realised.
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Uli has CErtain lyrical qualities ~ch have inspired ~s
o f eutstanding beauty in the folk idi(Zll. xeeie , a mythical artist
of high ~. i s oelebrated in songs: -ABseZ e ds Zu uZi dsZ u baa
nJ!lUO :- (Asele nw:Se uti dr<5dngs eIIBl to the 1an;1 of the dead : )
'Ihe mstal.gi.a of a sister for her brother l ost in an uIi grove
in A H:riden 's Cr!I is well expressed and llDVi.n;I:

~My brother, pray oore rcee:
vde ndBZe rnuIi
My brother, pray care tare :
Vde ndeZs muli
My brother, care bade fran uti grove:
Vde nd"Ze ",uIi
My brother, care bad< without your !::owl:
IJde ndBZS muZi
My brother, pray care tare:
IJde ndSZe muZi. -

Uti has been seen as a basic art form or in fact a basic
creative inspiratiaJ. or acti.vity by a waran f olk s:i..nqer and the
rratral. of the Erugu lkwu Ijele Mas:Iuerade eeoce Tra¥ (1 972)
better~ as I JB ZB~: - I traded witlxJut scccesa

I tiEn !XXX to m3Id..n:J ul i:
draw:i.I'1"JS and the gift
of scngs CiSlE to lie :·

~ the :;ears, uli artists have <Evised design notifs for
the different parts of the b::dy dEy decorate . 'rtese are of rourse
the uZi e1.ellents Ioe have alrea:ly rotec or a cunti.nation of these.
'lhei.r choice of notifs shows clearly tmir synpathy with tunan
t:ody ccntoura and their expertise in the use of uli drawing pen.
'Ihe fol.J.OO.ng are design notifs for different parts of the I::ody:

(a ) Face - Uli iku notifs for the l:ror,.os
Uli onu notifs for the IJD.1th
Uli agba notifs for the j --s

(b) l't:1ti f s for the anns

(c) onE Qest. and Breasts - VI i obi frotifs

Cd) !be Belly - Uli afo lIOtifs

te l l't:1tifs for the~ 1..iJIlb> - the ankles and the feet.
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It is Ioell that other~ rreth:rls of Oeo:>rating the hunan
b::rly be exanined here. These fonns of deoorlIoticn are DOn! closely
related to uti am are~ CUJlllmentary to it.

Ogatu is made fran ns4Jbu nmuo. a plant of the cassia atataHum
farrti.ly . It i s capable of <JI'OIo'ing into it large tree. lts roots pro­
vide the soft creany paste which when mixed with sere quantity of
raffia palm-wine and allOW?d to f enrent overnight i s J10St effective
for this form of body dea:>ratiOfl . Ogatu blisters the skin in spite
of the palm-wine antioote, raisil¥J it in ooticeable weals that lend
prcninence to the design.

Ogatu design is made q:J of oonoentric circles which tend to
errphasize :roundness of forrn of the fEmale bJdy. ~ breats and the
belly, for exanple, are throm out in delicate and organically ceo­
cedved oonoentric circles. UH is often draWl over ogatu in which
case the uti Il"Otifs are very ecooani.cally dispersed.

Nkasi -Ani (tIt;asi-Al a ) ceres fran a tuberous plant. I t is
similar to ogatu in its effect on the skin and the way the circular
notifs are utilised. Nkasi-ani t:ody Oeo:>ratioo clears q:J in atout a
rronth mille ogatu which is permanent. The root paste is ground with
edo , yel~ pigllEr'Lt, and mixed wi th sore quantity of raffia palm­
wine or orange juice . This, like the ogatu, is never applied en
the faoe f or dNious reasalS. There are am::ng others uti ogbu
which are made fran certain larvae fo.md en ogw tree climl::ers.

Incised Body Ornanentati<n

Technically these forms relate to carvi.ng and are the preserve
of certain male artists or profess:icnals. Didt:.a fran the U1ll.:di.c:ita
kindred are ~ll establisl"ed specialists of iehi facial scarificati<n
art . Iehi is a distinguishin; nw:k. for certain titled class in
Njikcka Di visace and other centres in IgbJIand.

Mbibi and Nki are b.u other netrcde , !/bi di is incised with
knife by the specialists on the youth, for exanple, girls, and nki
design is acrdeved by eeana of priddng the skin with point of knife
or pin and rubbing in of sam dad vegetable stain .

It is not in the least surprising that IgOO drawing has rot been
lb:utEnted in the past for these reasons :

(i) Traditi<:na1 IgOO cneore i s ncn-literate, rich in oral
evroence.

(ii) 1¢o art t:elcnj's in essence to a traditicnally erolutive
culture . It o::ntinua1ly regenerates and revitalises it­
self by absorbing and incorporating l'leW ideas.
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For ~ reason of its widespread occurrence in Igwland, u.li
symlol s which were originally natural forms have teen transfonmd
into highly ritualised signs. Uli, to my mind, is the hig~st form
of art drawing i n the I g oo Clllture area and. i s OOubt.less ~ I10st
baste and i ndeed the f irs t gif t of Ala, tre genius of creativity
and Iobther Earth.

Mural Painting and Demration

This rea of Igw art has for a lorg tarre leen over-Iccked, In
recent years sam valuable IomX has been <:bne in Nsuk.\a by ~ung

artists, researchers and. scrofars , It is perhaps because of the
i.Irpenrenence of the mud walls and. the crude nature of the pigrrents
that 00 record of this ancient art form has been ~ll kept. Painting
in ~ Igw country is very much asooci.ated with festivities and. by
the very nature of the peoplets dynamic concept; of the living art
IlllSt of necessity be ever changirq.

C01a.lr in Igto Art

'!he range is reasc:uably wire for even the oontarp.>rary painter.
'!he fol.l.owi.ng pigrrents are available in the oountry in the form of
earth colours or vegetable dyes. Traditi<nal painters , nostly
\IoUlHl , klv« tOol to oo llect their pi<J'OOflts and tOol to prepare and

seeeeeve "'"'.
PriJnary COlours

(al ffhi e (Ufie) , caJWXXl, varying shades of red
tEpending on the nature of WXlds
anp::IUI'}ded. This cciccr i s pro­
duced by rubbing hits of w:x:ld
against very SIlDOth. griMing
stone ..a.th SIXIe drops of water
a&3ed to it r ather sparirqly .

(b ) Aja-MJa1rJrruo. yellow ochre earth. Tums
red::lish~ when baked. SOld
i n small balls in local narlteta.

lc ) Aja Upa, sccece of very rich I:rowns
l a terite, nrlllsh I:rowns. Very ~ll

used and in good supply .

J!a::ls and bror.1ns are particularly significant for certain ritua1s ­
funerary and title Uking events. For the nuralist, the oonsidaratioo
is perhaps IlDre aesthetic than purely :functi<nal or ritualistic.
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(a) Eda , ye l low extracted 1¥ gririli.ng and adding of water
as in uhie is called anthocyanin. nus~
is foom in high plants . Ed£; J::elongs to this
type of plant and is also krvI.n locally as
I1lJanyiocha, literally ''ttJite 1oUlIall. '

'!he following are o::trpOUJlded to produce effective
edo paste:

(l) edc plant (yellow w:xxl)
( 2) egom edo (yellow tuJ::er which looks like

lit tle oooopn seed .)
(3) ozuaJaJali or utu mpikpo (yellow edible

fruit the size of an orange ball 'ttJich
groWl f ran a wild creepin;J stan) .

(b) sonata, ochre fran sand stone. Has rich shades and is
easily obtained.

Yel lows and ochres are well used for decorative purposes and for
ritual effects . '!hey often go with black and white in decorating
carved objects such as masks .

BUlES AND GREENS:

(a) Ammu vegetable dye is the source of incl.i90. 'tte
leaves of this plant are usually groord with
charmal to produce blue-black .

(b) AkwulaJo Ndu. such as oloJe tree leaves provide green
(green leaves) colours . '1bese colours are fu;i.tive

and are rot particularly favoured by
traditional designers.

Bl ues and greens are not camonly used by the =al artists . Indigo
i s rather efltlloyed as dye for certain class of IoUVeI1 materials w:trn

by nesqcereoere and knoWl. in certain localities as axolo ImUtllJU .

WHITE: (a l Aja 0Cha, Wlite earth usuall y mined.

(b) Nzu , whiteclay, fine grained and !lDSUY pcre
white pigrrent. well used for ritual PJX­
poses - precedes the presentation of the
kol a-nut .
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¥lU.te is significant in raany ways in Igt:o life ar:d a.L1tuxe . It
~lises p.rity.

BUQ(S AlD BlACK~:

(a ) Aja OJU . blade clay i s not truly black t:ut
shades of dark ashy grey.

(b) lInyi .

(el ArJIJUrU
IAnwulw

txc,

charroa1 of yCl'll vines is llUCh favoored .
It is said to be quite f ast and oould
s tay on a wall for sore years .

scot deposited by oxking fire in the
Jdtdl!!n is the best source of black pi9­
llelt. 'Ibis type of black is finely
pcwjered. I t shines with such trmu1.oos
or faint diffused light that i t is essoc­
iated with the rwre of a mythical teauty.
0# RpaZ-..u.

Black is widely used in nural decoraticn and is tl'e colour of
all such ritual objects or c::arvinc;Is preserved aOOYe tie fi~laoe.

It is i.:rp:lssib1e bere to exhaust the range of looal pi':JlE!Ots
that are available to the~ Igt:o painter. 01lfl tree i s
a source of dull bronze colour.

'1be art of llllral painting is ros t developed i n erose parts of
IgOOland were the walled o::IT{lOUIld is the tradition. Anambra,
Njikcka. Nnewi to rention a few DivisiOl1S are outstanding exanples.
Uti notif/symlDls are the basis of traditiooal I g OO art and painting
is not an exoepticrl. ThR W>I.11 "'I"""'" i It <n'1VO?'nient:ly lrdum I.t' by
the designers for creative activities . Jom:al pain~ usually is
aco:fllIlished throu#l.~ effort. It 1s like uli art the preserve
of \oOl'el in 1900 etmic society.

IlrawiD3' and paint1ng are~ with boO dilrensicnal space.
'1tm:aJgh the stIJdy o f the uli form. I have artived at the folloloirq
CXlI'lC1usioos:

(a l Abstract design el.ete1ts or organic notif/synixl18 are
qenerally aus terel y ordered cro shrine wal..1s . '1b! coloors
tere are nuted with very occasiooal flash of light cciccr
or IotUte of lUlU. '1be uti elenents are~ and
dynimtic and are able to cbn1nate wide and tp!n ..w.l spece,
'lhese shrine IlI.Ir<l1s are IlOre often than not the e f forts
of expert han:ls ard oonstitute the <JBlI of 19 00 paintirq.
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(b) !obre tutely natural design notUs are stylised an:l rather
profused. '1he colours are gay am. relaxed and express
youthful vigour or joy of life. '1he entire picture or
wall space is filled out with repeated IlDtifs . 'Ihe gen­
eral attitude here is that of playful activity on the
tart of the amateurs or youthful practitioners of this
art form,
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