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Abstract 
The representational images such as pots, rattles, bracelets, stones, cutlasses, 

wooden combs, staffs, mortals, brooms, etc. are religious and its significance 

for the worshippers were that they had faith in it. The denominator in the 

worship of all gods and spirits everywhere is faith. The power of an image was 

believed to be more real than that of a living being. The Yoruba appear to be 

satisfied with the gods with whom they are in immediate touch because they 

believe that when the Orisa have been worshipped, they will transmit what is 

necessary to Olodumare. This paper examines the traditional practices of the 

people of Yewa and discovers why Esu is market appellate.  It focuses on the 

classifications of the forms and functions of Esu-Oja representational objects 

in selected towns in Yewaland.          

 

Keywords: appellate, classifications, divinities, fragment, forms, images, 

libations, mystical powers, Olodumare, representational, sacred, sacrifices, 

shrine, spirit archetype, transmission and transformation. 
 

 

Introduction 
Yewa which was formally called 

“Egbado” is located on Nigeria’s border 

with the Republic of Benin. Yewa claim 

common origin from Ile-Ife, Oyo, ketu, 

and Benin. Quite apart from a quest for 

a more authoritative history of the area, 

there are issues of intra-regional 

conflicts that call for urgent attention. 

 The popular decision to change the 

Egbado name according to Asiwaju 

(1995) indicate clearly that the Yewa 

have the capacity to be united and to 
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find solutions to common developmental problems. The name “Yewa” was 

adopted both as a specific reference to the group traditionally known as Egbado 

proper, Egbado ketu, Egbado Ifonyin and Awori/ Anogo Egbado. Yewaland 

presently constitutes five local government areas out of the twenty local 

governments in Ogun state. The dialects spoken in Yewaland are Ketu, Oyo, and 

Awori.  

Traditionally, festivals constitute the live wire of the socio-religious practices in 

Yewaland. Prominent among these festivals are Egungun, Sangbeto, Gelede, Oro, 

Efe, Ogun, Obatala, Sango, Elegbara (Esu), Gagalo, Itagun, Eyo, Yemoja etc. They 

collectively give the Yewa people a group identity and uniqueness. The emergence 

of Christianity and Islam relegates the traditional religious practices, which 

reduced the number of the traditional worshippers to about 10%. Asiwaju (1976), 

stresses that violators of anti-religious regulations were strictly punished by the 

British colonial government. Between 1923 and 1937, for example, the culprits 

punished for offences against the anti-smallpox ordinance include Oba Oyekan of 

Imeko, Oba Adeola of Ipokia, Oba Bankole Aminlu of Ado, the Oba of Iboro and 

the Olu of Ilaro, all are Yewa Obas. Each of these traditional rulers was tried in the 

provincial court and fined £50 . The adamant attitude of Oba Adeola of Ipokia, in 

worshiping soponna was one of the causes of his deposition in 1924”  

The focus of this paper therefore is to study the forms and functions of Esu-Oja 

representational objects in Yewaland. Yoruba generally value their cultural beliefs 

in which Yewa is not exempted. The selection of the representation for the study 

is determined by their artistic relevance. 

 

METHODOLOGY OF STUDY 

In attempt to have an in-depth study of the work oral interviews with Cult 

worshippers and market chiefs (Baba and Iya Oja) of village / town was conducted. 

Personal observations appropriate photographs were to buttress this report. 

 

ESU IN YORUBA TRADITIONAL RELIGION 

Esu worship originated with the Yoruba people of South West of Nigeria. They 

worship Esu as one of their principal deities. In his study of West African religions 

in the nineteen-century, Mckenzie identifies several locations of Esu in 

Yorubaland. Among these are Awori – Yewa, Ibadan, Egba, Badagry, Ketu-Yewa 

and Ondo. He cites a sacred grove in Aworo in Yewaland as the most famous site 

of Esu worship. He noted that the shrine at Aworo was destroyed in 1863 under 

Governor Glover marking a decline in Esu statue cult there. Mckenzie(1997), 
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identifies Elegbara as another name for Esu, Thompson(1993), identifies Esu as 

Aje-Ogunguniso, while Femi Euba(1989), identifies specific descriptive names for 

Esu as Esu – Orita (Esu of the cross road) Esu-Ona ( Esu of the way ) and Esu – 

Oja ( Esu of the market ). 

It is very difficult for a casual observer of traditional religion to understand Esu in 

Yoruba belief. According to Idowu(1977), Esu is neither the “devil” of the 

Christian concept nor the “Shaitan” by the Muslim faith. The ‘devil’ or ‘shaitan’ 

in these two religions is out right evil, but this is not Esu in Yoruba belief. Esu is 

the special relations officer between heaven and earth. Esu is the inspector – 

general who reports regularly to Olodumare the deeds of the divinities and man. 

He checks and makes reports on the correctness of worship in general and sacrifices 

in particular. Esu is regarded as the divine messenger, facilitator, transformer and 

trickster who mediate between gods and humans; and who honours and treat man 

well. The statue of Aje-Ogungunniso, the god of money is decorated with cowries 

shell is commonly appears on shrines (see plate 1). 

 

ESU-OJA IN YEWALAND 

Williams (1974), says that the multi spiritual functions of Esu has lead to linkages 

with its place of abode . Femi Euba (1989) confirms William’s assertion above by 

identifying some specific descriptive names attached to Esu, like Esu – Orita (Esu 

of the cross road), Esu – ona (Esu of the path-way), and Esu-Oja (Esu of the 

market) . With regards to the functions and description of Esu, in the view of some 

informants, Esu–Oja as the name implies refers to Esu that lives in the market 

place. This is for easy transmission and transformation to support the business and 

transaction in the markets. In support of this view Awolalu (1979), assert that Esu-

Oja can provide good bargaining power for the market women. 

Markets, according to Ogunremi and Adediran (1998), are an open space where 

commerce is transacted which could be attended by as many people as possible and 

which could contract or expand depending on circumstances. It has been 

discovered that all markets in Yorubaland, Southwest of Nigeria have Esu-Oja 

shrine located or mounted at the centre. Most of the Esu-Oja shrines in Yewaland, 

the Western part of Ogun State are represented by different images. According to 

an informant, images symbolizing sacrificial objects representing Esu-Oja, such as 

human beings, dog or goats are buried at certain spots. This depends on the 

directive given by the Ifa priest of each town after consulting with the Ifa. It is at 

the spot that the spirit of the sacrificed being buried was invoked into the erected 

image. 
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Williams (1974), confirms that the forms of the religious objects have their 

functions in the spirit archetype. The archetype itself determines the forms in which 

it is spatially represented whether they are human or animals. In Esu-Oja shrines 

in Yewaland, the images are made of different materials.  Segy (1975), submits 

that in an inquiry into the forms of African images, one must concern him with the 

knowledge of the materials used, which determines the nature of the image. The 

oldest, commonest and most fundamental, physical representations are mounds or 

heaps of earth found at Ipokia and Ilara markets. Also erected at Iyana- Agbede, 

and Iwoye- Ketu markets are mud piles, which were without any sensitive features.  

Apart from the mounds, there are representative symbols made into wooden pillars 

that carry ironstone such as those erected at Gelete market in Imeko. In some cases, 

pots of different forms and sizes are also to represent Esu-Oja which could be found 

at Oja-Odan market. Another intresting represention of Esu-Oja in Yewaland is 

sacred trees called “Awuin” or Peregun with its trunks wrapped with white fabric. 

This is found at Igbogila market and Akoko tree found at Ibara-Orile market. 

 

CLASSIFICATION BY FORMS OF ESU-OJA IN YEWA TOWNS 

As stated earlier of this study, Esu-Oja in Yewaland is represented by different 

images. These representations are made out of different materials. The Esu-Oja 

representations in Yewa towns vary from town to town.  Ifa has influenced the 

varieties of the representation. The Esu-Oja representations are generally believed 

to be as old as the markets where their images are installed.   

Having discussed Esu and Esu-Oja respectively earlier of this study, the need for 

classification of Esu-Oja representation becomes imperative. The discussion will 

concentrate on the Esu-Oja representation, the materials in which they are made in 

their respective shrines in selected towns of Yewaland. These towns are Ilara, 

Imeko, Ipokia, Iwoye-Ketu, Iyana-Agbede, Igbogila, Koko-Ifonyin, Oja-Odan, 

Tobolo, Tube, Ibara-Orile and Ikolaje-Idiroko. The materials used in erecting or 

representing them classifies these Esu-Oja representations.They are as follows; (1) 

Man-made mounds of piled up earth (Okiti) (2) Mystically formed mounds  (3) 

Ironstone (Yangi) (4) Combination of ironstone and wooden pillars (5) Traditional 

clay pots (6) Trees believed to be sacred.  

 

MAN MADE MOUND 

The Esu-Oja classified under the man-made mounds consists of earth piled up in 

the middle or center of the shrine. They are usually made up of mud and loam soil. 

Usually it is the attribute attached to the mud that gave the mystical power 
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associated with it. For the mounds to be man-made the mystical powers have been 

invested in it after the erection. The towns in Yewaland that have man-made 

representation of the Esu-Oja are Ipokia and Ilara.  

 

ESU-OJA OF IPOKIA 

The Esu-Oja representation found at the market place in Ipokia is symbolized with 

a piled up loam mound. The mound is about thirteen inches in height, and at the 

middle of the mound is erected metal rod projecting some 7 inches above the 

mound. The materials at the shrine include: a bottle containing palm oil and another 

bottle of local dry gin. The two bottles are placed on the mound (see plate 2). 

According to the chief priest of the Esu-Oja in Ipokia this bottle of palm oil and 

locally made dry gin should never at any time be empty. Though the priest drank 

some of the gin during rituals every market day, the bottle is always immediately 

replenished. Around the mound is scattered clay cooking pots called “Isasun”, 

plastic plates, empty bottle and wooden stool. These are representative of those\ 

items to be found useful in the market. A dry palm frond that has turned to black 

because of the effect of libations of oil and water was used to cover the mound. 

When covered like this, the priest believed that the Esu-Oja has been clothed. 

 

ESU- OJA OF ILARA. 

A mound of loamy soil represents the Esu-Oja in Ilara. The mound is conical in 

shape. It is about 25 inches in height with a base of about 30 inches in diameter. 

Libations of palm oil trails from the top of the mound downwards and remnant of 

sacrificed fowls littered the foot of the mound. Around the mound are broken pots 

and yam tubers (see plate 3). When I visited the shrine, the libation of palm oil and 

part of the sacrificed fowls looked fresh. The Baba-Oja of the market in person of 

Mr. Bada informed me that it was the second day of the ritual.  

 

MYSTICALLY FORMED MOUND 

ESU-OJA OF KOKO IFONYIN 

The representation of Esu-Oja at Koko-Ifonyin according to the Baale of the town 

is a mystically formed mound. The mystically formed mound covers a space of 6ft 

Square. According to an informant, the height of the mound is not stable; it goes 

up and down at will. The informant said that at times, the mound can goes up high 

to the level of a house and suddenly, it goes down. By the time of my visit, the 

height of the mound was about 25 inches above ground level. On the top of the 

mound is an erected metal object called “ajagun” wrapped with white piece of 
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cloth. The sacrificial objects such as broken pots, pieces of yam and kolanut littered 

the ground around it.(see plate 4)  

 

REPRESENTATIONS WITH IRONSTONE (YANGI) 

The ironstone, according to Microsoft Encarta Premium 2006, is formed as a result 

of concretion. Concretion in geology is an aggregation in some rock masses, 

particularly in the finer sediments. These are chalk, limestone, and clay in which 

certain constituents have been collected together to form rounded symmetrical 

bodies. Ironstone is popular known as yangi in Yoruba. It is similar to soapstone. 

The representations of Esu-Oja that employ ironstone are found in Tobolo, Iyana-

Agbede, Tube, and Iwoye-Ketu.     

 

ESU-OJA OF TOBOLO 

A huge cylindrical shaped ironstone (20 by 16 inches in diameter) is the 

representation of Esu-Oja in Tobolo market. The effect of weathering has created 

certain deep cuts on the stone. The deep cuts on the stone are found at 3 inches 

above the base and about 4 inches below the top of the stone. The location of the 

cuts on the surface of the stone makes the stone looks like a figurative image that 

has eyes, nose and mouth. The effect of libation of oil and water for scarification 

on the brownish stone has affected the natural colour of the ironstone, which now 

looks whitish. The top of the ironstone looks like baldhead. Around the Esu-Oja 

representation are the remnants of sacrificed kolanut, corns, onions, yam cut, and 

dry leaves.(see plate 5). 

 

ESU-OJA OF IYANA-AGBEDE 

At Iyana-Agbede market, the Esu-Oja representation is ironstone of 25 inches in 

height. It is shaped in human form. The representation has a head and body with 

two breasts. According to an informant, the image should not get dry so palm oil, 

water, honey and blood of fowls are always poured on it compulsorily, every 

market day. Around the representation are remnants of sacrificed fowl, basket, 

pebbles, calabash and clay plate called “awo sobi”(see plate 6). 

 

ESU-OJA OF IWOYE KETU 

The representation of Esu-Oja found in Iwoye Ketu market is an image made up 

of mixture of mud and grinded ironstone shaped in anthropomorphic of 21 inches 

in height. The upper part is shaped like human head while the lower part resembles 

the torso of a female showing from the breast to the knee in a sitting position (see 
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plate 7). There are traces of libations of palm oil on the image. The fresh oil looks 

reddish while the previous ones look whitish. Viewed from another angle, the 

image resembles the stone fragment of a soapstone figure called “pondo”, found 

among the Kisi in the Republic of Guinea, cited by Segi in his study on African 

sculptures lled “awo sobi”(see plate 8). 

 

COMBINATION OF IRONSTONE AND WOODEN PILLARS 

ESU-OJA OF IMEKO 

The Esu-Oja representation found at Gelete market in Imeko is a combination of 

ironstone and dry wooden pillars of about 25 inches in height. The two dry wooden 

pillars are erected at a distance of about 3 feet to each other. Each of the pillars 

carries ironstone. At the foot of each pillar are other one stone placed on the ground. 

Around the location of this representation are low grown weeds  (see plate 9).     

 

ESU-OJA OF IDOFA 

The representation of Esu-Oja at Idofa market is a combination of a dry forked 

wooden pillar (igi Amukala) and pieces of ironstone. The dry forked wooden pillar 

is about 38 inches in height. The pillar is erected in an open place without any 

covering at the center of the market. It is surrounded by 14 pieces of ironstone (see 

plate 10).  The representation is like Esu-Oja of Imeko market, but the pillar 

representation of Idofa does not carry ironstone. The ironstone is only placed at the 

foot of the pillar. According to an informant, the representations of Esu-Oja 

(wooden pillars and ironstones) are erected to symbolize certain beings (not 

known), which were buried during the ritual to establish Esu-Oja. 

 

CLAY POTS 

The representations of Esu-Oja that employ clay pots are found in Tube, Oja-Odan 

and  There are numerous sizes of pots such as Ajere, Otun , Kolobo , Agbada, etc. 

are arranged at the shrine to represent Esu-Oja.  

 

ESU-OJA OF TUBE 

Esu-Oja representation of Tube market is a combination of a clay pot of about 14 

inches in diameter filled in with a muddy soil. At the middle of the mud soil is 

erected a long dry forked stick of about 3½ ft. At the upper section of the dry forked 

stick is a black substance wrapped with dry palm frond, which falls downward of 

the dry forked stick. There is libations of fresh palm oil and sacrificial blood of 

fowls on top of the wrapped substance. The palm fronds are also tied round the 
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foot of the dry forked stick. The combination of the erected dry forked stick and 

the clay pot is placed on a lower high mound (see plates 11). 

 

ESU-OJA OF OJA-ODAN 

The representational object of Esu-Oja in Oja-Odan market is a perforated 

earthenware pot called “ajere” (12 inches in height and 10 inches in diameters). 

The ajere is turned upside down on a lower high mound. It has natural black colour 

.  Beside the ajere is a pegged wooden tree of about 25 inches in high. The Esu-Oja 

representation is barricaded with three tall dry trees. Around the image are left over 

sacrificial materials. (see plate 12) 

 

SACRED TREE 

ESU-OJA OF IGBOGILA 

At Igbogila market the Esu-Oja is symbolized by a sacred “peregun” or “awuin” 

tree (Dracanae fragrans) with fresh leaves. The bunch of sacred peregun tree is 

about 11ft tall. Palm frond is tied round the stem at the starting point of the growing 

leaves. Below the palm frond is a white fabric of about one yard tied to the tree, on 

the white cloth is bloodstain from sacrificial fowls. In the branches of the 

“peregun” tree are hanged sacrificial materials such as cutlass, metals rods, broken 

pots and bones of sacrificial animals (see plate 13). 

 

ESU-OJA IBARA-ORILE 

The representation of Esu-Oja in Ibara-Orile market is in the form of a sacred 

“akoko” tree (Wemboldia laevis). The sacred akoko tree is about 8ft in height. At 

the lower part of the tree could be found a metal cutlass embedded in and a rusted 

metal bucket enclosing the base, which was probably used to protect the tree when 

it was still young. The tree is bulky at the top and tapers to the bottom (see plate 

14 ). This might have resulted from the circumference of the metal bucket choking 

the tree at the lower part. The upper region, which is fat, has had its branches cut 

off. The upper region of the tree appears unnatural looking, somehow deformed. 

The deformation of the tree attributed to be mystical. An informant in the town 

tells a story surrounding the establishment of Esu-Oja, he say the son of the founder 

of Ibara-Orile “Ajiboyede” was used as the ritual to establish the Esu-Oja. 

Ajiboyede willingly sacrificed his son for the progress of the market and the town 

in general. The sacred akoko tree was mounted on the spot on which the son was 

buried and the  spirit of the boy was invoked into the Esu-Oja representative sacred 

akoko tree . 



 

289  africanscholarpublications@gmail.com                                                                               

 2020 

 

ESU-OJA OF IKOLAJE-IDIROKO 

At Ikolaje market in Idioroko, the Esu-Oja is symbolized by more than one object 

at two different shrines. These shrines are not far from each other (see plate 15). 

The first shrine, (see plate 15) is a small shed of about 4 ft high roofed with 

corrugated iron sheets. The shed resembles a traditional blacksmiths workshop. 

Under the shed is a cemented four-corner low wall space, which occupied a mound 

at one side that serve as major image of Esu-Oja, and clay pot called “isasun” at 

the other side. Inside the “isasun” (cooking pot) a traditional version of the piggy 

bank called kolo. Other materials are small sized bellows called “ewiri” used by 

the blacksmiths. There are also plastics vessels and remnants of sacrificial fowls, 

such as feathers and pieces of bones (see plate 17). The materials are symbolism 

each of this object symbolize something to the market owners.  

At the second shrine (see plate 16), which is not so long in establishment like the 

first one, are four planted “akoko” trees (Neeboldia leavis) which are believed to 

be sacred. Three of these akoko trees are planted in triangular form and decorated 

with white ropes and red pieces of clothes. The stems of the akoko trees are painted 

in white. There are three different types of traditional clay pots painted in white at 

the shrine. These include; white painted clay pot called “Otun” of 22½ inches 

height, which contain clean water, hanged at the middle of the sacred Akoko tree. 

At the foot of the sacred  “akoko” tree are small size pot used for cooking herbs 

(agbo) called “kolobo” and small size cooking pot called “isasun” are supported 

by small stones (see plate  17). 

Inside the “kolobo”’ is a long metal chain with one end drawn out and buried at 

the middle of the sacred “akoko” tree. The spot at which the chain was buried is 

covered with a pillar of ironstone. One could easily notice the fresh blood of 

sacrificial fowls on the chain, which has been poured inside the pot (kolobo) (see 

plate 16 and 17). Inside the “isasun” are cowries and white pebbles. Other 

materials found at the shrine are traditional brooms are tied with black ropes, 

remnant of sacrificial fowls, pieces of yam and waste nylon bags (see plate 16). 

According to the informant, the belief attached to the erected Esu-Oja 

representations is that the spirit of the sacrificial being buried was invoked into the 

erected image.  

The clean water inside the “Otun” which is the bigger pot is called Omi-Atoro that 

is water for peace. The market priest always used the water (Omi atoro) to sprinkle 

the market ground at every market day to prevent conflicts in the market. The other 

two pots (Isasun and Kolobo) are supporting the erected one (Otun). The chain 

inside the Kolobo in which they normally pour blood or oil guard against conflict, 
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which may leads to arrest of any traders in the market. The cowries found in the 

Isasun represent money “aje ogungunnisan” one of Esu’s name. The cowries in the 

pot symbolize abundant wealth for the traders.  

 

FUNCTIONS OF ESU-OJA 

Though, Esu-Oja is appellate to markets, Esu-Oja as the name implies refers to Esu 

that lives in the market place. The major function of Esu-Oja, which is common to 

all Yewa towns, is for easy transmission and transformation to support the business 

and transactions in the markets. In some towns Esu-Oja is called “Aje-Oja” money 

of the market, because they believe that Esu-Oja aid transactions in the market. It 

serves as “Afaro” that is, it brings people or businessmen and women from different 

areas to come to the market for business transaction. It guides against conflicts that 

may lead to the arrest of traders. It keeps away armed robbers and thieves from 

attacking or troubling the traders. Also the Esu-Oja spirit is believed to prevent the 

outbreak of fire incidents. Esu-Oja is also believed to have the power to fish out 

any thieves or armed robbers that trouble the traders in the market. 

Esu-Oja serves other functions to the towns in Yewaland. In some towns according 

to an informant Esu-Oja is called “Alale”, the god of the town because of its 

functions in the town. Esu-Oja as “Alale” serves as guard. It sees to the welfare of 

the people in the town. The spirit of Esu-Oja or “Alale” protects and prevents them 

against any communal conflicts or committing any crimes. It also prevents 

outbreak of diseases such as small pox, cholera epidemic, rashes etc. People believe 

that the presence of Alale in the town will enable the market to grow in size and 

population. The traders from different places and of different ethnic group migrate 

for business transactions and live in the town; therefore the possibility for such 

town to expand or increase in size is certain. The expansion may influence some 

social amenities to be established in the town, such as construction of good roads 

and electrification, establishment of local industries, increase in the student’s 

population both in primary and secondary schools in the town. 

The informants believe that for Esu-Oja to discharge these functions, rituals and 

sacrifices should be often offered. To this effect sacrifices are mostly offered to 

Esu-Oja at every market day of each town. The sacrifices are made on the 

representative’s symbol of Esu-Oja, which serves as the altar at the shrine. As 

“Alale” in some towns, sacrifices are offered at a specific occasions such as 

festivals of traditional religions, chieftaincy installation, coronation/ceremony etc. 

to appease Alale for peace during the programme. Sometimes when there is sign 
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of outbreak of any of the diseases earlier mentioned in the town, the people appease 

Alale. 

 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION. 

This paper has succeeded in discovering more reasons why Esu is appellate to 

market and why its shrine is mounted in the market. It has identified the reason 

why objects in each shrine were differing in material/form from one village/town 

to the other. Finally, it has investigated a discovery functions of Esu-Oja and if 

Esu-Oja serves any other functions outside the name (market) appellate him to and 

why this is so. In order to protect our traditional heritage, which has completely 

paralysed by the foreign religions, government should legalize practices of 

traditional religion. Priority should be given to traditional religion in the curriculum 

as a course of study like Christian religious studies and Islamic studies instead of 

teaching it as a sub-topic in Yoruba language.                                                
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PLATES 

    
Plate 1: Statue of Aje – Ogungunniso           2: Esu oja Ipokia                         3: Esu oja Ilara                   4: : Esu oja of Koko-ifonyin 
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Plate 5: Esu oja of Tobolo          6: Esu oja of Iyana –Agbede     7 : Esu oja of Iwoye – Ketu.       8 : A soapstone figure called “pondo”. 

 

      
Plate 9 : Esu oja of Imeko.             10 : Esu oja of  Idofa        11: Esu oja of Tube               12: Esu oja of Oja-odan 

 

       
Plate 13: Esu oja of Igbogila      14: Esu oja of Ibara Orile         15: Esu oja shrine of Ikolaje             16: Ikoko otun of Ikolaje shrine 



 

293  africanscholarpublications@gmail.com                                                                               

 2020 

 

  
Plate 17: Kolobo and isasun of ikolaje shrine  
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