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EXCERPT

This book gives an account of an archaeological investigation that took place between 1991 and
1992 at Itagunmodi, Osun State. The site came to light during a cultural resource survey of
Jjesaland carried out between August and September 1991, sponsored by the Ijesa Cultural
Foundation (Agbaje-Williams and Ogundiran 1992). Itagunmodi, apart from being famous for its
gold deposits, was also revealed, during this investigation, to be an ancient settlement. Evidence
of this was found in different sites identified in the town. The potsherd pavements, a very
exciting find, are the subject of this paper.
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Introduction

p-1-3

This book gives an account of an archaeological investigation that took place
between 1991 and 1992 at Itagunmodi, Osun State. The site came to light during a
cultural resource survey of Ijesaland carried out between August and September 1991,
1 sponsored by the Ijesa Cultural Foundation (Agbaje-Williams and Ogundiran 1992).

Itagunmodi, apart from being famous for its gold deposits, was also revealed, during
this investigation, to be an ancient settlement. Evidence of this was found in different
sites identified in the town. The potsherd pavements, a very exciting find, are the
subject of this paper.

Prior to this discovery at Itagunmodi, Ile-Ife was the best known potsherd pavement
site in this forest zone. It appears that potsherd pavements covered every inch of the
ancient city; an area of about 12 square kilometers (Agbaje-Williams 1991). Much has
been written and published on the Ife potsherd pavements, the best being by Willett
(1967). It was not a great surprise when we came across the Itagunmodi site, which is
about 10 kilometers northeast of Ife. Being near Ife, similarity in the material culture is
to be expected.

The earliest and only archaeological investigation carried out in Ijesaland until
the 1980s was the rescue excavation by Willett in 1961, at Adimula Palace in Ilesa. Here,
over 200 terracotta sculptures were recovered; demonstrating the continuity of Yoruba
terracotta traditions, since some of them were similar to Ife pieces but date to the 19th
century. Subsequently, no further archaeological research was conducted in Ijesaland.
It is disappointing to observe that no attempt was made, even then, to survey the town
as a whole, in order to assess its potential for archaeological research. This was a
grievous omission, as, if this had been done, we would have had a better understanding
of Ife terracotta tradition. It is important to investigate any archaeological site in
Jjesaland so as to throw more light on historical development in Ife, and in Yorubaland
as a whole.

A few years earlier, some potsherd pavement sites had been identified in Jjesaland at
Imesi Ile and Ilare (Siyanbola 1988 and Baptist 1989); others were found in the northern
part of Osun State, Ikirun, Oyan and Ila; to mention a few. They are all similar to the Ife
tradition, and are yet to be fully studied. This was the reason for an archaeological
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survey of Ijesaland, begun in1985 and completed in 1991 (Agbaje-Williams and

Ogundiran 1992).
discovered.

During this survey the Itagunmodi potsherd pavement site was

The Itagunmodi potsherd pavement site is the second to be excavated in Yorubaland

outside Ife. The 1992 archaeological investigation at Itagunmodi had the following

objectives:

a. identify possible archaeological sites for future excavation

b.

ascertain the degree of the observed similarity between the Ife and Itagunmodi

potsherd pavements

. establish a chronological framework for the Itagunmodi potsherd pavement and

also to see whether it correlates with Ife dates

. compare Itagunmodi cultural materials, pottery in particular, with those of Ife and

other Yoruba sites

. situate the result within the historical development of the Yoruba people

Figure 1. Itagunmodi: its location in Nigeria, West Africa
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FOOTNOTES

1. The results of this survey were published as Cultural Resources in Ijeshaland, B Agbaje-Williams

and A. Ogundiran, Ijesa Cultural Foundation. 1992.
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The geographical and historical
background

p- 4-6

Itagunmodi is an important rural town in Atakunmosa Local Government Area of
Jjesaland, about seven kilometers south of the Ife-Ilesa-Akure road (figure 1). The town
lies in the gold belt of Ijesaland. This area is yet to be exploited commercially - at
present only illegal miners exploit the alluvial deposits. If regulated, licensed mining
operations had been established, Itagunmodi could have been the ‘Johannesburg’ of
Nigeria.

Itagunmodi falls directly within the rain forest belt of southwestern Nigeria, which is
dominated by cocoa plantations, the cultivation of which forms the major occupation
of the people. This is supplemented by subsistence farming of crops like yam, cassava
and maize. The town is situated in a hollow, surrounded by hills on almost all sides, the
most prominent being Ora, reputed to house an important feature, Oko Noah (Noah’s
ship). An attempt to locate this feature during the 1992 field season proved abortive.
Geologically, the hills are crystalline in nature, of the basement complex, the oldest
exposed rocks in Nigeria. The terrain is very rocky, with a beautiful green ground cover
and close stands of trees. Many of these trees are economically important, and include
cocoa (Theobroma cacao), kolanut {Cola accuminata and Cola nitida) and oil palm (Elaeis
guineensis). All these contribute to the beautiful, luxuriant vegetation of the area with
its occasional patches of open farmland.

Historically, little is known of the settlement of Itagunmodi. Oral tradition claims that
it was founded by immigrants from Ilesa less than ten generations ago. The tradition is
certain that the area in the past contained several scattered isolated settlements.
Among these were Alaba, Salotun, Ariyelepe, Oke’pa, Oko Ogboni, Amuta, Iyere Ibi Abidan, Odo
Mosun, and Ijoka. These scattered settlements are still characteristic of the northern
part of Atakunmosa area. However, due to the ravages of war, some of the inhabitants
of these sites came together to settle in the present locale, under the leadership of
Agbitu, a notable hunter. When this actually happened is still unknown - the tradition
is silent on it.

Archaeological investigation of Itagunmodi potsherd pavement site, ljesaland, Osun State, Nigeria



The name, Itagunmodi was derived etymologically from the nature of the terrain. Unlike
other areas known to the immigrant settlers, the area is a plain, hemmed in on all sides
by hills. On coming to the site, the people exclaimed: ‘Ita yi ma gun o!’ meaning that the
place was flat. This was contracted to Itagun, i.e., Ita (place) gun (flat).

When later, due to the insecurity of the times, a ditch was dug around the settlement,
the name was modified to Itagunmodi, i.e. Itagun a tun mo odi - Itagun (a flat place), a tun
mo (we still dug or built), odi (a trench/ditch/wall). Since then, the settlement has been
known as Itagunmodi - a flat place with a defensive wall and ditch round it.

The various groups that settled in the town are now represented by four wards/
quarters; Isogan, ljoka, Oke Ode and Odo Ode (figure 2).

At the time the research was done, the town had an area of about 0.4 square kilometers.
It is ruled by a Loja, a prince from Ilesa - appointed by Owa Obokun of Ijesaland from
among the princes of this dynasty. The current Loja resides in Ilesa, visiting Itagunmodi
once or twice a week. He is assisted in the administration of the town by a small council
of chiefs, the leader of which is the Risa. According to the people, their ancestors found
nobody living at Itagun and therefore could offer little or no information about any of
the exposed archaeological features which we asked about in the course of the survey
of the town.

Figure 2. layout of Itagunmodi with associated archaeological features

O e Baba Sabes House

8]

o () Comfort Ajanaku's House
00 g 00y
o 0% g ° o o
o o o "
o O oo%% @
O (ITAGUNMODI
Opgo S 0 g |memHooist
o® U*Q/OQ CHURCH
o oodto 0%00 g o
of o o @ &

From Araromi

=
0,00000 o
0Yoog eodplilll 90

optoB{e B
00 po
(5’{5"‘“ L MARKET

|
i
Ayegbaju Street

Qop o of
O99p% 5 o DOoo
a] <, 00
208,02 p000
Os 0 o _ ooy
055 g.20 00
o= o= uoa
oo o 0.0
0 ey = b [
u 0 (AGUN Ug o
oo TowN | O o
090 (wu) df Dug pooool 9o
g ™ 20p%,0, 0 0é
. Y |o o200 o5l
80y 0P80 So® oo &0
nog \g o go
0 W uonBrc D? onoi og
Q T (B]& > o oo o
o o Yooyl |05 o 20
0 g0 000 [g|R - ool 0 i
o o £go Ma!!h.[\;(),o,uerl‘s louse
a7 o |2 o o O
a® o7 @ |§oofs 00
o |3|o o [a]
; PRI o
AL The Apostolic Church o
7y Mt TR
a

L% ] Partially Exposed Semicircularly Arranged Pots

Partially Exposed Bone - Human Fragment
[ .2 ] House structure

a
e = |
3
®
"

[T6 | Transformer Exposure 010 20metres

[A]
([ orse Eroce shrine.  <ictric ole

Archaeological investigation of Itagunmodi potsherd pavement site, ljesaland, Osun State, Nigeria



The survey of Itagunmodi

p- 7-13

Itagunmodi is very small: 0.7 kilometers long and 0.5 kilometers wide (figure 2). There
are four main quarters/wards: Isogan, Ijoka, Oke Ode and Odo Ode. The whole area of
the town is completely built-up, and the survey revealed the following figures for the
number of houses in the wards:

Isogan 210
Ijoka 170
Oke Ode 110
0do Ode 95

Total 585

Most of the 585 buildings are single storey. The wards, in cardinal order, are - Isogan in
the east, Ijoka in the west, Oke Ode in the north and Odo Ode in the south. The
settlement is traversed by three major roads. The main one is the Ilesa road which links
the town with the Trunk A Ife-Ilesa-Akure Road; the other two roads run parallel to
each other, the Itagun-Igun road called the Alaba Road and the Isogan-Orode Road. The
buildings are crowded together and expansion is only possible on two fronts; on the
main road to Ilesa and on the road to Igun (0do Ode side).

The survey identified some interesting sites in the town. Apart from the potsherd
pavement, there is a partially exposed feature of embedded semi-circular half pots at
0do Ode quarter. After these pots had been cut into two equal parts, the bases of the
pots were removed and they were buried in the ground, touching each other, in a
longitudinal pattern extending for about 20 meters, the concave (hollow) sides facing
up. Only the cut edges can be seen on the surface - merging into the surrounding earth.
No record of this type of feature has been reported in Nigerian archaeological
literature.! As with the potsherd pavement site, the people living in the area have no
clue about the origins of this feature.
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In addition, several exposed, human, skeletal remains were identified in the town, but
none of these were excavated due to time constraints. In addition, pottery scatter was
found to be common. Other historical/archaeological features and sites found within a
two kilometer radius of the town were the abandoned settlements of Iyere Idi Abidan
and [joka, as well as Orisa Erede located within the town itself. Features such as fallen
mud walls, blacksmithing workshops, refuse dumps and Ogun shrines are very common
in this area.

Excavation of the Potsherd Pavement Site

The pavement site is located near the northeastern corner of Itagunmodi Methodist

Church and 30 meters southeast from the town’s NEPA transformer (figure 2).

After clearing the site and its surroundings, a one-meter grid was superimposed on
part of the site inclusive of the exposed potsherd pavement - covering an area
of 25 square meters. The squares of the grid were then numbered from 1-25, the
potsherd pavement falling within squares 16-25, slanting from NW to SE, (figure 3).
Surface sherds from the squares were collected, bagged and numbered separately; the
focus was on the squares containing the potsherd pavement, i.e., 16-25.

The excavation was conducted in spits of 10 cm. Nearly all the squares were excavated
to expose the potsherd pavement, but most not beyond spit level 1 (figure 4). In order
to obtain a good stratigraphy, squares 20 and 21 were brought down to spit 6 (60 cm.).
Unfortunately, no discernible cultural stratigraphy was identified. The first 5 cm. from
the surface was slightly loose and dark brown; this gave way to dark red compact soil.
Cultural materials also decreased in number as the depth increased. Below level 1,
recovered sherds were friable, crumbled easily and had no decoration at all. A few lithic
materials were also recovered at this lower level.

Figure 3. Potsherd pavement grid
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In all, nine squares, numbers 16-18 and 20-25, were excavated. Square 19 was skipped
because the surface had peeled off (figures 3 and 4). The materials recovered differed
not only in quantity, but in quality and type. This is true as can be seen from table 1,
where no cultural remains are recorded for some squares. Moreover the deeper the
level excavated, the more friable the materials found, as evidenced by the state of
sherds and charcoal. As already mentioned above, the excavation of seven of the grid
squares was restricted to spit level 1; while squares 20 and 21 were taken as far as
spit 6 (60 cm below the surface). A few materials were recovered from these lower
levels. They are quite different, both in type and nature, from those in level 1. To
complicate these findings, only a single cultural stratum is discernible; although, based
on the distribution of the material, one may be tempted to suggest two cultural levels.
However, the amount of material from these lower levels was insufficient to support
this theory. For this reason, only one cultural stratum was recognized, pending further
excavation at the site.

Figure 4. Excavated potsherd pavement
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Table 1. Preliminary sorting of excavated materials from Itagunmodi

Squares/categories 16 17 18 20 21 2 23 24 25 Total %

A. Sherds

1. Decorated Body 192 76 13 256 40 19 273 501 422 1872 4895

2. Undecorated Body 149 50 5 216 3 29 234 392 404 1552 4059

3. Decorated Rim 9 4 2 20 6 - 33 37 40 151 395

4. Undecorated Rim 32 14 - 15 5 4 44 78 50 242 633

5. Carinated Sherd 1 1 0.03

6. Basal Sherd 2 2 0.05

7. Lid Sherd 2 1 1 4 0.10

Sub-total 382 144 20 507 124 52 589 1009 917 3824 100

B. Lithics

1. Grinding stones 1 1 4 6.45

(Omo Olo) 2

2. Stones (unused) 9 26 25 12 1 ] 58 93.55

Sub-total 11 26 25 13 12 5 62 100
Squares/categories 16 17 18 20 21 22 23 24 25 Total %

C. Faunal remains

1. Bone fragments 4 3 1 46.67
2. Shell fragments 5 3 8 5333
Sub-total 9 3 3 15 100

D. Miscellaneous

1. Nail 1 1 2 40
2. Metal 1 1 20
3. Enamelware 1 1 20
4. Glass 1 1 20
Sub-total 4 | 5 100

Archaeological investigation of Itagunmodi potsherd pavement site, ljesaland, Osun State, Nigeria
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A total of 3824 out of the 3906 archaeological finds recovered were pottery. Other

excavated remains included lithics, faunal remains and an assortment of nails, glass
and metal fragments.

FOOTNOTES

1. Except in: Cultural Resources in Ijesaland. p. 61, ibid.

Archaeological investigation of Itagunmodi potsherd pavement site, ljesaland, Osun State, Nigeria
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Findings

p.13-25

Pottery amounted to 90 per cent of the cultural remains, most of which came from spit
level 1 (table 2). Table 1 shows the condition of the sherds, 48.95 per cent being
decorated and 40.59 per cent undecorated. The same table also shows that 89.54 per
cent are bodysherds while 10.28 per cent are rimsherds. This is quite understandable as
it appears that bodysherds are easier to use for pavements than rimsherds. No whole
vessel was recovered in the course of the excavation.

It is obvious that the pottery in level 1 was in relatively good condition, even where the
sherds were highly fragmented, worn out and friable. Friability increased with depth
and in fact, the state of the pottery below this level was so poor that finds from lower
levels were not considered in the present analysis. Research on these other finds is
expected to form the thrust of another paper. The pottery remains in Ijesaland need to
be properly researched, in the hope that this will establish a ceramic sequence for
Yorubaland, which will greatly assist in piecing together Yoruba history.

Decoration. The decoration is characterized by impression and incision, with the former
being dominant (figure 5). Roulette is the most prominent impression pattern and was
observed on 60 per cent of sherds. Two types of this roulette were found; twisted cord
and maize cob. Quite often, they are found in association with other patterns, like
incision. Incised patterns ranged in width from 1 mm to over 5 mm. As in other areas of
West Africa which use twisted cord patterns on pottery, the double twist pattern was
prominent at Itagunmodi; the size of individual depressions varying from 1 mm
to 5 mm, Twisted cord roulette appears to be a characteristic decoration of pots, not
bowls (figures5, 6and7). Associated motifs are usually oblique, diagonal or
horizontal - a vertical orientation was rarely seen.

Archaeological investigation of Itagunmodi potsherd pavement site, ljesaland, Osun State, Nigeria
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Square/ 16 17 18 20 21 22 23 24 25

Spit
1.* 382(P) 144(P)  20(P) 499(P)  106(P)  52(P) 589(P) 1089(P)  917(P)
11(L) 21y 23(L) oL) 12(L) 5(L)
9(F) 3P F 1M
4M)
2.
3 5(P)
4. 3(P)  14(P)

6 s(L) 8(P)
2L)

Note: P = Pottery
L = Lithics
F = Faunal remains (bone and shell fragments)
M = Miscellaneous finds (nail, metal, enamelware and glass pieces)
¢ = Potsherd pavement spit level

Table 2. Stratigraphy of Extravated Remains

Figure 5a. Fragments of potsherd decorations (nos 1-6): twisted cord:
1, 5; maize; 2, 3, 4; punctates; 4; brushmarks: 6

Figure 5b. Fragments of potsherd decorations (nos 7 - 20): twisted
cord: 14, 15; maize: 7; incision: 10, 13, 16; punctates: 9; brushmarks: 18;
composite: 8, 11-13, 17, 19; channelled: 20

@l. 1© (90 A

3 4 5Cms

The same observation applies to maize cob roulette patterns at Itagunmodi, most of
which are well-preserved. The shaft of the cob was used, which creates a raised
geometric surface pattern.
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When twisted cord and maize cob roulettes were found on the same sherd, the
decoration type was classified as composite. The same associated motifs prevail. Other
composite decoration types were roulette-incision and incision-punctation. Both were
evenly distributed; although associated with different vessel types. For instance,
roulette-incised decoration is usually of the twisted cord type with grooving, thin
incision or channels - grooving being more prevalent. This decorative pattern was
found on potsherds from pots of different sizes and shapes. On the other hand, incision
and punctate designs are restricted to bowls. The incision, in these cases, is very thin,
like a knife cut, and may be horizontal, vertical or diagonal. The punctation is either
horizontal or vertical-dot. (figures 5, 7 and 8). This dot punctate pattern is similar to
the decoration on isaasun lids at Old Oyo (Agbaje-Williams 1983; 287). Dot punctates
appear to be mainly characteristic of bowls, especially when in association with
incision. The type of incision rarely goes beyond 1 mm in width.

Incision patterns were classified by their width. Incisions as thin as a knife’s edge (less
than 1 mm) were considered to be fine and thin. They are found with dot punctates on
bowls (figure 8, nos. 2 and 3). Others, more than 1 mm, but less than 3 mm wide, are
classified as grooves and are commonly found on pots. Those between 3 mm, and
approximately 5 mm in width are described as channels (figure 5, no. 20). Apart from
these, there were larger, cruder incisions made by a sharp, short, deep gash with a
thick wide cutting edge. The first three incision types have also been identified at Old
Oyo, though the thicker one has not been seen (Agbaje-Williams, 1983). The curved
incision pattern was identified, but was not as prevalent as in the site at Old Oyo
(figure 5, nos. 11, 16 and 17).

Another type of decoration, fine brush-marking or ‘cloth drag’, made by using a damp
cloth or possibly a brush-like tool to wipe or rub the leather hard surface of pottery
when not yet fired, produces a myriad of lineal striations. It is only found on pots and
not on bowls at all (figure 5, nos. 6 and 18). Brush-marking in its true form is yet to be
identified at Itagunmodi; a small number of cloth drag examples were found.

Vessel Types. In the identification of vessel types, a total of 393 rims (10.28 %) were
identified, from the pavement remains, along with associated vessel parts such as lid
and base fragments. It is interesting to note that no whole vessel was found, nor were
we able to reconstruct the sherds into vessels. Thus, to a great extent the analysis of
vessel types depended on rims, of which 151 were decorated. As in other Yoruba sites,
the two major vessel types recognized at Itagunmodi are pots and bowls, which have
been further sub-classified into smaller types. Three major attributes of the rims were
used in this analysis. These were the in-turned, out-turned and straight/vertical rim
profiles. We also used the wall thickness of the rims as an identifying factor, as it is
greater in pots than in bowls. For instance, the wall thickness of pots around the ‘lip’
area may be as much as 18 mm, tapering down to less than 10 mm below the neck area.
The average wall thickness of pots is 7 mm, (figure 6, nos. 1, 2 and 7) while that of bowls
is around 3 mm (figure 6, nos. 3 and 6).

The out-turned necked pots were the most common and were of different sizes. They
were often globular in shape, with an average diameter of 23 cm. These pots are similar
to those identified by Garlake at Obalara (Ife) as pots with spherical bodies (1974: 134).
Some of the sherds were decorated while others were not. The way and manner the lip
was formed varied. Some rims have ‘flip over’ lips where the lip hangs like the ears of a
dog, others are rolled (rounded and thick), and a few are flat at the lip.

Archaeological investigation of Itagunmodi potsherd pavement site, ljesaland, Osun State, Nigeria
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Figure 6. Pots: necked, out-turned and globular: Fluted: 1, 2, 4; Flat
lip: 3, 7; Rolled lip: 5, 8; Flip over lip: 6

Figure 7. Bowls: Open bowls, incised and punctate: 1, 2, 4, 5; Carinated
bowl fragment: 3; Undeveloped burnished open bowl, 15mm rim
thickness: 6; Stool fragment incised: 7; Decorated bowl lids: 8, 9,10,
Undecorated constricted bowl: 11; Shallow bowl, plate: 12

Occasionally, grooving at the lip occurs (figure 5, nos. 13-20). Most of the rims are too
fragmentary for detailed analysis.

From the variety in thickness of rims and sherds of pots at Itagunmodi, it can be
deduced that these pots must have served different functions in the past. For example,
figure 5, no. 20 is similar to the ape type of pot which can be used to fetch water and
also to cook. This type has also been recognized at Old Oyo (Agbaje-Williams, 1983:
272-273). Globular pots could have been used to fetch water, but not to cook, because of
the narrow necks and rims. Another type of pot is the open-mouthed neckless pot
which has a large rim diameter. This type is generally put in one place, usually in the
cooking area, and used as a water container. The final type identified was oru, a
medicinal pot, or sometimes called a children’s pitcher. Unfortunately, only basal parts

Archaeological investigation of Itagunmodi potsherd pavement site, ljesaland, Osun State, Nigeria
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were recovered from the excavation, the rims were missing. This type of pot is still
common in Yorubaland.

Criteria used to classify the bowls were diameter as against depth, an average wall
thickness of 3 mm and the surface finish. The sherds from the bowls were fewer in
number, but finely made, with a good (well burnished) surface finish; their colour
ranged from dark grey to greyish black.

Unlike the pots, which were primarily decorated with roulette patterns (twisted cord
and maize cob), the bowls were incised with dot punctates. The incisions are not more
than 1 mm in width. Generally, the motifs fall within the following classifications -
vertical, horizontal and diagonal (slanting).

Among the sub-types identified are carinated bowls, isaasun, open bowls with out-
turned rims, open bowls with vertical/straight rims and open bowls with in-turned
rims (closed mouth bowls). Of these, the open bowls with out-turned rims appear to be
the dominant form (figure 5, nos. 1-13). Flat-bottom bowls (plates) were also identified
in the collection even though the rims were missing. Other sub-types included lids,
which are typical of isaasun (soup bowls), with striated dot-punctate decoration. The
incisions on lids are similar to those on the bodies of bowls. Attached to the centre of
the lid is a small knob for lifting it. The decorations on the lids are similar to those from
0ld Oyo (Agbaje-Williams 1983: 287, plate xx). Itagunmodi pottery is typical of Yoruba
pottery in general, because both in form and decoration, it compares favourably with
known pottery from Ife and 0Old Oyo.

The other attributes to be discussed are surface finish, colour and fabric. The first two
appear to be functionally induced because they are peculiar to certain vessel types. For
instance, nearly all the pots are unburnished and dark brown; while the bowls are
smooth surfaced, fully burnished inside and outside, and shining like glazed ware. The
bowls vary from dark grey to greyish black in colour. These functional differences are
also reflected in the fabric of the ware; the bowls are always fine grained but the pots
are coarse. Some of the inclusions in the pots were easily identified as quartz and
laterite. Identification of inclusions in the finer grained bowls will however require
detailed microscopic analysis; such analysis is also necessary before definite
conclusions can be made on the attributes described.

Lithics

The second most common form of material culture recovered from Itagunmodi were
lithics. In all, sixty-two lithic pieces were recovered from six of the nine squares
(table 1) and can be divided into three main categories - worked/used, semi-worked/
used and waste. All were made from rocks found around Itagunmodi environs, such as
granite-gneiss, banded gneiss, quartzite, quartz and sandstone.

The worked/used lithics found were upper grinders (omo olo), but they are very small
indeed. Four of these were made from granite-gneiss, the dominant rock of the area.
These grinders are finely formed, with a good smooth grinding surface - one of them
has two grinding surfaces. Considering its size and weight, it must have been used by a
young person; or, perhaps it was functionally specific - that is, used to grind a
particular item, for which no other grinder would have been effective.

Archaeological investigation of Itagunmodi potsherd pavement site, ljesaland, Osun State, Nigeria

16



18

19

20

21

22

23

On the other hand, the semi-worked/used lithics were mostly banded gneiss in the
process of formation, perhaps into grinders. They are very crude in every aspect, with
an undeveloped grinding surface.

The third category is waste and came from quartzites and quartz pieces - a few pieces

were laterite. (table 1 and figure 8).

Faunal Remains

Few faunal remains were found in this excavation; perhaps because of the humid, acidic
nature of the soil and because of the eating habits of the people, which until the
present day include the thorough chewing of small animal bones. This still prevalent
practice deprives archaeologists of zoo-archaeological information, as the bones are
usually fragmented and easily decompose.

In spite of these problems, fifteen faunal pieces were recovered (table 1) and although
they were too fragmentary for any detailed analysis, some broad types were
identified - snail shell, cowrie shell, a few lower bone fragments of ovicaprids, and the
toe of an antelope (Cephalophus rufilatus).

The majority of bone pieces were unidentifiable, but it is likely that they belonged
either to ovicaprids or to antelopes because these constitute the majority of the fauna
of this region. The greater number of shell pieces were snail shell pieces, some of which
were burnt; while there were only fragments of cowrie shells (Cyprae sp.).

Miscellaneous Remains

The last classification of cultural remains were assorted materials put together under
the group title, miscellaneous. Like the faunal remains, they were found in fragments.
Among these were nails (2), metal scraps (1), enamelware (1), and glass (1). All were
found within the first spit level of squares 21 and 25.

Figure 8. Various excavated material - Globular pot, composite design:
1; Punctate incised open bowl: 2, 3; Globular pot with twisted roulette: 4;
Decorated stool fragment: 5; Incised sherd: 6; Semi-worked upper
grinder; onto olo: 7; used mini-upper grinder; omo olo: 8.
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24 In addition, charcoal pieces and some burnt palm kernels, were recovered from
square 21, between spit levels 4 and 6. Two of these were sent for radio carbon testing.
The results of the tests, which came in January 1994, are presented in table 3.

Table 3. C**Dates

Sample No. Laboratory C'" Age (BP) Calibrated (A.D)
No.

1. IM92214* LY -6286 1565 + 85 5th Century

2. IM92216 LY -6287 675 + 200 14th Century

*IM = Itagunmodi Methodist Church
92 = Year of excavation

21 - Square

4 = Spit Level
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Discussion

p. 25-32

A total of 3906 cultural remains were recovered from the excavation at Itagunmodi.
Figure 9 summarizes table 1, showing the relative distribution of the major cultural
remains. Pot sherds made up the overwhelming majority, with 97.9 per cent; other
artefacts were not found in any significant quantity.

Figure 9. Summary of cultural remains

The issues addressed here include an assessment of the success and importance of the
Itagunmodi excavation and the follow-up action needed. It is our intention that this
should be the beginning of systematic archaeological research in this area. The Ilesa
Post Office rescue excavation in 1959 by Willett was the last dig carried out in this area,
until this present one. The effort here is also an attempt to resuscitate archaeological
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excavation as a whole in central Yorubaland, which has been drastically curtailed since
the early 1970s. This area has always been considered the hub of Yoruba historical
development as supported by previous work in Ife, Iwo Eleru, Owo and Ila (Eyo 1974;
Frobenius 1913; Fagg and Willett 1962; Shaw 1965, 1967; Shaw and Daniels 1984
Willett 1962, 1967; Ozanne 1969; and Garlake 1974, 1977).

First and foremost, it can be clearly seen that the research has been relatively
successful, in the sense that it has opened a new chapter in the archaeology of
Jjesaland, and central Yorubaland. For instance, prior to this research, no one expected
Itagunmodi to yield any archaeological finds, particularly one as important as a
potsherd pavement, because it is a very small town of little importance in the oral
traditions of the Ijesa. This research has demonstrated that no area should be
underrated archaeologically when striving to arrive at an understanding of the
evolution of Yoruba society.

Another result of the research is that additional archaeological sites have been
identified in the town. Among these are the cut, hemispherical, buried pots and the
exposed skeletal sites. More important is the discovery of some abandoned sites in the
forest zone of a pre-Itagunmodi period. It is hoped that future investigation of these
abandoned sites will throw more light on the settlement history of Ijesaland.

Interest in Itagunmodi was aroused by the close similarity of its potsherd pavement to
those at Ife. The result of the excavation has confirmed this similarity. First, the
pavement is the edge-laid type, typical of Ife pavement. However, there are two types
of pavement in Ile-Ife, the dominant type being pure potsherd, while the other is a
stone and sherd type. This latter type was exposed by the work of Garlake at Obalara
and the Woye Asiri family lands (1974 and 1977). The first type - potsherd pavement -
is very common in central Yorubaland. Apart from being edge-laid, the style or
arrangement is the same wherever this type is found. It is commonly laid in a
herringbone pattern and closely packed. In addition, the sherds used are usually
decorated bodies of pots and not rims.

Besides this correlation in type of potsherd pavement, ceramic attributes are
informative, especially decoration and vessel types. For instance, the major decorative
technique is the roulette dominated by cord and maize cob types. This is instructive
because carved roulette appears to be completely absent in the collection. Carved
roulette was considered by Garlake (1977) to be the earliest technique at Ife; prior to
the emergence of cord and maize cob decoration. We hope further investigation at
Itagunmodi will help to resolve the issue of whether carved roulette was used.
Moreover, it should be noted that the materials being analyzed came from the first spit
level of the site and the area excavated so far is still very small. It may not be totally
representative of Itagunmodi. Nevertheless, the observed correlations and
discontinuities among materials from Itagunmodi and other Yoruba sites must be
noted. For example, although bowls from Ife and Itagunmodi are similar in shape, the
decorations on Itagunmodi bowls are purely incision with dot punctates. This is not so
at Obalara or Woye Asiri - the best researched Ife sites. Some relationships between
Itagunmodi and Ife materials can be tentatively confirmed; while a measure of local
initiative might be responsible for observed differences. It is hoped that this theme will
be pursued further in subsequent investigations at the site.

In the attempt to establish a chronological framework for the site, two C** dates were

obtained from the Centre de Datation par le Radiocarbone, Villeurbanne, France. The
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two came from the same square but from different levels (table 3). Sample LY -6287
gives a date of 675 + 200 BP, while that of LY-6286 is 1565 + 85 BP. When fully calibrated,
LY-6287 falls around the 14th century and LY-6286 indicates the 5th century. However,
there are some problems emanating from these dates because the stratigraphic context
of the dates is not in agreement. For instance, LY-6286 is from spit level 4 (40 cm) and it
gives a date of the 5th century A. D. while LY - 6287 is from spit 6 (60 cm), giving a date
of about the 14th century A. D. Interestingly enough this is a primary site, because the
pavement was in situ, quite undisturbed and the affected square cut through it. The
stratigraphy was clearly uniform, save for slight colour and textural differences in the
first 5 cm below the surface, which were noted but not considered significant. Only one
cultural stratum was recognized and it was compact throughout. It is possible that the
discontinuity in materials may have been effected prior to the construction of the
potsherd pavement. Therefore, there is not much that one can say at the moment,
other than to ask for a reconfirmation of the sample number/laboratory code; in
addition to undertaking further excavation not only at the site but also at other
identified sites within the township. This further excavation is of utmost importance in
the determination of a chronological framework for Itagunmodi.

In spite of this drawback, the dates are still informative, because both fall within the
chronological range of Ife (figure 10). The 5th century date correlates well with the
earliest Ife date of the same period, while the 14th century falls within the age
sequence of potsherd pavement in Ife. The earliest date for Ife pavement is the 12th
century, while that for the Benin pavement is the 14th century (Connah 1975).
Therefore, considering the nearness of Itagunmodi to Ife, it is obvious that its
pavement, if actually derived from Ife, must be earlier than those at Benin and other
pavements in the forest zone. Thus, we can tentatively date the Itagunmodi pavement
site to between the 12th and 14th centuries A. D., pending the time when the issues
raised above are resolved.

Figure 10. C* from southwestern Nigeria
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There is no doubt that the research has achieved a great deal. First, it has demonstrated
the need for a shift of focus from well-known ancient Yoruba towns to smaller ones, if
we are to have a proper understanding of Yoruba cultural history. A similar call was
made earlier by Obayemi in 1976. There is a need to collect information from both
types of towns so as to have a complete picture, not only to know the spatial
distribution and extent of pre-colonial Yoruba settlements, but also the various
associated activities. It is when we are armed with this information that proper and
relevant historical questions can be asked.

Secondly, the research has expanded our horizons in relation to an important urban
marker, the potsherd pavement, the spatial distribution of which is yet to be fully
understood. Knowing this will surely give us an idea of the configuration of precolonial
Yoruba urbanism. Almost all currently identified pavement sites (Ife, Itagunmodi, Ilare,
Imesi-Ile, Ikirun, Ila, and Oyan) are in Osun State; the finds imply that these sites were
once urban settlements.

Apart from Ife, the Itagunmodi pavement site is the second to be excavated. The
significance of Itagunmodi as an urban centre should not be underestimated, because
the potsherd pavement has been identified as a feature of urbanization (Agbaje-
Williams 1991). This was earlier borne out by the work of Eyo on Ife (1974). Eyo
modified Willett’s typology of the cultural evolution of Ife (pre-classical, classical and
post-classical), based on Ife terracotta and bronze heads. He opted for the use of one of
the features, ‘pavements’, to designate the stages of cultural development in Ife,
thereby identifying pre-pavement, pavement and post-pavement periods.

The importance of potsherd pavements in the culture of the ancient Yoruba should be
recognized. The construction of pavements is a good marker of the zenith of Yoruba
civilization because it is an involved and time consuming activity, which marks a level
of sophistication in the culture concerned. For instance, more people were involved in
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pavement construction than in sculpting terracottas and bronzes - which implies that a
centralized and powerful political organization was in existence. The emergence of
potsherd pavement technology and the possible existence of strong political authority
in Ife at an early stage need to be researched.

According to Ife tradition on potsherd pavement, it was initiated by a female Ooni,
called Luwo. The exact date of her reign is as yet unknown, but if available radiocarbon
dates on Ife potsherd pavements are considered, it could not be earlier than the 12th
century A. D. She was a beautiful, sophisticated and powerful woman who was loved
and strongly supported by her subjects despite her firmness. Tradition has it that
because she did not like her feet smeared with mud, she ordered the whole town paved
with potsherd pavements.

Based on the current distribution of this feature, it is likely that potsherd pavements
were made both in villages and towns, in pre-colonial times, throughout the whole of
modern Osun State. The veracity of the tradition is not the object of our discourse, but
the fact that the remains of this feature exist today and Ife appears to be at the core of
the phenomenon; which would appear to confirm the antecedence of Ile-Ife over other
Yoruba towns.

On the other hand, we may critically examine the situation that led to the evolution of
pavements. It is plausible to believe that constructing a potsherd pavement was a cheap
ecological device for arresting erosion in the city, because wherever a potsherd
pavement has been found, it appears to have minimized the problem of erosion in this
humid and highly leached environment. Also, there can be no doubt that potsherd
pavements had the same function as our present day tar/concrete pavements and
roads.

Moreover, it should be noted that pottery was the most common utensil of any
household in those days. Because of the delicate and fragile nature of pottery, the
accumulation of broken pieces must have constituted a problem to any community.
Thus, the use of sherds as pavements would be a sound ecological strategy, making use
of waste material. This theory is supported by the fact that the sherds used in
pavements were ordinary ones, not specially made. For instance, almost half of the
excavated sherds were decorated.

Archaeological investigation of Itagunmodi potsherd pavement site, ljesaland, Osun State, Nigeria

23



Conclusion

p.32-33

This monograph looks at the evolution of potsherd pavements in southwestern Nigeria.
Previous work on this subject has been largely descriptive and confined to pavements
in Ile-Ife (Willett 1967), covering an area of about 12 square kilometers, which have
been dated to the 14th century A. D. (Garlake 1974, 1977; and Agbaje-Williams 1991). It
was thought that these pavements were unique to Ife, like the bronzes and the
terracottas, until other sites with the same features were discovered in central
Yorubaland.

None of the new sites rival Ife in the range of types of pavement found or in the wide
distribution; but with the discovery of the Itagunmodi pavement, it is obvious that
many more are waiting to be discovered. From the technology of pavement making and
the distribution of the pavements, the phenomenon has political and social
implications more significant than the art works currently assumed to be the hallmark
of Yoruba civilization. The distribution of this feature, taken with the dates obtained
from Ife and Itagunmodi, tend to be in agreement with the latest work in the field
(Akinjogbin 1994); because some of the early settlements of the Obatala period may
correspond to discovered areas of potsherd pavement in time and space. Simply put,
pavements of this sort are labour intensive, implying a well-organized community,
social discipline and social authority, backed up by force.

A pavement has to be a group effort; it is not the work of an individual talent. One can
state that where potsherd pavements are found, they represent the type of investment
of human time and labour typical of a civilized urban centre. The Ife oral tradition
about the fastidious female Ooni, Luwo, claimed to have introduced potsherd pavement,
confirms this.

Lastly, Eyo’s classification of Ife culture history (1974) should be taken seriously,
because it recognizes the place of potsherd pavements in the evolution of Ife, and is
applicable to other areas.

It is hoped that after a more extensive and thorough foot survey of some of these areas,

more revealing discoveries may be made.
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