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Left: Print depicting Benin City 

 

Around 1600, a Dutch visitor to the court of Benin described the magnificent palace 

complex, with its high-turreted buildings, as one of immense size and striking 

beauty. In the long, square galleries, wooden pillars were covered from top to bottom 

with brass plaques.  



Cast in relief from a wax model, the plaques were mounted on the palace pillars by 

nails punched through the corners. The plaques depicted the Oba and various members 

of his retinue, including warrior chiefs, titleholders, priests, court officials, attendants, 

and foreign merchants. Shown singly or in small groups, the figures are portrayed in 

meticulous detail, their role and status indicated by costume, ornament, and hairstyle. 

On plaques with multiple figures, the scale of the figures denotes their position within 

Benin court hierarchy. The largest one is most important, with others decreasing in 

size according to their relative significance.  



On this plaque, a regally dressed 

Oba (king) seated sidesaddle on a 

horse is accompanied by prominent 

officials and other attendants.  

 

To emphasize his power and 

authority, the Oba is positioned in 

the center, is the largest figure, 

and wears his full coral bead 

regalia, including a high collar of 

stacked necklaces and crown of 

beads.  

 

All coral was owned by the Oba 

and, because it comes from the sea, 

is associated with Olokun, god of 

the sea.  



The Oba is attended by two smaller 

figures holding protective shields. 

These titled administrative officials 

were responsible for palace 

provisions and for supplying 

ceremonial sacrifices.  

 

Sword bearers of lesser rank, 

indicated by their smaller size, 

support the king’s outstretched 

arms. Smaller still, and therefore of 

least importance, are the two 

miniature figures who hover in the 

corners above the Oba and the one 

who supports his feet.  

 

The background is ornamented by 

quatrefoil motifs representing river 

leaves, an allusion to Olokun and 

the prosperity brought across the 

seas through trade with the 

Portuguese.  



In African art, the materials are often as meaningful as the forms the artist gives 

them. Because brass, an alloy of copper and zinc, was scarce and costly, its use was 

dictated exclusively by the Oba, whose possession and control of brass connoted his 

power, wealth, and authority. The durability of the metal was fitting for objects 

intended to be lasting tributes to the greatness of Benin kings. The shiny, reddish 

gold surface of polished brass was considered beautiful yet intimidating, an 

appropriate symbol for royal power.  



Although it is not known how the brass plaques were originally arranged on the 

pillars, scholars generally agree that they were conceived in groups. By the end of 

the seventeenth century, the plaques were no longer used as decoration but were 

stored in the palace and consulted on matters of court etiquette, costume, and 

ceremony. Almost 900 of these plaques survive today, providing a detailed visual 

record of court life. 



They were hung on the pillars of the palace by nails punched directly through them. 

When the palace was seized by the British Punitive Expedition, the plaques were no 

longer on display, but according to Reginald Hugh Bacon, an eyewitness, were found 

‘buried in the dirt of ages, in one house.’ The is an apparent exaggeration; they were 

not literally buried, but rather stored, probably in part of the palace belonging to 

Iwebo, the palace society that includes the keepers of the regalia and the guilds of 

craftsmen who create it.  One elderly chief who was a palace attendant prior to 1897 

recalled that the plaques “were kept like a card index up to the time of the Punitive 

Expedition, and referred to when there was a dispute about courtly etiquette.” 



The Oba’s palace in Benin, the setting for the royal ancestral altars, was also the 

backdrop for an elaborate court ceremonial life in which the oba, his warriors, chiefs, 

and titleholders, priests, members of the palace societies and their constituent guilds, 

foreign merchants and mercenaries, and numerous attendants and retainers all took 

part. An engraving published in 1668 by Olfert Dapper shows some of the palace’s 

high-turreted buildings and a lively procession of the king and his courtiers.  



Dapper reported, ‘The King shows himself only once a year to his people, going out of 

his court on horseback, beautifully attired with all sorts of royal ornaments, and 

accompanied by three or four hundred noblemen on horseback and on foot, and a 

great number of musicians before and behind him, playing merry tunes on all sorts of 

musical instruments, as is shown in the preceding picture of Benin City.  

 

Then he does not ride far from the court, but soon returns thither after a little tour. 

Then the king causes some tame leopards that he keeps for his pleasure to be led 

about in chains; he also shows many dwarfs and deaf people, whom he likes to keep 

at court. (Above right is a leopard vessel from Benin in bronze.) 



Drawing of Benin City made by an English officer 1897 



Head of an oba (Benin), c. 1700-

1897 CE, brass 

 

An oba is a king or ruler of the Edo 

people, formerly the Benin 

Kingdom (not to be confused with 

the modern-day country of Benin).  

 

All of the heads include 

representations of coral-bead 

necklaces. Coral, which derives 

from the Mediterranean Sea, was 

an important feature of Benin 

royal costumes and was believed to 

make the king’s words come to 

fruition.  Historically at Benin 

such beads were sewn together 

with elephant-tail hair, an animal 

closely identified with both royalty 

and physical force. 



The art of Benin is a royal art, for only the 

oba could commission works in brass.  

Artisans who served the court lived in a 

separate quarter of the city and were 

organized into guilds. 

 

Commemorative brass heads of deceased 

Obas or chiefs are placed in shrines 

dedicated to royal ancestors. On the top of 

each head is placed an ivory tusk with 

carved images of former kings, warrior 

chiefs, soldiers and animals with symbolic 

royal powers. 

 

In the old days the king used to receive 

one tusk from every elephant killed in the 

kingdom; some were sold to European 

traders during the long years of commerce 

with the West, others were given as gifts 

to faithful chiefs, and still others were 

displayed on the royal ancestral shrines.  



Sketch of the burying place of a king of Benin, possibly executed by the 

explorer Giovanni Belzoni who visited the Benin kingdom in 1823 



The living monarch rules by virtue of being descended from Oranmiyan, the 

founder of this dynasty, and thus he is the caretaker of these shrines for the 

benefit of the Benin people. The king, like the commoner, officiates at the 

royal altars to request the aid of his ancestors, but unlike the commoner, his 

predecessors are the protectors of the nation at large and their own divine 

power has passed on to him.  



The iron irises of the eyes are 

said to convey both the 

mystical authority of 

indigenous forged metal and 

the enduring stare of one 

whose nature is in part divine. 

 

Parallel iron bars set into the 

forehead invest the head with 

the sacrosanct potency of 

indigenous iron; sacrifices 

aimed at renewing royal power 

are placed on the bars.  

 

The raised marks (ikharo) 

along the eyebrow are a form 

of cultural marker, three for 

men, four denoting women or 

foreigners. 



While the divinity of the Oba indeed 

derives from his descent, it has wider 

moral implications. As the reigning 

monarch, he alone possesses the royal 

coral beads. Since other members of 

his immediate family can claim 

similar descent, possession of the 

beads and other royal relics 

determines who ultimately sits on the 

throne.  

 

This is made clear by the story related 

earlier about the conflict between the 

sixteenth-century king Esigie and his 

brother Arhuaran, who battled for 

possession of a special coral bead. The 

royal coral beads are not merely 

ornamental; they have the powers of 

ase, that is, whatever is said with 

them will come to pass. The ability to 

curse and issue proclamations is one 

of the principal sanctions of the 

monarchy.  



Portuguese mercenaries provided Benin with 

support against its enemies, while traders 

supplied the important luxury items Benin so 

desired; coral beads and cloth for ceremonial 

attire and great quantities of brass manillas 

which could be melted down for casting. 

Coming from far across the sea, brining with 

them wealth and luxury items, the 

Portuguese travellers were readily 

assimilated into (or perhaps generated) the 

complex of ideas and motifs associated with 

the god Olokun, ruler of the seas and 

provider of earthly wealth. In return for these 

goods, Benin provided the Portuguese with 

pepper, cloth, ivory, and slaves. 

 

Generally they are accompanied by the 

denizens of Olokun’s world (mudfish, 

crocodiles, pythons and the like) and a 

multitude of chiefs, retainers, and royal 

figures at the Benin court. The image of the 

Portuguese, thus, became an integral part of 

a visual vocabulary of power and wealth.  



According to Chief Ihaza: ‘When 

the king is wearing this heavy 

beaded costume, he does not shake 

or blink but stays still and 

unmoving. As soon as he sits down 

on the throne he is not a human 

being but a god.” 

 

When an oba dies, one of the first 

duties of the new oba is to 

establish an altar commemorating 

his father and to decorate it with 

newly cast brass heads. The heads 

are not portraits. Rather, they are 

generalized images that emphasize 

the king’s coral-bead crown and 

high bead collar, the symbols of his 

authority. 



Queen Mother  (Iyoba) Pendant Mask, Edo 

peoples, Benin, 16th century, ivory, iron, and 

copper 

 

Among the most celebrated masterpieces of 

African art, this pendant is at once a prestige 

object worn by the king on ceremonial 

occasions and the portrait of an important 

historical figure at the court of Benin. The 

preciousness of the material and the 

refinement of the carving indicate that it was 

created by the exclusive guild of royal ivory 

carvers for the king. 

 

Framed by an elegant tiara-like coiffure and 

openwork collar, this likeness of an Edo royal 

woman is in fact a portrait of Idia, mother 

and close advisor to one of Benin's greatest 

leaders, Esigie, who ruled in the early 

sixteenth century. 



Esigie honored Idia for helping to secure his 

claim to the throne and for the wise counsel 

that she provided him throughout his reign. 

As a consequence of Idia's role, the title of 

Queen Mother (Iyoba) was introduced to the 

Benin court, granting the mother of the oba 

(king) equal authority to that of senior town 

chiefs. 

 

The miniature motifs of Portuguese faces 

depicted along the summit make reference to 

the extraordinary wealth generated in the 

Benin kingdom in the sixteenth century 

through trade with the Portuguese. Since the 

Portuguese arrived by sea, generated local 

wealth, and have white skin, they were 

immediately connected to Olokun, god of the 

sea, who is associated with the color white. 

Additionally, Olokun is linked to purity, the 

world of the dead, and fertility. 



The mudfish motif, which alternates with the 

Portuguese faces, is one of the primary 

symbols of Benin kingship. It is associated 

with the qualities of aggressiveness and 

liminality due to its ferocious electric sting 

and its ability to survive in water and on 

land. 

 

The hollowed back of this work suggests that 

it was both a pendant and a receptacle, 

possibly containing medicines to protect the 

king while worn during ceremonial occasions. 

 

Given the scale of this artifact and the 

inclusion of suspension lugs above and below 

the ears, it appears likely that it was worn 

suspended as a pectoral. Recent ritual 

practices, however, suggest that related 

works may alternatively have been worn at 

the king’s waist. 



Benin waist pendant, 18th century, ivory 

 

This pendant’s imagery emphasizes the oba’s 

role in the religious and social order of the Edo 

(E-dough) peoples of Benin (buh-NEEN). In the 

center of the pendant, a historical oba is held 

upright by his high priests Osa (O-sah) and 

Osuan (O-swan), whose presence reminds an 

Edo viewer of the delicate balance between the 

oba’s authority and his peoples’ willingness to 

submit to it. The oba stands on the head of the 

sea god Olokun (O-lo-koon) who has two 

mudfish (catfish) extending from his nostrils. 

These mudfish, along with other religious 

symbols in the pendant, are meant to emphasize 

the oba’s spiritual mandate. 

 

Taken from the Edo peoples of the Kingdom of 

Benin (present-day Nigeria) during the British 

Punitive Expedition of 1897, this Waist Pendant 

was originally held by the oba (Edo king) or 

sewn onto garments worn by the oba during 

important ceremonies.  



   

On this pendant, the large protective bead of kingship 

appears on the chest of the oba. Among the Edo 

peoples, this bead, made of costly imported European 

red coral or African jasper or agate, was used to 

signify the rank of the oba, or king, and was a precious 

cultural treasure.  

 

The bead also plays a part in one of the most 

important Edo legends. In this legend, Esigie (ay-SEE-

gee-ay), an Edo prince, with support from his 

Portuguese allies, Edo chiefs, and his mother, Idia (i-

DEE-ah), challenged his brother Arhuanran for the 

Edo throne after the death of their father. When 

Arhuanran was defeated, he cursed the bead of 

kingship, driving Esigie insane when it was worn. 

However Idia used her spiritual powers to break the 

curse and save her son who went on to be one of the 

most revered Edo rulers.   

 

Ever since, the people of Benin (buh-NEEN) have 

celebrated the Emobo ceremony which is meant to 

drive negative spirits from the capital city. Ivory waist 

pendants, like the one shown here, are worn by the 

oba during the Emobo ceremony. 
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STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

Where were these two objects 

originally displayed? Analyze how 

both the materials used and the 

imagery depicted conveys the 

power of the Benin oba, or king. 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

Where were these two objects originally displayed? Analyze how both the 

materials used and the imagery depicted conveys the power of the Benin 

oba, or king. 


