
 

 

 

THE BENIN EMPIRE 

The Benin Empire or Edo Empire (1440-1897) was a large pre-colonial African state of modern Nigeria. There 
is still an Oba, or king, although currently his role is mainly symbolic.  

The first Oba was Eweka I who died in 1246. It was through trading slaves with the Europeans that the 
Empire grew rich in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.  

It was in the end a European imperial power, Great Britain that ended the Empire as a political polity in the 
late nineteenth century. Britain had set herself the task of what she saw as pacifying the Niger, which meant 
offering African rulers protection and, if they refused, deposing them. The Oba opposed them so they 
burned his capital. However, after the death of the exiled 35th Oba, who had stubbornly resisted them, they 
allowed the 36th to return. With other traditional leaders in the post-colonial nation state of Nigeria, the Obo 
of Benin is recognized as a member of the House of Chiefs. Within his own community, the Obo is symbolic of 
a long cultural and historical legacy. He is the leader of the Edo community of some 5,000,000 people. While 
it existed, the Benin Empire was an economic and political power. 

It remains famous for its artefacts of bronze, 
ivory and iron. Sadly, when the British set fire 
to the Empire’s capital in 1897, they also 
burned many valuable works of art. The 
colonialists were so sure of their moral right to 
rule others that they often did not notice, or 
did not hesitate to destroy, evidence that 
those whom they thought “primitive” had 
many skills and technologies of their own. 

 

 

 



Origin 
According to one traditional account, the original people and founders of the Benin Empire, the Bini (or Edo 
people), were initially ruled by the Ogisos (Kings of the Sky). The city of Ibinu (later called Benin City) was 
founded in 1180 C.E. 

About 36 known Ogiso are accounted for as rulers of the empire. On the death of the last Ogiso, his son and 
heir apparent Ekaladerhan was banished from Benin as a result of one of the Queens changing the message 
from the oracle to the Ogiso. Ekaladerhan was a powerful warrior and well-loved Prince. On leaving Benin 
he travelled to the west of present day Nigeria to the land of the Yorubas. At that time the Yoruba oracle 
said that their King will come out of the forest and when Ekaladerhan arrived at Ife, he was received as a 
King. 

He changed his name to Imadoduwa meaning “I did not misplace my royalty” and became The Great 
Oduduwa of The Yoruba Land. On the death of his father, the last Ogiso, a group of Benin Chiefs led by 
Chief Oliha came to Ife, pleading with him to come back to Benin to ascend the throne. Oduduwa’s reply was 
that a King cannot leave his Kingdom but he had seven sons and would ask one of them to go back to Benin 
to rule as the next King. 

Oranmiyan, the son of Ekaladerhan aka Oduduwa, agreed to go to Benin. He spent some years in Benin and 
came back to Ife after his wife gave birth to a son named Eweka. Eweka I became the first Oba of Benin. In 
1440, Oba Ewuare (Ewuare the Great) came to power and turned the city-state into an empire. Around 1470, 
he named the new state Edo.                    

Golden Age  
The Oba had become the paramount power within the region. Oba Ewuare, the 
first Golden Age Oba, is credited with turning Benin City into a military fortress 
protected by moats and walls. It was from this bastion that he launched his 
military campaigns and began the expansion of the kingdom from the Edo-
speaking heartlands. The lands of Idah, Owo, Akure all came under the central 
authority of the Edo Empire. 

At its maximum extent the empire is claimed by the Edos to have extended from 
Onitsha in the east, through the forested south-western region of Nigeria and into 
the present-day nation of Ghana. The Ga peoples of Ghana trace their ancestry 
to the ancient Kingdom of Benin. 

The state developed an advanced artistic culture especially in its famous artefacts 
of bronze, iron and ivory. These include bronze wall plaques and life-sized bronze 
heads of the Obas of Benin. The most common artefact is based on Queen Idia, 
popularly called the FESTAC mask. Most artwork was commissioned by or created 
for the palace, often for ceremonial use. Much art depicted the Oba in various 
costumes. The guild of artisans enjoyed royal patronage and occupied a designated 
district of the capital. When Europeans first saw this art they supposed a non-
African origin because they did not think Africans capable of such sophisticated 
work. The “Portuguese, the Ancient Egyptians, even the lost tribe of Israel” were 
credited instead of the Edo. Benin grew increasingly rich during the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries on the slave trade with Europe; slaves from enemy states of the interior were sold, 
and carried to the Americas in Dutch and Portuguese ships. The Bight of Benin’s shore soon came to be 
known as the “Slave Coast.” 



Government 
The empire was ruled by a regent called the Oba. Today, the 
Oba of Benin is still very respected in Nigeria; he is the most 
revered traditional ruler in Nigeria though his powers are 
largely ceremonial and religious. The capital of the Benin 
Empire was Edo, now known as Benin City in what is now 
south-western Nigeria. 

European contact 
The first European travellers to reach Benin were 
Portuguese explorers in about 1485. A strong mercantile relationship developed, with the Portuguese trading 
tropical products, and increasingly slaves, for European goods and guns. In the early sixteenth century the 
Oba sent an ambassador to Lisbon, and the king of Portugal sent Christian missionaries to Benin. Some 
residents of Benin could still speak a pidgin Portuguese in the late nineteenth century. The first English 
expedition to Benin was in 1553, and a significant trade soon grew up between England and Benin based on 
the export of ivory, palm oil and pepper. Trade consisted of: 20 percent ivory, 30 percent slaves, and 50 
percent other things. Visitors in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries brought back to Europe tales of 
“the Great Benin,” a fabulous city of noble buildings, ruled over by a powerful king. 

Decline 
Right: A sketch of the city from 1897, the year it was 
burned by the British. The city and empire of Benin 
declined after 1700, but revived in the nineteenth century 
with the development of the trade in palm oil, enslaved 
captives, and textiles. To preserve Benin’s independence, 
bit by bit the Oba banned the export of goods from Benin, 
until the trade was exclusively in palm oil. 

Rawson 
Benin resisted signing a protectorate treaty with Great Britain through most of the 1880s and 1890s. 
However, after the slaying of eight British representatives in Benin territory, a ‘Punitive Expedition’ was 
launched in 1897, in which a British force, under the command of Admiral Sir Harry Rawson, conquered and 
burned the city, destroying much of the country’s treasured art and dispersing nearly all that remained. The 
portrait figures, busts, and groups created in iron, carved ivory, and especially in brass (conventionally 
called the “Benin Bronzes”) made in Benin are now displayed in museums around the world. Some 3000 
objects were removed and for many years stored in secret to perpetuate the myth that no such artwork 
could have an African provenance. 

Further reading: 

• Open University: Podcast on Benin plaque: http://www.openartsarchive.org/open-arts-objects?page=1 
• Smart History on Benin: https://smarthistory.org/the-kingdom-of-benin/ 
• The Metropolitan Museum (New York) on Benin: https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/bnch/hd_bnch.htm 
• The ongoing dispute over whether these works should be returned to Benin City: 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/aug/12/cambridge-benin-bronzes-loan-deal 
• https://qz.com/1054364/the-british-museum-will-return-bronze-sculptures-looted-from-benin-nearly-two-

centuries-ago/ 
• Find at least two further sources yourself…

 



 

Once you have read/watched all of the above, please answer the following questions: 

 

1. Where was the Benin Empire located? 
 

2. When did it begin? 
 

3. Who did the Benin (or Edo) people trade with initially?  
 

4. Who ruled the Benin Empire during its Golden Age? 
 

5. Why (and what) did the British want to deal with Benin in the 19th century?  
 

6. Why was this trade not enough? 
 

7. Briefly summarise the events of the Punitive Expedition? 
 

8. Where do you think the Benin ‘bronzes’ ought to be kept today? Justify your position, citing critics 
who take different standpoints on this debate.  
 

 

9. Now find a brief definition of the word ‘ethnic’. Copy it out here:  
 
 

10. Now, look at the plaque itself: list the elements that show royal association? 

 

 

11. Describe the costumes and props of the figures and explain their significance? 
 
 
 

12. Describe the pose and gaze of the figures and explain their significance? 
 
 

13. Describe the different elements of the palace setting and explain their significance? 
 
 

14. Finally, explain (briefly) the ‘cire-perdue’ (lost wax) method of carving and its significance to/in this 
work? 

 

 

 


