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In this essay I will be discussing ‘The Benin Bronzes’ and their contextual position within the framework of the module ‘Myths and Legends’. I will explore the origins and nature of the objects and explain their cultural role and significance to the Edo peoples of Nigeria past and present. I will reflect on the ongoing debates that accompany the political and ethical issues that arise when considering topics such as storage and presentation of the objects. Finally, I will balance the conflicting debates of ownership and subsequent arguments regarding the repatriation of the items to their place of origin. 
 
The ‘Benin Bronzes’ are a group of bronze and brass sculptural/decorative objects that adorned the pillars and altars of the Royal Palace of Benin, on the West coast of Africa. They were produced predominantly from the 13th Century by the local Edo crafts people in Benin City, Benin (now part of modern Nigeria) primarily to adorn the palace of the King, the Oba. Other works in ivory, wood, stone and leather are also often referred to under the same given title (Hicks 2020, p.138).
Sir Richard Burton, explorer and army officer wrote a book ‘Wanderings in West Africa’ published in 1863 that had already painted a bloody picture of Benin, its population was portrayed as uncivilized and barbaric and in need of liberation and improvement. The ruling Oba’s autonomy in the region, was proving to have a negative and disruptive effect to trading in the area, from a British colonial perspective (Osadolor and Otoide, p.407).
By the end of the nineteenth century the British had become frustrated with their own attempts at gaining a foothold in Benin which was one of the few regions that had previously evaded attempts at colonization by dominant European powers. Earlier scorched earth policies in the Niger Delta had been implemented by the British (both military and commercially invested ventures) and after these, there was a sense of inevitability amongst the Edo as to when the British would eventually begin to assume control (Doherty, 2021, p.221).
In 1897 British military forces enacted a punitive attack under the command of Sir Harry Rawson upon the Benin Royal Palace in retaliation at the slaughter of a party of British officers and African porters led by Vice Consul James Robert Phillips. Before embarking on his visit to seek council with The Benin King, Oba Ovonramwen Nogbaisi, Phillips had ignored calls by the Oba to delay visiting (as his people were celebrating the Igue festival) and besides, the Oba had requested that only two initial envoys would be entertained.      (Ikime 1977, p.157).
During the 1897 attack on the City of Benin, the British Royal Marines burnt and destroyed both civil and sacred buildings at the same time removing thousands of objects from the Royal Palace. Stolen items were later scattered and sold to various museums and private collections. The British Museum alone came into possession of around seven hundred pieces, the largest single amount delivered to any one destination (Lunden,2016, p.7).
After the attack there was a systematic propaganda campaign by the British to justify its actions that would pave the way for further seemingly valid British colonial expansion. ‘The Benin Massacre’ by Allan Maxwell Boisragon and ‘Benin: The City of Blood’ by Reginald Spencer Bacon were both books that sought to assuage any fears the public had of any possible injustice that had been served out by the British. They, like Burton before them were guided by the British colonial agenda to present a suitable narrative. (Osadolor and Otoide, 2008 p.408) There is however some evidence that ritualistic killing did take place also a well-established involvement in slavery by the Oba in Benin. This as we will later discover would impact the debate around repatriation of the bronzes. Law reminds us that in Benin; ‘sacrificial victims, even if criminals, were clearly regarded as offerings or messengers to gods or deceased kings. Moreover, it is quite clear that not all those sacrificed were in fact criminals. In Benin, there are references to the sacrifice of slaves and war captives as well as of criminals, and it is reported that if there were not sufficient criminals held in the gaols to make up the conventional number of sacrifices additional victims were seized for trivial offences in the streets of the city’ (Law 1985, p,60).
The Benin Bronzes themselves depict scenes of court life, warfare, rituals, and mythology from the Kingdom of Benin. These intricate plaques, statues, and other metalworks were primarily created by local Edo artists for the Oba (king) of Benin. They were created by specialist guilds of craftspeople specifically linked to the guardians of the royal regalia the Ibiwe and lived within the huge earthenware wall that encircled the Capital in distinct wards governed by individual odioware, hereditary leaders (Forde and Kaberry, 1967, p.24).
Benin society was overtly patriarchal in most respects. It was men who dominated all roles in governmental power, it was the male line that was used in the transfer of family leadership and inheritance. There was a strict code of separation that operated throughout societal structures. This position stemmed from strict religious edicts including gender orientated division in ritual practice, called the awua: the power of men, it was believed, could be weakened by exposure to certain contaminating fluids of the female. Contact with urine and menstrual fluids were deemed particularly problematic and would require purification practices to appease the ancestors (Curnow,1997, p.76).
 	Predominately then, most of the Benin Bronzes unsurprisingly depict men, particularly Oba, warriors, chiefs, and courtiers from the Kingdom of Benin. These plaques and sculptures were created primarily to glorify the Oba of Benin and his court, so they often depict male figures in elaborate military regalia. They are visual displays of power, status, and military achievements. Some show representations of the Portuguese, influenced by their interactions in trade with the Edo people in the later part of the 15th Century. (Ediagbonya, 2015, p207)
Yet the depictions of the Portuguese on some bronzes are often represented on the periphery of the iconography, indicating an inferior position within the Edo perspective. Curnow notes their depictions as displaying underdeveloped calves and generally insubstantial bodies, again reinforcing by contrast the superiority of the Edo males. (Curnow,1997, p.81)

[bookmark: _Int_oIDZrGoX]Further representations of power occur in animal and mythic themes. Leopards, symbolic of the Oba’s power and royal authority are often seen being held by some figures in both hands, tightly gripped and dangling in submission. Others show mudfish, which can survive on both land and water and after burrowing into mud during the dry season seem to miraculously reappear when the rains arrive. They represent eternal life and the divine aspect of the Oba, and his power over both physical and spiritual realms. Birds such as the Iguebo, are represented and signify a messenger between worlds again highlighting the connection between the kingdom and the spirit world. (Adebowale,2020)
However, the depictions of women are noteworthy by their limited representation. Queen Mothers (Iyoba) and female attendants are portrayed, and they were only to be found in their situ of the Iyoba shrine.  It is a notable parallel with the rest of African art of the period that celebrates in abundance the sexual matriarchal power of women. Here we have the post- menopausal female with a muted sense of sexuality, neutralised and portraying a sterile official role as mother. The Queen Mother Idia, is famously represented in a bronze and ivory mask, honoured in her role but not revered in her femininity. (Kaplan, 1993, p.386)
 While formal public opinion data is lacking (in regards the Edo state and Nigeria) as to where the bronzes should be based, the debates around the Benin Bronzes have become salient in the media and present a wealth of varying perspectives.  Amidst a backdrop of conflicting opinions many institutions had deferred any decisions on the issue of repatriation for objects in their possession. There has however been some movement. South London’s Horniman Museum in August of 2022 transferred legal ownership of 72 of its bronzes to Nigeria, six of its objects were physically repatriated whilst at the same time promising to update their own representation of the remaining artifacts (Yankson. 2025).
A similar approach was adopted in Germany by Berlins Ethnological Museum in December 2022. The transfer of legal ownership to the National Commision for Museums and Monuments (NCMM) of over a thousand objects, yet a mere 22 were physically sent back to Nigeria (Enahoro,2024).
 A pivotal moment occurred in May of 2023 when the outgoing Nigerian president Muhammadu Buhari’s declaration recognised the Oba, King Ewuare II as sole owner of the bronzes. This posed a problem at the time as it contradicted Godwin Obaseki, Governor of Edo State who favoured their placement in the upcoming Edo Museum of Western Art (EMOWWA). The government's own NCMM said it had been blindsided, and the decision would prove invalid in the eyes of the law. The Oba meanwhile had plans already in place to house any future collections in the proposed Benin Royal (Community) Museum. (Phillips, 2023). This apparent confusion proved problematic for several institutions abroad who had planned to repatriate numerous bronzes from their collections, such as Cambridge University who postponed one such repatriation that same year.
 	The arguments were being made on both sides. Some local voices argue that a smaller locally managed community museum would allow residents the valuable chance to curate objects that they have personal connectivity to and are able to confer a new vibrant sense of ownership, an opportunity to empower local people ( Uzuegbu,Halilu and Tella, 2024, p.184).
There seemed to be some consensus of agreement reached in Nigeria when the new Museum of West African Art (WOMAA) was chosen as home for the Benin Bronzes. The museum is being built within the grounds of the Benin Palace Kingdom, a move intended to acknowledge the past, consolidate opinion and look to the future. As a place of not only display, but education including a digital research hub, a centre of craftmanship and accommodation facilities (Agbedeh, 2025).
However, we are left wondering if all issues surrounding the bronzes have been properly considered and addressed after the Restitution Study Group (RSG) founded in 2000 in New York, America, posited another argument against the call for repatriation of the bronzes. The RSG argue that Nigeria should not profit from the bronzes as they are themselves descended from slave traders. Director of the group Farmer-Paellmann reminds us that the bronzes were produced from manilla currency during the 16-19th Centuries, a form of commodity money: horseshoe like semi-circular brass or copper objects. Fifty of these bought a female slave, fifty-seven a male. These were used by the rulers of the Kingdom of Benin to make the bronzes, who in exchange provided slaves for the Atlantic slave trade (Farmer-Paellman/RSG 2023).
Participation in slavery within the Benin Kingdoms historic past has proved problematic in arguments of repatriation of the bronzes. The RSG have drawn parallels with the bronzes on a human level, comparing their forced removal akin to their African ancestors who suffered a similar fate, and it is their aim to seek recognition of their rightful shared inheritance.
In conclusion, the question of where the Benin Bronzes belong has prompted some stimulating debates among many and demanded amongst others a candid reflection of their own ancestral legacies. The debate has centred on the bronzes, but the powerful gravitational pull of their symbolism has demanded an array of other related topics be drawn into question. The collaborative approach of the MOWAA and the British Museum, and the Benin Kingdoms dialogue with the RSG suggests that a positive way forward is possible. The bronzes have given us the opportunity to address, not only responsibility for our past deeds but to seek a proportionate sense of balance in the debate and always seeking to embrace transparency when finding a way forward.
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