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An Investigative Essay Exploring ‘Benin Bronze’ Plaque Of 16th Century Benin

The Benin bronze plaque belongs to a group of like brass and bronze sculptures dating back to the 16th Century in the Kingdom of Benin in West Africa – more specifically, what we would identify today as southern Nigeria. Established in the 1200s CE by the Edo peoples who, dissatisfied under the rule of their ogisos[footnoteRef:1], found new prosperity with the elected change in rulership, beginning with Oba Eweka[footnoteRef:2] and thus, the Kingdom of Benin was formed. [1:  Nigerian kings of the time]  [2:  Oba meaning king of Benin, of which Eweka was the first; descended from the prince of Ife the Edo turned to for change] 

From 1200 to 1800CE in which the kingdom thrived, artistic expression was a staple of Benin and such expression was greatly unique to the culture; not to say no inspiration was drawn from neighbouring countries and peoples, but that Benin shaped an altogether singular style throughout their heyday, which we as historians have come to know by archaeological discovery. Mediums such as brass, wood and ivory in particular were common amongst Benin artistry. What marked the kingdom in history though, were their bas-relief sculptures; carvings or sculpture in which figures protrude from the background. Whilst trade with Europe influenced art, specifically in their ivory carvings of salt cellars, the art scene of the time was dominated by plaques portraying historical events and figures in their civilisation - ‘often naturalistic and life-size’[footnoteRef:3] in nature.  [3:  (‘The Kingdom of Benin | National Geographic Society’ [n.d.])] 

The Benin Bronzes portrayed much that gives valuable insight to daily life, religious practice and royalty, of which some examples are the ‘commemorative heads, animal and human figures, items of royal regalia and personal ornaments[footnoteRef:4]’. They were the craft of specialist guilds working within the royal courts for the Oba. Their trade was recognised as valuable to not only the economy that benefitted off the works, but to the culture and history also. Carvings of historical events and figureheads helped preserve the rich backgrounds of Benin and ensure the population would always keep a historical understanding; they used art to express how important roots are not only on a personal genealogical level, but without their whole structure as a civilisation and people. In doing this, archaeologists and historians of the now have invaluable perspective through what they left behind. In this respect, the continued practice undoubtably earned its revere, of which it still possesses generations later as the practice continues in what is today’s Benin City.  [4:  The British Museum. 2022. ‘Benin Bronzes’, The British Museum
] 

As mentioned before, trade and communications with Europe did influence Benin life and naturally, bled into the craftsmanship of the time. From the 15th century, Benin nurtured ties with Portugal seeing trade along the West African coast and emissaries fostering relationships through travel, of which has loosely been depicted in brass sculpture work[footnoteRef:5]. [5:  The British Museum. 2022. ‘Benin Bronzes’, The British Museum] 

[image: Bronze plaque depicting king]Weighing an ambitious 9.10 kilograms of brass and iron, Figure 1[footnoteRef:6] serves as a remarkable example of individual skill among the Benin guilds as well as a glimpse into a dense, vibrant history. Standing 49cm tall, 34cm wide and 6cm deep, the plaque is displayed within the British Museum; a point of great controversy for not only West Africans but any sympathetic to the evil of art thievery and colonialism. While many artefacts from the Kingdom of Benin have been rightly returned by those such as the University of Aberdeen, many bronzes and similar loot still remain in the hands of the British, having been looted during military expedition in the 19th century. This piece therefore represents a lot more than the era of its making, with its branches tied firm in colonialism and the brutal and historic exploitation of Africa. The plaque’s history did not end with the decline of the kingdom, but continued to represent a long-standing rivalry between simply, black and white. Along the coast, the British dominated Nigerian trade as they warred for dominion of the region and what it had to offer. With industrialised weaponry, European nations stole control from the governing powers across the continent – this period of political and territorial move-making became known as the ‘Scramble for Africa’. As Europe encroached on Benin, having already stolen dominion of neighbouring land, they grew ever frustrated with the kingdom’s terms of trade and their animosity only grew. In 1897 an attack on a British trade mission left seven delegates dead; casualties that pushed British force to exerting an outright occupation of Benin, completely crippling the region.  [6:  Edo. [n.d.]. Benin Plaque, The British Museum
] 

As the British twisted the knife in Benin’s side through merciless pillage, murdering a number that is still yet to be calculated, the royal palace faced the brunt of Britain’s hate. It was burned and had its shrines looted to be shipped to UK as official ‘spoils of war’. The loss of ‘thousands of objects of ceremonial and ritual value[footnoteRef:7] is a scar in Nigeria’s history that to this day, throbs in the ancestral memory of its people, never having been truly amended. Around 900 brass plaques, including Figure 1, were taken as spoils to be displayed as a flex of Britain’s muscle when before, they hung proud against the walls of the palace; testament and symbol of this kingdom that once had such hope. Not only did they lose great wealth with their pillage, but record of its own history.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  The British Museum. 2022. ‘Benin Bronzes’, The British Museum]  [8:  The British Museum. 2022. ‘Benin Bronzes’, The British Museum, ‘How did the objects come to the British Museum?’] 

Figure 1 is among those that used that used to adorn the walls of the Oba’s palace. The guild employed a lost-wax cast technique, also known as cire perdue, which involves the making of a crude wax model in which molten metal was poured, to create shape. Then, clay would be thinly applied in what is known as an ‘investment’. After hardened of course, this would be removed from the clay casing and polished and further detailed by the artist to create the beautiful and evocative imagery we see now. Interestingly, the word ‘to commemorate’ literally translates in Edo language to ‘to cast a form in brass’, implying how ingrained this practice, art and particular technique is to the entire culture. In fact, following the 19th century looting of Benin and the consequent placement of such artefacts throughout British museums, they received no shortage of praise among the European collector scene who noted their ‘technical and artistic brilliance[footnoteRef:9]’. The lost wax technique was marvelled at by the European art world of the late 19th and early 20th century, especially since it has long been associated with renaissance era artwork. [9:  Howe, Ellen G. 2021. ‘Recovering the Brilliance of a Benin Bronze’, The Met Museum] 

In studying the detail of Figure 1, a ‘river leaf’ pattern, as identified by the British Museum, can be noted[footnoteRef:10] and although there is little information to justify their presence in such a piece, it is known that the Yoruba practice herbology which calls for the use and appreciation of many local leaves. [10:   Although they make up a considerable portion of the plaque’s background, I could find little information on the significance of river leaves among the Edo people or in Benin.] 


While the Yoruba ascribe mystical power to many of the world’s creatures, it is generally believed there are three animals at the centre of their cosmology; those being the leopard, mudfish and ibis. They have presence in both the physical and spiritual world which is honoured in Benin art, with their images commonly represented. In Figure 1, two leopards are depicted swinging in either hand of the Oba. They wear collars charmed with hawkbells which implies to archaeologists the animals have been tamed. 
Supposedly, tamed leopards were not an uncommon sight around the palace, having been ‘domesticated’ and thus obeying and serving one – just as the people do. This correlates with the bronze carving in its implication of a close relationship between leopard and king, in which the king is clearly the domineering force. The way the figure clutches their tails in a fist, a clear exertion of power and position even to these kings of the forest. In fact, during an Oba’s coronation and elaborate festival, the creatures would follow behind, again symbolising his authority and status. Seeing such a powerful and important animal not just close to, but following the king could only inspire a genuine loyalty and devotion from his subjects. The leopard has always been commended on its complete harmony between ferocity and reserve which is praised as the ideal balance required of a strong leader and is thus expected and associated with the Oba. It seems, using both mythological and cultural context as well as my own educated interpretation, the Oba is encouraged to learn and emulate as much from the leopard as the leopard is to greaten the Oba’s image.  and From a spiritual standpoint, we know leopards to be symbols of justice in Benin, and heavily associated with the Oba. Being the apex predator of the near forests earned them the great revere of the people – they viewed the leopard’s uppermost rank in the forest hierarchy as an ecological mirror to that of the king’s standing among his subjects. 

Therefore, the hunting of these animals was a right preserved only for the Oba, someone who could both match them in spiritual power as well as worth; anyone lesser taking the life of such an esteemed creature would be a great disrespect and sacrilege. Their hides or teeth would adorn the uniform of notable soldiers too, as it was believed it could imbue those that wore them with protection[footnoteRef:11]. [11:  (‘Benin African Leopard Bronze - Benin African Leopard Bronze’ [n.d.])] 




 The Benin people believe that their Oba acts as an intermediary between their world and that of the gods. This is not a dissimilar notion to how Western societies associate their respectable throne with divinity and understand succession as a divine right – throughout the world sovereignty is linked to the divine or spiritual.
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