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Within the heavily forested regions of Western Africa, believed to be in the early 1200s CE according to historical records, the kingdom of Benin was founded chiefly by the indigenous people, ‘the Edo’ in what is now called Nigeria. These people no longer wanted their kings, known as ‘the Ogisos’ to rule, and so they turned to the West African kingdom of ‘Ife’ to take over the roles as ‘Obas’ or kings. Ewueka 1 was the first of these Obas.
Under the rule of Eweuka 1 and latterly Oba Ewuare, the kingdom expanded and the city of Benin with its huge defensive walls was established as a great seat of power for these Obas. The people and the economy flourished for centuries afterwards, Benin became a capital renowned for its great artistry. Their use of ivory, wood and bronze depicting the animals, people and their heritage with great detail and accuracy (National Geographic Society, 1996-2022).
However, Benin’s power and control began to diminish towards the 1800s, control of the throne became continually fought over and contested by members of the Benin royal family. This loss of power and the undermining of the Obas led inevitably to Civil War between the different factions with their own agendas to consider. With the economy, the administration and the influence over the regions population greatly diminished, the weakened kingdom of Benin was unable to resist increased interference especially for trade dominance from European countries, particularly Colonial obsessed Britain.
During the later half of the 19th century tensions between the rulers of Benin and Britain grew evermore desperate, Oba Ovaramwen increasingly became more and more reluctant to allow British trade to become established within the region, believing that the kingdom and city of Benin remain an independent region free from European interference. The British were further enraged when in February 1897 Vice Consul Phillips embarked on an entirely unauthorised expedition to confront Oba Ovaramwen; Vice Consul Phillips and his entire entourage were killed, the retaliation from the British was an all out assault on the city of Benin with 5,000 heavily armed troops, the result was complete annihilation of the Benin population, the looting and sacking of the palaces and the exile of Oba Ovaramwen (Docherty, 2021, p.258).
Colonial documentation by the military quartermasters and administrators reveal that overwhelming fire power was gathered by the British forces to engage with the Benin population , whose weapons were limited chiefly to bows and arrows, cutlasses and spears and due to the implementation of the Brussels Act of 1893, which prohibited the sale of weapons of precision to areas such as the Benin region, only a limited number of guns were available, these having been abandoned during previous encounters with European traders. The ‘bini’ fought with whatever they could find to hand, this in sharp contrast to the massive British assemblage of 6 rocket tubes, a dozen seven pound mountain guns, fourteen maxim guns, 2 million machine gun cartridges, one thousand two hundred Enfield rifles, and explosive parties who were deployed to demolish palace walls and defensive blockades, but above all trees that were sacred and would have stood for hundreds of years, used in rituals and ceremonies, were deliberately targeted again obliterating all traces of their culture (Hicks, 2020b, p.113).
News of the indiscriminate attack on Benin city and the democide and violence that was inflicted upon the Niger Delta region soon reached home. With early photography and film making becoming more popular, the images of looting, mass killing of unarmed people and the theft of so many objects shocked the British public, even by British standards the brutality was shown to be atrocious.
Within two years declarations and treaties were drafted, the 1899 Haque Convention was established, the aim ‘humanization of war’, to prevent the unnecessary suffering, the bombardment of undefended villages, towns and cities and the protection of buildings dedicated to the art, culture and history of those people.

From that point onward the Benin people’s lives were changed, their political structure and culture including their 500 year old artistic tradition was obliterated by the now British occupation. The rituals that once were common place, the artistry, particularly the bronze plaques, heads and figures were no longer needed (Elezar Barkan, 1997, p.40). As Lord Wolseley says,

          “in planning a war against an uncivilised nation your first object should     be the capture of whatever they prize most”
                                              (Charles Calwell, 1897)

It has been estimated that within the first two weeks of the sacking of Benin city as many as 10,000 objects made from ivory, wood and bronze, works of art that represented the entire culture were stolen. They were shared between the officers and other high ranking officials, the rest of the objects then shipped back to Britain (Hicks, 2020a, p.135 – 136).
The war on the Benin people was not only an attack on humans, it took away their sovereignty, their beliefs, and their art; These works of art eventually ending up scattered across Europe, becoming coveted objects within private collections or museum exhibits.
The ‘Benin Bronzes’, as they are now referred to were almost unknown up until the war on the Benin people in the Spring of 1897, some written references and images had made their way back from the region, the occasional object had also appeared, mainly from earlier expeditions in trade exchanges across Europe (Hicks, 2020a, p.138).
Europeans had not seen the likes of these objects before, most people believed them to be of excellent quality and craftsmanship, although there were those such as art critic Owen Jones, who described them as “the ornament of savage tribes” (Barkan, 1997, p.36). Yet he also says that they posses the evolutionary source of the arts, comparing it to the art of children and then goes on to praise its excellence.
The different styles, shapes and subjects of the art work is an indication of its cultural significance. Amongst the most famous objects from Benin are the bronze plaques cast in relief (see image title) with intricate etched patterns depicting the social, cultural and political history of their occupied kingdom; Possibly as many as 1000 of these plaques would have been displayed within the royal palaces depicting the lives and culture of the Obas, the people, plants and animals around them.
These bronze plaques represent a visual history of the Benin kingdom, the images represent events that reach back some 500 years, some bear images of pendant wearing messengers, of Obas seated with their attendants, to traders from Portugal with swords, sticks and pikes, of battle scared warriors, whilst others show prey animals such as antelope and leopards. There are also beasts of myths and legends, of spiritual beings such as the Fish Eagle and images depicting the belief that chickens cries can foresee good or bad fortunes. The story telling through these images within a non-literate society was essential to the Benin peoples prophecy and memory.
In the language of the ‘Edo’ people the literal translation of the verb ‘sa-e-y-ama’ is ‘to cast a motif in bronze’, although it can also translate as ‘to remember’.  By making these plaques the Edo people were producing a form of remembrance (Hicks, 2020a, p.139).
As well as the bronze plaques, and just as evocative are the Commemorative Shrine Heads; these were also made to be placed within temples and shrines to venerate past and present kings and queen mothers, decorated with coral neck collars, sometimes covering the whole of the neck from under the chin down to the shoulders, intricately carved objects from ivory were then placed on or around the heads. Each one of these depicting political, cultural and historical images.
These shrines also contained whole carved ivory tusks, brass bells in the form of temples, wooden staffs, prehistoric stone axes, many brass figurines depicting drummers, court officials, soldiers in armour, divine messengers and large bronze statues of leopards, cockerels with their beaks wide open appearing to be crying the future for bad or good, open mouthed snakes, horses adorned with highly decorated livery, terracotta heads that commemorated past Obas (Hicks, 2020, p.140). Many other objects made from coral, wood, copper, coconut shell and iron were also placed within these shrines; Early European influence is also evident within these objects, for there were brass masked helmets, powder flasks, bronze cannons and even firearms that European traders had left behind hundreds of years earlier (Hicks, 2020a, p.141).
The anthropomorphic nature of many of these objects and the inclusion in the casting and carving of the animals that the Benin people would have interacted with clearly indicates a deep understanding of the natural world around them; the animals upon which they depended on for food, the spirit animals such as eagles, crocodiles and the horses, those that portray power, and the animals that they believed to be sacred are all represented within these works of art.
Archaeological investigations of Benin have only fairly recently been undertaken, some excavations were carried out in the 1950s, although these were short lived and only revealed limited features, it was not until the 1960s that there was a detailed excavation carried out of Benin city. These investigations revealed some interesting features of Benin life before the sacking of the city in 1897. Inevitably many items relating to the manufacture of bronze and its casting were found alongside pottery and pottery shard pavements. Large water cisterns dug deep into the ground were eventually excavated revealing mass burials of mainly women, radio carbon dating suggests a date of around 1200 BCE to 1400 BCE for these deposits (Connah, 1972, p.29). Early European traders returned from Benin with stories of human sacrifice and ritualistic ceremonies to the gods as well  as to the Obas themselves; This archaeological evidence suggests that these tales held some truth.
Most of the archaeology has disappeared due to the fact that the majority of their buildings, boundaries and day to day objects were made of primarily organic materials that could not survive the acidic soils of West Africa, however the discovery of a number of ground stone axes during excavations would suggest that the area may have been a place of settlement since the neolithic period, with several well-known Stone age sites situated within  a 100 mile radius of Benin city (Connah, 1972, p.32).
The exploitation of the abundant raw materials such as iron, stone and latterly the production of bronze, most probably introduced by early Portuguese and Spanish traders resulted in the highly successful emergence of the Benin region. These rich resources and the developing trade that followed inevitably gained the attention from other more capitalised and brutal regions of the world such as imperialistic Britain.
Further archaeological excavations of the Benin region would undoubtedly shed light on several ‘missing’ periods of the regions development and help us understand the history of the various cultural groups, with their wide ranging mythological beliefs  (Connah, 1972, p.38).
For the last 200 years the plundering of artworks within Europe has been a crime, internationally the consensus is that exceptional, cultural art belongs to the artist. Even the sceptical critics agree that the Benin Bronzes fall well within these categories.
After the attack on Benin city, its people and the exile of the Obas, the bronzes, ivories, terracotta’s and any other works of art that could be looted were shared out between captains , generals and majors and no doubt some items were pocketed as mementos by the soldiers that took part.
Today most of these works of art reside in museums and private collections across Europe, although many of them have been sold to collectors all over the world. The return of the Benin Bronzes has been high on the agenda of not only Nigeria since the independence in 1960, but also from many other countries across the globe. The rise of  the ‘Black Lives Matter Campaign’ has raised awareness, inevitably rekindling memories of colonialist crimes perpetrated by Britain, not only in West Africa but across the entire globe at some point in history (Barkan, 1997, p.41).
The restitution of the bronzes would enable the Benin people to regain their ancient beliefs, their stories of mythological animals, trees and places that are sacred to them.
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