
THE GREAT BENIN EMPIRE 

 

Located in southern Nigeria, The Edo 

people formed the Great Benin empire  

and  the nation flourished from 900 to 

1897 A.D. During this era, Benin was 

ruled by two dynasties. The Ogisio 

dynasty ruled from 900 to 1170 AD. The 

Oyo Dynasty ruled from 1170 to 1897. 

The present day ruler is Oba Ewuare II 

N’ogidigan (shown right).   

Oba (Sacred King) Ewuare (1170-1897) 

expanded the Benin boundaries to 

include over 200 town and villages,   and 

compelled those new subjects of the 

kingdom to pay tribute, in exchange for 

military protection (shown below). 

Benin City was the Capital of the Benin 

Empire. Historians record that the lay-

out of Benin City was highly organized, 

and designed in the form of a horizontal 

and vertical grid. The grid was comprised of 30 broad and straight streets, extending 

across 20 miles in circumference. The wall surrounding the city extended alone extended 

for 10,000 miles. The scale of Benin City was so large that it was recorded in the 

Guinness Book of Records, 1974. The entry states, “The largest earthworks in the world 

carried out prior to the mechanical era, were the linear boundaries of the Benin Empire.” 

The Palace of the Oba (Sacred King), was the size of a city. European Explorer, Captain 

Richard Burton wrote that the palace alone could accommodate 15,000 people. The 

original Benin City was burned to the ground in 1897 by the British, because the Edo 

people told them not to enter their Benin city, during a sacred religious festival, but 

nonetheless the British attempted to do so. As a result, the British were assaulted by the 

Edo forces, in their attempt to stop the British violating the sacred ceremony.  Before 

burning the city down, the British pillaged it, taking many of its famous bronzes, ivory, 

and other treasures. 

  

https://www.britannica.com/topic/ivory


 

 

 

A cut made through a fortified wall of the 

burned Benin City. 

19th Century map of The Kingdom of Benin and the Benin Kingdom 

A brass snake and bird adorned the 

Oba’s Palace, Benin City, before the 19th 

Century. 



  

Remains of a burned house photographed by the British at the end of the 19th century. 

The remains of Benin City Walls, destroyed by British forces. 



Benin is best known for the “Benin Bronzes.” This Yoruba metal art was introduced into 

Benin, during the reign of Oba Oguola in the late 13th century. Benin perfected the art 

form to produce the finest metal art of the Middle Ages. These brass plaques were 

initially used to decorate the royal palace. Some of the reliefs depict Royals, soldiers 

wearing body armor, Saharan traders on horseback, and scenes from Benin life. Late 

19th century scholar, Professor Felix Von Lushan, described the Benin Bronzes as “the 

very highest technical achievement possible,” The most famous piece was 

commissioned by Oba Esigie in the 16th Century, and captured the likeness of Queen 

Mother Idia.  The Queen Mother was very powerful in the royal court. The Oba would 

undertake no action, without first consulting the Queen Mother. 

The Great Benin Empire exported ivory, pepper, dyed cotton cloth, jasper, leopard skins, 

ivory and soap. Imports included copper and Saharan horses from the Saharan states 

to the north. West African soap was so popular that the Portuguese banned it to protect 

their own industries. Luxury condiments and tableware were exported to European 

courts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bronze busts of an Oba and his wife Bronze relief of soldiers dressed for battle 
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Walker, Robin, If you want to learn Early African History START HERE 
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