
West Africa



West Africa has been home to some 
great kingdoms and empires. The 

earliest of these kingdoms belonged 
to the Nok people. They were 

farmers, potters and metalworkers 
who settled near the River 

Niger around 500BC.



The kingdom of Ife developed in the 
rainforest in the 600s. Its art and 

religion influenced the culture of Benin, 
which began in the 900s and reached 
the height of its power between the 

1400s and the 1600s.



Between 700 and 1600 there were three 
great empires in the centre of West 

Africa: Ancient Ghana, Mali and Songhai. 
They all grew immensely rich by trading in 

gold. One of the last great kingdoms 
was Asante. It was founded around 1700. 
The Asante people were famous for their 

work in gold.
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Benin



The kingdom of Benin began in the 900s when the Edo 
people settled in the rainforests of West Africa. By the 

1400s they had created a wealthy kingdom with a 
powerful ruler, known as the Oba. The Obas lived in 

beautiful palaces decorated with shining brass.
Gradually, the Obas won more land and built up an 

empire. They also started trading with merchants from 
Europe.

For 200 years Benin was very successful, but in the 1600s 
the Obas started to lose control of their people. By the 

1800s Benin was no longer strong or united. 



Benin was also under threat from Britain. The British wanted 
to gain control of Benin so they could get rich by selling its 
palm oil and rubber. The Oba tried to stop all contact with 

Britain, but the British insisted on their right to trade.
In 1897 a group of British officials tried to visit Benin. As they 
approached the borders of Benin, a group of warriors drove 

them back and several British men were killed.
This attack made the British furious. They sent over a 

thousand soldiers to invade Benin. Benin City was burnt to 
the ground and the kingdom of Benin became part of the 

British Empire.



The Art of 
Benin



The people of Benin made many different kinds of art. Village craft 
workers made simple pots, weapons and tools. They carved masks 
for ceremonies and they moulded sculptures of gods out of mud.
In Benin City, craft workers were organised into groups known as 
guilds. There were guilds for wood carvers, ivory carvers, leather 
workers, blacksmiths and weavers. Most important of all was the 
brass casters’ guild. They were only allowed to work for the Oba 

(king).
The art of Benin features people, animals and gods. It provides a 

fascinating guide to what life and religion were like in the kingdom 
of Benin.



The Benin Bronzes, some of Africa’s greatest treasures, 
are a group of sculptures and plaques made by artists 

in Benin from the 16th century onwards. They are 
made from a variety of materials including ivory, coral 

and brass. 
They were displayed in the palace of the Oba, or king, 

of Benin until 1897, when the British invaded the 
kingdom, sacked the palace and took the bronzes. 

The Benin Bronzes were sold with many founding their 
way into the museums of Britain and Europe. 

Racist attitudes towards African cultures meant that 
many Europeans refused to believe such beautiful and 
skilful sculpture could possibly have been produced by 

African artists.



















I think these works of art from the 
ancient civilisation of Benin are 

amazing.

What do you think?


