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Abstract 

The focus of the Research is on the Absence of Gold Artifacts in Benin and the 
Deconstructionist Approach. A substantial part of Benin art history has been subjected to 
unwarranted controversy since the forceful exposure of Benin Art in about 1897. Some 
scholars make presentations on the arts in line with their background and level of 
understanding, undermining the emic views of the people and the time gap between when 
these artifacts were produced and to the present dispensation. The concern of this study 
however is on the conclusion made by Prof. A. U. Okpara in one of the national Journals 
where he noted that the Benin people never made use of gold materials in the production of 
artworks. The Deconstructionist theory approach was therefore implored to examine these 
assertions. A Historical Survey Research method was used which allowed Participant 
Observation techniques in the fieldwork and subjected to Qualitative analysis; Findings, 
conclusions and recommendations were made. 

 
 

The technical proficiency and perfection on Benin art have no doubt attracted more attention 
and debates over the origin, context on where some of the artworks emanated, intentions of the court 
artists, functions, exact time of creation and also the questions on the actual materials that were used 
in the production of some of the artifacts. 

The British insurgency on Benin in about 1897 has even made research work on Benin art 
history more difficult today because of the physical and documentary damages and the disappearance 
of thousands of esoteric and memorable artworks from the Benin kingdom. These have led to genuine 
information lapses and death of authentic literary documentations. 

All these put together are no doubt responsible for some of the subjective presentations on 
Benin art which undermines the emic perceptions of the people. Art critics who are born and raised 
outside Benin may not be able to interpret the exact context and functions of the magnificent Benin 
art. It should also be noted that, we can never see an artwork outside our culture in the way someone 
nurtured in that culture can. Benin art are not art for art’s sake, they are symbolic art, instrument for 
governance, for religious worship and economic self-sufficiency. Montebello (1992:156) noted that, 
the naturalism and royal imagery of these artifacts were compared to masterpieces of the renaissance 
Europe, their technical sophistication and precious materials earned Benin art a central place in 
European and American museums, Montebello concluded by saying that, the exposure of these arts to 
the outside world also created room for divergent opinions as to the making and actual functions of 
some of these works of art. A good example of these comments was the descriptions of Ahianmwen-
Oro artifact, the revered Benin bird of prophesy, as mere decorative work of art by Andrea Held, and 
Geoffrey Parrinder’s description of Idianiye Esigie envisaged as that of a male, and face of an Oba. 

This is totally wrong because. Idia was an Iyoba (queen) not an Oba. Erediauwa (1996:27) 
vehemently regretted the ways Benin art are termed loosely as works of arts by Western scholars. 
They are much more than that. He asserted that, they are articles of faith and symbols of authority. 

The motivation behind this study was from an article published in one of the national journals 
where an erudite scholar affirmed that the ancient Benin kingdom used different media to create 
artworks but never worked with gold materials, he stated that: 

 
The art of Benin is perhaps, the most visual items that have been of immense interest to me. 
I have been reading about Benin art forms but quite frankly, I have not come across any 
work of gold. This is strange considering that Benin used all known materials for art 
practice, terra-cutta ivory, leather, bones, wood, bronze, brass, clay, coral and so forth. But 
the most obviously missing material item is gold and it is a surprise ….. adding to annals of 
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art-history’s astonishing events is the complete absence of gold in the whole Benin 
kingdom. 

 
Methodology of the Study 

The conclusion made by the erudite scholar made the researcher to undertake a Historical 
Survey research to authenticate if the Benin bronze casters ever made use of gold materials in the 
creation of artworks. The selections of areas and subjects were purposive because of the hard – to – 
reach nature of the personalities and relevance to the study. The Research Design allowed the use of 
participation observation method (POB) – where the researcher became part of the fieldwork and 
findings subjected to qualitative analysis. 

The objective of the research was to ascertain if the Benin court artists had ever made use of 
gold materials’ and if there was total  absence of gold artifacts in Benin kingdom and to identify and 
present the true state of affairs as it relates to creation and presentation of Court arts the kingdom. 
 
Absence of Gold Artifacts and Deconstruction Approach 

Deconstruction analytical approach is most associated to Jacque Derrida - a French Post 
Structuralism which seeks to explore the deep seated contradictions in a work of art by opening the 
meanings and the questioning of assumptions, like the conclusion by the scholar who believed that the 
Benin court artist never made use of gold materials in the creation of artworks. Though Steiner 
(1989:98) draws attention to the obvious nihilism of deconstructivity approach to the analysis of art 
and religion, but its per-occupation with discuss and textual interminacy therefore makes it more 
suitable for analyzing abstract philosophical concepts with practical implications. This approach helps 
to investigate alternative interpretations made about an art piece, identifies possible deficiencies and 
inadequacies in interpretations. 

All these processes lead to the conclusion that there is no such thing as a single meaning in an 
artwork nor can it claim any absolute truth. 
 
Status and Preference for art Forms 

The establishment of Craft and Technology industry (Guild system) by Ogiso Ere in about 
900 AD started the formal industrialization of the ancient Benin Kingdom. The kingdom was divided 
into various districts to encourage division of labour and specialization with monopoly 
rights.Igunerowon was assigned to fabricate metals, Owinnado- Ivory carvers, Igbesanmwan – wood 
workers. Iwebo – textile designers, Ogbelaka – entertainers, Iduerie – potters and so forth. Citizens 
were advised to choose any area of interest and to specialize. They were also instructed to source for 
materials needed to work. Eki:-Agbado (international market) was established for the Guild Sections 
to display their products.These developments enabled the kingdom to boost of thousands of art forms, 
better standard of living and economic growth. 

The Preference of art form by the generality of the Benin people was largely determined by 
the Oba’s Palace authority and the long time traditional arrangements that outlined the social status 
and the specific level of personalities that could have access to some of the prestigious art forms like 
the ivory, silver, brass, copper, bronze, leads, wild animal skins and even gold artworks. The royal 
family and nobles in the society were the only ones privileged to make use of the ivory art, beads, 
royal staff and many others. Other personalities in the kingdom would voluntarily prefer other art 
forms in order not to contravene the law of the society. 

There were other art forms that were less visible in the kingdom because of the restrictions 
placed on them by the Palace authority. The Ekan, gold and others materials were especially reserved 
for the Oba of Benin and subjected to the Palace authority. Roth (1968:157) the author  the book titled 
“Great Benin” presented the findings of M.C Punchin 1961 where he explained that, the generality of 
the people, excluding the Oba’s Palace ordinarily preferred the bronze, silver, brass and others rather 
than gold and coral beads. Punch stated vividly that; 
 

Gold was appreciated or only counted as brass, the Oba and the nobles in making selection 
would voluntarily prefer silver and gold ornaments. The workmanship of gold artifacts 
generally speaking is good but not equal to the products of bronze materials. This may be 
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due to the greater difficulty presented by smaller surfaces which the artisans have to work… 
p. 157.  

Obaseki (2014) a notable bronze caster in Iguneromwon district maintained that, gold 
materials were no doubt available in Benin kingdom, though this art material was less visible when 
compared to other materials like the brass, copper, bronze wood and so forth. The major reasons for 
this development he explained were firstly, working with gold materials were more cumbersome and 
time consuming when compared to other materials. Secondly the Oba of Benin Palace strict directives 
at a particular period over the categories of people qualified to make use of gold art form, and coupled 
with the majority of the court artists’ preference for other working materials. Thirdly at a particular 
time in history of Benin kingdom, some Westerners began to be more inquisitive and developed more 
unreasonable interest on gold materials in the kingdom. Quickly, he Oba of Benin Palace authority 
began to streamline the use and patronage of the explorations of gold materials. This is in line with 
Mohajer (2000) observations where he noted that, at the peak of Europeans’ activities in West African 
Coast, interactions and trade engagement became doubtful and suspicious. Some native territories 
were even deceived to sign trade treaties and just to be annexed thereafter. The Benin government 
became more conscious of these developments which led to the suspension of trade in oil and some 
other essential commodities with Britain and some other prominent European nations. Gilon 
(1984:86) presents some of the reasons behind the change of attitude of the people after the Western 
“Breach of Trust” he noted that: 

Benin entered into trade treaties and had diplomatic relations with the Portuguese 
kings. Benin trade with the Portuguese extended to other European countries embracing 
trade with the Dutch Merchants and the famous foggers of Germany. The king of Benin was 
called “His majesty” as was the case in the nineteenth century when the Delta kings entered 
into trade treaties with Queen Victoria, and this contract extended into the neighboring 
States of Jekri. The Pope sent emissary to the kingdom of Benin and throughout the era 
there was no idea of racial inequality, all that the Church did was to make the usual efforts 
to convert the Benins to Christianity. But the picture changed at the beginning of African 
colonization after the discovery of America on the trans-pacific sea route to India…. 
 P.86 

Roth (1968:246) observed that, Benin kingdom deliberately reduced the visibility of gold 
resources because of security reasons due to the over zealousness of the Whiteman. He highlighted 
comments from M.C Punch that: 

….. some gold ornaments with coral beads were put under the care of some trusted 
personalities – though brought out periodically for religious rites and social occasions…. 
theof what may happen to them was very paramount…no one is allowed to touch them 
under pain of death for fear least Europeans should in their avarice bring fire and sword as 
they did to Peru…… p.246 

 
Ryder (1960:387) in separate article observed with excitements over the excellent executions of Benin 
art and doubted if they were actually created outside the kingdom.He further noted that, the artworks 
that attracted him most were the gold art pieces found in the collections of Dr Allman. He went ahead 
to present some of the photos and details descriptions of the gold artifacts (Seeplate 1).  
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In the description of the above pictures, he noted that: 
……..fig. 37 does not call for special remarks beyond referring to the neatly finished points. In Fig. 
38.represented a pendant perhaps of a fetish value, the lizards are concave undemeath as shown by the 
section. The hawk’s bell is attached to the lizards by means of a curious ring; shaped out of a thin 
piece of metal and rolled into the shape of a tube. The ring is closed by the insertion of one end to 
another. Fig. 39 and Fig 40.appeared to be pendants. Another gold ornament brought home by Dr. 
Allman was a bracelet of a snake grasping between its jaws a decapitated human head, the snake is 
about nine inches long. P. 387 
Beside the above evidence, the name Iguneronwon means the district of gold community. Artisans 
that fabricates gold “eromwon”. Iguneromwonsection did not only work with bronze, brass, copper and 
silver materials but also with gold materials in the past. 
Igun quarter which is located in the heart of the Benin kingdom was ‘nick named’ eromwon” gold 
because of what they were known for.  
Another observation which should be noted is that eromwon is usually part of the words of praises 
used in Benin language to honour and adorn the Oba of Benin. It is generally accepted in Benin that, it 
is only the Oba that has the privilege to use the eromwom in the religious rites and some other social 
occasions. The following common words of praise greetings are specifically meant for the Oba of 
Benin; 
Oba ghatookpere: Ise  -  Long live the Oba: Amen ! 
UhyeOkporEromwonya 
Dugie! Ise        - Your majesty! You will continue to make use of the golden staff in all ceremonies! 
Amen. 
 

It is totally out of place to conclude that the Benin people never made use of gold materials to 
create artworks. Gold products alongside others were part of the reasons that attracted the British 
invasion of the Benin kingdom.  

Erediauwa ( 1998:69) maintained that, new facts emerged which have made it clear that the 
British invasion of Benin was premediated and deliberatelyprovoked by the British authority to enable 

 

Title:    Benin Gold Artifacts 
Source: Roth Ling H. (The Great Benin) 
Date:     1968 
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them loot what they needed . Edionwe(2012:69) in support of the Oba of Benin assertions presented a 
postscript sent by Captain. H. Moore to Sir Clement Hill – the Head of African Section of Foreign 
Affairs on the need for military action against the Benin nation. Moore stated that:  
I would add that I have reasons to hope that sufficient Ivory and many other precious art pieces will 
be found in the king’s house to pay the expense incurred in removing the king from his stool…..P.69 
(See plate 2& 3 below) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Title: The Burning of Oba’s Palace and Looting of Benin Art 
Treasures 

Source: Oba of Benin Palace 
Date:  2010 

 
 
 

 

Title: British Soldiers with Benin Looted Art Treasures 
Source:  Oba of Benin Palace 
Date:     2010 
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Benin Art and Esotericism  
Some negative conclusion made on some Benin art by the some westerners emanated from the lack of 
in-depth knowledge concerning the origin, context and functions of the esoteric artworks, Baudelair 
(1973:108) stated that, Africans who principally made sculpture, like the Benin court artists must 
necessarily be inferior people, because the quality of the masks and ancestral figures appear rough, 
awkward and grotesque consequently the works of men only remotely skilled lacking artistic 
sensibility.  

Benin art has a kind of seriousness, a higher mission than pleasure or decoration. The general 
consensus as it relates to the worldview of the people is that, artworks are created to honour, instruct, 
uplift, clarify and scold. They are also used to expose or ridicule to push people to be what they must 
be, at its most lighthearted it is never trivial. All these ideals brought together determines the forms 
artwork may take, the most suitable materials for the art piece, and the particular art section in the 
guild that should be able to handle the production of the art piece. Most especially, these ideals also 
went a long way to determine the visibility, and those who are most qualified to patronize the art 
form.  

Taylor (1994:59) maintained that, how could someone born and raised in Europe judge 
artworks produced by the people born and raised in Africa. He believes that the native art pieces 
should first of all be viewed and interpreted in their original environment. 

Some Western commentators generally tag Benin art as “BeninBronzes” undermining the 
other art materials like the copper, wood, brass, beads, ivory, gold and so forth. This is misleading 
which have emanated from the problem of language barrier. Lack of an in-depth knowledge of the 
Benin language may prevent one from knowing that gold is “eromwon” in Benin language. 
Iguneromwon can as well be referred to the guild district that was given the responsibility to fabricate 
metal. Another area that should be noted is on the special words of greetings especially for the Oba.  
UhyeOkporeomwon  - Your majesty will continue to 
Yadugie.Ise!  - make use of the golden staff in ceremonies. Amen! 
 
Only the Oba of Benin and few members of the royal family had the privilege to make use of the gold 
art forms in the past. This may explain why this group of art forms was unpopular when compared to 
others.  
 
Conclusions 

One needs to acknowledge the fact the there is dearth of information on most of Benin 
esoteric art works including those on gold medium. Some major reasons behind these developments 
were; 

Firstly, the time gap between when these artworks were produced and the present time of the 
research study in the 21st century. The long time lapse makes it difficult to get accurate information 
needed in the assessment of artworks. 

Secondly, there are the issues of long time traditional arrangement that detected the group of 
people who were privileged to have access to some peculiar types of art forms in the Benin Kingdom. 
This factor therefore affected the quantity of art works to be produced. There was also the issue of 
restriction order placed on gold materials by the Oba of Benin Palace authority when the people 
discovered that the Europeans were beginning to develop more interest on the resources, coupled with 
the negative reports on the Whiteman’s activities at the neighbouring kingdoms. These restrictions 
made the gold material to become scarce and unpopular.  

Thirdly, there was the problem of the British insurgency and invasion of the Benin kingdom, 
thousands of art treasures were carried abroad as spoils of war, thousands destroyed, Palaces burnt 
down and the Oba sent into exile.  

These actions led to information lapses on those gold artifacts. According to the accounts of 
Charles Gore, Benin kingdom in time past used to be a major exporter of the Ubehu and Igbegbe 
(Textile materials) to the outside world. The Iwebo guild district was able to produce enough clothes 
for commercial purposes and boosted the international trade. But today in Benin, one can hardly find 
any tangible evidence of this once great lucrative industry because; most of the structures were 
destroyed at the British invasion when quantities of clothes were carried away as spoil of war.  
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Again, information vacuum left behind by the Whiteman makes it difficult for one to carry out a 
comprehensive research on this once buoyant textile industry.  
 
Recommendations 

Benin art no doubt has been subjected to unwarranted controversy because of the 
misinformation and ethnocentric perceptions from the Western world. The following recommendation 
should therefore be strictly followed;   

- The Federal Government of Nigeria should in a matter of propriety use everything at her 
disposal to ensure the return of all the Benin artworks that were carted away as war booty in 
1897 back to the kingdom. 

- The Federal Government needs to train more art historians mostly those from the Benin 
region, engage them to carry a comprehensive study of Benin art to help identify the areas of 
wrong interpretations and to place them at right perspective according to the Benin 
worldwide. 

- The National Museum and Monument needs to put in more efforts towards attitudes mostly as 
it relates to the information about their artworks. 

- Through the Benin guild system is still consistent in the production of Craft and Technology, 
the federal, state and local Government needs to come out boldly to support and encourage 
the youths to embrace the employment opportunities provided by the guild system in Benin.  
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