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	General Information

	The Benin Kingdom - 
900 CE - 1897 CE
	The Benin Kingdom, also known as the Kingdom of the Edo people, was a prominent pre-colonial West African state located in present-day Nigeria. Flourishing from the 13th to the 19th century, it was known for its sophisticated political structure, impressive city planning, and highly developed artistic traditions, particularly in bronze casting. 

	Key Periods
	· c. 900 CE: The Kingdom of Benin begins to develop. 
· c. 1100s CE: The last Ogiso (ruler) of Igodomigodo (early Benin) dies, leading to a period of instability. 
· c. 1180 CE: Eweka I becomes the first Oba (king) and renames the kingdom Edo. 
· c. 1300-1700 CE: The "golden age" of Benin, characterised by its powerful army, skilled artisans, and extensive trade. 
· 1440-1480 CE: Ewuare the Great reigns, expanding the kingdom's territory and rebuilding the capital, Benin City. 
· 15th-18th centuries: Benin engages in trade with Portuguese and Dutch traders, exchanging goods like ivory, palm oil, and pepper for European goods and, later, participating in the transatlantic slave trade. 
· 1897 CE: The British conquer and annex the Kingdom of Benin, marking the end of its independence. 

	The Benin bronzes
	The Benin Bronzes are a collection of thousands of plaques, sculptures, and other artworks that once adorned the Royal Palace of the Kingdom of Benin, now in modern-day Nigeria. Created from the 13th century onwards, they primarily consist of brass and bronze, but also include objects made of ivory, wood, and other materials. These artifacts are not only artistically significant but also serve as a historical record of the Kingdom of Benin, depicting its rulers, court life, and interactions with other kingdoms. 
The bronzes were created by the Edo people of Benin, specifically by a guild of bronze casters who worked for the royal court. The bronzes were used in rituals, to honor ancestors, and to validate the accession of new Obas (kings). Many were commissioned for ancestral altars and other ceremonial purposes. 
A significant portion of the Benin Bronzes was looted by British forces during a punitive expedition in 1897, when the city of Benin was invaded and the palace sacked. These objects were then dispersed to various museums and private collections in Europe and North America. The act of looting and the subsequent dispersal of the bronzes has led to a long-standing debate about ownership and repatriation. 
The term "Benin Bronzes" is sometimes used more broadly to refer to all the artworks, regardless of material, that were produced in the Kingdom of Benin and are now held in collections worldwide. These include not only the brass and bronze plaques and sculptures but also items made from ivory, wood, coral, and other materials. 
The repatriation of the Benin Bronzes is a complex issue involving ethical, historical, and legal considerations. There is a growing movement for the return of these cultural treasures to Nigeria, with many museums and institutions acknowledging the injustice of their acquisition and taking steps to return them. The return of the bronzes is seen as a way to restore cultural heritage, address the legacy of colonialism, and promote justice and reconciliation. 



	Tier 1 - everyday words

	ancestors
	Family members who lived long ago and are remembered and respected in Benin culture.
Etymology: From Latin antecessor, meaning “someone who came before.”

	canoe
	A narrow wooden boat used on rivers for travel, fishing, and trade.
Etymology: From the Carib word kanoa, meaning “boat.”

	chief
	A leader of a group or area who helped govern the kingdom under the Oba.
Etymology: From Old French chef, meaning “head” or “leader.”

	elders
	Older, respected people who gave advice and helped make important decisions.
Etymology: From Old English eldra, meaning “older people.”

	merchant
	A person who buys and sells goods, often travelling to trade with others.
Etymology: From Latin mercari, meaning “to trade.”

	shrine
	A special place where people prayed or made offerings to ancestors or gods.
Etymology: From Latin scrinium, meaning “sacred container.”

	trade
	The buying and selling of goods, such as ivory, kola nuts, and cloth.
Etymology: From Old English trade, meaning “path” or “way.”

	veteran
	An experienced warrior or worker who had served the kingdom for many years.
Etymology: From Latin veteranus, meaning “old or experienced.”

	warrior
	A trained fighter who protected the Benin Kingdom and served the Oba.
Etymology: From Old Northern French werreier, meaning “fighter.”



	Tier 2 - high-utility academic words

	craftspeople
	Skilled workers who made objects by hand, such as carvings or metalwork.
Etymology: From Old English cræft, meaning “skill.”

	divination
	A way of asking the gods or spirits for guidance about the future.
Etymology: From Latin divinare, meaning “to foresee.”

	diviner
	A person who practised divination to give advice or predict events.
Etymology: From Latin divinus, meaning “connected to a god.”

	guild
	A group of skilled workers who made the same things, such as bronze or cloth.
Etymology: From Old English gild, meaning “association” or “payment.”

	herbalist
	A person who used plants to make medicines and cures.
Etymology: From Latin herba, meaning “plant.

	ivory
	The hard white material from elephant tusks, used for carvings and trade.
Etymology: From Latin ebur, meaning “elephant tusk.”

	loom
	A frame used to weave thread into cloth.
Etymology: From Old English geloma, meaning “tool.”

	omen
	A sign believed to show whether something good or bad might happen.
Etymology: From Latin omen, meaning “sign.”

	savannah
	A grassy landscape with few trees found in parts of West Africa.
Etymology: From Spanish sabana, meaning “open plain.”



	Tier 3 - subject-specific words

	ada
	A ceremonial blade carried by chiefs and officials. The Ada represents the supreme authority and warrior spirit of the Oba. It signifies power, tradition, and the ability to make binding proclamations.
Etymology: From Edo language.

	armlet
	Benin Kingdom armlets are highly intricate, ceremonial, and status-defining ivory or brass cuffs worn by the Oba (king) and high-ranking officials to signify power, divine authority, and connection to the sea god, Olokun. Often carved with symbolic figures like leopards, mudfish, or Portuguese traders, they were looted by British forces in 1897 and are now largely in Western museums. 
Etymology: From Old French arm, with the diminutive suffix -let meaning small.

	bambara beans
	A protein-rich bean grown for food.
Etymology: Named after the Bambara people of West Africa.

	baobab tree
	A massive tree that stores water and provides food and shelter. These trees can live for thousands of years, reaching up to 30m in height and 50m in circumference. Their spongy bark stores water to survive dry seasons, and their thick trunks often house nesting birds. The fruit ("monkey bread") is rich in Vitamin C, and the leaves are used in local dishes. 
Etymology: From Arabic bu hibab, meaning “fruit with many seeds.”

	bushshrike
	A brightly coloured bird found in West African forests.
Etymology: From Dutch boschrijker, meaning “forest bird.”

	cowrie shells
	The cowrie or cowry is the common name for a group of small to large sea snails. Cowrie shells were traded for goods and services throughout Africa, Asia, Europe, and Oceania, and used as money as early as the 14th century on Africa’s western coast. Because the shells were small, portable, and durable, they served as excellent currency and were almost impossible to counterfeit.
Etymology: From Hindi kauri, referring to the shell.

	duiker
	A small antelope hunted for food.
Etymology: From Dutch duiken, meaning “to dive.”

	eben
	A sword symbolising peace, joy, and celebration. It is famously used by chiefs during dances to honor the Oba, demonstrating loyalty and unity. The sword features a distinctive leaf-shaped blade, often with perforated or punched geometric patterns, attached to a handle that may be decorated with brass or ivory.
Etymology: From Edo language.

	Edionisen
	A council of elders who advised the Oba.
Etymology: From Edo words meaning “wise elders.”

	Edo
	The people of the Benin Kingdom and the language they spoke.
Etymology: From Edo, the name of the people and land.

	gourd
	A hard-shelled fruit used as containers or musical instruments.
Etymology: From Latin cucurbita, meaning “gourd.”

	Igbo
	A neighbouring ethnic group who traded with Benin.
Etymology: From Igbo, the people’s own name for themselves.

	Igodomigodo
	The ancient name of the early Benin Kingdom.
Etymology: From Edo language, meaning “city of strength.”

	iroko tree
	A large hardwood tree used for building and carving.
Etymology: From Yoruba ìrókò, the tree’s local name.

	kola nuts
	Nuts used in trade, ceremonies, and social gatherings.
Etymology: From African languages via Arabic kola.

	Oba
	The traditional ruler and spiritual leader, considered to be divinely appointed and a descendant of the gods. The Oba held ultimate political and religious authority, owning all the land and making key decisions about war and governance.
Etymology: From Yoruba and Edo languages meaning “ruler.”

	Ogiso
	The Ogiso Dynasty (circa 900–1100 AD) was the first ruling era of the Benin Kingdom (then called Igodomigodo), located in modern-day Nigeria. Meaning "Kings of the Sky" (derived from Ogie meaning king, and Iso meaning sky), these 31 rulers, including two women, established early centralized governance and laid foundations for the later Benin Empire.
Etymology: From Edo words meaning “king of the sky.”

	Ogiuwu (God)
	A powerful god associated with death and the spirit world.
Etymology: From Edo belief systems; name rooted in local language.

	okra
	A green vegetable grown and eaten in West Africa.
Etymology: From West African languages, via Igbo ọ́kụ̀rụ̀.

	palm kernal
	The seed of the palm fruit, used for oil and trade.
Etymology: Palm from Latin palma; kernel from Old English cyrnel.

	plant lore
	Knowledge about plants and how they can be used for food or medicine.
Etymology: Lore comes from Old English lār, meaning “teaching.”

	umozo sword
	The Umozo is a traditional, single-edged, and curved sword from the Benin Kingdom, specifically designed as a powerful, heavy chopping weapon for combat and sometimes executions. Often used by Edo warriors, it features a distinctive flared tip, a short hilt, and a curved, weighted blade
Etymology: From Edo language; umozo refers to ritual or authority.

	yam
	A starchy root vegetable that was a staple food in Benin.
Etymology: From West African languages, via Portuguese inhame.

	Yoruba
	A neighbouring ethnic group with shared trade and cultural links to Benin.
Etymology: From the name used by the people themselves (Yorùbá).
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