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Interrogating Anthropomorphism in Benin and Northern Edo Art: Some 
Tentative Notes for Historical Clarifications

Ohioma Ifounu Pogoson
Institute o f  A frican  Studies, U niversity  o f  Ibadan, 

Ibadan, N igeria

Abstract
This paper in terrogates a rare an thropological collection from  Edo N orth  gathered 
together betw een 1908 and 1910 by N orthcote W. Thom as, first colonial 
governm ent anthropologist in  N igeria. A fter collection, the objects have been 
stored up, largely ignored, at the U niversity  o f  C am bridge, M useum  for 
A rchaeology and A nthropology. The paper questions the resu ltan t long tim e de- 
contextualisation and isolation o f  these objects that have, over the tim e, m ade it 
rem ote to link these evidential m aterials and their producer culture and neighboring 
cultures. In  an attem pt to re-contex tualize the objects, a com parison  is m ade, of 
h ighly anthropom orphic B enin  court art, w hich  has for a long tim e, politically, 
dom inated N orthern  Edo land but its character is no t represented in  N orthern  Edo 
art and selected  anthropom orphic objects from  the Thom as collection. The idea 
underly ing B enin  artistic p roduction  is basically  anthropom orphic, revolving 
around the B enin  king and hierarchy and hence a court art, w hereas there is paucity 
o f  hum an representations in  N orthern  Edo land  w hich  in triguingly also doesn 't have 
the political structure to support it. U sing  the older language age evidence o f  forms 
o f  Edo language spoken in N orthern  Edo land, the paper queries the possib ility  o f  a 
south-north m ovem ent to create the w orks under reference. Perhaps there had been 
an earlier north-south  m ovem ent and then  a later south-north returnee m ovem ent 
whereby the w orks in the Thom as co llection  w ould  represent those o f  the earlier 
northern Edo autochthons and ancestors o f  present day occupants. The Thom as 
collection m ay be rem nants o f  an earlier trad ition  before B enin  suzerainty  gained 
full grounds in  the 19th Century.

Introduction
Collections o f  A frican art exist in  very  large num bers and quantities outside their 
producer-continent. M any o f  them  w ere deliberately  rem oved from  their producer 
cultures for various reasons. P rim ary am ong these reasons, it is said, w as to study 
the cultures that produced such art that w as so different from  w hat their collectors 
thought o f  as art. How ever, the forcible nature  o f  the seizure o f  these w orks, coupled 
w ith the fact that on arrival in  E urope they w ere exhibited as curiosities to be sold to 
lovers o f  exotica, tells a different story. It is a  narrative that has endured to th is day.
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Plate 1: The opening pages o f  N o. 15, N ovem ber 1897 W. D. W ebster sales 
catalogue o f  anthropological m aterials from  all over the w orld  but containing cast 
m etal objects from  B enin  C ity under the head 'E thnographical Specim ens'. The 
punitive expedition o f  B en in  took  place in February 1897. Source: M A A  M useum  
library collection, Cam bridge

Thus began  the denigration  o f  A frican art and their b lack  producers. Today, such 
vilification continues, in spite o f  attem pts at reaching a better understanding o f  the 
issues involved. M any o f  these artw orks are now  held 'captive', locked up in cases 
often in dam p and unattended  environm ents and, in a num ber o f  instances, w ithout 
as m uch as token  attention being paid  to them . From  the R autenstrauch-Joest 
M useum  in Cologne to the L inden  M useum  in Stuttgart, from  the Volkerkunde 
m useum s in Frieburg to B erlin, incontrovertible evidence exists o f  this disregard o f  
collections o f  A frican art in Germ any, as in m any countries in Central Europe, 
England and France, as w ell as in A m erica1.

In perhaps all the cases w ith  these collections, they  w ere 'badly' collected. That is to 
say that the w orks w ere often  poorly  accessioned, poorly gathered such that, in 
W. Afr. J. Archaeol. Vol. 45 (2) 2015
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m any cases, the provenances o f  m any o f  them  rem ain  in doubt to this day. This has 
further increased  the puzzle surrounding a category o f  art that w as at best ill 
understood at the inception  o f  their acquisition. W hat is available as inform ation for 
m any o f  these objects w here they exist today  in the w est are bits and pieces of 
inform ation that have best relied  on reasoned  conjectures based  on local histories 
and oral trad itions for their understanding. This situation has conditioned  the use of 
the m ultid iscip linary  approaches, even in rela tion  to m ore recent art from  the same 
regions w here these artw orks and m aterial culture objects w ere rem oved. We also 
know  that during the colonial period the A frican  w as largely subservient to the 
colonialist and, as such, the m anner o f  the colonial gathering o f  these m aterials can 
be view ed, in all fairness, w ith  at least a m odicum  o f  suspicion today. This point 
here has im plications for accessioning and docum entation and, hence, there m ay be 
good grounds to argue that there are m isrepresentations in the colonial collections.

As the h istory  o f  p re-co lonial and colonial A frica becom es clearer, w e find that a 
num ber o f  these m aterials have started  to p lay  significant roles as material 
evidences for understanding  cultures and their products previously  poorly 
understood. O ral traditions, iconographic studies, fam ily  histories as w ell as 
linguistic studies are som e disciplinary endeavours that have shed valuable light on 
these objects that unfortunately  are far rem oved from  the reach o f  A frican scholars. 
It is now  tedious to em bark  on studies o f  trad itional and ancient A frican arts in 
foreign lands over the fast grow ing contem porary  arts o f  A frica. Besides, western 
scholars w ho have easy and ready access to these m aterials because m ost o f  them 
are dom iciled in w estern  m useum s, lack the sensibilities for their in-depth studies. 
As such m any o f  the w orks are now  redundant. The few  foreign scholars that show 
interest in them  are at best only able to study them  perfunctorily. Collaboration 
between w estern  and A frican  scholars, w hich  m ight have helped to salvage the 
situation, is unfortunately  not m uch encouraged. T hen the continuing poverty of 
Africa m akes it im possible for local funds to be m ade available to its own scholars 
to visit the p laces w here these m aterials are curren tly  in  keeping and residence. 
Even m oving these w orks to A frica for exhibition  purposes is cumbersome and 
expensive. The resu lt is that these w orks are not sufficiently  or properly exposed to 
their original ow ners and the offspring o f  their m akers, let alone local scholarship.

W hen objects o f  culture are rem oved from  their im m ediate producer-environment, 
the process o f  de-contextualization that takes p lace is ordinarily  quite enormous. 
W hen they have been  inappropriately rem oved for a very  long tim e, their history 
becomes lost. W hat w e find is that w ith  som e luck w e m ay begin to record a new 
social history for them , but such objects m ust have been  in active use in their new

W. Afr. J. Archaeol. Vol. 45 (2) 2015
240

IB
ADAN U

NIV
ERSITY

 LI
BRARY



Ohioma Ifounu Pogoson

abodes for the record ing  o f  a social history  to becom e possible. R ather than  stored 
away, they m ust have been exhibited  and show ed, m oved around, and com m ents on 
and about them  carefully  recorded and preserved. A cadem ic activity  around them  
needs to have been  encouraged and sponsored. Today, w ith the huge possib ilities 
that the In ternet provides, they  ought to be m ade available to their producer 
environm ents, i f  know n, in order to allow  for and perm it local sensibilities to 
participate in the d iscourse around them . This has been  possib le in the case o f  
ancient B enin artw orks, such that m any o f  them  in various collections outside their 
producer culture have been studied, and such studies have been m erged w ith those 
o f  local scholars to shed m uch desired light on their enigm a.

A rich and telling collection that lends itse lf to social history  analyses is that o f  the 
British anthropologist, N orthcote W. Thom as. The collection is yet w ell studied by 
British or N igerian  scholars. This paper will look at the w orks from  the N orthern  
Edo part o f  N igeria  from  w here N orthcote W. Thom as, took quite a large num ber o f  
cultural objects to the U nited  K ingdom , w hich later found their w ay to the M useum  
o f  A rchaeology and A nthropology at the U niversity  o f  Cam bridge. Thom as also 
took about 9000 photographs o f  the region from  w hich he collected  the objects. An 
attem pt by R oger B lench and M ark A lexander in  the m id-1990s to  reconstruct and 
record  the h istory o f  the w orks from  the tim e they  first started  arriving in Britain in 
1909 did not see the light o f  day, they  m anaged  to  publish  an article each in the 
N igerian  Field. (B lench, Personal C om m unication 2012) Since then, one or two 
o ther attem pts to look at aspects o f  the collection, no t necessarily  pertaining to its 
stock o f  objects from  N orthern  Edo, have been m ade by Paul Basu2 and Joseph 
W illiam". B asu has studied the w orks that Thom as collected from  Sierra Leone, but 
m ore im portant is the fact that he has offered them  back to Sierra Leone by w ay o f  
S ierra  L eone H eritage, (h ttp ://w w w .sierraleoneheritage.o rg .about/)/ Joseph  . 
W illiam s, in his ow n case, had ju s t com m enced research for his Ph.D  and hoped to 
look at the m aterials from  Eastern N igeria  in the N orthcote Thornas collection. Hb 
later w rote back  that he could not com e for the work.

Collection of Northcote W. Thomas from Northern Edo land
C om ing back  to the N orthern  Edo m aterials in the Thom as/M A A  Cam bridge 
collection, it is pertinent to say som ething about the reg ion  from  w hich they w ere 
co llected  before proceeding. F irst th ing to no te  is that in art-historical scholarship 
little w as know n o f  the northern  parts o f  Edo land w hen Thom as ransacked the 
reg ion  to gather the m aterials he  collected betw een 1908 and 1910. B ut in contrast, 
the popular Benin kingdom  had becom e w ell know n shortly  after the British 
punitive expedition o f  1897 that triggered the dispersal o f  B enin  palace art outside
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their producers ' culture and environm ent. Benin artw orks w ere taken out to Britain 
shortly after the punitive expedition, and subsequently  spread around the rest of 
Europe and A m erica. The N orthern  Edo area w as incontrovertib ly  under the control 
o f  Benin. The nam e B enin  itse lf is thought to be foreign  and there are a num ber of 
accounts relating  to  its coinage, bu t we now  know  that the k ingship and people of 
the tow n refer to them selves, their language and their tow n  as Edo, and this is the 
nam e used to refer to  them  even in N orthern  Edo land.

The O ba o f  B enin , w hose influence shortly before the punitive  expedition w as said 
to have shrunk as a  resu lt o f  various political and social strife, ruled B enin  as a 
divine sovereign and had political influence on the diverse areas collectively known 
today as N orthern  Edo land. C olonial pressures from  w ith in  and farther afield  are 
blam ed for the gradual shrinking o f  the em pire even though  the northern  parts under 
reference continued  to ow e allegiance to Benin. A t the height o f  his success and 
power, the influence o f  the O ba o f  B enin  is reported  to have spread as far as Lagos 
and B adagry tow ards the south, O tun tow ards the north-w est and beyond O nitsha in 
the d irection  o f  the east. (Brabury, 1973) So large w as the influence o f  B enin  that 
several o ther outposts reportedly  w illingly volunteered  to com e under its umbrella 
by paying taxes and tributes. U ndoubtedly  this w as the reputation  o f  B enin  that the 
British heard  o f  before they got to the city. This b rought them  into a fairly long but 
open com m unication  fo r com m erce and led to the subsequent conflict that later 
resulted  in  the punitive expedition. Therefore, it is understandable that w ithin a 
decade o f  the fall o f  B enin, a B ritish  anthropologist w as sent to B enin  province to 
gather data  on  the peop le  that p roduced the fantastic bronze casts that w ere now in 
foreign custody and had  becom e w ell know n all over Europe. B ut w hy Thomas 
ignored B enin, so to say, and decided to concentrate h is efforts on the northern parts 
is still a  puzzle4.

N orthern  Edo land (Fig. 1) is a hilly and very difficult terrain. Som e o f  the heaviest 
rainfall in  the reg ion  occurs in  this area. M ost o f  it is dense forest m erging into 
w ooded grasslands. I daresay today that the reg ion  m igh t no t have recorded very 
significant changes in the terrain  since Thom as w as there. It rem ains the least 
developed part o f  present-day Edo state. The people eke out a living as subsistence 
farm ers.

A uchi, Igarra, Ib illo  and a  few  o f  the o ther local governm ent headquarter towns are 
perhaps the m ost populated  and m ore m odem  p laces in  the region. The present 
inhabitants o f  the reg ion  are now  m ostly  C hristians, though there are sizeable 
num bers o f  M uslim s and traditionalists, w hile a great num ber combine their
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Figure 1: The research area covered in 
proxim ity  to B enin  and o ther boundaries.

im ported relig ions w ith  local ones. Festivals and the perform ance o f  various 
traditional rites still occupy a central p lace in  the culture o f  the region. Im ported 
goods brought from  the b igger nearby cities, such as Benin City about 100 plus 
kilom eters away, and a few  locally m anufactured products dom inate the m arkets. 
Som e o f  the m ore popular locally m ade products include utilitarian objects 
m anufactured from  w ood and m etals, pottery and w oven cloth. In the service o f  the 
traditional relig ion  and festivals, m asks and m asquerade paraphernalia are 
som etim es produced; w ood and m etal staffs (Pogoson, in Egbokare, et al., 2011) are 
m ade as sym bols o f  authority  and power. There is evidence o f  the people's creativity 
in the diversity  o f  their handm ade products and in the intricacy o f  their designs.

W Afr. J. Archaeol. Vol. 45 (2) 2015
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Benin and Northern Edo Art-historical Relationship
It is som e w onder now  that in the 21 st century very  little is know n about the artistic 
productions from  N orthern  Edoland, so m uch so that they  have been  subsum ed not 
only politically  under the Benin, bu t culturally, econom ically  and socially  as well. 
The dom inance and pow er o f  the B enin  kingdom , w hich  I have referred  to earlier, 
exerted  trem endous pressure on N orthern  Edoland from  the south. W est of 
N orthern  Edoland  is the hom e o f  the Yoruba (see F igure 1). The Yoruba are among 
the earliest N igerians to  im bibe w estern  education and they  used  it as a tool for their 
ow n k ind o f  im perialism . Thus the Y oruba institu ted  their language and culture 
through the establishm ent o f  som e o f  the earliest schools and churches in  the region 
thereby gaining som e level o f  control over N orthern  Edoland in  the early  1900s. To 
the (Pogoson, in  Egbokare, e t al., 2011) north  o f  N orthern  Edoland  is the Ebirra. 
They too bore pressure on the num erous sm all groups o f  “acephalous” peoples 
inhabiting the reg ion  under reference. Surrounded by  such pressures from  larger 
cultures, N orthern  E doland  thus developed sparsely and rem ained  incognito.

The attention o f  linguists w as first draw n to the region because this rather sm all area 
is hom e to the largest diversity  o f  indigenous languages in N igeria. Q uite a num ber 
o f  linguistic studies p ioneered  by  N orthcote Thom as (B lench, 1995) and later 
furthered by  Schaefer, (1987) E lugbe, (1973) and Egbokhare, (1990) have been 
carried out on  the languages o f  the region, their diversity  and the relationships of 
these languages w ith  neighboring others in  the region. These studies confirm  that 
form s o f  the languages spoken in  N orthern  E doland  are older and m ore archaic than 
that w hich  is today  the dom inant m ajor language spoken in B enin  from  where 
inhabitants o f  N orthern  E doland  claim  to have originated. Therefore, taking off 
from  this po in t that the languages spoken in N orthern  Edoland are anterior to Benin 
language, one w onders how  this linguistic situation m ay have arisen i f  indeed there 
w as a  south-north  m igration  to  populate N orthern  Edoland. In  that Northern 
E doland is located  in  the h illy  parts o f  the region, I suspect that the early 
autochthonous inhabitants m ight have used  the hills as protective cover from  the 
slave raiders o f  the m id-15th  century. M any com m unities in the h illy  areas of 
N orthern  Edoland  have abodes both  at the top and at the base o f  hills. The cultures 
o f  those on the hills m ight have been  p reserved  in tact as a result o f  lim ited contact 
w ith o ther peoples.

I seek to use m aterial culture evidence to attem pt to corroborate w hat the linguists 
have established. U nfortunately, how ever, there w as until ju s t recently, scant extant 
ancient evidence o f  the traditional artistic productions o f  the people to study and
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com pare w ith  those o f  the B enin  or the Yoruba. This is w here the N orthcote Thom as 
m aterials provide the physical m aterial evidence for w orking out the perspective 
taken in this paper. The m aterials gathered from  the region w ere carted  aw ay long 
ago, and there has been  a dw indling to near-total stoppage o f  artistic production in 
the culture o f  the people o f  N orthern  Edoland. This largely accounts for the scant 
m anifestation o f  recent w orks done in the style o f  ancient arts, thus frustrating any 
attem pt at the establishm ent o f  a continuity. B orgatti (1979) and John P icton (1991) 
in  the 60's and the 80's studied som e o f  the extant arts o f  the region, such as its m asks 
and m asking traditions. M inim al w ork  has been  done on the region 's rich  tradition 
o f  pottery, for w hich the tow n o f  O jah is particularly  know n. G enerally  speaking, 
there is a dearth o f  inform ation on the region. A nd w hat is available locally  in-terms 
o f  m aterial culture is insufficient for the purpose o f  draw ing any conclusions about 
the nature o f  the art-historical relationship  betw een N orthern  Edoland and Benin, a 
thorny  question considering the current political arrangem ent am ong “E do” people.

Thomas' Collections in the Museum of African Art, University of Cambridge
T he Thomas collection now  held  by  the M useum  o f  A rchaeology and A nthropology 
at the University o f  C am bridge provides a huge opportunity  for scholars to 
experience N orthern Edo artistic productions today. The collection, w hich includes 
about 9000 photographs and about 2,500 artifacts, represents the only know n extant 
evidence o f  the traditional artistic production  from  N orthern  Edo land in N igeria 
and  anywhere else.

Plate 2: Map of Southern Nigeria showing the areas that Thomas visited and gathered the 
collection from. I found this map in the Thomas Collection among the Haddon Papers at 
University o f Cambridge, Main library, Cambridge. I suspect that Thomas himself 
produced the map.
W. Afr. J. Archaeol. Vol. 45 (2) 2015
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The m aterials in the co llection  range from  utilitarian objects to carved decorated 
objects in w ood, such as com bs, jew elry  boxes, pipes, hairp ins and bottle covers and 
a few  anthropom orphic sculptures in w ood and m etals as w ell as decorated  objects 
for body adornm ent, festival paraphernalia  and accouterm ents, and m asks. They 
rem ain  w ell preserved w ith  m inim al deterioration o f  their physical quality. They are 
w rapped up and boxed in a conditioned  environm ent and are seldom  brought out 
except w hen there is occasion  to do so, such as w hen  a qualified  approved 
researcher com es by. In  this particu lar paper, m y a tten tion  focuses m ainly on the 
anthropom orphic full figure objects in the collection in com parison  w ith  B enin 
figures to m ake som e statem ents concerning the im plications o f  the anteriority  o f  
N orthern  Edo land to B enin, as the linguistic evidence strongly suggests. I am  
interested in  studying selected  anthropom orphic objects in the Thom as collection 
against the background o f  the w ell-know n figures from  the ancien t k ingdom  o f  
Benin. This initiative shall hopefully  lead to m aking a few  com m ents about the 
question o f  the relationships betw een B enin  and N orthern  Edo land, filial or not.

A nthropom orphism  is basically  the idea o f  conceiving non-hum ans in hum an term s 
or form s, or the ascrip tion  o f  hum an  attributes to som e non-hum an entity. It is also 
loosely used in A frican  art h istory to describe w orks after the hum an, ju s t as 
zoom orphic is used to describe anim al representations. T his concept has been 
understood for a few  centuries and scholars have studied the idea in different 
contexts. A s a philosophy and a  w ay o f  organizing thought, anthropom orphism  is 
com m onplace in trad itional A frican  art. For a very long tim e, A fricans have placed 
m an at the centre o f  their every thought and represented the hum an  form  in all their 
physical products and outputs and in various contexts, from  relig ion  to the political 
and the utilitarian. H um anity  is, in fact, celebrated  in  A frican spirituality. 
A nthropom orphic objects are know n all over A frica, in  every A frican  culture, and 
they range from  the production  o f  anthropom orphic m asks in  bronze to ceramic 
objects, and from  full figure w oodcarvings to m ud altar objects. In  the southwestern 
part o f  N igeria  in particular, three-dim ensional sculptures representing human 
beings abound. In Benin, the fam ous court art o f  its palace boasts good examples o f 
anthropom orphic w orks. O utside o f  the palace, there are scant examples o f 
anthropom orphic representations except, o f  course, for the im portant mud 
sculpture representations o f  the O lokun cult, a w ater spirit cult, whose worship 
spreads across all o f  the southw estern  parts o f  N igeria, especially  in the coastal 
parts and areas w ith fairly  big rivers.
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Northern Edo Art Works
U ntil recently, figural w orks in N orthern  Edo land w ere unknow n. Three seasons o f  
fieldw ork in N orthern  Edo land betw een 2002 and 2004 and m y recent w ork in 
N orthern  Edo land follow ing Thom as's route have y ielded very little in term s o f  
figural works in any o f  the com m only used representational m aterials in  the region. 
W hat I found in sm all num bers w ere m asks, usually  face-m asks and a few  helm et 
m asks used in ritual d isplay during the num erous festivals o f  the people. In the 
farthest northern part, around O soso, their ow ner-users claim  that outsiders, 
principally the nearby Ebirra, their closest im m ediate northern  neighbours, 
produced these m asks. In terview s conducted in O soso during the Echiane festival 
reveal that the local w ood carvers have ceased to produce m asks and other religious 
item s; hence they now  have to look elsew here for their sculptures to be m ade. The 
w ork  o f local carvers is now  lim ited to the production  o f  farm  and household  utility 
objects. O f the m asks produced  for them  by their neighbours, it w as reported that a 
m odel is provided that the external carvers copy. The form s o f  the w orks produced 
are fixed, these m asks m ust replicate the form s o f  the m odels provided  for them  to 
qualify  for use w ith in  the com m unity. B esides this, m any o f  the m asking traditions 
now  known in N orthern  Edo land, particularly  betw een Igara and Ososo at the 
eastern  end, have strong roots in E birra culture. E nw an, D agbala, O jah, O jiram i and 
U nem e towns located betw een  Igarra and Ososo. B rass casters in the U nem e tow ns, 
w hich  num ber about four in  the region, w ere noted  fo r  their prow ess in 
m etalw orking, and w ere credited  w ith  very p rofic ien t carving skills in the past, but 
there is no evidence o f  that today. The U nem e, fam ed m etalw orkers now  produce all 
the farm ing im plem ents and tools as w ell as guns for hunting  game. It seem s that 
tow ns such as Ibillo, O kpe, U gboshi, Som orika and U gbe, w ith  closer proxim ity to 
Yoruba land, tend to depend on their Yoruba neighbours for their ow n products and 
hence there is a close stylistic affinity in their artistic productions. For instance, 
w orks from  Okpe in  the T hom as collection that I paid  som e attention to in a 
forthcom ing paper share undeniably  close stylistic affinity w ith artw orks in Yoruba 
land.

I have carefully identified  and m ade a selection o f  anthropom orphic w orks, full 
figures and m asks in  the art o f  N orthern  Edo land in the Thom as collection as 
discussed below. These m aterials have never been displayed or exhibited. They are 
even unknow n today to  the present inhabitants o f  the p laces w here these w orks w ere 
collected from  by N . W. Thom as. G enerally speaking, carved full figures from  the 
reg ion  are scant and not naturalistically  rendered; rather they are angular but w ith 
attention paid  to the details o f  body parts (see plate 3b and 4). A s w ith  the Yoruba,
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the com m on be lie f  is that one's destiny lies in one’s head. W here there is coiffure, it 
is intricately done in  a h ighly  decorative m anner as in the m asks; parts o f  the head 
are som etim es depicted  in a m erely  suggestive m anner, w ith  the eyes represented by 
sim ple shapes such as dots, slits or ju s t rounded  holes.

Plate 3 a Plate 3b
Plate 3a Close-up o f torso and limbs on a base and 3b Close-up o f torso and head. Typical 
carved wooden figure from Northern Edo land in the Northcote Thomas collection at the 
University of Cambridge Museum o f Archaeology and Anthropology. Notice the 
attenuation of the limbs and the use o f colour. The coiffure is large and elaborate.

The eyebrow s m ay be raised lines above the eyes or they m ay be two-raised 
horizontal lines or even tw o h a lf  ovoids. The anthropom orphic w orks are generally 
roughly carved w ith the lines o f  the knives show ing clearly. M inim al attempts are 
m ade at sm oothening and rounding them  out, the reason for the prevalence o f  cubic 
works. Perhaps this situation occurred because o f  the scant tools available for 
sm oothening and sanding. T heir carving im plem ents w ere clearly lim ited to very 
basic cutting and shaping tools. Indeed, the w hole idea o f  representations in the 
shape o f  hum an beings starts w ith  the representation o f  the head and its features and 
that is w hy m asks equate to  fu ll-bodied hum an beings, even w hen the m asker is 
absent or the m ask  stands alone. A m ong N orthern  Edo peoples, as earlier indicated, 
the tradition is that the head  is the m ost im portant part o f  the body and in it resides
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some o f  the equally  very  im portant units o f  the hum an being. T he eyes, m outh , nose 
and ears are h ighly ranked  organs. O f  course, in the head  itse lf  lies the pow er o f  the 
intellect, w hich transm its w isdom .

Plate 4: A drummer figure from Aroko in the University o f Cambridge MAA collection. 
This is one of the most naturalistic o f the few full figure images in the entire collection. It is 
deliberately rounded out rather than cubic. It is decorated with bangles, wears face 
markings and on the head is what looks like a cap with some raised rounded objects 
possibly charms. This is definitely a depiction o f an ordinary personage.

Generally speaking o f the Northern Edo, the production o f human figure objects in wood, 
metals or in mud is principally meant to serve as representative objects in the worship and 
service of particular religious puiposes. There is, however, a small group o f objects that are 
not necessarily religious but meant for secular purposes. These include toys such as dolts 
and some utilitarian objects of common everyday use, which bear human images and 
decorative designs. Although present in the collection, they are not considered here. They 
will be discussed in a forthcoming paper. Because Northern Edo consists o f largely 
independent acephalous groups o f people with no central potentate, their artistic 
productions are unlike that o f Benin where the glorification of the king was the chief 
purpose behind the creation o f artworks, not disregarding the production of utilitarian, 
ornamental, and prestige objects.
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Northern Edo land was farther into the hinterland and so could not benefit directly from the 
trade with the coast, as did Benin. Most o f the prestigious objects produced in Benin were 
actually meant to serve the kings and the noble heads o f these traditional institutions 
(examples in plates 5 and 6). There was a hierarchical structure that was serviced in Benin 
but was not encouraged elsewhere within the ambit o f the influence o f the Benin king.

Plate 5 Plate 6

Plates 5: Ancient Benin art has a high level o f stylization. The plaque showing full figures 
o f possibly soldiers going by their dress and habiliments, but certainly personages o f rank 
and position. Plate 6 represents the typical Oba head sculpture.

In terms o f style, Northern Edo art was representationally schematized after nature but the 
main aim was to satisfy the cultural needs o f the people in their rituals and other socio­
economic and domestic needs. They did not have that paramountcy system that accounted 
for the special circumstances o f the Edo king. In Benin, the aim was to glorify the king and, 
so, not only did his personage dominate the representations from there, he was represented 
in a perfect state as indestructible and eternal. The style o f the few human figures from 
Northern Edo land are motivated and conditioned by the communality o f the society, thus 
making them representational rather than naturalistic like in Benin where the art was solely 
meant to serve the kingship.
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Discussion a n d  Conclusion
Now, what are the implications o f these conclusions for the history o f the peopling o f the 
whole of the present-day Edo region? The kingship that produced Benin art had, ab initio, 
been traced to relations in Ile-Ife, ancestral home of the Yoruba, even though new materials 
coming out from Benin suggest a novel twist that credits the founding of the Oranmiyan 
dynasty to an exiled Benin prince who wandered to Ife but was brought back when the need 
for him arose. One presupposes, plausibly, that there were autochthonous inhabitants 
whom the kingship class conquered and over whom they consolidated their power and 
began to rule. By the time o f the arrival of the Europeans about the 14th century, Benin had 
clearly exerted its power over the northern parts under reference and the latter were already 
enjoying protection and cover from Benin. If  this is so, what was the situation in the region 
before the Benin dominance described above? Was the whole region populated by bands o f 
acephalous peoples who lived together at their own convenience before they started to 
come together under powerful kings? How come the forms o f  the Edoid languages spoken 
in Northern Edo land are older than what is today spoken in Benin? Why is there no 
monarchical structure in the administration o f Northern Edo land? Why are the arts o f 
Northern Edo land markedly different in form and in style from that o f Benin? These and 
many other pertinent questions agitate our mind in our studies o f  this area.

The art of Northern Edo land gathered by Thomas are an indication that a lot o f art/craft 
activities were going on in the region long before Thomas and certainly before the influence 
o f Benin started to take root there. The coming o f  the Portuguese to Benin and the 
subsequent introduction o f western trade and commerce undoubtedly affected the region to 
the extent that goods imported from Europe and Benin replaced some of their production 
needs. For instance, glass bottles started to replace local natural and man-made storage 
containers. I have noted that the introduction o f glass bottles conditioned the making o f lids 
for them after their original lids might have got lost or damaged. These carved wooden 
bottle tops are the subject o f another discussion o f Northern Edo arts in the Thomas 
collection in a forthcoming paper.

Regarding anthropomorphism in the arts o f Northern Edo land, judging by what is 
available in the N.W. Thomas' collections, there appears to be very little attention paid to 
human representations and naturalism even through the idea o f anthropomorphism 
underlies most o f the non-secular three-dimensional productions of the people. As I have 
indicated earlier, the need for naturalistic representation was not present there as there was 
indeed no structure on which to base such arduous work. In Benin the idea underlying the 
artistic productions was basically anthropomorphism. The Oba was a god and his 
representations indicate so. Even in the famous plaques o f Benin art, we find that the Oba's 
figure treated as bigger and is more profusely decorated than other personages that are 
represented alongside his royal majesty.

Going by that acceptation o f anthropomorphism as encompassing any depiction o f the 
human form or aspects thereof in art, Northern Edo art, indeed, lies at the other extreme
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from Benin art. In the context in which the latter was produced, there was, as is well known, 
a system o f patronage enabled by the monarchical structure o f Benin society. In other 
words, there was in place in the Benin Kingdom a class o f people in whose honour and 
under whose commission anthropomorphic works could be created, works that portrayed 
the monarch and his functionaries naturalistically and otherwise. The argument of this 
paper is that it is the absence o f  this structure o f politics that accounts for the paucity of 
anthropomorphic art in Northern Edo land. There were no big patrons to commission such 
works or command their production; there were no awe-inspiring sovereigns or leaders in 
these acephalous communities whose stature would have naturally drawn artistic homage 
in the form o f artworks done to represent their glory and splendour. In that the political 
society was organized around rituals of communally-held power, ritual art, as opposed to 
anthropomorphic art, abounds in the Northern Edo collection in the form o f staffs and other 
such ritual objects produced for shrines and not for individual potentates.

It is interesting to note in this regard that even though Northern Edo land later fell under the 
sphere o f influence controlled by the Oba of Benin, anthropomorphic artworks were not 
produced in Northern Edo land in honour o f the Oba. What may one surmise from this? Is it 
that the Northern Edo artists were more reactive to the immediate conditions o f their 
political society, and did not feel compelled to respond artistically to the context of the 
larger Benin Empire in which they were located? A related speculation would be that these 
artists, by force o f ingrained customary practice, were not used to producing 
anthropomorphic works to honour powerful people, and so did not see the need to create 
such art to represent the form o f the Benin monarch and his functionaries. The implications, 
therefore, would be that the people o f Northern Edo land had become accustomed to one 
form o f political society, and the later emergence and vast development o f the Benin 
Kingdom, under whose suzerainty they were to eventually fall, was not enough to shake 
them out o f their old habits. In this specific case, the old artistic culture o f not producing 
anthropomorphic art because there were no human beings worthy o f such artistic honour in 
the communities o f  Northern Edo land prevailed. Can we then conclude that in the arts as in 
the linguistics o f Northern Edo land old customs die hard, habits that predated the 
emergence o f the Benin Kingdom, habits that had become much too entrenched to be 
uprooted by later developments in the wider sphere o f the Edo experience?

Notes
'I spent six months in 1997, at the centenary of the Punitive expedition, travelling all over 
Germany and Austria recording and photographing works o f art from the ancient kingdom 
of Benin in cultural Museums and found in them close to a thousand Benin objects. They 
are largely redundant. Noteworthy are the collections in Berlin, Leipzig, Hamburg, 
Stuttgart, Bremen, Koln and Freiburg, among many others that I visited.

^Personal Communication with Dr. Roger Blench in Cambridge December, 2012
Dr. Paul Basu has worked with the materials N. W. Thomas collected from Sierra Leone
where he went after his tenure in Nigeria was truncated. Basu has also been studying N. W.
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Thomas as an anthropologist o f some reputation even though he was often denigrated in the 
literature.

Personal Communication with Joseph Williams in London, June/July 2013. He had 
organised an exhibition of some o f Thomas's photographs in London and was interested in 
writing about them until, I think, the security question in Nigeria, especially in the eastern 
part of the country where he was interested in doing fieldwork, scared him off. I think he 
eventually abandoned the research.

4I perused the Thomas papers in the Haddon collection o f the University o f Cambridge 
main library to no avail. In some of Thomas's letters however, it seemed clear to me that he 
preferred to lay emphasis on acquiring common everyday objects from common ordinary 
people and the study o f their language. In doing this he recorded thousands o f photographs, 
which put him ahead o f his peers in the introduction, and use of the camera in 
anthropological studies. He also made wax cylinder recordings o f songs and folklore as 
well as collecting medicinal plants.
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