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THE SIGN OF THE LEOPARD: LEOPARD IMAGERY IN THE KINGDOMS OF 
THE YORUBA, THE KINGDOM OF BENIN, AND THE KINGDOM OF DAHOMEY 

By 

Ann Brisbane Baird 

May 2004 

Chair: Robin Poynor 
Major Department:  School of Art and Art History 

Leopards are used as a sign of power and authority in Africa. In West Africa in 

what is now the countries of Nigeria and Republic of Benin, the three adjacent kingdoms 

of the Yoruba, Benin and Dahomey all use leopard and other feline imagery in their art. 

Although the kingdoms have a common mythological background, claiming descent from 

the first Yoruba king, Oduduwa, each kingdom uses leopard imagery in a way that 

enhances the needs of their specific political structure.  

By examining the history of the three kingdoms, beginning with the Yoruba, and 

addressing the kingdoms' historical interactions with one another, the pattern of kingship 

established within each kingdom becomes apparent. How leopard imagery is used in their 

arts is then examined. 

Within Yorubaland, whose long and tumultuous history has gone through many 

upheavals, the king’s power is tempered by chiefs and councils. The concept of balance is 

an important aspect in Yoruba thought, applying to their political system as well. Hence, 

xi 



an aggressive symbol such as the leopard is not appropriate for the visible symbol of their 

kings; and is seldom, if ever, found as a direct reference to the king. Instead, the leopard 

refers to royalty, and to hunters and warriors; and is found mainly in the arts of the people, 

such as in masquerades. 

In the Kingdom of Benin, powerful and warlike from the fourteenth to the 

nineteenth century, the King is absolute. The leopard becomes a very visible symbol of 

this ultimate power to determine life and death and is plentiful in all the royal arts. The 

leopard becomes the wilderness counterpart to the King. 

Dahomey, whose kings were all-powerful, used the leopard as a symbol of its 

dynastic origins. Myth proclaims that the kings of Dahomey are descendants from the 

offspring of a Tado princess who mated with a leopard spirit. The lion, as well, became a 

symbol for one of the last kings of Dahomey and is as prominent as the leopard in the 

royal arts of the Kingdom. Leopard imagery’s use then, as a symbol of power, is 

determined by the status of the king in each kingdom and the scope of his authority.  
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

Akamo ekun o ni iyonnu. 
It is difficult to encompass a leopard. 

Yoruba proverb 
(Burton 1865: 265) 

 
Leopards are an icon of power and authority widely used throughout Africa. 

Paintings and sculptures depicting leopards are some of the oldest known symbols in the 

arts of Africa. Images of leopards were discovered on rock paintings in the Sahara dating 

from the time it was a fertile region. Sculptures of leopards were found in King Tut’s 

tomb when opened by Carter. Worldwide, leopards and other large felines are in fact 

symbols of political and spiritual power (McCall: 1973/74: 130-143).  

Purpose 

Herbert Cole states, “Art provides diverse channels for power and ideology, for it 

symbolizes, invokes, and even generates power and authority…. Art persuades, 

empowers and transforms” (1989:15). 

The purpose of this thesis then is to examine the visual and verbal imagery of 

leopards in the adjoining kingdoms of the Yoruba, the Kingdom of Benin and the 

Kingdom of Dahomey and then to compare how this imagery relates to the political 

structure of the kingdoms. Although these kingdoms have historical links and are all 

ruled by kings, do they use the leopard as a symbol of power and authority in similar 

ways? 

1 
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In West Africa, many cultures use feline imagery as visual and verbal metaphors of 

authority. In the Cameroon Grassfield Kingdoms, the king (fon) is considered sacred; and 

leopard representations are numerous, found on royal thrones, as architectural details on 

the king’s palace, on textiles, and in masquerades. Leopards and lions are familiar 

subjects in the art of the Asante, particularly on thrones, linguist staffs, gold ornaments 

and gold weights. These visual messages refer to the power of the felines (Anderson and 

Kreamer 1989: 78). In less centralized societies, where there is no king or central 

authority, power tends to rest in the hands of successful individuals and among members 

of the highest age grades. In the Cross River region, organizations referred to as “leopard 

societies” such as Ngbe, play important commercial, judicial and political roles.  

Not only are images of the leopard important, but actual “parts” of the leopard, 

such as its pelt, teeth, whiskers, gall bladder and blood, are believed to have “magical 

properties” and can be made into potent “medicines” (Rosevear 1974: 440-441). These 

are worn by hunters, warriors, priests, chiefs and kings as regalia for protection, as well 

as a means of acquiring the power of the leopard.  

Characteristics of the Leopard 

Leopards are found in both forested and savanna regions1, unlike the lion, which 

prefers savannas (Rosevear 1948: 6). They are highly adaptable to a wide range of 

climates and geographical conditions. Leopards are solitary animals and are seldom seen, 

hiding in trees or rocky outcroppings during the day, preferring to hunt at night. When 

not sleeping, leopards are known to watch silently. Greatly feared by man, the leopard is 

the only animal in Africa that will attack unprovoked, killing swiftly and silently, often 

                                                 
1 The only striking difference between a leopard of the forest and a leopard from the savannah is in the 
color of its pelt, which is darker on the forest leopard (Rosevear 1974:453). 
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by pouncing unexpectedly on their prey (Happold 1987: 181-182; Rosevear 1974: 440-

452). 

Leopards are admired for their beautiful spotted coats, their cunning intelligence 

and graceful movements. To man, the leopard is mysterious and its power and strength 

respected.  

Of all the wilderness animals that “predominate in metaphors of prestige, authority 

and power, the most terrifying and malevolent are those associated with the forest” 

(Anderson and Kreamer 1989:17) and the leopard is acknowledged as “King of the Bush” 

(Ben-Amos 1976: 246). If political and spiritual leaders can in some way “manipulate” 

the “forces of nature,” they are thought to have special powers over the supernatural, or 

spirit world (Anderson and Kreamer 1989: 70). 

Early Archaeological Sites  

One of the earliest sites in West Africa where significant leopard imagery has been 

excavated is Igbo-Ukwu, near the east bank of the Lower Niger River in Igbo territory. 

Numerous intricately embellished sculptures in cast bronze, unique in style, have been 

unearthed. These were discovered in three sites. One of the sites seems to have been a 

burial chamber of what is now believed to be a high priest, Nri, who had king-like 

powers; another of the sites was a shrine. The Igbo-Ukwu sites are believed to date from 

the tenth century (Visona et al. 2000: 274-276). One of the sites yielded a spectacular 

vessel in the form of a spiraling shell, topped with a small figure of a leopard, its spots 

made of raised concentric circles. It is believed that this vessel may have been used in 

rituals (Visona et al. 2000:278). At the burial site, a bronze leopard skull attached to a 

long spike was discovered placed in front of the body of the priest/king (Shaw 1977: 48; 

Visona et al. 2000: 275). A similar staff is today associated with the Court at Benin. 
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Small pendants of animal heads, including a leopard’s have also been discovered at Igbo-

Ukwu (Shaw 1977: 34) and, in some ways, resemble the hip masks used in the Kingdom 

of Benin. 

During excavations at Ile-Ife, the sacred center of the Yoruba world, leopard 

representations were found in a cache of ceramics. These are believed to be dated from 

the thirteenth to fourteenth century (Garlake 2002: 134). In the Yoruba Kingdom of Owo, 

terracotta sculptures were found dating from around the fifteenth century, one of the most 

striking being a seated leopard gnawing on a human limb (Eyo and Willett 1980:39-42). 

Leopard imagery then has been used in the Yoruba Kingdoms from an early time, 

and was probably used in some type of shrine ritual or on a royal altar. Yet, when 

compared to other subject matter used in Yoruba courts, leopards are not common. The 

oba (king) is considered to be a leopard, but is seldom addressed as such, and no images 

of a leopard are said to represent the king. Leopards symbolize royalty.  

In the neighboring Kingdom of Benin, whose Oba, according to tradition, is a 

descendent of the Oduduwa, the first Ooni of Ife and progenitor of all the obas of the 

Yoruba Kingdoms, leopard images are abundant and solely represent the Oba and his 

unchallenged authority.  

The Yoruba are linked as well with the dynastic beginnings of the Dahomey 

Kingdom, to the west, in what is now the Republic of Benin. Myth tells us that a Tado 

princess, whose father had migrated from Yorubaland onto the Abomey plateau, mated 

with a leopard spirit and bore a child who became the first king of what would become 

Dahomey. Leopards became the symbol for the ruling dynasty and leopard imagery is  
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found in Dahomey’s royal art. Another feline icon, the lion of King Glele, also plays a 

significant role in the Kingdom’s art. 

It should be noted that not only are the three kingdoms connected through oral 

tradition but through a long and established history as well. From the 1400s to the 1900s, 

the three kingdoms were constantly staging war, many times with each other, often with 

neighboring areas, and internally amongst themselves (Figure 1). From this interchange 

brought on as the result of warfare, there were numerous opportunities for interaction and 

cultural exchange among the three. Often, people from the victorious Kingdom would 

come and settle in the new territories. Kings could send their children and heirs to live in 

other kingdoms, which is what happened, it is believed, when the heir to Owo, the 

Idaniken, was sent to Benin2. Intermarriage was common (Barnes and Ben-Amos 1997: 

49). 

Problems in Research 

In researching leopard images, three significant problems become apparent. One, is 

the mislabeling of the leopard in the literature. “Leopards” are often mistakenly called 

“tigers.” Rosevear believes that this error may stem from the books used by early 

missionaries to educate Africans. Animals familiar to Europeans were used as 

illustrations, the more exotic animals used being native to India (Rosevear 1948: 6). “Due 

to the fact that the tiger, rivaling the lion in magnificence, captured the imagination of 

Europe far more than the leopard, [this] resulted in a hundred illustrations of itself in 

animal books to one of its more humble relation” (Rosevear 1948: 8). Africans then were 

                                                 
2 Tradition has it that on the death of his father, the Idaniken ran away from Benin. By using foul smelling 
ointments to repel the Oba of Benin’s troops sent in his pursuit, the young man returned to Owo where he 
severed making tribute payments to Benin, never to be imposed again (Egharevba 1968: 30).  
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being erroneously taught European given names of local animals and the Europeans 

having once introduced the animals became reluctant “to alter their opinion” (Rosevear 

1948: 6). 

A second problem when looking for leopard imagery is the prolific use, especially 

by the Yoruba, of unspecific quadrupeds that may or may not be leopards. These are 

probably in most instances dogs, animals sacred to the Yoruba orisha Ogun and Eshu, 

and animals used frequently by hunters. Leopards can usually be identified, but not 

always with certainty, if the images are spotted and have fangs.  

And last, is the growth of lion imagery being used in Nigeria, replacing leopards as 

the symbol of power and authority. This phenomenon may be a sociological or political 

statement on the changes taking place in modern Africa, or it simply could be a switch in 

the favored feline, based on European and Brazilian models. 

State of Research 

To my knowledge, no researcher has approached the comparative study of leopard 

imagery in the three kingdoms. Paula Ben-Amos has done extensive research in Benin 

royal arts, often discussing the role of leopards in Benin art, particularly in her 1999 book 

Art, Innovation, and Politics in Eighteenth Century Benin and in a 1976 article published 

in Man, “Men and Animals in Benin Art.” Barbara Winston Blackmun has spent many 

years interpreting Benin iconography on carved tusks. In an article for the Allen 

Memorial Art Museum Bulletin, “The Face of the Leopard: It’s Significance in Benin 

Court Art, ” she focuses solely on the leopard . Sandra Barnes, with Paula Ben-Amos, has 

written an article published in Ogun comparing the three kingdoms that are the focus of 

this thesis and the development of the symbol of the war god, Ogun or Gu.  
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Suzanne Preston Blier has written a number of books on art in Dahomey, most 

recently African Vodun: Art, Psychology, and Power. She also has written a book The 

Royal Arts of Africa: The Majesty of Form, which discusses the leopard as a royal icon.  

Her two articles on King Glele of Dahomey elaborate on his use of symbols stemming 

from his “strong name”3, which includes the lion. Edna Bay has done extensive research 

in Dahomey. Wives of the Leopard is a rich source of Dahomey history and cultural 

makeup. Yoruba research is extensive but with no sole study of the leopard. In 1995, the 

Museum of African Art staged an exhibition “Animals in African Art.” The leopard, 

because of its importance in African art, is the only animal treated separately in this 

exhibit and is acknowledged with a special section in the catalog.  

In this examination of leopard symbolism, the Yoruba, located between the 

Kingdom of Benin to the east and the Kingdom of Dahomey to the west, will be 

discussed in Chapter 2. Chapter 3 will address the Kingdom of Benin, a land of Edo 

people, ruled by a foreign dynasty of Yoruba origins. The Kingdom of Dahomey, made 

up predominately of “Fon and their relatives the Ewe and the Popo, collectively called 

the Aja,” (Visona et al 2001: 228) but with significant Yoruba influences, will be the 

subject of Chapter 4. 

 

 

                                                 
3 Strong names of kings were personal praise names that “publicly revealed” the King at the time of his 
installation. They were given to the future kings by Fa diviners. (Bay 1998: 165; Nooter 1993: 191) 

 



CHAPTER 2 
THE YORUBA KINGDOMS 

History 

It is not known what political structure was used by the early Yoruba, but it has 

been suggested by Yoruba scholars that the oba (king) was an absolute monarch and had 

the right to take lives. 

In excavations at Obalara’s land, one of several archeological sites at Ile-Ife, 

representations of leopards have been unearthed. One of the most impressive is a round 

bodied ritual vessel dominated by a spout modeled into the shape of an upturned 

leopard’s head (Figure 2). Around its body are symbols similar to those found on another 

pot discovered at a nearby site. Although the pot, found buried beneath a number of 

skulls, is broken and fragments are missing, discernable images of a snake, horns, rings, 

staffs, knives, drums and a “gagged decapitated head” ring the belly of the pot. Peter 

Garlake believes that these images represent “offerings,” perhaps at a shrine. He suggests 

the staff images may be insignia of the Ogboni society since he notices a similarity to the 

edan figures1 prominent in Ogboni paraphernalia. The image of a drum also resembles 

the agba, a drum, used in Ogboni today (Garlake 2002: 133). 

In Ile-Ife at the Lafogidi archaeological site, pot lids in the form of animals heads – 

a hippopotamus, elephant, owl, monkey, leopard – have been recovered. Those of the 

hippo and elephant are crowned with an elaborate headdress similar to the crowns on the 
                                                 
1 Edan figures are a linked pair of male and female figures. Each figure is cast in brass and mounted on a 
short iron staff. The figures are usually worn around the neck of a society member “as insignia of titled 
position.” (Drewel et al. 1989: 130-131) 

8 
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terracotta and bronze human heads produced in Ile-Ife during the same time period. 

Garlake proposes that these were all part of a royal shrine or burial place (Garlake 2000: 

127-128). The skillfully executed human heads have been dated to the twelfth century 

and are remarkable for their naturalistic depiction of what are believed to represent rulers 

and royalty.  

The Yoruba revere Ile-Ife as the center of the universe. It was here that Orunmila 

sent Oduduwa to transform the earth and create humankind; and, it was from Ile-Ife, 

according to legend, that the sons of Oduduwa sojourned to establish the sixteen Yoruba 

kingdoms.2  Oduduwa is considered to be the first Ooni (ruler) of Ife and as such, the 

spiritual leader of the Yoruba peoples. 

 Although we use the word “Yoruba” to connote a large number of related peoples 

in southwest Nigeria and neighboring areas, it is thought the term was not used until the 

nineteenth century (Law 1973: 208), perhaps deriving from a Hausa word that referred to 

the old Oyo Kingdom (Figure 3). From the fifteenth century until around the 1830s, Oyo 

was the dominant kingdom in the area, replacing Ife in political importance. Oyo’s 

strength stemmed from its geographical position in relation to trade between the forest 

region to the south and the savannah region to the north; but more importantly, perhaps, 

was its acquisition in the sixteenth century of horses for use as military weapons (Ajayi 

and Smith 1971: 3). The Edo kingdom of Benin located to the southeast of Oyo was at 

this juncture the other strong kingdom in the region (Picton 1994: 18). In spite of Oyo’s 

                                                 
2 The number of sons sent and the number of kingdoms established vary according to the historian. The 
creation myth is told as well in a number of versions. Another myth on the establishment of the Yoruba 
kingdoms have the Yoruba coming from the East, some say Mecca. This version is becoming more popular 
as Islam becomes the dominant religion in Nigeria. Sixteen is a number found repeated in Yoruba 
mythology. There are sixteen sons, sixteen kingdoms, sixteen palm nuts cast in divination, and sixteen birds 
on the staff of Osanyin, god of medicine. Sixteen symbolizes completion, perfection. 
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military dominance, Ife is purported to have remained the spiritual center of the Yoruba’s 

world, although this has been disputed by other Yoruba kingdoms. 

Until the twentieth century, various entities now known as the Yoruba did not refer 

to themselves as “Yoruba,” but by the name of the “kingdom” to which they belonged. 

Apart from a common language, which has many dialects, and a common mythology, 

each Yoruba kingdom was a separate political entity. There has never been a centralized 

Yoruba state. Each entity had developed its own artistic style and customs, which had 

similarities in many ways to the others due to their common origin; however, each was 

uniquely its own. Not only was there never a “Yoruba” state, but, the many Yoruba states 

were in a “perpetual struggle for power” (Lloyd 1971: 1-8). As a result of this constant 

warfare, cultural ideas were continually being exchanged between conquerors and the 

conquered. 

Traditionally, each kingdom had at its head a ruling oba, although the specific 

name of the title changes from kingdom to kingdom, i.e., the Ooni of Ife, the Alafin of 

Oyo, the Olowo of Owo.3 In each, the oba serves as the spiritual head of his kingdom. If 

an oba can trace descent from Oduduwa, he has the right to wear a “fringed” beaded 

crown, the symbol of the king.4  In spite of these and other shared political precepts, we 

have to look at the Yoruba political system as one of “great diversity” (Barber 1981: 

726). 

                                                 
3 Although many Yoruba kingdoms are still extant, the powers of chiefs and obas are incorporated into the 
national government, which tempers the actual powers these have presently. Thus I refer to these 
characteristics in the present tense to reflect that this was the case prior to the colonial period. 

4 This was not such an important differentiation until the nineteenth century when strong warlords would 
overthrow kings and take political control of the area setting themselves up as king. There are now a large 
number of obas who are not eligible to wear the “fringed” crown. The “fringed” crown is differentiated 
from ordinary crowns by three elements: a stylized face, the royal ancestor, a bird image at the top, and a 
fringe or sometime a network of beads that hid the face of the wearer. 
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The political system of the Yoruba on the whole is one in which a system of checks 

and balances guarantees that a king does not rule in an autocratic manner. The governing 

power of the oba is tempered by chiefs, councils, and societies such as the Ogboni5, a 

society composed of both female and male elders6. Among the duties of some councils is 

the selection of an oba7 from one of several royal families within the kingdom and the 

governing of his actions. The power of rule in a Yoruba kingdom was thus, not solely in 

the hands of the oba – he was not absolute -- and the result was often conflict between the 

oba and the chiefs (Lloyd 1971: 1-8). 

 It is debatable if the political structures of the various towns were changed by the 

constant warfare in the nineteenth century. Karin Barber believes it may have helped 

“heighten the flexibility and openness that were already present” (Barber 1981: 726). The 

political structure of the Yoruba can be viewed as a pyramid with the king at the apex. 

Beneath him are chiefs, councils, societies and the people. For a political decision to be 

made, the idea must be addressed and approved by each successive layer. This may be 

one of the underlying reasons that there is no strong, aggressive visual image that refers 

solely to the power of a single oba.  

In Odù, verses used in the Ifa divination process, known principles of Yoruba 

beliefs are stated in context of the adventures or predicaments of some deity, spirit or 

animal (McClelland 1982: 78). References to the oba in these instances seem to be 

                                                 
5 Ogbon means “wisdom” (Drewal et al. 1989: 248). 

6 The Ogboni Society is called Osugbo in Ijebu and other areas, but functions in a similar manner.  

7 Kings are not selected based on primogeniture, but are selected in a process carried out by councils and 
chiefs. The incoming king must come from one of the royal families who are descended  from Oduduwa. 
Usually, but not always, the family from which the king will be chosen is selected on a rotating cycle 
(Drewal et al. 1989: 147). 
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concerned with justice rather than the dominance of the leader. The primary theme seems 

to be the consequences of the abuse of power.  

Yoruba always maintains a well-ordered pattern of society with built in safeguards 
against the improper use of authority and power. In the Odù there are many 
illustrations of the view that strength must be accompanied by responsibility.  On 
one occasion, èjiogbè recognizes the greatness of Lion, Elephant, Tiger [leopard] 
and Buffalo, but points out to them that if they misuse their superior strength by 
killing the weaker animals whenever they wish and terrorizing the inhabitants of 
the forest, if they indulge themselves by giving full rein to their natural ferocity, 
they will defeat their end, for the weaker species will, in time, be wiped out. 
(McClelland 1982: 79).  

References in Odu to powerful animals such as the lion, elephant, tiger (leopard) 

and buffalo signal the role of the oba. In Yoruba kingdoms, the leopard as imagery refers 

usually to royalty, or occasionally to hunters. Kings are likened to the leopard, as well as 

to other animals of the wilderness that connote strength and authority, notably the 

elephant (Anderson and Kreamer 1989: 78). The leopard is considered a hot, aggressive 

animal, associated with the color red.8 This powerful forest animal can allude to the hot, 

aggressive nature of the oba which must be balanced in his character with a coolness and 

calmness.  

The oba, then, is seen as having two seemingly contradictory temperaments as 

manifested in animal imagery. This balance of hot/cool, aggressive/gentle is an ideal state 

in Yoruba thought. 

Throughout Yorubaland the leopard is praised for its beauty and its power. An oriki 

(praise poem) to the leopard addresses his dual nature:  

Gentle hunter 
his tail plays on the ground 
while he crushes the skull 

                                                 
8 In Yoruba three colors, or what we may think of as color ranges, exist: ala (white), dudu (black) and pupu 
(red) (Lawal 1974: 245-246).  
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Beautiful death 
who puts on a spotted robe 
when he goes to his victim 
Playful killer  
whose loving embrace  
splits the antelope's heart  
(Gleason 1980: 119) 

The oba is considered a “leopard” for the animal has many qualities beneficial to a 

sacred king. The uncontrolled brutal nature of the animal, however, is at odds with the 

conception of “king” within the Yoruba political system.  

Proverbs and Praise Poems  

The Yoruba have many proverbs in which leopards are the subject. As King of the 

Wilderness and an animal whose only equal may be the lion, the leopard is seldom 

challenged and makes a germane metaphor for expressing supreme power and authority. 

Several proverbs compiled by the English diplomat and explorer Sir Richard Burton on a 

trip to West Africa in the 1860s speak of the leopard: 

Bi  eya ba di ekun, eran ni ikpa dze  When the wild cat becomes the leopard, it will 
devour large beasts (1865: 192). 

Akamo ekun o ni iyonnu  It is difficult to encompass a leopard (Burton 1865: 265). 

Mo so awo etta mo idi, o ki yi ota mi  I have tied the leopard skin round my waist: 
you cannot sell me (Burton 1865: 266). 

kinniu di elewon ki erankoki, ki oma iso je, kinniu ko je eran ikasi.  Bi yio ba don 
ani, bikose erin, bi-ko-se enia, bikose ohun dudu, on ko beru ennikan"  “The lion is 
the pet of the forest: let every beast take heed how he feeds, for the lion does not 
eat stale meat. When he roars, he says, "except the leopard, except man, except the 
black thing, I fear nobody 9 (1865: 292-293). 

Two proverbs collected in the early twentieth century by Chief I. O. Delano, a Yoruba, 

also seem to be based on the uncontested status of the leopard: 

                                                 
9 The lion is known only in the northern area of Yorubaland. It is not found in the south. 
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Bi aja r’oju ekun a paroro. When a dog sees a leopard’s face it will be silent, 
meaning, when a man is in the presence of his superiors, he is careful of his 
behavior (1966: 57). 

Gbanga di ekun, kedere be e wo. When the leopard is at large, he will be seen by 
everyone (Delano 1966: 70). 

The oriki or praise poem is the best known form of Yoruba literature and one of 

great power. Barber describes oriki as “…compact and evocative, enigmatic and arresting 

formulations, utterances which are believed to capture the essential qualities of their 

subjects and by being uttered, to evoke them." (Barber 1991: 1) 

Oriki may be composed and sung for humans, animals, gods, or even objects. Their 

purpose is not “narrative or descriptive” but they are crucial in making the human and 

spiritual relationships that make up the Yoruba world. Karin Barber suggests “they reveal 

connections and hidden faces in society that would not otherwise be accessible” (1991: 2) 

John Pemberton states that “their references are often allusive and obscure.” (1996: 9)  

The idea of evocation through invocation suggests that the performance of "oriki … 

actually effects changes of state.” As Barber states, recitation of oriki seem to awake 

one’s:  

potential powers and expand the social space he occupies. The spiritual world is 
translated into the human world, brought in and localized; but this implies not 
domestication so much as an intensification of the powers of the spiritual beings…. 
they are felt to encapsulate, in compressed and concentrated form, the very essence 
of their subjects' nature. They hold the secret of the subject - the principles of its 
being - and the utterance releases its true power. Oriki ...open channels between 
beings through which powers can pass and potentials emerge. (1991: 78)  

Balogun (warchief) Ibikunle of Ibadan, who served in that capacity from 1851-

1864, was considered to be the greatest and most successful warlord of his era. At the 

time he manipulated power, Ibadan was one of the most powerful states to develop after 

the fall of Old Oyo and was home to many great warriors. Ibikunle possessed the largest 
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compound and had the most children in his town of Ayeye. His oriki speaks of his 

capability: his assuredness, his great wealth, imposing physical statue, boldness, courage 

and aggressive destructiveness (Falola and Oguntomisin 2001: 35-36). He is compared to 

mighty, powerful, “only one of its kind” animals:10 

Formidable as a massive wooden door 
Most senior chief of war 
Capable of cutting anybody down to size 
Great warrior chieftain 
As sure of himself as the dawn itself. 
He does what pleases him like the Almighty 
He has money to spend as he likes; 
He is so bold that it means nothing to him 
To carry a message of war; 
He is so brave that he could challenge anyone to a fight. 
In the midst of battle, his eyes are always bloodshot; 
Looking as red as the hottest charcoal. 
This hefty man, this well-built man 
Who always looks like a very fierce leopard. 
They said he should not camp in the forest; 
This Balogun camped in the forest and  
Destroyed the forest 
They said he should not camp in the plains;’ 
This Balogun camped  in the plains, and 
Destroyed the plains as easily as one would  
Destroy a piece of cloth. 
Only one of its kind is this elephant that 
Shakes the forest; 
But Ibikunle said the forest alone is not 
big enough for him to shake; 
 Like the only one of his kind, 
He would be the elephant that would shake 
The whole wide world; 
A heavy chain cannot hold an elephant down; 
There is no stump that can stop the  
Elephant on his way 
For the stump that gets in the elephant’s path 
Will surely be uprooted by the elephant.  
He who stands in the way of the elephant is 
Risking certain death 

                                                 
10 He was called “Lion and master of the Ibadan war camp.” (Falola and Oguntomisin 2001: 36) 
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A giant of a man is he;  
(Falola and Oguntomisin 2001: 36) 

The elephant is a royal referent but can obviously be used to signify chiefs and 

other big men, unlike leopard imagery. He “is” the elephant, but he cannot “be” the 

leopard, for he is not a king. He can only “look” like a leopard, or rather, act like a king. 

During the wars of the nineteenth century many warlords attained so much wealth and 

prestige that they weakened the power of the oba in some states. (Barber 1991:320). It 

would be to the advantage of such a powerful man, as well as an accolade for his many 

achievements, to be linked through his oriki to the attributes and spiritual force of these 

two paramount animals, particularly the leopard. His reputation would be greatly 

enhanced and he would be thought to be invincible. 

Although the oba is known “to be” the leopard and to possess its qualities, it is 

dangerous to evoke too often those characteristics. To do so, would upset the balance 

important to Yoruba thought and culture; for, in Yoruba belief, to say a name out loud  -

be it that of any object, such as trees, stones, animals or humans - is to bring that thing 

into “actual existence.” To utter a name is to call forth its powerful spirit (Prince 1960: 

65-66). 

Few published oriki can be found that compare the oba to a leopard. The two below 

are for a dynasty of obas, the Olokukus of Okuku, who have been dead for many years. 

The first oriki is to the succession of Olokukus: 

I am greeting Oranyan, king of the Yorubas. 
I am greeting Oladile, king of Kokin. 
I am greeting Otinkare Oluronke. 
Oluronke is not too tall and not too short. 
A moderate oba 
Son of Oladile, oba of Kokin, 
They are both related to Alara. 
They came to live on the banks of the river Otin 
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Where they reigned at Okuku after the fall of Kokin. 
After him reigned Ijaoye, a powerful king. 
Who made the mountains stay in one place. 
Ojo Alao – an oba with magic powers 
Who turned himself into a leopard 
Who turned himself into a snake 
Who turned himself into a chameleon. 
Adeoba Akanni Okunoye 
He built a beautiful palace that faced Otin River. 
Adoba! 
(Beier 1982: 40) 

Here the oriki alludes to the mystical powers of the Olokuku, who turns himself 

into significant animals – leopard, snake, chameleon – and uses their powers to enhance 

his position and therefore, the kingdom. 

The second Okuku oriki is to the Iya Ade, the “mother crown of the Olokuku.” It 

refers to Oba Olugbegbe who in war had been as successful as the leopard. These oriki 

are based on perceived historical events: 

Olugbegbe child of the king of Ara 
Child of the king of Ijero 
In the war of Aiyede 
He became leopard and gabon viper! 
Adeoba succeeded him 
Adeoba known as Oluronke 
Oluronke of mighty Otin river. 
A king who carried swiftness in his soul. 
When the child stumbled in the courtyard 
His father exclaimed ‘ha!’ in the back yard 
Thinking his child had fallen face down. 
He was ignorant of the dramatic feat 
His child had performed in his fall. 
However long the chameleon’s boundary is,  
It is too short for the head tie. 
The king ordered the head tie to be long. 
If it is a matter of length 
It is the king who orders one to be long. 
If it is a matter of height 
It is the king who orders one to be high. 
The king is but of moderated height 
But his arm is arched round the horse’s neck. 
He stands erect, breast to breast with mountains 
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He is the one we call Adeoba 
Husband of Agbejo.  
(Beier 1982: 5) 

Again the oba becomes the powerful leopard and the poisonous gabon viper. In 

each of these oriki, the oba is a powerful warrior and as such the nature of the leopard 

and the snake are called into play to aggrandize the actual power of the king.  

In Okuku, as in many Yoruba states, the obaship was never secure. Although 

endowed on his installation with “mystical attributes,” his status was often challenged by 

chiefs and “big men” and the king had to garner support to maintain his position. 

Maintaining his position could be a struggle. It should be noted that Olugbegbe, the 

subject of the above oriki, was overthrown by his chiefs (Barber 1991: 192-193).  

In the 1930s in the military-established Kingdom of Ayede in the Ekiti province, 

the Ata (king) Gabriel Osho, became too autocratic, too “high-handed” in his manner, 

arresting people for unwarranted infractions, and ignoring his town chiefs and advisors. 

In his oriki, he is praised for his “hot, dangerous and unlimited power: 

Leopard, who scrutinizes restlessly, 
Who eats fire, 
Who eats sun.  
(Apter 1992: 82) 

This “leopard” was eventually overthrown by a chief, with the consent of the 

townspeople, and the former ata was exiled (Apter 1992:78-82). 

Palaces 

Imagery in Yoruba art and architecture alludes to the power of the oba’s reign. His 

afin (palace) was by far the most significant work that visually spoke of the kingdom’s 

status (Figure 4). The most skilled artists and craftsman were employed in all centers to 

work within the palace to create carved doors, house posts, murals and other items 
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necessary to uphold the position of the oba. G. J. Afolabi Ojo states that, “The oba [is] 

the principal occupant of the afin which in its entirety was meant to provide for his needs 

and comfort and to preserve him in the privacy and sanctity which accorded with his 

divine position” (Ojo 1966: 67). Interestingly, in Akure the oba’s occupancy of the afin is 

compared to the leopard: “the offspring of the leopard who strides unrestrictedly 

everywhere in the palace” (Ojo 1966: 67). 

Traditionally, Yoruba walled afins were situated in or as close to the center of town 

as possible, usually on an elevated and flat site. All other houses and buildings in the 

town were constructed and located in relationship to the palace. The central marketplace 

or king’s market usually abutted the palace walls, and all roads and paths led into the 

town center. In addition, there was usually a large forest area within the palace walls that 

could provide, among other things, a place for medicinal plants to be grown, for hunting 

and farming, and for the burial place of previous obas (Ojo 1966: 35-38). 

Yoruba palaces were made up of many rooms and courtyards, each having a 

specific function, the largest courtyard in which the public would gather for festivals and 

celebrations was located near the market. The reception room, which contains the king’s 

throne, was the only room accessible to those other than the royal family. Its walls were 

hung with animal skins (lion and leopard), elephant tusks, and other items symbolizing 

the authority and superiority of the oba” (Ojo 1968: 70).  

Within the afin, carved doors (Figure 5) rich in detail and imagery, were thematic, 

representing the life of the kingdom. Interestingly, leopards were seldom represented on 

these doors. Instead, the usual door refers to the power of the oba and the sources of his 

strength – the human community, images of men and women, warriors, hunters, and 
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symbols of the orisha (Lawal 1996:16). There are exceptions. This door from Ikure has 

carved in the lower right panel, a leopard attacking another animal, a pose frequently 

found on Oloko masks and other art works from the northeast area of Yorubaland. The 

imagery may represent the Kingdom overcoming a foe. 

Wooden house posts, found in the various courtyards of the afin, do not have as a 

subject representations of leopards. The most common images are men on horseback, 

which symbolizes the oba’s military might, and figures of women, either kneeling in 

supplication or standing behind the seated king, indicators of the power of women that 

under girds and supports the oba’s reign.  

According to Ojo, murals on the mud-plastered walls of afins often represent 

“animals and objects connected with the divinity of the obas.” These include elephants, 

ostriches and lions that signify majesty, and monkeys and snakes that symbolize wisdom. 

Ojo states that such murals were often painted in brilliant colors and repainted before 

important festivals (1968: 70). A mural created by Salami Alabide sometime around 1915 

at the main entrance gate of the palace in Oyo is somewhat different (Figure 6). Figures 

relating to kingship have been carved into the mud wall and painted black, the 

predominate figures being elephants, leopards, umbrellas, birds, monkeys, and swords. 

“A portion of the mural faces the kobi, or extended porch, used by the oba to cover and 

separate him from his people” (Bowen 1977: 42). 

In addition to murals, doors, and houseposts, mud sculptures were incorporated into 

palace designs. Subjects include human beings and animals that alluded to the “power, 

authority and wisdom” of the oba, such as the elephant, leopard, lion and snake (Ojo 

1966: 61). As Ojo states, “Artists saw a connection between the obas and these animals 
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and were inspired to represent them among the architectural designs of the palaces” 

(1966:61). 

Babatunde Lawal emphasizes that these sculptural representations are not merely 

decoration because  

no other person, save a few highly placed chiefs and priests could make use of such 
sculpture in a similar manner without being accused of impersonation or 
profanation. For the sculptural program of the palace not only underscores the 
oba’s position as a divine being, it also objectifies to the collective aspirations of 
the kingdom. The motifs are those found in orisha shrines - drummers, hunters, 
warriors, priests, worshippers, mother-and child figures, - a cross section of the 
society (Lawal 1976:361). 

As the visible symbol of the deity among the Yorubas, the oba was the high priest 

of the kingdom. Accepted as a divine person and too sacred to be seen by his people, his 

movements were restricted within the confines of the walled afin except on rare 

occasions in which he presided over important ceremonies.   

Royal Paraphernalia 

Only obas descended from Oduduwa are allowed to wear the “fringed” beaded 

crown, the sacred symbol of kingship and a visual sign of his power and authority. Birds 

are the predominate image on the crown, said to represent the power of women who are 

called on to assist the king. The crown is highly charged with power. Packets of powerful 

medicine are placed at its point. Leopard imagery is never seen on beaded crowns. In 

Ibadan, one of the most powerful city states in the nineteenth century, the king is not 

allowed the beaded crown for his title stems from military conquest (Beier 1982: 7). In 

instances such as this, special caps are worn. In Ede, a town that was an important 

“frontier post” for Oyo, and which became an independent kingdom after Oyo’s fall, the 

Timi of Ede, its titular head, is referred to as an oba and wears a leopard skin cap (Figure 
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7) or a silver helmet when sitting in state (Beier 1972: 8). However, among the Yoruba in 

general, leopard imagery is not a dominant theme in royal paraphernalia.  

Altars and Shrines 

Divination 

When Odua [Oduduwa] was king of Ife, Olokun was his wife, and Orunmila was 
her lover. Orunmila consulted the diviners to learn what he should do so that Odua 
would not catch him with his wife. The diviner told him sacrifice a pigeon, a fowl, 
camwood, chalk and charcoal. They took a knife and cut three incisions in his skin, 
rubbing one of the three powders into each of the cuts. Then they told him he could 
continue to sleep with Olokun without fearing anything. 

One day Orunmila and Olokun overslept, and Odua came upon them at dawn. But 
Eshu, to whom the sacrifice had been made, came to Orunmila’s aid; he spoiled 
Odua’s eyesight so that Odua thought Orunmila was a leopard. Odua ran away in 
fright and Orunmila returned home safely. Orunmila began to praise the diviners 
who had protected him, saying that what they had said had come true. 

After that, as long as he lived, he spotted himself annually like a leopard, and since 
his time, Araba has done the same (Bascom 1969: 97).  

Araba is the head babalawo (diviner) in the court of the Oni of Ife and serves as the 

head of the Awoni, a “special institution” found only in Ife. The myth from Ife is an 

integral part of the Egbodo Oni, the festival of “new yams of the king” in which the 

Araba spots himself like a leopard on the sixth day of the festival (Bascom 1969: 91-

102). 

References to leopards are found in Odù verses of Ifa divination poetry. As visual 

images, leopards appear on only a few opon ifa (divination trays), presumably those 

owned by royalty. Deciphering the iconography on divination trays and other Yoruba 

carvings can be perplexing, particularly in regards to four legged animals with long tails 

(Figures 8 and 9). Many of these quadrupeds have patterned bodies that could be 

interpreted as leopard spots, and occasionally, fangs may be discerned. However, it is 

most likely that many or most of these quadrupeds represent dogs, an animal special to 

 



23 

Ogun, Shango and Eshu, or perhaps a pangolin with scaly skin (Witte 1994: 63-64). 

Dogs, which are a common image in Yoruba art, can also be found on house posts, palace 

doors, masks, and divination bowls in addition to opon ifa.  

There seems to be no sure criterion for interpreting the iconography on the carved 

borders of divination trays. Henry Drewal and Margaret Drewal suggest that the diverse 

images found on the trays serve to link the composition to the Yoruba worldview. The 

Drewals specify that 

no narrative links these diverse depictions, rather they convey the myriad 
autonomous forces operating in the Yoruba cosmos and those affecting the diviner 
and this clients. Aside from the reference to the divine mediator Eshu in one or 
more frontal faces or in profile, other portions of the carved border may refer to 
leadership, various occupations, sacrificial offerings, themes of fecundity and so 
forth. (1987: 246-247)  

The representation of a leopard on a divination tray, then, would have no 

cosmological significance but perhaps serves to indicate that it had been commissioned 

by a member of a royal family. 

The divination tray seen in Figure 8 is from the region of Efon-Alaiye, a carving 

center in Ekiti and the home of one of the most renowned of Yoruba carvers, Olowe of 

Ise. Robert Farris Thompson compares the technique of this tray to that of the palace 

doors of the Alaiye of Efon citing many similarities in the designs of the two items. For 

example, the rope-like design divides one frame from the other (Thompson 1976: 5/4). 

Since the interlace motif is often associated with royalty, this perhaps indicates that it 

could have been carved for the king or a member of the royal family. In addition, a 

quadruped located in the lower right quadrant could easily be translated as a leopard with 

its tail extended over its back, and diamond shapes on its body indicative of leopard 

patterning. Still another leadership symbol on this skillfully carved piece is the equestrian 
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figure, which alludes to military might. In toto, then, these images suggest the opon ifa 

was commissioned for use in the royal family or for use in the afin. 

Another example of a divination tray is from the Osogbo-Erin-Ilobu region (Figure 

9). This circular tray differs in carving style from the opon ifa from Efon-Alaiye. A face 

of Eshu is located opposite a geometric pattern, which Hans Witte believes represents a 

tortoise shell, a reference to either Eshu or Orunmila. The remaining space on the border 

is filled with a procession of animals. Their somewhat naturalistic portrayal makes it 

easier to determine most of the species on this tray. From the top left, there are two 

quadrupeds, a hare, a leopard made obvious by its pronounced spots, followed by a 

pangolin. At the bottom is the geometric pattern and to its right a human figure that Witte 

interprets as either Eshu or perhaps Sopanna, the orisha of smallpox. Further images, 

moving clockwise, include a bird, a tortoise, another hare, another bird, a scorpion, and 

another tortoise. Witte asserts that the carver merely wanted to represent as many animals 

as possible, hence this asymmetrical design (1978: 50). 

When casting divination, the babalawo uses sixteen palm nuts sacred to Ifa. The 

nuts are kept in a wooden cup (agere ifa) that is traditionally supported by a carved figure 

or a group of figures, many kneeling in supplication. One such bowl was carved, 

according to Thompson, in the Porto Novo region in the late nineteenth century (Figure 

10). The five figures holding up this cup are kneeling or playing bata drums associated 

with Shango. The cup is painted in multicolor and on its lid a leopard shares the space 

with a figure that folds its hands in deference to the leopard (1971: 5/4). Although 

leopards are found on agere ifa, the most common representations on these cups are of 
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kneeling human figures. This particular cup may have been commissioned by a member 

of the royal family. 

Although it is not a requirement, leopard images may occasionally be carved on 

divination bowls (opon igede) used to hold the paraphernalia needed for divination by the 

babalawo. As with opon ifa, the bowls have no set iconography and the selection of 

imagery refers to the forces of the Yoruba universe resting in harmony. The leopard on 

the bowl in the Harn collection (Figure 11) could merely have been the choice of the 

carver and his patron, or the standing leopard flanked by two reclining figures could be a 

visual representation of the balance between bush/village, hot/cool, aggressive/calm, or 

spirit world/human world (Poynor 1995: 98-101). 

Altars and Shrines of Orisha 

The altar is a place at which the spirit world and the human world become one. 

Called ojubo (face of worship or sacrifice), the concept of its being a place at which two 

worlds view each other is suggested, a place of spiritual contact. Each orisha will be 

honored with an altar. Some orisha can be expected to be symbolized by certain images 

and specific animals may be associated with some.  

Shango, the god of thunder, is one of the few orisha visibly associated with the 

leopard. Historically, Shango is the fourth oba of Oyo, a tyrant who abused his powers as 

the Alafin and a king devoted to war. Leopard imagery associated with Shango refers to 

two aspects of his being: royalty and temperament. Not only is Shango a royal personage, 

but he is a hot and aggressive god. Shango’s use of lightning is a destructive and violent 

force that strikes quickly and devastatingly. The leopard is considered a “hot” animal 

related to aggressive power, one that strikes with unmerciful speed.  

An oriki to Shango from Nigeria and Republic of Benin reads: 
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Lord of twins 
Master of Knowledge, brilliant eye 
He splits the skies. 

He split's the liar's wall superbly 
Masker from the other world, for whom we roll out the  
mortar [as throne] 
Water by the side of fire in the middle of the sky 
My lord kills six with a single thunder-stone. 
He mounts the head of bodyguard Moshe and goes 
Strong person, leopard spotted, like Orisha Obaluaiye 
Leopard Father of the King of Ede 
White sky, sign of richness 
Owner of the terrifying thunder waller 
Owner of laba [wallets] filled with ase, like seasoned  
 warrior 
Leopard on the hill. 
Storm on the edge of the knife 
He carries fire on his head into the house of the liar. 
Victorious Shere [rattle associated with Shango] 
Superlative Oshe [dance wand] 
Flash of a leopard's eye can set a roof on fire 
Against the unknown, let us do things together 
Swift king, appearing like the evening moon 
I have an assassin as a lover. 

Stalwart, like Oshe. 
(Thompson 1993: 233-234) 

In this oriki, Shango’s iwa (essential character) and violent personality become 

apparent. The leopard imagery repeated three times reiterates the aggressive and 

dangerous power associated with this macho god. 

The power of the verbal oriki is translated into visual language in some shrines. On 

a wall in the Shango shrine in Pobe, Republic of Benin (Fig 12), paintings of two leopard 

figures, along with those of an antelope, lizards and snakes stand out..11  These animals 

figure prominently in oriki to Shango (Fagg and Pemberton 1982: 144), and, in many 

                                                 
11 Wall paintings are rare among the Yoruba. This may be due to the impermanence of paints used. 
Typically, if the painting is on the interior of an orisha’s shrine it can last for an extended period of time. 
(Beier 1960: 36-37) 
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oriki, Shango is likened to a leopard. “The leopard has water, but bathes in blood” a 

praise poem for Shango and for Ogun, the god of iron and war, suggests the fearsome and 

aggressive nature of the leopard to these two powerful and macho gods. 

Altars within Shango shrines (ojubo Shango) contain a collection of ritual items. 

Thunderstones (edan ara) are stored in a calabash considered “the place of power,” 

which is placed on an inverted wooden mortar (odo Shango) carved with images related 

to Shango (Figure13). The mortars are similar to those used to pound yams. Before each 

annual festival, the odo is painted with indigo, camwood and chalk. During the festival, 

sacrifices are made over the filled calabash as it rests on the odo. An odo from the 

Igbomina, Oro area, depicts among its images the carved face of a Shango priest flanked 

on one side by the staff of Shango and animals connected with the orisha–lizard, snake 

and tortoise. On the other side, the stylized figure of a leopard pounces on an antelope, an 

image common in this area of northeastern Yorubaland (Fagg and Pemberton 1982: 144). 

The leopard serves again as a reference to the royal warrior Shango, and to his hot nature 

and aggressive demeanor.  

In 1910, in the Agbeni Shango shrine in Ibadan, Leo Frobenius, the German 
ethnographer observed and documented sixteen caryatids “sculpted with horsemen, 
men climbing trees, monkeys, women, gods and all sorts of mythological carved 
works” (Figure 14) (Frobenius 1910: 47). Four of the posts are still standing, their 
figures painted with white spots (Wolff 1998: 36-43). The spotted patterning means 
that the figures, in the service of Shango, have “turned into leopards fighting” for 
their thunder king (Thompson 1993: 239).  

Such patterns of spots, or dots and dashes, referred to as finfin, are Yoruba devices 

that “divide” space. Such patterns may be imbued with a spiritual or sacred purpose that 

“conveys transformation and transcendence of worldly entities united with otherworldly 

forces” (Drewal and Mason 1998:78). John Mason states that “The finfin are often 

associated with the spots of the leopard,” who is not only able to see in the dark, but as 
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lord of the forest has links to the “other world” and is the “ultimate avatar of 

transformation” (Drewal and Mason 1998: 78; Drewal and Mason 1997: 346).  

Shango’s relationship to the leopard stems not only from the fact that he is royal 

and a warrior, but also from his violent and stormy personality, a fearless and merciless 

orisha, transformed from an oba, ready to pounce on his prey.  

While Oshun (Osun), one of Shango’s wives, is regaled as the beautiful orisha of 

sweetness and love, she is at the same time the wife of Orunmila and as such is the 

female counterpoint to the leopard and one who gives birth to leopards (Thompson 1993: 

206-211).  

Grant us the destiny of the leopard 
In the house of my mother, the river. 
Royal wives give birth to stalwart leopards. 
(Thompson 1993:210) 

In Oshogbo, a town devoted to Oshun, her “followers dot themselves with spots, 

transforming themselves into fighting leopards” (Thompson 1993: 211). Images in the 

Oshun shrine are also dotted with these devices (Figure 15). 

Not only paired with Shango, Oshun is linked as well to Orunmila, the god of 

order. She is referred to as an amotekun, “one who knows the leopard’s secret” and is 

considered “paired by gender” with Orunmila as his female counterpart. At her altar 

(Figure 16) in Oshogbo, Oshun’s staffs, given to her by Orunmila, frame an image of a 

large tiger, perceived by the Yoruba to represent a leopard (Thompson 1993:209). Below 

the staffs, a brass fan for Oshun, alludes to the “red” associated with both the orisha and 

the leopard. 

Ogun, as warrior and hunter, and as a descendent of Oduduwa, possesses many of 
the traits attributed to the leopard. In spite of this connection, the Yoruba of Nigeria 
do not seem to make a direct visual or verbal connection of leopard imagery to this 
“hot” god. His violent and aggressive nature, coupled with his fondness for 
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bloodshed, are qualities shared with the leopard. Devotees of Ogun who descend 
from Yoruba slaves in Cuba do make a connection between the two, and there his 
followers paint themselves with spots, turning themselves conceptually into 
leopards (Drewal and Mason 1997: 342-349). 

Masquerades 

While leopard imagery does not predominate in palace or religious art, it is more 

common in the art of the people, in masquerades. In each masking tradition, the images 

are bestowed with meaning, sometimes specific, often open for interpretation, and 

occasionally alluding to hunters and to royalty  in reference to the “dangerous and 

unpredictable power of the leopard.” The most prevalent masquerades that include 

leopard imagery are Epa, Gelede and Egungun. 

Epa 

Epa masquerades are performed in the Ekiti area of Yorubaland. Epa masks, 

regardless of its type, are constructed into two parts, the lower (iloko) is always carved 

the same and is considered sacred. 12 It is a simple, abstracted Janus-faced helmet with 

large eyes. The superstructure of the mask is usually  carved with a variety of figures and 

is secular. This superstructure serves as a record of episodes in the area’s history and to 

conceptualize aspects of the social community – the hierarchy of masks alluding to kings, 

chiefs, leaders, warriors, priests and to the role of women (Eyo 1977: 164).  

On some of the masks, leopard imagery is significant. The mask Oloko (aguru 

epa), often translated as meaning “Lord of the Farm.” is commemorative of “an 

important man,” but the superstructure of the Oloko mask displays not a man but a 

leopard with its front paws “surmounting an antelope” (Figure 17). 

                                                 
12 There are three types of motifs on the superstructure of Epa masks: 1)mothers with children; 2) warrior 
motifs which include equestrians and leopards; and, 3) motifs associated with Osanyin, the god of medicine 
(Ojo 1978: 458-468). 
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A priest of Epa at Ipoti-Ekiti told Robert Farris Thompson that: 

The Oloko is a warrior. During the life of Oloko, whenever there was a war, this 
man would be the ringleader. Under his command, they would be able to kill as 
many of the enemy as possible. It happened that when the man died, the elders felt 
there should be a memorial carved for him. And so the Oloko mask remains with 
us" (Thompson 1976: 9/5).   

Another account of the meaning of Oloko was given to Thompson by R.K. Olajide 

during the same time period at Etan-Ilorin, northeast of Ipoti: 

About Oloko: the founder of this town was a warrior. During the war against our 
enemies he fought bravely and defeated them. When he returned, he called the 
people together. “You have sent me to war,” he said, “and I have fought with the 
enemy.” He told them they should make, as a memorial, an Oloko. It took the shape 
of a leopard because the man was a hunter.  The leopard is very ferocious in the 
bush and he captures animals.  As Oloko is shown capturing an antelope, so the 
warrior captured plenty of prisoners.  So Oloko stands for a very fierce hunter and 
someone who kills, you call him Epa, like the verb to kill, pa. This was the name I 
grew up to know. (Thompson 1976: 9/5) 

The leopard is metaphorically connected with war. In the sixteenth century onwards 

the Ekiti region was rife with war and invasion by “various armies, including Benin” 

(Ojo 1978:462). The wars continued into the nineteenth century.  

The war theme is emphasized by the weapons carried by participating warriors, the 

names of the headpieces, the singing of war songs accompanied by instruments and 

drums. In recent times they are used in Oloko ceremonies and during Ogun festivals. 

“These echoes of war in Epa-type masquerade and other rituals in Ekiti (and Igbomina) 

can be regarded as reflections of the wars waged against the people of the area…” (Ojo 

1978: 462). 

Performing Epa should help fight off Ekiti’s enemy.  

The words Ologun ba an ja occur in a song whose refrain is Eran oni l’ekun ije, 
“The leopard eats its own prey.” …. An analogy can be made between its fighting 
attributes and the fighting qualities the performers wish for (Ojo 1978: 463).  
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There is a direct link between these motifs (the warrior, the leopard) and Ogun. 

William Fagg says dogs were sacrificed to the Oloko masks, the sacrificial animal of 

Ogun (Fagg 1951: 116). Attributes of leopards are desirable for those whose history 

includes constant warfare and instability, for “the leopard has claws and teeth with which 

to fight and that they are better than horns and teeth” (Ojo 1978: 468). 

While the intention of Oloko has to do primarily with warriors, warfare, and thus 

with Ogun, the Epa masks refer to royalty, as well as to the ferociousness of a warrior. 

During the performance of the Epa Oloko masquerade, the dancer leaps in front of 

an audience of chiefs onto a small mound of earth. The portrayal of the leopard attacking 

the antelope on the mask is acted out with the leap of the dancer, the “leopard’s leap 

suggests the warrior’s attack.” While peoples of the Ekiti towns of Otun and Erinmope 

distinguish between the mask representing Oloko, the leopard, and Ologun, the warrior, 

(Figure 18) in some communities the Oloko mask and Ologun are in fact interchangeable 

attributes of the ferocious leopard  -- its teeth, claws and skin identified with the warrior’s 

dress (Pemberton 1989: 194).  

In masks of Oloko, dual references to farming and hunting change in some 

communities to references to the hunter and warrior. In each case, however, Oloko refers 

to those activities -- farming, hunting, fighting --in which humanity asserts its control 

over nature for its own ends (Pemberton 1989: 197), and within all of these 

understandings lies the concept of leopard as king as well.  

Gelede 

In the southwestern kingdoms of the Yoruba, Gelede masquerades are performed to 

celebrate and honor the powerful “Mothers” as a way of helping the community and may 

be performed at any time needed. The powers of the “Mothers” are considered to be 
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equal to those of the orisha’s which can be used to the detriment of the community in 

which case they are considered “witch” power. In southwest Yorubaland, the belief is 

that these “Mothers” can be cajoled and placated with the presentation of a spectacle so 

beautiful that they will use their powers for the good of the community. The collective of 

female orisha, ancestors and living women are referred to respectfully as “our Mothers.” 

Usually performances of the lavish entertainment for the “Mothers” are held in the 

marketplace located in the center of town, a “metaphor for the world” and a place where 

other world spirits communicate with humans (Drewal and Drewal 1990: 10). Motifs 

used on Gelede headdresses include numerous animals, birds, plants and humans as well 

as images of man-made objects.  

The leopard is one of the most popular of animal motifs used in Gelede (Lawal 

1996: 244). During the annual festival of Odun Gelede, one of the most elaborate of 

Gelede performances begins with an all night festival, Efe. The star of the evening and 

last performer is the Oro Efe mask. Lawal reports that “the Efe mask in his bulky 

multicolored costume recalls the image of a Yoruba king in full regalia.” The 

superstructure of the headdress in Figure 19 depicts a leopard, gray parrot, two machetes, 

and a crescent moon, which are found on most Oro Efe masks (Lawal 1996:112).  

Oro Efe is masculine and aggressive and references to Ogun and warriors are 

emphatic. The leopard image signifies the “sacred leadership of kings, chiefs and priest” 

and its role as king of the night, played out only through the consent of the female 

“Mothers” (Drewal and Drewal 1990:101).  

During the course of the evening, as Oro Efe performs, the performer will dip his 

head to allow the “leopard and parrot to communicate directly with the audience” (Lawal 
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1996:110). Oriki, praising “all-the-powers-that-be,” are sung by the maskers, ending with 

an oriki featuring Oro Efe’s own worthwhile attributes: 

If a child sees a leopard, he will forget all about a matchet. 
If an adult sees a leopard, he will forget all about a gun. 
There is no animal like the leopard. 
I, Alabi, the knower of secrets, am here. 
Everything is under my control, just as a lion uses its urine to cast a spell in the 
forest, 
The elephant is a king among animals. 
There is nothing like a small snake. 
I am the senior historian. 
My father, Osefegbayi, Oseni Logo 
Was a force to be reckoned with among Ketu performers, 
Offspring of Gelede who ascended the throne at Ohori Ile, 
The one with brass bracelets and anklets, 
Brass ornaments jingle rhythmically. 
(Lawal 1996: 125)  

The leopard motif (according to an informant of Lawal) signifies the proverb  

the cautious gait of the leopard is not an act of cowardice; whoever defies the king 
will be totally crushed” which can be interpreted that it “signifies the divine 
authority of Iya Nla (Great Mother), investing the Efe with the prerogative to speak 
the mind of the community and criticize anybody, however important (including 
the oba) without any fear of personal reprisal. (Lawal 1996: 244) 

The combined symbols of Ogun’s machetes, the leopard and the parrot “proclaims 

the Gelede[society] crusade for a just and humane society…” (Lawal 1996: 253).  

Leopards appear on other types of Gelede masks (Figure 20) whose meaning are 

open for interpretation. A mask with a leopard, representing royalty, and a snake, 

representing the earth, could possibly mean, according to Drewal, that “the earth does not 

discriminate, and ultimately conquers.” (Assuming the Guise 1991: 38) 

Egungun 

Egungun refers both to “diverse spirits” (ara orun), and to a masquerade for the 

ancestors performed throughout Yorubaland  These masquerades not only are the most 

widespread, but they are performed throughout the year. The cloths and materials used to 
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make the often spectacular costumes are important. For example, a richly textured cloth 

might indicate prestige for the family who is honoring their ancestors and could take on 

“a supernatural aura.” The cloth ties the spirit of Egungun to the world of the living by 

creating in essence “a cage of fabric” (Wolff 1982: 66). Many of the attachments such as 

feathers, raffia, animal skins (snake, leopard, crocodile) and horns are “a visible 

manifestation of the power of the masquerade and the male lineage ancestors” (Drewal 

1979:193f). 

Leopards are not uncommon as motifs in Egungun costumes and masks. Hunters’ 

masquerades can be divided into two types, the ode ‘laabo, (one with the “gentle 

personality”), or ode ijanjuku, (one with the “wild disposition.”) and often use 

representations of leopards. One of the ode ‘laabo type masks, shows two hunters, 

recognized by their special hunter’s cap, surrounded by animal figures that “symbolize 

the hunter’s powers over them (Figure 21). “One of these, at the forefront, is a spotted cat 

or leopard (Wolff 1982: 68). 

Idan are Egungun masqueraders “depicting diverse beings” and are performed by 

the Egbado Yoruba. Subjects for idan are broad and can include animals, the most 

common being the horse, cow, lizard, crocodile, tortoise, snake, fish and leopard, as well 

as other references to other spirits and gods in the Yoruba universe, and human 

stereotypes. The masquerader’s body is covered entirely with cloth that often evokes the 

actual skin texture of animals (Drewal and Drewal 1978:34). 

For Leopard, [Figure 22] dark reddish-brown and black velvet serves as his coat 
and contrast with this silver and black painted carved head. He prowls on his hands 
and knees and spins around sometimes playing with his tail. while accompanying 
drummers and women characterize the animal in a short song. (Drewel and Drewal 
1978: 34)  
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Another type of Egungun uses a variety of elaborate and richly textured panels of 

cloth to create a swirling spectacle of color when performed. A costume of this type with 

a small brass leopard attached to its “canopy” belongs to a Yoruba village in the Republic 

of Benin (Figure 23). The Egungun is Apiri-Bi-O-D-Aiye or Brilliant-As-The-Sun-Upon-

the-World. The character represented by the masker is purported to have been a wealthy 

“magician-king” and warrior who wielded much power. The small brass leopard 

represents his strong life-force, the brilliant colors of his costume refer to his value as a 

man (Thompson 1974: 225). 

Kingdom of Owo 

The Yoruba Kingdom of Owo, influenced by its close proximity to Benin, was 

strategically located on the eastern edge of the Yoruba kingdoms and north of the 

Kingdom of Benin. Owo’s location far to the east removed it for the most part from 

conflicts with Dahomey and Oyo, but it’s proximity to Benin placed it in a position of 

susceptibility to that powerful kingdom’s imperialistic thrusts. Owo’s associations with 

Benin seem to have begun by the start of the fifteenth century and the development of 

Owo was dramatically influenced by the powerful Edo Kingdom13 (Poynor 1978: 15).  

An Owo proverb states, “he who kills the leopard sends himself on a trip to Benin,” 

alluding to the payment of tribute by Owo to Benin. While this might indicate that Benin 

probably exerted some authority in certain ways, it does not prove that Owo was under 

the control of Benin (Poynor 1976: 40). Research indicates that Owo was a thriving and 

expanding kingdom on its own. 

                                                 
13 Other Yorubas from this area also claim a close relationship with Benin, either through “trade, conquest 
or royal family connections” (Poynor 1978: 15). 
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The Olowo (ruler) of Owo is praised as the leopard (ekon) (Drewal et al. 1989: 96). 

The leopard was “the symbol of the chief” or “symbolizing the act of being a big man 

with big medicine, one without rivalry from anyone around” (Poynor 1978: 166). 

An ancient Owo terra-cotta sculpture showing a leopard gnawing on a human leg in 

all likelihood represents the Olowo, not the Oba of Benin (Figure 24) and was found 

during excavation near a terra-cotta basket filled with ceramic gagged and severed heads.  

The number of grisly works of sculpture depicting sacrifices in different forms is a 

practice that seem to be uniquely Owo’s (Eyo and Willett 1980: 41).Sufficient sacrifice 

was necessary to renew the Olowo’s “strength and magical powers,” and the nearness of 

this symbol of the ultimate in sacrifical goods points to the fact that the Olowo was 

thought to be divine. He was absolute as well, considered the “personification of uku 

(death) itself.” The state of the Olowo reflected the state of the Kingdom. “Daybreak does 

not dawn such that the leopard does not touch blood with his hands” (Drewal et al. 1989: 

96). 

 It is believed Owo was founded about 1210 by Ojubelu, the youngest son of 

Oduduwa, who migrated from Ile-Ife because he had been omitted from his fathers will. 

He died and his oldest son Imade actually founded the city. Archeology binds Owo at an 

early date with Ife (Eyo and Willett 1980: 40), yet Poynor suggests that Owo culture 

appears on the surface to be more Benin than Yoruba, judging from such elements as 

ceremonial costumes and regalia, rituals and ceremonials (1989: 133).  

In 1970 terracotta pieces in the style of Ife were found at a site believed to be at one 

time the sacred grove known as Igbo’Laja, north of the location were legend places the 

original settlement of Owo. (Eyo 1976: 38-39) Representations of gagged human heads 
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dating to around 1435 are stylistically and typologically more in keeping with objects 

excavated in Ife. Other excavated pieces, such as the seated leopard representing a 

powerful oba, seem to be more in keeping with Edo/Benin practice (Poynor 1976: 40-42). 

 Representations of leopards are found on reliefs in ancestral shrines in Owo, 

along with rams, crocodiles, elephants and pythons. and are said to and serve as 

metaphors for the power of the ancestor and to symbolize the chief or the Olowo to whom 

the altar is dedicated. Leopards are usually depicted as ready to pounce, similar to the 

position found on Oloko masks or afin doors (Poynor 1978: 164-167). 

 In the shrine of Oludasa, a hunter is shown firing his gun at a leopard pouncing 

on an antelope (Figure 25). This domination of man over the wild is an important concept 

in African societies. Man takes power over the “uncontrollable forces of nature” (Poynor 

1978: 161). 

A costume of high honor in Owo is the orufanran, a ceremonial costume which the 

Olowo bestows on successful military officers (Figure 26). Made from cotton and red 

flannel, the garment consists of a hat, jacket and skirt that have been cut and sewn to 

resemble the overlapping scales of the pangolin, an animal that in times of danger has the 

ability to escape by rolling into a ball. “This costume alludes to the power and 

invincibility of its wearer through its form, its material and its iconography” (Drewal et 

al. 1989: 103). The orufanran, believed to be of Benin origin, although never specifically 

stated, is worn for special ceremonies and is believed to have come into use during the 

17th century. A similar costume is worn by the Town Chiefs in Benin (Poynor 1989: 139-

140). 
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Ivory carvings attached to the orufanran or ofon are an integral part of the costume 

(Figure 27). These images are very similar to Benin hip masks and sculptural figures.  

Included are “heads of animals, such as leopards, crocodiles, and ram, all of which are 

used in medicines and charms for awure (to bring good luck and riches)” (Drewal et al. 

1989: 109). While these ivories may appear to be Benin in origin, they also show “a 

strong Owo character and Yoruba-derived values in its iconographies and combinations 

of ivories used”14 (Drewal et al. 1989: 109). Similar motifs are found on armlets of ivory 

or brass worn with the ofon to make rattling noises while the ceremonial sword is tossed 

in the air (Figure 28) (Poynor 1978: 150; Poynor 1989: 138-140). 

Conclusion 

It is imprudent to make a generalized statement concerning the use of leopard 

imagery in Yoruba society. Each area of Yorubaland creates art for purposes that relate 

directly to its history and cultural practices.  

It can be said though that leopards are seldom used as a visual reference to the oba, 

exceptions being with murals on afin walls in which a number of animals and symbols 

are painted or sculpted that refer to the power of the oba, and in Owo. In Owo, a Yoruba 

Kingdom with a history that closely links it with Benin, leopards are used in association 

with the Olowo. Many believe this to be because of Edo influence. The deified oba, 

Shango, is praised as a leopard, and images appear in his shrines, as ritual items, wall 

paintings, and spotted sculptural figures who are “leopards” fighting for Shango. These 

religious images layer meanings of royalty with those of warfare. Leopards are hot and 

dangerous, characteristics of Shango. The ideal oba would be one with a cool 

                                                 
14 Owo was noted as a center of ivory carving. 
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temperament, balanced by an inner fire of the leopard. To evoke the leopard through 

either a visual of verbal image might, according to Yoruba beliefs, unleash the aggressive 

power of the leopard. 

Yoruba kingship is not as centralized as that found in the Kingdom of Benin and 

the Kingdom of Dahomey. The divine Yoruba king did not possess sole or absolute 

political power. His power was checked by a series of chiefs, town councils and a society 

of elders. To ignore these authorities would not be tolerated by the people of the Yoruba 

kingdoms.  

At the same time, the image of the leopard remains vital to Yoruba thought and is 

especially pertinent in religious belief. A number of orisha have attributes of the leopard 

and leopard imagery plays a vital role in the art associated with Yoruba altars and other 

paraphernalia manipulated in practices of devotion for these orisha, especially those of 

Shango, Ogun and Oshun.  

While leopard imagery is occasionally used in royal context and is often identified 

with divinity, it is most common in masquerades where it not only represents royalty, 

alluding to families from which the obas are selected, but also refers to hunters and 

warriors, and to the power of the bush. Using leopard metaphors in masquerades calls 

forth first, the power of the warrior, as well as the need for balance in society, a central 

component of Yoruba thought.  

At the level of the “people,” leopard imagery manifests itself in the practice of 

important masquerade traditions that honor the spiritual power of women and powers of 

the ancestors, and that allude to the ideal ordering of the Yoruba community. This is not 
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the case in the nearby Edo Kingdom of Benin whose royal dynasty is said to derive from 

Yoruba. 

 

 

 



CHAPTER 3 
KINGDOM OF BENIN 

History 

The Kingdom of Benin lies to the south and east of the Yoruba Kingdoms (See Edo 

in Figure 1). To give definite boundaries would be difficult. Over the course of its 

history, wars were continually fought with the Yoruba, and Benin expanded its borders 

into neighboring areas. At the height of its power, sometime during the eighteenth 

century, its boundaries extended throughout the Ishan area in the northwest, northeast to 

the Yoruba Kingdoms of Ekiti and Owo, west to Lagos and the Ijebu Kingdom and 

beyond to Dahomey; to the east the Kingdom bordered the Niger River. Bradbury defined 

the scope of the Kingdom “as the area within which the Oba (King) was recognized as 

the sole human arbiter of life and death” (Bradbury 1967: 3). 

Since at best by the early fourteenth century,1  Benin has been ruled by a dynasty of 

Obas, each supported by a hierarchy of chiefs and guilds. At the top were the Uzama, 

seven chiefs believed to be descended from the original rulers of Benin, the Ogiso. Their 

titles were hereditary. Next in line came the Palace Chiefs 2, followed by the Town 

Chiefs3 (Ben-Amos 1995: 13). The villages outside of the capital city, called Edo (Ado) 

or Benin City, were governed by local chiefdoms, but were ultimately under the authority 

                                                 
1 This date is debatable, as are most dates in Benin. Ben-Amos gives the date as early fourteenth century, 
Egharevba as the twelfth century (1170 A.D.).  

2 The Palace Chiefs served as administrators for the Oba. They belonged to one of three palace 
associations: Iwebo, Ibiwe, or Iweguae.(Ben-Amos 1995: 13) 

3 Town Chiefs administered the territories of the Kingdom (Ben-Amos 1995:14) 

41 
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of the Oba. Each village or territory was under the control of a representative in the 

capital city who reported to the Oba and was referred to as “he who salutes the Oba for 

the village” (Bradbury 1957: 41). 

Unlike his Yoruba counterpart, who answered to a system of checks and balances 

and was thus not the sole arbiter of life and death in his realm, the Oba had control over 

the lives of his people in both physical and spiritual dimensions. He, and he alone, had 

the undisputed right to determine life and death. He, too, could affect the outcome of 

events through his control of spiritual forces (Ben-Amos 1999: 70). The Oba’s potential 

to control and turn loose the “threatening power” of supernatural forces was one of his 

most terrifying aspects (Ben-Amos 1999: 80). 

Myth alleges that the current dynasty was founded after the elders of Benin ousted 

the Ogiso (rulers of the sky), the original rulers. The Edo people recognized that a 

capable ruler was necessary to maintain order, and myth further states that the elders (the 

Uzama n’Ihinron) dispatched a representative to Ife to ask Oduduwa, the first Oni, to 

send one of his sons to rule Ado. Oduduwa sent his son Oranmiyan, who upon his arrival, 

married the daughter of a local chief. After the birth of a son, Oranmiyan returned to Ife.4  

His son Eweka became the first Edo-born Oba, fulfilling Oranmiyan’s belief that only 

someone born in Benin could be an effectual ruler of the Kingdom (Egharevba 1968: 5-

7). Thus, the Oranmiyan Dynasty was founded with its roots in Yoruba traditions, a 

dynasty beginning with outsiders brought in to rule at the request of the people. This 

status as “outsiders” set the kings apart from their Edo subjects and enhanced their 

“spiritual and political power” (Ben-Amos 1995: 9-10). 

                                                 
4 Oranmiyan is the prince who, in some histories, is also considered to be the founder of the Yoruba 
Kingdom of Oyo.  
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Early accounts of life in the Kingdom, such as those published by Dapper in 1668, 

observed that “the King of Benin rules in absolute and harsh power… There is no king 

thereabouts who is his equal” (From Dapper 1668 in Blackmun 1991: 29).  

At times, however, this constancy in political and spiritual rule was threatened by 

discord, kindled by struggles for power by high-ranking chiefs. In the late seventeenth 

century an Italian Capuchin monk5  observed: “In the kingdom of Benin no good can be 

done… since it has almost been destroyed by the wars which have been waged among 

these negros: For more than seven years they have been destroying one another” (Ryder 

1969: 114). 

In the context of Benin, the leopard is also a significant icon and although it shares 

underlying meanings with the icon in Yoruba traditions, it has different and perhaps more 

specific meaning among the Edo of the Kingdom of Benin. 

 In light of changes in political thought with the transfer of Yoruba derived 

systems of governance, we can anticipate both continuances and changes in royal 

iconography. As in Yoruba, the leopard remains a royal reference, yet as an image, it is 

much more prevalent in Benin’s iconography and is surprisingly sparse at the non-royal 

level.  

In Benin art and thought, animals considered to be dangerous – the leopard, 

elephant, python, crocodile, and fish eagle - symbolize spiritual power and political 

authority (Ben-Amos 1976: 246). The leopard, without equal in the wilderness, is King 

(Lord) of the Bush. His human counterpart is the Oba, King (Lord) of the Home. (Ben-

Amos 1976: 246-248). In myths and folktales, the leopard was selected as king of the 
                                                 
5 The Capuchin’s mission and purpose for being in Benin was to convert the populace to Christianity. This 
proved to be fruitless. 
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wilderness, not only for its power and beauty, but “also for its good nature and capacity 

to convene and direct an orderly, peaceful meeting of animals” (Ben-Amos 1976: 246-

247). 

Praise Names 

As among the Yoruba, praise songs and proverbs play an emphatic role in 

community values and beliefs that are core to the community, and again, literary 

references for the leopard have royal connotations. 

Praise songs (egbos) and proverbs metaphorically equate the Oba and the Leopard: 

King of the world 
Leopard, King of the world 
King of the world who seizes (one) swiftly 
Leopard who catches its prey in broad daylight.  
(Ben-Amos1983: 51)  

The symbol of the leopard refers not only to the Oba as absolute king, but also 

refers specifically to the Oranmiyan Dynasty. In the fifteenth century, the use of the 

leopard is believed to have come into extensive use with Ewuare the Great who took the 

leopard as his personal symbol.  

Tradition states that before Ewuare the Great became Oba, he was exiled from the 

city of Ado during the time his younger brother ruled. Occasionally, Ewuare would 

secretly visit the City. Once, he was betrayed and escaped from the city with the help of 

his slave Edo6  (Egharevba 1968: 16). 

That night Ewuare slept under a tree and on waking looked up to see a bloody- 

mouthed leopard in the tree’s branches. He jumped up only to discover he had been 

sleeping on top of a snake. After killing both, he planted an ikhimwin tree, “vowing that if 

                                                 
6 It is said that Ewuare named the capital city Edo in his slave’s honor (Egharevba 1968:16). 
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ever he should become Oba of Benin he would make it a place for worshipping the gods 

of his destiny.” Ewuare sacrificed a leopard annually and began a practice continued by 

all Obas to this day (Egharevba 1968: 16). 

Nevadomsky believed that this myth of Ewuare “symbolizes Ewuare’s violent 

seizure of the throne and ultimately his absolute control over the empire” (Nevadomsky 

in Blackmun 1991: 33).  

Ewuare made far-reaching changes in establishing the “patterns of kingship” in 

Benin. It was during his reign that an identifying pattern of scarification was introduced 

in an attempt to stop people escaping from the Kingdom and his demanding rule. 

Blackmun compares the long cuts extending down the torso to the marks made by a 

“leopard clawing its victim” (Blackmun 1991: 33). Thus scarification patterns associated 

with the Kingdom dramatized the image of the leopard and of the enormous power of the 

Oba over the very body of each individual within the Kingdom’s domain. 

In Benin, attributes of the Oba are never directly articulated in human terms. 

Instead, appellations and metaphors referring to his divine status are used: 

Ovbi' Ekpen N'Owa - The son of the Home Leopard (Ebohon 1979: 41) 

Ovbi'Oghonwan nei bun aro - The son of the fearless, who looks without twinkling 
his eyes (Ebohon 1979: 42). 

Olaye, Ogiegbon ogedegun - The King and god on earth that owns the world 
(Ebohon 1979: 43). 

Ovbie no we n'ede gbe - the son of the man who controls both day and night; the 
controller of human lives (Ebohon 1979: 46). 

Oba n’Osa – A king that is god to his subjects (Ebohon 1979: 45) 

Ovbi’ Adolo no dolo Uwa dolo utomwen – The son of the wise judge and peace 
maker who combined wisdom and wealth with long life (Ebohon 1979: 45) 

Ovbi’Ekenekene ma deyo – The son of beauty that never fades (Ebohon 1979:42). 
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Aimien aro ekpen fi ekpen – You can never look the leopard in the eye (Blackmun, 
1991: 31).This refers to the maxim that one is forbidden to look the Oba in the eye.  

When the Oba sleeps he is “ekpen re irhu, the leopard is in the shelter” (Ebohon 
1979: 48).  

If the Oba is sick he is “Uhun V'Ekpen vb' At, the leopard is sick in the wilderness” 
(Ebohon 1979: 50) or, “Oni gb' Edo - Edo has cold” (Ebohon 1979: 50). 

Visual representations of leopards helped to establish these ideas in the minds of 

the populace. A pair of ivory or brass leopards were placed next to the Oba when he sat 

in state (Figure 29). These leopards were also visual reminders of the King’s relationship 

to the other world.7  By linking the Oba with the awesome characteristics of the leopard – 

its physical grace and beauty, its strength, its skill and speed in killing, its fearlessness, its 

indiscriminate choice of victims, its mastery of its domain – he is bestowed with virtues 

important to the crown, helping to confirm his absolute authority over his chiefs and his 

kingdom.  

Palace 

The Oba’s palace is the center of the Benin world. In the fifteenth century, Ewuare 

the Great had the City of Benin burned, then rebuilt, using a plan adapted from the 

Yoruba city states. The palace was built at a central point and wide city streets radiated 

from this core (Ben-Amos 1995: 32-33). Subsequent Kings, on their investiture, added to 

the palace, building new structures while keeping the old. Within the palace walls 

specialized guilds and chiefs organized an annual cycle of rituals. Going to a palace 

ceremony was likened “to going to war” (Ben-Amos 1995: 97).  

                                                 
7 The use of ivory was controlled by the Oba. With every elephant killed, one tusk had to 
go to the Oba. These leopards, believed by Fagg to be nineteenth century copies, were 
carved from five separate tusks Their spots are copper disks, found on smaller ivory 
representations of leopards (Fagg 1963: Plate 48). 

 



47 

An engraving published in Dapper’s accounts of his travels in Benin in the 

seventeenth century (Figure 30) depicts a procession with the Oba astride his horse, 

followed by his entourage. Benin City and the palace are depicted in the background. The 

turrets of the palace8 are each topped with the bird of prophecy, a symbol that harks back 

to the Oba Esigie and his defeat of the Attah of Idah. His chiefs, musicians, attendants 

and two leopards, tamed by the Iriaekpen, the Officer responsible for their care, 

accompany the Oba. 

Dapper stated that the palace was square, 

… and stands at the right side of the town when you enter the gate….It is easily as 
big as the town of Haarlem and enclosed by a wall of its own, similar to the town 
wall. It is divided into many fine palaces houses and rooms for courtiers and it 
contains beautiful long square galleries …some bigger than others, resting on 
wooden pillars, covered from top to bottom with cast copper, on which deeds of 
war and battle scenes are carved…..Most of the palaces and royal houses in the 
court are covered with palm-leaves…and each is adorned with a turret tapering to a 
point, upon which are skillfully wrought copper birds…spreading their wings. 
(Jones, ed. 1998: 11)  

One of those “cast copper” plaques found on the palace pillars represents what may be 

one of the many gates of the palace (Figure 31). The gate is framed by posts supporting 

the roof and turret. The posts are covered with depictions of what must be plaques 

representing the heads of Portuguese soldiers. A large python made of copper slithers 

from the top to the bottom of the turret. A popular image in much of Benin art, the python 

is considered a messenger between Olokun, god of the waters, and the Oba. Like the 

crocodile, the python navigates between the two worlds of land and water and between 

the physical and spirit worlds. Early accounts suggest that the descending python acts as 

a messenger between Osanobua (god of the sky) and the Oba, the power on earth 

                                                 
8 “Similar towers were noticed upon the palace of the Alafin of Oyo during a British mission in 1886…” 
(Read and Dalton 1975: 8). 
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(Duchateau 1993: 64 ). Two leopards guard the doorway, perhaps indicative of the pair of 

ivory leopards that stand in state with the Oba (Figure 29). Flanking the opening are 

attendants – two warriors with shields in their respective left and right hands and staffs in 

the other. Both wear typical beaded necklaces and wrappers, and the warrior on the right 

wears a hip mask that resembles a leopard. On either side of the two warriors, nude 

attendants hold fans. Von Luschan interprets this scene as the changing of the guards at 

the palace. Willett suggests that this perhaps represents an altar space rather than a 

gateway, in which case the two leopards may represent brass aquamaniles (Koloss ed. 

2000: 202) placed on ancestral shrines (Figure 32). 

Brass Plaques 

Over 900 brass plaques were found by the British army when they captured the 

City of Benin during the Punitive Expedition of 1897. A large number of these plaques 

represent historical events, ceremonies and festivals. Court regalia is evident in many. 

Some show animals that are significant to the Oba, hence to the well-being of the 

Kingdom (Ben-Amos 1995: 39-40). The plaques are believed to have been created from 

the late fifteenth century until the early seventeenth century.  

Leopards, as a metaphor for the Oba and his authority, are numerous in Benin art 

and abound on brass plaques, shown both individually and in groupings with other 

figures. Two of the more unusual representations of the leopard are a double-faced 

leopard plaque (Figure 33) and a reclining leopard (Figure 34). Fierce looking with large 

fangs and prominent whiskers, the double-faced leopards are reminiscent of leopard faced 

hip masks worn by warriors and court attendants and are clearly a statement of the Oba’s 

might. The reclining leopard may refer to the tamed leopards raised from cubs for 

sacrificial purposes and could conceivably refer to the King’s ability to control access to 
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the ancestors. What makes this particular plaque unique is the use of low relief for the 

leopard’s body seen partially in profile and modeling of the head in high relief. The more 

common pose for the leopard is in full profile with the tail extended above its back. 

A plaque that depicts a leopard hunt (Figure 35) is considered to be one of the most 

stylistically innovative in which the artist referred to as Master of the Leopard Hunt 

attempts to portray Portuguese hunters in a new type of perspective (Fagg 1963: Plate 

23). The bodies of the five Europeans are shown from the waist up, as if standing in tall 

grass and seen from above. They hunt two leopards which are shown in profile in a more 

traditional perspective. The leopards hide in stylized trees and foliage. Two of the 

Europeans have grabbed the leopards, one by a leg and the other by the tail. Frank Willet 

points out that in Benin art only the Oba is seen holding a leopard by the tail but that 

Europeans were “a new subject not bound by the conventions” (Koloss, ed. 2002: 201). 

The Oba has a special relationship with the leopard, and only the King, in essence, 

could kill leopards. In Benin it was believed that Olokun ruled the waters and divided the 

land into village and bush. The king ruled the kingdom, its villages and the capital, while 

the leopard ruled the bush. As a demonstration of his supremacy over the wilderness, the 

Oba sacrificed a leopard each year.  

The King appointed leopard hunters who became members of a special guild. To 

capture or to kill a leopard was a special honor since the hunting of leopards, as well as of 

elephants, was restricted to only a few chosen through the authority of the Oba. Leopard 

hunters are the subject in five of the palace plaques. Two hunters are depicted in Figure 

36 wearing the special helmets and dress of the hunter. (Koloss 2000: 201) Between the 
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men, two leopards are shown as if captured and trussed for transport to the palace 

(Blackmun 1991: 31).  

 Any leopard killed within the Kingdom’s territory had to be taken to the palace in 

Benin. It was necessary for the hunter to cover the head of the leopard immediately once 

killed, so as not to look into its face, (Talbot 1912: 736) acknowledging the maxim 

Aimien aro ekpen fi ekpen, “you can never look the leopard in the eye.” To look into the 

face of the leopard was to look into the face of the Oba, which was forbidden. (Blackmun 

1991: 31) When a leopard was killed , an “inquest” was held. The inquest master asked 

hunter, “What leopard do you kill?” Asked seven times, the proper answer was, “Ekpen 

n’oha I gbe I ma gb n’owa” meaning “I killed a bush leopard and not a house one.” The 

understanding is that the house leopard is the Oba. A mistake in answering could cost the 

killer his life in the past. If he made no mistakes in his answer, the Oba honored the killer 

with a reward (Blackmun 1991: 31). The body of the leopard was turned over to the 

palace and every part of the leopard was “used by royal specialists for symbolic, 

medicinal and ritual use” (Blackmun 1991: 31). 

A plaque that depicts a nude girl holding a small replica of a leopard on her 

shoulder seems to be an anomaly (Figure 37). Her body is decorated in an intricate 

pattern, and a line is drawn from her mid-forehead to the tip of her nose. Although nude 

male figures are common in Benin and are frequently depicted on plaques, this is the only 

known example of a plaque with a female nude. A plaque similar in style and subject 

depicts a naked boy with a decorative body pattern reminiscent of the girl’s. Dark and 

Fagg believe this to be the female manifestation of the Oba Ohuan when he was Prince 

Odogbo, the only son of Oba Ehengbuda. According to Egharevba, Odogbo was rather 

 



51 

feminine looking when young and many thought him a girl. His father, to quell the 

rumors, had the young prince walk nude with his nude attendants into Benin City to 

disprove the belief, in that people could see that indeed he was a man. (Dark 1983: 87). 

The small leopard on the girl’s shoulder is believed to represent an aquamanile (Figure 

32), used by the Oba during the annual Ugie Erha Obe ceremony to wash his hands 

(Dark 1983: 87). 

 The body pattern has been interpreted by Fagg as body painting, practiced in 

Northern Benin as late as the 1950s when girls came out of seclusion (1958:105; Dark 

1983: 87). The lines down the nose, also found on several human-faced hip masks, are 

believed by Dark to be the “place where the blood of sacrifice is placed by the priest who 

dips his finger in the blood and runs it down the nose of the worshipper” (1983: 87). Ezra 

believes that “it seems more likely to indicate the area where a protective mixture of 

herbs and chalk, known as urebo, was rubbed on the nose and forehead to ward off 

danger during festivals” (1992: 155). The combination of ritual marks and the 

representations of the aquamanile carried on the shoulder suggests a depiction of a ritual 

act.  

 Many plaques have military themes. Cole observes that in Benin art there is 

continuity which can be seen in “repeated military iconography….Viewed cumulatively, 

the representations seem to be repetitive, propagandistic statements akin to political 

image making” (1989: 106).  

A double plaque from the late sixteenth century shows a lone warrior figure dressed 

in what appears to represent an actual leopard pelt (Figure 38). He holds a shield and 

three spears. Around his neck is a necklace of leopard claws. Suspended from the 
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necklace is a bell similar to those worn by warriors during battle to conjure up 

supernatural protection and to add to the fearsome noises made to frighten the enemy. By 

wearing the pelt, the warrior’s enemies are confronted with the leopard’s face and the 

acknowledgement that the warrior as a representative of the Oba, symbolized by the pelt, 

has the right to take lives9. 

According to Blackmun, the majority of the plaques depict Benin officials dressed 

as they would appear at a major court festival. One such court figure is shown dressed for 

the Emobo ceremony (Figure39), which cleans evil forces from the city (1991: 26). He is 

flanked at the top by a pair of leopard faces, akin to those on the double-faced leopard 

plaque, representing the Oba and the lord of the bush. At the bottom he is flanked by two 

crocodile heads. The crocodile (agabaka) is considered an escort of Olokun, the god of 

wealth , beauty, fertility and the sea, and as such the animal is a messenger between 

Olokun and the Oba (Visona et al. 2000: 398).  

  A war chief dressed in lavish ceremonial war regalia dominates a plaque with a 

somewhat complex subject matter. The chief is accompanied by attendants (Figure 40). 

His leopard faced tunic and skirt, leopard faced hip mask, coral bead headdress, leopard 

tooth necklace, and bells indicate his high military status as a war chief and his protection 

by the Oba. The numerous references to leopards, as well, indicate he has the right to 

take life on behalf of the Oba. He carries a shield and spear and is attended by a horn-

blower, dressed similarly in a leopard faced tunic. A nude slave carries the eben, a 

dancing sword used by chiefs to twirl in front of the Oba during the Ugie Erha Oba 

ceremony, which is held in honor of the King’s late father (Ben-Amos 1995: 104). 

                                                 
9 This is one of only 20 double plaques found out of the 900. 
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The appliquéd leopard faces on the dress refer to the dangerous aspects of the Oba's 

nature. (Ezra 1992: 156) The leopard-tooth necklace also refers to the leopard whose 

ferocity is capable of driving away enemies. The appearance of the coral-beaded regalia, 

a mark of status, and the eben indicate that the individuals are participating in a ceremony 

rather than acting in actual warfare; yet “the magical powers employed and the dangers 

faced when performing in royal rituals are said today to be analogous to those found in 

warfare.” (Schmalenbach, ed. 1988: 138).  

Images of two Portuguese soldiers depicted in profile fill the upper corners of the 

plaque. The Portuguese, who arrived in Benin in the second half of the fifteenth century, 

established diplomatic and trading relations with the Kingdom, generating great wealth. It 

was a time of political and artistic development. At the same time the Portuguese brought 

wealth, provided support against enemies, and bolstered the military powers of the Oba. 

With the arrival of the Portuguese, other Europeans followed and set up trade with Benin. 

An account by Dierick Ruiters, a Dutchman who traded with Benin in the early 

seventeenth century, describes a scene in which men of “high status” arrived at court:  

It seems that the king has many soldiers, he also has many gentlemen, who when 
they come to the court ride upon horses…Some of their men have great shields, 
wherewith they keep the gentleman from the sun…the rest come after him, playing 
some on drums, others upon horns and flutes…and so they ride playing to the 
court….(Blackmun 1991: 26) 

A warrior figure, dressed in a leopard tunic, shielding a reclining leopard from the 

sun, is the dominant image on one plaque (Figure 41). The conceptualization of this 

image is similar to the above description of the nobles. Shielding the leopard may well 

have multivalent meanings, as do all images of leopards in Benin. By shielding the 

leopard, the warrior is shielding the Oba. By shielding the Oba, he equally can be seen as 

shielding the kingdom, protecting it from invasion and harm. 
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During ceremonial festivals, Town Chiefs wear costumes made of red felt cut to 

mimic pangolin scales. Imagery of the pangolin symbolizes protection, for, when in 

danger a pangolin will curl up in a ball, its soft underbelly protected by its armor-like 

scaly skin. The Town Chiefs were traditionally in opposition to the Oba, and there is a 

saying that “the pangolin is the only animal the leopard cannot kill” (Ben-Amos 1995: 

98). Two Town Chiefs dressed in their costumes are the subject matter of one of the brass 

plaques (Figure 42). The “pangolin” dress of the chiefs, thus recalls, in a way, the 

protected role the Town Chiefs have in relation to the “leopard” of the Oba. 

During the celebration of Igue, an annual festival dedicated to strengthening the 

Oba’s mystical power (Ben-Amos 1995: 103), the Oba sacrifices a leopard. Ewuare the 

Great had “decreed” that his successors should each year “sacrifice a leopard to his Head, 

the locus of his luck and power.” The Oba is shown in this plaque grabbing a leopard in 

each hand, a reference to the festival of Igue and the rites in which his mystical power is 

enhanced (Figure 43). Dressed in a full length coral bead tunic, the Oba’s lower limbs are 

represented by mud-fish, a reference to Olokun (Ben-Amos 1976: 248). 

Reliefs 

On the façade of the current Oba’s palace, rebuilt in the twentieth century after the 

destruction of the city by the British in 1897, five sculptural reliefs modeled in clay and 

cement face the public courtyard where public events are held. These reliefs, 

commissioned by Oba Akenzua II in the 1940s, depict important events in traditional 

Benin history.  
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Directly above the door the portrait of Akenzua II shows the Oba wearing a full 

length cassock made of red coral beads10  similar to those found on the brass plaques 

(Figure 44). The coral beads are said to contain spiritual power (ase) obtained from 

Olokun’s court under the sea. In one hand Akenzua controls an elephant by its trunk, and 

in the other, he holds a leopard by its tail. The subject refers to Akenzua I, Akenzua’s 

namesake, who added the sacrificing of an elephant to the annual Igue ceremony. This is 

a reference to the “capacity of the Benin’s chiefs to generate opposition of the Oba’s 

authority.” Akenzua I added the sacrifice of the elephant to celebrate the defeat of Iyase 

n’Ode, a rebellious war chief and member of the Uzama. The Iyase n’Ode is known in 

folklore as an elephant (Blackmun 1990: 62-63). Thus, this image both commemorates 

the sacrifices of a leopard and elephant made by Akenzua II at his coronation and refers 

to important events in Benin history and ultimately to the power of the Oba over the 

human realm of chiefs (represented by the elephant) and to the realm of the wilderness 

(represented by the leopard). 

Agbas 

Several art forms from the Ogiso period, the dynasty in power before the coming of 

the Yoruba prince Oranmiyan, were adapted by the new Oranmiyan dynasty, most 

notably the agba, considered to be the throne of the Ogiso kings. The term agba derives 

from the Edo language and means “convening a meeting” (fiagba) or to “bring out an 

agba.” The possession of an agba was a “mark of legitimate authority.” It was the fourth 

Oba, Ewedo in the fourteenth century who finally gained possession of the stool and 

                                                 
10 In 1938 the British restored this costume to the Oba, confiscated in 1897 (Blackmun 1990: 62-63). 
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control of the kingdom from the Ogiso and established himself as the ultimate authority 

in Benin (Ben-Amos 1995: 21).  

The end panel of the agba in Figure 45 depicts a leopard’s face, referring to 

kingship in general and to Oba Ozolua, the son of Ewuare the Great, in particular. 

Ozolua, who probably reigned in the late fifteenth and the early sixteenth century, was 

given the praise name “leopard’s cub with strong claws”. (Ben-Amos 1983a: 51) Ben- 

Amos states that the representation of the leopard in full face rather than in profile is a 

challenge to the viewer, for in Benin belief the most terrifying aspect of leopard is its 

eyes. The image recalls the Benin proverb of fear and respect for authority, “One never 

looks the leopard in the eyes” (1983a: 52). 

Ben-Amos purports that “metaphoric association of kings and leopards is the 

central theme” of this particular agba, although a leopard is depicted only once. The 

dominating figure on the seat portion of the stool represents Oba Ozolua, one of the most 

war-like kings. The imagery of this stool thus refers to the political, military and magical 

powers at the disposal of the king, those powers that formed the cornerstone of political 

order in the kingdom (Ben-Amos 1983a: 51-58). 

Royal Regalia  

On many plaques and other art forms in Benin, the Oba is often depicted being 

supported by two attendants. These attendants were originally thought to be the Ezoma 

and the Crown Prince. It is now believed that the two attendants are the high priests, Osa 

and Osuan, who support the king at his coronation and during his first Igue celebration 11 

                                                 
11 Often interpreted as a reference to the Oba Ohen, attendants could also symbolize the need of the Oba for 
the support of his subjects (Blackmun 1983: 65-66), an idea believed to have come from Ewuare who 
“complained of the burden of his kingship.” (Blackmun, 1983: 65-66) 
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(Blackmun 1983:58). In a photograph of the present Oba Erediauwa, he wears the coral 

beads and coral crown, highly charged with ase, as a symbol of his kingship. Blackmun 

believes the extension on the beaded crown, as pictured here, relates to the proverb 

“aitolo ekpe n’ehae, you cannot scratch the leopard’s forehead” (Figure 46) (1991:31). 

His wrapper is woven by the royal guild of weavers. Among the regal motifs on the cloth 

are light and dark leopards alternating with images of the Oba supported by Osa and 

Osuan.  

As observed on the plaques, ceremonial clothing was often secured at the left hip of 

warriors, chiefs and court officials by hip masks created in the form of a human head, a 

ram’s head , or a leopard’s head. The leopard masks made of brass were “badges of honor 

bestowed upon war chiefs” (Figures 47 and 48). The reflective quality of the polished 

objects were believed to be “capable of deflecting hostile spiritual energies by turning 

their malevolence back upon the instigators” (Blackmun 1991: 29). It is hard to date the 

production date of hip ornaments. They are seen represented on the earlier of the plaques, 

indicating they were made over a period of at least 300 years.  

Leopard masks are less common than those of the human head. “During the 

fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the period of the kingdom's greatest expansion, the 

distribution of emblems of authority such as these masks was just one of the strategies 

used to maintain control over these vassal areas and promulgate the Benin concept of 

kingship" (Ben-Amos 1980:18). The use of the leopard imagery may underscore the idea 

encapsulated in the proverb, “It is the head of leopard that accomplishes things for the 

leopard,” the accomplishments likely having to do with military deeds. Chief Lhama of 

Iguneronmwon communicated to Blackmun in 1981: “Leopard pendants in the form of a 
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leopard face are no longer used. This is probably because they were originally associated 

with warfare” (1991: 28)  

A leopard ivory armlet of a single leopard in the “pounce” position (Figure 49) 

could also be worn as a hip mask. Although rare, such objects are represented on the left 

hips of warriors and chiefs in several brass plaques. These were more often believed to 

have been worn by the Oba on the forearm during ceremonies (Fagg 1963: Plate 49). 

Justine Cordwell believes they were pinned to the body of the garment along with other 

figures made of ivory (letter to Charles Jones, 1998), not unlike those worn on the 

orufanran in Owo (Figure 26).  

The Oba sometimes wore three masks suspended from his waist similar to those 

seen in the plaque of the Oba sacrificing the leopards (Figure 43). Three was a mystical 

number that “implies the capacity to mobilize dangerous resources” (Blackmun 1993: 

29). These pendants were often shield shaped and featured Portuguese, an icon believed 

to be exclusive to the Oba. An unusual waist pendant features two Portuguese figures 

flanking the head of a leopard. One holds a staff ending in a fleur-de-lis (Figure 50). 

Coquet interprets the iconography of the pendant as one that “evokes the universe of the 

waters, Olokun,” by “linking” the leopard, the lord of the forest with the Portuguese, who 

“come from the sea” (1998: 134).  

Bracelets of ivory and brass are worn in pairs by kings and chiefs during royal 

ceremonies (See Figure 46). Ivory, usually reserved for use by the Oba, could be worn as 

well by chiefs who had garnered favor with the king, or who wore ivory as a statement of 

power wrestled from the court of a weaker kings (Ezra 1992: 175.)  
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Leopards figure prominently on bracelets (Figures 51 and 52). This armlet is 

believed to have been carved in the first half of the nineteenth century and worn by a 

chief. Its motif of equestrian figures, Portuguese soldiers, the bird of prophecy and 

leopards harkens back to the reign of Oba Esigie during the sixteenth century and his 

triumph over the Attah of Idah. The leopard represents the Oba watching while hidden in 

the tree (Poynor 1995: 98-99). This is a characteristic of leopards, who are known to hide 

in trees waiting to pounce on unsuspecting prey. 

A brass bracelet, also believed to have been worn by a chief, is patterned with 

alternating leopard heads and eben swords (Figure 53). This bracelet has been gilded, 

probably by Europeans. Ezra believes “this bracelet would have conveyed the idea of 

honor and respect due to the king because of his leopard-like qualities.” (1992: 178) 

Honor was an important and motivating concept in Benin thought. 

Altars and Shrines 

Royal ancestral shrines were built by new Obas in honor of their predecessors 

(Figure 54). Early accounts mention a large number of altars situated within the palace, 

but by 1897 there were only about seventeen. The British burned the palace in 1897 and 

today only a few altars remain in the rebuilt structure (Ben-Amos 1995: 53). Royal 

ancestral altars were generally built in a courtyard and consisted of a raised rectangular or 

circular platform. A brass tableau (aseberia) with images of the Oba and his retainers 

was placed in the altar’s center. The aseberia was adorned with symbolic motifs such as 

leopards which represented the ivory or brass leopards placed by the side of the king 

during ceremonies (Ben-Amos 1995: 92). Dominating the ancestral altar were brass 

commemorative heads topped with large carved ivory tusks. Bells were a prominent part 

of the altar complex and were necessary to call down the ancestors (Ben-Amos 1995: 85). 
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Sometimes a three dimensional brass equestrian figure associated with Oranmiyan and 

with the great warrior kings, Ewuare, Ozolua, and Esigie, was placed on the shrine (Ben-

Amos 1999: 55). The figure also refers to power or “dominance.” During certain 

festivals, brass aquamaniles were placed at the front of the altar (Figure 32). Brass in 

Benin is symbolic, standing for “permanence and continuity of kingship” and the ability 

to “drive away evil forces” (Ben-Amos 1995: 88). Blackmun believes that for the Edo as 

with the Yoruba “the red color of the brass signifies virility, danger and the vitality of fire 

and blood” (1991: 28). Other items on altars were a “thunderstone” referring to the god of 

death, Ogiuwu, and his “sudden and dreadful power,” and rattle staffs. Sacrifices were 

made over the altar to appease the gods and to communicate with the ancestors (Ben-

Amos 1995: 85-92). 

During the Ugie Erha Oba festival to honor royal predecessors the Oba, wearing 

powerful amulets and a coral beaded garment, makes sacrifices over the shrine and 

washes his hands with water from a leopard aquamanile (Figure 32). After the leopard 

sacrifice in Igue, the Oba marks his own forehead with the leopard’s blood, identifying 

himself with Ewaure and with the strength, wisdom, and magnificence of the leopard. 

Because of Ewuare’s spiritual identification with this animal, it is believed no leopard can 

kill a king in Benin (Blackmun 1991: 33). 

Tusks 

The commemorative brass heads on the royal altar refer to the power of the head, 

an important concept in Benin belief. It symbolizes the victory of the power of thought 

(iroro) over brutal force. “The power associated with the head is what helps a person to 

make a good ancestor” (Ben-Amos 1995: 80). 
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The carved elephant tusk protruding from the head’s crown is “charged with a 

spiritual force.” Ivory suggests strength and longevity. The white color of ivory alludes to 

white kaolin, orhu, which denotes “peace, prosperity and purity.” Tusks were cleaned 

before major ceremonies to remove sacrificial blood and thus enhance their whiteness 

(Ben-Amos 1995: 92).  

How the leopard reinforces the awesome power of the Oba, can perhaps be best 

understood by examining the iconography of a tusk, carved in the eighteenth century by 

members of the Igbesanmwan guild, a hereditary royal ivory carvers guild. The tusks 

carry significant meaning and become, in some ways, a historical document. The most 

common themes on such tusks are the warrior kings of the fifteenth and sixteenth 

centuries (Figures 55, 56, and 57). Symbolic representations are repeated throughout the 

carving, reminders of the spiritual, magical and physical resources that have sustained the 

Benin kingdom (Blackmun 1983: 68). Tusks are read from bottom to top. 

In Figure 55 the top row shows a foreigner whose unknown status is suggested by 

Fagg to be a messenger from the Oni of Ife, by Ben-Amos to be a priest of Osanobua, or 

a palace official, all which would “evoke associations of legitimacy and confirmation of 

the Oba’s kingship” (Blackmun 1983: 62). To his right is another foreigner, perhaps 

Portuguese, holding a manila. Blackmun feels that this suggests the wealth of Esigie’s 

reign, which to a large degree was based partially on trade instigated by foreigners 

(1983:62). Second from the right is a bird, the Bird of Prophecy, which often 

accompanies the story of Esigie and the defeat of the Attah of Idah, a major victory for 

the Oba that helped to increased trade along the Niger River. In images referring to the 

conquest of the Attah of Idan, the Oba is usually portrayed as a leopard watching from 
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the trees. In this case, however, to the far right, a leopard pounces on his human prey, 

striking without warning, punishing those who have committed crimes against the state. 

The Oba’s power is thought to be invincible. These motifs of messenger, foreigner and 

leopard “Stress the legitimacy , wealth and strength of Esigie’s reign and by extension, 

they stress those same qualities in the reign of any Oba of Benin” (Blackmun 1983: 62).  

In Figure 56, the central image on the lower register depicts Iyase, one of the two 

Benin war captains. In reality, the actual helmet worn by the Iyase is made from 

alternating panels of red cloth (ododo) and leopard skin and is associated with leadership 

of the four town chiefs appointed by the Oba as defenders of the kingdom.12 A leopard 

hip mask on the Iyase’s hip refers again to the powerful animal. Two warriors wearing 

tunics of leopard skin and necklaces of leopard’s teeth flank the Iyase. Blackmun claims 

this tier of figures in which various references to leopards are obvious, represents Benin’s 

military might (1983: 64). Between the rows of figures, a single leopard is depicted in 

profile. 

In the lower tier of Figure 57, a Portuguese is shown in the act of killing a leopard. 

This image is placed directly above a rendition of Esigie. The scene is open for 

interpretation. At first glance it seems to suggest trouble with the Europeans, which did 

take place during Esigie’s rule; but Blackmun believes that this is a portrait of Esigie in 

European garb sacrificing a leopard during the annual Igue festival (1983: 66). To the 

right of the leopard, a mudfish suggests “not only the prosperity and fertility of Olokun, 

but also the occult power of the Oba of Benin” (Blackmun 1983: 66). In the row  above 

the leopard, a figure likely portrays the high priest Osuan, who controls “powerful forces 

                                                 
12  A version of the helmet without leopard skin is worn by the second in command, the Esogban. 
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in the air, soil and water.”  Spiritual energy in the tusk is channeled through the Osuan to 

the tip where contact is established with gods and ancestors. 

Blackmun refers to this tusk as an “icon and an instrument of statecraft bringing 

together the social, historical, occult and spiritual bases of Benin’s divine kingship (1983: 

68). The several representations and references to the leopard underscore the authority of 

the Oba over his Kingdom. 

Brass Altarpieces 

A brass altarpiece interpreted as being a representation of Oba Ewuakpe, father of 

Akenzua I, features a king without a crown (Figure 58). Ewuakpe had engaged in a bitter 

struggle with his powerful chiefs, but it ultimately took his son Akenzua I to resolve the 

dispute. The conflict, led by Iyase n’Ode, sprang from the chiefs’ refusal to acknowledge 

the power of the Oba. The struggle for recognition ended many years later when 

Ewuakpe was forced to compromise to regain his position. The altarpiece “honors” 

Ewuakpe’s “accomplishment.” The image of an elephant’s trunk ending in a hand found 

on the altar’s base symbolizes “final triumph of centralized leadership.” Ewuakpe holds 

what is thought to be an ukhurhe ovbiodo13, a staff used to revoke curses. Ben-Amos 

states the ukhurhe ovbiodo is a symbol of Ewuakpe’s rule. (1983b: 169-170) Ewuakpe 

“reasserted royal primacy in the kingdom’s power of governance” through his skill in 

negotiating with tact and resolve (Blackmun 1990: 69). 

In the tableau, Ewuapke, who is shown wearing a European hat, is flanked by 

emaciated attendants. The people had rebelled against Ewuakpe when he made excessive 

demands for human sacrifices after the death of his mother. They seized his regalia and 

                                                 
13 It is sometimes referred to as ovbiodo ne-wi-y’okuo, “the pestle that is not lost in war.” 
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forced him to leave Benin. However, Ewuakpe turned his fate around, beginning by 

buying slaves, seen here as his attendants supporting his arms as a king. The royal 

leopard stands beside him. The iconography of the altar then refers to the low point of 

Ewuakpe’s reign, the loss of attendants and of his crown, as well as to its high points, the 

rebuilding of his wealth and his reinstatement as Oba, signified by the leopard (Koloss 

2000: 200). 

The altar figure of Oba Akenzua I, Ewuakpe’s son, contrasts to the father’s (Figure 

59). Akenzua is shown holding a brass staff and is supported by attendants, in reference 

to both his divinity and royalty. He is depicted dressed in his full regalia of coral beads, 

charged with ase (Ben-Amos 1999: 96). A pair of leopards, possibly referring to the 

aquamaniles found on the larger shrines to the ancestor, are sited before the Oba. 

The staff in Akenzua’s hand reproduces in a much smaller scale an actual brass 

rattle staff. The image on the staff shows a king atop an elephant flanked by leopards 

(Figure 60). It is believed this staff was commissioned by Akenzua I in celebration of the 

defeat of the Iyase, a rebellious Uzama chief. The Uzama, descendents of the Ogiso reign, 

are symbolized by the elephant. Akenzua shows his dominance over his chiefs by 

standing atop the animal and flanking it with leopards (Ross, ed. 1992: 167). “The 

Elephant is a lord but specifically not a king.”(Ben-Amos 1976: 247) On the other hand, 

the staff has also been interpreted as a tribute to the Ezomo, the Oba’s war chief and head 

chief of the Uzama, who defeated the Iyase and saved the Oranmiyan dynasty. By 

standing atop an elephant, the Oba acknowledges the support of Ezomo. In either case, 

the image of leopard reflects the triumph of the Oba over a significant foe (Ben-Amos 

1999: 100-101). Blackmun interprets the imagery to refer as well to the early beginning 
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of the Yoruba and Benin connection. She sees the Oba atop the elephant as a metaphor 

for the original Ogiso rulers being “superceded by a foreign lineage” (Ross, ed. 1992: 

167). 

Aquamaniles 

“After dressing for Ugie Erha Oba, the ceremony that honors his paternal 

ancestors, the Oba washes his hands with water poured from an aquamanile in the form 

of a leopard” (Figures 32, 61 and 62)(Ezra 1992: 227). Aquamaniles in the form of lions, 

popular in Europe during the middle ages, were believed to have been brought to Benin 

by the Portuguese in the fifteenth century; but, “according to Benin tradition told to 

Bradbury, Ewuare obtained the brass vessels, along with coral-bead regalia, from the 

underwater palace of Olokun, the god of the sea. He brought the vessels back to his own 

palace, where he placed them on the Benin state shrine, Be n'Edo” (Ezra 1992: 225) 

Thus, aquamaniles “refer to the Oba's ancestral authority,…to Ewuare…, and to the 

earthly riches and spiritual powers that stem from the Oba's relationship to Olokun” 

(Ezra 1992: 225-226). When not in use the aquamanile is kept on Ewuare’s altar. 

Figures 

Musicians were an important presence in the Benin court. The musician depicted in 

Figure 63 is a horn-blower. He wears a leopard hip mask as well as a necklace of 

leopard’s teeth, indicating that he is in the service of the Oba. The Oba had the ability to 

assemble a large number of men, armed and dressed for war. Dapper observed that “The 

nobles, when they go to war, dress to stand out above the others in scarlet clothes that 

they buy from Hollanders.” He stated that others have a collar of “rings of elephant teeth 

with leopard teeth” and “tall red Turkish hats lined and edged with the pelt of a leopard 

from which a horse’s tail hangs down as an ornament” (Dapper 1668 from Blackman 
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1991: 31). Priests, diviners, healers and musicians carrying drums, rattles, gongs, flutes, 

and trumpets sometimes accompanied the warriors into battle. The clatter made by these 

instruments could terrify the enemy. 

Horn-blowers also announced the arrival of the Oba, and may also have announced 

the execution of a sacrificial victim (Blackmun 1991: 31). Their horns (akohen) made of 

perforated elephant tusks were often elaborately carved and images of leopards figured in 

the design in a number of them (Figure 64). In this example, the head of the royal leopard 

is flanked by Portuguese heads.  

Ikegbo  

Individual altars to the hand (ikegbo) were a type of personal altar used in Benin by 

a limited few. Shrines to the Head were more common in Benin (Ezra 1992: 107) while 

shrines to the hand are common in the neighboring territories of the Igbo, Ishan, Isoko, 

Urhobo, Igala and Western Ijaw (Bradbury 1961:133). The shrines to the hand are an 

acknowledgement of the ability to gain success through one’s own actions, through one’s 

hands, and are concerned with achieving and maintaining wealth, status and skill.  

The practice of worshipping at a shrine dedicated to the hand may have been 

brought to Benin by Ewuare in the fifteenth century, a practice he possibly picked up in 

his warfare with areas to the east and south. Bradbury suggests that the primary focus of 

the shrines were originally about success in warfare and once picked up by others, 

became more concerned with developing skills and gaining wealth. (Bradbury 1961: 135) 

One of the most interesting ikegbo that we know of was commissioned by the 

Ezomo Ehenua. Ehenua had became a very powerful chief due to his victory over the 

Iyase n’Ode. In acknowledgement of his help, he was given the right by the Oba 

Akenzua I to wear a coral bead crown, although it could not be worn at court. It has been 
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suggested that the Ezomo maintained a version of his own court, similar to the Oba’s but 

on smaller scale (Ben-Amos 1999: 49). His ikegbo was made of brass, a material usually 

reserved only for the Oba (Figure 65). On top of the Ezomo’s Ikegbo, a figure believed to 

refer to Oba Akenzua I, performs a sacrifice that has been interpreted as “a sacrifice to 

the Ezomo’s success in war.” It is believed by Fagg and Bradbury that this is not the 

shrine’s original top, but rather a nineteenth century replacement. Vogel maintains that 

the original top which depicts two elephants with their trunks lying across the backs of 

leopards is located in the Jos museum (Figure 66) (Ben-Amos 1999: 127). Here, the 

elephant, as in the staff previously mentioned, is a referent to the displaced Ogiso dynasty 

and the Ezomo; the leopard symbolizes the Oba and his Yoruba lineage, the Oranmiyan 

dynasty. Blackmun interprets this iconography as: 

a gesture that could be interpreted as hostile or protective. This message was 
intended for any Oba who might be inclined to question the Ezomo’s considerable 
prerogatives. In much of Akenzua’s and Eresonyen’s [Akenzua’s son and 
successor] imagery, the leopard, on the figure of the Oba himself, clearly 
dominates the elephant. On this ikegbo, however, a more ambiguous relationship 
recalls Ehenua’s crucial role in the great victory that preserved the kingship. 
(Blackman in Ben-Amos 1999:127) 

Given the constant struggle between the Obas and their chiefs, the continued use of 

such a threatening statement by an Ezoma may account for the creation at a later date of a 

new top that glorifies the Oba rather than attempts to diminish his power. A similar 

situation is expressed in masquerades. 

Masquerades 

Masquerades are not as common in the Benin Kingdom as in Yorubaland. For royal 

festivals, only one masquerade, Odudua, is danced yearly during Ague (the New Yam 

festival) and it is performed in utmost secrecy at the Ague Osa (Figure 67). The dance 

“honors the progenitor of the royal lineage, Oduduwa, the father of Oranmiyan.” This 
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masquerades is danced seven times by seven dancers before the Oba, “a sign of their 

loyalty and commitment to his protection.” The masks, made of brass, are of two types, 

female and male (Ben-Amos 1995: 117- 120). 

In contrast to this lone royal masquerade, are the village masquerades. The 

masqueraders are usually called erinmwin (representative of the spirit world). The 

ceremonies honor deities as well as serving to “purify and protect the village from evil 

forces that bring disease.” The clothing of the dancers, made of palm fronds sometimes 

interspersed with red ceremonial ribbons with attached mirrors and brass cutouts, are said 

to smell and to repel evil (Ben Amos 1995: 76-77).  

Ekpo masquerade is found in the region of Iyekorhionmwon to the south and east 

of Benin City (Figure 68). The founder of Ekpo was the warrior Agboghidi – a warrior 

who rebelled against the Oba (Akengbuda, c. 1750) from his village of Ugo which was 

noted for its constant opposition to the government. Ekpo, danced with wooden masks, is 

said to protect villagers from charms of witches and from disease. The masks of Ekpo 

represent a number of characters and its iconography are linked with the royal court 

(Ben-Amos 1969: 10-13; Ben-Amos 1995: 77). “Masks are carved not only to represent 

the rebel hero but to portray chiefs, specialists and warriors, who mediated between the 

court and village and utilized their special powers on behalf of the king” (Ben-Amos 

1995: 77). Interestingly Atalkpa, the leopard mask (Figure 69) is danced to frighten away 

evil forces (Ben-Amos 1969: 79). The leopard mask is distinguished from other masks 

not so much by its form as by its spots.  

Conclusion  

Leopard iconography is pervasive in Benin art and thought and serves as a visual 

reminder of the King’s ultimate power, of his right to determine life or death. The leopard 
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of the wilderness is much admired for its beauty and grace and greatly feared for its 

ferocity. It has no equal. Like his Yoruba counterpart, the King as leopard, is linked to the 

spirit world and can draw on its supernatural powers. However, as an absolute ruler in a 

highly centralized kingdom, the King used this complex and commanding symbol to 

strengthen his authority and power. Thus, the image is more directly linked to specific 

kings and to the concepts of kingship as opposed to the image as it is used by the Yoruba. 

The Obas considered to be the great warrior kings of the fifteenth and sixteenth 

century, beginning with Ewuare, used the leopard as their symbol during this time of war 

and expansion to their advantage. During the eighteenth century, the leopard and other 

icons were used by the court to “shape the interpretation of events.” (Ben-Amos 1999: 4) 

In doing this, the obas helped to reinforce their position as being divine and absolute 

during a time of internal struggle.  

In the Dahomey Kingdom, the concept of the leopard was used, too, as a tool to 

enhance the position and ultimate power of their monarchy. 

 

 

 



CHAPTER 4 
KINGDOM OF DAHOMEY 

History  

The Kingdom of Dahomey, located to the west of the Yoruba kingdoms in what is 

now the Republic of Benin, perhaps has, in its mythological origin, a more direct and 

intimate link with the leopard than do the Yoruba Kingdoms and the Kingdom of Benin.  

Many variations to Dahomey’s origin myth and the establishment of their dynasty 

of rulers recount that a Tado princess, Aligbonu, mated with a leopard spirit and 

subsequently gave birth to a son, Agasu1 (Blier 1995b: 397-398). Agasu “became the 

tohwiyo (mythical founder) of the clan of Agasu,” which is speculated to have migrated 

to Allada (Bay 1998: 48). In time, after a family split, two brothers left Allada and 

established the kingdoms of Porto Novo to the east and Dahomey to the north. In 1724, 

Dahomey conquered the Kingdom of Allada (Bay 1998: 48; Law 1997: 29-30). The 

newly enlarged Kingdom of Dahomey launched itself into a preeminent position, 

establishing the Alladahonu Dynasty that would rule until weakened by the French in 

1894 and dissolved by 1900 (Blier 1998: 120). 

According to myth, Aligbonu’s father, is believed to have migrated to Tado from 

Ife, thus providing an early legendary link with Ife and descent from Oduduwa2  (Bay 

1998: 49; Law 1977:152). 

                                                 
1 Some versions of the story give Agasu leopard claws or pelt, others leopard traits, such as “courage and 
agility” (Blier 1995: 398). 

2 Robin Law credits this with Oyo “propaganda.” 
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Perpetration of a leopard myth may have been to give legitimacy to the usurping of 

power from the people on the Abomey plateau by outsiders. The indigenous people’s 

roots, as well, were associated with a leopard totem (Bay 1998: 74 -75). The 

Alladahonu’s myth of the leopard conception as the beginning of their dynasty then could 

be viewed as a means of linking the two groups. Robin Law credits the creation of the 

leopard myth to the eighteenth century kings, Tegbesu and Kpengla, who used the legend 

“to give a sense of historical legitimacy to the Dahomey kingdom” (Blier 1995: 393). 

Whatever the origin, it is recognized that in the eighteenth century, the Alladahonu 

lineage became the rulers of what would quickly become a very wealthy and powerful 

kingdom. From that time on the Kingdom more than doubled in size, its boundaries 

eventually reaching to the Atlantic coast where trade was established with the Europeans 

(Bay 1998: 56). 

For the Alladahonu, the story of the Tado princess tied each successive king (aho) 

to Aligbonu’s son, Agasu, and hence to the supernatural strength of the leopard. As a 

symbol of the leopard’s claws, priests made five small scars on the temple and three on 

the forehead of the early rulers. (Bay 1998: 75) The leopard was thus a visible symbol 

inscribed on the bodies of the kings of Dahomey, and leopard imagery was used in royal 

arts as a visual metaphor of the absolute power and authority of the king, such as the bas-

relief from a palace wall (Figure 70). 

The history of Dahomey, like that of the Yoruba kingdoms and the Kingdom of 

Benin, is complex and rooted in warfare and conquest. Warfare with the Yoruba 

Kingdom of Oyo was almost continual, having begun perhaps sometime during the 

seventeenth century. In 1726, Oyo began raiding Dahomey in earnest and eventually, by 
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conquest, required Dahomey to pay tribute money (Law 1977: 163-169). It was not until 

the reign of King Guezo (1818-1858) that Dahomey was able to break free of Oyo in the 

1820s. The internal wars among the Yoruba and the invasion of the Fulani from the north 

weakened Oyo, and the toughening of Dahomey’s army under Guezo allowed Dahomey 

to throw off Oyo’s yoke in 1823. Oyo’s incursions into the Fon area, however, helped 

bring aspects of Yoruba culture into Aja3 territory (Bay 1998: 110-111). One of the 

earliest examples of art from sub-Saharan Africa extant today is a divination tray (opon 

ifa), brought to Europe from Allada (before its absorption into Dahomey) sometime 

during the middle of the seventeenth century4 (Figure71). Although art historians long 

believed the tray was of Yoruba origin, recent analysis of its style implies that it was 

carved by an Aja carver familiar with Yoruba sacred art (Drewel et al., 1989: 235; 

Bassani 1994: 80). An early description suggests the tray “abounds in symbols of 

political and spiritual power and authority.” Its design consists of a circle within a 

rectangle, its borders filled with images of animals and humans, as well as with symbols 

associated with Fa/Ifa divination. The head of Eshu/Legba takes its usual place at the top 

of the border. Among a number of quadrupeds of indeterminate species, one, located to 

the left of Eshu/Legba’s face, could conceivably represent a leopard.5 The owner of the 

tray, King Tezifon of Allada, is said to have sent the board to Europe as a gift (Yai 1994: 

110-111). 

                                                 
3 The Aja and Fon are linked linguistically, the Aja living just west of the Fon. Their cultures share many 
similar characteristics and art styles. Both were incorporated into the Kingdom of Dahomey.   

4 The divination board was published in a catalogue of collector Christoph Weickmann of Ulm, Germany, 
1659. 

5  It has been suggested this quadruped could be a pangolin. 
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As a result of its close contact with Yoruba culture over the years, the Aja 

developed a system of divination, Fa, derived from Ifa, the Yoruba system of divination. 

By the nineteenth century it was the prevalent system of divination among the Aja and 

was increasingly being used by the Kings for “making decisions and foretelling the 

future” (Bay, 255).   

Not only did the Aja derive their system of Fa from the Yoruba, but a number of 

Aja gods were derived from the Yoruba pantheon of orisha as well. For example, the 

Yoruba messenger god and trickster Eshu/Elegba is associated with the Aja god, Legba. 

Ogun, the Yoruba god of war becomes Gu, a very important deity for the warrior 

kings of Dahomey; the thunder god Shango shares imagery with the Aja god Hervisso, 

and Saponna, the god of smallpox becomes the much-feared Sagbata (Bay 1998: 111). 

Praise Names 

Fa divination “focused on the male” and was concerned with one’s “personal 

destiny.” In this sense, it “controlled” the vodun, or gods. The kings of Dahomey 

consulted with the Fa diviner before making decisions. In this sense, as Bay points out, 

the destiny of the individual ruler and the destiny of the Kingdom became “blurred,” 

eliminating any semblance of balance that might once have existed (Bay 1998: 258). The 

King became the absolute power, his personal destiny becoming, in a sense, the destiny 

of the Kingdom.  

It was through the Fa diviner that young men received their “life signs” or Abla-

Lete. From these signs, descriptive and salutatory phrases were ascribed relevant to the 

Abla-Lete of the individual and names were given to them. The “strong names” of kings 

were determined through Fa. “Strong names” of kings were personal praise names that 

“publicly revealed” the King at the time of his installation (Bay 1998: 165; Nooter 1993: 
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191). The name by which a King would be known was taken from the first syllable of a 

phrase recited by the diviner (Blier 1990: 43-44). Moreover, the visual symbol that would 

be used to identify the king and his reign was determined by Fa divination.  

Glele, the son of Guezo, ascended the throne in 1858 on the death of his father 

and ruled until 1889. As a young man, Glele was given his name through the phrase Glele 

ma yon ze meaning “the cultivated field is difficult to move.” Other phrases that would 

help in his life’s path were kini kini kini meaning “lion of lions” and “no animal displays 

its anger like the lion” (Blier 1990: 43). The image of the lion was thus established as the 

most visible of Glele’s signs and became the symbol of his reign.  

Every king was associated with particular verbal and visual images (Figure 72). 

These images were repeated in art forms such as statues, bas-relief, and appliquéd 

banners and umbrellas and were “entwined with verbal expression” defining and 

enhancing its meaning (Adams 1980: 28-30). The image of the leopard stands for kingly 

power, referring not only to its universal meaning of power, but also to the dynastic 

origin of the Alladahonu. Its was in Glele’s reign that the legendary and symbolic 

connection with the leopard was introduced as an enduring visible symbol. All kings 

were identified with the leopard, but only Glele was known as “the lion.” 6 Glele began 

the tradition of the King wearing a silver leopard or lion nose (Figure 73). The distinctive 

nose is a visual reminder of both Glele’s feline attributes alluding to his leopard ancestry 

and to his “strong name” of lion. In addition, it served a more mundane purpose of 

keeping dust out of the royal nose. In wearing the nose, the kings became “dangerous lion 

men personages” (Blier 1990: 53). 

                                                 
6 Adams points out that Glele’s kingly name, Glele, did not lend itself to an appropriate visual image; hence 
the lion became Glele’s symbol, creating an image of strength.  (Adams 1980: 40) 
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Palace 

The selection of a future king was usually based on primogeniture, if the oldest son 

had the “character and personal qualities” necessary for a “future king” (Law 1997: 73). 

But Guezo, Glele’s father, had gained power in a coup d’etat, and maintained control by 

freeing the Kingdom from the Yorubas and creating economic stability.  

With the accession of a king, a new palace (adjalala) was built, and alterations 

were made to the old one, somewhat similar to customs in the Kingdom of Benin. As in 

Benin and as among the Yoruba, the palace was where rituals were performed to ensure 

the continued prosperity of the Kingdom. On a visit to Abomey in 1863, Sir Richard  

Burton compared the courtyard of the palace in Dahomey (Figure 74) with that of Benin: 

“The space about the Palace is clear, as in Great Benin; but here there are no strews of 

skulls or skeletons” (1893: 205). 

The exterior of the palace was decorated with bas-reliefs called noudide, “to 

design” (Figure 70 and Figure 75). The tradition of decorating palace walls was said to 

have begun with Agaja who reigned in the early eighteenth century. Originally, the earth 

used for creating these reliefs was mined from termite mounds, thus increasing the 

durability of the art. The theme for palace reliefs was the strength and glory of the king 

and could be read as “symbols and allegories, on the one hand, and as illustrated history 

on the other” (Pique and Ranier 1999: 58). 

 Three tiers of bas-reliefs stretching the entire the length of the façade decorate the 

recently restored palace7  of Glele (Figure 76). On the lowest register are fifteen 

                                                 
7 The palaces were severly damaged by the French in the 1890s. Although continuely used, in 1985 the 
palace compound was placed on UNESCO’s world endangered site list. In the 1990s  an extensive 
restoration project was begun (Pique and Ranier 1999: 4). 
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successive lions. The lions symbolically shoulder the activities depicted in the rows 

above, thereby supporting the glory of Glele’s reign and the Kingdom. The repetitive use 

of the lion with seemingly “human gazes” also sent a message of Glele’s strength to those 

enemies, both foreign and from within, who might feel compelled to challenge his 

authority.  

The upper tier portrays weaponry used by Glele’s armies, while the middle register 

offers a visual narrative of Glele’s exploits. For example, one panel from the middle tier 

shows Yoruba and Dahomey warriors engaged in combat (Figure 77). Scenes of combat 

highlighted the strength of the military and Glele’s courage in pursuing his enemy. It was 

absolutely paramount in Glele’s policies to maintain Dahomey’s independence, and he 

continued his wars with the Yoruba at every opportunity. Warfare also provided slaves, a 

very significant source of wealth for the Kingdom. Individuals captured from the enemy 

were sold as slaves to Europeans and shipped out through the port of Ouidah to the south. 

The reliefs on the exterior walls of the palace established dominance and aggression in 

the minds of those who approached it. Other images relayed messages within the walls of 

the palace. 

Interior rooms of the palace were draped with large cloths appliquéd with symbols 

of past kings and images relating to historical events. Appliquéd cloths were an art form 

originally used extensively by the royals. One of the oldest known existing appliquéd 

cloths used in royal display is a banner depicting a lion in its center, representing Glele 

(Figure 78). Below the lion is a leopard man referring to Agasu, the mythic founder of the 

dynasty. Surrounding the central figure are warriors overwhelming the enemy, the 

Yoruba. Glele, seen here as the lion, attacks a member of the opposing force. The images 
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of the lion and leopard are ferocious, a theme prevalent on early appliqués made during 

the height of Dahomey’s military supremacy. One of the messages conveyed is the 

strength of the kingdom overwhelming its enemy, the Yoruba (Adams 1980: 31-33). 

The production of appliquéd clothes was believed to have started during the reign 

of Agongolo, in the late eighteenth century. All appliqués were made by a guild of family 

artisans (Adams 1980: 37) and reserved exclusively for use by the king8 (Adams 1980: 

32-33).  

The burial tombs of the Kings of Dahomey lie within the palace compound. Kings 

used artists and artisans to create messages within the royal burial site. For example, 

Glele commissioned two sets of doors for his mausoleum to be carved with images 

related to his various “strong names,” including a chameleon, his gubasa sword, a 

serpent, rifles, and the lion. These images give a visual reference to the character of his 

reign as well as to his person, and linked him with Gu, the god of war. Glele’s tomb was 

topped with a wrought iron finial (hotagatin meaning “iron tree on the head of the 

house”) (Figure 79). On the finial a small open-sided chamber represented a house. A 

lion stands inside the structure and two swords and a hornbill are situated above the 

house.  An informant of Blier interpreted the finial: “the kingdom is like a house, the 

army is the lion, the armaments protect the land, and the hornbill is like the king who is 

informed about all that happens inside and outside the realm” (Blier 1991: 55). Blier 

suggests the lion relates to the fact that Glele is “dangerous,” the swords to his “iron-like 

strength,” and the hornbill to his commitment to his “shouldering the various burdens of 

                                                 
8 With the abolishment of the throne by the French at the end of the nineteenth century, appliques began to 
be commissioned by chiefs and other important people. They wished to share in the status associated with 
the royal family and began to commission banners. (Adams 1980: 32-33) 
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state.” The building represents “where many of the propitiatory ceremonies for war were 

undertaken” (1991: 55).  

Royal Regalia  

Royal regalia created a majesty that visually separated the King from his subjects. 

Regalia included umbrellas, garments and scepters. Like the coral beads worn by the Oba 

of Benin and the beaded crown worn by the obas of the Yoruba, 9  kings of Dahomey also 

wore or manipulated regalia that reinforced their authority. As with the coral beads and 

the beaded crown, the items were charged with power (Blier 1995a: 322).  

 Whereas the head covering was the primary signifier of position among the 

Yoruba and played a significant role in denoting the Obas in Benin, it is the foot covering 

that separated the King of Dahomey from others in Abomey.  

Sandals were reserved for wear exclusively by the king and “today carry the status 

of primary dynastic signifier in the Abomey court” (Blier 1995a: 413) much like the 

beaded crown of the Yoruba and the coral bead crown of Benin. A portion of the sandal 

was made from the skin of such dangerous animals as leopards, elephants and lions 

(Figure 80). The exclusivity of sandals to the king marked a “critical power difference 

between rulers and ruled.”  On a symbolic level, sandals were said to empower the king’s 

feet, the part of the anatomy most closely associated with mobility (Blier 1995b: 322). 

The inclusion of feline skin in the sandals would impart to the wearer the “lion-like 

strength” or leopard-like power and cunning, empowering the wearer.  

                                                 
9 Beaded crowns were also said to be used in Dahomey although none was ever seen by a European. King 
Adandozan is believed to be the last King to wear one (1797-1818). One worn by Glele and Gbehazin was 
supposedly acquired by the French (Blier 1995: 425). 
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Colorful appliquéd hats were also worn by the King (Figure 73). These too made a 

visual statement, and the image depicted on the hats conveyed specific messages of royal 

prerogative and power. On his journey to Dahomey, Burton reported seeing a hat with a 

design of a “green lion eating a claret-colored porcupine fretted over with quills of yellow 

stitching” (1893: 255). This colorful encounter could be interpreted as a metaphor of 

Glele’s courage and his ability to devour any of his enemies regardless of the nature of 

their defense. 10  

Makpo or scepters were part of the regalia of the king and were infused with power.  

A leopard-form makpo associated with Glele (Figure 81) has its source in the phrase 

“When the animal grows teeth, terror reigns in the forest” (Blier 1990: 53).  

One of the most noticeable forms of regalia in Abomey was the umbrella, a sign of 

prestige shared by royalty all along the Guinea coast. Royal umbrellas in Abomey were 

appliquéd with the symbols of past kings. Made of silk and velvet, they could also be 

adorned with cutouts to refer to historical events. Royal umbrellas were showy, and the 

large, colorful designs were often intended to make a specific point to the audience 

(Adams 1980: 31-32). An attendant, usually a woman, walked behind the king holding 

the umbrella aloft (Figure 80).  

Burton described a particularly colorful procession he observed during the annual 

“customs ceremony:”  

They sheltered his uncapped pole with three gorgeous tent-umbrellas of cotton 
velvets, whilst a fourth protected him with a gay parasol.  
The first was a parody on the Sacre Coeur- which the Dahomans admire, probably 
because it suggests tearing out the foeman’s heart. Each lappet of the valance was 
alternately green and crimson; in the upper part was a larger cross….The second 

                                                 
10 The addition of porcupine quills to bocio, a type of power object used by the Fon and other Aja, gives 
“courage and security” to the recipient (Blier 1995: 227). 
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showed an upper line of white crosslets on black velvet; below it was a blue shark, 
edged white and yellow, with a red and purple eye, resting upon crimson or claret-
coloured velvet, which was lined with a binding like that of the animal. The third 
and most splendid, was capped with a very heraldic wooden lion, painted the 
brightest saffron. The lappets showed the king of the beasts grasping in the dexter 
paw a white scimitar, and below it a biped, very Negro, with dazzling white 
knickerbockers and no legs to speak of, vainly upholding a blue sword blade. Both 
figures were on red ground, parseme with little white crosses. This umbrella was 
equally grandly lined….The diameters varied from six to ten feet….(1895: 238-
239) 

In Dahomey, as with the Yoruba and in Benin, animals are described as either hot 

or cool, while “hot” usually refers to warm blooded males and dangerous reptiles, “cool” 

applied to female animals, birds, fish and benevolent reptiles. Leopards and lions are 

considered “hot” (Blier 1995a: 222). 

It was reported that Glele “wore a fetishes chain,” around his neck. The “fetishes” 

were encased in square leather bags, packed with potent medicines and ornamented with 

leopard skin. Precisely what made such power packets powerful was unknown, but it was 

kept close to the king’s body (Blier 1995a: 424, note 17). The leopard skin ornamentation 

is laden with meaning referring to the royal status associated with leopards and to the 

powers derived from his ancestral leopard spirit. Objects associated with aggression and 

danger are wrapped with skin from the leopard (Blier 1995a: 222). 

Altars and Shrines 

Vodun “are mysterious forces or powers that govern the world and those that reside 

in it” (Blier 1995a: 5). The spirit world of Dahomey, like its history, is complex, an 

amalgam of indigenous and outside influences. Yoruba gods were introduced as voduns 

and adopted into Dahomey’s pantheon of gods. Fa divination, adapted from Ifa 

divination, is a form of vodun. Vodun are chosen that best serve the devotee. Bay 

describes Dahomey’s religious practice as “pragmatic and eclectic” (Bay 1998: 22-23). 
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As among the Yoruba and the Edo, the altar is a place where communication 

between the spirit and human world takes place. Sagbata, the god of smallpox, is greatly 

feared and his power is acknowledged as being as great as that of the king’s. His all-

powerful shrines are placed outside the walls of Abomey for “two kings can not rule in 

the same city”(Bay 1998: 156). The leopard, the Lord of the Bush, is associated with 

Sagbata primarily because of his spotting; and, according to a Sagbata priest: “Sagbata 

hunts and traps animal and rips up and devours them – like leopards devour animals.” His 

strength and authority are associated with kingly power, which he opposes by mocking it 

(Bay 1998: 156-157). 

Asen 

The dehoho is a one room shrine in each family compound. Within the dehoho, the 

asen, commemorative staffs dedicated to dead family members refer to individuals 

(Figure 82). Asen, made of metal, are crowned with a circular disk on which sits a 

tableau. The tableau may have many meanings. Originally intended only for royalty, 

most asen seem to have been made after the ascension of Glele. Asen are made of iron, 

brass, wood and silver, silver a reference to the dead. Asen in the nineteenth century were 

simple in design. The subject of the tableau was normally the name of the monarch 

commemorated. For example, the figure of a lion might decorate the asen for Glele (Bay 

1985: 41-43).  

After the downfall of the monarchy, “in an attempt to maintain royal prestige and 

prolong royal prerogatives, the eight colonial province chiefs of the Abomey area, all 

descendents of the monarchs, commissioned asen in the old royal style to honor their 

forbearers.”  One made before 1930, a wooden lion covered with silver leaf (Figure 83), 

represents the spirit of Glele, reborn in the man who was honored (Bay 1985: 44).  
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Asen are common today and can be used by anyone, not just those in power (Bay 

1985: 44). Two modern asen in very different styles depict feline imagery. In an asen that 

appears simple in composition, complex imagery includes, a leopard standing in front of 

a palm tree (Figure 84). One of most popular ways to honor the dead is to “show 

individuals as figures of authority,” here symbolized by the leopard (Bay 1985: 10). The 

tableau recalls the proverb “No one dares shelter under the leopard’s tree,” meaning “that 

commoners or lower-ranking persons must respect the prerogatives of their superiors” 

(Bay 1985: 21). 

A very different style of asen was created in the town of Ouidah, made in a 

“distinctive style” said to be the result of Afro-Brazilian influence (Figure 85). Ouidah, 

because if its location on the coast, had been a center for Europeans active in the slave 

trade during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. This influx of Europeans and freed 

slaves returning from Brazil influenced the style of art produced in that city. Here on the 

asen is a figure of an ancestor dressed in European clothes and seated in a European 

chair, indicating wealth and status. He is resplendent, shown smoking a pipe and carrying 

an umbrella, signs of authority. A lion, a banana tree and a frog in a snake’s mouth 

complete the composition. The lion would be considered a symbol of wealth and prestige 

and in this instance probably a result of Brazilian influence.11 Made of wrought iron, cut 

steel, and at one time painted, the asen has more details and is larger in size than those 

made in Abomey and other areas (Bay 1985: 38-39).  

Interestingly, it is not the asen itself that is the most sacred, but rather the floor of 

the dehoho, the ground in which the asen is staked. The ground is “prepared with leaves, 
                                                 
11 In modern Yoruba, the lion is found on many houses on reliefs and sculpture and is said to be Afro-
Brazilian. 
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food and other materials in its role as a locale for sanctification of ancestors” (Nooter 

1993: 188). 

Bo and Bocio 

Personal empowerment objects used extensively by the Fon are bo and bocio. Bo 

(Figure 86) are objects filled with powerful substances, their surfaces coated, wrapped or 

embellished with a number of materials such as “beads, straw, bones, leather, feathers, 

iron, blood,” producing a surface that is both visually powerful and repugnant. Often 

grotesque, these objects, work with “vodun energies both in protecting humans and 

offering avenues of individual empowerment and change” (Blier 1995a: 5). 

A European visitor describes a bo in 1856: 

These included “a small scapular of worked and colored leather, a tiger claw fixed 
on a section of elephant horn formed into a bracelet [and] the horn of an antelope 
[which] preserves one from death by gun, sword, or poison. Other grigri are also 
powerful against the bites of serpents; with others one can send away elephants or 
tigers (Blier 1995a: 388).  

Here the feline element described as a tiger claw, undoubtedly represents the leopard.  

A bo made from a whistle was described by another early European traveler:  

Bokanzo (amulet, cord, fire) is a whistle of European manufacture attached with 
lizard skin which has leopard fur and is marked with eight cowries on its face. In 
using the whistle it is possible to call the rich man to one or give orders at a 
distance (Blier 1995a: 414).  

The whistle could be interpreted as recalling the power of the police, the leopard 

referring to royal power and the cowries linking it with Fa (Blier 1995a: 414). 

Each king of Dahomey had war bo and bocio (a bo in the form of a figure) that 

alluded to their divination names. Royal bocio were large, human in scale and had a 

fierce presence. Glele had a number of bocio at this service. Two bocio associated with 

the war god, Gu, are constructed of iron. One of the most powerful bocio, however, was 
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in the form of a lion (Figure 87), described by a number of nineteenth century visitors 

who had viewed the bo as it was being presented in the annual “custom” ceremony (Blier 

1995a: 335). The sculpture, derived from Glele’s divination sign “no animal displays its 

anger like the lion,” was made of wood and was the size of a man. Its sense of moving 

forward, sensed by one visitor, added to the ferocity of the image and no doubt 

contributed to the belief in its “ability to advance into the heat of battle.” Its perceived 

demeanor - fierce and aggressive - made it different from other bocio dedicated to more 

mundane purposes than support and victory in war (Blier 1995a: 335). Medicines to 

empower Glele’s lion bo were placed in its interior. It was believed that so empowered, 

the lion could “move about freely” as well as speak (Blier 1995a: 336). 

Other royal bocio are less fierce. One, in the form of a lion is sheathed in silver 

(Figure 88) and pertains to Glele as the “lion of lions” (Blier 1995a: 344).  

Conclusion 

Although leopard imagery figures prominently in Dahomey myths of origin and is 

indeed present in Dahomean iconography and regalia, it is the lion imagery of Glele, 

whose reign began in 1838, that seems to be more prevalent in the Kingdom of Dahomey. 

Even though the accepted mythology has the origins of the ruling dynasty associated with 

a leopard spirit and there are representations of leopards in Dahomey art that pertain to 

the ancestral beginnings of the dynasty and refer to the royal kings, it is the lion that is 

the most noticeable. Perhaps the reason for the predominance of the lion imagery over the 

leopard can be found in the political and religious structure of the Kingdom, particularly 

during the nineteenth century.  

It is believed that the myth of the leopard was devised in the eighteenth century to 

give legitimacy to the usurping dynasty. The dynasty which was relatively young in 
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comparison to Yoruba and Benin had no longstanding traditions and took freely from 

other cultures.  

By the time of Glele, Fa divination had become the most widely accepted form of 

vodun among royalty and stressed the individual’s destiny. It was also a time of constant 

warfare in which the Fon was usually the aggressor. Glele, his father Guezo, and other 

kings who preceded them were warriors and used their spoils of war to establish a 

thriving commercial trade in slaves that brought great wealth to the Kingdom. 

To maintain his status, it was important for Glele, as the lion, constantly to have on 

display this symbol of his great strength and control. He used the power of his forbearers, 

in the form of a leopard, to back up his individual power, but it was the lion that became 

the primary visual symbol of his reign and its power. After Glele died in 1889, the 

Kingdom of Dahomey existed in the form he had created for only five more years. The 

puppet kings who succeeded him were not able to replace his lion imagery with their own 

icons, and with the dismantling of the Kingdom by the French in 1900, that iconography 

associated with the last great Fon ruler seems to have been frozen in time and still serves 

as an indicator of royal power.  Reestablished as a non-political entity, serving only a 

ceremonial pupose, recent kings still refer to the leopard images of the Kingdom in 

wearing the leopard nose-cover. The lions commissioned by Glele remain visible, having 

had no time to be overshadowed by symbols of future kings. 

 

 



CHAPTER 5 
CONCLUSION 

Throughout Africa, feline imagery, particularly the leopard, is considered a symbol 

of prestige and authority. In more centralized states, leopard imagery is more 

predominant than in non-centralized groups. Leopards are usually considered to be the 

wilderness counterpart of chiefs and kings and those that govern. The leopard has 

spiritual dimensions and much potent power. Its pelt, teeth, whiskers and claws are worn 

as  very visible regalia denoting authority, and internal parts like the gall bladder are used 

to make strong medicines. 

The question posed for this study was: do adjoining kingdoms, all ruled by kings, 

and with mythological and historical links, use leopard and other feline imagery in a 

similar manner? The answer is no. 

The Yoruba kingdoms, whose king’s power is diluted by shared governing 

responsibilities with councils and chiefs, do not use a preponderance of feline imagery. 

Although the king is considered a leopard, he is never portrayed as one. Leopards instead  

refer to the more generalized concept of royalty, families who can claim descent from  

Oduduwa. Leopards relate to the powers of specific gods --Shango, Ogun, and Oshun 

being the most prominent. Leopards may also refer to hunters and warriors. Masquerades 

use leopard imagery paired with other symbols important to Yoruba thought. Balance is a 

key concept in Yoruba belief and where leopard imagery is used it is almost always 

balanced with imagery of a less hot and aggressive nature.  

86 
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In the Kingdom of Benin, leopard imagery symbolizes the Divine King and his 

absolute power, his right to take life. His warriors and court attendants wear leopard pelts 

or garments adorned with leopard imagery as a sign that, as representatives of the king, 

they too have the right to take life. Leopards are found on palace plaques and in many 

variations on altars. A pair of ivory or brass leopards are placed beside the king as a 

visual reminder of the King’s counterpart of the wilderness and his ability to tap into that 

fearsome power.  

In the Kingdom of Dahomey, leopard imagery signified the mystical origins of the 

ruling dynasty, who had usurped the throne from the original inhabitants of the Abomey 

plateau. Dahomey was a Kingdom that constantly engaged in war and the use of a 

powerful and aggressive symbol like the leopard would be beneficial.  Each succeeding 

king was given a strong name and a symbol to be used during his rule; but underlying 

that king, was the power of the ancestors, the leopard. King Glele, the last powerful king 

of Dahomey had as his symbol the lion, a sign of his courageous strength. This 

dominated all subsequent iconography, both royal and non-royal. 

It can be said then that leopard imagery is used in the Yoruba Kingdoms, the 

Kingdom of Benin and in the Kingdom of Dahomey, but in ways that best served the 

political and spiritual needs of the individual Kingdom.  
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Figure 1. Map of the three kingdoms. 
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Figure 2. Terra-cotta vessel from Obalara’s Land, Ife. University Art Museum, Obafemi 

Awolowo University, Ife. Photo: Frank Speed, London. (Garlake 2002:127) 
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Figure 3. Map of Yorubaland. (Drewal et al. 1989: 12)  
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Figure 4. Exterior of the palace (afin) at Oyo, early twentieth century. The king’s son and 

palace officials are pictured. Photo: C. T. Lawrence, London. (Blier 1998: 84). 
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Figure 5. Wooden door for afin, Yoruba, Ikare, Akoko Division, eastern Yorubaland. 

British Musuem, (Eyo1977: 178) 
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Figure 6.  Mural by Salami Alabide, Abata Aremo, Main Entrance Gate, Afin at Oyo, 

Nigeria. Drawing by Anne Bisci Bowen. (Bowen 1977: 42) 
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Figure 7. Timi of Ede, Laoye I, wearing a leopard skin cap at a state occasion. (Beier 

1978: 8) 
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Figure 8. Opon ifa (divination tray). Collected before 1960. University of California at 

Los Angeles. Gift of the Ralph B. Lloyd Foundation. (Thompson 1971: 5/fig. 
15) 
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Figure 9. Opon ifa (divination tray). Regional style Osogbo-Erin-Ilobu. (Witte 1984: 50) 
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Figure 10. Agere ifa (divination cup). Collected before 1936 from the region of Porto 

Novo. University of California at Los Angeles. Gift of the Wellcome Trust. 
(Thompson 1971: 5/fig. 8) 
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Figure 11.  Opon igede (divination bowl). Yoruba.  Samuel P. Harn Museum of Art, 

University of Florida. Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Stephen A. Spear. Photo by John 
Knaub. (Poynor 1995: 52) 
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Figure 12. Painted wall. Shango shrine (Ojubo Shango) 
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Figure 13.  Odo Shango (mortar). Igbomina, Oro area. Yoruba. Photo by David Allison. 

Private collection. (Fagg 1982: 144) 
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Figure 14.  Agbeni street shrine to Shango, Ibadan, Nigeria. Spotted caryatids. Before 

1912. Photo: Leo Frobenius, from the Frobenius Institute, Franfurt. 
(Thompson 1993: 236) 
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Figure 15.  Oshun shrine figures. Oshugbo, Nigeria. (Kennedy 1968: 17) 
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Figure 16. Altar to Oshun, Oshogbo, Nigeria. Photo: Pierre Verger, early 1950s. 

(Thompson 1993: 209) 
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Figure 17.  Oloko masquerade. Epa festival at Otun, Ekiti, Nigeria, 1977. Photo: John 

Pemberton 3rd. (Drewal et al. 1989: 192) 
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Figure 18. Epa mask. The Detroit Museum of Art, Founders Society Purchase (Drewal et 

al. 1989: 195)  
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Figure 19.  Gelede mask, Oro Efe.  Iijio, Nigeria 1991. Photo: Babatunde Lawal (Lawal 

1996: Plate 5) 
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Figure 20 Gelede mask. Graham Collection. Photo: Gilbert Graham (Graham 1991: 38) 
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Figure 21 Egungun Ode ‘Laabo masquerader. Itoko Township, Abeokuta, Nigeria, 1973. 

Photo: Norma H. Wolff. (Wolff 1982: 66) 
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Figure 22 Egungun Idan. Velvet suit with a carved headdress painted silver. Egbado 

Yoruba. Photo: Margaret and Henry Drewal. (Drewal and Drewal 1978: 33) 
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Figure 23. Egungun costume. Yoruba, Republic of Benin. Photo: Larry Dupont. 

(Thompson 1974: Color plate IV) 
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Figure 24. Terra-cotta leopard devouring a leg. Owo, Nigeria, Fifteenth century. Photo: 

Ekpo Eyo. The National Commission for Museums and Monuments, Lagos. 
(Garlake 2002:138) 
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Figure 25. Oludasu ancestral altar, Owo, Nigeria. Photo: Robin Poynor. Courtesy of 

Robin Poynor. 
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Figure 26. The Ojomo of Ijebu-Owo in his Orufanran costume. Owo, Nigeria. Photo: R. 

Abiodun. (Drewal et al. 1989: 103) 
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Figure 27. Leopard head ivory pendant for Orufanran costume. Owo, Nigeria. 

Seventeenth to nineteenth century.  Katherine Perls, 1991. Photo: 
Metropolitan Museum of Art. (Ezra 1992: 291) 
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Figure 28. Owo ivory armlet. Photo: Courtesy of Robin Poynor. 
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Figure 29. Pair of ivory leopards, Kingdom of Benin, Nigeria. Probably nineteenth 

century. British Museum .Photo: Herbert List. (Fagg 1963: Plate 48) 
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Figure 30  Processional of the Oba of Benin and his many attendants. Seventeenth 

century engraving of Benin from Olfert Dapper publication, 1668. Photo: 
Frank Willett. (Ben-Amos 1995: 42) 

 



118 

 
 
Figure 31  Bronze plaque of palace gate, Kingdom of Benin. Berlin Museum. Photo: 

Herbert List. (Fagg 1963: Plate 35) 
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Figure 32.  Bronze leopard aquamanile. Kingdom of Benin. Photo: The British Musuem, 

Department of Ethnography, Museum of Mankind. (Ben-Amos 1995: 106) 
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Figure 33.Small bronze double-headed leopard plaque. Kingdom of Benin. Photo: 

Herbert List (Fagg 1963: Plate 43) 
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Figure 34. Bronze plaque of reclining leopard. Kingdom of Benin. (Von Luschen 1919)  
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Figure 35. Master of the Leopard Hunt bronze plaque. Kingdom of Benin. Photo: Herbert 

List. (Fagg 1963: Plate 23) 
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Figure 36. Bronze plaque of members of the leopard hunter’s guild, Kingdom of Benin. 

Photo: The British Musuem, Department of Ethnography, Museum of 
Mankind. (Ben-Amos 1995: 15) 
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Figure 37. Bronze plaque of nude girl, Kingdom of Benin. The Fine Arts Museum of San 

Francisco, William H. Noble Bequest Fund. Photo” Fine Arts Museum of San 
Francisco. (Roberts 1995: 131) 
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Figure 38. Bronze double plaque of a warrior, Kingdom of Benin. Photo: Herbert List 

(Fagg 1963: Plate 20) 
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Figure 39. Bronze plaque of a warrior flanked by leopard heads, Kingdom of Benin. The 

Trustees of the British Museum, London. Photo: The British Museum 
(Phillips, ed. 1996: 397) 
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Figure 40. Bronze plaque of war chief and attendants, Kingdom of Benin. Mid 16th-17th 

century. Smithsonian Institution Collection Acquisition Program. Photo: 
Jeffery Ploskonka (Freyer 1987: 50) 

 



128 

 
 
Figure 41. Bronze plaque of a warrior shielding a leopard, Kingdom of Benin. The 

Trustees of the British Museum, London. Photo: The British Museum 
(Phillips, ed. 1996: 396) 
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Figure 42. Bronze plaque of chiefs in pangolin costumes, Kingdom of Benin. The British 

Museum, London. Photo: The British Musuem, Department of Ethnography, 
Museum of Mankind. (Ben-Amos 1995: 98) 
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Figure 43. Bronze plaque representing the Oba sacrificing the leopards, Kingdom of 

Benin. British Museum, London. Photo: The British Musuem, Department of 
Ethnography, Museum of Mankind. (Ben-Amos 1995: 30) 
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Figure 44. Terracotta plaque representing Akenzua II at his coronation. Palace of the 

Oba, Benin City, Nigeria. Photo: Paula Ben-Amos. (Ben-Amos 1995: 94) 
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Figure 45. Agba stool. Kingdom of Benin. Photo: Paula Ben-Amos. (Ben-Amos 1983: 

55) 
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Figure 46. The Oba Erediauwa during the Ugie Erha Oba festival supported by his two 

attendants, Kingdom of Benin. Photo: Joseph Nevadomsky (Ezra 1992: 18) 
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Figure 47. Leopard head hip pendant, Kingdom of Benin. Collection of Mr. and Mrs. 

Klaus Perls. Photo: Metropolitan Museum of Art. (Ezra 1992: 169) 
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Figure 48. Leopard head hip pendant, Kingdom of Benin. Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

Perls Collection. Photo: Metropolitan Museum of Art. (Ezra 1992: 167) 
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Figure 49. Ivory leopard pendant, Kingdom of Benin. British Museum, London. Photo: 

Herbert List. (Fagg 1963: Plate 49) 
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Figure 50. Bronze pendant with Portuguese, Kingdom of Benin. Hamburg Museum. 

Photo: Herbert List. (Fagg 1963: Plate 28a) 
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Figure 51. Ivory bracelet, Kingdom of Benin. Samuel P. Harn Museum of Art, University 

of Florida. Photo: John Knaub. (Poynor 1995: 99) 
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Figure 52. Roll-out drawing of ivory bracelet, Kingdom of Benin. Samuel P. Harn 

Museum of Art, University of Florida. Drawing by Johan Mukhalis (Poynor 
1995: 99) 
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Figure 53. Brass bracelet with leopard heads and eben swords, Kingdom of Benin. Perls 

Collection, Metropolitan Museum of Art. Photo: Metropolitan Museum of 
Art. (Ezra 1992: 187) 
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Figure 54. Royal ancestral shrine, Kingdom of Benin, 1964. Photo: Werner Forman 

Archive, London., Staaliche Museen zu Berlin, Museum fur 
Volkerkunde.(Visona et al. 2000: 319) 
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Figure 55. Detail drawing of an ivory tusk, border and bottom row, Kingdom of Benin. 

University of California at Los Angeles, Museum of Cultural History, 
Wellcome Trust.(Blackmun 1993: 61) 

 



143 

 
 
Figure 56. Detail drawing of an ivory tusk, rows 2 and 3, Kingdom of Benin. University 

of California at Los Angeles, Museum of Cultural History, Wellcome Trust. 
(Blackmun 1993: 63) 
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Figure 57. Detail drawing of an ivory tusk, rows 8 and 9, Kingdom of Benin. University 

of California at Los Angeles, Museum of Cultural History, Wellcome Trust. 
(Blackmun 1993: 69) 
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Figure 58. Altar group with Oba Ewaukpe, Kingdom of Benin. Ethnological Museum, 

Berlin. Photo: Staatliche Museemn zu Berlin. (Koloss, ed. 2000: 57) 
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Figure 59. Altar group with Oba Akenzua I, Kingdom of Benin. Ethnological Museum, 

Berlin. Photo: Staatliche Museemn zu Berlin. (Koloss, ed. 2000: 56) 

 
 

 

 



147 

 
 
Figure 60. Rattle staff with Oba on the back of elephant flanked by leopards, Kingdom of 

Benin. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Blumenthal Fund, 1974. (Cole 
1989: 156) 
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Figure 61. An Enisen (junior member of the palace association) with brass leopard 

aquamanile and brass basin, Kingdom of Benin. Photo: William B. Fagg 
Archives, Metropolitan Museum of Art, Department of the Arts of Africa, 
Oceania, and the Americas, Photography Study Collection. Courtesy of the 
Royal Anthropological Institute, London (Ezra 1992: 227) 
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Figure 62. A brass aquamanile in the form of a leopard, Kingdom of Benin. Ethnological 

Museum Berlin. Photo: Schneider-Schutz, Waldtraut, Berlin. (Koloss 2000: 
51) 
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Figure 63. Brass figure of one of the Oba’s hornblowers, Kingdom of Benin. British 

Museum, London. Photo: Herbert List (Fagg 1963: Plate 27) 
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Figure 64. Ivory horn with leopards and Portuguese heads carved in relief. Collection of 

G. Hass 1899, Museum fur Volkerkunde, Vienna. (Duchateau 1993: 98) 
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Figure 65. The Ezoma’s ikegbo (Shrine of the Hand) with the replaced top, Kingdom of 

Benin. Photo: Paula Ben-Amos (Ben-Amos 1995: 46) 
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Figure 66.  Ikegbo top of what is believed to be the original to the Ezoma’s Ikegbo 

(above). National Commission for Museums and Monuments, Jos, Nigeria. 
Drawing by Debra Wilkerson (Ben-Amos 1999: 128) 
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Figure 67.  Oduduwa  maskers in the 1950s, Benin. Photo: Ros Bradbury (Ben-Amos 

1995: 120) 
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Figure 68. Village Ekpo masqueraders in the Kingdom of Benin. Photo: Paula Ben-Amos 

(Ben-Amos and Omoregie 1969: 8) 
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Figure 69.  The leopard mask in Ekpo masquerades, Kingdom of Benin. Photo: Paula 

Ben-Amos (Ben-Amos and Omoregie 1969: 12) 
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Figure 70. A bas-relief representing a leopard on a palace in the Kingdom of Dahomey. 

Photo: Susan Middleton 1994 (Pique and Ranier 1999: 6-7) 
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Figure 71. Fa divination tray, Aja, Kingdom of Allada (Dahomey), sixteenth or 

seventeenth century. Ulmer Museum, Ulm. Photo: Ulmer Museum, Ulm 
(Drewal et al. 1989: 21) 
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Figure 72. Appliquéd banner depicting the symbols based on “strong names” of the 

traditional Kings of Dahomey. Photo: Susan Middleton, 1997, (Pique and 
Ranier 1999: 24) 
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Figure 73. King Agoli-Agbo III wearing the silver nosepiece, a symbol of royal descent 

from the rulers of the Kingdom of Dahomey. Photo: Pedro Pablo Celedon, 
1994. (Pique and Ranier 1999: 5) 
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Figure 74. The Courtyard and the recently rebuilt palace buildings that once served the 

kings of Dahomey. Photo: Francesca Pique, 1995 (Pique and Ranier 1999: 45) 
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Figure 75. A ceremony in front of the palace of King Glele, Kingdom of Dahomey. 

Photographer and date unknown (Pique and Ranier 1999: 38) 
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Figure 76. The rebuilt palace of King Glele showing the three tiers of bas-reliefs, 

Kingdom of Dahomey. Photo: Susan Middleton, 1996 (Pique and Ranier 
1999: 97) 
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Figure 77. A bas-relief from Glele’s palace showing a Dahomean warrior fighting with a 

Yoruba soldier, Kingdom of Dahomey. Photo: Suzanne Preston Blier, 1986. 
(Pique and Ranier 1999: 17) 
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Figure 78. An appliquéd banner, one of the earliest known showing both lion and leopard 

imagery, Kingdom of Dahomey. Photo: Musee des Arts Afrains et Oceaniens, 
Paris. (Adams, 1980: 28) 
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Figure 79. The finial (Hotagatin) for King Glele’s Adoho (shrine), Kingdom of 

Dahomey. Musee Historique, Abomey. Photo: Suzanne Preston Blier. (Blier 
1991: 55) 
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Figure 80  The current ceremonial king, Agoli-Agbo III of Dahomey is wearing the royal 

sandals and shaded by an appliquéd parasol held by an attendant. Photo: 
Francesca Pique, 1996. (Pique and Ranier 1999: 23) 
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Figure 81. Makpo with lion symbol of King Glele, Kingdom of Dahomey, Republic of 

Benin.  Collection of Shelly and Norman Dinhofer. (Roberts 1995: 180) 
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Figure 82   Dehoho, or family shrine house with asen and bocio figures, Republic of 

Benin. Photo: Edna Bay. (Visona et al. 2000: 264) 
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Figure 83.  Asen made before 1930 depicting the lion of Glele, Dahomey. Collection of 

Mr. and Mrs. Hugh Franklin. Photo: Edna Bay (Bay 1985: 44) 
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Figure 84.  Asen with representation of leopard, Republic of Benin. Collection of William 

Arnett. Photo: unknown. (Bay 1985: 23) 
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Figure 85.  Asen in the style of Ouidah, Republic of Benin. Collection of William Arnett. 

(Bay 1985: 369) 
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Figure 86.  A variety of bo, both figural and nonfigural power objects. Togo. Photo: 

published in Speiss, 1902. (Blier 1995: 7) 
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Figure 87. One of King Glele’s royal war bocio depicting Glele in the form of a lion-man. 

Abomey, Republic of Benin. Musee de’l Homme. (Blier 1995: 334) 
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Figure 88. Royal bocio in the form of a lion. Abomey, Republic of Benin. Dapper 

Museum, Paris. Photo: Bruno Albertoni-Arts 135. (Blier 1995: 344) 
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