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The Oba's palace in Benin, the setting for the royal ancestral altars,

was also the backdrop for an elaborate court ceremonial life in which

the Oba, his warriors, chiefs and titleholders, priests, members of the

palace societies and their constituent guilds, foreign merchants and
mercenaries, and numerous attendants and retainers all took part. An

engraving published in 1668 by Olfert Dapper shows some of the
palace's high-turreted buildings and a lively procession of the king and

his courtiers (fig. 5). Dapper reported, "The King shows himself only
once a year to his people, going out of his court on horseback,

beautifully attired with all sorts of royal ornaments, and accompanied

by three or four hundred noblemen on horseback and on foot, and a

great number of musicians before and behind him, playing merry
tunes on all sorts of musical instruments, as is shown in the preceding

picture of Benın City. Then he does not ride far from the court, but

soon returns thither after a little tour. Then the king causes some tame

leopards that he keeps for his pleasure to be led about in chains; he

also shows many dwarfs and deaf people, whom he likes to keep at

court" (quoted in Roth 1968:74).

The palace, a vast sprawling agglomeration of buildings and

courtyards, was also the setting for one of the most fascinating art

forms created in Benin, rectangular brass plaques whose relief images

portray the persons and events that animated the court. The only

contemporary reference to the plaques occurs in an eyewitness de-

scription of the palace complex written in the early seventeenth

century and recorded by Dapper: "It is divided into many magnificent

palaces, houses, and apartments of the courtiers, and comprises

beautiful and long square galleries, about as large as the exchange at

Amsterdam, but one larger than another, resting on wooden pillars,

from top to bottom covered with cast copper, on which are engraved the
pictures of their war exploits and battles, and kept very clean" (quoted
in Roth 1968:160).

About nine hundred of these plaques survive today; contrary to

Dapper's account, their figures were not engraved but were cast in

36. Plaque: Warrior Chief,

Warriors, and Attendants

Nigeria, Edo; Court of Benin
16th-17th century

117

































35. Plaque: Oba or Chief

Nigeria, Edo; Court of Benin
16th-17th century
Brass; h. 191/2 in. (49.5 cm)
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Klaus G. Perls, 1991
1991.17.16
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36. Plaque: Warrior Chief, Warriors, and Attendants (detail)

36. Plaque: Warrior Chief,
Warriors, and Attendants

Nigeria, Edo; Court of Benin
16th-17th century

Brass; h. 187 in. (47.9 cm)
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Klaus G. Perls, 1990
1990.332

Ex Collection: Paul Rose; Robert Owen
Lehman

Reference: London, Sotheby and Co., 1964:
lot 114

Exhibition: New York, Center for

African Art, 1988: fig. 188
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37. Plaque: Warrior Chief

Nigeria, Edo; Court of Benin
16th-17th century

Brass; h. 16/2 in. (41.9 cm)

Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Klaus G. Perls, 1991
1991.17.11

Ex Collection: British Museum, London

Reference: Read and Dalton 1899: pl. 27,
no. 3

Exhibitions: Bloomington, Indiana Univer-
sity Art Museum, 1980; South Hadley, Mount

Holyoke College Art Museum, 1984: no. 12

38. Plaque: Warrior

Nigeria, Edo; Court of Benin
16th-17th century

Brass; h. 17 in. (43.2 cm)
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Klaus G. Perls, 1991
1991.17.12

Reference: London, Sotheby Parke-Bernet
and Co., 1977a: lot 199
Exhibition: Bloomington, Indiana Univer-
sity Art Museum, 1980

An arrow is slightly raised in relief on the
lower back of the plaque.





39. Plaque: Palace Priest (Ooton)
Nigeria, Edo; Court of Benin
16th-17th century

Brass; h. 18/2 in. (47.0 cm)
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Klaus G. Perls, 1991
1991.17.25

A bulb-shaped line is lightly raised in
relief on the lower back of the plaque.
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40. Plaque: Titleholder with
Calabash Rattle

Nigeria, Edo; Court of Benin
16th-17th century

Brass; h. 1734 in. (45.1 cm)
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Klaus G. Perls, 1991
1991.17.17

Reference: London, Sotheby and Co., 1971:
lot 238



41. Plaque: Titleholder with
Calabash Rattle

Nigeria, Edo; Court of Benin
16th-17th century

Brass; h. 17 in. (43.2 cm)

Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Klaus G. Perls, 1991

1991.17.10

Ex Collection: Museum für Völkerkunde,
Berlin

Reference: von Luschan 1919: pl. 39A

Exhibition: Bloomington, Indiana Univer-

sity Art Museum, 1980



42. Plaque: Court Official with

Protective Charm

Nigeria, Edo; Court of Benin
16th-17th century

Brass; h. 17 in. (43.2 cm)

Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Klaus G. Perls, 1991

1991.17.20

Ex Collection: Museum für Völkerkunde,

Berlin; E. Hentze

References: von Luschan 1919: pl. 36в;

London, Sotheby & Co., 1971: lot 238A;

Robbins and Nooter 1989: fig. 560
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43. Plaque: Junior Court Official
Nigeria, Edo; Court of Benin
16th-17th century

Brass; h. 1412 in. (36.8 cm)
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Klaus G. Perls, 1991
1991.17.21

Reference: New York, Sotheby's, 1985: lot
136



44. Plaque: Junior Court Official
with Sword

Nigeria, Edo; Court of Benin
16th-17th century

Brass; h. 1958 in. (49.9 cm)
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Klaus G. Perls, 1991
1991.17.23
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45. Plaque: Court Official with

Magic Staff

Nigeria, Edo; Court of Benin
16th-17th century
Brass; h. 1814 in. (46.4 cm)

Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Klaus G. Perls, 1991
1991.17.22

46. Plaque: Court Official

Nigeria, Edo; Court of Benin

16th-17th century
Brass; h. 15/4 in. (38.7 cm)

Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Klaus G. Perls, 1991
1991.17.26
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47. Plaque: Two Portuguese

Nigeria, Edo; Court of Benin
16th-17th century

Brass; h. 2012 in. (52.1 cm)
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Klaus G. Perls, 1991
1991.17.18

References: Paris, Drouot Rive Gauche, 1976:
lot 173; London, Christie's, 1979b: lot 255
Exhibition: New York, Center for African

Art, 1988: fig. 216
An X is lightly raised in relief on the lower

back of the plaque.







48. Plaque: Two Portuguese with Manillas (detail)

48. Plaque: Two Portuguese with
Manillas

Nigeria, Edo; Court of Benin
16th-17th century

Brass; h. 18 in. (45.7 cm)
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Klaus G. Perls, 1991
1991.17.13
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49. Plaque: Two Mudfish

Nigeria, Edo; Court of Benin

16th-17th century

Brass; h. 9 in. (22.9 cm)

Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Klaus G. Perls, 1991

1991.17.24

Ex Collection: H. Ling Roth; University

Museum, Philadelphia

References: Roth 1968: fig. 270; Hall 1922:

fig: 49

50. Plaque Fragment: Mudfish

Nigeria, Edo; Court of Benin

16th-17th century

Brass; h. 1314 in. (33.7 cm)

Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Klaus G. Perls, 1991
1991.17.27

Ex Collection: Karl Knorr; Linden-Museum,

Stuttgart; Benno Mattel

References: von Luschan 1901: fig. 44; idem
1919: fig. 413
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53. U-Shaped Plaque: Mudfish-
Legged King and Supporters
Nigeria, Edo; Court of Benin
18th-20th century
Brass; h. 1658 in. (42.2 cm)
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Klaus G. Perls, 1991
1991.17.28
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