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The Kingdoms of precolonial West Africa 
Key Information 

1 900 CE The kingdom of Benin began in the 900s 
when the Edo people settled in the 
rainforests of West Africa The kingdom was 
called Igodomigodo. It was ruled by a series 
of kings, known as Ogisos, which means 
‘rulers of the sky’. 

2 1100 CE In the 1100s there were struggles for power 
and the Ogisos lost control of their 
kingdom. 
The Edo people feared that their country 
would fall into chaos, so they asked their 
neighbour, the King of Ife, for help. The king 
sent his son Prince Oranmiyan to restore 
peace to the Edo kingdom. 

3 1100-1500 CE Oranmiyan chose his son Eweka to be the 
first Oba of Benin. Eweka was the first in a 
long line of Obas, who reached the peak of 
their power in the 1500s. 

4 1601 CE Oba Ehengbuda was the last of the warrior 
kings. But he spent most of his reign 
stopping rebellions led by local chiefs. After 
his death in 1601, Benin’s empire gradually 
shrank in size. 

5 1897 CE The kingdom came to a sudden end in 1897, 
when a British army invaded and made it 
part of the British Empire. 

6 1280 -1337 Mansa Musa lifetime – ruler of Mali Empire 

 

Prior Knowledge  

 Where is Africa? 

 What people ruled the African states 
before European colonisation? 

 What was the colonisation of Africa? 

Key Vocabulary 

1 Edo The Edo or Benin people are 
people primarily found in Edo 
State, Southern part of 
Nigeria. 

2 Oba The Oba of Benin is the 
traditional ruler and the 
custodian of the culture 

3 kingdom A country, state, or territory 
ruled by a king or queen 

4 continent Any of the world's main 
continuous expanses of land 

5 pre-
colonisation 

The period of time in Africa 
before European Colonisation 

6 colonisation The action or process of 
settling among and 
establishing control over the 
indigenous people of an area 

7 bronze A metal alloy consisting 
primarily of copper, often 
used in sculpture 

8 plaque An ornamental tablet, 
typically of metal, porcelain, 
or wood, that is fixed to a 
wall or other surface in 
commemoration of a person 
or event 

9 pilgrim A person who journeys to a 
sacred place for religious 
reasons 

10 pilgrimage A journey to a place of 
particular interest or 
significance, usually religious 

 

Key Facts 
The Kingdom of Benin was a kingdom in what 
is now southwestern Nigeria. It has no 
historical relation to the modern republic of 
Benin, which was historically known as 
Dahomey from the 17th century until 1975. 
The Kingdom of Benin's capital was Edo, now 
known as Benin City in Edo state, Nigeria. 
 
The kingdom of Edo was exceptionally rich 
and powerful for more than 200 years. Their 
wealth came from trade. With it they built up 
a large and powerful army. 
 
Wanting to control the palm oil trade the 
British Empire invaded in 1897 and made the 
kingdom a colony. 

 

KEY QUESTIONS 

1 What was the Kingdom of Benin? 

2 Why was the Kingdom of Benin so powerful? 

3 Who ruled the Kingdom of Benin? 

4 How did the people of the Kingdom of Benin 
live? 

5 What caused the Kingdom to be invaded? 

6 What is colonisation? 

7 Who was Mansa Masu? 

8 What was the Empire of Mali? 
 

KEY PLACES 

1 Africa Continent 

2 West Africa 17 countries that include Nigeria 
and Western Sahara 

3 Nigeria African country on the Gulf of 
Guinea 

4 Mali Eighth-largest country in Africa 

5 Kingdom of Benin The Kingdom of Benin was a 
kingdom in what is now in 
southwestern Nigeria 

6 Benin City Benin City is the capital and 
largest city of Edo State in 
southern Nigeria 
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OTHER INTERESTING FACTS TO EXPLORE OR KNOW 
Metal workers in Benin made beautiful plaques, masks and statues for the Oba. These are 
often called 'Benin Bronzes', however most are actually made of brass rather than bronze. 
Artwork from Benin reveals a lot about the kingdom's people and their beliefs. 

WEBSITES AND PLACES OF INTEREST TO VISIT 
 
https://www.britishmuseum.org/about-us/british-museum-story/contested-objects-
collection/benin-bronzes 
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