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but, on the contrary, the ornament and attribute of early
African civilizations,

This reassessment of the African past occurs 'when
many African peoples achieve new positions of indepen-
dence in the world, and when their voice begins to be
heard at the United Nations headquarters and other
places where governments and nations meet. These
middle years of the 20th century may be remembered
for many ftroubles and upheavals, and for risks and

dangers greater than any that humanity had ever run’

before: on the side of good they will also be remembered
as the central years of African emancipation. And they
mean, of course, much more than a purely political
emancipation—much more than that some 80 million
Africans, within a few years from now, will be governing
themselves: they mean, as well, an intellectual and moral
emancipation, a breaking down of obstacles that have
stood between Africans and a sense of full equality with
the rest of the world, and of barriers that have helped
to isolate these African peoples from the general family
of man, '

Enquiry into the course of pre-European African history
is an important aspect of this reassessment. It is the
work of many scholars and specialists in many lands.
International scholarship, these past ten or twenty years,
has joined together in a common effort to make good,
as well as may be, much of the mutilation that was done
to African repute through four centuries of slaving and
another century of imperialist rule. And what is happen-
ing now—this special issue of THE UNEsco COURIER is
something of a symbol of its happening—is that the fruits
of all this patient work and painstaking research are
now being gathered in. Let me offer one small but typical
example. For the last twenty years the standard British
work on East African history was that of Sir Reginald
Coupland, who devoted some forty pages to the pre-
European past. Last year one of Britain’s leading uni-
versity presses decided to commission a multi-volume
history of British East Africa; and this will devote a
whole volume to the pre-European past. ‘

Something of the range and often bewiidering variety
of the work that is being done, up and down the conti-

nent, can be glimpsed from articles which distinguished .

specialists contribute to this special issue of THE COURIER.
It would be invidious to mention names where so many
men and women are at ‘work. There is almost no African

territory, however outwardly silent and remote, that has’

failed to produce some contribution, however small, to the

vivid and compelling picture of African history that is -

now beginning to emerge.

- Colonial government—in British territories, notably
those of Tanganyika and Southern Rhodesia—have passed
careful ordinances for the safeguarding and maintenance
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AFRICA SOUTH OF THE SAHARA is
shown in almost its entirety on this adaptation of
a map by Palacios, originally published in '* The
Sculpture of Africa *', © Thames and Hudson Ltd.,
London, To it have been added the names of
important archaeological and historical sites
mentioned in this special issue of * The Unesco
Courier ', From these sites modern historians and
archaeologists have unearthed a vast body of
evidence which proves that remarkable African
civilizations flourished long before the arrival of the
Europeans on this continent, civilizations which
were mostly unknown to other peoples and whose
achievements are only now being recognized.

of ancient monuments. They have given money, little
but precious, for the subsidizing of museums and research.
They have begun to appoint salaried specialists in the
fields of history and archaeology. In French territories
the pioneering labours of M. Monod and his colleagues
of the Institut Francais de I’Afrique Noire have laid bold
and solid foundations in this new soil of interest and
enquiry.- The Emperor of Ethiopia, in a land so often
barred to archaeology in the past, has shown himself
magnanimous and enlightened. The Government of the
Republic of the Sudan, increasingly aware of its rich
inheritance from ancient Kush, has embarked on the
building of what promises to be one of the greatest
museums .of all Africa. Such examples could easily be
multiplied. .

And now African scholars, working in African universi-
ties, have themselves begun to take a hand. Nothing
more clearly shows the progress that is being made, and
may increasingly be made, than the way in which this
history of the mediaeval Nigerian kingdom of Benin is
now being sought and written. Three years ago the
British and Nigerian Governments joined with the Car-
negie Foundation. to award a sum of £42,000 for team
research into the story of mediaeval Benin; and the leader
of this distinguished team is an African, Dr. Onwonwu
Dike of Ibadan University College. (See page 13.)

Homo sapiens may first have seen the light in central
or east Africa. For some thirty years now, Afrieca has
yielded discovery after discovery revolutionizing earlier
concepts of the remote origins of humanity; and the
work of men like Dart, Breuil and Leakey has a much
more than purely African significance. But the present
enquiry, the subject of this special issue, has another
direction. What now becomes possible is to sketch the
outline of the comparatively recent pre-history and
history of large regions of Africa: the record, that is, of

CONT'D ON PAGE 8
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HE Kingdom of Benin is undoubtedly one of the most
T ancient Nigerian Kingdoms and before the advent

of Europeans perhaps the most powerful state in
Southern Nigeria. It remains the best example of an
African forest kingdom which originated and developed
away from all Arab and European influence.

From Nigerian standards Benin is very rich in oral
tradition and material artefacts. There are, for example,
the works of art in bronze, ivory, wood, iron, pottery and
other materials for which Benin is justly famed
throughout the world; works which reveal a superb
degree of artistry and technical skills and which were
fully developed before the coming of Europeans., This art
was produced at the command of the Obas (Kings of
Benin) to commemorate outstanding events and persons
of their reigns and the results are, consequently, invalu-
able historical records provided they can be properly
interpreted.

Finally Benin is one of the few West African kingdoms
that maintained contact with the trading Europeans
from the 15th century. The Portuguese arrived in 1485
and were followed by the Dutch, the French and the
English. Spaniards, Danes and Brandenburgers occa-
sionally joined in the scramble for Benin pepper, ivory,
slaves and palm oil. But the contact between Benin and
Europe from 1485 to 1897 'was largely commercial; and
contact of this kind produced business letters, ships logs,
personal letters, diaries and an occasional official report.
Since the 15th century persistent but intermittent efforts
were made by Roman Catholic Missions to establish
outposts in Benin and because of that contact missionary
archives may yield useful material on Benin history."

- The work of the Benin scheme is in the early stages
and much of the history of the Kingdom still lies buried
in legend and oral tradition, illustrated in brass and
ivory, represented in existing customs and ceremonial, or
alluded to in the records of traders and missionaries.
‘When these sources are fully unearthed new light 'will
be thrown on the history of Benin. At this stage only a
very brief account of this mediaeval West African king-
dom can be attempted here. .

The ancient Kingdom of Benin, which maintained its
independence until 1897 (when it 'was overthrown by a
British punitive expedition) was situated in the tropical
rain forest of West Africa, bounded on the east by the
River Niger and the vast swamplands of the Niger delta,
on the south by the sea, to the west by the Yoruba king-
doms of Oyo and Ijebu, and to the north by the savannah
lands where cavalry came into its own. When and how
the Kingdom was founded can only be conjectured, for
the Binis were a non-literate people, and the first Euro-
pean ‘who visited them in 1486 found the Kingdom at the

height of its power with traditions reaching far into the

past.

Reigning king 35th of his line

Hose traditions which the Binis still remember do not
T refer to any general migration, but they agree that a

first dynasty of kings came to them from Ife (pro-
nounced “eefay”) the spiritual capital of the Yoruba
peoples. Most of the stories concerning the twelve kings
of this first dynasty have a mythical and magical cha-
racter which throws little light on the history of Benin.
Their rule is said to have been ended by a revolt that es-
tablished 2 short-lived republican form a government.

Before long a new ruler from Ife established himself
in Benin either by force or, as tradition maintains, by
invitation. He founded the dynasty of kings (or Obas,
as they are known in Benin) which has ruled until the
present day, the reigning Oba being the 35th of his line.

. The names of all these rulers is still recited, with minor
variations, and the arrival in 1386 of the first European,
the Portuguese Joao Afonso d’Aveiro, is usually placed
in the reign of the 15th Oba, Ozolua. So that the most
probable date for the founding of the new dynasty would
seem to be sometime in the 12th century.

. The greatest Obas united in their persons the spiritual,

political and military leadership of their people. They
enjoyed absolute religious and political authority over
their subjects, to whom their person was sacred and
endowed 'with magical powers. An elaborate ritual which
surrounded every act of the Oba, even his eating and
sleeping, kept him withdrawn in his palace save on great
" ceremonial occasions, and thereby heightened the awe
; of his people. As high priest of the nation, on his per-
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formance of numerous ceremonies in honour of the goas,
the royal ancestors and his own divine attributes hung the

. fate of the harvest and the well-being of the nation.

Certain groups of priests participated in these ceremonies,
many of which involved human sacrifice, but there was
no pgiestly caste able to wield divine sanctions against
an Oba.

To his mystical powers the Oba joined a political abso-
lutism limited only by his ability to impose his 'will
through force and religious sanctions. Justice, legislation
and the conduct of all political business within and
without the Kingdom lay in his hands. In practice, even
the ablest or most ruthless of rulers was compelled to
seek advice from important men in the kingdom and
palace and eventually a royal council emerged composed
of three groups of title holders.

A royal agent in every village

NE group traced its origin to the first dynasty and its
O seven titles ‘were hereditary. The other two—“town

chiefs” and “palace chiefs”"—owed their origin to the
reigning dynasty, 'were hardly ever hereditary, but were
bestowed by the Oba on whom he pleased and added to
or altered whenever political expediency dictated.
Besides advising the Oba, the members of these title
groups individually or in groups performed all ritual and
administrative duties.

The oldest order, the Uzama, installed the Oba and its
members were responsible for the conduct of wars, the
watch on a city gateway and the welfare of the heir to
the throne. Among the “town chiefs” were the second-
in-command of the army and the priest of the people.
The principal duties of the “palace chiefs” were to super-
vise the royal wardrobe and act as personal servants to
the Oba. All title groups included warrior chiefs among
their members.

To make his power effective in the numerous small
towns and villages scattered in the dense forest, the Oba
appointed a title holder in Benin to be responsible for a
town, a group of villages, a single village or an even
smaller unit. It was the duty of this man to act as
intermediary between the Oba and his subjects in the
collection and delivery to the palace of the tribute of
foodstuffs for which the village or group 'was assessed.
He also acted as spokesman for his group whenever they
wished to communicate directly with the Oba.

The tribute of foodstuffs was not the sole economic
support of the elaborate court in Benin: large numbers
of slaves laboured for the Oba in Benin and in villages
and farm settlements throughout the XKingdom. He
gathered, too, a large revenue from his monopoly of the
most important articles of external trade, notably slaves,
ivory and palm kernels.

Religion as well as the law guarded these privileges for
him. The advent of European traders made the mono-
polies still more profitable, and usually they ensured that
the Oba was the richest man in his kingdom. Even so
an enterprising man could amass great wealth, and there
are stories of such men who lost their riches and their
lives at the hands of a jealous monarch.

Benin City, the capital of the Kingdom, lay within a
high earthen wall and deep ditch roughly rectangular
in shape and enclosing an area some three miles across.
Broad, straight avenues crossed the city from gate to
gate at right angles, lined neatly by houses built of the
local red earth in a distinctive style. An outer and inner
rectangular wall roofed with a thatch of leaves provided
living quarters and left in the middle of the house an open
sunken courtyard from which the torrential rain could
be drained, and around which the overhang of the roof
afforded the use of an open verandah.

Altars for the worship of one or more of an elaborate
pantheon of gods were incorporated in the house, the
choice of deity depending upon the predilection or duty
of the owner. Most important of the deities were a high
god, the god of the sea, the god of iron, the god of medi-
cine, the god of death, the god of fertility and the god
of divination. But the most personal aspect of Bini reli-
gion was represented in each house by an altar for the
worship of the spirits of the owner’s ancestors, who were
daily propitiated, consulted and honoured.

‘The more important the man, the more elaborate would
be his house, so that the greater title-holders might own

CONT'D ON NEXT PAGE
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ancient capital of

the ‘Land of Gold’

by Raymond Mauny

Head of the Archeology-Prehistory Section
Institut Frangais d’Afrique Noire, Dakar, Sénégal.

N March 6 1957 a new State—Ghana, formerly the

British-administered territory of the Gold Coast—

came into existence on the shores of the Gulf of
Guinea.
- The choice of Ghana as the name for the new-born
state may have puzzled some students of African history.
No part of the former Gold-Coast 'was ever included in the
Empire of Ghana, which extended over the Western Sudan
and the Southern Sahara from the seventh century until\
at least the thirteenth century a.p., but whose southern
expansion seems to have stopped a,t the Niger. Some
writers have suggested that the Akan, one of the principal®
local tribes, may have been connected with the Empire of
Ghana. The selection of this name for the new West

African State was actually probably due to the glamour -

surrounding the first great Sudanese Empire.

Nothing definite is known about its origins. The only
documents that touch on the question—the Tarikh el-
Fettach and the Tarikh es-Sudan, both written by scholars
from Timbuktu—belong to a very late period (sixteenth-
seventeenth centuries) ; these give a long list of kings
said to have reigned before the Hegira. (The date from
which the Mohammedan era is reckoned—622 a.p.

‘We find the first mention of the Empire of Ghana in
the works of the astronomer Al-Fazari, written just before
800 Ap. He calls it “the land of gold.” Certain ninth
and tenth century authors mention it briefly, but the
only good description of the State and its capital is given
by El-Bekri (1067). In his day, the Empire was at the
height of its prosperity and stretched from the Sahara,
the Niger and Central Senegal to the Lake Debo area.

Despite the great tolerance it showed towards Moham-
medans, this State with its animistic religion, offended
the fanatical Almoravides, who invaded and conquered it
in 1077. An Arab dynasty, possibly of Sherifian origin,
ousted the Sarakole Negro kings and, until its destruction
by the Mandingos in 1240, the capital continued to play
an important part as a centre of trade between the Arab
and Berber merchants from the Mograb and Egypt, and
the “Dioulas” from West Africa. Sudanese gold was
brought there to be exchanged for salt from the Sahara
and manufactured goods from the Mediterranean
countries.

For at least 500 years the city of Ghana was one of the
best known markets in the Moslem world. Its trade later
passed to Oualata, founded in the thirteenth century,
which in its turn was supplanted, in the fifteenth century,
by Timbuktu.

‘What traces of the ancient capital have remained?
Strangely enough it twas not until 1914 that its ruins were
discovered—by A. Bonnel de Méziéres, following up
suggestions made by the historian, Maurice Delafosse.
The site was that known as Kumbi Saleh, 200 miles due
north of Bamako and just north .of the Mauritanian
frontier.

The identifxcatxon of the town of Ghana——or, at least,
of the trading centre described by El-Bekri—with the
Kumbi Saleh ruins is, in my opinion, the most plausible
yvet advanced. The Tarikh el-Fetlach says definitely that

24

the capital of Ghana *‘was Kumbi, and this Kumbi is a
great city” ; and the tradition that Kumbi and Ghana
were the same still survived at Oualata at the beginning
of the present century. Moreover, this is the largest group
of ruins to have been discovered in the Mauritanian Sahel,
and all the objects found there date from the early Middle
Ages.

Neither the study of aerial photographs nor re-
connoitering at ground level has as yet, however, revealed

"any trace of the royal city, which El-Bekri declares to

have been situated at a distance of six miles from the
merchant settlement.

The Kumbi Saleh ruins extend over an area of
approximately one square kilometre, lying between two
pools—which are generally dry—and flanked on the
north-west and south-east by two burial grounds covering
almost twice that extent. The outskirts of the city are
strewn 'with pottery shards and must have been built
over with straw huts. The town itself is constructed
entirely of stone—a grey shale, found locally, which splits
into symmetrical slabs. This was used everywhere—for
walls, floors, ornamental work, the tombstones in the
graveyards, and so on.

Thousands of tombs yet
not a single gravestone

HE houses had upper storeys, and when these subsided
they fillled in the ground-floor rooms which when
uncovered were found to be magnificently preserved

under o mass of rubble averaging 12 feet in tickness.

The central part of the town is built round a large
square, from ‘which several streets branch out; the most
important of these, which is very wide, led eastward and
was marked on the plans as the “Main Avenue”. It was
lined by quite high buildings, including a mosque of which
the mirhab has been excavated. The streets are clearly
visible at ground level, despite the collapse of the walls,
and also stand out in aerial photographs. -

As already mentioned, two very large burial grounds lie
just outside the town. In the one to the north-east, the
section nearest to the city contains simple Moslem graves,
edged 'with stones. Further away there are collective
burial-places, surrounded by ‘walls; the largest of these,
with at its centre the so-called “pillared tomb”, is .
surrounded by six square ‘walls, the outermost of which is
over half a mile in c1rcumference

The south-eastern burial ground stretches from the cxty
to the pool of Schobi, beside 'which stands the tomb of
Bouhahim, reputed by ‘tradition to have been the comrade
of Abu Bakr ibn Omar, the Almoravide. This, too,
contains several collective burial-places surrounded by
concentric walls.

Though these cemeteries contain thousands of tombs,
no ancient gravestones have been found; cattle, wild
animals, forest fires and rain must have destroyed the
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THE EL DORADO RULED
BY THE ASHANTI KINGS

by Jacqueline Delange

Département d’Afrique Noire, Musée de I'Homme, Paris

o the martial din of drums, bells, gongs, horns and
T' rattles, amid puffs of smoke from muskets fired in
salute and under German, Danish and British flags
gaily fluttering in the breeze, the British emissaries to the
monarch of the Ashanti peoples made their way to the
- Kumasi Palace through a host of over 5,000 soldiers and
war chiefs in full' dress array. Their slow progress
through this amazing assembly had taken them no less
than one-and-a-half hours.
The head of the mission wrote an account. of this
occasion, whichh is a veritable panegyric on gold and

silver and the dazzling use made of them by this royal

court at a time—the early nineteenth century—when it
'was -barely known to the outside world. The Europeans
were astounded by the wealth of Ashanti, but the things
in all this glowing pageantry which struck them most

. were what they took to be barbaric elements; they did
not discover therein the history of a culture.

“..A hundred or 'so great parasols or canopies, large
enough to shelter at least thirty persons, were being con-
tinually waved to and fro by their bearers; they were
made of silk, in scarlet, yellow and other bright colours,
and surmounted by crescents, pelicans, elephants, swords
and other weapons, all of solid gold... The king’s messen-
gers wore great gold breast-plates, captains and persons
of consequence wore solid gold necklaces skilfully wrought,
the chief executioner bore on his breast a solid gold axe,
maidens carried golden bowls and the interpreters stood
behind clusters of gold-knobbed sticks...”.

Gold was everywhere, glaring more intensely than the
sun itself; it was more heavily concentrated in the palace,
where it was worn by the officers responsible for the royal
household, the chamberlain, the hornblower, the captain
of the messengers, the king’s executioner, the controller
of markets and the priest in charge of the land where
members of the royal family were buried. But, above all,
it cast a glow of light and prestige on the great sovereign
descended from Osai Tutu, the founder of the Ashanti
nation, whose reign had presaged the future glory of the
kingdom, a golden stool, symbol of the royal authority,
having been sent to him from the skies.

Fire-bearing smiths led
emigrants to new lands

elaborate metalwork, through we know of only a frac-
tion of its countless treasures. The techniques them-
selves—casting by the loss wax process, hammering and
repoussé work, and the application of metal to a wooden
core—show a peerless mastery of the materials used. In
all probability this exquisite workmanship—as early as
1700 a traveller considered some jof these works “quite
pleasing”—must be regarded as the fruit of ancient craft
traditions which had been the monopoly of ' the smiths’
caste.
In the old Alkan communities of which the Ashanti are
a ‘branch, the smiths, bearing their fires with them, u1sed
to set out at the head of groups of emigrants, leading
them to new lands. But as Ashanti power gréew and the
royal court increased in importance, the various craftsmen
all turned their steps to Kumasi and the arts were used
for the service of the king. All the African monarchies,
such as the kingdoms of Ife, Benin and Abomey in the
West, and of the Loango and Bakuba in the Congo and

E vEN today we cannot help'.being astounded by this

the great sultanates or chiefdoms of the Cameroons,
greatly increased the demand for art objects as the out-
ward signs of power were built up.

Corporations of craftsmen serving the royal families,
ritual institutions on a more or less national scale, and a
victorious nation, took the place of the castes and the
initiated artists of the little peasant communities in which
wood-carving, either as a stylized or a realistic art, had
been linked directly (with ancestor and divinity worship.

Uproar and torchlight marked
the Spring festival of the yam

HE “Odwira” or yam ceremony of the Ashanti, a Spring
festival and also the feast of the dead, still has the
feudal pomp and splendour of a great day including

sacrificial rites and entertainments, uproar and torch-
light by night, dancing, the waving of feathers and ele-
phant tails by young people, endless processions of
dignitaries weighed down with gold and supported by
slaves, other slaves bearing golden pipes, ostrich-feather
fans, golden swords, silver vases and the king’s ivory and
gold chair.

Among the pendant masks, breast-plates, rings, brace-
lets and other jewelry, ornaments on ceremonial weapons,
vases and weights for weighing gold dust, all are so richly
decorated that one is at a loss to single out any object
as more remarkable than the rest. The pendant masks
depicting human features, are well known. All the
Akan kingdoms made heads finely cast by the lost wax
process, some of which are genuine likenesses.

An amazing variety of weights were used for weighing
gold dust, some having geometrical designs, others repre-
senting proverbs. The imagination displayed in the
former type of weight knew no bounds and the goldsmith’s
genius for decoration is matched by the accuracy of his
observation. The geometric designs are by no means
unlimited in number but it is difficult for us to grasp
their meaning, which would provide the clue to the weight
system used.

The lids of Kuduo or ritual vases, the shapes and orna-
mentation of which bear a certain resemblance to antique
cists or to Chinese bronzes, are also surmounted by sym-
bolic decorative motifs; an orchestra conductor surrounded
by his musicians represents the undisputed pre-eminence
of the chief. The elaboration and lavish decoration found
in these vases are also a feature of the splendid ornamen-
tation of the great inlaid-copper hexagonal chests, covered
with black velvet and golden rosettes, in which members
of the royal family were laid to rest in the funeral cham-
bers set aside for each of the kings in the Royal Mau-
soleum.

Legends, proverbs and popular sayings reflecting not
only aristocratic institutions but also everyday activities
are likewise represented in the Ashanti textiles.

Besides goldsmiths and weavers the royal institutions
also required potters. Women were not permitted to make
anthropomorphic ceramics, vases or pipes for ritual use;
they had to confine themselves to commercial or everyday
pottery. But in their terra-cotta works, the women, too,
show the flair for decoration, instinct for beauty of form
and technical skill so characteristic of the Ashanti.

The Ashanti genius for expressing beauty in form is
perhaps yet more strikingly revealed in the so-called
“Akua Ba” figurines, finely carved in wood with a reddish-
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