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Start by taking a good 
look at this vessel. 
Try to think about it 
before you read the 
information  about it. 

What do you see? 

Maybe use these 
questions to guide you: 

INVESTIGATE:

- Who do you think this head represents?  - What do you think the vessel is made of? - How do you think it would have been made? - Why do you think the head is hollow? Do you think it used to contain something? - How do you think it was damaged? How else might the head have changed 

How else might the head have changed over time? 
- How heavy do you think it is? How do you think it would feel to touch? 

Perhaps answer these questions (above) or
 ask your own. 

Do this individually, in pairs or groups.
  

Do you
 agree

 with 

other 
people

?

What a
re you

 most

intere
sted i

n?

What e
lse do

 you 

need o
r want

 

to kno
w?

to kno
w?

How did you 
find this?
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Another 
object with 
elaborate hair 
and jewellery

IMAGINE:

- What is this person thinking 
and feeling? 
- Who are they looking at? 
Is it you, or someone else? 
What could they be saying? 
Are they having a 
conversation? conversation? 
What is it about? 
 

- Can you imagine what they are wearing? 
Could you draw the rest of their outfit? 
- Look at the hair and the jewellery - 
what colours do you think these would be? 

- Do you 
think the

head used
 to conta

in

something
? 

- What mi
ght have

been kept
 inside? 

- Could i
t be the

thoughts 
and dream

s
thoughts 

and dream
s

of the pe
rson? 

- Where might this 

head have been used o
r 

displayed originally?

236



https://www.sainsburycentre.ac.uk/art-and-objects/

https://www.sainsburycentre.ac.uk/art-and-objects/
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ILLUMINATE:

The Facts and Figur
es may have 

some of the answers
, but there 

is so much more to 
know, to 

think about, and to
 understand.

 

The Sainsbury Centre
 acknowledges that o

wnership of 

this object is conte
sted - due to the ci

rcumstances 

of its removal from 
the Royal Court of B

enin. 

More than 2500 important religious and memorial sculptures were shipped to the UK, and are now in museum collections across Europe and the USA.

In February 1897 the city of 
Benin was attacked and destroyed 
by the British military. The Oba 
was exiled, and the royal palace 
was looted.

Does this extra information change the way you see the Head of an Oba?

Is there now

even more yo
u

would like t
o

explore..?

Over 1000 years ago, 

  West Africans 

   smelted copper 

    and zinc to 

     make brass  

The cavity in the Head of 
an Oba would have contained 
a carved elephant tusk.

This realistic-lo
oking portrait he

ad is a highly st
ylised 

depiction of the 
Oba represented i

n his prime.

The sculpture is 
an example of the

 high level of sk
ill 

and sophisticatio
n which the top c

raftsmen in Benin
 achieved.  

The hollow head is very thi
n, and was made 

from cast brass, using a lo
st wax process. 

The head was originally part of an 
ancestral altar to honour a deceased 
male Oba (king), probably Ozolua who 
died in 1504, or perhaps his son 
Esigie who died in 1547.

Benin was a powe
rful and

important tradin
g hub

between Europe a
nd Africa

until the late 1
800s.

This vessel comes from the 
kingdom of Benin, in what 
is now Nigeria, on the 
west coast of Africa.



https://www.sainsburycentre.ac.uk/art-and-objects/232-head-of-an-oba/
https://www.sainsburycentre.ac.uk/new-perspectives/
https://vads.ac.uk/digital/collection/ARTWORLD/id/54/rec/1
https://www.britishmuseum.org/sites/default/files/2019-09/Benin_art_Nov2015.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brass
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Can you experiment with weaving? You could roll or fold up strips of tin foil, use paper straws,or anything else you can find, and weave or plait with them. 

Look at the hea
ddress. 

It's a woven pa
ttern.

What material d
o you think 

this could be r
epresenting? 

ACTIVITIES:
WEAVE:
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ACTIVITIES:




