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Bas-Relief Art 

Ea rly in the eig hteenth centu ry, 

King Ag aj a  is believed to have ini­

tiated the tradition of decorating 

pal ace wa l l s .  Decoration consisted 

of m u ra ls, encru sted she l l s  a nd 

pearls, perforations, and bas- reliefs, 
, 

but it is the bas-reliefs th at h ave 

rem ained the most rem a rka ble ele­

ment. I n  addition to their excep­

tion a l  a rtistry, which has led them 

to be described a s  "one of the most 
" beautifu l a rtistic creations of the 

people of the West Africa n coa st, rr 

they provide a docu ment of excep­

tion a l  historica l  va l ue, beca use few 

other a reas in Africa have so wel l  

preserved the traces of a cu ltu ra l  

memory a s  it developed over the 

centu ries.  Exa m p les ca n be fou n d  

o n  tem p les, pa l a ces, a nd other 

buildings th roug hout the region .  

Bas-relief at temple 

near Abomey. 

Photograph by 

Leslie Railler, 1996. 





B A S - R E L I E F  A RT 

Com m on ly ca l led noudide 

in Fon, from the root word meaning "to 

design" or "to portray," the bas-reliefs are 

three-dimensional, modeled- and painted­

earth pictograms. Early examples of the 

form, first in religious temples and then 

in the palaces, were more abstract than 

figurative. Gradually, figurative depictions 

became the prevalent style, illustrating the 

tales told by the kings' heralds and other 

Fon storytellers. 

Palace bas-reliefs were fashioned 

according to a long-standing tradition of 

architectural and sculptural renovation. 

Ruling monarchs commissioned new palaces 

and artworks, as well as alterations of ear­

lier ones, thereby glorifying the past while 

bringing its art and architecture up to date. 

While much of the original earth or clay was 

probably used again in the new building 

Princess Houedehoun 

seated in her temple, 

which is decorated 

by several types 

of three-dimensional 

wall decorations. 

Photograph by 

Francesca Pique, 1996. 

The original earth 

used to make bas­

reliefs came from ter­

mite mounds such as 

this one near Abomey. 

Photograph by 

Leslie Rainer, 1996. 
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Woman at an Abomey 

market selling balls 

of kaolin clay used 

as a white coloring 

material. 

Photograph by 

Leslie Rainer, '994. 

Traditional coloring 

materials. 

Photographs by 

Francesca Pique, '994. 

B A S - R E L I E F  A R T  

structure, the bas-relief designs themselves 

were subtly altered over time. Although this 

alteration complicates the issue of their orig­

inality, it also emphasizes the important 

function of the bas-reliefs as visual records 

of the kingdom's history. Some bas-reliefs 

may have been commissioned by newly 

enthroned rulers for their predecessors' 

ajalalas, or reception halls. Or, perhaps, 

the late king's bas-reliefs may have been 

remodeled and repainted to coincide with 

the Grand Customs ceremonies held in his 

honor after his death. The subject matter 

treated in some of the ajalala bas-reliefs of 

King Guezo, for example, suggest that they 

may have been completed soon after GleIe 

came to the throne in 1858. GIele's bas­

reliefs, in turn, were perhaps finished under 

the reign of King Behanzin, in preparation 

for ceremonies planned for the early 1890S 

but canceled because of the French conquest. 

Even today, the repainting and redecoration 

of important local buildings are timed to 

coincide with the onset of ritual ceremonies. 



B A S - R E L I E F  A R T  

Bas-relief from the 

compound of the 

Hountondji family, 

whose generations 

of artisans fashioned 

the Abomey palace 

bas-reliefs. 

Photograph by 

Francesca Pique, 1994. 
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Example of the 

earliest and most 

abstract form of 

three-dimensional 

wall decoration 

showing sculptural 

forms in window 

spaces (detail at 

right), in a temple. 

Photograph by 

Francesca Pique, 1995. 

B A S - R E L I E F  A R T  

The bas-reliefs are embedded in the 

walls, usually in niches on the facades 

of palace buildings and voudou temples. 

Originally, earth used in their fabrication 

came from termite mounds; it was dried, 

crushed, and mixed with a liquid residue 

of palm oil-a by-product of palm oil 

production -with some fibers added for 

strength. The sculptures were allowed 

to dry and then brightly decorated. Paint 

was made locally with organic colorants 

and inorganic pigments: dried and ground 

indigo leaves for blue; wild gingerroot 

for bright yellow; a wood powder or 

millet-stalk extract for red; and lamp 

soot for black. Kaolin, a natural clay, was 

used for white. 



B A S - R E L I E F  A R T  

While statuettes and pottery were 

traditionally made by women, bas-reliefs 

were fashioned only by men. Historically, 

these artisans were part of the larger 

Hountondji family guild, whose members 

included blacksmiths and jewelers working 

exclusively for the royal court making 

metal sculptures and decorative arts of 

striking originality and beauty. This attri­

bution is supported by the fact that bas­

reliefs decorating the Hountondji family 

temple today are stylistically similar to 

the original bas-reliefs of Glele. Also, it 

was the head of the Hountondji family 

who often explained to foreign visitors the 

objects and presentations performed dur­

ing the ceremonies. By including various 

ceremonial motifs in the palace bas-reliefs, 

these artisans at once both artistically 

encapsulated and preserved a record of the 

kingdom's most important ritual. 

Early European descriptions of the 

decorated palaces are relatively sparse. 

Such travelers as Alexandre d' Albeca (1895 ) ,  

Edouard Foa (1895 ) ,  and Rene Le Herisse 

(1903 and 1911) all wrote reports, but the 

first comprehensive documentation was 

rendered in 1911 by E. G. Waterlot, who was 

so taken with the originality of the bas­

reliefs that he had molds made of thirty-six 

of them at his own expense. Today these 

molds constitute an invaluable archival 

record, housed at the Musee de I'Homme 

in Paris, with casts made from the molds in 

53 

The first two types of 

bas-reliefs, showing 

the evolution toward 

a more figurative style, 

in the temple of 

Princess Houedehoun. 

Photograph by 

Francesca Pique, 1996. 
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The second type of 

bas-relief, with three­

dimensional sculp­

tural elements set 

into niches, in the 

temple at Tinji out­

side Abomey. 

Photograph by 

Susan Middleton. 1997. 

B A S - R E L I E F  A R T  

Abomey. Together with old photographs 

and contemporary surveys of palace build­

ings and local temples, this documentation 

provides important clues to the stylistic 

development of the bas-reliefs . 

Three broad stylistic patterns of 

three-dimensional wall decoration seem to 

have predominated at various periods of 

Abomey's history. The first type- abstract, 

or iconic, in nature-appears to consist 

of simple wall perforations in geometric 

form - usually triangular, rectilinear, or 

circular-that actually cut through the 

body of the wall. They probably appeared 

first in temples; even today, temple bas­

reliefs tend to be more abstract than figura­

tive. The adventurer J. A. Skertchly, who 

visited King Agaja's ajalala in the late nine­

teenth century, described the whitewashed 

walls pierced with square punctures, gener­

ally arranged in five motifs representing 

weke, the cosmos, and marking the four 

cardinal directions and the central sun. 

This icon, which can also take the form of 

a cross within a circle, appears frequently 

in Abomey today on royal stools, umbrel­

las, jewelry, and other artifacts, as well as 

in the inner temples of important gods and 

historical figures. It symbolizes the central­

ity and cohesion of the Dahomey kingdom 

as a divinely sanctioned space. 

These perforations were functional 

as well as decorative and symbolic. Cut­

outs, for example, could harbor small 

oil lamps that provided light for nighttime 

ceremonies. Others served as windows 

for ventilation and light. Still others were 

used as spy holes. Skertchly, for example, 

observed the Amazons-the elite female 

warriors who formed part of the palace 

guard-"peeping through loop-holes . . .  

in the wall." 

The second type of wall decoration 

found in early palace and temple architec-



ture combined the geometric cutouts with 

three-dimensionally modeled forms ranging 

from sculpted religious vessels to symboli­

cally important animals. These decora­

tions can be found in temples, where they 

depict gods; secular examples dating to 

the eighteenth-century reigns of Agaja and 

Tegbessou survive in the inner areas of some 

of these kings' private palaces. They are 

obvious forerunners of the last and most 

prevalent style, which consists of symboli­

cally significant figures-humans, animals, 

weaponry, and other objects-all of which 

had particular meanings for the ruling 

king. Bas-reliefs of this type figure most 

prominently in the ajalalas of the kings 

Guezo and Glele. 

The Abomey bas-reliefs, while care­

fully rewrought by generations of artisans, 

have always retained their historical and 

artistic authenticity. Both in safeguarding 

the earlier bas-reliefs and in remodeling 

and repainting contemporary forms, con­

servation efforts during the twentieth 

century reinforce the interaction between 

past and present, between royal and popu­

lar art. 

Bas-reliefs set in 

niches in the walls. 

Photograph by 

Suzanne Preston Blier, 1986. 

Example of the 

last and most fully 

rendered type of 

bas-relief, from 

the palace of Glele. 

Photograph by 

Susan Middleton, 1995. 
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.....- ______ Reading the Wall\.-L- ___________ _ 

Column from GUU's 

rebuilt ajalala show­

ing typical arrange­

ment of bas-reliefs, 

with depictions of 

weapons forming the 

top row, various nar­

ratives in the middle, 

and royal symbols 

along the bottom. 

Photograph by 

Susan Middleton, 1996. 

Previous page: Detail 

of the jar-of-unity 

bas-relief before its 

removal from 

the ajalala of GUU. 

Photograph by 

Suzanne Preston Blier, 1986. 

The palace bas-rel iefs compensated i n  part 

for the l ack of writi ng i n  Fon cu ltu re, serving 

a s  visu al  stories that recou nted the history, 

customs, and ritua l s  of the people. For nearly 

three centu ries, the history of the Dahomey 

dynasty was perpetu ated by various fig u res, 

from cult keepers and warrior chiefs to her-

alds who recited epic tales of ki ngs. The bas­

rel iefs can be i nterpreted both as sym bols 

and al legories, on the one h a nd ,  and as i l l us­

trated history, on the other. Their overa rch-

ing theme i s  the g lory of ki ngsh i p - or, more 

prosaica l ly stated, the strength a nd centra l­

ization of royal power. 

Perhaps beca use the stories were tra ns­

m itted ora l ly before their depiction i n  the 

bas-rel iefs, their n arratives a re very preci se. 

They might i l lustrate the ci rcu m stances sur­

rou n d i ng a king's accession to the throne, 

describe h i s  prog ra m of government, or g lo­

rify his victories in battle. Royal omnipotence 

i s  often evoked through a n i m a l  fig u res that 

symbol ize powerfu l q u a l ities attri buted to a 

particu lar  ruler- such as strength, persever­

a nce, or cou rage- and through a l legories that 

praise and sanctify the Dahomean mona rchy. 

Once we a re awa re of the specific associa­

tions evoked by each bas-relief, we ca n "read" 

the stories on the wa lls .  



R E A D I N G  T H E  WA L L S  

"Ou r  freedom can be compared to a jar  with 

m a ny holes, wh ich can not hold water. If each 

one of you,  the sons of this nation, ca n put his  

fi nger i n  one hole, the j a r  wil l  hold water." 

In the early nineteenth century, King Guezo had just wrested the 

throne from his older brother Adandozan, under circumstances 

that could have caused a rift among the people of Abomey, and he 

relied on stories, song, and imagery to send them a powerful mes­

sage of unity. This conserved bas-relief is replicated on the rebuilt 

palace walls of Guezo's son and successor, King Glele. The image 

has been adopted as the national symbol of Benin. 

The jar-oj-unity 

bas-relief, aJter 

conservation. 

Photograph by 

Susan Middleton, 1996. 
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"The powerfu l buffa l o  crosses the cou ntry a nd 

nothing ca n stop o r  confront it. rr 

As well as calling 

for unity, Guezo 

projected an image 

of strength by com­

paring himself to 

the buffalo, an ani­

mal reproduced 

fourteen times on 

his ajalala. 

From the palace 

of Guezo. 

Photograph by 

Susan Middleton, '994. 



R E A D I N G  T H E  WA L L S  

"Horn b i l l ,  it is to you that Se [the god of 

heavenly l ight] gave a burden to ca rry. 

If Se had g iven it to j u st a ny bird,  it wou l d  

not b e  a ble to hold it. B u t  when S e  p u t  i t  

on the head o f  the horn b i l l ,  t h i s  bird sup­

ported the weig ht." 

When Glele, who compared himself to the horn bill, succeeded to 

the throne, he inherited a number of problems. The "burden" 

noted in this phrase, one of several slogans associated with Glele, 

is the hornlike protuberance at the top of the bird's beak. Glele 

is reported to have said, "The baggage of life does not stay on the 

head of just anyone. The baggage of the whole country is on my 

head." 1 The hornbill was considered "the king of birds," and its 

beak was depicted as strong enough to pick up a man. 

From the rebuilt 

palace of Glele. 

Photograph by 

Leslie Rainer, '997. 
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"The l ion cub stri kes terror i n  his  enemies a s  soon as his  teeth have g rown."  

After his victories 

over the neighbor­

ing Mahi at the 

outset of his reign, 

the young king 

Glele compared 

himself to a lion 

cub, as a message 

to foreign ene­

mies who might 

attempt to slow 

the kingdom's 

expansion, as well 

as to rivals within 

the kingdom who 

might challenge 

his power. A 

lion-with a sup­

posedly human 

gaze- represents 

King Glele on fif­

teen successive 

bas-reliefs on the 

bottom row 

of his a j alala. 

, 
, 

From the rebuilt 

palace of Gleie. 

Photograph by 

Frarlcesca Pique, 1996. 

From Glele's 

private palace. 

Photograph by 

Leslie Rainer, 1995. 



"The ch a meleon wa l ks s lowly 

but ca n go fa r, a nd he wil l  never 

brea k even the finest branch he 

wa l ks on."  

The chameleon, 

here depicted on 

one of the bas­

reliefs of Glele's 

ajalala, evokes a 

wily politician and 

is the symbol of 

King Akaba, who 

died some 150 
years before Glele 

came to power. 

Akaba reached the 

age of sixty before 

acceding to the 

throne. Here, the 

chameleon stands 

over a goubassa­

the sword of the 

god of war. 

From the rebuilt 

palace of Glele. 

Photograph by 

Franeesea Pique, 1995. 
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"Lig htning stri kes the pa l m  tree but never the 

pineapple p la nt, which is close to the ea rth . "  

From the palace 

of King Kpengla. 

Photograph by 

Francesco Pique, 1995. 

f 
., 

King Agonglo's djeho-the small, round spirit house where his 

soul is believed to reside-bears emblematic bas-reliefs of pine­

apples, his main symbol. They allude not only to the danger of 

being struck by lightning (which the king avoided) but also to the 

obstacles he overcame when he ascended to power. 
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One of  the major 

themes of the 

Abomey bas-reliefs 

is the glorification 

of the kingdom's 

military conquests. 

The scene above 

depicts Glele's sack­

ing of the rival 

kingdom of Ketou. 

A Dahomean war­

rior has felled one 

enemy and hacked 

off another's arm. 

On the right, a war­

rior aims point­

blank at the head of 

a Yoruba enemy. 

From the palace 

of ClIile, after 

conservation. 

Photograph by 

Susan Middleton, 1995. 

From the palace 

of Clele, after 

conservation. 

Photograph by 

Susan Middleton, 1997. 



From the palace 

of Glele, after 

conservation. 

Photograph by 

Susan Middleton, 1995. 

Cast of bas-relief 

from the palace 

of Glele. 

Photograph from 

E. G. Waterlot, 1926. 

The bas-reliefs 

depicted mytholog­

ical figures as well 

as historical events. 

This image is of 

a fierce mythical 

warrior named 

Daghessou- a  

human figure with 

an animal head, 

who spits fire. 

According to tra­

dition, Daghessou 

possessed a magical 

power that struck 

terror in the hearts 

of enemies. The fire 

evokes the lightning 

of a Fon god; the 

horned figure recalls 

the formation of an 

Amazon battalion 

known as "the furi­

ous antelopes" (see 

photograph of 

Amazons wearing 

horns, p. 14) .  
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Cast of bas-relief from 

the palace of GWe. 

Photograph from 

E. G. Waterlot, 1926. 

From the palace 

of Glele, after 

conservation. 

Photograph by 

Susan Middleton, '997. 

The ajalala bas­

reliefs of Guezo 

and Glele flaunt an 

arsenal of weapons. 

Bas-reliefs repre­

sent the king's cer­

emonial recades 

(messenger sticks) ,  

as well as head­

splitting makpos 

and other weapons, 

such as rifles, 

sabers, and swords. 
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From the palace 

of Guezo. 

Photograph by 

Susan Middleton, '994. 

. '  
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Female warriors, known as  Amazons­

fierce, reputedly invincible, and deeply 

devoted to the king-held the place of 

honor as an assault regiment in the 

Dahomean army. They appear repeatedly 

on Guezo's ajalala. Here an Amazon carries 

off a captive. The valor of the Amazons was 

legendary. In one account of the final battle 

of Abeokuta in the mid-nineteenth cen­

tury, they fearlessly scaled the walls of that 

rival city-state, only to be repulsed and 

thrown from the ramparts. One warrior, 

to show her disdain for the defenders, sat 

down some distance away, with her back 

to the enemy, and lit her pipe, which she 

calmly smoked while bullets from Abeokuta 

sharpshooters flew around her. Finally, 

she was killed and, soon after, beheaded. 

An Abeokuta defender carried her head 

through the besieged town, crying, 

"Look wel l ,  soldiers. 

These a re women 

fig hting agai nst us . " 

Amazon warriors. 

Photograph by 

Edouard Foa, ca. 1890. 

Courtesy Getty Research 

Institute, Research Library, 

93. R.114· 
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Bas-relief of Guezo's 

throne. 

Photograph by T. Spini 

and G. Antongini, '972. 

Catholic nun with 

two wives of King Gh!le 

next to the throne of 

Guezo. 

Photograph by F Gadmer, 

1930. Courtesy Musee 

Albert-Kahn-Departement 

des Hauts-de-Seine, France. 

Perhaps the most 

impressive bas-relief 

commemorating 

victory is of Guezo's 

imposing throne. It 

sits on the heads 

of defeated enemy 

chiefs and is flanked 

by a recade and a 

ram's-head makpo. 
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Many bas-reliefs 

show the punish­

ment inflicted on 

conquered ene­

mies; this one, on 

the ajalala of King 

Glele, depicts an 

Amazon torturing 

a Ketou warrior. 

The victim's stom­

ach is being split 

open and filled 

with earth. 

From the palace 

of eWe, after 

conservation. 

Photograph by 

Susan Middleton, 1997-

R E A D I N G  T H E  WA L L S  
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War trophies are 

another popular 

theme. Here the 

severed head of a 

chief from a neigh­

boring kingdom 

has been strapped 

to his horse-

the penalty for 

having warned the 

enemy that the 

Dahomean army 

was approaching. 

From the palace 

of Gte/e, after 

conservation. 

Photograph by 

Susan Middleton, 1996. 
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Another bas-relief 

on Guezo's ajalala 

shows a spindle 

over a severed head. 

It belonged to an 

enemy who boasted 

of "killing Guezo 

and spinning his 

head on the end 

of a spindle," and 

who was himself 

subjected to this 

torture. 

From the palace 

oJ Guezo. 

Photograph by 

Susan Middleton, 1994. 

R E A D I N G  T H E  WA L L S  
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The bas-relief depicting a baboon holding an  ear of corn i s  a good 

example of how a single image evokes a long and complex story. 

It memorializes Dahomey's efforts to extricate itself from the grip 

of the Oyo overlords. To mock the Oyo king as a glutton never sat­

isfied with Dahomey's annual tribute payment, King Adandozan 

sent him a parasol on which was an applique of a baboon gorging 

itself. In response, the Oyo leader sent back a hoe, encouraging the 

king to cultivate the land to pay his tribute. In response, Adandozan 

is reputed to have raged, "Our fathers cultivated, but with rifles, 

not with hoes. The Dahomey kings only cultivate war." Adandozan 

was eventually overthrown and his name obliterated from the 

dynastic tradition. His successor, Guezo, continued attacking the 

villages allied with the Oyo; Guezo's son Glele undertook their sys­

tematic conquest and was able to free Dahomey from Oyo rule. 

Modern bas-relief by 

Cyprien Tokoudagba 

and family, from wall 

at Abomey market. 

Photograph by 

Susan Middleton, 1997. 
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"No one ca n b l a me a crocod i l e  for eati ng a fi sh. " 

Photograph by T. Spini Oral tradition One of the most 
and G. Antongini, '972. holds that King simple and yet 

Gl€l€ excelled in most cryptic ex-
From rebuilt palace allegory. Those he amples is the 
af Glele. devised are still crocodile and the 
Photograph by famous, having fish-an image 
Leslie Rainer, 1996. 

been faithfully con- that may suggest 

served and sung that the king's tri-

during homage umphs, however 

ceremonies by the violent, are part of 

royal heralds and the natural order 

their descendants. of things. 
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King Guezo was compared to  Dan Ayido 

Houedo, a serpent biting its own tail. In 

this bas-relief, the serpent has horns, a sign 

that it is in fact the symbol of the male god 

Dan. It is painted in Dan's emblematic col­

ors. By comparing himself to a god, Guezo 

projected an aura of timeless power; this 

image can be interpreted to signify that 

the kingdom of Dahomey was so vast that 

it was universally known. 

NOTE 
1. Suzanne Preston Blier, "King Glele of 

Danhome: Divination Portraits of a Lion 

King and Man of Iron," African Arts 23, 

no. 4 (October 1990): 42-53, 93-94· 

"The rain bow i n  the sky can not 

hide fro m  the u n iverse. " 

From the 

zinkpoho, 

formerly known 

as the Hall 

of Thrones. 

Photograph by 

Susan Middleton, 1994. 
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