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he story of the Benin Empire is inseparable from the reign of one

man, Oba Ewuare the Great who reigned from 1440-1473 was
known as a warrior, reformer, and visionary, Ewuare’s leadership
transformed Benin from a struggling kingdom into one of the most
powerful and sophisticated states in pre-colonial West Africa.
Emerging from a period of intense civil strife, his reign marked the
beginning of Benin’s Golden Age, an era defined by strong centralized
rule, military conquest, urban development, and remarkable artistic
achievement.

Ewuare’s path to the throne was forged in conflict, not tranquility.
Before he became king, Ewuare was known as Prince Ogun, a royal
son of Benin’s ruling family. According to Edo oral tradition, Ogun’s
early life was marked by intrigue and misfortune. After his father’s
death, the throne was seized by his brother, leading to internal strife
within the royal household and this caused Ogun to flee into exile but
he never abandoned his claim to kingship. During his exile, he was
said to have gained wisdom, spiritual power, and alliances that later
proved essential to his return. Prince Ogun returned to Benin City
during a time when the powerful Uzama chiefs (the hereditary
nobility) constrained the monarchy. His return was reportedly violent,
involving the deliberate firing of the city as a symbolic act of purging
the old order. By seizing the throne through a display of military
dominance, he established the precedent that the Oba’s authority was
derived from both hereditary right and sheer force. This military
ascension was the necessary catalyst for the centralization of power
that followed. When he finally overthrew his rivals and ascended the
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throne around 1440, he changed his name to Ewuare, meaning “the
trouble has ceased.” The name symbolized not only his personal
triumph but also his mission to bring unity and peace to a kingdom
once torn by internal divisions.

The statue of Oba Ewuare

01

Political and Administrative
Reforms

Ewuare’s first major achievement was the centralization of political
power under the monarchy. Before his reign, Benin’s governance was
largely influenced by a council of hereditary chiefs known as the
Uzama, who held significant authority in royal matters. The
foundational challenge facing the early Obas was the unchecked
influence of the Uzama, the powerful hereditary council of chiefs who
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held the right to crown the king. These chiefs represented the old
nobility and often constrained the monarch’s power, leading to
political instability and civil strife. Oba Ewuare resolved this crisis by
engineering a political counter-revolution that centralized all authority
in the palace. His reforms focused on creating a new, loyal
administrative class to undermine the Uzama’s influence;

Creation of the Palace Chiefs (Eghabho n’ogbe):

This was Ewuare’s most crucialadministrative reform. He established
a new order of chiefs whose titles were granted by the Oba and were
not hereditary. These chiefs organized into three main societies
(Iwebo, Iweguae, and Ibiwe) owed their loyalty and their entire
position directly to the monarch. Administrative Control: The Palace
Chiefs were strategically placed in charge of critical administrative
functions. For instance, the Iwebo society was responsible for the
Oba’s wardrobe, treasury, and the all-important royal trade monopoly.
By putting state finances and external trade under the control of his
personal appointees, Ewuare cut off the Uzama from the kingdom’s
main sources of wealth and power. Hereditary Succession: Ewuare
institutionalized a clear line of hereditary succession, largely
eliminating the chaotic and destructive succession wars that had
characterized earlier reigns and strengthening the stability of the
central monarchy. Through these reforms, Ewuare created an efficient
system that maintained balance between royal authority and local
governance. He also established laws and moral codes, which
emphasized discipline, justice, and loyalty to the throne. This
structure became the administrative foundation that sustained Benin’s
stability for centuries.

Upon his coronation, Oba Ewuare (meaning “It is cool/the trouble has
ceased”) immediately embarked on a systematic campaign of
territorial expansion. Ewuare was not merely an administrator, he was
a formidable warrior. Recognizing that a strong kingdom required
economic control, he deployed his reorganized army to conquer and
consolidate vast surrounding territories. These campaigns were
instrumental in transforming the kingdom into the expansive Benin
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Empire, bringing large areas of the Edo-speaking populace under
central rule and establishing influence over the Niger River region.
Through military campaigns, he expanded Benin’s borders far beyond
its original limits, turning it into a regional empire. Oral histories
recount that he conquered lands stretching towards modern-day
Lagos, parts of Delta, and even reached into present-day western
Nigeria. Crucially, these conquests strengthened Benin’s economic
base, secured control over key trade routes, linking the capital to the
interior and, more importantly, to the coastal port of Ughoton, thereby
creating the foundation for the royal trade monopoly that would define
Benin’s wealth. Captured territories paid tribute in goods, slaves, and
agricultural produce, enriching the royal treasury. Ewuare’s military
successes also enhanced his prestige, reinforcing the divine image of
the Oba as both protector and conqueror. In addition to warfare, he
pursued diplomacy. Neighboring states respected Benin’s might and
often sought alliances through trade and marriage. This combination
of diplomacy and conquest helped Benin dominate regional politics
during the 15th century6. Perhaps one of Ewuare’s greatest
achievements was his reconstruction of Benin City after a devastating
fire. Historical and archaeological sources suggest that he
transformed the capital into one of the most organized cities in Africa
and indeed, the world at that time. Ewuare also commissioned the
expansion of the Royal Palace, which became a center of political
authority, spirituality, and art. The palace was adorned with ivory
carvings and bronze plaques depicting the Oba’s achievements and
Benin’s cosmology. His urban reforms not only beautified the city but
also reflected the power and sophistication of his reign.

Ewuare’s stability was not merely political; it was physical. He
undertook a massive urban renewal project in Benin City, rebuilding
the capital that had been scarred by civil war. He established a
planned urban layout with designated districts and broad streets. To
protect his centralized state, he commissioned the construction of
extensive defensive earthworks and moats, now famously known as
the Walls and Moats of Benin, a monumental architectural
achievement that rendered the capital virtually impregnable for
centuries. This physical fortification symbolized the end of internal
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chaos and the beginning of a secure, centralized state.

02

The Cult of the Kingship and
Cultural Legacy

Ewuare’s most critical and lasting reform was the restructuring of the
government to ensure his absolute control. He systematically curbed
the hereditary power of the Uzama chiefs by creating a new order of
titles known as the Eghabho n’ogbe (Palace Chiefs). These new chiefs,
whose ranks included the powerful Iwebo (responsible for finance and
trade), held non-hereditary titles that were granted solely by the Oba.
Their political and administrative functions effectively served as a
counterweight to the old nobility, ensuring that the bureaucracy, the
treasury, and the military were loyal only to the monarch. This
strategic administrative shift was the political bedrock upon which the
entire Golden Age rested. To solidify his reforms, Ewuare elevated the
monarchy beyond politics, asserting its spiritual supremacy. He
established the Oba as a semi-divine figure, the essential mediator
between the people, the ancestors, and the gods8. He introduced a
new cycle of royal ceremonies, most notably the Igue Festival. This
annual ritual was designed to mystically renew and strengthen the
Oba’s power, thereby linking the well-being and prosperity of the
entire kingdom directly to the physical and spiritual health of the
monarch. Ewuare’s immense wealth and patronage also funded the
flourishing of the Benin Bronzes, creating a visual culture that
documented his reign and became the enduring artistic legacy of the
empire.

By the time of his death, Oba Ewuare had transformed Benin into a
powerful and stable empire. His administrative and military reforms
ensured the longevity of the monarchy, while his patronage of the arts
created a cultural heritage admired worldwide. Even after the British
invasion of 1897 and the scattering of Benin’s treasures, Ewuare’s
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name remains synonymous with greatness. The modern Oba of Benin
continues to draw authority from the traditions he established over
500 years ago.

Ewuare’s vision, a kingdom built on discipline, art, and divine
kingship, stands as a testament to African leadership and civilization
before European colonization. Oba Ewuare the Great was more than a
king; he was the architect of an empire. His reign united the Edo
people, elevated Benin’s political and spiritual institutions, and
fostered a culture whose brilliance still captivates the world today.
The city he rebuilt, the system he designed, and the art he inspired
remain enduring symbols of African creativity and governance.
Through conquest and reform, faith and foresight, Ewuare carved his
name into history, not just as a warrior, but as the true founder of the
Benin Empire.
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