A
<= MSL
Ny Cleveland State University

EngagedScholarship@CSU

Department of Art and Design Faculty

Publications Department of Art and Design

1997

The Art of Fasting: Benin's Ague Ceremony

Kathy Curnow
Cleveland State University, k.curnow@csuohio.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://engagedscholarship.csuohio.edu/clart_facpub

b Part of the Art and Design Commons
How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know!

Recommended Citation

Curnow, Kathy, "The Art of Fasting: Benin's Ague Ceremony" (1997). Department of Art and Design Faculty
Publications. 17.

https://engagedscholarship.csuohio.edu/clart_facpub/17

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Department of Art and Design at
EngagedScholarship@CSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in Department of Art and Design Faculty
Publications by an authorized administrator of EngagedScholarship@CSU. For more information, please contact
library.es@csuohio.edu.


https://engagedscholarship.csuohio.edu/
https://engagedscholarship.csuohio.edu/clart_facpub
https://engagedscholarship.csuohio.edu/clart_facpub
https://engagedscholarship.csuohio.edu/clart
https://engagedscholarship.csuohio.edu/clart_facpub?utm_source=engagedscholarship.csuohio.edu%2Fclart_facpub%2F17&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1049?utm_source=engagedscholarship.csuohio.edu%2Fclart_facpub%2F17&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://library.csuohio.edu/engaged/
https://engagedscholarship.csuohio.edu/clart_facpub/17?utm_source=engagedscholarship.csuohio.edu%2Fclart_facpub%2F17&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:library.es@csuohio.edu




























1. Oba gha rie oba oghi domwin iyi ogbon.

2. New Yam festivities are common in many parts of southern
Nigeria. Some Benin ceremonial traits were shared with the
neighboring Igbo. As Pita Ejiofor notes (1985:33-34), many
Igbo would not eat new yam until their priests had consumed
a ritual meal of specially planted tubers.

3. Royals offer only blood sacrifices to their ancestral shrines,
but present new yams to many deities and spirits. In his sensa-
tionalistic publication, Jacolliot discussed Benin’s New Yam fes-
tival (1880:40-43). He claimed human blood was poured into a
large basin of food, creating a protective charm for the Oba;
without it, he was exposed to terrible dangers, including pos-
session by “Lolouc” (Olokun). Jacolliot also maintained that the
Oba and chiefs ate new yam at the market (most unlikely, since
the Oba never eats in public), and further claimed the ruler
traveled to the Benin River for a purification bath, there sacri-
ficing a goat and ram as scapegoats for all Benin.

4. Ague’s acknowledgment of this fasting is a curious contra-
diction of tradition. To suggest that the Oba eats food is con-
ventionally forbidden (he is said to consume chalk); if visitors
call on a chief during mealtime, they are told only that he is
“busy.” The fasting was not total. Participants ate old crops
(including the yam variety known as emile or ikpen-
deghedeghe), as well as melon, garri, beans, corn pudding, and
dried “walnuts.”

5. The Iwoki palace guild, concerned with astronomy, sched-
uled festival openings for the day before New Moon and clos-
ings on the following New Moon. A festival thus began in one
month, continued into a second, and closed (with the New
Moon) in a third. A “three-month” ceremony, in Benin terms,
was equivalent to one Western month.

6. This fixed venue gave rise to the saying “Ague does not
exceed Ogun” (Ague i hien Oguan), referring to places visited
at regular times.

7. Although this illness was considered a supernatural pun-
ishment, its origins may have been organic. Benin yams (“red
yams,” or ikpen) are dried on racks two to three months after
harvest, since eating freshly dug yams is believed to cause
dysentery or fever.

8. The High God Osanobua’s priest (Ohensa) distributed the
umanague. While Egharevba (“Benin Museum Catalogue” in
Bradbury notes:R67) and Melzian (1937:101) suggested the
badges were worn at the commencement of fasting, some
sources said they were only awarded to successful partici-
pants. Wedge-shaped umanague are illustrated in von Luschan
1919: drawing C, a-f. Ewa guild members and Ohensa are
known to have worn crosses up until this century. In 1897 the
British found several small crosses “like Catholics wear”
(Roth 1968 [1903]:14) in the palace. Ward-Price said the Oba
wore a brass cross around his neck, pressing it to his forehead
during daily morning prayers (1939:238).

9. Rhunmwunde were 0 ma setin, o ma saba; and Umanague zo.
10. Some accounts say Ora was an obo, or medicine specialist,
whose wife's name was Uwen; they came from Ife and were
later deified. Other versions suggest they were brought from
Ife as deities incarnated by objects; some traits suggest they
may personify male and female principles. Despite their
ostensible Ife origins, they are connected with Usen, near
Benin’s border with Yorubaland, where Chief Osuan’s Uwen
grove is duplicated. Oba Akenzua II said Usen is actually
Uwen’s principal seat (Bradbury notes 1958: BS96), and
Ewuare is said to have been initiated into the cult there. Igbo
soldiers who entered the Usen grove during the Nigerian
Civil War are believed to have emerged pregnant.

11. Agbon khon y’omen erimwin na khon yukhuerehe.

12. Osa vb’Osuan o ren vbo rre uwe omen.

13. Ugie ne oba kiere ere Osa vb’Osuan yo. Chief Osuan also
bears the appellations Doloro ("owner/leader of secrets”) and
Osuan neo bu’Egie (“Osuan, your presence is needed at the fes-
tival”). Blackmun notes these chiefs’ sacrificial duties
(1984:52, 65, 79, 265-66, 269, passim).

14. Chief Osa’s quote: Osa gb’omwan re; ovbie re o rie omwan
buebue. Ebo n’Edo praise name: Ebo nei rie okhonmwon.

15. I hon ebo ra, ebo we mwen miniminimini, i na vbe we mini-
minimini.

16. Ugbague had served as a holding place for sacrificial vic-
tims and slaves since Ewuare’s time.

17. In addition to the Lagos plaque shown in Figure 2, these are
as follows: National Museum, Lagos; British Museum 98.1-
15.23 and 98.1-15.26; Hamburgisches Museum fiir Vélkerkunde
(2894 and C2897; and Pitt Rivers Museum, Oxford.

18. This curtailment is never accorded Edo figures, and suggests
a conscious application of “Otherness” (see Cumow 1990).

19. Numerous pieces show the fish-legged Oba supported by
kneeling chiefs, as he is on the Ague plaques; their frequent
three-quarter poses suggest that the Ague plagues may have
been prototypes (see an early example in von Luschan
1919:284, abb. 426 and comparable later pieces in von Luschan
1919:285, abb. 424, Dark & Forman 1960:40, and elsewhere).
20. Ben-Amos states that the Oba’s ise-vberigho—including a
paddle-shaped brass wand, an avalaks, and other objects—are
kept there. Umanague badges are also stored in Iwogun when
not in use (Egharevba, “Benin Museum Catalogue” in Bradbury
notes: R67).

21. The Ooton, drawn from Osa and Osuan’s followers as
well as from the Ogbelaka, joined the Isienmwero and other
Ogbelaka members in “night walking” (okhian ason or akhia-
son, often called okerison in the literature). Citizens who ven-
tured outdoors during evening curfews risked death from
these “night walkers”; the phrase “I'm Osuan’s son” acted as
a password. “Night walkers” were meant to control thieves

and ruffians, and were rewarded with chieftaincies.

22. The standing figures’ hands are cast as if to hold some-
thing; any unattached staffs have since disappeared.

23. Frank Willett suggested these figures represented
courtiers who traveled to Ife regarding the Benin monarch’s
confirmation (1967:29); Dark supported this idea (1973:99).
Ben-Amos proposed an Ohensa identification (1995:56).

24. See Nevadomsky 1987 for a good analysis of the cross
motif. Both the Ewa and Ohensa crosses were probably
umanague, since the Ebo ’Edo attendants are closely involved
with Ague, and the Ohensa distributed the umanague.

25. There seems to be a connection between the Ebo n’Edo and
Ogun, deity of war. They share the same palace chamber, and
certain praise names for Uwen and Ora or their priests are war
related. One appellation for the Ebo n’Edo is ugbe nowewe, or
“enemy blaster” (owewe is a type of firearm, while ugbe is a
stone, suggesting a cannon). Uwen is praised by “Uwen has
destroyed enemies/barbarians” (Uwen gb'ete), an accolade
said to date from her role in Esigie’s victory over Idah. Chiefs
Osa and Osuan accompanied the Oba when he went to battle:
“If the Oba is not preparing for war, Osa and Osuan don’t go”
(Oba ma mue egbe okuo n’iweva i yo). The Ewa feature on an
Ogun gong (Roth 1968 [1903]:56, figs. 61, 64). Their leader,
Chief Ohuoba, holds this type of instrument annually at the
Esigie-instituted Emobo ceremony, and it also appears at coro-
nations (Nevadomsky 1984:52). The Reiss-Museum plaque
(Fig. 4) may illustrate a link between Ague, the Ewa, and the
Idah war; it shows a high-ranking soldier with a kneeling,
praying Ewa and two Portuguese half-figures. Chief Osuan,
Uwen's priest, says this war increased his title.

26. Castration’s ties to Idah are reinforced by the saying “Ai
ren neo wa omwan vbe Ighan,” or “Nobody knows who cas-
trates somebody in Ighan (Idah).”

27. For leopard imagery in Benin, see Blackmun 1991. Boston dis-
cusses Igala leopard associations, which include mourning dead
leopards like royals and spotting royal shrouds (1968:50-51).

28. Eresonyen he mien eke muen Ague Osa go yi.

29. Eresonyen’s trip to Uzala is said to have been war related.
This is curious; supposedly, Ehengbuda was the last Oba to go
to war, and royal sequestration in the palace was nearly com-
plete after his time. Perhaps this confinement was only an
accepted fiction, like the “complete” ban on contact between
the Oba and his heir, or the supposed killing of all Queen
Mothers before Esigie.

30. Besides the Disney-Tishman example (Fig. 10), the eigh-
teenth-century male headpieces are in the British Museum and
the National Museum, Lagos. Two female headpieces are in
the British Museum; I have not been able to track down the
third. The “child” is now in Berlin’s Museum fiir Vélkerkunde.
31. The dance tools are clearly evident in the Frank Speed and
R. E. Bradbury film Benin Kingship Rituals, but the 1989
Ododua Masquerade video shows ufiemwin, which resemble
umomo, another type of hammer.

32. In times past, when the performance was at night, it was
widely believed that even “strong” (medicinally reinforced)
spectators would remain only until the fifth of seven songs
was sung: “If you went further than that, they say something
will happen—you’ll be done away with.”

33. The Iyoba currently owns udahae, while the Oba’s senior
daughter (and perhaps his second daughter) receives it at
her wedding.

34. Ben-Amos notes that in 1981, Blackmun was also told that
the masks “represent kings in the ruling line of Ododua”
(Ben-Amos 1984:79). Formal and symbolic correlations with
Yoruba examples are unconvincing, While the Iperu crown
does have a stem-on-cone structure, its style and iconography
are unconnected to the Benin works; the brass Oyo masks may
have a protective function, but so do a great many other
African masks—no specific analogies seem to exist. If Ododua
imagery is really preoccupied with “cosmic order/disorder,”
as she suggests—and this is by no means certain, as the mud-
fish and eben which appear on two masks do not fit this cate-
gory—perhaps land purity /pollution is the cause.

35. The masquerade’s combination of fertility and Osun-relat-
ed issues is standard for the Ebo n’Edo; the Eghute festival
also associated the two. Headed by Chief Osuan, this cere-
mony’s objectives were the revival and reactivation of the
Oba’s Osun, as well as the fruitfulness of both plants and
women. Benin medicine is generally regenerated through
purification at one level or another. At Eghute, the land itself
is cleansed by rites requiring all pregnant women to go
beyond the city walls for its duration.
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