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ABSTRACT
Benin City is the traditional headquarters of Benin kingdom with the Oba of Benin as the traditional 
head and ably supported in the day-to-day administration of the kingdom by the Uzama N'ihiron (the 
traditional king makers), the Enigie (the traditional ministers), the Eghaevbo (the traditional special 
assistants), and the Chief Priest (the traditional diviners and healers). The Benin traditional 
architecture, which was extremely celebrated in the Palace designs, are easily recognized with their 
impluvium or impluvia as the case may be. The aim of this study is to examine Benin Traditional 
Palace Architecture with a view to identifying transformations in the use and meaning of the spaces. 
The study explored the factors influencing the transformation and the implications of the 
transformations for the use and meaning of space. The major subject in this study is the traditional 
Palace architecture, indoor and outdoor space and the interaction between them. This focus 
demands a direct encounter between the researcher and the residents. The study therefore relied on 
qualitative and historical approaches. These approaches generated descriptive and analytical data. 
The approaches had the additional advantage of providing data that came directly from the source 
being investigated. The historical approach suggests the strategy of interviewing Palace owners as 
well as other informants. Participant observation as well as in-depth interview were used for 
effective capturing of data. For easy categorization, Hyper Transcribe Computer Software was used 
to analyse the data. Study revealed that Benin Palace buildings are usually of simple geometric 
forms, in-ward looking, utilizing court yards for day light, study also shows that, most spaces in the 
Oba's Palace still maintain their uses and meaning except few spaces like; Ugha-Iwo, Egbe-Owa 
nokhua, Egbe-Owa nekhere, Azar and Igbedia.

INTRODUCTION
The history of human settlements in West 
Africa is largely the history of the 
movements of people in large or small 
groups across the Sahara and down the 
coastal areas. Building skills and patterns 
of settlements evolved and diversified with 
this movement of people (Ediae, 2015). 
Benin City is the capital of Edo State and it 
is located in the South-South geo-political 
Zone of Nigeria. It was formerly, the 

headquarters of the then mid-western 
region. The Benin speaking people occupy 
seven Local Government Areas in Edo 
State. They include Oredo, Egor, Ikpoba-
Okha, Uhunmwode, Orhionmwon, Ovia 
South-West and Ovia North-East. Of these 
seven Local Gorvnment Areas, Oredo, 
Ikpoba-Okha and Egor make up Benin 
City which had a total of 1,086,882 
inhabitants  (National  Population 
Commission, 2006). Benin kingdom had a 
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monarchical form of government for some 
centuries.

Benin City is the traditional 
headquarters of Benin Kingdom with the 
Oba of Benin as the traditional head and 
ably supported in the day-to-day 
administration of the kingdom by the 
Uzama N'ihiron (the traditional king 
makers), the Enigie (the traditional 
ministers), the Eghaevbo (the traditional 
special assistants), and the Chief Priest (the 
traditional diviners). The traditional name 
is Edo; they speak Edo language (Bini 
language) as their native dialect and 
English as second language. The Nigerian 
Pidgin English also dominates the 
language spoken by the people of Edo. 
According to Osemwowa (2000), “Benin 
is Edo and Edo is Benin”.

In the words of Igbe (2011), Benin 
is famous for handicrafts in bronze, ivory, 
and wood. Apart from being famous for 
handicrafts, a visit to Benin reveals their 
cultural identity; everything about the Edo 
people is culture. The Benin traditional 
architecture, which was extremely 
celebrated in the Palace designs, are easily 
recognized with their impluvium or 
impluvia as the case may be. The impluvia 
were arranged in such a way that, one 
impluvium leading to the other is described 
as buildings of exceptional traditional 
architecture which have been in existence 
for decades and was noted to have an 
existing form of architecture that was 
indigenous in the sense that, the materials 
available were of low cost (mud, thatch 
leaves, wood, etc). These buildings were 
not durable as they degraded over time. 
The people were basically known for their 
complexity in architecture. 

The colonial era brought about an 
influence of new styles in architecture in 
Nigeria. Many traditional buildings and 
monuments of historical importance built 
during the pre-colonial and early colonial  

eras have virtually disappeared from our  
landscape. In their place, we now have to  
contend with modern architecture of  
many  styles and descriptions (Osasona, 
2007).

Colonial Masters brought about 
new building materials, new technology 
and construction methods which were 
alien to Benin Kingdom. To properly 
appreciate the resourcefulness of the 
traditional house  builder  of  the  past, this 
study focuses  on Benin traditional Palace 
architecture which  employed  creative 
technology  and  locally  sourced  building 
materials. Before the introduction of 
modern European architecture and 
imported  building  materials,  the Edo  
traditional communities built their Palaces 
and houses  to  meet  their  social,  cultural  
and  religious  needs.  Building materials 
were mostly comprised   of mud, wood, 
palm fronds, grass and other appropriate 
vegetable materials.

ORGANIZATION, MEANING AND 
USE OF SPACE 
Organization is the coordination of 
separate components into a unit or 
structure. It is the relationship that exists 
between separate components in a logical 
whole. Development process leads to 
change in the urban surroundings which 
can be captured in process known as urban 
change. Urban change could take a slow 
pace and sometimes be very rapid. Since 
urban change is necessary, then the use of 
spaces in building (architecture) collect-
ively forms a built environment. And this 
built environment expands due to econo-
mic reforms, technological development, 
social change and ideological (cultural 
change) to what can be described as an 
urban centre. Therefore, as urbanization 
occurs leading to urban change the use of 
spaces also changes. Thus this review 
would attempt to examine the views of 
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other researchers in related studies   
Space is the core of architecture. In 

order to design, it is necessary to conceive 
and think about architectural space sur-
rounding us by decoding the characteristics 
of its nature and discovering messages 
revealed via its built form. This is how an 
architect is aware of the spaces that 
surround him/her. 

According to Kurtuncu, et al 
(2008), spatial knowledge stemming from 
spatial experience acts as a network inter-
woven between interrelated concepts such 
as body, scale, proportion, experience, per-
ception, atmosphere, senses, time, me-
mory, context, light, structure, materials, 
architectonics, spatial articulation and 
syntax, etc. If we accept design as a kind of 
sophisticated mental process capable of 
manipulating various kinds of information 
(Lawson, 2003), and space as key element 
of this process or a laboratory which 
contains the base of such information, 
critical questions arise: How do architects 
perceive and conceptualise architectural 
space?

How do architects understand and 
decode space? How do they think and talk 
about space? 

In architecture, there is a common 
approach in which spaces are conceived 
and evaluated by focusing on their physical 
appearances and formal characteristics and 
classified under a specific architectural 
style. This approach disregards those 
characteristics such as man-space relation-
ship and their social implications which are 
the key elements forming architectural 
space and its identity. Space is more than a 
simple volume that surrounds us. First, it 
has its physical form that can be easily 
decoded and described by its concrete 
characteristics such as length, width, scale, 
geometry and also texture, colour, light, 
etc. Second, it has other characteristics that 
are abstract and complex, and difficult to 

talk about. These are codes, rules and 
abstract parts shaping meaningful things in 
space. In under-standing and discovering 
these spatial characteristics, the key 
element appears as the man-space 
relationship. 

Space creates settings which 
organize our lives, activities and relation-
ships (Lawson, 2005). According to Hillier 
(1996), space is never simply the inert 
background of our material existence. It is 
a key aspect of how societies and cultures 
are constituted in the real world, and, 
through this constitution, structured for us 
as 'objective' realities. Space is more than a 
neutral framework for social and cultural 
forms. It is built into those very forms.

Human behaviour does not simply 
happen in space. It has its own spatial 
forms. Buildings are treated as art, 
technical or investment objects, rarely as 
social objects (Markus, 1993). Markus has 
suggested that people discover and create 
meaning in social relations, and are formed 
by their social practices. Designing and 
producing buildings are social practices. 
Similar with Markus statement Hillier 
indicates that buildings carry social ideas 
within their spatial forms. Spaces are key 
aspects of how societies and cultures are 
constructed in the real world (Hillier, 
1996).

Brandel (2000) is of the opinion 
that the way we build houses reflect our 
culture, our values, our orientations to the 
land, whether we move often, we work 
with the land, live in large or small groups. 
That is why McLuhan (1994) suggests that 
shapes of a contemporary room describes 
the occupation of the society. So the square 
rooms or house speaks the language of the 
sedentary specialist, while the round hut or 
igloo like the conical wigwam tells us of 
the integral nomadic ways of food-
gathering communities. He treats material 
things human creates for themselves as an 
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extension of their bodies. Arguing that 
development is historical and social rather 
than biological, but it is evolutionary in that 
changes in material aspect of life are linked 
to changes in social aspect.  According to 
McLuhan, material things like buildings, 
clothing etc are called 'art factual 
additions'. They are used for communi-
cations of culture, traditions and urban 
change. Clothing and housing as extension 
of the skin and heat control mechanism are 
media of communication. First of all in the 
sense that they shape and re-arrange the 
patterns of human association and 
community (McLuhan, 1994).

Rapoport (1969) argues that 
varieties of domestic styles of buildings 
cannot be explained merely by reference to 
biological needs of human, state of climate 
and availability of materials and 
technology. Given the same conditions of 
existence different cultures will build 
different types of homes. He thinks that the 
above secondary modifying factors 
determine house-form, but limits choices. 
But primary determinants are series of 
socio-cultural factors which have to do 
with ethos; the values and responses to 
basic needs, family, and the position of 
women, privacy and social intercourse. 
They determine the particular way a 
culture builds it houses.  In other words, 
different cultures express social values to 
do with privacy in the way dwellings are 
contained within the building. The material 
form of housing as an extension of human 
beings reflects the cultural boundaries 
between different dwellings activities - 
working, eating, resting, sleeping, bathing, 
etc. which show that the building contains 
custom and convention of a particular 
culture as well as the people who dwell 
together and their belongings.  So in the 
use of spaces for activities, different types 
of work, sleeping, sex, giving birth, 
ceremonies are distributed around the 

house according to a symbolic system that 
includes the directions faced for certain 
activities, the seasons and the path in and 
out of the house. The reason Vom-Bruck 
(1997) believes that the way a culture is 
contained in buildings may largely be 
traditional, but it is dependent on the 
historic and social change so that 
exceptions are made.  Eco(1986) explains 
that the language of architectural forms is 
related through the function of building 
and their contents to the values of the 
culture. Some buildings last often for 
centuries, providing a very powerful 
cultural landmark on a place. So due to 
urban change and urbanization the 
development of expert knowledge to do 
with building can mean that the 
anthropological system has to operate 
within an imposed architectural style. The 
effects of urbanization are apparent in the 
domestic architecture of the people that 
can begin to erode the distinction between 
places.

Boschetti (1986) in his interpre-
tation of data sought the use of the theory 
of existential space to establish the fact that 
architecture, based on the understanding of 
space as a concrete reality requires a 
phenomenology of architecture. This 
theory is based on the philosophical works 
of Heidegger (1971) who unifies human 
structure (building) with human beings 
(existence) by tracing the meaning of these 
words to common roots. Heidegger (1962) 
defines dwellings as “to be at peace in a 
protected place” based on this definition, 
man dwells when he can adjust and 
identify himself with an environment or 
when he experience the environment as 
meaningful (Norberg-Schulz, 1980).

Dwellings are dual in nature both 
inside and outside of openness and 
enclosure, which is a fundamental aspect 
of existence of space. “To be inside”, 
according to Boschetti (1986), it is 
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obviously the primary intention behind the 
palace concept i.e. to be somewhere away 
from what is “outside”. She believes that 
through thin attachment man's experiences 
and memories are located and “the inside 
of space becomes our expressions of inside 
of personality” (Norberg-Schulz, 1971).

Relph (1976) calls the home the 
foundation of our identity as individuals 
and as member of a community dwelling in 
a place of being. Now the time spent in a 
place of being does not in itself guarantee a 
“sense of place”. The sense of a place, Tuan 
(1975) believes is acquired through living 
and experiencing an environment with the 
head and with the bones. Also habit plays a 
part in establishing a sense of place, but 
also human relationship is important in 
making a sense of place. What is important 
to urban change is the fact that when human 
bonds are broken, place may no longer 
retain their meaning. So architecture is 
altered (changed) and this in bigger picture 
will affect the domestic built environment. 
Conviser (1999) argues that people's 
relationship with their housing reveals 
much about their relationship with nature 
and with one another. Now their 
relationship with nature and one another 
can be explained essentially by their 
cultural and social patterns. Conviser 
(1999) holds the view that the different 
culture types have different type of criteria 
for appropriate domestic architecture. But 
anthropologist and sociologist have 
frequently employed two different cultures 
to describe past and present moment in the 
on-going process of cultural change 
(evolution) called urbanization. They are 
known as archaic and modern by 
anthropologists and sociologists or folk 
and urban (Linton, 1936) by social 
scientists or pre-industrial and industrial 
(Tunnies, 1987). Guidoni (1978) believes 
that archaic culture does not have room for 
individual. He argues that in archaic 

culture, housing location, form and 
function were typically dictated by 
cosmology in the integrating of domestic 
architecture with other aspects of culture. 
However, the cosmology typically left 
little room for individual expression or 
variation (Guidoni, 1978). But domestic 
architecture in modern culture is more 
individualistic in terms of investment and 
status value. It is created in, by and for a 
mass society due to certain variables like 
demography, urbanization, population 
explosion and so on. Several writers have 
argued that an absence of cultural diversity 
and flexibility prevent the attachment of 
natural ecological balance. 

Again, a culture could be 
premeditated out of local control, equity, 
simplicity, and wisdom in the use of 
resources. When this is achieved, then an 
attempt would have been made to show 
that ecology has the potentials to serve as 
integrative symbol system - a cosmology 
for 'naturalistic culture'. Conviser (1999) 
affirmed that through the 'naturalistic 
culture', domestic architecture could again 
come to be part of a community of place, 
but without denying individual flexibility 
in housing choice. The implication of 
urbanization on houses, homes, family 
houses, dwellings has almost eroded the 
culture of family and the community 
variables from domestic architecture. With 
modern culture which is a product of 
urbanization, a house is seen as a 
commodity. It represents a considerable 
monetary investment and is a major 
indicator of its occupation status. That is 
why Consiver (1999) suggested that 
housing should be provided by experts and 
our main connection with it should be 
monetary rather than personal. And should 
all symbolize our position in a competitive 
status order. 

Oke (2004) taking a procession 
approach to view domestic group sees it as 
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a systematic way a group changes 
(transforms) or develops through passage 
of time. For example, a conjugal pair (male 
and female) forms a single residential, 
reproductive, consumption, production 
and resource-holding unit. Both in the 
cause of time and as result of urbanization 
some members are added and subtracted 
due to birth, marriage, death and migration.  
Thus the domestic unit started by a parent 
change due to urbanization and includes 
number of additional reproductive, 
consumption, production and resource-
holding unit. According to Oke (2004), a 
domestic group undergoes a series of 
transformation due to urbanization and the 
process is called “developmental circle”. 
This in-turn affects the general growth of 
the city, town, resulting in urban 
transformation (urban change). This 
developmental circle according to Fortes 
(1958) can be categorized into three places 
– expansion, dispersion and displacement. 
From the processualist view every society 
has characteristic demographic property. 
Thus property manifests in conjunction 
with economic variables in the functioning 
of domestic group. In other words, 
developments are reflected through 
sharing of surviving sons, their relatives, 
sharing of economic resources like land 
and forest among others (Srivastava et al, 
1994). Looking at these three popular 
stages in developmental circle (expansion, 
dispersion and replacement) at any point in 
time the current phase of domestic group 
may influence the residential pattern 
(domestic architecture). So, it is obvious 
that domestic group is not static. It follows 
series of development as urbanization 
process takes place. These residential 
patterns (domestic architecture) are 
outcomes of a number of variables like 
demographic, economic and cultural 
norms such as inheritance customs. 

According to Frampton (2007), 

transformation of urban spaces occurs due 
to unprecedented technical and socio-
economic forces. Such innovative forces 
had multiple repercussions. This general 
development is accompanied by sudden 
drop in mortality due to improved 
standards of nutrition and medical 
techniques. This gives rise to unprece-
dented urban concentration due to urbani-
zation. The accommodation of such vola-
tile growth leads to the transformation of 
single resident to large family compound 
and thus to a domestic neighbourhood and 
then into slums. Or better yet build new 
houses and tenements whose main purpose 
is to provide basic shelter between walking 
distances. Al–attar, (2002) identifies 
development as growth plus change. As 
broadly conceived it involves an increase 
in national income, a rise in standard of 
living, the adoption of new technology, the 
acquisition of new skills and socio-
economic reforms, establishment of new 
institutions and broader participation of 
the masses in development processes. But 
development in built environment or 
domestic built environment is growth and 
change in the built environment. As 
domestic built environment develops due 
to developmental variables, it metamor-
phosis into urban centres. This develop-
ment process leads to urban change 
(transformation) due to urbanization this 
in turn alters the domestic architecture of 
the people. According to al – attar it is 
natural that people who have been exposed 
to modern way of way of living would find 
some fault with traditional house. But it is 
possible to retain the best features of 
traditional house and cities (domestic built 
environment) and incorporate into them 
the latest features of contemporary living. 
Usually the domestic built environment is 
an organic, cellular organisation reflecting 
the religious, cultural and organisational 
values of that society. 



 RESEARCH METHOD 
The primary source of data is the palace 
buildings. The research method used in this 
study was a combination of historical and 
qualitative research approaches. The 
strategy of participant observation was 
adopted for the identification of different 
palaces in Benin City with particular 
emphasis on the identification of changes 
in use and meaning of the various spaces in 
the palace buildings. Tradition or oral 
history is the means through which the Edo 
people transfer information from one 
generation to another. Hence historical 
method was adopted in acquiring historical 
data from Chiefs and Enigie at the primary 
source. It is a very reliable approach as it 
gives first-hand information. The interview 
guide was designed so that certain cultural 
and social issues were captured. The 
questions were semi-structured (i.e. open 
ended with some restrictions). In other 
words, some questions were prepared but, 
as each question is raised, the response 
from the interviewee, determines the next 
question either from the interview guide or 
a fall out from the response received. A 
total of five persons with requisite 
technical background were employed as 
assistants. The discussions were recorded, 
Hyper Transcribe Computer software was 
used to transcribe and analysed the 
materials. Care was taken to deduce what 
the interviewees mean from what they said 
and also understanding the implication of 
what was said by the interviewees. The 
selected palaces for investigation were 

chosen by homogeneous sampling 
method. A palace each was studied in the 
five typologies of Palaces in Benin 
Kingdom.

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

THE STUDY AREA 
Benin-city is the capital and largest city in 
Edo State (Figure 1), within southern 
Nigeria. Benin City is situated along the 
Benin River and lies along the main 
highways from Lagos to the Niger Bridge 
at Asaba and the Eastern States. The city 
had a population of 1,147,188 people in 
2006, (National Population Commission, 
2006). The city is also linked by roads to 
Sapele, Siluko, Okene, and Ubiaja and is 
served by air and the Niger River delta 
ports of Koko and Sapele.

Formerly the principal city of the 
Edo (Bini) of Benin kingdom was burnt 
down (and was ransacked for nearly 2,500 
of its famous bronzes) in 1897 when the 
British occupied the city after the Edo had 
massacred a purportedly unarmed British 
diplomatic mission. Traces of the old wall 
and moat remain, but the new city is a 
close-packed pattern of houses and streets 
converging on the palace and compound of 
the Oba (Edo: “king”), the Palaces of 
Uzamas, Eghaevbo, Enigie and Ohens and 
the government offices. Benin City 
comprises of three Local Government 
Areas namely; Oredo, Ikpoba-Okha and 
Egor.
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Figure 1: Map of Benin City

SPACE ARRANGEMENT THEORY 
AND SOCIOLOGICAL ANALYSIS
The Space theory is a unique theory that, 
recognises space configuration as 
possessing built-in contextual and social 
meaning however, this study also focus on 
meaning and use of space because,  the 
social and physical realms are  intertwined  
in  complex ways. (Hodder 1987), (Kent 
1990), (Rapoport 1990), (Chapman and 
Hockey 1999), and (Miller 2001) have all 
laid similar emphases on the need to study 
this interaction between the domestic space 
and space use, according to (Lefebvre 
1974, 1991) there is no real separation 

between physical, social and mental space 
in reality. In essence the physical space is a 
place of negotiations of social relations 
(social space) as well as a space of 
navigation for activities (Tversky 2003). 
The context is  certainly  of  importance  in  
analysing meanings attached  to  domestic  
objects and activities, stated  in  (Adeokun  
2012) which according to (Oldmeadow,  
Julian, Michael, Platow, Margaret, and  
Donna, 2003), space is  influenced  by  the 
desire for status, and group membership. 
In summary, social space exists always in 
tandem with physical space.
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FUNDAMENTAL CONCEPT OF 
SPACE DISTRIBUTION OF 
PALACES IN BENIN
The  palace  of  the  Oba  or  a  chief  in  
Benin-city (figures 2 and 3) is  planned  so  
that  the  rooms  are  arranged  around  a  
series of  internal  courtyards,  one  leading  
into  another  much  on  the  pattern  of  the  
Classical Roman house  with  its  sequence  
of  atria.  In  the centre  of  the  roof  of  
each  courtyard  is  a  hole  which  serves  
to admit light  and  air,  while  immediately  
below  it  in  the  floor  is  a sunken  surface  
with  an  outlet  to  carry  out  the  storm  
water. Indeed, so striking is the  resem-
blance  to  Roman  examples  that  theories  
have  been  advanced  linking  the  plans  
of  Benin-city  to  Roman  sources  via  
Egypt.  

The  internal  courtyard,  however,  
is  a  typical  Mediterranean  feature  that  
is  more  likely  to  be  due  to  Portuguese  
influence. Or  perhaps,  the  Portuguese  
simply  introduced  some  formality  into  
the  courtyard  arrangement  which  is  in  
itself  common  throughout  Southern  
Nigeria.  The  various  courtyards  may  be  
with  or  without  a  peristyle  of  columns,  
depending  on their  size,  but  a  common  
feature  in  them  all  are  couches  and  

shrines  constructed  entirely  of  mud,  the  
surface  of  which  is  polished  to  a  high  
glaze  and  has  a  remarkable  quality  of  
endurance  so  that  even  the  oldest  
examples  appear  to  have  just  been  
recently built. The sequence of  courtyards  
culminates  in  the  private  apartments  of  
the  chief,  while  on  each  side  are  
arranged  the  wives'  and  boys'  quarters.  

Externally,  the  mud  walls  are  
finished  in  a  pattern  of  horizontal  ribs,  
a  pattern  of  building  which  has  now  
practically  died  out,  and  old  houses  are  
usually  recognizable  by  this  kind  of  
work.  The  roofs  were  originally  of  
thatch – it  was  through  one  of  these  
roofs  catching  alight  that  the  Great  Fire  
began – but  it  has  now  been  replaced  
practically  everywhere  by  corrugated  
iron,  although  the  old  method  of  
providing  a  thatched  coping  on  a  light  
wooden  framework  to  the  tops  of  
courtyard  walls  still  persist.  In  contrast  
to  Yoruba  and  Igbo  houses,  the  roof  
construction is of heavy  timbers  carefully  
framed  together  around  the  opening  in  
the  roof, and they are sometimes  orna-
mented  with  carving.  Doors  and  their  
jambs  and  the  wooden  posts  supporting  
the peristyle around  the  larger  courtyards  
are  often  ornamented  in  the  same  way.

Fig 2: Floor Plan of the Palace of the Oba of Benin City (built up area)
Source: Researchers fieldwork.
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Fig 3: Floor Plan of Eson Palace in Benin
Source: Researchers fieldwork.

CHANGE IN USE AND MEANING 
OF SPACES IN BENIN 
TRADITIONAL PALACES
The form, content, use and meaning of 
Benin Palace spaces are responsible for the 
unique architecture of Benin and its 
identity. These concepts differentiate the 
traditional palaces across the kingdom 
from the other house-types for the nobles 
and the commoners.  The differences in 
size, height and ornamentation of these 
Palaces across the length and breadth of 
Benin Kingdom depend on certain 
components or elements, hence the pattern, 
organization, style, design, meaning and 
use show changes after the contact with 

colonial masters.
The Eguae Oba N' Edo (Royal 

palace) have several Ugha (chambers) 
halls and locations where different visitors 
are received by the Oba and different royal 
Ugie ceremonies are held. Before the 
advent of Colonial Masters in Benin 
Kingdom and after the exit of Colonial 
administration in Nigeria, only very few 
changes took place in the use and meaning 
of spaces in Oba's Palace as compared to 
the other palaces (Uzama, Enigie, 
Eghaevbo and Chief Priest). To date, 
virtually all the spaces in the Oba's Palace 
still maintain their uses and meaning with 
the exception of the Ugha Iwoi (Iwoi 



Chambers). The Ugha Iwoi was used as the 
council meeting point with the Oba 
presiding. All chiefs are permitted entry 
here. It was also reserved for very 
important visitors and hence was the 
meeting place of the Oba and the British 
Colonial Masters. It is in this space, the 
Oba host important dignitaries such as the 
President in a closed door meeting. Before 
Colonial administration, the Iwoi 
Chambers was also used as the Supreme 
Court hall for Benin Kingdom presided 

over by the Oba of Benin. Important cases 
such as murder were adjudicated at Iwoi 
Chambers. Since the constitutional reform 
in Nigeria put in place by the colonial 
masters came into existence, the right to 
adjudicate criminal cases were withdrawn 
from the Royal Fathers. The activity areas 
as well as the change in use and meaning of 
other spaces in the Oba's Palace and the 
other categories of Palaces in Benin 
Kingdom are summarized as presented in 
Tables1 and 2.
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Table 1: The Activity Area in Benin Traditional Palace.
Source: Researchers field work.

 

 

S/N Activity Area Fixtures

1 Uhun iba Entrance Veranda

 

2 Fore Courtyard

 

3 Ikun n’ aruerha Courtyard For Ancestral Altar 
(Father)

4 Iba ore Out-Door Space

5 Ugha

 

Living Room

 

6 Aruebo Altar/Shrine

7 Egun Section For The Household Head 

8 Ikunaruiye Courtyard For Ancestral Altar 
(Mother)

 

9 Ughugha
 

Bedroom
 

10 Uho amen Impluvium 

11 Ikun Atriums 

12 Ikun’odowa Main Courtyard

13 Oto eghodo The Courtyard Areas

14 Egbe owa nokhua Convenience 
15 Egbe owa nekhere

 
Convenience  Personal Hygiene 
Spaces

 
16 Aban

 
Harvested Farm Produce Storage

 17 Ukoni Kitchen Area

 18 Ikun’oderie

 

Harem Courtyard

 19 Azar Vault, Bank And Storage For 
Valuables

 

a. Fixed high-level windows 
(rectangle or triangular)

b. Kitchen built behind main house
c. The convenience built far from 

the main house to prevent 
contamination. 

d. The sizes of house depend on 
socio-political status of the 
household head  

e. Physical features of the 
traditional Benin architecture 
are: Wall fluted horizontally 
and column (pillars) fluted 
vertically, Architectural motifs 
and organization, Courtyards 
looking inwards, Massive 
carve doors, Sculptural design 
on the façade of building and 
Rectangular plans
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Table 2: Showing the change in use and meaning of Palace spaces in Benin Kingdom. 
Source: Researchers field work.

    
 

Activity area Uzama’s 
Palace

Enigie’s 
Palace

Eghaevbo’s 
Palace 

Ohen’s Palace

Uhun Iba The main 
entranceis 
more defined 
and decorated.

Entrance now 
defined and 
veranda 
introduced

Entrance now 
defined and 
veranda 
introduced

Entrance now 
defined and 
veranda 
introduced

Entrance now 
defined and 
veranda 
introduced

Sandcrete  
block finish 
and the floor 
constructed 
with marble 
tiles.

 

Introduction of 
new materials 
like cement 
plaster and 
floor tiles

 

Introduction of 
new materials 
like

 

cement 
plaster and 
floor tiles

 

Introduction of 
new materials 
like cement 
plaster and 
floor tiles

 

Introduction of 
new materials 
like cement 
plaster and 
floor tiles

Ughugha 

  

Most of these 
spaces are 
presently 
incorporated 
with 
lavatories. 

 

Some of these 
spaces are 
presently 
incorporated 
with 
lavatories.

 

Some of these 
spaces are 
presently 
incorporated 
with 
lavatories.

 

Some of these 
spaces are 
presently 
incorporated 
with 
lavatories.

 

Few of these 
spaces are 
presently 
incorporated 
with 
lavatories.

Uho-amen 

  

No changed in 
meaning but 
the usage 
changed. 
Water for 
house hold use 
presently is 
from a sunk 
bore hole 
while water 
collected 
through this 
space is 
drained off.

 

No changed in 
meaning but 
the usage 
changed. 
Water for 
house hold use 
presently is 
from a sunk 
bore hole 
while water 
collected 
through this 
space is 
drained off.

 

No changed in 
meaning but 
the usage 
changed. 
Water for 
house hold use 
presently is 
from a sunk 
bore hole 
while water 
collected 
through this 
space is 
drained off.

 

No changed in 
meaning but 
the usage 
changed. 
Water for 
house hold use 
presently is 
from a sunk 
bore hole 
while water 
collected 
through this 
space is 
drained off.

 

No changed in 
meaning but 
the usage 
changed. 
Water for 
house hold use 
presently is 
from a sunk 
bore hole 
while water
collected 
through this 
space is 
drained off.

Egbe owa 
nokhua

 

Both Egbe 
owa Nokhua 
and Egbe owa 
Nekhere are 
now combined 
in the same 
space and 
called Egbo 
Owa. Used as 
toilet and 
bathroom.

 

Both Egbe 
owa Nokhua 
and Egbe owa 
Nekhere are 
now combined 
in the same 
space and 
called Egbo 
Owa. Used as 
toilet and 
bathroom.

 

Both Egbe 
owa Nokhua 
and Egbe owa 
Nekhere are 
now combined 
in the same 
space and 
called Egbo 
Owa. Used as 
toilet and 
bathroom.

 

Both Egbe 
owa Nokhua 
and Egbe owa 
Nekhere are 
now combined 
in the sa me 
space and 
called Egbo 
Owa. Used as 
toilet and 
bathroom.

 

Both Egbe 
owa Nokhua 
and Egbe owa 
Nekhere are 
now combined 
in the same 
space and 
called Egbo 
Owa. Used as 
toilet and 
bathroom.

Azar 

  

Only valuables 
are kept, 
Money is no 
longer kept in 
this space

 

but, 
the bank.

 

Only valuables 
are kept, 
Money is no 
longer kept in 
this space but, 
the bank.

 

Only valuables 
are kept, 
Money is no 
longer kept in 
this space but, 
the bank.

 

Only valuables 
are kept, 
Money is no 
longer kept in 
this space but, 
the bank.

 

Only valuables 
are kept, 
Money is no 
longer kept in 
this space but, 
the bank.
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IMPLICATION FOR DESIGN AND 
STUDIES
The architecture of Benin Palace reflects 
thoughtful planning and construction and 
was influenced mainly by the socio-
political position of the Palace owners, the 
social structure of the families, the beliefs 
practiced and the level of technical – know 
how these, formed the element of the 
culture of the people. Sustainable design 
concept such as Benin traditional 
architecture do not jeopardize the 
economic benefit that a healthy tourism 
industry can bring, on the contrary they 
seems to act as a catalysts to its 
development. Modern research in earth 
construction as used in Benin Palace 
buildings prior to urbanization has led to 
the development of compressed stabilized 
earth bricks (CSEB) whose cross-section 
dimension are typical of what is obtained in 
masonry bricks. The obvious summation 
from the aforementioned is that Palace 
traditional architecture buildings in Benin 
is no longer “morally rebuked earthy mass; 
unplanned and haphazard”.

Benin Palace buildings, are often a 
product of group work, usually done or 
carried out by the subject of the ruler, 
which reflect the societies function, strong 
group instinct and solidarity. In same vain, 
Architects must therefore come together 
and orchestrate effort to put traditional 
architecture on an exalted pedestal where it 
belongs. Then, we will experience the 
long-waited renaissances it deserves.

CONCLUSION
This study reviled that, the concept of 
space in architecture will affect greatly the 
transformation of a culture and any built 
environment, especially when it transcends 
from one epoch to another. In other words, 
traditional built palaces may experience 

some cultural and social change due to its 
urbanization and urban change. So the re-
engineering of a single space like hut, arks 
etc. into a home, dwelling, houses, family 
compounds and even palaces is direct 
consequences of urbanization. The field of 
Architecture, Psychology, Anthropology, 
and Sociology are all crucial in the study of 
use of space in traditional architecture. 
The combination of theories from all the 
fields listed above provide a compre-
hensive perspective geared towards 
resolving the issues of use of space in 
traditional buildings. All the spaces in the 
Palaces were analysed and study shows 
that most spaces in the Oba's Palace and 
the other Palaces have not changed in use 
and meaning. Names of some spaces may 
differ in name in other Palaces from the 
name it is referred to in Oba Palace but, the 
meaning and use is the same despite the 
difference in naming.
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