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What Type Of Design Principle Is Used In The Royal Altar To The Hand (ikegobo), From
Benin? Hierarchical The Royal Altar to the Hand (ikegobo) from Benin exemplifies a sophisticated
application of the hierarchical design principle, a fundamental concept in art and cultural artifacts
that emphasizes order, structure, and the clear organization of elements. In Benin art, hierarchical
design is not merely aesthetic but deeply rooted in cultural symbolism, social hierarchy, and
spiritual significance. This principle ensures that each element within the altar conveys specific
meaning, reflecting the societal values, spiritual beliefs, and artistic traditions of the Benin Kingdom.
Understanding how hierarchical design manifests in the ikegobo enhances appreciation for its
artistic complexity and cultural depth, serving as a powerful visual language that communicates
social status, divine authority, and ancestral reverence.

---

Understanding Hierarchical Design in Benin Art

Definition of Hierarchical Design
Hierarchical design is a compositional principle where elements are arranged according to their
importance or rank. In visual arts, this often manifests through variations in size, placement, detail,
or color to indicate the relative significance of each component. The most important figures or
symbols are typically given prominence, often being larger or centrally located, while less significant
elements are smaller or positioned peripherally.

Historical Context of Hierarchical Design in Benin Culture
Benin art, particularly during the height of the Benin Kingdom (13th to 19th centuries), is renowned
for its sophisticated use of hierarchical design. Royalty, divine figures, and ancestral spirits are
depicted with grandeur and prominence, emphasizing their importance within the spiritual and
social hierarchy. This approach served both artistic and communicative purposes—asserting the
power of the Oba (king), honoring ancestors, and illustrating societal structure.

---

The Royal Altar to the Hand (ikegobo): An Overview



Significance of the ikegobo in Benin Culture
The ikegobo, or Royal Altar to the Hand, is a sacred object used in royal ceremonies and rituals. It
symbolizes the divine authority of the Oba and the spiritual connection between the living king,
ancestors, and deities. The altar often features intricate carvings, figures, and symbols that
encapsulate the cultural and spiritual ethos of Benin society.

Design Features of the ikegobo
- Central Figure: Usually a prominent figure representing the Oba or a divine entity.
- Symbolic Elements: Hands, crowns, masks, and other motifs that convey authority and spiritual
power.
- Hierarchical Composition: Arrangement of figures and symbols in a way that emphasizes their
importance.

---

Application of Hierarchical Design Principles in the
ikegobo

Size and Scale
One of the most noticeable aspects of hierarchical design in the ikegobo is the variation in size
among figures and symbols:
- Royal Figures: The Oba or divine entities are carved larger to denote their supreme importance.
- Ancestors and Subordinates: Ancillary figures are smaller, indicating their subordinate status
within the spiritual hierarchy.
- Symbolic Emphasis: Key symbols, such as the hand (representing power or action), are prominently
displayed, often larger or more detailed.

Placement and Composition
The spatial arrangement reinforces hierarchy:
- Centering: The most significant figure or symbol is placed at the center or at a focal point of the
altar.
- Vertical Hierarchy: Elements may be stacked or aligned vertically to suggest ascending levels of
importance.
- Peripheral Elements: Less significant motifs are positioned around the central figure, creating a
visual hierarchy.

Detailing and Ornamentation
The level of craftsmanship and detail also reflect hierarchy:
- High-Status Figures: Rendered with intricate patterns, elaborate adornments, and fine carving
techniques.



- Lower-Status Elements: Simpler in form, with less intricate detailing.

---

The Cultural and Symbolic Significance of Hierarchical
Design in the ikegobo

Reinforcing Social Hierarchy
The hierarchical arrangement visually encodes societal structure:
- Oba's Divine Authority: The Oba is depicted at the apex, emphasizing his role as the spiritual and
political leader.
- Ancestors’ Reverence: Ancestors are shown in subordinate positions but with significant detail,
highlighting their ongoing spiritual influence.
- Subordinate Figures: Courtiers, attendants, or symbolic elements are arranged around the central
figures, indicating their roles within the hierarchy.

Expressing Spiritual Beliefs
The design reflects the spiritual worldview:
- Divinity and Power: The prominent placement of divine symbols underscores their importance.
- Connection to the Ancestors: Hierarchical positioning signifies a spiritual ladder, illustrating the
connection between the mortal and divine realms.

Communicative Function
The hierarchy guides viewers’ understanding:
- Visual Narratives: The arrangement tells stories of power, divine authority, and ancestral
reverence.
- Ritual Significance: The hierarchical design ensures that during rituals, the focus remains on the
most sacred elements.

---

Comparison with Other Design Principles in Benin Art
While hierarchical design is predominant in ikegobo and similar artifacts, it often coexists with other
principles:
- Symmetry: Many benin artifacts exhibit symmetrical arrangements to convey harmony.
- Repetition: Recurrent motifs reinforce themes of continuity and eternity.
- Contrast: Variations in size and detail create visual contrast, emphasizing importance.

---



Impact and Legacy of Hierarchical Design in Benin Art

Artistic Excellence
The hierarchical approach contributes to the aesthetic grandeur of Benin art, demonstrating
mastery in carving, composition, and symbolism.

Cultural Preservation
These design principles serve to preserve and communicate cultural values across generations.

Influence on Contemporary Art
Modern artists drawing inspiration from Benin artifacts continue to utilize hierarchical principles to
evoke cultural identity and spiritual significance.

---

Conclusion
In summary, the design principle used in the Royal Altar to the Hand (ikegobo) from Benin is
fundamentally hierarchical. This principle orchestrates the arrangement of figures, symbols, and
motifs to reflect societal ranks, spiritual importance, and cultural values. Through variations in size,
placement, detailing, and symbolism, hierarchical design creates a compelling visual narrative that
underscores the divine authority of the Oba, venerates ancestors, and communicates complex
spiritual beliefs. Recognizing the hierarchical structure within the ikegobo enhances our
understanding of Benin art’s sophistication, its role in social cohesion, and its enduring cultural
legacy. This meticulous organization of elements exemplifies how functional art can serve as a
powerful tool for cultural expression, spiritual reverence, and societal affirmation.

Frequently Asked Questions

What design principle is primarily used in the Royal Altar to
the Hand (Ikegobo) from Benin?
Hierarchical design principle is primarily used, emphasizing the significance of elements based on
their social or spiritual importance.

How does the hierarchical design principle manifest in the
Ikegobo from Benin?
It manifests through the arrangement of figures and symbols that denote social rank, spiritual



authority, or ancestral reverence, with more important figures displayed prominently.

Why is hierarchy an important principle in the design of the
Benin Royal Altar to the Hand?
Hierarchy underscores the reverence for authority, spiritual power, and social structure, ensuring
that viewers understand the significance of each element within the altar.

In what ways does the hierarchical design enhance the
spiritual or cultural meaning of the Ikegobo?
It visually communicates the social and spiritual hierarchy, reinforcing the sacred status of rulers
and ancestors, thus elevating the altar’s spiritual importance.

Can the hierarchical design principle be observed in other
Benin art forms besides the Ikegobo?
Yes, hierarchical principles are common across Benin art, including plaques, bronzes, and royal
regalia, all emphasizing social and spiritual ranking.

How does the use of hierarchy in the Ikegobo reflect Benin
society’s values?
It reflects the society’s reverence for authority, lineage, and spiritual hierarchy, portraying the
interconnectedness of social status and spiritual power.

Are there specific symbols or motifs that highlight hierarchy
in the Ikegobo?
Yes, symbols such as elaborate crowns, staffs, and specific gestures are used to denote rank and
spiritual authority within the hierarchical arrangement.

What is the significance of the placement of figures in the
hierarchical design of the Ikegobo?
Figures of higher status are placed centrally or at the top, emphasizing their importance, while
lesser figures are positioned peripherally or lower in the composition.

How does the hierarchical design principle influence the
visual storytelling of the Ikegobo?
It guides viewers' understanding by emphasizing the most important figures and themes, creating a
clear narrative of authority, reverence, and spiritual hierarchy.



Is the hierarchical design principle unique to Benin art, or is
it seen in other cultures as well?
While prominent in Benin art, hierarchical design principles are common in many cultures
worldwide, used to convey social status, spiritual importance, and authority.

Additional Resources
Hierarchical Design Principle in the Royal Altar to the Hand (Ikegobo) from Benin

The intricate artistry of Benin’s royal altar to the Hand, known locally as Ikegobo, exemplifies a
profound application of the hierarchical design principle. This principle, fundamental in various art
forms and cultural artifacts, emphasizes the organization of elements to reflect importance, power,
and spiritual significance. In the case of the Ikegobo, this principle manifests through deliberate
visual structuring that guides viewers’ perception, emphasizing the divine authority of the Oba
(king) and the sacred role of the altar within Benin’s rich cultural landscape.

This article explores the hierarchical design principle as it pertains to the Ikegobo, dissecting its
visual organization, symbolic elements, craftsmanship, and cultural context to provide an in-depth
understanding of this exceptional artifact. Through this exploration, we will see how hierarchy
functions as a bridge between art, spirituality, and societal structure in Benin’s royal tradition.

---

Understanding Hierarchical Design in Artistic Contexts

Before delving into the specifics of the Ikegobo, it’s essential to grasp what the hierarchical design
principle entails within artistic and cultural artifacts.

What Is Hierarchical Design?

Hierarchical design refers to the intentional arrangement of visual elements based on their
importance or significance. This approach ensures that viewers’ attention is directed toward the
most critical aspects first, often through scale, placement, contrast, or detail. Hierarchy in art is a
strategic tool used to communicate values, social order, spiritual authority, or narrative structure.

Significance of Hierarchy in Cultural Artifacts

In many traditional societies, hierarchical design serves to:

- Emphasize Power and Authority: Leaders, deities, or sacred objects are often depicted larger or
more elaborately to denote their supremacy.
- Convey Spiritual Hierarchies: Sacred symbols or figures are positioned to reflect their divine rank
relative to humans.
- Guide Ritual Focus: Hierarchical arrangements help direct attention during ceremonies or
offerings, reinforcing social and spiritual hierarchies.



In Benin’s art, hierarchy often manifests through size, positioning, and ornamentation, reinforcing
societal stratification and spiritual reverence. The Ikegobo, as a royal altar, employs these principles
to communicate its sacred function and the divine authority it embodies.

---

The Ikegobo: An Overview

What Is the Ikegobo?

The Ikegobo is a ceremonial altar dedicated to the Hand (or Ike), a symbol deeply rooted in Benin’s
royal iconography. It functions as a sacred object used during rituals, representing the power,
authority, and spiritual connection of the Oba with the divine realm.

Material and Craftsmanship

Typically crafted from bronze, ivory, or carved wood, the Ikegobo displays complex iconography and
meticulous craftsmanship. Its surfaces are often adorned with intricate reliefs, symbols, and figures,
each serving specific ritual and symbolic purposes.

Cultural Significance

The altar is not merely decorative; it embodies the spiritual authority of the Oba, serving as a
conduit between the earthly and divine worlds. Its placement within the royal court and during
ceremonies underscores its role in reinforcing the hierarchical order of society and spirituality.

---

Hierarchical Elements in the Ikegobo

The application of hierarchical design in the Ikegobo is multifaceted, involving several visual and
symbolic strategies that underscore its sacred importance.

1. Central Figure as the Pinnacle of Hierarchy

At the heart of the Ikegobo lies the most prominent element: the depiction of the Oba’s Hand or
Spirit. This figure often appears larger, more detailed, and more elaborately adorned than
surrounding motifs. Its placement at the center of the altar emphasizes its supreme significance,
acting as the focal point that commands attention.

- Size and Scale: The central figure is often proportionally larger than other elements, indicating its
supreme status.
- Positioning: Located at the apex or central axis of the altar, reinforcing its dominance.
- Detail and Ornamentation: Richly decorated with symbols of power, such as crowns, beads, or
ceremonial objects.



2. Hierarchical Arrangement of Symbols and Figures

Surrounding the central figure are subordinate motifs—less prominent symbols, lesser deities, or
ancestral figures. These elements are arranged in descending order of importance, following a clear
visual hierarchy:

- Top-tier: Central divine or royal figure representing the Oba’s authority.
- Mid-tier: Symbols of spiritual power, such as ceremonial regalia, ancestral masks, or sacred
animals.
- Lower-tier: Ritual implements or lesser symbolic objects that support the narrative or spiritual
function.

This layered arrangement communicates a structured universe where divine authority is at the apex,
supported by ancestral and ritual elements.

3. Use of Size, Placement, and Ornamentation

The hierarchy is reinforced through specific visual techniques:

- Scale Differentiation: Larger figures or symbols denote higher importance.
- Strategic Placement: Elevated or central positioning highlights significance.
- Contrast and Ornamentation: More elaborate carvings or gilding emphasize the sacredness of
central elements.

4. Material Hierarchy

The choice of materials also reflects hierarchy. Precious metals like bronze or gold may be reserved
for the most significant elements, such as the central figure, while less critical motifs may utilize
carved wood or less expensive materials.

---

Symbolic Hierarchies Embedded in the Ikegobo

The hierarchical design principle extends beyond mere visual arrangement into deeper symbolic
hierarchies embedded within the artifact.

Spiritual and Societal Hierarchy

The Ikegobo visually encodes Benin’s societal stratification:

- Oba’s Divine Authority: The central figure embodies the Oba’s divine status, linking the earthly
ruler to the spiritual realm.
- Ancestral Power: Ancestor figures surrounding the central motif symbolize lineage and continuity
of authority.
- Sacred Symbols: Use of specific motifs (e.g., the Owo headdress, ceremonial staffs) signifies
spiritual rank.

Ritual Hierarchy



The arrangement guides ritual practice:

- Focus of Worship: The central figure or symbol is the focus of offerings and prayers.
- Sequence of Rituals: The hierarchical layout informs the order in which rituals are performed,
emphasizing the importance of each element in the spiritual hierarchy.

---

The Artistic Execution and Its Hierarchical Significance

Craftsmanship as a Reflection of Hierarchy

The level of craftsmanship in the Ikegobo underscores its hierarchical importance:

- Intricate Detailing: The central figure’s detailed reliefs demonstrate its supreme significance.
- Symmetry and Balance: These elements create a harmonious composition that highlights the
central motif’s dominance.
- Material Choices: Use of high-quality materials elevates the status of key figures, reinforcing
hierarchy.

Iconography and Symbolism

The symbols inscribed on the altar are carefully selected to reinforce the hierarchical message:

- Royal Regalia: Crowns, scepters, and beads signify authority.
- Divine Attributes: Symbols like the Owo headdress or the Eyo mask denote spiritual hierarchy.
- Sacred Animals: Depictions of animals like leopards or lions symbolize strength and sovereignty,
positioned to support the central figure.

---

Conclusion: The Hierarchical Design as a Cultural
Language

The Ikegobo from Benin exemplifies how hierarchical design principles function as a sophisticated
visual language that conveys complex social, spiritual, and political messages. Through deliberate
use of size, positioning, ornamentation, and materiality, the altar articulates the divine authority of
the Oba, the continuum of ancestral power, and the sacred order of the universe.

In essence, the hierarchical arrangement transforms the Ikegobo from a mere object into a narrative
device—an artifact that embodies Benin’s worldview, social structure, and spiritual beliefs. It is a
testament to the artistry and cultural intelligence of the Benin artisans, whose mastery ensures that
the message of hierarchy remains clear, compelling, and spiritually potent.

This sophisticated application of hierarchy ensures that the Ikegobo remains a powerful symbol
within Benin’s cultural heritage, showcasing how design principles can serve both aesthetic and



profound societal functions.

---

In summary, the Ikegobo’s use of hierarchical design is a deliberate, strategic choice that elevates
its spiritual and societal significance. It exemplifies how visual organization can communicate
complex messages, reinforce social order, and uphold spiritual authority—features that continue to
inspire admiration and scholarly interest worldwide.
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