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A) IDENTIFICATION 

Bien propose: Palais royaux d 'Abc:mey 

Lieu: Province du Zou 

Eta t partie: Benin 

Date: 9 ~..ars 1984 

B) RECOMMANDATION DE L'ICOMOS 

Que Ie bien culturel propose soit 
inseri t sur la Liste du Patr:ir.nine Mon­
dial au titre des eri teres III et V. 

C) JUSTIFICATION 

Sous les douze rois qui se succooerent de 
1625 a 1900, Ie Royaume d'Abamey s'affir­
rna a:::rrKre l' un des plus puisSahts de la 
rote occidentale de 1 'Afrique. Une forte 
cohesion ethnique, linguistique et cul­
turelle -la rnajorite de la population est 
constituee par des Fons- une organisation 
socia Ie tres hierarchisee, l' enorme puis­
sance mili taire et econanique des souve­
rains furent les fondernents de cette re­
marquable stabilite politique. Deux eta­
pes rnarquent. les progres de la puissance 
des rois d'Abamey. Sous ~~adja (1708-
1740), qui leva une puissante annee can­
prenant un oontingent de guerrieres, 
c 'est la oonquete d' Ouidah. Quoique isole 
du reste du royaume, ce port devient 
alors la plaque tournatlte du cx:mnerce des 
esclaves, erige en monopole royal. Seus 
Guezo (1818-1858), c'est l'apogee du Da­
haney, carme Ie ncmnent alors les nan­
breux voyageurs qui visi tent Abaney et 
sont frappes par l'eclat de la cour et 
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A) IDENTIFICATION 

Nomina tion: The Royal Palaces of Abomey 

Location: Zou Province 

State carty: -Benin 

Date: March 9, 1984 

B) ICOMOS RECOMMENDATION 

That the proposed cultural property be in­
cluded on the World Heritage List on the 
basis of criteria III and V. 

C) JUSTIFICATION 

Under the twelve kings who succeeded one 
another fran 1625 to 1900, the Kingdan of 
Aborrey proved itse1f- to be one of the most 
powerful ones on the west coast of Africa. 
Substantial ethnic, linguistic and cultural 
cohesion - with Fons accounting for the Ira­

jority of the population - a hierarchical 
social structure and the enorrcous military 
and economic power of the rulers formed the 
basis of this renarkable political stabilitV'. 
'Ihere were tv.u turning points in the (jLuwth 

of power of the kings of Abarey. '!here was 
the conquest of Ouidah during the rule of 
Agadja (1708-1740) who succeeded in rai­
sinq a powerful annv including a contingent 
of \'IuneIl warriors. Though isolated fran the 
rest of the kingdan, this port then became 
the hub of the slave trade which was set UF 
.as a royal monopoly. It lfBS under the rule 
of Guezo (1818-1858) that Dahaney reached 
its zenith. The rrany travellers who carre to 
Abortey at that tine referred to it by this 
nane. '!hey were awestruck by the splendor 
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Ie faste des ca-ffionies. 

Du royaume disparu au d~t de ce siecle, 
t€m:>igne, au coeur de la ville d 'Al:x::may 
Ie site ~t:.emu (40 hectares) qui abrita 
les douze palais royaux construi ts par 
les souverains successifs, de Dakodonou 
a Agoli-Agbo. Cet ensanble carprerrl deux 
zones distinctes : la zone des palais ou 
zone principale et, au l'X)rd/nord~est de 
celle-ci, la zone du Palais d' Akaba. 
Toutes deux sont encloses de murs d' en­
ceinte en pise partiellenent conserv~s. 

A l'int~rieur de ces enceintes tres la­
ches, les zones d 'habitation ne repre­
sentent qu' un espace limite. AI' excep­
tion d'Akaba (1685-1708) qui a bati dans 
un enclos particu1ier (zone 2) son palais 
et sa case a etages, taus les rois 
d 'Abaney ont occupe, en effectuant une 
rotation, la lOOitie est de 1 'enclos royal, 
oil sont conserves les vestiges les plus 
denses de trois siecles d' histoire : rui­
nes du palais et de la case a ~tage 
d 'Agadja ; tanbeaux royaux de Tegbessou 
(1728-1774), Kpengla (1774-1789) et 
d'Agouglo (1789-1797) ; ensanble des pa-
lais du XIXeme siecle de Guezo et de 
Glele, abritant Ie musee et Ie village 
artistique, partie du palais de Behanzin 
(1889-1894) au sud. Quelques cases, enco­
re habi tees par les descendants des fa­
milIes royales, qui assurent l' entretien 
des tanbeaux et des sanctuaires, subsis­
tent au milieu de petites parcelles de 
terrain cu1 tivees et d tune vegetation 
clairsemee. 

I.es palais royaux d' Abaney presentent des 
constantes de structure. AI' interieur de 
1 'enceinte, chaque palais est entoure de 
murailles propres et s' articule auteur de 
trois cours : la cour exterieure ou 
"Kpododji", cadre des cerffionies riruel­
les et des parades mili taires, la cour 
interieure, la cour privee, donnant acces 
a la residence du rei et des reines. les 
materiaux n'ont guere varie : pise late­
ritique des murs d'enceinte et des murs 
des "Adjalala", vastes cases rectangulai­
res pouvant atteindre 35 m de lorgueur, 
teck, iroko ou bambou des charpentes, 
paille des couvertures. 

of the court and tJ'le grandeur of the cerenonies 

The 40-hectare site at the p.eart of the town 
of Abc:r.ley bears witness to the kiDJdan that 
diFappeared at the bet:;inninc; of this centuz:' I 
for it ~as the location of twelve royal palaces 
built by successive rulers, fran Dakadonou to 
Agoli-Agbo. The site consists of two distinct 
zones, that of the palaces, the principal zone, 
and' that to tPe .north-northwest, the zone of 
the Akaba Palace. Poth are surrounded by par­
tially preserved cob walls. 

Residential zones only accamt for a small part 
of the space surrounded by these unsteady walls. 
Except for Akaba. (1685-1708) who built his 
palace and his nulti-storey cabin in a particulal 
enclosure (zone 2), all of the kings of Abc:mey 
occupied, each in his turn, half of the royal 
enclosure wtere the greatest mmber of vestigeE 
of these three centuries of history are to be 
found : ruins of the palace and the nW. ti -level 
cab'in of Agadjai the royal tarbs of Tegbessou 
(1728-1774), Kpengla (1774-1789) and Agouglo 
(1789-1797); the 19th century palace enserri::>le 
of Guezo and Glele \\hich houses the museum and 
the artistic village and part of the Behanzin 
palace (1889-1894) to the south. There still 
rena.in a number of cabins in the middle of snaIl 
plots of cultivated land with sparse vegetation 
which are yet today inhabited by the descendents 
of the royal families. They are responsible for 
the upkeep of the tarbs and sanctuaries. 

All the Royal Palaces of Abamey ~e characterize 
by a nunber of structural constants. At the in­
terior of the surrounding wall,each palace has 
its own walls and is also built aramd three 
courtyards : the exterior courtyard or "Kpododj i 
\\hich is the site of ritual cerenonies and mili­
tary parades, the interior courtyard and the 
private courtyard which affords access to the 
residence of the king and queens. '!here was har­
dly any variation in building materials: late­
'ritic' pise for the surroonding walls and the 
tlAdjalala" walls, the "Adjalala" being vast 
rectangular cabins in sa:re cases ,35 lOOters long 
Also used were teak, irako or bani:xx) for the 
roof framas and straw for roof <::OVering. 

These traditional materials which are particu­
larly wlnerable to the elerrents are responsible 
for the site's general state of deterioration 
\\hich had already been indicated in 1911 by 

Ces materiaux traditionnels, particuliere- waterl~ who catalogued the fartrAls polychranic 
nent vuln€rables aux in~ries, expli- bas-rel~efs of the. Guezo and Glele palaces \\hich 
quent l'~tat de d6:Jradation g~n~rale du recently were trag~cally damaged by the tomados 
site, d~ja signal~ en 1911, par Waterlot of 1975, 1977 and 1984. 
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qui fit un releve des celebres bas-reliefs 
polychrames des palais de Guezo et Glele, 
mais recemnent et tragiquanent aggrave par 
les tornades de 1975, 1977 et 1984. 

Plusieurs missions de 1 'UNESCO, celles 
d'Andre Stevens en 1977-1978 et celIe de 
Robert Haas en avril 1985 ont mis en lu­
miere 1 'etat critique des rromments que 
revele egalement Ie rapport a l'UNESCO du 
Ministre de la CUlture, de la Jeunesse et 
des Sports date du 29 avril 1985. 

Aux alterations signalees pourla plupart 
des 1977 par Andre Stevens (substitution 
de tOle ondulee a la paille camme couver­
ture, reconstruction en dur des murs de 
pise, repeints abusifs sur les bas­
reliefs, etc.) sent venus s' ajouter, en 
1982 des restaurations lourdes (murs et 
fondations en beton) ne respectant ni 
l' authentici te du materiau ni la verite 
des voll.lIOOS et des couleurs. 

Apres la tornade du 15 mars 1984, l' en­
clos royal et les ImlSees (oil Ie portique 
de Guezo, la Salle des Assins, la tambe 
de Glele, la Salle des Bijoux ont ete du­
rement eprouves) paraissent veri tablanent 
sinistres. 

L'ICCMOS insiste sur la perte irreparable 
que constituerait pour 1 'htnnanite la dis­
pari tion des palais royaux d' AIx:mey, di­
gnes de figurer sur la liste du Patrirroi­
ne Mondial au titre des cri teres III et V, 
mais juge que cette mesure serai t deri-· 
soire si elle ne s' aCCOI'lpagnai t pas d rune 
inscription sur la liste du Patrirroine en 
peril et de mesures appropriees de conser­
vation. 

Si une restauration attentive ne corrige 
pas rapidement les erreurs ccmnises au 
cours des dernieres annees (betonnages in­
consideres, rrodifications de la.hauteur 
des murs, de la pente et du debord des 
toi ts, substitution de tOle ondulee a la 
paille des couvertures), les palais d' Abo­
mey n' offriraient plus qu' un taroignage 
truque et irrecevable sur un des plus 
grands royal.lIOOs de l'Afrique. 

Various UNESCO missions, those of Andre Stever 
in 1977-1978 and that of Robert Haas in April 
of 1985, underscored the critical condition 
of these rronuments, as did the report of the 
Minister for CUlture, Youth and Sports to 
UNESCO dated April 29, 1985. 

In addition to the m::xlifications reported 
particularly fran 1977 by Andre Stevens 
(replacenent of straw roofing with corrugated 
sheet metal, reconstructicn of oob walls 
using hard materials, excessive painting on 
the bas- reliefs etc.) are major restoration 
measures conducted in 1982 (concrete walls 
and fotmdations) \\hich are in conflict with 
the authenticity of building materials and 
the logic of volumes and colors. 

As a result of the tornado \\hich struck on 
March 15, 1984, the royal enclosure and Imlseun 
(the Guezo portico, the Assins Roan, Glele' s 
tomb and Jewel Roan ~ very hard hit) appear 
to have undergone extensive danage. 

ICCM)S insists upon the fact that the disappec 
rance of the Royal Palaces of Abcmey would be 
an rrreparable loss for nankind. 'Ihese palaceE 
are ~rthy of being included on the WOrld Heri 
tage List on the basis of criteria III and V. 
But ICXM)S feels that this measure alone ~uld 
have no effect and that the property should 
be included on . the List of World Heritage in 
Danger and that appropriate conservation 
measures ImlSt be carried out. 

If the mistakes made in recent years (thought­
less concrete ~rk, changes in wall height and 
in roof slope and overhang, replacement of 
straw roofing with conugated sheet metal) are 
not corrected by careful restoration, then 
the Palaces of Abcmey will henceforth offer 
nothing rrore than an unacceptable testirrony 
and a sham of what was one of the greatest 
kingdoms of Africa. 

lOOMDS, Juillet / July 1985. 
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