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Infographic Summary
This infographic, titled “West African Glass Beads,” presents an overview of the chronology, color and trade of Ife beads made by the Yoruba peoples in Southwest Nigeria. After a general description of the economics and importance of the glass industry, the primary part of the infographic consists of a timeline that leads the audience through the history of the beads. The third part examines color, and the fourth section describes trade routes and geographic origins.
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West African Glass Beads
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In the context of West Africa’s prestige goods economy, beads played a powerful role as commodities, currency and countergifts. More specifically, Ife beads originating from Southwest Nigeria served as important objects of social status and wealth. Ultimately, the Ife beads are testaments to the technological achievements of the Yoruba peoples in their creation of the first recorded sub-Saharan indigenous glass making industry. 

Beads Timeline:
Box 1
2nd century AD: First reports of glass beads from Middle East, Mediterranean and Asia in Sub-Saharan Africa
Box 2
10th to 11th centuries: Beginning of the development for a complex indigenous glass-making industry in the Yoruba city of Ile-Ife 
Box 3 
10th to 11th centuries: Consolidation of a complex centralized Yoruba political system
Box 4
12th century: Beginning of the “classic” Ife period. A period defined by the “centralized political system with the establishment of sacred kingship system; settlement expansion; social transformation amplified increased craft specialization in…glass beads” (Babalola, “The Ancient History”)
Box 5
12th century: Glass beads used as signals of rank, power and political importance in Yoruba0Edo speaking regions (i.e. spread of glass beads as political capital). The bead trade traveled through pre-18th century routes to other parts of West Africa and the Coast by way of cities such as Isolya, Badagry and Contonou.
Box 6
15th century: End of the classic Ife period
Box 7
16th century: Portuguese traders purchasing Ile-Ife long, tubular shaped blue segi beads at Benin
Box 8
16th century: Evidence of glass beads resembling the Ife style being traded at Elmina – a slave-trading post in Ghana 
Box 9
16th and 17th century: Dichroic glass beads from West Africa (perhaps indigenous Ife beads) brought to the continent and imitated by European producers in response to higher international demand.
Box 10
17th and 19th centuries: Blue glass beads found at sites of enslaved African American communities in South Carolina and Georgia 
Bead Colors
(Inset pictures of bead assortments)
Compilation of glass beads excavated from Igbo Olokun. Photo used with permission of Abidemi Babatunde Babalola (tundebabalola@googlemail.com). June 4, 2020. 
Color:
Hues were organized according to temperature in the Yoruba universe 
· Color category: Pupa (warmth/heat)
Types of Beads
· Akun: red chalcedony beads
· Segida: jasper
· Ejiba/Edigba: carnelian variants
· Red Coral Bead
· Color Category: Dudu (darkness, coolness)
Types of Beads
· Segi: blue or blue green translucent glass beads
· Kereu: blue racelet 
Trade Routes
(Inset photo of world map with yellow arrows connecting continents)
· Beads spread to other West African kingdoms through routes that cut through Isoya on the way to the coast, Badagry and Contonou
· Portuguese buying blue beads made in Ife while trading on the coast of Benin and Grant Popo Rivers
· Imported beads traveled along Indian Ocean trade routes and sub-Saharan land routes
· After European traders brought beads back to the continent, Venetians began imitating Ife designs
· Ife beads found at slave trading posts such as Mali and Elmina
· Similar blue beads have been found in previous slave communities in South Carolina and Georgia 


