Early Arab Accounts of West Africa

Al-Bakri’s Description of Ghana,
mid-11th Century.”

The city of Ghana consists of two towns situated on a plain. One of these towns, which is
inhabited by Muslims, is large and possesses twelve mosques, in which they assemble for the
Friday prayer. There are salaried imams and muezzins, as well as jurists and scholars. In the
environs are wells with sweet water, from which they drink and with which they grow
vegetables. The king’s town is six miles distant from this one...

Between these two towns are continuous habitations. ...In the king’s town, and not far
from his court of justice, is a mosque where the Muslims who arrive at his court pray. Around
the king’s town are domed buildings and groves and thickets where the sorcerers of these
people, men in charge of the religious cult, live. In them too are their idols and the tombs of
their kings. These woods are guarded and none may enter them and know what is there....
The king’s interpreters, the official in charge of his treasury and the majority of his ministers
are Muslims. Among the people who follow the king’s religion only he and his heir apparent
(who is the son of his sister) may wear sewn clothes. All other people wear robes of cotton,
silk, or brocade, according o their means. All of them shave their beards, and women shave
their heads. The king adorns himself like a woman (wearing necklaces) round his neck and
(bracelets) on his forearms, and he puts on a high cap decorated with gold and wrapped in a
turban of fine cotton. He sits in audience or to hear grievances against officials in a domed
pavilion around which stand ten horses covered with gold-embroidered materials. Behind the
king stand ten pages holding shields and swords decorated with gold, and on his right are the
sons of the (vassel) kings of his country wearing splendid garments and their hair plaited with
gold. The governor of the city sits on the ground before the king and around him are
ministers seated likewise. At the door of the pavilion are dogs of excellent pedigree who
hardly ever leave the place where the king is, guarding him. Round their necks they wear
collars of gold and silver studded with a number of balls of the same metals. The audience is
announced by the beating of a drum which they call duba made from a long hollow log. Their
religion is paganism and the worship of idols...When the people who profess the same
religion as the king approach him they fall on their knees and sprinkle dust on their head, for
this is their way of greeting him. As for the Muslims, they greet him only by clapping their
hands....

On every donkey-load of salt when it is brought into the country their king levies one
golden dinar and two dinars when it is sent out...The best gold is found in his land comes
from the town of Ghiyaru, which is eighteen days’ traveling distance from the king’s town
over a country inhabited by tribes of the Sudan whose dwellings are continuous...

The king of Ghana when he calls up his army, can put 200,000 men into the field,
more than 40,000 of them archers.

" Source: Al-Bakri cited in Levitzion & Hopkins, Corpus of Early Arabic Sources for West African History,
(CUP, 1981), pp. 79-81. Text here taken from: http://www .bu.edu/africa/outreach/k_o_ghana/.
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Mansa Musa’s Visit to Cairo during his
Pilgrimage in 1324 c.e., by Al-Umari’

From the beginning of my coming to stay in Egypt I heard talk of the arrival of this
sultan Musa on his Pilgrimage and found the Cairenes eager to recount what they had seem
of the Africans’ prodigal spending. I asked the emir Abu...and he told me of the opulence,
manly virtues, and piety of his sultan. “When I went out to meet him [he said] that is, on
behalf of the mighty sultan al-Malik al-Nasir, he did me extreme honour and treated me with
the greatest courtesy. He addressed me, however, only through an interpreter despite his
perfect ability to speak in the Arabic tongue. Then he forwarded to the royal treasury many
loads of unworked native gold and other valuables. I tried to persuade him to go up to the
Citadel to meet the sultan, but he refused persistently saying: “I came for the Pilgrimage and
nothing else. I do not wish to mix anything else with my Pilgrimage.” He had begun to use
this argument but I realized that the audience was repugnant to him because he would be
obliged to kiss the ground and the sultan’s hand. I continue to cajole him and he continued to
make excuses but the sultan’s protocol demanded that I should bring him into the royal
presence, so I kept on at him till he agreed.

When we came in the sultan’s presence we said to him: ‘Kiss the ground!” but he
refused outright saying: ‘How may this be?’ Then an intelligent man who was with him
whispered to him something we could not understand and he said: ‘I make obeisance to God
who created me!’ then he prostrated himself and went forward to the sultan. The sultan half
rose to greet him and sat him by his side. They conversed together for a long time, then
sultan Musa went out. The sultan sent to him several complete suits of honour for himself,
his courtiers, and all those who had come with him, and saddled and bridled horses for
himself and his chief courtiers....

This man [Mansa Musa] flooded Cairo with his benefactions. He left no court emir nor
holder of a royal office without the gift of a load of gold. The Cairenes made incalculable
profits out of him and his suite in buying and selling and giving and taking. They exchanged
gold until they depressed its value in Egypt and caused its price to fall.”

Gold was at a high price in Egypt until they came in that year. The mithqal did not go
below 25 dirhams and was generally above, but from that time its value fell and it cheapened
in price and has remained cheap till now. The mithqal does not exceed 22 dirhams or
less. This has been the state of affairs for about twelve years until this day by reason of the
large amount of gold which they brought into Egypt and spent there.

¥ Al-Umari cited in Levitzion & Hopkins, Corpus of Early Arabic Sources, pp. 269-273. The text here taken
from: http://www bu.edu/africa/outreach/k_o_mali/.
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Ibn Battuta’s Description of West Africa,
1352/3 c.e’

“Thus we reached the town of Iwalatan [Walata] after a journey from Sijilmasa of two
months to a day. Iwalatan is the northernmost province of the negroes...When we arrived
there, the merchants deposited their goods in an open square, where the blacks undertook to
guard them, and went to the farba [Sultan’s representative]. He was sitting on a carpet under
an archway, with his guards before him carrying lances and bows in their hands, and the
headmen of the Massufa behind him. The merchants remained standing in front of him while
he spoke to them through an interpreter, although they were close to him, to show his
contempt for them. It was then that I repented of having come to their country, because of
their lack of manners and their contempt for the whites.

I went to visit Ibn Badda, a worthy man of Sala' [Salé], to whom I had written
requesting him to hire a house for me, and who had done so. Later on the mushrif [inspector]
of Iwalatan, whose name was Mansha Ju, invited all those who had come with the caravan to
partake of his hospitality. At first I refused to attend, but my companions urged me very
strongly, so I went with the rest. The repast was served--some pounded millet mixed with a
little honey and milk, put in a half calabash shaped like a large bowl. The guests drank and
retired. I said to them, "Was it for this that the black invited us?" They answered, "Yes; and it
is in their opinion the highest form of hospitality." This convinced me that there was no good
to be hoped for from these people, and I made up my mind to travel [back to Morocco at
once] with the pilgrim caravan from Iwalatan. Afterwards, however, I thought it best to go to
see the capital of their king [of the kingdom of Mali, at the city of Mali].

My stay at Iwalatan lasted about fifty days; and I was shown honour and entertained
by its inhabitants. It is an excessively hot place...The garments of its inhabitants...are of fine
Egyptian fabrics.

Their women are of surpassing beauty, and are shown more respect than the men. The
state of affairs amongst these people is indeed extraordinary. Their men show no signs of
jealousy whatever; no one claims descent from his father, but on the contrary from his
mother's brother. A person's heirs are his sister's sons, not his own sons. This is a thing which
I have seen nowhere in the world except among the Indians of Malabar. But those are
heathens; these people are Muslims, punctilious in observing the hours of prayer, studying
books of law, and memorizing the Koran. Yet their women show no bashfulness before men
and do not veil themselves, though they are assiduous in attending the prayers. Any man who
wishes to marry one of them may do so, but they do not travel with their husbands, and even
if one desired to do so her family would not allow her to go.

The women there have "friends" and "companions" amongst the men outside their
own families, and the men in the same way have "companions" amongst the women of other
families. A man may go into his house and find his wife entertaining her "companion" but he
takes no objection to it. One day at Iwalatan I went into the qadi's house, after asking his
permission to enter, and found with him a young woman of remarkable beauty. When I saw

¥ This material is taken from Fordham University’s Medieval Sourcebook, available online at
<http://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/1354-ibnbattuta.asp>. The text here originally appeared in: Ibn Battuta,
Travels in Asia and Africa 1325-1354,tr. and ed. H. A. R. Gibb (London: Broadway House, 1929).
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her I was shocked and turned to go out, but she laughed at me, instead of being overcome by
shame, and the qadi said to me "Why are you going out? She is my companion." I was
amazed at their conduct, for he was a theologian and a pilgrim [to Mecca] to boot. I was told
that he had asked the sultan's permission to make the pilgrimage that year with his
"companion"--whether this one or not I cannot say--but the sultan would not grant it.

On to Mali

When I decided to make the journey to Malli [the city of Mali], which is reached in
twenty-four days from Iwalatan if the traveller pushes on rapidly, I hired a guide from the
Massufa--for there is no necessity to travel in a company on account of the safety of that
road--and set out with three of my companions.

[TThe Nile [actually the Niger] descends to Tumbuktu and Gawgaw [Gogo], both of
which will be described later; then to the town of Muli in the land of the Limis, which is the
frontier province of Malli; thence to Yufi, one of the largest towns of the negroes, whose
ruler is one of the most considerable of the negro rulers. It cannot be visited by any white
man because they would kill him before he got there.

Thus I reached the city of Mall, the capital of the king of the blacks. I stopped at the
cemetery and went to the quarter occupied by the whites, where I asked for Muhammad ibn
al-Faqih. I found that he had hired a house for me and went there. His son-in-law brought me
candles and food, and next day Ibn al-Faqih himself came to visit me, with other prominent
residents. I met the gadi of Malli, 'Abd ar-Rahman, who came to see me; he is a negro, a
pilgrim, and a man of fine character. I met also the interpreter Dugha, who is one of the
principal men among the blacks. All these persons sent me hospitality-gifts of food and
treated me with the utmost generosity--may God reward them for their kindnesses!

The sultan of Malli is Mansa Sulayman, "mansa" meaning [in Mandingo] sultan, and
Sulayman being his proper name. He is a miserly king, not a man from whom one might hope
for a rich present. It happened that I spent these two months without seeing him, on account
of my illness. Later on he held a banquet in commemoration of our master [the late sultan of
Morocco] Abu'l-Hasan, to which the commanders, doctors, gadi and preacher were invited,
and I went along with them.

When the ceremony was over I went forward and saluted Mansa Sulayman. The gadi,
the preacher, and Ibn al-Fagqih told him who I was, and he answered them in their tongue.
They said to me, "The sultan says to you 'Give thanks to God," so I said, "Praise be to God
and thanks under all circumstances." When I withdrew the [sultan's] hospitality gift was sent
to me. Ibn al-Faqih came hurrying out of his house barefooted, and entered my room saying,
"Stand up; here comes the sultan's stuff and gift to you." So I stood up thinking--since he had
called it "stuff"--that it consisted of robes of honour and money, and lo!, it was three cakes of
bread, and a piece of beef fried in native oil, and a calabash of sour curds. When I saw this I
burst out laughing, and thought it a most amazing thing that they could be so foolish and
make so much of such a paltry matter.

On certain days the sultan holds audiences in the palace yard, where there is a
platform under a tree, with three steps; this they call the "pempi." It is carpeted with silk and
has cushions placed on it. [Over it] is raised the umbrella, which is a sort of pavilion made of
silk, surmounted by a bird in gold, about the size of a falcon. The sultan comes out of a door
in a corner of the palace, carrying a bow in his hand and a quiver on his back. On his head he
has a golden skull-cap, bound with a gold band which has narrow ends shaped like knives,
more than a span in length. His usual dress is a velvety red tunic, made of the European
fabrics called "mutanfas." The sultan is preceded by his musicians, who carry gold and silver
guimbris [two-stringed guitars], and behind him come three hundred armed slaves. He walks
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in a leisurely fashion, affecting a very slow movement, and even stops from time to time. On
reaching the pempi he stops and looks round the assembly, then ascends it in the sedate
manner of a preacher ascending a mosque-pulpit. As he takes his seat the drums, trumpets,
and bugles are sounded. Three slaves go out at a run to summon the sovereign's deputy and
the military commanders, who enter and sit down. Two saddled and bridled horses are
brought, along with two goats, which they hold to serve as a protection against the evil eye.
Dugha stands at the gate and the rest of the people remain in the street, under the trees.

The negroes are of all people the most submissive to their king and the most abject in
their behaviour before him. They swear by his name, saying "Mansa Sulayman ki" [in
Mandingo, "the emperor Sulayman has commanded"]. If he summons any of them while he
is holding an audience in his pavilion, the person summoned takes off his clothes and puts on
worn garments, removes his turban and dons a dirty skullcap, and enters with his garments
and trousers raised knee-high. He goes forward in an attitude of humility and dejection and
knocks the ground hard with his elbows, then stands with bowed head and bent back listening
to what he says. If anyone addresses the king and receives a reply from him, he uncovers his
back and throws dust over his head and back, for all the world like a bather splashing himself
with water. I used to wonder how it was they did not blind themselves. If the sultan delivers
any remarks during his audience, those present take off their turbans and put them down, and
listen in silence to what he says.

Sometimes one of them stands up before him and recalls his deeds in the sultan's
service, saying, "l did so-and-so on such a day," or, "I killed so-and-so on such a day." Those
who have knowledge of this confirm his words, which they do by plucking the cord of the
bow and releasing it [with a twang], just as an archer does when shooting an arrow. If the
sultan says, "Truly spoken," or thanks him, he removes his clothes and "dusts." That is their
idea of good manners.

The negroes possess some admirable qualities. They are seldom unjust, and have a
greater abhorrence of injustice than any other people. Their sultan shows no mercy to anyone
who is guilty of the least act of it. There is complete security in their country. Neither
traveller nor inhabitant in it has anything to fear from robbers or men of violence. They do
not confiscate the property of any white man who dies in their country, even if it be
uncounted wealth. On the contrary, they give it into the charge of some trustworthy person
among the whites, until the rightful heir takes possession of it. They are careful to observe the
hours of prayer, and assiduous in attending them in congregations, and in bringing up their
children to them.

On Fridays, if a man does not go early to the mosque, he cannot find a corner to pray
in, on account of the crowd.

Another of their good qualities is their habit of wearing clean white garments on
Fridays. Even if a man has nothing but an old worn shirt, he washes it and cleans it, and
wears it to the Friday service. Yet another is their zeal for learning the Koran by heart. They
put their children in chains if they show any backwardness in memorizing it, and they are not
set free until they have it by heart. I visited the gadi in his house on the day of the festival.
His children were chained up, so I said to him, "Will you not let them loose?" He replied, "I
shall not do so until they learn the Koran by heart."

Among their bad qualities are the following. The women servants, slave-girls, and
young girls go about in front of everyone naked, without a stitch of clothing on them. Women
go into the sultan's presence naked and without coverings, and his daughters also go about
naked. Then there is their custom of putting dust and ashes on their heads, as a mark of
respect, and the grotesque ceremonies we have described when the poets recite their verses.
Another reprehensible practice among many of them is the eating of carrion, dogs, and asses.



Early Arab Accounts of West Africa

Toward Timbuctoo (27 February 1353)

We halted near this channel at a large village, which had as governor a negro, a
pilgrim, and man of fine character named Farba Magha. He was one of the negroes who
made the pilgrimage in the company of Sultan Mansa Musa. Farba Magha told me that when
Mansa Musa came to this channel, he had with him a qadi, a white man. This qadi attempted
to make away with four thousand mithqals and the sultan, on learning of it, was enraged at
him and exiled him to the country of the heathen cannibals. He [the qadi] lived among them
for four years, at the end of which the sultan sent him back to his own country. The reason
why the heathens did not eat him was that he was white, for they say that the white is
indigestible because he is not "ripe," whereas the black man is "ripe" in their opinion.

Sultan Mansa Sulayman was visited by a party of these negro cannibals, including
one of their amirs. They have a custom of wearing in their ears large pendants, each pendant
having an opening of half a span. They wrap themselves in silk mantles, and in their country
there is a gold mine. The sultan received them with honour, and gave them as his hospitality-
gift a servant, a negress. They killed and ate her, and having smeared their faces and hands
with her blood came to the sultan to thank him. I was informed that this is their regular
custom whenever they visit his court. Someone told me about them that they say that the
choicest parts of women's flesh are the palm of the hand and the breast.
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Leo Africanus’ Description of Songhai,
early 16" Century®

Howbeit there is a most stately temple to be seene, the wals whereof are made of
stone and lime; and a princely palace also built by a most excellent workeman of Granada.
Here are many shops of artificers, and merchants, and especially of such as weaue linen and
cotton cloth. And hither do the Barbarie merchants bring cloth of Europe. All the women of
the region except maidservants go with their faces couered, and sell all necessarie victuals.
The inhabitants, & especially strangers there residing, are exceeding rich, insomuch that the
king that now is, maried both his daughters vnto two rich merchants. Here are many wels,
containing most sweete water; and so often as the riuer Niger overfloweth, they conueigh the
ater thereof by certaine sluces into the towne. Corne (sorghun), cattle, milke, and butter this
region yeeldeth in great abundance: but salk it verie scarce heere; for it is brought hither by
land from Tagaza, which is fiue humdred miles distant. When I myselfe was here, [ saw one
camel loade of salt sold for 80 ducates. The rich king of Tombuto (Timbuktu) hath many
plates and scepters of gold, some of ehreof weigh 1300 poindes; ... He hath alwaies three
thousand horsemen, and a great number of footmen that shoot poysoned arrowes, attending
upon him. ...Here are great store of doctors, judges, priests and other learned men, that are
bountifully maintained at the kings cost and charges. And hither are brought diuers
manuscripts or written bookes out of Barbarie, which are sold for more money than any othe
merchandize...

¥ Original source: Leo Africanus, The History and Description of Africa pp. 824-825. Text selection source:
Boston University Pardee School of Global Studies Africa Studies Center’s Kingdom of Songhai, primary
sources. Available at <http://www.bu.edu/africa/outreach/k_o_songhay/>.
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Group Discussion Questions on Overall Material

1. What is the general picture of West Africa in the medieval period? Is it wealthy, poor,
well-connected or isolated? What kinds of societies and states seem to exist there?
What religions are there? Make sure to think about specific examples from the texts
as evidence. This is a huge question, so think far and wide—don’t limit yourselves.

2. Does it seem like ethnocentrism is a factor in these descriptions?

3. Does race seem to matter? How or how not?

4. How important does religion seem to be? What is the relationship between religion
and culture?



