
Preface 

​Embark on a fascinating journey within African history through the Middle Ages!

Medieval Europe was known for religious and political upheavals, but have you ever wondered whether this was the case in Africa, too?

Want to know how African kingdoms developed during the Middle Ages?

Would you like to peek into the fascinating trade culture, art scene, and buildings in Medieval Africa?

If you answered one or more questions with yes, this is the perfect book for you. 

It shows how religion, culture, and ambitions shaped African societies, leading to the rise and fall of kingdoms and empires. 

With easy-to-digest information about historical events and plenty of fascinating facts, this book is the ideal companion for everyone wanting to explore Medieval Africa.
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​​Introduction
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While at the time, this was unknown to the rest of the medieval world (which was occupied with explorations and battles over territories and religions), Africa had a thriving multicultural society during the Middle Ages. The rise and fall of African kingdoms and empires was long shrouded in mystery, and many are only discovering what truly lay beyond the dark veil of Western beliefs over this continent’s history. 

If you’re interested in discovering how Africa flourished during the Middle Ages, what life was like in the kingdoms, what governed their societies, how they made their connections and more, this book is perfect for you. 

You’ll venture on a journey from desert kingdoms full of secret gold and salt mines to trading empires that opened the world to the African interior to lush forest kingdoms known for their extraordinary art. 

Beyond introducing you to the various African cultures that shaped the continent’s history in the Middle Ages, this book offers fascinating details about distinctive trade routes, diplomatic connections, sophisticated techniques in art, architecture, and commerce, as well as lesser-known facts about the reasons behind their development. Religion had a massive role in shaping the rise and fall of many kingdoms, so this is something you’ll see featured in the book as well.

While some kingdoms and empires in Africa shared common cultural backgrounds, their individual history was influenced and shaped in a distinct way, creating vast differences between them with the passing of time. The book talks about the common ground that can be found in all their governments, as well as the features that made them unique actors in Africa’s historical landscape. 

All this information is presented in an easy-to-understand package that is broken down into pieces even novice historians can absorb with ease. 

While it’s great for beginners, those who have already had the chance to explore Medieval Africa won’t be disappointed either. Perhaps this is one of the features that distinguishes this book from all the others on the market. It has something for everyone – whether you want to expand your expertise on the topic or are just diving into it for the first time. 

This book will give you all the tools you need to explore the fascinating world of Medieval Africa, and all you need to do to access it is to read on. If you’re ready to commence your journey, don’t hesitate. You’re about to step on a path that will change how you view African history and enrich your knowledge of the history of mankind in general. 
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​Chapter 1: The Glory of Ghana – Africa’s First Great Empire
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As one of the earliest and most powerful medieval civilizations, the Ghana Empire was truly one of a kind. 

This chapter showcases what it took to build it, why it was named “Land of Gold” by historians, and what led to its fall. You’ll read about the everyday life of its founders, their social structure, and most of all, how they incorporated themselves into a vast network of trans-Saharan trade routines. 
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​The Origins of the Ghana Empire
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Not to be confused with modern-day Ghana (which is located 400 miles away), the Ghana Empire once encompassed the territories now belonging to northern Senegal and southern Mauritania. 

While the exact origins of the empire are shrouded in mystery, some believe that it was founded on the remains of the ancient Mondé civilization. This was the first civilization to use stone for its structures in settlement, some of which were carried on to the early Ghana Empire. Flourishing from the 17th century B.C.E. to the 3rd century B.C.E., the Mondé civilization was brought to fall by invasions, and soon after this, what was known as the Ghana Kingdom began its rise. 

Referring to their land as “wagadu” (the land of herds), the inhabitants of the Ghana Kingdom took advantage of the blessings of their geographical area. It was a large triangle of grassland situated between the Senegal River to the southwest, the Niger River to the southeast, and the Sahara Desert to the north. 

So, where did the name “Ghana” come from? It was given by visitors who met the first ruler, who bore the title of Ghana. Ghana means warrior kings. Wanting to honor him, they named his kingdom after his title. 
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​Rise to Power
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For a few centuries, the rise of Ghana was slow – until several Soninke clans came together under a new ruler in the 4th century C.E. Some say the ruler wasn’t from the region, which may explain the changes the clans’ (and the kingdoms) management system went through from then on. This ruler’s name was Majan Dyabe Cisse (also known as Dinga Cisse). Before he united the clans, Dinga Cisse suffered defeat from nomadic raiders many times. The surrounding territories were often affected by droughts, and nomadic people sought to recoup their losses by taking from others. So, Dinga Cisse urged the union of clans and lands, which provided better protection against the raiders. 

After becoming the first warrior king, Dinga Cisse established the capital, Kumbi Saleh, on the edge of the Sahara. This turned out to be an extraordinarily good decision, especially with the emergence of the trans-Saharan trade routes. As the city grew, the capital followed, expanding its size, eventually encompassing two separate settlements. One for the original founders, the Seninke, and one of the fastest-growing Muslim communities. 

The two settlements were connected by a six-mile road. The Muslim settlement was inhabited by scholars, jurists, muezzins, and imams. Muslim scholars are very frequently employed throughout the kingdom for bookkeeping.
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​Daily Life in the Ghana Empire
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The locals spent their days commuting between stone, clay, and wood houses. Naturally, being the most expensive and difficult to work with, stone was usually reserved for the wealthiest. Those less affluent lived in clay and wood homes. The capital had a separate royal and spiritual district called El-Ghaba. 

It was surrounded by a fortified stone wall for the protection of its visitors. Within the walls, a sacred grove of trees was established for religious rites, along with a mosque for visiting Muslim officials. 

The city also had a trade district, which is where merchants lived and conducted business on a daily basis. Kumbi Saleh may have been the capital, but the kingdom also had other influential cities, including Awdaghust, which also played a huge role in Ghana’s rise to power as a trade empire. Like the capital, Awdaghust also lay in a very advantageous position – near important trade routes. It’s likely why it became the tributary of Ghana as well. 

The Ghana Empire also flourished through the ingenuity of the Soninke. 

Around 300 C.E., the clans domesticated the camel, gaining a powerful tool for transport and trade. They first started using camels to transport the freshly produced gold from nearby gold mines. These gold mines were all over the region – hence the name “Land of Gold,” as historians often refer to the ancient Ghana Empire. 

Gold, iron, and salt from the local salt banks were sought-after commodities in the region, and the Soninke used these to gain access to an extensive trade network developing in the Saharan region. They also traded in copper and slaves in exchange for finished goods such as textiles and beads.

Traders came from the Maghreb, a route that began in Tahert (located in modern-day Algeria) in North Africa. The route took them across Sijilmasa, southern Morocco. From there, the traders would head south, traveling inland but parallel with the coast. They would then head further south to Awdaghust before arriving in the royal capital, Kumbi Saleh. This routine was fully established by the 6th century. 

A century later, the Ghana Empire was a focal trading point in Medieval Africa. 

This was furthered by the Soninkes’ willingness to act as intermediaries between the Arab salt traders from the north and the gold and ivory traders from the south. The first written record of the Ghana Empire comes from an 8th-century Arabic depiction of how trade worked between the northern and southern regions of Africa. 
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