
Chapter 12: A golden country: the empire of Mali

What does the story of Mansa Musa reveal about 

Medieval Africa? 

It is 1323. Mansa Musa, the emperor of Mali, sits on an ebony throne. Behind him, 

thirty slaves from Turkey and Egypt stand to attention. One of the slaves holds a silk 

sunshade over the emperor’s head, topped by a golden falcon. 

This is a golden land and Mansa Musa’s rule is a Golden Age. South of the Sahara 

Desert, the African empire of Mali has grown rich from huge nuggets of gold mined 

from the goldfields of Wangara. One of the miners was at the palace today, 

bringing a camel laden with gold as a gift for the mansa. The word mansa means 

‘emperor’ or ‘king’. 

Two great elephant tusks stand beside the mansa’s throne. On his raised platform 

in the palace courtyard, Mansa Musa can see the rounded roofs of clay houses 

stretching into the distance. Several horses stand calmly nearby. Mansa Musa will 

soon be inspecting them, ready for a long journey. This journey is a pilgrimage. He 

plans to travel from his palace in Niani, the capital of Mali, to Cairo in Egypt. He will 

then travel to the holy cities of Mecca and Medina. 

He can hardly wait to get going, but he must. He needs to make sure that his 

empire is safe before he leaves Niani. Today, he will be discussing his plans with his 

emirs (chiefs), who each govern different parts of the empire. Mansa Musa shifts a 

little on his throne. A bow and three arrows, each made of pure gold, rest heavily 

on his knees. The mansa’s musicians begin drumming. The visitors must be here. 

Mansa Musa on his throne

Mansa Musa feels no need to stand when the 

emirs arrive in the palace courtyard. 

YOUR ENQUIRY

Mansa Musa’s pilgrimage made him famous. The story of 

his wealth and his generosity was told far and wide. People 

from as far away as England remarked upon him and 

wanted to find out more about his kingdom. 

Historians still think he is remarkable today. They think 

that, by studying Mansa Musa, we can discover exciting 

things about the Medieval world.  In this enquiry, you are 

going to show how the story of Mansa Musa can reveal 

different things about Medieval Africa. 



Mansa Musa prepares for his pilgrimage

From his throne, Mansa Musa strains to see his emirs. Decorated in silver and 

gold, the king’s palace is made dazzling by the African sunshine. The emperor of 

Mali never speaks aloud in public. Instead, he whispers what he wants to say to a 

spokesman called a jeli, who makes the announcements. 

In 1323, the jeli announces the king’s plans to go on a great pilgrimage or hajj to 

the holy cities of Mecca and Medina. This journey will cross the Sahara Desert, 

which is the largest desert in the world. Crossing the desert will take over a year 

so Mansa Musa will need provisions from all over the empire. He has already 

sent officials to the bountiful markets of Niani. Horses will be needed to carry 

the king and the high officials across the desert. There is a lot of work to do. 

Mansa Musa rises to inspect his horses. 

Mansa Musa strokes the delicate strands of gold woven into his horse’s manes. 

His mind turns to another important animal: the camel. Capable of carrying 

heavy loads in the hot desert conditions of the Sahara, thousands of camels will 

be needed to carry food, water and equipment on the pilgrimage. 

Other camels will have a much heavier load to bear. Mansa Musa’s hajj is centred 

on the opportunity to pray in front of the Prophet Muhammad’s tomb, but there 

will be other opportunities along the way. The journey will allow him to present 

gifts to the kings of other African states in person. This will help the mansa to 

strengthen alliances with these states. 

The emperor orders that 80 camels should be laden with gold. 

Mansa Musa’s pilgrimage would 

make him into a legend. The publicity 

created by the pilgrimage meant that 

the empire of Mali appeared for the 

first time on a European map, shown 

in the picture here. 

‘Mappa
Mundi’ by 
Angelino 
Dulcert, 
1339

STEP 1

What does the story so far reveal about Medieval Africa?   It might reveal things about:

*Kingship *Religion *Trade *Natural resources              *The growth of cities



Mansa Musa sets out on his hajj 

Mansa Musa and his entourage leave Niani and travel north, across the broad 

grasslands of central Mali. The mansa’s caravan becomes a long line of 

glittering gold that stretches for miles across the landscape. 

Writing in the seventeenth century, Timbuktu scholar Al-Sa’dī described how Mansa Musa:

Herds of elephants, giraffes and gazelles stop and stare. Finding shade under a 

baobab tree, the mansa takes a drink of water from the tree’s trunk. Water has 

collected here since the last rains came to the grasslands. The emperor knows 

that soon there will be no baobab trees, and very little water. Soon, he will 

reach the unforgiving dunes of the Sahara. 

Travelling with a caravan across the Sahara Desert is a very dangerous business. 

The mansa has heard stories of entire caravans losing their way and dying in 

sandstorms. He will need to rely on the traders who travel with him: their 

knowledge of oases in the Sahara Desert will be vital for the pilgrimage to 

succeed. These oases will allow the caravan to replenish their stock of food and 

water. Without them, Mansa Musa and his followers will probably die.

‘set off in great pomp, with a large party, including sixty thousand soldiers and 

five hundred slaves, who ran in front of him as he rode. Each of the slaves bore 

in his hand a wand fashioned from 500 mithqāls* of gold.’

The route taken by Mansa Musa on the hajj
I’m sure better maps can be found!

There are no roads in the 

desert. Day after day, the 

mansa’s scenery is the same. 

On some nights, the emperor 

stays up late, listening to his 

men talk about the stars: their 

only guides across this barren 

land. 

The emperor sleeps. 



Mansa Musa reaches Cairo

One morning, about a year after leaving Niani, the emperor wakes up early. 

The sand-dunes are finally behind him. Today, he enters Cairo, a place very 

few of his people have seen. The soldiers who guard the caravan are restless 

and excited; they are proud to stand guard over their emperor as he enters a 

new city.

Mansa Musa’s arrival creates an instant sensation: people gape in 

amazement at this marvellous king from an unknown land, boasting 

hundreds of slaves carrying batons of gold. The mansa sends gifts to the 

sultan of Egypt, including 40,000 dinars. He is generous, giving out gold as 

gifts to all: to the poor, to important officials, and to people he meets in the 

marketplace. He gives out so much gold that the value of this precious metal 

will decline in value for several years.

Part of the 
Catalan 
Atlas, 
c.1375

STEP 2

Study the picture above. This picture is just one part of a Medieval world map, called a mappamundi. 

It was created fifty years after Mansa Musa made his pilgrimage. Look closely at the map. Can you 

find Mansa Musa? What is he wearing? What is he holding? Why do you think he was drawn like this?

What does the second stage of the story reveal about Medieval Africa?   It might reveal things about:

*Kingship *Religion *Trade *Natural resources *The growth of cities

Mansa Musa stayed in 

Cairo for three months 

before continuing to the 

holy cities of Mecca and 

Medina in Arabia. After 

four months in Mecca, he 

returned to Cairo and 

then passed back 

through Timbuktu to 

Niani. 



Secrets of the Mali empire: buried secrets

The capital of the Malian empire, Niani, is located in West Africa. It was a 

vibrant city of 100,000 people at the time of Mansa Musa’s rule (1312-

1337). Niani was built on the wealth of the Buré goldfield, which was one 

of several goldfields in the Malian empire.

Many historians consider Mansa Musa to be the richest man in history. 

Every nugget of gold produced by Mali’s goldminers went straight into the 

king’s treasury. It was gold that connected the Malian empire with the rest 

of the world: buying gold gave merchants the motivation to risk their lives 

in crossing the dangerous Sahara Desert. 

So gold was central to Mali’s success, but you can’t eat it. To grow an 

empire, you need to feed an army of soldiers as well as pay them. The 

empire of Mali began and grew on the savannah, an area of grassland 

south of the Sahara Desert. This grassland was very good for grazing 

animals like sheep, cows and goats, and offered fertile soil for crops. The 

Mande people who lived here also fished in the river Niger. 

Fishing and growing crops gave the 

Mande people a reliable food 

supply. It meant that the first 

Malian kings could feed a larger 

population and form a bigger army. 

Making agriculture more efficient 

also led to the growth of cities. By 

the time Mansa Musa ascended to 

the throne in 1312, there were 

three cities: the capital city of 

Niani, Jenne and Timbuktu. 
The Mali Empire, c.1337

STEP 3

What does the section ‘Buried Secrets’ reveal about Medieval Africa?   It might reveal 

things about:

*Kingship     *Religion *Trade *Natural resources *The growth of cities



Secrets of the Mali empire: the king’s secrets

We have seen that the mansa cherished his horses, which were unusual in Africa. 

The emperor imported them from Arabia. He used the horses to create a cavalry 

regiment, which served under the direct command of the Mansa himself. 

Charging across the grasslands in tight formation, they were largely unstoppable. 

The horses became a symbol of royal power.

Some of the land conquered by Sunjata Keita, such as Gao, had been lost. One of 

Mansa Musa’s first achievements was to reconquer Gao. He did this by building 

the strength of his army to around 100,000 soldiers, including 10,000 horsemen. 

Mansa Musa also used the army to rid Mali of the bandits who interrupted trade 

across the empire. This allowed traders to travel safely and carry out a steady 

business.

Most business in the Malian empire involved gold and gold was used to reward 

the emperor’s chiefs, the emirs, for their loyalty.  Sources suggest that Mansa 

Musa had twenty-four emirs, each governing different parts of the empire. The 

mansa invited his emirs to tell him of any complaints, earning their trust, and he 

created an honours system to reward loyal service. The highest honour was the 

National Honour of the Trousers. It was said that ‘the greater the number of a 

soldier’s exploits, the bigger the size of his trousers.’ 

On the horse in this picture is Sunjata Keita.

He united the Mande people into one 

kingdom in around 1250. His nickname was 

the Lion King.  

Sunjata died in 1255. After a period of 

instability, where seven different kings 

struggled to keep control of Mali, Mansa 

Musa ascended to the throne in 1312. Some 

sources say he was Sunjata’s great-nephew. 
Sunjata Keita: the Lion King

STEP 4

What does the section ‘The King’s Secrets’ reveal about Medieval Africa?   It might 

reveal things about:

*Kingship     *Religion *Trade *Natural resources *The growth of cities



Secrets of empire: trade secrets

Do you remember that in the centuries before the Crusades, Islam exploded 

across North Africa and Asia? More slowly, Islam made its way southwards, 

across the Sahara, to Mali. Islam was the faith of the long-distance traders who 

plied the caravan routes. A shared belief in Islam created trust among these 

travellers, making the dangerous journeys possible. 

The caravan routes were vital to keep the doors of Mali open because of Mali’s 

isolation from the rest of the world. Mali was separated to the north by the 

vastness of the Sahara Desert. To the west was the Atlantic ocean,  which was 

another barrier: sailors had not yet learned to navigate the African coast. The 

cultivation of a series of oases across the Sahara desert was therefore key to 

the success of Malian trade. 

An oasis is formed in the desert where water bubbles to the surface and creates 

an island of green. With careful farming, the water can be used to grow crops. 

Oases were vital to provide food and water to the merchants travelling to and 

from the markets of Mali. Without water, travellers quickly died. Ibn Battūta

described what happened when some men got separated from their caravan: 

‘We found one of them dead, with his clothes on him, and a whip in his hand, 

under a little tree.’ 

The size of the caravans grew very large by the time of Mansa Musa’s reign: as 

many as 12,000 camels in a single caravan! Sources suggest that all of the gold 

arriving in Christian Europe at this time came from Mali or other places in West 

Africa. The caravans moving north across the desert carried not just Malian 

gold, however, but copper, cereals, fish, ivory and salt from the Sahara. 

Trade was regular both in and out of Mali.  The Mande people living in the cities 

of the Malian empire expected to be able to buy exotic items like silk from the 

traders travelling south across the desert.   Goods could be found in a Malian 

market from as far away as China, India and Spain. 

The publicity Mansa Musa created on his 

pilgrimage meant trade increased, 

especially between Egypt and Mali.  More 

merchants wanted to travel to the golden 

lands of the Malian empire. 



So Mansa Musa kept the doors of Mali wide open, but not just to goods. He 

also welcomed new ideas. After his pilgrimage, the king asked the Andalusian

architect, Al-Sahilī, to build a number of mosques, including the Djinguereber

Mosque at Timbuktu. This made the city of Timbuktu more exciting and 

attractive. Timbuktu grew into an important city, becoming home to many 

scholars, musicians, preachers and students. 

Mansa Musa was a great ruler, but his descendants were not as powerful. In 

the late fourteenth century, civil wars broke out between rival leaders. Mali 

lost control of Timbuktu in 1433. Eventually, the Mali empire was attacked and 

it was eventually taken over by the Songhay empire towards the end of the 

fifteenth century.

THINKING THROUGH YOUR ENQUIRY:

So what does the story of Mansa Musa reveal? Historians like Toby Green argue that this story can 

tell us a lot about politics, society, economics and religion in Medieval Africa.

Imagine that you are helping to organise a schools history conference and you have invited Toby 

Green to deliver a talk about Medieval Mali. The conference manager has said that there are too 

many speakers and that he wants to cut Toby Green’s talk. You are furious! The conference 

manager thinks that other, more famous topics of Medieval history are more important.

You must write to your conference manager explaining why you think that the story of Mansa 

Musa is historically significant. To do this, you must convince the manager that the story of Mansa 

Musa can tell us about much more than one single man.  

Djinguereber
Mosque, Timbuktu, 
1327

STEP 5

What does the section ‘Trade Secrets’ reveal about Medieval Africa?   It might reveal 

things about:

*Kingship     *Religion *Trade *Natural resources *The growth of cities

‘Africa was, and is, connected to other
histories, through the movement of 

people, ideas and gold. This gold was used 
by African rulers as a mask of power.’

The historian Toby Green


