
 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

   

   

  

  

  

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

What was Medieval Mali like? 
 
Medieval Mali, located in West Africa, was a powerful 
empire known for its wealth, trade networks, and cultural 
achievements. At its peak in the 14th century under the 
leadership of Mansa Musa, Mali controlled a vast 
territory stretching from the Atlantic coast to the Niger 
River. The empire grew through the trans-Saharan trade 
routes, particularly in gold and salt. Timbuktu, a key city 
in Mali, became a centre of learning, with respected 
universities and libraries attracting professors from across 
the Islamic world. Mali's society was structured with a 
monarch at the top, followed by nobles, merchants, and 
commoners. Islam was the dominant religion, influencing 
both government and daily life. Overall, Medieval Mali 
was a successful empire with significant cultural, 
economic, and political achievements.  

Why was Timbuktu the Jewel of the Medieval 
World? 

 

Timbuktu earned the title "Jewel of the Medieval World" due to its 
significance as a centre of learning, trade, and culture during the 
medieval period. As a key city in the Mali Empire, Timbuktu 
succeeded as a centre of trade along the trans-Saharan trade routes, 
enabling the exchange of goods, ideas, and cultures between West 
Africa, North Africa, and beyond. Moreover, Timbuktu became 
famous for its influential universities, mosques, and libraries, 
attracting professors, traders, and travellers from across the Islamic 
world. Its position as a centre of Islamic knowledge and trade made 
Timbuktu a symbol of wealth, knowledge, and cultural diversity in the 
medieval era. 

Why was Mansa Musa so significant? 
 
Mansa Musa, ruler of Mali from 1312 to 1337, is famous for his 
immense wealth, resulting from Mali's control of gold trade 
routes. His 1324 pilgrimage to Mecca, with a extravagant parade 
and generous gold distribution, showcased Mali's wealth globally. 
Musa's backing of Islamic scholarship and architecture promoted 
cultural exchange. Under his rule, Mali expanded its territory and 
influence, setting its status as a powerful empire in West Africa. 
Musa's journey disrupted economies along his route but 
increased trade awareness. His reign indicates Mali's wealth, 
cultural richness, and global significance during the medieval 
period, leaving a lasting legacy in African history.  
 

Where did Mali’s wealth come from? 
 
Mali's wealth primarily came from its control over 
and participation in the trans-Saharan trade routes. 
The empire was well positioned between the gold-
producing regions of West Africa and the markets of 
North Africa and the Mediterranean. Mali became 
one of the largest producers of gold in the world 
during the medieval period, with significant gold 
mines located within its territory. Gold was highly 
valued in trade, both locally and internationally. 
Additionally, Mali controlled the trade in other 
supplies such as salt, ivory, and slaves, further 
contributing to its wealth. The taxation of trade and 
payment from conquered territories also improved 
the empire's money.  
 



 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

How similar were Medieval African Kingdoms to 
Medieval England? 

 
Governments: Both regions had monarchies, with kings or emperors ruling 
over their relevant territories. However, the systems of government, laws, 
and administrative structures varied greatly between African kingdoms and 
England.  
 
Economy: Both Medieval African kingdoms and Medieval England were 
farming societies, relying on food production as the key economic activity. 
However, the types of crops grown, and the economic systems differed due 
to geographical, environmental, and cultural factors.  
 
Religion: Both regions experienced the spread of Christianity and Islam 
during the medieval period. However, the dominant religions in Medieval 
England were Christianity (specifically Catholicism), while Medieval African 
kingdoms were mainly influenced by Islam, Christianity, or local African 
religions.  
 
Trade and Commerce: Both regions engaged in trade, but the nature of 
trade networks, products traded, and trade partners varied. Medieval 
African kingdoms, particularly those in West Africa such as Mali and Ghana, 
were famous for their control over trans-Saharan trade routes and the trade 
of gold, salt, and other goods. In contrast, England's trade networks were 
primarily focused on Europe, and supplies such as wool were significant 
exports.  
 
Cultural Achievements: Both regions had cultural achievements, including 
architecture, literature, and art. However, the specific forms of cultural 
expression and the extent of cultural influence varied based on local 
traditions, religious practices, and interactions with neighbouring regions. 

What was Benin City in the kingdom of Benin like in the 15th 
century? 

 

In the 15th century, Benin City, capital of the Benin Kingdom (present-day 
Nigeria), was an impressive urban centre. Surrounded by fortifications and 
moats, it enjoyed impressive architecture, including the wealthy Oba's palace 
decked with elegant bronze plaques. Skilled craft workers produced amazing 
bronze and brass sculptures, ivory carvings, and coral beads, showcasing the 
kingdom's cultural richness. Benin City's layout reflected its centralised 
governments, with the palace at its heart. Under the rule of the Oba, the city 
thrived as a centre of trade, craftsmanship, and administrative power, 
establishing the Benin Kingdom as a dominant force in West Africa. 

Should stolen Benin Bronzes be returned from 
Britain to Nigeria? 

 
The question of whether stolen Benin Bronzes should be 
returned from Britain to Nigeria is complex and involves 
considerations of historical bias, cultural heritage, and 
international relations. Many argue for their return, viewing it 
as a means to repair the relationship damage from the theft and 
preserve Nigeria's cultural tradition. The return of these objects 
can also promote understanding and adopt a sense of cultural 
pride among Nigerians. However, challenges such as legal 
ownership, management, and the role of museums in saving 
global heritage must be addressed. Ultimately, the decision 
should involve dialogue between Nigeria, Britain, and relevant 
people to find a mutually agreeable solution. 


