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A. Ibn Battuta arrives in Mali 

Thus I reached the city of Mali, 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 qadi [judge] 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! 

 

B. Ibn Battuta meets the King of Mali 

The sultan of Mali is Mansa Sulayman, “mansa” meaning sultan [in Mandingo], and Sulayman 

being his proper name. He is a miserly king, not a man from whom one might hope for a rich 

present…[H]e held a banquet in commemoration of our master [the late sultan of Morocco] 

Abu'l-Hasan, to which the commanders, doctors, qadi [judge] and preacher were invited, and I 

went along with them. Reading-desks were brought in, and the Koran was read through, then 

they prayed for our master Abu'l-Hasan and also for Mansa Sulayman.  

 

When the ceremony was over I went forward and saluted Mansa Sulayman. The qadi, the 

preacher, and Ibn al-Faqih 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.” 

 

C. The Sultan 

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 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. 
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D. The character of the people of Mali 

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. 


