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Excerpts from Sundiata: An Epic of Old Mali

(1235)

D. T. Niane. 1988. Sundiata: An Epic of Old Mali. Translated by G. D. Pickett. Essex, England:
Longman House.

A powerful rival to Mandingo power in the Sudan was the pagan people called Soso. In order to check the
influence of the Mali Empire, the Soso king, Soumaoro, killed the eleven brothers who were heirs to the
throne of Mali. There was a twelfth, Sundiata, whom they spared because he was crippled.

The story of Sundiata's rise to power reveals much of the early history of the Mandingo king and his
thrilling defeat of Soumaoro in 1235. The epic of old Mali contains a fascinating description of palace
intrigue in the capital city of Niani. Sundiata emerges as the central hero of the tale through magic,
cunning, strength and providence. Sundiata becomes a great king noted for his Muslim piety, wisdom,
justice and military strength. Under his reign, the Mali Empire recovers from war and returns to prosperity.
Caravans of many riches traveled to Niani, and people from distant lands spoke of this great king. Sundiata
is still regarded by the Mandingo as their national hero.

The oral history excerpted below is primarily the work of an obscure griot from the village of Djeliba Koro.
A "griot" is a member of a hereditary caste in West Africa whose job it is to keep the oral history of the
tribe or village. As explained by author D.T. Niane, at one time "griots were the counsellors of kings, they
conserved the constitutions of kingdoms by memory work alone; each princely family had its griot
appointed to preserve tradition; it was from among the griots that kings used to choose the tutors for
young princes. In the very hierarchical society of Africa before colonization, . . .the griot appears as one of
the most important of this society, because it is he who, for want of archives, records the customs,
traditions and governmental principles of kings."

Soumaoro sent a detachment under his son Sosso Balla to block Sundiata's route to Tabon. Sosso Balla was
about the same age as Sundiata. He promptly deployed his troops at the entrance to the mountains to
oppose Sundiata's advance to Tabon. . . .

Sundiata was immovable, so the orders were given and the war drums began to beat. On his proud horse
Sundiata turned to right and left in front of his troops. He entrusted the rearguard, composed of a part of
the Wagadou cavalry, to his younger brother Manding Bory. Having drawn his sword, Sundiata led the
charge, shouting his war cry.

The Sossos were surprised by this sudden attack for they all thought that the battle would be joined the
next day. The lightning that flashes across the sky is slower, the thunderbolts less frightening and
floodwaters less surprising than Sundiata swooping down on Sosso Balla and his smiths. In a trice,
Sundiata was in the middle of the Sossos like a lion in the sheepfold. The Sossos, trampled under the
hooves of his fiery charger, cried out. When he turned to the right the smiths of Soumaoro fell in their tens,
and when he turned to the left his sword made heads fall as when someone shakes a tree of ripe fruit. The
horsemen of Mema wrought a frightful slaughter and their long lances pierced flesh like a knife sunk into a
paw-paw. Charging ever forwards, Sundiata looked for Sosso Balla; he caught sight of him and like a lion
bounded towards the son of Soumaoro, his sword held aloft. His arm came sweeping down but at that
moment a Sosso warrior came between Djata and Sosso Balla and was sliced like a calabash. Sosso Balla
did not wait and disappeared from amidst his smiths. Seeing their chief in flight, the Sossos gave way and
fell into a terrible rout. . . .

The news of the battle of Tabon spread like wildfire in the plains of Mali. It was known that Soumaoro was
not present at the battle, but the mere fact that his troops had retreated before Sundiata sufficed to give
hope to all the peoples of Mali. Soumaoro realized that from now on he would have to reckon with this
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young man. He got to know of the prophecies of Mali, yet he was still too confident. When Sosso Balla
returned with the remnant he had managed to save at Tabon, he said to his father, 'Father, he is worse
than a lion; nothing can withstand him.". . .

The son of Sogolon had already decided on his plan of campaign -- to beat Soumaoro, destroy Sosso and
return triumphantly to Niani. He now had five army corps at his disposal. . . .

Sundiata caught sight of him and tried to cut a passage through to him. He struck to the right and struck to
the left and trampled underfoot. The murderous hooves of his 'Daffeké' dug into the chests of the Sossos.
Soumaoro was nhow within spear range and Sundiata reared up his horse and hurled his weapon. It whistled
away and bounced off Soumaoro's chest as off a rock and fell to the ground. Sogolon's son bent his bow
but with a motion of the hand Soumaoro caught the arrow in flight and showed it to Sundiata as if to say
'Look, I am invulnerable.'

Furious, Sundiata snatched up his spear and with his head bent charged at Soumaoro, but as he raised his
arm to strike his enemy he noticed that Soumaoro had disappeared. Manding Bory riding at his side
pointed to the hill and said, 'Look, brother."

Sundiata saw Soumaoro on the hill, sitting on his black-coated horse. How could he have done it, he who
was only two paces from Sundiata? By what power had he spirited himself away on to the hill? The son of
Sogolon stopped fighting to watch the king of Sosso. The sun was already very low and Soumaoro's smiths
gave way but Sundiata did not give the order to pursue the enemy. Suddenly, Soumaoro disappeared! . . .

The battle of Neguéboria showed Djata, if he needed to be shown, that to beat the king of Sosso other
weapons were necessary.

The evening of Neguéboria, Sundiata was master of the field, but he was in a gloomy mood. He went away
from the field of battle with its agonized cries of the wounded, and Manding Bory and Tabon Wana watched
him go. He headed for the hill where he had seen Soumaoro after his miraculous disappearance. . . .

But it was time to return to his native Mali. Sundiata assembled his army in the plain and each people
provided a contingent to accompany the Mansa to Niani. . . .

Sundiata and his men had to cross the Niger in order to enter old Mali. One might have thought that all the
dug-out canoes in the world had arranged to meet at the port of Ka-ba. It was the dry season and there
was not much water in the river. The fishing tribe of Somono, to whom Djata had given the monopoly of
the water, were bent on expressing their thanks to the son of Sogolon. They put all their dug-outs side by
side across the Niger so that Sundiata's sofas could cross without wetting their feet.

When the whole army was on the other side of the river, Sundiata ordered great sacrifices. A hundred oxen
and a hundred rams were sacrificed. It was thus that Sundiata thanked God on returning to Mali.

The villages of Mali gave Maghan Sundiata an unprecedented welcome. At normal times a traveller on foot
can cover the distance from Ka-ba to Niani with only two halts, but Sogolon's son with his army took three
days. The road to Mali from the river was flanked by a double human hedge. Flocking from every corner of
Mali, all the inhabitants were resolved to see their saviour from close up. The women of Mali tried to create
a sensation and they did not fail. At the entrance to each village they had carpeted the road with their
multi-coloured pagnes, so that Sundiata's horse would not so much as dirty its feet on entering their
village. . . .

Sundiata was leading the van. He had donned his costume of a hunter king -- a plain smock, skin-tight
trousers and his bow slung across his back. At his side Balla Fasséké was still wearing his festive garments
gleaming with gold. Between Djata's general staff and the army Sosso Balla had been placed, amid his
father's fetishes. But his hands were no longer tied. As at Ka-ba, abuse was everywhere heaped upon him
and the prisoner did not dare look up at the hostile crowd. . . .

The troops were marching along singing the 'Hymn to the Bow', which the crowd took up. New songs flew
from mouth to mouth. Young women offered the soldiers cool water and cola nuts. And so the triumphal
march across Mali ended outside Niani, Sundiata's city.
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It was a ruined town which was beginning to be rebuilt by its inhabitants. A part of the ramparts had been
destroyed and the charred walls still bore the marks of the fire. From the top of the hill Djata looked on
Niani, which looked like a dead city. He saw the plain of Sounkarani, and he also saw the site of the young
baobab tree. The survivors of the catastrophe were standing in rows on the Mali road. The children were
waving branches, a few young women were singing, but the adults were mute. . . .

With Sundiata peace and happiness entered Niani. Lovingly Sogolon's son had his native city rebuilt. He
restored in the ancient style his father's old enclosure where he had grown up. People came from all the
villages of Mali to settle in Niani. The walls had to be destroyed to enlarge the town, and new quarters were
built for each kin group in the enormous army. . . .

After a year Sundiata held a new assembly at Niani, but this one was the assembly of dignitaries and kings
of the empire. The kings and notables of all the tribes came to Niani. The kings spoke of their
administration and the dignitaries talked of their kings. Fakoli, the nephew of Soumaoro, having proved
himself too independent, had to flee to evade the Mansa's anger. His lands were confiscated and the taxes
of Sosso were payed directly into the granaries of Niani. In this way, every year, Sundiata gathered about
him all the kings and notables; so justice prevailed everywhere, for the kings were afraid of being
denounced at Niani.

Djata's justice spared nobody. He followed the very word of God. He protected the weak against the strong
and people would make journeys lasting several days to come and demand justice of him. Under his sun
the upright man was rewarded and the wicked one punished.

In their new-found peace the villages knew prosperity again, for with Sundiata happiness had come into
everyone's home. Vast fields of millet, rice, cotton, indigo and fonio surrounded the villages. Whoever
worked always had something to live on. Each year long caravans carried the taxes in kind to Niani.

You could go from village to village without fearing brigands. A thief would have his right hand chopped off
and if he stole again he would be put to the sword.

New villages and new towns sprang up in Mali and elsewhere. 'Dyulas’, or traders, became numerous and
during the reign of Sundiata the world knew happiness.

There are some kings who are powerful through their military strength. Everybody trembles before them,
but when they die nothing but ill is spoken of them. Others do neither good nor ill and when they die they
are forgotten. Others are feared because they have power, but they know how to use it and they are loved
because they love justice. Sundiata belonged to this group. He was feared, but loved as well. He was the
father of Mali and gave the world peace. After him the world has not seen a greater conqueror, for he was
the seventh and last conqueror. He had made the capital of an empire out of his father's village, and Niani
became the navel of the earth. . ..

The griots, fine talkers that they were, used to boast of Niani and Mali saying: 'If you want salt, go to Niani,
for Niani is the camping place of the Sahel caravans. If you want gold, go to Niani, for Bouré, Bambougou
and Wagadou work for Niani. If you want fine cloth, go to Niani, for the Mecca road passes by Niani. If you
want fish, go to Niani, for it is there that the fishermen of Maouti and Djenné come to sell their catches. If
you want meat, go to Niani, the country of the great hunters, and the land of the ox and the sheep. If you
want to see an army, go to Niani, for it [is] there that the united forces of Mali are to be found. If you want
to see a great king, go to Niani, for it is there that the son of Sogolon lives, the man with two names.'. . .

After him many kings and many Mansas reigned over Mali and other towns sprang up and disappeared.
Hajji Mansa Moussa, of illustrious memory, beloved of God, built houses at Mecca for pilgrims coming from
Mali, but the towns which he founded have all disappeared, Karanina, Bouroun-Kouna -- nothing more
remains of these towns. Other kings carried Mali far beyond Djata's frontiers, for example Mansa Samanka
and Fadima Moussa, but none of them came near Djata.

Maghan Sundiata was unique. In his own time no one equalled him and after him no one had the ambition
to surpass him. He left his mark on Mali for all time and his taboos still guide men in their conduct.



Mali is eternal. To convince yourself of what I have said go to Mali.
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