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The history of the Middle Niger is one of the most fascinating top-
ics in the study of the medieval African past. The availability of var-
ious written sources for this region makes it possible to reconstruct a
history going beyond the enumeration of successive rulers and the ac-
count . of territorial expansion. At the centre of these developments
there was the powerful state of Kawkaw named after its capital Gao
(Tuareg: Gawgaw) situated at the eastern arc of the Niger bend. In
the second half of the fifteenth century this state became the basis of
the extensive Songhay Empire. The two chronicles of Timbuktu con-
centrate on the Songhay Empire and only cursorily refer to the pre-
ceding period. They tell us the story of two successive but related dy-
nasties, first the Za and then the Sonni. The Zi are said to have
originated from Kukiya, a locality downstream from Gao, while the
Sonni are depicted as opponents of the Malian domination in the
fourteenth and the first half of the fifteenth century without any par-
ticular power base. Arab authors from abroad complement and some-
times contradict this information. Although the chroniclers of Tim-
buktu could only rely on legends and meagre king lists to describe
the early period of Gao history, modern scholars still use their ac-
counts as basic guides for the reconstruction of the history of the
Middle Niger.

Paulo Farias approaches the subject more critically by looking at
the narrative sources from the perspective of contemporary inscrip-
tions found at the eastern arc of the Niger bend. His voluminous and
well-produced book presents, first and foremost, the texts of all signif-
icant Arabic inscriptions from the twelfth to the fifteenth centuries
mainly found at four different sites: the royal town of Old Gao, the
trading town of Gao-Saney, Essuk ~ the ruins of the trading town of
Tadmekka — and at Kukiya-Bentia. It thus brings together in one vol-
ume the Arabic transcriptions, English translations, photographs
(where available), in many cases also the line-drawings as well as ex-
tensive commentaries of 250 inscriptions. Maps of the different sites
indicate the precise spot where a discovery was made. In a lengthy in-
troduction — which is a book in itself — the author considers the gener-
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al setting of the inscriptions: their place in Islamic epigraphy, their re-
lation to the Timbuktu chronicles, their own historical framework,
their characteristic epigraphic features and, more specifically, their
historical significance.

From this textual basis Farias examines many important aspects of
the medieval history of the Middle Niger by subjecting the Timbuktu
chronicles to radical criticism. Working chronologically, he first fo-
cuses on the royal inscriptions of Gao-Saney from the beginning of
the twelfth century. The earliest ones are marble. Farias agrees with
Sauvaget’s suggestion that they were produced in the Andalusian city
of Almeria.! Furthermore, he comes to the conclusion that the kings
mentioned in these insgriptions, the Zuwa or Zaghe, were a dynasty
in their own right, different from the one of king Qanda, an individ-
ual ruler referred to by al-Bakri in the second haif of the eleventh
century. Also, he cogently compares the prominent position occupied
by the queens mentioned in six inscriptions with the high status en-
joyed by the “official queen” in Borgu. He could have added the bet-
ter known examples of the Hausa female officeholders of Magajiya
and Inna who were formerly so powerful that under certain circum-
stances they could even dismiss the king. Newertheless, a different
case can be made for the idea that new-comers got married to the
daughters of former kings belonging to a local dynasty. '

With respect to the rise of the Sonni, Farias rejects the historicity
of Ali Kolon, the supposed liberator of Songhay from Malian domi-
nation, by pointing out that Tuareg oral traditions of Hoggar and
Azawagh depict the same figure as a wise giant. He is therefore prob-
ably right in thinking that the Timbuktu chroniclers relied on a com-
mon basis of Tuareg-Songhay legends in order to present the rise of
the Sonni as a heroic feature of Songhay resistance against Malian
foreign rule. Furthermore he calls attention to the considerable cor-
pus of inscriptions found in Kukiya-Bentia. More precisely, he de-
duces from the tombstones of a kharib (preacher of the Friday
sermon) and of a wazir (minister) who died in 1412 and 1421 respec-
tively that the Sonni of Kukiya had set up a rudimentary of an Islamic
communal organisation. This corrects the previously held view of a
much earlier origin of the Zi from Kukiya and the tendency to as-
sociate the Sonni with a strong inclination towards paganism.

Farias’ treatment of the Zuwa kings of Gao-Saney is less convin-
cing. He recognizes a dynastic change in Gao in connection with the
Ghana-Almoravid expedition against Tadmekka in 1083 AD, indicat-
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ing that some inscriptions bear witness to the earlier dynasty alluded
to by al-Bakri by the royal name Qanda, and stating that two Muslim
rulers of the Za dynasty bear names including the element Saney.
However, he does not go any further in trying to understand the nat-
ure of this dynastic disruption, the possible involvement of Ghana
and the Almoravids in it and the historical significance of the resi-
dence of the Za-Zuwa kings in the trading town of Gao-Saney. By
pointing out that the Almoravids themselves followed the prescrip-
tions of Malikite jurists according to which tombstones have to be
kept anonymous, he seems to suggest that the marble stelae from Al-
meria must have reached Gao through other channels. He thus fails
to explain the organizational performance necessary for the fabrica-
tion of exactly dated stelae and their long distance transportation
across the Mediterranean Sea, North Africa” and the Sahara right
down to Gao.

Furthermore, he goes into some detail concerning the metaphori-
cal meaning of the name of the Prophet Muhammad and his two suc-
cessors, but he does not use this evidence to consider the problem of
the ethnic identity of the Zuwa klngs nor their relations with the Al-
moravids. Admittedly, these questions are difficult to answer. Yet,
there is a great difference between supposing a direct Almoravid i In-
tervention, a dynastic take-over (Hunwick 1999)?, an involvement of
local Berber traders (Lange 1991) and a Ghanaian refugee king
founding the Za dynasty of Gao (Lange 1996, 2004)° on the ome
hand, and a purely local development without any external implica-
tions on the other (Farias 2003).

In fact, the present reviewer believes that the Zuwa kings of Gao-
Saney greatly influenced the course of Gao history. Evidence for the
long-lasting impact of the Zuwa on the political scene of Gao and its
eastern hinterland comes mainly from the links between the royal in-
scriptions and the king lists incorporated into the Timbuktu chroni-
cles. From these connections it can be deduced that the Zuwa kings
are identical with the Za of the chronicles — as Sauvaget once tried to
establish* — and that they first ruled over the Gao kingdom as pro-
tégés of the Almoravids, later as independent kings und finally as vas-
sals of Mali. Further evidence, not considered by Farias, comes from
the Zarma oral traditions which postulate an origin of this presently
Songhay speaking ethnic group from the lake region of the western
arc of the Niger bend which was once the centre of the Ghana Em-
pire. Hence the Zarma are composed of Soninke nobles and Proto-
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Songhay commoners. As for the ethnogenesis of the Songhay it can
be related to the emergence of the Sonni and their struggle against
Malian suzerainty even more closely than Farias suggests: Properly
speaking the Songhay came into being because of the rapprochement
between the Sonni Mande elite and the debased Proto-Songhay nobil-
ity. Accordingly, the early traces of Songhay found in some inscrip-
tions of the thirteenth century should be attributed rather to speakers
of the language later called Songhay than to the Songhay themselves.
Thus, the history of the Middle Niger tightly argued on the basis of
internal and external written sources as well as on oral traditions pro-
vides us with sufficient evidence not only to retrace the main dynastic
developments but also to reconstruct the circumstances of the ethno-
genesis of two major peoples of West Africa, the Zarma and the Son-
ghay.

The important issues of ethnic identity and ethnogenesis are only
partly considered in the present book. Yet, by criticising the view of
ethnic homogeneity presented by the Timbuktu chroniclers and by re-
adjusting the chronological framework of Gao dynastic history on the
basis of the largely unexploited inscriptional sources, Farias paves the
way for a radical new way of looking at the history of the Middle
Niger as a whole. His collection of inscriptions will certainly prove to
be a lasting corner stone for all fature studies of the medieval period
of Gao history.
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