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Sundiata: An Epic of Old Mali 
Directions:	  Read	  “Sundiata:	  An	  Epic	  of	  Old	  Mali”	  and	  answer	  the	  questions	  based	  on	  the	  story.	  

	  
1. What	  factors	  made	  Sundiata	  a	  unique	  child?	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

2. What	  made	  Soumaoro	  a	  powerful	  enemy?	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

3. According	  to	  the	  Griot	  telling	  the	  story,	  what	  makes	  his	  account	  trustworthy?	  Do	  you	  agree?	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

4. Do	  you	  think	  this	  story	  has	  been	  exaggerated	  at	  all?	  Give	  examples.	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

5. What	  evidence	  do	  you	  see	  of	  religious	  syncretism	  between	  Islam	  and	  traditional	  African	  folk	  
religion?	  Give	  examples.	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

6. Is	  oral	  history	  more	  or	  less	  trustworthy	  than	  written	  history?	  Why?	  (Examine	  both	  sides)	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  



* 
While Sogolon's son (Sundiata) was fighting his first campaign far from his native land, Mali had 
fallen under the domination of a new master, Soumaoro Kante, king of Sosso.  Soumaoro was 
descended from the line of smiths who first harnessed fire and taught men how to work iron… 
Like all masters of fire, Soumaoro Kante was a great sorcerer… He had had an immense seven-
story tower built for himself and he lived on the seventh floor… [When the Mandingo embassy 
came to his court, he kidnapped Sundiata’s griot,] Balla Fasseke… and threatened to destroy 
[the city of] Niani if Dankaran… did not make his submission. Frightened, [Dankaran] 
immediately made his submission, and he even sent his sister, Nana Triban, to the king of Sosso. 
One day when the king was away, Balla Fasseke managed to get right into the most secret 
chamber of the palace where Soumaoro safeguarded his fetishes (magical items). When he had 
pushed the door open he was transfixed with amazement at what he saw. The walls of the 
chamber were tapestried (decorated) with human skins and there was one in the middle of the 
room on which the king sat; around an earthenware jar nine heads formed a circle; when Balla 
had opened the door the water had become disturbed and a monstrous snake had raised its 
head… He saw on a perch above the bed three owls which seemed to be asleep; on the far wall 
hung strangely-shaped weapons, curved swords and knives with three cutting edges. He looked 
at the skulls attentively and recognized the nine kings killed by Soumaoro. To the right of the 
door he discovered a great balafon (xylophone), bigger than he had ever seen in Mali. 
Instinctively he pounced upon it and sat down to play. The griot always has a weakness for 
music, for music is the griot's soul. He began to play. He had never heard such a melodious 
balafon. Though scarcely touched by the hammer, the resonant wood gave out sounds of an 
infinite sweetness, notes clear and as pure as gold dust… He played with all his soul and the 
whole room was filled with wonderment. The drowsy owls, eyes half closed, began to move their 
heads as though with satisfaction… The nine skulls resumed their earthly forms and blinked at 
hearing the solemn `Vulture Tune'; with its head resting on the rim, the snake seemed to listen 
from the jar. Balla Fasseke was pleased at the effect his music had had on the strange 
inhabitants of this ghoulish chamber, but he quite understood that this balafon was not at all 
like any other. It was that of a great sorcerer. Soumaoro was the only one to play this 
instrument. After each victory he would come and sing his own praises. No griot had ever 
touched it… Soumaoro was constantly in touch with this xylophone and no matter how far away 
he was, one only had to touch it for him to know that someone had got into his secret chamber… 
	  


