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The oldest extant writing
of West Africa :

Medieval epigraphs from dssuk,
Saney, and Egef-n-Tawaqgast (Mali)
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This paper discusses seven medicval Arabic epigraphs, selected rom three
distinet complexes of sites : four from Issuk, two from Sancy, and one from
Epcl-n-Tawagqast, a site in the Bentiva arca (fig. 1). Of the seven epigraphs,
those from Issuk and from Sancy must now be acknowledged as the oldest
known specimens of West African writing. Nevertheless this palacographic ovi-
cdence, together with the inscription from Egel-n-Tawaggast, does not represent
a dead style of script. Rather, its lettering type remains a living tradition within
the Arabic calligraphics of West Africa. We will sce that it continucs to be uscdl
by scholars writing manuscripts, as well as herdsmen branding animals.

Taken together, the inscriptions published here show that the carliest Arabic
epigraphy from Saney, and lrom the Bentiya arca, is stylistically comparable
to yet earlier counterparts found at Issuk. The concentration of medicval Ara-
bic inscriptions at Issuk strongly supports the identification of ils archeologi-
cal sites with the medicval town of Tadmidkkit — an important market and
crossroads lor trans-Saharan trade. This 1s helpful to the historian, as this identi-
fication cannol be established beyond doubt solely on the basis of the histori-
cal texts (Hunwick, Meillassoux, & Triaud 1981 : 403, 406, 421). Finally, the
epigraphic evidence from Egef-n-Tawaqgast, and other evidence from the sur-
roundings of this site, point towards a neglected section of the Bemtiva arca
as a likely place Tor the sile, or rather one of the sites, of Kukiva — an ancient
capital which was at times the rival of medieval Gao (Hunwick 1985 : 4-8, Rouch
1953 : 167-72).

In modern political-administrative terms, the three complexes of sites rel-
evanl (o this paper are within the Sixth Region of the Republic of Mali, in the
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eastern part of the country. The historical region to which they belong is
unigue, in West Africa, for its harvest of internally dated medieval inserip-
tions. This unigucness poses an historical guestion thal reqguires an answer.,

Issuk, the most northerly of the three complexes, is believed 1o derive
its name from the Arabic al-sitg (pronounced as-sitg) « the market », on account
of its commercial past. It is within the cercle (administrative subdivision) of
kidal, in a geographical arca inhabited by people others call « Tuareg » (from
Tawdarag in dialectal Arabic, see Prasse 1972, 10), bul who call themsclves
o Kdl-TaAmafdg », i.e. « those of [the] Tdmasdg [language] ». Their language
belongs to the Family of languages which is still misnamed « Berber », Tor the
lack of an equally comprehensive, but betler, denomination. We will see thal
Berber words oceur, occasionally, in the Arabic inscriptions found in the arca.
Issuk’s region is the Adyay-n-1foyas — locally called Aday — the highlands
ladyay, plur, idyayen, « mountain », « plateau » in TAmafiq) named aler the
IToyas group'.

The other two complexes are on the Niger Bend. One of them is in the
Gao cercle : it includes part of the city of Gao, the historical Sogoy (Songhay)
centre also called Gaawo in Sogoy and Gdwgdw in Tadmasdg, which is the capi-
1al of the Sixth Region. In addition, it includes the sites al nearby Sancy —
a Sogoy toponym of uncertain elymology. The third and most southerly com-
plex of sites is situated within the Nsongo (¢« Ansongo ») cercle at, and around,
the modern Sonoy village of Bentiva. 1t includes Egel-n-Tawaqqast (a Tdmasdg
place-name meaning « Dune of the Lioness »). Historically, the region shown
in fig. 1 has displayed considerable interlacing of nomadic and scdentary ways
of life, and of different languages and populations. Sogoy names occur in some

1. The following rles of e ceansbineraion and vanscription are Tollowed in this paper @
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Tmatdg ;3 = pronounced approximaiely like the Fremch r grossevd, and olien transerilvad as
ghoor rh ; ki = pronounced approximately like the of in the Scots word o« Loch w [ f = sh 4
= short a; 1, 2 = neutral vowel pronounced approximately like the @ in the English word
o China ». Emiphatic consonants have a dot underneaih. For the sake ol easy recognition, we have
deliberately preserved the better-known spellings of some place names and personal names, even
though they violae 1he above-listed miles.

Sogor : The letter g (as in the name of the language, olien iranscribed as = Songhay », amd as

in the place-name Msono, usually transcribed as « Ansongo ») represents a nassal phoseme like
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of the medieval Arabic inscriptions Irom Gao-Sancy, though not in the two
examined in this paper.

Two of the 3ssuk inscriptions are dated From 404 A H. / 1013-1014 ALD.
and 468 AH. /1076 A.D., respectively. We have provisionally classificd these
two particular monuments as graffiti, though one of them — owing to its impos-
ing appearance — may also be described as « monumental » in a more con-
ventional sense of this word. The other five inscriptions are epitaphs : two are
also from Issuk and date respectively from 407 ACH. / 1017 A.D. (or possibly
409 AH. /1019 A.D.) and 484 A H. / 1091 A.D., while the two items from
Sancy are both dated from 481 A.H. 7/ 1088 A.D., and the tomb inscription
from Egel-n-Tawaggast bears the date 578 ALH. # 1182 A.D. (or perhaps 598
ALK F 1200 ALDL).

Let us concede, il need be, that Epigraphy is an ancillary discipline, one
ol the handmaids to History. But, in the present case, to which history 7 The
ccanomic history of long-distance inter-cultural exchanges, a.k.a. the history
ol commerce, which provides the background (o much ol the present paper 7
The internal history of a given society regarding matters such as the develop-
ment of the means of communication, persuasion, and religious conversion (or
ol maintenance of religious specialism), and other equally sensitive political
matiers, which also have much bearing on the subject of the following pages 7
The history ol semtalités, which is reflected as well in our epigraphic evidence ?
Surely, the epigraphs from our historical area (fig. 1) must be studied as early
evidence lor the history of Islam, and of writing, in West Africa. But we will
see that their study is also relevant to other fields of investigation, including
the anthropology of the treatment of time by the sedentary and nomadic popu-
lations of the region.

THE RHETORIC OF MEDIEVAL WEST AFRICAN EPIGRAPHY

Epigraphy extends over a range of minimalist literary genres with rhetori-
cal conventions and purposes of their own. Certain private inscriptions increase
their power 1o compel assent by shortening themselves, almost (o a vitnishing
point. An example from England simply states : « Tolfink carved these runcs
in this stone ». We do not know who Tolfink was, nor when the runes were
carved, nor exactly where. We do nol know whether the actual carving was
carricd out by Tolfink or by somebody clse. Yet the message leaves us no choice
but to accept that its author was. « Tolfink bore witness at least 10 the exis-
tenee of Tolfink, a human being unwilling to dissolve entirely into his surroun-
dings » (Le Guin 1981 : 194). Now Tolfink is hereby summoned for compari-
son, to help us grasp the strategics of significance deployed in some ol our
malerial. The two above-mentioned Issuk graffiti belong to a genre similar
to the one practised by him, with the significant difference that the two Afri-
can inseriptions note the time of their making. Actually, in the one which is
I. fswite) the g in the English word & sing ». Long vowels are represented by the doubling of the

refevant letter. Names of sational or reginnal capitals ave been el in iheir ofTicial spetling fo Mia-
mey woinslead of « Myame », o CGao o instead of « CGpawo w).
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of monumental appearance, the author has vanished from the text altogether.
It simply says « This is the year 404 ». Nothing clse is declared : no name,
no religious Faith, This invites questions, as to the importance attributed to
the various aspects ol the calendrical notation of time in that historical con-
text, namely the carly fifth century Anno Hejirae / eleventh century Anno
Dnnini, as lived by cerlain social circles of a particular Sahelian community
much engaged in long-distance trade.

However, dales may also bear witness in other ways. The Arabic word
for « epitaph » attested in the Middle Ages from the Iberian Peninsula, Egypt,
and other areas, was fa'rikh « date », also used for « annals », « historical
records » (Dozy 1967 : I, 17 : Lévi-Provencal 1931, X1 : 184). Epitaphs arc
simultancously for writing the dead off from this world and for reinscribing
them within it. In common with other luncrary practices, they assist the living
in the acceptance of the reality of personal and social loss, by consigning the
dead (o their otherness (thus accepting the decree rom on High) while re-
instating them in society as memories, and in other culture-defined roles and
posilions. The text works both ways. The deceased are firmly struck off the
roll of the living, and handed over to God's mercy. But their carthly identity
is reallirmed in the face of dissolution, by keeping their names alive, and by
the manifestation of abiding concern Tor their fate in the alterlife. By indivi-
dualizing the tomb, the text associates memory and place, and grants the decea-
scel carthly presence of a kind. It monumentalizes them.

These textual ends may clash. Texts in this calegory may come o be per-
ceived as an unsatisfaclory compromise, or as being al cross-purposcs with them-
selves. Hence epitaphs, like certain other forms of public mourning and aggrand-
iscment of the funeral and the tomb, are regarded as excessive by classical Maliki
commentaries on Muslim Law, and such opinions were influential in the el-
cventh contury Western Sahara (Moraes Farias 1967, B28 with noic 51 ; see
also Deverdun 1956, XVILI, apropos of another historical context). We will
sce how relevant this confllict of attitudes is, to the study of the historical con-
text of the epigraphic evidence discussed in the present paper.

But despile recurrent opposition from certain Muslim schools of thought,
epitaph-making has a long history across the Islamic world. It goes back, al
the very least, to the tombstone of “Abd al-Rahman b. Khayr al-Hijri, dated
31 ALH. / 652 A.D. (Aril 1967 : 13). The rules of the genre are clearly de-
fined, and combine different uses of language. typically, the text opens with
the basmala formula (« In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate »),
or with another phrase from a well-known, limited set of Islamic inaugural
formulas. In addition to the certification of the decease, slating the name and
dale of death of the person lying in the tomb, it consists of a collation of one
or more quotations from, or paraphrases of, or allusions to, the Qur'dn (chosen
lrom an established repertoire), and of a variable number of recurrently used
Tormulas, which invoke God's blessing upon Prophet Mubammad and His mercy
upon the deceased, exorcise Satan and his wiles, put forward claims to Muslim
picty on behall of the deceased, express Taith in his/her resurrection, cte. (Deverdun
1956 : XVII-XVII ; Lévi-Provengal 1931 : XXI1-XXI1 ; Rossi 1953 : 12). Inils
general lines, this scheme is reproduced by the epitaphs examined in this paper.
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Fig. 2 — lmscription Saney NP : NE B2/0.A, v gitn, Dimensions of tombstone 3 ¢, 0,50 m
(maximum height) = 0,35 in (maximum widith), Photo P.F.M.F.
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THE STYLISTICS OF WEST AFRICAN MEDIEVAL INSCRIPTIONS :
# HIGH EPIGRAPHY » AND « POPULAR / PROVINCIAL EPIGRAPHY »

In his classical study of the epigraphy of the Spanish part of Al-Anedalies
{Muslim Iberia), Lévi-Provengal (1931 ¢ XXIV, XXXI11) establishes a distine-
tion which may be ecasily extrapolated to North African epigraphy, and which
may also be transferred — perhaps too casily — even farther south. Most of
the epigraphs he examined belong to the category of high lapidary art, pro-
duced by professional workshops, in great cities life Almeria and Cordoba.
In such workshops, successive generations of specialised crafismen worked for
official patrons, and for a wealthy private clientele. Over the centurics, develop-
ments in stone-cutling technigques led to highly artistic inscriptions in relicrl,
wronght in marble with beautifully sculptured lettering and decoration. Dul
this high epigraphy coexisted with a second category of epigraphs (Lévi-Provengal
1931 : 28-9, 133-4, 138, & PI. VII a, XXII a-b, XXXIII a-b-¢c-). As suggested
by Lévi-Provencal himself (1931 ; 90, 136), these were akin not so much (o
metropolitan high culture as to popular, or provincial, culture. The recorded
Andalusian examples of them date from the Tourth, fifth and sixth centurics
ACH. / tenth, eleventh, and twelfth centuries A.D.

In this second catcgory one finds epitaphs of people apparently oulside
the more prosperous scctors of society, often bearing MNorth African, Berber
names. The inscriptions are on inexpensive stone, and were made with un-
sophisticated, crude techniques. Their lettering is not in relicl, but inciscd, and
does not maich the artistic standards of incised inscriptions produced by pro-
lessionals.

Inscriptions belonging to the first category, and others sharing certain cha-
racteristics of the second category, have been found at Saney. The former are
undoubted evidence of Andalusian influence upon the Gao-Sancy area. The
latter may be usefully compared to their Andalusian counterparts (Sauvagel
1950 : 437), but it would be wrong to assume they derive from those counter-
parts. What is shared by the « popular-like » inscriptions of Sancy (some of
which were made lor royalty), and by the « popular » epitaphs from Al-Andalus,
is nol some specifically Andalusian style. Rather, what they share is a lack of
technical skill in the work on stone, which militates against artistic achicve-
ment, and which contributes a measure of « vulgarization ». On account of
their primitive technique, inscriptions in this category tend to display a certain
anachronistic, « archaic » character, even when of comparatively late date (Viré
1959 : 463-4).

Im areas geographically distant from the great political metropolises ol the
Muslim world, and lacking in specialised epigraphic know-how, local « popular-
like » makes of inscriptions were the only ones feasible, even lor royally, excepl
if some advanced know-how, or the linished product itsell, were (o be imporied
— and we will see now that this is what happened in Saney al one stage.

Until recently, the earliest surviving example of Arabic writing in Wesl
Africa was the marble cpitaph of king Muhammad b. "Abdallah b, Zaghi,
found at Sancy in 1939 and dated 494 A H. 7 1100 A.D. (Bivar 1968 : 6, Sau-
vaget 1950 : 419). So Tar as we know, this was the first ol the inscribed marhle
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tombstones introduced into Saney from the [berian Peninsula. They were mostly
made for Saney royally, though one of them, now lost, is known 1o have com-
memaorated a judge, gad? Yasul (Flight 1981, 100). For a short while (certainly
up 1o 503 AH. /1110 A.D.), they brought into the region highly artistic in-
scriptions in relicf, mainly in styles characteristic of Al-Mariya, the modern
Almeria. This fostered local non-marble imitations up to at least 514 AL /7
1120 A.D. (Sauvaget 1948, 1949, 1950 ; Viré 1958). After this date, the pro-
duction of inscriptions in relicl seems to have died out in the region.

It has never been explicitly stated that the epigraphic tradition at Gao-Sancy,
or in the whole of the Niger Bend and Aday regions, was entircly engendercd
by the impact of the Almerian tombstones upon the local cultures. Earlier re-
searchers, to whose splendid work we wish to pay tribute here, have been carclul
to classily the medieval epigraphs of Gao-Saney into three groups : (1) Almerian
inscriptions, remarkable for their artistic quality ; (2) local imitations of those
Almerian inscriptions, « lacking artistic merit » ; (3) locally-manufactured,
roughly-made inscriptions beyond the pale of epigraphic art, and « of no more
than chronological and onomastic interest ». This last group was described by
Sauvaget as « plus dégagé d'influences extéricures », which meant, in the con-
text, that they showed fewer traces, or perhaps no trace, of Almerian influence
(Sauvagel 1948 : 5-6, & 1950, 437 ; Viré 1959, 461, 471, 473).

But in practice, and given the Tact that no Gao-Sancy or Issuk inscrip-
tions carlier than the Almerian tombstones of Saney have been known (o aca-
demic scholarship, there has been an excessive tendency to privilege the influenee
from Al-Andalus?. Even as regards inscriptions in « group 3 » above, the epi-
graphic leatures that happen 1o be attested both in them and in Iberian epi-
graphs, and in particular a variant spelling of the demonstrative fadhid « this »,
have been systematically traced back to Andalusian origing (Sauvaget 1950 :
421 & Viré 1959 : 462). In spite of this, and rather curiously, when compari-
sons have been made between Issuk epigraphs and the epigraphy of Gao-Sancy,
the tendency has been 1o stress the absence of Andalusian influence at Issuk
— even while noting that the variant spelling of hadhé, supposedly brought
from Al-Andalus, occurs not only in Gao-Saney but also at Issuk (Viré 1959 :
462 n. 9, 485-6). In any case, and as the new evidence in this paper will con-
firm, that variant spclling already occurs at Issuk many decades before the
arrival of Almerian tombstones at Saney.

Qur evidence will also show that the similarities between the carlicst epi-
graphs of Issuk and Sancy are considerable. In both places, these carlicst in-
seriptions are stylistically out of touch with the high lapidary art imported from
Al-Andalus. Yet we should not hasten to treat them as a domain beyond the
realm of script artistry. On the contrary, they are inseparable from a calligra-
phic tradition which they helped to maintain. We will see, shortly, that this
tradition includes some of the most beautiful manuscript calligraphics of West

1. An Tssuk inscripiion, apparently a grallito containing simply a name asd o date in the vear 457
ACHL S 1083 ALY, is said 1o have been published by Porro di Borgo (Gawtier 1907, 260, B this
publication has remabined wirtually untraceable, It B nor relerred 1o by either Shavaget o Vird,
We would be grateful Tor any Turther information abowt i,
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Adrica. But, Tor technical reasons, what it has lefl on stone has nol matched
the elegance of much of what it has wrillen on paper.

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT : ALMORAVIDS, IBADITES,
AND THEIR ATTITUDES TOWARDS FUNERARY EPIGRAIHY

The importing of Almerian royal epitaphs into Sancy scems to have been
associated with considerable political changes in the Gao arca. No carlier royal
epigraphs have been reported lrom the Gao-Saney siles.

Royal epitaphs differ from other epitaphs, in that they add to other func-
tioms the retrospective conlirmation of the titles of the deceascd rulers, and
henee also legitimize their descendants and suceessors. As cogently argued by
Hunwick (1985 : 9-11), the Almerian cpitaphs found al Sancy appear to reflec
the emergence of a new, « usurper » dynasty, brought to power with the help
of the southern wing of the Murabitiin or Almoravids, a West Saharan religious-
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political movement better known by the vast emirate established by its nor-
thern wing, in North Africa and the lberian Peninsula, in the second half ol
the fifth century A H. 7 cleventh cenmtury A.D. (Bosch Vilda 1956 ; Huici Miranda
1963 ; Semonin 1964 ; Moraes Farias 1967, 1985 ; Hrbek & Devisse, 1987).

The new Saney dynasty may have been not only supporied by the south-
ern Almoravids, but also actually recruited from among the West Saharan
nomads who participated in the Almoravid movement (Hunwick 1979 : 430,
Morris 1975 : 35). I so, they will have belonged 1o one of the groups called
in historical texts Sanhija, an Arabic form of the Berber name fgnagan (Colin
1930 : 110-11). It is these new rulers who appear to have inaugurated the use
of inseribed royal lombstones, as a choice means (o reinforce their authority,
This will explain why the first royal tombstones had 1o be so impressive, en-
graved in noble material and in claborate styles hitherto unknown in the area,
and surpassing in beauty the locally-available manufactures of the kind : clearly
an instance of royal monopoly of imported prestige goods. It was also a dis-
play of the political recognition and support granted by an external Muslim
power, meant to match and surpass other displays of external Muslim support
made by carlier local rulers (see Al-Bakri 1965 : Arabic text, 183).

But it must be kept in mind that the Almoravids, and especially the south-
ern Almoravids, are unlikely candidates to the role of initiators, from seratch,
of a tradition of Muncrary epigraphy at Saney. No medicval trace of an Almo-
ravid tradition of epitaph-making has been found, so far, in their own home
territorics of the Western Sahara. Rather, as suggested carlicr in this paper,
il is probable that they refrained from engraving epitaphs there, for reasons
of religious austerity (Moraes Farias 1967 : 828).

As regards the northern Almoravids, who absorbed many of the cultural
traditions of Morth Africa and Al-Andalus, very little has been Tound in the
way of epitaphs made lor people from among them. Two tombsiones (rom
Quriuba (Cordoba) commemorate, respectively, the daughter of a Sanhdja cmin
(d. 496 AH. 7/ 1103 A.D.), and the son of another Sanhfija emir who was
a close relation of the Almoravid ruling family (d. 517 A.H. / 1123 A1)
not much else is extant (Lévi-Provengal 1931 : 30-34 ; sce also Deverdun 1956 :
XV, 8-10). This dearth of Almoravid epitaphs is usually blamed on the deliber-
ate destruction of their inscriptions ol all kinds, known Lo have been carried
oul by their enemies the Muwaliicdin or Almohads (Deverdun 1956 : XV, 27).
But it is also known thal when the Almohads conquered the Almoravid capi-
tal, Marrikush (Marrakesh), in 541 A H. / 1147 A.D., they were [rustraicd
in their intention (o profane the tomb of the Almoravid Amir af-Mustiongn Al
b. Yasufl, because his was an anonymous tomb lost among the tombs of the
commen Muslims, and proved impossible 1o identily (Al-Marrakushi 1847, 146 ;
Ibn “ldhari 1967, 101). This suggests that the old southern austerily opposed
to funcrary epigraphy was kept up, even by the Almoravid rulers in the north,
or by some of them, down to the end of their dynasty. In any case, there is
no extant epitaph lor any of them.

It is then improbable that the new Sancy dynasly, il it was a Wesl Saha-
ran Sanhdja dynasty, brought the practice of epitaph-making with them from
the Western Sahara 1o Sancy. Rather, the new dynasty, whatever were its ori-
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wing, st have adopted the practice at Saney itsell, where it was introdoced
by the local Muslim community, no later than 481 ACH. 7 TOBY ALD. (as will
b proved in this paper) and very possibly earlier, and in all likelihood from
Issuk. However, the new rulers enviched the cpigraphy of Sancy by bringing
into it the Almerian roval epitaphs. This was possible because close commer-
cianl comtacts existed, along the trans-Saharan route via Tadmdkkd@ (3ssuk), be-
tween Gao-Saney and the [berian city of Almeria — a city conguered by the
northern Almoravids in 484 ALH. /1091 A.D. The Almerian cpigraphic tradi-
tion, which of course was independent of the Almoravids, and which dared
from long before them, must have reached Sancy along that route. Such con-
tacts had been apparently reinforced after the subjection of Tadmdkkdt, prob-
ably in 476 ALH. / 1083-1084 A.D., by a military expedition joimly organiscd
by the rulers of Ghina and their allies, the southern Almoravids (Al-Zubri
1968 : § 338 : Hunwick 1979 : 417-18, 427-8 ; Conrad & Fisher 1982, 1983)°.

As will be demonstrated in this paper, cpigraphs were certainly produced
al Tadmakkdat / Issuk as carly as 404 A H. / 1013-1014 A.D., and probably
carlicr. These early 3ssuk epigraphs are chronologically anterior to the Alme-
rian royal tombstones imported into Sancy (probably via the very town ol
Tadmidkkdl / 3ssuk), at the end of the Titth century A.H. / eleventh century
A1), Marcover, as stated above, the « pre-Almerian » epigraphy of Saney is
likely 1o be derived from 3ssuk, Given this apparently seminal role of 3ssuk /
Tadmdkkdt in the epigraphy of the region shown in Fig. 1, our altention is
called (o the gquestion of the Tormation of the Issuk / Tadmdkkdr tradition
ol epigraphy itsell,

The hypothesis of an independent emergence ol Arabic cpigraphy al 3ssuk,
dircetly derived from manuseripts of the Qurtan and other manuseripts, is not
absurd in principle. Bul, in the event, it is countered by parallelisms between
certain variations in local epigraphic scripts and carlicr variations in the cpi-
graphy north of the Sahara. It is, then, (o the contacts between Tadmdkkd
and the lands across the deserl that we must again turn, These contacts ex-
tended over many centuries, and included the [berian connection but were nol
conflined 1o it.

It is gencrally accepted that since . 270 ALH. 7/ 8R4 A_D., il not carlicr,
up to the time of the intervention by Ghana and the liereely orthodox southern
Almoravids (probably 476 A_H. / 1083-1084 A.[.), the main trans-Saharan
cultural influences upon TadmdakkdDl (as well as Gao) had been conveved by
Ibadi traders from the Imdmate of Tahert (until its destruction in 296 A.H. -
909 AL12.), and From Sadedta and Wiarglan, the Jabal Nulisa, and other arcas
Gall now within Algeria, Tunisia, and Libya) where the [hddi minority branch
ol Islam held sway — though from an unknown date up to ¢, 265 AHL. /S 880
ALID. there had also existed a direet regular route from Egypl to Gao and Gl
(Lewicki 1962, 1965, 1981), Slaves obiained through Gao, and gold obtained

B Blowever, awvording toow testoal variant, thiv joint expedition ook plice in 508 AL o THI2 D108
A AL Fulet 196E, § 1WA, § J1R),
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P O DS T BN TARNT WRITIMG OF WEST AFRICA ™

throngh the route connecting Ghina (o Tadmdkkddl, were the main goods which
attracted Morth African traders to Tadmdkkdt, where — according 1o Ibadi
sorces — some managed (o amass large fortunes (Hunwick 1985 : 6 ; Lewicki
1960 : 4, 11, 18-19, & 1981 : 440).

Morth Alrican [1badi culture developed a considerable literature of its own,
and some of its manuscripts must have circulated in Tadmakkdt and Gao, and
must have influenced the local calligraphies. Insufficient archacological work
has been done on medieval Thddi sites, but it is known that Kufic inscripltions
are not alien to them (van Berchem 1953, 136). Yet there is no evidence that
the making of cpitaphs was an activity encouraged within that culture. No in-
seribed tombstones have been reporied from the North African arcas in which
[aghi Islaom is still dominant, which include part or Jerba Island in Tunisia,
larpe areas of the Jabal NMufisa in Libya, and the Wad Meib pentapolis in
Algeria, namely ALAG, Bani Isgen, Bo MNura, Ghardaya, and Malika (Bour-
rilly & Laoust 1927 : 44, 46). [n April 1983, we photographed some ol the
characteristiv Teamtures of a number of cemeterics in the Maxab, including the
widespread use ol broken poltery to mark the tombs, and the particular ar-
ragerent of stones that identifics tombs belonging to women. Bul all the sfewda-
Riel w wilness stones » we saw there were uninscribed.

I is perhaps clsewhere, not in the 1Badi lands, that the infTuences which
triggered the making of Arabic epitaphs at Tadmakkddt / 3ssuk must be sought.
One likely source is the Tunerary epigraphy practiscd in the non-Ibadi citics
ol Quyrawin (Kairouan) and Tardbulus (Tripoli), in both o which epitaphs
were engraved sinee earlier than the Tifth century ALHL # cleventh century ALDD.
(Roy & Poinssot 1950 ;-Rossi 1953). Both these cities are known 1o have been
linked 1o Tadmdkkdt, by the very commercial routes which were frequented
by Ibagdi traders, and which crossed the 1badi lands in North Africa 1o com-
municate, beyond them, with arcas under the hegemony of other political and
religions denominations ol Islam (Al-Bakr 1965 @ Arabic text, 182 ; Lewicks
1960 : 7). Even before the latter part of the fifth century A.H. / cleventh cen-
tury ALD., the Muslim community at Tadmdkkdt is likely (o have been not
an exclusive preserve of Ibadi culture, bul rather a relatively cosmopolitan
community open o more than onc cultural influence,

We will now direct our attention, first, to the new epigraphic evidence Irom
Sancy,

TWO EPITAPHS FROM SANEY!

The two epigraphs now 1o be discussed (Fig. 2, 2A, 3) come [rom Saney,
¢, 7 km to the cast of modern Gao (Flight 1975, 1978, 1979 ; Mauny 1951,
& 1961 : 112-4, 498-9 ;: Maoracs Farias 19811 The Sancy medicval necropolis
is sitwated north of the ronte to Algeria, and 1o the north-cast ol the archic-

4. Fach epigraph discissed in the present paper is ideaiificd By oaocodde G Dnits Tolles) Toras, i recoads
103 el e ol the site or comples of sites, Follosed aller a space by (1) a group of tae or three
letters which reler toon section of e site, Tollowed afier a colon by (1) one or two letiers which
reler o posits ol e compass, Falloswed by (1Y) the last e digits of the vear in which the epa-




