
Teaching Idea

Create an overhead of Instructional
Master 23, The Kingdoms of Kush 
and Axum. Ask students to relate the
locations of the Kush, Axum, and
Egyptian kingdoms to each other.
Have them describe each kingdom in
relation to various physical features
shown on the map, such as the Red
Sea. Although Egypt is not discussed
in this section, one cannot teach
Kush without reviewing it.

During their contact with the Egyptians—both as the ruled and the rulers—
the Kushites adopted many ideas and styles of the Egyptians. Among them were
the construction of temples and pyramids and burying the dead with goods for
the afterlife. However, the Kushites also developed their own art styles and
invented their own system of writing, which used an alphabet rather than the
hieroglyphs that the Egyptians used.

After being driven from Egypt, the Kushites established a new capital far to the
south at Meroë [mare-uh-WAY], located on the Nile in what is modern-day The
Sudan. This location afforded them access to the lucrative northerly trade routes
along the Nile, as well as to the eastern routes that crisscrossed the continent from
the Red Sea north into North Africa and west into the Sudan region. Among the
goods that the Kushites traded were objects made from iron. Meroë was near rich
deposits of iron ore and good woodlands for charcoal, and the kingdom became
known for its ironwork. Other trade goods were gold, ivory, and slaves. 

Axum
Meroë was conquered around 350 CE by forces from the kingdom of Axum

(also spelled Aksum), which was east of Kush in what is today Ethiopia. The
power of Axum was built on trade. Through its port city of Adulis on the Red Sea,
it maintained trading contacts with the Mediterranean region and areas around
the Indian Ocean. The people were a mix of Cushitic-speaking people and immi-
grant traders from Arabia, including Arabian merchants. The trade goods that
came from the interior of Africa included ivory, gold, and animal skins. Trade
goods from the Indian Ocean region included iron, cotton cloth, and spices. From
the Mediterranean came linen cloth, wine, olives, and brass- and copperwares. All
these goods were traded in the ports and markets of Axum.

In the 300s CE, the king of Axum converted to Christianity, which meant that
the people did, too. Whatever a head of state did, his or her subjects were expect-
ed to do as well—even if in name only. This was also true in Europe in the Middle
Ages. When Muslim Arabs began to sweep across North Africa, Axum found itself
isolated and saw its trading empire decline. However, the high plateaus that
became the nation of Ethiopia remained strongly Christian. 

C. Medieval Kingdoms of the Sudan

Trans-Saharan Trade
Between the 300s and the late 1500s CE, in the grasslands regions of West

Africa rose at least three successive empires built on trade—Ghana, Mali, and
Songhai. These three empires built their wealth on the north-south trans-Saharan
trade. Camel caravans carried such goods as salt, cloth, and metalware south from
North Africa, and gold, ivory, and slaves north from the tropical rainforest king-
doms. Along with the trade goods from North Africa came Arab merchants and
finally Muslim warriors. 

Camels were the ideal beast of burden for crossing the great Sahara. Camels
can travel at speeds of 8–10 miles per hour (13–16 km per hour) for up to 18
hours without resting. The hump of the camel stores fat that can be used for sus-
tenance when food is scarce. Camels are also known for being able to go long
periods of time, even up to a week in the summer, without drinking water. This

Teaching Idea

You can find pictures of Kush temples
and pyramids in back issues of
National Geographic magazine and
on the Internet. Search for “Jebel
Barkal,” or “Kush” and “pyramids,” 
or “Nubian pyramids.” 
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Use Instructional Master 23.

Purpose: To read and interpret a map featuring the kingdoms of Kush and Axum

The Kingdoms of Kush and Axum

Master 23 Grade 4: History & Geography
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Study the map. Use it to answer the questions below.

1. Which kingdom controlled more of the Nile River?

2. Which kingdom was farther south?

3. Notice that there is some territory on the map that is shown as being part of Kush and also
part of Axum. How can this be?

4. Write an interesting fact you learned about each kingdom.

Answers will vary.

different times are shown

the kingdom of Axum

the kingdom of Kush

Kush, about 500 BCE

Axum, about 500 CE
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IV. Early and Medieval African Kingdoms

150 Grade 4 Handbook

Teaching Idea

Keep a vocabulary list of names and
places studied in this section, grouped
by the kingdom to which they apply.
These words can be applied at the end
of the unit. 

Teaching Idea

If you have taught Section II, “Europe in
the Middle Ages,” on pp. 101–127, ask
students to relate what was happening
in Europe during the time that the
empires of Ghana, Mali, and Songhai
were flourishing in Africa.

Teaching Idea

Students may be interested to know
that the Disney film The Lion King,
along with many books, is loosely
based on the story of Sundiata.

unique ability is due to the way camels regulate their body temperature. Humans,
for example, need to perspire in order to keep variations in their body tempera-
ture to within 2°F. Perspiration leads to a loss of water through evaporation.
Camels, however, store water in their tissues and cells and are able to withstand
variations in body temperature up to 11°F without perspiring. At night, camels
release their body heat so that their temperature is low again in the morning. 

Ghana
The first large empire in West Africa was Ghana, which may have begun as

early as 300 CE and most likely became a powerful kingdom by about 800 CE. The
Soninke people, who built the Ghana empire, were quick to take advantage of
their position astride a major trans-Saharan trade route and spread their control
through parts of what are today Mauritania, Mali, and Senegal. A ruler taxed all
the goods coming into the kingdom from the north and all the gold flowing up
from the south. Initially, the Soninke did not mine the gold but bought it from
people to the south until they later gained control of some gold mines. The king
limited the amount of gold that could leave the kingdom, thus driving up its
value. Soon Ghana was known as the “land of gold.”

Islam followed the trade routes south. Muslim North African merchants came
to Ghana to trade, and many stayed. The name Ghana is actually an Arabic word
meaning “ruler.” Along with their religion, these merchant Muslims introduced
Islamic artistic and architectural styles to Ghana. Over time, the kings of Ghana
employed Muslims as advisors and government officials.

In the mid-1000s CE, Almoravids, Muslim Berbers from the desert, overran
the kingdom but were unable to hold it. Beset by ecological problems and inter-
nal revolts by conquered peoples, Ghana’s trading network collapsed and its cap-
ital was destroyed in the mid-1200s. 

The modern nation of Ghana is named in honor of the famous empire of
Ghana, but its boundaries are not the same. The modern nation is farther south
and slightly east of the old empire. The empire was landlocked, but the modern
nation has the benefit of a coastline on the Atlantic Ocean.

Mali
The remains of the Ghana empire were replaced by the empire of Mali, which

at its peak controlled the area of the Sudan from the Atlantic Ocean east to what
is now Nigeria. Mali is also an Arabic word. It means “where the king lives.” Its
rulers succeeded one another from 1235 to the 1450s. The origins of Mali are
relayed in the story of Sundiata, the Lion King, which is the heart of the oral tra-
dition of this part of West Africa.

Sundiata Keita 
The epic begins:

Listen then sons of Mali, children of the black people, listen to my word,
for I am going to tell you of Sundiata. . . . He was great among kings; he was
peerless among men; he was beloved of God because he was the last of the
great conquerors.

According to the epic, Mali was founded by Sundiata Keita [sun-JA-ta 
KAY-ta] of the Mandinka people. Sundiata was the only surviving son of a royal

Ghanian gold weights
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