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Gao

West African empire, which flourished in the fiffeenth
and sixteenth centuries, referred to by contemporary
Arabic writers as Kawkaw.

The empire was founded by the Songhay groups
who inhabited the banks of the Niger river in the
eastern part of the present-day state of Mali. As
with the other empires in the region the origin of
the kingdom is shrouded in myths and legends,
although there seems to be.some evidence that the
original capital of Gao was 100 km further south.
The earliest record of Gao is from the eighth
century when it is mentioned as one of the towns
in contact with the Algerian city of Tahert. A
tenth-century description describes the capital as
composed of twin cities like the contemporary
capital of Ghana and also describes the ruler as a
Muslim.

Despite its strategic position on the trade routes
Gao did not achieve imperial status until the fif-
teenth century when the empire of Mali was in
decline. The first ruler to begin the expansion was
Ali (1464—92) who conquered Timbuktu from the
Berbers and Djenné from the disintegrating empire
of Mali. Ali was followed by the most famous
ruler of Gao, Askiya Muhammad, who usurped the
throne from Ali's son. Askiyva Muhammad consoli-
dated the conquests of Ali and centralized the
administration of the empire. He was a more con-
vinced Muslim than Ali and made [slam the state
religion as well as promoting Timbuktu as a centre
of learning. In 1528 at the age of 85 Askia was
deposed by his son and died ten years later in
1538. Following Askia there were a succession of
short reigns between 1528 and 1501 which ended
with the Moroccan invasion and the destruction of
the Songhay Empire of Gao.

Fortunately the ancient capital of Gao has sur-
vived to provide some of the best examples of
medieval architecture in West Africa. Three main
groups of remains can be identified, Gao, Old Gao
and Gao-Sané. It has been suggested that the
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twin-city configuration referred to in early accounts
of Gao may be confirmed by the location of Gao-
Sané 6 km east of the rest of the city. It is believed
that Gao-Sané represents the Muslim quarter of
the town due to its position facing the trade routes
to North Africa. Old Gao probably represents the
remains of the fourteenth-century city during the
period when it was ruled by the empire of Mali.
Excavations in Old Gao have revealed a large
rectangular mosque (approximately 4om wide)
built of mud brick which was dated to 1325. In the
centre of the west side is a deep circular mihrab
(about 3 m in diameter) built of baked brick with a
small doorway (a half-metre wide) on the north
side. Behind the mihrab on the outside are three
rectangular tombs one of which contains a head-
stone dated 1364. South of Old Gao is the main
town which was the city of Askiya Muhhamad
with its famous mausoleum contained within the
courtyard of the Great Mosque. The Great Mosque
is located within an area of cemeteries containing
Kufic-inscribed tombstones dating from the early
twelfth century. Some of the oldest tombstones
were found within a subterranean vault made of
baked brick similar to that used in the mihrab
of the excavated mosque at Old Gao. The use of
baked brick is significant in a context where they
would have been very difficult to produce.
Undoubtedly the most important monument in
Gao is the Great Mosque containing the tomb of
Askiya Muhammad. The mosque consists of a large
rectangular enclosure (45 by 50 m) with a sanctu-
ary four bays deep. In the middle of the east wall
of the sanctuary is a pair of niches one of which is
the mihrab whilst the other contains a fixed minbar.
The centre of the courtyard is occupied by the
tomb of Askiya Muhammad, a huge pyramidical
earth construction resting on a base measuring 14
by 18 m. The tomb consists of three steps or
stages reaching a height of just over 10 m above
ground level. A stair ramp made of split palms
leads up the east side of the structure to reach the
top. The appearance of the tomb is enhanced by
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GAO

située sur la rive gauche du fleuve Niger, 2 environ 1.74’50 Kmen avalidc B;a‘mz:l’co (];)1:
Gao fait partie de la triade de villes médiévales soudanaises ¢ antées pa

K par 8 oot écrites en arabe pour I'importance de leur réle sur le double plan fehgleu)f
plulpal'f de's Sof;lrlclclfaut cependant noter, concernant les sources écrites par les Soudar}alsi que si
eilzgizgn;?zl;i;(es quand il sagit de Tombouctou ou Djenné, ellezson:j p!;‘tc‘;lA ;;eil d;zf;';;espz;{:
aviet "@eil rapide sur la table des matiéres du Tarikh el-
Sujer;g]eei:z;lindzf::é::r :(Luepdilillc;:gli?rces sont consacrés entiérement a Djenné etd ?.uz:frffté
o i ne bénéficie d'une telle marque d'intérét.
Tombove. Nu'“iz: ‘ d:sn Sdceetiec::?cr:lqéuedec’;ci?er les raisons d'un tel silence (qui ssmt
NOFre pl']()It;(l’S lec:'n d‘ordfe subjectif), ni encore moins une tentative de réhabilitation de la Vf]le
vra?}cmbrzai:r;mplemem I'exposé de quelques faits relatifs au grand role joué par cette ville
gzns al(')iymrod!.lcticcn et le rayonnement de I'lslam au Soudan Occidental.

La date de la fondation ainsi que I'identité des fondateurs de la ville de Gao dg;gelirggé
aré ‘apre iti it é1é fondée entre e
j ¢ dre. D'aprés la tradition, Gao aurai :
toujours des problémes a résou ! e came o
i enus du Niger. Ce g
& ko venus de Koukia et des chasseurs gaw -
D o e supposer di ibles, est que, des trois
i documents actuellement dispon . . .
ssible de supposer, sur la base des ellem . e ]
Si(;les célebres du Moyen-Age — Gao, Tombouctou, Djenné — Gao semble £tre la premx.erencilsx
soit rentrée dans le circuit des relations transsahariennes. Dans les sourc:zhz}rabels( afxcxeélago,
i : Kaogha, K6k6, Kaokao, Khago, Ka'o, ,
le nom de Gao figure sous plusieurs formes I Ko, o
semble étre la
' - i assage que cefte derniére forme
Kaw-Kaw, Gaogo, Gao-Gao. Signalons au p _ s "
plus proche de 'appelation d'une partie des fondateurs de la ville selon la tradition orale - les
gaw.

En général, lorsquon évoque le nom de Gao, on pense immédxa?ememta;a],(;a;:tz;l: gﬁ
I'Empire Songhay. En réalité, si cette période a ch:respondu effecnvelrflevr:) - dé‘g S%gnalé
rayonnement de la ville, son rdle économique et religieux, comr:’le' nou; a e Sg iﬁcaﬁf;
femonte 2 bien plus t6t. I suffit, pour le dérflomrer, de rapp’eler ici que 3ues archéoil‘,iques_
rapportés par les sources écrites et dont certains sont confirmés par les vestiges g

Le premier de ces faits est rapporté par Ibn al-Saghir et conferne Ie p;c;]et c;;;gl)f;gedz
Gao formulé par le fils de I'lmam rustémide /.kbd-al Wahhab ’(7.84~8 ) ( llieu . &
l'islamisation de I'Afrique de I'Ouest, p. 16). Quoxqfle ce voyage n ait pu 1avollg d'te,s .
permis de penser qu'a cette époque déja Gao avait ’de's re?anons’ avec les dal; r,a :de
vraisemblablement s’y rendaient et méme peut-étre s’y etal?nt’ mst’all.es a .Ia. smge tte risence
insurrection Kharijite de 740 et de la repression arabe qui s’en était suivie. ep oenes
ibadite sur les bords du Niger est confirmée un peu plus tard par un aut{e \;oylz?%fer,i calise
effectivement lui par le pére du fameux Abu Yazid, le gl:a‘nd‘ agﬁateu\r ibadite de nsg]fer N
X¢ siecle (né a Tadmekka en 893). Le pére de I'enfant sétait Y?nd}l a \GZC? Pourdc;c:, st f;m
propos d"un petit point noir que son fils avait sur la leingue, un arif, c\est—a— ire :n; d,iﬁn.éraires
ajouter que selon Abu Zakariya, déja & cette épogue le systéme orienta
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