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Scholarship i n  African and Afro-American folklore continually confronts 
a stubborn opposition sponsored by adhererts of Finnish diffusionist  
theories of whom the most impressive i s  S t i th  Thompson, the author of 
the  t a l e  type and motif indexes. Thompson's opinion counters suggestions 
of independent invention for  folktales found similas: t o  European t a l e s  
i n  African collections. He asserts  tha t  t h e i r  presence represents. a 
" a  . etaking over of t d e s  from ~urope"  which'has occurred only during 
the l a s t  two or three centuries with the gradual penetration of the 
Western powers in to  Af'rica."l However, i n  the history of so ancient 
a continent as Africa, there has been a l o n g  reoord of c o n t a d  with 
other peoples and cultures. Thompson was not unaware of the possibi l i ty  
of a folktale  exchange which could have lasted more than 1000 years 
between Europe and Africa, but he instead denied the prospect outright. 

The Sahara Desert has always served as  a great dividing l i n e  
for  the cultures of the Af'rican continent. North of the 
desert ,  from Egypt t o  the Atlantic Ocean, the contact with 
European and Moslem culture has been intimate and continuous- 

Many recent studies i n  African history have proven Thompson guil ty of 
erroneous suppositions when regarding the Sahara as a "great dividing 
l ine .  " G. To Bovill i n  The Golden Trade of the Moors sought t o  correct 
the  popular misconception of the great desert  t o  which Thompson f e l l  
prey : 

Yet in fac t  the Sahara has nevm been a barrier,  never a 
s t e r i l e  wilderness devoid of l i f e .  From the dam of history 
men have made t h e i r  homes i n  the desert, fo r  centuries there 
has been a commerce of a kind between those who dwell on 
e i the r  side of the desert, i n  Barbary and the ~udan.3 

t 

Bovill further demonstrates hcm the cul tural  contact between West and 
North Af'rica was alsa extended t o  Europe chiefly by means of a gold 
trade. 

Gdld always found i t s  way across the desert. The discoveries of gold 
i n  excavations of Punic cemeteries has shown us t h a t  the ancient 
Cartheginians must have had contact with the mines across the Sahara. 4 
The great wealth of North Africa, no doubt encouraged the Romans t o  
conquer Carthage but according t o  Pliny "the fine imposed by Rome on 
Carthage was payable i n  s i lve r  instead of gold, not because of the 
scarc i ty  of gold i n  Carthage, but i n  the worldbt9 The Romans seeming- 
l y  did not want t o  endanger the i r  silver-based economy by introducing 
the abundant Cartrhaginian gold as a medium of exchange. 

The most l ike ly  source of the wealth of Carthage was the area i n  West 
Africa known as Wangara. Here a t  the eastern base of the Futa JaXlon 
Mountains nuggets and dust were extracted from al luvia l  gravels. The 



gold was traded north t o  the kingdom of Ghana which had two major c i t i e s  
a t  the edge of the Sahara, Audaghost and Walata. .Caravans from these 
two trading centers were accompanied by slaves who ended the i r  days as  
domestic servants, concubines, laborers and soldiers on the ~aghr ib .  7 
Bovill claims tha t  t h i s  trade was not sporadic and isolated: 

From the Nile valley i n  the east  t o  the Atlantic i n  the west 
there w a s  trafficking i n  gold with the in ter ior  of Africa a t  
a l l  times i n  recorded history. Slaves and gold... the l i f e  
blood of the trade of the Maghrib with the ~udan.8 

When the influence of the Roman Empire i n  North Af'rica declines, the 
forces of Islam arrived. The Arabs, who had begun the i r  politico- 
religious campaign i n  Egypt i n  642, had W e n  the whole of North Africa 
by 678. Once they were firmly established i n  the North, the Arabs moved 

I1 quickly across the Sahara. A s  early as  700 a reference t o  Ghana as  a 
land of goldt1 appeared i n  the notes of an Arab traveler.  Qr the beginn- 
ing of the eighth century, Muslim merchants from the Mediterranean 
coastlands traveled fo r  months t o  reach the great commercial centers of 
the south where gold and slaves were t o  be bought. Some idea of the 
volume of the t r a f f i c  may be gained from a remark of the Arab traveler 
Ibn Hawka le  In the middle of the tenth century, he t e l l s  us tha t  he saw 
a check for  42,000 dinars (gold pieces) acknowledging a debt of a trader 
resident a t  Audaghost t o  a merchant from Si jilmasa i n  southern ~orocco.9 

The Arabs possessed a great motivation fo r  trave!, according t o  BoviJ.1. 

No branch t o  learning was more enriched by M u s l i m  scholarship 
than geography. ,Impired by the works of Ptolelqy, wMch the 
Christian churches had translated i n  Arabic, the Arabs were 
quick t o  develop an in te res t  i n  foreign landa which the vast 
extent and cosmopolitan character of the Muslim world 
st i m u l a ~  .lo 

Further incentive for  t ravel  lay within the tenants of the Islamic f a i t h  
i n  t h a t  the or pilgrimate t o  Mecca required extensive journeys on 
the part  of many believers. But by f a r  the greatest stimulus f o r  Arabic 
t r ave l  was trade and commerce. Traders were taken across the Sahara and 
i n t o  Europe on many business enterprises. The extent of the i r  journeys 
is  suff icient ly well i l lus t ra ted  by the finding of Islamic coins on the 
shores of the Baltic and a note of an Arab geographer tha t  a t  one of the 
markets where they were trading f o r  furs, the night #rs orilg.an'haus 
1ong.U Traveling extensively through both Africa and Europe, Arabs 
were thus agents of cul tural  exchange as  they were highly mobile but 
intimately involved with all the peoples tha t  they m e t .  

The evidence showing the interaction of Arabs and Europeans i s  impress- 
ive. In the industr ial  a r t s  during the f i f teenth  century, Venice had 
adopted a noticeable Arabic character as Oriental bookbinding was 
common and the inlaying of brass with gold and s i lver  (hitherto an 
Arabic a r t )  was performed with expertise.* Arabic scholarship w a s  
a l so  widely appreciated throughout Europe. Roger Bacon was known t o  
have quoted the works of a Moroccan physician named m a s  (865-926), 
whose most import8nt work, a l - k w i ,  appeared i n  its f i f t h  edition i n  
Venice i n  1542.13 Previously i n  the twelvth century a Spanish Arab 
named al-Idrisi was enlisted i n  the service of Roger 11, the Norman 



king of sicily.14 A similar example is  Leo Africanus, a Moor who was 
adopted by the court of Pope Leo X. With papal patronage, he wrote an 
extensive description of African c i t i e s  south of the Sahara. And 
f ina l ly  i n  the  gold trade, glass beads manufactored i n  Venice and Genoa 
were considered precious by the Negroes of the Sudan and they paid 
generous amounts of gold fo r  them. 

The absence of any extensive gold deposits i n  Europe had always 
encouraged European in te res t  i n  African gold. T h i s  i n t e res t  w a s  increas- 
ed during a gold shortage i n  Europe during the eleventh century when 
all gold specie disappeared due t o  debts incurred by an unfavorable 
kilance of payments t o  the Par East. The lack of gold caused an increase 
i n  the mining ac t iv i t i e s  and enhanced the prestige of North African 
sultans who were the major middlgmsn i n  the ccxiduct of the gold trade as 
they controlled the access t o  Sahara trade route. Basil Davidson records 
the importance of African gold t o  Europe: 

And so it came tha t  the gold used i n  North Africa and Europe 
was largely sugplied, century a f t e r  century, by the producers 
of West Africa. Even kings i n  England had t o  buy West African 
gold before they could order t h e i r  craftsmen t o  make c a a  i n  

. tMa grace of metals. It was on this steady demand f o r  gold 
t h a t  the s t a t e s  and empires of the Western Sudan founded the i r  
prosperity.15 

Europeans did not re ly  solely upon Arabs t o  bring gold t o  them. They 
attempted several times t o  open t h e i r  own trans-Saharan trade routes a8 
the  reports of a Genoese t rader  reveal. He got a s  far as  Tuat r o w  
half way across the desert, before contact with h i m  was los t . lb  

The huge European demand for gold i n  the fourteenth century caused the 
discovery of additional gold fields.  Moslem m a  traders moved south 
from Wangara t o  Bono which is  located i n  Paodern Ghana. The Dyula 
traders  conduated the i r  commerce from a m a i n  base at Begho on the 
northern outskir ts  of the Ahan forests  where the gold was mined. From 
Begho the main trading route went north-westward through Dyula towns 
and l i t t l e  s ta tes  such as Kong and Bobo-Dioulasso and thence t o  Jenne 
and Timbuktu, where cyavans were organized t o  cross the Sahara. An- 
other main route went north-eastward from Begho t o  Kano and the  rest of 
Hausaland but the bulk of the trade in  this direction was conducted more 
i n  kola nuts than i n  gold. The trade routes through the north were so 
frequently traveled tha t  l i t t l e  attention was given t o  the southern 
coast where European ships had begun in  1471. An early Dutch off icer 's  
report i n  1619 suggests the importance of the northern trade t o  the 
Ashanti people. He mentioned tha t  a t  tha t  time no gold came down t o  the 
coast which was a journey of l e sa  than 200 miles.18 

The Moslems 36 N e s t  Africa were no less involved with the Negroes than 
they were with the JPnropeans. The merchants who traded a t  Begho and 
resided i n  the Islamic s t a t e s  of the Sudan shared much with the indigen- 
ous peoples such tha t  the Islamic f a i t h  i n  those places incorporated 
many pagan practices. The first contact between the gold miners and 
the t raders  was accomplished by "dumb barter,  " but as commerce continued 
there was no doubt an increase i n  the amount and kinds of intercourse 
between Moslems and pagans. 



The Ashanti made Kumas i  t he i r  capi tal  c i t y  part ly because it was close 
t o  Begho and l a t e r  they conquered the Moslem s ta tes  of Gonja, Dagomba, 
and Mamprussi t o  secure a r i ch  annual tribute.  Great numbers of Moslems 
were brought under Ashanti control by military expansion, but it seems 
tha t  Ashanti not only desired the benefit of Muslim wealth but required 
the services of the  scholars and holy men as well. Moslem communities 
were fostered within the Ashanti empire a t  Kumasi and they were given 
positions of authority and responsibility, such as  the keeping of 
accounts for the treasuryO1g I n  the capital ,  Muhammad-al-Ghamba secured 
the  good w i l l  of the king, Osei Tutu Kwame, by making a prayer for the 
success of the Ashanti armies then about t o  invade Fante. Henceforth, he 
enjoyed the king's patronage and was subse uently endowed a school i n  
Kumasi ,  where he presided over 70 pupils.28 The king also sent some 
Ashanti bgrs t o  t h i s  school which taught only the basic tenants of Islam 
because the Moslems were considered good and holy men. Islamic influ- 
ence within Ashanti did not decline u n t i l  1819 when Muhammad-al-Ghamba 
defected during a b a t t l e  i n  which he was leading troops against the 
Moslem s ta tes  of Kong and Ghobgho. He w a s  chastised fo r  his treason but 
his l i f e  was spared because he was a man of learning.21 

It must be remembered tha t  the Islamic community was widespread in  Africa, 
stretching the whole length and breadth of the area i n  which the trans- 
Saharan trade was conducted. There was a great Islamic center i n  Koumbi 
Saleh, the capi ta l  of ancient Ghana, which i s  described as  a divided c i ty  
with the Moslem sector having twelve m0s~ues.2~ Later the empire of M a l i  
emerged and its th i rd  king, Mansa Musa, made a hadj t o  Mecca and returned 
with many scholars, artisans, and holy men. Under Musa's patronage the 
c i t i e s  of Gao, Jenne, and especially nmbuktu became great Moslem centers. 
A s  Mali gave way t o  Songhai, the strength of Islam did not decline fo r  
long as  Muhammad Askia, a usurper t o  the throne, sought t o  legitimize his 
parer by acquiring the support of Moslem scholars. He also made a a 
and constructed many universities,  schools, and mosques. Mnally with 
the  Moroccan invasion of Songhai, the Hausa s t a t e s  of northern Nigeria 
rose t o  prominence. Here again Moslem traders did t h e i r  business, while 
intermittently with pagan gods, Allah was also praised. The importance 
of these Sudanic s t a t e s  fo r  both West Af'rican and Islamic cultures i s  
great. From the eleventh century, they provided a much closer contact 
across the Sahara between the Arab and Negro worlds and encouraged the  
growth of Muslim l e a r a n g  and sc ient i f ic  interestsWg3 Moslems thus 
engaged i n  some kind of contact with peoples throughout West Africa. 

Regarding the Indo-European folktales  which have been found i n  Africa, 
it is apparent they may have been introduced i n t o  tha t  continent much 
e a r l i e r  than Thompson supposed -- i f  indeed they were introduced a t  a l l .  
If trade and commerce were carried on over so great a distance f o r  such 
an extended period (certainly at l e a s t  1000 years), then some cul tural  
exchange across the Sahara should also be expected. In  the interaction 
between European and West African cultures v ia  the Moslems, one might 
assume tha t  Af'rican culture would somehow be altered before it reached 
the European continent. But through the medium of a curious, well 
traveled, and l i t e r a t e  people l i k e  the Moslems, a dependable reportage 
was probably given. Hence, the qtrality of the knowledge of Af'rica 
gained by medieval and Renaissance Zhropeans w a s  probably quite 
excellent. 



THE ITORTIERTI ROITTE OF TEE GOLD T R A E  

To Tunis 
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In  the same way that  follct;sles may have been transmitted t o  Africa by 
Moslem traders, so might they have been transfered from Af'rica t o  Europe. 
It is  known that  the Europeans widely popularized the Arabic The Thousand 
and One Nights even though those stories were then considered of l i t t l e  
import by the Arabs. It i s  quite possible that  i n  thei r  desire for  new 
s tor ies  and exotic entertainment, as exemplified by their  enthusiasm for 
Arabic stories, Europeans also sought and found African folktales as well. 
This situation certainly appears t o  be a very plausible explanation once 
the Sahara Desert i s  not considered a geographical and cultural barrier. 

Thompson attempts t o  explain the presence of European stories i n  African 
and Afro-American f o l k t a e  repertoires by suggesting an acquisition of 
tales during the eriods of the Atlantic slave trade and the expansion of 
colonial powers. 2g Accepting his hypothesis, folklorists  are compelled 
t o  accept a situation i n  which slavers told stories t o  their  slaves. 
This circumstance provides a basis for  a bisarre array of suppositions 
regarding the nature and the conduct of slavery and colonization, some 
of which border on the ridiculous and racist. Could Negroes, crowded 
in to  the darkened holds of disease-infested ships have been told stories 
by sailors? Is it possible that  i n  a baracoon in  the West Indies a 
j a i l e r  told a slave, who lPae awaiting sale, a version of Cinderella? 
Might plantation owners have gathered their  work weary slaves about them 
a t  night and regaled them with the story of Jack and the Beanstalk? 
Certainly, the possibility for  these situations is  very remote as studies 
of the Atlantic slave trade reveal that  during this era  some of the most 
brutal  and heinous crimes against humanity were committed. Likewise 
Michael Crowder has shown that  the real  motives of the colonial powers 
were not the a l t ru i s t i c  ones that  were proclaimed and that  much w a s  done 
by Western nations to retard the progress of West African people. Con- 
sequently, the recent khree hundred years i n  which Thompson suggests a 
takeover of folklore was f i l l e d  with conditions of serious s t ress  and 
hardship for both O l d  and New World Negroes. This period is generally 
a time of polarization olCl Negro cultures and it is not l ikely that  the 
White man's culture was incorporated with thei r  own un t i l  the nineteenth 
century By insist ing that  slavery and colonial exploitation generated 
an African appreciation of the novelty of European folktales, Thompson 
verges close t o  stating what Melville Herskovite called the fourth q t h  
of the Negro past: 

Even grantin enough Negroes of a given t r ibe  had the 
opportunity t o  l ive  together, and that  they had the w i l l  and 
abi l i ty  t o  continue thei r  customasy modes of behavior, the 
cultures of Adrica were so savage and relatively so low i n  
the scale of human civilization that  the apparent superiority 
of European customs as observed i n  the behavior of thei r  
masters, would have caused and actually did  cause them t o  
give up such aboriginal traditions as they may have otherwise 
desired t o  preserve. 25 

The f i f teen t a l e  types found i n  Afr ca which Thompson asserts are of 
Indo-European origin, may w e l l  be.2h However, it should be now apparent 
that  i f  these t a les  are not independent inventions, they a t  l eas t  arrived 
at the same time when they were first known i n  Europe. The medium of 
the i r  diffusion t o  Africa was the trade across the Sahara which was con- 
ducted by Moslem traders. A s  early as 1917, W. H. Barker suggested that 
this manner of transmission of ta les  was a plausible explanation for  the 



marked similari t ies  of Europe- and Gold C o a s t  folklores: 

What connexion can there be, for example, between the negro 
and the Serb? Yet they have a story remarkably sicnilar.. . 
How can these two peoples have a story with so many features 
i n  common? Is it possible that the Turk and the Moor have 
provided l i n k ~ ? ~ 7  

The "linkstt provided by the Moslems are not merely possible, but indeed 
they did occur. Apparently, ancient s tories were dispersed throughout 
the entire Old World, including Af'rica. These t a les  became entrenched 
as part of an African tradition and remained so un t i l  much l a t e r  when 
the tradit ion was reinforced by an established Ebropean presence i n  the 
twentieth century. Even in  the New World these African (or Indo- 
~uropean) stories remained coherent and s t i l l  constitute a major partion 
Afro-American folklore. The fo lk tdes  which are thought t o  be a con- 
tribution of colonial masters t o  Black culture are retentions of ta les  
which were either invented i n  Af'rica or crossed the Sahara long ago. 
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