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Medieval Cities—Great Zimbabwe and Timbuktu 
Student Page 

 
Introduction: 
 
There is a ruin that stands in the southern African nation of Zimbabwe which is known as 
“Great Zimbabwe.” The word “Zimbabwe” means house of stone, or possibly the great 
house of a chief. Historians are not sure exactly why or how the structure was built. In 
this lesson, you will study images of the ruin and propose a reasonable explanation for its 
construction. In the second part of the lesson, you will study a description of the West 
African city of Timbuktu written in the 16th century by Leo Africanus. Be attentive to the 
details Leo Africanus uses in his description, and imagine what it would have been like to 
visit Timbuktu during this time.  
 
All Web links for this lesson can be found at:  
http://www.socialstudies.com/worldlinks.html. 
 
Directions: 
 
Great Zimbabwe Ruins 
http://www.artsci.wustl.edu/~anthro/courses/306/Great%20Zimbabwe.html 
 
Scroll down and study the images. 
 
1. Describe the environment surrounding Great Zimbabwe. 
 
 
 
 
 
2. What materials does the ruin appear to be made of? 
 
 
 
 
 
3. If you estimate the man in the photo is about 6 feet tall, about how tall is the wall? 
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4. How do you think Great Zimbabwe was built? Based on your general knowledge of 
the world, estimate about how many people and how much time it would have taken 
to construct this site. 

 
 
 
 
   
5. The fact is, no one today knows exactly why Great Zimbabwe was built. Write a 

paragraph in which you propose a credible (believable) explanation, and give reasons 
why you believe your explanation is a good one. 

 
 
 
 
 
Leo Africanus: Description of Timbuktu 
http://www.wsu.edu:8080/~wldciv/world_civ_reader/world_civ_reader_2/leo_africanus.
html 
 
Read the text and answer the following questions: 
 
6. What buildings and shops does Leo Africanus describe? 
 
 
 
 
 
7. Leo Africanus writes that the inhabitants of Timbuktu were rich. What example does 

he give to support this conclusion? 
 
 
 
 
 
8. Read the paragraph beginning “The royal court…” What evidence does Leo 

Africanus give to demonstrate how powerful the King of Timbuktu was? Why do you 
think Leo Africanus wrote, “This king makes war only upon neighboring enemies and 
upon those who do not want to pay him tribute”? 
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9. The text states, “He [the King] greatly honors learning.” What facts led Leo 
Africanus to this conclusion? 

 
 
 
 
 
10. How did people spend their evenings in Timbuktu? 
 
 
 
 
 
11. In conclusion, imagine that you are a medieval travel agent trying to encourage 

tourists to visit Timbuktu. Write a one-paragraph description of the city that is 
designed to make people want to visit. 

 
 
 
 

Permission granted to reproduce for classroom use only.  2004 Social Studies School Service. (800) 421-4246 socialstudies.com 
 


	African Proverbs
	Web Sites Used in this Lesson:
	
	Sundjata

	Student Page


	Ibn Battuta: Travels in Asia and Africa 1325-1354
	Images of the Catalan Atlas
	Ibn Battuta: Travels in Asia and Africa 1325–1354
	Leo Africanus: Description of Timbuktu
	Great Zimbabwe Ruins
	Leo Africanus: Description of Timbuktu
	In your essay discuss at least four of the documents you studied in this unit.
	Rubric
	Lesson 1: Daily Life
	Lesson 2: Great Traditions
	Lesson 3: Ibn Battuta
	Level 1 (50-59)�- simple opening statement�- limited identification of main points
	Level 2 (60-69)�- thesis stated but unclear�- main points unclear
	Level 3 (70-79)�- thesis is stated but somewhat unclear�- main points introduced with moderate clarity
	Weighting
	Level 1 (50-59)�- abrupt ending; limited summarizing of main
	points
	Level 2 (60-69)�- thesis summarized but unclear�- main points summarized but unclear
	Level 3 (70-79)�- thesis summarized but somewhat unclear�- main points summarized but unclear
	
	SCORE


	Weighting
	Level 1 (50-59)�- arguments are unrelated
	Level 2 (60-69)�- arguments are unclear and not logically related   �  to the main idea
	Level 3 (70-79)�- arguments are usually clear and logically related �  to the main idea
	
	SCORE


	Weighting
	Level 1 (50-59)
	- limited support of points, evidence mostly  �  irrelevant�- limited or unrelated facts used
	Level 2 (60-69)�- some points have been supported, some
	evidence not relevant�- insufficient or missing some facts
	Level 3 (70-79)�- most points have been supported with relevant �  evidence�- sufficient use of facts
	Level 4 (80-100)�- each point has been supported with relevant �  evidence�- substantial facts used
	Weighting
	Level 1 (50-59)�- grammar and spelling used with limited
	accuracy and effectiveness�- citation method not followed or absent
	Level 2 (60-69)�- grammar and spelling used with some accuracy �  and effectiveness�- citation method used but with significant errors
	Level 3 (70-79)�- grammar and spelling used with considerable  �  accuracy and effectiveness�- minor errors in citation method
	Level 4 (80-100)�- correct grammar and spelling used with
	accuracy and effectiveness almost all of the time�- precise use of citation method
	Weighting
	Weighting
	Level 1 �- position is not clearly stated
	Level 2 �- position is recognized, but only clarified �  through prompting
	Level 3 �- a clear position is stated
	SCORE
	Level 1 �- limited support for initial position
	Level 2 �- support for initial position is present but lacks �  clarity of presentation
	Level 3 �- support for initial position is clearly presented �  and reasoned based on evidence
	Level 4 �- supporting arguments for position are both �  reasoned and persuasively presented
	Level 1 �- limited sensitivity to other positions
	Level 2 �- other positions acknowledged but not
	considered
	Level 3 �- other positions acknowledged and considered
	Level 4 �- other positions considered and effectively
	incorporated or countered
	Level 1 �- limited sensitivity to other positions
	Level 2 �- other positions acknowledged but not
	considered
	Level 3 �- other positions acknowledged and considered
	Level 4 �- other positions considered and effectively
	incorporated or countered
	Introduction to African History and Cultural Life
	The Road to Timbuktu
	Background to the Epic of Sundiata Keita
	H-Africa Discussion Network
	Smithsonian Natural History Web: African Voices
	Mr. Bloch Salt Archive

	ZP724_intro.pdf
	TABLE OF CONTENTS
	Teacher Introduction  v
	Overview: Medieval Africa  vii
	
	
	LESSONS:





	ZP724EX_title.pdf
	Document-Based Activities on Medieval Africa
	Using Primary Sources and the Internet
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Kerry Gordonson, Editor




	Social Studies School Service
	
	
	ISBN: 1-56004-170-6











