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Wthout the peasant librarians the history of
an ancient cMlisation would have been lost

Fa§esfrom I .
dormtheages , ,i
These two pages -;
are from a C14th
copy of The Koran. \;1"
Together with ,,
other versions i:.
fromthe C15th 'i

: and C16th,
they map the

Ihe Habott family library has some
1500 books, gfven to them 200 years
ago by Moroccan sultan Molay Smail

'i:t

Chinguetti are kept at bay. Safe-
guarding the books from roaches
and termites is not the only hurdle
for the Rhone-Poulenc Foundation.
Getting the books themselves may
prove a problem. The books have
long been seen by theirguardians æ
private property, an inheritance
handed down within families

I lslam's pficeless rclfrcs
"The manusclipts are the pride and
joy of many familiesThey use them
to teach their young about lslam."
says Forget, "If anyone does not want
to part with them we will show them
how to treat them at home. But most
locals agree that the library is ad-
vantageous as it generates newjobs
and helps the economy," she adds

These books are priceless relics of
Islamic history but they also bear
witnes tothe worldwideprogres of
reügion, art, law, literaturg medicine,
astronomy and mathematics

"It's not unusual lo discover
manuscripts - they often languish in
libraries for many centuries before
the wider world identifies what they
are." says Fredrick Bearman, preser-
vation and consewation library con-
sultant."in this case the books have
been found at a geographical cross-
roads where information was gath-
ered from people who travelled

from all over the Islamic world.
These books chronicle religious
thinking as there are copies and in-
terpretations ofthe Koran from the
14th, 15th and 16th-centuries.

"They've got books on poetry,
historical accounts and theories on
astronomy too.There's el'en a book
ia which someone's written down
all the ins and outs ofjudicial court
proceedings. All these manuscripts
reveal something about the wisdom
and knowledge. the culture and peo
ple of that time in westem Africa.
That's what makes them valuabie."

As the process of transferring
these manuscripts from the private
to the public domain continues,the
Arab world's memory is there,
within arm's reach, behind the
leather bindings worn by the wind
and sand. Amazingly the peasant
librarians of Chinguetti have
preserved an urban fabric created
between the 12th and 16th-
centuries despite the nomadic cul-
ture of the peopie of the westem
Sahara. It is to their own credit and
the benefit of the world that they
did.l Ali MacArthur

For more information visit the
British Library ât ,' r:' ;'. ;r,
or Rhone-Poulenc at
.. ti tr lr t'iit,t ti' I tr t1 I it't I t.t t )t I i.

BodtDuSs
lnsectà have
so destrbyed

these têxts
they4re not

recoÉnisabb.
Such damag§

led UNESCO td
classify them :
as imponant

to humani§'s
World Herita§e
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