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Abstract

The present article aims at showing the importasfce
Timbuktu as being one of the most important centfetsade
and knowledge during the Mediaeval times. Firghtlis shed
on the different hypotheses about the etymologViwfouktu.
Second, there will be an attempt to illustrate té&e of
Timbuktu as being a linking point between black YAssica,
and the rest of the world through North Africanrafants. In
this context, a special concern is devoted to ffam3-Saharan
trade; its routes, centres, and the different codites that
were used to pass through. The last part of thielerts
devoted to the importance of Timbuktu as a worladieg
centre of learning in the Middle Ages. In this resp the
focus falls on some achievements that charactémzegolden
age of this city, particularly, the old mosquesgdirey Ber,
Sankore and Sidi Yahya) that bear a unique ardhitec
reflecting a highly sophisticated Islamic civiligat, in
addition to the old manuscripts, which are stilleagdence of
the scientific development that the city enjoyed time
Mediaeval times.
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Introduction

The present article deals with the importance efdity
of Timbuktu as a paramount centre of trade andniegr
during the Middle Ages. The work is divided intoawnain
parts; the first is devoted to the importance ahf@uktu as a
trade centre that used to link black West Afric&toope and
Asia through North African middlemen. In this coxitea
special concern is given to tarns-Saharan trade, the
caravans that used to transport European manuéacggods,
dates and cereals from north African trade cens@sth
across the desert to Timbuktu to be exchanged dtat gnd
slaves. The second part deals with the achieventeaitsnade
of Timbuktu one of the famous centres of learningthe
world in the Mediaeval times, the most importaniwdiich is
the establishment of the Sankore university wilasrenany as
25,000 students were studying different topics i@ng
between theological and secular disciplines. Liglatlso shed
on the manuscripts as evidence that the Africanisnua had
only a written tradition in the past, but they waleead of the
other nations in terms of science and knowledgeuber of
sources are used to achieve this work, some date tbathe
16" century like the two most famous books that desh
the history of West Africa in that period, that &rikh es-
Soudan and Tarikh el-Fettach Others, are written by
European explorers in the i@nd 28' centuries, in addition
to some TV documentaries particularly, “Ajourney tize
Empire of Knowledge” and “The lost Libraries of Tooktu”
produced respectively by Dr A. H. Quick, and R. ylea
Smith.
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At the beginning, it is worth noting that almost e
sources that dealt with the history of West Africa the
mediaeval times were written in Arabic by Arab, Bar and
African geographers and historians, since therewerdirect
contacts between the Africans and the Europeans thet
second half of the f5century. The most important of these
sources wereEl Massalik wal Mamalik by Abu Obeid El
Bekri** who was born in Cordoba in 1088rikh el Fettach
by Mahmud Ka’afi*, Tarikh es-Soudaby Abderrahmane Es-
Sa’'adi® and Tedzkiret en Nissian fi Akhbar Moulouk es-
Soudarnranslated from Arabic into French by Octave Houdas
These sources are known as the graaihs (the plural form
of history in Arabic), and are considered as theénnsaurces
on which western historians relied in their writthgbout the
history of medieval West AfricA However, the extent to
which these sources are reliable, and the evengs ar
objectively reported and described and agreed upomong

“Abu Obeid Allah ibn Abd EI Aziz ibn Muhamad Ibn Ayly Ibn Amr, known
by El Bakri (? — 1094). He comes from the Arabdribakr, he spent most of his
life in Cordoba where he wrote most of his boolsurge:
OV s eOmabiall 5 pall lalne il 8 el saall Gugia Ly 81 e Al ja ddaaly ) alallae
145 pac 201005 malall dile gaall
“Mahmud Ka’ati ( 1468 — 1593) he was born in Timbukhere he hold high
official posts, he taught the great scholar Ahmat& he wrote Tarikh el
Fettach fi Akhbar el Buldan wal Juyuch wa Akabiras. Source:
122 o ol Ll
*Abdulrahman Ibn Abdullah Ibn Imran Ibn Amir Ibnidhj al Mutwakil Es-
Sa’adi, had born in Timbuktu before it was invatbgdhe Moroccans in 1591.
w<He had died before he finished his well known bddadgikh es-Soudan.
Sourcel22 .u= gl
18 Jean Boulnoi et Boubou Hama, Empire de Gao _ HistGotumes et Magie
des SonraiLibrairie d’Amérique et d’Orient, Paris, 19541f.
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historians is still open to discussion. Generathg Tarikhs
describing the city of Timbuktu and the wider regiwere
written with the purpose of supporting the existingers.
They are also drawn from written records as wellogasl
traditions reinterpreting the past on the light of
subsequentevents, therefore they should be reasfuttar
because history is generally written for the rulpgwers to
the detriment of those who came before (the previalers).

For instance, Mahmud Ka’ati who wrote about the
history of the Songhay’s rulers was one of thephews, so
we do not expect him to be against the Askias. Wiremead
Tarikh el Fettachwe find some arguments supporting the
Askias and condemning the Soni though both are ftioen
same clan, but from opposing sides because ofiticpbbias.
Similarly, in Tarikh es-SoudanEs-Sa’'adi shows a clear
support to the Moroccan rulers who were in powertha
empire of Songhay at that time.

According to Ismail Diadié Haidatg Curator, Fondo
Kati Fondo, there exists another source of inforomaabout
the history of West Africa which is more reliabledause it is
free of any political bias. This source is knownfami'®, it
describes the history and traditions of the locabpgles in

Ismail Diadié Haidara is a Malian scholar, Curaibthe of the Fondo Kati
Library and a descendent of the Songhay histdvianmud Ka’ati who wrote
Tarikh es-Soudan

18 Ajami is an Arabic word which means any languageept Arabic. In Arabic,
it is written ese
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local languages written in Arabic scripts. In otlveords, it
tells the history of the local peoples when frékhs are not
concerned. In short, Ajami presents the oral ti@alitin
written sources. It deals with everything; poetiglksongs,
social and religious events, etc. Ismail Haidardsativhen
you walk in streets and you find a mother breastfeding
her baby while singing those folksongs, it is thera&vhere
the truth lies. It is a whole culture of which we @ not
make most of today, but we should, because an acee
comprehension of the African history and culture canot

be without the Ajami texts.”**

I.  The Location, Origin and Foundation of Timbuktu

There is convergence among historians and
geographers as to the location and foundation ofbtiktu,
however its origin generates a number of hypothebesnost
important of which are examined in the followingggraphs.

1. Location:

The Tuared have been the main ethnic group to
inhabit the Sahara for centuries, their knowledged a

According to a documentary, produced and directeRibhard Trayler-Smith,
presented by Aminata Forna, BBC4, 2008.

 The Tuareg are the Messufa descendent from thHeafatribes whose origin
is from Himyar in Yemen. Source: Abderrahman EsiB&arikh Es Soudan
Traduction de O. Houdas, Librairie d’Amérique ebdent, Maisonneuve, Paris,
1981, p.42
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experience about the desert gave them control eftrdde
routes that run from the North and the East andtdethe
Niger. Thus, by the late TGentury, the most important and
safest routes had focused on the region with tlgeMNbend
eastward, therefore, the creation of Timbuktu was n
accident but a commercial necessity. (See the Mdm®
location of the first settlement still exists upday under the
name of Toumbouktou-Koy-Batouma etymologically
referring to the place of the owner of Tombouktand it is
situated at about 50 metres to the south of theodsm
mosque of Sidi Yahya
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2 Boubou Hama, Histoire des Songh@résence Africaine, Paris, 1968, pp.
321-322
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2. Origin:

Timbuktu's etymology is still open to discussion.
Different attempts have been made to explain thgiroof
this name. The first is based on the lively oralition tale;
Tuareg tribesmen set up base camps around a veslbngank
of the northern bend of the Niger River where thisgd to
leave their luggage to be supervised by a womnmaned
Buktu when they go to graze their livestock. Hemaabuktu
Is a compound of two wordsmand Buktu; the formermeans
a well in Tamasheq, the language spoken by theegudhe
latter is the name of that woman. Since then thation took
this name the ‘well of Buktd®.The second versionis given by
Es sa’adi® in his book Tarikh es-SoudanHe reports that
Timbuktu was founded by the Tuareg Maghcharermbyend
of the 5th century A.H. where they used to leaveirth
belongings and provisions to be looked after dageswoman
of theirs called Tinbuktu, and gradually the locatgrew into
a crossroads for travellers coming and going. Bytime, the

%A documentary produced and directed by Richargl&reSmith, presented by
Aminata Forna, BBC4, 2008.

% Abderrahman ben Abdallah ben Imran ben Amir Edi$at S&'idi) born on
May 28th, 1596nTimbuktu and died in 1656. He worked as a lawgelenny,
then in 1627 he was appointed Imam of the Sankasgoe. In 1655 he wrote
his famous bookTarikh es Souddnin which he gave a detailed description of
the empire of Songhay from its foundation until Meroccan invasion. Source:
http://fr.wikipedia.org/abderrahmane _es_sadi
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blessed spot where she encamped took her Fiate third
version is introduced by Leo Africanus, who argubat
Timbuktu was originally Tinbutu (wall of Buktu) ampound
noun that comes from the Songhay language. It stnsif
two words,tin which means Wallin the Songhay, and Buktu
to which he did not give an explanation. The fourth
explanation developed by the Malian historian Seken
Cissoko states that Timbuktu comes from a Berbmjimra
word composed of two parts:tith, the feminine form ofIn
(place of) and ‘bouctou’, a small dune. Hence, Timiktu
would mean a place covered by small dune$°The last
explanation is introduced by the French OrientaRené
Basset who argues thatThe name derives from the
Zenaga, a Berber language that was spoken in Maushia,
meaning "to be distant" or "hidden. The meaning
"hidden" could point to the city's location in a slight
hollow.”? Finally, it is worth noting that the word Timbuktu
entered the English lexical fieldto mean, accordingthe
Oxford dictionary,‘a place that is very faf’

2 Abderrahman Es Sa'di, Op. Cit.,p.35

% http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ Timbuktu

% |bid., same page

“’Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary, 7th Editign]1549
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3. Foundation:;

Djibril Niane  states inI'Histoire Generale de
I'Afrique : “Vers 1100, Tomboctou fut fondée par les

28 Boubou Hama, in his bookistoire

Touareg magcharen
des Songhdy gives more details about the foundation of
Timbuktu. He argues that the city was founded adoi/h00
A.D. by a slave woman from the Berber tribe of the
Imakcharen who lived near a well located in thespré day
Timbuktu. Her masters used to leave their luggagh her
during their absence, and because the Touaregtostefine
locations in reference to the person or tribe tvim, therefore
the location was given the name of that slave filaee of
Bouctou). Since then that location grew to become af the
major trade centres in the mediaeval times.

Il. Timbuktu: a Major Trade Centre

Professor Salem Ould el Hadj, a historian from
Timbuktu, statesthe earliest records of Timbuktu go back
to the 11" century to a prosperous desert crossroads
where salt, gold and slaves were exchangetIt prospered
by using the Sahara as a belt protection from iexaa@nd a
portal through which it could transport desirabtiods from

28 Dijibril Tamsir Niane, Histoire Générale de I'Aftig, Le Mali et la deuxiéme
expansion MandeAfrique du Xlle au XVle Siécle, Vol, IV, UNESCQL985,
p. 148

A documentary produced by Dr Abdullah Hakim QuiEklited by James
Tayler, Directed by Munier Parker
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the African interior to merchants on the Meditegan coast.
Trade caravans had carried central Africa’s golbsg the
desert since the days of the Romans, but duringviddelle
Ages the volume skyrocketed a staggering two teetons of
gold traversed the Sahara each year. Towards ttheofethe
13" century the Empire of Mali took over the anciemire
of Ghana, and Timbuktu became the commercial lofattis
new superpower.

Timbuktu was one of the world legendary cities deep
the Saharan desert in the Empire of Mali. It wgsog on a
sea of sand and grew thanks to trans Saharan tradels
coming from the North brought dates, tobacco, sgHss,
jewelry and European manufactured goods. Salt whiak
considered the white gold of Timbuktu, was broufom
Tawdeni and Taghazain the north in great slabs himjg30
kg each on camels across the dessert to the towa. T
caravans returned to Timbuktu with between 4,006d 5000
tons of salt each yedfThe mighty River Niger was the
trading waterway of the Empire of Mali. Goods crdke
Sahara desert on camels to be transferred to kbats
journeyed up the River to Djenne. It is strikingkioow that
salt was so valuable that was exchanged ounceutaceofor
gold.

*John Reader, Africa a Biography of the Contin@enguin Books, London,
1998, p. 269
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In addition to gold and salt, another commodityosto
alone as the most prized of all, slaves from theicAh
interior represented half of the value of the desemmercial
traffic. South of the Sahara Arab merchants fourtmb@aming
readymade slave market. For slavery had been agptmct
institution in central Africa for centuries, tribescquired
slaves in raids and wars and their owners weren @tger to
sell them to Moslem merchants for European guns) gu
powder and manufactured goods. Long processions of
captives linked by chains and neck shackles draggedss
the burning Sahara including women who were to beco
concubines and domestic servants in North Africd #re
Middle East.

In the wake of Islam another commodity began to
arrive with the caravans, books were soon beeredraul the
markets of Timbuktu. Merchants found a new indutgefor
their leisure time, books greatly enhanced theustaf their
owners and gave the pious a deeper understanditgjaoi.
The profit of the book trade soon rivaled tradegoid, salt
and slaves. Knowledge was highly respected in sfemiic
world and those enjoying it owe to prestige and @owith
their professors and their prolific writings, Tinkiu was to
become one of the most important learning centtbs.
Battuta, the great Moroccan world traveller visitEidhbuktu
in the 14" century, he noted in his chronicles the piousness,
tolerance, wisdom and justice of the inhabitants of
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Timbuktu®™. Thus, a great importance was given to knowledge
and learning, by the beginning of the"t8ntury; families in
Timbuktu began to establish their private librariand to
send their sons to scholarship. The latter waswshras trade
to drive Timbuktu's reputation, scholars were awd the
pursuit of knowledge in every field. The medieval
manuscripts written by Africans bear witness to rceo
flourishing trade in books.

[ll.  Timbuktu :a Centre of Knowledge

Timbuktu is rich in history and this contradicts a
commonly held impression in the West that says-Salaran
Africa has only oral and no written traditions. Bef the
discovery of America, Timbuktu was a thriving centof
learning with its university professors who wereadeng
mathematics, theology, philosophy and a varietyotfer
topics. It is very important to mention the conttibon of
Mansa Musa to spread Islamic civilization in Timhulafter
his return from a pilgrimage to Mecca in 1324The daily
activity of the scholars in Timbuktu revolved arduhe three
sites of knowledge: the Sankore University, theydiey Ber
mosque andnasjidSidi Yahya.

200965 KAl el ilae 5 Juaddl (il e 8 ada shy ol dla ) i ghay Gl
376u-=
¥Mahmud Ka’ati, Tarikh el Fettactranslation of O. Houdas and M. Delafosse,
Librairie d’Amérique et d’'Orient, Maisonneuve, Parl981, p. 58
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1. Sankore University

Islam by its very nature encourages people to riwed,
first revelation given to Prophet Mohamed PBUH wiaga”,
“read in the name of your Lord who has createdmfuktu
destroys the myth that black African people werenjive
and ignorant. It destroys the myth that literaayiesce and
progress were in the North and came to the soutte T
Sankore mosque was initially built by a rich wonmduring
the reign of the Askidd There existed at that time 11 or more
universities in Timbuktu, but of course they weretn
universities in the way we think of them. They wemall
gathering of scholars with particular specialtiBy. the 18’
century, Timbuktu was at its peak gathering stusleartid
scholars from all over Africa. The heart of Timbulst
intellectual power was Sankore University. The nuasq
which contains the university was established i2518/hen
many of Europe’s fledgling universities were strigg to
gain credibility during the Renaissance, Sankore &leeady
established itself as one of the famous centrésaofhing. The
15" century Sankore mosque was Timbuktu's intellectual
backbone, it provided learning for more than 26,8tudents
and scholars, according to Henry Louis Gates, Bsoieat the
University of Harvard, before Europe’s renaissan@arners
came from West and North Africa and the Middle Emst

sl 5l Ak gl 3858001591 — 1493 i) g0 (A (sliius AShan iy ) L) 2
104.4= 1971
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study Islamic law, theology and a range of secsildnjects’.
Michael Palin in his TV series “Sahara” reportedttihe
Imam of Timbuktu has a collection of scientific texhat
clearly show the planets circling the Sun. Theyedaack
hundreds of years... it is convincing evidence thatdcholars
of Timbuktu knew a lot more than their counterparEurope.
In the fifteenth century in Timbuktu, mathematigaand
astronomers knew about the rotation of the plarsdisut the
details of the eclipse, and things that the Eurnpdaad to
wait for 150 almost 200 years to know, when Galiswl
Copernicus came up with these same findings, amd gigen
a very hard time for it. Es Saadi in Aiarikh es Sudaneports
that one of his relatives needed to have an egeatipn, and
he went to Djenne and that was actually succedsiey, were
performing cataract-eye operations, this shows high level
in science they reached.

In the fourteenth century the city of Timbuktu had
more than one hundred and eighty Qur'anic schémisa
population of 115,000 . Children were taught the’uand
the basics of Islam. Those who could afford stugyat
Sankore University undertook three further levdistody in
Arabic, grammar, literature, Islamic law, sciencasd
commentaries on the Quran. Then, they attended awd
written exams, and degrees were awarded to theessitd
candidates in a special form of a turban which asnaround

¥ In a documentary broadcasted on National Geogeaphi
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the head and the face making the form of Allah Anabic
script). The candidate was then takemiasjid Sidi Yahya to
meet a jury of scholars; he sits in the middlehaf jury. They
unexpectedly took the turban out of his head, andvbn’'t be
allowed to put it on again until he answers thestjoas of the
Jury. They ask him seven questions about the Isldam, if
he answers the questions correctly, he can weatutfoan
again. Then they altogether go to Sankore Uniwersi
celebrate the event in a big ceremony. Then, tleessful
students enter the community of wise men and imams.

The professors and graduates of Sankore were it on
religious men , but also the ruling elite, law mkend
judges. They governed every aspect of life and tinesd
among people. Laws and regulations were made @ogpto
the Chariaa by afatwa The latter is a religious decision that
meets special needs in a special environment, fstamce,
when a decision had to be made about currency, hash
should they charge for gold or should they tax godtey
would go to Timbuktu and ask the scholars féiaawa When
they wanted to decide between borderlines of empiigey
would ask for aFatwa The scholars in Timbuktu were also
known as peacemakers, whenever there was a proiplem
different parts of West Africa they would go to tketit.
Timbuktu became a pinnacle of knowledge and a sbi
Supreme Justice, where the ultimate decisions doellthade
for the Kings.According to Constance Hilliard, Lexr in
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African History at the University of North Texaslimbuktu

was very vibrant, very cosmopolitan, people fromnsany
different cultures lived there and worked thereetbgr ...it
was very multicultural”. Itis a world heritage ibés not the
people of Mali only, it is a very old learning cenmt a
historical city which has sites in danger of extimc, which

are declared word heritage by the UNESCO.

2. The Jingarey Ber Mosque

The distinctive Jingarey Ber Mosque, and the Royal
Palace Madougdt were built by the Andalusian architect
Abu Is’haq Es-Sahili, during the reign of KankaMifsdbn
Khaldun used the term Mansa which, according tq hiieans
Sultari’. The mosque has been run by the family of Abramani
Assyuti for centuries. Islam is thought to havecheal this
region in the 8 century. A descendant of Assyuti’s family
reports that “The Jingarey Ber mosque was built325 by
Kankan Mussa handed to us by our parents. This ueokgs
been standing here for 7 centurié%.”

3. Sidi Yahya Mosque

Sidi Yahya mosque was built in the™dentury by
Sheikh Ibrahim Hamallah, from the famous Kunta clans

*Boubou Hama, Op., Cit., p.322
(a5 5l Ayl o)) 4S 58001591 — 1493 Cia) 2o b gl ASLaa ipaly ) ) 2%
104.= <1971
268.0= <2000 ¢ ¢ S8y ualiadl ¢ Jall e sal cpl B o sald b s )l 2 ¥
*A documentary produced by Dr Abdullah Hakim QuiEklited by James
Tayler, Directed by Munier Parker
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said that he had dreamt that tmasjidwould be visited by a
famous saint(wali). After he had finished building the
mosque, he locked it for 40 years until Sidi YalBfallissi
came from Andalusia. At that point Sheikh Ibrahiealized
that it was the fulfillment of the dream; and thgmened the
mosque which has been serving the inhabitants wibiiktu
since the 1% century, and it represents one of the most
important areas of prayer and learning in the @ftyimbuktu.

IV.  Manuscripts

In the past learned people would have extensive
libraries burdened of manuscripts not only aboebtbgy, but
also astronomy, philosophy, mathematics, physicsnd a
chemistry. All sciences were studied by the scisolaf
Timbuktu. Today the legacy of that scholarship lies vast
scattered collection of historical manuscripts.

Manuscripts in Timbuktu are, like in other parts of
Africa, primarily the property of individual faméds which
consider their collection of manuscripts to be parttheir
inheritance, their material wellbeing, and theiraltle as well.
They are reluctant to any collaboration with angiwdual or
institution to improve the condition in which thegre
conserved. This attitude hampered, to a large exterefforts
aiming at changing the current appalling situationwhich
manuscripts are kept up.
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The idea of preserving the manuscripts came after a
warning from scholars, particularly from Timbukthat the
manuscripts are worn out, and that they are undegygevere
damages because of principally the bad conditianghich
they are concerved. They were kept in wooden cramesal
boxes and skin bags exposed to rain, fire and tesmilrhis
situation is summarized in the following statemdyt the
present day Timbuktu's imam Ali Imam Ben Essaywtio
has bought several manuscripts from locals to pvesthem.
"Houses collapse in the rain. The termites eat theeople
borrow them and never bring them back.This situation
triggered a number of initiatives, on behalf of govmental
and nongovernmental organisations, to preserve vemadins
of these manuscripts.

According to Jean Paul Mbelek, Professor of
astronomy at the University of Pierre et Marie €uRaris VI,
between 60 to 80 percent of the manuscripts arégewrin
Arabic; the remaining manuscripts are written ocal
languages such as Bambara, Peul, Songhay, MantaniFu
Hawsa and afew in Tamasheq but in Arabic scriptabis
was dominant, it was considered the Lingua Frarfcéhe
regime at that time. In other words, Arabic in #apire of
Mali was as important as Latin in Europe in the dl@Ages.
It spread in Africa at the wake of Islam just asri€ifanity

®http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,917 24886,00. html#ixzz2NA
CXBxFD
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spread Latin in Europe, so it is for good reastbias historians
call Arabic the Latin of Africa. Most of manuscrgpivere
written in Timbuktu, and only some were importeanfr
North Africa, and from Andalusia at the time of th®orish
presence in the Iberian Peninsula. This showstkieme were
cultural contacts between Timbuktu and Spain wlsehed
as a linking point between the former and the oé$turope.
Hence, Timbuktu was an important part of the world
intellectual at that time. Thanks to the Md8rghe Islamic
world was more developed than Europe during theoSthe
11" centuries. Timbuktu gained renown as a storehatdise
advanced written knowledge, scholars wrote and iedud
manuscripts ranging from theological to seculardepOnly a
small number of these medieval manuscripts aredsave
Timbuktu, but for the Islamic scholar anthief of the
Timbuktu Cultural Mission, Ali Ould Sidi and other Africans,
most of these manuscripts are so valuable, foamtst, in the
11" century astronomers were studying the stars and
prescribing medicine from plants to cure some dissatheir
value is incalculablelt is a treasure, and it is also a proof
showing that the Africans had a past not only, an ral
tradition but also writing sources.”**Ali Ould Sidi, reveals

**The Moors are known by mistake as the Arabs whaeneally only a minority
among the Moors. The majority of the Moors are Bestand black Africans.
When they conquered the Iberian Peninsula theitele@arik Ibn Zyad, who is a
Berber, called for help from the Ancient EmpireGiiana.

“IA documentary, produced and directed by Richard|&rs§mith, presented by
Aminata Forna, BBC4, 2008.
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that a manuscript dealing with algebra, mathemates taken
to France to be examined after being translateal Fnench.
They found that it contains the same programme hiatmy

second year students at a university in Francdewhe same
programme had been taught at the University of Sanky
the 16" century?

Sheikh Ahmed Baba was one of prominent scholars in
Timbuktu, he had one of the largest Libraries. Hasw
deported to Morocco after the invasion of the empof
Songhay by the army of Al-Mansur under the commahd
JudarPashaduring the reign ofAskia Is’haq in 15913 he
spent many years in captivity but he never forgsthome in
Timbuktu and his responsibility to knowledge. Altigh
many of his books were taken to Morocco, his legacy
Timbuktu still exists as a documentation centreugein 1967
by UNESCO. It houses 120,000 manuscripts, and besrbe
the focal point of the revival and documentation tbe
manuscripts of Timbuktu. The Ahmed Baba collectltas
some 40,000 manuscripts, Arabic was used for tigecdb as
well as secular works testament to the Islamic aisrl
leadership during that period in medicine and smsn

“A documentary produced by Dr Abdullah Hakim QuiEklited by James
Tayler, Directed by Munier Parker

43 J.D.Fage, A History of AfricaHutchinson University Library for Africa,
London, 1978, p. 180
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The library of Mohammad Baghyofocontains rich
collections dealing with a variety of topics amowngich;
prophetic sayings, Islamic Jurisprudence, theology,
philosophy, exegesis, literary expression and nieelic

Other private libraries however, take great prifi¢he
works they have, and make considerable efforts antain
them. The Mahmud Ka’ati collection based upon the
connection between Andalusia in Spain and WestcAfri
whereby the great grandfather of this family migdafrom
Andalusia to Timbuktu in the ¥5century, and married the
daughter of Muhamad Touré the great leader of thegBay
empire. Their son Mahmud Ka’'ati became a great lacso
and author of the famouiarikh el Fettach The collection of
this library is now available to the public, thenfitdy has come
together and gathered their works, and they areisigo it to
the public as one of the most important and unmpliections
of Arabic manuscripts in the cfyf Mrs I. Haidara who runs
the library declared that the collection is openh public, it
includes works on: Islam, Arabic, science, mathé&msat
metaphysics, history, logic, and many other disogd is
open to the public.

4 Mohammad ben Mahmud ben Abi Bakr el Jennaoui mbTikti al Wangari
originated from Wangara. According to Delafosse: Reul, the Songhay and the
Hawsa people give this name to the Mandine people.

*A documentary produced by Dr Abdullah Hakim QuiEklited by James
Tayler, Directed by Munier Parker
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Mama Haidara was one of the famous collectors of
manuscripts in the area of Timbuktu. He left a lyeav
responsibility to his son Abdulkadir, who since tteath of
his father has been able to collect over 12,00chents for
the Ahmed Baba Centre and then established his own
Memorial Library for his father and the previousgeations.
Some manuscripts date back to th& téntury and they are
of great value. “Most importantly, they preserve beritage
and connect us with the history of our forefath&she
reported.

The private library of Sheikh Muhammad Taha, a
prominent scholar who had begun his study in Arabafiore
he moved to Timbuktu, houses some valuable mamisarn
different disciplines. Some of them are not takemecof
properly, they are stored in big metallic boxes csqa to
insects, particularly, termites, therefore, venportant works
may be lost.

V. Preservation of Manuscripts

The scholars’ warning about the endangered situatio
of the manuscripts has found a response among some
governmental and nongovernmental organisationgh®mrid
southern reaches of the Saharan desert, in theaMaity of
Timbuktu there is an extraordinary effort undervgapported

“*A documentary, produced and directed by Richard|&rs§mith, presented by
Aminata Forna, BBC4, 2008.
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by the Ford Foundation to preserve and restore rtiaa

700.000 ancient manuscripts. These works of art sare
beautiful, they bring you back to other time whea value of
art and education was the most important thingthat what

makes Timbuktu so special. According to John Bulldam

(representative of the Ford Foundation in SouthcAlr there
are hundreds of thousands of manuscripts and esvyhave

been examined as a basis for starting the traoslaind

preservation projects, but a good number of thewe Heeen
quite severely damaged by insects, sand erosiorbaor
handling. A lot of families are reluctant to keep their

manuscripts so they are trying to keep them fomtdedves.
Others have just stored the manuscripts in trumd @ther

inadequate elements.

The translation of the manuscripts is a real chgke
first, there are so many and therefore it is hardiétermine
how many of them can feasibly be restored to bestated.
Secondly, the script used is an old Arabic scriptcl is not
the same as the contemporary script. Thirdly, tke of
Arabic is very different than it is today, so vespecial people
are needed to undertake the translation. Hencehlyhig
gualified translators who understand the old Aradmapt are
necessary. So the challenges are many but thedswsae far
greater.

In 2002, the South African President Thabo
Mbeke visited the city of Timbuktu and was so ings&d by
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what he saw, that he decided to make the preservafithe
manuscripts a presidential project. In his speeclam an
African”, Thabo Mbeke talked about making of thet21
century, the African Century. His words carried pmlee
meanings’ ... but it is not only to the future we need to
look, Africa’s past legacy speaks volumes for itselThe
first university in the world as well as many inverions can
be attributed to the pioneers of Africa. Timbuktu has its
own chapter in the system”. In this respect, the South
African government launched a project to digitalides
manuscripts dealing with astronomy. They creatésl ¢antre
to collect and preserve them. So far only a fewusaripts of
the Ahmed Baba institute have been restored amdptzeed
in special conservation boxes to preserve them. kiélbe
granted $7.5 million aid to Ahmed Baba Instituteniag that
the manuscripts will play a role in African Renaisse. By
restoring the legacy of Ahmed Baba not only wilhibuktu
or Mali benefit but the whole of Africa and the Wwbrcan
come and consult the wisdom found in these thousarid
manuscripts.

Likewise many private libraries in Timbuktu are
supported by grants from Europeans and Arab govemnitsm
perhaps the largest and best known is the Mama araid
Library where thousands of manuscripts have bestoned
thanks to generous funding from Dubai.
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In addition, a project to digitalise about 50,000
manuscripts say 4 million pages financed by theoregf
Rhone Alpes in France has recently been launchieel.tdam
has just started working and once it is finished &sted it
will be made available for researchers and scholalse
revelation of this knowledge can counteract thevaiteg
discriminatory idea that the Africans had no writtestory”.

*Eord Foundation, 477 Madison Av., New York, USA
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Conclusion

Exploring the history of the city of Timbuktu has
reveals impressing facts that are sometimes habeliteve in
spite of the reliable sources. The importance afbiiktu as a
major trade centrethrough which two thirds of wildold
passed, in addition to its importance as a paramoemtre of
learning and knowledgeprovide convincing eviderea the
Africans were once world leaders in science andikedge.
There is a local proverb that describes this sdnatt says,
“Timbuktu was out in front, in terms of culture,dslenly God
told everyone to turn around, so Timbuktu endedloyyn at
the back _ as soon as God says to turn around -again
Timbuktu will be out front again”. There is aSudsee
proverb which shows the importance of Timbuktu dsna of
knowledge and wisdom, that says “Salt comes froamibrth,
gold comes from the south and money from the lanthe
whites, but God’s words, knowledge and lovely st®ricome
only from Timbuktu”. The cultural and scientificgacy left
by the scholars of Timbuktu in Mediaeval times iegponse
to the idea that prevailed in Europe by the lat® d&éntury
that the Africans were primitive, ignorant and wilced
peoples and that it was the duty of the Europeansvilize
them.
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