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O 

ne hand rests on a 
wooden cane. Dark eyes 
stare mournfully into 
the middle distance. 
The image of Sheikh 

Saeed Adam Omar, one of the last 
of the Guardians of the Prophet’s 
Mosque in Medina, showcases his 
inherent dignity and humanity. He 
died not long after the portrait was 
taken.

Not much is known about the 
Guardians of the Prophet’s Mosque 
in Medina, holders of the keys 
to Prophet Mohammad’s burial 
chamber and the historic mosque’s 
minbar. The position of Guardian 
dates to the mid-12th century. Hail-
ing from Abyssinia (now northern 
Ethiopia), the Guardians have pro-
vided services to worshippers at 
the mosque for centuries.

At times, the order numbered 
more than 100. Now, there are five; 
they are the last Guardians after 
Saudi Arabia said it would discon-
tinue the office. Saudi artist Adel 
Quraishi’s exhibition The Guard-
ians at London’s Park Gallery, part 
of the Nour Festival, aims to bring 
them out of the shadows.

The portraits of eight Guardians 
dominate the small exhibition, 
with each image allowed room to 
breathe and showcase the dignity 
and humanity of the subjects.

“That is the intention of all my 
portraits. One has to do more than 

simply take a photo. In order to 
succeed as an artist, I have to ex-
tract something from the subject,” 
Quraishi told The Arab Weekly. “I 
received no specific instruction as 
to how I should photograph the 
Guardians but I set out to dig out 
the best that I can from them as 
characters and human beings.

“To me, they are characters who 
have walked out of a history book. I 
was honoured to take photographs 
of people who I had read about. As 
a young man I remember seeing 
them and they hold a particularly 
significance to me, making the 
chance to capture them on camera 
the opportunity of a lifetime.”

The Guardians can still be seen 
roaming the prayer halls of the 
Prophet’s Mosque in Medina but 
it is an increasingly rare sight. For 
many Muslims, a chance encounter 
with one of the elderly Guardians 
is a momentous occasion, remem-
bered by children and grandchil-
dren. Soon the Guardians will be 
relegated to the annals of history 
but they will live on through Qurai-
shi’s elegantly shot portraits.

One can sense the different char-
acters and characteristics on dis-
play and Quraishi’s camera man-
ages to imbue the portraits with the 
weight of history. This last group of 
Guardians will have seen Mecca 
develop from a small pilgrim town 
to the metropolis it is today.

Next to Sheikh Saeed Adam 
Omar’s sombre visage, there are 
seven portraits that highlight the 
stately visages of the last of the 
Guardians.

Sheikh Ahmed Ali Yaseen peers 
into the frame with a playful ex-
pression on his face, appearing to 
be concealing a secret and a smile. 
Sheikh Abdo Ali Shaikh is impas-
sive, staring off into the distance 
and refusing to meet the camera’s 
lens with his eyes. 

He appears deep in contempla-
tion. Sheikh Ahmed Masibo Saleh, 
dressed in pure white, looks frankly 
and sedately out from his portrait.

They are the last of the Guard-
ians — there will be no others after 
them.

Quraishi acknowledges the his-
torical significance of his portraits. 
“Photographing the Guardians 
was not just an artistic practice 
but a historical documentation 
also. Three of the Guardians have 
passed away since the photographs 
were taken in 2013 and others are 
all quite elderly. That makes these 
portraits quite unique and made 
me realise that I had to capture 
them correctly to do them justice,” 
he said.

The exhibition has had a good re-
sponse, with Muslims from across 

the United Kingdom journeying to 
London to attend. 

It has also attracted the attention 
of many who had never heard of 
the Guardians.

“Adel Quraishi’s exhibition The 
Guardians represents the Riyadh-
based artist’s first solo exhibition 
in London,” Park Gallery Manager 
Joe Start said. “Having been pho-
tographing passionately for the last 
two decades, it was not until 2014 
that he began to exhibit his work, 
represented by the Park Gallery.

“Leighton House Museum pro-
vides the perfect backdrop for his 
photographs in the multicultural 
global art capital that is London, 

offering a wide audience the op-
portunity to see and experience his 
work.”

He added: “The Guardians is per-
haps Quraishi’s most ambitious 
project to date — a responsibility 
to convey this 800-year-old tradi-
tion for the first time and do the 
individual sitters justice, adding 
more pressure to the task — but the 
resulting portraits are captivating.

“The public response has been 
excellent, both from those familiar 
with the tradition and others be-
coming acquainted with it for the 
first time, and we hope that people 
will continue to visit until Novem-
ber 29th.”
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“Adel Quraishi’s 
exhibition The 
Guardians 
represents the 
Riyadh-based 
artist’s first solo 
exhibition in 
London.”

Minnesota researchers to put online Mideast archival ‘treasure’
Rasha Elass

Washington

I 

n the scramble to protect the 
heritage of the Middle East, 
researchers at a small Catholic 
college in Minnesota aim to 
put online an archive of about 

50,000 manuscripts, digitised over 
the last decade in Iraq, Syria, Tur-
key, Egypt and Jerusalem.

The manuscripts include theo-
logical, liturgical, biblical and 
grammatical texts with many his-
toric anecdotes, as well as a price-
less collection of notes and com-
ments from those who handled and 
read them over the centuries. Most, 
but not all, of the manuscripts are 
Christian.

The Reverend Columba Stewart, 
a Benedictine monk and one of the 
main organisers of the digitisation 
effort, talked about what he de-
scribed as an archival “treasure”, of 
which a preliminary catalogue will 
become accessible online by April 
2016.

The project is housed at the Hill 
Museum and Manuscript Library 
at Saint John’s University in Colle-
geville, Minnesota.

Stewart said that although much 
of the material may not be original 
and is available from other sources, 
the digitised archive offers a rare 
look into the culture and mindset 
of the time.

“Most manuscripts are familiar 

things, copies of texts we have else-
where. But in addition to the text, 
every manuscript has notes and 
comments about who owned it and 
who commissioned it,” he said by 
telephone from his office in Minne-
sota. “Maybe a note about a histori-
cal event or something about their 
church or their family. Basically, 
it’s whatever people thought about 

writing down and it is by no means 
solely religious.”

One “extraordinary archive” 
details daily life in Mesopotamia 
throughout the 18th and 19th cen-
turies, explains Stewart. It is the 
work of missionaries of the Domin-
ican Order who left Italy for Mosul 
in the mid-18th century. Known 
for their scholarship, the mission-

aries were avid archaeologists and 
learned Arabic and studied Islam 
and the Quran to familiarise them-
selves with the culture in which 
they were proselytising.

“They were learned people and 
they worked from a position of re-
spect even though they were inter-
ested in converting people. They 
were very sophisticated,” Stewart 
said.

“They wrote down what they 
found and took photographs and 
drew sketches.”

The archive is housed in Erbil and 
will become available online as part 
of the project.

The digitisation of manuscripts 
in Iraq began shortly after the US 
invasion in 2003 and continued un-
til the rise of the Islamic State (ISIS). 
Stewart said  there are manuscripts 
that have not been digitised and are 
in danger of destruction, namely in 
a monastery near Alqosh in Iraq.

A similar digitisation effort in 
Syria stopped in 2012 when the 
security situation began to dete-
riorate in the country. Most of the 
digitised Syrian manuscripts were 
from Aleppo, with others from 
Homs and Damascus.

One of the manuscripts in Aleppo 
originated in Sanliurfa in Turkey 
and was taken to Syria during a 
Christian exodus. Stewart said it is 
particularly significant because it is 
the only known complete copy in 
Syria of a world history written in 
the 12th century by Syrian Patriarch 
Michael the Great.

“He tells the story of what it was 
like to be a local Christian at the 
time of the Crusades. The foreign-
ers come and invade and the people 
who were punished most severely 
were the local Christians,” said 
Stewart, adding that the situation 
was not too different from today.

“What’s really pointed about this 
example is that the bishop in Alep-
po who gave us permission and 
wrote the foreword was kidnapped 
in April 2013,” said Stewart, refer-
ring to Mar Gregorios Yohanna Ibra-
him, who disappeared along with 
the local Greek Orthodox Bishop 
Boulos Yazigi. Both are still miss-
ing.

There are ongoing efforts to dig-
itise more manuscripts in Turkey, 
Egypt and those belonging to Mus-
lim families in Jerusalem.

The exodus of Christians from 
the Middle East since the Iraq war, 
worsened by the rise of ISIS, has 
been catastrophic and many Chris-
tians expect they never will return 
to the only home they had ever 
known. The valley of Nineveh in 
Iraq perhaps best captures the ca-
lamity. Once home to nearly 2 mil-
lion Iraqis belonging to various reli-
gious communities, half have been 
displaced from their ancient home 
because of the ISIS occupation.

“There is great uncertainty in 
Syria and Iraq with Christians 
who‘ve always lived in the same 
place and they don’t know if they’ll 
ever go back. They’re cut from the 
root and scattered and will become 
Westernised,” Stewart said. “So in 
a way, the manuscripts remain the 
only witness to a once thriving in-
digenous culture.”

College researchers 
in Minnesota aim to 
put online an 
archive of about 
50,000 manuscripts.

Reverend Columba Stewart, director of the Hill Museum and 
Manuscript Library.

The manuscripts 
include theological, 
liturgical, biblical 
and grammatical 
texts with many 
historic anecdotes, 
as well as a priceless 
collection of notes.
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