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In Fez, world’s oldest library holds gems
Herve Bar

Fez

N 

estled in a labyrinth 
of streets in the heart 
of Morocco’s ancient 
city of Fez stands the 
world’s oldest working 

library. Its sculpted dark wooden 
door is almost hidden on the edge 
of a square where artisans hammer 
away at copper in a deafening din, 
delighting passing tourists.

For the few lucky enough to be 
allowed behind the door, a stair-
case tiled with green and blue hints 
at the written wonders beyond.

As early writings from the Arabic-
speaking world have come under 
increasing threat from extremists, 
the Qarawiyyin library is home to 
priceless treatises in Islamic stud-
ies, astronomy and medicine.

The Islamic State (ISIS) burned 
thousands of rare manuscripts at 
the Mosul library in Iraq and Islam-

ists torched countless early writ-
ings from the Islamic world and 
Greece in Mali’s Timbuktu.

The Qarawiyyin library has just 
emerged from years of restoration, 
although no date has been fixed for 
a public opening.

“All that’s left to be done are a 
few finishing touches and the elec-
tricity,” said Boubker Jouane, the 
library’s deputy director.

“A house of science and wis-
dom,” according to its founder Fati-
ma al-Fihri, the Qarawiyyin library 
was one of the Arab world’s larg-
est centres of learning. Fihri, the 
daughter of a wealthy merchant 
from Al-Qayrawan in Tunisia, es-
tablished the library, the univer-
sity that originally housed it and a 
mosque in 859.

Today the university has moved 
to a new location but the mosque, 
which shares an emerald-green tile 
roof with the library, still stands.

The library as it appears today 
was built in the 14th century un-
der sultan Abu Inan and restruc-
tured under king Mohammed V, 
the grandfather of Morocco’s cur-
rent monarch. Over the centuries, 
sultans, noblemen, princesses and 
wise men have contributed works 
to its shelves.

Under an imposing ceiling of 
wooden arabesques and a huge 
copper chandelier, the main read-
ing room sits next to an area that 

contains 20,000 books.
A short walk — through a corridor 

of mosaics, past panels of sculpted 
cedar wood under finely chiselled 
ceilings — leads to the library’s 
centrepiece. The manuscript room 
is hidden behind two heavy metal 
doors and protected by an alarm 
system and surveillance cameras. 
Its wooden window shutters are 
closed to prevent sunlight from en-
tering.

Precious manuscripts are bun-
dled in grey-coloured cardboard 
files and displayed on standard 
metal shelves.

Works can be consulted while 
readers sit at one of two 
chairs next to a simple 
table — on which sits a 
green felt cushion em-
broidered with gold 
thread.

Around 3,800 titles 

are kept here, some of them price-
less.

One example is a treatise on 
medicine by philosopher and phy-
sician Ibn Tufayl from the 12th cen-
tury.

“From baldness to corns on the 
foot, all ailments of the body are 
listed in verse to make them easier 
to learn,” Jouane said.

The word “diabetes”, which is of 
Greek origin, already features writ-
ten in Arabic script.

Another gem is a hand-
written copy of histo-
rian and philosopher Ibn 
Khaldun’s Book of Les-
sons. The treatise in his-

tory has been signed 
by the 14th-century 
thinker himself.

“Praise be to 
God, what is writ-

ten belongs to 

me,” a line he wrote reads in el-
egant handwriting.

Another 12th-century manu-
script — a treatise in astronomy by 
philosopher Al-Farabi — shows the 
course of the planet Jupiter, com-
plete with drawings of astonishing 
precision.

And then there is a treatise on the 
Malikite doctrine in Islam written 
by the grandfather of the Arab phi-
losopher Averroes. Its 200 pages of 
gazelle leather are inscribed with 
tiny immaculate calligraphy dotted 
with embellishments in gold ink.

Perhaps surprisingly, one of the 
“works most in demand”, accord-
ing to Jouane, is Christian: A 12th-
century copy of the Gospel of Mark 
in Arabic.

It was translated “in all likeli-
hood by a Christian man of letters 
from Andalusia who had come to 
Qarawiyyin to learn Arabic”, said 
Jouane, expressing pride at the “in-
credible degree of tolerance at the 
time”.

The library counted 30,000 
manuscripts when it was founded 
under Abu Inan but many were de-
stroyed, stolen or plundered over 
the years, Jouane said.

“There’s only very little left of 
what once was but today we care-
fully watch over these priceless 
treasures,” he said.

(Agence France-Presse)

A man reads an encyclopaedia about Maliki Muslim doctrine at the 
al-Qarawiyyin Library in the Moroccan city of Fez, on November 
21st.                                                                                                                  (AFP)

The Qarawiyyin 
library is home to 
priceless treatises in 
Islamic studies, 
astronomy and 
medicine.

Sharjah Biennial 13 promises to be unlike 
previous iterations
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Sharjah

W 

ith a new con-
cept and elaborate 
programmes, the 
Sharjah Biennial 13 
(SB13), organised by 

the Sharjah Art Foundation, is prov-
ing to be nothing like its previous 
iterations.

Curated by Beirut-based Christine 
Tohmé, the biennial features a vari-
ety of exhibitions and educational 
and public programmes, which have 
been under way since October un-
der the theme of tamawuj, Arabic for 
“undulating” and “wavy”.

SB13 includes an online deposito-
ry of research material, four projects 
curated by interlocutors outside of 
the United Arab Emirates, a year-
long education programme in Shar-
jah, a year-long online publishing 
platform and additional exhibitions 
and programmes in Sharjah running 
from March to June 2017 and oth-
ers taking place in Beirut in October 
2017.

The biennial will feature more 
than 50 international artists, 15 of 
whom will be new participants. The 
complete artist lineup is to be an-
nounced in the coming months.

The interlocutors — artist Kader 
Attia, curators Lara Khaldi and 
Zeynep Oz and Ashkal Alwan, the 
Lebanese Association for Plastic 
Arts — will work with counterparts 
in Sharjah, Dakar, Ramallah, Istan-
bul and Beirut.

They will also be creating a cen-
tralised digital storage space hous-
ing various media focusing on the 
key words “water”, “earth”, “crops” 
and “culinary”. Each keyword will 
correspond to a locality that will 
host a programme — in Dakar (Janu-
ary 2017), Istanbul (May 2017), Ra-
mallah (August 2017) and Beirut 
(October 2017).

Explaining the vision behind 
expanding the Sharjah Biennial 
across genres, themes and localities, 
Tohmé said: “The institutional in-
frastructures within which we oper-
ate in the (MENA) region are fragile 
to say the least. Working within this 
reality means that we have to con-
sider practical and viable solutions, 
often coming in the form of informal 
networks and personal bonds.

“This is why the idea of what a bi-
ennial is, and what it could do, needs 
to expand and stretch in order to al-
low for direct intervention, vital for 
the survival of many art landscapes, 
institutions and individuals.”

Tohmé pointed out that the for-
mat of the biennials has taken on a 
different role over the years. “In the 
’90s, biennials used to be vehicles 
for the locals to get acquainted with 
the international art world, while 
bringing international visibility to 
the local art scene. Today, there 
are other artistic frameworks that 
play the same role, while the bien-
nial format kept growing in size and 
scope without necessarily question-
ing its original purpose.”

For Tohmé and Sharjah Art 
Foundation President and Direc-
tor Sheikha Hoor al-Qasimi, who 
have worked closely together over 
the years, the latest Sharjah Bien-
nial provides a platform to use their 
knowledge and understanding of 
the region’s art and artists to show-
case an ambitious programme.

“This edition of the Sharjah Bien-
nial is an attempt to address this: 
A proposition for how we could re-
think this infrastructure called the 
biennial and whether we can rear-
range parts of it to come up with 
a slightly adjusted whole,” said 
Tohmé.

“With Sharjah positioned in a 
unique way in the region, this edi-
tion of the Sharjah Biennial… will 

be creating unique permutations of 
artistic conversation and production 
from five different corners; becom-
ing more of a blueprint for an inno-
vative structure, than a large, cen-
tralised event,” she added.

Sheikha Hoor praised Tohmé’s 
“substantial contributions” to the 
development and direction of the 
cultural landscape in Sharjah and 
the Middle East, which she said 
have been recognised both region-
ally and internationally.

“She has been a close colleague 

for many years, participating as a 
speaker in numerous Sharjah Art 
Foundation March meetings and 
acting as jury member for the Shar-
jah Biennial Prize in 2011… We are 
confident that she will bring a com-
pelling vision and perspective to 
the… biennial,” Sheikha Hoor said.

“I am equally interested in pre-
senting young artists, as I am excit-
ed about inviting old friends whose 
work I have always found both rel-
evant and strong,” Tohmé noted.

Sharjah Art Foundation was 

founded in 2009 by Sheikha Hoor, 
daughter of Sheikh Sultan bin Mu-
hammad al-Qasimi, ruler of Sharjah, 
to support artists and artistic prac-
tice in the United Arab Emirates via 
different platforms that include the 
Sharjah Biennial, the annual March 
meeting, art residencies, produc-
tion grants, art exhibitions, artistic 
research and publications.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a 
Dubai-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.

Christine Tohmé, curator of Sharjah Biennial.                                                                        (Photo by Tarek Mokaddem)
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This edition of the 
Sharjah Biennial 
will be expanding 
its veins to various 
nodes.”

Christine Tohmé
curator of Sharjah Biennial.


