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The time when Africa south of the desert was considered to be a region bereft of any
written culture is now over. Several publications, including the multivolume Arabic Lit-
erature of Africa (1993-present), do justice to the intellectual vibrancy of African Muslim
intellectuals. However, West African Islamic manuscripts have mainly been studied as
containers of texts, neglecting their material aspect as artefacts.

This workshop approaches the study of these manuscripts from a holistic perspective as
both containers and content, artefacts and texts, bringing together scholars from three
continents who specialize in different aspects of manuscript studies. The workshop
comprises introductory lectures on each of the macro themes: (1) manuscript as an ob-
ject; (2) content of manuscripts; (3) languages of manuscripts. The lectures are followed
by specific presentations on ongoing research, hands-on manuscript sessions, a
roundtable, and a public lecture.
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Programme

Thursday, 16 November 2023, 9:45 am —7:30 pm

Session 1: Manuscripts as objects

9:45-10:00 Zekeria Ahmed Salem (Northwestern University) and Konrad
Hirschler (Universitat Hamburg)
Welcome and opening

10:00 —10:30 Susana MolinsLliteras (University of Cape Town)

Introduction to the session: The West African manuscript as an
object: historical artefact, collectable and archive subject

10:30 —11:15 Michaelle Biddle (Wesleyan University/Universitat Hamburg)
The trans-Saharan paper trade to Borno and Hausaland 1550 — How
to load a camel

11:15-11:30 Coffee Break

11:30 —12:15 Dmitry Bondarev (Universitat Hamburg)
Codicological features of Islamic manuscripts of West Africa

12:15-1:00 Mauro Nobili (University of Illinois)
Revisiting West African script styles

1:00-2:30 Lunch Break

2:30-3:15 Bruce Hall (University of California, Berkley)
Making history out of the commercial letters of nineteenth-century
Timbuktu
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Session 2: Hands-on session / presentation (tbc)

3:15-4:00

Keynote lecture

6:00-7:30

20:00

Dmitry Bondarev (Universitat Hamburg)
Hands-on session: Northwestern University, Melville J. Herskovits
Library of African Studies, Paden 417

Charles Stewart (University of Illinois)
If 2023 were 1963: Mapping my research agenda. Reflections on
manuscripts and Arabic-script writing in Africa

Conference Dinner

Friday, 177 November 2023, 09:30 am—5:30 pm

Session 3: Content of manuscripts

9:30-10:00

10:00 —10:45

10:45-11:30

11:30 —11:45

11:45-12:30

DFG Deutsche
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Ali Diakite (Hill Museum and Manuscript Library)
Introduction to the session: How HMML catalogues West African
manuscripts, and what we found inside

David K Owen (Harvard University)
Ghadija Mint al-‘Aqil and the logic manuscripts of Islamicate West
Africa

Ariela Marcus-Sells (Elon University)
The cosmology of sorcery and science from ‘Abdallah al-‘Alawi to
Musa Kamara

Coffee Break

Yacine Daddi-Addoun (IBADICA)
The Ittifagat of Mzab
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Session 4: Case study

12:30 —1:15 Jannis Kostelnik (Universitdt Hamburg), Darya Ogorodnikova
(Universitat Hamburg), Khaoula Trad (Universitat Hamburg)
Composite manuscript Cod. in Scrin. 227a: A family’s multilingual
collection of prayers, protective and healing recipes

1:15—2:30 Lunch Break

Session 5: Languages of manuscripts

2:30-3:00 Ismaila Zangou Barazi (University of Bamako), Hamadou Boly
(University of Sahel, Bamako), Samby Khalil Magassouba (Univer-
sity of Bamako), Aguibou Sako (Bamako), Misbaho Traoré (Bam-
ako), Abduolkarim Touré (IHERI-AB, Timbuktu/Bamako)
Introduction to the session: Analysis of relationship between Ajami
types, languages and topics in West African manuscripts: Case
study of some repositories in Timbuktu and Djenne in Mali

3:00 —3:45 Dmitry Bondarev (Universitat Hamburg)
Ajami as a “teaching tool”: A case of Old Kanembu

3:45-4:00 Coffee Break

4:00 —4:45 Mustapha Kurfi (Bayero University, Kano)
Full Ajami texts: Reflecting on English translations of Hausa Ajami
texts in the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) project
at Boston University

4:45-5:30 Lameen Souag (Centre national de la recherche scientifique)
Manuscripts as witnesses to sound change in Songhay
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Saturday, 18 November 2023, 10:00-11:30

Session 6: Round table
10:00-11:30 Wrap-up discussion

With the participation of Xena Amro (Northwestern University),
Mohamed Diagayeté (IHERI-AB, Timbuktu/Bamako), Djibril Dramé
(British Library), Imam Shettima Habib (Maiduguri), Shamil Jeppie
(University of Cape Town), Esmeralda Kale (Northwestern Univer-
sity), Rebecca Shereikis (Northwestern University), Saadou Traoré
(Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes/University of Hamburg/Tim-
buktu), Ousmane Yaro (Manuscript Library of Jenne)
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Abstracts & Contributors

Ismaila Zangou Barazi (University of Bamako), Hamadou Boly (University of Sahel),
Samby Khalil Magassouba (University of Bamako), Aguibou Sako (University of Bam-
ako), Misbaho Traoré (Bamako), Abduolkarim Touré (IHERI-AB, Timbuktu)

Analysis of relationship between Ajami types, languages and topics in West African man-
uscripts: Case study of some repositories in Timbuktu and Djenne in Mali

Friday, 17 November, 2:30 pm —3:00 pm

Detailed formal classification of Ajami types in West African manuscripts has been one
of the major outcomes of recent research in the field of Ajami studies. The presentation,
building on such classification, sheds light on the relationship between six different
Ajami types, the topics and the languages in the manuscripts that have been in the focus
of our research. It also provides an overview of the predominant general trends observed
in these correlations. The analyis takes into consideration individual libraries as well as
groups of libraries, and proposes a cross-library comparison.

Michaelle Biddle (Wesleyan University/Universitit Hamburg)
The trans-Saharan paper trade to Borno and Hausaland 1550 — How to load a camel
Thursday, 16 November, 10:30 am —11:15 am

My examination, and ongoing research of the paper watermarks in tens of thousands of
manuscript folios written in the ancient African polities of Borno and Hausaland, be-
tween the mid-sixteenth and the early twentieth century, has led to the identification
of numerous Italian paper mills that produced this paper. Several of these mills special-
ized in paper for the wider Islamic market —Ottoman chanceries, the Levant, the Balkans
and Malaysia —as well as south of the Sahara Desert. Until the twentieth century all but
a handful of the paper used in these manuscripts was produced in Italy. This paper deals
with the specifics of the trans-Saharan paper trade that existed for centuries and con-
nected Italian paper production with African paper usages.
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Dmitry Bondarev (Universitat Hamburg)
Codicological features of Islamic manuscripts of West Africa
Thursday, 16 November, 11:30 am —12:15 pm

Two distinctive features characterise Islamic manuscripts of West Africa. One is loose-
leaf unstitched binding seen in all types of manuscript across the whole spectrum of
intellectual endeavour. The other is ample-spaced layout in manuscripts used in inter-
mediate education. In searching for a functional link between loose-leaf binding and
educational practices, | will suggest that the very possibility of redistribution of loose
leaves between the scribes of different education levels prompted a specific way of han-
dling single leaves during annotation practices. Thus, the scribes were free to rotate the
writing surface guided by the logic and process of annotation. Such versatility in han-
dling manuscripts is vividly reflected in the layout of annotations where different hands
and directions of writing interact on the same page.

Dmitry Bondarev (Universitdt Hamburg)

Hands-on session: Manuscript Mukhtasar Khalil, Paden 417, Northwestern University,
Melville J. Herskovits Library of African Studies

Thursday, 16 November, 3:15 pm —4:00 pm

The manuscript contains a known compendium of legal opinions in Maliki school of law
Mukhtasar of Khalil b. Ishaq (d. 776/1374). The manuscript was produced somewhere in
what is now northwest Nigeria, possibly in Kano area. The manuscript has extensive
commentaries in Arabic and many glosses in Hausa. In 2016, Michaelle Biddle discovered
that one part of the manuscript was written on paper dating to the middle of the six-
teenth century. This makes the manuscript the earliest known specimen produced in
this part of sub-Saharan Africa and it is also the earliest example of the use of Hausa in
Arabic script. Comparing various types of annotation and hands we will try to establish
a relative chronology between different layers of writing.
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Dmitry Bondarev (Universitat Hamburg)
Ajami as a “teaching tool”: A case of Old Kanembu
Friday, 17 November, 3:00 pm — 3:45pm

Qur’anic manuscripts produced in Borno from the mid-seventeenth to early nineteenth
centuries preserve a large corpus of annotations in Old Kanembu, a Saharan language
closely related to Kanuri. The language was employed as a teaching tool in learning Ar-
abic and in interpreting grammatical and semantic contents of the Qur'an. The Borno
Islamic scholars developed a metalinguistic apparatus borrowed from Arabic linguistic
tradition and mixed with the Kanembu grammatical material. Thus, Arabic grammatical
terms (e.g. fa ‘il ‘agent/subject’) were used in combination with the original Saharan syn-
tactic markers (e.g. the agent/subject clitic -ye) to tag both the Arabic and Old Kanembu
morphosyntax at the first step of (syntactic) translation. Literal and interpretative trans-
lations were added at subsequent steps. | will first explain the linguistic mechanics of
Old Kanembu as we observe it in the manuscripts. | will then share my short experience
in teaching Old Kanembu to students of mixed level of knowledge of Arabic and Arabic
script.

Yacine Daddi-Addoum (IBADICA)
The Ittifagat of Mzab
Friday, 17 November, 11:45 am —12:30 pm

Customary law exists in parallel and/or integrated to Islamic law in numerous Muslim
societies. This body of laws, more or less detailed, is mostly committed to memory be-
fore it is put down in writing. This process happened at different times and each time
some customs were dropped others were integrated to form the shari‘a corpus of a par-
ticular Islamic school of law. In this paper, | will examine the ittifagat (customary laws)
of Mzab, as part of a collective project with colleagues in the Algerian Sahara aimed at
collecting, and publishing a critical edition of a corpus of these laws. From its inception,
these were thought as the ijjma‘ of the community, that is where they draw their forces
from. | am going to present the different corpus of customary laws we have thus far
collected and talk about their production as set of agreed upon laws between the talaba
(learned elite) and the ‘awdamm (laymen), and also as agreements between cities. | will
also look at the meta discourse, that justify their collation and gathering in one corpus,
and/or as part of a larger body of texts concerned with the history of Ibadism in general
and the Mzab cities in particular.
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Ali Diakite (Hill Museum and Manuscript Library)
How HMML catalogues West African Manuscripts, and what we found inside
Friday, 17 November, 9:30 am —10:00 am

Through collaboration between the Hill Museum and Manuscript Library (HMML),
CSMC, and local partners (SAVAMA etc.), 36 family libraries from Timbuktu and the sur-
rounding region have been fully digitized. We are now doing the necessary cataloguing
work to make these manuscripts fully accessible online for scholars, students and the
general public. In this presentation we will highlight the most important aspects of the
project thus far, including our approach and the methodology we use. Most of our work
is focused on cataloguing, creating stable authorities for authors, titles, and West Afri-
can languages, ensuring these are represented in global metadata. But we also share
unexplored aspects of Timbuktu’s written heritage unearthed during our time with the
manuscripts -- from new genres of poetry, popular stories and works on theology, to
discoveries about intellectual and commercial networks, and insights into private spir-
itual and esoteric practices.

Bruce Hall (University of California, Berkeley)
Making history out of the commercial letters of nineteenth-century Timbuktu
Thursday, 16 November, 2:30 pm —3:15 pm

Thousands of commercial letters survive in different Malian collections of Arabic man-
uscripts, yet almost nothing has been done with them by researchers. Insofar as they
are mentioned in discussions of manuscript history in the region, it is assumed that they
are the surviving fragment of a very old practice of writing by traders in the region, the
traces of which have otherwise disappeared. They are likewise assumed to provide evi-
dence for how literacy in Arabic and Islamic legal institutions gave Muslim merchants
advantages in efficiency and in mitigating risk, which is also assumed to go back to me-
dieval times, even if those older letters are no longer extant. In this paper, | contend that
we have misunderstood the ‘modernity’ of letter-writing in the Sahara and West Africa.
The apparent ubiquity of letters from the nineteenth century reflects the fact that after
1800 European paper became much more widely available and cheaper on the southern
side of the Sahara. If letters were a relatively recent innovation for trans-Saharan trad-
ers, what does it say about the role of Islamic legal institutions in organizing trade? | will
provide some provisional answers to these questions using a nineteenth-century corpus
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of commercial letters exchanged along an axis connecting the Niger River Valley, in
what is today Mali, with the Mediterranean coast at Tripoli, in what is today Libya.

Mustapha Hashim Kurfi (Bayero University, Kano)

Full Ajami texts: Reflecting on English translations of Hausa Ajami texts in the National
Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) project at Boston University

Friday, 17 November, 4:00 pm —4:45 pm

In this presentation, | discuss the Hausa Ajami texts that our team translated as part of
the NEH project at Boston University. | briefly discuss the team members, the sources of
the Ajami texts and their diverse forms and contents. Then, focusing on two Ajami texts,
The Harlot’s Song (Wamar Karuwa) and The Human Being Is an Incurable Disease (Mutum
Cuta Ne Marar Magani), | show the wealth of local knowledge contained in these Ajami
texts and how their translations in major European languages can enrich our under-
standing of Hausa society and knowledge production about Africa at large. Finally, | re-
flect on the challenges we encountered in the translations and how working with local
scholars and practitioners enabled us to produce English translations that do justice to
the preoccupations and worldviews of the Hausa people.

Jannis Kostelnik (Universitat Hamburg), Darya Ogorodnikova (Universitdt Hamburg),
Khaoula Trad (Universitat Hamburg)

Composite manuscript Cod. in Scrin. 227a: A family’s multilingual collection of prayers,
protective and healing recipes

Friday, 17 November, 12:30 pm —1:15pm

The present talk is a case study of the manuscript Cod. in Scrin. 2273, kept at Staats- und
Universitatsbibliothek Hamburg. The composite manuscript represents one family’s col-
lection of prayers, healing and protective recipes, written in Arabic and local languages
(Mande varieties and Fulfulde). The colophons supply a wealth of details on the owner-
ship, origin, contexts and circumstances of production and use. In our talk, we examine
the manuscript Cod. in Scrin. 227a from a holistic perspective, including its material char-
acteristics, core contents (texts, geometric forms) and paracontent. We will show how a
single written artefact can offer fascinating insights into the manuscript tradition, heal-
ing and talismanic practices, and multilingualism in 19th-century Futa Jalon.
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Ariela Marcus-Sells (Elon University)
The cosmology of sorcery and science from ‘Abdallah al-‘Alawi to Miisa Kamara
Friday, 17 November, 10:45 am —11:30 am

In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, Muslim scholars of the Western
Sahara Desert debated the legitimacy and legality of a set of practices called the “sci-
ences of the unseen” (‘ulim al-ghayb). One scholar, Muhammad al-Kunti, became
known for his support of these sciences and his willingness to discuss, describe, and de-
fend them in Arabic manuscripts texts. A contemporary of Muhammad al-Kunti, ‘Abdal-
lah ibn al-Hajj Ibrahim al-‘Alawi adopted the opposing position, composing a sixty-four-
line poem entitled Rushd al-ghdfil (The Guide for the Heedless) that condemned the sci-
ences of the unseen as “the sciences of evil” (‘uliim al-shirr). This paper begins by locat-
ing the debate between these two scholars within the context of larger eighteenth cen-
tury discussions about Sufism and learning and within the larger cosmological frame-
work that they both shared. This paper then offers a preliminary analysis of the debate
between al-Kunti and al-‘Alaw as it re-emerges in an unstudied work by the twentieth-
century Senegalese Sufi Misa Kamara, entitled Sharh al-sadr fi kalam ‘ala’l-sihr. Held in
the Fond Musa Kamara at the Institut Fondamental d’Afrique Noir (IFAN) at the Univer-
sité Cheikh Anta Diop (UCAD) in Dakar, the Sharh al-sadr is a short work of twenty-four
folios that purports to respond to a Frenchman’s questions about sorcery. In this work,
Musa Kamara refers back repeatedly to the debate between al-Kunti and al-‘Alawi a
century prior. The Sharh al-sadr thus allows us to follow this West African debate on the
sciences of the unseen as it moved from a precolonial to a colonial-era episteme.

Susana Molins Lliteras (University of Cape Town)

The West African manuscript as an object: historical artefact, collectable and archive
subject

Thursday, 16 November, 10:00 am —10:30 am

West African Islamic manuscripts have mostly been studied as containers of texts, ne-
glecting their material aspects as artefacts. However, a manuscript is a preservable ob-
jectwith anindividual history, as a single text can be changed and altered, by production
processes, marginalia, and paratexts, among others. What makes a manuscript copy
unique? Its embodiment: the use of specific materials (paper, inks, pigments etc.), tech-
niques (ruling, sewing) and skills (calligraphy), as well as the know-how necessary for
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each production aspect and stage (Kratli). Thus, each manuscript copy is a unique his-
torical artefact. Understanding a manuscript culture therefore requires the considera-
tion of the material, technological, economic, cultural, and intellectual aspects of book
production, circulation, consumption, and preservation. Moreover, manuscripts, as part
of collections or libraries also become collectables, responding to a need for classifica-
tion and preservation, to the urge to erect a permanent and complete system against
the destructiveness of time. Sometimes, these collections or libraries become archives,
which themselves need to be treated as historical subjects, examining both their condi-
tions of production and the effects of their existence on their context. Manuscript ar-
chives should be analysed in terms of the production, motivations, circulation, and re-
ception of the archival collection; an archival biography of this kind is more than just an
examination of an individual case, it points to the modalities of knowledge production
at a certain time and juncture (Hamilton).

A recurrent indictment against the Timbuktu manuscripts in particular, and West Afri-
can manuscripts more generally, is the prevalence of copies in the archive, and thus it
has often been denigrated as a “derivative” archive, containing “mere” copies of original
works composed elsewhere or multiple copies of the same manuscripts. An approach
which highlights the manuscript as an object allows for a more profound understanding
of West African manuscript culture and the complexity of copying as a generative prac-
tice.

Mauro Nobili (University of Illinois)
Revisiting West African script styles
Thursday, 16 November, 12:15 pm —1:00 pm

This paper provides an in-depth exploration of paleographic features of West African
Islamic manuscripts, expanding on relatively scarce previous research. Relying on exist-
ing scholarship and an extensive investigation of unpublished manuscripts, the paper
will suggest a taxonomy of West African script styles and outline a broad theory on their
development over time. Three scripts will be presented as clearly distinguishable macro-
regional styles (Sahrawi, Sugi, Barnawi). The fourth style, representative of the western
part of Middle Niger and Senegambia, will also be analysed, identifying its two main
subvariants.
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David K Owen (Harvard University)
Ghadija Mint al-‘Aqil and the logic manuscripts of Islamicate West Africa
Friday, 17 November, 10:00 am —10:45 am

Ghadija (Khadija) Mint (Bint) al-‘Aqil al-Daymaniya (d. ca. 1835) flourished at the end of
the 18th and beginning of the 19th century in the southwestern Sahara, in the Gebla
region of today’s Mauritania. A brief review of women’s contributions to the history of
logic underscores Ghadija’s historical importance, as one of only two women authors on
logic prior to Frege whose work is still extant. In fact, Ghadija’s Turra ‘ala I-Sullam is the
best known, and most reliably preserved, textual record of her teaching across the intel-
lectual sciences of the Core Curriculum of Islamic West Africa (Hall and Stewart, 2010).
Her Turra, still being glossed and reproduced for study in Mauritania, is a commentary
on a 16th century arjuza of Avicennan logic, the Sullam al-murawnagq. The Sullam was
composed by the Algerian scholar ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Akhdari, and is arguably the most
widely studied work of Arabic logic in the world today. In this talk, | introduce the audi-
ence to what is known about Ghadija’s life, teaching, and legacy. | compare Ghadija’s
treatment in the sources to that of her brother and student Ahmad, and unveil a digital
archive for Arabic logic texts, with the work of al-Akhdari and Ghadija as its centerpiece.
The research results herein show the relevance of gender to, as well as the utility of text-
editing, digital archiving, and comparative scholasticism for, the field of Arabic logic.

Lameen Souag (Centre national de la recherche scientifique)
Manuscripts as witnesses to sound change in Songhay
Friday, 17 November, 4:45 pm —5:30pm

A number of Arabic-script manuscripts and inscriptions include Songhay elements,
ranging from isolated proper nouns to full-length poems. To the extent that these are
interpretable, they confirm a considerable level of stability in Songhay over the past few
centuries. However, not all forms found in these sources can be reconciled with present-
day pronunciations, even allowing for the difficulty of transcribing some Songhay pho-
nemes in Arabic characters. Some of these reveal phonological features rare or absent
across present-day Songhay varieties, such as coda [y] and a different distribution of in-
itial /h/. These fit into broader patterns of variation across Songhay, often matching
forms preserved in the otherwise highly divergent Northern Songhay varieties of the Sa-
hara. Such cases make it possible to obtain a better understanding of sound changes,
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and in some cases even to date them approximately. The linguistic features of Songhay
elements in a manuscript may thus eventually provide clues to the text’s age.

Charles Stewart (University of lllinois)

If 2023 were 1963: Mapping my research agenda. Reflections on manuscripts and Arabic-
script writing in Africa

Thursday, 16 November, 6:00 pm —7:30 pm

Had we known sixty years ago (when it all began) what we know today about West Af-
rica’s manuscript culture, what would have been the most promising projects to take
up? This paper is an extended reflection on the recently published Manuscripts and Ar-
abic-Script writing in Africa (TIMA and Bibliotheca Alexandrina, 2023), and it argues
that we can, now, define the content of West Africa’s manuscript culture with some
precision. This leads to positing specific topics, texts and authors that may contribute
most to expanding our understanding of how that culture evolved. In conclusion, it
asks if, by fetishizing these manuscripts, we have lost something by ignoring the influ-
ence of the oral cultures in which they were written.
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