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The Power of Timbuktu: 

Canoes, carts, and camels. These were 
some of the methods used to save 

the manuscripts of Timbuktu. The story 
of Timbuktu is one of power in the writ-
ten word and the struggles that it took 
to preserve it. 

Libraries in Exile

‘The ink of the scholar 
is more valuable than the 
blood of the martyr.’ This 
was a popular saying taken 
from the works of Ahmed 
Baba in 1603. Ahmed Baba 
was one of the most famous 
scholars in Timbuktu. This 
distant, mysterious and once 
powerful city has produced 
a rich stream of knowledge 
that continues to infl uence 
our thinking.

The average student 
may know little of Timbuk-
tu’s history or may even 
think that it was a veritable 
Shangri-La of lost dreams. 
It is tempting to think of 
it as the middle of nothing 
or nowhere. But Timbuktu 
breathed life and learning 
and gave the world knowl-
edge that has shaped the 
destinies of nations. Tim-
buktu is really the intellec-
tual legacy that Africa has 
bestowed to the world.

The scholars of Tim-
buktu were sharing their 
knowledge in astronomy, 
mathematics, geography and 
law and history 500 years 
before Columbus. What is 
remarkable is that many of 
the ideas of the time have 
been written and left for 
the world to interpret and 
it is in these documents or 
manuscripts that we see the 
power of Timbuktu. The fact 
that Africans are attempting 
to bring the intellectualism 
of Timbuktu to the fore will 
help to correct the Euro-cen-
tric view of Africa.

In 1963 the British his-
torian Hugh Trevor-Roper 
was in no doubt as to where 
African culture stood. He 
said, ‘ Perhaps in the future, 
there will be some African 
history to teach. But at 
present there is none. There 
are only the Europeans in 
Africa. The rest is dark-
ness… and darkness is not a 
subject of history.’ This view 
fi ts neatly with the belief by 
some that Africa is the dark 
continent. But Timbuktu 
has shown that Africa had a 
Renaissance long before that 
of Europe.

The city was the center 
of prolifi c writing; thou-
sands of scholars convened 
at mosques and there was 
trading in gold, salt and 
slaves. There were countless 
Koranic schools and at least 
80 large libraries. What was 

sometimes ignored when in fact 
they should be a wake-up call 
for the world. In its long his-
tory of pillage and persecution 
the scholarship of Timbuktu 
has been the target of raiders 
and rulers. But there are hardy 
souls that have fought endless 
battles to save and to preserve 
the collection. The ancestors 
realized the value of the written 
word. When the written word is 
lost memory suffers and with-
out memory a culture is broken.

The words of Timbuktu 
touched on a diversity of sub-
jects.They ranged from rheto-
ric, logic, theology, astrology, 
physics, astronomy, mathemat-
ics, botany, jurisprudence and 
philosophy and politics, among 
others.

But there were also roman-
tic novels and thirty of them 
were discovered; one was 
about the legendary exploits 
of Alexander the Great. In 
politics, there is the exhortation 
for rulers to speak kind words 
and uphold morals. The current 
president of the United States 
would do well to take note.

Slavery was an important 
institution in Timbuktu as 
the city was situated on the 
trans-Sahara trade route. The 
manuscripts spoke about slav-
ery and Ahmed Baba’s legal 
opinion provided unique in-
sights on slavery. Baba argued 
in 1615 that Muslims were not 
allowed to be held as slaves. 

He also spoke out against 
racism and prejudice. Accord-
ing to Baba, ‘God orders that 
slaves must be treated with hu-
manity, whether they are black 
or not; one must pity their 
sad luck, and spare them bad 
treatment since just the fact of 
becoming an owner of another 
person bruised the heart, be-
cause servitude is inseparable 
from the idea of violence and 

domination, especially when 
it relates to a slave taken far 
away from his country.’

The Ahmed Baba Institute 
has thousands of manu-
scripts. The hope is that in 
the following years they will 
be catalogued and deci-
phered and their messages 
would shared with the world. 
But history has shown that 
the manuscripts of Timbuktu 
have always been in danger 
of being destroyed. It has be-
come a struggle to save them 
and some of the steps taken 
are worthy of a Hollywood 
thriller.

In early 2013 the radical 
Islamists entered Timbuktu 
and began destroying the 
city. The tombs of Sufi  saints 
were demolished, women 
were beaten and the next step 
was to destroy the manu-
scripts. The UN had declared 
Timbuktu to be a world pres-
ervation site but that meant 
little to the Islamists. Abdel 
Kader Haidara is a preserva-
tionist who once loaned his 
family’s collection to the Li-
brary of Congress. Haldara, 
along with others, set about 
to protect the ‘heritage of all 
humanity.’

The Islamists took control 
of the Ahmed Baba Institute 
and it was only a matter of 
time before they found the 
manuscripts and destroy 
them. But Haidara and his 
colleagues Mohamed Diag-
ayete and Idrissa Maiga had 
other ideas. 

During the shooting and 
looting Haidara contacted 
families with their manu-
scripts and secretly moved 
30,000 to a safe location in 
Bamako. But this was only 
half the task. The idea was to 
get another 15,000 that were 
held in the building occupied 
by the Ansar Dine. When 
Timbuktu fell to the French 
soldiers most the documents 
were saved.

The librarians were able 
to pass through military 
checkpoints using vehicles, 
boats and foot to move the 
lockers to safety. One of the 
great scholars at Timbuktu 
was Sayyid al-Mukhtar ibn 
al-Kunti al-Kabir. In 1786 he 
wrote, ‘It is from His secret 
toward the callers that He 
moves, Be kind to us and 
remove the diffi culty with 
ease.’ Today 95 percent of 
the manuscripts are in safe 
hands. He listened and He 
moved, and humanity is the 
better for it.

also signifi cant was the fact 
that collections of writings 
were housed in many homes 
and they dealt with a wide 
range of subjects.

Okolo Rashid of the Inter-
national Museum of Muslim 
Cultures said, ‘ prior to the 
re-discovery of the manu-
scripts, people thought Africa 
had no literacy and that it was 
a simple oral tradition. The 
new evidence is enough to 
rewrite the history of Africa. In 
fact Muslim Africans were the 
fi rst cultural group to bring a 
revealed religion to America.’

Timbuktu is in Mali, a coun-
try that is on the fringe of the 
Sahara. It was founded in the 
11th century and its location on 
the Niger meant that it became 
the crossroads for the exchange 
of goods. It was also the center 
for the meeting of many minds. 
Scholarship, business and a 
thriving merchant class took 
hold in Timbuktu and by the 
12th century a university was 
established. The structure of 
buildings displayed a com-
bination of African and Arab 
infl uences.

But the boom in Timbuktu 
would also lead to its downfall. 
The city was captured in 1325 
by Mansa Mussa. He was the 
Emperor of Mali. It is said that 
when Emperor Mansa Mussa 
visited Mecca he took 12 tons 
of pure gold and a caravan of 
60,000 men. According to one 
report the Emperor, ‘ has so 
much gold with him that when 
he stopped in Egypt the Egyp-
tian currency lost its value and 
as a result the name of Mali 
and Timbuktu appeared on the 
14th century world map.’ 

Mansa Mussa’s hold on 
Timbuktu was shaky. The city 
was invaded in 1339 by the 
Mossi king and there was wide-
spread destruction. In 1434 the 
Taureg under Akil Akamalwal 
captured Timbuktu. According 
to historians, Akil was pious 
and he respected the scholars 
and may have encouraged them 
to produce written works. But 
this was short-lived as Timbuk-
tu was taken over by Soni Ali 
in 1469. It is said that Soni Ali, 
‘ put to death so many scholars 
that many of them fl ed to Wala-
ta which is the Republic of 
Mauritania. This is the reason 
why many of the manuscripts 
of Timbuktu are found in Mau-
ritania today.’

In 1493 Soni Ali was over-
thrown by Songhai Askia Mo-

hammad. Timbuktu appeared to 
experience a period of relative 
tranquility under Askia. He 
rehabilitated the scholars and 
turned to them for advice on 
how to run the state. It is said 
that Askia engaged the scholars 
on a wide range of subjects and 
the dialogue are recorded for 
posterity. This period represent-
ed the golden age of Timbuktu 
in which trade, business, and 
scholarship fl ourished.

In 1591 the Moroccans took 
over Timbuktu with deadly 
results. Pasha Mahmud ibn 
Zarkun pillaged the city, ‘ 
plundered its wealth, burned 
the libraries, put to death many 
scholars who resisted them 
and deported many to Fez 
and Marrakesh including the 

eminent scholar of Timbuktu 
Ahmed Baba Es Sudane.’ Un-
der the rule of Mawlay Ahmed 
al-Mansur Timbuktu began to 
decline. Timbuktu came under 
French rule in 1894 and this 
lasted until 1960 when Mali 
was granted its independence.  

In 2012, as the world 
watched helplessly, the attack 
on Timbuktu included the 
manuscripts and the destruction 
of tombs and shrines. The al 
Qaeda backed Islamist fi ghters 
used hammers and pick axes to 
shatter the tombs and shrines.

The fi ghters argued that 
they were against idol worship 
while the experts claimed that 
the attacks were pulverizing 
history. Souleymane Bachir 
Diagne, a professor at Colum-
bia University said, ‘They are 
striking at the heart of what 
Timbuktu stands for…Mali and 
the world are losing a lot.’ It 
will be recalled that the Taliban 
destroyed two 6th century 
statues of Buddha in Bamiyan 
in central Afghanistan.

History has a way of repeat-
ing itself and the lessons are 

A copy of the Koran from the 12th century that was found at 
Timbuktu


