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booklists.Most Large libraries employed subject specialists to be in charge of different
sections of the library collection. All these facts are clear evidence that library service
reached its highest level in the early history of the Muslim world, and “the modern
world has nothing new to this field except some technical progress due to scientific and
mechanical advantages of thelasttwo hundred years. Actually the Muslims were the
real torch-bearers in the field of library”.90
In conclusion, the words of Professor Jesse H. Shera-a prominent figure in library
science today — provides a summary view of Muslim libraries:
The outstanding feature of the Muslim libraries, apart from their
widespread distribution, was the breadth of learning that they reflected.
Though they were inspired by religious zeal, it did not overshadow or limit
the love of scholarship, and in this liberality they were far more hospitable
to unorthodox views than were their Christian counterparts and contempor-
aries. Even when judged by the library standards of today, the libraries of
the Muslim era were surprisingly modern. Though religion received the
greatest single emphasis, of course, the holdings ranged the entire field of
recorded knowledge: Poetry, fiction, medicine, law, astronomy, alchemy,
magic, philosophy, mathematics, oratory, and variety of textbooks and
copybooks... The books were cataloged in large ledgers, some ranging from
thirty to forty volumes and were listed by subject. The art of fine binding,
calligraphy, and ilumination were practiced.” s51
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with shelves in which the books were kept, rooms where the visitors could
read and study, rooms set apart for those in charge of making copies of
manuscripts, rooms which served for literary assemblies, and even in some
cases rooms for musical entertainment, etc. All rooms were richly and
comfortably fitted,on the floors were carpets and mats, where the readers in
Oriental fashion squatted with crossed legs... The windows and doors were
closed with curtains, The chief entrance-door having a specially heavy
curtain to prevent the cold air from entering.”

Financially, like other learning centers and schools, libraries were mostly
endowed for the upkeeping of the building, price of the newly bought books and the
salaries of the staff.?’ Books were acquired partly by purchase and partly by the
copyists of the library who were copying manuscripts.

There was a borrowing system. The person who wished to borrow a book was
requested to take care of it, and “he was required to be grateful for the lender’s help
and to express his thanks to him.”%* The borrowing system was flexible, in which
Yaqut had borrowed at one and the same time 200 books from the library of Marw
and the historian Abi Hayyan (d. 745/1343) did not buy any books, because he said
that whatever book he wanted to have he could get on loan from any tibrary.®

Conclusion

In view of the facts that were discussed above, one can easily reach the conclusion
“that nine hundred years ago the early Muslims had a great revolution of their credit
in respect of the establishment of personal and public libraries when printing was
unknown”.® The Muslim “public libraries were truly public and ministered to the
interests of a great variety of readers. They offered unusual facilities for study to
serious scholars™ .85 Besides these they provided a sort of “entertainment and a means
of education through reading, lectures, and discussions to the general public.”®®

The history of human civilization proudly tells that “the world of Islam was
actually a book-loving society.”® The history of knowledge, books, and libraries
shows that, besides the public libraries which were scattered all over the Muslim land,
private libraries and book collections were almost in every Muslim’s house, and
“probably at few times in history of the world have private libraries reached such size
and elegance as under the Muslims.”® Throughout Muslim lands “libraries were so
numerous and their books so plentiful that they far outnumbered anything the
Christian world of the west could present.”

The Muslim libraries were very well administered and managed. Their collections
were well classified, cataloged, and arranged. Each library had its own catalogs and/or
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Khiirasan with the intention of going to Mecca to perform the pilgrimage, decided to g0
and see it. He was so enthusiastic about it that he remained there and did not continue
his journey.” The private libraries of Muslims were so prevalent ‘‘that one writer has
estimated that, as of (1200 A.D.), there were more books in private hands in the
Muslim world than in all libraries, public and private, of western Europe.’””

Muslim libraries were highly organized well administrated, and their
collections were well arranged. For the classification of the materials of Muslim
libraries, the best example is the Fihrist compiled by Ibn al-Nadim “which gives us a
clear picture of the system of classification adopted in the libraries of those times.””?
The Fihrist was classified into ten main categories, and these ten categories were
subdivided into other subdivisions according to the needs of the library. The main ten
categories are:

1) The Qur’an 2) Grammar 3) History 4) Poetry 5) Dogmatics 6) Jurisprudence 7)
Philosophy 8) Literature 9) Religion 10) Alchemy (Chemistry).

The first six categories deal with Islamic literature, whereas the remaining
categories deal with non-Islamic literature.”

Almost every great private or public library had its catalog of books with the help
of which users of the library could easily get access to the collection. The catalogs
“were classified and entries were made under the names of the authors as is done
today with a short bibliographical note on the author at the end.””* These catalogs
were in book form, one catalog for each subject. In addition to the catalogs, “the
contents of each section of book were registered upon a strip of paper attached to the
shelf outside; these strips had also indications of works which were incomplete or
lacking in some part.””® Jesse Shera awell _ Known Figure inlibrary Sciense today,
reported that the arrangement of the collection seemed to have been by subject and
“in the largest libraries, rooms were assigned to specified areas of knowledge.”” The
library of Al-Nizamiyah College was reportedto have a  well-arranged catalog

containing 6,000 titles of books.”™ In Egypt, the library of Mohmudia Madrasah
(School) had two catatogs, one was in dictionary form, the other was subject-wise
(classified form).”

The library building was considered very important. Some libraries were housed
in royal palaces and had separate rooms for different subjects. Some other libraries
were housed or/and attached to the major mosques of the Muslim cities, and these
were parts of the schools, too.

A good description of the library buildings is that of Dr. Olga Pinto. She says:

The princes took great care concerning the buildings which were to serve as
public libraries. Some of them like those of Shiraz, Cordoba and Cairo were
placed in separate structures, with many rooms for different uses; galleries
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poor students who used this library, ink, pens, and some other writing supplies were
privided free. This institution, like Bait al-Hikma in Baghdad,‘‘encouraged the
advancement of the sciences and the production of various forms of literature”’.%! This
library was administered by its own staff and had its own librarians,binders and
calligraphers. And further west of Egypt “‘there was a library in the mosque in Tripoli,
which was destroyed by Christian Cursaders in 110992

In Muslim Spain, where Muslim scholarship and learning reached high levels,
libraries and cultural centers were established everywhere at Cordova, Toledo, Seville
and other cities and places.

In Cordova, the ruler, the caliph Al-Hakam 11 founded an academy and a library.
This library is *‘reputed to have over 400,000 volumes. Its catalog alone consisted of 44
volumes.””®* It was also ‘“‘reported to have given employment to over 500 people
including many agents sent to all parts of the world to buy books.””® This library was
reported to have been the greatest, and possibly the largest, in the world at that time.**
Another magnificent library in Cordova was that of Aba al-Mutarraf (d. 1011) “‘a
Cordovan judge,possessed a magnificent library largely of rare books and masterpieces
of calligraphy.’*® Six copyists were employed by Abu al-Mutarraf in his library. The
library was sold in an auction after al-Mutarraf’s death.

It was reported that there were 70 public libraries in al-Andalus. Some of them
were in Toledo which was great center for translating books into Arabic and Latin. Also
in al-Andalus libraries were attached to schools, mosques, and palaces, and many fine
ones were in the homes of privte citizens.

* & %

Besides all these public or semi-public libraries, private libraries and book
collections were to be found all over the Muslim lands. Most, if not all, Muslim scholars
and learned people had their own private libraries and coliections. Many of these
private libraries and collections were.of a remarkable size. ‘“The historian Omar
al-Wagidi possessed 120 camel loads of books. — In Cairo bout 1170 there were four
private libraries large enough to be noted by a visiting scholar.”®® When al-Sahib Ibn
sAbbad was invited by Nih Ibn Mansar to become his chancellor, he refused the
invitation “‘on the ground that it would require four hundred camels to transport his
books.”®® Another private library was that of Ibn-Alqami which had about 10,000
volumes,At Baghdad,Al-Fath Ibn Khagan had a magnificent library «coltected and
arranged by ‘Ali Ibn Yahya al-Munajjim (died 275/888).”" ‘Ali Ibn Yahya
al-Munajjim himself collected in his magnificent castle in the village of Karkar, near
Qufs in the neighbourhood of Baghdad, books and called it Khizanat al-Hikmah
(Treasury of Wisdom). This library was known in the whole Arab world and attracted
students in such manner that the astronomer Abu Ma‘shar (d. 272/885) coming from
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and work for two librarians, in addition to the director of the entire
academy. The somewhat trivial anecdote shows the concern of a librarian
for the books in his care, and also that librarians were not aboveplayingthe
sort of ranks one might rather expect from run boy.*

Nizam al-Mulk, a Persian, a vizier to the Seljuks, was a person of “cultivated
tastes, much interested in the dissemination of learning," established in 457/1065 a
college bore his name.It was known as the Nizamiyah College. Nizam al-Mulk was
praised by Ibn al-Athir for his gifts of books to the coliege, and Ibn al-Najjar, the
historian, bequeathed his books to this college when he died in 643 (1245 A.D.) and
“he followed a common custom whereby scholars and patrons of learning enriched the
library of their favorite schools and provided safe-keeping for their own works and
valuable collections.”> It was said also that the caliph Al-Nasir Caliph From
(575 t0622/1180-1225 A.D.} who “made the collection of the Nizamiyah one of
the largest and most valuable that ever existed in a Muslim land,”®

At the city of Basrah, ‘Ali Ibn Sawwar Al-Katib, who was in the service of the
Buwayhid Sultan ‘Adud Al-Dowlah, founded a library known as Khizanat al-Wagf.
This library contained some rare books remained intact until the time of Al-Hariri (d.
1122 A.D.) who mentioned it in his great work, Magamat al-Hariri.”%*

In Persia, every important city had its own library, and book collections were
founded in Ghaznah, Shiraz, Nishapur, Ispahan, and Merv. In Musil ‘‘the poet Ibn
Hamdan (d. 935) founded a house of learning and stocked it with books on all branches
of knowledge,”’*® and it was open to the scholars as well as others who wanted to use it.
Also in Musil, Abu-1-Qasim Ja‘far Ibn Muhammad Ibn Hamdan al-Masili (854-934
A.D.) founded a public library known as Déru al-‘Ilm (House of Learning).*® In Shiraz,
‘Adud al-Dowlah, the Buwayhid Sultan (977-982), founded a magnificent library, and
“‘ordered for collection of all books on various subjects beginning from the advent of
Islam till his time.”*"

In Egypt, which was, and still is, an important cultural center, the first library was
founded in Cairo by the Fatimid Caliph Al-*Aziz (975-966 A.D.) in 988 ‘“in connection
with his house of learning, where thirty-five students were supported from endow-
ments. This school library had perhaps 100,000 volumes (some say 600,000) of bound
books, among which were 2,400 Korans beautifully illuminated in gold and silver.””*®
The rest of its collection were books on grammar, history, biography, rhetoric,
jurisprudence, astronomy and chemistry. A great portion of the collection ‘‘went into
the House of Science or House of Wisdom, founded by Caliph Al-Hakim in 1004, which
acquired so vast a collection of rare books that. legend exaggerated its number to
1,600,000 books.”’®® The caliph Al-Hakim sent out his agents to many places “to buy
books for his institution-a combination of library, academy, and auditorium.”’*®® For
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“Baghdad in its glory abounded with libraries. Even before the Caliph
al-Ma’miin, in the time of his father, Hariin al-Rashid, the Arabin historian Umar
al-Wiqidi (736-811) possessed one hundred and twenty camel loads of books.””* The
caliph al-Ma’'min was one of the great learned Muslims. “During his Caliphate,
hadith literature were collected and was shaped in book forms.’*® He founded one of
the greatest libraries in Baghdad, known as Bait al-Hikma or (the House of Wisdom)
which was 2 “library academy and translation bureau”’* The libraryof-bait al-Hikma”

Contained anastronomical observatory. Hunayn Ibn Ishaq was appointed a superinten-
dent by al-Ma’'min. Ibn Ishaq was one of the greatest translators in Muslim historyand
“al.Ma’miin paid him in gold the weight of the books he translated from Persian,
Sanskrit, Syriac, Coptic and Greek.”* Also among the scholars of this institution
were famous names such as, Abd Yahya Ibn Batriq - Yahanna Huneyn’s teacher and
translator of about 121 books of Galenus—, and Al-Kindi, one of the greatest Muslim
philosophers.43 s A |-Khawiarizmi, the author of an algebra and the compiler of an
almanac which was long considered authoritative, was in the habit of retiring into
Al-Ma’man’s library (Bait al-Hikma) for study.”** “Bait al-Hikma”, the first public
library in the Muslim world, was used as a research institute where “valuable research
was undertaken, especially in connection with astronomy, medicine, and
pharmacy.”*® S.k. Padover writes:
All told, Baghdad possessed thirty six fibraries. The last library wasof the
Vizier, Ibn al-Alkami who owned 10,000 books. It perished during the rack
of the city by the Mongols in 1258, when every other library also was
destroyed. Baghdad also had over a hundred book dealers, who did business
in stalls or in bazaars and were stationers who sold paper, ink, pens, etc.
Some of these were publishers, too, who maintained a corps of expert
copyists who worked in a scriptorium.*

In 383/993 the wazir, Sabur ibn Ardashir founded in Baghdad an institute known
as “Dar al-ilm” (The House of Learning), which was situated at al-Karkh, a large
quarter in the Western part of the City of Baghdad. The library of this institute or
academy was a significant frature. «The endowment was sufficiently large that the
institution did not suffer from the vicissitudes of its founder’s career, for it was
flourishing at the time of Sabir’s death in 416 (102526 A.D.)."*" The book collection
of this library was burned in 447 (1055 A.D.) “when Tughril Beg, the Seljuk, entered
the city of the ‘Abbasids.”*® According to another source, the collection “was burned
in a fire which swept through Al-Kharkh in 451 (1095 A.D.)™*® About the position of
the librarian of this library-academy, Ruth S. Mackensen says:

The position of librarian was filled by men of scholarly attainments, as in
the library of Al-Ma’min, and apparently there was sufficient endowment
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Arabs and non-Arabs.]t is one of the information sources of Islamic literatureand

science and “‘one of the most important bibliography"*? of that time. Al-Nadim said in

the preface:
$An index of the books of all nations, Arabs and foreign alike, which are
extant in the Arabic language and script, on every branch of knowledge
comprising information as to their compilers and classes of their authors
together with the genealogies of those persons, the dates of their birth, the
length of their lives, the times of their death, the place to which they
belonged, their merits and their faults, since the beginning of every science
that has been invented down to the present epoch-namely the year 377 of the

Hijra.”.].'i

The contents of this book are: 1) Books of Law (i.e. Jurisprudence), 2) Grammar
and Philology, 3) History, Biography, Genealogy and related subjects, 4) Poetry, 5)
Scholastic Philosophy, 6) Law and Traditions, 7) Philosophy and Ancient Sciences, 8)
Legends, Fables, Magic, etc., 9} Sects and Creeds of Hindus, Budhists, and Chinese,
10) Alchemy (Chemistry).

It is true that this book is “one of the most important documents in Islamic
culture. Much of our knowiedge of Islamic learning, both in translations of classical
works into Arabic and in creative books, to the last decade of the tenth century, is
based on information available in the Index, (al-Fihrist).** The first: time that this
book was printed was “‘as late as 1871 by G. Flugel, the famous German Orientalist,
but after printing of only six pages he died, and so the work was completed by Dr. J.
Roedgar and Dr. Muller on the request of Fligel's son. in 1872”.%

ilslamic Libraries

The intellectual life of the early Muslims who loved education and sought
knowledge wherever it was to be found required the establishment and foundation of
libraries. It was in the second century after the Hijra that “hundreds and thousands of
public and private librries were established all over the Muslim empire. ™

Eventhough the golden age of the Muslim intellectual life and libraries reached its
highest level during the Abbasid period, “the first Muslim who founded a library and
managed to get all available sources of knowledge to be translated into Arabic, was
Khalid 1bn Yazid (d. 704) A.D.”” He was also the first Muslim chemist. Ibn
al-Nadim, the author of the Fihrist,visited this library and found many books of great
value on medicine, surgery, astronomy and chemistry.*® In the following pages
concentration will be on some of the famous Muslim libraries and learning centers in
some of the Muslim cities where Muslim intellectual life and activity was flourishing.
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in the West, it was spreading in Syria and Arabia.”?® Whenever the Muslims of Arabia
conquered new lands at that time and found strong intellectual life and tradition based
on Greek, Syriac, and some other languages. “These languages gradually faded out,
and Arabic became the linguistic vehicle of the intellectual life of the vast empire.”’?!
In the western part of the Muslim empire, the intellectual life flourished in Andalusia.
Cordova, Seville, and Toledo, the Waestern centers of intellectual activity, were rivals
to Basra, Kufa, and Baghdad in the East. This intellectual life in western part of the
Islamic empire made many historians “thinking of the Arabic Spain of the tenth
century as the fountain head of learning in Europe.”” And before the 13th century
«Toledo was a center for making translations from Arabic into Latin."?

In the field of poetry, “the greatest intellectual measure of progress was achieved
under the Umayyads.”24 Among the famous poets at that time were ‘Umar
Ibn-Abi-Rabia, who was cosidered a “prince of erotic poetry”, Jamil Ibn Ma‘amar
al-“Udhri, who “stood for pure and innocent love of the platonic type,”? and Qays
Ibn al-Mulawwah, better known as Majniin Layla, who “represents the lyric type of
poetical composition.”?® And besides love poetry, “political poetry made its
appearance under Umayyad auspices. The first occasion was the request made of
Miskin al-Darimi to compose and sing publicly verses commemorating the nomination
of Yazid to the caliphate.”?’ The compilationof pre-Islamic (jahiliyah) poetry also
belongs to this period. In science, Khalid Ibn Yazid, known as the “philosopher”
(hakim) was “the first in Islam to have translations made from Greek and Coptic
books on alchemy, medicine and .'=1strology.”28 But besides these intellectual activities
at the time of the Umayyads, “Moslim learnings and the arts of civilization”,” and the
golden age of Muslim intellectual life were achieved at the time of the ‘Abbasids.
“The most momentous intellectual awakening in the history of Islam and one of the
most significant in the whole history of thought and culture,™* was at the period of
the ‘Abbasids, particularly at the time of Hariin al-Rashid and his son Al-Ma’'miin. It
was that period which led to the erection of great number of libraries all over the
Muslim world.

The Fihrist of Ibn Al-Nadim

Before we talk about the great time of the history of Muslim libraries, briefly we

shall talk about one of the greatest books of Islamic writing relating to librarianship.
The book is entitled al-Fihrist (The Index), and better known as The Fihrist of
Al-Nadim, written by Abu al-Fraj Muhammad Ibn Ishag, better known as Abu
Yagq‘iab al-Nadim, who was “a native of Baghdad either by birth or residence, and
WARRAQ by profession."31 This book is an index of many books writtenin Arabic by
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applied to the recording of the verses of the Holy Quran.”’? The Quran was variously
recorded on bones, papyrus, hides, palm fibres, and parchment. The importance of
reading and writing was shown also when the Muslims won thebattle of Badr and the
ransom of those who were captured from the non-believers’ side to be set free, was
that every one of the captives who knew how to read and write shall teach these two
skills to ten Muslims.

It is imperative that the foundation and essence of the Islamic culture and thought
is religion, “and hence, naturally, it is the basis of Muslim education,Muslims were
inspired by the many verses of the Quran as well as by the Prophetic Traditions and
sayings which exhorted them to seek knowledge as a religious duty and cheerfully bear
hardships, if any, in its acquisition.”"* Thus earty Muslims “established vital contact
between them and the rich cultural tradition represented by Greeks, Syrians,
Persians, and Egyptians.”'*

Muslims researched into every science which was known to them: philosophy,
history, philology, logic, mathematics, medicine, art, law, theology, and jurispru-
dence. “They respected learning, they honored scholars. They introduced the science
and philosophy of the Greeks, Persians, Hindus to Western Christian schoolmen. '3

There is no doubt that Islam is a comprehensive system for both the worldly and
the other life. Thus it is the philosophy of Islamic education that “aims at the
realization of happiness in this and the next world”,'® and this is very clear according
to the following saying of the Prophet Mohammad: “the best among you are not those
who neglect this world for the other, or the other for this. He is the one who works for
both together.”

Although emphasis will be made upon Islamic libraries and their history, it is
necessary to mention something about the intellectuatl life that led to the establish-
ment of such great libraries in the Muslim era. Dissemination of books had begun
when Muslim scholars and learned persons started translating works of ancient
civilizations such as Greek, Persian, Hindu, and others into Arabic when Islam had
reached those areas,Before that time “a good beginning was made in respect of the
collections and preservation of the sacred lore. Besides the works on religious
literature, of which most of the Companions had private copies, there were several
poetical works and other lay books”."” And it was after the spread of Islam into such a
large area, the Muslim Arabs “became aware of the existing body of scientific
knowledge.”'® Another factor which had its influence on the intellectual life of the
Muslims was “the study of the Quran and the necessity of expounding it gave rise to
the twin sciences of philology and lexicography as well as to that most Characteristically
Muslim literary activity'®,  The Muslims were aware of the value of learning and
knowledge and “when the secular literature was little esteemed in Constantinople and
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creation,then God brings forth all later growth. Lo! God is Able to do all
things]*

The versé indicates that it is a duty of Muslims to travel and think in order to be
acquainted with the unique power of creation of God. The Holy Quranalsoemphasizes
the importance of being knowledgeable in order to be successful in life, as the
following verses indicate:

[Say “O Mohammad’’: Are those who know equal with those who know
not?1®
[And say: My Lord: Increase me in knowledge]®

And in many other places which show and indicate the importance of reading and
writing, such as:

(Nun. By the pen and that which they write]’

the dignity and value of the pen are thus indicated by swearing by it. The
importance of writing is also stressed upon in the following verses of The Holy Quran:

[O ye who believe! when you borrow one from another for a fixed period,

then write it down.

And let a scribe write it in your presence faithfully; and no scribe should

refuse to write, because of Allah has taught him, so let him write!]®
Muslims who have, and seek, knowledge will be exalted by God to a high rank, as

the following verses say:

[God will exalt those who believe among you, and those who have

knowledge, to high ranks.

God is informed of what you do]’

In short “God has clearly demonstrated the dignity of the high office of

knowledge.”!°

Besides The Holy Quran, the sayings of the Prophet (Hadiths) also put great
emphasis on the importance of knowledge and learning. In this regard some of the
Prophet’s sayings are translated below:

1. To seek knowledge is incumbent upon every Muslim.
Who ever treads a path in search of learning, God makes thereby easy for
him the way to paradise.
3. The superiority of a learned man over a mere worshipper is like the
superiority of the full moon over all other stars.

It was for the application and practice of the Holy Quran and the sayings of the

Prophet that “Muslims, both Arab and non-Arab, received a great incentive,

travelled far and wide in search of knowledge and contributed a great deal to human
»1l

thought and progress.
It is also worth mentioning that the early Muslim skills of writing *‘were first
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