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Abstract

This article presents an endowment note as the only surviving material trace from the
famous library of the Shi‘ite scholar ‘Ali b. Masa Ibn Taws (589/1193-664/1266). This
note offers new insights into the books he possessed and adds clarity about the legal
framework under which it was passed on to Ibn Tawiis’ descendants. The article also
traces the further history of this manuscript through Damascus to Istanbul and dis-
cusses strategies for tracking these notes, which were often willfully destroyed.
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Working with manuscript notes can serve a variety of approaches.! Sometimes,
it is an exercise in applying the smallest and literally most marginal of finds in
order to contribute to a larger picture. Since these notes are often dispersed,
worn, or purposefully effaced, such small finds frequently hinge on a stroke of
luck. Such is the case with the following endowment note.

Endowment notes often follow the same pattern and layout, and their sys-
tematic erasure therefore leaves suspicious traces in a manuscript. One of
the methods adopted early on was to repeat a simple statement of endow-
ment, sometimes consisting of the single word waqf and sometimes expanded
to include the name of an endower or institution, several times throughout
a copy above the text. Even when erased, the word waqf with the final f&’

1 This article was submitted April 1, 2018. Accepted for publication April 21, 2018.
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extended into one long horizontal stroke, is often still discernible due to its
peculiar shape. There were those who wanted to eliminate even these traces of
script that the razor could leave behind. To have a rectangular piece cut out or
pasted over with paper strips above the text at regular intervals should there-
fore arouse suspicion in the attentive scholar. Propelled by this hint, the reader
interested in the history of his text should turn every page in the hope of find-
ing traces of script and, in the end, maybe combine those little pieces into a
coherent reading of the endower or the institution that once held the volume.
This is where luck would mean that the hand that erased all the other endow-
ment notes throughout the volume was careless enough, just this once, to allow,
again with some concentration, arelatively clear reading. All these factors came
together in the case of Ms Kopriilii, Fazil Ahmed Pasha 1047, now held in the
Siileymaniye Library in Istanbul,? to reveal what is, so far, the sole remnant of
a famous library.

The manuscript contains the 255-folio fragment of a history of the early
Islamic empire covering the years 63 until 97 AH. This fragment has long been
identified as part of Muhammad b. Garir al-Tabari’s (224/839-310/923) univer-
sal history Tarih al-rusul wa-l-mulitk. M.J. de Goeje and Ignazio Guidi already
used the volume for their work on the second part of the international edition
of the Annales that appeared in Leiden between 1881 and 1898.3

The note in question is found on fol. 25" and reads as follows:

\}LA’L:L‘ o.ﬁy;\ | Jc uﬂ))Ua ULS'“}‘ ds}c J.;)
waqf Ali b. Musa b. Tawis ‘ald ... awladihi ma tanasali ...

The man named in this note is Radi al-Din ‘Ali b. Sa‘d al-Din Masa b. Ga‘far Ibn
Tawis (born 15 Muharram 589 / January 193, died 5 D I-Qa‘da 664 / August
1266). He was born into a prominent Shi‘ite family in al-Hilla and was of some
influence in intellectual and, sometimes, political circles while he resided and
worked in Bagdad, al-Hilla, Najaf, and Karbala'. He is not only a well-known
scholar and served prominently as naqib al-asraf first of Bagdad, then the
whole of Iraq under the early Mongol rule. His library, too, is exceptionally

2 The manuscript is catalogued in Ramazan Sesen / Cevat Izgi / Cemil Akpinar, Fihris mahtitat
Maktabat Kopriilii | Catalogue of Manuscripts in the Kopriilii Library, vol. 1 (Istanbul: Research
Center for Islamic History, Art and Culture, 1406/1986), 540. The catalogue dates the part of
the manuscript that contains Ibn Tawis’s waqf note to the 8th century AH.

3 Annales quos scripsit Abu Djafar Mohammed Ibn Djarir at-Tabari. Secunda Series, ed. M.J. de
Goeje et al,, 3 vols. (Leiden: Brill, 1881-1889), our manuscript begins vol. 1, p. 305.
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well studied. Ibn Tawiis himself compiled a list of his books and this, together
with more references in his other works, served as the basis for one of the clas-
sics of book history in our field, Etan Kohlberg’'s A Medieval Muslim Scholar
at Work.* As expected for such an early period where few original manuscripts
have survived unscarred, Kohlberg worked exclusively with literary sources. But
Ibn Tawus’ detailed testimony allowed him to reconstruct a precise list of titles,
which set this work apart from others that would rely on anecdotal narratives.

With all its merits, there had to be some questions that Kohlberg and his
source could not answer. Those interested in the history of libraries still won-
dered in which legal framework the library existed and which, if any, steps
its owner undertook to assure its longevity. Hirschler recently observed, in his
seminal study on The Written Word in the Medieval Arabic Lands, that “Kohlberg
has shown in his detailed study that the scholar Ibn Tawus held a private col-
lection in Baghdad of some 1,500 titles, but in this and other cases it is not clear
whether or not these manuscripts were endowed.” This, however, is not com-
pletely true, although the misconception can be explained as a confusion of
terminology. Kohlberg included at least one note about Ibn Taws that explic-
itly mentioned how the latter had endowed a work to his sons, namely a book
that Ibn Tawus had “bequeathed it (wagqafnaha) to his sons”.6 It is evident,
then, that Kohlberg meant endowment when he relates Ibn Tawiis’ statement
that “he decided to bequeathe [sic.] all his other books [i.e. besides the four
Qurans for his four daughters, BL] to his two sons and to any further male
offspring”” and that it is Kohlberg’s somewhat imprecise terminology—and
maybe understanding of the nature of wagf—that turned an endowment into
a bequest and concealed this fact from his readers.®

What the above note in Mms Kopriilii 1047 offers now is not only added clarity
on this point, based on documentary evidence, but also the addition of a new
manuscript to the titles known to have been in Ibn Tawts’ library. Kohlberg
cites the many instances in which Ibn Tawiis referred to the Tarih of al-Tabari
(though only by title and never quoting from it), but it was in no way clear that
he had actually possessed the work in his collection.®

4 Etan Kohlberg, A Medieval Muslim Scholar at Work. Ibn Tawtis and his library (Leiden: Brill,
1992).

5 Konrad Hirschler, The Written Word in the Medieval Arabic Lands. A social and cultural history

of reading practices (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2012), p. 136.

Kohlberg, A Medieval Muslim Scholar, p. 77.

Ibid,, p. 17.

8 Adding to the confusion, Kohlberg does indeed rather use the term “donated” when referring
to other wagqf-libraries, e.g. Kohlberg, A Medieval Muslim Scholar, p. 8o.

9 Kohlberg, A Medieval Muslim Scholar, pp. 361-362, #609.
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A further benefit that comes with the identification of a manuscript from
Ibn Tawus’ library is the ability to observe more traces of its subsequent his-
tory. Not unusually, its initial endowment was to be the mere beginning of
a longer development. Many a manuscript’s trajectory can be described as
a tour not only through subsequent wagfs and institutions, but also a con-
stant change between the legal status of endowed good and private possession.
Ms Kopriilii 1047 contains, on fol. 8V, another endowment note, which reads
waqf bi-l-Diya@’tya. It refers to the Madrasa al-Diya’iya in Damascus. This insti-
tution, long hailed as the most important library of the city, witnessed many
recorded and documented acts of theft or re-appropriation and the sources are
all but silent on its fate between the 16th and 19th centuries.!® The last iden-
tifiable stage for Ms Kopriilii 1047 on its tour was again an endowment, this
time in the capital of the Ottoman Empire. Ibn Tawais’ manuscript ended up
in the rich collection that was connected with the name of the grand vizier
Fazil Ahmad Kopriilii, which was posthumously established in 1088/1677 and
became the first independent library in the Ottoman realm.!! Here it finally
remained.

From Baghdad to Damascus and on to Constantinople, this manuscript testi-
fies to a journey that spanned empires and centuries. How many of Ibn Tawis’
books followed this one is impossible to tell currently. With attention to the
faint traces of endowment notes, their systematic collection, and a bit of luck,
we will hopefully find out.
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FIGURE 1  Istanbul, Siileymaniye Library, ms Kopriilii, Fazil Ahmed Pasha 1047, fol. 25".
This page preserves the only endowment note in which the name of ‘Ali b. Masa
Ibn Tawas is still legible
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FIGURE 2 Istanbul, Silleymaniye Library, Mms Kopriilii, Fazil Ahmed Pasha 1047, fols. 89~
An endowment note for the Diya’iyya madrasa on fol. 8
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