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The „European“ History of the Collection

• June 22, 1612, Jehan Philippe de Castelane, a French „consul-turned-pirate“ stole the
valuables of the Moroccan Sultan, Mulay Zidan

• July 5, 1612 de Castelane‘s ship intercepted by four Spanish galleys (under the command
of Luis Fajardo). The ship‘s cargo taken to Cadiz.

• July 31, 1612 Fajardo completed inventory of the cargo: 120 boxes of good, out of which
73 contained books (later estimates: some 3.970 to 3.980 codices)

• Between August to November 1612, library was transferred to Madrid at the behest of
Philip III (stored in the home of Juan de Idiáquez, member of the Council of the State)

• 1613 Francisco Gurmendi prepared a report on the collection
• 1614 The Mulay Zidan collection is incorporated into Spain‘s royal library, El Escorial
• 1671 Fire in El Escorial, about half of the collection destroyed (ca. 1.700 to 2.000 codices

remain)



1613 Report Francisco Gurmendi (trans. 
Hershenzon (2014), p. 545)

„Four thousand books, less twenty or thirty, the majority untitled and
more than five hundred of them unbound. Thus, in order to divide and
arrange them according to their sciences and subjects, he has spent
much time, and has found that two thousand volumes and more are
commentaries of the Koran and other erroneous [books], a thousand of
diverse topics of the humanities, and the rest of philosophy, or
mathematics, and some of medicine“



„… books are never merely transmitters or embodiments of knowledge. 
Books may often act as class and status markers never to be read, or may be
consumed but not by reading, but even if they do end up as things arranged
on library shelves that people read—as happened to Zidan‘s manuscripts—
they first need to be transformed into classifiable, accessible, and readable
objects“ (Hershenzon 2014, p. 537)

„The case of Arabic books, expensive because they are hand written, is
dreadful ... And they will throw all of them away, unless they keep them in 
order to bury them with the [manuscripts] of Mulay Zidan in the Escorial.“ 
(Bernardo de Aldrete writing in 1623, trans. Hershenzon (2014), p. 557)



The „Morrocan“ History of the Collection (up
until 1612)—Catalogues

1760-1770—Casiri, Miguel, Biblioteca Arabico-Hispana Escurialensis sive Librorum
omnium Mss. Arabicè ab auctoribus magnam partem Arabo-Hispanis compositos
Biblioteca Coenobii Escurialensis complectitur, recensio & explanation
1884-1928—Derenbourg, Hartwig, H. P. J. Renaud, and E. Lévi-Provençal, Les 
manuscrits arabes de l’Escurial
1963—Vajda, Georges, "Notes sur le fonds de Manuscrits arabes de la Bibliothèque
de l'Escorial," Al-Andalus 28 
1979-1984—Various partial catalogues by Braulio Justel Calabozo, Mercedes 
García-Arenal and others
2002—Zaydān, Yūsuf, Fihris maḫṭūṭāt Dar al-Iskīruyāl (Isbānyā) = Catálogo de los 
manoscritos del monasterio del Escorial
2017-2021—"SICLE—Saadian Intellectual and Cultural Life" (ERC 670628) 
[https://sicle.hypotheses.org/] (François Déroche and Nuria Martínez de Castilla 
Muñoz)



The „Morrocan“ History of the Collection (up
until 1612)—Historial Testimonies etc.
• Contemporary sources [Aḥmad b. Muḥammad al-Maqqarī, d. 1041/1631; Aḥmad

b. Qāsim al-Ḥaǧarī, d. 1050/1640] praise Mūlāy Aḥmad al-Manṣūr learnedness
and describe him as bibliophile, eager to establish one of the greatest libraries of
the Islamic world | library allegedly held some 32,000 codices | regular
shipments from Istanbul and additional purchases in Mecca, Egypt etc.

• With details about Aḥmad al-Manṣūr‘s education [ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz al-Fištalī, d. 
1031/1621-22; Muḥammad al-ṣaġīr b. al-Ḥaǧǧ al-Ifrānī]*

• Iǧāza issued by Aḥmad b. ʿAlī al-Manǧūr (d. 995/1587) or Aḥmad al-Manṣūr (cf. 
Deroche, „Le Sultan a l‘ecole“) (for works on maǧāz)**

• Literary products by members of the Saʿdiyan dynasty (Rasāʾil saʿdiyya, ed. ʿAbd
Allāh Gannūn, Tetuan: Maʿhad Mūlāy al-Ḥasan, 1954)

• Locally produced codices [with attestations] (e.g., Ms Escorial 248; cf. Deroche, 
„Des miscellanees princieres“—“un temoignage de premier ordre sur la culture
de l‘elite marocaine au cours de la seconde moitie du XVIe siecle“)



*Study program Aḥmad al-Manṣūr (cf. 
Deroche, „Des miscellanees princieres“)

• Qurʾān

• [Maliki fiqh:] al-Risāla, by Ibn Abī Zayd ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Nafzī al-Qayrawānī (d. 386/996)

• [Maliki fiqh:] al-Muḫtaṣar, by Ḫalīl b. Isḥāq (d. 776/1365)

• [grammar:] al-Muqaddima al-Āǧurrūmiyya of ʿAbd Allāh b. Muḥammad al-Ṣanhāǧī, called Ibn Āǧurrūm (d. 723/1323)

• [grammar:] al-Alfiyya, by Muḥammad b. ʿAbd Allāh Ibn Mālik (d. 672/1273)

• [morphology:] Lāmiyat al-afʿāl, by Muḥammad b. ʿAbd Allāh Ibn Mālik (d. 672/1273)

• [arithmetics:] 

• [uṣūl al-dīn:] al-ʿAqīda al-kubrā and Šarḥ al-Kubrā, by Muḥammad b. Yūsuf al-Sanūsī (d. 895/1490), as well as his Šarḥ al-Ṣuġrā

• [logic:] commentary on Aṯīr al-Dīn al-Abharī‘s al-Isāġuǧī by Muḥammad b. Yūsuf al-Sanūsī (d. 895/1490)

• [logic:] al-Šamsiyya, of al-Kātibī al-Qazwīnī (d. 675/1276)

• [on the pronounciation of the Qurʾānic text:] al-Ǧazariyya, that is al-Muqaddama al-ǧazariyya by Muḥammad b. Muḥammad al-Ǧazarī ("Ibn al-Ǧazarī,” 
d. 833/1429)

• [rhetorics:] Muḫtaṣar ʿalā Talḫīṣ al-miftāḥ, by Saʿd al-Dīn al-Taftāzānī (d. 793/1390)

• [rhetorics:] Talḫīṣ al-miftāḥ fī l-maʿānī wa-l-bayān, by Muḥammad b. ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Qazwīnī’s (d. 739/1338) 

• [geometry:] Euclid (self-taught)



The appearance of learning as social capital
„L‘ijāza remise par ce dernier se plaçait, au moins théoretiquement, dans le cadre d‘un
contact direct entre le maître et l‘élève. Or, parmi les licences obtenues par Aḥmad al-
Manṣūr, il en est qui, très clairement, ne peuvent prétendre à ce statut. Nous savons en effet
par al-Fištālī que certaines lui avaient été remises par courrier ... 
Le constat a été déjà souvent fait de la rareté des archives et des documents pouvant éclairer
le quotidien dans les sociétés musulmanes du passé. La licence de transmission présentée ici
compte parmi les rares exemples de textes saisissant „sur le vif“ un événement de la vie
intellectuelle mais aussi politique du Maroc du XVIe siècle et impliquant deux figures de 
premier plan, le sultan Aḥmad al-Manṣūr et le savant Aḥmad al-Manjūr. En dépit du 
caractère en apparence très concret du processus de transmission illustré par le manuscrit
Escorial 267, souligné par l‘emploi du terme de munāwala, les sources relatives au règne
d‘Aḥmad al-Manṣūr invitent à relativiser cet apprentissage et à retenir la dimension
symbolique de ces licences accordées au sultan. Il ne fait pas de doute que ce dernier était
doué pour les choses de l‘esprit et possédait une grande curiosité intellectuelle. En dépit de 
son aspect quelque peu emphatique, la formule ʿālim al-ḫulafāʾ wa-ḫalīfat al-ʿulamāʾ réitère
les prétensions du sultan à occuper une place de premier plan au sein de la communauté
musulmane et indique sa volonté d‘établir un lien privilégié avec le monde des savants et de 
s‘assurer leur soutien. Le respect des rites et des postures de l‘enseignement traditionnel
contribuait à cette fin.“ (Deroche, „Le sultan a l‘ecole,“ pp. 1227-1228)



Ms Escorial 1435 (I)



Ms Escorial 1435 (end)
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