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Taking a Local Turn:
The Tombouctou Manuscripts 

Project explores the Ajami 
Tradition at the Cape

Saarah Jappie, University of Cape Town

The Tombouctou Manuscripts Project, 
based in the UCT Historical Studies 
Department, began in 2003. The main 

objective of the project was to initiate research 
into the manuscript tradition of Timbuktu, Mali. 
More widely, it aimed at promoting awareness of 
a unique writing tradition emanating from within 
Africa. Over the past six years, the Tombouctou 
Mss Project team has been 
deeply involved in research 
regarding the manuscripts 
of Timbuktu, as evidenced 
in its substantial research 
output. This includes the 
digitisation and translation of 
selected manuscripts from two 
major Timbuktu collections; 
Project- run conferences 
and exhibitions; as well as 
published literature, such as 
the book, The Meanings of 
Timbuktu1 and various articles.

While the project started out with a particular 
focus on Timbuktu, its scope is now broadening 
to look beyond Timbuktu, to writing cultures 
elsewhere in Africa. The most recent addition to 
the research profi le is the ajami2 writing tradition 
of the Cape. This article focuses on the research 
experience in the local context, in particular the 
importance of a community-based approach to 
researching the ajami tradition of Cape Town. 

The research work in the Cape began in 2008, 

with a pilot study on local ajami2 writings. The 
main aim of the study was to gain a sense of the 
current situation regarding Cape ajami literature, 
including the kind of research already carried 
out, the nature of extant documents and the 
sorts of further research and preservation efforts 
still needed. Taking a dual primary-secondary 
research approach, the study involved both 

consulting existing literature 
on the topic and, on a more 
practical note, community 
consultation, interviews, text 
collection and cataloguing. 
Initial investigations showed 
the value of  communi ty 
consultation in dealing with the 
ajami literature at the Cape. 
At this point, it is necessary to 
provide a brief description of 
the ajami texts of the Cape.

The ajami literary tradition of Cape Town dates 
back to as early as the 17th century, its legacy 
represented in the form of extant texts, both 
handwritten and printed, found in the Muslim 
community of Cape Town today. The texts, 
commonly referred to as kietaabs, are written in 
three main scripts: Arabic, jawi (Arabic-Malay) 
and Arabic-Afrikaans. As Malay was the lingua 
franca of the early Muslim community at the Cape, 
we fi nd that earlier kietaabs were written in Arabic 
and jawi. Then, around the late 18th century, 
as the linguistic landscape of the community 
developed and (proto)-Afrikaans became the 
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main language spoken in the community, the 
Arabic-Afrikaans script was developed and 
replaced jawi, as refl ected in later kietaabs.  

The majority of kietaabs deal with issues of 
Islamic doctrines and practices. From their 
content, the texts can be separated into three 
main categories: didactic religious texts, often 
pertaining to jurisprudence and principles of 
belief; talismanic texts, such as azeemats 
(talismans based on combination of prayers, 
Arabic letters and numbers) used for personal 
protection; and socio-historical texts, including 
personal correspondence, like letters. Most 
kietaabs are kept in private family collections, 
rather than in institutions such as libraries and 
state archives. 

Several studies on the ajami tradition of the Cape 
have been carried out since the 1950s.3 Yet, 

awareness of the ajami tradition is still limited 
and existing research undoubtedly needs to be 
extended at various levels, including the study 
of Cape ajami historical development, textual 
analysis and, at a more basic level, collation and 
cataloguing of previously undocumented texts. 

It is this last aspect that has been prioritised in 
our work to date. The Project has been working 
with members of the Muslim community in Cape 
Town to locate undocumented ajami texts and to 
work towards cataloguing and developing ways 
of preserving the documents. This community-
based approach was adopted to suit the 
local context, given that the majority of ajami 
documents are not held in public institutions 
such as libraries and archives, but rather in 
the private sphere of certain individuals and 
families. Through approaching our research 
at a grassroots level, our aim is to succeed 
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in documenting private collections for offi cial 
records and future research, and also for the 
personal benefi t of the families who possess 
the texts. It is also hoped that this community 
interaction will work to raise wider awareness of 
the value of Cape ajami literature.

This is an ongoing and somewhat challenging 
task. People are often wary of 
disclosing their kietaabs, which 
are often family heirlooms, to 
outsiders. There is also an 
amount of secrecy surrounding 
ajami text ownership, caused 
by both anxieties towards 
outsider contact, as well as 
beliefs about the mystical 
nature of some of the kietaabs. Consequently, 
building rapport with these individuals has been 
a slow process. However, we have managed to 
locate and build links with several individuals 
and families with ajami text collections and 
are working on ways in which to assist them in 
recording and preserving their collections.

An example of a breakthrough in this gradual 
process is the recent cataloguing project that 
was undertaken on the private library of the late 
Imam Abdurahman ‘Manie’ Bassier (1923-2004) 
of the Bo-Kaap. The Project was loaned a section 
of Imam Bassier’s private book collection, for the 
purpose of locating the ajami texts that the Imam 
was reported to have had. We went through all 
79 volumes in the collection, marking them with 
item numbers. We then created an inventory 
of the items, recording the title, author, date 
of publication, language, script and condition 
of each item. We also noted the peculiarities 
of each volume, including items found therein, 
such as letters and pamphlets, and signifi cant 
readers’ notes. 

From this exercise, we were able to produce 
a comprehensive catalogue of the Imam’s 
belongings for his family. In addition, from this 
catalogue and from the exercise as a whole, we 
were able to gain an idea of both the man himself, 
and the academic and socio-religious context he 
was immersed in. That is to say, Imam Bassier’s 
private library contained various insights into 

his personal interests, his linguistic abilities and 
dominant religious issues and themes he was 
concerned with. These insights were drawn from 
the kinds of books he kept and the notes he 
made, as well as other items found inside these 
books. This exercise took our work beyond the 
singular focus on ajami texts, to the broader issue 
of literature and 20th century Cape Town imams – 

another aspect of local Islamic 
literature worth pursuing. 

With regards to ajami docu-
ments, however, this exercise 
proved to be extremely fruitful. 
In this section of the Imam’s 
library we found copies of 
printed Arabic-Afrikaans lit-

erature, such as the Habibiyah Islamic school’s 
publication Kitab al-Mutala’ah li-Tadris talamidhat 
madrasah Habibiyah.4 This text, as well as other 
printed Arabic-Afrikaans ‘community reading’ lit-
erature of its kind, are evidence of the popularity 
of the Arabic-Afrikaans script in Cape Town in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Besides printed literature, there was at least 
one example of a handwritten jawi book and 
two different kinds of socio-historically signifi cant 
uses of the Arabic-Afrikaans script: a handwritten 
letter and various examples of Arabic-Afrikaans 
marginalia, or readers’ notes. Neither of these 
instances have been recorded or mentioned 
in the literature on Cape ajami texts. The 
signifi cance of these fi ndings is further amplifi ed, 
in that instances of the use of Arabic-Afrikaans for 
social, everyday purposes are indeed rare.

The letter, written in 1914, seemed to have been 
used as a bookmark in one of the volumes. It is 
entirely in Arabic-Afrikaans and pertains to an 
Islamic divorce issue. It is thus both an example 
of social issues affecting the Muslim community 
of Cape Town in the early 20th century and 
an instance of the use of Arabic-Afrikaans for 
social purposes and personal correspondence. 
Meanwhile, Arabic-Afrikaans marginalia were 
found in several volumes. These personal notes 
made by the reader ranged from emphasising 
certain sections of the original text to translating 
Arabic words and so on.

There is also an amount of secrecy 
surrounding ajami text ownership, 
caused by both anxieties towards 
outsider contact, as well as beliefs 
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The example of the cataloguing exercise per-
formed on Imam Bassier’s private library shows 
the value of working with families and private 
literature collections on various levels. On one 
hand, it offers an opportunity for families to have 
a comprehensive record of their documents thus 
compiled, which in turn adds to their understand-
ing of possessions often inherited from other 
family members and others. On the other hand, 
the information gained from surveying this kind 
of literature adds to a greater understanding, for 
researchers, of the sorts of books and written ma-
terial available in local private libraries. It can also 
lead to the fi nding of rare, historically signifi cant 
documents, otherwise inaccessible to research-
ers. This then helps to extend the literature on 
local written traditions and heritage.

While the community-based approach is a 
gradual, sometimes challenging method of 
research, it is proving to be the most suitable 
approach for researching the ajami tradition in 
the Cape Town context. Thus far, our immersion 
in the Muslim community has been fruitful and 
our database of private collections is growing. 
We are, of course, always keen to add more 
collections to our records and are willing to 
catalogue private ajami collections if owners 
are interested – the more documents we can 
record and research, the greater our collective 
understanding of the Cape’s unique Islamic 
literary tradition will be. 
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