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The manuscript tradition of the Zaydi branch of Shi�ism, which since the 9th century
has been preserved primarily in Yemen, is nowadays dispersed over countless libraries
in Yemen and the Middle East, Turkey, Europe, and the United States, of which only a
fraction has been digitized and is available for open access. Its treasures came to the at-
tention of scholars outside Yemen at a relatively late stage. Whereas the bulk of Arabic
manuscripts nowadays housed in the libraries of Europe were acquired between the 17th
and 19th centuries in centrally located cities and regions such as the Ottoman capital Is-
tanbul, Syria and Palestine, and Egypt—all strongholds of Sunnism—the collections
of Zaydi/Yemeni manuscripts were established only at the end of the 19th and first
decades of the 20th century.1 Among the European explorers and merchants who col-
lected manuscripts in South Arabia and later sold them to libraries in Europe was Eduard
Glaser, who visited Yemen on four occasions between 1882 and 1894. After Glaser sold
the manuscripts purchased during his first and second journey to the Königliche Biblio-
thek zu Berlin in 1884 and 1887, Wilhelm Ahlwardt made them the last acquisition to
be included in his Catalogue of Arabic Manuscripts, published between 1887 and 1899.
The third Glaser collection was purchased in 1889 by the British Museum in London—
with the exception of the Lane collection that was purchased in 1891 and 1893, it was
the last acquisition to be included in Charles Rieu’s Supplement to the Catalogue of Ara-
bic Manuscripts published in 1894. The fourth Glaser collection was sold in 1894 to the
Kaiserlich-Königliche Hofbibliothek in Vienna, constituting the most important acqui-
sition of Arabic manuscripts by the library at the time—unlike the Berlin and London
Glaser collections, the Vienna Glaser manuscripts were never described in a published
catalogue. An even larger collection of Zaydi/Yemeni manuscripts was brought together
by the Italian merchant Giuseppe Caprotti during his sojourn in South Arabia from 1885
to 1919. Portions of the Caprotti collection now belong to the Bavarian State Library
in Munich and the Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, while the majority of the collection
is owned by the Biblioteca Ambrosiana in Milan. European libraries and increasingly
US libraries have continuously purchased manuscripts of Yemeni provenance during
the 20th and 21st centuries.

Scholars based in Middle Eastern countries also began to appreciate the Yemeni
manuscript treasures relatively late. The Ottoman scholar and bibliophile �Ali Amiri
Efendi (1857–1924) accumulated an important collection of manuscripts of Yemeni
provenance that is nowadays part of the Millet Kütüphanesi in Istanbul; in 1883 the
Medinan scholar and book dealer Amin al-Madani (d. 1898) visited The Nether-
lands, bringing with him a collection of 664 manuscripts, among them a fair num-
ber of manuscripts from Yemen; and during the 1950s a sizable collection of Yemeni
manuscripts was amassed by the former ambassador of Saudi Arabia to Yemen, al-
Sayyid Muhammad ibn �Abd al-Rahman al-�Ubaykan (1899–1993), which has been
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donated to the University Library of King Saud University in Riyadh.2 Manuscripts of
Yemeni provenance were also purchased by other Saudi libraries over the course of the
20th century, among them the libraries of Umm al-Qura University in Mecca and King
Faisal University.

In 1951–52, 1964, and 1974, scholarly expeditions from Egypt were dispatched to
Yemen. They explored the holdings of various public and private libraries in Sanaa
and other cities, and they produced microfilms of selected manuscripts which they
brought back to Cairo. In 1982 and 1985, delegations from Kuwait assessed and
partly microfilmed the manuscripts of the Maktabat al-Ahqaf (Ahqaf Library) in Tarim
in Hadhramaut and the Dar al-Makhtutat (House of Manuscripts) in Sanaa. Various
Iranian governmental and private institutions also filmed significant numbers of Yemeni
manuscripts at the turn of the millennium.

These initiatives to produce surrogates of manuscripts, whether in microform or digi-
tally, did not aim to preserve them. Instead, they aimed to make them accessible to their
respective local scholarly community—hence, their selective approach. Characteristi-
cally, the surrogates are housed in the relevant institution that was in charge of filming
them in the first place, and these institutions have made no attempt to make them avail-
able to a larger audience. Only the digital surrogates prepared by Iranian entities were
made available to the Mu�assasat al-Imam Zayd ibn �Ali al-Thaqafiyya (Imam Zayd ibn
�Ali Cultural Foundation) in Sanaa—whose personnel continued to digitize the holdings
of additional private libraries.

Although attempts have been made to gather select manuscripts of Yemeni prove-
nance online, none of these initiatives have a clear structural foundation or strive for
comprehensiveness. Digital images of numerous Zaydi manuscripts are included, for
example, on Archive.org. These are poorly documented and the provenance of the mate-
rial remains uncertain. As limited as these attempts may be, they testify to the enormous
interest among scholars worldwide, and particularly in the Islamic world, in the Yemeni
manuscript tradition and specifically the rational Mu�tazilite heritage that is exclusively
preserved in the country.

The various digitization efforts supported by the German Foreign Office (2010) and
the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft in conjunction with the National Endowment for
the Humanities (2010–13) also aimed to capture a select number of private collections.
These efforts were defined at the time as pilot projects that would include additional
personal collections following their completion. The outbreak of the armed conflict in
Yemen made the continuation of these efforts impossible.

The past undertakings to microfilm/digitize manuscripts in Yemen have aimed to pro-
vide scholars outside of Yemen access to the Yemeni material. However, little thought
has been given to how Yemeni scholars might gain access to holdings of libraries outside
their country and only a fraction of the Zaydi/Yemeni manuscripts outside of Yemen are
available through open access. In some cases Yemeni scholars remain unaware of the
extremely rich and valuable holdings outside their country, including catalogued collec-
tions. But even when they are aware of such holdings, they are unable to consult them.
The enormous costs associated with the acquisition of surrogates of these collections
are beyond the reach of Yemeni scholars and research institutions, and the languages in
which some of the relevant catalogues are written (Latin, German, Italian, and English)
render them largely useless to scholars who are proficient only in Arabic.
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Yemenis have made attempts over the past few decades to “repatriate” some of the
important collections of Yemeni manuscripts in the West, but none of them have come
to fruition. In 2008, the Yemeni Ministry of Culture apparently planned “to get back
the Yemeni manuscripts at European libraries, particularly those that are available at the
Italian ones.”3 At one point a senior Yemeni diplomat negotiated with the Ambrosiana
to purchase surrogates of portions of the Caprotti collection in Milan, but this proved
beyond the means of the Yemeni embassy.4 In 2014 the then newly appointed minister
of cultural affairs approached the US ambassador to Yemen, Matthew H. Tueller, about
facilitating the return of “any Yemeni historical manuscript in the US” to Yemen, but
the initiative was never pursued further.5

To make matters worse, the manuscript libraries in Yemen itself are under imminent
threat. Throughout much of the second half of the 20th and the first decades of the
21st century Yemeni authorities have been battling, with limited success, to prevent
manuscript dealers from smuggling manuscripts out of the country.6 Moreover, over
the course of the 20th century many of the private libraries in Yemen were severely
damaged, looted, or even destroyed as a result of political turmoil and war. The ongoing
war in the country, with its daily bombardments, constitutes an imminent threat not
only to the local population but also to the country’s cultural heritage, including its
many manuscript collections.7

The Zaydi Manuscript Tradition (ZMT) aims to salvage the Zaydi literary tradition by
gathering digital surrogates of as many Zaydi manuscripts as possible in a single repos-
itory and providing scholars worldwide comprehensive and systematic open access to
them, regardless of whether the physical manuscripts are preserved in Europe, North
America, Yemen, or elsewhere in the Middle East. The ZMT is a joint project initiated
by the Institute for Advanced Study (IAS) at Princeton University in partnership with the
Hill Museum and Manuscript Library (HMML) at Saint John’s University, Collegeville,
Minnesota. Work on the ZMT began in September 2016 and to date the project com-
prises 939 digitized manuscripts from several European and Yemeni libraries accessible
online through the Portal and HMML’s virtual Reading Room (vHMML). The initiative
consists of two components: a Digital Portal on the IAS website that serves as a compre-
hensive research guide to relevant collections of Zaydi manuscripts, providing precise
information on the location of each collection with a full list of its holdings and the rel-
evant bibliography for every codex.8 The Digital Portal also functions as a gateway to
the manuscript surrogates that are available in HMML’s virtual Reading Room,9 which
serves as a repository of digital surrogates of manuscript codices and will eventually
include full metadata for the manuscripts through its cataloging tools.

The ZMT envisages three distinct (though not necessarily consecutive) phases. Dur-
ing the first phase surrogates of the earlier endeavors by the Egyptians, Kuwaitis,
Iranians and the Yemenis will be collected, prepared, and uploaded unto the vHMML
repository (with parallel pointers in the Portal)—a process already underway. This in-
cludes digital scans of the microfilmed material produced by the various Egyptian and
Kuwaiti expeditions to Yemen, digital surrogates of various (as yet partly unidentified)
private libraries in Yemen that were produced during the early 2000s by Iranian enti-
ties, and images of manuscripts that were digitized in the framework of the two above-
mentioned projects funded by the German Foreign Office and the joint NEH/DFG
project. Although the quality of some of the earlier material is wanting, in many cases
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the surrogates are all we have left. Many of the original personal collections have
been confiscated, dispersed, or even destroyed, and it remains uncertain whether the
individual physical codices are still extant. During a second phase, the Yemeni/Zaydi
manuscripts that are preserved in libraries outside of Yemen are being digitized and up-
loaded onto vHMML (with pointers in the Portal). Although the metadata for the images
will remain minimal during Phase 1 and 2, the aim of Phase 3 will be the preparation of
detailed descriptions.

The ZMT aims to provide open access to an estimated 20,000 digitized manuscripts
over the next three years (2018–20), which would make it the single largest library of
the Zaydi literary tradition. When implemented, the ZMT will effectively democratize
access to the Zaydi manuscript tradition, likely initiating a surge in this important field
of study. The ZMT follows a trend in recent scholarship in digitally reconstructing li-
brary collections and entire literary traditions, so as to encompass a religio-intellectual
strand’s entire literary legacy dispersed across many countries and libraries. Examples
include the “Bibliotheca Laureshamensis digital,” an attempt to reconstruct the monas-
tic library and scriptorium of Abbey Lorsch,10 and the digital reconstruction of the 18th-
century Arnamagnæan collection of Icelandic manuscripts.11

Moreover, through the ZMT scholars in Yemen will finally have unlimited access
to their own intellectual, cultural, and religious heritage as reflected in the Zaydi
manuscripts preserved in Europe, North American, and the Middle East, alongside
scholars based in other parts of the world. As such, the ZMT will bring about a digital
“repatriation” of the Yemeni/Zaydi manuscript treasures dispersed all over the globe. In
the long run, protecting and preserving an important part of Yemen’s cultural legacy, its
rich manuscript tradition, will help enable future generations of Yemenis to have a firm
sense of identity and belonging.12
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