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1868
1891
1895
1896
1897
1898
1900
1901
1902
1904
1906
1907
1908

1909
1910

1912

1914
1917

1919

1920
1922

1923-1929
1929

1934
1944

born of a Czech family in the village of Rychtarov in Austria

(now Czech Republic)

graduated from a Catholic Seminary, ordained a priest

doctorate in theology at the University of Olomouc granted a

two-year scholarship

at the Biblical School in Jerusalem

first excursions to Egypt and Sinai

first journeys in today’s Jordan, heard about Amra castle, met the Bani Sakhr tribe
moved to the University of St Joseph in Beirut continued journeys in the region
visited Amra left the Middle East

second visit to Amra, took photographs and sketches

third visit to Amra, accompanied by painter Mielich, made full
documentation of the place

named Extraordinary Professor at the University of Olomouc

named Ordinary Professor in Olomouc, moved to Vienna

asked by the British Foreign Office to survey the bordetline between
Egypt and Palestine

two volumes of Kusejr Amra and four volumes of Arabia Petraca
published in Vienna

started second period of his travels on the Arabian Peninsula,

lived with Rowala bedouin,became their co-chief

named Professor at the University of Vienna

journey authorized by the Ottoman government to make a topographical,
geographical, geological and hydrological survey East of the Jordan River
journey with Austrian Prince Sixtus von Bourbon-Parma to

Syria and Mesopotamia

political mission to Arabia

mission to strengthen Austrian position in the Arab provinces

of the Ottoman Empire

left Vienna University after the creation of Czechoslovakia (1918),

moved to Prague

named Professor at the Charles University in Prague

law on the establishment of the Oriental Institute in Prague adopted,
according to Musil’s concept

several trips to the United States and the United Kingdom publication of a
series of Musil’s books by the American Geographical Society

publication of eight volumes of Musils work in Czech started

publication of a series of books on Middle-Eastern countries started

Alois Musil died
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adopted him for his brother. Musil’s masterpiece,
an exhaustive account of every single aspect of
life of the bedouin of Northern Arabia, is
opened by a photograph of the authors face
with his dark beard, wrapped in white kafiyeh,
and the caption Sheikh Musa ar-Rweili. It puz-
zled a British reviewer of The Manners and
Customs of the Rwala Bedouins to conclude
that the Sheikh had probably been the principal
informant of the writer. In a way, he was right.
However, Musil - Sheikh Musa - did not
travel to the region exclusively to study mar-
riage customs and ways of milking camels,
although he described both in detail. It was
either the Austrian or the Ottoman government
that charged Musil with geographical, geological
and topographical tasks. In 1911, for example, he
had to survey important sections of the Hijaz
Railway for the Ottomans, In 1912 he accom-
panied Prince Sixtus von Bourbon-Parma,
whose brother-in-law later became the last
Austrian Emperor. His friendship with the
Prince brought Musil closer to the Habsburg
court and enhanced his role during World War 1.
At the outset of the war the Germans had
the idea of sending a delegation to the Arabian
Peninsula that would forge anti-British unity
among the tribes. Musil was chosen to head the
group in the rank of Imperial Counselor. At the
end of November 1914 he arrived in Damascus
and held consultations with a number of his
friends, bedouin sheikhs. The Turks did not trust
him and relied on their own influence, which
proved to be a mistake. Musil’s intention was to

unite the big tribes that would require self=rule.
In fact, Musil stood against another scholar who
was using his skills for political goals, archaeolo-
gist T. E. Lawrence. It seems, though, that Musil
did not have very much in mind the interest of
Turks or their common German allies; he was
rather trying to pursue his own idea of an Arab
Middle East positively inclined to Austria.

With the end of the war in 1918 - that also
brought about the end of the Austro-Hungarian
Empire and the creation of Czechoslovakia -
Musil decided to leave Vienna for Prague and
opt for Czechoslovak citizenship. Soon he was
appointed  Professor at Prague’s Charles
University, the position he held until his retire-
ment in 1937,

There were no visits to Arabia any more, but
a lot of writing and publishing: five volumes of
meticulous descriptions of his journeys through
Arabia, published by the American Geographical
Society, followed by the monumental ethno-
graphical work on Rwala bedouins. For Czech
readers, Musil published some fifteen popular
accounts of his travels, eleven books on particu-
lar states of the Middle East, a survey of
Christian churches of the Orient and some
1200 articles on politics, history and agriculture.

Musil spent most of the rest of his life in his
home village of Rychtarov, at a house of simple
elegance he had built and named Villa Musa, fur-
nished with nice inlaid pieces of a distnctly
Damascene origin. His gravestone in the village
cemetery bears a summary of his life and work
by the author himself:

He searched for truth in the vast desert of Arabia

He looked for it in the libraries and museums

He explained it in numerous books

He instilled it into the hearts of listeners

And he is at peace here

Trusting in the Mercy of the Only Truth

Word to countries far distant

O thou who ridest a bay she-camel not yet five

years old!

A thoroughbred, fleet of foot, of the Shararat

female riding camels,

(.)

Mounting her is a hero who fears not vast

deserts,

Who is to carry word to countries far distant.
Peem in Honor of Sheikh Musa (Alois Musil)

by Prince Nuri ibn Hazza ibn Sha'lan

Alois Musil’s search for the truth in the vast
desert of Arabia that went on for two decades
started in Madaba in 1896. During two subse-
quent years Musil criss-crossed the territory of
ancient Ammon, Moab and Edom rather thor-
oughly: besides horse and camel rides to Amra
and Tuba he visited historical places along the
King’s Highway towards Kerak and Petra as well
as Wadi Araba all the way to Agaba. Information
gathered during these trips was compiled into
four volumes of a geographical and topographi-
cal report Arabia Petraeca (Vienna 1907), the
above-mentioned description of Amra (Kusejr
Amra, Vienna 1907) and three popular travel
books in Czech.

All the texts show that Musil, an extremely

careful observer and listener, was eager to regis-
ter every bit of information available and convey
it to his readers. It was, then, only natural that he
traveled with a camera and took as many pho-
tographs as he could. The hmits, we assume,
were basically two: the number (or weight) of
glass photographic plates he was able to carry
and the danger that taking snaps sometimes
brought about. The piles of photographs found
in Musil’s archives suggest that he was not dis-
couraged by either.

The photographs of the present collection
were taken in the period of 1896-8, They are
enlarged copies of positives from the archives
kept in the Regional Museum in Vyskov, Czech
Republic. Musil’s originals bear no dates and
occasionally there is a hand-written name of a
place on the reverse. They could nevertheless be
identified through references in Musils books,
where a number of them were reproduced.

As the eulogy of Sheikh Musa composed by
the Rwala Prince Nuri ibn Sha’lan says, Musil
undertook to carry word to far distant coun-
tries. By presenting a glimpse of his work in the
Jordan of today we mean to do more or less the
same; the distance, in this case, being measured
in years, not miles.

TOMAS SMETANKA

Special thanks to the Regional Museum
in Vyskov, Czech Republic, and its director
Dr. Franusek Jordan, for cooperation m
preparing the exhibition.
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Prince Talal, Bani Sakhr Tribe

recorded my name in its Hall in bronze letters.

How did I reach these resules? By unbreak-
able trust in God’s providence, consistent fulfill-
ment of my duties and iron perseverance.”

Alois Musil, Po prve v pousti (First Time in the
Desert, Prague 1932)

Alois Musil was the eldest of five children in
a peasant family, born on 30 June 1868 m the
village of Rychtarov. The place is situated in
Moravia, a historical Eastern part of the Czech
Lands, ruled by Austrian Habsburgs unal 1918.
Unlike his much more famed second cousin,
writer Robert Musil, author of the novel The
Man Without Qualities, his family retained
Czech as their mother tongue.

As was almost a rule with peasant sons in the
region and the time, Musil became a faithful
member of the Catholic church. After complet-
ing his secondary school he decided to enter the
Theological Faculty in the Moravian town of
Olomouc and was ordained in 1891. During his
studies he attracted notice with his abilities, per-
severance and keen interest in the OIld
Testament studies. The concept of monotheisim,
in particular, appealed to him. He decided to go
to the roots of faith in one God in Jewish,
Christian and Islamic religions and to explore
the places and people in the region where it
originated.

The Archbishop of Olomouc granted to
Musil some financial support, which enabled
him to study in Jerusalem from 1895 to 1897, at
the Ecole Biblique of French Dominicans. At
the beginning of 1897 Musil moved from

Jerusalem to the Saint Joseph University in
Beirut, a Jesuit institution.Musil started to
explore Biblical lands on excursions to Egypr,
Sinai and Gaza, organized by the schools in
which he studied. Then he bought a horse and
began to move from Jerusalem and Beirut alone,
looking less for the Biblical sights and getting
more and more attracted by more recent mon-
uments as well as the life of the desert tribes.
After getting a first glimpse of Amra  Musil
returned back to Moravia. He was appointed
Professor at the Theological Faculty in
Olomouc and published the first accounts of his
travels. In a few years he went twice to the
Middle East and completed the task of explor-
ing the desert castles of Amira and Tuba. By that
time he had moved to Vienna.

The position of Musil as an internationally
recognized specialist is illustrated by the fact that
the British Foreign Minister asked him in 1906
to draw the border between Egypt and
Palestine. Musil complied, definitely not having
the slightest idea that his map would be referred
to some eight decades later in the dispute
between Egypt and Israel regarding the region
of Taba.

Musil then began to almost regularly switch
between two worlds, two places of residence,
two identities; In Vienna, he served as a Professor
of Auxiliary Biblical Sciences and Arabic at the
University. In the Middle East, he studied the
bedouins of the Rwala tribe, living with them
for prolonged periods and becoming their co-
chief together with Nuri ibn Sha'lan, who



wanted it to be acknowledged, he had to sup-
port his words by photographic evidence. In
June 1900 he was in Madaba again, learning
from the Beni Sakhr that their feud with Rwala
is over - the road to Amra was open!

In a few days, his heart beating with excite-
ment, Musil entered the castle for the second
time. “I needed time”, he recalled later. “How
long will my friends be willing to stay? Will they
flee, fearing a ghost? Or will an enemy eject us?
Shall we leave the place safe and sound? Shall we
not be attacked, killed or wounded? Only Allah
could answer these questions...” The patience of
Musil’s bedouin companions was not endless; on
the fourth day he had to wrap up his work and
ride back westward. This time he didn’t go
empty-handed, carrying 120 photographs, some
sketches and plans.

The academic reputation of Alois Musil was
saved and European Orientalists recognized that
Amra was a unique monument of its kind. The
Vienna Academy decided to publish a compre-
hensive book on the subject that would contain
copies of all the frescos and asked Musil to set
out for the third time, accompanied now by a
painter. He went in 1901, assisted again by his
old friends of the Beni Sakhr. As a final outcome
of Musil’s longest visit to Amra, a thorough
description of the castle and its rare decoration,
illustrated by detailed reproductions of the wall-
paintings, was presented to the public in 1907
under the title Kusejr Amra. By that time Alois
Musil has become a respected geographer,
explorer and expert in Arabia and its people.

THE MAN OF [RON PERSEVERANCE

“Would you like to know, my young friend,
how I grew up? Slowly, very slowly. At times, it
even seemed [ would fade and vanish.

I would have loved to study. After the
entrance exam for the grammar school T was
found unfit for the secondary education, being
a sheer ass. - And now, I am a professor of the
Faculty of Philosophy at the Charles University.

To study, money was needed. My parents
took over a small farm with debts, it was razed
by fire and my grandpa foresaw we would
become beggars. - But | managed through the
studies, borrowed money for my first explorato-
ry journeys, scttled the debts, and we saved our
home farm, even improved it.

I devoted myself to academic studies and was
getting ready for my doctorate. | was spitting
blood and four doctors agreed | would be dead
within two years. - [ am now almost sixty-five
and I easily walk three miles an hour.

The instinct of a scholar draw me to the
unknown desert. On my first trip [ was assault-
ed, robbed and left naked. - By now, [ have rid-
den more than 10,000 miles through the myste-
rious desert on camel’s back and was recognized
a chief in two tribes,

| strove to present science with new
resources. My first important discovery was
declared a delusion and [ was looked at as a
crook. - Later, a lot of my original maps were
published and the American Geographical
Society awarded me its Big Gold Medal and
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Professor Alois Musil

MYSTERIOUS AMRA

“Musa, behind that hill there is Amra, that you have been longing for so much. Go there
with Bakhit’s father”” I rejoiced that my desire will finally be fulfilled. Bakhit’s father was
riding the mare of the Prince, I contunued with my camel.

“Don't stay too long in Amra. If you need more time, vou can stop there on our way
back. Hurry up, now, not to be harmed. We can’t wait for you.”

After half an hour we reached Amra. | enter and see remnants of paintings everywhere.
I am running from room to room, all are painted. I understand the importance of my dis-
covery and thank Allah.

I wanted to take pictures and made the first photograph. My companion, lying on the
roof, shouted: “Our foes, Musa, our foes!”

I hid my camera and we were galloping to the East. There were three or four riders pur-
suing us from the North.

Alois Musil, Tajemna Amra (Mysterious Amra, Prague 1932)

[n 1896 Alois Musil, graduate student at the Ecole Biblique in Jerusalem, began his first journey on the
territory of today’s Jordan. In Madaba he heard bedouins talking about Amra and Tuba, two Omayyad
castles, well preserved, with wonderful columns, inscriptions and pictures. His curiosity grew stronger
than the fear of entering the territory of the Beni Sakhr tribe where he knew nobody and who were,
moreover, waging their war with the Rwala tribe just in the vicinity of Amra. Musil’s ability to mingle
with locals, win their trust and easily accommodate to the simple, yet exciting life of the bedouin worked
- as it did many times in the years to come. He reached the camp of the Beni Sakhr and made friends
with their chiefs, which enabled him to come back two vears later and join Prince Talal, head chief
of the tribe, in his ghazw close to the castles. He was allowed to spend a few minutes admiring the
internal decoration of Amra. However, it was not enough to provide sufficient material to prove that
a place with hunting scenes, half-naked women and colorful portraits of rulers did really exist. After his
return to Europe, Musil published his first account of the castle, but European scholars were reluctant
to accept something that went against all that was known about the conventions of Islamic art. During
the next two years Musil was suffering from the doubts raised over his discovery and realized that if he
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