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European Travel Literature on Algeria and the Sahara, post 1800

The Travel Writing of Libya and its Sahara
Aside from a good bibliography of ancient classical sources (Herodotus is
particularly informative on the Libyan tribes) the corpus of travel writing
about Libya is surprisingly thin in the medieval and early modern periods.
Even the descriptions of the Haj route by Muslim pilgrims are terse and
fragmentary. 

The first accounts that do trickle in from the 17th-century are primarily
concerned with shipwrecks, ransoms and Barbary pirates operating out of
Tripoli.  Indeed the walled city of Tripoli, and its rich surrounding of
palm-shaded gardens, tend to monopolise the accounts of Libya over the
18th-century, largely compiled by European Consuls.  After the suppression
of Barbary piracy, at the end of the Napoleonic war, there is a sudden
explosion of interest in Libya.  This is the golden age of the Libyan
travelogue when the commercial and imperial rivalry of France and Britain
goaded on the exploration of the central Sahara.  To make some attempt at
chronology, a list should begin with Frederick Horneman, Della Cella, Pacho,
Smyth, Lyon, Beechey, Gordon Laing,  the so-called Bornu expedition of
Denhma-Clapperton-Oudney, Richardson and culminates in the last
Clapperton-Lander expedition and especially with the journeys of Heinrich
Barth - the so-called Oseal of the explorers¹.   Barth¹s book is indeed a
veritable encyclopedia of things Libyan and Saharan.
By the late 1850¹s, the Foreign Ministers of both France and Britain
reluctantly conclude  that Libya and its Sahara is no Eldorado waiting to be
plundered.  It is too vast,  too poor and too well defended by man and
nature to be of interest to them.  With nothing to fight over, interest in
Libya evaporates for over two generations.  Aside from an interest in the
Sahara, steadily being occupied by the French from both Algiers and Dakar,
next to nothing (in any European language) exists on the period of Turkish
occupation of Libya.
It is only the Italian invasion of 1911 and the heroic Libyan defence that
revives an interest, reflected in  the books of Dr Griffiths, Mabel Todd,
Knud Holmboe and Rosita Forbes.  However it was only the accidental
involvement of Libya in the frontline of the Second World War, as Italian,
German, British and Commonwealth armies desperately fight over the control
of the coastal desert strip, that establishes a passionate European-wide
interest in things Libyan.  After the war a succession of British and
Italian teachers, anthropologists and archaeologists (many of them seconded
to work in the war-battered landscape) write about Libya for their home
audience.  It is a second golden period for Libyan travel writing, but this
time not of explorer narratives but of specific detailed scholarship.
Professor Fabrizio Mori¹s work amongst the rock art of the Jebel Akakus is a
fine case in point, as was Charles Daniels amongst the Garamantian
monuments in the Fezzan. The multiple attractions of Libya¹s great oil wealth
and a sneaking regard for the boldly anti-Western nature of the Libyan
revolution have continued this connection.
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edited by his assitant who completed the last of the great saharan explorers
journeys. 

Le Quellec, Jean-Loic, Paris 1998, Art Rupestre et prehistoire du Sahara -
best modern coverage of the carved rock art of the Messak region (just east
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