Discovering ‘1001 Inventions’ from the
Muslim Golden Age

Exhibit at the New York Hall of Science
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MEW YORK—Seven leamning stations
and an introductory movie—starring Sir
Ben Kingsley—draw visitors of all ages
into the exhibit *1001 Inventions,” currently
atthe Mew York Hall of Science (NYSCI).
The title alludes to the Arab collection of
stories One Thousand and One Nights for
the exhibit tells the stories of numerous
inventors in the Muslim world who lived in
the 7th to the 17th centuries.

“To add a nice flavor to the exhibit,” said
Kevin Gonzalez, one of the tour guides or

MAGICAL SCIENCE: In the introductory movie 1001 Inventions “explainers” atthe NYSCI, “The explainers
and the Library of Secrets ™ three students are to study the are each dressed as one ofthe

impact of the Dark Ages on the modern world. Sir Ben Kingslay, inventors.” Gonzalez wears a brown robe

in the main role as ingenious inventor, opens a magic chapter and a cloth around his head to represent

Moses Maimonides (1135—1204), a
famous doctor and philosopher.

of science’s history.(Courtesy of Mew York Hall of Science)

Gaonzalez tells the visitors that his name is Moses Maimonides and that he lived as a Jewish doctorin a Muslim
world. *One thing that we learned in the Muslim world is that everyone received the same kind of [medical]
treatment. It was free treatment for everyone,” Gonzalez said.

Besides Maimaonides, the visitor gets to

know various other scholars. When three

students are sentto the library to study

“the impact the Dark Ages had on the

madern world,” Ben Kingsley magically

turns into Al-Jazari, a Turkish inventor, and displays figures from the Muslim Golden Age: Ibn Al-Haytham (965—
ca. 1040), who studied the eye and invented the first camera; Abbas |bn Firnas (810—887), who is said to have
made an attempt to fly using wings (he broke both legs because he had forgotten to construct a tail); and the
female astrolabe-maker Al-ljliya (944-967), who lived in Syria.

“A lot of the things that we take for granted now [and] that we accept as fact now had [their] foundations in the
Muslim world,” Gonzalez said. "In the age which they call the Dark Ages itwasn't so in the Muslim world.”

The Emblem of the Exhibit

The center piece of the exhibitis a
reconstruction ofthe elephant clock,
invented by Al-Jazari (1136—1206).
Knowing the time for work, prayers, and
meals was very important in the Muslim
world, and the elephant clock showed not
only the hours but also the minutes.

“Itis ingenious the way he did it,”
Guonzalez said, comparing the elephant
clock to simple time devices such as
hourglasses. "This one was timed by
water; how long it actually takes to flood a
little container inside [the elephant] that
will pull down a system of pulleys that we
don't even see”

According to the explanatory information
atthe exhibit, the decor on the elephant
clock was a celebration of "the diversity of
humankind™ at the time—the elephant
represents India, a phoenix relates to
Eqgypt, two dragons are inspired by
Chinese culture, and the figurines wear
Arab dresses. One of the amazed
students in the introductory movie calls it
a “United Mation[s] clock.™

LEARNING STATIONS: Visitors atthe "1001 Inventions™ exhibit
can make phone calls to inventors from the Muslim Golden
Age. A docent dressed as Al-Jazari, an ingenious inventor from Gonzalez said of the bygone era: “There

In his role as Moses Maimonides,

southern Turkey, talks about his life and his inventions 800
years ago. (Courtesy of New York Hall of Science)

was actually a lot of harmony back then.”
But Europe was in a state of turmoil.
Maimonides and others had to leave
Spain because of the Spanish inguisition. It would getvery difficult for Jews and any kind of person that was not
Christian back then. But the Muslim civilization embraced you, would give you the best kind of jobs, the best kind
of treatment possible.”

Among the scholars portrayed are Al-Jahiz (781-ca. 868), a “writer and scientist of African descent, born in
Basra, an Iraqi porttown,” and Zheng He (1371-1435), a Muslim Chinese from Beijing, who “built the largest
wooden vessels that ever sailed.” The vessels were “five times bigger than those of Columbus, who sailed
decades later,” according to the learning stations’ explanations.

Even though the exhibit is based in history, is peppered by religious themes, and is featured in a science
museum, one can see the deep sense of culture that permeates through each piece. It reminds viewers that
science is not created in a vacuum but rather through the activity of cultural exchange. The exhibit itselfis a
testament to the power of sharing knowledge.

TheEpochTimes

Studying as Precious Gift

Visitors getto know Fatima Al-Fihri (7—
880), who “inherited a fortune™ and spent
it “building a mosque and college
complex,” known today as the world's
oldest university. She lived in Fez,
Morocco, and tells the visitors in a short
video display: “For learning is a qgift to be
cherished indeed.” T

Intended to “provide role models that will
inspire generations of young people of
many backgrounds,” the exhibit inspires
visitors as well as staff. Gonzalez said,
“Every single day | work here, | still find
something else that fascinates me.”

When asked what makes the exhibit
precious, Margaret Honey, president and
CEOQ of the NYSCI, said: 1001
Inventions' helps us understand the
human aspect of science and helps us to
identify with the scientists. For instance,
young girls can connect with and take
pride in the story of Fatima al-Fihri, who
founded the world's first modern
university.” Honey added that the NYSCI
has seen an increase of about 25% in
general admission attendance since
1001 Inventions’ opened in December,
with a good percentage of them being

RECONSTRUGTED: The emblem of the exhibitis the so-called  firsttime visitors.
elephant clock, designed by the Turkish inventor Al-Jazari. Every
half hour a ball is released to turn a disc, displaying the time.
One of the dragons rotates down and drops the ball, which
triggers the internal mechanism to start measuring the next half
hour. (Courtesy of New York Hall of Science)

From the 9th to the 13th centuries, “The
House of Wisdom,” the greatest
collection of knowledge atthat time, was
builtin Baghdad, Irag. Books were paid
for with gold. When asked what she
learned from the exhibit, Record from the
NYSCI said, *I didn't know that story about
how they had libraries and paid people to
write books or transcribe books, and they
paid for those books in the weight of
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“Everyone loves the exhibit,” Gonzalez said. *We especially get a lot of people that come in from Muslim schools
[and] religious schools.” He said some of them feel recognized “when they see where they are coming from,
haow their origins are being accepted here in the West. It is very nice to watch.”

The exhibitis at the NYSCI, 47-01 111th 5t, Queens, .Y, through April 24. It then goes to the California
Science Center, LA, A book titled *1001 Inventions: Muslim Heritage in Qur World™ by Salim T.5. Al-Hassani is
available.
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