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is a part of exercising “hidden” and implicit subversion’ (p. 
297-298). In one play, the director added lyrics by the poet 
AÌmad Fuˆad Najm (Nigm), who suffered imprisonment 
under three successive Egyptian presidents, Nasser, Sadat 
and Mubarak (p. 294). It is unclear, however, how the cen-
sors failed to perceive a subversive meaning that was evident 
to all spectators, and abstained from banning the play.

Finally, for the reader who is interested in the general rela-
tion between religion and humour, the essay by Michael 
Bongardt on the Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard is 
pivotal, although it has nothing to do with Arabic culture or 
literature. Christianity, with its belief in salvation through the 
horrible execution of Jesus, appears to be incompatible with 
humour, and Kierkegaard isn’t a load of chuckles either. 
Nevertheless, Kierkegaard recognises irony and humour as 
important phases in the transition from the aesthetic to the 
ethical, and thence to the religious. The aesthetic man, whose 
life is confined by physical pleasure and the pursuit of mate-
rial wealth, discovers irony to perceive the relative value of 
his material attachment and thus gains his freedom. In his 
second, ethical phase, man discovers his dependence on his 
fellow men and his need for recognition. Only humour will 
help him to overcome this. Thus, by irony he learns not to 
take the material world too seriously; by humour he learns 
not to attach too much importance to himself. In doing so, he 
prepares himself for God’s forgiveness. There is much wis-
dom in this, even if one does not believe in God, and also 
solace.

Leiden, August 2010 Arnoud VROLIJK

*
*  *

SEIDENSTICKER, T. — Arabische Handschriften Teil 4. 
Die Arabischen Handschriften Cod Ms. Arab. 136 bis 
180 der Niedersächsischen Staats- und Universitätsbib-
liothek Göttingen (Verzeichnis der Orientalischen Hand-
schriften in Deutschland, Band XVII, B 4). Franz Steiner 
Verlag, Stuttgart, 2005. (24,5 cm, 197). ISBN 3-515-
050159. / 50.-.

The present catalogue describes forty-four Arabic manu-
script volumes (containing some eighty texts) in the library 
of Göttingen, in Germany. Most subjects of Arabic literature 
are represented, but usually with one or two texts only. 
Creeds, magic, logic and grammar are available in larger 
numbers, as they usually are. Seidensticker’s catalogue con-
nects, let us hope, the already existing catalogue of the Ara-
bic manuscripts in Göttingen (written by W. Meyer, Berlin 
1894) with a future catalogue volume in which the remaining 
uncatalogued Arabic manuscripts (presently 554 volumes 
with a much larger number of texts!) will be dealt with. That 
being said, the relative lack of weight of the book here under 
review has been sufficiently indicated. To sum up in a nega-
tive way: the evident disadvantages of the present book, 
though not because of faults of the author, are: 1. it is written 
in German, where many would have preferred the lingua 
franca of modern scholarship: English; 2. it describes only 
a minute sub-collection of the Göttingen collection of mostly 
unimportant manuscripts, and 3. it has no illustrations.

The cataloguing of the forty-four manuscripts is done in 
the exemplary way, that we have learnt to expect from the 

that they will only be used by commuters who spend most of 
their time in traffic jams. Are producers and consumers of car 
tyres therefore ridiculous?

However, Krawietz’s main thesis is that classical Islamic 
law has so far failed to create a set of legal rules for humour 
or laughter. This is unexpected, because Îadith and other 
religious literature have always tried to regulate it. She 
argues, however, that the Muhammad cartoons are not to be 
defined as humour, but as blasphemy. She gives a tentative 
list of somewhat depressing length of all the objects that may 
very well be regarded as sacred to Islam, and therefore 
deserve legal protection against invective.

From the combined articles a picture arises in which 
humour is (at least potentially) regarded as aggressive. Most, 
if not all, Muslims will adhere to the idea that the central 
values of Islam must be protected against such aggression. 
This does not, however, answer a question that is often asked 
by Westerners to Muslims: ‘Is Islam so weak that it is prone 
to attacks from outside?’ The invariable reply is that it is not, 
which unavoidably leads to the conclusion that the Muslims 
themselves are vulnerable. The final question on how differ-
ent concepts of humour affect international or intercommunal 
relations, and how freedom of speech relates to respect for 
cultural values across the world, is only occasionally touched 
upon in this book (for example by Ulrich Marzolph, p. 155-
156).

Western readers will have much less trouble in recognis-
ing humour as expressed in the final section of the book, 
‘Humor in Modern Arabic Literature’. The term ‘literature’ 
is used in a broad sense that includes genres such as jokes 
and comics. Sara Binay notes a certain preference in schol-
arly literature for political jokes under authoritarian regimes, 
such as the two dictatorships of 20th-century Germany. 
The political joke is usually regarded as a ‘mental weapon’ 
(geistige Waffe) of the oppressed, although it is doubtful if 
jokes ever led to the downfall of a regime. On the other hand, 
she argues, both fascist and communist dictatorships appear 
to have attached considerable importance to political jokes in 
view of the draconic punishment meted out to offenders (p. 
299-300). Binay uses a number of jokes circulating among 
Lebanese Christians to demonstrate that, even if Lebanon is 
not a dictatorship in stricto sensu, the people have lost all 
confidence in their rulers, whom they regard as criminals (p. 
310-311). Binay herself points out that the structure of polit-
ical jokes is undistinguishable from that of any other kind of 
joke. Indeed, one rather innocent joke she cites would not 
have been out of place in any of the Roman Catholic maga-
zines I used to read when I was a child:

‘[Rafiq] Hariri, [Samir] Geagea and [Michel] Aoun go to 
Heaven together. Hariri goes in first. God rises and greets him 
with a handshake. Next comes Geagea. God rises and shakes 
hands with him. Finally, Aoun enters. God greets him but 
remains seated. The angels ask: “God, why did you get up for 
Hariri and Geagea, but not for Aoun?” God replies: “I’m 
afraid he will sit on my Throne.” ’ (p. 305).

Shereen Abou El Naga deals with satirical theatre in 
Egypt, that most archetypical of all Arab dictatorships. 
According to her, ‘satire is one form of resistance that func-
tions to restore sanity and balance to the powerless’ (p. 291). 
In order to avoid censorship, directors restage old plays from 
the 1970s which feature an unidentified ‘king’: ‘Egyptian 
theatre never resorts to the figure of a “president”. This itself 
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1161/1748 172 Îanafi law
1176/1762 177 shamaˆil
1211/1797 144 mysticism
1230/1814 180 prophet devotion Medina
1258/1842 152 Îanafi law
1266/1811 171 grammar Kayseri
1268/1852 159 mysticism Zayla
1287/1870 138 magic Obok, Djibouti?
1290/1873-4 174 Qurˆanic science Erzurum?
1317/1899 153 mysticism

One of the undated manuscripts contains mention of a 
locality: Aleppo (MS 151), but with that the forty-four vol-
umes seem to contain just nine geographical indications. 
Interestingly, there is in the Göttingen collection also a 
Waysi manuscript (No. 147), which is therefore pre-1037 
(the author mentions 1013) AH, the year of the former own-
er’s demise. Several European libraries have manuscripts 
coming from the highly important library of this Ottoman 
judge, poet, prose-writer and bibliophile, Uways b. MuÌam-
mad (969-1037, Gibb, HOP, III, 208 ff.) and it would be an 
interesting task to try to reconstruct this impressive 17th-
century library full of rarities and precious documents, that 
must have made furore on the antiquarian book market in 
Istanbul in the second quarter of the seventeenth century, just 
when European scholars started to discover the treasures 
which the Ottomans had carried from the conquered territo-
ries to their capital, about a century earlier.

It is with mixed feelings that I have read the present cata-
logue. It gives the impression that it has been slumbering for 
a long time in the author’s desk, a true raqid therefore! But 
the raqid eventually is born in a full-grown shape, which 
cannot be said of this book. It has been thrown out into the 
world without any promise to add descriptions of the remain-
ing 554 uncatalogued Arabic manuscripts in the near future. 
A long time ago, the author has devoted much energy to 
describe these forty-four volumes, and he has apparently not 
had the wish to continue to do this, at least, one is left with 
that impression, since Seidensticker is quite silent on this. It 
is better than nothing, no doubt about that, but the present 
catalogue can hardly be called a serious effort to describe the 
Arabic manuscripts in Göttingen. And the price of the book 
is absolutely outrageous. Why was this catalogue not simply 
published as an article in a learned journal? The rigidity of 
the rules and regulations of the VOHD probably have pre-
vented this.

My advice to the Librarian in Göttingen (since he is the 
most eligible party to take action in this situation) would be 
to quickly have the remaining Arabic manuscripts cata-
logued. It cannot take that long, twelve or eighteen months 
maybe, to identify the texts and make a succinct description? 
Or is that equally impossible because of the rules of the 
VOHD? Once that has been done, all information on the 
Arabic manuscripts in Göttingen can be put together in a 
unambitious handlist, showing only the most essential bib-
liographical details, which should be written in English. 
Placing descriptions in the library’s website, which is now 
being done by Göttingen’s Arabist librarian Dr. Werner 
Schwartz, is not really an alternative for a catalogue or hand-
list. Only if such a work comes to exist, good and fruitful 
use can be made of what is after all a nice collection of 
Arabic manuscripts. Such a simple handlist could become 

cataloguers in the ‘Verzeichnis der Orientalischen Hand-
schriften in Deutschland’ (VOHD), that impressive project 
of the description of Oriental manuscripts in Germany, 
which started more than half a century ago but which I hope 
will not crumble down. However, the insignificance, from 
the point of view of philology and bibliography, of most of 
the items in the small collection here described, 
is conspicuous, as is the contrast between this and the 
meticulous and first class treatment which the manuscripts 
get in the present catalogue. In short: What a waste of bril-
liance on such a mediocre selection! No doubt, there are 
bureaucratic reasons that explain this, but I do not want to 
know them.

In his preface the author has singled out a few highlights 
in the little gathering of books which he describes. No. 138 
could be an interesting collection of magical texts from the 
Horn of Africa. No. 144 is a Naqshbandi text which seems 
to be absent in other libraries (but how can we know?). No. 
179 may contain an unknown text on bookmaking in the 
hand of Ibn Îagar al-¨Asqalani, who copied it in Zabid, the 
Yemen, and which, being copied in 800/1397, is also the 
oldest dated manuscript in Seidensticker’s catalogue.

If the content of the manuscripts described here is rather 
run of the mill, is there nothing in the catalogue to compen-
sate for that? What about codicology?, one might ask, that 
science that tells us everything beyond the content of the 
book? If the collection described in this volume is relatively 
unimportant content-wise, the catalogue’s physical descrip-
tions should provide us with ample information on all sorts 
of details of bookmaking and the habits of scholars with 
books. This is indeed the case. The physical descriptions 
of the manuscripts are very detailed (even ink blots are 
occasionally recorded!) and these are witness to the author’s 
sharp eye and keen attention. But he has done next to 
nothing to systematize his codicological observations, as 
even the most basic indexes that could provide data for 
codicologists and paleographers are absent. I offer here (cf. 
the author on pp. 16-17) the desired presentation of the 
available data.

AH/AD year Göttingen subject locality

800/1397 179 book making Zabid
927/1521 150 lexicography
935/1529? 147 spirit (ruÌ)
960/1553 140 Îanafi law
991/1583 154 ethics
1010/1602 156 style Qus†an†iniyya
1043/1634 176 ethics
1048/1538 167 ethics Bursa
1061/1651 139 Îanafi law
1083/1672 169 Îanafi law
1089/1678 168 Îanafi law
1098/1686 178 Qurˆanic science
1124/1712 164 grammar, Qurˆan
1125/1713 143 lexicography
1133/1721 151 Qurˆanic science
1136/1724 148 religious poetry
1141/1729 162 ritual prayer
1142/1729 155 ritual prayer
1161/1748 166 style
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Göttingen’s contribution to that grand edifice that scholars 
all over the world are presently constructing: ‘The History 
of Arabic Literature’. But someone has to do it.

Leiden, July 2010 Jan Just WITKAM
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