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Manuscripts as mobile objects

Anthology of Arabic and Hebrew Poetry, 
Yemen, 18th ct.

Meir Rabbinowitz bought the manuscript 
in Africa from a Yemeni traveler before 
gifting it to a Dr. Isaacs in Manchester in 
1871

Acquisition for the Berlin Library in 1884 
from the Frankfurt based dealer Isaak 
Kauffmann

SBB-PK, Ms. or. oct. 395 
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Heinrich Friedrich von Diez (1751–1817)

Aloys Sprenger (1813–1893)

Julius Heinrich Petermann (1801–1876) 

Carlo Landberg (1848–1924)

Johann Gottfried Wetzstein (1815–1905)

Eduard Glaser (1855–1908)

Collectors of Arabic manuscripts in the 19th ct.
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The library archive / acquisition documents

 Files are preserved for most of
the major acquisitions in the
Library Archive and the
Prussian State Archive (GStA)

 Important source to
understand negotiations, 
market situation and
development of prices

 Contain expert reports by
librarians and orientalists

 Correspondence between
seller, library and ministry
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Johann Gottfried Wetzstein (1815–1905)

 Student of Heinrich Leberecht Fleischer in Leipzig

 Interest in Arabic language and Biblical history

 Prussian Consul in Damascus between 1849 and 1862

 Sold Arabic manuscripts to German libraries

Year MSS. Purchased by
1852 206 Royal Library Berlin
1853 466 Leipzig University (The „Rifa‘iya Library“)
1862 1,962 Royal Library Berlin
1864 173 Tübingen University
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Details on local agents in Damascus

Wetzstein in his report from 1851 about the MSS market in Damascus:

“The learned Muhammadan sees with deep pain the only means of teaching himself 
and his children in the ancient humanities disappear under his hands.”

Maḥmūd Ḥamza, Mufti of Damascus, according to Wetzstein:

“What can men do against the power of money?”

Wetzstein on Aḥmad „al-Jamal“ al-Miṣrī:

“Aḥmad visited me regularly after dark. For each book he offered to me, he 
received one piaster. In this way, I secured the right of first refusal. To prevent the 
same book from being offered to me more than once, I put a black stamp on all 
the books I have seen.” 
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1852: First report on the Qubbat al-Khazna-Fragments

SBB-PK, Petermann I 36
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In close contact with the library‘s administration

 Musterfolie: A_einspaltiger Inhalt

Heinrich Georg Pertz (1795-1876)

“I ask you to buy all the loose sheets, 
however many there may be, which are 
in the Umayyad mosque, and to send 
them over with you.
It is precisely in such loose leaves that 

the strangest discoveries can sometimes 
be made.”
Pertz to Wetzstein, 25 November 1852



16. Mai 2022 · SBB-PK · Christoph Rauch · TRACING THE HISTORY OF ORIENTAL MANUSCRIPT COLLECTIONS · CC BY 4.0 · Seite 9

Publication on the Collection History

 Anniversary of the Oriental 
Department in 2018

 Contributions on the collection
history

 Contributions on librarians

 Gotthold Weil‘s acquisition journey to
the Middle East

 Memories of a storage worker of the
Oriental Department
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Accession books

 Data on the acquisition
of about 10.000 mss. 
with the shelfmarks
„Ms. or.“

 Period 1828 – 1945

 100-s of orientalists
and booksellers
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Oskar Rescher (1883–1972)

 Lived in Istanbul 
continuously from 1925 
on

 Worked as Cataloger
and assistent in 
bookshops

 Conveyed the sale of
1000-s of MSS to
European and American 
libraries

 Berlin: 1176 MSS 
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Provenance data in Qalamos

 Rescher sold and
donated mss. also to
Heidelberg, Leipzig, 
Tübingen, Halle

 The data is added by
the project team of the
DFG-project „Orient-
Digital“

 The Portal with
descriptions of Islamic
MSS from more than 20 
collections makes
relations visible
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Manuscript Notes in Qalamos / Seals

 Qalamos makes about
5.000 notes of owners, 
buyers, readers […] in 
Islamic mss. searchable

 Will be extended in the
future in cooperation with
Bibliotheca Arabica Project

 Standardized data in the
index of personal names
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Further Activities

• International Conference  
• 29th June – 1st July 2022

• Join us in Berlin or online
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Thank you!

Twitter: @od_portal

Blog:
https://od-portal.hypotheses.org/
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