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New Acquisitions of Middle Eastern Manuscripts
in Munich in the 21st century

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
My paper is on new acquisitions of Middle Eastern manuscripts in the 21st century which were made by the Bavarian State Library in Munich where I have been working until last year. 



Their history and management (cataloguing 
projects, digitization, conservation and public 

relations)

20,150 manuscripts in African, Asian and Middle 
Eastern languages

5,700 mss in Middle Eastern scripts (3,200 Arabic, 
32 Armenian, 186 Ethiopian, 720 Hebrew and 
Yiddish, 600 Persian, 33 Syriac, 774 Turkish et al)

1,430 Ancient Oriental items

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
The Oriental and Asian collection in Munich is the second largest in Germany. It encompasses more than 20,000 items. The Middle Eastern funds comprise 5,700 mss of which the major part - more than 3,000 items - are in Arabic. 



1970-2020
• The number of the Middle Eastern funds more than doubled
• The number of the Asian funds more than quadrupled

J.A.Widmanstetter
(1506-1557) 

Acquired 1558

J.J. Jakob Fugger
1516-1575

Acquired 1571

Marc-Étienne Quatremère
1782-1857

Acquired 1858

History of the collection

1) 16th century

2) 19th century

3) 20th/21st centuries

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
There were three major periods of acquisitions in the history of the special holdings in Munich: Firstly: In the 16th c. the purchases of two outstanding Renaissance libraries: the collections of the diplomat and orientalist Johann Albrecht Widmanstetter and the merchant Johann Jacob Fugger. Secondly: In the 19th century the library instituted a policy of systematically acquiring literature related to the field. The most important acquisition was the purchase of the book and manuscript collection of the French orientalist Marc-Etienne Quatremère. Thirdly: When the situation at the library had been consolidated in the post-war years, a very fruitful period in terms of expanding the Middle Eastern and Asian collections of manuscripts began, stimulated by a growing public interest in Middle Eastern and Asian cultures leading to offers from the regions. Due to a consistent acquisition policy during the last 50 years the number of the Middle Eastern items have more than doubled while the funds of Asian manuscripts have quadrupled. 



New acquistions in Middle Eastern languages since 2000:  approx. 900

Arabic 450

Hebrew 55

Persian 120

Turkish 220

Armen., Copt., Ethiop. 45
Syriac, Samaritan et al

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
During the last two decades the special department acquired approximately 6,000 manuscripts of which 900 are written in Middle Eastern languages. New acquisitions are selected on the basis of their scholarly and artistic importance and according to the acquisition profile which encompasses all disciplines of scholarship. Relevant handwritten sources are purchased in order to meet the demands of the national and international scientific community. The library buys artistically executed items primarily for academic research as well as for being displayed in exhibitions or other presentations f.e. for university students or participants of conferences. Particular importance is attached to the assemblage of religious manuscripts no matter from which culture they are and to the expansion and replenishment of the historical funds.



Newly acquired Qur‘ān manuscripts

Andalusia, 13 th c.

Qajarī Qur‘ān, 1862

Qur‘ān in Kufi script, 9th c. 

India, late 18th c.

Qur‘ān in apotropaic letters and numbers
Sub-saharan Africa, 19th or 20th c. 

Qur‘ān, Northern Nigeria, 19th or 20th c.

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
Since its foundation in 1558 the library has been collecting manuscripts of the Qur‘an which are the nucleus of the Islamic collection. This tradition continues to this day: In recent years the special fund was enhanced with a number of Koran manuscripts from different areas and ages which bear particular attributes f.e. (top row left), a very fine Qajari version, (top row middle) a Koran from Subsaharan Africa executed in apotropaic letters and numbers, (top row right) a Koran from India, late 18th c. with an interlinear translation and commentary which contains only five suras, (bottom row left) 2 Koran leaves from Andalusia, 13th c. their particular feature is their unusual horizontal format, (bottom row middle) 9 leaves of a 9th century Kufi Koran and (bottom row right) a Koran from Northern Nigeria which was preowned by a Tuareg. Despite the ubiquity of the text, written versions vary enormously in materials, formats, and aspects referring also to social and historical differences in the ways that these manuscripts were produced and used.



Dalāʾil al-Khayrāt, India?, 1808
Dalāʾil al-Khayrāt, Turkey, 1857 

Prayer book
of a Dervish
Kütahya?, 1869

Islamic prayer and pilgrimage books

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
This also applies to Islamic prayer books. Therefore particular emphasis is also laid on collecting prayer and pilgrimage books from various areas of the Islamic world. You might ask why buying new versions of Dala‘il al-Khayrat? Because each manuscript is different. Research was carried out on layout and illumination features of Dala‘il manuscripts and their connection to the actual use, and reading and recitation practices. The Dala’il ms on the right can be attributed to Indian provenance. On the left leaf just below the tombs of the Prophet, and the caliphs Abu Bakr and Umar common motifs in Dala’il mss a place for Jesus who plays an important role in Indian popular belief is earmarked, a very rare feature. The yellow arrow points at MAKAN ISA ALAIHI ASSALAM in white script. The prayer book in top row left can be allocated to Sufi provenance as the central element in the illuminated headpiece is a turban, the attribute of dervishes. Bottom row left a typical Ottoman Dala’il manuscript executed in Rococo style.



Muḥyi-'d-Dīn Lārī : Futūḥ al-Ḥaramayn
Bukhara?, 1729
Acquired in 2021

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
Into the category of religious books falls a noticeable Central Asian version of the Futuh al‑Haramain which comprises a guidebook for those performing the hajj (pilgrimage) to Mecca and other places sacred to the Muslim faith. It was acquired by auction only one year ago.



Acquisitions in the 21st century

• Fundraising
• Low or non-existent library budgets for the purchase of manuscripts
• Budget for the acquisition of manuscripts, third-party funds (donations, 

sponsoring, inheritances, Friends of the Library)

• Sources for acquiring manuscripts
• Private offers
• Antiquarian booksellers, manuscript vendors and art shops
• Auctions

• Prices: estimated price, starting or calling price (50% or 2/3 of the
estimated price) and the hammer price plus surcharge 25% and VAT

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
How does the library acquire such written artefacts in the 21st c.? Whenever you want to buy manuscripts the main issue is fundraising which is not an uncomplicated matter at all given shrinking or non-existent library budgets for the purchase of manuscripts. In recent years we were able to finance a number of manuscripts by means of the library‘s fund allocated to manuscripts and old books. But a noticeable part of the new acquisitions could only be carried out by third-party funds like f.e. from the Friends of the Library. Through several financial donations by private persons, among them a very generous offering, and two inheritances – both for the Oriental and Asian department - the acquisition of a considerable number of elaborate manuscripts was possible albeit the major part of the new acquisitions are workaday objects. The question is from where and from whom these handwritten items were acquired. 



Ottoman Qur‘ān, Istanbul?, 1850
Acquired 2007

Sa‘dī: Gulistān and Bustān, Qazvin 1579
Acquired 2008

Hmayil,
Armenia
1623 or 1642
Acquired 2019

Antiquarian booksellers, manuscript vendors and art shops

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
The easiest way to gain access to mss are purchases from private persons who offer one ms or a bundle of them. As soon you will agree upon a price the manuscript and the invoice will be handed over. Top row left is an example for a private offer by a lady who inherited this late Ottoman Koran from her grandfather who had brought it from Turkey. She had tried to find out who could be interested in it, came across the Qur‘an collection of the library and offered it to us. Dealing with professional antiquarian booksellers might be more intricate as soon as you have to bargain for the price but in general it is possible to find the right balance for a reasonable price and if not you can say no or you have to say no. In the middle  is a fine Golestan manuscript which was offered by an art shop in the surroundings of Munich. After negotiations the item wasn‘t too expensive but it needed to be restorated laboriously due to copper corrosion. The Armenian scroll, a Hmayil, shown on the right was offered by an Armenian book seller who usually provides the library with printed books.



Sa‘dī: Kullīyāt, Iran, 1550-1600
Acquired 2017

Dalāʾil al-Khayrāt, Morocco, 19th c. 
Acquired 2005 

Alchemistic treatises
Bagdad, 1796. Acquired 2003

Gifts

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
The most welcome method to acquire manuscripts are gifts from private persons or institutions. The Kulliyat-i Sa‘di ms. was sponsored by a private person, the Alchemistic treatises (top row right) were handed over by the university library of Bamberg and the Dala‘il ms. bottom row right was donated by a former colleague who had purchased it in Morocco. (donation receipt for donors in order to be deducted from tax)



Donations Manuscript collection of Theodor Menzel (1878-1913)

İbrahim Hakkı: Marifetname, Turkey, 1757

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
Owing to favourable circumstances the library was donated a collection of c. 175 Islamic manuscripts from the estate of Theodor Menzel, a German orientalist who was teaching at the university of Odessa for some years. From there he traveled regulary to Istanbul where he had very good access to the book market.As the major part of these manuscripts are of Sufi content it is very likely that they originate from Dervish monasteries which had been dissolved by Atatürk in 1925.In 2011 a descendant of the Menzel familiy Mathilde Menzel called me up. She had become aware of the Munich collection of Islamic manuscripts through the exhibition The Wonders of Creation in 2010, which included an exhibit that was formerly in Menzel's possession. She had inherited Menzel’s manuscript collection and invited me to her house in Munich to view it. Eventually after one or two weeks she and her children had made up their mind that they wanted to entrust the library with Menzel’s collection by an endowment for which we were very grateful.   



Local auctions

Esther scroll, Central Europe, 18 th c.
Acquired 2005

Jāmī: Yūsuf wa-Zulaykhā
Shiraz?, c. 1550
Acquired 2012 

ʿAwdä nägäśt
Ethiopia, 19th c.
Acquired 2020

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
A part of the new acquisitions were realized by national and international auction sales. In Germany there are a few auction houses which offer every now and then Middle Eastern manuscripts. Before bidding it is necessary to secure the amount which is needed and to determine the price limit beyond the estimated price. You find the estimated prices in the auction catalogues. In the auction itself a bid will be called with the starting price which is half or two thirds of the estimated price.  The hammer  price in the auction is not the final price as 25% surcharge for the auction house plus occasionally the VAT have to be added. Here are some examples for successful biddings in Munich auctions: A charming 16th c. version of Yusuf wa Sulaykha of which the hammer price was 8000 €, the final price around 11.000 €. We bought a very rare Ethiopian manuscript containing 16 drawings which depict water courses of divinatory character. In 2005 a beautifully executed Esther scroll was bought in a Munich auction.



Auctions in London

Collection of Ottoman Texts
c. 1750. Acquired 2019

al-Ṭabīb al-Bayḍāwī: Kitāb al-
tashrīḥ, Iran 1818
Acquired 2019History of Persia, 1845

Acquired 2021

al-Taftazānī: Mukhtaṣar sharḥ
al-takhlīṣ, Saharan Africa, 1791
Acquired 2019

Faḍlallāh Qazwīnī:
Tārīkh-i muʿjam
Shiraz, 1845/46
Acquired 2021

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
If you want to buy outstanding manuscripts you to have to participate in the auctions of Sotheby‘s, Christies‘ and other auction houses in London. Vendors or investors offer rare and precious manuscripts in order to achieve top prices. Although these auctions are out of our league we tried in recent years to bid for a few less expensive objects and were able to buy a small number of them. It is somewhat cumbersome to bid there due to the preparatory work no matter if you are successful or not and even after successful bids you have to deal with the accounting and import procedures of the items. You can never know how much a lot will fetch in an auction… And it is also frustrating to bid in London auctions for Islamic art in view of private and institutional bidders with huge budgets for such auctions. 



Chronicle of the Jewish community
of Heidingsfeld, 1773-1842
Acquired 2017

Josef Ber Moskovits: Poems 
in Yiddish, Sweden 1945-46
Acquired 2019

Shabbat prayers
Metz 1762
Acquired 2012

Manuscripts in Hebrew script

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
In recent years provenance research has become a hot topic. Actually we have always been trying to verify the provenance of all manuscripts offered to us and bought them according to our best knowledge and belief. But it is not always possible to trace back all preowners and to reconstruct all pathways of migration and dislocation of the manuscripts in question. Special care and diligence have to be applied when monitoring the provenance of Hebrew manuscripts as Jewish property was confiscated or stolen during the Nazi regime. German institutions pursue a policy of restituting objects to former Jewish owners or their heirs. At the right is an example for retracing intensively the provenance of a manuscript before it was purchased: It is a chronicle of the Jewish community of Heidingsfeld, a quarter of the city of Würzburg in Bavaria. It could have been stolen by the Nazis but we found out that the community had sold it before the Nazis came to power. We bought this manuscript for a respectable price and digitised it. The present Jewish community in Würzburg implemented the scan copy into their respective database so that it came back to them online. At the left is a beautiful collection of Shabbat prayers on parchment and in the middle a touching ms, written immediately after the Second World War by the Holocaust survivor Josef Ber Moskovits in a DP camp, a camp for displaced persons. The lost childhood is the topic of the Yiddish poem depicted here.



Shāhnāma-i Shamšīr-
Khānī, Lahore 1830-40
Acquired 2019 

ad-Dawānī: 12 Theological Treatises
Iran 1830, Acquired 2008

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
For the sake of transparency we note the provenance of manuscripts in the library catalogues as well as in exhibition catalogues. On the right a summary of the Shahname from Lahore and its catalogue entry which notes an auction as the source of its provenance and at the right a decription in an exhibition catalogue where the provenance of the manuscript is mentioned.



Why should libraries continue to acquire manuscripts?

• Preservation for the future
• Cataloguing and digitization projects as well as online 

exhibitions grant long term access for the public and 
researchers

To fulfil our goals we need the same foresight and determination that
the Library‘s founders had when they brought together the original 
collections in 1753 [foundation of the British Museum] to be ‘preserved
therein for publick use, to all posterity‘, providing access to the world‘s
knowledge‚ ‘for all studious and curious persons‘. (BL, Strategy paper
2005-08)

Vorführender
Präsentationsnotizen
Despite critical voices relating to provenance issues I eventually advocate that libraries and other public institutions continue to acquire manuscripts if funds are available and provenances are documented. Libraries restore and preserve them for future generations, catalogue and digitise them in order grant accessabilty and visibility for researchers and the public. I give you an example: Some of you might remember Annie Vernay-Nouri‘s paper in Budapest on her Kalila wa-Dimna project. She desparately tried to get access to a Kalila- wa-Dimna manuscript which was had been auctioned off by Christie‘s a few years  before. Although Christie‘s was very helpful in getting in contact with the successful bidder she had no chance as the purchaser wanted to remain anonymous. As a matter of fact it is absolutely necessary to check provenances and if there are dubious offers they have to be declined. After the Iraqi war in 2003 it happened at least once a month that people came to offer manuscripts in Syriac which had very likely been stolen during the Iraqi war. Of course, we refused to buy any of them.  Manuscripts are much more than physical objects: they represent the material culture of a society and refer to historical and social aspects. Paratexts and secondary notes constitute important sources for the reconstruction of scholarly networks and the dissemination of the written artefacts.  I would like to conclude my presentation with a quotation from a strategy paper of the British Library which refers to the founding fathers of the British Museum .To fulfil our goals we need the same foresight and determination that the Library‘s founders had when they brought together the original collections in 1753 [foundation of the British Museum] to be ‚preserved therein for publick use, to all posterity, providing access to the world‘s knowledge‚ for all studious and curious persons‘. (BL, Strategy paper 2005-08)



Thank you for your attention!
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