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INTRODUCTION*

The size of the Arabic manuscript holdings
of the many public and private libraries of
Yemen makes it among the most important
collections in the world. Estimated at 50,000
manuscripts, the holdings of these libraries
rival those of the National Library of Egypt,
the Siileimaniye Library of Istanbul, or the
Majlis Library of Tehran. Equally intrigu-
ing is the character of these libraries’ col-
lections, a product of Yemen’s unique ge-
ography and history, and the nature of its
scholarly communities. From as early as the
3th/9th century, traditional scholars in Ye-
men’s inaccessible northern mountainous
highlands (al-Yaman al-a‘la), particularly
in the Zaydi communities, developed lines
of intellectual inquiry which had fallen into
abeyance in other regions of the Islamic
lands. Mostly due to their isolation, these
communities preserved extremely ancient
materials, including works in every major
field of classical and pre-modern Islamic
literature — the Qur’anic sciences, history,
biographical dictionaries, encyclopaedia,
geography, tradition (hadith), legal meth-
odology (usal al-figh), theology (kalam/
usal al-din), rhetoric, grammar, lexicogra-
phy, belles-lettres, astronomy, medicine and
mathematics. Yemen’s southern and central
regions (al-Yaman al-asfal and al-Yaman
al-awsat), by contrast, were predominantly
inhabited by Shafi‘ites who preserved a
very different kind of religious tradition.

*

This publication was prepared within the framework
of the European Research Council’s FP 7 project “Redis-
covering Theological Rationalism in the Medieval World
of Islam”.

Moreover, due to the relative accessibility
of the southern and central regions of Ye-
men, these areas were subjected over the
centuries to different rulers, in contrast to
Yemen’s northern regions that were under
continuous Zaydi rule. In addition to these
two antagonistic religious strands, Tayyibt
Isma‘ilis have at times also featured promi-
nently in the history of Yemen and Yemeni
libraries have preserved some precious
manuscripts of this intellectual tradition
(Sayyid 1988).

While economic hardship, social and
political instability, poor storage condi-
tions, and the sale of manuscripts to private
collectors from the Gulf States put these
collections at risk for the past five decades,
a new threat has appeared in recent years
that makes immediate attention to these
collections imperative. As many of these li-
braries are preserved by families belonging
to the Zaydi branch of Islam, Salafi extrem-
ists ideologically opposed to Shi‘ism have
targeted these collections for destruction
(vom Bruck 2010). In some cases, they have
purchased collections from library owners
who suffered great economic hardship in
the villages in northern Yemen, only to de-
stroy them.

The preservation and dissemination
particularly of the mostly unknown Zaydi
theological and legal literature that is pre-
served in Yemen will significantly promote
research on an understudied school of
Shi‘ism, grant access to sources that were
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not maintained elsewhere, and underscore
the fact that a rationalist epistemology
continued in Islamic thought for a longer
period than is generally recognized. It is
significant that in recent times, Muslims in-
terested in advocating a vision of Islam that
is fully compatible with the modern world
have recently turned to theological ratio-

nalism of the Mu‘tazilites as a source of au-
thority for their reform (Hildebrandt 2007).
The preservation, dissemination and study
of these rich manuscript materials will thus
have an immediate impact on several fields
of scholarship in the humanities in addition
to the reform agenda of Muslims today.

HISTORY OF ZAYDISM

The Zaydi community is a branch of Shi‘i
Islam and has mainly survived in the mod-
ern state of Yemen. The community’s his-
torical roots can be traced back to the 2"/8*
century, when Zayd b. ‘Ali (d. 122/740)
— a great-great-grandson of the prophet
Muhammad - was killed during a Shi‘T up-
rising in Kifa in Iraq. By recognizing Zayd
b. ‘Alt as the fifth Imam (after ‘Ali, al-Hasan,
al-Husayn and ‘Ali Zayn al-‘Abidin), the
Zaydiyya separated from other Shi‘T groups.

It was also in Kafa that the community
was located during its formative phase and
that the earliest scholars laid the founda-
tions for the emerging Zaydi legal tradition.
Early Zaydi teachings seem to be reflected
in the works attributed to Zayd b. Al
(Griffini 1919). Gradually, four legal schools
arose within Zaydism, though historically
the school founded by al-Qasim b. Ibrahim
al-Rassi (d. 246/860) remained most influ-
ential. His theological teachings deviated
from earlier Zaydi dogma as he advocated
human free will and the absolute otherness
of God from his creation as opposed to pre-
determinism and anthropomorphism (Mad-
elung 1965, 1989, 1991).

In the 39" century, Zaydi activity
shifted to Northern Iran. Still during the
lifetime of al-Qasim b. Ibrahim, his legal
doctrine was brought to Tabaristan by some
of his followers. A first Zaydi state was es-
tablished in 250/864 in the southern costal
region of the Caspian sea. From the 3/9'"
through the early 7"/13" century, the lead-

ing intellectual centres of Zaydism were
located in Tabaristan, Daylaman and Gilan
in the Caspian region, as well as in Rayy
during and after the Buwayhid age and in
Bayhaq in Khurasan. Being located in close
vicinity of the respective cultural centres of
the Muslim world during this period, Zaydi
scholarship flourished.

Al-Qasim’s grandson al-Hadi ila I-Haqq
(d. 298/911) founded a second Zaydi Imam-
ate in the northern mountainous high-
lands of Yemen. He established his capital
in Sa‘da. Al-Hadi systematized his grand-
father’s legal doctrines in several seminal
works. Although he deviated in some re-
spects from al-Qasim’s thought, the Yemeni
Zaydis principally identified the Hadawi
with the Qasimi legal tradition. Al-Qasim
and al-Hadr’s legal thought had a lasting
influence on both the Yemeni and the Cas-
pian Zaydis. However, while important le-
gal works by Caspian Zaydis followed the
Hadawr tradition, al-Qasim’s and al-Hadi’s
school could not gain full predominance in
Northern Iran. An influential rival strand
arose with the Nasiriyya, founded by the
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Imam al-Nasir al-Utrash (d. 304/917) who
emphasized in his teaching the early Kifan
tradition.

In his theological teachings, al-Hadr also
continued the line that had been taken by his
grandfather while opening a new chapter of
Zaydi intellectual history. Retrospectively,
his legacy turned out to be the beginning of
a long-lasting process in Zaydi scholarship:
al-Hadr’s writings testify to the first impacts
of Mu‘tazilism - to be discussed below — on
Zaydi thought. In his K. al-Manzila bayna
[-manzilatayn he committed himself to the
five doctrinal principles of the Mu‘tazila. In
specific theological questions, his thought
shows a particular inclination to the teach-
ings of the Baghdadi school of the Mu‘tazila
(Madelung 1965).

Soon after al-Hadr’s death, the theologi-
cal mainstream in both Zaydi states devel-
oped in different directions: whereas the
majority of Yemeni theologians stuck to the
teachings of al-Hadi, the Caspian Zaydis
adopted the teachings of the Basran school
of the Mu‘tazila. In the provinces of Gilan
and Daylaman, Zaydi Mu‘tazilism saw a
flowering with the Imams al-Mu’ayyad
bi-llah Ahmad b. al-Husayn al-Harani (d.
411/1020) and al-Natiq bi-lI-Haqq Yahya

b. al-Husayn b. Hartn (d. 424/1033). Both
had studied theology in Baghdad with the
eminent scholar Aba ‘Abd Allah al-Basri
(d. 369/980), who was the leading author-
ity on Basran Mu‘tazilism at the time. When
al-Mu’ayyad bi-llah and al-Natiq bi-I-Haqq
came to Rayy, they joined the circle of the
Bayid vizier al-Sahib b. ‘Abbad (d. 385/995).
The latter actively promoted Mu‘tazili
theology and invited the then head of the
Basran school, ‘Abd al-Jabbar al-Hamadani
(d. 415/1024), to become chief gadi of Rayy.
‘Abd al-Jabbar attracted numerous Zaydi
students, such as Ahmad b. Abi |-Husayn
al-Qazwini (“Manekdim Sheshdiw”, d. ca.
425/1034), author of a famous commentary
on his teacher’s Sharh al-usal al-khamsa,
Abu [-Qasim al-Busti, or the less well-
known Abu [-Fadl al-‘Abbas Ibn Sharwin.
In the following generations, the Basran
Mu‘tazili scholarly tradition continued to
be maintained by Zaydis of Rayy, includ-
ing members of the Farrazadhi family who
played a pivotal role in theological scholar-
ship (Ansari/Schmidtke [forthcoming I1]).

In Yemen, al-Hadr’s thought was sys-
tematized by the Mutarrifiyya, a pietist
movement that had emerged in the 5"/11%
century. In many ways, Mutarrifi teachings
were opposed to Caspian Zaydi thought,

THE MU‘TAZILA was one of the most impor-
tant rational schools in the history of Mus-
lim theology. For Mu‘tazili theologians,
reason provided the epistemological basis
to explain the nature of God and of the
world. Five doctrinal principles constituted
a common doctrinal ground — namely the
belief in God’s unicity (tawhid), His justice
(‘adl), the irreversibility of divine promise
and threat (al-wa‘d wa-l-wa‘d), the duty
to advocate good and forbid evil (al-amr
bi-l-ma‘raf wa-l-nahi ‘an al-munkar), and
the definition of the grave sinner as being in
an intermediate position between believer
and unbeliever (al-manzila bayna [-man-
zilatayn). Originally made up of individual
thinkers, Mu‘tazili theologians formulated
systems of thought which led, over the cen-
turies, to the emergence of various schools.
In the 3/9'" century, two main school tra-
ditions emerged, that of Baghdad and that
of Basra. The followers of Abt Hashim al-
Jubba’1 (d. 321/933), who had belonged to

the Basran school tradition, established an
important sub-school, known as the Bah-
shamiyya. The teachings of the Bahsha-
miyya are well documented by the system-
atic writings of “Abd al-Jabbar al-Hamadani
(d. 415/1024) and his students. One of them,
Abu |-Husayn al-Basri (d. 426/1044), for-
mulated his own theological system. His
followers constituted the last innovative
Mu‘tazili school. All of these sub-schools
had a significant impact on Zaydi theology.
After having enjoyed the status of a nearly
official theology under the 3'4/9" century’s
‘Abbasid caliphs, the Mu‘tazila faced the
reproach of heresy by rival theological
movements and was gradually banned from
majoritarian Sunni lands. As its texts were
often deliberately destroyed and its teach-
ings forgotten, the reception of Mu‘tazilism
by non-Sunni communities played a tre-
mendous role in preserving an otherwise
disappeared heritage.

MS San‘@’, al-Jami¢
al-Kabir, Maktabat al-
Awqaf, no. 599 shows

a chain of transmission
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Mu‘tazili theology from
the school’s founding
fathers up to repre-
sentatives of Caspian
Zaydiyya
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which was dominated by Basran Mu‘tazilt
theology. In particular, the Mutarrifis de-
veloped a very specific natural philosophy
(Madelung 1975). Whereas the Mutarrifi
influence quickly grew, the presence of the
Basran school’s writings in Yemen appears
to have been fairly limited until the middle
of the 6"/12" century.
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The Zaydi communities in Iran experi-
enced a gradual decline and most of their
literary legacy was no longer transmitted
(Ansari/Schmidtke [in press I1]). Had it not
been for the massive transfer of Zaydr reli-
gious literature from Iran to Yemen follow-
ing the political unification of the Caspian
and Yemeni Zaydis that began by the end of
the 5™"/11* century, most of the Iranian Zaydi
and Mu‘tazili literary heritage would have
been lost. Following the death in 614/1217
of the Yemeni Imam al-Mansur bi-llah, dur-
ing whose reign the cultural transfer from
Iran to Yemen reached its peak, relations
between the Iranian and Yemenite Zaydi
communities became more tenuous and the
transfer of literary sources from Iran to Ye-
men, which had by now replaced Northern
Iran as the intellectual centre of Zaydism,
had mostly ceased (Madelung 1988).

ZAYDI RELIGIOUS LITERATURE AND LIBRARIES IN YEMEN

As a result of the unification of the Caspian
Zaydiyyaandthe ZaydisinYemen duringthe
imamate of Aba Talib al-akhir (d. 520/1126),
the great-grandson of the Imam al-Natiq
bi-I-haqq, a massive transfer of knowledge
from Iran to Yemen began that steadily in-
creased throughout the 6"/12" century un-
til the death of the Imam al-Mansur bi-llah
in 614/1217. This led on the one hand to a
cultural revival as a result of which the cul-
tural center of Zaydi Mu‘tazilism gradually
shifted from the coastal regions south of the
Caspian Sea to Yemen, and on the other to
a renewed blossoming of Mu‘tazilite theol-
ogy. This process was initiated by the Imam
al-Mutawakkil bi-llah Ahmad b. Sulayman
(r. 532/1137-566/1170) who propagated the
unity of the Zaydiyya in and outside Ye-
men, equally recognizing the Caspian and
Yemeni imams. He encouraged the trans-
fer of Caspian Zaydi religious literature to
Yemen and furthered the teaching by Cas-
pian Zaydi scholars and by Yement scholars
who had studied with Zaydi scholars in the
Caspian region, in Rayy and in Kufa. His
aim was to establish an intellectual coun-
terweight to the Mutarrifi community and
he therefore began supporting the spread
of Basran Mu‘tazili teachings. The cultural
transfer process reached its peak under the
reign of al-Mansur bi-llah who further en-
couraged the transfer of Caspian Zaydi and
Mu‘tazilite religious literature to Yemen. At
his initiative numerous books, among them
many Mu‘tazilite texts, were acquired, cop-
ied and subsequently incorporated into his
library in Zafar, his residential town. He
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took on a staff of professional scribes — who
were often scholars in their own right -
in order to copy a wide range of Mu‘tazil
texts written by chief representatives of the
Basran Mu‘tazila in its scholastic phase.
Many of the texts copied for al-Mansar bi-
Ilah’s library have survived in Yemeni col-
lections as unique manuscripts. (Madelung
1965: 201-22; Ansari/Schmidtke 2010).

Among the Mu‘tazilite writings that
reached Yemen during the 6"/12" and
7%/13" centuries were primarily works of
gadi l-qudat ‘Abd al-Jabbar al-Hamadani,
the head of the Bahshamiyya of his time, as
well as of some of his students and compan-
ions. From ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s pen, the theo-
logical summa, Kitab al-Mughni fi abwab
al-tawhid wa-l-‘adl, was copied for the li-
brary of al-Mansir bi-lIlah. In addition, ‘Abd
al-Jabbar’s Sharh al-usil al-khamsa in the
recension of Manakdim (d. ca. 425/1034)
and his summa al-Muhit fi [-taklif in the
recension of Ibn Mattawayh were well
known among the Zaydis of Yemen. The
latter’s Kitab al-Tadhkira, a comprehen-
sive work on natural philosophy, is likewise
preserved in several manuscripts of Yemeni
provenance, and there is evidence that the
Zaydis of Yemen had access to his other-
wise unknown paraphrastic commentary
(ta‘lig) on ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s al-Jjumal wa-l-
‘uqiad. Of the writings of ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s
student Abu Rashid al-Nisabiri, both his
Masa’il al-khilaf bayn al-Basriyyin wa-l-
Baghdadiyyin and his Masa’il al-khilaf fi
[-usal were transcribed for the library of al-
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Mansir bi-1lah (Ansari/Schmidtke 2010). Of
‘Abd al-Jabbar’s student Abu I-Fadl ‘Abbas
b. Sharwin, three works reached Yemen:
Haqa’iq al-ashya’, a concise treatise on
kalam terminology, Yaqatat al-iman wa-
wasitat al-burhan fr usil al-din, which is
preserved in the recension of al-Hasan al-
Rassas entitled al-Tibyan li-Yaquatat al-iman
wa-wasitat al-burhan, and al-Madkhal fr
usal al-din (Ansari/Schmidtke [in press]).
The Zaydis of Yemen were also acquainted
with some of the theological works of

14

the later representatives of the “School of
Rayy”, such as Aba Muhammad Isma‘il b.
‘AlT b. Isma‘il al-Farrazadht al-‘lIraqi (fl.
late 5"/11™, early 6"/12" century). Manu-
scripts of both his commentaries on ‘Abd
al-Jabbar’s Sharh al-usal al-khamsa (which
are heavily dependent on Manakdim’s) and
on the Kitab al-Tabsira of the Imam al-
Mu’ayyad bi-llah Ahmad b. al-Husayn al-
Harani al-Buthant (d. 411/1020) are extant
in libraries in Yemen. All these authors were
faithful representatives of the Bahshamiyya,

15
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as was the case with al-Hakim al-Jishumi (d.
494/1101) whose comprehensive theological
summa, Sharh ‘uyin al-masa’il, was among
the most influential doctrinal works in Ye-
men during the following centuries.

During this period the Zaydis of Yemen
were also introduced to the teachings of
Abu |-Husayn al-Basri, the former student
of ‘Abd al-Jabbar who later became known
as the founder of the last innovative school
within Mu‘tazilism. Abu I-Husayn had at
the same time been trained in medicine and
philosophy. He criticized the principles of
the Bahshamiyya in an attempt to correct
some of their concepts and arguments in or-
der to defend Mu‘tazili notions more effec-
tively against objections of their opponents.
While Abu |-Husayn’s Kitab al-Mu‘tamad fi
usal al-figh, a work on legal methodology
as its title indicates, was available in nu-
merous copies in Yemen, none of his theo-
logical writings ever reached Yemen. His
doctrines were exclusively known through
the works of his later follower, Rukn al-Din
Ibn al-Malahim1 (d. 536/1141), viz. his al-
Mu‘tamad fi usil al-din, his al-Fa’iq fi usil
al-din and his Tuhfat al-mutakallimin f7 [-
radd ‘ala [-falasifa (Ansari 2010).

A pioneer of introducing the works of
the Caspian Zaydis literature and estab-
lishing their doctrines was Qadi Ja‘far b.
Ahmad b. ‘Abd al-Salam (d. 573/1177-8).
Qadi Ja‘far came from a Isma‘li family, but
then converted to the Mutarrifiyya before
finally adopting Basran Mu‘tazili teachings
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as taught by the theologians from the Cas-
pian region. Seeking profound instruction,
he travelled to Mecca, Ktfa and Rayy where
he studied with various renowned teachers.
Upon his return to Yemen, his teachings
laid the basis for an emerging generation
of scholars who were instrumental in shap-
ing the community’s subsequent develop-
ment (Schwarb 2011). One of his most out-
standing students was al-Hasan al-Rassas,
who wrote substantial theological works
in which he expounded Basran Mu‘tazili
teachings. Alongside other students, he
taught the later Imam al-Mansar bi-llah
‘Abd Allah b. Hamza (r. 593/1197-614/1217)
(Thiele 2010).

The new ideas and manuscripts stimu-
lated the emergence of a Yemeni school tra-
dition committed to Basran Mu‘tazilism. Its
rise among scholars of the 6/12t"—7%/13t
century was, however, accompanied with
internal critique. Almost simultaneously
with and probably as a reaction against
the spread of Basran Mu‘tazili teachings,
texts written by followers of Abu |-Husayn
al-Basri’s school gained popularity as his
doctrines were allegedly closer to those of
the earlier Imams al-Qasim b. Ibrahim and
al-Hadi ila I-haqq than those of the Bahsha-
miyya. In the course of the 7""/13" century,
the influence of Abu [-Husayn’s thought in-
creased. The sources from that time show
a tendency to eclecticism, as even scholars
who were committed to Basran Mu‘tazili
thought incorporated ideas in their texts
that originated among the followers of Abu
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I-Husayn’ school. Others, like ‘Abd Allah b.
Zayd al-‘Ansi (d. 677/1269) distanced him-
self from Basran Mu‘tazili teachings, while
reverting to the doctrines of al-Qasim b.
Ibrahim and al-Hadri ila I-Haqq, although
al-‘Ansi also tended to adopt the teachings
of the Baghdadi Mu‘tazila and, at times, po-
sitions held by Abu I-Husayn al-Basri (An-
sari/Schmidtke (forthcoming)). In addition,
scholars like Sayyid Humaydan (d. 656/1258)
began propagating a restoration of a Zaydi
“orthodoxy” rejecting any Mu‘tazili influ-
ence as unauthentic. Zaydi scholarship in
Yemen was characterized by a plurality
of school traditions, such as Basran and
Baghdadi Mu‘tazilism, the school of Abu
I-Husayn al-Basri and traditionalism, which
continued to coexist over the centuries.

MODERN RESEARCH OF ZAYDISM

As a result of the geographical isolation
of Yemen, the scholarly exploration of its
political and intellectual history and of its
rich manuscript holdings started later than
was the case with most other parts of the
Islamic world (Reinhart 1980). It was only
during the second half of the 17" century
that the first comprehensive biographical
works were compiled collecting all known
information on the earlier Zaydi imams,
sayyids and scholars, one composed by the
qadri of San‘@ Ahmad b. Salih b. Muham-
mad b. Abi Rijal (d. 1092/1690) (Ibn Abi
Rijal 2004), the other by Ibn Abi Rijal’s
younger contemporary, Yahya b. al-Husayn
b. al-Qasim (d. 1099/1698) (al-Shahart 2001).
These constitute until today the most im-
portant sources for our knowledge of the
earlier Zaydi scholarly tradition of Yemen
(and Iran). In 1763, a German-Danish sci-
entific expedition arrived in Yemen, among
them Carsten Niebuhr (1733-1815), the only
one to survive the expedition, who later on
published his observations in his Reisebe-
schreibung nach Arabien und andern um-
liegenden Lindern (Niebuhr 1774). Another
important study by a Western scholar was
published towards the end of the 19" cen-
tury, viz. Ferdinand Wiistenfeld’s Jemen im
XVII. Jahrhundert: Die Kriege der Tiirken,
die Arabischen Imame und die Gelehrten
(Wiistenfeld 1885). The beginning of the ex-
ploration of the manuscript holdings of the
public and private libraries of Yemen dates
back to the last decade of the 19" century. Its
primary textual foundation was the collec-
tion of manuscripts that had been brought
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together by Eduard Glaser (1855-1908) dur-
ing his repeated journeys to Yemen in 1882—
84, 1885—86, 1887—88 and 1892-94 and con-
sisted mostly of Zaydi works and numerous
Mu‘tazilite kalam writings. Glaser had sold

the manuscripts collected during his first
and second journeys to the Konigliche Bib-
liothek zu Berlin (nowadays Staatsbiblio-
thek zu Berlin) (265 MSS) (Ahlwardt 1887,
1887-99). During his subsequent trips, he
continued to purchase manuscripts offering
them again to the Berlin library. After fruit-
less negotiations between the Konigliche
Bibliothek and Glaser regarding the sale of
the third collection, it was acquired by the
British Museum (328 MSS) (Rieu 1894; al-
‘Amri 1980). Glaser sold the fourth collec-

The Austrian Arabist
and archeologist Edu-
ard Glaser



tion to the Austrian National Library (282
MSS) (Griinert 1894; Ripper 2001). The Lom-
bard merchant Giuseppe Caprotti had as-
sembled over 34 years a collection of some
1,600 codices that were sold in 1909 to the
Ambrosiana library in Milan (the so-called
“Nuovo Fondo”) through mediation of Sen-
ator Luca Beltrami. Five years later, the lat-
ter donated 180 additional Yemenite manu-
scripts to the Ambrosiana. With a total of
1,792 codices, the Ambrosiana library thus
houses the largest and most significant col-
lection of Yemenite manuscripts in Europe.
Another small portion of the Caprotti col-
lection consisting of 157 manuscripts had
already been sold in 1902 through the in-
termediacy of Eduard Glaser to the Bayer-
ische Staatsbibliothek in Munich (Sobieroj
2007), and the remnant of Caprotti’s collec-
tion (ca. 280 MSS) was donated in 1922 by
Luca Beltrami to the Vatican library (Levi
della Vida 1935, 1965). Important Yemeni
manuscripts are also to be found in Istan-
bul (Traini 1973; Salihiyya 1984), in Cairo
and in Leiden — Amin al-Madani (d. 1898)
was a scholar from Medina who in 1883
had come to Amsterdam where he and his
manuscripts were spotted by scholars from
Leiden. His important collection of some 700
codices was first purchased by Mr. E.J. Brill,
who had commissioned Carlo de Landberg
to prepare a sales catalogue of the manu-
scripts (Landberg 1883). In the same year
the Leiden library purchased the entire col-
lection from Brill’s (Voorhoeve 1980; Wit-
kam 2006-). In Yemen, the holdings of the
former library of the Imam al-Mansir bi-
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llah were transferred in 1929 from Zafar to
the newly founded al-Khizana al-mutawak-
kiliyya in San‘@’, which had been founded
by the Imam al-Mutawakkil “ala llah Yahya
b. Muhammad Hamid al-Din (b. 1285/1869,
d. 1367/1948), and a first handlist of its hold-
ings was published in 1942 (al-Hajari 1942).
The library, which until today is housed on
the second floor of the building complex of
the Great Mosque of San‘a’, is also known
as al-Maktaba al-shargiyya or Maktabat
al-awqaf. Later on, the manuscripts and
books of al-Hay’a al-amma li-I-athar wa-
dar al-kutub were integrated into the newly
founded al-Maktaba al-gharbiyya which is
likewise housed in a building complex on
the premises of the Great Mosque.

On the basis of the European collec-
tions of Yemeni manuscripts, a number of
Western scholars initiated the scholarly
investigation of Zaydism during the early
decades of the 20" century. The German
scholar Rudolph Strothmann (1877-1960)
published a first survey of Zaydi literature
in 1910 and 1911, followed by two ground-
breaking studies on the political doctrines
(Das Staatsrecht der Zaiditen) and the dog-
matic characteristics (Kultus der Zaiditen)
of the Zaydiyya published in 1912 (Stroth-
mann 1910-11, 1912, 1912a). His younger
Dutch contemporary, Cornelis van Aren-
donk (1881-1946), devoted his doctoral dis-
sertation to the founder of the Zaydi imam-
ate in Yemen, al-Hadi ila I-haqq Yahya b.
al-Husayn (b. 245/859, d. 298/911), on the
basis of the sira of the Imam composed by

“DIE GLASER’SCHE SAMMLUNG hat ein ei-
genthiimliches Geprége innerlich wie dus-
serlich. Wahrend die meisten arabischen
Handschriften, welche nach Europa kom-
men, in den oft bereisten Landern Syrien,
Aegypten, auch Algier und Marocco, auf-
gekauft sind, ist jene in Stidarabien (Jemen)
erworben, die meisten und bedeutendsten
Werke derselben sind im Lande selbst ver-
fasst und abgeschrieben; sie legen also
Zeugnis fiir den theologischen, juristischen,
tiberhaupt wissenschaftlichen Bildungsgrad
der Bewohner ab, geben iiber ihre alte und
zum Theil auch neuere Geschichte und Ge-
ographie authentische Auskunft, machen
uns mit einer Anzahl ihrer Dichter bekannt
und beurtheilen sie in biographischen
Werken. Die wenigsten dieser Schriften sind
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bisher tiber die Grenzen ihres Heimatlan-
des gekommen, die meisten derselben sind
auch dem Namen nach unbekannt. In dem
grossen bibliographischen Werke des Haggi
Halifa, der unter ungefahr 15000 Nummern
mehr als doppelt so viel Werke auffiihrt,
ist nur von einigen, und auch fast stets nur
ganz kurz, die Rede. In den zahlreichen bi-
ographischen Werken der arabischen Litter-
atur werden jemenitische Schriftsteller der
mittleren Zeit (des 7. bis 10. Jahres [sic] der
Higra) nur selten erwahnt und es ist daher
sehr schwierig, genauere Zeitangaben iiber
einen grossen Theil der in dieser Sammlung
vorkommenden Schriftsteller zu geben.”

W. Ahlwardt, Kurzes Verzeichnis der Glaser’schen
Sammlung arabischer Handschriften, Berlin 1887, p.
V.

Detail from the title
page of MS Glaser 20,
Staatsbibliothek zu
Berlin



Taha Husayn, Egyp-
tian intellectual and
Minister of Education
between 1950-1952

the latter’s companion ‘Ali b. Muhammad
al-‘Abbasi al-‘Alawi. The dissertation was
published in 1919, followed by a French
translation in 1960 (Arendonk 1919, 1960).
The manuscripts of the Caprotti collection
in the Ambrosiana were studied during the
first two decades of the 20" century by the
Milanese Arabist, Eugenio Griffini (1878~
1925), who published extensively on vari-
ous aspects of Zaydism and on the Caprotti
collection (Codazzi 1926; Griffini 1915, 1919,
1920). His work was continued by another
partial catalogue of the collection by Salah
al-Din al-Munajjid (al-Munajjid 1960) and
in a more comprehensive manner by the
Swedish Arabist Oscar Lofgren (1898—-1992)
who was later joined by Renato Traini, li-
brarian of the Fondazione Caetani in the
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Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei (Lofgren/
Traini 1975-95). During the middle of the
20" century, Egyptian scholars developed an
enhanced awareness of the rich and yet un-
exploited manuscript holdings of Yemen’s
public and private libraries. Taha Husayn,
Minister of Education of Egypt since 1950,
was instrumental in dispatching an expe-
dition of scholars to Yemen to prepare an
inventory of the manuscript holdings there
and to microfilm the most significant manu-
scripts. The group of four Egyptian scholars
that was led by Khalil Yahya Nami, a for-
mer professor at the University of Cairo,
set out to Yemen on 23 December 1951 and
spent the next three months there, until 11
March 1952, cataloguing and filming some
300 manuscripts. The significance of this
expedition and its impact cannot be over-
estimated. Among other precious manu-
scripts, its members had filmed most of the
Mu‘tazili works that had been copied dur-
ing the 6"/12" century for the library of al-
Mansar bi-llah and were preserved in the
Maktaba al-Sharqiyya (al-Makhtatat; Nami
1952; Qa’ima). Most of these texts were ed-
ited over the next decade and beyond, and
these editions prompted a rise in Mu‘tazili
studies among scholars in the West and the
Islamic world. For example, fourteen out
of the originally twenty volumes of ‘Abd
al-Jabbar al-Hamadant’s opus magnum, al-
Mughni fi abwab al-tawhid wa-[-‘adl, were
discovered in the Maktabat al-awqaf (“al-
Sharqiyya”) of the Great Mosque in San‘a’.
Five volumes, including two that have no
equivalent among the San‘a’ manuscripts,

were found soon afterwards among the
manuscripts of the Dar al-kutub in Cairo.
A few years later an edition of all preserved
volumes was produced under the supervi-
sion of Taha Husayn. The discoveries of
the Mu‘tazilite materials, and of ‘Abd al-
Jabbar’s al-Mughni in particular (Anawati/
el-Khodeiri 1957; al-Khodeiri 1958), were
a sensation at the time, and the Egyptian
scholars involved did the wider scholarly
community a great service by making this
work as well as other Mu‘tazilite texts avail-
able through publication. A second Egyp-
tian expedition to Yemen (1964) was di-
rected by Muhammad Ahmad Husayn, the
Vice-Minister of Culture. The two missions
limited their activities to the cities of San‘@’
and Ta‘izz, and did not include the survey
of important manuscript collections in the
towns of the North such as Sa‘da, Hath,
Khamir and the South such as Dhamar, Ji-
bla, Haraz, al-Marawi‘a.

The true founder of Zaydi studies is
Wilferd Madelung who in his seminal
Der Imam al-Qasim ibn Ibrahim und die
Glaubenslehre der Zaiditen (published in
1965) provided a still unsurpassed analysis
of the doctrinal developments of the Zaydis
since the times of the Imam al-Qasim ibn
Ibrahim (d. 246/860) until ‘Abd Allah b.
Zayd al-‘Ansi (d. 667/1268). He was also the
first Western scholar who was able to profit
from the Yemeni manuscript collections in
Europe, in Egypt and, most importantly, in
Yemen itself. Over the decades, Madelung
added numerous invaluable editions and
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studies devoted to the intellectual history
and historiography of medieval Zaydism in
Yemen and Iran, each one of them break-
ing entirely new ground and most of them
translated into Arabic (Madelung 1965,
1985, 1987, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1992, 1999).

Since the 1970s, numerous scholars
particularly from Yemen significantly con-
tributed to advance our knowledge of the
intellectual history of Zaydism in Yemen.
Special mention should be made of Isma‘l
b. ‘AlT al-Akwa*“ (b. 1920, d. 2008; he served
for many years as president of the Yemeni
Antiquities Authority) and his numerous
works, especially his biographical diction-
ary Hijar al-‘ilm wa-ma‘aqiluhu fi [-Yaman
(al-Akwa“ 2003), ‘Abd Allah Muhammad al-
Hibshi and particularly his Maraji‘ tarikh
al-Yaman (al-Hibshi 1972) and his even
more comprehensive volume Masadir al-
fikr al-‘arabi al-islamf fi [-Yaman (first pub-
lished in 1977, repeatedly republished with
revisions and additions), and ‘Abd al-Salam
b. ‘Abbas al-Wajih and his numerous edi-
tions and biographical works (e.g., al-Wajih
1999). Outside of Yemen, the Egyptian
scholar Fu’ad Sayyid, who had also partici-
pated in the Egyptian expedition to Yemen
in 1951-52, has made considerable contri-
butions to the study of the intellectual his-
tory of Yemen (Sayyid 1955), including Za-
ydism, as has his son, Ayman Fu’ad Sayyid,
author of the seminal work Masadir tarikh
al-Yaman fi [-‘asr al-islami (= Sources de
Uhistoire du Yémen a ’époque musulmane)
that was published in 1974 in Cairo (Sayyid



1975). Additional efforts were made to cata-
logue the holdings of the public and private
libraries of Yemen. In 1978 a comprehensive
catalogue of the holdings of the Maktaba
al-Gharbiyya was published (al-‘Isawr et al.
1978), and in 1984 a four-volume catalogue
of the holdings of the Maktaba al-Sharqiyya
replaced the earlier handlist of 1942 (al-
Rugayht 1984). Increasingly, the vast hold-
ings of the sofar mostly unexplored private
libraries in Sa‘da, San‘a’ and other histori-
cal centres of Zaydism in Yemen were cata-
logued and partly digitized. Mention should
be made of the one-volume catalogue by
‘Abd Allah Muhammad al-Hibshi (al-Hibsh1
1994) and of the two-volumes catalogue by
‘Abd al-Salam al-Wajih (al-Wajih 2002) pro-
viding bibliographical data of 3,190 codices
with over 5,000 separate titles from libraries
in Shahara, San‘a’, Hajja, ‘Amran, Dhamar,
Sa‘da, Ta‘izz and ‘Ibb (the publication of
Volumes Three and Four of the catalogue,
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based on a survey of an additional forty li-
braries since 2000, has been announced for
some time). At present, the Mu’assasat al-
Imam Zayd b. ‘Al al-thaqafiyya (IZbACF)
is the most active NGO dedicated to pre-
serving the heritage of the Zaydi commu-
nity through the publication of manuscript
catalogues and critical editions as well as
through the digitization of manuscripts
(http://www.izbacf.org/). In addition, other
cultural foundations and institutions are ac-
tive in Yemen, such as Markaz al-dirasat wa-
[-buhath al-yamani (http://www.ycsr.org/),
Markaz Badr al-‘ilmi wa-I-thaqafi (http://
www.facebook.com/markizbadr?v=info#!/
markizbadr) or Markaz al-turath wa-I-
buhath al-yamani (http://yemenhrc.com/).
Apart from the two Egyptian expeditions,
other countries also contributed to preserve
the Yemeni, particularly Zaydi, manuscript
holdings. In the 1980s, an expedition from
Kuwayt microfilmed selected manuscripts

in San‘a’ (al-Shanti 1988). In addition to this,
Iranian scholars and institutions have been
active for several years cataloguing and dig-
itizing Yement Zaydi manuscripts (Wafadar
1999; see also Hasan Ansari’’s numerous
blogs on Yemeni MSS at http://ansari.kate-
ban.com/). A new catalogue of the holdings
of the Maktaba al-Gharbiyya was published
by the Ayat Allah al-‘Uzma Mar<ashi Library
in Qum, in cooperation with the Markaz
al-watha’iq wa-I-tarikh al-diblimasi of
the Iranian Foreign Ministry (al-Tsawi et
al. 2005), and microfilm copies of practi-
cally the entire holdings of the Maktaba al-
Gharbiyya are preserved in various Iranian
libraries (al-Mashriqi et al. 2001). During
the 1970s and 1980s, the German Foreign
Ministry has funded a large-scale project to
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train Yemenis in the evaluation and conser-
vation of manuscripts, specifically in view
of the precious early Qur’an fragments that
were discovered in 1972 during renovations
of the roof of the Great Mosque in San‘@’
and subsequently restored and microfilmed
(Bothmer/Ohlig/Puin 1999; Dreibholz 2003).
In 2000, the French Centre for Archeology
and Social Sciences in San‘a’ launched the
Zabid Programme under the directorship
of Anne Regourd with the aim to safeguard
the estimated 3,500 manuscripts from the
private libraries of religious scholars in Za-
bid by cataloguing and digitizing the manu-
scripts and by their conservation and physi-
cal restoration (Regourd 2002, 2006, 2008,
2009, 2009a).



THE YEMEN MANUSCRIPT DIGITIZATION PROJECT

Major contributions to the scientific explo-
ration of the Mu‘tazili manuscripts in the
public and private libraries of Yemen were
made by the members of the “Mu‘tazilite
Manuscripts Project Group” that was
founded in 2003 (http://www.geisteswis-
senschaften.fu-berlin.de/izma/forschung/
laufend/mutazila/index.html), an interna-
tional group of some fifteen scholars, set-
ting out to collect, record and prepare criti-
cal editions of all unpublished material of
Mu‘tazilite provenance. Funded by a va-
riety of foundations, the project has held
three international workshops in Istanbul
and published more than fifteen critical
editions and facsimiles mostly on the ba-
sis of Yemeni manuscripts, along with nu-
merous monographs and edited volumes
(Adang/Schmidtke/Sklare 2007). They are
currently working towards the completion
of A Handbook of Mu‘tazilite Works and
Authors, with the intent to catalogue all ex-
tant Mu‘tazilite manuscripts (Schwarb 2006,
forthcoming). Since the very beginning
of the activities of the “Mu‘tazilite Manu-
scripts Project Group”, its members have
established close contacts with the vari-
ous cultural institutions in Yemen, obtained
numerous digitized manuscripts through
them and repeatedly visited the Maktaba
al-Sharqiyya of the Great Mosque in San‘@’
photographing some of the most significant
Mu‘tazilite manuscripts of the library. The
efforts of the “Mu‘tazilite Manuscripts Proj-
ect Group” have been merged since 2008
with the Research Project “Rediscovering
Theological Rationalism in the Medieval
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World of Islam”, which is funded by the
European Research Council and hosted by
Freie Universitat Berlin (http://www.face-
book.com/#!/pages/Rediscovering-Theolog-
ical-Rationalism-in-the-Medieval-World-
of-Islam/144710522241165; http://www.
geisteswissenschaften.fu-berlin.de/en/izma/
forschung/laufend/theological_rational-
ism/index.html).

In 2009, the German Foreign Office in
cooperation with Freie Universitat Berlin
launched the ambitious project “Preserv-
ing Yemen’s Cultural Heritage: The Yemen
Manuscript Digitization Project” with the
ultimate aim of digitizing the holdings of
most so far unexplored private libraries in
San‘@’ and its vicinity over the next five
years. The project is run by the IZbACF in
collaboration with the Freie Universitat
Berlin (“The Mu‘tazilite Manuscripts Proj-
ect” and “ERC Project: Rediscovering Theo-
logical Rationalism in the Medieval World
of Islam”). Digital images and metadata,
created in San‘@’, will be housed both at the
IZbACF and Freie Universitat Berlin and
will be made available to researchers work-
ing in either San‘a’ or Berlin on Yemeni
intellectual history. In addition to this, the
Yemen Manuscript Digitization Initiative
(YMDI) was launched in 2010, a collective
of research librarians and leading scholars
of classical Islam, Middle Eastern history,
and Arabic Literature under the direction of
David Hollenberg (University of Oregon).
Its mission is to preserve the Arabic man-
uscripts in the private libraries of Yemen.

YMDI’s partner institutions, Princeton Uni-
versity Library and Freie Universitat Berlin,
recently received an NEH/DFG Enriching
Digital Collections grant. Technicians from
the 1ZbACF in Yemen are currently digitiz-
ing the codices of three private libraries in
Yemen. These digital images will be virtu-
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ally linked to Yemeni manuscripts in the
Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin and Princeton
University Library, uploaded to the Princ-
eton University Digital Library, and made
freely available on the World Wide Web
(http://ymdi.uoregon.edu/).

A private manuscript
collection in Yemen
hidden in a storeroom



A manuscript from a
private Yemeni library
containing Ahmad

b. Muhammad b.

Salah al-Sharafi’s (d.
1055/1646) Uddat al-
akyas with extensive
marginal commentaries
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