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Introduction

The Latin dictum prodesse et delectare constitutes the backdrop against which
didactic narratives in the Western world have developed over the centuries.?
Owing its coinage to Horace’s Ars poetica (verse 333), the principle of enter-
taining instruction reigns supreme in medieval Latin exempla and baroque Pre-
digtmdriein as much as in the moral natratives told in the Enlightenment period
or in didactic tales published in German schoolbooks since the eighteenth cen-
tury.> Whether deriving from the ancient dictum or resulting from independent
reasoning, didactic narratives in the Muslim world are governed by a similar
principle. In Arabic this principle has been coined as aljidd wa-’I-hazl, «seri-
ousness and humor».' Western research has often referred to what has been
perceived as a traditional opposition of learned Muslims against entertaining
narratives without any inherent instructive value. This opposition can be aptly
illustrated by a number of quotes from Arabic literature before the Mongol
pericd.” Most prominently, it has been voiced by Ibn al-Nadim, a tenth century
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Bagdad bookselier, who judged the tales of the Thousand and One Nighis as
«dull and boring».® Meanwhile, even the most serious Muslim critics of «light»
entertainment had to admit that straightforward instruction without any
entertaining value would soon result in tiring the audience, eventually lead to a
loss of attention and thus risk to miss the intended instructive purpose. A case in
point for this attitude is Ibn al-Jawzi (died 1201), a Hanbalite religious scholar
who was renowned for the captivating oratory style of his sermons as well as for
his uncompromising struggle to protect the spirit of Islam against undue inno-
vations.” This stern advocate of a strict interpretation of the rules governing
Muslim life polemicized against the telling of religious stories popular in his
day. At the same time, he compiled a total of three booklets of entertaining,
often outright jocular narratives. While Ibn al-Jawzi presents the humorous texts
without the least commentary, he has prefaced his collections by apologetical
introductions explaining why he actually published what critics might regard as
unsuitable. Ibn al-Jawzi's justifications culminate in a statement that reads like a
Muslim adaptation of the Latin dictum when he says: «The soul gets annoyed
when it remains in earnest too seriously, and it rejoices in permitted pastimes.»®

In the following, I suggest to present a survey of didactic narratives in the
Muslim world from the perspective of historical and comparative folk narrative
research. While some aspects of this topic are fairly well known, others may not
be. Particular attention will be drawn to the aspect of transreligious communica-

-tion, i. e. to those tales or collections of tales that during the process of migration
travelled across and beyond the religious boundaries of their original context,
thus demonstrating a wide appeal and probably even a universal adaptability.

In Ibn al-Jawzi’s three compilations of jocular narratives, the contrast be-
tween the namrative material presented and the alleged didactic goal is particu-
larly evident. Even so, the compilations demonstrate two points that are of parti-
cular relevance for assessing the position of didactic narratives in the Muslim
world. On the one hand, even a superficially declared didactic aim would obvi-
ously justify the presentation of entertaining and even outright jocular narrati-
ves. On the other, from a fraditional Muslim point of view, it is instruction, not
entertainment, that constitutes the main purpose of narrative communication,
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whether earnest or jocular. The latter argument relates to the ancient tradition,
both Western and Oriental, to teach knowledge and wisdom by way of instruc-
tive stories. The genre of «mirror for princes» constitutes a case in point here,
particularly since it serves best to demonstrate the common aim of didactic nar-
ratives beyond the narrow confines of specific religious boundaries.®

The Large Oriental Collections of Didactic Narratives

It is particularly revealing to see that until the European middle ages, many of
the most successful and influential narratives were transmitted by way of col-
" lections originating from the Orient", each of which constitutes an exemplary
case of transreligious communication in its own right. Probably the best known
of these collections is Kalile and Dimna, a mirror for princes that owes its name
to the two jackals acting in the collection’s frame-tale." In its majority, the tales
of Kalila and Dimna derive from the Sanscrit Paficatantra, a collection originat-
ing in ancient Hindu wisdom literature. According to tradition, the Paficatantra
was brought to Iran by Burzbe, the physician of Sassanian emperor Khosrou L.
Andsharvan (reigned 531-579). Burzde’s Persian version of this work was,
however, much more than a simple translation. In adapting the collection and its
tales to the Iranian context, Burzde also transmitted the embedded concepts.
These concepts originate from a context different in terms of historical expe-
rience, culture, and religion. The Paficatantra was originally conceived in the
Indian context of polytheistic Hinduism (and, to a certain extent, austere Bud-
dhism). It was transmitted to pre-Islamic Iranian culture that during the
Sassanian period was dominated by Zoroastrianism and its dualistic worldview.
After the advent of Islam and the Arab conquest of Iran, the Persian version in
its turn was translated into Arabic by ‘Abdalldh ibn al-Muqaffa‘ (died 756), a
Zoroastrian convert to Islam, and hereby entered the world of a strictly
monotheistic religion. Ibn al-Mugaffa‘’s text served as the basis for several other
versions in the Muslim world, particularly Persian. and Turkish ones. The
Byzantine Christian translation of Kalila and Dimna by Simeon Seth, prepared
at the end of the eleventh century, resulted in the work’s appreciation in the

°  De Benedictis, Angela {ed.): Specula prinipum. Frankfurt 1999; Leder, Stefan / Miihlei-

sen Hans-Otto: Art. Speculum principum. In; Enzyklopidie des Mirchens. Handwérter-
buch zur historischen und vergleichenden Erzihlforschung, Berlin 1975ft. [henceforth:
EM}, vol. 12 (2007), 974-988.

While I am aware of Orientalist implications (in the Saidian sense), for sake of brevity I
use the terms Orient and Oriental in the present context as denoting an arca comprising the
Near and Middle East as well as South Asia.

De Blois, Frangois: Burzdy's Voyage to India and the Origin of the Book of Kalilah wa
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In: EM (as in note 9), vol. 7 (1993), 888-895.
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Balkans as well as in the Siavic languages. The reception of Kalila and Dimna
in the West is most probably due to the Hebrew (and thus Jewish) version
prepared by Rabbi Joél at the beginning of the tweifth century. This version was
introduced to the European Christian context by way of the Latin translation
prepared by John of Capua, a Jewish convert to Christianity, in the second half
of the thirteenth century,'” The details of this complex process of transmission
are well known, and many of the numerous individual versions of Kaiilz and
Dimna have been repeatedly studied. Meanwhile, besides the work’s general
adaptability, the main argument here is the fact that it also lent itself to a variety
of religious contexts, including Indian Hinduism and/or Buddhism; Persian
Zoroastrianism; Arabic, Persian and Turkish Islam; Judaism; and Orthodox as
well as Catholic Christianity, Quite obviously, the tales of this collection offered
such a basic and universally valid set of teaching that it could migrate from one
cultural and religious context to another without major adaptations.

A process of transreligious adaptation similar to that of Kaiila and Dimna can
be argued for other influential collections of tales of Oriental origin, particularly
the one known in Western tradition as The Seven Sages.” Ultimately, even the
epitome of Oriental narrative art, The Thousand and One Nights, fits into the
category of transreligious didactive narrative. Though we do not know which
tales the lost Persian original of this work might have contained, recent research
has argued that the original tales were probably less of an entertaining than of an
instructive character.” One of the arguments supporting this assumption is docu-
mented in a little-known Arabic source dating from the ninth century. This
source credits the translation of the Thousand and One Nights from the original
Persian to Arabic to none other than Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘, the Zoroastrian convert to
Islam who is best known for his translation of Kalila wa Dim#na."* The Thousand
and One Nights are, however, a very particular case the various implications of
whose reception would need to be discussed in great detail. After all, this work
owes its current international reputation as part of «world literature» to a con-
scious interference from the side of Western scholars from the beginning of the
eighteenth century onwards. Another collection of Oriental didactive narrative to
be mentioned in this context is the Book of the Parrot."® Even though the tales of
this collection mainly deal with adultery, they are narrated with a clear didactic
purpose, namely to prevent the female listener from succumbing to her sexual
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desire and thus risking to discredit her own as well as her travelling husband’s
reputation, In terms of chronology, the Book of the Parrot has become known in
the West at a comparatively late date. Originating from the Indian Sukasaptati
and passing through various Persian versions from the early fourteenth century
onwards, the medium through which the collection was passed on to the West
was here Persian and Turkish tradition,

Converts as Transmitters of Didactic Narratives

Given the predominant philological nature of previous research, it probably
" comes as little surprise that the inherent religious aspect of the narratives in
question has usually been taken for granted, and research has focused instead on
matters of content and language. In travelling from «mouth to ear»,'” or, as the
Persian wording has it, from «breast to breast» (sine be sine), any given tale
would, in fact, have to overcome a number of boundaries. Some of these boun-
daries would be physical ones, such as those implied in the transmission of a tale
from one individual to another, or the migration of a tale from one region to
another. Other boundaries would be rather of an immaterial nature, such as those
between written and oral tradition, between the individual and the collective, as
well as frontiers of a geographical, ethnic, linguistic or cultural nature. As for
the crossing of boundaries between traditions dominated by different religious
creeds, the impact of converts deserves particular attention. Authors already
mentioned above include Ibn al-Mugqaffa®, a Zoroastrian convert to Islam, and
John of Capua, a Jewish ¢onvert to Christianity. For the present purpose, another
person that must be added to this listing is Petrus Alphonsus (died 1121), again a
Jewish convert to Christianity. This author is credited with compiling the Disci-
plina clericalis,'® a Latin work that draws heavily on ancient Greek as well as on
Muslim Arab wisdom literature."” Meanwhile, apart from the tales embedded in
the large collections, there are numerous other sources for studying the reception
of didactic tales of Oriental origin across religious boundaries, including more
exiensive collections as well as single narratives. Out of the large number of re-
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levant items studied by previous research I propose to discuss some that are of
particular relevance for Musiim tradition.

«Payment with a Promise»

One of the most ancient anecdotes that may serve to demonstrate the complex
process of transmission is the known as «Payment with a promise»:* In reward
for his panegyrical ode to the émperor, a poet is promised a large amount of
money. When he later inquires about the money, he is informed that his praise
had very much pleased the emperor. In retwn, the emperor had decided to please
the poet with the similarly immaterial gift of a promise. Yet, he had never eon-
sidered to turn the promise into a physical delivery. This anecdote had already
been current in the fourth century BCE, since Aristotle mentions it in his Nico-
machean Ethics (9, 1; 1164a), Tts earliest documented occurence thus belongs to
Greek, 1. e. pagan tradition. By way of Plutarch’s Moralia, the anecdote later
engendered versions in the Christian European literatures. An analogous version
of the anecdote in Indian Buddhist literature, documented since the fifth century
CE, does not necessarily derive from «indigenous» Indian tradition, since it
might well constitute an offspring of ancient Greek tradition transmitted during
the Hellenistic period. Most likely, the anecdote reached Arabic (and, from
there, Persian) Muslim tradition through the intermediary of translation activities
. from Greek to Arabic since the early ninth century CE.* In a similarly short
mention as in the Greek original it is encountered in the Arabic translation of
Aristotle’s Fthics (in Arabic al-Akhidg) prepared by Ishiq b. Hunayn (died
910).” Meanwhile, the anecdote’s mention in the book about stingy persons {a/-
Bukhald’y compiled by the Arabic polygrapher al-Jikiz (died 868) is probably
connected with the version given by Plutarch.” As a late representative of the
Platonie school, the work of Phutarch did not belong to the standard corpus of
Greek philosophy taken into account by the Arabic translators. Even so, the
translator might have read the original Greek version of Plutarch’s Moralia,
since the catalogue of books prepared by Ibn al-Nadim in the tenth century lists
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(died around 912} that is said to be an Arabic rendering of a book about «the
views of the philosophers in respect to physics and the practice of virtue» (De
placitis philosophorum physicis).®

Benfey’s «Indian Theory»

The transmission of the anecdote of the payment with a promise proves, if such
a proot were needed, that the literatures of the early period of Islam were related
to the cultures of both East and West. In many instances, the inherent process
incorporates both giving and taking rather than a unilateral direction of tradition
such as proposed by European scholars of the nineteenth century. A case in
point here is the influential «Indian theory» proposed by German scholar of In-
dian studies Theodor Benfey.” Benfey suggested that most of the intemationally
documented traditional folktales originated from Indian literature, from where
their distribution would have started. Unilateral models such as Benfey’s «In-
dian theory» — that has since undergone considerable modifications — may serve
to draw attention to specific aspects of tradition. Yet, their simplified approach
does not do justice neither to the multilayered complexity nor to the interdepen-
dency of different cultural backgrounds, Even so, Benfey’s model retains a cer-
tain fascination in relation to the hypothetical or actual age of didactic narrati-
ves.

Buddhist Wisdom Literature

Yet another collection of ancient Indian didactic narratives I would briefly like
to mention links Muslim tradition to the East rather than to the West. The Indian
Tripitaka, a collection of Buddhist tales, was translated to Chinese some 1,500
years ago. As for the use of tales for religious instruction, the Book of 100 para-
bles (in Chinese Bo yu jing) that forms part of the Tripitaka deserves special at-
tention.” This book, originally compiled around the year 450 CE by Buddhist
monk Samghasena, was translated to Chinese by Samghasena’s disciple Gu-
navriddhi in 492, Meanwhile, a large amount of the jocular tales contained in the
Bo yu jing are also quoted in the Indian collection of stories, Somadeva’s
Kathdsaritsdgara («The Ocean of Stories») compiled in the eleventh century.
Judging from this overlap, German Scholar of Indian studies Johannes Hertel
deduced the existence of a book of «Indian tales of fools» already in the fifth
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century CE.” The jocular stories of this compilation did, however, not primarily
intend to induce laughter. At least in their original context of Buddhist wisdom
literature they meant to demonstrate the vanity of the human condition as well as
the subjectivity and defectiveness of human perception. A small number of the
tales of this Book of 100 Parabies are also encountered in subsequent Arabic
and Persian tradition. Cases in point are the tale of the fool who was ordered to
keep an eye on the front door of the house — when he left the house, he took the
door along to keep an eye on it;”® and the tale of the «imagined sick person» ex-
emplified by the stupid teacher who believed the jocular lie of his pupils that'a
meat-ball in his mouth in reality was an ulcer — he eventually had a surgeon cut
the meat-ball from his mouth.”

«The Blind Men and the Elephant»

Probably the best-known example of a didactic tale of Indian-Chinese origin is
the tale of the blind men and the elephant.” This tale’s earliest Muslim version
is documented at the beginning of the cleventh century in AbG Hayyin at-
Tauhidi’s Kitdh al-Mugdbasdt («The Book of Derivations»). Here, it goes as
follows:

Once, a number of blind men encountered an elephant. Every one of them touched one of
the parts of its body with his hand and imagined the animal in his mind. Then they turned
away. The one who had touched the leg said that the shape of the elephant was long and
round like the trunk of a trec or a palmtree. The one who had touched the back thought
that its shape was similar fo that of a high mountain or a hill. The one who had touched
its trunk described it as something smooth without any bones. And the one who had
touched its ear thought it to be of a large size, thin, and constantly moving. In that
manner, each of the blind men described that part of the animal that he himself had
sensed. At the same time, each of them said something different from the others and
accused them of misjudgement and inaccuracy in relation to the elephant’s shape as
sensed by himself*!

z Hertel, Johannes: Ein altindisches Namrenbuch. In: Berichte iiber die Verhandlungen der
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Abii Hayyén at-Tauhidi quotes the tale as narrated by Ab{ Sulaimén as-Sijistdni,
who is said to have used it to exemplify a quotation by Platon. The relevant
quote by Platon is given as follows: «Humans do not grasp the truth in all its
emanations, nor do they understand it in all its forms. On the contrary, each hu-
man being is only able to grasp part of the truth.» While originating from the
philosophical context-of ancient Greece, the essence of this Platonic utterance
was so attractive for Buddhist as well as Muslim cultures that it was quoted re-
peatedly in the framework of philosophical and mystical speculations. Examples
from the Muslim literatures include mystical author al-Ghazzali’s (died 1111)
Arabic magnum opus Thyd ‘wliim af-din {(«The Revival of the Religious Scien-
ces») and its Persian shorter version titled Kimiyd-ye sa‘ddat («The Elixir of
Happiness») as well as the works of Persian mystical poets San#’i (died 1131)
and Rumi (died 1273).

«The Squint-eyed Apprentice and the Bottles»

It may be noted in passing that numerous narratives from a large variety of cul-
tures are concerned with the subjectivity of human perception. This question is
of such general a concern for humanity that it is not limited to any specific reli-
gion, and many of the refated tales would lead to a jocular end. Numerous ex-
amples for this kind of narratives are given in the works of the Persian mystics,
such as Faridoddin ‘Attar (died 1221} or Jaldloddin Rumi, for whom human per-
ception (of Divine Truth) was a major concern. Out of the tales the works of
‘Attar (in this case his Asrdr-ndme [«Book of Secrets»]*?), and Rumi (the long
poem known as Masravi) have in common, the iale of the squinter convincingly
exemplifies the importance of perception with particular practical consequen-
ces.® In “Attdr’s versified version (Verse 1610-1615), the tale of the squint-eyed
apprentice reads as follows:

A master had a squint-eyed apprentice

Once he sent the apprentice to a certain place (and said):
«There I have a bottle of oil,

fetch it soon!» The apprentice got up.

When he came to the designated place and trusted his eyes
he saw two bottles. The squinter was astonished.

He came back to the master (and asked): «O master,

I see two bottles, what shall I do?»

Angrily, the master said to him: «You unfortunate person!
Smash one and bring the other!»

32« Atthr: Asrir-ndme. Ed. Sideq Gouharin. Tehran 1338/1959, 99.

* Marzolph, Ulrich: Der Schicler und die Flasche. Zur Rezeption einer arabischen Anekdote
in der persischen mystischen Dichtung. In; Criens 32 (1990), 124138, also published in
Marzolph 2005 (as in note 7), 153-169.
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Because he did not doubt his perception,
he went, smashed the one bottle and then failed to see the other one,

‘Attar uses this parable to exemplify the mystic’s metaphysical consciousness.™
For the mystic, the different manifestations of physical objects constitute but
emanations of one and the same pivotal point of origin. The mystic aims to put
this insight info practice. His ultimate goal is to abandon the Self so as to unite
with the all-encompassing divine. For *Attdr, the squinter is a misguided person,
a character entangled by a delusionary worldview: The squinter is convinced to
perceive a correct image of reality and does not realize that the image he percei-
ves (the two bottles) is, at least partly, an illusion. The squinter’s perception is
hampered by both the physical deformation of his eye-sight and his intellectual
inability to take into account his faulty vision so as to transform the perceived
image into an image of physical reality. In a similar manner, a human being not
possesssing mystical insight, gnosis, will not understand that he himself and the
objects he perceives ultimately constitute an inseparable unity, as a consequence
of which his individual character would dissolve in the totality of true existence.
‘Attir expresses this pivotal thought in the sentences framing the parable, cul-
minating in the phrase «You yourself are everything!»

You do not yield power over your reign, a Div sits on Salomo’s throne,

When you regain the {(magic) ring,

the Divs and Djinnis will once again follow your command.

You are King, in the end as much as in the beginning,

but you are placed behind a veil of misperception, you are squint-gyed.

You perceive one as two, two as a hundred.

Was does one, two, a hundred mean? You yourself are everything! (1606—1609)

If you see something else but yourself,

you are similar to this squinter.

You are all what you see,

but what do you know about being caught in error! (1616-1617)

Similar versions of the tale, some of which with differing interpretations, are
quoted in Persian mystical poet Sand’t’s Hadigar al-hagiga («The Garden of
Truthy) and Rumi’s Masnavi. Probably all of the Persian versions ultimately
rely on an earlier Arabic text such as the one given in Ibn al-Jauzi’s book about
the harmful ensnarement of the devil, Talbfs Iblis. The tale’s essential point of
demonstrating the subjectivity of human perception by alluding to a squinter’s
double vision ultimately goes back at least as far as late Greek antiquity, when a
version of the tale is quoted in the collection of jokes known as Philogelos

3 Ritter, Heltmut; The Ocean of the Soul. Man, the World and God in the Stories of Farid
al-Din ‘Attdr. Translated by John O’Kane. Leiden/Boston 2003, 645.
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(«The Laughter-Lover»).* Again, it is inferesting to see that most of the tale’s
versions in the Christian West have adapted it to a decidedly profane context:
Here, the character who perceives two items instead of one is not a person
whose perception is hampered by a physical defect. Instead, we encounter a
person who is so drunk that his vision is impaired. This change in context does
not only relate the tale to a different cultural background but also suggests a
different use in terms of interpretation.

«Crescentia»

Retuming to the phenomenon of didactic narratives across religious boundaries,
as a researcher of folk narrative, I am fascinated by the extent to which tales and
narratives contribute to the dialogue of religions, Muslim narrative literature, in
particular, is a perfectly hybrid conglomerate incorporating the worldview and
teaching of tales originating from a variety of religious backgrounds. Probably
the most impressive example for this kind of narrative communication is con-
stituted by the genre of so-called «Isrd’fliyat». This term denotes stories quoted
in various genres of Arabic Muslim literature — such as Koranic interpretation
(tafsir), history and biography — that derive from or are presented as relating to
ancient Jewish (and to some extent, Christian) tradition, The point in including
this genre in the present discussion is not so much the extent to which the quoted
tales derive from Jewish tradition or the question whether they have consciously
been fabricated or attributed to Jewish tradition for one reason or another.”® Un-
doubtedly, even though the genre of authentic Isra’1liyat might be fairly small, it
is potentially a major vehicle for transmitting tales from Jewish to Arabic tradi-
tion. A particularly fascinating case of multi-layered tradition has recently been
discussed for the tale of the innocently persecuted heroine known in Western
tradition as Crescentia.”” Previous research has not been in a position to deter-
mine the tale’s origin, Until recently, the tale’s earliest documented occurrence
was known from the German Kaiserchronik («Chronicle of Emperors») an epic
poem compiled toward the middle of the twelfth century. Meanwhile, an Orien-
tal origin had long been suspected, due to the tale’s occurrence in later Muslim
sources. New findings now document the tale’s first occurrence in al-Kulayni’s

3 Marzolph, Ulrich: Philogelos arabikos. Zum Nachleben der antiken Witzesammlung in der

mittelalterlichen arabischen Literatur. In: Der Islam 64 (1987), 185-230, also published in
Marzolph 2005 (as in note 7), 57-108, here 96, § 228,

For a Muslim perspective of the subject sce Qésemi, Mohammad Hamid: 1srd’iliyat va
ta’sir-e 4n bar distAnhd-ye anbiya® dar tafésir-e Qor’an (The tales of alleged Jewish origin
and their influence on the tales of the prophets in the exegesis of the Koran), Tehran
1380/200%.

Marzolph, Ulrich: Crescentia’s Oriental Relatives: The «Tale of the Picus Man and His
Chaste Wife» in the Arabian Nights and the Sources of Crescentia in Near Eastern Narra-
tive Tradition. In: Marvels & Tales 22, 2 (2008), 240258, 299-311.
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tenth century guide to Shiite doctrine al-Kdafi i ‘uliem al-din («A Comprehensive
Commentary to the Science of Religion»), still famous today, where it is said to
have occured in the days of «a certain Jewish king». From this early occurence,
the tale on the one hand was transmitted to a number of Persian, Arabic, and
Turkish sources, and eventually even ended up in a recension of the Thousand
and One Nights. On the other hand, the tale at least from the thirteenth century
onwards is also documented in a Jewish collection of narratives (notably said to
derive from a Jewish source originating in Iran). It is not altogether clear how
the tale ended up in the German Kaiserchronik,” but Jewish tradition might well
constitute the link between the tale’s Oriental and Western versions.

Muslim to Christian Tradition: Bar Hebraeus

Another fascinating example of this kind of migration across religious bounda-
ries is the Book of Laughable Stories compiled by the Syrian Maphrian Grigdr
Abili |-Faraj Bar ‘Ebriyd, better known in the West as Bar Hebracus (died
1286).* This book’s jokes and anecdotes in the vast majority detive from an
Arabic Muslim source from which they have been adapted to the Syman
Christian context so ingeniously as to mislead scholars about their true origin
until quite recently. Bar Hebraeus served as the Jacobite patriarch’s deputy from
1264 until his death in 1286, and thus was the second highest authority of the
Jacobite church. He is praised in literary history as one of the most versatile and
productive writers in the Syrian language. His excellent command of various
languages enabled him to use Arabic sources as well as to write in Arabic him-
self. Besides numerous important works of a theological, historical, or scientific
nature, Bar Hebraeus also compiled the Book of Laughable Stories, a work that
is quite unique in Syrian literature. For a long time, scholars believed this book
of entertaining and instructive tales to result from the author’s perusal of a large
variety of works, probably even works in various languages. Only recently,
philological studies - that were to a large extent facilitated and even inspired by
the publication of the author’s major Arabic source — have proved beyond
reasonable doubt that Bar Hebraeus to a large extent adapted the tales from a
single Arabic source. This fact had been veiled for so long mostly because the

3 See, recently, Plagwitz, Frank: Die ironische Dulderin. Zum Gattungsproblem der Cres-

centia-Erzdhlung in der Kaiserchronik. In: Amsterdamer Beitriige zur 4lteren Germanistik
36 (1992), 103—120,

Marzolph, Ulrich: Die Quelle der Ergétzlichen Erzihlungen des Bar Hebrgus. In: Odens
Christianus 69 (1985), 81—125, also published (in a shorter version) in Marzolph 2005 {as
in note 7), 21-56; Idris, Salah ‘Abdal‘aziz Mahjib: Kitfb al-hikiyit al-mudhika 1i-Abi al-
Faraj b. al-‘Ibri wa-athar kitdb Nathr ad-durr H-Abf Sa‘d al-Abi fihi (The «Book of Enter-
taining Stories» by Abl'I-Faraj Bar Hebracus and the influence of Abli Sa*d al-Abi’s
«Nathr ad-durr»). Cairo 2006,
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author had adapted the tales from the original Muslim Arabic context to his own
Syrian Christian context so ingeniously that a direct translation has never been
seriously considered. A single sample from this collection shall suffice here to
demonstrate the author’s method:

Muzabbid heard a man say to another one: «When the dogs (in the strect) attack you at
night, recite {the Koranic verse): «O company of spirits and humankind, if you can ma-
nage to penetrate beyond the realms of Heaven and Earth and then pass beyond them!
Yet you will only penetrate them through some authority,s» (Q 55/33) Thereupon Mu-
zabbid replied: «I suggest that you had better have a stick or a stone along with you — be-
cause not all dogs know the Koran by heart!»n®

Another actor heard a man saying to his companion, «When thou art travelling by night
and wouldst that the dogs should not molest thee, shout in their faces the Psalm wherein
oceur the words, ‘[And save] my only one from the mouth of the dogs’» [XXII, 21]. And
he said to him, «Nay, but let him also take a stick in his hand, for all dogs do not under-
stand the Psalms, although there may be amorg them some who read them.»*'

Bar Hebraeus’s major source text is the Arabic encyclopedia of jokes Nathr al-
durr («Scattered Pearls»). This encyclopedia has been compiled by Ab{ Mansar
al-Abi (died 1030), an author of Iranian origin who is also known for his history
of the town of Rayy, now a suburb of modern Tehran. In the quoted example,
Bar Hebraeus has ingeniously replaced the Koranic quote by an equivalent quote
from the Bible, thus generating the impression that his version of the tale had
originated in a Christian context. At other times he would adapt the names of
places or protagenists so as to create the impression of an original and «authen-
ticy Christian compilation. His main achievement thus lies in adapting the tales
from a Muslim context, and to replace references to the original Muslim context
with analogous ones referring to a Christian context.

Transreligious Focusees of Jocular Narrative

Besides didactic narratives written or compiled by identified authors, various
characters of anonymous popular tradition in the Muslim world may also serve
to demonstrate the adaptability of didactic narratives across religious bounda-
ries. Of particular interest are the protagonists of jocular narratives that I have

“ a1.Abi: Nathr ad-durr. vol. 3. Bd. Muhammad-‘Ali Qarna / ‘All Muhammad al-Bijawi.
Cairo 1984, 242 (chapter 7, no. 57); see also Marzolph (as in note 23), vol. 2, 182,
no. 778.

The Laughabte Stories Collected by Mér Gregory John Bar-Hebraeus. The Syriac Text
Edited with an English Translation by E. A, Wallis Budge. London 1897, 137 (no. 518).
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previously labelled as «focusees»,*” i.e. those characters to whom over the

course of time a large number of narratives has been attached. Besides the
widely known character of Nasreddin Hodja,” many of whose tales offer them-
selves. for mystical instruction, the wise fool Buhldl is another case in point.*
Buhliil, as can be reconstructed from a substantial number of Arabic and Persian
works, apparently lived in eighth-century Iraq, i. e. during the time of Abbasid
caliph Harun al-Rashid. His most extensive biography is given comparatively
late in the encylopedic work Majdlis al-mu’minin («The Learned Meetings of
the Believersy), compiled by Shiite author Naralldh al-Shilshtar? (died 1610).
Here, Buhldl is regarded as a faithful follower of the sixth Shiite Im&m Ja’far al-
Sadig, who was put to death in the reign of Harun al-Rashid. The sources largely
agree on the fact that Buhlil protected himself from the Sunnite ruler by
practising the strategem of fagiya, i. . he denied his true (Shiite) belief by feign-
ing to be insane. The tales attributed to Buhliil advocate a sincere mysticism
while at the same time denouncing the human adherence to vanity. Today,
Buhlill is probably best known from a large number of works of Shiite learning.
Meanwhile, the general appeal of his tales has resulted in his presence in a
variety of other religious contexts, including the theology of the Kurdish ahl-¢
hagq, where he is regarded as a reincamation of divine truth, as well as tales of
the Tranian Jewry or neo-Aramaic Christian tradition in Eastern Anatolia.

- Back again: The Transmission of Western Didactic Narratives to the East

Last, but not least, it should also be mentioned that the migration of narratives is
not necessarily restricted to a single direction. Previous research in the West has
to a large extent focussed on the origins of Western narratives as deriving from
Qriental origins. Yet narratives, and particularly didactic narratives with their
short, unambiguous, and easily apprehensible (or easily adaptable) message also
offer themselves to be transmitted in the opposite direction. A case in point is
the appendix to Francis Gladwin’s Persian Moonshee, a compréhensive intro-
duction to the Persian language «as adapted to the use of the College at Fort

% Marzolph, Ulrich: «Focusees» of jocular fiction in classical Arabic literature. In: Story-tel-
[ing in the Framework of nor-fictional Arabic Literature. Ed. by Stefan Leder. Wiesbaden
1998, 118-129,

For the most comprehensive collections of Nasreddin anecdotes see Kharitonov, M. S.:

Dvattsat’ chetyre Nasreddina (Nasreddin in 24 languages). Second ed. Moscow 1986;

Mojihed, Ahmad: Juhi. Tehran 1382/1993; Marzolph, Ulrich: Nasreddin Hodscha. 666

wahre Geschichten. Third ed. Munich 2006; Duman, Mustafa: Nasreddin Hoca ve 1553

fikras1, Istanbul 2008.

* Marzolph, Ulrich: Der Weise Narr Buhtil. Wieshaden 1983; Marzolph, Ulrich: Der Weise
Narr Buhlil in den modemen Volksliteraturen der islamischen Linder. In: Fabula 28
(1987), 72-89, also published in Marzelph 2005 (as in note 7), 109-133; Marzolph, Ul-
rich / Qorbéni, Reza: Bohlul-ndme. Tehran 1389/2010.
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William in Bengal», first published in 1795.* This appendix, containing about
80 short narratives of a didactic import, was most probably compiled by an In-
dian native speaker of Persian who, by virtue of his linguistic capacity, was fa-
miliar with both Indian and Persian narrative tradition and who, in addition, had
also access to English language sources. In that respect, it comes as little sur-
prise that the collection he compiled contains tales from a variety of different
traditions, including a version of the internationally distributed tale known as
«The Pound of Flesh».” In Westem tradition, this tale is probably best known
from Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice, but in Eastern tradition it was until

then completely unknown. Both as an appendix to Gladwin’s grammar as well
" as in separate editions in the Indian vernacular languages, the coilection later
gained considerable prominence in South Asia. Many of its tales of either
Western or Perslan provenance were thus transmitted to the general reading
public and could potentially be retold in native oral tradition. It is not without a
certain irony that several tales from Gladwin’s collection were later presented to
the Western public as being germane to the oral tradition of Afghanistan®’. As
recent as 1996, the booklet was even published in an Iranian edition, thus rein-
troducing to Persian language tradition a collection some of whose didactic tales
had travelled from Europe to a Persian language version in India and back again
to Iran.*

Conclusion

To conclude, I would like to draw attention to the truism that a dialogue of reli-
gions, as in fact any form of dialogue, takes places in a variety of arenas. When
followers of different religions communicate with each other, their creeds are
not abstract entities whose arguments meet in a neutral sphere. All religions
might agree in that they refer to some kind or other of divine wisdom, yet their
actual doctrine and practice are always linked to a specific historical experience.
The historical dimension comprises individual backgrounds as well as collective
experience, whether cultural, linguistic, or sociological. Narratives are by no
means the only medium employed in the dialogue of religions, and most pro-
bably they are not even the most important one. While tales may or may not in-
clude serious teaching, their entertaining nature to a certain extent contradicts a
serious message. At the same time, the entertaining nature of narratives allows

* Marzolph, Ulrich: «Pleasant Stories in an Easy Style». Gladwin’s Persian Grammar as an

Intermediary between Classical and Popular Literature. In; Proceedings of the Second Eu-
ropean Conference of Iranian Studies. Ed. B. G. Fragner et al, Rome 1995, 445475, also
published in Marzolph 2006 (as in note 5), 96-130.

% Lixfeld, Hannjost: Art. Fleischpfand. In: EM (as in note 9), vol. 4 (1984), 1256-1262.

*7 See Marzolph (as in note 23), vol. 1, 129,

# Javadi, Seyyed Kamal Hajj Seyyed: Hekdyét-e latif. Tehran 1375/1996.
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them to present truths of a religious as well as those of'a general human nature in
an appealing manner. This unique capacity enables them to transcend dogmatic

differences between the various religions by exemplifying basic instruction in an
attractive garb,
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