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Julie Scott Meisami & Paul Starkey (eds.), Encyclopedia of Arabic
Literature, I-1l. London — New York: Routledge, 1998. xvii + 857 pp.
£175.00. ISBN 0-415-06808-8.

In compiling the Encyclopedia, our aim has been so far as possible to emphasize the
state of the art of current scholarship on Arabic literature, relying on recent research
and less on received traditional opinion [...]. In making our selection of entries, we
have taken it as our assumption that the main users of the Encyclopedia will be
students and academics working in Arabic language and literature and, more generally,
in the fields of Middle Eastern culture, history and philosophy; to these may be added
students and academics working in other Middle Eastern literatures, and students of
comparative literature, non-Western literatures and world literature. (Introduction, p.

X.)

The aims and the purported audience of the Encyclopedia are clearly stated in the
Introduction and one does not hesitate in stating that the editors have indeed suc-
ceeded in what they set out to do. The Encyclopedia is a crucial addition to the
sources available for students and academics, and it will undoubtedly find its way
to the bookshelves of all major libraries around the world.

The Encyclopedia fills in a clear gap in our handbooks and does this very
expertly. The gigantic Encyclopaedia of Islam has naturally provided much infor-
mation on literature, too, but its mere bulk has made it somewhat inaccessible, espe-
cially to the non-professional. The narrower and more specialized point of view of
the present Encyclopedia makes it much easier to use; most of the entries centre
clearly on literature and provide the user a quick reference for the literary activities
of a person, period or country whereas in the more general Encyclopaedia of Islam
one has to go through much information which has no bearing on literature
(although in other respects it may be vital).

The editors have in general been able to get the best current authorities to con-
tribute, although there are some names which one would have appreciated finding
in the List of contributors (pp. vi-ix). The editors seem to have slightly favoured
English-speaking scholars, although others are by no means lacking. The small
number of specialists in the field is seen in the fact that many writers have also
contributed to the Encyclopaedia of Islam.

When it comes to language solutions, one of the very few points where the
editorial policy of the work cannot quite be welcomed, are the “Further reading”
sections. As the Encyclopedia states itself to be aimed at students and academics
(and not so much at the general reading audience), the bibliographical sections
should have taken better account of at least German and French books, as every
scholar (and student) should be able to use these languages. As it now stands, the
bibliographies are often unbalanced in favour of English books and articles.
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The selection of entries has been well done; the most important authors are
where they should be, and several entries which one might not at first think of find-
ing in such an Encyclopedia, are there, and with good reason, too. Thus the entry
for Beirut, modern might surprise a student not familiar with modern Arabic
literature, but is very useful.

Other useful entries include (this is a selection from among dozens of others):
books and book-making; libraries, medieval; literature and the visual
arts (although cross-references illustration and miniatures might have been
added as the lemma is not the first to come into one’s mind when searching for
information — in general the cross-references are quite adequate), etc. Especially
delightful are the numerous areal entries (e.g. Khwarazm) as the cosmopolitan
nature of Classical literature may make one forget that there were regional factors,
too.

As the work discusses both Classical and Modern literature, the question of
space allotted to both is naturally moot, but I think that the editors have been
successful enough in making a balanced whole. They have also been very sensitive
and reasonable in selecting the entries and (obviously) giving the limits to their
length — incidentally, the longest entry is, if I am not mistaken, Alf layla wa-
layla which covers fifteen and a half columns.

In terminology, ‘medieval’, as used in the book, is somewhat problematic;
thus, the entry dialect in literature, medieval covers much material up to the
19th century, which seems somewhat awkward to call medieval.

As it comes to the limitation of ‘literature’, one is also confronted with prob-
lems. The editors have preferred an inclusive understanding of the term (see
Introduction, p. xi), and thus one finds many articles on linguistics, philosophy and
other related fields. The entries on, e.g., linguistics are extremely well written, but
they may fall outside the interest of most of the purported audience. Likewise, the
(very good) article on al-Zamakhshari centres on his theological and religious
output, which in general is quite appropriate but in the present context one might
have preferred to see some words on his interesting magamas (now passed over in
the main text and only briefly mentioned in “Text editions™).

In any case, though, the line between ‘Litteratur’ and ‘Schrifttum’ is fluid and
any definition of ‘literature’ could be criticized: Sibawayhi has to be in, but
should they have left Ibn Malik out? Whatever the editors did, they would always
have at least a few reviewers to harp on their solution.

Another limitation where I wholeheartedly agree with the editors is to include
many Arab editors and scholars but to exclude non-Arab editors. Thus, one is con-
tent to find an article on Shaykhi, Le Pére Luwis (Louis Cheikho — was it real-
ly necessary to be so purist as to insist on Arabic transliterations in every case?
This seems to have been the general policy of the editors, but the cross-references
have been properly added, so that the user of the work has no problem in finding a






















































































































































