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It is an old question of Goethe Forschung' why did the poet
include a cat, Abii Hurairah’s nameless kitten, among the four privileged
animals allowed to enter Paradise. Around the end of the Book of
Paradise of Goethe’s West-Eastern Divan (West-éstlicher Divan, WD
for short), in the poem Favoured Animals (Begiinstigte Tiere), after the
ass of Jesus (‘}5{‘5‘\), the wolf of Muhammed (&%), and the dog of the
Seven Sleepers (Ashab-i Kahf), follows the cat, “Here purrs
Abuherrirah’s cat/Round him, with coaxings bland;/A holy creature
sure is that/Stroked by the Prophet’s hand”? (in the original:?
“Abuherrira’s Katze hier/Knurrt um den Herrn und schmeichelt:/
Denn immer ist’s ein heilig Tier/das der Prophet gestreichelt”).

These four simple lines suggest several problems: (1) Why was
the name of Abu Hurairah (R.A.)* (Companion and friend of
Muhammed [£2]) misspelled by Goethe as “Abuherrira”? (2) What were
the sources for Goethe in selecting these four animals to enter Paradise?
(3) Why did Goethe assume that the Prophet (£%) stroked Aba Hurairah’s
cat?

The misspelling of Abii Hurairah’s name in Goethe’s poem apparently
has not been noted yet in the Goethe literature. The kunyah (nom de

*This essay first appeared in an abridged form, without endnotes and references,
in the ISAA Review15(1)2016:25-28. Thanks are due to the Independent Scholars
Association of Australia Inc. (Canberra) for their kind permission to republish it in this
expanded form.
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guerre) of the Prophet’s (&) Companion is properly spelled as Abu
Hurairah, Father of the Kitten, where the Arabic hurairah (kitten) is
the diminutive® of the word hirrah (cat). The misspelled name occurs
among Goethe’s handwritten notes to the WoD where we find®
“Abuherriras Katze Olear Saadi, p. 87”. Here, “Olear Saadi” refers
to the Colligierten
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The misspelt name “Abuherrira” in the 7th line of this page of the 1696,
Hamburg edition of the Olearius translation

Reisebeschreibungen (Collected Travel Writings) of Adam Olearius
(1599-1671), a book that Goethe borrowed from the Weimar Library
when writing WoD , and which also contained as Appendix Saadi’s
(Sa‘dis’) Gulistan,” in the translation of Olearius.

The name occurs twice in Olearius’ translation, once in Tale 22
of Book 3, where Sa‘di tells about a wealthy man, “as well known
for his avarice as Hatim Tai for his generosity”, who “for his life
would not give a piece of bread to anyone, or feed the kitten of
Abubherrirah [sic] or throw a bone to the dog of the companions of the
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cave” (Ashab-i Kahf). The second occurrence comes a few lines later,
where Olearius explains® that Abuherrirah [sic] “heist ein Katzenvater/
hat den Namen bekommen/weil er eine Katze sehr lieb gehabt und
immer bey sich getragen/auch in offentlichen Versamblungen. Hat
zur Zeit Mahumets und nach ihm gelebet/war dessen sehr guter
Freund/und téglich umb ihn ..”(i.e. his name means Father of the
Kitten, because he had a favourite cat that he carried everywhere, even
to public meetings. He lived in the time of, and after, Mahumet
(Muhammed [£2]), and was his good friend, etc.). In the Gulistan'’s
original Persian text the name is naturally written without diacritical
marks, that is somebody not familiar with the Companion s name and its
meaning, or with the rules of Arabic grammar, could have misread it as
“Abu Herrira”, “Abu Haraira” instead of “Abl Huraira” — just as Olearius
did, who relied on the help of “eines alten Persianers/Nahmens
Hakwirdi” (an old Persian, called Hakwirdi) in translating the Gulistan.
Orientalists and linguists (such as the British Edward Eastwick, 1814-
1883, or the Azerbaijan Rustem M. Aliev, born 1929, of course did not
commit this error in their English or Russian translations of Sa‘di’s book.
The Hungarian Zoltan Halasi (b. 1954), also corrected the misspelled
name in his translation.” Goethe must have had a sufficient knowledge
of Arabic' to detect the error in the transcription of the name.

He was always interested in Oriental studies, between 1762-1765
he learned Hebrew with a high-school principal in Frankfurt, he read the
Latin translation of the Qur’an'' in 1771-1772, and on the advice of
Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803) studied Indian and Persian poetry.
He started to learn Arabic at the age of sixty five, as witnessed by the
practice-sheets of Arabic script in his handwriting from between 1814-
1819. According to a well-known story,'? on the 26th of September, 1815,
in the last evening spent with his love, Marianne von Willemer (1784-
1860, actress and dancer, the model for “Sulaika” in W6D), Goethe
wrote the name “Sulaika” in the sand with Arabic characters. As Max
Rychner notes in his edition of W6D" “Goethe soon made such a progress
that he could read texts in Arabic .... with the help of a dictionary”. In
1815-1817 Goethe borrowed Arabic grammars and dictionaries from
libraries in Weimar and Jena.!* He even translated (with the help of
the Latin translation) a poem from the anthology of Arabic war-poetry
Hamasa.” His indebtedness to Arabists is expressed by a four-liner,
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at the end of the 1820 first complete edition of the W6D, where he
dedicates the work “to our master” (“unserem Master”) Silvestre de
Sacy'® (1758-1838, the doyen of European Orientalists).

It is even more curious, how and why did Goethe select the four
animals (the ass, the wolf, the dog, and the cat), because we do not
know of any single literary source, known or un-known to Goethe, where
these four creatures are mentioned together as candidates for Paradise.
In Islam, there is no authentic narration (hadith) about this,!” as the
question belongs to the “matters of Unseen”, that can only be learned by
revelation. A popular farwd'® of the late Sheikh Atiyyah Saqr (1914-
2006) of the Azhar University refers the questioner back to Qur’an
commentators, according to whom ten animals will enter Paradise: (1) The
Burdgq (horse with wings) carrying the Prophet (££) on the night of AI-
Asrd’ (Ascension), (2) the she-camel of Salih (‘;«ill‘\); (3) the donkey of
‘Uzayr (55); (4) the calf slaughtered by Ibrahim (5) for the angels,
(5) the ram of Ismail (535); (6) the hoopoe sent by Sulayman (527) to
Bilquis (the Queen of Sheba); (7) the ant mentioned in Qur’an XXVII:18;
(8) the dog of the People of the Cave; (9) the fish that swallowed Yunus
(Jonah [Fsﬂ‘\]); and (10) the cow of the Children of Israel revealing the
killer." Goethe’s sources, in this respect, have been well researched,?
and none of them contains the cat. The first time when Goethe possibly
encountered this “animals in Paradise” motif was in 1771, when he
studied the Latin Qur’an translation’' (and the appended “refutations of
the Qur’an”) by Ludovico Maracci (1612-1700, Italian Orientalist, Professor
of Arabic at the Sapienza University, Rome). On p. 79 of the Ad Refutate
Alcorani Maracci listed four animals which (“according to some Egyptian
dervishes™) will go to Paradise: “equum S. Georgii, seu Chiderellae,
asinum Jesu Christi, camelum Mahumeti; et canem septem
Dormentium” (the horse of St. George, the donkey of Jesus [5:5], the
camel of Muhammed (&%), and the dog of the Seven Sleepers of the
Cave). In one of the favorite book? of his youth, Dapper’s Travels,
Goethe found a slightly different version of the “10 animals™: (1) the
camel of Saleh (55); (2) calf of Abraham (55); (3) ram of Ismael (55);
(4) the cow of Moses (55); (5) the whale of Jonah (555); (6) the donkey
of Prophet Jeremiah (55); (7) the ant of Solomon (521); (8) the hoopoe
of the Queen of Saba; (9) the camel of Prophet Muhammad (£2);
(10) the dog of the Seven Sleepers of Ephezus.” During the writing of
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WoD hegot further information about the “selected animals™ from his
friend Joseph von Hammer-Purgstall (Austrian Orientalist, 1774-1856)
whose encyclopaedic work* lists the “sieben beriihmtesten Tieren”
(seven most famous animals) as: (1) hoopoe of Salamon (‘;Dl‘\); (2) the
dog of the Seven sleepers; (3) the camel of Saleh (5); (4) the cow of
Moses (525); (5) the fish of Jonah (535); (6) the snake of Eve (52);
(7) the peacock of Paradise. When Goethe looked up the Seven Sleepers
in another reference book, he found at the end of a long English-language
entry® a further confusing information “And it is asserted, that the ass
of the prophet Jesus (55), the wolf of Joseph (52%), and the dog of the
companions of the cave will all be admitted into paradise on the day of
resurrection”. Out of all these Goethe selected only three, and — with his
famous “Lust zu fabulieren’?® — added a fourth, “Abuherrira’s cat”,
which had not been mentioned by any of the sources. It is the consensus
of Goethe experts?’ that the inclusion of the cat was “Goethe’s invention”.
Hans Albert Maier even claims (and Katharina Mommsen angrily refutes),
that the number four of the selected animals was a “wicked joke” from
Goethe (in Maier’s words “eine humoristisch ungalante Bosheit”)
because he placed exactly four animals in Paradise to match the number
of women being there (see his earlier poem, Auserwdhlite Frauen of the
WoD).

What could have been Goethe’s sources to assume, as the single
merit of the cat for going to Paradise, that she was a “holy creature
because the Prophet’s hand stroked her” (*.../Denn immer ist’s ein
heilig Tier/das der Prophet gestreichelt”)? The cat is certainly a revered
animal in Islam (and many other religions), and according to the legend,
the “streaks on the fur of the Egyptian cat are the marks left where the
Prophet’s hand stroked it”.?® The story is repeated in all popular “cat
books”,” it is often mentioned in novels,*® for example “he told her that
once he sailed to an eastern port where the people believed that the
markings of a tabby cat were traces left by the fingertips of the Prophet
Muhammed (££)”, and is also associated with other religious figures.
The Persian expression gorba-ye Mortaza-‘Ali (‘Ali’s cat) refers to
people who, when in trouble, always fall on their feet — the legend
supporting this tells that the cat obtained her righting reflex (of always
falling on her feet) because “the first /mam, ‘Ali, blessed its back by
caressing it.”*! Christian legends place a cat in the Nativity scene, see
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Leonardo’s study* dated c. 1478 for the Madonna della Gatto
(Madonna and Child with Cat, British Museum, London): in the picture
a tabby cat watched over the Baby Jesus, and the letter M on its
forehead still carries the mark of the grateful Mary’s touch. These popular
stories have never gained acceptance into the corpus of authentic hadith,
where cat is only mentioned a few times,* like “A woman was punished
because she had kept a cat tied until it died, and she was thrown into
the Hell.”?* The only authentic evidence that cats had free entry to the
house of Prophet’s () and were not considered unclean, is narrated by
‘A’ishah ), his wife: “The Messenger of Allah (&%) said: It [the cat]
is not unclean: it is one of those who go round among you”. She added:
“I saw the Messenger of Allah (£2) performing ablution from the water
left over by the cat”.’> One possible source where Goethe could have
learned about kindness of the Prophet (&%) for cats is the Olearius
translation of Sa’di’s other book, Bustan, (Persianische Baumgarten),
also appended to his Collected Travels, where we find “Man streichelt
wol eine Katze uber den Riicken/aber keinen Hund nicht ...” (one
strokes the cat’s back/but not the dog’s) followed by the explanation “the
dog is not clean/but the cat is clean/and she was loved by the Prophet (£5)/
and it is also believed/that the cat will go to Paradise” (Der Hund ist
unrein/die Katze hingegen sauber/und von ihren Propheten sehr
geliebet/sie glauben auch/daf die Katz mit im Paradies kommen
werde).®

There is no clear evidence, such as the misspelled name Abuherrira
in the Gulistan translation by Olearius, proving that Goethe had
indeed read this text, and that it motivated him to include the cat among
the selected four. But even if he did read it, the text does not
mention that the Prophet (£%) actually touched the cat himself, let alone
that it was Ab0 Hurairah’s cat, so Goethe must have had a further
source. In my opinion, the answer to this puzzle will be provided by
scrutinizing all Grammars and Chrestomathies used by Goethe for
his Arabic studies, and we shall certainly find a little story (in simplified
Arabic, possibly taken from the big Kitab al-Hayawan of Jahiz or
Al-Damiri or similar collections) about Abii Hurairah’s kitten who did
a service to the Prophet (££), and the grateful Prophet (££) cuddled
her.
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ADDENDUM

Ab Hurairah Al-Dawsi Al-Yamani (d), Companion of
Muhammed (£:). His name ‘Abd Shams (son of sun) as it denoted a
pagan style was changed to ‘Abd Allah or ‘Abd al-Rahman when he
became a Muslim, but numerous other names have also been mentioned.
He was called Abii Hurairah because, when he herded his people’s
goats, he kept a (a female) kitten to play with. When he came to
Madinah the Prophet (£2) was on the expedition to Khaybar (7/629).
Accepting Islam, he associated closely with The Prophet (&) on whose
charity he depended, and was one of the poor men who were called ahl/
al-suffah.* He was devoted,to his mother whom he persuaded to become
a Muslim. Later ‘Umar ), the second caliph appointed him governor
of Bahrayn, but deposed him ang confiscated a large sum of money in
his possession. When ‘Umar ) later invited him to resume the post,
he refused. Marwan is said to have appointed Abu Hurairah his deputy
when he was, absent from Madinah, but another version says Amir
Mu’awiya ) the Ummayid Caliph gave him this appointment. Abi
Hurairah had a reputation both for his piety and his fondness for jesting.
He is said to have died in 57, 58, or 59; but if it is true that he prayed
at ‘A’isha’s ) funeral in 58, the date must be 58/678, or 59. He was
78 years old. Although Abl Hurairah became a Muslim less than four
years before the death of the Prophet (&%), he is noted as a prolific
narrator of Traditions from the Prophet (&%), the number of which is
estimated at 3500. Ahmad b. Hanbal’s Musnad contains 213 pages of his
Traditions (ii, 228-541). 800 or more men are credited with transmitting
Traditions from him. There is a story, given in slightly different forms,
in which he explains why he transmitted more Ttraditions than others.
He says that while others were occupied with their business, he stayed

*The Companions ((j) of the holy Prophet (&) who had no place of their own
to live, lived on a covered platform in the Masjid-i Nabavi. They were fed by the
Prophet (££) and other Companions ) — Ed.
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with Muhammed (£2) and so heard more than they. When he complained
that he forgot what he heard, Muhammed (££) told him to spread out
his cloak while he was speaking and draw it round himself when he had
finished. Abii Hurairah did so, and thereafter forgot nothing he heard the
Prophet (££) say. He had to defend himself against suspicions regarding
his traditions; but whether this is genuine, or has merely been invented
for the purpose of overcoming the suspicions of people at a later period,
it is impossible to prove.

(The Encyclopaedia of Islam, New Edition, vol. I [A-B],
Leiden E.J. Brill, 1986, p. 129)
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