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Introduction

No other work of fiction of non-Western origin has had a greater impact
on Western culture than the Arabian Nights. Besides supplying pleasant
entertainment to generations of readers and listeners, right up to the pre-
sent the work has been an inexhaustible mine of inspiration for all kinds
of creative activities. At the same time, it has contributed decisively to the
West’s perception of the “Orient” as the essential Other and, hence, to the
West’s definition of its own cultural identity. Yet the Arabian Nights were
not primarily perceived and treated as alien. Rather to the contrary, they
were integrated into various layers of Western culture and have managed
to survive, thrive, diffuse, and gain additional momentum over the cen-
turies ever since their introduction into Western consciousness three hun-
dred years ago.

Preserved in its Arabic compilation, the collection is rooted in a Persian
prototype that existed before the ninth century C.E., and some of its stories
may date back even further to the Mesopotamian, ancient Indian, or ancient
Egyptian cultures. The collection was shaped into its present form by pre-
modern Arabic culture and came to be known as Alf layla wa-layla, literally
translated as “A Thousand Nights and a Night” or, more elegantly, as “The
Thousand and One Nights.” Its textual history ranges from the earliest ex-
tant manuscript in Arabic, dating from the fifteenth century, through nu-
merous other manuscripts, printed editions, and translations into a variety of
languages to an unprecedented international reception in literature, the arts,
drama, film, and popular culture. In fact, The Arabian Nights’ Entertainments,
in short Arabian Nights, as they came to be known in English, are appraised
in the West as the major contribution of Arabic and, by extension, of Islamic
culture to world literature. In view of this truly transnational character, the
general assembly of UNESCO has voted to include the Arabian Nights in the
list of commemorative events to be celebrated in 2004. This year marks the
three-hundredth anniversary of the first presentation of the Arabian Nights to
a European audience by way of the French adaptation published by Frangois
Galland as of 1704. In the context of the worldwide celebrations, ranging
from scientific meetings in France and Germany to a large exhibition in
Japan’s National Museum of Ethnology in Osaka, both our present knowl-
edge about the Arabian Nights and the public appeal of the collection are
bound to widen.
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What exactly is this collection known as the Arabian Nights? How has it
grown into the phenomenon it constitutes today? And how has it managed
to fascinate generations of readers and listeners in many cultures over a pe-
riod of more than a thousand years? It is these questions that gave rise to the
idea of compiling the present work of reference. With the aim of supplying
comprehensive and reliable information about its subject, The Arabian Nights
Encyclopedia is arranged in several sections. All sections, like the whole en-
cyclopedia, are conceived with a notion of the Arabian Nights not so much as
an individual work of literature but rather as a phenomenon comprising var-
ious manifestations in different forms of creative expression.

The first section, containing altogether fourteen essays, is intended as
“food for thought.” It presents short surveys, each treating specific subject
areas or particular questions related to the study of the Arabian Nights. The
essays have been written by internationally renowned scholars in Islamic
studies and specialists in the study of the Arabian Nights. They do not neces-
sarily intend an exhaustive treatment of their subject but are rather meant to
arouse the readers’ curiosity, at times even challenging them with provoca-
tive statements.

The second section, labeled “The Phenomenon of the Arabian Nights,”
contains an alphabetically arranged survey of 551 stories (including a num-
ber of duplicates) contained in various manuscripts, printed editions, and Eu-
ropean translations of the Arabian Nights. Though this part is not guaranteed
to treat each and every story in each and every existing manuscript, printed
edition, or translation figuring under the heading of the Arabian Nights, every
effort has been made to achieve the most comprehensive treatment of stories
from the Arabian Nights ever published in the English language. The entries
of this section are usually bipartite, comprising an initial summary of the con-
tent of each tale, followed by a condensed survey of research relating to the
tale concerned. In this section, particular attention has been paid to infor-
mation relevant for comparative folk-narrative research. This includes the
selective mention of narrative motifs (according to Stith Thompson’s Motif-
Index, 1955-1958), a full listing of corresponding international tale-types
(according to Antti Aarne and Stith Thompson’s The Types of the Folktales
[1961] and the work’s new revision by Hans-Jérg Uther), and references to
the treatment of particular tales or subjects in the Enzyklopddie des Mérchens,
the most comprehensive encyclopedic manual in the field. The bibliograph-
ical references at the end of each entry first list a given tale’s treatment in
Victor Chauvin’s seminal bibliographical survey of the Arabian Nights
(1892-1922), and then list more or less substantial studies of the tale in al-
phabetical order. It will be clear to the reader that, while the best known tales
have been frequently studied, numerous tales of the narrative universe of the
Arabian Nights still remain to be explored. While this encyclopedia is pub-
lished in English as one of the most widely spoken languages of today’s world,
particular care has been taken to include references in languages other than
English.

The encyclopedia’s third section is entitled “The World of the Arabian
Nights.” It contains an alphabetically arranged survey of some 270 entries
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concerning the origin, character, context, and aftermath of the Arabian
Nights. Topics treated include major protagonists, editions, and translations;
aspects of textual history; adaptations of and works inspired by the Arabian
Nights; aspects of theory; and many others. The entries of this section have
been devised with a general reader in mind. They aim to explain and elabo-
rate on those points about which a reader would wish or need background in-
formation in order to appreciate their meaning in their original cultural en-
vironment. While this section in some respects amounts to a shorter
encyclopedia of the world of Islam, the entries focus on the premodern pe-
riod, taking into account modern developments primarily insofar as the af-
termath and repercussion of the Arabian Nights are concerned. In this sec-
tion, the bibliographical references mention a variety of sources offering a
deeper and more detailed treatment of the subject concerned.

In the second and third sections, cross-references are given in boldface,
and detailed information on the referenced subjects is only contained in the
respective entries. The final sections of the book include a comprehensive
bibliography of studies available right up to publication, a number of appen-
dixes, and an index facilitating the retrieval of information about less promi-
nent topics.

Sadly enough, no adequate complete English-language rendering of the
Arabian Nights prepared directly from the Arabic is presently available.
While Edward W. Lane’s version (1839) is selective, imbued with Victorian
morality, and loaded with ethnographic annotation, Richard Burton’s text
(1885-1888) abounds in antiquated diction and a particular obsession with
various kinds of sexual practices. Nevertheless, Burton’s version has been
chosen as the main point of reference for the present encyclopedic survey,
as it constitutes the most complete English-language version of the Arabian
Nights. It not only contains a full translation of the Calcutta II edition
(1839-1842) but, in its supplemental volumes, also renders tales from a va-
riety of other sources. Moreover, Burton’s translation is available on the In-
ternet and thus constitutes the most readily available text for consultation.
Even so, readers should be warned of a certain amount of old-fashioned,
strange, and awkward words, hardly intelligible to a contemporary audi-
ence, that have been retained in their original spelling. The most faithful
English-language rendering of an original Arabic version of the Arabian
Nights is the (partial) translation prepared by Husain Haddawy (1990). As
this translation, together with translations to other languages, is based on
the edition of the Galland-manuscript prepared by Muhsin Mahdi (1984),
reference is made only to the latter. It may be useful to voice a distinct
caveat with regard to other English-language editions, such as the one pre-
pared from Joseph Charles Mardrus’s French text (1899-1904), still widely
read today, or popular editions such as the one published by Andrew Lang
(1898). In these editions, readers are not necessarily presented with a text
representative of the original’s content or wording, but rather with speci-
mens of a large variety of versions adapted to the taste and expectations of
a specific readership.
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Any encyclopedia can only be a collaborative venture, and [ have worked to
apply that principle of collaboration to the overall vision of the project in
various ways. The Arabian Nights Encyclopedia contains original essays as well
as references to previous studies; it takes existing information into account
and offers new knowledge; it treats specific topics and characters as well as
larger questions; and it approaches its subject across history, from the work’s
presumed sources and its earliest known mention up to the very present. In
view of the forthcoming celebrations, the original idea for the present ency-
clopedia was conceived in 1997, against the backdrop of my experience as a
scholar of Islamic studies specializing in Near Eastern narrative culture.
When, after devising the project’s outline and scope, both funding and pub-
lication had been arranged for in 1999, it proved a stroke of luck that I was
able to involve the Dutch scholar Richard van Leeuwen as the project’s main
collaborator. Richard had not only translated the complete text of the Ara-
bian Nights into Dutch, but also had recently compiled his book De wereld van
Sjahrazaad (Shahrazad’s World; 1999), an extensive introduction to the world
of the Arabian Nights with a similar yet much narrower scope than the pre-
sent one. Drawing on his expertise and profiting from the comprehensive col-
lection of monograph and essay studies on the Arabian Nights that was being
collected at the project’s main basis at the Enzyklopéidie des Mérchens in Got-
tingen, Richard compiled the draft versions for the majority of entries in the
present encyclopedia. During the project’s main research period from 2000
through 2002, these texts were then edited, supplemented, and supplied with
references and commentaries in a collective effort involving above all the ad-
ditional collaboration of research assistant Hassan Wassouf. Besides numer-
ous other tasks, Hassan patiently assisted in making available, checking, and
compiling all kinds of references as well as editing the texts in terms of style.
He is responsible for the appended “Concordance of Quoted Texts,” based on
similar previous surveys. Besides these two colleagues as the project’s main
collaborators, several student assistants have helped at various points along
the way, most frequently Katja Follmer. The collective effort of these collab-
orators, without whom the present work could never have been achieved, is
most gratefully acknowledged. In addition to our research team, I take pride
in thanking the authors of the introductory essays for their readiness to con-
tribute to this encyclopedia, hereby adding spice with their original and
sometimes provocative thoughts. As none of our project team is a native
speaker of English, special thanks go to Sheila Ottway for her careful check-
ing of native language idiomatic usage; also, Geert Jan van Gelder’s invalu-
able and painstaking factual critique is highly appreciated. After the com-
pletion of the text, Japanese art historian Kazue Kobayashi made a useful
contribution by suggesting the cover illustration and other illustrations to be
included. Her choice of illustrations to the Arabian Nights is gratefully ac-
knowledged, as it is not only a thoughtful and representative selection but
also introduces an area of representation that adds much to the visual appeal
of the present encyclopedia. Finally, at ABC-CLIO, various people were in-
volved in the initial and final stages of producing this book—Marie Ellen
Larcada, Todd Hallman, Bob Neville, Simon Mason, and, above all, Anna R.
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Kaltenbach, who saw the book through its production stages. I am deeply
grateful to all of them for their advice that helped direct me through the
process of preparing on one side of the Atlantic Ocean a book that was to be
published on the other. It is my particular pleasure to thank the copy editor
of the book, Martin Hanft, who not only subjected the complete text to his
meticulous proofreading but also helped to avoid several inaccuracies that
might otherwise have remained unnoticed.

My gratitude also extends to the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft
(German Research Association), whose generous three-year grant enabled
me to recruit the project collaborators and take care of other financial needs.
As the project was drawing close to completion, I was able to profit from the
hospitality of colleagues at two institutions to which I was kindly invited.
This applies to Hasan El-Shamy and Mary Ellen Brown of Indiana Univer-
sity at Bloomington who invited me for a three-week research stay at the In-
stitute of Advanced Studies in September 2002; and to Tetsuo Nishio and
Yuriko Yamanaka of the National Museum of Ethnology in Osaka, Japan, at
whose institution I was privileged to work from February through April 2003.
Both of these periods belong to the most pleasant memories of my academic
career, as they enabled me to add the final touches to the present work in an
extremely hospitable and focused research atmosphere. I would be pleased if
the present result proves a worthy token of gratitude.

An encyclopedia, while serving as a storehouse of erudition, serves two ends.
On the one hand, it documents knowledge against the backdrop of its con-
temporary horizon; on the other, its standardized format possesses a norma-
tive potential for the future inasmuch as its descriptions define the ways in
which the world is conceived. It is without the least regret that, in this re-
spect, the provisional character of the present encyclopedia is duly acknowl-
edged. While the encyclopedia presents the collective results of presently
available research on the Arabian Nights, further research will undoubtedly
lead to new insights. Three hundred years after their introduction to the
Western public, the Arabian Nights continue to inspire new research, and the
present commemorative year is bound to bring forth new studies shedding
light on aspects of the Arabian Nights that have hitherto been neglected.

Ulrich Marzolph






Introductory Essays

Literary Style and Narrative Technique
in the Arabian Nights

Daniel Beaumont

To discuss the literary style of the Arabian Nights, one must be clear about
what text one is discussing, since that title refers to a number of different
Arabic texts, including a large group of premodern manuscripts and three
major nineteenth-century printed Arabic editions, as well as the major Eu-
ropean translations. For while one could discuss many topics in the Nights
and rely variously on this or that text, the issue of style involves the material
substance of the Nights—the very Arabic words that make it up. To consider
this aspect of the medieval Nights, the Leiden edition, representing a thir-
teenth-century Syrian manuscript painstakingly reconstructed by Muhsin
Mahdi from the surviving Galland manuscript, is the clear choice. Yet in
view of the considerable influence of the so-called vulgate versions—the
nineteenth-century editions of B{ilag, the Second Calcutta, and Breslau—
one should consider at least one of these, too. The version chosen here,
somewhat arbitrarily, is the Second Calcutta. Before considering some spe-
cific characteristics of the medieval work and the vulgate, some general ob-
servations can be made.

The only medieval writer to express his opinion of the Arabian Nights,
Ibn al-Nadim, thought it was an inferior work: “... it is truly a coarse book,
without warmth in the telling.” Ibn al-Nadim’s complaint seems to be that
the prose style of the Nights is, compared with most medieval prose works,
relatively simple. Ignoring all generic issues, the difference between the prose
of the Nights and much medieval Arabic prose is especially pronounced if one
considers major stylists such as al-Jahiz, al-Tawhidi, or genres that came to be
dominated by rhymed prose (saj‘); it is somewhat less pronounced if one con-
siders anecdotal works of writers such as al-Tan(kh? or late medieval chron-
icles by historians such as al-Maqrizi and Ibn Iy4s. In manuscripts, the text
makes use of the colloquial languages of Syria and Egypt, and scholars speak
of it as being written in Middle Arabic—that is, a language midway between
a purely colloquial one and the purely literary language (al-fusha). In the Lei-
den text, the Syrian dialect is found on every page, making itself apparent in
both usage and grammar. The text makes use of purely colloquial words and
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transforms standard forms by altering or omitting letters. Word inflections
also follow colloquial patterns—for example, the masculine plural is used for
nonhuman objects, and the oblique case stands in for the nominative. Most
such usages of colloquial Egyptian—though not all—have been “corrected”
in the Second Calcutta text to conform to literary Arabic grammatical
norms. At the same time, in both the Leiden text and in the Second Cal-
cutta, there are more complex prose passages that make use of a more so-
phisticated diction. Is this, in the case of the Leiden text, as Muhsin Mahdi
argues, a product of design, or, as Robert Irwin suggests, “merely the result of
a haphazard compilation?”

Since the issue here, however, is not simply prose in general but really
narrative prose, a rather more important issue with respect to the literary style
of the Nights clearly involves the language the author uses to carry out the
basic tasks of narrative—“the author” here, of course, referring in reality to a
plurality of writers, copyists, and storytellers. These basic tasks are twofold: to
narrate events and to describe people, animals, and objects. With regard to
these issues, the first word that comes to mind to describe the handling of
narrative in the Nights is “economy.”

Once the author settles on one way of narrating a certain action, he
tends to reuse it whenever that same action occurs again—he is no Flaubert
combing his pages to eliminate repetitions. An example: if an event in a story
is later referred to by a character in the story, quite often the very same words
are employed by the character with only the pronouns and such being ad-
justed. Thus, in the first story that Shahrazad tells, the Story of the Trader and
the Jinni, when the second sheikh comes along he repeats the question of
the first sheikh almost verbatim: “What is the reason for you sitting here in
this place when it is a haunt of the jinn?” In The Hunchback’s Tale, the pre-
cise wording of the commands of the tailor’s wife, “Stand up and carry him
on your chest,” is then simply repeated: “He stood up and carried him on his
chest.” Later, when the broker, the steward, and the physician are about to
be hanged, in each instance the intervention of another witness/confessor is
described in precisely the same words. Why is that so? Clearly, it is sometimes
a conscious artistic effect. For example, in the frame story (The Story of King
Shahriyar and His Brother), when Shahriyar asks his brother why he was
pale and sickly, and why he has now regained his color and health, Shahza-
mAan replies: “As to why I lost my healthy color, I will tell you, but as to why
[ regained it, please excuse me from telling you this.” Some pages later in The
First Shaykh’s Story, the sheikh asks the herdsman’s daughter, “Why did you
cry, and why did you then laugh?” And the girl’s reply is cast in precisely the
same form: “As to why I first laughed . . .” On the other hand, some repeti-
tion of this kind, whereby a series of instructions or commands are then car-
ried out and described with precisely the same verbs and nouns, may simply
result from the author’s working fast, glancing up the page and repeating as
much of the first passage as the new context will allow. Then again, some of
the repetitions may be due to oral-formulaic effects. The safest assumption is
probably that various combinations of all of these effects are at work through-
out the Nights.
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Descriptions of people and things in the Nights involve a similar sort of
economy. If heroes and heroines are described at all, they are beautiful. But
the description of their handsome features leaves the reader with no sense of
them as individuals. Images and cliches reflecting the norms of beauty are
constantly reused, and every pretty face in the Nights looks like every other
pretty face. Indeed, when it is a matter of youthful beauty, there is hardly any
distinction between males and females; they all have eyes like gazelles,
cheeks like anemones, and so on. Occasionally the author will provide some
description to set a scene; before the lovers’ second rendezvous in the Tale of
‘Ali ibn Bakkar and Shams al-Nahar, there is a rather detailed description
of the china, the food, and the cushions. But, for the most part, description
of objects is perfunctory. “Perfunctory” here is not intended in a derogatory
sense, but rather should be taken literally; in the best told stories the author’s
dominant concern is clear: the furtherance of the line of narrative. All else
seems subordinated to that. And for this very reason, in all of these traits the
prose style of the Arabian Nights is deceptive, for that relatively simple style
masks a sophisticated mastery of narrative.

The frame story itself provides an obvious example. After the prefatory
rhymed prose, the description of two brothers who are kings does not really
distinguish itself from numerous folktales. But within the space of a page, the
narrative careers into betrayal, orgy, and bloodshed, and the unassuming
prose that preceded it seems contrived to lull the reader—so as to heighten
the explosion that is to follow. Shock is not the only sort of effect that is pro-
duced by such a style. The sudden transition can be to the uncanny, to com-
edy, or to the fantastic—or to various combinations of those, as in the Story
of the Trader and the Jinni. Here the mundane act of throwing away a date
stone summons a vengeful jinni who tells the astonished merchant that his
date stone has killed the jinni’s son (!). In sum, the author of the Arabian
Nights is the master of the sudden, surprising transition, a formal effect that
is linked to one of the major themes of the Nights, “wonders” (‘aja’ib).

As for narrative technique, there are many facets to the narrative artistry
of the Arabian Nights, but one feature stands out above all. The Nights is
renowned for the ways in which one narrative is embedded within another.
In view of the Persian-Indian origins of the core material of the Nights, this
feature is usually thought to derive from Indian works such as the Pan-
catantra, but in formal mastery it might be said that the pupil has outdone the
teacher. For example, in Kalila wa-Dimna—the Arabic work based on the
Pancatantra—{ramed stories are usually introduced as didactic analogies: “If
you're not careful, that which happened to the louse and the flea will happen
to you.” In the Arabian Nights, however, this didactic framework is the least
common way of introducing another story (and the least successful, as Mahdi
shows). Much more commonly, the story is told to answer one of two ques-
tions. Either it explains how a character who is part of the preceding story ar-
rived in that situation, or it is in response to the question “Has anyone ever
heard a more amazing story?” The Story of the Trader and the Jinni, and The
Story of the Porter and the Three Ladies of Baghdad are well-known exam-

ples, and, as they both show, the technique is not merely formal; these stories
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dispense with the overt didacticism of the forebears of the Nights, in order to
link their tales by means of more subtle thematic resonances. They “show”
rather than “tell,” to fall back on an old (and admittedly artificial) distinc-
tion. In this regard the outstanding example—the Great Pyramid of Giza, so
to speak—is The Hunchback’s Tale.

The Hunchback’s Tale enframes twelve stories. Like the monument of
Giza, the narrative architecture has layers and is pyramidal. At the summit is
the story of the hunchback himself. Beneath it lie the stories told by the bro-
ker (The Nazarene Broker’s Story), the steward (The Reeve’s Tale), the
physician (The Tale of the Jewish Doctor), and the tailor (Tale of the Tailor);
the latter leads to the base, the stories of the barber and his six brothers (The
Barber’s Tale of Himself; The Barber’s Tale of His First Brother; etc.). But
as with the instances just mentioned, The Hunchback’s Tale is not simply a
formal masterpiece in this regard. Its stories are also linked thematically, ex-
ploring language, desire, and death in the social circuits of medieval society,
beginning at the summit with the hunchback who is companion to the king,
then proceeding downward through the middle-class lovers of the second
layer, to the humble stations of the barber’s brothers at the pyramid’s base,
then finally returning to the summit: The Hunchback’s Tale is, after all, a
shaggy dog story that goes nowhere.

The second outstanding feature of the Arabian Nights on the level of nar-
rative structures is one that raises again the issue of economy, though now on
a broader level. This is the reuse of plots and motifs. It may be wholesale. The
Second Shaykh’s Story, The Eldest Lady’s Tale, and ‘Abdalldh ibn Fadil and
His Brothers all work from the Cinderella plot of a younger sibling harassed
by two jealous elders. But the reuse can be more selective and partial. As Fe-
rial Ghazoul notes in The Sleeper and the Waker, Abu ’l-Hasan’s strange
hospitality is patterned after Shahriyar’s murderous practice with his wives.
Similarly in Ma‘riif the Cobbler, the last tale Shahrazad tells, Ma‘r(if’s prac-
tice of borrowing huge sums of money and instantly giving them away also
seems calculated to recall Shahriyar’s behavior in the frame story: Ma'rif,
too, develops a “sacrificial” mania that is dispelled only by the intervention
of a princess. Jitdar and His Brethren reworks the plot and other elements
of ‘Al@’ al-Din, but combines them with the jealous sibling story. This last
example shows the artistic detachment with which the author treats his ma-
terials: ‘Ald’ al-Din ends happily, but Jtdar is poisoned by his brothers.

The longer one’s gaze lingers on the Arabian Nights, the more extensive
this recycling seems to be, and the book’s unique coherence derives in no
small measure from the authors’ imaginative reuse of elements on all levels,
ranging from specific phrases to whole plot lines. The Nights is the master-
piece of the secondhand.
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Situation, Motivation, and Action
in the Arabian Nights

Aboubakr Chraibi

Why does the caliph disguise himself as a merchant? Why does the queen de-
ceive her husband? The question “Why?”"—or, more precisely, “For what rea-
son?”’—is linked to three elements: to the action (disguising oneself, deceiv-
ing one’s husband), to the agent (the caliph, the queen), and, especially, to
the effect produced by the association of action and agent. That is, to what
extent is it dramatic, surprising, poetic, or insignificant for the reader to learn
that the caliph has disguised himself as a merchant, or that the queen has de-
ceived her husband?

The motivation of specific characters to do what they are actually doing
is not related only to an individual impulse or to the influences the charac-
ters experience. Each hero belongs to a context artificially elaborated to
arouse the interest of the readers, to entertain them, and, in consequence, to
convey additional messages. The image of the hero is constructed by the
reader in progressive steps, beyond the narrative—but also inside it, by a
cross-examination of action, agent, and the nature of their relationship in a
given situation, particularly in the beginning.

In the Arabian Nights, the chronological beginning of the narrated
events does not necessarily coincide with the beginning of the text. This de-
vice serves to create suspense, as in the case of the one-eyed mendicants
whose narrative explains in retrospect what has happened to them (see The
First Qalandar’s Tale). It also serves to legitimize the initial state, or the first
action, because there is an arbitrary aspect in every beginning. Situations and
actions that are at the beginning of the narrative require the knowing glance
of the readers. As they have no precursor within the narrative that could jus-
tify them, they tend to look for support outside the text, in the paratext, in
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the a priori of the readers, or in whatever they might imagine, as if it were
part of a larger story.

Meanwhile, the investment required of readers before they can under-
stand the initial situation, the motivations, and the actions varies consider-
ably from one story to another. In general, readers are confronted with two
worlds. First, there is a world that is neither fictional nor historical, that is
rooted in daily life, with the marvelous not necessarily being excluded. This
world is represented at two levels: at the level of the group, with regard to the
cycles linking the disappearance and the renewal of society, men, and wealth;
and at the level of the individual, with regard to the situations and activities
related to a specific project. Secondly, there is a world with a defined referent
that depends on the collective patrimony of a nature that is either definite
and historical (events) or abstract and conceptual (ideas).

Situation, motivation, and action are, at the beginning of narratives,
most often related to the following phenomena: (1) individuation and the
breaking of a social cycle, (2) loss of control of an action as a result of mys-
terious manipulations of fortune, (3) recognition of identity related to the
common knowledge of historical events, and (4) essential imperatives with
regard to the intellectual heritage.

Social cycle. Death, which marks the passage from one cycle to another,
possesses the contradictory capacity of arriving without surprise and in a
highly dramatic way. A number of narratives begin with the father’s death
(see The Second Shaykh’s Story; The Eldest Lady’s Tale; The Tale of Niir al-
Din ‘Ali and His Son Badr al-Din Hasan; The Reeve’s Tale; etc.). In these
stories the father-son relationship is more or less reduced to the transmission
of an inheritance, its motivation in turn deriving from customary law. Death,
even though a “tragic” disappearance, also holds the potential of “renewal.”
The figure of the heir makes his appearance only because the father leaves
the scene. Although the narrative eliminates one character, the newly ar-
rived one takes his place to pursue an action transcending that of the previ-
ous character and adding a new cycle in the continuation of life. This dy-
nastic model is most often applied to rulers or important merchants. In fact,
merchants hold such a prominent position that the Arabian Nights in its pre-
sent format appears to be primarily concerned with their profession. Like col-
lections of animal fables such as Kalila wa-Dimna, which are classified as
“mirrors for princes,” the Arabian Nights represents a manual of basic rules in
manners and customs for young merchants.

Both the hero and time are treated in particular ways. Time is not lim-
ited to a specific instant, but rather opens up toward both the past and the
future, thus eliminating the boundaries of the individual, who is grounded in
a continuum. The motivation for a young merchant to engage in trade lies in
the fact that he is the son of his father; in other words, he has a weak indi-
viduality, while being strongly legitimized. To invert this relationship would
be to unleash a storm of revolt and to interrupt cyclical tradition.

Loss of control. In the beginning, the characters—fishermen, tailors,
butchers—have trivial occupations in an equally trivial city. They live a daily
routine. Each of them works in the strict framework of his area of compe-
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tence. Their universe is unspectacular: the husband returns to his home, the
fisherman catches fish, the porter carries the purchases of his clients, the beg-
gar begs. Given these circumstances, how could things change? The only so-
lution to this problem is a maneuver that does not have the expected conse-
quences—in other words, the loss of control.

To depart from a daily routine is an accident. Nothing indicates the mis-
fortune that strikes the merchant after he has thrown away the stone of the
date he has eaten: how could he know that he would kill a jinni’s son? (Story
of the Trader and the Jinnt). The change of perspective and the reader’s hori-
zon of expectation play a decisive role. The hero is transformed into an ob-
ject. The triviality of everyday life one sees with one’s eyes is insufficient to
describe the world. The text shows the lacunas generated by the absence of
a perspective different from the one of the hero. For example, when after a
long absence, the husband returns home to surprise his wife, who is in bed
with a black man, by means of magic she transforms him into a dog (The
Third Shaykh’s Story). The rhythm of this passage is very fast. The husband
is nothing more than an object undergoing transformations inflicted by
somebody more powerful than he. His point of view is poor compared with
the richness of the marginalized character of the wife. Why the adultery?
Readers, with their limited perspective, will never know.

At the outset of The Story of the Porter and the Three Ladies of Bagh-
dad, the text takes us from one shop to another. Everything is normal. Then,
a first discordance appears: there are three women living on their own. In a
second discordance, the porter is admitted on condition that he will ask no
questions; the third discordance introduces three men, each of whom has lost
his right eye. Next, the caliph, his vizier, and his executioner join the gath-
ering disguised as merchants. In a fifth and final discord, one of the ladies sets
out to whip the dogs. The limits of the trivial have been transcended. How-
ever, readers see the world exclusively from the viewpoint of the most igno-
rant of the depicted characters, those who actually have nothing to tell: the
porter, the caliph, and the vizier. The more the readers learn, the more they
become aware of their own ignorance, and the more their expectations of a
different world are heightened, sometimes with ominous foreboding.

History. Allusions to historical circumstances hold a prominent position
in the tales of the Arabian Nights, often by referring to more or less well-
known characters, such as Harin al-Rashid, M@sa ibn Nusayr, al-Mu-
tawakkil, and al-Hakim bi-Amr Alldh. These references work on all levels,
but in different ways. In stories with a historical framework, a historically at-
tested character tells a story (see The Story of the Porter and the Three
Ladies of Baghdad; The Mock Caliph; ‘Alf the Persian, etc.). With some
rare exceptions, this is a device for the mise en scéne, the person in question
representing an internal addressee, a prefiguration of the external addressee,
the reader. Stories of this kind are often fairly long and elaborate. Moreover,
the historical referent is often absent from the most interesting parts of the
narrative: the character and the situation on which the action focuses do not
appear at the beginning of the text, but at the chronological beginning of the
narrative.
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The Arabian Nights contains a large number of rather short stories
about famous persons mostly from the Arab, or, less often, from the Jewish,
Greek, or Persian domains. These anecdotes relate situations in which the
identity of a given person is disclosed by way of a specific action. The in-
clinations of the protagonists, often renowned men, are generally known,
as are their abilities. To quote but one example: when Ma‘n ibn Z4’ida, suf-
fering from thirst during a hunting party, is given water by three young
women, he gives them golden arrows in return! Immediately the women
recognize Ma‘n, and each of them composes a panegyrical poem (Tale of
Ma‘n ibn Za’ida). This anecdote is an abstract case that could be com-
pleted by any reader with the generally available knowledge about Ma‘n,
such as the fact that he was a sayyid of the Ban@i Shayban, that he served as
governor under the Umayyads and the Abbasids, and that he was famed for
his extreme generosity. Without doubt, Ma‘n will behave in a manner cor-
responding to his general qualities. The text is precise in that the three
young women identify Ma‘'n. They do so because of his generous act.
Hence, there is a direct parallel between the act and the agent. The act is
the representative of the identity. The other historical figures mentioned in
the Arabian Nights—saints, poets, musicians, men of letters, judges—all act
against the backdrop of their identity, such as displaying specific musical
(see Ishaq of Mosul and the Merchant) or legal (see Tale of Hartin al-
Rashid and the Slave-girl and the Imam Ab#i Yiisuf) abilities. Their im-
pact is particularly strong, since they enable the readers of the Arabian
Nights to identify with each of them as a symbolical ancestor.

Ideas. Animal fables in the Arab tradition possess the quality of repre-
senting a “truthful” simulation. The educational message they transmit to the
reader in a subtle way derives from the past experience of humanity, on the
same level as history. However, instead of the message being constituted by
memorable actions, here it is conveyed by ideas. Why is the peacock worried
by the proximity of the beasts of prey (see Tale of the Birds and Beasts and
the Carpenter)? Because it runs the risk of being devoured. Why does the cat
worry about the absence of food (see The Mouse and the Cat)? Because it
may die of starvation. Preoccupations such as these are linked to the survival
of the animals, and their motivation refers to an elementary principle. Start-
ing with an elementary situation, the fable proceeds to transmit universally
valid philosophical considerations. The problem of the manner of represen-
tation is solved thanks to “images” that can easily be understood. The dream
of the duck, warning against the evil of man (Tale of the Birds and Beasts
and the Carpenter) rises above the “primary” concerns of the peacock and
the cat. In the Arabian Nights, dreams are a means of communicating the hid-
den significance of true things (see Hatim of the Tribe of Tayy; Ja‘far the
Barmakid and the Bean-seller; The Ruined Man Who Became Rich Again
through a Dream; The Prior Who Became a Moslem; etc.). The mission en-
trusted to someone who is inspired by a dream has a special status. It is re-
lated to the “primary” concerns of the peacock and the cat by way of a sub-
stitution: man has replaced the beasts of prey, and food is replaced by praying.
The reader is confronted with essential motivations, because the situations are
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at the same time elementary and critical, and if the planned actions are not
accomplished, our figures will not survive.
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The Oral Connections of the Arabian Nights
Hasan El-Shamy

The narratives that constitute the various editions of the original Arabic
Arabian Nights, henceforth Alf Layla (wa-layla), are derived mainly from in-
digenous lore. The rendering of these once orally transmitted and aurally
perceived stories into the written, visually perceived form was the work of
male scribes, most of whom possessed basic clerical skills, a knowledge
(though often imperfect) of grammar, and repertoires of rhetorical embell-
ishments required in literary composition (insha’-style). Although generated
“upward” from “lower” oral sources, the tales of Alf Layla are typically com-
municated by reading from a printed text, and in the Arabic context do not
seem to circulate back to oral traditions. For religious and moral reasons,
most of those who belonged to the traditional Arab and Muslim elite
shunned this narrative anthology. However, in the wake of Romanticism,
European admiration for the work, in its translated and adapted form as The
Arabian Nights, and for similar tales in oral traditions, generated interest
among those members of the Arab-Muslim elite who were intrigued by
Western culture and literature.

This pattern of communications, which may be described as representing
“elevated cultural property” (gehobenes Kulturgut), seems to have also charac-
terized narrative traditions in Middle Eastern antiquity. In ancient Egypt, for
example, scribes recorded “serious” stories and ignored ordinary tales told
orally in vernacular Egyptian. Yet the recording of tales told by laymen (in-
formants) in the field in both ancient and “modern” times was undertaken by
European scholars who did not view vernacular speech or language with the
same disdain as did the native elite.

Three broad categories of narrative tradition may be discerned in Arab
and Islamic cultures. These are (1) the formal religious-historical stories; (2)
the semiliterary stories of folk extraction reworked by literate editors and
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redactors; and (3) true folktales in oral traditions ignored by the native elite,
at least until the latter part of the twentieth century. Alf Layla and its con-
tents belong to the second, the “semiliterary” category.

For a member of a community, the narratives assigned to each of these
distinct repertoires constitute a cognitive subsystem; the narrator of each is
cast in a specialized role that specifies a set of behavioral expectations with a
corresponding social status: serious religious stories; frivolous, nonserious
semiliterary narratives; and fairy-tales and tall tales that border on the trivial
and, sometimes, the sinful. The majority of adult men refuse to jeopardize
their status in the community by telling “nonserious” tales belonging to the
folk-oral repertoire (category three); they have the same attitude, albeit to a
lesser extent, toward the narration of semiliterary tales (category two). How-
ever, a dynamic relation of exchange exists between these three repertoires;
some folk legends have been “institutionalized” into formal religious litera-
ture, while a few literary stories may have been adopted by oral storytellers.
In this respect each narrative category constitutes a repertoire of latent tra-
ditions for the others, awaiting adoption. Yet, in the minds of members of the
population, each remains distinct, independent, and largely autonomous.

Students of Arabic-Islamic literature usually attribute the presence of
“books” that constitute anthologies of narratives among early Arabic-speak-
ing groups to borrowing from non-Arab sources. The provenance of these
sources is often identified as India, Persia, and other neighboring nations,
which were also credited with being the home of such material objects as “In-
dian swords,” “Chinese silk,” and similar consumer goods that Arabs valued
and sought. As reported toward the end of the tenth century by Ibn al-Nadim
in his catalogue of books, al-Fihrist, Arabs translated those narratives into the
Arabic language and then, when masters of literary style and eloquence be-
came interested, they refined and elaborated them.

These postulates may be plausible with reference to a “book”— a “book”
being an item of material culture (i.e., an artifact) that exists independently
of its composer or copier. They may also be true of the elite, who are usually
unaware of the culture of the masses. Yet the assumption that the narratives
contained in such a book were likewise wholly imported from foreign lands,
translated into Arabic, refined by elite (professional) writers, and then trans-
planted among the peoples of the new Arab-Islamic realm, such as Iraq and
Egypt, is fallacious. There is strong evidence to indicate that the presence of
certain narratives in the oral traditions of the peoples of the Arab and Ara-
bized regions predates the introduction, which is to be differentiated from
“the origins,” of their counterparts in older Oriental narrative anthologies.
One example of such a case is the narrative designated as AT 613: The Two
Travelers (Truth and Falsehood). The existence in ancient Egypt of this story
as a central religious theme under the title The Blinding of Truth by Falsehood,
along with a narrative cycle associated with it—which includes Alf Layla’s
Abii Qir and Abii Sir—has been shown to predate by some two thousand
years the age of the postulated primordial form (Urform) of the story in Chi-
nese or Indian Buddhist literature. This finding is further supported by the
fact that the ancient Egyptian deity Osiris (“Truth”) was referred to as “the
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lord of Bai Sir”; Ba Sir (Abu Sir) is a site in the Eastern Nile Delta that was
a center for the veneration of Osiris; Abt Qir is another Egyptian site.

Except for precious fragments of information unearthed since the nine-
teenth century, little is known about the narratives told in the centers of
Middle Eastern civilizations and in Arabia in ancient times. Consequently,
the extent to which components of Alf Layla hark back to local antiquity is
not readily discernible. An example of this situation is the problem of
whether the cycle of Sindbad the Seaman is derived from the ancient Egyp-
tian story of the The Shipwrecked Sailor. Whatever the sources for the tales of
Alf Layla might have been, certain salient traits seem to have been present in
the ancient Middle East and may be presumed to have existed continuously
in the unrecorded oral traditions of the peoples of the region. One of these
traits is the frame story format as a tale-telling device. A rudimentary “frame”
has been reported from ancient Egypt as early as the fourth dynasty (2600
B.C.E.). In that case the various components of the narrative entitled King
Khufui and the Magicians cohere within a frame constituted by the theme
Contest: Strangest (Most Bizarre) Story Awarded Prize (designated as Type
1920 E18§, akin to AT 1920: Contest in Lying). Both the frame and its con-
tents are still recurrent in the oral and written narrative lore throughout the
Middle East; among these are tales belonging to AT 1359: Husband Outwits
Adulteress and Paramour, and Type 930 E§: $Prophecy: Unborn Child (Infant)
Predestined to Replace King.

Throughout history, and until the early twentieth century, orality
(mouth-to-ear) has been the dominant medium of communication. Written
messages and similar forms of visually perceived representations of spoken ut-
terances were limited to a privileged few who constituted an elite class; that
social category was mostly the clergy (or priesthood) and government offi-
cials. Papyri, scrolls, clay tablets, books, and the like were produced by au-
thors and scribes. Whether the contents of the written record were created
or simply copied, as the case is presumed to be with story-books such as Alf
Layla, they were meant to be read by the literate in the formal language of
the schooled society. Writers took great care in distinguishing their formal
language (i.e., classical, or fushd) from the vernacular spoken by the masses.
This practice seems to have constituted the writing standard for millennia,
with examples found in both ancient and “modern” writings (record-keep-
ing). These include the ancient tales of The Lamentations of the [Eloquent] Fel-
lah, and The Shipwrecked Sailor.

The Egyptologist Gaston Maspero noted the negative effects of the for-
mal style of professional writers on the clarity of the message conveyed. He
concluded that by using the cumbersome style of the elite, the ancient
scribe/writer “succeeded only too well for our comprehension.” Thus, deter-
mining the actual meaning of ancient narratives requires some guesswork.
Similarly, native copiers/editors of Alf Layla used the formal classical Arabic
employed only in polite society; they also relied heavily on the scholastic
insha’ style, thus loading the narratives with intrusive extratextual poems in
classical meters, and other verbal cliches. As has previously been noted, no
Arab folktale in oral tradition is told in such a manner or style. The only
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possible exception concerns the category of narratives designated as “For-
mula Tales” (AT 2000-2399), of which only a single text of presumably Iraqi
oral extraction exists in Alf Layla (AT 2335: Tales Filled with Contradictions,
concerning the theme of “a Kurd’s marvelous purse”; see ‘Ali the Persian).
In addition, the anonymous author of the story of Sayf al-Muliik in Alf
Layla admonishes would-be narrators that a story must not be told casually,
nor to the unworthy: stories are not to be told on sidewalks, to women,
slave-girls, slaves, idiots, or juveniles, many of whom constitute the typical
folktale audience in oral traditions.

Oral and written traditions belong to separate cognitive systems. Mem-
bers of the populace do not consider stories that come from written or printed
documents such as Alf Layla as “folktales.” Likewise, most educated people
today still do not consider oral folktales worthy of any recognition or atten-
tion. As recently as the 1990s, leading Arab thinkers condemned interest in
folklore as part of a colonial conspiracy against the classical Arabic language
and Arab civilization. The scarcity of the true fairy tale (or Zaubermdrchen)
in early Arabic written records, like its counterpart in ancient Egypt, is
largely due to this negative attitude toward colloquialism and its literatures.
When an elite writer dealt with an oral text, as was the case with numerous
stories in Alf Layla, he had to “elevate” the language to the level of the clas-
sical model of Arabic.

Another indication of the oral character of the tales of Alf Layla is the
fact that changes in the plots of tales do occur. An example of such changes
may be found in the Tale of ‘Aziz and ‘Aziza (AT 516 A), in which a wife
helps her husband attain his beloved. In the Alf Layla text, the beloved
proves to be a nymphomaniac who advises the male hero that his job will be
that of a “cock who eats, drinks, and copulates” (an elevation of the vernac-
ular four-letter word). Similarly, in The Story of the Prince and the Ogress
(cf. AT 327), a young prince is saved from a blaspheming ogress by the power
of prayer, which compels the ogress to abandon her intended human prey. No
oral text of either of these narratives drifts in the direction of these male-cen-
tered themes.

Significantly, with the exception of materials added by European transla-
tors and editors, the most frequently encountered tales in Arab oral tradition
are conspicuously absent from Alf Layla, including AT 310: The Maiden in the
Tower; AT 408: The Three Oranges; AT 450: Little Brother and Little Sister; AT
480: The Kind and Unkind Girls; and AT 510: Cinderella and Cap o’ Rushes, to
name but a few.Typically, these tales are orally communicated by women.
The absence of female-centered tales, in addition to the dominance of male-
centered themes, values, and stylistic features, leads one to conclude that Alf
Layla is predominantly an illustration of the world of the literate male.

Another connection to oral traditions was introduced by Western trans-
lators and editors of Alf Layla, many of whom added new texts to their Euro-
pean editions. Antoine Galland acquired some of his tales, later to be coined
“orphan tales,” from the Syrian storyteller Hanna Diyab, including some of
the subsequently best-known stories of the Arabian Nights, such as ‘Ala’ al-
Din and ‘Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves. Later translators and editors of
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the Arabian Nights often took the liberty of including tales from various
sources of which the authenticity cannot always be traced.

More recently, modern audio-visual media of mass communications
(television, radio, film, etc.) have made it possible for the public to watch or
listen to enactments of the narratives of Alf Layla without a visually per-
ceived written text. In this respect a new oral link has been introduced to the
scene. One of the earliest and most successful representations of Alf Layla was
a radio-play series offered during the month of Ramadan in the 1950s on
Radio Cairo. An appealing quality of the series was its reliance on colloquial
Egyptian Arabic for the presentation of the dramatic plots: the voice of
Shahrazad introduced the events (of a “Night”) in Alf Layla’s classical Ara-
bic, and then her voice faded into enactments in which the characters, like
their counterparts in oral tales, spoke in the colloquial language, which ap-
pealed to, and is preferred by, the majority of listeners. Whether this modern
technological development has enhanced the anthology’s presence in oral
traditions is a question that still has to be answered.
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Poetry and the Arabian Nights
Geert Jan van Gelder

Genres combining prose and poetry (the latter traditionally defined as met-
rical rhymed speech) are found in Arabic literature from its beginnings, in
the so-called ayyam al-‘arab (literally “Days of the Arabs,” denoting pre-Is-
lamic and early Islamic reports on the feuds and battles of the tribes), in his-
toriography, and in the fictional magamat. Although narrative poetry is found
in some popular Arabic genres, it has never acquired a high status. In the
Arabian Nights, a collection that hovers between the popular and the high-
brow, the oral and the literary (it was never as truly popular as the vast epics
of ‘Antar or the Banit Hilal), narrative verse is not employed: it uses prose as
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its narrative vehicle, including passages in rhymed prose (sqj‘). However, it
contains a large amount of non-narrative poetry. Its distribution is very un-
even: there are long stretches and whole stories that are, for no obvious rea-
sons, without any poetry—for example, The Craft and Malice of Women,
Jali‘ad and Shimas, or Abii Qir and Abdi Sir. Other parts are nearly free of
poems, such as the Sindbad the Seaman cycle or the story of Jiidar and His
Brethren. Many other stories and cycles, however, are riddled with poems
and fragments of poems.

Josef Horovitz, basing himself on the Macnaghten edition, counted some
1,420 pieces of poetry, some 170 of them being repetitions, which leaves
around 1,250 poems. Most of these are short, between one and four lines;
longer poems are occasionally found, such as pieces of forty-nine, forty-five,
and thirty-one lines. Virtually all poetry is quoted anonymously. Horovitz
says he has been able to identify roughly a quarter of these—or at least found
them quoted anonymously elsewhere, in anthologies and collected works of
poets. His findings are that pre-Islamic and early Islamic poetry (i.e., until ca.
750 C.E.) is not well represented; the great majority of identified poets date
from the Abbasid and post-Abbasid eras. Most often quoted are al-Muta-
nabbi (d. 965), not surprisingly in view of his status as the greatest and most
quotable of Islamic Arabic poets, and Baha’ al-Din Zuhayr (d. 1258), whose
love poetry is renowned for its easy fluency. Or perhaps one could find this
surprising, seeing that the great poet Abti Nuwas (d. ca. 810) is himself one
of the recurrent personages of the Nights; but it is his fictional counterpart
that appears, rather than his historical self and his poetry.

The various redactions and versions of the Arabian Nights differ in the
poetry they include. It is obvious that compilers and copyists often felt at
liberty to add or remove poems. Compared with the Biilaq text, that of the
illustrated undated edition of Maktabat Subayh, though unexpurgated,
tends to shorten or omit poems; the old text edited by Muhsin Mahdi also
has fewer poems on the whole, but it includes some poems not found else-
where. The “irregular” orthography and case-endings of Mahdi’s edition,
which claims to present the most “original” text available, may convey the
impression that the poems quoted in it are not strictly classical, but that
impression is incorrect: nearly all the poetry, like that in the editions in
“correct” Arabic, is composed in classical Arabic, in one of the traditional
meters. This is another proof of the fact that the Arabian Nights is not
strictly a “popular” collection, and that recent trends of strongly criticizing
the “polishing” activities of editors and redactors of the past are biased or
misguided.

The dominance of classical Arabic is the more remarkable considering
that at the time the collection took shape and was committed to paper, non-
classical poetic forms composed in Neo-Arabic—such as zajal, mawaliyad, and
kan-wa-kim—were well established and had found their way into the reper-
tory of high-status poets and anthologies belonging to the polite literature of
the literary elite. Rare examples of such poems in the Arabian Nights are a
kan-wa-kan or parts of zajal. A classical strophic form found once in the Ara-
bian Nights is the mukhammasa (pentastichic stanzaic poems, often based on
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an existing monorhymed poem); another poem has the rhyme scheme aaa
aaa bbb aaa ccc aaa ddd and so on.

Many poems are introduced with formulas such as “as the poet says”
(kama qala ’l-sha‘ir) or “how well expressed in the words of the poet” (ma ah-
sana qawla 'l-sha‘ir, or lillahi darru ’l-qd’il, etc.). This happens when the nar-
rator or the redactor inserts the lines into the narrative. Very often, however,
the lines are not provided directly by the narrator but are uttered by one of
the actors in the stories; in such cases the poem is usually introduced by for-
mulas such as “then he/she recited these verses” (fa-anshada[t] hadhihi ’l-
abyat), or “while he recited these verses” (wa-huwa yunshidu hadhihi ’l-abyat).
Not rarely poems are written by the protagonists and sent as letters.

Classical Arabic literature is full of stories and anecdotes in which poetry
plays an essential and crucial role in the plot: it may cause conflicts or pre-
vent them; it may save lives or destroy them. In the stories of the Arabian
Nights, however, that is rarely the case. At most, one finds that reciting a suit-
able poem at the right moment may mollify a stern ruler and make him in-
clined to listen to a request, which may rescue the hero. At other times, such
as in the story of Uns al-Wujid and al-Ward fi ’l-Akmam (which is partic-
ularly full of poetic soliloquies), the finding of a poem inadvertently left by
someone may influence the course of events. In the overwhelming number of
instances, however, poetry remains outside the plot. To Western readers it
may seem superfluous, merely ornamental, and even irritating because it in-
terrupts the flow of the story. Or it may appear slightly ludicrous, as when ut-
tered rather unrealistically in the midst of matters of life and death—much
as a dying operatic hero or heroine may burst out in song. As for the seeming
lack of realism, it ought to be remembered that in traditional Arab culture
poetry played a greater role in everyday life than Western readers may sus-
pect. And when—for instance in a series of bloody duels toward the end of
the long epic Tale of King ‘Umar ibn al-Nu‘man—the opponents exchange
some invective poems before rushing toward each other with lances, this may
be a literary convention, but it is one that is rooted in the ancient Arab prac-
tice of real warfare.

From a modern point of view there may be some justification for deprecat-
ing the inclusion of the poems, even apart from the fact that much of the po-
etry is mediocre. However, to a traditional Arab audience and readership the
presence of poetry, even though not indispensable, is both familiar and desir-
able. Modern Western culture is extremely visual: popular translations of the
Nights cannot do without illustration, and its visual character is much stronger
still in adaptations for the theater and the cinema. None of these visual forms
accompany the traditional Arabic Nights: although illustrations are found in
manuscripts of various genres (for example, the natural sciences, or magamat),
it was only in the twentieth century that Arabic editions of the Arabian Nights
were first illustrated. It is perhaps no coincidence that the edition of Maktabat
Subayh, with its charmingly naive drawings, curtails some of the poems. In pre-
modern times the visual element in the Nights is conveyed mentally, in the sim-
iles and metaphors of the poems. John Payne had already pointed to the paral-
lel between the poems and Western “engravings and woodcuts.”
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Imagery and emotion dominate the themes of the poetry. Lyrical verse,
through “objective” description and subjective effusions, expressed in time-
less language without too much specific detail, helps the audience to live the
situation or to empathize with the protagonists. It could be that the preva-
lent anonymity of the poetry is not due to carelessness or ignorance on the
part of the compilers, but to a conscious policy of presenting the poetry as
timelessly true and universally valid as proverbs. Although the poetry is not
strictly necessary for the plot, one could argue, as does Walid Muntr, that it
has a function in the narrative after all, in bridging a sudden development
and the protagonist’s reaction to it, or in providing a link between a specific
event and its universal significance. In premodern times Arabs tended to
quote or make poetry, even of an impersonal and cliched character, in times
of crisis or intense personal and private emotion. This habit is reflected in the
stories of the Arabian Nights, and the audience will recognize its important
function. The impersonal nature of most of the poems (many of which are re-
peated in different stories) should be considered not as a defect but as a
means to add another, universal layer to the particularity of the narrative.

Seen in such a light it is not strange that the dominant themes of the
poems are love and wisdom. Typically, when a beautiful girl or boy appears in
a story, a descriptive poem follows, one that would be classified as ghazal (love
lyric). It should be mentioned that saj* (rhymed prose) is often used, with a
function similar to that of verse, to describe a beautiful person or object, such
as a garden. Naturally, the many lovers in the Nights themselves quote (or
sometimes sing) numerous ghazal poems, in which description and emotion
are mingled. Lovers’ complaints are rife; the complaint may be directed to
the beloved or to Fate in general. Countless poems are uttered by the broken-
hearted while tears are flowing copiously. The acceptance of Fate and harsh
reality is often expressed in wisdom poetry (hikma); some lines or short pas-
sages are quoted by the heroes or the narrator by way of proverb (mathal).
Wisdom, too, is often the genre of those quite numerous instances in which
poetry is found inscribed on stones or a tablet, in an old book, or on the gate
of a deserted city, as in the story of The City of Brass, in which several ex-
amples may be found (even in remote parts of the world such inscriptions
tend to be found in correct Arabic verse). When lovers are united erotic po-
etry may be quoted, and on a few occasions one finds overtly obscene verses
(mwjin) mixing happily with more chaste diction. Other genres, such as pan-
egyric, martial verse, satire, and lampoon are less common, as are religious
and mystical verse. Didactic verse, in the sense of versified learning, is absent,
even from the story of Tawaddud with its strong didactic character. That
story, however, offers some examples of versified riddles.

Finally it ought to be mentioned that poetry is the main theme in a few
very short stories, or anecdotes, on historical characters: see, for example, the
story of Hind bint al-Nu‘man and al-Hgjjdj, in which Hind angers her hus-
band, al-Hajjaj, with a poem, the story of The Caliph Hariin al-Rashid and
Queen Zubayda in the Bath; in it, Zubayda’s naked charms are daringly de-
picted in a poem. See also the story of Hariin al-Rashid and the Arab Girl,
in which the girl’s poetical gifts please the caliph.
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Translators have made different decisions about the poems, ranging from
Richard Burton, who regularly employs monorhymed verse, to N. J. Dawood,
who leaves them out altogether—because “they tend to obstruct the natural
flow of the narrative,” are “devoid of literary merit,” and are mostly “inter-
jected at random into the text by the various editors” (a questionable asser-
tion). Between these extremes one finds, for instance, Enno Littmann’s met-
rical and rhymed versions, Hussain Haddawy’s mixture of rhyme and
assonance, Richard van Leeuwen’s assonance, and Edward William Lane’s
prose translations, which are laid out as poetry.
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The Manuscript Tradition of the Arabian Nights
Heinz Grotzfeld

The oldest evidence of a manuscript of the Arabian Nights is a fragment that
at the same time is the earliest proof of the very existence of this work. The
fragment consists of two joined paper folios that had originally constituted
the blank flyleaf and the first folio (the title page and the first text page) of a
codex entitled Kitab fihi hadith alf layla (A Book Containing [the] Tales of a
Thousand Nights). The blank spaces and margins of all four pages of the frag-
ment are filled with different writings, such as formulas of legal testimony,
some of them dated Safar 266A.H. (October 879 C.E.). The fragment proves
that already by the ninth century the collection was known as Alf Layla. The
material on which the fragment is written—notably paper, not the cheaper
papyrus—could indicate that the work was appreciated more than is sug-
gested by the later judgment of Ibn al-Nadim. The fact that the fragment was
discovered in Egypt, which at the time that the manuscript was written was
not as important as it became later under Fatimid rule, suggests that the col-
lection had spread even into peripheral regions of the Arabic world as early
as in the ninth century.

The earliest mention of the Arabian Nights in Arabic literature is a short
note in al-Mas‘di’s Murfij al-dhahab, dating from the first half of the tenth
century. Mas‘adi mentions the Nights as one of a group of books containing
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marvelous stories translated from the Persian, Indian, or Greek. He gives the
Persian title as Hazar afsana (A Thousand Tales) and the Arabic title used
by (the common) people as Alf Layla (A Thousand Nights). In addition, he
mentions the characters of the story—namely, the king, the vizier and his
daughter Shirazad, and her maiden slave Din4zad.

The note of the Baghdad bookseller Ibn al-Nadim in his Fihrist (Cata-
logue), dated 987, offers both an outline of the frame-story and the structure
of the Nights, as consisting of the telling (and interrupting) of stories in order
to postpone execution; the characters mentioned are the king, the maiden he
has married, Shahrazad, and the house mistress DinArzdd who assists
Shahrizad in her ruse. Ibn al-Nadim mentions that he has seen the book
Hazar Afsana in its entirety several times, that the work contains a thousand
nights but fewer than two hundred stories (not a thousand, as the Persian
title has it), and that in reality it is a worthless book of silly tales. These state-
ments indicate that a “complete” recension of the Nights existed in the tenth
century, that complete copies of the work were rather an exception, and that
the Nights did not enjoy a high status among educated people. We must as-
sume that, at the time, the work circulated mostly among the lower strata of
society, where people neither cared for manuscripts nor had the means to pre-
serve them.

The starting point for research into the manuscript tradition of the Ara-
bian Nights is the manuscript that served as a basis for Antoine Galland’s
French adaptation (Muhsin Mahdi’s A), whose age is a matter of controversy.
Muhsin Mahdi assigned it a date of transcription in the fourteenth century,
but the mention of the new gold coin Ashrafi excludes a transcription date
before around 1430 C.E.; the manuscript is most likely to date from the latter
half of the fifteenth century. The later dating implies that all ramification,
breakdown of “complete” sets, development or deterioration of the text of
the stories, loss of manuscripts, and so forth must have taken place within a
period considerably shorter than that assumed by Mahdi. It implies further
that some old fragmentary manuscripts of the Nights might be only slightly
younger than A, if not of the same age, and thus have to be considered evi-
dence of a recension collateral to that represented by A and its family. The
manuscript A consists of three volumes comprising the opening of the frame
story and 282 nights. The text condition of The Barber’s Tale of Himself in
The Hunchback’s Tale suggests that the manuscript is still close to the ar-
chetype of this recension.

Three other manuscripts constitute true representatives of the same
branch as A: Mahdi’s manuscripts B, T, and T|, the last-mentioned, a direct
transcript of T, being the basis of the first Calcutta edition. From the fact that
both B and T break off, as A does, in the Tale of Qamar al-Zaman and
Budiir, we may conclude that complete sets of the Syrian branch, if such sets
ever existed, must have disappeared before A was written down.

Muhsin Mahdi’s complex stemma of “the Egyptian branch” raises the
question whether all of these seventeenth- and eighteenth-century manu-
scripts represent one and the same branch. F the only seventeenth-century
manuscript in Mahdi’s stemma, points to a complicated diversification: parts
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5-7, 11-12, and 19 consist of nights with overlapping numbers (229-286,
245-284, and 247-273, respectively) containing different stories; nights
267-273 in part 19 repeat the beginning of a story, which is rendered com-
pletely in nights 201-228 in part 4. Accordingly, this manuscript has to be
seen as a reflection of at least three different recensions, one of which con-
tained the Tale of King ‘Umar ibn al-Nu‘mdn in the second quarter. Evi-
dence of such a recension—dating probably from the sixteenth, if not the fif-
teenth, century—is the Tiibingen manuscript Ma VI 32 (Mahdi’s N’a),
which contains the Tale of King ‘Umar ibn al-Nu‘mdan in nights 283-464,
475, and 529-541. More recent evidence is Mahdi’s N (John Ryland’s Li-
brary, Manchester, Arabic 646), containing the Tale of King ‘Umar ibn al-
Nu‘man in nights 280-470 and 530-541 (discontinuous numbering but con-
tinuous text in both manuscripts, as well as in F containing the Tale of King
‘Umar ibn al-Nu‘man in nights 277-310 and 411-465). A separate recen-
sion, including essentially the same material, albeit in a different order, is rep-
resented by the Turkish manuscript in the Paris Bibliotheque Nationale de
France (BNdF) 356, copied 1636-1637. This manuscript contains the Turk-
ish translation of an incomplete recension of the Nights.

Mahdi has classified N and N’a as “early attempts to complete the book
in the Egyptian branch.” Disregarding his assumption that the archetype
never was “complete” (that is, literally containing one thousand and one
nights), these manuscripts may constitute remains of a complete recension.
The existence of “complete” recensions of the Nights circulating already in
the sixteenth century, complete at least insofar as they ended with a conclu-
sion, can be deduced from a number of fragmentary manuscripts of the Nights
containing an elaborated concluding scene that differs completely from the
familiar conclusion in the BilAq and Calcutta II editions. In these manu-
scripts, the oldest dating from the sixteenth century, the concluding scene is
interwoven with the preceding story (in some manuscripts with The Craft
and Madlice of Women, in others with Baybars and the Sixteen Captains of
Police). They thus reflect two distinct recensions. Inconsistencies within the
narrative suggest that the conclusion has been recycled and must be consid-
erably older than the compilation in which it is incorporated. Mahdi states
that of the surviving manuscripts preceding Galland’s translation, none con-
tains a concluding scene, but that is not correct. One is justified in assuming
that several successful attempts to create or reconstruct complete recensions
have been made. Complete manuscript sets of such recensions appear to have
survived for only a short time, while the remains prompted new attempts.
This development can best be observed in the eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century manuscripts of the “Egyptian branch.”

The label “Egyptian branch” should properly be restricted to the ances-
tors of the so-called ZER (Zotenberg’s Egyptian Recension). As far as the
order and the wording of the stories at the beginning are concerned, a con-
tinuous line leads from the manuscripts of Mahdi’s “Egyptian branch” to
ZER; moreover, the texts, though more and more condensed, reflect a word-
ing that can clearly be distinguished from that of the Syrian branch. The text
of the fragmentary manuscript in Gotha (2637,1, copied most probably in the
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seventeenth century), which contains The Nagzarene Broker’s Story, The
Reeve’s Tale, and The Tale of the Jewish Doctor, is very close to A: the places
of the divisions of the nights are mostly identical; even the wording is often
exactly the same. Certain details that the Gotha manuscript shares with
Mahdi’s S, the ZER manuscript Paris, BNdF Arabe 3602, and the Bilag and
Calcutta II editions—but not with A—allow us to classify this text as an an-
cestor of ZER.

ZER, the recension prepared in Egypt in the late eighteenth century, is
considered by some scholars to have been the first successful attempt, if not
the first attempt altogether (prompted by European demand) to achieve a
“complete” recension containing one thousand and one nights. Duncan B.
MacDonald, however, in order to interpret the irregularity in length of nights
and the place of the Tale of King ‘Umar ibn al-Nu‘man in ZER, had postu-
lated the existence of a recension immediately preceding ZER, containing
the full number of one thousand and one nights. The Gotha manuscript 2638
appears to belong to such a complete recension. That manuscript, dated
1759, is the seventh and last part of a “complete” recension, containing in
nights 889-1001 the same stories (in nearly identical wording) as the Biilaq
edition—namely, (the remaining portions of) ‘Ali Niir al-Din and Maryam the
Girdle-girl until Ma‘riif the Cobbler, and the same conclusion. The divisions of
the nights are in exactly the same places, with one typical exception proving
that the manuscript is not a fragment of a ZER set: in the Gotha manuscript,
stories end with the end of a night, and the new stories begin with the be-
ginning of the following night, whereas in ZER the transitions from one story
to the next have been placed inside a night.

Forty years later, this recension had been replaced by a new “complete” re-
cension—that is, ZER, which is compiled from texts originating from differ-
ent recensions of the Nights, transmitted via rather different manuscript tra-
ditions; it is complemented by other materials taken from the inexhaustible
store of anonymous Arabic narrative literature. In the years 1800-1810, a
larger number of manuscripts of the Nights must have been circulating in
Cairo, so that Europeans like Joseph von Hammer(-Purgstall), Jean-Louis As-
selin de Cherville, and Ulrich Jasper Seetzen were able to purchase complete
sets. Thirty years thereafter, copies of the Nights were again extremely scarce
in Cairo, so once again it was necessary to (re)construct a complete recension:
the text of the Reinhardt manuscript in Strasbourg, copied in 1831-1832
(which, in this case, is most likely to be the date of the compilation itself), is
patched together from fragments of ZER and other, possibly older, recensions,
stories from anonymous narrative literature, and other sources. Many stories
of the ZER repertoire figure even in this recension, though in a different order
and quite often presenting a different wording.

Western “creativity,” to which Galland’s “translation” already bears tes-
timony, had a certain impact on the later manuscript tradition of the Arabian
Nights. Only a few of the sources used by Galland to supplement the text
available to him are known, the most important ones being an Arabic man-
uscript of Sindbdd the Seaman (the translation of which Galland inserted in
Nights 70-80) and the oral performance of Hann4, who narrated ‘Ald’ al-
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Din, ‘Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves, and other tales, in later research
known as “orphan stories.” Although Galland redeveloped most of these
tales from abstracts taken down in his diary, he translated, according to notes
in the diary, the tale of ‘Ald’ al-Din from a written version, now lost, that
Hanna had prepared for him. The existing Arabic manuscripts of ‘Ald’ al-
Din (two manuscripts in Paris) and ‘Alf Baba and the Forty Thieves (one
manuscript in Oxford) depend on Galland’s French text.

Early in the nineteenth century, two more complete versions of the Ara-
bian Nights were compiled in Europe: The manuscript Paris, BNdF, Arabe
4678-9, claims to be copied from a Baghdad manuscript dated 1703, but in
reality it was prepared by Michel Sabbagh, who made use of various manu-
scripts in Paris; the Breslau edition, initially edited by Maximilian Habicht
and continued by Heinrich Leberecht Fleischer, is patched together, in the
same manner as the complete compilations in the East, from fragments of
“authentic” manuscripts of the Nights (partly of A), complemented by other
stories and divided into one thousand and one nights.

In 1835 the Biilaq edition presented a grammatically and philologically
revised text of ZER. This edition made the Nights available to a large num-
ber of people interested in the book and ended the transmission of the Nights
in manuscript format. The Turner Macan manuscript of the Nights, now lost,
from which the Calcutta II (Macnaghten) edition, published in 1839-1842,
claims to be prepared, has borrowed long passages from the Breslau and Cal-
cutta | editions, thus connecting two manuscript strands that had coexisted
separately for more than 300 years.
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The Arabian Nights in Film Adaptations

Robert Irwin

The history of the Arabian Nights on film is nearly as old as the history of film
itself. In 1897, Antoine Lumiere showed the first film ever in the Indian
salon at the Grand Café on the Boulevard des Capucines in Paris. His film
showed workers leaving the Lumigre factory, but fantasy was soon to supplant
realism in the cinema. In 1902, Thomas Edison produced a film version of
‘Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves, directed by the comic actor Ferdinand
Zecca. This was based on a popular stage production and used dancers from
the Paris Opera. Soon afterward came Georges Mélies’s Palais des Mille et Une
Nuits (1905), in which the Oriental setting served as a license for special ef-
fects, as well as for the display of the plump legs of a troupe of high-kicking
chorines. Then Zecca did an ‘Ald’ al-Din in 1906. Thereafter the floodgates
were opened. There is a Popeye version of ‘Ald@’ al-Din; there is a Fairbanks
Junior version of Sindbad the Seaman; and Phil Silvers starred in A Thou-
sand and One Nights (1945) as the bespectacled Abdullah the Touched One.
There have been Nights films starring Dorothy Lamour, Abbott and Costello,
Eddie Cantor, the Three Stooges, Mickey Mouse, Gene Kelly, Steve Reeves,
Mickey Rooney, Christopher Lee, Gypsy Rose Lee, Howard Keel, Tom Baker,
Patrick Troughton, Fernandel, Maureen O’Hara, Krazy Kat, Terence Stamp,
Woody Woodpecker, Peter Ustinov, Tony Curtis, Lucille Ball, Bugs Bunny,
Roddy McDowall, and Elvis Presley.

Hundreds of Arabian Nights films have been made, and most of them
have been forgotten—and deserve to be so. They were pretty terrible.
William Zinser wrote well of most of this sort of stuff: “The Middle East is
one vast harem, where the Arabian Nights never end. It is a place where
lovely young slave girls lie about on soft couches, stretching their slender
legs, ready to do a good turn for any handsome stranger who stumbles into
the room. Amid all this décolletage sits the jolly old Caliph, miraculously
cool to the wondrous sights around him, puffing on his water pipe while his
vizier announces that Tamerlane is riding towards the city at that very mo-
ment with his ferocious legions. This is history at its best. Here are ‘Girls,
Girls, Girls,” swivel-hipped and revealingly costumed, in harems and out, sug-
gestively dancing with near Arabian bumps and grinds.”

But, among the rich mulch of mock exotic trash, there have also been
some masterpieces, including some of the classic silent films. Ernst Lubitsch’s
Sumurun (1920) reproduced Max Reinhardt’s pantomime fantasy, which was
in turn very loosely based on the Nights story of The Hunchback’s Tale. Pola
Negri played the vamp, while Lubitsch himself hammed it up in the film as
the erotically thwarted hunchback. A year later Fritz Lang’s Der miide Tod
was released. Not only did this tripartite film include an episode at the court
of Har(in al-Rashid, but, what’s more, its third and final story, about a Chi-
nese magician, featured a flying carpet, the prototype of all future cinematic
flying carpets. When Douglas Fairbanks Senior started to plan his master-
piece The Thief of Baghdad, he went to Germany to study the works of such
film-makers as Lubitsch and Lang. The look of Fairbanks’s film, which was re-
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leased in 1924, has clearly been influenced by the set design and special