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Introduction

Philip F. Kennedy and Marina Warner

The year 2009 in Paris was l’année de la Turquie, the Year of Turkey, and 
many events were held to explore the history and culture of the coun-
try. Among them, an exhibition at the Grand Palais, called “De Byz-
ance à Istanbul  —  Un port pour deux continents” (From Byzantium to 
Istanbul: A port for two continents), brought many artifacts from the 
city’s multi layered past and displayed them on two floors. Christianity  
—  Roman and Byzantine Orthodox  —  occupied the ground floor, Islam 
the first floor. The imposing staircase symbolized the fateful year of 
1453, when the city was taken by the Ottoman Sultan Mehmet I, and 
the Byzantine Empire, the last representative of the Romans in the East, 
drew formally to a close.
 The year 2009 was also the sixth year of the second Gulf war within 
eighteen years, the one which began in 2003 with the invasion of Bagh-
dad. The exhibition about the magnificent maritime capital on the Bos-
phorus was taking place at a particular historical moment. Visiting it 
could not but be colored by the present context: the French had not 
joined forces with the Americans, the British, and their many allies in 
the operations, first called “Shock and Awe” and characterized by the 
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then US president and his policymakers as “the war on terror.” Very 
controversially, Jacques Chirac, the president of France at the time, had 
refused his support, and so the French looked on the ongoing fighting 
from a different angle. Yet even so, the exhibition at the Grand Palais 
was structured around a total split at the date of 1453. The tangled story 
of West-East interactions was set out from a narrowly military angle 
of view, and the multiply interwoven strands that have long connected 
and continue to connect the East and the West of Europe were neatly 
severed by the outcome of a battle.
 This is one way to tell the story of the past, and it has long been a 
favorite historiographical angle of view. Yet attending to evidence of 
another sort yields another narrative. The artifacts selected on both 
floors unfolded a differently nuanced vision of the conflicts and inter-
actions, of the results of rivalry and ambition. Emulation and clashes 
led to intermingling; consequent exchanges and borrowings generated 
likenesses and complicity, developing a common understanding which 
moved at a different rhythm from political and religious antagonisms. 
The language of things speaks differently from the language of statecraft 
and religious oppositions, although political encounters themselves do 
not corroborate an idea of fundamental difference, of ringing and insur-
mountable clashes. (They sometimes take an unexpectedly contrary 
direction: the traditional keeper of the keys of the Church of the Holy 
Sepulchre is the Muslim family of Nusseibeh, since the Christian sects 
present in the sacred place quarreled so badly among themselves that 
they could not be trusted.) Customs and manufactures traveled regard-
less of politics: the taste and smell of coffee, still one of the strongest fea-
tures of Istanbul, wafted over boundaries of belief, though the process 
of adoption was rather slow, and cafés and coffeehouses, where the deli-
cious drink was served, opened in Western cities in the eighteenth cen-
tury; in Britain, after that first burst of enthusiastic Orientalism, cafés 
followed the milk bars of the sixties and were not common until the 
second half of the twentieth century. In the era of bitter conflict, dur-
ing the Crusades and afterward, through to 1453 and continuing after 
that, culture goes on telling an alternative story: glass, mirrors, velvet, 
brocade, metallurgy, fashions, furnishings (carpets, sofas), gardens, 
fountains, even garden swings reveal a process of reverse colonization. 
In some branches of arts and crafts, Eastern methods were imported 
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and their originators eclipsed: Venetians began to excel at the manu-
facture of cut silk velvets and damask, gold-flecked and luminously col-
ored glassware. At a deeper level as well, the conversation with Islamic 
culture continued, regardless of differences in faith. (There is work to 
be done, for example, on the affinities between the iconoclasm of the 
Reformers and Islamic doctrine.)
 Literature is one of the most speaking of cultural artifacts since, 
unlike coffee, glass, brass, or velvet, it has a voice  —  or rather many 
voices. The book called Alf layla wa-layla in Arabic, and known in the 
Anglophone world as the Arabian Nights, is the prime example of such 
a polyphonic, traveling text, which leaped over borders of creed, nation, 
allegiance, its stories spreading irrepressibly, immediately after they 
were first translated into French and English at the beginning of the 
eighteenth century. It was read in public and in private, in bedrooms 
and in coffeehouses (fig. 19); it was passed on in different print versions, 
and its characteristic features entered European culture and operated 
profound cultural transformations. Just as the young man reading tales 
in a Persian illumination of the beginning of the seventeenth century 
(fig. 1) is figured and patterned all over by the characters whom he 
is meeting in the book he holds, so the society that encountered the 
Nights was imprinted and colored by the stories’ particular character.
 Scholars in the humanities, especially those who study literature and 
culture, can illuminate the dense growth  —  from the roots through the 
bedrock to the canopy above  —  in which political and ideological atti-
tudes are entangled. This collection of essays arose during the long and 
intense afterlife of Edward Said’s famous polemical book of 1978, and it 
expresses a response to his urgent call for ending ignorance and prej-
udice. Orientalism is not the focus of the discussion of our contribu-
tors, but it was the catalyst to rethinking relations with the multifaceted 
world of Islamic culture. Desire to know and to comprehend is singled 
out for praise by Said, in contrast to the drive to possess and dominate. 
The Arabian Nights seemed a place to start to look at this long entangle-
ment from a different perspective.
 In the introduction to The Arabian Nights in Historical Context: 
Between East and West (2008), Saree Makdisi and Felicity Nussbaum 
lay stress on the cultural politics of accretions to the Nights, across their 
various media, after the publication of Antoine Galland’s translation 
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of the Nights (fig. 18). The Arabian Nights evolved in an “uneven and 
discontinuous process .  .  . according to the shifts in relations between 
Europe and Arabs.”1 And “the gap between Galland’s edition in the 
early eighteenth century and .  .  . [Richard] Burton’s in the late nine-
teenth century  —  and between those texts and the various editions cir-
culating to this day in Arabic itself  —  offers a kind of measure of the 
shifting nature of political and cultural relationships between Europe 
and the Arab world.”2 The contours evoked here mark out in general an 
expansive terrain for study that is bound  —  some of it  —  to be inflected 
by Edward Said, and some of it not. Makdisi and Nussbaum continue, 
Said’s Orientalism “remains essentially coherent and continues to pro-
vide the dominant theoretical explanation of the relationship between 
East and West to this day”; they propose that “any discussion of the East, 
and especially the literature of the East, still begins with Orientalism’s 
influential claims, whether to refute them or to elaborate upon them.”3 
One must also bear in mind, however, when focusing on a given area 
of imagined influence that the devil (or angel) may lie in the details, 
that the fierce denunciations of Orientalism and the vision of the reader 
and scholar’s role in The World, the Text and the Critic, which followed 
soon after, set the stakes very high and demanded a response  —  in the 
forms of attention given to the world and its texts. If, at the microlevel 
of scrutiny, the relevance (and often broad sweeps) of Orientalism fail to 
convince, the larger provocation has reshaped the field.
 Our title here deliberately echoes the concluding chapter of Robert 
Irwin’s landmark study The Arabian Nights: A Companion (1994, repr. 
2004);4 in “Children of the Nights,” Irwin strikes out on the terrain we 
have set out to explore. Scheherazade’s Children: Global Encounters with 
the Arabian Nights follows the threefold principal areas opened for dis-
cussion by the various contributors at a number of stimulating schol-
arly gatherings over the course of the past four years; the selection of 
essays here is clustered under three rubrics: “Translating,” “Engaging,” 
and “Staging.”

The Eye in the Story: A Figure for Reading

Elliott Colla’s essay opens part 2 of Scheherazade’s Children, “Engaging,” 
and it provides the reader with a key metaphor of this book’s approach: 
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exploring the figure of the eye in the cycle of “The Porter and the Three 
Ladies of Baghdad,” Colla draws attention to the shifting optics at stake 
in revisiting the Nights today. His is the only study in the volume not 
to concern itself with the contact of the tales with other cultures; the 
principal argument is indeed to salvage, in a perceptive reading of the 
original story, the subtexts of a figure the resonances of which may in 
fact be lost in the disruptive and variously transformative processes of 
translation. Concentrating on the figure of the eye, Colla posits a sug-
gestive triple layering of meaning enfolded into one of the recurring 
images of the story cycle. The eye in the “Porter” cycle is invested with 
three ideas, offering a matrix of the tension between desire (for love, 
sex, and especially narrative) and dark menace, between envy and curi-
osity. The three wandering dervishes who enter the “Porter” cycle tell 
how they each came to lose an eye  —  after a transgression that took 
them beyond a licit boundary. The eye is also, by analogy, a door to the 
forbidden chambers of story and to the terrae incognitae of history. The 
reader’s eye changes focus in keeping with the words on the page; the 
Kulturbrillen, the cultural spectacles each reader brings, will be modi-
fied  —  perhaps corrected even  —  and the light of a new understanding 
will flood through the lens. Colla explores those aspects of the Arabian 
Nights that are relinquished unthinkingly when its narrative forms 
migrate into other literatures beyond the Arabic sphere. It is the ambi-
guities and polyvalence  —  the multiple resonances and richness  —  of the 
complex metaphor of the eye that remain untranslated when cultural 
borders are crossed. Perhaps. Yet it must be the ambiguity of stories  —  
their open-endedness and porousness of meaning  —  that attracts and 
wields a magic grip on other, foreign, imaginations that rework them. 
So while Colla’s essay states a fascinating proposition, it is significant 
that in the studies that ensue we encounter again the lurking, trans-
formed eye in the Nights: Roger Pearson’s study of Voltaire reminds 
us that his earliest conte oriental of 1717, Le crocheteur borgne, prefig-
ures Zadig, who almost loses an eye. This image of the one-eyed hero 
is cardinal to Pearson’s reading and to reading in general as promoted 
by Voltaire in his contes orientaux. Seeing with one eye is to see with 
reduced perspective; in a narrative context it is to observe the signif-
icance of only half the story and to recognize only half the message. 
Tales and fables, as against (official) history, are open-ended, disposed 
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to be interpreted: the reader complements the vision; that is the essen-
tial humanism of writing. “History teaches us what human beings are, 
Fable what human beings should be.”5 Elliott Colla stresses “ambigua-
tion” in the Nights (more precisely, in the very imagery of the Nights); 
Pearson evinces the same in Voltaire: “the humanizing effect of story-
telling, . . . how it breeds broad-mindedness and tolerance by present-
ing the perplexing details and contradictions of human experience.” He 
traces that to Voltaire’s own reception of the original corpus.
 In this collection, the writers are looking outside the range of their 
Kulturbrillen; they are attempting a realignment of vision.

The Literary and Scholarly Context

An extraordinary and vigorous surge of renewed interest in the Nights 
began in the 1980s and early ’90s with the work of scholars such as 
Ferial Ghazoul (Nocturnal Poetics), Sandra Naddaf (Arabesque), Peter 
Caracciolo (The Arabian Nights in English Literature), a collection of 
essays by Abdelfattah Kilito (L’œil et l’aiguille, 1992), and Robert Irwin’s 
indispensable The Arabian Nights: A Companion; these studies have 
revealed the exuberant variety of the Arabian Nights’ metamorphoses in 
literature and the arts across cultures since 1704 and Galland’s transla-
tion, and they have stimulated the appetite for more inquiry, for more 
listening to the resonances of the stories in their global travels.
 In 1984 Muhsin Mahdi published a definitive edition of Alf layla wa-
layla in Arabic, from the Galland manuscript, with a volume of criti-
cal apparatus and a further volume of studies. Surprisingly, this was the 
first, and remains the only, critical edition of an Arabic Nights corpus. 
Because it uses the earliest surviving redaction of the stories, it contains 
only 282 nights and 34.5 of the tales (depending on how one counts 
the framing and embedded materials). Mahdi is a purist and argued 
that this “core” (it breaks off in the middle of “Qamar al-Zaman and 
Budur”) constitutes the authentic surviving corpus of the Nights, and 
his prestige and learning have meant that the proliferating branches 
of stories in other Arabic manuscripts were relegated and, for a while, 
excluded from legitimate scrutiny. His edition was lucidly translated 
by Husain Haddawy (1990); but readers resisted this austerity, and by 
popular demand, Haddawy followed his translation of Mahdi’s edition 
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with a second volume, which includes “Sinbad” (a separate set of stories 
before Galland included them) and “Aladdin,” one of the “orphan tales” 
with no known Arabic original antedating Galland and the most loved 
and best known of all the Nights. The disposition of Mahdi’s work is 
to delineate and delimit an original (and authentic) Arabic text, while 
Irwin’s Companion displays capaciously the cultural, social, and histori-
cal contexts that have given shape to the corpus both before and subse-
quent to Galland’s remarkable achievement.
 A pellucid new translation, Les mille et une nuits, based on the so-
called Calcutta II edition (1839 –  42) appeared in 2005, rendered into 
modern French by André Miquel and Jamel Eddine Bencheikh, who, 
unlike Galland, include all the poetry. This was soon followed by Mal-
colm Lyons’s translation (2009), the first full version in English which 
is not either expurgated or fancifully embellished but faithfully renders 
the Arabic of the same Calcutta II edition. These new versions have 
made the book available to readers in ways that most have not experi-
enced before, since so very many of the tales have never been selected 
for publication, in children’s or illustrated editions  —  for very obvious 
reasons in several cases. In 2004 Ulrich Marzolph and Richard van 
Leeuwen edited the indispensable Arabian Nights Encyclopedia, which 
guides readers through the complexities of the book and its history, 
with commentaries on every individual story and clear essays on gen-
eral themes. It is no longer the case that contemporary readers need 
be confined to “Aladdin,” “Ali Baba,” “The Ebony Horse,” and a scant 
handful of others, as so many of our forebears were. The stories need no 
longer be neglected but can now be read as works of literature, around 
which has effloresced multiple Arabian Nights fantasies, manifest in 
anything from the confectionery of a nightclub décor, enticing adver-
tisements to travel, or a ballet such as Michel Fokine’s’s Schéhérezade 
(1910), itself adapted from Rimsky-Korsakov’s symphonic suite of 1888.
 The tricentenary of Galland’s momentous publication in 2004 was 
marked by many celebrations and several more scholarly volumes. All 
variously informed by the work of predecessors in Nights scholarship, 
they share rather more the broad scope of Irwin in charting the contexts 
and influences on (and of) the Nights in its multilayered development. 
Fabulous Orients: Fictions of the East in England, 1662 –  1785, by Ros Bal-
laster, appeared in 2005 with a companion anthology, Fables of the East: 
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Selected Tales, 1662 –  1785. Both are exhilarating results of wide, deep 
reading in the genre. Three years later Aboubakr Chraïbi drew up the 
indispensable and authoritative Les mille et une nuits: Histoire du texte 
et classification des contes. A third remarkable meditation, on the radiat-
ing influence of the Nights in fin-de-siècle French literature, appeared 
in 2009 with Dominique Jullien’s Les amoureux de Schéhérazade: 
Variations modernes sur les Mille et une nuits. And simultaneously, a 
surprising account of the cultural (and commercial) stock placed by 
nineteenth- century North Americans in remote imaginings, affilia-
tions, and collectibles of Arabia and the East was given by Susan Nance 
in How the Arabian Nights Inspired the American Dream, 1790 –  1935. 
Most recently Marina Warner’s Stranger Magic has explored the fasci-
nation the Nights wielded on Enlightenment and post- Enlightenment 
Europe on account of  —  not despite  —  the magical and irrational realms 
that the stories explore.
 These monographs have been accompanied by a number of col-
lected volumes containing discrete shorter studies on the reverberat-
ing echo chamber of the stories. In addition to the work of Makdisi 
and Nussbaum (mentioned earlier), these include a collection of fine 
essays edited by Chraïbi in 2004, with the title Les mille et une nuits en 
partage, and three comparable volumes that chart further the sprawl-
ing cartography of the Nights and its influences: New Perspectives on 
Arabian Nights: Ideological Variations and Narrative Horizons, edited by 
Wen-chin Ouyang and Geert Jan van Gelder (2005); The Arabian Nights 
and Orientalism: Perspectives from East and West, edited by Yuriko 
Yamanaka and Tetsuo Nishio (2006); and The Arabian Nights in Trans-
national Perspective, edited by Ulrich Marzolph (2007).
 The majority of essays included in these compilations incline expan-
sively to view the Nights corpus as a uniquely accretive cultural bundle 
that absorbs, and somehow comes to possess, the works on which it has 
exerted influence, in varying degrees. On this view, there are essentially 
both intrinsic and extrinsic properties to the Nights; it is a dynamic, liv-
ing, and breathing cross-cultural phenomenon quite as much as a lit-
erary artifact with definable and original contours. The novelist A.  S. 
Byatt has commented, “The great novels of Western culture, from Don 
Quixote to War and Peace, from Moby Dick to Doctor Faustus were 
constructed in the shadow of [Scheherazade’s] story.”6 It is a challenge 
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to scrutinize any intrinsic aspect of the Nights (the tales themselves in 
their earliest reconstructible forms) without being drawn to the influ-
ences that led variously to them and eventually issued from them as so 
much inspiration.
 With the fastidious and revered empirical work of Mahdi impos-
ing itself on the field (and sometimes working to constrain it), the act 
of discerning the influence the corpus has exerted can seem, at times, 
more fanciful than scholarly, more ingenious than truly tenable in any 
practical sense. Commentaries about the importance of the Nights in 
the development of world culture after 1704 may tend to the alluring 
sweeping statement; but undoubtedly at the granular level the need for 
study is colossal: three centuries hold up an abundance of material for 
scrutiny. The imperative now is to probe details of reception (of influ-
ence, variation, adaptation, interpretation); this is an important area of 
study in its own right, and it has always to a certain degree, in a circular 
and paradoxical turn, fed the importance of the original text.
 All the volumes mentioned above rehearse different aspects of the 
historical development of the Nights; account is given of multiple layers 
and their significance: the pre-Islamic (and pre-Arab) origins in India 
and Persia of a core of stories and their translation into Arabic in the 
Umayyad and early Abbasid periods; their development in varying reg-
isters of middle Arabic until the beginning of the eighteenth century 
in three chief recensions (an early Syrian core, a later Egyptian collec-
tion that built accretions on the earlier core, and a relatively neglected 
North African recension titled the Hundred and One Nights); their 
momentous serialized translation into French by Galland in 1704 based 
adventitiously on the early Syrian core; their colossal impact ever since 
on European (and subsequently world) literature and cultures; Arabic 
manuscript developments after 1704; Arabic printed editions from the 
first half of the nineteenth century onward and their sometimes byzan-
tine relationship with subsequent translations; and, lastly, adaptations 
and developments from the late nineteenth century to the present day 
across various creative media: drama, music, visual arts, dance, and film.
 The compendious Arabian Nights Encyclopedia (mentioned earlier) 
gives erudite coverage in hundreds of entries on all seven areas of study 
outlined. One might aver, however, that this work has a dual tendency: 
to give the reader access to the scholarship that has established the core 
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(or the various cores) of the Nights and to evince how the Nights has 
been received across cultural histories. Most known readings of indi-
vidual tales, be they fundamental or tendentious, are recorded in the 
Arabian Nights Encyclopedia for reference where possible.7 Aboubakr 
Chraïbi’s 2008 monograph also has an encyclopedic quality; it is cer-
tainly now a basic scholarly reference tool, giving account of the layered 
history of the tales in all principal recensions. It establishes, in breath-
taking scope for a single author, the various relationships between the 
stories and both their sources and analogues within the Arabic tradition 
and outside it, thus providing a sweeping and deep cross-cultural con-
text for the tales of the corpus. Chraïbi works from empirical knowl-
edge of the entire Arabic textual tradition; thus, what bears significantly 
on this volume is that the author adopts an indulgent attitude to (and 
takes a practical view of) the corpus’s development and growth.8

It is one of the rare collections of tales, to my knowledge, where the 
study of one work implies the need to cross several boundaries: first, 
that of authority and origins, since the Nights are a collective work and 
multiform even though one can discern this or that original touch and 
plan of composition; secondly, that of the unity of space and time, since 
their composition encompasses at least Persia, Iraq, Egypt, and Syria 
and lasted ten centuries (as the dynamic of the manuscripts testifies); 
and thirdly, that of language (middle and classical Arabic, French!), an 
obstacle when it comes to the distribution of disciplines, but not one that 
is insurmountable.9

 Chraïbi proposes detectable affinities for most of the stories of the 
extended corpus he has studied. Thus, strikingly, his understanding of the 
frame story leads him to adduce tales from, among others, the Chinese 
Tripitaka, Ludovico Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso, Somadeva’s Kathasarit-
sagara, and the tenth-century Arabic histories of al-Dinawari and al-
Tabari. Preserved in the last two sources, the story of Ardavan (a third-
century Parthian king) and the vizier’s daughter is a family romance that 
can be viewed, loosely, as a pseudohistorical protoversion of the Nights’ 
frame story; it is a terse yet compelling paragon of the Nights’ principal 
and engendering tale and adds further nuance to our historical knowl-
edge of the corpus. Chraïbi in the main espies connections leading into, 
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or existing in parallel to, the Nights; let us concentrate further on their 
cultural outgrowths represented in this collection.

Exfoliations

The Sanskrit scholar and narratologist Wendy Doniger, in “Engag-
ing,” part 2 of Scheherazade’s Children, reads the romance of Qamar al-
Zaman and Budur in the light of the cross-cultural affinities Chraïbi 
detects, and offers a profound reflection on the contradictory tensions 
between the traditional, near universal theme of women’s wickedness 
and wiles and the thrust of the Nights toward the rehabilitation of Sche-
herazade and her sisters. The argument, implied throughout by the 
unfolding of Scheherazade’s own ransom tale, is played out through the 
figure of Budur, resourceful and tricksterish in her resourcefulness, and 
follows the intricate mechanisms of recognition, the pivotal dynamic in 
this tale’s compelling series of twists and reversals.
 While Doniger brushes in the affiliations with more ancient and 
Easterly mythological storytelling, the other contributors listen in on 
resonances closer in time and space. Eliot Warburton offered a fer-
tile image of the work’s energy, which Robert Mack, editor of the first 
“Grub Street” English translation, has glossed:

The collection was something wildly fertile and intrinsically organic  —  a 
forceful act of narration that would inevitably and paradoxically extend 
itself beyond the bounds of any possible human control. .  .  . The Ara-
bian Nights seemed intrinsically to beg comparison with a plant of the 
rich and native narrative soil of “the sweet South”  —  a growth that “flour-
ishes in all climates” with “luxuriance.” Although an Eastern product not 
“indigenous to the soil” of Western Europe, it has “taken root” no less 
firmly than the works of Shakespeare, like an “ever-flourishing Banyan”; 
the Banyan or banian tree, of course, being the East Indian fig tree, the 
extended branches of which themselves drop shoots to the ground, which 
then take root and so support the parent branches in such a manner that 
a single tree can cover an astoundingly large expanse of ground.10

This is a highly suggestive metaphor, albeit not a precise model to cali-
brate the limits of a corpus, to measure its growths and its influences. 
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Only actual case studies can do this, such as Tim Fulford’s essay on 
Coleridge in the same volume as Mack’s essay. Fulford suggests that the 
Arabian Nights were sublimated into “The Rime of the Ancient Mari-
ner,” in which the influence of Oriental themes is far less obvious than 
it is in that other masterpiece “Kubla Khan”: “The dislocation of con-
ventional causality, the sudden appearance of supernatural beings, the 
absence of narratorial moralizing, the enclosure of the voyage with a 
framing story, were all features of ‘The Merchant and the Genie’ that 
give the poem its nightmarish fascination. By adapting the structure 
of the Nights’ narrative to a traditionally English genre (the ballad) 
Coleridge was able to unsettle British expectations about moral order.”11 
This account of Coleridge’s enthrallment to the Nights offers a relatively 
benign view of essentially creative motivations: “Coleridge’s late 1790s 
poems .  .  . are the best kind of Orientalist work  —  one that moves the 
East westwards, achieving an uncanny fusion which unsettles stereo-
types about home and abroad.”12
 In Coleridge we have a noteworthy case of the way the Nights and 
loosely comparable Eastern stories provided both palpable and subli-
mated influence on the artist; we also have, on a separate tack, a good 
example of how narratives, not strictly part of the Nights’ Arabic cor-
pus, fascinated authors from the eighteenth century onward in discrete 
ways, according to quite varied aesthetic impulses. There is a marked 
contrast, for instance, between Coleridge’s use of the pseudohistori-
cal tragic romance of Abbasa (sister of Harun al-Rashid) and Jaafar 
al- Barmaki, on one hand,13 and the way the translator Jean-Charles 
Mardrus, a century later, exploited a late Mamluk popular version of 
the story, inserting it capriciously into the Nights in order to adumbrate 
the closure of the frame story, on the other.14
 Mardrus tends to get a bad press these days. Chraïbi, for one, does 
not accommodate him in his own pragmatically indulgent view of the 
corpus. Yet Mardrus’s eccentrically fertile fashioning of the collection 
is significant since it may have given rise to a new predominantly vis-
ual aesthetic that came to be associated with the Nights in the West 
in the twentieth century. Jullien has written cogently about Mardrus: 
“Despite his infidelity, or perhaps in fact because of it, Mardrus’s ver-
sion contributed to a renewal of esthetic, which, while based on mis-
understanding has nonetheless been prodigiously fertile.”15 Mardrus 
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is crucial to the story of the Nights for several reasons. The illustrious 
circle for whom he produced his translation, whose fin-de-siècle taste 
he had in mind to please, gave him an enraptured reception, which was 
upheld by several more cultural luminaries of his epoch. His methods 
were also important to subsequent development, for he claimed textual 
fidelity when the truth was quite the contrary, and then, when he quali-
fied this claim, explained that he had not relayed the Nights faithfully 
and literally but in their spirit, thus clearly reversing himself but suffer-
ing no detriment to his standing. Furthermore, though he was greatly 
approved for abandoning the antiquated features of Galland, which 
reflected the manners of another era, his own versions are profoundly 
colored by the milieu that produced them (Symbolism in the visual 
arts as well as literature). Critics of Mardrus, who found fault with his 
liberal approach, knew in rigorous terms the difference between the 
Arabic core and its accretions and recognized the accretions that owed 
more to European hands.
 This understanding of the text’s metamorphoses offers an essen-
tial backdrop to Rosie Thomas’s study in this volume. Thomas’s study 
is groundbreaking and explains the importance of this highly malle-
able, significantly visual register in influencing or setting off some of 
the earliest films inspired by the Nights in India. Little is known or has 
been written about the impact on early Indian cinema of the world of 
the Arabian Nights, its core and offshoots (especially those marked by 
Mardrus’s lavish visual aesthetic). Thomas’s essay adds a significant part 
to Robert Irwin’s “A Thousand and One Nights at the Movies.”16 Irwin’s 
list is characteristically exuberant. (“There is a Popeye version of Alad-
din, a Fairbanks junior version of Sinbad the Sailor, Phil Silvers starred 
in A Thousand and One Nights (as a bespectacled Abdullah the Touched 
One). . . . So the first point is that The Thousand and One Nights genre 
includes hundreds of films. The second point is that most of them have 
been forgotten and deserve to be so.”)17 But there are some historical 
reference points (and, indeed, cultural masterpieces) that should be 
restored to our collective memory. Thomas examines the significance of 
some of the earliest Indian films, and possibly the oldest film inspired 
by the Nights of substantial length (to wit, Hiralal Sen’s Ali Baba and 
the Forty Thieves); this should stand alongside Thomas Edison’s 1902 
Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves, directed by Ferdinand Zecca; George 
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Méliès’s Palais des mille et une nuits (1905); and (again) Zecca’s Alad-
din of the Marvelous Lamp (1906). The divagations of cultural transmis-
sion which Thomas goes on to trace are quite unanticipated; she shows 
that the cultural milieu, formed by the reception of Mardrus’s work in 
Europe, influenced the Ballets Russes (Diaghilev and his designer Leon 
Bakst) as well as the couturier Paul Poiret, impresario of themed Ori-
ental balls. The popular Orientalism these figures and others alongside 
them promoted had far-reaching influence, impinging even on Indian 
vaudeville musical drama, dance, and conjuring, a fact that eventually 
led a disaffected Anna Pavlova, through her students, to encourage the 
renaissance of Indian classical dance in the 1920s and ’30s. “Out of a 
fusion of European ‘oriental dance,’ Euro-American modernist free 
expression, and dutifully researched Indian vernacular and folk forms, 
the new Indian ‘classical’ dance was born.”18 This rediscovered classi-
cism nourished a new Hindu-Indian nationalism which emerged as 
anathema to the “Islamicate” popular Orientalism of the Nights and 
its various artistic spinoffs; thus, “unlike Euro-American orientalism, 
which merged quasi-Hindu and Islamic elements without distinction, 
India’s popular Orient from the 1930s onwards was effectively that 
which was outside or ‘other’ than  —  a putatively Hindu  —  India.”19 These 
important calibrations of home and elsewhere are essential background 
to the flurry of Indian Arabian Nights fantasies that appeared in the late 
’20s and early ’30s, avatars of Hiralal Sen’s Ali Baba of 1903.
 There is a case for restoring to memory other works that have been 
ignored  —  forgotten and sometimes consciously excluded. Wen-chin 
Ouyang wrote in her foreword to New Perspectives on Arabian Nights, 
“The Nights’ influence outside the Arabic-speaking world has been so 
pervasive in the arts throughout history that, according to Robert Irwin 
it is easier to name those who have not been influenced than those who 
have.”20 Irwin himself drew attention to this claim in his own subse-
quent preface to The Arabian Nights and Orientalism in order to qualify 
it.21 Having once asserted, for the sake of example, that Vladimir Nabo-
kov’s work showed no traces of influence by the Nights, Irwin subse-
quently found reason to go back on his claim. His revision is fascinating 
and compelling. Writers often ignore the limits of their own prescrip-
tions when they write, and the Nights is hard to encompass: as Ouyang 
herself remarks, Bruno Bettelheim once asserted “in his book on The 
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Uses of Enchantment, .  .  . ‘one especially crucial limitation must be 
noted: The true meaning and impact of a fairy tale can be appreciated, 
its enchantment can be experienced, only from the story in its origi-
nal form.’ . . . Of course, he goes on to give a psychoanalytical reading 
of Sindbad the Sailor and the frame-tale based on a translation made 
for children.”22
 In New Perspectives, Peter Caracciolo contributed a compellingly in-
novatory essay on Henry Fielding, revealing how the novelist reworked 
elements of “The Barber’s Tale” in Tom Jones; Caracciolo shows con-
vincingly how the garrulous Barber Partridge, modeled on the Barber 
of Baghdad, resounds throughout Fielding’s novel: “Far from just hav-
ing local significance, these arabesque allusions turn out to be a crucial 
element in the novel. . . . Both barbers are intimately associated with the 
fate of a small creature whose apparently insignificant status belies what 
will turn out to be his importance in the community.”23 Most commen-
taries that point up the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century English 
novel’s debt to the Nights underscore elements of the paranormal and 
romance (the eerie, the magical, the bizarre) in the original stories. The 
realism which the novel came increasingly to develop, or with which it 
is commonly associated in the classic Dickensian style, has been con-
sidered by and large anathema to the Nights. As Ros Ballaster notes in 
Fabulous Orients about Clara Reeve and James Beattie, “Both [authors] 
see the oriental fable as inclined to the amoral, the fantastic, and the 
supernatural: tendencies that the realist fiction of the second half of the 
eighteenth century, they argue, has succeeded in curbing.”24 Yet this is 
at best only half the story; in “The Arabian Nights and the Origins of 
the Western Novel” (chapter 7 in this volume), Irwin suggests guard-
edly that this commonly held assumption neglects what may strike 
many students as counterintuitive: that, at heart, it was the mesmeriz-
ing “Hunchback” cycle, more fabliau than fairy tale, that moved Field-
ing to weave realism into his own fiction; moreover, in this trait he may 
have begun to reflect one tendency of fictional writing in his and subse-
quent eras.
 Fabulous Orients is a superb scholarly monograph, surveying an 
enormous geography (that is shared in scope with this book): from 
the Ottoman Arab world, through India, to the Far East. In the eigh-
teenth century the distortions of cultural perception, some progressive 
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and some hidebound, for which the Nights was held to be a touchstone, 
affected views about all three regions. They are still relevant today to 
detailed literary and cultural histories. That translations may also be 
interpretations and adaptations, as well as more passive vehicles, of 
their own era’s reception of the corpus, informs many of the ensuing 
studies. The essential point to glean is that translations may be studied 
in the same purview as works that adapt the Nights creatively  —  what we 
commonly call rewritings. In Ballaster’s contribution here, she builds on 
details of her own Fabulous Orients in showing how  —  and why  —  Byron 
distilled his heroine Gulnare into The Corsair with elements that are 
crucially distinct from the disposition of the original (story of) Jullanar. 
In this fascinating account of how Jullanar fares in English, first in Grub 
Street, then in Jonathan Scott, and thereafter displaced in the versified 
fiction of Byron, Ballaster begins by telling us that the early eighteenth- 
century English reader saw the Arabian Nights’ Entertainments as offer-
ing “a better Account of Customs, Manners and Religion of the Eastern 
Nations, viz. Tartars, Persians and Indians than . . . is to be met in any 
Author hitherto published.”25 However, it becomes patently clear that 
the Nights and the adaptations the tales inspired are just as prone to 
reflect adaptors and their Zeitgeist as the cultures they were imagined to 
have stemmed from. The treatment of Jullanar traces across a century 
a kind of mitigated view of despotism. In the Arabian Nights’ Enter-
tainments, though a heroine, Jullanar was complicit with acquiescence 
in slavery and subordination; in The Corsair a century later her avatar 
in the figure of Gulnare strode  —  in the spirit of Byron’s time  —  against 
such compliance. Thus the arc from the Arabian Nights’ Entertainments 
to The Corsair traces for us the shifting terms in which Jullanar’s “lib-
erty” is presented  —  from Galland’s salonnière to Jonathan Scott’s sen-
timental heroine to Byron’s revolutionary agent. (This is a variation on 
one of the fundamental drives of Fabulous Orients in which Ballaster 
wrote that “the framing devices of oriental fictional sequences . . . dra-
matize reading as an experience of abandoning rather than reinforcing 
sovereignty.”)26
 Fabulous Orients is amplified in this volume in both geographic 
breadth and thematic interest. Elizabeth Kuti’s study of eighteenth- 
century drama reprises Ballaster’s evocation of the figure of Roxolana/
Roxelana/Roxana as “a place of dangerous excess”27 Kuti picks up again 
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the theme of women’s frailty, here dominated by the vice of curios-
ity, and reveals the echoes back and forth between Charles Perrault’s 
cautionary fairy tale Barbe-Bleue (Bluebeard) and the frame tale of 
the Nights about Shahriyar’s vengeful rage. The fundamental idea that 
narrative can be made to resist the excesses of malevolent sovereignty 
is then developed further in Katie Trumpener’s essay. The narratives 
examined in her study display no overt Orientalism: the Nights has no 
directly apparent presence, and certainly they offer no superficial East-
ern flavor; rather they are distilled in a kind of structural hypostasis of 
story-framed-within-story as site (and voice) of resistance.
 William Beckford, born in 1760 and a near contemporary of Byron, 
nevertheless has never quite taken his place in the insider circle of 
eighteenth-century fiction. Ballaster suggests that Beckford’s Gothic 
vision, most palpable in his novel Vathek in the character of Nouroni-
har, honed a new psychology and aesthetic that transcended rather 
than simply translated the Nights. This all bears further scrutiny, and 
indeed in chapter 2 Laurent Châtel examines in cogent detail the impli-
cations of Beckford’s having spent time “between 1780 and 1783 .  .  . 
working spasmodically on the translation from Arabic manuscripts of 
Arabian Nights stories collected by Edward Wortley Montagu, son of 
Lady Mary.”28 The evidence suggests that Beckford’s own fiction was 
influenced in an organic way by his collaborative work translating from 
manuscripts of the Nights.
 In “Staging,” part 3 of this collection, the efflorescing manifestations 
of the Nights on stage and screen are explored, and exchanges between 
Japan and the Nights form the site of a circle of perceptions. In Irwin’s 
preface to The Arabian Nights and Orientalism, we read that “when 
Japan opened its doors to the West there were many visitors who com-
pared the country to something out of the Arabian Nights. Indeed that 
comparison became something of a cliché.” The rigidity of such cultural 
appraisal was interestingly reversed by the Japanese: “Japanese study of 
Western culture was both more intense and more comprehensive than 
early Western studies of Japanese culture and it even embraced those 
aspects of Middle Eastern and Islamic culture that had become famil-
iar to the Western reading public, including the Arabian Nights.”29 Japan 
absorbed from the West its fascination with the Nights and borrowed 
in some measure the predominantly demotic aesthetic that went with 
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it. The end result takes us full circle: idiosyncrasies in the perceptions 
of a culture (Japan of Europe; Europe of Japan) issue from the grav-
ity of fascination exerted by the originally Arabic corpus. And yet in 
Japan this borrowed and hybrid aesthetic has also been alloyed in the 
past 150 years with adaptations particular to sensibilities, at all levels, of 
Japanese literature and culture. How interesting that in Japan authors 
such as Kōnosuke Hinatsu (1890 –  1971), Yukio Mishima (1925 –  1970), 
and Hakushū Kithara (1885 –  1942) should have associated the Nights so 
strongly with their childhoods. This reminds one of Dickens and Ten-
nyson and in particular of Coleridge, whose fearful enchantment with 
the tales in his boyhood evokes Hakushū, who “looked back upon his 
boyhood in his second collection of poems entitled Omoide (Recollec-
tions, 1911), in which Inoue’s one-volume translation, called ‘the red-
covered Arabian Nights,’ was regularly associated with a longing for, and 
fear of, the exotic world.”30 There is a universalism about the tie between 
the Nights and juvenilia; this is just one aspect of its universalism. Yet 
there are  —  of course  —  adaptations (and adaptations-in-translation) of 
the Nights that pay homage, in words and imagery, to some of the high 
water marks of Japanese letters: Tsutomu Inoue’s 1880 translation “bor-
rows a scene from Bakin’s very popular novel, Nansō Satomi hakkenden 
(The Biographies of Eight Dogs, 1814 –  42), in which the author relates 
how the adulteress Tamazusa was put to death by the lord Satomi Yoshi-
zane. . . . It is obvious that Inoue intended the effect of superposing these 
two texts, following the practice of traditional poets in taking the words 
of a classical work and incorporating them into his own composition 
without changing them.”31 This shows quite clearly how the Japanese 
adapted their translations to resonate with their own literature and also 
fashioned meaningful connections where they were perceived. This 
volume contains two studies, those by Yuriko Yamanaka and Tetsuo 
Nishio, that develop from the brief overview of “The Arabian Nights on 
the [Japanese] Stage” in The Arabian Nights and Orientalism.32
 We have begun to sense (and suggest) that several of these studies 
include distinct genealogies of scholarly inquiry. The marvelously rich 
essay by Bridget Orr titled “Galland, Georgian Theatre, and the Cre-
ation of Popular Orientalism” in the Makdisi and Nussbaum volume is 
complemented now in diverse aspects across the essays here by Berta 
Joncus, Elizabeth Kuti, and Karl Sabbagh, all of which deal with aspects 
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of the Nights on the British stage, in particular during the Georgian, 
Victorian, and Edwardian periods. Three of the subjects treated in New 
Perspectives are built on here: Robert Irwin on Caracciolo, as referred 
to already (on realism in the eighteenth-century English novel); Philip 
Kennedy on Evelyn Fishburn’s “Traces of the Thousand and One Nights 
in Borges”; and Ferial Ghazoul on Ouyang’s “Whose Story Is It? Sind-
bad the Sailor in Literature and Film.” Let us signal further some of the 
kinds of connections that exist between earlier and later studies. For 
example, Caracciolo suggests in his study of Fielding that the cognitive 
structure of Tom Jones, resolved in the kind of untrammeled recognition 
scenes typical of romance, builds on the arc of disclosure that drives the 
“Hunchback” cycle. Similar structures, with paradoxes woven further 
into them, appear to have influenced Borges, as argued by Kennedy in 
chapter 10; secondly, Ouyang reminds us in her foreword that Sindbad 
is protean in his inspiration: “He may be a young boy, a dashing pirate, 
a majestic prince, a disgruntled old man or an Odysseus condemned to 
eternal wandering.”33 There appears to be no “kernel to these transfor-
mations,” informed as they are by the epistemes of different eras  —  by 
shifting gender politics, for example, or the general spirit of the times: 
Sinbad the Sailor (the 1947 film) reflects the optimism of the postwar 
period; Sinbad: The Legend of the Seven Seas (2003) betrays a fearful 
post-9/11 world in which insidious parties lurk menacingly. Sindbad is 
always “shedding one identity for another”34 In Ferial Ghazoul’s study 
in this volume we find three further angles from which to view Sindbad: 
as a figure in a modern Arab political allegory by Radwa Ashour; as an 
image in a painting by Paul Klee; and as the inspiration for another his-
torical reconstruction, the voyage of the Irish geographer and anthro-
pologist Tim Severin. And Sindbad’s shape-shiftings, any more than the 
jinn’s apparitions, have not been exhausted.
 Most of the studies in this volume treat influences on literature and 
art after 1704. But sometimes one has to reach back beyond 1704 to 
understand the eighteenth century properly. In Ballaster’s Fabulous Ori-
ents we find account already of how the influence of Perrault’s contes 
in France in the late seventeenth century affected to some degree the 
reception of the Arabian Nights in the next century. We know that part 
of its success was due to the adaptation of the Arabic tales to the tastes 
of Galland’s readership  —  to the gallicization of the materials. Here the 
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direction of influence according to which one culture imposed itself on 
another is quite clear. The trajectory of stimulus could be reversed, even 
come full circle, as Kuti shows in her discussion of Perrault’s “Blue-
beard” on the stage, where it was Orientalized and clearly influenced by 
the ambient cultural phenomenon of the Nights.
 Malcolm Lyons’s and Husain Haddawy’s translations were referred to 
earlier. This is not to intimate that their predecessors have been exhaus-
tively studied. There is a standard view of the characteristics of the prin-
cipal eighteenth- and nineteenth-century translators: as Henry Reeve, 
writing for the Edinburgh Review in 1886, put it rather pungently, “Gal-
land is for the nursery, [Edward] Lane is for the library, [John] Payne 
is for the study and Burton for the sewers.”35 Borges wrote about these 
translators in a famous essay. In this volume we sharpen our perspec-
tive on Borges, and on Lane and Burton, whose work on the Nights he 
greatly admired, by comparing the Argentine’s treatment of the “Mirror 
of Ink”  —  an Oriental tale of divination  —  with its treatment in Lane and 
Burton. In chapter 3, Paulo Horta uses the “Mirror of Ink” as a precision 
gauge to appraise the distinct interests and temperaments of Burton 
and Lane (fig. 23). To be sure, there were similarities that the two men 
shared: In their own distinctive ways, both would fashion themselves as 
linguistic and cultural interpreters of the cultural universe of the Nights; 
and in their separate notes the evolution of the account of the “Mirror of 
Ink” speaks to the effacement of the role of the native Arab collaborator 
and the assertion of the translator himself as self-fashioned informant 
on the cultural universe of the Nights. But, and here is the crux of Horta’s 
argument, Burton saw in the history of the mirror of ink, which Lane 
felt specific to [the practice of magic in] Cairo, evidence of how folktales 
such as the Nights’ tales circulate. In the end what differentiates Bur-
ton from commentators like Lane, who stress the authenticity of their 
ethnographic experience, is his embrace of the privileged experience of 
the outsider, the cosmopolite, and the exile; his view, which is a window 
into many worlds, is superior to the specialization in one. Borges was 
philologically (and presumably deliberately) slapdash, falsely ascribing 
“The Mirror of Ink” to a collection in Burton from which it is in fact 
quite missing; nonetheless, he makes of it an exquisite narrative like no 
other extant version, crafting a window in the process from which to 
observe and assess his own engagement with the spirit of the Nights. It 

KennedyWarner_i-xvi_1-452.indd   20 9/17/13   12:19 PM



Introduction >> 21

encapsulates the poetics of his invention, allowing us to explore the con-
fluence in his short fiction of both influence and inspiration.
 If one translator marked Borges more than any other it was Rich-
ard Burton (though he gave Gustav Weil’s German rendering a key and 
concrete role in the plot of his tale The South). However, Edward W. 
Lane has pride of place (as chronology dictates) in the impact he had 
on George Eliot’s Daniel Deronda, as shown in Horta’s contribution in 
chapter 8; Horta’s reading tells us something equally crucial about both 
Lane and Daniel Deronda and qualifies aspects of Edward Said’s post-
colonial reading of the novel in The Question of Palestine. The simple 
timeline of history can explain Lane’s effect on Eliot, practically speak-
ing; but there is something more essential to what the novelist gleaned 
from Lane. Eliot was a master of nineteenth-century realism but was 
also attracted by fairy-tale form, as evident in Silas Marner, and she 
produced in Daniel Deronda a composite work, one that interweaves 
the realist (English) novel of Gwendolen with the exotic romance of 
Deronda. The result is far from an awkward mismatch; Eliot of course 
knew what she was doing: from the earliest chapters of the novel the 
parallels drawn with the Arabian Nights tale of Qamar al-Zaman 
anticipate the shape of the novel’s Jewish plotline and the development 
of Deronda as messianic figure, and attest to a structural and formal 
coherence Leavis famously found lacking. The elucidation of this enter-
prise comes itself in two parts, first, by identifying the underlying reli-
gious impetus for Lane’s Arabian Nights; the limning of Deronda in the 
image of the princely Qamar al-Zaman, it is suggested, is partly related 
to the latter’s role as geomancer. It was as an alternative to the dismis-
sive stance of secular Orientalist scholarship that Lane’s sympathetic 
portrayal of Islamic beliefs gained currency in the nineteenth century 
among figures such as Carlyle, Gérôme and Eliot.
 Second, and relatedly, Horta posits links between images of Deronda 
as Qamar al-Zaman and the novel’s program of “Orientalizing the Jews”: 
the novel develops the explicit identification of Mirah as Budur and 
Mordecai as jinni. Mordecai and Budur are the instigators for Deronda 
to explore and test a more expansive notion of what constitutes rational, 
empirical, and verifiable knowledge. It is a striking paradox of literary 
and cultural history, sharpened further by hindsight and knowledge of 
subsequent political history, that the Arabian Nights should act in one 
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of the great nineteenth-century novels as a vehicle of expression for the 
transformation of a young protagonist into a Jewish deliverer: “In Dan-
iel Deronda the identification of Daniel with Qamar al-Zaman height-
ens the mythical quality of his transformation in the novel from Eng-
lish aristocrat into Jewish savior.” The Nights and the novel as a whole 
acquire a mediating role; Daniel Deronda is not simply the mouthpiece 
of a Zionism that in 1876 had, in any event, not yet attracted the critique  
—  and far less of the stigma  —  that attaches to it according any postcolo-
nial view of (literary) history.
 The volume closes with a reflection on Scheherazade by the Pales-
tinian-Lebanese American novelist Alia Yunis; the story of the wan-
derings of the Nights and the odyssey of Scheherazade’s many children 
continues to involve many contemporary writers and artists who, as 
Yunis does in her novel The Night Counter, are revisiting the tradition, 
on the page, screen, and stage. The filmmaker and hakawati (storyteller 
in Arabic) Nacer Khemir has made a trilogy of films (Les Baliseurs du 
désert [1984], Le collier de la colombe [1991], and Bab ’Aziz [2005]) that 
approach tales from the Nights, Sufi fables, and mystic beliefs in beauti-
fully photographed urban settings and flowing desert landscapes. Bab 
’Aziz  does not retell a tale as such from the Nights, but it keeps to the 
spirit of the book and, like the first two films in Khemir’s Desert Tril-
ogy, weaves together uncanny and fairy-tale strands from many of the 
stories. Khemir has said, “Bab ’Aziz is a highly political film, and delib-
erately so. It is a duty nowadays to show to the world another aspect 
of Islam, otherwise each one of us will be stifled by his own ignorance 
of ‘The Other.’ It is fear that stifles people, not reality.”36 This desire is 
echoed in the watchword of the West-Eastern Divan orchestra, which 
Edward Said founded with Daniel Barenboim in 1999: “Knowledge is 
the beginning.” These words capture the principles that this collection 
of essays aspires to observe.
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