The Arabian Nights
Iales of 1001 Nights
Volume 1

Translated by MALCOLM C. LYONS



PENGUIN ({}) CLASSICS

THE ARABIAN NIGHTS
TALES OF 1001 NIGHTS
VOLUME 1

MALCOLM C. LYONS, sometime Sir Thomas Adams Professor of Arabic at
Cambridge University and a life Fellow of Pembroke College, Cambridge,
is a specialist in the field of classical Arabic Literature. His published
works include the biography Saladin: The Politics of the Holy War, The
Arabian Epic: Heroic and Oral Storytelling, Identification and Identity in

Classical Arabic Poetry and many articles on Arabic literature.

URSULA LYONS, formerly an Affiliated Lecturer at the Faculty of Oriental
Studies at Cambridge University and, since 1976, an Emeritus Fellow of
Lucy Cavendish College, Cambridge, specializes in modern Arabic

literature.

ROBERT IRWIN is the author of For Lust of Knowing: The Orientalists and
Their Enemies, The Middle East in the Middle Ages, The Arabian Nights: A
Companion and numerous other specialized studies of Middle Eastern
politics, art and mysticism. His novels include The Limits of Vision, The
Arabian Nightmare, The Mysteries of Algiers and Satan Wants Me.



7/?( P {!{(‘A’{JK AN f//{z‘s
7{’/9 171 FOOT r‘j\nf//ifé#

Volume 1
Nights 1 to 294

Translated by MALCOLM C. LYONS,

with URSULA LYONS

Introduced and Annotated by ROBERT IRWIN

PENGUIN BOOKS



PENGUIN CLASSICS

Published by the Penguin Group
Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London wc2r 0RL, England
Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA
Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4P 2Y3
(a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.)

Penguin Ireland, 25 St Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd)
Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia
(a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd)

Penguin Books India Pvt Ltd, 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi — 110 017,
India
Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, North Shore 0632, New Zealand
(a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd)

Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank,
Johannesburg 2196, South Africa

Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England
www.penguin.com

Translation of Nights 1 to 294, Note on the Translation and Note on the Text
copyright © Malcolm C. Lyons, 2008
Translation of ‘The story of Ali Baba and the forty thieves killed by a slave girl’ and ‘Translating
Galland’
copyright © Ursula Lyons, 2008
Introduction, Glossary, Further Reading and Chronology copyright © Robert Irwin, 2008
All rights reserved

The moral right of the translators and editor has been asserted

Text illustrations design by Coralie Bickford-Smith; images: Gianni Dagli Orti/Museo Correr,
Venice/The Art Archive

Except in the United States of America, this book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not,


http://www.penguin.com

by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the
publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published
and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent

purchaser

ISBN: 978-0-14-194350-3



Contents

Editorial Note
Introduction

A Note on the Translation
A Note on the Text

Translating Galland
The Arabian Nights: Nights 1 to 294
The story of Ali Baba and the forty thieves killed by a slave girl

Glossary

Chronology

Further Reading

Maps
The ‘Abbasid Caliphate in the Ninth Century
Baghdad in the Ninth Century
Cairo in the Fourteenth Century

Index of Nights and Stories



Lttt Nt

This new English version of The Arabian Nights (also known as The
Thousand and One Nights) is the first complete translation of the Arabic
text known as the Macnaghten edition or Calcutta II since Richard
Burton’s famous translation of it in 1885-8. A great achievement in its
time, Burton’s translation nonetheless contained many errors, and even
in the 1880s his English read strangely.

In this new edition, in addition to Malcolm Lyons’s translation of all
the stories found in the Arabic text of Calcutta II, Ursula Lyons has
translated the tales of Aladdin and Ali Baba, as well as an alternative
ending to ‘The seventh journey of Sindbad’, from Antoine Galland’s
eighteenth-century French. (For the Aladdin and Ali Baba stories no
original Arabic text has survived and consequently these are classed as
‘orphan stories’.)

The text appears in three volumes, each with an introduction, which,
in Volume 1, discusses the strange nature of the Nights; in Volume 2,
their history and provenance; and, in Volume 3, the influence the tales
have exerted on writers through the centuries. Volume 1 also includes an
explanatory note on the translation, a note on the text and an

introduction to the ‘orphan stories’ (‘Editing Galland’), in addition to a



chronology and suggestions for further reading. Footnotes, a glossary
and maps appear in all three volumes.

As often happens in popular narrative, inconsistencies and
contradictions abound in the text of the Nights. It would be easy to
emend these, and where names have been misplaced this has been done
to avoid confusion. Elsewhere, however, emendations for which there is
no textual authority would run counter to the fluid and uncritical spirit
of the Arabic narrative. In such circumstances no changes have been

made.



Sutroduction

The story collection of The Arabian Nights has drawn on many cultures
and sources — Indian, Persian, Greek. One of its parallel sources, which
drew on the same ancient Indian materials, is a Sanskrit text known as
the Kathasaritsagara, or ‘The Ocean of the Streams of Story’, compiled by
the eleventh-century author Somadeva. The Arabian Nights is, like the
Kathasaritsagara, a vast storytelling ocean in which the readers can lose
themselves. One story, like a wave, is absorbed into the one that follows.
The drift of the narrative tides carries us, like Sindbad, to strange places,
and the further from home, the stranger those places are. Within the
stories themselves, the sea operates as the agent of destiny which carries
ships, men and magically sealed bottles and casts them upon unexpected
shores: the Island of Waq-Waq where the women grow from trees, the
island of the Magnetic Mountain presided over by its talismanic statue,
the Black Islands of the Ensorcelled Prince and the islands of China. The
tides are unpredictable, and men’s fortunes founder and are wrecked
upon the sea of destiny.

The vastness and complexity of the Nights is mesmerizing. In her story
‘The Djinn in the Nightingale’s Eye’ (1994), A. S. Byatt has written:

What delights above all in the Arabian Nights is its form. Story is embedded in story, story



sprouts out of the midst of story, like the Surinam toads out of the back of their mother
toad, which Coleridge used as a metaphor for his unruly imagination. The collection
resembles both a group of Russian dolls, formally similar, faces and colours different, and
a maze or spider-web with threads and passages leading in all directions, both formless

and orderly at once.

Plot motifs within the Nights combine and recombine: the ageing and
childless couple who, having prayed for a son, find that their wish is
granted; the merchant who sits minding his business when a veiled
woman enters his shop and summons him to follow her; the man who is
told that he may explore every room in the palace save only one room,
which is locked; the squandering of his deceased father’s fortune by a
feckless youth; the fisherman who casts his net upon the waters but at
first has no luck; the young man who is smuggled into the caliph’s
harem; the curiously assembled queue of people each of whom swears
that he or she can tell a tale yet more remarkable than the one they have
just heard. The stories are full of echoes and half echoes of one another,
like recurrent dreams in which the landscape is thoroughly familiar,
though what is to come is utterly unpredictable. The stories’ devices are
recombined, inverted or truncated in what comes to seem like a
complete spectrum of storytelling possibilities.

Those Surinam toads... one story frames another, which in turn
contains yet another within it, and so on and so on. The French refer to
this sort of framing procedure as the mise en abime, the thrust into the
abyss. Shahrazad, talking in an attempt to save her life, tells the tale of
the hunchback, and that includes the tale of the tailor, and the tailor
tells the tale of the barber, and the barber tells his own tale, and within

that are the tales of his various unlucky brothers. Such a Chinese-box



structure as an organizing device in fiction has its counterpart in real
life, wherein we are all of us the stories we carry within us, but that
master story contains also the stories of our family and friends, and
perhaps the newsagent and the postman, and perhaps what the postman
told you about his brother and the story the brother was told by a tourist
he met in Italy, and so on. To look at it from the opposite direction, each
of us embodies a life story and our stories get inserted into the
overarching master stories of other people we know - just as, without
having any choice in the matter, we may appear in the dreams of people
we know.

Shahrazad tells stories in order to postpone her death. But death, ‘the
destroyer of delights’, is implicitly or explicitly the terminator of all the
stories she tells and, in this sense, whether a prince marries a princess or
a poor fisherman wins his just reward from the caliph, all stories will
end unhappily if carried through to their inevitable conclusion. The
Angel of Death, a protagonist in several stories, is unfailingly
intransigent. The calender dervishes, whom Shahrazad has relating the
stories of their adventures, are nothing other than the stories that they
tell about themselves. The same is true of Sindbad, and of the sequence
of people that manhandled the corpse of the hunchback from place to
place and then, in order to save themselves from being executed for the
hunchback’s murder, tell the stories of their strange adventures. As in
medieval fiction, so, in real life, we are the stories we tell about
ourselves. And our tales are told in order to postpone the coming of ‘the
destroyer of all delights’.

The stories that Shahrazad relates in order to delay her execution are

told at night, and they cease abruptly when dawn breaks. Stories are



best told at night. Since listening to stories in Arab society was regarded
as less sinful after the day’s work was done, stories were known as
asmar, ‘things of the evening’ or ‘tales related in the night for
amusement’. Stories told at night often feature adventures that take
place at night: the caliph Harun al-Rashid disguises himself and wanders
the streets of Baghdad at night; the singing girls entertain the caliph’s
courtiers at night; lovers’ assignations happen at night; so does
housebreaking, and the thief was known as the Sahib al-Layl, or ‘Master
of the Night’. In the darkness it is easy to get lost in the warren of streets
in Baghdad or Cairo and so find oneself in an alleyway one has never set
foot in before, and in that alleyway there is a house where the lights are
still on and something strange is about to happen. The jinn are on the
move when darkness falls.

The night cloaks many mysteries. The Arabic for ‘mystery’ or ‘secret’
is sirr, but sirr is one those numerous Arabic words which also
comprehends its opposite meaning, so that sirr also means ‘a thing that is
revealed, appears or made manifest’. Many stories open strangely and
they will only close when that strangeness is resolved and the truth
‘appears or is made manifest’. One night the caliph Harun ventures out
in disguise and hires a boat on the Tigris. Only a little time passes before
a torch-lit barge approaches and on it Harun sees a man enthroned and
robed as the caliph and waited upon by servants and courtiers in the
robes of the caliph’s court... Or consider the tale in which, once again,
Harun ventures out in disguise and makes his way to the Tigris, where
he encounters a fisherman who is pulling a large box out of the water.
The box contains the body of a mutilated woman. Harun tells his vizier

Ja‘far that the crime must be solved in three days or his life will be



forfeit... Much stranger yet is the adventure of Judar who used to fish on
Lake Qarun. One day he is approached by a Maghribi - that is, a North
African — who asks Judar to tie his hands behind his back and throw him
into the lake. If the Maghribi drowns, Judar is to go to a certain Jew and
give him the Maghribi’s mule and saddlebag, for which he will receive
one hundred dinars... ‘These are mysteries that are worthy to be graven
on the corner of an eye with a needle.” For some readers the atmosphere
of deep mystery in such Nights stories may summon memories of the
similarly atmospheric and mystifying openings of stories by Arthur
Conan Doyle or G. K. Chesterton.

Then consider the case of the multi-coloured fish caught in the net of
a poor fisherman which he then presents to the king and for which he is
well rewarded. These fish are sent down to the royal kitchens, where
they are scaled and put in a frying pan with oil. They are fried on one
side and then turned over. Whereupon a beautiful maiden, her eyes
darkened with kohl, bursts through the wall of the kitchen and, having
stuck her wand in the frying pan, addresses the fish: ‘Fish, are you
faithful to the covenant?’ The cook faints, but the frying fish raise their
heads and reply: ‘Yes, yes. If you return, we return; if you keep faith,
then so do we...” What is the meaning of this? There is no answer. Some
of the mysteries of The Arabian Nights are destined never to be solved.

The mystery of the locked room is particularly important. Within the
Nights there are many locked rooms that should not be entered. Just one
will serve as an example here. After the third dervish has departed from
the palace of the ten one-eyed men, he follows their guidance and comes
to a palace inhabited by forty moon-faced, amorous young women. After

a year at the palace sleeping with different girls, he is woken by the



wailing of the women. They tell him they must be away on business for
forty days. He has very nearly the free run of the palace and he can go
into every room except the fortieth, which on no account must he enter.
And then the women ride off. What now? As the reader, one does not
want the dervish to enter that last room, because there is obviously
something evil or dangerous in it; one wants him to carry on dallying
with the moon-faced women for ever. But at the same time the reader
wants the dervish to enter the forbidden chamber, because the reader is,
like the dervish, curious and wishes to know what is within it. Besides,
unless the dervish crosses the forbidden threshold, there will be no more
story. The third dervish’s dilemma is the same as that of Peter Rabbit,
whose mother tells him: ‘Whatever you do, do not go into Mr
McGregor’s garden.” The reader both wants and does not want to see the
rabbit venture into the garden. A horrible tension has been set up.

In the event, on the fortieth day, the dervish, unable to contain his
curiosity any longer, enters the fortieth chamber, where he finds a horse
waiting, saddled and bridled. He mounts the horse and whips it into
action. The magic horse flies him to the roof of another palace and, as
the dervish dismounts, the horse lashes out with its tail, striking out his
right eye. The dervish finds that he has been brought back to the palace
of the ten one-eyed men. His story has been a warning to the curious. It
is as if the storyteller is teasing the audience, saying to them: ‘Beware.
You should not be listening to my stories.” Also, perhaps, the interdiction
‘Whatever you do, do not do this’ acts as a kind of dam, slowing the
narrative stream of the plot. It holds the story back for a while, but,
when the narrative flow breaks through, it does so with redoubled force.

The stories of the Nights are suffused by sex. Their protagonists



languish and faint from excess of desire. They waste away from love,
and they improvise verses to celebrate their melancholy passions. All the
emotions are heightened. Those who listen to poems or to music on the
lute are liable to tear their robes in ecstasy; a good joke may cause the
caliph to fall over with laughter. The stories are full of competing
eloquences, as men and women debate before caliphs or jinn and engage
in a rhetoric of persuasion that draws on stories, maxims and pious
examples. Envy is one of the powerful passions to fuel the plotting of the
stories, and the eye of envy seeks out the beautiful child or the magic
key to wealth. The storytellers have a ruthlessly mocking attitude
towards mutilation and misfortune. The streets of Baghdad, Cairo and
Damascus teem with one-eyed, one-handed men and hunchbacks, and
each mutilation or deformity has its own story. People hunger for
justice, even if that justice may be summary and arbitrary. When they
bring their story and complaint before the caliph, they cannot know
whether the end of it will be a purse of gold or being thrust down on to
the executioner’s leather mat to be beheaded. Though religious belief
and practice are rarely the subject of the stories, invocations to God - ‘In
the Name of God’, ‘Praise be to God’, ‘I take refuge in God’, ‘From God
we come and to Him do we return’ — come as easily to the Muslims in
the street as breathing. However, it is fate, not God, which governs their
destinies.

There are many stories about richly apparelled and libidinous princes
and princesses and their hunting, feasting and music making, designed,
in part, to stir up envy. But one should not ignore the fact there are
other stories in the Nights which suggest that there is a mystical meaning

to the way the world works and which call their audience to repentance.



There are tales in praise of hermits and renunciation of the pleasures of
the world. There are also stories of virtuous deeds done by stealth and
tales of divine favour. In one lengthy story, a small encyclopedia in its
own right, the slave girl Tawaddud lectures her audience on the Quran,
traditions concerning the Prophet, Islamic law and other edifying
matters. In the story of Bulugiya, we are introduced to the fantastic
structures of Islamic cosmology: the cosmic mountain, Qaf, at the end of
the world; the archangels that preside over the procession of night and
day, earthquakes, famine and prosperity; the angel who carries the seven
worlds and who stands on a bull who stands on a fish who swims in the
sea of infinity.

Although it is missing at the beginning of the Arabic text from which
this translation has been made, the manuscript from which Antoine
Galland made his translation opens with an address to the reader. The

first part runs:

Praise be to God, the Beneficent King, the creator of the world and man, who raised the
heavens without pillars and spread out the earth as a place of rest and erected the
mountains as props and made the water flow from the hard rock and destroyed the race
of Thamud, ‘Ad and Pharaoh of the vast domain...

Thamud was the name of a pagan people who dwelt in north-western
Arabia and rejected the call of Allah’s prophet Salih to repent and turn
to monotheism, and who were consequently destroyed in an earthquake.
The ‘Ad were an ancient and arrogant tribe that dwelt among the sand
dunes. Their fate is recounted in the Nights in the tale of Iram, ‘City of
the Columns’. Their ruler, Shaddad ibn ‘Ad, ordered the building of a

city in imitation of Paradise. Its building took three hundred years, but



no sooner was it completed than God destroyed it with a rushing single
wind, the ‘Cry of Wrath’. Centuries later, a certain ‘Abd Allah ibn Abi
Qilaba stumbled across its ruins. Pharaoh appears in the Bible and in the
Quran as the ruler who, having rejected Moses’ mission, was punished
together with his people. The reader was expected to take warning from
such stories: power and wealth are transitory and all things perish before
the face of God.

The storytellers of the Nights and their audiences lived in the vicinity
of ruins. Tales were told in the shadows of Tadmur, Petra, Ikhmim,
Luxor and Giza. In the story of al-Ma’mun and the Pyramids of Egypt,
the ‘Abbasid caliph orders his workmen to break into a Pyramid, but
after an awful lot of digging he discovers a cache of money that is
exactly equivalent to the amount that he has expended in digging
towards it. In the story of the City of Brass, the Umaiyad caliph ‘Abd al-
Malik commissions an expedition to North Africa to seek out one of the
stoppered vases that were reputed to contain the jinn imprisoned by
Solomon centuries earlier. The expedition led by the emir Musa sets off
into the desert, but loses its way for a year before entering the ancient
lands of Alexander and, after several strange encounters, they arrive at
the City of Brass. After reciting verses from the Quran, Musa’s party
enters the city only to find that it is populated by the dead, while at the
heart of the labyrinth that is the royal palace they find the mummified
corpse of the queen to whom the deceptive semblance of life has been
given by quicksilver in her eyeballs. This was once the city of Qush, son
of Shaddad ibn ‘Ad, and all its wealth could not save it when God
declared its doom. So take warning from that. Inside the City of Brass

the expedition finds a gold tablet with the following inscription: ‘Where



are the kings of China, the masters of might and power? Where is ‘Ad,
son of Shaddad,” and the buildings he raised up? Where is Nimrod, the
mighty tyrant?’ The dead and their ruined habitations are present in the
world of the living to guide men to repentance.

At a more mundane level, the stories of Nights carry warnings against
dissemblers, charlatans, tricksters and adulterers. They give lessons on
how to detect cheats, deal with gate-crashers and how to avoid the wiles
of women. The cunning of women is not the least of the many marvels of
the Nights, and many of the stories that are superficially about sex are
more profoundly about cunning and the celebration of cunning. As the
opening address of the Galland manuscript has it: ‘This book, which I
have called The Thousand and One Nights, abounds also with splendid
biographies that teach the reader to detect deception and to protect
himself from it...” The importance of not being cheated loomed large in
the minds of the shopkeepers of Cairo and Damascus and the frequenters
of the coffee houses who were the primary audience of the Nights.

Let us return to the merchant who sits minding his business when a
veiled woman enters his shop and summons him to follow her. He is a
man who has been waiting for a story to happen to him. The Arabian
Nights should be understood as the collective dreaming of commercial
folk in the great cities of the medieval Arab world. It seems clear from
the marginal jottings made on manuscripts of the Nights that have
survived that most of their borrowers and readers were shopkeepers and
other people engaged in trade in the big cities — Aleppo, Baghdad, Basra,
Cairo and Damascus. It is not surprising that there are as many
merchants and sons of merchants in these stories as there are princes

and princesses. Money, debts and loans play a much larger part here



than they do in European fairy stories. A number of tales celebrate the
entrepreneurial and innovative qualities of the Muslims. And, despite the
impression given by Hollywood films, Sindbad was not a sailor but a
merchant.

At times, the stories go into some detail about commercial
transactions. There is, for example, the Christian broker’s tale, in which
the Christian trading in Cairo is offered by a young man the brokerage
on a large quantity of sesame at the rate of one ardabb for a hundred
dirhams, but before going round to collect it from the Khan al-Jawali (a
warehouse and hostel for visiting merchants), he checks the going rate
for sesame with other buyers and finds it to be a hundred and twenty
dirhams for a single ardabb. He is then offered a brokerage commission
of ten dirhams on every ardabb, from a total of fifty ardabbs of sesame
that he will be handling for the young man. The details of this mundane
transaction serve as the frame for the young man’s tale of sexual
ensnarement, financial ruin and mutilation.

Some stories pander to the tradesmen’s fascination with commodities.
Consider the porter of Baghdad who is hired by a dark-eyed young
woman to load his basket with the things that she is going to purchase:
first ‘an olive-coloured jar of strained wine’; then in a fruiterer’s shop
‘where she bought Syrian apples, Uthmani quinces, Omani peaches,
jasmine and water lilies from Syria, autumn cucumbers, lemons, sultani
oranges, scented myrtle, privet flowers, camomile blossoms, red
anemones, violets, pomegranate blooms and eglantine’. The lovingly
catalogued shopping spree continues at the butcher’s, the grocer’s, with
the sweetmeat seller and the perfume seller. Or consider the shop that

‘Ala’ al-Din Abu’l-Shamat buys and which was ‘furnished with rugs and



cushions, and stored there he discovered sails, spars, ropes and chests,
together with bags filled with beads, shells, stirrups, axes, maces, knives,
scissors and other such things, as the previous owner had been a
secondhand dealer’. Among later storytellers perhaps only H. G. Wells,
himself the son of a shopkeeper, has given so much prominence to the
small shopkeeper in fiction. Wells, and before him the anonymous
storytellers of the Nights, celebrated the culture of tradesmen who wish
for something better than minding the store and dream of making
something of themselves in a world from which routine has been
banished.

The stories of the Nights were composed and collected for the
entertainment of city dwellers, and the city is the usual setting for those
stories. The streets are narrow and the upper storeys often have
corbelled and enclosed projecting balconies. High mashrabiyya windows
allow the inhabitants to observe the street without being seen. Narrow,
densely packed alleyways often end in cul-de-sacs. Parts of the city
consisted of harat, or secure quarters, whose gates were closed at night.
In the daytime, the streets are crowded. The shopkeepers usually sit on
mastabas (stone platforms) at the front of their stores. The mosque is
more than a place for prayer; it is where public business is conducted
and where travellers, unable to find lodgings elsewhere, sleep (as did the
man who became rich again because of a dream). The hammam, or
public bath, is usually close to the mosque. Visiting merchants lodge in
caravanserais, hotels-cum-warehouses, in which their goods are usually
stored on the ground floor while they sleep in the upper galleries.
Prosperous domestic houses usually present austere outer facades that

belie the wealth and ornamentation to be found within. The more



prosperous dwellings are often built around a central courtyard with the
reception room on the first floor. The poor sleep in tenement buildings,
shanties or holes in the ground.

Less frequently, the adventures of the Nights take place outside the
city. The storytellers had only a slight interest in the lives of the fellahin
or peasants (though there are a few stories about them). Beyond the
walls of the city of the storytellers lay mostly wasteland and desert,
populated by huntsmen, woodcutters, bandits and ghuls. The storytellers
and their listeners rarely ventured beyond the city and into the desert. It
was rarely that they entered a palace, and never its harem; certainly
they never visited the Valley of Diamonds or the Island of Waq-Waq with
its trees bearing human fruit. The wastelands, as much as the palaces
and remote islands, were sites of improbable adventures — places urban
shopkeepers and artisans could only dream about.

In ‘The Djinn in the Nightingale’s Eye’, the heroine (who is a

narratologist)

was accustomed to say in lectures that it was possible that the human need to tell tales
about things that were unreal originated in dreams and that memory had certain things
in common with dreams; it rearranged, it made clear, simple narratives, certainly it

invented as well as recalling.

Ultimately it is the dream-like quality of The Arabian Nights which
appeals. The dream, like Shahrazad, can only continue in existence as
long as it tells a story. Once things stop happening in a dream, that

dream, perforce, is ended.

Robert Irwin
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A Node on the lra fﬁ‘-’é feon

The life of the fictional Shahrazad depended on her ability to produce
stories night after night, leaving them carefully unfinished at appropriate
points so as to be asked to complete them later. In real terms throughout
the Arab world, the reciters of such tales were concerned not with life
but livelihood, for their audiences had to be encouraged to return, night
after night, to attend the performances and reward the performers. As
can be seen in the search for a text of the tale of Saif al-Muluk in Volume
3, the stories had manuscript backing, although sadly many of these
manuscripts have been destroyed, lost or left unstudied and unedited.
Edward Lane noted in his Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians
(1836) how the reciters would allow themselves to take liberties with
whatever texts they had to suit the taste of their audience. Successful
accretions could be added to the conflated versions, so adding to the
repetitions, non sequiturs and confusions that mark the present text.
Except where textual justification can be found, no attempt has been
made to superimpose on the translation changes that would be needed to
‘rectify’ these. This leaves a representation of what is primarily oral
literature, appealing to the ear rather than the eye.

Success for the reciters did not depend merely on creativity,



important as this is, but on the introduction of ingredients that their
audiences would recognize and find attractive. Tautology, standard
phrases and repetition help this process, while colours add to and at
times replace imagery — ‘brown’ is applied to a spear, for instance, and
‘white’ to a sword. Such details can be multiplied at will but behind
them lie universal questions of narrative technique. Specifically, in The
Arabian Nights the structure of the language itself did much to point the
way. Arabic, with its infusion of words from surrounding cultures, has a
vast vocabulary, providing a range of virtual synonyms and almost
unlimited access to rhyme words. Its clauses are characteristically
attached rather than subordinated to one another, and sentences
resemble an accumulation of wavelets rather than the sound of single
breakers. Assonance and rhyme duplicate sounds, and the strength of the
linguistic effect these produce derives characteristically from repetition
rather than innovation.

In Arabic popular literature, this effect is designed to mesmerize the
audience by the use of rhythm and sound, adapted to a pace that is
deliberately slow. The hypnotized listeners are not encouraged to look
forward or back, but to immerse themselves in the reciter’s present. By
contrast, a reader not only can assimilate more words in a given space of
time, but he is in control of his own pages and can look wherever he
wants. For example, more often than not, characters of the Nights are
introduced with their full names and descriptions whenever they occur —
A son of B, the king of C, and so on. For identification the reader will
find this unnecessary, as, even if he has forgotten to whom a name
refers, he can look back and find out. Similarly, one of the main effects

of rhymed prose, as well as the introduction of poetry, is not only its



direct appeal to the ear but its ability to slow down the pace of the
narrative, the opposite of what is attempted here.

The translators Richard Burton and Enno Littmann have shown in
their versions of the Nights that it is by no means impossible to
reproduce the element of rhyme, but whether this helps to duplicate the
mesmeric force of the original is more doubtful, and in the present
translation no such attempt has been made. Here the object has been to
speed up the pace of the narrative to what is hoped to be more nearly
adapted to the eye rather than the ear of the modern reader. In no case
has the sense been deliberately falsified, but, where possible, its
presentation has been simplified and accelerated. This does not apply to
the poetry, which some translators have curtailed, thinking it inessential.
It does, however, form so important a part of the reciters’ presentation
that it has been included in full, although no attempt has been made to
risk further distortion by imposing on the English version rhyme
schemes omnipresent in Arabic.

What has been sacrificed is the decorative elaboration of the original,
as well as the extra dimension of allusiveness that it provides. In the
latter case, it is not merely that one incident will recall another, either
within the Nights themselves or, more widely, in the huge corpus of
Arabic popular literature, but a single phrase, one description or one line
of poetry must have served to call other contexts to the mind of the
original audience. To explore these intricacies, however, is the task of a
commentary rather than of a translation.

Beneath the elaboration of the text are fundamental patterns of the
genre of storytelling. Not only are these responsible for the basic

structure of the Nights, but it is they that serve to underline the



importance of the work, firstly as an immediate source of popular
literature and, more generally, in the universal history of storytelling. It
is these patterns that, it is hoped, this translation will help to make more
accessible.

In any English version, the transliteration of Arabic names and words
presents familiar problems. Here it has been decided not to enter in most
cases the diacritical markings that distinguish matching consonants as
well as long and short vowels. For Arabists these are unnecessary and for
the general reader they may be thought to add confusion rather than
clarity. Similarly, on a more restricted point, academic rectitude suggests
that in many cases y should be used in place of i, as in the case of Zayd
for Zaid, but here i has been preferred throughout as appearing simpler

and less exotic.



A Note on the 7&{-1‘

The purely academic problems connected with the compilation of The
Arabian Nights lie outside the scope of this work. It represents accretive
literature, changing from place to place and from age to age, and so
there can be no ‘perfect’ text. Although it would be possible to produce a
conflated version, adding and subtracting from manuscripts and printed
texts, here a choice has been made of the Macnaghten text (Calcutta
1839-42 or Calcutta II). This has been translated in full, and to it have
been added stories from Galland’s French version. For those interested in
individual points, the notes of the translators Edward Lane and Richard
Burton, with their wide-ranging experience in this field, are of prime
importance. In this translation, notes have been reduced to a minimum
and have only been added to help with the reading or, in the case of the
Quran, to provide references. In most cases these cover individual
points. More generally, entries in the Glossary supply information on
characters and terms found throughout the text.

No translator can fail to acknowledge a debt of gratitude to his
predecessors, and, in the present case, to contemporary translators of the
Nights such as Husain Haddawy. Unfortunately, the recent Pléiade
edition of Les Mille et une nuits by Jamel Eddine Bencheikh and André



Miquel (2005) came to my attention in time to be admired but too late
to be used. Particular use has been made of the excellent German
version, Erzdhlungen aus den Tausendundein Ndchten, by Enno Littmann
(1921-8). Finally, all scholars in this field owe an especial debt to R.
Dozy, who used the Nights as one of the sources of his magisterial
Supplément aux dictionnaires arabes (1877-81), in which almost all its
obscure words are explained. In general, the sense of the Arabic is clear,
but there are occasions when even Dozy admits that he does not know
what a word means, and others in which it is impossible to be certain of

what was the original meaning of an idiomatic phrase or term.

My own most grateful thanks are owed to Robert Irwin, the protagonist
of this project, who has not only helped with checking the translation,
but has added introductions, a glossary and notes of his own. A similar
debt of gratitude must happily be acknowledged to Hilary Laurie of
Penguin Books, whose friendly skills and editorial encouragement have
helped to smooth difficulties at every stage in the work’s production.
Unstinted gratitude is also owed to Kate Parker and Caroline Pretty, who
have been confronted with the Herculean task of cleaning the Augean
stable of the text. Finally, my wife Ursula is responsible not only for the
translation of Galland’s French but has used her Arabic expertise to add
invaluable help to what would otherwise have been an infinitely slower

and more tedious task. Quae mihi praestiteris memini.

Malcolm C. Lyons
Pembroke College
Cambridge
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The translation from the French of two of the best-known tales in the
Nights (‘Aladdin’ and ‘Ali Baba’), called ‘orphan stories’ because they
were not included among the three manuscripts used by Antoine Galland
and because they lacked a surviving text, presents problems of another
kind. Both are essentially retold by Galland to suit the audience and
society of his time, and consequently the contrast is stark between the
Arabic of the Calcutta text and the sophisticated and elegant French of
Galland. ‘Aladdin’ was first read by Galland in 1709/10 in an Arabic
version written for him by Hanna Diab, and he himself admitted his
version was ‘toute différente de ce que lui avait été raconté jusqu’alors’.
Galland makes Shahrazad conclude her story by pointing out the moral
it contained, and he also added an ending where the king asks
Shahrazad if she has finished her story. In his version, Galland’s sultan
and courtiers act as though they are at the court of the Sun King, with its
etiquette, language and customs. The language of deference is even used
by Aladdin’s mother, who, despite her description as a poor woman of
humble origins, Galland makes speak in language quite out of character,
giving her long monologues containing a complex sentence structure of

subordinate clauses when she tries to dissuade her son from daring to



seek the hand of the sultan’s daughter in marriage. Moreover, she asks
him, anachronistically, what he has done for his sultan (wWhom she
describes as ‘un si grand monarque’) and for his country (‘patrie’) —
concepts alien to Nights society — to deserve this. Here the translation
remains as faithful as possible to the eighteenth-century French, but it
has been necessary to simplify the sentence structure and shorten the
sentences. Some of the idioms have had to be altered, together with
some of the modes of address (such as mon bonhomme, ma bonne femme),
and such concepts as honnéteté, the honnéte homme and the beau monde,
which all need reinterpreting.

Galland’s version of ‘Ali Baba’ was developed from a summary he
entered in his journal and, again, was originally written down in French
after he had heard it from Diab. Galland’s treatment here is more
straightforward. The story is much shorter and is told in a more direct
manner. The action is faster; the dialogue is in keeping with the
characters, though he cannot resist making the wily Marjana more
representative of a cultivated Frenchwoman, allowing her space in
which to describe her actions. Here, interestingly, we find the origin of
the phrase ‘Open, Sesame!’ or ‘Sesame, open!’ (or ‘close’), which Galland
has translated from the Arabic in which he was told the story as ‘Sésame,
ouvre-toi!’ and ‘Sésame, referme-toi!’

As for the proper names in the French versions of ‘Ali Baba’ and
‘Aladdin’, these have been changed to follow the conventions for
transliterating Arabic names that are used in the rest of the translation,
but without any diacritical marks. (Hence ‘Husain’ is used instead of
‘Houssain’; ‘Qasim’ instead of ‘Cassim’; ‘Badr al-Budur’ instead of

‘Badroulboudour’; and so on.)



To these two tales has been added an alternative ending for ‘The
seventh journey of Sindbad’ as it is given in Galland, but which is also

found in the translations by Enno Littmann and Edward Lane.

Ursula Lyons
Lucy Cavendish College
Cambridge



Among the histories of past peoples a story is told that in the old days in
the islands of India and China there was a Sasanian king, a master of
armies, guards, servants and retainers, who had two sons, an elder and a
younger. Although both of them were champion horsemen, the elder was
better than his brother; he ruled over the lands, treating his subjects
with justice and enjoying the affection of them all. His name was King
Shahriyar, while his younger brother, who ruled Persian Samarkand, was
called Shah Zaman. For ten years both of them continued to reign justly,
enjoying pleasant and untroubled lives, until Shahriyar felt a longing to
see Shah Zaman and sent off his vizier to fetch him. ‘To hear is to obey,’
said the vizier, and after he had travelled safely to Shah Zaman, he
brought him greetings and told him that his brother wanted a visit from
him.

Shah Zaman agreed to come and made his preparations for the
journey. He had his tents put up outside his city, together with his
camels, mules, servants and guards, while his own vizier was left in
charge of his lands. He then came out himself, intending to leave for his
brother’s country, but at midnight he thought of something that he had
forgotten and went back to the palace. When he entered his room, it was
to discover his wife in bed with a black slave. The world turned dark for
him and he said to himself: ‘If this is what happens before I have even

left the city, what will this damned woman do if I spend time away with



my brother?’ So he drew his sword and struck, killing both his wife and
her lover as they lay together, before going back and ordering his escort
to move off.

When he got near to Shahriyar’s city, he sent off messengers to give
the good news of his arrival, and Shahriyar came out to meet him and
greeted him delightedly. The city was adorned with decorations and
Shahriyar sat talking happily with him, but Shah Zaman remembered
what his wife had done and, overcome by sorrow, he turned pale and
showed signs of illness. His brother thought that this must be because he
had had to leave his kingdom and so he put no questions to him until,
some days later, he mentioned these symptoms to Shah Zaman, who told
him: ‘My feelings are wounded,’ but did not explain what had happened
with his wife. In order to cheer him up, Shahriyar invited him to come
with him on a hunt, but he refused and Shahriyar set off by himself.

In the royal palace there were windows that overlooked Shahriyar’s
garden, and as Shah Zaman was looking, a door opened and out came
twenty slave girls and twenty slaves, in the middle of whom was
Shahriyar’s very beautiful wife. They came to a fountain where they took
off their clothes and the women sat with the men. ‘Mas‘ud,’ the queen
called, at which a black slave came up to her and, after they had
embraced each other, he lay with her, while the other slaves lay with the
slave girls and they spent their time kissing, embracing, fornicating and
drinking wine until the end of the day.

When Shah Zaman saw this, he told himself that what he had suffered
was less serious. His jealous distress ended and, after convincing himself
that his own misfortune was not as grave as this, he went on eating and

drinking, so that when Shahriyar returned and the brothers greeted one



another, Shahriyar saw that Shah Zaman’s colour had come back; his
face was rosy and, following his earlier loss of appetite, he was eating
normally. ‘You were pale, brother,” Shahriyar said, ‘but now you have
got your colour back, so tell me about this.” ‘T’ll tell you why I lost
colour,’ his brother replied, ‘but don’t press me to tell you how I got it
back.” ‘Let me know first how you lost it and became so weak,” Shahriyar
asked him, and his brother explained: ‘When you sent your vizier to
invite me to visit you, I got ready and had gone out of the city when I
remembered a jewel that was intended as a present for you, which I had
left in my palace. I went back there to find a black slave sleeping in my
bed with my wife, and it was after I had killed them both that I came on
to you. I was full of concern about the affair and this was why I became
pale and sickly, but don’t make me say how I recovered.’” Shahriyar,
however, pressed him to do this, and so Shah Zaman finally told him all
that he had seen.

‘T want to see this with my own eyes,’ said Shahriyar, at which Shah
Zaman suggested that he pretend to be going out hunting again and then
hide with him so that he could test the truth by seeing it for himself.
Shahriyar immediately announced that he was leaving to hunt; the tents
were taken outside the city and the king himself went out and took his
seat in one of them, telling his servants that nobody was to be allowed in
to visit him. Then secretly he made his way back to the palace where his
brother was and sat down by the window overlooking the garden. After
a while the slave girls and their mistress came there with the slaves and
they went on acting as Shah Zaman had described until the call for the
afternoon prayer.

Shahriyar was beside himself and told his brother: ‘Come, let us leave



at once. Until we can find someone else to whom the same kind of thing
happens, we have no need of a kingdom, and otherwise we would be
better dead.” They left by the postern gate and went on for some days
and nights until they got to a tall tree in the middle of a meadow, where
there was a spring of water by the seashore. They drank from the spring
and sat down to rest, but after a time the sea became disturbed and from
it emerged a black pillar, towering up into the sky and moving towards
the meadow. This sight filled the brothers with alarm and they climbed
up to the top of the tree to see what was going to happen. What then
appeared was a tall jinni, with a large skull and a broad breast, carrying
a chest on his head. He came ashore and went up to sit under the tree on
top of which the brothers were hiding. The jinni then opened the chest,
taking from it a box, and when he had opened this too, out came a
slender girl, as radiant as the sun, who fitted the excellent description

given by the poet ‘Atiya:

She shone in the darkness, and day appeared
As the trees shed brightness over her.

Her radiance makes suns rise and shine,

While, as for moons, she covers them in shame.
When veils are rent and she appears,

All things bow down before her.

As lightning flashes from her sanctuary,

A rain of tears floods down.

The jinni looked at her and said: ‘Mistress of the nobly born, whom I

snatched away on your wedding night, I want to sleep for a while.” He



placed his head on her knee and fell asleep, while she, for her part,
looked up at the tree, on top of which were the two kings. She lifted the
jinni’s head from her knee and put it on the ground, before gesturing to
them to come down and not to fear him. ‘For God’s sake, don’t make us
do this,’ they told her, but she replied: ‘Unless you come, I’ll rouse him
against you and he will put you to the cruellest of deaths.’ This so
alarmed them that they did what they were told and she then said: ‘Take
me as hard as you can or else I'll wake him up.’ Shahriyar said fearfully
to his brother: ‘Do as she says.” But Shah Zaman refused, saying: ‘You do
it first.’

They started gesturing to each other about this and the girl asked
why, repeating: ‘If you don’t come up and do it, I'll rouse the jinni
against you.” Because they were afraid, they took turns to lie with her,
and when they had finished, she told them to get up. From her pocket
she then produced a purse from which she brought out a string on which
were hung five hundred and seventy signet rings. She asked them if they
knew what these were and when they said no, she told them: ‘All these
belonged to lovers of mine who cuckolded this jinni, so give me your
own rings.” When they had handed them over, she went on: ‘This jinni
snatched me away on my wedding night and put me inside a box, which
he placed inside this chest, with its seven heavy locks, and this, in turn,
he put at the bottom of the tumultuous sea with its clashing waves. What
he did not know was that, when a woman wants something, nothing can

get the better of her, as a poet has said:

Do not put your trust in women

Or believe their covenants.



Their satisfaction and their anger

Both depend on their private parts.

They make a false display of love,

But their clothes are stuffed with treachery.
Take a lesson from the tale of Joseph,

And you will find some of their tricks.

Do you not see that your father, Adam,

Was driven out from Eden thanks to them?

Another poet has said:

Blame must be matched to what is blamed,;
I have grown big, but my offence has not.

I am a lover, but what I have done

Is only what men did before me in old days.
What is a cause for wonder is a man

Whom women have not trapped by their allure.’

When the two kings heard this, they were filled with astonishment
and said to each other: ‘Jinni though he may be, what has happened to
him is worse than what happened to us and it is not something that
anyone else has experienced.” They left the girl straight away and went
back to Shahriyar’s city, where they entered the palace and cut off the

heads of the queen, the slave girls and the slaves.

Every night for the next three years, Shahriyar would take a virgin,

deflower her and then kill her. This led to unrest among the citizens;



they fled away with their daughters until there were no nubile girls left
in the city. Then, when the vizier was ordered to bring the king a girl as
usual, he searched but could not find a single one, and had to go home
empty-handed, dejected and afraid of what the king might do to him.

This man had two daughters, of whom the elder was called Shahrazad
and the younger Dunyazad. Shahrazad had read books and histories,
accounts of past kings and stories of earlier peoples, having collected, it
was said, a thousand volumes of these, covering peoples, kings and
poets. She asked her father what had happened to make him so

careworn and sad, quoting the lines of a poet:

Say to the careworn man: ‘Care does not last,

And as joy passes, so does care.’

When her father heard this, he told her all that had happened
between him and the king from beginning to end, at which she said:
‘Father, marry me to this man. Either I shall live or else I shall be a
ransom for the children of the Muslims and save them from him.” ‘By
God,’ he exclaimed, ‘you are not to risk your life!” She insisted that it
had to be done, but he objected: ‘I’'m afraid that you may experience
what happened to the donkey and the bull with the merchant.” ‘What
was that,” she asked, ‘and what happened to the two of them?’ HER FATHER
TOLD HER:

You must know, my daughter, that a certain merchant had both
wealth and animals and had been given by Almighty God a knowledge
of the languages of beasts and birds. He lived in the country and had at

home a donkey and a bull. One day the bull went to the donkey’s



quarters and found them swept out and sprinkled with water; there was
sieved barley and straw in his trough, while the donkey was lying there
at his ease. At times his master would ride him out on some errand, but
he would then be taken back.

One day the merchant heard the bull say to the donkey: ‘I
congratulate you. Here am I, tired out, while you are at your ease, eating
sieved barley. On occasion the master puts you to use, riding on you but
then bringing you back again, whereas I am always ploughing and
grinding corn.” The donkey replied: ‘When they put the yoke on your
neck and want to take you out to the fields, don’t get up, even if they
beat you, or else get up and then lie down again. When they bring you
back and put beans down for you, pretend to be sick and don’t eat them;
for one, two or three days neither eat nor drink and you will have a rest
from your hard labour.’

The next day, when the herdsman brought the bull his supper, the
creature only ate a little and next morning, when the man came to take
the bull out to do the ploughing, he found him sick and said sadly: ‘This
was why he could not work properly yesterday.” He went to the
merchant and told him: ‘Master, the bull is unwell and didn’t eat any of
his food yesterday evening.” The merchant realized what had happened
and said: ‘Go and take the donkey to do the ploughing all day in his
place.’

When the donkey came back in the evening after having been used
for ploughing all day, the bull thanked him for his kindness in having
given him a day’s rest, to which the donkey, filled with the bitterest
regret, made no reply. The next morning, the herdsman came and took

him out to plough until evening, and when the donkey got back, his



neck had been rubbed raw and he was half dead with tiredness. When
the bull saw him, he thanked and praised him, but the donkey said: ‘I
was sitting at my ease, but was unable to mind my own business.” Then
he went on: ‘I have some advice to give you. I heard our master say that,
if you don’t get up, you are to be given to the butcher to be slaughtered,
and your hide is to be cut into pieces. I am afraid for you and so I have
given you this advice.’

When the bull heard what the donkey had to say, he thanked him and
said: “Tomorrow I’ll go out with the men.” He then finished off all his
food, using his tongue to lick the manger. While all this was going on,
the merchant was listening to what the animals were saying. The next
morning, he and his wife went out and sat by the byre as the herdsman
arrived and took the bull out. When the bull saw his master, he
flourished his tail, farted and galloped off, leaving the man laughing so
much that he collapsed on the ground. His wife asked why, and he told
her: ‘T was laughing because of something secret that I saw and heard,
but I can’t tell you or else I shall die.” ‘Even if you do die,” she insisted,
‘you must tell me the reason for this.” He repeated that he could not do it
for fear of death, but she said: ‘You were laughing at me,” and she went
on insisting obstinately until she got the better of him. In distress, he
summoned his children and sent for the gadi and the notaries with the
intention of leaving his final instructions before telling his wife the
secret and then dying. He had a deep love for her, she being his cousin
and the mother of his children, while he himself was a hundred and
twenty years old.

When all his family and his neighbours were gathered together, he
explained that he had something to say to them, but that if he told the



secret to anyone, he would die. Everyone there urged his wife not to
press him and so bring about the death of her husband and the father of
her children, but she said: ‘I am not going to stop until he tells me, and I
shall let him die.” At that, the others stayed silent while the merchant got
up and went to the byre to perform the ritual ablution, after which he
would return to them and die.

The merchant had a cock and fifty hens, together with a dog, and he
heard the dog abusing the cock and saying: ‘You may be cheerful, but
here is our master about to die.” When the cock asked why this was, the
dog told him the whole story. ‘By God,’ exclaimed the cock, ‘he must be
weak in the head. I have fifty wives and I keep them contented and at
peace while he has only one but still can’t keep her in order. Why
doesn’t he get some mulberry twigs, take her into a room and beat her

until she either dies or repents and doesn’t ask him again?’

The vizier now said to his daughter Shahrazad: ‘I shall treat you as that
man treated his wife.” ‘What did he do?’ she asked, AND HE WENT ON:
When he heard what the cock had to say to the dog, he cut some
mulberry twigs and hid them in a room, where he took his wife. ‘Come,’
he said, ‘so that I can speak to you in here and then die with no one
looking on.” She went in with him and he locked the door on her and
started beating her until she fainted. ‘I take it all back,’ she then said,
and she kissed his hands and feet, and after she had repented, she and
her husband went out to the delight of their family and the others there.

They lived in the happiest of circumstances until their deaths.

Shahrazad listened to what her father had to say, but she still insisted on



her plan and so he decked her out and took her to King Shahriyar. She
had given instructions to her younger sister, Dunyazad, explaining:
‘When I go to the king, I shall send for you. You must come, and when
you see that the king has done what he wants with me, you are to say:
“Tell me a story, sister, so as to pass the waking part of the night.” I shall
then tell you a tale that, God willing, will save us.’

Shahrazad was now taken by her father to the king, who was pleased
to see him and said: ‘Have you brought what I want?’ When the vizier
said yes, the king was about to lie with Shahrazad but she shed tears and
when he asked her what was wrong, she told him: ‘T have a young sister
and I want to say goodbye to her.” At that, the king sent for Dunyazad,
and when she had embraced Shahrazad, she took her seat beneath the
bed, while the king got up and deflowered her sister. They then sat
talking and Dunyazad asked Shahrazad to tell a story to pass the waking
hours of the night. ‘With the greatest pleasure,’ replied Shahrazad, ‘if our
cultured king gives me permission.” The king was restless and when he
heard what the sisters had to say, he was glad at the thought of listening

to a story and so he gave his permission to Shahrazad.
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SHAHRAZAD SAID:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that a wealthy merchant, who had
many dealings throughout the lands, rode out one day to settle a matter
of business in one of them. When it became hot, he sat down under a
tree and put his hand in his saddlebag, from which he took out a piece
of bread and a date. He ate and when he had finished with the date he
threw away its stone, at which a huge ‘ifrit appeared, with a drawn
sword in his hand. This ‘ifrit came up to the merchant and said: ‘Get up
so that I can kill you as you killed my son.” ‘How did I kill your son?’
asked the merchant, and the ‘ifrit told him: ‘When you ate that date and
threw away the stone, it struck my son in the chest as he was walking,
and he died instantly.” ‘We belong to God and to Him do we return,’
recited the merchant, adding: ‘There is no might and no power except
with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent. If I killed him, this was by
accident, so please forgive me.’” ‘I must kill you,’ insisted the ‘ifrit, and he
dragged off the merchant, threw him down on the ground and raised his

sword to strike.



With tears in his eyes, the merchant exclaimed: ‘I entrust my affair to

God!’ and he then recited these lines:

Time is two days, one safe and one of peril,

And our lives are of two halves, one fair, one overcast.
Say to those who reproach us for what Time has done:
‘Does Time oppose any but great men?’

Do you not see that when the storm winds blow,

It is the tall trees that they strike?

Corpses rise to the surface of the sea,

While it is in its depths that pearls lie hid.

It may be that Time will mishandle us,

Subjecting us to constant harm.

Though in the heavens there are countless stars,

Only the sun and moon suffer eclipse.

There are both green and dry boughs on the earth,
But we throw stones only at those with fruit.

You think well of the days when they are fine,

So do not fear the evil that fate brings.

When he had finished, the ‘ifrit said: ‘Stop talking, for, by God, I am
most certainly going to kill you.” ““Ifrit,” the merchant said, ‘I am a
wealthy man, with a wife and children; I have debts and I hold deposits,
so let me go home and give everyone their due before returning to you
at the start of the new year. I shall take a solemn oath and swear by God
that I shall come back to you and you can then do what you want with
me. God will be the guarantor of this.” The ‘ifrit trusted him and let him



go, after which he went home, settled all his affairs, and gave everyone
what was owed them. He told his wife and children what had happened,
gave them his injunctions and stayed with them until the end of the
year, when he got up, performed the ritual ablution and, with his shroud
under his arm, said goodbye to his family and all his relations as well as
his neighbours, and set off reluctantly, while they all wept and wailed.
He came to the orchard on what was New Year’s Day, and as he sat there
weeping over his fate, a very old man approached him, leading a gazelle
on a chain. The newcomer greeted him and asked him why he was
sitting there alone, when the place was a haunt of jinn. The merchant
told the story of his encounter with the ‘ifrit, and the old man exclaimed:
‘By God, brother, you are a very pious man and your story is so
wonderful that were it written with needles on the corners of men’s eyes,
it would be a lesson for those who take heed.’

He took his seat by the merchant’s side and promised not to leave
until he had seen what happened to him with the ‘ifrit. As the two of
them sat there talking, the merchant was overcome by an access of fear
together with ever-increasing distress and apprehension. It was at this
point that a second old man arrived, having with him two black Salukis.
After greeting the two men, he asked them why they were sitting in this
haunt of jinn and they told him the story from beginning to end. No
sooner had he sat down with them than a third old man, with a dappled
mule, came up, greeted them and asked why they were there, at which
they repeated the whole story — but there is no point in going over it
again.

As soon as the newcomer had sat down, a huge dust-devil appeared in

the middle of the desert, clearing away to show the ‘ifrit with a drawn



sword in his hand and sparks shooting from his eyes. He came up to the
three, dragged the merchant from between them and said: ‘Get up so
that I can kill you as you killed my beloved son.” The merchant sobbed
and wept, while the three old men shed tears, wailed and lamented.
Then the first of them, the man with the gazelle, left the others, kissed
the ‘ifrit’s hand and said: ‘Jinni, royal crown of the jinn, if I tell you the
story of my connection with this gazelle, will you grant me a third share
in this merchant’s blood?’ The ‘ifrit agreed to do this if he found the
story marvellous, AND SO THE OLD MAN BEGAN HIS TALE:

Know, ‘frit, that this gazelle is my cousin, my own flesh and blood. I
married her when she was still young and stayed with her for thirty
years without her bearing me a child. So I took a concubine and she bore
me a son, the perfection of whose eyes and eyebrows made him look like
the full moon when it appears. He grew up and when he was fifteen I
had occasion to travel to a certain city, taking with me a great quantity
of trade goods. My wife, now this gazelle, had studied sorcery since her
youth and she turned the boy into a calf and his mother into a cow,
handing them over to the herdsman. When, after a long absence, I got
back from my journey, I asked about the two of them and my wife told
me that the woman had died and that the boy had run away, where she
did not know.

For a year I remained sad at heart and tearful until ‘Id al-Adha came
round and I sent to tell the herdsman to bring me a fat cow. What he
brought me was my slave girl whom my wife had enchanted. I tucked up
my clothes, took the knife in my hand and was about to slaughter her,
when she gave a cry, howled and shed tears. This astonished me and,

feeling pity for her, I left her and told the herdsman to fetch me another.



At that my wife called out: ‘Kill this one, as I have no finer or fatter
cow.’ I went up again to do the killing and again the cow gave a cry, at
which I told the herdsman to slaughter her and then skin her. He did
this, only to discover that there was neither flesh nor fat in the carcass,
but only skin and bone. I was sorry for what I had done at a time when
regret was of no use, and I gave the cow to the herdsman, telling him to
bring me a fat calf. He brought me my son, and when this ‘calf ’ caught
sight of me, he broke his tether and rolled in the dust in front of me,
howling and shedding tears. Again I felt pity and told the herdsman to
leave the calf and fetch me a cow, and again my wife, now this gazelle,
called to me, insisting that I must slaughter the calf that day. ‘This is a
noble and a blessed day,’ she pointed out. ‘“The sacrifice must be a good
one and we have nothing fatter or finer than this calf.” ‘Look at what
happened with the cow that you told me to kill. This led to a
disappointment and we got no good from it at all, leaving me full of
regret at having slaughtered it. This time I am not going to do what you
say or kill this calf.” ‘By God the Omnipotent, the Compassionate, the
Merciful, you must do this on this noble day, and if you don’t, then you
are not my husband and I am not your wife.” On hearing these harsh
words, but not realizing what she intended to do, I went up to the calf

with the knife in my hand.

Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. ‘What a good, pleasant, delightful and sweet story this
is!” exclaimed Dunyazad, at which Shahrazad told her: ‘How can this
compare with what I shall tell you this coming night, if I am still alive

and the king spares me?’ ‘By God,’ the king said to himself, ‘I am not



going to kill her until I hear the rest of the story,” and so they spent the
rest of the time embracing one another until the sun had fully risen. The
king then went to his court as the vizier came with the shroud under his
arm, and he gave his judgements, appointing some officials and
dismissing others, until evening, but to the vizier’s great surprise he gave
no instructions about his daughter. The court was then dismissed and

King Shahriyar returned to his palace.

A ;};.fx;-'r’ 2

When it was the second night, Dunyazad said to Shahrazad: ‘Sister,
finish your story of the merchant and the ‘ifrit for us.” ‘With pleasure,’
replied Shahrazad, ‘if the king gives me permission,” and when the king
gave it, SHE WENT ON:

I have heard, O fortunate king and rightly guided ruler, that when the
merchant was about to cut the throat of the calf, he was moved by pity
and told the herdsman to keep the calf among the other beasts.

The ‘ifrit was listening with astonishment to what the old man with
the gazelle was saying, AND THE MAN WENT ON:

Lord of the kings of the jinn, while all this was going on, my wife,
now this gazelle, was looking on and telling me to kill the calf, because
it was fat, but I could not bring myself to do this and so I told the
herdsman to take it away, which he did. The next day, as I was sitting
there, he came back to me and said: ‘I have something to tell you that
will please you, and you owe me a reward for my good news.’ I agreed

to this and he went on: ‘Master, I have a daughter who, as a young girl,



was taught magic by an old woman we had staying with us. Yesterday
when you gave me the calf, I went to the girl and, when she saw it, she
covered her face, shed tears but then burst into laughter. Then she said:
“Father, do you hold me so cheap that you bring strange men in to me?”
“Where are these strange men,” I asked, “and why are you laughing and
crying?” She said: “This calf you have with you is our master’s son, who
is under a spell laid upon him and his mother by his father’s wife. This is
why I was laughing, but the reason why I wept was that his father killed
his mother.” I was astonished by this and as soon as I found that it was
morning, I came to tell you.’

When I heard what the man had to say, I went out with him, drunk,
although not on wine, with the joy and delight that I was feeling. When I
got to his house his daughter welcomed me, kissing my hands, while the
calf came and rolled on the ground in front of me. I asked her: ‘Is what
you say about this calf true?’ ‘Yes, master,’ she assured me. ‘This is your
darling son.” ‘Girl,’ I told her, ‘if you free him, you can have all the
beasts and everything else that your father looks after.” She smiled and
said: ‘Master, I only want this on two conditions, the first being that you
marry me to him and the second that I be allowed to put a spell on the
one who enchanted him and keep her confined, for otherwise I shall not
be safe from her scheming.’

When I heard what she had to say, I promised to give her what she
wanted as well as everything that was in her father’s charge, adding that
I would even give her permission to kill my wife. At that, she took a
bowl, filled it with water and recited a spell over it, after which she
sprinkled the water over the calf, saying: ‘If you are a calf and this is

how Almighty God created you, stay in this shape and don’t change, but



if you are under a spell, then return to your original shape with the
permission of Almighty God.” The calf shuddered and became a man, at
which I fell on him and said: ‘For God’s sake, tell me what my wife did
to you and your mother.” He told me what had happened, and I said: ‘My
son, God has sent you a rescuer to restore your rights.’ I then married
the herdsman’s daughter to him and she transformed my wife into this
gazelle, saying: ‘This is a beautiful shape and not a brutish one, repellent
to the sight.’

The girl stayed with us for some time until God chose to take her to
Himself and my son went off to India, the country of the man with
whom you have had this experience. I myself took my wife, this gazelle,
and have travelled from place to place looking for news of him until fate
brought me here and I saw this merchant sitting weeping. This is my

story.

‘It is indeed a marvellous tale,’ the ‘ifrit agreed, ‘and I grant you a third
share in his blood.’

At this point, the old man with the two Salukis came up and asked
the ‘ifrit: ‘If I tell you what happened to me and my brothers, these two
dogs, and you find it the most amazing and astonishing of stories, will
you transfer to me a third of this man’s offence?’ The ‘ifrit agreed AND THE
MAN BEGAN:

Lord of the kings of the jinn, these two dogs are my brothers, I being
the third. On his death my father left us three thousand dinars and each
one of us opened a shop for trade. I had not been there for long before
my eldest brother, now one of these dogs, sold the contents of his shop

for a thousand dinars, bought trade goods and set off on his travels.



He had been away for a whole year when one day as I was in my
shop a beggar came up to me and stopped. I wished him well, but he
said, in tears: ‘Don’t you know me any more?’ When I looked at him
closely, I saw that this was my brother and so I got up to welcome him
and brought him into the shop. I asked him how he was and he said:
‘Don’t ask. My wealth has gone and my circumstances have changed.’ I
took him to the baths, gave him some of my own clothes and then
brought him back home. Then I checked my accounts and the sales
figures of my shop and I found that I had made a profit of a thousand
dinars on a capital of two thousand. I divided this with my brother,
telling him to forget that he had ever travelled abroad. He took the
money gladly and opened another shop.

Some time later, my second brother, now this other dog, sold
everything he had, with the intention of travelling. We tried
unsuccessfully to stop him, but he bought trade goods and set out with
some others. He too spent a whole year away before coming back to me
in the same state as his brother. ‘Brother,’ I told him, ‘didn’t I tell you
not to go?’ But he replied: ‘“This was something decreed by fate, and here
am I, a poor man, penniless and without even a shirt.” I took him to the
baths and gave him a new suit of my own clothes to put on, before
bringing him to my shop, where we then ate and drank. I told him:
‘Brother, I check the accounts of my shop once every new year and any
surplus I find I shall share with you.” When I did my audit, I found that I
had two thousand dinars, and after praising the Exalted Creator, I gave
him a thousand and kept the other thousand myself.

My brother opened another shop, but after a time he and my other

brother proposed that I should go off with them on a voyage. I refused,



asking: ‘What did you get from your travels to make me imagine that I
could make a profit?’ I refused to listen to them and we stayed there
trading in our shops. Every year they would make the same proposal to
me and I would not agree, until after six years I finally accepted and told
them I would go with them. I asked them to show me what money they
had, only to find that they had nothing at all, having squandered
everything on food, drink and entertainment. I didn’t say a word to them
but checked the accounts of my shop and sold what I owned together
with all my shop goods, leaving me, to my delight, with a total of six
thousand dinars. I divided this in half, telling my brothers that they and
I could have three thousand dinars with which to trade, while I would
bury the remaining three thousand in case the same thing happened to
me as had happened to them. In that case I would have money left over
to allow us to reopen our shops. They agreed to this and I handed each
of them a thousand dinars, keeping a thousand for myself.

We provided ourselves with what we had to have in the way of trade
goods and made our preparations for travel, hiring a ship and loading
our goods on board. After a whole month’s journey we brought them to
a city, where they fetched us a ten-fold profit. We were about to sail off
again when on the shore we came across a girl dressed in rags and
tatters. She kissed my hand and asked if I was a charitable man, in
which case she would reward me. ‘I love charity and good deeds,’ I told
her, ‘even if you give me no reward.” ‘Marry me, master,’” she said, ‘and
take me to your country. I have given myself to you; treat me kindly, for
I am someone who deserves kindness and generosity. I shall pay you
back for this and don’t be misled by the state I am in now.’

When I heard this, I felt a yearning for her, as God, the Great and



Glorious, had decreed, and so I took her, gave her clothes and provided
her with elegantly furnished accommodation on the ship. I treated her
with respect and as our journey went on I fell so deeply in love with her
that I could not bear to leave her by night or by day. In my concern for
her I neglected my brothers, who grew jealous of me, envying my wealth
and the quantity of my goods. They spent their time eyeing all this, and
they discussed killing me and taking what I had, saying: ‘Let us kill our
brother and then all this will be ours.” Satan made this seem good to
them and so, finding me alone and asleep by the side of my wife, they
picked us both up and threw us overboard.

My wife woke; a shudder ran through her and she became an ‘ifrita.
She then carried me to an island where she left me for a time before
coming back at dawn and saying: ‘I am your servant and it was I who
saved your life by carrying you off, with the permission of Almighty
God. You must know that I am one of the jinn and when I saw you I fell
in love with you, as God had decreed. For I believe in Him and in His
Apostle, may God bless him and give him peace. I came to you wearing
rags, as you saw, but you married me and now I have saved you from
drowning. I am angry with your brothers and will have to kill them.’

I was astonished to hear this and I thanked her for what she had done
but forbade her to kill my brothers. I then told her the whole story of my
dealings with them and this prompted her to say: ‘Tonight I shall fly off
to them, sink their ship and destroy them.’ I implored her in God’s Name
not to do that, reminding her of the proverb that tells those who do good
to those who wrong them — ‘The evil-doer’s own deeds are punishment
enough for him’ — and pointing out that, at all events, they were my

brothers. She continued to insist, despite my pleading with her, and she



then flew off with me and put me down on the roof of my own house. I
opened the doors, brought out the money that I had buried and opened
up my shop, after greeting the people there and buying goods for trade.

When I went home that evening, I found these two dogs tied up and
when they caught sight of me they came up with tears in their eyes and
attached themselves to me. Before I realized what was happening, my
wife told me: ‘These are your brothers.” ‘Who did this to them?’ I asked,
and she said: ‘I sent a message to my sister; it was she who transformed
them, and they will not be freed from the spell for ten years.” My
brothers have now been like this for ten years and I was on my way to
get them released when I came across this man. He told me his story and
I decided not to leave him until I saw what was going to happen

between you and him. This is my tale.

‘It is a marvellous one,’ agreed the ‘ifrit, adding: ‘I grant you a third
share in the blood he owes for his crime.’

The third old man, with the mule, now said: ‘If I tell you a more
amazing story than these two, will you grant me the remaining share?’
The ‘ifrit agreed AND THE MAN WENT ON:

Sultan and leader of the jinn, this mule was my wife. I had been away
for a year on my travels, and when I had finished I came back to her.
This was at night and I saw a black slave lying in bed with her; the two
of them talked, flirted, laughed, kissed and played with each other. My
wife caught sight of me and came to me with a jug of water over which
she uttered a spell. She sprinkled the water over me and said: ‘Leave this
shape of yours and take the form of a dog.” Immediately I became a dog

and she drove me out through the door of the house.



I went on until I came to a butcher’s shop, where I started gnawing
bones. The butcher saw me and took me into his house, where his
daughter covered her face from me and said: ‘Are you bringing a man in
to me?’ ‘Where is there a man?’ asked her father, and she said: “This dog
is a man over whom his wife has cast a spell, but I can free him from it.’
‘Do that, for God’s sake,’ said her father, and she took a jug of water,
spoke some words over it and sprinkled some of it on me. ‘Go back to
your original shape,’ she said, and that is what I did.

I kissed the girl’s hand and said: ‘I would like you to use your magic
to do to my wife what she did to me.” She gave me some water and told
me: ‘When you find her asleep, sprinkle this water over her and say what
you like, for she will become whatever you want.’ I took the water and
went to my wife, whom I found sleeping. I sprinkled her with the water
and said: ‘Leave this shape and become a mule,” which she did there and
then, and it is she whom you can see, sultan and chief of the kings of the

jinn.

‘Is that true?’ the man asked the mule, at which it nodded its head,
conveying by gesture the message: ‘That is my story and that is what
happened to me.” When the old man had finished his tale, the ‘ifrit,
trembling with delight, granted him a third of the merchant’s blood.

Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. ‘What a good, pleasant, delightful and sweet story this
is!” exclaimed Dunyazad, at which Shahrazad told her: ‘How can this

compare with what I shall tell you this coming night, if I am still alive



and the king spares me?’ ‘By God,’ the king said to himself, ‘I am not
going to kill her until I hear the rest of this remarkable story,” and so
they spent the rest of the time embracing one another until the sun had
fully risen. The king then went to his court; the troops arrived together
with the vizier, and when everyone was there, he gave his judgements,
appointing some officials, dismissing others, and issuing orders and
prohibitions until evening. The court was then dismissed and the king
returned to his palace, where, when night came, he lay again with
Shahrazad.

Neght 3

When it was the third night, Dunyazad asked her sister to finish the
story. ‘With pleasure,’ said Shahrazad and went on: ‘I have heard, O
fortunate king, that the third old man told the ‘ifrit a more remarkable
story than the other two, and that in his astonishment and delight the
‘ifrit granted him the remaining share of the blood debt and allowed the
merchant to go free. For his part, the merchant went and thanked the
old men, who congratulated him on his safety, after which each of them
went home. This, however, is not more surprising than the tale of the
fisherman.” When the king asked what that was, she went on:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that there once was a poor, elderly
fisherman with a wife and three children, who was in the habit of
casting his net exactly four times each day. He went out to the shore at
noon one day, put down his basket, tucked up his shirt, waded into the

sea and cast his net. He waited until it had sunk down before pulling its



cords together and then, finding it heavy, he tried unsuccessfully to drag
it in. He took one end of it to the shore and fixed it to a peg that he
drove in there, after which he stripped and dived into the sea beside it,
where he continued tugging until he managed to get it up. He climbed
out delightedly, put his clothes back on and went up to the net, only to
find that what was in it was a dead donkey, and that the donkey had
made a hole in the net. The fisherman was saddened by this and recited
the formula: ‘There is no might and no power except with God, the
Exalted, the Omnipotent,’ before saying: ‘This is a strange thing that God

has given me by way of food!” and then reciting:

You who court danger, diving in the dark of night,

Give up; your efforts do not win your daily bread from God.
The fisherman rises to earn his keep;

There is the sea, with stars woven in the sky.

He plunges in, buffeted by waves,

His eyes fixed on his billowing net.

Happy with his night’s work, he takes back home

A fish, its jaw caught up on his pronged hook.

This fish is bought from him by one who spent his night
Out of the cold, enjoying his comforts.

Praise be to God, Who gives and Who deprives;

For one man eats the fish; another catches it.

He encouraged himself, saying that Almighty God would show favour

and reciting:



When you are faced with hardship, clothe yourself
In noble patience; that is more resolute.
Do not complain, then, to God’s servants; you complain

To those who have no mercy of the Merciful.

He freed the donkey from the net, which he then wrung out before
spreading it out again and going back into the sea. Invoking the Name of
God, he made another cast, waited until the net had settled, and found it
heavier and more difficult to move than before. Thinking that it must be
full of fish, he fastened it to his peg, stripped off his clothes and dived in
to free it. After tugging at it he got it up on shore, only to discover that
what was in it was a large jar full of sand and mud. Saddened by this

sight, he recited:

Troubles of Time, give up!

Stop, even if you have not had enough.

I came out looking for my daily bread,
But I have found there is no more of this.
How many a fool reaches the Pleiades!

How many wise men lie hidden in the earth!

The fisherman threw away the jar, wrung out his net, cleaned it and
went back a third time to the sea, asking God to forgive him. He made
his cast and waited for the net to settle before drawing it in, and this
time what he found in it were bits of pots, bottles and bones. He was

furious and, shedding bitter tears, he recited:



You have no power at all over your daily bread;
Neither learning nor letters will fetch it for you.
Fortune and sustenance are divided up;

One land is fertile while another suffers drought.
Time’s changes bring down cultured men,

While fortune lifts the undeserving up.

Come, death, and visit me, for life is vile;

Falcons are brought down low while ducks are raised on high.
Feel no surprise if you should see a man of excellence
In poverty, while an inferior holds sway.

One bird circles the earth from east to west;

Another gets its food but does not have to move.

He then looked up to heaven and said: ‘O my God, You know that I only
cast my net four times a day. I have done this thrice and got nothing, so
this time grant me something on which to live.” He pronounced the
Name of God and cast his net into the sea. He waited until it had settled
and then he tried to pull it in, but found that it had snagged on the
bottom. He recited the formula: ‘There is no power and no might except

with God,” and went on:

How wretched is this kind of world

That leaves us in such trouble and distress!

In the morning it may be that things go well,

But I must drink destruction’s cup when evening comes.
Yet when it is asked who leads the easiest life,

Men would reply that this was L.



The fisherman stripped off his clothes and, after diving in, he worked
his hardest to drag the net to shore. Then, when he opened it up, he
found in it a brass bottle with a lead seal, imprinted with the inscription
of our master Solomon, the son of David, on both of whom be peace. The
fisherman was delighted to see this, telling himself that it would fetch
ten gold dinars if he sold it in the brass market. He shook it and,
discovering that it was heavy as well as sealed, he said to himself: ‘I
wonder what is in it? I’ll open it up and have a look before selling it.” He
took out a knife and worked on the lead until he had removed it from
the bottle, which he then put down on the ground, shaking it in order to
pour out its contents. To his astonishment, at first nothing came out, but
then there emerged smoke which towered up into the sky and spread
over the surface of the ground. When it had all come out, it collected
and solidified; a tremor ran through it and it became an ‘ifrit with his
head in the clouds and his feet on the earth. His head was like a dome,
his hands were like winnowing forks and his feet like ships’ masts. He
had a mouth like a cave with teeth like rocks, while his nostrils were like
jugs and his eyes like lamps. He was dark and scowling.

When he saw this ‘ifrit the fisherman shuddered; his teeth chattered;
his mouth dried up and he could not see where he was going. At the
sight of him the ‘ifrit exclaimed: ‘There is no god but the God of
Solomon, His prophet. Prophet of God, do not kill me for I shall never
disobey you again in word or in deed.’ “Ifrit,’ the fisherman said, ‘you
talk of Solomon, the prophet of God, but Solomon died eighteen hundred
years ago and we are living in the last age of the world. What is your
story and how did you come to be in this bottle?’ To which the ‘ifrit

replied: ‘There is no god but God. I have good news for you, fisherman.’



‘What is that?’ the fisherman asked, and the ‘ifrit said: ‘I am now going
to put you to the worst of deaths.” ‘For this good news, leader of the
‘ifrits,” exclaimed the fisherman, ‘you deserve that God’s protection be
removed from you, you damned creature. Why should you kill me and
what have I done to deserve this? It was I who saved you from the
bottom of the sea and brought you ashore.’

But the ‘frit said: ‘Choose what death you want and how you want
me to kill you.” “‘What have I done wrong,’ asked the fisherman, ‘and
why are you punishing me?’ The ‘ifrit replied: ‘Listen to my story,” and
the fisherman said: ‘Tell it, but keep it short as I am at my last gasp.’
‘Know, fisherman,’ the ‘ifrit told him, ‘that I was one of the apostate jinn,
and that together with Sakhr, the jinni, I rebelled against Solomon, the
son of David, on both of whom be peace. Solomon sent his vizier, Asaf,
to fetch me to him under duress, and I was forced to go with him in a
state of humiliation to stand before Solomon. “I take refuge with God!”
exclaimed Solomon when he saw me, and he then offered me conversion
to the Faith and proposed that I enter his service. When I refused, he
called for this bottle, in which he imprisoned me, sealing it with lead
and imprinting on it the Greatest Name of God. Then, at his command,
the jinn carried me off and threw me into the middle of the sea.

‘For a hundred years I stayed there, promising myself that I would
give whoever freed me enough wealth to last him for ever, but the years
passed and no one rescued me. For the next hundred years I told myself
that I would open up all the treasures of the earth for my rescuer, but
still no one rescued me. Four hundred years later, I promised that I
would grant three wishes, but when I still remained imprisoned, I

became furiously angry and said to myself that I would kill whoever



saved me, giving him a choice of how he wanted to die. It is you who
are my rescuer, and so I allow you this choice.’

When the fisherman heard this, he exclaimed in wonder at his bad
luck in freeing the ‘ifrit now, and he went on: ‘Spare me, may God spare
you, and do not kill me lest God place you in the power of one who will
kill you.” ‘I must kill you,’ insisted the ‘ifrit, ‘and so choose how you want
to die.’ Ignoring this, the fisherman made another appeal, calling on the
‘ifrit to show gratitude for his release. ‘It is only because you freed me
that I am going to kill you,’ repeated the ‘ifrit, at which the fisherman
said: ‘Lord of the ‘ifrits, I have done you good and you are repaying me

with evil. The proverbial lines are right where they say:

We did them good; they did its opposite,
And this, by God, is how the shameless act.
Whoever helps those who deserve no help,

Will be like one who rescues a hyena.’

‘Don’t go on so long,’ said the ‘ifrit when he heard this, ‘for death is
coming to you.” The fisherman said to himself: “This is a jinni and [ am a
human. God has given me sound intelligence which I can use to find a
way of destroying him, whereas he can only use vicious cunning.” So he
asked: ‘Are you definitely going to kill me?’ and when the ‘frit
confirmed this, he said: ‘I conjure you by the Greatest Name inscribed on
the seal of Solomon and ask you to give me a truthful answer to a
question that I have.” ‘I shall,’ replied the ‘ifrit, who had been shaken and
disturbed by the mention of the Greatest Name, and he went on: ‘Ask

your question but be brief.” The fisherman went on: ‘You say you were in



this bottle, but there is not room in it for your hand or your foot, much
less all the rest of you.” ‘You don’t believe that I was in it?’ asked the
‘ifrit, to which the fisherman replied: ‘I shall never believe it until I see it

with my own eyes.’

Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been

allowed to say.

A ;;,.-’x;-'r’ .

When it was the fourth night, Dunyazad asked her to finish the story, if
she was not sleepy, and so she went on:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the fisherman told the ‘frit
that he would not believe him until he saw this with his own eyes, a
shudder ran through the ‘ifrit and he became a cloud of smoke hovering
over the sea. Then the smoke coalesced and entered the jar bit by bit
until it was all there. Quickly the fisherman picked up the brass stopper
with its inscription and put it over the mouth of the bottle. He called out
to the ‘ifrit: ‘Ask me how you want to die. By God, I am going to throw
you into the sea and then build myself a house in this place so that I can
stop anyone who comes fishing by telling them that there is an ‘ifrit here
who gives anyone who brings him up a choice of how he wants to be
killed.’

When the ‘ifrit heard this and found himself imprisoned in the bottle,
he tried to get out but could not, as he was prevented by Solomon’s seal,

and he realized that the fisherman had tricked him. ‘I was only joking,’



he told the fisherman, who replied: ‘You are lying, you most despicable,
foulest and most insignificant of ‘ifrits,” and he took up the bottle. ‘No,
no,’ called the ‘ifrit, but the fisherman said: ‘Yes, yes,” at which the ‘ifrit
asked him mildly and humbly what he intended to do with him. ‘I am
going to throw you into the sea,’ the fisherman told him. ‘You may have
been there for eighteen hundred years, but I shall see to it that you stay
there until the Last Trump. Didn’t I say: “Spare me, may God spare you,
and do not kill me lest God place you in the power of one who will kill
you”? But you refused and acted treacherously towards me. Now God
has put you in my power and I shall do the same to you.” ‘Open the
bottle,” implored the ‘ifrit, ‘so that I can do you good.” ‘Damned liar,’ said
the fisherman. ‘You and I are like the vizier of King Yunan and Duban
the sage.” ‘What is their story?’ asked the ‘ifrit, AND THE FISHERMAN REPLIED:

You must know, ‘ifrit, that once upon a time in the old days in the
land of Ruman there was a king called Yunan in the city of Fars. He was
a wealthy and dignified man with troops and guards of all races, but he
was also a leper, who had taken medicines of various kinds and used
ointments, but whose illness doctors and men of learning had been
unable to cure.

There was an elderly physician known as Duban the sage, who had
studied the books of the Greeks, the Persians, the Arabs and the Syrians.
He was a master of medicine and of astronomy and was conversant with
the fundamental principles of his subject, with a knowledge of what was
useful and what was harmful. He knew the herbs and plants that were
hurtful and those that were helpful, as well as having a mastery of
philosophy, together with all branches of medicine and other sciences.

When this man arrived at the city, within a few days he had heard that



the king was suffering from leprosy and that no doctor or man of
learning had been able to cure him. He spent the night thinking over the
problem, and when dawn broke he put on his most splendid clothes and
went to the king, kissing the ground before him and calling eloquently
for the continuance of his glory and good fortune. After introducing
himself, he went on: ‘I have heard, your majesty, of the disease that has
afflicted you and that, although you have been treated by many doctors,
they have been unable to remove it. I shall cure you without giving you
any medicine to drink or applying any ointments.’

Yunan was amazed to hear what he had to say and asked how he was
going to do that, promising to enrich him and his children’s children. ‘I
shall shower favours on you,’ he said, ‘and grant you all your wishes,
taking you as a boon companion and a dear friend.” He then presented
Duban with a robe of honour and treated him with favour, before asking:
‘Are you really going to cure my leprosy without medicines or
ointment?’ Duban repeated that he would and the astonished king asked
when this would be, urging him to be quick. ‘To hear is to obey,’” replied
Duban, promising to do this the very next day.

Duban now went to the city, where he rented a house in which he
deposited his books, his medicines and his drugs. He took some of the
latter and placed them in a polo stick, for which he made a handle, and
he used his skill to design a ball. The next day, after he had finished, he
went into the presence of the king, kissed the ground before him, and
told him to ride out to the polo ground and play a game. The king was
accompanied by the emirs, chamberlains, viziers and officers of state,
and before he had taken his seat on the ground, Duban came up to him
and handed him the stick. ‘Take this,” he said. ‘Hold it like this and when



you ride on to the field, hit the ball with a full swing until the palm of
your hand begins to sweat, together with the rest of your body. The drug
will then enter through your palm and spread through the rest of you.
When you have finished and the drug has penetrated, go back to your
palace, wash in the baths and then go to sleep, for you will have been
cured. That is all.’

At that, the king took the stick from him and mounted, holding it in
his hand. He threw the ball ahead of him and rode after it, hitting it as
hard as he could when he caught up with it, and then following it up
and hitting it again until the palm of his hand and the rest of his body
became sweaty because of his grip on the stick. When Duban saw that
the drug had penetrated into the king’s body, he told him to go back to
his palace and bathe immediately. The king went back straight away and
ordered that the baths be cleared for him. This was done, and house
boys and mamluks hurried up to him and prepared clothes for him to
wear. He then entered the baths, washed himself thoroughly and dressed
before coming out, after which he rode back to his palace and fell
asleep.

So much for him, but as for Duban the sage, he returned to spend the
night in his house, and in the morning he went to ask permission to see
the king. On being allowed to enter, he went in, kissed the ground

before him and addressed him with these verses which he chanted:

Virtues are exalted when you are called their father,
A title that none other may accept.
The brightness shining from your face removes

The gloom that shrouds each grave affair.



This face of yours will never cease to gleam,
Although the face of Time may frown.

Your liberality has granted me the gifts
That rain clouds shower down on the hills.
Your generosity has destroyed your wealth,

Until you reached the heights at which you aimed.

When Duban had finished these lines, the king stood up and
embraced him, before seating him by his side and presenting him with
splendid robes of honour. This was because when he had left the baths
he had looked at his body and found it, to his great delight and relief,
pure and silver white, showing no trace of leprosy. In the morning, he
had gone to his court and taken his seat on his royal throne, the
chamberlains and officers of state all standing up for him, and it was
then that Duban had come in. The king had risen quickly for him, and
after the sage had been seated by his side, splendid tables of food were
set out and he ate with the king and kept him company for the rest of
the day. The king then made him a present of two thousand dinars, in
addition to the robes of honour and other gifts, after which he mounted
him on his own horse.

Duban went back to his house, leaving the king filled with admiration
for what he had done and saying: ‘This man treated me externally
without using any ointment. By God, that is skill of a high order! He
deserves gifts and favours and I shall always treat him as a friend and
companion.’ The king passed a happy night, gladdened by the soundness
of his body and his freedom from disease. The next day, he went out and

sat on his throne, while his state officials stood and the emirs and viziers



took their seats on his right and his left. He asked for Duban, who
entered and kissed the ground before him, at which the king got up,
greeted him, seated him by his side and ate with him. He then presented
him with more robes of honour as well as gifts, and talked with him
until nightfall, when he gave him another five robes of honour together
with a thousand dinars, after which Duban went gratefully home.

The next morning, the king came to his court, where he was
surrounded by his emirs, viziers and chamberlains. Among the viziers
was an ugly and ill-omened man, base, miserly and so envious that he
was in love with envy. When this man saw that the king had taken
Duban as an intimate and had rewarded him with favours, he was
jealous and planned to do him an injury. For, as the sayings have it: ‘No
one is free of envy’ and ‘Injustice lurks in the soul; strength shows it and
weakness hides it.’

This vizier came up to King Yunan, kissed the ground before him and
said: ‘King of the age, I have grown up surrounded by your bounty and I
have some serious advice for you. Were I to conceal it from you, I would
show myself to be a bastard, but if you tell me to give it to you, I shall
do so.” Yunan was disturbed by this and said: ‘What is this advice of
yours?’ The vizier replied: ‘Great king, it was a saying of the ancients
that Time was no friend to those who did not look at the consequences
of their actions. I have observed that your majesty has wrongly shown
favour to an enemy who is looking to destroy your kingdom. You have
treated this man with generosity and done him the greatest honour,
taking him as an intimate, something that fills me with apprehension.’

Yunan was uneasy; his colour changed and he asked the vizier who

he was talking about. ‘If you are asleep, wake up,’ the vizier told him,



and went on: ‘I am talking about the sage Duban.’ ‘Damn you!’
exclaimed Yunan. ‘This is my friend and the dearest of people to me, for
he cured me through something that I held in my hand from a disease
that no other doctor could treat. His like is not to be found in this age or
in this world, from west to east. You may accuse him, but today I am
going to assign him pay and allowances, with a monthly income of a
thousand dinars, while even if I divided my kingdom with him, this
would be too little. I think that it is envy that has made you say this,

reminding me of the story of King Sindbad.’

Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been

allowed to say.
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When it was the fifth night, Dunyazad asked her sister to finish the story
if she was not too sleepy, AND SHAHRAZAD SAID:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that King Yunan accused his vizier of
being jealous of Duban and wanting to have him killed. ‘Then after that I
would regret it,” Yunan added, ‘as King Sindbad regretted killing his
falcon.” ‘Excuse me, your majesty,” said the vizier, ‘but how was that?’
YUNAN WENT ON:

You must know that there was a Persian king with a passion for
enjoyment and amusement, who had a fondness for hunting. He had
reared a falcon which was his constant companion by night and by day,

and which would spend the night perched on his wrist. He would take it



hunting with him and he had a golden bowl made for it which he hung
round its neck and from which it could drink. One day the chief falconer
came to where he was sitting and told him that it was time to go out
hunting. The king gave the orders and went off with the falcon on his
wrist until he and his party reached a wadi, where they spread out their
hunting cordon. Trapped in this was a gazelle and the king threatened
that anyone who allowed it to leap over his head would be put to death.
When the cordon was narrowed, the gazelle came to where the king was
posted, supported itself on its hindlegs and placed its forelegs on its
chest as though it was kissing the ground before him. He bent his head
towards it and it then jumped over him, making for the open country.
He noticed that his men were looking at him and winking at each other
and when he asked his vizier what this meant, the man explained: ‘They
are pointing out that you said that if anyone let the gazelle jump over
his head, he would be killed.’

The king then swore that he would hunt it down and he rode off in
pursuit, following the gazelle until he came to a mountain. There it was
about to pass through a cleft when the king loosed his falcon at it and
the bird clawed at its eyes, blinding and dazing it, so that the king could
draw his mace and knock it over with a single blow. He then dismounted
and cut its throat, after which he skinned it and tied it to his saddlebow.
As this was in the noonday heat and the region was desolate and
waterless, both the king and his horse were thirsty by now. The king
scouted round and discovered a tree from which what looked like liquid
butter was dripping. Wearing a pair of kid gloves, he took the bowl from
the falcon’s neck, filled it with this liquid and set it in front of the bird,
but it knocked the bowl and overturned it. The king took it and filled it



again, thinking that the falcon must be thirsty, but the same thing
happened when he put it down a second time. This annoyed him and he
went a third time to fill the bowl and take it to his horse, but this time
the falcon upset it with its wing. The king cursed it, exclaiming: ‘You
unluckiest of birds, you have stopped me drinking, and have stopped
yourself and the horse.” He then struck off its wing with a blow from his
sword, but the bird raised its head as though to say by its gesture: ‘Look
at the top of the tree.” The king raised his eyes and what he saw there
was a brood of vipers whose poison was dripping down. Immediately
regretting what he had done, he mounted his horse and rode back to his
pavilion, bringing with him the gazelle, which he handed to the cook,
telling him to take it and roast it. As he sat on his chair with the falcon
on his wrist, it drew its last breath and died, leaving its master to
exclaim with sorrow for having killed it, when it had saved his life. So

ends the story of King Sindbad.

‘Great king,’ the vizier said, ‘Sindbad acted out of necessity and I can see
nothing wrong in that. I myself am acting out of sympathy for you, so
that you may realize that I am right, for otherwise you may meet the
same fate as the vizier who schemed against the prince.” ‘How was that?’
the king asked, AND THE VIZIER SAID:

You must know, your majesty, that there was a vizier in the service of
a certain king with a son who was passionately fond of hunting. This
vizier had been ordered to accompany the prince wherever he went, and
so, when he went off to hunt one day, the vizier rode with him. While
they were riding they caught sight of a huge beast and the vizier

encouraged the prince to pursue it. The prince rode after it until he was



out of sight and the beast then vanished into the desert, leaving the
prince with no idea of where to go. Just then, ahead of him he saw a
weeping girl and when he asked her who she was, she told him: ‘I am
the daughter of one of the kings of India and while I was in this desert I
became drowsy. Then, before I knew what was happening, I had fallen
off my beast and was left alone, not knowing what to do.’

When the prince heard this, he felt sorry for the girl and took her up
behind him on the back of his horse. On his way, he passed a ruined
building and the girl said she wanted to relieve herself. He set her down,
but she was taking so long that he followed her, only to discover that,
although he had not realized it, she was a female ghul and was telling
her children: ‘I have brought you a fat young man today.’ ‘Fetch him to
us, mother,’ they said, ‘so that we can swallow him down.’” On hearing
this, the prince shuddered, fearing for his life and certain that he was
going to die. He went back and the ghula came out and, seeing him
panic-stricken and shivering, she asked why he was afraid. ‘I have an
enemy whom I fear,” he told her. ‘You call yourself a prince?’ she asked,
and when he said yes, she went on: ‘Why don’t you buy him off with
money?’ ‘He won’t accept money but wants my life,” he told her, adding:
‘T am afraid of him and I have been wronged.’ ‘In that case, if what you
say is true, then ask help from God,’ she said, ‘for He will protect you
against your enemy’s evil and the evil that you fear from him.” At that
the prince lifted his head towards heaven and said: ‘God Who answers
the prayers of those in distress when they call on You, and Who clears
away evil, may You help me against my enemy and remove him from
me, for You have power to do what You wish.’

After hearing the prince’s prayer, the ghula left him. He went back to



his father and when he told him about the vizier’s advice, his father
summoned the man and had him killed. As for you, your majesty, if you
put your trust in this sage, he will see to it that you die the worst of
deaths, and it will be the man whom you have well treated and taken as
a friend who will destroy you. Don’t you see that he cured your disease
externally through something you held in your hand, so how can you be

sure that he won’t kill you by something else you hold?

‘What you say is right, vizier, my sound advisor,’ agreed the king, ‘for
this man has come as a spy to destroy me and if he could cure me with
something I held, it may be that he can kill me with something that I
smell.’

Then he asked the vizier what was to be done about Duban. The
vizier said: ‘Send for him immediately, telling him to come here, and
when he does, cut off his head and then you will be safe from any harm
he may intend to do you. Betray him before he betrays you.” The king
agreed with the vizier, and sent for Duban, who came gladly, not

knowing what God the Merciful had ordained. This was as the poet said:

You who fear your fate, be at your ease;
Entrust your affairs to Him Who has stretched out the earth.
What is decreed by fate will come about,

And you are safe from what is not decreed.

Duban the wise came into the presence of the king and recited:

If I do not show gratitude



In accordance with part, at least, of your deserts,

Tell me for whom I should compose my poetry and my prose.
Before I asked, you granted me

Favours that came with no delay and no excuse.

Why then do I not give you your due of praise,

Lauding your generosity in secret and in public?

I shall record the benefits you heaped on me,

Lightening my cares, but burdening my back.

He followed this with another poem:

Turn aside from cares, entrusting your affairs to fate;
Rejoice in the good that will come speedily to you,
So that you may forget all that is past.

There is many a troublesome affair

Whose aftermath will leave you in content.

God acts according to His will;

Do not oppose your God.

He also recited:

Leave your affairs to God, the Gentle, the Omniscient,
And let your heart rest from all worldly care.

Know that things do not go as you wish;

They follow the decree of God, the King.

He then recited:



Be of good cheer, relax; forget your cares;
Cares eat away the resolute man’s heart.
Planning is no help to a slave who has no power.

Abandon this and live in happiness.

The king asked him: ‘Do you know why I have sent for you?’ ‘No one
knows what is hidden except for God,” Duban replied. ‘I have sent for
you,’ said the king, ‘in order to kill you and take your life.” This
astonished Duban, who said: ‘Why should you kill me, your majesty, and
what is my crime?’ ‘T have been told that you are a spy,” answered the
king, ‘and that you have come to murder me. I am going to kill you
before you can do the same to me.” The king then called for the
executioner and said: ‘Cut off this traitor’s head, so that we may be freed
from his evil-doing.” ‘Spare me,” said Duban, ‘and God will spare you; do
not kill me, lest He kill you.’

He then repeated what I repeated to you, ‘ifrit, but you would not
give up your intention to kill me. Similarly, the king insisted: ‘I shall not
be safe unless I put you to death. You cured me with something that I
held in my hand, and I cannot be sure that you will not kill me with
something that I smell or in some other way.” Duban said: ‘My reward
from you, O king, is the reward of good by evil,” but the king insisted:
‘You must be killed without delay.’

When Duban was certain that the king was going to have him killed,
he wept in sorrow for the good that he had done to the undeserving, as

the poet has said:

You can be sure that Maimuna has no sense,



Though this is what her father has.
Whoever walks on dry or slippery ground,

And takes no thought, must fall.

The executioner then came up, blindfolded him and unsheathed his
sword, asking the king’s permission to proceed. Duban was weeping and
imploring the king: ‘Spare me and God will spare you; do not slay me

lest God slay you.’” He recited:

I gave my good advice and yet had no success,
While they succeeded, but through treachery.
What I advised humiliated me.

If I live, never shall I give advice again;

If not, after my death let all advisors be accursed.

Then he said to the king: ‘If this is how you reward me, it is the
crocodile’s reward.’ The king asked for the story of the crocodile, but
Duban replied: ‘I cannot tell it to you while I am in this state. I conjure
you by God to spare me so that God may spare you.” At that one of the
king’s courtiers got up and asked the king for Duban’s life, pointing out:
‘We have not seen that he has done you any wrong, but only that he
cured you of a disease that no wise doctor was able to treat.” The king
said: ‘You do not know why I have ordered his death, but this is because,
if I spare him, I shall certainly die. A man who cured me of my illness by
something that I held in my hand is able to kill me by something that I
smell. I am afraid that he has been bribed to murder me, as he is a spy

and this is why he has come here. He must be executed, and after that I



shall be safe.’

Duban repeated his plea for mercy, but on realizing that he could not
escape execution, he said to the king: ‘If I must be killed, allow me a
delay so that I may return to my house, give instructions to my family
and my neighbours about my funeral, settle my debts and give away my
books of medicine. I have a very special book which I shall present to
you to be kept in your treasury.” ‘What is in the book?’ asked the king.
‘Innumerable secrets,” Duban replied, ‘the least of which is that, if you
cut off my head and then open three pages and read three lines from the
left-hand page, my head will speak to you and answer all your
questions.’” The astonished king trembled with joy. ‘When I cut off your
head, will you really talk to me?’ he asked. ‘Yes,’ said Duban. ‘This is an
amazing thing!” exclaimed the king, and he sent him off under escort.

Duban returned to his house and settled all his affairs, and then the
next day he came back to the court, where all the viziers, chamberlains,
deputies and officers of state assembled, until the place looked like a
garden in flower. He entered and was brought before the king, carrying
with him an old book together with a collyrium case containing powder.
He sat down and asked for a plate, which was brought. He then poured
the powder on it and spread it out, after which he said: ‘King, take this
book, but don’t open it until you cut off my head. When you have done
that, set the head on the plate and have it pressed into the powder. At
that, the flow of blood will halt and you can then open the book.’

The king took the book from him and gave orders for his execution.
The executioner cut off his head, which fell on the plate, where it was
pressed down into the powder. The blood ceased to flow and Duban the

wise opened his eyes and said: ‘O king, open the book.” The king did



this, but he found the pages stuck together, so he put his finger into his
mouth, wet it with his spittle, and with difficulty he opened the first, the
second and the third pages. He opened six pages in all, but when he
looked at them, he could find nothing written there. ‘Wise man,’ he said,
‘there is no writing here.” ‘Open more pages,’ said Duban. The king
opened three more, but soon afterwards he felt the poison with which
the book had been impregnated spreading through him. He was wracked
by convulsions and cried out that he had been poisoned, while Duban

recited:

They wielded power with arrogance,

But soon it was as though their power had never been.

If they had acted justly, they would have met with justice,
But they were tyrants and Time played the tyrant in return,
Afflicting them with grievous trials.

It was as though here fate was telling them:

‘This is a return for that, and Time cannot be blamed.’

As soon as Duban’s head had finished speaking, the king fell dead.
Know then, ‘ifrit, that had he spared Duban, God would have spared him,
but as he refused and looked to have him killed, God destroyed him. Had

you spared me, God would have spared you...
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been



allowed to say. Then, when it was the sixth night, her sister, Dunyazad,
told her to finish the story and Shahrazad said: ‘If the king permits me.’
‘Go on,’ he replied, AND SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the fisherman told the ‘ifrit: ‘Had
you spared me, I would have spared you, but you wanted nothing but
my death and so now I am going to destroy you by throwing you into
the sea here, imprisoned in this bottle.” The ‘ifrit cried out: ‘I implore
you, in God’s Name, fisherman, don’t do this! Spare me and don’t punish
me for what I did. If I treated you badly, do you for your part treat me
well, as the proverb says: “You who do good to the evil-doer, know that
what he has done is punishment enough for him.” Do not do what
‘Umama did to ‘Atika!” ‘What was that?’ asked the fisherman, but the
‘ifrit said: ‘I cannot talk while I am imprisoned, but if you let me out, I
shall tell you the story.” The fisherman said: ‘Stop talking like this, for I
shall certainly throw you into the sea and I am never going to release
you. I pleaded with you and begged you, but all you wanted to do was to
kill me, although I had done nothing at all to deserve this and, far from
doing you any harm, I had helped you by freeing you from your prison.
When you did that to me, I realized that you were an evil-doer. Be sure
that, when I throw you into the sea, if anyone brings you out, I will tell
him what you did to me and warn him, so that he may throw you back
again and there you will stay until the end of time or until you perish.’
‘Free me,’ pleaded the ‘ifrit. “This is a time for generosity and I promise
you that I shall never act against you again but will help you by making
you rich.’

At this, the fisherman made the ‘ifrit promise that were he freed, far

from hurting his rescuer, he would help him. When the fisherman was



sure of this and had made the ‘ifrit swear by the greatest Name of God,
he opened the bottle and the smoke rose up, until it had all come out
and had formed into a hideous shape. The ‘ifrit then picked the bottle up
and hurled it into the sea, convincing the watching fisherman that he
was going to be killed. The man soiled his trousers, crying: ‘This is not a
good sign!’ but then his courage came back and he said: ‘God Almighty
has said: “Fulfil your promise, for your promise will be questioned.”
You gave me your word, swearing that you would not act treacherously
to me, as otherwise God will do the same to you, for He is a jealous God
Who bides His time but does not forget. I say to you what Duban the
wise said to King Yunan: “Spare me and God will spare you.”’

The ‘ifrit laughed and told the fisherman to follow him as he walked
ahead. This the fisherman did, scarcely believing that he was safe. The
pair of them left the city, climbed a mountain and then went down into
a wide plain. There they saw a pool, and after the ‘ifrit had waded into
the middle of it, he asked the fisherman to follow him, which he did.
When the ‘ifrit stopped, he told the fisherman to cast his net, and the
man was astonished to see that the pond contained coloured fish —
white, red, blue and yellow. He took out his net, cast it and when he
drew it in he found four fish, each a different colour. He was delighted
by this, and the ‘ifrit said: ‘Present these to the sultan and he will enrich
you. Then I ask you in God’s Name to excuse me, since at this time I
know no other way to help you. I have been in the sea for eighteen
hundred years and this is the first time that I have seen the face of the
land.” After advising the fisherman not to fish the pool more than once a
day, he took his leave, speaking words of farewell. Then he stamped his

foot on the earth and a crack appeared into which he was swallowed.



The fisherman returned to the city, full of wonder at his encounter.
He took the fish to his house, where he brought out an earthenware
bowl, filled it with water and put them in it. As they wriggled about in
the water, he placed the bowl on his head and went to the palace as the
‘ifrit had told him. When he came to the king and presented him with the
fish, the king was astonished, for never in his life had he seen anything
like them. He gave orders that they were to be handed over to a slave
girl who was acting as cook but whose skill had not yet been tested, as
she had been given him three days earlier by the king of Rum. The vizier
told her to fry the fish, adding that the king had said that he was testing
her only in the hour of need, and that he was putting his hopes in her
artistry and cooking skills, for the fish had been given him as a present.

After issuing these instructions, the vizier went back to the king, who
told him to hand the fisherman four hundred dinars. After he had passed
over the money, the man stowed it inside his clothes and set off back
home at a run, falling, getting up and then stumbling again, thinking
that this was all a dream. He bought what was needed for his family and
then returned to his wife in joy and delight.

So much for him, but as for the slave girl, she took the fish and
cleaned them. Then, after setting the frying pan on the fire, she put the
fish in it and when one side was properly cooked, she turned them on to
the other. All of a sudden, the kitchen wall split open and out came a
girl, with a beautiful figure and smooth cheeks, perfect in all her
attributes. Her eyes were darkened with kohl and she had on a silken
kaffiyeh with a blue fringe. She was wearing earrings; on her wrists were
a pair of bracelets, while her fingers were adorned with rings set with

precious gems, and in her hand she held a bamboo staff. Thrusting this



into the pan, she asked: ‘Fish, are you still faithful to your covenant?’ at
which the cook fainted. The girl repeated her question a second and a
third time and the fish raised their heads from the pan and said: ‘Yes,

yes,’ in clear voices, and then they recited:

If you return, we return;
If you keep faith, then so do we,

But if you go off, we are quits.

At that, the girl turned the pan upside down with her staff and left
through the hole from which she had come, after which the wall closed
up behind her. The cook recovered from her faint and saw the four fish
burned like black charcoal. She exclaimed: ‘His spear was broken on his
very first raid!’ and fell unconscious again on the floor. While she was in
this confused state, the vizier came and saw that something had gone
badly wrong with her, so much so that she could not even tell what day
of the week it was. He nudged her with his foot, and when she had
recovered her senses, she explained to him, in tears, what had happened.
He was astonished, and exclaimed: ‘This is something wonderful!” He
then sent for the fisherman and, when he was brought in, the vizier told
him to fetch another four fish like the first ones.

The fisherman went to the pool, cast his net and when he drew it in,
there were four fish like the first. He took them to the vizier, who
brought them to the cook and said: ‘Fry these in front of me so that I can
see what happens.’” The cook got up, prepared the fish, put the pan over
the fire and threw them into it. As soon as she did, the wall split open

and out came the girl, looking as she had done before, with a staff in her



hand. She prodded the pan and asked: ‘Fish, fish, are you true to your
old covenant?’ At this, all the fish raised their heads and repeated the

lines:

If you return, we return;
If you keep faith, then so do we,

But if you go off, we are quits.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the seventh night, she continued:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that, when the fish spoke, the girl
overturned the pan with her staff and then left by the way she had come,
with the wall closing behind her. At that, the vizier got up and said:
‘This is something which must not be kept from the king.” So he went to
the king and told him the story, explaining what he had seen for himself.
‘T must see this with my own eyes,’ said the king, and at that the
fisherman was sent for and told to bring another four fish like the others.
He went down to the pool with three guards as an escort and brought
the fish immediately. The king ordered him to be given four hundred
dinars, after which he turned to the vizier and told him: ‘Come and cook
these fish in my presence.’ The vizier did as he was told, brought the pan
and, after preparing the fish, he put the pan over the fire and threw
them into it. As soon as he did so, the wall split open and out came a

black slave, tall as a mountain or like a survivor of the race of ‘Ad. In his



hand was a green bough and he asked in a hectoring voice: ‘Fish, fish,
are you true to your old covenant?’ The fish raised their heads from the

pan and replied: ‘Yes, yes, we keep to our covenant.

If you return, we return;
If you keep faith, then so do we,

But if you go off, we are quits.’

The slave came up to the pan, overturned it with the branch that he
was holding, and left by the way that he had come. The vizier and the
king looked at the fish and saw that they were now like charcoal. The
king was amazed and said: ‘This is something that cannot be kept quiet
and there must be some secret attached to them.’ So he gave orders for
the fisherman to be summoned and when the man came, the king asked
him where the fish came from. ‘From a pool surrounded by four
mountains,’ replied the fisherman, ‘and it is under the mountain outside
the city.” The king turned and asked: ‘How many days’ journey is it?’ and
the fisherman told him that it was half an hour away.

This astonished the king and he ordered his troops to mount and ride
immediately, with the fisherman at their head, while the fisherman, in
his turn, as he accompanied the king, spent his time cursing the ‘ifrit.
The riders climbed up the mountain and then went down into a broad
plain that they had never seen before in their lives. Everyone, including
the king, was filled with wonder when they looked at it and at the pool
in its centre, set as it was between four mountains, with its fish of four
colours — red, white, yellow and blue. The king halted in astonishment

and asked his soldiers and the others there whether they had ever seen



the pool before. ‘King of the age,’ they replied, ‘never in all our lives
have we set eyes on it.” The elderly were asked about it, but they too
said that they had never before seen the pool there.

The king then swore by God: ‘I shall not enter my city or sit on my
throne again until I find out the secret of this pool and of these fish.” He
gave orders for his men to camp around the mountains, and then
summoned his vizier, a learned, wise and sensible man, with a
knowledge of affairs. When he came into the king’s presence, the king
said to him: ‘I am going to tell you what I want to do. It has struck me
that I should go out alone tonight and investigate the secret of this pool
and of these fish. I want you to sit at the entrance of my tent and to tell
the emirs, viziers, chamberlains and deputies, as well as everyone who
asks about me, that I am unwell and that you have my instructions not
to allow anyone to come in to see me. Don’t tell anyone what I am
planning to do.’

The vizier was in no position to disobey and so the king changed his
clothes and strapped on his sword. He climbed down from one of the
mountains and walked on for the rest of the night until morning. He
spent all the next day walking in the intense heat, and carried on for a
second night until morning. At that point, he was pleased to see
something black in the distance, and he said to himself: ‘Perhaps I shall
find someone to tell me about the pool and the fish.” When he went
nearer he found a palace made of black stones plated with iron, one leaf
of whose gate was open and the other shut. Joyfully he stood by the
door and knocked lightly; on hearing no reply, he knocked a second and
a third time, and when there was still no answer, he knocked more

loudly. When no one answered, he was sure that the palace must be



empty and so, plucking up his courage, he went through the gate to the
passage that led from it, and called out: ‘People of the palace, here is a
passing stranger. Have you any food?’

He repeated this a second and a third time, and when there was still
no reply, emboldened and heartened, he went through the passage to the
centre of the palace. This was furnished with silks, starry tapestries and
other hangings, but there was no one there. In the centre was an open
space, leading to four halls. There was a stone bench, and one hall next
to another, then an ornate fountain and four lions of red gold, from
whose mouths water poured, glittering like pearls or gems. Round and
about were birds and over the top of the palace there was a net of gold
that kept them from flying away, but the king was astonished and
saddened that he had not seen anyone whom he could ask about the
plain, the pool, the fish, the mountains and the palace.

He was sitting between the doors, sunk in thought, when suddenly he
heard a plaintive sound coming from a sorrowful heart, with a voice

chanting these verses:

I try to hide what I suffer at your hands, but this is clear,
With my eyes exchanging sleep for sleeplessness.

Time, you neither spare me nor cease your work,

And it is between hardship and danger that my heart lies.
Have you no mercy on one whom love’s law has abased,
Or on the wealthy who is now made poor?

I was jealous of the breeze as it blows over you,

But when fate pounces, then men’s eyes are blind.

What can the archer do if, as he meets the foe,



His bow-string snaps just when he wants to shoot?
When cares mass to assault a man,

Where can he flee from destiny and fate?

When the king heard this lament, he got up and, following the sound,
he found a curtain lowered over the door of a room. He lifted it and
behind it he found a handsome young man, well made, eloquent, with a
bright face, ruddy cheeks and a mole on his cheek like a disc of amber.
He was seated on a couch raised one cubit from the ground and he fitted

the poet’s description:

There is many a slender one whose dark hair and bright forehead
Have made mankind to walk in dark and light.
Do not find fault with the mole upon his cheek:

I would sell my brother in exchange for such a speck.

The king was glad to see him and greeted him. He, for his part, was
sitting there wearing a silk gown embroidered with Egyptian gold, and
on his head was a crown studded with gems. He was showing signs of
grief, but when the king greeted him, he replied with the utmost
courtesy: ‘Your dignity deserves that I should rise for you, but I have an
excuse for not doing so.” ‘I excuse you, young man,’ said the king. ‘I am
your guest and I am also here on an important errand. I want you to tell
me about the pool, the fish, this palace, the reason why you are here
alone and why you are weeping.’

When the young man heard this, tears coursed down his cheeks and

he wept bitterly until his breast was drenched. He then recited:



Say to the one to whom Time grants sleep,

How often misfortunes subside only to rise up!

While you may sleep, God’s eye remains sleepless.

For whom is Time unclouded and for whom do worldly things

endure?

He sighed deeply and continued to recite:

Entrust your affair to the Lord of all mankind;
Abandon care and leave aside anxious thoughts.
Do not ask how what happened has occurred,

For all things come about through the decree of fate.

The king, filled with wonder, asked the youth why he was weeping.
‘How can I not shed tears,’ he replied, ‘when I am in this state?’ and he
reached down to the skirts of his robe and raised it. It could then be seen
that the lower half of his body, down to his feet, was of stone, while
from his navel to the hair of his head he was human. When he saw this
condition of his, the king was filled with grief and regret. He exclaimed
in sorrow: ‘Young man, you have added another care to my cares! I was
looking for information about the fish, but now I see I must ask both
about them and about you.” He went on to recite the formula: ‘There is
no power and no strength except with God, the Exalted, the
Omnipotent,” and added: ‘Tell me at once what your story is.’

‘Listen and look,’ said the young man. ‘My ears and eyes are ready,’
replied the king, and the young man continued: ‘There is a marvellous

tale attached to the fish and to me, which, were it written with needles



on the corners of the eyes, would be a lesson for all who can learn.’
‘How is that?’ asked the king, AND THE YOUNG MAN REPLIED:

You must know that my father was the ruler of this city. His name
was Mahmud and he was the king of the Black Islands and of these four
mountains. He died after a reign of seventy years and I succeeded him
on the throne. I married my cousin, who loved me so deeply that, if I left
her, she would neither eat nor drink until my return. She stayed with me
for five years but then one day she went in the evening to the baths. I
told the cook to prepare a quick supper for me and then I came to these
apartments and lay down to sleep in our usual place, telling the slave
girls to sit, one at my head and one at my feet. I was disturbed because
of my wife’s absence, and although my eyes were shut, I could not sleep
and I was still alert.

It was then that I heard the slave girl who was sitting at my head
saying to her companion: ‘Mas‘uda, how unfortunate our master is and
how miserable are the days of his youth! What damage he suffers at the
hands of that damned harlot, our mistress!’ ‘Yes,” answered the other,
‘may God curse treacherous adulteresses. A man like our master is too
young to satisfy this whore, who every night sleeps outside the palace.’
The girl at my head said: ‘Our master is dumb and deluded in that he
never asks questions about her.” ‘Do you think that he knows about her
and that she does this with his consent?’ exclaimed the other, adding:
‘She prepares him a drink that he takes every night before he goes to
sleep and in it she puts a sleeping drug. He knows nothing about what
happens or where she goes. After she has given him the drink, she puts
on her clothes, perfumes herself and goes out, leaving him till dawn.

Then she comes back to him and burns something under his nose so that



he wakes from his sleep.’

When I heard what the girls were saying, the light became darkness
in my eyes, although I could not believe that night had come. Then my
wife returned from the baths; our table was spread and we ate, after
which we sat for a time talking, as usual. Then she called for my evening
drink and when she had given me the cup which she had poured out, I
tipped the contents into my pocket, while pretending to be drinking it as
usual. I lay down immediately and, pretending to be asleep, I heard her
saying: ‘Sleep through the night and never get up. By God, I loathe you
and I loathe your appearance. I am tired of living with you and I don’t
know when God is going to take your life.” She then got up, put on her
most splendid clothes, perfumed herself and, taking my sword, she
strapped it on and went out through the palace gates, while for my part I
got up and followed her out. She made her way through the markets
until she reached the city gate. She spoke some words that I could not
understand, at which the bolts fell and the gate opened.

My wife went out, without realizing that I was following her, and
passed between the mounds until she came to a hut with a brick dome.
As she went in through its door, I climbed on to the roof and looked
down to see her enter and go up to a black slave. One of his lips looked
like a pot lid and the other like the sole of a shoe — a lip that could pick
up sand from the top of a pebble. The slave was lying on cane stalks; he
was leprous and covered in rags and tatters. As my wife kissed the
ground before him, he raised his head and said: ‘Damn you, why have
you been so slow? My black cousins were here drinking, and each left
with a girl, but because of you I didn’t want to drink.’ She said: ‘My

master, my darling, delight of my eyes, don’t you know that I am



married to my cousin, whose appearance I hate and whose company I
loathe? Were it not that I am afraid for you, I would not let the sun rise
before the city had been left desolate, echoing to the screeches of owls
and the cawing of crows, the haunt of foxes and wolves, and I would
move its stones to behind Mount Qaf.’ ‘You are lying, damn you,’ said
the black man. ‘I swear by the chivalry of the blacks — and don’t think
that our chivalry is like that of the whites — that if you are as late as this
once more, I will never again keep company with you or join my body to
yours. You are playing fast and loose with me. Am I here just to serve
your lust, you stinking bitch, vilest of the whites?’

As I looked on and listened to what they were saying, the world
turned black for me and I didn’t know where I was. My wife was
standing weeping, humbling herself before the slave and saying: ‘My
darling, fruit of my heart, if you are angry with me, who will save me,
and if you throw me out, who will shelter me, my darling and light of
my eyes?’ She went on weeping and imploring him until, to her delight,
she managed to conciliate him. She then got up and took off all her
clothes. ‘My master,’ she said, ‘is there anything for your servant to eat?’
‘Lift the pan cover,” he said. ‘There are some cooked rat bones beneath it
that you can eat, and you can then go to this jar and drink the remains
of the beer there.’

After my wife had eaten and drunk, she washed her hands and her
mouth before lying down naked on the cane stalks with the slave, and
getting in with him beneath the rags and tatters. When I saw what she
had done, I lost control of myself and, climbing down from the top of the
roof, I drew the sword that I had brought with me, intending to kill them
both. First I struck the neck of the slave, and thought that he was dead...
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Morning now dawned on Shahrazad and she broke off from what she
had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eighth night, sHE
CONTINUED:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that THE YOUNG MAN SAID:

I struck the slave with the intention of cutting off his head but I had
failed to sever his jugular and only cut his gullet, skin and flesh. He let
out a loud snort and as my wife stirred, I stepped back, returned the
sword to its sheath and went back to the city, where I entered the palace
and lay down on my bed until morning. There was my wife coming to
wake me, with her hair shorn, wearing mourning. She said: ‘Cousin,
don’t object to what I am doing, as I have had news that my mother has
died and that my father has been killed fighting the infidels, while one
of my brothers has died of a fatal sting and the other of a fall. It is right
for me to weep and grieve.’

When I heard this, I did not tell her what I knew but said: ‘Do what
you think proper and I shall not oppose you.” From the beginning to the
end of a whole year she remained miserable and in mourning, and then
she said to me: ‘I want you to build me a tomb shaped like a dome
beside your palace, which I shall set aside for grief and call the House of
Sorrows.” ‘Do as you please,’ I said, and she built her House of Sorrows,
over which was a dome, covering what looked like a tomb. She brought
the slave there and installed him in it, but he could no longer be of any
service to her. He went on drinking wine, but since the day that I had
wounded him he could no longer speak, and he was alive only because

his allotted span had not yet come to an end. Every day, morning and



evening, my wife would go to the tomb weeping and lamenting for him,
and she would give him wine and broth.

Things went on like this until it came to the second year. I had been
long-suffering and had paid no attention to her, until one day, when I
came to her room unexpectedly, I found her exclaiming tearfully: ‘Why
are you absent from my sight, my heart’s delight? Talk to me, O my soul;

speak to me, my darling.’ She recited:

If you have found consolation, love has left me no endurance.

My heart loves none but you.

Take my bones and my soul with you wherever you may go,

And where you halt, bury me opposite you.

Call out my name over my grave and my bones will moan in
answer,

Hearing the echo of your voice.

Then she went on:

My wishes are fulfilled on the day I am near you,
While the day of my doom is when you turn from me.
I may pass the night in fear, threatened with destruction,

But union with you is sweeter to me than safety.

Next she recited:

If every blessing and all this world were mine,

Together with the empire of the Persian kings,



To me this would not be worth a gnat’s wing,

If my eyes could not look on you.

When she had finished speaking and weeping, I said to her: ‘Cousin,
that is enough of sorrow, and more weeping will do you no good.’” ‘Do
not try to stop me doing what I must do,’ she said, ‘for in that case, I
shall kill myself.” I said no more and left her to do what she wanted, and
she went on grieving, weeping and mourning for a second year and then
a third. One day, I went to her when something had put me out of
temper and I was tired of the violence of her distress. I found her going
towards the tomb beneath the dome, saying: ‘Master, I hear no word

from you. Master, why don’t you answer me?’ Then she recited:

Grave, grave, have the beloved’s beauties faded?
And has the brightness and the radiance gone?
Grave, you are neither earth nor heaven for me,

So how is it you hold both sun and moon?

When I heard what she said and the lines she recited, I became even
angrier than before and I exclaimed: ‘How long will this sorrow last?’

Then I recited myself:

Grave, grave, has his blackness faded?
And has the brightness and the foulness failed?
Grave, you are neither basin nor a pot,

So how is it you hold charcoal and slime?



When she heard this, she jumped up and said: ‘Damn you, you dog. It
was you who did this to me and wounded my heart’s darling. You have
caused me pain and robbed him of his youth, so that for three years he
has been neither dead nor alive.” To which I replied: ‘Dirty whore,
filthiest of the fornicators and the prostitutes of black slaves, yes, it was I
who did that.” Then I drew my sword and aimed a deadly blow at her,
but when she heard what I said and saw that I was intending to kill her,
she burst out laughing and said: ‘Off, you dog! What is past cannot
return and the dead cannot rise again, but God has given the man who
did this to me into my power. Because of him there has been an
unquenchable fire in my heart and a flame that cannot be hidden.’

Then, as she stood there, she spoke some unintelligible words and
added: ‘Through my magic become half stone and half man.’ It was then
that I became as you see me now, unable to stand or to sit, neither dead
nor alive. After this, she cast a spell over the whole city, together with
its markets and its gardens. It had contained four different groups,
Muslims, Christians, Jews and Magians, and these she transformed into
fish — the white fish being the Muslims, the red the Magians, the blue the
Christians and the yellow the Jews — and she transformed the four
islands into four mountains that surround the pool. Every day she
tortures me by giving me a hundred lashes with her whip until the blood
flows down over my shoulders. Then she dresses me in a hair shirt of the
kind that I am wearing on my upper half, over which she places this

splendid gown.

The young man then wept and recited:



O my God, I must endure Your judgement and decree,
And if that pleases You, I shall do this.

Tyrants have wronged me and oppressed me here,
But Paradise may be my recompense.

My sufferings have left me in sad straits,

But God’s choice as His favoured Prophet intercedes for me.

The king then turned to the youth and said: ‘Although you have freed
me from one worry, you have added another to my cares. Where is the
woman and where is the tomb with the wounded slave?’ ‘He is lying in
his tomb beneath the dome,’ said the young man, ‘and she is in that
chamber opposite the door. She comes out once each day at sunrise, and
the first thing she does is to strip me and give me a hundred lashes. I
weep and call out but I cannot move to defend myself, and after she has
tortured me, she takes wine and broth to the slave. She will come early
tomorrow.” ‘By God, young man,’ said the king, ‘I shall do you a service
for which I shall be remembered and which will be recorded until the
end of time.” He then sat talking to him until nightfall, when they both
slept.

Close to dawn the king rose, stripped off his clothes, drew his sword
and went to where the slave lay, surrounded by candles, lamps,
perfumes and unguents. He came up to the slave and killed him with one
blow, before lifting him on to his back and throwing him down a well in
the palace. After that, he wrapped himself in the slave’s clothes and lay
down in the tomb with the naked sword by his side. After an hour, the
damned sorceress arrived, but before she entered the tomb, she first

stripped her cousin of his clothes, took a whip and beat him. He cried



out in pain: ‘The state that I am in is punishment enough for me, cousin;

have pity on me.’ ‘Did you have pity on me,’ she asked, ‘and did you

leave me, my beloved?’ She beat him until she was tired and the blood

flowed down his sides; then she dressed him in a hair shirt under his

robe, and went off to carry the slave a cup of wine and a bowl of broth.
At the tomb she wept and wailed, saying: ‘Master, speak to me;

master, talk to me.” She then recited:

How long will you turn away, treating me roughly?
Have I not shed tears enough for you?
How do you intend abandoning me?

If your object is the envious, their envy has been cured.

Shedding tears, she repeated: ‘Master, talk to me.” The king lowered his
voice, twisted his tongue, and speaking in the accent of the blacks, he
said: ‘Oh, oh, there is no might and no power except with God, the
Exalted, the Omnipotent!” When she heard this, she cried out with joy
and then fainted. When she had recovered, she said: ‘Master, is this
true?’ The king, in a weak voice, said: “‘You damned woman, do you
deserve that anyone should talk to you or speak with you?’ ‘Why is
that?’ she asked. ‘Because all day long you torture your husband,
although he cries for help, and from dusk to dawn he stops me from
sleeping as he calls out his entreaties, cursing both me and you. He
disturbs me and harms me, and but for this I would have been cured. It
is this that keeps me from answering you.” ‘With your permission,’ she
replied, ‘I shall release him.” ‘Do that,’ said the king, ‘and allow me to

rest.” ‘I hear and obey,’ she replied and, after going from the tomb to the



palace, she took a bowl, filled it with water and spoke some words over
it. As the water boiled and bubbled, like a pot boiling on the fire, she
sprinkled her husband with it and said: ‘I conjure you by the words that
I have recited, if you are in this state because of my magic, revert from
this shape to what you were before.’

A sudden shudder ran through the young man and he rose to his feet,
overjoyed at his release, calling out: ‘I bear witness that there is no god
but God and that Muhammad is the Apostle of God — may God bless him
and give him peace.’ His wife shouted at him, saying: ‘Go, and don’t
come back, or else I shall kill you!” He left her and she went back to the
tomb, where she said: ‘Master, come out to me, so that I may see your
beautiful form.’ In a weak voice the king replied: ‘What have you done?
You have brought me relief from the branch but not from the root.” ‘My
beloved, my black darling,’” she said, ‘what is the root?’ ‘Curse you, you
damned woman!’ he replied. ‘It is the people of the city and of the four
islands. Every night at midnight the fish raise their heads asking for help
and cursing me and you. It is this that stops my recovery. Go and free
them quickly and then come back, take my hand and help me to get up,
for I am on the road to recovery.’

On hearing these words and thinking that he was the slave, the
sorceress was delighted and promised in God’s Name willingly to obey
his command. She got up and ran joyfully to the pool, from which she

took a little water...



Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then when it was the ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that after the sorceress had taken
water from the pool and spoken some unintelligible words over it, the
fish danced, lifted their heads and immediately rose up, as the magic
spell was removed from the city. It became inhabited again, the
merchants buying and selling and each man practising his craft, while
the islands were restored to their former state. The sorceress went
straight away to the tomb and said to the king: ‘Give me your noble
hand, my darling, and get up.’ In a low voice, the king replied: ‘Come to
me.” When she did this he, with the drawn sword in his hand, struck her
in the breast as she clung on to him, so that it emerged gleaming from
her back. With another blow he cut her in two, and threw the two halves
on the ground.

When he came out he found the young man whom she had enchanted
standing waiting for him, congratulating him on his escape, kissing his
hand and thanking him. The king asked him whether he would prefer to
stay in his own city, or to go with him to his. ‘King of the age,’ said the
young man, ‘do you know how long a journey it is to your city?’ “Two
and a half days,’ replied the king. ‘If you have been sleeping,’ said the
young man, ‘wake up. Between you and your city is a full year’s worth of
hard travelling. You only got here in two and a half days because this
place was under a spell. But I shall not part from you for the blink of an
eye.” The king was glad and said: ‘Praise be to God, Who has given you
to me. You shall be my son, for all my life I have been granted no other.’

They embraced with great joy and then walked to the palace. Here

the young man told his courtiers to make ready for a journey and to



collect supplies and whatever was needed. This took ten days, after
which the young man and the king set off, the latter being in a fever of
anxiety to get back his own city. They travelled with fifty mamluks and
magnificent gifts, and their journey continued day and night for a whole
year until, as God had decreed their safety, they eventually reached their
goal. Word was sent to the vizier that the king had arrived safe and
sound, and he, together with his soldiers, who had despaired of him,
came to greet him, kissing the ground before him and congratulating
him on his safe arrival.

The king then entered the city to take his seat on his throne, and the
vizier, on presenting himself and hearing of all that had happened to the
young man, added his own congratulations. Then, when things were
settled, the king presented gifts to many people and he told the vizier to
fetch the man who had brought him the fish and who had been
responsible for saving the people of the enchanted city. A messenger was
sent to him and when he was brought to the palace, the king presented
him with robes of honour and asked him about his circumstances, and
whether he had any children. The fisherman replied that he had two
daughters and one son. The king sent for them and married one of the
girls himself, giving the other to the young man. The fisherman’s son
was made treasurer, while the vizier was invested and sent off as ruler of
the capital of the Black Islands, the young man’s city. With him were
sent the fifty mamluks who had come with the king, and he was given
robes of honour to take to the emirs of the city. He kissed the king’s
hands and started out immediately, while the king remained with the
young man. The fisherman, meanwhile, had become the richest man of

his age, while his daughters remained as wives of kings until they died.



This, however, is not more remarkable than what happened to the
porter. There was an unmarried porter who lived in the city of Baghdad.
One day, while he was standing in the market, leaning on his basket, a
woman came up to him wrapped in a silken Mosuli shawl with a floating
ribbon and wearing embroidered shoes fringed with gold thread. When
she raised her veil, beneath it could be seen dark eyes which, with their
eyelashes and eyelids, shot soft glances, perfect in their quality. She
turned to the porter and said in a sweet, clear voice: ‘Take your basket
and follow me.” Almost before he was sure of what she had said, he
rushed to pick up the basket. “‘What a lucky day, a day of good fortune!’
he exclaimed, following her until she stopped by the door of a house.
She knocked at it and a Christian came down to whom she gave a dinar,
taking in exchange an olive-coloured jar of strained wine. She put this in
the basket and said to the porter: ‘Pick this up and follow me.” ‘By God,’
repeated the porter, ‘this is a blessed and a fortunate day!” and he did
what she told him.

She then stopped at a fruiterer’s shop, where she bought Syrian
apples, Uthmani quinces, Omani peaches, jasmine and water lilies from
Syria, autumn cucumbers, lemons, sultani oranges, scented myrtle, privet
flowers, camomile blossoms, red anemones, violets, pomegranate blooms
and eglantine. All these she put into the porter’s basket, telling him to
pick it up. This he did and he followed her until she stopped at the
butcher’s, where she got the man to cut her ten ratls’ weight of meat. He
did this, and after paying him, she wrapped the meat in banana leaves
and put it in the basket, giving the porter his instructions. He picked up
the basket and followed her to the grocer, from whom she bought

pistachio kernels for making a dessert, Tihama raisins and shelled



almonds. The porter was told to pick them up and to follow her. Next
she stopped at the sweetmeat seller’s shop. This time she bought a bowl
and filled it with all that he had - sugar cakes, doughnuts stuffed with
musk, ‘soap’ cakes, lemon tarts, Maimuni tarts, ‘Zainab’s combs’, sugar
fingers and ‘qadis’ snacks’.

Every type of pastry was piled on to a plate and put into the basket,
at which the porter exclaimed: ‘If you had told me, I’d have brought a
donkey with me to carry all this stuff.” The girl smiled and gave him a
cuff on the back of the neck. ‘Hurry up,’ she said. ‘Don’t talk so much
and you will get your reward, if God Almighty wills it.” Then she stopped
at the perfume seller’s where she bought ten types of scented water —
including rosewater, orange-flower water, waters scented with water
lilies and with willow flowers — two sugar loaves, a bottle of musk-
scented rosewater, a quantity of frankincense, aloes, ambergris, musk
and Alexandrian candles. All of these she put in the basket, telling the
porter to pick it up and follow her.

He carried his basket and followed her to a handsome house,
overlooking a spacious courtyard. It was a tall, pillared building, whose
door had two ebony leaves, plated with red gold. The girl halted by the
door, raised the veil from her face and knocked lightly, while the porter
remained standing behind her, his thoughts occupied with her beauty.
The door opened and, as its leaves parted, the porter looked at the
person who had opened it. He saw a lady of medium height, with jutting
breasts, beautiful, comely, resplendent, with a perfect and well-
proportioned figure, a radiant brow, red cheeks and eyes rivalling those
of a wild cow or a gazelle. Her eyebrows were like the crescent moon of

the month of Sha‘ban; she had cheeks like red anemones, a mouth like



the seal of Solomon, coral red lips, teeth like camomile blossoms or
pearls on a string, and a gazelle-like neck. Her bosom was like an ornate
fountain, with breasts like twin pomegranates; she had an elegant belly
and a navel that could contain an ounce of unguent. She was as the poet

described:

Look at the sun and the moon of the palaces,

At the jewel in her nose and at her flowery splendour.
Your eye has not seen white on black

United in beauty as in her face and in her hair.

She is rosy-cheeked; beauty proclaims her name,
Even if you are not fortunate enough to know of her.
She swayed and I laughed in wonder at her haunches,

But her waist prompted my tears.

As the porter stared at her, he lost his wits and the basket almost fell
from his head. ‘Never in my life,” he repeated, ‘have I known a more
blessed day than this!” The girl who had answered the door said to the
other, who had brought the provisions: ‘Come in and take the basket
from this poor porter.” So the two girls went in, followed by the porter,
and they went on until they reached a spacious, well-designed and
beautiful courtyard, with additional carvings, vaulted chambers and
alcoves, and furnished with sofas, wardrobes, cupboards and curtains. In
the middle of it was a large pool filled with water on which floated a
skiff, and at its upper end was a couch of juniper wood studded with
gems over which was suspended a mosquito net of red satin, the buttons

of whose fastenings were pearls as big as or bigger than hazelnuts.



From within this emerged a resplendent girl of pleasing beauty,
glorious as the moon, with the character of a philosopher. Her eyes were
bewitching, with eyebrows like bent bows; her figure was slender and
straight as the letter alif; her breath had the scent of ambergris; her lips
were carnelian red, sweet as sugar; and her face would shame the light
of the radiant sun. She was like one of the stars of heaven, a golden
dome, an unveiled bride or a noble Bedouin lady, as described by the

poet:

It is as though she smiles to show stringed pearls,
Hailstones or flowers of camomile.

The locks of her hair hang black as night,

While her beauty shames the light of dawn.

This third girl rose from the couch and walked slowly to join her
sisters in the centre of the hall. ‘Why are you standing here?’ she said.
‘Take the basket from the head of this poor porter.” The provision buyer
or housekeeper came first, followed by the doorkeeper, and the third girl
helped them to lower the basket, after which they emptied out its
contents and put everything in its place. Then they gave the porter two
dinars and told him to be off. For his part, he looked at the lovely girls,
the most beautiful he had ever seen, with their equally delightful
natures. There were no men with them and, as he stared in astonishment
at the wine, the fruits, the scented blossoms and all the rest, he was
reluctant to leave. ‘Why don’t you go?’ asked the girl. ‘Do you think that
we didn’t pay you enough?’ and with that, she turned to her sister and

said: ‘Give him another dinar.” ‘By God, lady,’ said the porter, ‘it was not



that I thought that the payment was too little, for my fee would not
come to two dirhams, but you have taken over my heart and soul. How
is it that you are alone with no men here and no pleasant companion?
You know that there must be four to share a proper feast and women

cannot enjoy themselves except with men. As the poet says:

Do you not see that four things join for entertainment —
Harp, lute, zither and pipe,

Matched by four scented flowers —

Rose, myrtle, gillyflower, anemone.

These only become pleasant with another four —

Wine, gardens, a beloved and some gold.

There are three of you and so you need a fourth, who must be a man of
intelligence, sensible, clever and one who can keep a secret.’

The three girls were surprised by what the porter said, and they
laughed at him and asked: ‘Who can produce us a man like that? We are
girls and are afraid of entrusting our secrets to someone who would not
keep them. We have read in an account what the poet Ibn al-Thumam

once said:

Guard your secret as you can, entrusting it to none,
For if you do, you will have let it go.
If your own breast cannot contain your secret,

How is it to be held by someone else?

And Abu Nuwas has said:



Whoever lets the people know his secret

Deserves a brand imprinted on his forehead.’

When the porter heard what they said, he exclaimed: ‘By God, I am
an intelligent and a trustworthy man; I have read books and studied
histories; I make public what is good and conceal what is bad. As the

poet says:

Only the trustworthy can keep a secret,
And it is with the good that secrets are concealed.
With me they are kept locked inside a room

Whose keys are lost and whose door has been sealed.’

When the girls heard this quotation, they said: ‘You know that we
have spent a great deal of money on this place. Do you have anything
with you which you can use to pay us back? We shall not let you sit with
us as our companion and to look on our comely and beautiful faces until
you pay down some money. Have you not heard what the author of the
proverb said: “Love without cash is worthless”?’ The doorkeeper said:
‘My dear, if you have something, you are someone, but if you have
nothing, then go without anything.” At that point, however, the
housekeeper said: ‘Sisters, let him be. For, by God, he has not failed us
today, whereas someone else might not have put up with us, and
whatever debt he may run up, I will settle for him.” The porter was
delighted and thanked her, kissing the ground, but the girl who had
been on the couch said: ‘By God, we shall only let you sit with us on one

condition, which is that you ask no questions about what does not



concern you, and if you are inquisitive you will be beaten.’ ‘I agree,
lady,’ said the porter. ‘I swear by my head and my eye, and here I am, a
man with no tongue.’

The housekeeper then got up, tucked up her skirts, set out the wine
bottles and strained the wine. She set green herbs beside the wine-jar
and brought everything that might be needed. She then brought out the
wine-jar and sat down with her two sisters, while the porter, sitting
between the three of them, thought he must be dreaming. From the
wine-jar that she had fetched she filled a cup, drank it, and followed it
with a second and a third. Then she filled the cup and passed it to her

sister and finally to the porter. She recited:

Drink with pleasure and the enjoyment of good health,

For this wine is a cure for all disease.

The porter took the cup in his hand, bowed, thanked her and recited:

Wine should be drunk beside a trusted friend,
One of pure birth from the line of old heroes.
For wine is like the wind, sweet if it passes scented flowers,

But stinking if it blows over a corpse.

Then he added:

Take wine only from a fawn,
Subtle in meaning when she speaks to you,

Resembling the wine itself.



After he had recited these lines, he kissed the hand of each of the girls.

Then he drank until he became tipsy, after which he swayed and recited:

The only blood we are allowed to drink
Is blood that comes from grapes.

So pour this out for me, and may my life
And all I have, both new and old,

Serve to ransom your gazelle-like eyes.

Then the housekeeper took the cup, filled it and gave it to the
doorkeeper, who took it from him with thanks and drank it. She then
filled it for the lady of the house, before pouring another cup and
passing it to the porter, who kissed the ground in front of her, thanked

her and recited:

Fetch wine, by God; bring me the brimming glass.

Pour it for me; this is the water of life.

He then went up to the mistress of the house and said: ‘Lady, [ am

your slave, your mamluk and your servant.” He recited:

By the door there stands a slave of yours,
Acknowledging your kindly charity.
May he come in, fair one, to see your loveliness?

I swear by love itself I cannot leave.

She replied: ‘Enjoy yourself, drink with pleasure and the well-being



that follows the path of health.” He took the cup, kissed her hand and

chanted:

I gave her old wine, coloured like her cheeks,
Unmixed and gleaming like a fiery brand.
She kissed it and said, laughingly:

‘How can you pour us people’s cheeks?’

I said: ‘Drink: this comes from my tears;

Its redness is my blood;

My breath has heated it within the glass.’

She replied with the line:

Companion, if you have wept blood for me,

Pour it obediently for me to drink.

She then took the cup, drank it and sat down with her sister. They
continued to drink, with the porter seated between them, and as they
drank, they danced, laughed and sang, reciting poems and lyrics. The
porter began to play with them, kissing, biting, rubbing, feeling,
touching and taking liberties. One of them would give him morsels to
eat, another would cuff him and slap him, and the third would bring him
scented flowers. With them he was enjoying the pleasantest of times, as
though he was seated among the houris of Paradise.

They went on in this way until the wine had taken its effect on their
heads and their brains. When it had got the upper hand of them, the

doorkeeper stood up, stripped off her clothes until she was naked, and



letting down her hair as a veil, she jumped into the pool. She sported in
the water, ducking her head and then spitting out the water, after which
she took some in her mouth and spat it over the porter. She washed her
limbs and between her thighs, after which she came out from the water
and threw herself down on his lap. ‘My master, my darling, what is the
name of this?’ she said, pointing to her vagina. ‘Your womb,’ he replied.
‘Oh!’ she said. ‘Have you no shame?’ and she seized him by the neck and
started to cuff him. ‘Your vagina,’ he said, and she cuffed him again on
the back of his neck, saying: ‘Oh! Oh! How disgusting! Aren’t you
ashamed?’ ‘Your vulva,’ he replied. ‘Do you feel no shame for your
honour?’ and she struck him a blow with her hand. ‘Your hornet,” he
said, at which the lady of the house pounced on him and beat him,
saying: ‘Don’t speak like that.’

With every new name that he produced, the girls beat him more and
more, until the back of his neck had almost dissolved under their slaps.
They were laughing among themselves, until he asked: ‘What do you call
it, then?’ ‘The mint of the dykes,” replied the doorkeeper. ‘Thank God, I
am safe now,’ said the porter. ‘Good for you, mint of the dykes.” Then
the wine was passed round again, and the housekeeper got up, took off
her clothes and threw herself on to the porter’s lap. ‘What is this called,
light of my eyes?’ she asked, pointing at her private parts. ‘Your vagina,’
he said. ‘Oh, how dirty of you!’ she exclaimed, and she struck him a
blow that resounded around the hall, adding: ‘Oh! Oh! Have you no
shame?’ ‘The mint of the dykes,” he said, but blows and slaps still rained
on the back of his neck. He tried another four names, but the girls kept
on saying: ‘No, no!’ ‘The mint of the dykes,” he repeated, and they
laughed so much that they fell over backwards. Then they fell to beating



his neck, saying: ‘No, that’s not its name.” He said: ‘O my sisters, what is
it called?’ ‘Husked sesame,’ they said. Then the housekeeper put her
clothes back on and they sat, drinking together, with the porter groaning
at the pain in his neck and shoulders.

After the wine had been passed round again, the lady of the house,
the most beautiful of the three, stood up and stripped off her clothes.
The porter grasped the back of his neck with his hand and massaged it,
saying: ‘My neck and my shoulders are common property.” When the girl
was naked, she jumped into the pool, dived under water, played around
and washed herself. To the porter in her nakedness she looked like a
sliver of the moon, with a face like the full moon when it rises or the
dawn when it breaks. He looked at her figure, her breasts and her heavy
buttocks as they swayed, while she was naked as her Lord had created
her. ‘Oh! Oh!” he said, and he recited:

If I compare your figure to a sappy branch,
I load my heart with wrongs and with injustice.
Branches are most beautiful when concealed with leaves,

While you are loveliest when we meet you naked.

On hearing these lines, the girl came out of the pool and sat on the
porter’s lap. She pointed at her vulva and said: ‘Little master, what is the
name of this?’ ‘The mint of the dykes,’ he replied, and when she
exclaimed in disgust, he tried ‘the husked sesame’. ‘Bah!’ she said. ‘Your
womb,’ he suggested. ‘Oh! Oh! Aren’t you ashamed?’ and she slapped
the back of his neck. Whatever name he produced, she slapped him,

saying: ‘No, no,” until he asked: ‘Sisters, what is it called?’ ‘The khan of



Abu Mansur,’ they replied. ‘Praise God that I have reached safety at last,’
he said. ‘Ho for the khan of Abu Mansur!’ The girl got up and put on her
clothes and they all went back to what they had been doing.

For a time the wine circulated among them and the porter then got
up, undressed and went into the pool. The girls looked at him swimming
in the water and washing under his beard and beneath his armpits, as
they had done. Then he came out and threw himself into the lap of the
lady of the house, with his arms in the lap of the doorkeeper and his feet
and legs in the lap of the girl who had bought the provisions. Then he
pointed to his penis and said: ‘Ladies, what is the name of this?’ They all
laughed at this until they fell over backwards. ‘Your zubb,” one of them
suggested. ‘No,’ he said, and he bit each of them. ‘Your air,” they said,

but he repeated ‘No’, and embraced each of them.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the tenth night, her sister Dunyazad
said: ‘Finish your story.” ‘With pleasure,’ she replied, and she continued:
I have heard, O fortunate king, that the girls produced three names
for the porter, while he kissed, bit and embraced them until he was
satisfied. They went on laughing until they said: ‘What is its name, then,
brother?’ ‘Don’t you know?’ ‘No.” ‘This is the mule that breaks barriers,
browses on the mint of the dykes, eats the husked sesame and that
passes the night in the khan of Abu Mansur.’” The girls laughed until they

fell over backwards and then they continued with their drinking party,



carrying on until nightfall.

At this point, they told the porter that it was time for him to get up,
put on his gaiters and go — ‘Show us the width of your shoulders.” ‘By
God,’ said the porter, ‘if the breath of life were to leave me, it would be
easier for me to bear than having to part from you. Let me link night
with day, and in the morning we can all go our separate ways.’” The girl
who had bought the provisions pleaded with the others: ‘Let him sleep
here so that we can laugh at him. Who knows whether in all our lives we
shall meet someone else like him, both wanton and witty.” They then
said: ‘You can only spend the night with us on condition that you accept
our authority and that you don’t ask about anything you see or the
reason for it.” The porter agreed to this, and they then told him: ‘Get up
and read what is written over the door.” He went to the door and there
he found written above it in gold leaf: “‘Whoever talks about what does
not concern him will hear what will not please him.’ ‘I call you to
witness,” he said, ‘that I shall not talk about what is no concern of mine.’

The housekeeper got up and prepared a meal for them, which they
ate, and then they lit candles and lamps, dipping ambergris and aloes
into the candles. They sat drinking and talking of past loves, after having
reset the table with fresh fruits and more wine. They continued for a
time, eating, drinking, carousing together over their dessert, laughing
and teasing each other, when suddenly there was a knock on the door.
This did not disrupt the party, however, and one of the girls went by
herself to the door and returned to report: ‘Our happiness is complete
tonight.” ‘How is that?’ the others asked. She told them: ‘At the door are
three Persian dervishes, with shaven chins, heads and eyebrows. By a

very remarkable coincidence, each of them has lost his left eye. They



have only just arrived after a journey; they are showing the signs of
travel and this is the first time that they have been to our city, Baghdad.
They knocked on our door because they couldn’t find a lodging for the
night and they had said to themselves: “Perhaps the owner of this house
would give us the key to a stable or to a hut in which we could pass the
night.” For they had been caught out by nightfall, and, being strangers,
they had no acquaintance who might give them shelter — and, sisters,
each of them is of a ludicrous appearance.’

She continued to persuade and cajole until the others agreed to let
the Persians come in on condition that they would not talk about what
did not concern them lest they hear what would not please them. The
girl went off joyfully and came back with the three one-eyed men, with
shaven beards and moustaches. They spoke words of greeting, bowed
and hung back. The girls got up to welcome them and, after
congratulating them on their safe arrival, told them to be seated.

What the visitors saw was a pleasant and clean room, furnished with
greenery, where there were lighted candles, incense rising into the air,
dessert, fruits and wine, together with three virgin girls. “This is good, by
God,’ they all agreed. Then they turned to the porter and found him
cheerfully tired out and drunk. They thought, on seeing him, that he
must be one of their own kind and said: “This is a dervish like us, either
a foreigner or an Arab.’ Hearing this, the porter glowered at them and
said: ‘Sit down and don’t be inquisitive. Didn’t you read what is written
over the door? It is not for poor men who arrive like you to let loose
your tongues at us.” The newcomers apologized submissively, and the
girls laughed and made peace between them and the porter, after which

food was produced for the new arrivals, which they ate.



They then sat drinking together, with the doorkeeper pouring the
wine and the wine cup circulating among them. The porter then asked
the visitors whether they had some story or anecdote to tell. Heated by
wine, they, in their turn, asked for musical instruments and were
brought a tambourine, a lute and a Persian harp by the doorkeeper. They
then got up and tuned the instruments, after which each one took one of
them, struck a note and began to sing. The girls added a shrill
accompaniment and the noise rose. Then, while this was going on, there
was a knock at the door and the doorkeeper got up to see what was
going on.

The reason for this knocking was that the caliph Harun al-Rashid was
in the habit of going around disguised as a merchant and he had come
down from his palace that night on an excursion to listen to the latest
news, accompanied by his vizier, Ja‘far, and Masrur, his executioner. On
his way through the city, he and his companions had happened to pass
that house, where they heard music and singing. He had said to Ja‘far: ‘I
want to go in here so that we may listen to these voices and see their
owners.’ Ja‘far had replied: ‘Commander of the Faithful, these people are
drunk and I am afraid that they may do us some harm.” The caliph had
then said: ‘I must enter and I want you to think of some scheme to get us
in.” “To hear is to obey,” Ja‘far had replied, before going up and knocking
on the door. When it was opened by the doorkeeper, Ja‘far advanced
and kissed the ground. ‘Lady,’ he said, ‘we are traders from Tiberias who
have been in Baghdad for ten days. We have sold our goods and are
staying at the merchants’ khan, but this evening we were invited out by
a colleague. We went to his house and, after he had given us a meal, we

sat drinking with him for a time, but when he let us go night had fallen



and, as we are strangers here, we could not find our way back to our
hostel. Of your charity, and may God reward you, would you let us come
in and spend the night with you?’

The girl looked at them and saw that they were dressed as merchants
and appeared to be respectable people. So she went back to her sisters
and passed on Ja‘far’s message. The others sympathized with the visitors’
plight and told her: ‘Let them in,” after which she went back and opened
the door. The caliph, Ja‘far and Masrur came in and when the girls saw
them, they stood up, seated their visitors and ministered to their needs,
saying: ‘Welcome to our guests, but we lay a condition on you.” ‘What is
that?’ they asked. ‘That you do not speak of what does not concern you,
lest you hear what will not please you.” ‘We agree,’ they replied, and
they sat down to drink together.

Looking at the three dervishes, the caliph was surprised to find that
each of them had lost his left eye. He was also thrown into confusion by
the beauty and grace of the girls, which prompted his admiration. They
began to drink together and to talk, but when the girls invited the caliph
to drink, he said: ‘I am proposing to go on the pilgrimage to Mecca.” The
doorkeeper then got up and brought him an embroidered table cloth on
which she set a china jar in which she poured willow-flower water,
adding some snow and a sugar lump. The caliph thanked her and said to
himself: ‘By God, I shall reward her tomorrow for the good that she has
done me.’

Then they all occupied themselves with drinking, and when the drink
had gained the upper hand, the lady of the house got up, bowed to the
company and then, taking the housekeeper by the hand, she said:

‘Sisters, come, we must settle our debt.” ‘Yes,” agreed the other two girls,



and at that, the doorkeeper got up in front of them and first cleared the
table, removed the debris, replaced the perfumes and cleared a space in
the middle of the room. The dervishes were made to sit on a bench on
one side of the room and the caliph, Ja‘far and Masrur on a bench on the
other side. Then the lady of the house called to the porter: “Your
friendship does not amount to much. You are not a stranger, but one of
the household.” The porter got up, tightened his belt and asked: ‘What do
you want?’ ‘Stay where you are,” she said. Then the housekeeper stood
up and set a chair in the middle of the room, opened a cupboard and
said to the porter: ‘Come and help me.’

In the cupboard he saw two black bitches, with chains around their
necks. ‘Take them,’ said the girl, and he took them and brought them to
the centre of the room. Then the lady of the house got up, rolled back
her sleeves and took up a whip. ‘Bring one of them,’ she told the porter,
and he did this, pulling the bitch by its chain, as it whimpered and shook
its head at the girl. It howled as she struck it on the head, and she
continued to beat it until her arms were tired. She then threw away the
whip, pressed the bitch to her breast and wiped away its tears with her
hand, kissing its head. Then she said to the porter: ‘Take this one away
and bring the other.” This he did and she treated the second bitch in the
same way as the first.

The caliph was concerned and troubled by this. Unable to contain his
curiosity about the story of the two bitches, he winked at Ja‘far, but the
latter turned to him and gestured to him to remain silent. Then the lady
of the house turned to the doorkeeper and said: ‘Get up and do your
duty.’” ‘Yes,” she replied and, getting up, she went to the couch, which

was made of juniper wood with panels of gold and silver. Then the lady



of the house said to the other two girls: ‘Bring out what you have.” The
doorkeeper sat on a chair by her side, while the housekeeper went into a
closet and came out with a satin bag with green fringes and two golden
discs. She stood in front of the lady of the house, unfastened the bag and
took from it a lute whose strings she tuned and whose pegs she

tightened, until it was all in order. Then she recited:

You are the object of my whole desire;

Union with you, beloved, is unending bliss,

While absence from you is like fire.

You madden me, and throughout time

In you is centred the infatuation of my love.

It brings me no disgrace that I love you.

The veils that cover me are torn away by love,

And love continues shamefully to rend all veils.

I clothe myself in sickness; my excuse is clear.

For through my love, you lead my heart astray.
Flowing tears serve to bring my secret out and make it plain.
The tearful flood reveals it, and they try

To cure the violence of this sickness, but it is you
Who are for me both the disease and its cure.

For those whose cure you are, the pains last long.

I pine away through the light shed by your eyes,
And it is my own love whose sword kills me,

A sword that has destroyed many good men.

Love has no end for me nor can I turn to consolation.

Love is my medicine and my code of law;



Secretly and openly it serves to adorn me.
You bring good fortune to the eye that looks
Its fill on you, or manages a glance.

Yes, and its choice of love distracts my heart.

When the lady of the house heard these lines, she cried: ‘Oh! Oh!
Oh!’, tore her clothes and fell to the ground in a faint. The caliph was
astonished to see weals caused by the blows of a whip on her body, but
then the doorkeeper got up, sprinkled water over her and clothed her in
a splendid dress that she had fetched for her sister. When they saw that,
all the men present were disturbed, as they had no idea what lay behind
it. The caliph said to Ja‘far: ‘Don’t you see this girl and the marks of a
beating that she shows? I can’t keep quiet without knowing the truth of
the matter and without finding out about this girl and the two black
bitches.” Ja‘far replied: ‘Master, they made it a condition that we should
not talk about what did not concern us, lest we hear what we do not
like.’

At this point, the doorkeeper said: ‘Sister, keep your promise and
come to me.” ‘Willingly,” said the housekeeper, and she took the lute,

cradled it to her breasts, touched it with her fingers and recited:

If I complain of the beloved’s absence, what am I to say?
Where can I go to reach what I desire?

I might send messengers to explain my love,

But this complaint no messenger can carry.

I may endure, but after he has lost

His love, the lover’s life is short.



Nothing remains but sorrow and then grief,

With tears that flood the cheeks.

You may be absent from my sight but you have still
A settled habitation in my heart.

I wonder, do you know our covenant?

Like flowing water, it does not stay long.

Have you forgotten that you loved a slave,

Who finds his cure in tears and wasted flesh?

Ah, if this love unites us once again,

I have a long complaint to make to you.

When the doorkeeper heard this second poem, she cried out and said:
‘That is good, by God.” Then she put her hand to her clothes and tore
them, as the first girl had done, and fell to the ground in a faint. The
housekeeper got up and, after sprinkling her with water, clothed her in a
new dress. The doorkeeper then rose and took her seat before saying:
‘Give me more and pay off the debt you owe me.” So the housekeeper

brought her lute and recited:

How long will you so roughly turn from me?

Have I not poured out tears enough?

How long do you plan to abandon me?

If this is thanks to those who envy me,

Their envy has been cured.

Were treacherous Time to treat a lover fairly,

He would not pass the night wakeful and wasted by your love.

Treat me with gentleness; your harshness injures me.



My sovereign, is it not time for mercy to be shown?
To whom shall I tell of my love, you who kill me?
How disappointed are the hopes of the one who complains,
When faithfulness is in such short supply!

My passion for you and my tears increase,

While the successive days you shun me are drawn out.
Muslims, revenge the lovesick, sleepless man,

The pasture of whose patience has scant grass.

Does love’s code permit you, you who are my desire,
To keep me at a distance while another one

Is honoured by your union? What delight or ease

Can the lover find through nearness to his love,

Who tries to see that he is weighted down by care?

When the doorkeeper heard this poem, she put her hand on her dress
and ripped it down to the bottom. She then fell fainting to the ground,
showing marks of a beating. The dervishes said: ‘It would have been
better to have slept on a dunghill rather than to have come into this
house, where our stay has been clouded by something that cuts at the
heart.” ‘Why is that?’ asked the caliph, turning to them. “This affair has
distressed us,’ they replied. ‘Do you not belong to this household?’ he
asked. ‘No,’ they replied. ‘We have never seen the place before.” The
caliph was surprised and said, gesturing at the porter: ‘This man with
you may know about them.” When they asked him, however, he said: ‘By
Almighty God, love makes us all equal. I have grown up in Baghdad but
this is the only time in my life that I ever entered this house and how I

came to be here with these girls is a remarkable story.’



The others said: ‘By God, we thought that you were one of them, but
now we see that you are like us.” The caliph then pointed out: ‘We are
seven men and they are three women. There is no fourth. So ask them
about themselves, and if they don’t reply willingly, we will force them to
do so.” Everyone agreed except for Ja‘far, who said: ‘Let them be; we are
their guests and they made a condition which we accepted, as you know.
It would be best to let the matter rest, for there is only a little of the
night left and we can then go on our ways.” He winked at the caliph and
added: ‘There is only an hour left and tomorrow we can summon them
to your court and ask for their story.” The caliph raised his head and
shouted angrily: ‘I cannot bear to wait to hear about them; let the
dervishes question them.’ ‘I don’t agree,’ said Ja‘far, and the two of them
discussed and argued about who should ask the questions until they both
agreed that it should be the porter.

The lady of the house asked what the noise was about and the porter
got up and said to her: ‘My lady, these people would like you to tell
them the story of the two bitches and how you come to beat them and
then to weep and kiss them. They also want to know about your sister
and why she has been beaten with rods like a man. These are their
questions to you.’” ‘Is it true what he says about you?’ the lady of the
house asked the guests, and all of them said yes, except for Ja‘far, who
stayed silent. When the lady heard this, she told them: ‘By God, you
have done us a great wrong. We started by making it a condition that if
any of you talked about what did not concern him, he would hear what
would not please him. Wasn’t it enough for you that we took you into
our house and shared our food with you? But the fault is not so much

yours as that of the one who brought you in to us.’



Then she rolled her sleeve back above the wrist and struck the floor
three times, saying: ‘Hurry.’ At this, the door of a closet opened and out
came seven black slaves, with drawn swords in their hands. ‘Tie up these
men who talk too much,’ she said, ‘and bind them one to the other.” This
the slaves did, after which they said: ‘Lady, give us the order to cut off
their heads.’” She replied: ‘Let them have some time so that I may ask
them about their circumstances before their heads are cut off.” ‘God save
me,’ said the porter. ‘Don’t kill me, lady, for someone else’s fault. All the
rest have done wrong and have committed a fault except me. By God, it
would have been a pleasant night had we been saved from these

dervishes who entered a prosperous city and then ruined it.” He recited:

How good it is when a powerful man forgives,
Particularly when those forgiven have no helper.
By the sanctity of the love we share,

Do not spoil what came first by what then follows it.

When the porter had finished reciting these lines, the girl laughed...
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the eleventh night, she continued:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that the girl laughed in spite of her
anger. She then went up to the men and said: ‘Tell me about yourselves,

for you have no more than one hour to live, and were you not people of



rank, leaders or governors among your peoples, you would not have
been so daring.” ‘Damn you, Ja‘far,” the caliph said. ‘Tell her about us or
else we shall be killed by mistake, and speak softly to her before we
become victims of misfortune.” ‘That is part of what you deserve,’” replied
Ja‘far, but the caliph shouted at him: ‘There is a time for joking, but now
is when we must be serious.” The lady then went to the dervishes and
asked them whether they were brothers. ‘No, by God,’ they said, ‘we are
only faqirs and foreigners.” She next asked one of them whether he had
been born one-eyed. ‘No, by God,’ he said, ‘but I have a strange and
wonderful story about the loss of my eye, which, were it written with
needles on the inner corners of the eyeballs, would serve as a warning to
those who take heed.” The second and the third dervish, when asked,
made the same reply, and they then said: ‘By God, lady, each of us
comes from a different country and each is the son of a king and is a
ruler over lands and subjects.’

She turned to them and said: ‘Each of you is to tell his story and
explain why he came here and he can then touch his forelock and go on
his way.” The first to come forward was the porter, who said: ‘Lady, I am
a porter and this girl, who bought you your provisions, told me to carry
them from the wine seller to the fruiterer, from the fruiterer to the
butcher, from the butcher to the grocer, from the grocer to the
sweetmeat seller and the perfumer, and then here. You know what
happened to me with you. This is my story, and that’s all there is.” The
girl laughed and said: ‘Touch your forelock and go.” ‘By God,’ he said, ‘I
am not going to leave until I have heard the stories of my companions.’
THE FIRST DERVISH THEN CAME FORWARD AND SAID:

Lady, know that the reason why my chin is shaven and my eye has



been plucked out is that my father was a king, who had a brother, also a
king, who reigned in another city. His son and I were born on the same
day. Years later, when we had grown up, I had got into the habit of
visiting my uncle every so often, and I would stay with him for some
months. My cousin treated me with the greatest generosity, and would
kill sheep for me and pour out wine that he strained for me. Once, when
we were sitting drinking and were both under the influence of the wine,
he said to me: ‘Cousin, there is something that I need from you. Please
don’t refuse to do what I want.” ‘I shall obey you with pleasure,’ I said.
After binding me with the most solemn of oaths, he got up straight away
and left for a short while. Back he came then with a lady, veiled,
perfumed and wearing the most expensive of clothes, who stood behind
him as he turned to me and said: ‘Take this woman and go ahead of me
to such-and-such a cemetery’ — a place that I recognized from his
description. ‘Take her to the burial enclosure and wait for me there.’
Because of the oath that I had sworn, I could not disobey him or
refuse his request and so I went off with the woman and we both went
into the enclosure. While we were sitting there, my cousin arrived with a
bowl of water, a bag containing plaster, and a carpenter’s axe. Taking
this axe, he went to a tomb in the middle of the enclosure and started to
open it up, moving its stones to one side. Then he used the axe to prod
about in the soil of the tomb until he uncovered an iron cover the size of
a small door. He raised this, revealing beneath it a vaulted staircase.
Turning to the woman, he said: ‘Now you can do what you have chosen
to do,” at which she went down the stairs. My cousin then looked at me
and said: ‘In order to complete the favour that you are doing me, when I

go down there myself, I ask you to put back the cover and to replace the



soil on top of it as it was before. Use the mortar that is in this bag and
the water in the bowl to make a paste and coat the circle of the stones in
the enclosure so that it looks as it did before, without anyone being able
to say: “The inner part is old but there is a new opening here.” I have
been working on this for a full year and no one but God knows what I
have been doing. This is what I need from you.” He then took his leave of
me, wishing me well, and went down the stairs. When he was out of
sight, I got up and replaced the cover and followed his instructions, so
that the place looked just as it had before.

I then went back like a drunken man to the palace of my uncle, who
was away hunting. In the morning, after a night’s sleep, I thought of
what had happened to my cousin the evening before and, when
repentance was of no use, I repented of what I had done and of how I
had obeyed him. Thinking that it might have been a dream, I started to
ask after my cousin, but nobody could tell me where he was. I went out
to the cemetery, looking for the enclosure, but I could not find it. I kept
on going round enclosure after enclosure and grave after grave until
nightfall, but I still failed in my search. I returned to the palace, but I
could neither eat nor drink, for my thoughts were taken up with my
cousin, as I did not know how he was, and I was intensely distressed. I
passed a troubled night until morning came, when I went for a second
time to the cemetery, thinking over what my cousin had done and
regretting that I had listened to him. I went round all the enclosures but,
to my regret, I still could not find the right one or recognize the grave.

For seven days I went on with my fruitless quest, and my misgivings
increased until I was almost driven mad. The only relief I could find was

to leave and go back to my father, but as soon as I reached the gate of



his city, I was attacked by a group of men who tied me up. I was
astonished, seeing that I was the son of the city’s ruler and they were my
father’s servants, and in my alarm I said to myself: ‘What can have
happened to my father?’ I asked my captors why they were doing this.
At first they did not answer, but after a time one of them, who had been
a servant of mine, said: ‘Your father has fallen victim to the treachery of
Time. The army conspired against him and he was killed by the vizier,
who has taken his place. It was on his orders that we were watching out
for you.’

I was stunned by what I heard about my father and fearful because I
had a long-standing quarrel with the vizier, before whom my captors
now brought me. I had been passionately fond of shooting with a pellet
bow and the quarrel arose from this. One day when I was standing on
the roof of my palace, a bird settled on the roof of the palace of the
vizier. I intended to shoot it, but the pellet missed and, as had been
decreed by fate, it struck out the eye of the vizier. This was like the

proverb expressed in the old lines:

We walked with a pace that was decreed for us,

And this is how those under fate’s control must walk.
A man destined to die in a certain land

Will not find death in any other.

When the vizier lost his eye, he could not say anything because my
father was the king of the city, and this was why he was my enemy.
When I now stood before him with my hands tied, he ordered my head

to be cut off. ‘For what crime do you kill me?’ I asked. ‘What crime is



greater than this?’ he replied, pointing to his missing eye. ‘I did that by
accident,’ I protested. ‘If you did it by accident,” he replied, ‘I am doing
this deliberately.” Then he said: ‘Bring him forward.” The guards brought
me up in front of him, and sticking his finger into my right eye, the
vizier plucked it out, leaving me from that time on one-eyed, as you can
see. Then he had me tied up and put in a box, telling the executioner:
‘Take charge of him; draw your sword and when you have brought him
outside the city, kill him and let the birds and beasts eat him.’

The executioner took me out of the city to the middle of the desert
and then he removed me from the box, bound as I was, hand and foot.
He was about to bandage my eyes before going on to kill me, but I wept

so bitterly that I moved him to tears. Then, looking at him, I recited:

I thought of you as a strong coat of mail

To guard me from the arrows of my foes,

But you are now the arrow head.

I pinned my hopes on you in all calamities
When my right hand could no longer aid my left.
Leave aside what censurers say,

And let my enemies shoot their darts at me.

If you do not protect me from my foes,

At least your silence neither hurts me nor helps them.

There are also other lines:

I thought my brothers were a coat of mail;

They were, but this was for the enemy.



I thought of them as deadly shafts;

They were, but their points pierced my heart.

The executioner had been in my father’s service and I had done him
favours, so when he heard these lines, he said: ‘Master, what can I do? I
am a slave under command.’” But then he added: ‘Keep your life, but
don’t come back to this land or else you will be killed and you will

destroy me, together with yourself. As one of the poets has said:

If you should meet injustice, save your life

And let the house lament its builder.

You can replace the country that you leave,

But there is no replacement for your life.

I wonder at those who live humiliated

When God’s earth is so wide.

Send out no messenger on any grave affair,

For only you yourself will give you good advice.
The necks of lions would not be so thick

Were others present to look after them.’

I kissed his hands, scarcely believing that I had escaped death, in
comparison with which I found the loss of my eye insignificant. So I
travelled to my uncle’s city and, after presenting myself to him, I told
him what had happened to my father, as well as how I had come to lose
my eye. He burst into tears and said: ‘You have added to my cares and
my sorrows. For your cousin disappeared days ago and I don’t know

what has happened to him, nor can anyone bring me news.’” He



continued to weep until he fainted and I was bitterly sorry for him. He
then wanted to apply some medicaments to my eye, but when he saw
that it was like an empty walnut shell, he said: ‘Better to lose your eye,
my boy, than to lose your life.’

At that, I could no longer stay silent about the affair of my cousin, his
son, and so I told him all that had happened. When he heard my news,
he was delighted and told me to come and show him the enclosure. ‘By
God, uncle,’ I said, ‘I don’t know where it is. I went back a number of
times after that and searched, but I couldn’t find the place.” Then,
however, he and I went to the cemetery and, after looking right and left,
to our great joy I recognized the place. The two of us went into the
enclosure and, after removing the earth, we lifted the cover. We climbed
down fifty steps and when we had reached the bottom, we were met by
blinding smoke. ‘There is no might and no power except with God, the
Exalted, the Omnipotent,’ exclaimed my uncle — words that can never
put to shame anyone who speaks them. We walked on and found
ourselves in a hall filled with flour, grain, eatables and so on, and there
in the middle of it we saw a curtain hanging down over a couch. My
uncle looked and found his son and the woman who had gone down
with him locked in an embrace, but they had become black charcoal, as
though they had been thrown into a pit of fire.

On seeing this, my uncle spat in his son’s face and said: ‘You deserve
this, you pig. This is your punishment in this world, but there remains

the punishment of the next world, which will be harsher and stronger.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the twelfth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that the dervish said to the lady of
the house, to Ja‘far and the caliph and the rest of the company that were
listening: ‘My uncle struck his son with his shoe, as he lay there, burned
black as charcoal.” HE WENT ON:

This astonished me and I was filled with grief for my cousin and at
the fate that had overtaken him and the girl. ‘By God, uncle,’ I said,
‘remove rancour from your heart. My heart and mind are filled with
concern; I am saddened by what has happened to my cousin, and by the
fact that he and this girl have been left like charcoal. Is their fate not
enough for you that you strike your son with your shoe?’ He said:
‘Nephew, from his earliest days this son of mine was passionately in love
with his sister. I used to keep him away from her and I would tell
myself: “They are only children,” but when they grew up they
committed a foul sin. I heard of this and, although I did not believe it, I
seized him and reproached him bitterly, saying: “Beware of doing what
no one has done before you or will do after you and which will remain
as a source of disgrace and disparagement among the kings until the end
of time, as the news is carried by the caravans. Take care not to act like
this or else I shall be angry with you and kill you.”

‘T kept him away from her and kept her from him, but the damned

girl was deeply in love with him and Satan got the upper hand and made



their actions seem good to them. When my son saw that I was keeping
him from his sister, he constructed this underground chamber, set it in
order and provisioned it, as you see. Then, taking me unawares when I
had gone out hunting, he came here, but the Righteous God was jealous
of them and consumed them both with fire, while their punishment in
the next world will be harsher and stronger.’

He then wept and I wept with him, and he looked at me and said:
‘You are my son in his place.” I thought for a time about this world and
its happenings and of how my father had been killed by his vizier, who
had then taken his place and who had plucked out my eye, and I thought
of the strange fate of my cousin. I wept and my uncle wept with me.
Then we climbed back up and replaced the cover and the earth and
restored the tomb as it had been, after which we returned to the palace.
Before we had sat down, however, we heard the noise of drums,
kettledrums and trumpets, the clatter of lances, the shouting of men, the
clink of bridles and the neighing of horses. The sky was darkened by
sand and dust kicked up by horses’ hooves and we were bewildered, not
knowing what had happened. When we asked, we were told that the
vizier who had taken my father’s kingdom had fitted out his troops,
collected men, hired Bedouin, and come with an army like the sands that
could not be numbered and which no one could withstand. They had
made a surprise attack on the city, which had proved unable to resist
and which had surrendered to them.

After this, my uncle was killed and I fled to the edge of the city,
saying to myself: ‘If I fall into this man’s hands, he will kill me.” Fresh
sorrows were piled on me; I remembered what had happened to my

father and to my uncle and I wondered what to do, for if I showed



myself, the townspeople and my father’s men would recognize me and I
would be killed. The only way of escape that I could find was to shave
off my beard and my moustache, which I did, and after that I changed
my clothes and went out of the city. I then came here, hoping that
someone might take me to the Commander of the Faithful, the caliph of
the Lord of creation, so that I might talk to him and tell him the story of
what had happened to me. I got here tonight and was at a loss to know
where to go when I came to where this dervish was standing. I greeted
him and told him that I was a stranger, at which he said: ‘I too am a
stranger.” While we were talking, our third companion here came up to
us, greeted us, introducing himself as a stranger, to which we made the
same reply. We then walked on as darkness fell and fate led us to you.
This is the story of why my beard and moustache have been shaved and

of how I lost my eye.

The lady said: ‘Touch your forelock and go.” ‘Not before I hear someone
else’s tale,” the man replied. The others wondered at his story and the
caliph said to Ja‘far: ‘By God, I have never seen or heard the like of what
has happened to this dervish.” The second dervish then came forward
and kissed the ground. HE SAID:

Lady, I was not born one-eyed and my story is a marvellous one
which, were it written with needles on the inner corners of the eyes of
men, would serve as a warning to those who take heed. I was a king, the
son of a king. I studied the seven readings of the Quran; I read books and
discussed them with men of learning; I studied astronomy, poetry and all
other branches of knowledge until I surpassed all the people of my time,

while my calligraphy was unrivalled. My fame spread through all lands



and among all kings. So it was that the king of India heard of me and he
sent a messenger to my father, together with gifts and presents suitable
for royalty, to ask for me. My father equipped me with six ships and
after a full month’s voyage we came to land.

We unloaded the horses that we had taken on board with us and we
loaded ten camels with presents, but we had only travelled a short way
when suddenly we saw a dust cloud which rose and spread until it filled
the sky. After a while, it cleared away to show beneath it fifty mail-clad
horsemen like scowling lions, and on closer inspection we could see that
they were Bedouin highwaymen. When they saw our small numbers, and
that we had ten camels laden with gifts for the king of India, they rushed
at us with levelled lances. We gestured to them with our fingers and
said: ‘We are envoys on our way to the great king of India, so do not
harm us.” “‘We don’t live in his country,’ they told us, ‘and are no subjects
of his.” Then they killed some of my servants, while the rest took flight. I
was badly wounded and I too fled, but the Bedouin did not pursue me,
being too busy sorting through the money and the gifts that we had
brought with us.

Having been cast down from my position of power, I went off with no
notion of where I was going, and I carried on until I reached the top of a
mountain, where I took refuge in a cave until daybreak. I continued
travelling like this until I came to a strong and secure city, from which
cold winter had retreated, while spring had come with its roses. Flowers
were blooming; there were gushing streams and the birds were singing.

It fitted the description of the poet:

A place whose citizens are subject to no fear,



And safety is the master there.
For its people it is a decorated shield,

Its wonders being plain to see.

As I was tired out with walking and pale with care, I was glad to get
there. With my changed circumstances, I had no idea where to go.
Passing by a tailor in his shop, I greeted him and he returned my
greeting and welcomed me with cheerful friendliness. When he asked me
why I had left my own country, I told him what had happened to me
from beginning to end. He was sorry for me and said: ‘Young man, don’t
tell anyone about yourself, as I am afraid lest the king of this city might
do you some harm as he is one of your father’s greatest enemies and has
a blood feud with him.” He then produced food and drink and he and I
ate together. I chatted with him that night and he gave me a place to
myself at the side of his shop and fetched me what I needed in the way
of bedding and blankets.

I stayed with him for three days, and he then asked: ‘Do you know
any craft by which to make your living?’ I told him: ‘I am a lawyer, a
scientist, a scribe, a mathematician and a calligrapher.’ ‘There is no
market for that kind of thing here,” he replied. ‘No one in this city has
any knowledge of science or of writing and their only concern is making
money.” ‘By God,’ I said, ‘T know nothing apart from what I have told
you.” He said: ‘Tighten your belt, take an axe and a rope and bring in
firewood from the countryside. This will give you a livelihood until God
brings you relief, but don’t let people know who you are or else you will
be killed.” He then brought me an axe and a rope and handed me over to

some woodcutters, telling them to look after me. I went out with them



and collected wood for a whole day, after which I carried back a load on
my head and sold it for half a dinar. With part of this I bought food and
the rest I saved.

I went on like this for a year, and then when the year was up, I came
out to the countryside one day, as usual, and as I was wandering there
alone I found a tree-filled hollow where there was wood aplenty. Going
down into the hollow, I came across a thick tree stump and dug round it,
removing the soil. My axe then happened to strike against a copper ring
and, on clearing away the earth, I discovered a wooden trapdoor, which
I opened. Below it appeared a flight of steps, and when I reached the
bottom of these, I saw a door, on entering which I saw a most beautiful
palace set with pillars. In it I found a girl like a splendid pearl, one to
banish from the heart all trace of care, sorrow and distress, while her
words would dispel worries and would leave a man, however intelligent
and sensible, robbed of his senses. She was of medium height, with
rounded breasts and soft cheeks; she was radiant and beautifully formed,
with a face shining in the black night of her hair, while the gleam of her

mouth was reflected on her breast. She was as the poet said:

Dark-haired and slim-waisted,
Her buttocks were like sand dunes

And her figure like that of a ban tree.

There is another verse:

There are four things never before united

Except to pierce my heart and shed my blood:



A radiant forehead, hair like night,

A rosy cheek, and a slim form.

When I looked at her, I praised the Creator for the beauty and
loveliness that He had produced in her. She looked at me in turn and
asked: ‘What are you, a human or one of the jinn?’ ‘A human,’ I told her,
and she asked: ‘Who brought you to this place where I have been for
twenty-five years without ever seeing a fellow human?’ I found her
speech so sweet that it filled my heart, and I said, ‘It was my lucky stars
that brought me here, my lady, to drive away my cares and sorrows.’
Then I told her from beginning to end what had happened to me and she
found my plight hard to bear and wept. ‘I, for my part,’” she said, ‘will
now tell you my own story. You must know that I am the daughter of
King Iftamus, lord of the Ebony Islands. He had given me in marriage to
my cousin, but on my wedding night I was snatched away by an ‘ifrit
named Jirjis, son of Rajmus, the son of the maternal aunt of Iblis. He
flew off with me and brought me down into this place, where he fetched
everything that was needed - clothes, ornaments, fabrics, furniture,
food, drink and everything else. He comes once every ten days, sleeps
here for the night and then goes on his way, as he took me without the
permission of his own people. He has promised me that if I need
anything night or day, and if I touch with my hand these two lines
inscribed on the inside of this dome, before I take my hand away he
shall appear before me. Today is the fourth day since he was here, and
so there are six left until he comes again. Would you like to stay with me
for five days and you can then leave one day before he returns?’ ‘Yes,’ I

replied. ‘How splendid it is when dreams come true!’



This made her glad and, rising to her feet, she took me by the hand
and led me through an arched door to a fine, elegant bath. When I saw
this, I took off my clothes and she took off hers. After bathing, she
stepped out and sat on a bench with me by her side. Then she poured me
out wine flavoured with musk and brought food. We ate and talked,
until she said: ‘Sleep, rest, for you are tired.” Forgetting all my troubles, I
thanked her and fell asleep. When I woke, I found her massaging my
feet. ‘God bless you,’ I said and we sat there talking for a time. ‘By God,’
she said, ‘I was unhappy, living by myself under the ground, with no one
to talk to me for twenty-five years. Praise be to God, Who has sent you
to me.” Then she asked me whether I would like some wine, and when I
said yes, she went to a cupboard and produced old wine in a sealed

flask. She then set out some green branches, took the wine and recited:

Had I known you were coming, I would have spread
My heart’s blood or the pupils of my eyes.
My cheeks would have been a carpet when we met

So that you could have walked over my eyelids.

When she had finished these lines, I thanked her; love of her had
taken possession of my heart and my cares and sorrows were gone. We
sat drinking together until nightfall, and I then passed with her a night
the like of which I had never known in my life. When morning came we
were still joining delights to delights, and this went on until midday. I
was so drunk that I had lost my senses and I got up, swaying right and
left, and I said: ‘Get up, my beauty, and I will bring you out from under

the earth and free you from this ‘ifrit.” She laughed and said: ‘Be content



with what you have and stay silent. Out of every ten days he will have
one and nine will be for you.” But drunkenness had got the better of me
and I said: ‘I shall now smash the dome with the inscription; let him
come, so that I may kill him, for I am accustomed to killing ‘ifrits.” On
hearing this, she turned pale and exclaimed: ‘By God, don’t do it!” Then

she recited:

If there is something that will destroy you,

Protect yourself from it.
She added more lines:

You look for separation, but rein in
The horse that seeks to head the field.
Patience, for Time’s nature is treacherous,

And at the end companions part.

She finished her poem but, paying no attention to her words of warning,

I aimed a violent kick at the dome.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the thirteenth night, SHE CONTINUED:
I have heard, O auspicious king, that THE SECOND DERVISH SAID TO THE

LADY OF THE HOUSE:



As soon as I had delivered my violent kick, it grew dark; there was
thunder and lightning; the earth shook and everything went black. My
head cleared immediately and I asked the girl: ‘What has happened?’
‘The ‘ifrit has come,’ she said. ‘Didn’t I warn you? By God, you have
brought harm on me, but save yourself and escape by the way that you
came.’ I was so terrified that I forgot my shoes and my axe. Then, when I
had climbed up two steps, I turned to look back and I caught sight of a
cleft appearing in the earth from which emerged a hideous ‘ifrit. ‘Why
did you disturb me?’ he asked the girl, ‘and what has happened to you?’
‘Nothing has happened to me,’ she said, ‘but I was feeling depressed and
I wanted to cheer myself by having a drink. So I drank a little, and then I
was about to relieve myself, but my head was heavy and I fell against
the dome.” ‘Whore, you are lying,’ said the ‘ifrit, and he looked through
the palace, right and left, and caught sight of the shoes and the axe.
‘These must belong to a man!’ he exclaimed. ‘Who was it who came to
you?’ ‘I have only just seen these things,” she said. “‘You must have
brought them with you.” ‘Nonsense; that doesn’t deceive me, you harlot!’
he cried.

Then he stripped her naked and stretched her out, fastening her to
four pegs. He started to beat her to force her to confess, and as I could
not bear to listen to her weeping, I climbed up the staircase, trembling
with fear, and when I got to the top I put the trapdoor back in its place
and covered it with earth. I bitterly repented what I had done, and I
remembered how beautiful the girl was and how this damned ‘ifrit was
torturing her, how she had been there for twenty-five years and what
had happened to her because of me. I also thought about my father and

his kingdom, and how I had become a woodcutter, and how my



cloudless days had darkened. I then recited:

If one day Time afflicts you with disaster,

Ease and hardship come each in turn.

I walked away and returned to my friend the tailor, whom I found
waiting for me in a fever of anxiety. ‘My heart was with you all last
night,” he said, ‘and I was afraid lest you had fallen victim to a wild
beast or something else, but praise be to God that you are safe.’
thanked him for his concern and entered my own quarters, where I
started to think over what had happened to me, blaming myself for the
impulsiveness that had led me to kick the dome. While I was thinking
this over, the tailor came in to tell me that outside there was a Persian
shaikh looking for me, who had with him my axe and my shoes. He had
taken them to the woodcutters and had told them that, at the call of the
muezzin, he had gone out to perform the dawn prayer and had found the
shoes when he had got back. As he did not know whose they were, he
asked about their owner. ‘The woodcutters recognized your axe,’ said the
tailor, ‘and so told him where you were. He is sitting in my shop and you
should go to thank him and take back your axe and your shoes.’

On hearing these words, I turned pale and became distraught. While I
was in this state, the floor of my room split open and from it emerged
the ‘Persian’, who turned out to be none other than the ‘ifrit. In spite of
the severest of tortures that he had inflicted on the girl, she had made no
confession. He had then taken the axe and the shoes and had told her:
‘As certainly as I am Jirjis of the seed of Iblis, I will fetch the owner of

this axe and these shoes.” He then went with his story to the



woodcutters, after which he came on to me. Without pausing, he
snatched me up and flew off with me into the air, and before I knew
what was happening he came down and plunged under the earth. He
took me to the palace where I had been before and my eyes brimmed
with tears as I saw the girl, staked out naked with the blood pouring
from her sides.

The ‘ifrit took hold of her and said: ‘Whore, is this your lover?’ She
looked at me and said: ‘I don’t recognize him and I have never seen him
before.’ ‘In spite of this punishment, are you not going to confess?’ he
asked. She insisted: ‘I have never seen this man in my life and God’s law
does not allow me to tell lies against him.” ‘If you don’t know him,’ said
the ‘ifrit, ‘then take this sword and cut off his head.” She took the sword,
came to me and stood by my head. I gestured to her with my eyebrows,
while tears ran down my cheeks. She understood my gesture and replied
with one of her own, as if to say: ‘You have done all this to us.” I made a
sign to say: ‘Now is the time for forgiveness,” and inwardly I was

reciting:

My glance expresses the words that are on my tongue,
And my love reveals what is concealed within.

We met as the tears were falling;

Though I was silent, my eyes spoke of you.

She gestured and I understood the meaning in her eyes;
I signed to her with my fingers and she understood.
Our eyebrows settled the affair between us,

And we kept silence, but love spoke.



When I had finished the poem, the girl threw down the sword and said:
‘How can I cut off the head of someone whom I do not know and who
has done me no harm? My religion does not allow this.” Then she
stepped back, and the ‘ifrit said: ‘It is not easy for you to kill your lover,
and because he spent a night with you, you endure this punishment and
do not admit what he did. Like feels pity for like.” Then he turned to me
and said: ‘Young man, I suppose that you too don’t recognize her?’ I
said: ‘Who is she? I have never seen her before.” “Then take this sword,’
he said, ‘and cut off her head. By this, I shall be sure that you don’t
know her at all, and I shall then allow you to go free without doing you
any harm.’ ‘Yes,’ I said, and taking the sword, I advanced eagerly and
raised my hand, but the girl gestured to me with her eyebrows: ‘I did not
fail you. Is this the way that you repay me?’ I understood her meaning
and signed to her with my eyes: ‘I shall ransom you with my life,” and it

was as though our inner tongues were reciting:

How many a lover has used his eyes to tell

His loved one of the secret that he kept,

With a glance that said: ‘I know what happened.’

How beautiful is the glance! How elegant the expressive eye!
The one writes with his eyelids;

The other recites with the pupil of the eye.

My eyes filled with tears and I threw away the sword and said: ‘O
powerful ‘ifrit, great hero, if a woman, defective as she is in
understanding and in religious faith, thinks that it is not lawful to cut off

my head, how can it be lawful for me to cut off hers when I have not



seen her before? I shall never do that even if I have to drain the cup of
death.’ The ‘ifrit said: “The two of you know how to pay each other back
for favours, but I shall show you the consequence of what you have
done.’ Then he took the sword and cut off one of the girl’s hands, after
which he cut off the other. With four blows he cut off her hands and her
feet, as I watched, convinced that I was going to die, while she took
farewell of me with her eyes. ‘You are whoring with your eyes,’ said the
‘ifrit, and he struck off her head.

Then he turned to me and said: ‘Mortal, our code allows us to kill an
unfaithful wife. I snatched away this girl on her wedding night when she
was twelve years old and she has known no one but me. I used to visit
her for one night in every ten in the shape of a Persian. When I was sure
that she had betrayed me, I killed her. As for you, I am not certain that
you have played me false, but I cannot let you go unscathed, so make a
wish.” Lady, I was delighted and asked: ‘What wish shall I make?’ ‘You
can tell me what shape you want me to transform you into,” he said,
‘that of a dog, an ass or an ape.’ I was hoping that he would forgive me
and so I said: ‘By God, if you forgive me, God will forgive you, because
you have spared a Muslim who has done you no harm.” I went on to
implore him with the greatest humility, and, standing before him, I
cried: ‘I am wronged.’ ‘Don’t talk so much,’ he said. ‘T am not far from
killing you, but I will give you one chance.’ ‘Forgiveness befits you
better, ‘ifrit,” I said, ‘so forgive me as the envied forgive the envier.” ‘How
was that?’ he asked, AND I REPLIED:

It is said, O ‘ifrit, that in a certain city there were two men living in
two houses joined by a connecting wall. One of these two envied the

other and because of this he used the evil eye against him and did all he



could to injure him. So far did this envy increase that the envier lost
appetite and no longer enjoyed the pleasure of sleep, while the man
whom he envied grew more and more prosperous, and the more the
envier tried to gain the upper hand, the more the other’s prosperity
increased and spread. On hearing of his neighbour’s envy and of his
attempts to injure him, he moved away from the district, leaving the
country and saying: ‘By God, I shall abandon worldly things for his sake.’
He settled in another city and bought a piece of land there in which was
a well with an old water wheel. On this land he endowed a small
mosque for which he bought everything that was needed, and there he
devoted himself with all sincerity to the worship of Almighty God. Fagqirs
and the poor flocked there from every quarter, and his fame spread in
that city until eventually his envious neighbour heard how he had
prospered and how the leading citizens would go to visit him. So he
came to the mosque where the object of his envy gave him a warm
welcome and showed him the greatest honour.

The envier then said: ‘I have something to tell you and this is why I
have made the journey to see you. So get up and come with me.” The
other did this and, taking the envier’s hand, he walked to the farthest
end of the mosque. ‘Tell the faqirs to go to their rooms,’ said the envier,
‘for I can only speak to you in private where no one can hear us.” This
the envied did, and the faqirs went to their rooms as they were told. The
two then walked on a little until they came to the old well and there the
envier pushed his victim into it without anyone knowing. He himself
then left the mosque and went on his way, thinking that he had killed
his former neighbour.

The well, however, was inhabited by jinn, who caught the falling man



and lowered him gently on to the bedrock. They then asked each other
whether any of them knew who he was. Most said no, but one of them
said: ‘This is the man who fled from his envier and who settled in this
city where he founded this mosque. We have listened with delight to his
invocations and to his reading of the Quran. The envier travelled to meet
him and by a trick threw him down into our midst. But news of him has
reached the king, who is intending to visit him tomorrow on the matter
of his daughter.” ‘What is wrong with his daughter?’ asked one of the
jinn. ‘She is possessed by an evil spirit,” replied the other, ‘for the jinni
Marwan ibn Damdam is in love with her. If this man knew how to treat
her, he could cure her, for the treatment is the easiest possible.” ‘What is
it?’ asked the other. ‘“The black cat that he has with him in the mosque
has a white spot as big as a dirham at the end of its tail. If he takes seven
of its white hairs and uses them to fumigate the girl, the evil spirit will
leave her head and never return and she will be cured there and then.’
The man was listening to all this, and so it was that the next morning,
when dawn broke and the faqirs came, they found the shaikh rising out
of the well, and as a result he became a figure of awe to them. Since he
had no other medicines, he took seven hairs from the white spot at the
end of the black cat’s tail and carried them away with him. The sun had
scarcely risen when the king arrived with his escort and his great officers
of state. He told his men to wait and went in to visit the shaikh, who
welcomed him warmly and said: ‘Shall I tell you why you have come to
me?’ ‘Please do,’ replied the king. The man said: ‘You have come to visit
me in order to ask me about your daughter.’ “That is true, good shaikh,’
the king agreed. ‘Send someone to fetch her,” said the man, ‘and I hope,

if God Almighty wills it, that she will be cured immediately.” The king



gladly sent for his daughter, who was brought tied up and manacled.
The man sat her down and spread a curtain over her, after which he
produced the seven cat hairs and used them to fumigate her. The evil
spirit that was in her head cried out and left. She then recovered her
senses, covered her face and said: ‘What is all this? Who has brought me
here?’

The joy that the king felt was not to be surpassed. He kissed his
daughter’s eyes and then the hands of the shaikh, after which he turned
to his state officials and said: ‘What do you say? What does the man who
cured my daughter deserve?’ ‘He should marry her,’ they said. ‘You are
right,” said the king, and he married the man to his daughter, making
him his son-in-law. Shortly afterwards, the vizier died and when the king
asked who should replace him, the courtiers said: “‘Your son-in-law.” So
he was appointed vizier and when, soon after that, the king himself died
and people asked who should be made king, the answer was: ‘The
vizier.” Accordingly he was enthroned and ruled as king.

One day, as he was riding out, the envier happened to be passing by
and saw the man he envied in his imperial state among his emirs, viziers
and officers of state. The king’s eye fell on him and, turning to one of his
viziers, he said: ‘Bring me that man, but do not alarm him.” When his
envious neighbour was brought to him, he said: ‘Give this man a
thousand mithqals of gold from my treasury; load twenty camels for him
with trade goods, and send a guard with him to escort him to his land.’
Then he took his leave of the man who envied him, turned away from

him and did not punish him for what he had done.

‘See then, ‘ifrit, how the envied forgave the envious, who had started by



envying him, then injured him, followed him, and eventually threw him
into the well, intending to kill him. His victim did not pay him back for
these injuries but forgave and pardoned him.’ At this point, lady, I wept

most bitterly before him and recited:

Forgive those who do wrong, for the wise man
Forgives wrongdoers for their evil deeds.

If every fault is mine,

Every forgiveness should be yours.

Who hopes that his superior will pardon him

Has to forgive inferiors their faults.

The ‘ifrit said: ‘I shall not kill you, but neither shall I forgive you.
Instead, I shall cast a spell on you.” Then he plucked me from the ground
and flew up into the air with me until I could see the earth looking like a
bowl set in the middle of water. He set me down on a mountain and,
taking some earth, he muttered over it, cast a spell and scattered it over
me, saying: ‘Leave this shape of yours and become an ape.’ Instantly, I
became a hundred-year-old ape, and when I saw myself in this ugly
form, I wept over my plight, but I had to endure Time’s tyranny,
knowing that no one is Time’s master. After climbing down from the
mountain top, I found a wide plain across which I travelled for a month
before ending at the shore of the salt sea. I stayed there for some time
until suddenly I caught sight of a ship out at sea that was making for the
shore with a fair breeze. I hid myself behind a rock and waited until it
came by, when I jumped down into it. ‘Remove this ill-omened beast,’

cried one of the merchants on board. ‘Let’s kill it,” said the captain. ‘T’ll



do that with this sword,’ said another. I clung to the hem of the captain’s
clothes and wept copious tears.

The captain now felt pity for me and told the merchants: ‘This ape
has taken refuge with me and I have granted it to him. He is now under
my protection, so let no one trouble or disturb him.” He then began to
treat me with kindness, and as I could understand whatever he said, I
did everything that he wanted and acted as his servant on the ship, so
that he became fond of me. The ship had a fair wind for fifty days, after
which we anchored by a large city, with a vast population. As soon as
we had arrived and the ship had anchored, mamluks sent by the local
king came on board. They congratulated the merchants on their safe
voyage and passed on further congratulations from the king. Then they
said: ‘The king has sent you this scroll of paper, on which each one of
you is to write one line. The king’s vizier was a calligrapher and as he is
now dead, the king has taken the most solemn of oaths that he will only
appoint as his successor someone who can write as well as he did.’

The merchants were then handed a scroll which was ten cubits long
and one cubit in breadth. Every last one of them who knew how to
write, did so, and then I, in my ape’s form, snatched the scroll from their
hands. They were afraid that I was going to tear it and they tried to stop
me, but I gestured to them to tell them I could write, and the captain
signalled to them to leave me alone. ‘If he makes a mess of it,” he said,
‘we can drive him away, but if he can write well, I shall take him as a
son, for I have never seen a more intelligent ape.” Then I took the pen,

dipped it in the inkwell and wrote in the ruka‘ script:

Time has recorded the excellence of the generous



But up till now your excellence has not been written down.
May God not orphan all mankind of you,

Who are the mother and father of every excellence.

Then I wrote in the raihani script:

He has a pen that serves every land;
Its benefits are shared by all mankind.
The Nile cannot rival the loveliness

That your five fingers extend to every part.

Then in the thuluth script I wrote:

The writer perishes but what he writes
Remains recorded for all time.
Write only what you will be pleased to see

When the Day of Resurrection comes.

I then wrote in naskh:

When we were told you were about to leave,
As Time’s misfortunes had decreed,
We brought to the mouths of inkwells with the tongues of pens

What we complained of in the pain of parting.

Then I wrote in tumar script:

No one holds the caliphate for ever:



If you do not agree, where is the first caliph?
So plant the shoots of virtuous deeds,

And when you are deposed, no one will depose them.

Then I wrote in muhaqqaq script:

Open the inkwell of grandeur and of blessings;
Make generosity and liberality your ink.
When you are able, write down what is good;

This will be taken as your lineage and that of your pen.

I then handed over the scroll and, after everyone had written a line, it
was taken and presented to the king. When he looked at it, mine was the
only script of which he approved and he said to his courtiers: ‘Go to the
one who wrote this, mount him on a mule and let a band play as you
bring him here. Then dress him in splendid clothes and bring him to me.’
When they heard this, they smiled. The king was angry and exclaimed:
‘Damn you, I give you an order and you laugh at me!’ ‘There is a reason
for our laughter,’ they said. ‘What is it?’ he asked. “You order us to bring
you the writer, but the fact is that this was written by an ape and not a
man, and he is with the captain of the ship,’ they told him. ‘Is this true?’
he asked. ‘Yes, your majesty,’ they said.

The king was both amazed and delighted. He said: ‘I want to buy this
ape from the captain,” and he sent a messenger to the ship, with a mule,
a suit of clothes and the band. ‘Dress him in these clothes,’ he said,
‘mount him on the mule and bring him here in a procession.” His men

came to the ship, took me from the captain, dressed me and mounted me



on the mule. The people were astonished and the city was turned upside
down because of me, as the citizens flocked to look at me. When I was
brought before the king, I thrice kissed the ground before him, and when
he told me to sit, I squatted on my haunches. Those present were
astonished at my good manners and the most astonished of all was the
king. He then told the people to disperse, which they did, leaving me
with him, his eunuch and a young mamluk.

At the king’s command, a table was set for me on which was
everything that frisks or flies or mates in nests, such as sandgrouse,
quails, and all other species of birds. The king gestured to me that I
should eat with him, so I got up, kissed the ground in front of him and
joined him in the meal. Then, when the table cloth was removed, I
washed my hands seven times, took the inkwell and the pen, and wrote

these lines:

Turn aside with the chickens in the spring camp of the saucers
And weep for the loss of fritters and the partridges.
Mourn the daughters of the sandgrouse,

Whom I do not cease to lament,

Together with fried chickens and the stew.

Alas for the two sorts of fish served on a twisted loaf.
How splendid and how tasty was the roasted meat,
With fat that sank into the vinegar in the pots.
Whenever hunger shakes me, I spend the night
Applying myself to a pie, as bracelets glint.

I am reminded of this merry meal when I eat

On tables strewn with various brocades.



Endure, my soul; Time is the lord of wonders.

One day is straitened, but the next may bring relief.

I then got up and took my seat some way off. The king looked at what I
had written and read it with astonishment. ‘How marvellous!’ he
exclaimed. ‘An ape with such eloquence and a master of calligraphy! By
God, this is a wonder of wonders.” Then some special wine was brought
in a glass, which he drank before passing it to me. I kissed the ground,

drank and then wrote:

They burned me with fire to make me speak,
But found I could endure misfortune.
For this reason, hands have lifted me,

And I kiss the mouths of lovely girls.

I added the lines:

Dawn has called out to the darkness, so pour me wine
That leaves the intelligent as a fool.
It is so delicate and pure that I cannot tell

Whether it is in the glass or the glass is in it.

When the king read the lines, he sighed and said: ‘Were a man as
cultured as this, he would surpass all the people of his age.” He then
brought out a chessboard and asked whether I would play with him. I
nodded yes and came forward to set out the pieces. I played two games

with him and beat him, to his bewilderment. Then I took the inkwell and



the pen and wrote these lines on the chessboard:

Two armies fight throughout the day,
The battle growing fiercer every hour,
But when night’s darkness covers them,

Both sleep together in one bed.

On reading this, the king was moved to wonder, delight and
astonishment and told a servant: ‘Go to your mistress, Sitt al-Husn, and
tell her that I want her to come here to see this wonderful ape.” The
eunuch went off and came back with the lady. When she saw me, she
covered her face and said: ‘Father, how can you think it proper to send
for me in order to show me to men?’ ‘Sitt al-Husn,’ he said, ‘there is no
one here except for this little mamluk, the eunuch who brought you up,
and I, your father. So from whom are you veiling your face?’ She said:
‘This ape is a young man, the son of a king, who has been put under a
spell by the ‘ifrit Jirjis, of the stock of Iblis, who killed his own wife, the
daughter of King Iftamus, the lord of the Ebony Islands. You think that
he is an ape, but in fact he is a wise and intelligent man.’

The king was astonished by his daughter and he looked at me and
said: ‘Is what she says about you true?’ I nodded yes and broke into
tears. ‘How did you know that he was under a spell?’ the king asked his
daughter. “‘When I was young,’ she replied, ‘I had with me a cunning old
woman who had a knowledge of magic, a craft she passed on to me. I
remembered what she taught me and have become so skilled in magic
that I know a hundred and seventy spells, the least of which could leave

the stones of your city behind Mount Qaf and turn it into a deep sea,



with its people swimming as fish in the middle of it.” ‘By my life,
daughter,’” said the king, ‘please free this young man so that I can make
him my vizier, for he has wit and intelligence.” ‘Willingly,” she replied,

and taking a knife in her hand, she cut out a circle...

-

Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the fourteenth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that THE DERVISH SAID TO THE LADY OF THE
HOUSE:

The princess took in her hand a knife inscribed with Hebrew
characters and with this she cut a circle in the middle of the palace.
Over this she wrote names, talismans and spells, and she recited words,
some intelligible and some unintelligible. After a time, everything grew
dark and the ‘ifrit came down on us in his own shape. His arms were like
winnowing forks, his legs like the masts of ships and his eyes like
firebrands. We shrank from him in fear, and the princess said: ‘“There is
no welcome for you,” at which he turned into a lion and said: ‘Traitress,
you have broken the covenant and the oath. Did we not swear that
neither of us would oppose the other?’ ‘You accursed ‘ifrit,” she said, ‘am
I bound to one like you?’ ‘Take what comes to you,’ said the ‘ifrit, and in
his lion shape he opened its mouth and sprang at the girl. She quickly
took one of her hairs, shook it in her hand and muttered a spell, so that
the hair became a sharp sword. With this she struck a blow at the lion

which cut it in two, but its head turned into a scorpion. For her part, the



princess turned into a huge snake which attacked the damned ‘ifrit in his
scorpion form. There was a fierce fight, and the scorpion turned into an
eagle while the snake became a vulture. For some time the vulture
pursued the eagle until it turned into a black cat. The princess then
became a brindled wolf and for a time the two creatures fought together
in the palace. Then the cat, finding itself beaten, became a large red
pomegranate in the middle of the palace fountain. When the wolf came
up to it, it rose in the air and fell on the palace floor where it burst, its
seeds scattered, each in a different place, until they covered the floor. A
shiver ran through the wolf and it became a cock, which started to pick
the seeds so as not to leave a single one, but, as was fated, one of them
was hidden by the side of the fountain.

The cock then started to crow and to flap its wings, gesturing to us
with its beak. We could not understand what it meant and it crowed so
loudly that we thought that the palace had fallen in on us. Then it went
all around the floor until it saw the grain concealed beside the fountain.
It pounced on this to peck it up, but the grain slipped into the middle of
the water in the fountain and became a fish which dived down to the
bottom. The cock turned into a bigger fish and went down after it. This
second fish vanished from sight for some time and then suddenly we
heard a loud cry and a scream, which made us shudder. Then out came
the ‘ifrit like a firebrand, with fire coming from his open mouth and fire
and smoke from his eyes and nose. He was followed by the princess in
the form of a huge burning coal and the two fought for a time until both
were covered by thick flames and the palace was choked with smoke.
We were terrified and were about to plunge into the water, fearing we

might be burned to death. The king recited the formula: ‘There is no



might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent. We
belong to God and to Him do we return.” He added: ‘I wish that I had not
forced her to do this in order to rescue this ape, placing so huge a
burden on her to confront this damned ‘ifrit, who cannot be matched by
all the ‘ifrits to be found in the world. I wish that I had never known this
ape — may God give him no blessing now or ever. I had wanted to do
him a favour for God’s sake and to free him from his spell, but my heart
has been weighed down by misfortune.’

Meanwhile, I myself, lady, was tongue-tied and could not say
anything to him. Then, before we knew what was happening, there was
a shout from beneath the flames and the ‘ifrit was there in the hall with
us, blowing fire into our faces. The princess caught up with him and
blew back fire at him, while we were struck by sparks from both of
them. Her sparks did us no harm, but one of his caught me in the eye
while I was still in my ape form and blinded it. Another spark struck the
king’s face, half of which it burned, together with his beard and lower
jaw, while all his lower teeth fell out. Yet another fell on the chest of the
eunuch and he was immediately burned to death.

We were sure that we were about to die, but in the midst of our
despair we heard a voice extolling God and adding: ‘He has given victory
and aid and has confounded those who disbelieve in the religion of
Muhammad, the radiant moon.’ This voice belonged to none other than
the princess, who had burnt the ‘ifrit, reducing him to a pile of ashes.
She came up to us and said: ‘Bring me a cup of water.” When this had
been fetched, she spoke some incomprehensible words over it, sprinkled
me with the water and said: ‘I conjure you by the Truth, and by the

greatest Name of God, return freely to your original shape.” A shudder



ran through me and suddenly I had gone back to being a man, although I
had lost one eye.

The princess then cried out: ‘The fire, father, the fire! I have not much
longer to live. I have not been used to fighting with a jinni, although,
had he been human, I would have killed him long ago. I was not in
difficulty until the pomegranate burst and I picked up the seeds, but I
forgot the one which contained the ‘frit’s life. Had I picked it up in time,
he would have died instantly, but I did not know what fate had
ordained. Then he came back and we fought a hard battle under the
earth, in the sky and in the water. Every time I tried a spell, he would
reply with another, until he tried the spell of fire, and there are few who
escape when this is used against them. Then destiny came to my aid and
I burned him up before he could burn me, after I had summoned him to
accept the religion of Islam. But now I am a dead woman — may God
recompense you for my loss.” Then she cried for help against the fire and
went on crying as a black spark leapt up to her breast and from there to
her face. When it got there, she wept and recited: ‘I bear witness that
there is no god but God and that Muhammad is the Prophet of God.” We
looked at her and all of a sudden she had become a pile of ashes lying
beside those of the ‘ifrit. We grieved for her and I wished that I could
have taken the place of my benefactress rather than see her beautiful
face reduced to ashes, but God’s decrees are not to be revoked.

On seeing what had happened to his daughter, the king plucked out
what was left of his beard, struck his face and tore his clothes, as did I,
and we both wept for her. The chamberlains and officers of state arrived
to find the two piles of ashes and the king lying unconscious. For a time

they stood around him in amazement and when he recovered and told



what had happened to the princess in her encounter with the ‘ifrit, they
were filled with distress and the women and the slave girls all screamed.

After seven days of mourning, the king gave orders for a huge dome
to be built over his daughter’s ashes, which was lit with candles and
lamps, while the ‘ifrit’s ashes were scattered in the air, subject to God’s
wrath. The king then fell ill and was at the point of death, but he
recovered after a month and his beard grew again. He sent for me and
said: ‘Young man, I passed my days living at ease, protected from the
calamities of time, until you came here. How I wish that I had never set
eyes on you or your ugly face, for it is you who have brought me to ruin.
Firstly, I have lost my daughter, who was worth a hundred men. It was
you whom my daughter rescued at the cost of her own life. Secondly, I
was injured by fire; I lost my teeth, and my servant died. I recognize that
none of this was your fault: all that happened to you and to me came
from God - to Whom be praise. But now, my son, leave my land, for you
have caused enough suffering, as was fated for me and for you. Go in
peace, but if you come back and I see you again, I shall kill you.’

He shouted at me and I left his presence, scarcely believing that I had
escaped and without knowing where to go. I thought over what had
happened to me — how I had been abandoned on my journey, how I had
escaped from my attackers, how I had walked for a month before
entering the city as a stranger, how I had met the tailor and then the girl
in the underground chamber, and how I had escaped from the ‘ifrit who
had wanted to kill me. I relived all my emotions from the beginning to
the end and I gave praise to God, saying: ‘It has cost me my eye but not
my life.” Before quitting the city, I went to the baths and shaved off my

beard, after which I put on a black hair shirt and poured dust over my



head. There is not a day on which I do not weep, thinking of the
disasters that have struck me and of the loss of my eye. Every time I

think of this, I shed tears and recite these lines:

By God, the Merciful, surely my affair bewilders me;

I do not know the source of sorrows that have surrounded me.
I shall endure until endurance itself cannot match mine,
Continuing until God closes my affairs.

I may be conquered, but I shall not show pain,

As a thirsty man endures in a hot valley.

I shall endure until endurance itself learns

I can endure what is more bitter than aloes,

Itself the bitterest of all,

But bitterer than all this would be for patience to betray me.
The secrets of my secret heart are its interpreter;

At the heart of the secret is my heart’s secret love for you.
Were mountains to feel my sorrow, they would be crushed;
Fire would be quenched and winds would cease to blow.
Whoever claims that Time holds sweetness

Must sometime meet a day more bitter than aloes.

After that, I wandered through the world visiting cities and making
for Baghdad, the House of Peace, in the hope of reaching the
Commander of the Faithful and telling him what had happened to me. I
arrived at the city tonight and there I found this first companion of mine
standing in perplexity. I greeted him and talked to him and then our

third companion arrived, greeted us and told us that he was a stranger.



‘So are we,’ the two of us said, ‘and we have only just come on this
blessed night.” The three of us then walked together without knowing
each other’s stories until fate brought us to this door and we came into
your presence. This, then, is the reason why my beard and moustache

have been shaven and my eye gouged out.

‘Yours is a strange story,’ said the lady of the house. ‘You can touch your
forelock and go on your way.’ ‘Not before I have heard my companions’
stories,’” he replied, at which THE THIRD DERVISH STEPPED FORWARD AND SAID:
Great lady, my tale is not like theirs but is more wonderful and more
marvellous, and it explains the reason for the shaving of my beard and
the plucking out of my eye. They both were victims of fate, but I brought
this fate upon myself, burdening my own soul with sorrow. I was a king
and the son of a king. After my father’s death, I succeeded to the throne,
ruled justly and treated my subjects well. I was fond of sailing and my
city lay on the shore of a broad sea, in the middle of which many large
islands were scattered, and I had fifty merchant ships, fifty smaller
pleasure boats and a hundred and fifty warships. It so happened, that I
decided to go on a pleasure trip to the islands and I set out with ten
ships, taking provisions for a whole month. We had been sailing for
twenty days when, one night, cross winds blew against us and the sea
became very rough, with tumultuous waves, and we were plunged into
thick darkness. Despairing of life, I said: ‘A man who courts danger is not
to be praised, even if he comes out safely.” We called on Almighty God
and implored His help, but the wind continued to shift and the waves to
clash together until daybreak. The wind then dropped; the sea became

calm and the sun came out.



Looking out, we found ourselves by an island and so we landed on
the shore, cooked and ate a meal and rested for two days. We then sailed
on for another twenty days, when the currents turned against us and, as
the captain of my ship did not recognize where we were, we told the
lookout to climb to the crow’s-nest to scan the sea. He went up the mast
and shouted to the captain that to the right he could see fish on the
surface, while at some distance away there was a dark shape, showing
sometimes as black and sometimes as white. When the captain heard
this, he dashed his turban on the deck, tore out hairs from his beard and
said: ‘Good news! We are all dead men; not one of us can escape.”’ He
started to cry, and we all joined in, weeping for ourselves.

I then asked the captain what it was that the lookout had seen.
‘Master,” he said, ‘we went off course on the day of the gale when the
wind did not die down until the following morning. That meant that we
were off course for two days, and since that night we have been astray
for eleven days, with no wind to blow us back on course. Tomorrow
evening we shall come to an island of black stone that is called the
Magnetic Mountain. The currents will force us under its lee and the ship
will split apart, nails being drawn out to attach themselves to the rock.
This is because God Almighty has set in it a secret power that attracts
everything made of iron and God only knows how much of the metal is
there, thanks to the many ships that have been wrecked on the rock over
the course of time. By the shore there is a vaulted dome of brass set on
ten columns and on top of this is a rider and his horse, both made of
brass. In his hand the rider carries a brass lance and to his breast is fixed
a lead tablet inscribed with names and talismans. It is this rider, O king,’

he went on, ‘who kills everyone who comes his way, and there is no



escape unless the rider falls from his horse.’

At that, my lady, the captain wept bitterly and we were convinced
that we were doomed. Each of us said farewell to his comrades and left
his final instructions in case one should escape. We had no sleep that
night and when morning came, we found ourselves close to the
mountain. Then the force of the currents took us and when our ships
were under the cliffs, they split apart, the nails and every iron object
aboard being drawn towards the magnetic rock, to which they stuck. By
the end of the day, we were drifting in the water around the mountain,
and although some of us still lived, most were drowned, while the
survivors could scarcely recognize each other, stunned as they were by
the force of the waves and the gusts of wind. As for me, Almighty God
preserved my life as it was His intention to distress, torture and afflict
me further. I clung to a plank that was driven by the wind until was
blown ashore. There I found a beaten track, like a staircase carved in the
mountain, leading to the summit. I pronounced the Name of Almighty
God...
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the fifteenth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that, while the other guests waited,
tied up with slaves standing by their heads with drawn swords, THE THIRD
DERVISH SAID:

I pronounced the Name of God and called on Him with supplication.



Then, gripping the cracks in the rock, I gradually managed to climb up.
At that point, by God’s permission, the wind died down and He helped
me to make my way in safety until I reached the summit, where the only
path that I could take led to the dome. I went in and then performed the
ritual ablution as well as two rak‘as in gratitude to God for bringing me
to safety, after which I fell asleep under its shelter. In my sleep, I heard a
voice saying: ‘Ibn Khadib, when you wake, dig beneath your feet and
you will find a bow of brass with three lead arrows, on which are
inscribed talismans. Take the bow and the arrows and shoot the rider on
top of the dome, for in this way you will rescue people from great
distress. When you shoot him, he will fall into the sea and the bow will
drop at your feet. Take it and bury it where you found it, and when you
do this the sea will swell higher and higher, until it comes level with the
mountain top. A little boat will then come up in which will be a man of
brass — but not the one whom you shot. He will come to you with an oar
in his hand and you must board his boat, but you are not to pronounce
the Name of Almighty God. The man will row you for ten days and bring
you to the Sea of Safety, where you will find someone to take you back
to your own land, but all this will happen only if you do not mention the
Name of God.’

When I awoke, I got up eagerly and did what the voice had told me. I
shot the horseman and when he fell into the sea, the bow dropped at my
feet and I took it and buried it. The sea then stirred and rose higher until
it was level with me on the mountain, and before I had waited long, I
saw a little boat making its way towards me, at which I called down
praises on Almighty God. When it arrived, I found in it a man of brass

with a lead tablet on his breast, inscribed with names and talismans. I



boarded it silently, without speaking, and the brass sailor rowed day
after day for the full ten days. Then, looking out, to my great joy, I saw
the Islands of Safety. Because of the intensity of my joy, I invoked the
Name of God, reciting the formula: ‘There is no god but God,” and
crying: ‘Allahu akbar!” As soon as I did this, the boat tipped me into the
sea and then itself overturned.

I knew how to swim, however, and so I swam all that day until
nightfall, by which time my arms could no longer support me and my
shoulders were tired. Exhausted and in mortal danger, I recited the
confession of faith, being sure that I was about to die. A violent wind
stirred up the sea and I was carried on by a wave as big as a castle,
which hurled me on to the land in accordance with God’s will. I climbed
up on the shore, where I squeezed out my wet clothes, spreading them
out on the ground to dry overnight. The next morning, I put them on
and went to see where I could walk. I came to a valley, only to discover,
after walking round the edge of it, that I was on a small island
surrounded by sea. ‘Every time that I escape from one predicament,’ I
said to myself, ‘I fall into another that is worse.’

While I was thinking over my plight and wishing that I was dead, at a
distance I caught sight of a ship with people on it which was making for
my island. I got up and sat in a tree, and from there I saw that the ship
had come to land, and out of it emerged ten black slaves, each carrying a
spade. They walked to the centre of the island where they dug until they
had uncovered a trapdoor, which they raised up. They then went back to
the ship and returned with bread, flour, butter, honey, sheep and
utensils that someone living in the underground chamber would need.

The slaves kept on going to and fro from the ship until they had moved



all its cargo to the chamber. They then came back bringing the very
finest of clothes and in the middle of them was a very old man, a
skeletal figure, crushed by Time and worn away. He was wearing a
tattered blue robe through which the winds blew west and east, as the

poet has said:

What shudders are produced by Time,
And Time is strong and violent!
I used to walk without weakness,

But now I am weak and cannot walk.

The old man’s hand was being held by a youth cast in the mould of
splendour and perfection to the extent that his beauty deserved to be
proverbial. He was like a tender branch, enchanting every heart with his

grace and enslaving all minds with his coquetry. As the poet has said:

Beauty was brought to be measured against him,
But bowed its head in shame.
It was asked: ‘Have you seen anything like this,

Beauty?’ It answered: ‘No.’

They walked on, lady, until they reached the underground chamber
and went down into it. They stayed out of sight for an hour or more, and
then the slaves and the old man came up, but the youth was not with
them. They closed the door of the chamber as it had been before, after
which they got into the boat and sailed out of sight. I climbed down

from my tree and walked to the pile of earth, where I excavated the soil,



removed it and worked patiently until I had cleared it all away. There
was the trapdoor, made of wood and as big as a millstone. When I lifted
it, I could see under it, to my astonishment, a vaulted stone staircase.
Down this I went until I reached the bottom and there I found a clean
chamber furnished with rugs and silks in which the youth was sitting on
a raised dais, leaning back against a round cushion, holding a fan in his
hand, with nosegays and scented herbs set before him. He was alone and
when he saw me, he turned pale. I greeted him and said: ‘Calm yourself;
don’t be alarmed. I mean you no harm. I am a mortal like you, and the
son of a king, who has been brought to you by fate to cheer you in your
loneliness. What is your story and how is it that you come to be living
alone underground?’

When he was sure that I was a man like himself, his colour returned
and he let me approach him. Then he said: ‘My brother, my story is a
strange one. My father is a merchant jeweller, who engages in trade,
with slaves, black and white, acting for him, sailing to the furthest of
lands with his goods, travelling with camels and carrying vast stores of
wealth. He had never had a son, but then in a dream he saw that,
although he would have one, this son would be short-lived. He woke in
the morning after his dream, crying and weeping, and it was on the
following night that my mother conceived me, a date that my father
noted. When the period of her pregnancy ended, she gave birth to me, to
his delight. He gave banquets and fed the mendicants and the poor
because, so near the end of his life, he had been granted this gift. Then
he summoned all the astrologers and astronomers, the sages and those
who could cast a horoscope. They investigated my horoscope and told

my father: “Your son will live for fifteen years, after which he will be



faced by a danger, but if he escapes, his life will be a long one. The
cause of his death will be as follows. In the Sea of Destruction is the
Magnetic Mountain on top of which stands a horse of brass with a rider
on whose chest is a lead tablet. Fifty days after this rider falls from his
horse, your son will die, killed by the man who shoots the rider, his
name being ‘Ajib ibn Khadib.” This caused my father great distress, but
he gave me the best of upbringings until I reached the age of fifteen.
Then, ten days ago, he heard that the rider had fallen into the sea and
that the name of the man who had shot him was ‘Ajib, son of King
Khadib. In his fear lest I be killed, my father brought me here. This is my
story and this is why I am here all alone.’

When I heard this, I was astonished and I said to myself: ‘I was the
man who shot the rider, but by God I shall never kill this youth.’
Speaking aloud, I said: ‘Master, may you be preserved from disease and
destruction, and if God Almighty wills it, you shall not see care, sorrow
or confusion. I shall sit with you and serve you and then, having kept
company with you throughout this period, I shall go on my way and you
can take me to some of your mamluks, with whom I can travel back to
my own lands.’ I sat talking to him until nightfall, when I got up, set
light to a large candle and lit the lamps. After having brought out some
food, we sat down to a meal, and we then ate some sweetmeats which I
had produced. We sat talking until most of the night had passed, when
the youth went to sleep. I put a covering over him and settled down to
sleep myself.

In the morning, I got up, heated some water and gently woke my
companion. When he was awake, I brought him the hot water and he

washed his face and thanked me. ‘By God,’ he said, ‘when I am free from



my present danger and safe from ‘Ajib ibn Khadib, I shall ask my father
to reward you, but if I die, may my blessing be on you even so.’
replied: ‘May there never be a day on which evil strikes you and may
God will it that the day of my death comes before yours.’ I produced
some food and we ate and I got him to perfume himself with incense.
Then I made a draughts board for him and, after eating some
sweetmeats, he and I started to play, going on until nightfall, when I got
up, lit the lamps and brought out some more food. I sat talking to him
until only a little was left of the night, when he fell asleep, after which I
covered him up and slept myself. I went on doing this for a period of
days and nights, becoming fond of him and forgetting my cares. ‘The
astrologers lied,’ I said to myself, ‘for by God I shall never kill this boy.’
I continued to serve him, to act as his companion and to talk with
him for thirty-nine days until the night of the fortieth day. The youth
was full of gladness and said to me: ‘“Thanks be to God, my brother, Who
has saved me from death, and this is because of your blessing and the
blessing brought by your arrival. I pray that God may restore you to
your own land.” He then asked me to heat him water for a bath, which I
willingly agreed to do. I warmed up a great quantity of water and
brought it to him. He had a good bath, using lupin flour,” and I helped
by rubbing him down and bringing him a change of clothes, after which
I made up a high couch for him. He came and lay down to sleep there
after his bath, saying: ‘Brother, cut me up a melon and dissolve some
sugar in its juice.” I went to the store cupboard and found a fine melon,
which I put on a plate. ‘Master,’ I said to him, ‘do you have a knife?’ ‘It
is on this high shelf above my head,’” he replied. So I got up quickly, took
the knife and drew it from its sheath, but as I went back, I tripped. With



the knife in my hand, I fell on top of the youth and, in accordance with
the eternal decree, it quickly penetrated his heart and he died on the
spot.

When this happened and I realized that I had killed him, I uttered a
loud cry, beat my face and tore my clothes, saying: ‘To God we belong
and to Him do we return. O Muslims, this handsome youth had only a
single night left of the dangerous period of forty days that the
astrologers and sages had predicted for him, and his death came at my
hands. How I wish I had not tried to cut this melon. This is an agonizing

disaster, but it came about in order that God’s decree might be fulfilled.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the sixteenth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that THE DERVISH TOLD THE LADY OF THE
HOUSE:

When I knew for certain that I had killed him, I got up, climbed the
stairs and replaced the soil. Then I looked out to sea and caught sight of
the ship making for the shore. I said fearfully: ‘Now they will come and
find the boy dead. They will know that it was I who killed him and they
will be bound to kill me.” I made for a high tree, which I climbed,
concealing myself among the leaves, and scarcely had I settled there
than the black slaves and the youth’s old father disembarked and went
towards the hidden chamber. They cleared away the earth, found the

trap-door and went down. There they found the youth apparently asleep,



his face glowing with the effect of his bath, dressed in clean clothes but
with the knife plunged into his breast. They shrieked, wept, struck their
faces, wailing and lamenting. The old man fainted for so long that the
slaves thought that he would not survive his son. They wrapped the
corpse of the youth in his clothes, covered him in a silken sheet and
returned to the boat. Behind them came the old man, but when he saw
his son laid out, he fell to the ground, poured earth on his head, struck
his face and plucked out his beard, while the thought that his son had
been killed caused his tears to flow faster and he fainted again. One of
the slaves got up and spread a piece of silk on a couch, upon which they
laid the old man and then sat by his head.

While all this was going on, I was in the tree above them, watching
what was happening. Because of the cares and sorrows that I had

suffered, my heart turned grey before my hair and I recited:

How many hidden acts of grace does God perform

Whose secrets are too subtle to be grasped by clever men?
How often in the morning trouble comes,

While in the evening follows joy?

How many times does hardship turn to ease,

As pleasure follows the sad heart’s distress?

The old man did not recover from his swoon until it was close to
evening. Then, looking at the body of his son, he saw that what he had
feared had come to pass. He slapped his face and his head and recited

these lines:



The loved ones left me with a broken heart,
And floods of tears rain from my eyes.

My longing is for what lies distant, but, alas,
How can I reach this? What can I say or do?

I wish that I had not set eyes on them.

What can I do, my masters, in these narrow paths?
How can I find my solace in forgetfulness?

The blazing fire of love plays with my heart.

I wish we had been joined by death

In an inseparable link.

In God’s Name, slanderer, go slow;

Join me with them while this can still be done.
How pleasantly we were sheltered by one roof,
Living a life of constant ease, until

Arrows of separation struck and parted us.

And who is there with power to endure them?
A blow struck us through the dearest of all men,
Perfect in beauty, unique in his age.

I called him - but the silent voice preceded me.
My son, would that your fate had not arrived.
How may I rush to ransom you, my son,

With my own life, were that acceptable?

I say: he is the sun, and the sun sets.

I say: he is the moon, and moons decline.

The days bring sorrow and distress for you.

I cannot do without you. None can take your place.

Your father longs for you, but you are dead,



And he is helpless. The envious look at us today

To see what they have done; how evil was their deed!

At that, with a deep sigh his soul parted from his body. ‘O master,’ cried
the slaves, and, pouring dust on their heads, they wept more and more
bitterly. Then they put his body on the ship beside that of his son and,
unfurling the sail, they passed out of sight. I came down from the tree,
went through the trapdoor and thought about the youth. Seeing some of

his belongings, I recited:

I see their traces and so melt with longing,
Weeping in places where they used to dwell.

I ask God, Who decreed that they should leave,
That one day He may grant that they return?

I then went out and passed my time wandering around the island by
day and going into the underground chamber by night. In this way a
month went by and, as I looked out over the western tip of the island, I
could see that with every day that passed the water was drying up.
Eventually there was very little of it left to the west and there was no
longer any current. By the end of the month, to my joy, the sea had
dried up in that direction and, sure that I was now safe, I got up and
waded through what water was left until I reached the mainland. There I
encountered sand dunes in which camels would sink up to their hocks,
but, steeling myself, I managed to cross them, and then far off I caught a
glimpse of a fire burning brightly. I made for it, hoping to find relief.

Meanwhile I recited:



It may perhaps be that Time will direct its reins
Towards some good — but Time is envious.
Were it to aid hopes and fulfil my needs,

It might bring pleasure after this distress.

When my course brought me nearer, I saw a palace with a door of
brass which, when the sun shone on it, gleamed from a distance like fire.
I was delighted at the sight and sat down opposite the door. Scarcely had
I taken my seat when there came towards me ten young men, wearing
splendid clothes, with a very old companion. All the young men had lost
their right eyes, and I was astonished by their appearance and at this
coincidence. When they saw me they greeted me and asked me about
myself and about my story. They were amazed when I told them what
had happened to me and of my misfortunes, and they then brought me
into the palace. Ranged around the hall were ten couches, each spread
with and covered in blue material. In the middle of these was a small
couch whose coverings, like those of the others, was also blue.

When we entered the room, each of the young men went to his own
couch and the old man went to the small one in the middle. He told me
to sit down, but warned me not to ask questions about him and his
companions or why they were one-eyed. He then brought food for each
man in one container and drink in another and he did the same for me.
After that, they sat asking me about my circumstances and my
adventures, and their questions and my replies took up most of the
night. Then they said: ‘Shaikh, bring us our due.” ‘Willingly,’ the old man
replied, and after going away into a closet, he came back carrying on his

head ten trays, each with a covering of blue, and gave one to each of the



young men. Then he lit ten candles, fixing one to each tray, and
removed the covers. There beneath the covers on the trays was nothing
but ashes and grime from cooking pots. All the young men rolled up
their sleeves and, with tears and sobs, they smeared and slapped their
faces, tore their clothes and beat their breasts, saying: ‘We were seated
at our ease but our inquisitiveness did not leave us.” They went on doing
this until it was nearly morning, when the old man got up and heated
water for them with which they washed their faces before putting on
fresh clothes.

When I saw this, I said: ‘I am astonished, amazed and afire with
curiosity.’ I forgot what had happened to me and, unable to keep silent, I
asked them: ‘Why have you done this, after we had become pleasantly
tired? You are men of sound minds — praise be to God - and it is only
madmen who act like this. I implore you by what you hold dearest to tell
me your story and why you have lost your eyes and why you smear your
faces with ashes and grime.’ They turned to me and said: ‘Young man, do
not be led astray by your youth and do not press your question.” Then
they got up and so did I, after which the old man brought out food, and
when we had eaten and the plates had been removed, they sat talking
until nightfall. The old man then rose and lit candles and lamps, before
bringing us food and drink.

We sat talking in a friendly way to one another until midnight. ‘Bring
us our due,’ they then told the old man, ‘as it is time for sleep.” He
brought the trays with the black ashes and they did what they had done
on the first night. The same thing went on for a whole month while I
stayed with them, as every night they would smear their faces with ashes

before washing them and then changing their clothes. I was astonished



at this and became more and more uneasy, to the extent that I could
neither eat nor drink. ‘Young men,’ I said, ‘you must satisfy my concern
and tell me why it is that you smear your faces.” They said: ‘It is better to
keep our secret hidden,” but as I was too perplexed to eat or drink, I
insisted that they tell me. ‘This will go hard with you,’ they replied, ‘as
you will become like us.” “There is no help for it,’ I said, ‘unless you
allow me to leave you and go back to my family, so that I may no longer
have to watch all this. As the proverb has it, it is better for me to be far
away from you, for what the eye does not see the heart does not grieve
over.” At this, they took a ram, slaughtered it and skinned it, then told
me to take a knife, wrap the skin around me and sew it up. They went
on: ‘A bird called a rukh will swoop on you and lift you up, before
setting you down on a mountain, where you should slit open the skin
and come out. The bird will be scared away from you and will go off,
leaving you alone. Walk on for half a day and you will find in front of
you a strange-looking palace. Enter it and you will have achieved what
you wanted, as it was because we went into it that we blacken our faces
and each of us has lost an eye. It would take a long time to explain all
this, as each of us has a tale to tell of how his right eye was plucked out.’
I was pleased when I heard this, and after I had done what they had
instructed, the bird came and carried me off, leaving me on the
mountain top. I got out of the skin and walked on until I reached the
palace, where I found forty girls, beautiful as moons, at whom no one
could tire of looking. On seeing me, they all greeted me warmly. ‘We
have been expecting you for a month,’ they said, ‘and praise be to God
Who has brought us one who deserves us and whom we deserve.” They

seated me on a high dais and said: “Today you are our lord and master



and we are your slave girls, under your command, so give us your
orders.” I was astonished by all this, but they brought me food and we
ate together, after which they fetched drink. They clustered around me
and five of them spread out a mat around which they set out quantities
of scented flowers, together with fruits, fresh and dried. Then they
brought wine and we sat down to drink as they sang to the music of the
lute.

The wine circulated and such was my delight that I forgot all worldly
cares. ‘This is the life,” I said, and I stayed with them until it was time to
sleep. ‘Take whichever of us you choose to sleep with you,’ they said. So
I took one of them, with a beautiful face, dark eyes, black hair, well-
spaced teeth, perfect in all aspects, with joining eyebrows, like a supple
bough or a sprig of sweet basil, astonishing and amazing the mind. As

the poet has said:

It shows ignorance to compare her to a tender branch,
And how far is she unlike a gazelle!

How can the dear gazelle have a form like hers

Or honeyed lips like hers — how sweet a drink -

Or her wide eyes, that act as murderers,

Capturing the desperate lover, tortured and then slain?
I yearn for her; mine is a heathen love;

No wonder that the lovesick is in love.

I recited to her:

My eyes see nothing but your loveliness;



Apart from you no thought enters my heart,
For every thought of mine is fixed on you;

In your love is my death and my rebirth.

I then got up and spent a night of unsurpassed pleasure sleeping with
her. In the morning, the girls took me to the baths, washed me and gave
me the most splendid of clothes to wear. Then they brought out food and
drink and we ate and drank, the wine circulating until nightfall. This

time I chose another lovely, pliant girl. As the poet describes:

I saw upon her breast two caskets sealed with musk,
Withheld from any lover’s grasp,
Guarded with arrows she shoots from her eyes —

Arrows that strike down any who attack.

I passed the most delightful of nights, sleeping with her until dawn. In
short, my lady, I spent a whole year with these girls, enjoying a carefree
life, but as the next year began, they said: ‘Would that we had never
known you, but if you listen to us you can save yourself.” They then
started to weep and when I asked them what the matter was, they
explained: ‘We are the daughters of kings, and we have been gathered
together here for a period of years. We go away for forty days and then
stay here for a year, eating, drinking, enjoying ourselves and taking our
pleasure, after which we go off again. This is our custom and we are
afraid that when we leave you, you will not do what we tell you. Here
are the keys of the palace, which we are handing over to you. In the

palace are forty rooms, thirty-nine of which you may enter, but you



must take care not to open the door of the fortieth, or else you will be
forced to leave us.’ ‘If that is so,’ I said, ‘then I shall certainly not open
it.’

One of them then came to me, embraced me, wept and recited the

lines:

If after separation we come close again,
The frown upon Time’s face will turn into a smile.
If a sight of you serves as kohl for my eyes,

I shall forgive Time all its evil deeds.

Then I recited:

When she came close to say farewell, she and her heart
Were allies there to longing and to love.
She wept moist pearls, while my tears, as they flowed,

Were like carnelians, forming a necklace on her breast.

On seeing the girls’ tears, I swore that I would never open the
forbidden room, and after I had said goodbye, they went outside and
flew away. So I sat in the palace by myself and when evening
approached, I opened the door to the first chamber and went in. There I
found a virtual paradise, a garden with green trees, ripe fruits, tuneful
birds and gushing waters. I felt at rest as I walked among the trees,
smelling sweet-scented flowers and listening to the song of the birds as
they glorified the One God, the Omnipotent. I looked at apples whose

colour was midway between red and yellow, as the poet has said:



An apple’s nature has combined two shades —

The beloved’s cheek and the complexion of the timorous lover.

Then I looked at quinces that put to shame the scent of musk and

ambergris, as the poet has said:

Within the quince are all mankind’s delights;
Its fame surpasses every other fruit.
Its taste is wine and its scent diffused musk,

Golden in colour, shaped like the full moon.

I then looked at apricots whose beauty delighted the eye like polished
rubies, and after that I left the chamber and locked the door again. Next
day I opened the door to the second chamber, went in and found a large
space, with date palms and a flowing stream whose banks were carpeted
with rose bushes, jasmine, marjoram, eglantine, narcissus and
gillyflowers. Breezes passed over these scented flowers and the scent
spread in all directions, filling me with perfect happiness. I left this
chamber, locked the door behind me and opened the third. Here I found
a hall, paved with coloured marble, valuable minerals and precious
stones. In it were cages of sandalwood and aloes wood, with singing
birds, such as the nightingale, the ringdove, blackbirds, turtledoves and
the Nubian song thrush. I was delighted by this; my cares were dispelled
and I slept there until morning. Then I opened the fourth door to
discover a large chamber with forty closets whose doors were standing
open. I went in and saw an indescribable quantity of pearls, sapphires,

topazes, emeralds and other precious stones. In my astonishment I



exclaimed: ‘I do not think that there is a single king who has all this in
his treasury.’ Joy filled me, my cares leaving me, and I said: ‘I am the
supreme ruler of the age; my wealth is a gift granted me by God’s grace;
the forty girls are under my authority, and they have no other man
besides me.’ I went from place to place until thirty-nine days had passed,
during which time I had opened all the rooms except for the one whose
door I had been told not to open.

This one, which made the number up to forty, preoccupied me and, in
order to bring me misery, Satan incited me to open it. I could not hold
out against this, and so with only one day left before the girls were due
to return, I went to the chamber, opened the door and went in. I found a
fragrance the like of which I had never smelt before. It overcame my
senses and I fell down in a faint, which lasted for an hour. Then I
plucked up my courage and went further into the room, whose floor I
found spread with saffron. Light was given by lamps of gold and candles
from which was diffused the scent of musk and ambergris, and I saw two
huge censers, each filled with aloes wood, ambergris and honeyed
perfume whose scent filled the room. I saw a horse, black as darkest
night, in front of which was a manger of clear crystal, filled with husked
sesame, together with a similar manger filled with rosewater scented
with musk. The horse was harnessed and bridled and its saddle was of
red gold.

When I saw this, I was astonished and said to myself: ‘“There must be
something of great importance here.” Satan led me further astray and so
I took hold of the horse and mounted it. It didn’t move and so I kicked it,
and when it still refused to move, I took the whip and struck it. As soon

as it felt the blow, it neighed with a sound like rumbling thunder and,



opening up a pair of wings, it flew off with me, carrying me up into the
sky way above the ground. After a time, it set me down on a flat roof
and whisked its tail across my face, striking out my right eye and
causing it to slide down my cheek. It then left me and I came down from
the roof to find the ten one-eyed youths. ‘No welcome to you,’ they said.
‘Here I am,’ I replied. ‘I have become like you, and I want you to give me
a tray of grime with which to blacken my face and to let me sit with
you.” ‘No, by God,’ they said, ‘you may not do that. Get out!’

They drove me away, leaving me in dire straits, thinking over the
misfortunes that had overtaken me. I was sad at heart and tearful when I
parted from them, and I said to myself in a low voice: ‘I was resting at
my ease, but my inquisitiveness would not leave me.” So I shaved off my
beard and whiskers and wandered from place to place. God decreed that
I should remain safe and I reached Baghdad yesterday evening, where I
found these two men standing in perplexity. I greeted them and
introduced myself as a stranger. ‘We too are strangers,’ they said, so we
agreed to go together, all of us being dervishes and all being blind in the

right eye. This, lady, is why I am clean shaven and have lost my eye.

‘You can touch your forelock and go,’ she told him, but he replied: ‘Not
before I have heard what these other people have to say.’

The lady of the house then turned to the caliph, Ja‘far and Masrur
and said: ‘Tell me your story.” Ja‘far came forward and told her the story
that he had told to the doorkeeper when they entered and when she
heard this, she allowed them all to leave. In the lane outside, the caliph
asked the dervishes where they were proposing to go as dawn had not
yet broken. When they said that they did not know, he told them to



come and spend the night with him. ‘Take them,’ he said to Ja‘far, ‘and
bring them to me in the morning, so that we may write down what has
happened.’ Ja‘far did as he was told and the caliph went up to his
palace, but found himself unable to sleep that night.

In the morning, he took his seat on the imperial throne, and when his
officials had assembled, he turned to Ja‘far and told him to bring the
three ladies, the two bitches and the three dervishes. Ja‘far got up and
brought them all, the ladies being veiled. Ja‘far turned to them and said:
‘You are forgiven because of your earlier kindness, although you did not
know who we were. I can tell you now that you are standing before the
fifth of the caliphs of the Banu ‘Abbas, Harun al-Rashid, the brother of
Musa al-Hadi and son of al-Mahdi Muhammad, the son of Abu Ja‘far al-
Mansur, the son of Muhammad, the brother of al-Saffah, son of
Muhammad. You are to tell nothing but the truth.’

When the ladies heard what Ja‘far had said as spokesman for the
Commander of the Faithful, the eldest of them came forward and said to
the caliph: ‘Commander of the Faithful, mine is a story which, were it
written with needles on the inner corners of the eyeballs of mankind,
would serve as a warning to those who take heed and counsel to those

who profit from counsel.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the seventeenth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that when the lady of the house



stood before the caliph, SHE sAID:

Mine is a strange story. The two black bitches are my sisters. Three of
us were full sisters and these two, the doorkeeper and the housekeeper,
were born of a different mother. When our father died, each of us took
her share of the inheritance. Some days later, my mother died, leaving
us three thousand dinars, and so each of us, I being the youngest,
inherited a thousand dinars. My sisters were thus equipped with dowries
and each married. Their husbands stayed for a time, but then they
collected trade goods and, each of them taking a thousand dinars from
his wife, they all went off on a voyage together, leaving me behind. They
were away for five years, during which time the men lost their money
and were ruined, abandoning their wives in foreign parts.

After five years, my eldest sister came to me in the most squalid of
states, dressed as a beggar, with tattered clothes and a dirty old shawl.
When I saw her, I didn’t recognize her at first and took no notice of her.
Then, realizing who she was, I asked her what had happened, but she
said: ‘It is no use talking, sister, the pen of fate has written God’s decree.’
So I sent her to the baths, gave her clothes to wear and said: ‘Sister, you
have been given to me in exchange for my father and mother. My share
of what the three of us inherited has been blest by God and it has
allowed me to thrive and become prosperous. You and I are equal
partners.’ I treated her with all kindness and she stayed with me for a
whole year.

We were concerned about our other sister, but it was not long before
she too arrived in an even worse plight than the eldest. I treated her
even better than I had treated her sister and both of them shared in my

wealth. Some time later, they told me that they wanted to marry again



as they could not bear to remain without husbands. ‘My dears,’ I said,
‘there is no longer any benefit to be got from marriage and good men are
hard to find now. I don’t see any advantage in your proposal and you
have already had experience of marriage.” My sisters did not accept that
and married without my approval although I covered all their costs.
They then left with their husbands, who very soon afterwards played
them false, took all that they had and went off, abandoning them.

Once again they came back to me, covered in shame, apologized and
said: ‘Don’t blame us. You may be younger than us but you are more
intelligent; we shall never again mention marriage, so take us as your
slave girls that we may have a bite to eat.” ‘Welcome, sisters,’ I said. ‘No
one is dearer to me than you.” And I kissed them and honoured them
even more than before. This went on for a full year, after which I
decided to fit out a ship to go to Basra. I chose a large one and loaded it
with goods, merchandise and everything needed for the voyage. I asked
my sisters whether they would prefer to sit at home until I returned from
my voyage or whether they would like to come with me. ‘We will go
with you,’ they said, ‘as we cannot bear to be parted from you,” and so I
took them along.

I had divided my wealth in two, taking half with me and leaving the
other half behind, with the idea that, were the ship to be wrecked and
we survived, there would be something to support us on our return. We
sailed for some days and nights, but the ship then went astray as the
captain had not kept to the right course, and without realizing it, we
were sailing in the wrong direction. This went on for some time and over
a period of ten days we had fair winds. After that, the lookout climbed

up to investigate; he called out: ‘Good news!” and came down full of joy



and told us that he had seen what looked like a city resembling a dove.
We were delighted and, within an hour, we could see the place in the
distance. We asked the captain its name, but he said: ‘By God, I don’t
know. I have never seen it before and never in my life have I sailed on
this sea. But things have turned out safely and all we have to do is put in
to harbour. Look out your merchandise and if you can sell, sell and then
buy up whatever is there; if that does not work, we can rest here for two
days, buy provisions and go on with our voyage.’

We put in and the captain went up to the city. He was away for a
time and when he came back he told us: ‘Come up and wonder at what
God has done to those He created, and seek refuge from His anger.” We
went to the city and when we came to the gate, we saw that it was
guarded by men with sticks in their hands, but when we got nearer we
found that they had been turned to stone, while in the city itself we
found that everyone had been transformed to black stone and there was
no trace of life. We were astonished, but as we threaded our way
through the markets, we discovered that the traders’ wares and the gold
and silver had remained unchanged. This delighted us and, thinking that
there must be some mystery here, we split up and walked through the
city streets, each concerned to collect her own booty, money and fabrics.

I myself went to the castle, which turned out to be strongly fortified,
and I then entered the royal apartments, where all the utensils were
made of gold and silver. There I saw the king wearing robes of
bewildering splendour, seated with his chamberlains, officers and
viziers. When I approached, I found that he was sitting on a throne
studded with pearls and gems, wearing cloth of gold, with every jewel

gleaming like a star. Standing around him were fifty mamluks, dressed



in silks of various kinds, with drawn swords in their stone hands — an
astonishing sight. I then walked into the hall of the harem, whose walls
were covered with hangings of silk with gold-embroidered branches. The
queen was there asleep, wearing a robe ornamented with fresh pearls.
On her head was a crown studded with gemstones of all kinds, while
around her neck were necklaces of all sorts. Everything she was wearing,
dress and ornaments, was unchanged, but she herself had been
transformed to black stone.

I then found an open door and went up to it. There were seven steps
and these led to a chamber whose marble floor was spread with gold-
embroidered carpets. In it there was a couch made of juniper wood, inset
with pearls and precious stones, together with two large emeralds,
covered by a pearl-studded hanging. There was also a door from which I
could see a light shining. I went to stand over it and there in the centre
on a small chair I found a jewel the size of a duck’s egg, burning like a
candle and shedding light, while spread over the couch was an amazing
array of silks. The sight filled me with astonishment. On looking further,
I saw lighted candles. ‘Someone must have lit these,’ I said to myself,
and I then went to another room and proceeded to search all through the
building, forgetting myself in my astonishment at all this and plunged in
thought.

I continued exploring until nightfall, but then, wishing to leave, I
found I had lost my way and had no idea where the gate was. So I went
back to the chamber with the lighted candles, sat down on the couch
and, after reciting a portion of the Quran, wrapped myself in a coverlet,
trying in vain to sleep but becoming uneasy. Then at midnight I heard a

beautiful voice reciting the Quran. This filled me with joy and I followed



the sound until I came to a small room whose door was shut. I opened it
and looked inside, to find a chapel with a prayer niche in which hung
lighted lamps together with two candles. In this chapel a prayer rug had
been put down and on this sat a handsome young man with, before him,
a copy of the holy Quran from which he was reading.

Wondering how he alone had been saved from out of all the
inhabitants of the city, I entered and greeted him. He looked up and
returned my greeting, at which I said: ‘By the truth of what you have
recited from the Book of God, I implore you to answer my question.” He
looked at me, smiling, and replied: ‘Servant of God, do you tell me why
you came here and I will tell you what happened to me and the people
of this city and how it was that I escaped.’ So I told him my story, which
filled him with wonder, and then I asked him about the townspeople.
‘Wait, sister,” he said, and he then closed the Quran and put it into a bag
of satin, before making me sit beside him. When I looked at him, I saw
him to be the moon when it comes to the full, excellent in his attributes,
supple and handsome; his appearance was like a sugar stick, with a well-

proportioned frame. As the poet has said:

To the astrologer watching by night

Appeared a beautiful form dressed in twin robes.
Saturn had granted him black hair,

Colouring his temples with the shade of musk.

From Mars derived the redness of his cheek,

While Sagittarius shot arrows from his eyelids.
Mercury supplied keenness of mind

While the Bear forbade the slanderers to look at him.



The astrologer was bewildered by what he saw

And the ground before him was kissed by the full moon.

Almighty God had clothed him in the robe of perfection and
embroidered it with the beauty and splendour of the down of his cheek,

as the poet has said:

I swear by the intoxication of his eyelids,

By his waist and by the arrows that his magic shoots,

By the smoothness of his flanks, the sharpness of his glance,
His white complexion and the darkness of his hair,

His eyebrow that denies sleep to my eye,

Controlling me as he orders and forbids,

By his rosy cheek and the myrtle of its down,

By the carnelian of his mouth, his pearly teeth,

By his neck and by the beauty of his form,

With pomegranates showing on his chest,

By his haunches that quiver whether he moves or is still,

By his slender waist and by his silken touch,

The lightness of his spirit and all the beauty he encompasses.
I swear by his generous hand and by his truthful tongue,
His high birth and his lofty rank.

For those who know of musk, it is his scent,

And he it is who spreads the scent of ambergris.

Compared with him the radiant sun

Is nothing but the paring of a fingernail.



The glance that I gave him was followed by a thousand sighs and love
for him was fixed in my heart. ‘My master,’ I said, ‘answer my question.’
‘Willingly,” he replied, and he went on: ‘Know, servant of God, that this
is my father’s city and he is the king whom you saw sitting on the throne
turned into black stone, while the queen whom you saw in the hall is my
mother. All the people of the city were Magians, worshipping fire rather
than Almighty God. They would swear by fire, light, shadows, the heat
of the sun and the circling sphere. After my father had for long been
without a son, late in his life I was born to him. He brought me up until I
was a grown man, and good fortune always preceded me. With us there
was an old Muslim woman who believed in God and His Apostle in
secret, while in public she followed the practices of my people. My
father had faith in her because he saw that she was trustworthy and
chaste, and he showed her great respect, thinking that she was his co-
religionary. When I grew older he entrusted me to her, saying: “Take
him; give him a good upbringing; ground him in the tenets of our faith
and look after him.” When she had taken me, she taught me about the
religion of Islam with the obligations of ritual purification and of prayer,
and she made me learn the Quran by heart, telling me to worship none
but Almighty God. When she had done all this, she told me to keep it
hidden from my father and not to tell him lest he kill me. So I kept the
secret for a few days, but then the old woman died and the people of the
city sank ever further into unbelief and presumptuous error.

‘While they were in this state, suddenly they heard a mighty voice
like the rumbling of thunder, calling out in tones that could be heard far
and near: “Citizens, turn away from the worship of fire and worship

God, the Merciful King.” The people were startled and they all came to



my father, the king, and asked: “What is this alarming voice that we
have heard, astounding and terrifying us?” “Do not be alarmed or
frightened by it,” he replied, “and do not let it turn you from your
religion.” Their hearts inclined to what he said; they persisted in their
worship of fire and they acted even more wickedly until a year had
passed from the first time that they had heard the voice. They then
heard it for a second time and, after three years, for a third time — once
each year — but they still clung to their beliefs. Then, at dawn one day,
divine wrath descended and they, together with their animals and their
flocks, were turned to black stone. I was the only one to escape and since
that happened, I have been living like this — praying, fasting and reciting
the Quran - but I can no longer endure being alone, with no one to keep
me company.’

I had lost my heart to him, so I asked him whether he would go to
Baghdad with me where he could meet the men of learning and the
faqihs, and so add to his knowledge, understanding and grasp of
religious law. ‘Know,’ I went on, ‘that the slave who stands before you is
the mistress of her people, with command over men, eunuchs and slaves.
I have a ship laden with merchandise and it was fate that led us here in
order that we should see these things, and it was ordained by destiny
that you and I should meet.’

I continued to prompt him to leave with me, flattering him and using

my wiles until he agreed to accept.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the eighteenth night, sHE saiD:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that the lady continued to prompt
him to leave with her until he said yes. THE LADY WENT ON:

I spent the night at his feet, unable to believe what had happened to
me because of my joy. In the morning, we got up and, going to the
treasuries, we took what was both light to carry and valuable, after
which we left the castle and went down to the city. There we met the
slaves and the ship’s captain, who were searching for me and who were
filled with joy when they saw me. I told them, to their astonishment,
what I had seen and explained to them the story of the young man and
the reason for the curse that had struck the city, as well as what had
happened to its people. When my sisters, now these two bitches, saw me
with the young man, they became jealous of me and angry, and they
secretly schemed against me. We boarded the ship gaily, overjoyed at
the profit we had made, although I was more pleased because of the
young man. We stayed waiting for a wind, and when it blew fair, we
made sail and set off. My sisters sat with me and we started to talk.
‘What are you going to do with this handsome young man?’ they asked.
‘T intend to take him as my husband,’ I replied. Then, turning, I went up
to him and said: ‘Sir, I want to say something to you and I would ask you
not to refuse me. When we reach Baghdad, our city, I shall propose
myself to you in marriage; you shall be my husband and I shall be your
wife.” He agreed to this, and I turned to my sisters and said: ‘This young
man is enough for me, so whatever profit others have made, they can
keep.’” ‘That is well done of you,’ they said, but secretly they continued

to plot against me.



On we sailed with a fair wind until we left the Sea of Fear and
reached safety. After a few more days of sailing, we came in sight of the
walls of Basra. Evening fell and we settled down to sleep, but then my
sisters got up, carried me on my mattress and threw me into the sea.
They did the same thing with the young man, and as he could not swim
well, he was drowned and God entered him in the roll of the martyrs. I
wish that I had drowned with him, but God decreed that I should be
saved, and so while I was floating in the sea, He provided me with a
plank of wood on to which I climbed. The waves then swept me along
until they threw me up on the shore of an island. There I walked for the
rest of the night and, when morning came, I saw a track just broad
enough for a human foot that connected the island to the mainland.

The sun had now risen and I dried my clothes in the sunlight, ate
some of the island fruits and drank from its water. Then I set off on the
track and went on walking until I was close to the mainland and only
two hours away from the city. Suddenly, I saw a snake as thick as a palm
tree darting towards me, and as it came I could see it swerving to right
and to left until it reached me. Its tongue was trailing along the ground
for the length of a span and it was sweeping aside the dust with the
whole length of its body. It was being pursued by a dragon, thin and
long as a lance. In its flight the snake turned to the right and the left, but
the dragon seized its tail. The snake shed tears and its tongue lolled out
because of its violent efforts to escape. Feeling sorry for it, I picked up a
stone and threw it at the dragon’s head, killing it instantly, after which
the snake unfolded a pair of wings and flew up into the sky until it
passed out of my sight.

I sat there in amazement, but I was tired and sleepy and so, for a



time, I fell asleep where I was. When I awoke I found at my feet a girl
with two bitches who was massaging my feet. I felt embarrassed by her
presence and so I sat up and said: ‘Sister, who are you?’ ‘How quickly
you have forgotten me,’ she replied. ‘I am the one to whom you did a
service, killing my foe and sowing the seed of gratitude. I am the snake
whom you saved from the dragon. I am one of the jinn, as was the
dragon. He was my enemy and it was only because of you that I escaped
from him. After that, I flew on the wind to the ship from which your
sisters threw you overboard, and after taking all its cargo to your house,
I sank it. As for your sisters, I turned them into two black bitches, for I
know the whole story of their dealings with you, but as for the young
man, he had already drowned.’” She then carried me off, together with
the bitches, and set me down on the roof of my house, in the middle of
which I could see all the goods that had been on the ship, not one thing
being missing.

Then the snake girl said: ‘By the inscription on the ring of our lord
Solomon, on whom be peace, if you do not give each of these bitches
three hundred lashes every day, I shall come and turn you into a bitch
like them.’ I told her that I would obey, and so, Commander of the
Faithful, I have gone on beating them, although I feel pity for them and
they realize that this is not my fault and accept my excuse. This is my

story.

The caliph was filled with wonder, and he then asked the doorkeeper the
reason for the whip scars on her body. ‘Commander of the Faithful,” she
replied, ‘when my father died he left a great quantity of wealth, and

soon afterwards I married the wealthiest man of his time.’ she went on:



I stayed with him for a year, but he too then died and from him I
inherited eighty thousand gold dinars, this being my portion in
accordance with Islamic law. I was then exceedingly rich; my reputation
spread, and I had ten costumes made, each worth a thousand dinars. As I
was sitting one day, in came an old woman with pendulous cheeks,
thinning eyebrows, popping eyes, broken teeth and a blotched face. She
was bleary-eyed, with a head that looked as though it had been covered
in plaster, grey hair and a bent body covered in scabs. Her skin was

discoloured and she was dribbling mucus, as the poet has described:

An old woman of evil omen — may God have no mercy on her
youth

Or pardon her sins the day she comes to die —

She could lead a thousand bolting mules

With a spider’s web for reins, so domineering is she.

On entering, this woman greeted me and after she had kissed the
ground before me, she said: ‘I have a fatherless daughter and tonight is
her wedding and the ceremony of her unveiling. We are strangers with
no acquaintances in this city and our hearts are broken. Were you to
come to the wedding, you would win reward and recompense from God,
as the ladies of the city would hear that you were going and would come
themselves. You would then mend my daughter’s broken heart, for her

only helper is God.” She then wept, kissed my feet and recited the lines:

Your presence there would honour us,

And that we would acknowledge.



While if you do not come,

We have no substitute and no replacement.

Moved by pity and compassion, I agreed, saying: ‘I shall do something
for her, if God wills, and she shall be married in my clothes with my
jewellery and my finery.” The old woman was delighted: she bent down
to kiss my feet and said: ‘May God reward you and mend your heart as
you have mended mine. But do not trouble yourself to do this service
now. If you are ready in the evening, I will come and fetch you.” She
then kissed my hand and left. I was ready when she came back and she
said: ‘My lady, the women of the town have come. I told them that you
were going to be there and they were delighted and are waiting for you
to arrive.” So I drew my veil and got up, taking my maids with me, and I
went on until we came to a lane that had been swept and sprinkled with
water, and where a cool breeze was blowing. There we arrived at an
arched gate with a strongly built marble dome, leading to the door of a
palace that soared from the ground to touch the clouds. Over the gate

these lines were inscribed:

I am a house built for pleasure

And consecrated for all time to joy and relaxation.
In my centre is a fountain with gushing waters
That clear away all sorrows.

Flowers border it — anemones and the rose,

Myrtle, narcissus blooms and camomile.

When we got to the door, the old woman knocked, and when it was



opened, we went in to find a hall spread with carpets, in which lighted
lamps were hanging and candles were ranged, with gems and precious
stones. We walked through the hall until we came to a room of
unparalleled splendour, spread with silken rugs and lit by hanging lamps
and two rows of candles. In the centre of it there was a couch of juniper
wood studded with pearls and gems and covered with a buttoned canopy
of satin. Before we knew what was happening, out came a girl. I looked
at her, Commander of the Faithful, and saw that she was more perfect
than the moon at its full, with a forehead brighter than daybreak, as the

poet has said:

In the palaces of the Caesars she is a maiden

From among the bashful ones of the Chosroes’ courts.
On her cheeks are rosy tokens;

How beautiful are those red cheeks.

A slender girl with a languid, sleepy glance,

She encompasses all beauty’s graces.

The lock of hair that hangs above her forehead

Is the night of care set over joyful dawn.

She emerged from beneath the canopy and greeted me as her dear

and revered sister, giving me a thousand welcomes and reciting:

Were the house to know who comes to visit it,
It would kiss in joyfulness the place where you have trod.
And call out with its silent voice:

‘Welcome to the generous and noble one.’



She then sat down and said: ‘Sister, I have a brother who has seen you at
a number of weddings and festivals. He is a young man more handsome
than I am, and he is deeply in love with you because of the richness of
beauty and grace that you possess. He has heard that you are the
mistress of your people, as he is the master of his. Because he wished to
attach himself to you, he played this trick in order that I should meet
you. He wants to marry you in accordance with the ordinance of God
and of His Apostle, and there is no disgrace in what is lawful.” When I
heard what she had to say and saw that I was now inside the house, I
told her that I would agree. She was delighted and, after clapping her
hands, she opened a door from which emerged a young man in the
bloom of his youth, immaculately dressed, well built, handsome,
graceful, splendid and perfect, with engaging manners. His eyebrows
were like an archer’s bow and his eyes could steal hearts with licit

magic, as the poet’s description has it:

His face is like a crescent moon,

Where marks of good fortune are like pearls.

How excellent also are the lines:

Blessed is his beauty and blessed is our God.

How great is He who formed and shaped this man!
Alone he has acquired all loveliness,

And in his beauty all mankind strays lost.

Upon his cheek beauty has written these words:

‘I testify there is no handsome man but he.’



When I looked at him, my heart turned to him and I fell in love. He
sat beside me and I talked to him for an hour, after which the girl
clapped her hands for a second time. The door of a side room opened
and from it emerged a qadi with four witnesses, who greeted us and then
sat down. The marriage contract between me and the young man was
drawn up, after which the others withdrew. ‘May this be a blessed night,’
said my bridegroom, turning to me. ‘But, my lady,” he added, ‘I impose
one condition on you.” ‘What is that?’ I asked. He got up and fetched a
copy of the Quran and said: ‘Swear that you will not look at any other
man but me, or incline to him.’ I swore to that, to his great joy. He
embraced me and my whole heart was filled with love for him. Servants
then set out a table and we ate and drank our fill. Night fell and he took
me to bed, where we continued to kiss and embrace until morning.

We continued in this state for a month, living in happiness and joy,
and at the end of that time I asked my husband’s leave to go to market
to buy some material. After he had given me permission, I put on an
outdoor mantle, and taking with me the old woman and a servant girl, I
went down to the market. There I sat in the shop of a young merchant
who was known to the old woman. She told me that he was a youth
whose father had died, leaving him a huge amount of money. ‘He has a
great stock of goods,’ she added. ‘You will find whatever you want, and
no trader in the market has finer fabrics.” Then she told the man to
produce for me the most expensive stuff that he had and he replied: ‘To
hear is to obey.” The old woman then began to sing his praises, but I told
her: ‘There is no necessity for this. All we want is to get what we need
and then to go back home.’

The man brought out what we were looking for and we produced the



money for him, but he refused to take anything and said: ‘This is a guest
gift for you today from me.’ I said to the old woman: ‘If he refuses to
accept the money, then give him back the stuff.” ‘By God,’ he said, ‘I
shall not accept anything from you, and all this is a gift from me in
exchange for a single kiss, which is of more value to me than everything
that is in my shop.” ‘What good will a kiss do you?’ asked the old
woman, but then she told me: ‘You heard what he said, daughter. What
harm will a kiss do you, and you can then take what you want?’ ‘Don’t
you know that I have sworn an oath?’ I asked, but she went on: ‘Stay
silent and let him kiss you. You will have done nothing wrong and you
can take back this money.” She continued to inveigle me, until I fell into
the trap and agreed. I then covered my eyes and hid myself from the
passers-by with the edge of my veil. He put his mouth on my cheek
beneath my veil and, after kissing me, he bit me hard, piercing the skin
of my cheek so that I fainted.

The old woman held me to her breast and when I recovered my
senses, I found the shop closed, with her grieving over me and saying:
‘God has averted what could have been worse.” Then she said to me:
‘Come back to the house with me and pull yourself together, lest you be
shamed. When you get home, go to bed, pretend to be sick and cover
yourself up. I will fetch you something with which to treat this bite and
it will soon be better.” After a while, I got up, full of care and extremely
fearful, and I walked very slowly home, where I acted as though I was
sick. At nightfall, in came my husband. He asked: ‘My lady, what
happened to you while you were out?’ ‘I'm not well,’ I said, ‘and I have a
headache.’ He looked at me, lit a candle and came up to me. ‘What is

this wound on your tender cheek?’ he asked. ‘After receiving your



permission to go out today to buy materials, I left the house but was
pushed by a camel carrying firewood; my veil was torn and, as you can
see, I got this wound on my cheek, for the streets are narrow here.’
‘Tomorrow I will go to the governor,’ he said, ‘and tell him to hang
everyone who sells firewood in the city.’ I implored him not to burden
himself with the guilt of wronging someone, adding: ‘I was riding on a
donkey which threw me and I fell on the ground where I struck a piece
of wood which grazed my cheek and wounded me.’ He said: ‘Tomorrow I
shall go to Ja‘far the Barmecide and tell him what happened to you, so
that he may put every donkey driver in this city to death.” ‘Are you
going to kill everyone because of me?’ I asked. ‘What happened was a
matter of fate and destiny.’ ‘It must be done,” he said, and he kept on
insisting on this until, when he got up, I turned around and spoke
sharply to him.

At that, Commander of the Faithful, he realized what had happened
to me. ‘You have been false to your oath,’ he said, letting out a great cry.
The door opened and seven black slaves came in. On his orders, they
dragged me from my bed and threw me down in the middle of the room.
He told one of them to hold my shoulders and to sit on my head, while
another was to sit on my knees and hold my feet. A third came with a
sword in his hand and my husband ordered him to strike me with the
sword and cut me in two and then said: ‘Let each of you take a piece and
throw it into the Tigris as food for the fish. This is the reward of those
who betray their oaths and are false to their love.” He grew even more

angry and recited these verses:

If I must have a partner in my love,



Even though passion slay me, I shall drive love from my soul.
I say to my soul: ‘Die nobly,

For there is no good in a love that is opposed.’

Then he told the slave: ‘Strike, Sa‘d.” When the slave was sure that his
master meant what he said, he sat over me and said: ‘Lady, recite the
confession of faith, and if there is anything that you want done, tell me,
for this is the end of your life.” ‘Wait a little, good slave,’ I said, ‘so that I
can give you my last instructions.” Then I raised my head and saw the
state that I was in and how I had fallen from greatness to degradation.

My tears flowed and I wept bitterly, but my husband recited angrily:

Say to one who has tired of union and turned from me,
Being pleased to take another partner in love:
‘T had enough of you before you had enough of me,

And what has passed between us is enough for me.’

When I heard that, Commander of the Faithful, I wept and, looking at

him, I recited:

You have abandoned me in my love and have sat back;
You have left my swollen eyelids sleepless and have slept.
You made a pact between my eyes and sleeplessness.

My heart does not forget you, nor are my tears concealed.
You promised to be faithful in your love,

But played the traitor when you won my heart.

I loved you as a child who did not know of love,



So do not kill me now that I am learning it.

I ask you in God’s Name that, if I die,

You write upon my tomb: ‘Here lies a slave of love.’
It may be that a sad one who knows love’s pangs

Will pass this lover’s heart of mine and feel compassion.

On finishing these lines, I shed more tears, but when my husband heard

them and saw my tears, he became even angrier and recited:

I left the darling of my heart not having tired of her,
But for a sin that she was guilty of.
She wanted a partner to share in our love,

But my heart’s faith rejects a plural god.

When he had finished his lines, I pleaded with him tearfully, telling
myself that if I could get round him with words, he might spare my life,
even if he were to take everything that I had. So I complained to him of

my sufferings and recited:

Treat me with justice and do not kill me;

The sentence of separation is unjust.

You loaded me with passion’s heavy weight,
Although even one shirt is too much for my strength.
I am not surprised that my life should be lost;

My wonder is how, after your loss, my body can be recognized.

I finished the lines weeping, but he looked at me and rebuffed and



reviled me, reciting:

You left me for another and made clear

You were forsaking me; this is not how we were.

I shall abandon you as you abandoned me,
Enduring without you as you endure my loss.

I cease to occupy myself with you,

For you have occupied yourself with someone else.

The severance of our love is set at your door, not at mine.

On finishing these lines, he shouted at the slave: ‘Cut her in half and let
us be rid of her, for there is no good to be got from her.” While we were
sparring with each other in this exchange of verses and I had become
certain I would die, despairing of life and commending my affair to
Almighty God, suddenly in came the old woman, who threw herself at
my husband’s feet, kissed them and said tearfully: ‘My son, I have
brought you up and served you. I conjure you by this to spare this girl,
for she has not committed a crime that deserves death. You are very
young and I am afraid lest she involve you in sin — as the saying goes,
“Every killer is killed.” What is this slut? Cast her off from you, from
your mind and from your heart.” Then she wept and she kept on pressing
him until he agreed and said: ‘I shall spare her life, but I must mark her
in a way that will stay with her for the rest of her life.” On his orders, the
slaves then dragged me off, stripped me of my clothes and stretched me
out. They sat on me while he fetched a rod from a quince tree and set
about beating me. He went on striking my back and sides so severely

that I lost consciousness, giving up hope of life. He then told the slaves



that when night fell they should take the old woman with them as a
guide, carry me off and throw me into my old house. They did as they
were told and after throwing me into the house, they went off.

It was not until daybreak that I recovered from my faint and I then
tried to soothe my wounds, treating my body with salves and medicines.
As you can see, my ribs continued to look as though they had been
struck with clubs, and for four months I remained weak and bedridden,
tending to my own wounds until I recovered and was cured. I then went
to the house that had been the scene of my downfall, only to find it
ruined and reduced to a pile of rubble, with the lane in which it stood
totally demolished. I could find no news of what had happened and so I
came to my half-sister, with whom I found these two black bitches. After
greeting her, I told her everything that had happened to me. ‘My sister,’
she said, ‘who is unscathed by the misfortunes of Time? Praise be to God

who brought a safe ending to this affair,” and she started to recite:

This is how Time acts, so show endurance

Whether you be stripped of wealth or parted from your love.

She then told me her own story, of what had happened to her with her
sisters and how they had ended up. I stayed there with her and the word
‘marriage’ never crossed our lips. We were then joined by this girl who
acts as our housekeeper, going out each day to buy what we need for the
next twenty-four hours. Things went on like this until last night. Our
sister had gone out as usual to buy our food when she returned with the
porter, and the three dervishes arrived shortly afterwards. We talked

with them, brought them in and treated them well. After only a little of



the night had passed, we were joined by three respectable merchants
from Mosul. They told us their story and we talked with them, but we
had imposed a condition on all our visitors, which they broke. We paid
them back for this breach and asked them all for their stories, which
they recited. We then forgave them and they left. Today, before we knew

what was happening, we were brought before you. This is our story.

The caliph was filled with amazement at this and had the account

written down and placed in his archives.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the nineteenth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that the caliph ordered their story to
be written down in the records and placed in the royal archives. He then
asked the first girl: ‘Have you any news of the jinn lady who bewitched
your sisters?’ ‘Commander of the Faithful,” she replied, ‘she gave me a
lock of her hair and told me that when I wanted her I should burn a
single hair and she would come quickly, even if she were on the far side
of Mount Qaf.’ The caliph asked her to produce the lock of hair, which
she did, and he then took a single strand and burned it. When the smell
of the burning spread, the palace was rocked by a tremor; there was a
sound like a peal of thunder and there stood the lady. As she was a
Muslim, she greeted the caliph, who replied: ‘Peace be on you and the

mercy and blessings of God.” ‘Know,’ she went on, ‘that this girl sowed



the seed of gratitude for a good deed that she did me, for which I could
not repay her, when she saved me from death and killed my enemy. I
then saw what her sisters had done to her. At first I wanted to kill them
but I was afraid that this might distress her, so then I thought that I
should take revenge by turning them by magic into dogs. If you now
want them to be set free, Commander of the Faithful, I shall release
them as a favour to you and to her, for I am a Muslim.” ‘Do so,’ he said,
‘and after that I shall begin to investigate the affair of the girl who was
beaten. If it turns out that she was telling the truth, we shall avenge her
on whoever wronged her.’

‘Commander of the Faithful,” said the lady, ‘I shall release the two
and then tell you who it was who wronged this girl and seized her
wealth — someone who is your closest relation.” She then took a bowl of
water, cast a spell over it and recited some unintelligible words. She
sprinkled water on the faces of the two bitches and said: ‘Return to your
former shapes as humans,” which they did. ‘Commander of the Faithful,’
she then said, ‘the young man who beat the girl is your own son, al-
Amin, the brother of al-Ma’'mun. He had heard of her great beauty and
set a trap for her. But he married her legally and was within his rights to
beat her, as he had imposed a condition on her and got her to swear a
solemn oath that she would do nothing to break it. Break it she did,
however, and he was going to kill her, but for fear of God he beat her
instead and sent her back to her own house. This is the story of the
second girl, but God knows better.’

When the caliph heard what she had to say and learned how the girl
had come to be beaten, he was filled with astonishment and said: ‘Glory

be to God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent, Who has granted me the favour



of learning this girl’s history and rescued these two others from sorcery
and torture. By God, I shall do something that will be recorded after me.’
Then he had his son al-Amin brought before him and he questioned him
about the second girl, questions to which al-Amin returned a truthful
answer. He then brought in gadis and notaries, as well as the three
dervishes, together with the first girl and her two sisters who had been
bewitched. He married the three of them to the three dervishes, who had
told him that they were kings, and whom he now appointed as
chamberlains at his court, giving them all they needed and assigning
them allowances, as well as lodgings in the palace of Baghdad. He
returned the girl who had been beaten to his son al-Amin, renewing
their marriage contract, giving her a great store of wealth and ordering
that their house should be rebuilt with the greatest splendour. He
himself married the housekeeper and slept with her that night and in the
morning he gave her a chamber of her own among his concubines,
together with slave girls to serve her and regular allowances. The people
were astonished at his magnanimity, generosity and wisdom. His orders

were that all these stories should be written down.

Dunyazad said to her sister: ‘Shahrazad, by God, no one has heard so
fine and pleasant a story, but tell me another to pass what remains of
this wakeful night.” ‘Willingly,” Shahrazad replied, ‘if the king gives me
leave.” ‘Tell your story at once,” he said, AND SHE BEGAN:

It is said, king of the age and lord of our times, that one night the
caliph Harun al-Rashid summoned his vizier Ja‘far and said: ‘I want to
go down into the city to ask the common people about the governors

who have charge of them, so as to depose any of whom they complain



and promote those to whom they are grateful.” ‘To hear is to obey,’
replied Ja‘far.

So the caliph, Ja‘far and Masrur left the palace and made their way
through the city, walking in the markets and streets until they passed a
lane. There they saw a very old man carrying on his head a fishing net
and a basket, and holding a stick in his hand. He was walking slowly and

reciting:

They said to me: ‘Among mankind

You with your wisdom are a moonlit night.’

I said: ‘Do not say this to me;

There is no wisdom without power.

Were they to try to pawn me and my wisdom,
Together with my books and my inkstand,

For one day’s worth of food, it would not work
And such a bargain would be thought contemptible.
The poor, their state, their life,

How dark they are with troubles!

In summer they cannot find food, and in the cold
They have to warm themselves over a brazier.
Street dogs attack them and they are the butt

Of every despicable man.

When one of them complains about his lot,
There is none to excuse him among all mankind
Such is the life of the poor man;

It will be best for him when he is in his grave.’



When the caliph heard what the man was reciting, he said to Ja‘far:
‘Look at this man and note his verses, which show that he is in need.’
The caliph then went up to the man and said: ‘Shaikh, what is your
craft?’ ‘I am a fisherman,’ he replied. ‘I left home at midday, but up till
now God has not provided me with anything with which I can feed my
family. I am tired of life and I wish that I were dead.” ‘Would you go
back with us to the Tigris, stand on the bank and trust in my luck as you
cast your net. Whatever comes up I will buy for a hundred dinars.” When
he heard this, the old man agreed with delight. He went with the three
of them back to the river, cast his net and waited before pulling in the
cord and dragging it in. Up it came with a heavy, locked chest. The
caliph looked at the chest, handled it and noted its weight, after which
he gave the fisherman his hundred dinars, and the man went off.

The caliph himself then left, accompanied by Masrur, who was
carrying the chest, and they brought it up to the palace. Candles were lit
and after the chest had been placed in front of the caliph, Ja‘far and
Masrur came forward and broke it open. In it they found a basket of
palm leaves sewn up with threads of red wool, and after they had cut
this open, they found a carpet. When they had lifted this out, they
discovered a shawl and wrapped in this was a girl like a silver ingot,
who had been killed and cut in pieces — a sight that so distressed the
caliph that his tears flowed over his cheeks. He turned to Ja‘far and said:
‘Dog of a vizier, are people to be murdered and thrown into the river
during my reign, so that I am to be held responsible for them on the Day
of Judgement? By God, I must make the murderer pay for this girl’s
death and I shall put him to the most cruel of deaths.” He then told Ja‘far

in his furious rage: ‘It is as true as is my descent from the ‘Abbasid



caliphs that if you do not produce the murderer for my justice, I will
hang you at the palace gate together with forty of your cousins.’

Before leaving his presence, Ja‘far asked for a three-day delay, which
the caliph granted. He then went down sadly into the city, saying to
himself: ‘How can I find out who killed this girl and bring him to the
caliph? If I bring the wrong person, I shall be held responsible for him. I
don’t know what to do.’ For three days, he sat at home and on the fourth
the caliph sent a chamberlain to fetch him. When he came to the caliph
and was asked where the murderer was, he said: ‘Commander of the
Faithful, am I the monitor of murder victims that I should know who
killed the girl?’ The caliph was enraged and gave orders that he should
be hanged below the palace. A town crier was ordered to call out in the
streets of Baghdad: ‘Whoever wants to see the hanging of Ja‘far the
Barmecide, the caliph’s vizier, and the hanging of his Barmecide cousins
at the palace gate, let him come to watch.” People came out from all
quarters of the city to see the execution, although they did not know
why the Barmecides were being hanged. The gallows were set up and
the victims were made to stand beneath.

The executioners were waiting for the agreed signal from the caliph
and the crowd was weeping for Ja‘far and his cousins. At this point,
however, out came a young man — handsome, well dressed, with a face
bright as the moon, dark eyes, radiant forehead, red cheeks and a mole
like a disc of ambergris. He cleared a way for himself through the people
and kept on until he stood before Ja‘far. ‘Lord of the emirs and shelterer
of the poor,’ he said, ‘you are saved from this plight. The killer of the
murdered girl whom you found in the chest is I, so hang me in

retaliation for her death and take revenge for her on me.’



When Ja‘far heard this, he was glad that he himself had escaped
death, but he felt sorry for the young man. While they were talking, an
old man, stricken in years, made his way through the crowd until he
reached the two of them. He greeted them and said: ‘My lord, great
vizier, don’t believe what this young man says. No one but I killed the
girl, so avenge her death on me; if you do not, I will demand justice
from you in the presence of Almighty God.’ ‘Vizier,” said the youth, ‘this
is the maundering of an old man who doesn’t know what he is saying. It
was I and I alone who killed her, so make me pay for her death.” ‘My
son,’ said the old man, ‘you are young and this world is still attractive to
you, while I am old and have had my fill of it. I shall give my life to
ransom you and I shall ransom the vizier and his cousins, for I killed the
girl and I conjure you by God to hang me quickly, as there is no life for
me now that she is dead.’

The vizier was astonished to see what was happening and he took the
young man and the old one to the caliph. He kissed the ground and said:
‘Commander of the Faithful, I have brought you the murderer of the
girl.” “‘Which is he?’ asked the caliph. ‘This young man says that he killed
her, while the old man here says that that is a lie and that he himself is
the killer. Here are the two of them before you.” The caliph looked at
them and asked: ‘Which of you did kill her?’ ‘I did,’ said the young man.
‘T am the killer,” protested the old man. ‘Take the two of them,’ said the
caliph to Ja‘far, ‘and hang them both.’ ‘If only one of them killed her,’
said Ja‘far, ‘then to hang the other would be unjust.” The young man
insisted: ‘By the truth of the One God Who raised up the heavens and
spread out the earth, it was I who killed her and this was how she was
killed.” He described what the caliph had found, which made him sure



that the young man was indeed the murderer.

Filled with wonder at what the two had said, the caliph asked the
young man: ‘Why was it that you unjustly killed this girl and what led
you to confess to the murder without being beaten? Why did you come
yourself just now to tell me to avenge her on you?’ THE YOUNG MAN REPLIED:

You must know, Commander of the Faithful, that this girl was my
cousin and my wife, while this old man is her father and my uncle. I
married her when she was a virgin and God gave me three sons by her.
She used to love me and wait on me and I saw no fault in her, while I for
my part loved her dearly. At the beginning of this month, she fell
seriously ill, but I brought her doctors and gradually she got better. I
wanted to take her to the baths but she said that before going, there was
something that she wanted for which she had been longing. I said that I
would willingly get it and asked what it was. ‘I have a longing for an
apple,’ she said, ‘that I can smell and from which I can take a bite.” I
went straight away to the city and searched for apples, but I couldn’t
find a single one to buy, even for a dinar. I went back home in distress
and told my wife of my failure. This upset her; she had been weak
before, and that night she became much weaker.

I spent the night brooding over the problem and when morning came,
I left my house and did the rounds of the orchards, one after the other,
without finding any apples in them. Then I met an old gardener and,
when I asked him, he told me: ‘There are few or no apples to be found,
except in Basra, in the orchard of the Commander of the Faithful, where
they are in the charge of his gardener who keeps them for his master.’ I
went back home and my love and affection for my wife led me to make

myself ready to set out on a journey to Basra. I travelled for fifteen days



and nights there and back, bringing my wife three apples which I had
bought from the gardener at Basra for one dinar each. I went in and gave
them to her, but they gave her no pleasure and she put them aside. Her
weakness and fever had grown worse and this went on for ten days, after
which she recovered.

I then left my house and went to my shop, where I sat buying and
selling. At midday, while I was sitting there, a black slave passed by
holding one of those three apples in his hand and playing with it. When I
asked him about the apple, pretending that I wanted to get one like it,
he laughed and told me that he had got it from his mistress. ‘I had been
away,’ he explained, ‘and when I got back, I found her sick. She had
three apples with her and she told me that her cuckold of a husband had
gone to Basra for them and had bought them for three dinars. It was one
of these that I took.’

When I heard what the slave had to say, Commander of the Faithful,
the world turned black for me. I got up, closed my shop and returned
home, out of my mind with anger. Looking at the apples, I could see
only two. ‘Where is the third?’ I asked my wife, and when she said: ‘I
don’t know,’ I was certain that the slave had told me the truth, so I
picked up a knife, and coming from behind her, without a word I knelt
on her breast and slit her throat with the knife. Then I cut off her head
and quickly put her in a basket, covering her with a shawl. I wrapped
her in a piece of carpet, sewed the whole thing up and put it in a chest,
which I locked. I then loaded it on to my mule and threw it with my
own hands into the Tigris. In God’s Name, Commander of the Faithful, I
implore you to hang me quickly, as I am afraid that my wife will

demand restitution from me on the Day of Judgement. For when I had



thrown her into the river without anyone knowing what I had done, I
went back home and there I found my eldest son in tears, although he
did not know what I had done to his mother. When I asked him why he
was crying, he told me that he had taken one of his mother’s apples and
had gone into the lane to play with his brothers. He said: ‘But a tall
black slave snatched it from me and asked me where I had got it. I told
him that my father had gone to Basra to bring it for my mother who was
sick and that he had bought three apples for three dinars. The slave took
the apple and paid no attention to me, even though I told him this a
second and a third time, and then he hit me and went off with it. I was
afraid that my mother would beat me because of it and so my brothers
and I went off out of the city. Evening came and I was still afraid of
what she might do to me. For God’s sake, father, don’t say anything to
her that may make her ill again.’

When I heard what the boy had to say, I realized that this slave was
the one who had made up a lying story to hurt my wife and I was certain
that I had killed her unjustly. While I was weeping bitterly, this old man,
her father, arrived and, when I told him what had happened, he sat
down beside me and wept. We went on weeping until midnight, and for
five days until now we have been mourning her and regretting her
unjust death. All the blame for this rests on the slave and it is he who is
responsible for her death. I implore you, by your ancestors’ honour, to
kill me quickly, as there is no life for me now she is dead. So avenge her

death on me.

When the caliph heard the young man’s story, he was filled with

astonishment and said: ‘By God, I shall hang no one except this damned



slave and I shall do a deed which will cure the sick and please the

Glorious King.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the twentieth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that the caliph swore that he would
hang no one but the slave, as what the young man had done was
excusable. Then he turned to Ja‘far and said: ‘Fetch me this damned
slave who was responsible for all this, and if you fail, you will take his
place.” Ja‘far went away weeping and saying: “Twice I have been
threatened with death; the pitcher does not always escape unbroken.
There is nothing that I can do about this but hope that He who saved me
on the first occasion may save me on the second. By God, I shall not
leave my house for three days, and the True God will do what He sees
fit.’

Accordingly, he stayed inside for three days and on the fourth he
brought in the gadis and the notaries and took a tearful farewell of his
children. At that moment, a messenger arrived from the caliph, saying:
‘The Commander of the Faithful is furiously angry and has sent for you,
saying that before the day is over you will be hanged.” When Ja‘far
heard that, he wept, as did his children, his slaves and his whole
household. When he had finished taking leave of the others, he went up
to his youngest daughter, whom he loved more than all his other

children, to say goodbye to her. He clasped her to his breast, kissed and



wept at parting from her. In her pocket he could feel something round
and he asked her what it was. ‘An apple, father,’ she told him, ‘inscribed
with the name of our lord, the caliph. Our slave Raihan brought it four
days ago and would not give it to me until I paid him two dinars.’

When Ja‘far heard about the slave and the apple, he was overjoyed.
Putting his hand into his daughter’s pocket, he brought out the apple
and recognized it, exclaiming: ‘O God, Whose deliverance is near at
hand!” He then ordered the slave to be brought, and when he had come,
Ja‘far asked him where he had got the apple. ‘By God, master,” he
replied, ‘if lies can save a man once, truth can save him twice. I didn’t
steal it from your palace, from the imperial palace or from the
Commander of the Faithful’s orchard. Five days ago, while I was out
walking, I went into a lane in the city where I saw some children
playing. One of them had this apple and I snatched it away from him
and hit him. He cried and told me that it belonged to his sick mother.
“She wanted my father to get her an apple,” he told me, “and my father
went to Basra and bought her three of them, for which he paid three
dinars. I stole one of the three to play with.” I paid no attention to the
child’s tears and took the apple and came here. Then my little mistress
paid two gold dinars for it. That is my story.’

When Ja‘far heard this, he was amazed that the mischief involving
the death of the girl had been caused by his own slave. He was sorry for
his connection with him but delighted at his own escape, reciting these

lines:

When a slave brings disaster on you,

Use him as a ransom for your life.



You can get many other slaves,

But you will never find another life.

Grasping the slave by the hand, he brought him to the caliph and told
him his story from beginning to end. The caliph was full of astonishment
and laughed until he fell over. He ordered that the story should be
written down and spread among the people, but Ja‘far said: ‘Do not
wonder at this tale for it is not more astonishing than the story of the
vizier Nur al-Din ‘Ali, the Egyptian, and Shams al-Din Muhammad, his
brother.” ‘Tell it to me,’ said the caliph, ‘although what can be more
wonderful than the story we have just heard?’ ‘I shall not tell it to you,’
said Ja‘far, ‘unless you promise not to execute my slave.’ ‘If it is really
more remarkable than what has just happened, I shall grant you his life,
but if not, then I shall have him killed.” JA‘FAR BEGAN:

Know then, Commander of the Faithful, that in the old days there was
in Egypt a just and upright sultan who loved the poor and would sit with
men of learning. He had an intelligent and experienced vizier, with a
knowledge of affairs and of administration. This vizier was a very old
man and he had two sons, fair as moons, unequalled in comeliness and
beauty. The name of the elder was Shams al-Din Muhammad, while the
younger was Nur al-Din ‘Ali. Nur al-Din was more conspicuously
graceful and handsome than his brother, so much so that his fame had
spread in other lands, and people came to Egypt to see his beauty.

It then happened that their father died. He was mourned by the
sultan, who went to the sons, brought them close to him and gave them
robes of honour. ‘Do not be distressed,’ he said, ‘for you will take your

father’s place.” This delighted them and they kissed the ground in front



of him. After a month of mourning for their father, they entered into
office as joint viziers, sharing between themselves the power that had
been in their father’s hands, with one of them accompanying the sultan
whenever he went on his travels.

It happened that the sultan was about to leave on a journey in the
morning and it was the turn of the elder brother to go with him. On the
night before, the two brothers were talking together and the elder said to
the younger: ‘Brother, it is my intention that you and I should marry on
the same night.” ‘Do what you want,’ said his brother, ‘for I agree to your
suggestion.” When they had made this agreement, the elder said: ‘If God
so decrees, we shall marry two girls and consummate the marriage on
one and the same night. Then they will give birth on the same day and,
God willing, your wife will produce a boy and mine a girl. We shall then
marry them to each other and they will be husband and wife.” ‘What
dowry will you ask from my son for your daughter?’ asked Nur al-Din. ‘I
shall take from your son,’ replied Shams al-Din, ‘three thousand dinars,
three orchards and three estates. On no other terms will the marriage
contract be valid.’

When he heard this, Nur al-Din said: ‘What is this dowry that you
want to impose as a condition on my son? Don’t you know that we two
are brothers and that both of us, by God’s grace, are joint viziers, equal
in rank? You should give your daughter to my son without asking for
any dowry at all, and if there must be one, then it should be fixed at
something that will merely show people that a payment has been made.
You know that the male is better than the female. My son is a male and
it is through him and not through your daughter that we shall be

remembered.” ‘What about my daughter, then?’ asked Shams al-Din. ‘It



will not be through her that we shall be remembered among the emirs,’
his brother told him, and added: ‘You want to deal with me like the man
in the story who approached one of his friends to ask for something. “I
swear by the Name of God,” said his friend, “that I shall do what you

ask, but tomorrow.” In reply, the other recited:

If favours are put off until next day,

For those who know, that is rejection.’

Shams al-Din said: ‘I see that you are selling me short and making out
that your son is better than my daughter. It is clear that you lack
intelligence and have no manners. You talk about our shared vizierate,
but I only let you share out of pity for you, so that you might help me as
an assistant and I might not cause you disappointment. Now, by God,
after what you have said, I shall not marry my daughter to your son,
even if you were to pay out her weight in gold.” Nur al-Din was angry
when he heard this and said: ‘I'm no longer willing to marry my son to
your daughter.” ‘And I’'m not prepared to accept him as a husband for
her,’ repeated Shams al-Din, adding: ‘Were I not going off on a journey I
would make an example of you, but when I get back, I shall let you see
what my honour requires.’

On hearing what his brother had to say, Nur al-Din was beside
himself with anger, but he managed to conceal this. The two of them
spent the night in separate quarters and in the morning the sultan set out
on his journey, going by Giza and making for the Pyramids,
accompanied by the vizier Shams al-Din. As for Shams al-Din’s brother,

Nur al-Din, after spending the night in a furious rage, he got up and



performed the morning prayer. Then he went to his strongroom and,
taking out a small pair of saddlebags, he filled them with gold.
Remembering his brother’s contemptuous remarks, he started to recite

these lines:

Go, and you will replace the one you leave behind;

Work hard, for in this lies life’s pleasure.

The stay-at-home is humble, arriving at no goal

Except distress, so leave your land and go.

I see that water left to stand goes bad;

If it flows, it is sweet, but if not, it is not.

Were the full moon not to wane,

The watcher would not always follow it.

Lions that do not leave their lair will find no prey;
Arrows not shot from bows can strike no target.

Gold dust when in the mine is worth no more than earth,
And aloes wood in its own land is merely used for fires.
When taken from the mine, gold is a precious object of demand,

While elsewhere in the world it is outranked by aloes wood.

When Nur al-Din had finished these lines, he told one of his servants
to prepare the official mule with its quilted saddle. This beast, coloured
like a starling, had a high, dome-like back; its saddle was of gold and its
stirrups of Indian steel; its trappings were like those of the Chosroes; and
it looked like a bride unveiled. Nur al-Din ordered that a silk carpet and
a prayer rug should be put on it, with the saddlebags being placed under

the rug. He then told his servants and slaves that he was going on a



pleasure trip outside the city. ‘I shall go towards Qalyub,’ he said, ‘and
spend three nights away. None of you are to follow me, for I am feeling
depressed.’

He quickly mounted the mule, taking with him only a few provisions,
and he then left Cairo, making for open country. By noon he had
reached Bilbais, where he dismounted, rested and allowed the mule to
rest too. He took and ate some of his provisions, and in Bilbais he bought
more food for himself and fodder for his mule. He then set out into the
country, and when night fell, he had come to a place called al-Sa‘diya.
Here he spent the night, getting out some food, placing the saddlebags
beneath his head and spreading out the carpet. He slept there in the
desert, still consumed with anger, and after his night’s sleep, he rode off
in the morning, urging on his mule until he came to Aleppo. There he
stayed for three days in one of the khans, looking around the place at his
leisure until both he and the mule were rested. Then he decided to move
on and, mounting his mule, he rode out of the city without knowing
where he was heading. His journey continued until, without knowing
where he was, he reached Basra. He stopped at a khan, unloaded the
saddlebags from the mule and spread out the prayer mat. He then
handed over the mule with all its gear to the gatekeeper of the khan,
asking him to exercise it, which he did.

It happened that the vizier of Basra was sitting at the window of his
palace. He looked at the mule with its costly trappings and thought that
it might be a ceremonial beast, the mount of viziers or kings. Perplexed
by this, he told one of his servants to bring him the gatekeeper of the
city. The servant did as he was told, and the gatekeeper came to him and

kissed the ground. The vizier, who was a very old man, asked him who



the mule’s owner might be and what he was like. ‘Master,’ said the
gatekeeper, ‘the owner of this mule is a very young man of the merchant
class, impressive and dignified, with elegant manners, the son of a
merchant.” On hearing this, the vizier got up and after riding to the khan,
he approached Nur al-Din who, seeing him coming, rose to meet him. He
greeted the vizier who, in turn, welcomed him, dismounted from his
horse, and embraced him, making him sit beside him. ‘My son,’ he said,
‘where have you come from and what do you want?’ ‘Master,’ replied
Nur al-Din, ‘I have come from Cairo. I was the son of a vizier there, but
my father moved from this world to the mercy of Almighty God.” He
then told his story from beginning to end, adding: ‘I have made up my
mind that I shall never return until I have passed through every city and
every land.” ‘My son,’ said the vizier when he heard this, ‘do not obey
the promptings of pride or you will destroy yourself. The lands are
desolate and I am afraid lest Time bring misfortunes on you.’

He then had Nur al-Din’s saddlebags placed on the mule and, taking
the carpet and the prayer mat, he brought him to his house where he
lodged him in elegant quarters and showed him honour, kindness and
much affection. ‘My boy,’ he said to him, ‘I am an old man and I have no
son, but God has provided me with a daughter who is your match in
beauty and whose hand I have refused to many suitors. I have conceived
love for you in my heart and so I ask whether you would be willing to
take her to serve you, while you become her husband. If you accept, I
shall bring you to the sultan of Basra and tell him that you are the son of
my brother, and I shall get him to appoint you as his vizier in my place. I
shall then stay at home, for I am an old man.’

When Nur al-Din heard what he had to say, he bowed his head and



said: ‘“To hear is to obey.” The vizier was delighted and he told his
servants to set out food and to decorate the main reception hall where
the weddings of the emirs were held. He collected his friends and invited
the great officials of state together with the merchants of Basra. When
they came, he told them: ‘I had a brother, the vizier of Egypt. God
provided him with two sons, while, as you know, He gave me a
daughter. My brother had enjoined me to marry her to one of his sons. I
agreed to this, and when the appropriate time for marriage came, he
sent me one of his sons — this young man who is here with us. Now that
he has arrived, I want to draw up the marriage contract between him
and my daughter that the marriage may be consummated here, for he
has a greater right to her hand than a stranger. After that, if he wants he
can stay here, or if he prefers to leave, I shall send him and his wife off
to his father.’

Everyone there approved of the plan and, looking at Nur al-Din, they
admired what they saw. The vizier then brought in the gadis and the
notaries, who drew up the contract. Incense was scattered, sugared
drinks served and rosewater sprinkled, after which the guests left. The
vizier then told his servants to take Nur al-Din to the baths. He gave him
a special robe of his own and sent him towels, bowls and censers,
together with everything else that he might need. When he left the baths
wearing the robes, he was like the moon when it is full on the fourteenth
night. He mounted his mule and rode on until he reached the vizier’s
palace, where he dismounted. Entering the vizier’s presence, he kissed

his hand and was welcomed...
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the twenty-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that the vizier got up to greet him,
saying: ‘Go in to your wife tonight and tomorrow I will take you to the
sultan. I hope that God will grant you every blessing.” Nur al-Din then
did as the vizier had said.

So much for him, but as for Shams al-Din, his brother, when he came
back from his journey with the sultan of Cairo and failed to find Nur al-
Din, he asked the servants about him. They replied: ‘The day that you
left with the sultan, he mounted his mule with its ceremonial trappings
and told us that he was going in the direction of Qalyub and would be
away for a day or two. No one was to follow him for he was depressed,
and from that day to this we have heard no news of him.” Shams al-Din
was disturbed by the departure of his brother and bitterly sorry to have
lost him. “This is because of my angry words to him that night,” he said
to himself. ‘He must have taken them to heart and gone off on his

travels. I must send after him.” He went to the sultan and told him what



had happened, and he then wrote notes and posted instructions to his
agents throughout the lands. As it happened, however, in the twenty
days that Shams al-Din had been away with the sultan, Nur al-Din had
travelled to distant regions, and although Shams al-Din’s agents
searched, they had to come back with no news of him. Shams al-Din
then despaired of his brother and said: ‘I went too far in what I said to
him about our children’s marriage. I wish that I hadn’t done this; it was
due to my stupidity and mismanagement.’

Shortly after this, he proposed to the daughter of a Cairene merchant
and after the contract had been drawn up, the marriage was
consummated. As it happened, this coincided with the wedding of Nur
al-Din to the daughter of the vizier of Basra, as God Almighty had willed
it, in order that what He had decreed might be fulfilled among His
creatures. What the brothers had said in their conversation came about,
in that both their wives became pregnant. The wife of Shams al-Din, the
Egyptian vizier, gave birth to the most beautiful girl who had ever been
seen in Cairo, while the wife of Nur al-Din gave birth to a son as

handsome as any of the people of his age. He was as the poet described:

A slender youth whose hair and whose forehead
Leave mankind to enjoy both dark and light.
Find no fault with the mole upon his cheek;

Every corn-poppy has its own black spot.

Another poet has produced these lines:

If beauty comes to be measured against him,



It must hang down its head in shame.
Asked: ‘Have you ever seen a sight like this?’

It answers: ‘No, I never have.’

Nur al-Din named his son Badr al-Din Hasan and his grandfather was
overjoyed at his birth and gave banquets and feasts worthy of the sons of
kings. He then took Nur al-Din and brought him to the sultan. When he
appeared before the sultan, Nur al-Din kissed the ground and, being as

eloquent as he was courageous, handsome and generous, he recited:

My lord, may your prosperity endure,
And may you live while dark and dawn remain.
When men talk of your high-mindedness,

Time itself dances as it claps its hands.

The sultan rose to greet his two visitors, thanked Nur al-Din for what
he had said and asked the vizier who he was. The vizier told him Nur al-
Din’s story from beginning to end, adding that he was his own nephew.
‘How can he be your brother’s son,’ asked the sultan, ‘when we have
never heard of him?’ ‘My lord, the sultan,’ replied the vizier, ‘I had a
brother who was vizier of Egypt. On his death, he left two sons, the elder
of whom has taken his father’s place as vizier, while this, the younger
son, has come to me. I swore that I would marry my daughter to no one
else, and when he arrived, this is what I did. He is young and I am very
old. I am hard of hearing and my control of affairs is weak, and so I
would ask my master to appoint him in my place. He is my nephew, the

husband of my daughter, someone well fitted to be vizier, as he is a man



of judgement and a good manager.’

The sultan found what he saw of Nur al-Din to be to his taste and so
he granted the vizier’s request and promoted Nur al-Din to the vizierate.
On his orders, the new vizier was given a robe of honour and one of the
special mules, as well as pay and allowances. He kissed the sultan’s hand
and he and his father-in-law went back joyfully to their house, saying:
‘This is due to the good luck brought by baby Hasan.’” The next day, Nur

al-Din went to the sultan, kissed the ground and recited:

Happiness is renewed on every day
Together with good fortune, confounding envious schemes.
May the whiteness of your days not cease,

While the days of your enemies are black.

The sultan ordered him to take the vizier’s seat, which he did, and he
then took in hand the duties of his office, investigating the affairs of the
people and their lawsuits, as is the habit of viziers. Watching him, the
sultan was astonished at what he was doing, his intelligence and powers
of administration, all of which won him the sultan’s affection and his
intimate regard. When the court was dismissed, Nur al-Din went home
and delighted his father-in-law by telling him what had happened. The
young man continued to act as vizier until, both by night and by day, he
became inseparable from the sultan. His pay and allowances were
increased and he became rich; he owned shops that traded on his
account, slaves, mamluks, and many flourishing estates with water
wheels and gardens.

When Hasan was four years old, the old vizier, Nur al-Din’s father-in-



law, died and Nur al-Din gave him the most lavish of funerals. He then
concerned himself with the upbringing of his son, and when the boy
grew strong and had reached the age of seven, his father brought in a
tutor to teach him at home, telling the man to give him the best
instruction. The tutor taught Hasan to read and made him commit to
heart many useful branches of learning, as well as getting him to
memorize the Quran, over a period of years.

Hasan became ever more beautiful and well formed, as the poet puts
it:

A moon reaches its full in the heavens of his beauty,
While the sun shines from his blooming cheeks.
All beauty is his and it is as though

All that is fair in men derives from him.

He was brought up in his father’s palace, which throughout his early
years he never left, until one day his father took him, clothed him in one
of his most splendid robes, mounted him up on one of the best of his
mules and brought him to the sultan. The sultan looked at the boy with
admiration and felt affection for him. As for the townspeople, when he
passed for the first time on his way to the sultan with his father, they
were astonished at his beauty and they sat in the street waiting for him
to come back so that they could have the pleasure of looking at his

comely and well-shaped form. This was as the poet puts it:

One night as the astronomer watched, he saw

The form of a graceful youth wandering in his twin robes.



He observed how Gemini had spread for him
The graceful beauty that his flanks displayed.
Saturn had granted him black hair,

Colouring his temples with the shade of musk.
From Mars derived the redness of his cheeks,
While Sagittarius shot arrows from his eyelids.
Mercury supplied keenness of mind,

And the Bear forbade slanderers to look at him.
The astronomer was bewildered at what he saw

And then ran forward to kiss the earth before him."

When the sultan saw Hasan, he conferred his favour and affection on
him and told his father that he must always, and without fail, bring the
boy with him to court. “To hear is to obey,’ replied Nur al-Din, after
which he took him back home. Every day from then on he went with
him to the sultan until the boy reached the age of fifteen. It was then
that Nur al-Din fell ill and, sending for his son, he said: ‘Know, my son,
that this world is transitory, while the next world is eternal. I wish to
give you various injunctions, so try to understand what I have to say and
take heed of it.” He then started to tell Hasan how to deal well with
people and how to manage his affairs. Then he remembered his brother
and his native land and he wept for the loss of loved ones. Wiping away

his tears, he recited:

If I complain of distance, what am I to say,
And if I feel longing, what way of escape is there?

I might send messengers to speak for me,



But none of them can convey a lover’s complaint.
I might show endurance, but after the beloved’s loss
The life span of the lover is not long.

Nothing is left except yearning and grief,
Together with tears that stream down my cheeks.
Those whom I love are absent from my sight,

But they are found still settled in my heart.

Do you not see, though I have long been spurned,
My covenant is subject to no change?

Has her distance led you to forget your love?
Have tears and fasting given you a cure?

We are of the same clan, both you and I,

But you still try me with long-lasting censure.

When Nur al-Din, in tears, had finished reciting this, he turned to his
son and said: ‘Before I give you my injunctions, you must know that you
have an uncle who is vizier of Egypt. I parted from him and left him
without his leave. Take a scroll of paper and write down what I shall
dictate.” Hasan took the paper and started to write, while his father
dictated an account of what had happened to him from start to finish.
He noted the date of the consummation of his marriage with the old
vizier’s daughter, explaining how he had arrived at Basra and met his
father-in-law, adding: ‘Many years have passed since the day of our
quarrel. This is what I have written to him, and may God now be with
him in my stead.’

He folded the letter, sealed it, and said: ‘Hasan, my son, keep this

testament, for in it is an account of your origin and your genealogy. If



anything happens to you, go to Egypt, ask for your uncle and tell him
that I have died in a foreign land, longing for him.” Hasan took the
paper, folded it and sewed it up in a fold of material, before placing it in
the wrapper of his turban, all the while shedding tears at the thought of
being parted from his father while he himself was still young. Nur al-Din
then said: ‘I give you five injunctions. The first is: do not be on intimate
terms with anyone, for in this way you will be safe from the evil they
may do you. Safety lies in seclusion, so do not be too familiar with

anyone. I have heard what the poet says:

There is no one in this age of yours for whose friendship you can
hope;

When Time is harsh to you, no friend will stay faithful.

Live alone and choose no one in whom to trust.

This, then, is my advice; it is enough.

The second injunction, my son, is to injure no man, lest Time injure you,
for one day it will favour you and the next day it will harm you, and this

world is a loan to be repaid. I have heard what the poet says:

Act slowly; do not rush to what you want.
Be merciful and be known for your mercy.
No power surpasses that of God,

And every wrongdoer will be oppressed.

The third injunction is to keep silent and to concern yourself with your

own faults and not with those of others. The saying goes: “Whoever stays



silent, escapes,” and I have heard the poet say:

Silence is an adornment which affords you safety,
But if you speak, refrain from babble.
If you regret your silence once,

You will regret having spoken many times.

The fourth injunction, my son, is this: be on your guard against drinking
wine, for wine is the root of all discord and it carries away men’s wits, so

I repeat, guard against it. I have heard the poet say:

I gave up drinking wine and have become
A source of guidance for its censurers.
Drink makes the drunken stray from the right path,

And opens the door to evil.

The fifth injunction is this: guard your wealth and it will guard you;
protect it and it will protect you. Do not overspend or you will find
yourself in need of help from the most insignificant people. Look after
your money, for it will be a salve for your wounds. I have heard the poet

say:

If I lack money, then I have no friends,
But all men are my friends when I have wealth.
How many friends have helped me spend,

But when the money went, they all deserted me.’



Nur al-Din went on delivering his injunctions to Hasan until his soul
left his body, after which Hasan stayed at home mourning for him, with
the sultan and all the emirs joining in his grief. His mourning extended
for two months after the funeral, during which time he did not ride out,
attend court or present himself before the sultan. This earned him the
sultan’s anger, as a result of which one of the chamberlains was
appointed vizier in his place, with orders to set his seal on Nur al-Din’s
properties, wealth, buildings and possessions.

The new vizier set out to do this and to arrest Hasan and take him to
the sultan to deal with the young man as he saw fit. Among his soldiers
was one of the dead vizier’s mamluks, and when he heard what was
about to happen, he quickly rode to Hasan, and found him sitting by the
door of his house, broken-hearted and with his head bowed in sorrow.
The mamluk dismounted, kissed his hand and said: ‘My master and son
of my master, quick, quick, run away before you are doomed.” ‘What is
the matter?’ asked Hasan, trembling. ‘“The sultan is angry with you and
has ordered your arrest,” replied the mamluk. ‘Misfortune is hot on my
heels, so flee for your life.” ‘Is there time for me to go inside to fetch
some money to help me in exile?’ Hasan asked. ‘Get up now, master,’
urged the mamluk, ‘and leave at once.’

So Hasan got up, reciting these lines:

If you meet injustice, save your life

And let the house lament its builders.

You can replace the country that you lose,
But there is no replacement for your life.

Send out no messenger on any grave affair,



For only you yourself will give you good advice.
The lion’s neck is only thick

Because it looks after all its own affairs.”

Then, heeding the mamluk’s warning, he covered his head with the skirt
of his robe and walked off until he got outside the city. He heard the
people saying that the sultan had sent the new vizier to the old vizier’s
house, to set his seal on his wealth and his properties and to arrest his
son, Hasan, in order to bring him for execution, and they were sorry for
this because of the young man’s beauty.

On hearing what they were saying, Hasan left the city immediately,
without knowing where he was going, until fate led him to his father’s
grave. He entered the cemetery and made his way among the tombs
until he reached that of his father. There he sat down, unwinding the
skirt of his robe from his head. On the cloth were embroidered in gold

the lines:

You whose face gleams
Like stars and dew,
May your fame last for ever

And your exalted glory stay eternally.

As he was sitting there, a Jew, who appeared to be a money-changer,
came up to him, carrying saddlebags containing a great quantity of gold.
After approaching him, this Jew said: ‘Master, why is it that I see that
you are drained of colour?’ Hasan replied: ‘I was sleeping just now,

when in a dream I saw my father reproaching me for not having visited



him. I got up in alarm, and I was afraid that if I did not pay him a visit
before the end of the day, it might go hard with me.’” ‘Master,’ said the
Jew, ‘your father sent out trading ships, some of which have just arrived
and I want to buy the cargo of the first of them from you for this
thousand dinars of gold.” He then brought out a purse filled with gold,
from which he counted out a thousand dinars and gave them to Hasan in
return for which he asked for a signed bill of sale. Hasan took a piece of
paper, on which he wrote: ‘The writer of this note, Hasan, son of Nur al-
Din, has sold to Ishaq the Jew for a thousand dinars the cargo of the first
of his father’s ships to come to port, the sale price having been paid in
advance.’

After Ishaq had taken the note, Hasan began to weep as he

remembered the glory that had been his, and he recited:

The dwelling is no dwelling since you left,

And since you left, we have no neighbours there.

My old familiar friends are now no friends,

Nor are the moons still moons.

You left and this has made the world a wilderness,

And the wide lands are now all dark.

Would that the crow that croaked of your going

Were stripped of feathers and could find no nest.

I have scant store of patience. Now that you have gone,
My body is gaunt and many a veil is torn.

Do you think that those past nights will ever come again

As we once knew them, and the same home shelter us?



He wept bitterly, and as night drew in, he rested his head on his
father’s tomb and fell asleep. As he slept, the moon rose: his head
slipped from the tombstone and he slept on his back, with his face
gleaming in the moonlight. It so happened that the cemetery was
frequented by jinn who believed in God. A jinniya came and looked at
the sleeping Hasan and, struck by wonder at his beauty, she exclaimed:
‘Glory to God, it is as though this youth is one of the children of
Paradise.” She then flew off, making her customary circuit in the air.
Seeing an ‘ifrit flying by, she greeted him and asked him where he had
come from. ‘From Cairo,” he said, and she asked: ‘Would you like to go
with me to see the beauty of this youth asleep in the cemetery?’ The ‘ifrit
agreed and they flew down to the tomb. ‘Have you ever in your life seen
anything to match this?’ the jinniya asked. ‘Glory be to the Matchless
God!’ the ‘ifrit exclaimed. ‘But sister,” he added, ‘would you like me to
tell you what I have seen?’ ‘What was that?’ she asked. ‘I have seen
someone who is like this youth in the land of Egypt. This is the daughter
of Shams al-Din, a girl about twenty years old, beautiful, graceful,
splendid, perfectly formed and proportioned. When she passed this age,
the sultan of Egypt learned of her, sent for Shams al-Din, her father, and
said: “Vizier, I hear that you have a daughter and I would like to ask you
for her hand in marriage.” “My master,” said Shams al-Din, “accept my
excuse and have pity on the tears that I must shed. You know that my
brother Nur al-Din left us and went away we don’t know where. He was
my partner in the vizierate and the reason that he left in anger was that
we had sat talking about marriage and children and this caused the
quarrel. From the day that her mother gave birth to her, some eighteen

years ago, I have sworn that I shall marry my daughter to none but my



brother’s son. A short time ago, I heard that my brother married the
daughter of the vizier of Basra, who bore him a son, and out of respect
for my brother I shall marry my daughter to no other man. I have noted
the date of my own marriage, my wife’s pregnancy and the birth of this
girl. She is the destined bride of her cousin; while for the sultan there
are girls aplenty.”

‘When he heard this, the sultan was furiously angry and said: “When
someone like me asks for a girl’s hand from a man like you, do you
refuse to give her to me and put forward an empty excuse? I swear that I
shall marry her off to the meanest of my servants to spite you.” The
sultan had a hunchbacked groom, with a hump on his chest and another
on his back. He ordered this man to be brought to him and he has drawn
up a contract of forced marriage between him and Shams al-Din’s
daughter, ordering him to consummate the marriage tonight. The sultan
is providing the groom with a wedding procession and when I left him
he was surrounded by the sultan’s mamluks, who were lighting candles
around him and making fun of him at the door of the baths. Shams al-
Din’s daughter, who bears the greatest resemblance to this young man, is
sitting weeping among her nurses and maids, for her father has been
ordered not to go to her. I have never seen anything more disgusting

than the hunchback, while the girl is even more lovely than this youth.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been

allowed to say. Then, when it was the twenty-second night, SHE



CONTINUED:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that when the ‘ifrit told the jinniya
that the sultan, to the girl’s great distress, was marrying her off to the
hunchbacked groom and that, apart from Hasan, he had never seen her
match for beauty, the jinniya replied: ‘You are lying, for this young man
is the most beautiful of all the people of his age.” The ‘ifrit contradicted
her, saying: ‘By God, sister, the girl is more lovely than he is, but he is
the only fit mate for her, for they resemble one another like siblings or
cousins. How sad will be her fate with the hunchback!” ‘My brother,’ said
the jinniya, ‘let us lift him from beneath and carry him to the girl you are
talking about to see which of them is the more beautiful.” ‘To hear is to
obey,’ replied the ‘ifrit. “You are right, and there can be no better plan, so
I shall carry him myself.” This he did, flying off into the air with Hasan,
while the jinniya at his heels kept pace with him until he came to land in
Cairo, where he set Hasan down on a bench and roused him.

When Hasan awoke and found that he was not by his father’s grave in
Basra, he looked right and left and discovered that he was in some other
city. He was about to cry out when the ‘ifrit struck him. He had brought
for him a splendid robe and made him put it on. Then he lit a candle for
him, saying: ‘Know that I have brought you here and am going to do you
a favour for God’s sake. Take this candle and go to these baths, where
you are to mix with the people and walk along with them until you
reach the bridal hall. Then go on ahead, entering the hall without fear,
and once you are inside, stand to the right of the hunchbacked
bridegroom. Whenever any of the maids, singing girls and attendants
approaches you, put your hand in your pocket, which you will find filled

with gold. Take a handful of the gold and throw it to them: you needn’t



fear that when you do this you will ever find your pocket empty, so you
can scatter coins for everyone who comes up. Put your trust in your
Creator, for this does not come about through any power of yours but at
God’s command.’

When Hasan heard what the ‘ifrit had to say, he wondered who the
bride might be and why the ‘ifrit was doing him such a favour, but he lit
the candle, went to the baths and found the hunchbacked bridegroom
mounted on a horse. He joined the crowd in all the splendour of his
beauty, wearing, as has been described, a tarboosh with a white covering
and a mantle woven with gold. He continued to walk in the bridal
procession and every time the singing girls stopped so that people might
throw them money, he would put his hand in his pocket, find it filled
with gold and, to the girls’ astonishment, he would throw a handful into
their tambourines, filling these up with dinars. His beauty moved the
crowd, and they went on like this until they reached the house of Shams
al-Din. Here the chamberlains turned back the crowd and would not let
them enter, but the singing girls said: ‘By God, we will not go in unless
this young man comes too, for he has overwhelmed us with his
generosity and we will not help display the bride unless he is there.’

At that, they entered the festal hall; Hasan was seated to the right of
the hunchbacked bridegroom, while the wives of the emirs, viziers and
chamberlains were drawn up in two lines, each carrying a large lighted
candle and wearing a mouth-veil. The lines were drawn up to the right
and left beneath the bridal throne, extending to the top of the hall beside
the room from which the bride was to emerge. When the ladies saw
Hasan’s graceful beauty, with his face gleaming like the crescent moon,

they were all drawn to him. The singing girls told them that the



handsome young man had given them nothing but red gold: ‘So be sure
to serve him as best you can and do whatever he says.” The ladies
crowded around him with their torches, looking at his beauty and
envying him his gracefulness. There was not one of them who did not
wish that they could enjoy his embrace for an hour or a year, and so far
out of their senses were they that they let down their veils, exclaiming:
‘Happy is she who has this young man as husband or master.” They then
cursed the hunchback and the one who was responsible for his marriage
to so beautiful a girl, while every blessing that they invoked upon Hasan
was matched by a curse for the hunchback.

Then the singing girls beat their tambourines; the flutes shrilled and
out came the maids with Shams al-Din’s daughter in the middle of them.
They had covered her with perfume, dressed her hair beautifully and
scented it, and robed her in clothes splendid enough for the kings of
Persia. On top of these she wore a gown woven with red gold on which
were embroidered pictures of beasts and birds, and round her throat was
a Yemeni necklace worth thousands of dinars, comprising gemstones
such as no king of Yemen or Byzantine emperor had ever possessed. She
was like the moon when it is full on the fourteenth night, and when she
came forward she was like a houri of Paradise — praise be to God, Who
created her in beauty. The ladies surrounding her were like stars, while
in their midst she was like the moon shining through clouds. Hasan was
sitting there, the cynosure of all eyes, when she appeared and moved
forward, swaying as she did so.

The hunchbacked bridegroom rose to greet her, but she turned from
him and moved away until she stood before her cousin Hasan. The

people laughed, and when they saw that she had turned towards Hasan,



they shouted, while the singing girls raised a cry. Hasan put his hand in
his pocket and, to their joy, he threw a handful of gold once more into
their tambourines. ‘Would that this was your bride,’ they said. He
laughed, and all those there pressed around him, while the bridegroom
was left on his own, sitting hunched up like a monkey. Every time they
tried to light a candle for him, he could not keep it alight, and as he
could find nothing to say, he sat in the darkness looking down at the
floor.

As for Hasan, he was confronted by people carrying candles, and
when he looked at the bridegroom sitting alone in the shadows, he was
filled with perplexity and astonishment, but this changed to joy and
delight when he looked at his cousin. He saw her face shining radiantly
in the candlelight, and he looked at the red satin dress that she was
wearing, the first to be removed by her maids. As they unveiled her, this
allowed Hasan to see her, swaying as she moved with artful coquetry,

bewitching both men and women, and fitting the description of the poet:

A sun on a branch set in a sand hill,

Appearing in a dress of pomegranate blossom —

She let me drink the wine of her lips and with the gift
Of her cheeks she quenched the greatest fire.

The maids then changed her dress and clothed her in a blue gown, so
that she looked like the gleaming full moon, with her black hair, smooth
cheeks, smiling mouth, jutting breasts and beautiful hands and wrists.
When they showed her in this second dress, she was as the sublime poets

have written:



She came forward in a gown of azure blue,
The colour of the sky.
I looked and saw within this gown

A summer moon set in a winter night.

They then changed that for another dress, using some of her hair as a
veil and letting the remaining long, black locks hang loose. The length
and blackness of this hair resembled the darkness of night and she shot
at hearts with the magic arrows of her eyes. Of the third dress in which

they showed her, the poet has written:

Veiled by hair draped over cheeks,
She was a temptation strong as burning fire.
I said: “You have used night to veil the dawn.’

‘No,’ she replied, ‘but I have veiled the moon in darkness.’

They then showed her in a fourth dress, and she came forward like
the rising sun, swaying coquettishly and looking from side to side like a
gazelle, while transfixing hearts with the arrows of her eyelids, as the

poet has said:

The watchers saw a sun of loveliness,
Radiant in coquetry, adorned with bashfulness.
She turned her smiling face to the sun of day,

Since when the sun has veiled itself in cloud.

In her fifth dress, the adorable girl was like the branch of a ban tree



or a thirsty gazelle. Her curls crept like scorpions and she showed the
wonders of her beauty as she shook her hips and displayed the locks of

hair covering her temples, as has been described in the lines:

She appeared as the full moon on a lucky night,
With tender hands and slender figure.

Her eye enslaves men with its loveliness;

The redness of her cheeks rivals the ruby.

Her black hair falls over her hips;

Beware the snakes that form those curling locks.
Her flanks are soft, but though they may be smooth,
Her heart is harder than the solid rock.

Her eyebrows shoot the arrows of her glance.

Even from far away, they strike unerringly.

If we embrace, I press against her belt,

But her breasts keep me from holding her too close.
Oh for her beauty which surpasses every grace!

Oh for her figure which shames the tender bough!

The sixth dress in which they showed her was green. Her upright
posture put to shame the brown spear and her comeliness surpassed that
of the beauties of every land. Her gleaming face outshone the shining
moon; beauty yielded to her every wish; she captivated the boughs with
her softness and suppleness, and she shattered hearts with her qualities,

as has been described in the lines:

A girl trained in shrewdness —



You see that the sun is borrowed from her cheeks.
She came in a green dress,

Like pomegranate blossom veiled by leaves.

I asked her for its name and her reply

Was phrased with elegance:

‘With it I cut men’s hearts and so

The name I give it is “the bitter cut”.’

The seventh dress in which they displayed her was part safflower red

and part saffron. As the poet has said:

She sways in a dress part safflower, part saffron,
Scented with ambergris and musk and sandalwood -
A slender girl; youth urges her to rise;

Her buttocks tell her: ‘Sit or move slowly.’

If I ask her for union, her beauty says:

‘Be generous,” but coquetry says: ‘Refuse.’

When the bride opened her eyes, she said: ‘O God, make this my
husband and free me from this hunchbacked groom.’ So it was that she
was shown in all her seven robes to Hasan of Basra, while the
hunchbacked groom was left sitting by himself. When this had been
done, the guests were allowed to leave, and all the women and children
who had attended the wedding went out, leaving only Hasan and the
hunchback. The maids took the bride to her room to change her
ornaments and her clothes and make her ready for the bridegroom. At

that, the hunchback approached Hasan and said: ‘Sir, you have been



kind enough to favour us with your company this evening but it is time
for you to get up and go.’ ‘In the Name of God,’ said Hasan, and he got
up and went out of the door. There, however, the ‘ifrit met him and told
him to stop, saying: ‘When the hunchback goes out to the latrine, enter
at once and sit down in the alcove. When the bride comes, tell her: “I am
your husband and the sultan only played this trick on you for fear that
you might be hurt by the evil eye. The man whom you saw is one of our
grooms.” After this, go up to her and uncover her face. As far as we are
concerned, this is a matter of honour.’

While Hasan was talking with the ‘ifrit, out came the hunchback and
went to the latrine. As he sat down, the ‘ifrit in the form of a mouse
emerged from the water bowl and said ‘ziq’. “‘What is the matter with
you?’ said the hunchback. Then the mouse grew bigger until it became a
cat, which said ‘miya, miya’, after which it grew bigger still and turned
into a dog, which said “awh, ‘awh’. At this, the hunchback became
frightened and said: ‘Go away, you ill-omened beast,” but the dog grew
bigger and swelled up until it became an ass, which brayed and
bellowed ‘hag, haq’ in his face. The hunchback was even more frightened
and called for help, but the donkey grew even larger until it was the size
of a buffalo. Blocking the hunchback’s retreat, it called to him in a
human voice: ‘You stinking fellow.” The hunchback could not control his
bowels and sat down on the outlet of the latrine, still wearing his
clothes, and with his teeth chattering. ‘Do you find the world so narrow,’
asked the ‘ifrit, ‘that you can find no one to marry except my beloved?
Answer me,” he went on, as the hunchback stayed silent, ‘or else I shall
put you in your grave.” ‘By God,’ said the hunchback, ‘none of this is my

fault. They forced me to marry the girl and I didn’t know that she had a



buffalo for a lover. I repent of the match to God and to you.” ‘I swear to
you,’ said the ‘ifrit, ‘that if you leave this place or speak a single word
before the sun rises, I shall kill you. At sunrise you can go on your way,
but never come back to this house.” Then he took hold of the hunchback
and put him head first into the outlet of the latrine. ‘I shall leave you
here,” he said, ‘but I shall be watching over you until sunrise.’

This is what happened to the hunchback, but as for Hasan, leaving
the hunchback and the ‘ifrit quarrelling, he went into the house and took
his seat in the middle of the alcove. At that moment, the bride appeared,
accompanied by an old woman, who said: “You well-made man, rise up
and take what God has entrusted to you.” Then she turned back, while
the bride, whose name was Sitt al-Husn, came into the alcove. She was
heartbroken, saying: ‘I shall never let him have me, even if he kills me.’
But when she entered and saw Hasan, she exclaimed: ‘Darling, are you
still sitting here? I had told myself that you could share me with the
hunchback.’ ‘How can the hunchback approach you?’ said Hasan. ‘And
how could he share you with me?’ ‘But who is my husband,’ she asked,
‘you or he?’ ‘Sitt al-Husn,’ said Hasan, ‘we only did this as a joke to
mock him. When the maids and the singing girls and your family saw
your beauty being unveiled for me, they were afraid of the evil eye and
your father hired this fellow for ten dinars to turn it away from us, and
now he has gone.” When Sitt al-Husn heard this from Hasan, she smiled
with joy and laughed gently. ‘By God,’ she said, ‘you have quenched my
fire, so I ask you to take me and crush me to your breast.’

She was without any outer clothing and when she now raised her
shift up to her neck, her private parts and her buttocks were revealed. At

this sight, Hasan’s passion was aroused and, getting up, he stripped off



his clothes. He took the purse of gold with the thousand dinars that he
had got from the Jew and wrapped it in his trousers, placing it under the
end of the mattress, and he took off his turban and set it on a chair,
leaving him wearing only a fine shirt embroidered with gold. At that,
Sitt al-Husn went up to him and drew him to her as he drew her to him.
He embraced her and placed her legs around his waist. He then set the
charge, fired the cannon and demolished the fortress. He found his bride
an unbored pearl and a mare that no one else had ridden, so he took her
maidenhead and enjoyed her youth. Then he withdrew from her and
after a restorative pause, he returned fifteen times, as a result of which
she conceived.

When he had finished, he put his hand beneath her head and she did
the same to him, after which they embraced and fell asleep in each

other’s arms. This was as the poet has described:

Visit your love; pay no heed to the envious:

For such are of no help in love.

God in His mercy makes no finer sight

Than of two lovers on a single bed,

Embracing one another and clothed in content,
Pillowed on one another’s wrists and arms.
When hearts are joined in love,

The iron is cold on which all others strike.
When your age has provided you a single friend,
How good a friend is this! Live for this one alone.
You who blame the lovers for their love,

Have you the power to cure the sick at heart?



This is what took place between Hasan and his cousin, Sitt al-Husn.
As for the ‘ifrit, he said to the jinniya: ‘Get up and go in beneath this
young man so that we may take him back to where he came from lest
morning overtakes us. It is almost dawn.’ The jinniya did this as Hasan
slept, still wearing his shirt and nothing else, and taking hold of him she
flew off. She continued on her way, while the ‘ifrit kept pace with her,
but midway through their journey they were overtaken by the dawn.
The muezzin called to prayer and God permitted his angels to hurl a
shooting star at the ‘ifrit, who was consumed by fire. The jinniya escaped,
but she set Hasan down in the place where the ‘ifrit had been struck by
the star, as she was too afraid for his safety to take him any further. As
fate had decreed, they had reached Damascus and it was by one of the
city gates that she left him, before flying away.

When the gates were opened in the morning, the people came out and
there they found a handsome youth clothed only in a shirt and a woollen
skullcap. Because of his wakeful night, he was sunk in sleep. When the
people saw him, they said: ‘How lucky was the one with whom this
fellow spent the night, but he should have waited to put on his clothes.’
Another said: ‘They are poor fellows, these rich men’s sons. This one
must have just come out of the wine shop to relieve himself, when his
drunkenness got the better of him, and as he couldn’t find the place he
was making for, he arrived instead at the city gate, only to find it locked.
Then he must have fallen asleep here.’

As they were talking, a gust of wind blew over Hasan, lifting his shirt
above his waist. Beneath it could be seen his stomach, a curved navel,
and two legs and thighs like crystal. The people exclaimed in admiration

and Hasan woke up to find himself by the city gate, surrounded by a



crowd. ‘Where am I, good people?’ he said. ‘Why have you gathered here
and what have I to do with you?’ ‘When the muezzin gave the call to
morning prayer,’ they said, ‘we saw you stretched out asleep, and that is
all we know about the business. Where did you sleep last night?’ ‘By
God,’ replied Hasan, ‘I slept last night in Cairo.” ‘You’ve been eating
hashish,’ said one of them. ‘You're clearly mad,’ said another. ‘You go to
sleep in Cairo and in the morning here you are asleep in Damascus.’
‘Good people,’ he replied, ‘I have not told you a lie. Last night I was in
Egypt and yesterday I was in Basra.” ‘Fine,’” said one. ‘He is mad,’ said
another, and they clapped their hands over him and talked among
themselves, saying: ‘What a shame for one so young, but he is
undoubtedly mad.” Then they said to him: ‘Pull yourself together and
return to your senses.’ ‘Yesterday,’ insisted Hasan, ‘I was a bridegroom in
Egypt.” ‘Maybe you were dreaming,’ they said, ‘and it was in your dream
that you saw this.” Hasan thought it over to himself and said: ‘By God,
that was no dream, nor did I see it in my sleep. I went there and they
unveiled the bride before me, and there was a third person, a
hunchback, sitting there. By God, brothers, this was not a dream, and
had it been one, where is the purse of gold that I had with me and where
is my turban and the rest of my clothes?’

He then got up and went into the city, with the people pressing
around him and accompanying him as he made his way through the
streets and markets. He then entered the shop of a cook, who had been
an artful fellow, that is to say, a thief, but had been led to repent of his
evil-doing by God, after which he had opened a cookshop. All the people
of Damascus were afraid of him because of his former violence, and so

when they saw that Hasan had gone into his shop, they dispersed in fear.



The cook, looking at Hasan’s grace and beauty, felt affection for him
enter his heart. ‘Where have you come from, young man?’ he said. ‘Tell
me your story, for you have become dearer to me than my life.’

Hasan told him what had happened to him from beginning to end,
and the cook exclaimed at how remarkable and strange it was. ‘But, my
son,” he added, ‘keep this affair concealed until God relieves your
distress. Stay with me here, and I shall take you as a son, for I have none
of my own.’ Hasan agreed to this and the cook went to the market and
bought fine material for him, with which he clothed him. The two of
them went off to the gadi and Hasan declared himself to be the cook’s
son. This is how he became known in Damascus, and he sat in the shop
taking the customers’ money, having settled down with the cook.

So much for him, but as for his cousin, Sitt al-Husn, when dawn broke
and she awoke from her sleep, she did not find Hasan, and thinking that
he must have gone to the latrine, she sat for a time waiting for him.
Then in came Shams al-Din, her father, who was distressed at what the
sultan had done to him and at how he had forced Sitt al-Husn to marry
one of his servants, a mere groom and a hunchback. He said to himself
that he would kill the girl if she had allowed that damned man to have
her. So he walked to her room, stopped at the door and called out to her.
‘Here I am, father,’ she said, and she came out, swaying with joy. She
kissed the ground and her face shone with ever more radiant beauty,
thanks to the embrace of that gazelle-like youth.

When her father saw her in this state, he said: ‘Are you so pleased
with that groom, you damned girl?” When she heard this, she smiled and
said: ‘By God, what happened yesterday was enough, with people

laughing at me and shunning me because of this groom who is not worth



the paring of my husband’s fingernail. I swear that never in my life have
I spent a more delightful night than last night, so don’t make fun of me
or remind me of that hunchback.” When her father heard this, he glared
at her in anger and said: ‘What are you talking about? It was the
hunchback who spent the night with you.” ‘For God’s sake, don’t mention
him, may God curse his father, and don’t jest. The groom was hired for
ten dinars and he took his fee and left. Then I arrived and when I went
into the room I found my husband sitting there. This was after the
singing girls had unveiled me for him and he had scattered enough red
gold to enrich all the poor who were present. I passed the night in the
embrace of my charming husband, with the dark eyes and the joining
eyebrows.’

When her father heard this, the light before him turned to darkness.
‘You harlot,” he said, ‘what are you saying? Where are your wits?’
‘Father,’” she replied, ‘you have broken my heart — enough of this ill
humour. This is my husband who took my virginity. He has gone to the
latrine, and he has made me pregnant.” Her father got up in
astonishment and went to the latrine, where he found the hunchback
with his head stuck in the hole and his legs sticking out on top. He was
amazed and said: ‘Surely this is the hunchback.” He called to the man,
who mumbled in reply, thinking that it was the ‘ifrit who was speaking
to him. Shams al-Din then shouted to him: ‘Speak or else I shall cut your
head off with this sword.” ‘By God, shaikh of the ‘ifrits,” said the
hunchback, ‘since you put me here I have not raised my head, and I
implore you by God to be kind to me.” “‘What are you talking about?’ said
Shams al-Din when he heard this. ‘I am the father of the bride and not
an ‘ifrit.’ ‘Enough of that,” said the hunchback, ‘for you are on the way to



getting me killed, so go off before the ‘ifrit who did this to me comes
back. What you have done is to marry me to the mistress of buffaloes
and ‘ifrits. May God curse the man who married me to her and the one

who was the cause of this.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the twenty-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that the hunchback started to talk to
Shams al-Din, the father of the bride, saying: ‘May God curse the man
who was the cause of this.” ‘Get up,’ said Shams al-Din, ‘and come out.’
‘Do you think that I am mad,’ said the hunchback, ‘that I should go with
you without the ‘ifrit’s permission? He told me to come out and leave at
sunrise. So has the sun risen or not, for I can’t come out of here until it
has?’ Shams al-Din then asked who had put him there. ‘I came here last
night to relieve myself,” the man replied, ‘and suddenly a mouse came
out of the water and squeaked, and then it went on growing bigger and
bigger until it was as large as a buffalo. It spoke to me in tones that rang
through my ears, after which it left me and went away. May God curse
the bride and the man who married me to her!”

Shams al-Din went up and removed him from the latrine, after which
he ran off, not believing that the sun had risen, and going to the sultan,
he told him what had happened to him with the ‘ifrit. As for Shams al-
Din, the bride’s father, he went back in a state of perplexity, not

understanding what had happened to his daughter, and he asked her to



explain the matter again. She replied: ‘The bridegroom, for whom I was
unveiled yesterday, spent the night with me, took my virginity and has
made me pregnant. If you don’t believe me, here is his turban, in its
folds, lying on the chair, and here are his other clothes underneath the
bed, with something wrapped up in them, although I don’t know what it
is.” On hearing this, her father came into the alcove, where he found the
turban of his nephew, Hasan. He took it in his hands, turned it over and
said: “This is a vizier’s turban and it is of muslin.” He then looked and
saw an amulet sewn into the tarboosh, which he took and opened, and
he picked up the outer clothes, in which he found the purse containing
the thousand dinars. Opening it, he found inside it a sheet of paper,
which he read and which turned out to be the Jew’s contract of sale,
with the name of Badr al-Din Hasan, the son of Nur al-Din ‘Ali, the
Egyptian. He also found the thousand dinars.

On reading the paper, he uttered a loud cry and fell down in a faint.
When he recovered and grasped what this all meant, he was filled with
wonder and exclaimed: ‘There is no god but God, Who has power over
all things.” Then he said: ‘Daughter, do you know who it was who
deflowered you?’ ‘No,’ she replied. ‘It was my brother’s son, your
cousin,” he said, ‘and these thousand dinars are your dowry. Glory be to
God, but I wish I knew how this came about.” Then he reopened the
amulet and in it he found a note in the handwriting of his brother Nur

al-Din. After looking at his brother’s handwriting, he recited:

I see the traces they have left and melt with longing,
And I pour down my tears over their former dwellings.

I ask the One who afflicted me with separation



That one day He might favour me with their return.

On finishing these lines, Shams al-Din read through what was in the
amulet and there he found the date of Nur al-Din’s marriage to the
daughter of the vizier of Basra, its consummation, the date of Hasan’s
birth, and an account of Nur al-Din’s life up until the time of his death.
This astonished him; he trembled with joy and, on comparing what had
happened to his brother with his own history, he found that they
matched exactly, that the consummation of his marriage and that of his
brother had happened on the same date, as had the birth of Hasan and
that of his own daughter, Sitt al-Husn. Taking the paper, he brought it to
the sultan and told him all that had happened from start to finish. The
astonished sultan ordered that an account of this should be written down
immediately.

Shams al-Din waited, expecting his nephew to come, but he did not
come that day, or on the next, or on the third, and after seven days had
passed, there was still no news of him. So Shams al-Din said: ‘By God, I
shall do something that no one has ever done before,” and taking an
inkwell and a pen, he produced on a piece of paper a sketch plan of the
whole house, with the alcove here, such-and-such a hanging there, and
so on, including everything in the house. He then folded the paper and
gave orders for all Hasan’s things to be collected. He took the turban, the
tarboosh, the mantle and the purse, which he locked up in his own room
with a lock of iron, setting a seal on it to await his nephew’s arrival.

As for his daughter, at the end of the months of her pregnancy, she
gave birth to a boy, splendid as the moon, resembling his father in

beauty, perfection, splendour and grace. The midwives cut the umbilical



cord, spread kohl on his eyelids and then handed him over to the nurses,
naming him ‘Ajib. In one day he grew as much as other children grow in
a month, and in a month as much as they do in a year. When he was
seven years old, he was handed over to a teacher who was told to give
him a good education and to teach him to read. He stayed at school for
four years, but he began to fight with the other children and abuse them,
saying: ‘Which of you is my equal? I am the son of Shams al-Din of
Egypt.” The other children went together to the monitor to complain of
his rough behaviour. The monitor told them: ‘When he arrives
tomorrow, I'll teach you something to say to him that will make him
give up coming to school. Tomorrow, when he arrives, sit around him in
a circle and say to each other: “By God, no one may play this game with
us unless he can tell us the names of his mother and father.” Anyone
who doesn’t know these names is a bastard and won’t be allowed to
play.’

The next morning, they came to school and when ‘Ajib arrived, they
surrounded him and said: ‘We are going to play a game but no one may
join in with us unless he can tell us the names of his mother and father.’
They all agreed to this, and one of them said: ‘My name is Majid; my
mother is ‘Alawiya and my father is ‘Izz al-Din.” A second boy did the
same and so did the others until it came to ‘Ajib’s turn. He then said: ‘My
name is ‘Ajib; my mother is Sitt al-Husn and my father is Shams al-Din of
Egypt.” ‘By God,’ they said to him, ‘Shams al-Din isn’t your father.” ‘Yes,
he is,” insisted ‘Ajib, and at that the boys laughed at him, clapped their
hands, and said: ‘He doesn’t know who his father is; go away and leave
us. We will only play with those who know their father’s name.’

At that, the children around him went off laughing and leaving him



angry and choked with tears. The monitor told him: ‘We know that your
grandfather, Shams al-Din, is not your father but the father of your
mother, Sitt al-Husn; as for your own father, neither you nor we know
who he is. The sultan married your mother to the hunchbacked groom,
but a jinni came and slept with her and you have no father we know of.
You won’t be able to compare yourself with the other boys in this school
unless you find out who your father is, for otherwise they will take you
for a bastard. You can see that the trader’s son knows his father, but
although your grandfather is Shams al-Din of Egypt, as we don’t know
who your father is, we say that you have no father. So act sensibly.’
When ‘Ajib heard what the monitor and the boys had to say and how
they were insulting him, he went away immediately and came to his
mother, Sitt al-Husn, to complain, but he was crying too hard to speak.
When she heard his sobs, her heart burned and she said: ‘What has made
you cry? Tell me.” So he told her what he had heard from the children
and from the monitor, and he asked her: ‘Who is my father?’ She said:
‘Your father is Shams al-Din of Egypt.’ But he said: ‘Don’t tell me lies.
Shams al-Din is your father, not mine, so who is my father? If you don’t
tell me the truth, I’ll kill myself with this dagger.” When his mother
heard him talk of his father, she burst into tears, remembering her
cousin Hasan and how she had been unveiled for him and what he had

done with her. She recited these lines:

They stirred up longing in my heart and left.
Those whom I love have now gone far away.
They left and with them has my patience gone.

After this loss, patience is hard to find.



They left, and were accompanied by my joy.
Nothing stays fixed; there is no fixity.

By leaving me, they brought tears to my eyes,
And thanks to this, my tears flow down in floods.
I yearn to see them, and for long

I have been yearning and awaiting them.

I call up pictures of them, and my inmost heart
Is home to passion, longing and to care.

Your memory has now become my cloak,

And under it I wear my love for you.

Beloved, for how long will this go on?

How long will you stay distant and shun me?

She wept and wailed, as did ‘Ajib, and at that point suddenly in came
Shams al-Din. When he saw their tears, his heart was burned and he
asked what was the reason for all this grief. Sitt al-Husn told him what
had happened to ‘Ajib with the boys at his school, and Shams al-Din
himself wept, remembering his brother and what had happened to the
two of them, as well as what had happened to his daughter, the real
truth of which he did not know. He then immediately got up and went to
the court, where he came into the sultan’s presence and told him his
story, asking leave to travel to the east in order to make enquiries about
his nephew in Basra. He also asked the sultan to give him written
instructions addressed to all lands, allowing him to take his nephew with
him wherever he might be found. He then burst into tears before the
sultan, who was moved with pity for him and wrote him the orders for
which he had asked. This delighted Shams al-Din, who called down



blessings on his master, and then took his leave.

He immediately went home and made his preparations for the
journey, taking with him all that he, his daughter and ‘Ajib might need.
They travelled day after day until they arrived at Damascus, which they

found full of trees and watered by streams, as the poet has described it:

I passed a day and a night in Damascus, and Time swore
That with a city like this it could make no mistake.

I spent the night while night’s wing paid no heed,

And dawn was smiling with grey hair.

On the branches there dew gleamed like pearls,
Touched gently by the zephyr and then falling.

The pool was like a page read by the birds,

Written by wind, with clouds as punctuation.

Shams al-Din halted in the Maidan al-Hasa, where he pitched his
tents, telling his servants that they would rest there for two days. For
their part, they then went into the city to do as they pleased, one selling,
one buying, one going to the baths and another to the Umaiyad Mosque,
whose like is to be found nowhere in the world. ‘Ajib went out
accompanied by a eunuch and they entered the city to look at the sights,
with the eunuch walking behind holding a cudgel so heavy that were he
to use it to strike a camel, the beast would never rise again. The people
of Damascus looked at ‘Ajib, his well-formed figure, his splendour and
his beauty, for he was a remarkably handsome boy with soft manners,
more delicate than the northern breeze, sweeter than cold water to the

thirsty man and more delightful than the recovery of health to the sick.



As a result, he was followed by a large crowd, some running behind him
and others going on ahead and sitting in the road looking at him as he
passed.

This went on until, as had been decreed by fate, the eunuch stopped
at the shop of his father Hasan. In the twelve years that he had spent in
Damascus, Hasan’s beard had grown long and he had matured in
intelligence. The cook had died and he had taken over his wealth and his
shop, having been acknowledged before the judges and the notaries as
his son. When ‘Ajib and the eunuch halted by his shop that day, Hasan
looked at ‘Ajib, his son, and, taking note of how extremely handsome he
was, his heart beat fast, blood sensed the pull of blood, and he felt linked
to the boy by affection. He happened to have cooked a dish of sugared
pomegranate seeds and as God had inspired him with love for his son, he
called out to him: ‘My master, who has taken possession of my heart and
for whom I yearn, would you enter my shop, mend my broken heart and
eat of my food?’ Then, spontaneously, his eyes filled with tears and he
thought of what he had been and what he now was.

As for ‘Ajib, when he heard what his father had said, he felt drawn to
him. He told this to the eunuch, adding: ‘It is as though this cook is a
man who has parted from his son. Let us go into his shop, so that we
may comfort him and eat what he gives us as guests. It may be that, if I
do this for him, God may unite me with my father.’ ‘A fine thing, by
God!’ exclaimed the eunuch when he heard this. ‘Do viziers’ sons stay
eating in a cookshop? I use this stick to keep people away from you lest
they even look at you, and I shall never feel safe in letting you go in
here.” When Hasan heard this, he was astonished and turned to the

eunuch with tears running down his cheeks, while ‘Ajib said: ‘My heart



is filled with love for this man.” ‘Don’t say that,” the eunuch replied, ‘for
you are never going in there.” Hasan himself then turned to the eunuch
and said: ‘Great one, why do you not mend my broken heart by entering
my shop yourself, you who are like a chestnut, dark but with a white
heart, you who fit the description of the poet?’ ‘What is this you say?’
said the eunuch, laughing. ‘Produce the description but keep it short.” So

Hasan started to recite these lines:

Were he not educated and reliable,
He would hold no office in the royal palace
Or be given charge of the harem. Oh what a servant,

Who, for his beauty, heavenly angels serve!

The eunuch was filled with admiration when he heard this and,
taking ‘Ajib with him, he entered the shop. Hasan then ladled into a
bowl an excellent mixture of pomegranate seeds, almonds and sugar and
they both ate after Hasan had welcomed them, saying: ‘You have done
me a favour, so enjoy your meal.’ ‘Ajib then said to his father: ‘Sit and
eat with us, and it may be that God will bring us together with those
whom we wish to meet.” ‘My boy,’ said Hasan, ‘have you, young as you
are, had to suffer the loss of dear ones?’ ‘Yes, uncle,’” replied ‘Ajib. ‘This
has caused me bitter distress, and the one whom I have lost is my father.
My grandfather and I have come to search for him through all the lands,
and I am filled with sad longing for him.” He then wept bitterly and his
father wept because of his loss and because of the boy’s tears,
remembering the loss of his own loved ones and his separation from his

father and his mother, while the eunuch shared his sorrow. They then



ate their fill, after which the two got up, and when they left the shop,
Hasan felt as though his soul had parted from his body and gone with
them.

He could not endure to be parted from them for the blink of an eye
and so he locked up his shop and followed, without realizing that ‘Ajib
was his son. He hurried on until he caught up with them before they had
gone out of the main gate. The eunuch turned and asked what he
wanted. ‘When you left my shop,’ replied Hasan, ‘I felt that my soul had
gone with you and, as I have an errand in the suburbs outside the gate, I
wanted to go with you, do my errand, and then go back.” The eunuch
was angry. ‘This is what I was afraid of,” he told ‘Ajib. ‘The bite that we
had to eat was unfortunate in that it has put us under an obligation, and
here is that fellow following us from place to place.” ‘Ajib turned, and
finding Hasan walking behind him, he became angry and his face
flushed red. To the eunuch he said: ‘Let him walk on the public road, but
if, when we come out to our tents, we find that he is still following us,
then we can drive him away.’

He then lowered his head and walked on, with the eunuch behind
him and Hasan trailing them, as far as the Maidan al-Hasa. When they
were close to the tents, they turned and saw him still behind them. ‘Ajib
was afraid that the eunuch might tell his grandfather, and he became
very angry for fear lest he be reported as having entered the cookshop
and having been followed by the cook. So he turned and found Hasan’s
eyes fixed on his, while Hasan himself looked like a body without a soul.
To ‘Ajib it seemed as though his eyes were those of a pervert or that he
was a debauchee, and so, in a fit of rage, he took a stone and hit his

father with it, knocking him unconscious, with the blood running down



over his face. He and the eunuch then went to the tents.

When Hasan recovered consciousness, he wiped away the blood, and
after cutting off a strip of his turban, he bandaged his head. He blamed
himself and said: ‘I wronged the boy by shutting up my shop and
following him, making him think that I was a pervert.” So he went back
to the shop and went on selling his food, but he started to yearn for his

mother in Basra and he recited in tears:

You wrong Time if you ask it to be fair.
Do not blame it; it was not created for fair dealing.
Take what comes easily and leave care aside.

Time must contain both trouble and happiness.

He carried on with his business, while his uncle, Shams al-Din, after
spending three days in Damascus, left for Homs, which he entered, and
while he was on his journey he made enquiries wherever he went. He
went to Diyar Bakr, Mardin and Mosul, and he kept on travelling until
he reached Basra. After entering the city and settling himself there, he
went to the sultan. When they met, the sultan treated him with respect
and honour and asked him the reason for his visit. Shams al-Din told him
his story and that his brother was Nur al-Din ‘Ali. ‘May God have mercy
on him,’ interjected the sultan, adding: ‘He was my vizier and I loved
him dearly, but he died fifteen years ago. He left a son, but the son only
stayed for a month after his death before going missing and we have
never heard any more news of him, although his mother, the daughter of
my old vizier, is still with us.’

When Shams al-Din heard that the mother of his nephew was well, he



was delighted and told the sultan that he would like to meet her.
Permission was immediately granted and he went to visit her in his
brother’s house. He let his gaze wander around it, and kissing its
threshold, he thought of his brother and of how he had died in exile. So

he shed tears and recited these lines:

I pass by the dwellings, the dwellings of Laila,
And I kiss first one wall and then another.
It is not love for the dwellings that wounds my heart,

But love for the one who lived in them.

He passed through the door into a large hall where there was another
door, arched and vaulted with flint inset with marble of different kinds
and different colours. He walked through the house, and as he looked at
it and glanced around, he found the name of his brother inscribed in
letters of gold. He went up to the inscription, kissed it and wept as he

remembered his separation from his brother. He then recited these lines:

Every time it rises, I ask the sun for news of you,

And I question the lightning about you when it flashes.
Longing folds and unfolds me in its hands

All night, but I do not complain of pain.

Dear ones, for long, after you went,

Separation from you has left me cut to pieces.

Were you to grant my eyes a sight of you —

It would be better still if we could meet.

Do not think I am busied with another;



My heart has no room for another love.

He then walked on until he reached the room of his brother’s widow,
the mother of Hasan, who throughout her son’s disappearance had been
weeping and wailing constantly, night and day. When long years had
passed, she had made a marble cenotaph for him in the middle of the
hall, where she would shed tears, and it was only beside this that she
would sleep. When Shams al-Din came to her room, he heard the sound

of her voice, and standing behind the door, he listened to her reciting:

In God’s Name, grave, are his beauties now gone,
And has that bright face changed?
Grave, you are neither a garden nor a sky,

So how do you contain both branch and moon?”

While she was reciting this, Shams al-Din came in. He greeted her and
told her that he was her husband’s brother, and he then explained what
had happened, giving her the full story, that her son Hasan had spent a
whole night with his daughter ten years earlier and had then
disappeared at dawn. ‘He left my daughter pregnant,” Shams al-Din
added, ‘and she gave birth to a son who is here with me, and he is your
grandson, the son of your son by my daughter.’

When she looked at her brother-in-law and heard the news that her
son was still alive, she got up and threw herself at his feet, kissing them

and reciting:

How excellent is the man who brings good tidings of your coming!



He has brought with him the most delightful news.
Were he to be contented with a rag, I would give him

A heart that was torn in pieces when you said goodbye.

Shams al-Din then sent a message telling ‘Ajib to come, and when he
did, his grandmother got up, embraced him and wept. ‘This is no time
for tears,” Shams al-Din told her. ‘This is the time for you to make your
preparations to travel with us to Egypt, and perhaps God will allow us
and you to join your son, my nephew.’ She agreed to leave and instantly
got up to collect what she needed, together with her treasures and her
maids. As soon as she was ready, Shams al-Din went to the sultan of
Basra and took leave of him, while the sultan, in his turn, sent gifts and
presents with him to take to the sultan of Egypt.

Shams al-Din then left immediately and travelled to Damascus, where
he halted and pitched camp at al-Qanun. He told his entourage that they
would stay there for a week so that they could buy gifts for the sultan.
‘Ajib went out, telling his servant, Layiq, that he wanted to look around
the place, adding: ‘Come with me and we shall go down to the market
and pass through the city to see what has happened to that cook whose
food we ate and whose head I hurt. He had been kind to me and I
harmed him.’ Layiq agreed and the two of them left the camp, ‘Ajib
being drawn to his father by the ties of kinship.

After entering the city, they went on until they came to the cookshop,
where they found Hasan. It was close to the time of the afternoon prayer
and, as luck would have it, he had cooked a dish of pomegranate seeds.
When they approached him, ‘Ajib looked at him with a feeling of

affection, while noting the scar on his forehead left by the blow from the



stone. He greeted Hasan affectionately, while, for his part, Hasan was
agitated: his heart fluttered, he hung his head towards the ground and
he tried without success to move his tongue around his mouth. Then

looking up at his son, with meekness and humility he recited these lines:

I wished for my beloved, but when he came in sight,

In my bewilderment I could not control tongue or eyes.
I bowed my head in reverence and respect;

I tried to hide my feelings, but in vain.

I had whole reams of blame to give to him,

But when we met I could not speak a word.

Then he said to ‘Ajib: ‘Mend my broken heart and eat of my food. By
God, when I look at you, my heart races and it was only because I had
lost my wits that I followed you.” “‘You must indeed be fond of me. I took
a bite to eat with you, after which you followed me, wanting to bring
shame on me. I shall only eat your food on condition that you swear not
to come out after me or follow me again, for otherwise I shall never
come back here, although we are staying for a week so that my
grandfather can buy gifts for the sultan.” Hasan agreed and ‘Ajib entered
with his servant. Hasan presented them with a bowl of pomegranate
seeds and ‘Ajib asked him to give them the pleasure of eating with him.
He accepted gladly, but as his heart and body were concentrated on
‘Ajib, he kept staring fixedly at his face. ‘Ajib objected, saying: ‘Didn’t I
tell you that you are an unwelcome lover, so stop staring at my face.’

When Hasan heard what his son said, he recited these lines:



You have a hidden secret in men’s hearts,

Folded away, concealed and not spread out.

Your beauty puts to shame the gleaming moon

While your grace is that of the breaking dawn.

The radiance of your face holds unfulfillable desires,
Whose well-known feelings grow and multiply.

Am I to melt with heat, when your face is my paradise,

And shall I die of thirst when your saliva is Kauthar?"

Hasan kept filling ‘Ajib’s plate and then that of the eunuch. They ate
their fill and then got up. Hasan rose himself and poured water over
their hands, after which he unfastened a silk towel from his waist on
which he dried their hands before sprinkling them with rosewater from a
flask that he had with him. Then he left his shop and came back with a
jug of sherbet mixed with musk-flavoured rosewater, which he presented
to them, saying: ‘Complete your kindness.’ ‘Ajib took it and drank, after
which he passed it to the eunuch. They then drank from it in turns until
their stomachs were full, as they had had more than usual.

After leaving, they hurried back to their camp, where ‘Ajib went to
see his grandmother. She kissed him and then, thinking of her son, she

sighed, shed tears and recited:

I hoped that we might meet, and, after losing you,
There was nothing for me to wish for in my life.
I swear that there is nothing in my heart except your love,

And God, my Lord, knows every secret thing.



She then asked ‘Ajib where he had been, to which he replied that he had
gone into the city of Damascus. She got up and brought him a bowl of
pomegranate seeds that had only been sweetened a little, and she told
the eunuch to sit down with his master. ‘By God,’ said the eunuch to
himself, ‘I have no urge to eat,” but he sat down. As for ‘Ajib, when he
took his seat, his stomach was full of what he had already eaten and
drunk, but he took a morsel, dipped it among the pomegranate seeds and
ate it. Because he was full, he found it undersweetened and he
exclaimed: ‘Ugh, what is this nasty food?’ ‘My son,’ said his
grandmother, ‘are you blaming my cooking? I cooked this myself and no
one can cook as well as I can, except for your father Hasan.” ‘By God,
grandmother,’ replied ‘Ajib, ‘this dish of yours is disgusting. We have
just come across a cook in the city who cooked a dish of pomegranate
seeds whose smell would open up your heart. His food makes one want
to eat again, while, in comparison, yours is neither one thing nor
another.’

On hearing this, his grandmother became very angry and, looking at

the eunuch...
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the twenty-fourth night, SHE
CONTINUED:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that on hearing this, his grandmother

became very angry and, looking at the eunuch, she reproached him,



telling him that he had spoiled her son by taking him into a cookshop.
The apprehensive eunuch denied this, saying: ‘We didn’t go into the
shop but merely passed by it.” ‘Ajib, however, insisted that they had
gone in and had eaten, adding: ‘And it was better than your food.’ His
grandmother got up and told her brother-in-law about this, turning him
against the eunuch, who was then brought before him. ‘Why did you
take my grandson into the cookshop?’ Shams al-Din asked. In his fear,
the eunuch again denied this, but ‘Ajib insisted: ‘We did go in and we ate
pomegranate seeds until we were full, after which the cook gave us a
drink with snow and sugar.” Shams al-Din became even angrier with the
eunuch and asked him again. He again denied it, at which Shams al-Din
said: ‘If you are telling me the truth, then sit down and eat in front of
me.’ The eunuch came forward and tried to do this but failed and had to
throw away what he had taken. ‘Master,” he explained, ‘I am still full
from yesterday.” Shams al-Din then realized that he had indeed eaten in
the cookshop. He ordered the slaves to throw him down, which they did,
and he then started to beat him painfully. The eunuch called for help.
‘Don’t beat me, master,” he cried, ‘and I’ll tell you the truth.” After this,
Shams al-Din stopped beating him and demanded the truth. ‘We did go
into the shop,’ he said, ‘and the cook was preparing a dish of
pomegranate seeds. He gave us some of it and, by God, never in my life
have I tasted anything like it, while I have never tasted anything nastier
than this stuff that is before us.’

Hasan’s mother was angry and told him: ‘You must go to this cook
and fetch us a bowl of pomegranate seeds that he has prepared. You can
then show it to your master and he can then say which is better and

more tasty.” The eunuch agreed and was given a bowl and half a dinar.



He went to the shop and said to Hasan: ‘In my master’s house we have
laid a bet on your cooking. They have pomegranate seeds there, so for
this half dinar give me some of yours, and take care over it, for your
cooking has already cost me a painful beating.” Hasan laughed and said:
‘By God, this is a dish that nobody can cook properly except for my
mother and me, and she is now in a distant land.” He then ladled the
food into the bowl and took it to put the finishing touches on it using
musk and rosewater.

The eunuch carried it back quickly to the camp, where Hasan’s
mother took it and tasted it. When she noted how flavoursome it was
and how well it had been cooked, she realized who must have cooked it
and gave a shriek before falling in a faint, to the astonishment of Shams
al-Din. He sprinkled rosewater over her and after a time she recovered.
‘If my son is still in this world,” she exclaimed, ‘it was he and no one else
who cooked these pomegranate seeds. It has to have been my son,
Hasan. No one else can cook it except him, for I taught him the recipe.’
When Shams al-Din heard this, he was overjoyed and exclaimed: ‘How I
long to see my brother’s son! Will time unite me with him? But it is only
from Almighty God that I may seek a meeting with him.’

He got up immediately and went to his escort, ordering twenty men
to go the cookshop, demolish it, and tie up the cook with his own
turban. ‘Then,’” he said, ‘drag him here by force, but without injuring him
in any way.” The men agreed to do this, and Shams al-Din himself rode
immediately to the palace of the governor of Damascus, whom he met
and to whom he showed the letters that he had brought with him from
the sultan. The governor kissed them and then placed them on his head,

before asking: ‘Where is the man you are looking for?’ ‘He is a cook,’



replied Shams al-Din, and the governor instantly ordered his
chamberlains to go to his shop. They went and found the shop
demolished with all its contents smashed, for when Shams al-Din had
gone to the governor’s palace, his men had carried out his orders. They
sat there waiting for him to return, while Hasan was asking: ‘What could
they have seen in the dish of pomegranate seeds that led to all this?’

Shams al-Din returned with the governor’s permission to carry away
Hasan. When he entered his tent, he ordered the cook to be produced
and he was brought in, tied up with his own turban. Hasan wept bitterly
on seeing his uncle and said: ‘Master, what offence do you charge me
with?’ ‘Was it you,” asked Shams al-Din, ‘who cooked these pomegranate
seeds?’ ‘Yes,” said Hasan, ‘and did you find anything in them that entitles
you to cut off my head?’ ‘For you this would be the best and lightest
punishment,” said Shams al-Din. ‘Master,’ said Hasan, ‘are you not going
to tell me what I did wrong?’ ‘Yes, immediately,’” said Shams al-Din, but
he then called to the servants to bring the camels. They took Hasan with
them, put him in a box, locked it and set off, travelling until nightfall.
Then they halted and ate some food. They took Hasan out of his box,
gave him something to eat and then put him back in it. They followed
this pattern until they reached Qamra, when Hasan was taken out of his
box and was again asked whether it was he who had cooked the
pomegranate seeds. When he still said yes, Shams al-Din ordered him to
be fettered, which was done and he was put back in the box.

The party then travelled on to Cairo, where they halted at the
Raidaniya camping ground. Shams al-Din ordered Hasan to be taken out
and he ordered a carpenter to be fetched whom he told to make a

wooden cross. ‘What are you going to do with it?’ asked Hasan. ‘T will



garrotte you on it and then nail you to it, before parading you around
the whole city,” Shams al-Din told him. ‘Why are you doing this to me?’
asked Hasan. ‘Because of your ill-omened cooking of the pomegranate
seeds, for you cooked them without enough pepper,’ replied Shams al-
Din. ‘Are you really doing all this to me because the dish lacked pepper?’
said Hasan. ‘Was it not enough for you to keep me shut up, giving me
only one meal a day?’ ‘There was not enough pepper,’ said Shams al-Din,
‘and the only punishment for you is death.” Hasan was both astonished
and sorry for himself. “‘What are you thinking about?’ asked Shams al-
Din. ‘About superficial minds like yours,’ replied Hasan, ‘for if you had
any intelligence you would not treat me like this.” ‘We have to punish
you,’” said Shams al-Din, ‘so as to see that you don’t do this kind of thing
again.” ‘The least part of what you have done to me is a punishment,’
said Hasan, but Shams al-Din insisted that he must be strangled.

While all this was going on, the carpenter was preparing the wood
before his eyes. This went on until nightfall when Shams al-Din took
Hasan and threw him into the box, saying: ‘The execution will take place
tomorrow.’ He then waited until he was sure that Hasan was asleep,
when he got up, lifted the chest and, after mounting his horse, he placed
the box in front of him. He entered the city and rode on until he came to
his house. To his daughter, Sitt al-Husn, he said: ‘Praise be to God who
has reunited you with your cousin. Get up and arrange the furnishings of
the house as they were on your wedding night.” The household was
roused and the candles were lit, while Shams al-Din produced the paper
on which he had drawn a plan showing how the furniture was to be
arranged. Everything was put in its place, so that anyone looking at it

would be in no doubt that this was as it had been on the actual wedding



night.

Shams al-Din gave instructions that Hasan’s turban should be placed
where he himself had left it, as should his trousers and the purse that
was beneath the mattress. He then told his daughter to wear no more
than she had been wearing when left alone with her bridegroom on her
wedding night. ‘When your cousin comes in,” he said, ‘tell him that he
has been a long time in his visit to the latrine and then invite him to
pass the rest of the night with you. Talk with him until daybreak, and I
shall then explain the whole affair to him.” Next, he took Hasan out of
the chest, having first removed the fetters from his feet. He stripped off
the clothes that he was wearing, so that he was left in a thin nightshirt
with no trousers.

The sleeping Hasan knew nothing about what was happening, but, as
fate had decreed, he turned over and woke up to find himself in a
brilliantly lit hallway. ‘This is a confused dream,’ he said to himself, but
he then walked a short way to a second door, and, on looking, he found
himself in the room in which his bride had been unveiled for him. There
was the alcove and the chair and he could see his turban and his other
things. He was astonished at this sight and hesitated, moving forwards
and then backwards. ‘Am I asleep or awake?’ he asked himself, wiping
his forehead and saying in amazement: ‘By God, this is the room of the
bride who was unveiled for me; but where am I, for I was in a box?’

While he was talking to himself, Sitt al-Husn suddenly lifted the
bottom of the alcove curtain and said: ‘Master, are you not going to
come in? You have been a long time in the latrine.” When he heard her
voice and looked at her face, he laughed and said: ‘I am in a confused

dream.” He went into the alcove, where he sighed, and, thinking over his



experiences, he was filled with confusion, particularly at the sight of the
turban, his trousers and the purse with the thousand dinars, and was at a
loss to grasp what had happened. ‘God knows better,’ he said, ‘but this is
a muddled dream.” ‘What are you so astonished about?’ asked Sitt al-
Husn. ‘You weren’t like that at the beginning of the night.” Hasan
laughed and asked: ‘How long have I been away from you?’ ‘Bless you,’
she said, ‘and may the Name of God encompass you, you left to attend to
yourself and then come back. Are you out of your mind?’ Hasan laughed
when he heard that and said: “You are right, but when I left you I took
leave of my senses in the latrine and dreamt that I was a cook in
Damascus and had been there for ten years, when a boy, a great man’s
son, came in with a eunuch.’

At that, he rubbed his hand over his forehead and found the scar on
it. ‘By God, lady,’” he said, ‘that almost seems to be true, because he
struck me on the forehead and broke the skin, and it seemed as though I
was awake at the time.” He went on: ‘It was as though we had just gone
to sleep in each other’s arms and then I had this dream and I appeared to
have arrived in Damascus with no turban and no trousers and then
worked as a cook.” After remaining perplexed for a time, he said: ‘By
God, I seemed to see that I had cooked a dish of pomegranate seeds and
had put on too little pepper, but I suppose that I must have been asleep
in the latrine and I must have seen all this in a dream.” ‘What else did
you see?’ asked Sitt al-Husn. Hasan told her, and then he said: ‘By God,
if I had not woken up, they would have crucified me.” “‘What for?’ she
asked. ‘Because there was too little pepper on the pomegranate seeds,” he
replied. ‘It seemed as though they had wrecked my shop and broken up

my utensils and put me in a box. Then they brought a carpenter to make



a cross for me and they were going to garrotte me. Thank God that all
this happened in a dream and not in real life.” Sitt al-Husn laughed and
clasped him to her breast as he clasped her to his, but then he thought
for a while and said: ‘By God, it seemed as though it was real, but I don’t
know why that should be.” He was still perplexed when he fell asleep,
muttering alternately ‘I was asleep’ and ‘I was awake’.

That went on until morning, when his uncle Shams al-Din came in
and greeted him. Hasan looked at him and said: ‘By God, aren’t you the
man who ordered me to be tied up and crucified and ordered my shop to
be wrecked because there was not enough pepper on the pomegranate
seeds?’ ‘Know, my son,’ said Shams al-Din, ‘that the truth is now
revealed and what was hidden has been made clear. You are the son of
my brother and I only did all this to make sure that it was you who slept
with my daughter that night. I could only be certain of this because you
recognized the room and recognized your turban and your trousers, your
gold, the note that you wrote and the one that your father, my brother,
wrote. For I had never seen you before and could not identify you. I
have brought your mother with me from Basra.” He then threw himself
on Hasan in tears. When Hasan heard what his uncle had to say, he was
lost in astonishment and, embracing his uncle, he wept from excess of
joy.

‘The reason for all this,” Shams al-Din told him, ‘was what happened
between me and your father.” He then told him the story of this and of
why Hasan’s father, Nur al-Din, had gone to Basra. He sent for ‘Ajib, and
when his father saw him, he said: ‘This is the one who hit me with the
stone.” ‘He is your son,” Shams al-Din told him. Hasan threw himself on

the boy and recited these lines:



I have wept over our separation, and for long
Tears have been pouring from my eyes.

I vowed, were Time to join us once again,

My tongue would never speak the word ‘parting’.
Delight has now launched its attack on me,

And my great joy has made me weep.

As soon as he had finished speaking, in came his mother, who threw

herself on him and recited:

On meeting, we complained of the great suffering of which we
speak.

It is not good to send complaints by messengers.

She then told him what had happened to her after he had vanished, and
he told her of his own sufferings, and they then gave thanks to God for
having reunited them. Two days after his arrival, Shams al-Din went to
the sultan. On entering, he kissed the ground before him and greeted
him with a royal salute. The sultan, who was glad to see him, smiled at
him and told him to come nearer. He then asked him what he had seen
in his travels and what had happened to him. Shams al-Din told him the
story from beginning to end. ‘Praise be to God,’ said the sultan, ‘for the
achievement of your desire and your safe return to your family and
children. I must see your nephew, Hasan of Basra, so bring him to court
tomorrow.’ Shams al-Din agreed to this — ‘If God Almighty wills’ — and
then took his leave and went out. When he got home he told his nephew

that the sultan wanted to see him. ‘The servant obeys the order of his



master,” said Hasan, and he accompanied his uncle to the sultan’s court.
When he was in the sultan’s presence, he greeted him with the greatest

respect and courtesy, and began to recite:

The one you have ennobled now kisses the ground,
A man whose quest has been crowned with success.
You are the lord of glory; those who rest their hope on you

Obtain what will exalt them in this world.

The sultan smiled, motioning him to sit, and so he took his seat near
his uncle, Shams al-Din. The sultan then asked him his name, to which
he replied: ‘The meanest of your servants is known as Hasan of Basra,
and night and day he invokes blessings on you.” The sultan was pleased
with what he said and wanted to put his apparent knowledge and good
breeding to the test. ‘Do you remember any poetry that describes a

mole?’ he asked. ‘Yes,” said Hasan, and he recited:

There is a dear one at the thought of whom
My tears fall and I wail aloud.
He has a mole, in beauty and in colour

Like the pupil of the eye or the heart’s core.

The sultan approved of these lines and courteously asked him to

produce more. So he recited:

Many a mole has been compared to a musk grain,

But this comparison is not to be admired.



Rather, admire the face encompassing all its beauty,

So that no single part is missing from the whole.

The sultan rocked with delight and said: ‘Give me more, may God fill

your life with blessing.” Hasan then recited:

You, on whose cheek the mole
Is like a grain of musk set on a ruby,
Grant me your union, and do not be harsh,

You who are my heart’s wish and its nourishment.

‘Well done, Hasan,’ said the sultan. ‘You have shown great
proficiency. Now explain to us how many meanings does the word khal,
or “mole”, have in Arabic.’ ‘Fifty-eight,” was his reply, ‘although some
say fifty.” ‘Correct,’ said the sultan, who then asked him if he knew how
beauty can be particularized. ‘Yes,” he replied. ‘It comprises brightness of
face, clear skin, a well-shaped nose, sweet eyes, a lovely mouth, a witty
tongue, an elegant frame and the qualities of refinement, while its
perfection is found in the hair. The poet al-Shihab al-Hijazi has

combined all these in a poem written in the rajaz metre:

Say, brightness is in the face; the skin is clear.
Let that be what you see.

Beauty is rightly ascribed to the nose,

While sweetness is attributed to eyes.

Yes, and men talk of mouths as beautiful.

Learn this from me, and may you not lack rest.



The tongue has wittiness and the frame elegance,
Whereas refinement lies in the qualities,
And perfect loveliness, they say, is in the hair.

Listen to my verse, and hold me free from blame.’

The sultan was pleased with what Hasan had said and felt well
disposed towards him. He then asked him to explain the meaning of the
proverbial expression ‘Shuraih is more cunning than the fox’. ‘Know,
your majesty,’ replied Hasan, ‘may God Almighty aid you, that in the
plague days Shuraih went to Najaf. Whenever he was going to pray, a
fox would come and stand opposite him, imitating what he was doing
and distracting him from his prayer. When that had gone on for a long
time, one day he took off his shirt and put it on a cane, with its sleeves
spread out. He then put his turban on top of the cane, tied a belt around
the middle and set it up in the place where he prayed. The fox came up
as usual and stood in front of it, at which Shuraih came up from behind
and seized the animal. This is the explanation of the saying.’

When the sultan heard his explanation, he said to Shams al-Din: ‘This
nephew of yours is a man of perfect breeding, and I do not believe that
his match is to be found in all Egypt.” Hasan rose, kissed the ground
before the sultan, and took his seat like a mamluk in front of his master,
and the sultan, delighted at having discovered the extent of his
knowledge of the liberal arts, gave him a splendid robe of honour and
invested him with an office that would help him to live well.

Hasan rose and, after kissing the ground again, he prayed for the
sultan’s enduring glory, and then asked permission to leave with his

uncle Shams al-Din. When this was granted, he left and he and his uncle



returned home. Food was brought and after they had finished eating a
pleasant meal, Hasan went to his wife’s apartment and told her what had
happened to him in the sultan’s court. She said: ‘He is bound to make
you one of his intimate companions and shower gifts and presents on
you. By God’s grace, you are like a great light spreading the rays of your
perfection, wherever you may be, on land or sea.” He said to her: ‘I want
to compose an ode in his honour, so as to increase the love that he feels
for me in his heart.” ‘A good idea,” she agreed. ‘Produce good concepts
and elegant expressions and I'm sure that he will find your poem
acceptable.’

Hasan then went off by himself and wrote some well-formed and

elegantly expressed lines. They ran as follows:

I have a heroic patron, soaring to the heights of greatness,
And treading on the path of generous and noble men.
His justice brings security to every land,

And for his enemies he has barred the path.

He is a lion, pious and astute;

If you call him king or angel, he is both.”

Those who ask him for favours are sent back rich.
There are no words to sum him up.

On the day of generosity, he is the shining dawn,
While on the day of battle, he is darkest night.

Our necks are fettered with his generosity,

And by his favours he masters the freeborn.

God grant us that he may enjoy long life,

Defending him from all that may bring harm.



When he had finished composing this piece, he sent it to the sultan
with one of his uncle’s slaves. The sultan studied it with delight and read
it out to those who were in attendance on him. They were enthusiastic in
their praise, and the sultan summoned Hasan and told him when he
came: ‘From this day on, you are my intimate companion, and I have
decreed for you a monthly allowance of a thousand dirhams, in addition
to what I have already assigned you.” Hasan rose and thrice kissed the
ground before the sultan, praying for his lasting glory and long life.
From then on, he enjoyed lofty status; his fame spread throughout the
lands, and he lived in the greatest comfort and ease with his uncle and

his family until he was overtaken by death.

When Harun al-Rashid heard this story from Ja‘far, he was astonished
and said: ‘These accounts should be written down in letters of gold.” He
then freed the slave and provided the young man with a monthly
allowance to allow him to live in comfort. He also gave him one of his

own concubines and enrolled him among his intimates.

‘This tale, however, is not more wonderful than the story of what
happened in the case of the tailor, the hunchback, the Jew, the inspector
and the Christian.” ‘What was that?’ asked the king, AND SHAHRAZAD
EXPLAINED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that once upon a time, in the old days,
in the city of China there lived a tailor, an open-handed man with a
liking for pleasure and entertainment. He used to go out with his wife
from time to time to see the sights. One afternoon, the two of them went

early and came back home towards evening. On their way home, they



found a hunchback whose strange appearance would raise a laugh even
from a man who had been cheated in a bargain and which would dispel
the grief of the sad. The tailor and his wife went over to look at him, and
they then invited him to come home with them to keep them company
that night. He agreed and accompanied them.

Night had now fallen and the tailor went off to the market, where he
bought a fried fish, together with bread, lemons and a milky dessert. On
returning, he set the fish before the hunchback and they ate. His wife
then took a large bit of fish and crammed it into her guest’s mouth,
which she covered with her hand, telling him that he had to swallow it
in one gulp. ‘And I shall not allow you time to chew it.” The hunchback
did swallow it, but it contained a solid bone which stuck in his throat

and, his allotted span having come to an end, he died.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the twenty-fifth night, she continued:
I have heard, O auspicious king, that when the tailor’s wife gave the
hunchback a mouthful of fish to eat, as his allotted span had ended, he
died instantly. ‘“There is no might and no power except with God,’
exclaimed the tailor. ‘Poor man, that he should die like this at our
hands!” ‘Why are you wasting time?’ said his wife. ‘Haven’t you heard

what the poet says:

Why do I try to console myself with the impossible,



When I have never met a friend to bear my sorrows?
How can one sit on a fire before it is put out?

To sit on fire brings harm.’

‘What am I to do?’ asked her husband. ‘Get up,’ she said. ‘Carry the
man in your arms and spread a silk covering over him. We must do this
tonight, and I shall go in front, with you following behind. You are to
say: “This is my son and this is his mother, and we are taking him to see
the doctor.” ’ On hearing this, the tailor got up and carried the
hunchback in his arms, while his wife kept saying: ‘My son, may you
recover; what is paining you and where are the symptoms of smallpox
showing?’ Everyone who saw them said: ‘These people have a child with
smallpox.” They continued on their way, asking for the doctor’s house,
until they were directed to the house of a Jewish physician. They
knocked on the door and down came a black slave girl, who opened it.
When she saw a man carrying a child and accompanied by a woman, she
asked: ‘What’s the matter?’ The tailor’s wife replied: ‘We have a child
with us and we would like the doctor to have a look at him. Take this
quarter dinar, give it to your master, and let him come down to see my
sick son.” The girl went up and the tailor’s wife came through the door
and said to her husband: ‘Leave the hunchback here and then let’s make
our escape.’ The tailor agreed, and propping the hunchback against the
wall, he and his wife made off.

The slave girl went to the Jew and told him: ‘There is someone at the
door with a sick person. His wife is with him and he has handed me a
quarter dinar for you to go down to look at him and to prescribe

something suitable.” The Jew, delighted to see the money, got up quickly



and went off in the dark, but as soon as he put his foot down, he
stumbled over the corpse. ‘O Ezra!’ he cried. ‘O Moses and the Ten
Commandments! O Aaron and Joshua, son of Nun! I seem to have
stumbled over this sick man and he has fallen down the stairs and died.
How can I get the corpse out of my house?’ He carried it inside and told
his wife what had happened. She said: ‘Why are you sitting there? If you
wait until daybreak, then both you and I will lose our lives. We have to
take him up to the roof and drop him into the house of our neighbour,
the Muslim. As he is an inspector in charge of the king’s kitchens, he
often brings home fat, which the cats and the rats eat. If the corpse is left
there overnight, the dogs will come down from the roofs and drag it off,
for they do a great deal of damage to all the stuff that he brings home.’
So the Jew and his wife went up to their roof, carrying the
hunchback, and they then lowered him to the ground by his arms and
legs, leaving him by the wall, before going off. No sooner had they done
this than the inspector came home, opened the door and went up,
carrying a lighted candle. He noticed a man standing in the corner under
the ventilation shaft. ‘By God!” he exclaimed. “This is a fine thing! It must
have been a man who has been stealing my stores!” Turning to the
corpse, he said: ‘It was you who has been stealing the meat and the fat,
when I thought it was the cats and dogs of the neighbourhood. I have
put myself in the wrong by killing them, when all the time it was you,
coming down from the roof.” He took up a large hammer and,
brandishing it, he went up to the corpse and struck it on the breast.
When he found that the man was dead, he was moved with grief, and,
fearing for his own life, he exclaimed: ‘There is no might and no power

except with God Almighty! May God curse the fat and the sheep’s tail!’



He then added: ‘How was it that I brought this man’s life to an end with
my own hand?’ The inspector looked at his victim and found that he was
a hunchback. ‘Wasn’t it enough for you to be a hunchback,’ he asked,
‘that you had to become a thief and steal meat and fat? O God, the
Shelterer, cloak me with Your gracious covering.” He then hoisted the
corpse on to his shoulders as the night was ending and took it out of his
house. He continued to carry it until he reached the edge of the market,
where he propped it up at the side of a shop at the head of an alley. He
then left the corpse and made off.

A Christian, the king’s broker, was the next to appear on the scene.
He was drunk and had come out to go to the baths, realizing, in his
drunkenness, that it was nearly time for matins. He went on, staggering
as he walked, until, when he was near the corpse, he squatted down to
urinate. Then, casting a sideways glance, he saw someone standing
there. As it happened, at the beginning of that night his turban had been
stolen and when he saw the hunchback leaning against the wall, he
imagined the man meant to steal the one that he now had on. So he
balled his fist and struck the hunchback on the neck, felling him to the
ground. He called to the market watchman, and then, in the excess of his
drunkenness, he set about belabouring the corpse and trying to strangle
it. The watchman came up and found the Christian kneeling on the
Muslim and hitting him. ‘What has he done?’ he asked. The Christian
said: ‘He wanted to steal my turban.’ ‘Get away from him,” ordered the
watchman, and when the Christian had got up, he went to the
hunchback and found him dead. ‘By God,’ he said, ‘this is a fine thing — a
Christian killing a Muslim,’ and after having tied the Christian’s hands,
he took him to the house of the wali. All the while the Christian was



saying to himself: ‘O Messiah, O Holy Virgin, how could I have killed
this man and how quickly he died from a single blow!” Drunkenness
vanished, to be replaced by care, and the Christian together with the
hunchback spent the rest of the night until morning in the wali’s house.

In the morning, the wali sentenced ‘the killer’ to be hanged. The
executioner was ordered to proclaim his crime; a gallows was set up
under which the Christian was made to stand, and the executioner came
and put a rope around his neck. He was on the point of hanging him
when the inspector made his way through the crowd. When he saw the
Christian about to be hanged, he cleared a way for himself and then
said: ‘Don’t do it; it was I who killed him.” ‘Why did you do that?’ asked
the wali. ‘1 came home last night,” he said, ‘and found that he had come
down through the ventilation shaft and had stolen my goods, so I struck
him on the chest with a hammer and he died. I carried him off to the
market and propped him up in a lane nearby.” He added: ‘Is it not
enough for me to have killed a Muslim that I should kill a Christian as
well? I am the one to be hanged.” On hearing this, the wali freed the
Christian and told the executioner to hang the inspector on his own
confession. The executioner took the rope from the neck of the king’s
broker and put it round that of the inspector, who was made to stand
under the gallows.

He was about to be hanged when, all of a sudden, the Jewish doctor
came through the crowd, shouting to them and to the executioner: ‘Don’t
do it! It was I and I alone who killed him. I was at home last night when
a man and a woman knocked at my door bringing with them this
hunchback, who was sick. They gave my servant girl a quarter of a

dinar. She told me about them and handed me the money, but it turned



out that the pair had brought the hunchback into the house, left him on
the stairs and gone off. I came down to look at him, but in the darkness I
tripped over him and he fell down to the bottom of the stairs, killing
himself on the spot. My wife and I carried him up to the roof and
lowered him into the ventilation shaft of this inspector, who lives next
door to us. The man was dead, but when the inspector came and found
him in his house, he took him for a thief and struck him with a hammer
so that he fell to the ground, leaving the inspector to think that he had
killed him. Isn’t it enough for me to have unknowingly killed one
Muslim that I should knowingly be responsible for the death of another?’

When the wali heard this, he told the executioner to release the
inspector and to hang the Jew. The executioner took him and put the
rope round his neck, but at that the tailor came through the crowd and
told him to stop: ‘It was I and I alone who killed the man. Yesterday I
went out to see the sights, and in the evening I met this hunchback,
drunk and singing at the top of his voice to his tambourine. I invited him
home and bought a fish, which we sat down to eat. My wife took a piece
of it and making it into a mouthful, she crammed it into his gullet where
a bit of it stuck, killing him instantly. Then my wife and I took him to
the Jew’s house. The servant girl came down and opened the door for us,
and I told her to tell her master that a woman and a man were at the
door with a sick person and to ask him to come and look at him. I gave
her a quarter of a dinar and while she went up to her master, I carried
the hunchback to the head of the stairs and propped him up there, after
which my wife and I went away. The Jew came down and tripped over
the hunchback and thought that he had killed him. Is that right?’ he

asked the Jew. ‘Yes,” said the Jew, at which the tailor turned to the wali



and said: ‘Release the Jew and hang me.’

When the wali heard what he had to say, he was astonished by the
whole affair, which he said should be recorded in books. Then he told
the executioner to release the Jew and to hang the tailor on his own
confession. ‘I'm tired of this,” complained the executioner. ‘I bring one
man forward and put another one back and no one gets hanged.” Then
he put the rope round the tailor’s neck.

So much for these people, but as for the hunchback, the story goes
that he was the king’s fool and that the king could not bear to be parted
from him. After getting drunk, he had left the king and had been away
all night. As he was still not back by midday the next day, the king asked
some of his courtiers about him, and they replied: ‘Master, his dead body
was brought to the wali, who ordered his killer to be hanged. Then a
second and a third person arrived, each of them claiming to have killed
him and each telling the wali the reason for it.” When the king heard
this, he called to his chamberlain, telling him to go to the wali and to
fetch him all those concerned.

When the chamberlain went there, he found the executioner about to
hang the tailor. ‘Don’t do it!’” he shouted, and he told the wali what the
king had said. He then brought everyone, the wali, the tailor, the Jew,
the Christian and the inspector, and had the corpse of the hunchback
carried along with them. When the wali stood before the king, he kissed
the ground and told him what had happened to each of them - but there
is nothing to be gained from repetition. The king himself was filled with
amazement and delight at the story, and gave orders that it should be
recorded in letters of gold. He then asked those present whether they

had ever heard anything more astonishing than the story of that



hunchback.

At that, the Christian came forward and said: ‘Your majesty, if you
give me leave, I will tell you of something that happened to me which
was more remarkable, stranger and more entertaining than the story of
the hunchback.” When the king told him to produce his story, HE SAID:

King of the age, I came to these lands as a trader and it was fate that
brought me to you. I was born in Cairo and am a Cairene Copt. I was
brought up there and my father was a broker. He died when I had
reached manhood and I took his place as a broker. One day when I was
sitting there, up came a most handsome young man, wearing splendid
clothes and riding on a donkey. When he saw me, he greeted me and I
rose as a mark of respect. He then produced a kerchief in which there
was a quantity of sesame. ‘How much would an ardabb of this be worth?’
he asked. ‘A hundred dirhams,’ I replied. ‘Bring donkey men and grain
measurers and go to Bab al-Nasr and then on to Khan al-Jawali, where
you will find me,’ he instructed.

He then went on his way, leaving me with the kerchief containing the
sample. I went round the buyers and got a price of a hundred and
twenty dirhams for an ardabb, after which I took four donkey men and
went to find the young man waiting for me. When he saw me, he went
to the storeroom, opened it and cleared out its contents. We measured
them and they amounted to fifty ardabbs, totalling five thousand
dirhams. The young man told me: ‘You can have ten dirhams in every
ardabb as your brokerage fee, so take the fee and keep four thousand five
hundred dirhams for me. When I have finished selling my goods, I will
come and collect it.” I agreed to this, kissed his hand and left him,

having made a total profit of a thousand dirhams that day.



After a month’s absence, the young man turned up and asked me for
his money. I got up and, after greeting him, I asked if he would care to
have something to eat in my house, but he refused and told me to have
the money ready so that he could go off and collect it on his return. He
then left and I fetched the money and sat waiting for him. He stayed
away for a month and then when he came back, he asked where it was. I
got up, greeted him and again invited him to eat with me, but again he
refused and told me to have the money ready for him to take when he
returned. When he had gone, I went and fetched it and sat waiting for
him and again he stayed away for a month. ‘This young man,’ I said, ‘is
the perfection of liberality.’

A month later, he came riding on a mule, splendidly dressed and
looking like the moon on the night when it comes to the full. It seemed
as though he had emerged from the baths, with his face like the moon,
red cheeks, radiant brow and a mole like a speck of ambergris, as the

poet says:

Sun and moon have met in the same zodiac sign,
Rising with supreme beauty and good fortune.

This beauty shows us why men envy them;

How lovely they are when the call of joy rings out.
Beauty and grace complete their charms,

Which intelligence adorns and modesty distinguishes.
God be praised; how wonderful is His creation!

His wishes with regard to His creation are what He carries out.

When I saw him, I got up, kissed his hand and called down blessings



on him. ‘Sir,’ I said, ‘are you not going to take your money?’ ‘What’s the
hurry?’ he asked. ‘I shall finish my business and then take it from you,’
after which he turned away. ‘By God,’ I said, ‘when he comes next, I
must offer him hospitality because I have made a fortune out of trading
with his dirhams.’

It was at the end of the year that he came, wearing clothes even more
splendid than before, and I swore to him that he had to stay with me and
taste my hospitality. ‘On condition that whatever you spend on me
comes out of the money that you are holding for me,’ he replied. I
agreed to this and made him sit down, while I went and prepared the
necessary food, drink, and so on, which I then presented to him, inviting
him to eat in the Name of God. He went to the table and stretched out
his left hand, after which he ate with me. This surprised me, and when
we had finished, I washed his hand and gave him something to dry it
with. We then sat down to talk, after I had offered him some
sweetmeats. ‘Sir,” I said to him, ‘you would relieve me of a worry were
you to tell me why you ate with your left hand. Is there perhaps
something in your other hand that causes you pain?’ When he heard

this, he recited:

Friend, do not ask what burns within my heart,
Lest you should bring to light my sickness.
Not of my own free will have I kept company with Salma

In place of Laila, but necessity has its own laws.

He then took out his right arm from his sleeve and there I could see

that the hand had been amputated from the arm. This astonished me,



but he told me: ‘Don’t be astonished and don’t say to yourself that it was
out of pride that I used my left hand to eat with you. There is a
remarkable reason for the loss of my right hand.” When I asked him what
that was, he explained: ‘You must know that I come from Baghdad and
my father was one of the leading men of that city. When I grew up, I
heard pilgrims, travellers and merchants talking about Egypt. That made
a lasting impression on me, and so when my father died, I took a large
quantity of money and prepared trade goods, consisting of fabrics from
Baghdad and Mosul, all of which I loaded up before setting out. As God
had decreed, I arrived safely in this city of yours.” Here the young man

broke into tears and recited:

The blind man may escape a pit

In which the man of keen sight will be trapped.
The ignorant may not be injured by a word

That brings destruction on learned and clever men.
A believer may find it hard to earn his daily bread,
Unlike the unbeliever and the libertine.

Of what use are man’s actions and his schemes?

What happens is what fate decrees for him.

When he had finished his recitation, HE WENT ON:

I entered Cairo, where I set down my goods at Khan Masrur, undoing
the bales and stowing them away there. I gave my servant money to buy
us something to eat, and I then had a short nap. When I got up, I walked
down Bain al-Qasrain street, and then came back and passed the night in

my lodgings. In the morning I opened up a bale and thought to myself



that I would go through some of the markets to see what conditions
were like. So I selected some fabrics, giving them to a number of my
slaves to carry, and I went as far as the covered market of Jirjis, where
the brokers, who had learned of my arrival, came to meet me. They took
my goods and tried to auction them, but I was saddened to find that they
failed to reach their capital cost. The senior auctioneer told me: ‘I can
give you useful advice. Do what the merchants do and sell your goods on
credit for a fixed term of months, using a scribe, an inspector and a
money-changer. You will get your money every Monday and Thursday;
for each of your dirhams you will get back two, and what is more, you
will be able to enjoy the sights of Cairo and the Nile.” “That is a sound
idea,’ I said, so I took the brokers with me and went to the khan. They
took my goods to the covered market, where I had a deed of sale
prepared, giving the price. I took the document to a money-changer from
whom I got a receipt, and after that I went back to the khan.

There I stayed for a period of days, breakfasting every day on a glass
of wine, mutton and sweetmeats. This went on until the month when the
money was due, and then I would go every Monday and Thursday to the
covered market and sit by the merchants’ shops. The money-changer and
the scribe would bring me what was due from the merchants until it was
past the time for the afternoon prayer. I would then count it out, set my
seal on its container and take it off with me to the khan. One Monday,
after a visit to the baths, I went back to the khan and entered my room
where I broke my fast with a glass of wine. Then I fell asleep and, on
waking, I ate a chicken. After perfuming myself, I went to the shop of a
merchant called Badr al-Din al-Bustani. When he saw me, he greeted me

and chatted with me for a time until the market opened.



Just then, on to the scene came a woman with a proud carriage and a
haughty gait. She wore a head-covering of extraordinary beauty,
different perfumes wafting from her, and when she raised her veil, I
found myself looking into her black eyes. She greeted Badr al-Din, who
returned her greeting and got up to talk with her. When I heard her
voice, love for her took hold of my heart. ‘Have you a piece of
embroidered silk decorated with hunting scenes?’ she asked Badr al-Din,
and he brought out for her one of the ones that he had bought from me
and he sold it to her for twelve hundred dirhams. ‘I’ll take it now,’ she
said, ‘and send you the money later.” ‘I can’t wait for it,” he said, ‘for
here is the owner of the material and I owe him a share in the sale.” ‘Bad
luck to you,’ she replied. ‘I am in the habit of buying quantities of
material from you for high prices, giving more than you ask and sending
you the money.’ ‘Agreed,’ he said, ‘but I have to have it today.” She then
took the piece and threw it at him, saying: ‘People like you don’t know
how to value anyone.’

She then rose to leave and, thinking that my soul was going with her,
I got up and stopped her, saying: ‘Lady, as a favour to me, be generous
enough to retrace your steps.’ She turned back, smiling, and said: ‘It is
for your sake that I have come back.” She took a seat opposite me in the
shop and I asked Badr al-Din for what price the piece had been sold to
him. ‘Eleven hundred dirhams,’ he said. ‘You can have a hundred
dirhams’ profit,” I told him. ‘Bring me a piece of paper and I shall write
down its price.’ I then took the material and wrote a receipt for Badr al-
Din in my own hand, after which I gave the material to the lady and
said: ‘Take it with you, and if you like, you can pay me for it next

market day, or, if you prefer, take it as a guest gift from me.” ‘May God



give you a good reward,’ she said, ‘endowing you with my wealth and
making you my husband’ — a prayer which was accepted by God. Then I
said to her: ‘Lady, accept this piece of silk and you can have another like
it, but let me see your face.’

One glance at this was followed by a thousand sighs, and love for her
was fixed so firmly in my heart that I took leave of my senses. She then
lowered her veil, took the silk and said: ‘Sir, do not leave me desolate,’
after which she turned away. I sat in the covered market until after the
afternoon prayer, out of my mind thanks to the domination of love.
Consumed by the violence of this passion, I got up and asked Badr al-Din
about the lady. He told me that she was a wealthy woman, the daughter
of an emir who had died, leaving her a large amount of money. I then
left him and went off back to the khan. When supper came, I was unable
to eat anything for thinking of her; when I tried to sleep, sleep would not
come, and I remained wakeful until morning. I then got up, changed into
different clothes, drank a glass of wine and had a small breakfast, after
which I went to Badr al-Din’s shop.

I greeted him and sat with him, and then the lady came as usual,
dressed more splendidly than before and accompanied by a maid. She
greeted me and not Badr al-Din, and then, speaking eloquently in as
sweet and delightful a voice as I had ever heard, she said: ‘Send someone
with me to take the twelve hundred dirhams, the price of the silk.” ‘What
is the hurry?’ I asked. ‘May we never be deprived of you,’ she replied,
and she then paid over the purchase price to me. I sat talking to her and
my gestures led her to understand that I wanted union with her. At this,
she got up hurriedly and shied away from me, leaving my heart caught

in her toils. I followed her out of the market and was suddenly



confronted by a servant girl, who said: ‘Master, come and speak to my
mistress.” Taken aback, I replied: ‘There is nobody here who knows me.’
She replied: ‘How quickly you have forgotten her — my lady who was at
the shop of Badr al-Din, the merchant, today,” and I then walked with
her to the money-changer.

When the lady saw me, she brought me over to her side and said: ‘My
darling, you have been in my thoughts, and love for you has taken
possession of my heart. Since the moment that I saw you I have not been
able to enjoy sleep or food or drink.’” ‘I suffered twice as much,’ I replied,
‘and my present condition speaks for itself without needing to voice it.’
‘My darling,’ she asked, ‘shall it be your house or mine?’ ‘I am a
stranger,’ I replied, ‘and I have no place to go except the khan, so if you
would be so good, let it be with you.” ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘but this is Friday
night and so there is nothing to be done until tomorrow after prayers.
When you have prayed, get on your donkey and ask for the Habbaniya
quarter. Then, when you get there, ask for the house of Barakat the
naqib, who is known as Abu Shama, for that is where I am living. Don’t
be late, for I shall be expecting you.’

I was overjoyed at this; we parted and I went to my khan, where I
spent a sleepless night. As soon as dawn had broken, I got up, changed
my clothes, perfumed and scented myself and, taking with me fifty
dinars wrapped up in a kerchief, I walked from Khan Masrur to Bab
Zuwaila. There I got on a donkey and told its owner to take me to the
Habbaniya quarter. He set off instantly and in no time he had come to a
street called Darb al-Mungqari. I told him to go into the street and ask for
the house of the naqib. He was only away for a short time before coming

back to tell me to dismount. I asked him to lead the way to the house,



and then I said: ‘Come for me here tomorrow morning and take me
back.” When he had agreed to this, I gave him a quarter of a dinar and,
after taking it, he went off.

I then knocked at the door and out came two young girls with
swelling breasts, virgins like moons. ‘Come in,” they said. ‘Our mistress is
expecting you, and she did not sleep last night, so pleased was she with
you.’ I entered a vaulted hall with seven doors, round which were
windows overlooking a garden with fruits of all kinds, gushing waters
and singing birds. The walls were treated with sultani gypsum in which a
man could see his own face, while the ceiling was ornamented with gold,
showing inscriptions in lapis lazuli, encompassing all the qualities of
beauty and dazzling those who looked at it. The floor was laid with
variegated marble and strewn with carpets, coloured silks and
mattresses, while in the centre was a fountain, at whose corners were

birds made of pearls and other gems. I entered and sat down...
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the twenty-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:
I have heard, O auspicious king, that THE YOUNG MERCHANT TOLD THE
CHRISTIAN:

When I entered and sat down, before I knew it, the lady had come
forward, ornamented with henna and wearing a crown studded with
pearls and other gems. When she saw me, she smiled at me, hugged me

to her breast, and setting her mouth on mine she started to suck my



tongue as I sucked hers. ‘Have you really come to me?’ she said. ‘I am
your slave,’ I replied. She said: ‘You are welcome. From the day that I
saw you, I have enjoyed neither sleep nor food.’ ‘It is the same with me,’
I told her, and we sat and talked, while I kept my head bent downwards
out of bashfulness. It was not long before she produced a meal with the
most splendid of foods, ragouts, and meats fried with honey, together
with stuffed chickens. We both ate until we had had enough and the
servants then brought me a bowl and a jug. I washed my hands and we
used musk-infused rosewater to perfume ourselves, after which we sat

talking. She then recited these lines:

Had I known of your coming, I would have spread out
My heart’s blood and the pupils of my eyes.
I would have strewn my cheeks to welcome you,

So that you might have walked on my eyelids.

She kept telling me of her sufferings, while I told her of mine, and her
love had so strong a grip on me that all my wealth was as nothing beside
it. We then started to play, dallying with each other and exchanging
kisses until nightfall. At this point, the maids produced us a complete
meal with food and wine, and we drank until midnight, when we went
to bed. I slept with her until morning, and never in my life have I
experienced a night like that. In the morning I got up and threw the
kerchief with the dinars under the bed for her. I then said goodbye and
went out, leaving her in tears. ‘Sir,” she said, ‘when shall I see this
handsome face again?’ ‘I shall be with you in the evening,’ I replied.

When I left, I met the donkey man who had brought me there the day



before. He was standing at the door waiting for me and so I got on the
donkey and went with him to Khan Masrur, where I dismounted and
gave him half a dinar. ‘Come at sunset,’ I told him, and he agreed. I then
had breakfast and went out to collect the money for my goods. I
prepared a roast lamb for the lady and took some sweetmeats, after
which I summoned a porter, put the food in his basket and paid him his
hire, before going back to my own affairs, tending to them until sunset.
The donkey man turned up, and taking fifty dinars in a kerchief, I went
to the lady’s house, where I found that the servants had washed down
the marble, polished the brass, filled the lamps and lit the candles, as
well as making ready the food and straining the wine.

When the lady saw me, she threw her arms around my neck and said:
‘You left me desolate.” The meal was then produced and we ate our fill,
after which the maids cleared away the table and brought out the wine.
We went on drinking until midnight, and then we went to the bedroom
and slept until morning. Then I got up, gave her the fifty dinars as before
and left. The donkey man was there and I rode to the khan, where I slept
for an hour. After getting up, I made preparations for the evening meal,
getting ready walnuts and almonds on a bed of peppered rice, together
with fried colocasia roots, and I bought fruits, fresh and dried, as well as
sweet-smelling flowers. When I had sent these off, I went back to the
khan, and later I rode as usual with the donkey man to the house, taking
fifty dinars wrapped in a kerchief. After I had entered, we ate, drank and
then slept until morning, when I got up, gave the lady the kerchief and
then rode back as usual to the khan.

Things went on like this for a time, until I woke up one morning and
found that I had no money left at all. “The devil has done this,’ I said to



myself, and I recited these lines:

When the rich man becomes poor, his splendour goes,
Just as the setting sun turns pale.

If he is absent, no one talks of him;

When present, he has no standing in his clan.

He walks through the markets covering his face,
While in the desert he sheds copious tears.

By God, he may be with his own people,

But even so, the poor man is a stranger.

I went out of the khan and walked up Bain al-Qasrain street, going on
until I reached Bab Zuwaila. There I found a great crowd of people
blocking the gate. As was fated, I saw a soldier and jostled him
unintentionally. I touched his pocket with my hand, and on feeling it, I
discovered that my fingers were resting on a purse there. Realizing that
this was within my grasp, [ removed it, but the soldier felt that his
pocket had become lighter, and when he put his hand into it, he found it
empty. He turned towards me, lifted his club and struck me on the head,
knocking me to the ground. I was surrounded by people, who held on to
the bridle of the man’s horse, exclaiming: ‘Do you strike this young man
like that because you have been jostled?’ ‘He’s a damned thief!’ the
soldier shouted at them. I then came to my senses and found people
saying: ‘This is a handsome young man and he has not taken anything.’
Some of them believed this but others did not, and there was a great
deal of argument. People were pulling me and wanting to free me from

the soldier but, as fate had decreed, the wali, the police chief and his



men came through the gate and found the people crowding around me
and the soldier.

When the wali asked what the trouble was, the soldier said: ‘Sir, this
man is a thief. I had in my pocket a blue purse with twenty dinars in it
and while I was stuck in the crush, he took it.” The wali asked whether
there had been anyone with him. ‘No,’ he said, and the wali shouted to
his police chief, who laid hold of me, leaving me no place to hide. ‘Strip
him,” ordered the wali, and when they did, they found the purse in my
clothes. The wali took it, opened it and when he counted the money, he
found in it twenty dinars, just as the soldier had said. He shouted angrily
to the guards, who brought me before him. ‘Tell the truth, young man,’
he said. ‘Did you steal this purse?’ I hung my head and said to myself: ‘I
can say that I didn’t steal it, but it has been found on me, and yet, if I
confess that I did steal it, then I am in trouble.’ So I raised my head and
said: ‘Yes, I took it.’

The wali was astonished when he heard me say this and he called for
witnesses who, when they came, testified to what I had said. All this was
happening by the Zuwaila gate. The wali then gave orders to the
executioner, who cut off my right hand. Afterwards the soldier felt pity
for me and, thanks to his intercession, the wali left me and went on his
way. The people stayed around me and gave me a glass of wine, while
the soldier gave me his purse, saying: ‘You are a handsome young man

and you should not be a thief.” I recited the lines:

By God, I am no robber, my trusty friend,
And neither am I a thief, O best of men.

The misfortunes of Time cast me down suddenly,



As my cares, temptation and poverty increased.
It was not you but God Who shot the arrow

That struck the royal crown from off my head.

After he had given me the purse, the soldier left me, while I went off
myself, after wrapping my hand in a scrap of cloth and putting it inside
the front of my clothes. I wasn’t feeling well and I had turned pale as the
result of my experience; I walked unsteadily to the lady’s house, where I
threw myself down on the bed. The lady looked at my altered colour and
asked: ‘What is paining you? Why do I see that your manner has
changed?’ ‘I have a headache,’ I replied, ‘and I'm not well.” She was
distressed and disturbed on my behalf. ‘Don’t distress me,’ she said, ‘but
sit up, raise your head and tell me what has happened to you today, as it
is clear from your face that you have a tale to tell.” ‘Please don’t talk,’ I
said, but she wept and said: ‘I fear that you have finished with me, for I
can see that you are not your usual self.’ I kept silent, and although she
went on talking, I made no reply. This went on until nightfall, when she
brought me food, but I would not eat it lest she see me eating with my
left hand. ‘I don’t want to eat just now,’ I told her, but she persisted: ‘Tell
me what happened to you today, and why you are careworn and broken-
hearted.’ ‘I shall tell you soon in my own time,’ I said. Then she brought
me wine and said: ‘Take this, for it will remove your cares. You have to
drink and then you can tell me your news.” ‘Must I really tell you?’ I
asked. ‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘If that is so,’ I said, ‘then give me to drink with
your own hand.’ She filled a glass and drank it and then filled it again
and handed it to me. I took it from her with my left hand and, with tears

pouring from my eyes, I recited:



When God wills some fate to befall a man —

A man of intelligence, having all his senses —
He deafens him and blinds his heart,

Drawing out his intelligence as one pulls a hair.
When what He has decreed then comes to pass,

He gives it back that its owner may take note.

On finishing these lines, I took the glass in my left hand and wept. She
gave a loud shriek and asked: ‘Why are you weeping, and so distressing
me? Why did you take the glass in your left hand?’ ‘I have a boil on my
right hand,’ I said. ‘Show it to me,’ she said, ‘and I will burst it for you.’
‘It’s not ready for that,’ I said, adding: ‘Don’t pester me, for I'm not going
to show it to you yet.” I then drank the glass, and she went on pouring
out wine for me, until I was overcome by drunkenness and fell asleep on
the spot. She then looked and saw an arm without a hand; on searching
me, she found the purse with the gold. She felt more grief than anyone
had ever experienced before, and the pain of this grief for me stayed
with her until morning.

When I woke up, I found that she had prepared me a dish of four
boiled chickens, and she gave me a glass of wine. I ate and drank and
then laid down the purse and was about to go out, when she said:
‘Where are you going?’ ‘To wherever it may be,’ I replied. ‘Don’t go,’” she
said, ‘but sit down.’ I did as she said, and she asked: ‘Have you loved me
so much that you have spent all your money and lost your hand? I take
you as my witness — and God is the truest witness — that I shall never
leave you, and you shall see that what I say is true.” Then she sent for

the notaries, and when they came she said: ‘Draw up a marriage contract



for me and this young man and bear witness that I have already received
my dowry.” They did as they were told, and then she said: ‘Bear witness
that all my wealth, which is in this chest, and that all my slaves and
servant girls are his property.’ This they did, and I accepted the transfer
of ownership, after which they took their fee and left.

She then took me by the hand and led me to a closet, where she
opened a large chest, telling me to look at its contents. I looked and saw
that it was full of kerchiefs. ‘This is your money which I took from you,
for all the kerchiefs that you gave me, each with its fifty dinars, I put
together and dropped into this chest. Take your money, for it has been
returned to you, and today you have become a great man. It was because
of me that you became a victim of fate and lost your hand. For this I can
make you no fair return, as even if I gave my life, it would not be
enough by way of repayment.”’ Then she added: ‘Take charge of your
wealth,” and so I transferred what was in her chest to mine and added
my money to what I had given her. I was filled with joy; my cares left
me and I got up, kissed her and thanked her. “You have given your hand
out of love for me,’ she said, ‘so how can I repay you?’ And she repeated:
‘If I gave my life in love for you, it would not be enough and I would not
have settled the debt that I owe you.’

Then she made over to me by formal deed all that she owned -
dresses, jewellery and everything else. She spent the night with me,
distressed by my own distress, until I told her all that had happened to
me. After we had had less than a month together, she became very sick,
and her illness intensified, until after only fifty days she was removed to
the next world. I made the funeral preparations for her, buried her,

arranged for the Quran to be recited over her grave, and distributed



money and alms in her name, after which I went away from her tomb. I
then found out that she had left a huge store of money, together with
properties and estates, and among the storehouses was one filled with
sesame, some of which I sold to you. I have been too busy to settle with
you over this period because I have been selling off the rest of the goods,
together with everything that was in the storehouses, and up till now I
have not finished collecting the purchase price. As for you, you must not
refuse what I propose. I have eaten your food and so I make you a
present of the price of the sesame that you have with you. You now

know why my right hand was cut off and why I eat with my left.

‘You have done me a very great kindness,’ I said. The young merchant
then asked: ‘Would you like to go with me to my own country? I have
bought trade goods from Cairo and Alexandria, so will you come?’ I
agreed to this and arranged to meet him on the first day of the next
month. I then sold all that I had and used the price to buy more trade
goods, after which the young man and I travelled to this country of
yours. The young man sold his goods, bought replacement stock and
went back to Egypt, while it was my fate to be sitting here tonight when
all this happened to me, a stranger. Is this not more remarkable than the

story of the hunchback, O king of the age?’

The king replied: ‘I must very certainly hang you all.’

Night 2 »

L



Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the twenty-seventh night, SHE
CONTINUED:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that the king replied: ‘I must very
certainly hang you all.” At that, the king’s inspector came forward and
said: ‘With your permission, I will tell you a story of what happened to
me just before I found this hunchback. If it is more remarkable than the
previous tale, will you spare all our lives?’ The king agreed, AND THE
INSPECTOR WENT ON:

You must know, your majesty, that last night I was with a group who
had organized a recitation of the Quran, for which the faqgihs had been
brought together. When the reciters had performed their task and
finished, a table was set out and among the foods that were produced
was a dish made with sugar, almonds and vinegar. We came forward to
eat, but one of our number held back and refused to join in. We urged
him, but he swore that he would not eat any of it, and when we pressed
him, he said: ‘Don’t force me. What happened to me the last time I ate

this is enough for me,” and he recited:

Shoulder your belongings and be on your way;

If you like this kohl, anoint yourself with it.

When he had finished speaking, we urged him to tell us why he had
refused the dish. ‘If I have to eat it,” he said, ‘I can only do that after I
have washed my hands forty times with soap, forty times with potash
and forty times with galingale; that is, a total of a hundred and twenty

times.” At that, our host gave orders to his servants, who brought water



and the other things for which he had asked, after which he washed his
hands as I have described. He then came reluctantly, sat down and
stretched out his hand, apparently in fear, plunged it into the dish and
started to force himself to eat, filling us with surprise. His hand was
shaking and when he raised it up, we could see that the thumb was
missing and that he was eating with four fingers. We asked what had
happened to his thumb, whether he had been born like that or whether
he had suffered an accident. ‘Brothers,” he replied, ‘it is not only this
thumb, but the other one as well, together with both my big toes. Wait
till you see.” He then uncovered his left hand, and we found that it was
like the right, and similarly that the big toes were missing from his feet.
This sight added to our astonishment and we told him that we could not
wait to hear his story, the reason for his mutilation, and why he washed
his hands a hundred and twenty times. HE BEGAN:

Know that my father was one of the leading merchants of Baghdad in
the days of Harun al-Rashid, and he was passionately fond of drinking
wine and listening to the lute and other musical instruments. As a result,
on his death he had nothing to leave. I arranged for the funeral and had
the Quran recited over his grave. After a period of mourning, I opened
up his shop, but I found that there was very little there and that he was
in debt. I placated his creditors and persuaded them to wait, after which
I started to trade, making them a weekly payment. Things went on like
this for a time until I had paid off the debts and had added to my capital.

Then one day as I was sitting there, before I knew what was
happening, a girl appeared, wearing jewellery and fine clothes, riding on
a mule, with one slave in front of her and another behind. I had never

seen anything more lovely. She halted the mule at the entrance to the



covered market and went in, with her eunuch following and protesting:
‘Come out, my lady, and don’t let anyone know, lest we find ourselves in
the fire.” He stood guarding her from sight as she looked at the
merchants’ shops, of which, as she found, mine was the only one open.
She walked in, with the eunuch behind her, and sat down. The girl
greeted me in the loveliest and sweetest voice that I had ever heard, and
when she uncovered her face, I saw that she was as radiant as the moon.
The glance that I threw her was followed by a thousand sighs, and love
for her became fixed in my heart. Looking again and again at her face, I

recited:

Say to the lovely girl in the veil of the ringdove’s colouring:

‘It is certain that only death will relieve me from the torture you
inflict.

Grant me union, that may perhaps give me life.

Here is my hand stretched to you, hoping for bounty.’

On hearing this, she replied:

I cannot bear the pangs of love, but may you find relief,
Whereas my heart loves none but you.

If my eyes look at any loveliness but yours,

May this parting lead to no delight.

I have sworn an oath never to forget your love;

My heart is sad, though proud that we once met.
Passion has poured a brimming glass of love.

Would that it poured for you what it has poured for me.



Take my corpse with you on your travels,

And where you halt, bury me facing you.

Call my name by my grave, and then my bones

Will groan in answer when they hear your call.

If I were asked what I desire from God, I would reply:

‘His favour, Merciful is He, followed by yours.’

When she had finished these lines, she asked me whether I had attractive
materials for sale. ‘My lady,’ I replied, ‘your servant is poor, but if you
wait until the other merchants open up their shops, I shall fetch you
what you want.” We then talked together, with me drowning in the sea
of love and lost in my passion for her, until the other merchants opened
their shops. I went to them and fetched her all that she wanted, at a
price of five thousand dirhams, after which the eunuch took the
purchases that she handed to him, and they both left the covered
market. Her mule was brought up and she mounted, without having told
me where she came from, something that I was too bashful to ask. The
merchants made me guarantee the purchase price, and so I shouldered
the debt of five thousand dirhams, and went back home, drunk with
love. My servants brought me my evening meal but I only ate a
mouthful, thinking of the girl’s beauty and grace. I tried to sleep but no
sleep would come, and I stayed in this restless state for a week.

At that point, the merchants asked me for their money, but I
persuaded them to wait for another week. At the end of this, the girl
appeared, riding on her mule, accompanied by a eunuch and two slaves.
She greeted me and said: ‘Sir, I have been slow in paying you for the

materials. Bring the money-changer and take the cash.” The money-



changer duly came and the eunuch produced the money, which then I
took. The girl and I talked together until the market opened, when she
told me to get her other materials. I fetched these for her from the
merchants, and she then went off without having said anything to me
about the price. This was something I regretted after she had gone, since
it had cost me a thousand dinars to get what she wanted, and as soon as
she was out of sight, I asked myself: ‘What is this love? She gave me five
thousand dirhams but I have just spent a thousand dinars.’ I was sure
that I would find myself reduced to poverty thanks to what I owed the
merchants. ‘I am the only one whom they know,’ I said to myself, ‘and
this woman is nothing but a swindler who has used her beauty and grace
to fool me. She thought of me as a little boy and laughed at me and I
never even asked her where she lived.’

These misgivings stayed with me, and for more than a month she did
not return. The merchants came to press me for their money and they
forced me to sell my property, leaving me facing ruin. I was sitting, lost
in thought, when before I knew it, there she was, dismounting at the
gate of the market. She came into my shop and, when I saw her, my
cares left me and I forgot my troubles. She came up and talked to me
sweetly and then said: ‘Fetch the money-changer and have your money
weighed out,” after which she gave me the price of the goods that she
had taken and added in a profit. Then she talked with me in so relaxed a
way that I almost died of joy and delight. ‘Have you a wife?’ she asked.
‘No,’ I told her, ‘I know no women at all,” and I burst into tears. ‘Why are
you crying?’ she asked, and I replied: ‘It’s all right.’

I then took some of the dinars and gave them to the eunuch, asking

him to act as my go-between in the affair, but he laughed at me and



said: ‘She loves you more than you love her. She didn’t need the stuff
that she bought from you and she bought it only because of her love for
you. Ask her whatever you want; she will not say no to you.” The lady
saw me giving money to him, and she came back and sat down. Then I
said to her: ‘Be generous to your servant and give him what he asks.’
told her what was in my heart and she agreed to my request. ‘Do you
bring my messages,’” she told the eunuch, and to me she said: ‘Do what
the eunuch tells you.” She got up and left, while I went and handed over
their money to the merchants, being left with a profit.

I then received no further news of her, and such was my regret I
could not sleep at night, but after a few days the eunuch came back. I
welcomed him with respect and asked him about his mistress. ‘She is ill,’
he said, and I asked him to explain her position to me. ‘This girl,” he told
me, ‘was brought up by the Lady Zubaida, the wife of the caliph Harun
al-Rashid, and she is one of her maidservants. She asked to be allowed to
come and go as she pleased, and she has reached a position of authority.
She talked about you to her mistress and asked whether she would
marry her to you. “No, I shall not,” replied Lady Zubaida, “until I see the
young man, and then, if he is a suitable match for you, I shall give
consent.” We need to smuggle you into the palace now; if you succeed,
you will be able to marry the girl, but if you are found out, your head
will be cut off. What do you say?’ ‘I will go with you,’ I said, ‘and endure
the fate you have described.” The eunuch said: ‘Go tonight to the
mosque, pray and spend the night there — that is the mosque which the
Lady Zubaida built by the Tigris.’

I willingly agreed and in the evening I went to the mosque,

performed my prayers and spent the night there. At daybreak, eunuchs



arrived in a little boat, bringing with them several empty chests, which
they brought to the mosque, before going off again. One of them stayed
behind and, when I looked at him, I recognized him as my go-between.
A little later, the girl arrived. When she came forward, I got up and
embraced her; she kissed me and burst into tears, after which we talked
for some time. Then she took me and put me in a chest, which she
locked. She approached the eunuch, who had with him a large quantity
of goods, and these she started to take and pack in the other chests,
locking them one after the other until she had packed them all. The
servants then loaded them on the boat and set off for Lady Zubaida’s
palace.

I became anxious, saying to myself that my lust would lead to my
death, and wondering whether I would or would not succeed. I started to
weep inside the chest and prayed God to deliver me from my plight. The
servants continued their journey until they had brought all the chests to
the gate of the caliph’s palace, carrying in mine together with the others.
They passed by a number of eunuchs entrusted with the protection of
the harem, together with some of the harem women, until they came to
a senior eunuch. Roused from his sleep, he shouted to the girl: ‘What is
in these chests?’ ‘They are full of goods for Lady Zubaida,’ she said.
‘Open them up one by one,’” he ordered, ‘so that I can look at the
contents.” ‘Why do you want them opened?’ she objected, but he shouted
at her: ‘Don’t waste time; these chests must be opened!’

He got to his feet and the first chest that he wanted to be opened was
the one in which I was hidden. When it was brought to him, I lost my
senses; [ was so afraid that I was unable to control myself and my urine

seeped from the chest. The girl cried to the eunuch: ‘You have destroyed



me and destroyed yourself, as you have spoiled something worth ten
thousand dinars. In this chest are coloured dresses and four manns’ of
Zamzam water. The container has just fallen open and the water has
leaked out over the clothes in the chest, ruining their colours.” ‘Take
your chests and go, God damn you,’ said the eunuch. So the servants
hurriedly carried off the chest that I was in, bringing the others with it.

While they were on their way, I heard someone saying: ‘Woe, woe,
the caliph, the caliph!” When I heard that, I almost died of fright,
exclaiming: ‘There is no might and no power except with God, the
Exalted, the Omnipotent’ — words which never bring shame on those
who repeat them. To which I added: ‘This is a disaster that I have
brought on myself.’ I then heard the caliph asking my mistress what was
in the chests. ‘Clothes belonging to the Lady Zubaida,’ she said. ‘Open
them for me,” he ordered, and when I heard that, I felt that I had truly
died, saying to myself: ‘By God, this is the last day of my life in this
world. If I escape, I shall marry her — no question about it — but if [ am
found out, then my head will be cut off.’ I started to recite: ‘I bear
witness that there is no god but God and Muhammad is the Apostle of
God.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the twenty-eighth night, SHE
CONTINUED:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that the young man recited the
confession of faith. HE WENT ON:

I heard the girl say: ‘The contents of these chests has been left in my
charge. There are some dresses for the Lady Zubaida and she wants no
one to look at them.” ‘The chests must be opened,’ said the caliph, ‘and I
shall inspect what is in them.” Then he shouted to the eunuchs: ‘Bring
them to me,” at which I was so certain that I was going to die that I lost
consciousness.

Meanwhile, the eunuchs began to bring forward the chests one by
one, and the caliph looked at their contents: rare perfumes, costly
materials and splendid dresses. They carried on opening the chests as the
caliph inspected the dresses and whatever else was in them, until the
only one left was the chest which contained me. The eunuchs had
reached out to open it when the girl rushed up to the caliph and said:
‘This chest in front of you is only to be opened in the presence of Lady
Zubaida, for it is the one that contains her secret.” When the caliph heard
this, he ordered that they should all be taken into her quarters. The
eunuchs came and carried me in my chest before setting it down in the
middle of the hall among the other ones. My mouth was dry, but the girl

let me out and said: ‘All’s well; don’t be afraid. You can relax happily. Sit



down until the Lady Zubaida comes, and it may be your good fortune to
win me.’

I sat there for a time, until suddenly ten maidens like moons came
forward, and formed two lines of five, facing each other. They were
followed by twenty more swelling-breasted virgins and in the middle of
them was Lady Zubaida, wearing such a quantity of jewellery and such
splendid robes that she could scarcely walk. When she came forward, the
maids round about her dispersed and I went up and kissed the ground
before her. She gestured to me to sit, and when I had taken my place in
front of her, she began to question me. She asked about my family
background and she was pleased at my answers to all her questions. She
said to the girl: ‘The way that I brought you up has not proved a failure,’
and to me she said: ‘Know that this girl is like a daughter to me and she
is entrusted by God to your protection.’

I kissed the ground before her, happy that I was to be allowed to
marry. On Lady Zubaida’s orders, I stayed in the palace for ten days,
during which I did not see the girl but was brought my meals morning
and evening by a servant. At the end of this period, the Lady Zubaida
consulted the caliph about the girl’s marriage, and he gave his
permission, as well as providing the girl with ten thousand dinars. Lady
Zubaida sent for the notaries and the gadi and they drew up her
marriage contract. After that the servants prepared sweetmeats and
splendid dishes, which they distributed among all the rooms in the
harem. Ten more days passed like this and after a total of twenty days,
the girl went to the baths.

The servants then brought a small table, on which among other dishes

was a plate of sugared almonds and vinegar, on top of which had been



poured rosewater scented with musk. It contained roasted chicken
breasts and an astonishing variety of other ingredients. I didn’t wait but
set upon it and ate my fill, but although I wiped my hands, I forgot to
wash them. I sat there until nightfall, when the candles were lit and the
singing girls came in with their tambourines. They went round the whole
palace, displaying the bride and being showered with gold coins, after
which they brought her forward, having taken off her outer clothes.

I found myself alone with her on the bed, and I embraced her,
scarcely believing that I was going to enjoy union with her. Then, on my
hand, she caught the scent of the dish I had eaten and she screamed
aloud. The maids came in from all sides, while I trembled, not knowing
what was happening. ‘What is the matter with you, sister?’ they asked.
‘Remove this madman from me,’ she said, ‘for I had thought that he was
a person of sense.” ‘What symptom of madness have you seen in me?’ I
asked her. ‘Madman,’ she said, ‘how is it that you ate the almond dish
without washing your hands? By God, I shall repay you for what you
have done. Is someone like you to sleep with someone like me?’ Then
from beside her she took a plaited whip and started to beat my back and
then my buttocks with so many strokes that I fainted. ‘Take him,’ she
ordered the maids, ‘and bring him to the city magistrate to cut off the
hand with which he ate the almond dish and which he failed to wash.’

When I heard this, I exclaimed: ‘“There is no might and no power
except with God! Is my hand to be cut off simply because I ate that dish
and didn’t then wash my hands?’ The maids interceded with her and
said: ‘Sister, don’t punish him this time for this fault.” ‘I must cut off
some of his extremities,’ she said, after which she went away. She stayed

away for ten days, during which I didn’t see her, but after that she came



back to me and said: ‘Black face, I'll teach you how to eat without
washing your hands!” Then she called to the maids, who tied me up, and
taking a sharp razor she cut off my thumbs and my big toes, as you all
can see. I fainted, but she sprinkled powder over me, which stopped the
flow of blood. I started to say that I would never again eat that dish
without first washing my hands forty times with potash, forty times with
galingale and forty times with soap. She made me swear to do this, as I
have said, and that is why, when you produced this dish, I changed
colour and said to myself that this was why I had lost my thumbs and
my big toes, and when you forced it on me, I said that I must keep the
oath that I had sworn.

The man was then asked what had happened after that. ‘When I swore
that oath for her,” he said, ‘she calmed down and she and I slept
together. We stayed there for a time, but after that she said that the
caliph’s palace was not a good place for us to be. “No man apart from
you has ever entered it and you only did that because of the care taken
by the Lady Zubaida. She has given me fifty thousand dinars, so take the
money and go out to buy us a house.” I went and bought one that was
both handsome and spacious, and into this she moved all the elegant
possessions she had in the palace, together with all the wealth, materials
and treasures that she had stored up. This, then, is the reason why I lost
my thumbs and my toes.’

We finished eating following our recitation and left, and it was after
this that I had my encounter with the hunchback. This is the end of my

story.



The king said: ‘This was no more agreeable than the tale of the
hunchback, and, in fact, his was more agreeable than yours, so I must
certainly hang you all.” At that, the Jewish doctor came forward and
said: ‘Lord of the age, I can tell you a more remarkable story than that of
the hunchback.” ‘Then produce it,” said the king, and the jew said:

The most remarkable thing that happened to me in my youth took
place when I was in Damascus, where I was studying. While I was sitting
in my lodgings one day, up came a mamluk from the palace of the
governor of the city, who told me to come to his master. I went out with
him to the palace, and when I entered I saw at the upper end of the hall
a couch of juniper wood plated with gold, on which a sick person was
lying. This turned out to be a young man, the most handsome to be seen.
I took my seat by his head and uttered a prayer for his recovery. He
made a sign to me with his eyes and I asked him to be so good as to give
me his hand. I was surprised when he produced his left hand and I said
to myself: ‘By God, how remarkable. Here is a handsome young man,
from a great house, but he lacks manners. This is strange.’ I felt his pulse
and wrote him a prescription, after which I paid him regular visits for
ten days until he recovered. He then went to the baths and came out
after having washed himself. The governor presented me with a fine
robe and appointed me as one of his superintendents in the Damascus
hospital.

When I went to the baths with my patient, these had been completely
cleared for him. The servants brought him in and took his clothes, and
when he was stripped I saw that his right hand had recently been
amputated, that being the cause of his illness. The sight filled me with

surprise and I was feeling sorry for him when I looked at his body and



could see from his scars that he had been beaten with whips and treated
with salves. This troubled me and my concern showed on my face.
Looking at me, he understood what I was feeling. ‘Physician of the age,’
he said to me, ‘don’t be surprised at my condition, and I will tell you my
story when we leave the baths.” We left and went to the palace, where
we ate and then rested. “‘Would you like to look at the upper room?’ he
asked me, and when I said yes, he ordered the slaves to take the
furnishings upstairs, as well as to roast a lamb and to bring us fruit.
When the fruit had been fetched, we ate, the young man using his left
hand. I then asked him to tell me his story. ‘Physician of the age,” he
said, ‘listen to what happened to me.” HE WENT ON:

You must know that I was born in Mosul and when my grandfather
died, he left ten sons, of whom my father was the eldest. They all grew
up and married, but while my father produced me, his nine brothers had
no children. I grew up among my uncles and they took the greatest
pleasure in me. When I had grown to man’s estate, I sat one day in the
mosque of Mosul at the time of the Friday prayer. My father was there,
and when we had performed the prayer, the congregation all left, while
my father and my uncles sat talking about the wonders of the world and
the marvels of foreign cities, until they mentioned Cairo. My uncles said:
‘Travellers claim that on the face of the earth there is no city more
beautiful than Cairo by the Nile.’

When I heard this, I felt a longing to see Cairo and my father said:
‘Whoever has not seen Cairo has not seen the world. Its soil is gold; its
river is a wonder; its women are houris; its houses are palaces; its
climate is mild; and its scent surpasses that of frankincense, which it

puts to shame. There is nothing surprising about this, as Cairo is the



whole world. How eloquent was the poet who said:

Am I to leave Cairo, with its comforts and delights?
What other place is there to rouse my longing?

Am I to leave a land which is itself perfume,

Rather than what is found in the partings of perfumed hair?
How could I do this when this is a paradise of loveliness,
Strewn with rich carpets and cushions,

A land whose splendour fills eye and heart with longing,
Holding all that the godly and ungodly can desire?

Here are true brothers united in their merit,

Meeting within the confines of its gardens.

People of Cairo, if God decrees that I must leave,
Covenants and compacts still remain between us.

Do not mention her to the zephyr lest it may

Steal from her gardens scent to give elsewhere.’

My father went on: ‘Were you to see its gardens in the evening in the
slanting shadows, you would see a wonder and be filled with delight.” He
and his brothers started to describe Cairo and the Nile, and when they
had finished and I had listened to the description of the place, my mind
remained fixed on it. At the end of this, each one got up and left for his
own home, while I could not sleep that night because I had conceived a
passion for Cairo, as a result of which I could enjoy neither food nor
drink. A few days later, my uncles made preparations to go to Cairo and
I wept bitterly until my father provided me with some trade goods and I

went off with them, although his instructions were that I should not to



be allowed to enter Cairo but was to be left to sell my goods in
Damascus.

I took leave of my father and we set out on our journey from Mosul,
carrying on until we reached Aleppo, where we stopped for a few days.
Then we continued to Damascus, where we found a city of trees, streams
and birds, like a paradise, with fruits of all kinds. We stopped at one of
the khans and my uncles stayed in the city to trade. They also sold my
goods and delighted me by making a profit of five hundred per cent,
before going on to Egypt, while I stayed behind in a house so attractively
built that it beggared description. The rent was two dinars a month and I
stayed there eating and drinking until I had spent all the money that I
had with me.

One day, as I was sitting by the door of the house, a girl came up,
wearing as splendid a dress as I had ever seen. I winked at her and
without hesi tation she passed through the door. I followed her in and
closed the door behind us. She then removed her cloak and the veil from
her face, and I found that she was astonishingly beautiful. Love for her
took possession of my heart and I went off and brought a tray of the
tastiest foods and fruits and all that the occasion required. When I had
fetched this, we ate, and then, after an interval for play, we drank until
we became drunk. I then got up and slept with her, passing the most
delightful of nights.

The following day, I gave her ten dinars, but she frowned, knitting
her brows, and exclaiming indignantly: ‘Shame on you, Mosuli! Do you
think that I want your money?’ Out of the pocket of her dress she
produced fifteen dinars and left them in front of me, saying: ‘By God, if

you don’t take them, I shall never come back to you.’ I took the money



and she said: ‘Darling, expect me in three days’ time and I shall come
between sunset and supper. Use the money to prepare us another meal
like the last.” Then she took her leave of me and went away, taking my
senses with her. Three days later, she came back dressed in brocade,
jewels and robes more splendid than those she had worn the first time.
Before she came I had made my preparations, and we ate, drank and
slept until morning, as we had done before. As before, she gave me
fifteen dinars, and promised to come back after three days.

Again I made preparations for her visit, and she came dressed even
more splendidly than on her first and second visit. ‘Am I not beautiful?’
she asked me. ‘Yes, by God, you are,’ I replied. ‘Will you let me bring
with me a girl who is more beautiful as well as younger than I am,’ she
asked, ‘so that she can play with us, and you and she can laugh together
and she can enjoy herself, as for a long time she has been sad? She has
asked to come out with me and to spend the night with me.” On hearing
this, I agreed willingly, and then we got drunk and slept until morning.
When she produced the fifteen dinars this time, before leaving she told
me to provide extra provisions for the girl who was to come with her.
On the fourth day, I made my preparations as usual, and after sunset she
arrived with a girl wrapped in a mantle. They came in and sat down, and

at this sight, I recited:

How pleasant and delightful it is now,
When the censurer is absent and unaware.
Love of pleasure and drunkenness —

One of these is enough to steal our wits.

The full moon appears veiled;



The branch bends in a gown, and on the cheeks
The rose blooms in its freshness, while in the eyes
Languishes the narcissus.

Life, as I wish it, is without a cloud,;

Because of the beloved, pleasure is complete.

Filled with delight, I lit the candles and received the girls joyfully.
They took off their outer clothes and the new girl showed me a face like
the moon at its full. I had never seen anyone more beautiful. I then rose
and brought food and wine, after which we ate and drank our fill. I was
giving mouthfuls of food to the new girl, filling up her glass and
drinking with her until her companion became secretly jealous and
asked me whether the girl was not prettier than she was. ‘Yes, by God,’ I
replied. ‘I would like you to sleep with her,” she told me and when I
agreed she got up and spread out bedding for us. I went over to the girl
and slept with her until morning.

When I stirred, I found that I was very damp and I thought that I
must have been sweating. I sat up to rouse the girl and shook her by the
shoulders, at which her head rolled off the pillow. Losing control of
myself, I cried out: ‘Kind Shelterer, shelter me!’ I saw that her throat had
been cut and I sprang up, finding that the world had turned black for
me. I looked for my former mistress but when I could not find her, I
realized that it must have been she who had murdered the other out of
jealousy. ‘There is no power and no might except with God, the High,
the Almighty!’ I exclaimed. ‘What am I to do?’ I thought for a time and
then I got up and stripped off my clothes. In the middle of the house I
dug a hole and then I took the girl, jewels and all, and put her into it,



after which I covered it with earth and then with marble. Next, I
washed, put on clean clothes and, taking what money I still had, I left
the house, locked it up, and went to its owner. Summoning up my
courage, I paid him a year’s rent, telling him that I was going off to join
my uncles in Cairo.

When I reached Cairo, I met my uncles who were glad to see me and
they had, as I found, finished selling their goods. When they asked me
why I had come, I told them that it was because I had missed them. I
stayed with them for a year, seeing the sights of Cairo and the Nile, but
concealing the fact that I still had some money with me. Then, taking my
store of money, I started to spend it, using it on food and drink, until the
time had come for my uncles to leave. At this point, I ran off and hid
from them so that, although they looked, they could get no news of me.
Thinking that I must have gone back to Damascus, they left.

I came out of hiding and stayed in Cairo for three years until all my
money had run out. Every year I had been sending the rent to the owner
of the house in Damascus, but after three years I found myself at a
standstill and could not afford more than the one year’s rent. So I set off
for Damascus and when I got there I stopped at my old house. The
owner was glad to see me and I found the storerooms sealed up as I had
left them. So I opened them and removed my belongings. Then, under
the bed on which I had slept that night with the murdered girl, I found a
gold necklace set with jewels. I took it, and after wiping it clean of her
blood, I stared at it, shedding tears for some time. For two days I waited
and then on the third I went to the baths, where I changed my clothes. I
had no money at all with me and, on going to the market one day, I

listened to the promptings of the devil, so that what was fated came to



pass.

Taking the jewelled necklace, I gave it to the market auctioneer, who
got up and asked me to sit beside the owner of the house. Waiting until
the market was crowded, he then secretly, and without my knowledge,
called for buyers. It turned out that the necklace was valuable enough to
bring in two thousand dinars, but the auctioneer came to me and said: ‘It
is a copper piece, of Frankish work, which will fetch a thousand
dirhams.’” ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘we had it made for a woman as a joke, and now
my wife has inherited it, so we want to sell it. Accept the thousand

dirhams for it.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the twenty-ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that he told the auctioneer to accept
a thousand dirhams. HE WENT ON:

When the auctioneer heard that, he realized that something was not
right and he went to the market superintendent and gave him the
necklace. He, in turn, went to the wali and said: ‘This necklace was
stolen from my house and we have found the thief dressed as a
merchant.” Before I knew what was happening, I was surrounded by
guards, who seized me and brought me to the wali. He asked me about
the necklace, and I told him the story that I had told the auctioneer. The
wali laughed and said: ‘This is not true.’” Before I knew it, I was stripped

of my clothes and beaten on my sides with whips. Because of the



burning pain of the beating, I said: ‘I stole it,” telling myself that it was
better to confess to theft than to say that the girl who owned the
necklace had been killed in my house, lest I be killed in retaliation for
her murder. They wrote down that I had stolen the necklace and they
then cut off my hand and cauterized it with oil. I fainted, but they
poured wine down my throat and I recovered. Taking my hand, I went
back to the house, but the owner said: ‘After what has happened, you
must leave and find another place for yourself, for you have been
charged with robbery.’ ‘Sir,” I asked him, ‘let me have two or three days
to look for a place.’

He agreed to this and went off, leaving me. I stayed sitting there,
weeping and saying: ‘How can I go back to my family now that I have
lost my hand and they don’t know that I am innocent? It may be that
God will bring something to pass after this,” and I went on to shed bitter
tears. After the owner of the house had left me, I spent two days in a
state of great distress and agitation. Then, on the third day, before I
knew what was happening, he came back with a number of guards as
well as the market superintendent, the man who claimed that I had
stolen the necklace. I went out to meet them and asked: ‘What is the
matter?’ Giving me no time to answer, they tied my arms and threw a
chain around my neck. Then they told me that the necklace that had
been in my possession had been taken to the governor of Damascus, who
ruled the city as its vizier, and it appeared to have vanished from his
palace three years ago, together with his daughter.

When I heard this, my heart sank, and I said to myself: “There is no
doubt that I am a dead man. I must tell the governor my story, and if he

wants, he can kill me, or otherwise he may pardon me.” When we came



to him, I was made to stand before him. Looking at me out of the corner
of his eye, he said to the people there: ‘Why did you cut his hand off?
This is an unfortunate man who has committed no crime and you have
wronged him by doing this.” When I heard what he said, I took courage
and my spirits rose. ‘By God, sir,’ I said, ‘I am no thief. They brought this
grave accusation against me and beat me with whips in the middle of
the market, forcing me to confess. So I told a lie against myself and
admitted the theft, although I was innocent.” ‘No harm shall come to
you,” he said, and then he ordered the market superintendent to pay me
compensation for my hand: ‘Or else I shall hang you and confiscate all
your property.” He then shouted to the officers, who seized the man and
dragged him off, leaving me with the governor.

With his permission, guards removed the chain from my neck and
untied my bonds. The governor looked at me and said: ‘My son, tell me

the truth and explain to me how you got this necklace,” and he recited:

You must speak the truth, even if this truth

Burns you with the promised fire of hell.

Promising that I would do this, I then told him what had happened to
me with the first girl and how she had brought me the second, whose
throat she had then cut in a fit of jealousy. When he had listened to the
whole story as I told it, he shook his head, struck his right hand against
his left and covered his face with his kerchief. For a time he wept and

then he recited the lines:

I see the ills of this world crowding in on me.



Their victim remains sick until he dies.
Meetings of friends must end in their parting,

And the time before parting is short indeed.

He then came up to me and said: ‘My son, you must know that the
elder girl was my daughter. I brought her up in strict seclusion and when
she reached maturity, I sent her to Cairo, where she married her cousin.
After his death she came back to me, but she had learned evil ways from
the Egyptians and so it was that she went to you four times, finally
bringing you her younger sister. They were full sisters and they loved
each other deeply. After the elder had met you, she told her secret to her
sister, who asked to go with her. When the elder came back alone, I
asked her about her sister, and I found her weeping for her. Then she
told her mother and myself in private how she had murdered the girl,
and she kept on shedding tears and saying: ‘By God, I shall go on
weeping for her until I die.” That is how the matter stood, and now that
you have seen what happened, I want you to agree to what I propose,
which is to marry you to my youngest daughter. She is not a full sister of
the other two and is a virgin. I shall not take any dowry from you;
instead I shall make you an allowance and you can stay with me as my
son.” I agreed to this, saying: ‘How can it be that I have found such good
fortune?’ The governor sent at once for the gadi and the notaries and he
drew up the marriage contract, after which I consummated the marriage.
He got a large amount of money for me from the market superintendent,
and I occupied an honoured place at his court. My father died this year
and the governor of Mosul sent a courier to bring me the money that he

had left, and so today I am living in the greatest prosperity. This, then, is



how I came to lose my right hand.

I was astonished at this story and I stayed with him for three days, after
which he gave me a large sum of money. When I left him, I travelled to
this city of yours, where I have enjoyed a good life, until I had this

adventure with the hunchback.

‘This is no more wonderful than the tale of the hunchback,’ said the king
of China, ‘and I must hang you — except that there is still the tailor who
was responsible for the whole thing.” He then told the tailor that if he
produced a tale more remarkable than that of the hunchback he would
pardon their crimes. At that the tailor came forward, AND HE SAID:

Know, king of the age, that my most remarkable experience happened
yesterday. At the beginning of the day, before I met the hunchback, I
was at a banquet given by one of my friends, at which about twenty
guests had been collected from among the citizens of this place —
craftsmen such as tailors and carpenters, together with silk merchants
and others. At sunrise, food was set out for us to eat, and in came our
host with a handsome young man, a stranger from Baghdad. He was
wearing the finest of clothes and was remarkably good-looking, but he
was lame. We stood up for him as he came in and greeted us, and he was
about to take his seat when he caught sight of a barber who was with us.
On seeing the man, he refused to sit down and attempted to leave. We
tried to restrain him and the host held on to him, swearing that he
should not go and asking: ‘Why do you come in and then go out?’ ‘By
God, sir,” replied the young man, ‘don’t try to stop me. I am going

because of this ill-omened barber who is sitting there.” The host was



astonished to hear this and said: ‘How is it that this young man comes
from Baghdad and yet is so upset by this barber?’” We looked at him and
said: ‘Tell us why it is that you are angry with him.’

The young man then addressed us and said: ‘I had an encounter with
this man in Baghdad, my native city, and it is he who is responsible for
my lameness and for the breaking of my leg. I swore that I would never
associate with him in any place or in any town in which he was living. I
then left Baghdad and travelled away from it until I settled here, but this
very night I shall set out again on my travels.” We pressed him to tell us
his story and the barber turned pale as the young man started to speak.
‘You should know,’ the young man explained to us, ‘that my father was
one of the leading merchants of Baghdad and I was his only son.” HE WENT
ON:

When I had grown up and reached man’s estate, my father died,
moving from this world to the mercy of Almighty God. He bequeathed
me money, eunuchs and servants, and I began to dress and to eat well.
God had endowed me with a hatred of women and so one day, when I
was in one of the lanes of Baghdad and a group of women approached
from the opposite direction, I ran off and went into a cul-de-sac, at the
end of which I sat down on a stone bench.

Before I had been there for long, a window opened in the house
opposite me and from it a girl like the full moon looked out, whose
equal I had never seen in all my life. She was watering plants on her
windowsill, and, after looking right and left, she shut the window and
disappeared from view. Fire was kindled in my heart and my mind was
consumed by her, my hatred for women turning to love. I went on sitting

there in a trance until sunset, when the gadi of Baghdad rode up, with



his black slaves before him and his eunuchs behind. On dismounting, he
went into the house from which the girl had gazed, and I realized that
this must be her father.

I went back sorrowfully to my own house and fell on my bed, full of
care. My servant girls came in and sat around me, but they could not
understand what was wrong with me and, as I said nothing to them,
they wept over me and grieved. Then in came an old woman who, when
she saw me, realized at once what the matter must be. She sat down by
my head and spoke gently to me, saying: ‘My son, tell me about it and I
shall see to it that you are united with her.’ I told her my story and she
said: ‘My son, this is the daughter of the gadi of Baghdad and she is kept
in seclusion. The window where you saw her is on her floor of the
building, while her father lives in a great hall beneath it. She sits by
herself, but I often go to visit the house, and it is only through me that
you can achieve union with her, so pluck up your courage.’

I took heart from her words — that was a day of joy for my household
— and in the morning I felt better. The old woman went off, but when
she came back, her colour had changed. ‘My son,’ she said. ‘Don’t ask
what happened between me and the girl. When I had spoken to her
about you, she said: “You ill-omened old woman. If you don’t stop
talking like this, I shall treat you as you deserve.” But I must go back to
her a second time.’

When I heard that, my sickness worsened, until after some days the
old woman came back. ‘My son,’ she said. ‘You must reward me for
bringing good news.’ This restored me to life and I said: ‘You may have
everything that is good.” At that, she went on: ‘I went to visit the girl

yesterday and she could see that I was sad and tearful. “Aunt,” she



asked, “why do you look so unhappy?” I wept and replied: “My lady, I
have come to you from a young man who loves you and who is near to
death because of you.” Her heart softened at this and she asked: “Where
does he come from, this young man whom you have mentioned?” “He is
like a son to me and the fruit of my heart. Some days ago, he saw you in
the window when you were watering your plants, and after looking at
your face, he fell deeply in love with you. The first time that I told him
what you had said to me, his love sickness grew worse; he kept to his
bed, and there can be no doubt that he is going to die.” She turned pale.
“Is all this because of me?” she asked. “Yes, by God,” I said, “so what
should I do?” She said: “Go to him; greet him from me and let him know
that my love is twice as great as his. Then tell him to come to the house
on Friday before prayers. When he gets here, I shall go down and open
the door and bring him up to my room. He and I can be together for a
time and he can leave before my father gets back from prayers.”’

When I heard what the old woman had to say, the pain that I was
feeling left me and my spirits recovered. I gave her the clothes that I was
wearing and she went off, telling me to be of good heart. ‘I have no pain
left at all,” I replied, and my household and my friends were delighted by
my recovery. I stayed like that until Friday, when the old woman came
in and asked me how I was. I told her that I was in good health, and
then I put on my clothes, perfumed myself and stayed waiting for the
people to go to the mosque for prayers, so that I could then visit the girl.
The old woman said: ‘You have plenty of time, so why not go to the
baths and have your hair cut, especially after your serious illness? That
would restore you.” ‘A good idea,’ I said, ‘but I shall have my head
shaved first and after that I will go to the baths.’



I then sent for a barber to shave my head, and I told my servant to
fetch me an intelligent man, who would not be inquisitive and would not
give me a headache with his constant chatter. My servant went off and
the barber whom he fetched was this calamitous old man. He greeted me
when he came in and I returned the greeting. ‘I see that you are very
thin,” he said. ‘I have been ill,’ I replied. ‘May God remove all your cares,
your sorrows, your distress and your griefs,” he said. ‘May He accept
your prayer,’ I said. ‘Be of good cheer,” he went on, ‘for good health has
come to you. Do you want your hair to be trimmed or do you want to be
bled? It is reported on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas — may God be pleased
with him - that the Prophet said: “Whoever has his hair cut on a Friday
is kept free of seventy diseases.” It is also recorded of him that he said:
“Whoever is cupped on a Friday is preserved from loss of sight and from
many diseases.” ’ ‘Stop talking,’ I told him, ‘and start shaving my head
immediately, for I have been sick.’

He got up, stretched out his hand and, bringing out a kerchief, he
unfolded it, revealing an astrolabe with seven plates set with silver.
Taking this, he went to the middle of the house and raised his head
towards the sun’s rays. After a long look, he said to me: ‘You must know
that this day is Friday, that is the tenth of the month of Safar in the year
653 of the Prophet” — on whom be peace and the best of blessings — and
the year 7320 dating from Alexander the Great, the ascendant planet,
according to arithmetical calculation, being Mars. Of the day, eight
degrees and six minutes have passed and, as it happens, Mars is in
conjunction with Mercury. That shows that this is a good time for hair
cutting and it also shows me that you are looking for union with

someone and that this will be fortunate, but afterwards there will be



words and something that I won’t mention to you.” ‘By God,’ I told him,
‘you have driven me to distraction, lowered my spirits and produced an
omen for me that is not good. I only asked you to cut my hair, so get on
and do it and stop talking so much.’” ‘By God,’ he said, ‘if you know what
is coming to you, you would not do anything today, and my advice is
that you should act as I tell you, on the basis of my reading of the stars.’
‘You are the only astrological barber whom I have ever met,’ I told him.
‘T can see that you have a fund of jokes, but I only asked you here to
look after my hair, and instead you have produced all this rubbish.’

‘Do you need any more advice?’ he asked. ‘God in His bounty has
provided you with a barber who is also an astrologer, a chemist, an
expert in natural magic, grammar, morphology, philology, rhetoric,
eloquence, logic, arithmetic, astronomy, geometry, religious law, the
traditions of the Prophet and the interpretation of the Quran. I have read
the relevant books and studied them; I have a practical knowledge of
affairs; I have committed to heart a perfect knowledge of the sciences; I
am a theoretical and practical master of technical skill. There is nothing
that I have not organized and undertaken. I was a favourite with your
father because I am lacking in curiosity and it is because of this that I
feel it an obligation to serve you. Whatever you think, I am not
inquisitive and this is why I am known as “the silent and serious one”.
What you should do is to praise God and not to oppose me, for the
advice that I have to offer is good. I feel sympathy for you and I would
like to be in your service for a whole year so that you might value me as
I deserve, and I would not want any wages from you for that.” When I
heard that, I said: ‘Without a doubt you will be the death of me today.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the thirtieth night, she continued:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that the young man said: ‘You will
be the death of me today.” he went on:

‘Sir,” the barber replied, ‘I am the man the people call the Silent
because, unlike my six brothers, I speak so little. My eldest brother is
known as the Babbler; the second is the Bellower; the third is the
Jabberer; the fourth is the Aswan Jug; the fifth is the Talker; the sixth is
the Prattler; while I, the seventh, am the Silent.” While he kept on
talking at me, I felt as though my gall bladder had split. I told my
servant to give him quarter of a dinar, adding: ‘And for God’s sake, see
that he leaves me, as I don’t need to have my head shaved after all.’
‘What is this, master?’ the barber said when he overheard what I had
been saying. ‘By God, I will take no fee from you until I have done
something for you. I must do this, as it is my duty to serve you and do
what you want, and I don’t care whether I get anything from you at all.
Even if you don’t know how to value me, I know how to value you, and
your father — may God Almighty have mercy on him — was generous to
me, for he was a munificent man. He once sent for me on a fortunate
day such as this, and when I came in, I found that he had a number of
friends with him. He wanted me to bleed him, but I took my astrolabe
and measured the angle of the ascendant star, which I found to be
unlucky, making blood-letting under its influence to be inappropriate. I
told him that, and he followed my advice and waited, and so I recited in

his praise:



I went to my master to draw his blood,

But I found that the time did not conduce to health.

I sat and talked to him of wonders of all kinds,

Unfolding before him my store of knowledge.

He admired what he heard from me and said:

“You have passed the bounds of understanding, you mine of
learning.”

I said to him: “Lord of mankind, had you not poured

Understanding over me, mine would not have increased.

You are, it seems, a master of merit, generous and bountiful,

A treasure house of knowledge, understanding and clemency for
all.”

Your father was pleased and told his servant to give me a hundred and
three dinars as well as a robe of honour, which was handed to me, and
when a propitious time came, I bled him. He did not ignore my
recommendations but thanked me, as did all the company. After I had
bled him, I could not stay silent, and I asked him to tell me why he had
told the servant to give me a hundred and three dinars. ‘One dinar,’ he
explained, ‘was for your astronomical observation and another for your
conversation, the third was the fee for the blood-letting, and the
hundred dinars and the robe of honour were the reward for your eulogy
of me.’

‘May God have no mercy on my father,” I exclaimed, ‘for knowing a
man like you!” The barber laughed and said: ‘There is no god but God,
and Muhammad is the Apostle of God, Who causes change but is not

changed. I had thought that you were an intelligent man, but your



illness has made you feeble-minded. God has referred in His Holy Book
to “those who suppress their anger and those who forgive others”.” At
any rate, you are forgiven, but I don’t know why you are in such a
hurry. You know that neither your father nor your grandfather would do
anything except on my advice. There is a common saying that “the
advisor is to be trusted” and “whoever asks for advice is not
disappointed”. There is also a proverb: “Whoever has no elder to help

him will not himself be an elder.” As the poet has said:

When you intend some action, take advice

From one who knows, and do not disobey.

You will not find anyone who knows more about worldly matters than I
do, and I am on my feet here to serve you. I am not irritated by you, so
how can you be irritated by me? I put up with you patiently because of
the favours that your father did me.” ‘By God, you donkey’s tail,’ I said,
‘you go on and on speechifying and talking more and more, while all I
want is for you to cut my hair and leave.’ After that, he dampened my
hair and said: ‘I realize that you have become irritated with me, but I
shall not hold it against you, because your intellect is weak and you are
a young boy. It was only yesterday that I used to carry you on my
shoulder and take you to school.” ‘For God’s sake, brother,’ I said, ‘let me
finish my business and be on your way,” and then I tore my clothes.
When he saw me do that, he took his razor and went on and on
sharpening it until I was almost out of my mind with impatience. Then
he came up, but after he had shaved part of my head, he raised his hand

and said: ‘Master, haste comes from the devil and patience from the



Merciful God.” He then recited:

Act slowly and not with haste in what you want;
Be merciful to men, and you shall meet the Merciful.
God’s power is greater than all other powers,

And the unjust will suffer from injustice.

‘Master,” he added, ‘I don’t think you are aware of my status. This hand
of mine touches the heads of kings, emirs, viziers, together with men of

wisdom and excellence. It could have been about me that the poet said:

Crafts are like necklaces, and here this barber
Is like the pearl hung on a necklace string,
Standing above all men of wisdom,

While under his hand are the heads of kings.’

‘Stop busying yourself with what is no concern of yours,’ I said, ‘for
you have made me angry and distracted.’ ‘I think you must be in a
hurry,” he said. ‘Yes, yes, yes,” I told him. ‘Allow yourself to slow down,’
he insisted, ‘for haste comes from the devil and it leaves behind
repentance and loss. The Prophet — upon whom be blessing and peace —
said: “The best affair is the one that proceeds slowly.” I am uneasy about
your affairs and I wish you would tell me what you are planning to do. It
may be something good, but I fear that it might turn out to be something
else.’

There were still three hours to go before the time of prayer, but he

said: ‘I want to be in no doubt about that. Rather, I would like to know



the time exactly, for guesswork leads to shame, especially in the case of
a man like me, whose merits are clear and celebrated among the people.
I cannot speak by conjecture as the common run of astrologers do.” So he
threw down his razor, took the astrolabe and went out into the sun. He
stayed there for a long time and when he came back, he said: ‘There are
exactly three hours to go, neither more nor less.” ‘I implore you, in God’s
Name,’ I said, ‘don’t speak to me. You have broken my heart.” So, as
before, he took his razor, sharpened it, and shaved part of my head.
Then he said: ‘T am worried by your hastiness. If you told me the reason
for it, it would be better for you, since you know that your father and
your grandfather never did anything except on my advice.’

When I realized that I couldn’t get rid of him, I told myself: ‘Prayer
time has come and I want to go before the people leave the mosque, as if
I delay at all, I don’t know how I can get in to see the girl.” So I said: ‘Cut
this short and stop all this chattering and inquisitiveness. I want to go to
a party to which I have been invited by a friend of mine.” When the
barber heard me talk of an invitation, he said: ‘This is a fortunate day for
me. Yesterday I invited a group of my friends, but I forgot to see to it
that they had something to eat. I have only just thought of that, and how
ashamed I shall be.” ‘Don’t worry about it,” I said. ‘I have already told
you that I have been invited out today, so you can have all the food and
drink in my house, if only you finish the job and shave my head quickly.’
‘May God reward you,’ he said, but then added: ‘Tell me what you have
for my guests, so that I may know.’ I told him: ‘There are five different
types of food, ten grilled chickens and a roasted lamb.’ ‘Bring them out,
so that I may inspect them,’ he said. I produced all of this, but, after

looking at it, he said: “There is still the wine.” ‘I have some,’ I said, and



when he told me to fetch it out, I did so. He praised my generosity, but
added: ‘There is still the incense and the perfumes.’ I fetched him a
container with nadd, aloes, ambergris and musk worth fifty dinars.

Time was getting short, as was my temper, and so I said: ‘Finish
shaving my head, by the life of Muhammad - may God have mercy on
him and give him peace.’ ‘By God,’ said the barber, ‘I cannot take this
container until I have seen all its contents.” On my orders, my servant
opened it, and putting away his astrolabe, the barber sat on the ground
turning over its contents, so adding to my annoyance. He then came
forward and, taking his razor, he then shaved a small bit of my head.
Then he recited:

The child grows up to resemble his father,

And the tree grows from its roots.

‘By God, my son,” he went on, ‘I don’t know whether to thank you or to
thank your father. My party today will be all the result of your kindly
generosity. None of my guests is worthy of that, but the people who are
coming are respected citizens, such as Zantut the bath keeper, Sali‘ the
grain merchant, Sulit the bean seller, ‘Ikrisha the greengrocer, Humaid
the street sweeper, Sa‘id the camel driver, Suwaid the porter, Abu
Makarish the bath man, Qasim the guard and Karim the groom. None of
these are heavy-going, quarrelsome, inquisitive or otherwise
troublesome men. Each one of them has a dance that he can perform and
verses that he can recite, and the best thing about them is that, like your
humble servant, they are ignorant of verbosity and are without curiosity.

The bath keeper sings a magical song to the tambourine: “Mother I am



going to fill my jar”. The grain merchant, bringing to it more skill than
anyone else, dances and recites “My lady, you hired mourner, you have
given no short measure”, stealing all hearts as people laugh at his antics.
The street sweeper stops the birds in their flight by his singing, and he
dances and recites “What my wife knows is shut in a box”. He is an able

fellow, smart and bold. In praise of his handsomeness I say:

My life is the ransom for a street sweeper who has roused my
passion.

Sweet-natured, he is like a swaying branch.

When time granted him to me one night, my passion

Wore me away as it increased, and I told him:

“You have kindled your fire within my heart.”

“No wonder,” he replied, “when sweeper turns stoker.”

Each one of my guests has in full measure what entertains and amuses.’
Then he added: ‘But hearing is not the same as seeing. Were you to
choose to come to our party, both you and we would prefer it. Don’t go
to the friends you are thinking of visiting, for you are still showing the
traces of your illness and it may be that you will find yourself with
chatterboxes who talk about what is no concern of theirs, and you might
find some inquisitive fellow there who would give you a headache while
you are still depressed as a result of your illness.” ‘Another time,
perhaps,’ I said, with an angry laugh. Then I added: ‘Finish your job and
let me go under the protection of Almighty God, while you go to your
friends who are expecting you.” ‘Master,’ he said, ‘I only want to let you

enjoy the company of these clever people, men of good background,



none of them being long-winded or inquisitive. From my earliest days, I
have never been able to associate with anyone who asks about what is
no concern of his; my only associates are men of few words like me. If
you came to meet them and saw them one single time, you would
abandon all your own companions.” ‘May God complete your happiness
with them,’ I said, ‘and one day I must certainly come to meet them.’
‘May that be today,’ he replied. ‘If you make up your mind to go with me
to my friends, let me take your generous gifts, but if you have to go to
your own friends today, I shall carry away the gifts and leave them with
my companions, who can start eating and drinking without waiting for
me. Then I can come back for you and go with you to your friends. I
don’t stand on ceremony with mine, as this might stop me leaving them
and coming back to you quickly and going with you wherever you want
to go.” “There is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted,
the Almighty!’ I exclaimed. ‘Off you go to your own friends and enjoy
yourself with them and let me go to mine, who are expecting me, so that
I can be with them today.” The barber said: ‘I cannot let you go by
yourself.” ‘No one but I can enter the place where I am going,’ I told him,
which prompted him to say: ‘I think that you have an assignation with
some woman, for otherwise you would be taking me with you, and yet I
am the most suitable of people to help you get what you want. I am
afraid, however, that you may want to meet some foreign woman, at the
cost of your life. For this is Baghdad and no one can do things like that
here, especially on a day like this, and the wali is a very stern man.’ ‘You
foul old fellow,’ I said, ‘take yourself off!” “‘Why are you talking to me
like this, you silly man?’ he replied. ‘I’'m ashamed to listen to you. You're

hiding something from me; I know it; I'm certain of it, and I only wanted



to help you today.’

I became afraid that my family and my neighbours might hear what
he was saying, and so I fell into a deep silence. We had reached the hour
of the Friday prayer, and the sermon was due by the time that he had
finished cutting my hair. I told him to take the food and the drink to his
friends, saying that I would wait for him until he came back, when he
could go with me. I went on flattering and trying to mislead the damned
man, in the hope that he might leave me, but he said: ‘You’re trying to
deceive me so that you can go alone and involve yourself in a disaster
from which you won’t be able to escape. For God’s sake, don’t leave until
I get back, so that I can go with you, to see how your affair turns out.’
‘Yes,’ I said, ‘but don’t be long.’

He then took all the food, the drink and the rest of what I had given
him, and left my house. But what the wretched fellow did was to give all
this to a porter to take to his house, while he himself hid in a lane
nearby. I got up at once, as the muezzin had already finished the service,
put on my clothes and went out. I then came to the lane and stopped at
the house where I had seen the girl. There I found the old woman
waiting for me, and I went up with her to the floor on which the girl
lived. My entry, however, coincided with the return of the master of the
house from Friday prayers. He came into the hall and shut the door, and
when I looked out of the window, I saw this very same barber — God
damn him - sitting by the door, and I asked myself: ‘How did this devil
know where I was?’

It happened just then, as God intended my secret to be uncovered,
that a maidservant had committed some fault. The master of the house

beat her, and when she shrieked, a slave rushed to her rescue. He for his



part was also beaten and he, too, cried out. The damned barber thought
that it was I who was being beaten, and so he shouted, tore his clothes
and poured earth on his head. He continued to yell and cry for help until
he was surrounded by a crowd. He kept repeating: ‘My master has been
killed in the gadi’s house,” and then, still shouting, he went to my house,
followed by the crowd. He told my family and my servants, and before I
knew what was happening, there they came with their clothes torn and
their hair loosed, crying: ‘Woe for our master!’ In the forefront was the
barber, with his torn clothes and his cries, accompanied by the crowd.
My family kept on shouting and so did he from among the front ranks of
the crowd. Crying: ‘Woe, woe, for the murdered man!’ they made for the
house where I was.

Hearing the disturbance and the shouting at his door, the gadi told
one of his servants to see what the matter was. The man came out and
then went back to his master and said: ‘Sir, there are more than ten
thousand people, men and women, at the door. They are shouting: “Woe
for the murdered man!” and pointing at our house.” When the gadi heard
this, he thought that this was a monstrous business and, getting up
angrily, he went to open the door. He was astonished to see the huge
crowd and asked them what the matter was. ‘You damned man, you dog,
you pig!’ shouted my servants. ‘You have killed our master.” ‘What has

your master done that I should kill him?’ he asked...
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been



allowed to say. Then, when it was the thirty-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that the gadi said to the servants:
‘What has your master done that I should kill him?’ THE YOUNG MAN WENT
ON:

‘Here is my house standing open before you,” added the gadi. ‘You
beat him just now with whips,’ said the barber, ‘and I heard him
screaming.” ‘What had he done that I should kill him?’ repeated the gadi.
‘Who brought him to my house? Where did he come from? Where did he
go?’ ‘Don’t play the sinister old man,’ said the barber. ‘I know the whole
story. Your daughter loves him and he loves her. When you found out
that he had come into your house, you ordered your servants to beat
him. I shall get the caliph to judge which of us is right, unless you
produce our master so that his family can take him off, before I go in
and bring him out, putting you to shame.’ The gadi’s tongue was bridled
and, feeling himself shamed before the crowd, he said: ‘If you are telling
the truth, come in yourself and fetch him out.’

Encouraged by this, in came the barber, and when I saw this, I looked
for a way to escape, but could not find one. Then in the part of the house
where I was I saw a large chest and I got into this, closing the lid on top
of me and holding my breath. The barber came into the hall, but
scarcely had he entered it, when he came up to the room where I was,
and after turning right and then left, he came up to my chest and carried
it off on his head, driving me out of my mind. He started off in a hurry
and, realizing that he would not leave me alone, I pulled myself
together, opened the chest and threw myself out on to the ground, so
breaking my leg. The door was open, and I saw a crowd of people there.

In my sleeve, I was carrying a quantity of gold in readiness for a day or a



crisis like this. So I began to scatter it among the people to distract their
attention, which it did, as they picked it up. Then I started to make my
way through the lanes of Baghdad, turning right and left, but always
with this damned barber on my heels. Into whatever place I went, on he
came after me, repeating: ‘They wanted to rob me of my master. Praise
be to God who gave me the upper hand over them and freed my master
from their hands!’

Then he told me: ‘You continued to distress me by what you were
planning and eventually you brought all this on yourself. If God in His
grace had not sent me to you, you would never have escaped from the
disaster into which you had fallen, but would have fallen into another,
from which you would not have escaped. You wanted to go by yourself,
but I don’t hold your folly against you, as you are an impatient young
man of limited intelligence.’ I said: ‘Isn’t what you have done enough for
you, that you run after me and talk to me like this in the market?’ My
soul had almost left my body, so enraged was I, and going into the shop
of a weaver in the centre of the market, I asked for his help. The weaver
kept the barber away from me, while I sat in the storeroom and said to
myself: ‘I shall never be able to get away from this damned man. He will
stay with me night and day and if I have to look at him I shall have no
breath of life left in me.’

So, on the spot, I sent for the notaries and drew up a legal document
for my family, dividing up my wealth and appointing a trustee for them,
instructing him to sell my house and my properties and to look after the
members of the household, both young and old. From that day on, I
have been off on my travels so as to escape from this pimp. I came and

settled down in your city, where I have been for some time. Then you



invited me and I came, only to see the pimp — damn him - sitting with
you at the head of the table. How can I stay here cheerfully among you
with a man who has done all this to me and who was the cause of my

broken leg?

The young man refused to take a seat and when we had heard his story,
we asked the barber: ‘Is what he says about you true?’ HE REPLIED:

I acted like that with him out of knowledge, intelligence and a sense
of chivalry. Had it not been for me, he would be dead, and the fact that
he escaped is due to me alone. It was lucky for him that it was his leg
that was broken and he did not lose his life. Were I a man of many
words, I would not have done him this favour, and now I shall tell you a
story of something that happened to me, so that you may know for
certain that I am a man of few words without curiosity, unlike my six
brothers.

I was in Baghdad in the time of al-Mustansir bi’llah, who was then
caliph. He loved the poor and the unfortunate, and would sit with men
of learning and virtue. It happened that one feast day he became angry
with ten men and ordered the prefect of Baghdad to bring them to him,
they being thieves and highwaymen. The prefect went out, arrested
them, and sent them off in a boat. I saw this and said to myself: ‘These
people must have gathered together for a banquet. I suppose that they
are going to spend the day eating and drinking on their boat, and no one
but I shall be their companion.’ So I got up, and thanks to my sense of
chivalry and the soundness of my intellect, I boarded this boat and
mixed with them. They crossed the river and disembarked on the far

bank. Then the watch and the guards brought chains which they placed



round their necks, and they did the same to me. All this, my friends, was
caused by my sense of chivalry and the fact that, as a man of few words,
I kept silence and did not allow myself to speak.

The guards then took us by our chains and brought us before al-
Mustansir bi’llah, the Commander of the Faithful, who gave orders that
the ten should have their heads cut off. The executioner made us sit
before him on the execution mat and, having drawn his sword, he cut off
the heads of the ten, one after the other, leaving me. The caliph looked
and said to the executioner: ‘Why have you only cut off nine heads?’
‘God forbid that I should only cut off nine after you had ordered me to
cut off ten,’ the man replied. ‘I think that you have only cut off nine,’
insisted the caliph, ‘and this man in front of you is the tenth.’” ‘By your
favour,’ said the executioner, ‘there were ten of them.’

The caliph ordered a count to be made, and it turned out that there
were ten. He then looked at me and said: ‘What led you to stay silent at
a time like this? How did you come to be with these criminals, and what
is the reason for this, you being an old man of little brain?’” When I heard
what he said, I told him: ‘You must know, Commander of the Faithful,
that I am the silent shaikh. I have a large store of wisdom, and the
soundness of my intelligence, the excellence of my understanding and
my taciturnity are without bounds. By profession I am a barber. Early
yesterday morning, I saw these ten men on their way to a boat, and I
joined them, thinking that they had gathered together for a banquet.
Shortly afterwards, the guards came and put chains around their necks,
and they chained me together with the others. Because of my great sense
of chivalry, I stayed silent and did not say a word, this being a simple

matter of honour. They then took us off and brought us before you and



you ordered the execution of the ten. I stayed there in front of the
executioner without telling you who I was. It was a hugely honourable
act on my part to share in their execution, but all my days I have been
doing favours of this kind to people, in spite of the fact that they repay
me in the most brutish of ways.’

On hearing this, the caliph saw at once that I was a taciturn man with
a great sense of chivalry, lacking in inquisitiveness, contrary to the claim
made by this young man whom I saved from fearful danger. In fact, the
caliph laughed so much that he fell over, and he asked me: ‘Silent man,
are your six brothers as wise, learned and taciturn as you?’ ‘May they
not stay alive,’ I said, ‘if they are like me. You are denigrating me,
Commander of the Faithful, and you should not compare my brothers to
me, as thanks to their loquacity and lack of honour, each of them has
some physical deformity. One of them has lost an eye, while another is
completely blind, a third is semi-paralysed, a fourth has had his ears and
a fifth his lips cut off, while the sixth is a hunchback. You should not
think, Commander of the Faithful, that I am a man of many words, but I
must explain to you that I have a greater sense of honour than they do,
and each of them has a story, which I must tell you, explaining how he
came to be disabled.” AND I WENT ON:

The first of them, the hunchback, was by trade a tailor in Baghdad.
He used to do his sewing in a shop which he rented from a wealthy man
who lived over the shop, while in the basement another man worked a
mill. One day, when my brother the hunchback was sitting sewing in his
shop, he raised his head and saw in the window of the house a woman
like the full moon as it rises. She was looking out at the passers-by and

when my brother saw her, love for her became fixed in his heart. He



spent that day staring at her and doing no more work until evening. The
next morning, he opened his shop and sat sewing, but after every stitch

he would glance up at the window and see her looking out as before, so
strengthening his love.

On the third day, as he sat in his place looking at her, the woman
caught sight of him and realized that he had been captivated by love for
her. She smiled at him and he smiled at her. She then disappeared from
sight and sent her maid to him with a bundle containing a quantity of
red figured silk. When the maid came, she said: ‘My mistress greets you
and asks you to use your skill to cut out a shift for her from this material
and to sew it elegantly.” My brother agreed to this and he cut out the
shift and finished sewing it on that same day. Early the next morning,
the maid came to him and said: ‘My mistress greets you and asks how
you passed the night, as she herself was not able to sleep because she
was concerned for you.” Then she produced for him some yellow satin
and said: ‘My mistress asks you to cut out for her from this material a
pair of harem trousers and to sew them up today.” My brother agreed
and said: ‘Give her many greetings from me and tell her: “Your slave is
obedient to your commands, so give him what orders you wish.” ’

Then he started to cut out the material and he worked hard sewing up
the trousers. Some time later, she looked out at him from her window
and gestured a greeting, at times lowering her eyes and at times smiling
at him, leading him to think that he would make a conquest of her. She
then disappeared from view, and the maid came and took away the
trousers which he handed to her. When night came, he threw himself
down on his bed and spent the hours until morning twisting and turning.

When morning came, he got up and sat in his place. This time, when the



maid came to him, she said: ‘My master summons you.” When my
brother heard that, he was extremely afraid. Noticing this, the maid
reassured him: ‘No harm will come to you, but only good, for my
mistress has told my master about you.’

My brother was delighted and, after accompanying the maid, he came
into the presence of her master, the husband of her mistress, and kissed
the ground. The man returned his greeting and then gave him a quantity
of material, telling him to cut out a shirt from it and to sew it up. My
brother agreed and he went on working, without stopping for anything
to eat, until he had cut out twenty shirts by supper time. When he was
asked what his fee was for this, he said: ‘Twenty dirhams,’” and the
husband called to the maid to fetch the money. My brother said nothing,
but the lady made signs to him that he should take none of it. So he said:
‘By God, I shall not ask anything from you,’ after which he took his work
things and went out.

In fact, he had not a penny to his name and for three days he had
been working so hard at sewing those clothes that he had had little to
eat and drink. The maid had then come and asked him how the work
was going. ‘The shirts are finished,” he had replied, and he had then
taken them to the people upstairs, handing them over to the husband
and leaving immediately. Although my brother hadn’t known it, the lady
had told her husband about the state that my brother was in, and the
two of them had agreed to make him the butt of a joke by getting him to
sew things for them without charge. So the next morning, when my
brother went to his shop, the maid came to tell him to have another
word with her master. He went with her and was asked by the man to

cut out five mantles for him. He did this and then left, taking the



material with him. When he had sewed the mantles, he brought them to
the man, who admired his work and called for a purse. There was money
in it and my brother had stretched out his hand when the lady, standing
behind her husband, gestured to him not to take anything. So my
brother said to the husband: ‘There is no need to hurry, sir; there is
ample time.’

He then went out more submissively than a donkey, urging himself
on in spite of the fact that he was suffering from five things — love,
bankruptcy, hunger, nakedness and drudgery. When he had finished all
the work that they wanted done, they played another trick on him and
married him to the maid. On the night that he was due to sleep with her,
they told him: ‘It will be better if you spend the night in the mill and
wait for tomorrow.” My brother believed that this was sound advice and
so he spent the night alone in the mill, but the lady’s husband
maliciously told the miller about him in order to get him to turn the
millwheel. At midnight, the miller came in and started to say: ‘This bull
is lazy; he has stopped and isn’t turning the wheel tonight, in spite of the
fact that we have a great deal of corn.” He came down to the mill, filled
the trough with grain, and then went up to my brother carrying a rope
which he tied round his neck. ‘Hup,’ he cried, ‘turn the millstone over
the grain. All you do is eat and leave your droppings and your urine.” He
then took up a whip and lashed my brother with it. My brother wept and
cried out, but could find no one to help him, and the grinding continued
until it was almost morning.

The owner of the house then came but went off again after seeing my
brother tethered to the millwheel. Early in the day, the maid arrived and
professed to be shocked by what had happened to him: ‘My mistress and



I were worried about you.” Because of his tiredness and the severity of
his beating, my brother could give no answer in return. When he got
back to his lodging, in came the official who had drawn up the marriage
contract. The man greeted him and said: ‘God give you long life. This is
a face that tells of delights, dalliance and night-long embraces.” ‘May
God give no blessing to the liar, you thousand-time cuckold,’ retorted my
brother. ‘By God, I have been doing nothing but grind corn in place of
the bull until morning.” The official asked him to tell his story, which he
did, and the man then said: ‘Your star did not match hers, but if you like,
I can alter the contract for you.” He then added: ‘Watch out lest they play
another trick on you.’

After that, he left my brother, who went to his shop to see if anyone
would bring him work from which he could get money to buy food.
Again, the maid came and asked him to go to her mistress, but this time
he said: ‘Go away, my good girl; I will have no further dealings with
your mistress.” The girl went off and told her mistress of this, and before
my brother knew what was happening, she was looking out at him from
her window, weeping and saying: ‘My darling, why will you have
nothing more to do with me?’ He made no reply, and she then swore
that nothing that had happened in the mill had been of her choosing and
that she hadn’t had anything to do with it.

When my brother looked at her loveliness and grace and listened to
her sweet words, he forgot his sufferings, accepted her excuse and took
pleasure in gazing at her. He greeted her and talked with her, after
which he sat for a time doing his sewing. When the maid came this time,
she said: ‘My mistress greets you and tells you that her husband is

intending to spend the night with friends. When he goes to them, you



can come to us and pass the most delicious of nights with her until
morning.’ In fact, her husband had asked her how they could get my
brother to leave her alone, and she had said: ‘Let me play another trick
on him and I will see that his shame is known throughout this city.’

My brother knew nothing of women’s wiles, and so when the maid
came that evening, he went off with her. When the lady saw him, she
said: ‘I am full of passionate longing for you.” ‘For God’s sake,” he said,
‘give me a kiss at once,’” but before he had finished speaking, in came her
husband from another room. ‘By God,’ he said to my brother, ‘I’'m going
to take you straight to the chief of police.” Paying no attention to my
brother’s pleadings, he carried him off to the wali, who had him beaten
with whips, mounted on a camel and taken round the city, with the
people shouting at him: ‘This is the reward of someone who violates the
harems of others!” He was banished from the city and went out without
knowing where to go, but, as I was afraid for him, I caught up with him
and stayed with him. Then I brought him back and lodged him in my

house, where he still is.

The caliph laughed at my story and said: ‘Well done, you silent and
taciturn man.” He ordered me to be rewarded and to leave, but I said
that I would not accept anything from him until I had told him what
happened to my other brothers, adding: ‘But do not think that I am
loquacious.’ 1 CONTINUED:

You must know, Commander of the Faithful, that my second brother
is called the Babbler and it is he who is semi-paralysed. One day when

he was walking along on some errand of his, he met an old woman who



asked him to stop for a moment so that she could propose something to
him, adding: ‘And if you like the sound of it, then do it for me, with
God’s guidance.” He stopped and she went on: ‘I shall tell you of
something and guide you to it, but you must not question me too much.’
‘Tell me,” said my brother, and she asked: ‘What do you say to a
beautiful house with a pleasant garden, flowing streams, fruit, wine, a
beautiful face and someone to embrace you from evening until morning?
If you do what I shall suggest to you, you will find something to please
you.’

When my brother heard this, he said: ‘My lady, how is it that you
have singled me out from everybody else in this affair, and what is it
about me that has pleased you?’ ‘Didn’t I tell you not to talk too much?’
she said. ‘Be quiet and come with me.” She then turned back and my
brother followed her, hoping to see what she had described. They
entered a spacious house with many servants, and after she had taken
him from the bottom to the top of it, he saw that it was an elegant
mansion. When the members of the household saw him, they asked:
‘Who has brought you here?’ ‘Don’t talk to him,’ said the old woman,
‘and don’t worry him. He is a craftsman and we need him.’

She then took him to a beautifully decorated room, as lovely as eye
had ever seen. When they entered, the women there got up, welcomed
him and made him sit beside them. Immediately he heard a great
commotion, and in came maids, in the middle of whom was a girl like
the moon on the night it comes to the full. My brother turned to look at
her and then got up and made his obeisance. She welcomed him, telling
him to sit down, and after he had done this, she went up to him and

said: ‘May God honour you, is all well with you?’ ‘Very well indeed,’



replied my brother. Then she ordered food to be brought, and a delicious
meal was produced for him. She sat and joined him in eating it, but all
the while she could not stop laughing, although whenever he looked at
her, she turned away to her maids as though she was laughing at them.

She made a show of affection for him and joked with him, while he,
donkey that he is, understood nothing. He was so far under the influence
of desire that he thought that the girl was in love with him and that she
would allow him his wish. After they had finished eating, wine was
produced, and then ten maids like moons came with stringed lutes in
their hands and they started to sing with great emotion. Overcome by
delight, my brother took a glass from the girl’s hand and drained it,
before standing up. The girl then drank a glass. ‘Good health,’ said my
brother, and he made her another obeisance. She then gave him a
second glass to drink, but when he did this, she slapped him on the nape
of his neck. At that my brother left the room as fast as he could, but the
old woman followed him and started winking at him, as if to tell him to
go back. So back he went, and when the girl told him to sit down, he sat
without a word. She then slapped him again on the nape of his neck and,
not content with that, she ordered all her maids to slap him. All the
while he was saying to the old woman: ‘I have never seen anything finer
than this,” while she was exclaiming to her mistress that that was
enough.

But the maids went on slapping him until he was almost unconscious.
When he had to get up to answer the call of nature, the old woman
caught up with him and said: ‘A little endurance and you will get what
you want.” ‘How long do I have to endure,’ he asked, ‘now that I have

been slapped almost unconscious?’ ‘When she gets drunk,’ the old



woman told him, ‘you will get what you want.” So my brother went back
and sat down in his place. All the maids stood up and their mistress told
them to perfume my brother and to sprinkle rosewater over his face.
When they had done this, the girl said: ‘May God bring you honour. You
have entered my house and endured the condition I imposed. Whoever
disobeys me, I expel, but whoever endures reaches his goal.” ‘T am your
slave, lady,” said my brother, ‘and you hold me in the palm of your
hand.” ‘Know,’ she replied, ‘that God has made me passionately fond of
amusement, and those who indulge me in this get what they seek.’

On her orders, the maids sang with loud voices until all present were
filled with delight. She then said to one of them: ‘Take your master, do
what needs to be done to him and then bring him back immediately.’
The maid took my brother, little knowing what was going to be done to
him. He was joined by the old woman, who said: ‘Be patient; you will
not have to wait long.’ His face cleared and he went with the maid,
heeding the words of the old woman telling him that patience would
bring him his desire. He then asked: ‘What is the maid going to do?’ ‘No
harm will come to you,’ said the old woman, ‘may I be your ransom. She
is going to dye your eyebrows and pluck out your moustache.’ ‘Dye on
the eyebrows can be washed away,’ said my brother, ‘but plucking out a
moustache is a painful business.” ‘Take care not to disobey her,’ said the
old lady, ‘for her heart is fixed on you.” So my brother patiently allowed
his eyebrows to be dyed and his moustache plucked. The maid went to
her mistress and told her of this, but her mistress said: ‘There is one
thing more. You have to shave his chin so as to leave him beardless.’

The maid returned to tell my brother of her mistress’s order, and he,

the fool, objected: ‘But won’t this make me a public disgrace?’ The old



woman explained: ‘She only wants to do that to you so that you may be
smooth and beardless, with nothing on your face that might prick her,
for she has fallen most deeply in love with you. So be patient, for you
will get what you want.” Patiently my brother submitted to the maid and
let his beard be shaved. The girl then had him brought out, with his
dyed eyebrows, his shorn moustache, his shaven chin and his red face.
At first, the lady recoiled from him in alarm, but then she laughed until
she fell over. ‘My master,’ she said, ‘you have won me by your good
nature.” Then she urged him to get up and dance, which he did, and
there was not a cushion in the room that she did not throw at him, while
the maids began to pelt him with oranges, lemons and citrons, until he
fell fainting from the blows, the cuffs that he had suffered on the back of
his neck and the things that had been thrown at him.

‘Now,’ said the old woman, ‘you have achieved your goal. There will
be no more blows, and there is only one thing left. It is a habit of my
mistress that, when she is drunk, she will not let anyone have her until
she has stripped off her clothes, including her harem trousers, and is
entirely naked. Then she will tell you to remove your own clothes and to
start running, while she runs in front of you as though she was trying to
escape from you. You must follow her from place to place until you have
an erection, and she will then let you take her.’

She told him to strip, and he got up in a daze and took off all his

clothes until he was naked...
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the thirty-second night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that the old woman told the barber’s
brother to strip and he got up in a daze and took off all his clothes until
he was naked. THE BARBER WENT ON:

‘Get up now,’ the lady told my brother, ‘and when you start running,
I’ll run, too.” She, too, stripped and said: ‘If you want me, then come and
get me.” Off she ran, with my brother following. She started to go into
one room after another, before dashing off somewhere else, with my
brother behind her, overcome by lust, his penis rampant, like a madman.
In she went to a darkened room, but when my brother ran in after her,
he trod on a thin board that gave way beneath him, and before he knew
what was happening, he was in the middle of a lane in the market of the
leather sellers, who were calling their wares and buying and selling.
When they saw him in that state, naked, with an erection, a shaven chin,
dyed eyebrows and reddened cheeks, they cried out against him, slapped
him with their hands and started to beat him in his nakedness with
leather straps, until he fainted. Then they sat him on a donkey and took
him to the wali. When the wali asked about him, they said: ‘He fell down
in this state from Shams al-Din’s house.” The wali sentenced him to a
hundred lashes and banished him from Baghdad, but I went out after
him and brought him back in secret. I have given him an allowance for
his food, but were it not for my sense of honour, I could not put up with

a man like him.

My third brother is called the Jabberer, and he is blind. One day, fate led

him to a large house, at whose door he knocked, hoping to speak to its



owner and to beg some alms from him. The owner called out: ‘Who is at
the door?’ but he made no reply. He then heard the owner calling
loudly: ‘Who is there?’ but again he made no answer. He heard footsteps
as the owner came to the door, opened it and asked him what he
wanted. ‘Alms for the love of God Almighty,” my brother replied. ‘Are
you blind?’ the man asked and my brother said yes. ‘Give me your hand,’
the man told him, and my brother did this, thinking that he was going to
give him something. Instead, holding him by the hand, the man led him
into the house and, taking him up stair after stair, he brought him to the
flat roof. My brother was saying to himself: ‘Surely he will give me some
food or some money?’ But when the owner reached the top of the house,
he repeated: ‘What do you want, blind man?’ ‘Alms for the love of
Almighty God,’ replied my brother. ‘May God open the gates of profit for
you,” the man said. ‘Why didn’t you tell me that when I was downstairs?’
said my brother. ‘Scum, why didn’t you speak the first time that I
called?’ replied the man. ‘What are you going to do with me now?’ asked
my brother. ‘I have nothing in the house to give you,’ said the man. ‘At
least take me down the stairs,’” said my brother. ‘The way is in front of
you,’” replied the man. So my brother moved forward and went on down
the stairs until there were only twenty steps left between him and the
door, but then his foot slipped and he fell down as far as the door,
breaking open his head.

He went out, dazed and not knowing where he was going, until he
was joined by two blind companions of his. “‘What did you get today?’
they asked, and he told them what had happened. Then he said:
‘Brothers, I want to take out some of the money that I still have and

spend it on myself.” His companions agreed to do the same. The owner of



the house was following them and listening to what they said, although
neither my brother nor his companions realized this. My brother then
came to his lodgings and as he entered, unbeknown to him, the man
slipped in behind. My brother sat down, waiting for his companions, and
when they came in he told them to lock the door and to search the
house, in case they had been followed by some stranger. On hearing this,
the man got up and clung to a rope that was dangling from the roof. As a
result, although the blind men went around the whole room, they found
no one. Then they went back and took their seats by my brother, after
which they brought out what money that they had and this, when they
counted it, turned out to be twelve thousand dirhams. They left it in a
corner of the room; each man took what he needed, and what remained
was buried. They then produced some food and sat eating, but my
brother heard the sounds of a stranger chewing beside him. He warned
his companions of this and, stretching out his hand, he caught hold of
the house owner and he and the others fell to beating him.

After a time, they called out: ‘Muslims, a thief has got in, wanting to
steal our money.’ A large crowd gathered, but, for his part, the house
owner seized hold of the blind men, accusing them of what they had
accused him. He closed his eyes until he looked so like one of them that
no one doubted that he was blind. ‘Muslims,’ he cried out, ‘I appeal to
God and to the sultan. I appeal to God and to the wali. Listen to what I
have to tell.” Before my brother knew what was happening, all of them
had been surrounded and taken to the wali’s house.

When they were brought before him, the wali asked what the matter
was. The house owner said: ‘Ask as much as you like, but you will find

out nothing except by torture. So start by torturing me and this fellow,



who is our leader’ — and he pointed at my brother. They stretched the
man out and gave him four hundred painful strokes on the backside. He
then opened one eye, and when they went on beating him, he opened
the other. “‘What’s this, you damned fellow?’ said the wali. ‘Give me a
guarantee of protection,’ said the man, and he went on: ‘We four pretend
to be blind and we prey on people, entering their homes, looking at their
women and corrupting them. This has proved very profitable and we
have collected twelve thousand dirhams. I told my companions to give
me my share, that is three thousand dirhams, but instead, they beat me
and took my money. I take refuge with God and with you, but I have a
greater right to my share. I want you to realize that I am telling you the
truth, so beat each one of them more than you beat me and they will
open their eyes.’

At that, the wali ordered the blind men to be beaten, starting with my
brother. They tied him to a whipping frame and the wali said to them all:
‘You evil men, do you deny the grace of God and pretend to be blind?’
‘God, God, by God,’ cried my brother, ‘not one of us can see,” but they
beat him until he fainted. ‘Leave him until he recovers,’ said the wali,
‘and then beat him again.” He went on to order that each of the others be
given more than three hundred lashes, while the house owner kept
urging: ‘Open your eyes, or else you will be beaten again.” Then he said
to the wali: ‘Send someone with me to fetch the money, for these men
will not open their eyes as they are afraid of public disgrace.” The wali
did this and, after getting the money, he gave the house owner three
thousand dirhams which he had claimed as his share, keeping the rest
for himself, and he then exiled the three blind men. I went out and

caught up with my brother and asked him what had happened to him.



When he told me the story that I have just told you, I took him back into

the city secretly and, still in secret, I gave him an allowance for food and
drink.

The caliph laughed at the story and ordered that I should be given a
reward and allowed to leave, but I told him: ‘By God, I will not take
anything until I tell the Commander of the Faithful what happened to
my other brothers, for [ am a taciturn man.’ THEN I SAID:

My fourth brother, who is now one-eyed, was a butcher in Baghdad
who sold meat and raised rams. Men of importance and wealth used to
seek him out and buy meat from him, as a result of which he became
very wealthy and acquired both riding beasts and houses. This good
fortune lasted for a long time. Then one day, when he was sitting in his
shop, an old man with a long beard stopped beside him, gave him some
money and asked for its value in meat. When the exchange of money
and meat had been made, the old man went off.

On looking at the silver that he been given, my brother saw that the
dirhams were glistening white, so he stored them by themselves. For five
months, the old man kept coming back and my brother went on putting
his dirhams in a box by themselves. He then wanted to take them out in
order to buy some sheep, but when he opened the box, he found that all
it contained was white paper cut in pieces. He struck his face and cried
out, and when a crowd gathered around him he told them his story,
which filled them with astonishment. Following his usual practice, my
brother then got up and slaughtered a ram whose carcass he hung up in
his shop, while the meat that he had sliced from it he hung up outside,

saying as he did so: ‘O God, let that ill-omened old man come.’ In fact,



some time later, the man did arrive, bringing silver with him. My
brother got up and, holding on to him, shouted: ‘Muslims, come here
and listen to what I have to tell you about this evil-doer.” When the old
man heard this, he said to my brother: ‘Which would you prefer - to
leave me alone or to be publicly shamed by me?’ ‘How can you shame
me?’ asked my brother. ‘By showing that you are selling human flesh as
mutton,’ said the old man. ‘You are lying, you damned fellow,” my
brother replied. ‘The one who is damned is the one who has a man hung
up in his shop.’ ‘If that is so,” said my brother, ‘then my money and my
blood are lawfully yours.’

At that, the old man called to the bystanders: ‘If you want to check
what I say to find that I am telling the truth, then come into his shop.’
The people surged forward and found that the ram had become a man,
whose corpse was hanging there. When they saw that, they laid hold of
my brother and shouted at him: ‘Infidel, villain,” while his dearest friend
started hitting and slapping him and saying: ‘Do you give us human flesh
to eat?’ The old man struck him on the eye and knocked it out. Then the
people took the corpse to the chief of police, to whom the old man said:
‘Emir, this man slaughters people and sells their flesh as mutton. We
have brought him to you, so do you punish him in accordance with the
law of the Omnipotent and All-powerful God.” My brother tried to
defend himself, but the police chief would not listen and ordered him to
be given five hundred lashes. All his money was confiscated, and had it
not been for the money, he would have been killed.

He then fled away as fast as he could and eventually he reached a
large city where he thought it best to set up as a shoemaker. He opened

a shop and sat working for his daily bread. One day, he went out on



some errand. Hearing the sound of horses’ hooves, he asked what was
happening, and he was told that the king was going out hunting. My
brother was gazing at his splendour when, on noticing him, the king
lowered his head and said: ‘God is my refuge from the evil of this day.’
He turned his horse about and rode back with all his retinue. He then
gave orders to his servants, who got hold of my brother and beat him so
painfully that he almost died.

My brother didn’t know why they had done this and returned home
in a state of near collapse. Later he approached one of the king’s
household and told him what had happened. The man laughed until he
fell over and then said: ‘Brother, you must know that the king cannot
bear to look at a one-eyed man, especially if it is the right eye that he
has lost, in which case he doesn’t let him go free, but kills him.” On
hearing this, my brother made up his mind to flee from the city. He got
up and left for another part where no one knew him, and there he stayed
for a long time. Then, while thinking over his situation, he went out one
day to see the sights, but on hearing the sound of horses behind him, he
cried: ‘My fate has come upon me!’ He looked for a place to hide, but
could find nothing until he caught sight of a door. Pushing it open, he
went in. There he saw a long hallway, which he entered, but before he
knew what was going on, two men had laid hold on him. ‘Praise to God,’
they said, ‘for thanks to Him we have laid our hands on you, you enemy
of God. For three nights now, thanks to you, we have had no sleep and
no rest, and you have given us a taste of the pangs of death.” ‘What is the
matter with you people?’ asked my brother. ‘You have been raiding us,’
they said, ‘wanting to disgrace us, scheming and trying to murder the

owner of the house. Isn’t it enough for you that you and your friends



have ruined him? Hand over the knife that you have been using to
threaten us each night.” They then searched my brother and found a
knife in his waistband. ‘For God’s sake, show mercy,” implored my
brother, ‘for you must know that mine is a strange story.’

They asked what his story might be, and he told them in the hope
that they would free him, but when they heard what he had to say, they
paid no attention but struck him and tore his clothes. When they found
the scars of the beating on his sides, they said: “‘You damned man. These
are the marks of a beating.” They took him to the wali and my brother
said to himself: ‘My sins have caught up with me and only Almighty God
can save me.’ ‘You villain,” said the wali to him, ‘what led you to do this,
to enter this house with intent to kill?’ ‘Emir,” said my brother, ‘I ask you
in God’s Name to listen to what I have to say and not to judge me
hastily.” ‘Am I to listen to a thief,” asked the wali, ‘a man who has
reduced people to poverty and who still bears the scars of a beating on
his back? You would not have been beaten like this except for some
serious crime.” On his orders, my brother then received a hundred lashes,
after which he was mounted on a camel, with guards proclaiming: ‘This
is the reward, and the least of the rewards, for one who attacks the
houses of others.” He was then expelled from the city and he fled away.
When I heard of this, I went out to him and asked him what had
happened. He told me his story and I stayed with him. People kept
shouting at him, but they eventually let him go and I took him off and
brought him secretly to the city, where I have made him an allowance
for food and drink.

As for my fifth brother, whose ears have been cut off, Commander of the



Faithful, he was a poor man who used to beg from the people by night
and spend what he got by day. Our father was a very old man and when
he fell ill and died, he left us seven hundred dirhams, of which each of
us took a hundred. When my fifth brother got his share, he was
bewildered and didn’t know what to do with it. Still in a state of
confusion, it occurred to him to get glassware of all kinds and make a
profit from it. He spent a hundred dirhams on buying this glass, which
he set out on a large tray and, to sell it, he sat down beside a wall. As he
sat, leaning against the wall, he thought to himself: ‘This glass represents
my capital of a hundred dirhams. I shall sell it for two hundred and then
use the two hundred to buy more, which I shall sell for four hundred. I
shall go on buying and selling until I have great wealth, and then I shall
buy all kinds of goods, jewels and perfumes, and make an enormous
profit. After that, I shall buy a fine house, with mamluks, horses and
saddles of gold. I shall eat and drink and invite home every singer in the
city, whether male or female. My capital, God willing, will come to a
hundred thousand dirhams.’

All this was going through his mind while his glassware was spread
out on its tray in front of him. He went on to musing to himself: ‘When
my capital reaches a hundred thousand dirhams, I shall send out the
marriage brokers who can arrange alliances with the daughters of kings
and viziers. It is the hand of Shams al-Din’s daughter for which I shall
ask, as I hear that her beauty is perfect and that she is marvellously
graceful. I shall offer a dowry of a thousand dinars for her, and if her
father accepts, well and good, but if he does not, then I shall take her by
force to spite him. When I have her in my house, I shall buy ten little

eunuchs for myself, together with a robe such as is worn by kings and



sultans, and I shall have a golden saddle made, studded with precious
gems. I shall mount, with my mamluks walking around and in front of
me, and as I go about the city, people will greet me and call down
blessings on me. I shall come into the presence of Shams al-Din, the girl’s
father, with my mamluks behind and in front of me, as well as to my
right and my left. When he sees me, Shams al-Din will get up and seat
me in his place, while he himself sits below me, as he is to be my
relative by marriage. With me will be two eunuchs carrying two purses,
each of which will contain a thousand dinars. I shall give him a
thousand as his daughter’s dowry and then I shall hand him another
thousand so that he may learn of my chivalry, generosity and
magnanimity, as well as my scorn for worldly things. If he addresses me
in ten words, I shall reply in two.

‘Then I shall go to my own house, and if any messenger comes to me
from my bride, I shall give him money and a robe of honour, while if he
brings me a gift, I shall return it to him, refusing to accept it, so that
people may know that I am a proud man and only allow myself to relax
when it is appropriate. My servants will then be told to dress me suitably
and when they have done that, I shall order them to arrange for the
wedding ceremony. My house will be splendidly decorated and when the
time comes for the unveiling of the bride, I shall wear my most
sumptuous clothes and recline in a robe of brocade, looking neither to
right nor to left because of the greatness of my mind and the soundness
of my understanding.

‘My bride, with her jewellery and her robes, will be standing before
me like a full moon, but in my pride and haughtiness, I shall not glance

at her until all those present say: “Master, your wife, your servant, is



standing before you. Spare her a glance, because this standing is tiring
her.” They will kiss the ground before me a number of times and at that
I shall lift my head, cast a single glance at her, and then look down
towards the ground. They will then take me to the bedroom, where I
shall change my clothes and put on something even more splendid.
When they bring the bride a second time, I shall not look at her until
they beg me many times, and after looking, I shall again look down
towards the ground and I shall continue in this way until her unveiling

has been completed.’

Neght 33

-

Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the thirty-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that the barber’s brother said: ‘I shall
again look down towards the ground and I shall continue in this way
until her unveiling has been completed.” THE BARBER WENT ON:

‘I shall then order one of the eunuchs to bring a purse with five
hundred dinars,” my brother thought to himself, ‘and when he has
brought it, I shall give it to the bride’s attendants and tell them to bring
me into the bride. When they do this, I shall not look at her or deign to
speak to her, so that people may say: “What a great-souled man this is!”
Then her mother will come and kiss my head and my hand and say:
“Master, look at your servant. She wants you to approach her, to mend
her broken heart.” When she sees that I make no reply, she will come

and shower kisses on my feet before pleading: “Master, my daughter is a



beautiful girl who has never seen a man. If she finds you shunning her,
her heart will be broken, so please turn to her and speak to her.” She
will then get up and fetch a glass of wine, which her daughter will take
and bring to me. I shall leave her standing in front of me as I recline on
a brocaded cushion, and such will be my pride that I shall not glance at
her, so that she will take me for a mighty sultan and will say: “Master, I
implore you by God not to reject this glass from my hand, who am your
servant.” I shall still not speak to her and she will press me and say:
“You must drink it,” and she will put it to my mouth. I shall shake my
fist in her face and kick her with my foot, like this.” My brother then
kicked with his foot and the tray with the glasses fell to the ground, so
that everything on it was smashed.

‘All this is the result of my pride,” cried my brother. He pummelled
his face, tore his clothes and started to weep as he struck himself. The
passers-by on their way to the Friday prayer were staring at him. Some
of them looked at him with pity, while others felt no concern for him; as
for my brother himself, he was in the position of having lost both his
capital and his expected profit. After he had been weeping for some
time, up came a beautiful lady, accompanied by a number of eunuchs.
She was riding on a mule with a saddle of gold and from her spread the
scent of musk as she made her way to the Friday prayer. When she saw
the broken glasses and the state that my weeping brother was in, she felt
pity for him and asked about him. She was told that a tray full of
glassware, which represented his livelihood, had been broken and it was
this that had brought him to his present state. Summoning one of her
eunuchs, she said: ‘Give what money you have with you to this poor

man,” at which the eunuch handed my brother a purse in which he found



five hundred dinars.

When he had laid his hand on this, he almost died of the excess of
joy. He called down blessings on his benefactress and went back home, a
rich man. As he sat there thinking, he heard a knock on the door. He got
up and opened it, to find an old woman whom he did not know. ‘My
son,’ she said to him, ‘it is almost time for the prayer, but I have not
performed the ritual ablution. Would you let me in to your house so that
I may do it?” My brother agreed and, going in himself, he told the old
woman to follow, which she did, and he handed her a jug for her
ablution. He then sat, still overjoyed because of the money, which he
stowed away in his belt. When he had finished doing this and the old
woman had completed her ablution, she came to where he was sitting
and prayed, performing two rak‘as, after which she called down
blessings on him.

He thanked her for that and, reaching for his money, he gave her two
dinars, saying to himself: ‘This is a charitable gift on my part.” When she
saw the money, she exclaimed: ‘Why do you take those who love you for
beggars? Take back your money, as I don’t need it, or else give it back to
the lady who gave it to you. If you want to meet her, I can arrange that
for you, as she is my mistress.” ‘Mother,” said my brother, ‘how can I get
to her?’ ‘My son,’ she replied, ‘the lady is attracted to you, but she is the
wife of a wealthy man. So take all your money with you and follow me
and I shall lead you to her. When you meet her, use all your charm and
every fair word at your command, and in that way you will be able to
enjoy all you want of her beauty and her wealth.’

My brother took all his money and got up and went with her, scarcely

believing what was happening. She walked on, with my brother at her



heels, until she came to an imposing door. She knocked and out came a
Rumi slave girl, who opened the door for her. The old woman entered
and told my brother to come in with her. He entered a spacious
mansion, going into a large room whose floor was strewn with
wonderful carpets and whose walls were covered in hangings. My
brother sat down with his gold in front of him and his turban on his
knee. Before he knew what was happening, in came a lady as beautiful
as any he had ever seen, wearing a most splendid dress. My brother rose
to his feet and she smiled at him and showed pleasure at their meeting.
She motioned to him to sit, ordered the door to be closed and then took
him by the hand. Together they went into a separate room, strewn with
various types of brocade. My brother sat down with the lady beside him
and she played with him for a time.

Then she got up and said: ‘Don’t move from here until I come back,’
after which she went away. While my brother was sitting there, in came
an enormous black slave holding a drawn sword. ‘Miserable man,” he
said, ‘who brought you here and what are you doing?’ At the sight of
this slave, my brother’s tongue was tied and he could make no reply. So
the man took him, stripped him of his clothes and went on beating him
with the flat of his sword until he fell on the ground, fainting because of
the violence of the beating. The ill-omened slave thought that he was
dead and my brother heard him say: ‘Where is the girl with the salt?’ A
slave girl then came up to him carrying a large dish on which there was
a great quantity of salt. The slave kept on pouring this on my brother’s
wounds as he lay motionless for fear that if the slave realized that he
was still alive, he would kill him.

After the girl had gone, the slave called for the cellar keeper and this



time it was the old woman who came to my brother and dragged him by
his feet to a cellar into which she threw him on top of a pile of corpses.
He stayed where he was for two whole days, but thanks to God’s
providence, the salt saved his life, as it stopped the flow of blood. When
he found that he had strength enough to move, he left the cellar, opened
its trapdoor in spite of his fear, and came out on the other side. God
granted him shelter; it was dark as he walked and he hid himself in the
entrance hall until dawn. In the morning, the damned old woman came
out in search of another victim while, unknown to her, my brother
followed behind. He then made for his own house, where he treated his
hurts until he had recovered.

Meanwhile, he had been keeping a constant watch over the old
woman as she took people, one by one, to her house. During this time he
uttered no word, but when he had regained his spirits and his strength,
he got hold of a strip of material and made it into a purse, which he then
filled with glass, tying it around his waist. He disguised himself as a
Persian so that no one could recognize him, and he hid a sword beneath
his clothes. When he saw the old woman, he accosted her in a Persian
accent, saying: ‘Old woman, I am a stranger and have just come today to
this city where I know nobody. Do you have some scales that will take
nine hundred dinars? If so, I would give you some of the money.’ ‘I have
a son,’” she replied, ‘who is a money-changer and who has scales of all
kinds. Come with me before he leaves his place of business so that he
can weigh your gold.” ‘Lead the way,’ said my brother, and she walked
off followed by him until she came to the door. When she knocked, out
came the same lady and the old woman smiled at her and said: ‘T have

brought you some fat meat today.” The lady took my brother by the hand



and brought him into the room in which he had been before. She sat
with him for a time and then left, telling him to wait until she came
back. Before my brother knew it, in came the damned slave, with his
drawn sword. ‘Get up, damn you,’ he told my brother, and when my
brother had risen, the slave went on ahead with my brother behind him.
My brother then reached for the sword beneath his clothes, struck at the
slave and cut his head from his body, after which he dragged him by the
feet to the cellar. “‘Where is the girl with the salt?’ he cried, and when
she came with the salt dish, she saw him with the sword in his hand and
turned in flight. He followed and with a blow struck off her head. Then
he called out: ‘Where is the old woman? Do you recognize me, you ill-
omened creature?’ he asked when she came. ‘No, master,’ she replied. ‘I
am the man with the dirhams,’ he said. ‘You came to my house,
performed your ablution and prayed there, and then trapped me here.’
‘Fear God,’ she cried, ‘and don’t judge me hastily.” My brother paid no
attention to this and continued to strike until he had cut her into four
pieces.

He then went out to look for the lady. When she saw him, she became
distraught and cried: ‘Spare me!’ He did, and then asked her: ‘What
brought you here with this black man?’ She said: ‘I was in the service of
a merchant. This old woman often used to visit me and I became friendly
with her. One day, she said to me: “We are having a wedding feast of
unparalleled splendour at our house. Would you like to see it?” “Yes,” I
replied, and I got up, put on my best clothes and my jewellery, and
taking with me a purse containing a hundred dinars, I went here with
her. When I came in, before I knew what was happening, the black man

had seized me, and here I have been for three years because of the wiles



of this damned old woman.’ ‘Is there anything of his in the house?’ asked
my brother. ‘A great deal,’ she replied, adding: ‘Carry it off if you can,
asking God for guidance.” My brother got up and went with her as she
opened chests that were full of purses. My brother was bewildered, but
the lady said: ‘Leave me here and go and get someone to carry away the
money.” So out he went and hired ten men, but when he got back he
found no trace of the lady, and there was nothing left except a few of the
purses and the household goods. He realized then that he had been
tricked and so he took the money that was left and he opened the
storerooms, taking their contents and leaving nothing in the house.

He spent a happy night, but in the morning he found twenty soldiers
at the door, who laid hands on him and said: ‘You are wanted by the
wali.’ They took him off and although he pleaded with them to be
permitted to pass by his house, they would not allow him the time. He
promised them money, but they refused to accept and bound him tightly
with ropes and carried him off. On the way he came across a friend of
his, to whose robe he clung, pleading with him to stay with him and to
help free him from the soldiers. The man stopped and asked the soldiers
what the matter was. ‘The wali has ordered us to bring this man before
him and we are on our way with him now.” My brother’s friend asked
them to let him go, promising to give them five hundred dinars and
suggesting that when they got back to the wali they could tell him that
they had not found my brother. They would not listen to this, but started
to drag my brother along on his face until they brought him to the wali.

When the wali saw him, he asked him where he had got the goods
and the money. My brother said: ‘I want a guarantee of immunity,” at

which the wali gave him the kerchief that was a sign of this. My brother



then told of his adventure with the old woman from beginning to end
and of the flight of the lady. He added: ‘Take what you want from what I
got, but leave me enough to live on.” The wali, however, took all the
goods and the money, and as he was afraid that this might come to the
ears of the sultan, he summoned my brother and threatened to hang him
if he did not leave the city. My brother agreed to go, but when he left for
another town, he was set upon by thieves, who stripped him, beat him
and cut off his ears. When I heard of this, I went out to take him clothes
and then I brought him into the city secretly, and gave him an allowance
for food and drink.

As for my sixth brother, Commander of the Faithful, the one whose lips
have been cut off, he had become poor, and one day he went out in
search of something with which to keep body and soul together. On his
way, he caught sight of a fine house, with a wide and lofty portico and
eunuchs at the door, having all the trappings of authority. In answer to
his question, a bystander told him that the house belonged to one of the
Barmecides. He approached the doorkeepers and asked them for alms.
‘Go in through the main door,’ they said, ‘and you will get what you
want from the owner.” So my brother entered the portico and walked
through until he came to a most beautiful and elegant building, paved
with marble and adorned with hangings, in the middle of which was a
garden whose like he had never seen before. He looked round in
bewilderment, not knowing where to go, and he then advanced to the
head of the room, where he saw a man, bearded and with a handsome
face, who stood up to greet him. The man asked him how he was, and

my brother told him that he was in need. On hearing this, the other



showed great concern, and stretching out his hand to his clothes, he tore
them, saying: ‘Are you to be hungry in a town in which I live? I cannot
bear the thought of it.’

He promised my brother all manner of good things and said: ‘You
must share my salt with me.’ ‘Sir,” said my brother, ‘I am at the end of
my endurance, for I am desperately hungry.” ‘Boy,” shouted the man to a
servant, ‘bring the basin and the jug.” Then, to my brother he said:
‘Come and wash your hands.” My brother got up to do this but saw
neither basin nor jug. The man went through the motions of hand
washing, after which he shouted: ‘Bring out the table.” Again, my brother
saw nothing, although his host invited him to eat and not to be ashamed,
after which he himself pretended to be eating. He kept saying to my
brother: ‘I am surprised at your lack of appetite. Don’t eat too little, for I
know how hungry you must be.” My brother started to make a pretence
of eating as his host urged him on, saying: ‘Eat up and try this beautiful
white bread.” As my brother could see nothing, he said to himself: “This
fellow likes making a fool of people.” Out loud he said: ‘Never in my life,
sir, have I come across whiter or more delicious bread.’ ‘It was baked,’
replied the host, ‘by a slave girl whom I bought for five hundred dinars.’

He then called out: ‘Bring the first course, the pie, and put lots of fat
on it.” Turning to my brother, he asked whether he had ever seen
anything more delicious, urging him again to eat up and not be
ashamed. Next, he called for ‘the stew with the fatted sandgrouse’.
‘Guest,” he said to my brother, ‘start eating, for you are hungry and you
need this.” My brother started moving his jaws and munching, while the
host kept calling for one type of dish after another. Nothing came, but he
kept on urging my brother to eat. Eventually he told the servant to fetch



the chickens stuffed with pistachio nuts. ‘By your life, my guest,’ he said,
‘these chickens have been fattened on pistachio nuts. You will have
never tasted the like before, so eat up.’ ‘This is excellent, sir,” agreed my
brother, and the man began to move his hand towards my brother’s
mouth, as though he was giving him mouthfuls to eat.

He kept on enumerating particular types of food and describing them
to my hungry brother, who grew even hungrier and longed for a barley
loaf. ‘Have you come across anything more tasty than the seasoning of
these dishes?’ asked his host, and when my brother said no, he urged
him to eat heartily and not to be ashamed. When my brother said that he
had had enough food, the servants were told to remove the dishes and
bring in the desserts. “Take some of this to eat. It is good,’ said the man.
‘Eat some of these doughnuts. Take this one before the syrup runs out of
it.” ‘Sir, may I never be deprived of you,’ said my brother, and he then
started to ask his host about the amount of musk in the doughnuts. “This
is my custom,’ replied the other. ‘My people put a mithqal of musk in
each doughnut, together with half a mithqal of ambergris.” All the while
my brother was moving his head and his mouth and waggling his jaws.
He was then invited to help himself to almonds - ‘Don’t be shy’ — but my
brother said that he had had enough and could not eat another thing. ‘If
you want to eat and enjoy yourself, my guest,’ said the host, ‘then for
God’s sake don’t stay hungry.’ ‘Sir,” said my brother, ‘how can anyone
who has eaten all these various dishes be hungry?’

Then he thought to himself that he would do something to make his
host sorry for what he had done. ‘Bring the wine,’ said the man, and the
servants moved their hands in the air as though they were doing this.

The man then gave my brother a cup and said: ‘Take this and tell me if



you like it.” ‘It has a fine bouquet,’ said my brother, ‘but I am in the
habit of drinking wine that is twenty years old.” ‘Then here is the stuff
for you,’ said the host. ‘You will not find any better to drink.” My brother
thanked him, and moved his hand as though he was drinking. ‘Cheers
and good health,’ he said, and the host, too, pretended to drink. Then he
gave my brother another cup to drink, and my brother, pretending to be
drunk, took him unawares, and lifting his arm until his armpit was
bared, he gave him a resounding slap on the nape of the neck, following
this up with another one. ‘What’s this, you scum?’ said the man. ‘Sir,’
replied my brother, ‘you have been generous to your servant. You have
taken him into your house, given him food to eat and old wine to drink,
but he has become drunk and attacked you like a hooligan. As a man of
nobility you will put up with such folly and pardon his fault.’

When the man heard this, he laughed loudly and said: ‘For a long
time now I have been making fun of people and playing jokes on my
friends, but you are the only man whom I have ever met with the ability
and understanding to bear his part with me in all this. Now you have my
forgiveness, so join me as my real companion and never leave me.” He
then ordered a number of the dishes that he had mentioned earlier to be
brought out and he and my brother ate until they had had their fill. They
then moved to the drinking room, where slave girls like moons sang
tunes of all kinds to a variety of instruments, and they drank until
drunkenness overcame them. The man became so friendly with his guest
that the two of them were like brothers. Out of his deep affection for
him, the host gave my brother robes of honour and in the morning they
went back again to their eating and drinking.

They continued like this for twenty years, but the host then died and



the sultan seized his wealth together with my brother’s possessions, and
as a result of this my brother was left poor and powerless. Accordingly,
he fled away, but in the course of his journey he was set upon by
Bedouin, who took him prisoner and brought him to their tribe. His
captor started to torture him and to say: ‘Buy your life from me with
cash, or else I'll kill you.” My brother began to weep and say: ‘By God, I
have nothing at all. I am your captive so do what you want.” The
Bedouin brought out a knife, cut off my brother’s lips and pressed him
hard again for money.

This man had a beautiful wife, and when he went out, she would
flaunt herself at my brother and try to seduce him. He kept on refusing
her, until one day she had her way. He started to play with her and sat
her on his lap, but when they were in this position, in burst her husband.
‘You miserable, damned man,’ he said, ‘so now you want to corrupt my
wife,” and he took out a knife and cut off my brother’s penis. Then he
carried him off on a camel and threw him down on a mountain, where
he left him. Some travellers passed by who recognized him; they gave
him food and drink and then told me what had happened to him. I went
to him, carried him off and brought him to the city, where I gave him an
allowance sufficient for his needs. Here I have come before you,
Commander of the Faithful, fearing to leave before telling you my story,
as that would be a mistake, since in my shadow stand six brothers,

whom I have to support.

When the caliph heard what I had to tell him about my brothers, he
laughed and said: “You told the truth, silent man, when you said that you

are a man of few words, lacking in inquisitiveness, but now leave this



city and settle somewhere else.” He banished me by official decree, and
as a result I went to other parts and travelled around various regions
until I heard that he had died and that the caliphate had passed to
someone else. So I went back to Baghdad, where I found that my
brothers were dead. Then I met this young man for whom I did a very
great service, and had it not been for me he would have been killed. He
has accused me of something that is not in my nature and what he has
said about my being inquisitive is false. It is because of him that I have
wandered around many lands before arriving here, where I have found
him with you. Is this not, good people, an example of my sense of

honour?

‘When we heard the barber’s story, listened to his long-windedness and
realized the injury that he had done to the young man, we laid hands on
him and imprisoned him,’ said the tailor to the king of China. HE WENT
ON:

We then sat peacefully eating and drinking and finishing our banquet
until the call for the afternoon prayer. I then left and went home, where
my wife was scowling. ‘You have been enjoying yourself with your
friends,” she said, ‘while I have been left in sadness. If you don’t take me
out to see the sights for the rest of the day, I shall cut my ties with you
and leave you.” So I took her and went out with her and we looked at the
sights until evening. On our way back we met the hunchback, who was

overflowingly drunk and was reciting these lines:

The glass is clear and so is the wine;

They are like one another, and so is this affair.



It looks as though there is wine without a glass,

Or as though there is a glass with no wine.

I invited him home and went out to buy a fried fish. We sat eating
and then my wife gave him a mouthful of bread and a piece of fish. She
put them both into his mouth which she closed, and he then choked to
death. I carried him off and as a ruse I threw him into the house of this
Jewish doctor, who, as a ruse, threw him into the inspector’s house. The
inspector, as a ruse, threw him into the path of the Christian broker. This
is my story and this is what happened to me yesterday. Is it not more

wonderful than the story of the hunchback?

When the king of China heard this tale, he shook his head in delight and
showed his astonishment, saying: ‘The tale of what happened between
the young man and the inquisitive barber is pleasanter and better than
the story of the hunchback.” He then gave orders to one of his
chamberlains to go with the tailor and fetch the barber from prison. ‘I
want to listen to what he has to say,” he added, ‘for he is the reason why

I am letting you all go free. We shall then bury the hunchback...



Neghé 5.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the thirty-fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:
I have heard, O auspicious king, that the king of China said: ‘Fetch

me the barber, for he is the reason why I am letting you all go free. We
shall then bury the hunchback for he has been dead since yesterday, and
we shall have a tomb made for him.’ It did not take long for the
chamberlain and the tailor to reach the prison. They brought out the
barber and took him before the king, who studied him and saw an old
man of ninety, with a dark face, white beard and eyebrows, small ears, a
long nose and a foolish expression.

The king laughed at his appearance and said: ‘O silent man, I want
you to tell me something of your story.” The barber replied: ‘King of the
age, what is the story of this Christian, this Jew, this Muslim and this
hunchback who lies dead here, and what is the reason for this
gathering?’ ‘Why do you ask?’ said the king. ‘I ask,’ he replied, ‘so that
the king may know that I am not an inquisitive man, that I am not guilty
of the charge of loquacity, that I am known as the Silent and that I have

my share in the quality this name indicates. As the poet says:

You seldom find a man with a soubriquet

Which, if you look, does not contain his quality.’

The king then ordered that everything should be explained to the



barber - the affair of the hunchback and what happened to him at
supper time, and the tales of the Christian, the Jew, the inspector and
the tailor, but there is nothing to be gained in repetition. The barber
shook his head and said: ‘By God, this is a wonder indeed. Uncover the
hunchback for me.” This was done and the barber sat by his head, which
he then moved on to his lap. He looked at the hunchback’s face and then
laughed until he fell over backwards. ‘Every death is a wonder,’ he said,
‘but the death of this hunchback deserves to be written in letters of
gold.” Those present were bewildered by what he said and the king was
astonished. ‘Silent man,’ he said, ‘tell us about this.” ‘King of the age,” he
replied, ‘I swear by the truth of your grace that there is still life in this
lying hunchback.’

He then took a bag from his belt and brought out a bottle of
ointment, with which he rubbed the neck and the neck veins of the
hunchback. Next, he took a pair of iron forceps and after putting them
into the hunchback’s throat, he drew out the slice of fish with its bone,
all covered in blood. The hunchback sneezed and then immediately leapt
to his feet. He passed a hand over his face and said: ‘I bear witness that
there is no god but God and that Muhammad is the Apostle of God.” The
king and all those present were astonished at what they saw, and
laughed so much that they almost lost consciousness. ‘By God,’ said the
king, ‘this is something remarkable and I have never seen anything more
strange. You Muslims, you soldiers, have you ever in your lives seen a
man die and then come back to life? Had not God provided him with
this barber who restored him to life, he would be dead.” ‘By God,’ they
said, ‘this is a wonder of wonders.” The king ordered the story to be

written down, and when this had been done, it was stored away in the



royal treasury. The king then gave the Jew, the Christian and the
inspector a splendid robe of honour each, and, at his command, they
then left. Another splendid robe was given to the tailor, who was
appointed as the royal tailor and given official allowances. He was
reconciled with the hunchback, who received a gorgeous robe as well as
the grant of allowances and was taken as a companion by the king. Gifts,
together with a robe of honour, were given to the barber, as well as a
regular salary. He was appointed court barber and taken as a companion
by the king. They all continued to lead the most pleasant and delightful
of lives until they met death, the destroyer of delights and the parter of

companions.

‘This is not more remarkable,’” said Shahrazad, ‘than the story of the two
viziers and Anis al-Jalis.” ‘How was that?’ asked Dunyazad. SHAHRAZAD
BEGAN:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that in Basra was a certain sultan
who loved the poor, the beggars and all his subjects, distributing his
wealth to those who believed in Muhammad — may God bless him and

give him peace. He fitted the description given of him by a poet:

A king who, when squadrons circled round,
Cut through his foes with sharp and piercing blades.
His writing could be read upon their breasts,

When he assailed the riders with his spear.

The name of the sultan was Muhammad ibn Sulaiman al-Zaini and he



had two viziers, one called al-Mu‘in ibn Sawa and the second al-Fadl ibn
Khaqan. The latter was a man of good conduct, the most generous
person of his time. All loved him; all came to him for counsel and
everyone prayed that he be granted a long life, for he encouraged good
and eliminated evil and wrongdoing. Al-Mu‘in ibn Sawa, on the other
hand, disliked the people, did not love what is good but encouraged evil.
As the poet has it:

Take refuge with the noble, sons of noble men,
For these in turn will father noble sons.
Abandon the mean, descendants of the mean,

For those whom these produce are mean as well.

The love that the people felt for al-Fadl ibn Khagan was matched by
their hatred of al-Mu‘in ibn Sawa. God’s providence decreed that one
day the sultan was seated on his royal throne, surrounded by his officers
of state, when he summoned al-Fadl and said: ‘I want a slave girl
unsurpassed in beauty by anyone in this age, perfect in her grace,
splendidly proportioned, with praiseworthy qualities.” ‘A girl like that
cannot be got for less than ten thousand dinars,’ said his officials. At
that, the sultan called for his treasurer and told him to take this sum to
the house of al-Fadl, which he did, and al-Fadl had the sultan’s orders to
go to the market each day, passing on to the brokers the instructions that
he had received. According to these orders, no slave girl priced at over a
thousand dinars was to be sold without having first been shown to al-
Fadl.

The brokers carried out this instruction, but none of their girls won



al-Fadl’s approval. Then one day a broker came to al-Fadl’s house, and
finding that he was about to ride off to the royal palace, he put his hand

on al-Fadl’s stirrup and recited:

You who unfold royal commands,
You who enjoy continued happiness,
Your generosity has brought life to the dead,

And God rewards your efforts with His favour.

Then he added: ‘The one for whom the royal decree ordered us to search
has been found.’ ‘Bring her to me,’ said al-Fadl. The man went off for a
time and then came back with a slender girl with jutting breasts, kohl-
dark eyes, smooth cheeks, a slender waist and heavy buttocks. Her
clothes were of the loveliest; her saliva was sweeter than rosewater; her
figure was more perfectly proportioned than a swaying branch; and her
voice was sweeter than the dawn breeze. She was as a poet has

described:

Wonderful in her beauty, with a face like the full moon;
The people’s darling, sweet as raisins and as juice.

The Lord of Heaven has exalted her,

With charm and understanding, and a slender form.
The heavens of her face hold seven stars

That guard her cheeks against all those who watch.

If someone tries to steal a glance at her,

The devils in her eyes burn him with meteors.



When al-Fadl saw the girl, he was filled with admiration and, turning
to the broker, he asked her price. ‘It has been fixed at ten thousand
dinars,’ said the man, ‘and her owner swears that this does not cover the
cost of the chickens she has eaten, what she has drunk and the robes of
honour that have been given to her teachers. For she has studied
calligraphy, grammar, philology, Quranic interpretation, the foundations
of jurisprudence, religion, medicine, precise calculation and how to play
musical instruments.” ‘Bring the owner over to me,’ said al-Fadl. This
was immediately done, the man turning out to a Persian of whom the

assault of Time had left no more than a husk, as the poet puts it:

Time has shaken me, and what a shaking!
For Time, the powerful, acts with violence.
I used to walk and not be tired,

But now I tire and cannot walk.

Al-Fadl asked him whether he was willing to accept ten thousand
dinars for the girl from the sultan Muhammad ibn Sulaiman al-Zaini. ‘By
God,’ said the Persian, ‘if I gave her for nothing, this would only be my
duty.” Al-Fadl then ordered the money to be brought and when this had
been done, it was weighed out for the Persian. The broker then
approached al-Fadl and asked permission to speak, and when this had
been granted, he said: ‘My advice is that you should not take this girl to
the sultan today. She has just come from a journey which has tired her
out, and she is suffering from the change of air. You should keep her in
your house for ten days until she recovers. After that, take her to the

baths, dress her in the finest of dresses and then you can bring her to the



sultan. That will best for you.” Al-Fadl thought over this advice and
considered it sound. So he took the girl to his house, assigned her a room
and provided her every day with what she needed in the way of food,
drink, and so on, and she stayed like this for a time.

Al-Fadl had a son, Nur al-Din ‘Ali, like the moon at its full, with a
bright face, red cheeks and a downy mole like a speck of ambergris, as

the poet has fully described:

A moon, whose glances, when he looks, are murderous,
A branch whose figure breaks hearts when he bends.
His locks are Negroid black and his complexion gold;
His character is sweet; his frame is a spear shaft.

Hard of heart and soft of waist —

Why not move quickly from one to the other?

Were the softness of his waist found in his heart,

He would never injure or offend his lover.

You who blame me for loving him, absolve me from all guilt.
Who will help me now my body is worn away?

The fault belongs to my heart and to my eye -

Stop blaming me; leave me in my distress.

This young man did not know about the slave girl, but his father had
warned her about him. ‘Know, my daughter,” he had said, ‘that I have
bought you as a concubine for the sultan, Muhammad ibn Sulaiman al-
Zaini, and that I have a son who takes every girl in the district. Beware
of him and take care not to let him see your face or hear your voice.” “To

hear is to obey,’ said the girl, after which he left her and went away. One



day, as had been fated, it happened that the girl went to the house baths,
where maids washed her. She put on splendid clothes, looking even
more beautiful and graceful, after which she went to the lady of the
house, al-Fadl’s wife, and kissed her hand. ‘Bless you, Anis al-Jalis,” said
the lady, ‘are our baths not lovely?’ ‘The only thing that I missed,’ said
the girl, ‘was your presence there.’

At that, the lady told her maids to come with them to the baths and
they rose obediently, with her between them. She had put two little
slave girls to guard over the door to Anis al-Jalis’s room, telling them not
to let anyone in to see her, to which they had said: ‘To hear is to obey.’
While Anis al-Jalis was sitting in her room, al-Fadl’s son, Nur al-Din ‘Alj,
came in to ask about his mother and the family. The two girls said: ‘They
have gone to the baths.” From inside her room, Anis al-Jalis heard the
sound of Nur al-Din’s voice and she said to herself: ‘What do you
suppose this young man is like, who, according to al-Fadl, has left no girl
in the district without taking her? By God, I should like to have a look at
him.” She got up, still glowing from her bath, went towards the door of
her room and looked out at Nur al-Din. There he was, like a full moon,
and his glance left her the legacy of a thousand sighs. Nur al-Din turned
and noticed her and he, too, was left a thousand sighs when he looked at
her. Each of them was ensnared by love for the other.

Nur al-Din then advanced towards the two little girls and shouted at
them. They ran away, but stopped at a distance, watching him to see
what he would do. He went to the room door, opened it and went in to
meet Anis al-Jalis. ‘Are you the girl whom my father bought for me?’ he
asked. When she said yes, he went up to her, and, under the influence of

wine, he took hold of her legs and wound them around his waist. She



twined her arms round his neck and received him with kisses, sighs and
coquetry. He sucked her tongue and she sucked his, and he then took her
maidenhead. When the two little girls saw their master going in to Anis
al-Jalis, they shrieked and cried out, but he had already had his way
with her and had fled away, fearing the consequences of what he had
done.

When the lady of the house heard the girls shriek, she got up and
came out of the bath with sweat dripping from her. ‘What is this noise?’
she asked, and coming up to the two girls whom she had stationed at
Anis al-Jalis’s door, she asked them what was the matter. When they saw
her, they said: ‘Our master, Nur al-Din, came to us and hit us so we ran
away from him. Then he went into Anis al-Jalis’s room and embraced
her; we don’t know what he did then, but when we called out to you, he
ran off.” The lady then went to Anis al-Jalis and asked: ‘What happened?’
‘T was sitting here, my lady,’” she replied, ‘when a handsome young man
came in and said: “Are you the girl whom my father has bought for me?”
I said yes, for by God, my lady, I thought what he said was true. At that
he came up to me and embraced me.’ ‘Did he say anything else to you?’
she asked. ‘Yes,” said Anis al-Jalis, ‘and he took three kisses from me.’
‘He certainly did not leave you without deflowering you,’ said the lady,
and she burst into tears and both she and the maids slapped their faces,
for fear that his father kill Nur al-Din.

While they were in this state, al-Fadl came in and asked what had
happened. ‘Swear that you will listen to what I have to say,’ she said.
‘Yes,” he replied, and she then repeated to him what his son had done.
He tore his clothes in grief, slapped his face and plucked out his beard.

‘Don’t kill yourself,” urged his wife. ‘I shall give you ten thousand dinars



of my own money as her price.” He raised his head and looked at her. ‘I
don’t need her purchase price,” he said. ‘My fear is that I shall lose both
my life and my money.” ‘How is that, master?’ she asked. ‘Don’t you
know,’ he told her, ‘that in the background is my enemy, al-Mu‘in ibn

Sawa. When he hears of this, he will go to the sultan...’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the thirty-fifth night, she continued:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that al-Fadl said to his wife: ‘Don’t
you know that in the background is my enemy, al-Mu‘in ibn Sawa. When
he hears of this, he will go to the sultan and say: “This vizier of yours,
whom you think loves you, has taken ten thousand dinars from you and
has used it to buy a slave girl of unequalled beauty. Then when she
pleased him, he told his son: ‘Do you take her, for you have a better
right to her than the sultan.” So he took her and deflowered her and she
is now in his house.” When the sultan says: “This is a lie,” he will ask
permission to raid my house and take the girl to him. The sultan will
give permission and he will make a surprise attack and carry the girl off
to the royal palace. When the sultan asks her, she will not be able to
deny what happened. Then al-Mu‘in will say: “Master, you know that I
gave you sound advice, but I find no favour with you.” The sultan will
make an example of me with everyone looking on, and I shall lose my
life.’

‘There is no need to tell anyone about this,’” said his wife, ‘for it



happened in private, and so, as far as this is concerned, leave the affair
in the hands of God.” This quieted al-Fadl’s agitation, but as for Nur al-
Din, he was afraid of what might happen. He stayed all day long in the
orchard and at the end of the day he came to his mother and spent the
night in her apartments, getting up before dawn and going back to the
orchard. For a month, he carried on like this, not showing his face to his
father. Then his mother said to his father: ‘Master, are we going to lose
our son as well as the girl? If this goes on for too long, he will run away
from us.” ‘What are we to do?’ he asked. She said: ‘Stay awake tonight
and when he comes, take hold of him, reconcile yourself with him and
give him the girl, for she loves him and he loves her. I will pay you her
price.’

Al-Fadl waited patiently until nightfall, and when Nur al-Din arrived,
he seized him and was about to cut his throat. His mother then came up
and cried: ‘What are you going to do to our son?’ ‘I shall cut his throat,’
he answered. ‘Am I of so little value to you?’ asked Nur al-Din. Al-Fadl’s
eyes filled with tears and he said: ‘My son, how was it that the loss of my
wealth and my life was unimportant to you?’ Nur al-Din said: ‘Listen to

the words of the poet, father:

I may have sinned but men of understanding
Continue to give a general pardon to the sinner.
What is there for your enemy to hope

When he is at the nadir and you at the zenith?’

At that, al-Fadl let go of his son and, moved by pity, told him that he

was forgiven, at which Nur al-Din rose and kissed his father’s hand. His



father said: ‘If I knew that you would treat Anis al-Jalis fairly, I would
give her to you.” ‘How could I not treat her fairly?’ asked Nur al-Din. ‘I
enjoin you,’ replied his father, ‘not to take another wife or a concubine
and not to sell her.” ‘I swear to you that I will not take another wife or
sell her,” said Nur al-Din, and he swore an oath on this. He then went in
to join Anis al-Jalis and stayed with her for a year, while God Almighty
caused the king to forget that he had wanted a slave girl.

As for al-Mu‘in, the story had come to his ears, but since his fellow
vizier stood so high in the sultan’s favour, he did not dare to speak about
it. At the end of a year, al-Fadl went to the baths, but he was still
sweating when he came out and the fresh air proved harmful to him. He
took to his bed and spent long sleepless hours as his illness grew worse
and worse. He then summoned Nur al-Din and, when he came, he said:
‘Know, my son, that what God gives us as our daily bread is apportioned
to us, that our allotted time is decreed by fate and that every living soul

must drink of the cup of death.” Then he recited:

[ am a mortal: great is the Immortal God!
I know for sure that I shall die.
No mortal keeps his kingdom when he dies;

The kingdom belongs to Him Who does not die.

‘T have no instruction to give you, my son, except to fear God, to think
about the consequences of your actions, and to do what I told you about
the slave girl, Anis al-Jalis.” ‘Father,’ said Nur al-Din, ‘who is your equal?
You are known for your charitable acts, and preachers bless you from

their pulpits.” ‘My son,’ his father said, ‘I hope to find acceptance with



Almighty God.” Then he pronounced the two confessions of faith and
was enrolled among the blessed. At that, his palace was turned upside
down with cries of mourning. News reached the sultan; the people heard
of al-Fadl’s death and children wept for him in their schools. Nur al-Din,
his son, got up and made preparations for the funeral, which was
attended by the emirs, officers of state and the people of the city, while
among those who came was the vizier al-Mu‘in.

When the funeral cortege left the house, someone recited:

On Thursday I parted from my friends;

They washed me on a stone slab by the door.
They stripped me of the clothes that I had on,
Dressing me in what was not my own.

On the shoulders of four men they carried me
To the chapel, where people prayed for me,
Using a prayer where there is no prostration.
All my friends prayed over me, and then
They went with me into a vaulted house,

Whose door shall not be opened, though Time wears all away.

When the earth had been heaped over the corpse and his family and
friends had left, Nur al-Din went back home, sobbing and tearful, and

reciting in his distress:

They left on a Thursday evening;
I said goodbye to them and they to me.

When they had turned away, my soul went with them.



‘Return,’ I told it, but it said: ‘To where should I return —
To a bloodless body with no breath of life,

That is no more than rattling bones?

My eyes are blinded by the violence of my tears;

My ears are deaf and cannot hear.’

For a long time, he remained in deep mourning for his father, until
one day, when he was seated in his father’s house, a knock came at the
door. He rose and opened it, to find one of his father’s intimate friends
and companions. The man came in, kissed his hand and said: ‘One who
has left behind a son like you is not dead, and this is a path trodden by
Muhammad, the master of all generations of mankind, earlier and later.
Be of good heart, sir, and abandon your mourning.’ At that, Nur al-Din
got up, went to the reception room and brought there all that was
needed. His companions gathered around him, including ten young
merchants, and he took his slave girl and began to eat and drink and to
hold one entertainment after another, making generous gifts. His agent
then came to him and said: ‘Sir, have you not heard it said that whoever
spends without keeping a reckoning, becomes poor before he knows it?

As the poet says:

I act as guardian and defend my cash,

For this, I know, serves as my sword and shield.
If I spend it on my most bitter foes,

I exchange good fortune among men for bad.

I spend on food and drink with happiness,

Giving away no single coin.



I guard my money from mean-natured folk,

Those people who are no true friends of mine.

I like this more than saying to some low man:

“Give me a dirham till tomorrow in exchange for five.”
He would shun me, turning away his face,

While my soul would be like that of a dog.

Men without money are disgraced,

Even if their virtues shine out like the sun.’

The agent went on: ‘Master, this enormous expenditure and these
huge gifts are destroying your wealth.” When Nur al-Din heard what his
agent had to say, he looked at him and said: ‘I shall not pay attention to

a single word of yours, for I have heard what the poet says:

If I have money which I do not give away,
May my hand wither and my foot not stir.
Find me a man whose meanness won him fame,

Or one who died of generosity.’

Then he told the man: ‘If you have enough left for my morning meal,
then don’t worry me about what to eat in the evening.” The agent left
him, while he himself set about enjoying the life of pleasure on which he
had embarked. Whenever one of his companions said: “This is a beautiful
thing,” he would say: ‘It is yours as a gift,” and if someone else said:
‘Such-and-such a house is beautiful,” he would reply: ‘I give it to you.’
Both first thing and last thing each day, he would give entertainments,

and for a whole year he continued in this way. Then, after a year was



up, Anis al-Jalis came and recited:

You thought well of Time when Time was kind,
You did not fear the evils fate might bring.
The nights kept peace with you; you were deceived.

It is when the nights are undisturbed that distress comes.

When she had finished these lines, there was a knock on the door.
Nur al-Din got up, followed, although he did not know it, by one of his
companions. When he opened the door, he found his agent, and when he
asked what news he had, the agent said: ‘What I feared for you has
happened.’ ‘How is that?’ asked Nur al-Din. ‘Know,’ replied the man,
‘that I have nothing at my disposal worth a dirham, neither more nor
less. Here are the account books showing your expenditure, and these
are the ones that show your original capital.” On hearing this, Nur al-Din
looked down at the ground and exclaimed: ‘There is no might and no
power except with God!” The man who had secretly followed him was
there to spy on him, and when he had heard what the agent had to say,
he returned to his companions and told them: ‘Mind what you do, for
Nur al-Din is bankrupt.’

When Nur al-Din returned, his distress was plainly written on his
face. One of his drinking companions then got to his feet, looked at him,
and asked politely for leave to go. ‘Why do you want to go?’ asked Nur
al-Din. ‘My wife is giving birth and I cannot be away from her. I would
like to go and see her,’ replied the man. When Nur al-Din gave him
leave, another stood up and said that he wanted to go to his brother,

who was circumcising his son, and then everyone produced some excuse



to leave, until eventually they had all gone and Nur al-Din was left
alone. He called for Anis al-Jalis and said: ‘Do you see what has
happened to me?’

He told her about the agent’s news and she said: ‘For some nights
now I have been thinking of talking to you about this, but I heard you

reciting:

If the world is generous to you, be generous with your worldly
goods,

And give to everyone before good fortune goes.

Generosity will not destroy your luck,

Nor will meanness retain it when it turns away.

When I heard you speak these lines, I stayed silent and said nothing.’

Nur al-Din then pointed out: ‘You know that it is only to my
companions that I have given away my wealth. They have left me with
nothing, but I don’t think that they will abandon me without giving me
something in return.” ‘By God,’ said Anis al-Jalis, ‘they will be of no help
at all to you.” ‘I shall go to them at once,’ said Nur al-Din, ‘and knock on
their doors. They may supply me with what I can use as trading capital,
and I will then abandon pleasure and idle pastimes.’

He got up immediately and walked to the lane in which all ten of his
companions lived. When he knocked on the first door, a slave girl came
out and asked him who he was. He said to her: ‘Tell your master that
Nur al-Din ‘Ali is standing at the door and that he says to you: “Your
slave kisses your hand and awaits your generosity.” ’ The girl went in

and told her master, but he shouted at her and told her to go back and



tell Nur al-Din that he was not there, which she did. Nur al-Din turned
away, saying to himself: ‘If this bastard pretends not to be there, perhaps
one of the others may be more generous.’ So he went to the door of the
second man and repeated what he had said before, but this man, too,

pretended not to be in. So Nur al-Din recited:

They have gone, those who when you were standing at their door

Would generously give you meats and roasts.

When he had finished these lines, he said: ‘By God, I must test every one
of them, for it may be that one of them may stand in place of all the
rest.” So he went round all ten, but not one opened his door, showed

himself or broke a loaf for him. So he recited:

In his time of fortune man is like a tree;
People surround it while it bears its fruit.
But when the fruit it bore has gone,

They leave it to endure the heat and dust.
May ill befall the children of this age;

Not one in ten of them has proved sincere.

He then returned with redoubled concern to Anis al-Jalis, who said:
‘Didn’t I tell you, master, that these people would do you no good at all?’
‘By God,” he replied, ‘not one of them would show me his face and no
one would acknowledge me.’ ‘Master,’ she then advised him, ‘sell the
furniture and the household goods and wait for God’s providence, but
dispose of them bit by bit.’



So Nur al-Din started to sell what he had and he went on until he had
disposed of everything in the house and had nothing left. Then he looked
at Anis al-Jalis and said: ‘What shall we do now?’ ‘My advice, master, is
that you should get up at once, take me down to the market and sell me.
You know that your father bought me for ten thousand dinars, and it
may be that God will open the way for you to get something like that
price. Then later, if God decrees that we should meet, meet we shall.” ‘By
God, Anis al-Jalis,” he said to her, ‘I would not find it easy to part from
you for a single hour.” ‘Nor I, master,” she replied, ‘but necessity has its

own laws, as the poet says:

Necessity forces men in their affairs
To follow paths that do not fit good manners.
When someone brings himself to do something,

The reason for it matches what he does.’

At that Nur al-Din got to his feet and embraced Anis al-Jalis, with

tears running down his cheeks like rain. He recited in his grief:

Stop; give me a glance before you go,
To distract a heart close to destruction as you leave.
But if you find this burdensome, then let me die

Of love; do not burden yourself.

He then went to the market and handed over Anis al-Jalis to the
auctioneer. ‘Hajji Hasan,” he said, ‘you know the value of what you are

offering for sale.” ‘Master,’ the auctioneer said, ‘I know the principles of



my trade.” Then he added: ‘Isn’t this Anis al-Jalis, whom your father
bought from me for ten thousand dinars?’ ‘It is,” said Nur al-Din, and
Hasan then went to the merchants and, finding that they were not all
there, he waited until they had arrived. The market was packed with
slave girls of all races — Turks, Franks, Circassians, Abyssinians, Nubians,
Takruris, Rumis, Tartars, Georgians and others. When he saw this, he
came forward, took up his position and cried: ‘Merchants, men of
wealth, not everything round is a walnut; not everything long is a
banana; not everything red is meat; and not everything white is fat. But
here is a unique pearl beyond all price. How much am I bid for her?’
‘Four thousand five hundred dinars,’ said one, and the auctioneer opened
the bidding at this sum.

As he was calling it out, al-Mu‘in ibn Sawa, who happened to be
passing, caught sight of Nur al-Din standing at the edge of the market.
‘What is Ibn Khagan’s son doing here?’ he asked himself. ‘Does this good-
for-nothing have anything left over for buying slave girls?’ He looked
then heard the auctioneer in the market, surrounded by merchants,
calling for bids. ‘I think that Nur al-Din must be bankrupt,’ he said to
himself, ‘and that he has brought Anis al-Jalis to sell her. How refreshing
this is for me!’

He summoned the auctioneer, who came and kissed the ground
before him. ‘T want this girl whom you are auctioning,” al-Mu‘in said.
The auctioneer could not oppose him and replied: ‘Sir, let it be in God’s
Name.’ Then he brought the girl and showed her to him. The vizier
approved of her and said: ‘Hasan, how much have you been bid for the
girl?’ ‘Four thousand five hundred dinars was the opening bid,” the man

replied. ‘My bid is four thousand five hundred,’ said al-Mu‘in, and when



they heard that, none of the merchants was able to advance the bidding
by a single dirham. They knew al-Mu‘in’s evil nature and so held back.
Al-Mu‘in then said to the auctioneer: ‘What are you waiting for? Go and
bid four thousand dinars for me and you can have five hundred for
yourself.” The man went to Nur al-Din and said: ‘Master, you have lost
the girl for nothing.” ‘How is that?’ Nur-al-Din asked. ‘We opened the
auction at four thousand five hundred,’” the auctioneer explained, ‘and
then this tyrant, al-Mu‘in, came by the market and admired the girl
when he saw her. He told me to get her for four thousand dinars,
promising me five hundred for myself. I think that he knows that she
belongs to you. Were he to hand over the cash immediately, that would
be fine, but I know his evil ways. He will write you a note of hand to get
the money from his agents, and then when you have gone he will send a
man to tell them not to pay you anything. Every time you go to ask them
for the money, they will say: “We’ll give it to you soon,” and they will
put you off like this, day after day. You are a proud man and when they
get tired of your coming to press them, they will say: “Show us the
note.” Then, when you hand it over, they will tear it up, and you will
have lost the price of the girl.’

When Nur al-Din heard what the auctioneer had to say, he looked at
him and asked what to do. The man replied: ‘I can give you advice
which, if you accept it, will turn out to your best advantage.” ‘What is
that?’ Nur al-Din asked. ‘I suggest,” he replied, ‘that you come up to me
now as [ am standing in the middle of the market and that you snatch
the girl from me, slap her and say: “Whore, now that I have brought you
to the market, I am released from the oath that I swore to bring you here

and to get the auctioneer to call for bids for you. This I have now done.”



It may be that this ruse will work with al-Mu‘in and with the others, and
they will think that you only brought her here to fulfil an oath.’

Nur al-Din approved of this strategy. The auctioneer then left him and
went to the centre of the market, took the girl by the hand and gestured
to al-Mu‘in. ‘Master,’” he said, ‘here is her owner just coming.” Nur al-Din
then came up to him, snatched the girl from his hands, slapped her and
cried: ‘Evil take you, you whore! I have brought you to the market to
fulfil my oath. So go back home and don’t disobey me again. Am I in
need of the price you would fetch that I should sell you? If I sold the
house furnishings, they would fetch many times more than what I could
get for you.” When al-Mu‘in saw this, he said: ‘Damn you, have you
anything left to trade?’ and he was about to attack Nur al-Din.

The merchants were all looking on, and Nur al-Din said to them: ‘I am
in your hands; you know al-Mu‘in’s tyrannical ways.” ‘By God,’ said al-
Mu‘in, ‘if it were not for you people, I would kill this fellow.” The
merchants were fond of Nur al-Din and they all looked meaningfully at
him, as if to say: ‘Get your own back on him; none of us will interfere.’
At that, Nur al-Din, who was a brave man, went up to the vizier, dragged
him from his saddle and threw him to the ground, where there was a
kneading trough for clay and it was into the middle of this that he fell.
Nur al-Din started to strike him and punch him, and when a blow landed
on his teeth, his beard became stained with his blood. Al-Mu‘in had with
him ten mamluks, and when they saw this happening to their master,
their hands went to their sword hilts and they were about to draw their
weapons and attack Nur al-Din in order to cut him down when the
bystanders called to them: ‘One of these is a vizier and the other is the

son of a vizier. It may be that at some time in the future they may



become reconciled, in which case both of them would hate you, or a
blow might strike your master and then you would all die the worst of
deaths. The best advice is for you not to interfere.’

When Nur al-Din had finished drubbing al-Mu‘in, he took Anis al-Jalis
and went back home. As for al-Mu‘in, he left immediately with his
clothes stained in three colours — the black of the mud, the red of his
blood and the colour of ashes. When he saw the state he was in, he took
a piece of matting and placed it round his neck, and taking two handfuls
of esparto grass, he went to stand beneath the sultan’s palace, where he
called out: ‘King of the age, I have been wronged.” He was brought
before the sultan, who saw that this was his chief vizier and asked who

had done this. With tears and sobs, the vizier recited:

Can an age in which you live wrong me,
And can wolves devour me when you are a lion?
The thirsty are given water from your trough;

Am I to thirst under your protection when you are the rain?

He added: ‘Master, are all those who love you and serve you to suffer
like this?’ ‘Be quick,’ said the sultan, ‘and tell me how this happened to
you and who treated you like this, when the respect owed to me covers
you as well.” Al-Mu‘in replied: ‘You must know, master, that I went
today to the slave girls’ market to buy a cook. There I saw the most
beautiful girl that I have ever seen in my life. I wanted to buy her for
you and I asked the auctioneer about her and about her owner. He told
me that she belonged to Nur al-Din ‘Ali, the son of al-Fadl ibn Khaqan.

You, master, had earlier given his father ten thousand dinars with which



to buy a pretty slave girl. This was the one whom he bought, but
because he admired her, he was reluctant to see her go to you, and so he
gave her to his son. On his father’s death, Nur al-Din sold all his
properties, his orchards and his household goods until he became
bankrupt. Then he took the girl to the market to sell her. He handed her
over to the auctioneer, who put her up for sale, and the merchants bid
against each other until her price reached four thousand dinars. I said to
myself: “I will buy her for my master, the sultan, as it was he who paid
the price for her originally.” So I said to Nur al-Din: “My son, take four
thousand dinars from me as her price.” When he heard this, he looked at
me and said: “You ill-omened old man, I shall sell her to Jews and
Christians, but I will not sell her to you.” “I am not buying her for
myself,” I said, “but for our master, the sultan, who is our generous
patron.” When he heard me say this, he became angry and dragged me
from my horse, old man that I am. He struck me and went on punching
me until he left me as you see me. The only reason for this was that I
had come to buy the girl for you.’

Al-Mu‘in then threw himself on the ground and started to weep and
to shake. When the sultan saw the state that he was in and heard what
he had to say, the vein of anger stood out between his eyes. He turned to
the officers of his court and ordered forty men armed with swords who
were standing before him to go at once to the house of Nur al-Din, which
they were to plunder and then to destroy. ‘Tie him and the girl with
their hands behind their backs, drag them on their faces and bring them
to me.” “To hear is to obey,’ they replied, and they armed themselves and
left the palace to set off for Nur al-Din’s house.

The sultan had a chamberlain named ‘Alam al-Din Sanjar, who had



originally been one of the mamluks of al-Fadl ibn Khaqan, Nur al-Din’s
father. He had risen in rank until he had been employed as a
chamberlain by the sultan. When he heard the sultan’s orders and saw
how his enemies were getting ready to kill his old master’s son, he was
not prepared to let this be. Leaving the sultan’s presence and mounting
his horse, he rode to Nur al-Din’s house, where he knocked on the door.
Nur al-Din came out and recognized him as soon as he saw him. ‘Alam
al-Din then told him: ‘Master, this is not a time for greetings or for

words. Listen to what the poet said:

If you meet injustice, save your life,
And let the house lament its builder.
You can replace the country you have left,

But there is no replacement for your life.”

‘What is the news?’ asked Nur al-Din. ‘Get up and save yourself, you
and the girl,” replied ‘Alam al-Din. ‘Al-Mu‘in has laid a trap for you both,
and if you fall into his hands, he will kill you. The sultan has sent forty
swordsmen to take you, and my advice is to fly before you are harmed.’
He put his hand into the pocket of his sash, where he found forty dinars,
and these he gave to Nur al-Din, saying: ‘Take these, master, and use
them for your journey. If I had more, I would give it to you, but this is
no time for reproaches.’

At that, Nur al-Din went in and told Anis al-Jalis, who was almost
paralysed with fear. The two of them left the city at once, God covering
them with the cloak of His shelter, and after they had walked to the

river bank, they found a ship ready to sail. The captain was standing



amidships and calling out: ‘If anyone needs to fetch provisions or to say
goodbye to his family, or if anyone has forgotten anything, they should
see to it now, for we are about to sail.” All those on board replied: ‘We
have nothing left to do,” and at that the captain shouted to the crew:
‘Cast off the moorings and up with the poles.” ‘Where are you heading
for, captain?’ asked Nur al-Din. ‘The House of Peace, Baghdad,” came the

Answer.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been
allowed to say. Then, when it was the thirty-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O auspicious king, that the captain told Nur al-Din that
he was bound for Baghdad. So Nur al-Din, together with Anis al-Jalis,
went aboard. The vessel cast off, and when its sails were unfurled it

moved like a bird on the wing, as has been well described by a poet:

Look at a ship, a captivating sight,
Racing the wind as it follows on its course,
Like a bird that has spread its wings,

Swooping from the air to skim the water.

It carried them off on a fair wind.
So much for them, but as for the mamluks, they came to Nur al-Din’s
house and broke down the door, but when they entered and went

through all the rooms, they could find no trace of their quarry, so they



destroyed the house and went back to tell the sultan. ‘Search for them
wherever they may be,” he ordered, to which they replied: ‘To hear is to
obey.” Al-Mu‘in then went home with a robe of honour which the sultan
had given him. He was in a calm state of mind for the sultan had told
him: ‘No one will take vengeance on your behalf but me.’ In return, he
had prayed that the sultan would enjoy a long life.

The sultan then made a proclamation to the entire population of the
city that whoever found Nur al-Din ‘Ali and brought him to him would
receive a robe of honour and a gift of a thousand dinars, whereas if
anyone hid him or knew where he was but failed to report him, he
would bring down on himself an exemplary punishment. A thorough
search was then made for Nur al-Din, but no trace of him or news of his
whereabouts could be found.

So much for them, but as for Nur al-Din and Anis al-Jalis, they
reached Baghdad without mishap. The captain said: ‘This is Baghdad, a
safe city. The cold of winter has gone; spring has come with its roses; the
blossom is on the trees, and the streams are flowing.” Nur al-Din
disembarked with Anis al-Jalis, and after he had given the captain five
dinars, they walked for a while until, as fate had decreed, they found
themselves in the middle of a garden. They came to a place which they
found to have been swept out and sprinkled with water. There were
benches running lengthways along it and hanging pots filled with water.
A reed trellis sheltered the length of the path, and at the head of it was a
garden gate, but this was locked. ‘This is a beautiful place,’” said Nur al-
Din to Anis al-Jalis, and she suggested that they sit down on one of the
benches to rest. They did this, and then they washed their faces and

their hands, after which, as the breeze fanned them, they fell asleep -



glory be to Him who does not sleep!

This garden was called the Garden of Pleasure and in it was a palace
known as the Palace of Delight and of Statues, the property of Caliph
Harun al-Rashid, who would come to the garden and the palace when he
was feeling depressed, and sit there. The palace had eighty windows,
with eighty hanging lamps, and in the middle there was a great
candelabrum made of gold. When the caliph came in, he would tell the
slave girls to open the windows. Then he would order the singing girls
and his boon companion, Ishaq ibn Ibrahim, to sing, until his depression
was relieved and his cares dispelled.

In charge of the garden was a very old man, Shaikh Ibrahim by name.
When he went out on some errand, he had very often found pleasure
seekers there accompanied by prostitutes, and that made him furiously
angry. He waited until one day he had found an opportunity to tell this
to the caliph, who had given him permission to do whatever he wanted
with anyone he found on the benches by the garden gate. On that
particular day, he had gone out to do something and by the gate he
found Nur al-Din and Anis al-Jalis covered by a single mantle. ‘Good, by
God,’ he said to himself. ‘These people don’t know that the caliph has
given me official permission to kill anyone I find here. I shall give this
pair an ignominious beating, so that no one else will ever come near this
gate.” So saying, he cut a green palm branch and went over to the two
sleepers. He raised his arm until the white of his armpit could be seen
and was on the point of striking them when he thought to himself:
‘Ibrahim, how can you strike them when you know nothing about them?
They may be strangers or wanderers brought here by fate. I shall

uncover their faces and take a look at them.’ So he lifted the mantle and



then exclaimed: ‘What a handsome pair! I must not beat them.” He
covered up their faces again and began to massage Nur al-Din’s foot.

Nur al-Din opened his eyes, to find at his feet a venerable and
dignified old man. In a state of embarrassment, he tucked in his feet and,
sitting up, he took Ibrahim’s hand and kissed it. Ibrahim asked: ‘My son,
where do you come from?’ Nur al-Din replied: ‘Sir, we are strangers,” and
his eyes brimmed with tears. Shaikh Ibrahim said: ‘Know, my son, that
the Prophet — may God bless him and give him peace! — enjoined us to
treat strangers hospitably.” Then he added: ‘Why don’t you get up and go
into the garden to enjoy yourselves and relax there?’ ‘Sir,” asked Nur al-
Din, ‘who owns this garden?’ In reply, Ibrahim told him that he himself
had inherited it from his family, his intention being to put his visitors’
minds to rest and to encourage them to stroll round the garden.

When Nur al-Din heard this, he thanked him, after which he and Anis
al-Jalis got up and, with Ibrahim leading the way, they went further into
the garden — and what a garden it was! Its gate was arched like a vaulted
hall, covered with vines, whose grapes varied in colour from ruby red to
ebony black. They walked beneath a trellis where fruits hung in pairs or
singly. On the branches birds sang tunefully, with the nightingale
repeating her melodies and the turtledove filling the garden with song,
the blackbird warbling like a human singer, and the ringdove singing
like one drunk with wine. All kinds of edible fruits were there. There
were camphor apricots, almond apricots and the apricots of Khurasan.
There were plums coloured like beautiful girls, cherries that keep the
teeth from turning yellow, and figs of two colours, red and white. There
were flowers like pearls and coral. The redness of the rose put to shame

the cheeks of the beautiful women; the violets were like sulphur to



which fire has been put at night; and there was myrtle along with
gillyflowe