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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.
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The Christians of medieval Europe believed Asia to be a region of fabulous riches, strange marvels and wise sages. Cannibals and dog-headed men dwelt there and lambs grew from the soil as plants. The Travels of Sir John de Mandeville, written sometime between 1357 and 1371, gave an account of the marvels of Asia that was supposedly based on the author’s journeyings. However, Mandeville’s Travels was no kind of Rough Guide to Asia, providing reliable information for prospective travellers. It was, rather, a work of entertainment in which interesting facts were mixed in with even more interesting fictions. Some of the wonders conjured up by Mandeville are common to The Arabian Nights and to The Seven Voyages of Sindbad. These include the giant bird known as the rukh, the Amazon warrior women, the Magnetic Mountain, the Fountain of Youth and the earthly paradise.

In later centuries, Galland, Lane and Burton were to use their translations of The Arabian Nights as vehicles for instructive glosses and footnotes about Islamic and Arab manners and customs. But medieval Christian storytellers were not so interested in such things, and they had little sense of the otherness of the Arab world. They did not compose or adapt stories featuring veiled women, harems, eunuchs and camels. There seems to have been no attempt to produce a translation of the Nights that might have served any educational purpose. Instead, individual storytelling items were absorbed piecemeal by medieval European romancers and added to their fictional repertoire. Detached from Shahrazad’s frame, such plot motifs, images or accessories – for example, the flying carpet – even reached as far as Iceland.

The unfinished ‘Squire’s Tale’ in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales (1387– 1400) provides one example of how all sorts of bits and pieces were taken from the Nights and other Oriental sources, yet the story as a whole is unmistakably European and reveals no interest at all in the real Orient. In Tartarye (the Mongol lands) there was a great king called Cambyuskan. An envoy from Arabia brought him gifts, including a horse of brass, a mirror, a gold ring and a sword. The mirror and the ring were for the king’s daughter Canacee. The mirror allows the viewer to see danger and to detect falsehood in a woman. The sword can cut through armour and deliver wounds that cannot be cured save by the application of the flat of the same sword. The ring permits its wearer to understand the language of birds; hence Canacee is able to hear a female falcon lament about how she has been deserted by a tercel (male hawk). Canacee nurses the bird, which has swooned from grief, and, shortly after this episode, ‘The Squire’s Tale’ breaks off.

It is impossible to know how the story as a whole would have developed further and what part the horse, mirror and sword would have played in it. However, the deserted female falcon features in the Nights stories of Ardashir and Hayat al-Nufus and of Taj al-Muluk and Princess Dunya. From the Nights tales we can deduce that Canacee, having heard the female falcon’s story, will come to distrust all men and rebuff their approaches, until some prince completes the story by showing how the male hawk did not deliberately abandon the female, but was seized by a bigger raptor, such as a kite. Once Canacee understands the full story, she will accept the prince’s suit.

The mechanical horse and the magic mirror that feature in ‘The Squire’s Tale’ also have their precursors in Nights stories. But this is not the place to track down and examine each and every example of Arab stories and images that appeared in the romances of medieval and Renaissance Europe. Orlando Furioso, the mock-heroic epic composed by Ludovico Ariosto and published in 1532, provides a striking example of the adaptation of a Nights story, almost certainly via an Italian intermediary source. One of the great classics of European literature, it is set in the time of Charlemagne and recounts the struggles of Orlando (Roland) and others of Charlemagne’s paladins against the Saracens and pagans. Their destinies cross with those of distressed damsels, sorcerers and monsters. In Canto 28, an innkeeper recounts to Rodomont the story of two kings, Astolfo and Iocondo, who were betrayed by their wives with a knave and a dwarf respectively. Eventually the kings accept the propensity of women to be unfaithful. Rodomont, having listened to the innkeeper, is forced to accept that there is no limit to women’s wiles. Evidently the innkeeper’s story is an adaptation of the story with which the Nights opens, the tale of how Shahriyar and Shah Zaman were betrayed by their adulterous wives and how, after a sexual encounter with a woman, supposedly kept under guard by a jinni, they come to recognize that there is no such thing as a faithful woman.

Arab, Persian and Turkish stories percolated into Europe, carried there perhaps by sailors, merchants and prisoners of war. Spain and Sicily were important as channels of transmission for Arab and Islamic culture, while another region where Muslim and Christian alternately fought one another or lived together in uneasy coexistence was the Balkans. The degree to which Arabian Nights stories were known by Balkan and Greek Christians and transmitted by them prior to the publication of Galland’s French translation has yet to be properly investigated. But a version of ‘Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves’ circulated in the Balkans (though ‘Ali Baba’ was one of Galland’s ‘orphan stories’ for which no Arabic original has been found). Nights tales also circulated in Romania, and there was a Vlach version of the story of Hasan of Basra. In 1835, Alexander Kinglake, author of the high-spirited travel masterpiece Eothen, set out for the Holy Land and Egypt and, at one stage of his journey, took a Greek boat from Smyrna to Cyprus. One of the things that struck him was the Greek crew’s fondness for long stories. These were ‘mostly founded upon oriental topics, and in one of them I recognized with some alteration, an old friend of The Arabian Nights. I inquired as to the source from which the story had been derived, and the crew all agreed that it had been handed down unwritten from Greek to Greek.’ (Kinglake went on to speculate, provocatively and foolishly, that the Nights as a whole might have a Greek rather than an Oriental origin.) It is clear that some of the Nights stories circulated in oral form in Ottoman-occupied Greece and came via Turkish versions.

Romanians, Bulgarians, Albanians, Greeks and others could have become familiar with Nights stories via translations made from Arabic or Syriac. But it is perhaps more likely that they came to the stories in Turkish versions produced during the Ottoman period. Although the main corpus of The Arabian Nights was not translated into any European language until the eighteenth century, a substantial section had been translated into Turkish at a remarkably early date by Abdi in 1429 under the title Binbir Gece (‘Thousand and One Nights’). Several other translations were later made into Turkish and these survive in various manuscripts. One in the British Library, apparently dating from the seventeenth century, has the ‘night stories’ told by Shahrazad, or rather ‘Shehzad’ as she features in Turkish. These stories include the hunchback cycle, but the ‘night stories’ are interleaved with ‘day stories’ related by another narrator about the great Sufi saint Junayd. There is also the ten-volume Beyani manuscript of 1636, a translation of the Nights into Turkish made on the orders of Murad IV. This manuscript was purchased by Galland and brought by him to Paris; it is currently in the Bibliothèque Nationale. It is possible that Galland consulted this Turkish manuscript in order to supplement the material in the fifteenth-century Arabic manuscript he was translating from.

Galland’s translation was rather free and stories were edited in order to conform to eighteenth-century French standards of decorum and refinement. He also conceived of the publication of these stories as having a twofold purpose: they would not only give readers instruction about the manners and customs of Oriental peoples, but those readers would ‘benefit from the examples of virtues and vices’ contained in the stories. His French translation appeared in 1704–17 as Les Mille et une nuits and it was in turn swiftly translated into English, German, Italian and most of Europe’s leading languages. Adaptations, parodies, pastiches and other works inspired in one way or another by the Nights followed its publication. These included Jacques Cazotte’s Les Mille et une fadaises (1742), Crébillon fils’s Le Sopha (1742), Denis Diderot’s Les Bijoux indiscrets (1748), Voltaire’s Zadig (1748), Samuel Johnson’s Rasselas (1759), John Hawkesworth’s Almoran and Hamet (1761), James Ridley’s Tales of the Genii (1764) and Cazotte’s Le Diable amoureux (1772). The majority of these publications echoed Galland’s earnest purpose in that their narratives offered improving examples of the ‘virtues and vices’.

France and, more precisely, Paris in the early eighteenth century had a central role as the arbiter of taste and civilization. In his introduction to Spells of Enchantment: The Wondrous Fairy of Western Culture (1991), Jack Zipes, a leading authority on the history of the fairy tale, having noted this, goes on to remark of Galland’s translation that ‘the literary fairy tale became an acceptable social symbolic form through which conventionalized motifs, characters, and plots were selected, composed, arranged, and rearranged to comment on the civilizing process and to keep alive the possibility of miraculous change and a sense of wonderment’. In the centuries that followed the French publication of the Nights, the stories were imitated, parodied and emulated. Some writers imitated the manner; others merely borrowed a few Oriental props or phrases. Words such as ‘carbuncle’, ‘talisman’ and ‘hieroglyphic’ and phrases such as ‘Barmecide feast’ and ‘Aladdin’s cave’ were part of the common stock of literary bric-à-brac from a cultural attic. In more modern times, writers have played intertextual games with the original stories. Often overt or covert reference to the Nights has been used as a kind of literary echo chamber in order to give depth to a more modern story.

For some eighteenth-century authors, the stories of the Nights were not moralistic enough and they laboriously ‘improved’ them; for others in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the stories were not erotic enough. From the second half of the nineteenth century onwards, the existence of The Arabian Nights was also to serve as a kind of licensing authority, permitting literary fantasy, eroticism and violence. Later, from the mid twentieth century onwards, there have been many attempts by women writers to redress the injustice of Shahriyar’s treatment of women and his threat to execute Shahrazad as well as to reply to the fairly pervasive misogyny of the medieval Arab stories.

Translated versions of the Nights influenced in different ways such well-known writers as Joseph Addison, Samuel Johnson, Voltaire, William Beckford, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Marcel Proust, Jorge Luis Borges and John Barth (and I have discussed the nature of the various influences in my Arabian Nights: A Companion, 2004). The account of the influence of the Nights that follows will concentrate on a small handful of selected examples from British and French literature, but, of course, the influence of the Nights spread more widely and any truly comprehensive account of its influence would also need to discuss such figures as the Germans, Johann Wolfgang Goethe, Hugo von Hofmannstahl and Ernst Junger, the Danes Adam Oehlenschläger and Hans Christian Andersen, the Italian Italo Calvino and the Japanese Yukio Mishima. It would also cover the impact of the Nights on modern Arabic literature. In the Arabic-speaking world, the Nights, because of its colloquial style, frequently incorrect Arabic and occasional bawdiness, used not to enjoy a high reputation. However, from the twentieth century onwards and following the acclamation of Western writers and intellectuals, many of the Arab world’s most famous writers have championed the Nights, praised the liberating qualities of imaginative fiction and pastiched its themes. They include Tawfiq al-Hakim, Taha Hussein, Jabra Ibrahim Jabra, Naguib Mahfouz and Edwar Kharrat. ‘We are a doomed people, so regale us with amusing stories’ is the bitter reflection of the narrator in the Sudanese writer Tayeb Salih’s Season of Migration to the North (originally published in Arabic in 1966). This remarkable novel – one of the finest, perhaps the finest ever to have been written in Arabic, about traditional values, colonialism, cross-cultural sexual encounters and much else – draws complex parallels with the Nights, its protagonist a modern avatar of Shahriyar, driven to kill the women with whom he sleeps.

In eighteenth-century Britain, the influence the Nights exercised on young people, some of whom were destined to go on to become novelists, was redoubled by the many imitations and pastiches that were published. These included John Hawkesworth’s aforementioned Almoran and Hamet (1761), William Beckford’s Vathek (1786) and Thomas Gueulette’s early eighteenth-century, mock-Oriental Tartar, Moghul and Chinese tales (written in French, but translated into English). But one English mock-Oriental story collection was of particular importance. This was Tales of the Genii: or The Delightful Lessons of Horam, the Son of Asmar (1764) by the Reverend James Ridley. In this book, Ridley, who had served as an army chaplain in India, sought to promote ‘the true doctrines of morality under the delightful allegories of romantic enchantment’. Those ‘true doctrines’ were of course Christian and Protestant. Ridley’s tales contain a lot of sorcery, magical transformations, genii, richly decorated palaces and all the conventional settings and trappings of the Orient. His heroes and heroines pass through many ordeals and unmask all sorts of enchantments in order to discover virtues that are veiled by appearances. The book, with its heavy freight of Christian doctrine and moralizing, does not read well today, but it was enormously popular in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and, as we shall see, it helped form the youthful imaginations of better writers.

Responses to the Nights over the centuries were shaped by changes in society and taste. The Romantics were less interested than their predecessors in the moral lessons to be drawn from the Arabian stories, but enthusiastic about the wonders of magic, the exotic, and the sublime qualities of the vast and wild. Moreover, the Nights came to be associated with childhood reading and the opening up of the imagination that came from it. ‘Should children be permitted to read romances, and relations of giants and magicians and genii?’ Coleridge asked (in a letter to Thomas Poole in 1797), before answering: ‘I know all that has been said against it; but I have formed my faith in the affirmative. I know of no other way of giving the mind a love of the Great and the Whole.’ (The first selection of tales from the Nights made specifically for children was published by Elizabeth Newberry in 1791.)

William Wordsworth’s The Prelude or, Growth of a Poet’s Mind (1850) is an autobiographical poem in blank verse, in which the poet searches for past sources of joy and recalls his childhood, including his youthful reading. In the course of this, he praises the authors of pulp fiction: ‘Ye dreamers, then, / Forgers of lawless tales! we bless you then’. He believed that Arabian and similar tales were ‘eminently useful in calling forth intellectual power’ (as expressed in a letter of 1845). In the fifth book of The Prelude, he writes:


A precious treasure had I long possessed,

A little yellow, canvas-covered book,

A slender abstract of the Arabian tales…



The Brontës – Emily, Charlotte, Anne and Bramwell – all read the Nights when young. Ridley’s Tales of the Genii also exercised a powerful influence on their youthful imaginations and the four children called themselves the ‘Genii’. Charlotte and Bramwell constructed an imaginary kingdom called Angria and wrote stories about it, while Emily and Anne composed poems about another imaginary kingdom, Gondal. Both the stories and the poems drew upon Oriental and pseudo-Oriental tales.

‘I took a book – some Arabian tales.’ This description of what Jane did after a conversation with Mr Brocklehurst at Gateshead is one of several explicit references to the Nights in Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847). To take another example, Rochester’s horse is called Mesrour – derived from ‘Masrur’, the name of the eunuch who accompanies Harun al-Rashid on his nocturnal explorations of Baghdad in the Nights. More profoundly, such incidental and trivial references are surely intended to suggest that, in its broadest outline, Jane Eyre is patterned on the frame story of the Nights. Jane is a kind of reincarnation of Shahrazad, talking and teaching for her future. Correspondingly, Rochester is Shahriyar, an embittered despot who distrusts women (though he is, of course, also a kind of Bluebeard, presiding over a great house with a locked chamber). In fact, Jane refers to him as ‘sultan’. The novel is, in short, the story of how the autocratic sultan is tamed by a good woman (subsequently the theme of so many women’s romances).

Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights (1847) also contains many explicit references to the Nights, as Nelly Dean assumes the role of a latter-day Shahrazad, while Lockwood is a kind of avatar of Shahriyar. Early on in the novel, Catherine pretends to herself that she is like a merchant with his caravan – such as the merchant in the Nights story of the merchant and the jinni – but whereas the merchant’s expedition leads him to a dangerous encounter with the jinni, who wants to kill him, Catherine’s leads her to meet the demonic Heathcliff. Heathcliff is several times compared to a ghoul. On the other hand, Nelly Dean fancies that Heathcliff might be an Oriental prince in disguise. More important, perhaps, than specific references to the Nights, was the licence that the Arabic stories conferred for the wildness and passion that characterizes the storytelling of both Jane Eyre and Wuthering Heights.

In Charles Dickens: A Critical Study (1898), the nineteenth-century novelist and essayist George Gissing wrote about Dickens’s novels in the following terms:


Oddly enough, Dickens seems to make more allusions to the Arabian Nights than to any other book or author… Where the ordinary man sees nothing but everyday habit, Dickens is filled with the perception    of marvellous possibilities. Again and again he has put the spirit of the Arabian Nights into his pictures of life by the river Thames… He sought for wonders amid the dreary life of common streets; and perhaps    in this direction was also encouraged when he made acquaintance with the dazzling Eastern fables, and took them alternately    with that more solid nutriment of the eighteenth-century novel.



Dickens, who read the Nights as a boy, was delighted by the stories, but his pleasure in Oriental storytelling was also fuelled by his passion for Ridley’s tales. As a child, Dickens composed a tragic drama, Misnar, The Sultan of India, based one of the stories in Tales of the Genii, essentially the story of an Indian prince’s struggle to retain his throne against challenges presented by his ambitious brother assisted by seven genii and the illusions conjured up by them.

The power of Ridley’s story stayed with Dickens throughout his life. Towards the end of Great Expectations (1861), Pip reflects on how, without his foreknowledge, everything is slowly but inexorably moving in such a way to bring catastrophe suddenly upon his head: ‘In the Eastern story, the heavy slab that was to fall on the bed of state in the flush of conquest was slowly wrought out of the quarry, the tunnel for the rope to hold it in its place was slowly carried through leagues of rock…’ The reference is to the story of Misnar and his wise counsellor who design a pavilion with a great stone slab set above it to trap and kill two evil enchanters. At one point in the The Old Curiosity Shop (1841), Dick Swiveller wakes up in a strange bed: ‘If this is not a dream, I have woke up, by mistake, in a dream in an Arabian Night, instead of a London one.’ Likewise, David Copperfield, who as a schoolboy is compelled by the domineering Steerforth to tell stories late at night, compares his fate to that of Shahrazad. (And, of course, since Dickens both published many of his novels in serial form and gave readings from them, it would be natural for him to think of himself as a latter-day male version of Shahrazad.) It would be very easy to go on listing overt and covert references to the Nights and to Ridley’s ersatz version elsewhere in Dickens’s works. What is more important is the feel of the Nights stories and their impalpable but pervasive influence over Dickens’s fantastical plots with their moralizing outcomes. Enigmatic philanthropists cloaked in disguise walk the streets at night following in the footsteps of Harun al-Rashid. Baghdad is reconfigured as London, and the Dickensian city of mysteries and marvellous possibilities teems with grotesque characters who may be distant descendants of the hunchback or of the barber’s seven disabled brothers.

In George Eliot’s Daniel Deronda (1876), in large part a novel about the Jewish people and their future prospects, she nevertheless makes frequent use of references to The Arabian Nights in order to heighten the Oriental feel of the novel. In particular, the protagonist, Daniel Deronda, is repeatedly compared to Qamar al-Zaman, the prince who, because of his education, is suspicious of women (and in Lane’s translation is so handsome that he is ‘a temptation unto lovers, a paradise to the desirous’). Correspondingly, the Jewess Mira is compared to Princess Budur, who is fated to marry Qamar al-Zaman. Throughout the novel, allusions to the Nights are used not only to suggest the Oriental, but also the sensual passion that is the theme of so many of its stories.

For a long time, European and Japanese knowledge of The Arabian Nights was mediated by Galland’s courtly French and there is a sense in which the Nights in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries can be regarded as largely a work of French literature. Its influence on French literary culture was, if anything, more overpowering than its legacy in Britain. In his Souvenirs d’égotisme (1832), Stendhal wrote of the Nights: ‘I would wear a mask with pleasure. I would love to change my name. The Arabian Nights which I adore occupy more than a quarter of my head.’ It would probably be fruitless to search Le Rouge et le noir (1830) or La Chartreuse de Parme (1839) for plots or borrowed props. Nevertheless the Nights, and in particular its stress on magical powers, did help shape Stendhal’s image of himself as a novelist. Late in life he awarded himself magical powers as a writer, including becoming another person (as all good novelists should strive to do). He wanted to live like Harun in disguise. (He also wished for the ring of Angelica which conferred invisibility in Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso.) The power to become invisible, to assume another’s identity, to read another’s mind – all these staples of Islamic occultism and storytelling gave Stendhal metaphors for himself as an observer of humanity and a writer.

The Nights influenced the storytelling of Alexandre Dumas père at a more obvious and superficial level. His Le Comte de Monte-Cristo (1845–6) is a wonderful melodrama of imprisonment, escape, enrichment and revenge, which was first published as a magazine serial. Dumas worked with a vocabulary of Oriental fantasy images that was shared with his readers. In the novel, Edmond Dantès, wrongfully imprisoned as a Bonapartist conspirator, escapes and, having discovered treasure on the island of Monte-Cristo, returns to Paris to take revenge on those who put him in prison.

There are many overt references to the Nights in the novel, but the most sustained evocation of its Oriental matter comes in chapter thirty-one, in which a Baron Franz d’Epinay lands on Monte-Cristo on a venture to encounter smugglers or bandits. Having landed, he encounters a group of smugglers who are going to roast a goat. They invite Franz to dine with them, but he can only join them if he is first blindfolded. The place he is led to is compared by his guide to the caves of Ali Baba. On being told that it is rumoured that the cave has a door that only opens to a magic password, Franz exclaims that he has ‘definitely stepped off into a tale from the Thousand and One Nights’. When the blindfold is removed, he finds himself in a cave furnished sumptuously in an Oriental style.

He is greeted by a mysterious and strikingly pale man who introduces himself as Sindbad the Sailor (but he is, of course, the Count of Monte-Cristo, alias Dantès, a Byronic figure who revels in mystery). Whereupon Franz decides to take the name Aladdin for the evening. The splendid dinner is served by Ali, a Nubian mute. In an evening of Eastern opulence, dinner is followed by hashish paste and, as the hashish takes effect, Franz drifts off into erotic dreams. He wakes on a bed of heather in a cave – transported back from Oriental enchantment to mundane reality.

In the course of the nineteenth century, abridged, bowdlerized and illustrated versions of The Arabian Nights proliferated and the Nights was in danger of being classified as merely children’s literature. The fresh translation from the Arabic into French by Joseph Charles Mardrus was to reverse that trend – at least for some readers. His highly literary version had been produced at the urging of the poet Stéphane Mallarmé and it was published from 1898 to 1904 by La Revue blanche, a periodical devoted to Symbolism and modernism. Although Mardrus’s translation was inaccurate, unscholarly and somewhat fraudulent, it read well and it was a huge hit. André Gide was one of its leading enthusiasts. In Britain, the poets W. B. Yeats and James Elroy Flecker were among those who found fresh inspiration in Mardrus.

Jean Cocteau, dandy, enfant terrible, poet, novelist, artist and filmmaker, was, from his youth onwards, obsessed with the Mardrus Nights. He founded a literary and artistic magazine, Shéhérazade, which ran from 1909 to 1911. He was particularly fascinated by the figure of Shahrazad, the woman who talks for her life, whom he compared to a snake charmer who plays a flute in front of a cobra in the knowledge that, if the flute’s melody should cease, the cobra would strike. But, in some strange way, the young Cocteau, who had passionate fixations for a succession of beautiful women, but who was coming to terms with his homosexuality, seems to have regarded Shahrazad as representing the feminization of the world and therefore a figure to be resisted. His first volume of verse was entitled La Lampe d’Aladdin (1909). In the preface, Cocteau wrote: ‘I have wandered amid the gloom of life, with the marvellous lamp. Young like Aladdin, walking with fearful step, I have seen fruits, jewels, gleams and shadows. And my heart filled with illusions, I have wept at the difficulty of giving them to an unbelieving world.’ Cocteau also furnished a preface to an edition of the Nights. Sensuality, drugs, mirages, the Alexandrian Cabala, all such things were meat and drink, or rather opium and alcohol, to Cocteau.

But it was not just writers who were inspired by the Mardrus’s representation of the Nights. When the Ballets Russes presented their version of Rimsky-Korsakov’s Shéhérazade in Paris in 1909, they discarded the four-part scenario that Rimsky-Korsakov had provided for his opus. Instead, quite a different story was substituted that was loosely modelled on the opening Nights story of Shahriyar’s discovery of his wife’s infidelity and his bloody vengeance. The story of illicit lust and violent requital in an opulent, lushly coloured setting echoed the general tenor of the Mardrus version of the Nights.

In the second half of the twentieth century there was a revival of interest in the Nights, particularly among writers who were interested in the opportunities offered for modernist and postmodernist literary experiments. Jorge Luis Borges, John Barth, Italo Calvino and Angela Carter are among those who can be mentioned here. Indeed, Angela Carter was one among many women writers who have been preoccupied with the role of the female storyteller. A. S. Byatt shares this preoccupation. In one of her short story collections, The Djinn in the Nightingale’s Eye (1994), the title story is an account of the encounter of an ageing narratologist (an academic expert on storytelling) with a djinn in an hotel room in modern Ankara. The djinn offers her three wishes. She wishes to be as she was when she last felt good about her body. Secondly she wishes that the djinn should love her. Finally, she wishes that the djinn should have his freedom. ‘The Djinn in the Nightingale’s Eye’ is a story about how stories will outlive us and it plays with conventions of the fairy-tale genre, using the fairy-tale form as a vehicle for the exploration of how fairy tales work.

There is no limit to the messages that can be drawn from various readings and retellings of the stories of The Arabian Nights. When one reads these stories, one has the impression that one has entered the engine-room of all stories, where all the possible plots have been stripped down to their essential elements. One senses also that, just as Sindbad or the one-eyed princes are the stories they tell about themselves, so we readers are the sum of our own stories. As the heroine of ‘The Djinn in the Nightingale’s Eye’ reflects: ‘These tales are not psychological novels, are not concerned with states of mind or development of character, but bluntly with Fate, with Destiny, with what is prepared for human beings.’ Not only literature, The Arabian Nights is and continues to be one of the most inspiring sourcebooks of literature ever created.

Robert Irwin
London
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SHAHRAZAD CONTINUED:

A story is also told, O fortunate king, that in the city of Shiraz there was a great king whose name was al-Saif al-A‘zam Shah. He was a childless old man and so he gathered together wise men and doctors and told them: ‘I am old and you know my position, the state of my kingdom and how it is governed. I am afraid of what will happen to my subjects when I am dead, as I have no son yet.’ ‘We shall prepare some drugs to help you, if Almighty God wills it,’ they told him, and when he took what they produced and lay with his wife, she conceived with the permission of Almighty God, Who says to something: ‘Be’ and it is. When the months of her pregnancy had been completed, she gave birth to a boy as beautiful as the moon who was given the name Ardashir. He grew up studying science and literature until he reached the age of fifteen.

In Iraq there was a king called ‘Abd al-Qadir who had a daughter as beautiful as the full moon when it rises, named Hayat al-Nufus. This girl had such a hatred of men that no one could mention them in her presence and, although sovereign kings had asked her father for her hand in marriage, when one of them approached her, she would always say: ‘I shall never marry and if you force me to do that, I shall kill myself.’ Prince Ardashir heard about her and told his father that he would like to marry her. The king was sympathetic when he saw that his son was in love, and every day he would promise to get Hayat al-Nufus for him as a wife. He sent his vizier off to ask her father for her hand, but the request was refused. When the vizier got back and told his master of his failure, the latter was furiously angry and exclaimed: ‘Does someone in my position send a request to a king to have it refused?’ He ordered a herald to proclaim that his troops were to bring out their tents and equip themselves as best they could, even if they had to borrow the money for their expenses. ‘I shall not draw back,’ he said, ‘until I have ravaged the lands of King ‘Abd al-Qadir, killed his men, removed all traces of him and plundered his wealth.’

When Ardashir came to hear of this, he rose from his bed and went to his father. After kissing the ground before him, he said: ‘Great king, do not put yourself to any trouble over 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 seven hundred and twentieth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Ardashir came to hear of this, he went to his father, kissed the ground before him and said: ‘Great king, do not put yourself to any trouble over this by sending out these champions and this army and spending your money. You are stronger than ‘Abd al-Qadir and, if you send this army of yours against him, you will certainly be able to ravage his lands, kill his fighters and seize his wealth. He himself will be killed and when his daughter hears that she is responsible for his death and the deaths of his men, she will kill herself and because of her I shall die, as I could not live on after her.’ ‘What do you advise, then, my son?’ his father asked, and Ardashir told him: ‘I shall set out myself on my own errand. I shall dress as a merchant and find some way of reaching the princess, after which I shall look to see how I can get what I want.’ ‘Is this what you choose?’ asked the king, and when Ardashir said that it was, the king summoned his vizier and said: ‘Go with my son, the fruit of my heart; help him in his quest; protect him and use your sound judgement to guide him.’ He then gave Ardashir three hundred thousand gold dinars, gems, ring stones and jewellery, as well as other goods, treasures and the like.

Ardashir went to his mother, kissed her hands and asked for her blessing, which she gave him. She then got up quickly and opened her treasure chests, from which she produced for him valuables such as necklaces, jewellery, robes and rarities, together with all kinds of other things, including relics of former kings that had been stored away and were past all price. The prince then took with him such mamluks, servants and beasts as would be needed on the journey and elsewhere, and he and the vizier, together with their companions, dressed as merchants.

When he had taken leave of his parents, his family and his relations, he and his party set out across the desert wastes, travelling night and day. Finding the way long, he recited the following lines:


My passionate longing and lovesickness increase;

There is none to help me against the injuries of Time.

I watch the Pleiades and Arcturus when they rise,

As though in the fervour of my love I worshipped them.

I look for the morning star, and when it comes

I am stirred by passion and my ardour grows.

I swear that I have never changed your love for hate,

And that I am a lover who is left without sleep.

Matching the greatness of my hopes is my increasing weakness;

You have gone, and I have small endurance and few helpers.

But still I shall endure until God reunites us,

To the chagrin of all my envious foes.



When he finished his recitation he swooned away for a time and the vizier sprinkled him with rosewater. ‘Be patient, prince,’ he told him on his recovery, ‘for with patience comes relief, and here you are on your way to what you desire.’ The vizier continued to soothe and console him until he regained his composure, and he and his companions pressed on with their journey. Again, however, disheartened by its length, he thought of his beloved and recited:


She has long been absent; my cares and my distress increase;

My heart’s blood is aflame with fires of love.

The passion that afflicts me has made my hair turn white,

And tears pour from my eyes.

You are my desire, the goal of all my hopes;

I swear by the Creator, Who fashioned branch and leaf,

I have endured for you, who are my hope,

Such passion as no other lover could endure.

Ask the night to let you know of me,

Whether through all its length my eyelids ever closed.



When he finished his recitation he wept bitterly and complained of the violence of his passion, and again the vizier soothed and consoled him, promising him that he would win through to his goal.

After a few more days of travelling, they came after sunrise within sight of the White City and the vizier told the prince: ‘Good news, prince. Look, for this is the city that you have been making for.’ In his delight the prince recited:


My two companions, I am a lover sick with passion;

The ardour of my love is always with me.

I moan like a parent who has lost a child, sleepless through grief.

In the dark of night there is none who may pity my love.

The winds that blow here from your land

Bring coolness to my heart.

The tears shed by my eyes are like rain clouds,

And, in their sea, my heart is left to float.



The prince and the vizier then entered the city and asked where wealthy merchants stayed. They were directed to a khan where they took lodgings and in which they hired three storerooms. When they had been given the keys, they opened these up and stored their goods and possessions in them, after which they rested. The vizier, who had begun to consider how the prince might set about his quest…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and twenty-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the prince and the vizier stopped at the khan, put their goods in the storerooms and lodged their servants there. They stayed until they were rested, after which the vizier, who had begun to consider how the prince might set about his quest, then said to him: ‘Something has occurred to me which, I think, may serve your purpose, if Almighty God wills it.’ ‘Your counsel is always good,’ the prince told him, ‘so do whatever comes to your mind, may God guide you.’ The vizier explained: ‘I propose to hire a shop for you in the drapers’ market, in which you can sit. Everyone, high and low alike, finds the need to go to the market and I think that, if people see you sitting in your shop, they will be drawn towards you and this will help you to get what you want. For you are a handsome young man and your good looks will serve as an attraction.’ ‘Do whatever you want,’ the prince told him.

The vizier got up immediately and put on his most splendid clothes, as did the prince, and he put a purse containing a thousand dinars in his pocket. The two of them went out, and the people who looked at them as they walked around the city were astonished by the good looks of the prince, exclaiming: ‘Praise be to God, Who created this young man from “a despicable drop”.* Blessed be God, the best of creators’.† There was a great deal of talk about him, some quoting from the Quran: ‘This is no mortal man but a noble angel,’‡ while others were asking: ‘Has Ridwan, the guardian of Paradise, let him out of its gate by mistake?’ People followed the two to the drapers’ market, which they entered and then stopped. A venerable and dignified shaikh came up and, after they had exchanged greetings, he asked if there was anything they wanted so that he might have the honour of satisfying their needs. The vizier asked him who he was, to which he replied that he was the market superintendent. The vizier then said: ‘Shaikh, you must know that this young man is my son and I want to take a shop for him in this market so that he may sit here and learn the techniques of trading and how to behave as a merchant.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ the superintendent said, and there and then he produced the key of a shop and ordered the salesmen to sweep it out, which they did.

When it had been cleaned, the vizier sent for a high cushioned seat stuffed with ostrich feathers on which was placed a small prayer mat and whose borders were embroidered with red gold. He also had a cushion fetched, before bringing in as much of the materials that they had taken with them as would fill the shop.

The next day, the young prince came to open the shop. He sat down on the seat with two splendidly dressed mamluks standing before him, while two handsome Abyssinian slaves stood at the lower end. The vizier advised him that, to help him achieve his goal, he should keep his secret from the townspeople, and after telling him to let him know day by day everything that happened to him in the shop, the vizier went off and left him sitting there like the moon when it is full. News of the prince’s beauty spread, and people would come to him in the market without wanting to buy anything but merely to admire his grace and his symmetrical form, praising Almighty God for the excellence of His creation. Such were the crowds that it became impossible for anyone to pass through the market, while the prince himself was taken aback by his admirers and kept looking from right to left, hoping to make the acquaintance of someone with a connection to the court who might be able to tell him about the princess.

He became depressed by his failure to do this, although every day the vizier encouraged him to hope for success. When this had been going on for a long time, one day as he was sitting there, a respectable, dignified and sedate old woman arrived, dressed as a person of piety and followed by two slave girls, beautiful as moons. She stopped by the shop and, after having looked at the prince for some time, she exclaimed: ‘Praise be to God, Who has perfected the creation of that face!’ She then greeted him, and when he had returned her greeting, he gave her a seat beside him. ‘From what land do you come, you handsome man?’ she asked, and he replied: ‘From Indian parts, mother, and I am here to look around the city.’ ‘You are an honoured visitor,’ she told him, before going on to ask what goods and materials he had and asking him to show her something beautiful that would be suitable for royalty. ‘If it is something beautiful that you want to be shown,’ the prince said, ‘I have things to suit all customers.’ ‘My son,’ she told him, ‘I want something expensive and elegant, the finest that you have.’ He said: ‘You will have to tell me for whom you want the goods so that I can show you something to match the client.’ ‘That is true,’ she agreed, and she went on to tell him that she wanted something for her mistress, the princess Hayat al-Nufus, daughter of ‘Abd al-Qadir, the ruler of the country. On hearing this, the prince was wild with joy and his heart fluttered. He gave no instructions to his mamluks or his slaves, but reaching behind his back he brought out a purse containing a hundred dinars, which he passed to the old woman, saying: ‘This is to pay for your laundry.’ Then from a bundle he drew out a dress worth ten thousand dinars or more and said: ‘This is one of the things that I have brought to your country.’ The old woman looked admiringly at it and asked: ‘How much is this, you master of perfection?’ ‘I make no charge for it,’ he said, and she thanked him before repeating the question. He insisted: ‘By God, I shall take nothing for it. If the princess will not accept it, you can have it as a gift from me. I thank God, Who has brought us together, and if some day I happen to need something, I may find in you someone to help me get it.’

The old woman admired his eloquence, generosity and good manners. She asked him his name, and when he told her that it was Ardashir, she exclaimed: ‘By God, this is a remarkable name, and one that is given to princes, although you yourself are dressed as a merchant’s son!’ He said: ‘It was because of my father’s love for me that he gave me this name, and it has no other significance.’ The old woman found this remarkable and pressed him to accept payment for the dress, but he swore that he would take nothing. ‘My dear,’ she told him, ‘you must know that truth is the greatest of all things. There must be some reason behind this generosity that you have shown me, so tell me about your hidden purpose, as it may be that I can help you to get what you want.’

The prince now put his hand in hers and, after pledging her to secrecy, he told her the whole story of his love for the princess and what he was suffering because of her. ‘You are now telling the truth,’ she said, shaking her head, ‘but, my son, the wise have a proverb that runs: “If you want to be obeyed, don’t ask for the impossible.” You are called a merchant, and even if you had the keys to treasure hoards, this is still how you would be described. If you want to climb the next step on the ladder, try to marry the daughter of a qadi or of an emir, for why must you look for the hand of the daughter of the leading sovereign of the age? She is a virgin who knows nothing of the world and has never seen anything in her whole life except for the palace where she lives, but for all her youth she is intelligent, sensible and shrewd. She has a sound mind, acts with propriety and shows penetration in her judgement. She is her father’s only child and is dearer to him than his own life. He comes to visit her every morning and everyone in the palace is afraid of her. Don’t imagine that anyone can talk to her about love, as there is no way in which that could be done. I love you, my son, with my heart and body, and I wish you could be with her, but all I can suggest is something that might cure your heartache and which I would give my life and my wealth to bring about for you.’ ‘What is that, mother?’ he said and, in reply, she told him to ask her to find him the daughter of a vizier or of an emir, promising: ‘If you ask me that, I will do it for you, but nobody can cover the distance between earth and heaven in a single bound.’ The prince replied with courtesy and good sense: ‘You are an intelligent woman, mother, and you know how things fall out. Does a man with a headache tie a bandage round his hand?’ When she said no, he went on: ‘My heart will accept no one but the princess, and it is only her love that kills me. If I don’t find any helper to lead me to her, I am a dead man. I implore you in God’s Name, mother, to pity me, stranger as I am, and the tears that I shed.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and twenty-second night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the prince said: ‘I implore you in God’s Name, mother, to pity me, stranger as I am, and the tears that I shed.’ ‘By God, my son,’ she told him, ‘my heart is cut to pieces by what you say, but I have no way of bringing this about.’ ‘In your kindness,’ he said, ‘would you take this note of mine and kiss her hands as you bring it to her?’ As she felt sorry for him, she told him to write whatever he wanted for her to take to the princess. When he heard that he was overjoyed, and after calling for an inkwell and paper he wrote the following lines to her:


Hayat al-Nufus, grant the fulfilment of his hope

To a lover who, without you, is doomed to pine away.

The pleasures of life used to be mine to enjoy,

But now I am distracted and confused.

And all night long I stay awake,

With cares my only comrades.

Have pity on the unfortunate, tormented lover,

Whose longing ulcerates his eyelids;

And when the true dawn breaks,

It finds him drunken with the wine of love.



When he had finished writing this, he folded it, kissed it and handed it to the old woman. He then stretched out a hand to his money-box and brought out another purse, containing a hundred dinars, which he gave to her, telling her to distribute it among the slave girls. She refused and told him: ‘My son, it is not for anything like this that I am ready to help you.’ He thanked her but insisted, and she took the money from him, kissed his hands and went off.

When she came to the princess, she said: ‘My lady, I have brought you something from one of the townsfolk, and on the face of the earth there is no one more handsome than the young man who has sent it.’ ‘Where does he come from, nurse?’ the princess asked, and the old woman said: ‘From Indian parts, and he has given me this dress embroidered with gold and studded with pearls and gems, which is worth the kingdoms of Chosroe and Caesar.’ When the dress was brought out, it filled the whole palace with radiance because of the beauty of its workmanship and the number of gemstones and jewels it contained, astonishing everyone there. The princess inspected it and found that its price could be no less than a full year’s worth of the revenues of her father’s kingdom. ‘Nurse,’ she asked, ‘does this dress come from the young man or from someone else?’ ‘From him,’ the nurse replied, and the princess went on to ask: ‘Does he come from our city or is he a stranger?’ ‘He is a stranger, lady, who has only just come here. He is a man with followers and servants. He has a handsome face and a well-built figure, and is also generous and open-hearted. The only person whom I have ever seen who surpasses him in beauty is you yourself.’ ‘There is something strange here,’ the princess said. ‘How does this dress, past all price, come to be in the possession of a merchant and how much did he tell you he wanted for it?’ ‘By God, my lady,’ replied the old woman, ‘he said nothing about its price. Instead, he said that he would not take any money for it and that he was sending it to you as a gift, as no one else was fit to wear it. He handed back the gold that you had sent with me, swearing that he would not take it, and he added that if you did not accept the dress, I was to keep it myself.’ ‘By God,’ the princess exclaimed, ‘this is supreme generosity, but I am afraid that it may lead him into difficulties. Why didn’t you ask him whether there was anything he needed that we could do for him?’ ‘That is exactly what I said to him,’ the old woman replied, ‘and he agreed that there was something, but instead of saying what it was, he gave me this note and told me to hand it to you.’

The princess took the note from her, opened it and read it to the end. Her mood changed; she lost her self-control and, turning pale, she said to the old woman: ‘How is this dog to be answered who speaks like this to the king’s daughter, and what connection is there between him and me that allows him to write to me? I swear by the Almighty God, the Lord of Zamzam and the Hatim,* that were it not for my fear of Him, I would send men to pinion this fellow, slit his nostrils, cut off his nose and his ears to make an example of him, and then crucify him on the gate of the market where he has his shop.’

When the old woman heard this, she turned pale and shivered. For a time she was unable to speak, but then she took heart and said: ‘Well and good, my lady, but what is in the note to upset you? Is it anything but a petition that he has sent you complaining of poverty or injustice in the hope that you may be generous to him or right his wrongs?’ ‘No, by God, nurse,’ the princess replied. ‘What is in it is a poem objectionably expressed. There are only three possibilities: the dog may be mad and have lost his wits; he may be trying to commit suicide; he may hope to have his way with me through the help of some powerful and mighty sultan or he may be sending me filthy verses to seduce me because he has heard that I am one of the town prostitutes who spends a night or two with anyone who asks her.’ ‘By God, you are right, my lady,’ the old woman told her, ‘but there is no need for you to concern yourself about this ignorant dog. Here you are in this lofty and secure palace, so high that not even birds can fly over it and which the wind cannot pass, while he wanders about helplessly. Write him a letter filled with every possible kind of reproach and with the direst of threats, promising to have him put to death. Say: “Where did you find out about me so that you wrote to me, dog of a trader, who spends his life wandering through deserts hunting for money? By God, unless you wake up and recover from your drunkenness, I shall have you crucified on the gate of the market where you have your shop.”’ The princess told her: ‘I’m afraid that if I write to him, it may encourage him,’ but the old woman replied: ‘How could a man of his status and position be encouraged to think of you? It is to stop him having any hopes of you and to frighten him that you should write to him.’

She continued to use her wiles on the princess, who at last had an inkstand and paper fetched and wrote the following lines to Ardashir:


You claim to be in love and to suffer sleeplessness,

Passing your nights among the cares of passion.

Do you hope for union with the moon, deluded fool,

And can a man get what he wishes from the moon?

I give you advice to which you should attend:

Stop, for you are between death and danger.

If you put this request to me again,

Your punishment will bring you harm on harm.

Behave yourself with sense, wisdom and intelligence.

I give you this advice in poetry and in what I say.

I swear by Him, Who created all things from the void,

And adorned the face of heaven with bright stars,

If you say once more what you have said just now,

I shall nail you to the trunk of a tree.



She folded the note and handed it to the old woman, who took it off to Ardashir’s shop and gave it to him…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and twenty-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the old woman took the note from the princess and brought it to Ardashir in his shop, saying: ‘Read her reply. You should know that when she read your note she was furiously angry, but I continued to soothe her until she wrote back to you.’ The prince took the letter gladly, but when he had finished reading it and had grasped its contents he shed bitter tears. The old woman felt sorry for him and said: ‘My son, may God not bring tears to your eyes or sorrow to your heart. What can be more courteous than for her to reply to you, after you had acted as you did?’ ‘Mother,’ he said, ‘what more subtle approach can I try? She writes threatening to have me killed or crucified and tells me never to write to her again. By God, I would prefer to die rather than to go on living, and I ask you in your kindness to take this note and bring it to her.’ ‘Write,’ she told him, ‘and I shall see that you get an answer. I shall risk my life to see that you reach your goal, even if I have to die for your sake.’

Ardashir thanked her, kissing her hands, and he then wrote the following lines to the princess:


You threaten to kill me because I love you;

This would bring me relief, and death is our fate.

For the lover, death is easier to bear

Than long life, when he is rejected and rebuffed.

If you visit a lover who has few to help him,

Remember that those who strive for good win thanks.

Do whatever it may be that you intend;

I am your slave, and the slave is a man in bonds.

What can I do, who cannot endure without you,

And how can there be endurance when the heart is constrained to love?

Show mercy to one who is sick with love for you,

For all who love the noble are to be excused.



When he had folded the note he gave it to the old woman, presenting her with two purses, each containing a hundred dinars. She was reluctant to accept, but took them when he conjured her in God’s Name, and she swore that in spite of enemies she would get him what he wanted. She then went back to Hayat al-Nufus and gave her the letter. ‘What is this, nurse?’ the princess said. ‘We have begun a correspondence, with you going to and fro, and I am afraid that word will get out and we will be put to shame.’ ‘How could that be, lady,’ the old woman asked, ‘and who would dare say such a thing?’

The princess then took the letter and after reading it and grasping its contents, she struck one hand against the other and exclaimed: ‘This is disastrous, and we don’t even know where this young man has come from!’ ‘My lady,’ the old woman said, ‘for God’s sake write him a letter in harsh terms threatening to have his head cut off if he writes again.’ ‘I know that that will not end the matter and it would be better not to write at all,’ said the princess, adding: ‘And if the dog is not stopped by my earlier threat, then I shall have his head cut off.’ ‘Write and tell him how things stand,’ insisted the old woman, and so the princess called for an inkwell and paper and wrote the following threatening lines:


You, who are ignorant of the blows of fate,

Whose heart longs for my union,

Think, fool: can you reach to the sky,

And join the bright moon at its full?

I shall make you taste fire with inextinguishable flames,

And the destructive swords will leave you dead.

Between you and your goal, my friend, is a vast space,

With hidden perils whitening the parting of the hair.

Take my advice; give up this love of yours,

Abandoning a goal which you will not attain.



She folded the letter and handed it to the old woman, who did not know what to make of it but who took it and went off to give it to the young prince. He took it and read it before bending towards the ground, saying nothing but tracing lines with his finger. ‘Why don’t you say something or answer, my son?’ the old woman asked him. ‘What can I say, mother,’ he replied, ‘when she threatens me and treats me with even greater harshness and aversion?’ ‘Write to tell her what you want,’ she replied, ‘and I shall defend you. Be of good heart, for I shall see that the two of you are united.’ He thanked her for her kindness, kissed her hands and wrote these lines to the princess:


How strange that there is a heart that does not soften

For a passionate lover, who longs for union with his love,

With eyelids wounded by tears

When covered by the gloom of sombre night.

Give generously; show mercy and charity

To one emaciated by love, who leaves his friends.

All night long he knows no sleep,

Consumed by fire, drowned in a sea of tears.

Do not cut from my heart its hopes,

Wretched and troubled as it is, throbbing with love.



He folded the letter and, after handing it to the old woman, he presented her with three hundred dinars, saying: ‘This is to help you wash your hands.’ She thanked him, kissed his hands and went off to give his letter to the princess. When the princess had finished reading it, she threw it away, jumped to her feet and, wearing golden slippers studded with pearls and gems, she walked to her father’s palace with a vein standing out so angrily between her eyes that no one dared question her. When she reached the palace and asked for the king, her father, his slave girls and concubines told her that he had gone out hunting. She went back to her own quarters like a ravening lioness and it was only after three hours that she addressed a word to anyone, by which time her face had cleared and her mood had softened.

When the old woman saw that she had recovered from her vexation and anger, she came forward and kissed the ground in front of her, before asking where she had gone. ‘To my father’s palace,’ replied the princess. ‘But could no one have run the errand for you?’ the old woman asked, to which the princess replied: ‘I went to tell my father what this dog of a merchant had done to me and to get him to use his authority to arrest him and everyone else in his market and to crucify them over their shops, as well as to expel every single other foreign merchant from our city.’ ‘Was that the only reason you went to your father?’ the old woman asked, and the princess said: ‘Yes, but I didn’t find him there. I discovered that he had gone out hunting, but I shall wait for him to get back.’ ‘I take refuge with God, the All-Hearing, the Omniscient,’ the old woman said. ‘You, my lady – praise be to God – are the most intelligent of people, so how could you tell the king nonsense like this that should never be spread about?’ ‘Why is that?’ the princess asked, and the old woman explained: ‘Suppose that you had found the king in his palace and told him this story. He would have sent to have the merchants hung over their shops. People looking at them would have asked the reason for that, and the answer would be that they had tried to debauch the princess.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and twenty-fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the old woman told the princess: ‘Suppose you had told that to the king and he had ordered the merchants to be hung. Would not the people, looking at them, have asked the reason, and the reply would have been that they had tried to debauch the princess. There would be various stories. Some would say that the princess had left her palace and stayed with them for ten days until they had had enough of her, while others would give different versions, but honour, my lady, is like milk which is spoiled by the smallest bit of dust, or like glass which, when it has been cracked, cannot be mended. So be careful not to tell your father or anyone else about this affair lest you be dishonoured, for it will do you no good to tell people anything. Weigh this with your own superior intelligence, and if you find that it is not sound, then do what you want.’ When the princess heard this, she thought it over and found the advice to be excellent. ‘What you say is right, nurse,’ she told the old woman, ‘but I was blinded by anger.’

‘Almighty God will approve of your intention not to tell anyone,’ the old woman said, ‘but there is something still to be done, for we must not ignore the shamelessness of this dog, the vilest of merchants. Write to him in these terms and tell him: “Had I not found the king to be absent, I would immediately have ordered you and all your neighbours to be crucified. But you will not escape, and I swear by Almighty God that if you say this kind of thing again, I shall remove all trace of you from the face of the earth.” Use harsh language to him to check him and rouse him from his heedlessness.’ ‘Will this kind of talk make him turn back?’ the princess asked, to which the old woman replied: ‘How can he fail to do this after I have talked to him and told him what has happened?’

So the princess called for an inkwell and paper and wrote him the following lines:


You have fixed your hopes on union with me,

Aiming to achieve your goal.

It is his own folly that destroys a man,

And what you seek from me will bring disaster.

You are not a man of might with many followers,

Nor are you a sultan or his deputy.

Had an equal of mine acted like this,

The terrors of war would have whitened his hair.

But now I shall forgive your fault,

So that you may repent of what you did.



She gave the letter to the old woman and said: ‘Nurse, stop this dog from pursuing me lest I commit a sin by having his head cut off.’ ‘My lady,’ the old woman promised, ‘I shall leave him no side on to which to turn.’ Then she took the letter and brought it to Ardashir. They exchanged greetings and he took it and read it, shaking his head and reciting the formula: ‘To God we belong and to Him do we return.’ He went on: ‘What am I to do, mother? I am too weak to endure any more.’ ‘Be patient, my son,’ she told him, ‘and it may be that God will now bring something about. Write down what is in your heart and I shall fetch you a reply. Take heart and be comforted, for, if God Almighty wills it, I shall very certainly bring the two of you together.’

Ardashir blessed her and wrote a letter in which were the following lines:


There is no one to help me in my love;

The tyranny of passion brings about my death.

Within my entrails I have to endure its fires

By day, and in the night I have no rest.

How can I give up hope of you, the goal of my desires?

I am content with the passion that I feel.

I pray to the Lord of the throne for satisfaction,

As love for the beautiful is destroying me.

I ask Him for the happiness of instant union,

For I am smitten by the terrors of desire.



He folded the letter and handed it to the old woman together with a purse containing four hundred dinars, which she took. She then went back to pass the letter on to the princess, who, for her part, refused to take it and asked what it was. When the old woman told her: ‘My lady, this is the reply to the letter that you sent to that dog of a merchant,’ the princess said: ‘Didn’t you forbid him to do this, as I told you?’ ‘Yes,’ replied the old woman, ‘and this is his reply.’ So the princess took the letter from her and read it through to the end, before turning to the old woman and saying: ‘What is the result of the message you gave him?’ ‘Didn’t he say in his reply that he had abandoned his presumption, asking to be excused for his earlier behaviour?’ the old woman asked. ‘No, by God; he went even further,’ the princess told her, at which the old woman said: ‘Write him another letter and then see what I shall do to him.’ ‘I have no need to write or to reply,’ said the princess, but the old woman told her: ‘You have to write so that I can speak harshly to him and cut off his hopes.’ ‘You can cut off his hopes without taking him a letter,’ the princess pointed out, but the old woman insisted that, in order to do this, she must go with a letter.

The princess then called for an inkwell and paper and wrote these lines to Ardashir:


I have long reproached you but this has not held you back.

How many lines of verse have I written to forbid you?

Hide your love; never let it show.

Disobey me and I shall not protect you.

If you protest your love once more,

The messenger of death will call your name.

Soon you will find the storm winds blowing;

The desert birds will flock around your corpse.

If you act well again, you will succeed,

But look for obscene filth and this will bring your death.



When she had finished writing she threw the paper away angrily, but the old woman picked it up and brought it to Ardashir, who took it from her. When he had read it through, he realized that the princess had not softened and that he would never get to her, as she was even angrier with him. He thought of writing a reply to call down a curse on her, so he composed the following lines:


Lord, by the five planets, I implore you: save me

From one whose love has brought me suffering.

You know the fires of my love

And my lovesickness for one who shows no mercy.

She has no pity for what afflicts me;

She oppresses my weakness and wrongs me.

I am lost, overwhelmed by separation from her,

And there is no one who will help my cause.

How often do I pass the dark of night in tears,

Both secretly and openly lamenting this!

I find no way through which to forget your love.

How could I, when passion has destroyed my patience?

Bird that tells of her parting, bring me news.

Is she safe from the disasters and distress of Time?



When he had folded the letter and passed it to the old woman, he gave her a purse containing five hundred dinars and she brought the letter to the princess. The princess read it and, having grasped its contents, she threw it away and exclaimed: ‘You evil old woman, tell me why you have done all this and why you have schemed to present this man to me in a good light? You have made me write letter after letter, and while you have been carrying these to and fro, you have led people to start talking about the correspondence we have been exchanging. Every time you say: “I shall see that he does you no more harm and stop him from talking about you,” but you only do this to get me to write him another letter so you can act as a go-between, coming and going until you have destroyed my honour.’ She cursed the old woman and told the eunuchs to seize her and beat her, which they did until she fainted, with blood pouring from all parts of her body. The princess then told the slave girls to remove her, and they dragged her away by the legs to the furthest part of the palace. One of them was ordered to stand by her head and, when she had recovered consciousness, to say: ‘The princess has sworn an oath that you are not to be allowed to come back to the palace or to enter it, and if you do, you are to be put to death without fail.’

When the old woman came to her senses again, the slave girl passed on the princess’s message, and she replied: ‘To hear is to obey.’ Then the girls brought a basket chair for her and told a porter to carry her back to her own house, which he did. Then they sent a doctor, who on their instructions treated her gently until she had recovered. She now rode off to Ardashir, who had been filled with grief at her non-appearance, as he was longing to hear her news. When he saw her coming, he jumped to his feet to meet her and, finding that she was showing signs of weakness, he asked her how she was. She told him everything that had happened to her with the princess. He was distressed to hear her tale and struck one hand against the other, exclaiming: ‘I find this hard to bear!’ He then went on to ask why it was that the princess had such a hatred for men, and she told him: ‘My son, you must know that the princess has a garden unsurpassed in beauty throughout the whole world. One night, while she was happily sleeping there, she had a dream in which she saw that a hunter had set up his nets and spread grain around them, before sitting down at a distance to see what game would fall into them. In her dream the princess had gone there and before long she saw birds gathering to pick up the grain. A cock bird was trapped fluttering in the net, and the others, including his mate, took flight and left him. Before long, however, his mate came back to him and went up to the net to test the part of the mesh in which his foot was trapped. She continued to work at this with her beak until she managed to cut through it and free him.

‘All the while the hunter was sitting snoozing, but when he woke up he noticed what had happened to his net, mended it, scattered more grain and sat down again at a distance from it. After a while the birds gathered round it again, among them being the cock bird and his mate. When they went up to gather the grain, this time it was the female who was trapped, and as she fluttered in the net all the others flew off, including her mate whom she had rescued, and, although the hunter had fallen deeply asleep, the bird did not return. The hunter slept for a long time, but when he woke to find the bird in his net, he got up, went to it and, after freeing its legs from the net, he cut its throat. The princess awoke in panic and said: “This is how men act with women. The woman has pity for the man and risks her life for him when he is in difficulties, but then when in accordance with God’s decree she herself is in trouble, he leaves her, making no attempt to free her, and the good she did him is left unrequited. May God curse all those who put their trust in men, for men will not acknowledge the services that women do for them.” She has hated men ever since.’

Ardashir now asked the old woman: ‘Mother, does the princess not go out at all?’ ‘No, my son,’ she told him, ‘except that she has one of the finest pleasure gardens to be found in this age, and every year in the fruiting season she goes to enjoy herself there for one day, returning at night to her palace. She gets to the garden by a private door which leads into it, and I propose to tell you something which, God willing, may be of service to you. It is now one month before the time of her visit to see the fruits, and I advise you to go straight away to the gardener who looks after the orchard and make friends with him. He doesn’t let any living soul enter it, because it adjoins the princess’s palace, but I shall let you know two days before she goes there. You must have made a habit of entering it, and you will then have to go in and contrive to spend the night there, so that when she comes you will be in some hiding place.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and twenty-fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the old woman told Ardashir that the princess used to visit the garden and that she would let him know two days before the princess’s visit. He was to be in a place of concealment. The old woman went on: ‘Then, when you catch sight of her, come out, and at the sight of you she will fall in love with you, for love conceals everything. You must know, my son, that your appearance will fascinate her because you are a handsome man. So console yourself and be of good heart, as I shall very certainly bring the two of you together.’

Ardashir kissed her hand and, after thanking her, he gave her three lengths of Alexandrian silk and three of variously coloured satins. With each of these he added extra material for shirts and trousers, as well as a kerchief to wear around the head and Baalbaki cloth to provide linings, so that there were three full sets of clothes for her, each more beautiful than the others. He also gave her a purse of six hundred dinars, saying: ‘This is for the sewing.’ She took all this and then said: ‘My son, would you like to know how to get to my house and to tell me at the same time where you live?’ He agreed to this and sent a mamluk with her to find the way to her house and to show her his.

When she had gone he got up, and after telling his servants to close the shop he went back to the vizier and reported everything that had happened in his encounters with the old woman from start to finish. The vizier listened but then said: ‘My son, if Hayat al-Nufus comes to the orchard but is not prepared to respond to your advances, what are you going to do then?’ ‘The only thing that I could do,’ Ardashir replied, ‘would be to move from words to deeds and risk carrying her off from among her eunuchs. I would have to take her up behind me on my horse and then ride out into the desert. Were I to escape, I should have got what I wanted, and if I perish, then I shall have done with this worthless life.’ ‘My son,’ exclaimed the vizier, ‘how are you going to survive if this is your idea of wisdom? How are we going to make the journey when we are so far from home, and how could you do this kind of thing to one of the kings of the age, who has a hundred thousand riders at his command? We could not be sure that he would not send out some of them to cut us off. This is not a good idea, and no sensible man would act like that.’ Ardashir said: ‘What do you, in your prudence, then advise me to do, vizier? For my death is certain.’ ‘Wait till tomorrow when we can take a look at this orchard and see what the position is, as well as seeing how we get on with the gardener,’ the vizier told him.

The next morning, the two of them got up and the vizier took a thousand dinars with him in his pocket. They walked to the orchard, which they found enclosed with high, strong walls and containing many trees, numerous streams and fine fruits. With the flowers spreading their perfumes and the birds singing, it was like one of the gardens of Paradise. An old man was sitting on a bench inside the gate. When he saw them, noticing their air of dignity, he got to his feet and, after they had exchanged greetings, he asked them politely whether there was anything he could do for them. The vizier told him that they were strangers and added: ‘We are finding the heat excessive and our lodgings are far away at the end of the city. Would you be kind enough to take these two dinars and buy us something to eat and then open the gate of this orchard for us so that we can sit in a shady spot by cool water until you bring us the food? Then we can all eat together, and when we are rested, we shall go on our way.’ He put his hand in his pocket and brought out the two dinars, which he handed over to the gardener. This man, who had never before in all his seventy years seen anything like that in his hand, was overjoyed. He got up immediately to open the gate and let in his visitors, finding a seat for them under a shady fruit tree. ‘Sit here,’ he told them, ‘but don’t go into the garden itself as there is a private door in it that connects with the palace of Princess Hayat al-Nufus.’

Ardashir and the vizier assured him that they would not move from where they were, and he then went off to buy the food they had asked for. When he came back some time later, he was carrying on his head a roasted lamb together with bread. They ate, drank and talked for a while, after which the vizier got to his feet and started looking from right to left through the orchard. In it he noticed a lofty pavilion whose walls were peeling with age and whose pillars were broken. ‘Shaikh,’ he asked, ‘is this garden your property or do you rent it?’ ‘It is not my property, sir,’ the man replied, ‘and I am not its tenant but its watchman.’ ‘How much do you earn?’ asked the vizier, and the man told him that he got one dinar a month. ‘That is not fair,’ said the vizier, ‘particularly if you have a family.’ ‘By God, sir,’ he replied, ‘there are eight children as well as myself.’ ‘There is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent!’ the vizier exclaimed. ‘I share your cares, poor man. What would you say of someone who was willing to help you for your family’s sake?’ The gardener replied: ‘Sir, whatever good you do will be stored up as treasure for you with Almighty God.’ ‘Know then, shaikh,’ said the vizier, ‘that this orchard is a pleasant place but the pavilion there is old and run-down. I would like to repair it, plaster it and give it a good coat of paint until it becomes the most beautiful thing in the orchard. When the owner comes and discovers that it has been repaired and is now in a fine state, he is bound to ask questions. When he does, tell him: “This was my doing. I saw that it was in such a state that no one could use it or sit there as it was falling into ruins, and so I spent money on having it repaired.” When he goes on to ask where you got the money from, tell him that you spent your own savings in order to find favour with him and in the hope of being rewarded. He will then have to repay you for what has been spent on the place. Tomorrow I shall get builders, plasterers and painters to do the job and I shall give you what I have promised.’ He took from his pocket a purse containing five hundred dinars and said: ‘Take this and spend it on your family, telling them to pray for me and for my son here.’ When Ardashir asked him why he was doing this, the vizier said: ‘You will see what happens.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and twenty-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the vizier gave the five hundred dinars to the gardener and said: ‘Take these and spend them on your family, telling them to pray for me and for my son here.’ When the gardener saw the gold, he nearly went out of his mind and he threw himself at the vizier’s feet to kiss them, calling down blessings on him and on his ‘son’. When they were about to leave, he said: ‘I shall be waiting for you tomorrow, and may Almighty God never part us night or day.’ The vizier went off the next day and summoned the master builder. When he came, the vizier took him to the orchard, where the gardener was delighted to see him. The vizier handed him money for provisions and for all that the workmen needed for the job, after which they set about rebuilding, plastering and painting. He told the painters to listen to his instructions in order to understand what it was he wanted. ‘Know,’ he said, ‘that I once had an orchard like this, and one night when I was sleeping there I had a dream in which I saw a hunter laying nets, around which he scattered grain. When the birds gathered there to pick this up, a cock bird fell into the net, at which all the others, including his mate, were frightened away. Then, after a time, his mate came back by herself and worked at the part of the mesh holding his foot until she had freed him and he flew off. The hunter meanwhile had been asleep, and when he woke up to find a hole in his net, he repaired it and scattered more seed, after which he sat down at a distance, waiting for something to fall into the trap. The birds came back to pick up the grain and this time it was the female who was trapped. The others, including her mate, flew off and left her, and when he did not come back, the hunter got up, took her and cut her throat. As for her mate, however, when he flew off with the others, he fell victim to a bird of prey which killed him, drank his blood and ate his flesh. I want you to paint the whole scene as well as you can, just as I have described it to you, using this orchard with its walls, trees and birds as a model in your painting. Paint a picture of the hunter with his nets and of what happened to the cock bird when it was carried off by the raptor. If you follow my instructions and I am pleased with the result, you will be happy with the bonus that I shall give you on top of your wages.’

When the painters heard what he had to say, they did their very best and produced their finest work. When it was all finished, they showed it to the vizier and he was so delighted to see an exact portrayal of the dream that he had described to them that, after thanking them, he rewarded them with the greatest generosity. Ardashir then came as usual, but he did not know what the vizier had been doing, and when he came and looked at the pavilion, he was astonished to see a picture of the orchard with the hunter and his nets, the other birds, and the cock bird in the talons of the raptor which had killed it and drunk its blood and eaten its flesh. He went back to the vizier and said: ‘Prudent man, today I have seen a marvel which, were it written with needles on men’s eyeballs, would serve as a lesson for all who can learn.’ When the vizier asked what this might be, Ardashir replied: ‘I told you, didn’t I, of the princess’s dream which led her to hate men?’ ‘You did,’ said the vizier, and Ardashir went on: ‘I have just seen it painted there so vividly that I might be looking at the real thing, and I have discovered a detail which the princess didn’t know and had not seen, something on which I can rely to get me to my goal.’ ‘What is that, my son?’ asked the vizier, and Ardashir told him: ‘I have found that when the cock bird abandoned its mate which was caught in the net, and did not go back, it had itself been seized and killed by a raptor, which drank its blood and ate its flesh. I wish that the princess had seen the whole dream and followed the tale to its end. She would have discovered that the cock bird did not come back to free its mate because it had been carried off by a bird of prey.’ ‘By God, O fortunate prince,’ exclaimed the vizier, ‘this is certainly a remarkable thing!’

Ardashir continued to admire the painting and to regret the fact that the princess had not seen the whole dream, saying to himself: ‘I wish that she had seen it all or could see the whole of it again, however confused it might be.’ The vizier then said: ‘You asked me why I had had this work done here, and I told you that you would see the result of it. This is the result, and I am responsible for it as I told the painters to paint the dream and to show the cock bird in the talons of the bird of prey which killed it, drank its blood and ate its flesh. When the princess comes down to look at this, she will see not only what she dreamt, but also how the cock bird was killed. This will lead her to excuse it and to abandon her hatred of men.’

When Ardashir heard this, he kissed the hands of the vizier, thanked him for what he had done and exclaimed: ‘A man like you should be the vizier of the greatest of kings! By God, if I reach my goal and return happily to the king, my father, I shall tell him about this so that he may show you even greater favour, ennoble you further and listen to what you say.’ The vizier kissed his hand, after which the two of them went to the old gardener and said: ‘Look at how beautiful this place is.’ ‘That is thanks to the good fortune that you have brought,’ the man replied, and they then emphasized that, when the owners asked him who had repaired it, he was to say that he had paid for it with his own money in order that he might receive a generous reward. ‘To hear is to obey,’ he told them, and after that Ardashir remained his constant companion.

So much for the prince and the vizier, but as for Hayat al-Nufus, she was delighted when Ardashir’s letters stopped coming and when the old woman stayed away from her, as she thought that her young suitor must have gone back to his own country. Then, one day, a covered dish came to her from her father and when she removed the cover she found ripe fruits. ‘Has the season for these come?’ she asked, and when her attendants told her that it had, she said that she wanted to make her preparations for a pleasure trip to the orchard.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and twenty-seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when her father sent fruits to the princess, she asked whether they were now in season. On being told that they were, she said that she wanted to make her preparations for a pleasure trip to the orchard.

‘What an excellent idea, my lady!’ her slave girls exclaimed. ‘We have been longing to go there.’ ‘But what are we going to do?’ the princess asked, explaining: ‘Every year it has been my nurse who has shown us over it and explained the differences between the various branches, but I have had her beaten and banished from my presence. I am sorry for what I did to her, as she was, after all, my nurse and I owe her a debt for having raised me, but there is no might and no power except with the Exalted and Almighty God.’ When the slave girls heard her say this, they all got up, kissed the ground in front of her and implored her in God’s Name to pardon the old woman and to command her to come back. ‘By God, I have made up my mind to do that,’ the princess told them, ‘but which of you will go to her and take the splendid robe that I have prepared for her?’ Two of the seniors, particular favourites of the princess, came forward, one called Bulbul and the other Sawad al-‘Ain, both graceful and pretty girls. They volunteered to go, and the princess told them: ‘Do as you like.’ So they went to the old woman’s house, knocked on the door and went in to see her. When she recognized them she welcomed them with open arms, and when they had sat down they said: ‘Nurse, the princess has forgiven you and taken you back into favour.’ ‘I shall never go back,’ the old woman exclaimed, ‘even if this brings destruction on me! Have you forgotten how I was punished in front of friends and enemies alike, when my clothes were stained with blood and I was beaten so harshly that I almost died? Then I was dragged off by the legs like a dead dog and thrown out of the door. By God, I shall never go back to her or rest my eyes on her again.’ The girls protested: ‘Don’t let our efforts be wasted. Where is your courtesy to us? Are you thinking over possible visitors and do you want someone to come who is of a higher standing with the princess?’ ‘God forbid,’ the old woman replied. ‘I know that I am your inferior, but the princess raised me to a position of such importance among her slave girls and eunuchs that if I were angry with even the greatest of them, such a one would almost die of fear.’ ‘Things are still the same,’ the girls said. ‘Nothing has changed and your position is even stronger than before, as the princess has humbled herself before you and asked for a reconciliation without an intermediary.’ ‘By God,’ replied the old woman, ‘had you not come to me, I would not have gone back to her even if she had ordered my execution.’

The girls thanked her and she got up immediately, put on her outdoor clothes and set out with them. They brought her to Hayat al-Nufus, who got to her feet at the sight of her nurse, and she, for her part, called on the Name of God and asked: ‘Was the fault mine or yours, princess?’ ‘The fault was mine,’ the princess replied, ‘and so forgiveness and reconciliation must come from you. By God, nurse, I value you highly and I owe you a debt for having raised me, but you know that the Sublime and Exalted God has allotted four things to his creation: character, life, sustenance and their decreed fate. It is not in human power to ward off destiny. I could not control myself nor regain my balance, but I am sorry for what I did.’ At that, the old woman recovered from her anger and came forward and kissed the ground before the princess, who called for a costly robe of honour. This she put over the shoulders of her delighted nurse as the eunuchs and slave girls stood in front of her.

When this had been done, the princess asked about the fruits in the orchard and the old woman replied: ‘By God, my lady, I have seen most kinds of fruits in the town, but I shall go and look into the matter today and come back to you with an answer.’ She then left, having been treated with the greatest honour, and went to Ardashir. He welcomed her joyfully, embraced her and relaxed, taking her arrival as a good omen, after a long period of expectation. She gave him an account of her encounter with the princess, and told him that she was intending to go to the orchard on such-and-such a day.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and twenty-eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the old woman went to Ardashir, she told him of her encounter with the princess and that she was intending to go to the orchard on such-and-such a day. ‘Have you done what I told you to do with the gardener and have you treated him generously?’ she asked. ‘Yes,’ said Ardashir, ‘he has become my friend; his path is mine and he would be delighted if there was anything I needed from him.’ He then told her of how the vizier had had a painting made of the princess’s dream, with the hunter, the nets and the raptor. She exclaimed in joy at this. ‘By God, you should give your vizier a place in the centre of your heart, for what he has done shows the soundness of his judgement and he has helped you to achieve what you want. Now get up immediately and go to the baths, after which put on your most splendid clothes, as nothing that we can do can have more effect than this. Next go to the gardener and find some way of making him allow you to spend the night in the orchard, as even if he were presented with enough gold to fill the whole earth, he would never let anyone go into it. When you do get in, hide away out of sight and stay hidden until you hear me say: “God, Who hides His favours, save us from what we fear.” Then come out from your hiding place and show your beauty but remain in the shelter of the trees. This beauty will put the moon to shame, and when Princess Hayat al-Nufus sets eyes on you, her heart and body will be filled with love. You will achieve your goal and your cares will vanish.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ Ardashir said, and he then brought out a purse containing a thousand dinars which she took before going off.

Ardashir himself got up immediately and, after a luxurious visit to the baths, he put on the finest of his royal robes with a sash studded with precious stones of all kinds and a turban embroidered with threads of red gold and set with pearls and gems. His cheeks were rosy, his lips were red, his eyelids could exchange loving glances with gazelles and he swayed like a drunken man. His whole body was filled with beauty and his pliant form put the branches to shame. He put a purse with a thousand dinars in his pocket and then went to the orchard, where he knocked on the gate. The gardener answered his knock and, on opening the gate, was delighted to see him and greeted him with the greatest courtesy. Seeing that he looked gloomy, the gardener asked him how he was, and Ardashir told him: ‘You must know, shaikh, that I have always been well treated by my father and before today he never laid a hand on me. Today, however, we had a quarrel and he abused me, struck me in the face and threw me out after beating me with a stick. I can think of no one to befriend me and I am afraid of the treachery of time, for, as you know, the anger of parents is no small thing. I have come to you, uncle, because my father knows about you and I want you to be kind enough to let me stay in the orchard until the end of the day or even to spend the night there until God reconciles the two of us.’

The gardener was distressed to hear about the quarrel and said: ‘Sir, would you allow me to go as a peacemaker to intervene with your father?’ ‘Uncle,’ replied Ardashir, ‘you should know that my father is a man of difficult temper, and if you approach him about a reconciliation while he is still burning with anger he will pay no attention to you.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ said the gardener, adding: ‘But come to my house with me and if you spend the night with my children and the rest of my family, no one can disapprove.’ Ardashir explained that he was so angry that he had to be alone. ‘I would find it hard if you slept alone in the orchard when I have a house,’ the gardener told him, but Ardashir replied: ‘I want to do this so that my mood may pass, and I know that this is the way to get my father’s approval and win back his affection.’ ‘If this is how it has to be,’ the gardener said, ‘I shall get you a mattress to lie on and something to cover you.’ ‘There is nothing wrong with that,’ agreed Ardashir, and the gardener got up, opened the orchard gate and fetched the mattress and the blanket, not knowing that the princess was about to come there.

So much for Ardashir, but as for the old woman, she went to the princess and told her that the fruits were ripe on the trees, and the princess invited her to come with her the next day to look at them, adding that she was to warn the gardener of their visit. So the old woman sent word to say: ‘The princess will be with you in the orchard tomorrow. See that you leave no one there to water the trees and that there are no seasonal workers. No one else at all is to be allowed in.’

When these instructions came to the gardener, he saw to it that the water channels were flowing properly and then went to Ardashir and said: ‘The princess is the owner of this orchard. I have to excuse myself to you, as the place is yours and I live only through your kindness, but I am not my own master and I have to tell you that the princess intends to come here early tomorrow morning. I have been ordered to let no one into the garden who might look at her. Would you be good enough to leave it today, for she will only stay until the afternoon and then you can have it for months and years and ages.’ ‘It may be that we have done you some harm, shaikh,’ suggested Ardashir, at which the gardener protested: ‘No, by God, master, you have done me nothing but honour.’ ‘If that is so,’ Ardashir replied, ‘nothing but good will come to you from me, and I shall hide in the garden without being seen by anyone until the princess goes back to her palace.’ The gardener said: ‘Master, if the princess catches sight of the shadow of a man, she will have my head cut off.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and twenty-ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the gardener said that if the princess saw the shadow of a man, she would have the gardener’s head cut off. Ardashir reassured him that he would not let anyone at all see him, and added: ‘I am sure that you must be short of money to spend on your family.’ He then reached for his purse and brought out five hundred dinars, saying: ‘Take this and use it for your family expenses, so that you need no longer be worried about them.’ The sight of the gold convinced the man that the risk was not too great, and after impressing on Ardashir that he was not to show himself in the garden, he left him sitting there.

So much for the gardener and the prince, but as for the princess, early next morning, when her eunuchs came in, she ordered the private door to be opened which led to the orchard with the painted pavilion. She put on a regal dress studded with all types of pearls and gems and under it she wore a delicate chemise set with rubies, while beneath all this was what cannot be described, leaving the heart bewildered and giving the courage of love to the coward. On her head was a crown of red gold encrusted with pearls, and her golden slippers were adorned with fresh pearls, together with all kinds of precious stones. Resting her hand on the shoulder of her nurse, she gave the order to leave by the private door.

When the old woman looked at the garden she found it full of eunuchs and slave girls, who were eating the fruits, muddying the streams and enjoying themselves happily as they played around. ‘You are a wise and intelligent lady,’ she told the princess, ‘and you know that you don’t need all these servants here. If you went outside your father’s palace, you would have to have them to preserve your dignity, but you are coming out by a private door into the garden where none of God’s creation can lay eyes on you.’ The princess agreed and asked what should be done about it. ‘Tell the eunuchs to go,’ said the old woman, adding, ‘and I only tell you this out of respect for the king.’ When the princess had given the order, the old woman pointed out: ‘There are still some of them left, doing damage here. Send them away and keep no more than two slave girls with you so that we can relax with them.’

When the old woman saw that the princess was happy and at ease, she said: ‘Now we can enjoy ourselves, so come with me into the garden.’ The princess put her hand on her shoulder and went out through the private door with two slave girls leading the way. She was laughing at them and swaying in her robes, while the old woman went ahead to show her the trees and give her fruits to taste as she moved from place to place, leading her on until she came to the pavilion. When the princess looked at this, she saw that it had been restored and she exclaimed: ‘Look, nurse! The pillars have been restored and the walls plastered.’ ‘By God, lady,’ the old woman replied, ‘I did hear that the gardener had got some materials from a group of merchants and had sold them before spending the money on bricks, lime, gypsum, stones and so on. I asked him about that and he told me that he had used all this to repair the ruined pavilion. The merchants had asked him to repay what he owed them and he told them to wait until the princess came to the garden and saw and admired the restoration work. He would then take whatever she was pleased to give him and hand them their share. I asked him what had prompted him to do this and he said: “I saw that the pavilion was collapsing, its supporting pillars had fallen, its white surface was flaking and no one had the decency to repair it. I pledged my own credit to borrow money, hoping that the princess would act as befits her.” I told him that you were full of generosity and eager to repay debts, for it was in the hope of your favour that he did all this.’ ‘By God,’ the princess said, ‘he acted as an honourable and a generous man.’

The princess now told the old woman to call her treasurer, and when he came immediately, she ordered him to give the gardener two thousand dinars. The old woman sent a messenger, who went to fetch him and said: ‘Obey the summons of the princess.’ When he heard this, the gardener was unnerved and trembled, thinking to himself that the princess must have caught sight of Ardashir and that this was his unluckiest day. He went home and told his wife and children what had happened, giving them his last instructions and saying goodbye as they wept over him. He then walked away, and when he came before the princess, his face was the colour of Indian saffron and he was on the point of total collapse. The old woman realized this and spoke quickly, telling him to kiss the ground in gratitude to Almighty God and to call down blessings on the princess. ‘I told her what you did to repair the ruined pavilion,’ she said, ‘and she has been pleased to present you with two thousand dinars in return for this. Take the money from the treasurer, invoke a blessing on her and kiss the ground in front of her before going on your way.’ On hearing this, the gardener did as she told him, before going home with the two thousand dinars to the delight of his family, who called down blessings on the author of this good fortune.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and thirtieth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the gardener took the two thousand dinars from the princess before going back home. His family were delighted and called down blessings on the author of this good fortune.

So much for them, but as for the old woman, she said to the princess: ‘How beautiful this pavilion has become! I have never seen anything whiter than its plaster or finer than its painting, but do you suppose that he tackled both the outside and the inside, or whitened the outside and left the inside black? Come in with me and have a look.’ She went in, followed by the princess, and they discovered that the interior was most splendidly painted and embellished. The princess glanced from right to left until she came to the top of the room, where she took a long look. The old woman realized that she had caught sight of the representation of her dream, and so she took away the two slave girls lest they distract her.

When the princess had finished looking at the painting, she turned in wonder to the old woman, striking one hand against the other. ‘Nurse,’ she said, ‘come and see something so remarkable that, were it written with needles on men’s eyeballs, it would serve as a lesson for all who can learn.’ The old woman asked what it was, and the princess said: ‘Come up to the top of the room, look and then tell me what you see.’ The old woman went into the room, where she studied the painting of the dream, and when she went out she expressed astonishment and said: ‘My lady, this is a picture of the orchard with the hunter and his net, together with everything that you saw in your dream. It turns out that the cock bird had no chance to go back to rescue his mate from the hunter’s net, as I saw that it was clutched in the talons of a raptor, which had killed it, drunk its blood and torn and eaten its flesh. This was why it could not get back in time to save her, but the real wonder is how the dream came to be painted, for you yourself could not have done it even if you had wanted to. By God, this is something marvellous which deserves to be recorded in histories. It may be that the angels, whose task it is to look after mankind, realized that we had wrongly blamed the cock bird for not returning, and produced this in order to establish that it had an excuse, as I have just seen its corpse in the raptor’s talons.’ The princess agreed, saying: ‘The bird was a victim of fate, and we wronged it.’ ‘Adversaries will meet before the presence of Almighty God,’ said the old woman, ‘but as far as we are concerned, the truth has been made clear and we have been shown that the bird was to be excused. Had it not been seized and killed by the raptor, which drank its blood and ate its flesh, it would not have been slow to return. It would have gone back and saved its mate from the net, but there is no escape from death. Men are special in that they will starve themselves and feed their wives, strip themselves to clothe their wives, anger their own families to please them, and disobediently refuse to their parents what they give to their wives. A wife knows her husband’s hidden secrets and cannot bear to be parted from him for a single hour. If he is away for a night she cannot sleep; no one, not even her parents, is dearer to her than him, and as they sleep in one another’s arms, his hand is beneath her neck and hers beneath his, as the poet says:


I pillowed her in my arms and spent the night with her;

“Be long,” I told the night, “for the full moon has risen.”

O for a night whose like God never made!

It started sweetly only to end in bitterness.



He will then kiss her and she will kiss him. There was a king whose wife sickened and died and who had himself buried alive with her, being content to die himself out of his love for her and because of the strength of their mutual affection. Similarly there was another king who died of an illness, and when her family wanted to bury him, his wife told them to let her bury herself alive with him, saying: “Otherwise I shall kill myself and the responsibility for that will be yours.” When they realized that she would not change her mind, they let her be and she threw herself into his grave because of the strength of her love for him.’

The old woman went on telling the princess stories of men and women until her hatred of men left her, and when the old woman recognized that the princess had a newly awakened inclination towards men, she said: ‘It is time that we looked around the garden.’ So they left the pavilion and walked among the trees. Ardashir turned and caught sight of the princess, and when he saw her figure, her symmetrical form, her rosy cheeks, dark eyes, remarkable gracefulness and the splendour and perfection of her beauty, he was lost in astonishment. As he fixed his eyes on her, passion overcame his reason and his love passed all bounds. He wanted to serve her with every limb of his body, and so fiercely did the fire of love blaze within him that he lost consciousness and fell to the ground in a faint. When he recovered, he found that she had gone out of sight among the trees.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and thirty-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that while Ardashir was hiding in the garden, the princess and the old woman came down and walked among the trees. The violence of his passion made him faint at the sight of her, and when he recovered he found that she had gone out of sight among the trees. He heaved the deepest of sighs and recited these lines:


When my eyes saw the uniqueness of her beauty,

My heart was rent by passionate love.

I found myself thrown on the ground,

But the princess knew nothing of my suffering.

Swaying, she captivated the heart of her love’s slave;

For God’s sake, be merciful; have pity on my passion;

Lord, bring close the time of union; let me enjoy

Her, who is my heart’s blood, before I travel to the grave.

I shall give her ten kisses, then ten and then another ten,

Gifts to her cheek from a lover emaciated and distressed.



The old woman continued to show the princess around the orchard until she came to Ardashir’s hiding place, where she exclaimed: ‘God, Who hides His favours, save us from what we fear!’ On hearing his cue, Ardashir came out, walking proudly and haughtily among the trees. His figure put the branches to shame, his forehead was pearled with sweat and his cheeks were like the evening sun. Praise be to God, Whose glory shines over His creation! The princess turned and, catching sight of him, she stayed for a long time looking at him and taking note of his beauty and grace, the symmetry of his form, his eyes, which could exchange loving glances with gazelles, and his figure, which would shame the branches of the ban tree. His eyes shot arrows at her heart, bemusing her and robbing her of her wits. ‘Where did this handsome young man come from, nurse?’ she asked. ‘Where is he?’ the old woman replied, and the princess said: ‘Close by, among the trees.’ The old woman began to look right and left as though she knew nothing about the matter, and then exclaimed: ‘Who told him how to get here?’ ‘Who can tell us about him?’ the princess asked, adding: ‘Glory be to God, Who created men.’

She then asked the old woman: ‘Do you recognize him?’ and the woman replied: ‘This is the young man whose letters I carried to you.’ The princess, drowning in the sea of love and consumed by the fire of longing, said: ‘Nurse, how handsome he is and how attractive. I don’t believe that on the face of the earth there can be any better looking man.’ The old woman, recognizing that love had mastered her, said: ‘Didn’t I tell you, my lady, that he was a handsome young man with a lovely face?’ ‘Nurse,’ the princess went on, ‘the daughters of kings know nothing about the affairs of the outside world or the qualities of its inhabitants as they have no association with them in either giving or taking. So tell me how I can get to him or arrange to meet him face to face. What should I say to him and what would he reply?’ ‘What can I possibly do now, when, thanks to you, we are left here in a state of confusion?’ the old woman asked. ‘I tell you, nurse, that if no one else has ever died of love, I shall die of it, and I am sure that this will happen straight away, thanks to the fire of my passion.’

When the old woman heard this and saw how passionately she loved Ardashir, she said: ‘My lady, there is no way in which he can come to you, and because you are so young you cannot be expected to go to him. So come with me and I shall go ahead of you until you get to him. I shall do the talking, so that you need not feel ashamed, and then in the twinkling of an eye the two of you will find yourselves on friendly terms.’ ‘Go on in front of me,’ the princess told her, ‘for God’s decree cannot be turned back.’

The two of them set off and came to where Ardashir was sitting, looking as beautiful as the moon at its full. When they got to him, the old woman said: ‘Young man, look and see who stands before you. This is Hayat al-Nufus, the daughter of the king of the age. In recognition of her status and the honour that she has done you by walking here to you, get up out of respect for her and remain on your feet.’ Ardashir rose to his feet immediately, and when the two looked into each other’s eyes, they both became intoxicated but not through wine. The longing and love that the princess felt for Ardashir grew stronger; she opened her arms, he opened his, and they embraced in a paroxysm of desire until, overwhelmed by love and passion, they both fainted and collapsed on the ground. There they remained for so long that the old woman, fearing a scandal, brought them into the pavilion and sat there at the door. She told the slave girls to take the chance to enjoy themselves, telling them that the princess was asleep, and this they went back to do.

When the two lovers regained consciousness, they found themselves inside the pavilion. Ardashir said to the princess: ‘Tell me in God’s Name, queen of beauties, is this a dream or a vision seen in sleep?’ The two embraced, drunk with love and complaining of the torment of passion. Ardashir then recited:


The sun rises from her bright face,

With the glow of its setting in her cheeks.

When onlookers see this face,

The evening star hides away in shame.

When lightning flashes from her teeth,

Dawn breaks and clears away dark gloom,

And as her body bends and sways,

The leafy branches of the ban tree are jealous.

I need no more than to catch sight of her;

May the Lord of mankind and of the dawn guard her.

She lent the moon part of her beauty;

The sun has tried to rival her but failed.

How can the sun have sides that sway?

Where can the moon find such beauty of shape and nature?

Who can blame me, when my whole being is in love with her,

Whether in its separate parts or in its whole?

She has conquered my heart with a single glance,

And what protection is there for lovers’ hearts?
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and thirty-second night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when he had completed these lines, the princess clasped him to her breast, kissing him on the mouth and between the eyes. He regained his spirit and started to complain to her of what he had suffered through love and the tyranny of passion, the extent of his longing and his infatuation, and what the hardness of her heart had caused him to endure. When she heard this, she kissed his hands and his feet and uncovered her head, showing the darkness of her hair through which the full moons shone. ‘My darling,’ she said, ‘and the goal of my desires, I wish that there had never been a day on which I rejected you, and may God ensure that it never returns.’ They embraced each other tearfully, and the princess then recited:


You, who shame the moon, and the sun by day,

You have caused the beauty of your face to kill me wrongfully,

With the sword of a glance that pierces my entrails.

Where can one flee from such a sword?

The bow of your eyebrows has shot at my heart

With an arrow of burning love.

Your cheeks are for me a garden of fruits,

And how is my heart to endure without them?

Your swaying form is like a flowering branch;

The fruits it bears are there for me to pick.

You captured me by force, and left me without sleep;

Through love for you I have cast off all shame.

May God aid you with radiant light,

Making the far things close and bringing near a meeting.

Pity a heart seared by your love,

Of an emaciated lover whose refuge is in your nobility.



When she had finished these lines, she was swamped by a wave of passionate love and shed floods of tears. Ardashir, himself consumed and distressed by his love for her, went up to her and kissed her hands, shedding tears of his own. The two of them continued to exchange reproaches, intimate talk and poetry, but no more than this, until the call to the afternoon prayer, when they had to think of parting. ‘Light of my eyes and breath of my life,’ the princess said, ‘this is the time we must part, but when shall we meet again?’ Ardashir, whose heart had been pierced by this, exclaimed: ‘By God, I do not like this talk of parting!’ She then left the pavilion, and when he turned to look at her he found her uttering moans that would melt the rocks and shedding tears like rain. Drowning in a sea of the disasters of love, he recited these lines:


Heart’s desire, my concern has grown

Through my great love for you. What shall I do?

Wherever your face appears, it is like dawn;

The colour of your hair is that of night.

Your figure is that of a pliant bough,

Swaying in the breath of the north wind.

Your glances are those of a gazelle,

Looked at by noble men.

Your waist is slender and your buttocks heavy,

The weight of one matched by the slimness of the other.

From your mouth comes the sweetest wine,

With pure musk and cool water.

Gazelle girl of the tribe, end my distress

And, of your bounty, send your phantom as a visitor.



When the princess heard how he described her, she came back and embraced him with a heart burning with the fire of separation that could only be extinguished by a kiss and an embrace. She quoted the proverb that says: ‘It is patience that lovers must show and not its absence,’ adding: ‘I must think of some way for us to meet.’ Then she left after saying goodbye to him, and, although such was her love that she had no idea where she was walking, she went on until at last she threw herself down in her own room. Ardashir, for his part, felt such an increase of longing and love that he was unable to taste the sweetness of sleep, while the princess could not eat and, unable to endure her plight, she fell sick.

The next morning she sent for her nurse, who arrived to find that the condition of her mistress had changed. ‘Don’t ask how I am,’ the princess told her, ‘for you are responsible for all this. Where is my heart’s darling?’ ‘When did he leave you?’ the old woman asked. ‘Has he been away for more than this one night?’ The princess answered: ‘How can I bear to be parted from him for a single hour? Go and find some means of bringing us together quickly, for I am almost about to breathe my last.’ ‘Have patience, lady,’ the old woman told her, ‘and I shall produce a subtle and undetectable scheme.’ The princess replied: ‘I swear by the Omnipotent God that if you don’t fetch him today, I shall go and tell the king that you have corrupted me and he will cut off your head.’ ‘For God’s sake, give me time, as this is a serious matter,’ the old woman implored, and she continued to beg humbly until she got the princess to wait for three days. The princess then said: ‘These three days have been like three years for me, nurse, and if a fourth day goes by without your having brought him to me, I shall see to it that you are killed.’

The old woman left her presence and went back to her house. Then, on the morning of the fourth day, she collected the bridal hairdressers of the town and asked them to provide her with the best cosmetics in order to adorn, paint and tattoo a young virgin. When they had brought the finest of these as she had asked, she sent for Ardashir and on his arrival she opened a chest and took out a package containing a woman’s dress worth five thousand dinars, together with a headband set with all kinds of jewels. ‘My son,’ she said, ‘do you want to meet Hayat al-Nufus?’ When he said yes, she took out tweezers with which she removed the hair from his face before dying it with kohl. Next she stripped him and painted his arms from finger to shoulder and his legs from the insteps to the thighs, after which she tattooed the rest of his body until he had become like a red rose lying on a slab of marble. Then, after a brief pause, she washed and cleaned him, before bringing out a chemise and drawers, over which she made him wear the regal dress she had ready, together with the headband and a veil. She taught him how he should walk, telling him to lead with the left leg and draw back the right, and, following her orders, he walked in front of her like a houri coming from Paradise.

‘Steel yourself,’ she told him, ‘for you are going to the king’s palace and there are bound to be guards and eunuchs at the gate. If you seem nervous of them or give them grounds for suspicion, they will investigate you and find you out. That would be disastrous and would lose us our lives, and so, if you cannot do it, tell me.’ ‘This does not frighten me,’ replied Ardashir. ‘There is no need for you to worry and you can be at ease.’ She then went out and walked on ahead of him until they got to the palace gate, which was crowded with eunuchs. She turned to see whether he was showing signs of fright or not, and discovered that he appeared entirely unmoved.

On her arrival, the chief eunuch looked at her and recognized her, but he could see that she was followed by a ‘girl’ of indescribable beauty. He said to himself: ‘The old woman is the princess’s nurse, but no one in our land can match the figure of the girl who is following her, or come near her in point of beauty or grace, except for the princess Hayat al-Nufus and she is kept in seclusion and never goes out. I wish I knew how she comes to be out in the street, and I wonder whether she did this with the king’s permission or without it.’ He got to his feet to investigate and was followed by some thirty eunuchs. When the old woman saw this, she was taken aback and recited the formula: ‘We belong to God and to Him do we return,’ adding: ‘Now we are dead – there is no doubt about 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 seven hundred and thirty-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the old woman saw the chief eunuch coming towards her with his followers, she was terrified and recited the formula: ‘We belong to God and to Him do we return,’ adding: ‘Now we are dead – there is no doubt about it.’

The chief eunuch heard this and became suspicious, knowing that the princess was harsh in her dealings and that her father was under her thumb. So he said to himself: ‘It may be that the king ordered the princess’s nurse to take her out on some errand and did not want anyone to know about it. If I interfere with her, she will be furious with me and will say: “This eunuch confronted me in order to find out what I was doing,” and she will try her best to have me killed. There can be no need to do anything about this.’ So he went back to the palace gate, followed by the other thirty, and they drove the bystanders away, letting the nurse enter in safety, as they stood by respectfully and exchanged greetings with her.

Ardashir followed her in and together they went through one gate after another, passing by all the guards under the protection of God, the Veiler, until they came to the seventh gate. This was the gate of the main palace where the king’s throne was and which gave access to the apartments of his concubines, the harem and the pavilion of the princess. Here the old woman stopped and said: ‘My son, glory be to God, Who has brought us this far, but it is only at night that you can meet the princess, as night is a cover for the fearful.’ ‘That is true,’ he agreed, ‘but what are we to do?’ ‘Hide in the darkness here,’ she said, showing him a cistern, in which he sat down. She then went off somewhere else, leaving him there until the end of the day, when she came back and took him out. Together they went through the gate of the pavilion and walked on until they got to the apartments of Hayat al-Nufus. The old woman knocked on the door and a little girl came out to ask who was there. ‘It is I,’ said the old woman, and the girl went back to ask whether her mistress would admit her nurse. ‘Open the door for her and let her come in with whomever she has with her,’ the princess told her, and so the two visitors entered.

When they came forward, the old woman turned to Hayat al-Nufus and saw that she had prepared the room, arranging rows of candles and covering the benches and the raised floors with carpets. Cushions had been placed there; candles had been lit in chandeliers of gold and silver; food, fruits and sweetmeats had been set out and the room was perfumed with musk, aloes and ambergris. The princess was sitting surrounded by lamps and candles, but the radiance of her face outshone them all. She looked at the old woman and asked: ‘Nurse, where is my heart’s darling?’ ‘My lady,’ the old woman answered, ‘I have not met him or seen him, but I have brought you his sister.’ ‘Are you mad?’ exclaimed the princess. ‘I don’t need his sister. When someone has a wounded head, does he bandage his hand?’ The old woman replied: ‘No, by God, my lady, but nevertheless take a look at her and, if she pleases you, let her stay with you.’ At that she unveiled Ardashir’s face and, when the princess recognized him, she got to her feet and clasped him to her breast while he clasped her to his before they both fell to the ground unconscious. When they had stayed like this for a long time, the old woman sprinkled them with rosewater and they recovered.

Hayat al-Nufus now kissed Ardashir on the mouth more than a thousand times and recited these lines:


My heart’s darling visited me in the dark;

I rose to honour him until he took his seat.

I said: ‘You, who are my wish and my desire,

Did you not fear the guards as you came here by night?’

‘I did,’ he said, ‘but it is love that holds my life and soul.’

We clung together and embraced;

For here is safety, with no guards to dread.

We got up with our honour still unsoiled,

Shaking out robes that had remained unstained.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and thirty-fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Hayat al-Nufus met her beloved in the palace, they embraced and she recited appropriate lines of poetry. When she had finished her recitation, she said: ‘Am I really seeing you here as my companion and friend?’ The pangs of love and passion took such a hold on her that she almost went out of her mind with joy and recited:


I would ransom with my life the one who comes by night,

For whose return I had been waiting.

I was startled by the soft sound of his weeping,

And told him: ‘Come, for you are welcome here.’

I left a thousand kisses on his cheek,

Embracing him a thousand times, hidden as he was.

I said: ‘I have obtained my hope;

Praise be to God, Who made this hope come true.’

We passed the night as we wished, in delight,

Until the dark was cleared away by dawn.



When morning came, she hid Ardashir away in her apartments and it was not until nightfall that she brought him out, after which they sat and talked. He said: ‘I plan to go back to my own country and then tell my father about you so that he may send his vizier to your father to ask him for your hand.’ ‘My darling,’ she objected, ‘I am afraid that, if you go home, you may be distracted and forget your love for me or that your father may not agree to what you suggest. Then there would be nothing for me to do but die. The best thing is for me to hold you here, so that we can see each other until I can think of some scheme to allow us to leave the palace together on the same night, after which we can go to your country, as I no longer have any hopes of my own people and despair of them.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ said Ardashir, and they went on drinking wine.

One night, they enjoyed their wine so much that they did not settle down to sleep until dawn. As it happened, a king had sent gifts to Hayat al-Nufus’s father, among them being a necklace comprising twenty-nine unequalled gems that were worth more than the treasuries of kings. ‘The only person worthy of this is my daughter, Hayat al-Nufus,’ the king said, and he turned to a eunuch whose molar teeth the princess had had pulled out for some reason. Having summoned him, the king told him to take the necklace to his daughter. He was to tell her that it was a present beyond all price, sent to her father from a king, and that she was to put it round her neck.

The eunuch took it, saying to himself: ‘May Almighty God ensure that this is the last thing she wears in this world, as she deprived me of the use of my teeth.’ When he came to the door of her apartments, he found it locked with the old woman sleeping beside it. He roused her and she woke with a start and asked him what he wanted. When he told her that the king had sent him on an errand to his daughter, she said: ‘The key is not here. Go away until it can be fetched.’ But when he objected that he could not return to the king, she set out herself to get the key but then became afraid and decided to save her own life. When she was slow to return, the eunuch became afraid that the king would think that he was taking too long and so he rattled the door and shook it. The hasp of the lock broke and the door opened. He went in and kept on until he passed through the seventh door and came to the princess’s room, which he found spread with splendid carpets and arranged with candles and wine flasks. This surprised him and he walked up to the dais, which was covered by a silken curtain, surmounted by a net of jewels. He drew the curtain and discovered the princess asleep with a young man in her arms who was even more beautiful than she. He glorified God, Who had created this young man from ‘a despicable drop’,* before adding: ‘These are fine doings for a girl who hates men. How did she manage this? I think it must have been because of him that she had my teeth pulled out.’

He put the curtain back in its place and was making for the door when the princess woke up in a panic and, seeing the eunuch, whose name was Kafur, she called to him but got no reply. She came down from the dais and caught up with him before taking hold of the skirt of his gown, putting it on her head, kissing his feet and exclaiming: ‘Conceal what God has concealed!’ ‘May God not shelter you,’ he replied, ‘nor anyone who gives you shelter. You had my teeth pulled out, saying that no one was to tell you anything about the qualities of men.’ He freed himself from her grip and ran out, bolting the door behind him and posting a eunuch to guard it. He then went to the king, who asked him whether he had handed over the necklace to the princess. ‘By God,’ he replied, ‘you deserve better than this.’ ‘What has happened? Tell me and be quick,’ the king said. ‘I can only do this in private,’ objected the eunuch, but the king insisted that he tell him there and then. ‘Guarantee my safety,’ said the eunuch, and the king gave him a kerchief as a token of this. The eunuch then said: ‘Your majesty, I went to see Hayat al-Nufus and found her asleep in a luxuriously furnished room with a young man in her arms. I locked the door on them before coming to you.’

When the king heard this, he jumped up, grasped a sword in his hand and shouted to the chief eunuch, telling him to take his followers and go to fetch Hayat al-Nufus and the man with whom she was sleeping on the dais, and to cover them both up.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and thirty-fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the king ordered the eunuch to take his followers, go to Hayat al-Nufus and bring her to him together with the man who was with her. The eunuchs went off, and on entering the room they discovered Hayat al-Nufus dissolved in tears, as was Ardashir. The chief eunuch told them both to lie down on the couch again, and, fearing for his life, she told Ardashir: ‘This is no time to disobey.’ The two of them lay down and were carried off to the king. When they were uncovered, Hayat al-Nufus sprang to her feet, and the king, looking at her, was about to strike off her head when Ardashir forestalled him by throwing himself on his chest and exclaiming: ‘The fault is not hers but mine, so kill me first!’ The king was on the point of striking him when Hayat al-Nufus threw herself at her father, calling out: ‘No, kill me and not him, for he is the son of the great king, the ruler of the whole land throughout its length and breadth.’ When the king heard this, he turned to his grand vizier, a man who united all the vices, and asked him for his advice. ‘What I say,’ the vizier replied, ‘is that those who are involved in this affair must necessarily lie, and the only thing to do is to put them to all kinds of tortures before cutting off their heads.’

The king summoned his executioner, who came with his assistants. ‘Take this scoundrel and cut off his head,’ he said, ‘and then do the same to this harlot before burning their bodies. Do not ask me about this again.’ The executioner put his hand on the princess’s back in order to take her, but the king shouted at him and threw something that he was holding in his hand, almost killing him. ‘Dog,’ he cried, ‘when I am angry, should you be gentle? Take her by the hair and pull her so that she falls on her face.’ The executioner did as he was told and dragged both her and Ardashir on their faces to the place of execution. He cut a piece from the bottom of his robe and tied it over Ardashir’s eyes before drawing his sharp sword. He left Hayat al-Nufus until second, in the hope that someone might intercede for her, and busied himself with Ardashir, swinging his sword three times, while all the soldiers wept and prayed to God for intercession. He was raising his sword in his hand when suddenly a dust cloud could be seen filling the horizon.

The reason for this was that, when news of Ardashir had been slow in reaching his father, he had mustered a huge army and set out in person to look for his son. As for King ‘Abd al-Qadir, at the sight of the dust he asked what was happening and what the dust meant. The grand vizier left to investigate and discovered an innumerable and inexhaustible force like a swarm of locusts filling the mountains, valleys and hills. He came back to tell the king of this and the king ordered him to go and learn more about them and to discover why they had come. ‘Find out about their leader,’ the king said. ‘Give him my greetings and ask him why he has come. If he is here on some errand, we shall help him; if he wants to take revenge on some king, we shall ride with him; and if he wants a gift, we shall give him one. For this is an enormous force and there is reason to fear that it may attack our lands.’

The vizier went off and continued to walk between tents, troops and camp servants from first light until nearly sunset, when he came across guards with gilded swords, and star-spangled tents. He then found emirs, viziers, chamberlains and deputies and went on till he came to the commander-in-chief, whom he found to be a mighty king and whose officials, on seeing him, shouted: ‘Kiss the ground, kiss the ground!’ The vizier did so and then rose, but they shouted a second and then a third time until, when he lifted his head and tried to get up, such was the awe inspired in him by the king that he fell full length on the ground. When at last he stood before the king, he said: ‘May God lengthen your days, add glory to your rule and exalt you, O fortunate king. King ‘Abd al-Qadir sends you his greetings, kisses the ground before you and asks what important business has brought you here. If you are looking for vengeance on some king, he will ride out under your command, or if there is anything he can do to further any purpose you may have, he is at your service.’ The king told him: ‘Messenger, go back to your master and tell him that the great king has a son who has long been absent. News of him has been slow to come in and he seems to have vanished without trace. If he is in this city of yours, his father will take him and leave you, but if anything has happened to him or if harm has come to him at your hands, he will ravage your lands, plunder your wealth, kill your men and enslave your women. Go quickly to tell this to your master before harm befalls him.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ said the vizier, and he was about to turn away when the chamberlains shouted to him: ‘Kiss the ground, kiss the ground!’ He kissed it twenty times and by the time he rose he was almost at his last breath.

When he left the king’s audience chamber, he went off in a state of concern about this foreign king and the size of his army until, by the time he got back to ‘Abd al-Qadir, such was his fear that he had lost his colour and was trembling. He gave an account of what had happened to him…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and thirty-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the vizier returned from the great king to ‘Abd al-Qadir, he gave an account of what had happened to him, and ‘Abd al-Qadir, who was anxious and fearful both for his own sake and for his people, asked him who the son of this king might be. ‘His son,’ replied the vizier, ‘is this man whose execution you ordered, and we owe praise to God, Who ensured that this was not done in a hurry, as otherwise his father would have ravaged our lands and plundered our wealth.’ The king said: ‘See what bad advice you gave when you told me to have him killed. So where is he, this son of the great king?’ ‘It was you who gave the order for his execution,’ the vizier said, and the king in a state of confusion gave a cry wrenched from the depths of his heart and his head, calling out: ‘Damn you, bring the executioner lest he kill him.’ The man was fetched immediately, and when he had come he said: ‘King of the age, I cut off his head as you ordered.’ ‘Dog,’ the king told him, ‘if this is true, I shall send you to join him.’ ‘You told me to kill him and not to ask you about it again,’ objected the man, but the king said: ‘I was angry, but tell me the truth before you get yourself killed.’ At that point the man said that the prisoner was still alive, and the king, delighted and relieved, ordered him to be brought before him.

When Ardashir was fetched, the king rose to his feet and kissed him on the mouth. ‘My son,’ he said, ‘I ask pardon from Almighty God for what I did to you and I ask you not to say anything that might lower my standing in the eyes of the great king, your father.’ Ardashir asked where his father was, and the king told him: ‘He has come because of you.’ ‘I swear by the respect in which you are held,’ Ardashir said, ‘that I shall not leave your presence until I have cleared my honour and the honour of your daughter from what you have imputed to us. She is a virgin. Summon the midwives to examine her in front of you. If you find that her maidenhead has been lost, then I give you leave to kill me, but if not, then proclaim my innocence and hers.’ The midwives were called and on inspection they confirmed that the princess was a virgin. They told this to the king and asked for a reward, which he gave them, taking off and giving away his own robes, as well as presenting gifts to everyone in the harem. Scent bowls were produced and all the state officials were perfumed to their great delight. The king embraced Ardashir, treating him with the greatest honour and respect, and on his orders his particular favourites among the eunuchs escorted him to the baths. When Ardashir came out, the king presented him with a splendid robe of honour as well as a jewelled crown and a sash of silk ornamented with red gold and studded with pearls and gems. He mounted him on a splendid horse with a golden saddle set with jewels and ordered his state officials and dignitaries to form an escort to take him to his father, instructing him to say to the great king: ‘King ‘Abd al-Qadir is at your service and will obediently follow all your instructions.’ Ardashir promised to do this.

Ardashir then took leave of ‘Abd al-Qadir and set off to visit his father, who was overcome with delight when he saw him, jumping to his feet and advancing to embrace him, as joy spread throughout the whole army. He summoned every one of his viziers and chamberlains, as well as all his troops and their officers, who kissed the ground before Ardashir in joy at his arrival. This was a day of great rejoicing. Ardashir allowed his escort and others from ‘Abd al-Qadir’s city to inspect his father’s army without hindrance, so that they might note its size and the greatness of his power. All those who had earlier visited the drapers’ market and seen him sitting in his shop were amazed at how someone of such honourable and dignified rank could have been content with such a position, although it was his love for the princess that had forced him to it.

News spread through the city about the huge size of his army, and word of this reached Hayat al-Nufus. She looked from the castle roof towards the mountains and saw them filled with armed men, while she herself was still being held prisoner until it was known whether the king would be content to release her or whether she would be condemned to death and burned. The sight of the army and the knowledge that it belonged to Ardashir’s father made her fear that Ardashir might be distracted by this and forget about her, leaving her to be put to death by her father. So she sent off a slave girl who was acting as her attendant in her apartments, telling her: ‘Go to Ardashir, the king’s son, and don’t be afraid. When you reach him, kiss the ground before him and tell him who you are. Then say: “My mistress sends you her greetings. She is being held a prisoner in the palace on her father’s orders, either to be released or to be put to death. She asks you not to forget her or to abandon her, for today you are in a position of power and no one can disobey your commands, whatever they may be. If you think of getting her father to free her and taking her to join you, this will be an act of kindness, as it is because of you that she has had to endure these sufferings. But if you do not want to do that, now that you have got what you want from her, speak to your father, the great king, so that he may intercede for her with her father and not leave before she has been freed. He should get her father to pledge that he will not harm her or have her killed. This is the end of her message, may God not grieve her by your absence. Peace be on 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 seven hundred and thirty-seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Hayat al-Nufus sent a slave girl to Ardashir. The girl went to Ardashir and gave him the princess’s message. When he heard it, he wept bitterly and said: ‘Know that Hayat al-Nufus is my mistress and I am her slave, the captive of her love. I have not forgotten what passed between us or the bitterness of parting. Kiss her feet and tell her that I shall talk about her to my father, who will not be able to refuse me, and he will send his vizier, who asked the king for her hand on the first occasion. If your father consults you about this, do not say no, for I shall not return to my own country without you.’ The girl went back and passed this message to the princess, after she had kissed her hands, and, when the princess heard it, she wept for joy and gave praise to Almighty God.

So much for her, but as for Ardashir, that night when he was alone with his father and was asked about himself and what had happened to him, he told him the whole story from beginning to end. ‘What do you want me to do, my son?’ his father asked. ‘If you want ‘Abd al-Qadir destroyed, I shall ravage his lands, seize his wealth and have his women raped.’ ‘I do not want that, father,’ replied Ardashir, ‘for he has not done anything to me to deserve that. What I want is to marry the princess, so would you be good enough to prepare a valuable gift and send it to her father with your vizier, the master of sound counsel?’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ replied his father, and from the treasures that had been stored away from early times he chose the most valuable pieces and showed them to Ardashir, who approved of his choice. He then summoned his vizier, telling him to take these to ‘Abd al-Qadir and to request the princess’s hand in marriage to his son, asking him to accept the gift and to send back a reply.

The vizier set off to go to ‘Abd al-Qadir, who had been filled with gloom since he parted from Ardashir, being preoccupied with fears that his kingdom would be ravaged and his estates seized. He was then suddenly confronted by the vizier, who greeted him and kissed the ground before him. He rose to his feet and greeted his visitor courteously, but the vizier quickly prostrated himself at his feet and kissed them, exclaiming: ‘Pardon, king of the age, one in your position does not stand up for the likes of me, the least of the slaves of slaves. Know that the prince has talked with his father and told him of some of the goodness and generosity with which you treated him, which has earned you the king’s gratitude. He has sent me, your servant who stands before you, with a gift for you and he greets you and sends you an honourable salutation.’

The king had been in such a state of fear that he did not believe his ears until the gift was presented to him, but he then discovered that it was past all price and that no other ruler among the kings of the earth could have produced its like. This made him feel diminished by comparison, and he rose to his feet, praising and glorifying Almighty God, as well as expressing his gratitude to Prince Ardashir. The vizier then said: ‘Noble king, listen to my words and know that the great king has come to you, choosing to establish a relationship with you. My mission is to seek and request the hand of your daughter, the sheltered lady, the hidden jewel, Hayat al-Nufus, in marriage to the king’s son, Ardashir, and if you are pleased to accept, then the two of us can come to an agreement about her marriage portion.’ When the king heard that, he said: ‘To hear is to obey. For my own part I have no objection and would like nothing better. My daughter, however, is of legal age and is in control of her own affairs. I shall refer the matter to her and she can choose for herself.’ Turning to the chief eunuch, he said: ‘Go to my daughter and tell her about this.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ the eunuch said and he walked to the harem quarters, where he came to the princess, kissed her hands and, after telling her what the king had said, asked: ‘What is your reply to this?’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ she answered.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and thirty-eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the chief eunuch of the harem told Hayat al-Nufus that her hand had been requested in marriage to the son of the great king, she replied: ‘To hear is to obey.’ When the chief eunuch heard this, he went back to tell the king of his daughter’s answer. The king was delighted and called for a splendid robe of honour, which he presented to the vizier, together with ten thousand dinars, telling him to inform Ardashir’s father that Hayat al-Nufus had accepted the proposal and to ask for his permission to visit him. ‘To hear is to obey,’ said the vizier, who then left ‘Abd al-Qadir’s court and returned to pass the messages to his master. The great king was pleased, and as for Ardashir he was almost out of his mind with joy, being filled with contentment and happiness. Permission was granted to ‘Abd al-Qadir to come to visit the king, and on the following day he rode out and was met on his arrival by the king himself, who greeted him and gave him a place of honour. The two kings sat, while Ardashir remained standing in front of them, and an orator, one of ‘Abd al-Qadir’s close associates, rose to deliver an eloquent address in which he congratulated Ardashir on having achieved his wish to marry the sovereign of princesses. When he had sat down, the great king ordered a chest filled with pearls and gems to be produced, together with fifty thousand dinars, and he told ‘Abd al-Qadir that he was acting as his son’s representative in the matter of the marriage settlements. ‘Abd al-Qadir acknowledged the receipt of the bride price, which included the fifty thousand dinars for the wedding celebrations. The judges and notaries were then summoned and a marriage contract drawn up between Hayat al-Nufus, daughter of King ‘Abd al-Qadir, and Ardashir, son of the great king. This was a momentous day, delighting all lovers and angering those who were filled with jealous hate. There were banquets and receptions, and after that Ardashir lay with his bride and discovered her to be an unpierced pearl and a filly that no one else had ridden, a precious jewel well-guarded and a gem that had been hidden away, a fact that he passed on to her father.

The great king then asked Ardashir whether there was anything else that he wanted before they left. ‘Yes, O king,’ he replied, ‘I want to be revenged on the vizier who maltreated us and on the eunuch who lied about us.’ His father instantly sent to ‘Abd al-Qadir to demand the two, who were then delivered to him, and when they appeared before him he ordered them to be hung over the city gate. After a further brief delay, ‘Abd al-Qadir was asked to allow his daughter to make her preparations for travelling. He provided for her needs and she was mounted on a carriage of red gold studded with pearls and gems and drawn by noble horses. She took with her all her slave girls and eunuchs, and her nurse, who had returned after her flight to take up her usual position again. The great king and Ardashir mounted, and ‘Abd al-Qadir and his whole court rode out to say goodbye to his son-in-law and his daughter on what was counted as one of the best of days. When they reached open country, the great king insisted that ‘Abd al-Qadir turn back, which he did after first clasping the king to his breast, kissing him between the eyes, thanking him for all his goodness and entrusting his daughter to his care. When he had said goodbye to the king and to Ardashir, he went back and embraced his daughter, who kissed his hands, and the two of them wept as they parted.

While ‘Abd al-Qadir went back to his capital, Ardashir, together with his wife and his father, went on to his own country, where they held a second wedding feast. There they remained enjoying the pleasantest of lives in joy and luxury until they were visited by the destroyer of delights, the parter of companions, the ravager of palaces and the filler of graveyards. This is the end of the story.

A story is also told, O fortunate king, that long ago in Persia there was a king named Shahriman who lived in Khurasan. In spite of the fact that he had a hundred concubines, none of them had ever in his life provided him with either a son or a daughter. One day, as he thought this, he grew melancholy, reflecting that the greater part of his life was over and there was no son to inherit the kingdom after his death in the way that he himself had inherited it from his father and forefathers. He was filled with sorrow and deep distress, but then as he was sitting in his palace one of his mamluks came to him and said: ‘Master, at the gate is a merchant with as beautiful a slave girl as I have ever seen.’ ‘Bring them to me,’ the king ordered, and when they entered he looked at the girl and discovered that she was like a Rudaini spear and was wrapped in a silken shawl embroidered with gold. When the merchant unveiled her face, the room was illumined by her beauty. She had seven locks of hair hanging down to her anklets like ponies’ tails; her eyes were darkened with kohl; she had heavy buttocks and a slender waist and could cure the illnesses of the sick and quench the fires of thirst, as has been described by the poet in these lines:


I fell in love with her in the perfection of her beauty,

Crowned, as it was, by calmness and by dignity.

She was neither too tall nor yet too short;

Her waist-wrapper was too narrow for her buttocks;

Her figure struck a balance between extremes of height,

And could not be criticized for either fault.

Her hair hung down before her anklets,

While her face was always bright as day.



The king, admiring the sight of her graceful beauty and her symmetrical form, asked the merchant her price. ‘Master,’ he replied, ‘I bought her from her previous owner for two thousand dinars; I have spent three years travelling with her and this has cost me another three thousand up to the time that I arrived here, but I give her to you as a present.’ The king ordered that the merchant be given a splendid robe of honour together with the sum of ten thousand dinars. He took these and left after kissing the king’s hands and thanking him for his favour and generosity.

The king then handed over the girl to the maids, telling them to see to her and to adorn her, as well as to furnish apartments for her and bring her to them, while his chamberlains were instructed to fetch her everything that she might need. The king’s capital was known as the White City, and thanks to the fact that his realm lay by the sea, the apartments to which the girl was brought had windows overlooking 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 seven hundred and thirty-ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the king took the slave girl, he handed her over to the maids, telling them to see to her. They took her to her apartments, and the king instructed his chamberlains to fetch everything she might need and then lock all the doors. The apartments to which they escorted her had windows overlooking the sea.

When the king went in to visit her, she said nothing and took no notice of him, leaving him to imagine that the people with whom she had been had not taught her manners. Then he looked at her outstanding beauty and grace, her symmetrical figure and her face that was like the full moon or the sun shining in a clear sky, and in his admiration for these qualities he praised God, the Omnipotent Creator. He went up to her, sat beside her and then clasped her to his breast, seating her on his lap and sucking the saliva of her mouth, which he found sweeter than honey. On his orders, all kinds of the most delicious foods were brought in, which he ate himself and morsels of which he gave to the girl until she had had enough. During all this time she uttered no single word and, although he started to talk to her and ask her her name, she remained silent, saying nothing and making no reply, with her head bent towards the ground. It was only her great beauty and attractiveness that saved her from the king’s anger, and he said to himself: ‘Praise be to God, Who created her – how lovely she is! She does not speak, but perfection belongs to the Almighty alone.’ He asked the slave girls whether she had said anything and they told him that, from the time of her arrival until then, they had not heard a word from her. Some of these girls, together with a number of the concubines, were then told to sing to her and relax with her in the hope of breaking her silence. They played different musical instruments in front of her and indulged in various games and so on, until everyone there was moved to delight by their songs, but the girl herself was a silent spectator and neither laughed nor spoke, to the distress of the king. He then dismissed the other girls and remained alone with her. He took off his own clothes and undressed her, discovering that she had a body like a silver ingot. He fell deeply in love with her and deflowered her, being delighted to discover that she was a virgin. ‘By God, it is remarkable,’ he said to himself, ‘that the merchant should have left untouched a beautiful girl with such a lovely figure.’

He then became entirely devoted to her, disregarding everyone else and abandoning all his concubines, while the year that he then spent with her passed like a single day. She had still said nothing, and one day, when his passionate love had grown even stronger, he told her: ‘Heart’s desire, I love you deeply and for your sake I have forsaken all my slave girls and concubines, as well as every other woman, since you are the only thing that I now want in this world. I have waited patiently for a whole year, and I now ask Almighty God of His grace that He may soften your heart towards me so that you may speak to me or, if you are dumb, then make a sign to tell me, and I will give up the thought that you might ever talk. My hope is that Almighty God will grant me a son by you to inherit the kingdom after my death, for I am entirely alone and in my old age I have no heir. I implore you in God’s Name to answer me if you love me.’

The girl looked down thoughtfully towards the ground and then she raised her head and smiled at the king, to whom it seemed as though lightning had filled the room. ‘Great king and strong lion,’ she said, ‘God has answered your prayer, for I am carrying your child and am near the time of delivery, although I do not know whether it will be a boy or a girl. Had I not conceived, I would not have spoken a word to you.’ When the king heard this, he beamed with joy and delight and kissed her head and her hands in his gladness, exclaiming: ‘Praise be to God, Who has granted me my wishes, as, firstly, you have spoken to me and, secondly, you have told me that you are carrying my child!’

The king then left her and went out to sit on his royal throne in a state of great happiness, and he ordered his vizier to distribute a hundred thousand dinars as alms to the poor, the wretched and the widows, among others, in gratitude to Almighty God, an order which the vizier carried out. The king then returned to the girl and sat with her, holding her to his breast. He said: ‘My mistress, whose slave I am, why did you stay silent? You have been with me day and night, waking and sleeping for a whole year now, and during all this time you have not spoken a word until now. What was the reason for this?’

‘You must understand, O king of the age,’ replied the girl, ‘that I was a poor broken-spirited stranger, having been parted from my mother, my brother and my family.’ The king listened to this and grasped her point but objected: ‘When you say that you are poor, this is not true, as my kingdom, my goods and all that I have are at your service, while I myself am your slave, but when you say that you have been parted from mother, brother and family, tell me where they are and I shall send to fetch them to you.’ She replied: ‘Know, O fortunate king, that my name is Julnar of the sea. My father was one of the rulers of the sea and when he died he left his kingdom to us, his family. We held it until another king moved against us and took it from us. I have a brother named Salih, while my mother is one of the sea people. I quarrelled with my brother and swore that I would throw myself away on a landsman, so I came out of the sea and sat by moonlight on the shore of an island. A man passed by and took me off to his house, where he tried to seduce me, but I struck him on the head and almost killed him. He then took me out and sold me to the merchant from whom you bought me, a good and pious man, religious, honest and honourable. Had you not truly loved me and preferred me to all your concubines, I would not have stayed with you for a single hour and would have thrown myself into the sea from this window and gone off to my mother and my people. But I was ashamed to go to them carrying your child, for whatever oath I took they would have suspected my virtue if I told them that a king had bought me for money, devoted himself to me and preferred me to his wives and everything else he owned. This is my story.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and fortieth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when King Shahriman questioned Julnar of the sea, she told him her story from beginning to end.

When the king heard all this, he thanked her, kissed her between the eyes and said: ‘By God, my lady and the light of my eyes, I cannot bear to be parted from you for a single hour, and if you leave me I shall die on the spot, so how are things going to be?’ ‘Master,’ she replied, ‘it is nearly time for my child to be born and my family will have to be there to look after me, as women from the land don’t know how sea women give birth and vice versa. Then, after they have come, we shall be reconciled with each other again.’

The king asked her: ‘How can they walk in the sea and not get wet?’ She told him: ‘We walk in the sea in the same way you walk on the land, and this is thanks to the blessing conferred by the names written on the seal ring of Solomon, son of David, on both of whom be peace. When my family and my brothers come, I shall tell them that you paid money to buy me, after which you treated me with kindness and courtesy, something that you must confirm for them. They will see your grandeur with their own eyes, and realize that you are a king and the son of a king.’ ‘Do what you want, as it occurs to you,’ said the king, ‘for I shall obey you in everything you do.’ ‘Know, king of the age,’ she explained, ‘that when we walk in the sea our eyes are open and we can look at what is there, as well as at the sun, the moon, the stars and the sky, which we can see just as though we were on dry land, and that does us no harm. You must know also that there are many different races in the sea, as well as different varieties of all the types of creatures that are to be found on land. Furthermore, what the land contains is tiny in comparison with what is in the sea.’ The king was astonished by what she had to say.

She then produced from the palm of her hand two bits of Qumari aloes wood and, taking one of them, she threw it into a brazier that she had lit. She whistled piercingly and started to speak some unintelligible words. As the king watched, a large cloud of smoke rose up and Julnar said: ‘Master, hide yourself away in a small room so that I may show you my brother, my mother and the rest of my family without their seeing you. I want to summon them, and here and now you shall see a marvel and wonder at the different shapes and strange forms that God Almighty has created.’ The king got up immediately and went into a small room from where he could see what she was doing. She started to burn incense and to recite spells, until the sea began to foam, and from the disturbed water out came a splendidly handsome young man like the full moon, with a radiant forehead, ruddy cheeks and teeth like pearls. He was very like his sister and the following lines would spring automatically to mind:


Once every month the moon becomes full,

But the beauty of your face is perfect every day.

The heart of a single zodiac sign holds the full moon,

But the hearts of all mankind serve as your resting place.



He was followed out of the sea by a grey-haired old lady, who was accompanied by five girls as beautiful as moons, all bearing a resemblance to Julnar. As the king could see, every one of them was walking on the surface of the sea as they approached her, and when she saw them close to her window, she got up and went to meet them with joy and delight. When they saw her and recognized her, they came in and embraced her, raining down tears. ‘Julnar,’ they said to her, ‘how could you have abandoned us for four years? We didn’t know where you were and the pain we suffered because of your loss made our lives miserable; there was no single day on which we could enjoy food or drink, and such was our longing for you that we wept night and day.’

Julnar kissed her brother’s hand and those of her mother and her cousins. They sat with her for a time, asking her about herself, what had happened to her and how she was. In reply she said: ‘Know that when I parted from you and came out of the sea, I sat on the shore of an island and a man took me and sold me to a merchant, who brought me to this city and sold me to its king for ten thousand dinars. The king received me with honour, abandoning all his concubines, his women and his favourites for my sake and occupying himself with me to the exclusion of all his other affairs and the business of his city.’

When Julnar’s brother heard her story, he thanked God for having reunited them and added: ‘I want you to get up and come with us to our own country and our people.’ On hearing that, the king was distraught lest she agree to this suggestion and, passionately in love with her as he was, he would not be able to stop her. He remained dismayed and fearful at the thought of losing her, but, for her part, when she heard what her brother had to say, she told him: ‘By God, brother, the man who bought me is the ruler of this city, a great king, an intelligent and noble man of vast liberality. He has shown me honour, and he is a chivalrous and a wealthy man, who has neither sons nor daughters; he has been good to me; he has treated me generously, and from the day that I came here until now I have heard no harsh word from him to cause me distress. On the contrary, he has always been kind to me, consulting me in all that he does, and with him I have enjoyed the pleasantest of lives and the greatest of benefits. Further, if I leave him, he will die as he cannot bear to be parted from me for a single hour, and I too would die if I left him, so deeply do I love him because of the goodness he has shown me during the time I have been with him. Were my father still alive, I would not enjoy the same standing with him as I do with this great and powerful king. You can see that I am carrying his child, and I praise God, Who made me the daughter of the king of the sea and has given me as a husband the greatest of the rulers of the land. He did not abandon me but gave me a good exchange…’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and forty-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Julnar told her story to her brother and said: ‘The Almighty did not abandon me but gave me a good exchange, and as the king has no son and no daughter, I ask Almighty God to let me give birth to a boy, who may inherit from his powerful father all that He gave him in the way of buildings, palaces and possessions.’ Julnar’s brother and her cousins were pleased by what she had to say, and they said: ‘Julnar, you know how deeply we love you, for, as you must already know, you are the dearest of all people to us. You must believe that all we want for you is that you should enjoy a life of ease, without distress or drudgery. If you are not free from worry, then come back with us to your own land and to your family, but if you are and you are both well regarded and happy here, then this is all we hope for, and we can want nothing more for you.’ ‘By God,’ she replied, ‘I am enjoying all possible comfort, happiness and dignity, and everything I wish for is mine.’ When the king heard what she had to say, he was pleased and relieved; he was grateful to her and loved her even more from the bottom of his heart, as he realized that she returned his love and wanted to stay with him so that she might see his child.

Julnar then gave orders to her slave girl for tables laden with various types of food to be produced, after she herself had supervised the preparations in the kitchen, and then these, together with sweetmeats and fruit, were brought in by the slave girls. When she and her family had eaten, they said to her: ‘Julnar, your husband is a stranger to us and we have entered his palace without his leave. You have told us that you are grateful for his kindness, but he does not know about us and although we have eaten his food that you brought us, we have not seen him or met him and he has not seen us. He has not come to join us and has not eaten with us so as to establish the tie of bread and salt.’ At that they all stopped eating, and they were so angry with her that what looked like flaming torches came out of their mouths.

When he saw this, the king became distraught with fear, but Julnar, having first got up to mollify them, went to the room where he was and said: ‘Master, did you see and hear how I thanked you and praised you to my family, and did you hear them say how they wanted to take me home with them?’ ‘I both heard and saw,’ the king told her, adding: ‘May God reward you on my behalf, for I never knew how much you loved me before this blessed hour, a love which I cannot doubt.’ ‘Master,’ she then said, ‘one good deed deserves another. You have treated me well and showered great favours on me; you love me deeply, as I can see; you have done everything that you can for me and you have preferred me to all others whom you love and desire. So how could I be content to part from you and leave you? How could I do that after all the kindness that you have shown me? But now I would like you to be good enough to come and greet my family, so that after you have seen each other there may be a bond of sincere affection between you. For you must know, king of the age, that my brother, my mother and my cousins have a great love for you, because I told them how grateful I am to you. They said that they would not leave me and return home until they have met you and greeted you, as they want to see you and make friends with you.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ said the king, ‘for that is what I want myself.’

He then got up and went to Julnar’s family, whom he greeted in the friendliest manner, and they, for their part, sprang to their feet and met him with the greatest courtesy. He sat with them in the palace and ate at the same table, after which they stayed with him for thirty days. At the end of this period they wanted to set off for home, and after they had asked for his permission and for that of Queen Julnar, they left, having received the most honourable treatment. It was then that Julnar reached the term of her pregnancy, and when she had gone into labour she gave birth to a boy like a full moon. The king was overjoyed, as he had no other children, male or female, and celebrations were held, the city being adorned with decorations for seven days among general pleasure and rejoicing.

On the seventh day, Julnar’s mother came back with her brother and her cousins, having heard of her delivery.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and forty-second night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Julnar had given birth, her family returned. They were met by the king, who was pleased by their arrival and who told them: ‘I said that I would not name my son until you arrived to choose his name, wise as you are.’ They all agreed to call him Badr Basim and he was shown to his uncle, Salih, who took him in his arms. Salih then left the others, and after walking to and fro in the palace he left it and went down to the sea. He walked on into it until he was out of the king’s sight, and when the king saw that his son had been taken away from him and plunged into the depths of the sea, he began to weep and sob in despair. Seeing this, Julnar said: ‘Do not be afraid or grieve for your son, king of the age, for I love him more than you do. He is with my brother, and there is no need to concern yourself about the sea or to fear lest he be drowned, for if my brother knew that any harm would come to the child he would not have acted as he has. God willing, he is just about to bring him back safe and sound.’

Soon there was a disturbance in the sea and from the frothing water emerged Salih with the uninjured child. Carrying him in his arms he flew out to rejoin the others, and the child meanwhile made no sound, while his face was as radiant as the full moon. Looking at the king, Salih said: ‘Were you, perhaps, afraid that harm might come to your son when I took him down with me into the sea?’ ‘I was indeed, sir,’ the king replied, ‘and I never thought that he would come out alive.’ ‘King of the land,’ said Salih, ‘we rubbed his eyes with a type of kohl we know of, and recited over him the names engraved on the signet ring of Solomon, son of David, on both of whom be peace, as this is what we do with our own newborn babies. You need never fear that he will drown or suffocate or that any sea will be dangerous for him, for, as you walk on the land, so we walk in the sea.’ From his pocket he then brought out a sealed case with writing on it. He broke the seal and spread out the contents – strings of gems of all types, sapphires and so on, together with three hundred emerald rods* and three hundred pierced jewels, each as large as an ostrich egg, gleaming more brightly than the sun and the moon. ‘King of the age,’ he said, ‘these gems are a gift from me to you. We had not brought you anything because we had had no news of Julnar and did not know where she was, but now that we see your relationship to her and we have become one family, we make you this present, and after every few days, God willing, we shall bring you the same again, because there are more of these jewels with us than there are pebbles on the land. We know which of them are good and which are bad, and we know how to get to them and where they are to be found, and so it is easy for us to obtain them.’

The king looked at the jewels in astonishment and amazement, exclaiming: ‘By God, a single one of these is worth as much as my kingdom!’ He thanked Salih, and then, looking at Julnar, he said: ‘Your brother has made me feel ashamed by giving me a more splendid present than anyone on earth could produce.’ Julnar, for her part, thanked Salih, who said: ‘King of the age, you have a prior claim on us, and it is right that we should thank you because of your kindness to my sister, and because we have entered your palace and eaten your food. The poet has said:


Had I shed tears of love for Su‘da before she wept,

I would have cured my soul before having to repent.

But she wept first, prompting my tears,

And I said: “The merit belongs to the first to weep.”’



He continued: ‘King of the age, even if we served you as best we could for a thousand years, we still could not repay you, and that would be little enough to do for you.’

The king thanked him profusely, after which Salih and his mother and his cousins stayed there for forty days. At the end of this period, he came and kissed the ground before the king, and when the latter asked what he wanted, he said: ‘King of the age, you have shown us kindness, and I want you to be good enough to give us leave to go, as we long for our own folk, our lands, our relatives and our home. I shall never cut myself off from your service or from my sister and my nephew, and I swear by God that I do not want to leave you, but what can we do? We were brought up in the sea and have no liking for the land.’ When the king heard what he had to say, he got to his feet to take leave of him, as well as of his mother and his cousins. They all shed tears of parting, but said: ‘We shall be with you again soon and will never cut ourselves off from you.’ They flew off, making for the sea, into which they plunged and were lost from sight.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and forty-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Julnar’s relatives had said goodbye both to the king and to Julnar, they shed tears of sorrow at parting, but then flew off, plunged into the sea and were lost from sight.

The king treated Julnar well, showing her even greater respect; the child was raised successfully and his uncle, his grandmother, his aunt and his mother’s cousins would come to the palace every few days and stay with him for a month or two before returning home. As he grew older, the child grew ever more handsome and graceful, until by the time he was fifteen he was unique in his perfection and the symmetry of his figure. He had studied writing, reading, history, grammar and philology, as well as archery; he could manage a lance and a horse, and had learned everything else that princes need to know. There was no one among the children of the citizens there, either male or female, who did not talk about his beauty, for this was so marked that the poet’s lines could be applied to it:


Down has written with ambergris on pearl,

Inscribing an apple with twin lines of jet.

When he looks, there is death in his languorous eyes,

And drunkenness is in his cheeks, not in the wine.



Another wrote:


Down spread upon the surface of his cheek,

Like embroidery, and there it thickened.

It was as though a lamp hung there suspended

On chains of ambergris beneath the dark.



One day the king, who was exceedingly fond of his son, Badr Basim, summoned the emirs, viziers, state officials and the leading men of his kingdom to make them take a solemn oath that, in succession to him, they would take Badr as their king. They swore to this gladly, as the king was a man who treated his people well, spoke pleasantly and united in himself all virtues, while consulting the general good in what he said. On the following day he rode out, accompanied by the state officials and the other emirs, together with all the troops. They paraded through the city before turning back and then, when they were near the palace, the king dismounted as an act of deference to his son, who went on ahead, with each of the emirs and the officials taking turns to carry the royal saddle cloth before him. When they reached the entrance hall of the palace, Badr dismounted from his horse and was embraced by his father as well as by the emirs. They sat him on the royal throne, with his father and the emirs standing before him.

Badr now gave his decisions to his people, deposing unjust officials and replacing them with honest men. He continued exercising his authority until it was almost noon, when he got up from the throne and went to visit his mother, wearing the crown and looking as radiant as the moon. When his mother saw him standing there with the king in front of him, she got up to kiss him and congratulate him on having taken power, wishing both him and his father a long life and victory over their enemies. He sat and relaxed with his mother, until in the afternoon he rode out to the exercise ground, preceded by the emirs, and there he joined his father and his officials in practising with his weapons until evening. Then everyone there went on ahead as he returned to the palace.

Every day he would follow his visit to the exercise ground by sitting in judgement among the people, giving fair treatment to the powerful and the poor alike. He continued this practice for a whole year, and after that he started to ride out hunting, touring the lands and districts that were under his control, proclaiming security and peace and acting as a king. He was unequalled in his time for his renown and courage, as well as the justice with which he treated his subjects.

It happened that one day the king, Badr’s father, fell ill, and the throbbing of his heart alerted him to the fact that he was about to move to his eternal home. When the illness had become so grave that he was on the point of death, he summoned his son and instructed him to look after his subjects, his mother, his officials and all his retainers. These, in turn, he made bind themselves again with an oath to obey Badr, and a few days later he died and was taken to a merciful God. He was mourned by his son and by Julnar, his wife, as well as by the emirs, viziers and officials of state. They built a tomb for him and buried him there, after which they sat in mourning for a whole month. Salih arrived with Julnar’s mother and her cousins to share in the mourning, saying: ‘Julnar, although the king is dead, he has left an excellent son and no one dies who leaves behind one like this. This young man has no equal; he is a savage lion…’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and forty-fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Julnar’s brother, Salih, together with her mother and her cousins, told her that, although the king was dead, he had left behind a son without equal, a savage lion and a shining moon. The officials of state and the leading men came to Badr, the new king, and said: ‘There is nothing wrong with grieving for your father, but mourning is something that is only suitable for women, so do not let yourself or us become preoccupied with sorrow for your father. He has died, leaving you to succeed him, and no one who has left behind someone like you is really dead.’ They spoke gently to him, consoling him, and they then escorted him to the baths. When he came out, he put on splendid clothes embroidered with gold and studded with gems and sapphires, and, after placing the kingly crown on his head, he took his seat on his royal throne and judged the affairs of his people, giving weak justice against the strong and helping the poor to their rights over the emirs. In this way he gained the affection of his people.

This state of affairs continued for a whole year, with his family from the sea visiting him at short intervals. He led a pleasant and a comfortable life and this went on for a long time until it happened that one night his uncle came to visit Julnar. He greeted her and she got up to embrace him, after which she made him sit by her side and asked him how he was and about her mother and her cousins. He assured her that all was very well with them and that the only thing they lacked was the sight of her. She had food brought for him and after he had eaten they began to talk and the conversation turned to Badr, his beauty and grace, his symmetrical figure, his mastery of horsemanship, his intelligence and good manners. Badr himself happened to be resting there, propped on his elbow, and when he heard his mother and his uncle talking about him, he listened to what they were saying while pretending to be asleep. Salih said to Julnar: ‘Your son is seventeen years old but, as he has no wife, I am afraid that something may happen to him and he will leave no heir. So I want to marry him to one of the sea princesses, his equal in beauty and grace.’ ‘Tell me their names,’ said Julnar, ‘for I know them.’ Salih started to list the princesses one by one, but Julnar kept saying: ‘She will not do for my son, and I shall only marry him to someone as beautiful and graceful as he is, who is his match in intelligence, piety, good manners, generous qualities, sovereignty and noble birth.’ Salih said: ‘I don’t know of any other princess. I have given you more than a hundred names, but you don’t approve of any of them.’

He then told her to check to see whether Badr was really asleep or not. When she had touched him and found that it looked as though he was, she confirmed this to Salih and added: ‘So what do you have to say and why do you want to find whether he is asleep or not?’ ‘I have thought of a princess who would suit him,’ he said, ‘but I would be afraid of mentioning her if he were awake lest he fall in love with her, and then as he might not be able to reach her, he would suffer as would we and his ministers. This would be a cause of concern for us, as the poet has said:


Love starts as a drop of water,

But when it takes hold, it is an ocean.’



‘Tell me about this girl,’ said Julnar, when she heard this. ‘What is her name? For I know the sea princesses and the other girls as well, and if I see that she is a suitable bride for Badr, I shall ask her father for her hand, even if I have to spend all that I have in order to get her. Don’t be afraid to tell me, as he is asleep.’ Salih objected: ‘I’m afraid that he may be awake, and as the poet has said:


I loved her when she was described to me;

At times the ear falls in love before the eye.’



‘You can speak without fear, but keep it brief, brother,’ Julnar told him. He then said: ‘Sister, the only suitable girl for your son is Princess Jauhara, the daughter of King Samandal, who is his equal in beauty, grace, splendour and perfection. Nowhere on land or sea is there anyone more charming or sweeter tempered than she; she is a lovely girl with a good figure, red cheeks, a radiant brow, teeth like pearls, dark eyes, heavy buttocks, a slender waist and a beautiful face. If she turns, she puts to shame the wild cows and the gazelles; she sways as she walks and the branch of the ban tree is filled with jealousy, while, when she is unveiled, she shames the sun and the moon, captivating all who see her. Her lips are sweet to kiss and she is soft to embrace.’

When Julnar heard what her brother had to say, she exclaimed: ‘By God, that is true! I have seen her many times, for when we were small she was my companion, but now, as we live so far apart, our acquaint-anceship has lapsed and I have not set eyes on her for eighteen years. She and she alone is worthy of my son.’ Badr heard and understood all that they had to say from start to finish about Princess Jauhara. What he heard made him fall in love with her, and although he kept up the pretence of being asleep, the fire of love blazed up in his heart and he drowned in a restless sea without a shore.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and forty-fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Badr heard what his uncle, Salih, and his mother, Julnar, had to say about the daughter of King Samandal, the fire of love blazed up in his heart and he drowned in a restless sea without a shore.

Salih now looked at his sister and said: ‘By God, there is no stupider man than her father among the kings of the sea and no one more violent by nature. So don’t tell your son anything about the girl until we can ask her father for her hand. If he agrees, we can praise Almighty God, but if he turns us away and refuses to marry her to your son, then we can let the matter rest and ask for the hand of someone else.’ ‘That is a good idea,’ replied Julnar and the two of them said no more. Salih spent the night with his sister, but as for Badr he was on fire for love of Princess Jauhara, and although he concealed the matter and said nothing about her to his mother or his uncle, he was roasting on the coals of passion.

The next morning he went with his uncle to the baths, and after they had washed and come out, they drank. Food was brought and Badr ate together with his mother and his uncle, until, when they had had enough, they washed their hands. Salih then got to his feet and asked the other two for permission to leave, explaining that he wanted to go back to his mother since he had stayed with them for a number of days and she would be concerned about him and expecting him back. ‘Stay with us for today,’ Badr told him, and when he had agreed to do this, Badr told Salih to come into the garden with him. The two of them went out and strolled around inspecting the garden, until Badr sat down under a shady tree with the intention of taking a restful nap. He then remembered what Salih had said about the beauty of the princess, and, bursting into a flood of tears, he recited these lines:


The fire is kindled and blazes in my heart

As my entrails burn.

Were I asked which I would prefer, to see them,

Or to enjoy a drink of cold water, I would choose them.



With further complaints, moans and tears he recited:


Who will protect me from a human gazelle,

Whose face is like the sun, or even lovelier?

Love had not troubled my heart before,

Until it blazed with passion for the daughter of Samandal.



When Salih heard this, he struck his hands together and recited the formula: ‘There is no god but God; Muhammad is God’s Prophet and there is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent.’ He then asked: ‘My son, did you hear what your mother and I said when we were talking about Princess Jauhara and describing her?’ ‘Yes, uncle,’ Badr replied, ‘and I fell in love when I heard what you said. So deeply is my heart attached to her that I cannot endure to be without her.’ ‘Your majesty,’ said Salih, ‘let us go back to your mother and tell her what has happened, and then I shall ask her permission to take you with me so that I may woo the princess for you. When we have said goodbye to your mother, you and I will come back, for I am afraid that, if I were to take you and go off without her leave, she would quite rightly be angry with me, as I would be responsible for parting the two of you, just as I was responsible for her leaving us. The city would have no king and no one to lead its citizens and look after their affairs. The kingdom would be ruined and you would lose your throne.’

On hearing this, Badr said: ‘Uncle, you must know that were I to go back to my mother and consult her on this she would never allow me to go, and so I shall not do this.’ He then burst into tears in front of his uncle and said: ‘I shall go off with you without telling my mother, and after that I shall come back.’ When Salih heard this, he was at a loss to know what to do, and he exclaimed: ‘I ask for help from Almighty God in every circumstance!’ He saw the state his nephew was in, and, realizing that he did not want to return to his mother but was going to leave with him, he took from his finger a ring inscribed with some of the Names of Almighty God and gave it to him. ‘Put this on your finger,’ he said, ‘and it will save you from drowning and from other disasters, as well as from any harmful sea beasts and fishes.’

Badr took the ring from his uncle and, after he had put it on his finger, the two of them dived into the sea.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and forty-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that after Badr and his uncle, Salih, had dived into the sea, they travelled on to Salih’s palace, where Badr’s grandmother was seated with her relatives. The two entered and kissed their hands, and when Badr’s grandmother saw him, she got up to greet him, embracing him and kissing him between the eyes. ‘This is a happy arrival, my son,’ she said, before going on to ask: ‘How was your mother, Julnar, when you left her?’ ‘Well and in good health,’ he replied, ‘and she sent her greetings to you and to her cousins.’ Salih then told his mother of what had happened between him and Julnar and that, because of what he had heard, Badr had fallen in love with Princess Jauhara, the daughter of King Samandal.

When he had explained the whole story from beginning to end, he went on to say that the reason why Badr had come was to ask Samandal for Jauhara’s hand and then to marry her. On hearing this, his mother became furiously angry with him and, disturbed and distressed, she exclaimed: ‘My son, you were wrong to mention Jauhara in front of your nephew, for you know how stupid Samandal is and that he is a savage tyrant with little intelligence, who is reluctant to give his daughter to any of her suitors. The other sea kings have asked him for her hand, but he has refused and has not been willing to give her to any single one of them. In rejecting them, he told them that they were no match for her in beauty, grace or anything else. I am afraid that if we approach him he will turn us away as he turned away the others and, honourable as we are, we will come back disappointed.’ On hearing this, Salih asked: ‘What can we do then, mother, since it was when I mentioned her to my sister, Julnar, that Badr fell in love with her? We have to ask for her hand, even if it costs me all that I own, for he claims that, unless he marries her, he will die of love for her.’

He went on to tell his mother that Badr was more beautiful and graceful than Jauhara, and that, since Badr had succeeded his father as king of all the Persians, he was the only suitable husband for her. ‘I propose to take sapphires and other gems and bring a suitable present to Samandal before asking him for Jauhara’s hand. If he objects, telling us that he is a king, then we can say that Badr is a king and the son of a king; if he points to her beauty, Badr outdoes her in this, and as for the size of the kingdom, Badr rules over wider lands than she and her father, and has more troops and guards and a larger state. I must do my best to settle this affair for my nephew, even if it costs me my life, for I was the cause of the whole affair and, since it was I who threw him into the sea of love, it is up to me to try to get him married to the princess, with the help of Almighty God.’ ‘Do what you want,’ said his mother, ‘but take care not to speak rudely to Samandal, as you know how stupid and violent he is, and I am afraid he might strike you, as he pays no regard to anyone’s rank.’

‘To hear is to obey,’ said Salih, and he then got up and took two sacks filled with sapphires and other gems, together with emerald rods and precious stones of all kinds, which he gave to his servants to carry. He and Badr then set out with these treasures, making for the palace of King Samandal. He asked leave to approach the king, and when this had been granted, he went in and kissed the ground before him, greeting him with the greatest courtesy. For his part, on seeing him the king rose to greet him and treated him with all possible respect. When he had sat down, as he had been told to do, the king said: ‘This is a happy arrival, Salih, for we have been lonely without you. Tell me what has brought you here, so that I may do whatever it is that you want.’

Salih got up and then kissed the ground a second time before saying: ‘King of the age, I address my need to God and to the magnanimous king, the great lion, news of whose fame is carried by the caravans and the renown of whose bounty, generous deeds, forgiveness, mercy and benevolence has spread throughout all regions and lands.’ He then opened up the two bags, and when he had removed from them the jewels and what else was there, he spread them out in front of Samandal, saying: ‘King of the age, perhaps you would be kind enough to gratify me by accepting this gift of mine.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and forty-seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Salih presented his gift and said: ‘O king, perhaps you would be kind enough to gratify me by accepting this gift of mine.’ ‘Why have you given me this?’ asked Samandal. ‘Tell me your story and let me know what you need, for if I can, I shall at once satisfy it for you without putting you to any trouble, but if I cannot, then God does not force anyone to do what is beyond his power.’

Salih rose again and, having kissed the ground thrice, he said: ‘King of the age, you can indeed grant my request, as this is something that is within your power and under your control. I am not asking you to do anything difficult and I am not mad enough to talk to you about something that you cannot do, for a wise man has said: “If you want to be obeyed, then ask for what is possible.” What I have come to seek is something that the king, may God preserve him, is able to grant.’ ‘Tell me what you want; explain the matter and then make your request,’ the king told him, and Salih then said: ‘King of the age, know that I have come to ask for the hand of the unique pearl, the hidden jewel, the princess Jauhara, your daughter.’

When the king heard this, he laughed scornfully until he fell over backwards. Then he said: ‘Salih, I used to think of you as someone of sense, an excellent young man who acted with understanding and said nothing that was not reasonable. What has happened to your intelligence and induced you to undertake so grave a business and risk such great danger, leading you to ask for the hand of the daughter of a king who rules over lands and climes? Have you reached such a position, coming at last to so high a rank, or has your mind weakened to such an extent that you dare say this to my face?’ ‘May God bring the king good fortune,’ Salih replied. ‘I am not asking this for myself, although if I did, I am at least her equal, for, as you know, my father was one of the kings of the sea, even though today it is you who are our ruler. I am asking for the princess’s hand on behalf of King Badr Basim, ruler of the regions of Persia, whose father was King Shahriman, whose power you know. You claim to be a great king, but King Badr Basim is greater; you claim that your daughter is beautiful, but King Badr Basim is more beautiful with a more handsome appearance and of a more famous lineage. He is the champion horseman of his time, and if you agree to my request, king of the age, you will be putting something where it belongs, while if you stand on your dignity and refuse, you will not be doing us justice or treating us fairly. As you know, your majesty, Princess Jauhara, your daughter, has to marry, for the sage has said: “The only choice for a girl is between marriage and the tomb.” If you intend to find a husband for her, my nephew has a better right to her than anyone else.’

Samandal, on hearing this, fell into such a rage that he almost lost his mind and came close to expiring. ‘Dog,’ he cried, ‘does a man like you dare to speak to me like this and to mention my daughter’s name in a public gathering? You say that the son of your sister Julnar is her equal, but who are you and who is your sister? Who is her son and who is his father to lead you to say this and to address me in this way? Compared to her, are you all anything more than dogs?’ He then shouted to his servants: ‘Cut off the head of this scoundrel!’ The servants unsheathed their swords and made for Salih, who ran back to the palace gate. When he got there he found more than a thousand of his cousins, relatives, clansmen and servants, all in full armour, holding spears and gleaming swords, who had been sent by his mother to help him. On seeing the state that he was in they asked him what had happened, and after he had told them his story, realizing how stupid and violent Samandal was, they dismounted and entered his court with drawn swords. They found him, still enraged against Salih, seated on his throne. He had not noticed them and his servants, pages and guards were unprepared, but when he saw them brandishing their naked swords, he called out to his followers: ‘Damn you, cut off the heads of these dogs!’ Before long, however, his followers were routed and fled, after which Salih and his relatives laid hold of him and tied him up.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and forty-eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Salih and his relatives tied up King Samandal.

When Jauhara woke to find that her father had been captured and his guards killed, she left the palace and fled to an island, where she made for a high tree and hid herself in its topmost branches. During the battle some of Samandal’s pages had fled and Badr, seeing them, asked what had happened to them. They told him, and when he heard that Samandal had been captured, he fled in fear for his own life, saying to himself: ‘It was I who was the cause of this disturbance, and it is I for whom they will look.’ So he turned tail to look for safety, without knowing where he was going. As had been predestined throughout eternity, he reached the island where Jauhara had taken refuge and, going to her tree, he threw himself down like a dead man to get some rest, without realizing that there can be no rest for the pursued and that no one knows what fate has hidden in the future.

As he lay there, he looked up at the tree and his eyes met those of Jauhara. Gazing at her, he saw that she was like a shining moon and he exclaimed: ‘Praise be to the Creator of all, the Omnipotent, Who has formed this marvellous shape! Praise be to God, the Glorious, the Creator, the Maker, the Fashioner! By God, if my suspicions are right, this must be Jauhara, the daughter of King Samandal, and I suppose that when she heard about the battle she must have run away to this island and hidden herself at the top of the tree. If it is not her, it is someone even more lovely.’

He then started to think things over and said to himself that he should go and take hold of her, before asking her about herself. Then, if she turned out to be Jauhara, he could ask her to marry him, which was what he wanted. So he got up and said: ‘You who are the goal of desire, who are you and what has brought you here?’ Jauhara looked at him and saw that he was like a full moon appearing beneath a dark cloud, a slender youth with a lovely smile. She told him: ‘Excellent young man, I am Princess Jauhara, the daughter of King Samandal. I have fled here because Salih and his army fought with my father, killed some of his men and captured others, together with my father himself. It was because of this that I ran away in fear for my life.’ Having repeated this, she added that she did not know what had happened to her father.

When Badr heard what she had to say, he was astonished at this remarkable coincidence and said to himself: ‘There is no doubt that I have got what I want thanks to the capture of her father.’ So he looked at her and said: ‘Come down from the tree, lady, for love for you is killing me and your eyes have captured me. All this fighting was because of my wish to marry you, and you must know that I am Badr Basim, king of Persia, and that Salih, who is my maternal uncle, approached your father to ask for your hand. It was because of you that I left my kingdom, and it is an extraordinary chance that we should have met here. Come down to me so that you and I may go to your father’s palace, where I shall ask my uncle to free him, and we can then be married lawfully.’

Jauhara listened to this but said to herself: ‘It is thanks to this miserable wretch that all this happened, that my father was captured and his chamberlains and followers killed, while I myself have been driven from my palace and forced to come here. I shall have to think of some scheme to protect myself from him, for otherwise, if I fall into his power, he will take what he wants, as he is a lover and whatever lovers do is not held to be a fault.’ So she tricked him with soft words and he did not realize the deception that she had in mind. ‘Master and light of my eyes,’ she said, ‘are you really King Badr Basim, the son of Queen Julnar?’ ‘Yes, my lady,’ he told her.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and forty-ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Jauhara said to Badr: ‘Master, are you really King Badr Basim, the son of Queen Julnar?’ ‘Yes, my lady,’ he told her. She said: ‘If my father was looking for someone more handsome than you or with finer qualities, then may God destroy him, take away his kingdom, give him no comfort and leave him in exile. By God, he is a stupid blunderer, but don’t blame him for what he did. If you love me an inch, I love you a yard. I have become entangled in your love and am one of your victims, as your own love has moved to me, leaving you with only a tenth of what I have.’

She climbed down from the treetop, went up to him and embraced him, clasping him to her breast and beginning to kiss him. When he saw what she was doing, the passion of his love for her increased because he was sure that she loved him. So he returned her embraces, kissing her and exclaiming: ‘Princess, I swear by God that my uncle Salih never told me a quarter of a tenth of your beauty, nor a quarter of one carat from among its twenty-four.’ She clasped him again to her breast, but then, after muttering some unintelligible words, she spat in his face and said: ‘Leave this mortal shape and take the form of a lovely bird with white feathers and a red beak and feet.’ Before she had finished speaking, Badr had turned into a beautiful bird, and after shaking himself, he stood up on his feet and remained staring at her.

Jauhara had a slave girl named Marsina at whom she now looked and said: ‘By God, if I were not afraid because his uncle is holding my father prisoner, I would kill him, may God give him no good reward. What ill fortune he has brought here with him, for all this business is thanks to him!’ She then told the girl to take him to the Waterless Island and leave him there to die of thirst. The girl took him there and was about to abandon him and come back, when she said to herself: ‘By God, no one as beautiful and graceful as this deserves to die of thirst,’ and so she took him from there to a wooded island with fruits and streams, where she left him. She then returned to her mistress and said that she had deposited the bird on the Waterless Island.

So much for Badr, but as for his uncle Salih, when he had killed Samandal’s guards and servants and had taken the king himself as a prisoner, he looked for Jauhara, the king’s daughter, but failed to find her. He then rejoined his mother in his palace and asked her where his nephew Badr was. ‘By God, my son,’ she said, ‘I have no idea, and I don’t know where he went, but when he heard that you had been fighting with King Samandal he took fright and fled.’ Salih was distressed to hear this and said: ‘We neglected him. I’m afraid that he may die or fall in with one of Samandal’s men or even with Princess Jauhara herself. This will bring shame on us as far as his mother is concerned, and no good will come to us from her, for I took him without her permission.’ He sent out guards and scouts towards the sea and in other directions to try to track Badr, but they could find no news of him and had to come back and report their failure. This added to Salih’s distress and anxiety for his nephew.

So much for Badr and his uncle Salih, but as for his mother, Julnar, the sea queen, after her son had gone down with Salih, she waited for him, but he did not come back and news of him was slow in coming. After having sat waiting for some days, she got up, plunged into the sea and went to her mother, who, on seeing her, rose to kiss and embrace her, as did her cousins. She then asked about Badr, and her mother told her: ‘He came with his uncle, who took sapphires and other gems and set off with them, accompanied by your son, to King Samandal, whom he asked for the hand of his daughter. Samandal refused and spoke roughly to your brother. I had sent him something like a thousand riders, and there was a fight between them and Samandal in which God gave victory to your brother. Samandal’s guards and his troops were killed and he himself was captured. Badr heard of that and he seems to have feared for his own life, as he fled from us through no choice of ours. Since then he has not come back and we have heard no news of him.’ Julnar then asked about Salih and was told by her mother that he was seated on the royal throne in Samandal’s palace and had sent out scouts in all directions to search both for Badr and for Princess Jauhara.

Julnar was filled with sorrow for her son when she heard her mother’s news, and she was furiously angry with her brother Salih for having taken Badr off into the sea without her permission. She told her mother: ‘I am afraid for our kingdom because I came to you without telling anyone there, and if I am slow to return I fear that things may go wrong and that we may lose control. I think that the right thing for me to do is to go back and govern the kingdom until God settles the affair of my son, but you are not to forget about him or neglect to search for him. If he comes to harm, I shall very certainly die, as he is my only link with this world and his life is my only pleasure.’ ‘We shall do this willingly, my daughter,’ her mother replied, ‘and you need not ask how saddened we are to be separated from him when he is away.’ While her mother sent out search parties, Julnar herself returned to her kingdom in sorrowful tears and in a state of great distress.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and fiftieth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Julnar left her mother and returned to her kingdom in a state of great distress. So much for her.

As for Badr himself, after Jauhara had cast a spell on him she had ordered a slave girl to take him off and abandon him to die of thirst on the Waterless Island. The girl, however, disobeyed her and left him on an island that was green and well wooded, with fruits which he ate and streams from which he drank. He stayed there in his bird shape for a number of days and nights, not knowing where to go or how to fly. Then, one day, a hunter came looking for something to catch and eat. He caught sight of the Badr bird with its white feathers and red beak and legs, which captivated the eye and enchanted the heart. The sight of it delighted the hunter and he said to himself: ‘This is a lovely creature and its beauty and form are such as I have never seen in any other bird.’ He threw his net and caught it, after which he went to the local town, telling himself that he would sell it for a good price. One of the towns-people met him and asked how much he wanted for it. ‘If I sell it to you, what will you do with it?’ the hunter asked, and the man replied: ‘I’ll kill it and eat it.’ ‘Who could bring himself to treat it like that?’ asked the hunter. ‘I intend to present it to the king, who will give me more than I would get from you and, far from killing it, will enjoy looking at its beauty, for in all my life as a hunter I have never seen anything like it on land or sea. As for you, even if you wanted it, the most that you would give me for it would be a single dirham and so I swear by Almighty God that I shall not sell it.’

The hunter then took the bird to the palace and the king, struck by its beauty and the redness of its beak and legs, sent a eunuch to buy it from him. The eunuch asked if he was prepared to sell and the man said: ‘No, but I shall give it to the king as a present from me.’ The eunuch took the bird and went to tell the king what the man had said, and the king accepted it, giving the hunter ten dinars. He took these and, after having kissed the ground, he went off, leaving the eunuch to take the bird to the palace, where he hung it up in a fine cage with food and water. When the king came he asked for it to be brought to him so that he could admire its beauty, but when the eunuch brought it and set it in front of him, he could see that it had eaten none of its food. ‘By God,’ said the king, ‘I don’t know how to feed it as I don’t know what it eats.’ He then ordered food to be brought, and when the tables had been set before him he sampled it. When the bird saw the meat and the other foodstuffs, together with the sweetmeats and the fruit, it started to eat from all the dishes that were in front of the king. When he saw what it ate, the king was astonished and amazed, as was everyone else there. He told his entourage of eunuchs and mamluks: ‘Never in my life have I seen a bird eating like this one,’ and he ordered that his wife be brought to look at it. The eunuch was sent to fetch her and, when he saw her, he said: ‘Mistress, the king wants you to come and look at the bird that he has bought. When we brought in food, it flew out of its cage and settled on the table, after which it ate from all the dishes that were there. Come and look, mistress, as it is a beautiful creature, one of the marvels of the age.’

When the queen heard this, she came quickly, but after she had studied the bird carefully, she covered her face and turned back again. The king followed her and asked her why she had veiled herself when there was no one there apart from the slave girls and eunuchs who were in her service, as well as her own husband. ‘Your majesty,’ she answered, ‘this is no bird but a man like you.’ ‘That cannot be true!’ he exclaimed. ‘You must be joking. How can it be anything but a bird?’ ‘By God, I am not joking with you and I have told you nothing but the truth,’ she said, adding: ‘This is King Badr Basim, the son of Shahriman, king of Persia, and of Julnar, the sea queen.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and fifty-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the queen told the king: ‘This is no bird but a man like you, and he is Badr Basim, the son of King Shahriman and Julnar, the sea queen.’ ‘How did he come to be in this shape?’ her husband asked, and she explained: ‘Princess Jauhara, the daughter of King Samandal, put a spell on him.’ Then she told him everything that had happened to Badr from beginning to end, explaining that he had asked her father for Jauhara’s hand and had been refused and how his uncle Salih had then fought with Samandal and got the better of him before capturing him. The king was astonished to hear all this, but, as she was the leading sorceress of her age, he said: ‘I implore you to release him from this spell and free him from his torture. May God cut off Jauhara’s hand. How foul and irreligious she must be and how full of deceit and trickery!’ The queen told him: ‘Say to him: “Badr, go into this closet.”’ The king did that, and when Badr heard the order, he obeyed. The queen then veiled her face and went into the closet with a cup of water in her hand, over which she recited some unintelligible words. Then she said: ‘I conjure you by the virtue of these great names, by the noble verses of the Quran and by the truth of God, the Exalted, the Creator of the heavens and the earth, Who brings the dead to life, Who apportions men their livelihood and allots them their life spans, leave your present shape and return to the form in which God created you.’ Before she had finished speaking, Badr shook himself and resumed his human form, appearing before the king as a young man unsurpassed in beauty by any of the inhabitants of the earth.

For his part, when Badr saw what had happened, he exclaimed: ‘There is no god but God and Muhammad is the Prophet of God! Praise be to the Creator of all things, Who decrees for men their livelihoods and their allotted spans.’ Then he kissed the king’s hands, praying that he be granted long life, and in return the king kissed his head and said: ‘Badr, tell me your story from beginning to end.’ Badr did this, concealing nothing, and the astonished king said: ‘Now that God has freed you from this sorcery, what plan do you have and what do you want to do?’ ‘King of the age,’ Badr replied, ‘would you be kind enough to prepare a ship for me, manned by a crew of your servants and supplied with the necessary provisions? I have been away for a long time and I am afraid of losing my kingdom. I doubt whether my mother will still be alive, thanks to my absence, as I think it likely that grief for me will have killed her. She does not know what happened to me or whether I am alive or dead, and so I would ask you to complete your kindness to me by granting my request.’ The king, taking note of Badr’s beauty and eloquence, agreed to this, exclaiming: ‘To hear is to obey!’ He got a ship ready for him, provisioned it and detailed a number of his servants to go with him.

After Badr had taken his leave and embarked, the ship put to sea and enjoyed favourable winds for ten consecutive days. Then, on the eleventh day, the sea became very rough, the ship rising and falling out of its crew’s control, and it continued to be tossed to and fro by the waves until it approached a reef, on which it struck. The ship itself was smashed and all on board were drowned except for Badr, who had come close to death but had managed to climb on to a plank. He had no idea where he was going and he had no means of controlling the plank as it took him wherever wind and wave carried it. This went on for three days and on the fourth it was washed up on a shore where Badr discovered a city gleaming like the whitest of doves. It was built on a peninsula that ran out to sea and was tall and well constructed, with lofty walls against which the sea broke.

Badr was delighted by the sight of this peninsula, as he was half-dead of hunger and thirst. He got off his plank with the intention of going up to the city, but, as he did so, herds of mules, donkeys and horses, in numbers like grains of sand, approached and began to strike at him, preventing him from getting there. So he swam around to the far side of the city, and when he landed he was astonished to find that there was no one there. ‘Who do you suppose owns this city,’ he asked himself, ‘as it has no king and no inhabitants? Where did the mules, donkeys and horses come from that stopped me reaching it?’ He was thinking about this as he walked along with no notion where he was going when he caught sight of an old greengrocer, with whom he exchanged greetings. The man looked at him, and, on seeing how handsome he was, he said: ‘Where have you come from, young man, and what has brought you here?’ Badr astonished him with his story, which he told from beginning to end, and the old man then asked: ‘My son, did you see anyone as you came?’ ‘Father,’ said Badr, ‘I was surprised to discover that there was no one in the city.’ ‘Come into my shop,’ the man said, ‘lest you be killed.’

Badr went in and sat down in the shop while his host got up and fetched him food, telling him to come to the inner room and exclaiming, to his great alarm: ‘Glory be to God, Who has saved you from this she-devil!’ After having eaten his fill, Badr washed his hands and, looking at the old man, he asked: ‘Master, what are you talking about? You have made me frightened of the city and its people.’ ‘My son,’ replied the other, ‘you must know that this is a city of magicians and that its queen is a witch, a she-devil, a soothsayer and a mistress of magic, wiles and treachery. The horses, mules and donkeys that you can see were all men like you and me, who came here as strangers. Any handsome young man like you who arrives here is taken by this infidel sorceress, who keeps him with her for forty days and after that she transforms him into a mule or a horse or a donkey, like those that you saw by the shore.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and fifty-second night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the old greengrocer told Badr about the sorceress queen and explained that she had transformed all the inhabitants of the city, going on: ‘When you wanted to land, they were afraid that you might be enchanted as they had been, and it was out of pity for you that they were trying to tell you by their gestures not to land lest the sorceress see you and treat you as she had treated them.’ He went on to say that the sorceress had taken the city from its people by magic and that her name was Queen Lab, a word meaning ‘calculation of the sun’. Badr was terrified when he heard this and began to tremble like a reed in the wind. ‘I have only just managed to escape from a misfortune brought on me by magic, before fate delivers me to an even worse place.’

The old man saw that he was brooding about his circumstances and his experiences and that he was terribly afraid. ‘My son,’ he said, ‘come and sit on the doorstep of the shop and look at these creatures, their different coverings and species, and the enchantment from which they suffer. There is no need to be frightened, because the queen and all the townsfolk are on friendly terms with me. They look after me and cause me no alarm or distress.’ When Badr heard that, he came out and sat by the shop door as the people passed by, looking at the sights and the innumerable creatures that were there. When the people saw him, they approached the old man and asked: ‘Is this a captive of yours whom you have taken recently?’ ‘This is my nephew,’ he told them. ‘I heard that his father had died and so I sent to him and brought him here to quench the fire of my longing.’ They said: ‘He is a handsome young man and we are afraid that Queen Lab will trick you and take him from you, as she has a liking for pretty boys.’ ‘The queen will not go against what I tell her,’ replied the old man, ‘for she looks after my interests and is fond of me. When she finds out that he is my nephew, she will not do anything to harm him or cause me concern about him.’

Badr stayed for some months with the old man, who supplied him with food and drink and had deep affection for him. Then, one day, while he was in his usual place by the shop door, he was suddenly confronted by a thousand eunuchs with drawn swords in their hands, variously clad, but with jewel-studded belts around their waists. They were riding on Arab horses with their Indian swords hanging from baldrics, and after they had come to the old man’s shop, they greeted him and then went off. They were followed by a thousand slave girls as beautiful as moons, who wore smooth silks embroidered with gold and set with jewels of all kinds. They were all carrying spears and in the middle of them was one riding on an Arab mare with a saddle of gold, studded with sapphires and other gems. They too came to the shop and greeted the old man before leaving. Next came Queen Lab herself in a great procession, and she rode up to the shop, where she saw Badr sitting like the full moon.

She was astounded and taken aback by his beauty and became infatuated with him. As a result, she came to the shop, dismounted and sat down beside him. ‘Where did this handsome youth arrive from?’ she asked the old man. ‘He is a nephew of mine who has only recently come,’ the man told her. ‘Let him spend the night with me so that we can talk,’ she said. ‘Do you agree not to put a spell on him if you take him from me?’ he asked, and when she said yes, he asked her to swear an oath for him. She swore not to harm him or enchant him, and then on her orders a fine horse was brought for him, saddled and provided with a golden bridle, all of its trappings being made of gold and set with jewels. She then presented the old man with a thousand dinars for his own use.

She now went off with Badr, who was looking like a full moon on its fourteenth night, and as he rode with her, all those who saw how handsome he was felt sorry for him, saying: ‘By God, this young man does not deserve to be enchanted by this damned woman.’ Badr heard what they were saying but he kept quiet, having entrusted his affairs to Almighty God. They rode on to the palace…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and fifty-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Badr, Queen Lab and her followers rode on to the palace door, where the emirs, the great ministers of state and the eunuchs dismounted. The queen instructed her chamberlains to order all the officials to disperse, which they did after having kissed the ground. Accompanied by her eunuchs and slave girls she then entered her palace, a building the like of which Badr had never seen. Its walls were of gold and in the centre of it was a huge lake with a plentiful supply of water set in an extensive garden. In the garden, Badr saw birds whose songs were of all kinds, joyful and sad, while they themselves were of various shapes and colours. At these indications of great power he exclaimed: ‘Praise be to God, Who through His generosity and clemency provides for those who worship other gods!’

The queen took her seat on an ivory couch with splendid coverings by a window that overlooked the garden. As Badr sat down beside her, she kissed him and clasped him to her breast before telling her slave girls to fetch a table of food. The table they brought in was made of red gold set with pearls and other jewels and laden with all kinds of food. The two of them ate their fill, and when they had washed their hands, the slave girls fetched vessels of gold, silver and crystal, together with flowers and bowls of dried fruits. On the queen’s orders, ten singing girls as beautiful as moons then entered with various musical instruments in their hands. She herself filled a goblet with wine and drank it, after which she filled another and passed it to Badr. He took it and drank and they went on drinking like that until they had had enough. The queen then told the girls to sing, and the melodies they produced made it seem to Badr that the palace itself was dancing with joy. He became light-headed, and in his delight he forgot that he was a stranger. ‘This queen is a lovely young woman,’ he told himself. ‘I shall never leave her, for this kingdom of hers is bigger than mine and she is more beautiful than Jauhara.’

He went on drinking with her until evening, when the lamps and the candles were lit and incense released. They both drank until they were drunk, to the accompaniment of the songs of the singing girls, and when the queen was drunk she got up and lay down on a couch, dismissing her girls, and she then told Badr to lie down beside her. He slept with her, enjoying the greatest pleasure until morning came.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and fifty-fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the queen then woke and took Badr with her to the palace baths, where they bathed. When they left, she produced for him the finest of clothes, and when they had drunk from goblets fetched, on her instructions, by slave girls, she took him by the hand and they both sat down on chairs. She ordered food to be brought and after they had eaten they washed their hands. The slave girls then fetched goblets and fruits, fresh as well as dried, together with flowers, and Badr and the queen went on eating and drinking as the girls sang a variety of melodies until evening came. They continued to enjoy themselves in this way for forty days, after which the queen asked: ‘Badr, which is the more pleasant place, this or your uncle’s shop?’ ‘By God, your majesty,’ Badr replied, ‘it is more pleasant here, as my uncle is a poor man who sells beans,’ at which she laughed and the two of them passed the night in enjoyment until morning.

When Badr woke up, he failed to find the queen lying beside him and he wondered where she could have gone. He was disturbed by her absence and he did not know what he should do. A long time passed and when she still had not come back he put on his clothes, saying to himself: ‘Where can she have got to?’ He searched for her unsuccessfully and then he told himself that she might have gone to the garden. He went there himself, and there beside a flowing stream he caught sight of a white bird with other birds of various colours on top of a tree that was growing by the bank. As he looked, he saw a black bird fly down from the tree and start to feed the white bird with its beak as doves do, before treading it thrice. After a while the white bird changed into human shape, and when Badr looked closely he saw that this was Queen Lab. He realized that the black bird must be a man under a spell and that the queen, being in love with him, had transformed herself into a bird in order to copulate with him. This made him jealous and because of the bird he became angry with the queen.

When he got back to his room he lay down on his bed, and after a time the queen came and started to kiss him and to joke with him, but he was too angry to say a single word. She realized what he was feeling and was sure that he must have seen her when she had turned into a bird, to be trodden by her mate, but she gave nothing away and kept this secret. After Badr had satisfied her lust, he asked her to allow him to go to his uncle’s shop, pointing out that he had not seen him for forty days and was longing for a meeting. ‘Go to him,’ she said, ‘but come back to me quickly, for I cannot bear to be parted from you for a single hour.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ he replied, and he then mounted and rode to the old man’s shop. The old man got up to embrace him and then asked: ‘How are you getting on with the infidel woman?’ ‘All was going well,’ Badr replied, ‘but this last night she went to sleep beside me and when I woke up I couldn’t find her. I put on my clothes and went around looking for her until I came to the garden.’ He then explained about the stream and the birds that he had seen on the treetop. When the old man heard about this, he said: ‘Be on your guard against her. You must know that the birds on the tree were all young strangers who became her lovers and whom she then changed by magic into birds. The black bird was one of her mamluks of whom she was particularly fond, but he turned his attention to one of the slave girls and she transformed him by magic into his present shape.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and fifty-fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Badr told the old greengrocer all about Queen Lab and what he had seen her do. The man explained that all the birds on the tree were young strangers, whom she had transformed by magic. The black bird had been one of her mamluks, whom she had turned into that shape by a spell. ‘Then, whenever she wants him,’ he went on, ‘she turns herself into a bird so that he can tread her, as she is still deeply in love with him. Now that she has realized that you know about this, she will harbour a grudge against you and try to harm you. But no harm will come to you as long as I am here to protect you. There is no need to be afraid, for I am a Muslim named ‘Abdallah, and there is no greater sorcerer in this age, although I only use magic when I am forced to it. I have often frustrated the spells of this damned witch and saved people from her. She does not worry me as she has no power over me, but, on the contrary, she is terrified of me, as are all the other sorcerers of her kind in the city. They are all co-religionaries of hers, worshipping fire in place of the Omnipotent God. Come back to me tomorrow and tell me what she did to you, for she will try her best to destroy you tonight, and I will tell you what to do to in order to escape from her wiles.’

Badr said goodbye to the old man and went back to the queen, whom he found sitting and waiting for him. When she saw him she got up to welcome him, before making him sit and fetching him food and drink. The two of them ate until they had had enough, and, after they had then washed their hands, she ordered wine to be brought. When it had come, they started to drink and went on until midnight, as she kept leaning over to pass him wine cups until he became drunk and incapable. When she saw this, she said: ‘In God’s Name, I conjure you by the object of your worship to tell me, if I ask you about something, will you give me a truthful answer?’ ‘Yes,’ replied the drunken Badr, and she went on: ‘You did not find me there when you woke up and so you looked for me and came to me in the garden, where you saw me in the form of a white bird and you saw the black bird which flew down on me. I shall tell you the truth about this bird, which was one of my mamluks, whom I loved dearly. One day he eyed one of my slave girls, and in my jealousy I changed him by magic into the shape of a bird and killed the girl. Now, however, I find that I cannot do without him for a single hour and whenever I want him I turn myself into a bird and go to him so that he can tread me and possess me as you saw. Is this not why you are angry with me? Although I swear by fire, light, dark and heat that I love you even more, and that you are all that I want from the world.’ Badr, still in his drunken state, said: ‘You are right in thinking that it was this and only this that made me angry.’

She then clasped him to her breast and kissed him, pretending to be in love with him, and she then went to sleep while he slept beside her. Halfway through the night she got out of bed. Badr was awake but pretended to be sleeping, and he stole a glance at her to see what she was doing. From a red bag she took something red which she scattered in the middle of the palace, where it turned into a flowing stream like a sea. Next she took a handful of barley, sowed it on the soil and, when she had watered it from the stream, the grains became stalks with ears, which she took and ground into flour. She put this away somewhere and then went back to sleep beside Badr until morning.

In the morning, Badr got up, washed his face and then asked the queen’s permission to visit the old greengrocer. When she had allowed him to go, he went off and told the man what she had done and what he had seen. On hearing this, the old man burst out laughing and said: ‘By God, this infidel witch has laid a trap for you, but you have no need to worry about her.’ He then brought out a ratl’s weight of barley gruel and told Badr to take it with him. ‘When she sees you,’ he went on, ‘she will ask what it is and what you are doing with it. Tell her: “Eat it, as you can never have too much of a good thing.” She will then produce sawiq of her own, which she will tell you to sample. You must pretend to do that, but instead you must eat mine, taking care not to take a single grain of hers. Were you to do that, you would be under her spell; she would bewitch you and when she said: “Leave your human shape,” you would find yourself transformed into whatever shape she might choose, but if you don’t eat any of it, her spell will not work and no harm will come to you. She will be covered with embarrassment and will tell you: “I was only joking,” while professing love and affection for you, but this will merely be hypocrisy and trickery on her part. You yourself should make the same pretence of love for her and say: “My mistress and the light of my eyes, try this dish of mine and see how tasty it is.” If she eats even one grain, take some water in your hand and dash it in her face, telling her to quit her mortal shape for any other that you want. Then leave her and come back to me so that I can arrange something for you.’

Badr said goodbye to him and went up to the palace. When he came to the queen, she welcomed him, getting up and kissing him. ‘You have been slow in coming back to me,’ she complained, and he told her: ‘I was with my uncle, who gave me some of this sawiq to eat.’ ‘I have some that is better,’ she said, and she then put his on one plate and her own on another before saying: ‘Try some of this, for it is tastier than yours.’ He pretended to do this, and when she thought that he had eaten it she took some water in her hand and sprinkled it over him before saying: ‘Leave this shape, you miserable wretch, and become an ugly one-eyed mule.’ When she saw that, far from being transformed, he was still exactly as he had been, she got up, kissed him between the eyes and said: ‘My darling, I was playing a joke on you. Don’t be angry with me.’ ‘By God, lady,’ he replied, ‘my feelings towards you have not changed at all. I am sure that you love me, so eat some of this food of mine.’ She took a mouthful and ate it, but when it settled in her stomach she had convulsions and he took some water in his hand and sprinkled it over her face, saying: ‘Quit your human shape and become a dappled mule.’ When she looked at herself and found that this was what she was, tears began to roll down her cheeks and she started to rub at them with her legs. Badr fetched a bridle but she refused to accept it, and so he left her and went back to the old man to tell him what had happened.

The old man now went and fetched another bridle for him, telling him to take it and use it on her. He brought it back to her, and when she saw him she went up and he put it in her mouth. After that, he mounted her and left the palace to return to ‘Abdallah. He, on seeing the mule, went up to her and said: ‘May Almighty God pay you back, you damned woman.’ He then told Badr: ‘My son, you cannot stay here any longer, so mount her and ride off to wherever you want, but take care not to hand over the bridle to anyone.’

Badr thanked him, took his leave and left. When he had ridden for three days, he came in sight of a city and was met by an old man with a handsome head of white hair who asked him where he had come from. ‘From the city of the witch,’ Badr told him, at which the man offered him hospitality for the night. He accepted and as he was accompanying his host along the road, he came across an old woman who wept when she saw the mule and exclaimed: ‘There is no god but God! This is very like my son’s mule which, to my sorrow, has just died. I implore you in God’s Name, master, to sell yours to me.’ ‘By God, mother, I cannot do that,’ he told her, but she urged him not to refuse her, saying: ‘If I don’t buy it for him, my son will very certainly die.’ She went on and on pressing him, until at last he said: ‘I shall only sell it for a thousand dinars,’ thinking to himself: ‘Where will an old woman like this get a thousand dinars?’ At that, however, she produced the money from her belt and when Badr said: ‘I was only joking, mother, and I cannot sell the mule,’ the old man looked at him and said: ‘My son, in this town no one tells lies, for any liar found here is put to death.’

Badr dismounted…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and fifty-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Badr dismounted and handed the mule over to the old woman. She removed the bit from its mouth and then took some water in her hand, which she sprinkled over it, saying: ‘Daughter, leave this shape and resume the one that you had before.’ At that, the mule instantly became a woman again and she and her rescuer went up to each other and embraced. Badr realized that this must be Lab’s mother and that he had been tricked. He was about to take to his heels when the old woman gave a loud whistle and an ‘ifrit like a huge mountain appeared in front of her. Badr stopped still in fear and the old woman mounted on the ‘ifrit’s back, taking up her daughter behind her and setting Badr in front of her. The ‘ifrit flew off with them and no more than an hour had passed before they had returned to the queen’s palace.

When she had taken her seat on her royal throne, she turned to Badr and said: ‘Miserable wretch, here I am again with my wishes granted, and I shall now show you what I shall do with you and the old greengrocer. How many favours have I shown him, but still he tries to harm me, and it was only thanks to him that you got what you wanted.’ She then took water, sprinkled him with it and said: ‘Quit your shape and become the ugliest of all birds.’ Instantly Badr was transformed into a repulsive-looking bird and the queen put him in a cage, allowing him neither food nor drink. He was seen, however, by a slave girl who took pity on him and began to feed him and supply him with water without the queen’s knowledge.

One day this girl found that her mistress was not paying attention to her, and so she went off to tell the old greengrocer what had happened, saying: ‘Queen Lab intends to kill your nephew.’ He thanked her and said: ‘I am going to have to take the city from her and put you in her place as its queen.’ He gave a loud whistle, at which a four-winged ‘ifrit appeared. ‘Take this girl,’ the old man said, ‘and carry her to the city of Julnar, the sea queen, and her mother, Farasha, for they are the finest magicians on the face of the earth.’ He then told the girl: ‘When you get there, tell the two of them that King Badr Basim is being held prisoner by Queen Lab.’ The ‘ifrit took up the girl and no more than an hour later he set her down in Julnar’s palace. She came down from the roof and entered Julnar’s presence, where she kissed the ground and told her all that had happened to her son from start to finish. Julnar got up, treated her with honour and thanked her, after which she had drums beaten throughout the city to spread the good news, announcing to the citizens and the state officials that King Badr had been found.

Julnar and her mother, Farasha, together with Salih, her brother, then summoned all the tribes of the jinn and the armies of the sea, since after the capture of Samandal the jinn kings obeyed them. They then flew off through the air and alighted at Lab’s city, where they sacked the palace and in the twinking of an eye had killed all the infidels that they found there. Julnar then asked the girl where her son was, and the girl fetched the cage and put it down in front of her. Pointing at the bird inside it, she said: ‘Here he is.’ Julnar brought him out of the cage and then, taking some water in her hand, she sprinkled him with it and said: ‘Leave this shape for the one you had before.’ Before she had finished speaking, the bird shivered and became a man again. Julnar, seeing her son in his original shape, embraced him, as did Salih, his uncle, Farasha, his grandmother, and his cousins, who started to kiss his hands and feet, while he, for his part, shed floods of tears. Julnar sent for the old greengrocer and thanked him for his goodness to her son, before marrying him to the girl whom he had sent to bring her the news of Badr. The marriage was consummated, and Julnar then appointed ‘Abdallah as king of the city. She summoned the Muslims who remained there and made them take an oath of allegiance to ‘Abdallah and vow to obey and serve him, which they agreed to do.

When Julnar and the others had taken their leave of ‘Abdallah they returned to their own city, and when they reached the palace they were met by the citizens with gladness and rejoicing. As an expression of their delight at the return of Badr, their king, the city was adorned with decorations for three days, after which Badr told his mother: ‘It only remains for me to get married, so that we may all remain together.’ ‘That is a good idea,’ she agreed, ‘but wait until we can ask which princess would make you a suitable bride.’ Farasha, Badr’s grandmother, together with his uncle Salih and his cousins, all promised to help, and each one of them went out on this quest throughout the lands. Julnar herself sent her slave girls, riding on ‘ifrits, with orders to look at all the pretty girls that were to be found in every city and every royal palace. When Badr saw the trouble that they were taking in the search, he told his mother to stop, adding: ‘No one will satisfy me except Jauhara, the daughter of King Samandal, for she is a jewel, like her name.’* When she knew what he wanted, Julnar had Samandal brought before her, after which she sent for Badr and told him that Samandal was there. Badr went into the room, and when Samandal saw him coming he got up, greeted him and welcomed him. Badr then asked him for his daughter’s hand and Samandal replied: ‘She is at your service as your slave to command.’

Samandal now sent a number of his companions back to his own country with orders to fetch his daughter and to tell her that her father was with King Badr. Off they flew and before an hour had passed they had returned, bringing the princess with them. When she saw her father, she went up to him and embraced him. For his part, he looked at her and said: ‘Daughter, know that I have married you to this great king, the mighty lion, King Badr Basim, son of Queen Julnar, for he is the handsomest man of his time, the highest in rank and the noblest. He is the only suitable husband for you and you are the only suitable wife for him.’ ‘I cannot disobey you, father,’ she said, ‘so do what you want. My worries and distress are over and I am one of his servants.’

At that, the qadis and notaries were brought forward and a marriage contract drawn up between King Badr, son of Julnar the sea queen, and the Princess Jauhara. The city was adorned with decorations, drums were beaten to spread the good news, all prisoners were released and the king provided clothes for widows and orphans as well as presenting robes of honour to the officers of state, the emirs and the grandees. There was a great festival with banquets and celebrations that continued night and day for ten days. Jauhara was displayed to Badr in nine different robes, after which he gave a robe of honour to King Samandal and returned him to his own country, his family and his relations. They remained enjoying the pleasantest of lives and the most delightful of times, eating, drinking and living in comfort until they were visited by the destroyer of delights and the parter of companions. This is the end of their story, may God have mercy on them all.

A story is told, O fortunate king, that in the old days there was a Persian king named Muhammad ibn Saba’ik, who ruled over Khurasan. Every year he would launch raids on the lands of the unbelievers in Hind, Sind, China, Transoxania and other foreign parts. He was a just and courageous ruler, characterized by generosity, and he had a fondness for social gatherings, tales, poems, histories and stories, narratives and conversations. Anyone who could remember a remarkable tale and tell it to him would be rewarded, and it is said that when a stranger came with this kind of thing, and the king approved of it, he would be presented with a splendid robe of honour, given a thousand dinars and provided with a horse, saddled and bridled. After having been clothed from top to toe, he would be given great gifts to take away with him.

It happened on one occasion that an elderly man arrived and won the king’s favour with a remarkable story. The king ordered him to be given a splendid reward, part of which consisted of a thousand Khurasanian dinars and a horse with all its trappings. News of his generosity now spread throughout all lands and his reputation reached a merchant named Hasan, a learned man, liberal and generous and an excellent poet. The king had as a vizier an envious and malevolent person who had no fondness for anyone, rich or poor. He was jealous of anyone who came to the king and was given a reward, and he used to say that the king’s generosity wasted money and was ruining the kingdom. As the king continued to act like this, what the vizier said was prompted solely by envy and hatred.

As it happened, the king heard of Hasan the merchant and sent to have him brought to his court. When he arrived, the king told him: ‘My vizier is opposed to the way in which I give money to poets as well as to those who entertain me with their conversation and who tell stories and quote verses. I want you to tell me a story that is both pleasant and remarkable, such as I have never heard before. If I approve of it, I shall present you with many lands, together with their castles, and add to your fiefs, and I shall give you authority over the whole of my kingdom, appointing you as my grand vizier, where you will sit at my right hand, delivering judgements to the people. But if you fail in this, I shall seize all your goods and expel you from my country.’ ‘To hear is to obey, your majesty,’ Hasan answered, ‘but your servant asks you for a year’s delay and he shall then produce for you a story the like of which you have never heard in your life and whose equal or superior no one else has ever been told.’ ‘I grant you a full year,’ the king said, and he then called for a splendid robe of honour, which he gave to the man, saying: ‘Stay at home; don’t ride out or go to and fro for a whole year until you bring me what I have asked for. If you do this, you will enjoy my special favour and you will be glad to learn that I shall keep my promise, but if you don’t, we shall have nothing more to do with each other.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and fifty-seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the king, Muhammad ibn Saba’ik, said: ‘If you do this, you will enjoy my special favour and you will be glad to learn that I shall keep my promise, but if you don’t, we shall have nothing more to do with each other.’ After kissing the ground in front of the king, Hasan went out. He selected five of his best mamluks, all of whom could read and write and were excellent, intelligent and cultured men. He gave each of them five thousand dinars and told them: ‘It was for a day like this that I brought you up, so come to my rescue by helping me to do what the king has asked for.’ ‘What do you want to have done?’ they asked. ‘For we would ransom you with our lives.’ ‘I want each of you to go to a different region,’ he told them, ‘where you are to question men of learning, culture and excellence, together with the tellers of strange stories and remarkable tales. Track down for me the story of Saif al-Muluk and then bring it to me, and if you find anyone who has it, tempt him to sell it, and give him whatever he wants in the way of gold or silver, even if he asks you for a thousand dinars. Pay what you can and promise him the rest, but bring it to me. Whichever of you finds the story and fetches it for me will receive splendid robes and generous favours and he will be the dearest of men to me.’

Hasan told one of the five to go to Hind and Sind, and the districts and regions there; another was to visit Persia, China and their regions; a third was to go to the districts of Khurasan; a fourth was told to visit all the quarters, regions, territories and borders of the Maghrib, while the fifth was to travel through all parts of Syria and Egypt. Hasan chose an auspicious day for their departure and told them to do everything they could to get what he wanted without slacking in their quest, even if it cost them their lives. They took their leave of him and set off, each going where they had been told. After an absence of four months, four of them had found nothing in their searches and these went home, to Hasan’s distress, to tell him that they had looked through cities, lands and regions searching for the story he wanted, but had discovered no trace of it.

The fifth mamluk had gone to Syria, where he reached the city of Damascus. He found this to be a pleasant and secure place, with trees, rivers and fruits, where the birds sang the praises of the One Almighty God, the Creator of night and day. For some days he stayed there, making enquiries about what his master wanted but without getting any answers. He was on the point of leaving to go somewhere else when a young man ran past and tripped over the edge of his cloak. ‘Why are you running like this? Where are you off to?’ the mamluk asked. The young man told him: ‘There is an excellent shaikh here who takes his seat every day at about this time and who tells splendid stories, tales and legends that have never been heard before. I am running to get a place close to him, but there are so many people that I’m afraid I won’t find one.’ ‘Take me with you,’ the mamluk said, to which the man replied: ‘Move fast, then,’ and the mamluk closed his door and hurried on to the place where the storyteller sat with his audience. He found him to be an old man with a handsome face who was seated on a chair telling his stories to the people.

The mamluk sat down close to him to listen, until at sunset, when the storyteller had finished and the audience had dispersed, he went up and greeted him. The storyteller returned his greeting with the greatest courtesy, and the mamluk then said: ‘You are a fine man who deserves respect and your stories are excellent. I want to ask you about something.’ ‘Ask whatever you want,’ the storyteller replied, and the mamluk then asked him if he knew the tale of Saif al-Muluk and Badi‘ al-Jamal. ‘Where did you hear about this? Who told you?’ the man asked, and the mamluk assured him that no one had told him, going on to explain: ‘I have come from a distant land to look for this story, and if you have it and are kind enough to pass it to me, I shall give you whatever you ask. For this would be an act of kindness and generosity on your part, and were I able to pay you for it with my life, I would be happy to do so.’ ‘There is no need for you to be so concerned,’ the man told him, ‘for you can have it. But this is not something which is to be told in public, and I would not hand it over to everyone.’ ‘By God, master,’ the mamluk begged him, ‘do not grudge it to me but ask me whatever you like for it.’ ‘If you want it,’ said the storyteller, ‘I shall let you have it for a hundred dinars, but on five conditions.’

When the mamluk realized that the shaikh really had the story and was prepared to give it to him, he was delighted and said: ‘I shall give you the hundred dinars as its price and an extra ten for yourself, and I accept what you say about the conditions.’ ‘Go and fetch the gold,’ the other replied, ‘and then you can take what you have come for.’ The mamluk got up, kissed the shaikh’s hand and went back delightedly to his lodgings, after which he got a hundred and ten dinars and put them in a purse that he had with him. The next morning, after he had risen and dressed, he fetched the purse and brought it to the shaikh, who took the money and then went into his house, taking the mamluk with him. He gave him a seat, providing him with an inkstand, pen and paper, and he then produced a book for him and said: ‘Copy from this book the story that you have been looking for, the legend of Saif al-Muluk.’

The mamluk sat down and copied the story until he had transcribed it all, and the shaikh read it over and confirmed the accuracy of the copy. The shaikh then said: ‘Know, my son, that the first of my conditions is that you are not to recite this story in public, or to tell it to women or girls, or to slaves or foolish men, or to boys. It must only be told to emirs, kings, viziers, scholarly commentators and so on.’ The mamluk agreed to this, kissed the shaikh’s hands, took his leave of him and then went off.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and fifty-eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Hasan’s mamluk transcribed the story from the book of the Damascene shaikh and was told his conditions, after which he took his leave of him and went off.

He set out that same day in a state of great delight and pressed on with his journey, full of joy at having got hold of the story, until he reached his own country and sent on his servant to tell Hasan that he was back safely with what he had been looking for. By the time he had reached Hasan’s city and sent him the good news, only ten days were left before the end of the time limit agreed between Hasan and the king. The mamluk went to see Hasan, who was filled with joy when he heard what had happened, and to whom, after having rested in his own room, he handed the book in which he had copied the story of Saif al-Muluk and Badi‘ al-Jamal. At the sight of it, Hasan presented him with all the robes he was wearing, together with ten fine horses, ten camels, ten mules, three slaves and two mamluks. He then took the story and copied it out clearly in his own hand before taking it to the king. ‘Your august majesty,’ he said, ‘I have brought you the account of a splendid legend, the like of which no one has ever heard.’ On hearing this, the king immediately ordered that all the wise emirs, excellent scholars, men of culture, poets and the intelligent should be brought to him. When Hasan the merchant had taken his seat, he read out the story to the king, who was full of admiration and approval, as was the entire audience. They scattered gold, silver and jewels over Hasan, and the king ordered him to be presented with a magnificent robe of honour and gave him a large city, complete with its castles and estates. He appointed him as one of his principal viziers and sat him at his right hand. His scribes were ordered to copy out the story in letters of gold so that it might be stored in his private treasury. Whenever he felt depressed, he would have Hasan fetched to read it out. THE STORY RAN AS FOLLOWS:

In the old days there was a king of Egypt named ‘Asim ibn Safwan, a generous and liberal man, characterized by dignity and gravity, who ruled over many lands, castles and fortresses, with armies and troops at his command. He had a vizier named Faris ibn Salih, and he, together with all his people, were fire worshippers who took the sun as god in place of the Almighty, Exalted and Omnipotent God. The king had become a very old man, weakened by age, illness and decrepitude, as he had lived for a hundred and eighty years. He had no children, sons or daughters, and this was something that caused him distress night and day.

One day, he happened to be sitting on his royal throne with the emirs, viziers, officers and state officials present as usual to serve him, each in their proper position according to their rank. Whenever an emir came in accompanied by one son or two, the king would feel envious of him and say to himself: ‘Every one of these men is happy and glad of his children, but I have no son and soon I shall die and have to leave behind my kingdom, my throne, my estates, my treasuries and my wealth. Strangers will take them; no one will remember me or mention my name anywhere in the world.’ He plunged into the depths of thought, and such were his cares and sorrows that he burst into tears and came down from his throne to sit weeping in humiliation on the ground. When the vizier and the other state leaders present saw what he was doing, they called out to the people, telling them to go back and stay quietly at home until the king had recovered. When they had gone, no one was left there apart from the king and the vizier.

After the king had regained control of himself, the vizier kissed the ground in front of him and asked him why he had wept. ‘Who,’ he asked, ‘of the kings, lords of castles, emirs or ministers of state has acted against you? If you tell me who has thwarted you, we shall join forces against him and take his life.’ The king said nothing and did not raise his head, and so the vizier again kissed the ground before him and said: ‘King of the age, I am your son and your slave and it is you who nurtured me. If I don’t know the cause of your present grief and distress, how can anyone else discover it and take my place in front of you? So tell me why it is that you are weeping.’ Still the king said nothing, neither opening his mouth nor raising his head. He continued to shed tears, crying out aloud, lamenting even more bitterly and moaning. The vizier waited patiently for him to stop but then said: ‘If you don’t tell me the reason for this, then, rather than see you so distressed, I shall immediately kill myself before your eyes.’ At that point King ‘Asim did lift his head, and after he had wiped away his tears, he said: ‘My good counsellor, leave me to my grief, for the sorrows in my heart are enough for me.’ The vizier insisted: ‘If you tell me the reason for your tears, it may be that God will let me rescue you from your affliction.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and fifty-ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the vizier asked King ‘Asim to tell him why he was weeping as it might be that God would allow him to rescue him. ‘Vizier,’ the king said, ‘it is not because of money or horses or anything else of the kind that I weep, but I am an old man and have lived for almost a hundred and eighty years without having any children, male or female. When I am dead and buried, no trace of me will remain; my name will be lost; strangers will take my throne and my kingdom and no one will remember me any more.’ ‘King of the age,’ replied the vizier, ‘I am a hundred years older than you, and I too have never had any children. This causes me pain and distress night and day, but what can we do, you and I? I have, however, heard accounts of Solomon, the son of David, on both of whom be peace, and that he has a mighty Lord Who is able to do all things. I think that I should go to him with a present to see if he would ask his Lord to provide each of us with a son.’ He then made his preparations for the journey and set off to bring Solomon a splendid gift.

So much for him, but as for Solomon himself, the Glorious and Almighty God sent him a divine revelation to tell him: ‘Solomon, the king of Egypt has sent you his grand vizier with such-and-such precious gifts. Send out your own vizier, Asaf, son of Barkhiya, to give him an honourable reception and to provide provisions for him where he camps. When he appears before you, tell him: “The king has sent you with such-and-such a request and you yourself have such-and-such a need.” After that, expound the true faith to him.’ So Solomon instructed Asaf to take an escort with him as a sign of respect to the visitors on their arrival and to have splendid provisions ready for them where they camped.

Asaf went to meet the Egyptian vizier, Faris, whom he greeted, receiving both him and his escort with the greatest courtesy as well as supplying them with food and fodder for their camps. ‘Welcome to the guests who have arrived,’ he said, adding: ‘You will be happy to hear that what you need will be granted you, and so you can gladly relax.’ ‘Who told them about this?’ said Faris to himself, and he then put the same question to Asaf. ‘It was Solomon, the son of David, on both of whom be peace, who told us,’ Asaf replied. ‘But who told our master Solomon?’ asked Faris, and Asaf said: ‘He was told by the Lord of heaven and earth, the God of all creation.’ ‘This must be a mighty god indeed!’ exclaimed Faris. ‘Do you not worship him?’ Asaf asked, and when Faris told him that they worshipped the sun, he said: ‘Vizier Faris, the sun is a star, one of those which the Glorious and Almighty God created. It could not possibly be a god itself, as sometimes it can be seen and at other times it is hidden, whereas our Lord is always present and never absent, and He has power over all things.’

After a short journey the visitors came to the land of Saba and approached Solomon’s throne. On Solomon’s instructions his armies of men, jinn and others were drawn up in ranks along their route, and in these ranks were all the sea beasts together with elephants, leopards and lynxes, with the various classes of each species having their separate places. The same was true of the jinn, all of whom appeared without concealment in their various terrifying forms. As the two lines stood there, the birds spread their wings over them to shade them, singing to each other, every one with his own tuneful call. When the Egyptians arrived, they were too awestruck to dare advance, but Asaf said: ‘Walk between them without fear, for they are Solomon’s subjects and not one of them will harm you.’ He himself led the way and everyone else followed, including Faris’s escort, frightened as they were.

They went on until they came to the city, where they were lodged in the guest quarters and treated with the greatest honour, with splendid guest provisions being supplied to them over a period of three days. They were then brought before Solomon, the prophet of God, upon whom be peace, and when they had entered and were about to kiss the ground in front of him, he stopped them and said: ‘No man should prostrate himself to any but the Great and Glorious God, the Creator of earth, heaven and every other thing. Any of you who wish to stand may do so, but not as a sign that you are at my service.’ They obeyed and, while the vizier Faris sat down, as did a number of his servants, some of their juniors remained on their feet deferentially. When the rest were comfortably seated, tables of food were produced and everyone ate their fill, after which Solomon invited Faris to say what it was that he wanted. ‘Speak and hide nothing about why you are here,’ he said, ‘since you have come for a specific purpose,’ adding, ‘and I will tell you what it is. ‘Asim, the king of Egypt, has become old, decrepit and weak, but Almighty God has not provided him with either a son or a daughter. This has caused him grief and distress night and day, and one day when he was seated on his royal throne he noticed that, as the emirs, viziers and the principal officers of state came in to present their services to him, some had with them one son, others two and others three. He thought about this and exclaimed in his grief: “Who will take over my kingdom after my death? Will it be a stranger and will I be forgotten as if I had never existed at all?” This plunged him into so deep a sea of care and he was so distressed that his eyes flooded with tears and, covering his face with his kerchief, he wept bitterly. He got up from his throne and sat on the ground weeping and wailing, while only God Almighty knew what was in his heart.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and sixtieth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the prophet of God, Solomon, son of David, on both of whom be peace, told the vizier Faris of how the king had wept in sorrow and of all that had passed between them from beginning to end. ‘Is what I have told you true, vizier?’ Solomon asked. ‘Prophet of God,’ replied Faris, ‘it is entirely true, but when the king and I were talking about this there was no one else there and no one knew about it, so who told you all this?’ Solomon said: ‘I was told by my Lord, Who knows what is meant by the surreptitious glance and Who is familiar with the secrets hidden in men’s breasts.’ Faris said: ‘Prophet of God, this is a generous and exalted Lord, with power over all things,’ after which he and his escort accepted Islam.

Solomon then told him: ‘You have brought such-and-such with you in the way of gifts and presents.’ Faris agreed, and Solomon said: ‘I accept all of them from you, but I then make them over to you. So you and your companions must rest in your present lodgings until you have recovered from the fatigues of your journey, and then tomorrow you will fulfil and complete your mission through the will of Almighty God, the Lord of earth and heaven, the Creator of all things.’ Faris went back to his lodgings, and when he returned to Solomon the next day, he was told: ‘When you go back and rejoin King ‘Asim, you must go out together to climb a certain tree and sit there quietly. Between the midday and the afternoon prayers, when the noon heat has worn off, go down to the foot of the tree and there you will find two snakes emerging, one with the head of an ape and the other with the head of an ‘ifrit. Shoot arrows at them and when you have killed them, take their bodies and cut off one span from the head downwards and another from the tail upwards and throw these bits away. Then take what is left of their flesh, cook it thoroughly and give it to your wives to eat. Sleep with them that same night, and with the permission of Almighty God they will conceive male children.’ Solomon next brought out a seal ring, a sword and a package containing two cloaks set with gems and told Faris that when the two boys had grown to man’s estate they were each to be given one of these cloaks. Then he said to him: ‘In the Name of God: the Almighty has granted your request and all that remains for you is to set off with His blessing, for your king is spending day and night waiting for you with his eyes fixed on the road.’

Faris went up to Solomon, took his leave of him and left, after having kissed his hands. He travelled throughout the rest of that day, happy at having fulfilled his mission, and after that he pressed on, night and day, until he got near Cairo. He sent one of his servants to bring the news to the king, who, when he heard of his vizier’s return and of the success of his quest, was overwhelmed with joy, a joy shared by his close associates, his ministers of state and all his troops. They were particularly delighted by the vizier’s safe return. For his part, when he met the king, Faris dismounted, kissed the ground in front of him, gave him the good news of his complete success and expounded to him the faith of Islam. The king accepted this and then said: ‘Go home to rest tonight and for another week. After that, go to the baths and then come back to me, so that I can tell you what plans we have to make.’ The vizier kissed the ground and left for his house with his retinue, his pages and his servants.

He rested for eight days, after which he set off back to the king and told him the whole story of his encounter with Solomon. ‘You must come alone with me,’ he said, and so the two of them took two bows and two arrows, climbed the tree and sat there quietly until it was past noon. They stayed where they were until it was almost time for the afternoon prayer before climbing down and then, when they looked, they could see two snakes emerging from the foot of the tree. Staring at them, the king was struck by the fact that they were wearing collars of gold, and he felt a liking for them. ‘By God, this is a marvel!’ he exclaimed. ‘Let us catch these collared snakes and put them in a cage so that we may enjoy looking at them.’ But the vizier said: ‘These two creatures were created by God for the benefit that they can bring. So you must shoot one and I shall shoot the other.’ Both of them then shot and killed the two, after which they cut off one span from their heads downwards and another from their tails upwards and threw the pieces away. The rest they took back to the royal palace, where they summoned the cook and told him to cook the flesh well with onion sauce and spices, put it in two bowls and then bring these to them without delay at a time they specified.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and sixty-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the king and the vizier had given the snakes’ flesh to the cook, they told him to cook it, put it into two bowls and bring these to them without delay. The cook took the flesh to the kitchen and cooked it expertly, adding large quantities of onion sauce, after which he ladled it out into two bowls which he brought to the king and the vizier. They took one each and gave it to their wives, with whom they then spent the night, and through the will and power of the Glorious and Almighty God both women conceived immediately. The king spent the next three months in a state of confusion, saying to himself: ‘I wonder whether this can be true or not.’ Then one day, while his wife was sitting, the child moved in her womb and she realized that she must be pregnant. She felt a pain; her colour changed and, sending for her chief eunuch, she told him to go to the king, wherever he might be, and to give him the good news that the signs of her pregnancy were now clear and that the child had moved in her womb. The eunuch hurried off joyfully and found the king alone, with his hand to his cheek, brooding over the matter. He went up to him, kissed the ground in front of him and told him that his wife was pregnant. On hearing this, the king leapt to his feet, and such was his delight that he kissed the hand and head of the eunuch and stripped off his own robes to present them to him. He then told everyone present: ‘Let whoever loves me make a present to this man,’ and what they then gave the eunuch in the way of money, jewels of all sorts, horses and mules, as well as orchards, was more than could be counted.

At that point the vizier came in and said: ‘King of the age, just now I was sitting alone at home, preoccupied and worried about our problem, saying to myself: “I wonder if this is true and if my wife is pregnant or not.” Just then, in came a eunuch to tell me that she was and that the child had moved in her womb and her colour had changed. I was so glad that I stripped off all the robes that I was wearing and presented them to him, together with a thousand dinars, and I appointed him chief eunuch.’ ‘Vizier,’ said the king, ‘the Blessed and Exalted God has shown us favour through His grace and goodness, treating us generously, granting our requests and revealing to us the true religion. In His bounty He has removed us from darkness to light, and as a result I want to bring relief and joy to my people.’ ‘Do as you want,’ the vizier replied, and the king then told him to go immediately to free all the criminals and debtors who were being held in prison, while adding that anyone who later committed a crime would be punished as he deserved. There was to be a three-year remission of taxes, and kitchens were to be set up within the circuit of the city walls where cooks were to hang up various types of cooking pots and to cook food of all kinds night and day. The citizens and those from surrounding districts, far and near, were to be allowed to eat and drink there and to take food back home. A festival was to be held, and the city adorned with decorations for seven days, and shops were not to close by night or by day.

The vizier left immediately and carried out the king’s orders. The city, the citadel and the towers were adorned with the most splendid decorations; everyone put on their finest clothes and they ate, drank, played and enjoyed themselves until the night came when, after the completion of the term of her pregnancy, the queen gave birth. The king gave orders that all scholars, astronomers, men of culture, leading savants and astrologers who were in the city, together with the men of learning and experts in divination, were to be assembled. They sat waiting for a glass ball to be thrown at the window, which was to serve as a sign for the astrologers and the other senior figures gathered there. They all stayed there expectantly until the queen gave birth to a boy like the disc of the moon when it becomes full. They instantly began their calculations, noting the star under which the child was born and the time of his birth and working out dates. On being summoned, they all kissed the ground and gave the king the good news that the child would be blessed and fortunate, but they added: ‘At the start of his life he will encounter a danger which we are afraid to mention to your majesty.’ He assured them that they could speak without fear, and they said: ‘Your majesty, this child will leave this country and travel abroad; he will be shipwrecked and fall into difficulties; he will be captured and find himself in trouble, as there are many hardships for him to face. But he will win free, reach his goal and spend the rest of his life at ease, ruling over peoples and lands and exercising power in spite of his jealous enemies.’ ‘There is obscurity here,’ said the king, ‘but whatever good or evil Almighty God has allotted to His servants in the book of fate will come about, and from one day to the next he is certain to experience many joys.’ So he paid no attention to what they said, and after they and everyone else there had been given robes of honour, they all left.

At that point the vizier came in, full of joy, and kissed the ground in front of the king. ‘Good news, your majesty,’ he said, ‘for my wife has just given birth to a boy like a sliver of the moon.’ ‘Bring him here,’ said the king, ‘so that the two children can be brought up together in my palace, and your wife can stay with mine so that they may both look after them.’ The vizier fetched his wife and his son, and the two children were entrusted to nurses, both dry and wet. Seven days later they were brought before the king, and his attendants asked what names he was going to give them. ‘Name them yourselves,’ he said, but they objected that this was the father’s duty, at which the king said: ‘Name my son Saif al-Muluk after my grandfather, and name the son of the vizier Sa‘id.’ He then presented the nurses with robes of honour and instructed them to treat the children with tenderness and to bring them up as well as possible.

The nurses did their best until, when the children were five years old, they were transferred to the charge of a school instructor who taught them the Quran, as well as the art of writing. When they were ten, they were provided with other teachers to learn how to ride, shoot, use the lance and play polo, as well as to master the arts of horsemanship. By the time they were fifteen, they had become expert in all of these skills and had no match as riders, both of them being accustomed to take the field successfully alone against a thousand.

After they had reached manhood, the king used to be filled with delight whenever he saw them, and then, when they were twenty, he summoned the vizier to a private audience and said: ‘Vizier, I have thought of something that I wish to do and I want to consult you about it.’ ‘Whatever it is, do it,’ said the vizier, ‘because your ideas are always fortunate.’ The king explained: ‘I have become a frail old man, stricken in years. I want to retire to a small mosque in order to worship Almighty God, and I want to hand over the governance of my kingdom to my son, Saif al-Muluk. He has become an excellent young man, a fine horseman and a man of intelligence and culture, as well as being modest and having a capacity for leadership. What do you think of this idea?’ ‘It is an excellent one,’ the vizier replied, ‘and one which will bring blessings and good fortune. If you carry it through, I for my part will do the same thing, and my son, Sa‘id, can be his vizier, for he too is a fine young man with a store of learning and good counsel and the two of them will be together. We shall not neglect them but can help arrange things for them and guide them on the right way.’ ‘Write letters,’ the king instructed him, ‘and have the couriers take them to every region, land, fortress and castle in my realm, telling their lords to come to the Elephant Field in such-and-such a month.’

The vizier left immediately and wrote to all the governors, castle lords and the other subjects of the king, ordering them to assemble at the specified time, and he also summoned all the citizens, wherever they lived, to come too. When it was close to the time of the meeting, he ordered servants to erect pavilions in the centre of the field with the most splendid decorations, and to set up the great throne, which was only used by the king on feast days. All these instructions were carried out immediately, and when the throne had been put in place, the officers, chamberlains and emirs filed out, followed by the king himself. He had a proclamation made to the people ordering them in the Name of God to come to the field. Emirs, viziers, lords of provinces and estates all went there, presenting their services to the king in the usual way and taking their places according to their rank, some sitting and some standing, until they had all arrived. Tables were set out on the king’s orders and they ate, drank and called down blessings on him. He then told his chamberlains to proclaim that no one was to leave and so they called out: ‘No one is to go until he has listened to the king’s speech!’ The curtains around the throne were raised and the king said: ‘Let whoever loves me stay and hear what I have to say.’ They had started by being alarmed, but now everyone sat quietly as the king got up and made them swear not to leave their places.

He then began: ‘Emirs, viziers and ministers of state, great and small, and all you who are here, do you know that I inherited this kingdom from my fathers and forefathers?’ ‘Yes, your majesty,’ they said, ‘we all know that.’ He went on: ‘You and I used always to worship the sun and the moon until Almighty God supplied us with the true faith, rescuing us from darkness, bringing us into the light and leading us, Glorious and Exalted as He is, to the religion of Islam. As you know, I am now an old man, decrepit and feeble, and I want to sit in a mosque worshipping Almighty God and asking forgiveness for my past sins while my son, Saif al-Muluk, acts as ruler. As you know, he is a fine young man, gifted with eloquence and a knowledge of affairs, intelligent, excellent and just. I want immediately to hand over the kingdom to him and to appoint him as king over you in my place, surrendering my power to him. I shall then retire on my own to worship God, while he takes office and rules over you. What have you all to say to this?’ All present rose, kissed the ground and expressed their agreement, saying: ‘Our king and our protector, were you to appoint one of your slaves to rule us, we would follow him obediently, so how much more readily will we obey your son, Saif al-Muluk. We accept him gladly and willingly.’

At that, the king came down from his place and installed his son on the royal throne. He took the crown from his own head and put it on the head of his son, and he fastened the royal belt around his waist. He then took his seat on the throne alongside him as the emirs, viziers and principal officers of state rose and kissed the ground before him. As they stood there, they said to one another: ‘Saif al-Muluk is worthy of the kingdom and has a better right to it than anyone else.’ They called out their prayers for his safety and wished him victory and good fortune, while for his part Saif al-Muluk scattered gold and silver over the heads of them all…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and sixty-second night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that King ‘Asim installed his son, Saif al-Muluk, on his throne and all the people prayed that he be given victory and good fortune. For his part, Saif al-Muluk scattered gold and silver over the heads of them all, as well as distributing robes of honour and other gifts.

After a short pause, the vizier Faris got to his feet, kissed the ground and said: ‘Emirs and ministers of state, do you know that I am a vizier of long standing who held the office before King ‘Asim came to the throne, and that he has now deposed himself and appointed his son in his place?’ ‘We know that you inherited the vizierate from your ancestors,’ they agreed, and he went on: ‘I now depose myself and put my son, Sa‘id, in my place, for he is intelligent, shrewd and well informed. What do you all say?’ They replied: ‘Sa‘id, your son, is the only suitable vizier for King Saif al-Muluk, for they are well matched.’ At that, Faris got up, removed his vizier’s turban and placed it on his son’s head, as well as putting in front of him the official inkstand. ‘He deserves the vizierate,’ agreed the chamberlains and the emirs.

King ‘Asim and Faris, his vizier, then threw open the treasuries and distributed splendid robes to kings, emirs, viziers, the great officers of state and to the people as a whole. They provided spending money as well as additional grants, and had new charters and diplomas written and sealed with the seals of Saif al-Muluk and Sa‘id, the vizier. Everyone stayed in the city for a week, after which they dispersed to their own parts. King ‘Asim now took his son and Sa‘id back into the city, and when they reached the palace, the treasurer was ordered to produce the ring, the sword, Solomon’s package and the signet. From among these, ‘Asim told each of the young men to take whichever he chose. Saif al-Muluk was the first to stretch out his hand and he took the package and the ring, while Sa‘id, who followed him, took the sword and the signet. They then kissed ‘Asim’s hands and returned to their quarters.

When Saif took the package, he did not open it to see what was in it but instead threw it down on the couch which he shared with Sa‘id, for they were in the habit of sleeping together. The two of them spread out the bedclothes and lay down together in the candlelit room. When midnight came Saif woke up and, on catching sight of the package beside his head, he said to himself: ‘I wonder what is in this gift that my father has given me.’ So he took it and picked up a candle, before getting down from the couch, where he left Sa‘id asleep. He went to the treasury, where he opened the package, and in it he found a gown of jinn workmanship. When he unfolded this and turned it over, he found on its inner surface at the back the picture of an astonishingly beautiful girl worked in gold. The sight of this robbed him of his wits; he fell madly in love with the picture and, after collapsing unconscious on the ground, he began to weep and sob, striking his face and breast and kissing it. Then he recited these lines:


Love at first is a drop of water,

Brought by fate,

But when a man plunges into its depths,

It is too vast to be endured.



He added a few more lines:


Had I known that love was like this,

A robber of lives, I would have been on guard,

But I threw myself into it on purpose,

Not knowing what the end would be.



He kept on sobbing, weeping and striking his face and his breast until Sa‘id awoke to find that he was alone on the couch and that there was only a single candle. He wondered where Saif could have gone, and so he took the candle and began to look around the whole palace until he came to the treasury, where he found him. Seeing him weeping so bitterly, he said: ‘Brother, what is the reason for this? Tell me what has happened to you.’ Saif neither spoke nor raised his head but continued to sob and to strike his chest with his hand. Seeing this, Sa‘id said: ‘I am your vizier and your brother. We were brought up together, and if you don’t tell your secret to me, to whom are you going to tell it?’ For some time he continued with his entreaties, kissing the ground, but Saif went on weeping, without turning towards him or saying a single word. Alarmed by this and unable to arouse him, Sa‘id left him and fetched a sword, which he brought back to the room, setting its point against his own breast. ‘Rouse up, brother,’ he said, ‘for unless you tell me what has happened to you, I shall kill myself rather than see you in such a state.’ At that, Saif looked at him and said: ‘Brother, I am ashamed to tell you this.’ Sa‘id replied: ‘I implore you by God, the Lord of lords, the Emancipator, the Cause of causes, the One, the Merciful, the Generous, the Giver, answer me. You need feel no shame before me, for I am your slave, your vizier and your advisor in all matters.’ Saif then said: ‘Look at this picture.’ Sa‘id did that, and after he had studied it for a long time, he noticed an inscription at the top of it, spelt out through an arrangement of pearls, which read: ‘This is the picture of Badi‘ al-Jamal, daughter of Shammakh, son of Sharukh, a king of the believing jinn, inhabitants of the city of Babel who live in the garden of Iram, the son of ‘Ad the Great.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and sixty-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that King Saif al-Muluk and Sa‘id, son of the vizier Faris, read what was written on the gown and studied the picture of Badi‘ al-Jamal, daughter of Shammakh, son of Sharukh, a king of the believing jinn, inhabitants of the city of Babel who live in the garden of Iram, the son of ‘Ad the Great. Sa‘id asked Saif: ‘Brother, do you know whose portrait this is, so that we can look for her?’ and when Saif said that he did not, Sa‘id said: ‘Come here and read this inscription.’ Saif went up, but when he had read and understood what was written on the girl’s crown, he called out: ‘Ah! ah! ah!’ from the bottom of his heart. Sa‘id said: ‘If the subject of this portrait exists, and if her name is Badi‘ al-Jamal, and if she is to be found in this world, then I shall begin to search for her quickly and without delay, so that you may get what you want, but for God’s sake stop this weeping and allow the officers of state to come in to present their services. Then, later in the morning, summon the merchants, the faqirs, the travellers and the poor wanderers and ask them about the city of Babel, for it may be that, through the blessing and aid of the Glorious and Almighty God, one of them may be able to tell us how to get to it and to the garden of Iram.’

In the morning, Saif got up and took his seat on the throne, still clasping the gown, for he could neither sit nor stand nor sleep unless he had it with him. The emirs, viziers, soldiers and ministers of state came in, and when all the court was there, each in his proper place, Saif told Sa‘id: ‘Go out and tell them that the king is suffering from a disorder and last night he was ill.’ Sa‘id announced this to the people, and when King ‘Asim heard it he was concerned and went to see his son with the doctors and astrologers whom he had summoned. When they had looked at him, they prescribed a draught, but the illness continued for three months. King ‘Asim was angry with the doctors and said: ‘Damn you, you dogs, can none of you cure my son? If you don’t do this immediately, I shall kill the lot of you.’ Their leader said: ‘King of the age, we know that this is your son and you know that we always do our best when it comes to treating strangers, so how much more are we going to exert ourselves in order to cure your son? In his case, however, the disease is hard to treat, but if you want to know about it, we will tell you what it is.’ ‘What have you discovered about it?’ the king asked, and the leading doctor replied: ‘King of the age, your son is in love, and there is no way in which he can reach the object of his love.’ The king was furious with them and said: ‘How did you come to learn that he is in love, and how could this have happened to him?’ ‘Ask Sa‘id, his brother and vizier,’ the doctor answered, ‘for he knows about your son’s condition.’

At this point the king got up and went alone to the treasury, where he summoned Sa‘id and ordered him to tell the truth about Saif’s illness. When Sa‘id protested that he did not know, the king told the executioner to take him, blindfold him and then cut off his head. In fear for his life Sa‘id asked for pardon, and the king said: ‘If you tell me the truth, I shall pardon you.’ ‘Your son is in love,’ Sa‘id told him, and when the king asked who it was whom he loved, Sa‘id replied: ‘The daughter of one of the kings of the jinn, whose picture he saw on a gown from the package that you were given by Solomon, the prophet of God.’ At that the king got up and went to see his son, Saif. ‘My son,’ he asked, ‘what misfortune has overtaken you? What is this picture with which you have fallen in love and why did you not tell me?’ ‘I was ashamed to do that, father,’ he said, ‘and I could not bring myself to tell you or anyone else about it, but now that you know about my love, see what you can do to cure me.’ The king replied: ‘What is there that can be done? If this were a mortal, we could find some way for you to reach her, but as she is a jinn princess, the one person who can do anything about her is Solomon, the son of David, who alone has this power. You, however, my son, should get up immediately, take heart and mount your horse. Then go out to hunt or to exercise yourself; concern yourself with eating and drinking; banish all cares from your heart and I shall bring you a hundred princesses, for you have no need of the daughters of the jinn, over whom we have no power and who are not of our race.’ ‘I am not going to abandon her or to look for anyone else,’ said Saif. When his father then asked him what was to be done, he said: ‘Summon all the merchants, the travellers and those who have visited foreign lands, and question them, for it may be that God will guide us to the garden of Iram and the city of Babel.’

The king gave orders that every merchant in the city, every foreigner and every sea captain was to be brought to him. When they had come, he asked them about these places, but none of them knew anything about them or could tell him anything; however, as they were dispersing, one of them said: ‘King of the age, if you want to know about this, you should go to the lands of China, where there is a huge city, and it may be that someone there will be able to guide you.’ At that, Saif asked his father to fit out a ship in which he could sail to China, but his father said: ‘My son, won’t you take your seat on your royal throne and govern your people, while I go to China and look after the affair myself?’ ‘This is my responsibility,’ Saif replied, ‘and no one else can conduct the search like me. Whatever happens, if you give me leave to go, I shall set out and I may be away for some time. If I find any news of the princess, I shall have got what I want, but even if I fail, the journey itself will relieve me, allow me to recover my spirits and stop me from taking the affair too seriously. Then, if I live, I shall come back to you safely.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and sixty-fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Saif al-Muluk told his father, King ‘Asim, to prepare a ship to take him to China so that he might pursue his quest. ‘If I live,’ he said, ‘I shall come back to you safely.’ Looking at his son, the king could see that there was nothing for it except to do what he wanted. He gave him his permission to set out and he prepared a fleet of forty ships for him, together with twenty thousand mamluks, not counting servants, providing him with money and treasures as well as all the military equipment that he might need. He prayed for his son’s success, health and safety, saying: ‘I entrust you to One with Whom everything deposited is safe.’ He and Saif’s mother then said goodbye to their son, and after the ships had been loaded with water, provisions, arms and troops, they set out and continued on their way until they reached the capital of China.

When the Chinese heard of the arrival of forty ships carrying men, equipment, weapons and treasure, they thought that these must be enemies who had come to fight them and lay siege to their city, and so they shut the gates and prepared their mangonels. On hearing of that, Saif sent out two of his leading mamluks with orders to go to the king of China with the message: ‘Saif al-Muluk, the son of King ‘Asim, has come to your city as a guest to enjoy the sights of your country for a time, with no intention of fighting against you or of acting in any hostile manner. If you are willing to accept him, he will land, but if not, he will sail back without disturbing you or the people of your city.’ When the mamluks arrived at the city and told the people that they were envoys from King Saif al-Muluk, the gates were opened for them and they were escorted to the king.

The king’s name was Faghfur Shah and years ago he had been acquainted with King ‘Asim. When he heard that his visitor was Saif al-Muluk, ‘Asim’s son, he presented the messengers with robes of honour and ordered the gates to be opened. Then he had provisions prepared for his guests and went out himself with his leading officials. When he met Saif, the two of them embraced and Faghfur spoke words of welcome, adding: ‘I am your servant and the servant of your father; my city is at your disposal and whatever you want will be provided for you.’ He sent guest provisions and food to the camps, while Saif himself, together with his vizier Sa‘id, his officers of state and all the rest of his troops, moved from the seashore to the city. Drums were beaten to announce the good news, and for forty days they stayed there being generously entertained.

At the end of this time, Faghfur said to Saif: ‘How are you, son of my brother, and do you like my city?’ ‘May God continue to ennoble it by your presence, O king,’ replied Saif, after which Faghfur went on: ‘You must have come here because of some unexpected need, and whatever you want from my country, I shall provide for you.’ ‘Mine is a strange story, your majesty,’ Saif answered, ‘for I have fallen in love with a picture of Badi‘ al-Jamal.’ Faghfur shed tears of pity and asked what it was that he now wanted. Saif told him: ‘I would like you to collect all travellers and those who make frequent journeys so that I may ask them about the princess, as one of them may be able to tell me something about her.’ So Faghfur sent word to his deputies, chamberlains and assistants, telling them to bring all the travellers who were in their lands. They did what they were told, and a large group of these people was brought together in front of the king. Saif then put his question about the city of Babel and the garden of Iram, but no one there could give him an answer.

He was at a loss to know what to do, but at that point one of the sea captains said: ‘Your majesty, if you want to find out about this city and the garden, then you should go to the Indian islands.’ So Saif gave orders for his ships to be brought up, and when this had been done, water, food and everything else that was needed was loaded on them. Saif and Sa‘id took their leave of Faghfur, and after going on board, they put out to sea. With fair winds they sailed safely and without disturbance for four months, but then one day the wind turned against them, waves came from all directions, rain fell and because of the force of the gale the sea became stormy, causing the ships to dash against one another. They and the smaller boats with them were all wrecked and everyone was drowned with the exception of Saif and a number of his mamluks who were in a little boat. Through the power of Almighty God the wind then died down and the sun came out, but when Saif opened his eyes there was no ship to be seen and nothing else except sky and sea, while he and his companions were alone in the boat. ‘Where are the ships and the little boats, and where is Sa‘id, my brother?’ he asked them. ‘King of the age,’ they told him, ‘there are no ships left, great or small, and none of their crews, for these have all drowned and become food for the fishes.’ Saif gave a cry and recited the words that never bring confusion on those who speak them: ‘There is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent.’ He began to slap his face and was on the point of throwing himself into the sea when he was restrained by his mamluks. ‘What is the use of that, your majesty?’ they asked him. ‘You have brought this on yourself, and had you listened to what your father said, it would not have happened. But this has been written in the book of fate from past eternity, according to the will of the Creator of life…’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and sixty-fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Saif al-Muluk was about to throw himself into the sea, his mamluks restrained him and said: ‘What good will this do? You have done this to yourself, but it was written in the book of fate from past eternity, according to the will of the Creator of life, so that His servants may fulfil their destiny. At your birth the astrologers warned your father that you would have to suffer all these difficulties and there is nothing that we can do except to endure until God releases us from our present distress.’ Saif repeated the words: ‘There is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent’ and agreed that there was no way to escape from what God had decreed. He then recited these lines:


By God, I am at a loss, and do not know what to do;

Misgivings assail me, but I do not know their source.

I shall show patience, so that everyone may know

That I endure what is more bitter than aloes,

For in this matter there is nothing I can do.

I entrust my affairs to the Lord God, Who commands.



He was then plunged into a sea of cares and tears showered down his cheeks. He slept for part of the day and then, when he woke up, he asked for something to eat. After he had eaten his fill, the mamluks took away the rest of the food from in front of him, and the boat carried them on, although they did not know in which direction it was heading. For a long time, wind and wave swept them along night and day until their provisions were all exhausted and they had lost all touch with reality and were reduced to extremities because of the pressures of hunger, thirst and distress from which they were suffering. Just then, however, in the distance they caught sight of an island. The wind blew them towards it, and when they had reached the shore and anchored, they disembarked, leaving one of their number as a guard. When they set off to investigate, they discovered quantities of fruits of all kinds from which they ate until they had had enough. Among the trees they then found an odd-looking person seated, with a long face and a white beard and white body, who called to one of the mamluks by name, saying: ‘Don’t eat those fruits; they are not ripe. Come here to me and I’ll give you ripe ones.’ The mamluk looked at him and thought that he must be one of his companions who were feared drowned, and that he must have reached the island. He was delighted to see him there and went up to him, without knowing what fate had in store for him and of the destiny written on his forehead. When he came near, the ‘man’ jumped on him and turned out to be a marid, who crooked one of his legs around his neck and let the other hang down over his back. ‘Move,’ the marid told him. ‘You can never escape from me, and you will stay here as my donkey.’ The mamluk called tearfully to his companions, telling them to save themselves and flee away from the wood. ‘One of its people has mounted on my shoulders,’ he told them, ‘and the others will hunt you down in order to do the same to you.’

When they heard this, they all ran back and embarked on their boat. The marids followed them into the sea and called out: ‘Where are you going? Come and sit with us so that we can climb up on your shoulders. We will give you food and drink and you will stay as our donkeys.’ When they heard this they sailed off as fast as they could until they were some distance away, after which they set a course, entrusting themselves to Almighty God. A month later they came in sight of another island, and when they reached it they found that it too had fruits of various kinds. They busied themselves with eating them and, while they were doing this, they caught sight of something at a distance in the direction that they were going. When they looked from closer at hand, they saw an ugly thing lying there like a column of silver. One of the mamluks kicked it, and it turned out to be a creature with eyes set lengthways and a split head, which had been covered by one of its ears, as, when it wanted to sleep, it would put one ear under its head and shelter itself with the other. The creature snatched up the mamluk who had kicked it and made off with him to the centre of the island, which turned out to be full of cannibal ghuls. The mamluk shouted to his companions: ‘Save yourselves! This is the island of cannibal ghuls and they are going to cut me up and eat me.’ On hearing that, the others fled away and embarked on their boat without having collected any of the fruit.

They sailed on for some days before they came in sight of yet another island, and when they reached it they found that it contained a lofty mountain. As they climbed up its slopes, they saw a thick wood and in their hunger they had started to eat its fruits when, before they knew what was happening, a number of terrible-looking creatures came out from among the trees, each of them being fifty cubits high, with projecting tusks like those of elephants. They took Saif and his companions to stand before their king, who was seated on a piece of black felt that had been spread over a rock, and around him were a vast number of blacks, who were standing there in his service. Their captors said: ‘We found these birds among the trees,’ and, as the king was hungry, he took two of the mamluks, cut their throats and ate 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 seven hundred and sixty-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the blacks captured King Saif and his companions, they brought them to stand before their king, telling him that they had come across these birds among the trees. The king took two of them, cut their throats and ate them. When Saif saw this, he shed tears, fearing for his life, and he then recited these lines:


Disasters have formed a bond of friendship

With my heart’s blood, having shunned it earlier,

And the generous man is friendly.

My cares are not all of one kind;

Praise be to God, they come in thousands.



He heaved a sigh and then recited more lines:


Time has afflicted me with disasters;

My heart is covered over by its arrows.

When any one of them strikes me,

Its tip breaks on another that is already there.



When the king heard his tearful lament, he said: ‘These birds sing pleasantly and I like their voices, so put them all in a cage.’ This was done and the cage was hung above his head so that he could listen to them. Saif and his mamluks stayed there, with food and water being given to them by the blacks, alternately weeping and laughing, talking and staying silent, and the king of the blacks took pleasure in the sounds that they made. Things went on like this for a long time until the king’s married daughter, who lived on another island, heard that her father had some sweet-voiced birds. She sent a messenger to ask him for some of them, and he sent the man back with four cages containing Saif himself and three of his mamluks; and when they reached her, she was so pleased with what she saw that she ordered the cages to be hung up above her head.

Saif began to wonder at what had happened to him, contrasting it with his previous grandeur. He wept over his own plight while the three mamluks wept for theirs, and all the time the princess thought that they were singing. It was a habit of hers to show great favour to anyone whom she got hold of from Egypt or some other country, if he pleased her. In accordance with God’s decree, when she saw Saif she admired his beauty and grace together with his well-formed figure, and so she ordered that he and his men be treated with respect. One day when she happened to be alone with him, she asked him to lie with her, but he refused and said: ‘My lady, I am a stranger here, suffering from the pangs of love, and it is only union with my beloved that can content me.’ She tried to seduce him with soft words, but he resisted her and she could find no way at all of getting close to him. Her failure made her angry both with him and with his mamluks, and on her orders they were forced to act as her servants, carrying water and firewood for her. After four years of this, Saif was reduced to despair and he sent a pleading message to the princess, begging her to set him and his companions free so that they might rest from their toil and go on their way. She summoned him and promised that if he agreed to what she wanted, she would free him so that he could return with safety and profit to his own country. She went on pleading with him and trying to sway him, but when he refused to comply, she turned from him in anger.

As a result, he and his mamluks stayed on the island as her servants, and since the islanders recognized that they were her ‘birds’, no one there dared do them any harm. She herself had no worries about them, being sure that they could not get away, and they used to leave her for two or three days at a time as they went around collecting firewood from all parts of the island and bringing it to her kitchen. After five years, they were all sitting by the shore one day talking over what had happened to them. Saif, seeing the plight they were in and remembering his mother and father, as well as his brother Sa‘id, together with his former grandeur, shed bitter tears and was joined in his lamentations by his mamluks. But they then said: ‘King of the age, how long are we going to go on weeping when tears do no good? This is something written by fate on our foreheads in accordance with the decree of the Great and Glorious God. It has been foreordained, and all that we can usefully do is to show patience in the hope that God may free us from this affliction which He has sent us.’ Saif asked: ‘What can we do to rescue ourselves from this damned woman? I think we will only escape if God saves us by His decree, but it has struck me that we might try to run away so as to free ourselves from this toil.’ They said: ‘King of the age, where can we go to from this island, for all these parts are full of cannibal ghuls and wherever we go they will find us and either eat us or return us here as prisoners to face the anger of the princess?’ ‘I shall do something for you in the hope that Almighty God may help us escape,’ he told them, and when they asked what it was that he proposed, he explained: ‘We shall cut some of these tall trees, twist the bark into ropes and use them to bind the trees together so as to form a raft which we can then launch. We can fill it with fruits, make oars for it and then embark in the hope that Almighty God may allow us a release from our misery, for He is Omnipotent. Were He to grant us a fair wind we might reach India and find ourselves free of this damned woman.’

The mamluks delightedly agreed that this was a good plan, and there and then they began to cut logs for the raft and to twist ropes to bind them together. They worked on this for a month, taking back firewood for the princess’s kitchen each evening and devoting the rest of the day to the raft.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and sixty-seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Saif and his mamluks cut logs on the island, twisted ropes and lashed together the raft that they had made. When they had finished it, they launched it and, after it had been loaded with fruit from the island’s trees, they got ready to sail one evening without having told anyone what they had done. They put out to sea and sailed for four months without knowing where they were going. By this time their provisions had been exhausted and they were tormented by hunger and thirst. The sea then became turbulent with high breakers and they found themselves confronted by a terrible crocodile, which reached out and seized one of the mamluks, whom it then swallowed. When Saif saw this, he burst into tears and he and the surviving mamluk, now alone on the raft, sailed away fearfully from where the crocodile had appeared. They continued on their course until one day, to their delight, they came in sight of an enormous mountain towering into the sky. They were able to make out an island, and they pressed on towards it, happy at the thought of coming ashore. Just then, however, the sea became disturbed and with the disturbance the waves rose and a crocodile raised its head and stretched out to grasp the remaining mamluk, whom it then swallowed.

Saif reached the island alone and after climbing up the mountain he caught sight of a forest, which he entered. He walked among the trees, eating their fruits, but then on the treetops he was terrified to see more than twenty great apes, each bigger than a mule. They came down and surrounded him on all sides, before walking on ahead of him and gesturing to him to follow them. On they went, with Saif behind them, until they arrived at a lofty castle with high buttresses, which they entered. Saif went in after them and was confronted by the sight of rare treasures, jewels and precious stones, such as no tongue could describe. There in the castle was an exceedingly tall young man with no hair on his cheeks. Saif hoped for a friendly reception from this, the only human being in the castle, while the young man, for his part, was astonished to see Saif and asked: ‘What is your name? Where have you come from and how did you get here? Tell me your story and don’t keep anything back from me.’ ‘By God,’ Saif answered, ‘I didn’t intend to come here, as this was not where I wanted to go, but all I can do is to move from one place to the next until I reach my goal.’ ‘And what is your goal?’ the young man asked. ‘I come from Egypt,’ Saif told him. ‘My name is Saif al-Muluk and my father is King ‘Asim ibn Safwan.’ He then gave an account of all that had happened to him from beginning to end, at which the young man rose respectfully and said: ‘King of the age, I was in Egypt and I heard that you had set out for China, but this is nowhere near China. This is a strange and remarkable matter.’ ‘True,’ agreed Saif, ‘but I then left China for India. We met a gale and in the storm my ships were wrecked.’ After telling his story, he ended by saying: ‘And now I have reached you here.’

The young man said: ‘Prince, you have suffered enough hardships on your journey, and God be thanked Who brought you here. Stay with me so that I may enjoy your company until I die, and you will then be king over the island which extends no one knows how far. The apes are master craftsmen and you will find everything that you want here.’ ‘Brother,’ replied Saif, ‘I cannot stay anywhere until I have done what I have to do, even if I have to go round the whole world asking about my goal, in the hope that either God may lead me to it or that I may reach the place where I am fated to die.’ The young man then turned and made a sign to an ape, which left for a time before returning with others who had silk aprons tied round their waists. They brought out a table on which they set a hundred dishes of gold and silver filled with foods of all kinds. The apes then stood like servants in front of kings, after which the young man gestured to their chamberlains to sit, which they did, while the ape whose usual duty it was to serve remained standing. They all ate their fill and the cloth was then removed and replaced with bowls and jugs of gold, with which they washed their hands. Something like forty drinking glasses were then brought out, each filled with a different type of drink, and they drank with pleasure, enjoying a pleasant time, while the apes were all dancing and playing as long as the meal continued. Saif was so astonished by this that he forgot about the sufferings he had endured.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and sixty-eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Saif saw what they were doing and how they were dancing, he was so astonished that he forgot what he had suffered in his exile.

When night fell, candles were lit and placed in candlesticks of gold and silver, after which dishes of fruits, dried and fresh, were brought in, from which Saif and the young man ate what they wanted. Then, when it was time to sleep, bedding was laid down and they slept.

The next morning the young man got up as usual, and, having roused Saif, he told him: ‘Put your head out of the window and see what is standing underneath.’ When Saif looked, he saw apes filling the wide plain and the whole countryside in numbers known only to Almighty God. Saif asked: ‘Why has this enormous crowd collected now?’ and the young man told him: ‘This is a custom of theirs. All the apes in the island gather together, some after a journey of two or three days, and they come to stand here every Saturday until I wake and put my head out of the window. When they see me, they kiss the ground in front of me and then go off about their business.’ He then leaned out of the window and at the sight of him the apes kissed the ground and left.

Saif stayed with the young man for a full month, after which he said goodbye to him and set off. The young man ordered some hundred apes to go with him and they escorted him for seven days until they had reached the furthest point of their islands, where they took their leave of him and went back home. Saif continued alone for four months, traversing mountains, hills, open plains and deserts. He was sometimes hungry and sometimes well fed, as at times he had to live on grasses while at others he could pick fruits from trees. He was beginning to regret what he had done to himself by leaving the young man, and he was thinking of retracing his steps and going back when he caught sight of a dark shape in the distance. ‘Is that a town of black stone or something else?’ he said to himself, and he made up his mind not to go back until he had found the answer.

When he got near it, he discovered that it was a lofty palace – and it was, in fact, the palace built by Japhet, the son of Noah, which is mentioned by Almighty God in the glorious Quran where He says: ‘an abandoned well and a high-built palace’.* Saif sat down by the castle gate, wondering to himself what was inside it and what kings might be living there. ‘Who will be able to tell me the truth about this and let me know whether its people are human or jinn?’ he asked himself. He sat thinking this over for some time without finding anyone who was either going into the palace or coming out of it. So he got up and began to walk on, relying on Almighty God, until he had entered the palace. On his way in he counted seven hallways but still saw nobody, and then on his right he found three doors, while in front of him was another door over which hung a curtain. He came up to this door, raised the curtain with his hand and went in, to find himself in a great room spread with silk carpets at whose upper end was a golden throne on which was seated a girl with a face as radiant as the moon. She was royally dressed like a bride on her wedding night, and beneath the throne were forty spread tables with plates of gold and silver, all filled with costly foods.

When Saif saw the girl he went up to her and, after they had exchanged greetings, she asked him: ‘Are you man or jinn?’ ‘I am one of the best of men,’ he told her, ‘for I am a king and the son of a king.’ ‘What do you want?’ she said, adding: ‘Help yourself to this food, and after that you can tell me your story from beginning to end and let me know how you got here.’ Saif, who was hungry, sat down and removed the cover from the food, after which he ate his fill from the dishes and then washed his hands. When he had taken his seat beside the girl, she asked him who he was, his name and who had brought him there. ‘Mine is a long story,’ he said, but she repeated: ‘Tell me where you have come from and why, as well as what you want.’ He replied: ‘It is for you to tell me what you are, what your name is, who brought you here and why you are sitting here alone.’ She answered: ‘My name is Daulat Khatun; I am the daughter of the king of India and my father lives in the city of Serendib. My father has a large garden whose beauty is unsurpassed anywhere in India or its regions and in it there is a large pool. I went there one day with my slave girls and they and I stripped off our clothes and went into the water, where we played and enjoyed ourselves. Then, before I knew what was happening, something like a cloud swooped down on me and snatched me up from among the others, before flying off with me between heaven and earth. “Do not be afraid or worried, Daulat Khatun,” my captor kept saying to me, and after a short flight he set me down in this palace. Immediately he changed his shape and turned into a most handsome young man, neatly dressed. “Do you know who I am?” he asked me, and when I said no, he told me: “I am the son of al-Malik al-Azraq, king of the jinn. My father lives in the castle of Qalzam and under his command are six hundred thousand jinn who can fly through the air and dive down into the sea. I happened to see you as I was passing on my way, and it was because I had fallen in love with you that I came down and snatched you away from your slave girls to bring you to this lofty palace, which is where I live. No one, either human or jinn, can come here and it is a hundred-and-twenty-year journey from India, so you can be sure that you will never see the lands of your father and mother again. Stay quietly and contentedly here with me and I shall fetch you whatever you want.” Then he embraced me and kissed me.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and sixty-ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the girl told Saif: ‘After the king of the jinn had told me this, he embraced me and kissed me, saying: “Sit here and have no fear.” He left me for a while and then came back with this table, together with the furnishings and the carpets. Every Tuesday he visits me and stays with me for three days, and then on the fourth afternoon he leaves and does not return until the following Tuesday, when the pattern is repeated. When he comes, he eats and drinks with me, but although he embraces and kisses me, he does nothing more, and I am still a virgin as Almighty God created me. My father’s name is Taj al-Muluk, but he can have heard nothing about me or have found any trace of me. This is my story, so now tell me yours.’ ‘My tale is a long one,’ said Saif, ‘and I am afraid that if I start to tell it to you, it may go on so long that the ‘ifrit will come back.’ ‘He left only an hour before you came,’ the girl said, ‘and he will not return until Tuesday, so relax and tell me all that happened to you from beginning to end.’

‘To hear is to obey,’ Saif replied, and he began to tell the whole of his story from start to finish. When he came to the mention of Badi‘ al-Jamal, the girl’s eyes brimmed over with tears and she exclaimed: ‘I did not think that you would do this, Badi‘ al-Jamal! Alas for the vicissitudes of time! Don’t you remember me and say: “Where has my sister, Daulat Khatun, gone?”’ Then she wept even more bitterly, lamenting the fact that Badi‘ al-Jamal had forgotten her. Saif asked her how the two of them could be sisters since she was human and Badi‘ al-Jamal was a jinniya, and she explained: ‘We are foster sisters. The reason for this is that my mother was looking around the garden when she went into labour and it was there that she gave birth to me. Badi‘ al-Jamal’s mother was also in the garden together with her jinn servants, and she too went into labour and gave birth to her daughter by its outer edge, where she had alighted. She sent one of her maids to my mother to ask for food and what was needed for the baby’s delivery. My mother sent her what she wanted and invited her to come to her. She got up and went to my mother, bringing the baby, whom my mother suckled. The two of them stayed with us in the garden for two months, after which the jinn queen set off back to her own country, having given something to my mother and telling her: “Whenever you need me, I will come to you in the middle of this garden.”

‘Badi‘ al-Jamal used to come every year with her mother to pass some time with us before going home. If we were all there together as we used to be, I with my mother and you there as well, I would find some way of seeing to it that you got what you wanted, but I am here and they know nothing about me. If they did and if they knew where I was, they would be able to rescue me, but the affair is in the hands of the Glorious and Almighty God, and what can I do?’ ‘Come away with me,’ Saif told her, ‘and we can make our escape to wherever He wishes.’ ‘No, we cannot,’ she objected, ‘for even if we fled away for the distance of a year’s journey, this damned ‘ifrit would reach us within an hour and kill us.’ Saif said: ‘Then I shall hide somewhere and when he passes by I shall strike him dead with my sword.’ ‘The only way that you can kill him is by killing his soul,’ she told him, and when he asked where his soul was, she replied: ‘I have put this question to him many times, but he has never told me. Once he grew angry with me when I pressed him and he said: “How often are you going to go on asking and why do you want me to tell you about my soul?” “Hatim,” I said, addressing him by name, “apart from God, I have no one left but you, and as long as I live I shall hold your soul in my embrace. For if I fail to guard it and keep it as my dearest possession, how could I live on after you? But if I know where it is, it shall be mine to protect like my right eye.” At that he told me: “At my birth the astrologers said that I would meet my death at the hands of a mortal prince, and so I took my soul and put it in a sparrow’s crop. I shut the sparrow in a casket and put the casket in a box, and the box inside seven other boxes, and the boxes inside seven chests, which I placed in a marble coffer by the shore of this ocean. It is far removed from the lands of men, and no mortal can ever reach it. Now I have told you the secret, but you are not to tell it to anyone else, as it is between you and me.”’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and seventieth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Daulat Khatun told Saif about the soul of the jinni who had kidnapped her. She repeated what he had said and that he had told her: ‘This is a secret between the two of us.’ She continued: ‘I said to him: “Whom am I likely to tell? Apart from you I have no visitor to talk to,” and then I added: “You have left your soul in a place of the very greatest safety. How could any mortal get there, even if we were to suppose the impossible, and God were to decree something like the astrologers predicted? How could this ever happen?” He replied: “One of them might have on his finger the ring of Solomon, son of David, on both of whom be peace. If he came here and put his hand with the ring on the surface of the water and then said: ‘I conjure so-and-so’s soul to come out,’ the coffer would emerge, and if he broke it, together with the chests and the boxes, the sparrow would come out of the casket. If he then throttled it, I would die.”’

At this, Saif said: ‘I am a prince and here on my finger is the ring of Solomon, so come to the shore with me to see whether he was telling the truth or not.’ So the two of them got up and walked to the sea, where Daulat Khatun stayed on the shore while Saif waded waist-deep into the water. Then he said: ‘By the power of the names and the talismans in this ring and by the power of Solomon, on whom be peace, I conjure the soul of the son of al-Malik al-Azraq of the jinn to emerge.’ At that, there was a disturbance in the sea and out came the coffer. Saif took it and struck it against the water, breaking it and breaking the chests and the boxes.

He took the sparrow from the casket and he and the princess went back to the palace. As they sat down on the throne, a fearsome cloud of dust appeared and something huge flew up, calling out: ‘Spare me, prince! Don’t kill me but take me as your freed slave and I will bring you to your heart’s desire.’ ‘The jinni is here!’ cried Daulat Khatun. ‘Kill the sparrow lest the damned creature come in and take it from you, after which he will kill first you and then me.’ At that, Saif throttled the sparrow, and when it died the jinni collapsed by the palace gate and became a heap of black ash. ‘We are free from his power,’ said Daulat Khatun, ‘but what are we going to do now?’ ‘We must ask help from Almighty God,’ replied Saif. ‘It was He Who sent us this affliction and He will arrange things for us and help us to escape from our present plight.’

Saif then lifted out some ten of the palace doors, which were made of sandalwood and aloes wood, with nails of gold and silver. He and the princess took ropes of silk that were in the palace and used them to tie the doors together, after which they helped each other to take them down to the sea, where they launched them as a raft. They then moored this raft to the shore and went back to the palace, from which they removed the gold and silver plates as well as sapphires and other jewels and precious stones, together with everything else that was both valuable and light to carry. When they had loaded all this on their raft, they went on board with two pieces of wood that they had fashioned as oars, entrusting themselves to Almighty God, Who does not disappoint the hopes of those who trust in Him and Who suffices them as a helper. They then cast off and let the raft drift out to sea.

For four months they sailed on like this until their provisions were exhausted, and in their distress and despondency they prayed to God for deliverance. During their voyage, when Saif slept he would place Daulat Khatun behind his back, and when he turned over his sword was between them. One night while they were drifting with Saif asleep and Daulat Khatun awake, the raft veered towards the land and came to a harbour where ships were anchored. As Daulat Khatun looked at them, she heard someone talking with the sailors and this turned out to be their leader and captain. When she heard his voice she realized that this must be the harbour of a city and that they had reached civilized parts. Full of joy, she woke Saif and told him to get up and ask the captain the name of the city and of the harbour. He did this happily, addressing the captain as ‘brother’ and asking the names not only of the city and the harbour but of the local king. ‘Fool and idiot,’ said the captain, ‘if you don’t know the harbour and the city, how did you get here?’ Saif replied: ‘I am a stranger. I was in a merchant ship which was wrecked and lost with all hands, but I managed to climb on a plank and then made my way here. I did not intend any disrespect by my question.’ At this, the captain told him that the city was ‘Amariya and that the harbour was called Kamin al-Bahrain. When Daulat Khatun heard this, she exclaimed in joy: ‘Praise be to God!’ and when Saif asked her why, she said: ‘Good news! The end of our troubles is close at hand, for the king of this city is my paternal uncle…’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and seventy-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Daulat Khatun said to Saif: ‘Good news! The end of our troubles is close at hand, for the king of this city is my paternal uncle, ‘Ali al-Muluk.’

She then told him to check with the captain that this was true, but when he did the captain grew angry again and said: ‘You claim to be a stranger who has never been here before in his life, so who told you the king’s name?’ Daulat Khatun was delighted as she recognized the man as one of her father’s sea captains, named Mu‘in al-Din. He had come out to search for her when she went missing and, having failed to find her, he had continued to sail around until he came to her uncle’s city. She told Saif: ‘Say to him: “Captain Mu‘in al-Din, come and answer your mistress’s summons.”’ Saif did so and the furious captain, on hearing this, said: ‘Dog, who are you and how did you recognize me?’ He told one of the sailors: ‘Fetch me an ash cudgel so that I can go to this wretch and break his head.’ Cudgel in hand, he made towards Saif, but when he looked at the raft he caught sight of something so amazing and delightful that he was completely taken aback. He looked more closely to check what he had seen, and there before his eyes was Daulat Khatun, seated and looking like a sliver of the disc of the moon. ‘What have you got there?’ he asked Saif, and when Saif said: ‘A girl named Daulat Khatun,’ the name caused him to fall down in a faint, as he realized that this was his mistress, the king’s daughter.

When he recovered consciousness, he left the raft, together with its contents, and set off for the city, where he made for the royal palace and asked for an interview with the king. The chamberlain told the king that Captain Mu‘in al-Din had arrived to bring him good news, and the king gave him his permission to enter. When he came in, he kissed the ground and said: ‘Good news, your majesty. Your niece, Daulat Khatun, has arrived at the city safe and sound and she is on a raft with a young man as radiant as the moon on the night it becomes full.’ The news of his niece delighted the king, who presented the captain with a splendid robe of honour and immediately ordered the city to be adorned with decorations to celebrate her safe return. He sent to have her brought to him, together with Saif, and after greeting them both and congratulating them on their safety, he sent word to his brother to let him know that Daulat Khatun had been found and was with him.

When the messenger reached him, Taj al-Muluk, the princess’s father, made his preparations, collected his troops and set out to go to his brother, and when he got there he was reunited with his daughter to everyone’s delight. He stayed with his brother for a week, after which he took his daughter and Saif and set off for his own country, Serendib, where Daulat Khatun was reunited with her mother, and feasts were held amid general rejoicing at her safe return. It was a great day, the like of which had never been seen.

The king treated Saif with honour and said: ‘Saif al-Muluk, you have done me and my daughter this great service which I am not able to repay, as this can only be done by the Lord of creation. But I want you to take my place on the throne and to rule over the lands of India, for I give you my kingdom, my throne, my treasuries and my servants. All this is a gift from me to you.’ Saif got up, kissed the ground before the king, thanked him and said: ‘I accept all that you have given me, but I then return it as a gift to you from me. I do not want a kingdom or power, king of the age; all that I want is for Almighty God to bring me to my goal.’ ‘My treasuries are at your disposal,’ the king told him. ‘Take whatever you want from them without consulting me, and may God reward you on my behalf with every favour.’ Saif repeated that he wanted no share in the kingdom or in its wealth during the course of his quest, but he added that his immediate intention was to see the sights of the city and look at its streets and markets. At that, a fine horse, saddled and bridled, was fetched for him on the king’s orders. He mounted and set off for the market, threading his way through the city streets. He was looking from right to left as he rode when he caught sight of a young man who was calling out the price of a cloak that he was selling for fifteen dinars. Saif looked at him closely and saw that he was very like Sa‘id, his brother.

The young man was, in fact, Sa‘id, but the hardships he had experienced as he wandered through foreign parts had altered his complexion and his appearance. Saif did not recognize him and told his escort to bring him for questioning. Then, when they fetched him, he said: ‘Take him to the palace where I am staying and leave him there with you until I come back from my excursion.’ The men thought that he had said: ‘Take him to prison’ and, supposing that the man must be a runaway mamluk belonging to Saif, they took him to prison, fettered him and left him sitting there. When Saif returned from his trip, he went up to the palace, forgetting about Sa‘id. No one mentioned him and so he was left in prison, and when the prisoners were taken out to act as building labourers, he was taken with them. He worked with the others for a whole month and became covered in grime, and as he thought things over, he was left to wonder why it was that he had been imprisoned.

For his part, Saif was busy with his pleasures and entertainments until one day as he was sitting he happened to remember Sa‘id. He asked his mamluks: ‘Where is the mamluk whom you had with you on such-and-such a day?’ ‘Didn’t you tell us to take him to prison?’ they answered. ‘That’s not what I said,’ Saif corrected them. ‘I told you to take him to my palace.’ He then sent his chamberlains to Sa‘id, and after they had released him from the fetters that he was still wearing they brought him before Saif. ‘Young man,’ said Saif, ‘from which country do you come?’ ‘I come from Egypt,’ Sa‘id replied, ‘and my name is Sa‘id, son of the vizier Faris.’ When Saif heard this, he jumped up from his throne, hurled himself at Sa‘id and threw his arms around his neck, shedding floods of tears in his delight. ‘Sa‘id, my brother,’ he cried, ‘thank God that you are still alive and that I have seen you. I am your brother Saif.’ When Sa‘id heard this, he recognized Saif and the two of them embraced tearfully, to the astonishment of all who were present. On Saif’s instructions, Sa‘id was taken to the baths, and when he emerged he was dressed in splendid clothes, taken to Saif’s audience room and seated with him on the throne. When Taj al-Muluk learned what had happened, he was delighted that the two had been reunited; he came himself and all three sat talking over their experiences from start to finish. IT WAS AT THIS POINT THAT SA‘ID SAID:

Saif, my brother, when the ship sank and most of the mamluks were drowned, I joined a number of them who were floating on a plank. After a month at sea, in accordance with God’s decree, the wind drove us on to an island, where we landed. We were suffering from hunger and so we went in among the trees there and ate their fruit. While we were busy doing this, we were taken by surprise by people like ‘ifrits, who leapt out at us and jumped on our shoulders, telling us to carry them as we had become their donkeys. I asked my rider why he was doing that, but when he heard me speak, he wrapped one of his legs so tightly around my neck that I almost died, while with his other leg he kicked me in the back. I thought that my spine was broken and I collapsed face downwards on the ground as, thanks to hunger and thirst, I had no strength left. When I fell, my rider realized that I must be hungry and so he took me by the hand and led me to a tree which had many fruits resembling pears. He told me to eat my fill, which I did, and then, having no choice in the matter, I began to walk, but I had not gone far before my rider turned around and jumped up on my shoulders. He rode me sometimes at a walk and at others either at a run or a trot, and he kept laughing and saying: ‘Never in my life have I seen a donkey like you.’

One day we happened to have collected a quantity of grapes, which we trampled in a pit until it became a large pool. When we went back to it after a while, we found that, thanks to its exposure to the sun, the juice had turned into wine. We stayed there drinking until we got drunk; our faces turned red and we were singing and dancing under the influence of the wine. Our captors asked us why this was, and we said: ‘Don’t ask. What do you mean by asking us?’ But as they insisted that we tell them what we were drinking, we told them that it was pressed grapes. They took us to a valley which we did not know at all, and in it was a seemingly endless quantity of vines, each of whose grape bunches weighed twenty ratls and was ready for picking. They told us to pick some of these, and when we had collected a great deal of them, I found a large pit, bigger than a sizeable water tank. We did what we had done earlier, filling it with grapes and then trampling them. When the juice had turned into wine, we told our captors: ‘It’s ready now, so what do you want to drink it from?’ They replied: ‘We once had donkeys like you, and when we ate them, their heads were left over, so pour us the drink in their skulls.’

There were about two hundred of the creatures, and when we had poured out wine for them, they fell into a drunken sleep. We said to each other: ‘Isn’t it enough for them just to ride us? They want to eat us as well, and there is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent! Let us get them thoroughly drunk and then save ourselves by killing them and then escaping.’ So we roused them and started refilling the skulls and passing them the wine. They were complaining that it was bitter, but we asked them why they said that, explaining that anyone who called this wine bitter would die the same day unless he drank ten times. This alarmed them and they told us to give them the full number of drinks, and after they had taken it all they became helplessly drunk, and when they were powerless we dragged them off by their hands. We collected a large number of vine stalks, which we piled around and on top of the creatures, and then we set fire to them and stood at a distance to see what would happen to 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 seven hundred and seventy-second night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that SA‘ID SAID:

When I and the mamluks who were with me set the firewood alight with the ghuls in the middle of it, we stood at a distance to see what would happen to them. After the fire had died down, we went up and discovered that they had been reduced to a pile of ashes and we gave thanks to God for having saved us from them, so giving us the chance to leave the island. We then went to the coast, where we split up. I walked on with two of the mamluks until we reached a large and dense forest. As we were busy eating fruit there, we were confronted by a tall man with a long beard, drooping ears and eyes like torches, who was driving a large flock of sheep in front of him. With him were a number of other people of the same kind, and when he saw us he greeted us cheerfully. After having spoken words of welcome, he said: ‘Come home with me, and I shall slaughter one of these sheep and roast it for you to eat.’ ‘Where do you live?’ we asked, and he told us: ‘Near this mountain, so carry on in this direction until you see a cave and then go in. You will find many other guests like yourselves there, so go and sit with them until we can prepare a guest meal for you.’ We thought that he was telling the truth, but when we followed his directions and went into the cave, we discovered that the other ‘guests’ there were all blind.

When we entered, one of these said: ‘I am ill,’ while another complained: ‘I am weak.’ ‘What are you saying,’ we asked, ‘and why is it that you are weak and ill?’ At that point they asked us who we were, and when we told them that we were guests, they said: ‘How did you fall into the hands of this damned creature? There is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent. This is a man-eating ghul who has blinded us and intends to eat us.’ ‘How did he blind you?’ we asked, and they said: ‘He will blind you now just as he blinded us.’ ‘How will he do that?’ we asked, and they told us: ‘He will bring you bowls of sour milk and say: “You must be tired from your journey, so take this milk and drink.” Then, when you do, you will become blind just like us.’ I said to myself: ‘The only way out of this is by a trick,’ and so I scooped out a hole in the earth and sat over it. After a time the damned ghul came in with bowls of sour milk, one of which he gave to me and the others to my companions. ‘You must be thirsty after having come from desert country,’ he said, ‘so drink this milk while I roast meat for you.’ I took the bowl and put it to my lips, but then poured the contents into the hole. I then called out: ‘Oh! My sight has gone! I am blind!’ and I covered my eyes with my hand and started to weep and cry out, while the ghul laughed and told me not to be afraid. In the meantime both my companions had drunk the milk and had gone blind.

The ghul immediately went to close the cave’s entrance, after which he came up to me and felt my ribs. When he discovered that I was thin with no flesh on my bones, he felt someone else and was glad to find him fat. He then slaughtered three sheep, skinned them, and after skewering their flesh on iron spits that he had brought out, he put these over the fire, and when he had roasted the meat he gave it to my companions and joined them in their meal. Next he brought out a full wine skin, and after drinking he lay face downwards and began to snore. I saw that he was sound asleep and was wondering how to kill him when I remembered the spits. I fetched two of them and after putting them in the fire I waited until they were red hot. I then tucked up my clothes, got to my feet and came up to the damned ghul with the spits in my hand and thrust them into his eyes, pressing down on them as hard as I could. He was startled from the rest he had been enjoying and, leaping to his feet, he tried to seize me, blind as he was. He followed me as I ran into the cave, and I called to his blind victims: ‘How can I deal with this damned creature?’ At that, one of them told me to climb up to a hollow in the wall where I would find a polished sword. ‘Take it,’ he said, ‘and then come back to me and I’ll tell you what to do.’ I did as he said, took the sword and went back to the man, who told me to aim a blow at the ghul’s waist as this would kill him at once. The ghul, tired out by running, had gone to kill his blind victims when I ran up behind him and struck at his waist with a blow that cut him in two, but he called out to me: ‘If you want to kill me, you will have to strike again.’ I was just going to do that when my mentor said: ‘Don’t strike, for if you do, far from dying, he will come to life and kill us.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and seventy-third night, she CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, THAT SA‘ID WENT ON:

When I struck the ghul with the sword, he called out: ‘You have struck me, but if you want to kill me, you will have to strike again.’ I was about to do so when the man who had told me where the sword was said: ‘Don’t do that, for if you do, he will come to life and kill us.’ I did what I was told and, as I did not strike him again, the ghul died.

At that point, my mentor said: ‘Go and let us out by opening up the cave, as it may be that Almighty God will help us to escape from this place.’ ‘Nothing can go wrong for us now,’ I told him, ‘so let us rest, slaughter some of these sheep and drink some wine, for it is a long way across the open country.’ So we stayed there for two months, eating the sheep and the fruit until one day, as we were sitting by the shore, we happened to catch sight of a large ship out at sea. We gesticulated and shouted to the crew, but they knew that the island was home to a cannibal ghul and they were about to sail off in fear. We waved the ends of our turbans at them, and when they sailed closer we started to call out to them. Then one sharp-eyed man on board told the others that we looked like humans and not ghuls. They gradually came closer and when they were sure that we were men, they greeted us and, after having returned their greeting, we told them that the damned ghul was dead. They thanked us for this, and after we had provided ourselves with fruit from the island we went on board.

For three days we enjoyed a fair wind, but on the fourth a storm blew up, the sky darkened and within an hour the wind had driven the ship against a mountainside, where it broke up, its planks being torn apart. By the decree of the Great God, I managed to get hold of one of them and I drifted on this for two days. I had a favourable wind and for a time I sat on top of my plank, paddling with my feet, until God brought me safely to shore. Then I got to this city, but as I was entirely on my own as a stranger I did not know what to do. I was suffering the pangs of hunger after my exertions, and so I came to the market and hid myself in order to remove my cloak, telling myself that I would sell it and use the money to buy food, until what God decreed should come about. I had the cloak in my hand and the people were looking at it and bidding for it when you arrived and saw me. You gave orders that I was to be brought to the palace, but your servants took me and put me in prison. Later you remembered me and had me brought here to you. I have now told you what happened to me, and I thank God that we have met again.

Saif and Daulat Khatun’s father, Taj al-Muluk, were filled with astonishment when they heard Sa‘id’s story. Taj al-Muluk assigned pleasant lodgings to his two visitors, and Daulat Khatun herself used to visit Saif and gratefully discuss with him the service that he had done her. Sa‘id then told her: ‘Princess, what he wants is for you to help him to reach his goal.’ ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I shall do all that I can to see that he does, if this is what Almighty God wills.’ She then turned to Saif and told him to rest easy and be comforted.

So much for Saif and his vizier Sa‘id, but as for the princess Badi‘ al-Jamal, news reached her that her sister, Daulat Khatun, had returned to her father and her kingdom, and she said: ‘I must go to visit her and greet her, splendidly dressed with ornaments and robes.’ So she set off, and when she was near the palace, Daulat Khatun herself met her and greeted her, before embracing her and kissing her between the eyes, while for her part she congratulated the princess on her safe return. The two of them sat talking, and Badi‘ al-Jamal asked her friend what had happened to her in her enforced exile. ‘Don’t ask me about that, sister,’ said Daulat Khatun. ‘What sufferings God’s creatures have to endure!’ When Badi‘ al-Jamal pressed her, she went on to explain how she had been held in the Lofty Castle in the power of the son of al-Malik al-Azraq, and she explained the rest of the story from start to finish, telling her about Saif, what had happened to him in the castle, as well as the sufferings and perils that he had endured before getting there, and how he had killed the jinn prince. She went on to explain that he had constructed a raft by taking the doors off their hinges, how he had made oars and how he had then got back.

Badi‘ al-Jamal was amazed and exclaimed: ‘By God, sister, this is very remarkable indeed!’ Her friend then said: ‘I would like to tell you how his story started, but a sense of shame prevents me.’ ‘Why should you feel shame?’ asked Badi‘ al-Jamal. ‘You are my sister and my companion; there are close ties between us. I know that you wish me nothing but good, so why should you be ashamed? Tell me what it is, and don’t be bashful or hide anything from me.’ So Daulat Khatun said: ‘He saw your picture on the robe that your father had sent to Solomon, son of David. Without opening it or inspecting it, Solomon sent it on, among other gifts and treasures, to King ‘Asim ibn Safwan, the ruler of Egypt, and he in his turn sent it, still unopened, to his son, Saif al-Muluk. Saif did open it and he was about to put on the robe when he saw your picture and fell in love with it. He then went off to search for you, and it is for your sake that he has endured all these hardships.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and seventy-fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Daulat Khatun told Badi‘ al-Jamal that Saif had fallen in love with her thanks to the robe with her picture on it and how, on seeing this, he had left his kingdom and his family for her sake, distracted by love. She explained to her the terrors that he had then endured for her. Badi‘ al-Jamal blushed modestly at these words but said: ‘This can never be, as there can be no union between men and jinn.’ Daulat Khatun, however, went on describing the prowess of the handsome Saif and what he had achieved, and she continued to praise him and to talk of his qualities, until she ended by saying: ‘Sister, for the sake of Almighty God and for my sake, come and talk to him, even if you only say one word.’ Badi‘ al-Jamal told her: ‘I am not going to listen to what you say or do what you suggest, and I shall pretend that I did not hear anything.’ She felt no love for Saif, however handsome, distinguished or chivalrous he might be, but Daulat Khatun started to implore her, kissing her feet and saying: ‘For the sake of the milk on which we were suckled, you and I, and for the sake of what is engraved on the ring of Solomon, on whom be peace, please listen to me, for when I was in the Lofty Castle I undertook to let him see your face. So I implore you in God’s Name to show yourself to him once for my sake, and you, for your part, will be able to see him.’ She mixed tears with her pleadings and continued to kiss Badi‘ al-Jamal’s hands and feet until she agreed and said: ‘For you I shall let him have a single glimpse of my face.’

This made Daulat Khatun happy and, after kissing Badi‘ al-Jamal’s hands and feet again, she went to the main pavilion in the garden and told her slave girls to spread out furnishings, set up a golden couch and provide rows of wine cups. She then went to Saif and Sa‘id, who were sitting in their palace, and she gave Saif the good news that he had reached his heart’s desire. ‘You and your brother must come to the garden,’ she told him, ‘enter the pavilion and then hide away so that no one there can see you until I bring Badi‘ al-Jamal.’ Saif and Sa‘id got up and, following her directions, they went into the pavilion, where they saw food and drink set out, together with a golden couch covered with cushions. When they had been sitting there for some time, Saif found himself overcome by distress and passionate longing at the thought of his beloved. He got up and walked out of the entrance hall of the pavilion, followed by Sa‘id, to whom he said: ‘Brother, sit down where you were; don’t follow me but wait until I come back to you.’

Sa‘id did as he was told, but Saif went into the garden, drunk with the wine of passion and bewildered by excess of love. Wracked with longing and overcome by emotion, he recited these lines:


Badi‘ al-Jamal, you are the only one for me;

Have mercy on me, the captive of your love.

It is for you that I ask; you are my wish and my delight;

My heart refuses the love of any other.

I wish I knew whether you know of my tears,

Which I shed all through my sleepless nights.

Order sleep to visit my eyelids,

And it may be I shall see you in my dreams.

Show sympathy to a passionate lover;

Save him from being destroyed by your harshness.

May God add to your joy and your delight;

All mankind are your ransom.

At the Resurrection all lovers will collect beneath my banner,

While all the lovely ladies will be under yours.



He shed tears and then added these lines:


This marvel of beauty is my only wish;

She is the secret hidden in my heart.

If I speak, it is of her loveliness,

And if I am silent, she is in my inmost thoughts.



After shedding more bitter tears, he went on to recite:


In my heart a fire burns ever more fiercely;

You are my desire; my passion is of long standing.

It is to you and none but you I turn.

I hope to please you, and the lover is long-suffering.

Have mercy on one whom love emaciates;

He is weakened and sick at heart.

Show pity; be generous and gracious;

I shall not leave you or ever turn away.



After more tears, he recited:


Cares visited me together with your love;

Sleep treated me with harshness similar to yours.

The messenger told me that you were angry;

May God ward off the evil of what he said.



Sa‘id, finding Saif slow to return, left the pavilion to look for him in the garden. He saw him walking there distractedly, reciting:


By God, by the Almighty and by the reciter

Of the Sura Fatir from the Quran,

Whatever beauties I may look at,

It is your image that stays with me through the night.



After the two of them had met, they started to look around the garden and to eat its fruits.

So much for Sa‘id and Saif, but as for Daulat Khatun, she entered the pavilion with Badi‘ al-Jamal after the eunuchs had carried out her orders, adorning it with splendid decorations of all kinds and preparing a golden couch as a seat for Badi‘ al-Jamal beside a window that overlooked the garden. When she saw this she sat down there, while the eunuchs produced all kinds of splendid foods. The two princesses ate, with Daulat Khatun feeding her companion on titbits until she had had enough. Then Daulat Khatun called for sweetmeats, and when these had been fetched the two ate their fill and washed their hands. All that was needed for wine to be served was made ready, with jugs and glasses being set out in rows, and Daulat Khatun started to fill the glasses and pass them to Badi‘ al-Jamal before drinking herself.

It was then that Badi‘ al-Jamal looked out of the window beside her towards the garden. She saw the fruits and the branches, but then she looked around and noticed Saif as he wandered there, followed by Sa‘id, his vizier, and she heard him reciting poetry in floods of tears. This glance of hers was followed by a thousand regrets…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and seventy-fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Badi‘ al-Jamal noticed Saif wandering in the garden, her glance was followed by a thousand regrets, and she turned to Daulat Khatun, her emotions stirred by wine, and said: ‘Sister, who is that young man I see wandering distractedly in the garden, in a state of gloom and sorrow?’ Daulat Khatun replied: ‘Do I have your permission to bring him here so that we may have a look at him?’ ‘Yes, if you can,’ Badi‘ al-Jamal told her, and at that Daulat Khatun called out: ‘Prince, come here to us, in all your beauty and grace.’ Saif, recognizing Daulat Khatun’s voice, went up to the pavilion, but when he set eyes on Badi‘ al-Jamal he fell down in a faint, only recovering after Daulat Khatun had sprinkled a little rosewater over him. He then got up and kissed the ground before Badi‘ al-Jamal, who was astounded by his beauty. Daulat Khatun introduced him to her, explaining: ‘This is the man who rescued me, in accordance with God’s decree, and it is he who endured all those hardships for your sake. I want you to look on him with favour.’ Badi‘ al-Jamal laughed and said: ‘Why should you suppose that this young man would keep a promise? There is no such thing as love among humans.’ Saif exclaimed: ‘Princess, I would never break my word and not everyone is the same!’ He then shed tears before her and recited:


Badi‘ al-Jamal, show pity to a wretch

Worn out and afflicted, hurt by a bewitching glance.

By the white beauties of your cheeks,

Combined with the deep red of anemones,

I ask you not to punish with separation one near death;

When you are far away, my body fades.

For this is my desire; this is the goal of hope;

I look for union, if it can ever be.



With still more tears, and overcome by the passion of his love, he greeted her with these lines:


I bring you greetings from a slave of love;

The noble are always favoured by their like.

Greetings to you and may your image never leave;

May no place where I sit or rest be without you.

I am jealous for your honour; I never speak your name;

All lovers must incline to the beloved.

Do not cut off your favours from your lover;

Grief will destroy him, and he is already sick.

I am frightened as I watch over the bright stars;

Thanks to my passion the night is so long.

I have no patience; there is nothing I can do;

And what words can I use with which to beg?

The peace of God be on you, cruel girl,

A greeting from a distracted lover who endures.



Then, overwhelmed by passion, he added:


If ever I seek out another love,

May I not reach my goal in such a quest.

Who else but you is mistress of such loveliness,

That in it I should find my resurrection?

Heaven forbid that I forget my love,

When I have worn away on you my inmost heart.



When he had finished, he broke down in tears and Badi‘ al-Jamal said: ‘Prince, I am afraid that were I to give myself wholly to you, I would not find in you any love or affection, for there is little good in humankind and a great deal of treachery. As you know, Solomon captivated the queen of Sheba by pretending to love her, but when he saw someone more beautiful, he left her for his new love.’ ‘My eye and my soul,’ said Saif, ‘God has not created all men the same, and, if He so wills, I shall either keep faith or die beneath your feet. You will see that my deeds match my words, and it is God who acts as guarantor for what I say.’ ‘Sit down quietly,’ she told him, ‘and swear to me by your religion, so that we may make a pact not to betray each other, and if either of us does, then Almighty God will punish the guilty.’

On hearing this, Saif sat down and he and Badi‘ al-Jamal held hands and swore that neither of them would choose any other lover, human or jinn. After a long embrace they shed tears of joy and, overcome by emotion, Saif recited these lines:


I wept in passionate longing,

For the love of my inmost heart.

Her long absence had piled sufferings on me

And I had not strength enough to reach my goal.

Grief sapped my firmness

And showed the censurers some of my distress.

The width of my patience narrowed,

Until I had no more strength to endure.

Do you suppose God will unite us,

Curing me of my pains and suffering?



After Badi‘ al-Jamal and Saif had plighted their troth, the two of them got up and walked away. With Badi‘ al-Jamal was a slave girl who was carrying some food, together with a bottle of wine, and when her mistress sat down, this girl put the food and the wine down in front of her. They had not been waiting long before Saif arrived and was greeted by Badi‘ al-Jamal. The two embraced…

[image: image]

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

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Badi‘ al-Jamal had food and drink fetched, Saif came and she greeted him, and after they had sat there eating and drinking for some time, Badi‘ al-Jamal told Saif: ‘When you come to the garden of Iram, you will see there a large tent of red satin with a lining of green silk. Pluck up your courage and go into it, and there you will see an old lady sitting on a throne of red gold studded with pearls and other jewels. Greet her courteously and modestly and then, if you look at the throne, you will see underneath it a pair of sandals worked from beaten gold and adorned with precious stones. Take these and kiss them before placing them first on your head and after that under your right arm. Then stand silently in front of the old lady with your head bowed. She will ask you where you have come from, how you got there, who told you about the place and why it was that you took the sandals. Say nothing until this maid of mine comes to talk to her and tries to win her sympathy for you by conciliating her, as it may be then that Almighty God will soften her heart towards you and she will grant your request.’

Badi‘ al-Jamal then called to the slave girl, whose name was Marjana, and said: ‘By the love that I have for you, I ask you to do your best to carry out my errand today, and if you do I shall set you free for the sake of Almighty God. I shall honour you as the dearest of my friends and I shall tell my secrets to no one but you.’ ‘My lady and the light of my eyes,’ said the girl, ‘tell me what you want done and I shall do it willingly.’ Badi‘ al-Jamal replied: ‘Carry this human on your shoulders and bring him to my maternal grandmother in the garden of Iram. Take him to her tent and look after him. When the two of you have entered it and you see him take the sandals and present his services to her, she will ask him where he has come from, how he came, who brought him, why he has taken the sandals and what he wants her to do for him. When this happens, go in quickly and say: “My lady, I brought him. He is the son of the king of Egypt, and it was he who went to the Lofty Castle, where he killed the son of al-Malik al-Azraq, rescued Princess Daulat Khatun and brought her back safely to her father. He was sent off with me and I have brought him here so that you may reward him for bringing you the good news of her safety.” Then go on: “I conjure you by God, lady, to tell me whether this young man is handsome.” She will say yes, and you are then to say to her: “My lady, he is a man of honour, chivalry and courage; he is king of the realm of Egypt and possesses the full range of praiseworthy qualities.” She will ask you what he wants, and you are to say: “My mistress sends you her greetings and asks how long she is to sit at home single and without a husband. A long time has passed, and why is it that you do not find her a husband and marry her off like other girls while both you and her mother are still alive?” My grandmother will say: “If she knows someone who has taken her fancy, tell me about him and I shall fall in with her wishes as far as is possible.” You must then tell her: “My lady, my mistress says: ‘You wanted to marry me to Solomon, on whom be peace, and you had my portrait placed on the gown, but he would have nothing to do with me, and he sent the gown to the king of Egypt. He, in turn, gave it to his son, who saw my portrait on it and fell in love with me. He then abandoned the realm of his father and mother, and turning away from worldly delights he wandered around sick with love, enduring the greatest of hardships and perils for my sake.’”’

Marjana now picked up Saif and, when he had closed his eyes on her instructions, she flew off with him into the air. Some time later she said: ‘Open your eyes,’ and when he did he saw a garden, this being the garden of Iram. ‘Go into this tent,’ Marjana told Saif, and when he entered, calling on the Name of God and looking at the garden, he saw an old lady seated on a throne attended by slave girls. He advanced with courtesy and modesty, picked up the sandals, kissed them and then did what Badi‘ al-Jamal had told him. ‘Who are you and where have you come from?’ the lady asked, adding: ‘Tell me your country and who brought you here. Why did you take these sandals and kiss them? Have you ever told me of a need which I did not fulfil for you?’ At that point, Marjana came in and greeted the old lady politely and modestly before repeating what Badi‘ al-Jamal had told her to say. The lady shouted at her angrily and exclaimed: ‘How can there be any agreement between men and jinn!’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and seventy-seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the old lady heard what Marjana had to say, she was furiously angry and exclaimed: ‘How can there be any agreement between men and jinn!’ Saif said: ‘I shall make an agreement with you to be her servant, to love her as long as I live, to keep my word and never to look at anyone else. You will see that what I say is no lie but the truth, and that I shall act with chivalry, if Almighty God wills it.’ The old lady bowed her head and sat in thought for a time, after which she looked up and said: ‘Will you keep to this agreement that you have made, handsome young man?’ ‘I will,’ he replied, ‘and I swear this by Him Who raised the heavens and spread out the earth over the waters.’ ‘If He wills it, then I shall settle the matter for you,’ the lady said, ‘but for the moment go and look around the garden. You can eat fruits the like of which cannot be found anywhere else in the world, while I send word to my son, Shahyal. When he comes I shall talk to him about this and, God willing, all will turn out for the best, as he will not oppose me or disobey me. You may rest assured that I shall marry you to his daughter, Badi‘ al-Jamal, and she will be your wife.’ When Saif heard this, he thanked her and, after kissing her hands and feet, he left her and went towards the garden. For her part, she turned to Marjana and said: ‘Go to look for my son, Shahyal, and when you find out what part of the world he is in, fetch him to me.’ Marjana duly went off to look, and when she met Shahyal she brought him back to his mother.

So much for her, but as for Saif, while he was looking around the garden he was seen by five jinn, followers of al-Malik al-Azraq. ‘Where did this man come from,’ they asked one another, ‘and who brought him here? It may be that it was he who killed the king’s son. Let us see if we can trick him with some questions.’ So they started to stroll a little way until they came up with Saif at the edge of the garden and then sat down beside him. ‘How well you managed to kill the son of al-Malik al-Azraq and to rescue Daulat Khatun, you handsome young man,’ they said, adding, ‘and he was a treacherous dog who had duped her. Had God not sent you to her, she would never have escaped. But how did you kill him?’ Saif looked at them and said: ‘I used this ring on my finger,’ so confirming for them that he was indeed the killer. At that point, two of them seized his hands and another two his feet while the fifth put his hand over his mouth lest Shahyal’s followers hear his cries and rescue him. They carried him off and flew away with him until they set him down in front of their king, telling him: ‘King of the age, we have brought you the killer of your son.’ ‘Where is he?’ the king asked, and the jinn replied: ‘This is the man.’ ‘Did you kill my beloved son, the light of my eyes, without due cause and without his having wronged you?’ the king asked. ‘Yes,’ Saif replied, ‘I did kill him, but this was because of his unjust and hostile behaviour: he was in the habit of seizing the children of kings and taking them to the Abandoned Well and the Lofty Castle in order to debauch them when he had separated them from their families. I killed him with this ring on my finger, and God hastened his soul to hellfire, an evil resting place.’

When the king knew for sure that Saif was responsible for his son’s death, he sent for his vizier and, after having told him that there was no doubt about Saif’s guilt, he asked him for his advice and said: ‘Shall I have him put to the worst of deaths, or subject him to the most excruciating tortures, or what should I do?’ ‘Cut off one of his limbs,’ advised the grand vizier. ‘Have him flogged painfully every day,’ said another. A third suggested that he be cut in half. ‘Cut off all his fingers and then burn him alive,’ said another, while someone else said: ‘Crucify him.’ Each of them expressed his opinion, but the king had with him an elderly emir who had experience in affairs and a knowledge of past events. This emir now said: ‘King of the age, I have something to say to you and you would be well advised to pay attention to what I recommend.’ As he was the counsellor of state and its administrative head, the king had been in the habit of listening to him and acting on his advice in all matters. The emir now got to his feet, kissed the ground and continued: ‘King of the age, if I give you advice on this affair, will you follow it and give me leave to speak freely?’ ‘Tell me what you think,’ said the king, ‘and I guarantee your safety.’ So the emir told him: ‘If you kill this man now, your majesty, and refuse my advice or fail to grasp what I am saying, this will be a mistake. He is in your power and you are responsible for him as he is your prisoner. You can lay your hands on him whenever you want and do what you want with him. But you should be patient, for he entered the garden of Iram and, as the future husband of Badi‘ al-Jamal, the daughter of King Shahyal, he has become one of them. A group of your followers seized him and brought him to you, and he did not try to conceal what he had done from them or from you. If you kill him, King Shahyal will look to avenge him on you, and for his daughter’s sake he will bring up an army to attack you, which you will not be able to resist.’ The king listened to this advice and had Saif put in prison. So much for him.

As for Badi‘ al-Jamal’s grandmother, when she met her son, Shahyal, she sent Marjana to look for Saif but she came back saying that she had not been able to find him in the garden. Marjana then sent for the gardeners and, when she questioned them, they said: ‘We saw him sitting under a tree and five of al-Malik al-Azraq’s followers sat down and talked with him. Then they picked him up, gagged him and flew away with him.’ When the old lady heard this from Marjana, she was not disposed to take it lightly but rose to her feet in a furious rage and said to Shahyal, her son: ‘How can you be a king and allow the followers of al-Malik al-Azraq to come to our garden, seize a guest of ours and go off unharmed while you are still alive?’ She continued to urge him on, saying that as long as he lived he should never allow such hostile acts. He objected, saying: ‘Mother, this human killed a jinni, the son of al-Malik al-Azraq, to whom God delivered him. How can I go and attack the king for the sake of the human?’ His mother insisted: ‘Go and ask him for our guest. If he is still alive and is handed over to you, take him and come back, but if he has been killed, take the king, together with his children, his women and all his followers who are under his protection, and bring them to me alive so that I may cut their throats with my own hand, before ravaging their lands. If you disobey me, I shall hold that you have not repaid me for the milk with which I suckled you, and the nurture that I gave you will prove to have been unlawful.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and seventy-eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Badi‘ al-Jamal’s grandmother told her son Shahyal to go to al-Malik al-Azraq in order to look for Saif. ‘If he is still alive,’ she said, ‘bring him here, but if the king has killed him, seize him, together with his women and children, as well as everyone who is under his protection, and bring them to me alive so that I may cut their throats with my own hand, before ravaging their lands. If you disobey me, I shall hold that you have not repaid me for the milk with which I suckled you, and the nurture that I gave you will prove to have been unlawful.’ At this point the king got up, ordered his troops out and set off for al-Malik al-Azraq, out of respect for his mother and to satisfy her and her loved ones, as well as to bring about something that had been destined from past eternity. He continued to advance with his army until they and the forces of al-Malik al-Azraq met and fought. The latter were defeated and the king’s children, old and young, were seized, together with his ministers of state and its principal officers. All these were bound and taken before Shahyal, who asked al-Malik al-Azraq: ‘Where is Saif al-Muluk, the human who was my guest?’ Al-Malik al-Azraq said: ‘Shahyal, you are a jinni and so am I. Are you doing this because of a human, the slayer of my son? It was he who killed my dear one, the delight of my soul, so why, then, have you done all this and shed the blood of so many thousand jinn?’ ‘Stop this talk,’ replied Shahyal. ‘If he is still alive, produce him and I will free you and all your children whom I have taken, but if you have killed him, I shall cut all your throats.’ ‘Is he dearer to you than my son?’ asked the other, and Shahyal said: ‘Your son was an evil-doer who used to kidnap people’s children and the daughters of kings, place them in the Abandoned Well and the Lofty Castle and debauch them.’ Al-Malik al-Azraq then said: ‘Saif is with me, but you must reconcile us with him.’ Shahyal did this and presented robes of honour, before drawing up a document of indemnity covering the killing of the prince. After that, Saif was handed over to Shahyal, who entertained them all generously.

After al-Malik al-Azraq and his followers had stayed with him for three days, Shahyal brought Saif back to his mother, who was overjoyed at his recovery, while he himself admired Saif’s handsomeness and the perfection of his good looks. Saif told him the story of his adventures from beginning to end, including his encounter with Badi‘ al-Jamal, after which Shahyal said to his mother: ‘Mother, as you are content with this business, I shall agree to everything of which you approve. So take Saif back to Serendib and hold a great wedding celebration there, for he is a handsome young man and he has endured many perils for my daughter’s sake.’

Badi‘ al-Jamal’s grandmother set off with her attendants and brought Saif to Serendib, where they entered the garden belonging to Daulat Khatun’s mother, and here Badi‘ al-Jamal caught sight of Saif. They went to meet in the tent, where the old lady told of Saif’s encounter with al-Malik al-Azraq and of how he had been imprisoned and had faced imminent death – but there is nothing to be gained by retelling this. Daulat Khatun’s father, King Taj al-Muluk, gathered together the grandees of his state and drew up the marriage contract between Badi‘ al-Jamal and Saif, distributing splendid robes of honour and providing banquets for the people. At this point Saif got up and, after having kissed the ground in front of Taj al-Muluk, he said: ‘If you will pardon me, your majesty, I have something to ask of you, but I am afraid that you may turn me away disappointed.’ ‘By God,’ exclaimed the king, ‘you have done me so great a service that if you asked me for my life I would not refuse you.’ Saif then said: ‘I would like you to marry Princess Daulat Khatun to my brother Sa‘id, so that we may both be your servants.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ the king said, and he then collected his grandees for a second time and drafted a marriage contract between Daulat Khatun and Sa‘id, having it drawn up by the legal scribes. When this had been done, gold and silver were scattered, an order was given for the city to be adorned with decorations, and wedding celebrations were held, after which the marriages of Saif and Badi‘ al-Jamal and of Sa‘id and Daulat Khatun were consummated on the same night.

Saif spent the next forty days alone with Badi‘ al-Jamal, and then one day she asked him if there was anything he regretted. ‘God forbid,’ he said. ‘I have achieved my goal and there are no regrets in my heart, although I should like to meet my mother and father again in Egypt to see whether they are still well or not.’ She then instructed a number of her servants to take him and Sa‘id to their families in Egypt. After they had done this and the two had met their parents, they stayed for a week and then, having said their farewells, they returned to Serendib. They continued to come and go whenever they wanted to repeat their visits.

Saif lived with Badi‘ al-Jamal in the greatest happiness, as did Sa‘id with Daulat Khatun, until they were visited by the destroyer of delights and the parter of companions. Praise be to the Living God, Who does not die, the Creator of all things, Who has decreed that they should meet death. He is the First without a beginning and the Last without an end.

This is the end of the story of Saif al-Muluk and Badi‘ al-Jamal as it has come down to us, but God knows better about the truth of that.

A story is also told that in the old days and former ages there was a rich merchant in Basra who had two sons. God, the All-Hearing and Omniscient, decreed that he should die, leaving behind his wealth, and after his sons had made the necessary preparations and organized his funeral, they divided this inheritance equally between themselves. Each took his share and opened a shop, one being a coppersmith and the other, whose name was Hasan, a goldsmith. While the latter was sitting in his shop one day, a Persian who was walking through the market went past it. He looked at Hasan’s work with a knowledgeable eye and admired it, nodding his head, and exclaiming: ‘By God, you are an excellent craftsman!’ Hasan meanwhile was studying an old book that he was holding, leaving the passers-by preoccupied with his beauty and his well-shaped figure.

At the time of the afternoon prayer, when everyone else had left the shop, the Persian came back and said: ‘My son, you are a handsome young man. What is your book? You have no father and I have no son, but I know the best craft in all the world.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and seventy-ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the Persian came to Hasan, the goldsmith, and said: ‘My son, you are a handsome young man. You have no father and I have no son, but I know the best craft in all the world. Many people have asked me to teach it to them and I have never agreed, but I can bring myself to teach it to you and take you as a son. This will serve as protection for you, helping you to ward off poverty, and you will be able to take a rest from what you have to do at present, toiling away with your hammer, charcoal and fire.’ ‘When will you teach me this, master?’ asked Hasan, and the Persian promised to come back the next day in order to turn copper into pure gold before his eyes.

Hasan was delighted and, after saying goodbye to the Persian, he went to his mother and when he had greeted her and shared a meal with her, he told her about him. Hasan was so overwhelmed that he had completely lost his wits, but his mother said: ‘What is the matter with you, my son? You should take care not to listen to what people say, particularly when it comes to Persians. Don’t do anything that they tell you, for these alchemy teachers are frauds who try to trick people and swindle them out of their money on false pretences.’ ‘We are poor, mother,’ Hasan said, ‘and we have nothing that would tempt anyone to try to swindle us. This Persian is a virtuous and quite clearly pious old man, whom God has filled with sympathy for me.’ His mother bit back an angry reply, and, for his part, Hasan was preoccupied and could not sleep that night because of his delight at what the Persian had said to him.

The next morning he got up, took the keys and opened up his shop. At that moment he saw the Persian coming, and tried to kiss his feet, but the man would not let him. Instead, he told him to get the crucible ready and to apply the bellows. When he had done this and had lit the charcoal, the Persian asked if he had any copper. ‘I have a broken tray,’ said Hasan, and the Persian told him to use his shears to cut it into little bits. He did as he was told, and then put the pieces into the crucible, pumping the bellows until the contents became liquid. At that point the Persian put his hand into his turban and removed a twist of paper. When he had unfolded it, he poured half a dirham’s weight of what looked like yellow kohl from it into the crucible, telling Hasan to keep on pumping. Hasan did this until the liquid had turned into an ingot of gold.

Hasan was lost in astonishment and joy when he saw what had happened. He took the ingot and turned it over and over before taking a rasp and filing away at it, only to discover that it was indeed pure gold of the very highest quality. Overcome with delight, he bent over the Persian’s hand to kiss it, but again the man stopped him and said: ‘Take the ingot and sell it in the market. Be quick when you take the money that you get for it, and say nothing.’ So Hasan went off to the market and gave his ingot to the auctioneer, who took it from him and, on testing it, confirmed that it was pure gold. He opened the bidding at ten thousand dirhams, but the merchants went on raising their bids until it was sold for fifteen thousand. Hasan took the money and went back home, where he told his mother everything that he had done. When he said that he had learned the art of alchemy, she laughed at him and said: ‘There is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Almighty.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and eightieth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Hasan, the goldsmith, told his mother what the Persian had done, saying: ‘I have learned the art of alchemy.’ She exclaimed: ‘There is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Almighty!’ After that, reluctantly enough, she said no more.

Hasan, in his ignorance, then took a mortar and brought it in to set before the Persian, who was sitting in his shop. ‘What do you intend to do with this, my son?’ the man asked, and Hasan said: ‘We can put it on the fire and make it into gold ingots.’ ‘Are you mad?’ said the Persian, laughing. ‘Are you going go to the market with two ingots on one and the same day? Don’t you realize that people would become suspicious of us and we would lose our lives? When I teach you this craft, you are only to use it once a year, so that it can keep you going from one year to the next.’ Hasan agreed that this was sensible, and he then took his seat in the shop, put charcoal on the fire and set the crucible over it. ‘What do you want?’ asked the Persian, and Hasan said: ‘Teach me this craft.’ The Persian laughed again and repeated the formula: ‘There is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Almighty,’ adding: ‘You have not much sense, my son, and you are not fit to study alchemy. Does anyone ever learn it on the open road or in the market? If we start to busy ourselves with it here, people will say: “Those people are practising alchemy.” Then the authorities will hear of it, and that will cost us our lives. If you really want to study it, come back to my house with me.’

So Hasan got up, locked his shop and set off with the Persian. On his way, however, he remembered what his mother had said and, thinking it over carefully, he stopped and spent some time looking down at the ground. The Persian turned and laughed to see him standing there. ‘Are you mad?’ he asked. ‘How is it that, when all I am thinking of is to do you some good, you get it into your head that I am going to harm you?’ He added: ‘If you are afraid of coming to my house with me, I shall go home with you and teach you there.’ Hasan agreed to this and when the Persian said: ‘Lead the way,’ he went on ahead to his own house, with the other following behind him. When Hasan entered, he told his mother that the Persian standing at the door had come with him, and after she had arranged things for them in the house, she went away. Hasan then allowed his guest to enter, and afterwards he himself went to the market with a bowl in his hand to fetch something to eat. When he had got food, he put it in front of the Persian and said: ‘Eat, master, so that we may be linked by bread and salt, for Almighty God takes revenge on anyone who breaks this tie.’ ‘You are right, my son,’ said the Persian, smiling, ‘and who can know the value of this bond?’

He then came forward and he and Hasan ate until they had had enough, after which Hasan was told to fetch some sweetmeats. He was happy to go back to the market, and he brought the sweetmeats in ten covered dishes. They both ate from these, and the Persian said: ‘May God reward you, my son. You are the kind of person whom people take as a friend and to whom they tell their secrets, teaching them what will be useful to them.’ He told Hasan to fetch his apparatus, and, scarcely able to trust his ears, Hasan rushed off like a colt let out in the spring, and when he had brought back what was needed from his shop, he set it down in front of the Persian. For his part, the Persian took out a twist of paper and said: ‘Hasan, I swear by the tie of bread and salt that if you were not dearer to me than my own son, I would not show you this craft, for the only bit of this elixir I have left is what is in this paper. But look carefully as I mix the drugs and put them in front of you, and bear in mind that you have to add half a dirham’s weight of the elixir for every ten ratls of copper, and these ten ratls will then turn into pure gold.’ He added: ‘The paper contains three Egyptian ounces of elixir, and when it has all been used up, I shall make you some more.’

Hasan picked up the twist of paper and found that it held a yellow substance finer than the first lot that he had seen. ‘Master,’ he asked, ‘what is this called? Where is it to be found and what is it made of?’ The Persian laughed and, hoping to get Hasan into his power, he said: ‘Why are you asking questions? Do your work and keep quiet.’ He then brought out a bowl from the house, and having cut it into bits, he put these in the crucible and added a small amount from the contents of the paper. The result was an ingot of pure gold, and when Hasan saw this he was so delighted and so preoccupied with the ingot that he could no longer think straight. Quickly the Persian took a packet of banj from his turban, one sniff of which would be enough to put an elephant to sleep for twenty-four hours. He cut this up and put it in one of the sweetmeats, after which he said: ‘Hasan, you are now a son to me and you have become dearer to me than my money and my life. I have a daughter, and I propose to give her to you as a wife.’ ‘I am your servant,’ replied Hasan, ‘and all that you do for me will be recorded by Almighty God.’ ‘If you wait patiently,’ the other told him, ‘good will come to you.’

It was at this point that the Persian gave him the drugged sweetmeat. He took it, kissed the Persian’s hand and put it in his mouth, with no knowledge of what was in store for him. When he swallowed it, he fell down head over heels and collapsed unconscious. The Persian was delighted at his misfortune and exclaimed: ‘You have fallen into my trap, you miserable Arab dog, and I have finally got hold of you after long years of searching!’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and eighty-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Hasan, the goldsmith, ate the sweetmeat which the Persian had given him, he fell unconscious on the ground. The Persian was delighted and exclaimed: ‘I have spent many years searching for you, but now I have got you!’ He tucked up his clothes, then put Hasan’s hands behind his back and tied them to his feet, before fetching a chest whose contents he removed and into which he then locked him. He emptied another chest and in this one he put all Hasan’s money, together with both the ingots that he had made. He locked it and then ran out to the market to find a porter, whom he hired to carry both chests out of the city and to put them down on the seashore, after which he went to a ship that was lying there at anchor, ready and prepared for him. The captain was expecting him, and when the sailors caught sight of him, they went over, picked up the chests and loaded them on board. The Persian called out to the captain and the whole crew that he had done what he wanted, and the captain shouted to the crew to raise anchor and unfurl the sails. The ship then got under way, helped by a favourable wind.

So much for Hasan and the Persian, but as for Hasan’s mother, she waited until evening without hearing anything or getting any word of him at all. She went home to find the house open and nobody there. The chests and the money had gone, and she realized that, thanks to the decree of fate, she had lost her son. She struck her face, tore her clothes, uttering shrill screams, and began to call out: ‘Alas for my son! Alas for the darling of my heart!’ Then she recited these lines:


I can bear it no longer; my restlessness grows worse;

You have gone; my grief and my distraction multiply.

By God, I cannot bear your loss;

How can I resign myself to the ruin of my hopes?

Where is sleep’s pleasure, now that my darling has gone?

Who can enjoy a life of such disgrace?

You went, leaving the dwellings and their people desolate,

Muddying the clear water from which I drank.

In every hardship I found you my aid;

You were my glory, my dignity and my helper among men;

May never a day come when you are out of sight,

On which I do not see you coming back to me.



She kept on weeping and wailing until dawn, when the neighbours came to ask her about her son. She told them about his meeting with the Persian and, sure that she would never see him again, she wandered around the house shedding tears. As she did so, she caught sight of some lines written on the wall and so she fetched a scholar who read them for her. They ran as follows:


When I am overcome by drowsiness, a phantom comes at dawn

While my companions lie in the desert, still asleep.

But when I wake to see the one who came,

The camp is empty and the dear one far away.



When she heard this, she exclaimed: ‘Yes, my son, the camp is empty and you are too far off to visit!’ after which her neighbours took their leave and went away, praying that she might be granted patience and a quick reunion with her son. She continued to weep all night and all day, and in the middle of the house she built a tomb, inscribed with Hasan’s name and the date of his loss. From then on she would never leave it.

So much for her, but as for Hasan and the Persian, it turned out that the latter was a Magian who had a great hatred of Muslims, killing any of them who fell into his power. He was a vile and ignoble man, a treasure hunter, an alchemist and an evil-doer, who fitted the poet’s description:


A dog, the son and grandson of a line of dogs;

What good is in a dog, whose forefathers were dogs?



Other lines also apply:


A son of ignoble parents, dog, son of a devil,

A bastard, child of sin, an infidel.



The name of this damned man was Bahram the Magian, and every year he used to kidnap a Muslim and kill him in order to open the way to a treasure.

After he had successfully seized Hasan, he sailed off with him from dawn till dusk, when the ship anchored off shore for the night. At sunrise it put to sea again, and he told his servants to bring him the chest in which Hasan was shut. They did this, and when he opened it, he brought out Hasan and made him inhale some vinegar, while blowing powder into his nostrils. Hasan sneezed, vomited up the drug and opened his eyes. He looked from right to left and found himself on the open sea with the ship under way and the Persian sitting beside him. He realized that the damned man had tricked him and that he had fallen into the trap his mother had warned him about. He recited the words that never bring shame on those who use them: ‘There is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent; we belong to Him and to Him do we return,’ adding: ‘My God, be merciful in what You decree for me, and grant me patience to endure the affliction You have brought on me, O Lord of creation.’ Then he turned to Bahram and said politely: ‘What have you done, my father, and where is the tie of bread and salt and the oath that you swore to me?’ ‘Dog,’ answered Bahram, ‘does a man like me recognize such a tie? I have killed nine hundred and ninety-nine young men like you, and you will make up the thousand.’ He then shouted at him, and Hasan kept quiet, realizing that he had been struck by the arrow of fate.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and eighty-second night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Hasan saw that he had fallen into the hands of the damned Persian, he spoke to him politely, but to no avail, for the man shouted at him. He kept quiet, realizing that he had been struck by the arrow of fate.

At this point Bahram ordered that he should be untied, and he was given a little water. Bahram said with a laugh: ‘I swear by fire, light, shade and heat that I never thought that you would fall into my net, but the fire gave me power over you and helped me trap you, so that I might achieve my purpose and take you back as a sacrifice to win its favour.’ ‘You have betrayed the tie of bread and salt,’ said Hasan, at which Bahram raised his hand and struck him so that he fell down, biting the deck with his teeth, with tears running down his cheeks. He fainted and Bahram then told his servants to light a fire. When Hasan asked what he was going to do with it, he said: ‘Fire is the mistress of light and of sparks, and it is the fire that I worship. If you join me in this, I will give you half my wealth and marry you to my daughter.’ At this, Hasan shouted at him: ‘Damn you, you are nothing but an infidel Magian who worships fire in place of the Omnipotent God, the Creator of night and day. This is a disastrous religion.’ ‘Arab dog,’ replied Bahram angrily, ‘will you agree to adopt my religion?’ When Hasan refused, Bahram got up and having prostrated himself to the fire, he ordered his servants to stretch him out, face downwards. He then set about beating him with a whip of plaited leather until he had cut open the sides of his body. All the while his victim was calling for help, but no one would come to his aid. He raised his eyes towards the Omnipotent God, asking the chosen Prophet to intercede for him and, when he could bear it no longer, with tears running down his cheeks like rain, he recited these lines:


My God, I must endure the things You have decreed;

I shall do this, if this is what You want.

My enemies have power to injure me,

But through Your grace, You may wipe out the past.



Bahram now told his slaves to allow Hasan to sit up, and to fetch him some food and drink, but when they did, Hasan refused what they offered. Throughout the voyage, Bahram kept torturing him night and day, his heart being hardened by the fact that Hasan put up with the pain and addressed his entreaties to the Great and Glorious God. This went on for three months, but at the end of this time God sent a wind against the ship; the sea darkened and, as the ship was tossed by the storm, the captain and the crew exclaimed: ‘By God, all this is thanks to the young man whom the Magian has been torturing for three months, something that He does not allow!’ They attacked Bahram and killed his servants and companions, at which, in fear of his life and being certain that he was about to be killed himself, he freed Hasan from his bonds and replaced his rags with other clothes. In order to make his peace with him, he promised to teach him alchemy and return him to his own country, pleading: ‘Do not hold against me what I have done to you, my son.’ ‘How can I ever trust you again?’ asked Hasan, to which Bahram replied: ‘If there was no sin, there would be no pardon. The only reason that I acted as I did towards you was to test your powers of endurance and, as you know, all things are in the hands of God.’

The crew and the captain were glad that Hasan had been released, and he, for his part, called down blessings on them and gave praise and thanks to Almighty God. At that, the gale died down, the darkness cleared away and they sailed on with a fair wind. Hasan asked Bahram where he was heading, and Bahram told him: ‘My son, I am making for the Cloud Mountain, on which is found the elixir used in alchemy,’ and he went on to swear by fire and light that he would hide nothing from him. Hasan was happy to hear this, and now that his mind had been set at rest, he began to eat, drink and sleep with Bahram, and to wear his clothes.

The voyage continued for another three months, and after that the ship anchored off a long strip of shore composed of variously coloured pebbles, white, yellow, blue, black and so on. At this point, Bahram got up and told Hasan: ‘Come on, disembark. We have reached our goal.’ Hasan did as he was told and, after Bahram had told the captain to look after his belongings, the two of them walked off until they were out of sight of the ship. Bahram then sat down and produced from his pocket a little copper drum with a silk-covered plectrum, inscribed in gold with talismanic characters, which he beat. As soon as he had stopped, a dust cloud rose over the plain and Hasan, astonished by this, turned pale with fear. He began to regret having landed with Bahram, but Bahram looked at him and said: ‘What is wrong with you, my son? I swear by the fire and the light that you have nothing to fear from me. Were it not for the fact that I cannot reach my goal without you, I would not have got you to leave the ship. You can be assured that all will go well for you, as the dust that you see is raised by our riding beasts, which will help us cross this plain without difficulty.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and eighty-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the Persian said to Hasan: ‘This dust is raised by our riding beasts, which will help us cross this plain without difficulty.’ Soon afterwards the dust cleared away to show three dromedaries, on two of which Bahram and Hasan mounted, while the third was loaded with their provisions. After a seven-day ride they reached a wide tract of country, and on entering it they caught sight of a dome supported on four columns of red gold. They dismounted from their dromedaries and ate, drank and rested under its shelter, and it was then that Hasan turned and saw something lofty. ‘What is that, uncle?’ he asked, and Bahram told him: ‘It is a palace.’ But when Hasan suggested that they should go there to rest and look around, Bahram went off, saying: ‘Don’t mention that place to me, for my enemy lives there. I am not going to tell you just now what happened between him and me.’ He then beat the drum, the dromedaries came up, and both men mounted and rode on for another seven days.

On the eighth day, Bahram asked Hasan what he could see. ‘I see a bank of clouds stretching from east to west,’ Hasan replied, but Bahram said: ‘Those aren’t clouds but a huge, towering mountain on which the clouds split, as it is so immensely high that none of them can overshadow its peak. It is this mountain that I am going to, as what we need is there on its summit. This is why I have brought you here, for you will have to fetch it.’ At that, Hasan despaired of life and said to Bahram: ‘I conjure you by what you worship and by the religion in which you believe to tell me what is this thing for which you have brought me.’ Bahram replied: ‘Alchemy will not work without a herb which grows on the summit where the clouds split as they pass the mountain. After you have fetched it, I shall show you what the art entails.’ Hasan was too afraid to say more than: ‘Yes, master,’ but, despairing of his life, he wept at being parted from his mother, his family and his country. He regretted not having followed his mother’s advice, and he recited these lines:


Consider how your Lord can bring about

The swift release from suffering you desire.

Do not despair when evil fortune catches you;

How many wonders of God’s grace misfortune brings!



They travelled on until, when they got to the mountain, they halted under its slopes. Hasan could see a palace there, but when he asked what this was, Bahram told him that it was the home of jinn, ghuls and devils. He dismounted, telling Hasan to do the same. He then went up, kissed Hasan’s head and said: ‘Don’t blame me for what I did to you. I shall protect you as you climb up there, but I want you to swear that you will not trick me, whatever you bring back from it. You and I will share and share alike.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ said Hasan. Bahram then opened a bag from which he took a hand mill and a quantity of grain, which he ground up and then kneaded to form three flat loaves. He lit a fire, baked the loaves and then took out the copper drum, which he struck with the plectrum. The dromedaries came up and after selecting one of them, he slaughtered and skinned it. Turning to Hasan, he said: ‘Listen to my instructions, Hasan, my son.’ ‘Yes,’ replied Hasan, and Bahram went on: ‘Get into this skin, and I will then sew you up in it and put you down on the ground. Vultures will arrive and carry you off to the summit of the mountain. Take this knife with you, and when they have brought you there, and you find that they have put you down, cut through the skin and come out. The vultures will be afraid of you and will fly away, after which you can look down at me from the summit and talk to me, and I shall be able to tell you what to do.’

Bahram now provided Hasan with the three loaves and a water skin, which he put in the camel skin with him, before sewing it up. A vulture then swooped down and, after picking up the skin, it flew off and deposited its load on the summit. When he realized this, Hasan cut himself free and went away to call down to Bahram. Bahram, hearing his voice, danced with joy and shouted up: ‘Go back in the other direction and tell me what you see.’ Hasan did as he was told, and what he saw were heaps of dry bones and a large quantity of wood. He told this to Bahram, who said: ‘This is what we are looking for. Take six bundles of the wood and throw them down to me, for it is these that we shall use when we are making gold.’ Hasan obeyed, and when Bahram saw that he had got the bundles, he shouted back up to Hasan: ‘I have got what I wanted from you, you miserable fellow, and now you can stay on the mountain if you want, or else throw yourself down to your death.’ He then went away.

Hasan exclaimed: ‘There is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent! This dog has tricked me.’ He sat there bemoaning his fate and he recited these lines:


When God apportions man his fate,

Although he may have wit, hearing and sight,

Fate deafens him and blinds his heart,

Drawing his wits out, as one pulls out a hair.

Then, after His decree has come to pass,

God sends him back his wits, so he may learn his lesson.

You need not ask: ‘How did this happen?’

All things are bound by the decrees of fate.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and eighty-fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the Magian had succeeded in getting Hasan to the summit of the mountain and Hasan had thrown down to the Magian what he needed, he cursed Hasan and went off, leaving him behind. Hasan exclaimed: ‘There is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent! This damned dog has tricked me.’ He stood up and, after turning right and left, he went along the summit ridge, convinced that his last hour had come. When he got to the far end, he saw that the mountain was flanked by a blue sea with foaming waves that were clashing together, each the size of an enormous hill. He sat down and, after having quoted appropriate passages from the Quran, he asked God Almighty to grant him either an easy death or else a release from his difficulties. He then recited for himself the Prayer of the Dead and threw himself down into the sea, where, thanks to the power of the Almighty, the waves carried him safely to shore. In his gladness, he praised and thanked God, before starting to walk in search of something to eat. He got as far as the place where he had halted with Bahram, and then, after walking on for a time, he found himself confronted by a huge palace, towering into the sky. This was where, in answer to Hasan’s question, Bahram had told him that his enemy lived, and Hasan told himself: ‘By God, I must go in, as it may be that here I will find relief from my sufferings.’

When he came to the palace he found the door open, and as he entered he saw a bench in the entrance hall on which were seated two girls as radiant as moons, playing a game of chess on a board that was set out in front of them. One of them looked up at him and called out joyfully: ‘By God, this is a human, and I think it must be the one Bahram the Magian brought here this year.’ When Hasan heard this, he threw himself down in front of them, burst into floods of tears and said: ‘By God, ladies, I am indeed that poor wretch.’ The younger of the two said to her elder sister: ‘Sister, I call you to witness that I take this man as my brother in accordance with the bond of God’s covenant. I shall die with his death, live with his life, rejoice with his joy and grieve at his sorrow.’ She went up, embraced and kissed him and then, taking him by the hand, she led him into the palace, accompanied by her sister. She removed the rags that he was wearing and replaced them with royal robes, after which she brought him dishes laden with all kinds of foods.

As the two sisters sat and ate with him, they said: ‘Tell us what happened to you with that evil dog of a magician, from the time that you fell into his hands until your escape, and then we shall tell you of our own experience with him from start to finish, so that you may be on your guard against him when you see him.’ When Hasan heard this and saw how warmly they welcomed him, he relaxed and recovered his composure. He then started to tell them his story from beginning to end, and when they said: ‘Did you ask him about this palace?’ he told them that he had, but that Bahram had said: ‘I don’t like to talk about it, because it belongs to devils and demons.’ The girls were furious and asked: ‘Did that infidel really say that about us?’ Hasan confirmed that he had, and the younger girl, his ‘sister’, exclaimed: ‘By God, I shall see to it that he dies the worst of deaths and rob him of the breath of life!’ ‘How will you get to him in order to kill him, for he is a treacherous magician?’ Hasan asked, and she told him: ‘He is in a garden called al-Mushayyad, and I must certainly kill him soon.’ Her sister said: ‘Hasan has given us a true and accurate account of this dog, and so it is now time for you to tell the whole of our own story to him, so as to fix it in his mind.’

The younger girl began: ‘You must know, my brother, that we are princesses and that our father is one of the great kings of the jinn, with marids as soldiers, guards and servants. The Almighty provided him with seven daughters, all born of the same mother, but such is his boundless stupidity, jealousy and pride that he refused to marry us to anyone. Instead, he summoned his viziers and his companions, and asked them whether they knew of somewhere inaccessible both to men and to jinn, with many trees, fruits and streams. When they asked what he wanted with such a place, he told them it was to install his seven daughters in it. “Your majesty,” they said, “the palace of the Cloud Mountain would suit them. It was built by one of the rebellious marids in the time of our lord Solomon, on whom be peace, and since the death of its builder no one, human or jinn, has lived there, as it is cut off and inaccessible. It is surrounded by trees, fruits and streams, and the water that flows around it is sweeter than honey and colder than snow. Whoever suffers from any type of leprosy or any other disease will instantly be cured if he drinks it.” When our father heard this, he sent us here with an escort of his troops and he supplied us with everything that we might need. Whenever he wants to ride out, he beats a drum to assemble all his troops, from whom he takes his pick, and the rest disperse. When he wants us to come to him, he orders the magicians among his servants to fetch us, and they come and take us to him so that he can enjoy our company, and we can see to whatever we want done before being returned here. Our five other sisters have gone out to hunt in the countryside here, which is filled with vast quantities of wild game, and two of us take it in turns to stay behind and cook. As it is our turn, this is what my sister and I are doing here now. We used to pray to the Almighty to send us a mortal to keep us company, and praise be to Him for having sent us you. You can relax happily, for no harm will come to you.’

Hasan was delighted and exclaimed: ‘Praise be to God, Who led me on the way to safety and touched the hearts of these girls with pity for me.’ His ‘sister’ then took him by the hand and led him to a room where she produced furniture and furnishings such as no one else among God’s creation could provide. Some time later, her sisters returned from their hunt; they were delighted to hear about Hasan and went to his room, where they greeted him and congratulated him on his escape. He stayed with them, leading the most pleasant and delightful of lives, and he started to go out hunting with them, slaughtering beasts and enjoying their company. Things went on like this until his health was restored and he recovered from the effects of his sufferings. His body grew strong and he put on bulk and weight because of the good treatment that he received during his stay with the princesses. He would join them as they walked through the sumptuously decorated palace and among the gardens and their flowers. They would do their best to please him and engage him in friendly conversation until all feelings of loneliness left him. They themselves became more and more pleased with him, but the pleasure that he took in them was even greater.

His young ‘sister’ told the others how Bahram the Magian had called them devils, demons and ghuls, and they swore to kill him. In the following year the damned man came back, bringing with him a handsome young Muslim as radiant as the moon, whom he had fettered and tortured viciously. He camped beneath the castle where Hasan had met the princesses, and Hasan himself happened to be sitting under the trees by a stream. At the sight of Bahram, his heart beat fast, he changed colour and he struck his hands together…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and eighty-fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that at the sight of Bahram, his heart beat fast, he changed colour and he struck his hands together, calling out to the girls: ‘For God’s sake, sisters, help me kill this damned fellow, for here he is, and he is within your grasp. He has a prisoner with him, a young Muslim from the upper classes, on whom he is inflicting all kinds of painful tortures. I want to give myself the satisfaction of killing him and to win a reward from God by freeing the young man from his tortures. If he is returned to his own land and reunited with his brothers, his family and his friends, that will count as an act of charity on your part and the Almighty will reward you.’ ‘We shall obey both God and you, Hasan,’ they told him, after which they put on mouth-veils, armour and sword belts. They provided Hasan with an excellent horse, armed him fully and gave him a fine sword, and after that they all rode out together. They found that Bahram had slaughtered a camel and skinned it. He was busy punishing the young Muslim and telling him to get into its skin when Hasan came up behind him without attracting his attention. Bahram was dismayed and confounded when Hasan shouted at him and came up, calling out: ‘Take your hands off him, damn you, you enemy of God and of the Muslims, you treacherous dog, fire worshipper and follower of the path of evil. Do you worship fire and light and swear by darkness and heat?’

Bahram turned and, on seeing Hasan, he exclaimed: ‘My son, how did you escape and who brought you down from the mountain?’ ‘It was Almighty God Who rescued me,’ said Hasan, ‘and it is He Who has put your life into the hands of your enemies. You tortured me throughout our journey, you unbelieving infidel, but now you have taken a wrong turning and fallen into misfortune. You have no mother to help you, nor any brother or friend, and there is no firm covenant to protect you. You said: “God takes revenge on whoever betrays the tie of bread and salt,” and this was the tie that you yourself betrayed. God has now caused you to fall into my power, and there is no rescue for you near at hand.’ ‘My son,’ said Bahram, ‘I swear by God that you are dearer to me than life and than the light of my eyes,’ but Hasan advanced on him and quickly struck him such a blow on his shoulder that his sword emerged gleaming from the other side of his body, and God hurried his soul to hell, an evil resting place.

Hasan now took Bahram’s bag and opened it, taking out the drum as well as the plectrum, with which he struck it. Quick as lightning, up came the dromedaries, and when Hasan had freed the young man from his fetters, he mounted him on one of them and loaded the other with stores of food and water. ‘Go off wherever you want,’ he said, and the young man left, having been freed from his predicament by Almighty God through the agency of Hasan. When the princesses saw what Hasan had done to Bahram, they were overjoyed and clustered around him, admiring his courage and strength, thanking him for his action and congratulating him on his safety. ‘What you have done is enough to cure the sick and to win the favour of the Great God,’ they told him, and he and they went back to the palace.

Hasan continued to live there with the princesses, eating and drinking, playing and laughing, and so much did he enjoy his stay that he forgot about his mother. Then, while he was enjoying the pleasantest of lives with them, suddenly a huge dust cloud rose up from the far side of the plain, darkening the sky. ‘Hasan,’ the princesses told him, ‘go and hide away in your room or, if you prefer, go to the garden and conceal yourself among the trees and the vines. No harm will come to you.’ So he went into the palace and locked himself in his room.

When the dust cleared away, a huge army could be seen beneath it, advancing like a raging sea. This had been sent by the girls’ father, and when it arrived they provided the newcomers with the best of lodgings and supplied them with guest provisions for three days. After that, they asked their visitors about their mission and were told: ‘We have come for you from the king.’ ‘What does he want of us?’ they asked, and the envoys said: ‘One of the kings is giving a wedding feast and your father wants you to be there for the celebrations.’ When they said: ‘How long will we be away from here?’ they were told that the journey there and back, together with the stay, would take two months. So they went back into the palace and explained to Hasan what had happened. ‘Treat this place as your own,’ they said. ‘Take your pleasure and enjoy yourself without fear or sorrow. No one can come and so there is no need for you to be disturbed or upset while we are away. Here are the keys of our rooms, which we shall leave with you, but we ask you, brother, for the sake of our fraternal bond, not to open this one door. That is something there is no need for you to do.’

They then said goodbye to Hasan and went off with the escort, leaving him alone in the palace. He soon became depressed and impatient, and as his feelings of gloom and loneliness increased, he bitterly regretted their absence, and spacious as the palace was, he found it too small for him. In his isolation and loneliness he recited these lines, with the princesses in mind:


All this wide space I find too small;

It fills my every thought with gloom.

The dear ones have departed, and my happy days

Are darkened, while my tears flow for their loss.

When they abandoned me, sleep left my eyes,

And all my inmost thoughts were turned to grief.

Will time allow us once again to meet?

Will our delightful evenings come once more?
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and eighty-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the princesses left him he sat by himself in the palace, depressed by their departure. He took to going out on solitary hunting trips, bringing back slaughtered game and eating on his own. Becoming more and more depressed and disturbed by his loneliness, he started to wander round the palace, investigating all its parts. He opened the rooms of the princesses and, although he found there treasures enough to astound all who looked at them, he could still find no pleasure in any of this because of their absence. A fire of curiosity then began to consume him because of the door which his ‘sister’ had told him not to approach and never to open. ‘She must have told me this because there is something there that she doesn’t want anyone to see,’ he said to himself, and he swore that he would go and open it to find what was in it, even if what was there was death.

So he took the key and opened the door. Inside there was nothing to be seen in the way of treasure, but at the upper end of the room was a flight of stairs, vaulted over with Yemeni onyx. He climbed the stairs, wondering why he had been told not to do this, and they took him to the palace roof. From there he looked down on fields and orchards, filled with trees and flowers and swarming with wild beasts and birds, which were singing to the glory of Almighty God, the One, the Omnipotent. As he looked at the pleasure gardens, he saw a surging sea with clashing waves, and when he continued to look around, he caught sight of a pavilion raised on four columns. Within it he saw a room set with precious stones of all types – sapphires, emeralds, hyacinth gems and other jewels – and in its walls gold bricks alternated with bricks of silver, together with others comprising sapphires and green emeralds. In the middle there was a pool filled with water and covered with a trellis of sandalwood and aloes wood, with a lattice whose bars were of red gold and green emerald, set with jewels of all kinds, including pearls the size of pigeon’s eggs. Beside this pool was a bench of aloes wood studded with pearls and other gems and fronted with tracery of red gold. In it were gemstones and precious metals of various types set opposite one another, and around it birds were hymning the glory of the Almighty in their varied and beautiful songs. Neither Chosroe nor Caesar had ever possessed a place like this, and Hasan was amazed by the sight of it. He sat down to look around, marvelling at the beauty of its construction, the splendour of its various jewels and the excellence of its craftsmanship. He also admired the fields and the birds, as they praised the One Omnipotent God.

As he was studying the monument left by the builder whom He had enabled in His majesty to construct this pavilion, he caught sight of ten birds flying from the landward side towards the palace and the pool. Realizing that they were coming to drink, he hid himself for fear that, if they saw him, they might be frightened off. They first settled on a large and lovely tree and, as they then circled it, Hasan’s attention was drawn to the most beautiful of them, a fine large bird around which the others fluttered as though they were its servants. It dominated them, pecking at them with its beak as they fled away from it. Then, as Hasan watched from a distance, they alighted on the bench and each of them used its claws to tear at its skin, before emerging from what turned out to be dresses of feathers. Out of these stepped ten virgins, whose beauty put to shame the splendour of the moon and who, when they were naked, went down into the water, where they bathed, played and enjoyed themselves. Their leader threw them down and ducked them as they tried to escape, but they could never get the better of her.

At the sight of this girl, Hasan lost his wits; he realized that this was why the princesses had told him not to open the door, for such was the leader’s beauty and grace, together with the elegance of her figure, that, as she played and sported, splashing water, he fell desperately in love with her. He stood there, regretting that he could not join the bathers, and bemused by the loveliness of their leader. Love for her had captured him in its toils, and while he followed her with his eyes, its fire blazed up in his heart, for ‘the soul prompts man to evil’.* He wept tears of longing for her beauty, and his heart flamed with passion, the sparks of whose flame could not be quenched and the effects of whose ardour were not to be concealed.

At this point the girls came out of the pool, while, unseen by them, Hasan was watching, lost in admiration of their beauty, elegance and gracefulness. As he turned, he caught a glimpse of their leader in her nakedness, and between her thighs he could see a large, rounded dome with four pillars, like a bowl of silver or crystal. He remembered the poet’s lines:


I lifted her dress to show her cleft,

Narrow as my nature and my livelihood.

I plunged halfway in until she sighed.

‘Why do you sigh?’ I asked, and she said: ‘For the rest.’†



On leaving the pool, the girls put on their dresses and their ornaments. The leader’s dress was green, and in her loveliness she outshone all the beauties of the world, while the splendour of her face eclipsed the shining moon at its full. She was more supple than a swaying branch and she distracted the mind with sinful thoughts. She was as the poet has described:


A girl appeared in all her liveliness;

The sun had borrowed brightness from her cheek.

She wore a shift of green,

Green as the branch that hides the pomegranate.

I asked her what she called her dress,

And she replied with subtlety:

‘We pierce our lovers’ inmost hearts,

As a soft breeze blows, which penetrates the seat of love.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and eighty-seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Hasan saw the girls coming out of the pool, the beauty and grace of their leader stole away his wits and he recited those lines. After they had dressed, they sat talking and laughing, still watched by Hasan, who was drowning in the sea of love and astray in the valley of his thoughts. He was telling himself: ‘It must have been because she was afraid that I might fall in love with one of these girls that my “sister” told me not to open the door.’ He sat there studying the beauty of their leader, who was the loveliest thing God had created in her age, and who surpassed all mankind in her grace. Her mouth was like the ring of Solomon, her hair was blacker than the night of rejection for a wretched lover, her forehead was like the new moon on the festival of Ramadan, her eyes were like those of a gazelle and her shining nose was curved. Her cheeks were like red anemones, her lips were like coral and her teeth were pearls set in a necklace of gold, while her neck was a silver ingot placed above what was like the branch of a ban tree. In her belly were folds and nooks, causing the passionate lover to cry out to God, and her navel could contain an ounce of the most fragrant musk. She had plump thighs like marble columns or cushions filled with ostrich feathers, and between them was something roofed and pillared that looked like a large hill or a hare with flattened ears. In the beauty of her form she surpassed the branches of the ban tree or the shoots of the bamboo, and she was as the poet described:


She is a girl the moisture of whose mouth is honey,

With a glance more piercing than a sharp Indian sword;

In her movements she shames the ban tree’s branch,

And when she smiles, the lightning flashes from her teeth.

I compared her cheeks to roses that bloom in line,

But she turned away and said: ‘He has no shame

Who likens me to a rose, my breasts to pomegranates.

Have pomegranates a bough that can bear my breasts?

I swear by my beauty, my eyes and my heart’s blood,

By the paradise of my union and the hell of my aversion,

If he says this again, I shall forbid to him

The sweetness of my union and burn him with the fire of my rejection.

They say that gardens are adorned with lines of roses,

But these are not the roses of my cheeks, nor is their branch my figure.

If he can find my equal in a garden,

What does he look for when he comes to me?’



The girls continued to laugh and play as Hasan stood watching them, forgetting about food and drink, until it was almost time for the afternoon prayer. Then their leader said to the others: ‘Princesses, time is getting on and our lands are far away. We have stayed here long enough, so let us get up and leave for home.’ At this they all rose, and when they had put on their feathered dresses, they changed back to birds, as they had been to start with, and then they all flew off together, with their leader in the middle of the flock.

Hasan was left in despair, and when he wanted to go down from his vantage point he was too feeble to get up. Tears poured down his cheeks, and in an excess of passion he recited these lines:


May I be denied the fulfilment of your pledge

If, after you have gone, I have enjoyed my sleep.

Since then I have not closed my eyes,

Nor taken any pleasure in my rest.

I seem to see you all the while I dream;

Would that my dreams were true.

I need no sleep, but it is dear to me,

As it may bring you to me in my dreams.



He walked for a little without finding his way, but when he got down from the roof to the bottom of the palace, he crawled to the door of his room, went in and locked it. He then took to his sickbed, neither eating nor drinking but drowning in a sea of cares. He shed tears, lamenting his fate, until morning came, when he recited these lines:


At evening the birds took flight –

And one who dies of love has done no wrong.

While I am able, I shall keep my love concealed,

But if longing conquers me, it will be shown.

The phantom of my love, who shines like dawn, came here by night,

But this long night of passion has no dawn.

I weep for the absent, while the carefree sleep;

I am a plaything for the winds of love.

I am generous with my tears, my wealth and my heart’s blood,

My mind, my soul, and this should profit me.

The worst of all disasters and distress

Comes through contention with the lovely girls.

Union with them is said to be forbidden,

Although to shed the blood of lovers is allowed.

What can the lovesick do but sacrifice his life,

Giving it freely in the game of love?

Longing and passion make me cry to her;

All the distracted lover can do is to sob.



When the sun rose, Hasan reopened the door of the forbidden room and went back to sit opposite the pavilion in the place where he had been on the previous day, but although he stayed until evening waiting for the birds, not one of them came. He wept so bitterly that he collapsed fainting on the ground. On recovering he crawled down to the bottom of the palace, as night fell and his world closed in on him. All night long he wept and lamented his fate, until morning came and the sun rose over the hills and plains. He could neither eat, drink, nor sleep; he found no rest and spent his days in confusion and his nights awake, dazed and drunk with care, thanks to the violence of his passion. He recited the lines of a lovelorn poet:


You shame the gleaming morning sun,

And, without knowing it, humiliate the branch.

Will Time allow you ever to return,

To quench the fires that burn within my heart,

United, as we meet with an embrace,

Your cheek on mine and your neck next to mine?

Who talks of sweetness to be found in love?

Its days are sourer than the bitter aloes.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and eighty-eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the pangs of Hasan’s love increased, he recited poetry to himself while he was alone in the palace, finding no one to console him. While he was suffering from these pangs, he saw a dust cloud rising over the plain and hurried down below to hide himself, as he realized that the palace ladies had come back. Soon afterwards their escort dismounted and spread out around the palace, while the seven princesses came in to take off their weapons and their armour, all except the youngest, Hasan’s ‘sister’. Instead of disarming, she went straight to Hasan’s apartments, and when she failed to find him there, she searched for him until she came across him in a small room. He was weak, emaciated and exhausted; his bones had become brittle; he was pallid, with sunken eyes. All this was because he had taken little food or drink and because of the many tears he had shed in his love for the bird girl.

When his ‘sister’ saw the state he was in, she was disconcerted and distraught. She asked him what was wrong and what had happened to him, saying: ‘Tell me, my brother, so that I may find some way of removing whatever it is that is harming you, and act as your ransom.’ Hasan wept bitterly and recited these lines:


When the beloved is not here,

The lover only meets distress and harm.

Passion shows without, while sickness lies within;

Love starts with memory and ends with care.



On hearing this, his ‘sister’ was filled with admiration for his eloquence, command of language, choice of words and the fact that he had chosen to reply to her in verse. ‘My brother,’ she asked, ‘when did you fall into this state and when did this happen to you, leading you, as I can see, to express yourself in poetry, while you rain down tears? In God’s Name, I call on you, by the sanctity of the love there is between us, to tell me what is wrong. Let me know your secret and don’t hide from me anything that happened while we were away, as I am distressed and unhappy for your sake.’

Hasan sighed, shed tears like rain and said: ‘I’m afraid that if I tell you, you will not help me to get what I want, but will abandon me to die choked with grief.’ ‘No, by God, brother,’ she replied, ‘I shall never abandon you, even if it costs me my life.’ So he told her what had happened and what he had seen when he opened the door, explaining that the reason for his present distress was that he had fallen in love with the girl whom he had seen, as a result of which for ten days he had tasted neither food nor drink. He then wept and recited the following lines:


Put back my heart where it was in my breast;

Allow my eyes to close in sleep and then leave me.

Do you imagine that Time’s passage changed

The covenant of love? May no one yield to change.



The princess sympathized and joined in his tears, in pity for his life of exile. Then she said: ‘Take comfort, my brother, for I shall risk my life in your company and sacrifice it in order to bring you pleasure. Even if it ruins me and brings about my death, I shall contrive some scheme to help you achieve your purpose, if God Almighty wills it. But take my advice and keep your secret from my sisters; don’t let any one of them know of your condition, lest this lead to my death and to yours, and if they ask you about the door, say that you never opened it. Tell them that you were preoccupied by our absence and in your loneliness you sat by yourself in the palace.’ Hasan approved of her advice and kissed her head. He had been afraid of what she might do when she learned that he had opened the door, but at this point he relaxed, his mind at rest. His fear had brought him to the point of death, but now his spirits were restored and he asked for something to eat.

The princess went off tearfully and sadly to her sisters, and when they asked her what was wrong, she told them that she was concerned about Hasan, who was sick and had not eaten for ten days. When they asked why, she told them that it was their absence that had made him lonely, explaining: ‘The days that we were away were longer than a thousand years for him, and he is to be excused, for he is a solitary stranger and we left him alone with nobody to keep him company or to cheer him. After all, he is a very young man and it may be that he was remembering his family and his old mother, thinking of her weeping for him night and day in constant grief, whereas while we were with him, we used to divert him.’ When the others heard this, they shed tears of sympathy and said: ‘By God, he is to be excused.’ Then, after they had gone out to dismiss the escort, they went on to greet Hasan. They discovered that he had lost his good looks, that his complexion was pallid and his body emaciated, and they wept in pity for him. They sat with him to keep him company and to console him by talking to him and telling of all the wonders and marvels that they had seen, as well as of the bridegroom’s encounter with his bride.

For a whole month they sat with Hasan, treating him with friendship and kindness, but every day his illness grew worse, and they shed bitter tears to see him in such a state, although none of them wept as much as their youngest sister. Then, after a month, the others wanted to go out hunting and, when they had decided on this, they asked her to come with them. She said: ‘By God, my sisters, I cannot go with you while my brother is in such a state. Until he gets better and this illness of his leaves him, I shall stay to distract him.’ On hearing this, they thanked her for her good nature and told her: ‘God will reward you for all you do for this stranger.’ Then they left her in the palace with Hasan and rode off, taking provisions for twenty days.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and eighty-ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the princesses mounted and rode off to hunt, they left their youngest sister sitting with Hasan in the palace. When she was sure that they must be a long way off, the princess went to Hasan and told him to get up and show her the place where he had seen the bird girls. In his delight at this, he willingly agreed, convinced that he would now reach his goal, but when he tried to rise to do this, he found himself unable to walk, and so she had to carry him in her arms. She brought him to the door and opened it for him, after which she carried him up the stairs to the roof of the palace. When they got there, he showed her the place where he saw the bird girls, together with the bench and the pool. She asked him to describe the girls for her and how they had come, after which he told her what he had seen, concentrating in particular on their leader, with whom he had fallen in love. When she heard what he had to say, she recognized the description and became pale and shaken. Hasan asked why, and she told him: ‘You must know, brother, that this girl is the daughter of one of the great kings of the jinn; her father rules over men and jinn, magicians and sorcerers, tribes of ‘ifrits, regions and lands, as well as many islands. He has vast riches and our own father is one of his lieutenants. No one can stand against him because of the size of his armies and the extent of his kingdom and his wealth. He has given his daughters, whom you saw, a tract of land a whole year’s journey in length and breadth, encircled by a huge river and inaccessible to both men and jinn. He has an army of twenty-five thousand girls, trained to use swords and spears. Any one of them, when mounted and armed, can hold her own against a thousand brave riders, while his seven daughters are a match, and more than a match, for them in courage and horsemanship. This region which I have told you about has been given by the king into the charge of the eldest, the senior of his daughters, who combines bravery and skill as a rider with guile, deceit and magical skill, powers through which she can overcome everyone in her realm, while the others who were with her were her state officials, guards and intimates. Their feather dresses, which they used in order to fly, are the work of jinn magicians.

‘If you want to lay hold of their leader and marry her, sit here and wait, for they come at the start of each month. When they arrive, hide yourself and make sure that they don’t see you, for that would cost us our lives. Pay attention to what I tell you and remember it. Sit near enough to see them without being seen, and when they take off their feather dresses, keep your eyes on the one that belongs to their leader, the one whom you want. Take it, but don’t touch anything else, for it is this that allows her to get home, and if you have it, then you will have her as well. But take care not to let her trick you, for she will say: “Whoever you are who stole my dress, give it back, for here am I before you and in your power.” If you give it to her, she will kill you, destroy our palaces and kill our father, so be sure you know what you are doing. When the others see that her dress has been taken, they will fly away, leaving her sitting there alone, and then you can go and drag her towards you by her hair. You will have mastered her and she will be yours, but you must keep the feather dress, since while you have it she will be your captive – without it she cannot get back to her own land. When you have got her, carry her to your room, but don’t tell her that it was you who took the dress.’

Hasan’s mind was set at rest by what he had heard and his dismay and pain left him. He got to his feet and kissed his ‘sister’s’ head, after which the two of them went down from the roof to sleep. Hasan attended to himself until, when morning came and the sun rose, he got up, and climbed to the roof, where he sat until evening. His ‘sister’ brought him food and drink, as well as a change of clothes, after which he fell asleep, and she continued to help him like this until the first day of the next month. The sight of the new moon raised his expectations and it was at that point that he suddenly caught sight of the birds swooping down like bolts of lightning. He hid himself where he could see without being seen.

The birds settled each in her own place, and then each of them, including their leader, removed their dresses. Hasan was close at hand, and when the leader and her companions went into the pool, he gradually moved forward, keeping under cover and sheltered by God. Not one of the girls saw him as he took the dress, since they were busy laughing and playing with each other. When they had finished, they got out of the pool and put on their feather dresses, but their leader could not find hers. She shrieked, struck her face and tore what she was wearing, at which her companions came up and asked what was wrong. When she told them that she had lost her feathered dress, they too wept, shrieked and slapped their faces, but with the approach of night they could not stay with her any longer and had to abandon her where she was.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and ninetieth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Hasan stole the girl’s dress, she looked for it but failed to find it and her sisters flew off, leaving her alone. When Hasan saw that they had flown off out of sight, he listened and heard their leader say: ‘Whoever you are who has stolen my dress and has left me naked, I ask you to give it back to me and shelter my nudity, may God never cause you to taste distress like mine.’ When he heard this, love robbed him of his wits, and so strong was his emotion that he was unable to endure it any longer. He started up and ran at her, seizing her and pulling her towards him. He took her down to the bottom of the palace and put her in his room, throwing her his cloak, as she wept and gnawed at her fingers. He then locked the door and went to tell his ‘sister’ that he had captured her and that she was sitting crying and biting her fingers. When his ‘sister’ heard this, she went with him to the room, and, on going in, she found the girl weeping in grief. She kissed the ground in front of her and greeted her, but the girl said: ‘Princess, is this the kind of evil treatment that people like you inflict on the daughters of kings? You know well enough that my father is a great king and that all the other kings of the jinn are afraid of him and fear his might. He has an invincible array of sorcerers, magicians and diviners, together with devils and marids, and his subjects are so numerous that none but God can count them. How is it right for princesses like you to shelter mortals among you and to allow them to look at our affairs and yours, for how could this man have got here otherwise?’ Hasan’s ‘sister’ replied: ‘Princess, this is a chivalrous man, who has no dishonourable intentions. He loves you, and it is only for men that women were created. If he were not in love with you, he would not have fallen so ill that he was on the point of death.’ She repeated everything that Hasan had said about his love for her and how he had seen the girls fly in and then bathe; how she was the only one of them whom he admired, the others being her servants; and how he had seen her ducking them in the pool without their being able to lay a hand on her.

When she heard this, she gave up hope of escape and Hasan’s ‘sister’ got up and left her, returning later with a splendid robe which she gave her to wear, as well as food and drink, which she shared with her until the girl had taken heart and recovered from her alarm. Hasan’s ‘sister’ kept on talking to her soothingly and gently, saying: ‘Have mercy on him who only saw you once but fell victim to your love,’ and she went on like this, trying to win her favour with fine words and expressions, as her captive wept. By the time dawn broke, however, the girl had become more cheerful and had stopped weeping, realizing that there was no way out of the trap into which she had fallen. ‘Princess,’ she said, ‘this is what God has decreed for me – that I should live as a stranger, cut off from my country, my family and my sisters – and there is nothing for it but to endure with patience what God has decreed.’

She was then given the finest room in the castle for herself, and the princess stayed with her, consoling and comforting her until she became reconciled to her lot and laughed cheerfully, as the sorrow and distress that she felt at being separated from her family, her homeland, sisters, parents and kingdom left her. At that point, the princess went to Hasan and told him to go to the girl’s room and to kiss her hands and feet. He did this and then, after kissing her between the eyes, he said: ‘Queen of beauties, life of the soul, delight of the watchers, be at ease, for I have only taken you in order to serve you as a slave until the Last Day, while my “sister” here is your servant. What I want is to marry you in accordance with the ordinance of God and of His Prophet. Then I shall go home, and you and I will live in Baghdad, where I shall buy you slaves, male and female. I have a mother, one of the best of women, who will be at your service; there is no other country better than ours; everything there is better than anything that can be found anywhere else or among any other folk, and its inhabitants are good people with bright faces.’

While he was talking in an attempt to entertain her, and she, for her part, was saying nothing at all, a knock came at the palace gate. When Hasan went out to see who was there, he found that the other princesses had come back from their hunt. He was delighted to see them, and, after his first greeting, they wished him health and safety and he did the same for them. Then they dismounted and, after having entered the palace, each of them went to her own room to take off her worn clothes and put on something better. During their hunt they had caught a large number of gazelles, wild cows, hares, lions, hyenas and other beasts, some of which they slaughtered, while others they kept with them in the palace. Hasan stood among them, with his clothes belted around his waist, doing the butchering for them, as they played around happily, enjoying themselves to the full. When the butchering was finished, they sat down to prepare a meal and Hasan came up to the eldest and kissed her head, after which he went on to kiss the heads of the others, one after the other. ‘You are being very respectful to us, brother,’ they told him, ‘and it is surprising how extremely affectionate you are towards us. But it is we and not you who should be doing this, as you are our superior, you being human while we are jinn.’

At this, Hasan began to weep bitterly and they asked: ‘What is wrong? What has made you cry? You are filling us with sadness by weeping now, and you seem to be longing for your mother and your own land. If that is so, we shall fit you out for the journey and send you back there to your dear ones.’ ‘By God,’ he told them, ‘I do not want to leave you,’ and so they asked: ‘If that is so, then which of us has caused you such distress?’ Hasan was ashamed to say that the reason for this was love, lest they disapprove, so he stayed silent and told them nothing about his condition. It was then that his ‘sister’ got up and said: ‘He has caught a bird from out of the air and he wants you to help him tame it.’ The others turned to him and said: ‘We are all at your service and we will do whatever you want, but tell us the story and don’t keep anything back.’ Hasan then said to his ‘sister’: ‘You tell them, for I am too ashamed to talk to them about 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 seven hundred and ninety-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Hasan said to his ‘sister’: ‘Tell them my story, for I am too ashamed to talk to them about this.’ She then told her sisters: ‘When we went off and left this poor man alone, he found the castle oppressive and was in fear of intruders, for you know how light-witted the sons of Adam are. In his depression and loneliness he opened the door leading to the palace roof, and he went up on to it and sat looking down into the valley in the direction of the gate, for fear of an attack. One day, as he was sitting there, ten birds approached, making for the palace, and they came down to perch by the pool above the pavilion. He stared at the most beautiful of the ten, which was pecking at the others, who could not resist. They then used their claws to rip open their feathered dresses from the neck down, and, on stepping out of these, they showed themselves to be girls, as radiant as full moons. While Hasan watched, they undressed and plunged into the pool, where they could not resist their leader as she ducked them, she having the most beautiful face of them all, with the best figure and the finest dress. They went on enjoying themselves, with Hasan watching, until it was almost time for the afternoon prayer, when they left the pool and dressed themselves. Then, having wrapped themselves in their feather dresses, they flew away. Hasan could think of nothing else; his heart was on fire with love for their leader, and he regretted that he had not stolen her dress. So he stayed on the roof waiting for her without food, drink or sleep, and that went on until the next new moon. Then, as he was sitting there, he saw them coming again as they had done before. This time, after they had taken off their feathers and gone down into the pool, he took the leader’s dress, realizing that she could not fly without it. He hid it, fearing that they might come out and kill him, and after waiting for the others to fly away, he emerged, seized her and brought her down from the palace roof.’

Her sisters now asked where the girl was, and she said: ‘She is with him in such-and-such a room.’ ‘Describe her for us,’ they told her, and she told them: ‘She is fairer than the full moon, her face is more radiant than the sun, her mouth tastes sweeter than honey and her figure is more graceful than a bough. She has black eyes, a bright face and a luminous forehead. Her bosom is like a jewel, with breasts like pomegranates, and her cheeks are like apples. She has a wrinkled belly and a navel like an ivory casket filled with musk. Her legs are like pillars of marble and she captures hearts with her dark eyes, her slender waist and her heavy buttocks, while her speech could cure the sick. She has a lovely figure and a beautiful smile that shines out like the full moon.’ When her sisters heard this description they turned to Hasan and said: ‘Show her to us.’ So, lovesick as he was, he took them to the room where she was, opened the door and went in ahead of them. At the sight of the captive’s beauty they were struck with admiration for her graceful form and her elegance, and, after kissing the ground in front of her, they greeted her and said: ‘By God, daughter of the great king, this is a serious business. Had you heard how this mortal has described you as a woman, you would have become his lifelong admirer. He is deeply in love with you, and he is not looking for a dishonourable liaison but for legal marriage. If we knew that girls could do without men, we would stop him, although he came to you himself rather than sending you a messenger. He told us that he burned your dress of feathers, or else we would have taken it from him.’

One of the sisters then, with the girl’s consent, acted as her deputy, drawing up a marriage contract between her and Hasan; he then took her hand in his and she was married to him with her consent. The sisters produced a wedding feast suitable for a princess, before bringing the bridegroom to the bride. Hasan then opened the gate, removed the barrier and broke the seal. The passion of his love for his bride increased and multiplied, and when he had reached his goal he congratulated himself and recited the following lines:


Girl with dark eyes, your figure fascinates;

Your face sheds drops of beauty;

The finest picture stands before my eyes,

Half sapphire, one-third gemstone,

One-fifth of musk and one-sixth ambergris.

You are a pearl, but yet more dazzling.

None of Eve’s daughters can compare with you,

Nor is your equal in the jinn of Paradise.

Torment me if you wish, for this is how love acts,

But were you to forgive me, this must be your choice.

You are the world’s adornment, and the end of all desires;

And who can bear to lose the beauty of your face?



[image: image]

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

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Hasan lay with the princess and deflowered her, he experienced the greatest pleasure. His love for her and his passion increased, at which he recited those lines about her.

When the sisters, who were standing at the door, heard these lines, they exclaimed: ‘Princess, how can you blame us, now that you have heard the poetry that this mortal recites for love of you?’ and the bride herself was filled with happiness and delight. Hasan stayed with her for forty days in a state of joy, pleasure and gladness, on every day of which the sisters provided him with another feast, as well as showering him with favours and rare gifts. He was happy and content, and his bride enjoyed her stay there so much that she forgot her family. At the end of this time, however, Hasan saw in his sleep a vision of his mother, whose bones had become brittle and her body emaciated in her grief for him; she was sallow and her condition had worsened, while he, for his part, was flourishing. When she saw this, she exclaimed: ‘Hasan, my son, how can you live at ease and forget me? See what has happened to me after you left! I do not forget you; I shall never stop repeating your name until I die and, so that I may always remember you, I have built a tomb for you in the house. Shall I live to see you back with me, so that we may be together again as we were before?’

Hasan woke up weeping and wailing, with tears running down his cheeks like rain. He became sad and gloomy; he wept constantly and, as he could neither sleep nor rest, his powers of endurance left him. When the princesses came to enjoy themselves with him in their usual morning visit, he paid no attention to them, and when they asked his bride what was wrong, she said that she did not know. They pressed her to ask him, and so she went up to him, and when she had put the question to him, he sighed unhappily and told her what he had seen in his dream. Then he recited these lines:


We are uneasy and are at a loss;

We seek a dear one, but can find no way.

Love’s miseries increase for us;

Even its lightness has proved burdensome.



His wife told the princesses what he had said, and when they heard the lines he had recited, they pitied his suffering and told him: ‘Please, do what you want. By God, we cannot stop you from visiting your mother, and we shall do everything that we can to help you. On the other hand, you must not cut yourself off from us altogether, and you will have to visit us at least once a year.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ he replied, and they immediately prepared provisions for him and equipped his bride with ornaments, robes and expensive trappings of all kinds, such as defied description, together with treasures past numbering. Then they beat a drum, at which dromedaries arrived from all directions, and from these they chose enough to carry all the baggage that they had prepared. They provided mounts for Hasan and his bride, and loaded twenty-five chests with gold and fifty with silver. For three days, during which they covered a three-month journey, they accompanied the pair, before saying goodbye to them. When they were about to go back, Hasan’s ‘sister’ embraced him and burst into tears until she fainted. Then, when she recovered, she recited these lines:


May there never be a day of parting,

Robbing the eyes of sleep.

We are separated, you and I,

And our bodies have lost their strength.



When she had finished, she took her leave of him, impressing on him that, after he had gone home and set his heart at ease by meeting his mother, he must remember to visit her for six months every year. She told him: ‘If something worries you, or if you fear some disaster, strike the Magian’s drum, and when the dromedaries arrive, be sure to mount and come back to us.’ Hasan swore to do that, and he now pressed the princesses to go back. They took their leave and parted sadly, the saddest of all being his young ‘sister’, who was unable to rest or to endure her loss, and who spent her nights and days in tears.

So much for them, but as for Hasan, he travelled night and day with his bride, crossing plains, deserts, valleys and rough ground in the noonday heat and at early dawn. As God had decreed, they arrived safely at Basra, and they rode through the city before halting their dromedaries at the door of Hasan’s house. He sent them off and, as he went up to open the door, he heard the low sound of his mother’s broken-hearted weeping. Tortured by the fire of grief, she was reciting these lines:


How can the sleepless sleep,

Who lies awake at night while others rest?

Here was a man with wealth, family and power,

But he became a solitary stranger.

Between his ribs there is a burning coal,

A longing with a violence unsurpassed.

The power of passion has him in its grip;

Strong though he is, his sufferings make him weep.

The love he feels has caused him to appear

Sad and distressed, as witnessed by his tears.



When Hasan listened to his mother’s tearful lament, he shed tears of his own before knocking loudly on the door. ‘Who is there?’ his mother asked, and he said: ‘Open up.’ She did this, and then, when she looked at him and recognized him, she collapsed in a faint. He looked after her gently until, when she had recovered, he embraced her and she returned his embrace and kissed him. Then, as his bride watched them, he brought all his baggage inside the house, and when his mother had recovered her composure after the reunion with her son, she recited:


Time has pitied me,

Regretting my long distress.

It has given me my desire,

Removing all my fears.

Its past sins are forgiven,

Including the white parting of my hair.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and ninety-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that as Hasan and his mother sat talking, she asked him how he had got on with the Persian, and he told her: ‘That was no Persian but a Magian who worshipped fire rather than the Omnipotent God.’ He went on to tell her how the man had taken him away on a journey and then sewed him into a camel’s skin, to be carried off by birds and put down on the summit of a mountain. He explained how he had seen a large number of corpses, these being the victims of the Magian’s trickery whom he had abandoned there after they had served his purpose. He then told her how he had thrown himself off the mountain into the sea, and how Almighty God had saved him and brought him to the palace of the princesses. One of them had adopted him as a brother, and he had stayed there until God had brought him the Magian, whom he had killed. He then explained how he had fallen in love with the bird girl and how he had caught her, telling his mother everything that had happened before his marriage.

She was astonished by this account, and she praised God for his health and safe return. She looked at what he had brought in the way of baggage and was delighted when, in answer to her question, he told her what was in it. She then went up to talk to his bride and to entertain her. The sight of the girl’s loveliness filled her with astonishment and admiration for her beauty and grace and her well-shaped figure. ‘Praise be to God, my son,’ she exclaimed again, ‘that you have come back safe and sound!’ and she sat beside the bride, making her welcome and setting her mind at ease. Early next morning she went to the market, where she bought ten of the finest sets of clothes to be found in the city, together with splendid furnishings, and she gave the robes to her daughter-in-law, decking her out with ornaments of all kinds.

‘With all this money we will not be able to go on living in Basra,’ she told Hasan, ‘for, as you know, we have been poor, and people will suspect that we have been practising alchemy. We had better go to Baghdad, the City of Peace, where we shall be under the protection of the caliph and where you will be able to sit in a shop, buying and selling. If you fear the Great and Glorious God, He will see to it that this wealth serves you well.’ Hasan listened to this with approval. He wasted no time in getting up and going out; he sold the house, summoned the dromedaries and loaded them with all his wealth and possessions, after which he mounted his mother and his wife on them and set off. When he got to the Tigris, he hired a boat to take him to Baghdad, to which he transferred the ladies, together with all the goods that he had brought with him. He then went on board himself, and the boat sailed with a favourable wind for ten days until, to the delight of the passengers, they came within sight of Baghdad. When they got to the city, Hasan immediately disembarked and went off to hire a storeroom in one of the khans, to which he moved his belongings.

He spent the night in the khan and the next morning, having changed his clothes, he approached the market agent, who asked him what he wanted. ‘I want a nice, spacious house,’ Hasan told him, and when the man showed him what he had in this line, Hasan was attracted by one that belonged to a vizier, which he now bought for a hundred thousand gold dinars, paying over the sum in cash. He then went back to the khan where he was staying, and transferred everything to his house, after which he went to the market and bought all the household utensils, furnishings and so on that he needed, together with servants, among them a young black house boy.

For three years he stayed there contentedly, enjoying the most pleasurable and happiest of lives with his wife, who gave birth to two sons, one of whom was named Nasir and the other Mansur. After a while, however, he remembered with longing his jinn sisters, recalling how good they had been to him and how they had helped him in his quest. So he went out to the markets, where he bought ornaments, precious materials and dried fruits such as they would never have known or seen before. His mother asked the reason for this, and he told her: ‘I have decided to go to see my sisters, who were so good to me and to whose kindness and generosity I owe my good fortune. I want to set off to visit them, but I shall soon be back, if God Almighty wills it.’ ‘Don’t leave me for long, my son,’ she said, and he then told her what she had to do with his wife. ‘Her feather dress is in a chest buried in the ground,’ he explained, ‘and you must make sure that she does not take it, for otherwise she will fly off with the children and I shall never hear of them again and so die of sorrow. Take care not to mention it to her, for you must know that she is the daughter of the most powerful of the jinn kings, with the largest army and the greatest wealth. She is the queen of her people and her father’s favourite. She is also very proud, so wait on her yourself, but don’t let her go out of the door or look out of the window or over the wall, for I am afraid that even a breath of wind might harm her. If anything happens to her, I shall kill myself.’ ‘God forbid that I should not do what you tell me, my son,’ his mother replied. ‘I should be mad to disobey you, now that you have given me these instructions. You can go off with an easy mind, and, God willing, when you come back safely, she will tell you, when you see her, how I have looked after her. But don’t stay away any longer than it takes you to make the journey.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and ninety-fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Hasan was intent on going to visit the jinn princesses, he instructed his mother, as I mentioned, to look after his wife. As fate had decreed, his wife had been listening to what he said to his mother, although neither of them knew it.

Hasan then went outside the city to beat the drum, and when the dromedaries arrived, he loaded them with twenty bales of Iraqi treasures. He said goodbye to his mother, his wife and his sons, one of whom was a year old and the other two, and after he had repeated his instructions to his mother, he mounted and set off on his journey to the jinn princesses. For ten nights and days he rode by valleys, mountains, plains and rough ground before arriving at their palace on the eleventh. He went in carrying the gifts that he had brought for them and, when they saw him, they joyfully congratulated him on his safe arrival. His ‘sister’ adorned the palace with decorations both inside and out, and when they had accepted his presents, they gave him a room to himself as usual, before asking him about his mother and his wife. He told them that his wife had given birth to two sons, and his young ‘sister’, delighted to find him well, recited the lines:


I ask the passing wind about you,

For no one else but you comes to my mind.



For three months he stayed with them as an honoured guest, hunting and enjoying a happy and pleasant life. So much for him, but as for his mother and his wife, on the third day after he had left, his wife exclaimed tearfully to his mother that, although she had been there for three years, she had never been to the baths. His mother felt sorry for her and said: ‘My daughter, we are strangers in Baghdad and your husband is not in town. If he were, he would look after you, but I myself know nobody here. What I shall do, however, is to heat water for you and to wash your head in the bathroom at home.’ ‘Lady,’ said Hasan’s wife, ‘had you said this to one of your slave girls, she would have refused to stay with you and demanded to be sold in the market. Men are to be excused, as they are jealous creatures and they imagine that if a woman leaves her house she is going to commit adultery, but not all women are alike. You know that when one of us has set her heart on something, no one can get the better of her, or guard and protect her, or keep her away from the baths or from anywhere else, for she will do exactly what she wants.’

She then broke into tears, cursing her fate and lamenting her misfortunes and her exile. Hasan’s mother felt sorry for her and realized that what the girl said would have to be done. So she promptly prepared everything that would be needed in the baths and then took her daughter-in-law there. When they had entered and undressed, all the women there began to stare at the younger of the pair, praising God, the Great and Glorious, as they noted the beautiful form that He had created. Others, who were passing the baths, began to come in to enjoy the spectacle, and, as word spread throughout the city, more and more women crowded around, so that, because of the numbers, no one could make their way through the baths. This was something quite out of the ordinary, and, as it happened, one of those who went there was one of the caliph Harun al-Rashid’s slave girls, a lute player named Tuhfa. When she saw the crowds of women and girls flocking around the baths and blocking the way through, she asked what was happening and was told about Hasan’s wife. She went in to look for herself, and the sight of such beauty and grace left her bemused. She praised God, the Glorious, the Creator of this loveliness, and went no further in but sat there without washing, lost in admiration until the girl had finished her own ablutions and came out wearing a dress that added beauty to beauty. From the steam room she went to sit down among cushions on a rug, but when she turned and saw the women staring at her, she left.

Tuhfa got up and went out with her until she discovered where she lived, after which she left and returned to the caliph’s palace. She went to the Lady Zubaida and kissed the ground in front of her. Zubaida then asked why she had been so long at the baths, and Tuhfa told her: ‘My lady, I have come across a marvel, the like of which I have never seen before either among men or women. It was this that preoccupied me, and it so bemused and bewildered me that I never even washed my head.’ Zubaida asked what the marvel was, and Tuhfa said: ‘In the baths I saw a girl with two little boys like two radiant moons. She herself was more beautiful than anyone who has ever been or will be, and there can be no one in the whole world to match her. I swear by your grace, my lady, that if you tell the Commander of the Faithful about her, he will kill her husband and take her from him, as she has no equal among women. I asked about her husband and was told that he was a merchant called Hasan of Basra. When she left the baths, I followed her home and discovered that she is living in the vizier’s house with two doors, one facing the river and the other the land. My fear is that if the Commander of the Faithful hears about her, he will break the law by killing her husband and taking her as a wife.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and ninety-fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the slave girl of the Commander of the Faithful saw the wife of Hasan of Basra and described her beauty to the Lady Zubaida, she said: ‘My lady, I am afraid that the Commander of the Faithful will hear of her. This might lead him to break the law, kill her husband and marry her.’ Zubaida exclaimed at that and said: ‘Is this girl really so beautiful that the caliph would be prepared to sell his religion for worldly pleasure and break God’s law for her sake? By God, I must have a look at her, and if she is not as you have described her, I shall have your head cut off. You whore, in the caliph’s harem there are three hundred and sixty girls, one for each day of the year, and not one of them has the qualities that you mentioned.’ ‘By God, lady,’ Tuhfa said, ‘this girl has no equal in all Baghdad or among the Persians or the Arabs, for the Great and Glorious God has created no one else like her.’

At this point Zubaida sent for Masrur, who kissed the ground in front of her when he arrived. She told him: ‘Go to the house of the vizier with two doors, one facing the river and the other the land, and fetch me quickly and without delay the girl whom you will find there, together with her children and the old woman who is there with her.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ replied Masrur, and he then left and went to the vizier’s house, where he knocked on the door. Out came Hasan’s old mother to ask who was there, and when he replied: ‘Masrur, the eunuch of the Commander of the Faithful,’ she opened the door for him. He came in and, when they had exchanged greetings, she asked what he wanted. He said: ‘The Lady Zubaida, the daughter of al-Qasim, the wife of the Commander of the Faithful, Harun al-Rashid, the sixth of the line of al-‘Abbas, the paternal uncle of the Prophet, may God bless him and give him peace, summons you and the wife of your son, of whose beauty her women have told her, together with her children.’ ‘Masrur,’ said the old woman, ‘we are strangers in Baghdad and my son, the girl’s husband, is not here at the moment, but he told me not to go out with her to meet anyone at all. I am afraid that if he comes back and finds that anything has happened, he will kill himself. Please, then, don’t try to make me do something that I cannot.’ Masrur replied: ‘Lady, if I knew that there was anything for you to be afraid of here, I would not make you go, but all that the Lady Zubaida wants is to see your daughter-in-law, before letting her come back. Don’t disobey me, for you would regret it, and I shall take you and bring you back here safely, if God Almighty wills it.’

Hasan’s mother could not refuse and so she went into the house, prepared her daughter-in-law and brought her out, together with her children. Masrur led the way to the caliph’s palace, where he took them to Zubaida. They kissed the ground before her and called down blessings on her, the girl remaining veiled all the while. Zubaida asked her to unveil so that she could see her face, and after kissing the ground again, she did this, revealing a face that would put to shame the moon in the vault of heaven. Zubaida stared, feasting her eyes on her, astonished by her beauty, as the radiance of her face illumined the palace, and all who saw her were so enchanted that no one could say a word. Zubaida got up and, raising the girl to her feet, she clasped her to her breast, before seating her on the couch beside her. On her orders the palace was adorned with decorations, and a most splendid dress, together with a necklace of magnificent gems, were brought and given to the girl to wear.

Zubaida then said: ‘Queen of beauties, who has filled my eyes with admiration, what are your skills?’ ‘My lady,’ replied the girl, ‘I have a dress of feathers and, were I to wear it in your presence, you would be struck with wonder at the supreme skill that I would display to you, about whose excellence people would talk for generation after generation.’ ‘Where is this dress?’ Zubaida asked her, and she said: ‘My mother-in-law has it, so ask her to give it to me.’ Zubaida told the old woman to fetch it so that they might all watch the girl’s display, after which she would hand it back again, but the old woman said: ‘She is a liar. Have you ever seen any woman with a dress of feathers? Only birds have these.’ The girl insisted that she did have such a dress and that it was in a chest buried under the storeroom of her house, at which Zubaida removed from her throat a jewelled necklace worth all the treasuries of Chosroe and Caesar. ‘Take this, mother,’ she said, handing it over to her, ‘and then please go and fetch the dress for us to look at, and then you can have it again.’ The old woman swore that she had never seen it and did not know where it was, but Zubaida shouted at her and took her key. She summoned Masrur, and when he came, she told him: ‘Take this key and go back to the house. Open it and then go to the storeroom’ – whose door she described for him – ‘in the middle of which is a chest. Bring it out, break it open and then bring me the dress of feathers that you will find inside 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 seven hundred and ninety-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the Lady Zubaida took the key from Hasan’s mother and gave it to Masrur, she told him: ‘Take this key and open the storeroom’ – which she described for him – ‘then take out the chest, break it open and remove the dress of feathers that is in it. Then bring this to me.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ replied Masrur.

He took the key from Zubaida and went off with Hasan’s mother, who was in tears and full of regret that she had let the girl go to the baths with her, as this had been a trick on the girl’s part. She went into the house with Masrur and opened the storeroom door, after which he entered and brought out the chest, from which he removed the dress of feathers. He wrapped it in a towel and brought it to the Lady Zubaida, who took it and turned it over, admiring how beautifully it had been made. She handed it to the girl and asked: ‘Is this your feather dress?’ ‘Yes, my lady,’ she replied, and she gladly reached out, took it and inspected it, finding, to her joy, that no harm had come to it and that it was just as it had been, with no single feather missing. She got up from beside Zubaida, opened up the dress and slipped into it, holding her children in her arms. Then, through the power of the Great and Glorious God and to the amazement of Zubaida and all those who were present, she turned into a bird. She swayed, walked, danced and played under the astonished gaze of the spectators. ‘Is this good, ladies?’ she asked, speaking clearly, and they replied: ‘Yes, indeed, queen of the beauties. Everything you do is good.’ ‘But what I am going to do is better,’ she told them, after which she spread her wings and flew up with her children to perch on top of the domed roof of the palace overlooking Zubaida’s hall. The ladies stared at her and said: ‘By God, this is amazingly good and something that we have never seen before.’

The bird girl was about to fly off back to her own land when she thought of Hasan and, after telling the ladies to listen, she recited these lines:


You who have gone from here, hurrying

In your flight to those you love,

Do you think I am at ease with you,

And that you did not darken my life with distress?

When I was captured and fell in the toils of love,

He made his love my prison, though my home was far away.

My dress was hidden, and he felt assured

That I would not ask for it from the One Great God.

He told his mother she must keep it safe,

Hidden in a room, wronging and injuring me.

I heard their conversation and remembered it,

Hoping that benefits would now shower down on me.

I went off to the baths in order that I might

Dazzle the minds of those who looked at me.

The wife of al-Rashid admired my loveliness,

Looking at me from the right and from the left.

I said: ‘Wife of the caliph, I possess

A dress of splendid feathers, a source of pride.

If I wore it, the wonders you would see

Would wipe out all distress and disperse cares.’

She asked me where it was, and I replied:

‘It is in the house of the one who hid it.’

Masrur hurried to fetch it for her,

And brought it back, gleaming and resplendent.

I took it from his hand and spread it out,

Looking inside it, checking all its buttons.

I put it on and, taking up my children,

I spread my wings and flew away.

Mother of Hasan, tell him when he comes,

If he wants union with me, let him leave his home.



When she had had finished these lines, Zubaida said to her: ‘Queen of beauties, will you not come down to us, so that we may enjoy your loveliness? Praise be to God, Who gave you such eloquence and grace.’ ‘What has gone will not return,’ she replied, and then, addressing the mother of poor, miserable Hasan, she said: ‘I shall miss you, but if, when your son comes back and finds the period of our separation long, and if he looks for a reunion, as the winds of love and longing blow over him, let him come to the islands of Waq.’

She then flew off with her children, making for her own country, and when her mother-in-law saw this, she burst into tears, slapping her face and sobbing until she fainted. When she recovered, Zubaida addressed her respectfully and said: ‘I had no idea that this would happen, and had you told me about her, I would not have interfered with you, but I have only just realized that she is one of the flying jinn. If I had known this before, I would never have let her put on the dress or take her children, so do not hold this against me.’ Hasan’s mother, finding that there was nothing she could do, said: ‘I do not hold you responsible.’ She left the palace and went back home, where she started to slap her face again until she fainted. Then, after recovering her senses, she expressed her sorrow for the loss of her daughter-in-law and her grandchildren, as well as for the absence of her son, in the following lines:


Your departure on the day of separation made me weep,

Grieving that you had left these lands.

I cried out in distress at the pain of parting,

My eyelids ulcerated by my tears.

After this parting, can there be return?

I can no longer hide my feelings, now that you are gone.

Would that they might keep faith by coming back,

And if they do, my happiness may return.



She got up and dug three graves in the house, over which she wept night and day. When, after Hasan’s long absence, her distress and sorrowful longing increased, she recited:


Your image is between my eyelids;

Disturbed or resting, I remember you.

Your love flows through my bones,

As juices penetrate fruit on a tree.

I am sad when I cannot look at you,

And even censurers excuse my sorrow.

Love has reached out to lay its hands on me,

But it is madness that commands this love.

Fear God in what you do to me; have pity;

Your love has made me taste the bitterness of death.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and ninety-seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Hasan’s mother began to weep day and night for the loss of her son, his wife and his children. So much for her, but as for Hasan, when he reached the jinn princesses, they insisted that he must stay with them for three months. After that they provided him with money, together with five loads of gold, another five of silver and one of provisions. They accompanied him on the start of his journey, until he insisted that they turn back, at which they came up to take their leave of him by embracing him. When the youngest of them did this, she wept so bitterly that she fainted, and when she recovered she recited:


When will the fire of parting be quenched by your return?

When will my wish be granted and our old life restored?

The day of parting brings distress and fear,

And this leave-taking weakens me more and more.



The next sister then came up, embraced Hasan and recited:


To leave you is like taking leave of life,

To lose you is to lose the dearest of my friends.

When you went off, fire burned my heart,

While to be near you is like Paradise.



Then the third came up and, after embracing him, recited:


When we parted, we did not end our leave-taking

Because we tired of it or for an evil cause.

For without question, you are my true soul.

How can one choose to take leave of one’s soul?



When the fourth had embraced him, she recited:


It was the talk of parting made me weep,

When he told me of this in secret, as he took his leave.

The pearl that once hung on my ear

Has now been left to fall down as a tear.



The fifth embraced him and recited:


Do not go, for I cannot bear your loss.

And as you leave, I cannot say goodbye.

I have no power to bear this separation;

There are no tears left for the empty camp.



The sixth recited after embracing him:


The caravan left that took them off from me,

And longing plundered my heart’s blood.

I said: ‘Had I the power of a king,

I would seize every ship by force.’*



The seventh embraced him and recited:


When you see that it is time to part, endure

And do not be alarmed by this parting.

Look for a quick return,

For with a change of letters, ‘farewell’ spells ‘return’.†



She added two more lines:


I am distressed that we must part,

And I have not the heart to say goodbye.

God knows the reason I do not do this

Is fear that it might melt your heart.



It was then Hasan’s turn to say goodbye, and the prospect of parting made him weep until he fainted. Then, on recovering, he recited:


On the day of parting my tears flowed

Like pearls on threaded necklaces.

As the leader sang to urge his camels on,

Heart, patience and endurance all failed me.

I took my leave and sadly turned away,

Leaving the friendship of familiar haunts.

I went back, though I did not know the way,

Consoled by hopes to see you on return.

Listen, my friend, to what I say of love,

And may your heart not be deaf to my words.

Soul, when you part from them, you part

From all life’s pleasure; do not hope for length of life.



He then pressed on, travelling night and day until he reached Baghdad, the City of Peace, the sanctuary of the ‘Abbasid caliphate. He went home to greet his mother, knowing nothing of what had happened after he had left on his travels. He found that she had become emaciated, with brittle bones. She had been weeping and wailing sleeplessly for so long that she had become as thin as a tooth-pick and she was not able to reply to him. He dismissed his dromedaries and then, going up to her, he asked her about his wife and children, but she burst into tears and fainted. When he saw the state she was in, he searched the house for his family, but could find no trace of them. Then he looked at the storeroom and the chest and discovered them both open, with the feather dress gone. At this point he realized that his wife must have got hold of it and flown off, taking her children with her. He returned to his mother and, finding that she had recovered consciousness, he asked her about them. She told him tearfully: ‘My son, may God reward you well for them. Here are their three graves.’ When he heard his mother saying this, he gave a great cry and collapsed unconscious, remaining in that state from the beginning of the day until noon. This piled sorrow on sorrow for his mother, who despaired of his life.

When he eventually recovered, he wept, slapped his face, tore his clothes and wandered aimlessly around the house, before reciting these lines:


As far as I can, I conceal my love,

But fires of passion are not quenched.

It may be that for some this fire is mixed,

But as for me, I drink love neat.



He went on:


Others before me have complained of parting;

Fear of one’s love’s remoteness haunts the living and the dead,

But never have I seen or heard of passion

To match the love I nurture in my heart.



When he had finished, he drew his sword, went up to his mother and said: ‘Unless you tell me the truth, I shall cut off your head and then kill myself.’ ‘Don’t do that, my son,’ she said. ‘I shall tell you, but sheathe your sword and sit down, so I can let you know what happened.’ He did that and, as he sat beside her, she told him the story from beginning to end. ‘My son,’ she explained, ‘I found your wife in tears because she wanted to go to the baths, and I was afraid that when you came back she would complain to you, and you would be angry with me. Had it not been for that, I would not have taken her there, and had the Lady Zubaida not been angry with me, taking the key from me by force, I would not have brought out the dress, even if it cost me my life, but, as you know, my son, no force can match that of the caliphate. When they brought her the dress, she took it and turned it over and over, thinking that there might be something missing. When she discovered that it was undamaged, she was delighted. Then she took the children and tied them to her waist before putting on the dress, and this was after the Lady Zubaida had removed all the ornaments that she herself was wearing and handed them to her as an act of favour and an acknowledgement of her beauty. When she had put on the dress, she shook herself and became a bird, moving through the palace, where everyone watched her, admiring her beauty and grace. She then flew up to the palace roof and looked at me. “If, when your son comes back, he finds the nights of separation long, and if he looks for a reunion, as the winds of love and longing blow over him, let him leave his country and come to the islands of Waq.” This is what happened to her while you were away.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and ninety-eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Hasan had listened to all that his mother had to tell him about what his wife had done when she flew away, he gave another great cry and fell down in a faint, which lasted until the end of the day. When he recovered, he struck his face and began to writhe on the ground like a snake, as his mother sat weeping at his head until midnight. Then he recovered and, shedding bitter tears, he recited:


Stop to look at the state of the one whom you are leaving;

It may be that after harshness you will turn to pity.

Because of his sickness, you will not recognize the man you see,

As though this was a stranger, quite unknown.

Here is a man slain by his love for you,

Who would be counted dead but for his groans.

Do not think parting to be some light thing;

To the longing lover it is harder to bear than death.



When he finished these lines, he got up and started to wander around the house, sobbing, weeping and lamenting. This went on for five days, during which he tasted neither food nor drink, and although his mother implored him to stop weeping, he would not listen to her but went on with his expressions of grief, paying no attention to her as she tried to console him. Then he recited these lines:


Is this the reward of a consort’s love?

Is this the nature of black-eyed gazelles?

Does a honey hive drip from the beloved’s lips,

Or do they offer wine for sale?

Tell me the story of those killed by love,

For consolation breathes life for the sad.

You need not come by night for fear of blame,

Nor are you the first whose resolution was ensnared by love.



He continued in this tearful state until dawn, when he fell asleep, and then in a dream he saw his wife weeping sorrowfully. With a cry, he woke with a start and recited:


Your phantom never leaves me for a minute;

It holds the place of honour in my heart.

Only the hope of union lets me live.

I only sleep to see you in my dreams.



In the morning he wept and wailed even more bitterly, and for a whole month he remained tearful and sad at heart, shunning both sleep and food. At the end of this time, it occurred to him that he should visit his jinn sisters in the hope that they might help him in his quest to recover his wife. He called up the dromedaries, loaded fifty of them with Iraqi treasures and mounted another. He put his mother in charge of the house, where he had left only a few of his belongings, and left the rest in store. Then he set out for his sisters, hoping for help, and he travelled on until he arrived at their palace on the Cloud Mountain. When he went in to greet them, they were delighted with the gifts that he had brought for them, and congratulated him on his safe arrival. Then they asked: ‘But why have you come back so soon, brother? You have not been away for more than two months.’ At that, Hasan burst into tears and recited:


I see my soul troubled by the loss of my beloved,

Taking no pleasure in the sweetness of life.

My illness is one with no known cure,

For none can cure it who was not its cause.

You robbed me of sweet sleep, and then left me

To ask the wind about you as it blows,

Whether it saw you lately, you, my love,

Whose beauties call my eyes to shed their tears.

Were you to come close to her land,

A sweet breath might perhaps revive the heart.



When he had finished these lines, he gave a great cry and fell down unconscious. The princesses sat around him weeping until he had recovered, and he then recited:


It may be that perhaps Time will turn rein,

To fetch my love, but it is envious.

It may fetch happiness and bring me what I need;

And after what has happened, something else may come.



Having finished, he wept until he fainted, and when he recovered he recited:


By God, are you content, you, who are now

My final sickness, as I am content to love?

Do you abandon me for no good cause?

Join me and pity your abandoned lover.



On finishing, he wept until he fainted and then, on recovery, he recited:


Sleep left me to the embrace of sleeplessness;

My eye is prodigal with its hoarded tears.

It sheds carnelian drops because of love,

Whose flow increases more and more with time.

Lovers, this longing has produced for me

A fire of love that burns between my ribs.

When I remember you, each tear that flows

Has in it lightning mixed with thunderclaps.



When he had finished he wept until he fainted, and when he recovered he recited:


Does your approach to love and suffering match my own,

And is my love for you the same as yours for me?

May God curse love for this, its bitterness;

I wish I knew what it can want from me.

Distant we may be, but your lovely face

Is there before me everywhere I am.

My heart is full of memories of your clan,

And cooing doves stir up my grief.

Dove, you who call all night long to your mate,

Increasing longing and so grieving me,

You left eyelids unwearied by their tears

For those who have now vanished from my sight.

I yearn for them in every passing hour,

While in the dark of night my longing stirs.



His ‘sister’ heard this and went out to find him lying unconscious. She shrieked and slapped her face and, on hearing her, her sisters came and surrounded the prostrate Hasan, weeping over him. It was clear to them when they saw him that he was afflicted by passionate love and longing, and when he recovered and they asked him what was wrong, he told them tearfully what had happened in his absence, when his wife had taken her children and flown away. They grieved for him and asked him what she had said when she left. ‘Sisters,’ he told them, ‘she told my mother: “When your son comes, tell him that if he finds the nights of separation long and is shaken by the winds of love and longing, he should come to the islands of Waq if he wants to be reunited with me.”’ On hearing this, the princesses thought the matter over, gesturing and looking at one another, as Hasan watched. For a time they stared down at the ground, but then they raised their heads and recited the formula: ‘There is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent,’ adding: ‘Stretch out your hand to heaven and, if you can touch it, then you will be able to reach your wife…’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the seven hundred and ninety-ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the princesses said to Hasan: ‘Stretch out your hand to heaven and, if you can touch it, then you will be able to reach your wife and your children.’

Tears rained down Hasan’s cheeks, soaking his clothes, and he recited:


Her red cheeks and her eyes have stirred my love;

Patience has left me and I cannot sleep.

The cruelty of the soft, fair girls has left me gaunt;

There is no breath of life left here for men to note –

Black-eyed girls moving like the sand gazelles,

Showing such beauty as would ensnare saints.

They walk like the dawn breeze among the fields,

But what their love brings me is sorrow and distress.

One lovely girl among them holds my hopes;

Because of her, my heart is burned by blazing fire,

A soft girl who sways as she walks,

Dawn in her face and twilight in her hair.

It is she who roused my longing, and how many men

Are moved to love by fair girls’ cheeks and eyes!



When he had finished, the princesses joined in his tears out of sympathy and concern for him. They gently urged him to show patience, and prayed that he would be reunited with his wife. His ‘sister’ then went up to him and said: ‘Console yourself and take comfort, brother. If you are patient, you will reach your goal, for whoever shows patience and perseverance will get what he wants, since patience is the key to a happy outcome, as the poet has said:


Allow free rein to destiny,

And pass your nights absolved from care.

Within the time your eye can blink,

God changes one condition to another.



Take heart and be resolute, for a child destined to live for ten years will not die when he is nine. The only thing that tears, distress and sorrow produce is sickness, so stay with us until you are rested, and then, if God Almighty wills it, I shall find a way for you to reach your wife and children.’

Hasan, however, shed more tears and recited these lines:


The sickness of my body may be cured,

But my heart’s sickness is incurable.

The only remedy for the disease of love

Is for the lover to join the one he loves.



He then sat down beside his ‘sister’ and she began to talk to him consolingly and to ask him how it was that his wife had come to leave. When he told her, she said: ‘By God, brother, I had meant to tell you to burn the feather dress, but Satan made me forget.’

She went on talking gently to him, but after a time he grew even more distressed and recited:


My heart is held by a beloved friend,

And God’s decrees are not to be turned back.

In her is all the beauty of the Arabs,

A gazelle, but one that pastures on my heart.

I have few means or patience to confront this love;

I weep, although my tears can do no good.

She is a lovely girl of seven and seven years,

Resembling a moon of fourteen nights.



When the princess saw the state of his lovesickness and passion, she went tearfully and sorrowfully to her sisters and threw herself on them, weeping, kissing their feet and begging them to help Hasan to win back his wife and children, and asking them to promise to find a way of getting him to the islands of Waq. She went on crying until they joined in her tears and comforted her, saying that they would do their best to see that he rejoined his family, if this was the will of Almighty God.

Hasan stayed with them for a whole year, during which he never ceased to shed tears. They had an uncle, a full brother of their father, whose name was ‘Abd al-Quddus and who was very fond of the eldest of them, visiting her once a year to see to her affairs. He had been delighted when the princesses had told him the story of Hasan’s encounter with the Magian and of how he had managed to kill him. He had given the eldest a bag containing incense, telling her: ‘If anything happens to worry or to annoy you, or if there is anything that you need, throw this incense on the fire and call on my name. I will come quickly and settle things for you.’ He had said that on the first day of the year, and the eldest princess now told one of her sisters: ‘The year is almost over and my uncle has not come. Go and fetch flint and steel and bring me the incense container.’ The girl brought this gladly and, after opening it, she got out a pinch of incense and handed it to her sister, who took it and threw it on the fire, calling on her uncle’s name. Before it had burned away, a dust cloud appeared at the upper end of the valley, clearing to reveal a shaikh riding on an elephant, which was trumpeting beneath him. When he saw the princesses, he started to gesticulate to them with both hands and feet, and when he came up to them he dismounted and embraced them, as they kissed his hands and greeted him.

When he had taken his seat, they started to talk with him and to ask him about his absence. ‘I was sitting just now with your aunt,’ he told them, ‘when I smelt the incense and so I came to you on this elephant.’ He then asked his niece what she wanted, and she said: ‘We have been longing to see you, uncle. It has been a year since you came and you have not been in the habit of staying away from us for longer than that.’ He told them: ‘I have been busy, but I was planning to visit you tomorrow.’ They thanked him, called down blessings on him and sat talking with him.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundredth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the princesses sat talking with their uncle. The eldest then said: ‘Uncle, we spoke to you about Hasan of Basra, who was brought here by Bahram the Magian; we told you how he killed Bahram and how, after having endured many difficulties and dangers, he captured and married the daughter of the great king and took her back to his own country.’ ‘Yes, you did,’ agreed her uncle, ‘but what happened to him after that?’ She replied: ‘His wife gave birth to two sons but then betrayed him while he was away and took them back to her own country. She told his mother: “When your son comes back, if he finds the nights of separation long and is shaken by the winds of longing so that he wants a reunion, let him come to the islands of Waq.”’

The shaikh shook his head and bit his finger, before staring down at the ground and scratching on it. Then he looked from right to left and shook his head again, watched all the time by Hasan, who was there in hiding. ‘Answer us, uncle,’ said the princesses, ‘for you have broken our hearts.’ The shaikh shook his head at them and said: ‘My daughters, this man is wearing himself out and exposing himself to enormous perils and huge dangers, for he cannot possibly reach the islands of Waq.’ At that, the princesses called to Hasan, who came up to the shaikh, kissed his hand and greeted him. The shaikh was glad to meet him and made him sit down by his side, after which the princesses said: ‘Uncle, explain to our brother what it is that you meant.’ The shaikh said: ‘My son, give up this painful torment. You could not get to the islands of Waq even if you had with you the flying jinn and the planets, since between you and them are seven valleys, seven seas and seven gigantic mountains. How could you get there and who could take you? I urge you in God’s Name to go home as soon as possible and not to put yourself to such great trouble.’

When he heard what the shaikh had to say, Hasan wept until he fainted, and the princesses sat around him weeping, while the youngest tore her clothes and slapped her face until she too fainted. The shaikh, seeing the extent of their passionate concern and grief, was touched by pity and sympathy. He told them to keep quiet and then said to Hasan: ‘Take heart. I have news for you that, God willing, you may succeed in your quest. So get up, brace yourself and follow me.’ This Hasan did, being filled with joy at the thought of achieving his purpose. He took leave of the princesses and the shaikh called to the elephant. When it came he mounted, taking Hasan up behind him, and the two travelled for three days and nights like a lightning flash. They then reached a huge blue-coloured mountain, all of whose rocks were blue, in the middle of which was a cave with a gate of Chinese iron. The shaikh took Hasan’s hand and helped him to dismount before dismounting himself, and then, after dismissing the elephant, he went up and knocked on the gate. When it opened, out came a hairless black slave, like an ‘ifrit, with a sword in his right hand and a steel shield in his left. At the sight of the shaikh, the slave threw these away and went up to kiss his hand. The shaikh took Hasan by the hand and when the two of them had gone in, the slave locked the gate behind them.

What Hasan saw was a huge and spacious cave with a vaulted entrance way, and they walked on for a mile before coming to a vast open space in one corner of which were two gates cast in brass. The shaikh opened one of them, drawing it shut behind him after telling Hasan: ‘Sit here by the gate but take care not to open it and go in until I have entered and come back, which will not take me long.’ He then went in and was away for an hour as measured by the sun, after which he emerged with a horse saddled and bridled, whose normal pace was as swift as flight and whose flight no dust could overtake. The shaikh brought the horse up to Hasan, telling him to mount it, and he then opened the second gate through which could be seen a wide desert. When Hasan had mounted, the two of them went out through the gate and into the desert. Then the shaikh told Hasan: ‘Take this letter and ride to where the horse will bring you. When you see him stop at the gate that leads to a cave like this, dismount, put his reins over the saddlebow and then let him go. He will enter the cave, but instead of going in with him you must wait patiently by the entrance for five days. On the sixth, out will come a black shaikh, dressed in black, with a long white beard hanging down to his navel. As soon as you see him, kiss his hands and clutch at the edge of his robe, putting it on top of your head, and weeping as you stand in front of him, to make him pity you and ask you what you want. When he does this, hand him this letter. He will take it from you without speaking, and he will then go into the cave, leaving you alone. Stay where you are for five more days without becoming upset, and then on the sixth you can expect someone to come out. If this is the shaikh himself, you can be sure that you will get what you want, but if it is one of his servants, you must know that all he wants to do is to kill you, and you have to realize, my son, that whoever is prepared to risk his life is responsible for his own destruction.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Shaikh ‘Abd al-Quddus gave Hasan the letter, he told him what would happen to him and added: ‘Everyone who risks his life is responsible for his own destruction. If you are afraid, don’t expose yourself to this danger, but if not, then do whatever you want, for I have explained the position to you. If you would prefer to go back to your friends, then here is this elephant, which will take you back to my nieces, and they will send you on to your own country. May God see to it that your love for this girl turns out well.’ Hasan replied: ‘What pleasure could I find in life if I do not reach my goal? By God, I shall not return until I reach my beloved or death overtakes me.’

He then recited these lines:


With the loss of my beloved, my passion grows;

I stand calling out, broken-hearted and abased.

In my longing I kiss the camp’s earth,

Which serves only to add to my distress.

God guard the absent ones, whose memory is in my heart;

My pleasure vanished, to be replaced by pain.

They told me to be patient when she went off with her clan,

But as they left, love’s fire prompted my sighs,

And her last words filled me with fear:

‘Remember me when I am gone; do not forget our days together.’

Where can I find refuge or hope now they are gone?

In them I placed my hope in good times and in bad.

How sadly I returned when they had left,

To the delight of enemies filled with hate!

In my sorrow, this was what I feared;

So, passion, burn more fiercely in my heart.

If dear ones go, no life is left for me;

What joy and what delight would come with their return!

By God, my tears will never cease after their loss,

Following each other in an endless flow.



When Shaikh ‘Abd al-Quddus heard this, he realized that words would have no effect on Hasan, who was not going to turn back from his purpose, and the shaikh was sure that Hasan would shrink from no risk, even at the cost of his life. So he said: ‘You must know, my son, that there are seven islands of Waq, and that they have a vast army, all composed of virgin girls. The inner islands are inhabited by devils, marids, sorcerers and various other jinn tribes; no one who has gone there to visit them has ever been known to come back. The girl for whom you are looking is the daughter of the supreme king of all the islands, so how will you ever be able to reach her? Listen to my advice, my son, and it may be that God will replace her for you with a better wife.’ ‘Sir,’ Hasan replied, ‘even if I were hacked limb from limb because of my love for her, this love would only increase. I have no choice but to go to these islands in order to see her and my children and, if Almighty God wills it, I shall not come back without them.’ ‘Go, then, as you must,’ said the shaikh, and Hasan replied: ‘I shall, and I want you to pray to God to help me so that, thanks to Him, I may soon be reunited with my wife and children.’

He then shed tears of longing and recited:


You are my desire; the best of all mankind;

To me you are as dear as ears and eyes.

You have possessed my heart, in which you dwell.

Now you have gone, I stay sunken in gloom.

Do not think I shall ever leave your love,

Although its victim is plunged in distress.

You went, and carried all my joy with you,

As darkness then replaced my happy days.

You left me here in pain, watching the stars,

Pouring down tear drops like the flooding rain.

How long the night is for the restless lover,

Who waits in his ardour for the moon to rise!

Wind, if you pass a camp where they have stopped,

Take them my greetings, for our lives are short.

Tell them what I am left to suffer here,

For my dear ones have not had news of me.



On finishing these lines, he wept bitterly until he fainted. Then, when he had recovered, the shaikh reminded him of his mother, telling him not to distress her by his loss, but Hasan replied: ‘By God, I shall either come back with my wife or else die.’ He shed more tears and recited:


I swear by love that distance has not changed my covenant;

I am not one of those who break their word.

Were I to speak to others of my longing,

All they would say is that this man is mad.

Passion, grief, lamentation and the pain of love –

What is the fate of one who suffers from all these?



When he had finished, the shaikh realized that Hasan was never going to change his mind, even at the cost of his life, and so he handed over the letter and told him what to do, explaining: ‘In this letter I have recommended you to Abu’l-Ruwaish, the son of Bilqis, daughter of Mu‘in, my shaikh and teacher, whom both men and jinn hold in reverence and fear. So go off with God’s blessing.’ Hasan rode away with a loose rein and his horse flew faster than lightning. He pressed on for ten days, at the end of which he saw a huge shape, blacker than night, that blocked the horizon from east to west. When he got near it, his horse neighed, and at that other horses, in vast numbers, innumerable as raindrops, collected and started rubbing against it, filling Hasan with alarm. He rode on in the middle of them until he came to the cave that Shaikh ‘Abd al-Quddus had described to him. His horse halted by its entrance and Hasan dismounted, looping his bridle over the saddlebow. The horse then entered the cave, while Hasan stayed by the entrance as he had been told by the shaikh, wondering how things would turn out, perplexed, confused and not knowing what was going to happen to him.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and second night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Hasan dismounted, he stood at the entrance to the cave thinking about how the affair would turn out, as he did not know what would happen to him.

For five days and nights he stood there, sleepless and sorrowful, distracted and full of care at having left his family, his own country, his friends and his companions, tearful and sad at heart. He remembered his mother, and thought about what was happening to him, how he had been parted from his wife and children, and of the sufferings that he had endured. He recited these lines:


My heart perishes, but with you is its cure;

Tears from my eyes flood down like mountain streams.

Parting, sorrow, longing and loneliness are here.

I am far from my land and yearning overwhelms me.

I am a passionate lover, overcome

By misery at losing the beloved;

But even if my love brings me disaster,

What noble man has not met such a fate?



Before he had finished these lines, Abu’l-Ruwaish came out to him. He was a black man wearing black clothes, and Hasan recognized him from the description given him by ‘Abd al-Quddus. Throwing himself on him, he rubbed his cheeks against his feet, and taking hold of one of these, he set it on his head while bursting into tears. ‘What do you want, my son?’ asked Abu’l-Ruwaish, at which Hasan held out the letter to him. He took this, and then, without saying anything, he went back into the cave. As he had been told, Hasan sat down by the entrance, in tears. He did not move from there for five days, becoming more disturbed and more frightened all the while. He was unable to sleep, and the pain of separation, allied to sleeplessness, made him tearful and uneasy. He recited these lines:


Praise to the Omnipotent Lord of heaven;

The lover is in distress.

Those who have never tasted love

Do not know the strength of misery.

If I were to check my tears,

I would pour streams of blood.

How many a friend is hard of heart,

In love with misery!

In gentle moods, he blames me for what I do;

I say: ‘I am not shedding tears;

I went to put on my cloak,

And then disaster overtook me.’

Even wild beasts lament my loneliness

And the birds of the air weep over me.



He went on weeping until dawn broke, and it was at that moment that Shaikh Abu’l-Ruwaish came out, dressed in white, beckoning him to enter. He went in, and the shaikh, taking him by the hand, came with him into the cave. Hasan was filled with joy, being certain that he would get what he wanted, and for half a day he walked on with the shaikh until they came to an arched gateway with a steel door. The shaikh opened the door and the two of them entered a hallway vaulted with onyx and adorned with gold, through which they proceeded to a large and spacious marble courtyard. In the centre of this was a garden with trees of all kinds, with flowers, fruits and birds on the branches singing the praises of the Omnipotent King. There were four alcoves facing one another and opening off the courtyard, each of which had a sitting place and a fountain, while at the corner of each fountain stood the statue of a golden lion. In every one of these alcoves a shaikh was seated on a chair with a great quantity of books in front of him, together with golden braziers in which incense was burning. In front of each shaikh were students reading to him from the books, and when Abu’l-Ruwaish and Hasan entered they all rose up respectfully. Abu’l-Ruwaish went up and told the four to dismiss the students, and when they had done this, they came and sat in front of him. They asked him about Hasan, and Abu’l-Ruwaish gestured to him and told him to tell them his story with all the details of what had happened to him from beginning to end. At that, Hasan shed bitter tears and recounted the whole tale.

When he had finished, all the shaikhs exclaimed: ‘This must be the man whom the Magian got the vultures to carry to the top of the Cloud Mountain in a camel skin.’ When Hasan confirmed this, they went up to Abu’l-Ruwaish and said: ‘Bahram contrived to get him up to the top of the mountain, but how did he get down and what marvels did he see on the summit?’ Abu’l-Ruwaish asked Hasan about this, and he repeated everything that had happened from start to finish, explaining how he had got the better of Bahram and killed him, freeing his victim, and how he had trapped the bird girl, how she had then betrayed him and flown off with his children and what terrors and difficulties he had then experienced. His account astonished everyone there, and they went up to Abu’l-Ruwaish and said: ‘Shaikh al-Shuyukh, this youth is the victim of misfortune, but perhaps you may be able to help him to recover his wife and children.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Hasan told his story to the shaikhs, they said to Abu’l-Ruwaish: ‘This is an unfortunate young man, but perhaps you may be able to help him to recover his wife and children.’ Abu’l-Ruwaish replied: ‘My brothers, this is a hugely dangerous matter and I have never seen anyone show such contempt for his life as this young man. You know how difficult it is to get to the islands of Waq and that deadly peril has faced all those who make their way there; you know how strong the people there are and what guards they have, while for my part I have taken an oath not to set foot on their soil or to do anything to oppose them. How then can this man reach the daughter of the great king? Who could get him to her or help him in such a business?’ ‘Shaikh al-Shuyukh,’ they replied, ‘this is a victim of love who has risked his life and come to you with a letter from your brother, Shaikh ‘Abd al-Quddus. It is your duty to help him.’ At that, Hasan got up, kissed Abu’l-Ruwaish’s foot and, putting the skirt of the shaikh’s robe on his head, burst into tears and said: ‘I ask you in God’s Name to reunite me with my family, even if that costs me my life.’ Those who were present joined in his tears and told the shaikh: ‘Win a reward from God by helping this poor man, and help him for your brother’s sake.’ ‘He is certainly a poor fellow,’ the shaikh replied, ‘and he does not know what awaits him, but I shall help him as far as I can.’

In his joy at hearing that, Hasan kissed his hands and the hands of the other shaikhs there, one after the other, asking for their help. Abu’l-Ruwaish took paper and ink and wrote a letter, which he sealed and gave to Hasan. He then handed him a leather bag containing incense and fire-making equipment, such as fire steel and so on. ‘Keep this safely,’ he told him, ‘and when you are in difficulties, use a little of the incense while calling my name, and I shall come and rescue you.’ He then ordered one of the others to summon there and then an ‘ifrit from among the flying jinn. The ‘ifrit came and Abu’l-Ruwaish asked him his name. ‘I am your servant, Dahnash, son of Faqtash,’ the ‘ifrit replied. ‘Come close to me,’ the shaikh told him, and when he did, the shaikh put his mouth to his ear and said something which made him shake his head. The shaikh then told Hasan: ‘Get up on his shoulder, my son. When he carries you up into the heavens and you hear the angels in the upper air praising God, do not join in their praise or else both you and Dahnash will be destroyed.’ ‘I shall not say a word,’ Hasan promised, and the shaikh went on: ‘At dawn on the second day, Dahnash will set you down in a land whose soil is pure white like camphor. You must then walk on your own for ten days until you reach the gate of a city. Go in and ask for the king, and when you meet him, greet him, kiss his hand and give him this letter. Then pay attention to whatever he tells you.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ Hasan replied.

He and the ‘ifrit then got up, as did the shaikhs, who called down blessings on him and instructed the ‘ifrit to look after him. The ‘ifrit carried Hasan on his shoulder and flew up with him into the clouds, travelling for a day and a night until he could hear the angels praising God in heaven. On the following morning, he set him down in the land with camphor-white soil, where he left him and went off on his way. When Hasan found himself back on the ground alone, he started out, walking night and day for ten days until he came to the gate of the city, which he entered. He asked his way and was shown to the king, whose name, he was told, was Hassun, lord of the Land of Camphor. With Hassun were enough troops and soldiers to fill the length and breadth of the land, and when Hasan asked leave to enter, this was granted. He went in and kissed the ground in front of what he could see was a majestic king. For his part, the king asked what he wanted and by way of reply Hasan kissed the letter and handed it to him. He took it and read it, after which he spent some time shaking his head before telling one of his courtiers to take Hasan and lodge him in his guest house. The man did this and for three days Hasan stayed there, eating and drinking alone apart from an attendant. This man talked to him in a friendly way, asking him about himself and how he had come to those parts, at which Hasan told him of his situation and explained everything that had happened to him.

On the fourth day, the attendant brought him before the king, who said: ‘Hasan, Shaikh al-Shuyukh has explained to me that you are here because you want to reach the islands of Waq. My son, I am ready to send you off soon, but in your path are many dangers and waterless deserts full of perils. If you are patient, however, things may turn out well, and I shall think of some way of getting you to your goal, if this is the will of Almighty God. I should tell you, however, that there is a large force of well-armed Dailami riders here who have tried but failed to get to the islands of Waq, but for the sake of Shaikh al-Shuyukh, Abu’l-Ruwaish, I cannot send you back with your purpose unfulfilled. Soon – in fact very soon – we shall be visited by ships from those islands, and when this happens, I shall put you on board one of them and tell the sailors to look after you and see that you get to Waq. You must tell anyone who asks about you that you are a relation of King Hassun, lord of the Land of Camphor. Then, when the ship anchors off the islands, disembark when the captain tells you, and there you will see many benches set out all along the shore. Choose one for yourself, shelter underneath it and stay there without moving. When it gets dark, you will find a band of women crowding around the merchants’ goods. Reach out your hand to the woman under whose bench you are sitting and ask her to take you under her protection. If she does, you can be sure that you have got what you want and will be able to reach your wife and children, but if she refuses, then mourn your fate, despair of life and be sure that death awaits you. For you must know, my son, that you are risking your life. This is the best that I can do for 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 eight hundred and fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when King Hassun said this to Hasan, and gave him the advice that I have mentioned, he added: ‘This is the best that I can do for you, and had the Lord of heaven not watched over you, you would not have got as far as this.’

When Hasan heard this, he wept until he fainted and then, on recovering, he recited these lines:


I have an allotted term of days;

When these are finished, I shall die.

I could defeat a lion in its den,

If my life span were not yet due to end.



When he had finished, he kissed the ground in front of the king and said: ‘Great king, how long will it be before the ships come?’ The king told him that they would arrive in a month’s time and would stay for another two in order to sell their cargoes before setting off back home, as a result of which he could not hope to set off for three whole months. So he told Hasan to go back to his guest house and ordered that he be provided with all that he needed in the way of food, drink and clothes suitable for a king.

Hasan stayed there for a month, after which the ships came and the king and the merchants went out to them, taking Hasan with them. He saw one lying out to sea, on board which were men as numerous as pebbles, their numbers known only to their Creator, with small boats ferrying its goods to the shore.

Hasan stayed there with the others until the goods had been unloaded and its merchants had done their trading. When there were only three days left before it was due to sail, the king had Hasan brought before him, provided him with all that he might need and gave him generous gifts. He then summoned the ship’s captain and said: ‘Take this young man on board with you without telling anyone, and bring him to the islands of Waq. Leave him there and don’t bring him back.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ the captain said. The king then advised Hasan not to tell anyone on board about himself or to let them know anything of his story. Hasan agreed to this and then took his leave, expressing the hope that the king might enjoy a long life and be victorious over all his envious foes. In return, the king thanked him and wished him a safe and successful outcome to his quest. He then handed him over to the captain, who hid him in a chest which he loaded on a skiff, only putting him on board when everyone else was busy moving their goods.

The ships then set off, and after sailing for ten days, on the eleventh they reached land. The captain arranged for Hasan to disembark, and when he landed he saw benches in such numbers as only God could count. He walked on until he came to one that stood out from all the others, and it was beneath this that he hid himself. Night fell and then a huge number of women arrived like a locust swarm, walking with naked swords in their hands, enveloped in coats of mail. They first busied themselves with an inspection of the trade goods and then sat down to rest. When one of them took her seat on the bench under which Hasan was concealed, he took hold of the skirt of her robe, put it on his head and then threw himself down in front of her, kissing her hands and her feet and shedding tears as he did so. ‘Get up, man,’ she told him, ‘before someone sees you and kills you.’ At that, he came out from under the bench, stood up and kissed her hands. ‘My lady,’ he said, ‘I ask for your protection,’ adding, with tears: ‘Have pity on one who has been parted from his family, his wife and his children, and who has come to meet them at the risk of his life. If you show me pity, be sure that you will win a reward for this in Paradise, but even if you refuse to receive me, I ask you in the Name of the Omnipotent God, the Shelterer, not to give me away.’ As he spoke, the merchants started to stare at him, and the woman, who had listened to him and noted his pleadings, felt sympathy for him, realizing that he would not have run the risk of coming there unless it was for something of great importance. So she said to him: ‘Take comfort, my son, and be reassured. Go back to where you were hiding beneath the bench and wait till tomorrow night. God’s purpose will be fulfilled.’

She took her leave of him and he went back beneath the bench, while the army of women passed the night there until morning, in the light of candles made with a mixture of aloes wood and crude ambergris. When day broke, the ships put in to shore again and the merchants busied themselves with unloading their goods until night fell. Hasan, meanwhile, was still in hiding under his bench, shedding sorrowful tears and not knowing what fate held in store for him. While he was in this state, the woman who had come to trade and from whom he had asked protection arrived and handed him a coat of mail, a sword, a gilded belt and a spear. She then turned away in fear of the army of women, and, on seeing that, Hasan realized that she meant him to wear what she had brought him. He got up, put on the mail coat and fastened the belt around his waist, suspending the sword beneath his armpit and grasping the spear in his hand. He then took his seat on the bench, not forgetting to invoke the Name of Almighty God, to Whom he called for shelter.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Hasan had taken the arms that he had been given by the young trader whose protection he had asked, she said: ‘Sit underneath the bench and don’t let anyone find out what you are.’ He sat there, continually invoking the Name of God, and asking Him for shelter. While he was there, torches, lanterns and candles marked the arrival of the army of women, and, getting up, he joined in with them, pretending to be one of their number. As dawn approached, they set off back to their camp, accompanied by Hasan, and each entered her own tent. Hasan went into one of these, which turned out to be that of his protectress, who, when she was inside, threw down her weapons and took off her mail coat and her veil. Hasan, who had put down his own weapons, looked at her and discovered her to be a grey-haired old lady with blue eyes and a large nose. She was a calamity, the ugliest of all creatures, with a pockmarked face, eyebrows that had lost their hair, broken teeth, wrinkled cheeks, grey hair, mucus running from her nose and a slobbering mouth. She fitted the poet’s description:


In the corners of her face are nine calamities,

Any one of which gives its own view of hell.

In its ugliness this is a hideous face

With the appearance of a snuffling pig.



She was, in fact, unseemly, with scanty hair, like a spotted snake. When she looked at Hasan, she was filled with amazement and said to herself: ‘How did this man get here? In what ship did he sail and how is it that he was not killed?’ In her astonishment at his arrival she started to ask him about himself, and at that he fell at her feet, rubbing his face against them and weeping until he fainted. Then, when he recovered, he recited:


When will Time allow us to meet,

And reunite us after our parting?

When will I gain from the beloved what I want,

As reproach ends and love remains?

If the Nile flowed like my tears,

It would leave no land unwatered,

Flooding all Egypt, the Hijaz,

With Syria as well, and all Iraq.

You have rejected me, my love;

Be gentle now and promise we shall meet.



When he had finished, he took the skirt of the old woman’s dress and put it on his head, weeping and asking her for protection. When she saw his burning passion, together with his grief and distress, she felt pity for him and agreed to shield him, telling him to have no fear. She asked him about himself and he told her everything that had happened to him from beginning to end. His account astonished her and she consoled and heartened him, saying, to his delight: ‘Don’t be afraid, for you have reached your goal and, God willing, you will achieve what you want.’ She then sent to summon the leaders of the army, this being the last day of the month, and when they had come, she said: ‘Go and tell all the troops that tomorrow morning everyone must come out. No one is to stay behind, and anyone who does will be put to death.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ they said, and so they left and gave orders to the entire army to march out the next morning. They then returned to tell her what they had done, and Hasan realized that she must be the army commander, with supreme authority over it. For his own part, he kept his armour on all that day.

The name of his protectress was Shawahi, known as Mother of Disasters. By the time she had finished issuing her orders, dawn had broken and the whole of her army marched out from camp, but she did not go with them. When they had left and the place was deserted, she called for Hasan, and when he came and stood in front of her, she said: ‘Why did you risk your life to come here, and what made you willing to face such danger? Tell me the whole truth. Don’t be afraid of me and don’t hide anything, for I have promised to protect you and have taken pity on you, as I sympathize with your plight. If you tell me the truth, I shall help you get what you want, whatever the cost may be in lives. As you have come to me I shall do you no harm and won’t let anyone else in the islands of Waq injure you.’

Hasan repeated his story from start to finish, telling her about his wife and the bird girls, how he had picked her from the ten of them and caught her, how he had then married her and stayed with her until she had given birth to two sons, and how she had then found how to recover her feather dress and had flown off, taking the children with her. He kept nothing back, starting at the beginning and going up to the immediate present, and when the old woman heard the story she shook her head and exclaimed: ‘Glory be to God, Who preserved you, brought you here and arranged for you to fall in with me! For had you met anyone else, you would have lost your life and your quest would have failed. It was your sincerity, your love and the depth of your longing for your wife and children that have led you to succeed. If you had not been passionately in love with your wife, you would not have run such risks. I praise God for your safety, and now I must help you to reach your goal and assist you, God willing, to finish your search quickly. Know then, my son, that your wife is in the seventh of the islands of Waq, and from here to there takes seven months of continuous travel by day and night. The route goes from here to a country known as the Land of Birds, where, because of the noise of their cries and the sound of their flapping wings, no one can hear anyone else speak.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the old woman told Hasan: ‘Your wife is in the seventh island, which is the principal island of Waq, and which lies at a seven-month journey from us. From here we have to travel to the Land of Birds, where, because of the flapping of their wings as they fly, nobody can hear what anyone else says. We have to go through this land for eleven days, travelling day and night, before reaching another that is known as the Land of Beasts. There it is impossible to hear anything because of the noise of the beasts of prey, hyenas and others, the howling of wolves and the roars of lions. There is a twenty-day journey through this land before we get to what is known as the Land of the Jinn, where our ears will be deafened and our eyes blinded by their bellowing as they spew flames, with sparks and smoke coming from their mouths, while they exhale noisily and block our path in their arrogance. We shall be deafened, blinded and unable to see or to hear anything, and whoever tries to turn back dies. In that land, a rider must bend his head over his saddlebow and not raise it again for three days. After that we shall be confronted by a huge mountain and a river, both of which are connected to the islands of Waq.

‘You must know, my son, that the whole of this army consists of virgin girls and that we are ruled by a woman from the seven islands of Waq. These seven islands extend for a full year’s journey for a fast rider. By the bank of the river that I mentioned is another mountain, named Mount Waq, and the name “Waq” is also given to a tree whose branches look like human heads. When the sun rises over them, they all cry out: “Waq, waq! Glory be to God, the Creator!” and when we hear this cry, we know it is sunrise. At sunset they do exactly the same thing, and when they repeat their cry, we realize that the sun has gone. No man can stay with us, reach our country or set foot on it. The queen who rules over it lives a month’s journey from this land; everyone there is under her authority; she controls tribes of jinn, marids and devils, and at her command are so many sorcerers that only their Creator knows their numbers. If you are afraid, I shall send someone to take you to the shore and then fetch someone else to take you on board a ship and bring you back to your own country, but should you prefer to stay with us, I shall not stop you but will look after you until you get what you want, if the Almighty wills it.’

‘My lady,’ Hasan said, ‘I shall never leave you until I am reunited with my wife or I die.’ ‘There is no difficulty here,’ she said, ‘so take heart and, God willing, you will achieve your purpose, but I shall have to tell the queen about you so that she may help you to do that.’ Hasan called down blessings on her and, kissing her hands and her head, he thanked her for what she had done and for her great generosity. As he went off with her, he thought about the outcome of the affair and the perils that had faced him since he left home. He began to sob and weep, and he recited these lines:


A breeze has blown from where my love has gone

And, as you see, my passion has distracted me.

The night of union is shining dawn;

The day of separation is black night.

How hard it is to take leave of my love!

To leave a dear one is no light affair.

It is only to her that I complain that she is harsh;

I have no true friend among all mankind.

I find no consolation for your loss;

No censurer, himself to blame, helps me forget.

Your beauty and my love are both unique;

You have no match and my heart is deprived.

If someone claims to love you, but is found

To fear reproach, then he is to be blamed.



At that, the old woman ordered the drums to be beaten as a signal for departure and the army moved off. Hasan went with her, plunged in a sea of cares, reciting lines of poetry, and while she urged him to be patient and tried to console him, he would not rouse himself or pay any attention to what she was saying.

They continued on their way until they reached the first of the seven islands, this being the Land of Birds, and when they entered it, such was the shrieking that Hasan thought that the world had turned upside down. His head ached; he could not think; he was both blinded and deafened, and such was his fear that he was certain of death. ‘If this is the Land of Birds,’ he said to himself, ‘what will the Land of Beasts be like?’ The old woman laughed when she saw the state he was in, and said: ‘My son, if this is what you are like on the first island, what will happen when you get to the others?’ Hasan prayed humbly to God, asking Him for help in his affliction and to bring him to his heart’s desire. So they went on through the Land of Birds until they emerged from it into the Land of Beasts and, after having passed through this, they got to the Land of the Jinn. Hasan was so alarmed by the sight of this that he regretted having come there with his escort, but he prayed to the Almighty for help and went on with them until they had passed through it safely. They then came to the river, on whose bank they halted, pitching their camp under an enormous, towering mountain. The old woman produced for Hasan a couch of marble set with pearls and other gems as well as with ingots of red gold, and this she set down beside the river. Hasan took his seat there and the troops were paraded in front of him for his inspection, after which they pitched their own tents around him and rested for a while. Then, after a meal and a drink, they enjoyed an untroubled sleep as they had come to their own country.

Hasan, wearing a face veil which showed nothing but his eyes, noticed a group of girls walking close to his tent, who then stripped off their clothes and went down into the river. He watched them as they washed and went on to enjoy themselves by playing in the water, unconscious of the fact that he was looking at them. They thought that he must be a princess, but while he looked at them, naked as they were, he had an erection, as he saw between their thighs a variety of different shapes, some smooth and protruding, others fleshy and plump, some with thick lips and others that differed like the various metres of poetry. Their faces were like moons and their hair like night superimposed on day, for these were daughters of kings. As Hasan sat on the couch that the old woman had placed for him, they finished and came out of the river naked, each looking like the moon on the night it becomes full. The old woman then gave orders for the whole escort to gather in front of his tent before taking off their clothes and going into the river to wash, in the hope that he might recognize his wife among them. She kept asking him about them as one group of them followed another, but he always said: ‘She is not there.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that as one group of girls after the other came forward, the old woman kept asking Hasan whether his wife was among them, but he kept on telling her that she was not. Among the last to come up was one attended by ten slave girls and thirty servants, all swelling-breasted virgins. They stripped and entered the water with their mistress, who enjoyed herself for some time by throwing them down and ducking them, until they all came out and sat down. They brought their mistress silk towels embroidered with gold and, when she had dried herself, they fetched clothes, outer robes and ornaments of jinn workmanship, which she put on before returning to the others with her attendants, swaying as she moved. When Hasan saw her, his heart leapt and he said: ‘She is very like the bird girl whom I saw in the pool of my jinn sisters’ palace, for she too behaved just like that with her attendants.’ However, when the old woman asked whether she was his wife, he told her: ‘No, by your life, lady, she is not my wife and I have never seen her before in all my days. In fact, among all the girls whom I have seen in this island, there is no one like my wife and no one to match the symmetry of her figure or her beauty and grace.’ ‘Give me a full description of her,’ the old woman said, ‘so as to imprint it in my mind, for, as commander-in-chief, I know every girl in the islands of Waq, and if you describe her to me I shall recognize her and work out a way for you to take her.’ Hasan replied: ‘My wife has a lovely face, an elegant figure and smooth cheeks. She is high-bosomed and dark-eyed, with plump legs, white teeth, a sweet tongue and a witty nature. She is like a pliant branch; her qualities are unequalled; her eyes are dark, while her lips are tender; there is a mole on her right cheek, and on her belly beneath her navel there is a birthmark. Her radiant face is like a rounded moon, her waist is slim while her buttocks are heavy, and her saliva can cure the sick like Kauthar or Salsabil.’*

‘Tell me more about her, may God increase your infatuation for her,’ said the old woman, and Hasan replied: ‘My wife has a beautiful face with smooth cheeks the colour of anemones, a long neck and dark eyes. Her mouth is like a ring of carnelian, with teeth that gleam like lightning and serve in place of wine glass and jug. She has been moulded in beauty, and between her thighs is the caliphal throne, a sanctuary unmatched among the shrines, as the poet said:


The letters of what has bewildered me are widely known:

They are four into five, and six into ten.’†



Then he wept and chanted this mawwal:‡


Heart, if the beloved betrays you,

Do not plan to leave, talking of forgetfulness.

If you are patient, you will bury your foes;

God does not disappoint lovers who endure.



He added these lines:


If you want to pass your whole life in safety,

Neither despair and lose heart, nor exult.

Endure without despair or joy,

And in your discontent, recite: ‘Have we not opened?’*



The old woman looked down at the ground for a time before raising her head towards Hasan and saying: ‘Praise be to the Great God. You have been sent to me as an affliction, and I wish that I had never come across you because, from the description that you have given me, I recognize your wife as the eldest daughter of the great king. She rules over all the islands of Waq, so open your eyes and plan what to do; if you are sleeping, wake up, for you will never be able to reach her, and if you do you will not be able to take her for yourself, as the distance between the two of you is like that between the earth and the sky. Go back quickly, my son, and don’t expose yourself to destruction, bringing me down with you, for I don’t think that you can have any share in her at all. Return where you came from, lest you cost us our lives.’ She said this both for herself and for Hasan, and when he heard it he wept bitterly until he fainted. She continued to sprinkle water over his face until he recovered, but he then started to weep until his clothes were wet with tears, thanks to the great sorrow and distress that her words had brought him. He despaired of life and exclaimed: ‘How can I go back, now that I have got here? I never thought that you would not be able to get me what I want, especially since it is you who command the army of girls.’ ‘For God’s sake,’ she told him, ‘please choose one of these for yourself and I will give her to you in place of your wife, lest you fall into the hands of the rulers, and I shall have no means of saving you. I implore you to listen to me and to pick one of these instead of the princess. You will then get back soon and safely to your own land without involving me in your distress. For, by God, you have brought great misfortune and deadly danger on yourself, from which no one can rescue you.’

Hasan bent his head, shed bitter tears and recited:


I told my critics not to blame me;

My eyelids were made only for tears.

They have poured down in torrents on my cheeks

Because of my harsh treatment by my love.

Leave me, emaciated by my passion,

For in this love I love my madness.

Beloved, my longing has increased

For you. Why do you show no mercy?

I pledged a binding pact, but you were harsh;

I was the friend whom you betrayed and left.

The day we parted, when you left

You made me drink a cup of shame.

Heart, melt in passion for my love,

And eyes be prodigal with tears.



[image: image]

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

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the old woman told Hasan: ‘For God’s sake, my son, listen to me and choose someone other than your wife from these girls, and you can then go back home soon and safely.’ Hasan looked down, wept bitterly and recited the lines that have been quoted. When he had finished these lines, he wept until he fainted and the old woman continued to sprinkle his face with water until he recovered. She then went up to him and said: ‘Sir, go back home, for if I take you to the city we shall both die. If the queen finds out about this she will blame me for having brought you to her islands, which no mortal man has ever reached. She will kill me for having taken you with me and for having let you see those virgins whom you watched in the water, girls whom no male has touched and with whom no husband has lain.’ When Hasan swore that he had not looked at them lustfully, she repeated: ‘My son, go home and I shall give you enough wealth, stores and treasures to serve you in place of every woman there is. Listen to me: go back as soon as you can and don’t risk your life. This is my advice.’

When Hasan heard this, he burst into tears and rubbed his cheeks against her feet, saying: ‘My lady, my mistress, delight of my eyes, how can I go back, now that I have got here, if I have not seen the lady of my quest? I am near her home, and I hope to meet her soon, as it may be that we are destined to be reunited.’ Then he recited these lines:


Sovereigns of beauty, pity a prisoner

Captured by eyelids that hold the empire of Chosroe.

Your perfume overwhelms the scent of musk,

The bloom of your beauty has outshone the rose.

The breezes of delight blow where you halt,

And from your camp the east wind spreads its scent.

Censurer, stop bringing me blame and advice;

The advice you bring is nothing but a ruse.

You cannot criticize and blame my love,

When you yourself know nothing of its course.

It was her languid eyes that captured me

With force and violence, driving me to love.

I scatter tears as I compose my verse;

The story of my love is in both verse and prose;

Her rosy cheeks have caused my heart to melt

And all parts of my body are ablaze.

If I am not to talk of this, tell me,

What can I say to ease my burden here?

Mine is a lifelong love for lovely girls,

And this is followed by what God decrees.



When Hasan had finished these lines, the old woman felt pity for him and went up to him and consoled him, telling him to take heart and be comforted. ‘You can cease to worry,’ she said, ‘for I shall join you in risking my own life until you reach your goal or I die.’ Hasan took heart, relaxed and sat talking with her until evening, when, as night fell, all the girls dispersed, some going to their homes in the town while others stayed in camp. The old woman took Hasan into the town and provided him with a place where he could lodge on his own, lest anyone find out his secret and tell the queen, who would then kill both him and whoever had brought him. She waited on him herself and told him such alarming stories of the power of the great king, his wife’s father, that he burst into tears and said: ‘Lady, if I cannot be united with my wife and my children, I would prefer to die, as there is nothing else I want in the world. I am risking my life and shall either reach my goal or die.’

The old woman began to think how to arrange for him to meet his wife and what she could do to help him in his wretchedness, now that he had put his life in danger, heedless of himself and refusing to be deterred from his quest either by fear or by anything else. For, as the proverb says: ‘No lover listens to anyone who is not in love.’

The queen of the island on which they were staying was called Nur al-Huda and she had six virgin sisters who lived with their father, the great king, the ruler of the seven islands and the districts of Waq, whose royal seat was in the largest of its cities. Nur al-Huda, his eldest daughter, was the governor of that city which Hasan had reached, and of the other parts of its island. On seeing that Hasan was consumed with longing to be reunited with his wife and children, the old woman went to the palace and, after entering, she kissed the ground before her. Nur al-Huda was in her debt as it was she who had brought up all the princesses, exercising authority over them and being respected by them and highly regarded by the king.

On her entrance, Nur al-Huda got up and embraced her, before making her sit beside her and asking about her journey. ‘By God, my lady,’ the old woman replied, ‘the journey was blessed with good fortune and I have brought back with me a gift which I shall present to you.’ She then continued: ‘My daughter, queen of the age, it is something wonderful that I have brought and I want to tell you about it so that you can help me with what is needed here.’ ‘What is it?’ asked the queen, at which the old woman told her Hasan’s story from beginning to end, trembling all the while like a reed in a storm wind, until eventually she fell down in front of her, saying: ‘My lady, someone who was hiding under a bench on the coast asked for my protection and I gave it to him and brought him with me among the army of girls. He was carrying arms so as not to be recognized, and I have brought him into the city.’ Then she added: ‘I tried to terrify him by telling him of your power and might, but whenever I did this he would weep and recite poetry, saying: “I must find my wife and children or die, and I shall not go back home without them.” He has come to the islands of Waq at the risk of his life, and never in all my days have I seen a more resolute or stronger man. He is totally dominated by love.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the old woman told Hasan’s story to Queen Nur al-Huda and said: ‘I have never seen a stronger-hearted man than this, and he is completely dominated by love.’ When the queen heard this and understood what the old woman was saying about Hasan, she was furiously angry. For a time she looked down at the ground, but when she raised her head and looked at the old woman, she said: ‘You ill-omened creature, are you so sunk in wickedness that you carry men with you to the islands of Waq and introduce them to me with no fear of my power? I swear by the king’s head that, were it not for the deference I owe you for having reared me, I would put the two of you to the vilest of deaths this very moment, you damned woman, as a lesson to other travellers, so that no one else might commit a crime of such unmatched enormity. Go out and bring the man here immediately so that I may look at him.’ The old woman left in a dazed state, not knowing where she was going. ‘It was through Hasan that God has brought this misfortune upon me at the hands of the queen,’ she kept saying, and when she came to him she told him: ‘Get up and answer the queen’s summons; the end of your life is near at hand.’ So he went off with her, constantly calling on the Name of the Almighty and saying: ‘God, be merciful to me in Your judgements and save me from this distress.’

The old woman took him before the queen, having coached him on the way about what to say while talking with her. When he appeared in front of her he saw that she was wearing a mouth-veil, and after having kissed the ground before her he recited these lines:


God grant you lasting glory and happiness;

May He confer His boons upon you,

Adding to your magnificence and your splendour,

Aiding you with His power against your foes.



When he had finished, the queen indicated that the old woman was to act as her spokeswoman so that she might hear his replies. So the old woman said: ‘The queen returns your greeting and asks: “What is your name? Where have you come from? What are the names of your wife and children for whom you have come, and what is the name of your country?”’ Hasan plucked up his courage and, aided by destiny, he replied: ‘Queen of the age, unique among Time’s children, my name is Hasan, the mournful, and I come from Basra. My wife’s name I do not know, but as for my children, one is called Nasir and the other Mansur.’ When the queen heard this, she asked: ‘From where did your wife take away her children?’ ‘From Baghdad,’ he said, ‘from the caliph’s palace.’ ‘Did she say anything to you as she flew off?’ Hasan replied: ‘She told my mother: “When your son comes back and is shaken by the winds of longing in the long days of separation, if he wants to be reunited with me, let him come to the islands of Waq.”’ The queen shook her head and said: ‘Had she not wanted you, she would not have told your mother this, for unless she wished for a reunion she would not have said where she was going or invited you to her country.’ Hasan went on: ‘Empress and ruler over kings and beggars, I have now told you what happened and concealed nothing. I take refuge with God and with you, imploring you not to wrong me but to have pity on me, as God will reward you on my behalf. Help me to be reunited with my wife and children; dispel my sorrow, and comfort and aid me by letting me see my children again.’

With tears of longing and complaint, he then recited these lines:


I shall do my best to thank you as long as ringdoves coo,

Even if my task must be left unfulfilled.

In whatever delights I was involved before,

I found none where you yourself were not the cause.



For a considerable time the queen looked down at the ground, shaking her head. Then she looked up and said: ‘Out of pity for you I have decided to show you every girl in my city and the towns of my island. If you recognize your wife, I shall hand her over to you, but if not, I shall have you executed and crucify you on the door of the old woman’s house.’ ‘I agree to this, queen of the age,’ Hasan said, and he then recited these lines:


You have kindled the passion of my love and then sat back;

You have left my wounded eyes sleepless and then slept.

You swore that you would not temporize with me,

But when you had me in your chains, you played me false.

I loved you like a child, not knowing what love was;

If you kill me, I am unjustly slain.

Do you not fear God’s anger for a lover’s death,

Who spends the night star-watching while the others sleep?

By God, my people, when I die, inscribe

My tombstone with the words: ‘Here lies a slave of love.’

It may be that one like me, injured by love,

Will greet me as he passes by my tomb.



When he had finished, he said: ‘I accept your condition, and there is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent.’ At that, the queen ordered that all the girls in the city should come to the castle and parade before Hasan, instructing the old woman to go down there herself to make sure that this was done. The queen then introduced the girls to Hasan in groups of a hundred at a time, until every single girl in the city had been shown to him. He did not see his wife among them, and when the queen asked him, he swore to her that she was not there. The queen became very angry with him and told the old woman to go into the palace and bring out every girl there to show to him. He still could not find his wife, and when he told this to the queen, she called out angrily to her attendants: ‘Seize him! Drag him along on his face and then cut off his head, so that no one else may dare to follow what he has done by visiting our country to spy on us and setting foot on our shores.’ The attendants did as they were told, throwing the skirt of his own robe over him and blindfolding him. They then stood with drawn swords by his head, waiting for the queen’s command, but at that the old woman came up to her, kissed the ground before her and, taking the hem of her robe, she placed it on her own head and said: ‘Queen, I implore you by the debt of nurture that you owe me, do not act hastily against him, particularly as you know that the poor man is a stranger who has risked his life to come here. He has endured hardships such as no one else has ever faced before, and the Great and Glorious God has preserved him since he is destined for a long life. He came to the lands that are under your protection because he had heard of your justice, and if you have him killed, reports will spread that you hate strangers and put them to death. At all events, he is in your power, and if his wife is not to be found in your land, he is yours to kill, since whenever you want him, I shall be able to bring him back to you. I only offered him protection because I hoped for generosity on your part in repayment of the debt you owe me for having reared you, and I guaranteed him that you would bring him to his goal because of your justice and sympathy. Had I not known this about you, I would not have brought him to your city. I said to myself: “The queen will take pleasure in looking at him and listening to his poetry and his agreeable and eloquent words, which are like threaded pearls.” He has come to our land and eaten our food, as a result of which we are under an obligation to him…’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and tenth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Queen Nur al-Huda ordered her servants to seize Hasan and cut off his head, the old woman tried to appease her, saying: ‘He has come to our land and eaten our food, as a result of which we are under an obligation to him, especially since I promised him a meeting with you. You know how hard parting is and that it can be fatal, particularly when it involves leaving one’s children. Now, since the only woman left here is you, show him your own face.’ The queen smiled and said: ‘How could this be my husband and have had children by me, so that I should show him my face?’ Then, however, she ordered Hasan to be brought before her, and when this was done she unveiled.

Hasan uttered a great cry and fell down unconscious. The old woman did her best to treat him until he recovered, and he then recited the lines:


Breeze coming from Iraq that blows

Through this land where men say: ‘Waq,’

Take this message to my dear ones,

That I have tasted the bitterness of love.

Lovers, show me your compassion;

My heart has melted through the pain of parting.



When he had finished these lines, he stood up and, after looking at the queen, he gave so great a cry that the palace almost fell on the heads of everyone in it, before he again collapsed unconscious. The old woman looked after him once more, and when he had recovered she asked him how he was. He said: ‘This queen is either my wife or someone exactly like her.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and eleventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the old woman questioned him, he said: ‘This queen is either my wife or someone exactly like her.’ ‘Damn you, nurse!’ exclaimed the queen. ‘This stranger is mad or deranged; he is looking at me with staring eyes.’ ‘Your majesty,’ the old woman replied, ‘do not blame him; he is to be excused, for as the proverb has it, there is no cure for the lovesick and he is as insane as a madman.’ Hasan then shed bitter tears and recited:


I see the traces of the dear ones, and melt with my longing,

Pouring out my tears in the places where they lived.

I ask God, Who afflicted me by their departure,

To grant me, of His grace, that they return.



He then told the queen: ‘By God, you are not my wife, but you have the closest of resemblances to her.’ At this, the queen laughed so heartily that she fell over backwards, and then, turning on to her side, she said: ‘My dear, go easy on yourself; study me closely; answer my questions and leave aside this madness and confusion, for you will soon find relief.’ Hasan replied: ‘Ruler of kings and refuge of both rich and poor, the sight of you has robbed me of my wits, for you are either my wife or someone who very closely resembles her. Now ask me whatever questions you want.’ She said: ‘In what way am I like your wife?’ ‘My lady,’ he answered, ‘you are like her in all your qualities of loveliness, grace, charm and elegance, with your shapely figure, the sweetness of your words, your red cheeks, your swelling breasts and your other beauties.’

The queen now turned to the old woman and said: ‘Take him back to your house, where he was before, and look after him yourself until I investigate his affair. If he turns out to be a chivalrous man who remains true to the ties of affection, companionship and love, then we must help him reach his goal, especially since he has come to our land and eaten our food, suffering hardships on his journey and facing fearful perils. When you have taken him home, leave him in the care of your servants and come back here quickly. If the Almighty wills it, things will turn out well.’

At that, the old woman took Hasan and brought him back to her house, where she told her slave girls, eunuchs and retainers to look after him, fetching him whatever he might need and leaving nothing undone. She then hurried back to the queen, who ordered her to arm herself and collect a force of a thousand daring riders. When that had been done, she presented herself to the queen and told her that the riders were ready. The queen then ordered her to go to the city of the king, her father, where she was to approach her youngest sister, Manar al-Sana, and tell her: ‘Clothe your two sons in the mail coats that their aunt had made for them and send them to her, for she is longing to see them.’ The queen went on: ‘You are not to tell her anything about Hasan, but when you have got the children, simply give her my invitation to pay me a visit. If she hands over the children and wants to come here with them, you are to bring them to me quickly and leave her to follow at her leisure. You are to take a different route from the one that she will use, travelling night and day and being careful to see that no one finds out what has happened. I swear by everything I hold sacred that if my sister turns out to be Hasan’s wife and it becomes clear that the children are his, I shall not prevent him from taking her or stop her going back with him, together with her boys.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and twelfth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the queen said: ‘I swear to God, by every possible oath, that if he finds his wife, I shall not stop him from taking her. Rather, I shall help him and then aid him to take her back to his own country.’

The old woman believed the queen and did not realize that, in the queen’s wickedness, she secretly intended to put Hasan to death if Manar al-Sana turned out not to be his wife and if the children did not resemble him. What the queen said was: ‘If I am right in my guess, mother, his wife will turn out to be my sister Manar al-Sana, but God knows better. She fits the description, and all the qualities of outstanding loveliness and grace that he listed belong to no one but my sisters, and in particular, to the youngest.’ The old woman then kissed the queen’s hand and went back to tell Hasan what she had said. He was deliriously happy, got up and kissed her head, but she said: ‘Kiss me on the lips rather than on the head, my son, and this kiss will serve as a titbit to celebrate your safety. Don’t shy away, for you can take heart and be comforted and easy in your mind. It was I who was the cause of this meeting, and you can be happy and joyful, with all your fears allayed.’

When she had taken her leave of him and left, he recited these lines:


There are four witnesses to my love for her –

Though every case in law needs only two –

My beating heart, the trembling of my limbs,

My wasted body and my speechless tongue.



He also recited:


Were tears of blood shed from my eyes

Until my end was heralded, two things

Would not have had a tenth of what was due:

The prime of youth and parting from my friends.



The old woman took up her weapons and with her thousand armed riders she set out for the island of the queen’s sister, travelling for three days until she had got there. On her arrival she went to the princess and, having greeted her, she passed on the greetings of Queen Nur al-Huda, who, she said, was longing to see her and her children, adding that the queen was reproachful because she had not been to visit her. Manar al-Sana said: ‘My sister is right. I have been slack about going to see her, but I shall go now.’ She gave orders for her tents to be pitched outside the city, and she took with her suitable gifts to present to her sister. Her father, the king, saw the tents from a window in his palace, and when he asked about them, he was told that they had been pitched there on the instructions of Manar al-Sana, who was intending to visit her sister, Nur al-Huda. When he heard that, he provided her with an escort and brought out money, food, drink, gifts and jewels, such as would beggar all description, from his stores. He had seven daughters, all of whom, bar the youngest, were full sisters. Their names in order of age were: Nur al-Huda, the eldest; Najm al-Sabah; Shams al-Duha; Shajarat al-Durr; Qut al-Qulub; Sharaf al-Banat; and Manar al-Sana, the youngest, Hasan’s wife, who had a different mother.

The old woman now came forward and kissed the ground in front of Manar al-Sana, who asked: ‘Is there anything you want, mother?’ She replied: ‘Your sister, Nur al-Huda, tells you that, by way of precaution, you should dress your children in the coats of mail that she had made to fit them and to send them with me. I shall take them on ahead and bring her the good news that you are coming.’ When Manar al-Sana heard this, she changed colour and looked down at the ground, remaining like that for a long time. Then she shook her head and, looking up at the old woman, she said: ‘When you mentioned my children, my heart trembled and fluttered, for since the day of their birth no one, jinn or mortal, man or woman, has ever seen their faces, and I guard them jealously even from the breeze when it blows.’ ‘What are saying, my lady?’ asked the old woman. ‘Are you afraid that your sister may harm 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 eight hundred and thirteenth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the old woman said to Manar al-Sana: ‘What are you saying, my lady? Are you afraid that your sister may harm them? Don’t be absurd, for even if you wanted to disobey the queen, you could not, because she would blame you. But your children are young and you can be excused for being afraid for them, since love makes one fear the worst. For all that, my daughter, you know my fondness and affection for you and for your children. I reared you before they were born, and I shall take charge of them, pillowing them on my cheek and opening my heart to store them in it. In a case like this I need no one to tell me what to do. You can be happy and content to send them off to your sister, and at the most I shall only be one or two days ahead of you.’

The old woman continued to press Manar al-Sana until she weakened, being afraid to anger her sister and not knowing what lay hidden for her in the future. When she had agreed to send off the children, she called for them, bathed them, made them ready and dressed them in their coats of mail. When they had been handed over to the old woman, she followed Nur al-Huda’s instructions and took them as swiftly as a bird, by a different route from that which their mother was about to take. In her concern for them, she continued to press on with her journey until she reached Nur al-Huda’s city. When she had brought them across the river and into the city, she took them to their aunt, the queen, who was delighted to see them, embracing them and clasping them to her breast, seating one of them on her right thigh and the other on her left. Then she turned to the old woman and said: ‘Now fetch me Hasan, for I have guaranteed him immunity. He has found shelter here under my protection after having faced perils, hardships and deadly dangers involving ever-increasing distress – but he is still not safe from having to drink the cup of death.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and fourteenth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Queen Nur al-Huda ordered the old woman to produce Hasan, she said: ‘He has faced perils, hardships and deadly dangers involving ever-increasing distress – but he is still not safe from having to drink the cup of death.’ The old woman replied: ‘If I bring him before you, will you reunite him with his children, and if they turn out not to be his, will you pardon him and send him back to his own land?’ On hearing this, the queen fell into a rage and said: ‘You ill-omened old woman, how long are you going to continue trying to trick me over this stranger, who has had the audacity to come here in order to uncover our secrets and spy on us? Do you suppose that he can come here, look at our faces, stain our honour and then go safely home to bring shame on us in his country and among his people, spreading news of us among kings throughout the world? Traders would then talk about us everywhere, saying: “A human entered the islands of Waq, passing through the country of the sorcerers and magicians, crossing the Land of the Jinn and the Lands of Beasts and Birds and then coming home safely.” This must never be. I swear by the Creator of the heavens, Who built them, Who laid out the earth, Who created all beings and numbered them, that if these children turn out not to be his, I shall put him to death and cut off his head with my own hands.’ She then shouted at the old woman, who collapsed in fear and was seized by the chamberlain and twenty mamluks. ‘Go off with this old woman,’ the queen ordered them. ‘Fetch me the young man whom she has in her house and be quick about it.’ They dragged the woman off, pale and trembling, and when she got home and came to Hasan, he kissed her hands and greeted her. For her part, she did not return his greeting but said: ‘Get up and answer the summons of the queen. Did I not tell you to go home? I tried to stop you from doing this, but you wouldn’t listen. I promised you more wealth than anyone could carry if you would waste no time in leaving, but you refused to obey me or to listen, going against my advice and preferring to bring about your own death as well as mine. You have got what you chose, as your death is near at hand. So get up and answer the summons of this vicious, unjust and tyrannical whore.’

Hasan, sad and fearful, got up despondently, exclaiming: ‘Saviour, rescue me! O my God, be merciful to me in the trials that You have decreed for me, and preserve me, You Who are the most merciful of the merciful.’ As he set off with the twenty mamluks and the chamberlain, together with the old woman, he despaired of his life, but when he was brought into the presence of the queen, he found his two sons, Nasir and Mansur, sitting on her lap while she kept them amused by playing with them. As soon as he saw them he recognized them, and with a great cry of joy he fell down unconscious…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and fifteenth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Hasan’s eyes fell on his children, he recognized them and with a great cry he fell unconscious on the ground. When he recovered, the children recognized him as he had recognized them, and, moved by natural affection, they got down from the queen’s lap and, standing beside him, were prompted by the Almighty to exclaim: ‘Father!’ The old woman and everyone else there wept out of pity for them, exclaiming: ‘Praise be to God, Who has reunited them!’ Hasan recovered and embraced them, but then wept again until he fainted a second time, and then, on his recovery, he recited these lines:


I swear that my heart cannot endure this parting,

Even if to stay united means my death.

Your phantom says: ‘We meet tomorrow,’

But will my enemies let me live till then?

I swear that since the day I parted from you,

Life, for all its sweetness, has held no joys for me.

Should God decree my death because of love,

It is as the noblest of martyrs I shall die.

A gazelle seeks pasture in the corners of my heart;

But she herself, like sleep, is absent from my eyes.

In a court of law she may deny my murder,

But above her cheeks there are two witnesses.



It was now clear to Queen Nur al-Huda that the boys were, in fact, Hasan’s children and that her sister, Manar al-Sana, must be the wife in search of whom he had come. She was furious with her sister…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and sixteenth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when it was clear to Queen Nur al-Huda that the boys were, in fact, Hasan’s children and that her sister, Manar al-Sana, must be the wife in search of whom he had come, she was furious with her and screamed in Hasan’s face so that he fainted. When he recovered, he recited these lines:


You are the nearest to my inmost heart, but even so,

You are removed and stay remote from me.

I swear by God, I have not turned elsewhere,

Enduring patiently the wrongs of Time.

The nights pass by and end, but for my heart

Your love has left sighs, as my passion burns.

I could not bear to leave you for an hour;

How is it, then, that months have now gone by?

I am jealous of the breeze that blows on you –

As I am jealous for the honour of young girls.



Having finished these lines, Hasan again collapsed and when he recovered, he discovered that he had been dragged out of the palace on his face. He got up, stumbling over the skirts of his robe as he walked and scarcely able to believe that he had escaped alive from the difficulties he had faced. This was hard for the old woman, Shawahi, to bear, but she could say nothing to the queen because of her fury. As for Hasan, he walked away from the palace in a daze, not knowing whether he was coming or going or where he was heading. Wide as it is, the world was too narrow for him; he could find no one to talk to him, befriend him or console him; there was no one to give him advice or to whom he could look for shelter. He was certain that he was going to die; he could not go home as he knew of no guide to go with him. He himself did not know the way and he could never pass by the Land of the Jinn, the Land of the Beasts and the Land of the Birds. Despairing of life, he wept over his fate until he fainted and then, on recovering, he thought about his children and his wife, her coming visit to her sister and what would result from their meeting. He regretted having travelled to those lands and the fact that he had refused to listen to any advice, and he recited these lines:


Let my eyes shed tears for my lost love;

Consolation is hard to find and miseries have increased.

I drank unmixed the cup of separation;

Who has the strength to endure such a loss?

You unrolled the carpet of reproach between us;

When will you fold this carpet up again?

You slept while I was sleepless. When you thought

That I forgot your love, it was forgetfulness that I forgot.

My heart longs for your union ardently;

You are my doctor and you hold my cure.

Surely you see what shunning me has done?

I am abased before even the basest men.

I have concealed your love, but passion spreads the news;

The fires of love for ever burn my heart.

So pity me and please be merciful;

Even in private I have kept my word.

Will Time ever unite us once again?

You are my heart’s desire and my soul’s love.

My heart is wounded by this parting;

Send me some news, I beg you, of your clan.



When he had finished reciting these lines, he walked on out of the city and, finding himself by the river, he walked along the bank, not knowing where he was going.

So much for Hasan, but as for his wife, Manar al-Sana, she had been intending to set off on the day after Shawahi had left, but, when she was just about to leave, a chamberlain came from her father and kissed the ground before her.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and seventeenth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Manar al-Sana had made up her mind to leave, her father’s chamberlain arrived and kissed the ground in front of her. ‘Queen,’ he said, ‘your father, the great king, sends you his greetings and summons you to come to him.’ So she got up and went with the chamberlain to find what her father wanted. When he saw her, he made her sit beside him on his couch, before telling her: ‘Daughter, last night I had a dream which made me afraid for you, as it seemed to me that this journey of yours would bring you prolonged distress.’ She asked him what he had seen, and he said: ‘I saw myself going into a treasure chamber filled with vast heaps of money and large quantities of sapphires and other jewels, but among all that treasure and all those jewels the only things that took my fancy were seven gemstones, the finest and most radiant of all that were there. From these I picked the smallest, which was the most beautiful and had the loveliest sheen. I held it in my hand, admiring its beauty, and took it out of the treasure chamber, but outside the door, when I opened my hand and happily turned the gem over, a strange bird, not one of ours but from a distant country, swooped down and snatched it from me, before carrying it back to where it had come from. I was filled with sorrow and distress, and I woke up in a state of panic, still unhappy and saddened by the loss of the gem. When I was awake, I summoned the interpreters of dreams and told them about it. They said: “You have seven daughters and you will lose the youngest of them, who will be taken from you by force against your will.” You are the youngest of my daughters, as well as the dearest and most precious of them to me. Here you are, about to go off to your sister, and I do not know what she will do with you. Rather than leaving, you should return to your palace.’

When Manar al-Sana heard what her father had to say, her heart throbbed violently, as she feared for her children. For a time she looked down at the ground, but then, lifting her head and looking at her father, she said: ‘Your majesty, Queen Nur al-Huda has made preparations to entertain me as a guest and she is expecting me to come at any minute. It is four years since she saw me, and if I don’t go now she will be angry with me. I shall stay with her for a month at most, after which I shall come back to you. What stranger can reach our country and come to the islands of Waq? Who can get as far as the White Land and the Black Mountain and then reach the Land of Camphor and the Castle of the Birds? How could anyone pass the Valley of the Birds, and then the Valleys of the Beasts and the Jinn in order to reach our islands? Even if any stranger got here, he would find himself drowning in a sea of mortal perils. There is no need for you to concern yourself or to be worried about my journey, for ours is an inaccessible land.’ She went on trying to win him over until at last he gave her his permission to set off.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and eighteenth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that she went on trying to win him over until he gave her his permission to set off. He ordered a thousand riders to escort her as far as the river, where they were to stay until she had reached the city and entered her sister’s palace. They were then to wait for her and fetch her back to him. As for Manar al-Sana herself, he told her to stay for two days with her sister and then to hurry home. ‘To hear is to obey,’ she said, before going out with her father, who then said goodbye to her. His words had made a deep impression on her and she feared for her children’s safety, but no defence or precaution can help ward off the blows of fate.

She pressed on with her journey, night and day, until she came to the river and had her camp pitched on its bank. She then crossed with a number of her servants, retainers and viziers and when she got to Nur al-Huda’s city, she went to the palace and came into her presence. There she found her children weeping and crying out: ‘Father, father!’ She joined in their tears, clasped them to her breast and said: ‘Have you seen your father? I wish that I had never left him, and had I known that he was still alive I would have taken you to him.’ She then recited the following lines, lamenting her own fate and that of her husband, as well as mourning her children’s tears:


Dear ones, I am far away and harshly treated,

But I long for you, wherever you may be.

My eyes are turned towards your land,

And my heart yearns for the days I shared with you.

How many blameless nights we spent together

As lovers blessed by faithful tenderness!



Then, when her sister saw her clasping her children, Manar al-Sana said: ‘It was I who did this to myself and my children, bringing down my own house in ruins.’ For her part, Nur al-Huda gave her no greeting, but said: ‘Where did you get these children from, you whore? Did you marry without your father’s knowledge or commit fornication? If you are a fornicator, an example must be made of you, and if you married without any of us knowing it, why did you abandon your husband and take your children away, removing them from their father and coming back here?’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and nineteenth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Queen Nur al-Huda said to her sister, Manar al-Sana: ‘You may have married without our knowledge, but why did you leave your husband and take your children away from him, coming back to our country? You tried to hide them away from us, but do you think that we don’t know? The Almighty God, Who knows all secrets, has revealed it to us, showing us where you stand and uncovering your shame.’ She then ordered her guards to lay hold of Manar al-Sana, which they did, tying her hands behind her back and loading her with iron fetters. They then hung her up by her hair and gave her a painful beating, cutting open her skin, before throwing her into prison.

Nur al-Huda now wrote to her father, the great king, telling him about Manar al-Sana and saying: ‘A human called Hasan has appeared in our land, and my sister claims that he is her lawful husband, by whom she has had two children. She hid them away from us both and told no one anything about what she had done, until this man, Hasan, arrived here. Then she said that she married him and stayed with him for a long time, before taking her children and leaving without his knowledge. She told his mother to tell him that, if he felt a longing for her, he was to come to the islands of Waq. I detained Hasan here and sent the old woman, Shawahi, to tell my sister to come to me with the children, and she made her preparations and came. I had told the old woman to see that the children got to me before their mother, which she did, and then I sent for the man who claimed to be her husband. When he came and saw the children, he recognized them and they recognized him, as a result of which I was sure that they were his, that she must be his wife and that, as what he said was true, he could not be blamed. I realized that the shame and disgrace belongs to Manar al-Sana and I was afraid that our islanders would think of us as being dishonoured. So when the treacherous harlot came to me, I vented my anger on her and gave her a painful beating, hanging her up by her hair. I have now told you about her; it is for you to decide, and I shall do what you tell me, as you will see that this is a matter which brings disgrace both on us and on you. If the islanders hear of it, they will take it as an example of our degeneracy, and so you should send me a reply quickly.’

Nur al-Huda gave this letter to a courier, who took it to the king. When he read it, his anger with Manar al-Sana boiled over and he sent a reply to Nur al-Huda telling her that he entrusted the matter to her, giving her power of life or death over her sister. ‘If things are as you say,’ he wrote, ‘then put her to death and do not consult me again about her.’ When the letter reached Nur al-Huda and she had read it, she sent for Manar al-Sana, who was brought before her, bloodstained, tied with her own hair, loaded with heavy shackles of iron and clothed in a hair shirt. She stood there in this ignominious plight and when she saw herself disgraced and humiliated, she thought of her past glory and recited these lines with bitter tears:


Lord, my enemies are trying to destroy me,

Thinking that I shall not escape them.

My hope is in You, that You may confound their plots;

Lord, You are the refuge of all those in fear.



She then indulged in a storm of weeping until she collapsed unconscious. When she recovered, she recited:


Disasters are familiar with my heart and I with them,

Though first I shunned them, for the generous are friendly.

My cares do not come singly;

Praise be to God, they come in thousands.



She then recited more lines:


There is many a misfortune that oppresses us,

But from which God will rescue us.

When the noose was drawn to its tightest,

Contrary to my fears, it was then relaxed.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and twentieth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Queen Nur al-Huda ordered her sister, Manar al-Sana, to be fetched. She was brought before her with her hands tied behind her back and then recited the lines that have been quoted. At this point Nur al-Huda had a wooden ladder brought in, along which she had her sister laid out on her back, ordering her eunuchs to tie her to it. When her arms had been stretched out and tied with ropes, Nur al-Huda had her head uncovered and wound her hair around the wooden rungs, as all pity had been removed from her heart. When Manar al-Sana saw herself in such a humiliating and degraded state, she cried out tearfully, but no one helped her. ‘Sister,’ she called, ‘why have you hardened your heart against me and why have you no pity for me or for these little children?’ When Nur al-Huda heard this, she became even harsher and abused her sister, saying: ‘You infatuated harlot, may God show no mercy to anyone who pities you. How can I feel sorry for you, you traitress?’ To this, Manar al-Sana replied as she lay stretched out: ‘I am content to call on the Lord of heaven to refute the slander that you bring against me. I am innocent of this; I swear by God that I never committed fornication; my marriage was legal and it is God Who knows whether I am telling the truth or not. I am full of anger at your harshness towards me, for how can you accuse me of fornication without knowing what happened? My Lord will rescue me from your clutches, but if the charge you have brought against me is true, He will punish me.’

Nur al-Huda paused to think when she heard this, but she then said: ‘How dare you address me like this?’ and, going up to her, she beat her until she fainted. Water was sprinkled on her face until she revived, but the beating, the bonds and the excessive humiliation she had suffered had impaired her beauty. She recited:


If I am guilty of a crime and have done wrong,

I am sorry for what is past and come to ask your pardon.



This enraged Nur al-Huda even further and she exclaimed: ‘Do you dare to recite poetry to me, you whore, trying to excuse the mortal sin that you have committed? I had intended to return you to your husband so that I might see for myself your lustfulness and your lewd looks, as you seem to be proud of your obscene and sinful behaviour.’ She told her servants to bring her a switch cut from a palm branch, and when they had done that she tucked up her sleeves and began to beat Manar al-Sana from her head down to her feet. Then she called for a plaited whip, one blow from which would have made an elephant start away at full speed, and she used this to strike her victim’s back, belly and all her limbs until she fainted. When the old woman, Shawahi, saw all this, she fled in tears, calling down curses on the queen, who shouted to her eunuchs to fetch her. They ran after her, seized her and brought her back, after which the queen ordered them to throw her down on the ground, instructing her slave girls to drag her out again on her face, which they did.

So much for them, but as for Hasan, he plucked up his courage, got to his feet and walked along the river bank in the direction of the desert. He was perplexed and sorrowful, despairing of life, and in his bemused state he could not distinguish between night and day because of his sufferings. He walked on until he came up to a tree from which he found a piece of paper hanging. He took this in his hand and discovered the following lines written on it:


I arranged your destiny,

While you were still a foetus in your mother’s womb.

I filled her with tenderness towards you,

And she held you to her breast.

I shall solve for you

The problem that vexes and distresses you.

Come to Me in all humility;

And I shall help you in this grave affair.



When Hasan finished reading this, he felt certain that he was going to escape from his difficulties and be reunited with his family. He took two steps forward and then found himself in a dangerous desert with no one there to befriend him. Loneliness and fear caused his heart to flutter, and he shivered with the terror which the place inspired in him. He recited:


Breath of the east wind, when you pass by my dear ones’ land,

Bring them my greeting in full measure.

Tell them that I am pledged to love,

And that the passion of all lovers is surpassed by mine.

It may be that a breath of pity will blow from them,

And so revive, on the instant, my dried bones.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and twenty-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Hasan read the note, he was certain that he would escape from his difficulties and be reunited with his family. He took two steps forward and then found himself in a dangerous desert with no one there to befriend him. He shed bitter tears and recited the lines that have been quoted. He took another two steps along the river bank and found two small boys, who were descended from a line of sorcerers and diviners. In front of them was a brass rod engraved with talismans, and beside it was a leather cap with three segments, on each of which were worked names and seal inscriptions written in letters of steel. Both the rod and the cap had been thrown down on the ground, as the two boys were quarrelling and fighting. Blood was flowing. ‘No one is going to take this rod except me,’ one was saying, while the other was insisting: ‘I’m going to have it.’ Hasan intervened and parted them before asking them the reason for their quarrel. ‘Uncle,’ they said, ‘decide this for us, since Almighty God must have sent you here to give us a fair ruling.’ ‘Tell me the story,’ said Hasan, ‘and I shall act as judge.’

They replied: ‘We are full brothers. Our father was one of the great sorcerers and he lived in a cave on this mountain. When he died, he left us this cap and rod. Each one of us insists that it is he who must have the rod, so you must decide and settle our quarrel for us.’ Hasan listened to this and then said: ‘What is the difference between the rod and the cap, and what is their value? As far as I can see, the rod is not worth much and the cap is only worth half that.’ ‘You don’t know their value,’ the boys told him, and when he asked them to explain, they said: ‘Each of them has a wonderful secret power. The rod is equal to the revenues of all the islands of Waq, together with their districts, and so is the cap.’

Hasan asked them to explain their powers to him and they said: ‘These are enormous. Our father spent a hundred and thirty-five years working on them until he had perfected them, incorporating a secret in each of them, so that they could be put to extraordinary uses. He engraved them with a replica of the revolving heavens and used them to cancel the power of every talisman. It was only after he had finished working on them that he fell victim to death, the inevitable fate of all mankind. The secret of the cap is that whoever puts it on his head becomes invisible, and as long as he is wearing it no one can see him. The secret of the rod is that its possessor has authority over seven jinn tribes, who are its servants and under its command. When he, whoever it is who holds it, strikes it on the ground, the kings of these tribes abase themselves before him and all their subjects are ready to serve him.’

When Hasan heard this, he said to himself: ‘If God Almighty wills it, this rod and this cap will give me the upper hand, and I have a better right to them than these two boys. I shall now try to get them by a trick, so that I can use them to save myself together with my wife and children from this tyrannical queen, and so that we may then quit this gloomy place from which no man can escape in any other way. It may be that this was the reason that God brought me to these boys.’ He then raised his head, looked at them and said: ‘If you want me to settle the matter, I shall put you to a test, with the winner taking the rod and the loser the cap, for if I distinguish between you in this way I shall know which of you deserves what.’ ‘Uncle,’ they told him, ‘we are both ready for your test, so do what you want in order to judge between us.’ ‘Will you listen to me and obey me?’ he asked them, and when they said yes, he explained: ‘I shall throw a stone and whoever gets to it first and takes it before the other can have the rod, and the one who comes in second, and fails to take it, will get the cap.’ The boys agreed to accept this, and Hasan picked up a stone and threw it as hard as he could so that it went out of sight, with the boys racing each other to get to it as it fell. When they were at a distance, he took the cap himself and put it on, after which he picked up the rod and went off to investigate whether they had been telling the truth about the secret powers put in it by their father.

The younger boy got to the stone first, but when he had picked it up and gone back to where he had left Hasan, he could find no trace of him. He called out to his brother: ‘Where is the man who was acting as our umpire?’ ‘I can’t see him,’ his brother answered, ‘and I don’t know whether he has gone up to the highest heaven or down to the bottom of the earth.’ They both looked but could not see him, while Hasan, for his part, was still standing where they had left him. They abused each other and then said: ‘The rod and the cap are gone and neither of us has them. This is exactly what our father warned us about, but we forgot what he said.’ They turned back, and no one saw Hasan as he went into the city wearing the cap and with the rod in his hand. He entered the palace and went to the room of the old woman, Shawahi, who could not see him because of the cap. He came up to a shelf that was above her head, on which were various pieces of glass and china. With a movement of his hand he swept them on to the ground, at which Shawahi screamed and struck her face. She put back what had fallen, saying to herself: ‘By God, I think that Queen Nur al-Huda must have sent a devil to do this to me. I pray to the Almighty to rescue me from her and to save me from her anger, for if this is how she maltreats her own sister, dear as she is to her father, beating her and hanging her up by the hair, what will she do to someone who is not related to her, like me, when she is angry?’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and twenty-second night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the old woman, Shawahi Dhat al-Dawahi, said: ‘If Queen Nur al-Huda does this to her sister, how will she treat a stranger with whom she is angry?’ She then said: ‘Devil, I conjure you by God, the Compassionate, the Beneficent, the Mighty Ruler, Who created both men and jinn, and by what is inscribed on the seal ring of Solomon, son of David, on both of whom be peace, that you speak to me and answer me.’ Hasan replied: ‘I am no devil. I am Hasan, the lovesick, the perplexed,’ at which he removed the cap from his head and became visible to her. She recognized him and, taking him off by himself, she said: ‘What has happened to your wits to make you come here? Go away and hide, for if that whore has tortured your wife, her own sister, what will she do if she comes across you?’ She then told him all that had happened to his wife, explaining the distress, punishment and torture that she was suffering, and adding an account of how she herself had been tortured. She went on: ‘The queen was sorry that she had let you go and she has sent someone to fetch you back to her, promising him a qintar’s weight of gold and offering him the rank that I held at her court. She swore that if she gets hold of you again, she will kill you, together with your wife and your children.’ She then burst into tears and showed Hasan the scars left by her treatment at the hands of the queen. Hasan joined her in her tears and said: ‘My lady, how am I to escape from this land and from this tyrannical queen, and by what ruse can I rescue my wife and my children and bring them home safe?’ The old woman replied: ‘Save yourself, poor man,’ but he insisted that he had to rescue his wife and his children in spite of the queen. ‘How can you do that?’ she asked. ‘Go off and hide yourself, my son, until Almighty God answers your prayers.’

It was after this that Hasan showed her the brass rod and the cap, and when she saw them she was overcome with joy and exclaimed: ‘Glory be to God, Who breathes life into dry bones! By God, my son, you and your wife were as good as dead, but now the two of you, as well as your children, are safe. I know this rod and I knew the man who made it, for it was he who taught me sorcery. He was a magician of power, and he spent a hundred and thirty-five years perfecting both the rod and the cap, but when he had finished, death, the inevitable, overtook him. I heard him telling his two sons: “My boys, these two things will not remain with you. A stranger from foreign parts will come and take them from you by force, but you will not know how he has done it.” “Father,” they asked him, “tell us how he will manage that,” but he said that he did not know. How did you manage to do it?’ When Hasan had explained how he had taken the rod and the cap from the boys, she was delighted and said: ‘You have the means to rescue your wife and children, but listen to my advice. I cannot stay with this whore after the shameless way in which she mistreated me, and so I shall make my way to the sorcerers’ cave in order to stay there and live with them for the rest of my life. So you, my son, must put on the cap and, with the rod in your hand, go to where your wife and children are being held. Then, strike the rod on the ground and call on the servants of the names, and if one of the chiefs of the jinn tribes comes with them, tell him what you want him to do.’

Hasan took his leave of her and went off to put on the cap. Taking the rod with him he went to his wife’s prison, where he saw her close to death, stretched out on the ladder and tied to it by her hair. In this miserable state she was weeping sorrowfully as she could see no way of escape. She was looking at her children, who were playing under the ladder, and shedding tears both for them and for her own sufferings, while enduring the most painful of tortures and beatings. Hasan saw her in this evil plight and heard her reciting the following lines:


Nothing remains but a spent breath

And the faded pupil of an eye,

A lover whose entrails are consumed

With fire, but who says nothing.

Even the malicious pity what they see;

Alas for one who gets such pity!



At the sight of her torment and degradation, Hasan wept until he fell unconscious. When he recovered, he saw his children playing while their mother had fainted through the pain of her sufferings. He took off the cap and the children called out: ‘Father!’ at which he put it on again. When Manar al-Sana recovered her senses, thanks to their shout, all she could see was the children crying and calling: ‘Father!’ When she heard this and saw their tears, she shed tears of her own, distraught and heartbroken, and in her sorrow and distress she called to them: ‘Where are you and where is your father?’ Then, remembering the days when they were together and thinking of what had happened to her since she left Hasan, she wept so bitterly that her tears furrowed her cheeks, drowning them in their flood and watering the ground. She had no hand free with which to wipe them away, and flies feasted on her skin. Her only relief was in tears and the recitation of poetry, and so she recited:


I remembered our leave-taking on the day of parting,

When, as I returned, my tears flowed down in streams.

When the camel driver called out to his beasts,

I found no strength or patience, nor was my heart still mine.

I went back, though I did not know the way, still sunk

In the pain and torment of my passionate love,

And as I went, what hurt me most was the malicious glee

Of one who came, feigning humility.

Now that my love has gone, my soul must leave aside

All pleasure in this life, and not hope to survive.

My friend, listen to my tales of love,

And see you pay attention when I speak.

My story is of passion, linked with wonders,

Which I tell like the prince of storytellers.*
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and twenty-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Hasan came to where his wife was, he saw his children and heard her reciting the lines that have been quoted. She then looked right and left to see why the children were calling to their father, but she could not see anyone and this made her wonder what had made them talk of him just at that moment.

So much for her, but as for Hasan, when he heard the lines she recited he wept, tears running down his cheeks like rain, until he fainted. He then went up to his children and removed the cap, and when they saw him, they recognized him and again called: ‘Father!’ Manar al-Sana wept when she heard this, and exclaimed: ‘Nothing can counter the decrees of God,’ while wondering why it was that the children had called out to their father. She tearfully recited these lines:


The rising moon sheds no light on the camping grounds;

Eyes, do not hold back flooding tears.

They have gone; how can I now endure?

I swear I have no heart and no endurance left.

They have gone, but their place is still within my heart;

After this parting, will there be a return?

What harm would it do if I again enjoyed their company,

And if they pitied me my floods of tears and pain?

The day they left, they made the clouds of my eyes shed moisture –

I wonder that my heart’s fire was not quenched.

I wanted them to stay, but they would not obey me,

And so they dashed my hopes by leaving me.

I ask my dear ones to come back to me,

For tears enough have now been shed.



Hasan could bear this no longer and took off the cap. Manar al-Sana saw him, and when she recognized him she gave so loud a cry that everyone in the palace was alarmed. ‘How did you get here?’ she asked. ‘Did you come down from the sky or rise up from the earth?’ Her eyes brimmed over with tears and Hasan wept with her, but she said: ‘This is no time for tears or reproaches. What was fated came to pass; our eyes were blinded, and what had been decreed by God in past eternity has been fulfilled. But wherever you have come from, for the sake of God go and hide yourself, lest someone see you and tell my sister, in which case she will cut my throat and yours as well.’ ‘My lady, queen of queens,’ replied Hasan, ‘I have risked my life to get here and I shall either rescue you from your distress and take you and the children back home, in spite of this vicious sister of yours, or else I shall die.’

When Manar al-Sana heard this, she smiled and laughed and then, after shaking her head for a long time, she said: ‘My darling, no one is going to be able to rescue me from this plight except for Almighty God. Save yourself; go and don’t risk your life. My sister has a huge army which no one can face. Even if you were to take me away from here, how could you escape these islands and the difficulties of these perilous places in order to get back home? On your way here you must have seen marvels, wonders, dangers and difficulties, from which not even the rebel jinn could escape. Hurry away; don’t burden me with yet another care and another grief, and don’t claim that you can rescue me. Who would take me to your country through these valleys, the waterless lands and the perilous places?’ Hasan replied: ‘Light of my eyes, I swear by your life that I shall not leave here and go off without you.’ ‘How can you do this?’ she asked. ‘What kind of a creature are you? You don’t know what you are saying, for even if you could command all the various sorts of jinn and the sorcerers, not one of them would be able to find a way out of here. Look to your own safety and leave me, as it may be that God will bring about some change.’ ‘Queen of beauties,’ Hasan answered, ‘it is to set you free that I have come with this rod and this cap,’ and he went on to tell her of his encounter with the two boys.

While he was doing this, Queen Nur al-Huda came in and overheard the conversation. As soon as he saw her, Hasan put on the cap, and she asked her sister: ‘Whore, who were you speaking to?’ Manar al-Sana replied: ‘Who is there here to talk to me except for these children?’ At that, Nur al-Huda took the whip and started to beat her, while Hasan stood watching, and she went on until her victim had fainted. Nur al-Huda then ordered her to be taken somewhere else and the slave girls untied her and removed her. Hasan went with them and saw them throw her down unconscious and then stay watching her. When she recovered, she recited these lines:


Our parting filled me with regret,

Regret that brought tears to my eyes.

I swore that if Time reunited us,

I would not talk of ‘parting’ ever again.

To the envious I say: ‘Die of grief,

For, by the Lord, I have achieved my wish.’

My joy has overflowed so far

That its excess has prompted me to weep.

Eye, why are you now so used to shedding tears?

You shed them both in joy and in distress.



When she had finished, the slave girls left her and Hasan removed the cap. She told him: ‘All this has happened to me because I disobeyed you and did what you told me not to do, going out without your permission. Please don’t blame me for what I did, as you must know that a woman does not know a man’s true value until she is parted from him. I have done wrong, but I ask pardon from Almighty God for what I did, and if He reunites us, I shall never disobey you again.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and twenty-fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Hasan’s wife excused herself to him and said: ‘Do not reproach me for my disobedience; I ask for pardon from the Omnipotent God.’ Hasan, whose heart ached for her, replied: ‘You were not at fault; the fault was mine because I went off and left you with someone who didn’t know your rank or value. Know, then, heart’s darling and the light of my eyes, that the Glorious God has given me the power to free you. So would you like me to take you to the lands of your father, to let you fulfil your destiny there, or will you come to my country as soon as you have been set free?’ ‘No one except the Lord of heaven can free me,’ she said, ‘so go back home and give up hoping for this. You don’t know how dangerous these parts are, but unless you do what I tell you, you will soon see.’ Then she recited these lines:


I consent to everything you want;

Why do you turn away so angrily?

Whatever happened, may our former love

Never come to an end and be forgot.

The slanderers stayed with us at our side

Until we were estranged, and then they went.

I still think well of you and keep my trust,

However they provoke me in their folly.

Our secret will be hidden faithfully,

Even if the sword of censure is unsheathed.

I spend my days longing that there may come

A messenger to say that you are reconciled.



Both she and her children then wept, and, on hearing this, the slave girls came in to find the three of them in tears, but they could not see Hasan there. They themselves shed tears of pity and cursed Queen Nur al-Huda. Hasan himself waited until nightfall, when the guards whose duty it was to watch over Manar al-Sana had gone to bed. He then got up, tightened his belt and, after releasing his wife from her bonds, he clasped her to his breast and kissed her between the eyes. ‘How long have we yearned to be reunited in our own land!’ he exclaimed, and asked: ‘Are we here together in a dream or are we really awake?’ He picked up his eldest son while Manar al-Sana carried the younger one, and they left, sheltered by God, but when they had got outside the main part of the palace and had reached the door used to separate it from the queen’s quarters, they found it locked. Hasan recited the formula: ‘There is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent. We belong to Him and to Him do we return.’ He and his wife both despaired of life and, striking one hand against another, Hasan called on God, the Dispeller of grief, and exclaimed: ‘I took everything into account and worked out its consequences except for this! When day breaks, they will seize us and there is nothing that we can do about it.’ He then recited these lines:


When times were good, you thought all would go well,

And did not fear that fate would bring you harm.

Nights were at peace with you, and you were duped;

It is when all is clear that dark clouds rise.



He wept and his wife joined in his tears, lamenting the degradation and suffering that Time had brought on her. Turning to her, Hasan recited:


Time fights against me like an enemy,

Bringing a new misfortune every day.

I look for good; Time brings its opposite,

And if one day is clear, the next is dark.



Then he added:


Time treats me badly, and it does not know

That its misfortunes pale before my glory.

It shows me its hostility, while I

Continue teaching it how to endure.



Manar al-Sana said: ‘Our only relief will be to kill ourselves so as to escape from this great misfortune, for otherwise in the morning we shall have to endure painful torture.’ While they were talking, a voice spoke from the other side of the door, saying: ‘By God, I shall not open this for you, my lady Manar al-Sana, and Hasan, your husband, unless you are ready to do whatever I tell you.’ When they heard this they kept quiet and were about to go back to where they had come from, but the voice spoke again and said: ‘Why do you stay silent and not answer?’ They now recognized that the speaker was the old woman, Shawahi, and so they agreed to do what she told them, adding: ‘First open the door, as this is no time to be talking.’ ‘By God,’ the old woman answered, ‘I am not going to do that for you unless you swear to take me with you and not to leave me here with this vicious woman. I shall share your fate: if you escape, so shall I, and if not, we shall perish together, for this wicked lesbian despises me and keeps on tormenting me because of the two of you, whereas you, my daughter, know how to value me.’

The fears of Hasan and his wife were calmed when they realized who was there. They reassured Shawahi with the oath that they took, and she opened the door for them. When they went out, they discovered her riding on a Greek amphora of red earthenware, round whose neck was a rope made of palm fibres. The jar was turning round and round beneath her and moving faster than a Nejd colt could gallop. She went on ahead and told them to follow and to have no fear, adding: ‘I am mistress of forty types of sorcery, the least of which would allow me to turn this city into a raging sea with clashing waves, and to transform every girl in it into a fish. But although that is something I could accomplish before morning, fear of the high king, together with the duty I owe to the queen’s sisters, has stopped me from doing any such harm, as they are supported by jinn of various types together with other servants. Soon, however, I shall show you the wonders of my sorcery, so come on, under the blessing and protection of Almighty God.’ Hasan and Manar al-Sana were filled with joy, sure now that they were going to escape.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and twenty-fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Hasan, his wife and the old woman, Shawahi, left the palace, they were sure that they were now safe. When they were outside the city, Hasan took the rod in his hand and, screwing up his courage, he struck it on the ground and summoned those who served the names inscribed on it to come and show themselves to him, in whatever state they were. At that, the earth split open and seven ‘ifrits emerged, each with a head that touched the clouds while their feet were still planted on earth. They kissed the ground three times in front of Hasan and, speaking with one voice, they said: ‘Here we are, master. What are your instructions for us, for we hear and obey your orders? If you want, we shall dry up the seas and move the mountains.’ Hasan was pleased both by what they said and by the speed with which they replied and so, with a brave heart and a firm resolve, he asked them their names, their tribes, their clans and their septs. Having kissed the ground a second time, they replied, speaking again with one voice: ‘We are seven kings and, as each of us rules over seven tribes of jinn, devils and marids, we control forty-nine tribes of these jinn, including those who fly, who dive into the sea, the mountain dwellers, those who live in the deserts and the inhabitants of the oceans. Give us what orders you like; we are your slaves and in your service, for whoever has this rod is the master of us all and we must obey him.’

Hasan, his wife and the old woman were overjoyed when they heard this, and Hasan said to the kings: ‘I want you to show me the various classes of your followers.’ ‘Master,’ they replied, ‘were we to do this, we would be afraid for you and your companions, for there are huge hosts of them and they have a variety of shapes, forms, colours, faces and bodies. Some of us have heads but no bodies, others bodies without heads, while yet others are like wild beasts or lions. If you wish it, however, then we will start by showing you those shaped like wild beasts, but what is it that you want from us now?’ At that, Hasan said: ‘I want you immediately to carry me, my wife and this virtuous woman to the city of Baghdad.’ When they heard this, they hung down their heads, and when Hasan asked them why they did not reply, they all said: ‘Lord and master, our master, Solomon, son of David, on both of whom be peace, made us swear never to carry any of the children of men on our backs. From that time on we have never done that or taken them on our shoulders, but what we shall do now is to harness some of the horses of the jinn to take you and your companions back to your country.’ ‘How far is it from here to Baghdad?’ asked Hasan, and they said: ‘A seven-year journey for a rider who presses his horses.’ This astonished Hasan, who asked: ‘How did I manage to get here in under a year?’ They told him: ‘God moved the hearts of His pious servants to pity you; otherwise you would not have got here at all or ever set eyes on these lands. Shaikh ‘Abd al-Quddus, who mounted you on the elephant and then on the lucky horse, compressed a three-year journey for a fast rider into three days for you. Then Shaikh Abu’l-Ruwaish handed you on to Dahnash, who in a day and a night carried you over another three-year journey, and this was thanks to the blessing of the Omnipotent God. For Abu’l-Ruwaish is a descendant of Asaf, son of Barkhiya, and he knows the Greatest Name of God. From Baghdad to the palace of the jinn princesses is a year’s journey, and this makes up the seven years.’

Hasan was amazed by this and exclaimed: ‘Praise be to God, Who makes easy what is difficult, Who restores what is broken, Who brings close what is distant and Who abases every stubborn tyrant! It is He Who has helped us out of all our difficulties and has brought me here, causing these jinn kings to serve me and reuniting me with my wife and children, so that I don’t know whether I’m sleeping or waking, sober or drunk.’ He then turned to the jinn and asked them: ‘If you mount me on your horses, how many days will it take them to get us to Baghdad?’ ‘It will take less than a year,’ they told him, ‘but you will first have to face many hardships, difficulties and dangers. You will have to cross waterless valleys, lonely deserts and many other perilous places, and we cannot be sure that you will be safe from the inhabitants of these islands…’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and twenty-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the jinn said to Hasan: ‘We cannot be sure that you will be safe from the inhabitants of these islands or from the malice of the great king and these sorcerers. It may be that they will get the better of us and take you from us. That would lead us into difficulties, as everyone who heard about it would tell us: “You did wrong. How dare you oppose the great king, removing a human from his land and carrying off his daughter as well?” Had you been on your own, it would have been easy, but God, Who brought you here, is able to take you back to your own land and reunite you soon with your mother. Be resolute; rely on God and have no fear, for we shall be at your service until we bring you home.’ Hasan thanked them and said: ‘May God reward you well,’ after which he told them to fetch the horses quickly. ‘To hear is to obey,’ they said.

They now stamped on the ground, which split open, and after they had been away for some time, they re-emerged, this time with three horses, saddled and bridled. On each saddlebow was a pair of saddlebags, in one of which was a water bottle, while the other was full of provisions. When the horses had been brought up, Hasan mounted one of them, taking up one of the children in front of him, while Manar al-Sana, with the other, mounted the second horse and the old woman dismounted from her jar and took the third. They rode all night long and then, in the morning, they turned off the road and headed towards the mountain, calling constantly on the Name of God. For the whole day their way took them under the mountain, and while they were travelling Hasan saw what looked like another mountain, a lofty pillar rising into the sky like smoke. He quoted some verses from the Quran and recited the formula: ‘I take refuge in God from the accursed Satan.’ As he and his party came closer, the black shape became clearer, and when they came up to it, they discovered it to be an ‘ifrit, with a head like a huge dome, hook-like tusks, a throat like a lane, nostrils like jugs and ears as big as leather shields. He had a cavernous mouth, teeth like stone pillars, hands like winnowing forks and feet like ships’ masts. While his head was in the clouds, his feet were buried under the surface of the earth.

As Hasan looked at him, the ‘ifrit bent down and kissed the ground before him, saying: ‘Don’t be afraid of me, Hasan. I am the chief of the inhabitants of this land, which is the first of the islands of Waq. I am a Muslim who believes in the unity of God, and I heard about you and knew that you were on your way here. When I found out about your plight, I wanted to leave the land of the sorcerers and go to some deserted spot, far removed from men and jinn, where I could live on my own, worshipping God in solitude for the rest of my life. I would like to go with you, acting as your guide until you leave these islands. I shall only appear at night and you can be easy in your minds about me, for I am a Muslim like you.’ Hasan was delighted to hear this, and was sure that he would now be safe. He turned to the ‘ifrit and said: ‘May God reward you well. Come with us under the blessing of God.’

With the ‘ifrit leading the way, they went on, talking playfully and happily, and as they relaxed Hasan started to tell his wife everything that had happened to him and the sufferings that he had endured. They rode all night long…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and twenty-seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that they rode all night long until morning, their horses moving like lightning flashes, and when day broke each of them drank water and reached into the saddlebags to take out something to eat. They then pressed on, led by the ‘ifrit, who took them on an unfrequented track by the seashore. For a whole month they kept on crossing valleys and deserts, and then, on the thirty-first day, they caught sight of a dust cloud filling the horizons and darkening the day. Disquieting sounds were heard and the old woman turned to Hasan, who was pale and confused. ‘My son,’ she said, ‘these are the armies of the islands of Waq; they have caught up with us, and will capture us this very hour.’ ‘What shall I do, mother?’ Hasan asked, and she told him to strike the ground with his rod. He did this and out came the seven kings, who greeted him and kissed the ground before him, saying: ‘Do not be afraid or saddened.’ Hasan was glad to hear this and exclaimed: ‘Well done, lords of the jinn! This is your moment.’ They told him: ‘You, your wife, your children and your companion must go up to the top of the mountain and leave us to deal with these armies. For, as we know that you are in the right and they are in the wrong, God will grant us victory over them.’

Hasan and Manar al-Sana dismounted, together with their children and the old woman, and letting the horses go off, they climbed up the mountain.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and twenty-eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Hasan climbed up the mountain with his wife and children, together with the old woman, after they had let their horses go. Meanwhile, Queen Nur al-Huda advanced, her army formed into two wings while her commanders rode around, drawing up the various squadrons in their ranks. The two hosts then clashed in the heat of battle, with the brave advancing and the cowards turning in flight, while the jinn breathed out showers of fiery sparks. When night fell, they parted, dismounted and sat down to rest, lighting their campfires. The seven kings went to Hasan and kissed the ground before him, at which he went to meet them, thanked them and prayed to God to help them. When he asked them how they had found Nur al-Huda’s army, they told him: ‘They will not be able to stand for more than three days against us, for each day we shall get the better of them. We have captured some two thousand of them and killed more than can be counted. So you can take heart and relax.’ Then they took their leave of him and went down to see to the safety of their own force. The campfires went on burning until daybreak, when both sides remounted and met with a clash of swords and exchanges of spear thrusts. They spent the next night on horseback, dashing against each other like two seas, with the fire of war blazing between them, and the battle continued to rage until the forces of Waq were beaten, broken, demoralized and routed. Wherever they made for, they were defeated, and so they turned their backs and took refuge in flight. Most of them were killed, while Nur al-Huda herself, together with her state officials and her intimates, were taken prisoner.

In the morning, the seven kings came to Hasan and set up for him a marble throne studded with pearls and other gems. He took his seat on this and the kings set up another for his wife, Manar al-Sana, made of ivory with panels of bright gold. She sat down on this, while the old woman, Shawahi, was seated on a third throne. The prisoners were then brought before Hasan, among them being Nur al-Huda, her hands tied behind her back and fetters on her feet. When the old woman saw her, she said: ‘You wicked whore, the only fitting punishment for you will be if we take two starving bitches and two thirsty mares, tie you to the mares’ tails and then drive them into the river with the bitches in pursuit so that they may tear your flesh. Some of this flesh will then be cut off and you will be forced to eat it. How could you have done what you did to your sister, you debauched woman, when she was legally married in accordance with the ordinance of God and His Prophet? There is no monkery in Islam; marriage is one of the practices sanctified by God’s apostles, on whom be peace, and women were only created for men.’ At that, Hasan ordered all the prisoners to be put to death, and the old woman cried out: ‘Kill them and spare no one!’

When Manar al-Sana saw the state to which her sister had been reduced, as she stood fettered and bound, she shed tears and said: ‘Sister, who has got the better of us and captured us in our own country?’* ‘This is a terrible business,’ the other replied, ‘for this man, whose name is Hasan, has us in his power; God has given him authority over us and over all our dominions, and he has subdued both us and the kings of the jinn.’ Manar al-Sana said: ‘It was by the use of this cap and this rod that God aided him to defeat and capture you.’ Nur al-Huda saw that this was true and realized that this was how Hasan had managed to rescue her sister. She continued to ask for mercy until Manar al-Sana felt pity for her and said to her husband: ‘What do you intend to do with my sister? She is in your power, but she did not maltreat you yourself in any way that you can hold against her.’ ‘The fact that she tortured you is mistreatment enough,’ he answered, but his wife insisted: ‘Whatever she did to me was excusable, and if you are going to distress my father by taking me from him, how much worse will it be if he loses her as well?’ Hasan said: ‘The decision is yours; do what you want.’ At that point, Manar al-Sana ordered that all the prisoners be released for the sake of her sister, and when this had been done, her sister too was set free. Manar al-Sana went up and embraced her, and the two of them burst into tears, continuing to weep for some time. ‘Do not blame me for what I did to you,’ said Nur al-Huda, and her sister replied: ‘This was something that had been decreed for me by fate.’

Manar al-Sana then conciliated and reconciled Nur al-Huda with the old woman and with Hasan, and she and her sister then sat on her throne talking to one another. Hasan dismissed the army which had come in answer to the summons of the rod, thanking them for the service they had done him in defeating his enemies. Manar al-Sana gave her sister an account of everything that had happened to her with Hasan, together with all his adventures and the sufferings he had endured for her sake, saying: ‘No man who has done all this and shown such strength can be treated with too much respect. Almighty God has added to his might and so allowed him to enter our lands, taking you prisoner and defeating your army, as well as getting the better of our father, the great king, who has dominion over all the kings of the jinn.’ Nur al-Huda replied: ‘What you have said about the marvellous adventures that your husband has endured is true, but was it all for your sake, sister?’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and twenty-ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Manar al-Sana told her sister all about Hasan, and her sister exclaimed: ‘By God, too much cannot be said about this man, especially because of his chivalry. Did he do all this for you?’ ‘Yes,’ said Manar al-Sana, and they spent the rest of the night talking until morning came. When the sun rose, Hasan wanted to be off, and so they took leave of one another, and Manar al-Sana said goodbye to Shawahi, after having made up the quarrel between her and Nur al-Huda. Hasan struck his rod on the ground, at which his servants emerged and greeted him, saying: ‘Praise be to God that you are now at ease. Tell us what you want done and we shall do it for you in the twinkling of an eye.’ He thanked them, asked God to reward them, and told them to saddle him two of the best horses. They did this immediately, and when the horses had been brought up, Hasan mounted one of them, taking his elder son up in front of him, while Manar al-Sana, with the younger child, mounted the other. Both Nur al-Huda and Shawahi also mounted and they all set off on their own ways, with Hasan and his wife turning right and Nur al-Huda and Shawahi turning left.

Hasan, together with his wife and children, travelled on for a whole month before coming in sight of a city surrounded, as they discovered, by trees and streams. They headed for the trees and dismounted in order to rest, but as they were sitting talking they caught sight of a large band of horsemen coming towards them. At this, Hasan got to his feet and went to meet them. They turned out to be led by King Hassun, the lord of the Land of Camphor and the Castle of the Birds. Hasan went up to him, kissed his hands and greeted him, while, for his part, Hassun, seeing who his visitor was, dismounted. He greeted Hasan, and congratulated him delightedly on his safe return, after which the two of them sat down on a carpet spread under the trees. At Hassun’s request, Hasan told him the whole story of his adventures from start to finish. Hassun was astonished and said: ‘My son, no one who went to the islands of Waq has ever come back except for you. Yours has been an amazing adventure and God be praised that you are safe.’

After this the king remounted and told Hasan to ride with him, which he did, and they went on into the city, where the king returned to his palace and lodged Hasan, together with his wife and children, in his guest house. There they stayed for three days, eating, drinking, making merry and enjoying themselves, after which Hasan asked permission from Hassun to set off on his journey home. This was granted, and he started out with his family, accompanied by the king, who took his leave of him after ten days and set off homewards. Hasan and his family rode on for another whole month, at the end of which they came up to a huge cave whose floor was made of brass. ‘Look at this,’ Hasan said to Manar al-Sana. ‘Do you know what it is?’ ‘No,’ she said, and he then told her: ‘It is the home of a shaikh named Abu’l-Ruwaish, who did me a very great favour, as it was thanks to him that I made the acquaintance of King Hassun.’ He started to tell her about Abu’l-Ruwaish when the shaikh himself came out of the cave entrance. At the sight of him, Hasan dismounted and kissed his hands, and the shaikh greeted him joyfully, congratulating him on his safe return. He then took him into the cave and the two of them sat down as Hasan began to tell him of his adventures in the islands of Waq. The shaikh was filled with amazement and asked him how he had managed to rescue his wife and children, at which Hasan told him the story of the rod and the cap. This astonished the shaikh, who said: ‘Had it not been for them, my son, you would not have succeeded.’ Hasan agreed and as they were talking a knock came at the cave door. Abu’l-Ruwaish went to open it, and there he found Shaikh ‘Abd al-Quddus, who had come there on his elephant. Abu’l-Ruwaish went up to greet him, embracing him joyfully and congratulating him on his safety. He then told Hasan to repeat his story to the visitor, and Hasan started to tell him everything that had happened to him from beginning to end until he got to the episode of the rod and the cap.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and thirtieth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that, as they were talking together in the cave, Hasan started to tell his story to Shaikh ‘Abd al-Quddus and Shaikh Abu’l-Ruwaish, explaining what had happened to him from beginning to end until he got to the episode of the rod and the cap. It was then that ‘Abd al-Quddus said to him: ‘My son, as far as you are concerned, you have rescued your wife and your children and so you don’t need these any more. It was thanks to us that you reached the islands of Waq, and I did you a favour because of my nieces. So I now ask if you would be good enough to give me the rod and let Shaikh Abu’l-Ruwaish have the cap.’ When Hasan heard this, he looked down at the ground, but he was ashamed to refuse, saying to himself: ‘These two shaikhs did me a very great service. It was thanks to them that I got to the islands of Waq, which I could not have reached without them. I would not have saved my wife and my children, nor would I have got the rod and the cap.’ So, when he raised his head, he said: ‘Yes, I shall give them to you,’ adding, ‘but I am afraid of my wife’s father, the great king, lest he bring his armies to my country in order to fight me, and without the rod and the cap I should not be able to resist him.’ ‘Abd al-Quddus said: ‘Have no fear, my son. We shall watch over you and protect you there, and we shall drive away anyone who is sent to you by the king. You need not be afraid of anything at all, and you can take heart and rest at ease, for no harm will come to you.’

When Hasan heard that, he felt ashamed of his hesitation and he handed over the cap to Abu’l-Ruwaish, promising to give the rod to ‘Abd al-Quddus after he had accompanied Hasan back home. Both shaikhs were delighted and they provided indescribable quantities of wealth and treasure for Hasan to take with him. He stayed there for three days and then, when he asked to leave, ‘Abd al-Quddus got ready to go with him. When Hasan and Manar al-Sana had both mounted, he whistled, and at the sound a huge elephant came up from the desert, stretching out its legs in a gallop. The shaikh caught it, and when he had mounted it, he set off with Hasan and his family while Abu’l-Ruwaish went back into his cave. The travellers went on their way, traversing vast stretches of country, with ‘Abd al-Quddus guiding them by easy tracks and accessible passes until they came close to Hasan’s own parts. Hasan was delighted to be nearing his mother’s home and to have recovered his wife and his children after the perils and difficulties that he had faced. He gave praise and thanks to Almighty God for His favours, reciting these lines:


It may be that God will soon reunite us,

And we shall join together in a close embrace.

I shall tell you of my strange adventures,

And the pain I felt upon our parting.

My eyes will be cured by the sight of you,

For my heart has been stirred by longing.

I have hidden in my heart what I must say,

So as to tell it to you when we meet.

I shall reproach you for what you did,

But reproach comes to an end and love remains.



When he had finished this poem, he caught sight of the green dome, the fountain and the Green Palace and in the distance he could see the Cloud Mountain. ‘I have good news for you, Hasan,’ said Shaikh ‘Abd al-Quddus, ‘for you will spend this night as a guest of my nieces.’ Both Hasan and his wife were delighted, and they dismounted by the dome to rest, as well as to eat and drink, after which they remounted and rode on until they were close to the palace. As they approached, the jinn princesses came out to meet them. When they had exchanged greetings with their uncle, he told them: ‘I have done what your brother Hasan wanted and I have helped him to rescue his wife and children.’ The girls went up to Hasan and embraced him joyfully, congratulating him on having come back safe and sound and on having been reunited with his family. This was a feast day for them, but when his ‘sister’, the youngest of them, embraced him, she shed bitter tears in which he joined because of the length of their loneliness. She complained of the pain of parting and of the sorrow and distress that she had experienced when he left. She recited these lines:


Whoever I looked at, after you had left,

I saw you there before my eyes.

When I shut them, you were there in my sleep,

As though you were between my eyelid and my eye.



When she finished, her tears turned to joy and Hasan said to her: ‘It is you, rather than any of your sisters, whom I have to thank in this affair, and may Almighty God aid and assist you.’ He followed this with an account of everything that had happened to him on his journey from start to finish, including what he had had to endure and how he had managed to rescue his wife and children. He told her of the wonders he had seen and of his perils and difficulties, explaining how Nur al-Huda had wanted to kill him as well as his wife and children, and how they had only been saved by Almighty God. He followed this with an account of the rod and the cap, of how the shaikhs Abu’l-Ruwaish and ‘Abd al-Quddus had asked him for them and of how it was only for her sake that he had handed them over. She thanked him and prayed to God to grant him a long life. ‘By God,’ he said, ‘I shall never forget what you did for me from start to finish in this affair.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and thirty-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Hasan met the princesses he told his ‘sister’ everything that he had had to endure, and added that he would never forget what she had done for him from the beginning to the end of the affair. The princess then turned to his wife, Manar al-Sana, embraced her and clasped her children to her breast. ‘Daughter of the great king,’ she said, ‘was there no pity in your heart when you took these children from their father, leaving him to suffer pain because of their loss? Did you do this because you wanted him to be killed?’ Manar al-Sana laughed and said: ‘This was decreed by God, the Glorious, the Exalted, for whoever tricks people will himself be tricked by God.’

The princesses now provided food and drink, and everyone ate, drank and relaxed. Hasan stayed for ten days enjoying himself like this, and then got ready to leave while his ‘sister’ prepared for him such quantities of money and presents that they cannot be described. She then hugged him to her breast and embraced him by way of farewell, while he, for his part, gestured towards her and recited:


Consolation is far removed from lovers,

And it is hard to part from the beloved.

Harshness and distance bring distress,

But all love’s victims die a martyr’s death.

How long, then, is the lover’s night

Who left his beloved and now stays alone?

Tears pour down his cheek

Until he asks whether there are more to flow.



Hasan now delighted Shaikh ‘Abd al-Quddus by giving him the rod, and after he had thanked Hasan for it, he took it and went back to his own place. Then Hasan mounted, together with his wife and children, and when they left the palace the princesses went with them in order to say goodbye before returning home. Hasan set off for his own country and for two months and ten days he passed through deserts before reaching Baghdad, the House of Peace. He approached his own house by the postern door which opened on to the desert side, and then knocked on the main door. Ever since he had left, his mother had been unable to sleep and had spent so long lamenting and shedding tears of sorrow that she had fallen ill. She could neither eat nor enjoy sleep, and she wept night and day, constantly calling on Hasan’s name. She had despaired of his return, and as he stood at the door he heard her tearfully reciting these lines:


I call on you, master, to cure your patient,

Whose body is wasted and whose heart is broken.

If, in your bounty, you grant her union,

The lover will be overwhelmed by his love.

I do not despair of your approach, for God is All-Powerful;

At times what is hard changes and becomes easy.



When she finished, she heard Hasan at the door calling out: ‘Mother, time has allowed us to meet again.’ She recognized his voice and went to the door, half believing and half in disbelief, but when she opened it and saw her son standing there with his wife and children, she cried out in joy and fell to the ground in a faint. Hasan revived her tenderly and she embraced him and wept, before calling to the servants and slaves and telling them to take all his baggage into the house, which they did. Manar al-Sana and the children entered, and Hasan’s mother went and embraced her, kissing her head and her feet and saying: ‘Daughter of the great king, if I wronged you I ask pardon from Almighty God.’ Then she turned to Hasan and asked him why he had been away for so long, at which he told her the full story of his adventures from start to finish. When she heard all that had happened to him, she gave a great cry and collapsed unconscious on the ground. After he had once again revived her with tender care, she said: ‘By God, my son, you lost an opportunity when you gave away the rod and the cap, for had you kept them for yourself, you could have become ruler of the whole world. But, praise be to God, you are safe and so are your wife and children.’

They passed the most pleasant of nights and then in the morning Hasan changed into clothes made of the most splendid material and went off to the market. There he began to buy slaves, male and female, materials, precious ornaments, robes and furnishings, together with utensils of such value that no kings had anything to match them. He also bought houses, orchards and properties together with other things, after which he stayed with his wife, his children and his mother, eating, drinking and savouring pleasures. They continued to enjoy the pleasantest and most luxurious of lives until they were visited by the destroyer of delights and the parter of companions. Praise be to the Sovereign Lord, the Living and Eternal God, Who does not die.

A story is also told that once upon a time in the old days there was in Baghdad a poor wretch of a fisherman named Khalifa, who had never married. One day, he took his net and went out as usual to the river to try to catch some fish before the other fishermen got there. He tucked up his clothes into his waistband, waded into the stream and spread the net out. His first cast brought nothing, and so did the second, but he kept on trying until, when he still had had no success after ten casts, he became despondent. Not knowing what to do, he said: ‘I ask pardon from the Omnipotent God, apart from Whom there is no other god, the Living, the Everlasting Lord. I turn to Him in repentance, for there is no might and no power except with Him, the Exalted, the Omnipotent. What He wills comes to pass and without Him nothing takes place. Our daily bread comes from God, the Great and Glorious. What He gives to one of His servants cannot be withheld by anyone else, and what He withholds no one else can grant.’ Then, from the depths of his distress, he recited:


When Time afflicts you with misfortune,

Prepare to suffer it and show endurance.

After your hardships, the Lord of all creation,

Thanks to His bounty, will grant you ease of life.



He sat for a time looking down at the ground and thinking over his position, and afterwards he recited:


Be patient, whether Time is sweet or bitter,

And know that God fulfils His purposes.

There is many a night of cares, painful as a boil,

I have endured till a successful dawn.

Misfortunes pass us by and disappear,

And then we never think of them again.



After that, he said to himself: ‘I shall make one more cast, relying on God, in the hope that He will not disappoint me.’ So he moved forward and hurled the net as far as he could, and then, having twisted the rope to secure it, he waited for a time before hauling it in. He found that it was heavy…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and thirty-second night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that after Khalifa, the fisherman, had made a number of casts with his net but had caught nothing, he thought things over and recited the verses that have been quoted. Then he said to himself: ‘I shall make one more cast, relying on God, in the hope that He will not disappoint me.’ He got up, cast the net and, after waiting for a time, he drew it towards him. He found that it was heavy, and so he pulled it in gently until he got it on shore, only to find that what was in it was a lame, one-eyed ape. When he saw this, he recited the formula: ‘There is no might and no power except with God. We belong to Him and to Him do we return,’ adding: ‘What is this unlucky and ill-omened turn of fate? What has gone wrong for me on this blessed day? But all this happens through the decree of Almighty God.’ He then took the ape, secured it with a rope and went up to a tree overlooking the river bank. He tied the ape to the tree and, taking a whip that he had with him, he raised it in the air and was about to bring it down when God allowed the ape to speak with a clear voice. ‘Khalifa,’ he said, ‘stay your hand and don’t beat me. Leave me tied to this tree and go down to the river to cast your net, putting your trust in God, for He will make provision for you.’ When Khalifa heard this, he took the net and returned to the river. He made his cast, loosening the rope and then drawing it in. This time it was even heavier than before, and he kept on pulling it in until it came to shore, but what was in it now was another ape, gap-toothed, its eyes stained with henna and its hands dyed; it was wearing a tattered waist-wrapper and was laughing. ‘Praise be to God!’ Khalifa exclaimed. ‘He has changed the river fish into apes!’ He went back to the ape that was tied to the tree and said: ‘Look, you ill-omened creature, see what bad advice you gave me. For it was you and you only who brought me to this second ape. Since you came to me this morning, lame and one-eyed as you are, I have become exhausted and worn out, and here I am, left with no gold and no silver.’

He took the whip in his hand, cracked it three times in the air and was about to bring it down when the ape appealed to him and said: ‘I implore you in God’s Name to spare me for the sake of this companion of mine. Ask him for what you need, as he will guide you to whatever you want.’ At this, Khalifa decided to spare the first ape and, throwing aside the whip, he went up to the second one and stood in front of him. ‘Khalifa,’ this ape said, ‘what I am going to tell you will do you no good unless you listen carefully. If you do that and obey me without contradiction, through me you will become a rich man.’ Khalifa replied: ‘Tell me what it is that you have to say, so that I may obey you.’ The ape said: ‘Leave me tied up here, go back to the river and cast your net, and after that I shall tell you what to do.’ So Khalifa took the net, went to the river and made his cast, after which he waited for a while before starting to draw it in. He found it heavy, and when he had pulled it into the bank he found yet another ape in it. This one was red with a blue waist-wrapper, and it had dyed hands and feet, as well as kohl around its eyes. ‘Glory be to God, the Omnipotent, the Sovereign King!’ exclaimed Khalifa. ‘From first to last this has been a blessed day, and the face of the first ape was a good omen, in the way that one can tell what is on a page from its title. This is the day of the apes. There are no fish left in the river and it must have been apes that I came out to catch today. So praise be to God, Who has turned the fish into apes.’

Turning to this third ape, he asked: ‘What kind of a thing are you, you unlucky creature?’ ‘Don’t you recognize me, Khalifa?’ the ape said, and when Khalifa said no, it went on: ‘I am the ape of Abu’l-Sa‘adat, the Jewish money-changer.’ ‘And what do you do?’ Khalifa asked, to which the ape replied: ‘I say good morning to him at the beginning of the day, and he gets five dinars, and then at the end of the day I say good evening, and he gets another five.’ Khalifa turned to the first ape and said: ‘Ill-omened beast, see what fine apes other people have, but as for you, you come to me in the morning, lame and one-eyed with your unlucky face, and I become poor, penniless and hungry.’ He took his whip, cracked it three times in the air and was about to bring it down on the ape when the third one said: ‘Leave him alone, Khalifa. Stay your hand and come to me so that I can tell you what you should do.’ Khalifa threw down the whip, went up to the ape and asked: ‘What is it that you have to tell me, lord of all the apes?’ The ape answered: ‘Take your net and cast it into the river, leaving me and these other two apes to sit here with you. Then bring me whatever comes up in the net and I shall tell you something that will delight 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 eight hundred and thirty-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Abu’l-Sa‘adat’s ape told Hasan to take his net and cast it into the river. He went on: ‘Bring me whatever you find in it, and I shall give you good news.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ said Khalifa. He picked up his net, folded it over his shoulder and recited these lines:


In my distress I turn for help to my Creator,

Who has the power to make all hard things easy.

Within the blink of an eye, the favour of our Lord

Sets captives free and cures broken men.

All your affairs you should entrust to God;

And all with eyes to see can see His grace.



Then he added these further lines:


You, Who have brought hardship to men,

You cure cares and the causes of distress.

Let me not covet what I shall not get;

How many a covetous man has failed to reach his goal!



When he had finished reciting, he went to the river and cast his net. After he had waited for some time, he drew it up and found in it a large-headed perch with a tail like a ladle and eyes like dinars. Khalifa was delighted to see this, as he had never caught anything like it in his life. Filled with astonishment, he took it to Abu’l-Sa‘adat’s ape as proudly as if he were king of the whole world. ‘What are you thinking of doing with this, Khalifa?’ the ape asked. ‘And what are you going to do with your own ape?’ ‘I shall tell you, lord of the apes,’ Khalifa replied. ‘First of all I shall make sure to kill this damned ape of mine, and I shall then take you in its place and give you whatever food you want each day.’ The ape said: ‘Now that you have chosen me, I shall tell you what to do and, God willing, this will lead to your advantage. Take note of what I have to say. Get another rope, tie me to a tree and then go out to the middle of the dyke and make a cast into the Tigris. Wait for a little while before drawing in your net, and in it you will find the finest fish that you have ever seen in your life. Bring it to me and I shall tell you what to do after that.’

Khalifa went off straight away, and when he had cast the net and drawn it in he saw that it contained a sheatfish, such as he had never seen before, as big as a lamb and bigger than the perch he had caught earlier. He took it to the ape, who told him to collect a quantity of green grass and put half of this in a basket with the fish on top, and then to use the other half to cover the fish. ‘Leave us tied up,’ he went on, ‘and then take the basket on your shoulder and go into Baghdad. Don’t answer anyone who speaks to you or who asks you questions until you get to the money-changers’ market. At the top end of this you will find the booth of Master Abu’l-Sa‘adat, the Jew, who is the superintendent of the money-changers. He will be sitting on a bench with a bolster at his back; in front of him you will see two chests, one of gold and the other of silver, and with him will be mamluks, slaves and servants. Go up to him and put the basket down in front of him. Then say: “Abu’l-Sa‘adat, I went out to fish this morning and invoked your name as I cast my net, at which the Almighty sent me this fish.” He will ask you whether you have shown it to anyone else and when you say no, he will take it from you and will give you a dinar. Give this back to him and he will then give you two. Don’t accept them, and refuse whatever he offers, even if he is prepared to give you the fish’s weight in gold. He will then ask what it is that you do want, and you must tell him: “I will only sell it if you say two things.” When he says: “And what are they?” tell him: “Get to your feet and say: ‘I call everyone here in the market to witness that I have exchanged my own ape for that of Khalifa the fisherman, and I have exchanged his allotted fortune with mine.’ This is the price of the fish, for I have no need of gold.” When he has agreed to this exchange with you, I shall come to you every morning and evening, and you will continue to earn ten dinars each day, whereas this lame, one-eyed ape will visit Abu’l-Sa‘adat each morning, and God will see to it that every day he will have to pay a fine. This will go on until he is reduced to poverty and has nothing left at all. If you pay attention to what I have told you, you will be guided to prosperity.’

When Khalifa the fisherman heard what the ape had to say, he said: ‘I shall accept your advice, king of the apes, but as for this ill-omened ape, may God give him no blessing. I don’t know what to do with him.’ ‘Let him go back into the river,’ replied the other, ‘and let me go too.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ Khalifa said, and he went to the apes and released them, after which they entered the water. He then took and cleaned the fish, setting it on top of a bed of grass in a basket and then covering it with yet more grass. With the basket on his shoulder he set off, singing:


You are safe if you entrust your affairs to the Lord of heaven;

Do good throughout your life, and you will have no regrets.

If you associate with dubious men, men will suspect you;

Guard your tongue; do not abuse others, or they will abuse you.

He walked on until he reached Baghdad.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and thirty-fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Khalifa the fisherman had finished his song, he put the basket on his shoulder and set off, walking on until he reached Baghdad.

As he went into the city, people recognized him and started calling out to him: ‘What have you got, Khalifa?’ But he paid no attention to them and carried on until he got to the market of the money-changers. He passed the stalls, following the ape’s instructions, until he caught sight of the Jew sitting in his booth, surrounded by his servants as though he were a king of Khurasan. Khalifa recognized him, and when he went up to him, the Jew raised his head and looked at him. Then, as their recognition was mutual, the Jew greeted him and said: ‘What do you want, Khalifa? If anyone has slandered you or is involved in a dispute with you, tell me so that I may go to the wali and see that he gives you your rights.’ ‘No, no, chief of the Jews,’ replied Khalifa, ‘nothing of the kind. I left home this morning relying on your good fortune, and when I got to the Tigris I made a cast with my net and brought out this fish.’ At that, he opened the basket and put the fish down in front of the Jew, who admired it and exclaimed: ‘By the Torah and the Ten Commandments, while I was asleep last night I saw myself in a dream standing before the Virgin, who was telling me that she had sent me a fine gift, and it seems that there can be no doubt that this fish is what she sent.’ He turned to Khalifa and asked whether anyone else had seen it, and when Khalifa swore by God and by Abu Bakr al-Siddiq that no one had, the Jew told one of his servants to take it back home and get his wife, Sa‘ada, to prepare it, fry it and grill it, so that it was ready for him when he came back after work. Khalifa joined in and said to the servant: ‘Go and tell the master’s wife to fry part of the fish and grill another piece.’ ‘To hear is to obey, sir,’ the servant replied, and he went off with the fish to the Jew’s house.

As for the Jew himself, he held out a dinar to Khalifa and said: ‘Take this and spend it on your family.’ When Khalifa saw the coin in the palm of his hand, he exclaimed: ‘Glory be to the Sovereign King!’ as though he had never seen gold before in his life. He took it, but after he had walked a little way he remembered the ape’s instructions and so came back and threw the coin to the Jew, saying: ‘Give me back the fish; it doesn’t belong to you. Are you trying to make a fool of people?’ When he heard this, the Jew thought that Khalifa was joking, and so he handed over two more dinars in addition to the first one, but Khalifa said: ‘Don’t try to be funny, just give me back the fish. Do you really think that I would sell it for this price?’ The Jew reached out for two more dinars and said: ‘Take these five dinars for the fish and don’t be greedy.’ Khalifa took the money in his hand and set off with it joyfully. As he looked admiringly at the gold he was saying: ‘Glory be to God! Not even the caliph of Baghdad can have had luck like mine today.’ He walked on until he had reached the upper end of the market, but then he remembered what the ape had said and the instructions that he had given him. So he went back to the Jew and threw the money down. ‘What is wrong, Khalifa?’ the Jew asked. ‘What do you want? Would you prefer to change your dinars into dirhams?’ Khalifa replied: ‘I want neither dinars nor dirhams, but only that you should give me back the fish, which doesn’t belong to you.’ At this, the Jew lost his temper and shouted at him: ‘Fisherman, you bring me a fish that is not worth a dinar but when I give you five you are not happy. Are you mad? Tell me how much you want for it.’ Khalifa told him: ‘I shall only sell it if you say two things for me.’

When the Jew heard him say this, his eyes started out of his head; he could scarcely breathe for anger and he ground his teeth, exclaiming: ‘Muslim scum, do you want me to abandon my religion because of your fish? Are you trying to corrupt my faith and my beliefs, which were followed by my fathers before me?’* He shouted for his servants, and when they came he told them: ‘Take this wretch, beat him on the nape of his neck and give him a painful thrashing.’ The servants set about beating Khalifa and went on until he fell down under the booth. ‘Leave him to get up,’ the Jew ordered, and at that Khalifa sprang to his feet as though nothing had happened to him. The Jew then said: ‘Tell me what you want in payment for this fish and I shall give it to you, for you didn’t get much good from me just now.’ ‘You need have no fears for me because of this beating, master,’ Khalifa replied, ‘for I can put up with as many of these as any ten donkeys.’ The Jew laughed at this and said: ‘For God’s sake, tell me what you want and I swear by my religion to give it to you.’ ‘The only price I am prepared to accept for the fish is for you to say two things,’ Khalifa replied. The Jew said: ‘It seems to me that you want me to become a Muslim.’ ‘By God, Jew,’ Khalifa answered, ‘if you do become a Muslim your conversion will not help the Muslims or harm the Jews, and if you stay as an unbeliever this will neither harm the Muslims or benefit the Jews. What I want you to do is to stand up and say: “I call on everyone in the market to witness that I have exchanged my own ape for that of Khalifa the fisherman, and I have exchanged his portion in this world and his luck with mine.”’ ‘If this is what you want, I can do it easily,’ replied the Jew…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and thirty-fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the Jew said to Khalifa: ‘If this is what you want, I can do it easily,’ and he got to his feet immediately and used the form of words that Khalifa had proposed. Then, turning to him, he asked: ‘Is there anything else that you need from me?’ at which Khalifa said no. ‘Then goodbye,’ said the Jew, after which Khalifa got up straight away and, taking his basket and his net, he went to the Tigris. He made a cast and when he started to draw the net in he found it so heavy that he only managed to pull it in with difficulty, and when he got it out he discovered that it was filled with fish of all kinds. A woman came up to him with a dish and gave him a dinar, in return for which he gave her some of the fish, and she was followed by a eunuch, who also bought a dinar’s worth. The stream of customers continued until he had sold his catch for ten dinars. Each day for the next ten days he sold ten dinars’ worth of fish, until he had amassed a hundred gold dinars.

Khalifa had a lodging within the merchants’ passage, and one night as he lay there to sleep he said to himself: ‘Khalifa, everyone knows that you are a poor fisherman and yet you have a hundred gold dinars. Harun al-Rashid, the Commander of the Faithful, is bound to be told about this by somebody, and if he happens to be in need of money he will send to you and say: “I need some dinars; I have been told that you have a hundred of them, so lend them to me.” I shall say: “Commander of the Faithful, I am a poor man and whoever told you that I had a hundred dinars was lying. I have not got anything like that at all.” Then the caliph will hand me over to the wali and say: “Strip off his clothes and beat a confession out of him to make him hand over the money that he has.” The right thing to do in order to escape from this dilemma is to start now and punish myself with this whip, so as to get into training for being beaten.’ Under the influence of hashish, he told himself to get up and strip off his clothes. He did this straight away and, taking a whip that he had there, he started to aim alternate blows at his leather bolster and his own skin, calling out: ‘Oh, oh, I swear to God, master, that this is false and that what they say of me is a lie, for I am a poor fisherman and I have none of this world’s goods.’

As he used his whip to strike himself and then the bolster, people heard the noise of the strokes resounding through the night. Among them were the merchants, who asked each other: ‘Why do you suppose this poor fellow is screaming, and we can hear the sound of blows landing on him? Maybe he has been attacked by robbers, who are beating him.’ The sound of the blows and the screams stirred them all to action and, leaving their houses, they went to Khalifa’s lodging, only to find the door locked. ‘The robbers may have dropped down on him from the other side of the courtyard,’ they told themselves, ‘so we shall have to go up on the roofs.’ They did this, and then climbed down through the skylight, only to discover the naked Khalifa flogging himself. They asked him what the matter was, and he told them that he was afraid that someone would tell Harun al-Rashid that he had got some dinars and he would then be summoned and asked for them. He would deny that he had them, but, as he explained: ‘If I do that, I’m afraid that he will torture me, and so I am beating myself to prepare for what will happen.’ The merchants laughed at him and said: ‘Stop this. May God not bless you or your dinars, for you have disturbed us tonight and caused us alarm.’

Khalifa then stopped beating himself and slept until morning, but when he got up and was about to go off to work, he thought again about his hundred dinars and said to himself: ‘If I leave them here, they will be stolen by thieves, and if I put them in a belt around my waist, someone may see them and then lie in wait for me until I am alone in a deserted spot, when he will kill me and take them. But I have an excellent scheme that will help me.’ He got up straight away and sewed a pocket into the collar of his jubba; then he tied up the money in a purse and put the purse in the pocket he had made. After all that, he took his net, his basket and his stick and went off to the Tigris.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and thirty-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Hasan put the hundred dinars in his pocket and then went off to the Tigris with his net, his basket and his stick. When he drew in his net after his first cast it turned out to be empty and so he went to another spot and tried once more, again without success. He went on from place to place, making fruitless casts, until he was half a day’s journey from the city. He then told himself: ‘Only one more cast, whether it works or not.’ So in his pent-up frustration he hurled the net as hard as he could, and the purse with his hundred dinars flew out of his pocket and landed in the middle of the river, where it was carried away by the force of the stream. He threw away his net, stripped off his clothes and left them on the bank, then he waded into the river before diving in after his purse. He kept on diving and coming out again something like a hundred times, until his strength was gone and he had exhausted himself, still without having recovered the purse. Giving up hope of it, he went up on to the bank, but the only things he found there were his stick and net. He looked around for his clothes but could find no trace of them. He said to himself: ‘This dirty thief must be the kind of man who, as the proverb says, completes his pilgrimage by copulating with his camel.’ He spread out his net and wrapped himself in it. Then, with his stick in his hand and his basket on his shoulder, he started to rush off like a rutting camel, turning right, left, backwards and forwards, with his hair dishevelled as though he were a rebellious ‘ifrit freed from the prison of Solomon.

So much for him, but as for the caliph Harun al-Rashid, he had a friend called Ibn al-Qirnas, a jeweller, who was known by everybody, including the merchants, auctioneers and brokers, to be his agent. No rarity or other valuable piece was sold anywhere in Baghdad before it had been offered to him, and this included both mamluks and slave girls. One day, while he was sitting in his shop, the chief auctioneer came up to him bringing a girl so lovely and graceful, with so elegant a figure, that no one had ever seen her like before. Among her merits was the fact that she was familiar with every science and every art and, in addition to being able to compose poetry, she could play every single musical instrument. Ibn al-Qirnas bought her for five thousand dinars and, after having dressed her in clothes worth another thousand dinars, he took her to the caliph, with whom she spent the night. He tested her in every branch of science and art and found that her skill in all of them was such that she had no equal in her age. Her name was Qut al-Qulub, and she was as the poet has described:


When she unveils, I look and then must look again;

But, turning from me, she repels my glance.

Her neck, when she looks round, is that of a gazelle,

And, as is said, gazelles turn many times.



But these cannot match the lines:


Who will fetch me a brunette whose supple body brings to mind

Long, brown and graceful Samhari spear shafts?

Her quiet glances and her cheeks of silk

Preach sermons to the wasted lover’s heart.



The next morning the caliph sent for Ibn al-Qirnas, who, on his arrival, was assigned ten thousand dinars in return for the girl, whose name was Qut al-Qulub. The caliph became so obsessed with her that he neglected his cousin and wife, the Lady Zubaida, daughter of al-Qasim, and he abandoned all his concubines, spending an entire month with her, during which time he only went out for the Friday prayer and then returned to her immediately. His ministers of state became concerned by this behaviour and complained to the vizier, Ja‘far the Barmecide. Ja‘far waited until Friday and he then met the caliph in the mosque and told him all the remarkable stories of love that occurred to him in order to prompt him to reveal his feelings. ‘By God, Ja‘far,’ the caliph told him, ‘this is not something that I am doing out of choice, but my heart is so far ensnared in the nets of love that I don’t know how to act.’ Ja‘far replied: ‘This concubine of yours, Qut al-Qulub, now belongs to you as one of your servants, and men’s souls do not covet what they already possess. There is another point, which is that the thing in which kings and princes take most pride is hunting and taking opportunities to enjoy themselves. That might perhaps distract you and make you forget her.’ ‘Well said, Ja‘far!’ exclaimed the caliph. ‘Let us go out to hunt immediately.’

When the Friday prayer was over, the two men left the mosque and rode off straight away to hunt…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and thirty-seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the caliph Harun al-Rashid, together with Ja‘far, rode off to hunt until they reached open country. Both the caliph and Ja‘far were mounted on mules, and as they were busy chatting to one another, they were outstripped by their escort. In the burning heat the caliph complained to Ja‘far that he was very thirsty and, gazing around, he thought that he could just make out the figure of a man on top of a high mound. ‘Do you see what I see?’ he asked Ja‘far, and Ja‘far said: ‘Yes, Commander of the Faithful, I can dimly make out a man there, who must be looking after an orchard or a cucumber bed. At all events there must be water there.’ He added: ‘I shall go to him and fetch some,’ but the caliph said: ‘My mule is faster than yours, so you stay here to wait for the others while I go myself, have a drink with the man and then come back.’

Al-Rashid rode off on his mule, which went like the wind or like water pouring into a pool, going on without a check until within the blink of an eye he had reached his goal and discovered that what he had seen was Khalifa the fisherman. He found Khalifa naked apart from the net in which he was wrapped; his eyes were as red as firebrands; he was frightful to look at, bent, with dishevelled hair, and covered with dust, like an ‘ifrit or a lion. He exchanged greetings with al-Rashid, but he was still furious and consumed with blazing anger, so when the caliph asked if he had any water, he said: ‘Whoever you are, are you blind or mad? Can’t you see the Tigris there behind this mound?’ The caliph circled round behind the mound and went down to the river, where he drank and watered his mule. He then went back straight away to Khalifa and asked him who he was and his trade. Khalifa said: ‘This is an even stranger and odder question than the one that you asked about water. Can’t you see the tools of my trade on my shoulder?’ ‘You look like a fisherman,’ the caliph said, and when Khalifa said: ‘Yes, I am,’ the caliph went on to ask: ‘Where is your jubba, your cloak, your belt and the rest of your clothes?’ The items that the caliph mentioned exactly matched the ones that Khalifa had lost, and when he heard the question he thought to himself that the questioner must be the man who had taken his clothes from the river bank. So immediately, quicker than a lightning flash, he bounded down from the mound and, grasping the reins of the caliph’s mule, he said: ‘Man, give me back my things and stop playing games.’ ‘By God,’ said the caliph, ‘I haven’t seen your clothes and I don’t know anything about them.’

The caliph had big cheeks and a small mouth and so Khalifa told him: ‘You may be a singer or a flute player by trade, but either you give me my own clothes, or better ones, or else I shall beat you with this stick until you foul yourself with your own piss.’ The caliph looked at his stick and saw that he was in Khalifa’s power. He said to himself: ‘By God, I couldn’t endure half a blow from this lunatic beggar’s stick,’ and as he happened to be wearing a satin gown, he offered this to Khalifa in exchange for his lost clothes. Khalifa took it and, after having turned it inside out, he said: ‘My clothes are worth ten times as much as this fancy gown.’ ‘Put it on,’ said the caliph, ‘until I can fetch you your own clothes.’ Khalifa took it and put it on, but found it too long for him and, as he had a knife tied to the handle of his basket, he took it and cut a third of its length from the bottom of the gown so that it came down to below his knees. He then turned to the caliph and said: ‘Tell me, flute player, how much does your master pay you each month for playing to him?’ ‘Ten gold dinars,’ the caliph told him, and Khalifa exclaimed: ‘By God, you poor fellow, you make me sorry for you, as this is what I get every day! If you would like to join me in my work I’ll teach you how to fish and share the profit with you. You would be working for five dinars a day as my assistant, and I would use this stick of mine to protect you from your master.’ ‘I accept,’ said the caliph, and Khalifa told him: ‘Now get down from your donkey and tether him so that you can use him to carry fish, and then come on so that I can start teaching you here and now.’

The caliph dismounted and, when he had tethered his mule, he tucked up the skirts of his gown into his belt. ‘Flute player,’ Khalifa told him, ‘take hold of the net like this, put it over your forearm like this and then throw it into the Tigris like this.’ The caliph took heart and, following Khalifa’s instructions, he made his cast into the stream, only to find that he could not draw it out. Khalifa came to help him, but even then the net would not come clear. ‘You unlucky flute player,’ Khalifa said. ‘I took your gown in place of my clothes on the first occasion, but this time, if I find that my net has been torn I shall take your donkey to make up for it and I shall beat you until you foul yourself.’ ‘Let’s pull together, you and I,’ said the caliph, but it was still only with a great effort that the two of them managed to haul the net up. When they did, they found it filled with fish of all kinds and descriptions.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and thirty-eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the net emerged, Khalifa the fisherman and the caliph saw that it was filled with all kinds of fish.

‘You’re an ugly fellow, flute player,’ Khalifa told him, ‘but if you apply yourself, you could be a great fisherman. The right thing now is for you to get on your donkey and go off to fetch two panniers from the market, while I stand guard over the fish until you come back. Then you and I will load them on the back of your donkey and take them all with us, for I have a pair of scales, weights and everything we need. You won’t have to do anything more than to hold the scales and take the cash, for the fish we have here are worth twenty dinars. So hurry to fetch the panniers and don’t dawdle.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ said the caliph.

He then left Khalifa with the fish and rode off happily on his mule, laughing all the while at his adventure until he reached Ja‘far. At the sight of him, Ja‘far said: ‘I suppose, Commander of the Faithful, that when you went for your drink you must have found a pleasant orchard and gone in to enjoy yourself on your own.’ When he heard this, the caliph burst out laughing again, at which all the Barmecides rose and, after having kissed the ground before him, said: ‘May God prolong your joy and shelter you from sorrow, Commander of the Faithful. Why did you take so long when you went for your drink and what happened to you?’ ‘I had a most extraordinary and amusing adventure,’ he replied, and he then told them about Khalifa the fisherman, how Khalifa had accused him of stealing his clothes, how he himself had then given him his gown and how, finding it too long, Khalifa had cut it down. Ja‘far said: ‘Commander of the Faithful, I had thought of asking you for the gown, but I shall go straight away to the fisherman and buy it from him.’ ‘By God,’ replied the caliph, ‘he ruined it by cutting off a third from the bottom. But this fishing has made me tired, because I made such a large catch, which is there on the river bank with my teacher. He is waiting for me to come back with two panniers and a chopper, after which the two of us are to go to sell the fish in the market and divide the money.’ ‘I shall bring you a buyer, Commander of the Faithful,’ Ja‘far promised, and the caliph said: ‘I swear by my pure ancestors that whoever brings me one of the fish that my teacher, Khalifa, has in front of him will get a gold dinar for it from me.’ As a result, the mamluks of the escort were told to go and buy fish for the caliph and off they went, making for the river bank.

While Khalifa was waiting for Harun to bring him the panniers, the mamluks swooped down on him like eagles, fighting each other to get to him and seizing the fish, which they wrapped in gold-embroidered kerchiefs. ‘Without a doubt, these must be some of the fish of Paradise!’ exclaimed Khalifa and, taking two in each hand, he waded neck-deep into the water, saying: ‘God, I implore you by these fish to let my partner, Your servant the flute player, turn up at this moment.’ Just then the chief of all the caliph’s black slaves arrived, having been delayed by his horse, which had stopped to urinate on the way, and when he got there, he found that not one fish was left. He looked from right to left and then caught sight of Khalifa standing in the water with his fish. ‘Fisherman,’ he called, ‘come here!’ And Khalifa called back: ‘Go away and don’t make a nuisance of yourself.’ But the eunuch went up to him and said: ‘Hand over those fish and I’ll give you a fair price for them.’ ‘Are you weak in the head?’ Khalifa asked. ‘I’m not going to sell them.’ The eunuch drew his mace to attack him, but Khalifa said: ‘Don’t strike, you wretched fellow. Generosity is better than a blow with a mace,’ and he threw him the fish. The eunuch took them and wrapped them in his kerchief, but when he put his hand in his pocket he couldn’t find even a single dirham. ‘Your luck is out, fisherman,’ he said, ‘for I have no money with me, but come to the caliph’s palace tomorrow and ask to be directed to Sandal, the eunuch. You will be shown the way, and when you get to me I’ll settle up with you, and you can take the money and go off.’ ‘This is a lucky day, as was clear from the start,’ said Khalifa and, with his net over his shoulder, he walked back to Baghdad. As he went through the market, people could see that he was wearing one of the caliph’s robes and they started to stare at him until he turned into his own quarter. It was by the gate of this quarter that the caliph’s tailor had his shop, and when he saw Khalifa the fisherman wearing a robe of the caliph’s that was worth a thousand dinars, he asked him where he had got it. ‘Why are you so inquisitive?’ asked Khalifa. ‘I got it from a man whom I taught to fish. He became my apprentice and, since I had spared him from having his hand cut off as the penalty for stealing my clothes, he gave me this to make up for them.’ The tailor then realized that the caliph must have passed Khalifa as he was fishing and played a joke on him, giving him the robe.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and thirty-ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the tailor realized that the caliph must have passed Khalifa the fisherman as he was fishing and played a joke on him, giving him the robe. Khalifa then went back home.

So much for him, but as for the caliph, he had gone out hunting specifically to distract himself from the influence of his slave girl, Qut al-Qulub. When Zubaida had learned about his obsession, with typical feminine jealousy she took neither food nor drink and could not sleep. She waited for the caliph to go out or leave on a journey so that she might lay a trap for her rival, and when she heard that the caliph had gone hunting she ordered her slave girls to spread furnishings and to adorn the palace with magnificent decorations. She had foodstuffs and sweetmeats set out, and among these was a china dish containing a delicacy of the finest type, which she had drugged with banj. On her instructions, a eunuch went to Qut al-Qulub with an invitation for her to eat with the Lady Zubaida. ‘The wife of the Commander of the Faithful,’ the eunuch told her, ‘has taken a purge today, and as she has been told how well you sing, she wants to enjoy some of your artistry.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ replied the girl, ‘for I owe obedience both to God and to the Lady Zubaida.’

She got up immediately, not knowing what the future held in store for her, and, taking the instruments that she needed, she went off with the eunuch and was led to Zubaida. When she entered her presence, she kissed the ground in front of her before standing up and saying: ‘Peace be on the unapproachable lady, curtained in majesty, who comes from the stock of the ‘Abbasids and the family of the Prophet. May God grant you good fortune and safety throughout the coming days and years.’ She then took her place with the slave girls and the eunuchs, as Zubaida looked up. What she saw, when she looked, was a lovely girl with smooth cheeks, breasts like pomegranates, a resplendent forehead, dark eyes with languid lids, and a face of dazzling splendour, radiant as the moon. It was as though the sun rose in the whiteness of her complexion, the darkness of night was in the locks of her hair, the scent of musk was carried on her breath, her beauty caused the flowers to bloom, the moon could be seen shining from her forehead and her figure taught the branches how to bend. She was like the full moon gleaming in the darkness, her eyes spoke of dalliance, her eyebrows were curved like a bow and her lips were fashioned of coral. Her beauty distracted everyone who gazed at her, and all who saw her were bewitched by her glances. Praise be to the One Who created her in so perfect a form. She resembled the subject of the poet’s lines:


When she is angry, you see her victims lying dead,

But if she is pleased, their spirits soon revive.

There is sorcery within her glance

That brings life or death wherever she may please.

Her eyes take captive all mankind;

It is as though they all become her slaves.



Zubaida welcomed her and invited her to sit and to entertain her with an exhibition of her artistry, to which she replied: ‘To hear is to obey.’ She sat down and reached out for her tambourine, an instrument that has been described in the following lines:


Girl with the tambourine, my heart takes flight in longing,

Calling out in passion to your beat.

It is a wounded heart that you have seized,

And all men long to hear you play.

Whether your words are grave or light,

Play what tune you like, for you will please us.

Cast off restraint in happiness, you lover;

Get up, dance, bend, give and receive delight.



She struck up a lively air and sang so as to halt the birds in mid-flight and rouse the whole palace. Then, laying aside her tambourine, she took a flute, of which it has been said:


It has eyes whose pupils point

With fingers at a harmony without discord.



Another poet has also said:


When the songs reach their desired end,

That is the pleasant time of joyful union.



After having delighted her audience, she put down the flute and took up a lute, of which the poet says:


Many a moist branch has become a lute, held by a singing girl,

Moving the longing of the noblest and the best.

Such is her skill, she tests it by her touch

With fingers that bring out the perfect chords.



She tightened the strings, adjusted the pegs and then, putting it in her lap, she bent over it like a mother over her child, as a poet has described:


She brought Arab eloquence out of the Persian string,

Giving intelligence to what has none.

Her lesson was that love can kill,

Destroying the minds of Muslim men –

A lovely girl holding a painted lute

That serves in place of human mouths to speak.

With this she holds in check the course of love,

As a good doctor halts the flow of blood.



She played in fourteen different modes and then sang an entire piece, distracting the watchers and moving the listeners to delight. She then recited:


Blessing attended me here with ever-fresh delights;

Good fortune is constant and its happiness never ends.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and fortieth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the slave girl, Qut al-Qulub sang and played before the Lady Zubaida. After that she gave a display of juggling tricks and other elegant skills until the Lady Zubaida almost fell in love with her, and she said to herself: ‘My cousin al-Rashid is not to be blamed for being attracted to her.’ After having kissed the ground before the Lady Zubaida, Qut al-Qulub sat down and was brought food and sweetmeats, together with the specially prepared plate. She ate something from this and, when the drugged morsel had settled in her stomach, her head lolled and she collapsed unconscious on the ground. ‘Take her up to one of the rooms until I ask for her,’ Zubaida told the slave girls, who answered: ‘To hear is to obey.’ She then ordered a eunuch to make her a chest and bring it to her, and she also gave instructions for a bogus tomb to be constructed and a report to be spread that Qut al-Qulub had choked to death. She warned her close associates that anyone who said that the slave girl was still alive would have their heads cut off.

Just at that moment the caliph returned from hunting, and the first thing he did was to ask about Qut al-Qulub. He was approached by a eunuch who had been coached by Zubaida to tell him, if he asked about her, that she was dead. The eunuch now kissed the ground before him, wished him a long life and told him that Qut al-Qulub had choked on her food and died. ‘May God never give you any good news, you evil slave!’ exclaimed the caliph, and he went on into the palace, where he heard confirmation of the news from everyone there. ‘Where is she buried?’ he asked, and they took him to see the fake tomb, telling him that this was her grave. At this sight he uttered a cry, threw his arms over it, burst into tears and recited the following lines:


By God, O grave, has her beauty vanished,

And has that radiant face been changed?

Grave, you are neither garden nor sky,

So how can you hold a bough and a full moon?



He followed this with a fit of weeping, and after a prolonged stay by the tomb he got up and left in the deepest sadness. Zubaida, learning that her scheme had worked, ordered that the chest be brought to her. She had Qut al-Qulub fetched and put inside it, after which she instructed the eunuch to do his best to sell it, laying it down as a condition that the purchaser was to accept it locked. The eunuch was then to give away the purchase price as alms. He took the chest and left to carry out her instructions.

So much for them, but as for Khalifa the fisherman, when day broke he said to himself: ‘The best thing I can do today is to go to the eunuch who bought the fish from me and told me to come to see him in the caliph’s palace.’ So he went out and headed there. When he arrived, he found the mamluks, the black slaves and the eunuchs standing or sitting there, and when he looked more closely, he caught sight of the eunuch who had taken his fish seated with mamluks in attendance on him. One of these shouted to Khalifa and when the eunuch looked to see who it was, he recognized him as the fisherman. Khalifa, seeing this, said: ‘I have not failed you, my ruddy friend, and this is how the trustworthy behave.’ On hearing this, the eunuch laughed and said: ‘By God, fisherman, you are right.’ He was about to give Khalifa some money and had put out his hand towards his pocket when there was a great clamour. He looked up to see what was happening, and discovered the vizier, Ja‘far the Barmecide, coming from the caliph. He got up and walked over to him, after which the two of them walked to and fro, deep in conversation, for some considerable time.

Khalifa waited for a while without the eunuch turning towards him, and, when this had gone on for too long, he went to stand opposite him at a distance, and waved to him, saying: ‘My ruddy friend, let me go.’ The eunuch heard him but was ashamed to answer in the presence of Ja‘far, as he was engrossed in his conversation and too busy to pay attention to him. So Khalifa called out: ‘Hey you, the slow payer, may God disgrace every sluggard and everyone who takes people’s property and then makes difficulties for them. I appeal to you, Master Bran-Belly, to give me my due so that I can get off.’ The eunuch, on hearing this, was embarrassed because of Ja‘far, who, for his part, saw Khalifa waving his hands and talking, although he did not follow what he was saying. He said reproachfully to the eunuch: ‘What is this poor beggar asking from you?’ ‘Don’t you recognize him, my lord vizier?’ asked the eunuch. ‘No, by God,’ answered the vizier. ‘How could I, when this is the first time that I’ve seen him?’ ‘Master,’ said the eunuch, ‘this is the fisherman whose fish we took from the bank of the Tigris. I hadn’t got any of them and I was ashamed to go back empty-handed to the Commander of the Faithful, after all the mamluks had got some. When I got to the bank I found him standing the middle of the stream calling on God and clutching four fish. I told him to give them to me for a fair price, but when he did and I felt in my pocket to give him something, I could find nothing at all. So I told him to call on me at the palace and I would give him something to help relieve his poverty. He came today and I was just reaching out to give him this when you arrived. I got up to present my services to you and this distracted me from him. He has got tired of waiting, and this is why he is standing here.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and forty-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Sandal the eunuch told Ja‘far the Barmecide about Khalifa the fisherman, and concluded by saying: ‘This is his story and this is why he is standing here.’

Ja‘far, on hearing this, smiled and said: ‘Chief of the eunuchs, how is it that this fisherman comes in the hour of his need and you have not settled the matter for him? Don’t you know who he is?’ ‘No,’ said the eunuch, and Ja‘far told him: ‘He is the teacher and partner of the Commander of the Faithful, who is distressed, sorrowful and preoccupied today. It is only this fisherman who will be able to cheer him up, so don’t let him go until I consult the caliph. I want to take him to the caliph, whose melancholy God may dispel by his presence, in consolation for the loss of Qut al-Qulub. He might then help the man with a gift, and this would be thanks to you.’ ‘Do as you wish, master,’ said the eunuch, ‘and may the Almighty preserve you as a bulwark for the ‘Abbasid state and maintain and protect it root and branch.’ Ja‘far set off back to the caliph, and the eunuch instructed the mamluks to stay with the fisherman. ‘How kind of you, my ruddy friend!’ Khalifa exclaimed. ‘The seeker becomes the sought! I came to look for what was owed me only to be arrested for its arrears.’

When Ja‘far entered the caliph’s presence, he found him sitting miserably, looking down at the ground and full of care. He was chanting these lines:


The censurers tell me to forget,

But what can I do when my heart will not obey?

How can I endure the loss of a young girl’s love,

When no endurance helps me, now that she has gone?

I shall not forget how the cup passed between us,

As the wine of her glance made me sway drunkenly.



On entering, Ja‘far said: ‘Peace be on you, Commander of the Faithful, defender of the sanctity of the faith, nephew of the master of the apostles, may God bless him and all his family and give them peace.’ The caliph looked up and replied: ‘Peace be on you, together with God’s mercy and blessing.’ Ja‘far then asked for permission to speak freely, and the caliph said: ‘When were you ever not allowed to do this, you who are the master of all viziers? Say whatever you want.’ So Ja‘far told him: ‘When I left your presence on my way home, I saw Khalifa the fisherman, your master, teacher and partner, standing at the gate. He was angry with you and was complaining that he had taught you how to fish and that you went off to fetch him a pair of panniers and never came back. “This is not how partners or teachers should be treated,” he was saying. If you want to stay in partnership with him, well and good, but if not, then tell him, so that he can find someone else.’

The caliph smiled at Ja‘far’s words and his depression left him. ‘Is it true that he is standing there?’ he asked, and when Ja‘far confirmed this, he said: ‘By God, I’ll do my best to see that he gets what he deserves. If God decrees that he should find misfortune at my hands, so be it, and similarly if He decrees good fortune.’ He took a sheet of paper and cut it into pieces before telling Ja‘far to write down twenty sums of money, ranging from one dinar to a thousand, together with a number of official posts from the humblest to the caliphate itself, and twenty punishments, from the mildest reproof to death. Ja‘far did what he was told, saying: ‘To hear is to obey, Commander of the Faithful.’ The caliph then said: ‘Ja‘far, I swear by my pure ancestors and my relationship to Hamza and ‘Aqil* that I want you to bring the fisherman and tell him to take one of these bits of paper, on which only you and I will know what is written. Whatever this may be, I shall see that he gets it, even if it is the caliphate, for I would then abdicate and install him in my place without grudging it to him, while if it is a matter of hanging, amputation or death, the same will apply. Now go and fetch him.’

When Ja‘far heard this, he said to himself: ‘There is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent. It may be that this will lead to the poor fellow being killed, and it is I who will be responsible. But as the caliph has sworn an oath, there is nothing for it but to bring the man in, and then it is what God wills that is going to happen.’ So he went to Khalifa and took him by the hand in order to bring him to the caliph. For his part, Khalifa went out of his mind with fear, saying to himself: ‘What a fool I was to come to this ill-omened slave, the ruddy one, who got me to meet Bran-Belly.’ As Ja‘far led him on, there were mamluks in front of him and behind him and Khalifa said: ‘It’s not enough for me to have been arrested; now these mamluks are hemming me in to stop me running away.’ Ja‘far took him through seven halls and then told him that he was standing in the presence of the Commander of the Faithful, the defender of the sanctity of the faith. He then raised the great curtain and Khalifa’s eye fell on the caliph seated on his throne, attended by his state officials. On recognizing him, he went up to him and said: ‘Greetings, flute player. It was wrong of you to play the fisherman and then go off and not come back, leaving me sitting there to look after the fish. Before I knew what was happening, mamluks rode up on all kinds of beasts and snatched the fish away, leaving me standing there alone, and this was all your fault. If you had fetched the panniers quickly enough, we would have sold the catch for a hundred dinars. I came here to get what was due to me and they arrested me, but who was it who imprisoned you here?’ The caliph smiled and then, lifting a corner of the curtain, he leaned out and told him: ‘Come here and take one of these bits of paper.’ Khalifa said: ‘You were a fisherman, and today I see that you have turned into an astrologer, but the jack-of-all-trades is a very poor man.’ ‘Don’t talk so much,’ said Ja‘far, ‘but do what the Commander of the Faithful tells you and take one of these pieces of paper.’ So Khalifa advanced and stretched out his hand, saying: ‘This flute player will never be my apprentice and come out fishing with me again.’ He took a piece of paper and handed it to the caliph, saying: ‘Flute player, what does it say my fortune is going to be? Don’t keep it secret.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and forty-second night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Khalifa the fisherman took one of the bits of paper and passed it to the caliph. ‘Flute player,’ he said, ‘what does it say my fortune is going to be? Don’t keep it secret.’ The caliph took it and passed it to Ja‘far, telling him to read out what was on it. When Ja‘far looked at it, he exclaimed: ‘There is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent.’ ‘What have you seen in it, Ja‘far?’ the caliph asked. ‘Good news, I hope.’ But Ja‘far told him that, according to the paper, Khalifa was to receive a hundred strokes of the cane. On the caliph’s orders this punishment was then carried out, and after the beating Khalifa got up and said: ‘Damn this for a game, Bran-Belly! Is imprisonment and beating all part of it?’ Ja‘far said: ‘Commander of the Faithful, this poor fellow has come to the river. How can he be allowed to go back thirsty? I hope that your bounty will allow him to take another slip of paper in the hope that what comes out will allow him to go back with something to relieve his poverty.’ ‘By God, Ja‘far,’ the caliph replied, ‘if what comes out is death, I shall kill him and it is you who will be responsible.’ Ja‘far replied: ‘If he dies, he will be at rest,’ but Khalifa said: ‘May God never send you good news. Have I made Baghdad so unpleasant for you that you want to kill me?’ ‘Take another piece of paper,’ Ja‘far told him, ‘and pray to the Almighty to grant you something good.’ So he put out his hand, took one and passed it to Ja‘far, who took it, read it and stayed silent. The caliph asked him why this was, and Ja‘far told him that, according to the paper, Khalifa was to be given nothing at all. The caliph said: ‘He is not going to earn a living here, so tell him to leave my presence.’ ‘I call on you by your pure ancestors to let him draw a third lot,’ Ja‘far said, ‘and it may be that he will get some money.’ ‘He can have one more, but nothing else,’ replied the caliph, and at that Khalifa reached out for this third piece, on which was written: ‘The fisherman is to be given one dinar.’ Ja‘far said: ‘I had hoped to bring you good fortune, but it was God’s will that you should get no more than this dinar.’ ‘One dinar for a hundred strokes – what a good bargain! May God never send you any health,’ said Khalifa. The caliph laughed and Ja‘far took Khalifa by the hand and led him out.

When he got to the door, Sandal the eunuch caught sight of him and said: ‘Come on, fisherman, let me have a share of what the caliph gave you while he was joking with you.’ ‘Right you are, my ruddy friend,’ said Khalifa. ‘Do you want to share the hundred strokes of the cane that I got, black skin, together with one single dinar? We can then call it quits.’ He threw the dinar at the eunuch and went off with tears running down his cheeks. The eunuch, seeing the state he was in, realized that he had told the truth and called to the servants to bring him back, which they did. He then put his hand into his pocket and brought out a red purse which, when he shook it out, he found contained a hundred gold dinars. ‘Fisherman,’ he said, ‘take this gold in return for your fish and go on your way.’ Khalifa was overjoyed and, taking the hundred dinars together with the one the caliph had given him, he went away, forgetting all about his beating.

Almighty God, in order to carry out His decree, caused him to pass by the slave girls’ market, where he saw a great circle of people. He wondered what this was and so he went up through the crowd of merchants and others. ‘Make way for Captain Trash,’ the merchants shouted, and when the crowd allowed him through, he saw an old man standing with a chest in front of him on which a eunuch was sitting. The old man was calling out: ‘Wealthy merchants, which of you will take a chance and bid for this chest with its unknown contents, from the palace of the Lady Zubaida, daughter of al-Qasim, the wife of the Commander of the Faithful, Harun al-Rashid? How much are you going to offer, may God bless you?’ ‘By God,’ one of them said, ‘this is a risk, but I can’t be blamed for saying twenty dinars.’ Another offered fifty and they then went on bidding against each other until the price reached a hundred dinars. ‘Is there any advance on that?’ asked the auctioneer, and at that Khalifa called out: ‘A hundred and one.’ The merchants laughed when they heard this, thinking that he must be joking, and they told the eunuch: ‘Sell the chest to Khalifa for a hundred and one dinars.’ ‘By God,’ the eunuch said, ‘I’m not going to sell it to anyone else. Take it, fisherman, God bless you, and hand over the gold.’ Khalifa produced it and handed it over to the eunuch, at which the bargain was concluded.

The eunuch gave away the money on the spot as alms and then went back to the palace, where he delighted Lady Zubaida by telling her what he had done. Khalifa tried to carry the chest on his shoulder but it was too heavy for him. So he put it on his head and brought it to the quarter where he lived, before putting it down again. He then sat in exhaustion, thinking of what had happened to him, and he started to say to himself: ‘I wish I knew what was in this chest.’ Then he opened his house door and managed to bring it in. He tried to open it but failed, which left him wondering why he had been stupid enough to buy it. He told himself that he would have to break it open to see what was in it, but when he found that he couldn’t force the lock he decided to leave it until the following day. He wanted to sleep, but as the chest was almost as big as the room, the only place that he could find on which to stretch out was the top of it. An hour later he felt something moving; sleep deserted him and in a blind panic…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and forty-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that after Khalifa the fisherman had been sleeping on top of the chest for an hour, he felt something moving. Sleep deserted him and, in a blind panic, he exclaimed: ‘There must be jinn in it! Praise be to God, Who stopped me opening it, for otherwise they would have attacked me in the darkness and killed me. That would have done me no good at all.’ He tried to go back to sleep, but the chest moved again, this time more violently than before. ‘It’s happening again,’ he said, ‘and it is still alarming.’ He went to get a lamp but couldn’t find one and, as he had no money to buy another, he went outside and called to the people of the quarter. Most of them were asleep, but they woke up when he called, asking him what was wrong. ‘Bring me a lamp,’ he said, ‘because the jinn have come to attack me.’ They laughed at him, but they did give him a lamp, which he took back to his room. He used a stone to break the lock on the chest, and when he opened it, there was a sleeping girl, looking like a houri of Paradise. She had been drugged, but just at that moment she vomited up the drug, and then recovered and opened her eyes. Finding herself cramped, she moved, and at the sight of her Khalifa jumped forward and said: ‘By God, my lady, where have you come from?’ Now that her eyes were open, she said: ‘Fetch me Narcissus and Jasmine,’* at which Khalifa said: ‘I’ve only got henna plant here.’ She regained her senses and looked at Khalifa. ‘What are you?’ she asked, and then: ‘Where am I?’ He told her: ‘You are in my room.’ ‘Aren’t I in the palace of the caliph, Harun al-Rashid?’ she said, at which he exclaimed: ‘What is this Rashid, you mad woman? You are my slave girl; I bought you today for a hundred and one dinars and fetched you home while you were asleep in this chest.’ When she heard this she asked him his name, to which he answered: ‘My name is Khalifa, but how is it that my star is in the ascendant, when this is not what I’m used to?’ She laughed and said: ‘Enough of that. Have you anything to eat?’ ‘No, by God,’ he told her, ‘and there is nothing to drink either. I haven’t eaten for two days and I still haven’t got a bite.’ ‘Haven’t you any money?’ she asked, and he replied: ‘May God preserve this chest. It is this that has bankrupted me, as I paid out all that I had to get it and now I’m penniless.’ She laughed at him and said: ‘Get up and get me something to eat from your neighbours, for I’m hungry.’

Khalifa got up and went outside, where he shouted to his neighbours. They were roused from sleep and asked him again what was the matter. ‘I’m hungry,’ he told them, ‘and I’ve nothing to eat.’ One of them came down with a loaf, another with a crust, a third with a piece of cheese and a fourth with a cucumber, all of which they put into his lap. He went back in, set them all down in front of her and told her to eat. ‘How can I,’ she said, laughing, ‘when I haven’t a jug of water to drink from? I’m afraid that I might choke on a mouthful and die.’ ‘I’ll fill this jar for you,’ Khalifa said and, taking it with him, he went to the centre of the quarter and called out to his neighbours. ‘What’s wrong with you tonight, Khalifa?’ they asked, and he said: ‘You gave me food, which I ate, but I’m thirsty, so give me something to drink.’ One of them fetched a mug, another a jug and a third a bottle, and so, after having filled his jar, he went inside. ‘There is nothing else that you can need, my lady,’ he said, to which she replied: ‘Not for the moment.’

He then asked her to tell him her story, and she said: ‘If you don’t know who I am, you wretched fellow, I shall introduce myself. I am Qut al-Qulub, the slave girl of the caliph Harun al-Rashid. The Lady Zubaida was jealous of me, drugged me and put me in this chest, but praise be to God that things did not turn out worse. This was thanks to your good fortune, and there is no doubt that you will get enough money from the caliph to make you a rich man.’ ‘Is that the Rashid in whose palace I was held as a prisoner?’ asked Khalifa, and when the girl said yes, he went on: ‘By God, I have never seen a meaner man than him, good-for-nothing and stupid flute player that he is. He gave me a hundred strokes of the cane yesterday and presented me with a single dinar, in spite of the fact that I taught him to fish and took him as a partner, only for him to betray me.’ ‘Don’t abuse him like that,’ she replied. ‘Open your eyes and the next time you see him, remember your manners. Then you will get what you want.’ When Khalifa heard this, it was as though he had woken up from sleep, and God removed the veil from his understanding in order to bring him good fortune. He agreed to what she said and then told her to go to sleep, which she did, while he, for his part, slept at a distance from her until morning.

When morning came, she asked him for an inkstand and a sheet of paper. When he had fetched these for her, she wrote to the caliph’s friend, Ibn al-Qirnas, the merchant, telling him of the position in which she found herself and how she had been bought by Khalifa the fisherman. She gave the note to Khalifa and told him to go to the jewellers’ market, to ask for the booth of Ibn al-Qirnas and then hand him the note without speaking. ‘To hear is to obey,’ said Khalifa, who then took the note from her hand, went to the market and asked after the booth. When he had been given directions, he went to Ibn al-Qirnas and they exchanged greetings. Ibn al-Qirnas looked at him contemptuously and asked him what he wanted. At that, Khalifa passed him the note, but Ibn al-Qirnas didn’t read it, thinking that here was a beggar asking for alms. Instead, he told one of his servants to give Khalifa half a dirham, but Khalifa told him: ‘I don’t need alms; read the note.’ Ibn al-Qirnas now took it, and when he had read it and grasped its contents, he kissed it and put it on his head.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and forty-fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Ibn al-Qirnas read the note, grasped its contents and put it on his head. Then he got to his feet and asked: ‘Where is your house, my brother?’ ‘What do you want with my house?’ Khalifa asked. ‘Are you thinking of going there to steal my slave girl?’ ‘No,’ Ibn al-Qirnas told him, ‘but I shall buy something for the two of you to eat.’ At that, Khalifa told him where his house was, and Ibn al-Qirnas said: ‘Well done! Good for you, you lucky fellow.’ He then told two of his slaves: ‘Go with this man to the booth of Muhsin the money-changer and tell Muhsin to give him a thousand dinars in gold. Then hurry back here with him.’ Accordingly the slaves took Khalifa off to Muhsin’s booth, and at their request he was handed a thousand dinars, which he took back, accompanied by the slaves, to their master’s booth. There he found Ibn al-Qirnas mounted on a dappled mule that was worth a thousand dinars, surrounded by mamluks and servants, while standing beside his mule was another just like it, saddled and bridled. Ibn al-Qirnas told Khalifa to mount it, but he said: ‘No, by God, I shan’t, for I’m afraid that it would throw me.’ Ibn al-Qirnas insisted, and when Khalifa came up to mount it, he got on the wrong way round. He clutched at its tail and gave a yell, at which the mule threw him on the ground as the spectators laughed. He got up and said: ‘Didn’t I tell you that I wasn’t prepared to ride this great donkey?’

Ibn al-Qirnas now left him in the market and went off to tell the caliph about Qut al-Qulub, after which he came back and moved her to his own house. It was later that Khalifa went home to see her, only to find all the people of the district crowded together. They were saying: ‘Khalifa has got good reason to be terrified today. Where do you suppose that he got the girl from?’ One of them said: ‘He is a crazy pimp. He may have found her drunk in the street and carried her off to his house, before disappearing when he realized what he had done.’ Just at that moment, as they were talking, Khalifa himself came up. ‘What kind of trouble are you in, you poor wretch?’ they asked. ‘Don’t you know what has happened to you?’ ‘No, by God,’ he told them, and they said: ‘Mamluks came just now and took that slave girl whom you stole. They looked for you, but couldn’t find you.’ ‘How could they take her?’ he said, to which one of the crowd replied: ‘Had they come across you, they would have killed you.’ Khalifa, however, paid no attention to them but ran back to Ibn al-Qirnas’s booth. Finding him mounted on his mule, Khalifa said: ‘By God, this was not fair. You managed to distract me and then sent your mamluks to take my slave girl.’ ‘Idiot,’ said Ibn al-Qirnas, ‘come here and keep quiet.’ He then took him to an elegantly built house where, on entering, he found Qut al-Qulub seated on a golden throne, surrounded by ten slave girls as lovely as moons. When Ibn al-Qirnas saw her, he kissed the ground before her and she asked him: ‘What have you done with my new master, who bought me with everything he had?’ ‘My lady,’ he told her, ‘I gave him a thousand gold dinars,’ and he went on to tell her what had happened from start to finish. She laughed and said: ‘Don’t blame him, for he is only a common man,’ and she added, ‘and here is another thousand dinars as a gift to him from me, while, God willing, he will get enough from the caliph to make him rich.’

While they were talking, a eunuch, sent by the caliph, came to look for Qut al-Qulub as, when he had learned where she was, he could not bear to be without her and so had given orders that she was to be fetched. As she set off to meet him, she took Khalifa with her. Then, when she reached the palace and came into the caliph’s presence, she kissed the ground before him, while he, for his part, got up and, after greeting and welcoming her, he asked her how she had got on with her purchaser. ‘He is a man called Khalifa the fisherman,’ she told him, ‘and he is standing at the door. He told me that he has an account to settle with you, Commander of the Faithful, because of your partnership in the business of fishing.’ ‘He’s there, is he?’ the caliph asked, and when Qut al-Qulub confirmed that he was, the caliph ordered him to be brought in. On entering, he kissed the ground before the caliph and prayed to God to prolong his glory and prosperity. This surprised the caliph, who laughed at him and then asked: ‘Were you, in fact, my partner yesterday, fisherman?’ Khalifa understood what he meant and, plucking up his courage, he replied: ‘I swear by God, Who appointed you as the successor to your cousin, the Prophet, that my only acquaintanceship with this girl was one of sight and speech.’ Then, as the caliph laughed, he told the full story of his adventures from beginning to end, giving an account of his encounter with the eunuch, and how the man had given him a hundred dinars in addition to the one dinar that he had got from the caliph, how he had then gone to the market and how he had bought the chest for a hundred and one dinars without knowing what was in it. When he had finished, the caliph laughed in relief and said: ‘You have returned to me what was mine and I shall give you whatever you want.’ Khalifa stayed silent and so the caliph presented him with fifty thousand dinars in gold, a splendid robe of the sort that was worn by great rulers, a mule, and black slaves to wait on him. While Khalifa had become like one of the kings of his age, the caliph for his part was overjoyed at the return of his slave girl.

He knew that Zubaida had been responsible for all 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 eight hundred and forty-fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the caliph was delighted at the return of Qut al-Qulub. He knew that the Lady Zubaida had been responsible for all this and he was so angry with her that for some time he abandoned her, neither visiting her nor showing any fondness towards her. When she realized this, she was so worried that her rosy complexion turned pale, and when she could bear it no longer she sent him a message acknowledging the wrong that she had done and apologizing. She recited the following lines:


I long for the goodwill you used to show

To cure my distress and treat my grief.

Pity me, lord, because of my great love;

You have already punished me enough.

I can bear it no longer, now that you have gone;

You have clouded a life that used to be serene.

When you are faithful to your covenant, I live,

But if you do not grant me this, I die.

Forgive me, wrong though I was in what I did;

How dear the lover is when he forgives.



When her message reached the caliph, he read it and realized that she had confessed and had sent to ask his forgiveness for what she had done. Recalling the words of the Quran: ‘God forgives all sins, for he is the Merciful, the Forgiving,’* he delighted her by sending a reply offering reconciliation and forgiveness.

As for Khalifa, the caliph provided him with a monthly grant of fifty dinars, and arranged for him to enjoy high position, rank and dignity at his court, so that, as he left after having kissed the ground, he strutted out proudly. When he got to the door, the eunuch who had given him the hundred dinars recognized him and asked: ‘Where did you get all this from, fisherman?’ Khalifa told him everything that had happened to him from beginning to end, and the eunuch was delighted to think that it was he who was responsible for Khalifa’s new-found wealth. He said: ‘Aren’t you going to give me something from what you have got?’ at which Khalifa reached into his pocket, brought out a purse containing a thousand dinars in gold and handed it to him. But the eunuch said: ‘Keep your money, God bless you,’ being filled with admiration for his sense of honour and the generosity that he showed, after having been so poor.

Khalifa then left him, mounted on his mule with his slaves holding on to its crupper, and as he rode to the khan he was the cynosure of all eyes, while the people wondered at his newly acquired splendour. When he had dismounted, they came up to ask how this had happened and he told them the entire story. Later he bought a fine house on which he lavished money until it reached a pitch of perfection. When he had moved in there, he used to recite the lines:


Look! This is like a house in Paradise;

It banishes care and can cure the sick.

It has been raised up high

As a lasting home for everything that is good.



When he was settled in it, he wooed the pretty daughter of one of the leading citizens of the town, and after the marriage had been consummated, he enjoyed a sociable life of ever-increasing good fortune and contentment, with blessings piled on blessings and in complete happiness. Seeing himself in this position, he gave thanks to Almighty God for the favours and benefactions showered on him, praising Him in his gratitude and chanting the lines:


Praise be to You for the succession of Your favours,

You, Whose endless bounty encompasses all things.

I offer You my praise; accept it, Lord,

For I am mindful of Your liberality.

You have showered on me Your favours and Your gifts

Through Your good grace, and I give thanks to You.

Mankind drinks from the ocean of Your bounty,

And it is You Who aids them in distress.

You have granted me an abundance of good things,

And through You all my sins have been forgiven,

Thanks to the one who came as a mercy to all,

A noble Prophet, truthful and pure of heart,

On whom be blessings and the peace of God.

Blessings be on his helpers and his family, while the pilgrims come,

And on his noble companions, men of power,

For all time, while the birds still sing on trees.



Khalifa used to frequent the society of the caliph as a favoured visitor, and the caliph treated him with the greatest kindness and generosity. He continued to enjoy prosperity, happiness and grandeur, with ever-increasing comforts, rank, pleasure and delight, until he was visited by the destroyer of delights and the parter of companions – praise be to the Glorious and Everlasting Lord, the Eternal One Who never dies.

A story is told that in the old days there was a merchant named Masrur who, in addition to possessing great wealth, was one of the most handsome people of his time. He lived in easy circumstances and enjoyed taking his pleasure in gardens and orchards, while also delighting in the love of beautiful women. One night it happened that while he was asleep he dreamt that he was in the most beautiful of gardens where there were four birds, among them being a white dove that glistened like polished silver. He was struck with admiration for this dove and conceived a passion for it, but then he saw in his dream that a huge bird swooped down on it and snatched it from his hand, to his great distress. At that point he woke up and, being unable to find the dove, he experienced pangs of longing for it until morning came. ‘I must go off today and find someone to interpret this dream for me,’ he told himself.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and forty-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Masrur, the merchant, woke, he experienced pangs of longing and said to himself: ‘I must go off today and find someone to interpret this dream for me.’ He got up, but although he walked in various directions until he was a long way from home, he failed to discover anyone who could do this for him. He was on his way back when it occurred to him to turn off to the house of a wealthy merchant. When he got there, he heard the following lines being recited in a plaintive voice from a broken heart:


The east wind blows from her abandoned camp

With scent that cures sick-hearted lovers.

I halted with my question by the worn-out ruins,

Where nothing but dry bones answered my tears.

I asked the breeze: ‘For God’s sake let me know,

Will its delights ever return again?

Shall I enjoy the favour of a fawn whose soft form has led me astray,

Wasting my body, with slumberous, languid eyes?’



When Masrur heard the voice, he looked inside the door and saw the loveliest of gardens, within which there was a curtain of red brocade, studded with pearls and other gems. Behind this were four girls, among whom was another between four and five foot tall like a rounded moon gleaming at its full. Her eyelids were darkened with kohl beneath joining eyebrows; her mouth was like Solomon’s ring; her lips and her teeth were pearls and coral; and her beauty and grace, together with the symmetry of her figure, were such as to rob all who saw her of their wits.

At the sight of her, Masrur entered the house and went on as far as the curtain, at which point the girl raised her head and looked at him. He greeted her and, speaking sweetly, she returned his greeting and then, as he looked closely at her, he lost both his wits and his heart. He gazed at the garden, which was filled with jasmine, gillyflowers, violets, roses, oranges and all kinds of scented herbs. All the trees were adorned with fruit, and water was flowing down from four alcoves set facing each other. Masrur looked at the first of these and saw that round it was inscribed in letters of vermilion the following lines:


House, no sorrow has ever entered you,

Nor has your owner been betrayed by Time.

How good a refuge you provide for guests

Left comfortless elsewhere.



On the second alcove he saw spelt out in letters of red gold:


House, may you be clothed in fortune

As long as birds sing on the garden trees.

May all your air be scented, while in you

Love finds its consummation.

May those who live here enjoy fame and happiness,

While planets circle in the upper heaven.



The inscription around the third alcove was picked out in lapis lazuli and read:


Remain in glory and good fortune, house,

As long as nights are dark and the stars shine.

Happy are those who come within your gate,

For you shower fortune on your visitors.



Round the fourth alcove, Masrur saw written in yellow ink:


Here is a garden and a pool –

A pleasant place to sit, and a forgiving Lord.



There were ringdoves, pigeons, nightingales and turtledoves in the garden, each with its own song, while the lovely girl with her shapely figure swayed in a way that would captivate all who saw her. She now asked Masrur: ‘Man, what has brought you to what is not your own house and to girls who are strangers to you, without permission from the owners?’ He said: ‘My lady, when I saw this garden, I was struck by the beauty of its greenery, the fragrance of its flowers and the songs of its birds, and so I came in to enjoy the sight of it for a time before going on my way.’ At that, she spoke words of welcome, and when Masrur heard this and saw the coquetry of her glance and the elegance of her form, he became bewildered both by her beauty and grace and by the charm of the garden and the birds. His wits left him and he recited:


She appears as a moon in unmatched loveliness

Among the hills where scented breezes blow,

With myrtle, eglantine and violets,

Whose fragrance is diffused among the branches.

The garden here is perfect in its beauty;

All flowers are here and every kind of branch.

The moon unveils itself beneath their shade,

And here birds sing their sweetest songs.

The ringdove, nightingale and turtledove

Join with the bulbul to arouse my grief.

Passion has halted helpless in my heart,

Bewildered by her beauty, like a drunken man.



After the girl, whose name was Zain al-Mawasif, had listened to these lines she gave him a glance that robbed him of his wits and was followed by a thousand regrets. She replied to his verses with these lines:


Do not look for union with the beloved;

Abandon all the hopes to which you cling.

Leave this aside, for you can never bear

To be rejected by the one you love.

My glances harm the lover, and the words

That you have spoken are of no avail.



In spite of what he had heard, Masrur showed patience and endurance, concealing his feelings for the girl and telling himself: ‘Patience is the only cure for misfortune.’ They waited there until nightfall, when Zain ordered food to be brought. A table was set before her and Masrur on which were various dishes, such as quails, young pigeons and mutton. When they had both eaten their fill, she ordered the food to be removed; when this had been done they were brought the wherewithal to wash their hands, and next she had candlesticks fetched, in which were set candles scented with camphor. ‘I feel depressed tonight as I’m suffering from fever,’ she said. ‘May God enliven you and dispel your distress,’ said Masrur, and she then told him that she was an experienced chess player and asked whether he knew anything about the game. ‘Indeed I do,’ he said, and she then produced a chessboard of mixed ebony and ivory, the squares marked with gleaming gold, while the pieces were made of pearls and sapphires.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and forty-seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Zain ordered the chessmen to be brought to her. Zain turned to Masrur, who was bemused by the sight of this, and asked him whether he wanted the red or the white pieces. ‘Mistress of beauties and glory of the dawn,’ he replied, ‘you must take the red, because their loveliness complements yours, and leave me the white.’ She agreed to that and, after setting the red pieces opposite the white, she stretched out her hand to one of them in order to make the first move. Masrur looked at her fingers, which were as soft as dough, and was astonished both by their beauty and by her fine qualities. She turned to him and said: ‘Don’t be so taken aback but show patience and firmness.’ ‘Lady, whose beauty shames the moon,’ he replied, ‘how can a lover who looks at you show patience?’ While he was still in this state she checkmated him and won the game. Then, realizing that he was maddened by love, she said: ‘I shall only play with you for a fixed bet.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ he answered, and she went on: ‘We must swear to each other that neither of us will cheat the other.’ When they had done this, she told him: ‘If I beat you I shall take ten dinars from you, and if you beat me I shall give you nothing at all.’* Masrur thought that he would win and he said: ‘Don’t break your word, lady, for I see that you are the stronger player.’ ‘I agree,’ she replied, and they started to play, pushing forward pawns and backing them with their queens, linking them with castles and allowing the knights to move forward.

Zain was wearing a scarf of blue brocade, which she took from her head, and she rolled back her sleeve to show a wrist like a pillar of light. Passing the palm of her hand over the red pieces she told Masrur to take care, but at the sight of such elegance and grace he lost his wits and, bewildered and dazzled, when he stretched his hand out for the white pieces, it touched the red. ‘Where is your intelligence, Masrur?’ she asked him, pointing out that the red pieces were hers and that his were the white. ‘No one can look at you and keep control of his reason,’ he replied, and, seeing the state he was in, she took the white pieces from him and gave him the red. He played with the red and lost, and as they continued to play and as she continued to win, he paid over ten dinars after each game. Seeing how deeply in love with her he was, she said: ‘You will never get what you want, Masrur, unless you beat me, for this was the condition. I am not going to go on playing with you unless we put a hundred dinars on the game.’ He agreed willingly and so she continued to play and to beat him, and each time he paid over a hundred dinars.

This went on until morning without his winning a single game. He then got to his feet and when she asked him what he was thinking of doing, he said: ‘I’m going back home to fetch more money so that perhaps my hopes may come true.’ ‘Do as you think best,’ she told him, and so he went home and fetched all the money he had. Then, when he returned, he recited these lines:


I saw a bird that passed me in a dream

In a pleasant garden where the flowers smiled.

When it appeared, I caught it;

It is for you to show the interpretation of the dream was true.



After he had brought all his money to her, he started to play against her, but she kept on winning and he was unable to take a single game. This lasted for three days, by the end of which she had won all his money, and then she asked: ‘What do you want to do now?’ ‘I’ll play you for my perfume shop,’ he said, and when she asked what it was worth, he told her: ‘Five hundred dinars.’ He played five games and lost them all, and then he staked his slave girls, his properties, his orchards and his buildings, all of which she won, leaving him with nothing. She turned to him and asked whether he had anything else to stake, to which he replied: ‘By Him Who made me fall into the toils of your love, I have no money left and nothing else, great or small.’ ‘Masrur,’ she told him, ‘something that began with contentment should not end with regret, and if it is regret that you feel, then take back your money, leave me and go off. I shall not hold you to our agreement.’ ‘By God, Who decreed that this should happen to us,’ exclaimed Masrur, ‘if you wanted to take my life, that would be a small price to pay for contenting you, who are my only love!’ So she told him to fetch the qadi and the notaries and to write a deed making over to her all his possessions and properties. ‘Willingly,’ he said and he got up instantly, and when he brought the officials to her, the qadi was bemused and bewildered by the beauty of her fingers. ‘My lady,’ he said, ‘I shall only draw up this deed on condition that you are the purchaser of the properties, the slave girls and the other possessions, which are then to be in your hands and at your disposal.’ ‘We have agreed on that,’ she told him, ‘so draw me up a deed to say that the property of Masrur, his slave girls and all that he owns are to be transferred to the ownership of Zain al-Mawasif at a total price specified.’ The qadi drew up the deed and the notaries added their signatures to it.

When Zain got this deed…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and forty-eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Zain got this deed stipulating that everything that Masrur had was to be transferred to her, she said to him: ‘Now go away,’ but her slave girl Hubub turned to him and told him to recite some poetry. He produced the following lines on the subject of chess:


I complain of Time and of what has come to me;

I complain of loss, of chess and of a glance that led to love –

Love for a delicate and tender girl,

Who has no match among mankind, female or male.

She notched an arrow, aiming her eyes at me,

And ordered out such armies as would conquer every foe,

Red and white, with knights clashing in combat.

She challenged me, saying: ‘Be on your guard.’

She left me straying when she reached out her fingers,

In the gloom of night, dark as her hair.

I could make no move to rescue my white men,

As passion caused my tears to fall in floods.

Pawns, rooks and queens might charge,

But the white army turned back in defeat.

She struck me with an arrow from her eyes,

An arrow that pierced through my heart.

She offered me a choice between the two armies;

I chose the white on which to place my stake.

I said: ‘I want the white men; they suit me,

While as for you, you can command the red.’

She played me for a stake I had accepted,

But I could never win my goal of pleasing her.

Alas for my heart, my longing and my sorrow;

I could not reach a girl fair as the moon.

My heart does not burn with regret or sorrow

For my estates while I can fondly look on you.

I am perplexed, bewildered and afraid,

Blaming Time for what it has brought down on me.

She asked: ‘Why so distressed?’ I said:

‘Can a wine drinker sober up when drunk?’

Her figure stole my heart away, and she would be

Human, if her heart were not of stone.

I led myself to hope and said: ‘Today

I’ll win her through my bet – no need for fear or caution.’

My heart went on and on coveting this,

Until I found myself completely destitute.

Can the lover draw back from his harmful love,

Even if he is drowning in the seas of passion?

The slave of love has no two coins to rub together,

A prisoner to love’s longing, who has failed to reach his goal.



When Zain heard this she admired his eloquence, but said: ‘Give up this madness, Masrur. Come to your senses and go on your way, for you have wasted all your wealth and your property on playing chess. You have not got what you wanted and there is no way in which you can succeed.’ He turned to her and said: ‘My lady, ask me for something and I shall fetch you whatever it may be and lay it before you.’ ‘But you’ve no money left,’ she pointed out, at which he said: ‘Goal of my hopes, I may have no money but people will help me.’ ‘Does the giver ask for gifts?’ she queried, to which he answered: ‘I have relatives and friends who will give me whatever I ask for.’ So she said: ‘I want from you four containers of pungent musk, four of combined musk and ambergris perfume, four ratls of ambergris, four thousand dinars and four hundred robes of embroidered royal brocade. If you bring me all this, I shall grant you union.’ ‘This will be easy for me, you who put the moon to shame,’ Masrur told her, and then he left in order to fetch what she had asked for.

Zain sent Hubub, her slave girl, after him to see what his standing was with the people whom he had mentioned to her. As he was walking through the city streets he happened to turn and catch sight of her some way away. He waited until she caught up with him, and then asked her where she was going. She explained why her mistress had sent her after him, and reported everything that she had said. ‘By God, Hubub,’ he said, ‘I have nothing at all in the way of money.’ ‘Why did you make her a promise, then?’ she asked, and he replied: ‘How many promises remain unfulfilled? There must always be delays in love.’ When Hubub heard that, she told him to take heart, promising that she herself would help him to his goal.

She then walked back to her mistress and said: ‘By God, my lady, Masrur is valued and respected in the community.’ ‘No one can resist what the Almighty has decreed!’ exclaimed Zain, adding: ‘This man did not find me merciful, in that I took his money and gave him no affection in return or sympathized with him when he wanted me, but if I do agree to what he wants, I’m afraid that word may get out.’ Hubub replied: ‘It’s not easy for us to ignore his present plight and the way you took his money. You have no one here with you apart from me and Sukub and, as we are your slave girls, which of us could say anything about you?’ Zain stared down at the ground and her girls said: ‘Lady, we think that you should send him a gracious message and not leave him to ask favours from some ignoble man, for it is bitter to have to beg.’ Their mistress accepted their advice and, after calling for an inkwell and paper, she wrote these lines:


Be glad, Masrur; union is near at hand;

Do not delay but come when the night is dark.

Do not go begging to base men for money.

I was drunk but now I have regained my wits.

I shall return you all your wealth,

And add to that the gift of union,

Because you have been patient and with grace

Accepted the beloved’s unjust tyranny.

Come quickly to enjoy the happiness of love.

Do not be careless lest my family learn.

Hurry to me; do not delay, and taste

The fruits of union while my husband is away.



She folded the letter and gave it to Hubub, who took it off to Masrur. She found him tearfully reciting these lines:


A lovesick breeze has blown over my heart,

Captivating it through too much passion.

With the beloved’s absence my love has grown

And my eyes have shed an increased flow of tears.

Were I to show the doubts that have beset me

To solid rock, how quickly it would soften.

Shall I ever find something for my delight,

And enjoy reaching the goal for which I hope?

Will the nights of rejection, which followed parting, end,

Curing the wound she left within my heart?
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and forty-ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Masrur, overcome by passion and the intensity of his longing, started to recite poetry. When Hubub heard him repetitively chanting these lines, she knocked on his door and he got up and opened it for her. She went in and gave him the letter, which he took and read. ‘What news do you have of your mistress?’ he asked, but she said: ‘There is no need to answer that, thanks to what is in the letter, and you are a man of sense.’ Masrur was overjoyed and recited:


A letter has come whose contents bring me joy;

Would that I could preserve it in my heart.

I kissed it and my longing was increased;

It is as if within it was love’s pearl.



He then wrote a reply and gave it to Hubub, who took it back to her mistress, and when she got there she started to enlarge on his attractions and to talk of his various qualities and his noble nature, for she had decided to help bring the two of them together. ‘He is slow in coming,’ said Zain, but Hubub assured her that he would soon be there, and before she had finished speaking he had arrived and knocked on the door. She opened it for him and took him in to her mistress, who welcomed him and made him sit down beside her.

She now told Hubub to bring Masrur a splendid robe, at which she fetched one that was adorned with gold. Zain took this and put it on Masrur, while she, for her part, chose another magnificent one, which she put on herself. On her head she placed a chaplet of fresh pearls fastened with a band of brocade, itself studded with pearls, sapphires and other gems. Beneath it she allowed two plaits to hang down, each adorned with a ruby and picked out with gleaming gold; the hair that she now let down was as dark as night, and she was scented and perfumed with aloes, musk and ambergris. ‘May God guard you from the evil eye,’ said Hubub, and then, as her mistress walked proudly, swaying from side to side, she recited these remarkable lines:


She shames the ban tree’s branches as she walks,

And lovers are left powerless by her glance.

A moon is framed in the darkness of her hair,

And a sun is shining among her black locks.

Blessed is the man who spends the night beside such beauty,

And dies swearing an oath ‘by your life’.



Zain thanked her and then went up to Masrur like a glorious full moon. He sprang to his feet and said: ‘Unless I am deceived, this is no mortal woman but one of the houris of Paradise.’ She called for a table to be brought, round the edges of which the following lines were inscribed:


Turn aside your spoons to the spring camp of the bowls;*

Enjoy roasts of all kinds and young partridges.

There are quails I never cease to love,

And other costly young fowls, as well as chickens.

How splendid are the kebabs that bloom so red,

With vegetables dipped in bowls of vinegar.

How tasty is rice cooked in milk, in which

Women plunge their hands up to their bracelets.

How I sigh for two kinds of fish,

With two loaves of bread that have been well baked.



They ate, drank and enjoyed themselves, after which the food was cleared away and replaced with wine. As the wine circulated between them, they grew happy, and when Masrur filled the glass he addressed Zain as ‘my mistress whose slave I am’, and recited:


I wonder that my eye can look its fill

On the beauty of a girl of shining loveliness.

She has no equal in her age,

In elegance and graceful qualities.

The ban tree’s branch envies her suppleness

When she advances, well poised in her robe;

Her radiant face puts the full moon to shame;

The parting of her hair is like its gleaming crescent.

Wherever she moves, her perfume scents the breeze

That moves across the plains and hills alike.



When Masrur had finished these lines, Zain said to him: ‘Masrur, whoever holds to his religion and has eaten my bread and my salt must acknowledge what he owes me. So forget what has happened and I shall give back your property and everything that I took from you.’ ‘My lady,’ he replied, ‘I would not hold you to this, even if you had not kept to the terms of the oath that we swore to each other. I shall go off and become a Muslim.’ At that point, Hubub said: ‘My mistress, learned as you are, you are still young, and I call on the Almighty to intercede for me with you. Unless you oblige me by doing what I say, I shall not sleep in your house tonight.’ Zain promised to do what she wanted and then told her to go and prepare another room. This she did, providing decorations and supplying the finest of her mistress’s preferred perfumes. Food was prepared and wine brought in, which then was passed between Masrur and Zain. As they were enjoying themselves…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and fiftieth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Zain told Hubub, her slave girl, to prepare another room. Hubub got up and provided fresh supplies of food and wine. The wine cup passed around between them and, as they were enjoying themselves, Zain said: ‘Masrur, the time has come for close embraces and, if you really love me, recite me some original verses.’ So Masrur recited:


I am a captive in whose heart rages a fire,

As parting cuts the tie uniting us.

I love a girl whose form lies in my heart

And whose soft cheek has robbed me of my reason.

Her eyebrows join over dark eyes,

And when she smiles her teeth gleam like a lightning flash.

She is fourteen, and now the tears

I shed for love of her are all dyed red.

I saw her between a garden and a stream,

With a face outshining the moon in heaven’s vault.

I stood in awe of her, a prisoner,

And said: ‘Peace be on you, lady of the sanctuary.’

She willingly returned the greeting that I gave,

With courteous words like pearls upon a string.

But when she came to know from what I said

The goal I aimed at, then her heart was deaf.

She told me this was folly, but I said:

‘Do not blame a man who is in love.

If you accept me now, this is a simple matter;

You are the loved and I the slave of love.’

When she saw what I wanted, she said smilingly:

‘I swear by God, Who made both earth and heaven,

I am a Jewess, following the strictest code

Of my religion, while you are a Christian.

How can you look for union, when you do not share my faith?

If you seek this, regret is bound to come.

Is it allowed by love to juggle with two faiths,

So that someone like me would be wounded by blame,

As a religious outcast, while, as for you,

You would have sinned against my faith and yours?

If you love me, become a Jew for love,

Keeping yourself from all unions but mine.

Now, by the Gospel, take a solemn oath

To hide away the secret of our love,

While I swear by the Torah faithfully

That I shall keep the covenant we have made.’

I swore by my religion and its law,

And made her take the same most solemn oath.

I said: ‘Goal of desire, what is your name?’

‘Zain, lady of the sanctuary,’ she said.

‘Zain,’ I called out aloud to her,

‘Your love has occupied my heart, enslaving me.’

I saw the beauty underneath her veil

To my distress, as I fell deep in love.

She sat behind a curtain, and my humble plea

Came from an ardent heart controlled by love.

Then, when she saw how deep my passion was,

She showed me there unveiled her laughing face.

The winds of union blew for us, as musk

Diffused its scent over her neck and wrist,

And the whole place was perfumed, as I kissed

The sweet wine of her smiling mouth.

Like a ban-tree branch, she swayed beneath her gown,

And what had been refused me was allowed.

We passed the night joined in close embrace,

Clasping and kissing, while I sucked red lips.

The splendour of the world is that the one you love

Should be beside you, yielding to your will.

Then, when dawn broke, she rose and took her leave,

With a fair face that puts the moon to shame.

As she recited her farewells, her tears

Were scattered, then collected on her cheeks.

Never in all my life shall I forget our pact,

The beauty of the night and our most solemn oath.



This delighted Zain, who complimented Masrur on his skill, adding: ‘May your enemies perish.’ She went to her room and called Masrur, who went in and embraced her, hugging and kissing her until she had granted him what he had thought he would never get. He was delighted by the sweetness of union and Zain told him: ‘Your property is now lawfully yours again and not mine, as we have become lovers.’ So she returned everything that she had taken from him, after which she asked: ‘Have you got a garden where we can go to enjoy ourselves?’ He told her that he had one of unparalleled beauty, and then he went home to tell his slave girls to get ready a splendid meal and to prepare a handsome room, setting out a magnificent candelabrum. After this he invited Zain to come, and, when she had arrived with her slave girls, they ate, drank and enjoyed themselves cheerfully as the wine circulated. Then, when the lovers were alone, Zain told Masrur: ‘An elegant poem has come to my mind which I would like to sing to you, accompanying myself on the lute.’ She took a lute, tuned it, passed her hands over the strings and, pitching her voice at the right note, she sang these lines:


The strings have filled me with delight;

Sweet-tasting is our early morning wine.

Love uncovers the lovesick heart

And shows itself, tearing aside the veils,

Accompanied by finely flavoured wine

Like the sun uncovered in the hands of moons.*

On a night that brought us such a joy

As served to wipe away all sombre cares.



When she had finished, she said: ‘Now recite some of your own lines, Masrur, and let me enjoy the fruits of your eloquence.’ So he recited:


We rejoice as a full moon passed around the wine

To the lute music in our garden here,

As the doves sing upon the bending boughs

At early dawn. Here is the goal of all desire.



When he had finished, Zain said: ‘If you are so deeply in love with me, recite some verses about what has happened to us.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and fifty-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Zain said to Masrur: ‘If you are so deeply in love with me, recite some verses about what has happened to us.’ Masrur willingly agreed and recited:


Stop and hear what it was that came to me

Thanks to the love of this gazelle.

She shot me with an arrow,

Attacking me with her glance.

I was seduced by passion;

Love left me powerless.

I fell in love with a coquette,

Veiled from me by arrow heads.

I saw her in a garden,

A girl with a graceful form.

I greeted her and when she heard

My words, she greeted me.

I asked her name, and she told me:

‘As befits my beauty,

I am called Zain.’*

‘Pity my state,’ I said.

‘I am consumed by passion;

There was never a lover to match me.’

She said: ‘If you do love me

And hope for union with me,

I want huge sums of money,

More than all reckoning.

I want you to give me garments

All made of costly silk,

And four qintars of musk

In return for a night of love,

Together with pearls and carnelian,

All of the costliest,

As well as silver and gold

By way of finery.’

I showed the virtue of patience

In spite of my distress,

And so she granted me union

On a night of the crescent moon.

If any wish to blame me,

I say: ‘Listen to me:

She has long locks of hair, night-coloured;

There are roses in her cheeks

That bloom like kindled fire.

Beneath her eyelids is a sword,

And arrows are shot by her glance.

Within her mouth is wine,

While her saliva is cool water.

Her teeth are rows of pearls

Arranged in order in her mouth.

She has the neck of a gazelle,

Beautiful in its perfection.

Her bosom is marble white,

With breasts like hills.

The creases of her belly

Are perfumed with precious scent,

While below is something

That is the goal of my desire,

Well fleshed and plump, my masters,

Like a king’s throne, to which I bring my case.

Between two pillars you will find raised benches,

While its description astounds the minds of men.

There are two large lips that part as in a mule,

Like a red eye, and a bulge like a camel’s lip.

When you approach it, intending to do the deed,

You find a warm encounter, full of lusty strength.

It leaves all brave opponents with no more urge to fight,

And at times you have to meet it with a beard to play for time.

The one who tells you this is a handsome and splendid man,

Like Zain in the perfection of her beauty.

I came to her by night and what I won was sweet,

For that one night I spent with her surpassed all other nights.

When morning came, she rose with a face like a crescent moon,

Her body swaying like a long spear shaft.

She took her leave of me and said: ‘When will such nights return?’

‘Light of my eyes,’ I said to her, ‘whenever you wish, come.’



Zain was filled with delight and the greatest of pleasure by this poem, but she then said: ‘Dawn is near, Masrur, and I shall have to go for fear of being disgraced.’ He agreed and got to his feet to escort her to her house, after which he went back home to spend the rest of the night thinking about her beauty. In the morning he prepared a splendid present, which he brought, and then sat there with her. Things went on like this for a number of days, during which the two of them enjoyed the pleasantest and most delightful of lives, but at that point Zain got a letter from her husband in which he said that he would soon be back with her. ‘May God grant him neither safety nor life,’ she said to herself, ‘for if he comes he will spoil everything. How I wish I were sure that he would never return.’

When Masrur arrived, he sat talking with her as usual until she told him that her husband had sent word that he would soon be back from his travels. ‘What are we going to do,’ she asked, ‘as neither of us can do without the other?’ He said: ‘I don’t know what will happen, but you know more about your own husband’s character, and, in particular, you are a very intelligent woman who can produce tricks that no man could think up.’ She replied: ‘He is a difficult man who guards his household jealously. When you hear that he has got back, go and greet him and sit down beside him, after which you should tell him that you are a perfume seller. Then buy some perfumes from him and go back to him again and again, holding long conversations with him and doing whatever he says. It may be then that I shall be able to contrive something that will look like a chance encounter.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ Masrur replied, and he left her with his heart ablaze with love.

When Zain’s husband did come home, she showed pleasure at his arrival and greeted him warmly. When he looked at her, he saw that she was looking pale. This was because she had used the feminine trick of washing her face with saffron. He asked her how she was and she told him that, after he had gone off on his travels, both she and her slave girls had been sick; they had all been concerned because he had been away for so long, and she began to complain to him of the miseries of separation, shedding floods of tears and saying: ‘If you had someone with you I would not be so concerned, and so I implore you in God’s Name not to go off again unaccompanied. Don’t leave me without news of what you are doing, and then I may be easy in my mind.’

[image: image]

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

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Zain said to her husband: ‘Don’t go off again unaccompanied. Don’t leave me without news of what you are doing, and then I may be easy in my mind.’ He agreed to this willingly, saying that it was a good and sensible idea and promising to do what she wanted.

He then went off to his shop with some of his goods and opened it up for business. As he was sitting there, along came Masrur, who greeted him, sat down beside him and started talking to him. After a long conversation, Masrur produced a purse, opened it and took out some gold, which he passed to the man, saying: ‘Give me in exchange some perfumes that I can sell in my shop.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ the man replied, and he supplied Masrur with what he wanted. After that, Masrur paid him a number of visits over a period of days until the man turned to him and said: ‘I am looking for an associate in my business.’ ‘That is what I am wanting myself,’ replied Masrur, adding: ‘My father was a Yemeni merchant who left me a large sum of money, which I’m afraid I may lose.’ Zain’s husband turned to him and said: ‘If you would like to join me, I would be your companion and your friend, whether we go on our travels or stay here, and I would teach you how to buy and sell, make money and spend.’ Masrur said that he would welcome this and the man took him home, where he left him sitting in the hall while he went to Zain, his wife, and told her that he had found a partner and had invited him as a guest. He asked her to provide him with a lavish meal, and she, for her part, realizing that this must be Masrur, gladly prepared a splendid feast with excellent food, delighted that her scheme had worked.

When Masrur came to their house, her husband told her to come out with him to greet the visitor, but she made a show of anger and said: ‘Do you want to produce me before a stranger and a foreigner? God forbid! Even if you were to cut me in pieces, I would not show myself in front of him.’ ‘Why should you be shy of him,’ he asked, ‘when he is a Christian and we are Jews? He and I are going to be companions.’ She said: ‘I don’t want to appear before a stranger whom I have never seen before and whom I don’t know.’ Her husband, who thought that she was being sincere, continued to press her until she rose, wrapped herself up and brought the food out to Masrur, whom she welcomed. He stared at the ground, pretending to be embarrassed, and, on seeing this, his host was sure that he must be an ascetic.

When they had eaten their fill, the food was removed and the wine produced. Zain sat in front of Masrur and they exchanged glances until evening, when Masrur went back home with a fire burning in his heart, leaving his host to reflect on his courtesy and handsomeness. When night fell, his wife brought him his supper as usual. In his house he had a nightingale which had been in the habit of coming to flutter over his head when he sat down to eat, sharing his meal with him. This bird had become friendly with Masrur and had done the same with him, but when Masrur had gone, it no longer recognized his master on his return and would not come near him, leaving him to wonder what the reason for this might be.

As for Zain, she could not sleep for thinking of Masrur and this went on for a second and a third night. Her husband, realizing that something was wrong, observed her distraction and became suspicious. Halfway through the fourth night, he woke up and found her calling Masrur’s name as she lay sleeping in his arms, but he concealed his suspicions. In the morning he went off to his shop, and as he was sitting there Masrur arrived. When they had exchanged greetings, the man said: ‘Welcome, brother. I was wanting to see you.’ For a time they sat talking and then the man said: ‘Come home with me so that we may draw up our pact of brotherhood.’ Masrur agreed willingly, and when the two of them arrived at the house, the Jew told Zain that he was there and that they were intending to form a trading partnership based on a bond of brotherhood. He asked her to get a handsome room ready for them and to be there herself as an observer when they swore to the bond. ‘For God’s sake,’ she exclaimed, ‘don’t produce me in front of this stranger! There is no point in my being there.’ He said no more to her but told the slave girls to bring in food and drink and he then called for the nightingale, which perched on Masrur’s lap, ignoring its master.

It was now that the Jew asked Masrur his name, and when he told him, he realized that this was the name that his wife had been babbling all night long in her sleep. He looked up and saw her gesticulating and using her eyebrows to make signs to Masrur. Understanding that he had been tricked, he told Masrur to wait while he went to fetch his cousins to attend the ceremony. ‘Do as you please,’ Masrur told him, and so the Jew got up and left the house, but then went round behind the room where they had been sitting…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and fifty-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the Jew said to Masrur: ‘Wait for me to fetch my cousins to attend this ceremony.’ He then went round behind the room where they had been sitting, and stood where he could see the two of them through a convenient window without them seeing him. Zain asked Sukub, her slave girl: ‘Where has your master gone?’ When Sukub said that he had left the house, Zain told her to lock the door, bar it with an iron bolt and, when he knocked, she was to let her know before opening it for him. ‘I shall do that,’ replied Sukub, but all the while the Jew was watching what was going on.

Zain took a wine cup and brought it to Masrur, having flavoured it with rosewater and crushed musk. He got up and went to meet her, saying: ‘By God, your saliva is sweeter than this.’ She started pouring wine for him and he poured it for her, after which she sprinkled him from top to toe with rosewater until the whole room was perfumed. Her husband, watching all this, was astonished by the strength of their mutual affection, and the sight filled him with furious rage and passionate jealousy. He went to the door and, finding it locked, he knocked loudly and angrily. Sukub said: ‘Mistress, the master has come.’ ‘Open the door for him,’ said Zain, ‘although I wish God had not brought him back safely.’ So Sukub went to the door and opened it, and when he asked her why she had locked it, she told him: ‘When you were away we always kept it locked; it was never opened night or day.’ ‘Well done,’ he said, ‘I approve of that.’

He then went to Masrur, concealing his feelings with a laugh, and said: ‘Let’s postpone taking our oath of brotherhood until another day.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ Masrur replied. ‘Do as you want.’ He then went back home, leaving the Jew to brood about the matter. He was at a loss to know what to do and, being filled with gloom, he said to himself: ‘Even the nightingale doesn’t know me and the slave girls lock the door in my face and turn to someone else.’ In his downcast state he began repeating these lines:


Masrur has enjoyed a time of pleasure,

With days of delight, while my own life slips away.

Time is the enemy of my love,

And my heart is burned with ever fiercer fires.

The happy days of my delight in her are gone,

But I am still held helpless by her beauty,

And as my eyes have seen her loveliness,

So is my heart still captured by her love.

Once she was glad to let me quench my thirst

With pure wine from the sweetness of her mouth.

My nightingale has left me. Why?

What makes it yield to someone else’s love?

My eyes have seen strange sights, of such a kind

As will arouse me when I try to sleep.

I saw my darling squandering my love,

While my pet bird refused to fly to me.

Now, by the God of all created things,

Who carries out His wishes among men,

I shall take vengeance on this evil man

Who in his folly has approached my wife.



When Zain heard these lines, she shuddered and turned pale. ‘Did you hear that?’ she asked her slave girl, and the girl replied: ‘Never in my life have I heard him recite poetry like that, but let him say what he wants.’ For his part, when the Jew was sure that his suspicions were correct, he began to sell all his possessions, telling himself that unless he took his wife away from her own country the two lovers would never recover from their infatuation. Then, when he had sold everything, he read out a letter which he pretended had come from his cousins but which, in fact, he had written himself, purporting to be an invitation to himself and his wife to come and visit them. ‘How long are we going to stay with them?’ Zain asked, and when he told her twelve days, she agreed and went on to say: ‘Shall I take some of the maids with me?’ ‘Take Hubub and Sukub,’ he told her, ‘but leave Khatub here.’ He prepared a fine howdah for them, having made up his mind to leave.

Zain sent a message to Masrur to say: ‘If I don’t come at the time we arranged, then you will know that my husband has succeeded in parting us by a trick. Don’t forget the oaths by which we are bound, but I am afraid of his cunning and guile.’ As her husband continued his preparations for the journey, she began sobbing and weeping and could find no rest by day or night. When he said no word of disapproval at the sight of this, she realized that he was determined to go and so she packed up all her belongings and left them with her sister, telling her what had happened and saying goodbye to her. She left her sister’s house in tears, and when she got home she found that her husband had brought up the camels and was starting to load them, having got ready the best of them for her. She realized that parting from Masrur was inevitable, and she was at her wits’ end, but when her husband went off on some errand, she went to the first door and wrote the following lines on 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 eight hundred and fifty-fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Zain saw that her husband had brought up the camels and she realized that they were about to set off, she was at her wits’ end. It so happened that her husband went out on some errand, so she went to the first door and wrote the following lines on it:


Dove, nesting on the house, carry a greeting

From a lover to a beloved at their parting.

Tell him of my continued sadness

And sorrow for the happy days gone by.

I shall not cease to be enslaved by love,

And full of grief for all our past delights.

We passed a time of joy and happiness,

Savouring union both by night and day,

Only awakening when we heard the call

With which the crow announced that we must part.

We have moved off; the lands are desolate –

Would it had been that we had never left.



She then went to the second door and wrote on it:


I ask whoever passes here to look and see

My darling’s beauty shining in the dark.

Tell him the memory of our union makes me weep,

And that my flow of tears will never end.

If you cannot endure what fate has brought,

Then scatter dust and ashes on your head.

Go on a journey to the east or west,

But live in patience, for God’s will is done.



When she passed on to the third door, she wept bitterly and wrote:


Gently, Masrur! If you come to her house,

Pass by the doors and read the writing there.

If you stay true, do not forget this bond;

How many pains and pleasures has she had to taste!

By God, Masrur, do not forget how near she was;

Her joys and pleasures have all left with you.

Weep for the joys of union that has gone,

When she would lower the curtain as you came.

For my sake, travel to the furthest parts,

Plunge in the sea and cross the continents.

Our nights of union are now past and gone,

Their light quenched by the gloom of our parting.

God bless those happy days, when we

Picked flowers in the gardens of desire.

Would that they had stayed, as I had hoped,

But God decreed that we should come to water and then go.

Will Time ever unite us once again?

For I would then fulfil my vows to God.

Be sure that our affairs are in the hands of One

Who writes our destinies upon our brows.



She wept bitterly and went back into the house sobbing and crying. Then, remembering what had passed, she exclaimed: ‘Praise be to God, Who has decreed this for us!’ But as the sorrow that she felt for leaving home and parting from her lover increased, she recited:


God’s peace be on you, empty house,

Where past delights have now come to their end.

Continue your lament, dove of the house,

Which stands deserted by its moon-like girls.

Gently, Masrur! Weep for my loss,

For with your loss my eyes have lost their light.

I wish you could have seen me as I left,

With burning heart adding to fiery tears.

Do not forget the garden where we made our pledge,

Within whose shade we were united and concealed.



She then went to her husband, who placed her in the howdah that he had made for her. When she was mounted on the camel’s back, she recited:


God’s peace be on you, empty house,

How long, how great was our enjoyment there!

I wish that in your shelter I had spent

My whole life until, still in love, I died.

Distance and longing for my land distresses me;

This is my passion, but I do not know its end.

Shall I ever again see a return to it,

Bringing back the pleasure that was there before?



‘Don’t be sad at leaving your house, Zain,’ her husband said, ‘for you will soon return.’ He started to soothe and humour her, but when they had left the city with the road stretching in front of them, and she had indeed been parted from Masrur, she found that hard to bear.

While all this was happening, Masrur was sitting at home thinking about himself and his beloved. With a presentiment that they were going to be separated, he jumped quickly to his feet and went to Zain’s house, where he found the door shut. He caught sight of the lines that she had written on the outer door, and when he had read them he fell on the ground unconscious. On recovering, he went on to the second door and then to the third, reading the inscriptions. When he had finished, his longing and passionate love increased and he hurried off until he caught up with Zain’s party. He saw her at the end of the file, with her husband riding at its head because of the goods he had with him. He caught hold of her howdah, shedding tears of sorrow because of the pain of parting and reciting these lines:


I wish I knew for what fault I am wounded

With arrows of rejection over these long years.

Heart’s desire, I came to your house one day,

Suffering from ever-greater pangs of love.

I found the house deserted and forlorn

And I bewailed your absence with sad groans.

I asked the wall about the ones I sought:

Where had they gone, who have my heart in pawn?

It told me they had ridden off,

Leaving my passion hidden in my heart.

But on the wall they had left lines to show

That they were keeping faith with what they pledged.



When Zain heard these lines, she realized that this was Masrur…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and fifty-fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when she heard these lines, she realized that this was Masrur, at which both she and her maids burst into tears. Then she said: ‘For God’s sake, Masrur, go away and leave me, lest my husband catch sight of us both.’ When Masrur heard this he fainted, but when he had recovered, the two of them said goodbye to each other and he recited these lines:


At dawn, the leader called to the caravan

As the morning breeze carried his words.

At his shout, the beasts were harnessed and the travellers

Moved off, pressing ahead along the track,

Filling the land around them with their scent

And moving fast along the valley floor.

Though they have gone, they still possess my love

And they have left me following their trail.

My friends, I never meant to part from them

Until I had bedewed the whole earth there with tears.

Now they are gone, leaving me in distress,

A parting that has left wounds in my heart.



Masrur continued to stay with the riders, sobbing and weeping, while Zain, fearing disgrace, pleaded with him to go back before day broke. He went up to her howdah and took a second farewell of her, before collapsing in a prolonged faint. When he recovered he saw the riders moving ahead of him, and, turning towards them and sniffing the south wind, he chanted these lines:


When the wind tells him the beloved is near,

The longing lover complains of pangs of love.

A breeze blew over him at early dawn,

But when he woke, the beloved was far away.

Emaciated, he lies on his sickbed,

Weeping tears of blood that fall in torrents.

I mourn for neighbours who rode off, taking my heart with them,

Carried among the riders who urge on their beasts.

When any breath of wind says she is near,

I see her image imprinted on my eye.



Full of longing, Masrur went back to Zain’s house and, on discovering it empty and deserted, he wept until his clothes were sodden and he fell in a faint, coming near to the point of death. On his recovery, he recited:


Spring camp, have pity on my abject state,

My wasted body and my pouring tears.

Let the breeze spread its fragrance over me

To cure my sorrow and my suffering.



When he got home he was bewildered and tearful, and he stayed like that for a period of ten days.

So much for him, but as for Zain, she realized that she had been tricked after her husband had travelled on with her for ten days. When he halted at a city, she wrote Masrur a letter and gave it to her slave girl, Hubub, saying: ‘Send this to Masrur so that he may know how I have been tricked and betrayed by the Jew.’ Hubub took the letter and sent it on to Masrur, and when he got it, he watered the ground with his tears. He then sent a reply to Zain, which he ended with these lines:


Which way leads to the doors of forgetfulness,

And how can one forget, who is burned by fires of love?

How sweet were the days of love that have now gone –

I wish that some were ours still to enjoy.



When the letter reached Zain she took it and read it, after which she passed it to Hubub, telling her to keep the news secret. In spite of this, her husband found out about the correspondence and removed her and her maids to another city twenty days’ journey away.

Masrur, meanwhile, could not enjoy sleep, stay at rest or show patience. Then, one night, when he had closed his eyes, he saw Zain in a dream visiting him in the garden, but as she started to embrace him, he woke up. Such was his dismay when he could not see her that he became demented and in his passion he recited:


Greetings to one whose phantom visited me in sleep,

Stirring up desire and adding to my passion.

I started up from sleep filled with a longing,

Roused by the vision shown me in my dream.

Can dreams of the beloved turn out true,

And cure the burning sickness of my love?

At times she passed me wine and then hugged me;

At other times she soothed me with sweet words.

Then she rebuked me in the dream, until my eyes

Were filled with bloody tears, but later, at the end,

I sucked the nectar from her dark red lips,

Which was like wine flavoured with finest musk.

What we did in that dream enraptured me,

As I received from her my heart’s desire,

But when it ended, all that I could find

Left by the phantom were the pangs of love.

I woke up like a madman after it,

And was still drunk in the evening without wine.

I ask you, wind, to take for me

Greetings of longing and my salutation.

Tell them that Time has poured the cup of death

To the friend with whom they made a covenant.



He then set off for Zain’s house, shedding tears all the way until he reached it. When he looked at it he found it empty, but then he saw Zain’s image appearing as though she herself was standing there in front of him. The fires of love flared up; sorrow was piled on sorrow and he fell down unconscious.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and fifty-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Masrur saw Zain embracing him in a dream, he was delighted, but then he woke up and went to her house. He found it empty and this distressed him so much that he fell down unconscious. When he recovered, he recited:


A perfumed scent wafted to me from them,

And this increased my passion as I left.

I try in my distress to cure desire

In a spring camp deserted by my friends.

Parting and the pains of love have made me ill,

Reminding me of what is past and gone.



As he finished he heard a raven croaking at the side of the house, and he exclaimed: ‘Glory to God! It is only beside deserted houses that ravens croak,’ and then, sighing in regret, he recited:


Why does the raven cry for the beloved’s house,

While fires rage and consume my inward parts?

I weep for a time of love that has now gone;

My heart is lost within a deep abyss.

I die of passion, burned by the fire of love,

Writing a message no one can deliver.

My body wastes away; my love has left;

I wonder, will she ever come again?

Breath of the east wind, if you visit her at dawn,

Halt by her house and carry her my greeting.



Zain had a sister named Nasim, who had been watching Masrur from a high vantage point. When she saw the state he was in, she was distressed and, shedding tears, she recited these lines:


How often do you come back here to weep,

While the house itself grieves and laments its builder!

Here there was joy, before the loved ones left,

And here the suns shone brightly.

Where are the moons that used to rise?

Fate’s changes have erased their splendour.

Forget past friendships with the lovely girls;

Some future time may bring them back again.

It was because of you the people left,

And otherwise no raven would perch here.



On hearing this and understanding the point of the poem, Masrur wept bitterly. Nasim, who knew how deeply he and her sister were in love, now addressed him and pleaded with him to stay away from the house lest people notice him and think that it was because of her that he had come. ‘My sister has gone,’ she said. ‘Do you want to make me go as well? You know that had it not been for you the place would not be deserted, so forget her and let her be, for the past is past.’ At that, Masrur wept again and said: ‘Nasim, if I had wings I would fly to her in longing, so how can I forget her?’ ‘The only thing you can do is to endure,’ she told him, but he said: ‘For God’s sake, please forward her a letter, pretending that it comes from you, and pass on the reply to me to cure my grief and put out the fire in my heart.’ She willingly agreed to this and fetched an inkstand and paper, after which Masrur began to describe the intensity of his longing and the pain inflicted on him by separation. ‘This letter,’ he dictated, ‘comes from a grieving lover made wretched by parting, who can find no rest by day or night. So copious are his tears that his eyelids are ulcerated and his heart is consumed by sorrow. Thanks to his endless misery he is as restless as a bird that has lost its mate and is on the point of death. I grieve for our parting and for the intimacy we once enjoyed. My body has wasted away, my tears flood down and the whole world, with its mountains and plains, is too narrow for me. In the ardour of my love I recite these lines:


My passion for those dwellings still remains,

And my longing for their people grows and grows.

I have sent to you the story of my love;

It was the cup of love fate poured for me.

When you set off, leaving behind your lands,

Tears in their torrents flooded from my eyes.

Caravan leader, turn aside with my well-guarded love;

Ever more fiercely fire burns in my heart.

Carry my greetings to my dear one and say:

It is only her red lips that can enchant her lover.

Time has destroyed him, breaking their fellowship,

As the arrow of separation wounds his heart.

Tell her of the love and passion that I feel,

Now she has gone and we can never meet.

I take an oath by the love that I bear

That I shall always keep the pact I made with you,

Unswerving in my love and unforgetting –

How could the longing lover ever forget?

I send my greetings and my salutations,

Perfumed within these pages with the scent of musk.’



Nasim admired his eloquence, his fine sentiments and the delicacy of his poetry. She felt sympathy for him and sealed the letter with pungent musk, perfuming it with a mixture of nadd and ambergris. Then she gave it to a merchant, telling him not to hand it to anyone except her sister or Hubub, her slave girl, to which he agreed. When it reached Zain, she realized that it must have been dictated by Masrur, recognizing that the elegance of its sentiments was an expression of his inner feelings. She kissed it and placed it over her eyes, continuing to shed tears until she fainted. Then, when she had recovered, she called for an inkstand and paper and wrote a reply in which she told of her passionate longing and the yearning that she felt for her lover, and complained of the condition to which love had reduced her.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and fifty-seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Zain wrote a reply to Masrur, she began: ‘This letter is to my lord and master, the companion of my inmost thoughts and my secret words. I cannot sleep and cares increasingly prey on me. I cannot endure the loss of one whose beauty outshines both sun and moon. Longing has made me restless, while passion is killing me. I cannot escape from this as I am doomed. You are the splendour of the world, life’s ornament. How can the cup of fate taste sweet for one whose breath is stifled, and who is to be numbered neither among the living nor the dead?’ Then she recited:


Your letter, Masrur, has stirred up distress;

By God, I cannot do without you or forget you!

When I read it, my limbs were filled with yearning;

A constant flood of tears flowed from my eyes.

Were I a bird, I would fly off in the dark of night.

You left and there is now no manna of forgetfulness for me.

You left, and I may now no longer live,

For I cannot endure the fire of separation.



She sprinkled the letter with crushed musk and ambergris, sealed it and sent it off with a merchant, telling him to give it only to her sister, Nasim. When it reached Nasim, she passed it on to Masrur, who kissed it, placed it over his eyes and wept until he fell unconscious.

So much for them, but as for Zain’s husband, when he found out about this correspondence, he took her away, together with her slave girl, travelling from one place to another until she said to him: ‘Where are you going with us, so far from our own land?’ ‘I am taking you on a year’s journey,’ he told her, ‘so that no more letters will reach you from Masrur. I see how you have taken all my wealth and given it to him, but I shall get back everything that is missing from you, and I wonder what good he will do you or whether he will be able to rescue you from me.’ He then went to a blacksmith and had three sets of iron shackles made for Zain and her two slave girls. When he had fetched the shackles, he stripped the women of their silk clothes and gave them hair cloth to wear instead, which he scented with sulphur. Then he brought in the blacksmith and told him to put the shackles on their legs. The first one the man approached was Zain herself, and when he saw her, he lost his head, bit his fingers and fell madly in love. ‘What have they done wrong?’ he asked the Jew, who told him: ‘They are my slave girls and they stole my money and ran away from me.’ The blacksmith cursed him and said: ‘By God, even if this woman had committed a thousand crimes a day and was brought before the chief qadi, he would not blame her. Further, she shows no sign of being a thief, and you cannot put chains on her legs.’ He asked the Jew to spare her this, and interceded for her. When Zain saw what he was doing, she said to her husband: ‘For God’s sake, please don’t make me come out in front of this strange man.’ ‘How was it that you came out in front of Masrur?’ he asked, and she made no reply. He did, however, accept the blacksmith’s intercession by giving her light shackles, unlike those of the two slave girls, which were heavy, as she had a tender body which could not endure rough treatment. She and her slave girls had to go on wearing hair cloth night and day until they became pale and emaciated.

As for the blacksmith who had fallen so deeply in love with Zain, he went home in great distress and recited these lines:


Smith, may your right hand wither, for it fixed

Those fetters round the sinews of her legs,

And you have chained a tender lady’s feet –

A mortal, but one formed of wonder.

If there was justice, the anklets round her feet

Would not be iron, but would be made of gold.

Her loveliness would move the chief qadi himself,

And he would place her in the highest rank.



As it happened, the chief qadi was passing the blacksmith’s house as he was reciting this poem. He sent for the man and, when he came, he asked who the subject of his poem might be, with whose love he appeared to be obsessed. The blacksmith stood in front of him, kissed his hand and, after wishing him a long life, described Zain in detail, mentioning her grace, beauty, symmetrical form and the perfection of her elegance, with her lovely face, slender waist and heavy buttocks. He then told the qadi how she had been humiliated by being imprisoned in chains with not enough to eat. For his part, the qadi told him to tell him where she was and to bring her to him so that he could do her justice. ‘She is now your responsibility,’ he told the smith, ‘and if you don’t show her to me, God will punish you on the Day of Judgement.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ the blacksmith said.

He set off straight away to Zain’s house, whose door he found locked, and there he heard a melodious voice that came from a distressed heart. This belonged to Zain, who was just then reciting these lines:


I was once in my own land, united with my lover,

While love filled for me the cup of happiness.

We had our share of pleasure in our love;

Morning and evening, we faced no distress.

We passed a time of happiness, with wine,

The lute, the zither giving us delight.

But then Time parted us, breaking our comradeship;

Love left and with it went our times of joy.

I wish the unlucky raven had been forced away,

And that the dawn of love’s reunion had appeared.



When the blacksmith heard this, he shed tears like raindrops pouring from a cloud. He knocked on the door, and when the girls asked: ‘Who is there?’ he said that he was the blacksmith. He told them what the qadi had said to him and that this qadi wanted them to appear before him and present their complaint, so that he could see to it that they got their rights.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and fifty-eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the blacksmith told Zain what the qadi had said to him and that he wanted them to appear before him and present their complaint, so that he could see to it that they got their rights.

Zain answered: ‘How can we go to him when we are behind a locked door with shackles on our legs, while the keys are with the Jew?’ ‘I shall make keys for the locks and open both the door and the shackles,’ the smith said, and when Zain asked who would tell them how to recognize the qadi’s house, he promised to describe it for them. Then Zain said: ‘How can we go to him wearing hair cloth smelling of sulphur?’ and he had to assure them that the qadi would not hold it against them if they appeared like that. He immediately made keys for the locks and unlocked both the door and the shackles, which he removed from their legs, before ushering them out and pointing the way to the qadi’s house. Hubub, Zain’s slave girl, then took off the hair cloth that her mistress was wearing, escorted her to the baths and, when she had been washed, clothed her in robes of silk, after which her colour returned.

By great good fortune, her husband happened to be at a banquet given by one of the merchants and so Zain was able to deck herself in all her finery, after which she made her way to the qadi’s house. When he caught sight of her, he got to his feet and greeted her in the smoothest and most agreeable of terms, while, for her part, she pierced him with the arrows of her glances. ‘May God prolong the life of our lord, the qadi,’ she said, ‘and use him to help those who look for justice.’ She went on to tell him of the generous treatment she had received from the blacksmith and also of the astonishing way in which the Jew had tormented her, bringing her and her slave girls ever nearer to the point of death, with no prospect of escape. When the qadi asked her name, she told him: ‘I am called Zain al-Mawasif, and this slave girl of mine is Hubub.’ ‘Your name fits you and matches its meaning,’ said the qadi, at which Zain smiled and covered her face. ‘Zain,’ he then asked, ‘do you have a husband or not?’ She told him that she had no husband, after which he said: ‘And what is your religion?’ ‘The religion of Islam, the creed of Muhammad, the best of men,’ she replied. He asked her to swear to this by the shari‘a, with its signs and admonitions, and she took the oath and recited the confession of faith. ‘How did you come to spend your youth with this Jew?’ he asked. She replied: ‘May God graciously prolong your days, fulfil your hopes and set the seal of virtue on your deeds. You must know that on his death my father left me fifteen thousand dinars, which he deposited with the Jew. This was to be used for trading, with the profits to be split between him and me, while the capital was protected by a legal agreement. When my father died, the Jew wanted me and asked my mother for my hand in marriage. “How can I make her abandon her religion and turn her into a Jewess?” my mother said, adding: “By God, I shall tell the authorities about you.” The Jew was alarmed by this and, taking the money, he fled to Aden. After we heard where he was, we went in search of him, and when we met him he told us that he was there to trade and that he was buying up large quantities of goods. We believed him, and he continued to pull the wool over our eyes until he managed to imprison us, fetter us and subject us to the worst of tortures. We are strangers here to all except Almighty God and our master, the qadi.’

When the qadi heard this, he asked Zain’s slave girl, Hubub: ‘Is this your mistress? Are you strangers and has she no husband?’ Hubub said yes to all this, and the qadi then went on: ‘Marry me to her, and I swear to free all my slaves, to fast, to go on pilgrimage and to give my goods as alms if I don’t revenge you on this dog and pay him back for what he has done.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ Hubub replied, after which the qadi said: ‘Go off now, you and your mistress, in good heart, and tomorrow, God willing, I shall send for this unbeliever and extort your just dues from him. You will be amazed to see the tortures that I shall inflict on him.’ Hubub called down blessings on him and went away, leaving him suffering from the burning pangs of passionate love.

When she and Zain had left his house, they asked the way to the house of the second qadi* and when they had been directed to it, they presented themselves to him and told him the same story, repeating the process with the third and the fourth. All four listened to the case and all four wanted Zain and asked her to marry them. She said yes to each one of them, and none of them knew about the others, while the Jew knew nothing at all, as he had stayed in the house where the banquet had been held. The next morning, Hubub got up and dressed her mistress in her finest robes before taking her before the four qadis in the courtroom. When she saw them there, she lifted her veil to show her face and then greeted them. They returned her greeting, each one recognizing who she was. One of them was writing something and the pen fell out of his hand; another was speaking but began to stutter; while a third made a mistake in the figures he was adding up. ‘Lady of grace and beauty,’ they said, ‘take heart, for we shall see that your rightful dues are restored to you and ensure that you get what you want.’ She called down blessings on them, took her leave and went off.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and fifty-ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the qadis said to Zain: ‘Lady of grace and beauty, take heart, for we shall see that you get what you want.’ She called down blessings on them, took her leave and went off.

While all this was going on, the Jew was with his friends at the banquet and knew nothing about it, while Zain, for her part, was calling on the magistrates and notaries to help her against what she described as a suspected unbeliever and to save her from painful torture. She tearfully recited the following lines:


Eyes, pour a flood of tears;

It may be these will cure my sorrow.

I used to wear embroidered silks,

But now my dress is that of a monk,

Smelling of sulphur – very different, this,

From the nadd perfume and sweet basil that I used.

If you were to know of my plight, Masrur,

You would not tolerate the shame of my disgrace.

Hubub is a chained captive in the power

Of an unbeliever who scorns the One Just God.

I have renounced the creed and customs of the Jews,

For now mine is the highest of all faiths.

I bow before God, the All-Merciful,

And follow what Muhammad has laid down.

Masrur, do not forget the love we shared;

Preserve the covenant to which we swore.

It was because of you I changed my faith,

But I concealed the passion that I felt.

Come quickly if you love me, keeping faith,

Like a true man, and do not hesitate.



She wrote out these lines in a letter that she now sent to Masrur, with an account of everything that the Jew had done to her from beginning to end. She then folded it up and gave it to her slave girl, Hubub, telling her to keep it in her pocket until they could send it to Masrur. Just at that moment the Jew came in and, seeing their joyful expressions, he asked why they were so happy, adding: ‘Have you had a letter from your friend Masrur?’ Zain said: ‘Our only helper against you is God, the Glorious, the Almighty, and it is He Who will rescue us from your injustice. If you don’t send us back to our own country, tomorrow we shall take you before the governor of this city and the qadi.’ ‘And who was it who removed the shackles from your legs?’ asked the Jew, and he went on: ‘I am going to have shackles weighing ten ratls made for each of you and then I shall parade you around the city.’ ‘God willing,’ Hubub told him, ‘everything that you intend to do to us will happen to you. You have removed us from our own land and tomorrow we shall all stand before the governor.’

They went on in this way until morning, when the Jew got up and went to the blacksmith to have more shackles made for the women. Zain and her slave girls, however, went to the courtroom, and when she went in and saw the qadis there, she greeted them and they all returned her greeting. The chief qadi said to his entourage: ‘This girl is like the Prophet’s daughter; everyone who sees her loves her and abases himself before her beauty and grace.’ He then gave her an escort of four officials, themselves of the stock of the Prophet, telling them to fetch the accused Jew and to treat him roughly.

So much for Zain, but as for the Jew, when he went home with the shackles he had had made, he was taken aback not to find the women there. It was then that the qadi’s men laid hold of him, and after giving him a severe beating, they dragged him face downwards to the qadi. When the qadi saw him, he shouted into his face: ‘Damn you, enemy of God, have you gone so far in wickedness as to do what you did, removing these women from their own land, stealing their money and trying to convert them to Judaism? How dare you try to turn Muslims into unbelievers?’ ‘Sir,’ said the Jew, ‘this is my wife.’ When the qadis heard this, they all cried out: ‘Throw this dog to the ground, strike him on the face with your shoes and give him a painful beating, for he has committed an unpardonable offence.’ The guards stripped off his silk clothes, dressed him in hair cloth and threw him on to the ground. They then pulled out all the hairs of his beard and struck him painfully on the face with their shoes before mounting him backwards on a donkey with its tail in his hand and parading him round the whole city, ringing bells as they went. He was in a state of abject humiliation when they brought him back to the qadi, who, with his three colleagues, condemned him to have his hands and feet cut off and then to be crucified. The damned Jew was out of his mind with fright and he asked: ‘What do you want from me, sirs?’ They told him: ‘Confess that this girl is not your wife, that the money you have is hers and that you unjustly removed her from her own country.’ He agreed to this and an official record was made of his confession, after which the money was taken from him and passed to Zain, who was also given the record of what had been said.

Zain then left, and everyone who saw her was bemused at the sight of such loveliness, while each of the qadis believed that it was to him that she would entrust herself. When she reached home she got ready everything that she might need and then waited for nightfall before setting out in the dark with her slave girls, taking with her any valuables that were light to carry. She travelled on for three days and nights, while as for the qadis, after she had left the courtroom they gave orders for her husband, the Jew, to be put in prison…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and sixtieth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the qadis gave orders for her husband, the Jew, to be put in prison, and the next morning they and the notaries waited for Zain to come back. When she failed to visit any of them, the one whom she had first approached said: ‘I want to take a trip outside the city today as there is something I need to do there.’ He got on his mule and, accompanied by his servant, he began to go to and fro through the city streets, looking for Zain but failing to find any news of her. While he was engaged on this hunt he came across his three colleagues, each of whom believed that Zain was pledged to meet him and no one else. He asked them why they were riding round the streets, and when they told him he realized that they were in the same position as he was himself and were asking the same question. They joined forces in their hunt, and when they still could find no news they each returned home and took to their beds, pining away through love.

Then the chief qadi remembered the blacksmith and sent for him. When he arrived, the qadi said: ‘Smith, do you know anything about that girl whom you directed to my house? By God, if you don’t tell me where she is, I shall have you whipped.’ On hearing this, the smith recited these lines:


She who holds me subject to her love

Possesses every beauty that there is.

Her eyes are of a fawn; she exhales ambergris;

She is a sun, a rippling pool, a pliant branch.



Then he said: ‘By God, master, since she left your gracious presence I have not set eyes on her. She has taken over my heart and my mind and I can talk and think about nothing else, but when I went to her house I couldn’t find her and I could discover no one who could tell me anything about her. It is as though she has plunged into the depth of the sea or been swept up into the sky.’ When the qadi heard this he heaved so deep a sigh that he almost expired, and he exclaimed: ‘I wish to God that I had never seen her!’

The smith left and the qadi took to his bed, wasting away because of his love for Zain, as did his colleagues, together with the notaries. The doctors visited them time after time, but they were not suffering from a disease that any doctor could cure. The leading citizens then came to visit the chief qadi, and after they had greeted him and asked how he was, he sighed and revealed his secret, reciting these lines:


Do not increase my suffering by blaming me;

Excuse a judge whose writ runs among men.

The censurers of my love will soon forgive me;

He who is slain by love should not be blamed.

I was a judge when fortune favoured me,

Rising in rank by means of what I wrote,

Until I suffered from a fatal wound,

Shot from the eye of one who came to shed my blood.

She came complaining that she had been wronged,

A Muslim girl, whose teeth were like a string of pearls.

I saw her face unveiled, and there I found

A full moon shining in the dark of night –

A radiant face, a wonderful smiling mouth,

Covered in loveliness from head to toe.

By God, I never saw a sight like this

In any race from among all mankind.

She made me a fine promise, telling me:

‘Judge of the peoples, I keep to my word.’

This is my plight and this is my distress;

High-minded men, do not ask me about my pains.



On finishing these lines, he wept bitter tears and then with a groan he died. When his visitors saw that, they washed his body and covered it with a shroud before praying over it and burying it. The following lines were inscribed over his tomb:


A lover’s perfection can be seen in those

Who lie slain by the beloved’s cruelty.

Here lies a universal judge,

Feared by the sword imprisoned in its sheath.

But love decreed his fall; never before

Was a master seen abased before his slave.



They then left him to God’s mercy and went with the doctor to the second qadi, but there was nothing wrong with him that they could discover, nor any pain that needed a doctor’s care. They asked him how he was and what was preoccupying him, but when he told them of his love, they criticized him harshly. He replied by reciting these lines:


Her love afflicts me and one like me cannot be blamed;

I have been struck by an arrow from an archer’s hand.

There came to me a woman named Hubub,

A mature woman, counting her life in years,

But with her was a girl child, with a face

Outshining the full moon in the dark of night.

She showed her loveliness as she complained

With tears that fell in torrents from her eyes.

I listened to her words and looked at her,

Struck by a wasting sickness as she smiled.

Wherever she has gone, she has my heart,

Leaving me pledged as hostage to her love.

This is my story; now lament my fate

And make my servant here judge in my place.



Then, with a groan, he died, and after they had laid out the corpse, they buried him and left him to God’s mercy. The same thing happened when they visited the next two qadis, both of whom they found to be sick with love, as was also the case with the notaries, for everyone who had seen Zain died of love for her, or, if they did not die, they lived suffering from the pangs of love…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and sixty-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the citizens found all the qadis and the notaries sick with love for Zain, for everyone who had seen her died of love for her, or, if they did not die, they lived suffering from the pangs of love, may God have mercy on them all.

So much for them, but as for Zain, she pressed on with her journey for some days until she had covered a considerable distance. Then, while travelling with her slave girls, she happened to pass by a monastery standing near the road, which was the seat of an abbot named Danis, who lived there with forty monks. When this man caught sight of her beauty, he came down to invite her in, saying: ‘Rest with us for ten days before going on your way.’ So she and her maids halted there, but when he looked at her loveliness, the abbot’s faith was corrupted and he became infatuated by her. He started to send monks to her, one after the other, carrying messages to win her favour, but all those he sent fell in love with her themselves and tried to seduce her. She excused herself and refused, but the abbot continued to send his monks until all forty of them had gone to her. They had all fallen in love with her at first sight, and had used all their blandishments in their seduction attempts, without ever mentioning Danis’s name. She continued to refuse, answering them in the harshest of terms.

When Danis could not bear the increasing pangs of love any longer, he said to himself: ‘The proverb says that nothing can scratch my body better than my own fingernail and that when it comes to getting what I want, it is my own feet that move best.’ So he got up and prepared a splendid meal which he brought to Zain on the ninth of the ten days that he had agreed she should stay with him. ‘I ask you in God’s Name to please accept the best of our food,’ he said to her, and in reply, as she reached out her hand, she invoked God, the Compassionate, the Merciful. When she and her companions had eaten he said: ‘I would like to produce some lines of verse for you.’ With her permission, he then recited:


My heart was conquered by your glances and your lovely cheeks;

Your love is the sole theme of all I write in prose or verse.

Will you reject a passionate lover, sick with love,

Who struggles with his love even in his dreams?

Do not reject me, cast down as I am by love;

Because of love’s delight I have neglected all I should do here.

You thought it right to shed your lover’s blood;

Hear my complaints; have pity on my state.



When Zain heard this, she produced these lines in reply:


You want me, but do not be led astray by hope,

And give up your pursuit of me, O man.

You should not covet what you will not get;

For what is joined to hopes like these is fear.



On hearing this, the abbot retired to his cell to think things over. He did not know what he should do about Zain, and he passed the night in a wretched state. As for Zain, when it was dark she told her slave girls to get up and go off with her, telling them: ‘We cannot cope with these forty monks, each one of whom has tried to seduce me.’ They agreed willingly, mounted and rode out of the monastery gate.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and sixty-second night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Zain and her girls left the monastery by night. As they went on their way they came across a caravan, which they joined, and they discovered that this had come from Aden, where Zain herself had lived. She overheard people talking about her and saying that the judges and the notaries had all died of love for her, and that those whom the citizens had appointed to replace them had released her husband from prison. ‘Did you hear that?’ asked Zain, turning to her slave girls, to which Hubub replied: ‘If the monks, for whom it is a religious duty to abstain from women, became infatuated with you, then what about the qadis, whose creed dictates that “there is no monkery in Islam”? Take us back home before people find out about us.’ They then pressed on with their journey.

So much for them, but as for the monks, they went to greet Zain in the morning, only to find her room empty. This left them sick at heart, and the first of them tore his clothes and recited:


Come here to me, my dear companions,

For I shall leave you soon and go.

Within my breast are burning pains

And pangs of love that are fatal to my heart.

The cause here is a girl, who came to us,

Matched only by the full moon in the sky.

She went, leaving me slain by her loveliness,

Shot through by arrows in my vital parts.



A second monk recited:


You, who have taken off my heart, be kind

To this poor wretch and turn back once again.

They went and with their going went my rest;

They are far off, but I can hear their voices still.

Distant they may be, but I wish that they

Would come back in my dreams to visit me.

They took my heart with them when they rode away,

Leaving my body drowned in floods of tears.



A third then recited:


My heart, my eyes, my ears set you on high;

My heart and all my body is your shelter.

Your name is sweeter than honey in my mouth,

And moves like life itself between my ribs.

I am as thin as a tooth-pick thanks to you,

And you have drowned me in the tears of love.

If I can see you in a dream, it may be then

That my cheeks can recover from this flood.



The fourth recited:


My tongue is dumb; my words are few;

Love is my illness; love is my distress.

You were a full moon, rising in the sky,

And this increased the ardour of my love.



Then the fifth recited:


I love a shapely, graceful moon,

Whose slender waist complains of any hurt.*

Her mouth holds what is like the purest wine;

Her heavy buttocks distract all mankind.

My heart is burning with the fire of love,

And while men talk at night, the lover dies.

Tears are like blood-red jewels on my cheek,

Down which they pour in showering rain.



The sixth recited:


You, whose rejection has destroyed my life,

Branch of the ban tree, rising like a star,

You, whom I love, have caused my misery,

Burning me with the fire of rosy cheeks.

Who can compare with a once pious lover

Who, thanks to you, cannot perform his prayers?



Then the seventh recited:


She jailed my heart, but then released my tears,

Destroying patience but renewing love,

Sweet-natured, bitter when she turns away,

Shooting my heart with arrows when we meet.

You who blame me, stop and turn away;

No one believes you when you talk of love.



All the other monks followed their example, shedding tears and reciting verses, but none of them wept and wailed as bitterly as the abbot who had so fruitlessly pursued Zain. He then started to chant these lines:


Endurance left me when the loved one went;

She parted from me, whom I so desired.

Guide of the caravan, do not press on;

They may show kindness and come back to me.

Sleep shunned my eyes the day they started out;

My sorrows were renewed, my pleasures left.

It is to God that I complain of love

Which has so wasted and so weakened me.



When all their hopes had been shattered, they agreed to keep a picture of Zain in the monastery and they kept to this agreement until they were visited by the destroyer of delights.

So much for them, but as for Zain, she continued to travel in search of her beloved Masrur until she got back home. After having opened the doors and entered the house, she sent word to Nasim, her sister. Nasim was overjoyed and fetched furnishings for the house and rich materials which she gave Zain to wear. Curtains were hung down over the doors, and the whole place was filled to the fullest extent with aloes, nadd, ambergris and pungent musk. Zain wore her finest dress with her most splendid ornaments, and all the while, as this was going on, Masrur, who did not know that she had come back, was still careworn and very sorrowful.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and sixty-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Zain got back home, her sister brought her furnishings for the house and rich materials which she gave Zain to wear. While all this was going on, Masrur, who did not know that she had come back, was still careworn and very sorrowful.

Zain sat talking with those of her slave girls who had not gone with her on her journey, to whom she told the story of her adventures from beginning to end. She then turned to Hubub and gave her money with which to buy food for her and the others. It was after both food and drink had been fetched and Zain and the others had eaten and drunk that she told Hubub to go to find Masrur and to see what kind of a state he was in.

Masrur, for his part, could find no rest or endure with patience. When passion and lovesickness got the better of him, he would try to console himself by going to Zain’s house, kissing the wall and reciting lines of poetry. As it happened, he had gone to the place where he had said goodbye to Zain, and he was reciting:


I tried to hide my feelings for her, but they still showed,

My eyes exchanging sleep for sleeplessness.

When cares enslaved my heart, I called:

‘Time, do not spare me and let me not live.

Flanked as I am by danger and distress.’

If love were ruled by justice,

Sleep would not have been exiled from my eyes.

Have pity, masters, on a lovesick man,

And mourn a chieftain of his clan, abased

By the law of love, a rich man now made poor.

I do not follow those who blame my love for you,

Blocking my ears and telling them they lie.

I have kept faith with those I loved.

They said: ‘You love one who has left,’ and I said: ‘Yes.

Say nothing, for fate blinds men’s eyes.’



He went back home and sat in tears until he fell asleep. Then, in his dream, he saw Zain back in her house. He woke up weeping, and set off there, reciting:


Can I forget her, whose love captured me,

While my heart burns like coals upon the fire?

God, I complain to You of my absent love,

And of misfortunes heaped on me by Time.

When shall we meet, O goal of my desire,

And be united, O my rising moon?



As he recited this last line on his way through the street where Zain lived, he detected a whiff of the purest perfume, which so roused his emotions that his heart almost left his breast thanks to the burning passion swelling within him. It was just at that moment that he saw Hubub coming from the head of the street to carry out her mistress’s errand. As soon as she caught sight of him, she came up to greet him, and when she had given him the good news of Zain’s arrival and that she had sent for him, his delight knew no bounds. Hubub took him back with her, and when Zain saw him, she got down from her couch and they exchanged kisses and embraces, continuing until they fell unconscious and remained so for a long time thanks to the ardour of their reunited love.

When they had recovered, Zain told Hubub to fetch a jug of sugared water and another of lemon juice, and when these had been brought the lovers continued eating and drinking until nightfall while they talked over all that had happened to them from start to finish. Zain pleased Masrur by telling him that she had converted to Islam and he followed her example, as did her slave girls, turning in repentance to Almighty God. In the morning she sent for the qadi and the notaries, to whom she said that she was again a single woman and that, as she had waited for the time prescribed by law since leaving her former husband, she now wanted to marry Masrur. The marriage contract was drawn up and the wedded couple enjoyed the most delightful of lives.

So much for the two of them, but as for Zain’s ex-husband, the Jew, after he had been freed from prison, he set off back home. When he was within a three-day journey of the city where Zain was living, she heard about this and sent for Hubub. ‘Go and dig a grave in the Jewish cemetery,’ she told her, ‘placing scented herbs on top of it and sprinkling water around it. If the Jew comes and asks about me, tell him that I died twenty days ago because of the way he mistreated me. If he then tells you to show him my grave, take him there and find some way of burying him alive.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ said Hubub. They then removed all the furnishings of the house and stored them in a small room, while Zain herself moved to Masrur’s house, where he and she stayed, eating and drinking, for the next three days.

So much for them, but as for the Jew, when he came to the house, he knocked on the door. ‘Who is there?’ called Hubub. ‘Your master,’ he replied, at which she opened the door. He could see tears running down her cheeks and he asked her why she was crying and where her mistress was. ‘My mistress is dead thanks to the harshness with which you treated her,’ Hubub replied, leaving the Jew taken aback and shedding bitter tears. He asked about her tomb and she took him to the cemetery and showed him the grave that she had dug. In floods of tears he recited:


If eyes shed tears of blood till they were almost drained,

Two things would still not get a tenth of what is due:

Youth’s passing and the parting from one’s love.



Then, with still more tears, he continued:


I cannot bear the sorrow that I feel;

I die of grief now that my love has gone.

Distress has overcome me since that time,

And what I did myself has rent my heart.

I wish my secret had always been kept,

And I had not revealed the passion in my heart.

I once enjoyed a pleasant life of ease,

But since that time, distress has humbled me.

Hubub, what sorrows you have roused in me,

Telling me that my chief support in life is dead!

I wish that I had never parted from my wife,

And that which robbed me of my life had never been.

I now regret and blame myself for faithlessness

Because I wronged the pillar of my life.



When he had finished reciting these lines, he went on weeping and wailing until he fell down unconscious. As soon as that happened, Hubub dragged him off and put him into the grave. He was still alive but in a bemused state, and so she filled up the grave and went back to bring the news to her mistress. Zain was overjoyed and recited:


Time swore that it would always bring me grief;

Do penance, Time, because your oath was false.

The censurer is dead; the lover comes;

Come quickly to the house of all delights!



She and Masrur stayed together, eating, drinking and enjoying pleasures, pastimes and amusements until they were visited by the destroyer of delights, the parter of companions and the slayer of sons and daughters.

A story is also told that once upon a time, in the old days, among the leading Cairene merchants was a man named Taj al-Din, a trustworthy and freeborn citizen. He had a passion for travelling and loved to roam through deserts and open spaces, traversing plains and rough country, and visiting islands in various seas to search for profit. He owned black slaves and mamluks, as well as eunuchs and slave girls, and he was a man who frequently exposed himself to danger, enduring such perils on his travels that would turn the hair of small children white. He was not only the wealthiest merchant of his age but the most articulate; he owned horses, mules and camels, including Bactrian camels, bales and bags, trade goods, cash and materials that were nowhere else to be found – muslins from Homs, robes from Baalbak and Merv, fine silks, cloth from India, tassels from Baghdad and burnouses from north Africa. He had Turkish mamluks, Abyssinian eunuchs, slave girls from Rum and Egyptian pages. So great was his wealth that even the sacks in which he kept his goods were made of silk. He was also an extremely handsome man, with a swaggering stride, but sympathetic and accommodating. He was as a poet has described:


I saw the lovers of a merchant quarrelling. He asked: ‘Why?’

‘Merchant,’ I said, ‘this is because of your fine eyes.’



Another has produced an excellent description that hits the mark:


A merchant came to visit me and left my heart

Bewildered by his glance. He said:

‘Why are you so confused?’ and I replied:

‘My friend, the reason lies within your eyes.’



This merchant had a son named ‘Ali Nur al-Din, who was like a moon that comes to the full on the fourteenth night, remarkable for his beauty and grace, as well as for the elegance of his shapely figure. It happened that one day he was sitting as usual in his father’s shop, buying and selling, receiving cash and paying it out. He was surrounded by the sons of other merchants, among whom he stood out like a moon amid the stars, with a radiant forehead, rosy cheeks shadowed by down, and a body like marble. He was as the poet has said:


A handsome boy told me to describe him;

I said: ‘You carry off the prize for beauty.’

And then I summed it up and said:

‘There is no part of you that is not beautiful.’



Another has said:


A mole is on the surface of his cheek,

Like ambergris upon a marble slab.

His eyes unsheathe their swords and call

To all love’s rebels: ‘God is great.’



His companions invited him to come with them, saying that they wanted him to accompany them on a pleasure trip to a certain garden. ‘Wait till I ask my father,’ he replied, ‘for I can’t go without his permission.’ While they were talking, his father arrived and Nur al-Din, on seeing him, told him of the invitation and said: ‘Do I have your permission to go?’ ‘Yes,’ his father replied, and he then gave Nur al-Din some money, saying: ‘Off you go with them.’ The other youths rode donkeys and mules and Nur al-Din, on a mule of his own, went with them to a garden where there was everything to delight the soul and please the eye. Its wall was high and solidly built with a vaulted gateway like an arched hall and a sky-blue door like one of the portals of Paradise. The name of the gatekeeper was Ridwan and over his gate were set a hundred trellises of vines of all colours, coral-red, black like the noses of Negroes and white like pigeons’ eggs. In the garden were peaches, pomegranates, pears, plums and apples, all of various colours, growing singly or in pairs…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and sixty-fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the merchants’ sons entered the garden they discovered all that lips or tongues could desire, including grapes of various colours, growing singly or in pairs, as the poet has described:


Grapes that taste like wine, black as a raven’s wing,

Gleaming between the leaves like dyed fingers of girls.



Another has written:


Grape bunches hanging from the branch,

Slender as my wasted form,

Like honey, or like water in a jug,

Turning from sourness into wine.



When the visitors got as far as the garden arbour they found Ridwan seated, looking like his namesake, the guardian of Paradise, while on the door of the arbour they saw these lines inscribed:


May God send rain to a garden whose grape bunches hang low,

And where the boughs bend, weighted down with sap.

The branches dance when the east wind blows

And the rains speckle them with moist pearls.



Inside, there was another inscription, which ran:


Come with us to a garden, friend,

That cleans the heart of rusty care.

There the breeze trips over its own skirts,

With all its flowers laughing up their sleeves.



In the garden there were not only fruits of all descriptions but birds of every kind, ringdoves, bulbuls, plovers, turtledoves and pigeons, singing on every branch. In the channels, running water rippled with the reflection of flowers and delicious fruits, as the poet has described:


The breeze passed by the branches and they seemed

Like girls who stumble in their lovely robes.

While the streams were like swords,

Unsheathed by horsemen from their scabbards.



Another has written:


Under the branches the stream lies stretched out,

With their reflections mirrored in its heart.

But when the jealous breeze sees what is there,

It blows so as to stop them coming close.



The trees of the garden bore every sort of fruit, growing in pairs, among them pomegranates like silver balls, as the poet has well described them:


Two pomegranates with thin outer skins,

Like virgin’s breasts when they stand prominent.

When they are peeled, inside them can be seen

Rubies to dazzle all who look at them.



Another has written:


If you explore inside these rounded fruits

You find red rubies dressed in splendid robes.

The pomegranate that I see is like

A virgin’s breast or like a marble dome.

What it contains cures sickness and brings health;

Traditions of the Prophet mention it,

And God the Glorious in His Holy Book

Adorns it with His eloquence.



Also in the garden were sugar-sweet apples, apples with a flavour of musk, as well as damani apples, such as to astound those who looked at them, as the poet has described:


An apple of two colours, looking like

The cheeks of lover and beloved both combined –

Its opposite hues were there upon a branch,

One dark, one bright, for me to wonder at,

As though a spy had startled their embrace,

Leaving one red with shame, the other pale with love.



There were almond-apricots, camphor-flavoured apricots, as well apricots from Jillian and ‘Antab, as the poet has described:


The almond-apricot is like a lover

Losing his wits when the beloved comes.

It is like him in his lovelorn state,

Pale on the outside, with a broken heart.



There are other excellent lines:


Look at the apricots in bloom –

Gardens whose splendour lights the eyes.

They are like shining stars

On flowering branches, gleaming in the leaves.



Among its other fruits the garden had plums, cherries and grapes, such as could cure illnesses and dispel giddiness and yellow bile, as well as figs whose colours varied from red to green, amazing all who saw them. They were as the poet has written:


Figs showing white and green among the leaves

Were like young Rumis on the castle walls,

Posted as lookouts in the dark of night.



It was well said by another:


Welcome the figs piled up upon the plates

Like bags of food drawn shut without a ring.

Give me a tasty fig looking as lovely as we know it is,

And when you taste it, you will find it gives

A scent of camomile and taste of sugar.

When spread out on a plate figs seem to be

Balls that have been fashioned from green silk.



How well another wrote:


I am accustomed to eat figs

And not the other fruit they so enjoy.

They asked me why this was and I replied:

‘Unlike the sycamore, figs are not shared.’*



Even better are the lines:


I prefer figs to every other fruit

Hanging when ripe on a luxuriant branch,

Like an ascetic who, when clouds drop rain,

Sheds his own tears for fear of God on high.



There were pears from al-Tur, Aleppo and Rum, of various colours, growing singly or in pairs…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and sixty-fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the merchants’ sons entered the garden, they found those fruits that we have mentioned, as well as pears from al-Tur, Aleppo and Rum, growing singly or in pairs, varying from green to yellow, and filling those who looked at them with wonder, as the poet has described:


How good for you are pears like pallid lovers,

Looking like virgins in an inner room

Before whose faces curtains are let down.



Also to be found there were sultani peaches whose colours varied from yellow to red as the poet has described:


The peach in the garden is coloured darkest red,

Its kernel yellow gold while its face is dyed with blood.



There were the sweetest of green almonds, like palm cores, with their kernels hidden beneath three coverings, as they were created by God the Giver, and as they were described in the lines:


Three coverings protect a juicy body,

Different in shape, but all the work of God.

They threaten its destruction night and day,

Imprisoning it, though it has done no wrong.



Other good lines are:


Do you not see the almond that appears

When someone picks it from the branch?

When it is peeled, it shows its core,

Just like a pearl within an oyster shell.



Even better than these are the lines:


How fine are these green almonds,

The smallest of which fill the hand.

Their nap looks like a young boy’s down;

Some have single kernels and some double,

Like pearls stored safely within chrysolite.



Other good lines are:


Nothing is as lovely as almonds at blossom time,

Their white heads matching their young down.



Also in the garden was the lotus fruit, variously coloured and growing from the same root or from several. The poet has described it in these lines:


Look at the lotus fruit arranged upon the branch,

Like splendid apricots gleaming on reeds,

Yellow fruit hanging there like golden bells.



Other good lines are:


The lotus tree has every day a different form of loveliness,

Showing fruits like golden bells fixed to its boughs.



There were oranges coloured like khalanj wood, as described by one passionate poet:


Red, filling the hand and splendid in their beauty –

Their outer parts are fire, their inner, snow.

This snow, remarkably, can never melt,

Just as the fire has never any flame.



Another expressed it well in the lines:


If you look carefully, you see the orange fruits

Like women’s cheeks when, in their finery,

They deck themselves for feasts in silk brocade.



Another did equally well, writing:


Hills where the orange grows, when breezes blow

And branches sway, are like the cheeks,

Resplendent in their loveliness, that touch,

At times of greeting, the cheeks of those they greet.



Of the same quality are these lines:


We told a fawn: ‘Describe for us

Our garden and the oranges it has.’

He said: ‘This garden of yours is my face;

Whoever picks its oranges picks fire.’



In the garden were citrons, the colour of gold, growing high up and dangling down among the branches like golden nuggets. The passionate poet has written:


Do you not see the citron trees bearing fruit,

Until you fear that they may bend and break?

When the breeze passes, they are like

A bough weighed down with bars of gold.



There were also kabbad citrons hanging on the branches, like the breasts of gazelle-like girls, fulfilling all desires, as the poet has well said:


I saw a kabbad citron in the garden

On a tender branch like a young girl’s form.

Swaying in the wind, it was like a golden ball,

On a polo stick made out of chrysolite.



There were also sweet-smelling lemons like hen’s eggs, that were splendidly yellow when ripe and beautifully scented for those who picked them, as a poet has described:


Do you not see the lemon that hangs there,

Gleaming and catching the eyes of those who look,

Like a hen’s egg stained by hand with saffron?



Not only did the garden have fruits of all kinds, but there were also aromatic plants, vegetables and sweet-smelling flowers, such as jasmine, henna blossom, pepper, spikenard, roses of every kind, plantain and myrtle, and all sorts of scented plants.* This was, in fact, a garden so unparalleled in beauty that it looked like a piece of Paradise. Any sick man who entered it would leave like a raging lion, and no tongue can describe its wonders, which exist nowhere else except in Paradise itself. This was not surprising, seeing that the name of its doorkeeper was Ridwan, although how great a difference was there between him and the guardian of Paradise!

After the young merchants had looked around the garden, they took their seats in an alcove, with Nur al-Din in the middle.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and sixty-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the merchants’ sons took their seats in the alcove, with Nur al-Din in the middle. He sat on an embroidered leather mat, leaning against a rounded pillow made of grey fur and stuffed with ostrich down. His companions handed him a fan of ostrich feathers, inscribed with the lines:


The scented breath of the fan brings back memories of happy times, Always presenting sweetness to the face of the noble youth.



They all then took off their turbans and their outer robes, and sat talking together and indulging in the give and take of discussion, while all the time every eye was fixed on the handsome Nur al-Din. After they had been sitting like this for some time, a black slave arrived carrying on his head a tray of food together with dishes of china and crystal, following instructions left by one of the young men with his family before he had started out. The food comprised the flesh of all kinds of creatures, whether they walked on land, flew through the air or swam in the sea, including sandgrouse, quail, young pigeons, sheep and the most delicate kinds of fish. When all this had been set before them, the young men came up and ate their fill, and when they had finished eating they washed their hands in pure water with soap scented with musk, and then dried them on towels of brocaded silk. To Nur al-Din they presented a towel embroidered with red gold, on which he wiped his hands. Coffee was then served and each youth drank as much as he wanted.

As they sat and talked, the gardener went off and came back with a basket filled with roses which he offered to them. ‘That is good,’ they said, ‘for roses in particular are not to be turned away.’ ‘Yes,’ agreed the gardener, ‘but it is a custom here that we only give away roses in exchange for sociability, and whoever wants some must produce a poem to match the occasion.’ There were ten young men there with Nur al-Din, and when one of them had agreed to the condition and promised to produce a suitable poem, the gardener handed him a bunch of roses. He took them and then recited:


I love the rose and never weary of it;

Among the army of sweet-scented flowers

The rose is the commander.

They may boast proudly when it is not there,

But when it comes, it puts them all to shame.



A second was then given a bunch and he recited:


Here, my master, is a rose

With a scent reminding you of musk,

Like a girl seen by her lover,

Who hides her head behind her sleeve.



A third, on taking his bunch, recited:


The sight of a precious rose delights the heart,

While its perfume recalls the scent of nadd.

The branch holds it delightedly among its leaves,

Like the kiss of a mouth that never turns away.



The fourth then took a bunch and recited:


Do you see the rose bushes,

With marvellous beauties placed among the branches?

They look like rubies, set about

With chrysolite, to which is added gold.



When the fifth was given his roses, he recited:


Branches of chrysolite loaded, instead of fruit,

With ingots of pure gold.

When drops of dew fall from their leaves

They are like tears that languorous eyes have shed.



The sixth, taking his bunch, recited:


Rose, you combine the finest beauty

And subtle secrets given you by God.

This is like the beloved’s cheek

On which the longing lover scatters a dinar.



The seventh took his bunch and recited:


I asked the rose: ‘Why are your thorns so quick

To wound all those who touch you?’ and it said:

‘My armies here are all the scented flowers;

I lead them and my weapon is the thorn.’



The eighth recited, on taking his roses:


God guard the yellow rose,

Splendid and glistening like gold.

Its lovely branches have borne fruit,

Producing shining suns.



With his roses the ninth recited:


Bushes of yellow roses introduce

Joy in the hearts of every slave to love.

How strange it is that what has been

Watered by silver should produce pure gold.



Finally, the tenth took his bunch and recited:


Do you not see the armies of the rose

Rising resplendently in red and yellow?

These roses with their thorns are like

Spearheads of emerald set in a golden shield.



When they all had their roses in their hands, the gardener fetched wine, setting before them a porcelain tray embellished with red gold and reciting:


The gleam of dawn has spoken, so pour wine –

Old wine that turns a wise man to a fool.

So fine and clear it is, I cannot tell

Whether I see it in the glass or see the glass in it.



He filled a wine cup, drank it down and then passed the wine around until it reached Nur al-Din, but when the cup was filled and passed to him, Nur al-Din said: ‘I must tell you that this is something about which I know nothing. I have never drunk wine as this is a great sin, forbidden in His Book by Almighty God.’ ‘Sir,’ replied the gardener, ‘if the only reason you don’t drink is because it is sinful, remember that God, the Great and Glorious, is generous, forbearing, forgiving and merciful. He forgives even the greatest of sins and His mercy encompasses everything. May He forgive the poet who wrote:


Do what you want, for God is generous;

Nothing will hurt you, even if you sin.

But there are two things that you must not do –

Join any other god to God or do the people harm.’



One of his companions then pressed him to drink; another swore to divorce his own wife if he did not; while a third stood there in front of him. Nur al-Din was embarrassed and so he took the cup from the gardener’s hands but after taking a mouthful he spat it out, exclaiming: ‘This tastes bitter!’ The young gardener explained: ‘Unless it were bitter, it would not have the advantages that it has. Don’t you know that every sweet thing you take as medicine tastes bitter? Wine has many uses. It helps you to digest food, dispels care, cures wind, purifies the blood, clears the complexion and restores the body. It emboldens cowards and encourages copulation, but it would take too long to list every one of its advantages. A poet has written:


The mercy of God encompassed me as I drank;

What the glass brought me cured my sufferings.

I am not deceived and realize the sin,

But as God said, drink has advantages for men.’*



He then got up straight away and opened a closet in the alcove from which he took a loaf of refined sugar. He broke off a large piece and put it in Nur al-Din’s cup, saying: ‘If you are afraid of drinking the wine because it is too bitter, then take it now that it is sweet.’ Nur al-Din took the cup and drank it, after which one of his companions filled another and presented it to him, saying: ‘I am your slave, Nur al-Din.’ A second said: ‘I am one of your servants’; a third: ‘Drink this for my sake’; and a fourth: ‘Take this to oblige me.’ This went on until all ten of them had got him to drink. The wine was unfamiliar to his stomach, as never in his life had he tasted it before that moment. As it rose to his head, he became drunk and, rising to his feet, he said, thickly and stumblingly: ‘My friends, you are fine, your words are fine, the place is fine, but we need some pleasant music, for it is better not to drink at all than to drink without music, as the poet has said:


Pass the wine round in large cups or in small,

And take it from the hand of a radiant moon,

But do not drink without music, for I see

That even horses are whistled to when they drink.’



At that, the young gardener got up and rode off on one of the visitors’ mules, coming back later with a Cairene girl like a fresh sheep’s tail, a pure silver ingot, a dinar on a china dish or a gazelle in the desert. Her face put the radiant sun to shame; her languid eyes were full of magic; while her eyebrows were like bent bows. Her cheeks were coloured like roses, her teeth were pearls and her kisses tasted of sugar. Her breasts were of ivory and her belly slender with wrinkled folds. She had buttocks like stuffed cushions and thighs like Syrian columns, with between them what looked like a purse tucked away in a folded package. She was as the poet has described:


Had the polytheists seen her face,

They would have worshipped her in place of all their idols,

And if a monk had seen her in the east,

He would have turned and bowed down as a westerner,

While if she spat into the salt sea,

Her spittle would turn all its water fresh.



Another poet has written:


Dark-eyed and lovelier than the moon,

She is a gazelle that hunts down lion cubs.

Her tresses, black as night, hang down,

Making a tent of hair fixed with no pegs.

Fires kindled by her rosy cheeks are fed

By the melted hearts and livers of her lovers.

The beauties of the age would rise and bow to her,

Saying: ‘She who is foremost must receive the prize.’



How well another has written:


Three things kept her from coming to see me,

Through fear of spies, the envious and the bitter.

These were her radiant forehead, rustling ornaments,

And the scent of ambergris her limbs diffuse.

Though she may use her sleeve to hide her face,

And take off all her ornaments,

What can she do about the scent she spreads?



The girl was like a moon on its fourteenth night; she was wearing a blue dress with a green veil which hung over a forehead so radiant as to astonish all who saw her, leaving the intelligent bereft of their wits.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and sixty-seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the gardener brought the girl whom I have described. Her beauty, grace and elegant figure fitted the poet’s description:


She came in a dress of azure blue,

The colour of the sky.

I saw within her gown

A summer moon rising in a winter’s night.



Other excellent lines are:


She came veiled, and I said: ‘Unveil,

To show the lustre of the shining moon.’

She said: ‘I fear disgrace.’ I said: ‘Enough;

Do not be startled by what Time may bring.’

She moved the veil of beauty from her cheeks,

And drops of crystal fell upon a gem.

I thought of pressing a kiss on her cheek

So that she might complain of me on the Last Day.

Ours would be then the first trial of two lovers

Brought on that day before Almighty God,

And I would ask the case to be prolonged

So I might for longer look upon my love.



The young gardener said to the girl: ‘Mistress of the beauties and of every star that shines, you must know that we have brought you here to drink with this good-natured young man, Nur al-Din, who is on his first visit to us.’ ‘I wish you had told me about that before,’ she replied, ‘as there is something that I could have brought with me.’ ‘I’ll go and fetch it,’ he said, and she replied: ‘As you like.’ At his request, she gave him a kerchief as a token, and he left in a hurry, coming back some time later with a green satin bag with two matching bands of gold. The girl took it from him, untied it and shook out the contents, which turned out to be thirty-two pieces of wood. She fitted these together, male to female and female to male, and when she set up what had been fitted together, revealing her wrists as she did so, it turned out to be a highly polished Indian lute. She bent over it like a mother over her child, and when she ran her fingers over the strings, they produced a plaintive sound as if the lute were longing for its one-time home, remembering the waters that nourished it, the earth from which it had grown, the carpenters that had shaped it, the polishers who had oiled it, the merchants who had imported it and the ships in which it had been carried. The mournful notes that it produced and multiplied made it seem as though the girl was asking it about all that and in its wordless state it was answering with the lines:


I was once a tree on which the bulbuls lived;

I swayed with love for them while my leaves were green;

I learned from them as they perched on me and moaned,

And through that sound my secret was made known.

A woodsman felled me, though I had done no wrong,

Making me into a slender lute, as you see now.

But fingers touching me make me reveal

That, although dead among mankind, I still endure.

Because of this, all those who drink together

Hear my lament and then are drunk with love.

God softens every heart to me, and among guests

I am promoted to the highest place.

The loveliest of girls embrace my form,

Gazelles who gaze with dark and languid eyes.

May God not separate the passionate lovers;

May they not live who turn away their loves.



After an interval of silence, the girl took the lute on her lap and, bending over it like a mother with her child, she tried a number of different modes before returning to the first and reciting:


If she turned back and visited the lover,

The load of longing would lift from his heart.

The nightingale on the bough disputes with him,

Like a lover parted from the one he loves.

Wake, for on nights of union the moon shines,

As though these lovers’ meetings were the light of dawn.

Today our envious critics pay no heed,

As the lute strings call us to delights.

Four things are joined here for us to enjoy,

Myrtle and roses, gillyflowers and other blooms,

And here today another four bring luck,

Lover and friend, as well as wine and wealth.

Enjoy your luck, for pleasures in this world

Do not remain and all that does are tales.



When Nur al-Din heard the girl reciting these lines, he fell so deeply in love as he looked at her that he could scarcely control his feelings. She, for her part, returned these feelings, as when she looked at all the young merchants who were there and at Nur al-Din, he seemed to her to be a moon among stars, with his soft words, caressing manners, perfectly formed figure, beauty and grace. He was more delicate than the breeze and finer than the water of Paradise, as described in these lines:


I swear by his cheeks and by his smiling mouth,

By the bewitching arrows that he shoots,

By the soft folds of his body and the shafts of his glance,

The whiteness of his forehead and the blackness of his hair,

Eyebrows that exile all sleep from my eyes,

Lording it over me, commanding and forbidding,

By the scorpion locks let loose over his temples,

That do their best to kill the lover when he leaves,

By the roses of his cheeks, their myrtle down,

The carnelian of his mouth, his pearly teeth,

By his figure like a fruitful bough

With pomegranates blooming on his breast,

Haunches that quiver as he moves or rests,

And by his slender waist,

His silken dress, his ready wit,

By all the beauties that he has combined.

I swear by these, his breath lends scent to all perfume,

And it is thanks to him the breeze is sweet.

The sun has not his radiance, and the new moon

Is nothing but the paring of his fingernail.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and sixty-eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when he heard the girl reciting her lines, Nur al-Din was filled with admiration and, reeling with drunkenness, he started to praise her with the following lines:


A lute girl led my heart astray,

Drunk as I was with wine.

Her lute strings spoke to us and said:

‘God has endowed us with a voice.’



When Nur al-Din had spoken, the girl looked at him with the eye of love. Her passion for him increased as she admired his graceful beauty and his elegant, well-shaped figure. Unable to restrain herself, she cradled her lute a second time and recited these lines:


He blames me when I look at him,

And leaves me, though my life is in his hands.

He keeps me, knowing what is in my heart

As though through inspiration sent by God.

I drew his portrait in my palm,

Telling my eyes they are to weep for him.

For him these eyes can find no substitute,

Nor does my heart allow me to endure.

Heart, I have torn you from within my breast

As you are one who envies me my love.

I tell my heart to turn away from him,

But all the while it is to him it turns.



Nur al-Din admired the fluency, sweetness of diction and eloquence of expression shown in these fine lines and he was overcome by the passion of his love. Unable to restrain himself, he leaned towards her, clasping her to his breast, as she, for her part, accommodated herself to his embrace. Abandoning herself totally to him, she kissed him between the eyes while he clasped her to him and kissed her mouth, playing at kisses with her like a dove feeding its young, while she turned towards him and did the same. The other young men got up in some confusion, and at that point Nur al-Din shamefacedly let go of the girl. She took the lute and after trying out a number of modes, she reverted to the first and recited these lines:


He is a moon who draws a sword from his eyelids

When he bends, and his eyes mock the gazelles.

He is a king whose armies are rare beauties,

And in the press of war his form is like a spear.

Were his heart as tender as his waist,

He would not bring himself to wrong a lover.

Hard heart and slender waist –

Why have you not exchanged one for the other?

You who blame me for loving him, excuse me now;

Yours is his lasting beauty, mine the transient.



Impressed by the gracefulness of these splendid lines, Nur al-Din turned to her in delight, unable to control his admiration, and recited:


I thought of her in fancy as the sun,

But in my heart her blazing fire still burns.

Would it harm her to greet me with a sign,

Were she to signal with her fingertips?

My critic saw her face and lost his way

Among the beauties that show beauty’s self.

He said: ‘Is it for her you find yourself lovelorn?

You are to be excused.’ I said: ‘It is for her.’

She aimed at me on purpose with her glance,

Having no pity on a stranger, humble and distressed.

She stole my heart away, leaving me as a slave,

Weeping and wailing all my days and nights.



When Nur al-Din had finished, the girl, filled with admiration for his eloquence, took the lute, and after playing through all the modes again with a most delicate touch, she recited these lines:


Life of my soul, I swear now by your face

That in despair or hope I’ll never turn from you.

You may be cruel, but your phantom visits me;

Though you are out of sight, your memory stays as a friend.

My eyes are lonely thanks to you, and you must know

That only in your love can I find happiness.

Your cheeks are roses, your saliva wine;

Why should you grudge them to me when we meet?



Nur al-Din, moved by delight and admiration, replied to her with lines of his own:


When she unveils to show the sun’s face in the dark,

The full moon in the heaven hides away.

And when the eyes of morning see her hair,

Its parting looks for refuge in the dawn.*

Channel my tears that flow in one long stream

Along the quickest route, to water what I say with love.

To many a girl aiming her arrows, I have said:

‘Take care when shooting; you alarm my heart.’

My tears can be compared to the Nile flood,

Whereas your love for me is merely feigned.†

She said: ‘Bring me your wealth.’ I said: ‘Here, take it all.’

She said: ‘Give me your sleep.’ I said: ‘Remove it from my eyes.’



On hearing Nur al-Din’s eloquent words, the girl was bemused and ecstatic; her whole heart was filled with love for him, and clasping him to her breast she started to kiss him like a dove feeding its young. He returned her kisses one after the other, but whoever is the first to do something gets the credit. When she had finished kissing, she picked up the lute and recited:


The censurer reproaches us. Alas!

Shall I complain of him or to him of my restlessness?

You have abandoned me, although I never thought

That you, who are all mine, would spurn my love.

I used to censure lovers for their love,

But now I show your critics how you humbled me.

While yesterday I would blame all who loved,

Today I find excuses for their pains.

If you part from me, leaving me to grieve,

I call on God to help me, in your name.



When she had finished, she added these lines:


The lovers say: ‘Unless he pours for us

The pure wine of his kisses, we shall pray

To God Almighty that He answer us,

And all of us will call our love by name.’



On hearing this poem, Nur al-Din admired the girl’s eloquence and thanked her, infatuated by her grace. When she heard the praise that he lavished on her, she immediately got to her feet and stripped off all her clothes and her jewellery, throwing them aside, after which she sat on his knees and kissed him between the eyes and on the mole on his cheek, presenting him with everything she had been wearing…

[image: image]

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

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the girl presented him with everything she had been wearing, telling him: ‘Heart’s darling, the value of the gift depends on that of the giver.’ Nur al-Din accepted what she gave him, but then returned it to her, kissing her on the mouth, the cheeks and the eyes. When they had finished – and everything comes to an end except for the Everlasting and Eternal God, Who feeds both the peacock and the owl – Nur al-Din got up to leave. ‘Where are you going, master?’ asked the girl, and he said: ‘To my father’s house.’ The others swore that he should spend the night with them, but he refused and, mounting on his mule, he rode back home.

‘Why have you been away so long, my son?’ his mother asked, adding: ‘Both your father and I have been worried and concerned by your absence.’ When she came up to kiss him on the mouth, she detected the smell of wine and said: ‘My son, you have always said your prayers and worshipped God, so how is it that you have started to drink wine, disobeying the Omnipotent Lord of creation?’

As she was speaking, Nur al-Din’s father, Taj al-Din, came in and when Nur al-Din threw himself on his bed and fell asleep, his father asked what was wrong with him. ‘The air of the garden has given him a headache,’ his mother explained, but when his father went up to him to greet him and ask about his headache, he too smelt the wine. Not being fond of wine drinkers, he exclaimed: ‘Damn you, my son, have you become stupid enough to drink wine?’ When Nur al-Din, still in his drunken state, heard what his father said, he raised his hand and struck at him, the blow falling, as was fated, on his right eye. The eye was dislodged on to his father’s cheek and he collapsed, remaining unconscious for some time, with rosewater being sprinkled over him. When he recovered he proposed to beat Nur al-Din, and although his wife stopped him, he swore to divorce her if he did not have the boy’s right hand cut off next morning.

His wife was distressed to hear this and, fearing for her son, she continued to coax her husband until he fell asleep, in an attempt to conciliate him. She then waited until moon-rise, when she went to Nur al-Din, who had now sobered up and asked him: ‘What is this foul thing you did to your father?’ ‘What did I do?’ he asked her and she told him that he had knocked his father’s eye out on to his cheek with his hand. ‘He has sworn to divorce me,’ she said, ‘if he does not cut off your right hand in the morning.’ Nur al-Din regretted what he had done at a time when regret was of no use, as his mother went on to tell him. ‘You will have to get up straight away,’ she added, ‘and try to save yourself by running away. When you leave, go to one of your friends and stay in hiding, waiting to see what God will do, for it is He Who is the source of change.’ She opened her money-box and took out a purse containing a hundred dinars. ‘Take these,’ she said, ‘and use them for your needs. Then when you have finished them, get word to me and I shall send you more. At the same time, let me have your news secretly and it may be that God will decree an end to your misfortunes so that you will be able to come back home.’ She then said goodbye to him, shedding floods of tears.

Nur al-Din took the purse from his mother and was about to leave when he caught sight of a larger purse which his mother had overlooked lying beside the money-box. This one had in it a thousand dinars and Nur al-Din picked it up, tying both purses round his waist, after which he left the lane and set off before daybreak in the direction of Bulaq. With the coming of morning, all His creatures rose to proclaim the unity of God, the Opener of ways, each going about his business to acquire what had been allotted to him. Nur al-Din, for his part, reached Bulaq and began to walk along the river bank, where he saw a ship with its four anchors fixed to the shore, along whose gangway passengers were boarding and disembarking. The crew were standing there, and when he asked them where they were going, they told him that they were bound for Alexandria. He asked them to take him with them, and they said: ‘You will be very welcome, you handsome young man.’ He went off straight away to the market, where he bought what he needed in the way of food, bedding and coverings. When he got back, he found the ship ready to sail, and not long after he had boarded, it set off and continued on its way until it reached Rosetta.

On his arrival at Rosetta, Nur al-Din saw a small boat bound for Alexandria. He went on board and crossed the water until he came to what was known as the Jami‘ Bridge. Here he left the boat and entered the city by the Lotus Gate, sheltered from sight by God so that he passed unnoticed by those who were standing there. He walked on into the city…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and seventieth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Nur al-Din entered Alexandria and found it to be a place with strong walls and lovely parks, enjoyable for its inhabitants and attractive to incomers. The cold of winter had retreated from it; spring had brought its roses; flowers were in bloom; trees were in leaf, with ripening fruits; and water was pouring through the streams. The city itself had been well planned and laid out; it was peopled by the best of men and when the gates were closed everyone there was safe. It has been described in the following lines:


One day I said to an eloquent friend,

‘Describe Alexandria.’ ‘A pleasant port,’

He said, and when I asked:

‘Can one make a living in it?’ he replied:

‘If the wind blows.’



Another poet has written:


Alexandria is a mouth that is sweet to kiss.*

Its union brings delight, if the crow of parting does not croak.



Nur al-Din walked on, passing the merchants’ market, the market of the money-changers, the markets of the nut sellers and the fruiterers and the market of the apothecaries. He was filled with admiration for the city, whose appearance matched its royal name. While he was in the perfume market an old man came down from his shop to greet him, before taking him by the hand and leading him to his house. Nur al-Din saw an attractive lane – the first part swept out and sprinkled with water, the other end paved with marble – in which a pleasant breeze was blowing and which was shaded by leafy trees. There were three houses there and at the upper end of the lane was a fourth with towering walls, whose foundations were set in water. The square in front of it had been swept and sprinkled, while the visitor was met by the scent of flowers and fanned by a breeze, as though here was the garden of Paradise.

The old man took Nur al-Din to the fourth house and fetched food, which the two of them then ate. When the old man had finished, he asked Nur al-Din when he had arrived from Cairo. ‘This last night,’ Nur al-Din told him and when the old man went on to ask his name, he replied: ‘ ‘Ali Nur al-Din.’ ‘Nur al-Din, my son,’ the old man said, ‘I swear to divorce my wife three times if you leave me during your stay here, and I will give you a place of your own where you can live.’ ‘Tell me more about yourself, sir,’ said Nur al-Din, and the man replied: ‘Some years ago I took merchandise to Cairo and when I had sold it I bought some more, but I needed another thousand dinars to complete the purchase. It was your father, Taj al-Din, who weighed this sum out for me although I was a stranger to him, and he did not even get me to sign a receipt for the money. Instead, he waited until I got back here, when I sent off a servant to take it to him, together with a gift. I saw you when you were a little boy and, God willing, I shall repay you for some of what your father did for me.’

When Nur al-Din heard this, he smiled happily, before producing the purse with the thousand dinars, which he passed over to the old man, asking him to keep it as a deposit until he had bought some merchandise with which to start trading. He then stayed in Alexandria for some days, looking round the streets, eating, drinking and enjoying himself until he had used up the hundred dinars that he had with him as spending money. At this point, he went back to the old apothecary to take some of his thousand dinars to use for expenses, and as the man was not there in his shop Nur al-Din sat down to wait for his return. While he was sitting there watching the merchants and looking right and left, he caught sight of a Persian riding into the market on a mule, behind whom sat a girl like an ingot of pure silver, a fish in a fountain or a gazelle in the desert. Her face would put the radiant sun to shame; she had bewitching eyes, breasts of ivory, pearly teeth, a slender belly and curving sides, each leg like the fat tail of a sheep. She combined beauty, grace, slenderness and shapeliness, as has been described in these lines:


It is as though she was created by her own wish,

With all the glamour of beauty, neither tall nor short.

Her cheeks would make the roses blush for shame,

Her figure makes fruit ripen on the branch.

She appears as the full moon; her breath is scented musk;

Her figure is a branch; she has no match among the human race.

She has been fashioned as a pearl and, in her beauty,

She seems to have a moon in every limb.



The Persian dismounted and after helping the girl down from the mule, he called for the auctioneer and told him to take her and find a buyer for her in the market. The man went off with her into the middle of the market and then, after a brief absence, he came back with a chair of ebony embellished with ivory. He put this on the ground and got the girl to sit on it before removing her veil to show a face like a Dailami shield or a gleaming star. In her surpassing loveliness she was like a full moon on the fourteenth night, as the poet has said:


The foolish moon challenged her loveliness

And was eclipsed and split in anger.

If the ban tree is compared to her figure –

May her hands perish who has become a wood carrier.*



How excellent are the lines of another poet:


Say to the pretty girl in the gilded veil:

‘What have you done to the pious ascetic?

The radiance of the veil and of your face beneath it

Between them rout the armies of the dark.’

If I should steal a glance at her cheek,

A watching guard will hurl a star at me.



‘How much will you offer me for this pearl brought up by the diver, this gazelle that has escaped the hunter?’ the auctioneer called to the merchants. One of them offered a hundred dinars, another two hundred and a third three, after which the bidding went on until it reached nine hundred and fifty dinars. There it was halted to wait for the vendor’s acceptance.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and seventy-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the merchants went on bidding for the girl until, when the total had reached nine hundred and fifty dinars, the auctioneer went to the Persian, the girl’s master, and said: ‘There is an offer of nine hundred and fifty dinars for your slave girl. Are you willing to sell and take the cash?’ ‘Is she happy with that, for I don’t want to displease her?’ the Persian asked, explaining: ‘I fell ill on my journey here and she looked after me so well that I swore only to sell her to someone she wanted, leaving the decision to her. So go and ask her. If she is content, sell her, but if she says no, then don’t.’ The auctioneer went up to her and said: ‘Queen of the beauties, know that your master has left the matter of your sale in your own hands. Nine hundred and fifty dinars have been bid for you, so do I have your consent to sell you?’ She replied: ‘Show me who it is who wants to buy me before concluding the sale.’ At that, the auctioneer took her up to a decrepit old merchant, and having taken a long look at him, she turned to the auctioneer and said: ‘Are you mad or weak in the head?’ He asked why she had said that to him and she replied: ‘Does God allow you to sell someone like me to this decrepit old man? He is like the man who said of his wife:


My pampered wife is angry,

Having called me to do what could not be done.

She says: “If you don’t take me properly,

Don’t blame me when you are cuckolded.

Your penis is as soft as wax

And when I rub it with my hands it weakens.”



Another poet has written:


My penis falls ignobly asleep

Whenever I have union with my love,

But when I am alone at home, it tries

To go to battle and to thrust alone.



Another has written:


I have an evil penis, ill behaved,

Maltreating one who shows it most respect.

For when I sleep, it stands, and it sleeps when I stand;

God, do not pity those who pity it.’



The fury of the old merchant when he heard this obscene abuse could not have been surpassed and he said to the auctioneer: ‘You unlucky fellow, this is an ill-omened slave girl you have brought to the market in order to make fun of me among my colleagues.’ The auctioneer took her away and said: ‘Lady, don’t forget your manners. This man whom you insulted is the shaikh, the market superintendent whom all the other merchants consult.’ But the girl only laughed and recited:


It is the rightful duty of the rulers in our time

To hang the wali over his own door,

And beat the market foreman with a whip.



She demanded to be sold to another buyer, saying that if she were sold to the old man, he would become ashamed and might sell her to someone else, reducing her to the status of a menial. ‘It is not for me to sully myself with menial service,’ she explained, ‘and, as you know, I am in charge of my own sale.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ the auctioneer replied, after which he took her off to another of the leading merchants and asked: ‘My lady, shall I sell you for nine hundred and fifty dinars to Sharif al-Din?’ The girl looked at him and saw that he was an old man, this time with a dyed beard, and so again she asked the auctioneer if he was mad or weak in the head to think of selling her to another old man nearing his end. ‘Am I a piece of waste or a rag,’ she said, ‘that you parade me around from one old man to another? Each one of these is like a crumbling wall or an ‘ifrit struck down by a star. The first appeared to be echoing the words of the poet:


I asked to kiss her mouth, but she said:

“No, by the Creator of all things from nothing.

There is nothing that I want from white hairs;

Is my mouth to be stuffed with cotton while I am still alive?”



There are other good lines:


They say: “White hair is dazzling radiance,

Adding to faces dignity and light.”

Until the parting of my hair shows white

I do not want to lose what should be dark.

Were the beard of the white-haired man a book,

On Judgement Day he would not want it white.*



Even better are the lines:


An immodest guest visited my head;

A sword blow would be kindlier.

Be off, unpleasing whiteness. To my eyes

You are more gloomy than the dark of night.



As for the second man, he is a source of suspicion and disgrace in that he tries to blacken his white hairs by using dye, which is the foulest of lies. It is as though he was reciting:


She said: “You dye your hair.” I said to her:

“I hide it from you, who are my ears and eyes.”

She laughed and said: “How very strange it is

That your deceit extends into your hair.”



How well the poet has written:


You dye your white hairs black,

So that your youth may stay with you.

Try, then, to dye my fortune black.

I guarantee you that it will not change.’



When the man with the dyed beard heard these words, his anger knew no bounds and he said to the auctioneer: ‘Unfortunate man, this is an impudent slave girl you have brought to market today. She does nothing but abuse everyone here, one after the other, ridiculing them in boastful poems.’ He then came down from his shop and struck the auctioneer in the face, after which the man took her away. ‘Never in my life have I come across a more shameless girl than you,’ he told her angrily. ‘You have managed to ruin both of us today, as, thanks to you, all the merchants are angry with me.’ While they were going along the road, another merchant, Shihab al-Din by name, happened to catch sight of them and promptly added ten dinars to the price that had been offered. The auctioneer asked her if she would agree to the sale and she said: ‘Let me look at him and let me ask him whether he has a certain thing in his house. If he has, I am willing to be sold to him, but if not, no.’ The auctioneer left her standing there and went up to Shihab al-Din and told him that the girl was willing to be sold to him if he could answer her question about something that he might or might not have in his house. He went on: ‘You heard what she said to your colleagues…’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and seventy-second night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the auctioneer said to the merchant: ‘You heard what she said to your colleagues and, by God, I’m afraid that if I bring her to you she will treat you as she treated the others and I shall be humiliated in front of you. But if you give me your permission, I shall fetch her to you.’ ‘Bring her,’ said Shihab al-Din, at which the auctioneer went off and fetched her. After having looked at him, she said: ‘Sir, do you have at home any cushions stuffed with squirrel fur?’ ‘Yes, queen of the beauties,’ he told her, ‘I have ten of them, but what, in God’s Name, do you want to do with them?’ She said: ‘I shall wait until you are asleep and then put them over your mouth and your nose until you are dead.’ Then she turned to the auctioneer and said: ‘You worthless fellow, you must be mad. You showed me just now to two old men, each of whom had two faults, and then you go on to show me to this Shihab al-Din, who has three. The first is that he is too short; the second is that he has a long nose; while, thirdly, he has a long beard. As the poet has said:


Never among all mankind have I seen or heard of a man like this.

His beard is a cubit long, his nose a span but he stands no more than a finger high.



Another poet has said:


He has the minaret of a mosque in his face,

Thin as a finger in a signet ring.

If all mankind entered his nose,

The world would be emptied of its folk.’



When Shihab al-Din heard this, he came down from his shop and seized the auctioneer by the collar. ‘You miserable fellow,’ he said, ‘how dare you bring us a slave girl to insult and abuse us, one after the other, bragging away in poems like these!’ At that, the auctioneer removed the girl and told her: ‘By God, in all the time that I have been doing this job I have never come across a ruder girl than you or one who has brought me worse luck. You have ruined me today and the only profit that I have got from you has been blows on my neck and people seizing my collar.’

He then took her to a merchant named ‘Ala al-Din, who had a number of slaves and servants, and asked whether she was prepared to be sold to him. When she looked at him she saw that he was a hunchback and she pointed this out to the auctioneer, quoting the lines:


His shoulders are low and his spine is long,

Like a devil crouching to avoid a star.

It is as though he tasted the first blow of the whip,

And is left to wonder when the next will fall.



She quoted another poet:


The hunchback on his mule

Is a general figure of fun.

He ducks as they laugh. Don’t be surprised

When the mule that he is riding bolts away.



And another:


There are plenty of hunchbacks made even uglier

By their deformity so that eyes spit them out,

Shrunk like dried-up branches

That Time has bent through the fruit that they have borne.



The auctioneer rushed up to her and took her off to yet another merchant, asking if she was prepared to be sold to him. She found, on looking at him, that this one was bleary-eyed and she asked the auctioneer how he could sell her to a man like that, quoting the lines:


The inflammation of his eyes

Destroys his powers.

Come, look and see

The mote that spoils his sight.



The auctioneer then took her to someone else and put the same question to her. This time she saw that the merchant had a long beard and said: ‘Damn you, this is a ram with his tail sprouting from his throat. How could you possibly sell me to him, you wretched fellow? Haven’t you heard that a long beard is a sign of stupidity, and the longer it is, the stupider is its owner? This is well known to all people of intelligence, as the poet has said:


If a man’s long beard adds to his dignity,

It is his lack of wit that gives it extra length.



Another poet has written:


I have a friend with a beard;

God lengthened it, but all to no avail.

It is like a winter’s night –

Long, dark and cold.’



It was after this that the auctioneer took her back, and when she asked where he was going with her, he said: ‘Back to your master, the Persian, because I have had enough trouble today, thanks to you. You have lost money both for me and for your master by your bad manners.’ At that point, as she was looking round the market in all directions, right, left, forwards and backwards, as fate would have it her eye fell on Nur al-Din the Cairene. She could see that he was a handsome fourteen-year-old, with smooth cheeks and a slim figure; he was remarkable for his beauty, grace, elegance and amorous disposition; he looked like a full moon on the fourteenth night, with his radiant forehead, rosy cheeks, neck like marble, pearl-like teeth and saliva sweeter than sugar. He fitted the description given in the lines:


Moons and gazelles came out to match his beauty,

I told them: ‘Stop; go slow;

Do not compare yourselves with him, gazelles,

And, moons, do not go to such trouble all in vain.’



There are other excellent lines:


There is a slim youth through whose hair and brow

Mankind is both in darkness and in light.

Do not find fault with the mole upon his cheek;

Anemones all have a speck of black.



When the girl looked at him, she lost her self-control and so deep was the impression that he made on her, she immediately fell in love with him.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and seventy-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the girl fell in love with him. She turned to the auctioneer and asked: ‘That young merchant who is sitting with the others, wearing a cotton mantle – would he not bid a bit more for me?’ ‘Queen of the beauties,’ the man replied, ‘he is a stranger from Cairo, where his father is a leading merchant, the doyen of them all. He has only been here for a short time, staying with one of his father’s friends, but he made no bid for you, large or small.’ On hearing this, the girl removed a valuable sapphire ring from her finger and told the auctioneer to take her to the handsome young man, saying: ‘If he buys me, you can keep this ring for yourself in return for the trouble I have caused you today.’ This pleased the auctioneer, who took her off to Nur al-Din. When she looked at him she saw that in his beauty and slender, well-proportioned form he was like the full moon, as a poet has described:


Beauty’s pure essence is found in his face,

While arrows are shot by his glance.

The lover is choked for whom he pours

Bitter rejection, while union with him is sweet.

Perfection of perfection of perfection

Are his white complexion, his stature and my love.

The fastenings of his robes

Are buttoned round the collar of a crescent moon.

His eyes, his twin moles and my tears

Are triple nights;

His eyebrows, his appearance and my body

Are triple crescent moons.

His eyes pass lovers wine;

For all its bitterness, I find it sweet.

He gave cool water to me for my thirst

On the day of union, from his smiling mouth.

That he should shed my blood and strike me dead

Is three times lawful for a youth like him.



The girl looked at him and said: ‘Sir, I ask you in God’s Name to tell me, am I not beautiful?’ ‘Queen of the beauties,’ he replied, ‘is there anyone lovelier than you in this world?’ She then asked: ‘When you saw all the other merchants bidding against each other for me, why did you stay silent, saying nothing and not adding a single dinar to the bidding as though you didn’t admire me?’ He replied: ‘Had I been at home I would have given all the wealth I own in order to buy you.’ ‘I don’t ask you to buy me against your will,’ she said, ‘but even if you do not buy me it would be a comfort to me if you added something to my price so that the merchants might say: “Had the girl not been beautiful, this Cairene trader would not have raised her price, as Cairenes know about slave girls.”’ Nur al-Din was embarrassed by this and, with a flushed face, he asked the auctioneer how much had been offered for her. The man told him that the bidding had reached nine hundred and fifty dinars, without his own commission, while the state dues were for the vendor to settle. ‘Let me have her for a thousand, including both price and commission,’ said Nur al-Din, at which the girl left the auctioneer and ran up to him, saying: ‘I sell myself to this handsome young man for a thousand dinars.’ For his part, Nur al-Din stayed silent, while someone standing nearby said: ‘The deal is concluded’; another said: ‘He is worthy of her’; a third said: ‘Only a damned son of the damned would bid and not buy’; while a fourth added: ‘They are well matched.’

Before Nur al-Din knew what was happening, the auctioneer had fetched the qadis and the notaries, who drew up a document containing the bill of sale, which they passed to Nur al-Din saying: ‘Take your slave girl and may God bring you blessings with her, for she would suit no one but you and you would suit her and her alone.’ The auctioneer then recited these lines:


Good fortune came to him, trailing its skirts;

It fitted only him; he fitted only it.



Nur al-Din, feeling embarrassed in front of the merchants, got up immediately and weighed out the thousand dinars that he had deposited with his father’s friend, the apothecary. Then he took the girl and brought her to the house where this man had lodged him. When she entered she saw a worn-out carpet and an old mat, and she said: ‘Do you have so low an opinion of me, master, that you don’t think me worthy of being taken to your own house where you keep your possessions? Why have you not taken me to your father?’ ‘By God, queen of the beauties,’ he replied, ‘this is where I am living. It belongs to an old apothecary, a native of this place, who vacated it for me and let me live here, for, as I told you, I am a stranger and come from Cairo.’ She said: ‘The meanest of houses will do for me until you get back home, but please, master, go off and fetch me some roast meat and wine, as well as fruits, fresh and dried.’ Nur al-Din had to explain that the thousand dinars which he had paid over in order to buy her was all the money that he had and, now that it was gone, he had nothing left at all as he had spent his last few dirhams the day before. She asked: ‘Don’t you have any friend in this city from whom you could borrow fifty dirhams? If you could bring the money to me, I would tell you how to spend it.’ ‘The only friend I have here,’ he told her, ‘is the apothecary.’

He went straight away to this man and exchanged greetings with him. ‘What did you buy today with your thousand dinars?’ the man asked and when Nur al-Din told him that he had bought a slave girl, he exclaimed: ‘Are you mad, my son, that you should spend all this money on a single slave? Do you know of what race she was?’ When Nur al-Din said that she was a Frank…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and seventy-fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Nur al-Din told the apothecary that the girl was a Frank, he said: ‘Here in this city the best Frankish slaves fetch a hundred dinars. You have been tricked, but if you love her, spend the night with her, enjoy her and then tomorrow morning you can take her back to the market and sell her. Even if you lose two hundred dinars, think of it as a shipwreck or an attack by highwaymen.’ ‘That is sound advice, uncle,’ Nur al-Din replied, ‘but, as you know, I only had the thousand dinars which I have spent to buy her, and I have not a single dirham left. Would you be so very kind as to lend me fifty dirhams as spending money to use until tomorrow, when I can repay you from the price that I get for her?’ The old man agreed willingly and weighed out the money before saying: ‘My son, you are young and this is a pretty girl. You may become attached to her and not find it easy to sell her. As you have no money, when you have spent this fifty dirhams you can come back to me and I shall make you another loan, once, twice, thrice and up to ten times, but if you come back after that, I shall not give you the greeting Islam requires and my friendship with your father will be at an end.’

Nur al-Din took the money that the old man produced and brought it back to the girl. ‘Go to the market straight away,’ she told him, ‘and fetch me twenty dirhams’ worth of silk in five different colours and then spend the remaining thirty on meat, bread, fruit, wine and scented flowers.’ Nur al-Din did what he was told and when he came back with what she wanted, she rolled up her sleeves and cooked the food expertly. After she had served it up to him they both ate their fill, whereupon she brought out the wine. They drank and she continued to fill his glass and to entertain him until he fell into a drunken sleep. She then immediately got up and removed from the bundle of her belongings a bag of leather from al-Ta’if, which she opened. She then took out two needles and sat working until she had finished making a beautiful sash, which she smoothed out and cleaned before folding it and putting it away under a cushion.

She then got up and took off her clothes before lying down beside Nur al-Din. As she squeezed up against him, he woke up to find by his side a girl like an ingot of pure silver, softer than silk and more succulent than the fat tail of a sheep. She caught the eye more clearly than a banner and was more splendid than a russet camel; she was five feet tall with rounded breasts and eyebrows like bows; her eyes were like those of gazelles and her cheeks like red anemones. She had a slender, dimpled belly and a navel that could accommodate an ounce of frankincense; her thighs were like pillows stuffed with ostrich down. Between them was something that would tire out tongues to describe and at whose mention tears would pour down. It was as though the poet had been describing her when he wrote:


Her hair shows night and her parting the dawn;

Her cheeks produce roses and her saliva wine.

Union with her is paradise while separation is hellfire;

Her teeth are pearls; her face is a full moon.



How well another has written:


She appeared as a moon, bending like a ban tree’s branch,

Diffusing the scent of ambergris, with the eyes of a gazelle.

It is as though sorrow loves my heart,

Achieving union when my beloved leaves.

Her face is lovelier than the Pleiades

With a brow more radiant than the crescent moon.



Another poet has produced these lines:


They show the crescent, then the full moon, when unveiled,

Bending as branches, with the eyes of wild calves.

The beauty of these eyes, darkened with kohl,

Would make the Pleiades wish to lie beneath her feet.



Nur al-Din wasted no time in turning to her, clasping her to him and sucking first her lower and then her upper lip, before putting his tongue between them. He then mounted her and found her to be an unpierced pearl and a filly whom no one else had ridden. He took her virginity and achieved union, leaving the two of them joined in an unbreakable and inseparable love. He continued to press kisses on her cheeks like pebbles falling into water, thrusting as though with a spear in the heat of battle. He was a man who longed to embrace lovely girls, sucking their lips, loosing their hair, clasping their waists, biting their cheeks and mounting on their breasts. All this went on to the accompaniment of Cairene movements, Yemeni writhings, Abyssinian moans, Indian languor and Nubian passion, the pretended anger of peasant girls, Damiettan groans, the heat of upper Egypt and Alexandrian coolness. All these qualities were combined in this girl, together with her extravagant beauty and coquetry. She was as the poet has described:


Never in time shall I forget this girl,

Nor turn to one who does not bring her near.

In her appearance she is the full moon;

Praise be to Him Who formed and fashioned her.

By loving her I may have greatly sinned,

But how can I repent while I still live in hope?

She left me saddened, sleepless, sick with love;

Her qualities have left my heart perplexed.

She spoke a verse that nobody can grasp

Except a lover trained in poetry:

‘No one who has not felt it knows what longing is,

And only lovers know of love.’

Nur al-Din spent a night of joy and pleasure with her until morning…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad she broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and seventy-fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Nur al-Din and the girl spent a night of joy and pleasure until morning, wrapped, as the two of them were, in the closest of embraces, secure from the misfortunes of Time. There was nothing to distress them and they had no fear that any scandal would be attached to their union. This was as the admirable poet has written:


Visit her with no thought of what the envious say;

An envious man is no help to a lover.

God has produced no finer sight than that

Which shows two lovers on a single bed,

Embracing one another in content,

Pillowing each other with their wrists and arms.

For when hearts are united in their love,

It is cold iron on which their critics strike.

You who blame the lovers for their love,

Have you the power to mend an ailing heart?

If in your lifetime you find one true friend

How good this is! Live for this friend alone.*



When Nur al-Din woke in the morning, he discovered that the girl had fetched water, and so the two of them performed the ritual ablution. When he had completed the morning prayer, she brought him what food and drink there was, and, after he had had his meal, she put her hand under the cushion and brought out the sash that she had made the night before. She passed it to him, telling him to take it, and when he asked where she had got it from, she said: ‘This is the silk that you bought yesterday for twenty dirhams. Take it to the Persian market and get the auctioneer to put it up for sale. It must be sold for twenty dinars, cash down.’ ‘Queen of the beauties,’ said Nur al-Din, ‘can something that cost twenty dirhams be turned in a single night’s work into what is worth twenty dinars?’ ‘You don’t know how valuable this is, master,’ said the girl, ‘but take it to market and give it to the auctioneer. Then, when he calls for bids, you will see what price it fetches.’

At that, Nur al-Din took the sash from her and gave it to the auctioneer in the Persian market, telling him to put it up for sale. He then sat down on a shop bench and after a while the man came back and told him to come and collect the purchase price of the sash, which had fetched a total of twenty dinars in cash. Nur al-Din was astonished and delighted when he heard this and he got up to take the money, scarcely believing that it could be true. As soon as he had taken it, he went off and spent it on more silks of various colours, out of which the girl could make more sashes, and when he got back home and handed over the silks, he told her to get to work. He also asked her to teach him so that he could work with her, saying: ‘Never in all my life have I come across a better craft than this or any that produces a better return. By God, it is a thousand times better than trade.’ The girl laughed and told him to go to his friend, the apothecary, to borrow another thirty dirhams from him, adding that on the following day he could use the money from the sash to repay both this new loan and the fifty dirhams that he had borrowed earlier.

Nur al-Din went to his friend and said: ‘Uncle, please lend me thirty dirhams and tomorrow, God willing, I shall repay you the eighty that I owe you in one lump sum.’ At that, the man weighed out the money, and Nur al-Din took it with him to the market where, as before, he bought meat, bread, fruit both fresh and dried, as well as scented flowers, all of which he took back to the girl, whose name was Miriam, and who was known as the sash-maker. She took the meat and at once produced a splendid meal which she placed before her master. Then she set out the wine and they both began to drink, she filling his glass and he hers. When it had gone to their heads, being struck by his gracefulness and courtesy, she recited these lines:


I greet the slender youth with a glass of wine,

In which there is a lingering scent of musk.

‘Is the wine pressed from your cheeks?’ I asked, but he said: ‘No;

When ever did pressed roses produce wine?’



The two of them continued to entertain each other, with Miriam giving him more wine and then asking him to fill a cup of cheer for her. When he laid his hand on her, she would coquettishly stop him, and as the wine had made her seem even lovelier, he recited:


There is many a slender wine-loving girl who has told her lover

Who was afraid to bore her, as they sat in enjoyment:

‘Unless you pass the wine and pour it out for me,

You will have to do without me tonight.’ In fear, he filled the glass.



Things went on like this until Nur al-Din fell into a drunken sleep, at which point Miriam got up at once and set to work as before on the next sash. When it was finished, she packed it tidily in paper and then undressed and lay down beside Nur al-Din.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and seventy-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Miriam had finished working on the sash, she packed it tidily in paper, then undressed and lay down beside Nur al-Din. They slept together until morning and then, when Nur al-Din had got up and performed the ritual ablution and prayer, she gave him the sash and told him to take it to the market and sell it for twenty dinars, the price fetched by the previous one. He went off and did this, after which he visited the apothecary and paid back the eighty dirhams, thanking him for his kindness and calling down blessings on him. ‘Have you sold the girl, my son?’ the man asked, and Nur al-Din exclaimed: ‘Are you trying to bring down a curse on me? How can I sell the soul from out of my body?’ He told the whole story of what had happened to him from beginning to end, to the great delight of the apothecary, who said: ‘By God, my son, you have made me very happy and, God willing, you will always enjoy good fortune. This is what I want for you because of my fondness for your father and my continued association with him.’ Nur al-Din then left him and went straight back to the market, where, as usual, he bought meat, fruit, wine and everything else that he needed, before returning to Miriam.

For a whole year, the two of them spent their time in loving companionship, eating, drinking and enjoying themselves. Every night, Miriam would make a sash and in the morning Nur al-Din would sell it for twenty dinars. He would use this to buy what they needed and whatever was left over he would give her to keep for when it might be needed. At the end of the year, she told him that when he sold the next day’s sash, he was to get her silks of six different colours, explaining: ‘I have it in mind to make you a mantle to wear over your shoulders such as no merchant’s son or prince has ever been lucky enough to own.’ Nur al-Din went off to the market, sold the sash and did what Mirian had told him, after which for a whole week she sat working at the mantle every evening after she had finished the daily sash. This went on, one piece at a time, until she had completed it, and then she gave it to Nur al-Din, who put it over his shoulders and started to walk through the market. Merchants, ordinary folk and the leading citizens all stood in rows to admire not only his beauty but the exquisite workmanship of his mantle.

It happened that one night Nur al-Din woke from sleep to discover Miriam weeping bitterly and reciting these lines:


The time of parting from the beloved is near;

Alas, alas that we should have to part!

My heart is broken. Woe is me

For nights of joy that have now gone!

The envious man will look at us

With eyes of malice and will reach his goal.

Nothing can harm us more than envious eyes,

Eyes of the slanderers and the eyes of spies.



When Nur al-Din asked her why she was crying, she said: ‘Because the pain of parting has struck home to my heart.’ ‘Queen of the beauties,’ he replied, ‘who is going to part us when I am now the dearest of all men to you and my love for you is unsurpassed?’ ‘I love you far more than you love me,’ she told him, ‘but sorrow follows whoever thinks of himself as Time’s favourite. The poet has well expressed it in the lines:


You may think well of Time when Time is kind,

With no fear of the evils fate will bring.

Time keeps you safe, but only to deceive,

And then, in a clear sky, the clouds arise.

A myriad stars are found within the heavens,

But only sun and moon suffer eclipse.

How many shoots are there on earth, both green and dry,

But we throw stones only at trees with fruit.

Corpses float on the surface of the sea,

While in the lowest depths are found the pearls.’



Then she said: ‘Nur al-Din, my master, if you want to make sure that we do not part, then be on your guard against a Frank who has lost his right eye and who limps on his left leg, an old man with a dusty complexion and a thick beard. It is he who will bring about our parting; I noticed that he is here in Alexandria and I think that he has come to hunt for me.’ ‘Queen of the beauties,’ Nur al-Din replied, ‘if I catch sight of him, I shall make an example of him and kill him.’ ‘Don’t do that,’ Miriam told him. ‘Don’t speak to him, trade with him or have any dealings with him; do not sit with him, walk or talk with him, and never say: “Peace be upon you.” I pray to God to save us from his malice and his guile.’

The next morning, Nur al-Din took the sash that Miriam had made and went to the market, where he sat on the bench of a shop chatting with the other young merchants. Feeling drowsy, he lay down on the bench to sleep and just at that moment while he was asleep the Frank whom Miriam had described passed through the market with seven of his compatriots. He saw Nur al-Din dozing on the bench with his face covered by his mantle, the fringe of which was in his hand. The Frank sat down beside him and took this fringe, turning it over and over. He had been doing this for some time when Nur al-Din, sensing his presence, woke up to find the very man whom Miriam had described sitting by his head. He gave a great cry and the Frank, alarmed by this, said: ‘Why are you shouting at me? Have I taken anything of yours?’ ‘By God, you damned fellow,’ said Nur al-Din, ‘had you done that I would have taken you to the wali.’ The Frank then said: ‘Muslim, I conjure you by the tenets of your religion to tell me where you got this mantle from.’ ‘It is my mother’s work,’ replied Nur al-Din…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and seventy-seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the Frank asked who had made the mantle, Nur al-Din replied: ‘It is my mother’s work, she made it for me with her own hands.’ ‘Will you sell it to me for cash?’ asked the Frank. ‘God damn you,’ said Nur al-Din, ‘I shall not sell it to you or to anyone else. It is the only one that my mother made and she made it for me.’ ‘Sell it to me,’ said the Frank, ‘and I’ll pay you five hundred dinars on the spot. She may have made this one for you, but she can make you another even finer.’ ‘I shall never sell it,’ Nur al-Din insisted, ‘as there is nothing in this city to match it.’ ‘Would you not sell it for six hundred dinars of pure gold?’ asked the Frank and he went on offering more and more until he got to nine hundred dinars. ‘God will provide for me without my having to sell it,’ Nur al-Din told him, adding: ‘This is something that I shall never do even for two thousand dinars or more.’ The Frank went on trying to tempt him with money until, when he had offered a thousand dinars, a number of other merchants who were there said: ‘We will sell it to you for him, so hand over the money.’ Nur al-Din repeated that he would not sell, but one of the merchants said: ‘My son, you must realize that this mantle is worth a hundred dinars at the most, and that is only if you can find a willing buyer. This Frank is paying a lump sum of a thousand dinars and so you will have made nine hundred more than its true value. What more profit do you want than this? My advice is that you should sell it and take the money. You can tell whoever made it to make you another, and perhaps an even better one, and meanwhile you will have made a thousand dinars from this damned Frank, the enemy of our religion.’ Feeling embarrassed by the merchants, Nur al-Din concluded the sale and the Frank paid over the money there and then.

He was about to go off back to Miriam to tell her about the Frank, when the Frank told the others to stop him, explaining: ‘You and he are my guests tonight, for I have a cask of old Rumi wine, a fat sheep, fruits, fresh and dried, as well as scented flowers. All of you, without exception, must keep me company this evening.’ The others then said to Nur al-Din: ‘We would like to have you with us on an evening like this so that we can talk together. It would be very kind of you if you were to go with us as guests of this generous Frank.’ Swearing to divorce their wives if he refused, and forcibly keeping him from going home, they got up at once and closed their shops. Then, taking Nur al-Din with them, they went off with the Frank to a pleasant and spacious room with two raised platforms. Here they were given seats by their host, who set before them a tray of curious and remarkable workmanship, on which were portrayed heart-breakers and the broken-hearted, lovers and their beloveds, those who asked favours and those who were asked for them. On this were placed precious bowls of china and crystal, all filled with expensive fruits, fresh and dried, as well as with flowers. He brought out his cask of old Rumi wine, and when the fat sheep had been slaughtered on his orders, he started to roast meat and to feed his guests. He poured them wine and made signs to get the merchants to see that Nur al-Din drank. They, for their part, plied him with drink until he was helplessly drunk.

When the Frank saw the state that he was in, he said: ‘You have done me a favour by coming here this evening and you are very welcome indeed.’ He then came up and sat down beside him, taking the opportunity to have some private words with him before going on to ask him: ‘Would you sell me the slave girl whom you bought a year ago for a thousand dinars in the presence of these merchants and for whom I’m prepared now to pay five thousand dinars, giving you a profit of four thousand?’ Nur al-Din refused, but the Frank continued to tempt him, pouring wine for him and offering him more and more money as an inducement until when he had got to ten thousand dinars, Nur al-Din, in his drunkenness, said in front of the others: ‘I sell her to you; produce the money.’ The delighted Frank called the merchants to witness the deal and they passed the rest of the night eating, drinking and enjoying themselves until morning.

The Frank then called on his servants to fetch the money, and when they had brought it he counted out ten thousand dinars in cash for Nur al-Din, saying: ‘Take this as the price of your slave girl whom you sold to me last night in the presence of these Muslim merchants.’ ‘Damn you,’ said Nur al-Din, ‘I sold you nothing; you are lying to me and I have no slave girls.’ ‘You did sell her to me and these merchants will bear witness that the sale was concluded,’ the Frank said, and the merchants all agreed with that, confirming that they could testify that he had sold the girl for ten thousand dinars. ‘Take the money and hand over the girl,’ they told him, ‘and may God give you a better one in exchange. Do you deny that you bought her for a thousand dinars and that for a year and a half you have enjoyed her beauty, having the pleasure of her companionship and her favours every day and night? Then, after all that, she has brought you a profit of nine thousand dinars over and above her original price, in addition to the daily sash that she made, which you have been selling for twenty dinars. After all this, are you going to deny having agreed to the sale and turn down the profit as being too little, though what more could you want or hope to gain? You may have been in love with her, but after all this time you must have had enough of her. Take the money and buy a more beautiful slave, or else we can marry you to one of our daughters for a dowry less than half this price. Not only will she be lovelier but you will have the remainder of the money as capital.’ The merchants continued to cajole Nur al-Din and trick him into agreeing, until at last he took the money, and immediately the Frank summoned the qadis and the notaries, who drew up a document certifying the sale by Nur al-Din of the slave girl Miriam, the sash-maker.

So much for Nur al-Din, but as for Miriam, she had sat waiting for her master all day until evening and then from evening until midnight. When he did not come back, she began to weep bitterly in her distress and, hearing this, the old apothecary sent his wife to her. The woman, finding the girl in tears, asked her what was wrong. ‘Mother,’ said Miriam, ‘I have been sitting waiting for my master, Nur al-Din, but up till now he hasn’t come. I’m afraid that someone may have found some way of tricking him into selling me.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and seventy-eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Miriam said to the apothecary’s wife: ‘I’m afraid that someone may have found some way of tricking my master into selling me.’

Her visitor reassured her: ‘Lady Miriam, even if your master were offered enough gold to fill this room, he would not sell you, as I know how much he loves you. It may be that some people have come from his father in Cairo and he has prepared a banquet for them in the place where they are lodging, being ashamed to bring them here, as the place would be too small for them. They might also not have been of sufficiently high status to be invited home or he might not have wanted to let them know about you, and so he would have stayed with them all night. God willing, he will come back to you safe and sound. Don’t trouble yourself with cares and anxieties, for this must be why he has not come to you tonight. I shall stay with you overnight and comfort you until he arrives.’ She then tried to distract Miriam and console her by talking all through the night.

When morning came, Miriam saw her master, Nur al-Din, turning into the street, followed by the Frank, who was surrounded by a group of merchants. When she saw him she trembled and turned pale, shaking like a ship caught in a gale at sea. The apothecary’s wife asked her why she had changed and become so pale and faded. ‘By God, lady,’ said Miriam, ‘my heart tells me that I am to be parted from my lover and removed far from him.’ Then, with deep sighs, she recited these lines:


Do not let yourself be parted,

For parting’s taste is bitter.

When the sun sets,

It changes colour thanks to this same pain,

While, at its rising,

Joy of reunion causes it to gleam.



She then sobbed even more bitterly, convinced that parting was at hand. ‘Didn’t I tell you,’ she said to the apothecary’s wife, ‘that my master, Nur al-Din, must have been tricked into selling me? I am quite sure that he must have sold me last night to this Frank, in spite of the fact that I warned him against the man. But precautions are of no use against fate, and it is clear that what I said is true.’ While she and the apothecary’s wife were talking, in came Nur al-Din, and, as Miriam could see, he had changed colour; he was trembling and his face showed traces of sorrow and regret. ‘Nur al-Din, my master, it looks as though you have sold me,’ said Miriam, at which he shed bitter tears, groaned and sighed deeply. Then he recited these lines:


As this was fated, caution does no good;

I was at fault, but fate makes no mistakes.

When God wills it that something should occur,

A man may be wise and may have ears and eyes,

But he will find himself both deaf and blind,

While his intelligence is plucked out like a hair.

Then, after God’s decree has been fulfilled,

His wits will be restored so that he may take note.

When it has happened, do not ask how it took place;

All happenings are brought about by fate.



Nur al-Din now excused himself to Miriam, saying: ‘By God, lady, the pen of fate has written what God decrees. These people tricked me into selling you and I was taken in and agreed to the sale, committing a terrible wrong in respect of you. But it may be that God, Who has decreed our parting, will grant us reunion.’ ‘I warned you against this,’ said Miriam, ‘for this was what I suspected would happen.’ Then she clasped him to her breast, kissed him between the eyes and recited these lines:


I swear by your love never to forget my love for you,

Even if I lose my life through passionate longing.

Each day and night I weep and wail

As the ringdove laments on a tree in the sandy waste.

Parting from you has ruined my life, beloved;

For, now you have gone from me, we cannot meet.



While the two lovers were talking, the Frank came in and went up to kiss Miriam’s hands. She promptly slapped him on the cheek with the palm of her hand, saying: ‘Keep away from me, damn you. You went on following me until you managed to trick my master, but, God willing, all will turn out well.’ The Frank, who had been taken aback by her reaction, laughed and excused himself to her, saying: ‘Lady Miriam, what have I done wrong? It was your master, Nur al-Din, who was content to sell you of his own free will. I swear by the Messiah that, had he loved you, he would not have gone this far, and had he not had his fill of you, he would never have sold you. As a poet has said:


When I have had enough of someone, let him leave,

And if I speak his name again, I’m in the wrong.

The wide world is too small for me

That I should want one who does not want me.



This Miriam was the daughter of the king of Ifranja, a large city – the home of many marvels, crafts and different plants – resembling Constantinople. The story of how she came to leave her father’s capital is a strange and remarkable one, which I shall now set out in its proper place in order to delight the audience.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and seventy-ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the reason why Miriam had left her father and mother was a remarkable one. She had been brought up in the height of luxury by her parents, and had studied rhetoric, the art of writing and arithmetic, as well as horsemanship and manly pursuits. She had become expert in all the crafts, including embroidery, sewing, weaving, the making of sashes, trimming, coating silver with gold and gold with silver, and she had mastered the arts of both men and women so as to become unique and unparalleled in her age and time. The Great and Glorious God had granted her such beauty, grace, elegance and perfection that she outshone all her contemporaries. The kings of the islands had asked her father for her hand, but he rejected them all, for such was his love for her that he could not bear to be parted from her for a single hour. He had many sons but, being his only daughter, she was dearer to him than they were.

One year it happened that Miriam fell so gravely ill that she was on the point of death, and she vowed to herself that, if she recovered, she would make a pilgrimage to a certain island monastery, which was held in the greatest respect by the Christians and to which they made votive offerings when in search of a blessing. Later, when she did recover, she wanted to fulfil her vow, and her father, the king, sent her to the monastery in a small ship, with an escort of girls, daughters of the leading citizens, as well as of a number of knights. Near the monastery they were attacked by a Muslim ship, manned by fighters in the holy war, who captured everyone on board, together with its cargo of wealth and treasures. The Muslims sold their spoils in Qairawan and it was there that Miriam fell into the hands of a Persian merchant. This man was impotent and had no dealings with women, never exposing himself to any one of them. He kept Miriam as a servant. He then fell so seriously ill that he almost died. During his long illness, which lasted for months, Miriam did all that she could to look after him until he was cured, in accordance with the will of God. Mindful of the tenderness and compassion with which she had treated him and of the service that she had done him, he wanted to return the favour to her, and as a result he promised to grant her a wish. ‘Master,’ she told him, ‘what I want is that you should only sell me to a man of my own choice whom I could love.’ He delighted her by agreeing to this and promising to leave the matter of her sale in her own hands. He had offered her conversion to Islam and, when she accepted it, he taught her the rites of worship. During that period, while he instructed her in her new religion, together with its duties, she learned the Quran by heart as well as acquainting herself with a number of the fields of jurisprudence and the traditions of the Prophet. When he then took her to Alexandria, he allowed her to choose a buyer for herself, putting her in charge of her own sale, as I have said, and I have reported how it was that she came into the hands of Nur al-Din.

This is the story of how Miriam came to leave her own country, but as for her father, the king of Ifranja, he had suffered a great shock when he heard what had happened to her and her companions. Ships and men were sent out to track her down, but although they searched throughout the Muslim islands, they found no trace of her and were forced to return with sad and gloomy tidings. The king in his distress now sent his grand vizier to search for her, this being the man who had lost his right eye and was lame in his left leg, a stubborn and tyrannical master of guile and deception. His orders were to scour all the lands of the Muslims in the hunt for Miriam and to buy her back, even at the cost of a whole shipload of gold. His search led him through islands and cities but it was not until he came to Alexandria that he received any news of her, for there, in answer to his questions, he was told that the girl was with ‘Ali Nur al-Din, the Cairene. This was followed by his encounter with Nur al-Din, whom he tricked into selling her, as I have described, the clue coming from the fine workmanship of the mantle, which no one but Miriam could have produced. He had then given instructions to the merchants, making an agreement with them to recover her by guile.

Now that she was with him, she spent her time weeping and wailing. He said to her: ‘Lady Miriam, stop weeping so sadly and come back with me to your father’s city, the seat of your royal splendour, your own native land, where you will be among your own servants and attendants. You must leave behind the degradation of your exile. As for me, I have had enough of wearisome travelling, not to mention the expense, for I have been journeying and spending money for almost a year and a half now, as your father told me to buy you even if it cost a shipload of gold.’ He then began to kiss her feet, prostrating himself before her, but the more he went on kissing her hands and feet as a gesture of courtesy, the angrier she became with him. ‘Damn you,’ she said. ‘God Almighty will not allow you to get what you want.’

The servants now brought her a mule with a decorated saddle, on which they mounted her, raising over her head a silken canopy supported on shafts of gold and silver. Surrounded by an escort of Franks, she was taken to the Sea Gate of Alexandria, where they placed her in a small skiff and rowed her out to a large ship. When she was on board, on the orders of the one-eyed vizier, the crew hauled up the mast, hoisted the sails and raised their colours, spreading awnings of cotton and linen and manning their oars. As the ship sailed off, Miriam stood looking back at the city until it had sunk from sight, at which, standing alone, she shed bitter tears…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then when it was the eight hundred and eightieth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the king of Ifranja’s vizier sailed off with Miriam, she stood looking towards the city until it was out of sight and then she wept, sobbing and reciting these lines:


Home of the beloved, can there be a return?

I have no knowledge of what God will do.

Swift ships have parted us, and my eyes

Are wounded and now dimmed by tears.

I have lost a dear one, the goal of my desire,

Who cured my sickness and removed my pain.

My God, act as his helper in my place,

For nothing left in trust with You is lost.



Whenever she thought of him, Miriam would weep and wail, and although the Frankish knights tried to soothe her, she refused their comfort, being wholly under the influence of her passionate love. Shedding more tears, she lamented and recited these lines:


The tongue of love speaks to you from my heart,

And tells you that I am in love with you.

My heart melts on the burning coals of love,

And flutters, wounded, now that you have gone.

I cannot hide that which has wasted me,

As tears, wounding my eyelids, flow in floods.



Miriam stayed in this state for the whole of the journey, unable to rest and with no powers of endurance.

So much for her and the lame, one-eyed vizier. As for Nur al-Din, when Miriam had sailed off, he too suffered the same symptoms, as the world closed in on him. He went to the apartment where he had lived with Miriam and to him it seemed dark and gloomy; he looked at the equipment she had used to produce her sashes and at the clothes she had worn. Clasping these to his breast, with tears streaming from his eyes, he recited these lines:


We have parted. Shall we ever be rejoined?

I turn to and fro, overwhelmed by my grief.

What is past and gone will never come any more;

Shall I ever again enjoy union with my love?

Do you suppose that God will reunite us,

And will she bear in mind the covenants of love?

Will she preserve what I have squandered in my foolishness,

Keeping the ties that used to bind us two?

I am a dead man now that she has gone,

But will it be that she approves my death?

What use is it to me to show my sorrow?

For as this grows, I waste away for love.

Heart, feel more passion, and eyes, shed more tears

Until within you nothing more is left.

My love is far away, my patience gone;

I have few helpers and my pains increase.

I pray to the Almighty that He may

Bring back to me that union I once had.



Then, shedding still more tears, he looked at every corner of the room and recited:


I see her traces and melt with desire,

Pouring my tears out where she used to live.

I pray God, Who decreed that we should part,

That one day He may bring her back again.



He then immediately got up, locked the house door and ran down to the shore, where he gazed at the place where Miriam’s ship had lain at anchor. Tearfully and with deep sighs, he recited:


I greet you, without whom I cannot live;

Though you are far away, you are still near my heart.

I yearn for you with every passing hour,

As thirsty men long to relieve their thirst.

You hold my sight, my hearing and my heart;

Sweeter than honey is your memory.

Sorrow consumed me when you sailed away

Upon that ship which parted you from me.



He wept, wailed, groaned and lamented, calling out: ‘Miriam, Miriam, was it in a dream or a confused fancy that I saw you?’ Becoming ever more distressed, he recited:


We parted. Shall I see you once again,

And hear you call from somewhere near at hand?

Once we were happy here. Shall we again

Live here, each having what the heart desires?

Take my bones with you as you go,

And where you halt, give them a burial.

Had I two hearts, I could use one to live

And leave the other filled with love for you.

If I were asked what do I wish from God,

I would reply: ‘His favour, and then yours.’



While Nur al-Din was in this state, weeping and calling on Miriam’s name, an old man landed from a boat and came towards him. He found him tearfully reciting these lines:


Miriam the beautiful, come back. My eyes

Are rain clouds, shedding floods of tears.

Those who blame me can tell you that my lids

Are drowning in the whiteness of my eyes.



‘My son,’ said the old man, ‘it seems to me that these tears must be for the girl who sailed off yesterday with the Frank.’ On hearing this, Nur al-Din collapsed and remained unconscious for a time. Then, when he had recovered, he wept bitterly and recited:


After this parting can I hope for union?

Will pleasure in our perfect love return?

The fire of love burns fiercely in my heart

And I am troubled by what slanderers say.

I spend the day astonished and confused;

At night I hope her phantom may return.

By God, I never shall forget my love;

How could I, though the slanderers weary me?

She is a delicate and slender girl,

Whose eyes shoot arrows through my heart.

Her form is like a branch of the ban tree;

Her beauty puts the shining sun to shame.

Were it not for my fear of God on high,

I would exalt her beauty as divine.



The old man looked at Nur al-Din and, noting how handsome he was, together with his well-shaped figure, his eloquence and his attractive manners, he felt sorry for him and was moved by pity for his condition. He himself turned out to be the captain of a ship that was on its way to Miriam’s city with a hundred Muslim merchants on board. ‘Be patient,’ he told Nur al-Din, ‘and there will be a happy outcome, as, God willing, I shall see that you get to the girl.’

[image: image]

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

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the captain promised Nur al-Din that, God willing, he would bring him to the girl. Nur al-Din asked when he was proposing to sail, and the captain said: ‘In three days’ time, and all will be well.’ Nur al-Din was overjoyed to hear this and thanked the man for his kindness. Then, remembering the days when he and Miriam, unmatched in beauty, were together, he recited these lines:


Will God, the Merciful, unite us once again?

Companions, will I reach my goal or not?

Will changing time bring you back here once more,

So that my eyes may hold you as a miser’s hoard?

Were it for sale, I’d buy union with you

With my own life, but it is dearer still.



He went at once to the market where he bought all the provisions and the equipment that he needed for the voyage, after which he returned to the captain. ‘What have you got with you?’ the captain asked, and Nur al-Din explained that he had brought food and whatever else he might need. The captain laughed and said: ‘My son, do you think you are off on a sight-seeing trip to Pompey’s Pillar? If we have fair winds and calm conditions, it will take two months to get you to your destination.’ He then took some money from Nur al-Din and went himself to the market and bought as much as would be needed on the journey, and he also filled a cask with fresh water.

For three days, Nur al-Din stayed on the ship until the merchants had completed all their preparations and come on board. The captain then set sail, but after they had been at sea for fifty-one days, they were intercepted by pirates, who plundered the ship and took captive all on board. These, including Nur al-Din, were taken to the city of Ifranja and shown to the king, who ordered them to be imprisoned. Just as they were being taken off to prison, the ship carrying Miriam and the one-eyed vizier arrived at the city and the vizier went up to the king to give him the good news of his daughter’s safe return. Drums were beaten in celebration and the city was adorned with splendid decorations, while the king himself rode down to the shore with all his troops and state officials to meet her.

When her ship had anchored, Miriam landed and was embraced by her father. They exchanged greetings and a horse was brought forward, which she mounted. On her arrival at the palace, she was greeted by her mother, who embraced her and then asked her about herself, whether she was still a virgin, as she had been when she left, or whether she was now a woman without a husband. ‘Mother,’ said Miriam, ‘how can someone who has been sold from one merchant to another in the lands of the Muslims and who has been in the power of others stay a virgin? The merchant who bought me threatened to beat me and then raped and deflowered me, after which he sold me to someone else, who, in turn, sold me to another.’ When her mother heard this, the light turned to darkness in her eyes and she repeated what she had been told to her husband, who found the enormity of it hard to bear. He consulted his officials and officers and they said: ‘Your majesty, Muslims have defiled her and she can only be purified if you cut off the heads of a hundred of them.’ At that, the king ordered the Muslim prisoners to be fetched from his dungeon and they were all brought to him, including Nur al-Din. He ordered their heads to be cut off, and the first to be executed was the ship’s captain, after which the others were killed, one after the other, until the only person left was Nur al-Din. A strip was cut from the end of his robe and used as a blindfold, after which he was led to the execution mat. Then, just as the executioners were about to strike off his head, an old woman came up to the king and said: ‘Your majesty, you vowed that if God restored your daughter Miriam to you, you would assign five Muslim prisoners to each church to help with its maintenance. Now that your daughter has come back to you, you must keep the promise that you made.’ The king said to her: ‘Mother, I swear by the Messiah and the true faith that the only prisoner I have left is this one whom they are about to kill. But you can take him with you to help you in the service of the church until I get more, after which I will send you another four. Had you got here before the others were killed, I would have given you as many as you wanted.’

The old woman thanked the king for his generosity and wished him long life and continuing glory and prosperity, after which she wasted no time in going to Nur al-Din and removing him from the execution mat. When she looked at him she found him to be a graceful and elegant young man with delicate skin and a face like the moon when it comes to the full on the fourteenth night. She took him off to the church and then told him: ‘Take off these clothes of yours, my son, as they are only suitable for those who serve the king.’ She fetched him a jubba and a hood of black wool as well as a broad belt, dressing him in the robe, placing the hood over his head and fastening the belt around his waist. She then told him to start to work in the church. He had been doing this for seven days when the old woman came back to him and said: ‘Muslim, get your silk robes and put them on again. Then take these ten dirhams and go off immediately. You are to have a holiday today and you mustn’t stay here an hour longer lest this bring about your death.’ Nur al-Din asked her what was happening and she told him: ‘You must know, my son, that the king’s daughter, Miriam the sash-maker, wants to come to the church to acquire a blessing by visiting it and to make an offering to it in thankfulness for her safe return from the lands of the Muslims, fulfilling what she vowed to do if the Messiah rescued her. She is bringing with her four hundred girls, each of unblemished beauty, among them being the vizier’s daughter and the daughters of the emirs and the state officials. They will be here within the hour, and were they to catch sight of you here they would cut you to pieces with their swords.’

Nur al-Din put on his own clothes and, taking the ten dirhams, he went off to the market and started to look around the streets in order to familiarize himself with the various districts of the city as well as with its gates.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and eighty-second night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Nur al-Din put on his own clothes, took the ten dirhams and went out into the market. He was away for some time, familiarizing himself with the various districts of the city. Having done this, he went back to the church, where he saw the arrival of Princess Miriam, with her four hundred swelling-breasted virgins, beautiful as moons, among them being the vizier’s daughter and the daughters of the emirs and state officials. She was walking between them like a moon among stars, and when Nur al-Din set eyes on her he could not stop himself from uttering a heartfelt cry: ‘Miriam, Miriam!’ As soon as the girls heard this shout, they rushed at him, drawing swords that gleamed like lightning bolts. They were about to kill him on the spot when Miriam turned to look at him. She had no difficulty in recognizing him, telling the others: ‘Leave this young man alone. He must be mad for you can see the signs of madness clearly enough on his face.’ Nur al-Din heard what she said and bared his head; with staring eyes he dangled his hands, twisted his feet and frothed at the corner of his mouth. ‘Didn’t I tell you he was mad?’ Miriam said, adding: ‘Bring him to me but keep away from him yourselves, so that I can hear what he says, as I know Arabic, and I might then be able to investigate his case and see whether his madness can be cured or not.’

The girls brought Nur al-Din up to Miriam and then stood aside. Miriam said to him: ‘Have you come here for my sake, risking your life and pretending to be mad?’ ‘My lady,’ Nur al-Din replied, ‘haven’t you heard the words of the poet:


They said: “Your love has made you mad,” but I replied:

“Life’s pleasure is restricted to the mad.”

Compare my madness with its source, and if

You find her worth my madness, I should not be blamed.’



‘By God, Nur al-Din,’ she told him, ‘you brought this on yourself. I warned you before it happened, but you paid no attention and followed your own fancy. What I told you was not the result of some inspiration nor did it come from a study of physiognomy or from a dream, but it was thanks to what I had seen with my own eyes. For I had caught sight of the one-eyed vizier and I knew that he would not have come to Alexandria unless he was looking for me.’ Nur al-Din answered: ‘God is the only refuge from mistakes made by the intelligent.’ Then, carried away by passion, he recited these lines:


Pardon the fault that I made when I slipped;

The slave is treated generously by his masters.

It is punishment enough for the wrongdoer

That he repents when his repentance does no good.

For me confession is my penalty;

Where is the generous mercy that I need?



It would take too long to describe how Nur al-Din and Miriam continued to reproach each other, each telling the other what had happened and reciting poetry, with seas of tears flooding down their cheeks as they complained of the violence of their love and the pain it had inflicted on them. This went on until they could say no more; the day was over and darkness had fallen. All the while Miriam was wearing a green robe embroidered with red gold and set with pearls and other gems, which enhanced her beauty and gracefulness. How well the poet has described this in his lines:


She appeared like a moon wearing green robes,

Buttons undone, with loosened locks of hair.

‘What are you called?’ I asked, and she replied:

‘I am she who burns the hearts of lovers over coals;

I am the gleaming silver and the gold,

Which frees the captive from captivity.’

I said: ‘Your harshness makes me pine away.’

She said: ‘Do you complain to me, whose heart is stone?’

I said: ‘Although it may be stone, yet God

Has caused pure water to flow out of stone.’



As night darkened, Miriam returned to the girls and asked them whether they had shut the church gate and when they said that they had, she went off with them to what was known as the Chapel of the Virgin Mary, the Mother of Light, as the Christians believe that the power of her inner spirit is to be found there. The girls circumambulated the whole church to acquire a blessing, and when they had finished their pious visit, Miriam turned to them and said: ‘I want to go into the church alone to seek a blessing, since, thanks to my long absence in the lands of the Muslims, I have felt a longing for it. As for you, when you have finished your visit, sleep where you like.’ ‘Very well,’ they replied, ‘and you also do as you like.’ So they left her in the church and went off to sleep. When they were out of sight, Miriam went to look for Nur al-Din and found him sitting waiting for her, as though he was on hot coals. At her approach, he got up to kiss her hands, and she then sat down and made him sit beside her. Next she stripped off her ornaments, her robes and the fine linen she was wearing before clasping him to her breast and setting him on her lap. The two of them went on kissing, embracing and dancing to the tunes of love, exclaiming: ‘How short is the night of union and how long the day of separation!’ They then recited the lines of the poet:


Time’s virgin, night of union,

The glory of the splendid nights,

You brought me morning in the afternoon;

Are you the kohl around the eyes of dawn

Or sleep that visits eyes that are inflamed?

But as for you, our parting’s endless night,

Your end is always joined to its beginning,

A vicious circle with no end;

Before it goes, the Resurrection comes;

For resurrected lovers are still dead,

Killed through rejection by the ones they loved.



While they were sharing the delights of that splendid night, up above on the roof of the church one of the servants of the saint tolled the bell as a signal for the dawn service. This was as the poet has described:


I saw him as he tolled the bell, and said:

‘Who taught a fawn how to do such a thing?’

And then I asked my soul: ‘Which pains you more,

The bell’s stroke or the stroke of parting? Judge.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and eighty-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Miriam and Nur al-Din continued in pleasure and delight until the bell-ringer climbed to the roof of the church and tolled the bell. At that, Miriam got up immediately and put her clothes and her ornaments back on. Nur al-Din was grieved and distressed and, shedding tears, he recited these lines:


I kissed and kissed again the tender, rosy cheek,

With love-bites that exceeded all the bounds,

But when we were in bliss, while watchers slept,

With eyes that fluttered and then closed,

The bells were struck by those who served

In place of a muezzin, summoning to prayer.

She got up quickly to put on her clothes,

For fear a shooting star might strike her down,*

Saying: ‘You are my wish and my desire,

But now the pallor of the dawn has come.’

I swore if ever I was in command

And was a sultan with the power to rule,

I would raze all the churches to the ground,

Killing whatever priests there were on earth.



Miriam held him to her breast and, after kissing his cheek, she asked him how many days he had been in the city. ‘Seven,’ he told her, and she went on to ask: ‘Have you gone through it and do you know its streets and passageways, as well as the position of the landward and seaward gates?’ He told her that he did and she asked: ‘Can you find your way to the chest where the votive offerings are stored in the church?’ When he said that he could, she went on: ‘As you know all that, at the end of the first third of the night to come go to the chest and, when you have picked out what you want from it, open the church door leading to the alley that goes down to the sea. There you will find a small boat manned by ten sailors. When he sees you, the captain will hold out his hand to you, and when you take it he will help you to board. Stay there with him until I come, but be very, very careful not to fall asleep earlier lest you regret it when regret will do no good.’ She then said goodbye to Nur al-Din and, after leaving him, she roused her maids and the other girls from their sleep. They accompanied her as she went to knock on the church door, which was opened by the old woman, and when she went out she found her servants and her escort standing there. They brought her a dappled mule and after she had mounted it, they lowered a silken curtain over her. While the knights took the mule’s reins and the girls followed behind, the men-at-arms surrounded her with drawn swords in their hands to escort her back to the palace.

So much for Miriam, but as for Nur-al-Din, he stayed concealed by the curtain behind which he and Miriam had sheltered until day broke. When the door of the church was opened, he mingled with the crowds coming in, and then went up to the old woman. ‘Where did you sleep last night?’ she asked him and he said: ‘Somewhere inside the city, as you told me.’ ‘That was right, my son,’ she said. ‘For had you stayed here in the church, the princess would have had you put to a most shameful death.’ Nur al-Din replied: ‘Praise be to God, Who saved me from the evil of this night,’ and he went about his work in the church until the day ended and it became dark. He then went to the offertory chest and removed such precious gems as were easy to carry, after which he waited until the end of the first third of the night before going to the door leading to the sea lane. He prayed to God for shelter as he opened it and he then walked out into the lane and on down to the sea.

Not far from the gate he found a ship anchored by the shore, whose captain, a well-favoured old man with a long beard, was standing amidships with the ten members of his crew there in front of him. Nur al-Din gave him his hand, as Miriam had instructed him, and the man pulled him from the shore into the waist of the ship. He then ordered the crew to raise the anchor and put out to sea before daybreak. ‘How can we do that, captain?’ one of the crew asked. ‘The king told us that he wanted to sail out this coming day to reconnoitre, as he is afraid that Muslim pirates may try to capture Princess Miriam.’ ‘Damn you all!’ the captain shouted at them. ‘Do you dare disobey me and bandy words instead?’ He drew his sword and thrust the point into the throat of the man who had spoken so that it came out gleaming on the other side of his neck. ‘Why did you kill him? What wrong had he done?’ asked another, and again the captain grasped his sword and cut off the man’s head, after which he struck down the rest, one after the other, until he had killed all ten and thrown their bodies into the sea. Then he turned to Nur al-Din and terrified him by shouting loudly: ‘Get down and remove the mooring post.’ Nur al-Din, afraid that the captain might strike him with his sword, jumped ashore, removed the post and went back on board quicker than a flash of lightning.

The captain began to give him orders, telling him to follow such-and-such a course and to watch the stars, and Nur al-Din, alarmed and frightened, did all that he was told. When he had raised the sail, the ship headed off with the two of them through the tumultuous waves of the sea…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and eighty-fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the captain had hoisted the sail, the ship, with Nur al-Din on board, headed off through the tumultuous waves with a fair wind. All the while, Nur al-Din kept his hand on the yard, plunged in thought and submerged in care, as he did not know what the future held for him. Every time he looked at the captain he felt a tremor of fear, as he had no notion of where the man was making for, and he remained careworn and anxious until day broke. Then, as he watched, he saw the captain take hold of his long beard and give it a tug. Off it came, and when Nur al-Din looked more closely he could see that it was a false beard that had been stuck on, and on studying the captain’s face, he realized that here was his beloved, the darling of his heart, Princess Miriam. She had pulled off this trick by killing the captain and then removing the skin from which his beard grew and attaching it to her own face. Nur al-Din was astounded by this courageous action and by her strength of heart.

Unable to contain his joy, he exclaimed: ‘Welcome, you who are the object of my desire, my wish and the goal of my quest.’ Longing and delight stirred in him as he felt certain that his hopes had been fulfilled, and he chanted tunefully the following lines:


Say to those who know nothing of my love

For a beloved whom they cannot reach,

‘Question my clan about my love,

For sweet and tender are my songs of love

For one who lives within my heart.’




When I remember her, all sickness leaves

My heart and all pains cease.

My longing and the passion of my love

Increase when it brings sadness to my heart,

And all men talk of this.




I shall accept no blame on her account,

Nor shall I ever seek forgetfulness.

Love has afflicted me with such distress

That lighted coals are burning in my heart

With fiery heat.




I wonder why my sickness was revealed,

As I remained through the dark night awake.

Why with her harshness did she seek my death,

Thinking it right to kill me for my love,

And, with injustice, being just?




Who was it, do you think, gave you advice

To treat so harshly someone who loved you?

By my own life and by God, Who made you,

I swear that what the critics say of you

Is nothing but a lie.




May God not cure the sickness of my love

Or rid my heart of this, its burning thirst.

I never shall complain I’m tired of love

Nor ever take another in your place.

Torture or join me, as you will.




You may still shun me and cause me distress,

But yet your love is fixed within my heart.

If you are angry or if you are pleased,

Do what you want with me, your slave,

Who offers you his life.



This poem filled Miriam with admiration and, after thanking him, she said: ‘Someone who is in such a state must play a man’s part and not act like a contemptible coward.’ She herself was stout-hearted and a skilled sailor on the open sea, knowing all the wind shifts and what course to steer. ‘Had you kept up your deception much longer,’ Nur al-Din told her, ‘I would have died of fear and terror, especially when added to this was the fire of my love and longing and the painful torment of parting.’ Miriam laughed and got up immediately to bring out some food and drink, after which they ate and drank with pleasure and delight. She then produced sapphires and other gems, precious stones, valuable treasures and various gold and silver objects. All these, which she showed to the delighted Nur al-Din, were things which in addition to their value were easy to carry, and which she had removed from her father’s palace and his treasuries.

With a moderate wind the ship kept its course and the two lovers sailed on until they came in sight of Alexandria and could make out its distinguishing features, both old and new, including Pompey’s Pillar. When they reached harbour, Nur al-Din quickly jumped out of the ship and fastened the mooring rope to one of the fullers’ stones. He took some of the treasures that Miriam had brought with her and told her to wait in the ship until he could bring her into the city in suitable style. She agreed, but added: ‘Be quick, for delay brings regret.’ He assured her: ‘There will be no delay,’ and so she sat there in the ship while he went off to the house of the apothecary, his father’s friend, to borrow from his wife a veil, an outer garment, boots and a shawl of the kind worn by Alexandrian ladies. What he had not calculated on, however, in his ignorance were the shifts of that master of marvels, Time.

So much for Nur al-Din and Miriam, but as for Miriam’s father, the king of Ifranja, he had looked for his daughter in the morning and, having failed to find her, he asked her maids and her servants where she was. They told him: ‘She went out to the church last night, but we know nothing about what happened to her after that.’ While he was talking to them, suddenly the whole place resounded to the sound of two loud cries coming from below the palace. When he asked what was wrong, he was told that ten dead men had been discovered on the seashore; his ship had gone; the door leading from the church to the sea lane had been found open and the prisoner employed in the church had disappeared. ‘If my ship has gone from its berth, then my daughter must certainly be on board,’ said the 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 eight hundred and eighty-fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the king was told that his daughter Miriam had gone and that his ship had been lost, he exclaimed: ‘If the ship has gone, then there is no doubt that Miriam must be on board.’

He lost no time in calling for the harbour master, to whom he said: ‘I swear by the Messiah and the true religion, if you do not immediately take an armed crew and overtake my ship, bringing it back with whoever is on board, I shall make an example of you by putting you to the foulest of deaths.’ He followed this by shouting at the man, who left his presence trembling and went to the old woman who looked after the church. ‘Did the prisoner who was here with you ever say anything about where he had come from?’ ‘He used to say that he was from Alexandria,’ she told him, and at that the man went straight to the harbour and shouted to his crew to get ready to make sail.

They followed his orders and sailed night and day until, just as Nur al-Din disembarked, leaving Miriam in the ship, they came in sight of Alexandria. The Franks, among whom was the one-eyed, lame vizier who had bought Miriam from Nur al-Din, saw the ship moored there and recognized it. They tied up their own at a short distance from it and approached it in one of their small boats with a draught of two cubits, carrying a hundred armed men, among whom was the vizier, an obdurate tyrant, a rebellious devil and a wily thief, whom no one could outwit, like Abu Muhammad al-Battal. They rowed up to the ship to launch a concerted attack, but the only person they found on board was Princess Miriam. Having seized both her and her ship, they landed, but after a long wait they went back on board, having got what they wanted without fighting or even having to draw their swords. They then turned back, making for the lands of Rum, and after a trouble-free voyage with a fair wind they reached the city of Ifranja and brought Princess Miriam to her father.

The king was sitting on his throne and when he saw her he exclaimed: ‘Traitress, how did you come to abandon the religion of your ancestors and the protection of the Messiah, on whom we rely, to follow Islam, the faith of the wanderers, which has raised the sword against the Cross and the idols?’ ‘This was no fault of mine,’ replied Miriam, ‘for I went out at night to look for a blessing by visiting the shrine of the Virgin Mary, and Muslim pirates took me unawares. They gagged and bound me before putting me in a ship and sailing off with me to their own country. I did my best to deceive them and I talked with them about their religion until they released me from my bonds, and I could scarcely believe it when your men found me and set me free. I swear by the Messiah, by the true religion, by the Cross and the Crucified, that I was overjoyed to be saved from them and that my rescue from captivity brought me relief and happiness.’ ‘You shameless whore,’ her father replied, ‘by what is established in the Gospel sent by Him Who reveals what is forbidden and what is permitted, I am going to have to make a most terrible example of you and put you to the ugliest of deaths. Wasn’t the fact that you managed to deceive me on the first occasion enough for you that you should come and lie to me again?’

He gave orders that she was to be crucified on the palace gate, but at that moment the one-eyed vizier, who had long been in love with her, intervened and said: ‘Don’t kill her, your majesty, but marry her to me and, eager though I am to have her, I shall not lie with her until I have built her a palace of solid stone too high for any Muslim thief to climb. Then, when it is finished, I shall cut the throats of thirty Muslims at its gate as a sacrifice to the Messiah from me and from her.’ The king granted him his wish and the priests, monks and knights were given permission to celebrate the wedding. After this had been done, with the king’s consent workmen started to construct a lofty palace suitable for the princess.

So much for Princess Miriam, her father and the one-eyed vizier, but as for Nur al-Din and the old apothecary, after Nur al-Din had gone to his house and borrowed the shawl, veil, boots and outer clothes in the Alexandrian style from his wife, he went back to look for Miriam’s ship only to find the mooring empty and the bird flown.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and eighty-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Nur al-Din discovered the place empty and realized that Miriam must be far away, with a sorrowful heart and shedding floods of tears, he recited:


Su‘da’s phantom came by night, alarming me

At early dawn in the desert where my companions slept,

But when its visit roused me as I lay,

There was only emptiness to see, with loved ones far away.



As he walked along the seashore, looking right and left, he saw a crowd of people who were saying: ‘O Muslims, is Alexandria no longer inviolable that Franks can come in, snatch up citizens and go back to their own lands without any trouble, and without being pursued by any Muslim or ghazi?’ ‘What has happened?’ asked Nur al-Din and they told him how a Frankish ship with an armed crew had just attacked the harbour and seized a ship that was anchored there together with those who were in it, before sailing back safe and sound to their own lands. On hearing this, Nur al-Din collapsed unconscious. When he had recovered they asked him what was wrong and he told them his story from beginning to end. This led them all to abuse him and to say: ‘Why did you have to find a shawl and a veil before getting the girl to disembark?’ Every one of them said something hurtful, although there were some who objected: ‘Let him be; what has happened is punishment enough.’ He was attacked on all sides with a stream of reproach and blame until he lost consciousness again.

While this was going on, the old apothecary arrived and, on seeing the crowd, he went up to them to find out what was happening. He discovered Nur al-Din lying there unconscious and sat down by his head to try to revive him. When Nur al-Din had recovered, he asked: ‘What is the matter with you, my son?’ and Nur al-Din replied: ‘Uncle, after suffering many hardships I fetched back my lost slave girl in a ship from her father’s city. When I got here, I moored the ship with a line to the shore and left the girl in it, while I myself went to your house to get from your wife the things that she would need before I could bring her into the city. Then the Franks came and seized the ship together with the girl before going back unmolested to their own ships.’

When the old apothecary heard this, the light turned to darkness in his eyes and he was filled with sorrow for Nur al-Din. ‘My son,’ he said, ‘why didn’t you take her from the ship to the city without a shawl? But it is no use saying anything now. Come with me to the city, and it may be that God will provide you with a more beautiful slave girl to console you for her absence. Praise be to Him Who inflicts no loss without allowing us to profit from it; union and separation are in His hands, Almighty is He.’ ‘Uncle,’ Nur al-Din replied, ‘I can never forget Miriam nor shall I abandon the search for her, even if this brings about my death.’ The old man asked him what he intended to do and Nur al-Din told him: ‘I shall go back to the lands of Rum and enter the city of Ifranja at the risk of my life, whether for good or for ill.’ The old man said: ‘It is a current proverb, my son, that “the pitcher can go too often to the well”. They may not have harmed you the first time, but now they may kill you, especially as they will be able to recognize you easily enough.’ ‘Uncle,’ Nur al-Din replied, ‘let me meet a quick death, thanks to my love, rather than abandon her and be killed by hopeless endurance.’

As chance would have it, a ship was lying in the harbour ready to sail. Its passengers had finished their business and the mooring stakes had been removed just as Nur al-Din came on board. The passengers then enjoyed a pleasant voyage with fair winds for a number of days when they came across a Frankish ship that was cruising at sea and capturing every vessel that came in sight, because the Franks were still afraid lest Muslim pirates seize the princess. Whenever they took a ship they would bring all those who had been on board to the king of Ifranja and he would have them killed because of the vow that he had made in respect of his daughter Miriam. Nur al-Din’s ship was sighted by these Franks, who took it, capturing everyone on board. They were brought before the king and when he discovered that there were a hundred of them, all Muslims, he ordered them, Nur al-Din included, to be put to death on the spot. The executioner despatched the others, leaving Nur al-Din to the last out of pity for his youth and his graceful form. When the king saw him he recognized him and said: ‘Are you not Nur al-Din who was here with us once before?’ ‘I have never been here and my name is Ibrahim not Nur al-Din,’ the young man said, but the king told him: ‘That is a lie. You are the Nur al-Din whom I gave to the old woman in charge of the church to help her look after it.’ Nur al-Din continued to insist that he was Ibrahim and the king said: ‘When the old woman comes and looks at you, she will be able to tell whether you are Nur al-Din or not.’

At that moment, the one-eyed vizier who had married Miriam came in and kissed the ground before the king. ‘I have to tell you, your majesty,’ he said, ‘that the palace has now been finished. As you know, I made a vow to the Messiah to mark its completion by sacrificing thirty Muslims at its door and I am here to ask you for them so that I may fulfil my vow. I guarantee to treat this as a loan and I shall give you as many again when other Muslims fall into my hands.’ ‘I swear by the Messiah and the true religion,’ the king answered, pointing at Nur al-Din, ‘that this is the only one I have left. Take him and cut his throat straight away and then, when I get more, I shall send you the others that you need.’ At that, the one-eyed vizier got up and took Nur al-Din off with him to his palace in order to slaughter him on the threshold, but when he got there the painters said to him: ‘Master, we still have two days’ worth of work to do. Wait for us and put off killing this prisoner until we have finished painting and then maybe you will get the other twenty-nine and will be able to fulfil your vow in a single day by butchering them all.’

The vizier ordered Nur al-Din to be locked up…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and eighty-seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the vizier ordered Nur al-Din to be locked up and he was taken in fetters to the stables, hungry, thirsty and feeling sorry for himself, with death staring him in the face.

As had been fated, the king had two stallions, full brothers, one called Sabiq and the other Lahiq, either of which emperors would long to possess. One was pure grey, while the other was dark as night. All the island kings had promised anyone who could steal one of these for them as much red gold, pearls and other gems as he might want, but no one had yet succeeded. One of the horses had been suffering from an eye disease which had turned the whites of his eyes yellow, and although the king had summoned all his experts, none of them could cure it. Miriam’s husband, the one-eyed vizier, came in and found the king distressed by this, and, wishing to relieve his mind, he said that if the horse were handed over to him, he would arrange for its cure. The king gave it to him and he transferred it to the stable where Nur al-Din was being held, but on being parted from its brother it neighed and whinnied so loudly that it alarmed everyone who heard it. The vizier, realizing what had caused this, went to tell the king. ‘If this animal cannot bear being parted, how can rational creatures endure it?’ the king wondered, and he instructed his servants to take the other horse to join its brother in the vizier’s stable. He told them to tell the vizier that the horses were a present to him in order to gratify Princess Miriam.

Nur al-Din, fettered and shackled, was lying in the stable when he noticed a film over the eyes of one of the stallions. As he knew something about horses and how to treat their ailments, he said to himself: ‘By God, this is my chance. I shall go and tell the vizier that I can cure the stallion. This will be a lie for I shall produce something that will destroy the eye, as a result of which he will kill me and I shall be freed from this degraded life.’ He waited for the vizier to come to the stable to inspect the stallions and when he did, Nur al-Din asked him: ‘Master, what reward would you give me if I were to cure this stallion and give him something to heal his eye?’ ‘By my head,’ swore the vizier, ‘I swear that if you do this, I shall spare your life and grant you any wish.’ Nur al-Din asked to be freed from his chains, and when this had been done on the vizier’s orders, he took a piece of unshaped glass, ground it up, and then added unslaked lime, which he mixed with onion juice. He applied the mixture to the horse’s eyes and covered it with a bandage, telling himself again that the horse’s eyes would be destroyed and that he himself would be killed and released from his ignominy.

That night he went to sleep with a carefree heart. He had prayed to Almighty God, saying: ‘Lord, You know what I need and so I do not have to ask.’ The next morning, when the sun rose over the hills and valleys the vizier arrived at the stables and removed the bandage from the stallion’s eyes. After he had inspected them, he discovered them to be in the best possible condition, thanks to the power of God, the Opener of ways. ‘Muslim,’ he said to Nur al-Din, ‘I have never seen anyone in the world as knowledgeable as you and I swear by the Messiah and the true faith that you have astonished me, as all the experts in the country were unable to cure this horse.’ He went up to Nur al-Din, released him from his bonds with his own hands and, after giving him a magnificent robe, he appointed him master of the horse, with a salary and allowances, together with lodgings over the stables.

Nur al-Din sat there for some days, eating, drinking and enjoying himself while giving instructions to the grooms as to what to do and what not to do. If any of them went off without having fed the horses that were tethered in the stables and for which he was responsible, he would throw them down and give them a painful beating before having their legs put in iron fetters. The vizier was delighted with him, and, in his delight, he had no inkling of what was going to happen. Every day Nur al-Din would go down to visit the two stallions and stroke them with his hand, as he knew how much the vizier prized them and how fond he was of them.

This vizier had a very beautiful virgin daughter, like a roving gazelle or a swaying branch. In the new palace that he had built for Princess Miriam there was a window that overlooked the vizier’s house and Nur al-Din’s quarters. It happened that one day this girl was sitting by this window when she heard him singing. He was consoling himself for his misfortunes by reciting these lines:


You blame me, you who enjoy happiness

And are proud of its pleasures,

But if Time brought affliction to you,

So that you tasted bitterness, then you would say:

‘Alas for the distress of love

Whose fire consumes my heart.’




You may be safe now from love’s treachery,

And from the unjust way in which it ends,

But do not blame those whom it leads astray,

Until they too exclaim in passion:

‘Alas for the distress of love,

Whose fire consumes my heart.’




Forgive the lovers in their sorry state

And do not help whoever censures them.

Take care lest you be bound by the same cord

And taste the bitter torture that they feel.

Alas for the distress of love

Whose fire consumes my heart.




I was once counted as a pious man,

Passing my nights free from all cares,

In ignorance of love and sleeplessness,

But then love summoned me before his throne.

Alas for the distress of love

Whose fire consumes my heart.




No one can know how love humiliates,

Except the victims of its long disease,

Whom it has robbed of their intelligence,

Making them taste the bitterness of its draught.

Alas for the distress of love

Whose fire consumes my heart.




How many a lover lies awake at night,

With sweet sleep banished from his eyes,

As streams of tears pour down,

Flooding his cheeks because of what he feels.

Alas for the distress of love

Whose fire consumes my heart.




How many desperate lovers are there here

Whose passion robs them of all sleep!

They pine away through the disease of love,

Until they cannot even dream.

Alas for the distress of love

Whose fire consumes my heart.




How slender is my patience; how wasted are my bones;

My tears flow downwards like red dye.

How thin and bitter is the taste

Of what I had been used to find so sweet.

Alas for the distress of love

Whose fire consumes my heart.




Sad is the fate of those who love like me,

Lying awake throughout the dark of night,

Drowning in seas of cruel love,

Complaining of its ardour and its sighs.

Alas for the distress of love

Whose fire consumes my heart.




Who has not felt the sufferings of love,

Or saved himself from even its simplest wiles?

Is there a life that can be free of it,

And where is one whom it has left at rest?

Alas for the distress of love

Whose fire consumes my heart.




Guide, Lord, all those whom love afflicts;

Support them, You who are the best support.

Allow them to display their steadfastness

And grant them grace in all they must endure.

Alas for the distress of love

Whose fire consumes my heart.



When Nur al-Din had come to the end of this poem, the vizier’s daughter said to herself: ‘By the Messiah and the true faith, this Muslim is a handsome young man and there can be no doubt that he is a lover who has been parted from his love. I wonder if she is as fair as he is and whether she feels the same pangs of love. If she matches him, then it is right for him to shed tears and to complain of his passion, but if not, then he has wasted his life in vain regrets and is denying himself the taste of pleasures.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and eighty-eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the vizier’s daughter said to herself: ‘If his beloved is beautiful, then it is right for him to shed tears, but if not, then he has wasted his life in vain regrets.’

Princess Miriam the sash-maker, the wife of the vizier, had been moved to the palace the day before, and the vizier’s daughter, knowing that she was melancholy, decided to go to visit her and tell her about the young man and the poem that she had heard him recite. She was still thinking about doing this when Miriam herself sent a message asking her to come and entertain her with conversation. She went and found Miriam in a gloomy state, weeping, with floods of tears flowing down her cheeks. In an attempt to control them, she was reciting these lines:


My life has passed, but passion’s life remains;

The violence of my longing grants me no relief.

The pain of parting makes my heart dissolve,

Yet I still hope the old days may return

To reunite us as we were before.

Spare me this blame, for I have lost my heart;

Longing and grief have made me waste away.

Shoot no rebuking arrows at this love;

Nothing exceeds a lover’s misery,

But still love’s bitterness is sweet to taste.



Her visitor asked why she was so gloomy and distracted and, on hearing this, Miriam recalled the delights that she had once enjoyed, reciting these lines:


I make myself accustomed to endure his loss,

Shedding my tears in endless streams.

Perhaps the Lord will send me some relief,

Who folds up joy within adversity.



‘Don’t be so unhappy,’ the vizier’s daughter told her, ‘but come with me now to the window, for in our stables there is a well-spoken young man, handsome and elegant, who seems to be a lover parted from his beloved.’ ‘What makes you think that?’ asked Miriam, to which the girl replied: ‘Queen, I recognize it because of the poetry that he keeps on reciting at night and throughout the day.’ ‘If what she says is true,’ Miriam said to herself, ‘this could be a description of poor, unhappy Nur al-Din. Do you suppose that he can be the man she is talking about?’ Overwhelmed by a surge of passion, she got up straight away and went with the girl to look out of the window. There she saw her beloved master, Nur al-Din, although she had to look at him closely to make sure of this, for love, together with the fires of passion, the pain of separation and despairing longing, had made him haggard and emaciated. He then started to recite these lines:


My heart is enslaved and my eyes shed tears

In floods that no rain cloud can match.

I weep; I cannot sleep; passion torments me;

I lament; I languish for the one I love;

This love consumes me with regret and anguish.

These are the eight afflictions I endure,

And they are followed by another ten –

So stop and listen as I count them out:

Memory, cares, sighing, a wasted frame,

Excess of longing and a mind obsessed,

Tormented, exiled, sick with love.

Regret is mixed with joy when I see her.

I am too weak to bear the force of love,

And when endurance leaves me, pain arrives.

The pangs of passion wrack my heart still more,

If you should ask what is it that I feel.

My tears spread fires within my inner heart,

A heart whose fire will never cease to burn.

I drown within the flood of these same tears,

While passion’s flames consume me in love’s hell.



When Miriam saw the speaker and heard these eloquent and remarkable lines, she was sure that this must be Nur al-Din, but she kept it hidden from the vizier’s daughter, to whom she said: ‘By the Messiah and the true faith, I did not think that you knew about my sadness.’ She then got up immediately and left the window, returning to her own quarters, while the vizier’s daughter went about her own affairs. Miriam waited for a while and then came back and sat down by the window, from which she set about watching Nur al-Din and admiring his delicate grace. He was like the full moon on the fourteenth night, but he was constantly sighing and shedding tears as he remembered past times, and he recited these lines:


I hoped for a union with my love that I shall never win;

In place of this, the bitterness of life is mine.

My tears are like the flooding sea;

I try to check them when I meet my censurers.

Woe to the one who prayed that we should part;

If I could get his tongue, I’d cut it out.

The days cannot be blamed for what they did,

Although they mixed a bitter draught for me.

Whom should I go to meet apart from you,

After I left my heart within your courts?

Who takes my part against an unjust judge?

I go to her for judgement and she wrongs me more.

I gave her my soul to keep as her own,

Only to have her squander it and me.

I spent my life on love for her; I wish

I might be granted union in return.

O fawn, who dwells within my inner heart,

The estrangement I have tasted is enough.

Within your face the forms of beauty meet,

Robbing me of all power to endure.

Affliction settled with her in my heart;

I am content with what has settled there.

My tears flow downwards like a flooding sea,

But I can find no other path to tread.

I am afraid that I may die of grief

And never reach the goal for which I strive.



Inspired by these lines spoken by the poor parted lover, and with tears in her eyes, Miriam herself recited the following lines:


I wished for my beloved, but when we met,

I was confused and could not speak or look at him.

I had got ready volumes of reproach,

But at our meeting I could find no words.



On hearing this, Nur al-Din recognized Miriam. He then burst into tears and exclaimed: ‘By God, that is Miriam’s voice! There is no doubt about it and no need to guess.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and eighty-ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Nur al-Din heard her reciting, he said to himself: ‘This is Miriam’s voice. There is no doubt about it and no need to guess.’ But then he added: ‘I wonder whether I am right and whether it really is Miriam or someone else.’ In an access of sorrow, he moaned and recited these lines:


He who blames me for my love saw me

With my beloved in an open place.

When we met there I spoke no word of blame,

Though blame can often serve as sorrow’s cure.

He asked me: ‘Why is it you do not speak,

Giving her an answer that might hit the mark?’

So I replied to him: ‘Suspicious man,

How little do you know of lovers’ ways!

The mark of a true lover is that he

Stays silent when he meets the one he loves.’



When Nur al-Din had finished, Miriam called for an inkstand and paper and wrote a letter, starting with the Name of God and continuing: ‘May God grant you His peace, His mercy and His blessings. This is to let you know that Miriam, your slave girl, gives you her greetings. She is filled with longing for you and is sending you this message. As soon as it reaches you, get up at once and take the greatest care to follow her instructions, making sure that you don’t disobey them or fall asleep. Wait for the end of the first third of the night, one of the most auspicious of moments, and the only thing you have to think of then is how to saddle the two stallions and bring them out of the city. If anyone asks you where you are going, say that you are going to exercise them. No one will then stop you, for the citizens rely on the fact that the gates are locked.’

She wrapped the note in a silk kerchief and threw it down to Nur al-Din from the window. He took it, read it and grasped its contents, recognizing Miriam’s handwriting, after which he kissed it and placed it between his eyes. Then, remembering the sweetness of their union, he shed tears and recited these lines:


Your letter reached me in the dark of night,

Stirring up longings which have wasted me away,

Bringing back memories of when we were as one.

But God sent parting to afflict me – praised be He!



When it grew dark, he busied himself with getting the stallions ready. He waited until the first third of the night had passed and went immediately to saddle the horses with the finest saddles before leading them out through the stable door, which he locked behind him. He then took them to the city gate, where he sat waiting for Miriam.

So much for him, but as for Miriam herself, she went at once to the chamber that had been prepared for her in the palace, and there she found the one-eyed vizier sitting propped up against a cushion stuffed with ostrich down. He was too ashamed to stretch out his hand towards her or even to address her, and when she saw him she uttered a silent prayer to God that he might not have his way with her and defile her purity. She approached him with pretended affection and, sitting down beside him, spoke gently to him, saying: ‘My master, why do you turn from me? Is this pride on your part or coquetry? It is commonly held that, when it comes to greeting, the one who is seated should begin by greeting the one who stands. If you will not come and speak to me, I shall go and speak to you.’ ‘Yours is the grace and favour, empress of the whole earth,’ replied the vizier, ‘and I am merely one of the least of your servants. Such is your rank that I would be ashamed to take the liberty of addressing you, you who are the incomparable pearl. I lay my face on the ground before you.’ ‘No more of such talk,’ said Miriam, ‘but fetch us food and drink.’ At that, the vizier called out his orders to the slave girls and eunuchs, and they produced a table spread with all manner of creatures that walked, flew or swam in the sea, including sandgrouse, quails, young pigeons, lambs and fatted geese, together with roast chickens and many other types of dishes. Miriam reached out and not only took food for herself but used her fingers to feed morsels to the vizier, kissing him on the mouth.

The two of them ate their fill and when they had washed their hands the food was removed and replaced with wine. Miriam filled her cup and, after drinking, she poured wine for the vizier, attending to his needs so well that he became almost ecstatic with joy. As he relaxed and his wits succumbed to the influence of the wine, Miriam drew out from her pocket a pill of pure Maghribi banj, so strong that were an elephant to catch a fleeting whiff of it, it would sleep from one year to the next. She had kept it in readiness for this moment and she now crumbled it into the vizier’s wine cup without him noticing it, before refilling the cup and handing it to him. He was delighted, scarcely believing that she had given it to him, and took it and drank, but no sooner had it settled in his stomach than he collapsed prostrate on the ground. Miriam got to her feet and fetched two large pairs of saddlebags, which she filled with such valuable items as were easy to carry, including gems, sapphires and precious stones. Dressed and armed as a warrior, she took with her some food and drink as well as splendid clothes, fit for a king, to delight Nur al-Din, and weapons. Hoisting the saddlebags over her shoulders, for she was both strong and brave, she left the palace to look for him. So much for her, but as for Nur al-Din…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and ninetieth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Miriam, who was both strong and brave, left the palace she set off to meet Nur al-Din. So much for her, but as for Nur al-Din, the poor lover, as he sat by the city gate waiting for her, with the stallions’ halters in his hand, God caused him to fall asleep – praise be to Him Who never sleeps. At that time, the island kings had been offering money to induce thieves to steal either both or one of the stallions. It was to a black horse thief who had been brought up in the islands that they had promised a huge sum of money for the theft of one of the stallions, while if he managed to steal them both, they had promised to give him a whole island as well as magnificent robes of honour. For a long time this slave had been scouting through the city in disguise, but while the stallions were in the king’s stables he had not been able to take them. Then, to his delight, the king had given them to the one-eyed vizier, to whose stables they had been transferred. This excited the thief’s hopes and he swore to himself by the Messiah and the true faith that he would steal them.

On the night in question, he had made for the stables to carry out his plan, but on his way there he happened to notice Nur al-Din lying asleep with the stallions’ halters in his hand. He slipped the halters from their heads and was about to mount one and drive the other before him when Princess Miriam came up, carrying the saddlebags over her shoulder. Mistaking him for Nur al-Din, she gave him one of the pairs of saddlebags which he loaded on to one of the stallions, and when she passed him the other, he set it on the back of the second stallion. All the while he kept silent, so that she still thought that he was Nur al-Din. He continued to say nothing until, when they were outside the city, she asked: ‘Nur al-Din, my master, why don’t you say something?’ The slave then turned towards her angrily, saying: ‘What are you talking about, girl?’ On hearing his barbarous accent, Miriam realized that this was not Nur al-Din’s voice and when she looked up at him she saw that he had nostrils as big as jugs. The light turned to darkness in her eyes and she said: ‘Who are you, shaikh of the children of Ham, and what is your name?’ ‘Base-born woman,’ he replied, ‘my name is Mas‘ud and I steal horses while people lie asleep.’ She said nothing, but drew her sword immediately and struck him a blow on the shoulder, cutting right through the tendons of his neck. He collapsed in a bloody heap on the ground and God hurried his soul to hellfire, an evil resting place.

Miriam now took the two stallions, riding one, with her hand on the other, as she retraced her steps in search of Nur al-Din. She found him lying asleep in the place where she had promised to meet him, with the halters still in his hand. He was snoring as he lay there, unable to distinguish his hands from his feet. Miriam dismounted and struck him with her hand, making him start up in fear. ‘My lady,’ he said, ‘praise be to God that you have got here safely!’ ‘Get up,’ she told him, ‘and mount this stallion quietly,’ after which they both rode out of the city. When they had been riding for some time, Miriam turned to Nur al-Din and said: ‘Didn’t I tell you not to fall asleep, for sleepers never prosper?’ He replied: ‘My lady, I only slept because I was so happy that you had promised to come to me, so tell me what happened.’ She told him the story of the slave from start to finish, and Nur al-Din gave thanks to God for her safety.

The two of them pressed on with their journey, entrusting their affair to God the Gracious and Omniscient and talking together until they came to the corpse of the slave whom Miriam had killed and whom Nur al-Din could see lying on the ground like an ‘ifrit. Miriam told him to strip off the man’s clothes and to take his weapons, but he objected: ‘By God, I cannot dismount and stand over him or go anywhere near him.’ Astonished at the man’s physique, he thanked Miriam for what she had done, admiring her courage and her strength of heart. They then went on their way and continued to ride hard for the rest of the night until dawn broke and sunlight spread over the hills and valleys. They had reached a broad green meadow in which gazelles were frisking and every part of it was filled with different kinds of fruit and speckled with flowers until it looked like the belly of a snake. The birds were busy there and streams followed their various courses. It was a scene such as the poet has well and accurately described:


There is a valley, dark red in the burning heat,

Where common plants grow up in double quantities.

We stopped beneath its branching trees, which bent over us

Like a nursing mother over a young child.

To quench our thirst it gave cold water,

Sweeter than wine for those who drink together,

Warding off the sun wherever it sought us out,

Refusing it entry, but allowing the soft breeze.

Its pebbles are like virgins’ ornaments,

Whose touch is that of pearls upon a string.



Similarly, another poet has written:


With birdsong and the sounding stream

It stirs the lover’s longing in the early dawn.

Like Paradise, it holds within its flanks

Shade, fruits and streams of running water.

Miriam and Nur al-Din halted there to rest…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and ninety-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Miriam and Nur al-Din halted there, eating the fruits and drinking from the streams, while the stallions were turned loose to graze and to drink. The two lovers sat talking, and, as they told of their own experiences, they each complained to the other of the pain and hardship that separation had inflicted on them. But as they were sitting there a dust cloud arose, filling the horizon, and they heard the neighing of horses and the clink of arms.

The reason for this was that the king, having married his daughter to the vizier, had intended to pay them the customary visit on the morning after the consummation of their marriage. He had got up and taken with him silks, as well as gold and silver to scatter for the eunuchs and the bride’s attendants to pick up. Accompanied by a number of servants he had walked on until, when he got to the new palace, he discovered the vizier stretched out senseless on the carpet. He then searched throughout the palace but was distressed to find no trace of his daughter. Preoccupied by this and unable to think clearly, he called for hot water, virgin vinegar and frankincense and when they had been fetched, he compounded them and poured the mixture into the nostrils of the vizier. When he then shook him, the drug came out from his stomach, looking like a piece of cheese. After the king had repeated the process, the man came to his senses and the king asked him about himself and about Miriam, his daughter. ‘Great king,’ said the vizier, ‘the only thing that I remember is that she handed me a wine cup. It is only now that I have regained my senses and I know nothing about what has happened to her.’

When the king heard what the vizier had to say, the light turned to darkness in his eyes; he drew his sword and struck the vizier a blow on the head from which the blade emerged gleaming through his teeth. He then sent an immediate summons to the servants and grooms, and when they came he asked them for the two stallions. ‘Your majesty,’ they told him, ‘they both went missing last night, as did our chief, and this morning we found all the doors open.’ ‘By my religion and my faith,’ exclaimed the king, ‘it can only have been my daughter who took them, together with the prisoner who was acting as a servant in the church. It was he who went off with her before, and although I recognized him well enough, it was this one-eyed vizier who saved him from me. He has now been repaid for what he did.’ The king then immediately called for his three sons, brave heroes, each of whom could take the field alone against a thousand riders. He told them to mount and he himself rode out with them, accompanied by his leading knights, officers and officials. They had followed the tracks of the fugitives and now caught up with them in the valley.

When Miriam saw her pursuers, she got up, mounted her horse, girt on her sword and picked up her weapons. Then she asked Nur al-Din: ‘How do you feel and have you the heart for a fight?’ He replied: ‘I can no more stand firmly in combat than a peg can stay firmly fixed in bran.’ and he recited these lines:


Miriam, spare me painful rebuke,

And do not seek my death and lengthy suffering.

How can I ever be a warrior,

I whom am frightened by a croaking crow?

The mere sight of a mouse fills me with fear,

And terror makes me soil my clothes.

I only like to thrust in privacy,

When the vagina knows the penis’ might.

This is the soundest counsel and all else,

Apart from that, must be considered wrong.



When Miriam heard this, she smiled laughingly and said: ‘Stay where you are, master, and I shall protect you from them, even if there are as many of them as there are grains of sand.’ She got ready at once, mounted and then dropped her reins, while turning her spearhead against those of her foes. Beneath her the stallion bounded off like a gust of wind or like water spurting from a narrow pipe. She was the bravest warrior of her age and unique in her time, for ever since she was a little girl her father had taught her how to ride and to plunge into the waves of battle even in the dark of night. To Nur al-Din she said: ‘Mount and ride behind me, and if we are defeated, take care not to fall, for nothing can overtake that horse of yours.’

The king had recognized his daughter when he saw her and, turning to his eldest son, he said: ‘Bartaut Ra’s al-Qillaut, there can be no doubt at all that this is your sister, Miriam, who has come to attack us. Ride out against her, but if you get the better of her, don’t kill her until you have given her the chance to turn back to Christianity. If she returns to her former faith, then bring her here as a prisoner, but if she refuses, kill her as brutally as you can. Make a most terrible example of her, and do the same to that damned fellow who is with her,’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ said Bartaut, who immediately set out to charge his sister. She, for her part, rode against him and when she had come close to him, he said: ‘Miriam, is it not enough for you to have abandoned the faith of your fathers and forefathers that you have taken up the religion of the vagrants, that is, Islam? I swear by the Messiah and the true faith that if you do not return to the religion of your royal ancestors and follow the best of paths, I shall put you to the worst of deaths and make the most terrible example of you.’ On hearing her brother say this, Miriam laughed and said: ‘It is not likely that what is past will return or that the dead come back to life. I shall give you the bitterest of drinks, for I swear by God that I shall never give up the religion of Muhammad, the son of ‘Abd Allah, who has shown the way to all mankind. This is the true faith and I shall never abandon his guidance even if I have to drain the cup of death.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and ninety-second night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Miriam told her brother: ‘Far be it from me to abandon the religion of Muhammad, son of ‘Abd Allah, who has brought right guidance to all mankind through the true faith, even if I have to drain the cup of death.’

When the damned Bartaut heard what his sister had to say, the light turned to darkness in his eyes as he thought how monstrous this was. A furious fight broke out between them as, unflinching before its violence, they swept through the length and breadth of the valley, the dazzling focus of all eyes. For a long time they manoeuvred and struggled, but whatever trick of warfare Bartaut tried against his sister she countered, thanks to her skill, proficiency and expert horsemanship. So long did they fight that a dust cloud formed above their heads until they were lost to sight. Miriam exerted herself to block all Bartaut’s attacks until he grew tired and demoralized. When he had weakened, she struck him on the shoulder with her sword; the gleaming blade severed the tendons of his neck and God hastened his soul to hellfire, an evil resting place.

Miriam then circled the battlefield, challenging her foes to come and fight and calling out: ‘Will anyone meet me in battle? Let no one ride out today who is sluggish or weak; I only want heroes from among the enemies of religion so that I may pour them a drink of ignominious punishment. Idolaters, tyrannical unbelievers, this is a day of glory for the faithful and of ignominy for those who do not believe in the Merciful Lord.’ When the king saw that his eldest son had been killed, he struck his face, tore his clothes and called to his middle son: ‘Bartus Khara’ al-Sus, ride out as fast as you can to meet your sister, Miriam. Avenge Bartaut, your brother, and bring her to me as a miserable, wretched prisoner.’ ‘To hear is to obey, father,’ Bartus replied, and he rode out to attack her. For her part, she charged against him and the two of them fought a duel that was even more furious than the one before. Bartus then, finding that he was unable to withstand her, tried to ride off, but she was too strong for him, as every time he tried to flee she would close with him and press him until eventually she struck him a blow on the neck, causing the sword to emerge gleaming from the upper part of his chest.

When she had sent him to join his brother, she again circled around the field, calling: ‘Where are the bold riders? Where is the one-eyed, lame vizier, the follower of a crooked faith?’ At that the king, wounded at heart and bleary-eyed with tears, called out to his youngest son: ‘Fasyan Salh al-Sibyan, go out to fight your sister and avenge your brothers. Attack her, whether you win or lose, and if you get the better of her, put her to the vilest of deaths.’ At that, Fasyan rode out against Miriam, who met him with her skill and expertise, allied, as it was, to courage, horsemanship and experience of war. ‘Damn you,’ she called out, ‘enemy of God and of the Muslims that you are. I will send you to join your brothers, and miserable is the dwelling place of the unbelievers.’ She drew her sword again and struck him a blow that cut through his neck and both arms. He was despatched to join his brothers and God hurried his soul to hellfire, an evil resting place.

When the knights and the riders who were with the king saw that his three sons, the bravest champions of their age, had been killed, they were filled with fear and awe of Miriam. They bent their heads towards the ground, convinced that they were about to face ignominy and total destruction. With their hearts consumed by the fires of rage, they turned tail and took refuge in flight. As for the king, having seen his sons killed and his troops routed, he was perplexed and dismayed. In his anguish he said to himself: ‘Miriam has treated us with scorn, but if I risk my own life and go out to meet her in single combat, she may get the better of me and put me to the most disgraceful of deaths, making an evil example of me, in the same way that she killed her brothers. She has no longer anything to hope for among us nor do we want her to return, and so I think it best to preserve my dignity and to go back to my city.’ So he dropped his reins and rode off.

When he was settled again in his palace, the loss of his three sons, the rout of his men and the stain on his honour caused anger to blaze up in his heart. Within half an hour, he had summoned his officials and the leaders of his state and complained to them of how Miriam had killed her brothers and of the grief and distress she had inflicted on him. He then asked them for their advice and they were all agreed that he should write to the Muslim caliph, Harun al-Rashid, letting him know what had happened. Accordingly, he sent a letter that, after the preliminary greeting, ran as follows: ‘My daughter, Miriam the sash-maker, was seduced by a Muslim captive named ‘Ali Nur al-Din, son of Taj al-Din, the Cairene merchant, who turned her against me. This Nur al-Din took her off by night, making for his own country. I ask it as a favour on the part of the Commander of the Faithful that he send orders to all the lands of the Muslims to have her arrested and returned to me with a reliable servant.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and ninety-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the king of Ifranja wrote to the Commander of the Faithful, Harun al-Rashid, the caliph, asking his help in the search for his daughter, Miriam, and asking as a favour that he write to all the lands of the Muslims to have her arrested and returned to him with a reliable servant. In return for his help in this matter, the king promised the caliph in his letter that he would make over to him half the city of Rome, in which he could build mosques for the Muslims and whose tax revenues would be paid over to him.

When this letter had been written on the advice of the state officials, the king folded it and summoned the man whom he had appointed to replace the one-eyed vizier. He gave instructions that it was to be sealed with the royal seal as well with the seals of the state officials, who were to add their signatures to it. He promised the new vizier that if he brought Miriam back, he would be given the estates of two emirs and a robe of honour with a double fringe. He then handed him the letter and told him to take it to Baghdad, the House of Peace, and hand it personally to the caliph.

The vizier set off and, after journeying across valleys and deserts, he reached his destination. Having paused for three days to rest, he asked directions to the caliph’s palace and was shown where it was. When he got there he asked permission to enter the caliph’s presence and, when this had been granted, he went in and kissed the ground before him. He then handed him the letter from the king of Ifranja, together with gifts and remarkable treasures such as befitted him, and when the caliph had read it and grasped its contents, he immediately ordered his viziers to send messages to every Muslim country. This they did, giving the names and descriptions of Miriam and Nur al-Din, whom they described as fugitives, adding that whoever found them was to arrest them and send them on to the caliph. They were also warned not to show any slackness, carelessness or neglect. The letters were sealed and sent off with couriers to the provincial governors, who quickly followed their instructions and began to organize searches in their lands for a couple who fitted the description they had been given.

So much for the rulers and their followers, but as for Nur al-Din and Miriam, when her father and his men had been routed, they rode off immediately. Protected by the Sheltering God, they reached Syria and arrived at Damascus, but the caliph’s instructions had got there ahead of them and the governor knew that, if he found them, he was to arrest them in order to send them to his master. So when they went into the city, they were approached by his agents and asked for their names. They returned a truthful answer and gave a full account of everything that had happened to them, as a result of which the agents, realizing who they were, arrested them and took them to the governor. He in turn sent them on to the caliph in Baghdad, and when they got there their escort asked leave to bring them before the caliph. When this had been granted, they entered, kissed the ground before him and said: ‘Commander of the Faithful, this is Miriam, the daughter of the king of Ifranja, while the other is Nur al-Din, the son of Taj al-Din, the Cairene merchant, the prisoner who seduced her and turned her against her father before stealing her away from her own country and escaping with her to Damascus. We discovered the two of them there as soon as they entered the city, and when we asked for their names they told us the truth. After that we brought them here before you.’

The caliph looked at Miriam and discovered her to be slender and eloquent, one of the most beautiful women of her time and unique in her age, combining sweetness of tongue with fortitude and a strong heart. She approached him and having kissed the ground before him, she prayed for the continuance of his glory and fortune and that he might avoid all afflictions and disasters. The caliph was struck not only by the loveliness of her figure but by her honeyed words, together with the quickness of her replies. ‘Are you Miriam the sash-maker, daughter of the king of Ifranja?’ he asked, and she replied: ‘Yes, Commander of the Faithful, imam of the monotheists, protector of the faith and descendant of the Lord of the prophets.’ The caliph turned to Nur al-Din and saw that he was a handsome and shapely young man like the moon on the night that it becomes full. ‘Are you Nur al-Din, the captive, son of Taj al-Din, the Cairene merchant?’ he asked. ‘I am, Commander of the Faithful, the support of those who seek you,’ Nur al-Din answered. ‘How was it that you ran off with this girl from her father’s kingdom?’ the caliph went on, and Nur al-Din told him the whole story from beginning to end. When he had finished, the caliph was filled with the most pleasurable astonishment and he exclaimed: ‘How many sufferings men must endure!’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and ninety-fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Caliph Harun al-Rashid had asked Nur al-Din for his story and had been told everything that had happened to him from beginning to end, he exclaimed in astonishment: ‘How much men have to endure!’ Turning to Miriam, he said: ‘Know that your father, the king of Ifranja, has written to me about you. What have you to say?’ She replied: ‘You are God’s regent on earth, maintaining the traditions and precepts of His Prophet, may He perpetuate His favour towards you and preserve you from all afflictions and disasters. You are His regent and I have entered into your religion, because it is this that is sound and true, having abandoned the faith of the unbelievers who forge lies against the Messiah. I have come to believe in the Gracious God and in the message brought by his compassionate Prophet. I worship God, the Sublime and Almighty; I acknowledge His unity and I prostrate myself humbly before Him, proclaiming His glory. In your presence, I repeat: “I bear witness that there is no god but God and that Muhammad is the Apostle of God, sent to bring right guidance and the true faith, which is to be given victory over all other faiths, however unwilling the polytheists may be.”* Do you find, Commander of the Faithful, that you can accept the message sent you by the king of the heretics and return me to the lands of the unbelievers who associate other gods with the Omniscient Lord, who magnify the Cross, worship idols and believe in the divinity of Jesus, who was a created being? If you do that to me, you who are God’s caliph, I shall cling to the skirts of your robe on the Day of Judgement and complain of you to your ancestor, the Apostle of God – may God bless him and give him peace – “on a day when no help is to be found in wealth or children and only those who come to God with pure hearts can be saved”.’† The caliph replied: ‘God forbid that I should ever do that! How can I send back a Muslim woman who believes in the unity of God and in His Apostle against the commands of God and His Apostle?’

Miriam repeated the formula: ‘I bear witness that there is no god but God and that Muhammad is the Apostle of God,’ and the caliph said: ‘May God bless you, Miriam, and guide you further towards Islam. Since you have become a Muslim, believing in the unity of God, I have an obligation towards you not to wrong you in any way, even if I were to be offered in exchange for you as many jewels and as much gold as would fill up the earth. You can be at ease, happy and content, with your mind at rest. Are you willing to take this young man, ‘Ali the Cairene, as a husband, while you become his wife?’ ‘Certainly I am willing,’ Miriam replied, ‘for he used his wealth to buy me and he showed me the greatest kindness, crowning this by risking his life for me many times.’

The caliph then arranged for her marriage to Nur al-Din, providing her with a dowry and summoning the qadi, the notaries and the principal officers of state, so that her wedding day, when the marriage contract was drawn up, was a memorable one. The caliph then turned at once to the vizier of the king of Ifranja, who was present at the time, and said: ‘Did you hear what she said? How can I return her to her father, who is an unbeliever while she is a Muslim, believing in the unity of God? He might mistreat her and be harsh with her, more particularly since she killed his sons, and I would have to bear the burden of this sin on the Day of Resurrection. God Almighty has said: “God will not allow the unbelievers any way to overcome those who believe.”‡ Go back to your king and tell him to give up the matter and to abandon his hopes.’ The vizier, who was a stupid man, replied: ‘Commander of the Faithful, I swear by the Messiah and the true faith that I cannot return without Miriam, even if she is a Muslim, for if I do, he will kill me.’ ‘Take this damned man and kill him,’ the caliph ordered and he recited:


This is the reward of disobedience

For those who disobey their betters.



He had given orders for the man’s head to be cut off and his body burned, but Miriam said: ‘Commander of the Faithful, do not stain your sword with the blood of this damned man.’ She then unsheathed her own sword and struck the vizier’s head from his body and his soul went to the fires of hell, an evil resting place, while the caliph was left to admire the strength of her arm and her strong-mindedness.

He presented Nur al-Din with a splendid robe of honour and gave him and Miriam their own apartments in the palace, providing them with salaries, allowances and rations. On his instructions, all that they needed in the way of clothes, furnishings and valuable utensils were brought to them. For a time, they stayed in Baghdad, enjoying the pleas-antest and most luxurious of lives, until Nur al-Din felt a longing for his mother and father. He put the matter before the caliph and asked his permission to return to his own country in order to visit his relatives. The caliph summoned Miriam and when she appeared before him, he gave leave to Nur al-Din to set off, presenting him with gifts and objects of value, while enjoining the two of them to look after each other. He had messages sent to the emirs of Cairo, the guarded city, as well as to its men of learning and its dignitaries, instructing them to see to the interests of Nur al-Din, his parents and his wife, and to show them the greatest respect.

When news of this reached Cairo, Taj al-Din and his wife were overjoyed by the prospect of their son’s return. The city dignitaries, the emirs and the state officials came out to meet him as the caliph had instructed, and this was a memorable day of great joy, marked by the meeting of lovers and the conclusion of their search. Each day, one of the emirs provided a banquet as they showed their pleasure at the arrival of Nur al-Din and Miriam, showering them with honours upon honours. When Nur al-Din was reunited with his parents, all three were delighted and care and sorrow left them, while Miriam was welcomed with joy and respect. Emirs and leading merchants alike gave them gifts and presents, as each day brought further pleasure and joy surpassing that of the great festival.*

So it was that they continued to live for a time in pleasure and happiness, surrounded by the delights of luxury, eating, drinking and enjoying themselves, until they were visited by the destroyer of delights, the parter of companions, the ravager of houses and palaces, the filler of graves. Death then removed them from this world and numbered them among its own. Praise be to the Living God in Whose hands are the keys to this world and the next.

There is also a story told by the emir Shuja al-Din, governor of Cairo, WHO SAID:

I passed a night in the house of a man in Upper Egypt, who entertained me generously. Although he himself was elderly and very dark in colour, he had three small children who were reddish white. When I asked him about this difference in colour, he told me: ‘Their mother was a Frankish woman whom I took as a captive, and I had a strange experience with her.’ ‘Would you do me the pleasure of telling me about this?’ I asked. HE AGREED AND SAID:

You must know that I once sowed a crop of flax here, and by the time I had harvested it and combed it out, I had spent five hundred dinars on it. When I tried to sell it, that was as much as I could get for it and people said: ‘Take it to Acre, for there you may get a good profit.’ So I went to Acre, which at that time was held by the Franks, and there I sold part of my crop with payment to be deferred for six months. While I was doing my selling, a Frankish lady passed by me, unveiled, as is their custom when they go to market. She came up to me in order to buy some flax and I was astounded by what I saw of her loveliness. I quoted a low price for what I sold her, and she accepted it and went off, only to come back again some days later, when I asked an even lower price. Realizing that I had fallen in love with her, she returned again and again. She was in the habit of walking with an old woman, and it was to this companion of hers that I told my love, asking whether she could think of some way for me to get what I wanted. The old woman promised to help, but added: ‘This must be kept as a secret between the three of us, you, me and her, and furthermore it is going to cost money.’ I told her: ‘If it cost me my life, this would not be too high a price to pay for a meeting.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and ninety-fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the old woman agreed to help the man, she said: ‘This secret must not go beyond the three of us, me, you and her, and it is going to cost money.’ He replied: ‘If it cost me my life, this would not be too high a price to pay for a meeting.’ HE WENT ON:

It was agreed that the girl should come to me and I should hand over fifty dinars, which I did. When the old woman had taken them, she said: ‘Get a place ready for her in your house, and she will come to you tonight,’ and so I went out and got ready what I could by way of food, drink, candles and sweetmeats. My house overlooked the sea and, as it was summer, I spread bedding down on the roof. The girl came and after we had eaten and drunk, we lay down at night under the stars with the moon shining on us, as we looked at the reflection of the stars in the sea. It was then that I said to myself: ‘Are you not ashamed before the Great and Glorious God that you, a stranger, in the open air beside the sea, should disobey God’s commandment with a Christian woman, earning yourself the punishment of hellfire? My God, I call You to witness that I shall keep away from her tonight because of the shame that I fear before You and out of fear of Your punishment.’ So I went to sleep until morning, and the girl got up angrily in the early dawn and returned home.

For my part, I went off to sit in my shop and she then passed me, accompanied by the old woman, who was herself furious. The girl was looking lovely as the moon so that I almost died of desire and said to myself: ‘Who are you to give up a girl like this? Are you an ascetic like al-Sari al-Sakati, Bishr al-Hafi, Junaid al-Baghdadi or al-Fudail ibn Iyad?’ So I caught up with the old woman and told her to bring the girl back to me. ‘By the Messiah,’ swore the old woman, ‘she will only come back to you for a hundred dinars.’ I promised her the money and when I had handed it over, the girl visited me again, but when she did, the same thoughts crossed my mind and I kept myself from touching her, abandoning her for the sake of Almighty God. When I walked off again to my shop, the old woman passed me in a state of fury and when I asked her again to fetch me the girl, she exclaimed: ‘I swear by the Messiah that it will cost you five hundred dinars if you ever want to have the pleasure of her company in your house again; otherwise you can die of grief.’ I shuddered at the thought and made up my mind to save myself from this fate by paying over all the money that I had got from my flax. Before I realized what was happening, however, I heard a herald proclaim: ‘Muslims, the truce between us is at an end. Those of you who are here have a week to finish your business, after which you must leave for your own lands.’ This was the end of my affair, and I set about collecting the cash for the flax that I had sold on deferred terms, and bartering what remained of it. I then left Acre, taking with me some excellent trade goods, but I was still deeply in love with the Frankish girl, who had taken both my heart and my money.

After leaving, I went to Damascus where I got the highest of prices for the goods that I had brought from Acre, as the flow of trade had been interrupted by the ending of the truce. As a result, through the gracious favour of Almighty God, I made an excellent profit. Then, in order to cure my longing for my Frankish girl, I started to trade in captive slave girls and carried on in this line of business. I was still engaged in it three years later when Saladin fought his well-known battles with the Franks. God gave him the victory over them so that, with His permission, he captured all their kings and conquered the lands of the coast. It then happened that a man came up to ask me to supply a slave girl for Saladin, and I showed him a beautiful girl whom I had with me, whom he bought from me for a hundred dinars. He paid over ninety in cash, but the remaining ten could not be found in the treasury that day, because Saladin had spent all his money on fighting the Franks. When he was told about that, Saladin said: ‘Take the man to where the captives are being kept and let him choose one of the Frankish girls, whom he can have in exchange for the ten dinars that are owed him.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and ninety-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Saladin said that the man could pick one of the Frankish girls in exchange for the ten dinars that he was owed. HE WENT ON:

They took me to the captives and when I had inspected them all, I saw the girl with whom I had fallen in love. She had been the wife of a Frankish knight and I had no difficulty in recognizing her. ‘Give me that one,’ I said, and I took her off to my tent, where I asked whether she knew me. When she said no, I told her: ‘I was the man who was trading in flax when I came across you. You took my money and told me that it would cost me five hundred dinars to see you again, but now I have got you as my own property for ten dinars.’ She replied: ‘This is thanks to the secret of your true faith, and I bear witness that there is no god but God and that Muhammad is the Apostle of God.’ She became a genuine convert to Islam, and I promised myself that I would not sleep with her until I had freed her and had told the qadi about it. So I approached Ibn Shaddad, and when I had let him know what had happened, he drew up a marriage contract for me. It was after that that I slept with the girl and she became pregnant.

The army then moved off and a few days after we had got to Damascus a messenger came from Saladin, asking for all the prisoners and captives, because of an agreement that had been made between the kings. All the others, men and women alike, were handed back and the only captive left was the girl who was with me. When it was pointed out that the wife of a certain knight had not been produced, the authorities made enquiries about her and they carried on searching until they were told that she was with me. They told me to hand her over and I went to her with my colour changed through grief. When she asked me what was wrong and what had happened, I explained to her: ‘A messenger has come from Saladin to collect all the captives, and I have been asked to return you.’ ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, ‘but take me to Saladin, for I know what to say to him.’ So I went with her into Saladin’s presence and there, seated on his right, was the messenger of the Frankish king. I said: ‘Here is the woman who is with me.’ Saladin and the Frank asked her: ‘Do you want to go to your own country and to your husband, as God has now freed you and the others from captivity?’ She said to Saladin: ‘I have become a Muslim and, as you can see from my belly, I am pregnant. I can be of no use to the Franks.’ ‘Which do you prefer,’ asked the Frankish envoy, ‘this Muslim or your husband, the knight?’ She repeated what she had said to Saladin, and he asked the Franks who were there with him whether they had heard her reply. When they said yes, he told me to take my wife and go, but then he quickly sent after me to say: ‘Her mother entrusted me with something to take to her, saying: “My daughter is a captive and has no clothes, so I want you to bring her this chest.” Take it and hand it over to her.’ I took it back home and gave it to her and when she opened it she found in it all her materials together with the two purses containing fifty and a hundred gold dinars respectively, which, I saw, were still tied up exactly as I had left them, and I gave thanks to Almighty God. These are my children by her and she herself is still alive and has prepared this meal for you.

‘I was astonished by his story and by the fortune that he had enjoyed,’ concluded Shuja al-Din. ‘God knows better.’

A story is also told that in the old days there was a well-to-do Baghdadi who had inherited a large sum of money from his father. He was in love with a slave girl whom he had bought, and she, for her part, returned his love. He continued to spend money on her until all his wealth had gone and he was left with nothing. He tried to find ways of making a living, but failed. In the days of his prosperity, he had been in the habit of attending meetings of expert singers and had himself become very proficient in this art. One of his friends, from whom he had asked advice, told him: ‘I don’t know of anything better for you to do than to sing in partnership with your slave girl, for in this way you would get a great deal of money and be able to eat and drink.’ Neither the man himself nor the girl approved of this, and she told him that she had another idea. When he asked what it was, she said: ‘If you sell me, then both you and I can escape these hardships. I shall be well off, for only a wealthy man will be able to afford someone like me, and I shall then be able to find a way of coming back to you.’

The Baghdadi took her to the market, where the first to see her was a Hashimite from Basra, an educated, cultured and generous-hearted man, who bought her for fifteen hundred dinars. THE BAGHDADI SAID:

When I had taken the money, I was sorry for what I had done and both I and the girl burst into tears. I wanted to cancel the sale, but the Basran would not agree, and so I put away the money in a purse. My house was desolate without her; I didn’t know where to go and I wept, slapped my face and sobbed in a way that I had never done before. Then I entered a mosque and there I sat in tears, so bewildered that I didn’t know what I was doing, and eventually I fell asleep with the purse beneath my head like a pillow. While I was sleeping, a man pulled it away from under me and ran off. I woke in alarm and, finding my purse gone, I was going to run after the thief, only to fall flat on my face, as my feet had been tied with a rope. I began to weep and strike myself, exclaiming: ‘My soulmate has gone, and I have lost my money!’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and ninety-seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the young man lost the purse, he said: ‘My soulmate has gone and I have lost my money.’ HE WENT ON:

In my despair, I went to the Tigris and, after covering my face with my clothes, I threw myself in. Bystanders saw what was happening and said: ‘Some great sorrow must have made him do this,’ and they jumped in after me and brought me out. When they asked, I told them what had happened to me and they expressed regrets, but then one of them, an old man, came up to me and said: ‘You may have lost your money, but why should you take your own life and consign yourself to hellfire? Come with me and show me to your house.’ I did so, and when we got there, he sat with me for a while until I grew calmer, and he then left after I had thanked him. When he had gone, I was again on the point of killing myself, but I thought of the next world and of hellfire, and so I fled from my house to visit one of my friends. I told him what had happened to me and he shed tears of pity for me and gave me fifty dinars. ‘If you take my advice,’ he said, ‘you will leave Baghdad straight away and use these dinars as spending money until you stop being obsessed by your love for your slave girl and can console yourself for her loss. Your family were secretaries; you write a good script and you are a very cultured man. So approach whatever governor you please and throw yourself on his compassion, so that God may perhaps reunite you with your love.’

When I heard what he had to say, my resolution was strengthened and some of my cares left me. I made up my mind to go to the territory of Wasit, where I had relatives, and so I went down to the river bank and found a ship moored there which its crew were loading with goods and precious materials. I asked them to allow me to come with them, but they told me that the ship belonged to a Hashimite and that they could not take me, dressed as I was. I tempted them with what I offered as passage money, and they said: ‘If you must come, strip off those fine robes of yours, dress as a sailor and sit with us as though you were one of the crew.’ So I went back and bought some sailor’s clothes, and when I had put them on, I returned to the ship, which was about to leave for Basra. I settled in with the crew, and not long afterwards who was it I saw but my former slave girl, attended by two maids. The vexation that I had been feeling left me, and I told myself that I would be able to look at her and listen to her singing all the way to Basra. Very soon afterwards, the Hashimite came aboard with his party, and the ship set off downriver. Food was produced and he and the girl ate together, while all the others had their meal in the waist of the ship.

The Hashimite now said to the girl: ‘How long are you going to go on refusing to sing and staying sad and tearful? You are not the first person to be parted from a lover.’ This made me realize that she was suffering because of her love for me. The Hashimite then had a curtain lowered over the part of the ship where she was sitting, after which he called up the people who were near me and sat with them in front of it. I asked about them, and was told that these were members of his family. He then produced wine and dried fruits for them and they all kept on urging the girl to sing, until she called for her lute, tuned it and started to sing these lines:


The company has left at night with my beloved,

Pressing on through the darkness with her for whom I wish.

When the camels have gone, the lover is left

With burning embers lighted in his heart.



She was then overcome by tears and threw away the lute, interrupting her song, to the distress of the company. I myself collapsed in a faint, and as people thought that I must be possessed, one of them started to recite Quranic verses in my ear. The others continued to coax the girl to sing, until she tuned her lute and began:


I stood lamenting those who rode off on their laden camels;

Though they had left on a distant journey, they still stayed in my heart.

By the deserted campsite I stood asking about my friends,

But the place was empty and the dwellings desolate.



She then fainted away and people began to weep, while I myself again fell down unconscious, to the alarm of the sailors, leading one of the Hashimite’s servants to ask: ‘How is it that you took this madman on board?’ They told each other: ‘We can land him at some village or other and get rid of him.’ The thought of this greatly distressed and pained me, but I summoned up all my powers of endurance and told myself that the only way in which I could avoid this was by letting the girl know that I was on board, so that she could stop them from throwing me off.

We sailed on until, on coming near a village, the ship’s master invited everyone to go ashore. They disembarked, this being in the evening, but I stayed on board, went behind the curtain and took the lute, altering the tuning of its strings until it was adapted to the mode that the girl had learned from me. Then I went back to my place in the ship…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and ninety-eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

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

I then went back to my place in the ship before the others returned from the shore. Both land and river were bathed in moonlight, and the Hashimite said to the girl: ‘For God’s sake, don’t spoil our pleasure.’ She picked up the lute, but on touching it she gave such a groan that they thought that she was dead. Then she exclaimed: ‘By God, my teacher is here with us on this ship!’ The Hashimite swore: ‘Were he here, I would get him to join our company, as this would perhaps comfort you and allow us to enjoy your singing, but it is not likely that he can be on board.’ She told him: ‘I cannot play the lute or improvise on the airs when my teacher is here.’ He said that he would question the crew. ‘Go ahead,’ she replied and so he asked them: ‘Have you taken anyone on board with you?’ They said no, and, as I was afraid that the questioning might end there, I laughed and said: ‘Yes, I am her instructor and I taught her when I was her master.’ ‘By God, this is my master’s voice!’ she exclaimed, and the Hashimite’s servants came and took me to him. He recognized me when he saw me and asked me what was wrong and what had reduced me to this state, so I told him all that had happened.

The tears that I shed were accompanied by loud sobbing from the girl behind the curtain, and the Hashimite, for his part, wept bitterly, together with his relatives, out of sympathy for me. ‘By God,’ he said, ‘I have not approached her or slept with her and not until today have I heard her sing. I am a man to whom God has granted riches and I only came to Baghdad to listen to singing and to get the payments granted me by the Commander of the Faithful. When I had done both these things, I was intending to leave for home, but I told myself that I wanted to hear some more Baghdadi singing and so I bought the girl, not knowing that the two of you were in love. I call God to witness that when I get to Basra I shall free her, marry her to you and give you an allowance that will be more than enough for you. This is on condition that whenever I want to listen to singing, she will sing to me from behind a curtain that will be hung for her, and you will be included among my relations and companions.’ I was delighted by this and the Hashimite then put his head through the curtain and asked the girl whether she would agree, at which she started to call down blessings on him and to thank him.

He then summoned a servant and said: ‘Take this young man by the hand, remove the clothes that he is wearing and replace them with splendid robes, before perfuming him and bringing him back to me.’ The servant carried out his master’s orders, and he in his turn poured out wine for me as he had done for the girl. She then started to sing melodiously:


They reproached me for shedding tears

When the beloved came to say farewell.

They had never tasted the pain of parting

Or felt the fire of grief that burned between my ribs.

Only the wretched lover knows what love can be,

Who waits dejectedly among those lands.



They were all delighted and I took the lute from her, struck up the finest of airs and recited:


If you want favours, ask the generous,

The man brought up in wealth and luxury.

By doing so you will inherit splendour,

While from the mean you win a legacy of shame.

If you must be brought low, then face your fate

By bringing your petitions to great men.

To sing their praises does not humble you;

That only happens when you praise the mean.



The audience were delighted with me, and their delight continued and increased as the girl and I took it in turns to sing until we landed again. The ship anchored and everyone, including me, went ashore. By that time I was drunk and, on sitting down to relieve myself, I fell asleep. All the others went back on board and the ship started off downriver, taking them to Basra, as they were too drunk to realize what had happened to me.

I had given all my money to the girl and had nothing left. It was only the heat of the sun that woke me and when I got up and looked around there was no one in sight. I had forgotten to ask the Hashimite his name, that of his family or the whereabouts of his house in Basra. I didn’t know what to do, and the joy that I had felt on meeting the girl vanished like a dream. Things went on like this until a large boat passed by, on which I embarked and which took me down to Basra. I had no acquaintances there; I didn’t know where the Hashimite lived and so I went to a greengrocer, from whom I borrowed ink and paper…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the eight hundred and ninety-ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the girl’s original owner, the Baghdadi, entered Basra but did not know where the Hashimite’s house was. HE SAID:

I went to a greengrocer, from whom I borrowed ink and paper before sitting down to write, impressing the greengrocer with the elegance of my script. He saw how dirty my clothes were and asked me about myself. When I told him that I was a poor stranger, he offered to lodge me with him, paying me half a dirham each day and providing me with food and clothing if I would keep the accounts of his shop. I agreed to this and I stayed with him, looking after his business and controlling both his takings and his expenses. After a month, he was grateful to find that the former were increasing and the latter diminishing, and he increased my daily rate of pay to a dirham. When a year had passed, he invited me to marry his daughter, offering to take me as a partner in his shop. I agreed to this, consummated the marriage and stayed in the shop, but for all that I was broken-hearted and could not hide my sorrow. The greengrocer used to invite me to drink with him, but I felt too gloomy to accept.

Things went on like that for two years. Then, while I was in the shop, a group of people passed by, carrying food and drink, and I asked the greengrocer what was happening. He said: ‘This is a day on which pleasure-seekers, well-to-do young men, along with musicians and entertainers, go out to the river bank to picnic among the trees that line the Ubulla canal.’ I felt inclined to go and see this, telling myself that among the people there I might meet my beloved. I told the greengrocer what I wanted, and he agreed to it and prepared food and drink for me, which I took off to the canal. There the people were dispersing and I had decided to go with them when, all of a sudden, I caught sight of the captain of the ship which had carried the Hashimite and the girl. He was coming along the canal, and when I called out to him, he and his companions recognized me and came up to me. ‘What, are you still alive?’ they exclaimed, embracing me and asking what had happened. When I told them my story, they said: ‘We thought that you were so drunk that you must have drowned.’ I asked them about the girl and they said: ‘When she found out that you had been lost, she tore her clothes, set fire to her lute and started to sob and slap herself. Then, when we got to Basra with the Hashimite, we told her to stop weeping and grieving, but she said: “I shall wear black, build a tomb beside the house and stay there, never singing again.” She was allowed to do this, and she is still in this state.’

They took me with them and when we got to the house, there she was by the tomb. She caught sight of me and gave so deep a groan that I thought that she had died. I folded her in a long embrace and the Hashimite told me to take her. I agreed, but said: ‘Free her first, as you promised, and then marry her to me.’ He did this, and he provided her with valuable possessions, a large quantity of clothes, furnishings and five hundred dinars in cash. ‘This,’ he told me, ‘is what I propose to give the two of you as a monthly allowance, on condition that you become one of my drinking companions and that the girl sings.’ He gave us a house of our own, and on his instructions everything that we could need was brought there, so that when I went to it I found it luxuriously furnished. After I had moved the girl into it, I went back to the greengrocer and told him everything that had happened to me. I asked him to allow me to divorce his daughter for no fault of her own, and I handed back her dowry, as well as everything else I owed her. After staying with the Hashimite for two years, I had become a rich man and the lifestyle that I had enjoyed with the girl in Baghdad was restored to me. God in His generosity had rescued us and had showered us with His favours, enabling us, after what we had endured, to reach our goal. Praise be to Him in the beginning and the end, for God it is Who knows better.

A story is also told that in the old days there was a great king in India, a tall, handsome man with a fine figure and a noble character, who was generous to the poor and who treated with affection his subjects and all those who lived in his realm. His name was Jali‘ad, and he ruled over seventy-two subject kings; in his dominions there were three hundred and fifty qadis; he had seventy viziers; and every ten of his soldiers was under the command of an officer. His chief vizier was a man named Shimas, aged twenty-two, who was well formed and good-natured, pleasantly spoken, an intelligent conversationalist, skilled in affairs, and who in spite of his youth was a wise and a prudent administrator, with a sound knowledge of every branch of learning and culture. The king was very fond of him, favouring him because of his powers of expression, rhetorical skills and grasp of administration, and because God had endowed him with pity and compassion for his subjects. The king himself was a just ruler who protected his people and continued to treat great and small alike with kindness, looking after them as they deserved, aiding them with gifts, providing them with safety and security, and lightening the general burden of taxation. In his fondness for them, whatever their rank, he was generous and sympathetic, following a virtuous course that none of his predecessors had matched. In spite of all that, however, both he and his subjects were distressed by the fact that Almighty God had not provided him with a son.

One night, as he lay in bed worrying about what would happen to his kingdom, he fell asleep and dreamt that he was pouring water over the roots of a tree…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundredth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the king dreamt that he was pouring water over the roots of a tree around which stood many other trees. Suddenly fire leapt from his tree and burned up all the others, and at that he woke in alarm. He summoned a servant and told him to hurry off to fetch Shimas, the vizier, as quickly as possible. The servant took the message to Shimas, explaining that the king had woken from sleep in a state of fear and adding: ‘He sent me to tell you to hurry to him.’ When Shimas heard this, he got up straight away and, on coming into the king’s presence, he found him sitting on his bed. He prostrated himself before him, praying God to prolong his glory and prosperity, and saying: ‘May God bring no sorrow on you, your majesty.’ He then asked: ‘What was it that alarmed you tonight, making you send for me in such a hurry?’ The king told him to sit down, after which he began to tell him what he had seen. ‘I had a terrifying dream tonight,’ he explained, ‘in which I was watering the roots of a tree that stood surrounded by others. As I was doing this, fire leapt from the roots of my tree and burned all the rest. This filled me with a feeling of panic and so, when I woke up, I sent for you because I know that, thanks to the width of your learning and the depth of your understanding, you know how to interpret dreams.’

For a time, Shimas looked down, but then he smiled and the king said: ‘Tell me the truth, Shimas, and keep nothing back.’ Shimas replied: ‘God Almighty has granted you a gift to gladden you, and the outcome of this dream will bring happiness, as He will provide you with a son who, after you have lived a long life, will inherit your kingdom. There is something else in the dream, but I don’t want to explain it now, as this is not a suitable time for it.’ What he said pleased and delighted the king; his fear left him and he recovered his spirits. ‘If your interpretation is correct and things turn out like this,’ he said, ‘then, when the time is ripe, complete it for me, as what cannot be explained now must be explained at the proper time so that my joy may be complete. All that I look for in this is the approval of God, the Glorious and Exalted.’

Shimas, realizing that the king was determined to know the full interpretation of his dream, had produced a pretext with which to excuse himself. The king then summoned the astrologers and all the interpreters of dreams who were to be found in his kingdom, and when they had come before him, he told them of the dream and asked them for a true interpretation. One of them came forward and asked him for leave to speak. When this had been granted, he said: ‘Your majesty, Shimas, your vizier, was not unable to interpret your dream but, as he was reluctant to disturb you, he didn’t tell you everything. If you let me speak, I shall do so.’ ‘Don’t hesitate, interpreter,’ the king replied, ‘but tell me the truth.’ At that, the man said: ‘You must know, your majesty, that you will have a son who will inherit your kingdom from you when your long life comes to an end, but he will not follow the same course as you in his dealings with his subjects. Rather, he will do the opposite of what you have laid down; he will treat them unjustly, and he will suffer the fate of the mouse when confronted by the cat.’ ‘What is the story of the cat and the mouse?’ the king asked.

After praying that God might prolong the king’s life, THE INTER-PRETER BEGAN:

One night, the cat went out to hunt in a garden, but could find nothing and, as the weather was cold and rainy, it became weak and started to try to think of some trick that might help it succeed. As it was patrolling the garden, it noticed a nest at the foot of a tree. It went up and started to sniff and to purr, until it discovered that inside the nest there was a mouse. It did its best to get in so as to catch the mouse, but when the mouse realized what was happening, it turned its back to the cat and started to scrabble with its forepaws and hindpaws in order to block the nest entrance with earth. At that, the cat began to speak in a weak voice, saying: ‘Brother, why are you doing this? I have come to you for refuge, hoping that you will have pity on me and allow me to shelter in your nest tonight. I am weak and old; my strength has gone and now that I have got into this garden I can scarcely move. How often have I prayed for death in order to find rest, and here am I prostrate at your door, worn out by the cold and the rain. I appeal in God’s Name to your generosity, imploring you to take me by the paw and bring me in, so I may take refuge in the entrance hall of your nest. I am a poor stranger, and it is said that whoever shelters any such person in his house will be lodged in Paradise on the Day of Judgement. It is right that you, my brother, should gain the reward for helping me by allowing me to stay with you all night until morning, when I shall go on my way.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the cat asked the mouse to be allowed to spend the night with it before going off on its way. When the mouse heard what the cat had to say, it replied: ‘How can you come into my nest, you who are my natural enemy and who live off my flesh? I am afraid of your treachery, as this is a characteristic of yours, and you are bound by no agreements. There is a saying that no fornicator can safely be trusted with a beautiful woman, no destitute man with money and no fire with wood. It wouldn’t be right for me to trust you with my life, as it is said that in the case of a natural enemy, the weaker he becomes, the stronger is his enmity.’ In the fading voice of one who is in the worst of states, the cat answered: ‘I can’t deny that what you say is true, but I ask you to overlook the fact that in the past nature did indeed make us enemies, for it is said that whoever forgives another created being like himself will be forgiven by his Creator. I used to be your enemy, but today I look for your friendship, and there is another saying that if you want your enemy to become your friend, do good to him. Brother, I will swear to you by God that I shall never harm you, and, in fact, I haven’t the strength to do so. Put your trust in God; do a good deed and accept my pledge and covenant.’ ‘How can I accept the pledge of one in whom hostility towards me is ingrained, and who is in the habit of treating me with treachery?’ asked the mouse. ‘If this was not a blood feud, it would be a simple matter, but by nature we are mortal foes. There is a saying that whoever trusts his enemy with his life is like a man who puts his hand into a snake’s mouth.’ The cat, growing angry, said: ‘I am wretched; my spirit is weak and my death throes have come upon me. Soon I shall die on your doorstep and it is you who will be responsible, because you could have saved me. This is my last word.’

The mouse was filled by the fear of Almighty God and its heart was moved by pity. It said to itself: ‘Whoever wants the Almighty’s help against his enemy, should show pity and do good to him. In this affair I place my trust in God and I shall save the cat’s life in order to gain a heavenly reward.’ So it went out and pulled the cat into its nest, where it stayed until it had rested and grown stronger, having partially recovered. But it then started to complain of its weakness, the loss of its strength and its lack of friends. The mouse spoke gently in order to comfort it, going close to do what it could for it, while the cat crept up to guard the entrance to the nest lest the mouse use it to escape. For its part, the mouse, wanting to go out, went near the cat, as it had become used to doing, but this time the cat seized it and, taking it in its claws, it started to bite it and toss it to and fro. It would take it in its mouth, lift it off the ground and then throw it down again before running after it, grabbing it with its teeth and then tormenting it.

The mouse cried out for help and prayed to God to rescue it, while reproaching the cat and saying: ‘What about the pledge that you gave me? Where are the oaths that you swore? Is this how you repay me for letting you into my nest and trusting you with my life? How right they were who said: “He who accepts a pledge from his enemy is not looking for self-preservation,” and “Whoever entrusts himself to his enemy is responsible for his own death.” But my reliance is on my Creator, Who will save me from you.’ While this was going on and the cat was about to pounce on it and kill it, a hunter arrived, accompanied by fierce hunting dogs, one of which passed by the entrance to the nest. It heard the sounds of a great struggle and, thinking that a fox must be catching something there, it burrowed down to get it until it came across the cat and dragged it up. The cat, finding itself between the dog’s paws, was so concerned for itself that it dropped the mouse, alive and uninjured, while the dog tore it to pieces before pulling out the corpse and throwing it down. The two of them thus proved the truth of the saying: ‘Whoever shows mercy will, at the last, receive mercy and whoever does wrong will himself quickly be wronged.’

‘This, then, your majesty, is what happened to the cat and the mouse,’ said the interpreter. ‘It shows that no one should break faith with one who trusts him, while whoever acts with treachery will suffer the same fate as the cat; whatever measure you use will be meted out to you and whoever has recourse to what is good will receive his reward. Do not grieve or be distressed, because it may be that, after having acted unjustly and recklessly, your son will turn back to your own virtuous ways. Your learned vizier, Shimas, would have preferred not to keep anything back in the revelation that he made to you. That would have been the right course for him to follow, but it is said that the most learned people, who take the greatest delight in what is good, are the most timorous of all.’

The king accepted this point and ordered a great reward to be given to the sages. He then dismissed them before rising and returning to his own apartments where he sat thinking about the outcome of the affair. When night fell he went to his favourite and most honoured wife and slept with her. Four months later, this woman was delighted to feel the foetus move within her womb, and she told the king, who said: ‘My dream has come true and I turn to God for aid.’ He then lodged her in the finest apartments and treated her with the greatest distinction, showering her with benefits and loading her with quantities of gifts. He followed this by sending a servant to fetch Shimas, and when Shimas had come, the king told him joyfully that his wife was pregnant, saying: ‘My dream has come true and my hopes have been fulfilled. It may be that the child will be a boy and that he will inherit my throne. What have you to say about this, Shimas?’ Shimas remained silent and made no reply. ‘Why don’t you share my joy and why don’t you answer me?’ asked the king. ‘Can it be that the news is not to your liking?’ At that, Shimas prostrated himself before the king and said: ‘May God prolong your majesty’s life. What use is it to seek the shade of a tree if fire is going to break out of it? What pleasure is there in drinking unmixed wine if it is going to choke you, and what is the point of quenching one’s thirst with fresh, cool water if you are going to be drowned in it? I serve God and you, your majesty, but there are three things about which an intelligent man should not speak until they have reached their conclusion. One should not talk about a traveller until he has come back from his journey, about a man fighting a war until he has conquered his enemy, and about a pregnant woman until she has given birth…’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and second night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the vizier Shimas told the king: ‘There are three things about which an intelligent man should not speak until they have reached their conclusion.’ He went on: ‘You must know that whoever talks about what is unfinished is like the ascetic who had butter poured over his head.’ The king asked what this story was, AND SHIMAS TOLD HIM:

An ascetic lived with one of the nobles of a certain city, who gave him as a daily allowance three loaves of bread and a small quantity of butter and honey. Butter was expensive there and the ascetic continued to collect his ration and store it in a jar. When it was full, he hung it over his head, as he was anxious to protect it. Then, one night, while he sat on his bed with his stick in his hand, he happened to think about butter and how dear it was, and he said to himself: ‘I shall sell all this butter and use the money to buy a ewe, which I shall share with a farmer. In the first year, it will produce a male and a female, and the following year a female and a male. These, in their turn, will go on producing males and females until, when they have become a large flock, I shall separate off my own holding and sell what I want. Then I shall buy such-and-such a piece of land, set out a garden there and build a large villa. I shall get myself clothes of all kinds and buy slaves of both sexes, before marrying the daughter of So-and-So, the merchant. The wedding feast will be the finest ever seen; I shall slaughter beasts and provide splendid foods, sweetmeats, sugar-coated delicacies, and so on. There will be entertainers, skilled performers and musical instruments, together with flowers, scented herbs and aromatic plants of all kinds. I shall invite rich and poor, men of learning, leaders and officers of state. I shall produce food and drink of all kinds and give everyone what he asks for, getting a crier to proclaim that every wish shall be granted. After that, I shall unveil my bride and lie with her, enjoying her beauty and loveliness, eating, drinking and taking my pleasure. I shall tell myself that I have now got all I wished for and can take a rest from asceticism and the service of God.

‘Later, my wife will become pregnant and to my delight she will bear me a son. I shall give banquets in his honour and pamper him as I bring him up, teaching him philosophy, literature and mathematics, until his name becomes well known and I can boast of him in the assemblies. He will not disobey me as I shall instruct him to do good and order him to refrain from fornication and evil actions, recommending him to follow the path of piety and good works. He will be given handsome and splendid presents, and if I see that he remains obedient, I shall give him more. If, on the other hand, I find him inclined to disobey me, I shall bring down this stick on him.’ At that, the man raised the stick in order to strike his imaginary son, but it collided with the butter jar that was above him. Its fragments showered down on him and the liquid butter flowed over his head, his clothes and his beard, making a spectacle of him.

‘This goes to show, your majesty,’ said Shimas, ‘that one should not talk about anything until it actually happens.’ ‘What you say is true,’ the king told him, ‘and you are an excellent vizier because you speak the truth and give good advice. I value you as you would wish, and you are always acceptable to me.’ Shimas prostrated himself in reverence both to God and to the king, and prayed for the king’s continued prosperity, saying: ‘May God prolong your days and exalt you. Know that I conceal nothing from you, secretly or openly; what satisfies you satisfies me and what angers you angers me; my only joy comes from your gladness and I cannot sleep at night if you are displeased with me. It is through my generous treatment at your hands that Almighty God has provided me with all manner of good things and I pray to Him that He send His angels to guard you and that, when you meet Him, He may reward you well.’ He then rose and went off, leaving the king delighted with his speech.

Some time later, the king’s wife gave birth to a boy, and when the good news was brought to him, he was overjoyed and poured out his thanks to God, saying: ‘Praise be to God who has given me a son after I had despaired, for He is compassionate and merciful to His servants.’ He sent messages throughout his realm to tell his subjects what had happened and to summon them to his palace, where the emirs, leaders and officials of state were all gathered. Drums were beaten to spread the joyful news throughout the kingdom and people flocked to the city from all sides, including men of learning such as scholars, philosophers, literary experts and doctors. They all presented themselves to the king and each of them was given his proper place. The king then ordered his seven principal viziers, whose leader was Shimas, to speak one after the other, each dealing with the matter in hand as his wisdom suggested.

Shimas, the chief vizier, was the first to ask leave to speak, and when this had been granted he began: ‘Praise be to God, Who has raised us from non-existence into existence and Who has graciously supplied His servants with just and righteous kings, whom He has set as rulers in order that they may perform good deeds, and through whom He has provided sustenance for His people. In particular, we thank Him for our own king, who has restored our dead land to life thanks to the favours that He has granted us, as it is through His preservation of our king that we have enjoyed prosperity, tranquillity and justice. What other king has done for his subjects what ours has done for us, looking after our interests, preserving our rights, establishing justice among us, never neglecting us and protecting us from wrongs? It is a mark of God’s grace to a people that their king should concern himself with their affairs and guard them from those foes of theirs, whose chief aim is to defeat and conquer them. Many people present their sons to kings as servants to act for them in place of slaves, so that they may ward off enemies, but in our own case no enemy has set foot in our lands during the reign of our king. This is the ultimate blessing and the height of felicity, so great that it passes the bounds of description. You, your majesty, are truly deserving of this great favour and, as we shelter under the shadow of your wing, may God reward you well and prolong your life. In times past, we have been urgent in our pleas to Almighty God that He should graciously hear our prayers, preserve you for us and grant you a virtuous son to comfort you. These prayers have now been answered, blessed and exalted is He…’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the vizier Shimas told the king: ‘Almighty God has heard our prayers and answered them, blessed and exalted is He for giving us prompt relief, as He did to the fish in the pool.’ When the king asked him about the story of the fish, SHIMAS SAID:

You must know, your majesty, that in a certain place there was a pool which contained a number of fish. It happened that there was a shortage of water, and bit by bit the pool started to shrink until the fish were on the point of death, as there was not enough water to support them. ‘What is going to happen to us?’ they wondered. ‘How can we manage and whom can we consult about finding a way to save ourselves?’ At that, the oldest and most intelligent of them said: ‘There is nothing we can do to rescue ourselves except to pray to God. But let us ask advice from our senior, the crab, and go to see what he has to say, as he knows more than we do about the truth of things.’ The other fish approved of this and they all went to the crab, whom they found resting in his hole, entirely ignorant of what was happening to them. They greeted him and said: ‘Master, are you not concerned about us, you who are our leader and our chief?’ The crab returned their greeting and asked them what was wrong and what they wanted, at which they told them their story, explaining how the drought was affecting them and how they would perish were the water to dry up. They added: ‘We have come to you expecting that you may be able to advise us how to save ourselves, as you are our senior and you know more than all of us.’

For a time the crab looked down and then it said: ‘There is no doubt that you are short of intelligence as you despair of the mercy of Almighty God and His power to sustain all His creatures. Don’t you know that the Blessed and Glorious Creator looks after all His worshippers without counting the cost, and allots them their livelihoods before creating them? To each He has given a fixed term of life and apportioned a livelihood through His divine power, so why should we be anxious about what will happen in the future according to His decree? In my opinion, there is nothing better to do than to pray to Him, while ensuring that we go to Him with a clear conscience, both secretly and in the open, calling on Him to save us and to rescue us from our difficulties. He will never disappoint the hopes of those who put their trust in Him or reject the petition of those who seek His favour. When we have set our own affairs in order, then all will be well and we shall enjoy His good grace. Winter will come and our land will be flooded thanks to the prayers of the virtuous among us, as God will not destroy what He has built up so well. So my advice is that we should wait in expectation of what God will do for us. If we die, as is our common fate, then we shall be at rest, and if we have to flee, then we shall leave our own country and go wherever God wants us to go.’ All the fish replied with one voice: ‘What you have said is true, master; may God reward you well.’ They each returned to their own place and within a few days God sent them a violent rainstorm which filled their pool higher than it had been before.

‘In the same way, your majesty, we had despaired of your having a son,’ continued Shimas. ‘But God has graciously granted this blessed child as a favour to us and to you, and we pray to Him that blessings will continue to attend him, that he may be a source of comfort and prove a virtuous successor to you and that he may provide for us as you have done. For God does not disappoint those who search for Him, and no one should despair of His mercy.’

The second vizier now rose and exchanged greetings with the king. He then said: ‘A king cannot be called a king unless he is bountiful and just, a good and generous ruler, who treats his subjects well, maintaining the laws and customs with which they are familiar. He should establish justice among them, avoiding bloodshed and protecting them from harm. He should be marked out by his constant attention to the poor; he should aid both high and low alike, giving them their rightful dues, so that they may all call down blessings upon him and obey his commands. There can be no doubt that a king like this will be beloved by his subjects and that, having risen to the highest rank in this world, in the next he will obtain glory and win the approval of his Creator. Your majesty, we, your servants, acknowledge that you have all these qualities that have been mentioned. As the saying goes, the best thing of all is for a king to be just, wise and experienced, a skilful doctor for his people, acting in accordance with his knowledge. We are now privileged to share in this happiness, whereas earlier we had despaired of your having a son to inherit your throne. But God, glory be to His Name, has not disappointed your hopes and has answered your prayer, because you were content to entrust your affairs to Him. How well have your hopes turned out. Indeed, what has happened to you is like what happened to the crow and the snake.’ When the king asked about the story of the crow and the snake, THE SECOND VIZIER SAID:

You must know, your majesty, that a crow and his mate enjoyed the easiest of lives in a tree until the time came for them to hatch out their eggs in the summer. Then a snake came out of its hole, went to the tree and, by clinging to the branches, made its way up until it reached the crow’s nest, in which it installed itself and where it stayed all summer long. The exiled crow could find no opportunity to return or any place of shelter until, when the heat had passed, the snake went back to its hole. The crow told its mate: ‘We should give thanks to Almighty God, Who has rescued us and saved us from this destructive creature, even though we have been deprived of our brood this year. God has not cut off our hopes and we must be grateful to Him for having granted us both safety and health. We can only rely on Him, and if it is His will that we survive until next year, He may recompense us with another hatching.’

When the hatching season came round, the snake emerged from its hole again and went to the tree, but when it was on one of the branches, making for the nest as it had done before, down swooped a kite, which struck it on the head and then tore at it. It fell to the ground unconscious and ants came and ate it. The crow and its mate enjoyed safety and tranquillity, and they produced many young for which, as well as for their safety, they offered thanks to God.

‘Similarly, your majesty,’ continued the second vizier, ‘it is for us to thank God for the favour that He has shown both to you and to us through the birth of this blessed and fortunate child, coming after a period of despair and hopelessness. May God reward you well and bring this matter to a happy end.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the second vizier ended his remarks by saying: ‘May God reward you well and bring this matter to a happy end.’

The third vizier then rose and said: ‘Just king, I bring you happy news of good fortune in this world and reward in the next, as whoever is beloved by the people of the earth is loved by the inhabitants of heaven. Almighty God has given you as your portion love, which He has set in the hearts of your subjects, and to Him be thanks and praise both from us and from you so that He may increase his favours to you and, through you, to us. Know, your majesty, that no man has the power to do anything except by the decree of the Almighty. It is He Who is the giver and the end of every good thing that a man possesses, and He divides his favours among his servants as He wishes. To some He presents numerous gifts, while others He keeps busy by making them earn their daily bread. Some He appoints as leaders, while others, out of their desire for Him, are abstemious in the things of this world. He has said: “I bring both injury and advantage; I cure and make sick; riches and poverty are in My gift; and I bring both life and death. I hold everything in My hands and all things return to Me.” We all owe Him our thanks and as for you, your majesty, you are one of those who are marked out by good fortune and piety, as it is said that the most fortunate of the pious are those for whom God has combined the good things of both this world and the next and who are contented with what God has allotted to them, thanking Him for the rank which He has assigned to them. Whoever transgresses and looks for something that God has not decreed, either to his advantage or to his disadvantage, is like the wild ass and the jackal.’ When the king asked him about this story, HE SAID:

Know, your majesty, that a jackal used to leave his lair every day to look for food. One evening when he was on a mountain and thinking of going home, he came across another jackal walking there. The two told each other about their hunting, and the second one said: ‘Yesterday I came across the body of a wild ass. I was hungry as I hadn’t eaten for three days, and in my delight I gave thanks to Almighty God for what He had given me. I got through to its heart and ate my fill before going home, and although that was three days ago and I’ve found nothing to eat since then, I’m still full.’

This made the first jackal envious and he told himself that he too must get an ass’s heart. He ate nothing for some days until he became emaciated, and he was so weak and feeble that he had reached the point of death as he lay in his lair. Then one day while he was there two hunters walked by in search of game. They had come across a wild ass and had spent the whole day tracking it until one of them managed to shoot it with a forked arrow, which passed through it and struck its heart, killing it just opposite the jackal’s lair. When the hunters came up and found it dead, they tried to draw out the arrow, but only succeeded in removing the shaft, while the forked tip remained inside the ass.

In the evening, the jackal left his lair, suffering from weakness and hunger, and he was overjoyed and exultant to find the carcass lying at his door. ‘Praise be to God,’ he exclaimed, ‘Who has brought me what I wanted so easily and without trouble, just when I had no hope of getting a wild ass or anything else! It may be that God brought it for me to my lair and caused it to fall here.’ The jackal then leapt on to the body of the ass, tore open the belly and put his head inside, after which he twisted his muzzle around in the entrails until he found the heart, which he took in his teeth and then swallowed. When this was in its throat, the forked head of the arrow stuck in his neckbone and as he could neither dislodge it into his stomach or expel it from his throat, he was certain that he was doomed. ‘It is true,’ he said to himself, ‘that no creature should seek for himself more than God has allotted him. Had I been satisfied with that, I would not have come to this end.’

‘So it is, your majesty,’ continued the third vizier, ‘that every man should be content with what God assigns to him, thanking Him for His favours and not despairing of His goodness. For because of your virtuous intentions and the good deeds that you have performed, God has given you a son, after we had despaired of this. We pray to Him that He will grant this child long life and continuing happiness and bless him as your successor, so that he may keep the covenants that you have made when, at the end of your own long life, he follows you on to the throne.’

The fourth vizier then rose and said: ‘A king should be intelligent, a master of all branches of learning…’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the fourth vizier rose, he said: ‘A king should be intelligent, a master of all branches of learning, the rules of governance and administration, pure in his intentions and treating his subjects with justice. He must show honour and respect where it is due and, when he is in a position of power, he should display clemency where it is necessary. He must look after the interests of both governors and the governed, lightening their burdens, giving them favours, refraining from shedding their blood, attending to their needs and keeping his promises to them. Such a king rightfully acquires happiness both in this world and the next; he is protected from those who seek to harm him; he is helped to establish his rule; he is given victory over his enemies; his hopes are fulfilled and God overwhelms him with favours, granting him success because, thanks to the gratitude he has shown, he has won the right to divine protection. Any king who follows the opposite path will find himself and his subjects involved in constant disasters and misfortunes, since the injustice that he shows both to strangers and to his own people will involve him in the same situation as that of the wandering prince.’ When the king asked about this, THE VIZIER SAID:

Know, your majesty, that there was in the west an unjust, oppressive, tyrannical and despotic king who paid no regard to the interests of his own people or of those who entered his realm. In the case of these latter, his officials would seize four-fifths of their money, leaving them with no more than the remaining fifth. Almighty God had decreed that the king should have a son who was both fortunate and sustained by divine providence. When this prince saw how crooked was the way of this world, he abandoned worldly things and left, while still young, as a wanderer devoted to the service of Almighty God. He rejected the world and all it contained, roaming in obedience to God through both desert wastes and cities.

One day he came to a city where the guards stopped him and searched him. They found that all that he had was a pair of robes, one new and the other old. They took the new one away from him and left him the old, treating him with contempt and derision. He complained of their injustice, pointing out that he was a poor wanderer and asking: ‘What good is this robe to you?’ He then added: ‘Unless you give it back, I shall go to the king and lodge a complaint against you.’ ‘We have been following the king’s orders, so do what you like,’ they told him. The prince went to the palace, but when he tried to enter the chamberlains stopped him and so he went back and said to himself: ‘I shall watch until the king comes out and then I shall complain to him of my treatment.’ At that point he heard a soldier saying that the king was on his way and so he edged forward little by little until he was standing in front of the gate. Then, before he knew it, out came the king. Standing in front of him, the prince first prayed that he might be victorious and then complained to him of how he had been treated by the guards. He explained that he was a man of religion who had abandoned worldly things and had gone out to seek the approval of God as a wanderer through the lands, adding that whatever town or village he entered, those who met him had always shown him generosity, according to their means.

He went on: ‘When I came to this city I hoped that the people would treat me as other wanderers are treated, but your men blocked my way, stripped me of one of my two robes and gave me a painful beating. Look into my case; help me and restore my robe to me, and then I shall not stay an hour longer here.’ The unjust king replied: ‘Who told you to come here, ignorant as you are of the customs of the king?’ ‘After I have got my robe back, you can do what you want with me,’ said the prince. On hearing this, the king lost his temper and said: ‘You fool, we took your robe in order to humble you, but now that you have made such a disturbance in my presence, I shall take your life.’ He was imprisoned on the king’s orders and, on finding himself in custody, he regretted having answered the king back, blaming himself harshly for not having let the matter rest and so escaping with his life.

At midnight, he got to his feet and prayed at length, saying: ‘O God, the Just Ruler, You know my plight and what the unjust king has done to me. I, Your wronged servant, pray that, of Your abundant mercy, You may rescue me from his hands and send down Your vengeance on him, since You do not ignore the actions of the evil-doers. If You know that he has wronged me, then punish him this night and visit him with Your chastisement. You are the Righteous Ruler, the Succour of the afflicted and Yours is the power and the might until the end of time.’ When the gaoler heard the poor prisoner’s prayer, all his limbs trembled and, while he was in this state, fire broke out in the king’s palace and burned everything there, including the prison door. The only survivors were the gaoler and the wandering prince, who both left and travelled to another city, while the city of the unjust king was totally consumed because of his wickedness.

‘As for us, O fortunate king,’ continued the fourth vizier, ‘we call down blessings on you morning and evening; we thank the Almighty for having graciously given you to us and we live in tranquillity thanks to your just and excellent conduct. The lack of an heir to inherit your throne had deeply distressed us as we feared that you might be succeeded by some other kind of king, but now God has been gracious to us, removing our anxiety and cheering us by the gift of this blessed child. We pray that God will make him a virtuous successor to you, and grant him glory and lasting fortune, prolonging his benefits.’

The next to rise was the fifth vizier, who said: ‘Blessed be God, the Omnipotent…’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the fifth vizier said: ‘Blessed be God, the Omnipotent, the Giver of all good and splendid gifts, Who we know for certain is gracious to those who are grateful to Him and who abide by His religion. You, O fortunate king, are characterized by splendid virtues, and your just and equitable treatment of your subjects wins the favour of Almighty God. For that reason He has exalted you, filling your days with happiness and giving you the good gift of this fortunate child, after we had been in despair. As a result, ours is perpetual joy and unbroken happiness, since before that your lack of a son had left us in great concern and distress. We thought of your justice and kindness to us and feared that God might decree your death without there being an heir to inherit your throne. In that case, our opinions would have been divided; there would have been discord among us and we would have suffered the fate of the crows.’ When the king asked for the story of the crows, THE VIZIER SAID:

Know, O fortunate king, that in a certain wilderness there was a wide valley containing streams, trees and fruits, where birds sang the praises of the One God, the Omnipotent, the Creator of night and day. Among these birds was a flock of crows who enjoyed the most pleasant of lives under the rule of one of their number who treated them with kindliness and sympathy. They lived secure and tranquil lives and they cooperated so well with one another that no other bird was able to get the better of them. It happened, however, that their leader suffered the common fate of all creatures, and died. They were plunged into mourning for him, and what added to their sorrow was the fact that among them there was no other bird of his qualities to take his place. They held a meeting to consult as to who would be a good leader. One faction chose a candidate and claimed that he would make a suitable king, but others disagreed and did not want him. As a result there were splits, wrangling and great dissension, until at last they came to an agreement that, after a night’s sleep, none of them should go out early to look for food but they should all wait for morning. Then, when the sun had risen, they should gather in a given place and whichever of them could outdistance the others in flight would be the one ordained by God to be chosen as their king. ‘We shall appoint him over us and entrust him with our affairs,’ they said, and they all agreed to abide by this arrangement. At that point, however, a hawk flew up and they said: ‘Father of good, we have chosen you as our leader to see to our affairs.’ The hawk agreed to this and told them: ‘If Almighty God wills, you will get great benefits from me.’

After they had made the hawk their king, he and they would fly off each day and he would single out one of them, strike him down and then eat his brains and eyes, leaving the rest of the body. This went on until the crows noticed what he was doing and, seeing that most of them had already been killed, they were sure that they were going to be destroyed. ‘What are we going to do,’ they asked each other, ‘now that most of us are dead? It is only after our leaders have been killed that we have woken up to what is happening. We have to save ourselves.’ So the next morning they flew away from the hawk and dispersed.

‘We have been faced with the fear that the same thing might happen to us and that we might have a different kind of king,’ continued the fifth vizier. ‘But God has now granted us this grace, as your face is turned towards us. We are now confident that all will be well and that we shall live in unity, peace, security and safety in our native land. Blessed be the Great God and to Him be our grateful thanks and our finest praise! His blessings have rested on our king and on us, his subjects, and He has provided both us and him with supreme felicity, establishing his good fortune and making him the happiest man of his time.’

The sixth vizier rose next and said: ‘Your majesty, God has granted you supreme happiness in this world and the next. The ancients said that whoever prays, fasts, does his duty by his parents and is just in his judgements will find that God is content with him when they meet. You have acted justly as our ruler and have been fortunate in your actions, and so we pray that the Almighty will reward you well, repaying you for the good that you have done. I have heard my wise colleague say that we had feared to be deprived of our good fortune if you died or were succeeded by a different sort of ruler, as there might be dissension among us, leading to disaster. That being so, it was our duty to address our prayers to God in order that He might provide you with a fortunate son to succeed to your throne. However, no man knows how what he wishes and desires in this world is going to turn out, and so we should not ask God for something whose outcome we cannot predict. This may do more harm than good, as it may destroy the man who asked for it and he may suffer the fate of the snake charmer, his wife and children, together with his household.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the sixth vizier told the king that no one should ask God for something whose outcome he could not predict as it might do him more harm than good and might lead to his destruction, as happened in the case of the snake charmer, his wife, children and whole household. The king asked what this story was and THE VIZIER WENT ON:

You must know, your majesty, that there was a snake charmer who used to train snakes, this being his profession. He had a large basket in which he kept three of them, without the knowledge of his family, and every day he would go out and take them round the city in order to gain a living for himself and his family. Then in the evening he would go home and put them back in the basket secretly, repeating the process the following day. This was his invariable custom, and nobody in the house knew what the basket contained. Then it happened that on one occasion, when he came home as usual, his wife asked him what was in it. ‘What do you want with it?’ he asked her. ‘Don’t you have enough and more than enough in the way of provisions? Be content with what God has allotted to you and don’t ask for anything else.’ His wife stayed silent, but she told herself that she would have to search the basket and find out what was there.

Having made up her mind to do this, she told her children, insisting that they ask their father what was in the basket and press him to tell them. The children got the idea that there was something to eat in there, and every day they would ask their father to show them, but he would put them off, and although he tried to keep them happy, he would tell them not to keep asking. This went on for some time, and all the while their mother was urging them to find out, until eventually they agreed with her that they would neither eat nor drink with their father until he did as they asked and opened the basket for them. After they had made up their minds, the snake charmer came back one night with a large quantity of food and drink. He took his seat and called them to come and eat with him, but they refused, with a show of anger. He tried to cajole them with soft words, saying: ‘Look, what is it you want me to bring you, food, drink or clothes?’ ‘The only thing we want you to do, father,’ they replied, ‘is to open the basket so that we can look inside, and if you don’t we shall kill ourselves.’ ‘There is nothing in it to your advantage,’ he told them. ‘Indeed, it will be harmful for you to open it.’ This made them even angrier, and when their father saw that, he threatened to beat them if they did not stop. They became still angrier and kept trying to press him. At that, he lost his temper and took up a stick with which to beat them, while, for their part, they ran away from him into the house. He had not hidden the basket, which was sitting there, and his wife, seeing that his attention was taken up with the children, opened it quickly to look inside. Out came the snakes. First they bit the woman and killed her, and then they went around the house killing old and young alike, apart from the snake charmer himself, who left the house and went away.

‘If you look into this story, O fortunate king,’ continued the sixth vizier, ‘you will see that a man should only ask for what the Almighty has not refused him, and he should be content with what has been decreed for him by God’s will. As for you, in addition to the depth of your learning and the soundness of your understanding, God has granted you comfort and consolation by providing you with a son after you had despaired, and we ask Him that this son may prove a just successor to you, winning the approval both of God and of his subjects.’

The seventh vizier then rose and said: ‘Your majesty, I know for certain the truth of what my colleagues, these wise and learned viziers, have said in your presence as they described your justice, the excellence of your conduct and how you are distinguished from and superior to all other kings. It is our duty to acknowledge this and I myself give thanks to God, Who has entrusted you with His favour and granted you, by His mercy, responsibility for the prosperity of this realm. He has aided both you and us, leading us to add to His praises because of your presence among us. For as long as you are here with us, we fear no injustice, we do not find ourselves wronged and we have no weaknesses that can be used by an aggressor. It is a common saying that the most fortunate of subjects are those who have a just king and the most wretched those whose king is unjust. Another such saying states that it is better to live with ravening lions than with a tyrannical ruler. We give continual praises to Almighty God for having granted us your presence and for having provided you with the blessing of a son, after that had been despaired of and you had grown old. The greatest gift in this world is a virtuous son, and it is said that a childless man leaves nothing behind and will never be remembered. This fortunate child has been granted to you because of your adherence to justice and because of the sincerity of your devotion to God. You have pursued a pious course and shown the virtue of patience, as a result of which the child has come as a divine gift both to us and to you. This is like what happened in the case of the spider and the wind. When the king asked what this story was…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the king asked what this story was, THE VIZIER SAID:

You must know, your majesty, that a spider attached itself to a high gate that stood in isolation, and there it made a home for itself where it lived in safety, thanking Almighty God for having provided it with so pleasant a spot where it would be safe from reptiles. It continued to live like this for some time, giving thanks to God for its quiet life and its constant supply of food. God then decided to put it to the test by expelling it, in order to try out both its gratitude and its patience. He sent out a storm wind from the east which carried it off, web and all, and threw it into the sea, whose waves dragged it back to shore. At that, it gave thanks to God for its safety and started to reproach the wind, saying: ‘Wind, why did you do that to me? What good did it do you to move me here from where I was safe and at my ease on top of that gate?’ ‘Stop blaming me,’ said the wind, ‘and I shall take you back and bring you to your old place where you were before.’ The spider waited patiently and hopefully, but the wind went round to the north and did not keep its promise. Then a south wind came which picked it up and whisked it back in the direction of its old home. When it passed the gate, it recognized it and clung on to it.

‘We address our prayers to God,’ continued the seventh vizier, ‘Who has rewarded the king for his patient endurance of his solitary state, granting him this son after he had despaired and grown old, and not removing him from this world until He had comforted him with the gift of an heir, together with that of kingship and rule, showing mercy to the king’s subjects and giving them His grace.’

The king then said: ‘To God be thanks surpassing all other thanks, and gratitude surpassing all other gratitude. There is no god but God, the Creator of all things, the radiance of Whose signs shows us the glory of His power. It is He Who grants kingship and rule throughout the lands to those whom He wishes from among His servants, picking those He wants to stand in His place, acting as His deputies among His creation. He orders these rulers to behave with justice and equity, establishing the laws and customs of religion and acting rightly and properly in the affairs of their subjects in accordance with His wishes and theirs. Whichever of them follows God’s commands is fortunate in his obedience, and God protects him from the terrors of this world and gives him the best of rewards in the world to come, as He does not neglect the recompense due to those who do good. Those who act against God’s orders are gravely mistaken in their disobedience to Him and in their choice of this world over the next. In this world they will leave no imprint and in the world to come they will have no portion, for God does not delay the punishment of the unjust and corrupt, nor does He neglect any of His servants.

‘These viziers of mine have said that it is thanks to my justice and good conduct towards them that God has granted good fortune to me and to them, as our gratitude has deserved this increase in His favours. Each one of them has spoken on this subject as God inspired him, and has used the greatest eloquence in thanking and praising Him for His favours and His grace. I too thank Him, as I am a slave under His command. He holds my heart in His hand, my tongue is in His service, and I am content to accept whatever He decrees for me and for His other servants, whatever this may be. Each vizier said what came into his mind on the subject of my son, describing the renewal of God’s grace to me at a time when I had reached an age when despair was uppermost and assurance had weakened. Praise be to Him Who has rescued me from deprivation, for a change of rulers is like the change of night and day. This was a great favour to my subjects and to me, and so I praise the Almighty Who has given us this boy as an obedient servant of His and set him on high as the heir to my throne. I pray to Him that, out of His generosity and clemency, He may make the boy fortunate in his actions and successful in the performance of good deeds, as a just ruler of his subjects, preserving them from destructive aberrations by his generous bestowal of favours.’

When the king had finished speaking, the men of learning and wisdom rose and prostrated themselves to God, giving thanks to the king and kissing his hands before leaving, each to his own home. The king then went to his own apartments to look at his son, whom he blessed and named Wird Khan.

When Wird Khan was twelve years old, his father wanted him to be instructed in the various branches of learning. He had a palace built for him in the middle of the city and in which there were three hundred and sixty rooms. The prince was installed there and three learned sages were appointed with orders to apply themselves night and day to teaching him. They were to sit with him for one day in each of the rooms, and they were to take pains to see that no branch of knowledge was omitted from his curriculum, so that he might turn out to be a master of them all. On the door of each of the rooms they were to write down what it was that they were teaching him, and every seven days they were to bring a report of what it was that the boy had learned.

After these teachers had been introduced to the prince, they did not relax their efforts to instruct him, by night or by day, neither did they keep back from him anything that they knew. As for the prince, he displayed intelligence, soundness of understanding and a capacity for absorbing knowledge such as had never been seen before. The weekly report that the king was brought of his son’s progress showed him that he had been provided with extensive knowledge and refinement. The teachers told him: ‘We have never seen anyone endowed with such intelligence; may God bless you through him and allow you enjoyment of his life.’

When the prince was twelve years old,* such was his mastery of the best part of every branch of learning that he surpassed all the wisest sages of his time. His teachers came to the king and said: ‘You can be happy, your majesty, with this fortunate son of yours, whom we have brought to you after he has mastered every branch of knowledge and outstripped all the learned men of this age.’ The king was delighted to hear this and in his gratitude he prostrated himself before the Great and Glorious God, exclaiming: ‘Praise be to God for His favours that no man can count!’ He then summoned Shimas and told him: ‘Shimas, the teachers have come to tell me that this son of mine has mastered every branch of learning, all of which they have taught him, until he has come to surpass all previous generations. What have you to say to that?’ Shimas prostrated himself before God and the king, whose hand he kissed before saying: ‘Even if a ruby is embedded in the solid rock of a mountain, it must still gleam like a lamp. Your son is a ruby and his youth does not prevent him from being wise. Praise be to God for the gifts with which He has entrusted him. Tomorrow, God willing, I shall question him and examine him on what he knows in an assembly at which I shall gather together the leading scholars and emirs…’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when King Jali‘ad had heard what Shimas had to say, he ordered all the scholars, men of intelligence and excellence and the skilled philosophers to assemble the next day in the royal palace. When those whom he had summoned had all presented themselves at the king’s gate, they were given permission to enter. Shimas came up and kissed the hands of the prince, who, in turn, prostrated himself to him. At this, Shimas said: ‘The lion cub should not prostrate itself to any of the beasts, nor should light associate itself with darkness.’ ‘When the cub sees the king’s vizier, it prostrates itself before him,’ replied the prince.

Shimas then said: ‘Tell me, what is the eternal absolute? What are its two forms of being and, of these, which one is permanent?’ ‘The eternal absolute is the Great and Glorious God,’ the prince replied, ‘as He is the First without beginning and the Last without end. His two forms of being are this world and the next, and of these what is permanent is the bliss of the world to come.’ ‘That is true,’ said Shimas, ‘and I accept your answer, but I would like you to tell me how you know that one of these forms is the present world and the next the world to come.’ The prince replied: ‘That is because the present world was created, but not from anything that pre-existed, and so it has to be explained as the first form of being. But it is an accident, quick to pass away, and as it involves the need for actions to be rewarded or punished, this calls for the re-creation of the past. The world to come, then, must be the second form of being.’ ‘True,’ said Shimas, ‘and I accept your answer, but I would like you to tell me how it is that you know that the delights of the world to come represent the permanent form of being.’ The prince said: ‘I know that because that is where actions are rewarded, and it has been prepared by the Everlasting God.’

‘Tell me then,’ said Shimas, ‘whose actions in this world are the most praiseworthy?’ ‘Those who prefer the next world to this,’ replied the prince. ‘And who is it who does so?’ asked Shimas. ‘Whoever knows that he is living in a finite world, that he has been created in order to die, that after death he will be judged and that, were immortality possible in this world, he would still not prefer it to the world to come,’ replied the prince. ‘Can there be a future world without this one?’ asked Shimas, to which the prince replied: ‘There can be no future world for anyone who has not lived here. I think that this world, its people and the world to which they are going are like an estate and its workers, whom an emir has housed in a narrow building that he has had constructed for them. He has assigned each of them a task, with a fixed time attached to it, and put them in charge of an overseer. Whichever of them completes his task is removed from that building by the overseer, while if anyone fails to do it in time, he is punished. While they are in this position, honey oozes through chinks in the building and when they eat it and taste its sweetness, they slacken off in their work, giving it up and putting up with their narrow quarters and their affliction, together with the prospect of the punishment that they must face, because they are content with that small measure of sweetness. Then, when their time is up, the overseer removes them from the building. We know that this world bewilders our eyes and that fixed terms are appointed for its people. Whoever discovers its brief delights and occupies his time with them will perish because he has preferred the things of this world to those of the next, but whoever prefers the things of the next world to those of this, and pays no attention to its small sweetness, will gain his reward.’

Shimas said: ‘I hear and approve of what you have said about this world and the next, but I see that both of them have power over a man and he has to try to please them both, in spite of the fact that they are at variance with one another. If he concerns himself with seeking his livelihood, that will injure his soul in the next world, while by concentrating on the next world he will harm his body, and there is no way in which he can satisfy these two opposites.’ THE PRINCE SAID:

To acquire a livelihood in this world is to be strengthened for the next. I see these worlds as two kings, one just and one unjust. The unjust king’s land contained trees, fruits and plants, but he allowed no merchants to enter without seizing their money and their goods. They put up with that because of the living that they could make from the fertility of the soil. The just king provided one of his subjects with a large amount of money and sent him out with instructions to go to the territory of the unjust king in order to buy gems. When the man had set off with the money and had reached that land, the unjust king was told that a wealthy merchant had arrived, wanting to buy gems. The king sent for him. ‘Who are you?’ he asked. ‘Where have you come from? Who has brought you here and what do you want?’ The man told him the name of his country and explained: ‘My king has given me money and told me to buy gems for him from here, and I have come in obedience to his command.’ The king replied: ‘Damn you, don’t you know how I treat people here? Every day I seize what they have, and so how is it that you have been here for some time with this money of yours?’ The merchant replied: ‘None of it is mine. It has been entrusted to me as a deposit to be returned to its owner.’ ‘I shall not let you make a living here until you ransom yourself with the entire sum,’ the king told him…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and tenth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the unjust king said to the merchant who was wanting to buy jewels from his country: ‘I shall not let you make a living here until you ransom yourself with all this money that you have with you; otherwise you will be killed.’

The man said to himself: ‘I have fallen between two kings. I know that this one is unjust to all who are in his lands, and if I do not satisfy him I shall certainly be put to death and my money seized without my having performed my errand. On the other hand, if I give him all the money, then the king to whom it belongs will undoubtedly kill me. The only thing that I can do is to win the favour of the unjust king by giving him a little bit of the money and so protect myself and preserve the rest of it. This land is fertile enough to allow me to feed myself until I can buy the gems I want. In this way, I shall have pleased the unjust king with my gift and, then, having taken my fair share from his land, I shall take my master what he wants. Thanks to his justice and forbearance, I can hope that he will not punish me for what this king has taken, especially if it is only a small amount.’ Then he called to the king and said: ‘Your majesty, I wish to ransom myself and protect this money by giving you a small part of it to cover the time between my entering your country and leaving it.’ The king accepted his offer and let him go free, after which the merchant used the rest to buy gems before returning to his master.

‘The just king represents the world to come,’ continued the prince, ‘while the gems found in the land of the unjust king are good deeds and pious actions. The man with the money is like someone who looks for the things of this world, while the money he has with him represents his life. When I recognized this, I realized that whoever seeks a livelihood in this world should not let any day pass without looking towards the next world. He will then have satisfied this world with what he has taken from the fertile land as well as satisfying the next world by devoting part of his life to searching for it.’

Shimas said: ‘Now tell me whether the body and the soul share the same rewards and punishments, or is it only the part which lusts and sins that is punished?’ The prince replied: ‘The inclination to lust and sin can lead to reward in cases where the soul refrains from these and repents of them. The affair is in the hands of the man, who can do what he wishes, and things can be distinguished by their contraries. The body must have something on which to live; there can be no body without a soul and the purification of the soul is accomplished by the sincerity of its intentions in this world and by its turning to what will be of advantage to it in the world to come. These two worlds are like two horses running in a race, two foster brothers or two business partners, and in discriminating between the sum total of men’s deeds, one must look at their intentions. Similarly, body and soul share both in actions and in rewards and punishments.’ HE WENT ON:

They are like the blind man and the cripple whom the owner allowed into his orchard, telling them not to do any harm or damage to it. When the fruits ripened, the cripple said to the blind man: ‘Come! I can see delicious fruits, but although I want them, I can’t get up to eat them. There is nothing wrong with your legs, so do you go and bring me something that we can eat.’ The blind man cursed him for mentioning the fruits, saying: ‘I knew nothing about them and I can’t take them as I can’t see them. What can we do to get hold of them?’ While they were thinking about this, the overseer, a wise man, arrived, and the cripple told him that he wanted fruit, but as it was obvious that he was crippled and his companion blind, he asked what they should do. The overseer said: ‘Surely you remember that the owner made an agreement with you not to do anything that would damage his orchard? Give up any thought of this and don’t do it.’ But the two insisted that they must have a share of the fruit and pressed him to tell them how to get it. As they were not to be dissuaded, the overseer suggested that the blind man should get up and carry the cripple on his back to the tree whose fruits attracted him. When he was up there, he could pick what was within reach.

The blind man followed his advice and the cripple directed him how to get to the tree, from which he, in his turn, picked what he wanted. The two of them went on doing that until they had stripped all the trees in the orchard, but at that point the owner arrived and said: ‘Damn you, what have you done? Didn’t I make an agreement with you that you were not to do any harm here?’ They said: ‘You know that there is nothing that we can do to cause harm, as one of us cannot stand, being a cripple, while the other is blind and cannot see what is in front of him, so what could we have done that is wrong?’ ‘Do you think that I don’t know how you managed this and how you have stripped my orchard?’ said the owner. ‘You, the blind man – I know perfectly well that you carried the cripple on your back and guided him to the tree.’ Then he took hold of them and gave them both a painful beating before expelling them from the orchard.

‘The blind man is like the body, which can only see through the soul,’ continued the prince, ‘while the cripple is like the soul which depends on the body in order to move. The orchard is like the works that God’s servants perform in order to win their reward, while the overseer is the intellect which orders us to do good and forbids us to do evil. So body and soul share in both rewards and punishments.’

‘That is true,’ said Shimas, ‘and I accept what you say, but tell me which of the scholars do you think deserves most praise.’ ‘Those who have a knowledge of God,’ the prince replied, ‘and who are helped by this knowledge.’ ‘Who are they?’ asked Shimas, and the prince told him: ‘Those who seek the approval of their Lord and avoid angering Him.’ ‘Which is the best of them?’ Shimas asked. ‘He who knows most about God,’ came the reply. ‘Which learns most from experience?’ Shimas asked, and the prince replied: ‘He who is patient in his actions, thanks to his knowledge.’ ‘Tell me,’ Shimas then said, ‘which are the most tender-hearted?’ The prince replied: ‘Those who make the most preparations for death and recite God’s Name and have the least hope. For whoever opens his soul to the attacks of death is like a man who looks into a clear mirror; he recognizes the truth and the mirror becomes clearer and gleams more brightly.’ ‘What are the best treasures?’ Shimas asked, and the prince replied: ‘The treasures of heaven.’ ‘And of these which is the best?’ ‘The glorification of God and His praise.’ ‘Which is the best earthly treasure?’ ‘Good deeds.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and eleventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the vizier Shimas asked the prince what was the best earthly treasure, he replied: ‘Good deeds.’ ‘That is true,’ said Shimas, ‘and I accept what you say, but now tell me about three different things, knowledge, judgement and intellect, and about what combines them.’ ‘Knowledge,’ said the prince, ‘comes from study, judgement from experience and intellect from thought, and they are brought together and established in the mind. Whoever combines all three is perfect, and if he unites them with the fear of God he is following the right path.’ ‘True,’ said Shimas, ‘and I accept what you say, but tell me about the learned man of sound judgement with lively intelligence and superior intellect – can desire and lust cause a change in these qualities?’ The prince replied: ‘When desire and lust affect a man, they alter his learning, his understanding, his judgement and his intellect. He is like the rapacious eagle who was clear-sighted enough to avoid snares by staying in the upper air. While he was soaring there, he noticed a fowler setting out his nets and finishing by baiting the trap with meat. The eagle saw the meat and was overcome by so passionate a desire that he forgot the trap that he had seen and the evil fate that attended birds who fell into it. He swooped down on the meat and found himself entangled in the net. When the fowler came, he was amazed to find the eagle trapped and said: “I set out my net in the hope that a pigeon or some other puny bird might fall into it, but how has it caught this eagle?”

‘It is said that when an intelligent man is tempted by passionate desire to do something, he thinks about its aftermath and rejects the prompting of desire, subduing it with his strength of mind. When it is urging him to act, he must use his reason as a skilled horseman on a wild horse, who has to tug hard on the bridle to straighten it so that it goes where he wants. The fool has neither knowledge nor judgement; his affairs are in a state of confusion and he is under the control of his passions, acting as they dictate. As a result, he is numbered among those who perish and there is nobody more miserable than he.’

‘That is true,’ agreed Shimas, ‘and I accept what you say, but tell me in what circumstances knowledge is useful and how reason can ward off the evil consequences of passion.’ The prince replied: ‘That happens when a man uses reason and knowledge in his quest for the next world, a quest on which they can help him. When it comes to a search for worldly things, he should only use them to gain his daily bread and to save himself from harm, while otherwise they should only be kept for actions connected with the world to come.’ ‘Tell me,’ Shimas then asked, ‘on what should a man concentrate his attention?’ ‘Good works,’ came the reply, at which Shimas went on: ‘If he does that, it will distract him from earning his living, so what is he to do about the daily bread which he cannot do without?’ ‘There are twenty-four hours in the day,’ replied the prince, ‘and of these he must set aside one portion for earning his living, another for rest and relaxation, and the rest in a search for knowledge. An intelligent man without knowledge is like barren ground which has not been worked or planted, where plants do not grow. Nothing can be done with it, and it will produce no useful fruits, while if it has been prepared and planted, then it will yield a good crop. Similarly, no good will come from an ignorant man until knowledge has been implanted in him, for then he will bear fruit.’

‘Tell me about the position of knowledge where there is no reason,’ said Shimas. The prince replied: ‘This is like the knowledge of an animal which knows its feeding times and the times for it to drink and to be awake, but which has no powers of reason.’ ‘That is a brief answer,’ Shimas told him, ‘but I accept what you say. Now tell me how I must guard myself against the power of the ruler.’ The prince replied: ‘By allowing him no opportunity to attack you.’ ‘But how can I do that,’ Shimas asked, ‘seeing that he has authority over me and controls my affairs?’ ‘His authority over you is confined to the duty that you owe him,’ the prince said, ‘and if you give him this, he has no further power over you.’ ‘What is it right for a king to expect from his vizier?’ asked Shimas. ‘Advice, diligence both in private and public, sound judgement and the keeping of secrets,’ said the prince, adding: ‘The vizier must not hide from his king anything that the king should know and he should not neglect to carry out whatever has been entrusted to him, while trying to please his master in whatever way possible without angering him.’

‘Then tell me,’ Shimas said, ‘how should a vizier act with a king?’ The prince replied: ‘If you want to be safe from him, then both listen to him and tell him more than he expects from you. Only ask him for what your standing with him entitles you to, and take care not to assume for yourself a position of which he may think you unworthy, since he will take that as an act of insolence on your part. If you do, being misled by his forbearance, you will be like the hunter who used to kill animals for their skins, while he would throw away their flesh. A lion would come up and eat the carcasses, and after repeated visits it came to be on friendly terms with the hunter, who started to throw it meat and rub its back, while it wagged its tail. When he saw that the lion appeared quiet, friendly and humble, the hunter said to himself: “This lion has submitted itself to me and I am its master. I think that I should get on its back and then skin it, as I have done with the other beasts.” In his greed he dared to jump on it, and when it saw what he had done, in its fury it raised its paw and struck at him so that its claws penetrated into his entrails. It then threw him to the ground and tore him to pieces. From this you can tell that a vizier should take account of what he sees to be his standing with the king and not presume on the excellence of his own judgement, lest the king change his opinion of him.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and twelfth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the young son of King Jali‘ad said to Shimas the vizier: ‘A vizier should take account of what he sees to be his standing with the king and not presume on the excellence of his own judgement, lest the king change his opinion of him.’ ‘Tell me then,’ said Shimas, ‘how can a vizier distinguish himself in the sight of his king?’ The prince answered: ‘He can do this by carrying out the confidential tasks with which he is entrusted by means of his good advice, sound judgement and obedience to orders.’ Shimas said: ‘You have said that a king has a right to expect that a vizier should avoid trying to anger him, acting in a way that will gain his approval and concerning himself with the tasks entrusted to him. This is certainly right, but tell me how a vizier should act when what pleases his king is injustice, wrongdoing and oppression. When he is burdened by having to associate with a king like that, what is he to do? If he tries to turn him from his passions and his evil judgements, he will fail, while if he falls in with these passions and approves of his judgement, his will be the responsibility and he will become an enemy of the people. What have you to say to that?’ The prince replied: ‘What you said about responsibility and guilt only applies if the vizier follows the king in his wrongdoing. When the king asks his advice in a case like this, it is his duty to point out the way of justice and fairness, cautioning against injustice and oppression while instructing his master how to treat his subjects well. He should encourage him to do this by pointing to the rewards that he will receive and warning him of the punishment that will otherwise be his. If the king listens and accepts this, the vizier will have achieved his object, but if he does not, the vizier’s only recourse will be amicable separation, as this will bring relief to both of them.’

Shimas then said: ‘Tell me what it is that the king owes his subjects and what do they owe him?’ The prince said: ‘The king’s subjects must apply themselves with sincerity to carrying out his orders and obeying him in a way that will satisfy not only him but also God and His Prophet. For his part, the king is obliged to guard their wealth and protect their women, while they must listen to him and obey him, sacrificing their lives for him, paying him his dues and praising him for his justice and good conduct.’ ‘You have given me a clear answer about the rights of the king and of his subjects, but tell me whether there is anything that you have not yet mentioned that his subjects are owed by their king.’ ‘Yes,’ answered the prince, ‘the rights owed by the king to his subjects are more binding than those that they owe to him, in that a failure on his part to respect what they are owed is more destructive than the reverse. It is only because of such a failure on the king’s part that he will face destruction, together with the loss of his realm and his prosperity. Three things are necessary to anyone who comes to the throne: he must see to it that religion prospers; that his subjects prosper; and that his administration is properly carried out. If he sticks to these three things, he will remain in power.’

‘Tell me, then,’ said Shimas, ‘how he may successfully see to the prosperity of his subjects?’ ‘By giving them their due,’ the prince replied, ‘as well as by maintaining their traditions and by employing learned scholars to teach them. He must also establish fair dealing among them, refrain from shedding their blood or seizing their wealth, and he must lighten their burdens and strengthen their armies.’ Shimas asked what it was that the king owed his vizier, to which the prince replied: ‘There are three reasons why what the king owes the vizier is more important than what he owes anyone else. The first of these lies in the misfortunes that he will suffer if the vizier gives bad advice, together with the advantages that he will share with his subjects if the advice is sound. The second point is that people must be made to see the high regard in which the vizier is held by the king in order that they may treat him with veneration, respect and deference. The third point is that when the vizier sees that he is appreciated by the king and his subjects, he will protect them from misfortune and see to it that they have what they want.’

Shimas said: ‘I have heard and accepted all that you have told me about the qualities of kings, viziers and subjects. Now tell me about the need to keep oneself from telling lies, making foolish remarks, attacking the honour of others and talking exaggeratedly.’ The prince replied: ‘A man should only say what is good, and he should not talk about what does not concern him. He should never indulge in slander or pass on what he has heard from someone else to the man’s enemy. He must not try to injure either friend or foe with the ruler, and when he hopes for good or fears harm, he should look only to the Almighty God, the true source of both. He should not talk of anyone’s defects or speak in ignorance, for God will hold him responsible and guilty, and people will hate him. Words are like arrows which, when shot, cannot be recalled. He should be careful not to entrust a secret to anyone who might disclose it, for, although he may have been confident that it would be kept hidden, its disclosure will bring him harm. His secrets should be kept even more carefully from his friends than from his enemies, while for everybody the keeping of secrets is a matter of good faith.’

‘Tell me now,’ Shimas said, ‘about good nature and how it is shown in relation to family members and relatives.’ The prince told him: ‘Goodness of nature is the only source of comfort to mortal men, and a man must deal fairly with the rest of his family and with his brothers.’ ‘What is it that he owes his family?’ asked Shimas, and the prince replied: ‘He must show deference to his parents, speaking to them pleasantly and treating them gently, with honour and respect. To his brothers he owes good advice, gifts of money and help in their affairs. He should share in their gladness and pass over any faults that they may commit, while in return, when they see him acting in this way, they will give him their best advice and offer their lives for him. When you are sure that you can trust your brother, give him your love and help him in all that he does.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and thirteenth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the vizier Shimas put those questions to the young son of King Jali‘ad, he answered them. Shimas then said: ‘I see that “brothers” are of two kinds, one in whom you can trust and the other social “brothers”. What you owe to the former is what you have described, but I now ask you about the latter.’ The prince answered: ‘From these social “brothers” you get enjoyment, good nature, pleasant conversation and enjoyable society. You should not deprive them of the pleasure that you can give to them. Rather, give them what they give you and treat them as they treat you, with cheerfulness and pleasant words. In this way, your life will be rendered happy and what you say will be acceptable to them.’

‘I recognize the truth of all this,’ said Shimas, ‘but now tell me about the livelihoods allotted by the Creator to His creation. Are these apportioned to each man and each beast until the end of their lives, and in that case what leads us to undergo hardships in the search for what we know we are destined to receive even without any effort on our part, while if it is not destined for us we shall never acquire it, however hard we try? So should we stop trying, rely on God and rest both body and soul?’ The prince replied: ‘We can see that everyone has allotted to him a fixed livelihood and an appointed life span. But there is a way to achieve this livelihood and there are means to do so. Whoever looks for it may find comfort should he abandon his quest, but nevertheless he has to pursue it. There are two types of seeker, one successful and one who fails. The successful finds comfort twice over, both in acquiring his livelihood and in the fact that the accomplishment of his goal is praiseworthy. The comfort of the unsuccessful is found in three things: firstly the fact that he is prepared to seek his living; second in that he is not a burden to others; and thirdly in that he cannot be blamed.’ ‘Tell me,’ Shimas said, ‘how one can look for a livelihood.’ The prince replied: ‘Any man can consider lawful what the Great and Glorious God has permitted and unlawful what He has prohibited.’ The discussion between the two of them ended here.

At this point, Shimas and the other scholars present rose and prostrated themselves before the prince, honouring him and heaping praises on him. His father clasped him to his breast and seated him on the royal throne, exclaiming: ‘Praise be to God, Who has given me a son to delight me in my life!’ For his part, the prince now said, addressing Shimas and the other scholars: ‘Learned master of spiritual questions, even if God had given me only a small quantity of knowledge, I would still have understood what you meant by accepting my answers to your questions, whether I was right or wrong, as it may be that you deliberately overlooked my mistakes. Now I should like to ask you about something which I am unable to understand. It is out of my reach and I can find no words to cover it, since for me it is as hard to grasp as clear water is hard to see in a black bowl. I would like you to explain it to me so that in the future no one else in my position may find it as obscure as I have discovered it to be. For as God has made life to derive from sperm and strength from food, and as the sick are cured by the doctor’s treatment, so He has arranged for the ignorant to be cured by the knowledge of the wise. Listen then, to what I have to say.’ ‘You are a man of luminous intellect and a sound questioner,’ replied Shimas. ‘All the scholars have testified to your merit, thanks to your powers of discrimination and the excellence with which you have replied to the questions that I put to you. I know that whatever the question may be that you want to put to me, you yourself will be able to explain the matter more accurately and more reliably, as the knowledge that God has given you surpasses what He has given to anyone else. Tell me, then, what is it that you want to ask?’

The prince said: ‘Tell me about the Omnipotent Creator. From what did He construct His creation, when nothing had existed before, while in this world we see nothing that has not been created from something else? He is able to create something from nothing, but in spite of His omnipotence, it is His will not to do this.’ Shimas replied: ‘Potters and other craftsmen cannot create something from nothing, as they are themselves created beings, but as for the Creator, Whose marvellous art has fashioned the world, if you want to reach an understanding of His creative power, Blessed and Exalted as He is, then consider carefully the various things that He has created. Here you will find indications and signs of the perfection of this power that show Him capable of creating things from nothing. He has produced them from absolute non-existence, in that their constituent elements did not exist before. That is made clear and apparent to you beyond any shadow of doubt by the sequence of night and day, which are His signs. When day fades to be replaced by night, it is hidden away and we do not know where it has settled. Similarly, when the forlorn darkness of night has left, day comes and we do not know where night has gone. The sun shines on us, but we do not know where it hides its radiance, and when it sets we do not know where it can be found after its setting. There are many other examples of such actions on the part of the Creator, glory be to His Name, that bewilder intelligent men from among His creatures.’ The prince said: ‘Man of learning, what you have told me of the Creator’s power cannot be denied. But tell me, by what means did He bring His creation into being?’ Shimas replied: ‘Created things were brought into existence by His word that existed before time, and this was the source of all creation.’ The prince said: ‘Then God, the Omnipotent, Whose Name is glorious, willed the existence of creation before it had come into being?’ Shimas replied: ‘It was through His will that He created things by His word, and had that word not been spoken, these things would not have come into being.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and fourteenth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Shimas asked the questions that have been listed, the young man answered them. Shimas then continued: ‘My dear son, anyone who gives you a different answer to this question is twisting what has been revealed to us in the doctrines of our religion, and distorting its truths. Among these distortions is the claim that the word itself has power – I take refuge with God from such a belief. When we say that the Great and Glorious God brought creation into being by His word, we mean that both in His essence and His attributes God is one, and not that His word has its own power. Power is one of the attributes of God in the same way that speech and the other qualities of perfection are attributes of His, exalted be He Whose power is glorious. He cannot be described as being separate from His word nor is His word separate from Him. He created all things by His word and without this nothing was created. Thus the word of truth was the agent of creation, and so we are created by truth.’

The prince said: ‘I understand what you have said about the Creator and the power of His word, and I can grasp and accept that. But I heard you say that the word of truth was the agent of creation. Truth is the opposite of falsehood, but where does falsehood come from and how can it occur in opposition to truth, such that created beings find the two confused and require some way of distinguishing between them? Does the Great and Glorious Creator love this falsehood or hate it? If you say that He loves truth and has used it to produce His creation, and that He hates falsehood, how did what He hates find a way to oppose the truth that He loves?’ Shimas replied: ‘When God used truth to create mankind, man had no need of repentance until falsehood was able to attack the truth by which he was created. This was thanks to the capacity with which God had endowed him, this capacity being his will and what is known as the acquisitive instinct. When this happened, falsehood became confused with truth, due to this capacity of man’s, which is the part that acts according to his own choice and which is combined with the weakness of his nature. God then created repentance for him, in order to remove falsehood from him and establish him in the way of truth. He also created punishment for him, in case he persisted in attaching himself to falsehood.’

The prince said: ‘Tell me why it is that falsehood has managed to insert itself into the path of truth so as to become confused with it, and how was it necessary for there to be punishment so that man requires repentance?’ Shimas answered: ‘When God created man through truth, he instilled in him a love of truth, and there was no such thing as punishment or repentance. Things remained like this until God added the soul to the human compound and, while this represented man’s perfection, the soul was naturally inclined to lust. It was from this that the confusion of falsehood with truth occurred in human nature and it is for this reason that man has a natural fondness for falsehood. When he proceeds along this path, disobedience to God leads him to deviate from truth and, in doing so, he plunges into falsehood.’ ‘So it is through man’s disobedience to God that truth is attacked by falsehood?’ the prince asked. ‘That is so,’ Shimas replied, adding: ‘God loves man, and because of the extent of this love He has created man to have a need for Him, this being the essence of truth. It may happen, however, that a man slackens in his quest for God, thanks to his soul’s inclination towards lusts, and he goes the opposite way, turning to falsehood through his disobedience to God and so deserving punishment. If he banishes falsehood by means of repentance and reverts to the love of truth, then he merits reward.’

‘Tell me,’ said the prince, ‘about the origin of this opposition to God’s wishes, when all mankind is ultimately descended from Adam, whom God created through truth. How was it that he allowed disobedience to enter into the soul which God had added to his composition, disobedience which was later to be linked with repentance, so that as a result there were to be rewards and punishments? We see that some people persist in opposing God, inclining to what runs contrary to His wishes in contradiction to what is required by that love of truth, which is the basis of their creation, and so they earn themselves the wrath of their Lord. Others steadfastly seek the approval of their Creator through obedience, and because of this they merit mercy and reward. But what is it that causes this difference between them?’ Shimas replied: ‘It was because of Iblis that the creatures God had created were first tempted to disobey Him. Iblis had been the noblest of God’s creation from among angels, mortals and jinn, and love was innate in his nature, as this was the only thing that he knew. However, when he found himself in this unique position, he became proud, haughty and vainglorious, thinking that faith and obedience to his Creator’s commands were beneath his dignity. As a result, God made him inferior to all other created beings, removing him from His love and leaving him to dwell by himself in disobedience. He knew that disobedience was hateful to God, and when he saw that Adam adhered to truth, love and obedience to God, he became envious and used his wiles to turn him away from truth so as to find a partner in falsehood. Adam was punished because he had inclined to disobedience, which his enemy had made to appear attractive, and because he had been led to follow his own lusts, in disobedience to the injunctions of his Lord, thanks to the incursion of falsehood. When God, Whose Names are holy and to Whom all praise is due, saw how weak man was and how quickly he could be tempted to turn to his enemy and abandon truth, in His mercy He made repentance the means whereby he might extricate himself from the abyss of his inclination to disobedience. Armed with repentance he could overcome Iblis, his enemy, together with his armies, and return to the truth which was implicit in his nature.

‘When Iblis saw that God had allowed him freedom of action for a prolonged period, he was quick to attack man, scheming against him in order to remove him from God’s grace, so that he might be associated with him in the divine wrath that he and his followers had deserved. God, however, endowed man with the capacity to repent, ordering him constantly to follow truth and forbidding him to disobey or oppose Him. He revealed to him that he had on earth an enemy who would never stop attacking him, by night or by day. For this reason, if a man clings to the truth, whose love is inborn in him, he merits a reward, but if his soul, in its inclination towards lusts, gets the better of him, then punishment awaits him.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and fifteenth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the young man asked Shimas the questions that have been listed, and he answered them. The prince then said: ‘Tell me, how is it that created beings can have the power to oppose their Creator, when He is omnipotent, as you have described, while no one can overcome Him or act against His will? He must surely be able to see to it that they do not disobey Him and ensure that they always love Him.’ Shimas replied: ‘Almighty God, glory be to His Name, is just and treats those who love Him fairly and with mercy. He has shown them the path to what is good and given them the ability to do what good they want, whereas if what they do is contrary to this, then their disobedience will destroy them.’ The prince asked: ‘If it is the Creator who has given them the ability to do what they choose, why does He not stop them if what they choose is wrong, and so turn them back to the truth?’ ‘That is because of His great mercy and the splendour of His wisdom,’ replied Shimas. ‘As, in the past, He was angry with Iblis and did not show him mercy, so to Adam He showed mercy by allowing him to repent, so that he might escape the divine wrath and regain favour.’ ‘This is the exact truth,’ the prince agreed, ‘because it is God the Creator who rewards everyone for his actions and there is no other creator apart from Him, Who has power over all things.’ He then continued: ‘Did He create what He loves and what He does not love, or did He only create what He loves?’ ‘He created everything,’ Shimas told him, ‘but He only favours what He loves.’

‘Tell me about two things,’ the prince then asked, ‘one of which is pleasing to God and brings a reward to whoever performs it, and the other, being hateful to God, brings punishment.’ Shimas said: ‘Explain to me what these two things are and clarify them for me, so that I may be able to tell you about them.’ ‘The two are good and evil,’ replied the prince, ‘which are compounded in our bodies and souls.’ Shimas told him: ‘Wise prince, I see that you know that good and evil result from actions performed by the body and the soul. Of the two, good is called good because God approves of it, and evil is so named because it earns God’s wrath. You must know God’s will and please Him by doing what is good, as this is what He has commanded us to do, while He has forbidden us to do evil.’ The prince said: ‘I see that these two things, good and evil, are performed by what are recognized in the body as the five senses. These comprise the centre of taste, from which comes speech, together with hearing, sight, smell and touch. I would like you to tell me whether these five were all created for good or for evil.’ ‘The explanation of the point that you have queried,’ Shimas replied, ‘can be clearly set out and should be stored in your mind and poured into your heart. God, the Blessed and Exalted, created man through truth and installed love for truth in his nature. Nothing was created except through His exalted power, which influences every happening, and what is to be attributed to Him can only be the command to act with justice, fairness and beneficence. He created man to love Him but endowed him with a soul that is naturally inclined towards lust, as well as giving him the ability to follow his inclinations, while his five senses can lead him either to Paradise or to hell.’ ‘How is that?’ the prince asked, and Shimas said: ‘The tongue was created for speech, the hands for work, the feet for walking, the eyes for seeing and the ears for hearing. He gave each one of these senses a capacity, stimulating them to act and to move, while ordering them to act only in accordance with His will. What He wants from speech is truth-telling and the abandonment of its opposite, lying. What He wants from sight is that it should be directed to what He loves and away from what displeases Him, such as the objects of lust. In the case of hearing, He wants us to listen only to the exhortations of religion and to what has been written by God, while we should not listen to anything that will invoke God’s anger. As for the hands, He wants them not to keep what He has given them but to use it in ways that will please Him, as opposed either to clinging on to it or spending it on acts of disobedience. What He wants from feet is that they should be used to pursue what is good, such as in the search for education, and that they should only walk in His way. The other lusts followed by mankind proceed from the body at the command of the soul and these are of two kinds, procreative lust and the lust of the belly. Of the former, God only approves of what is licit, while what is unlawful angers Him. Lusts of the belly comprise eating and drinking. Here what wins His approval is that no one should take anything except what he has been allowed, whether this portion be small or great, and that God should be praised and thanked for this, while He is angered by whoever takes what is not his due. As you know, God, the universal Creator, only approves of what is good, and He has ordered every limb of the body to carry out His commands, for He is the All-Knowing, the All-Wise.’

The prince then said: ‘Tell me, did God’s foreknowledge extend to the fact that it would be thanks to Adam that the fruit of the tree which he had been forbidden to eat would be eaten, with the results that we know, which led him to turn from obedience to disobedience?’ ‘Yes indeed, wise prince,’ Shimas answered, ‘for He knew this before Adam was created, and the proof of that is that He warned him not to eat the fruit of the tree, telling him that this would be an act of disobedience. This was an act of justice and fairness on His part lest Adam might have any plea to advance against Him. When Adam fell into the abyss of error, exposing himself to great opprobrium and reproach, the effects of this extended to his descendants. God then sent out His prophets and apostles and gave them books, so that they could teach us His laws, giving us clear exhortations and regulations, detailing matters for us and making clear the path that leads to God. They showed us what it is that we should do and what we should leave undone, but we are endowed with the power to choose. Those who act according to these ordinances are in the right and are the gainers, but whoever flouts them and does what runs counter to them disobeys God and is a loser both in this world and the next. This is the path of good and evil. As you know, God has power over all things and He approved and willed the creation of lusts. He ordered us to satisfy these in a manner that is lawful in order that they may be good for us, but when we employ them unlawfully, they do us harm. Every good thing that comes to us comes from Almighty God, while we ourselves, His creation, are responsible for the evils and not our Creator, Who is far above such things.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and sixteenth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the young son of King Jali‘ad put these questions to the vizier Shimas, and he answered them. The prince then said: ‘I understand what you have told me about the things that relate firstly to the Almighty and then to His creation, but tell me about something that perplexes and amazes me. I am astonished at how heedless Adam’s children are of the afterlife and how they forget about it in their love for the present world, which they know that they will have to abandon as they take their humble leave of it.’ Shimas replied: ‘Yes, the way that the world changes and betrays its people shows that no fortunate man will continue to live in comfort, while the distress of the unfortunate will not last for ever. As the world changes, no earthly ruler, whatever his power and however much he is envied, can be secure, as his circumstances will alter and he will quickly be removed, for no one can securely profit from its vanities. When we realize that, we can see that those who are in the worst position are the ones who are deceived by the present world and neglect the world to come. The happiness that they enjoy cannot compensate for the fear, misery and terror that they will face when they leave this world. We know that were a man to realize what awaits him when death comes and he is removed from the pleasures and comforts that he enjoys here, he would renounce all worldly things, and we are certain that the world to come will be better and more advantageous for us.’ ‘Wise vizier,’ replied the prince, ‘the gleam of your lamp has cleared away the darkness that shrouded my heart, directing me to the paths that you yourself have trodden in the pursuit of truth and providing me with light by which to see.’

At this point, one of the sages who were present got up and said: ‘When spring comes, the hare as well as the elephant must look for pasture. In your questions and explanations, I have heard what I don’t think that I have ever heard before, and that prompts me to put a question to you both. What are the best worldly gifts?’ The prince answered: ‘Health, a livelihood obtained lawfully and a virtuous son.’ The next question was: ‘What is great and what is small?’ to which the prince answered: ‘The great is what is submitted to by the smaller, while the small is what endures the greater.’ Then the sage asked: ‘In what four things do all creatures have an equal share?’ The prince said: ‘Food and drink, the pleasure of sleep, desire for women and the pangs of death.’ ‘What are the three things whose ugliness cannot be set aside?’ asked the questioner, and the prince answered: ‘Stupidity, a mean nature and lying.’ ‘All lying is bad,’ said the questioner, ‘but which lie is better than others?’ The prince said: ‘The lie that protects the speaker from harm and brings advantage.’ ‘Although all truth is good,’ the sage went on, ‘which truth is ugly?’ ‘This is where the speaker boasts conceitedly about himself,’ answered the prince. ‘What is the foulest of the foul?’ the man asked. ‘This is where the speaker boasts of qualities that he does not possess,’ replied the prince, and when he was then asked to define a fool, he said: ‘A fool is someone whose only concern is for what he can stuff into his belly.’

‘Your majesty,’ Shimas now said, ‘you are our king and we, your servants and subjects, would like you to nominate your son to succeed you as your heir.’ At that, the king urged all who were present, both scholars and others, to remember what they had heard and to act on it, as well as to obey the orders of his son, whom he appointed as heir to his throne. All the citizens of his state, scholars, men of courage, the old and the young, as well as everyone else, were made to swear that they would not oppose him or disobey his orders.

When the prince was seventeen, a grave illness brought his father to the point of death, and being sure that he was about to die, he told his household: ‘My illness is fatal, so summon my relatives and my son and order all my subjects to assemble here.’ His servants went out and summoned those who were near at hand, while sending a proclamation to notify those who lived at a distance, with the result that everyone came into the king’s presence. They asked him how he was and about the state of his disease, to which he replied: ‘This is my last illness; by God’s decree, the arrow of fate has pierced me. This is the last day of my earthly life and the first of my life in the next world.’ He told his son to come near and when he did, the boy wept so bitterly that his tears almost soaked the bed. There were tears in the king’s eyes, too, and everyone else who was present joined in the weeping. ‘Do not shed tears, my son,’ the king said. ‘I am not the first to suffer this fate, which comes to all of God’s creation. Fear God and perform good deeds which will go ahead of you to what is the goal of all creatures. Do not yield to passion, and occupy yourself with calling on God’s Name, while you stand or sit, wake or sleep. Set truth before your eyes. This is my last word to you and so farewell.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and seventeenth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that King Jali‘ad gave these instructions to his son and nominated him as his successor to the throne. ‘Father,’ said the prince, ‘you know that I have always obeyed you and kept to your instructions, carrying out your orders and looking for your approval. You have been a good father to me, so how could I do anything of which you might disapprove after your death? You brought me up well, but now you are about to leave me and, although I cannot bring you back, to obey your instructions will make me happy and bring me the greatest share of good fortune.’ The king, who was near to his end, said: ‘My little son, there are ten things through which God will help you in this world and the next. When you are angry, suppress your anger; when misfortune visits you, endure; in speaking, tell the truth; keep your promises; be just in your judgements; be forgiving when you have the power; be generous to your officers; spare your enemies; be charitable to them and do them no harm. There are ten other things which will bring you God’s help in relation to your subjects. Be just in what you share out; when you are right to punish do not act tyrannically; keep to your agreements; accept advice; do not be stubborn; make sure that your subjects abide by divine laws and praiseworthy traditions; arbitrate justly among the people so that high and low alike may love you, while the arrogant and the evil-doers fear you.’ Then he turned to the learned men and the emirs who had been present when he had appointed his son as his heir, and said: ‘Take care that you do not disobey the commands of your king and neglect what he says, for this would lead to the destruction of your country, the break-up of your society, physical harm and the loss of your wealth, leaving your enemies to exult over your misfortunes. You know that you swore allegiance to me and it is this allegiance that must now be transferred to the prince, so that the covenant that there was between us will now be between you and him. You must listen to him and obey him, as this will ensure that your affairs flourish. If you support him as firmly as you supported me, all will go well with you and you will be successful, for he is your king who is entrusted with your prosperity. Farewell.’

The death throes now intensified and, being unable to speak any longer, the king embraced his son and kissed him. Then, after he had given thanks to God, his soul left him and he died, mourned by all his subjects throughout the kingdom. They covered him in a shroud and buried him with full honours and respect. Then, when they returned from the funeral with the prince, they dressed him in royal robes, crowned him with his father’s crown, put the signet ring on his finger and sat him on the royal throne.

For a short while, the young king followed his father’s example by acting with clemency, justice and beneficence, but then the lure of the world and its lusts led him astray. He indulged in its pleasures, turning his attention to its vanities and abandoning the compact that his father had made with him. In disobedience to his father, he neglected his kingdom and pursued a path of self-destruction. So great was his love of women that whenever he heard of a beautiful girl, he would send for her and marry her, until he had collected more wives than Solomon, the king of the children of Israel. He would spend every day alone with a number of them, and would stay with this chosen group for a whole month at a time without leaving them or asking about the governance of his kingdom. He did not investigate the wrongs of which his subjects complained and if they sent written petitions he would not reply.

When his subjects saw this and were confronted by his persistent neglect of their affairs and his disregard for their interests as well as for affairs of state, they became sure that they would soon be faced with disaster. In their distress, they met and exchanged criticisms of the king. Then they suggested to each other that they had better go to the chief vizier, Shimas, and explain their position, telling him how the king was acting and asking him to advise them, as otherwise calamity would not be long in overtaking them. ‘This king,’ they said to him, ‘has been dazzled by the delights of this world, which have ensnared him. He has turned his face to what is false, and is doing his best to ruin his kingdom, which will involve the ruin of the common people and the destruction of all that we have. This is because we can wait for days and months without seeing him and without his issuing any instructions either to you, the vizier, or to anyone else. No case can be taken to him; he will not look into the administration of justice; and he is so careless that he will not examine the condition of a single one of his subjects. We have come to you to tell you about the real state of affairs because you are our senior and better qualified than the rest of us. No catastrophe should affect a land in which you live, as no one has more power than you to reform the king. Go and talk to him, for it may be that he will listen to you and turn back to God.’

Shimas got up and went to look for whatever page he could find. ‘My good boy,’ he said to one of them, ‘please get me permission to go to the king, as there is something that I have to tell him to his face and then listen to his answer.’ ‘By God, master,’ replied the page, ‘for a whole month he has not allowed anyone to see him, and for all this time I’ve not set eyes on his face. But I shall direct you to someone who can do this for you. Get hold of the servant who stands by his head and brings him food from the kitchen; when he comes out to the kitchen to fetch the food, ask him and he will do what you want.’ Shimas went to the kitchen door and sat there for a short while before the servant arrived. As he was about to go in, Shimas said to him: ‘My son, I want to meet the king to tell him something that particularly concerns him. When he is in a good mood after finishing his meal, would you be kind enough to ask him to allow me in, so as to talk to him about something he should find appropriate?’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ the servant replied, and he then took the food to the king. When the latter had finished eating and was feeling cheerful, the servant told him that Shimas was standing at the door and wanted permission to enter in order to tell him about something of particular concern to him. The king, filled with alarm and disquiet, told the man to bring Shimas in.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and eighteenth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the king ordered his servant to bring Shimas in. The man did this, and when Shimas came into the king’s presence, he prostrated himself before God and then kissed the king’s hands, calling down blessings on him.

‘What has made you ask to see me, Shimas?’ said the king, and Shimas replied: ‘It has been a long time since I last looked on your face and I have felt a great longing for you. Now that I am in your presence, I have something to tell you – you, whom God has aided with every favour.’ ‘Say whatever you think fit,’ the king told him, and at that Shimas began: ‘Your majesty knows that in spite of your youth the Almighty has provided you with more knowledge and wisdom than He has bestowed on any king before you. He completed His favours by giving you the kingship, and it is not His wish that you should abandon these gifts of His to look for something else out of disobedience to Him. You should not use the treasures that you have in order to fight against Him, but you should keep His injunctions in mind and obey His commands. In the last few days, I have seen that you have forgotten what your father told you, rejecting the pledge that you gave him and neglecting his words of advice. You have abandoned his just ordinances and, in your ingratitude, you have not remembered how gracious God has been to you.’ ‘How is that, and what makes you say this?’ the king asked, and Shimas replied: ‘You have given up taking an interest in matters of state as well as the affairs of your subjects which God has entrusted to you, and you have turned to the petty lusts of this world that your soul has made you think of as desirable. It has been said that what a monarch must preserve are the interests of his kingdom, of religion and of his subjects. My advice, then, your majesty, is that you should look carefully at what awaits you in the future, for in this way you will find the clear path that leads to salvation. Don’t turn to the small pleasures that pass away and that lead to the abyss of destruction, for if you do, you will suffer the fate of the fisherman.’ ‘What was that?’ asked the king. SHIMAS WENT ON:

I have heard that a fisherman was in the habit of going to a river to fish. When he got there one day and was walking along the dyke that bordered it, he caught sight of an enormous fish. ‘There is no point in my staying here,’ he told himself. ‘I must go off and follow this fish wherever it goes until I catch it, for then I won’t have to fish again for days.’ He then stripped off his clothes and went down into the water behind the fish and the current carried him on until he managed to grasp it, but when he turned, he found that he was far away from the shore. Although he saw where the current had taken him, he didn’t let go of the fish. Rather than going back, he put his life at risk by keeping hold of it with both hands and letting himself float with the current. This carried him on until it flung him into a whirlpool from which no one had ever come out alive. He began to shout: ‘Save me; I’m drowning.’ Some river wardens came up and asked what had come over him to make him put himself in such terrible danger. ‘I abandoned the clear path of salvation,’ he told them, ‘and followed my destructive desires.’ ‘How did you come to do this and involve yourself in such danger?’ they asked. ‘You’ve known for a long time that no one who enters this whirlpool can ever be saved, so why didn’t you let go of what you were holding and look for safety? In that way, you would have got out alive and avoided falling into this peril from which there is no escape. As it is, none of us can rescue you from it.’ The fisherman despaired of his life and he lost the fish that he had been holding, which had led him on to total destruction.

‘I have only told you this parable, your majesty,’ said Shimas, ‘so that you may abandon the contemptible distraction which diverts you from your real interests, and turn your attention to the responsibility that you have been given to look after the affairs of your subjects and the administration of your realm. In that way, no one will be able to find fault with you.’ ‘What are you telling me to do?’ the king asked. Shimas said: ‘Tomorrow, if you are in good health, allow the people to come to you; look into their affairs and make an apology to them. Then promise them good treatment and good conduct on your part.’ ‘What you have said is right, Shimas,’ the king told him, ‘and tomorrow, God willing, I shall act on your advice.’

Shimas left the king’s presence and told the people everything that he had said. Then, next morning, the king came out from his private apartments and, after allowing the people to enter, he began to apologize to them and to promise that he would do what they wanted. They were satisfied with this and went off, each returning to his own home, but the king’s favourite wife, to whom he showed particular honour, came in and found that he had lost colour and was brooding over his affairs because of what the chief vizier had told him. ‘Your majesty,’ she asked, ‘why do I find you so disturbed? Is there something the matter with you?’ ‘No,’ he told her, ‘but I have been so sunk in my pleasures that I have neglected my duty, and I wonder how I came to be so neglectful of my affairs and those of my subjects. Were I to continue like this, very soon I would lose my kingdom.’ His wife replied: ‘I see that your governors and your viziers have misled you. They want to injure you and to scheme against you in order to see that you get no pleasure, enjoyment or rest from your kingship. Instead, they want you to pass your whole life in protecting them from hardship so that you will have to spend all your time in thankless labour. You will be like a man who killed himself for somebody else’s benefit or like the boy and the thieves.’ When the king asked her about this story, SHE SAID:

It is said that one day seven thieves went out to steal something, as was their habit. Their route took them past an orchard in which there was a walnut tree with ripe nuts. When they were going in, they found a young boy standing there and they asked him whether he would like to come with them and climb the tree. He could then eat his fill of the walnuts and throw down some to them. He agreed to this and accompanied them into the orchard.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and nineteenth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the boy agreed to do what the thieves wanted and went into the orchard with them. They then said to each another: ‘We had better see which of us is the lightest and the smallest and make him climb the tree.’ It was pointed out that none of them were as thin as the boy, and so they sent him up, but said: ‘Don’t touch any of the nuts on the tree in case somebody sees you and punishes you.’ ‘What am I to do, then?’ the boy asked, and they told him: ‘Sit in the middle of the tree and shake each of the branches so hard that the nuts fall off. We shall pick them up, and when you have finished and climbed down, you can take your share of what we have collected.’ So the boy went up the tree and started to shake every branch that he could reach, so that the nuts fell off and the thieves gathered them up. While they were doing this, the owner came and stood beside them to ask what they were doing with his tree. ‘We haven’t taken anything from it,’ they said, ‘but as we were passing, we saw this boy up there and, since we thought that he must be the owner, we asked him for some nuts to eat. He shook some down from the branches, but as for us, we’ve done nothing wrong.’ ‘What have you to say for yourself?’ the owner asked the boy, and he replied: ‘They are lying. I shall tell you the truth, which is that we all came here and they told me to climb the tree in order to shake nuts down for them from the branches. I only did what they told me.’ ‘You have brought great trouble on yourself,’ said the owner. ‘Did you take the opportunity to eat any of the nuts yourself?’ When the boy insisted that he had eaten nothing, the owner said: ‘I know now that you are a stupid fool, as you have done your best to ruin yourself for the good of others.’ He told the thieves that they could go off as he had no case against them, but he seized the boy and beat him.

‘In just the same way,’ continued the king’s wife, ‘your viziers and state officials want to ruin you for their own benefit, and they are treating you as the thieves treated the boy.’ ‘That is true,’ said the king, ‘and you are right in what you say. I shall not go out to meet them and I shall not give up my pleasures.’

He spent the most agreeable of nights with his wife and then, when morning came, the vizier collected the state officials and the other citizens who were with them and brought them to the king’s door. They were happy and joyful, but the door stayed shut; the king did not come out to them, nor did he allow them to go in. When they had given up hope of seeing him, they said to Shimas: ‘Excellent vizier, perfect in your wisdom, what do you think of this young boy who is not only unintelligent but who has added lying to his other faults? See how he has broken his promise to you, and the fact that he has not kept his word has to be added to the list of his defects. But we hope that you will go to him again to find out what kept him and why he didn’t come out, although we know well enough that this kind of thing is an example of his depraved nature, for he is now hardened in his ways.’

Shimas set off and when he had come into the king’s presence and greeted him, he said: ‘Why is it that I see that you have abandoned the great task with which you should concern yourself, in order to turn to paltry pleasures? You are like a man who was so delighted with the milk of his milk-camel that he neglected to hold on to its reins. One day, when he had forgotten to do this as he went to milk it, the camel, realizing what was happening, pulled away and made off into the desert. So the man lost both the milk and the camel, and his loss exceeded his gain. Your majesty should consider what is best for you and for your subjects. It is not a good idea for someone to keep sitting by the kitchen door because he needs food, and similarly, however fond he is of women, he should not always sit with them. Just as a man only needs enough food and drink to ward off hunger and thirst, so, if he is intelligent, out of twenty-four hours in the day, it is enough for him to pass two with women, while he should devote the rest to his own affairs and those of his dependants. If he stays and spends longer than this with them, it will harm both his mind and his body, for women do not prompt men to do good or act as guides to this. Neither what they say nor what they do is to be accepted; indeed, I have heard that many men have been destroyed because of women. There was, for instance, a man who died because, in an encounter with his wife, he did what she told him.’ ‘How was that?’ asked the king, AND SHIMAS SAID:

According to the story, a man had a wife whom he loved and honoured. He used to listen to what she had to say, and act on her advice. This man had a garden which he had newly planted with his own hands, and he would go to it every day in order to look after it and water it. One day his wife asked him what he had planted in it, and he said: ‘Everything that you are fond of and want to have, and I am doing my best to cultivate it and water it.’ ‘Would you take me and show me round,’ she asked, ‘so that I can look at it and then call down a blessing on you? For my prayers are answered.’ Her husband agreed, but told her to wait until he could come and take her on the following day. The next morning, he went there with her, but, as they were going in, two young men looked at them from a distance and one said to the other: ‘The man is an adulterer and she is an adulteress. They must have gone into the garden in order to make love.’ So they followed the pair to see what would happen, and stood at the side of the garden.

As for the man and his wife, when they had gone in and stopped, he said to her: ‘Now pray for the blessing that you promised to call down on me.’ ‘No,’ she said, ‘not until you do for me what women want from men.’ He was indignant, saying: ‘Isn’t what I do at home enough? Here I would be afraid of disgrace; you are distracting me from what I should be doing. Aren’t you afraid that someone may see us?’ ‘There’s no need to worry about that,’ she told him, ‘as we are not doing anything disgraceful or forbidden, and there’s no need to hurry when it comes to the watering of the garden, as you can do that any time you want.’ She would listen to no excuse or argument and kept on pressing him to lie with her, until he did. When the two young men saw this, they leapt out and seized hold of the pair, saying: ‘You are adulterers and we shan’t let you go. Unless we can have the woman, we shall report the matter to the authorities.’ ‘Damn you!’ said the man. ‘This is my wife and I own this garden.’ But they paid no attention and jumped on the woman. She screamed and called to her husband to help her, saying: ‘Don’t let them rape me.’ He moved towards them, shouting for help, but one of the pair turned back at him, struck him with his dagger and killed him, after which he and his companion raped the woman.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and twentieth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that after the young man had killed the woman’s husband, he and his companion went back to her and raped her. Shimas went on: ‘I have told you this story, your majesty, so that you may realize that no man should listen to what a woman says, obey her in any matter or take her advice. Take care not to dress yourself in ignorance after you have worn the clothing of wisdom and learning, and not to follow evil counsel after you have learned how to reach what is both right and advantageous. You should not pursue trifling pleasures, which will lead you to ruin and to disasters piled on disasters.’

When the king heard this, he promised that, God willing, he would come out to meet his people on the following day. Shimas went to tell this to those of the leading men of the kingdom who were there, but when the king’s wife heard what Shimas had said, she went to the king and told him: ‘The king’s subjects are his slaves, but now I see that, king though you are, you are the slave of your subjects in your awe of them and you are afraid lest they harm you. They want to test what you are really like, and if they find that you are weak, they will despise you, whereas if they see that you are courageous, they will respect you. This is what evil viziers, being masters of guile, do with their kings. I can show you clearly what they are really planning, and if you agree to do what they want, they will make you abandon your own interests and follow theirs. Then they will shift you from one position to another until they ruin you, and your position will be like that of the merchant and the thieves.’ The king asked about this, AND HIS WIFE SAID:

I have heard that there was once a wealthy merchant who went off to sell his goods in a certain city, and when he got there he settled in a rented house. Thieves, who used to keep an eye on merchants in order to steal their goods, noticed him and went to his house, hoping to find a way in. They failed and so their leader promised to solve the problem for them. He went off and dressed as a doctor, carrying a bag containing medicines over his shoulder. He went around crying: ‘Who needs a doctor?’ until he got to the merchant’s house. He found the man sitting down to his morning meal and asked him if he needed a doctor. ‘No, I don’t,’ the man replied, ‘but sit down and share my meal,’ at which the thief took his place opposite him and started to eat with him.

The merchant was a hearty eater, and this led the thief to tell himself: ‘This is my opportunity.’ He then said: ‘In return for your kindness to me, I must give you some advice which I cannot keep from you. I see that you are a man who eats a lot, and this will lead to a stomach complaint, which, unless you look for a cure quickly, will prove fatal.’ The merchant said: ‘I have a healthy body and my digestion works fast, so even though I eat a lot, I owe God grateful thanks that I suffer from no sicknesses.’ ‘That’s what you think,’ replied the thief, ‘but I know that there is a disease lurking within you, and if you take my advice you will try to cure yourself.’ ‘Where am I going to find someone who knows how to cure me?’ the merchant asked, and the thief replied: ‘It is God Who cures, but a doctor like me treats patients as best he can.’ ‘Show me the medicine I should take,’ said the merchant, ‘and let me have some of it.’ The thief gave him powder mixed with a large quantity of aloes, telling him to dose himself with it that night. The merchant took the powder and used some of it in the evening. He found the taste of the aloes unpleasant, but that did not put him off, and when he had taken the dose, he found that it relaxed him that night.

The following evening, the thief came back with medicine that contained an even larger dose of aloes, some of which he gave to the merchant. When the merchant took it, it gave him diarrhoea, but he put up with this and made no objection. The thief saw that he had taken his words seriously and was prepared to entrust him with his life. When he was sure that the man was not going to disregard his advice, he went off and came back with some deadly poison, which he gave to him. His victim took it and drank it down, and when he had done so, it cleared out everything that was in his stomach and lacerated his entrails, as a result of which he died. The thieves then came and took all his goods.

‘I have told you this, your majesty,’ continued the king’s wife, ‘simply in order to stop you from accepting anything that this trickster says, lest the consequences involve you in ruin.’ ‘You are right,’ the king told her, ‘and I shall not go out to meet my subjects.’ The next morning, the people gathered together and came to the palace gate, where they sat for most of the day until, having despaired of his ever coming out, they went back to Shimas and said: ‘Wise philosopher and skilful scholar, don’t you see that this ignorant boy does nothing but lie to us again and again? The right thing to do is for us to depose him and replace him with someone else. In that way, things will be set right and we shall prosper. Nevertheless, go back to him a third time and let him know that the only thing that keeps us from rising against him and removing him from the throne is the kindness that his father showed us and the oaths that he made us take. Tomorrow every last one of us will gather together with our weapons in our hands and we shall smash down the gate of his citadel. If he comes out to meet us and does what we want, then we shall do him no harm, but otherwise we shall break in, kill him and give the kingdom to someone else.’

Shimas went back to the king and said: ‘Your majesty, what are you doing to yourself, engrossed as you are in your lusts and pleasures? I wonder who it is who is prompting you to behave like this, but if it is you who are wronging yourself, then the sound wisdom and eloquence that, in my experience, you used to possess has deserted you. I would like to know who it is of those around you who has led you from knowledge to ignorance, from good faith to harshness and from mildness to severity, stopping you from accepting my advice and making you shun me. Three times I have given you advice and you have refused to accept it, although what you rejected was good. What is this heedless pursuit of amusement and who is leading you astray? You should know that your subjects have agreed to break in, kill you and give your throne to someone else. Do you have the power to deal with them all and to escape from their hands or to bring yourself back to life after you have been killed? If you can do all this, then you are safe enough and you don’t need me to tell you anything, but if you still need worldly things, including your kingdom, come back to your senses, set the kingdom in order, make a show of power and excuse yourself to your subjects. For they intend to take away your throne and hand it to another, as they are determined to disobey you and rebel. They are led to this by what they can see of your youth and your obsession with lusts and pleasures. Even if stones have been in the water for a long time, when they are taken out and struck against one another, sparks will be dashed from them. Similarly, your many subjects are acting in concert against you in order to transfer the monarchy and achieve their purpose, which is to destroy you. Your position will be like that of the jackals and the wolf.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and twenty-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Shimas told the king: ‘They will achieve their purpose, which is to kill you and your position will be like that of the jackals and the wolf.’ The king asked about this story, AND THE VIZIER TOLD HIM:

It is said that one day a pack of jackals went out to look for something to eat, and in the course of their wanderings they came upon a dead camel. ‘We have found enough to serve us by way of food for a long time,’ they said to themselves, ‘but we can’t be sure of fair play, as the strong ones among us may use their strength to destroy the weak. What we need is someone to arbitrate between us, in return for a share in our find, so as to stop the strong from dominating the weak.’ While they were consulting about this, a wolf came up to them and they said to each other: ‘If this idea is sound, then let us take the wolf as an arbitrator, as he is the strongest of creatures and his father before him used to be our ruler. We put our hope in God that he will act justly with us.’ So they went to the wolf and told him what they had decided. ‘Act as an arbitrator for us,’ they said, ‘and give each of us what we need every day in the way of food so as to keep the strong from oppressing the weak, which might lead us to kill one another.’

The wolf agreed to this and took their affairs in hand. That day, he gave them enough to satisfy them, but next day he said to himself: ‘If I divide this camel among these weaklings, the only thing I get will be what they have assigned to me, whereas if I eat it all myself they won’t be able to harm me, as they are my flock and the flock of my family. Who is going to stop me from taking this for myself, and in any case might it not be that it was God Who brought it to me rather than any kindness on their part? The best thing would be for me to take it all, and from now on I’m not going to let them have anything.’ The next morning, the jackals came to him as usual to get their daily ration, but when they asked the wolf for this, he told them that he had nothing left to give them. They went away in the saddest of states, saying: ‘God has caused us great grief through this vicious traitor who has no fear of Him, while we ourselves have no power and are helpless.’

Then they told each other: ‘It may be that it was hunger that forced the wolf to act like this, so let him eat his fill today, and tomorrow we can go to him again.’ So next day they went to him and said: ‘Wolf, we appointed you as our leader so that you should give each of us our share of food, dividing it fairly between the weak and the strong. Then, when there is no more left, it will up to you to do your best to get some more. In that way, we shall always be under your protection as your subjects. We are hungry, not having eaten for two days, so give us our rations and you will be free to do what you want with whatever is left over.’ The wolf made no reply, treating them with even greater harshness, and refusing to relent in spite of all their efforts. So they told themselves that the only thing they could do would be to go to the lion, throw themselves on his mercy, and make over the camel to him. ‘If he gives us any of it, this will be thanks to his kindness and if not, then he has a better right to it than this foul wolf.’ They then went to the lion and told him of their experience with the wolf. ‘We are your servants,’ they said, ‘and we are here to ask for your help to free us from the wolf, after which we shall remain in your service.’ When the lion heard this, in his zeal to serve Almighty God he became angry, and he went with the jackals to find the wolf. On seeing him approach, the wolf tried to escape, but the lion bounded after him, seized him and tore him to pieces, after which he allowed the jackals to take back their prey.

‘This shows us that no king should despise his subjects,’ continued the vizier. ‘So accept my advice and keep the promise that you made earlier. Remember that, before his death, your father told you to listen to counsel. This is my last word to you.’ ‘I hear what you say,’ the king told him, ‘and tomorrow, God willing, I shall come out to meet them.’

Shimas left and told the citizens that the king had accepted his advice and promised to come out the following day. But when the king’s wife heard what Shimas had said and was certain that the king was definitely proposing to go out to meet his subjects, she hurried up to him and said: ‘I am amazed at how you submit to your slaves and obey them. Don’t you realize that these viziers of yours are, in fact, your slaves? How is it that you have raised them to such a height, leading them to imagine that it is they who have conferred the kingdom on you and it is they who are responsible for your eminence? They think that they have given you gifts, while, in reality, they can’t do you the slightest harm. It is your duty to show them no deference whatsoever, while, for their part, they have to defer to you and carry out your orders. How is it, then, that you can show yourself to be so afraid of them? There is a saying that no one whose heart is not hard as iron is fit to be a king. It is your clemency that has led these people astray so that they have had the impudence to cast off their allegiance to you, although they should be compelled to submit and forced into obedience. If you rush to accept what they say, overlooking what they have done, or do the slightest thing for them against your will, they will press you harder; you will arouse their greed and this will become a habit with them. If you take my advice, you will not promote any of them, accept anything that they say or encourage their impudence, for otherwise you will be like the shepherd with the thief.’ The king asked about this story, AND HIS WIFE TOLD HIM:

It is said that one night, while a shepherd was watching over his flock, he was approached by a thief who wanted to steal some of his sheep. The thief found that the shepherd guarded them so well, neither sleeping at night nor neglecting them by day, that although he tried all night long, he could not take a single one of them. Finding himself baffled, he went out into the country where he killed a lion, which he then skinned, stuffing the skin with straw. He brought the stuffed beast and set it up on a high point in the open country where it was in the shepherd’s sight and he could make out what it was. He then went up to the shepherd and said: ‘The lion has sent me to demand some of these sheep for his supper.’ ‘Where is the lion?’ the shepherd asked, to which the thief replied: ‘Look up. There he is, standing over there.’ When the shepherd looked, he thought that this was a real lion and became terrified.

[image: image]

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

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the shepherd saw the shape of the lion, he thought that it was real and was terrified. ‘Brother,’ he said, ‘I cannot disobey; take what you want.’ The thief did so, but then the shepherd’s terror made him greedier, and at short intervals he would come back to scare the man by saying: ‘The lion needs this and intends to do that,’ after which he would take as many sheep as he wanted. This went on until he had destroyed the greater part of the flock.

‘I have only told you this, your majesty,’ continued the king’s wife, ‘in case your clemency and mildness mislead the ministers of state and rouse their greed. The right course to follow is to kill them rather than let them go on with what they are doing to you.’ The king agreed that he would accept her advice and would not listen to what his counsellors said, or go out to confront his subjects.

The next morning, the viziers, ministers and leading citizens assembled, each man carrying arms. They set off to storm the royal palace, kill the king and replace him with another. When they got there, they asked the gatekeeper to open the door for them and when he refused, they sent for fire to burn down the gates so as to force their way in. When the gatekeeper heard what they were saying, he hurried off and told the king that the people had collected at the door and that when he had refused to open it as they had demanded, they had sent for fire and were intending to set it alight. ‘Then they will burst in and kill you,’ he added, ‘and so what are your orders?’ The king said to himself: ‘I have fallen into deadly danger.’ He sent for his wife and when she came, he said: ‘Every single thing that Shimas told me has turned out to be true, and my subjects, high and low, have come here to kill both me and you. When the gatekeeper refused to open the door for them, they sent for fire to burn it down, as they intend to burn the palace with us inside it. What do you advise me to do?’ ‘No harm will come to you,’ the woman replied, ‘and don’t be afraid of them, for this is a time when fools rise against their kings.’ ‘But what do you tell me to do,’ asked the king, ‘and how am I to deal with this business?’

She said: ‘My advice is that you tie a bandage around your head and pretend to be ill. Then send for Shimas, and when he sees the state you are in, say that you had wanted to go to meet the people today but your illness prevented you. Tell him to go out himself to let them know what has happened and to promise that you will come next day to settle their business for them and look into their affairs, in order to quieten them and to calm their anger. Tomorrow morning, summon ten of your father’s slaves, strong men to whom you can trust your life and who will listen to your orders and obey them, and who will keep your secret out of love for you. Get them to stand by your head and only to allow people in to see you one by one. Whoever comes in is to be seized on your orders and killed. When the slaves have agreed to this, have your throne placed in your audience chamber and open the door. Your subjects will be glad to see that, and they will approach without any evil intent in order to ask permission to enter your presence. As I said, you are to let them come in one by one, and then you can do what you want with them. But first of all start by killing Shimas, their leader, for he is the chief vizier and the administrator of the kingdom. When you have disposed of him, then kill all the others, one after the other, until you have left none of those whom you know are about to break their oath of allegiance to you or who you fear might attack you. If you do this, they won’t be able to oppose you any longer, and, as far as they are concerned, you can be totally at your ease. Your reign will be untroubled and you will be able to do what you want. You can be assured that nothing will be of more use to you than this plan.’

The king said: ‘This is good advice and the right way to proceed, and I shall certainly do what you suggest.’ So he called for a bandage, which he tied around his head, and then, pretending to be ill, he sent for Shimas. Shimas came, and the king said: ‘You know my affection for you and that I follow your advice, for you, more than anyone else, are like a brother or a father to me, and you know that I am ready to do whatever you tell me. You told me to go out to meet my subjects and to sit in judgement on the cases that they bring to me. I was quite sure that this was good advice and I had intended to go to meet them yesterday, when this illness attacked me and I was unable to sit up. This has made them angry with me, I hear, so that they are thinking of harming me, little though I deserve it, as they don’t know how ill I am. So do you go out and tell them; give them my excuses, for I shall agree to their demands and do what they want. Settle the affair for me and give them a guarantee on my behalf, for you have acted as an advisor both to me and to my father before me, and you are in the habit of settling disputes. God willing, I shall come out to meet them tomorrow, as it may be that by then I shall have got rid of my illness, and the sincerity of my intention and the good that I have in mind to do for them may bring with them a blessing.’

Shimas prostrated himself in reverence to God, called down blessings on the king and kissed his hands. He happily went out to the people and when he told them what he had heard, he forbade them to carry out their plan of attacking the palace, explaining to them the king’s excuse for not having come out. The king, he said, had promised to come the next day and to do what they wanted. As a result, the crowd dispersed back to their homes.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and twenty-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Shimas went out to the council and told the counsellors that the king would come out to them the next day and do what they wanted. As a result, they dispersed back to their own homes.

So much for them, but as for the king, from a group of enormous slaves who had been in his father’s service he selected ten huge, resolute and powerful men. He sent for them and told them: ‘You know how my father favoured and promoted you, treating you with kindness and generosity. I shall advance you even further and I shall tell you the reason for this since, as far as I am concerned, you are under the protection of God. First, though, I must ask you whether you will carry out the orders that I give you and keep my secret from everyone. If you obey me, I shall give you more than you can wish for.’ Speaking with one voice, all ten said: ‘We shall do whatever you tell us to do; we shall disregard no instruction you give us, for you are our commander.’ ‘May God be good to you,’ he replied. ‘I shall now tell you why it is that I have singled you out for additional favour. You know how well my father treated his subjects; how he got them to swear allegiance to me and how they assured him that they would never break their word or disobey me. You saw what they did yesterday when they surrounded me and wanted to kill me, and now I want to do something to them. When I observed their behaviour yesterday, I could see that only exemplary punishment would keep them from doing this kind of thing again. I must then charge you with the task of killing secretly those whom I point out to you so that, by executing their leaders, I may save my lands from harm and disaster. In order to do this, I shall sit here tomorrow in this room and allow them to enter one after the other, coming in by one door and going out by another. You ten are to stand before me, waiting for my signal. Everyone who comes in is to be seized, taken into that room there and killed, after which the bodies are to be concealed.’ ‘We hear and shall obey your command,’ they said, after which he gave them generous gifts and dismissed them.

When the night had passed, he sent for these men in the morning and told them to set up his throne. He put on his royal robes and, with his legal textbook in his hand, he ordered the door to be opened. This was done, and as the ten slaves stood before him, the herald called out: ‘Let all office holders come before the king.’ At that, the viziers, commanders and chamberlains came forward and each took up his proper place. They were then told to enter the king’s presence one by one, the first to go in being Shimas, as this was the customary privilege of the grand vizier. He entered and was standing in front of the king when, before he knew what was happening, he was surrounded by the ten slaves, who seized him, took him into the next room and killed him. They then dealt with the rest of the viziers, the scholars and men of piety, killing them one after the other until they had despatched them all. The king then ordered his executioners to kill all the remaining men of courage and strength, and every single man distinguished for his energy perished. Only the lowest of the rabble were left, and these were driven away, each returning to his family.

The king was now left alone to enjoy his pleasure. He devoted himself to his lusts, following the path of oppression, injustice and wrongdoing until he had outstripped all the evil tyrants of earlier times. In his lands, gold and silver were mined, together with sapphires and other gems, and this was a source of envy among the neighbouring rulers, who had been waiting for some disaster to strike him. One of these kings now told himself: ‘This is what I have been looking for. Now I can take the kingdom from that foolish boy thanks to the fact that he has killed all his principal officers, together with every brave champion that was in his land. This is my chance to seize what he holds, as he is a juvenile with no experience in war. He has no good sense of his own and there is no one left who can guide him or help him. Today I shall open the way to attacking him by writing him a mocking letter, criticizing him for what he has done in order to see how he will reply.’

So he wrote: ‘I have heard how you treated your viziers, scholars and men of valour, and how you have brought disaster on yourself by your tyranny and wrongdoing, as you no longer have any power to repel an attack. God has helped to give me the upper hand over you and so you must listen to what I have to say and do what I tell you, which is to build an impregnable castle for me in the middle of the sea. If you cannot do that, then save yourself and leave your kingdom, for I am going to send twelve regiments against you from the borders of India, each of twelve thousand fighting men, who will cross your frontiers, plunder your goods, kill your men and take your women as captives. I shall appoint my vizier, Badi‘, as commander and tell him to lay siege to your city until he captures it, and I have told my servant, whom I am sending to you with this letter, that he is to stay no more than three days with you. If you do what I tell you, you will escape with your life, but if not, I shall do what I have said and despatch my army against you.’ He then sealed this letter and handed it to his messenger, who took it to the king’s city and gave it to him as soon as he was admitted into his presence.

When he had read it, the king felt weak, dismayed and confused. Faced with the certainty of destruction, he could find no one from whom to ask advice or who could aid and support him. He went to his wife and when she saw how pale he was, she asked what was wrong. ‘I am no longer a king,’ he told her, ‘but only a king’s slave,’ and, opening the letter, he read it out to her. Having heard what it said, she started to weep and wail, tearing her clothes, and when he asked her whether she had any advice or could think of some way out of his difficulties, she said: ‘Women’s wiles don’t work when it comes to war. They have neither judgement nor strength, as these, together with stratagems, are the prerogatives of men in cases like these.’ On hearing this, the king was filled with bitter regret and sorrow for the excesses that he had committed against his followers and his ministers of state.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and twenty-fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the king heard what his wife had to say, he was filled with regret and sorrow for the excesses that he had committed, in that he had killed his viziers and the leading citizens. He wished that he had died before this terrible news had reached him and he told his wives: ‘What has happened to me, thanks to you, is like what happened to the partridge with the tortoises.’ When they asked what this was, HE SAID:

It is said that a number of tortoises lived on a wooded island where there were fruits and streams. One day, it happened that a partridge, which was flying past, landed there, being overcome by heat and weariness, and when it saw where the tortoises lived it went there for shelter. These tortoises were in the habit of feeding in various parts of the island before coming back home, and this time when they got back from their pastures, it was to discover the partridge. The sight of it filled them with wonder, as God had made it seem beautiful to them. They praised their Creator and were filled with love for the partridge, which delighted them. They told each other: ‘There is no doubt that this is one of the most beautiful of birds,’ and all of them began to treat it with kindness and attention. When it saw how fond they were of it, it came to be on friendly terms with them, and each evening, after it had flown to wherever it wanted, it would come back to spend the night with them before going off again in the morning. It went on doing this for some time until the tortoises found that when it was away they felt lonely. They realized that they would only see it at night-time and that, in spite of their great love for it, it would fly off every morning out of their ken. So they told each other: ‘We love this partridge; it has become a friend of ours and we cannot bear to be parted from it. How can we arrange for it to stay with us all the time, because when it flies off it stays away for the whole day and we only see it at night?’

One of them said: ‘Relax, sisters, for I shall see to it that the partridge does not leave you even for the blink of an eye.’ ‘If you manage to do that, we shall all be your slaves,’ the other tortoises promised. So when the partridge came back from where it had been feeding and settled down among them, the wily tortoise went up to it, called down blessings on it and congratulated it on its safe return. ‘Sir,’ it said, ‘you know that God has supplied you with our love, as well as installing love for us in your heart. You have become a friend for us in this wilderness, and the best times for lovers are when they are together, while it is a misfortune for them to be far apart. But you abandon us at dawn and only come back to us at sunset, leaving us very lonely. That causes us great distress and we feel very disturbed because of our great fondness for you.’ ‘Yes,’ agreed the partridge, ‘I am very fond of you, too, and feel a greater longing for you than you do for me, nor is it easy for me to part from you, but there is nothing that I can do about it. I am a bird with wings and I cannot stay here with you all the time, as this is not in my nature. Feathered creatures only settle down at night, and that is to sleep. Then in the morning they fly off and go wherever takes their fancy.’ ‘That is true,’ agreed the tortoise, ‘but for most of the time such creatures have no rest, and they only get a quarter as much of the good things of life as they get of its troubles. What everyone most desires is comfort and ease. God has set love and friendship between us and you; we are afraid lest one of your enemies may hunt you down, and if you are killed we shall be deprived of the sight of your face.’ ‘True enough,’ replied the partridge, ‘but what do you advise me to do about it?’ ‘I think that you should pull out the wing-feathers that allow you to fly so fast, and then you can sit at your ease with us, eating our food and drinking what we drink on this island with all its trees and ripe fruits. Then we can all stay together in this fertile place enjoying each other’s company.’

The partridge was inclined to accept this as it wanted to rest, and so it plucked out its wing-feathers one by one, following what it thought was the good advice given by the tortoise. It then settled down to live with the tortoises, being content with scanty pleasures and transitory delights. Then in the middle of all this a weasel happened to pass by, and when it looked closely it could see that the partridge’s wings were featherless so that it could not rise from the ground. This delighted it, and it said to itself: ‘This is a fat bird with few feathers,’ and so it approached the partridge and pounced on it. The partridge shrieked and called to the tortoises for help, but rather than helping they moved away, huddling against each other when they saw their friend in the weasel’s grip. As the weasel tormented it, they were choked with tears and when the partridge asked if all they could do was to weep, they said: ‘Brother, there is nothing that we can do about the weasel, as we don’t have the strength.’ The partridge was filled with sorrow when it heard this and despaired of its life. Despite this, it said: ‘This is not your fault but mine, in that I did what you told me and plucked out the feathers that allowed me to fly. I deserve to be killed because I obeyed you; I cannot blame you at all.’

The king then told his women: ‘I do not reproach you, for it is I myself who deserve blame and punishment for not remembering that it was you who were responsible for the sin of our father, Adam, because of which he was driven out of Paradise. I forgot that you are the root of all evil, and in my stupidity and faulty judgement I managed things so badly that I did what you told me and killed my viziers and the officers of state who used to advise me on everything. It was they who ensured my glory and gave me strength to face all my problems. Now I can find no substitutes to replace them and so here I am in deadly peril.’



[image: image]

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

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the king blamed himself and said: ‘I obeyed you in my folly and killed my viziers, for whom I have found no replacements. If God does not provide me with a good counsellor who can show me some way of escape, I am lost.’ He then got up and went to his bedroom, having lamented the fate of his viziers and his sages, exclaiming: ‘How I wish that I could see those lions with me now for even a single hour, so that I might make my excuses to them and complain to them of the danger that I have to face now that they have gone!’ All day long, he remained drowning in a sea of cares, tasting neither food nor drink. Then, when night fell, he got up, changed into tattered clothes in order not to be recognized, and went out to wander round the city in the hope of hearing some words of comfort.

While he was roaming the streets, he came across two twelve-year-old boys sitting by themselves alongside a wall. He noticed that they were talking to each other and so he went up close to hear what they were saying. One of them was telling the other that his father had been talking the night before about the fact that his crops had dried up prematurely from lack of rain, while the city had suffered many other misfortunes. ‘Do you know why?’ asked his companion. ‘No,’ said the other, ‘but if you do, then tell me.’ ‘I do know,’ replied his companion, ‘and I shall tell you what the reason is. According to one of my father’s friends, our king killed his viziers and ministers of state, although they had done nothing wrong, merely because he was besotted by the love of women. The viziers tried to stop him but he was not to be turned back and, thanks to what his women said, he ordered their execution and he even killed Shimas, my father, his chief advisor, who had served both him and his father before him as vizier. But you will soon see what God will do to him because of these crimes and how He will avenge the dead.’ ‘What can God do to him now that they have been killed?’ asked the boy, and the other replied: ‘I can tell you that the ruler of Outer India, who despises our king, has sent him a letter of reproach, telling him to build a palace for him in the middle of the sea and adding: “If you fail to do this, I shall send out against you twelve regiments, each of a hundred thousand fighting men, under the command of my vizier, Badi‘, who will seize your kingdom, kill your men and capture you and your women.” The messenger who brought this letter gave our king three days in which to reply to it, and you must know, my brother, that this king is a stubborn tyrant and a man of great strength and power with huge numbers of subjects. Unless our king can think of some way of restraining him, he will be destroyed and then the Outer Indians will seize what we have, kill our men and take our women as captives.’

When the king heard what the boys were saying, he became even more agitated and turned towards them, saying to himself: ‘This boy has got this knowledge from somewhere, as he has been telling his friend something that he never learned from me. The letter that came from the king of Outer India is with me and I have kept it secret, telling nobody else about it. How did the boy come to know of it? I shall approach him, speak to him and ask for help, praying to God that, through him, I may find a way to save myself.’

He went up to the boy courteously and said: ‘My dear boy, what is this that you said about our king? He did very wrong when he killed his viziers and ministers of state, but, in fact, the greatest injury that he did was to himself and to his subjects. You were quite right in what you said, but, tell me, from where did you learn that the king of Outer India had written to him, reproaching him and threatening him, as you said?’ The boy replied: ‘I know this because the ancients have told us that no secret is hidden from God and that in the children of Adam there is a spiritual power through which such secrets are revealed.’ ‘True, my boy,’ said the king, ‘but is there anything that our king can do to ward off this great disaster from himself and from his realm?’ ‘Yes, there is,’ replied the boy, ‘and if he sends me a message and asks me how to defend himself against his enemy and escape from these plots, I shall tell him how to save himself through the power of Almighty God.’ The king said: ‘And who is going to tell that to the king, so as to get him to send for you?’ The boy said: ‘I have heard that he is looking for people of experience and sound judgement. If he sends for me, I shall go to him with his messengers and tell him what will help him to ward off this disaster. On the other hand, he may prefer to ignore the crisis and to spend his time enjoying himself with his women. In that case, if I wanted to tell him how to save himself and went to him on my own account, he would order my execution, just as he killed his former viziers. So by introducing myself to him I would bring about my own death. People would despise me and think poorly of my intelligence, and I would become one of those to whom the saying applies: “If a man’s knowledge exceeds his intelligence, then, learned as he is, his folly will destroy him.”’

When the king heard what the boy had to say, he could clearly see and be assured of his wisdom and excellence, and he was certain that it was through him that he himself and his subjects would escape from danger. So he spoke again to the boy and said: ‘Who are you and where do you live?’ ‘Our house is next to this wall,’ replied the boy, and the king, after taking note of the place, said goodbye to him and went off happily to his palace. When he was back in his apartments, he changed into his own clothes, called for food and drink and gave orders that his women were to be kept away from him. He ate and drank, giving thanks to God and praying for deliverance and help, as well as for pardon and forgiveness for what he had done to the scholars and leaders of his realm. He offered his sincere repentance to God, and undertook to fast, as well as to multiply his prayers and to provide votive offerings. Then he summoned one of his personal attendants and, having described where it was that the boy lived, he told him to fetch him with all due courtesy.

This man went to the boy and told him: ‘You are summoned by the king, who wants to confer a benefit on you. He has a question to put to you, and afterwards he will reward you and send you back home.’ ‘What does he need that has made him send for me?’ the boy asked, and the servant said: ‘He has done it because he wants you to answer a question.’ ‘I willingly hear and obey,’ the boy said, after which he went with the servant to the king. When he came into his presence, he prostrated himself before God and called down blessings on the king, who returned his greeting and told him to sit, which he did.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and twenty-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when they boy came to the king and greeted him, he was told to sit down, which he did. ‘Do you know who talked with you yesterday?’ asked the king. ‘Yes,’ the boy replied. ‘Where is he?’ the king asked. The boy answered: ‘He is the man who is talking to me now,’ and the king replied: ‘You are right, my dear boy.’ He then ordered a chair to be placed beside his own, on which he seated the boy, and he then had food and drink brought in. When they had chatted for a while, he said: ‘Vizier, when you were talking to me yesterday, you mentioned that you had a scheme which could save us from the stratagems of the king of Outer India. What is this scheme and how can we defend ourselves against the evil that he is planning? Tell me and I shall appoint you as the first counsellor of my kingdom. I shall choose you as my vizier, follow all your advice and give you a magnificent reward.’ ‘Keep your reward to yourself, your majesty,’ replied the boy, ‘and get your women, who told you to kill my father, Shimas, and the other viziers, to advise you what to do.’ When he heard this, the king was ashamed and he said with a sigh: ‘My dear boy, is it true that Shimas was your father, as you said?’ ‘He was indeed my father and I am certainly his son,’ the boy answered, at which the king shed tears of humility and said, after asking pardon from God: ‘Boy, I acted out of folly, but the plans and schemes of women are very evil. I ask you to forgive me, and I shall set you in your father’s place with an even higher position. When this present threat is over, I shall present you with a golden torque, mount you on the finest of my horses and get a herald to walk before you, announcing: “This is the august youth whose throne is second only to that of the king.” As for what you said about the women, I promise you that I shall punish them whenever Almighty God wishes it. So reassure me by telling me your plan.’ ‘Swear to me,’ said the boy, ‘that you will not do anything contrary to the advice that I give you, and guarantee that I shall have nothing to fear from you.’ The king replied: ‘I pledge myself to you before God that I shall do whatever you tell me; you shall be my counsellor and I shall carry out your instructions. I call on Almighty God to bear witness to what I say.’

At this, the boy relaxed and felt free to speak. ‘Your majesty,’ he said, ‘the plan that I propose is that you should wait for the courier to return for his answer at the end of the three-day period that you have been allowed. When he comes to ask for it, put him off for another day. He will excuse himself to you, saying that his king has allowed him only a fixed number of days, and he will try to get you to change your mind. You must then dismiss him and tell him to wait for another day, without specifying what day that will be. He will go off angrily and head for the centre of the city, where he will say in public: “Citizens, I am the envoy of the king of Outer India, a man of might, before whose resolution iron is softened. He has sent me with a letter to your king and has given me a fixed timetable, threatening to punish me if I fail to return after the allotted period of days. I went to your king with my letter and when he saw it he asked me to wait for three days, after which he would give me his reply. As an act of courtesy and to please him, I agreed, but when the three days were up and I went to ask for his answer, he put me off for another day. I cannot wait any longer, and so I shall set off back to my master to tell him what has happened. I call on you to witness what has happened between your king and me.” What the man says will be reported to you, and you must then send for him and speak to him gently, saying: “You are doing your best to destroy yourself. What has led you to criticize me in front of my subjects, making yourself liable to instant execution? But, as the ancients have said, forgiveness is part of a noble nature. The fact that I have delayed giving you a reply is not due to any weakness on my part but because I have been too busy to have time to spare for writing to your king.” Then ask for the letter that the man brought and read it over again. When you have finished, burst out laughing and say: “Have you another letter with you, apart from this one, so that I may reply to it as well?” The envoy will say that he has not, and when you repeat the question a second and a third time, he will tell you: “I have nothing at all apart from this.”

‘At that point, you must say: “This king of yours must be a fool to phrase his letter in such a way as to prompt me to set out against him with my army to attack his lands and seize his kingdom. I shall not punish him this time for the discourtesy of his letter, as he must be both unintelligent and feeble-minded. Considering the power that I have, the fitting thing to do is to start by giving him due warning not to repeat this kind of nonsense, for if he wants to put himself at risk by doing the same kind of thing again, he will deserve the disaster that will quickly overtake him. In my opinion, this master of yours must be an ignorant fool who does not consider the consequences of his actions and who has no intelligent vizier capable of sound judgement to give him advice. Had he any sense, he would have consulted such a vizier before sending me this ludicrous note, but I shall send him a reply to match it, or to better it, by handing it to a schoolboy to answer.” Do you then send for me, and when I have been brought before you, allow me to read the letter and to compose a reply.’

The king relaxed, approving of the boy’s suggestion and being struck with admiration for his scheme. He made him generous gifts, appointed him to his father’s position, and sent him happily away. Then, when the three-day delay arranged with the envoy had ended, the latter returned to the king to ask for his answer. The king told him to wait for another day, at which the envoy retired to the far end of the audience chamber and expressed himself in undiplomatic language, just as the boy had said he would. He then went out to the market place, where he addressed the citizens, telling them that he was an envoy sent by the king of Outer India with a letter to their own king, who was putting off giving a reply. He added that the waiting period specified by his master had come to an end and that the king now had no excuse, a point to which he told his audience to bear witness. The king, on hearing of this, sent to have the man brought before him, and then said: ‘You are doing your best to destroy yourself. Are you not supposed to be carrying a message from one king to another, between whom there are shared secrets? How is it that you go out and tell these secrets to the common people? You deserve to be punished by me, but I shall overlook the matter so that you can take back an answer to your foolish master. In this case, what is most appropriate is that the answer should be written by an insignificant schoolboy.’ He then sent for Shimas’s son, and when the boy appeared before him in the presence of the envoy, he prostrated himself before God and prayed that the king might enjoy prolonged glory and a long life. The king then threw the letter over to him, saying: ‘Read this and write a quick reply.’

The boy took it, and when he had read it he smiled and asked the king laughingly: ‘Was it because of this that you sent for me?’ ‘Yes,’ replied the king and the boy readily agreed to answer it. He produced an inkstand and paper and wrote as follows…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and twenty-seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the boy took the letter and read it, he immediately brought out an inkstand and paper. He then wrote: ‘In the Name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful, greetings to one who has been granted clemency and the protection of the Merciful. Let me inform you, you who lay claim to the empty title of great king, that your letter has reached me. I have read it and noted its strange, nonsensical babblings, which have convinced me of your folly and the injustice that you wish to impose on me. You have reached out for more than you can grasp. Were it not that I feel pity for all God’s creatures and for your subjects, I would not hold back from attacking you. Your envoy went into the market place here and broadcast the contents of your letter to high and low alike, so making himself liable to punishment. I have spared his life as an act of mercy towards him and because it is for you to excuse him, but this was not out of respect for you. What you said about my having executed my viziers, together with the scholars and leaders of my land, is true enough, but I had a reason for that, and for each of them that I killed I had a thousand more of the same kind, with more knowledge, understanding and intelligence. There is no child here who is not filled with learning, and I can replace every one who was killed with more experts in his field than I can count. Each one of my soldiers can stand against a regiment of yours, while, when it comes to money, my land produces gold and silver. For me, precious stones are as common as pebbles, and I cannot describe to you how handsome and wealthy my people are. How, then, can you have been so presumptuous as to tell me to build you a palace in the middle of the sea? This is an egregious piece of folly and comes from the weakness of your intellect, for if you had any sense you would have studied the force of the waves and the strength of the winds before asking me to do this for you. As for your claim that you will defeat me, this is absurd. How can someone like you commit an outrage against me and hope to take my kingdom? Almighty God will ensure my victory because you are an unjust aggressor, and you should realize that you deserve to be punished both by God and by me. For my part, however, I fear God both in regard to you and to your subjects, and because of this I shall not attack you until I have given you warning. If you yourself fear Him, then be quick to send me this year’s tribute, as this is the only thing that will stop me attacking you with one million, one hundred thousand gigantic fighting men accompanied by elephants. In the centre of them will be my vizier, whose orders will be to lay siege to your city for three years, in place of the three-day delay that you allowed your envoy. I shall then take over your kingdom, but will kill no one apart from you, and the only women I shall take as captives will be yours.’

Shimas’s son added a sketch of himself to the letter and wrote alongside it: ‘This reply has been written by the youngest pupil at school.’ He then sealed it and handed it to the king, who gave it to the envoy. The man took it, kissed the king’s hands and left his presence, giving thanks to God as well as to the king for his clemency, and wondering, as he went, at the boy’s intelligence. He got back to his master three days after the end of the stipulated waiting period, to find that, because he was late, a meeting of the royal council had been convened.

On entering the king’s presence, he prostrated himself before him and handed him the letter. The king took this and then asked him why he had been delayed and how things were with Wird Khan. The envoy told his story, and the account that he gave of all that he had seen and heard astounded his master, who exclaimed: ‘Damn you, what is all this that you tell me about a king like Wird Khan?’ The envoy replied: ‘Mighty king, here am I standing before you, but open the letter and, when you read it, you will see what is true and what is false.’ At that, the king opened and read the letter and looked at the portrait of the boy who had written it. This convinced him that he was about to lose his throne and, as he was at a loss to know what to do, he turned to his viziers and his ministers of state and told them what had happened. He read the letter out to them, as a result of which they were filled with dismay and terror. Although they tried to calm the king’s fears with empty words, their hearts were fluttering with fear.

Then Badi‘, the chief vizier, said: ‘Your majesty should know that there is no profit to be got from what my fellow viziers may say. My own view is that you should write a letter of apology to Wird Khan, telling him: “I am as fond of you as I was of your father before you, and the letter that I sent with my envoy was only intended as a test of your resolution and courage, as well as of your knowledge of theoretical and practical affairs, together with your grasp of coded secrets and the whole range of virtues that you possess. We pray that the Almighty may bless you in your kingdom, build up the fortresses of your city and add to your authority, in that you can both protect yourself and bring to fruition the affairs of your subjects.” Then send this letter to him with another envoy.’

The king exclaimed: ‘I swear by God, the Omnipotent, that this is a great wonder. How can Wird Khan be a great king, ready to wage war, after having executed his sages, counsellors and army commanders? How can his kingdom flourish after that, so as to allow him to send out so huge a force? Even more remarkable than this is the fact that young schoolboys there can compose a reply like this for their king. My own greed led me to light this fire which threatens me and my subjects, and the only way that I can put it out, as far as I can see, is to do as my vizier advises.’ He then prepared a splendid gift, together with large numbers of eunuchs and servants, and he wrote the following letter: ‘In the Name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful. Wird Khan, great king, son of my dear brother, Jali‘ad, may God have mercy on him and preserve you, your reply to my letter has reached me. When I read it and noted its points, I was pleased with what I found there, this being all that I had prayed God to provide for you. I ask Him to exalt you, to build up the pillars of your state, and to grant you victory over your enemies who wish to harm you. You must know, your majesty, that your father was my friend and that throughout his life we were joined by solemn pledges. Neither of us ever experienced anything but good from the other. When he died, I was overjoyed that it was you who took his place on the throne, but when news came of what you had done to your viziers and the leaders of your land, I was afraid that some other king might hear of this and be tempted to attack you. I thought that you were neglecting your own interests, including the defences of your fortresses, and that you were not paying proper attention to the affairs of your kingdom, and so I sent you a letter to rouse you from this state. When I saw the reply that you sent me, my anxiety for you was put at rest, may God give you enjoyment of your kingdom and aid you in your affairs. Goodbye.’ He then finished preparing his gift for Wird Shah and sent it off to him with an escort of a hundred riders.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and twenty-eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the king of Outer India prepared a present for King Wird Khan and sent it off with a hundred riders. They rode to Wird Shah, greeted him and handed him the letter. When he had read it, he assigned a suitable lodging to the leader of the escort, treating him with honour and accepting the gift. News of this spread among the citizens, and the delighted king sent for Shimas’s young son, whom he honoured. He summoned the leader of the escort, and having called for the king’s letter, he gave it to the boy, who opened it and read it. Wird Shah, full of joy, began to reproach the envoy, who was kissing the king’s hands, making excuses and calling on God to grant him prolonged life and continued favour. Wird Shah thanked him for this, treating him with the greatest honour and presenting him with gifts, while giving the other members of the escort what was suitable for their rank. He prepared presents to send off with them, and he ordered Shimas’s son to compose a reply to what the king had written. The boy did this with a courteous address to the king of Outer India, a brief mention of peace between their kingdoms, and a reference to the well-mannered behaviour of the envoy and his men. When he had finished, he presented the draft to the king, who said: ‘Read it out, dear boy, so that we may know what you have written.’ The boy did this in the presence of the hundred riders of the escort, and the king, together with all those present, were filled with admiration for what he had said and how he had expressed it. Wird Shah then sealed it and handed it to the envoy, before sending him off with a squadron of his own men to escort him to the frontier.

So much for the king and the boy, but as for the envoy, he was astonished by what he saw of the boy’s learning and he gave thanks to God for the speedy conclusion of his mission and for the fact that Wird Shah had agreed to peace. He rode on and, having reached his master, he handed over the gifts and presents, after which he gave him the letter and told him what he had seen. The king was delighted and gave thanks to Almighty God. He showered honours on the envoy, thanking him for the zeal with which he had carried out his task, and giving him promotion. From that time on, he lived in peace and security, enjoying tranquillity and ever-increasing happiness.

So much for him, but as for Wird Khan, he no longer strayed from God’s path, but turned from his evil ways in sincere repentance, abandoning his women altogether and devoting the whole of his attention to the good of his state and the welfare of his subjects, prompted by the fear of God. He appointed the son of Shimas to his father’s post as vizier, taking him as his chief counsellor of state and the guardian of his secrets. On his instructions, his capital was adorned with decorations for seven days, as were all his other cities, and the delighted citizens were freed from fear, looking forward joyfully to being treated justly and fairly. They called down divine blessings on the king and on the vizier who had freed them from their anxiety.

The king then asked his new vizier to put his kingdom in order, to set to rights the affairs of his subjects and to restore things to their former state, appointing leaders and administrators. The vizier told him: ‘In my opinion, before you do anything else you must start by cutting out from your heart all disobedience to God, abandoning the pleasures and the wrongdoing you indulged in before, as well as your obsession with women. If you return to what caused you to sin in the first place, then this second error will have a worse result than the first.’ ‘What was the prime cause of my sins which I should now root out?’ asked the king. The vizier, young as he was in years but old in wisdom, told him: ‘Your majesty, you should know that this was your love of women, your attraction to them and the fact that you accepted their advice and fell in with their plans. Love of women alters the pure light of reason and corrupts a sound nature. There are clear proofs that bear witness to what I say, and if you think about them and carefully examine the factual evidence, you will find that you yourself are your own best advisor and you will have no need at all for me to tell you anything. Do not become obsessed by thinking about women, and remove the images you have of them from your mind, since Almighty God through Moses, His prophet, told us not to have too much to do with them. A wise king once told his son: “My son, when you succeed me to the throne, do not frequent the society of women lest they lead your heart astray and corrupt your judgement.” In short, if you are over-fond of their company this will lead to love, and love impairs judgement. An example of this is what happened to our lord Solomon, the son of David, on both of whom be peace, whom God had singled out to receive more knowledge, wisdom and dominion than had been granted to any other king before him. Women had been the cause of his father’s sin, and although there are many other examples, I have only mentioned Solomon because as a ruler he had no match and all the kings of the earth obeyed him. The love of women is the root of all evil; none of them has good judgement, and so a man should restrict his dealings with them to matters of necessity and not give rein to his emotions where they are concerned, as this will lead him to ruin and destruction. If you follow my advice, all your affairs will prosper, but if you abandon it, then you will repent when repentance will serve no purpose.’

The king replied: ‘I have given up my excessive passion for women…’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and twenty-ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that King Wird Khan told his vizier: ‘I have given up my passion for women, and I have entirely abandoned my preoccupation with them. But what should I do to them to repay them for their actions, in that it was their scheming that brought about the execution of your father, Shimas? This was not something that I wanted and I cannot understand how I came to agree with them to have it done.’ Sighing, he exclaimed in regret for the loss of his vizier, for the soundness of his judgement and the excellence of his administration, and he lamented the deaths of Shimas’s fellow viziers and ministers, men of unfailingly good counsel.

The young vizier replied: ‘The fault was not that of the women alone, your majesty. They are like attractive sale goods which take the fancy of those who look at them. They are sold to whoever wants to buy them, but no one is forced to do this, and it is the buyer who is in the wrong, particularly if he knows that the goods can be harmful. I warned you, and before me my father used to warn you, but you would take no advice.’ The king replied: ‘As I told you, vizier, I accept that I was in the wrong, and my only excuse is that this was ordained by providence.’ The vizier said: ‘You must know, your majesty, that Almighty God, Who created us, granted us the ability and free will with which to make our choices, so that we only act if we wish to do so, and not if we do not. He never ordered us to do harm, lest we should sin and so deserve punishment in matters where we should have acted rightly. For in all things, He only orders us to do what is good and He forbids us to do evil. It is we by our own choice who do whatever it is that we choose, right or wrong.’ ‘That is true,’ agreed the king, ‘and the fault was mine because I followed my lusts. I warned myself about that many times, as did your father, Shimas, but my passions overcame my intellect. Can you think of any way to stop me from falling into the same fault again, so that this time my intellect can get the upper hand over my lusts?’ The vizier replied that he could and explained: ‘What you must do is to exchange the garment of folly for that of justice; you must disobey your desires in obedience to your Master, and return to the path followed by that just king, your father. You must do your duty in the service of God and of your subjects, preserving your religion, protecting your people and exercising self-control. You should not put your subjects to death, but look to the consequences of your actions, abandoning evil-doing, injustice, tyranny and wickedness, and in their place employing justice, fair dealing and humility. You must obey the commands of the Almighty and constantly show compassion to His creatures over whom He has set you as His deputy, taking pains to do what will earn you their blessings. As long as you act like this, your days will be free of trouble, and God, in His mercy, will forgive you and make you a figure of awe for all who see you. Your enemies will be crushed and Almighty God will rout their armies, while you yourself will be acceptable to Him and venerated and loved by His creation.’

Wird Shah replied: ‘You have given me new life, illumining my heart with your sweet speech and clearing away the blindness from my eyes. I am determined that, with God’s help, I shall do everything that you tell me, abandoning my former wicked lusts and allowing my cramped soul to expand, as I move from fear to security. You have a right to be happy because of this, since, although I am old, I have become a son to you, while you, young as you are, are to me a beloved father. It has become my duty to do all that I can to follow your orders. I give thanks to God for His grace and to you, because it is through you that He has shown me favour with guidance and good counsel, dispelling my cares and grief. It is to you, your superior knowledge and the excellence of your planning, that my subjects owe their safety. From now on, you are the administrator of my kingdom and it is only my position on the throne that gives me any superiority over you. I shall not oppose anything that you do and, in spite of your youth, no one can gainsay your words, as you are old in intelligence and full of knowledge. I thank God for granting you to me in order to lead me from the crooked path of destruction into the way of righteousness.’

‘Fortunate king,’ replied the vizier, ‘you must know that it is not a merit on my part to have given you advice, for, as I am a product of your bounty, whatever I say or do is part of my duty; nor is this true of me alone, for my father before me was overwhelmed by your great generosity. We both share alike in your bounty and your favour, and how could we fail to acknowledge this? You, your majesty, are our shepherd and our ruler; it is you who fight for us against our enemies; you are our guardian and our defender, exerting yourself to defend us, so that even if we gave our lives in your service, this would not settle our debt of gratitude. We address our prayers to Almighty God, Who set you over us as our ruler, asking Him to grant you long life and success in all your undertakings. May He subject you to no trials in your lifetime, but bring you to your goal and make you an object of veneration until you die. May He help you to show generosity so that you act as a leader for all men of learning, while conquering all who oppose you. May learned and courageous men be found in your lands, while fools and cowards are removed from them. May your subjects be spared times of scarcity and distress and may the seeds of friendship and affection be sown among them. May you be granted success in this world, coupled with blessings in the world to come, through God’s bounty and generosity, combined with the mysteries of His grace. For He is Omnipotent; nothing is too difficult for Him; to Him all things return and to Him they make their way.’

Wird Shah was filled with delight and, moved by deep affection for the boy, he said: ‘Know, vizier, that you have become like a brother, a son and a father to me; nothing but death will divide us and all that I have is at your disposal. If I leave behind no heir, it is you who will take my place on the throne, for you have a greater right to it than any other of my subjects. I shall appoint you as my successor in the presence of all the leaders of the land, nominating you as my heir, if Almighty God wills 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 nine hundred and thirtieth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that King Wird Khan said to the son of Shimas the vizier: ‘I shall appoint you as my deputy and name you as my successor, calling all the leaders of the land to witness this, through the help of Almighty God.’ He then called for his scribe and ordered him to send a summons to all the principal officers of state and he had a proclamation made in the city to all the citizens, high and low alike. A meeting of emirs, commanders, chamberlains and other officers of state, together with all the learned sages, was convened in his presence. He held court in magnificent style with a banquet of unparalleled splendour, to which he invited all ranks of society. Everyone came to enjoy themselves, eating and drinking for a whole month, and he then presented robes to all his retainers and to the poor, as well as giving generous presents to the men of learning. From these latter he chose a number, approved by Shimas’s son, and when they had appeared, he told the boy to select six to serve under him as assistants, while he himself was to act as the seventh, and chief, vizier. The boy picked six of the oldest and the most intelligent, with the greatest knowledge and the quickest grasp of affairs. When they had been presented to him, the king gave them their robes of office and told them: ‘You are to be my viziers under the authority of the son of Shimas, whose instructions and orders you must never disregard, since, even if he is the youngest of you, he is the most intelligent.’ He then seated them on the ornate chairs normally used by viziers and assigned them revenues and allowances. They were instructed to pick out from the leading men of the kingdom, assembled at the banquet, soldiers suitable for state service, from whom he could appoint officers commanding units of men, thousands, hundreds and tens, who would then receive the salaries and allowances that were customary for men of rank. This was quickly done, and the king ordered lavish gifts to be given to everyone else who was there, and that they should be sent back to their homes with honour and distinction. The governors were instructed to be just in their treatment of the people and to show sympathy in their dealings with both rich and poor, giving them help from the treasury in accordance with their positions. The viziers prayed that God might extend his glory and prolong his life, after which the city was adorned with decorations for three days in gratitude for the favour that He had showed the king.

So much for the king and his vizier, the son of Shimas, as regards their organization of the kingdom, its emirs and its governors. There remained the matter of the favourite concubines and the other women whose trickery and deceit had led to the execution of the viziers and the near-destruction of the kingdom. When those who had come to the royal court from the city and the other towns had been sent back to their homes after their affairs had been set in order, the king ordered his young but intelligent vizier to summon his colleagues. When they had all come, the king held a meeting with them in private, at which he said: ‘You must know, viziers, that I strayed from the right way, drowning in my own folly, turning from good counsel, breaking my solemn word and opposing my advisors. All this was caused by these women who tricked and deceived me with their specious and lying words. I accepted what they said because the sweetness and softness with which they spoke led me to think that this was good advice, whereas, in fact, it was deadly poison. I know for certain that what they did was to bring ruin and destruction on me, and they deserve a just punishment at my hands that will make an example of them for those who can learn from their lesson. So what advice can you give me about putting them to death?’

The vizier replied: ‘Great king, I told you at the start that women are not the only ones at fault but that this is shared between them and the men who obey them. These women, however, do deserve to be punished, for two reasons. The first of these is to enable you, the great king, to keep your word, and the second is that they dared to deceive you, thrusting themselves into what was no concern of theirs, matters on which they were not qualified to speak. Although they deserve to die, what has happened to them is punishment enough. Reduce them to the position of servants, but here, as elsewhere, it is for you to command.’ One of the other viziers sided with Shimas’s son, but another advanced and prostrated himself before the king, after which he said: ‘May God prolong the days of your majesty’s life. If you are determined that these women should die, then do what I suggest.’ The king asked what this was, and the man replied: ‘The best thing would be for you to order one of your slave girls to take the women who deceived you into the room where the viziers and learned men were killed. They should be confined there with just enough food and drink to keep body and soul together, and never allowed to leave. The bodies of those of them who die are to be left there, just as they are, until every last one of them is dead. This is the least of punishments for them, as it was they who were responsible for this great upheaval, and they were the root cause of all the disasters and disturbances that have taken place in our time. They illustrate the truth of the saying: “Even though he may be safe for a long time, whoever digs a pit for his brother will fall into it.”’

The king accepted his advice and did what he had suggested. He sent for four strong slave girls and handed over the women to them with orders that they were to be taken to the execution chamber and confined there with a small allowance of poor food and bad water. For their part, they were filled with sorrow and regret for what they had lost, grieving bitterly, while God punished them with disgrace in this world, while preparing punishment for them in the world to come. There they stayed in the dark, stinking room, where every day some of them would die, until none were left. News of this spread throughout the land.

This is the end of the story of the king, his viziers and his subjects. Praise be to God, Who destroys peoples and gives life to dry bones and Who is eternally worthy of supreme honour and veneration.

A story is also told that in the city of Alexandria there were two men, one a dyer by the name of Abu Qir and the other a barber named Abu Sir. They were neighbours in the market, where their shops stood side by side. The dyer was a very bad man, a cheat and a liar, the temples of his head looking as though they had been carved out of rock or cut from the lintel of a Jewish synagogue. However disgraceful his conduct, he was never ashamed. Whenever anyone gave him anything to be dyed, he would ask for payment in advance, pretending that he was going to buy the necessary dyes. The customer would hand over the money and Abu Qir would take it and spend it on food and drink, and when the customer had gone, he would sell whatever had been left with him, using what he got for it on food, drink and other such things. His own food was always of the best and he would only drink the finest of wines such that would rob men of their wits. When his customer returned, Abu Qir would say: ‘If you come back to me tomorrow before sunrise, you’ll find your stuff ready.’ The man would go off, telling himself: ‘From one day to the next is not a long wait,’ but when he came back, as he was told, the following day, Abu Qir would put him off once more, saying: ‘I couldn’t do the job yesterday as I had guests whom I had to look after until they went.’ He would then promise to have the job finished for the customer if he came back again the following day before sunrise. This time, when he did, the excuse would be that Abu Qir’s wife had given birth that night and he had had to spend the whole day looking after things. He would promise faithfully that the stuff could be picked up the following day, and then, when the customer came, he would be met with yet another excuse, with Abu Qir swearing that the job would be finished.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and thirty-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that whenever the customer came back to the dyer, he would find yet another excuse, swearing that the job would be finished. He would keep on promising and swearing until eventually the restive customer would say: ‘How many times are you going to tell me to come back tomorrow? Give me back my stuff; I don’t want it dyed.’ Abu Qir would then tell him: ‘By God, brother, I am ashamed, but I shall have to tell you the truth, for God harms all those who damage other people’s goods.’ ‘Tell me what has happened,’ the man would say and Abu Qir would reply: ‘I made a most splendid job of dyeing your material and hung it out on a rope to dry, but then it was stolen and I don’t know who took it.’ If the owner were a charitable man, he would say: ‘God will give me something else in return,’ but if he were ill disposed, he would keep on threatening Abu Qir with open shame and disgrace, yet even if he took his complaint to the judge, he would get nothing out of him.

Abu Qir kept on doing this kind of thing until he made himself notorious and people started warning each other against him. He became proverbial for his conduct, and the only customers who went to him were those who didn’t know about him. Every day people would abuse and revile him, and because of this his business ground to a halt. He started going into the shop of his neighbour, Abu Sir the barber, where he would sit opposite his own premises with his eyes fixed on the door. If he saw anyone who didn’t know his reputation standing there holding something to be dyed, he would leave the barber’s shop and ask him what he wanted. If the man asked him to take the stuff and dye it for him, he would say: ‘What colour do you want it?’ For, in spite of his bad qualities, he had the skill to dye in all colours and it was only because he could never act honestly with anyone that he had been reduced to poverty. He would then take the material, demand payment in advance and tell the customer to come back for it next day. When the man had handed over the money and left, Abu Qir would take the material to the market, where he would sell it and use what he got for it to buy meat, vegetables, tobacco, fruit and whatever else he needed. Then, if he saw at his shop door someone who had given him something to be dyed, he would not put in an appearance but would keep out of sight. This went on for some years until it happened that one day he took something from an overbearing fellow, which he sold and then spent the money that he got for it. The owner of the material came back day after day, but never found Abu Qir there, as in these circumstances he would make his escape into the shop of Abu Sir. At last the owner, after failing to catch him in his shop, could think of nothing else to do but to go to the qadi. The qadi sent an officer with him and, in the presence of a number of Muslims, he nailed up the shop door and put a seal on it, as there was nothing to be seen in it except for broken pots, and he could find nothing to replace the lost material. The officer took the key and told the neighbours: ‘Tell the dyer to produce this man’s property and then he can have his key back.’ He and the owner then went off on their way.

Abu Sir said to Abu Qir: ‘What is wrong with you? Every time someone brings you something, you lose it for him. Where did this man’s stuff go?’ When Abu Qir told him that it had been stolen, Abu Sir said: ‘It is surprising that whatever anyone gives you is stolen. Do all the thieves meet at your shop? I think you’re lying, so tell me the true story.’ Abu Qir admitted that nobody had stolen anything at all from him, and when Abu Sir asked him what he did with what he was given, he confessed: ‘Whenever someone gives me something, I sell it and spend what I get for it.’ ‘Does God permit that?’ asked Abu Sir, and Abu Qir replied: ‘It is only poverty that makes me do this, because my business is not doing well and, as a poor man, I haven’t any money.’ He started to tell Abu Sir how bad business was and how little work he had, and Abu Sir replied with the same complaint, saying: ‘I have no equal in my field in this city, but nobody wants to be shaved by me because I am poor. I hate this profession, brother.’ Abu Qir echoed this, saying that he, too, hated his job because it was bringing in no work, and he went on: ‘But why should we stay here? The two of us should travel to other countries, because the skills that we have will be in demand wherever we go. As we go, we can smell the breezes and rest from this burden of care.’

Abu Qir kept on telling Abu Sir what a good thing it would be to go travelling until he became enthusiastic about it and the two of them agreed to set off.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and thirty-second night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Abu Qir kept on telling Abu Sir what a good thing it would be to go travelling until he became enthusiastic about it. Abu Qir was delighted that Abu Sir wanted to come and so he recited these lines:


Leave your land to look for advancement;

Travel, for travel has five advantages –

The dispelling of care, the gain of a living,

Knowledge, culture and a noble companion.

You may say that travel brings care and trouble,

Parting from friends and the facing of hardships,

But it is better for a young man to die than to live

Where he is despised and surrounded by envious slanderers.



When they had made up their minds to go, Abu Qir said to his companion: ‘Neighbour, we are now brothers and there is no distinction between us. We must recite the Fatiha to solemnize our oath that if only one of us finds work, he should use his earnings to buy food for the other, and whatever money is left over should be put in a box. Then, when we get back to Alexandria, we can divide it justly and fairly between us.’ Abu Sir agreed to this and the two of them confirmed the terms that Abu Qir had proposed by his recitation from the Quran. Abu Sir then locked up his shop and gave the keys to the man from whom he had hired it, while Abu Qir left his key with the qadi’s officer, leaving the shop locked and sealed. They then got their things together and set off in the morning, boarding a galleon that was putting out to sea that day. They were aided by the lucky chance that among the hundred and twenty men on board, not counting the captain and the crew, there was not a single barber. When the sails were set, Abu Sir said to his companion: ‘Brother, we are at sea and we need something to eat and to drink, as we have only a small stock of provisions. It may be, however, that someone will call me to shave him and I shall do that in return for a loaf of bread, half a fidda, or a drink of water, which will benefit us both.’ ‘All right,’ said Abu Qir, after which he put his head down and went to sleep.

For his part, Abu Sir got up and, taking his equipment and his bowl, with a rag over his shoulder in place of a towel, because he was so poor, he walked around among the passengers. One of them called to him to come and shave him, which he did, and when he had finished, the man offered him half a fidda. ‘Brother,’ said Abu Sir, ‘I don’t need this coin, for here at sea it would do me more good if you were to offer me a loaf of bread, as I have a companion and we have little in the way of provisions.’ So the man gave him a loaf as well as a piece of cheese, and filled his bowl with fresh water. Abu Sir took this and went to Abu Qir, to whom he said: ‘Take this loaf and eat it with the cheese and drink the water in the bowl.’ When Abu Qir had done this, Abu Sir went off with his shaving gear, his rag over his shoulder and his bowl in his hand. He made his way through the passengers again, and this time he shaved one man for two loaves and another for a piece of cheese. There was a demand for his services and he started to ask for two loaves and half a fidda from everyone who wanted to be shaved, as there was no other barber on board. By sunset, he had acquired thirty loaves and thirty coins, as well as cheese, olives and fish roes, all of which he had collected because people would give him whatever he asked. He shaved the captain, and complained to him of his shortage of provisions for the journey. The captain cordially invited him to bring his friend and dine with him every evening, adding: ‘There is no need for you to worry while you are sailing with us.’

Abu Sir then went back to Abu Qir, whom he found still asleep, but, on being roused, he discovered large quantities of bread, cheese, olives and fish roes placed by his head. ‘Where did you get this?’ he asked and Abu Sir replied: ‘From the bounty of Almighty God.’ Abu Qir was about to start eating, when Abu Sir told him: ‘Don’t touch any of this, brother, but leave it for another time. I have to tell you that I shaved the captain, and when I complained to him that we were short of supplies, he said: “You will be welcome to bring your friend every evening and dine with me.” We shall have our first meal with him tonight.’ ‘I’m seasick,’ complained Abu Qir, ‘and I can’t get up. So let me eat from what is here, while you go to the captain by yourself.’ Abu Sir agreed to that and sat watching as the other ate. He saw him gouging out his food in hunks, like rocks being quarried from a mountain, and swallowing it down like an elephant that hasn’t eaten for days. He would stuff in a second mouthful before he had swallowed the first, glowering like a ghul at what was in front of him, and snorting as a hungry bull snorts over its straw and beans.

Just then, a sailor came up and said: ‘Master, the captain says: “Bring your friend and come to supper.”’ Abu Sir asked Abu Qir if he was going to come with him, but when the latter insisted that he could not walk, Abu Sir went off alone. He found the captain sitting with twenty or more different dishes set out in front of him, waiting with his companions for their two guests. When he saw Abu Sir, he asked where his friend was and, on being told that he was seasick, he said: ‘That will do him no harm; it will wear off. But come yourself and eat with us, for I have been waiting for you.’ He then put a kebab plate on one side and filled it with all kinds of foods until there was enough on it to satisfy ten, and when Abu Sir had finished his meal, he told him to take the plate with him to his friend. So he took it off and found Abu Qir gnawing away at his food like a camel, cramming in one mouthful after another as fast as he could. ‘Didn’t I tell you not to eat,’ said Abu Sir, ‘as the captain is a very generous man? I told him that you were seasick but look at what he has sent you.’ ‘Hand it over,’ said Abu Qir, and he took the plate impatiently from Abu Sir, eager to wolf it down, as well as anything else he could get, like a dog showing its teeth, a ravenous lion, a rukh pouncing on a pigeon, or a half-starved man who sees food and starts to devour it.

Abu Sir left him while he went to drink coffee with the captain, and when he got back he discovered that Abu Qir had eaten everything on the plate and thrown it away empty.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and thirty-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Abu Sir came back to Abu Qir, he found that he had eaten everything on the plate and thrown it away empty. Abu Sir picked it up and gave it to one of the captain’s servants, after which he went back to his companion and slept until morning. The next day, he set about shaving his clients, and whatever he was given, he would pass on to Abu Qir, who sat there eating and drinking, only getting up to relieve himself. Every night he would be given a loaded plate from the captain’s table, and things went on like this for twenty days until the galleon anchored in the harbour of a city. The two companions disembarked and went into the city where they rented a room in a khan. Abu Sir furnished the place, buying all that they needed and fetching meat, which he cooked. Abu Qir had been asleep all the time since he entered the room, only waking up when Abu Sir roused him and placed the food in front of him. He would eat it, saying: ‘Don’t blame me, for I am a dyer,’ and then go back to sleep again.

This went on for forty days, on each of which the barber would take the tools of his trade and go round the city, making what money fell to his lot and coming back to rouse Abu Qir from his sleep. Abu Qir would then fall on his food like a man who could never have enough, after which he would go back to sleep. Another forty days passed in this way, with Abu Sir telling Abu Qir: ‘Sit up and when you have rested, go out and look around the city, for it is a splendid sight and there is no other place to match it.’ Every time he said this, Abu Qir would say: ‘Don’t blame me, for I am a dyer,’ and Abu Sir would be unwilling to annoy him or to say anything that might hurt him.

On the forty-first day, Abu Sir fell ill and was unable to go on his rounds, and so he hired the doorkeeper of the khan to look after them and to bring them food and drink. This continued for four days, during which Abu Qir ate and slept, but then Abu Sir’s illness became so much worse that he lost consciousness. It was at this point that Abu Qir, consumed by hunger, got up and rummaged through his companion’s clothes where he found a number of dirhams which he pocketed. Then he locked Abu Sir in the room and went off without a word to anyone, unseen by the doorkeeper, who happened to be in the market at the time. He went to the market, where he got himself expensive clothes to wear, and he then started on a sight-seeing tour of the city.

He found this to be unequalled in its splendour, although the only colours worn by its inhabitants were white and blue. He came to a dyer’s shop where everything was blue, and so he produced a handkerchief and told the dyer that he would pay to have it dyed. When the man quoted him a price of twenty dirhams, he said: ‘At home we would do that for two dirhams.’ ‘Go back home, then, and have it dyed there,’ said the man. ‘I will only do it for twenty and for nothing less.’ ‘What colour do you propose to dye it?’ asked Abu Qir. ‘Blue,’ replied the man, at which Abu Qir said: ‘But I want it red.’ ‘I don’t know how to do that,’ the man told him. ‘Then green,’ said Abu Qir, and the man replied: ‘I don’t know how to do that either.’ ‘What about yellow?’ asked Abu Qir, and when the man made the same reply, he started to list the other colours, one by one. ‘In our country there are forty expert dyers, no more and no less,’ the man told him, ‘and when one of us dies, the rest teach his son. If he has no son, we have to remain one short, while if someone has two sons we teach one of them and if he dies, then we teach his brother. This craft of ours is regulated and the only colour that we know how to produce is blue.’ Abu Qir said: ‘I am a dyer and I can produce all the colours. I want you to take me on as a salaried assistant and I’ll teach you how to manage them all, so that you can boast that you are better than all your colleagues.’ ‘We will never accept a stranger in our guild,’ the dyer told him. ‘Then I shall open a shop on my own,’ said Abu Qir, but the man told him: ‘You won’t able to do that.’ Abu Qir left him and went to another dyer, who gave him the same answer, after which he went on from one to another until he had visited all forty of them. As none of them was willing to hire him as an assistant or to accept him as an expert, he went to the master of the guild and told him of his proposal, but the man merely repeated: ‘We don’t accept strangers in our guild.’

Abu Qir, in a fury, now took his complaint up to the king of the city, saying: ‘King of the age, I am a stranger here and a dyer by trade.’ After telling the king of his experiences with the local dyers, he went on: ‘I can produce various shades of red, including that of a rose or a jujube, and green like that of a field, a pistachio, olive oil or a parrot’s wing. My blacks can be charcoal or kohl black and my yellows can vary from orange to lemon.’ He continued listing all the various colours and then said: ‘King of the age, the dyers in your city cannot produce a single one of these, as all their knowledge goes no further than blue. In spite of that, they have refused to hire me or to accept me as a master craftsman.’ ‘This is true,’ said the king, ‘but I shall open a workshop for you and provide you with capital. You need fear no trouble from the others, for if any one of them interferes with you, I shall hang him over his own shop door.’ He then ordered builders to go through the city with Abu Qir, and when they came to a place that took his fancy, whether it was a shop, a khan or anything else, they were to expel its owner and build him a workshop to his own specifications. They were to do exactly what he told them, without contradiction. The king then presented Abu Qir with a splendid robe and gave him a thousand dinars for his personal expenses until the building work was finished. He also gave him two mamluks to act as servants and a horse with ornamental trappings.

Abu Qir put on the robe and rode off on the horse as though he were an emir. On the king’s orders, a house was cleared and furnished for him.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and thirty-fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that, on the king’s orders, a house was cleared and furnished for Abu Qir. The day after he had settled in, he rode out through the city, preceded by the architects, and he continued to look around until he found a place he liked. When he had given his approval, the owner was evicted and brought before the king, who paid him the price of his property with a satisfactory bonus. Building work started, and Abu Qir continued to give the workers detailed instructions until they had built him a dye house that had no equal. He then went to tell the king of its completion, adding that in order that work could start there, he needed money for the dyes. ‘Take these four thousand dinars as capital,’ the king said, ‘and then show me what you can produce.’ Abu Qir went off with the money to the market, where he found dye-stuffs is such quantities that they were virtually worthless. He bought everything that he needed, and when the king sent him five hundred pieces of material, he dyed them in various colours and then spread them out to dry in front of the door of his workshop. The passers-by were amazed to see something that they had never in their lives seen before, and a crowd formed, looking and asking questions. ‘Master,’ people would say, ‘what are these colours called?’ and he would tell them: ‘This is red, this is yellow and this is green,’ going through the names of the full spectrum. People would then fetch him material and say in what colour they wanted it dyed, telling him to name his own price.

When he had finished the work commissioned by the king, he took it to the royal court. The king was delighted and gave him a lavish reward, after which all his guards started to bring stuff, specifying the dye colours of their choice, and when he did what they wanted, they would shower gold and silver on him. His reputation spread and his workshop became known as the King’s Dye House. Riches poured in from all sides, and as none of the other dyers had anything to say, they would come to kiss his hands and to excuse themselves for their earlier behaviour. They would offer their services, asking to be taken on as his servants, but he refused to take any of them and, instead, bought slaves, male and female, and acquired great wealth.

So much for him, but as for Abu Sir, he had been locked in his room by Abu Qir, who had taken his money and gone off, leaving him unconscious. He lay shut in there for three days, after which the doorkeeper came to the door and found it locked. Having not seen either Abu Qir or Abu Sir throughout the day and having heard no word of them, he said to himself that they must have left without paying the rent for their room, or they might have died, or something else might have happened to them. While he was outside the locked door, he heard Abu Sir moaning in the room, and as he could see the key in the lock, he opened the door and went in. On finding Abu Sir groaning, he said: ‘I mean you no harm. Where is your companion?’ ‘By God,’ Abu Sir replied, ‘I have only just recovered my senses today after having been ill, and I have been calling out without getting any reply. Please, brother, for God’s sake, look for the purse beneath my head; take out five nusfs and buy me some food, for I am dying of hunger.’ The man put out his hand and took the purse but, finding it empty, had to tell Abu Sir that there was nothing left in it. Abu Sir realized that Abu Qir must have gone off after taking what was in it, and he asked: ‘Have you seen my companion?’ ‘Not for three days,’ the doorkeeper said, adding, ‘and I thought that the two of you must have gone.’ ‘We didn’t go,’ said Abu Sir, ‘but I think that my companion coveted my money and took it off with him when he saw that I was ill.’ He began to weep and wail, but the doorkeeper said: ‘Don’t worry; God will repay him for what he did.’ He then cooked some soup, which he ladled into a dish and gave to Abu Sir, and he continued to look after him for two months, using his own money to pay the costs, until at last Abu Sir broke out in a sweat and was cured of his illness.

He then got to his feet and said to the doorkeeper: ‘If God enables me, I shall reward you for the kindness you have shown, but it is only He, through His grace, who gives rewards.’ The doorkeeper replied: ‘Praise be to God that you are better. I only did what I did for you because I hoped to win His favour.’ Abu Sir then left the khan, and as he made his way through the markets, fate led him to the one where Abu Qir had his workshop. By its door he saw materials dyed in various colours, which were the centre of attention for a large crowd. He asked one of the townsfolk what the place was and why people were crowding around it. ‘This is the King’s Dye House,’ the man told him, ‘which he set up for a foreigner called Abu Qir. Whenever he has dyed a piece of clothing, we gather round to look at it, because we don’t have any dyers here who can produce these colours.’ The man went on to tell of Abu Qir’s experience with the local dyers and of how he had complained to the king, who had helped him by having this workshop built for him, as well as by making him gifts.

When Abu Sir had heard the full story, he was glad, saying to himself: ‘Praise be to God Who has given Abu Qir this opportunity to set himself up as a master craftsman. It is excusable that, being so busy with his profession, he should completely forget about me, but when he was out of work, I was helpful and generous to him and, when he sees me, he will gladly repay my generosity.’ He then moved forward towards the workshop door, where he saw Abu Qir seated on a thick mattress that had been spread on top of a stone bench. He was regally dressed, with four black slaves and four white mamluks, themselves splendidly clothed, standing in front of him. Ten slaves were busy working as craftsmen, for after Abu Qir had bought them he had taught them the craft of dyeing. He himself was lolling among cushions like a great vizier or a king in his magnificence, taking no hand in the work himself but contenting himself with saying: ‘Do this’ and ‘Do that.’

Abu Sir stood in front of him, thinking that he would be glad to see him and would greet him hospitably and look after his interests. But when their eyes met, Abu Qir exclaimed: ‘You disgusting fellow, how many times have I told you not to stand at my workshop door? Are you trying to bring public disgrace on me, you thief? Seize him!’ At this, the slaves ran after him and when they had caught hold of him, they threw him down and gave him a hundred strokes on his back before turning him over and giving him another hundred on his front. ‘You filthy traitor,’ said Abu Qir. ‘After today if I see you standing here again, I’ll send you straight off to the king, who will hand you over to the wali to have your head cut off. Be off with you, and may God give you no blessing.’ When Abu Sir had gone off dejectedly because of the beating and the contempt with which he had been received, the bystanders asked Abu Qir what he had done. He replied: ‘He is a thief who steals materials from people…’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and thirty-fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Abu Qir had Abu Sir beaten and thrown out. He told the bystanders that this was a thief who stole materials from people, adding: ‘How many times has he done this to me and I have said to myself: “May God forgive him; he is a poor man.” Not wanting to cause trouble for him, I would pay the owners the price of the stolen goods and tell him, gently, to keep away, but he would never listen. If he comes back once more, I shall send him to the king, who will have him executed, so that he won’t be able to go on harming people.’ This led the bystanders to call out abuse after the retreating Abu Sir.

So much for Abu Qir, but as for Abu Sir, when he got back to the khan he sat there thinking about what his companion had done to him. He stayed until the pain of his beating had worn off and then he went out again and made his way through the markets. It occurred to him to visit the baths and he asked one of the townsfolk to tell him the way. ‘What are baths?’ the man asked. ‘Places where people wash and remove dirt from themselves,’ Abu Sir replied, adding, ‘and they are one of the greatest delights in the world.’ ‘Go to the sea,’ said the man, and when Abu Sir insisted that it was the baths that he wanted, the man said: ‘We know nothing about them, whatever they may be. We all go to the sea and even the king, when he wants to wash, goes there.’ Abu Sir now realized that there were no baths in the city and that the inhabitants knew nothing about them or how they functioned. So he went to the king’s court and, after kissing the ground in front of the king and calling down blessings on him, he said: ‘I am a stranger here and a bath keeper by trade. When I came to your city I wanted to go to a bath house, but I could not find a single one. How is it that this can be true of a beautiful city like this, when baths are a worldly paradise?’ ‘What are baths?’ the king asked, and in reply Abu Sir started describing them for him, adding: ‘Your city will not be perfect until you have a bath house here.’

The king now welcomed Abu Sir warmly, clothed him in a robe of unmatched beauty and presented him with a horse and two black slaves. He gave him four slave girls and two mamluks, and had a house furnished for him, treating him with even more generosity than he had shown to Abu Qir. He sent builders with him, instructing them to build a bath house wherever he chose. Abu Sir set off with them through the centre of the city until he came across a spot that he liked and pointed it out to the builders. They worked under his direction until they had completed a bath house of unequalled splendour, and on his instructions they painted it so beautifully that it was a delight to the eyes. He then returned to the king and told him that the building work and the painting were finished and that all that was lacking were the furnishings. The king gave him ten thousand dinars, which he took and used for these furnishings, together with towels, which he hung on ropes. All the passers-by stood to stare at it, bewildered by the beauty of the painting, and crowds gathered to look at something they had never seen in their lives before. ‘What is this?’ they would ask as they looked, and Abu Sir would astonish them by saying: ‘This is a bath house.’ He then heated the water and got things working, with water spurting from the fountain, captivating the minds of the spectators. Abu Sir asked the king for ten mamluks who had not yet reached the age of puberty, and the king presented him with ten who were as beautiful as moons. He started to massage them and told them to do the same to the clients, and he then released perfumes before sending out a crier to invite the people to visit what was now called the King’s Baths.

Customers flocked in and Abu Sir would tell the mamluks to wash them. They would go down into the bathing pool before coming out and sitting in the vestibule, where the mamluks would massage them as Abu Sir had taught them. For three days, people were given free access to use the baths as they wanted, and on the fourth day the king came to pay a visit. He and his grandees rode up, and when he had taken off his clothes and entered the baths, Abu Sir came in and massaged him, removing the dirt from his body in rolls like lamp wicks. The king was delighted to see this, and when he clapped his hands to his body, it felt soft and clean. Abu Sir then mixed rosewater into the king’s bath, and when he came out his body was moist and he felt more vigorous than he had ever done in his life. He took his seat in the vestibule, where the mamluks massaged him, as the censers diffused the scent of aloes wood. ‘Master,’ said the king, ‘is this a bath house?’ ‘Yes,’ replied Abu Sir, and the king swore: ‘It is only these baths that make this a proper city,’ and he went on to ask: ‘What charge are you going to make for each of your customers?’ ‘Whatever you tell me,’ Abu Sir said. The king ordered him to be presented with a thousand dinars and told him to make this the fee for everyone using the baths. ‘I beg your pardon, your majesty,’ said Abu Sir, ‘but these people are not all alike. Some of them are rich and some are poor, and if I charge a thousand dinars a head, the baths will go out of business, as the poor won’t be able to afford so much.’ ‘What will you do about charging then?’ the king asked, and Abu Sir said: ‘I shall leave this to their sense of honour, so that everyone who can will give as much as he feels like, and the fee that I get will be in proportion to the customer’s means. In that case, people will flock in; the rich will give what matches their status and the poor will give as much as they can. This will keep the baths busy and prosperous, while the thousand dinars that you suggested is a royal gift which not everyone can afford.’

The leading courtiers agreed with him, saying: ‘That is so, your august majesty. Do you suppose that everyone is like you?’ ‘True enough,’ replied the king, ‘but this man is a poor stranger and it is our duty to treat him generously, as he has made for us in our city this bath house, the like of which I had never seen. It is he who has added this adornment to our city and has increased its importance, so that however greatly we reward him it will not be too much.’ They said: ‘If you want to be generous, use your own money, and your generosity to the poor will be reflected in the low charge for the baths, for which your subjects will bless you. As for the thousand dinars, we are the leaders of the state and we would not want to pay as much, so what about the poor?’ The king told them: ‘This time each one of you can give a hundred dinars together with a mamluk, a slave girl and a black slave.’ ‘Yes, we shall do that,’ they said, ‘but from now on everyone who goes in will only have to pay what he wants.’ The king agreed, and each one of the courtiers gave Abu Sir a hundred dinars, together with a slave girl, a mamluk and a black slave.

There were four hundred courtiers who accompanied the king to the baths that day…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and thirty-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that four hundred of the leading courtiers accompanied the king to the baths that day, and so what they paid amounted in total to forty thousand dinars, in addition to four hundred mamluks, four hundred black slaves and four hundred slave girls – a large enough gift indeed. On top of this, the king presented Abu Sir with ten thousand dinars, ten mamluks, ten slave girls and ten black slaves. At that, he came forward and kissed the ground in front of the king, saying: ‘O fortunate and well-directed king of sound counsel, where is there room for me to accommodate all these mamluks and slaves, male and female?’ The king said: ‘I only told my courtiers to give these to you in order to provide you with a large sum of money. It may be that you think with longing of your own country and your family, and you may want to go home. You will then have got enough wealth from here on which to live back there for the rest of your life.’ ‘Your majesty,’ said Abu Sir, ‘may God grant you glory. This number of mamluks and slaves is only suitable for a king, and if you were to order me to be presented with money, it would be better for me than to have such an army. They would eat, drink and have to be clothed, and however much money I made, it would not be enough to meet their expenses.’ The king laughed and said: ‘By God, you are right. They do form a huge host and you cannot possibly afford to maintain them. Would you then sell them to me for a hundred dinars each?’ Abu Sir agreed to this and the king sent word to his treasurer to fetch him money. When this had been done, he paid Abu Sir the purchase price in full and then returned the mamluks and slaves to their owners, saying: ‘Whoever recognizes his slave, slave girl or mamluk is to take them back, as this is a gift from me to you.’ They did as they were told and each one of them reclaimed his own property. ‘May God relieve you from care, your majesty, as you have relieved me from these ghuls, whose bellies God alone could fill.’ The king laughed, recognizing the truth of his words, and then, with his courtiers in attendance, he left the baths and returned to his palace. Abu Sir still had in his service twenty black slaves, twenty mamluks and four slave girls, and he spent the night counting his gold, before putting it into bags and sealing them.

The next morning, he opened up the baths and sent out a crier to let the people know that whoever came to wash there would only have to give what he felt like and what his generosity suggested. He himself took his seat beside a chest, where he was besieged by customers, and as every one who came put into it as much as he could spare, by the evening, thanks to the grace of Almighty God, the chest was full. It was after that that the queen decided that she wanted to visit the baths, and when Abu Sir heard of this, in order to accommodate her, he divided the day into two periods, with the time from sunrise to noon being restricted to men, while from noon until sunset was kept for women. When the queen arrived, he stationed a slave girl behind the chest with four others, whom he had taught and who were already skilled bath attendants. The queen admired all this and, as a mark of her pleasure, she put a thousand dinars in the chest.

Abu Sir’s reputation spread through the city; as he treated all his customers, rich and poor alike, with respect, he was deluged with benefits from all sides. He made the acquaintance of the king’s guards and acquired companions and friends. The king would visit him one day each week, presenting him with a thousand dinars. On other days, his visitors were both the men of importance and the poor, and he did his best to please everyone, showing them the greatest politeness. One day the king’s captain came and Abu Sir stripped and went in with him to massage him, treating him with all courtesy. When he came out, Abu Sir produced sherbet and coffee for him, and when the captain wanted to give him something in return, Abu Sir swore that he would accept nothing at all. His courtesy and kindness left the captain with a feeling of obligation, and he was at a loss to know how to repay him for this.

So much for Abu Sir, but as for Abu Qir, he heard everyone talking about the baths. They all told him: ‘There is no doubt that these are a worldly paradise and, God willing, you must come with us tomorrow to see their magnificence.’ Abu Qir told himself that he had better go with the others to see what it was that had so taken their fancy. He put on his most splendid clothes and rode off on his mule towards the baths, accompanied by four black slaves and four mamluks, who walked behind and in front of him. He dismounted by the door of the baths and, on entering, he detected the scent of aloes and saw people going in and coming out, while the benches were crowded with rich and poor alike. When he got to the entrance hall, he was seen by Abu Sir, who got up and greeted him gladly. Abu Qir said: ‘Is this how gentlemen keep their promises? I opened a dyer’s shop, and am now the city’s leading dyer, an acquaintance of the king’s, well off and influential. You have never come to me or asked about me or said: “Where is my friend?” I have been looking for you in vain, sending out my slaves and mamluks to search through the khans and other such places, but they failed to get on your track and no one could tell them anything about you.’ ‘Didn’t I come to you,’ said Abu Sir, ‘only to be called a thief, beaten and put to public disgrace?’ Abu Qir showed distress and said: ‘What are you saying? Was it you whom I beat?’ ‘Yes it was,’ Abu Sir told him, at which Abu Qir swore with a thousand oaths that he had not recognized him. ‘Someone who looked like you had been coming to me every day and stealing people’s belongings and I thought that you were that man.’ He went on to express his regrets, striking his hands together and exclaiming: ‘There is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent. I wronged you, but I wish you had introduced yourself and told me who you were. Since you didn’t do that, the fault is yours, particularly since I was overwhelmed by pressure of work.’ ‘God forgive you, my friend,’ said Abu Sir. ‘This was something that had been preordained and all authority belongs to God. Come in; take your clothes off; wash and enjoy yourself.’ ‘For God’s sake, forgive me, brother,’ said Abu Qir. ‘May God clear you of responsibility and pardon you,’ replied Abu Sir, ‘as this was something ordained for me from past eternity.’

Abu Qir now asked him how he had reached so powerful a position, to which he replied: ‘God, Who helped you, helped me. I went to the king and told him about baths, after which he told me to build a bath house.’ ‘You know the king and so do I,’ said Abu Qir…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and thirty-seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that, after Abu Qir and Abu Sir had blamed each other, Abu Qir said: ‘You know the king and so do I. If God wills, I shall see to it that he loves and honours you for my sake even more than he has done when he didn’t know that you were a friend of mine. I shall tell him that, and ask him to look after your interests.’ ‘There is no need for this,’ Abu Sir told him, ‘since there is a God Who moves men’s hearts to tenderness and Who has inspired the king and all his court with affection for me.’ He went on to tell of the gifts that he had been given and of all that had happened to him. Then he said: ‘Take off your clothes behind the chest and when you go into the baths, I shall come in with you to give you a massage.’ So Abu Qir stripped and Abu Sir accompanied him to the baths, where he massaged him, soaped him down and then gave him back his clothes, busying himself in attendance on him until he came out. When he did, Abu Sir brought him food and sherbet, and everyone was astonished at the distinction with which he treated him. When, at the end of this, Abu Qir wanted to give him something, Abu Sir exclaimed: ‘No, no, you are my friend and there is no difference between us.’ Then Abu Qir said: ‘My friend, these baths are splendid, but there is something missing.’ When Abu Sir asked what this was, he told him that he needed to stock a mixture of arsenic and lime to use as a simple depilatory. ‘Make some of this,’ he said, ‘and then, when the king comes, produce it for him and tell him how easily it makes hair fall out, after which he will love and honour you even more.’ ‘That is true,’ Abu Sir replied, ‘and, God willing, I shall make some.’

On leaving, Abu Qir mounted his mule and rode off to the king. When he came into his presence, he said: ‘I have some advice for you, king of the age.’ The king asked what this was, and Abu Qir replied: ‘It has come to my notice that you have built a bath house.’ ‘Yes,’ said the king, ‘I was approached by a foreigner and I had this built for him, just as I had the dye house built for you. It is a magnificent place which adds to the attractions of the city.’ He went on to speak of its beauties, and when Abu Qir asked whether he had entered it himself, he said that he had. ‘Praise be to God who saved you from the evil schemes of that wicked bath keeper, the enemy of religion!’ exclaimed Abu Qir. ‘What do you know of him?’ the king asked. Abu Qir replied: ‘I have to tell you, your majesty, that if you go there after today, you will die.’ When the king asked why that was, he said: ‘The bath keeper is an enemy of yours and an enemy of religion. The only reason that he got you to have the bath house built was in order to poison you there. He has prepared something for you, and if you go in, he will tell you: “This is a medicinal ointment and its application will cause hairs to fall out easily.” Far from being a medicine, it is noxious in the extreme, as it is, in fact, a deadly poison. That evil man was promised by the Christian king that if he killed you, his wife and children, whom the king has been holding as captives, would be freed. I myself was a fellow captive of his in the lands of the Christians, but after I had opened a workshop and dyed stuff for them in various colours, they interceded for me with their king. He asked me what I wanted, and when I told him that I wished to be freed, he let me go. It was after that that I came here, and when I saw this fellow in the baths I asked him how he had got away, together with his wife and children. He said: “While my family and I were held there as captives, I went to a meeting of the king’s court and I was standing there among the audience when I heard a list of kings being read out. When the king of this city was mentioned, the Christian king sighed and said: ‘No one in this world has ever defeated me except for that man, and if anyone can produce a scheme to get him killed for me, I shall give him everything he asks for.’ I went up to him and said: ‘If I manage to find a way to kill him, will you free me, together with my wife and children?’ ‘Yes,’ replied the king, ‘and I shall grant all your wishes.’ We agreed, and he sent me off here in a galleon. I made an approach to the king, who had this bath house built for me, and all that remains for me to do now is to kill him and then go back to the Christian king, win freedom for my wife and children, and ask him to grant me a wish.” “How do you plan to kill him?” I asked, and he said: “It is simple – very simple indeed. I have made a mixture for him containing poison, and when he comes to the baths, I shall tell him to take it and use it to smear over his nether parts in order to make the hairs fall out. After he has done this, it will take the poison a day and a night to have its effect, but when it gets to the heart it will kill him and that will be the end.” When I heard what he had to say, I was afraid for you, and as you have been so good to me, I had to tell you.’

The king, on hearing this, became furiously angry and, after telling Abu Qir to keep the affair secret, he decided to visit the baths in order to settle the matter beyond doubt. When he got there, Abu Sir stripped himself as usual and came to attend to his massage. He said: ‘Your majesty, I have made something to clean away your lower hairs.’ The king told him to bring it out for him, and when he did, the king detected an unpleasant smell and was certain that this must be poison. He called to his guards to seize Abu Sir and when they had done so, he came out full of rage. No one knew why he was so angry; he told nobody the reason and nobody dared ask him. When he had put his clothes back on, he went to his court and had Abu Sir brought before him with his hands tied behind his back. He summoned his captain, and when the man came he said: ‘Take this foul fellow; put him in a sack with two qintars of unslaked lime and then tie up its mouth. Place him in a rowing boat and bring it underneath my palace. You will see me sitting by my window and you are then to ask me: “Shall I throw him into the water?” I will say yes and you will toss him in so that the lime will be slaked and he will die through being both drowned and burned.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ replied the captain.

He took Abu Sir from the king’s presence and brought him to an island opposite the royal palace. Then he said to him: ‘I once went to your baths where you treated me with extreme respect and looked after me to my great satisfaction. You swore that you would not accept any fee from me and I formed a great affection for you. So tell me what have you done to the king and what evil deed it is that has led him to become so angry with you that he has ordered me to put you to this cruel death?’ Abu Sir replied: ‘I haven’t done anything and I know of no fault that I have committed to deserve 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 nine hundred and thirty-eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the captain asked Abu Sir why the king was angry with him. ‘By God, brother,’ he replied, ‘I haven’t earned this by anything wrong that I did to him.’ The captain said: ‘Your standing with the king was higher than anyone had ever achieved before, but every favourite is an object of jealousy. Perhaps someone grudged you this good fortune and said something to the king that made him angry with you. But you are welcome here and no harm will come to you. You were good to me, although we didn’t know each other, and so I am going to set you free, but when I do that, you will have to stay with me on this island until I can send you off on a galleon leaving for your homeland.’ Abu Sir kissed the captain’s hand in gratitude, and the latter got lime, which he put into a sack, adding a large stone, as big as a man, and saying: ‘I take refuge with God.’ He then gave Abu Sir a net and told him to cast it into the sea in the hope of catching fish, as it was his responsibility to produce fish every day for the king’s kitchens. He explained: ‘This bad business of yours has kept me from fishing, and I’m afraid that the kitchen boys may come looking for fish and not find any, unless you manage to get hold of something. I shall go off myself beneath the palace and trick the king by pretending that I have thrown you into the water.’ Abu Sir agreed to this and prayed that God might aid him.

The captain put the sack in a boat and brought it underneath the palace, where he saw the king sitting by a window. When he asked whether he should throw Abu Sir in, the king said yes, and gestured with his hand. As he did so, something gleaming fell from his hand into the water and this turned out to be the royal signet ring, which had talismanic powers. Whenever the king was angry with someone and wanted to kill him, he would gesture with his right hand with the ring on it and the ring would then produce a lightning flash which would strike the man at whom he was pointing, removing his head from his shoulders. This ring was the source of the king’s power over his troops, as it allowed him to overcome the most powerful of men. When it fell off, he said nothing. He could not let it be known that it had fallen into the sea for fear that his troops would rise against him and kill him, and so he kept quiet.

So much for him, but as for Abu Sir, after the captain had left, he took the net and cast it into the sea. When he pulled it in, it was full of fish; the same thing happened when he made a second cast, and this went on and on until there was a great pile of fish in front of him. ‘By God,’ he said to himself, ‘it is a long time since I ate any fish,’ and so he picked out a large fat one, saying: ‘When the captain comes, I will ask him to fry this for me so that I can have it for my meal.’ He cut it open with a knife that he had with him, but the knife stuck in its gills and there he discovered the king’s ring. The fish had swallowed it and destiny had then led it to the island where it had fallen into Abu Sir’s net.

Abu Sir, not knowing the ring’s powers, took it and put it on his little finger. Just then, two of the king’s kitchen boys came for fish and they asked Abu Sir where the captain had gone. ‘I don’t know,’ he said, making a gesture with his right hand, and as he did so their heads fell off their shoulders. Astonished by this unfortunate fate of theirs, he wondered who had killed them. As he was thinking the matter over, up came the captain, to find a large pile of fish, together with the two dead kitchen boys. He noticed the ring on Abu Sir’s finger and called out: ‘Brother, don’t move your ring hand or else you will kill me.’ Abu Sir was amazed, and when the captain came up to him and asked who had killed the two boys, he told him that he didn’t know. ‘That has to be true,’ the captain said, ‘but tell me about the ring. Where did you get it from?’ ‘I saw it in the gills of this fish,’ Abu Sir told him, and again the captain said: ‘This is true, for I saw it glittering as it fell into the sea from the royal palace just as the king gestured towards what he thought was you and told me to throw you into the water. When he did that, I tossed the sack overboard and the ring must have fallen from his finger into the water, where this fish swallowed it. God must have brought the fish here so that you might have the good luck to catch it. Do you have any idea of its properties?’ When Abu Sir said no, the captain explained: ‘Fear of this ring is the only reason why the king’s troops obey him. It has talismanic powers and when he is angry with anyone and wants to kill him, he makes a gesture with it and the man’s head falls from his shoulders. Lightning flashes from it, and when it reaches the victim, he dies on the spot.’

When Abu Sir heard what the captain had to say, he was delighted and asked to be taken back to the city. The captain agreed, adding: ‘I’m no longer afraid that the king may harm you, because if you point at him with the intention of killing him, his head will fall off in front of you, and if you wanted to kill not only him but all his men as well, you could do that with no difficulty.’ He then took Abu Sir on board his boat and set off with him for the city.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and thirty-ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the captain took Abu Sir on board his boat and set off with him to the city. When he got there, he went to the royal palace and, on entering the audience chamber, he found the king sitting there in a state of deep distress, with his guards, to whom he had not been able to reveal the ring’s loss, ranged in front of him. On seeing Abu Sir, he exclaimed: ‘Didn’t I have you thrown into the sea? How did you manage to escape?’ ‘King of the age,’ Abu Sir replied, ‘when you gave your command, your captain took me to an island where he asked me what I had done to lead you to order my execution. I told him that I knew of no wrongdoing on my part, and he suggested that perhaps the great favour that you had shown me might have made someone envious enough to try to rouse your anger by slandering me to you. In return for the kindness that I had shown him when he came to my baths, he promised to arrange for my escape and to send me back home. He then put a stone in the boat instead of me and dropped it into the sea, but when you gestured towards me, your ring fell from your hand into the water, where a fish swallowed it. I was on the island fishing and that fish formed part of my catch. I took it out and was intending to grill it, but when I cut it open I saw the ring inside it and so I took it and put it on my finger. Then two kitchen boys came for fish and I gestured towards them, not knowing the ring’s qualities, at which their heads fell off. The captain recognized what was on my finger and told me about its talismanic powers. I have brought it to you because you treated me well and were extremely generous to me, kindnesses for which I cannot show ingratitude. Here is your ring. Take it, and if I have done anything to deserve death, tell me what it was and then kill me, for you will be free of any blood guilt.’ He then removed the ring from his finger and handed it to the king.

The king, on seeing the service that Abu Sir had done him, recovered his good spirits and, after taking the ring and putting it on his finger, he rose to his feet and embraced him. ‘You are one of the best and most virtuous of men,’ he said. ‘Do not blame me but forgive me for what I did to you. If anyone else had got hold of this ring, he would never have given it back to me.’ Abu Sir said: ‘If you want my forgiveness, your majesty, tell me what it was that I did wrong which led you to order my execution.’ The king replied: ‘By God, I am now convinced that you are innocent of any wrongdoing since you have done me this favour. It was the dyer who accused you,’ and he told him what Abu Qir had said. ‘By God, your majesty,’ Abu Sir protested, ‘I don’t know the king of the Christians and never in my life have I been to their lands, nor have I ever thought of killing you. This dyer was a friend and neighbour of mine in Alexandria, where we found it hard to make a living. Because of that, we left after having made an agreement, confirmed on the Quran, that whichever of us found work should provide food for the other while he was without a job.’ He then told the king what had happened and how Abu Qir had taken his money, leaving him sick in his room in the khan. He explained how the doorkeeper had spent his own money on him during his illness until God had brought about his cure, and how he had then wandered around the city taking the tools of his trade with him as usual. On his way, he had seen a crowd outside a workshop and when he looked at the door, there he saw Abu Qir sitting on a bench. He had gone in to greet him, but had been maltreated and beaten as a thief, receiving a painful thrashing.

When he had told the king all the particulars of his story from beginning to end, he added that it was Abu Qir who had told him to manufacture the ointment for the king’s use, saying that this was the one thing lacking in the baths. ‘I must tell you, your majesty,’ he went on, ‘that there is no harm in it. We manufacture it in our own country where it is one of the accessories of a bath house. I had forgotten this, and when Abu Qir came to me and I treated him well, he reminded me of it and told me to make some. Send for the doorkeeper of the khan, as well as for the workmen in the dye house, and ask all of them about what I have told you.’ The king sent for them and when they had arrived, in answer to his questions they confirmed the facts. He then ordered Abu Qir to be brought to him barefooted, bare-headed and with his hands tied behind his back.

Abu Qir had been sitting at home, happy in the thought that Abu Sir was dead, when before he knew what was happening the king’s guards had pounced on him and, after beating him on the nape of his neck, they tied his hands and brought him before the king. There he was met by the sight of Abu Sir sitting beside the king, with the doorkeeper of the khan and his own workmen standing in front of him. ‘This is his companion,’ said the doorkeeper, ‘the man who stole his money and abandoned him with me when he lay sick in his room.’ When he had completed his story, Abu Qir’s workmen said: ‘That is the man our master told us to seize and beat.’

Abu Qir’s villainy became clear to the king, who realized that he deserved a worse punishment than any that could be inflicted by Munkar and Nakir. He ordered his guards to take him and parade him around the city and through the market…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and fortieth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the king heard the evidence of the doorkeeper and the craftsmen, he was convinced of Abu Qir’s villainy. He told his guards to take him and parade him around the city, after which he was to be put in a sack and thrown into the sea. ‘Your majesty,’ said Abu Sir, ‘please accept my intercession for him, as I forgive him for how he treated me.’ ‘Even if you do,’ replied the king, ‘I cannot forgive him for what he did to me,’ and he then shouted: ‘Seize him!’ The guards took hold of Abu Qir and, after parading him around the town, they put him in a sack with lime and threw him into the sea, where he died, both drowned and burned.

The king now promised Abu Sir that he would grant him whatever he wanted. Abu Sir told him: ‘I wish that you would send me back home, for I no longer want to stay here.’ So the king, after having added greatly to the wealth that he already had and the gifts he had been given, presented him with a galleon laden with good things and crewed by mamluks, whom he assigned to him. This was after he had offered to appoint him as vizier, a post which he refused. He then took his leave of the king and set off in the galleon, in which everything, including the crew, was his own property. They came to land at Alexandria and anchored off shore, after which they disembarked. One of the mamluks called Abu Sir’s attention to a large and heavy sack that was lying on the shore, saying: ‘Its mouth is tied up and I don’t know what is in it.’ Abu Sir came across and, on opening the sack, he found inside the corpse of Abu Qir which had been carried there by the sea. He removed it and buried it near Alexandria, making the tomb a place of pilgrimage supported by religious endowments. Over its entrance he inscribed the following lines:


It is by his actions that a man is known;

What the noble and the freeborn do reflects their lineage.

Slanderers will be slandered in their turn,

And others will say of you the things you say.

Avoid obscenities within your speech,

Whether this be in earnest or in jest.

Dogs that are well behaved are kept as pets,

But ignorant lions must be held in chains.

Corpses float on the surface of the open sea,

While pearls are hidden beneath the sands.

No sparrow will compete against a hawk

Unless through recklessness and lack of sense.

Written on the pages of the windy sky

You find: ‘Do good and so it will be done to you.’

Look for no sugar in the colocynth,

For every taste reverts to its own root.



Abu Sir lived on for some time and when he died he was buried beside his companion, Abu Qir. The place was known by both their names but is now commonly called Abu Qir. This is as much as I know of their story. Praise be to the Eternal God, Whose will governs the progress of the nights and days.


   *



A story is also told of a fisherman named ‘Abd Allah, whose large family comprised nine children and their mother. ‘Abd Allah himself was a very poor man whose only possession was his fishing net, and every day he used to go to the seashore in order to fish. If he only caught a few, he would sell his catch and spend what God had given him on his children, while if he caught a lot he would cook a good dish of fish and buy fruit, continuing to spend money until it had all gone, while saying to himself: ‘God will provide tomorrow’s food tomorrow.’ His wife then gave birth to their tenth child on a day when he had been left with no money at all. She asked him to go to find her something to eat and he told her: ‘I shall go to the shore today to try my luck, relying on the blessing of the Almighty and on the good fortune brought by this newborn baby.’ ‘Put your trust in God,’ she said, and so he took his net and went off.

He cast the net, invoking the baby’s good fortune and saying: ‘My God, make it easy and not difficult for me to find something on which to nourish him, and let it be a lot rather than a little.’ He waited for a time but when he pulled the net in, it turned out to be full of rubbish, sand, pebbles and weeds, and there was not a single fish to be seen. He made a second cast, waited, but still found no fish when he brought the net in, and the same thing happened with the third, fourth and fifth casts. He moved to another spot and set about praying to God to grant him something, but although he carried on like this until evening, he caught not even the smallest sprat. At this, he asked himself wonderingly: ‘Did God create this child without providing food for him? This can never be, as He Who has made mouths to open guarantees them food to eat, for He is the Generous Provider.’

With his net over his shoulder, he went back disheartened and preoccupied with worries about his family, whom he had left without food, and in particular about his wife, because she had just given birth. ‘What shall I do,’ he said to himself as he walked along, ‘and what am I going to say to my children tonight?’ He passed by a baker’s oven where he saw a large crowd, as this was a time when prices were high and people had not much food. They were offering money to the baker, but the crowd was so thick that he could not pay attention to any of them. ‘Abd Allah stood watching, and the scent of the warm bread filled him with hungry longing. The baker saw him and called out: ‘Fisherman, come here.’ When ‘Abd Allah had gone up to him, he asked him if he wanted bread. ‘Abd Allah kept silent, but the baker said: ‘Speak and don’t be embarrassed. God is generous and if you haven’t any money with you, I’ll give you bread and wait for you to have better luck.’ ‘By God, master,’ ‘Abd Allah said, ‘I’ve no money with me, but if you give me enough bread for my family, I’ll leave my net with you until tomorrow as a pledge.’ The baker replied: ‘My poor fellow, this net is your shop and your means of livelihood. If you pledge it, what will you use to fish? Tell me how much will be enough for you.’ ‘Ten nusfs’ worth,’ ‘Abd Allah answered, at which the baker gave him that amount of bread and presented him with ten nusfs in cash, saying: ‘Take these coins and use them to buy a cooked meal. You will then owe me twenty and tomorrow you can bring me the equivalent of this in fish, or, if you don’t catch anything, come for your bread and I’ll give you another ten and wait until you find yourself better off…’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and forty-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the baker told the fisherman: ‘Take what you need and I shall wait until you find yourself better off. Then you can pay what you owe me in fish.’ ‘God reward you,’ said ‘Abd Allah, ‘and shower benefits on you.’ He then took the bread and the coins and went off happily. He bought what he could and returned to his wife, whom he found comforting the children, who were crying with hunger, and telling them: ‘Your father is on his way with something to eat.’ When he went in, he put down the bread for them and, as they ate, he told his wife what had happened. ‘God is generous!’ she exclaimed.

The next day, he took his net and left the house, saying: ‘My Lord, I ask You to provide something for me today that may clear my debt to the baker,’ but when he got to the sea and started to cast his net and draw it in, there were no fish. This went on all day, and when he had still caught nothing, he went back full of sorrow. His way home led past the baker’s oven and as this was the only road that he could take, he decided to walk so fast that the baker would not see him. When he got to the oven and saw the crowd there, he quickened his pace as he was ashamed to be seen. But the baker looked up and shouted: ‘Fisherman, you have forgotten to come for your bread and your spending money.’ ‘By God, I didn’t forget,’ said ‘Abd Allah, ‘but I was ashamed to meet you because I caught nothing today.’ ‘Don’t be embarrassed,’ the baker told him. ‘Didn’t I tell you to take your time until better days come?’ He then gave him the bread and the money, after which ‘Abd Allah went back home and told his wife what had happened. ‘God is gracious,’ she told him, ‘and if it is His will, you will be lucky and will be able to pay off your debt.’

Things went on like this for forty days, on each of which he went off to the shore at sunrise and stayed until sunset, before going back without fish and getting bread and cash from the baker. Never once did the baker mention fish to him or stop helping him out, as other people would have done. He kept on handing over the bread and the ten coins, and whenever ‘Abd Allah said: ‘Brother, how much do I owe you?’ he would tell him to go away, saying: ‘This isn’t the time to draw up an account. Wait until you are better off and then I’ll settle with you.’ ‘Abd Allah would bless him and go off gratefully.

On the forty-first day, he said to his wife: ‘I intend to cut up my net and take a rest from this way of life.’ His wife asked why, and he told her: ‘It seems as though I can get no living from the sea. How long can this go on? By God, I melt with shame in front of the baker and I shall never go to the sea again. Nothing else can stop me from having to pass his oven, as it is on the only way that I can take to get there. Every time I pass him, he calls to me and gives me bread and cash, but how long can I go on getting deeper and deeper into his debt?’ His wife replied: ‘Praise be to the Exalted God, Who has filled the man’s heart with pity for you so that he gives you food. What is it that you don’t like about this?’ He told her: ‘I owe him a great deal of money and the time must come when he will ask me for it.’ ‘Has he said anything hurtful to you?’ she asked. ‘No,’ ‘Abd Allah replied, ‘and he won’t give me a reckoning, telling me to wait until things get better for me.’ ‘Well then,’ she said, ‘if he does ask you for the money, tell him to wait for the good times to come that you both hope for.’ ‘And when will that be?’ he asked, to which she replied: ‘God is gracious.’ ‘That is true,’ he said.

He then picked up his net and set off for the sea, saying: ‘Lord, let me catch even a single fish which I can give the baker.’ He cast his net into the sea and when he began to pull it in he found it so heavy that he became exhausted as he hauled at it. Then, when he got it out, he was disgusted to find that in it was the bloated and stinking carcass of a donkey. He freed it from the net and exclaimed: ‘There is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent! I can’t go on telling my wife that I can no longer get a living from the sea and asking her to let me give up fishing, only to have her tell me that God is gracious and that good will come. Is this dead donkey good?’ In deep sorrow, he went off to another spot in order to get away from the smell of the carcass and there he took his net and made another cast. He waited for a time and when he began to pull, he again found it heavy and this time he had to go on straining at it until blood dripped from his hands. When it was clear of the water, he saw in it a human shape, which he took to be one of the ‘ifrits of our lord Solomon, who used to imprison them in brass bottles and throw them into the sea. He supposed that in the course of time one of these bottles must have broken, so letting out the ‘ifrit, who had then been caught in his net. So he started to run away, calling out: ‘Mercy, mercy, ‘ifrit of Solomon!’ But the creature called to him from inside the net: ‘Don’t run off, fisherman. I am a human being like you and if you set me free I shall reward you.’

When ‘Abd Allah heard this, his panic subsided and he went back and said: ‘Aren’t you an ‘ifrit from among the jinn?’ ‘No,’ said the creature, ‘I am a human, who believes in God and His Prophet.’ ‘Who was it then who threw you into the sea?’ ‘Abd Allah asked, and the creature told him: ‘I am one of the children of the sea, and I was wandering around when you threw your net over me. My people obey God’s laws and we show pity to His creatures, for otherwise, if I were not afraid of being counted among the disobedient, I would cut your net. As it is, I am content with the fate that God has decreed for me, and if you set me free, you will be like my master and I your prisoner. Are you prepared to free me for God’s sake and to come to an agreement with me to become my companion? I shall then come to meet you here every day and you shall bring me a present from the fruits of the land. For you have grapes, figs, melons, peaches, pomegranates and so on, and anything that you bring will be acceptable. For our part, we have coral, pearls, chrysolites, emeralds, sapphires and other gems, and I shall use these to fill the basket in which you bring me fruit. What do you say to this, brother?’ ‘We should recite the Fatiha to confirm this agreement between us,’ said ‘Abd Allah, and when they had both done this, he freed the merman from the net. He then asked him his name. ‘I am ‘Abd Allah of the sea,’ the merman replied, and he went on: ‘If you don’t see me when you come here, call out: “Where are you, ‘Abd Allah of the sea?” and I shall be with you immediately…’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and forty-second night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that ‘Abd Allah of the sea said to him: ‘If you don’t see me when you come here, call out: “Where are you, ‘Abd Allah of the sea?” and I shall be with you immediately. So tell me, what is your own name?’ The fisherman replied: ‘My name is ‘Abd Allah,’ and the merman told him: ‘You can be ‘Abd Allah of the land and I am ‘Abd Allah of the sea. Stay here until I go and fetch you a present.’ Land ‘Abd Allah agreed and sea ‘Abd Allah disappeared back under the waves.

At that, ‘Abd Allah the fisherman regretted having freed the merman from his net, saying to himself: ‘How am I to know that he will ever come back to me? He must be laughing at me for having let him go. Had I kept him, I could have shown him to the townspeople and got money from them all, and I could have taken him to the houses of the great folk.’ In his regret, he kept telling himself: ‘You have lost your catch,’ but then, while he was feeling sorry for himself, back came the merman with his hands full of pearls, coral, emeralds, sapphires and other jewels. ‘Take these, my brother,’ he said, ‘and don’t blame me, for I have no basket which I could fill for you.’ The delighted fisherman took the jewels from him and the merman told him to come there every day before sunrise. He then took his leave and went off back into the sea.

The fisherman went happily into the city, walking on until he came to the baker’s oven. ‘Brother,’ he said, ‘I have been lucky, so tell me how much I owe you.’ ‘There is no need for that,’ the baker told him. ‘If you have got something with you, you can give it to me, but if not, take away your bread and your cash and wait for the good times to come.’ ‘They have come, my friend,’ ‘Abd Allah said, ‘thanks to God’s grace. I must owe you a lot, but take this,’ and he passed over a handful of pearls, coral, sapphires and other gems. This was half of what he had with him, and when he had given it to the baker, he asked him for cash which he could use as spending money that day until he was able to sell the other jewels. The baker handed over all the money that he had, together with all the bread that was in his basket. He was delighted with what he had been given and he told ‘Abd Allah: ‘I am your slave and your servant.’ Then he picked up all the bread that he had and walked behind him to his house, carrying it on his head. He handed the bread over to ‘Abd Allah’s wife and children and then went off to the market, from where he brought back meat, vegetables and all sorts of fruit. He abandoned his oven and spent the whole day in attendance on ‘Abd Allah, looking after his needs. ‘You are putting yourself to too much trouble,’ ‘Abd Allah protested, but the baker said: ‘This is my duty as I have become your servant and you have overwhelmed me with your kindness.’ ‘It was you who were kind to me,’ ‘Abd Allah corrected him, ‘at a time when I was in need and prices were high.’ The baker spent the night with him and enjoyed a good meal, after which the two became firm friends. When ‘Abd Allah told his wife of his encounter with the merman, she was pleased but told him to keep the affair secret lest he fall into the hands of the authorities. He said: ‘Even if I keep it from everyone else, I can’t hide it from the baker.’

The next morning, he took a basket which he had filled the evening before with all kinds of fruit and carried it before sunrise to the seashore. He put it down and called to the merman, who immediately answered: ‘Here I am,’ and came out to meet him and to be presented with the fruit. This he carried into the sea, diving under the surface, and after a short delay he came out again, bringing back the basket filled with precious stones and gems of all kinds. ‘Abd Allah carried it away on his head and when he got to the baker’s oven, the baker said: ‘Master, I’ve baked you forty cakes and sent them to your house. I’m now going to bake some special bread for you and when it is ready, I shall bring it to your house and then go and fetch you vegetables and meat.’ ‘Abd Allah took three handfuls of jewels from the basket and presented them to him before going home and putting down the basket. He picked out one precious gem from each of the various types that were there and took them to the jewellers’ market. He stopped by the shop of the superintendent of the market and asked him to buy the gems. The man asked to be shown them, and when he had seen them he said: ‘Do you have any more?’ ‘A basket full of them,’ ‘Abd Allah replied. ‘Where do you live?’ the man said and, when ‘Abd Allah had told him, the superintendent ordered his servants to seize him, saying: ‘This is the thief who stole the property of the queen.’ On his instructions, his men then beat ‘Abd Allah and tied his hands behind his back. The superintendent and everyone else in the jewellers’ market got up, saying: ‘We’ve caught the thief.’ One of them was claiming: ‘It was this ruffian who stole So-and-So’s goods,’ while another said: ‘He stole everything that was in So-and-So’s house.’ Everyone had a different story to tell, but all the while ‘Abd Allah stayed silent, saying nothing and giving no replies until he was brought before the king. Then the superintendent said: ‘King of the age, when the queen’s necklace was stolen, you sent word to us and asked us to arrest the man responsible for the theft. I have distinguished myself by my hard work on this case and I have caught the thief for you. Here he is, standing in front of you, and these are the jewels that we have recovered from him.’ The king said to the chief eunuch: ‘Take these; show them to the queen and ask her whether they are what she lost.’ When the eunuch took them to the queen, she was filled with admiration for what she saw, but she sent a message to the king saying: ‘I found my necklace in my own apartments and these jewels don’t belong to me. In fact, they are finer than mine. Don’t mistreat the man who has 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 nine hundred and forty-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the king’s wife sent a message to him, saying: ‘These are not mine, and the jewels are finer than those of my necklace. Don’t mistreat the man who has them, but if he is willing to sell them, buy them from him to make into a necklace for your daughter, Umm al-Su‘ud.’ When the eunuch went back to tell the king what the queen had said, he cursed the superintendent of the market and all his associates with the damnation of ‘Ad and Thamud, but they protested: ‘King of the age, we knew this man to be a poor fisherman, and as we didn’t see how he could have so many jewels, we thought that he must have stolen them.’ ‘You vile creatures,’ said the king, ‘did you think that a Muslim could have too much good fortune? Why didn’t you ask him? God Almighty may have provided him with this from a source for which he is not accountable, so how is it that you make him out to be a thief and disgrace him in public? Be off, may God grant you no blessing.’ They left in fear.

So much for them, but as for the king, he said: ‘Fisherman, may God, Who has been generous to you, grant you His blessing. I guarantee your safety. Tell me the truth about where you got these gems, for, king as I am, I have none to match them.’ ‘I have a basket full of them,’ ‘Abd Allah told him and he then went on to explain about his friend, the merman. ‘I have an agreement with him,’ he explained, ‘by which I am to bring him a basket of fruit every day and in return he will fill it for me with these jewels.’ ‘Fisherman,’ said the king, ‘this is your good fortune, but wealth needs to be supported by rank. For the present, I can see to it that you don’t fall into the power of others, but I may be deposed or die and my successor would then kill you out of greed and love for the things of this world. So I would like to marry you to my daughter, appointing you as my vizier and nominating you as my successor, in order that no one may hope to rob you after my death.’

The king then ordered his servants to take ‘Abd Allah to the baths, and when they had done this and he had been washed, they clothed him in royal robes and brought him back to the king, who appointed him as a vizier. He then sent his couriers, his guards and the wives of his leading courtiers to ‘Abd Allah’s house, where they dressed his wife and his children regally and mounted the woman on a palanquin. All the wives, together with the soldiers, couriers and guards, walked ahead of her as they conducted her to the palace, with her youngest child in her lap. The elder children were brought to the king, who greeted them kindly and hugged them, before seating them by his side. There were nine of them, all boys, while the king’s only child was his daughter, Umm al-Su‘ud. The queen treated ‘Abd Allah’s wife with courtesy and kindness and appointed her as one of her advisors. Then the king ordered a marriage contract to be drawn up between ‘Abd Allah and his daughter, stipulating as her dowry all the precious jewels in ‘Abd Allah’s possession. The wedding celebrations started and on the king’s instructions a proclamation was made that the city be adorned with decorations in honour of the event.

The morning after the marriage had been consummated and the bride deflowered, the king looked out of his window and saw ‘Abd Allah carrying a basket of fruit on his head. ‘Son-in-law,’ he called out, ‘what is that you have with you and where are you off to?’ ‘I am going to my friend, the merman,’ ‘Abd Allah replied. ‘This is no time to be going to your friend,’ objected the king, but ‘Abd Allah told him: ‘I’m afraid that if I don’t keep my appointment with him, he will think me a liar and say that worldly success has made me forget him.’ ‘True enough,’ replied the king, ‘so go off to him, and may God aid you.’ As ‘Abd Allah walked through the city on his way to meet the merman, some people recognized him and said: ‘There is the king’s son-in-law on his way to exchange fruit for gems.’ Others, who didn’t know him, would say: ‘How much are you asking for a pound of fruit? Come over here and sell it to me.’ He would tell them: ‘Wait till I return,’ so as not to offend anyone. Then he went off and met the merman, who exchanged the fruit that he was given for jewels.

Things went on like this, but every day, when ‘Abd Allah passed the bakery, he found it closed. After ten days, during which he had not seen the baker and had found the bakery shut, he said to himself: ‘This is surprising. Where can he have got to?’ He asked his neighbour about this, saying: ‘What has God done with the baker?’ and the man told him: ‘He’s ill and can’t leave his house.’ ‘Where does he live?’ ‘Abd Allah asked, after which he went where he had been directed, to ask after him. He knocked on the door of the house, and when the baker looked out of the window and saw his friend the fisherman with a filled basket on his head, he went down and opened the door for him. ‘Abd Allah threw himself on him, embracing him tearfully and saying: ‘How are you, my friend? I have been going past your bakery every day only to find it locked up. Then I asked your neighbour, who told me that you were sick, and so I got him to tell me where you lived in order that I could come to see you.’ The baker replied: ‘May God reward you well! I’m not sick, but I heard that you had been arrested by the king, as some people had falsely accused you of being a thief. I was afraid for myself and so I locked up the bakery and hid away.’ ‘I was arrested,’ ‘Abd Allah agreed, and he then told the baker the story of his encounter with the king and the superintendent of the market, explaining that the king had married his daughter to him and appointed him as his vizier. He went on: ‘Take what is in the basket as your share and don’t be afraid.’

When he had set the baker’s fears at rest, he went back to the king with his empty basket and the king said: ‘It seems as though you didn’t meet your friend the merman today.’ ‘Abd Allah replied: ‘I did go to him, but I passed on the jewels that he gave me to my friend the baker, who had done me a service.’ ‘Who is this baker?’ the king asked, and ‘Abd Allah told him that this was a kind man who had done him a service in the days of his poverty, never neglecting or disappointing him. ‘What is his name?’ the king asked, and ‘Abd Allah told him: ‘He is ‘Abd Allah the baker, while I am ‘Abd Allah of the land and my friend is ‘Abd Allah of the sea.’ ‘I too am called ‘Abd Allah,’ the king told him, ‘and all ‘Abd Allahs are brothers. So summon your baker friend in order that I may appoint him as my left-hand vizier.’ The message was sent and when the baker arrived, the king gave him a vizier’s robe and confirmed his appointment and that of ‘Abd Allah the fisherman as vizier of the left and of the right respectively.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and forty-fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the king appointed his son-in-law, ‘Abd Allah of the land, the vizier of the right and the baker vizier of the left. Things went on like this for a whole year with ‘Abd Allah the fisherman going every day with a basket of fruit and bringing it back filled with precious gems. When there were no longer any garden fruits, he started to take raisins, almonds, hazelnuts, walnuts, dried figs and so on, and the merman would accept whatever he brought, returning the basket filled with gems. One day, in the course of this exchange, ‘Abd Allah sat on the shore while the merman was nearby in the water. They had been talking about a range of subjects when the conversation turned to tombs. The merman said: ‘We are told, brother, that on land you have the grave of the Prophet, may God bless him and give him peace. Do you know where this is?’ ‘Yes,’ said his friend and when the merman asked where it was, he told him: ‘In a city called Tayyiba.’* ‘And do the land folk make pilgrimages to it?’ ‘Yes,’ said ‘Abd Allah. ‘I congratulate you people,’ said the merman, ‘on being able to visit this noble and merciful Prophet, for those who make this pilgrimage win the right to his intercession. Have you yourself visited it, my brother?’ ‘No,’ said the fisherman, ‘for I was a poor man and I could not pay the expenses of the journey. It is only since I met you and you have been so good to me that I have become rich, but now I must go there after I have made my pilgrimage to the sacred House of God. The only thing that stops me is my love for you, as I cannot bear to leave you for a single day.’ ‘Do you put your love for me before a visit to the grave of Muhammad – may God bless him and give him peace?’ his friend asked, adding: ‘He will intercede for you before God on Judgement Day, so saving you from hell-fire and allowing you to enter Paradise. Are you going to give up your pilgrimage to his grave all because of worldly love?’ ‘No, by God,’ the fisherman replied, ‘for as far as I am concerned, this takes precedence over everything else, and I would like your permission to go there this year.’

The merman agreed to this and said: ‘When you stand over his grave, greet him for me. There is also something that I want to entrust to you. If you come into the sea with me, I shall take you to my city, entertain you as a guest in my house and give you this to deposit at the Prophet’s grave. You are then to say: “Apostle of God, ‘Abd Allah of the sea greets you and has sent you this gift, hoping that you will intercede for him to save him from hellfire.”’ The fisherman said: ‘Brother, you were born in the water; you live there and it does you no harm, but would you be injured if you left it and came out on land?’ ‘Yes,’ said the other, ‘my body would dry up and the land breezes would kill me.’ ‘I am in the same position,’ the fisherman told him. ‘I was born on land and live there. If I go into water, I swallow it and it will choke me to death.’ ‘Don’t be afraid,’ his friend told him. ‘If you smear your body with an ointment that I shall bring you, the water won’t harm you, even if you spend the rest of your life wandering round in the sea, lying down to sleep and getting up afterwards.’ ‘If that is the case, well and good,’ said ‘Abd Allah, ‘so bring me the ointment and let me try it out.’ ‘Very well,’ replied the merman.

He then took the basket and disappeared into the sea, returning soon afterwards with what looked like cow’s grease, golden yellow in colour, with a clean smell. When the fisherman asked what it was, he said: ‘It comes from the liver of a species of fish called the dandan, a huge creature and one of our worst enemies. It is larger than any animal you have on land, and were it to come across a camel or an elephant, it would swallow them up.’ ‘What does this sinister beast eat?’ asked the fisherman, and his friend told him: ‘It eats sea creatures, and you may have heard the proverb: “Like fish in the sea, the strong eat the weak.”’ ‘True enough,’ said the fisherman, ‘but are there many of these dandans in the sea?’ ‘More than anyone can count, except Almighty God,’ replied the other, at which the fisherman said: ‘If I go down there with you, I would be afraid that one of them might meet me and gobble me up.’ ‘There is no need to be fearful,’ his friend told him, ‘for if one of them were to catch sight of you, it would recognize that you are a son of Adam and be frightened away. There is nothing in the sea that alarms it so much as humans, for to eat one of you means instant death for it, human fat being a deadly poison for its species. The only way that we manage to collect its liver grease is when one of you falls into the sea and is drowned, for the appearance of the corpse changes and its flesh may become torn. In that case, the dandan will eat it, thinking that it belongs to a sea creature, and as a result it will die. Then, when we come across its carcass, we take its liver grease and rub it over our bodies to help us travel around in the sea. If there are a hundred dandans, two hundred, a thousand or even more within range of a human voice, one sound from this will kill them all immediately…’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and forty-fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the merman told ‘Abd Allah: ‘If a thousand of these creatures or even more hear a single shout from a human, they will die instantly. Not a single one of them will be able to get away, wherever he happens to be.’ ‘I put my trust in God,’ said ‘Abd Allah, and he stripped off his clothes and buried them in a hole that he had dug on the shore. He rubbed the grease over his body from the crown of his head to the soles of his feet, and then went down and plunged into the water. When he opened his eyes, he found that he was unaffected by it and so he started to walk wherever he chose, coming up if he wanted or else going down into the depths. He saw the water stretched over him like a tent and found that it was doing him no harm. ‘What do you see, brother?’ asked his companion. ‘Nothing but good,’ ‘Abd Allah replied, adding: ‘What you said was true, for the water is not harming me.’ On his instructions, he followed the merman and the two of them walked from place to place, with ‘Abd Allah looking at water mountains rising in front of him and to the right and left. He gazed at them with pleasure, as well as at the various kinds of fish, large and small, that were disporting themselves there. Among them were things that looked like buffaloes; others looked like cows; some were like dogs; while a number had what resembled human forms. Whenever the two companions came near any of them, they would take flight at the sight of ‘Abd Allah, and when he asked his friend why this was, he replied: ‘It is because they are afraid of you, as all God’s creatures fear man.’

‘Abd Allah continued to inspect the wonders of the sea until he and his friend arrived at a lofty mountain. He was walking alongside it when all of a sudden there was a loud cry and he turned to see a black shape, as big or bigger than a camel, diving down on him from the mountain and bellowing as it did so. ‘What is it?’ he asked and the merman said: ‘This is a dandan which is coming down to look for me, as it wants to eat me. Shout at it before it gets to us or else it will carry me off as its prey.’ ‘Abd Allah shouted and the beast fell dead. When he saw the carcass, ‘Abd Allah exclaimed: ‘Glory and praise be to God. I used neither sword nor knife, and how could so huge a creature die merely because it couldn’t bear the sound of my voice?’ ‘There is no need to be surprised,’ said his friend, ‘for even if there had been a thousand or two thousand of them, they would all have succumbed to that.’

The two walked on to a city, whose inhabitants were women, with no men to be seen. ‘What is this place and what are these women?’ ‘Abd Allah asked, and the merman replied: ‘It is the City of Women, peopled only by mermaids.’ When ‘Abd Allah questioned him whether there were any males there at all, and was told that there were none, he went on to ask: ‘If that is so, how do they manage to conceive and produce children?’ His friend explained: ‘These are women who have been exiled here by the king of the sea, and they can neither conceive nor give birth. He sends here those with whom he is angry. They cannot leave and if they try, any sea creature that saw them would eat them, but in the other cities you can find both men and women.’ ‘So there are other cities in the sea as well as this?’ said ‘Abd Allah. ‘There are many of them,’ the merman answered, and when ‘Abd Allah asked whether there was a king of the sea, he confirmed that as well.

‘Abd Allah said: ‘Brother, I have seen many marvels in the sea.’ ‘What do you mean?’ asked his friend. ‘Have you not heard the proverb that there are more marvels on sea than on the land?’ ‘True enough,’ said ‘Abd Allah, looking at the women, whose faces, he saw, gleamed like moons; they had women’s hair, with hands and legs in the middle of their bodies, and they had fish-like tails. After showing him the mermaids, ‘Abd Allah’s companion took him away and led him to another city, which he found full of people of both sexes, whose shapes, including their tails, were like those of the inhabitants of the first city. Unlike the custom among land folk, there was no trading done there, and the people were naked, not concealing their private parts. When ‘Abd Allah asked about this, his friend explained that this was because the sea people had no materials to make clothing.

‘What do they do when they marry?’ ‘Abd Allah asked. ‘They don’t marry,’ replied the merman, ‘but whenever a man is attracted to a woman, he does what he wants with her.’ ‘That’s unlawful,’ said ‘Abd Allah. ‘Why doesn’t he ask for her hand, give her a dowry, celebrate the wedding and marry her in accordance with the will of God and of His Apostle?’ His friend explained: ‘We don’t all share the same religion. Some of us are Muslims, who believe in the unity of God, while others are Christians, Jews and so on, although it is the Muslims in particular who get married.’ ‘Since you have no clothes and no trade, what is the dowry of your women? Do you give them precious gems?’ ‘Abd Allah asked. ‘To us those are just valueless stones,’ the other replied. ‘Whoever wants to marry is asked for a certain type of fish and he has to catch a thousand of them or two thousand, or more or fewer, depending on the agreement that he has made with the bride’s father. When he has produced them, both families get together to attend a banquet and it is after this that the bridegroom is brought to the bride. He feeds her on fish that he has caught himself, and if he cannot do this, she catches them and feeds him.’ ‘What happens if someone commits adultery?’ ‘Abd Allah asked, to which his friend replied: ‘If any woman is proved to be guilty of this, she is banished to the City of Women. If her liaison has left her pregnant, they leave her until she has given birth. Then, if the child is a girl, mother and child are both exiled and the child is called adulteress, daughter of an adulteress, and she remains a virgin until she dies, while if it is a boy, they take him to the king of the sea, who has him killed.’

This astonished ‘Abd Allah, who was then taken by his friend from one city to another, until he had been shown eighty in all, each of whose inhabitants differed from those of the others. He asked if there were any more cities in the sea, and his companion replied: ‘What have you seen of the cities of the sea and its marvels? I swear by the noble Prophet, the compassionate and merciful, that if I were to guide you for a thousand years and show you a thousand cities each day, with a thousand marvels in every one of them, I would not have shown you one carat’s weight of the twenty-four carats of the cities of the sea and their wonders. All that I have shown you is no more than the districts of my own country.’ ‘If that is so, my friend,’ said ‘Abd Allah, ‘I have seen enough, for I am getting tired of eating fish. I have been with you for eighty days, and every morning and evening you have given me nothing but fish, neither grilled nor cooked in any other way, but raw.’ ‘What do you mean by cooking and grilling?’ the merman asked, and ‘Abd Allah explained: ‘We grill fish over the fire and cook it in various ways, making a number of different dishes from it.’ ‘How could we get fire?’ asked the other. ‘We know nothing about grilling or cooking or anything else of the kind.’ When ‘Abd Allah went on to tell him about fish cooked in olive or sesame oil, he repeated: ‘How could we get oil like that? We sea dwellers know nothing about the things you have talked about.’ ‘True enough,’ said ‘Abd Allah, ‘but, brother, although you have taken me to many cities, you have not shown me your own.’ ‘We have gone a long way past it,’ the other said, ‘as it is close to the shore from where we started. Rather than taking you to it, I brought you here as I wanted to give you a tour of the cities of the sea.’ ‘I’ve seen enough of them now,’ replied ‘Abd Allah, ‘and what I want to look at is your own city.’ His companion agreed to this and took him back.

When ‘Abd Allah got there, he found that the city was smaller than the others he had seen. After he had entered it, his companion took him to a cave. ‘This is my house,’ he said, ‘for all the houses here are mountain caves, both large and small. This is true throughout the cities of the sea, for whoever wants to construct a house goes to the king and tells him where he wants to live. The king sends him off with a number of so-called “borer” fish, which are hired in exchange for a certain quantity of other fish. These “borers” have beaks that can penetrate solid rock, and when they come to the mountain which the man has chosen as the site for his house, they set to work excavating, while the would-be house owner catches fish on which to feed them until the cave has been dug out. The “borers” then leave and the cave is occupied by the owner. All sea people live like this and all their transactions and the services that they do for one another are done in exchange for fish, and it is only fish that they eat.’

‘Abd Allah was now invited to go into the cave, and when he had done so, the merman called to his daughter. The naked girl that came to meet him had a rounded face like a moon, long hair, heavy buttocks, kohl-darkened eyes, a slender waist and a tail. When she caught sight of ‘Abd Allah with her father, she said: ‘Father, what is this tailless creature you have brought with you?’ He told her: ‘This is my land friend and it is from him that I have been bringing you fruits from the land. Come and greet him.’ At that, the girl came up and when she had given him a well-expressed and eloquent greeting, her father said: ‘Bring food for our guest, whose arrival has brought us blessing.’ She produced two large fish, each the size of a lamb, and when his host told him to eat, he did so unwillingly, prompted only by hunger, as he was tired of a diet of fish, the only food that they had. Soon afterwards, the merman’s wife came in, a beautiful woman accompanied by two small boys, each of whom was nibbling a small fish as a man would nibble a cucumber. Seeing ‘Abd Allah with her husband, she said: ‘What is this tailless creature?’ Both boys and their sister, together with their mother, peered at ‘Abd Allah from behind, laughing at him and exclaiming: ‘Yes, by God, he hasn’t got a tail.’ ‘Brother,’ said ‘Abd Allah, ‘have you brought me here to be a laughing-stock for your children and your wife?’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and forty-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that ‘Abd Allah said to the merman: ‘Brother, have you brought me here to be a laughing-stock for your children and your wife?’ ‘Please excuse this,’ said his host, ‘but we don’t have anyone here who is without a tail, and if any such person is found, the king summons him in order to laugh at him. But don’t blame these young children and this woman, for they are short of intelligence.’ He then shouted at his family to be quiet and they stayed silent out of fear.

While he was trying to reassure ‘Abd Allah by talking to him, ten large, strong and thick-set mermen arrived and said to him: ‘The king has heard that you have with you one of the tailless land creatures.’ ‘Yes,’ he replied, ‘he is this man, a friend of mine, who is here as my guest and whom I intend to take back to the land.’ The newcomers told him: ‘We cannot go off without him, but if you have anything to say, then take him with you and speak to the king rather than to us.’ ‘Brother,’ his host said to ‘Abd Allah, ‘my excuse must be obvious to you, as we cannot disobey the king. Come to him with me and I’ll do my best to see that you get off free, if God wills it. There is no need to be afraid, for when he sees you he’ll recognize that you come from the land and then he is bound to treat you generously and put you back on shore.’ ‘I shall do whatever you say,’ ‘Abd Allah replied, ‘and I shall go with you, relying on God.’

He went off with his host to the king, who laughed at the sight of him and said: ‘Welcome, tailless.’ There was general laughter among the courtiers, every one of whom exclaimed: ‘Yes, by God, he hasn’t got a tail!’ At this, his host went up to the king and told him about ‘Abd Allah, saying: ‘He is from the land and is a friend of mine. He cannot live among us because he only likes to eat fish grilled or cooked, and so I would like your permission to return him to the shore.’ ‘If that is so,’ replied the king, ‘and if he cannot live with us, then you have my leave to take him home after I have entertained him.’ He ordered a meal to be brought, and when fish of all kinds and descriptions had been produced, ‘Abd Allah ate obediently, and at the end of the meal the king told him to make a wish. He asked for jewels and the king said: ‘Take him to the jewel house and let him choose whatever he needs.’ His host took him there and when he had made his choice, he brought him back to his city, where he produced a purse and said: ‘I entrust this to you to take to the grave of the Prophet – may God bless him and give him peace.’ ‘Abd Allah took it without knowing what was in it, and then left with his host, who was intending to take him to the shore.

On his way, he heard singing and sounds of merriment; there were dishes of fish laid out and people were eating and singing cheerfully. He asked his host whether this was a wedding, but was told that, far from that, someone had died. ‘Do you really sing joyfully and eat when someone dies?’ he said. ‘Yes,’ replied his host, ‘and what do you do on the land?’ ‘Abd Allah said: ‘When one of us dies, we mourn for him and weep, while the women strike their faces and tear their clothes out of grief for him.’ His host stared at him and said: ‘Give me back what I entrusted to you.’ When ‘Abd Allah had done this, his host took him to the shore and said: ‘This is the end of our friendship and from this day on you will not see me again and I shall not see you.’ ‘Why do you say that?’ ‘Abd Allah asked, and the other said: ‘Do you land people not represent a deposit left by God?’ ‘Yes, we do,’ agreed ‘Abd Allah, and the merman then said: ‘Why then should you find it a serious business, worthy of tears, if God takes back his deposit, and how can I entrust you with something for the Prophet? You are happy when a child is born to you, but the life within it is deposited there by God, and so why should you find it hard and grieve when He takes it back? There is nothing to be gained from association with you.’ At that, he left ‘Abd Allah and went back into the sea.

‘Abd Allah put on his things, took the jewels and went off to the king, who greeted him eagerly and happily, saying: ‘How are you, my son-in-law, and why have you stayed away from me for so long?’ ‘Abd Allah astonished him by telling him what had happened to him and what he had seen of the wonders of the sea. He went on to quote what the merman had said to him, and the king commented: ‘It was you who made a mistake in telling him what you did.’ For a time, ‘Abd Allah kept on visiting the shore and calling to the merman, but as no answer ever came and the merman never appeared, he gave up hope of seeing him again. Meanwhile he, his father-in-law the king and their family continued to enjoy the happiest and most beneficent of lives until they were visited by the destroyer of delights and the parter of companions and they all died. Praise be to the Living God, Who does not die, the Lord of majesty and kingship, the Omnipotent, Who in His omniscience is kind towards His servants.

A story is also told that one night, when the caliph Harun al-Rashid could not sleep, he summoned Masrur and told him to bring Ja‘far quickly. When Masrur had gone off and fetched the vizier, the caliph said to him: ‘Ja‘far, I find that I can’t sleep tonight and I don’t know what can cure this.’ ‘Commander of the Faithful,’ Ja‘far replied, ‘wise men have said that to look at a mirror, to enter the baths and to listen to singing banishes cares and troubles.’ ‘I have done all that,’ said the caliph, ‘but it hasn’t helped, and I swear by my pure ancestors that unless you find some way of curing me, I shall cut off your head.’ ‘Will you follow my advice?’ Ja‘far asked. ‘What is it?’ the caliph asked, and Ja‘far said: ‘Come down the Tigris with me in a boat as far as a place called Qarn al-Sarat. It may be that we shall hear or see something that we have never come across before, for it is said that cares can be dispelled by one of three things: to see what one has never seen before; to hear what one has never heard before; or to go to a place where one has never been before. Perhaps this will cure you of your restlessness.’

The caliph got up and took with him Ja‘far and his brother, al-Fadl, his drinking companion Ishaq, Abu Nuwas, Abu Dulaf and Masrur the executioner.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and forty-seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the caliph got up from his place, together with Ja‘far and the rest of his companions, they all went to the dressing room where they put on merchants’ clothes before going to the Tigris and embarking on a gilded boat. The current took them downstream until, when they had reached their destination, they heard a girl singing these lines to her lute:


The wine is here; the nightingale sings on the branch.

How long, I ask, will you hold back from joy?

Wake, for this life is merely ours on loan.

Accept your wine from the hands of a dear friend,

Whose eyelids languorously droop.

I planted a fresh rose upon his cheek,

And pomegranates blossomed in his hair.

Were that cheek scratched, the scratch would seem to be

Extinguished ashes, while the cheek is fire.

The censurer says: ‘Forget your love for him.’

How could I do that, when the down betrays him?



‘What a lovely voice!’ exclaimed the caliph on hearing this, and Ja‘far said: ‘Never in all my life, master, have I heard anything sweeter or better than this singing, but to hear it from behind a wall is only to get half the pleasure. How would it be if we listened from behind a curtain?’ ‘Come, Ja‘far,’ the caliph said, ‘let us go in, uninvited as we are, to the owner of the house in the hope of catching sight of the singer.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ Ja‘far replied. They disembarked from the boat, and when they asked permission to enter the house, a handsome, well-spoken and eloquent young man came out to greet them, saying: ‘You are most welcome to enter, and you are conferring a favour on me.’ When he led them in, they found a square-built house, with a gilded roof and walls adorned with lapis lazuli. In it was a hall with a splendid couch where a hundred girls were sitting, all of whom came down when their master called to them. He then turned to Ja‘far and said: ‘Sir, I don’t know which of you is the senior but I invite him in God’s Name to sit at the top and to seat his companions each according to their rank.’ The visitors took their proper places, and Masrur stood in front to serve them. Their host said: ‘With your permission, my guests, I shall have something to eat brought for you.’ They agreed to this, and he told his slave girls to fetch food. Four of them, with their clothes belted around their waists, brought in a table on which was a remarkable mixture of creatures that either moved on the land, flew, or swam in the sea, including sandgrouse, quails, chickens and pigeons, while around the edges appropriate lines of poetry were inscribed.

When the guests had eaten their fill and washed their hands, their host asked if there was anything more they wanted so he might have the honour of supplying it. ‘Yes there is,’ they told him. ‘The reason why we came here was that we heard a voice from the far side of the wall of your house and we would like to hear it again and to make the acquaintance of the singer. It would be extremely kind of you to grant us this favour and we would then go back where we came from.’ ‘You will be welcome,’ the young man said, and he then turned to a black slave girl and told her to fetch her mistress. The girl went off and brought back a chair which she set down, and then she went out again, returning this time with another girl, as beautiful as the full moon, who took her seat on the chair. The black girl handed her a satin bag from which she took out a lute set with sapphires and other gems, whose pegs were made of gold.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and forty-eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the girl came forward, sat down on the chair and took from its bag the lute set with sapphires and other gems, whose pegs were made of gold. She tightened its strings until it was properly tuned; she and her lute were as the poet has described:


She cradled it in her lap, with its gleaming pegs,

Like a tender mother with her child.

As her right hand moved to touch the strings,

With her left hand she tuned its pegs.



She clasped it to her breast, bending over it like a mother with her baby, and as she touched it, it moaned like a child calling for its mother. Then she touched the strings and started to recite these lines:


Time has generously given me the one I love;

I say reproachfully: ‘Pass round the cup and drink.’

When wine like this has mixed with a man’s heart,

It always brings him to delight and joy.

Its bearer carried it like a gentle breeze;

Have you yet seen a moon carry a star?

How many nights I spent together with this moon

That gleams above the Tigris through the dark,

And as it sinks down the western sky

It stretches a golden sword above the stream!



When she had finished, she wept bitterly and everyone in the house wept so loudly that they almost died. There was not one who did not lose his senses, tear his clothes and slap his face because of the beauty of her singing. ‘This shows that she must be a lover who has been parted from her beloved,’ said Harun al-Rashid. Her master said: ‘She has lost both her mother and her father,’ but the caliph told him: ‘These tears are not for the loss of parents; this is distress for a missing beloved.’ He himself was entranced by the girl’s singing and he said to Ishaq: ‘By God, I have never seen her like.’ Ishaq replied: ‘She is so wonderful that I cannot contain my own delight.’

While this was going on, the caliph was watching the owner of the house, noting the elegance of his nature together with his handsomeness. His face, however, showed a trace of pallor. The caliph turned and called him. ‘Here I am, master,’ the young man replied, and the caliph then asked: ‘Do you know who we are?’ When he said no, Ja‘far asked: ‘Would you like me to tell you the names of all your visitors?’ ‘Yes,’ replied the young man, and Ja‘far explained: ‘This is the Commander of the Faithful, the descendant of the Lord of the apostles,’ and he went on to introduce the rest of the company by name. After that, the caliph said: ‘I would like you to tell me about the paleness of your face. Is this newly acquired or has it been like that since birth?’ The young man replied: ‘Commander of the Faithful, mine is a strange and remarkable story which, were it engraved with needles on the inner corners of the eyes, would serve as a warning to those who take heed.’ The caliph said: ‘Tell it to me, young man, and it may be that I shall be able to put things right for you.’ ‘Lend me your ears, then, and pay attention,’ the young man told him, and the caliph replied: ‘Produce your story, for you have made me eager to hear it.’ THE YOUNG MAN BEGAN:

You must know, then, Commander of the Faithful, that I am a seafaring merchant, originally from Oman. My father was a rich trader who had thirty ships, used for sea trade, which he hired out each year for thirty thousand dinars. He was a noble-hearted man and he taught me to write, as well as instructing me in every other necessary skill. When he was on the point of death, he called for me and gave me the usual injunctions before God gathered him to His mercy – may He prolong the life of the Commander of the Faithful. He had had a number of associates whose trading voyages he would finance. One day, I happened to be sitting at home with a number of merchants when a servant of mine came in to tell me that there was someone at the door who wanted permission to enter. When I had given permission, in came a man carrying a covered basket on his head. He put it down before me and, after he had removed the covering, I saw that it contained fruits that were out of season and elegant rarities such as were not to be found in my own country. I thanked him for this and gave him a hundred dinars, sending him off full of gratitude.

I distributed the contents of the basket among those of my friends who were there, asking them where such things came from. They told me that it must have been Basra, but, although they went on to sing Basra’s praises and describe its beauties, they all agreed that there was no finer place or people than Baghdad and its inhabitants. They started to tell me about Baghdad, the good qualities of its citizens, its excellent climate and its fine layout, until I felt a longing to see it. Having set my hopes on this, I began to sell my property and my possessions; I disposed of the ships for a hundred thousand dinars and sold all my slaves, male and female alike, so that when I collected all the money I had, it came to a million dinars, not counting jewels and other precious stones. I hired a ship and loaded it with my money and my goods and then set sail. After a voyage of some days and nights, I reached Basra. Some time later, I hired another ship, to which I transferred my property, and sailed in a few days to Baghdad. There I asked where the merchants lived and which was the most pleasant quarter, and when I was told that this was Karkh, I went there and hired a house in what was called Saffron Street, to which I moved all my possessions.

One day, after I had been there for some time, I set off on a sight-seeing tour, taking some money with me. This was on a Friday and I got to the al-Mansur mosque where the Friday prayer was being held. When this was over, I went out with a group of people to a place called Qarn al-Sarat and there I caught sight of a fine, tall building with a large window overlooking the shore. I went towards it with my companions and I saw seated there an old man wearing fine clothes, who diffused a pleasant scent of perfume. His beard was combed so as to be split over his chest in two strands, like silver branches, and he was surrounded by four slave girls and five pages. ‘What is the old man’s name,’ I asked somebody, ‘and what is his profession?’ ‘This is Tahir ibn al-‘Ala’,’ I was told: ‘He keeps girls and whoever goes to his house gets food and drink, as well as a sight of lovely women.’ ‘By God,’ I exclaimed, ‘I have spent a long time looking for something like 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 nine hundred and forty-ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the young man said: ‘By God, I have spent a long time looking for something like this.’ HE CONTINUED:

I went up to greet Tahir, saying: ‘Sir, there is something that I want from you.’ He asked me what this was and I told him that I wanted to be his guest that night. ‘You will be very welcome,’ he said, adding: ‘I have many girls, for some of whom the nightly fee is ten dinars, others for whom it is forty and others for whom I charge even more. Choose whichever of them you want.’ I said that I would pick one of the ten-dinar girls, and I weighed him out three hundred dinars as a month’s fee. He handed me over to a page who took me to the baths in the villa, where he attended efficiently to my needs, and when I came out he led me to a room and knocked on the door. Out came a girl to whom he said: ‘Take in your guest.’ She gave me a warm welcome and laughed happily as she led me into a wonderful room embellished with gold. When I looked at her more closely, I found that she looked like the full moon, while the two maids who attended on her were like stars. She sat me down and seated herself beside me and, at her signal, the maids brought in a table on which were various kinds of meat, including chicken, quail, sandgrouse and pigeon. We both ate until we had had enough, and never in my life have I had a more delicious meal. After we had finished, the table was removed and wine was brought in, together with scented flowers, sweetmeats and fruits.

At the end of a month spent with her, I went back to the baths before returning to the old man to tell him that I now wanted a girl whose charge was twenty dinars a night. ‘Weigh out the gold,’ he told me and so I went off for it and then weighed him out six hundred dinars to cover a month. He called a page and told him: ‘Take your master,’ at which he took me first to the baths and then to the door of a room on which he knocked, telling the girl who came out to look after her guest. She gave me the warmest of greetings and told her four maids to bring food. The table that they brought was set with all kinds of dishes, and when I had finished eating from them and the table had been removed, she took a lute and sang these lines:


Breath of musk from the land of Babel,

I conjure you by my love to carry my message.

I know this land well as the dwelling of my dear ones;

How noble it is, this dwelling of theirs!

In it is one whose love tortures her lovers

And for whom their love is of no avail.



I spent a month with her, and then went back to tell the old man that I wanted a forty-dinar girl. Again, he asked for the money and this time I weighed out twelve hundred dinars for him as a month’s fee, a month which passed as quickly as a single day because of the girl’s beauty and my pleasure in her company. When I went back to the old man, it was in the evening and I heard a hubbub with raised voices. When I asked him what this was, he told me: ‘This night marks our greatest celebration when everyone comes out to enjoy looking at one another. Would you like to go on the roof to see them?’ I said that I would, and when I got there I saw a splendid curtain veiling a large room in which there was a couch spread with beautiful furnishings. On this was a lovely girl, whose beauty, grace and symmetrical form were such as to bewilder everyone who looked at her. Beside her stood a young man who was resting his hand on her neck and who was kissing her as she was kissing him. When I looked, Commander of the Faithful, her beauty dazzled me to such an extent that I could no longer control myself and I did not even know where I was.

After I had come down from the roof, I described her to the girl with whom I was and asked about her. ‘What is she to you?’ my girl asked, and when I said: ‘She has robbed me of my wits,’ she smiled and asked me if I wanted her. ‘Yes, by God,’ I told her, ‘for she has captured my heart and my mind.’ ‘This is our mistress, the daughter of Tahir ibn al-‘Ala,’ my companion told me, ‘and we are all her servants. But do you know how much it costs to spend twenty-four hours with her?’ When I said no, the girl told me: ‘Her fee is five hundred dinars, for she is someone for whom the hearts of kings ache.’ ‘By God,’ I said, ‘I shall spend all that I have on her,’ and I passed the whole night suffering from the pangs of love. Then in the morning I went to the baths and when I had put on my most splendid robes – robes that were fit for a king – I went to Tahir and told him that I wanted the girl whose fee was five hundred dinars. He asked me for the money and I weighed out fifteen thousand dinars to cover the monthly fee. He took it and told the page to bring me to his mistress. I was escorted to one of the most beautiful apartments that I had ever seen anywhere. I went in, and at the sight of the lovely girl who was sitting there I was lost in wonder, for she was like a moon on its fourteenth night.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and fiftieth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the young man described the girl to the caliph as a moon on its fourteenth night. HE WENT ON:

With her beauty and grace, her symmetrical figure and her speech, which put to shame the notes of the lute, it seemed that it was to her the poet was referring in his lines:


Love played with her emotions, and she said

In the dark night of shadows:

‘Will someone keep me company tonight,

And pleasure me as a true lover should?’

She clapped her hand between her thighs and sighed,

A sigh of sorrow, mixed with grief and tears.

‘A tooth-pick shows the beauty of the mouth;

The male is a tooth-pick for the female part.

Muslims, cannot your organs stand erect

And is there no one to help my distress?’

Beneath its coverings my tool stood up

Calling to her: ‘He comes to you; he comes!’

As I unloosed her drawers, she said in fright:

‘Who are you?’ I replied: ‘An answer to your call.’

I thrust with what was sturdy as her arm,

Gently, but deep enough to hurt her hips.

We made love thrice before I rose. She said:

‘That’s how it’s done,’ and I said: ‘Yes, it is.’



How well another poet has expressed it:


If the idolaters could see this girl,

She would replace the idols as their god.

Were she to spit into the salt sea,

Because of that, its water would turn fresh,

And were a monk to see her in the east,

He’d change his eastern custom and use that of the west.



Another has written equally well:


I looked at her, and all my inner thoughts

Became bewildered by her loveliness.

This led her to suspect I was in love,

A thought which brought the colour to her cheeks.



I greeted her and, after she had welcomed me, she took me by the hand and sat me down beside her. The excess of my longing led me to weep for fear we might have to part and so I tearfully recited these lines:


I love the nights of parting, not through joy,

But in the hope that Time will join us once again,

While days of union are the ones I hate,

As I can see that nothing stays the same.



She tried to entertain me with kind words, but, as I was drowning in the sea of love, my passionate longing made me fear that, close as we were together, we would soon be separated and, thinking of the pain of being far apart, I recited:


When we were together, I thought of our parting,

Since tears, dyed red with blood, flowed from my eyes,

And so I wiped my eyes against her neck,

As camphor serves to staunch the flow of blood.



When she ordered food to be brought in, four swelling-breasted virgins came with different foods, fruits and sweetmeats, along with scented flowers and wine fit for a king, which they put in front of us. We ate and then sat drinking, surrounded by aromatic plants in a room suitable for royalty. A maid fetched the girl a silk bag, from which she took out a lute and, after placing it in her lap, she touched the strings. The plaintive sound they made was like a child calling for its mother and she recited:


Drink wine, but only from the hands of a fawn

Whose delicacy matches it, as it matches her.

No one takes pleasure in a cup of wine,

Unless the cupbearer is pure of cheek.



I stayed enjoying myself with this girl for so long that I ran through all my money and then, as I sat with her, I thought of having to leave her and rivers of tears poured down my cheeks until I could no longer distinguish night from day. She asked me the reason for this, and I said: ‘Lady, every night since I came to you, your father has been taking five hundred dinars from me, and now I have no money left. The poet was right who said:


Poverty is exile in one’s native land,

While wealth will make a stranger feel at home.’



She told me: ‘If my father finds a merchant here who becomes poor, he entertains him as a guest for three days but then sends him away, and the man can never come back to us again. So don’t tell anyone about this, and, if you keep it secret, I shall find a way to stay with you as long as God wills it, because of the depth of my love for you. I must tell you that I’m in charge of all my father’s money, and he doesn’t know how much he has. So every day I shall let you have a purse containing five hundred dinars, and you can give him this and tell him that, in future, you will pay him by the day. Whatever you hand over to him, he will give to me and I shall pass it back to you again, so that we can go on doing this as long as God wills.’ I thanked her for that, kissed her hand and stayed with her on those terms for a whole year.

Then one day she gave a painful beating to a maid of hers, and the girl said: ‘By God, as you have hurt me, so I will hurt your heart.’ She then went to Tahir and told him everything that we had been doing. On hearing this, he got up immediately and came to me as I was sitting with his daughter. He addressed me by name and, when I answered, he said: ‘When a merchant who stays with us has lost his money, I entertain him as a guest for three days, but you have been here for a year, eating and drinking and doing what you want.’ He turned to his servants and told them to strip me of my clothes, which they did, and they then gave me tattered replacements, worth five dirhams, together with ten dirhams in cash. Then he said: ‘Get out. I’m not going to beat you or pour abuse on you, but you had better be off, for if you stay here in this town, your blood will be on your own head.’

I left unwillingly with no notion of where to go; all the cares in the world had settled on my heart, filling me with melancholy. I said to myself: ‘How is it that I set to sea with a million dinars, including the price of thirty ships, only to lose everything in the house of this ill-omened old man? Now I am forced to leave, naked and heartbroken, and there is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent.’ I stayed in Baghdad for three days, neither eating nor drinking, and on the fourth day I found a ship heading for Basra. I went on board and paid the captain for my passage and then, when I got to Basra, I came to the market, suffering from the pangs of hunger. There I was seen by a grocer, who came up and embraced me, turning out to have been a friend of mine and of my father before me. He asked me how I was, and when I had told him everything that had happened to me, he said: ‘By God, that wasn’t sensible behaviour, but now, after what has happened to you, what are you thinking of doing?’ I told him that I didn’t know and he said: ‘Stay with me and keep a record of my income and expenditure in return for two dirhams a day, as well as your food and drink.’ I agreed to that and I remained with him for a year, by which time I had made a hundred dinars by trading. I hired an upper room by the river bank in the hope that a ship might arrive with merchandise from which I could buy something and then set off back to Baghdad.

As it happened, one day a ship did put in, and I went with all the other merchants to buy goods. Two men emerged from its hold and sat down on chairs that had been placed for them. When the merchants arrived in order to start dealing, these two said to some of their servants: ‘Fetch the carpet.’ When this had been done, another man brought out a pair of saddlebags from which he pulled out a sack, opened it and poured its contents on to the carpet – a dazzling collection of gems of all sorts, pearls, coral, sapphires and carnelians.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and fifty-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the young man told the caliph about the merchants and the sack with its contents of jewels. HE CONTINUED:

One of the two who were sitting on the chairs turned to the merchants and told them that, being tired, this was all that he was going to sell that day. They started bidding against each other until they were offering four hundred dinars for the contents of the sack. Its owner, an old acquaintance of mine, asked me why I was not taking part in the bidding and I had to tell him, shamefacedly, that I had only a hundred dinars left in the world. He saw me weeping and, finding my plight hard to bear, he said to the others: ‘I call you to witness that I have sold all the jewels and precious stones in the sack to this man for a hundred dinars, although I know that they are worth many thousands. This is a gift from me to him.’ He then gave me the saddlebags, the sack, the carpet and all the jewels that lay on it, at which I thanked him and all the merchants present praised him.

I took all this and went off to the jewellers’ market, where I sat down to trade. Among the treasures I had been given was a circular amulet, made by magicians, weighing half a ratl. It was bright red and covered on both sides with lines that looked like ants’ tracks, but what purpose it served I didn’t know. After I had spent a whole year trading, I took this out, telling myself: ‘For a long time now I have known nothing about this or what use it is.’ I passed it to the auctioneer and he took it round the market, but then came back to say that none of the merchants would offer more than ten dirhams for it. I told him that I would not sell for that price and he threw it back to me and went away. I tried again another day and this time the offer was fifteen dirhams, but again I took it angrily from the auctioneer and put it back among my things. Then one day as I was sitting there, a man came up who greeted me and asked my permission to look through my wares, which I allowed him to do. I was still angry at the fact that I couldn’t sell the amulet, but when the man had finished looking, this was the only thing he picked on. When he saw it, he kissed his hand and gave thanks to God before asking me if I would sell it. I was becoming even angrier, but I told him that I would, and when he asked me its price, I said: ‘How much will you give me for it?’ When he said twenty dinars, I thought that he was making fun of me and I told him to go away. He then offered fifty, and when I said nothing, he raised the offer to a thousand dinars. All the while I stayed silent and made no reply. He laughed at my silence and said: ‘Why don’t you answer me?’ I told him again to go away and I was about to quarrel with him while he kept raising his offer by a thousand dinars each time, and when I still made no reply he asked: ‘Will you sell it for twenty thousand dinars?’

I still thought that he was laughing at me, but a crowd gathered around, every one of them telling me to sell it and saying: ‘If he doesn’t buy it, we shall all join up against him and give him a beating, before driving him out of town.’ ‘Do you really want to buy or are you making fun of me?’ I asked the man, and he replied by asking: ‘Do you really want to sell or is it you who are making fun of me?’ ‘I am ready to sell,’ I told him and he replied: ‘I offer thirty thousand dinars. Take them and let the sale proceed.’ I said to the bystanders: ‘You are witnesses to this, but I am only selling on condition that the buyer tells me what purpose the amulet serves.’ When he had agreed to this, I said: ‘I have sold it to you,’ and he replied: ‘God is my guarantee for the truth of what I have to say.’ He produced the money for me, took the amulet, put it in his pocket, and then asked me if I was satisfied. I told him that I was, and he asked all those who were present to bear witness that the sale had been concluded and that the thirty thousand dinars had been paid over.

He then turned to me and said: ‘You poor fellow, I swear by God that if you had delayed the sale, I would have taken my offer up to a hundred thousand dinars, or even a million.’ When I heard this, the blood left my face, and since then it has been replaced by the pallor that you have noticed, Commander of the Faithful. I asked him the reason behind this and what purpose the amulet served. He told me: ‘The king of India has a daughter, the loveliest girl ever seen, but she suffers from epilepsy. The king collected the masters of talismans, the sages and the soothsayers to be present at a council meeting, but they could not cure her. I happened to be there and I said: ‘Your majesty, I know a man called Sa‘d Allah of Babel who knows more than anyone else on earth about these matters and, if you want, you can send me to him.’ The king agreed to this and when I asked him for carnelian, he gave me a large piece, together with a hundred thousand dinars, as well as a gift. I took that and set off for the land of Babel, where I asked for the shaikh and was directed to him. After he had accepted the cash and the gift which I presented to him, he took the carnelian and brought in an engraver who turned it into this amulet. The shaikh had spent seven months watching the stars before picking a time for the engraving to be done, and it was then that the talismanic inscriptions that you can see were put on it. I then took it to the 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 nine hundred and fifty-second night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the young man told the king what the man had said to him. HE CONTINUED:

The man went on: ‘When he placed it on his daughter she was instantly cured, although before that she had had to be tied up with four chains, and every night a slave girl would sleep with her, only to be found in the morning with her throat cut. The king was overjoyed with the instant cure that the amulet had produced; he presented me with a robe of honour and gave me a large quantity of money, while the amulet itself was set in the princess’s necklace. It happened, however, that one day she went out to sea for a boat trip with her maids. One of them reached out to her playfully and the necklace broke and fell into the sea. After that, to the great grief of the king, the princess’s illness returned, and so he provided me with a great deal of money and told me to go back to the shaikh to get him to replace the amulet. I went, only to find that the shaikh had died, and when I returned and told the king, he sent me out with ten others to scour the lands in the hope of finding some cure for the princess. God has now led me to you.’ The man then took the amulet from me and went off. This, then, is the cause of the pallor of my face.

After that, I took all the money that I had and returned to Baghdad, where I settled in my former lodgings. The next morning, I dressed and went off to the house of Tahir ibn al-‘Ala’ in order to see my beloved, for whom my love had never ceased to increase, but when I got there it was to find the windows broken. I asked a servant: ‘What happened to the old man?’ He told me: ‘Some time ago, a merchant called Abu’l-Hasan of Oman came to him and spent some time with his daughter. When he had run out of money, the old man sent him away broken-hearted, but the girl was deeply in love with him and she fell so gravely ill that she was on the point of death. At this, her father had the lands searched for Abu’l-Hasan, promising a hundred thousand dinars to anyone who fetched him, but no one found him or could discover any trace of him, as a result of which the girl is now close to death.’ ‘What about her father?’ I asked and the servant told me that, because of his misfortune, he had sold his girls. I then said: ‘Shall I lead you to Abu’l-Hasan the Omani?’ and the servant said: ‘For God’s sake, please do.’ So I told him: ‘Go to her father and claim the reward by telling him that Abu’l-Hasan is standing at the door.’

The servant rushed off like a mule freed from a mill, and after a while he came back with the old man who, on seeing me, went back home and handed over the hundred thousand dinars. The servant took the money and left, calling down blessings on me, and then the old man came up and embraced me tearfully, saying: ‘Where have you been, sir? My daughter is dying because you left her, so come inside with me.’ When I went into the house, he prostrated himself in thankfulness, exclaiming: ‘Praise be to God Who has reunited us.’ He then went to his daughter and told her: ‘God has cured you of your illness.’ ‘Father,’ she said, ‘I shall never be cured until I see the face of Abu’l-Hasan.’ ‘If you take something to eat and then go to the baths, I will reunite you with him.’ ‘Are you telling the truth?’ she asked, and when he swore by the majesty of God that he was, she said: ‘If I can look at his face, I shan’t need food.’ So he told his servant to fetch me in, and at the sight of me she first fell down in a faint and then, when she had recovered, she recited the following:


God may unite parted lovers who were sure that they would never meet again.



Then she sat up and said to me: ‘I never thought that I would see your face again except in a dream.’ She embraced me, shed tears and told me: ‘Now is the time for food and drink,’ both of which were then fetched for her. After I had spent some time with her and her father, she regained her former loveliness, and her father summoned the qadi and the notaries. He drew up a marriage contract between us and provided a great banquet. She is still my wife to this day.

The young man then left the caliph and returned with a beautiful boy, graceful and well formed, to whom he said: ‘Kiss the ground before the Commander of the Faithful.’ When he had done this, the caliph, astonished by his beauty, glorified his Creator, after which he left the house with his party, telling Ja‘far: ‘This was a remarkable story, and never have I seen or heard anything more curious.’ When he had taken his seat in the royal palace, he sent for Masrur, and when Masrur answered his summons, he told him to place in the hall the tribute money from Basra, Baghdad and Khurasan. Masrur gathered this all together, and the sum was so huge that no one could count it but God. He then instructed Ja‘far to fetch Abu’l-Hasan. Ja‘far obediently did this and Abu’l-Hasan kissed the ground before him apprehensively, afraid lest he had been summoned because of something that he had done wrong while the caliph was in his house. ‘Omani,’ said the caliph, and Abu’l-Hasan replied: ‘Here I am, Commander of the Faithful, may God forever show you His favour.’ ‘Lift this curtain,’ the caliph told him. He had previously instructed his servants to hang a curtain over the money collected from the three provinces and when Abu’l-Hasan did as he was told, he was bewildered by the sight of so much money. The caliph asked him whether it was more than the profit he had failed to make on the sale of the amulet and he said: ‘It is certainly many times more.’ ‘I call everyone here to bear witness to the fact that I have given this money to this young man,’ the caliph proclaimed. Abu’l-Hasan kissed the ground and shed tears in front of the caliph in his embarrassment and delight. As the tears poured down over his cheeks, the blood returned to them and his face became like the moon at its full. The caliph exclaimed: ‘There is no god but God! Glory be to the One Who changes one state into another, while He Himself is eternal and unchanging!’ He then called for a mirror and when Abu’l-Hasan had been shown his own face in it, he prostrated himself in thankfulness to Almighty God. The caliph then gave orders for the money to be taken to his house and asked that he himself should keep on visiting him as a drinking companion. He continued to pay frequent visits to the palace until the caliph was gathered into the mercy of God – praise be to Him, Who is eternal in the majesty of His kingdom.

A story is also told that al-Khasib, the lord of Egypt, had a son so handsome that, out of fear for him, the only time that he allowed him out was to go to the Friday prayer. One day, when the prayer had finished and the boy, Ibrahim, was leaving the mosque, he passed an old man who had with him a large quantity of books. He dismounted, sat down beside the man and had started to turn over the books and inspect them, when he came across the speaking likeness of a girl unsurpassed for beauty anywhere on earth, which stole away his wits, leaving him stunned. He asked the old man to sell him this and, for his part, the man kissed the ground before him, saying: ‘Sir, it is yours for nothing.’ Ibrahim gave him a hundred dinars and took the book with the picture in it. He began to spend his time staring at it, weeping over it night and day, without eating, drinking or sleeping. He then said to himself: ‘If I asked the bookseller who it was who had painted this portrait, he might be able to tell me, and if the subject is still alive, I could go to find her. On the other hand, if it is only a picture, I will give up my infatuation and not torture myself for something that has no substance.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and fifty-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the young man said to himself: ‘If I asked the bookseller who it was who had painted this portrait, he might be able to tell me, and if the subject of the portrait is still alive, I could go to find her. On the other hand, if it is only a picture, I will give up my infatuation and not torture myself for something that has no substance.’

Next Friday, he again passed the bookseller, who stood up to greet him. ‘Uncle,’ Ibrahim said, ‘tell me who painted this picture.’ The bookseller replied: ‘Sir, the painter is a Baghdadi named Abu’l-Qasim al-Sandalani, who lives in a district known as Karkh, but I don’t know whose portrait it is.’ Ibrahim left him and, without telling any of the courtiers of his feelings, he performed the Friday prayer and then returned to his apartments. There he took a bag and filled it with thirty thousand dinars’ worth of jewels, together with gold. He waited until morning and then left, still without telling anyone, to join a caravan. He came across a Bedouin and asked how far it was to Baghdad. ‘My son,’ the Bedouin told him, ‘you have a very long way indeed to go, as Baghdad is a two months’ journey away.’ Ibrahim said: ‘Uncle, if you take me there, I shall give you a hundred dinars, together with this mare that I am riding, which is worth another thousand.’ The Bedouin replied: ‘God is the guarantor of our agreement. You must spend the night with me.’ Ibrahim agreed, and at daybreak the Bedouin started off with him, travelling fast by the shortest route, because he was eager to get the mare that he had been promised.

The two of them carried on with their journey until they reached the walls of Baghdad, where the Bedouin said: ‘Praise be to God that we are safe. This is Baghdad, master.’ Ibrahim was delighted and dismounted from his mare, which he handed over to his companion, together with the hundred dinars. He then took his bag and started to ask about the merchants’ centre in the district of Karkh. Destiny led him to a street where there were ten small houses, five on each side, and at the far end was a door with two leaves and a silver ring. Here there were two marble benches, spread with the finest coverings, and on one of them a handsome man of dignified appearance was sitting, dressed in splendid clothes, with five mamluks like gleaming moons standing before him. When he saw this, Ibrahim recognized what the bookseller had told him to look for, and so he went up and greeted the man. He, for his part, returned the greeting, welcomed his visitor, invited him to sit down and asked him about himself. Ibrahim told him: ‘I am a stranger here and, if you would be good enough, I would like you to find me a house in this street where I could lodge.’ ‘Ghazala,’ the man called, and the call was answered by a slave girl, to whom he said: ‘Take some servants with you; go to one of the houses; clean it out, furnish it and put in it all the necessary utensils and so on for this handsome youth.’ When the girl had done what he told her, he took Ibrahim to show him the house, and when Ibrahim asked him about the rent, he said: ‘My handsome fellow, while you stay here, I shall charge you no rent at all.’

When Ibrahim had thanked him, his host summoned another slave girl, as beautiful as the sun, and told her to fetch a chess set. She brought it and, after a mamluk had set out the board, he asked Ibrahim: ‘Will you play with me?’ Ibrahim agreed and they played a number of games, which Ibrahim won. ‘Well done!’ exclaimed his host. ‘This adds the final touch to your qualities, as you have beaten me, a thing which nobody else in Baghdad has done.’ When the house had been fully furnished and equipped, he handed over the keys and said: ‘Will you do me the honour of entering my house and sharing my meal?’ Ibrahim agreed and went off with him into the house, which he found to be a beautiful building, adorned with gold and filled with all kinds of pictures, while the splendour of the furnishings and furniture beggared description. After having welcomed him, his host called for food, at which a table of Yemeni workmanship made in San‘a’ was brought in, and on this were placed various splendid and delicious types of exotic food.

When Ibrahim had eaten his fill and washed his hands, he began to inspect the house and its furnishings, and then he turned to look for the bag that he had brought with him. It was nowhere to be seen, and he said to himself: ‘There is no might and no power except with the Omnipotent God on high. I have eaten one or two dirhams’ worth of food and have lost a bag containing thirty thousand dinars. God help me.’ He stayed silent, being unable to speak.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and fifty-fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the young man was so distressed to find that the bag was missing that he could not speak. His host then set out the chessmen again and asked him if he wanted another game. Ibrahim agreed, but when they played, he lost. He congratulated his host, but stopped playing and got up. ‘What is the matter with you, young man?’ asked his host, to which he replied: ‘I want my bag.’ His host got up and brought it out for him, saying: ‘Here it is. Now will you give me another game?’ ‘Yes,’ said Ibrahim and this time he won. ‘While you were thinking about your bag, I beat you but when I produced it for you, it was you who beat me,’ said the man, and he then asked: ‘Where have you come from?’ On being told ‘Egypt’ he went on to ask why he had come to Baghdad. At that, Ibrahim produced the picture and said: ‘I must tell you, uncle, that I am the son of al-Khasib, the lord of Egypt. I saw this picture at a bookseller’s and it robbed me of my wits. When I asked about the painter, I was told that he was someone called Abu’l-Qasim al-Sandalani, who lived in Saffron Street in the district of Karkh, and so I took some money with me and came here on my own without telling anyone what I was doing. To complete your kindness to me, I would ask you to direct me to this Abu’l-Qasim, so that I may ask him why he painted the picture and who is its subject. In return, I am prepared to give him anything he wants.’ ‘By God, my son,’ his host replied, ‘I am Abu’l-Qasim, and it is marvellous how fate has led you to me.’

When he heard this, Ibrahim got up and embraced him, kissing his head and his hands and imploring him in God’s Name to tell him whose portrait it was. ‘To hear is to obey,’ said Abu’l-Qasim, and he rose and opened a cupboard from which he took a number of books, in each of which he had painted the same picture. ‘I must tell you, my son,’ he said, ‘that this is a portrait of my cousin, who lives in Basra where her father is governor. His name is Abu’l-Laith and hers Jamila. There is no more beautiful girl on the face of the earth, but she shuns men and will not allow any man to be mentioned in her salon. I approached her father to ask for her hand, offering him a large sum of money, but he wouldn’t accept. When Jamila came to hear what I had done, she was furious and sent me a message saying, among other things: “If you have any sense you will not stay in this town, for otherwise your blood will be on your own head.” Because of this haughty disposition of hers, I left Basra broken-hearted, and it was then that I painted this portrait in books, which I sent out to different lands. I hoped that the picture might fall into the hands of a handsome youth like you, who might find a way to reach her and with whom she might fall in love. I proposed to get him to agree that, were he to win her, he was to let me look at her, even if this had to be from a distance.’

When Ibrahim heard this, he bent his head for a time in thought, and Abu’l-Qasim told him: ‘My son, I have never seen anyone more handsome than you in Baghdad, and I think that, when she sets eyes on you, she will fall in love with you. If you achieve union with her, will you allow me at least a distant view of her?’ Ibrahim agreed to this and his host said: ‘In that case, stay with me until you set out on your journey.’ ‘I cannot stay,’ objected Ibrahim, ‘because the fire of love in my heart burns ever more fiercely.’ But his host told him to wait patiently for three days and so give him time to fit out a ship to take him to Basra. So Ibrahim stayed until the ship was ready and loaded with everything that he might need in the way of food and drink and other supplies. At the end of the three days, Abu’l-Qasim said: ‘Get ready to leave, for I have got you a ship, and on board it is everything that you may need. The ship is my property; the sailors are in my service; it carries enough to last you until you return and I have told the sailors to look after you until you are safely back again.’

When Ibrahim had gone on board, after saying goodbye to Abu’l-Qasim, he sailed down to Basra, where he got out a hundred dinars to give to the crew. They pointed out that they had already been paid by their master, but he told them to take the money as a gift, promising not to tell Abu’l-Qasim anything about it. So they accepted it and said goodbye, after which Ibrahim entered Basra and asked where the merchants stayed. On being told that they lodged in a hostel known as Khan Hamdan, he went to the market where the khan stood and where, because of his beauty, he became the focus of attention. He entered it with one of his sailors and asked for the doorkeeper, whom, on being directed to him, he found to be a very old and dignified man. After they had exchanged greetings, Ibrahim asked him: ‘Uncle, do you have a good room to let?’ ‘Yes,’ replied the doorkeeper and he took Ibrahim and the sailor and opened up for them an elegant room embellished with gold. ‘Young man,’ he said, ‘this room will suit you,’ after which Ibrahim took out two dinars and said: ‘Take these in return for having unlocked the door.’ The doorkeeper took the money and called down blessings on Ibrahim, who then told the sailor to return to the ship. He himself went into the room and the doorkeeper stayed in attendance on him, saying: ‘Master, we are glad to have you here.’

Ibrahim gave him a dinar and asked him to buy bread, meat, sweet-meats and wine, and the man later returned from the market having bought all this for ten dirhams. He handed the change to Ibrahim, but Ibrahim delighted him by telling him to spend it on himself. Out of the food that had been brought, Ibrahim put some on a round of bread and ate it. He then told the doorkeeper to take the rest to his family. The man took it and went off to tell them: ‘I think that there is nobody on the face of the earth more generous or sweeter-tempered than this Ibrahim who has come to lodge with us today, and if he stays here we shall become rich.’

He then went to Ibrahim’s room and found him weeping. He sat down, massaged his legs and kissed them before asking: ‘Master, why are you weeping? May God keep you from this.’ ‘Uncle,’ Ibrahim replied, ‘I would like to drink with you tonight.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ the man replied, and at that Ibrahim gave him five dinars and told him to use it to buy fruit and wine. He then produced another five dinars and said: ‘Buy us dried fruits, sweet-scented flowers and five fat chickens, and fetch me a lute.’ The man went off and when he had bought all these things, he told his wife to cook the food and strain the wine, doing all this as well as she could in return for Ibrahim’s goodwill. When his wife had done it as well as could be wished for, he took everything and brought it to Ibrahim.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and fifty-fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the wife of the doorkeeper of the khan had prepared food and drink, he brought it to the prince. The two of them ate and drank with enjoyment, until Ibrahim burst into tears and recited these lines:


Friend, if in my striving I could give my life,

My money and this world, with all it has,

Together with the eternal joys of Paradise,

For one hour of her union, my heart would make the bargain.



With a deep groan he fell unconscious, leaving the doorkeeper to sigh over him. When he had recovered, the man asked him: ‘Master, what makes you weep and who was it that you were referring to in those lines? She can be nothing but dust beneath your feet.’ Ibrahim got up and produced a bundle containing the finest of women’s clothes, telling the man to take it to his womenfolk. He took it and handed it to his wife, and she then came with him to visit Ibrahim, who was still in tears. The woman said: ‘You are breaking our hearts, so tell us which beautiful girl it is that you want and she will be your slave.’ Ibrahim said: ‘Uncle, I must tell you that I am the son of al-Khasib, the lord of Egypt, and I am in love with Jamila, the daughter of Abu’l-Laith, the governor.’ The doorkeeper’s wife exclaimed: ‘For God’s sake, don’t say that, my brother, in case anyone hears us and we die. Nowhere on the face of the earth is there anyone more haughty than that girl and no one can mention a man’s name to her, as she shuns all men. Forget about her and find someone else.’ When Ibrahim heard that, he wept bitterly, but the doorkeeper said: ‘My life is the only thing I have, but I’m prepared to risk it for love of you and I shall think of some plan to get you what you want.’ He and his wife then left the room.

The next morning, Ibrahim went to the baths and put on a robe fit for a king, after which he was approached by the doorkeeper and his wife. They told him that in the city there was a hunchbacked tailor who worked for Lady Jamila, and they suggested that he should go to this man and tell him his problem in the hope that he might be able to suggest a way of solving it. Accordingly, Ibrahim went off to the man’s shop, and when he entered it he found ten mamluks, splendid as moons, who exchanged greetings with him, welcomed him and gave him a seat. They were taken aback by his beauty and grace, and the hunchbacked tailor himself was left in a state of confusion. Ibrahim had deliberately torn his pocket, and he now asked for it to be sewn up. When the tailor had done this, using silken thread, he produced five dinars and gave them to him, after which he returned to his lodgings. ‘What did I do for him that he thought was worth five dinars?’ the man wondered, and he spent the night thinking about his beauty and his generosity.

The next morning, Ibrahim went back to the tailor’s shop, and when he entered, he exchanged greetings and was given a warm welcome. After taking his seat, he again asked the tailor to sew up his pocket, which he had torn for a second time. ‘Willingly, my son,’ said the tailor, and this time, when the work had been done, Ibrahim presented him with ten dinars, leaving him bewildered, as before, both by his beauty and his generosity. ‘By God, young man,’ he said, ‘there must be something more behind this than just the sewing up of a pocket. Tell me the truth, for if you are in love with one of these young mamluks, I swear to God that none of them is more beautiful than you. They are all as dust beneath your feet and they are all here as your slaves. But if it is something else, then tell me.’ Ibrahim said: ‘Uncle, this is not the place to talk, for mine is a strange and wonderful story.’ ‘In that case, come with me to a private room,’ the tailor told him and, taking him by the hand, he led him into a room in the interior of the shop where he said: ‘Now tell me about it.’ So Ibrahim repeated his story from beginning to end, and the startled tailor exclaimed: ‘Fear for your life, young man! That lady is haughty and shuns men, so guard your tongue or else you will bring destruction on yourself.’ When he heard that, Ibrahim shed bitter tears and, catching hold of the hem of the tailor’s robe, he said: ‘Help me, uncle, or else I am a dead man. I have left my kingdom and the kingdom of my father and my grandfather, becoming a solitary stranger in a foreign land because I cannot bear to be without her.’ When the tailor saw how Ibrahim had been affected, he had pity on him and said: ‘My son, all I have is my own life and I am prepared to risk it for love of you, as you have wounded my heart, and so tomorrow I shall come up with a plan to gratify you.’ At that, Ibrahim called down blessings on him and went off to the khan, where he told the doorkeeper what the tailor had said. ‘He has done you a service,’ the doorkeeper commented.

The next morning, Ibrahim put on his most splendid robes and taking with him a purse filled with dinars he went to greet the tailor. When he had sat down, he said: ‘Uncle, keep the promise you made me.’ The tailor told him: ‘Go off at once and get three fat chickens, three ounces of cane sugar, two small jugs, with wine to pour into them, together with a cup. Put these in a bundle and, after morning prayer, hire a boat with a boatman and tell him that you want to go downriver below Basra. If he says that he can’t take you further than one parasang, tell him that this is up to him, but when he has got that far, use your money to persuade him to bring you to where you want to go. The first garden that you see as you go on downstream will be that of Lady Jamila. When you are in sight of it, go to its gate, where you will find two high steps covered with brocade, with a hunchback like me sitting there. Complain to him of your sufferings and ask for his help in the hope that, out of pity for you, he may bring you to where you can catch a glimpse of the lady, even if that is only from a distance. This is the only plan I can think of, and if the hunchback doesn’t take pity on you, then both you and I are dead men. This is my suggestion, but the affair is in the hands of Almighty God.’ ‘It is from Him that I seek help,’ said Ibrahim, ‘for His will is done and there is no might and no power except with Him.’

Ibrahim now left the tailor, went to his lodgings and put what he had been told to take with him into a small bundle. Then, in the morning, he went to the bank of the Tigris, where he found a boatman lying asleep. He woke the man and, after giving him ten dinars, he told him to take him down below Basra. The man said: ‘Yes, on condition that I don’t go farther than one parasang, for a single span more would mean death for both of us.’ ‘It is for you to say,’ Ibrahim told him, and so the boatman took him on board and started off downstream. When he had got near Jamila’s garden, he said: ‘My son, I can’t take you any further, for if I pass this point we shall both be dead.’ At that, Ibrahim took out another ten dinars and said: ‘Take this spending money to help you out.’ The man was ashamed and said: ‘I entrust the affair to 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 nine hundred and fifty-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the young man gave the additional ten dinars to the boatman, the man said: ‘I entrust my affair to Almighty God.’ He then went further down the river and when he reached the garden, Ibrahim got up joyfully and jumped from the boat with a leap as long as a spear cast. He threw himself ashore, while the boatman made off upstream as fast as he could.

As Ibrahim walked on, he saw everything that the tailor had described. There was the garden, with its gate open, and there in the entrance was an ivory couch on which was seated a good-looking hunchback, wearing robes of gold brocade and holding in his hand a silver mace overlaid with gold. Ibrahim hurried up to him, bent over his hand and kissed it. The man was dazzled at the sight of Ibrahim’s beauty and said: ‘Who are you, my son? Where have you come from and who brought you here?’ Ibrahim answered: ‘Uncle, I am an ignorant young stranger,’ and started to weep, at which the man felt sorry for him, sat him up on the couch and wiped away his tears. ‘No harm will come to you,’ he said. ‘If you are in debt, may God settle your debts, and if you are afraid, may He protect you from what you fear.’ ‘I’m not afraid, nor am I in debt,’ Ibrahim told him, ‘for, thanks to God’s help, I have plenty of money with me.’ ‘What do you want, then,’ asked the man, ‘that has led you to risk your life and your beauty in so deadly a place?’

Ibrahim told his story and explained the matter, after which the man bent his head towards the ground for a time before asking: ‘Was it the hunchbacked tailor who directed you to me?’ When Ibrahim confirmed that it was, he said: ‘He is my brother and he is a man whom God has blessed.’ He then went on: ‘My son, had I not become fond of you and felt pity for you, both you and my brother, together with the doorkeeper of the khan and his wife, would all have lost your lives. You have to know that this garden has no match on the face of the earth. It is called the Garden of the Pearl and in my lifetime the only people to have entered it, apart from me, have been the sultan and its owner, Jamila. I have been here for twenty years and I have never seen anyone else come here. Once every forty days, the lady arrives by boat, goes up and enters it, accompanied by her maids, wearing a satin robe whose train is carried by ten maids using golden hooks. I have never myself set eyes on her, but as I have only my own life to lose, I am willing to risk it for your sake.’ At that, Ibrahim kissed his hand, and the man told him: ‘Sit here with me until I think of a plan.’

He then took Ibrahim by the hand and led him into the garden. When he entered, he thought that this must be Paradise, for what he saw were intertwined trees, towering date palms, gushing waters and birds singing their various songs. The hunchback took him to a pavilion and said: ‘This is where Lady Jamila sits,’ and when Ibrahim looked, he found it to be one of the most wonderful of retreats, adorned as it was with paintings in gold and lapis lazuli. It had four doors approached by five steps, and in the centre was a pool, down to which led steps of gold, studded with precious stones. A golden fountain stood in the middle of the pool, with statues, both large and small, from whose mouths water gushed. The passage of this water caused different sounds to come from the statues, and those who heard them would think that they were in Paradise. Around the pavilion ran a channel that operated silver water-scoops covered with brocade, while on its left was a window of silver lattice work that overlooked a green pasture where there were wild animals of all kinds, including gazelles and hares, while another window on the right gave a view over a field where there were birds of various sorts, astonishing the listeners with their different songs.

Ibrahim was delighted by this sight, and as he took his seat by the gate with the hunchback at his side, the latter asked him: ‘What do you think of my garden?’ ‘It is an earthly paradise,’ Ibrahim replied, at which the other laughed. The hunchback then got up and left for a time before bringing back a tray containing chicken, quails and other tasty foods, together with sugared sweetmeats. Putting it down before Ibrahim, he said: ‘Eat your fill.’ Ibrahim ate until he had had enough, and the hunchback was glad to see this, exclaiming: ‘By God, this is what kings and princes do!’ He then asked Ibrahim what was in his bundle, and when it had been opened to let him see, he said: ‘Take it with you, for it will come in handy when Lady Jamila arrives, as I shan’t then be able to bring you any food.’ He got up and took Ibrahim by the hand to a place opposite Jamila’s pavilion, where he made an arbour for him among the trees, saying: ‘Come up here, and when she arrives, you will be able to see her while she can’t see you. This is the most that I can do for you, and you must rely on God. You can drink your wine while she sings, and when she leaves, go back where you came from in safety, if God so wills it.’ Ibrahim thanked him and wanted to kiss his hand, but the hunchback would not allow it, and when the provisions had been placed in the arbour, he told Ibrahim to look around the garden and eat its fruits, adding that the lady was due to come the next day. Ibrahim amused himself by wandering around and eating fruit, after which he spent the night with the hunchback.

The next morning at daybreak, after Ibrahim had performed the morning prayer, his host came to him looking pale and saying: ‘My son, go up to the arbour, for the slave girls have come to prepare the pavilion and Lady Jamila will be following 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 nine hundred and fifty-seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the gardener went to Ibrahim in the garden and told him to go up to the arbour, for the slave girls had come to prepare the pavilion and their mistress would be coming after them. He continued: ‘Take care not to spit, clear your nose or sneeze, for otherwise you and I will both be lost.’ Ibrahim left for the arbour and the hunchback went off, saying: ‘God grant you safety, my son.’ While Ibrahim was sitting there, five of the loveliest maids he had ever seen went into the pavilion, took off their outer clothes and washed it down, sprinkling it with rosewater, perfuming it with aloes and ambergris, and spreading out brocades. They were followed by fifty more, carrying musical instruments, and in the middle of them was Jamila covered by a canopy of red brocade, whose fringes were held up by maids using golden hooks. Because of this, by the time that Jamila had entered the pavilion, Ibrahim had had no view either of her or of what she was wearing. ‘By God,’ he said to himself, ‘all my efforts have been wasted, but I shall have to wait patiently to see how things turn out.’

The maids now fetched food and drink, and when they had eaten and washed their hands, they brought out a chair, on which Jamila took her seat. While all the girls played on their instruments and sang with voices of unrivalled beauty, an elderly duenna emerged. She clapped her hands and danced, being pulled to and fro by the girls, but then a curtain was lifted and out came Jamila herself, laughing. Ibrahim could see her ornaments and her robes, together with the crown on her head, set, as it was, with pearls and other gems. She was wearing a necklace of pearls and round her waist was a belt made out of chrysolites, with ropes of sapphires and pearls. The girls got up and kissed the ground before her as she laughed. According to Ibrahim’s account: ‘At the sight of her unmatched beauty, I lost my senses in bewilderment and confusion and I collapsed in a faint. When I had recovered, I tearfully recited the following lines:


When I see you, I cannot close my eyes,

Lest their lids veil you from my sight.

However much I look at you,

My eyes cannot compass your loveliness.’



The duenna told ten of the girls to dance and sing, and Ibrahim, watching them, said to himself: ‘I wish that Lady Jamila would dance.’ When the ten had finished, they gathered around her and said: ‘Lady, now that we are assembled here, we would like you to complete our pleasure by dancing, as we have never seen a more pleasant day.’ ‘The doors of heaven must have opened,’ said Ibrahim to himself, ‘as God has answered my prayer.’ The girls kissed Jamila’s feet, telling her: ‘By God, we have never seen you in such a cheerful mood as today.’ They continued to encourage her until she took off her outer dress and stood clothed in a shift of cloth-of-gold, embellished with jewels of all kinds, revealing jutting breasts like pomegranates and a face like a full moon. Her movements were such as Ibrahim had never seen in his life, and the novel style of her dancing and her remarkable innovations were enough to drive from the mind the dancing of bubbles in the wine glass and to recall the way in which a turban slips down from the head. Jamila was as the poet has described:


She was created as she wished, evenly proportioned

In the mould of beauty, neither too tall nor too short.

It was as though she was made from a bright pearl

And in every part of her body a moon of beauty shone.



Another poet has written:


There is many a dancer like the branch of a ban tree,

Whose movements almost steal away my soul.

In the dance her feet are never still,

As though they felt beneath them my heart’s fire.



IBRAHIM SAID:

As I was watching her, she happened to turn in my direction. She caught sight of me, and at that, her colour changed. Telling her maids to carry on singing until she came back, she went and fetched a knife half a cubit long and came towards me, exclaiming: ‘There is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent.’ As she approached, I lost control of my senses, but when we were face to face, the knife dropped from her hand and she said: ‘Glory to God, Who causes hearts to change.’ Then she said: ‘Take courage, young man, for you are safe from what you fear.’ I started to weep and she wiped away my tears, asking me who I was and what had brought me to her garden. I kissed the ground in front of her and clutched at the bottom of her robe, while she repeated that no harm would come to me, adding: ‘I have never looked with pleasure on any male apart from you, so tell me who you are.’

I then told her my story from beginning to end, and she exclaimed in astonishment: ‘For God’s sake, tell me, are you really Ibrahim the son of al-Khasib?’ When I replied that I was, she threw herself on me and said: ‘Sir, it is because of you that I have shunned men. I was told that in Egypt there was a boy of unsurpassed beauty, and I fell in love with your description. You captivated my heart because of what I had heard of your dazzling charms, and such was my longing for you that it was as the poet described:


In my love for you my ear outstripped my eye,

For this is something that takes place at times.



Praise be to God, Who has let me see your face. I swear that had this been anyone else but you, I would have crucified the gardener, the doorkeeper of the khan, the tailor and anyone else who had sheltered you.’ She went on: ‘How can I manage to get you something to eat without my maids knowing?’ ‘I have food and drink with me,’ I told her, opening my bundle in front of her. She took out a chicken and started feeding me with mouthfuls from it, while I did the same for her, thinking, as I saw what she was doing, that this was all a dream. I then brought out the wine and we drank. All the time that she was with me, her maids were singing, and this went on from morning until noon. Then she got up and told me to get a boat and wait for her in such-and-such a place, saying that she could not bear to be parted from me. ‘I have a boat,’ I told her. ‘It is my property and the sailors, whom I’ve hired, will be waiting for me.’ ‘That’s what is wanted,’ she said, and she then went back to her maids…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and fifty-eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Lady Jamila went back to her maids and told them to get up, as they were all going back to the palace. They objected to leaving so soon, pointing out that they usually stayed there for three days, but Jamila explained: ‘I feel a great heaviness as though I was ill, and I’m afraid it may get worse.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ they said, and, after putting on their outer clothes, they went down to the river bank and boarded their boat.

It was now that the hunchbacked gardener came up to Ibrahim, knowing nothing of what had happened. ‘You didn’t have the luck to enjoy a sight of her?’ he suggested, adding: ‘She usually stays here for three days and I was afraid that she might have seen you.’ ‘No,’ said Ibrahim, ‘she didn’t see me and I didn’t see her, for she never came out of the pavilion.’ ‘That must be true,’ the gardener said, ‘for had she caught sight of you, we would both be dead. So stay here with me until she comes back next week, when you will be able to look your fill on her.’ Ibrahim told him: ‘Sir, I’ve brought money with me which I’m afraid to lose, and I’ve left behind people who may try to profit by my absence.’ ‘It is hard for me to part from you,’ said the gardener, embracing Ibrahim and saying goodbye. For his part, Ibrahim went back to the khan where he was lodging, met the doorkeeper and took back his money. ‘I hope that the news is good,’ the man said, but Ibrahim told him that he had found no way to get what he wanted and that he now intended to go back to his own people. The man took a tearful farewell of him, before carrying his possessions down and accompanying him to his boat.

Ibrahim now set off for the rendezvous given by Jamila and waited there for her. When the night had darkened, she arrived dressed as a swashbuckler with a bushy beard and a belt tied around her waist. In one hand she carried a bow and arrows and in the other a naked sword. ‘Are you the son of al-Khasib, lord of Egypt?’ she asked and when he said that he was, she said: ‘And what kind of an evil-minded creature are you, coming here in order to seduce the daughters of kings? Get up and answer the summons of the sultan.’ IBRAHIM SAID:

I fell down in a faint, and the boatmen shrivelled up in their skins, dying of fear. When she saw the effect that she had had on me, she pulled off her false beard, threw away the sword, unloosed her belt and showed herself to me as Lady Jamila. ‘By God,’ I told her, ‘you almost stopped my heart.’ I then told the sailors to get the boat under way as fast as they could, at which they unfurled the sails and set off in a hurry.

It took us no more than a few days to reach Baghdad, and when we got there we saw another boat by the river bank. Its crew shouted out to ours, calling them by name and congratulating them on their safe return. They brought their boat alongside and, when I looked, I could see that in it was Abu’l-Qasim al-Sandalani. On seeing me, he said: ‘This is what I had hoped for. I commit you to God’s protection wherever you go, but now I have to leave on an errand.’ He was holding a candle and when, in answer to his question, I told him that I had got what I wanted, he brought this close to us. At the sight of him, Jamila’s expression changed and she turned pale, while, when he saw her, he said: ‘Go under the protection of God. I have to leave for Basra on the sultan’s business, but it is those who are present who get the gift.’ He then produced a box of sweetmeats which he threw into our boat, and which he had impregnated with the drug banj. I said: ‘Eat some of these, my darling,’ but Jamila wept and asked me if I knew who the man was. ‘Yes,’ I told her, ‘it was al-Sandalani.’ ‘He is my cousin,’ Jamila told me. ‘He once asked my father for my hand but I wasn’t prepared to accept him and now he is going to Basra and may tell my father about us.’ I said: ‘He won’t get to Basra, lady, before we reach Mosul,’ not knowing what the future held for us.

I then ate one of the sweetmeats, but as soon as it settled in my stomach my head struck the ground. Some time later, when it was nearly dawn, I sneezed; the drug cleared from my nostrils and I opened my eyes to find myself lying half-naked among some ruins. I slapped my face, realizing that this must have been a trick played on me by al-Sandalani. I had no idea where to go, dressed as I was only in my drawers, but I got up and walked a little way, when suddenly I saw the wali coming, accompanied by guards with swords and sticks. In my alarm, I took cover in a ruined bath house which I found there, but once inside I stumbled over something and the hand with which I had touched the obstacle turned out to be covered in blood. I wiped my hand on my drawers without knowing what it was that I had touched, but after stretching out my hand a second time, I found that it was a corpse. I lifted its head but then let it drop again, exclaiming: ‘There is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent!’ I hid myself away in one of the corners of the bath house, but as I did so, the wali came to the door and ordered his guards to go in and search the place. Ten of them entered, carrying torches, and in my panic I crouched behind a wall from where I could see the corpse.

This turned out to be that of a girl, wearing expensive clothes, her face as lovely as the moon, with her head lying in one place and her body in another. When I looked at her, I began to quake, and the wali entered and repeated his order to have the whole bath house searched. The guards came to where I was, and one of them, catching sight of me, advanced, carrying a knife half a cubit long. As he came near, he called out: ‘Glory be to God, Who created this beautiful face.’ Then, after asking me where I had come from, he took hold of my hand and said: ‘Young man, why did you kill this girl?’ ‘By God,’ I told him, ‘I didn’t kill her and I don’t know who did, for I only came in here because I was afraid of you.’ I then told him my story and added: ‘For God’s sake, don’t wrong me, for I have enough trouble of my own.’

The man brought me before the wali who, seeing the bloodstains on my hand, said: ‘There is no need for further proof; cut off his head!’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and fifty-ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that IBRAHIM SAID:

The man brought me before the wali who, seeing the bloodstains on my hand, said: ‘There is no need for further proof; cut off his head!’ On hearing this, I wept bitterly and recited these lines:


We move on a predestined path,

And each must walk as fate decrees.

Where we must die has been ordained,

And in no other land will we meet death.



With a deep groan I fell down in a faint and the executioner, moved by pity, exclaimed: ‘By God, this is not the face of a murderer!’ The wali, however, repeated his order and his men made me kneel on the execution mat and blindfolded me. The executioner took his sword and asked the wali’s permission to proceed. He was about to strike while I cried out: ‘Alas for a poor stranger!’ when suddenly up came a band of horsemen and a voice shouted: ‘Let him alone, executioner. Stay your hand!’

There was a remarkable reason for this. Al-Khasib, the lord of Egypt, had sent his chamberlain to bring precious gifts to the caliph, Harun al-Rashid, together with a letter in which he had written: ‘My son has been missing for a year and I have heard that he is in Baghdad. I am writing this in the hope that the caliph may be good enough to seek news of him, do his best to find him and then send him back to me with my chamberlain.’ When the caliph had read this, he instructed the wali to look into the matter and the two of them continued to make enquiries until the wali heard that Ibrahim was in Basra. He told this to the caliph, who supplied the Egyptian chamberlain with a letter and told him to make his way to Basra, escorted by a number of the vizier’s servants. So eager was the chamberlain to track down his master’s son that he left immediately, and it was at this point that he came across Ibrahim on the execution mat.

The wali recognized the chamberlain when he saw him and dismounted respectfully. ‘Who is this young man and what is his crime?’ the chamberlain asked. The wali explained the position and the chamberlain, who had not recognized Ibrahim, said: ‘His is not the face of a murderer,’ and ordered him to be released from his bonds. When this had been done, he said: ‘Bring him up to me.’ When the wali led Ibrahim forward, the hardship and terrors that he had experienced had robbed him of his beauty, and so it was that the chamberlain said: ‘Tell me about this business, young man, and explain your connection with the dead girl.’ Ibrahim recognized him when he saw him, and said: ‘Damn you, don’t you know me? I am Ibrahim, the son of your master, and it may be that you’ve come to search for me.’ The chamberlain stared at him closely before he could be sure who he was, but he then fell down at Ibrahim’s feet, and, seeing this, the wali turned pale. ‘Damn you, you wicked fellow,’ said the chamberlain, ‘did you mean to kill the son of my master, al-Khasib, the lord of Egypt?’ The wali kissed the skirt of his robe and said: ‘Master, how was I to recognize him when I saw him looking like this, with the murdered girl by his side?’ ‘You’re not fit to hold your office,’ the chamberlain told him. ‘This young man is fifteen years old and never in his life has he killed as much as a sparrow, so how can he now turn out to be a murderer? Why didn’t you wait until you had asked him about himself?’

The chamberlain and the wali now began a search for the murderer, and when the baths were searched again, he was found and brought to the wali, who then set off for the palace and told the caliph all that had happened. The caliph, for his part, ordered the murderer to be executed and then summoned Ibrahim. When Ibrahim appeared before him, he said with a smile: ‘Tell me everything that has happened to you.’ So Ibrahim told him his story from beginning to end and the caliph, moved by his account, summoned Masrur, his executioner, and told him to go immediately to break into the house of Abu’l-Qasim al-Sandalani and to fetch Jamila. When Masrur did this, he found the girl half-dead and tied up by her own hair. He freed her and brought both her and al-Sandalani to the caliph, who was struck with wonder at the sight of her beauty. He then turned to al-Sandalani and said: ‘Take him; cut off the hands with which he beat this girl and then crucify him, before handing over his wealth and his possessions to Ibrahim.’

These orders had been carried out when Jamila’s father, Abu’l-Laith, the governor of Basra, arrived to ask for the caliph’s help against Ibrahim, complaining that he had carried off his daughter. The caliph pointed out that it was Ibrahim who was responsible for saving her from torture and death and then, after having summoned Ibrahim, he asked Abu’l-Laith: ‘Will you not accept this young man, the son of the lord of Egypt, as a husband for your daughter?’ ‘To hear you is to obey, Commander of the Faithful,’ said Abu’l-Laith, at which the caliph called for the qadi and the notaries, married Jamila to Ibrahim and, after presenting him with all al-Sandalani’s wealth, sent him back to his own country. The two lived together in the most perfect joy and pleasure until they were visited by the destroyer of delights and the parter of companions. Praise be to the Living God, Who never dies.

A story is also told that al-Mu‘tadid bi’llah, a high-minded and noble ruler, had six hundred viziers in Baghdad and knew everything about the affairs of his subjects. At that time, when the caliph wanted to go round to observe his subjects, he would disguise himself as a merchant. One day he went out with Ibn Hamdun to inspect his subjects and listen to the latest news. In the noonday heat they turned off a street into a small lane, at the head of which was a fine, tall house that spoke well for its owner. As the two of them sat down by the door to rest, out came two eunuchs like moons on the fourteenth night, one of whom said to the other: ‘I wish that some guest would ask leave to enter, because my master will only eat when there are other guests with him, and up till now I’ve not seen a soul.’ The caliph was astonished by this and said: ‘This shows that the owner of this house is a generous man. We shall have to go in to see his liberality for ourselves, and this may result in some favour coming to him from me.’ He then told the eunuch to ask if his master would be prepared to receive strangers.

The eunuch went in to tell his master, who was pleased and came out to welcome the visitors himself. He turned out to be a man with a handsome face and a fine figure, wearing a shirt of Nisabur silk and a gilded cloak; he smelt of perfume and on his hand he wore a sapphire ring. At the sight of al-Mu‘tadid and his companion, he exclaimed: ‘Welcome to the guests who have done the very great honour of visiting me.’ When they went in, they saw what looked like a corner of Paradise, such as would make a man forget his family and his homeland.



[image: image]

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

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the caliph and his companion entered, they saw what looked like a corner of Paradise, such as would make a man forget his family and his homeland. Inside was a garden with a dazzling collection of trees of all sorts, and the rooms were magnificently furnished. They all took their seats and Ibn Hamdun noted that as al-Mu‘tadid sat there looking at the house and the furnishings, his expression changed. IBN HAMDUN SAID:

I knew what he looked like when he was pleased and when he was angry, and I wondered what had happened to annoy him. Servants brought in a golden bowl, and when we had washed our hands they produced a silk cloth on which was set a cane table. When the covers were removed from the dishes, we saw foods as splendid as the flowers at the height of spring, presented singly or in pairs. ‘In God’s Name, gentlemen,’ said our host, ‘I am tormented by hunger, so do me the favour of eating some of this food like the noble men you are.’ He started to put in front of us bits that he had torn from a chicken, all the while laughing, reciting poetry, telling stories and producing witticisms that were in keeping with a social gathering.

We ate and drank and then moved to another room of astonishing magnificence, from which exuded a fresh scent. Here we were served with fresh fruits and delicious sweetmeats, such as would add to joy and remove sorrow. In spite of this, the caliph continued to frown; he smiled at none of these delights, although in general he was fond of the kind of pleasurable entertainment that dispels care, and I knew that he was neither envious nor tyrannical. So I wondered to myself what it was that had caused him to glower and to refuse to be cheered. Then the servants brought in a tray of drinks, such as cement friendships, with wine that had been strained and goblets of gold, crystal and silver. Our host knocked with a bamboo staff on the door of a room and, when it opened, out of it came three swelling-breasted virgins with faces like the midday sun, one being a lute player, the second a harpist and the third a dancer. While we were being served fruit, both dried and fresh, a curtain of brocade with silken tassels and golden rings was lowered between us and the three girls.

The caliph paid no attention to any of this and said to the host, who had no idea who he was: ‘Are you a descendant of the Prophet?’ ‘No, sir,’ the man replied. ‘I am of merchant stock and my name is Abu’l-Hasan ‘Ali, the son of Ahmad of Khurasan.’ ‘My good man,’ the caliph said, ‘do you know who I am?’ Abu’l-Hasan replied: ‘No, I know nobody of your distinction.’ I told him: ‘This is the Commander of the Faithful, al-Mu‘tadid bi’llah, the grandson of al-Mutawakkil.’ At this, the man got up, trembling with fear, and kissed the ground before him, saying: ‘Commander of the Faithful, I implore you by your pure ancestors to forgive me for any shortcomings that you have seen on my part or any lack of respect that I may have shown you.’ The caliph replied: ‘Your hospitality could not have been bettered, but there is something that I hold against you. If you tell me the truth and it makes sense to me, then you will be safe from me, but, failing that, I shall convict you on the grounds of clear proof and I shall punish you more severely than I have ever punished anyone.’ ‘God forbid that I should try to deceive you, Commander of the Faithful,’ Abu’l-Hasan said, ‘but what fault is it that you have found with me?’ The caliph replied: ‘Ever since I came into your house, I have been looking at its beauty, its utensils, its furnishings and decorations, as well as at your clothes. On all of them is the name of my grandfather, al-Mutawakkil.’ ‘Yes,’ said Abu’l-Hasan, ‘and, as you know – may God grant you His aid – truth is both your undergarment and your cloak, and in your presence no one can speak anything but what is true.’ The caliph told him to sit down, and when he had done so, the caliph asked for his story.

Abu’l-Hasan said: ‘May God assist you, Commander of the Faithful, and encompass you with His grace! You must know that in Baghdad nobody lived in easier circumstances than I and my father, but I would ask you now to pay attention, listen and look, so that I may tell you the reason for what you have found objectionable in me.’ The caliph told him to go on, AND HE SAID:

I should tell you that my father functioned in the markets of the bankers, the apothecaries and the drapers, in each of which he had a shop, an agent and goods of various kinds. In his shop in the bankers’ market he kept a private room, while the shop itself was used for business. The extent of his fortune passed all reckoning and I was his only son. He showed me great love and tenderness, and when he was on the point of death he summoned me and told me to look after my mother and to fear Almighty God. Then he died – may God have mercy on him and preserve the Commander of the Faithful – and I busied myself with my own pleasures, eating and drinking, and passing my time with friends and companions. My mother tried to stop me and criticized me, but I paid no attention to her until all my money had gone. I sold every one of my properties, until there was nothing left except for the fine house in which I lived. I told my mother that I was intending to sell this too, and she said: ‘If you do that, my son, you will be disgraced and you won’t know where to go for shelter.’ I replied: ‘The house is worth five thousand dinars and with this I shall buy another one for a thousand, and use the rest as trading capital.’ She then asked me if I would sell her the house for that price, and when I told her that I would, she went to a chest, opened it and took out a porcelain jar with five thousand dinars in it. It seemed to me that the whole house was full of gold but she told me: ‘Don’t think that this is your father’s money; rather, it came from my own father. I stored it up for emergencies, since in your father’s time I had no need of it.’

I took the money from her, Commander of the Faithful, and returned to my old ways, eating, drinking and associating with friends until it had all gone, for I had not listened to my mother or taken her advice. Then I told her again that I wanted to sell the house and she said: ‘I told you not to do that, my son, as I knew that you would need the house, so how is it that you are trying to sell it again?’ ‘Don’t go on and on about this,’ I told her, ‘for I have to sell it.’ ‘Sell it to me for fifteen thousand dinars,’ she told me, ‘on condition that I take charge of your affairs myself.’ So I sold it to her at that price and on that condition, and she then looked out my father’s agents and handed each of them a thousand dinars. She took charge of the money and of the income and expenditure, giving me a certain amount of trading capital and telling me to take my place in my father’s shop. I did as she said and went to his room in the bankers’ market. My friends came to me and I did business with them, making a good profit and amassing a considerable sum of money. When my mother saw how well I was doing, she showed me what she had stored up in the way of gems, precious stones, pearls and gold. I recovered the properties that I had squandered and became as wealthy as I had been before.

Things stayed like this for some time. I supplied merchandise to my father’s agents and had a second room built within the shop. Then one day, as I was sitting there as usual, I was approached by a girl unsurpassed in beauty, who asked: ‘Is this the shop of Abu’l-Hasan ‘Ali, the son of Ahmad of Khurasan?’ I told her that it was, and when she asked: ‘Where is he?’ I said, bewildered as I was by her beauty: ‘I am Ahmad.’ She sat down and said: ‘Tell your boy to weigh me out three hundred dinars.’ When he had done this on my instructions, she took the money and went off, leaving me distracted. ‘Do you know her?’ my servant asked, and when I said no, he said: ‘Then why did you tell me to weigh out the money?’ ‘By God,’ I told him, ‘I was so smitten by her beauty and grace that I didn’t know what I was saying.’ Unbeknown to me, he got up and followed her, only to return in tears with his face showing the mark of a blow. ‘What happened to you?’ I asked, and he said: ‘I followed the girl to see where she was going, but when she realized what I was doing, she came back and struck me, almost knocking out my eye.’

A month passed during which I didn’t see her and, as she never returned, the love that I felt for her left me in a state of confusion. Then, at the end of the month, back she came and greeted me, making me ecstatic with joy. She asked me about myself and said: ‘Perhaps you said to yourself: “How did that cheat manage to go off with my money?”’ ‘By God, lady,’ I told her, ‘my money and my life are yours.’ At that, she unveiled herself and sat down to rest, with the ornaments that she was wearing dancing over her face and her breast. ‘Weigh me out three hundred dinars,’ she told me. ‘To hear is to obey,’ I said, and when I had done it, she took the money and left. I told my servant to follow her, which he did, but to no avail.

For some time she did not come back, but then as I was sitting in the shop one day, she approached me and, after some conversation, she said: ‘Weigh me out five hundred dinars, for I need it.’ I wanted to say: ‘Why should I give you my money?’ but so great was my love that I could not speak and every time I looked at her I trembled and turned pale, forgetting what I was going to say. It was as the poet has described:


Whenever I see her suddenly,

I am taken aback with scarcely a word to say.



I weighed out the money and this time, when she had left with it, I followed her myself until she came to the gem market. She stopped there beside a shopkeeper and picked up a necklace, before turning and seeing me. ‘Pay him five hundred dinars,’ she said to me, and when the man came up and flattered me, I told him to give her the necklace as I would pay the cost. ‘To hear is to obey,’ he said and she then took it and left.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and sixty-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that ABU’L-HASAN AL-KHURASANI SAID:

I told him to give her the necklace as I would pay the cost. She then took it and left. I followed her as far as the Tigris, where she got into a boat, leaving me pointing at the ground to indicate that I wanted to kiss it in front of her. She sailed away laughing, and I stood there watching until she went into a palace, which, when I looked at it closely, turned out to be that of the caliph al-Mutawakkil. I went home with all the cares in the world weighing down my heart. She had got three thousand dinars from me and I said to myself: ‘She has taken my money, robbed me of my wits and it may be that I shall die of love for her.’ When I got home, I told my mother everything that had happened and she said: ‘My son, take care to have nothing more to do with this girl lest you meet your death.’

When I went to my shop I was approached by my agent in the apothecaries’ market, a very old man, who said: ‘Master, why is it that you seem so changed and are looking distressed? Tell me what has happened.’ So I told him all about my encounters with the girl and he said: ‘My son, she is one of the slave girls in the caliph’s palace. She is his favourite, and so consider the money as a gift to charity and don’t concern yourself about her. If she approaches you again, take care lest she try to get something more from you, and send word to me, so that I may think of something to save you from ruin.’ He then went off, leaving me with a fire burning in my heart.

At the end of the month, to my great joy she came again. ‘What led you to follow me?’ she asked, and I told her that it was because of the great love that I felt for her. Then I broke down in tears in front of her and she wept out of pity for me. ‘By God,’ she said, ‘if you feel passion, I feel it more, but what can I do? The best thing is for me to see you once a month.’ Then she passed me a note and told me to take it to a man whom she named, saying: ‘He is my agent, and you are to get from him the sum that I have written down here.’ I told her that I’d no need for money, repeating that I would give up my wealth and my life for her, and she promised that, however difficult it might be, she would arrange some way of bringing me to her. Then she took her leave of me and went off.

I went to the old apothecary and told him what had happened. He went with me to al-Mutawakkil’s palace, and I saw that it was the place into which the girl had gone. He was at a loss to know what to do next, but then he turned and saw a tailor with his workmen in a shop opposite a palace window overlooking the river bank. ‘It is through this man that you will get what you want,’ he said. ‘First, tear your pocket and go to him to ask him to stitch it up, and when he has done that, give him ten dinars.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ I replied, and I went up to the tailor, taking with me two pieces of Rumi brocade which I told him to make into four jackets, two with long sleeves and two without. After he had cut them out and sewn them, I paid him well over the usual price, and when he was about to hand the clothes to me, I told him to keep them for himself and for anyone else who was there with him. After that, I spent a long time sitting with him, and I gave him other fabric to cut out, telling him to hang the finished clothes in the front of his shop where people might see them and buy them. He did as I suggested, and if anyone from the palace admired any of them, I would give it to him as a present, even if he was only the doorkeeper.

One day the tailor said to me: ‘Tell me the truth about yourself, my son. You have had me make a hundred expensive robes, and, although each of them was worth a lot of money, you gave most of them away. That’s not the behaviour of a merchant, for merchants keep track of their cash. How much money must you have to allow you to make gifts like these, and what must you earn in a year? Give me an honest answer, for I may be able to help you to get what you want.’ Then he added: ‘I conjure you in God’s Name; are you not a lover?’ ‘Yes, I am,’ I told him. ‘Who is the girl?’ he asked, and I said: ‘She is one of the palace slave girls.’ ‘God curse them,’ he said. ‘How many men they seduce!’ He asked if I knew her name and when I said that I did not, he told me to describe her. After I had done so, he exclaimed in horror: ‘She is the caliph’s lute player and his favourite. But she does have a mamluk, and if you befriend him it may be that through him you will be able to get to her.’

As we were talking, that same mamluk came out of the palace gate, looking like a moon on its fourteenth night. In front of me were the clothes that had been made for me by the tailor out of variously coloured brocades. The mamluk started to look at them and inspect them, before approaching me. I stood up and greeted him, and when he asked who I was, I told him that I was a merchant. ‘Are you selling these clothes?’ he asked, and when I told him that I was, he chose five robes and asked me how much they were. He was pleased when I said to him: ‘They are a present from me to you, in order that we may become friends.’ I then went back to my house where I picked out for him a robe studded with sapphires and other gems, worth three thousand dinars, which I brought to him. He accepted it and took me into a room inside the palace and asked me: ‘What do the merchants call you?’ ‘One of their own,’ I told him, but he said to me: ‘I’m suspicious of you.’ When I asked why, he said: ‘Because you have given me a valuable present to win me over, and I’m sure that you must be Abu’l-Hasan al-Khurasani, the banker.’ I burst into tears and he said: ‘Why are you weeping? The one for whom you are shedding these tears is more deeply and passionately in love with you than you are with her, and the story of her dealings with you is common knowledge among all the palace girls.’ Then he asked me what I wanted, and I said that I wanted his help in my sad situation. He told me to come back next day, and I then went home.

The next morning, I set off to meet him and went to his room. When he came, he told me: ‘I have to tell you that yesterday, when she had finished attending on the caliph and was back in her room, I told her all about you. She is determined to meet you, so sit here with me until the end of the day.’ I did that, and when it had grown dark, he brought me a shirt of cloth of gold together with one of the caliph’s robes, which he made me put on, and these, together with the scent with which he had perfumed me, made me look like the caliph himself. He then led me to a hall with two series of rooms, one on each side, which he told me belonged to the caliph’s favourites. ‘As you pass them, place a bean by each door,’ he instructed me, ‘for this is what the caliph is in the habit of doing every night…’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and sixty-second night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the mamluk told Abu’l-Hasan: ‘As you pass them, place a bean by each door – for this is what the caliph is in the habit of doing – until you come to the second passage on the right, where you will see a door with a marble threshold. When you get there, feel it with your hand, or, if you prefer, count the doors’ – and he explained how many there were – ‘and then go through it’ – and he described how it was marked. ‘Your friend will see you and take you to her room; when it is time for you to leave, I will look to God to help me, even if I have to carry you out in a chest.’ ABU’L-HASAN WENT ON:

When he had gone back and left me, I began to count the doors as I walked, placing a bean by each of them, but when I was halfway along, I heard a great noise and saw lighted candles. The lights were coming in my direction and when they were close, I stared and discovered that here was the caliph himself, surrounded by slave girls with tapers in their hands. I heard one girl say to another: ‘Have we got two caliphs, sister? I could smell the scent of the caliph’s perfume as he went past my room, and he put a bean by my door as usual, but now I can see the light of his candles and here he is coming towards us.’ ‘It is very strange,’ the other answered, ‘for no one would dare dress up as the caliph.’ The lights were getting closer and I was trembling, when a eunuch called out to the girls to come. They turned into one of the rooms, but then left again and walked on until they came to the room of my beloved. I could hear the caliph ask whose it was and when they told him that it belonged to Shajarat al-Durr, he said: ‘Call her.’ She came out in answer to the summons and kissed the caliph’s feet. ‘Will you drink tonight?’ he asked and she replied: ‘Were it not for your presence and for the privilege of looking at you, I would not, as I don’t feel like drinking this evening.’ The caliph then told the eunuch to instruct the treasurer to give her a particular necklace, after which he told his entourage to go into her room.

The tapers preceded him as he entered, but then a girl at the head of the procession, the radiance of whose face outshone the light of the candle she was carrying, came up to me, saying: ‘Who is this?’ She took hold of me and brought me into one of the rooms before repeating: ‘Who are you?’ I kissed the ground before her and said: ‘For God’s sake, my lady, don’t shed my blood, but have mercy on me and seek God’s favour by saving my life.’ I wept in fear for my life and she said: ‘You must be a thief.’ ‘By God, I am not,’ I told her. ‘Do I look like one?’ She replied: ‘If you tell me the truth, I shall protect you.’ So I said: ‘I am a lover, foolish and stupid, who has been prompted by passion and folly to do what you can see has led me into this predicament.’ ‘Stay here until I come back,’ she told me, and then she went out and brought back women’s clothing, in which she dressed me then and there. She told me to follow her and brought me to her room. I went in as she had told me, and she took me to a couch covered with a magnificent rug, saying: ‘Sit down, and no harm will come to you. Aren’t you Abu’l-Hasan al-Khurasani, the banker?’ ‘Yes,’ I replied, and she said: ‘May God preserve you if you’re telling the truth and are not a thief, for otherwise you are certain to be killed for dressing up as the caliph and wearing his perfume. But if you really are Abu’l-Hasan, you are safe from all harm, as you are the friend of my sister, Shajarat al-Durr. She is always talking about you and telling us how your expression never changed when she took your money and how you followed her to the river bank and pointed at the ground as a sign of your respect for her. She is more inflamed by love for you than you are for her, but how did you get here? Was it or was it not on her instructions that you risked your life, and what did you hope to get by meeting her?’ ‘By God, lady,’ I said, ‘it was I who risked my life, and all that I wanted from such a meeting was to look at her and to hear her voice.’ ‘Very well,’ she said, and I repeated: ‘God is my witness, lady, that I had no intention of committing any sin with her.’ ‘Because of that,’ she told me, ‘God has saved you and has made me pity you.’

Then she said to her maid: ‘Go to Shajarat al-Durr and tell her: “Your sister sends you her greetings and asks if you will be good enough to visit her as usual this evening, since she is feeling depressed.”’ The maid went off to Shajarat al-Durr, but then came back with a message: ‘She says: “May God do me the favour of granting you long life, and may He make me your ransom. Had you invited me at any other time, I would have had no hesitation, but I can’t accept now as the caliph has a headache and you know the position I hold with him.”’ The girl said to her maid: ‘Go back and tell her that she must come because of a secret that we share.’ The maid went and after a time she returned with Shajarat al-Durr, whose face was gleaming like the moon. My rescuer welcomed her with an embrace and then said: ‘Come out, Abu’l-Hasan, and kiss my sister’s hands.’ I was in a closet within the room and when I came out and she saw me, she threw herself on me and clasped me to her breast. Then she asked me how I came to be dressed as the caliph, with all his finery and his perfume, and she wanted to know everything that had happened to me. I gave her an account of my experiences and of the fear and apprehension that I had endured. ‘I’m distressed by what you have suffered for my sake,’ she told me, ‘but I thank God, Who has brought you at last to safety, for in my room and the room of my sister you will be quite safe.’

She took me to her room and then said to her sister: ‘I made a pact with him that I would have no unlawful intercourse with him, but now that he has risked his life and faced such terrors, I am earth for him to tread and dust beneath his feet.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and sixty-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the girl said to her sister: ‘I made a pact with him that I would have no unlawful intercourse with him, but now that he has risked his life and faced such terrors, I am earth for him to tread and dust beneath his feet.’ ABU’L-HASAN WENT ON:

‘If this is what you intend,’ her sister said, ‘may God Almighty save you.’ Shajarat al-Durr then told her: ‘You will see what I shall do in order to be united with him lawfully, for I must try to achieve this, even at the risk of my own life.’ While we were talking, we suddenly heard a great commotion, and when we turned we could see that the caliph was on his way to her room, such was his fondness for her. She took me and hid me in a cellar, closing the trapdoor over me, before going out to greet the caliph. He sat down and she stood in front of him, waiting on him, and then ordering wine to be brought in. The caliph was in love with a girl named al-Banja, the mother of al-Mu‘tazz, but she had broken with him and he in turn had broken with her. In the pride of her beauty, she would not seek for a reconciliation, while for his part, his pride as caliph and ruler kept him from doing so himself, for he refused to humiliate himself before her. Although his heart was on fire with love for her, he tried to distract himself with other slave girls like her, whom he would visit in their rooms. He liked Shajarat al-Durr’s singing and when he now told her to sing for him, she took her lute, tightened the strings and recited these lines:


I wondered at how Time worked so hard to part us,

And then, when our union was over, how it ceased to move.

I left you and men said: ‘He does not know what love is,’

And then I visited you and they said: ‘He has no patience.’

Let love for her increase my passion every night;

Forgetfulness brought by Time will not come till Judgement Day.

Her skin is like silk and her speech is soft,

With no foul words and no solemnity.

To her eyes God said: ‘Be,’ and they were,

While on the hearts of men they act like wine.



When the caliph heard this he was stirred with delight, and I, in my cellar, was so moved that, had it not been for the grace of Almighty God, I would have shouted out and we would have been exposed. Then she recited the following lines:


I kiss my love, for whom my soul still longs,

But can I get nearer him than an embrace?

I kiss his mouth to cool my heat,

But the violence of my passion grows still more.

It is as though my ardour will not be cured

Until I see that our two souls have merged.



The delighted caliph told her to make a wish for him to grant, at which she asked for her freedom, as this would bring him his own reward from God. He replied: ‘I set you free for His sake.’ She kissed the ground before him, and he said: ‘Take your lute and sing for me something about the slave girl who holds me in the bonds of love and whose favour I seek, just as my subjects seek mine.’ So she picked up the lute and recited:


Mistress of beauty, you have carried off my piety;

Whatever happens, I cannot do without you,

Whether I win you by humility, as befits a lover,

Or by that dignity which befits my rank.



The caliph was enchanted and said: ‘Take up your lute again and sing something that tells of how I am placed as regards three girls who hold the reins of my heart and rob me of sleep: you, the girl who has abandoned me and another, whom I shall not name and who is beyond compare.’ Shajarat al-Durr took her lute, struck up a tune and sang:


Three lovely ones are holding my heart’s reins,

Where they have occupied the highest place.

Although I need obey no ruler among men,

I must obey these three rebellious girls.

The king of love has helped them conquer me,

And his authority outweighs my own.



The caliph was amazed at how well these lines reflected his position, and his delight led him to seek reconciliation with the girl who had broken with him. He went off to her room, where news of his coming had already been brought, and she received him, kissing the ground before him and then kissing his feet, after which the two were reconciled.

So much for the caliph, but as for Shajarat al-Durr, she went to me and said: ‘The blessing of your coming has brought me freedom, and I hope that God will help me to arrange things so that I may lawfully be joined with you.’ I for my part praised God, and while they were talking Shajarat al-Durr’s mamluk arrived and was told what had happened. ‘Praise be to God,’ he said, ‘Who has brought this to a happy ending, and I pray that He may complete this by bringing you out safely.’

At that point, Shajarat al-Durr’s sister, whose name was Fatir, arrived and Shajarat al-Durr asked her how they were to get me safely out of the palace, adding: ‘God has granted me the gift of freedom, thanks to the blessing brought by his arrival.’ Fatir said: ‘The only way to do this is to dress him as a woman,’ and she fetched women’s clothing and made me put it on. I left the room there and then, but when I had got to the middle of the palace, I came upon the caliph who was sitting with his eunuchs standing before him. The caliph looked at me and, thinking that there was something very wrong, he told his servants to hurry after the ‘girl’ who was just going out and fetch her to him. When they had brought me to him and raised my veil, the caliph looked at me and recognized me as a man. In answer to his questions, I told him the whole story, keeping nothing back. After listening to what I had to say, the caliph thought the matter over, before getting up quickly and going to the room of Shajarat al-Durr. ‘How did you come to prefer a merchant to me?’ he asked, and she kissed the ground before him and gave him a truthful account of her story from beginning to end. He sympathized with her and pitied her, as her excuse was based on the circumstances of love.

When he had left, Shajarat al-Durr’s eunuch came in and said: ‘You can be easy in your mind, for when your lover appeared before the caliph and was questioned, he told the same story as you, word for word.’ The caliph, meanwhile, had gone back and now summoned me again and asked: ‘How did you dare to approach my palace?’ I said: ‘I was carried away by my folly and my love, Commander of the Faithful, and I also relied on your generous clemency.’ I then burst into tears and kissed the ground in front of the caliph, who said: ‘I forgive you both.’

He told me to sit down, and when I had done so, he summoned the qadi Ahmad ibn Abi Duwad* and married me to Shajarat al-Durr, giving instructions that all her property was to be transferred to me. A wedding procession escorted her to join me in her room, and when I came out, three days later, everything there was taken to my house. So everything that you have been so shocked to see here is what came to me through my bride.

She told me one day: ‘Al-Mutawakkil is a generous man but I’m afraid that he may change his mind or be reminded by someone who envies us, and so I want to do something to make sure that this will bring us no harm.’ When I asked her what she had thought of doing, she said: ‘I’m going to ask his permission to make the pilgrimage to Mecca and repent to God for having been a singer.’ I said that this seemed to me to be an excellent plan and, while we were talking, a messenger from the caliph arrived to summon her, for he was very fond of her singing. She went to attend on him, and when he told her not to desert him she said: ‘To hear is to obey.’

One day she went to him after having received the usual summons, but before I knew it, she was back in tears, with her clothes torn. I was startled and repeated the formula: ‘We belong to God and to Him do we return,’ thinking that the caliph must have ordered our arrest. ‘Is al-Mutawakkil angry with us?’ I asked, but she said: ‘Where is al-Mutawakkil? His reign is over and no trace remains.’ ‘Tell me what really happened,’ I said, and she explained: ‘He was sitting behind the curtain drinking with al-Fath ibn Khaqan and Sadaqa ibn Sadaqa, when his son, al-Muntasir, burst in on him with a band of Turks and killed him. Joy was changed to calamity and good fortune was replaced by tears and wailing. I ran away with my maid and God brought us to safety.’ I got up immediately and went downriver to Basra, where I heard that war had broken out between al-Muntasir and al-Musta‘in, and it was to Basra that, in my alarm, I moved my wife and all my wealth.

This is my story, Commander of the Faithful, and I have added nothing to it nor subtracted anything from it. Everything that you saw in my house that carries the name of your grandfather, al-Mutawakkil, is what he gave us in his generosity, and our fortune comes from your noble ancestors, for you are people of liberality and a mine of bounty.

‘The caliph was delighted by this and astonished by the story,’ continued Ibn Hamdun, ‘after which Shajarat al-Durr and her children came out and kissed the ground before him, filling him with wonder at their beauty. He called for an inkstand and wrote out an order freeing our properties from tax for twenty years.’

The caliph was pleased with Abu’l-Hasan and took him as a drinking companion until they were parted by Time and exchanged palaces for tombs. Praise be to the Forgiving God.

A story is also told, O fortunate king, that in the old days there was a merchant named ‘Abd al-Rahman, to whom God had given a daughter and a son. The daughter was called Kaukab al-Sabah because of her loveliness, and for the same reason the son was called Qamar al-Zaman.* When their father noted their beauty and grace, together with the splendour of their shapely forms, he feared that, when others saw them, there might be envious rumours, and that cunning and debauched persons might scheme against them. As a result, for fourteen years he kept them out of sight in a villa where the only people to see them were their parents and a slave girl who looked after them. Both their parents used to read them what God had revealed in the Quran, the mother reading to her daughter and the father to his son, until they had memorized all of it. They also learned calligraphy and arithmetic, as well as various other branches of art, from their parents, as they needed no other teacher.

When Qamar al-Zaman had reached maturity, ‘Abd al-Rahman’s wife asked him how long he proposed to go on hiding him away. ‘Is he a boy or a girl?’ she queried, and when her husband replied: ‘A boy,’ she said: ‘In that case, why don’t you take him to the market and let him sit in the shop so that he may get to know people and they may get to know him and recognize him as your son? You should teach him how to buy and sell so that, if anything happens to you, he can be acknowledged as your son and take over what you leave behind. If things go on as they are and he later claims to be the son of ‘Abd al-Rahman the merchant, far from believing him, people will say: “We have never seen you and we never knew that ‘Abd al-Rahman had a son.” Then the authorities will seize your money and your son will be deprived of his inheritance. In the same way, I am going to introduce Kaukab al-Sabah to society in the hope that someone suitable will ask for her hand and we shall be able to marry her off and hold a wedding feast for her.’ ‘I am afraid of people looking at them,’ said ‘Abd al-Rahman…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and sixty-fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when his wife had spoken, the merchant told her that he was afraid of people looking at them: ‘Because I love them and lovers are very jealous. How well the poet wrote:


You made me jealous of my eyes and of myself –

Of you, of where you are and of Time itself.

If I could set you in my eyes and keep you there

For ever, you would not tire me by being close,

And if I had you with me every day

Till the Last Judgement, that would not be enough.’



His wife said replied: ‘Put your trust in God, for no harm will come to those whom He protects. So take him with you to the shop today.’ She then dressed Qamar al-Zaman in splendid clothes, until he bewitched all who saw him, leaving distress in lovers’ hearts. His father went off with him to the market, and he so captivated the onlookers that they came up to kiss his hand and to greet him. His father started to scold those who were following and who gawped at him, then one of them said: ‘The sun has risen from over there and has come to shine in the market’; another remarked: ‘It is the moon that has risen’; while a third said: ‘It is the new moon marking the feast that has appeared to God’s servants.’ They went on talking about the boy and calling down blessings on him, until his embarrassed father, unable to stop them, began to vilify and curse his wife because it was she who had made him bring him out. As he turned, he could see crowds following, while other people were going on ahead. He walked to his shop, opened it and took his seat, with the boy sitting in front of him. As he looked, he could see that the street was blocked with people, and all the passers-by would stop in front of the shop to look at that beautiful face, unable to tear themselves away. The knots of men and women who formed there seemed to be acting in accordance with the lines:


You created beauty in order to tempt us,

And said: ‘Fear Me, My servants.’

You are beautiful and love beauty,

So how can Your servants not fall in love?



At the sight of the mixed crowd of men and women standing and staring at his son, ‘Abd al-Rahman was ashamed and too perplexed to know what to do. At that moment, a wandering dervish, marked out as one of God’s pious servants, came towards him from the edge of the market. When he saw Qamar al-Zaman sitting there like a branch of a ban tree growing on a mound of saffron, he shed tears and recited these lines:


I saw a branch on a sand hill,

That was like a shining moon.

I asked his name. ‘Lu’lu’,’ he said;

‘For me? For me?’ I asked. He said: ‘No, no.’*



He then walked on slowly, smoothing his grey hairs with his right hand and making his way through the heart of the crowd, which parted in awe of him. When he looked again at the boy, he was astonished and dazzled, as though it was to him that the poet’s lines applied:


The handsome boy was seated there,

With the new moon of ‘Id al-Fitr* in his face,

When there appeared a dignified old man

Whose paces were deliberate and slow,

Showing the marks of an ascetic life.

He had experience of nights and days,

Tasting both licit and illicit love,

A lover both of women and of men,

Thin as a tooth-pick, a bag of worn-out bones.

He was a Persian in the art of love

When he was in the company of boys.

For love of women he was an ‘Udhri,

Wickedly skilful in both of these fields.

Zainab to him was just the same as Zaid.

Love for the beauties filled him, as he wept

Over the traces of deserted camps.

The force of longing made him seem a branch,

Blown in this way and that by the east wind.

Only what has no feelings can stay firm.

He was a man experienced in love,

Clear-sighted and awake in its affairs.

He faced its hardships and its easiness,

Embracing the gazelles of either sex,

With age no barrier to the love he felt.



The dervish came up to the boy and gave him a twig of sweet basil. ‘Abd al-Rahman put his hand in his pocket and passed him a handful of coins, saying: ‘Take your share, dervish, and go on your way.’ The man took the money and sat down on the shop bench in front of the boy, looking at him, weeping and sighing constantly. His tears flowed like springs of water and people looked critically at him, some of them saying: ‘All dervishes are corrupt,’ while others said: ‘This man’s heart is consumed by love for the boy.’ When ‘Abd al-Rahman saw what was happening, he rose and told his son: ‘Get up and let us close the shop and go home; there is no need for us to do any trading today. May God repay your mother for what she has done, as it is she who is responsible for all this.’ He then said to the dervish: ‘Stand up so that I may lock the shop.’ The dervish did as he was told and ‘Abd al-Rahman closed up the shop and walked away with his son. A crowd of people, including the dervish, followed them until they got home, and when the boy had gone in, his father turned to the dervish and asked what he wanted and why he was weeping. The man said: ‘Sir, I would like to be your guest tonight, for all guests are guests of Almighty God.’ ‘Abd al-Rahman welcomed him and invited him in…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and sixty-fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the dervish said to Qamar al-Zaman’s father, the merchant: ‘I am the guest of God.’ The merchant then welcomed him and invited him in, saying to himself: ‘This dervish is in love with my son and wants to debauch him. I shall have to kill him tonight and bury him in secret, but if he intends no evil, he can have his guest provisions.’

He brought both the dervish and Qamar al-Zaman into a room and told Qamar al-Zaman privately: ‘Sit beside this man and flirt with him after I have left you. If he tries to debauch you, I shall be watching from the window that overlooks the room and I’ll come down and kill him.’ When the boy was left alone with the dervish, he took a seat beside him and the man looked at him, sighing and weeping. When the boy spoke to him, he would give a friendly answer but would tremble and turn towards him with sighs and tears. When their supper was brought in, he ate with his eyes still fixed on the boy and his tears still flowing. By the end of the first quarter of the night, they had finished talking and time had come for sleep. ‘Abd al-Rahman now said: ‘Look after your uncle, the dervish, my boy, and do whatever he says.’ He was then about to leave when the dervish said: ‘Sir, take your son with you or sleep here with us.’ ‘Abd al-Rahman refused and said: ‘My son will sleep in this room with you, and if you happen to want anything, he will see to it and be at your service.’ He then went out and left them alone, going to the window overlooking the room.

So much for him, but as for Qamar al-Zaman, he went up to the dervish and teased him by flaunting himself before him. ‘What are you saying, my boy?’ the dervish asked angrily. ‘I take refuge in God from Satan the damned. Oh my God, this is a sin which disgusts You. Keep away from me, boy.’ He got up and sat down at a distance, but Qamar al-Zaman came after him, threw himself on him and said: ‘Why do you deny yourself the delights of union, dervish? I love you with all my heart.’ The dervish became even angrier and said: ‘If you don’t stay away from me, I shall call your father and tell him about you.’ ‘My father knows what I’m like,’ Qamar al-Zaman told him, ‘and he cannot stop me. Do what I want; why are you avoiding me? Don’t I please you?’ The dervish said: ‘By God, my son, I wouldn’t do that even if I were to be hacked to pieces with sharp swords.’ Then he recited:


My heart is in love with the lovely ones,

Male and female alike, and I am not slack.

Morning and evening I spend watching them,

But I am neither sodomite nor adulterer.



He then burst into tears and said: ‘Get up and open the door so that I can go off on my way, for I am not going to stay here to sleep.’ He rose to his feet, but the boy clung to him, saying: ‘Look at my bright face, my rosy cheeks, the tenderness of my body and my soft lips.’ He showed the dervish a thigh that would put to shame both wine and cupbearer, turning on him a gaze that would overcome an enchanter’s magic. In his beauty and soft coquetry, he was as a poet has described:


I have not forgotten him since he rose to show

A leg that was like a gleaming pearl.

No wonder my emotions were aroused.

The Resurrection comes when legs are bared.*



He then bared his breast and said: ‘Look at my nipples which are lovelier than a maiden’s breasts, while my saliva is sweeter than sugar from the sugar-cane. Forget about piety and asceticism; give up abstinence and devotion; take the opportunity to have union with me; enjoy my beauty and have no fear, for you are safe from harm. Give up this evil habit of dull stupidity.’

He started to show the dervish his hidden charms, trying to bend him to his will as he twisted his body, but all the while the dervish kept his face turned away, saying: ‘I take refuge in God. Be ashamed of yourself, boy; this is a sin which I am not going to commit, even in a dream.’ When the boy pressed him, he slipped away from him and, turning in the direction of Mecca, he started to pray. Seeing this, the boy left him until he had performed two rak‘as and pronounced the salam, but just as he was about to go up to him again, the dervish embarked on another prayer, again performing two rak‘as. He kept on doing this a third, fourth and fifth time until the boy said: ‘What is all this praying? Are you thinking of being carried up on a cloud? You’re wasting this opportunity by passing the whole night in the prayer niche.’ He then threw himself on the man and started kissing him between his eyes. ‘Shame the devil, boy,’ exclaimed the dervish, ‘and obey the Merciful God!’ ‘If you don’t do what I want,’ the boy told him, ‘I’ll call out to my father and tell him that you wanted to lie with me, and then he will come and beat you until he has broken your bones and stripped them of flesh.’

While all this was going on, ‘Abd al-Rahman was watching and listening until he was sure that the dervish meant no harm. ‘Had he been a libertine, he would never have been able to resist such pressure,’ he told himself. For his part, the boy continued with his provocation and every time the dervish tried to pray, he interrupted until the man became very angry indeed and started to beat him, making him burst into tears. At that point, his father came in and, after wiping away his tears and consoling him, he said to the dervish: ‘Brother, as you are so ascetic a man, why did you carry on weeping and sighing at the sight of my son? Was there some reason for that?’ ‘Yes, there was,’ the dervish confirmed, and ‘Abd al-Rahman continued: ‘When I saw that, I was suspicious of you and I told my son to do what he did in order to test you, for if I had seen you trying to lie with him, I would have come in and killed you. Now, after watching what you did, I realize that you are a very pious man, but please tell me why it was that you shed those tears.’ The dervish sighed and said: ‘Sir, don’t reopen a healed wound,’ but ‘Abd al-Rahman insisted.

‘You have to know,’ the man then said, ‘that I am a wandering dervish, travelling through the lands in order to learn from the works of God, Who created night and day. One Friday morning, I happened to enter the city of Basra…’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and sixty-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that THE DERVISH SAID TO THE MERCHANT:

Know that I am a wandering dervish. I happened to enter the city of Basra one Friday morning, and there I found the shops open and filled with goods of all kinds, together with food and drink, but there was nobody in them, neither man, woman, boy or girl. There were not even any dogs or cats in the streets and the markets; there were no sounds and no people. I said to myself in my astonishment: ‘Where can they have taken their dogs and cats, and what has God done with them all?’ As I was hungry I took some warm bread from a baker’s oven, and then went into the shop of an oil seller, where I spread the bread with butter and honey and ate it. Next, I drank what I wanted from a shop that sold drinks and after that I caught sight of an open coffee house. I went in and discovered pots full of coffee standing on the fire, although there was no one there. I drank as much as I wanted, saying to myself: ‘This is very strange. It is as though all the inhabitants had just died or fled away in fear of some disaster that allowed them no time even to close their shops.’

While I was thinking the matter over, I was alarmed to hear the sound of a drum being beaten, and I hid myself away. Then, peering through a crack, I saw girls, lovely as moons, walking in pairs through the market with uncovered heads and unveiled faces. There were eighty of them, in forty pairs, and with them was a young girl mounted on a horse that could scarcely move because of the weight of gold, silver and jewels that both it and its rider were wearing. The rider herself was bare-faced and bare-headed; she wore the most splendid jewellery and the most magnificent clothes; there was a jewelled collar round her neck and hanging over her breast were necklaces of gold; she had bracelets that shone like stars on her wrists; while on her feet she wore golden anklets set with precious stones. She was surrounded on all sides by her maids, while in front of her was a girl with a huge emerald-hilted sword, suspended by fastenings of gold studded with precious stones.

When the rider reached a spot opposite me, she reined in her horse and said: ‘Girls, I heard a sound from inside this shop. Search it, for there may be someone hidden there trying to look at us while we are unveiled.’ The girls made a search of the shop that was in front of the coffee house where I was hiding, cowering in fear, and then I saw them coming out with a man. ‘Lady,’ they said, ‘we found a man there, and here he is before you.’ At that, the rider said to the girl with the sword: ‘Cut off his head,’ and when this had been done, they left the corpse sprawled on the ground and passed on. I was terrified by what I had seen, but my heart was filled with love for the lady.

An hour later, the inhabitants appeared and all the shopkeepers went back to their shops, while others made their way through the markets. As they gathered around to inspect the corpse, I came out of my hiding place. No one paid any attention to me and when I tried to make cautious enquiries about the lady with whom I had fallen in love, no one would tell me anything about her. So I left Basra filled with lovesickness, and when I came across your son, I saw that he bore an astonishing likeness to the lady. Because he reminded me of her, he stirred up in me the fires of passionate love and this was why I wept.

Then, in floods of tears, the dervish said: ‘For God’s sake, sir, open the door for me and let me go on my way.’ ‘Abd al-Rahman opened the door and the man left.

So much for him, but as for Qamar al-Zaman, what he had heard the dervish say had filled him with love and longing for the girl, and so next morning he said to his father: ‘All merchants’ sons travel to get what they want and in each case their fathers provide them with trade goods that they can take with them in order to make a profit. Why haven’t you done this for me, letting me go off with trade goods to try my luck?’ ‘Abd al-Rahman said: ‘My son, it is only poor merchants whose sons travel in the hope of getting a profit and making their fortunes. I am wealthy and I want no more, so why should I send you away? I cannot bear to be parted from you for a single hour, especially as your unequalled loveliness and perfection give me such cause for fear.’ But Qamar al-Zaman said: ‘You will have to give me merchandise to take with me, father, or else, before you know it, I shall have run away – if necessary, without money or goods. So if you want to keep me happy, give me trade goods so that I may make my way to other lands.’

When his father saw that the boy had set his heart on going, he went to his wife and told her: ‘Your son wants me to provide him with goods to take abroad with him, in spite of the fact that this kind of travel is a wearisome business.’ ‘Why should you dislike the idea?’ his wife asked, pointing out that all young merchants were in the habit of priding themselves on the journeys they had made and the profits they had won. ‘Most merchants are poor,’ he objected, ‘and are looking for wealth, whereas I am a rich man.’ ‘It does no harm to get more of a good thing,’ she pointed out, adding: ‘And if you don’t supply him with merchandise yourself, I shall use my own money to equip him.’ ‘Abd al-Rahman repeated his fear that foreign travel would lead the boy into trouble, but she countered that there was nothing wrong with it if it brought in a profit. ‘Otherwise,’ she said, ‘he will go off and we shan’t be able to find him when we look for him, which will bring us public disgrace.’ Her husband accepted her advice and got ready ninety thousand dinars’ worth of merchandise for his son, while his wife provided him with a purse containing forty precious gemstones, each worth at least five hundred dinars. ‘Keep these, my son,’ she told him, ‘as they may come in handy for you.’ Qamar al-Zaman took all this and set off for Basra…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and sixty-seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Qamar al-Zaman took all this and set off for Basra with the jewels in a belt that he fastened around his waist. He travelled on until, when he was within a single stage of Basra, he was attacked by Bedouin, who stripped him and killed his men and his servants. He smeared his face with blood and lay among the corpses so that the attackers, thinking that he was dead, left without approaching him. When they had gone off, taking all his goods, he got up from where he was lying and walked as far as Basra with the gemstones in his belt, these being the only things that he still had. As it happened, it was on a Friday that he entered the city and he found the place deserted, just as the dervish had described. Although the shops were still open and filled with goods, there was no one in the markets, and so he ate and drank and began to look around. As he was doing this, he heard the sound of a drum and hid himself in a shop, from which he watched the girls as they arrived. At the sight of the young rider, he fell so deeply in love that the force of his passion left him unable to stand.

After a time, the inhabitants appeared and filled the markets, at which Qamar al-Zaman made his way to a jeweller and sold him one of his forty gems for a thousand dinars. He then went back to where he had come from in order to pass the night, and in the morning, after changing out of what he had been wearing, he visited the baths and emerged looking like a full moon. He sold four more gems for a total of four thousand dinars and then, dressed in the most splendid clothes, he went to look around the city streets. In one of the markets he found a barber’s shop, which he entered to have his head shaved. After striking up a friendship with the barber, he said: ‘Father, I am a stranger here. When I came into the city yesterday, I found it deserted with no one here, either human or jinn. Then I caught sight of a procession of girls, among whom a young lady was riding,’ and he went on to describe what he had seen. ‘My son,’ the barber said, ‘have you told anyone else about this?’ When Qamar al-Zaman said no, the barber warned him: ‘Then take care not to talk about it in front of anyone besides me, for not everyone can hold their tongue and keep a secret. You are a young boy, and I’m afraid that word might spread, from mouth to mouth, until it reached the people involved in this business, and they would kill you. What you saw is something that has not been seen or heard of in any city but this, and the people here are close to death because of the distress it brings them. Every Friday morning, they have to shut away the dogs and cats to stop them from straying through the markets, while they themselves must all go inside the mosques and shut the doors. No one can walk through a market or look out of a window, but no one knows why. Tonight, however, I shall ask my wife what the reason is because, as a midwife, she enters the great houses and knows what goes on there. God willing, if you come to me tomorrow, I shall be able to pass on what she tells me.’

Qamar al-Zaman took out a handful of gold and told the barber to take it to his wife, saying: ‘She has become a mother to me.’ He then produced another handful and said: ‘Take this for yourself.’ ‘My son,’ said the barber, ‘sit where you are while I go and ask my wife, and then I shall be able to tell you the true story.’ He left Qamar al-Zaman in his shop and went to tell his wife about him, saying: ‘I want you to tell me what is really happening in this city, so that I may let this young merchant know about it, for he is passionately concerned about why it is that the citizens and their animals have to stay away from the markets on Friday mornings. I think that he must be in love, and as he is a liberal and generous man, if we tell him about this, he will give us a great reward.’ His wife said: ‘Go and fetch him. Ask him to come to your wife, who is a mother to him, for she will greet him and tell him what he wants to know.’

The barber went back to his shop, where he found Qamar al-Zaman sitting waiting for him. He gave him his news and, after passing on his wife’s message, he took him to her. She welcomed him and asked him to sit, after which he produced a hundred dinars and gave them to her, saying: ‘Tell me, who is this girl?’ She said: ‘My son, you should know that the sultan of Basra was given a jewel by the king of India, which he wished to have pierced. He summoned all the jewellers and told them what he wanted done, saying that whoever did the job successfully could have whatever he wished for, but if he split the jewel, his head would be cut off. They were all afraid and they said: “King of the age, gems split easily and there are few who can bore a hole through them successfully, as in most cases they will crack. Don’t make us attempt something that is not possible for us. We cannot pierce this jewel, but our master knows more about the matter than we do.” The sultan asked who this was and they told him that he was Master ‘Ubaid. “He is the expert in the field,” they said, “a very wealthy man and a skilled craftsman. Summon him and tell him what you want done.” The sultan did this, telling him his conditions for the task, and ‘Ubaid took the jewel and pierced a hole through it just as the king wanted. The king then told him to make a wish but he asked for a delay until the following day, because he wanted to consult his wife. It was his wife whom you saw in the procession, and ‘Ubaid is deeply in love with her. Because of this he will do nothing without consulting her and this was why he asked for a delay. When he approached her, he told her that the sultan had promised to grant him a wish because he had pierced a hole in his jewel and that he had asked him to wait until he had consulted her.

‘ “What do you want me to wish for?” he asked, and she replied: “We have so much money that no fire could burn it all, so ask the sultan to have it proclaimed in the streets of Basra that the people are to go to the mosques two hours before the Friday prayer, and that everyone, old and young alike, must stay either in a mosque or at home with the doors closed. I shall then ride through the city with my slave girls; no one is to look at me from a window or through a lattice, and anyone I come across I shall kill.” Her husband went to the sultan and told him of this wish, which he granted. When the proclamation was made…’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and sixty-eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the barber’s wife said: ‘The king granted the jeweller his wish and when the proclamation was made, the people of Basra said that they were afraid lest the cats and dogs harm their goods, and as a result the sultan gave orders that these must be kept inside until the people returned from Friday prayer. Two hours before that, ‘Ubaid’s wife would ride out in a procession with her maids through the city streets, and no one was to pass through the market or to look from a window or through a lattice. This is the reason behind the custom and I have now told you about the lady. But do you only want to know about her or do you want to meet her?’

When he told her that he wanted to meet her, she asked: ‘What do you have with you in the way of costly treasures?’ ‘Mother,’ he said, ‘I have four sorts of gems. Of the first class, each is worth five hundred dinars; each of the second is worth seven hundred; each of the third is worth eight hundred; while in the case of the fourth, each is worth a thousand.’ ‘Are you willing to sacrifice four of them?’ she asked, and when he told her that he was ready to give them all, she said: ‘Go at once and fetch one worth five hundred dinars and ask for the shop of ‘Ubaid, the master of the jewellers. When you come to him, you will find him sitting in his shop splendidly dressed, with his craftsmen standing in front of him. Greet him; take your seat in his shop and then produce your gem. Tell him to set it in a gold ring which is not to be big but is to weigh exactly one mithqal and no more, and is to be of good workmanship. Then hand him twenty dinars and give one dinar to each of the workmen. Sit and talk to him for a while, and if any beggar approaches you, display your generosity by giving him a dinar so that the jeweller may grow fond of you. Then get up and go back to spend the night at home and next morning bring a hundred dinars for your father, the poor barber.’ ‘I shall do that,’ said Qamar al-Zaman.

He then left the barber’s wife and went to his lodgings to fetch a gem worth five hundred dinars, after which he made his way to the jewellers’ market and asked for the shop of Master ‘Ubaid. He was directed to it and when he got there he saw ‘Ubaid, a dignified-looking man, splendidly dressed, sitting behind four craftsmen. The two of them exchanged greetings, after which ‘Ubaid welcomed him and invited him to sit down. When he had done this, he produced his gem and told the jeweller that he wanted him to set it for him in a well-fashioned gold ring weighing exactly one mithqal and no more. He then presented him with twenty dinars and said: ‘This is to pay for cutting the gem, and over and above that I shall pay later for the ring itself.’ Having secured ‘Ubaid’s goodwill, he handed a dinar to each of the craftsmen, so winning theirs. While he sat talking with ‘Ubaid, he gave a dinar to every beggar who approached him, leaving them marvelling at his generosity.

The equipment that ‘Ubaid had in his shop was duplicated in his home, and when he had any unusual task, he was in the habit of working on it at home, to keep his craftsmen from learning how to do it. His young wife used to sit in front of him and, looking at her as she sat there, he would produce all kinds of remarkable pieces, fit only for kings. As he sat at home fashioning the gem for Qamar al-Zaman’s ring with astonishing artistry, she saw it and asked: ‘What are you going to do with this gem?’ He said: ‘I want to set it in a gold ring, for it is worth five hundred dinars.’ ‘Whose is it?’ she asked and he told her: ‘It belongs to a handsome young merchant with eyes that wound, cheeks like red anemones, from which fire is struck, and a mouth like the seal of Solomon. He has lips that are red as coral and a neck like that of a gazelle. His complexion is pink and white and he is elegant, graceful and generous.’ He told her what Qamar al-Zaman had done and started to describe his beauty and grace before turning to his generosity and his perfection. He kept on talking about these qualities until, thanks to him, his wife had fallen in love with his description – and there is no greater pimp than a husband who describes a man to his wife as both handsome and generous with his money. Flooded with passion, she asked: ‘Does he have any of my charms?’ to which her husband answered: ‘He has them all and he can be described in the same terms as you. He must be about your age and if I were not afraid of offending you, I would say that he was a thousand times more beautiful than you.’

His wife stayed silent, but the fire of love blazed in her heart. Her husband meanwhile kept on enumerating the charms of Qamar al-Zaman as he talked to her, until he had finished fashioning the ring. He handed it to her and when she put it on, it exactly fitted her finger. She told him that she had fallen in love with the ring and wanted to have it for herself. ‘I shan’t take it off,’ she said but he replied: ‘Have patience. Its owner is a generous man and I shall ask him to sell it to me. If he does, I’ll bring it to you, or if he has another gem, I’ll buy that for you and make it into a ring like this one.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and sixty-ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the jeweller said to his wife: ‘Have patience. Its owner is a generous man and I shall ask him to sell it to me. If he does, I’ll bring it to you, or if he has another gem, I’ll buy that for you and make it into a ring like this one.’

So much for ‘Ubaid and his wife, but as for Qamar al-Zaman, he spent the night in his lodgings and the next morning he took a hundred dinars and went to the barber’s elderly wife. He offered her the money, but she told him to give it to her husband, which he did. Then she asked him whether he had done what she had told him, and when he said that he had, she instructed him to go back to the jeweller. ‘When he gives you the ring,’ she went on, ‘put it on the tip of your finger and then take it off quickly and tell him that he has made a mistake, for it is too tight. He will say: “Do you want me to break it up and make it wider?” Say: “There is no need to remake it. Take it and give it to one of your slave girls.” Then bring out another gem for him, worth seven hundred dinars, and tell him to take this one and set it in a ring for you, as it is better than the other. This time give him thirty dinars, and hand the craftsmen two dinars each, explaining that this is for the gem-cutting and that you will pay later for the ring. After that, go back to spend the night in your lodgings, and when you return the next morning, bring two hundred dinars and I shall then put the last touch to my scheme.’

So Qamar al-Zaman went off to the jeweller, who welcomed him and sat him down in his shop. As he was sitting there, he asked: ‘Have you finished the job?’ ‘Yes,’ said ‘Ubaid, and he produced the ring. Qamar al-Zaman took it and put it on his finger tip, but then took it off quickly and said: ‘You have made a mistake, master.’ He threw it back to the man, saying: ‘It is too narrow for me.’ ‘Shall I make it larger?’ ‘Ubaid asked, but Qamar al-Zaman said: ‘No; keep it as a present and give it to one of your slave girls, for it is worth a mere five hundred dinars and there is no need to refashion it.’ He then produced another gem, worth seven hundred, and told him to set it, handing him thirty dinars and giving each of his craftsmen two. ‘Ubaid said that he would not ask for the money until the work had been done, but Qamar al-Zaman explained that this was for the gem-cutting and that he would pay the fee for the ring later. He then went off, leaving the jeweller and his assistants astonished by his generosity.

‘Ubaid returned to tell his wife that he had never seen anyone more generous than this young man, adding: ‘And you are in luck, as he gave me the ring for free, telling me to hand it to one of my slave girls.’ He told her the whole story and said: ‘I don’t think that he can really be the son of a merchant. He is more likely to be a prince or the son of a sultan.’ The more he praised Qamar al-Zaman the more his wife’s passion for him increased. She put on the ring and her husband fashioned another that was a little bigger. When he had finished, she slipped it on over the first one. ‘See how well the two of them look on my finger,’ she said, adding, ‘and I wish they were both mine.’ ‘Have patience,’ he told her, ‘and I may buy you the second one.’

The next morning, he took the ring and set off for his shop while, for his part, Qamar al-Zaman went to the barber’s wife and gave her two hundred dinars. ‘Go to the jeweller,’ she told him, ‘and when he hands you the ring, put it on your finger and then take it off quickly and say: “You have got it wrong, master. This one is too big, and when a master craftsman is approached by someone like me with a job to be done, he should take measurements. Had you measured my finger you would not have made a mistake.” Then take out another gem, worth a thousand dinars, and tell him to take it and set it in a ring, and to pass the other one to one of his slave girls. Give him forty dinars and hand each of his craftsmen four dinars, repeating that this is for cutting the gem and that you will pay his fee later. Come here after that and hand my husband three hundred dinars to help him with his daily expenses, for he is a poor man.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ said Qamar al-Zaman.

He then set off to see ‘Ubaid, who welcomed him and gave him a seat. He produced the ring, which Qamar al-Zaman put on his finger and then took off quickly, telling him that a craftsman, asked to make something for a customer like him, should take measurements and had he done so he would not have gone wrong. ‘Take the ring,’ he said, ‘and give it to one of your slave girls.’ Then he produced a gem worth a thousand dinars and told him to set it in a ring that would fit his finger. ‘Ubaid agreed that he was right and measured his finger, after which Qamar al-Zaman brought out forty dinars and handed them to him for the gem-cutting, promising to pay the fee later. ‘You have already paid more than enough by way of a fee,’ objected ‘Ubaid, ‘and you have been exceedingly generous.’ ‘Never mind about that,’ Qamar al-Zaman told him, and while they sat talking he handed a dinar to each beggar who passed. He then left the jeweller and went on his way.

So much for him, but as for ‘Ubaid, he went home and told his wife: ‘What a generous man that young merchant is! I have never seen anyone more open-handed, more handsome or more sweetly spoken.’ He continued to heap praises on Qamar al-Zaman and to speak of his charms and his generosity until his wife said: ‘You insensitive man, you know these qualities of his and he has given you two valuable rings, so you should invite him here and entertain him in a friendly fashion. If you do this and he comes to our house, he may do you a great deal of good, but even if you don’t want to entertain him, still invite him here and I shall do the entertaining at my own expense.’ ‘Are you saying this because you know me for a miser?’ her husband asked. ‘No, you aren’t a miser,’ she said, ‘but you have no sensitivity. Invite him here tonight and don’t come back without him. If he refuses, press him by swearing that, otherwise, you will have to divorce me.’ ‘Ubaid gave her his promise, and then, after he had made the ring, he went to sleep. On the third day, he went off to his shop in the morning and took his seat.

So much for him, but as for Qamar al-Zaman, he took three hundred dinars to the barber’s wife and handed them to her husband as before. She said: ‘The jeweller may invite you home today. If he does and you spend the night with him, let me know in the morning what happened and bring four hundred dinars with you to give to my husband.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ he said, for whenever he ran out of money he would sell some of his gems. He then set off to visit ‘Ubaid, who rose to greet him, receiving him with open arms as a friend. He produced the ring for him and when Qamar al-Zaman found that it fitted his finger, he exclaimed: ‘God bless you, master craftsman, this is fine workmanship, but the stone is not to my liking…’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and seventieth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Qamar al-Zaman told the jeweller: ‘This is fine workmanship, but the stone is not to my liking because I have a better one. So do you take this and give it to one of your slave girls.’ Then he produced another one and gave the man a hundred dinars, saying: ‘Take this as your fee and don’t hold it against me that I have put you to such trouble.’ ‘Ubaid replied: ‘Merchant, you gave me the rings on which I worked, and a lot more besides. I have become so fond of you that I cannot bear to be parted from you, so please console me by passing the night as my guest.’ Qamar al-Zaman agreed, but said that he would have to go back to his lodgings to give instructions to his servants and to tell them not to expect him as he would not be spending the night there. ‘In which khan are you lodging?’ asked ‘Ubaid and, on being told, he said: ‘I shall come to fetch you.’ Qamar al-Zaman agreed to this and the jeweller went to the khan before sunset, as he was afraid that his wife would be angry if he went home without him.

When he then took Qamar al-Zaman home, his wife was enthralled when she saw him enter. He and her husband took their seats in a room of unparalleled splendour where they talked until supper time, and after they had eaten and drunk, they were served with coffee and sherbet. Their conversation went on until it was time for the evening prayer and when they had performed this, a maid brought them something to drink in two cups. When they drank this they were both overcome by sleep. It was then that ‘Ubaid’s wife came in and, finding them asleep, she gazed with astonishment at the beauty of Qamar al-Zaman’s face, exclaiming: ‘How can a lover of beautiful girls fall asleep?’ She rolled him over on to his back and straddled his chest; then, overwrought with passion for him, she showered kisses on his cheeks leaving traces that enhanced their reddish bloom. She went on sucking his lips until she drew blood from his mouth but none of this quenched her passion or satisfied her thirst and she continued kissing and embracing him, wrapping her legs round his, until the east lightened with the approach of dawn. At that, she put four knucklebones in his pocket before going off and leaving him. She then sent in her maid with something that looked like snuff which she put into the nostrils of the two sleepers, at which they sneezed and woke up. ‘Prayer is a duty, my masters,’ the maid told them, ‘so get up to perform the morning prayer,’ and she fetched them a bowl and a jug of water.

‘Master,’ said Qamar al-Zaman, ‘it is getting late and we have over-slept.’ ‘This is a room that lends itself to sound sleep,’ ‘Ubaid told him, ‘and whenever I come to sleep here, this is what happens.’ Qamar al-Zaman agreed with him and then started to perform the ritual ablution, but when he put water on his face, his cheeks and lips smarted. ‘Strange!’ he exclaimed. ‘If we slept so soundly in the heavy air of this room, why are my cheeks and my lips burning?’ When he pointed this out, ‘Ubaid said: ‘I think that this must be because of mosquito bites.’ ‘Strange!’ repeated Qamar al-Zaman. ‘Has the same thing happened to you?’ ‘No,’ acknowledged his host, ‘but when I have a guest like you, the following morning he does complain of mosquito bites. I suppose that that is because young men like you have no beards, whereas if you had one like mine, the mosquitoes wouldn’t harm you. It must be this that keeps them off, for they aren’t fond of bearded men.’ ‘That must be right,’ agreed Qamar al-Zaman. The maid then brought them breakfast, and when they had eaten they both left.

Qamar al-Zaman went off to the barber’s wife, who when she caught sight of him said: ‘I can see from your face that you were lucky, so tell me what you saw.’ ‘I didn’t see anything,’ he answered. ‘The jeweller and I had our supper in a room in his house and after we had performed the evening prayer we fell asleep and didn’t wake up until morning.’ The woman laughed and said: ‘What are those marks I see on your cheeks and your lips?’ ‘It was the mosquitoes in the room that did this,’ he told her. ‘That may be so,’ she said, ‘but was your host bitten too?’ ‘No,’ admitted Qamar al-Zaman, ‘but he told me that his mosquitoes only bite the beardless and don’t attack bearded men. Every beardless guest that he has complains next morning of their bites, while nothing of the kind happens to those who have beards.’ ‘All right,’ she said, ‘but did you come across anything apart from that?’ He told her that he had discovered four knucklebones in his pocket. ‘Show them to me,’ she said, and when he offered them to her she took them and laughed. ‘It was your lady love who put these in your pocket,’ she told him, and when he asked: ‘How is that?’ she said: ‘She is telling you by this sign that, were you in love, you would not have fallen asleep, for lovers don’t sleep. She is saying that you are still young; you are clearly only good for playing with these bones and so what has prompted you to fall in love with a beautiful girl? She must have come to you at night and, finding you asleep, covered your cheeks with love-bites, leaving you this token. But that won’t be enough for her and she is bound to send her husband to invite you again tonight. When you go with him, don’t be in a hurry to fall asleep; take five hundred dinars with you and then come back and tell me what happened so that I can finalize my plans for you.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ said Qamar al-Zaman before setting off for his khan.

So much for him, but as for ‘Ubaid’s wife, she asked her husband whether his guest had gone. He told her that he had, adding: ‘I was ashamed because the mosquitoes attacked him last night and bit his cheeks and lips.’ ‘That’s what they normally do in that room,’ she agreed, ‘for they only like beardless boys. But invite him again tonight.’ So ‘Ubaid went off to Qamar al-Zaman’s khan, gave him the invitation and brought him back to the same room. The two of them ate and drank, before performing the evening prayer, and the maid then brought in a cup for 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 nine hundred and seventy-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the maid brought in a cup for each of them. They both drank and promptly fell asleep. ‘Ubaid’s wife came in and exclaimed: ‘Clod, how is it that you are asleep when you claim to be a lover and lovers never sleep?’ She mounted on his breast and did not stop kissing, biting, sucking and grappling with him until morning. Then she put a knife in his pocket and, when dawn had broken, she sent in her maid, who woke them up. Qamar al-Zaman’s cheeks were red as fire and his lips were like red corals thanks to how they had been sucked and kissed. ‘It looks as though the mosquitoes attacked you again,’ ‘Ubaid said, but Qamar al-Zaman disagreed, because whoever knows the real reason for something no longer complains about it. Then he discovered the knife in his pocket and stayed silent.

After he had had his breakfast and drunk his coffee, he left the jeweller’s house and set off for his khan. He took five hundred dinars and went to tell the barber’s wife what had happened. ‘I fell asleep in spite of myself,’ he said, ‘and in the morning the only thing that I found in my pocket was a knife.’ ‘God protect you from her this coming night,’ she said, ‘for she is telling you that if you go to sleep again, she will cut your throat. You will be invited back there tonight and that is what will happen to you if you fall asleep.’ ‘What can I do?’ he asked, and she said: ‘Tell me what you had to eat and drink before you went to sleep.’ He said: ‘After the usual kind of supper, a maid came in with a cup for each of us and it was after I had drunk mine that I fell asleep and didn’t wake until morning.’ ‘The mischief is in the cup,’ she said, ‘so take it from the girl but don’t drink it until her master has drunk his and has fallen asleep. When she gives it to you, ask her for some water and when she has gone to fetch it in a jug, empty out the cup behind your pillow and pretend to be sleeping. Then when she brings in the jug, she will suppose that you drank what was in the cup and are asleep. She will leave you and then after a while you will see what happens next. Take care not to disobey me.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ said Qamar al-Zaman and he left for his khan.

So much for him, but as for ‘Ubaid’s wife, she pointed out to her husband that, according to the laws of hospitality, a guest had to be entertained for three nights. He went to give Qamar al-Zaman the invitation and took him back to the same room in his house as before. When they had eaten and performed the evening prayer, in came the maid with a cup for each of them. ‘Ubaid drank and so fell asleep, while Qamar al-Zaman did not. ‘Aren’t you going to drink, master?’ asked the girl, and he told her to fetch him a jug of water because he was thirsty. When she went off to do that, he poured out what was in the cup behind his pillow and then lay down. The girl came back and, on finding him supposedly asleep, she told her mistress that he had drunk up the cup and was lying down. For her part, ‘Ubaid’s wife said to herself: ‘He is better dead than alive,’ and, taking a sharp knife, she went up to him saying: ‘You fool, this is the third time that you have paid no attention to the signs I left you, and so now I shall slit your belly.’ As she approached him, knife in hand, he opened his eyes and got up laughing. ‘You didn’t work out what the last sign meant by your own wits,’ she said, ‘but some shrewd person guided you. So tell me where it was that you learned about it.’ He replied: ‘It was from an old woman,’ and he told her the story of his dealings with the barber’s wife. She said: ‘When you leave tomorrow, go and ask her whether she has any more schemes besides this. If she says that she has, tell her to do her best to arrange for you to approach me openly, but if she says no and that this is the most she can do, then let her be. Tomorrow night, my husband will come to invite you again, and you can then come back with him and tell me and I shall know what next to do.’

Qamar al-Zaman agreed, and he spent the rest of the night hugging and embracing her, joining the preposition with what it governed by agreement, adding the connection to what was to be connected and leaving the husband as the elided ending of a word. This went on until morning and ‘Ubaid’s wife then said: ‘One night is not enough for me, and neither is a day, or a month or a year. I want to stay with you for the rest of my life, but you will have to wait for me to play a trick on my husband good enough to baffle the intelligent and get us what we want. I shall make him suspicious of me so that he will divorce me, and I can then marry you and go with you to your own country. I shall see to it that you take with you all his wealth and his treasures, and for your sake I shall bring ruin on his houses and see that no trace of him remains. You must listen to what I say and obey me without contradiction.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ Qamar al-Zaman replied. ‘There will be no contradiction.’

She then told him to go back to the khan and when her husband came to invite him, he was to say: ‘Brother, a man can become tiresome, and if someone pays too many visits, he disgusts both the generous and the miserly. How can I go to you every evening and sleep in the same room as you? Even if you don’t become annoyed with me, your womenfolk may, because I am keeping you away from them. If you want my friendship, get me a house next to yours and then you can sometimes spend the evening with me until it is time to go to bed, and at other times I can do the same with you. I shall then go back to my own house and you will be able to go to your women; this is better than keeping you away from them every night.’ She went on: ‘After that he will come to ask for my advice, and I will tell him to evict our neighbour, for the house in which he lives is our property and he only rents it. When you have moved in, God will make it easy for us to plan the rest. Off you go now and do what I have told you.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ replied Qamar al-Zaman, and she then left him and went away, while he pretended to be asleep.

After a time, the maid came and woke both him and the jeweller, who asked him whether he had been troubled by the mosquitoes. When he said no, his host said: ‘You must be getting used to them.’ They then had breakfast and drank coffee before going off about their affairs. Qamar al-Zaman went to the barber’s wife and told her what had happened…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and seventy-second night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Qamar al-Zaman went to the old woman and told her what had happened, explaining: ‘She said this and that to me and I said that and this to her.’ He then asked whether she herself could think of any better scheme to allow him to meet his beloved openly. ‘My son,’ she said, ‘this is the end of my planning; I have run out of schemes,’ at which he left her and went back to the khan. The following evening, when ‘Ubaid came to invite him home, Qamar al-Zaman said: ‘I can’t go with you.’ ‘Why is that?’ asked the jeweller, adding: ‘I am so fond of you that I can’t bear to be parted from you, so please, for God’s sake, come with me.’ Qamar al-Zaman said: ‘If what you really want is a long association with me and that we should remain friends, get me a house next to yours. We can then take it in turns to spend our evenings together before going off to sleep each in our own house.’ ‘I do own a house next to my own,’ ‘Ubaid said, ‘so come with me tonight and tomorrow you can have vacant possession of it.’

Qamar al-Zaman went with him, and after they had had supper and performed the evening prayer, the jeweller drank from the drugged cup and fell asleep, while the visitor’s cup had not been doctored and Qamar al-Zaman drank it and stayed awake. ‘Ubaid’s wife then came and sat talking to him until morning, while her husband lay stretched out like a dead man. When he woke up in the normal way, he sent for his tenant and asked him to quit the house as he needed it himself. The man did as he was told and Qamar al-Zaman settled in, moving all his belongings there. ‘Ubaid spent the evening with him and then went home.

The next day, his wife sent for a skilled builder and offered him money to construct an underground passage for her, leading from her own quarters to the house of Qamar al-Zaman, with a subterranean trapdoor. Then, before Qamar al-Zaman knew what was happening, in she came with two purses filled with money. ‘Where have you come from?’ he asked, and she showed him the tunnel before telling him to take the purses that were full of her husband’s money. She then stayed, indulging herself in love-play with him until morning. ‘Wait for me,’ she told him, ‘and when I have gone to rouse him and seen him off to his shop, I’ll come back to you.’

While he sat waiting for her, she returned to her husband and woke him up. When he had risen and performed the ritual ablution and the prayer, he left for his shop and she then took four purses and went through the tunnel to Qamar al-Zaman. ‘Take these,’ she said, and she stayed with him until each of them went their separate ways, she to her house and he to the market. When he got back at sunset, he found that he now had ten purses, together with jewels and other treasures. ‘Ubaid then came and took him back to his room, where they spent the evening together before the maid came in as usual with the two cups, which she passed to them. Her master fell asleep, but Qamar al-Zaman was unaffected, as his cup had not been drugged. ‘Ubaid’s wife came in to toy with him, while the maid started to transfer her master’s goods to his house by way of the tunnel. This went on until morning, when the maid woke her master and poured coffee for the two of them, after which they each left.

On the third day, ‘Ubaid’s wife brought out a knife which belonged to her husband, who had made it himself. He valued it at five hundred dinars, as it had no equal in the beauty of its workmanship, and in spite of the number of would-be buyers, he kept it in a chest and could not bring himself to sell it to anyone. ‘Take this,’ she said. ‘Put it in your belt and go and sit with my husband. Then bring it out and say: “Master, take a look at this knife which I have bought today, and tell me if I have made a good bargain or a bad one.” He will recognize it, but he will be too embarrassed to say: “That is mine.” If he asks you where you got it from and how much you paid, tell him: “I saw two Levantines quarrelling, and one said to the other: ‘Where have you been?’ ‘With my mistress,’ replied the other, and he went on: ‘Every time I met her she used to hand me cash, but today she said that she had none to give and, instead, she told me to take this knife that belonged to her husband. I took it from her and I want to sell it.’ I admired the knife and when I heard what the man said, I asked him if he would sell it to me. He agreed and I bought it from him for three hundred dinars. Was that cheap, do you think, or dear?” See what my husband says and after you have talked to him for a while, leave him and hurry back to me. You will find me sitting in the tunnel waiting for you and you must then give me back the knife.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ said Qamar al-Zaman.

He took the knife, put it in his belt and went to ‘Ubaid’s shop. He greeted the jeweller, who welcomed him and invited him to take a seat. Then, noticing the knife in his belt, ‘Ubaid said to himself in astonishment: ‘That’s my knife. Who gave it to this merchant?’ Then he thought again and said: ‘Is it really my knife or one that looks like it?’ At that point, Qamar al-Zaman took the knife from his belt and said: ‘Master, take a look at this.’ On taking the knife, he recognized it beyond all doubt, but was too embarrassed to claim it as his.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and seventy-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the jeweller took the knife from Qamar al-Zaman he recognized it but was too embarrassed to claim it as his. Instead, he said: ‘Where did you buy it from?’ after which Qamar al-Zaman repeated what he had been told to say. ‘Ubaid told him: ‘It was cheap at the price, as it’s worth five hundred dinars.’ There was fire in his heart and his hands could no longer carry on with their work. While Qamar al-Zaman went on talking, he was drowning in a sea of care and for every fifty words spoken to him he would reply with no more than one. His heart was tortured, his body shaken and his thoughts filled with gloom. He was as the poet has described:


I did not know what to say when they wanted to talk to me;

They spoke, but saw that my thoughts were somewhere else,

For, drowning in a bottomless sea of care,

I could not tell the difference between male and female.



On seeing that he had changed colour, Qamar al-Zaman said: ‘You must be busy,’ and, getting up, he hurried home, where he saw ‘Ubaid’s wife standing at the entrance to the tunnel waiting for him. ‘Have you done what I told you?’ she said when she saw him. He told her that he had, and she asked: ‘What did he say to you?’ He replied: ‘He told me that it was cheap at the price, as it was worth five hundred dinars, but his colour changed and so I left him. What happened after that I don’t know.’ ‘Give me the knife and don’t concern yourself about it,’ she told him, and she then took it, put it back in its place and sat down.

So much for her, but as for her husband, Qamar al-Zaman had left him with his heart on fire and filled with suspicion. ‘I must get up and look for the knife in order to replace doubt with certainty,’ he told himself, and at that he went back to his wife, puffed up like a snake. She asked what was wrong and he said: ‘Where is my knife?’ ‘In the box,’ she told him, and then she beat her breast and said: ‘My sorrow! Have you quarrelled with someone and are you here to fetch the knife to use against him?’ ‘Fetch it for me and let me see it,’ he told her. ‘If you swear that you are not going to use it against anyone,’ she said, and when he had done that, she opened the box and brought it out for him. He started to turn it over and over, saying: ‘That’s strange,’ and then he told her to take it and put it back in its place. She asked him what lay behind this, and he said: ‘I saw that our friend had one like it.’ He went on to tell her the whole story, adding: ‘When I saw it in its box, this dispelled my suspicions.’ ‘You thought ill of me, did you?’ she asked. ‘You took me for the mistress of the Levantine, who had given him the knife?’ He agreed, but added that when he had seen the knife, his suspicions had been removed. ‘There is no good left in you,’ she told him, but he went on making excuses until he had won her over, after which he went back to his shop.

On the following day, his wife gave Qamar al-Zaman her husband’s watch, which he had made with his own hand and which had no equal, telling him to return to his shop and sit with him. She said: ‘Tell him: “I came across the fellow whom I saw yesterday, this time with a watch in his hand. He asked me if I wanted to buy it, and I asked him where he had got it from. He told me that he had been with his mistress and it was she who had given it to him. I paid him eighty-five dinars for it, so look and tell me whether it was cheap at the price or too expensive.” Then see what he has to say, and when you leave, hurry back and hand it to me.’ Qamar al-Zaman went off and did what he was told and, after looking at the watch, ‘Ubaid, who was filled with renewed suspicion, told him that it was worth seven hundred dinars. Qamar al-Zaman then left and returned to the lady, handing over the watch before her husband arrived, swollen with rage. ‘Where’s my watch?’ he demanded. ‘It’s here,’ she said, and when he told her to produce it, she fetched it for him. ‘There is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent!’ he exclaimed, at which she said: ‘You obviously have something to say, so tell me what it is.’ He replied: ‘What can I say? I am bewildered by what has happened.’ Then he recited:


I am at a loss but the Merciful God is doubtless here with me;

Sorrows surround me, but I do not know their source.

I shall show patience, until patience itself finds out

That what I suffer is bitterer than aloes juice,

Or rather that is nothing to the patience which I show.

What I endure is hotter than burning coals.

What I do here is not of my own wish,

But God’s command orders me to endure.



He went on: ‘Woman, first of all I saw our friend the merchant with my knife. I recognized it because the way in which it was fashioned was an invention of my own and there is not another one like it. What he told me filled me with grief, but I then came back and saw that it was still here. The next thing was that I saw him with my watch, which again was fashioned after a pattern of my own, and there is nothing like it in all Basra. He told me another disturbing story, which has left me bemused, and I don’t know what has happened to me.’ She said: ‘What you mean is that I am the friend and mistress of that merchant and gave him your things, and you came to question me because you wanted to test whether I was playing you false. If you had not seen the knife and the watch here with me, you would have been sure that I had betrayed you. As you have thought so ill of me, I shall never eat or drink water with you again, for I loathe you so much that you are now prohibited to me.’ ‘Ubaid started to try to win back her favour, and when he had done this, he went off to his shop, full of regret at what he had said to her. He sat there…

[image: image]

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

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when ‘Ubaid left his wife, he started to regret what he had said to her. He then went to his shop and sat there in a state of great agitation and extreme concern, half believing and half disbelieving what she had said, and in the evening he went home alone without Qamar al-Zaman. ‘What have you done with the merchant?’ asked his wife, and when he said that he was in his own house, she said: ‘Has your friendship cooled?’ ‘By God,’ he told her, ‘what has happened has made me dislike him.’ But she insisted that he went to fetch him as a favour to her. So he got up and went to Qamar al-Zaman’s house, where he recognized his own belongings scattered around the place. Fire was rekindled in his heart and he began to sigh, leading Qamar al-Zaman to ask him why he was so pensive. For his part, ‘Ubaid was too embarrassed to tell him that these things were his property and to ask who had brought them to him. All that he said was: ‘I have been disturbed, so come home with me where we can divert ourselves.’ ‘Leave me where I am,’ said Qamar al-Zaman, ‘for I am not going to go with you,’ but the jeweller swore that he must, and eventually took him off. They ate their supper and spent the evening together, with Qamar al-Zaman talking and his host sunk in a sea of care, speaking only one word to the other’s hundred.

When the maid had brought in the two cups as usual and when they had both drunk, the jeweller lay down to sleep, unlike Qamar al-Zaman, whose drink had not been drugged. ‘Ubaid’s wife came in and said to Qamar al-Zaman: ‘What do you think of this drunken cuckold who is lying there unconscious with no knowledge of women’s wiles? I have to trick him into divorcing me. Tomorrow I shall dress up as a slave girl and walk behind you to the shop. You are to tell him: “Master, today I went to the Yasiriya khan where I saw this slave girl. I bought her for a thousand dinars and I would like you to take a look at her and tell me whether she was cheap at the price or not.’ Uncover my face and breasts and let him look at me, before you take me back to your house. I shall go home through the tunnel to see how we can bring the matter to a finish.’ They then spent a night of unmixed pleasure in each other’s company, relaxing and enjoying their love-play until it was morning, when she went to her own room. She sent her maid to wake the two men, who got up and performed the morning prayer. Then, when they had breakfasted and drunk their coffee, ‘Ubaid left for his shop and Qamar al-Zaman went home.

At that point, the lady emerged from the tunnel dressed as a slave girl, which, in fact, she was by birth. As Qamar al-Zaman set out for the shop, she walked behind him, and they carried on in this way until they got there. Having greeted the jeweller and taken his seat, Qamar al-Zaman said: ‘Master, today I went into the Yasiriya khan to look around and, as I liked this girl whom I saw with the auctioneer, I bought her for a thousand dinars. I’d like you to inspect her to see whether she was cheap at the price or not.’ He then unveiled her and ‘Ubaid saw that here was his wife, dressed in all her finery, with her most splendid ornaments, painted with kohl and dye, just as she used to present herself to him at home. He recognized her beyond a doubt through her face, her clothes and her jewellery, which he had fashioned himself, while on her fingers she was wearing the rings that he had recently made for Qamar al-Zaman. Everything led him to be certain that this was his wife, and when he asked her her name, she said ‘Halima’, which was the name of his wife. In his amazement, he asked Qamar al-Zaman how much he had paid for her and on being told ‘a thousand dinars’, he exclaimed: ‘Then you got her for nothing, as a thousand dinars is less than the price of her rings, with her clothes and jewellery costing you nothing!’ ‘May God bring good news to you as well,’ said Qamar al-Zaman, ‘and as you admire her, I shall take her back home.’ ‘Do as you wish,’ replied the jeweller. So Qamar al-Zaman went back with Halima, who passed through the tunnel and took her seat in her own room.

So much for her, but as for her husband, with fire burning in his heart he said to himself: ‘I shall go to look for my wife. If she is at home, then this is only a matter of resemblance – glory be to Him, Who has no match! – but if not then this “slave girl” must be her without any doubt.’ He got up and ran back home, only to find his wife sitting there wearing the same clothes and ornaments that he had seen on her in his shop. Clapping his hands together, he exclaimed: ‘There is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent!’ Halima said: ‘Man, have you gone mad or what has happened? This isn’t your normal behaviour; something must have befallen you.’ ‘If you want me to tell you, you mustn’t feel hurt,’ he answered, and when she told him to go on, he said: ‘Our friend, the merchant, has bought a slave girl whose figure is just like yours. She is exactly the same height as you; her name is the same; not only is she like you in every single respect, but she wears rings like yours on her fingers, and her jewellery is the same as yours. When he showed her to me, I thought that she was you, and I am now completely bewildered. I wish that we had never set eyes on that merchant or taken him as a friend. I wish that he had never left his own country and that we had never got to know him, as he has made a misery of my life, which used to be so happy. Where there was once good faith, now there is estrangement, as I have begun to have doubts.’ ‘Look me in the face,’ she said. ‘Maybe it was I who was with him and he was my lover. I may have dressed up as a slave girl and concocted a plan for him to show me to you in order to trick you.’ ‘What are you saying?’ he exclaimed. ‘I would never suspect you of doing anything of the kind.’

‘Ubaid did not know about the wiles of women and how they treat men, and he had never heard the lines:


You were carried away by a heart that delighted in lovely girls,

Soon after your youth had passed, when grey hairs were at hand.

I am distressed by Laila, distant as she is;

Impediments and hardships come between us.

If you ask me about women, I am the expert

On the diseases that they cause, and the doctor.

When a man’s hair is grey and he has little wealth,

There is no share at all for him in their love.



Nor the lines:


Disobey women, for that is how best to follow God;

No man will prosper who allows women to lead him.

They would keep him from perfecting his good qualities

Were he to spend a thousand years in search of knowledge.



Nor these:


Women have been created for us as devils;

God is my refuge from all devilish wiles.

Those who have been afflicted by their love

Waste all their efforts in this world and the next.



Halima said to him: ‘I shall stay sitting here. Do you go this moment to knock on his door and see that you get in quickly. If when you are there you see the slave girl, then she will be a girl who looks like me, and glory be to God, Who has no match. But if you don’t, then I must be the one whom you saw with him and your suspicions will be confirmed.’ That’s right,’ he said and he left her and went out. She for her part passed through the tunnel to sit with Qamar al-Zaman, whom she told what had happened. ‘Open the door at once,’ she said, ‘and let him see me.’ While they were speaking, a knock came on the door and when Qamar al-Zaman asked: ‘Who is there?’ ‘Ubaid answered: ‘It is I, your friend. I was delighted for you when you showed me your slave girl in the market, but this wasn’t enough for me, so open the door and let me look at her again.’ ‘Certainly,’ replied Qamar al-Zaman, and when he opened the door, the jeweller saw his wife sitting there. She got up and kissed his hand, as well as that of Qamar al-Zaman, and she talked to him for a time while he stared at her. He could find no difference at all between her and his wife, and he exclaimed: ‘God creates what He wills!’ He left for home, full of suspicion, only to discover his wife sitting there for, when he had opened the door, she had got there first through the tunnel.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and seventy-fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when ‘Ubaid went out of the door, the girl got home first through the tunnel and sat down in her room. When he came in, she asked him what he had seen and he said: ‘I saw the girl sitting with her master, and she looks just like you.’ ‘That is enough of suspicion,’ she said. ‘Go off to your shop and don’t think ill of me again.’ ‘Yes indeed,’ he replied, ‘but don’t blame me for my behaviour.’ ‘God forgive you,’ she told him and, after kissing her on both cheeks, he went back to his shop.

Halima went through the tunnel to Qamar al-Zaman, taking with her four purses. ‘Get ready to leave in a hurry,’ she told him, ‘and be prepared to carry off this money without delay, while I do what I have planned.’ He went off and bought mules, prepared the baggage and got ready a litter. When he had bought mamluks and eunuchs and had taken everything out of the city so that there was nothing left to hinder him, he went to Halima and told her that everything was ready. She said: ‘I for my part have brought the rest of his money and all his treasures to you, and I’ve left him nothing useful, great or small. All this is because of my love for you, heart’s darling, and I would give my husband a thousand times over to ransom you. You must now go and say goodbye to him and tell him: “I intend to set off in three days’ time and I have come to take my leave of you. Tell me what I owe you for the rent of this house so that I may pay you and settle my debt.” See what he says to that and then come back and tell me, for I can do no more. I’ve been scheming in order to make him angry enough to divorce me, but I can see that he is still attached to me and I can’t think of anything better for us to do than to leave for your own country.’ ‘How splendid it would be if dreams came true!’ he exclaimed.

Qamar al-Zaman then went and sat down with the jeweller in his shop. ‘Master,’ he said, ‘I intend to leave in three days’ time and I have come to say goodbye to you. Please tell me how much I owe you as rent for the house so that I can settle it and pay you.’ ‘What are you talking about?’ asked ‘Ubaid. ‘It is you who have done me a favour. I swear that I shall not take any rent from you, for you have brought down blessings on us. You are going to leave us lonely when you go, and were I not forbidden from doing so, I would stand in your way and stop you from returning to your family and your own country.’ He then said goodbye to Qamar al-Zaman, and after they had both shed bitter tears, he locked up his shop, saying to himself: ‘I must go with my friend.’ Wherever Qamar al-Zaman went on some errand, ‘Ubaid went with him, and whenever he went to Qamar al-Zaman’s house, he would find Halima there. She would stand in front of them to serve them, and then, when he went to his own house, he would find her sitting there. So for three days, whichever of the two houses he visited, he would come across her.

Halima now told Qamar al-Zaman that she had now moved out all her husband’s treasures, wealth and furnishings and the only thing she had left was the slave girl who had been in the habit of bringing in the cups for them to drink. She said: ‘I cannot be parted from her. In addition to being a relative of mine, she is very dear to me and she keeps my secrets. I propose to give her a beating, pretending to be angry with her, and when my husband comes I shall say: “I can’t abide this girl any longer and I refuse to stay in the same house as her, so take her and sell her.” When he does this, do you buy her yourself so that we can take her with us.’ Qamar al-Zaman agreed to this and Halima beat the girl. When the jeweller came home he found her in tears and when he asked why she was weeping, she said: ‘My mistress beat me.’ He went to his wife and asked: ‘What did the damned girl do to make you beat her?’ She replied: ‘I have only one thing to say to you and that is that I cannot stand the sight of her any longer. Take her and sell her, or else divorce me.’ He said: ‘I shall sell her and not disobey you.’ As he was taking her off to his shop, he passed by Qamar al-Zaman.

After he had left with the girl, Halima slipped quickly through the tunnel to Qamar al-Zaman, who put her into the litter before her husband arrived. When he came and Qamar al-Zaman saw the girl with him, he asked about her, and ‘Ubaid said: ‘This is my slave girl who used to bring us in drinks, but she offended her mistress, who became angry with her and has told me to sell her.’ Qamar al-Zaman said: ‘As her mistress dislikes her, she can’t stay with her, but you can sell her to me so that she may remind me of you and she can act as a maid for Halima, my slave girl.’ ‘All right; take her,’ said ‘Ubaid and when Qamar al-Zaman asked how much he wanted, he said: ‘I shan’t take anything from you, as it is you who have done us a favour.’ Qamar al-Zaman accepted the gift and then called to Halima, to tell her to kiss the jeweller’s hand. She emerged from the litter, kissed his hand and then remounted, while he kept his eyes fixed on her. ‘I commend you to God’s protection, master,’ Qamar al-Zaman said. ‘Let me go with a clear conscience.’ ‘May God clear you of all debts and bring you safely back to your family,’ replied ‘Ubaid. He then took his leave of Qamar al-Zaman and went back to his shop in tears. He found it hard to part from a man who had been his friend, for friendship has its rights, but at the same time he was glad to be freed from the suspicion that he had formed about his wife, as now Qamar al-Zaman had left his suspicions seemed groundless.

So much for him, but as for Qamar al-Zaman, Halima told him: ‘If you want to be safe, let us not go by any of the usual ways.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and seventy-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when Qamar al-Zaman set off, the girl told him: ‘If you want to be safe, let us not go by any of the usual ways.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ he replied, and he then chose a track that was not normally used, going through one country after another until he reached the Egyptian border. He then wrote a letter and sent it by courier to his father, ‘Abd al-Rahman the merchant. His father was sitting with his colleagues in the market, his heart consumed with sadness for his son, from whom he had not heard since the day he left. It was just then that the courier arrived and asked the merchants whether there was anyone called ‘Abd al-Rahman among them. ‘What do you want of him?’ they asked, and he replied: ‘I have a letter from his son, Qamar al-Zaman, whom I left at al-‘Arish.’ ‘Abd al-Rahman was delighted and relieved, and the others shared in his joy and congratulated him on his son’s safe return. He then took the letter and read it. It was headed: ‘From Qamar al-Zaman to the merchant ‘Abd al-Rahman,’ and it went on: ‘I send my greetings to you and to all the other merchants. If you ask how I am, the answer is that, with the help of God, to Whom be praise and thanks, I have made a profit by trading and I have come back safely and in good health.’

‘Abd al-Rahman now began to celebrate, giving banquets, together with a series of entertainments and parties, where there were musical instruments and remarkable diversions of every kind. When his son reached al-Salihiya, he went out to meet him, together with all the other merchants, and when they met the two embraced and the father clasped his son to his breast and wept until he fainted. When he had recovered, he said: ‘This is a blessed day, my son, as God, the Omnipotent Protector, has reunited us.’ Then he recited these lines:


To be near the beloved is final happiness,

As the cups of delight circulate among us.

Welcome and welcome again

To Time’s radiance and the moon of moons.



Shedding tears of sheer delight, he recited more lines:


The shining moon of Time* has now appeared,

Gleaming brightly, returning from his travels.

His hair is black as the night of his absence,

But the sun rises from the buttons of his shirt.



The other merchants now came up to greet him, and they saw that he had with him a quantity of loads as well as servants, together with a litter placed within a wide enclosure. When Qamar al-Zaman had been escorted into the house, Halima emerged from this litter, enchanting all who saw her, as ‘Abd al-Rahman observed. They opened up for her a great villa that looked like a treasure chamber which had been freed from a talismanic spell. At the sight of her, Qamar al-Zaman’s mother fell under her spell, thinking happily that she must be a queen and the wife of a king, but in answer to her question, Halima said: ‘I am your son’s wife.’ ‘Since he has married you,’ she said, ‘we must hold a great celebration in your honour and in his.’

So much for her, but as for ‘Abd al-Rahman, when the others had dispersed, each going off on his own way, he went to his son and said: ‘My boy, what is this girl you have with you, and how much did you pay for her?’ Qamar al-Zaman replied: ‘She is no slave girl, father, and it was because of her that I went away.’ ‘How was that?’ his father asked, and Qamar al-Zaman replied: ‘She is the girl whom the dervish described to us the night he spent here. From that moment, all my hopes were set on her; it was for her sake that I wanted to go on my travels, and this led to my being stripped on the road by Bedouin, who took all my goods. I was the only one to get to Basra’ – and he went on to tell his father the details of what had happened from start to finish. ‘And after all that, did you marry her?’ his father asked. ‘No,’ said Qamar al-Zaman, ‘but I have promised to do so.’ ‘Do you intend to marry her?’ his father pressed him, and he said: ‘If you tell me to, I shall, and if not, I shall not.’ ‘If you do,’ his father said, ‘I shall wash my hands of you both in this world and the next and I shall be furiously angry with you. How can you marry her after what she did to her husband? After the way she treated him for your sake, she would do the same to you for the sake of someone else, for she is treacherous, and traitors should not be pardoned. If you disobey me, I shall be angry with you, but if you listen to what I have to say, I shall try to find you a lovelier girl, pure and chaste, and marry you to her, even if I have to spend all my money on it. I shall give you a feast of unparalleled splendour and I shall be able to boast of you both. It is better for people to say: “So-and-So married So-and-So’s daughter,” than to have them say: “He married a slave girl of no birth or breeding.”’

He continued to press Qamar al-Zaman not to marry Halima, quoting examples, anecdotes, poems, proverbs and moral exhortations, until Qamar al-Zaman told him: ‘If this is how things stand, I don’t feel myself bound to marry her.’ At that, his father kissed him between the eyes and exclaimed: ‘You are truly my son and I swear by your life that I shall marry you to a girl who has no match!’ He then locked Halima and her slave girl in a room, putting them in the charge of a black maid who was to take them their food and drink. He told her: ‘You and your slave girl will remain shut up here until I sell you, if I can find someone who wants to buy you. If you disobey me, I shall kill you both, as you are treacherous and there is no good in you.’ ‘Do as you wish,’ she replied, ‘for I deserve everything that you do to me.’ He then locked the door on them and told his womenfolk that no one was to visit them or speak to them, apart from the black maid, who was to pass their food and drink through the window. Halima sat with her slave girl, weeping and regretting what she had done to her husband.

So much for her, but as for ‘Abd al-Rahman, he sent out marriage brokers to search for a well-born bride for his son. Whenever they came across a girl during the course of their search, they would hear of one who was even lovelier, and this went on until they came to the house of the shaikh al-Islam, whose daughter they found to have no equal in all Cairo. She was a beautiful and graceful girl with a perfect figure, a thousand times more lovely than Halima. When they told ‘Abd al-Rahman about her, he went to her father, accompanied by the leading citizens, and asked him for her hand. A marriage contract was drawn up; wedding celebrations were held on a grand scale and banquets prepared. On the first day, the faqihs were invited to join a feast of great splendour, while on the following day invitations went out to all the merchants. Drums were beaten, pipes played and not only the immediate neighbourhood but the entire quarter was lit up with lamps. The celebrations lasted for forty days, on each of which a different group were invited, whether scholars, emirs, beys or governors. Every day ‘Abd al-Rahman would sit to receive his guests with his son by his side, looking at them as they ate. Such feasting had never been seen before.

On the last day, the poor and the down-and-outs were invited from far and near, and they came in groups to eat. As ‘Abd al-Rahman was sitting there with Qamar al-Zaman beside him, in came Halima’s husband, ‘Ubaid, the jeweller, with one of the groups. He was half-naked, weary and showing the strains of travel, but Qamar al-Zaman recognized him at once and told his father to look at the poor man who had just come through the door. ‘Abd al-Rahman noted his tattered clothes and ragged gown, worth no more than two dirhams. With his pallor and covered with dust, he looked like a broken-down pilgrim and he was groaning like a man both sick and needy, stumbling and swaying to right and left as he walked. He could best be described by the lines of the poet:


Poverty always diminishes a man,

As the sun pales before it sets.

He tries to hide among the crowds;

When he is alone, his tears flood down.

If he is absent, no one cares;

When he is present, he receives no share.

Within his own family a man struck down

By poverty will find himself a stranger.



Another poet has said:


On his way the poor man finds all things against him;

The earth itself closes its doors to him.

You find him hated, though he does no wrong;

You see hostility but not its cause.

At the sight of a rich man you find the dogs

Turning towards him, as they wag their tails,

But if it is a poor wretch whom they see

They come to bark at him and bare their teeth.



How well yet another poet has expressed it:


When glory and good luck befriend a man,

Disasters and misfortunes keep away.

Friends come as uninvited parasites,

And even supposed guardians act as pimps.

He farts and people take it as a song,

While any smell he makes is sweet perfume.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and seventy-seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Qamar al-Zaman told his father to look at the poor man. ‘Who is he, my son?’ asked ‘Abd al-Rahman, and Qamar al-Zaman told him: ‘This is ‘Ubaid, the master jeweller, the husband of the woman who is locked up here.’ ‘Is he the man whom you told me about?’ his father asked, and Qamar al-Zaman said: ‘Yes; it is him beyond a doubt.’

The reason for ‘Ubaid’s arrival was that after he had said goodbye to Qamar al-Zaman, he set off back to his shop, where he had in hand a delicate job that occupied him for the rest of the day. In the evening, he locked the place up and went home. The door opened as he put his hand on it, and when he went in he could find neither his wife nor the slave girl. The place was in the worst of states, fitting the lines:


The hive that had been full of bees

Was empty when they left.

It looked as though no one had ever lived in it,

Or its inhabitants had met some fate.



On finding the house empty, he turned to the right and left and went round the house like a madman, but could find no one there. Then, on opening the door of his strongroom, he discovered that neither money nor treasures were left in it. This roused him from his befuddled state and brought him back to his senses, as he realized that it must have been his wife who had plotted against him and betrayed him. He wept at what had happened, but kept it quiet, lest any of his enemies might gloat or his friends be distressed, for he knew that if he gave the secret away, he would be disgraced and people would censure him. He told himself: ‘Say nothing about your troubles and, whatever you do, remember what the poet said:


If a man finds it hard to keep a secret,

The one with whom he shares it finds it harder.’



He locked up his house and went to his shop. There he put one of his craftsmen in charge, telling him: ‘My friend the young merchant has invited me to go with him on a trip to Cairo, swearing that he will not leave until he can take me and my wife along with him. You, my boy, will look after the shop for me in my absence, and if the sultan asks about me, tell him that I have gone with my wife to Mecca.’ He then sold some of his belongings and bought camels, mules and mamluks, as well as a slave girl, whom he put in a litter. Ten days later, he left Basra and his friends, who came to say goodbye, thought as he left that he was taking his wife with him on his pilgrimage. Everyone was glad that God had rescued them from having to shut themselves up in a mosque or at home every Friday. Some of them prayed that he might never come back to Basra so as to save them from ever having to do this again, since it had caused the people great inconvenience. ‘I don’t think that he will get back from his journey,’ one of them said, ‘because of the curses of the citizens’; while another added: ‘If he does, things will not go so well for him.’ There were great celebrations in the city in place of the great gloom that there had been, and even the cats and dogs found life easier. When Friday came, however, the usual proclamation was made that people were to go to the mosque two hours before the prayer or were to hide themselves away in their homes and not let the cats and dogs go out. In their annoyance, the citizens gathered together and made their way to the sultan’s court where they stood before him and said: ‘King of the age, the jeweller has taken his wife and left on pilgrimage. The reason why we had to shut ourselves away has gone, so why should we do it any longer?’ ‘How can that disloyal fellow have left without letting me know?’ exclaimed the sultan. ‘When he comes back things will be put right, but meanwhile go back to your shops and carry on your business, for this order no longer applies.’

So much for the sultan and the people of Basra, but as for ‘Ubaid the jeweller, he had travelled for ten stages before what had happened to Qamar al-Zaman on his way to Basra happened to him and he was attacked near Baghdad by Bedouin, who stripped him and seized everything he had with him. It was only by pretending to be dead that he managed to escape, and when the Bedouin had left, he had to walk, naked as he was, to a town. There charitable people were moved by God to pity him, and they gave him some ragged clothes with which to cover himself. He then started to go from one place to the next, begging for his bread, until he reached Cairo, the guarded city, and there, consumed by hunger, he went around begging in the markets. Someone told him: ‘Poor fellow, there is a wedding feast going on in a house nearby, and if you go there you’ll get food and drink, for today they are providing a meal for the poor and the strangers.’ ‘I don’t know the way,’ he said and the man replied: ‘Follow me and I’ll show you.’ So ‘Ubaid followed him to the house, and his guide then said: ‘This is it. Go inside and don’t be afraid, for the door of a house of feasting is open to all.’

When ‘Ubaid went in, Qamar al-Zaman saw him and recognized him, after which he told his father. ‘Leave him for the moment, my son,’ his father said. ‘He may be hungry, so let him eat his fill and relax, and after that we shall send for him.’ While the two of them waited, ‘Ubaid had his meal and washed his hands, before drinking coffee and sugared drinks mixed with musk and ambergris. Then, when he was about to leave, a servant came to say: ‘Stranger, ‘Abd al-Rahman the merchant wants a word with you.’ ‘Ubaid asked who ‘Abd al-Rahman was and when he was told that this was his host, he went back, thinking that he was going to be given a present. Then, when he went up to him, he caught sight of his friend, Qamar al-Zaman, and almost fainted with embarrassment. Qamar al-Zaman got to his feet and greeted him with a hug, after which they both shed floods of tears. Qamar al-Zaman sat him down by his side, but his father exclaimed: ‘You have bad manners, boy; this is no way to greet a friend. Start by sending him to the baths and providing him with a suitable set of clothes, and after that you can sit with him and talk together.’

Qamar al-Zaman summoned servants, telling them to escort his guest to the baths, and he sent him splendid clothes worth a thousand dinars or more, so that when he had been washed and dressed, he had the appearance of a merchant prince. While he was in the baths, the other people at the feast asked Qamar al-Zaman who he was and where they had got to know each other. He said: ‘This is my friend who lodged me in his house and did me innumerable favours, treating me with the greatest generosity. He is a prosperous man of high rank, a jeweller by profession, unrivalled in his craft. He stands high in the affection of the sultan of Basra and his authority is unquestioned.’

Qamar al-Zaman continued his eulogy, speaking of what ‘Ubaid had done for him and saying: ‘I am ashamed because I don’t know how to reward him in return for the favours that he showed me.’ He went on showering praises on him until all who were present had formed the highest opinion of him and he had become a figure of respect in their eyes. They all said that they would do their best for him and would receive him hospitably for Qamar al-Zaman’s sake. They added: ‘But we would like to know the reason for his coming to Cairo, why it was that he left his native land and what it was that brought him here in such a state.’ ‘There is nothing surprising about that,’ Qamar al-Zaman replied, ‘for all men are subject to the decrees of fate and in this world they can never be free from disasters. The lines of the poet are true:


Time hunts men down; be not deceived

By offices or ranks.

Beware of slips; avoid distressful things,

For it is in Time’s nature to destroy.

The smallest things bring many fortunes low

And every change they suffer has its cause.



You must know that when I entered Basra I was in an even worse state than this. When he came to Cairo he had rags with which to cover himself, but in Basra I had to shield my nakedness with one hand in front and one behind, and it was only God and this noble man who helped me. The reason was that the Bedouin had stripped me, taking my camels, my mules and my baggage and killing my servants and my men. I lay among the corpses until they went off and left me, thinking that I was dead. Then I got up and walked into Basra, naked as I was, and it was there that this man met me, gave me clothes, lodged me in his house and supported me with money. All that I have brought here with me comes from God’s bounty and from his. When I left for home, he showered me with gifts and so it was that I came back here in this happy state. When I parted from him he was enjoying good fortune and a position of power, but it may be that, after that, he was overtaken by one of the misfortunes of Time, which has led him to forsake his family and his homeland, and it would not be surprising if on his way here he suffered the same kind of disaster that happened to me. It is for me now to repay him for his generosity, and to act in accordance with the poet’s lines:


You who have a rosy view of Time,

Are you aware what it can do?

In all you plan to do, act generously,

And you will meet a generous return.’



While they were talking in this way, ‘Ubaid appeared, looking like a merchant prince, and they all rose to greet him and to seat him in the place of honour. Qamar al-Zaman said: ‘My friend, this is a blessed and a happy day. There is no need to tell me what happened, as it happened to me before you. If the Bedouin stripped you and robbed you, you have no need to worry, for it is with money that we ransom ourselves. I was naked when I entered Basra and you clothed me and were generous to me. Your many kindnesses have left me in your debt. I shall repay 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 nine hundred and seventy-eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Qamar al-Zaman told ‘Ubaid the jeweller: ‘When I entered your country, I was naked and you clothed me. You showed me many kindnesses and I shall repay you and do for you as much, or more, as you did for me. So be happy and console yourself.’ He continued to reassure ‘Ubaid, not allowing him to speak, lest he talk of his wife and what she had done to him. Instead, he kept producing moral admonitions, proverbs, poems, anecdotes, tales and stories in order to divert him, until he for his part realized that his host was wanting to keep him from talking about his private affairs. So he kept those hidden and comforted himself with the tales and anecdotes that he heard, quoting the lines:


Were you to read what fate inscribes

On Time’s forehead, you would shed tears of blood.

If Time’s right hand preserves a man from harm,

Its left will pour him out a cup of doom.



It was after this that Qamar al-Zaman and his father took ‘Ubaid into the women’s quarters. When they were alone there, ‘Abd al-Rahman said: ‘The only reason we stopped you speaking was that we were afraid lest this might bring disgrace on you and on us. Now that we are here in private, tell me what took place between you, your wife and my son.’ ‘Ubaid told him the whole story from beginning to end, and ‘Abd al-Rahman asked: ‘Was the fault that of your wife or of my son?’ ‘By God,’ replied ‘Ubaid, ‘your son did nothing wrong. Men lust after women and it is for women to stop them. The blame rests with my wife, who betrayed me through her actions.’ ‘Abd al-Rahman took his son aside and said: ‘My boy, we have put his wife to the test and found her to be a traitress. What I want to do now is to test her husband to see whether he is a man of honour or a pimp.’ Qamar al-Zaman asked how he proposed to do that and he said: ‘I am going to try to reconcile him with his wife. If he agrees and forgives her, I shall cut him down with my sword and then kill her and her maid, for it is not good that a pimp and an adulteress should live, but if he turns away from her, I shall marry him to your sister and give him more money than you took from him.’

‘Abd al-Rahman then went back to ‘Ubaid and said: ‘Master, it takes patience to associate with women and whoever loves them needs to be magnanimous. They are always picking quarrels with men and annoying them, as they are proud of being the fair sex, boasting of their own superiority and despising men. This is particularly true when they see that their husbands love them, and they respond to this with pride, coquetry and misdeeds of every kind. If a man becomes angry when he sees his wife doing something that he dislikes, there can be no association between the two of them, for the only men whom women find acceptable are the magnanimous and long-suffering. If a man is not prepared to put up with his wife and to overlook her evil deeds, then he cannot successfully associate with her. It is said that were women up in the sky, men would crane their necks to look at them, and whoever forgives from a position of strength finds his reward with God. You have lived for a long time with this woman, who has been your wife and your companion, and you should forgive her, as this is one of the signs of a successful relationship. Women are lacking in sense and in religiosity, but if they sin, they may repent and, God willing, not repeat their offence. My advice to you is to make peace with your wife, and I shall then give you back more than you had before. The two of you will be welcome to stay with me and you will meet with the best of treatment, but if you want to go home I shall present you with an acceptable gift. Here is the litter waiting and you can put your wife and her maid in it and set off on your journey. Many things happen between husbands and wives, and you should be gentle rather than rough.’

‘And where is my wife, sir?’ ‘Ubaid asked. ‘Here in this house,’ ‘Abd al-Rahman replied, ‘so go up to her and be good to her, as I have recommended. There is no need to cause trouble for her; when my son brought her here, he wanted to marry her, but I stopped him and put her in a room, locking the door on her. I told myself: “It may be that her husband will come and I can then hand her over to him, for she is a lovely woman and no husband could possibly abandon a wife like her.” Things have worked out as I thought they would, and I thank Almighty God that you have been reunited with her. As for my son, I have found him another wife. The banquets and entertainments that I have been giving are to celebrate his marriage and tonight I shall bring him to his bride. This is the key to your wife’s room. Take it and when you have opened the door, you can go in and enjoy yourself with her and her maid. Food and drink will be brought to you and you can stay until you have had enough.’ ‘God reward you well, master,’ said ‘Ubaid. He then took the key and went off cheerfully, leaving ‘Abd al-Rahman to think that he approved of his advice and was prepared to accept it. He himself took his sword and followed without being seen, after which he stood there to see what happened between husband and wife.

So much for him, but as for ‘Ubaid, when he went in, he found his wife shedding bitter tears because Qamar al-Zaman had married someone else. Her maid was saying: ‘How many times did I give you advice, mistress, telling you that no good would come to you from the boy and that you should break off your affair with him? But you didn’t listen to me and, instead, you robbed your husband of all his wealth and gave it to the boy. You then left home for love of him and came here, only to find that he forgot all about you and married someone else, so that at the end of your affair with him you find yourself locked up.’ ‘Damn you!’ said Halima. ‘Even if he has got another wife, one day he will think of me. I cannot forget the nights I spent with him, and at all events I console myself with the poet’s lines:


Will you not think of one

Who thinks of none but you?

Do not ignore his state,

Who forgets himself through you.



He is bound to remember the intimacy we enjoyed together and ask about me, and even if I die as a prisoner I shall not stop loving him, for he is my darling and the doctor who can treat what ails me. My hope is that he will come back to me and we can be happy together.’

When ‘Ubaid heard this, he burst in and said: ‘Traitress, you have as much hope of getting him as the devil has of reaching Paradise. You had all these evil qualities and I didn’t know about them, for had I realized that you had even one of them, I wouldn’t have kept you with me for a single hour. Now that I know for certain what you are like, I am going to kill you for your faithlessness, even if I myself am killed in return.’ Seizing her with both hands, he recited these lines:


They drove away my faithful love, those lovely girls,

By their misdeeds, and did not heed my rights.

How many times I fell in love before, but now,

After this wrong, my love has turned to hate.



He squeezed her windpipe with such violence that he broke her neck. The maid screamed out in distress for her mistress, but ‘Ubaid said: ‘You whore, this is all your fault. You knew how lascivious she was but you said nothing to me.’ He then took hold of her and strangled her, while all the time ‘Abd al-Rahman, sword in hand, was standing behind the door, watching and listening.

Having killed his wife and her maid, ‘Ubaid was filled with foreboding, fearing what might happen because of what he had done and saying to himself: ‘When this merchant learns that I have killed these two under his own roof, he is bound to kill me, but I pray to God that I may die as a true Muslim.’ In his confusion, he had no idea what to do, but at that moment ‘Abd al-Rahman entered. ‘No harm will come to you,’ he said, ‘for you have earned your safety. You see this sword in my hand – if you had made your peace with your wife, I had intended to kill both of you, but after what you have done, I welcome you, and in return for it I shall marry you to my daughter, Qamar al-Zaman’s sister.’ When he had taken him off, he sent for a woman to wash the corpses, and word spread that Qamar al-Zaman had brought two girls with him from Basra but that both had died. People began to address the usual condolences to him, saying: ‘May you yourself live,’ and: ‘May God give you a replacement.’ Then when the dead had been washed and dressed in shrouds, they were buried without anyone knowing the real story.

So much for ‘Ubaid, his wife and her maid, but as for ‘Abd al-Rahman, he summoned Shaikh al-Islam, together with the leading citizens, and told him to draw up a marriage contract between his daughter, Kaukab al-Sabah, and Master ‘Ubaid the jeweller, confirming that her dowry had been paid to him in full. The contract was written out, drinks were brought for the company and both weddings shared the same celebrations. Qamar al-Zaman’s bride, the daughter of al-Islam, and his sister, Kaukab al-Sabah, were carried in procession in the same litter, and that same evening both bridegrooms, Qamar al-Zaman and ‘Ubaid, were brought to their brides. ‘Ubaid discovered that Kaukab al-Sabah was a thousand times more lovely than Halima. He took her virginity and next morning accompanied Qamar al-Zaman to the baths.

He spent a pleasant and enjoyable time with his wife’s family, but then he went to tell ‘Abd al-Rahman that he was feeling a longing for his homeland, where he had properties and revenues and where he had left one of his craftsmen as his agent. He said: ‘I have it in mind to go home, sell what I own and then come back to you.’ He asked for, and received, ‘Abd al-Rahman’s permission to do this, while the latter added: ‘You are not to be blamed, as love for one’s country is part of true faith and whoever is without value in his own land is valueless elsewhere. It may be, however, that if you go back home without your wife, you will enjoy it there and you will be torn between coming back to her and staying where you are. It would be best to take her with you and if after that you want to come back here, do so and you will both be welcome. In this country we don’t recognize divorce; a woman never marries twice and she doesn’t abandon a man wantonly.’ ‘Uncle,’ ‘Ubaid objected, ‘I’m afraid that your daughter may not want to go with me to my own country.’ ‘My son,’ replied ‘Abd al-Rahman, ‘we have no women here who disobey their husbands and we know of none who become angry with them.’ ‘God bless you and your women,’ replied ‘Ubaid, and he then went to his wife and said: ‘I want to go to my own country, but what do you say?’ She replied: ‘While I was a virgin, my father told me what to do, but now that I am married, it is for my husband to say, and I shall not disobey him.’ ‘May God bless you and your father,’ ‘Ubaid exclaimed, ‘and show His mercy to the womb that bore you and the loins that engendered you!’

After that, he repaired his equipment and made ready for the journey. ‘Abd al-Rahman showered him with gifts, and when they had said goodbye to each other, ‘Ubaid started off with his wife, travelling on until he got to Basra. There his friends and relatives came out to meet him, under the impression that he had been in the Hijaz. Some were glad to see him back but others were saddened, as people told one another that Fridays would become a misery again, with the inhabitants confined in the mosques and their own homes, and even the cats and dogs shut up.

So much for ‘Ubaid, but as for the sultan of Basra, when he heard of his return he summoned him angrily and said in rough tones: ‘How was it that you went off without telling me? Did you think that I was not in a position to give you any help in your pilgrimage to the Holy House of God?’ ‘Forgive me, master,’ said ‘Ubaid, ‘but I did not, in fact, make the pilgrimage,’ and he went on to tell him in detail what had happened between him, his wife and ‘Abd al-Rahman, the Cairene merchant. He explained how ‘Abd al-Rahman had married him to his daughter and how he had brought her with him to Basra. The king said: ‘Were it not for my fear of Almighty God, I would have you killed and then marry this high-born lady myself, whatever huge sums it might cost me, as she should properly be the wife of a king. However, may God, Who has given her to you, bless your marriage. Treat her well.’ He then made generous gifts to ‘Ubaid before he left, and after that he stayed with his wife for five years before being gathered into the mercy of God.

At that point, the king asked for the widow’s hand in marriage, but she did not accept, telling him: ‘Your majesty, among my people no woman remarries after losing her husband, and now that my husband is dead I shall not marry you or any other man, even were you to kill me.’ The king then sent to ask whether she wanted to go back home, to which she replied: ‘God will repay you for whatever good you do.’ The king had all ‘Ubaid’s wealth collected and added a gift appropriate to his own rank. He provided an escort of five hundred riders and put Kaukab al-Sabah in the charge of one of his viziers, a man noted for his goodness and virtue, who brought her back to her father. She remained single for the rest of her life until she and all her family were dead.

If this woman was unwilling to exchange her dead husband for a king, how does she compare with one who exchanged her living husband for a young man of whose background she knew nothing, especially when this was an illicit union, unsanctioned by marriage? Whoever thinks that all women are alike is suffering from a disease of madness for which there is no cure. Praise be to the Sovereign King, Who lives and never dies.

A story is also told that one day when the caliph Harun al-Rashid was inspecting the tax revenues of his lands, he discovered that while every other district had sent in what it owed to his treasury, in that year Basra had not. He summoned a council meeting to discuss this and sent for Ja‘far, his vizier, whom he told of the situation, saying that nothing at all had come from Basra. ‘Perhaps something distracted the governor’s attention and made him forget to send it,’ Ja‘far said, but the caliph pointed out: ‘The tax should have arrived twenty days ago. What excuse can he have for not forwarding it during all that time or at least giving the reason?’ Ja‘far suggested that, if the caliph wanted, an envoy could be sent. ‘Send him my drinking companion Abu Ishaq al-Mausili,’ ordered the caliph, to which Ja‘far answered: ‘To hear is to obey both God and you, Commander of the Faithful.’

When Ja‘far had left the palace, he summoned Abu Ishaq and provided him with official accreditation, telling him: ‘Go to ‘Abd Allah ibn Fadil, the governor of Basra, and find out what has kept him from sending in his taxes. Then collect what is owed and bring it to me at once, for the caliph has inspected the revenues of every region in his empire and has discovered that only Basra has failed to send in its dues. If you find that it is not ready, and if the governor makes an excuse, bring him with you so that he can explain himself to the caliph.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ said Abu Ishaq, and he then took a force of five thousand riders and travelled to Basra. When ‘Abd Allah learned of his arrival, he went out to meet him with his own troops and escorted him into the city. Abu Ishaq himself was taken to ‘Abd Allah’s palace, while his men camped outside the city, where they were supplied with everything that they needed.

When Abu Ishaq arrived in the council chamber, he took his seat with ‘Abd Allah at his side, surrounded by the Basran dignitaries in order of rank. After greetings had been exchanged, ‘Abd Allah asked him whether there was any particular reason for his visit. ‘Yes, there is,’ Abu Ishaq told him. ‘I have come for the tax that is overdue, as the caliph has asked about it.’ ‘I wish you hadn’t put yourself to this trouble and undergone the fatigues of the journey,’ said ‘Abd Allah, ‘for the tax is ready in full and I had decided to send it off tomorrow. Now that you are here, I shall hand it over to you in four days’ time, after you have been entertained for three days. Just now, however, I must present you with a gift as a partial return for your kindness and that of the caliph.’ Abu Ishaq agreed to this, and when the formal meeting had broken up, ‘Abd Allah took him to room of unparalleled splendour in his palace. A table was set for him and his guests; when they had eaten and drunk with enjoyment and pleasure, it was removed and after they had washed their hands, coffee and drinks were brought in and they sat drinking together until a third of the night had passed. Bedding was then spread for Abu Ishaq on an ivory couch inlaid with gleaming gold. He lay down and ‘Abd Allah lay on another couch by his side.

Abu Ishaq found it difficult to sleep and so he began to brood about poetic metres and the rules of composition, because, as one of the caliph’s most intimate companions, he was a master both of poetry and of witty anecdotes. He stayed awake composing poetry until midnight, but as he lay there ‘Abd Allah got up, tightened his belt and opened a cupboard. From this he took a whip and, with a lighted candle in his hand, he went out through the door of the room, thinking that his guest was asleep.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and seventy-ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that ‘Abd Allah ibn Fadil went out through the door of the room, thinking that Abu Ishaq was asleep. For his part, Abu Ishaq asked himself in surprise: ‘Where can he be going with this whip? Maybe he intends to punish someone, but at all events I must go after him to see what he’s going to do now.’ So he got up and followed him, inching forward so as not to be seen. He saw ‘Abd Allah opening a closet from which he took a table with four plates of food, together with bread and a jug of water. As he carried the table and the jug, Abu Ishaq followed him until he entered a room. Abu Ishaq hid behind the door, through cracks in which he could see that this was a spacious room, splendidly furnished, in the centre of which was a couch inlaid with gleaming gold. To this two dogs were attached with golden chains.

Abu Ishaq saw his host set the table down at the side of the room and then tuck up his sleeves and release the first dog. It started to twist around in his arms and put its nose down as though it was kissing the ground in front of him, whimpering quietly all the while. He then tied its legs and threw it down, before taking out the whip and beating it painfully and mercilessly as it writhed around, unable to escape. He continued to strike it until it ceased to howl and became unconscious, after which he put it back where it had been and tied it up. When he had treated the second dog in the same way, he took out a handkerchief with which he wiped away the dogs’ tears, consoling them, calling down blessings on them and saying: ‘Don’t hold this against me. By God, I am not doing it of my own free will and I don’t find it easy. It may be that God will rescue you from this distress.’

While all this was going on, Abu Ishaq was standing there watching and listening, filled with amazement. ‘Abd Allah then brought out the food and started to feed the dogs with his own hand until they had had enough, after which he wiped their muzzles. When he had fetched the jug and poured them water, he picked up the table, the jug and the candle and was about to leave the room when Abu Ishaq went ahead of him, returning to his couch, where he pretended to be sleeping. ‘Abd Allah had not seen him and did not realize that he had been followed and observed. So he replaced the table and the jug in the closet, and went back to his room, where he opened the cupboard and put the whip back in its place. Then he took off his things and went to sleep.

So much for him, but as for Abu Ishaq, he spent the rest of the night thinking about what he had seen and he was too full of astonishment to be able to sleep. He kept asking himself what the reason for ‘Abd Allah’s behaviour could be and he went on like this until it was morning. He and his host then got up to perform the dawn prayer, and when they had eaten the breakfast that was brought them and drunk their coffee, they went to the council chamber. Abu Ishaq spent the whole day thinking about the strange events but he said nothing and asked ‘Abd Allah no questions. On the following night, the same thing happened. ‘Abd Allah beat the dogs and then fondled them, giving them food and water, watched all the while by Abu Ishaq, who saw the pattern of the first night repeated. On the third night, it happened again, and then on the fourth day ‘Abd Allah brought the tax money to Abu Ishaq, who took it and went off, without making any reference to the dogs.

When he reached Baghdad and had handed over the money, the caliph asked why it had not been sent in time. Abu Ishaq told him: ‘Commander of the Faithful, I found that ‘Abd Allah had got it ready and was on the point of sending it off, and had I been a day later, I would have met it on the way. But I saw him doing something extraordinary, the like of which I have never seen in my life.’ The caliph asked what this was and Abu Ishaq told him the whole story of the dogs, before adding: ‘I saw him doing this three nights in a row, beating the dogs and then fondling and comforting them before giving them food and water. I was watching him from my hiding place.’ ‘Did you ask him the reason?’ the caliph asked, and when Abu Ishaq said no, the caliph ordered him to go back to Basra to fetch ‘Abd Allah together with the dogs. ‘Please don’t ask me to do that,’ said Abu Ishaq, ‘because ‘Abd Allah was very hospitable to me and it was only by accident and not through any intention of mine that I found out about this and told you, so how can I go back to fetch him? If I did, I would be too ashamed to say anything. The proper thing to do would be for you to send someone else with a letter signed by you to summon him here with the dogs.’ ‘Were I to send anyone else,’ objected the caliph, ‘he might deny the whole thing and claim: “I have no dogs,” whereas if I send you, you can say that you saw them with your own eyes and he will not be able to deny it. So either you go to him and bring him back with the dogs, or else I shall have to put you to death.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and eightieth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the caliph Harun al-Rashid said to Abu Ishaq: ‘Either you go to him and bring him back with the dogs, or else I shall have to put you to death.’ ‘To hear is to obey, Commander of the Faithful,’ replied Abu Ishaq, adding: ‘God provides for us and it is to Him that we properly entrust our affairs. It has been well said that a man’s misfortunes are brought on him by his own tongue, and it was I who injured myself by telling you about this. Write an official note for me and I shall go and fetch him.’

The caliph wrote the note and Abu Ishaq set off for Basra. When he presented himself, ‘Abd Allah said: ‘God protect me against any bad news that you are bringing back, Abu Ishaq. Why are you here again so soon? Did the caliph refuse to accept the tax money because it was not enough?’ ‘No,’ replied Abu Ishaq, ‘I’ve not come back because of the money, which he accepted as the full amount. I hope that you will not blame me, but I have done you a wrong – something that was decreed for me by Almighty God.’ ‘Tell me what you did, Abu Ishaq,’ said ‘Abd Allah, ‘for you are my friend and I shan’t hold it against you.’ Abu Ishaq explained: ‘I have to tell you that when I was staying with you, I followed you for three nights in a row as you got up at midnight and beat your dogs before coming back. This astonished me, but I was too embarrassed to ask you about it. I did, however, mention it to the caliph, by chance, without meaning to do so, and he made me come back to you. Here is his note. Had I known that it would lead to this, I wouldn’t have said anything to him, but this was ordained by fate.’ ‘Abd Allah interrupted his excuses to say: ‘Now that you have told him, I shall confirm what you said lest he think that you were lying, for you are a friend of mine. But had he been told this by anyone else, I should have denied it and claimed that the story was false. As it is, I shall go with you and take the dogs, even if this brings about my death.’ ‘May God protect you,’ said Abu Ishaq, ‘as you have protected my reputation with the caliph.’ ‘Abd Allah then fetched a suitable gift for the caliph and took the dogs, secured with golden chains, each carried on a camel, after which they all set off for Baghdad.

On entering the caliph’s presence, he kissed the ground before him and was allowed to sit. When he had done this, the dogs were brought in and the caliph asked about them. For their part, they were kissing the ground in front of him, wagging their tails and shedding tears, as though they were addressing a complaint to him. This astonished him and he said to ‘Abd Allah: ‘Tell me about these dogs. Why do you beat them and then treat them with respect?’ ‘Caliph of God,’ replied ‘Abd Allah, ‘these are not dogs. Rather, they are two handsome and shapely young men, my full brothers.’ ‘If they were once men, how did they come to be transformed into dogs?’ the caliph asked. ‘Abd Allah replied: ‘If you will permit me, Commander of the Faithful, I shall tell you what happened.’ ‘Do so,’ the caliph told him, ‘and take care not to lie, for this is a characteristic of hypocrites. Keep to truth, which is the vessel of salvation and the mark of men of piety.’ ‘The dogs will be my witnesses in whatever I tell you,’ said ‘Abd Allah. ‘If I lie, they will testify to that, and if I tell you the truth, they will confirm it.’ ‘As dogs, they can neither speak nor answer,’ objected the caliph, ‘and so how can they give evidence either for you or against you?’ ‘Brothers,’ said ‘Abd Allah to the dogs, ‘if I tell a lie, raise your heads and glare, while if I am telling the truth, lower your heads and look down.’ HE WENT ON:

You must know, caliph of God, that we are three full brothers. Our father’s name was Fadil, because his mother gave birth to twins, one of whom died immediately, while he survived and so was called Fadil* by his father. He was brought up well, and when he reached manhood he was married to my mother and his father then died. Fadil’s wife had given birth first of all to this brother of mine whom Fadil named Mansur, after which she conceived again and gave birth to my other brother, Nasir, and then finally she gave birth to me. I was given the name ‘Abd Allah. Our father brought us up until we had reached manhood and, on his death, he left us a house and a shop filled with coloured materials of all kinds from India, Rum and Khurasan, as well as with other goods, together with sixty thousand dinars in cash. When he died, we washed his corpse, and made a magnificent tomb for him, where we buried him, entrusting him to the mercy of God. We arranged for prayers to be said for his soul and the Quran to be recited, and we gave alms in his name for a full forty days.

At the end of this period, I gathered together the merchants and leading citizens and provided a lavish meal. When they had finished eating, I said: ‘Merchants, this world is transitory while the next is eternal; glory be to God, Who is everlasting, while His creatures pass away! Do you know why I have brought you together here on this blessed day?’ ‘Praise be to God,’ they replied, ‘for it is He Who knows what is hidden from us.’ ‘My father has died leaving behind a sum of money,’ I told them, ‘and I am afraid that some of you may have claims on his estate through debts or pledges or something else. If there is anything that he owed to anyone, I want to clear the debt, and so if any of you is owed money, please tell me how much this is so that I can settle it on my father’s behalf.’ ‘ ‘Abd Allah,’ they told me, ‘this world’s goods are no substitute for the world to come. We are not fraudsters; all of us know how to distinguish right from wrong; we fear Almighty God and we do not defraud orphans. We know that your father, may God have mercy on him, never pressed anyone to return his money, while, for his part, he never allowed his own debts to go unpaid. We always used to hear him say how afraid he was of misappropriating other people’s goods and he used to pray constantly: “My God, in You is my trust and my hope. Do not allow me to die with unpaid debts.” It came naturally to him to settle what he owed without being asked for it, while he would never press for the payment of what was owed him but would tell the debtor: “Take your time.” If the man were poor, he would freely cancel the debt and if he died, but was not poor, your father would say: “God has forgiven him what he owed me.” We can all testify to the fact that no one is owed anything.’ ‘God bless you,’ I told them.

I then turned to these brothers of mine and said: ‘Brothers, our father owed no one anything and he has left us money, materials, a house and a shop. Each of the three of us is entitled to a third of the total. Shall we agree not to divide it but to keep it all in common and eat and drink together, or shall we split up the materials and the money, each taking his share?’ They wanted to follow this second course.

At this point, he turned to the dogs and said: ‘Is that what happened?’ and they lowered their heads and looked down, as though to say yes. ‘ABD ALLAH WENT ON:

I got the qadi to send an official to oversee the division, and he divided up the money, the materials and everything that our father had left. I got the house and the shop in exchange for part of my share in the money, and as we had all agreed, my brothers took their own shares from the money and the materials. I then opened up the shop with a stock of materials, to which I had added by using the money that had come to me together with the house and the shop, until the shop was full. There I sat buying and selling, while my brothers bought materials, hired a ship and set out on a trading voyage to distant parts. ‘May God aid them,’ I said, ‘but as for me, my livelihood comes to me here, and no price can be set on a quiet life.’

I stayed like this for a whole year, enjoying prosperity and making large profits until I had acquired as much as our father had left to all three of us. Then one day I happened to be sitting in the shop wearing two furs, one sable and one of grey squirrel, as it was winter and the weather was very cold. While I was there, in came my brothers, each wearing no more than a ragged shirt, shivering, their lips white with cold. I was so distressed to see them in such a state…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and eighty-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that ‘ABD ALLAH IBN FADIL TOLD THE CALIPH:

I was so distressed to see them shivering that I was almost out of my mind in my grief for them. I got up and embraced them, shedding tears for their plight, and then I handed one of them the sable and the other the squirrel fur. I took them to the baths and provided each of them with clothes suitable for a wealthy merchant, which they put on after they had washed. I then took them back home and, seeing that they were hungry, I produced a meal for them and we all ate together, while I humoured them and consoled them.

‘Abd Allah turned again to the dogs and they confirmed what he had said by lowering their heads and looking down. HE CONTINUED:

I then asked them what had happened and where their money had gone. They said: ‘We sailed off to a city called Kufa, where we sold for ten dinars materials that had cost us half a dinar, and for twenty dinars what had cost us a single dinar. We made a huge profit and then bought Persian silks for ten dinars a piece, each of which was worth forty in Basra. Next we went to a city called al-Karkh, where we traded at a great profit and acquired a large sum of money.’ They went on telling me about the places they had been to and the profits they had made until I said: ‘Since you enjoyed such success, how is that I see you coming back here without a thing?’ ‘Brother,’ they said, sighing, ‘we were unlucky and travelling is a dangerous business. We collected our wealth and our goods and when we had loaded everything on board ship, we sailed off on a course for Basra. On the fourth day of our voyage, the sea became disturbed, foaming and frothing as the swollen waves dashed together with fiery sparks. We were at the mercy of the winds, which drove our ship against the projecting spur of a mountain. It broke up and we were plunged into the water, losing all our goods in the sea. We struggled in the water for a day and a night until God sent us another ship, whose crew took us on board, and on this we sailed from place to place, begging what food we could get and enduring great hardship. We started to strip off our clothes and to sell them for food until we came near Basra. When we got there, we were consumed by regret, for had we been able to save what we had, we would have fetched riches to rival those of the king – but this was what God had decreed.’

I told them: ‘Don’t be distressed, my brothers, for wealth is used to ransom lives and if a man is safe, he has made a profit. As God has decreed your safe return, this is all that could be wished for, since poverty and wealth are no more than shadowy fantasies. How well the poet has expressed it:


If you have managed to save your head,

Wealth is no more than the clipping of a fingernail.’



I went on: ‘Let us suppose that our father has just died today and that all the money that I now have is what he left us. I am happy to divide it equally with you.’ I then got the qadi to send an official, and after I had brought him all that I had, he divided it between the three of us, with each of us taking a third share. I then said: ‘When a man stays at home, God blesses him by providing him with his daily bread. Each of you should open a shop and stay there to earn his living, for he is bound to get what is destined to come to him.’

I did my best to help them do this, filling their shops with merchandise, and I told them to buy and sell, while keeping their money to themselves and not spending any of it. All that they might need in the way of food, drink and so on, I promised to supply for them. I continued to treat them generously, not allowing them to use any of their own money, and they would conduct their business by day before returning in the evening to spend the night in my house. Whenever I sat talking with them, they would start to sing the praises of foreign travel, reciting its advantages and describing the profits they had made, in the hope of inducing me to join with them in an expedition abroad.

Here ‘Abd Allah again asked the dogs whether this was true, and again they confirmed it by lowering their heads and looking down. HE WENT ON:

They kept on trying to persuade me, telling me of the great profits that could be made in foreign parts and insisting that I should accompany them, until eventually, in order to please them, I said that I would go. We agreed to a partnership and hired a ship, which we loaded with all kinds of precious materials and trade goods of various sorts, as well as everything else that we might need. We put out from Basra, heading for the open sea with its boisterous waves, which brings destruction on all who set out upon it, while those who emerge from it are naked as newborn children. Our voyage took us on to a city where we traded profitably and from where we sailed on to another. We continued to go from place to place and from city to city, doing good business, until we had accumulated a very large sum of money and made a handsome profit. Eventually our captain dropped anchor by a mountain and told his passengers that, by way of relaxation, they could go ashore for the day in the hope of finding water.

Everyone disembarked, including me, and each of us went off on his own to look for water. I started to climb the mountain, and on my way I caught sight of a white snake that was fleeing with a deformed and terrifying-looking black snake in pursuit. The black snake caught up with the white one and pressed against it, seizing it by the head and wrapping its tail around the tail of its victim. The white snake cried out and I realized that it was about to be raped. Feeling sorry for it, I took up a lump of flint, weighing five or more ratls, and with this I struck the black snake and crushed its head. Then, before I knew what was happening, the white snake turned into a perfectly formed and lovely young girl, like a gleaming moon. She came up to me, kissed my hand and said: ‘May God grant you double shelter, shelter from shame in this world and from hellfire in the world to come on the Day of Judgement, “a day when a man who comes to God will not be helped by wealth or children, but only by an innocent heart”.’* She went on: ‘Mortal, you have saved my honour and done me a service for which I must reward you.’ She then pointed at the ground, which opened for her and when she had gone down into it, it closed over her again, making me realize that she must be one of the jinn. As for the black snake, fire spread through its corpse and burned it to ashes.

I was astonished by this and when I got back to my companions, I told them what I had seen. We spent the night there and the next morning the captain weighed anchor, hoisted the sails and had the ropes coiled. We sailed off until we were out of sight of land, and we went on for another twenty days, during which we saw no land and no birds. Then the captain told us that our stock of fresh water was exhausted and when we suggested landing to look for more, he said: ‘By God, I have strayed from my course and I don’t know how to get to land.’ We shed tears of distress, praying that Almighty God might send us guidance and passing an unhappy night. How well was this expressed by the poet:


How many a night of misery did I spend,

Such as would whiten the hairs of a suckling child,

But as soon as morning dawned, there came

Help from on high and speedy victory.



When dawn broke and the light spread, we were overjoyed to see a lofty mountain, and when we reached it the captain told us to go ashore to look for water. We all landed and began to search but were saddened when we failed to find any water at all. At that point, I climbed to the top of the mountain and on its far side I caught sight of a rounded depression an hour’s journey away or more. I called up my companions and, when they came, I pointed it out to them and said: ‘I can see a lofty and strongly built city there, with walls and towers; there are hills and meadows and it is bound to have water and other good things. Let us go there to fetch water and to buy what we need by way of provisions, including meat and fruit, before we go back to the ship.’ The others said that they were afraid, pointing out: ‘The people there may be enemies of religion, infidel polytheists, who will seize us and hold us prisoner, or else kill us, in which case we shall be responsible for our own deaths, having brought this on ourselves. Whoever is deceived into risking disaster wins no thanks, as the poet has said:


As long as the earth and sky remain the same,

The risk taker is not praised, even if he escapes unhurt.



We are not going to endanger ourselves.’ ‘I’ve no authority over you,’ I told them, ‘but I shall take my brothers and go off there.’ But even my brothers refused to come, saying that they were afraid, and so I said: ‘For my own part, I have made up my mind to go, trusting in God and content with the fate He allots me.’ I told my brothers to wait until I came back from the city…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and eighty-second night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that ‘ABD ALLAH IBN FADIL SAID:

I told my brothers to wait for me to come back from the city, and then I left them and walked to the city gate. The city itself I discovered to be strangely designed and remarkably built, with high walls, strong towers and lofty palaces. Its gates were made of Chinese iron, embellished and engraved in an astonishing fashion. When I entered the gate, I saw a stone bench on which a man was sitting with a brass chain wrapped round his arm from which fourteen keys were dangling. I realized that this must be the gatekeeper and that the city must have fourteen gates. So I went up and greeted him, but he did not return my greeting, and although I repeated it a second and a third time, he still made no reply. I put my hand on his shoulder and said: ‘Why don’t you answer my greeting? Are you asleep or deaf, or is it because you are not a Muslim?’ When he still gave no answer and stayed motionless, I looked more carefully and discovered that he was made of stone. ‘How remarkable it is,’ I told myself, ‘that this stone has been carved into so perfect a likeness of a man that all that it lacks is the power of speech.’

I left him and went into the city where I saw someone standing on the road, but when I went up and looked more closely, I found that he too was made of stone. After that, as I walked through the streets, I would go up and stare at the people whom I came across, but they all turned out to be stone. There was an old woman carrying on her head a bundle of clothes to be washed, and here again, when I looked at her from close at hand, both she and her bundle of clothes turned out to be stone. In the market I came across an oil seller with his scales set up and various types of goods, such as cheeses and so forth, there in front of him, all of stone. The other tradesmen were seated in their shops, while elsewhere some people were standing and others sitting. I saw stone men, women and children, and when I got to the merchants’ market, everything that I saw – including the seated merchants and the goods that filled their shops – was stone, while their fabrics were as insubstantial as spiders’ webs. I started to look at them, but whenever I touched a robe, it crumbled to dust in my hands. I opened one of the chests that I found and in it were purses of gold. The purses themselves disintegrated at my touch but the gold was unchanged. I carried off as much as I could, saying to myself: ‘If only my brothers had been with me, they could have taken as much of this as they needed and they could have helped themselves to these ownerless treasures.’

I went into another shop, where there was even more, but as I couldn’t carry anything else, I left and went on from market to market, looking at all kinds of stone creatures, including dogs and cats. When I got to the goldsmiths’ market, I saw men sitting in their shops holding some of their wares in their hands, while other pieces were in baskets. At the sight of this, I threw away my gold and took as many of these as I could carry. From there I passed on to the jewellers’ market and saw the owners sitting in their shops, each with a basket of precious stones in front of him, containing sapphires, diamonds, emeralds, balas rubies and other gems. As the jewellers themselves were all of stone, I threw away the ornaments and picked up as many gems as I could carry, still regretting the fact that my brothers were not there to take what they could.

After leaving the jewellers’ market, I passed a huge door, finely decorated and most elegantly ornamented. Inside it were benches on which sat eunuchs, soldiers, guards and officials, all splendidly dressed and all of stone. I touched one of them and the clothes that he was wearing melted from his body like a spider’s web. I went through the door and discovered a palace unequalled in the splendour of its architecture and workmanship, its council chamber filled with men of rank, viziers, leading citizens and emirs, seated on chairs and all of stone. On a golden chair, studded with pearls and other gems, a man was sitting, splendidly dressed and wearing an imperial crown set with precious jewels that shone as brightly as the day, and when I went up to look at him, he too was of stone. From there I went to the door of the women’s quarters and, on entering, I found their audience chamber, where there was another chair of red gold studded with pearls and other gems. On this sat a queen with a crown set with precious gems, and on chairs around her sat women beautiful as moons wearing the most magnificent of coloured robes, while to serve them eunuchs were standing with their arms crossed over their breasts. The room itself would dazzle all who looked at it with its decorations, its remarkable paintings and its sumptuous furnishings. Hanging there were magnificent lamps of pure crystal, and in every crystal globe was a unique jewel beyond all price.

I threw away what I was carrying and started to collect as many of these gems as I could carry. I didn’t know what to take and what to leave, since what I saw there looked like a city’s treasure house, but then I caught sight of a little door that was standing open, leading to a flight of stairs. I went through and climbed up forty steps and then I heard someone reciting the Quran in a melodious voice. I walked in the direction of the voice and found myself at the door of a room where there was a silk curtain worked with threads of gold, set with pearls, coral, sapphires and emeralds, all gleaming like stars. The voice was coming from the far side of the curtain and so I went up and lifted it, to discover a door ornamented with bewildering beauty. Then, when I went in, I found what looked like a version of a talismanic treasure chamber set on the surface of the earth. Inside was a girl like a sun shining in a clear sky, dressed in the most splendid of robes and decked out with the richest of jewels. She was lovely, shapely and perfect in her elegance, with a slender waist and heavy buttocks. Her saliva could cure the sick; her eyelids drooped languorously; and it was as though it was to her that the poet was referring in his lines:


I greet the figure that the robes enclose,

With roses in the gardens of her cheeks.

The Pleiades seem fixed upon her brow,

With other stars a necklace on her breast.

Were she to wear a rosebud dress,

The rose leaves would draw blood from her soft flesh,

And were she to spit once in the salt sea,

The sea would all be honey sweet.

Were an old man, leaning on a staff, to lie with her,

Old as he was, he would hunt lions down.



At the sight of this girl, I fell in love. I went up to her and found that she was seated on a high dais, reciting the book of God, the Great and Glorious, from memory, and her voice was like the sound made by the gates of Paradise when opened by Ridwan. The words came from her lips like scattered jewels, while her lovely face was radiant and blooming, fitting the poet’s description:


Your words and qualities bring me delight,

Enhancing the desire and longing that I feel.

You have two qualities that melt the lover’s heart,

David’s melodiousness and Joseph’s face.



When I heard her melodious recitation, my heart, slain by her glance, stammered the words of the Quran: ‘Peace, a saying of the Compassionate Lord’.* I looked and was so bemused that I could not greet her properly, for I was as the poet has described:


Longing confused me so I could not speak;

The entrance to her sanctuary cost me my life.

I only listen to the critic’s words

In order to call on her to be my witness.



I then nerved myself to endure love’s terrors and said: ‘Peace be upon you, guarded lady and sheltered pearl. May God preserve the foundations of your prosperity and exalt the pillars of your glory.’ She replied: ‘Peace, greeting and honour be on you, ‘Abd Allah ibn Fadil. I welcome you, my darling and the delight of my eye.’ ‘How did you know my name?’ I asked her. ‘Who are you and how is that that all the people in this city have been turned to stone? Please tell me what has happened, for what amazes me about the city and its inhabitants is that you are the only living creature here. For God’s sake, tell me the truth about this.’ She said: ‘Sit down, ‘Abd Allah, and, God willing, I shall tell you all about myself and about this city and its people. There is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent.’

I took a seat by her side, AND SHE WENT ON:

You must know, ‘Abd Allah, that I am the daughter of the king of this city and it was my father whom you saw sitting on the high throne in the council chamber, surrounded by his officers of state and the leading men of his kingdom. He was a man of great power, with an army of one million, one hundred and twenty thousand men. He had twenty-four thousand emirs, all of whom were governors holding state offices, and he ruled over a thousand cities, not to mention towns, estates, fortresses, citadels and villages. A thousand Bedouin emirs owed him allegiance, each of whom commanded twenty thousand riders, while his money, treasures, precious stones and jewels were such as had never been seen or heard of before…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and eighty-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that THE DAUGHTER OF THE KING OF THE CITY OF STONES TOLD ‘ABD ALLAH:

My father had wealth and treasures such as had never been seen or heard of before. On the battlefield he was a conqueror of kings and a destroyer of brave heroes, feared by tyrants and a subduer of emperors. For all that, however, he was an unbeliever, a polytheist who worshipped idols rather than the True Lord, as did all his men.

One day he was seated on his throne surrounded by his grandees, when suddenly in came a man, the radiance of whose face illumined the council chamber. My father looked at him and saw that he was dressed in green, as well as being tall, with hands that hung down below his knees; his dignity was awe-inspiring and light shone from his face. ‘False oppressor,’ he said to my father, ‘how long will you deceive yourself with your idolatry and neglect to worship the Omniscient King? Say: “I bear witness that there is no god but God and that Muhammad is His servant and His messenger.” Accept Islam, both you and your people, and abandon your worship of idols, which can do you no good and cannot intercede for you. The only true object of worship is God, Who raised up the heavens without pillars and unfolded earth and sea out of pity for His servants.’ My father said: ‘Who are you, who rejects the worship of idols and dares to speak as you have done? Are you not afraid that the idols may be angry with you?’ ‘The idols are stones,’ the man replied. ‘Their anger cannot hurt me, nor would their approval help me. Bring out the idol whom you worship and tell every one of your people to bring his own. When you have them all here, call on them to show their anger against me, while I call on my Lord to show his anger against them, and then you will see the difference between the wrath of the Creator and that of the created. You yourselves fashioned your idols, and devils then entered into them. It is these devils who speak to you from within them; the idols themselves are things that have been made, while my God is the Maker, the Omnipotent. If you can see what is true, follow it, and abandon what you see to be false.’ The people said: ‘Bring a proof of your Lord for us to see,’ to which he replied: ‘Bring me proofs of your own gods.’ My father gave orders that everyone who had an idol that he worshipped was to fetch it, and all these were then brought into the council chamber.

So much for them, but as for me, I was sitting behind a curtain, looking down at my father’s council chamber. I had an idol of my own, man-sized and made of green emerald. When my father asked for it, I sent it to him and it was placed beside his own one, which was made of sapphire. The vizier’s idol was made of diamonds, while as for those belonging to the army officers and others, some were of hyacinth gems, others of carnelian, coral, aloes wood or ebony. There were a number of silver idols, together with others of gold. Everyone had whatever he could afford, while as for the common soldiers and the citizens, some of theirs were of flint and others of wood, pottery or clay, and they were all of different colours – yellow, red, green, black or white.

The stranger said to my father: ‘Call on your idol and on these others to show their anger against me.’ So they arranged them in the form of a court, with my father’s idol placed on a golden throne, with mine by its side at the head of the room, while all the others were set out in order of precedence, according to the rank of their worshipper. My father began to prostrate himself to his idol, saying: ‘My god, you are the gracious lord and among the idols none is greater than you. You know that this man has come here to attack your divinity and to mock you, claiming that he has a god who is stronger than you and telling us to abandon your service for that of this god of his. My god, show your anger against him.’ He kept on imploring his idol, but the idol made no reply and when it did not speak, he said: ‘My god, this is not your custom. When I spoke to you, you used to reply to me, so why do you now stay silent and say nothing? Are you not paying attention or are you asleep? Rouse up! Help me and speak to me!’ He shook it, but it still neither spoke nor moved from its place, and the stranger said to my father: ‘Why is it saying nothing?’ He replied: ‘I think that it cannot be paying attention or else is sleeping.’ ‘Enemy of God,’ said the stranger, ‘how can you worship a god who cannot speak and who has no power, in place of One Who is at hand to answer prayer and is never absent, heedless or asleep? He cannot be grasped by the imagination of men; He sees but is not seen and He has power over all things. Your god cannot protect itself from harm and within it lurks an accursed devil who misleads and deceives you. This devil has now left, so worship the True God, and acknowledge that there is no other god who deserves your veneration and your service but Him, and He is the only good. As for this god of yours, as he cannot even protect himself, how can he protect you? Look and see with your own eyes how powerless he is.’ He then went up to the idol and started to strike it on the neck until it fell to the ground. My father was angry and called out to those who were there: ‘This unbeliever has struck my god. Kill him.’ They wanted to rise and strike him, but not one of them was able to move from his place. The stranger then offered them conversion to Islam, but they refused, at which he said: ‘I shall show you the anger of my God.’ ‘Show us, then,’ they said, and he spread out his hands and called: ‘My Lord and God, in You is my trust and my hope. Answer my prayer and curse these evil-doers who accept the good things You give them but worship other gods. I pray You, Who are the mighty Truth, the Creator of night and day, to turn them into stone, for nothing is beyond Your power as You are the Omnipotent.’ At that, God turned everyone in the city to stone.

As for me, when I saw the proof that the stranger brought, I surrendered myself to God and was saved from the fate of the others. The stranger came up to me and said: ‘Your good fortune has been preordained by God in accordance with His will.’ He started to teach me, and I gave him my faithful pledge. I was seven years old at the time and I am now thirty. I said to the stranger: ‘Sir, thanks to your pious prayer, everything in this city and all its people have been turned to stone, while I have been saved because I was converted to Islam at your hands and you are my shaikh. Tell me your name; help me and provide me with food to eat.’ He told me that his name was Abu’l-‘Abbas al-Khidr and with his own hand he planted a pomegranate tree for me. It grew large, sprouted leaves, flowered and instantly produced a single pomegranate. Al-Khidr said: ‘Eat what God has provided for you and give Him the worship that is His due.’

He then taught me about Islam and instructed me how to pray and how to worship God, as well as teaching me how to recite the Quran. For twenty-three years after that I have been worshipping God here, and every day the tree produces a pomegranate for me, which I eat and which sustains me until the next one grows. Al-Khidr, on whom be peace, visits me every Friday and it is he who told me your name and gave me the good news that you would come to visit me here. He told me that, when you came, I was to treat you with honour and do whatever you told me, without disobedience. I was to be your wife and you were to be my husband and I was to go with you wherever you wanted. As soon as I saw you I recognized you, and this is the story of the city and of its people.

She then showed me the pomegranate tree on which there was a single fruit, half of which she ate. The other half she gave to me and never have I come across anything that tasted sweeter, purer or more delicious. I asked her whether she was content to follow the instructions of her shaikh, al-Khidr, on whom be peace, and to go home with me as my wife to live in the city of Basra. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘if this is the will of Almighty God. I shall listen to you and obey you without dispute.’ We made a binding promise, and after that she took me to her father’s treasury, from which we removed as much as we could carry. We then left the city and walked back to my brothers, whom I found searching for me. ‘Where have you been?’ they said. ‘You have been so slow in coming back that we were worried about you.’ For his part, the captain said: ‘ ‘Abd Allah, you have stopped us putting to sea although the wind has been favourable for some time now.’ ‘That doesn’t matter,’ I said, ‘and it may be that it was a good thing to delay. It was not for nothing that I stayed away, and I got all that I could have hoped for. How well the poet expressed it when he said:


I do not know, when I make for a land

In search of profit, what I shall find there.

Will it be the good for which I look,

Or will it be the harm which looks for me?’



I went on: ‘See what I found when I was away,’ and I showed them the treasures that I had with me, explaining to them what I had seen in the City of Stones. ‘Had you done what I told you,’ I added, ‘and come with me, you could have got quantities of this treasure.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and eighty-fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that ‘Abd Allah said to his brothers: ‘Had you gone with me, you could have got quantities of this treasure.’ ‘By God,’ they said, ‘even if we had gone, we would never have dared to intrude on the king.’ I told my brothers: ‘It’s all right. I’ve enough for all of us and everyone can have a share in it.’ I then divided up what I had according to our numbers, giving a share to each of my brothers and another to the captain, while I took the same amount for myself and gave what I could spare to the servants and the sailors. Everyone was delighted and called down blessings on me except for my brothers, who were the only people not to be pleased with what they had been given. I could see by the way their faces fell and their eyes rolled that they were in the grip of greed. ‘It looks as though what I gave you was not enough,’ I told them, ‘but after all, we are brothers; there is no difference between us, and my money is yours. When I die, you will be my only heirs.’

After I had tried to win them over, I brought the princess on board the ship and took her to the cabin, where I had food sent to her, and after that I sat talking with my brothers. They asked me what I intended to do with this lovely girl and I said: ‘I propose to draw up a marriage contract for her when I get to Basra and then give a huge wedding feast before consummating the marriage.’ One of them said: ‘She is so remarkably beautiful that I have fallen in love with her, and I would like you to give her to me, so that I can marry her myself.’ ‘It’s the same with me,’ my second brother said. ‘Let me have her so that I can marry her.’ I told them that I had made a binding promise to marry her, adding: ‘Were I to give her to one of you, I would be breaking the pledge that we made between us and it might well distress her, as she only came with me on condition that I would marry her. How could I then marry her off to someone else? You say that you love her, but I love her more, for I was the one who found her. As for my giving her to one of you, that is something that will never happen, but if we get to Basra safely I shall search out two of the most eligible girls in the city and ask them in marriage for you, paying the dowries from my own money. I shall arrange for a joint wedding feast and the three of us can consummate our marriages on the same night. But leave this girl alone, for she is mine.’ They said nothing and I thought that they had accepted what I had said.

As we sailed on, heading for Basra, I continued to supply the princess with food and drink. She never came out of the cabin and I slept between my brothers on deck. Things went on like this for forty days until we were delighted to discover that we were in sight of Basra. I had no suspicions of my brothers and was at ease with them, for no one knows what the future holds except Almighty God. As I was lying fast asleep that night, suddenly, before I knew what was happening, I found myself lifted up by my brothers, one holding me by the legs and the other by the arms, and it turned out that, because of the princess, they had decided to throw me overboard. Finding myself in this position, I asked them why they were doing this to me, and they said: ‘You boor, how could you sell our goodwill for the sake of a girl? Because of that we are going to throw you into the sea’ – which they then did.

‘Abd Allah turned to the dogs and said: ‘Have I told the truth or not, brothers?’ To the astonishment of the caliph, they lowered their heads and began to whine as though to confirm what he had said. ‘ABD ALLAH CONTINUED:

When they threw me in, I sank to the bottom before rising back up to the surface. Then all of a sudden a huge bird, as large as a man, swooped down, snatched me up and flew off with me into the upper air. When I opened my eyes, I found myself in a lofty and strongly built palace adorned with splendid paintings and with strings of jewels of all shapes and colours. Maids were standing there, arms crossed over their breasts, and among them a lady was sitting on a throne of red gold adorned with pearls and other gems. So brightly did the jewels gleam on the robes she was wearing that no one could look at them without shielding their eyes. Around her waist was a jewelled girdle such as no money could buy, and on her head was a triple crown of bewildering magnificence, stealing hearts and delighting the eyes.

At this point, the bird that had carried me off shook itself and turned into a girl as lovely as the shining sun. As I stared at her, I recognized that it was she who had been on the mountain in the form of a snake when the other snake had attacked her and wound its tail around hers, before I killed it with a stone, seeing that it had got the better of her. The lady sitting on the throne asked the girl: ‘Why have you brought this mortal here?’ and she said: ‘Mother, this is the man who saved my honour among the daughters of the jinn.’ She then asked me whether I knew who she was and when I said no, she told me: ‘I was on the mountain when the black snake attacked me, trying to rape me, and you killed it.’ I said: ‘I saw nothing but a white snake and a black one,’ but she explained: ‘The white snake was I, and I am Sa‘ida, the daughter of the Red King of the jinn, while the lady seated here is my mother, Mubaraka, the Red King’s wife. The black snake that was struggling with me and trying to rape me was Darfil, the misshapen vizier of the Black King. It so happened that he had seen me and fallen in love with me, but when he asked my father for my hand, my father sent him a message to say: “Who are you, miserable vizier, to marry the daughter of a king?” This enraged Darfil, who swore that he would rape me in order to confound my father, and because of that he started to track me, following me wherever I went. He and my father fought great wars and faced enormous difficulties, but my father could not get the upper hand, as Darfil was a powerful and wily opponent. Every time my father was pressing him hard and was about to overcome him, he would escape and my father could not catch him. Every day I changed into a different shape and colour, but whatever shape I took, he would take its opposite, and wherever I fled, he would sniff me out and catch up with me. When I took the form of a snake, I had been suffering the greatest of hardships, but he turned himself into a huge serpent and came after me. He caught up with me and, after a struggle, he had mounted me and was about to have his way with me when you came up and struck him dead with your stone. I then showed myself to you as a girl and told you that you had done me a favour such as only the lowest of the low would allow to pass unrepaid. When I saw that your brothers had plotted against you and thrown you into the sea, I came as fast as I could to rescue you, since both my parents owe you a debt of gratitude.’

She then said to her mother: ‘Mother, honour this man in return for his defence of my honour.’ ‘You are welcome, mortal,’ the queen said, ‘for you have done us a service that has earned you our favour.’ She then ordered me to be given a precious robe from a talismanic hoard, together with a quantity of jewels and precious stones. Then she gave instructions that I was to be taken to the king in his council chamber, and there I saw him seated on a throne surrounded by various types of jinn. At the sight of him, I had to look away because of the splendour of his jewels, but when he saw me he rose to his feet, as did his guards, in a sign of respect. He welcomed me warmly, showing me the greatest honour and lavishing his favours on me. Then he told his servants to take me back to his daughter, who was to return me to the place where she had rescued me. When they had brought me to her, she flew off with me and with the gifts that I had been given.

So much for me and the jinn princess, Sa‘ida, but as for the captain of the ship, he had been roused by the splash when my brothers threw me into the sea. ‘What has fallen overboard?’ he asked, and my brothers started beating their breasts with tears in their eyes, calling out: ‘Alas for the loss of our brother! He went to relieve himself over the side of the ship, but he fell into the sea.’ They then laid their hands on my money, but quarrelled over the girl, each saying: ‘No one else shall have her.’ As they continued to quarrel, they forgot about me and how I had been lost, and they stopped pretending to be sorry. It was at that point that Sa‘ida landed with me in the middle of the ship.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and eighty-fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that while they were engaged in quarrelling, Sa‘ida landed with ‘Abd Allah in the middle of the ship. HE WENT ON:

When my brothers saw me, they embraced me with a show of gladness and said: ‘How did you survive your accident? We were concerned about you.’ Sa‘ida said: ‘Had you really been fond of him, you would not have thrown him into the sea while he was asleep. Now choose how you want to die.’ At that, she took hold of them and was about to kill them when they cried out, asking me to protect them. I tried to intervene, saying to Sa‘ida: ‘I appeal to your honour; don’t kill my brothers,’ but she continued to insist that she was going to do it because of their treachery. I went on trying to placate and conciliate her and eventually she said: ‘For your sake, I shall not kill them but I am going to put a spell on them.’ She took a bowl into which she poured some seawater and, after pronouncing some unintelligible words, she said: ‘Leave your human shape and become dogs.’ Then she sprinkled them with the water and they became the dogs that you can see now.

‘Abd Allah turned to them and asked them if he had been telling the truth, and they lowered their heads as if to say that he had. HE THEN CONTINUED:

After Sa‘ida had transformed my brothers, she announced to everyone on board: ‘Know that ‘Abd Allah ibn Fadil has become my brother and I shall visit him once or twice every day. If anyone thwarts him or disobeys his orders, injuring him with hand or tongue, I shall treat him as I have treated these two traitors and he will spend the rest of his life in the shape of a dog, from which he will find no escape.’ Everyone said: ‘Lady, we are all his servants and his slaves, and we shall never do anything to oppose him.’ Then she told me: ‘When you get to Basra, check everything you own and if anything is missing, let me know and I shall fetch it for you from whoever has it, wherever it is, and I shall turn whoever took it into a dog. Then, when you have stored away all your goods, put collars round the necks of these two traitors and place them in a prison by themselves, tied to the leg of a couch. You must visit them every night at midnight and beat each of them unconscious, and if on any night you fail to do this, I shall come myself and beat first you and then them.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ I replied. She told me to tie them up until I got to Basra, and so I put ropes around their necks and fastened them to the mast. She then left.

The next day, we entered Basra and while the merchants who came out to meet me greeted me, not one of them asked about my brothers. They looked at the dogs and asked me what I was doing with them, now that I had brought them there. I told them that I had looked after them on the voyage and was taking them with me, and they laughed, not realizing who the ‘dogs’ really were. I put them in a room and busied myself that night in sorting out the bundles containing fabrics and precious stones. I had been distracted by the merchants who had come to greet me and so I did not beat my brothers, tie them up, or do them any harm. Then I fell asleep, but before I knew what was happening Sa‘ida had arrived. ‘Didn’t I tell you to put chains on their necks and to beat them?’ she said. She took hold of me, brought out a whip and thrashed me until I lost consciousness and then she went to the room where the dogs were and whipped them both until they were almost dead. ‘Beat them like this every night,’ she said, ‘and if you miss a single night, I shall beat you again.’ ‘My lady,’ I told her, ‘tomorrow I shall put chains around their necks and when night comes I shall beat them and I shall go on doing this every single night.’ In spite of her insistence, next morning I did not find it easy to think of putting chains around their necks and so I went to a goldsmith and got him to make chains of gold for them. I used these as collars and tied up the dogs as I had been ordered and on the following night I beat them reluctantly.

This adventure took place during the caliphate of al-Mahdi, the fifth in the line* of al-‘Abbas, whose favour I won by sending him gifts, so that he appointed me governor of Basra. Some time later, I told myself that Sa‘ida’s anger might have cooled and so I let a night pass without beating my brothers, but she came and gave me a thrashing whose burning pain I shall remember for the rest of my life. From that time on, I have beaten them every night and this went on throughout the rest of al-Mahdi’s caliphate, after which you became caliph and confirmed me in my position as governor of Basra. For twelve years, I have been doing this every night against my will, and when I have beaten them I console them, excusing myself and giving them food and water. They remain tied up and no one knew anything about them until you sent me Abu Ishaq to fetch the tax money. He discovered my secret and returned and told you. You then sent him back again to summon me and my brothers, and I brought them to you obediently. You asked me for the truth and I have now told you my story.

The caliph Harun al-Rashid was amazed by the plight of the dogs and he asked: ‘Have you or have you not now forgiven your brothers for what they did to you?’ ‘Abd Allah replied: ‘May God forgive them and clear them of all responsibility both in this world and the next, but I need them to forgive me for having beaten them every night for twelve years.’ The caliph told him: ‘If Almighty God wills it, I shall do my best to free them and to have them returned to their original human shapes. I shall reconcile you, so that for the rest of your lives you may live in loving brotherhood and as you have forgiven them, they must forgive you. So take them back to your lodgings and don’t beat them tonight. Tomorrow everything will turn out for the best.’ ‘Abd Allah objected that if he stopped for a single night, Sa‘ida would come and whip him, something that he no longer had the strength to endure. ‘Have no fear,’ the caliph said, ‘as I shall sign a letter for you to give to her when she comes. If she excuses you when she has read it, the credit will be hers, but if she refuses to obey me, then entrust yourself to God and let her beat you. If she does this because you neglected to beat your brothers on one night and if she disobeys me by whipping you, as certainly as I am the Commander of the Faithful, I shall settle the matter with her.’

The caliph now wrote on a piece of paper two fingers’ width in breadth and sealed the message with his seal. ‘ ‘Abd Allah,’ he said, ‘when Sa‘ida comes to you, tell her that the caliph, the ruler of mankind, has ordered you not to beat your brothers and has written this note for her, sending her his greeting. Then give her the letter and don’t be afraid.’ He got ‘Abd Allah to swear that he would not beat the dogs, and ‘Abd Allah, for his part, went back to his lodgings saying to himself: ‘What can the caliph do about the daughter of the ruler of the jinn if she disobeys him and whips me tonight? But I shall put up with a beating and spare my brothers tonight, whatever pain this brings me.’ He then reasoned to himself, saying: ‘Were he not relying on some great support, the caliph would not have told me not to beat them.’

When he reached his lodgings, he removed the collars from his brothers’ necks, exclaiming: ‘My reliance is on God!’ He started to comfort them, telling them: ‘No harm is going to come to you, for the caliph, the sixth in the line of al-‘Abbas,* has undertaken to rescue you. You have my forgiveness and, God willing, the time has come; you can be happy to hear that this blessed night will bring you freedom.’ At that, they began to yelp as dogs do…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and eighty-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that ‘Abd Allah said to his brothers: ‘I bring you good news of happiness and delight.’ When they heard this they began to yelp as dogs do, rubbing their cheeks against his feet as though they were calling down blessings on him and abasing themselves before him. He was sorry for them and started to stroke their backs until it was supper time. When the table was laid, he told them to sit and they sat there eating with him, to the amazement of the servants who were astonished to see how he was treating them. ‘He must be mad or unhinged!’ they exclaimed. ‘How can the governor of Basra, a man greater than any vizier, be eating with dogs? Doesn’t he know that the dog is an unclean beast?’ As they watched the dogs eating decorously with ‘Abd Allah, they had no idea that these were his brothers, and they kept staring until all three had finished their meal. ‘Abd Allah then washed his hands and the dogs stretched out their paws and started to wash them, to the accompaniment of astonished laughter from all those who were standing there. ‘In all our lives,’ they told each other, ‘we have never seen dogs washing their paws after eating.’ The dogs then sat down on seats beside ‘Abd Allah, but none of the servants dared question this. Things went on like that until midnight when the servants were sent off to bed and the dogs fell asleep, each on his seat. The servants were saying to each other: ‘ ‘Abd Allah has fallen asleep with the dogs.’ ‘If he ate with them at table, then they can sleep with him,’ said another, adding: ‘But this is the behaviour of a madman.’ They themselves would not touch what had been left on the table, saying: ‘How can we eat dogs’ leftovers?’ and they took everything there and threw it away, exclaiming: ‘This is dirty!’

So much for them, but as for ‘Abd Allah, he saw the earth suddenly split open and Sa‘ida emerged. ‘Why have you not beaten your brothers tonight,’ she asked, ‘and why have you removed their collars? Are you trying to thwart me because you don’t take me seriously? I shall now beat you and then turn you into a dog yourself, just like them.’ ‘My lady,’ he replied, ‘I conjure you by the inscription on the seal of Solomon, son of David, on both of whom be peace, to bear with me until I have told you the reason for this, after which you can do what you want.’ ‘Tell me, then,’ she said and he explained: ‘I didn’t beat them because I was ordered not to do that tonight by the Commander of the Faithful, Harun al-Rashid, the king of mankind, who made me swear to it. He sends you his greetings and he has given me a note written in his own hand which I am to pass to you. I did what he told me, as it is our duty to obey the caliph. Here is the note; take it and read it and then do what you want.’ ‘Give it to me, then,’ she told him, and when he had passed it to her, she opened it and read: ‘In the Name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful; from the king of mankind, Harun al-Rashid to Sa‘ida, daughter of the Red King – to continue: this man has forgiven his brothers and has abandoned his claim on them. I have ordered that they be reconciled and when this happens, their punishment should be lifted. If you oppose my decrees, I shall oppose yours and break your ordinances, while if you obey me and carry out my orders, I shall carry out yours. I tell you not to act against ‘Abd Allah’s two brothers, and if you believe in God and His Prophet, it is for you to obey my authority. If you forgive them, I shall repay you with all that God allows me, and as a sign of your acquiescence, remove their enchantment so that they may come to me tomorrow as free men. If you do not, I shall set them free in spite of you through the help of Almighty God.’

Sa‘ida told ‘Abd Allah that she would do nothing until she had gone to show the letter to her father, after which she would return quickly with his answer. She then pointed at the ground and went down into a crack which opened up in it, while ‘Abd Allah in his delight invoked God’s blessing on the caliph. Sa‘ida for her part went to tell her father what had happened, and when she showed him the caliph’s letter he kissed it and placed it on his head before reading it. When he found what was in it, he said: ‘My daughter, we are bound to obey the authority of the king of men, whose writ extends over us. As we cannot disobey him, go back and set those two men free immediately, telling them that you are doing this because of the caliph’s intercession. Were he to become angry with us, he could destroy every last one of us, so don’t impose a burden on us that we cannot bear.’ ‘If he did become angry with us, what could he do?’ Sa‘ida asked and her father replied: ‘There are many ways in which he has power over us. In the first place, he is superior in that he is a human; in the second, he is the caliph appointed by God; while thirdly, he constantly performs the dawn prayer with two rak‘as. Were all the jinn from the seven lands to join together, they would not be able to do him any harm. If he lost his temper with us and gave a single cry as he was performing the rak‘as of his dawn prayer, we would all have to gather obediently before him as sheep before a butcher. Were he to tell us to leave our lands and move to a desert, we could not stay where we were, and if he wanted to destroy us and told us to kill each other, that is what we would have to do, as we could not disobey him. If we disobey him, he will burn the lot of us and we shall have no way to escape him. In the same way, we have to obey any of God’s servants who constantly perform two rak‘as at dawn. You must not bring destruction on us for the sake of two men; go and free them before we become the victims of the caliph’s just anger.’

Sa‘ida went back to ‘Abd Allah and let him know what her father had said, telling him to kiss the caliph’s hands for her and to ask for his approval. She then brought out her bowl and, putting water into it, she recited a spell with unintelligible words. She sprinkled the dogs with the water and at her command they changed shape and reverted to their original human form, as the spell was lifted. Both of them recited the formula: ‘I bear witness that there is no god but God and that Muhammad is the Prophet of God.’ They then prostrated themselves before ‘Abd Allah, kissing his hands and his feet and begging his forgiveness, while he for his part begged theirs. They sincerely repented, saying: ‘We were tempted by Iblis and carried away by greed. We were justly punished by God, but forgiveness is one of the qualities of the noble.’

They continued to try to placate ‘Abd Allah with tears and protestations of regret for what had happened. It was then that he asked them: ‘What did you do with my wife, whom I brought from the City of Stones?’ They said: ‘When Satan tempted us and we threw you into the sea, we quarrelled and each of us insisted that it was he who was going to marry her. She said: “Don’t quarrel over me for I shall belong to neither of you. My husband is lost in the sea and I shall follow him,” after which she threw herself overboard and died.’ ‘Abd Allah exclaimed: ‘This was a martyr’s death! There is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent!’ He wept bitterly and said: ‘You were wrong in what you did, as you have deprived me of my wife.’ ‘We were at fault,’ they acknowledged, ‘but God punished us and this is something that He had decreed before we were born.’ ‘Abd Allah accepted their excuse, but Sa‘ida said: ‘Are you really going to forgive them after what they have done to you?’ ‘Whoever is in a position of power and forgives is rewarded by God,’ he told her. ‘Be on guard against them,’ she warned him, ‘for they are treacherous.’ Then she said goodbye to him and left.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and eighty-seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that after Sa‘ida had warned ‘Abd Allah against his brothers, she took her leave of him and went on her way. ‘Abd Allah and his brothers spent a joyful and relaxed night, eating and drinking, and in the morning ‘Abd Allah took them to the baths. When they came out, he presented each of them with costly robes; he called for food and when this was brought, they all ate. The servants recognized his brothers when they saw them and, after greeting them, they congratulated ‘Abd Allah on his reunion with his dear kinsmen and asked where they had been all this time. He told them: ‘It was they whom you saw in the shape of dogs and, God be praised, they have been freed from that imprisonment and painful torment.’ Then he went off to present them to the caliph in his audience chamber, kissing the ground before him and praying that God would prolong his glory and fortune, removing all hardship and misfortune. The caliph welcomed him and asked what had happened to him. ‘Commander of the Faithful,’ ‘Abd Allah replied, ‘may God enhance your dignity, when I took my brothers home I was easy in my mind because you had undertaken to rescue them, telling myself that when kings set their minds on something, they succeed because divine providence aids them. I unfastened their collars, putting my trust in God, and the three of us shared the same table. When my servants saw me eating with what seemed to be dogs, they thought that I was becoming feeble-witted, and they said to each other: “He must have gone mad! How can the governor of Basra, a man more important than the vizier himself, eat with dogs?” They threw away all the food that had been left, saying: “We’re not going to eat dogs’ leftovers,” and they kept on talking about my lunacy. I could hear what they were saying, but I said nothing to them, for they didn’t know that these were my brothers. At bedtime I dismissed them and lay down to sleep, but before I knew what was happening, the earth split open and out came Sa‘ida, the Red King’s daughter. She was angry with me and her eyes were like fire.’

He went on to tell the caliph all the details of his encounter with Sa‘ida, what her father had said and how she had restored his brothers from their shape as dogs to human form. He ended by saying: ‘And here they are in front of you, Commander of the Faithful.’ The caliph turned and saw two young men, radiant as moons. ‘May God reward you on my behalf, ‘Abd Allah,’ he said, ‘for you have told me a useful thing that I did not know, and, God willing, never, as long as I live, will I neglect to perform these two rak‘as before dawn.’ He then reprimanded the brothers for what they had done to ‘Abd Allah, but when they had made their excuses to him, he said: ‘Shake hands and forgive each other, and may God excuse what has happened in the past.’ He then turned to ‘Abd Allah and said: ‘Take your brothers as your assistants and give them your instructions.’ For his part, he ordered them to obey their brother and, after giving them each a substantial gift, he told them to return to Basra. They left his court happily, while he himself was glad to have profited from the adventure by learning the importance of continuing to perform two rak‘as before dawn. ‘It is a true saying,’ he exclaimed, ‘that some people’s misfortune can be to the benefit of others!’

So much for the caliph, but as for ‘Abd Allah, he and his brothers left Baghdad in honour, dignity and pomp and travelled to Basra, from where the city dignitaries came out to meet him. The city was adorned with decorations and ‘Abd Allah’s party was escorted into it in a procession of unparalleled splendour. The people were there, calling down blessings on him, while he was scattering gold and silver for them, but in all this noisy welcome no one paid any attention to his brothers. The two became jealous and envious, and although he treated them as gently as a doctor would treat an inflamed eye, this only increased their hatred and envy, as the poet has said:


I treat all men with courtesy, but the envious

Are seldom to be won by this and such success is rare.

How can you please a man who envies you good fortune?

His only pleasure would be if it left.



He provided them with the loveliest of concubines and assigned them forty eunuchs, forty attendants, forty slave girls and forty slaves, both black and white. Each of them was given fifty fine horses, together with a retinue of followers; revenues and allowances were assigned them and ‘Abd Allah appointed them as his assistants, telling them: ‘We are all equal and there is no difference between you and me…’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and eighty-eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that ‘Abd Allah assigned allowances to his brothers and appointed them as his assistants, saying: ‘We are all equal and there is no difference between you and me. Ours is the authority here after God and the caliph, and it is for you to exercise this authority in Basra whether I am absent or present. Your orders must be carried out, but these orders must accord with piety. Be careful to avoid injustice, which, if prolonged, brings destruction, while to act with justice over a long period ensures prosperity. Do not harm God’s servants, for they will curse you; word of this will reach the caliph and you will bring disgrace on yourselves and on me. Injure no man and if you are tempted by people’s goods, take what you need and more from mine. You know well enough how clearly injustice is condemned in the verses of the Quran. How admirably the poet has expressed it in these lines:


Injustice lies hidden in a young man’s soul,

Concealed by nothing but his lack of power.

The man of wisdom takes nothing in hand,

Until he sees the time is suitable.

The wise man’s tongue is in his heart,

But, as for fools, their hearts are in their mouths.

The man who is not greater than his mind

Is killed by what is smallest in himself.

His own essential self is well concealed,

But what is hidden shows in what he does,

And if his origins are bad,

Nothing his mouth reveals is good.

Whoever imitates a fool in what he does

Becomes his equal in his foolishness.

If you broadcast your secrets far and wide,

Your enemies will become aware of them.

Your own affairs should be enough for you,

So leave what is no business of your own.’



He continued to admonish his brothers, urging them to do good and to refrain from injustice until he thought that because of his advice he had won their love. He began to rely on them more and more, showing them ever-increasing respect, but this merely added to their envy and hatred of him. They conferred with each other, and Nasir said to Mansur: ‘How long are we going to be under the authority of our brother, ‘Abd Allah, while he enjoys the authority of the emirate? He was a merchant and has now become an emir, rising from obscurity to grandeur. Nothing of the kind has happened to us and we are powerless and valueless, while he laughs at us. He has made us his assistants, but what does that mean? Are we not his servants and subordinates? We shall never rise or achieve importance as long as he has his health. The only way to get what we want is to kill him and seize his wealth, for we can’t get hold of this until he is dead. Then we shall have power and be able to take all the jewels, precious stones and treasures that he has stored up and divide them between ourselves. After that, we can prepare a gift for the caliph and ask him for the governorship of Kufa, so that you can be governor of Basra while I have Kufa, or the other way round, and both of us will be seen clearly as men of importance. That can’t happen, however, unless we manage to kill him.’

‘You’re right,’ said Mansur, ‘but how are we going to do that?’ ‘We shall hold an entertainment at one of our houses to which we shall invite him,’ Nasir told him, ‘and then we shall do all we can to look after him. We shall spend the evening talking to him, telling him stories and rare anecdotes, until, when he is tired out, we shall make up a bed for him on which to lie down. When he does and has fallen asleep, we can kneel on him and strangle him, before throwing him into the river. The following morning, we can say: “His jinn sister came to him while he was sitting talking to us and said: ‘You scum, how dare you complain of me to the Commander of the Faithful? Do you think that we are afraid of him? He may be a king, but we are kings too. If he doesn’t treat us with proper respect, we shall kill him in the cruellest way, but before doing this I shall kill you and wait to see what the caliph will do.’ Then she seized him and disappeared through a crack in the earth, leaving us fainting, and when we recovered we didn’t know what had become of him.” Afterwards we can send news of this to the caliph and he will appoint us in his place. Later we can provide him with a splendid gift and ask him for the governorship of Kufa. One of us can then stay here while the other takes over Kufa and we shall get what we want through the enjoyment of a successful and victorious rule.’ ‘This is good advice,’ said Mansur and so they agreed to kill ‘Abd Allah.

After preparing for the entertainment, Nasir said to ‘Abd Allah: ‘I am your brother and I would like you and Mansur to do me the favour of coming to eat at my house, so that I can boast about it and people will say: “The emir ‘Abd Allah went as a guest to his brother’s house as an act of kindness.”’ ‘Abd Allah agreed, adding: ‘There is no difference between you and me, and your house is my house. However, you have invited me and only the ignoble refuse to accept hospitality.’ He turned to Mansur and asked: ‘Will you come with me to eat at Nasir’s house in order to please him?’ Mansur insisted that he would only go on condition that ‘Abd Allah swore that, after he left Nasir’s house, he would go and eat with him, adding: ‘Is Nasir your brother and not I? If you do something to please him, you should please me as well.’ ‘Abd Allah agreed willingly and said: ‘From Nasir’s house I shall go on to yours, for as he is my brother, so are you.’

Nasir kissed ‘Abd Allah’s hand, left the audience chamber and prepared to receive his guests. The next day, ‘Abd Allah rode to his house, taking with him a number of his men as well as his brother Mansur. After entering, he took his seat, as did his escort, together with Mansur. Nasir welcomed them and when the food had been brought in, they ate, drank and enjoyed themselves. Tables and plates were then removed and the company washed their hands, after which they spent the rest of the day until nightfall eating, drinking and amusing themselves, and when they had had their supper they performed the sunset and the evening prayers. They sat drinking together in a room by themselves, while ‘Abd Allah’s men were elsewhere, and first Mansur would tell a story and then Nasir would follow it with another, while ‘Abd Allah listened. They kept on telling anecdotes, stories and remarkable histories until at last ‘Abd Allah could stay awake no longer.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and eighty-ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that, after a long evening and seeing that ‘Abd Allah wanted to sleep, his brothers made up a bed for him and he took off his clothes and lay down. They lay down beside him on another bed and waited until they could see that he was sound asleep, when they got up and kneeled on his chest. He woke and, seeing what they were doing, he said: ‘What is this, brothers?’ ‘We are no brothers of yours,’ they told him. ‘We don’t recognize you, you boor, and it is better that you should die.’ Putting their hands around his throat, they started to throttle him until he lost consciousness, and then, as he no longer moved, they thought that he was dead.

The room in which they were overlooked the river, and it was into this they then threw him. When he fell, however, God sent a dolphin to his rescue. There was a window in the kitchen that overlooked the river and this dolphin was in the habit of swimming beneath it. Scraps from slaughtered carcasses used to be tossed down into the water and the dolphin would go there to collect them. That day, because of the entertainment a large quantity of leftovers had been thrown in and the dolphin had been strengthened by eating more than its usual daily rations. When it heard the splash of something falling in, it swam up fast and came upon a man. Through God’s guidance, it supported ‘Abd Allah on its back and swam out with him until it was mid-stream, carrying on until it reached the opposite shore, where it deposited its burden on the bank.

As it happened, the place where the dolphin left ‘Abd Allah was by a high road, and a caravan, which happened to be passing, saw the body lying on the shore. The travellers said: ‘Here is a drowned man thrown up by the river,’ and a number of them gathered round to look. The caravan leader was a virtuous man, with a wide knowledge of all branches of learning, an expert doctor and a sound judge of men. He asked what had happened and they told him that they had found the corpse of a drowned man. He went to examine the body and then said: ‘This young man is still alive. He belongs to the upper classes and must have been brought up in splendour and luxury. God willing, there is hope for him yet.’ He took ‘Abd Allah, put clothes on him to keep him warm, and for the next three stages of the caravan’s journey he tended him gently until he had regained consciousness. ‘Abd Allah was suffering from shock and was very weak, as a result of which the caravan leader had to keep tending him with herbs he knew about.

He continued this treatment until the caravan had covered the distance of a thirty-day journey from Basra, reaching a Persian city called Auj. Here they halted in a khan, where a bed was made up for ‘Abd Allah, but as he lay there he disturbed everyone by moaning constantly all night long. The next morning, the doorkeeper went to the caravan leader and asked him about the sick man they had with them, complaining of the disturbance. The leader told him: ‘This is someone whom I found half drowned on the river bank. I treated him but I have not been able to cure him fully.’ ‘Show him to the shaikha, Rajiha,’ the doorkeeper said, and when the leader asked him who this was, he explained: ‘We have this beautiful virgin shaikha named Rajiha, to whom all our sick are brought. They spend the night with her and in the morning they are cured and whatever malignant condition they had has vanished.’ The leader asked to be guided to her and was told to pick up his patient, which he did, and the doorkeeper then walked ahead of them until they came to a hermitage. There people could be seen going in with votive offerings, while others were coming out looking happy. The doorkeeper went in and came up to the curtain behind which the shaikha sat, to ask her permission to bring in a sick man. ‘Bring him in behind the curtain,’ she said, and he then told ‘Abd Allah to enter.

When he came in and looked at the woman, he discovered that she was none other than his promised wife whom he had brought from the City of Stones. He recognized her and she recognized him, and when they had exchanged greetings, he asked how she came to be there. She said: ‘When I saw your brothers throw you into the sea and then start quarrelling over me, I jumped overboard. I was rescued by my shaikh, Abu’l-‘Abbas al-Khidr, who brought me to this hermitage and gave me permission to cure the sick. He then announced throughout the city that all who were sick should go to the shaikha, Rajiha, and he told me to stay here until, in the fullness of time, my husband would arrive. I lay my hands on everyone who comes to me and the following morning they are cured. My reputation has spread far and wide; people bring me votive offerings and not only do I have great wealth but I enjoy honour and respect, as everyone in these parts comes to ask for my blessing.’ She then laid her hands on ‘Abd Allah and he was cured through the power of Almighty God.

Al-Khidr, on whom be peace, would come to visit her every Friday. She and ‘Abd Allah had met on a Thursday evening and, when it grew dark and they had had a splendid meal, she sat with him, awaiting al-Khidr’s arrival. Suddenly he appeared and he then transported them both from the hermitage to ‘Abd Allah’s palace in Basra, where he left them. In the morning, as ‘Abd Allah stared out and recognized where he was, he heard a commotion and, looking from the window, he saw his two brothers crucified each on a separate cross.

The reason for this was that the morning after they had thrown him into the river, they had told a tearful story of how ‘Abd Allah had been snatched away by the jinn princess. They prepared a present which they sent to the caliph, together with the news, and they asked him to confirm them as governors of Basra. He summoned them to Baghdad, where, in answer to his questions, they told him the story they had prepared. He, for his part, was furiously angry and that night before dawn he performed two rak‘as as usual and then summoned the tribes of the jinn. When they obediently answered his call, he asked them about ‘Abd Allah and they swore to him that none of them had harmed him and that they knew nothing about him. Sa‘ida then arrived and told him what had really happened, after which he dismissed the jinn. The following day, he had Nasir and Mansur beaten and, when each of them had accused the other, the angry caliph ordered them to be taken back to Basra and crucified in front of ‘Abd Allah’s palace.

So much for them, but as for ‘Abd Allah himself, he ordered their bodies to be buried and then rode off to Baghdad where he astonished the caliph with the full story, from beginning to end, of what his brothers had done to him. The qadi and the notaries were summoned and they proceeded to draw up a marriage contract between ‘Abd Allah and the princess whom he had fetched from the City of Stones. The marriage was consummated and he stayed with her in Basra until they were visited by the destroyer of delights and the parter of companions. Praise be to the Living God, Who never dies.

A story is also told, O fortunate king, that in Cairo, the guarded city, there was a cobbler named Ma‘ruf, who used to patch old shoes. His wife, Fatima, was an evil-minded, vicious and shameless intriguer who was nicknamed ‘Dung’. She dominated her husband, and every day she would hurl abuse and a thousand curses at him, while for his part he was afraid of her evil nature and of the harm that she might do him. He was a sensible man, anxious to protect his honour, but he was poor. When he did well in his work, he would spend his earnings on her, but when there was only a little, she would take her revenge on him in the evening, ruining his health and making his night as black as the book of her deeds.* She fitted the poet’s lines:


How many a night have I passed with my wife,

Spending it in the greatest misery!

When I first lay with her,

I wish I had brought poison and poisoned her.



One of the things that she did to Ma‘ruf was to ask him to bring her a kunafa pastry covered with honey in the evening. He said: ‘If God helps me to get it, I’ll fetch it for you, but today I made no money at all.’ ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ she said…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and ninetieth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that Ma‘ruf the cobbler said to his wife: ‘If God helps me to find the money for it, I shall fetch it for you this evening. I made no money today, but God may supply it.’ ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ she said. ‘Whether God helps you or not, don’t come back to me without it, for if you do, I’ll make your night as miserable as your luck was when you married me and fell into my hands.’ ‘God is generous,’ he replied, and he went out, grief oozing from every pore. After he had performed the morning prayer, he opened his shop and prayed: ‘My Lord, I implore You to provide me with enough to buy this kunafa pastry, so as to save me from the wickedness of that evil woman this evening.’ He then sat in his shop until noon without getting any business and becoming more and more afraid of what his wife would do. He got up, locked the shop and began to wonder about the pastry, as he didn’t even have enough money to buy bread. He passed by the shop of a kunafa seller, and stood there distractedly with his eyes bathed in tears. The shopkeeper noticed him and asked why he was weeping. Ma‘ruf told him his story and said: ‘My wife is a domineering woman. She has asked me for a kunafa pastry, but although I sat in my shop until past noon, I didn’t even get the price of a loaf of bread, and I am afraid of her.’ The shopkeeper laughed and said: ‘No matter! How many ratls of pastry do you want?’ ‘Five,’ said Ma‘ruf and the man told him: ‘I have the butter, but I don’t have proper honey but only treacle, although this is better, and what harm would it do if you have the pastry with this?’ Ma‘ruf was ashamed to object as he was not being pressed to pay, and so he agreed to the treacle. The man cooked him the pastry and drowned it with treacle, making it into a gift fit for a king. ‘Would you like some bread and cheese?’ he asked, and when Ma‘ruf said that he would, he gave him four nusfs’ worth of bread and half a nusf’s worth of cheese, to add to the ten which the kunafa cost. ‘You owe me fifteen nusfs,’ he told Ma‘ruf, ‘but go back to your wife and enjoy yourself. Take this other nusf to spend at the baths, and you don’t have to repay me for two or three days until God helps you earn some money. There is no need for you to keep your wife short, and I’m prepared to wait until you have some spare cash, over and above what you need for your expenses.’

Ma‘ruf took the pastry, the bread and the cheese, and went off contentedly, calling down blessings on his benefactor and praising God for His goodness. When he got back to his wife, she asked if he had brought the pastry and he said yes, and put it in front of her. When she looked at it and saw that it was coated with treacle, she said: ‘Didn’t I tell you to bring one made with honey? You haven’t done what I wanted – you had it made with treacle.’ He tried to excuse himself, pointing out that he had had to buy it on credit. ‘Nonsense,’ she said. ‘I only eat this pastry if it’s made with honey.’ In her anger she threw it in his face, telling him: ‘Go off, you pimp, and get me another!’ Then she struck him on the temple and knocked out one of his teeth, so that the blood ran down over his chest. This infuriated him and in return he gave her a light blow on the head, at which she took hold of his beard and started to call for help. The neighbours came in and, after freeing Ma‘ruf’s beard from her grasp, they began to blame and accuse her, saying: ‘All of us are happy to eat this pastry made with treacle. It is disgraceful for you to bully the poor man like this.’ Then they tried to humour her until eventually they managed to reconcile husband and wife, but when they had gone she swore that she wouldn’t touch any of the pastry. For his part, Ma‘ruf was suffering from the pangs of hunger and he said to himself: ‘She may have sworn not to eat it, but I shall,’ and he fell to. When she saw him eating, she said: ‘God willing, this food will turn to poison and destroy your unmentionable body.’ ‘Not if you say so,’ he told her, and he laughed and went on eating, saying: ‘You swore that you wouldn’t eat any of it, but God is generous and if He wills it, tomorrow night I shall fetch you a honey pastry and you can eat it all yourself.’

He then tried to console her, but she kept on cursing him with foul and abusive language all night long. When morning came, she rolled up her sleeve in order to strike him, but he said: ‘Wait and I’ll bring you another pastry.’ He then left for the mosque and, having performed his prayer, he went on to open his shop, where he took his seat. He had scarcely settled down before two of the qadi’s officers came to summon him before their master, telling him that his wife had laid a complaint against him. Recognizing her from the description that they gave, he exclaimed: ‘May God bring her misery!’ He then got up and went with the two to the qadi, where he found his wife with her arm bandaged and her veil stained with blood. She was weeping and wiping away her tears. ‘Man,’ said the qadi, ‘are you not afraid of Almighty God? How can you strike this woman, breaking her arm, knocking out her tooth and behaving like this?’ ‘If I did hit her or knock out her tooth,’ said Ma‘ruf, ‘then pass whatever sentence you want on me, but the truth is as follows, and the neighbours had to make peace between us’ – and he told what had happened from beginning to end. The qadi was a kindly man and he produced a quarter of a dinar and told Ma‘ruf to have a honey pastry made for his wife, after which they could be reconciled. ‘Give it to her,’ said Ma‘ruf, and when she had taken it, the qadi tried to make peace between them. ‘Woman,’ he said, ‘obey your husband and do you, in turn, be gentle with her.’

After the qadi had reconciled them, they left, each going off in a different direction. Ma‘ruf went and sat in his shop, and while he was there the qadi’s men came back and demanded to be paid for their services. ‘The qadi took nothing from me,’ Ma‘ruf objected, ‘and, in fact, he gave me a quarter of a dinar.’ ‘It’s no concern of ours whether he gave or took, but unless you give us our due, we’ll take it from you by force.’ They started to drag him around the market, and in order to give them half a dinar, he had to sell his tools. When they had left him, he sat sadly, hand on cheek, for without tools he could do no work. While he was sitting there, two ugly-looking fellows came in and told him to report to the qadi because his wife had laid a complaint against him. He told them that the qadi had reconciled them, but they said: ‘We are from another qadi, and she has made her complaint to him.’ He went off with them, calling on God to settle his account with her, and when he saw her, he said: ‘My good woman, were we not reconciled?’ ‘There can be no reconciliation between the two of us,’ she replied, at which he went to the qadi and told his story, pointing out that his colleague had just settled their differences. ‘You harlot,’ the qadi said, ‘in that case, why have you come to complain to me?’ She said: ‘He hit me after that,’ and the qadi said: ‘Make it up; don’t hit her again and she will not disobey you again.’ When they had been reconciled once more, the qadi told Ma‘ruf to pay his officers their fee. He did this and then went back and opened his shop, where he sat like a drunken man, reeling from the worries from which he was suffering.

As he was sitting there, a man came up to him and said: ‘Hide yourself, Ma‘ruf. Your wife has laid a complaint against you to the High Court and the bailiff is after you.’ He got up, locked the shop and fled away in the direction of Bab al-Nasr. All that he had left from the sale of his lasts and his tools were five silver nusfs, four of which he used for bread and one for cheese. He was determined to keep out of the way of his wife, but this was on a winter’s afternoon and when he came out from among the rubbish heaps, rain poured down on him as though from the mouths of water skins, soaking his clothes. He went to the ‘Adiliya mosque and from there he spotted some ruins, among which there was a deserted building that no longer had any door. Wet through as he was, he went in to shelter from the rain, tears pouring from his eyes. He started to complain of his plight, saying: ‘Where can I go to escape from that harlot? I pray to God to provide me with someone who might take me to a far-off land where she wouldn’t know how to get to me.’

Suddenly, as he was sitting there weeping, the wall split open and out came a tall and ghastly shape. ‘Man,’ it said, ‘why have you disturbed me tonight? I have been living here for two hundred years and I have never seen anyone who came in and acted as you have done. I feel pity for you, so tell me what you want and I shall do it for you.’ ‘Who and what are you?’ Ma‘ruf asked him, and he replied: ‘I am a jinni, the familiar spirit of this place.’ Ma‘ruf then told him the whole story of his dealings with his wife, and the jinni asked: ‘Do you want me to take you somewhere where your wife will not know how to follow you?’ ‘Yes,’ said Ma‘ruf, at which the jinni told him to climb on to his back. When he had done so, the jinni carried him off, flying with him from evening until dawn, before setting him down on the summit of a lofty mountain…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and ninety-first night, SHE CONTINUED:

‘I have heard, O fortunate king, that the jinni flew off with Ma‘ruf and set him down on a lofty mountain, saying: ‘When you go down, you will see the gate of a city. Enter it, and your wife will never know how to find her way to you or be able to reach you.’ He then went off, leaving the bewildered Ma‘ruf there in a state of perplexity until the sun rose. He then told himself: ‘I have to get up and climb down to the city, as it won’t do me any good to stay sitting here.’ When he reached the foot of the mountain, he saw before him a city with high walls, imposing palaces and finely decorated buildings, a delight to the eye. He went in through the city gate, confronting a sight that would gladden the heart of the sorrowful, and as he started to walk through the market, the inhabitants gathered around to look at him, staring in surprise at his clothes, which were not like theirs. One of them asked if he was a stranger, and when he said that he was, the man asked where he had come from. ‘From Cairo, the fortunate city,’ he said. ‘Did you leave it some time ago?’ the man said, and when Ma‘ruf replied: ‘Yesterday afternoon,’ he laughed and called to the bystanders: ‘Come and look at this fellow and hear what he has to say.’ ‘What does he say?’ they asked. ‘He claims to be from Cairo and to have left it only yesterday afternoon,’ the man told them, at which they all burst out laughing and said: ‘Man, are you mad? Do you claim to have left Cairo yesterday afternoon, arriving here this morning, when there is a distance of a full year’s journey between the two cities?’ ‘You are the madmen here, not me,’ Ma‘ruf replied. ‘I’m telling the truth; this is Cairene bread which I have with me and it’s still fresh.’ They started to look at the bread with astonishment, for it was not the same as theirs. The crowd grew bigger and, as people began to tell each other to come and see the bread from Cairo, Ma‘ruf became a focus for gossip, with some people believing him and others making fun of him as a liar.

It was at that point that a merchant came up, riding on a mule and followed by two black slaves. He dispersed the bystanders, saying: ‘Aren’t you ashamed to be crowding around this stranger, making fun of him and laughing at him? What business is it of yours?’ He went on heaping blame on them until he had driven them away, as none of them could answer him back. He then said to Ma‘ruf: ‘Come here, brother. None of this shameless crowd will do you any harm.’ He took him off and brought him to a large and ornate house, where he seated him in a parlour fit for a king. On his instructions, his servants opened a chest and brought out a set of clothes such as a rich trader would wear. Ma‘ruf was a handsome man, and when he had put these on he looked like a merchant prince. His host called for food and a table laden with all types of splendid dishes was set before them.

When they had eaten and drunk, his host asked his name, to which he replied that he was Ma‘ruf, a cobbler by trade, who patched old shoes. ‘Where do you come from?’ asked his host. ‘Cairo,’ replied Ma‘ruf, to which his host said: ‘From what quarter?’ ‘Do you know Cairo, then?’ Ma‘ruf asked, to which the man replied that he was himself a Cairene. ‘I come from Red Street,’ Ma‘ruf told him, and when he was asked who he knew there, he gave a long list of names. ‘Do you know Shaikh Ahmad, the apothecary?’ asked the man. ‘He is my next-door neighbour,’ Ma‘ruf told him. ‘Is he well?’ was the next question, and when Ma‘ruf said that he was, the man went on: ‘How many children does he have?’ ‘Three,’ said Ma‘ruf. ‘Mustafa, Muhammad and ‘Ali.’ ‘And how are they getting on?’ the man asked, and Ma‘ruf replied: ‘Mustafa is doing well as a learned schoolteacher; Muhammad is an apothecary who opened a shop next door to his father after getting married, and his wife has given birth to a son, Hasan.’ ‘May God bring news as good as this to you yourself,’ said the man, and Ma‘ruf went on: ‘As for ‘Ali, he was my boyhood friend. We were always playing together and we used to go to the church disguised as Christians, steal their books and use the money we got from selling them to buy ourselves treats. Once the Christians saw us and caught us with one of their books. They complained to our families, telling ‘Ali’s father that if he didn’t stop his son robbing them, they would lay a complaint before the sultan. To placate them, his father gave him a beating and as a result ‘Ali immediately ran away. No one knows where he went and for twenty years he has not been heard of.’ ‘I am ‘Ali, son of Shaikh Ahmad, the apothecary,’ said his host, ‘and you are my friend Ma‘ruf.’

After they had exchanged greetings, ‘Ali asked Ma‘ruf why he had come there from Cairo, and Ma‘ruf told him about his wife, Dung Fatima, and how she had treated him. ‘When she had harmed me too many times,’ he explained, ‘I ran away from her in the direction of Bab al-Nasr. Rain was falling on me and so I went into a deserted building in the ‘Adiliya, where I sat weeping. It was then that an ‘ifrit, the familiar spirit of the place, came out and asked me about myself. I told him about the state I was in and he took me on his back and flew with me all night long between the heavens and the earth, before setting me down on the mountain here and telling me about the city. I walked down and when I came into the city, people crowded around me, asking me questions. I told them that I had left Cairo yesterday but they didn’t believe me. Then you came and drove them away, after which you brought me here. This is why I left Cairo, but why was it that you came here?’ ‘Ali said: ‘Youthful folly got the better of me at the age of seven, and from then on I wandered from country to country and city to city until I arrived here at Ikhtiyan al-Khutan. I found the people generous and sympathetic, willing to trust a poor man and let him have credit, believing whatever he said. I told them that I was a merchant, that my goods were following on behind me and that I wanted a place where they could be stored. They believed me and cleared out a place for me. I then asked whether anyone would lend me a thousand dinars, to be repaid when my goods came, explaining to them that there were some things that I needed before they arrived. They gave me what I asked for and I set off to the merchants’ market, where I found and bought goods. The next day, I sold them at a fifty-dinar profit and bought some more. I began to make friends with the people, winning their affection by generous treatment, and through my trading I made a lot of money. Remember the proverb: “This world is all swagger and deceit.” In a place where no one knows you, you can do whatever you want. If you tell everyone who asks that you’re a poor cobbler running away from his wife and that you left Cairo yesterday, no one will believe you and you’ll be a laughing-stock, however long you stay here. If you say that you were carried by an ‘ifrit, they will shy away; no one will approach you because they’ll say that you are possessed and that harm will come to anyone who goes near you. That rumour would be bad for us both, because people know that I myself come from Cairo.’

‘What am I going to do, then?’ asked Ma‘ruf. ‘God willing, I’ll teach you,’ ‘Ali replied, and he went on: ‘Tomorrow I shall give you a thousand dinars, a mule to ride and a black slave to walk in front of you. He will bring you to the gate of the merchants’ market, and when you go in you will find me sitting with them. As soon as I see you, I’ll get up to greet you, kissing your hand and making you seem to be a person of the greatest importance. I’ll ask you about various types of materials and when I say: “Have you brought such-and-such a fabric with you?” you must tell me that you have a lot of it. If they ask me about you, I shall sing your praises and tell them what a great man you are. I shall say that they should get you a storeroom and a shop, and as I’ll stress that you are both rich and generous, whenever a beggar comes up to you, give him what you can. That will lead them to believe me, and as they will be convinced both of your importance and of your generosity, you will win their affection. After that, I shall invite them to a party in your honour and when you meet them, I shall introduce you to them all…’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and ninety-second night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that ‘Ali the merchant said to Ma‘ruf: ‘I shall invite them to a party in your honour and when you meet them, I shall introduce you to them all. You can then start to trade with them and carry on normal business, and in no time you will be rich.’

The next morning, ‘Ali handed Ma‘ruf the thousand dinars, together with a suit of clothes, mounted him on a mule and gave him a black slave, telling him that there was no need for him to worry about repaying him. ‘You are my friend,’ he said, ‘and it is up to me to treat you generously. Don’t trouble yourself; forget how your wife treated you and don’t tell anyone about her.’ ‘May God reward you,’ replied Ma‘ruf, and mounted the mule. The slave walked in front of him to the merchants’ market, where ‘Ali was already sitting, surrounded by all the others. Catching sight of the newcomer, he got up and threw himself on him, exclaiming: ‘Here is Ma‘ruf, the benevolent and generous. What a blessed day this is!’ He kissed Ma‘ruf’s hand in front of all his colleagues, saying: ‘Brothers, Ma‘ruf the merchant has done you the favour of joining you.’

They greeted him and the respect that ‘Ali showed him led them to believe that here was a man of importance. They greeted him after ‘Ali had helped him dismount from his mule, and he took them aside privately, one after the other, and started to sing Ma‘ruf’s praises. ‘Is he a merchant?’ they asked. ‘Yes, indeed,’ ‘Ali told them. ‘He is the greatest of them all, and as far as wealth is concerned, no one has more. His fortune, together with those of his father and his forefathers, is famous among the merchants of Cairo and he has associates in Hind, Sind and Yemen. He is also an extremely generous man and so, bearing in mind the position he holds, you should show him respect and do what you can for him. I can tell you that it is not trade that has brought him here, but an urge to see foreign parts. He doesn’t need to leave home to look for profit, as he has so much money that no fire could burn all of it. As for me, I am one of his servants.’

He went on eulogizing Ma‘ruf and setting him on a pinnacle above the heads of all others, and his audience started talking to one another about his qualities. They flocked around him, bringing him food and drink for his breakfast, and even the senior merchant came and greeted him. In the presence of the others, ‘Ali started to ask: ‘Master, have you by any chance brought any material of such-and-such a kind with you?’ To which Ma‘ruf would answer: ‘Yes, I have a lot of it.’ Earlier that day ‘Ali had showed him various types of costly fabrics and had taught him the names of both what was expensive and what was cheap. So when someone asked whether he had any yellow broadcloth, he said that he had it in quantity, and he gave the same answer when he was asked about cloth that was as red as gazelle’s blood, replying in the same way about everything they asked. ‘ ‘Ali,’ said one of the merchants, ‘I can see that if this fellow countryman of yours wanted to transport a thousand loads of precious fabrics, he would be able to do it.’ ‘Ali told him: ‘If he took all that from a single one of his warehouses, it would still look full.’

As they were sitting there, a beggar came round the merchants, some of whom gave him various small coins, while most gave nothing at all. When the man came to Ma‘ruf, he pulled out a handful of gold coins and passed them over. The beggar called down blessings on him and went off, leaving the admiring merchants to exclaim: ‘That was a kingly gift, for he gave the beggar gold without even counting it, something that he would only have done if he were very prosperous and wealthy.’ He then gave another handful of gold to a poor woman who approached him, and she too blessed him and went off to tell other poor beggars. These came up one after the other, and ‘Ali kept on handing gold to every one of them, until he had given away a thousand dinars.

At that point, he clapped his hands together and recited the formula: ‘God suffices for us and to Him we entrust our affairs.’ The senior merchant asked him if anything was the matter, to which he replied: ‘Most of the people here seem miserably poor and had I known that, I would have brought some money with me in my saddlebags to give to them. I’m afraid that I may be away from home for a long time and although it is not in my nature to turn away a beggar, I haven’t any more gold. If one of them comes up to me, what am I to say to him?’ ‘Say: “May God sustain you,”’ the man told him, but Ma‘ruf objected: ‘I am not in the habit of doing that, and this is something that worries me. What I want is a thousand dinars to give as alms until my baggage comes.’ ‘That’s no problem,’ the man said, and he sent off one of his servants to fetch a thousand dinars, which he then presented to Ma‘ruf. Ma‘ruf started to give these away to any poor person who passed by, until the time came for the noon prayer, and when they all went into the mosque to pray, he scattered the coins that were left over the heads of the congregation. When they realized what he was doing, they blessed him, while the merchants were astonished by his liberality. He then turned to another one of them, borrowed a thousand dinars and gave these away as well, while ‘Ali looked on, unable to say a word. This went on until the afternoon prayer, when Ma‘ruf entered the mosque, performed the prayer and distributed the rest of his money. By the time that the market was closed, he had received and given away five thousand dinars. All those from whom he had borrowed money were told to wait until his goods arrived, when they could be paid in gold if they wanted or else in fabrics, if they preferred, from his huge stock.

That evening, ‘Ali invited Ma‘ruf to a reception with all the other merchants, seating him in the place of honour. His talk was all about fabrics and jewels, and whatever anyone mentioned to him, he claimed to have it in bulk. The next day, he set out for the market and started turning to the merchants, borrowing money from them and distributing it to the poor. At the end of twenty days of this he had borrowed sixty thousand dinars, and no goods had arrived for him nor had anything happened to protect him from his creditors. They, for their part, were getting restive and saying: ‘Nothing has come for him,’ and asking: ‘How long is he going to go on taking people’s money and giving it away to the poor?’ ‘I think that we should talk to ‘Ali, his compatriot,’ said one of them, and so they went to ‘Ali and pointed out that Ma‘ruf’s goods had not arrived. ‘Wait,’ ‘Ali told them, ‘for they are bound to come soon,’ but when he was alone with Ma‘ruf, he said: ‘Did I tell you to toast the bread or to burn it? The merchants are clamouring for their money and they tell me that you owe them sixty thousand dinars, which you have taken and given away to the poor. How can you pay them back, as you are doing no trading?’ ‘What’s all this about?’ Ma‘ruf asked. ‘What is sixty thousand dinars to me? When my goods come, I shall pay them back in fabrics or in gold and silver, whichever they prefer.’ ‘In God’s Name,’ ‘Ali said, ‘do you have any goods?’ ‘Plenty,’ Ma‘ruf told him. ‘May God and the saints repay you for this disgusting behaviour!’ exclaimed ‘Ali. ‘Wasn’t it I who taught you to say this? I’ll tell everyone about you.’ ‘Go away and don’t talk so much,’ said Ma‘ruf. ‘Am I a poor man? I have a huge supply of goods and when they come, my creditors will be repaid twice over. I don’t need them.’ ‘Ali grew angry and said: ‘You mannerless lout, I’ll teach you to tell me shameless lies.’ ‘Do what you want,’ Ma‘ruf told him. ‘They’ll have to wait until my goods arrive, and then they can have what they are owed and more.’

‘Ali left him and went off, saying to himself: ‘I started by praising him and if I now criticize him, I’ll be seen as a liar and fit the proverb: “Whoever follows praise with criticism is a liar twice over.”’ While he was in this state of perplexity, the merchants came up and asked if he had spoken to Ma‘ruf. He said: ‘I’m too embarrassed to approach him. He owes me a thousand dinars, but I can’t talk to him about this. You didn’t ask my advice when you gave him money and so you can’t blame me for this. Go and ask him yourselves, and if he doesn’t repay you, then bring a complaint to the king, for if you tell him that you’ve fallen victim to a fraudster, he will come to your rescue.’ So they went to the king and explained what had happened, saying: ‘King of the age, we don’t know what to do about this over-generous merchant.’ They described Ma‘ruf’s behaviour and went on: ‘Everything that he gets he distributes in handfuls to the poor. Were he short of money, he could never bring himself to give away such amounts of gold to them, whereas if he is wealthy, then it is the arrival of his baggage that will show whether he has been speaking the truth. He claims that he has come on ahead of it, but we ourselves have seen no trace of it. Whenever we talk of a certain type of fabric, he claims to have it in quantity, but although time has passed, we have heard nothing of the arrival of these goods of his. He owes us sixty thousand dinars, all of which he has given away to the poor, who are full of praise for him and extol his generosity.’

The king was a greedy man, more covetous than Ash‘ab,* and when he heard how generous Ma‘ruf was, his greed was aroused and he said to his vizier: ‘If this merchant were not a very wealthy man, he would not be so generous. His baggage is bound to come, and when these merchants gather around him he will distribute large sums of money to them, money to which I have a better right. I want to make a friend of him and take him as a companion until his baggage arrives, and then I shall get whatever he gives them. He can have my daughter as his wife and I shall add his wealth to my own.’ ‘King of the age,’ said the vizier, ‘in my opinion this man is a fraudster and fraudsters bring ruin on the houses of the covetous.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and ninety-third night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the vizier told the king: ‘In my opinion this man is a fraudster and fraudsters bring ruin on the houses of the covetous.’ The king said: ‘I shall test him, vizier, and find out whether he is a cheat or a truthful man and whether he has been brought up in luxury or not.’ When the vizier asked how he proposed to do that, the king said: ‘I shall send him a summons and when he comes here and sits down, I shall treat him politely and give him a jewel that I have. If he recognizes what it is and how much it is worth, then he must be a rich and prosperous man, but if he doesn’t, then he is a fraud and a parvenu and I shall have him put to the worst of deaths.’

Ma‘ruf went to the palace in answer to a summons from the king. They exchanged greetings and the king seated him at his side. ‘Are you Ma‘ruf the merchant?’ he asked, and when Ma‘ruf said yes, the king went on: ‘The merchants claim that you owe them sixty thousand dinars. Is what they say true?’ Ma‘ruf confirmed that it was, and when the king asked why he did not repay them, he replied: ‘When my baggage train arrives, I’ll give them twice as much as I owe, and they can have it in gold, silver or goods, whichever they prefer. Whoever is owed a thousand dinars will get two thousand back, because he saved me from disgracing myself among the poor, for I am a man of substance.’ The king then said: ‘Take this jewel and tell me what kind it is and what is its worth.’ He handed over a gem the size of a hazelnut which he had bought for a thousand dinars; he was very proud of it, having no other like it. Ma‘ruf took it in his hand and squeezed it between his thumb and forefinger. It proved too delicate to bear the pressure and so it shattered. ‘Why have you destroyed my jewel?’ asked the king, but Ma‘ruf only laughed and said: ‘King of the age, that was no jewel, but only a bit of mineral worth a thousand dinars. How can you call it a jewel, when a real jewel is something worth seventy thousand? This can only be described as a piece of mineral, and I myself am not concerned with any gem that is not the size of a walnut, since for me such a thing is valueless. How can you be a king and call a thousand-dinar piece like this a gem? You have an excuse, however, as your people are poor and have no valuable treasures.’ The king said: ‘Do you have any of the kind of jewels you have talked about?’ and when Ma‘ruf claimed to have many of them, greed got the better of him and he asked: ‘Will you give me some of these real ones?’ ‘When my baggage comes, you can have them in plenty,’ promised Ma‘ruf, ‘and as I have quantities of whatever you can ask for, I shall not charge you anything for them.’ The delighted king dismissed the other merchants, telling them to wait until Ma‘ruf’s baggage arrived, when they could come back and he personally would pay them off. They then left.

So much for Ma‘ruf and the merchants, but as for the king, he went to the vizier and told him to talk with Ma‘ruf in a friendly way and to tell him about the king’s daughter, so that a marriage might be arranged that would allow them to share in his fortune. The vizier said: ‘King of the age, there is something about this man that I don’t like. I think that he is a fraud and a liar, and I advise you not to talk like this, lest you lose your daughter for no return.’ The vizier himself had earlier asked for the hand of this princess and her father had been ready to give her to him, but when she heard of it she had refused to accept him. So now the king said: ‘Traitor, you don’t want any good to come to me because my daughter turned you down when you asked for her hand. You hope to stand in the way of her marriage and would like her to stay unwed in order to give you a chance of winning her yourself. Listen to what I have to say. This is nothing to do with you and how can this man be a cheat and a liar? He could tell the price that I paid for my jewel and he broke it because he didn’t like it. He has quantities of jewels and when he marries my daughter and sees how lovely she is, she will charm him, and in his love for her he will shower her with gems and treasures. What you want to do is to deprive both her and me of all these good things.’

The vizier stayed silent, as he was afraid of the king’s anger, but he said to himself: ‘Set the dogs on the cows.’ He then made a friendly approach to Ma‘ruf and said: ‘His majesty is fond of you and he has a beautiful daughter whom he would like to marry to you. What have you to say?’ Ma‘ruf agreed to the offer, but added: ‘Wait until my baggage arrives, for royal princesses need large dowries suitable for their rank and condition. At the moment I have no money, and the king had better wait until my goods come. As I am a rich man, for the princess’s dowry I shall give five thousand purses of gold, and then I shall have to have a thousand purses to distribute to the poor and needy on the wedding night, with a thousand more for those who walk in the wedding procession. With another thousand I shall give a banquet to the troops and others, and I must have a hundred gems to present to the bride on the morning after the wedding, as well as a hundred for the slave girls and the eunuchs, since each of them must have one as a token of the bride’s high rank. Then I shall need to clothe a thousand of the naked poor, as well as giving alms. This cannot be done until my baggage comes, but when it does, as I have plenty, I shan’t have to worry about these expenses.’

The vizier went off and told all this to the king, who said: ‘If this is what he proposes to do, how can you say that he is a fraudster and a liar?’ ‘I still do,’ insisted the vizier, but the king reprimanded him harshly, swearing to kill him if he did not stop. He then told him to go back and bring Ma‘ruf to him, saying that he would arrange things himself.

The vizier went to tell Ma‘ruf of the king’s summons. ‘To hear is to obey,’ Ma‘ruf replied, and when he came, the king told him: ‘Don’t make this excuse. My own treasury is full, so take the keys: spend all you need; give away what you want; clothe the poor and do as you please. There is no need for you to concern yourself about the princess and the slave girls, for when your baggage comes you can be as generous as you like with your wife, and, until this happens, I am prepared to wait for her dowry, and I shall never be separated from you.’ On his instructions, Shaikh al-Islam drew up a marriage contract between his daughter and Ma‘ruf and began to prepare the wedding celebrations. The town was adorned with decorations, drums were beaten and tables laid with foods of all kinds. Performers arrived and Ma‘ruf sat on a chair in a room with players, dancers, gymnasts, jugglers and mountebanks exhibiting their skills before him. On his instructions, the treasurer would fetch gold and silver and he would go round the audience with handfuls of money for the performers, gifts for the poor and needy and clothes for the naked.

This was a noisy celebration and the treasurer could scarcely keep up with the demands on the treasury’s reserves, while as for the vizier, his heart was almost bursting with rage yet he could not speak. ‘Ali was astounded at the amount of money being given away and he exclaimed: ‘May God and the saints split your head, Ma‘ruf! Wasn’t it enough for you to waste the money of the merchants, that you had to do the same to the wealth of the king?’ ‘That is nothing to do with you,’ replied Ma‘ruf, ‘and when my baggage comes, I’ll give him back twice as much.’ So he went on throwing away the money, telling himself: ‘Something will happen to protect me; what will be will be, for no one can escape fate.’

The celebrations carried on for forty days and on the forty-first a magnificent bridal procession was organized, with all the emirs and the soldiers walking in front of the bride. When they brought her to Ma‘ruf, he began to scatter gold over the heads of the people and huge amounts of money were spent. He was then escorted to the princess and took his seat on a high couch; the curtains were lowered, the door shut and everyone there went out, leaving Ma‘ruf with his bride. For a time he sat there sadly, striking one hand against the other and reciting the formula: ‘There is no might and no power except with God, the Exalted, the Omnipotent.’ ‘God preserve you, my master,’ said the princess. ‘Why are you so sad?’ ‘How can I fail to be sad,’ he told her, ‘when your father has thrown me into confusion? What he has done to me is like burning crops while they are still green.’ ‘What is it that he has done?’ she asked. ‘Tell me.’ Ma‘ruf explained: ‘He has brought me to you before my baggage has arrived. I had wanted to have at least a hundred jewels to distribute to your maids, one for each of them, so that they might have the pleasure of saying: “My master gave this to me on the night he went in to my lady.” This is something that would have added to your status and increased your reputation. Because I have so many jewels, I have not been accustomed to limiting myself when it comes to giving them away.’ The princess replied: ‘There is no need to vex yourself or to worry about that. I’m not going to hold it against you and I can wait until your baggage arrives, while as for my maids, you needn’t bother about them. Take off your clothes now and relax, for when your goods are here, we can get the jewels and whatever else there is.’

So Ma‘ruf got up and undressed before sitting back on the couch in order to dally and play with his bride. He put his hand on her knee and she sat down on his lap, thrusting her lip into his mouth. This was an hour to make a man forget his father and his mother. He put his arms around her, squeezing her tightly and drawing her close to his breast. He sucked her lip until honey dripped from her mouth, and when he put his hand beneath her left armpit, both their bodies felt the urge for union. He touched her between her breasts before moving his hand down between her thighs. He got between her legs and set about the two tasks, exclaiming: ‘Father of the two veils!’ before priming the charge, lighting the fuse, adjusting the compass and then applying the fire. All four corners of the tower were demolished as the strange adventure, which none can question, took place and the bride gave the shriek that is unavoidable.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and ninety-fourth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that as the bride gave the shriek that is unavoidable, Ma‘ruf took her virginity. This was a night standing outside the ordinary span of life, comprising, as it did, the union of beauties, with embraces, love-play, sucking and copulation lasting until morning. Ma‘ruf then got up and went to the baths, from which he emerged wearing a royal robe. When he entered the audience chamber, all present rose to their feet to greet him respectfully and courteously, congratulating him and calling down blessings on him. He took his seat beside the king and asked: ‘Where is the treasurer?’ ‘Here he is in front of you,’ they told him, and he then gave instructions that robes of honour were to be given to all the viziers, emirs and officers of state. When all that he asked for had been fetched, he sat distributing gifts to everyone who came to him, in accordance with the man’s status.

Things went on like this for twenty days, during which neither his baggage nor anything else made its appearance. The treasurer became extremely disgruntled and approached the king when Ma‘ruf was absent and the king and the vizier were sitting by themselves. He kissed the ground before the king and said: ‘King of the age, there is something that I must tell you, as you might blame me if I failed to bring it to your notice. You should know that the treasury is empty, or rather there is so little money left there that in ten days’ time there will be none at all and we shall have to close it.’ The king turned to the vizier and said: ‘My son-in-law’s baggage has been delayed and there has been no news of it,’ but the vizier laughed and said: ‘May God deal kindly with you, king of the age. You don’t realize what this lying trickster is doing. I take my oath that he has no baggage at all, and there is no plague to get rid of him for us. He has gone on and on playing his tricks on you until he has managed to squander your riches and marry your daughter, all for nothing. How long will you let him get away with it?’ The king asked how he could find out the real truth and the vizier told him: ‘The only person who can discover a man’s secrets is his wife. Send for your daughter to come and sit behind the curtain here so that I can ask her how things really stand and get her to test him and find out how he is placed.’ ‘There can be no harm in that,’ the king said, adding, ‘and I swear that if I discover him to be an impostor, I shall put him to the foulest of deaths.’

He brought the vizier to his sitting room and then sent for his daughter. She came and sat behind the curtain, all this being while Ma‘ruf was away. She asked her father what he wanted and he told her to speak to the vizier. When she put the question to him, he said: ‘My lady, you must know that your husband has squandered your father’s wealth and has married you without paying a dowry. He keeps on making promises to us, but he never keeps them; there is no news of his baggage and, in short, we want you to tell us about him.’ ‘He talks a lot,’ she replied, ‘but although he is forever coming to me and promising me jewels, treasures and precious stuffs, I’ve not seen anything.’ The vizier asked: ‘My lady, could you discuss things with him this evening in the give-and-take of conversation? Get round to saying: “Don’t be afraid to tell me the truth. You are my husband and I would do nothing to hurt you. If you tell me how things really stand, I’ll think of some way to get you out of your difficulties.” Then say whatever you think best as you talk to him and let him see that you love him. If you get him to confess, come and tell us the truth.’ ‘I know how to test him, father,’ she agreed.

She went off and after supper when her husband came to her, as usual, she got up and, putting her arms under his, she did her best to ensnare him – and how well women are able to do this when there is something they want from a man! She went on flattering him with words that were sweeter than honey until she had stolen away his wits. When she saw that he was entirely taken up with her, she said: ‘My darling, the delight of my eyes and the fruit of my heart, may God never deprive me of you and may Time never separate us. Love for you has lodged in my heart; the fire of my passion for you has consumed my entrails and I can never fail in my duty towards you. I want you to tell me the truth, for lying is unhelpful as it can never succeed all the time. How long are you going to go on trying to trick my father? I’m afraid that you will be exposed before I can think of some plan, and he will use violence against you. If you tell me the truth, all will be well for you and you need fear no harm. How many times are you going to claim to be a wealthy merchant with a baggage train on the way? You have been talking again and again about this baggage for a very long time, but no word has come of it and your face shows how worried you are. If it’s not true, tell me and, God willing, I shall think of some way to get you out of the difficulty.’ ‘My lady,’ he replied, ‘I shall tell you the truth and you can then do whatever you want.’ ‘Tell me, then,’ she said, ‘but be sure to stick to the truth, for this is the vessel of salvation, and beware of lying, which disgraces the liar. How well the poet has put it:


Stick to truth even though it threatens you with death by fire;

Seek God’s approval, for the foolish man

Angers his Lord and seeks to please His slaves.’



Ma‘ruf then said: ‘I must tell you, my lady, that I am not a merchant; I have no baggage and there is nothing to protect me from my creditors. In my own land I was a cobbler and I had a wife known as Dung Fatima’ – and he went on to tell her the story of his dealings with Fatima from beginning to end. She laughed and said: ‘What a good liar and trickster you are!’ ‘My lady,’ he said, ‘God preserve you as a keeper of shameful secrets and a remover of anxieties.’ She said: ‘You duped my father and deceived him with all your bragging so that, thanks to his greed, he married me off to you and you then squandered his money. The vizier holds this against you and on innumerable occasions he has told my father that you are a fraud and a liar. My father has refused to accept this because the vizier once asked for my hand and I wouldn’t take him as a husband. Now, as time goes on, my father finds himself in difficulties, and he has asked me to get you to confess. I’ve done that and your cover has been removed. That would make my father determined to do you a mischief, but I have become your wife and I’m not going to neglect you. If I tell him, he will know for certain that you are a swindler and a liar who has tricked princesses and wasted the wealth of kings. For him that would be an unforgivable sin and he would be certain to have you put to death. Then everybody would know that I married a fraud and I would be disgraced. Also, if my father has you killed, he may try to marry me to another man and that is something that I shall never accept, even if it costs me my life. So now get up, dress yourself as a mamluk, take fifty thousand dinars of my money and ride off on a good horse to some place where my father’s writ does not run. You can set up as a merchant there and you must then write me a letter, giving it to a courier who is to deliver it to me secretly, so that I may know where you are. Then I’ll send you whatever I can lay my hands on and you will be a wealthy man. When my father dies, I’ll send for you and you can return with all honour and respect, while if either you or I die and are gathered into God’s mercy, we shall be reunited on the Day of Resurrection. This is the right course to follow and as long as we both remain well, I shall not stop sending you letters and money. Now get up before day breaks and you find yourself at a loss, with destruction facing you on every side.’ He said: ‘My lady, I am under your protection. Let me lie with you before we say goodbye.’ ‘There’s no harm in that,’ she replied and so he lay with her, and then washed, before dressing as a mamluk. He told the grooms to saddle him a good horse and, having taken leave of his wife, he left the city as night was ending and rode away. Everyone who saw him thought that he must be one of the king’s mamluks going out on an errand.

In the morning, the king, with his vizier, came to the sitting room and sent for the princess, who arrived behind the curtain. ‘What have you to say?’ her father asked her and she replied: ‘I say: “May God blacken the face of the vizier in the same way that he would have disgraced me in the eyes of my husband.”’ When her father asked about this, she said: ‘He came to me yesterday, but before I could say anything to him about this, in came Faraj the eunuch with a letter in his hand. He said: “There are ten mamluks standing beneath the palace window. They gave me this letter and told me: ‘Kiss the hands of our master, Ma‘ruf the merchant, for us and give him this letter. We are some of the mamluks who were with his baggage train, and when we heard that he had married the king’s daughter, we came to tell him what happened to us on the way.’” I took the letter and when I read it I found that it ran: “From the five hundred mamluks to our master, Ma‘ruf the merchant. To continue: we have to tell you that after you left us, we were attacked by mounted Bedouin. There were some two thousand of them against our five hundred. There was a fierce battle, as they blocked our way and we had to go on fighting them for thirty days. This is why we have been so slow in reaching 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 nine hundred and ninety-fifth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the princess told her father: ‘A letter came to my husband from his servants with news that Bedouin had blocked their way and that this was why they had been slow in coming. It went on: “The Bedouin took two hundred loads of fabrics from the baggage and killed fifty of us.” When my husband heard the news, he cursed the mamluks and exclaimed: “How could they fight with Bedouin for the sake of a mere two hundred loads of goods? How much is that? They shouldn’t have wasted time on that, as the two hundred loads would be worth no more than seven thousand dinars. I shall have to go to them and hurry them on. What was taken will not diminish the baggage train or have any effect on me, and I can count it as alms given by me to the Bedouin.” He was laughing as he left me and showing no signs of distress either at the goods that he had lost or at the death of his mamluks. When he went down, I looked out of the palace window and saw the ten mamluks that had brought the letter. They were splendid as moons, and my father has none like them; while the robes that they were wearing were each worth two thousand dinars. My husband went off with them in order to fetch his goods, and thank God I never had the chance to say anything about what you told me to ask him, as he would have laughed at me and at you and he might have begun to disparage me and to hate me. All the fault lies with your vizier who keeps on speaking improperly about my husband.’ The king said: ‘Daughter, your husband is a very wealthy man who never thinks about money. From the first day that he came here, he has been giving it away to the poor and, God willing, his baggage will arrive soon to our great benefit.’ He was completely taken in by her scheme and kept on trying to reassure her, while heaping abuse on the vizier.

So much for the king, but as for Ma‘ruf, he rode off through the desert in a state of confusion, not knowing where to go. He was distressed by the pain of parting from his wife and, faced with the torments of passion, he recited:


Time has betrayed our union and separated us;

The harshness of parting burns my heart until it melts.

My eyes shed tears at the loss of the beloved:

Now we are parted; when shall we meet again?

You moon that gleams so brightly, I am he

Whose heart is torn in pieces by your love.

I wish I had not met you even once,

For, after union, I have tasted pain.

My love for Dunya stays with me always,

And if I die of love, may she survive.

O brilliance of the radiant sun, shine on

A heart love’s former favours have consumed.

Will days to come unite us once again,

Allowing us to meet in joyfulness,

Happy within her palace, where I may

Clasp in my arms the sand hill’s branch?

You are the moon, whose sun sheds light,

And may your lovely face not cease to shine.

I am content with the distress of love,

For love’s good fortune is pure misery.



When he had finished these lines, he shed bitter tears and, as he could see nowhere to go, he decided that death was preferable to life. In his perplexity, he wandered on like a drunkard and did not stop until noon, when he had come to a small village. Near it he could see a peasant ploughing with two oxen, and as he was very hungry, he went up to him. After the two of them had exchanged greetings, the peasant said: ‘Welcome, master. Are you one of the king’s mamluks?’ Ma‘ruf said that he was and he was then invited to eat at the peasant’s house. Recognizing that here was a generous man, he said: ‘Brother, I don’t see that you have anything to give me to eat, so how can you invite me?’ ‘There are good things here, master,’ the peasant told him, ‘for the village is close at hand. Do you dismount and I’ll go and fetch food for you and fodder for your horse.’ ‘If it’s as near as that, I can get there as fast as you,’ said Ma‘ruf, ‘and I can then buy what I want from the market and eat it.’ The peasant said: ‘It’s only a little place with no market, and nobody trades there, so I beg you to do me the favour of staying with me. I’ll go there and be back soon.’

Ma‘ruf dismounted and the peasant started off to the village to fetch food, leaving him sitting there to wait for him. Ma‘ruf said to himself: ‘I’ve turned this poor fellow away from his work and so I’d better get up and do his ploughing for him, to let him have something in return for the time that I’ve made him waste.’ He took hold of the plough and drove the oxen forward, but before he had gone far, the plough snagged on an obstacle. The oxen stopped, and for all his efforts Ma‘ruf couldn’t get them to move on. He looked at the plough and found that it had caught on a golden ring. Then, when he cleared the earth from round it, he found that the ring was set in the middle of a marble slab as big as a millwheel. He worked at it until he succeeded in shifting it and under it he discovered steps leading down into an underground chamber. Down he went and there he found a place as big as a bath house, with four side chambers. Of these, the first was filled from top to bottom with gold; the second held emeralds, pearls and corals; the third was full of sapphires, hyacinth gems and turquoises; while in the fourth were diamonds and various other types of precious stones. At the head of the room was a chest made of clear crystal, filled with unique gems, each as big as a walnut, and sitting on top of this was a small golden casket, the size of a lemon.

Ma‘ruf was astonished and delighted by what he saw, but he wondered what could be in the casket. He opened it and discovered a golden ring inscribed with names and talismans in a script that looked like ants’ tracks. He rubbed the ring and immediately a voice was heard saying: ‘Here I am, master. Whatever you ask will be given you. Do you want to build a town, destroy a city, have a canal dug or anything else of the kind? Whatever you ask will be done, through the permission of the Omnipotent God, the Creator of night and day.’ ‘Who and what are you, creature of my Lord?’ asked Ma‘ruf, and the voice replied: ‘I am the servant of the ring, bound to the service of its owner. I shall perform whatever task you ask of me, and I can have no excuse for not doing so as I am lord of the races of the jinn, with seventy-two tribes under my command, each numbering seventy-two thousand. Each of these controls a thousand marids; each marid controls a thousand ‘auns; each ‘aun controls a thousand devils and each devil controls a thousand jinn. All of these owe me allegiance and none of them can disobey me. I am bound to this ring by a spell and I cannot disobey its owner. You are now the owner and I am your servant, so ask whatever you want and I shall hear and obey you. Whenever you need me, whether on land or in the sea, rub the ring and you will find me with you, but take care not to rub it twice in a row or else fire from the names engraved on it will burn me up and you will have cause to regret my loss when I am dead. This is all that I have to tell you about myself.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and ninety-sixth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the servant of the ring told Ma‘ruf about himself. ‘What is your name?’ asked Ma‘ruf, and the servant of the ring told him that it was Abu’l-Sa‘adat. ‘What is this place, Abu’l-Sa‘adat,’ he asked, ‘and whose spell imprisoned you in this casket?’ Abu’l-Sa‘adat replied: ‘This is known as the treasure chamber of Shaddad ibn ‘Ad, who built Iram, City of the Columns, whose like has never been created in any land.* While Shaddad lived, I was his servant and this was his ring; he put it among his treasures but it has now fallen to your lot.’ Ma‘ruf asked him: ‘Can you bring all this treasure to the surface?’ ‘With the greatest of ease,’ replied Abu’l-Sa‘adat, at which Ma‘ruf instructed him to bring out the whole of it, leaving nothing behind. Abu’l-Sa‘adat pointed at the ground, which split open and into which he disappeared briefly, before two graceful and handsome young boys emerged, carrying golden baskets, themselves filled with gold. They emptied out the baskets, went off and fetched more, and kept on bringing up gold and jewels until, before an hour was up, they announced that there was nothing left in the treasure chamber. Abu’l-Sa‘adat himself then came out and said: ‘Master, I have checked and we have removed everything that was there.’ ‘Who are these handsome boys?’ Ma‘ruf asked him, to which he replied: ‘They are my sons. I didn’t think it worthwhile summoning the ‘auns for a task like this, so my sons have done what you wanted and they are honoured to have been of service to you. Now ask for something else.’

Ma‘ruf said: ‘Are you able to fetch me mules and chests, and can you then put the money in the chests and load them on the mules?’ ‘Nothing could be easier,’ replied Abu’l-Sa‘adat, who then gave a great cry, at which all eight hundred of his sons appeared in front of him. He told them: ‘Some of you are to change into mules, while others are to become handsome mamluks, even the least of whom is to be better than any found with kings; some are to be muleteers and others servants.’ They did what he told them, with seven hundred becoming mules and the rest servants. Abu’l-Sa‘adat then summoned the ‘auns and, when they came, he ordered some of them to turn into horses, with golden saddles encrusted with gems. When Ma‘ruf saw this, he asked: ‘Where are the chests?’ and after these had been fetched, he gave instructions that the gold and the various precious stones were to be packed separately. The chests were then loaded on to three hundred mules.

Then Ma‘ruf asked Abu’l-Sa‘adat whether he could fetch him bales of costly fabrics, and when he was asked whether he wanted these from Egypt, Syria, Persia, India or Rum, he said: ‘Bring me a hundred bales from each of them, carried on a hundred mules.’ ‘Allow me time to arrange for my ‘auns to do that, master,’ Abu’l-Sa‘adat replied, and he then instructed each group of ‘auns to go to a different land to get what was needed; they were then to take the shape of mules and come back carrying the goods. ‘How long do you need?’ Ma‘ruf asked, and Abu’l-Sa‘adat said: ‘However long it remains dark, for by dawn you shall have all that you want.’ After Ma‘ruf had agreed to this, Abu’l-Sa‘adat gave orders that a tent was to be pitched for him and, when this had been done, a table laden with food was brought in. ‘Take your seat in this tent, master,’ said Abu’l-Sa‘adat. ‘You need have no fear, as my sons here will guard you, while I go to collect my ‘auns and send them off to carry out your wishes.’

When Abu’l-Sa‘adat had left, Ma‘ruf sat in the tent with the food in front of him and Abu’l-Sa‘adat’s sons standing there in the shape of mamluks, servants and retainers. While he was seated in state, up came the peasant carrying a big bowl of lentils and a horse’s nosebag full of barley. When he saw the tent with the mamluks standing with their hands on their breasts, he thought that the king must have come and halted there. He stopped, flabbergasted, saying to himself: ‘I wish I had killed a couple of chickens and roasted them with cow’s butter for the king.’ He was intending to go back to do this in order to entertain the king, when Ma‘ruf caught sight of him and called out to him. He then told the mamluks to fetch him and they brought him up, together with his bowl of lentils. ‘What’s this?’ Ma‘ruf asked him, and he said: ‘This is your meal and here is fodder for your horse. Don’t blame me, for I never thought that the king would come here. Had I known, I would have killed a couple of chickens and prepared a better meal.’ ‘The king has not come,’ Ma‘ruf told him. ‘I am his son-in-law, but I quarrelled with him and he sent his mamluks to reconcile me with him. I’m on my way back to the city, but as you have produced this food for me without knowing who I was, I shall accept what you have brought. Even if it is lentils, this and only this is what I intend to eat.’ He told the peasant to put the bowl in the middle of the table and ate from it until he had had enough, while the peasant ate his fill from the other splendid dishes that were there. Ma‘ruf then washed his hands, and after he had allowed the mamluks to eat, they finished off what was left on the table. Then, when the peasant’s bowl had been emptied, Ma‘ruf filled it with gold and said: ‘Take this home with you and then come to visit me in the city, where I shall treat you generously.’ The man took the bowl, brimming with gold, and drove his two oxen back to the village as proudly as if he were cousin to the king.

Ma‘ruf passed a night of unalloyed pleasure. The brides of the treasure* were brought for him and beat their tambourines, all the while dancing in front of him, making it a night that stood outside the ordinary span of life. The next morning, before he knew what was happening, a cloud of dust could be seen rising and when it cleared away there were seven hundred mules carrying bales of fabric, surrounded by servants – muleteers, baggage handlers and torch-bearers – with Abu’l-Sa‘adat mounted on a mule playing the part of baggage master. In front of him was a palanquin with four ornamented poles of glistening red gold, set with gems. When he reached Ma‘ruf’s tent, he dismounted, kissed the ground and said: ‘All that you asked for has been done. In this palanquin is a set of robes from the treasure chamber, the like of which no king possesses. Put it on; then get into the palanquin and tell us what you want done.’

Ma‘ruf said: ‘I want to write a letter for you to take to the city of Ikhtiyan al-Khutan, where you must go to my relative, the king, whose presence you are to enter in the shape of a human courier.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ said Abu’l-Sa‘adat, and when Ma‘ruf had written his letter and sealed it, he took it away and brought it to the king. He found the king telling the vizier: ‘I’m worried about my son-in-law, as I’m afraid that the Bedouin may kill him. I wish that I knew where he has gone so that I could follow him with my troops, and I wish that he had told me before going.’ ‘May God be gentle to you in your foolishness,’ the vizier replied. ‘I swear that the man realized that we had woken up to what he was doing and then ran away, fearing disgrace, for he is nothing but a trickster and a liar.’ It was at this point that the ‘courier’ came in, kissing the ground before the king and praying that he be granted long life as well as continued glory and prosperity. ‘Who are you and what do you want?’ asked the king, and the ‘courier’ said: ‘I am a messenger sent to you by your son-in-law, who is on his way with his baggage train. He sent me with a letter for you, and here it is.’

The king took the letter and, on reading it, he found the following: ‘The best of greetings to my uncle, the great king. I have arrived with my baggage, so come out and meet me with your troops.’ ‘May God blacken your face, vizier!’ exclaimed the king. ‘How many times have you cast aspersions on my son-in-law’s honour, calling him a fraud and a liar? Here he is with his baggage, while you are nothing but a traitor.’ The vizier looked down at the ground in shame and embarrassment and replied: ‘King of the age, I only said that because his baggage took so long in coming, and I was afraid that all the money he spent would be lost and gone.’ ‘Traitor!’ said the king. ‘What is my wealth in comparison with what he is bringing? He is going to repay me many times over.’ He ordered the city to be adorned with decorations and then went to his daughter and said: ‘I have good news for you. Your husband is close at hand, bringing his baggage with him. He has sent me a letter to tell me about it, and I’m just on my way off to meet him.’ The princess was astonished by this and said to herself: ‘How amazing! I wonder if he was making a fool of me and laughing at me, or else testing me by telling me that he was a poor man. God be praised that I didn’t fail in my duty to him.’

So much for Ma‘ruf, but as for ‘Ali the merchant, he saw the decorations in the city and asked about them. When people told him: ‘The baggage of Ma‘ruf the merchant, the king’s son-in-law, has arrived,’ he exclaimed: ‘Great God, what calamity is this? He came as a poor man, running away from his wife, so how can he have got hold of baggage? It may be that the princess did something for him so as to avoid disgrace, as there is nothing that kings cannot do. At any rate, may God shelter him and preserve him from shame.’
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and ninety-seventh night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that ‘Ali the merchant asked why the city had been adorned with decorations, and when they told him what had happened, he prayed for Ma‘ruf and said: ‘May God shelter him and not expose him to disgrace.’ All the other merchants were pleased and delighted at the prospect of getting their money back, and the king, for his part, collected his troops and went out. Abu’l-Sa‘adat had come back to say that he had delivered the letter, and Ma‘ruf gave the command: ‘Load up.’ Wearing his treasure-hoard robes he mounted his palanquin and moved off in a thousand times greater and more imposing state than the king. When he had got halfway, the king met him with his men, and on his arrival, when he saw the robes Ma‘ruf was wearing and the palanquin in which he was riding, he threw himself on him, greeting him and praying that God preserve him. Every notable in the state joined in the greeting, as it was clear that Ma‘ruf had been telling the truth and that there was nothing false about him.

He entered the city in a procession splendid enough to cause the gall bladder of the envious to burst, and the merchants hurried up to kiss the ground before him. ‘Ali the merchant said to him: ‘You have made a success of this, master of impostors, but you deserve your success, and may God in His grace grant you even more.’ Ma‘ruf laughed, and when he had entered the palace and taken his seat on the throne, he said: ‘Place the gold in the treasury of my uncle, the king, and bring me the fabrics.’ These were fetched by the servants, who started to open the bales, one after another, until, when seven hundred had been unpacked, he picked out the best and ordered that they be taken to the princess to distribute among her maids. He also sent her the contents of a chest, full of jewels, which were to be brought to her to be given to the eunuchs as well as the maids. The merchants to whom he owed money were repaid in fabrics and whoever had lent him a thousand dinars was given what was worth two thousand dinars or more. After that, he began to distribute money to the poor and needy, while the king, who was watching, was unable to object. This went on until he had given away everything that had been in the seven hundred bales and it was then that he turned to the soldiers, to whom he gave precious stones – emeralds, sapphires, pearls, corals, and so on. He gave away gems in handfuls, without counting, and the king said: ‘That’s enough, my son; there is nothing much left of your goods.’ ‘I have plenty,’ said Ma‘ruf, and as it was clear that he had been speaking the truth, no one could think that he was now lying and he, for his part, didn’t care what he gave away, as Abu’l-Sa‘adat could fetch him whatever he wanted.

The treasurer now came to the king and said: ‘King of the age, the treasury is full and there is no room for the remaining gold and jewels. Where are we going to put the rest of them?’ The king suggested where they could be stored. Meanwhile the princess, on seeing all this, was overjoyed as well as amazed, asking herself where it had all come from. The merchants, for their part, were delighted with what they had been given and they called down blessings on Ma‘ruf. As for ‘Ali, he started saying to himself in his astonishment: ‘How did he manage to lie and cheat his way into the possession of all these treasures? If he had got them from the princess, he wouldn’t have been giving them away to the poor. How fine are the lines of the poet:


When the King of kings gives gifts,

Do not ask the reason.

God gives to whom He wants,

So mind your manners.’



So much for him, but as for the king, he was astonished when he saw the lavish generosity with which Ma‘ruf gave away money. Ma‘ruf himself now went to his wife, who greeted him joyfully with smiles and laughter. She kissed his hand and said: ‘Were you making fun of me or testing me when you told me that you were a poor man, running away from your wife? I praise God that I did not fall short in my duty to you, my darling, for whether you are rich or poor, there is no one dearer to me than you. Please tell me now what you meant by what you said.’ Ma‘ruf answered: ‘I did mean to test you to see whether your love was genuine or merely a matter of money and a wish for worldly goods. You showed me your sincerity, and since you really love me, I welcome you and appreciate your integrity.’

He then went off by himself and rubbed the ring. Abu’l-Sa‘adat appeared and said: ‘Here I am; ask for what you want.’ Ma‘ruf told him: ‘I want robes for my wife from a treasure chamber, as well as jewellery, including a necklace, set with forty incomparable gems.’ ‘To hear is to obey,’ Abu’l-Sa‘adat replied, and when he had fetched what he had been told to bring, Ma‘ruf dismissed him and went with it to his wife. He placed the treasures in front of her, telling her that he wanted her to put them on, and when she saw them she was ecstatic with joy. Among them she found a pair of golden anklets studded with gems – the work of magicians – bracelets, earrings and a girdle, past all price. When she had put on the robe and this jewellery, she said: ‘Master, I would like to keep these for feasts and holidays,’ but he told her to wear them all the time, adding: ‘I have plenty more besides them.’ Her maids were delighted to see her wearing the robe and they kissed Ma‘ruf’s hands. He then left them and went off by himself to rub the ring. This time, when Abu’l-Sa‘adat appeared, Ma‘ruf told him to fetch a hundred robes together with jewellery. ‘To hear is to obey,’ said Abu’l-Sa‘adat and he fetched the robes, each with its accompanying jewellery wrapped inside it. Ma‘ruf took these and called for the maids. When they came, he presented one robe to each of them, with the result that, when they had put them on, they looked like the houris of Paradise, with the princess among them resplendent as the moon among stars. One of them told the king about this, and when he came to see his daughter, he found her and her maids dazzling all who looked at them.

Full of amazement, he went off, summoned the vizier and, after telling him what had happened, he added: ‘What have you got to say to this?’ ‘King of the age,’ replied the vizier, ‘this is not the behaviour of a merchant. A merchant will sit for years hoarding pieces of linen and only sell them at a profit. How can men like that possibly acquire generous habits like these, and how can they get hold of wealth and jewels such as few kings possess or find themselves with quantities of goods like these? There must be something behind this, and if you will listen to me, I shall show you how to discover the truth.’ The king agreed and the vizier went on: ‘Arrange to meet him and then talk to him in a friendly way. Say: “I am thinking of going out to a garden to enjoy myself with nobody but you and the vizier.” When we are there, we can set out wine and get him to drink. When he does that, he will lose his wits and his good sense, and if we then ask him how things really stand with him, he is bound to tell us what he is hiding, for wine gives secrets away. How well the poet has expressed it:


When the effects of the wine I drank crept on their way

To where my secrets were, I cried out: “Stop! Enough!”

For fear of being overpowered, lest those

Who drank with me might learn what I kept hid.



When he tells us the truth, we shall discover what he really is, and then we can do exactly what we want, for as things stand at the moment I am afraid of what could happen to you. He might want the throne for himself and win over the army by his lavish generosity, before deposing you and seizing power himself.’ ‘True enough,’ said the 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 nine hundred and ninety-eighth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that when the vizier devised this scheme for the king, the king could see he was right. The two of them agreed on this plan that night. The next morning, the king went to his audience chamber and, as he was sitting there, his servants and grooms came to him in a state of distress. He asked them what was wrong and they told him: ‘King of the age, the grooms rubbed down the horses and gave both them and the baggage mules their feed, but this morning we found that they had all been stolen by the mamluks. We searched the stables but saw no trace of them, and when we went to the mamluks’ quarters we found them empty and we have no idea how they can have got away.’ The king was astonished as he had thought that these had all been real – horses, mules, mamluks and all – not knowing that they were, in fact, ‘auns in the service of Abu’l-Sa‘adat. ‘Damn you,’ he exclaimed, ‘how can a thousand beasts, five hundred mamluks, and other servants as well, escape without anyone noticing?’ They said that they could think of no answer, and so he told them: ‘Go off and wait for your master to come out from the harem and then give him the news.’ They went away and sat in dismay, until Ma‘ruf came out and noticed how distressed they were. He asked the reason for this and they told him the news. He said: ‘Were they so valuable that you should worry yourselves about them? Go off about your business.’ He sat there laughing, showing no signs of anger or grief, while the king looked at the vizier and said: ‘What kind of a man is this, for whom money has no value? There must be something behind this.’

They had talked for a while with him, when the king said: ‘I want to go to a garden with the two of you to enjoy myself. What do you say?’ Ma‘ruf raised no objection and they went off to a garden which contained two kinds of every fruit, with flowing streams, tall trees and singing birds. They entered a pavilion that was calculated to clear sorrow from the heart, and there they sat talking, as the vizier told remarkable stories and amusing jokes, using language that stirred them to delight. Ma‘ruf sat listening until the time came for their evening meal, when food was brought in as well as a pitcher of wine. After they had eaten and washed their hands, the vizier filled a wine cup, which he gave to the king, who drank it, and then, filling another, he said to Ma‘ruf: ‘Take wine, before whose dignity the heads of men’s intelligence bow low.’ ‘What is it, vizier?’ Ma‘ruf asked, and the vizier said: ‘This is the grey-haired virgin, long kept at home, who brings delight to men’s hearts. It is of this that the poet has said:


The barbarians’ feet trampled it down,

And it took its revenge on the heads of Arabs.

It is poured by an infidel like the moon in darkness,

Whose glances are the surest cause of sin.



How well another has expressed it in the lines:


It is as though both wine and cupbearer,

Who stands unveiling it among the guests,

Danced like the morning sun, upon whose face

The moon had placed twin stars as beauty spots.

It is so delicate and subtly mixed

That it flows through men’s limbs like their souls.



Another good description is as follows:


The moon of beauty clasped me all night long,

Although the sun had not set in the glass.

The fire to which the Magians bow down,

Bowed down to me all night from the wine-jar.



Another poet has said:


The wine moved through the drinkers’ limbs

Like signs of health returning to the sick.



Another has written:


I wonder how those who press it ever die,

When what they leave us is the water of life.



Better than these are the lines of Abu Nuwas:


Don’t blame me, for this just prompts me to sin,

But cure my sickness with what was its cause –

Wine in whose courts sorrows cannot dismount;

Its touch would fill a rock with happiness.

In the dark night, as it rests in its jug,

The house gleams with its glittering light.

It passes among young men before whom Time is humbled,

But what it does to them is only what they want,

Carried by a girl dressed as a boy,

The darling of sodomites and fornicators alike.

Tell the man who lays claim to knowledge:

“You may know something, but there is much you do not know.”



Best of all are the lines of Ibn al-Mu‘tazz:


May al-Jazira, shaded by its trees,

And Dair ‘Abdun be blessed with showers of rain.

How often was I woken there to take a morning draught,

At early dawn, before the birds had stirred,

By the monks’ voices as they went to prayer

In their black habits, chanting mournfully.

How many a handsome shape was there, adorned

With coquetry, and eyelids that shrouded dark eyes.

One of them came to visit me, concealed by night,

Cautious and fearful, hurrying along.

I rose to spread my cheek upon his path

Humbly, wiping away my footsteps with my robe.

The new moon’s light almost brought us disgrace,

Small as it was, like the clipping of a fingernail.

What happened then, I am not going to tell;

Believe the best and ask for no more news.



How well another poet expressed it when he said:


This morning I’m the wealthiest of men,

Because I know that happiness will come.

For I have here a store of liquid gold,

Which I shall measure in a drinking cup.



Other excellent lines run as follows:


This is the only alchemy there is,

And what is said of other types is false.

One carat’s weight of wine in one qintar of grief

Is instantly transmuted into joy.



Another has said:


The empty glass feels heavy when it comes,

But when we fill it up with unmixed wine,

It is so light it almost flies away,

For so our spirits make our bodies light.



Yet another has said:


The wine cup and the wine require respect;

It is their right that their rights be preserved.

When I am dead, bury me beside a vine;

It may be that its roots will wet my bones.

Don’t lay me in the desert, for I fear

When I am dead that I may not taste wine.’



The vizier went on trying to persuade Ma‘ruf to drink, telling him of all the attractive qualities of wine, reciting the lines written in its honour and telling him witty stories until he was prompted to sip from the edge of the wine cup. Soon this was all that he wanted, and as the vizier kept on filling up the cup, he kept on drinking with such pleasure that he became so fuddled that he could no longer tell right from wrong. When the vizier saw that he had passed the limits of sobriety and was completely drunk, he said: ‘Ma‘ruf, I wonder where you got these unique jewels. Not even the most powerful kings have any that can match them and never in my life have I seen a merchant who has acquired as much wealth as you have, nor one as generous as you. Your actions are those of a king and not of a merchant, and so, for God’s sake, please tell me about yourself so that I may fully grasp the high position you occupy.’ He went on wheedling away as best he could until Ma‘ruf, who had now lost his wits completely, said: ‘I am not a merchant or a king,’ and went on to tell him his whole story from beginning to end. The vizier then pressed him to let him see the ring so that he could examine how it had been made, and in his drunken state Ma‘ruf took it from his finger and handed it to him to inspect. The vizier took it and turned it over before saying: ‘If I rub it, will the servant of the ring appear?’ ‘Yes, indeed,’ Ma‘ruf told him. ‘He will come to you when you do that and you can then look at him.’

The vizier rubbed the ring and a voice spoke: ‘Here am I, master. Ask, and your wish will be granted. Do you want a city destroyed or another built up, or do you want to have a king killed? I shall obediently do whatever you ask.’ At that, the vizier pointed to Ma‘ruf and said: ‘Carry off this worthless creature and throw him down in the most desolate of deserts where he can find neither food nor drink, so that he may starve miserably to death without anyone knowing of his fate.’ Abu’l-Sa‘adat snatched up Ma‘ruf and flew away with him between heaven and earth. Ma‘ruf was sure that things were going to end badly, with his death, and he asked Abu’l-Sa‘adat tearfully where he was taking him. He said: ‘I am going to throw you down in the Empty Quarter, you ill-educated fellow. What man with a talisman like this can hand it to other people to look at? You deserve what has happened to you, and were it not for the fact that I fear God, I would drop you from a thousand fathoms up, so that before you reached the ground the winds would blow you to pieces.’ He said nothing more until he reached the Empty Quarter, where he dropped Ma‘ruf and went off, leaving him alone in the desert.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the nine hundred and ninety-ninth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the servant of the ring took Ma‘ruf and dropped him in the Empty Quarter, before leaving him there by himself and going back.

So much for Ma‘ruf, but as for the vizier, when he got hold of the ring, he said to the king: ‘What do you think? Didn’t I tell you that he was a liar and a trickster and you didn’t believe me?’ ‘You were right, vizier, may God grant you health,’ the king said, ‘and now let me look at the ring.’ The vizier turned to him angrily and spat in his face, saying: ‘You fool, why should I give it to you and remain your servant, now that I have become your master. I am not going to let you stay alive.’ At that, he rubbed the ring and when Abu’l-Sa‘adat came, he said: ‘Take this boor and throw him down where you put his son-in-law, the trickster.’ So Abu’l-Sa‘adat picked him up and as he was carrying him off, the king said: ‘Creature of God, what crime have I committed?’ ‘I don’t know,’ answered Abu’l-Sa‘adat, ‘but this is what my master ordered me to do and I cannot disobey whoever holds the ring.’ He flew on and deposited the king in the same place as Ma‘ruf, before leaving him there and going back. Hearing the sound of Ma‘ruf weeping, the king went up to him and told him what had happened. The two of them then sat shedding tears for their misfortune, having nothing either to eat or to drink.

This is what happened to them, but as for the vizier, after getting rid of them both, he left the garden, assembled all the troops and convened an assembly at which he told them the story of the ring and let them know what he had done with Ma‘ruf and the king. He went on: ‘Unless you appoint me as your ruler, I shall order the servant of the ring to carry all of you off and throw you into the Empty Quarter to die of hunger and thirst.’ ‘Don’t harm us,’ they said, ‘for we are content to accept you as our ruler and we shall not disobey your commands.’ In this way, they were forced to submit to him and he gave them robes of honour. He then began to ask Abu’l-Sa‘adat for whatever he wanted and this was immediately fetched for him.

He took his seat on the throne and, when he had received the homage of the troops, he sent a message to the princess, telling her: ‘Prepare yourself, for I want you and am coming to lie with you tonight.’ The princess burst into tears, finding it hard to bear the loss of her father and her husband, and she sent back to say: ‘Wait for the end of the period that according to law I must delay after losing my husband, and you can then send me a note and sleep with me legally.’ He wrote back: ‘I don’t recognize any waiting period, short or long. There is no need for letters; I see no difference between what is legal and what is not, and I shall certainly have you tonight.’ At that, she sent back a letter welcoming him, but this was a trick on her part. The vizier was pleased and delighted to get her reply, as he was deeply in love with her. He ordered food to be provided for everyone, telling them: ‘Eat; this is a wedding feast, for I propose to lie with the princess tonight.’ The shaikh al-Islam objected that it was unlawful for him do this until the legal waiting period was over, after which a marriage contract could be drawn up, but he repeated: ‘I don’t recognize any waiting period; so say no more about it.’ The shaikh was afraid that he might do him a mischief and so said nothing to him, but to the soldiers he said: ‘This man is an irreligious unbeliever, a follower of no creed.’

That evening, the vizier went to the princess, whom he found wearing her most splendid robes with her most magnificent ornaments. When she saw him, she went up to him laughingly and said: ‘This is a blessed night, although I would have thought it even better had you killed my father and my husband.’ ‘I shall certainly do that,’ he promised, after which she made him sit down and started to flirt with him, making a show of affection. When she talked caressingly to him, smiling at him, he became carried away, while for her part she was using this flattery to deceive him so that she could get hold of the ring and, in place of his joy, bring down misfortune on his head. In what she did she was following the advice of the poet who said:


By my cunning I achieved what I could not get by the sword,

And I came back with spoils which had been sweet to win.



When the vizier saw how tenderly she smiled at him, he felt a surge of passion and wanted to take her, but when he came near, she drew away and burst into tears. ‘Sir,’ she said, ‘don’t you see that man looking at us? For God’s sake, keep me from his sight, for how can you make love to me while he is watching?’ The vizier said angrily: ‘Where is he?’ and she said: ‘In the ring; he is raising his head and looking at us.’ The vizier laughed, thinking that the servant of the ring was watching them, and he said: ‘Don’t be afraid; this is the servant of the ring, who is under my control.’ ‘But I am afraid of ‘ifrits,’ she objected, ‘so take it off and throw it away from me.’ He removed the ring and put it on the pillow before approaching her again, but when he did, she used her foot to give him such a kick that he fell over backwards, unconscious. She then called out to her servants, and when they hurried in she told them to seize him. While forty of her maids took hold of him, she quickly snatched the ring from the pillow and rubbed it. ‘Here I am, mistress,’ said Abu’l-Sa‘adat, coming forward, and she told him: ‘Take this infidel, put him in prison and load him with fetters.’ So Abu’l-Sa‘adat took the vizier to the Dungeon of Anger before returning to tell the princess.

She now asked him where he had taken her father and her husband, and when he told her that he had left them in the Empty Quarter, she ordered him to fetch them back immediately. ‘To hear is to obey,’ he said, and he then flew away and did not stop until he had reached the Empty Quarter, where he found the two of them sitting in tears and complaining to one another. ‘Don’t be afraid,’ he called to them. ‘Relief has come.’ He told them what the vizier had done and explained: ‘I imprisoned him with my own hands in obedience to my mistress’s commands and she then instructed me to bring you back.’ They were delighted by this news and Abu’l-Sa‘adat flew off with them, bringing them back to the princess after no more than an hour. She rose to greet them, before seating them and producing food and sweetmeats. They spent the rest of the night with her and next morning she clothed them both in splendid robes and said to her father: ‘Father, resume your seat on the royal throne but make my husband your chief vizier and tell the army what has happened. Then bring the old vizier out of prison, put him to death and burn the body. He was an infidel who wanted to lie with me by way of fornication rather than legal marriage, and he said himself that he was an unbeliever and a man of no religion. You must also be sure to treat your son-in-law well, now that you have appointed him as your chief vizier.’ ‘To hear is to obey, daughter,’ her father replied, ‘but give me the ring or else give it to your husband.’ ‘It is not for you or for him,’ she said, adding: ‘I will keep it and I shall probably guard it better than either of you. Whatever you want you can ask for from me and I shall then get the servant of the ring to fetch it for you. As long as I am alive and well you need fear no harm, and after my death you can do what you want with it.’ ‘That is the proper thing to do, my daughter,’ her father agreed.

The king then went with Ma‘ruf to the council chamber. His men had spent a troubled night because of the princess, as they were distressed to think that the vizier might have slept with her by way of fornication rather than after a legal marriage, and they were also concerned about the harm that he had done to the king and his son-in-law. They were afraid of a breach in Islamic law, as it was clear to them that the vizier was an unbeliever. When they assembled in the audience hall they began to criticize Shaikh al-Islam and ask him why he had not kept the vizier from fornication. His answer was: ‘The man is an unbeliever, but he holds the ring and there is nothing that either you or I can do about him. God will repay him for what he has done, but meanwhile say nothing lest he kill you.’ As they were gathered there talking, in came the king together with Ma‘ruf…
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the thousandth night, SHE CONTINUED:

I have heard, O fortunate king, that the soldiers sat in the audience hall talking angrily about the vizier and what he had done to the king, his son-in-law and his daughter. At that point, in came the king together with Ma‘ruf, his son-in-law, and at this sight they rose to their feet delightedly and kissed the ground in front of him. After the king had taken his seat on his throne, he relieved their distress by telling them what had happened. On his orders the city was adorned with decorations and the vizier was taken from prison. As he passed the soldiers he was met with curses, insults and abuse and when he was brought before the king he was sentenced to be put to the most hideous of deaths. He was killed and his body burned, while his wretched soul was consigned to hell. How well the poet’s words describe him:


May God’s mercy shun the place where his bones lie,

And may Munkar and Nakir never quit that spot.



Ma‘ruf was now appointed as chief vizier, and things went well and happily for them all.

This went on for five years and then in the sixth the king died and the princess appointed Ma‘ruf as his successor, but did not give him the ring. During this period she had conceived and given birth to a remarkably beautiful and perfectly formed son. The child stayed in the care of nurses until he was five years old, and it was then that his mother succumbed to a fatal illness. She sent for her husband and told him: ‘I am ill.’ ‘May God make you well again, heart’s darling,’ he exclaimed, but she said: ‘I may die,’ adding: ‘You don’t need to be told to look after your son, but I must tell you to guard the ring, as I am afraid both for you and for him.’ ‘No harm can come to one whom God guards,’ he told her, and at that she took off the ring and gave it to him. On the following day, she died and was gathered into the mercy of God, while Ma‘ruf remained as king, administering the kingdom.

It happened that one day, after he had waved his handkerchief, sending his guards back to their own quarters, he went to his sitting room and sat there for the rest of the day until it grew dark. Then his leading courtiers arrived as usual to drink with him, and they stayed there, happily relaxing, until midnight. They then asked him for permission to leave and when this had been granted, they went off to their own homes. The maid whose duty it was to make up Ma‘ruf’s bed came in and spread out the mattress for him, before removing his robes and giving him his nightshirt. When he lay down, she began to massage his feet until he had fallen fast asleep, when she left him and went off to her own bed.

So much for her, but as for the sleeping Ma‘ruf, he suddenly woke up in alarm to discover something beside him in the bed. He repeated the formula: ‘I take refuge in God from the accursed devil,’ before opening his eyes to discover an ugly woman lying beside him. ‘Who are you?’ he asked, and she said: ‘Don’t be alarmed; I am your wife, Dung Fatima.’ When he looked at her he recognized her by her misshapen features and her long teeth. ‘How did you get in here and who brought you to this country?’ he asked. ‘Where are you now?’ she asked in return, and he said: ‘In the city of Ikhtiyan al-Khutan,’ adding: ‘When did you leave Cairo?’ ‘This very hour,’ she said, and when he asked her how that was, she explained: ‘When I quarrelled with you and Satan tempted me to do you an injury, I lodged a complaint against you with the magistrates. They looked for you but could not find you and the qadis asked questions but failed to discover you. Two days passed and then I began to regret what I’d done, realizing that the fault was mine, but repentance did me no good. I sat for some days weeping over your departure. Then, as I was running short of money, I had to start begging for my bread from rich and poor alike, and, since you left me, it has only been in this humiliating way that I got any food at all. I was reduced to the worst of straits and every night I’d sit there weeping over your loss and lamenting the shame and humiliation, together with the misery and distress, that I had had to endure in your absence.’

Ma‘ruf stared at her in astonishment as she started to tell him everything that had happened to her. She went on to say: ‘I spent all yesterday going round begging, but nobody would give me anything and everyone whom I approached, asking for a crust, would hurl abuse at me and refuse to give me anything. When it grew dark I had to spend the night with nothing to eat, racked by hunger pangs, and, finding my sufferings hard to bear, I sat there in tears. At that moment, a figure appeared in front of me and said: “Woman, why are you weeping?” I replied: “I had a husband who used to spend money on me and do what I wanted, but I have lost him. I don’t know where he went but since he left I have been unable to cope.” He asked me the name of my husband and when I told him that it was Ma‘ruf, he said: “I know the man. You must know that he is now the king of a city, and if you want, I shall take you to him.” I said: “I appeal to you to do that,” and he picked me up and flew off with me between heaven and earth until he brought me to this palace. “Go into this room,” he said, “and there you will see your husband asleep on the bed.” So I went in and found you in this lordly state. I hope that you will not abandon me, for I am your companion, and I praise God for reuniting me with you.’ ‘Did I leave you or did you leave me?’ Ma‘ruf asked. ‘It was you who went from one qadi to another to complain about me, and to crown it all, you lodged a complaint against me with the High Court, setting the bailiff on me from the citadel so that I was forced to flee.’

He went on to tell her everything that had happened to him, explaining how he had become king after having married the princess, who had died, leaving a son who was now seven years old. Fatima said: ‘What happened was predestined by the Almighty God. I have repented and I appeal to your honour not to abandon me. Let me eat my bread here with you as an act of charity.’ She kept on abasing herself before him until he began to pity her. ‘If you repent of your misdeeds,’ he said, ‘you can stay with me and you will be treated well, but if you try to harm me in any way, I shall have you killed. There is no one whom I fear, so you needn’t think of complaining to the High Court and having the bailiff sent down from the citadel. I am now a king and people fear me, while I myself fear no one except Almighty God. I have a ring with which I can command the jinn, and when I rub it, its servant, Abu’l-Sa‘adat, appears and brings me whatever I ask for. If you want to go back to Cairo, I shall provide you with money enough to last you for the rest of your life and send you back there quickly, but if you prefer to stay with me, I shall give you a palace of your own, furnish it with choice silks and assign twenty slave girls to wait on you. I shall provide you with regular supplies of delicious foods, as well as splendid robes, and you will live in the lap of luxury as a queen until either of us dies. What do you say to this?’ ‘I want to stay with you,’ she told him and then she kissed his hand, repenting of her evil deeds.

He then gave her the sole use of a palace and presented her with slave girls and eunuchs, as she assumed the status of a queen. Ma‘ruf’s son used to visit both her and his father, but she disliked him as he was no son of hers, and when the boy saw her dislike and anger, he avoided her and returned her detestation. As for Ma‘ruf, he was too busy paying court to beautiful slave girls to think about his wife, who had become an old woman whose scanty hair was grey and whose misshapen appearance was uglier than that of a spotted snake. Added to this was the fact that she had treated him as badly as possible, and, as the proverb has it: ‘Ill treatment cuts off the roots of desire and sows hatred in the heart.’ How well the poet has expressed it in the lines:


Take care not to alienate the heart by wrongs;

To win it back, when it has shied away, is hard.

When love is lost, this heart becomes

A broken glass that cannot be repaired.



It had not been for any laudable quality of hers that Ma‘ruf had given her shelter, but rather this was a generous action through which he hoped to win the approval of Almighty God.

At this point, Dunyazad said to Shahrazad, her sister: ‘How pleasant are these words, which have a greater effect on the heart than bewitching glances, and how splendid are these remarkable books and strange anecdotes.’ Shahrazad replied: ‘They cannot compare to what I shall tell you on this coming night, if the king allows me to live.’ The next morning, when day broke the king was happily looking forward to the rest of the story and he said to himself: ‘By God, I am not going to kill this woman until I have heard it.’ He went to his throne room and the vizier came in as usual with the shroud under his arm. The king spent the whole day there delivering judgements among his subjects and then he came to his harem and went as usual to his wife, Shahrazad, the daughter of the vizier.
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Morning now dawned and Shahrazad broke off from what she had been allowed to say. Then, when it was the thousand and first night, she continued: ‘I have heard, O fortunate king, that the king came to his harem and went to his wife, Shahrazad, the daughter of the vizier.’ Dunyazad now said to her sister: ‘Finish the story of Ma‘ruf for us.’ ‘With pleasure,’ replied Shahrazad, ‘if the king allows me to tell it.’ ‘I do,’ said the king, ‘because I want to hear the rest of it.’ ‘I have heard, your majesty,’ said Shahrazad, ‘that Ma‘ruf did not bother to sleep with his wife, Fatima, and it was only in order to win favour with Almighty God that he provided her with food.’ SHE WENT ON:

When she saw that he was not going to approach her and was busying himself with other women, she hated him and was overcome by jealousy. At this point, Iblis inspired her with the idea of taking the ring from him, killing him and reigning as queen in his place. So one night she left her own apartments and went to those of her husband. As providence had decreed, Ma‘ruf was sleeping with a lovely, graceful and shapely concubine. Before Fatima had left her quarters she had found out that when he wanted to make love, his piety would lead him to remove the ring from his finger, out of respect for the great names inscribed on it, and place it on the pillow, only putting it back on after he had ritually purified himself. He was also in the habit of dismissing his concubines out of fear for the ring, and when he went to the baths he would keep the door of his room locked until he returned and put it back on again, after which those who wanted could enter without hindrance.

All this Fatima knew, and so she came out at night in order to go in while he was fast asleep and to steal the ring without being seen. It so happened, however, that just as she did so, Ma‘ruf’s son had come out to relieve himself, carrying no light with him. As he was sitting in the dark on the seat of the privy, having left the door open, he caught sight of Fatima hurrying in the direction of his father’s quarters. He said to himself: ‘I wonder why this witch has left her own apartments in the dark of night and is heading for those of my father. There must be a reason behind this,’ and he followed her, keeping out of sight. He had a short sword of polished steel, of which he was so proud that he never went to his father’s court without it. His father used to laugh when he saw it and exclaim: ‘Good God, that is a big sword you have, my son, but you have never yet taken it into battle or used it to cut off a head!’ ‘I shall certainly cut off one that deserves it,’ he would say, and his father would laugh at his words. Now, while he was trailing Fatima, he drew this sword from its sheath and followed her until she went into his father’s room. He stood by the door and watched as she searched, saying to herself: ‘Where has he put the ring?’ The prince realized what she was looking for, and waited for her to find it, until, with an exclamation – ‘Here it is!’ – she picked it up. As he hid behind the door she turned to leave the room and when she had come out, she looked at the ring and turned it over in her hand. She was just about to rub it when he raised his arm and struck her a blow on the neck with his sword. With a single shriek she fell down dead.

Ma‘ruf was roused, seeing his wife lying in a pool of blood and his son with a drawn sword in his hand. ‘What is this, my son?’ he asked and the boy replied: ‘How many times have you said: “That is a big sword you have, but you have never gone into battle with it or used it to cut off a head”? I would promise to cut off one that deserved it, and now that is just what I have done for you.’ He told his father what had happened, and Ma‘ruf started to look for the ring. At first he couldn’t find it but he kept on searching Fatima’s body until he noticed that her hand was closed over it. He removed it and said: ‘There is no doubt at all that you are my true son. May God gladden you, both in this world and the next, as you have saved me from this vile woman whose only purpose was to destroy me. How well the poet has expressed it:


When God grants to a man His aid,

Everything that he wants will come to him,

But where this aid has been withheld,

However hard he tries, he only harms himself.’



Ma‘ruf now called out for his servants and when they hurried in, he told them what his wife had done and instructed them to take away her body and put it somewhere until morning. They did this, and then, on his orders, a number of eunuchs took charge of it, washed it and clothed it in a shroud. They made a tomb for her and there she was buried, her journey from Cairo having ended in her grave. How well the poet has put it:


We travel on the path destined for us,

And no man can avoid his destiny.

Fate has decreed where we are going to die,

And no one dies in any other land.



Another poet expressed it well when he wrote:


When I go out to look for fortune in a land,

I do not know which of two fates will follow;

It may be that the good I seek will come,

Or else misfortune may be seeking me.



After this, Ma‘ruf sent for the peasant who had entertained him when he was a fugitive, and when the man came he appointed him as his chief vizier and counsellor. As Ma‘ruf discovered, he turned out to have a beautiful daughter, who combined good qualities with a distinguished lineage and an excellent reputation. He married her and after a time he found a wife for his son. They continued to enjoy the most prosperous, pleasant and enjoyable of lives until they were visited by the destroyer of delights, the parter of companions, the ravager of prosperous lands, who orphans children. Praise be to the Living God, Who never dies and in Whose hand are the keys of dominion and power.

During this period Shahrazad had had three sons by the king and when she finished the story of Ma‘ruf, she got to her feet before kissing the ground in front of the king. ‘King of the age and unique ruler of this time,’ she said, ‘I am your servant and for a thousand and one nights I have been telling you stories of past generations and moral tales of our predecessors. May I hope to ask you to grant me a request?’ ‘Ask and your wish will be granted,’ he told her, and she then called to the nurses and the eunuchs, telling them to fetch her children, which they quickly did. Of the three boys one could walk, another was at the stage of crawling and the third was still a suckling. When they were brought in, she took them and placed them before the king. Then she kissed the ground again and said: ‘King of the age, these are your children and my wish is that as an act of generosity towards them you free me from sentence of death, for if you kill me, these babies will have no mother and you will find no other woman to bring them up so well.’ At that, the king shed tears and, gathering his sons to his breast, he said to her: ‘Even before the arrival of these children, I had intended to pardon you, as I have seen that you are a chaste and pure woman, freeborn and God-fearing. May God bless you, your father and mother, and your whole family, root and branch. I call God to witness that I have decided that no harm is to come to you.’ At this, she kissed his hands and feet in her delight, exclaiming: ‘May God prolong your life and increase your dignity and the awe that you inspire!’

Joy spread through the palace and from it to the city and this was a night that stood outside the ordinary span of life, whiter than the face of day. In the morning, the happy king, overwhelmed by his good fortune, summoned his troops and when they came he presented a splendid and magnificent robe of honour to his vizier, Shahrazad’s father. ‘May God shelter you,’ he said, ‘because you gave me your noble daughter as a wife, and it is thanks to her that I have turned in repentance from killing the daughters of my subjects. I have found her noble, pure, chaste and without sin; God has provided me with three sons by her and I give thanks to Him for this great good fortune.’

He then presented robes of honour to all the viziers, emirs and ministers of state. On his instructions, the city was adorned with decorations for thirty days and he did not ask any of the citizens for contributions from their own funds, as all the costs and expenses were borne by the royal treasury. The splendour of the decorations had never been matched before; drums were beaten; pipes sounded and every entertainer displayed his skill. The king showered gifts and presents on them; he gave alms to the poor and needy and his bounty extended to all his subjects living in his realm. He and his kingdom continued to enjoy prosperity, happiness, pleasure and joy, until they were visited by the destroyer of delights and the parter of companions. Praise be to God, Whom the passage of time does not wear away. He is not subject to change; His attention cannot be distracted and He alone possesses the qualities of perfection. Blessing and peace be on the leader of His choice, the best of His creation, Muhammad, the lord of mankind. It is through him that we pray to God to bring us to a good end.
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In the capital city of a rich and vast kingdom in China whose name I cannot at the moment recall, there lived a tailor called Mustafa, whose only distinguishing feature was his profession. This Mustafa was very poor, his work hardly producing enough to live on for him, his wife and a son whom God had given him.

The son, who was called Aladdin, had received a very neglected upbringing, which had led him to acquire many depraved tendencies. He was wicked, stubborn and disobedient towards his father and mother, who, once he became little older, could no longer keep him in the house. He would set out first thing in the morning and spend the day playing in the streets and public places with small vagabonds even younger than himself.

As soon as he was of an age to learn a trade, his father, who was not in a position to make him learn any trade other than his own, took him into his shop and began to show him how to handle a needle. But he remained unable to hold his son’s fickle attention, neither by fear of punishment nor by gentle means, and could not get him to sit down and apply himself to his work, as he had hoped. No sooner was Mustafa’s back turned than Aladdin would escape and not return for the rest of the day. His father would punish him, but Aladdin was incorrigible, and so, much to his regret, Mustafa was forced to leave him to his dissolute ways. All this caused Mustafa much distress, and his grief at not being able to make his son mend his ways resulted in a persistent illness of which, a few months later, he died.

Aladdin’s mother, seeing how her son was not going to follow in his father’s footsteps and learn tailoring, closed the shop so that the proceeds from the sale of all the tools of its trade, together with the little she could earn by spinning cotton, would help provide for herself and her son.

Aladdin, however, no longer restrained by the fear of a father, paid so little attention to his mother that he had the effrontery to threaten her when she so much as remonstrated with him, and now abandoned himself completely to his dissolute ways. He associated increasingly with children of his own age, playing with them with even greater enthusiasm. He continued this way of life until he was fifteen, with his mind totally closed to anything else and with no thought of what he might one day become. Such was his situation when one day, while he was playing in the middle of a square with a band of vagabonds, as was his wont, a stranger who was passing by stopped to look at him.

This stranger was a famous magician who, so the authors of this story tell us, was an African, and this is what we will call him, as he was indeed from Africa, having arrived from that country only two days before.

Now it may be that it was because this African magician, who was an expert in the art of reading faces, had looked at Aladdin and had seen all that was essential for the execution of his journey’s purpose, or there might have been some other reason. Whatever the case, he artfully made enquiries about Aladdin’s family and about what sort of fellow he was. When he had learned all that he wanted to know, he went up to the young man and, drawing him a little aside from his companions, asked him: ‘My son, isn’t your father called Mustafa, the tailor?’ ‘Yes, sir,’ replied Aladdin, ‘but he has been dead a long time.’

At these words, the magician’s eyes filled with tears and, uttering deep sighs, he threw his arms round Aladdin’s neck, embracing and kissing him several times. Aladdin, seeing his tears, asked him why he was weeping. ‘Ah, my son,’ exclaimed the magician, ‘how could I stop myself? I am your uncle and your father was my dear brother. I have been travelling for several years and now, just when I arrive here in the hope of seeing him again and having him rejoice at my return, you say that he is dead! I tell you it’s very painful for me to find I am not going to receive the comfort and consolation I was expecting. But what consoles me a little in my grief is that, as far as I can remember them, I can recognize his features in your face, and that I was not wrong in speaking to you.’ Putting his hand on his purse, he asked Aladdin where his mother lived. Aladdin answered him straight away, at which the magician gave him a handful of small change, saying: ‘My son, go and find your mother, give her my greetings and tell her that, if I have time, I will go and see her tomorrow, so that I may have the consolation of seeing where my brother lived and where he ended his days.’

As soon as the magician had left, his newly invented nephew, delighted with the money his uncle had just given him, ran to his mother. ‘Mother,’ he said to her, ‘tell me, please, have I got an uncle?’ ‘No, my son,’ she replied, ‘you have no uncle, neither on your late father’s side nor on mine.’ ‘But I have just seen a man who says he is my uncle on my father’s side,’ insisted Aladdin. ‘He was his brother, he assured me. He even began to weep and embrace me when I told him my father was dead. And to prove I am telling the truth,’ he added, showing her the money he had been given, ‘here is what he gave me. He also charged me to give you his greetings and to tell you that tomorrow, if he has the time, he will come and greet you himself and at the same time see the house where my father lived and where he died.’ ‘My son,’ said his mother, ‘it’s true your father once had a brother, but he’s been dead a long time and I never heard him say he had another brother.’ They spoke no more about the African magician.

The next day, the magician approached Aladdin a second time as he was playing with some other children in another part of the city, embraced him as he had done on the previous day and, placing two gold coins in his hand, said to him: ‘My son, take this to your mother; tell her I am coming to see her this evening and say she should buy some food so we can dine together. But first, tell me where I can find your house.’ Aladdin told him where it was and the magician then let him go.

Aladdin took the two gold coins to his mother who, as soon as she heard of his uncle’s plans, went out to put the money to use, returning with abundant provisions; but, finding herself with not enough dishes, she went to borrow some from her neighbours. She spent all day preparing the meal, and towards evening, when everything was ready, she said to Aladdin: ‘My son, perhaps your uncle doesn’t know where our house is. Go and find him and, when you see him, bring him here.’

Although Aladdin had told the magician where to find the house, he was nonetheless prepared to go out to meet him, when there was a knock on the door. Opening it, Aladdin discovered the magician, who entered, laden with bottles of wine and all kinds of fruit which he had brought for supper and which he handed over to Aladdin. He then greeted his mother and asked her to show him the place on the sofa where his brother used to sit. She showed him and immediately he bent down and kissed the spot several times, exclaiming with tears in his eyes: ‘My poor brother! How sad I am not to have arrived in time to embrace you once more before your death!’ And although Aladdin’s mother begged him to sit in the same place, he firmly refused. ‘Never will I sit there,’ he said, ‘but allow me to sit facing it, so that though I may be deprived of the satisfaction of seeing him there in person as the head of a family which is so dear to me, I can at least look at where he sat as though he were present.’ Aladdin’s mother pressed him no further, leaving him to sit where he pleased.

Once the magician had sat down in the place he had chosen, he began to talk to Aladdin’s mother. ‘My dear sister,’ he began, ‘don’t be surprised that you never saw me all the time you were married to my brother Mustafa, of happy memory; forty years ago I left this country, which is mine as well as that of my late brother. Since then, I have travelled in India, Arabia, Persia, Syria and Egypt, and have stayed in the finest cities, and then I went to Africa, where I stayed much longer. Eventually, as is natural – for a man, however far he is from the place of his birth, never forgets it any more than he forgets his parents and those with whom he was brought up – I was overcome by a strong desire to see my own family again and to come and embrace my brother. I felt I still had enough strength and courage to undertake such a long journey and so I delayed no longer and made my preparations to set out. I won’t tell you how long it has taken me, nor how many obstacles I have met with and the discomfort I suffered to get here. I will only tell you that in all my travels nothing has caused me more sorrow and suffering than hearing of the death of one whom I have always loved with a true brotherly love. I observed some of his features in the face of my nephew, your son, which is what made me single him out from among all the children with whom he was playing. He will have told you how I received the sad news that my brother was no longer alive; but one must praise God for all things and I find comfort in seeing him again in a son who retains his most distinctive features.’

When he saw how the memory of her husband affected Aladdin’s mother, bringing tears to her eyes, the magician changed the subject and, turning to Aladdin, asked him his name. ‘I am called Aladdin,’ he replied. ‘Well, then, Aladdin,’ the magician continued, ‘what do you do? Do you have a trade?’

At this question, Aladdin lowered his eyes, embarrassed. His mother, however, answered in his place. ‘Aladdin is an idle fellow,’ she said. ‘While he was alive, his father did his best to make him learn his trade but never succeeded. Since his death, despite everything I have tried to tell him, again and again, day after day, the only trade he knows is acting the vagabond and spending all his time playing with children, as you saw for yourself, mindless of the fact that he is no longer a child. And if you can’t make him feel ashamed and realize how pointless his behaviour is, I despair of him ever amounting to anything. He knows his father left nothing, and he can himself see that despite spinning cotton all day as I do, I have great difficulty in earning enough to buy us bread. In fact, I have decided that one of these days I am going to shut the door on him and send him off to fend for himself.’

After she had spoken, Aladdin’s mother burst into tears, whereupon the magician said to Aladdin: ‘This is no good, my nephew. You must think now about helping yourself and earning your own living. There are all sorts of trades; see if there isn’t one for which you have a particular inclination. Perhaps that of your father doesn’t appeal to you and you would be more suited to another: be quite open about this, I am just trying to help you.’ Seeing Aladdin remain silent, he went on: ‘If you want to be an honest man yet dislike the idea of learning a trade, I will provide you with a shop filled with rich cloths and fine fabrics. You can set about selling them, purchasing more goods with the money that you make, and in this manner you will live honourably. Think about it and then tell me frankly your opinion. You will find that I always keep my word.’

This offer greatly flattered Aladdin, who did not like manual work, all the more so since he had enough sense to know that shops with these kinds of goods were esteemed and frequented and that the merchants were well dressed and well regarded. So he told the magician, whom he thought of as his uncle, that his inclination was more in that direction than any other and that he would be indebted to him for the rest of his life for the help he was offering. ‘Since this occupation pleases you,’ the magician continued, ‘I will take you with me tomorrow and will have you dressed in rich garments appropriate for one of the wealthiest merchants of this city. The following day we will consider setting up a shop, as I think it should be done.’

Aladdin’s mother, who up until then had not believed the magician was her husband’s brother, now no longer doubted it after hearing all the favours he promised her son. She thanked him for his good intentions and, after exhorting Aladdin to make himself worthy of all the wealth his uncle had promised him, served supper. Throughout the meal, the talk ran upon the same subject until the magician, seeing the night was well advanced, took leave of the mother and the son and retired.

The next morning, he returned as he had promised to the widow of Mustafa the tailor and took Aladdin off with him to a wealthy merchant who sold only ready-made garments in all sorts of fine materials and for all ages and ranks. He made the merchant bring out clothes that would fit Aladdin and, after putting to one side those which pleased him best and rejecting the others that did not seem to him handsome enough, said to Aladdin: ‘My nephew, choose from among all these garments the one you like best.’ Aladdin, delighted with his new uncle’s generosity, picked one out which the magician then bought, together with all the necessary accessories, and paid for everything without bargaining.

When Aladdin saw himself so magnificently clothed from top to toe, he thanked his uncle profusely with all the thanks imaginable, and the magician repeated his promise never to abandon him and to keep him always with him. Indeed, he then took him to the most frequented parts of the city and in particular to those where the shops of the rich merchants were to be found. When he reached the street which had the shops with the richest cloths and finest fabrics, he said to Aladdin: ‘As you will soon be a merchant like these, it is a good idea for you to seek out their company so that they get to know you.’ The magician also showed him the largest and most beautiful mosques and took him to the khans where the foreign merchants lodged and to all the places in the sultan’s palace which he was free to enter. Finally, after they had wandered together through all the fairest places in the city, they came to the khan where the magician had taken lodgings. There they found several merchants whom the magician had got to know since his arrival and whom he had gathered together for the express purpose of entertaining them and at the same time introducing them to his so-called nephew.

The party did not finish until towards evening. Aladdin wanted to take leave of his uncle to return home, but the magician would not let him go back alone and himself accompanied him back to his mother. When his mother saw Aladdin in his fine new clothes, she was carried away in her delight and kept pouring a thousand blessings on the magician who had spent so much money on her child. ‘My dear relative,’ she exclaimed, ‘I don’t know how to thank you for your generosity. I know my son does not deserve all you have done for him and he would be quite unworthy of it if he was not grateful to you or failed to respond to your kind intention of giving him such a fine establishment. As for myself, once again I thank you with all my heart; I hope that you will live long enough to witness his gratitude, which he can best show by conducting himself in accordance with your good advice.’

‘Aladdin is a good boy,’ the magician replied. ‘He listens to me well enough and I believe he will turn out well. But one thing worries me – that I can’t carry out what I promised him tomorrow. Tomorrow is Friday, when the shops are closed, and there is no way we can think of renting one and stocking it at a time when the merchants are only thinking of entertaining themselves. So we will have to postpone our business until Saturday, but I will come and fetch him tomorrow and I will take him for a walk in the gardens where all the best people are usually to be found. Perhaps he has never seen the amusements that are to be had there. Up until now he has only been with children, but now he must see men.’ The magician took his leave of mother and son and departed. Aladdin, however, was so delighted at being so smartly turned out that he already began to anticipate the pleasure of walking in the gardens that lay around the city. In fact, he had never been outside the city gates and had never seen the surroundings of the city, which he knew to be pleasant and beautiful.

The next day, Aladdin got up and dressed himself very early so as to be ready to leave when his uncle came to fetch him. After waiting for what seemed to him a very long time, in his impatience he opened the door and stood on the doorstep to see if he could see the magician. As soon as he spotted him, Aladdin told his mother and said goodbye to her, before shutting the door and running to meet him.

The magician embraced Aladdin warmly when he saw him. ‘Come, my child,’ he said to him, smiling, ‘today I want to show you some wonderful things.’ He took him through a gate which led to some fine, large houses, or rather, magnificent palaces, which all had very beautiful gardens that people were free to enter. At each palace that they came to, he asked Aladdin whether he thought it beautiful, but Aladdin would forestall him as soon as another palace presented itself, saying: ‘Uncle, here’s another even more beautiful than those we have just seen.’ All the while, they were advancing ever deeper into the countryside and the wily magician, who wanted to go further still in order to carry out the plan he had in mind, took the opportunity of entering one of these gardens. Seating himself near a large pool into which a beautiful jet of water poured from the nostrils of a bronze lion, he pretended to be tired in order to get Aladdin to take a rest. ‘Dear nephew,’ he said to him, ‘you, too, must be tired. Let’s sit here and recover ourselves. We shall then have more strength to continue our walk.’

When they had sat down, the magician took out from a cloth attached to his belt some cakes and several kinds of fruit which he had brought with him as provisions, and spread them out on the edge of the pool. He shared a cake with Aladdin but let him choose for himself what fruits he fancied. As they partook of this light meal, he talked to his so-called nephew, giving him numerous pieces of advice, the gist of which was to exhort Aladdin to give up associating with children, telling him rather to approach men of prudence and wisdom, to listen to them and to profit from their conversation. ‘Soon you will be a man like them,’ he said, ‘and you can’t get into the habit too soon of following their example and speaking with good sense.’ When they had finished eating, they got up and resumed their walk through the gardens, which were separated from each other only by small ditches which defined their limits without impeding access – such was the mutual trust the inhabitants of the city enjoyed that there was no need for any other boundaries to guard against them harming each other’s interests. Gradually and without Aladdin being aware of it, the magician led him far beyond the gardens, making him pass through open country which took them very close to the mountains.

Aladdin had never before travelled so far and felt very weary from such a long walk. ‘Uncle,’ he asked the magician, ‘where are we going? We have left the gardens far behind and I can see nothing but mountains. If we go any further, I don’t know if I’ll have enough strength to return to the city.’ ‘Take heart, my nephew,’ replied the bogus uncle. ‘I want to show you another garden which beats all those you have just seen. It’s not far from here, just a step away, and when we get there you yourself will tell me how cross you would have been not to have seen it after having got so close to it.’ Aladdin let himself be persuaded and the magician led him even further on, all the while entertaining him with many amusing stories in order to make the journey less tedious for him and his fatigue more bearable.

At last they came to two mountains of a moderate height and size, separated by a narrow valley. This was the very spot to which the magician had wanted to take Aladdin so that he could carry out the grand plan which had brought him all the way from the furthest part of Africa to China. ‘We are not going any further,’ he told Aladdin. ‘I want to show you some extraordinary things, unknown to any other man, and when you have seen them, you will thank me for having witnessed so many marvels that no one else in all the world will have seen but you. While I am making a fire, you go and gather the driest bushes you can find for kindling.’

There was such a quantity of brushwood that Aladdin had soon amassed more than enough in the time that the magician was still starting up the fire. He set light to the pile and the moment the twigs caught fire, the magician threw on to them some incense that he had ready at hand. A dense smoke arose, which he made to disperse right and left by pronouncing some words of magic, none of which Aladdin could understand.

At the same moment, the earth gave a slight tremor and opened up in front of Aladdin and the magician, revealing a stone about one and a half feet square and about one foot deep, lying horizontally on the ground; fixed in the middle was a ring of bronze with which to lift it up. Aladdin, terrified at what was happening before his very eyes, would have fled if the magician had not held him back, for he was necessary for this mysterious business. He scolded him soundly and gave him such a blow that he was flung to the ground with such force that his front teeth were very nearly pushed back into his mouth, judging from the blood which poured out. Poor Aladdin, trembling all over and in tears, asked his uncle: ‘What have I done for you to hit me so roughly?’ ‘I have my reasons for doing this,’ replied the magician. ‘I am your uncle and at present take the place of your father. You shouldn’t answer me back.’ Softening his tone a little, he went on: ‘But, my child, don’t be afraid. All I ask is that you obey me exactly if you want to benefit from and be worthy of the great advantages I propose to give you.’ These fine promises somewhat calmed Aladdin’s fear and resentment, and when the magician saw he was completely reassured, he went on: ‘You have seen what I have done by virtue of my incense and by the words that I pronounced. Know now that beneath the stone that you see is hidden a treasure which is destined for you and which will one day make you richer than the greatest kings in all the world. It’s true, you are the only person in the world who is allowed to touch this stone and to lift it to go inside. Even I am not allowed to touch it and to set foot in the treasure house when it is opened. Consequently, you must carry out step by step everything I am going to tell you, not omitting anything. The matter is of the utmost importance, both for you and for me.’

Aladdin, still in a state of astonishment at all he saw and at what he had just heard the magician say about this treasure, which was to make him happy for evermore, got up, forgetting what had just happened to him, and asked: ‘Tell me then, uncle, what do I have to do? Command me, I am ready to obey you.’ ‘I am delighted, my child, that you have made this decision,’ replied the magician, embracing him. ‘Come here, take hold of this ring and lift up the stone.’ ‘But uncle, I am not strong enough – you must help me,’ Aladdin cried, to which his uncle replied: ‘No, you don’t need my help and we would achieve nothing, you and I, if I were to help you. You must lift it up all by yourself. Just say the names of your father and your grandfather as you hold the ring, and lift. You will find that it will come without any difficulty.’ Aladdin did as the magician told him. He lifted the stone with ease and laid it aside.

When the stone was removed, there appeared a cavity about three to four feet deep, with a small door and steps for descending further. ‘My son,’ said the magician to Aladdin, ‘follow carefully what I am going to tell you to do. Go down into this cave and when you get to the foot of the steps which you see, you will find an open door that will lead you into a vast vaulted chamber divided into three large rooms adjacent to each other. In each room, you will see, on the right and the left, four very large bronze jars, full of gold and silver – but take care not to touch them. Before you go into the first room, pull up your gown and wrap it tightly around you. Then when you have entered, go straight to the second room and the third room, without stopping. Above all, take great care not to go near the walls, let alone touch them with your gown, for if you do, you will immediately die; that’s why I told you to keep it tightly wrapped around you. At the end of the third room there is a gate which leads into a garden planted with beautiful trees laden with fruit. Walk straight ahead and cross this garden by a path which will take you to a staircase with fifty steps leading up to a terrace. When you are on the terrace, you will see in front of you a niche in which there is a lighted lamp. Take the lamp and put it out and when you have thrown away the wick and poured off the liquid, hold it close to your chest and bring it to me. Don’t worry about spoiling your clothes – the liquid is not oil and the lamp will be dry as soon as there is no more liquid in it. If you fancy any of the fruits in the garden, pick as many as you want – you are allowed to do so.’

When he had finished speaking, the magician pulled a ring from his finger and put it on one of Aladdin’s fingers, telling him it would protect him from any harm that might come to him if he followed all his instructions. ‘Be bold, my child,’ he then said. ‘Go down; you and I are both going to be rich for the rest of our lives.’

Lightly jumping into the cave, Aladdin went right down to the bottom of the steps. He found the three rooms which the magician had described to him, passing through them with the greatest of care for fear he would die if he failed scrupulously to carry out all he had been told. He crossed the garden without stopping, climbed up to the terrace, took the lamp alight in its niche, threw away the wick and the liquid, and as soon as this had dried up as the magician had told him, he held it to his chest. He went down from the terrace and stopped in the garden to look more closely at the fruits which he had seen only in passing. The trees were all laden with the most extraordinary fruit: each tree bore fruits of different colours – some were white; some shining and transparent like crystals; some pale or dark red; some green; some blue or violet; some light yellow; and there were many other colours. The white fruits were pearls; the shining, transparent ones diamonds; the dark red were rubies, while the lighter red were spinel rubies; the green were emeralds; the blue turquoises; the violet amethysts; the light yellow were pale sapphires; and there were many others, too. All of them were of a size and a perfection the like of which had never before been seen in the world. Aladdin, however, not recognizing either their quality or their worth, was unmoved by the sight of these fruits, which were not to his taste – he would have preferred real figs or grapes, or any of the other excellent fruit common in China. Besides, he was not yet of an age to appreciate their worth, believing them to be but coloured glass and therefore of little value. But the many wonderful shades and the extraordinary size and beauty of each fruit made him want to pick one of every colour. In fact, he picked several of each, filling both pockets as well as two new purses which the magician had bought him at the same time as the new clothes he had given him so that everything he had should be new. And as the two purses would not fit in his pockets, which were already full, he attached them to either side of his belt. Some fruits he even wrapped in the folds of his belt, which was made of a wide strip of silk wound several times around his waist, arranging them so that they could not fall out. Nor did he forget to cram some around his chest, between his gown and his shirt.

Thus weighed down with such, to him, unknown wealth, Aladdin hurriedly retraced his steps through the three rooms so as not to keep the magician waiting too long. After crossing them as cautiously as he had before, he ascended the stairs he had come down and arrived at the entrance of the cave, where the magician was impatiently awaiting him. As soon as he saw him, Aladdin cried out: ‘Uncle, give me your hand, I beg of you, to help me climb out.’ ‘Son,’ the magician replied, ‘first, give me the lamp, as it could get in your way.’ ‘Forgive me, uncle,’ Aladdin rejoined, ‘but it’s not in my way; I will give it you as soon as I get out.’ But the magician persisted in wanting Aladdin to hand him the lamp before pulling him out of the cave, while Aladdin, weighed down by this lamp and by the fruits he had stowed about his person, stubbornly refused to give it to him until he was out of the cave. Then the magician, in despair at the young man’s resistance, fell into a terrible fury: throwing a little of the incense over the fire, which he had carefully kept alight, he uttered two magic words and immediately the stone which served to block the entrance to the cave moved back in its place, with the earth above it, just as it had been when the magician and Aladdin had first arrived there.

Now this magician was certainly not the brother of Mustafa the tailor, as he had proudly claimed, nor, consequently, was he Aladdin’s uncle. But he did indeed come from Africa, where he was born, and as Africa is a country where more than anywhere else the influence of magic persists, he had applied himself to it from his youth, and after forty years or so of practising magic and geomancy and burning incense and of reading books on the subject, he had finally discovered that there was somewhere in the world a magic lamp, the possession of which, could he lay hands on it, would make him more powerful than any king in the world. In a recent geomantic experiment, he had discovered that this lamp was in an underground cave in the middle of China, in the spot and with all the circumstances we have just seen. Convinced of the truth of his discovery, he set out from the furthest part of Africa, as we have related. After a long and painful journey, he had come to the city that was closest to the treasure, but although the lamp was certainly in the spot which he had read about, he was not allowed to remove it himself, he had ascertained, nor could he himself enter the underground cave where it was to be found. Someone else would have to go down into it, take the lamp and then deliver it into his hands. That is why he had turned to Aladdin, who seemed to him to be a young boy of no consequence, just right to carry out for him the task which he wanted him to do. He had resolved, once he had the lamp in his hands, to perform the final burning of incense that we have mentioned and to utter the two magic words that would produce the effect which we have seen, sacrificing poor Aladdin to his avarice and wickedness so as to have no witness. The blow he gave Aladdin and the authority he had assumed over him were only meant to accustom him to fear him and to obey him precisely so that, when he asked him for the famed lamp, Aladdin would immediately give it to him, but what happened was the exact opposite of what he had intended. In his haste, the magician had resorted to such wickedness in order to get rid of poor Aladdin because he was afraid that if he argued any longer with him, someone would hear them and would make public what he wanted to keep secret.

When he saw his wonderful hopes and plans forever wrecked, the magician had no other choice but to return to Africa, which is what he did the very same day, taking a roundabout route so as to avoid going back into the city he had left with Aladdin. For what he feared was being seen by people who might have noticed him walking out with this boy and now returning without him.

To all appearances, that should be the end of the story and we should hear no more about Aladdin, but the very person who had thought he had got rid of Aladdin for ever had forgotten that he had placed on his finger a ring which could help to save him. In fact it was this ring, of whose properties Aladdin was totally unaware, that was the cause of his salvation, and it is astonishing that the loss of it together with that of the lamp did not throw the magician into a state of complete despair. But magicians are so used to disasters and to events turning out contrary to their desires that all their lives they forever feed their minds on smoke, fancies and phantoms.

After all the endearments and the favours his false uncle had shown him, Aladdin little expected such wickedness and was left in a state of bewilderment that can be more easily imagined than described in words. Finding himself buried alive, he called upon his uncle a thousand times, crying out that he was ready to give him the lamp, but his cries were in vain and could not possibly be heard by anyone. And so he remained in the darkness and gloom. At last, when his tears had abated somewhat, he descended to the bottom of the stairs in the cave to look for light in the garden through which he had passed earlier; but the wall which had been opened by a spell had closed and sealed up by another spell. Aladdin groped around several times, to the left and to the right, but could find no door. With renewed cries and tears, he sat down on the steps in the cave, all hope gone of ever seeing light again and, moreover, in the sad certainty that he would pass from the darkness where he was into the darkness of approaching death.

For two days, Aladdin remained in this state, eating and drinking nothing. At last, on the third day, believing death to be inevitable, he raised his hands in prayer and, resigning himself completely to God’s will, he cried out: ‘There is no strength nor power save in Great and Almighty God!’

However, just as he joined his hands in prayer, Aladdin unknowingly rubbed the ring which the magician had placed on his finger and of whose power he was as yet unaware. Immediately, from the ground beneath him, there rose up before him a jinni of enormous size and with a terrifying expression, who continued to grow until his head touched the roof of the chamber and who addressed these words to Aladdin: ‘What do you want? Here am I, ready to obey you, your slave and the slave of all those who wear the ring on their finger, a slave like all the other slaves of the ring.’

At any other time and on any other occasion, Aladdin, who was not used to such visions, would perhaps have been overcome with terror and struck dumb at the sight of such an extraordinary apparition, but now, preoccupied solely with the danger of the present situation, he replied without hesitation: ‘Whoever you are, get me out of this place, if you have the power to do so.’ No sooner had he uttered these words than the earth opened up and he found himself outside the cave at the very spot to which the magician had led him.

Not surprisingly, Aladdin, after so long spent in pitch darkness, had difficulty at first in adjusting to broad daylight, but his eyes gradually became accustomed to it. When he looked around, he was very surprised not to find any opening in the ground; he could not understand how all of a sudden he should find himself transported from the depths of the earth. Only the spot where the kindling had been lit allowed him to tell roughly where the cave had been. Then, turning in the direction of the city, he spotted it in the middle of the gardens which surrounded it. He also recognized the path along which the magician had brought him and which he proceeded to follow, giving thanks to God at finding himself once again back in the world to which he had so despaired of ever returning.

When he reached the city, it was with some difficulty that he dragged himself home. He went in to his mother, but the joy of seeing her again, together with the weak state he was in from not having eaten for nearly three days, caused him to fall into a faint that lasted for some time. Seeing him in this state, his mother, who had already mourned him as lost, if not dead, did all she could to revive him. At last Aladdin recovered consciousness and the first words he addressed to her were to ask her to bring him something to eat, for it was three days since he had had anything at all. His mother brought him what she had, and, placing it before him, said: ‘Don’t hurry, now, because that’s dangerous. Take it easy and eat a little at a time; eke it out, however much you need it. I don’t want you even to speak to me; you will have enough time to tell me everything that happened to you when you have quite recovered. I am so comforted at seeing you again after the terrible state I have been in since Friday and after all the trouble I went to to discover what had happened to you as soon as I saw it was night and you hadn’t come home.’

Aladdin followed his mother’s advice and ate and drank slowly, a little at a time. When he had finished, he said to his mother: ‘I would have been very cross with you for so readily abandoning me to the mercy of a man who planned to kill me and who, at this very moment, is quite certain either that I am no longer alive or that I will die at first light. But you believed him to be my uncle and so did I. How could we have thought otherwise of a man who overwhelmed me with both affection and gifts and who made me so many other fair promises? Now, mother, you must see he is nothing but a traitor, a wretch and a cheat. In all the gifts he gave me and the promises he made he had but one single aim – to kill me, as I said, without either of us guessing the reason why. For my part, I can assure you that I didn’t do anything to deserve the slightest ill treatment. You will understand this yourself when you hear my faithful account of all that happened since I left you, right up to the time he came to execute his deadly plan.’

Aladdin then began to tell his mother all that had happened to him since the previous Friday, when the magician had come to take him with him to see the palaces and gardens outside the city, and what had happened along the way until they came to the spot by the two mountains where the magician’s great miracle was to take place. He told her how, with some incense cast into the fire and a few words of magic, the earth had opened up, straight away, revealing the entrance to a cave which led to a priceless treasure. He did not leave out the blow he had received from the magician, nor how, once the magician had calmed down a little, he had placed his ring on Aladdin’s finger and, making him countless promises, had got him to go down into the cave. He left out nothing of all that he had seen as he passed through the three rooms, in the garden and on the terrace from where he had taken the magic lamp. At this, he pulled the lamp from his clothes to show to his mother, together with the transparent fruits and those of different colours which he had gathered in the garden on his return and with which he had filled the two purses that he now gave her, though she did not make much of them. For these fruits were really precious stones; in the light of the lamp which lit up the room they shone like the sun and glittered and sparkled in such a way as to testify to their great worth, but Aladdin’s mother was no more aware of this than he was. She had been brought up in very humble circumstances and her husband had never been wealthy enough to give her jewels and stones of this kind. Nor had she ever seen such things worn by any of her female relatives or neighbours. Consequently, it is not surprising that she should regard them as things of little value – a pleasure to the eye, at the very most, due to all their different colours – and so Aladdin put them behind one of the cushions of the sofa on which he was seated. He finished the account of his adventures by telling her how, when he returned to the entrance to the cave, ready to come out, he had refused to hand over to the magician the lamp that he wanted to have, at which the cave’s entrance had immediately closed up, thanks to the incense which the magician had scattered over the fire that he had kept lit and to the words he had pronounced. Aladdin could not go on without tears coming to his eyes as he described to her the wretched state in which he found himself after being buried alive in that fatal cave, right up to when he emerged and returned to the world, so to speak, as the result of having touched the ring (of whose powers he was still unaware). When he had come to the end of his story, he said to his mother: ‘I don’t need to tell you any more; you know the rest. That was my adventure and the danger I was in since you last saw me.’

Aladdin’s mother listened patiently and without interrupting to this wonderful and amazing story which at the same time was so painful for a mother who loved her son so tenderly despite all his faults. However, at the most disturbing points when the magician’s treachery was further revealed, she could not prevent herself from showing, with signs of indignation, how much she hated him. As soon as Aladdin had finished, she broke out into a thousand reproaches against the impostor, calling him a traitor, trickster, murderer, barbarian – a magician, an enemy and a destroyer of mankind. ‘Yes, my son,’ she added, ‘he’s a magician and magicians are public menaces; they have dealings with demons through their spells and their sorcery. Praise the Lord, Who wished to preserve you from everything that his great wickedness might have done to you! You should indeed give thanks to Him for having so favoured you. You would have surely died had you not remembered Him and implored Him for His help.’ She said much more besides, all the while execrating the magician’s treachery towards her son. But as she spoke, she noticed that Aladdin, who had not slept for three days, needed some rest. She made him go to bed and went to bed herself shortly afterwards.

That night Aladdin, having had no rest in the underground cave where he had been buried and left to die, fell into a deep sleep from which he did not awake until late the following day. He arose and the first thing he said to his mother was that he needed to eat and that she could not give him a greater pleasure than to offer him breakfast. ‘Alas, my son,’ she sighed, ‘I haven’t got so much as a piece of bread to give you – yesterday evening you ate the few provisions there were in the house. But be patient for a little longer and I will soon bring you some food. I have some cotton yarn I have spun. I will sell it to buy you some bread and something else for our dinner.’ ‘Mother,’ said Aladdin, ‘leave your cotton yarn for some other occasion and give me the lamp I brought yesterday. I will go and sell it and the money I get will help provide us with enough for both breakfast and lunch, and perhaps also for our supper.’

Taking the lamp from where she had put it, Aladdin’s mother said to her son: ‘Here it is, but it’s very dirty. With a little cleaning I think it would be worth a little more.’ So she took some water and some fine sand in order to clean it, but no sooner had she begun to rub it than all of a sudden there rose up in front of them a hideous jinni of enormous size who, in a ringing voice, addressed her thus: ‘What do you want? Here am I, ready to obey you, your slave and the slave of all those who hold the lamp in their hands, I and the other slaves of the lamp.’

But Aladdin’s mother was in no state to reply; so great was her terror at the sight of the jinni’s hideous and frightening countenance that at the first words he uttered she fell down in a faint. Aladdin, on the other hand, had already witnessed a similar apparition while in the cave, and so, wasting no time and not stopping to think, he promptly seized the lamp. Replying in place of his mother, in a firm voice he said to the jinni: ‘I am hungry, bring me something to eat.’ The jinni disappeared and a moment later returned, bearing on his head a large silver bowl, together with twelve dishes also of silver, piled high with delicious foods and six large loaves as white as snow, and in his hands were two bottles of exquisite wine and two silver cups. He set everything down on the sofa and then disappeared.

This all happened so quickly that Aladdin’s mother had not yet recovered from her swoon when the jinni disappeared for the second time. Aladdin, who had already begun to throw water on her face, without effect, renewed his efforts to revive her, and whether it was that her wits which had left her had already been restored or that the smell of the dishes which the jinni had brought had contributed in some measure, she immediately recovered consciousness. ‘Mother,’ said Aladdin, ‘don’t worry. Get up and come and eat, for here is something to give you heart again and which at the same time will satisfy my great hunger. We mustn’t let such good food grow cold, so come and eat.’

Aladdin’s mother was extremely surprised when she saw the large bowl, the twelve dishes, the six loaves, the two bottles and the two cups, and when she smelt the delicious aromas which came from all these dishes. ‘My son,’ she asked Aladdin, ‘where does all this abundance come from and to whom do we owe thanks for such great generosity? Can the sultan have learned of our poverty and had compassion on us?’ ‘Mother,’ Aladdin replied, ‘let us sit down and eat; you need it as much as I do. When we have eaten, I will tell you.’ They sat down and ate with all the more appetite in that neither had ever sat down before to such a well-laden table.

During the meal, Aladdin’s mother never tired of looking at and admiring the large bowl and the dishes, although she did not know for sure whether they were of silver or some other metal, so unaccustomed was she to seeing things of that kind, and, to tell the truth, as she could not appreciate their value, which was unknown to her, it was the novelty of it all that held her admiration. Nor did her son Aladdin know any more about them than she did.

Aladdin and his mother, thinking to have but a simple breakfast, were still at table at dinner time; such excellent dishes had given them an appetite and while the food was still warm, they thought they might just as well put the two meals together so as not to have to eat twice. When this double meal was over, there remained enough not only for supper but for two equally large meals the next day.

After she had cleared away and had put aside those dishes they had not touched, Aladdin’s mother came and seated herself beside her son on the sofa. ‘Aladdin,’ she said to him, ‘I am expecting you to satisfy my impatience to hear the account you promised me.’ Aladdin then proceeded to tell her exactly what had happened between the jinni and himself while she was in a swoon, right up to the moment she regained consciousness.

Aladdin’s mother was greatly astonished by what her son told her and by the appearance of the jinni. ‘But, Aladdin, what do you mean by these jinn of yours?’ she said. ‘Never in all my life have I heard of anyone I know ever having seen one. By what chance did that evil jinni come and show itself to me? Why did it come to me and not to you, when it had already appeared to you in the treasure cave?’

‘Mother,’ replied Aladdin, ‘the jinni who has just appeared to you is not the same as the one that appeared to me; they look like each other to a certain extent, being both as large as giants, but they are completely different in appearance and dress. Also, they have different masters. If you remember, the one I saw called himself the slave of the ring which I have on my finger, while the one you have just seen called himself the slave of the lamp which you had in your hands. But I don’t believe you can have heard him; in fact, I think you fainted as soon as he began to speak.’

‘What?’ cried his mother. ‘It’s your lamp, then, that made this evil jinni speak to me rather than to you? Take it out of my sight and put it wherever you like; I don’t want ever to touch it again. I would rather have it thrown out or sold than run the risk of dying of fright touching it. If you were to listen to me, you would also get rid of the ring. One should not have anything to do with jinn; they are demons and our Prophet has said so.’

Aladdin, however, replied: ‘Mother, with your permission, for the moment I am not going to sell – as I was ready to do – a lamp which is going to be so useful to both you and me. Don’t you see what it has just brought us? We must let it go on bringing us things to eat and to support us. You should see, as I have seen, that it was not for nothing that my wicked and bogus uncle went to such lengths and undertook such a long and painful journey, since it was to gain possession of this magic lamp, preferring it above all the gold and silver which he knew to be in the rooms as he told me and which I myself saw. For he knew only too well the worth and value of this lamp than to ask for anything other than such a rich treasure. Since chance has revealed to us its merits, let’s use it to our advantage, but quietly and in a way that will not draw attention to ourselves nor attract the envy and jealousy of our neighbours. I will take it away, since the jinn terrify you so much, and put it somewhere where I can find it when we need it. As for the ring, I can’t bring myself to throw it away either; without the ring, you would never have seen me again. I may be alive now but without it I might not have lasted for very long. So please let me keep it carefully, always wearing it on my finger. Who knows whether some other danger may happen to me that neither of us can foresee and from which it will rescue me?’ Aladdin’s reasoning seemed sound enough to his mother, who could find nothing to add. ‘My son,’ she said, ‘you can do as you like. As for myself, I wouldn’t have anything to do with jinn. I tell you, I wash my hands of them and won’t speak to you about them again.’

The next evening, there was nothing left after supper of the splendid provisions brought by the jinni. So, early the following day, Aladdin, who did not want to be overtaken by hunger, slipped one of the silver dishes under his clothes and went out to try to sell it. As he went on his way, he met a Jew whom he drew aside and, showing him the dish, asked him if he wanted to buy it. The Jew, a shrewd and cunning man, took the dish, examined it and, discovering it to be good silver, asked Aladdin how much he thought it was worth. Aladdin, who did not know its value, never having dealt in this kind of merchandise, happily told him that he was well aware what it was worth and that he trusted in his good faith. The Jew found himself confused by Aladdin’s ingeniousness. Uncertain as to whether Aladdin knew what the dish was made of and its value, he took out of his purse a piece of gold, which at the very most was equal to no more than a seventy-second of the dish’s true value, and gave it to him. Aladdin seized the coin with such eagerness and, as soon as he had it in his grasp, took himself off so swiftly that the Jew, not content with the exorbitant profit he had made with this purchase, was very cross at not having realized that Aladdin was unaware of the value of what he had sold him and that he could have given him far less for it. He was about to go after the young man to try to recover some change from his gold, but Aladdin had run off and was already so far away that he would have had difficulty in catching up with him.

On his way home, Aladdin stopped off at a baker’s shop where he bought some bread for his mother and himself, paying for it with the gold coin, for which the baker gave him some change. When he came to his mother, he gave it her and she then went off to the market to buy the necessary provisions for the two of them to live on for the next few days.

They continued to live thriftily in this way; that is, whenever money ran out in the house, Aladdin sold off all the dishes to the Jew – just as he had sold the first one to him – one after the other, up to the twelfth and last dish. The Jew, having offered a piece of gold for the first dish, did not dare give him any less for the rest, for fear of losing such a good windfall, and so he paid the same for them all. When the money for the remaining dish was completely spent, Aladdin finally had recourse to the large bowl, which alone weighed ten times as much as each dish. He would have taken it to his usual merchant but was prevented from doing so by its enormous weight. So he was obliged to seek out the Jew, whom he brought to his mother. The Jew, after examining the weight of the bowl, there and then counted out for him ten gold pieces, with which Aladdin was satisfied.

As long as they lasted, these ten gold coins were used for the daily expenses of the household. Aladdin, who had been accustomed to an idle life, had stopped playing with his young friends ever since his adventure with the magician and spent his days walking around or chatting with the people with whom he had become acquainted. Sometimes he would call in at the shops of the great merchants, where he would listen to the conversation of the important people who stopped there or who used the shops as a kind of rendezvous, and these conversations gradually gave him a smattering of worldly knowledge.

When all ten coins had been spent, Aladdin had recourse to the lamp once again. Taking it in his hand, he looked for the same spot his mother had touched and, recognizing it by the mark left on it by the sand, he rubbed it as she had done. Immediately the selfsame jinni appeared in front of him, but as he had rubbed it more lightly than his mother had done, the jinni consequently spoke to him more softly. ‘What do you want?’ he asked in the same words as before. ‘Here am I, ready to obey you, your slave and the slave of all those who hold the lamp in their hands, I and the other slaves of the lamp.’

‘I’m hungry,’ answered Aladdin. ‘Bring me something to eat.’ The jinni disappeared and a little later he reappeared, laden with the same bowls and dishes as before, which he placed on the sofa and promptly disappeared again.

Aladdin’s mother, warned of her son’s plan, had deliberately gone out on some errand in order not to be in the house when the jinni put in his appearance. When she returned a little later and saw the table and the many dishes on it, she was almost as surprised by the miraculous effect of the lamp as she had been on the first occasion. They both sat down to eat and after the meal there was still plenty of food for them to live on for the next two days.

When Aladdin saw there was no longer any bread or other provisions in the house to live on nor money with which to buy any, he took a silver dish and went to look for the Jew he knew in order to sell it to him. On his way there, he passed in front of the shop of a goldsmith, a man respected for his age, an honest man of great probity. Noticing him, the goldsmith called out to him and made him come in. ‘My son,’ he said, ‘I have frequently seen you pass by, laden, just like now, on your way to a certain Jew, and then shortly after coming back, empty-handed. I imagine that you sell him something that you are carrying. But perhaps you don’t know that this Jew is a cheat, even more of a cheat than other Jews, and that no one who knows him wants anything to do with him. I only tell you this as a favour; if you would like to show me what you are carrying now and if it is something I can sell, I will faithfully pay you its true price. Otherwise, I will direct you to other merchants who will not cheat you.’

The hope of getting more money for the dish made Aladdin draw it out from among his clothes and show it to the goldsmith. The old man, who at once recognized the dish to be of fine silver, asked him whether he had sold similar dishes to the Jew and how much the latter had paid him for them. Aladdin naively told him he had sold the Jew twelve dishes, for each of which he had received only one gold coin from him. ‘The robber!’ exclaimed the goldsmith, before adding: ‘My son, what is done is done. Forget it. But when I show you the true value of your dish, which is made of the finest silver we use in our shops, you will realize how much the Jew has cheated you.’

The goldsmith took his scales, weighed the dish and, after explaining to Aladdin how much an ounce of silver was worth and how many parts there were in an ounce, he remarked that, according to the weight of the dish, it was worth seventy-two pieces of gold, which he promptly counted out to him in cash. ‘There, here is the true value of your dish,’ he told Aladdin. ‘If you don’t believe it, you can go to any of our goldsmiths you please and if he tells you it is worth more, I promise to pay you double that. Our only profit comes from the workmanship of the silver we buy, and that’s something even the most fair-minded Jews don’t do.’

Aladdin thanked the goldsmith profusely for the friendly advice he had just given him which was so much to his advantage. From then on, he only went to him to sell the other dishes and the bowl, and the true price was always paid him according to the weight of each dish. However, although Aladdin and his mother had an inexhaustible source of money from their lamp from which to obtain as much as they wanted as soon as supplies began to run out, nonetheless they continued to live as frugally as before, except that Aladdin would put something aside in order to maintain himself in an honest manner and to provide himself with all that was needed for their small household. His mother, for her part, spent on her clothes only what she earned from spinning cotton. Consequently, with them both living so modestly, it is easy to work out how long the money from the twelve dishes and the bowl would have lasted, according to the price Aladdin sold them for to the goldsmith. And so they lived in this manner for several years, aided, from time to time, by the good use Aladdin made of the lamp.

During this time, Aladdin assiduously sought out people of importance who met in the shops of the biggest merchants of gold and silver cloth, of silks, of the finest linens and of jewellery, and sometimes joined in their discussions. In this way, he completed his education and insensibly adopted the manners of high society. It was at the jewellers’, in particular, that he discovered his error in thinking that the transparent fruits he had gathered in the garden where he had found the lamp were only coloured glass, learning that they were stones of great price. By observing the buying and selling of all kinds of gems in their shops, he got to know about them and about their value. But he did not see any there similar to his in size and beauty, and so he realized that instead of pieces of glass which he had considered as mere trifles, he was in possession of a treasure of inestimable value. He was prudent enough not to speak about this to anyone, not even to his mother; and there is no doubt that it was by keeping silent that he rose to the heights of good fortune, as we shall see in due course.

One day, when he was walking around in a part of the city, Aladdin heard a proclamation from the sultan ordering people to shut all their shops and houses and stay indoors until Princess Badr al-Budur, the daughter of the sultan, had passed on her way to the baths and had returned from them.

This public announcement stirred Aladdin’s curiosity; he wanted to see the princess’s face but he could only do so by placing himself in the house of some acquaintance and looking through a lattice screen, which would not suffice, because the princess, according to custom, would be wearing a veil over her face when going to the baths. So he thought up a successful ruse: he went and hid himself behind the door to the baths, which was so placed that he could not help seeing her pass straight in front of him.

Aladdin did not have to wait long: the princess appeared and he watched her through a crack that was large enough for him to see without being seen. She was accompanied by a large crowd of her attendants, women and eunuchs, who walked on both sides of her and in her train. When she was three or four steps from the door to the baths, she lifted the veil which covered her face and which greatly inconvenienced her, and in this way she allowed Aladdin to see her all the more easily as she came towards him.

Until that moment, the only other woman Aladdin had seen with her face uncovered was his mother, who was aged and who never had such beautiful features as to make him believe that other women existed who were beautiful. He may well have heard that there were women of surpassing beauty, but for all the words one uses to extol the merits of a beautiful woman, they never make the same impression as a beautiful woman herself.

When Aladdin set eyes on Badr al-Budur, any idea that all women more or less resembled his mother flew from his mind; he found his feelings were now quite different and his heart could not resist the inclinations aroused in him by such an enchanting vision. Indeed, the princess was the most captivating dark-haired beauty to be found in all the world; her large, sparkling eyes were set on a level and full of life; her look was gentle and modest, her faultless nose perfectly proportioned, her mouth small, with its ruby lips charming in their pleasing symmetry; in a word, the regularity of all her facial features was nothing short of perfection. Consequently, one should not be surprised that Aladdin was so dazzled and almost beside himself at the sight of so many wonders hitherto unknown to him united in one face. Added to all these perfections, the princess also had a magnificent figure and bore herself with a regal air which, at the mere sight of her, would draw to her the respect that was her due.

After the princess had entered the baths, Aladdin remained for a while confused and in a kind of trance, recalling and imprinting deeply on his mind the image of the vision which had so captivated him and which had penetrated the very depths of his heart. He eventually came to and, after reflecting that the princess had now gone past and that it would be pointless for him to stay there in order to see her when she came out of the baths, for she would be veiled and have her back to him, he decided to abandon his post and go away.

When he returned home, Aladdin could not conceal his worry and confusion from his mother, who, noticing his state and surprised to see him so unusually sad and dazed, asked him whether something had happened to him or whether he felt ill. Aladdin made no reply but slumped down on the sofa, where he remained in the same position, still occupied in conjuring up the charming vision of the princess. His mother, who was preparing the supper, did not press him further. When it was ready, she served it up near to him on the sofa, and sat down to eat. However, noticing he was not paying any attention, she told him to come to the table and eat and it was only with great difficulty that he agreed. He ate much less than usual, keeping his eyes lowered and in such profound silence that his mother was unable to draw a single word out of him in reply to all the questions she asked him in an attempt to discover the reason for such an extraordinary change in his behaviour. After supper, she tried to ask him once again the reason for his great gloom but was unable to learn a thing and Aladdin decided to go to bed rather than give his mother the slightest satisfaction in the matter.

We will not go into how Aladdin, smitten with the beauty and charms of Princess Badr, spent the night, but will only observe that the following day, as he was seated on the sofa facing his mother – who was spinning cotton, as was her custom – he spoke to her as follows: ‘Mother,’ he said, ‘I am breaking the silence I have kept since my return from the city yesterday because I realize it has been worrying you. I wasn’t ill, as you seemed to think, and I am not ill now, but I can’t tell you what I was feeling then, and what I am still feeling is something worse than any illness. I don’t really know what this is, but I’m sure that what you are going to hear will tell you what it is.’ He went on: ‘No one in this quarter knew, and so you, too, cannot have known, that yesterday evening the daughter of the sultan, Princess Badr, was to go to the baths. I learned this bit of news while walking around the city. An order was proclaimed to shut up the shops and everyone was to stay indoors, so as to pay due respect to the princess and to allow her free passage in the streets through which she was to pass. As I was not far from the baths, I was curious to see her with her face uncovered, and so the idea came to me to go and stand behind the door to the baths, thinking that she might remove her veil when she was ready to go in. You know how the door is placed, so you can guess how I could see her quite easily if what I imagined were to happen. And indeed, as she entered she lifted her veil and I had the good fortune and the greatest satisfaction in the world to see this lovely princess. That, then, mother, is the real reason for the state you saw me in yesterday when I came home and the cause for my silence up till now. I love the princess with a passion I can’t describe to you; and as this burning passion grows all the time, I feel it cannot be assuaged by anything other than the possession of the lovely Badr; which is why I have decided to ask the sultan for her hand in marriage.’

Aladdin’s mother listened fairly carefully to what her son told her, up to the last few words. When she heard his plan to ask for the princess’s hand, she could not help interrupting him by bursting out laughing. Aladdin was about to go on but, interrupting him again, she exclaimed: ‘What are you thinking of, my son? You must have gone out of your mind to talk to me about such a thing!’

‘Mother,’ replied Aladdin, ‘I can assure you I have not lost my senses but am quite in my right mind. I expected you would reproach me with madness and extravagance – and you did – but that will not stop me telling you once again that I have made up my mind to ask the sultan for the princess’s hand in marriage.’

‘My son,’ his mother continued, addressing him very seriously, ‘I can’t indeed help telling you that you quite forget yourself; and even if you are still resolved to carry out this plan, I don’t see through whom you would dare to make this request to the sultan.’ ‘Through you yourself,’ Aladdin replied without hesitating. ‘Through me!’ exclaimed his mother, in surprise and astonishment. ‘I go to the sultan? Ah, I would take very great care to avoid such an undertaking! And who are you, my son,’ she continued, ‘to be so bold as to think of the daughter of your sultan? Have you forgotten that you are the son of a tailor, among the least of his capital’s citizens, and of a mother whose forebears were no more exalted? Don’t you know that sultans don’t deign to give away their daughters in marriage even to the sons of sultans, unless they are expected to reign one day themselves?’ ‘Mother,’ replied Aladdin, ‘I have already told you that I had foreseen all that you have said or would say, so despite all your remonstrances, nothing will make me change my mind. I have told you that through your mediation I would ask for Princess Badr’s hand in marriage: this is a favour I ask of you, with all the respect I owe you, and I beg you not to refuse, unless you prefer to see me die rather than give me life a second time.’

Aladdin’s mother felt very embarrassed when she saw how stubbornly he persisted in such a foolhardy plan. ‘My son,’ she said, ‘I am your mother and, as a good mother who brought you into the world, there is nothing right and proper and in keeping with our circumstances that I would not be prepared to do out of my love for you. If it’s a matter of speaking about marriage to the daughter of one of our neighbours, whose circumstances are equal or similar to ours, then I would gladly do everything in my power; but again, to succeed, you would need to have some assets or income, or you should know some trade. When poor people like us want to get married, the first thing they need to think about is their livelihood. But you, not reflecting on your humble status, the little you have to commend you and your lack of money, you aspire to the highest degree of fortune and are so presumptuous as to demand no less than the hand in marriage of the daughter of your sovereign – who with a single word can crush you and bring about your downfall. I won’t speak of what concerns you; it is you who should think what you should do, if you have any sense. I come to what concerns me. How could such an extraordinary idea as that of wanting me to go to the sultan and propose that he give you the princess’s, his daughter’s, hand in marriage ever have come into your head? Supposing I had the – I won’t say courage – effrontery to present myself to his majesty to put such an extravagant request to him, to whom would I go to for an introduction? Don’t you think that the first person to whom I spoke about it would treat me as a mad woman and throw me out indignantly, as I deserved? And what about seeking an audience with the sultan? I know there is no difficulty when one goes to him to seek justice and that he readily grants it to his subjects when they ask him for it. I also know that when one goes to ask him a favour, he grants it gladly, when he sees that one has deserved it and is worthy of it. But is that the position you are in and do you think you merit the favour that you want me to ask for you? Are you worthy of it? What have you done for your sultan or for your country? How have you distinguished yourself? If you haven’t done anything to deserve so great a favour – of which, anyhow, you are not worthy – how could I have the audacity to ask him for it? How could I so much as open my mouth to propose it to the sultan? His majestic presence alone and the brilliance of his court would make me dry up immediately – I, who used to tremble before my late husband, your father, when I had to ask him for the slightest thing. There is something else you haven’t thought about, my son, and that is that one does not go to ask a favour of the sultan without bearing a present. A present has at least this advantage that, if, for whatever reason, he refuses the favour, he at least listens to the request and to whoever makes it. But what present do you have to offer? And if you had something worthy of the slightest attention from so great a ruler, would your gift adequately represent the scale of the favour you want to ask him? Think about this and reflect that you are aspiring to something which you cannot possibly obtain.’

Aladdin listened quietly to everything his mother had to say in her attempt to make him give up his plan. Finally, after reflecting on all the points she had made in remonstrating with him, he replied to her, saying: ‘Mother, I admit it’s great rashness on my part to carry my pretensions as far as I am doing, and that it’s very inconsiderate of me to insist with such heat and urgency on your going and putting my proposal of marriage to the sultan without first taking the appropriate measures for you to obtain a favourable and successful audience with him. Please forgive me, but don’t be surprised if, in the strength of the passion which possesses me, I did not at first envisage all that could help me procure the happiness I seek. I love Princess Badr beyond anything you can imagine, or rather, I adore her and will continue to persevere in my plan to marry her – my mind is quite made up and fixed in this matter. I am grateful to you for the opening you have just given me; I see it as the first step which will help me obtain the happy outcome I promise myself. You tell me that it is not customary to go before the sultan without bearing him a present, and that I have nothing which is worthy of him. I agree with you about the present, and I admit I hadn’t thought about it. As for your telling me that I have nothing I can possibly offer him, don’t you think, mother, that what I brought back with me the day I was saved from almost inevitable death could not make a very nice gift for the sultan? I am talking about what I brought back in the two purses and in my belt, which you and I both took to be pieces of coloured glass. I have since learned better and I can tell you, mother, that these are jewels of inestimable value, fit only for great kings. I discovered their worth by frequenting jewellers’ shops, and you can take my word for it. None of all those I have seen in the shops of our jewellers can compare in size or in beauty to those we possess, and yet they sell them for exorbitant prices. The fact is that neither you nor I know what ours are worth, but however much that is, as far as I can judge from the little experience I have gained, I am convinced that the present will please the sultan very much. You have a porcelain dish large enough and of the right shape to contain the jewels; fetch it and let’s see the effect they make when we arrange them according to their different colours.’

Aladdin’s mother fetched the porcelain dish and Aladdin took out the stones from the two purses and arranged them in it. The effect they made in full daylight, by the variety of their colours, their brilliance and sparkle, was such as to almost dazzle them both and they were greatly astonished, for neither of them had seen the stones except in the light of a lamp. It is true that Aladdin had seen them hanging on the trees like fruit, which must have made an enchanting sight; but as he was still a boy, he had only thought of these stones as trinkets to be played with, and that is the only way he had thought of them, knowing no better.

After admiring for some time the beauty of the jewels, Aladdin spoke once more. ‘Mother,’ he said, ‘you can no longer get out of going and presenting yourself to the sultan on the pretext of not having a present to offer him; here is one, it seems to me, which will ensure you are received with the most favourable of welcomes.’

For all the beauty and splendour of the present, Aladdin’s mother did not think it was worth as much as Aladdin believed it to be. Nonetheless she thought it would be acceptable and she knew she had nothing to say to the contrary; but she kept thinking of the request Aladdin wanted her to make to the sultan with the help of this gift and this worried her greatly. ‘My son,’ she said to him, ‘I don’t find it difficult to imagine that the present will have its effect and that the sultan will look upon me favourably; but when it comes to my putting the request to him that you want me to make, I feel I won’t have the strength and I will remain silent. My journey will have been wasted as I will have lost what you claim is a gift of extraordinary value. I will come home completely embarrassed at having to tell you that you are disappointed in your hopes. I have already explained this to you and you should realize that this is what will happen. However,’ she added, ‘even if it hurts me, I will give in to your wish and I will force myself to have the strength and courage to dare to make the request you want me to make. The sultan will most probably either laugh at me and send me away as a madwoman or he will quite rightly fly into a great rage of which you and I will inevitably be the victims.’

Aladdin’s mother gave her son several other reasons in an attempt to make him change his mind; but the charms of Princess Badr had made too deep an impression on his heart for anyone to be able to dissuade him from carrying out his plan. Aladdin continued to insist his mother go through with it; and so, as much out of her love for him as out of fear that he might resort to some extreme measure, she overcame her aversion and bowed to her son’s will.

As it was too late and the time to go the palace for an audience with the sultan that day had passed, the matter was put off until the following day. For the rest of the day, mother and son spoke of nothing else, Aladdin taking great care to tell his mother everything he could think of to strengthen her in the decision which she had finally made, to go and present herself to the sultan. Yet, despite all his arguments, his mother could not be persuaded that she would ever succeed in the matter, and, indeed, one must admit she had good reason to doubt. ‘My son,’ she said to Aladdin, ‘assuming the sultan receives me as favourably as I wish for your sake, and assuming he listens calmly to the proposal you want me to put to him, what if, after this friendly reception, he should then ask about your possessions, your riches and your estates? For that’s what he will ask about before anything else, rather than about you yourself. If he asks me about that, what do you want me to reply?’

‘Mother,’ said Aladdin, ‘let’s not worry in advance about something which may never happen. Let’s first see what sort of reception the sultan gives you and what reply he gives you. If he happens to want to know all you have just suggested, I will think of an answer to give him, for I am confident that the lamp, which has been the means of our subsistence for the past few years, will not fail me in time of need.’

Aladdin’s mother could think of nothing to say to this. She agreed that the lamp might well be capable of greater miracles than simply providing them with enough to live on. This thought satisfied her and at the same time removed all the difficulties which could have stopped her carrying out the mission she had promised her son. Aladdin, who guessed what she was thinking, said to her: ‘Mother, above all remember to keep the secret; on it depends all the success you and I expect from this affair.’ They then left each other to have some rest; but Aladdin’s mind was so filled with his violent passion and his grand plans for an immense fortune that he was unable to pass the night as peacefully as he would have wished. Before daybreak, he rose and immediately went to wake his mother. He urged her to get dressed as quickly as possible in order to go to the palace gate and to pass through it as soon as it was opened, when the grand vizier, the other viziers and all the court officials entered the council chamber where the sultan always presided in person.

Aladdin’s mother did everything her son wanted. She took the porcelain dish containing the jewels, wrapped it in two layers of cloth, one finer and cleaner than the other, which she tied by all four corners in order to carry it more easily. She then set out, to Aladdin’s great satisfaction, and took the street which led to the sultan’s palace. When she arrived at the gate, the grand vizier, accompanied by the other viziers and the highest-ranking court officials, had already entered. There was an enormous crowd of all those who had business at the council. The gate opened and she walked with them right up into the council chamber, which was a very handsome room, wide and spacious, with a grand and magnificent entrance. She stopped and placed herself in such a way as to be opposite the sultan, with the grand vizier and the nobles who had a seat at the council to the right and left of him. One after the other, people were called according to the order of the requests that had been presented, and their affairs were produced, pleaded and judged until the time the session usually adjourned, when the sultan rose, dismissed the council and withdrew to his apartments where he was followed by the grand vizier. The other viziers and the court officials withdrew, as did all who were there on some particular business, some happy to have won their case, others less satisfied as judgement had been made against them, and still others left in the hope of their case being heard at the next session.

Aladdin’s mother, seeing that the sultan had risen and withdrawn and that everyone was leaving, concluded rightly that he would not reappear that day and so she decided to return home. When Aladdin saw her coming in with the present destined for the sultan, he did not know at first what to think. Afraid that she had some bad news for him, he did not have the strength to ask her about her trip. The good woman, who had never before set foot in the sultan’s palace and who had not the slightest acquaintance with what normally happened there, helped him out of his difficulty by saying to him with great naivety: ‘My son, I saw the sultan and I am quite sure he, too, saw me. I was right in front of him and nobody could prevent him seeing me, but he was so occupied with all those talking to the right and left of him, that I was filled with pity to see the trouble he took to listen patiently to them. That went on for such a long time that I think he finally became weary; for he arose all of a sudden and withdrew quite brusquely, without wishing to listen to the many other people who were lined up to speak to him. I was, in fact, very pleased because I was beginning to lose patience and was very tired from standing up for so long. However, all is not lost and I intend to return there tomorrow; perhaps the sultan will be less busy.’

However great his passion, Aladdin had to be content with this excuse and remain patient. But he at least had the satisfaction of seeing that his mother had taken the most difficult step, which was to stand before the sultan; he hoped that she would follow the example of those whom she saw speaking to him, and not hesitate to carry out the task with which she was charged when she found an opportunity to speak to him.

The next day, arriving early, as she had done the previous day, Aladdin’s mother again went to the sultan’s palace with the present of gems; but her journey once again proved futile. She found the door of the council chamber closed, council sessions being held only every other day, and realized that she would have to return the following day. This news she reported back to Aladdin, who had to remain patient. She returned six more times to the council chamber, on the appropriate days, always placing herself in front of the sultan, but with the same lack of success as on the first occasion. She would perhaps have returned a hundred more times, all to no avail, had not the sultan, who had seen her standing in front of him at each session, finally paid attention to her. Her lack of success is hardly surprising in that only those who had petitions to present approached the sultan, one by one, to plead their cause, whereas Aladdin’s mother was not among those lined up before him.

At last, one day, after the council had risen and he had returned to his apartments, the sultan said to his vizier: ‘For some time now I have noticed a certain woman who comes regularly every day that I hold my council session. She carries something wrapped up in a cloth and remains standing from the beginning of the audience to the end, always deliberately placed in front of me. Do you know what she wants?’

The grand vizier, who knew no more about her than the sultan but did not wish to appear to be stuck for an answer, replied: ‘Sire, your majesty knows well how women often raise complaints about matters of no importance: this one, apparently, has come to complain to you about having been sold bad flour, or about some other, equally trivial, wrong.’ But the sultan was not satisfied with this reply and said: ‘On the next council day, if this woman comes again, be sure to have her summoned so that I can hear what she has to say.’ To this the grand vizier replied by kissing the sultan’s hand and raising it above his head to indicate that he was prepared to die if he failed to carry out the sultan’s command.

Aladdin’s mother had by now become so accustomed to going to the council and standing before the sultan that she did not think it any trouble, as long as she made her son understand that she was doing everything she could to comply with his wishes. So she returned to the palace on the day of the next session and took up her customary position at the entrance of the chamber, opposite the sultan.

The grand vizier had not yet begun to bring up any case when the sultan noticed Aladdin’s mother. Feeling compassion for her, having seen her wait so long and so patiently, the sultan said to him: ‘First of all, in case you forget, here is the woman I was telling you about; make her come up and let us begin by hearing her and getting her business out of the way.’ Immediately, the grand vizier pointed the woman out to the chief usher, who was standing ready to receive his orders, and commanded him to fetch her and bring her forward. The chief usher went up to her and made a sign to follow him to the foot of the sultan’s throne, where he left her, before taking his place next to the grand vizier.

Aladdin’s mother, having learned from the example of the many others she had seen approach the sultan, prostrated herself, with her forehead touching the carpet that covered the steps to the throne, and remained thus until the sultan ordered her to rise. When she rose, the sultan asked her: ‘My good woman, for some time now I have seen you come to my council chamber and remain at the entrance from the beginning to the very end of the session – so what brings you here?’

Hearing these words, Aladdin’s mother prostrated herself a second time; standing up again, she said: ‘King of all kings, before I reveal to your majesty the extraordinary and almost unbelievable business which brings me before your exalted throne, I beg you to pardon me for the audacity, not to say the impudence, of the request I am going to make to you – a request so unusual that I tremble and am ashamed to put it to my sultan.’

The sultan, to allow her to explain herself in complete freedom, ordered everyone to go out of the council chamber, except the grand vizier. He then told her she could speak and explain herself without fear. But Aladdin’s mother, not content with the sultan’s kindness in sparing her the distress she would have endured in speaking in front of so many people, wished to protect herself from what she feared would be his indignation at the unexpected proposal which she was going to put to him, and continued: ‘Sire, I dare to entreat you that if you find the request I am going to put to your majesty in any way offensive or insulting, you will first assure me of your forgiveness and grant me your pardon.’ ‘Whatever it is,’ replied the sultan, ‘I now forgive you and assure you that no harm will come to you. So speak out.’

Having taken all these precautions because of her fear of arousing the sultan’s anger at receiving a proposal of so delicate a nature, Aladdin’s mother then went on to relate faithfully how Aladdin had first seen Princess Badr, the violent passion which the sight of her had inspired in him, what he had said to her; and how she had done everything she could to talk him out of a passion so harmful not only to his majesty but also to the princess, his daughter, herself. ‘But my son,’ she continued, ‘far from profiting from my advice and admitting his audacity, has obstinately persisted in his purpose. He even threatened that he would be driven to do something desperate if I refused to come and ask your majesty for the hand of the princess in marriage. And it was only with extreme reluctance that I finally found myself forced to do him this favour, for which I beseech your majesty once more to pardon not only me but also my son, Aladdin, for having deigned to aspire to so elevated a union.’

The sultan listened to this speech very gently and kindly, showing no sign of anger or indignation, nor making fun of her request. But before giving her an answer, he asked her what it was she had brought wrapped in a cloth, whereupon she immediately took the porcelain dish, which she had set down at the foot of the throne before prostrating herself, unwrapped it and presented it to him.

One can hardly describe the sultan’s surprise and astonishment when he saw such a quantity of precious gems, so perfect, so brilliant and of a size the like of which he had never seen before, crammed into this dish. For a while he remained quite motionless, lost in admiration. When he had recovered, he received the present from the hands of Aladdin’s mother, exclaiming ecstatically: ‘Ah! How beautiful! What a splendid present!’ When he had admired and handled virtually all the jewels, one by one, examining each gem to assess its distinctive quality, he turned towards his grand vizier and, showing him the dish, said to him: ‘Look, don’t you agree you won’t find anything more splendid or more perfect in the whole world?’ The grand vizier was dazzled. ‘So, what do you think of such a present?’ the sultan asked him. ‘Isn’t it worthy of the princess, my daughter, and can’t I then give her, at a price like that, to the man who asks me for her hand in marriage?’

These words roused the grand vizier into a state of strange agitation. Some time ago, the sultan had given him to understand that it was his intention to bestow the princess in marriage to one of his sons, and so he feared, and with some justification, that the sultan, dazzled by such a sumptuous and extraordinary gift, would now change his mind. He went up to the sultan and whispered into his ear: ‘Sire, one can’t disagree that the present is worthy of the princess; but I beg your majesty to grant me three months before you come to a decision. Before that time, I hope that my son, on whom you have been so kind as to indicate you look favourably, will be able to present her with a much more valuable gift than that offered by Aladdin, who is a stranger to your majesty.’

The sultan, although he was quite sure that his grand vizier could not possibly come up with enough for his son to produce a gift of similar value to offer the princess, nonetheless listened to him and granted him this favour. Turning, then, to Aladdin’s mother, he said: ‘Go home, good woman, and tell your son that I agree to the proposal you have made on his behalf; but I can’t marry the princess, my daughter, to him before I have furnishings provided for her, and these won’t be ready for three months. At the end of that time, come back.’

Aladdin’s mother returned home, her joy being all the greater because she had first thought that, in view of her lowly state, access to the sultan would be impossible, whereas she had in fact obtained a very favourable reply instead of the rebuffs and resulting confusion she had expected. When Aladdin saw his mother come in, two things made him think that she was bringing good news: one was that she was returning earlier than usual, and the other was that her face was all lit up and she was smiling. ‘So, Mother,’ he said to her, ‘is there any cause for hope, or must I die of despair?’ Having removed her veil and sat down beside him on the sofa, she replied: ‘My son, I’m not going to keep you in a state of uncertainty and so will begin at once by telling you that far from thinking of dying you have every reason to be happy.’ She went on to tell him how she had received an audience, before everyone else, and that was the reason she had returned so early. She also told him what precautions she had taken not to offend the sultan in putting the proposal of marriage to Princess Badr, and of the very favourable response she had received from the sultan’s own mouth. She added that, as far as she could judge from indications given by the sultan, it was above all the powerful effect of the present which had determined that favourable reply. ‘I least expected this,’ she said, ‘because the grand vizier had whispered in his ear before he gave his reply and I was afraid he would deflect any goodwill the sultan might have towards you.’

When he heard this, Aladdin thought himself the happiest of men. He thanked his mother for all the trouble she had gone to in pursuit of this affair, whose happy outcome was so important for his peace of mind. And although three months seemed an extremely long time such was his impatience to enjoy the object of his passion, he nonetheless prepared himself to wait patiently, trusting in the sultan’s word, which he considered irrevocable.

One evening, when two months or so had passed, with him counting not only the hours, days and the weeks, but even every moment as he waited for the period to come to an end, his mother, wanting to light the lamp, noticed that there was no more oil in the house. So she went out to buy some. As she approached the centre of the city, everywhere she saw signs of festivity: the shops, instead of being shut, were all open and were being decorated with greenery, and illuminations were being prepared – in their enthusiasm, every shop owner was vying with each other in their efforts to display the most pomp and magnificence. Everywhere were demonstrations of happiness and rejoicing. The streets themselves were blocked by officials in ceremonial dress, mounted on richly harnessed horses, and surrounded by a milling throng of attendants on foot. Aladdin’s mother asked the merchant from whom she was buying her oil what this all meant. ‘My good woman, where are you from?’ he replied. ‘Don’t you know that the son of the grand vizier is to marry Princess Badr, daughter of the sultan, this evening? She is about to come out of the baths and the officials you see here are gathering to accompany her procession to the palace, where the ceremony is to take place.’

Aladdin’s mother did not wish to hear any more. She returned home in such haste that she arrived almost breathless. She found Aladdin, who little expected the grievous news she was bringing, and exclaimed: ‘My son, you have lost everything! You were counting on the sultan’s fine promises – nothing will come of them now.’ Alarmed at these words, Aladdin said to her: ‘But, mother, in what way will the sultan not keep his promise to me? And how do you know?’ ‘This evening,’ she replied, ‘the son of the grand vizier is to marry Princess Badr, in the palace.’ She went on to explain how she had learned this, telling him all the circumstances so as to leave him in no doubt.

At this news, Aladdin remained motionless, as though he had been struck by a bolt of lightning. Anyone else would have been quite overcome, but a deep jealousy prevented him from staying like this for long. He instantly remembered the lamp which had until then been so useful to him: without breaking out in a pointless outburst against the sultan, the grand vizier or his son, he merely said to his mother: ‘Maybe the son of the grand vizier will not be as happy tonight as he thinks he will be. While I go to my room for a moment, prepare us some supper.’

Aladdin’s mother guessed her son was going to make use of the lamp to prevent, if possible, the consummation of the marriage, and she was not deceived. Indeed, when Aladdin entered his room, he took the magic lamp – which he had removed from his mother’s sight and taken there after the appearance of the jinni had given her such a fright – and rubbed it in the same spot as before. Immediately, the jinni appeared before him and asked: ‘What is your wish? Here am I, ready to obey you, your slave and the slave of all those who hold the lamp, I and the other slaves of the lamp.’

‘Listen,’ Aladdin said to him, ‘up until now, you have brought me food when I was in need of it, but now I have business of the utmost importance. I have asked the sultan for the hand of the princess, his daughter; he promised her to me but asked for a delay of three months. However, instead of keeping his promise, he is marrying her tonight to the son of the grand vizier, before the time is up: I have just learned of this and it’s a fact. What I demand of you is that, as soon as the bride and bridegroom are in bed, you carry them off and bring them both here, in their bed.’ ‘Master,’ replied the jinni, ‘I will obey you. Do you have any other command?’ ‘Nothing more at present,’ said Aladdin, and the jinni immediately disappeared.

Aladdin returned to his mother and had supper with her, calmly and peacefully as usual. After supper, he talked to her for a while about the marriage of the princess as if it were something which no longer worried him. Then he returned to his room, leaving his mother to go to bed. He himself did not go to sleep, however, but waited for the jinni’s return and for the order he had given him to be carried out.

All this while, everything had been prepared with much splendour in the sultan’s palace to celebrate the marriage of the princess, and the evening passed in ceremonies and entertainments which went on well into the night. When it was all over, the son of the grand vizier, after a signal given him by the princess’s chief eunuch, slipped out and was then brought in by him to the princess’s apartments, right to the room where the marriage bed had been prepared. He went to bed first. A little while after, the sultana, accompanied by her ladies and by those of the princess, her daughter, led in the bride, who, as is the custom of brides, put up a great resistance. The sultana helped to undress her and put her into bed as though by force; and, after having embraced her and saying goodnight, she withdrew, together with all the women, the last to leave shutting the door behind her.

No sooner had the door been shut than the jinni – as faithful servant of the lamp and punctual in carrying out the commands of those who had it in their hands – without giving the bridegroom time to so much as caress his wife, to the great astonishment of them both, lifted up the bed, complete with bride and groom, and transported them in an instant to Aladdin’s room, where he set it down.

Aladdin, who had been waiting impatiently for this moment, did not allow the son of the grand vizier to remain lying with the princess but said to the jinni: ‘Take this bridegroom, lock him up in the privy and come back tomorrow morning, a little after daybreak.’ The jinni immediately carried off the son of the grand vizier from the bed, in his nightshirt, and transported him to the place Aladdin had told him to take him, where he left the bridegroom, after breathing over him a breath which he felt from head to toe and which prevented him from stirring from where he was.

However great the passion Aladdin felt for Princess Badr, once he found himself alone with her, he did not address her at length, but declared passionately: ‘Don’t be afraid, adorable princess, you are quite safe here, and however violent the love I feel for your beauty and your charms, it will never go beyond the bounds of the profound respect I have for you. If I have been forced to adopt such extreme measures, this was not to offend you but to prevent an unjust rival from possessing you, contrary to the word in my favour given me by your father, the sultan.’

The princess, who knew nothing of the circumstances surrounding all this, paid little attention to what Aladdin had to say and was in no state to reply to him. Her terror and astonishment at so surprising and unexpected an adventure had put her into such a state that Aladdin could not get a word out of her. He did not leave it at that but decided to undress and then lie down in the place of the son of the grand vizier, his back turned to the princess, after having taken the precaution of putting a sword between them, to show that he deserved to be punished if he made an attempt on her honour.

Happy at having thus deprived his rival of the pleasure which he had flattered himself he would enjoy that night, Aladdin slept quite peacefully. This was not true of the princess, however: never in all her life had she spent so trying and disagreeable a night; and as for the son of the vizier, if one considers the place and the state in which the jinni had left him, one can guess that her new husband spent it in a much more distressing manner.

The next morning, Aladdin did not need to rub the lamp to summon the jinni, who came by himself at the appointed hour, just when Aladdin had finished dressing. ‘Here am I,’ he said to Aladdin. ‘What is your command?’ ‘Go and bring back the son of the grand vizier from the place where you put him,’ said Aladdin. ‘Place him in this bed again and carry it back to the sultan’s palace, from where you took it.’ The jinni went to fetch the son of the grand vizier, and when he reappeared, Aladdin took up his sword from the bed. The jinni placed the bridegroom next to the princess and, in an instant, he returned the marriage bed to the same room in the sultan’s palace from where he had taken it.

It should be pointed out that, all the while, the jinni could not be seen by either the princess or the son of the grand vizier – his hideous shape would have been enough to make them die of fright. Nor did they hear any of the conversation between Aladdin and him. All they noticed was how their bed shook and how they were transported from one place to another; which was quite enough, as one can easily imagine, to give them a considerable fright.

The jinni had just restored the nuptial bed to its place when the sultan, curious to discover how his daughter, the princess, had spent the first night of her marriage, entered her room to wish her good morning. No sooner did he hear the door open than the son of the grand vizier, chilled to the bone from the cold he had endured all night long and not yet having had time to warm up again, got up and went to the closet where he had undressed the previous evening.

The sultan approached the princess’s bed, kissed her between the eyes, as was the custom, and asked her, as he greeted her with a smile, what sort of night she had had; but raising his head again and looking at her more closely, he was extremely surprised to see that she was in a state of great dejection and neither by a blush spreading over her face nor by any other sign could she satisfy his curiosity. She only gave him a most sorrowful look, which indicated either great sadness or great discontent. He said a few more words to her but, seeing that he could get nothing more from her, he decided she was keeping silent out of modesty and so retired. Nevertheless, still suspicious that there was something unusual about her silence, he went straight away to the apartments of the sultana and told her in what a state he had found the princess and how she had received him. ‘Sire,’ the sultana said to him, ‘this should not surprise your majesty; there’s no bride who does not display the same reserve the morning after her wedding night. It won’t be the same in two or three days: she will then receive her father, the sultan, as she ought. I am going to see her myself,’ she added, ‘and I will be very surprised if she receives me in the same way.’

When the sultana had dressed, she went to the princess’s room. Badr had not yet risen, and when the sultana approached her bed, greeting and embracing her, great was her surprise not only to receive no reply but also to see the princess in a state of deep dejection, which made her conclude that something she could not understand had happened to her daughter. ‘My daughter,’ she said to her, ‘how is it that you don’t respond to my caresses? How can you behave like this to your mother? Don’t you think I don’t know what can happen in circumstances like yours? I would really like to think that that’s not what’s in your mind and something else must have happened. Tell me quite frankly; don’t leave me weighed down by anxiety for a moment longer.’

At last, the princess broke her silence and gave a deep sigh. ‘Ah! My dear and esteemed mother,’ she exclaimed, ‘forgive me if I have failed to show you the respect I owe you. My mind is so preoccupied with the extraordinary things that happened to me last night that I have not yet recovered from my astonishment and terror and I hardly know myself.’ She then proceeded to tell her, in the most colourful detail, how shortly after she and her husband had gone to bed, the bed had been lifted up and transported in a moment to a dark and squalid room where she found herself all alone and separated from her husband, without knowing what had happened to him; how she had seen a young man who had addressed a few words to her which her terror had prevented her understanding, who had lain beside her in her husband’s place, after placing a sword between them; and how her husband had been restored to her and the bed returned to its place, all in a very short space of time. ‘All this,’ she added, ‘had just taken place when the sultan, my father, came into the room; I was so overcome by grief that I had not the strength to reply even with a single word, and so I have no doubt he was angry at the manner in which I received the honour he did me by coming to see me. But I hope he will forgive me when he knows of my sad adventure and sees the pitiful state I’m still in.’

The sultana listened calmly to everything the princess had to say, but she did not believe it. ‘My daughter,’ she said, ‘you were quite right not to talk about this to the sultan, your father. Take care not to talk about it to anyone – they will think you mad if they hear you talk like this.’ ‘Mother,’ she rejoined, ‘I can assure you that I am in my right mind. Ask my husband and he will tell you the same thing.’ ‘I will ask him,’ replied the sultana, ‘but even if his account is the same as yours, I won’t be any more convinced than I am now. Now get up and clear your mind of such fantasies; a fine thing it would be if you were to let such a dream upset the celebrations arranged for your wedding, which are set to last several days, not only in this palace but throughout the kingdom! Can’t you already hear the fanfares and the sounds of trumpets, drums and tambourines? All this should fill you with pleasure and joy and make you forget the fantastic stories you’ve been telling me.’ The sultana then summoned the princess’s maids and, after she had made her get up and seen her set about getting dressed, she went to the sultan’s apartments and told him that some fancy had, indeed, entered the head of his daughter, but that it was nothing. She sent for the son of the vizier to discover from him a little about what the princess had told her; but he, knowing himself to be greatly honoured by his alliance with the sultan, decided it would be best to conceal the adventure. ‘Tell me, son-in-law,’ the sultana said to him, ‘are you being as stubborn as your wife?’ ‘My lady,’ he replied, ‘may I enquire why you ask me this?’ ‘That will do,’ retorted the sultana. ‘I don’t need to hear anything more. You are wiser than she is.’

The rejoicings continued in the palace all day, and the sultana, who never left the princess, did all she could to cheer her up and make her take part in the entertainments and amusements prepared for her. But the princess was so struck down by the visions of what had happened to her the previous night that it was easy to see she was totally preoccupied by them. The son of the vizier was just as shattered by the bad night he had spent but, fired by ambition, he concealed it and, seeing him, no one would have thought he was anything else but the happiest of bridegrooms.

Aladdin, knowing all about what had happened in the palace and never doubting that the newly-weds would sleep together, despite the misadventure of the previous night, had no desire to leave them in peace. So, after nightfall, he had recourse once again to the lamp. Immediately, the jinni appeared and greeted him in the same way as on the other occasions, offering him his services. ‘The son of the grand vizier and Princess Badr are going to sleep together again tonight,’ explained Aladdin. ‘Go, and as soon as they are in bed, bring them here, as you did yesterday.’

The jinni served Aladdin as faithfully and as punctually as on the previous day; the son of the grand vizier spent as disagreeable a night as the one he had already endured and the princess was as mortified as before to have Aladdin as her bedfellow, with the sword placed between them. The next day, the jinni, following Aladdin’s orders, returned and restored the husband to his wife’s side; he then lifted up the bed with the newly-weds and transported it back to the room in the palace from where he had taken it.

Early the next morning, the sultan, anxious to discover how the princess had spent the second night, and wondering if she would receive him in the same way as on the previous day, went to her room to find out. But no sooner did the son of the grand vizier, more ashamed and mortified by his bad luck on the second night, hear the sultan come in than he hastily arose and hurled himself into the closet.

The sultan approached the princess’s bed and greeted her, and after embracing her in the same way as he had the day before, asked her: ‘Well, my dear, are you in as bad a mood this morning as you were yesterday? Tell me what sort of night you had.’ But the princess again remained silent, and the sultan saw that her mind was even more disturbed and she was more dejected than the first time. He had no doubt now that something extraordinary had happened to her. So, irritated by the mystery she was making of it and clutching his sword, he angrily said to her: ‘My daughter, either you tell me what you are hiding from me or I will cut off your head this very instant.’

At last, the princess, more frightened by the tone of her aggrieved father and his threat than by the sight of the unsheathed sword, broke her silence, and, with tears in her eyes, burst out: ‘My dear father and sultan, I beg pardon of your majesty if I have offended you and I hope that in your goodness and mercy anger will give way to compassion when I give you a faithful account of the sad and pitiful state in which I spent all last night and the night before.’ After this preamble, which somewhat calmed and softened the sultan, she faithfully recounted to him all that had happened to her during those two unfortunate nights. Her account was so moving that, in the love and tenderness he felt for her, he was filled with deep sorrow. When she had finished her account, she said to him: ‘If your majesty has the slightest doubt about the account I have just given, you can ask the husband you have given me. I am convinced your majesty will be persuaded of the truth when he bears the same witness to it as I have done.’

The sultan now truly felt the extreme distress that such an astonishing adventure must have caused the princess and said to her: ‘My daughter, you were very wrong not to have told me yesterday about such a strange affair, which concerns me as much as yourself. I did not marry you with the intention of making you miserable but rather with a view to making you happy and content, and to let you enjoy the happiness you deserve and can expect with a husband who seemed suited to you. Forget now all the worrying images you have just told me about. I will see to it that you endure no more nights as disagreeable and as unbearable as those you have just spent.’

As soon as the sultan had returned to his own apartments, he called for his grand vizier and asked him: ‘Vizier, have you seen your son and has he not said anything to you?’ When the vizier replied that he had not seen him, the sultan related to him everything Princess Badr had just told him, adding: ‘I do not doubt my daughter was telling the truth, but I would be very glad to have it confirmed by what your son says. Go and ask him about it.’

The grand vizier made haste to join his son and to tell him what the sultan had said. He charged him to not conceal the truth but to tell him whether all this was true, to which his son replied: ‘Father, I will conceal nothing from you. All that the princess told the sultan is true, but she couldn’t tell him about the ill treatment I myself received, which is this: since my wedding I have spent the two most cruel nights imaginable and I do not have the words to describe to you exactly and in every detail the ills I have suffered. I won’t tell you what I felt when I found myself lifted up four times in my bed and transported from one place to another, unable to see who was lifting the bed or to imagine how that could have been done. You can judge for yourself the wretched state I found myself in when I tell you that I spent two nights standing, naked but for my nightshirt, in a kind of narrow privy, not free to move from where I stood nor able to make any movement, although I could see no obstacle to prevent me from moving. I don’t need to go into further detail about all my sufferings. I will not conceal from you that all this has not stopped me from feeling towards the princess, my wife, all the love, respect and gratitude that she deserves; but I confess in all sincerity that despite all the honour and glory that comes to me from having married the daughter of the sultan, I would rather die than live any longer in such an elevated alliance if I have to endure any further such disagreeable treatment as I have done. I am sure the princess feels the same as I do and will readily agree that our separation is as necessary for her peace of mind as it is for mine. And so, father, I beseech you, by the same love which led you to procure for me such a great honour, to make the sultan agree to our marriage being declared null and void.’

However great the grand vizier’s ambition was for his son to become the son-in-law of the sultan, seeing how firmly resolved he was to separate from the princess, he did not think it right to suggest he be patient and wait a few more days to see if this problem might not be solved. He left his son and went to give his reply to the sultan, to whom he admitted frankly that it was only too true after what he had just learned from his son. Without waiting even for the sultan to speak to him about ending the marriage, which he could see he was all too much in favour of doing, he begged him to allow his son to leave the palace and to return home to him, using as a pretext that it was not right for the princess to be exposed a moment longer to such terrible persecution for the sake of his son.

The grand vizier had no difficulty in obtaining what he asked for. Immediately, the sultan, who had already made up his mind, gave orders to stop the festivities in his palace, the city and throughout the length and breadth of his kingdom, countering those originally given. In a very short while, all signs of joy and public rejoicing in the city and in the kingdom had ceased.

This sudden and unexpected change gave rise to many different interpretations: people asked each other what had caused this upset, but all that they could say was that the grand vizier had been seen leaving the palace and going home, accompanied by his son, both of them looking very dejected. Only Aladdin knew the secret and inwardly rejoiced at the good fortune which the lamp had procured him. Once he had learned for certain that his rival had abandoned the palace and that the marriage between him and the princess was over, he needed no longer to rub the lamp nor to summon the jinni to stop it being consummated. What is strange is that neither the sultan nor the grand vizier, who had forgotten Aladdin and his request, had the slightest idea that he had any part in the enchantment which had just caused the break-up of the princess’s marriage.

Meanwhile, Aladdin let the three months go by that the sultan had stipulated before the marriage between him and Princess Badr could take place. He counted the days very carefully, and when they were up, the very next morning he hastened to send his mother to the palace to remind the sultan of his word.

Aladdin’s mother went to the palace as her son had asked her and stood at the entrance to the council chamber, in the same spot as before. As soon as the sultan caught sight of her, he recognized her and immediately remembered the request she had made him and the date to which he had put off fulfilling it. The vizier was at that moment reporting to him on some matter, but the sultan interrupted him, saying: ‘Vizier, I see the good woman who gave us such a fine gift a few months ago; bring her up – you can resume your report when I have heard what she has to say.’ The grand vizier turned towards the entrance of the council chamber, saw Aladdin’s mother and immediately summoned the chief usher, to whom he pointed her out, ordering him to bring her forward.

Aladdin’s mother advanced right to the foot of the throne, where she prostrated herself as was customary. When she rose up again, the sultan asked her what her request was, to which she replied: ‘Sire, I come before your majesty once more to inform you, in the name of my son Aladdin, that the three months’ postponement of the request I had the honour to put to your majesty has come to an end and I entreat you to be so good as to remember your word.’

When he had first seen her, so meanly dressed, standing before him in all her poverty and lowliness, the sultan had thought that by making a delay of three months to reply to her request he would hear no more talk of a marriage which he regarded as not at all suitable for his daughter, the princess. He was, however, embarrassed at being called upon to keep his word to her but he did not think it advisable to give her an immediate reply, so he consulted his grand vizier, expressing to him his repugnance at the idea of marrying the princess to a stranger whose fortune he presumed was less than the most modest.

The grand vizier lost no time in telling the sultan what he thought about this. ‘Sire,’ he said, ‘it seems to me there is a sure way of avoiding such an unequal marriage which would not give Aladdin, even were he better known to your majesty, grounds for complaint: this is to put such a high price on the princess that, however great his riches, he could not meet this. This would be a way of making him abandon such a bold, not to say foolhardy, pursuit, about which no doubt he did not think carefully before embarking on it.’

The sultan approved of the advice of the grand vizier and, turning towards Aladdin’s mother, he said to her, after a moment’s reflection: ‘My good woman, sultans should keep their word; I am ready to keep mine and to make your son happy by marrying my daughter, the princess, to him. However, as I can’t marry her before I know what advantage there is in it for her, tell your son that I will carry out my word as soon as he sends me forty large bowls of solid gold, full to the brim with the same things you have already presented to me on his behalf, and carried by a similar number of black slaves who, in their turn, are to be led by forty more white slaves – young, well built, handsome and all magnificently clothed. These are the conditions on which I am prepared to give him my daughter. Go, good woman, and I will wait for you to bring me his reply.’


Aladdin’s mother prostrated herself in front of the sultan’s throne and withdrew. As she went on her way, she laughed at the thought of her son’s foolish ambition. ‘Really,’ she said to herself, ‘where is he going to find so many golden bowls and such a large quantity of those coloured bits of glass to fill them? Will he go back to that underground cave with the entry blocked and pick them off the trees there? And all those slaves turned out as the sultan demanded, where is he going to get them from? He hasn’t the remotest chance and I don’t think he’s going to be happy with the outcome of my mission.’ When she got home, her mind was filled with all these thoughts, which made her believe Aladdin had nothing more to hope for, so she said to him: ‘My son, I advise you to give up any thought of marrying the princess. The sultan did, indeed, receive me very kindly and I believe he was full of goodwill towards you; but the grand vizier, I am almost sure, made him change his mind, and I think you will think the same after you have heard what I have to say. After I reminded his majesty that the three months had expired and had begged him, on your behalf, to remember his promise, I noticed that he only gave the reply I am about to relate after a whispered conversation with his grand vizier.’ Aladdin’s mother then proceeded to give her son a faithful account of all that the sultan had said to her and the conditions on which he said he would consent to the marriage between him and the princess, his daughter. ‘My son,’ she said in conclusion, ‘he is waiting for your reply, but, between ourselves,’ she added with a smile, ‘I believe he will have to wait for a long time.’

‘Not so long as you would like to think, mother,’ said Aladdin, ‘and the sultan is mistaken if he thinks that by such exorbitant demands he is going to prevent me from desiring his daughter. I was expecting other insurmountable difficulties or that he would set a far higher price on my incomparable princess. But for the moment, I am quite content and what he is demanding is a mere trifle in comparison with what I would be in a position to offer him to obtain possession of her. You go and buy some food for dinner while I go and think about satisfying his demands – just leave it to me.’

As soon as Aladdin’s mother had gone out to do the shopping, Aladdin took the lamp and rubbed it; immediately the jinni rose up before him and, in the same terms as before, asked Aladdin what was his command, saying that he was ready to serve him. Aladdin said to him: ‘The sultan is giving me the hand of the princess his daughter in marriage, but first he demands of me forty large, heavy bowls of solid gold, filled to the brim with the fruits from the garden from where I took the lamp whose slave you are. He is also demanding from me that these forty bowls be carried by a similar number of black slaves, preceded by forty white slaves – young, well built, handsome and magnificently clothed. Go and bring me this present as fast as possible so that I can send it to the sultan before he gets up from his session at the council.’ The jinni told him his command would be carried out without delay, and disappeared.

Shortly afterwards, the jinni reappeared, accompanied by the forty black slaves, each one bearing on his head a heavy bowl of solid gold, filled with pearls, diamonds, rubies and emeralds, all chosen for their beauty and their size so as to be better than those which had already been given to the sultan. Each bowl was covered with a silver cloth embroidered with flowers of gold. All these slaves, both black and white, together with all the golden dishes, occupied almost the whole of the very modest house, together with its small courtyard in front and the little garden at the back. The jinni asked Aladdin if he was satisfied and whether he had any other command to put to him, and when Aladdin said he had nothing more to ask him, he immediately disappeared.

When Aladdin’s mother returned from the market and entered the house, she was very astonished to see so many people and so many riches. She put down the provisions she had bought and was about to remove the veil covering her face when she was prevented by Aladdin, who said to her: ‘Mother, we have no time to lose; before the sultan finishes his session, it is very important you return to the palace and immediately bring him this present, Princess Badr’s dowry, which he asked me for, so that he can judge, by my diligence and punctuality, the sincerity of my ardent desire to procure the honour of entering into an alliance with him.’

Without waiting for his mother to reply, Aladdin opened the door to the street and made all the slaves file out in succession, a white slave always followed by a black slave, bearing a golden bowl on his head, and so on, to the last one. After his mother had come out, following the last black slave, he closed the door and sat calmly in his room, in the hope that the sultan, after receiving the present he had demanded, would at last consent to receive him as his son-in-law.

The first white slave who came out of Aladdin’s house made all the passers-by who saw him stop, and by the time eighty black and white slaves had finished emerging, the street was crowded with people rushing up from all parts of the city to see this magnificent and extraordinary sight. Each slave was dressed in such rich fabrics and wore such splendid jewels that those who knew anything about such matters would have reckoned each costume must have cost more than a million dinars: the neatness and perfect fit of each dress; the proud and graceful bearing of each slave; their uniform and symmetrical build; the solemn way they processed – all this, together with the glittering jewels of exorbitant size, encrusted and beautifully arranged in their belts of solid gold, and the insignias of jewels set in their headdresses, which were of a quite special type, roused the admiration of this crowd of spectators to such a state that they could not leave off staring at them and following them with their eyes as far as they could. The streets were so crowded with people that no one could move but each had to stay where he happened to be.

As the procession had to pass through several streets to get to the palace, a good number of the city’s inhabitants, of all kinds and classes, were able to witness this marvellous display of pomp. When the first of the eighty slaves arrived at the gate of the first courtyard of the palace, the doorkeepers, who had drawn up in a line as soon as they spotted this wonderful procession approaching, took him for a king, thanks to the richness and splendour of his dress and they went up to him to kiss the hem of his garment. But the slave, as instructed by the jinni, stopped them and solemnly told them: ‘We are but slaves; our master will appear in due course.’

Then this first slave, followed by the rest, advanced to the second courtyard, which was very spacious and was where the sultan’s household stood during the sessions of the council. The palace officials who headed each rank looked very magnificent, but they were eclipsed in splendour by the appearance of the eighty slaves who bore Aladdin’s present. There was nothing more beautiful, more brilliant in the whole of the sultan’s court; however splendid his courtiers who surrounded him, none of them could compare with what now presented itself to his sight.

The sultan, who had been informed of the procession and arrival of the slaves, had given orders to let them in, and so, as soon as they appeared, they found the entrance to the council chamber open. They entered in orderly fashion, one half filing to the right, one half to the left. After they had all entered and had formed a large semicircle around the sultan’s throne, each of the black slaves placed the bowl he was carrying on to the carpet in front of the sultan. All then prostrated themselves, touching the carpet with their foreheads. At the same time, the white slaves did the same. Then they all got up and the black slaves, as they rose, skilfully uncovered the bowls in front of them and stood with their hands crossed on their chests in great reverence.

Aladdin’s mother, who had, meanwhile, advanced to the foot of the throne, prostrated herself before the sultan and addressed him, saying: ‘Sire, my son, Aladdin, knows well that this gift he sends to your majesty is far less than Princess Badr deserves, but he hopes nonetheless that your majesty will be pleased to accept it and consider it acceptable for the princess; he offers it all the more confidently because he has endeavoured to conform to the condition which your majesty was pleased to impose on him.’

The sultan was in no state to pay attention to her compliments: one look at the forty golden bowls, filled to the brim with the most brilliant, dazzling and most precious jewels ever to be seen in the world, and at the eighty slaves who, as much by their handsome appearance as by the richness and amazing magnificence of their dress, looked like so many kings, and he was so overwhelmed that he could not get over his astonishment. Instead of replying to Aladdin’s mother, he addressed the grand vizier, who likewise could not understand where such a great profusion of riches could have come from. ‘Well now, vizier,’ he publicly addressed him, ‘what do you think about a person, whoever he may be, who sends me such a valuable and extraordinary present, someone whom neither of us knows? Don’t you think he is fit to marry my daughter, Princess Badr?’

For all his jealousy and pain at seeing a stranger preferred before his son to become the son-in-law of the sultan, the vizier nonetheless managed to conceal his feelings. It was quite obvious that Aladdin’s present was more than enough for him to be admitted to such a high alliance. So the vizier agreed with the sultan, saying: ‘Sire, far from believing that someone who gives you a present so worthy of your majesty should be unworthy of the honour you wish to do him, I would be so bold as to say that he deserves it all the more, were I not persuaded that there is no treasure in the world precious enough to be put in balance with your majesty’s daughter, the princess.’ At this, all the courtiers present at the session applauded, showing that they were of the same opinion as the grand vizier.

The sultan did not delay; he did not even think to enquire whether Aladdin had the other qualities appropriate for one who aspired to become his son-in-law. The mere sight of such immense riches and the diligence with which Aladdin had fulfilled his demand without making the slightest difficulty over conditions as exorbitant as those he had imposed on him, easily persuaded the sultan that Aladdin lacked nothing to render him as accomplished as the sultan wished. So, to send Aladdin’s mother back with all the satisfaction she could desire, he said to her: ‘Go, my good woman, and tell your son that I am waiting to receive him with open arms and to embrace him, and that the quicker he comes to receive from me the gift I have bestowed on him of the princess, my daughter, the greater the pleasure he will give me.’

Aladdin’s mother left with all the delight a woman of her status is capable of on seeing her son, contrary to all expectations, attain such a high position. The sultan then immediately concluded the day’s audience and, rising from his throne, ordered the eunuchs attached to the princess’s service to come and remove the bowls and carry them off to their mistress’s apartment, where he himself went to examine them with her at his leisure. This order was carried out at once, under supervision of the head eunuch.

The eighty black and white slaves were not forgotten; they were taken inside the palace and, a little later, the sultan, who had been telling the princess about their magnificence, ordered them to be brought to the entrance of her apartment so that she could look at them through the screens and realize that, far from exaggerating anything in his account, he had not told her even half the story.

Meanwhile, Aladdin’s mother arrived home with an expression which told in advance of the good news she was bringing. ‘My son,’ she said to him, ‘you have every reason to be happy: contrary to my expectations – and you will recall what I told you – you have attained the accomplishment of your desires. In order not to keep you in suspense any longer, the sultan, with the approval of his entire court, has declared that you are worthy to possess Princess Badr. He is waiting to embrace you and to bring about your marriage. You must now think about how to prepare for this meeting so that you may come up to the high opinion the sultan has formed of you. After all the miracles I have seen you perform, I am sure nothing will be lacking. I must not forget to tell you also that the sultan is waiting impatiently for you, and so waste no time in going to him.’

Aladdin was delighted at this news and, his mind full of the enchanting creature who had so bewitched him, after saying a few words to his mother, withdrew to his room. Once there, he took the lamp which had hitherto been so useful to him in fulfilling all his needs and wishes, and no sooner had he rubbed it than the jinni appeared before him and immediately proceeded to offer him his services as before. ‘O jinni,’ said Aladdin, ‘I have summoned you to help me take a bath and when I have finished, I want you to have ready for me the most sumptuous and magnificent costume ever worn by a king.’ No sooner had he finished speaking than the jinni, making them both invisible, lifted him up and transported him to a bath made of the finest marble of every shade of the most beautiful colours. Without seeing who was waiting on him, he was undressed in a spacious and very well-arranged room. From this room he was made to go into the bath, which was moderately hot, and there he was rubbed and washed with several kinds of perfumed waters. After he had been taken into various rooms of different degrees of heat, he came out again transformed, his complexion fresh, all pink and white, and feeling lighter and more refreshed. He returned to the first room, but the clothing he had left there had gone; in its place the jinni had carefully set out the costume he had asked for. When he saw the magnificence of the garments which had been substituted for his own, Aladdin was astonished. With the help of the jinni, he got dressed, admiring as he did so each item of clothing as he put it on, for everything was beyond anything he could have imagined.

When he had finished, the jinni took him back to his house, to the same room from where he had transported him. He then asked Aladdin whether he had any other demands. ‘Yes,’ replied Aladdin, ‘I want you to bring me as quickly as possible a horse which is finer and more beautiful than the most highly valued horse in the sultan’s stables; its trappings, its harness, its saddle, its bridle – all must be worth more than a million dinars. I also ask you to bring me at the same time twenty slaves as richly and smartly attired as those who delivered the sultan’s present, who are to walk beside me and behind me in a group, and twenty more like them to precede me in two files. Bring my mother, too, with six slave girls to wait on her, each dressed at least as richly as the princess’s slave girls, and each bearing a complete set of women’s clothes as magnificent and sumptuous as those of a sultana. Finally, I need ten thousand pieces of gold in ten purses. There,’ he ended, ‘that’s what I command you to do. Go, and make haste.’

As soon as Aladdin had finished giving him his orders, the jinni disappeared; shortly afterwards, he reappeared with the horse, the forty slaves – ten of whom were each carrying a purse containing a thousand pieces of gold, and the six slave girls – each one bearing on her head a different costume for Aladdin’s mother, wrapped up in a silver cloth, and all this he presented to Aladdin. Of the ten purses Aladdin took four, which he gave to his mother, telling her she should use them for her needs. The remaining six he left in the hands of the slaves who were carrying them, charging them to keep them and throw out handfuls of gold from them to the people as they passed through the streets on their way to the sultan’s palace. He also ordered these six slaves to walk in front of him with the others, three on the right and three on the left. Finally, he presented the six slave girls to his mother, telling her that they were hers to use as her slaves and that the clothes they brought were for her.

When Aladdin had settled all these matters, he told the jinni as he dismissed him that he would call him when he needed his services and the jinni instantly disappeared. Aladdin’s one thought now was to reply as quickly as possible to the desire the sultan had expressed to see him. So he despatched to the palace one of the forty slaves – I will not say the most handsome, for they were all equally handsome – with the order to address himself to the chief usher and ask him when Aladdin might have the honour of prostrating himself at the feet of the sultan. The slave was not long in carrying out his task, returning with the reply that the sultan was awaiting him with impatience.

Aladdin made haste to set off on horseback and process in the order already described. Although this was the first time he had ever mounted a horse, he appeared to ride with such ease that not even the most experienced horseman would have taken him for a novice. In less than a moment, the streets he passed through filled with an innumerable crowd of people, whose cheers and blessings and cries of admiration rang out, particularly when the six slaves with the purses threw handfuls of gold coins into the air to the left and right. These cheers of approval did not, however, come from the rabble, who were busy picking up the gold, but from a higher rank of people who could not refrain from publicly praising Aladdin for his generosity. Anyone who could remember seeing him playing in the street, the perpetual vagabond, no longer recognized Aladdin, and even those who had seen him not long ago had difficulty making him out, so different were his features. This is because one of the properties of the lamp was that it could gradually procure for those who possessed it the perfections which went with the status they attained by making good use of it. Consequently, people paid more attention to Aladdin himself than to the pomp which accompanied him and which most of them had already seen that same day when the eighty slaves marched in procession, bearing the present. The horse was also much admired for its beauty alone by the experts, who did not let themselves be dazzled by the wealth or brilliance of the diamonds and other jewels with which it was covered. As the news spread that the sultan was giving the hand of his daughter, Princess Badr, in marriage to Aladdin, without regard to his humble birth, no one envied him his good fortune nor his rise in status, as they seemed well deserved.

Aladdin arrived at the palace, where all was set to receive him. When he reached the second gate, he was about to dismount, following the custom observed by the grand vizier, the generals of the armies and the governors of the provinces of the first rank; but the chief usher, who was waiting for him by order of the sultan, prevented him and accompanied him to the council chamber, where he helped him to dismount, despite Aladdin’s strong opposition, but whose protests were in vain for he had no say in the matter. The ushers then formed two lines at the entrance to the chamber and their chief, placing Aladdin on his right, led him through the middle right up to the sultan’s throne.

As soon as the sultan set eyes on Aladdin, he was no less astonished to see him clothed more richly and magnificently than he himself had ever been, than surprised at his fine appearance, his handsome figure and a certain air of grandeur, which were in complete contrast to the lowly state in which his mother had appeared before him. His astonishment and surprise did not, however, prevent him from rising from his throne and descending two or three steps in time to stop Aladdin from prostrating himself at his feet and to embrace him in a warm show of friendship. After such a greeting Aladdin still wanted to throw himself at the sultan’s feet, but the sultan held him back with his hand and forced him to mount the steps and sit between the vizier and himself.

Aladdin now addressed the sultan. ‘Sire,’ he said, ‘I accept the honours your majesty is so gracious as to bestow on me; but permit me to tell you that I have not forgotten I was born your slave, that I know the greatness of your power and I am well aware how much my birth and upbringing are below the splendour and the brilliance of the exalted rank to which I am being raised. If there is any way I can have deserved so favourable a reception, it is maybe due to the boldness that pure chance inspired in me to raise my eyes, my thoughts and my aspirations to the divine princess who is the object of my desires. I beg pardon of your majesty for my rashness but I cannot hide from you that I would die of grief if I were to lose hope of seeing these desires accomplished.’

‘My son,’ replied the sultan, embracing him a second time, ‘you do me wrong to doubt for a single instant the sincerity of my word. From now on, your life is too dear to me for me not to preserve it, by presenting you with the remedy which is at my disposal. I prefer the pleasure of seeing you and hearing you to all my treasures and yours together.’

When he had finished speaking, the sultan gave a signal and immediately the air echoed with the sound of trumpets, oboes and drums. At the same time, the sultan led Aladdin into a magnificent room where a splendid feast was prepared. The sultan ate alone with Aladdin, while the grand vizier and the court dignitaries stood by during the meal, each according to their dignity and rank. The sultan, who took such great pleasure in looking at Aladdin that he never took his eyes off him, led the conversation on several different topics and throughout the meal, in the conversation they held together and on whatever matter the sultan brought up, Aladdin spoke with such knowledge and wisdom that he ended by confirming the sultan in the good opinion he had formed of him from the beginning.

Once the meal was over, the sultan summoned the grand qadi and ordered him immediately to draw up a contract of marriage between Princess Badr, his daughter, and Aladdin. While this was happening, the sultan talked to Aladdin about several different things in the presence of the grand vizier and his courtiers, who all admired Aladdin’s soundness and the great ease with which he spoke and expressed himself and the refined and subtle comments with which he enlivened his conversation.

When the qadi had completed drawing up the contract in all the required forms, the sultan asked Aladdin if he wished to stay in the palace to complete the marriage ceremonies that same day, but Aladdin replied: ‘Sire, however impatient I am fully to enjoy your majesty’s kindnesses, I beg you will be so good as to allow me to put them off until I have had a palace built to receive the princess in, according to her dignity and merit. For this purpose, I ask you to grant me a suitable spot in the palace grounds so that I may be closer at hand to pay you my respects. I will do everything to see that it is accomplished with all possible speed.’ ‘My son,’ said the sultan, ‘take all the land you think you need; there is a large space in front of my palace and I myself had already thought of filling it. But remember, I can’t see you united to my daughter soon enough to complete my happiness.’ After he had said this, the sultan embraced Aladdin, who took his leave of the sultan with the same courtesy as if he had been brought up and always lived at court.

Aladdin remounted his horse and returned home the same way he had come, passing through the same applauding crowds who wished him happiness and prosperity. As soon as he got back and had dismounted, he went off to his own room, took the lamp and summoned the jinni in the usual way. The jinni immediately appeared and offered him his services. ‘O jinni,’ said Aladdin, ‘I have every reason to congratulate myself on how precisely and promptly you have carried out everything I have asked of you so far, through the power of this lamp, your mistress. But now, for the sake of the lamp, you must, if possible, show even more zeal and more diligence than before. I am now asking you to build me, as quickly as you can, at an appropriate distance opposite the sultan’s residence, a palace worthy of receiving Princess Badr, my wife-to-be. I leave you free to choose the materials – porphyry, jasper, agate, lapis lazuli and the finest marble of every colour – and the rest of the building. But at the very top of this palace, I want you to build a great room, surmounted by a dome and with four equal sides, made up of alternating layers of solid gold and silver. There should be twenty-four windows, six on each side, with the latticed screens of all but one – which I want left unfinished – embellished, skilfully and symmetrically, with diamonds, rubies and emeralds, so that nothing like this will have ever been seen in the world. I also want the palace to have a forecourt, a main court and a garden. But above all, there must be, in a spot you will decide, a treasure house, full of gold and silver coins. And I also want this palace to have kitchens, pantries, storehouses, furniture stores for precious furniture for all seasons and in keeping with the magnificence of the palace, and stables filled with the most beautiful horses complete with their riders and grooms, not to forget hunting equipment. There must also be kitchen staff and officials and female slaves for the service of the princess. You understand what I mean? Go and come back when it’s done.’

It was sunset when Aladdin finished instructing the jinni in the construction of his imagined palace. The next day, at daybreak, Aladdin, who could not sleep peacefully because of his love for the princess, had barely risen when the jinni appeared before him. ‘Master,’ he said, ‘your palace is finished. Come and see if you like it.’ No sooner had Aladdin said he wanted to see it than in an instant the jinni had transported him there. Aladdin found it so beyond all his expectations that he could not admire it enough. The jinni led him through every part; everywhere Aladdin found nothing but riches, splendour and perfection, with the officials and slaves all dressed according to their rank and the services they had to perform. Nor did he forget to show him, as one of the main features, the treasure house, the door to which was opened by the treasurer. There Aladdin saw purses of different sizes, depending on the sums they contained, piled up in a pleasing arrangement which reached up to the vault. As they left, the jinni assured him of the treasurer’s trustworthiness. He then led him to the stables where he showed him the most beautiful horses in the world and the grooms who were grooming them. Finally, he took him through storerooms filled with all the supplies necessary for both the horses’ adornment and their food.

When Aladdin had examined the whole palace from top to bottom, floor by floor, room by room, and in particular the chamber with the twenty-four windows, and had found it so rich and magnificent and well furnished, beyond anything he had promised himself, he said to the jinni: ‘O jinni, nobody could be happier than I am and it would be wrong for me to complain. But there’s one thing which I didn’t tell you because I hadn’t thought about it, which is to spread, from the gate of the sultan’s palace to the door of the apartment intended for the princess, a carpet of the finest velvet for her to walk on when she comes from the sultan’s palace.’ ‘I will be back in a moment,’ said the jinni. A little after his disappearance, Aladdin was astonished to see that what he wanted had been carried out without knowing how it had been done. The jinni reappeared and carried Aladdin back home, just as the gate of the sultan’s palace was being opened.

The palace doorkeepers, who had just opened the gate and who had always had an unimpeded view in the direction where Aladdin’s palace now stood, were astounded to find it obstructed and to see a velvet carpet stretching from that direction right up to the gate of the sultan’s palace. At first they could not make out what it was, but their astonishment increased when they saw clearly Aladdin’s superb palace. News of the marvel quickly spread throughout the whole palace. The grand vizier, who had arrived almost the moment the gate was opened, was as astonished as the rest at the extraordinary sight and was the first to tell the sultan. He wanted to put it down to magic but the sultan rebuffed him, saying: ‘Why do you want it to be magic? You know as well as I do that it’s the palace Aladdin has had built for my daughter, the princess; I gave him permission to do so in your presence. After the sample of his wealth which we saw, is it so strange that he has built this palace in such a short time? He wanted to surprise us and to show us what miracles one can perform from one day to the next. Be honest, don’t you agree that when you talk of magic you are perhaps being a little jealous?’ He was prevented from saying anything more, as the hour to enter the council chamber had arrived.

After Aladdin had been carried home and had dismissed the jinni, he found his mother had got up and was beginning to put on the clothes that had been brought to her. At about the time that the sultan had just left the council, Aladdin made his mother go to the palace, together with the slave girls who had been brought her by the jinni’s services. He asked her that if she saw the sultan she was to tell him that she had come in order to have the honour of accompanying the princess when she was ready to go to her palace towards evening. She left and although she and the slave girls who followed her were dressed like sultanas, the crowds watching them pass were not so large, as the women were veiled and wore appropriate overgarments to cover the richness and magnificence of their clothing. As for Aladdin, he mounted his horse and, leaving his home for the last time, without forgetting the magic lamp whose help had been so helpful to him in attaining the height of happiness, he publicly left for his palace, with the same pomp as on the previous day when he had gone to present himself to the sultan.

As soon as the doorkeepers of the sultan’s palace saw Aladdin’s mother, they told the sultan. Immediately the order was given to the bands of trumpets, cymbals, drums, fifes and oboes who had been stationed in different spots on the palace terraces, and all at once the air resounded to fanfares and music which announced the rejoicings to the whole city. The merchants began to deck out their shops with fine carpets, cushions and green boughs, and to prepare illuminations for the night. The artisans left their work, and the people hastened to the great square between the sultan’s palace and that of Aladdin. But it was Aladdin’s palace that first attracted their admiration, not so much because they were accustomed to see that of the sultan but because it could not enter into comparison with Aladdin’s. The sight of such a magnificent palace in a place that, the previous day, had neither materials nor foundations, astonished them most and they could not understand by what unheard-of miracle this had come about.

Aladdin’s mother was received in the sultan’s palace with honour and admitted to the princess’s apartments by the chief eunuch. When the princess saw her, she immediately went to embrace her and made her be seated on her sofa; and while her maidservants were finishing dressing her and adorning her with the most precious jewels, which Aladdin had given her, the princess entertained her to a delicious supper. The sultan, who came to spend as much time as he could with his daughter before she left him to go to Aladdin’s palace, also paid great honour to Aladdin’s mother. He had never seen her before without a veil, although she had spoken several times to him in public, but now without her veil, though she was no longer young, one could still see from her features that she must have been reckoned among the beautiful women of her day when she was young. The sultan, who had always seen her dressed very simply, not to say shabbily, was filled with admiration at seeing her clothed as richly and as magnificently as the princess, his daughter, which made him reflect that Aladdin was equally capable, prudent and wise in everything he did.

When night fell, the princess took leave of her father, the sultan. Their parting was tender and tearful; they embraced several times in silence, and finally the princess left her apartments and set out, with Aladdin’s mother on her left, followed by a hundred slave girls, all wonderfully and magnificently dressed. All the bands of musicians, which had never stopped playing since the arrival of Aladdin’s mother, now joined up and began the procession; they were followed by a hundred sergeants and a similar number of black eunuchs, in two columns, led by their officers. Four hundred of the sultan’s young pages walked on each side of the procession, holding torches in their hands which, together with the light from illuminations coming from both the sultan’s palace and Aladdin’s, wonderfully took the place of daylight.

Accompanied in this fashion, the princess stepped on to the carpet which stretched from the sultan’s palace to Aladdin’s; as she advanced, the bands of musicians who led the procession approached and joined with those which could be heard on the terraces of Aladdin’s palace. This extraordinary confusion of sounds nonetheless formed a concert which increased the rejoicing not only of the great crowd in the main square but also of those who were in the two palaces and indeed in the whole city and far beyond.

At last the princess arrived at the new palace and Aladdin rushed with all imaginable joy to receive her at the entrance to the apartments destined for him. Aladdin’s mother had taken care to point out her son to the princess amid the officials who surrounded him, and the princess, when she saw him, found him so handsome that she was quite charmed. ‘Lovely princess,’ Aladdin addressed her, going up to her and greeting her very respectfully, ‘if I have been so unlucky as to have displeased you by my rashness in aspiring to possess so fair a lady, the daughter of the sultan, then, if I may say so, you must blame your beautiful eyes and your charms, not me.’ ‘O prince – I can rightly call you this now – I bow to my father, the sultan’s wishes; but it is enough for me to have seen you to tell you that I am happy to obey him.’

Overjoyed by such a satisfying reply, Aladdin did not keep the princess standing any longer after this unaccustomed walk. In his delight, he took her hand and kissed it, and then led her into a large room lit by innumerable candles where, thanks to the jinni, a magnificent banquet was laid out on a table. The plates were of solid gold and filled with the most delicious food. The vases, bowls and goblets, with which the side tables were well provided, were also of gold and of exquisite craftsmanship. All the other ornaments and decorations of the room were in perfect keeping with all this sumptuousness. Delighted to see so many riches gathered together in one place, the princess said to Aladdin: ‘O prince, I thought that there was nothing in the world more beautiful than my father’s palace; but seeing this room alone I realize how wrong I was.’ ‘Princess,’ said Aladdin, seating her at the place specially set for her at the table, ‘I accept such a great compliment as I ought; but I know what I should think.’

The princess, Aladdin and his mother sat down at table, and immediately a band of the most melodious instruments, played and accompanied by women, all of whom were very beautiful, started up and the music was accompanied by their equally beautiful voices; this continued uninterrupted until the end of the meal. The princess was so charmed that she said she had never heard anything like it in the palace of the sultan, her father. She did not know, of course, that these musicians were creatures chosen by the jinni of the lamp.

When the supper was over and the dishes had been swiftly cleared away, the musicians gave way to a troupe of male and female dancers who danced several kinds of dances, according to the custom of the land. They ended with two solo dances by a male and female dancer who, each in their turn, danced with surprising lightness and showed all the grace and skill they were capable of. It was nearly midnight when, according to the custom in China at that time, Aladdin rose and offered his hand to Princess Badr to dance with her and so conclude the wedding ceremony. They danced so well together that the whole company was lost in admiration. When the dance was over, Aladdin, still holding her by the hand, took the princess and together they passed through to the nuptial chamber where the marriage bed had been prepared. The princess’s maidservants helped undress her and put her to bed, and Aladdin’s servants did the same, then all withdrew. And so ended the ceremonies and festivities of the wedding of Aladdin and Princess Badr al-Budur.

The following morning, when Aladdin awoke, his servants came to dress him. They put on him a different costume from the one he had worn the day of the wedding, but one that was equally rich and magnificent. Next, he had brought to him one of the horses specially selected for him, which he mounted and then went to the sultan’s palace, surrounded by a large troupe of slaves walking in front of him and behind him and on either side. The sultan received him with the same honours as on the first occasion, embraced him and, after seating him near him on the throne, ordered breakfast to be served. ‘Sire,’ said Aladdin, ‘I ask your majesty to excuse me this honour today. I came to ask you to do me the honour of partaking of a meal in the princess’s palace, together with your grand vizier and your courtiers.’ The sultan was pleased to grant him this favour. He rose forthwith and, as it was not very far, wished to go there on foot, and so he set out, with Aladdin on his right, the grand vizier on his left and the courtiers following, preceded by the sergeants and principal court officials.

The nearer he drew to Aladdin’s palace, the more the sultan was struck by its beauty. But he was much more amazed when he entered it and never stopped praising each and every room he saw. But when, at Aladdin’s invitation, they went up to the chamber with the twenty-four windows, and the sultan saw the decorations, and above all when he caught sight of the screens studded with diamonds, rubies and emeralds – jewels all so large and so perfectly proportioned – and when Aladdin remarked that it was just as opulent on the outside, he was so astonished that he remained rooted to the spot.

After remaining motionless for a while, the sultan turned to the grand vizier standing near him and said: ‘Vizier, can there possibly be such a superb palace in my kingdom, so near to my own palace, without my having been aware of it till now?’ ‘Your majesty may recall,’ replied the grand vizier, ‘that the day before yesterday you granted Aladdin, whom you accepted as your son-in-law, permission to build a palace opposite your own; that same day, at sunset, there was as yet no palace on that spot. Yesterday I had the honour to be the first to announce to you that the palace had been built and was finished.’ ‘Yes, I remember,’ said the sultan, ‘but I would never have thought this palace would be one of the wonders of the age. Where in the whole wide world can one find a palace built of layers of solid gold and silver rather than of stone or marble, where the windows have screens set with diamonds, rubies and emeralds? Never has anything like this been heard of before!’

The sultan wished to see and admire the beauty of the twenty-four screens. When he counted them, he found that only twenty-three of the twenty-four were each equally richly decorated but that the twenty-fourth, he was very surprised to discover, had been left unfinished. Turning to the vizier, who had made it his duty always to stay at his side, he said: ‘I am surprised that a room of such magnificence should have been left unfinished.’ ‘Sire,’ the grand vizier replied, ‘Aladdin apparently was in a hurry and didn’t have time to make this window like the rest; but I imagine he has the necessary jewels and that he will have the work done at the first opportunity.’

While this was going on, Aladdin had left the sultan to give some orders and when he came back to join him again, the sultan said to him: ‘My son, of all the rooms in the world this one is the most worthy to be admired. But one thing surprises me – that is, to see this one screen left unfinished. Was it forgotten through carelessness or because the workmen didn’t have time to put the finishing touches to so fine a piece of architecture?’ ‘Sire,’ replied Aladdin, ‘it’s for neither of these reasons that the screen has remained in the state in which your majesty sees it. It was done deliberately and it was at my order that the workmen left it untouched: I wanted your majesty to have the glory of finishing this room and the palace at the same time. I beg that you will accept my good intentions so that I will be able to remember your kindness and your favours.’ ‘If that’s how you intended it, I am grateful to you and shall immediately give the orders for it to be done.’ And indeed he then summoned the jewellers with the greatest stock of jewels, together with the most skilled goldsmiths in the capital.

The sultan then went down from this chamber and Aladdin led him into the room where he had entertained the princess on the day of the wedding. The princess arrived a moment later and received her father in a manner which showed him how happy she was with her marriage. Two tables were laid with the most delicious dishes, all served in golden vessels. The sultan sat down at the first table and ate with his daughter, Aladdin and the grand vizier, while all the courtiers were served at the second table, which was very long. The sultan found the dishes very tasty and declared he had never eaten anything more exquisite. He said the same of the wine, which was, indeed, delicious. What he admired still more were four large side tables filled and laden with an abundance of flagons, bowls and goblets of solid gold, all encrusted with jewels. He was also delighted with the bands of musicians scattered around the room, while the fanfares of trumpets accompanied by drums and tambourines resounding at a suitable distance outside the room gave a most pleasing effect.

When the meal was over, the sultan was told that the jewellers and goldsmiths who had been summoned by his order had arrived. He went up again to the room with the twenty-four screens and, once there, showed the jewellers and goldsmiths who had followed him the window which had been left unfinished. ‘I have brought you here,’ he said, ‘so that you will bring this window to the same state of perfection as the others; examine them well and waste no time in making it exactly the same as the rest.’

The jewellers and goldsmiths examined the twenty-three other screens very closely, and after they had consulted together and were agreed on what each of them would for his part contribute, they returned to the sultan. The palace jeweller, acting as spokesman, then said to the sultan: ‘Sire, we are ready to employ all our skills and industry to obey your majesty, but many as we are, not one of our profession has such precious jewels and in sufficient quantities for such a great project.’ ‘But I have enough and more than enough,’ said the sultan. ‘Come to my palace; I can supply you with them and you can choose those you want.’

After the sultan had returned to the palace, he had all his jewels brought in to him and the jewellers took a great quantity of them, particularly from among those which Aladdin had given him as a present. They used all these jewels but the work did not seem to progress very much. They returned several times to fetch still more, but after a whole month they had not finished half of the work. They used all the sultan’s jewels as well as some borrowed from the grand vizier; yet, despite all these, all they managed to do was at most to complete half of the window.

Aladdin, who knew that all the sultan’s efforts to make this screen like the rest were in vain and that he would never come out of it with any credit, summoned the goldsmiths and told them not only to cease their work but even to undo everything they had done and to return to the sultan all his jewels together with those he had borrowed from the grand vizier.

In a matter of hours, the work that the jewellers and goldsmiths had taken more than six weeks to do was destroyed. They then departed and left Aladdin alone in the room. Taking out the lamp, which he had with him, he rubbed it and immediately the jinni stood before him. ‘O jinni,’ said Aladdin, ‘I ordered you to leave one of the twenty-four screens in this room unfinished and you carried out my order; I have now summoned you here to tell you that I want you to make this window just like the rest.’ The jinni disappeared and Aladdin went out of the room. When he went back in again a few moments later, he found the screen exactly as he wanted it and just like the others.

Meanwhile, the jewellers and goldsmiths had arrived at the palace and had been introduced and presented to the sultan in his apartments. The first jeweller, on behalf of all of them, presented the sultan with the jewels which they were returning and said: ‘Sire, your majesty knows how long and how hard we have been working in order to finish the commission that you charged us with. The work was far advanced when Aladdin forced us not only to stop but even to undo all we had done and to return to your majesty all these jewels of yours and those of the grand vizier.’ The sultan asked them whether Aladdin had told them why they were to do this, to which they replied no. Immediately, the sultan gave the order for a horse to be brought and when it came, he mounted and left with only a few of his men, who accompanied him on foot. On arriving at Aladdin’s palace, he dismounted at the bottom of the staircase that led to the room with the twenty-four windows. Without giving Aladdin any advance notice, he climbed the stairs where Aladdin had arrived in the nick of time to receive him at the door.

The sultan, giving Aladdin no time to complain politely that his majesty had not forewarned him of his arrival and that he had thus obliged him to fail in his duty, said to him: ‘My son, I have come myself to ask the reason why you wish to leave unfinished so magnificent and remarkable a room in your palace as this one.’

The real reason Aladdin concealed from him, which was that the sultan was not rich enough in jewels to afford such an enormous expense. However, in order to let the sultan know how far his palace surpassed not only his own, such as it was, but any other palace in the world, since the sultan had been unable to complete the smallest part of it, he said to him: ‘Sire, it is true your majesty has seen this room, unfinished; but I beg you will come now and see if there is anything lacking.’

The sultan went straight to the window where he had seen the unfinished screen and when he saw that it was like the rest, he thought he must have made a mistake. He next examined not only one or two windows but all the windows, one by one. When he was convinced that the screen on which so much time had been spent and which had cost so many days’ work had been finished in what he knew to be a very short time, he embraced Aladdin and kissed him between the eyes, exclaiming in astonishment: ‘My son, what a man you are to do such amazing things and all, almost, in the twinkling of an eye! There is no one like you in the whole wide world! The more I know you, the more I admire you.’ Aladdin received the sultan’s praises with great modesty, replying: ‘Sire, I am very honoured to merit your majesty’s kindness and approval, and I can assure you I will do all I can to deserve them both more and more.’

The sultan returned to his palace in the same manner as he had come, not allowing Aladdin to accompany him. There he found the grand vizier waiting for him and the sultan, still filled with admiration at the wonders he had just seen, proceeded to tell him all about them in terms that left the vizier in no doubt that everything was indeed as he had described it. But it also confirmed him in his belief that Aladdin’s palace was the effect of an enchantment – a belief that he had already conveyed to the sultan almost as soon as the palace appeared. The vizier started to repeat what he thought, but the sultan interrupted him: ‘Vizier, you have already told me that, but I can see that you are still thinking of my daughter’s marriage to your son.’

The grand vizier could see that the sultan was prejudiced against him and so, not wishing to enter into a dispute with him, made no attempt to disabuse him. Meanwhile, the sultan every day, as soon as he had arisen, regularly went to a small room from which he could see the whole of Aladdin’s palace and he would come here several times a day to contemplate and admire it.

As for Aladdin, he did not remain shut up in his palace but took care to let himself be seen in the city several times a week, whether to go and pray at one mosque or another or, at regular intervals, to visit the grand vizier, who affected to pay court to him on certain days, or to do honour to the leading courtiers, whom he often entertained in his palace, by going to see them in their own houses. Every time he went out, he would instruct two of his slaves, who surrounded him as he rode, to throw handfuls of gold coins into the streets and squares through which he passed and to which a great crowd of people always flocked. Furthermore, no pauper came to the gate of his palace without going away pleased with the liberality dispensed there on his orders.

Aladdin passed his time in such a way that not a week went by without him going out hunting, whether just outside the city or further afield, when he dispensed the same liberality as he rode around or passed through villages. This generous tendency caused everyone to shower blessings on him and it became the custom to swear by his head. In short, without it giving any offence to the sultan to whom he regularly paid court, one may say that Aladdin, thanks to his affable manner and generosity, won the affection of all the people and that, in general, he was more beloved than the sultan himself. Added to all these fine qualities, he showed such valour and zeal for the good of the kingdom that he could not be too highly praised. He showed this on the occasion of a revolt which took place on the kingdom’s borders: no sooner had he heard that the sultan was raising an army to put the revolt down than he begged the sultan to put him in command of it, a request which he had no difficulty in obtaining. Once at the head of the army, he marched against the rebels, and throughout this expedition he conducted himself so industriously that the sultan learned that the rebels had been defeated, punished and dispersed before he learned of Aladdin’s arrival in the army. This action, which made his name famous throughout the kingdom, did not change his good nature, for he remained as amiable after as before his victory.

Several years went by in this manner for Aladdin, when the magician, who unwittingly had given him the means of rising to such heights of fortune, was reminded of him in Africa to where he had returned. Although he was till then convinced that Aladdin had died a wretched death in the underground cave where he had left him, the thought nonetheless came to him to find out exactly how he had died. Being a great geomancer, he took out of a cupboard a covered square box which he used to make his observations. Sitting down on his sofa, he placed the box in front of him and uncovered it. After he had prepared and levelled the sand with the intention of discovering if Aladdin had died in the cave, he made his throw, interpreted the figures and drew up the horoscope. When he examined it to ascertain its meaning, instead of discovering that Aladdin had died in the cave, he found that he had got out of it and that he was living in great splendour, being immensely rich; he had married a princess and was generally honoured and respected.

As soon as the magician had learned through the means of his diabolic art that Aladdin lived in such a state of elevation, he became red with rage. In his fury, he exclaimed to himself: ‘That wretched son of a tailor has discovered the secret and power of the lamp! I took his death for a certainty and here he is enjoying the fruit of my labours and vigils. But I will stop him enjoying them much longer, or die in the attempt.’ He did not take long in deciding what to do. The next morning, he mounted a barbary horse which he had in his stable and set off, travelling from city to city and from province to province, stopping no longer than was necessary so as not to tire his horse, until he reached China and was soon in the capital of the sultan whose daughter Aladdin had married. There he dismounted in a khan or public hostelry, where he rented a room and where he remained for the rest of the day and the night to recover from his tiring journey.

The next day, the first thing the magician wanted to find out was what people said about Aladdin. Walking around the city, he entered the best-known and most frequented place, where the most distinguished people met to drink a certain hot drink* which was known to him from his first journey. As soon as he sat down, a cup of this drink was poured and presented to him. As he took it, he listened to the conversation going on around him and heard people talking about Aladdin’s palace. When he had finished his drink, he approached one of them, singling him out to ask him: ‘What’s this palace everybody speaks so well of?’ To which the man replied: ‘Where are you from? You must be a newcomer not to have seen or heard talk of the palace of Prince Aladdin’ – that is how he was now called since he had married Princess Badr – ‘I am not saying it is one of the wonders of the world, I say it is the only wonder of the world, for nothing so grand, so rich, so magnificent has ever been seen before or since. You must have come from very far away not to have heard talk of it. Indeed, the whole world must have been talking about it ever since it was built. Go and look at it and see if I’m not speaking the truth.’ ‘Excuse my ignorance,’ said the magician. ‘I only arrived yesterday and I have indeed come from very far away – in fact the furthest part of Africa, which its fame had not yet reached when I left. For in view of the urgent business which brings me here, my sole concern in travelling was to get here as soon as possible, without stopping and making any acquaintances. I knew nothing about it until you told me. But I will indeed go and see it; and so great is my impatience that I am ready to satisfy my curiosity this very instant, if you would be so kind as to show me the way.’

The man the magician had spoken to was only too happy to tell him the way he must take to have a view of Aladdin’s palace, and the magician rose and immediately set off. When he reached the palace and had examined it closely and from all sides, he was left in no doubt that Aladdin had made use of the lamp to build it. Without dwelling on Aladdin’s powerlessness as the son of a simple tailor, he was well aware that only jinn, the slaves of the lamp which he had failed to get hold of, were capable of performing miracles of this kind. Stung to the quick by Aladdin’s good fortune and importance, which seemed to him little different from the sultan’s own, the magician returned to the khan where he had taken up lodging.

He needed to find out where the lamp was and whether Aladdin carried it around with him, or whether he kept in some secret spot, and this he could only discover through an act of geomancy. As soon as he reached his lodgings, he took his square box and his sand which he carried with him on all his travels. When he had completed the operation, he found that the lamp was in Aladdin’s palace and he was so delighted at this discovery that he was beside himself. ‘I am going to have this lamp,’ he said, ‘and I defy Aladdin to stop me from taking it from him and from making him sink to the depths from which he has risen to such heights!’

Unfortunately for Aladdin, it so happened that he had set off on a hunting expedition for eight days and was still away, having been gone for only three days. This is how the magician learned about it. Having performed the act of geomancy which had given him so much joy, he went to see the doorkeeper of the khan under the pretext of having a chat with him. The latter, who was of a garrulous nature, needed little encouragement, telling him that he had himself just been to see Aladdin’s palace. After listening to him describe with great exaggeration all the things he had seen which had most amazed and struck him and everyone in general, the magician said: ‘My curiosity does not stop there and I won’t be satisfied until I have seen the master to whom such a wonderful building belongs.’ ‘That will not be difficult,’ replied the doorkeeper. ‘When he is in town hardly a day goes by on which there isn’t an opportunity to see him; but three days ago, he went out on a great hunting expedition which was to last for eight days.’

The magician needed to hear no more. He took leave of the doorkeeper, saying to himself as he went back to his room: ‘Now is the time to act; I must not let the opportunity escape me.’ He went to a lamp maker’s shop which also sold lamps. ‘Master,’ he said, ‘I need a dozen copper lamps – can you supply me with them?’ The lamp maker told him he did not have a dozen but, if he would be patient and wait until the following day, he could let him have the whole lot whenever he wanted. The magician agreed to this and asked that the lamps be clean and well polished, and after promising him to pay him well, he returned to the khan.

The next day, the twelve lamps were delivered to the magician who gave the lamp maker the price he had asked for, without bargaining. He put them in a basket which he had specially acquired and, with this on his arm, he went to Aladdin’s palace. When he drew near, he began to cry out: ‘Old lamps for new!’

As he approached, the children playing in the square heard him from a distance and rushed up and gathered around him, loudly jeering at him, for they took him for a madman. The passers-by, too, laughed at what they thought was his stupidity. ‘He must have lost his mind,’ they said, ‘to offer to exchange old lamps for new ones.’ But the magician was not surprised by the children’s jeers nor by what people were saying about him, and he continued to cry out to sell his wares: ‘Old lamps for new!’

He repeated this cry so often as he went to and fro in front of and around the palace that Princess Badr, who was at that point in the room with the twenty-four windows, hearing a man’s voice crying out something but unable to make out what he was saying because of the jeers of the children who followed him and who kept increasing in number, sent down one of her slave girls to go up to him and see what he was shouting.

The slave girl was not long in returning and entered the room in fits of laughter. Her mirth was so infectious that the princess, looking at her, could not stop herself from laughing too. ‘Well, you crazy girl,’ she said, ‘tell me why you are laughing.’ Still laughing, the slave replied: ‘O princess, who couldn’t stop himself laughing at the sight of a madman with a basket on his arm full of brand new lamps wanting not to sell them but to change them for old ones? It’s the children, crowding around him so that he can hardly move and jeering at him, who are making all the noise.’

Hearing this, another slave girl interrupted: ‘Speaking of old lamps, I don’t know if the princess has observed that there is an old lamp on the cornice. Whoever owns it won’t be cross to find a new one in its place. If the princess would like, she can have the pleasure of finding out whether this madman is really mad enough to exchange a new lamp for an old one without asking anything for it in return.’

The lamp the slave girl was talking about was the magic lamp Aladdin had used to raise himself to his present high state; he himself had put it on the cornice before going out to hunt, for fear of losing it, a precaution he had taken on all previous occasions. Up until now, neither the slave girls, nor the eunuchs, nor even the princess herself had paid any attention to it during his absence, for apart from when he went out hunting, Aladdin always carried it on him. One may say that Aladdin was right to take this precaution, but he ought at least to have locked up the lamp. Mistakes like this, it is true, are always being made and always will be.

The princess, unaware how precious the lamp was and that it was in Aladdin’s great interest, not to mention her own, that no one should ever touch it and that it should be kept safe, entered into the joke. She ordered a eunuch to take the lamp and go and exchange it. The eunuch obeyed and went down from the room, and no sooner had he emerged from the palace gate when he saw the magician. He called out to him and, when he came up, he showed him the old lamp, saying: ‘Give me a new lamp for this one here.’

The magician was in no doubt that this was the lamp he was looking for – there could be no other lamp like it in Aladdin’s palace, where all the plates and dishes were either of gold or silver. He promptly took it from the eunuch’s hand and, after he had stowed it safely away in his cloak, he showed him his basket and told him to choose whichever lamp he fancied. The eunuch picked one, left the magician and took the new lamp to the princess. As soon as the exchange had taken place, the square rang out again with the shouts and jeers of the children, who laughed even more loudly than before at what they took to be the magician’s stupidity.

The magician let the children jeer at him, but not wanting to stay any longer in the vicinity of Aladdin’s palace, he gradually and quietly moved away. He stopped crying out about changing new lamps for old, for the only lamp he wanted was the one now in his possession. Seeing his silence, the children lost interest and left him to go on his way.

As soon as he was out of the square between the two palaces, the magician escaped through the less frequented streets and, when he saw there was nobody about, he set the basket down in the middle of one, since he no longer had a use for either the lamps or the basket. He then slipped down another street and hastened on until he came to one of the city gates. As he made his way through the suburbs, which were extensive, he bought some provisions before leaving them. Once in the countryside, he left the road and went to a spot out of sight of passers-by, where he stayed a while until he judged the moment was right for him to carry out the plan which had brought him there. He did not regret the barbary horse he had left behind at the khan where he had taken lodgings, for he reckoned that the treasure he had acquired was fair compensation for its loss.

The magician spent the rest of the day in this spot until night was at its darkest. He then pulled out the lamp from under his cloak and rubbed it. Thus summoned, the jinni appeared. ‘What is your wish?’ it asked him. ‘Here am I, ready to obey you, your slave and the slave of all those who hold the lamp, I and the other slaves.’ ‘I command you,’ replied the magician, ‘this very instant to remove the palace that the other slaves of the lamp have built in this city, just as it is, with all the people in it, and transport it and at the same time myself to such-and-such a place in Africa.’ Without answering him, the jinni, with the assistance of other jinn, like him slaves of the lamp, transported the magician and the entire palace in a very short time to the place in Africa he had designated, where we will leave him, the palace and Princess Badr, and describe, instead, the sultan’s surprise.

As soon as the sultan had arisen, as was his custom he went to his closet window in order to have the pleasure of gazing on and admiring Aladdin’s palace. But when he looked in the direction of where he had been accustomed to see this palace, all he could see was an empty space, such as had been before the palace had been built. Believing himself mistaken, he rubbed his eyes, but still saw nothing, although the weather was fine, the sky clear and the dawn, which was just breaking, had made everything sharp and distinct. He looked through the two windows on the right and on the left but could only see what he had been used to seeing out of them. So great was his astonishment that he remained for a long time in the same spot, his eyes turned towards where the palace had stood but was now no longer to be seen. He could not understand how so large and striking a palace as Aladdin’s, which he had seen as recently as the previous day and almost every day since he had given permission to build it, had vanished so completely that no trace was left behind. ‘I am not wrong,’ he said to himself. ‘It was there. If it had tumbled down, the materials would be there in heaps, and if the earth had swallowed it up, then there would be some trace to show that had happened.’ Although he was convinced that the palace was no more, he nonetheless waited a little longer to see if, in fact, he was mistaken. At last he withdrew and, after taking one final look before leaving, he returned to his room. There he commanded the grand vizier to be summoned in all haste and sat down, his mind so disturbed with conflicting thoughts that he did not know what he should do.

The vizier did not keep the sultan waiting long; in fact, he came in such great haste that neither he nor his officials noticed as they came that Aladdin’s palace was no longer there, nor had the doorkeepers, when they opened the palace gates, noticed its disappearance. When he came up to the sultan, the vizier addressed him: ‘Sire, the urgency with which your majesty has summoned me makes me think that something most extraordinary has happened, since you are well aware that today is the day the council meets and that I must shortly go and carry out my duties.’ ‘What has happened is indeed truly extraordinary, as you will agree. Tell me, where is Aladdin’s palace?’ asked the sultan. ‘Aladdin’s palace?’ replied the vizier in astonishment. ‘I have just passed in front of it – I thought it was there. Buildings as solid as that don’t disappear so easily.’ ‘Go and look through my closet window,’ said the sultan, ‘and then come and tell me if you can see it.’

The grand vizier went to the closet, and the same thing happened to him as had happened to the sultan. When he had quite convinced himself that Aladdin’s palace no longer stood where it had been and that there did not appear to be any trace of it, he returned to the sultan. ‘Well, did you see Aladdin’s palace?’ the sultan asked him. ‘Sire,’ he replied, ‘your majesty may remember that I had the honour to tell you that this palace, which was the subject of your admiration, with all its immense riches, was the result of magic, the work of a magician, but your majesty would not listen to this.’

The sultan, unable to disagree with what the vizier had said, flew into a great rage which was all the greater because he could not deny his incredulity. ‘Where is this wretch, this impostor?’ he cried. ‘Bring him at once so that I can have his head chopped off.’ ‘Sire,’ replied the vizier, ‘he took leave of your majesty a few days ago; we must send for him and ask him about his palace – he must know where it is.’ ‘That would be to treat him too leniently; go and order thirty of my horsemen to bring him to me bound in chains,’ commanded the sultan. The vizier went off to give the sultan’s order to the horsemen, instructing their officer in what manner to take Aladdin so that he did not escape. They set out and met Aladdin five or six miles outside the city, hunting on his return. The officer went up to him and told him that the sultan, in his impatience to see him, had sent them to inform him and to accompany him back.

Aladdin, who had not the slightest suspicion of the real reason which brought this detachment of the sultan’s guard, continued to hunt but, when he was only half a league from the city, this detachment surrounded him and the officer addressed him: ‘Prince Aladdin, it is with the greatest regret that we have to inform you of the order of the sultan to arrest you and bring you to him as a criminal of the state. We beg you not to think ill of us for carrying out our duty and we hope you will forgive us.’

Aladdin, who believed himself innocent, was very much surprised at this announcement and asked the officer if he knew of what crime he was accused, to which the officer answered that neither he nor his men knew anything about it. When he saw how few his own men were compared to the horsemen in the detachment and how they were now moving away from him, he dismounted. ‘Here I am,’ he said. ‘Carry out your order. I have to say, though, that I don’t believe I am guilty of any crime, either against the sultan himself or against the state.’ A very long, thick chain was immediately passed around his neck and tied around his body in such a manner as to bind his arms. Then the officer went ahead to lead the detachment, while a horseman took the end of the chain and, following the officer, led Aladdin, who was forced to follow him on foot. In this manner, Aladdin was led towards the city.

When the horsemen entered the outskirts, the first people who saw Aladdin being led as a criminal were convinced he was going to have his head chopped off. As he was held in general affection, some took hold of their swords or other weapons, while those who had no weapons armed themselves with stones, and they followed the detachment. Some horsemen in the rear turned round to face the people as though to disperse them; but the crowd quickly grew to such an extent that the horsemen decided on a stratagem, being concerned to get as far as the sultan’s palace without Aladdin being snatched from them. To succeed in this, they took great care to take up the entire street as they passed, now spreading out, now closing up again, according to whether the street was broad or narrow. In this way, they reached the palace square, where they all drew themselves up in a line facing the armed populace, until their officer and the horseman who led Aladdin had entered the palace and the doorkeepers had shut the gate to stop the people entering.

Aladdin was led before the sultan who was waiting for him on the balcony, accompanied by the grand vizier. As soon as he saw him, the sultan immediately commanded the executioner, whom he had ordered to be present, to chop off his head, without wanting to listen to Aladdin or receive an explanation from him. The executioner seized Aladdin and removed the chain which he had around his neck and body. On the ground he spread a leather mat stained with the blood of the countless criminals he had executed and made him kneel on it before tying a bandage over his eyes. He then drew his sword, sized him up before administering the blow and, after flourishing the sword in the air three times, sat down, waiting for the sultan to give the signal to cut off Aladdin’s head.

At that moment, the grand vizier noticed that the crowd, who had broken through the horsemen and filled the square, were scaling the palace walls in several places and were beginning to demolish them in an attempt to breach them. Before the sultan could give the signal to the executioner, the vizier said to him: ‘Sire, I beseech your majesty to reflect carefully on what you are about to do. You will run the risk of seeing your palace stormed, and should such a disaster occur, the outcome could be fatal.’ ‘My palace stormed!’ exclaimed the sultan. ‘Who would be so bold?’ ‘Sire,’ replied the vizier, ‘if your majesty were to cast a glance towards the walls of your palace and towards the square, you would discover the truth of what I say.’

On seeing the excited and animated mob, the sultan was so terror-stricken that he instantly commanded the executioner to put away his sword in its sheath and to remove the bandage from Aladdin’s eyes and let him go free. He also ordered the guards to proclaim that the sultan was pardoning him and that everyone should go away. As a result, all the men who had already climbed on top of the palace walls, seeing what had happened, now abandoned their plan. They very quickly climbed down and, filled with joy at having saved the life of a man they truly loved, they spread the news to everyone around them and from there it soon spread to all the crowd assembled in the palace square. And when the guards proclaimed the same thing from the top of the terraces to which they had climbed, it became known to all. The justice the sultan had done Aladdin by pardoning him pacified the mob; the tumult died down and gradually everyone went home.

Finding himself free, Aladdin looked up at the balcony and, seeing the sultan, cried out in an affecting manner to him: ‘Sire, I beseech your majesty to add one more favour to the one you have already granted me and to let me know what crime I have committed.’ ‘Crime! You don’t know your crime?’ exclaimed the sultan. ‘Come up here and I’ll show you.’

Aladdin went up on to the balcony, where the sultan told him to follow him, and without looking back, led him to his closet. When he reached the door, the sultan turned to him, saying: ‘Enter. You ought to know where your palace stood; look all around and then tell me what has happened to it.’ Aladdin looked and saw nothing. He could see the whole area which his palace had occupied but, having no idea how the palace could have disappeared, this extraordinary event put him into such a state of confusion that in his astonishment he could not utter a single word in reply.

‘Go on, tell me where your palace is and where is my daughter,’ the sultan repeated impatiently. Aladdin broke his silence, saying: ‘Sire, I see very well and have to admit that the palace I built is no longer where it was. I see that it has disappeared but I cannot tell your majesty where it can be. I can assure you, however, that I had no part in this.’ ‘I am not so concerned about what happened to your palace,’ the sultan continued. ‘My daughter is a million times more valuable to me and I want you to find her for me, otherwise I will cut off your head and nothing will stop me.’

‘Sire,’ replied Aladdin, ‘I beg your majesty to grant me forty days’ grace to do all I can, and if in that time I don’t succeed in finding her, I give you my word that I will offer my head at the foot of your throne so you can dispose of it as you please.’ ‘I grant you the forty days you ask for,’ answered the sultan, ‘but don’t think to abuse this favour by believing you can escape my anger, for I will know how to find you, in whatever corner of the earth you may be.’

Aladdin left the sultan, deeply humiliated and in a truly pitiful state: with head bowed, he passed through the palace courtyards without daring to raise his eyes in his confusion. Of the chief court officials, whom he had treated graciously and who had been his friends, not one for all their friendship went up to him to console him or to offer to take him in, but they turned their backs on him as much to avoid seeing him as to avoid being recognized by him. But even had they gone up to Aladdin to say something consoling to him or to offer to help him, they would not have known him for he no longer knew himself, being no longer in his right mind. This was evident when he came out of the palace as, without thinking what he was doing, he went from door to door and asked passers-by, enquiring of them whether they had seen his palace or could give him any news of it. Consequently, everyone became convinced that Aladdin had gone out of his mind. Some only laughed, but the more reasonable, and in particular those linked to him either by friendship or business, were filled with compassion. He stayed three days in the city – walking hither and thither and only eating what people offered him out of charity – unable to decide what to do.

Finally, in the wretched state he was in and feeling he could no longer stay in a city where he had once cut such a fine figure, he left and went out into the countryside. Avoiding the main roads and after crossing several fields in a state of great uncertainty, eventually, at nightfall, he came to the bank of a river. There, greatly despondent, he said to himself: ‘Where shall I go to look for my palace? In which province, which country or part of the world shall I find it and recover my dear princess, as the sultan demands of me? I will never succeed. It’s best if I don’t go to all of this wearisome effort, which will in any case come to nothing, but free myself of all this bitter grief that torments me.’ Having made this resolution, he was on the point of throwing himself into the river but, being a good and faithful Muslim, he thought he ought not to do this before first performing his prayers. Wishing to prepare himself, he approached the river in order to wash his hands and face according to custom, but as the bank sloped at that point and was damp from the water lapping against it, he slipped and would have fallen into the river had he not been stopped by a small rock which protruded about two feet above the ground. Fortunately for him, he was still wearing the ring which the magician had put on his finger before he had gone down into the cave to remove the precious lamp that had now been taken away from him. As he caught hold of the rock, he rubbed the ring quite hard against it and immediately the same jinni who had first appeared to him in the cave in which the magician had shut him up appeared once again, saying: ‘What is your wish? Here am I, ready to obey you, your slave and the slave of all those who wear the ring on their finger, I and the other slaves of the ring.’

Delighted at this apparition, which he had so little expected in his despair, Aladdin replied: ‘Save me a second time, jinni, and either tell me where the palace I built is or bring it back immediately to where it was.’ ‘What you ask of me,’ replied the jinni, ‘is not within my power to bring back; I am only the slave of the ring. You must address yourself to the slave of the lamp.’ ‘If that’s the case,’ said Aladdin, ‘I command you, by the power of the ring, to transport me to the place where my palace is, wherever it is in the world, and set me down underneath the windows of Princess Badr.’ Hardly had he finished speaking than the jinni transported him to Africa, to the middle of a meadow where the palace stood, not far from a large town, and set him down right underneath the windows of the princess’s apartments, where he left him. All this happened in a moment. Despite the darkness of the night, Aladdin easily recognized his palace and the princess’s apartments; but as the night was already advanced and all was quiet in the palace, he moved off a little way and sat down at the foot of a tree. There, filled with hope as he reflected on the pure chance to which he owed his good fortune, he found himself in a much more peaceful state than he had been in since the time when he had been arrested and brought before the sultan and had been delivered from the recent danger of losing his life. For a while he entertained himself with these agreeable thoughts but eventually, not having slept at all for five or six days, he could not stop himself being overwhelmed by sleep and fell asleep at the foot of the tree where he was sitting.

The next morning, as dawn was breaking, Aladdin was pleasantly awoken by the singing of the birds, not only those that roosted on the tree beneath which he had spent the night but all those on the luxuriant trees in the very garden of his palace. When he cast his eyes on that wonderful building, he felt a joy beyond words at the thought that he would soon be its master once more and possess once again his dear princess. He got up and, approaching the princess’s apartments, walked for a while underneath her windows until it was light and he could see her. As he waited, he searched his mind for a possible cause for his misfortune, and after much thought he became convinced that it all came from his having left the lamp out of his sight. He blamed himself for his negligence and his carelessness in letting it leave his possession for a single moment. What worried him still more was that he could not imagine who could be so jealous as to envy him his good fortune. He would have soon guessed had he known that such a man and his palace were both in Africa, but the slave of the ring had not mentioned this, while he himself had not even asked about it. The name of Africa alone should have reminded him of the magician, his avowed enemy.

That morning, Princess Badr arose earlier than she had done ever since the wily magician – now the master of the palace, the sight of whom she had been forced to endure once a day but whom she treated so harshly that he had not yet been so bold as to take up residence there – had by his cunning kidnapped her and carried her off to Africa. When she was dressed, one of her slave girls, looking through the lattice screen, spotted Aladdin and ran to tell her mistress. The princess, who could not believe the news, rushed to the window and saw her husband. She opened the screen and, hearing the sound, Aladdin raised his head. Recognizing her, he greeted her with great delight. ‘So as to waste no time, someone has gone to open the secret door for you; enter and come up,’ said the princess and closed the screen.

The secret door was beneath the princess’s apartments. Finding it open, Aladdin entered and went up. It is impossible to describe the intensity of their joy at their reunion after believing themselves parted for ever. They embraced several times and showed all the signs of love and affection one can imagine after such a sad and unexpected separation. After many an embrace mingled with tears of joy, they sat down. Aladdin was the first to speak: ‘Before we talk about anything else, dear princess, I beg you, in the Name of God, in your own interest and that of your worthy father, the sultan, and no less of mine, to tell me what has happened to the old lamp that I put on the cornice in the room of the twenty-four windows before I went off to hunt.’ ‘Ah, my dear husband!’ sighed the princess. ‘I did indeed suspect that all our troubles came from the loss of that lamp and what distresses me is that I myself am the cause of it.’ ‘Dear princess,’ said Aladdin, ‘don’t blame yourself; it’s all my fault and I should have taken greater care in looking after it. Let’s now think only about how to repair the damage, and so please be so good as to tell me how it happened and into whose hands the lamp fell.’

The princess then proceeded to tell Aladdin how the old lamp had been exchanged for a new one, which she ordered to be brought in for him to see; and how the following night she had found the palace had been transported and, the next morning, she woke to find herself in an unknown country, where she was now talking to him, and that this was Africa, a fact she had learned from the very mouth of the traitor who had transported her there by his magic arts.

‘Dear princess,’ Aladdin interrupted her, ‘you have already told me who the traitor is by explaining that I am with you in Africa. He is the most perfidious of all men. But now is not the time nor the place to give you a fuller picture of his evil deeds. I only ask you to tell me what he has done with the lamp and where he has put it.’ ‘He carries it with him carefully wrapped up close to his chest,’ the princess answered, ‘and I can bear witness to that since he pulled it out and unwrapped it in my presence in order to show it off.’

‘Princess, please don’t be annoyed with me for wearying you with all these questions,’ said Aladdin, ‘for they are as important to you as they are to me. But to come to what most particularly concerns me, tell me, I beg you, how you yourself have been treated by this wicked and treacherous man.’ ‘Since I have been here,’ replied the princess, ‘he only visits me once a day, and I am sure that he does not bother me more often because these visits offer him so little satisfaction. Every time he comes, the aim of all his conversation is to persuade me to break the vows I gave you and to make me take him for my husband, by trying to make me believe that I should not hope ever to see you again; that you are no longer alive and that the sultan, my father, has had your head chopped off. He adds, to justify himself, that you are ungrateful and that you owed your good fortune only to him, and there are a thousand other things I will leave him to tell you. And as all he gets from me in reply are tears and moans, he is forced to depart as little satisfied as when he came. However, I have no doubt that his intention is to let the worst of my grief and pain pass, in the hope that I will change my mind, and, finally, if I persist in resisting him, to use violence. But, dear husband, your presence has already dispelled my worries.’

‘Princess,’ said Aladdin, ‘I am confident that it is not in vain and your worries are over, for I believe I have found a way to deliver you from your enemy and mine. But to do that, I have to go into the town. I will return towards noon and will then tell you what my plan is and what you will need to do to help make it succeed. I must warn you not to be astonished if you see me return dressed in different clothes, but give the order not to have me kept waiting at the secret door after my first knock.’ The princess promised him that someone would be waiting for him at the door, which would be opened promptly.

When Aladdin had gone down from the princess’s apartments, leaving by the same door, he looked around and saw a peasant who was setting off on the road which led into the country. The peasant had already gone past the palace and was a little way off, so Aladdin hastened his steps; when he had caught up with him, he offered to change clothes with him, pressing him until the peasant finally agreed. The exchange was done behind a nearby bush; and when they had parted company, Aladdin took the road back to the town. Once there, he went along the road leading from the city gate and then passed into the most frequented streets. On coming to the place where all the merchants and artisans had their own particular street, he entered that of the apothecaries where he sought out the largest and best-supplied store and asked the merchant if he had a certain powder which he named.

The merchant, who, from his clothes, imagined Aladdin to be poor and that he had not enough money to pay him, said he had but that it was expensive. Aladdin, guessing what was on the merchant’s mind, pulled out his purse and, showing him gold coins, asked for half a drachm of the powder. The merchant weighed it out, wrapped it up and, as he gave it to Aladdin, asked him for a gold coin. Aladdin handed it to him and, stopping only long enough in the town to eat something, he returned to his palace. He did not have to wait at the secret door which was immediately opened to him, and he went up to the princess’s apartments.

‘Princess,’ he said, ‘the aversion you have shown me you feel for your kidnapper will perhaps make it difficult for you to follow the advice I’m going to give you. But allow me to tell you that it is advisable that you should conceal this and even go against your own feelings if you wish to deliver yourself from his persecution and give the sultan, your father and my lord, the satisfaction of seeing you again. If you want to follow my advice,’ continued Aladdin, ‘you must begin right now by putting on one of your most beautiful dresses, and when the magician comes, you must be prepared to welcome him as warmly as possible, without affectation or strain, and with a happy smile, in such a way that, should there still remain a hint of sadness, he will think it will go away with time. In your conversation, give him to understand that you are doing your best to forget me; and so that he should be all the more persuaded of your sincerity, invite him to have supper with you and indicate to him that you would be very pleased to taste some of the best wine his country has to offer. He will then have to leave you to go and find some. Then, while waiting for him to return, when the food is laid out, pour this powder into one of the goblets out of which you usually drink. Put it aside and tell the slave girl who serves you your drink to bring it to you filled with wine after you have given her a pre-arranged signal. Warn her to take care and not to make a mistake. When the magician returns and you are seated at table and when you have eaten and drunk what you think is sufficient, ask for the goblet containing the powder to be brought to you and exchange it for his. He will think you will be doing him such a favour that he won’t be able to refuse you, but no sooner will he have emptied it than you will see him fall down backwards. If you don’t like drinking from his goblet, just pretend to drink; you can do so without fear, for the effect of the powder will be so swift that he won’t have time to notice whether you are drinking or not.’

When Aladdin had finished speaking, the princess said: ‘I must admit I find it very distasteful to have to agree to make advances towards the magician, even though I know I must; but what can one not resolve to do when faced with a cruel enemy! I will do as you advise me, for on it depends my peace of mind no less than yours.’ Having made these arrangements with the princess, Aladdin took his leave and went to spend the rest of the day near the palace, waiting for night to fall before returning to the secret door.

From the moment of her painful separation, Princess Badr – inconsolable not only at seeing herself separated from her beloved husband, Aladdin, whom she had loved and whom she continued to love more out of inclination than out of duty, but also from the sultan, her father, whom she cherished and who loved her tenderly – had remained very neglectful of her person. She had even, one may say, forgotten the neatness which so becomes persons of her sex, particularly after the first time the magician had come to her and she discovered through her slave girls, who recognized him, that it was he who had taken the old lamp in exchange for a new one. Following her discovery of this outrageous swindle, he had become an object of horror to her, and the opportunity to take the revenge on him that he deserved, and sooner than she had dared hope for, made her content to fall in with Aladdin’s plans. Thus, as soon as he had gone, she sat down at her dressing table; her slave girls dressed her hair in the most becoming fashion and she took out her most glamorous dress, searching for the one which would best serve her purpose. She then put on a belt of gold mounted with the largest of diamonds, all beautifully matched; to go with it she chose a necklace all of pearls, of which the six on both sides of the central pearl – which was the largest and the most precious – were so proportioned that the greatest queens and the wives of the grandest sultans would have thought themselves happy to have a string of pearls the size of the two smallest pearls in the princess’s necklace. The bracelets of diamonds interspersed with rubies wonderfully complemented the richness of the belt and the necklace.

When the princess was fully dressed, she looked in her mirror and consulted her maids for their opinion on her dress. Then, having checked that she lacked none of the charms which might arouse the magician’s mad passion, she sat down on the sofa to await his arrival.

The magician came at his usual hour. As soon as she saw him come into the room of the twenty-four windows where she awaited him, she arose apparelled in all her beauty and charm, and showed him to the place of honour where she wanted him to take his seat so as to sit down at the same time as he did, a mark of courtesy she had not shown him before. The magician, more dazzled by the beauty of the princess’s sparkling eyes than by the brilliance of the jewellery with which she was adorned, was very surprised. Her stately air and a certain grace with which she welcomed him were so different from the rebuffs he had up till then received from her. In his confusion, he would have sat down on the edge of the sofa but, seeing the princess did not want to take her seat until he had sat down where she wished him to, he obeyed.

Once the magician was seated where she had indicated, the princess, to help him out of the embarrassment she could see he was in, was the first to speak. Looking at him in such a manner as to make him believe that he was no longer odious to her, as she had previously made him out to be, she said: ‘No doubt you are astonished to see me appear so different today compared to what you have seen of me up till now. But you will no longer be surprised when I tell you that sadness and melancholy, griefs and worries, are not part of my nature, and that I try to dispel such things as quickly as possible when I discover there is no longer a reason for them. Now, I have been thinking about what you told me of Aladdin’s fate and, knowing my father’s temper, I am convinced as you are that Aladdin cannot have avoided the terrible effects of his wrath. And I can see that if I persist in weeping for him all my life, all my tears would not bring him back. That is why, after I have performed for him the final rites and duties that my love dictates, now that he is in his grave it seems to me that I should look for ways of consoling myself. This is the reason for the change you see in me. As a start, to remove any cause for sadness, I have resolved to banish it completely; and, believing you very much wish to keep me company, I have given orders for supper to be prepared for us. However, as I only have wine from China and I am now in Africa, I fancied trying some that is produced here and I thought that, if there is any, you would be able to procure some of the best.’

The magician, who had thought it would be impossible for him to be so fortunate as to find favour so quickly and so easily with the princess, told her he could not find words sufficient to express how much he appreciated her kindness. But to finish a conversation which he would otherwise have found difficult to bring to an end, once he had embarked on it, he seized upon the subject of African wine that she had mentioned. He told her that one of the main advantages of which Africa could boast was that it produced excellent wines, particularly in the region where she now found herself; he had a seven-year-old cask which had not yet been opened, whose excellence, not to set too high a value on it, surpassed the most exquisite wines in the whole of the world. ‘If my princess will give me leave, I will go and fetch two bottles and I will be back immediately,’ he added. ‘I would be sorry to put you to such trouble,’ the princess replied. ‘It might be better if you sent someone else.’ ‘But I shall have to go myself,’ said the magician, ‘as only I know where the key of the storeroom is, and only I know the secret of how to open it.’ ‘If that is the case,’ said the princess, ‘then go, but come back quickly. The longer you take, the more impatient I will be to see you again, and bear in mind that we will sit down to eat as soon as you return.’

Filled with hope at his imagined good fortune, the magician did not so much run as fly to fetch his seven-year-old wine, and returned very quickly. The princess, well aware that he would make haste, had herself put the powder that Aladdin had brought her into a goblet which she had set aside and had then started to serve the dishes. They sat down opposite each other to eat, the magician so placed that his back was turned to the refreshments. The princess presented him with all the best dishes, saying to him: ‘If you wish, I will entertain you with singing and music, but as there are only the two of us, it seems to me that conversation would give us more pleasure.’ The magician regarded this as one more favour granted him by the princess.

After they had eaten a few mouthfuls, the princess asked for wine to be brought. She then drank to the health of the magician, after which she said to him: ‘You were right to sing the praises of your wine. I have never drunk anything so delicious.’ ‘Charming princess,’ replied the magician, holding the goblet he had just been given, ‘my wine acquires an extra virtue by your approval.’ ‘Then drink to my health,’ said the princess, ‘and you will see for yourself what an expert I am.’ The magician drank to the princess’s health, saying to her as he handed back the goblet: ‘Princess, I consider myself fortunate for having kept this wine for such a happy occasion, and I, too, must admit that I have never before drunk any so excellent in so many ways.’

At last, when they had finished eating and had drunk three more times of the wine, the princess, who had succeeded in charming the magician with her gracious and attentive ways, beckoned to the slave girl who served the wine and told her to fill her goblet with wine and at the same time fill that of the magician and give it to him. When they both had their goblets in their hands, the princess said to the magician: ‘I don’t know what one does here when one is in love and drinks together, as we are doing. Back home, in China, lovers exchange goblets and drink each other’s health.’ As she was speaking, she gave him the goblet she had, in one hand, while holding out the other to receive his. The magician hastened to make this exchange, which he did all the more gladly as he regarded this favour the surest sign that he had completely won over the heart of the princess. His happiness was complete. Before he drank to her, holding his goblet in his hand, he said: ‘Princess, we Africans are by no means as skilled in the refinements of the art and pleasures of love as the Chinese. I learned from you something I did not know and at the same time I have learned how much I should appreciate the favour you grant me. Dear princess, I will never forget this: by drinking out of your goblet, I rediscovered a life I would have despaired of, had your cruelty towards me continued.’

Princess Badr, bored by the magician’s endless ramblings, interrupted him, saying: ‘Let us drink first; you can then say what you wish later.’ At the same time, she raised the goblet to her mouth but only touched it with her lips, while the magician, who was in a hurry to drink first, drained his goblet without leaving a drop behind. In his haste to empty the goblet, when he finished, he leaned backwards a little and remained a while in this pose until the princess, her goblet still only touching her lips, saw his eyes begin to roll as he fell, lifeless, on his back.

She had no need to order the secret door to be opened for Aladdin: as soon as the word was given that the magician had fallen upon his back, her slave girls, who were standing several paces from each other outside the room and all the way down to the foot of the staircase, immediately opened the door. Aladdin went up and entered the room. When he saw the magician stretched out on the sofa, the princess got up and was coming towards him to express her joy and embrace him, but he stopped her, saying: ‘Princess, now is not yet the time. Please would you go back to your apartments and see that I am left alone while I try to arrange to have you transported back to China as quickly as you were brought from there.’

As soon as the princess and her slave girls and eunuchs were out of the room, Aladdin closed the door and, going up to the magician’s lifeless corpse, opened up his shirt and drew out the lamp which was wrapped up as the princess had described to him. He unwrapped it and as soon as he rubbed it, the jinni appeared with his usual greeting. ‘Jinni,’ said Aladdin, ‘I have summoned you to command you, on behalf of the lamp in whose service you are, to have this palace transported immediately back to China, to the same part and to the same spot from where it was brought here.’ The jinni nodded to show he was willing to obey and then disappeared. Immediately, the palace was transported to China, with only two slight shocks to indicate the removal had taken place – one when the palace was lifted up from where it was in Africa and the other when it was set down again in China, opposite the sultan’s palace. All this happened in a very space of short time.

Aladdin went down to the princess’s apartments. He embraced her, saying: ‘Princess, I can assure you that tomorrow morning, your joy and mine will be complete.’ Then, as the princess had not yet finished eating and Aladdin was hungry, she had the dishes – which had hardly been touched – brought from the room of the twenty-four windows. She and Aladdin ate together and drank of the magician’s fine old wine, after which, having no doubt enjoyed conversation which must have been very satisfying, they withdrew to her apartments.

Meanwhile, the sultan, since the disappearance of Aladdin’s palace and of Princess Badr, had been inconsolable at having lost her, or so he thought. Unable to sleep by night or day, instead of avoiding everything that could keep him in his sorrow, he, on the contrary, sought it out all the more. Whereas previously he would only go in the morning to his closet to enjoy gazing at the palace – of which he could never have his fill – now he would go there several times a day to renew his tears and plunge himself into ever deeper suffering by the thought that he would never again see what had given him so much pleasure and that he had lost what he held dearest in the world. Dawn was just breaking when the sultan came to this room the morning that Aladdin’s palace had just been restored to its place. He was lost in thought as he entered it and filled with grief as he glanced sadly at the spot, not noticing the palace at first as he was expecting to see only an empty space. When he saw that the space was no longer empty, he thought at first that this must be the effect of the mist. But when he looked more closely, he realized that it must be, without doubt, Aladdin’s palace. Sadness and sorrow immediately gave way to joy and delight. He hastened to return to his apartments where he gave orders for a horse to be saddled and brought to him, and as soon as it was brought, he mounted and set off, thinking he could not arrive fast enough at Aladdin’s palace.

Aladdin, expecting this to happen, had got up at first light and had taken out of his wardrobe one of his most magnificent costumes, put it on and gone up to the room of the twenty-four windows, from where he could see the sultan approaching. He went down and was just in time to welcome him at the foot of the staircase and to help him dismount. ‘Aladdin,’ the sultan said to him, ‘I can’t speak to you before I have seen and embraced my daughter.’ Aladdin then led the sultan to the princess’s apartments, where she had just finished dressing. He had already told her to remember that she was no longer in Africa but in China, in the capital of her father, the sultan, and next to his palace once again. The sultan, his face bathed in tears of joy, embraced her several times, while the princess, for her part, showed him how overjoyed she was at seeing him again.

For a while the sultan was unable to speak, so moved was he at having found his beloved daughter again after having so bitterly wept for her loss, sincerely believing she must be dead. The princess, too, was in tears, in her joy at seeing her father again. Finally, the sultan said to her: ‘My daughter, I would like to think that it’s the joy of seeing me again which makes you seem so little changed, as though no misfortune had happened to you. But I am convinced you have suffered a great deal, for one is not carried off with an entire palace as suddenly as you were without great alarm and terrible anguish. I want you to tell me all about it and to hide nothing from me.’

The princess was only too happy to tell him what he wanted to know. ‘Sire,’ she said, ‘if I appear to be so little changed, I beg your majesty to bear in mind that I received a new life early yesterday morning thanks to Aladdin, my beloved husband and deliverer whom I had looked on and mourned as lost to me and whom the joy of seeing and embracing again has all but restored me. Yet my greatest distress was to see myself snatched both from your majesty and from my dear husband, not only because of my love for my husband but also because of my worry that he, innocent though he was, should feel the painful consequences of your majesty’s anger, to which I had no doubt he would be exposed. I suffered only a little from the insolence of my kidnapper – whose conversation I found disagreeable, but which I could put an end to, because I knew how to gain the upper hand. Besides, I was as little constrained as I am now. As for my abduction, Aladdin had no part in it: I alone – though totally innocent – am to blame for it.’

In order to persuade the sultan of the truth of what she said, she told him in detail all about the African magician, how he had disguised himself as a seller of lamps who exchanged new lamps for old ones, and how she had amused herself by exchanging Aladdin’s lamp, not knowing its secret and importance; how, after this exchange, she and the palace had been lifted up and both transported to Africa together with the magician; how the latter had been recognized by two of her slave girls and by the eunuch who had exchanged the lamp for her, when the magician first had the effrontery to come and present himself to her after the success of his audacious enterprise, and to propose marriage to her; how she had suffered at his hands until the arrival of Aladdin; and what measures the two of them had taken to remove the lamp which the magician carried on him and how they had succeeded, particularly by her dissimulation in inviting him to have supper with her; and, finally, she told him of the poisoned goblet she had offered to the magician. ‘As for the rest,’ she concluded, ‘I leave it to Aladdin to tell you about it.’

Aladdin had little more to tell the sultan. ‘When the secret door was opened and I went up to the room of the twenty-four windows,’ he said, ‘I saw the traitor stretched out dead on the sofa, thanks to the virulence of the poison powder. As it was not proper for the princess to remain there any longer, I begged her to go down to her apartments with her slave girls and eunuchs. As soon as I was there alone, I extracted the lamp from the magician’s clothing and made use of the same secret password he used to remove the palace and kidnap the princess. By that means the palace was restored to where it had formerly stood and I had the happiness of bringing the princess back to your majesty, as you had commanded me. I don’t want to impose upon your majesty but if you would take the trouble to go up to the room, you would see the magician punished as he deserves.’

The sultan, to convince himself that this was really true, got up and went to the room and when he saw the magician lying dead, his face already turned livid thanks to the virulent effect of the poison, he embraced Aladdin very warmly, saying: ‘My son, don’t think ill of me for my conduct towards you – I was forced to it out of paternal love and you must forgive me for being overzealous.’ ‘Sire,’ replied Aladdin, ‘I have not the slightest cause for complaint against your majesty, since you did only what you had to do. This magician, this wretch, this vilest of men, he is the sole cause of my fall from favour. When your majesty has the time, I will tell you about another wicked deed he did me, no less foul than this, from which it is only by a particular favour of God that I was saved.’ ‘I will indeed make time for this and soon, but let us think only of rejoicing and have this odious object removed.’

Aladdin had the magician’s corpse taken away and gave orders that it be thrown on to a dunghill for the birds and beasts to feed on. The sultan, meanwhile, after having commanded that tambourines, drums, trumpets and other musical instruments be played to announce the public rejoicing, proclaimed a festival of ten days to celebrate the return of Princess Badr and Aladdin with his palace. Thus was Aladdin faced for a second time with almost inevitable death, yet managed to escape with his life. But it was not the last time – there was to be a third occasion, the circumstances of which we will now tell.

The magician had a younger brother who was no less skilled in the magic arts; one may even say that he surpassed him in wickedness and in the perniciousness of his schemes. They did not always live together nor even stay in the same city, and often one was to be found in the east and the other in the west. But every year they did not fail to inform each other, by geomancy, in what part of the world and in what condition they were, and whether one of them needed the assistance of the other.

Some time after the magician had failed in his attempt to destroy Aladdin’s good fortune, his younger brother, who had not heard from him for a year and who was not in Africa but in some far-off land, wanted to know in what part of the world his brother resided, how he was and what he was doing. Wherever he went this brother always carried with him his geomancy box, as had his elder brother. Taking the box, he arranged the sand, made his throw, interpreted the figures and finally made his divination. On examining each figure, he found that his brother was no longer alive, that he had been poisoned and had died a sudden death, and that this had happened in the capital city of a kingdom in China, situated in such and such a place. He also learned that the man who had poisoned him was someone of good descent who had married a princess, a sultan’s daughter.

Having learned in this way of his brother’s sad fate, the magician wasted no time in useless regret, which could not restore his brother to life, but immediately resolving to avenge his death, he mounted a horse and set off for China. He crossed plains, rivers, mountains and deserts, and after a long and arduous journey, without stopping, he finally reached China and shortly afterwards the capital city whose location he had discovered by geomancy. Certain that this was the place and that he had not mistaken one kingdom for another, he stopped and took up lodgings there.

The day after his arrival, this magician went out into the city, not so much to see its fine sights – to which he was quite indifferent – as to begin to take the necessary steps to carry out his evil plan, and so he entered the most frequented districts and listened to what people were saying. There, in a place where people went to spend the time playing different kinds of games, some playing while others stood around chatting, exchanging news and discussing the affairs of the day or their own, he heard people talking of a woman recluse called Fatima, about her virtue and piety and of the miracles she performed. Believing this woman could be of some use to him for what he had in mind, he took one of the men aside and asked him to tell him particularly who this holy woman was and what sort of miracles she performed.

‘What!’ the man exclaimed. ‘Have you never seen or even heard of her? She is the admiration of the whole city for her fasting, her austerity and her exemplary conduct. Except for Mondays and Fridays, she never leaves her little cell, and on the days she shows herself in the city she does countless good deeds, and there is not a person with a headache who is not cured by a touch of her hands.’

The magician wished to know no more on the subject, but only asked the man where in the city the cell of this holy woman was to be found. The man told him, whereupon – after having conceived and drawn up the detestable plan which we will shortly reveal and after having made this enquiry – so as to make quite sure, he observed this woman’s every step as she went about the city, never leaving her out of his sight until evening when he saw her return to her cell. When he had made a careful note of the spot, he went back to one of the places we have mentioned where a certain hot drink is drunk and where one can spend the whole night should one so wish, especially during the days of great heat when the people in such countries prefer to sleep on a mat rather than in a bed.

Towards midnight, the magician, after he had settled his small bill with the owner of the place, left and went straight to the cell of this holy woman, Fatima – the name by which she was known throughout the city. He had no difficulty in opening the door, which was fastened only with a latch, and entered, without making a sound, and closed it again. Spotting Fatima in the moonlight, lying asleep on a sofa with only a squalid mat on it, her head leaning against the wall of her cell, he went up to her and, drawing out a dagger he wore at his side, woke her up. When poor Fatima opened her eyes, she was very astonished to see a man about to stab her. Pressing the dagger to her heart, ready to plunge it in, he said to her: ‘If you cry out or make the slightest sound, I will kill you. Get up and do as I say.’

Fatima, who had been sleeping fully dressed, got up trembling with fear. ‘Don’t be afraid,’ said the magician. ‘All I want is your clothes. Give them to me and take mine instead.’ They exchanged clothes and after the magician had put hers on, he said to her: ‘Paint my face like yours so that I look like you and so that the colour doesn’t come off.’ Seeing that she was still trembling, he said to her, in order to reassure her and so that she might be readier to do what he wanted: ‘Don’t be afraid, I say. I swear by God that I will spare your life.’ Fatima let him into her cell and lit her lamp. Dipping a brush into a liquid in a certain jar, she brushed his face with it, assuring him that the colour would not change and that his face was now the same colour as hers. Then she put her own headdress on his head and a veil, showing him how to conceal his face with it when he went through the city. Finally, after she put around his neck a large string of beads which hung down to the waist, she placed in his hand the same stick she used to walk with. ‘Look,’ she said to him, handing him a mirror, ‘you will see you couldn’t look more like me.’ The magician looked just as he wanted to look, but he did not keep the oath he had so solemnly sworn to the saintly woman. In order to leave no trace of blood, he did not stab her but strangled her and when he saw that she had given up the ghost, he dragged her corpse by the feet to a cistern outside her cell and threw her into it.

Having committed this foul murder, the magician, disguised as Fatima, spent the rest of the night in her cell. The next day, an hour or two after sunrise, he left the cell, even though it was not a day when the holy woman would go out, quite sure that no one would stop and question him about it but ready with an answer if they did. One of the first things he had done on his arrival in the city was to go and look for Aladdin’s palace, and as it was there he intended to put his plan into action, he went directly to it.

As soon as people saw what they thought to be the holy woman, a large crowd gathered around the magician, some asking for his prayers, some kissing his hands – the more reserved among them kissing the edge of his garment – and others, whether they had a headache or merely wanted to be protected from one, bowing their heads for him to lay his hands on them, all of which he did, mumbling a few words in the guise of a prayer. In fact, he imitated the holy woman so well that everyone believed it was really her. After frequent stops to satisfy such requests – for while this sort of laying-on of hands did them no harm, nor did it do them any good – he finally arrived in the square before Aladdin’s palace where, the crowd being even greater, people were ever more eager to get close to him. The strongest and most zealous forced their way through to get to him and this caused such quarrels that they could be heard from the palace, right from the room with the twenty-four windows where Princess Badr was sitting.

The princess asked what all the noise was about and as no one could tell her anything about it, she gave orders for someone to go and see and report back to her. Without leaving the room, one of her slave girls looked out through a screen and came back to tell her that the noise came from the crowd of people who gathered around the saintly lady, to be cured of headaches by the laying-on of her hands. Now the princess, who had heard a lot about the holy woman and the good she did but had never yet seen her, was curious to talk to her. When she expressed something of her desire to the chief eunuch, who was present, he told her that if she wished, he could easily have the woman brought in – she had only to give the command. The princess agreed, and he immediately chose four eunuchs and ordered them to fetch the so-called holy woman.

As soon as the crowd saw the eunuchs come out of the gates of Aladdin’s palace and make for the disguised magician, they dispersed and the magician, finding himself once more alone and seeing the eunuchs coming for him, stepped towards them, delighted to see his deceit was working so well. One of the eunuchs then said to him: ‘Holy lady, the princess wants to see you; come, follow us,’ to which the pseudo Fatima replied: ‘The princess does me a great honour; I am ready to obey her,’ and followed the eunuchs, who had already set out back to the palace.

The magician, whose saintly dress concealed a wicked heart, was then led into the room of the twenty-four windows. When he saw the princess, he said to her: ‘May all your hopes and desires be fulfilled,’ and he began to launch into a long string of wishes and prayers for her health and prosperity. Under the cloak of great piety, he used all the rhetorical skills of the impostor and hypocrite he was to ingratiate himself into the princess’s favour, which was all the more easy to achieve because the princess, in her natural goodness of heart, believed everyone was as good as she was, especially those who retreated from the world in order to serve God.

When ‘Fatima’ had finished her long harangue, the princess thanked her, saying: ‘Lady Fatima, I thank you for your prayers and good wishes; I have great confidence in them and hope that God will fulfil them. Come, sit yourself beside me.’ ‘Fatima’ took her seat with affected modesty. ‘Holy lady,’ the princess went on, ‘there is something I ask you to grant me – please don’t refuse it me – which is that you stay with me and tell me about your life, so that I can learn by your good example how I should serve God.’ ‘Princess,’ replied ‘Fatima’, ‘I beg you not to ask me something I can’t consent to, without being distracted from and neglecting my prayers and devotions.’ ‘Don’t worry about that,’ the princess reassured her. ‘I have several rooms which are not occupied. Choose the one you like and you shall perform all your devotions there as freely as if you were in your cell.’

Now the magician’s only aim had been to enter Aladdin’s palace, for he could more easily carry out there his pernicious plan under the auspices and protection of the princess than if he had been forced to go back and forth between the palace and the holy woman’s cell. Consequently, he did not put up much resistance in accepting the princess’s kind offer. ‘Princess,’ he said to her, ‘however much a poor wretched woman like myself has resolved to renounce the pomp and grandeur of this world, I dare not presume to resist the wishes and commands of so pious and charitable a princess.’ In reply, Badr rose from her seat and said to the magician: ‘Get up and come with me, and I will show you the empty rooms I have, so that you may choose.’ The magician followed the princess, and from among all the neat and well-furnished apartments she showed him he chose the one which he thought looked the humblest, saying hypocritically that it was too good for him and that he only chose it to please her.

The princess wanted to take the villain back to the room with the twenty-four windows to have him dine with her. The magician realized, however, that to eat he would have to uncover his face, which he had kept veiled until then, and he was afraid that the princess would then recognize that he was not the holy woman Fatima she believed him to be, and so he begged her earnestly to excuse him, telling her he only ate bread and some dried fruit, and to allow him to eat his modest meal in his room. She granted him his request, replying: ‘Holy lady, you are free to do as you would do in your own cell. I will have some food brought you, but remember I expect you as soon as you have finished your meal.’

After the princess had dined, ‘Fatima’ was informed of it by one of her eunuchs and she went to rejoin her. ‘Holy lady,’ the princess said, ‘I am delighted to have with me a holy lady like you, who will bring blessings to this place. Incidentally, how do like this palace? But before I show you round it, room by room, tell me first what you think of this room in particular.’

At this request, ‘Fatima’, who, in order better to perform her part, had affected to keep her head lowered, looking to neither right nor left, at last raised it and surveyed the room, from one end to the other; and when she had reflected for a while, she said: ‘Princess, this room is truly wonderful and so beautiful. Yet, as far as a recluse such as myself can judge who does not know what the world thinks is beautiful, it seems to me that there is something lacking.’ ‘What is that, holy lady?’ asked the princess. ‘Tell me, I beseech you. I myself thought, and I have heard other people say the same, that it lacked nothing, but if there is anything it does lack, I shall have that put right.’

‘Princess,’ the magician replied, with great guile, ‘forgive me for taking the liberty but my advice, if it is of any importance, would be that if a rukh’s egg were to be suspended from the middle of the dome, there would be no other room like this in the four quarters of the world and your palace would be the wonder of the universe.’ ‘Holy lady, what sort of bird is this rukh and where can one find a rukh’s egg?’ Badr asked. ‘Princess,’ replied ‘Fatima’, ‘this is a bird of prodigious size which lives on the summit of Mount Qaf. The architect of your palace will be able to find you one.’

After she had thanked the so-called holy woman for what she believed to be her good advice, the princess conversed with her on other things, but she did not forget the rukh’s egg, which she intended to mention to Aladdin as soon as he returned from hunting. He had been gone for six days and the magician, who was well aware of this, had wanted to take advantage of his absence, but Aladdin returned that same day, towards evening, just after ‘Fatima’ had taken her leave of the princess to retire to her room. As soon as he arrived, he went up to the princess’s apartments, which she had just entered, and greeted and embraced her, but she seemed a little cold in her welcome, so he said to her: ‘Dear princess, you don’t seem to be as cheerful as usual. Has something happened during my absence to displease you and cause you worry and dissatisfaction? For God’s sake, don’t hide it from me; there’s nothing that were it in my power I would not do to make it go away.’ ‘It’s nothing, really,’ replied Badr, ‘and I am so little bothered by it that I didn’t think it would show on my face enough for you to notice. However, since, contrary to my intentions, you have noticed a change in me, I won’t hide from you the cause, which is of very little importance. Like you,’ she continued, ‘I thought that our palace was the most superb, the most magnificent, the most perfect in all the world. But I will tell you now about something that occurred to me when I was looking carefully around the room of the twenty-four windows. Don’t you agree that it would leave nothing to be desired if a rukh’s egg were to be suspended from the middle of the dome?’ ‘Princess,’ replied Aladdin, ‘it is enough that you should find it lacks a rukh’s egg for me to agree with you. You shall see by the speed with which I put this right how there is nothing I would not do out of my love for you.’

Aladdin left the princess at once and went up to the room of the twenty-four windows; there he pulled out the lamp, which he always carried with him wherever he went, ever since the danger he had run into through neglecting to take this precaution, and rubbed it. Immediately the jinni stood before him and Aladdin addressed him, saying: ‘Jinni, what this dome lacks is a rukh’s egg suspended from the middle of its dome; so I command you, in the name of the lamp I am holding, to repair this deficiency.’

No sooner had Aladdin uttered these words than the jinni uttered such a terrible cry that the room shook and Aladdin staggered and nearly fell down the stairs. ‘What, you miserable wretch!’ cried the jinni in a voice which would have made the most confident of men tremble. ‘Isn’t it enough that I and my companions have done everything for you, but you ask me, with an ingratitude that beggars belief, to bring you my master and hang him from the middle of this dome? For this outrage you, your wife and your palace, deserve to be reduced to cinders on the spot. But it’s lucky you are not the author of the request and that it does not come directly from you. The man really behind it all, let me tell you, is the brother of your enemy, the African magician, whom you destroyed as he deserved. This man is in your palace, disguised in the clothes of the holy woman Fatima, whom he has killed. It’s he who suggested to your wife to make the pernicious demand you have made of me. His plan is to kill you – you must be on your guard.’ And with these words, he disappeared.

Aladdin did not miss a single of the jinni’s final words; he had heard about the holy woman Fatima and he knew all about how she supposedly cured headaches. He returned to the princess’s apartments, saying nothing about what had just happened to him, and sat down, telling her that he had been seized all of a sudden with a severe headache, upon which he put his hand up to his forehead. The princess immediately gave orders for the holy woman to be summoned and, while she was being fetched, she told Aladdin how she had come to be in the palace where she had given her a room.

‘Fatima’ arrived, and as soon as she appeared, Aladdin said to her: ‘Come in, holy lady, I am very glad to see you and very fortunate to find you here. I’ve got a terrible headache which has just seized me and I ask for your help, as I have faith in your prayers. I do hope you will not refuse me the favour you grant to so many who suffer from this affliction.’ On saying this, he stood up and bowed his head, and ‘Fatima’ went up to him, but with her hand clasping the dagger she had on her belt underneath her dress. Aladdin, observing her, seized her hand before she could draw it out and, stabbing her in the heart with his own dagger, he threw her down on the floor, dead.

‘My dear husband, what have you done?’ shrieked the astonished princess. ‘You have killed the holy woman!’ ‘No, my dear,’ replied Aladdin calmly, ‘I have not killed Fatima but a scoundrel who would have killed me if I hadn’t forestalled him. This evil fellow you see,’ he said as he removed his veil, ‘is the one who strangled the real Fatima – this is the person whom you thought you were mourning when you accused me of killing her and who disguised himself in her clothes in order to murder me. And for your further information, he was the brother of the African magician, your kidnapper.’ Aladdin went on to tell her how he had discovered all this, before having the corpse removed.

Thus was Aladdin delivered from the persecution of the two brothers who were both magicians. A few years later, the sultan died of old age. As he had left no male children, Princess Badr al-Budur, as the legitimate heir, succeeded him and transferred to Aladdin the supreme power. They reigned together for many years and were succeeded by their illustrious progeny.

‘Sire,’ said Shahrazad when she had finished the story of the adventures which had happened through the medium of the wonderful lamp, ‘your majesty will no doubt have seen in the person of the African magician a man abandoned to an immoderate passion, desirous to possess great treasures by wicked means, a man who discovered vast quantities of them which he could not enjoy because he made himself unworthy of them. In Aladdin, by contrast, your majesty sees a man of humble birth rising to royalty itself by making use of those same treasures, which came to him without him seeking them, but who used them only in so far as he needed them for some purpose he had in mind. In the sultan he will have learned how a good, just and fair-minded monarch faces many a danger and runs the risk even of losing his throne when, by a gross injustice and against all the laws of fairness, he dares, with unreasonable haste, to condemn an innocent man without wanting to hear his pleas. And finally, your majesty will hold in horror the abominations of those two scoundrel magicians, one of whom sacrifices his life to gain treasure and the other his life and his religion in order to avenge a scoundrel like himself, both of whom receive due punishment for their wickedness.’


	

[image: image]

	
	

Many of the Arabic terms used in the translation are to be found in The Oxford English Dictionary, including ‘dinar’, ‘ghazi’ and ‘jinn’. Of these the commonest – ‘emir’ and ‘vizier’, for instance – are not entered in italics in the text and, in general, are not glossed here. Equivalents are not given for coins or units of measure as these have varied throughout the Muslim world in accordance with time and place. The prefix ‘al-’ (equivalent to ‘the’) is discounted in the alphabetical listing; hence ‘al-Mansur’ is entered under ‘M’. Please note that only the most significant terms and figures, or ones mentioned repeatedly, are covered here.

al-‘Abbas  see ‘Abbasids.

‘Abbasids  the dynasty of Sunni Muslim caliphs who reigned in Baghdad, and for a while in Samarra, over the heartlands of Islam, from 750 until 1258. They took their name from al-‘Abbas (d. 653), uncle of the Prophet. From the late ninth century onwards, ‘Abbasid rule was nominal as the caliphs were dominated by military protectors.

‘Abd Allah ibn Abi Qilaba  the discoverer of the legendary city of Iram.

‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan  the fifth of the Umaiyad caliphs (r. 685–705).

‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani  (c.1077–1166) a Sufi writer and saint.

Abu Bakr al-Siddiq  after the death of the Prophet, Abu Bakr was the first to become caliph (r. 632–4). He was famed for his austere piety.

Abu Hanifa  (699–767) a theologian and jurist; founder of the Hanafi school of Sunni religious law.

Abu Hazim  an eighth-century preacher and ascetic.

Abu Ja‘far al-Mansur  see al-Mansur.

Abu Muhammad al-Battal  a legendary hero of popular tales, in which he plays the part of a master of wiles.

Abu Murra  literally, ‘the father of bitterness’, meaning the devil.

Abu Nuwas  Abu Nuwas al-Hasan ibn Hani (c.755–c.813), a famous, or notorious, poet of the ‘Abbasid period, best known for his poems devoted to love, wine and hunting.

Abu Tammam  (c.805–45) a poet and anthologist of the ‘Abbasid period.

‘Ad  the race of ‘Ad were a pre-Islamic tribe who rejected the prophet Hud and who consequently were punished by God for their impiety and arrogance.

‘Adi ibn Zaid  (d. c.600) a Christian poet in Hira.

Ahmad ibn Hanbal  (780–855) a hadith scholar (student of traditions concerning the Prophet) and a legal authority; founder of the Hanbali school of Sunni religious law.

al-Ahnaf  al-Ahnaf Abu Bakr ibn Qais, a shaikh of the tribe of Tamim. A leading general in the Arab conquests of Iran and Central Asia in the seventh century, he also had many wise sayings attributed to him.

‘A’isha  (d. 687) the third and favourite wife of the Prophet.

‘Ali  ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib, cousin of the Prophet and his son-in-law by virtue of his marriage to Fatima. In 656, he became the fourth caliph and in 661 he was assassinated.

‘Ali Zain al-‘Abidin  Zain al-‘Abidin meaning ‘Ornament of the Believers’ (d. 712), the son of Husain and grandson of the caliph ‘Ali, he was recognized as one of the Shi‘i imams.

alif  the first letter of the Arabic alphabet. It takes the shape of a slender vertical line.

Allahu akbar!  ‘God is the greatest!’ A frequently used exclamation of astonishment or pleasure.

aloe  aloe was imported from the Orient and the juice of its leaves was used for making a bitter purgative drug.

aloes wood  the heartwood of a South-east Asian tree, it is one of the most precious woods, being chiefly prized for its pleasant scent.

al-Amin  Muhammad al-Amin ibn Zubaida (d. 813), the son of Harun al-Rashid, succeeding him as caliph and reigning 809–13. He had a reputation as an indolent pleasure lover.

al-Anbari  Abu Bakr ibn Muhammad al-Anbari (855–940), hadith scholar and philologist.

‘Antar  ‘Antar ibn Shaddad, legendary warrior and poet of the pre-Islamic period who became the hero of a medieval heroic saga bearing his name.

ardabb  a dry measure.

Ardashir  the name of several pre-Islamic Sasanian kings of Persia. A great deal of early Persian wisdom literature was attributed to Ardashir I (d. 241) and there were many legends about his early years and his reign.

al-Asma‘i  (740–828?) an expert on the Arabic language and compiler of a famous anthology of Arabic poetry. Harun al-Rashid brought him from Basra to Baghdad in order to tutor his two sons, al-Amin and al-Ma’mun.

Atiya  see Jarir ibn ‘Atiya.

‘aun  a powerful jinni.

Avicenna  the Western version of the Arab name Ibn Sina (980–1037), a Persian physician and philosopher, the most eminent of his time, whose most famous works include The Book of Healing and The Canon of Medicine.

balila  stewed maize or wheat.

ban tree  Oriental willow.

banj  frequently used as a generic term referring to a narcotic or knock-out drug, but sometimes the word specifically refers to henbane.

banu  literally, ‘sons of’, a term used to identify tribes or clans, e.g. the Banu Quraish.

Barmecides  see Harun al-Rashid, Ja‘far.

Bilal  an Ethiopian contemporary of the Prophet and early convert to Islam. The Prophet appointed him to be the first muezzin.

Bishr al-Hafi  al-Hafi meaning ‘the man who walks barefoot’ (767–841), a famous Sufi.

bulbul  Eastern song thrush.

Chosroe  in Persian ‘Khusraw’, in Arabic ‘Kisra’ – the name of several pre-Islamic Sasanian kings of Persia, including Chosroe Anurshirwan – ‘the blessed’ (r. 531–79).

Dailamis  Dailam is a mountainous region to the south of the Caspian Sea whose men were celebrated as warriors.

daniq  a medieval Islamic coin equivalent to a sixth of a dirham.

dhikr  a religious recitation, particularly a Sufi practice.

dhimmi  a non-Muslim subject, usually a Christian or a Jew, living under Muslim rule.

Di‘bil al-Khuza‘i  (765–860) a poet and philologist who lived in Iraq and who was famous for his satirical and invective poetry.

dinar  a gold coin. It can also be a measure of weight.

dirham  a silver coin, approximately a twentieth of a dinar.

diwan  council of state, council hall or reception room.

fals  plural flus, a low-value copper coin.

faqih  a jurisprudent, an expert in Islamic law.

faqir  literally, ‘a poor man’, the term also is used to refer to a Sufi or Muslim ascetic.

al-Fath ibn Khaqan  (d. 861) the caliph al-Mutawwakil’s adoptive brother, chief scribe and general.

Fatiha  literally, the ‘opening’; the first sura (chapter) of the Quran.

Fatima  (d. 633) daughter of the Prophet. She married ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib. The Fatimid caliphs of Egypt, whose dynasty lasted from 909 to 1171, claimed descent from her.

fidda  silver, a small silver coin.

flus  see fals.

ghazi  a holy warrior, a slayer of infidels or participant on a raiding expedition.

ghul  a cannibalistic monster. A ghula is a female ghul.

Gog and Magog  evil tribes dwelling in a distant region. According to legend, Alexander the Great built a wall to keep them from invading the civilized parts of the earth, but in the Last Days they will break through that wall.

hadith  a saying concerning the words or deeds of the Prophet or his companions.

Hafsa  daughter of ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab, she married the Prophet in 623 and died in 665.

hajj  the annual pilgrimage to Mecca.

al-Hajjaj ibn Yusuf al-Thaqafi  (c.661–714) a governor of Iraq for the Umaiyad caliph ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan, he was notorious for his harshness, but famous for his oratory.

al-Hakim bi-amri-’llah  Fatimid caliph in Egypt (r. 996–1021), he was notorious for his eccentricities and capricious cruelty. After his murder, he became a focus of Druze devotion.

al-Hariri  (1054–1122) a poet, prose writer and government official. He is chiefly famous for his prose masterpiece, the Maqamat, a series of sketches involving an eloquently plausible rogue.

Harun al-Rashid  (766–809) the fifth of the ‘Abbasid caliphs, reigning from 786. In Baghdad, he presided over an efflorescence of literature and science and his court became a magnet for poets, musicians and scholars. Until 803, the administration was largely in the hands of a Persian clan, the Barmecides, but in that year, for reasons that are mysterious, he had them purged. After his death, civil war broke out between his two sons, al-Amin and al-Ma’mun. In retrospect, Harun’s caliphate came to be looked upon as a golden age and in the centuries that followed numerous stories were attached to his name.

Harut  a fallen angel who, together with another fallen angel, Marut, instructed men in the occult sciences (Quran 2.102).

Hasan of Basra  Hasan ibn Abi’l-Hasan of Basra (642–728), a preacher and early Sufi ascetic to whom many moralizing sayings were attributed.

Hatim of Tayy  a pre-Islamic poet of the sixth century, famed for his chivalry and his generosity. Many anecdotes and proverbs have been attributed to him.

hijri calendar  the Muslim calendar, dating from the Hijra, or year of Muhammad’s emigration from Mecca to Medina, each year being designated ah – anno Hegirae or ‘in the year of the Hijra’.

Himyar  a pre-Islamic kingdom in southern Arabia.

Hind  India.

Hisham ibn ‘Abd al-Malik  the tenth of the Umaiyad caliphs (r. 724–43).

houri  a nymph of the Muslim Paradise. Also a great beauty.

Iblis  the devil.

Ibn ‘Abbas  ‘Abd Allah ibn al-‘Abbas (625–86 or 688), a cousin of the Prophet and transmitter of many traditions concerning him.

Ibn Zubair  ‘Abd Allah ibn Zubair (624–92), a grandson of the Prophet and a leading opponent of the Umaiyads. He was besieged by the Umaiyad caliph ‘Abd al-Malik in Mecca (where the Ka‘ba is situated) and he was eventually killed.

Ibrahim Abu Ishaq al-Mausili  (742–804) a famous musician and father of the no less famous musician Ishaq al-Mausili. Like his son, he features in a number of Nights stories.

Ibrahim ibn Adham  (730–77) a famous Sufi ascetic.

Ibrahim ibn al-Mahdi  (779–839) the son of the caliph al-Mahdi and brother of Harun al-Rashid. From 817 to 819, Ibrahim set himself up as the rival of his nephew al-Ma’mun for the caliphate. He was famous as a singer, musician and a poet and as such he features in several Nights tales.

‘Id al-Adha  the Feast of Immolation, also known as Greater Bairam, is celebrated on the 10th of Dhu’l-Hijja (the month of hajj or pilgrimage). During this festival those Muslims who can afford it are obliged to sacrifice sheep, cattle or camels.

Ifranja  Europe; literally, ‘the land of the Franks’.

‘ifrit  a kind of jinni, usually evil; an ‘ifrita is a female jinni.

imam  the person who leads the prayers in a mosque.

Iram  ‘Iram, City of the Columns’ is referred to in the Quran. Shaddad, king of the Arab tribe of ‘Ad, intended Iram to rival Paradise, but God punished him for his pride and ruined his city.

Ishaq ibn Ibrahim al-Mausili  (757–850) was the most famous composer and musical performer in the time of Harun al-Rashid. Like his father, Ibrahim al-Mausili, he features in a number of Nights stories.

Ja‘far the Barmecide  a member of a great Iranian clan which served the ‘Abbasid caliphs as viziers and other functionaries. In the stories, he features as Harun’s vizier, though in reality it was his father, Yahya, who held this post. For reasons that are mysterious, Ja‘far and other members of his clan were executed in 803.

Jamil Buthaina  Jamil ibn Ma‘mar al-‘Udhri (d. 701), a Hijazi poet who specialized in elegiac love poetry, famous for his chastely unhappy passion for Buthaina.

Jarir ibn ‘Atiya  (d. 729) a leading poet of the Umaiyad period, famous for his panegyric and invective verse.

Jawarna  Zara, a port on the east coast of the Adriatic.

jinni  a (male) spirit in Muslim folklore and theology; jinniya is a female spirit. Jinn (the collective term) assumed various forms: some were servants of Satan, while others were good Muslims and therefore benign.

Joseph  features in the Quran as well as the Bible. In the Quran, he is celebrated for his beauty.

jubba  a long outer garment, open at the front, with wide sleeves.

Ka‘b al-Ahbar  (d. c.653) a Jew who converted to Islam and a leading transmitter of religious traditions and an expert on biblical lore.

Ka‘ba  the cube-shaped holy building in Mecca to which Muslims turn when they pray.

kaffiyeh  a headdress of cloth folded and held by a cord around the head.

khan  an inn, caravanserai or market.

khalanj wood  tree heath (Erica arborea), a hard kind of wood.

Khalid ibn Safwan  (d. 752) a transmitter of traditions, poems and speeches, famous for his eloquence.

al-Khidr  ‘the Green Man’, features in the Quran as a mysterious guide to Moses as well as appearing in many legends and stories. In some tales, this immortal servant of God is guardian of the Spring of Life, which gives eternal life to those who drink from it.

Khurasan  in the medieval period, this designated a large territory that included eastern Persia and Afghanistan.

Kuthaiyir  (660–723) a Hijazi poet who specialized in the theme of unfulfilled love, since the object of his passion, ‘Azza, was married to another man.

Luqman  a pre-Islamic sage and hero famed for his longevity. Many fables and proverbs were attributed to him.

Magian  a Zoroastrian, a fire worshipper. In the Nights, the Magians invariably feature as sinister figures.

al-Mahdi  (b. c.743) the ‘Abbasid caliph who reigned from 775 to 785.

mahmal  the richly decorated empty litter sent by a Muslim ruler to Mecca during the hajj (pilgrimage).

maidan  an exercise yard or parade ground; an open space near or in a town.

maisir  a pre-Islamic game of chance involving arrows and in which the stakes were designated parts of slaughtered camels.

Majnun  Qais ibn Mulawwah al-Majnun (‘the mad’), a (probably) legendary Arabian poet of the seventh century, famous for his doomed love for Laila. After she was married to another man, Majnun retired into the wilderness to live among wild beasts.

Malik  the angel who is the guardian of hell.

Malik ibn Dinar  an eighth-century Basran preacher and moralist.

mamluk  slave soldier. Most mamluks were of Turkish origin.

al-Ma’mun  (786–833) son of Harun al-Rashid and the ‘Abbasid caliph from 813 until his death. He was famous for his patronage of learning and his sponsorship of the translation of Greek and Syriac texts into Arabic.

Ma‘n ibn Za’ida  (d. 769) a soldier, administrator and patron of poets under the late Umaiyads and early ‘Abbasids.

mann  a measure of weight.

al-Mansur  (r. 754–75) ‘Abbasid caliph.

marid  a type of jinni.

Maslama ibn ‘Abd al-Malik  (d. 738) son of the Umaiyad caliph ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan and a leading general who headed a series of campaigns against the Byzantines.

Masrur  the eunuch who was sword-bearer and executioner to Harun al-Rashid.

al-Mausili  see Ibrahim Abu Ishaq al-Mausili and Ishaq ibn Ibrahim al-Mausili.

mithqal  a measure of weight.

months of the Muslim year  from the first to the twelfth month, these are: (1) al-Muharram, (2) Safar, (3) Rabi‘ al-awwal, (4) Rabi‘ al-akhir, (5) Jumada al-ula, (6) Jumada al-akhira, (7) Rajab, (8) Sha‘ban, (9) Ramadan, (10) Shawwal, (11) Dhu’l-Qa‘da, (12) Dhu’l-Hijja.

Mu‘awiya  Mu‘awiya ibn Abi Sufyan, first of the Umaiyad caliphs (r. 661–80). He came to power after the assassination of ‘Ali.

al-Mubarrad  Abu al-‘Abbas al-Mubarrad (c.815–98), a famous Basran grammarian and philologist.

muezzin  the man who gives the call to prayer, usually from the minaret or roof of the mosque.

muhtasib  market inspector with duties to enforce trading standards and public morals.

Munkar and Nakir  two angels who examine the dead in their tombs and, if necessary, punish them.

al-Muntasir  ‘Abbasid caliph (r. 861–2).

al-Musta‘in  ‘Abbasid caliph (r. 862–6).

al-Mustansir  ‘Abbasid caliph (r. 1226–42).

al-Mutalammis  sixth-century pre-Islamic poet and sage.

al-Mu‘tatid bi’llah  ‘Abbasid caliph (r. 892–902).

al-Mutawakkil  (822–61) ‘Abbasid caliph, and great cultural patron, who reigned from 847 until he was assassinated by murderers probably hired by his son, who became the caliph al-Muntasir.

muwashshahat  strophic poetry, usually recited to a musical accompaniment. This form of verse originated in Spain, but spread throughout the Islamic world.

nadd  a type of incense consisting of a mixture of aloes wood with ambergris, musk and frankincense.

Nakir  see Munkar and Nakir.

naqib  an official whose duties varied according to time and place. The term was often used to refer to the chief representative of the ashraf, i.e. the descendants of ‘Ali.

Al-Nu‘man ibn al-Mundhir  a fifth-century Arab ruler of the pre-Islamic Christian kingdom of Hira in Iraq.

nusf  literally, ‘a half’; a small coin.

parasang  an old Persian measure of length, somewhere between three and four miles.

qadi  a Muslim judge.

Qaf  Mount Qaf was a legendary mountain located at the end of the world, or in some versions one that encircles the earth.

qintar  a measure of weight, variable from region to region, equivalent to 100 ratls.

qirat  a dry measure, but the term could also be used of a certain weight; also a coin, equivalent to a twenty-fourth of a dinar.

Quraish  the dominant Arab clan in Mecca at the time of the Prophet.

rafidi  literally, ‘a refuser’, a term applied to members of various Shi‘i sects.

rajaz  term for a poetical metre.

rak‘a  in the Muslim prayer ritual, a bowing of the body followed by two prostrations.

Ramadan  the ninth month of the Muslim year, in which fasting is observed from sunrise to sunset. See also months of the Muslim year.

ratl  a measure of weight, varying from region to region.

Ridwan  the angel who is the guardian of the gates of Paradise.

Rudaini spear  see Samhari spear.

rukh  a legendary bird of enormous size, strong enough to carry an elephant (in English ‘roc’).

Rum/Ruman  theoretically designates Constantinople and the Byzantine lands more generally, but in some stories the name is merely intended to designate a strange and usually Christian foreign land.

Rumi  of Byzantine Greek origin.

Safar  see months of the Muslim year.

Said ibn Jubair  a pious Muslim and Quran reader of the Umaiyad period.

Sakhr  an evil jinni whose story is related by commentators on the Quran.

Saladin  (1138–93), Muslim political and military leader, famed for his chivalry and piety and for opposing the Crusaders. He took over Egypt and abolished the Fatimid caliphate in 1171;in 1174 he also became sultan of most of Syria. In 1187 he invaded the kingdom of Jerusalem, occupying the city and many other places. Thereafter he had to defend his gains from the armies of the Third Crusade.

salam  meaning ‘peace’, the final word at the end of a prayer, similar to the Christian ‘amen’.

Samhari spear  opinions varied as to whether Samhar was the name of a manufacturer of spears, or whether it was the place where they used to be made. A ‘Samhari spear’ was a common metaphor for slenderness; likewise ‘Rudaini spear’, said to be related to Rudaina, the supposed wife of Samhar.

Sasanian  the Sasanians were the Persian dynasty who ruled in Persia and Iraq from 224 until 637, when Muslim armies overran their empire.

Serendib  the old Arab name for Ceylon or Sri Lanka.

Sha‘ban  see months of the Muslim year.

Shaddad ibn ‘Ad  legendary king of the tribe of ‘Ad who attempted to build the city of Iram as a rival to Paradise and was punished by God for his presumption.

al-Shafi‘i  Muhammad ibn Idris al-Shafi‘i (767–820), jurist and founder of the Shafi‘i school of Sunni religious law, whose adherents are know as Shafi‘ites.

shaikh  a tribal leader, the term also commonly used to refer to an old man or a master of one of the traditional religious sciences or a leader of a dervish order. Similarly, a shaikha is an old woman or a woman in authority.

Shaikhs of the Fire  Zoroastrian priests or elders.

shari‘a  shari‘a law is the body of Islamic religious law.

sharif  meaning ‘noble’, often used with specific reference to a descendant of the Prophet.

Shi‘i  an adherent of that branch of Islam that recognizes ‘Ali and his descendants as the leaders of the Muslim community after the Prophet.

Sufi  a Muslim mystic or ascetic.

Sufyan al-Thauri  (716–78) born in Kufa, theologian, ascetic and transmitter of hadiths (sayings of the Prophet). He wrote on law and was a leading spokesman of strict Sunnism.

sunna  the corpus of practices and teachings of the Prophet as collected and transmitted by later generations of Muslims, the sunna served as the guide to the practice of the Sunni Muslims and as one of the pillars of their religious law, supplementing the prescriptions of the Quran.

sura  a chapter of the Quran.

sycamore  a type of fig; also known as the Egyptian fig.

taghut  a term designating pagan idols or idolatry. By extension, the word was used to refer to soothsayers, sorcerers and infidels.

tailasan  a shawl-like garment worn over head and shoulders. It was commonly worn by judges and religious high functionaries.

Thamud  an impious tribe in pre-Islamic Arabia whom Allah destroyed when they refused to pay heed to his prophet Salih.

‘Udhri love  this refers to the Banu ‘Udhra. Several famous ‘Udhri poets were supposed to have died from unconsummated love.

Umaiyads  a dynasty of Sunni Muslim caliphs who ruled the Islamic lands from 661 until 750. The Umaiyads descended from the powerful Meccan tribe of the Quraish. In 750, they were overthrown by a revolution in favour of the ‘Abbasids. One member of the family succeeded in escaping to Spain, where he set up an Umaiyad emirate.

‘Umar  ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, eighth Umaiyad caliph (r. 717–20), famed for his piety.

‘Umar ibn al-Khattab  (581–644) the second of the caliphs to succeed the Prophet (r. 634–44).

‘umra  the minor pilgrimage to Mecca, which, unlike the hajj, can be performed at any time of the year.

al-‘Utbi  (d. 1022) famous author of prose and poetry, worked in the service of the Ghaznavid court. (The Ghaznavids were a Turkish dynasty who ruled in Afghanistan, Khurasan and north-western India from the late tenth till the late twelfth century.)

waiba  a dry measure.

wali  a local governor.

witr  a prayer, performed between the evening and the dawn prayers, which is recommended but not compulsory.

Yahya ibn Khalid the Barmecide  a Persian who was a senior government official under the ‘Abbasid caliphs al-Mansur and Harun. He was disgraced and executed in 805 for reasons that remain mysterious.

Zaid ibn Aslam  a freed slave of ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab.

Ziyad ibn Abihi  ibn Abihi meaning ‘Son of his Father’ – the identity of his father being unknown (d. 676) – governor of Iraq under Mu‘awiya.

Zubaida  (762–831) the granddaughter of the ‘Abbasid caliph al-Mansur and famous for her wealth. She became chief wife of the caliph Harun al-Rashid and was mother to al-Amin and al-Ma’mun, both later caliphs.

al-Zuhri  Muhammad ibn Muslim al-Zuhri (d. 742), the transmitter of traditions concerning the Prophet and legal authority. He frequented the Umaiyad courts, where, among other things, he was a tutor.
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719–38 Ardashir and Hayat al-Nufus 3

738–56 Julnar of the sea and her son, Badr Basim 52

756–78 King Muhammad ibn Saba’ik and Hasan the merchant 91

758–78 (The story of Saif al-Muluk and Badi‘ al-Jamal) 95

778–831 Hasan of Basra, the goldsmith 145

831–45 Khalifa the fisherman 261

845–63 Masrur and Zain al-Mawasif 293

863–94 Nur al-Din and Miriam the sash-maker 341

894–6 The man from Upper Egypt and his Frankish wife 428

896–9 The young man of Baghdad and his slave girl 432

899–930 King Jali‘ad and his son, Wird Khan 439

900–901 (The story of the cat and the mouse 441

902 The story of the ascetic and his butter jar 444

903 The story of the fish and the crab 447

903 The story of the crow and the snake 449

904 The story of the wild ass and the jackal 450

905 The story of the unrighteous king and the pilgrim prince 452

906 The story of the crows 454

907 The story of the snake charmer 456

907 The story of the spider and the wind 458

909–10 The story of the two kings 463

910 The story of the blind man and the cripple 465

918 The story of the foolish fisherman 485

919 The story of the boy and the thieves 486

919 The story of the merchant and his wife 489

920 The story of the merchant and the thieves 490

921 The story of the jackals and the wolf 493

921–2 The story of the shepherd and the thief 495

924 The story of the partridge and the tortoises) 500

930–40 Abu Qir and Abu Sir 519

940–46 ‘Abd Allah of the land and ‘Abd Allah of the sea 544

946–52 Harun al-Rashid and Abu’l-Hasan of Oman 561

952–9 Ibrahim and Jamila 576

959–63 Abu’l-Hasan al-Khurasani 594

963–78 Qamar al-Zaman 608

978–89 ‘Abd Allah ibn Fadil and his brothers 654

989–1001 Ma‘ruf the cobbler 690

1001 The end of the story of King Shahriyar and Shahrazad 731

The story of Aladdin, or The magic lamp 735


* Quran 32.7, 77.20.

† Quran 23.14.

‡ Quran 12.31.




* Zamzam is a sacred well in Mecca; the Hatim is a piece of sacred ground near the Ka‘ba.




* Quran 32.7, 77.20.





* These ‘emerald rods’ were explained by Reinhart Dozy as a cluster of emeralds set together in the form of a branch.




* Jauhar is Arabic for ‘jewel’.





* Quran 22.44.





* Quran 12.53.

† cf. Night 124, which also contains these lines.




* Quran 18.78.

† Arabic: wada‘a / ‘ada.





* Kauthar and Salsabil are waters of Paradise.

† A sexual reference.

‡ A form of popular lyric.




* Quran 94.




* The text gives his name, al-Asma‘i.




* This sentence appears to be derived from a different version of the story.




* The Jew assumes that Khalifa wants him to recite the Muslim confession of faith.





* Hamza was the Prophet’s uncle, and ‘Aqil was the brother of ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib.




* The names of slave girls.




* Quran 39.54.




* It appears later that she was staking herself.




* A parody on an introductory line of the conventional ode of classical Arabic.




* The moons are the beautiful wine-pourers.




* A name meaning ‘beauty’.




* There was one for each of the four schools of law.





* The skin is so sensitive that it is easily bruised.




* Sexual double entendre, referring to male and female. See Burton 3.302.




* See Burton 8.273 for annotation of this passage.




* Quran 2.216.




* Quran 113.1.

† ‘Feigned’: the Arabic word, malaq, refers to land alongside the Nile.




* ‘Mouth’ and ‘port’ can be covered by the same word in Arabic – thaghr.




* Quran 111.4.




* Good deeds are coloured white in the Book of Life, which records all lives.




* cf. Night 22.





*  A reference to her supernatural beauty.




*  Quran 9.33.

†  Quran 26.88.

‡  Quran 4.140.




*  ‘Id al-Adha.





*  The text shows corruption in this passage.





*  Medina.





*  ‘Da’ud’ in the Arabic text.




*  Kaukab al-Sabah means ‘Morning Star’ and Qamar al-Zaman ‘Time’s Moon’.




*  A play on words – li li (‘for me, for me’) and la la (‘no, no’).




*  The festival marking the end of Ramadan.




*  c.f. Quran 68.42.




*  i.e. Qamar al-Zaman.





*  ‘The Leftover’.




*  Quran 26.88–9.




*  Quran 36.58.




*  In reality, third in line.




*  In reality, fifth in line.




*  The record kept for each individual and used on the Day of Judgement.




*  Ash‘ab was a notoriously greedy servant of the caliph ‘Uthman (644–55).




*  Quran 89.6–7.




*  Beautiful guardians of magical treasure troves.





* i.e. tea.
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