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    At the edge of a life measured in dawns, only a tale swiftly told can defer the irreversible. This charged premise animates One Thousand and One Nights, where narrative is not ornament but necessity, a craft agile enough to reroute fate. The collection opens onto an arena in which wit, memory, and imagination become instruments of survival. Yet the urgency that drives these stories pulses alongside curiosity, humor, and wonder. Here, fable converses with observation, and the marvelous leans close to the everyday. The result is an architecture of suspense that invites us to consider how stories work, why they matter, and what they can change.

This book holds classic status because it couples inexhaustible storytelling with ideas that refuse to age. Its pages braid adventure with reflection, comedy with moral inquiry, and coincidence with design. Across cultures and centuries, readers have returned to its forms—frame tales, nested episodes, cliffhangers—not only for entertainment but for the insight they yield into power, justice, and human resourcefulness. Its influence radiates through modern narrative habits, from serial fiction to speculative worlds. As an annotated presentation of Richard Francis Burton’s translation, this edition amplifies that legacy by letting readers see both the stories and the historical conversations that surround them.

The Nights is not the work of a single author, but a constellation of narratives shaped in Arabic and accreted over centuries. Its materials traveled along routes that also carried traders, scholars, and pilgrims, drawing on Middle Eastern, South Asian, and North African storytelling traditions. What reached us is a medieval Arabic corpus framed by the tale of a ruler and a storyteller whose nightly exchanges organize a vast archive of romances, voyages, riddles, and transformations. The frame’s initial arrangement can be described without spoilage: a threatened life, a peril renewed each morning, and the promise that one more story might win one more night.

Richard Francis Burton (1821–1890)—British explorer, linguist, and prolific translator—produced one of the most famous English renderings of this corpus. Issued privately for subscribers, the initial ten volumes appeared in 1885, with supplemental volumes following through 1888. Burton titled his version The Book of the Thousand Nights and a Night and equipped it with extensive notes and a long essay that surveyed sources, motifs, and cultural contexts. His diction is deliberately archaizing; his apparatus is expansive. Whatever a reader’s response to his choices, their ambition shaped the Anglophone reception of the Nights and established a benchmark for annotated translation.

The work’s literary impact is enormous. The Nights’ recursive structures and capacious imagination have influenced writers and thinkers across languages, including figures such as Jorge Luis Borges, Italo Calvino, and Salman Rushdie. Its techniques—stories within stories, strategic pauses, and revelations delayed—anticipated narrative pleasures now common in novels, cinema, and episodic media. The book also furnished a treasury of images for music, painting, and theater, while giving scholars a laboratory for discussing folklore, transmission, and the ethics of translation. Few works better illustrate how a tradition can be at once local in origin and cosmopolitan in reach.

At the center stands a frame: a monarch whose resolve seals each dawn with danger, and Scheherazade, a storyteller whose intelligence, learning, and patience recalibrate that resolve. Night by night she speaks, joining wonder to wit and suspense to instruction. The frame is simple to describe yet inexhaustible in consequence, because it binds narrative craft to ethical stakes. Within it, characters travel, bargain, interpret dreams, test loyalty, and navigate the hazards of chance and desire. The momentum depends not on spectacle alone but on the listener’s evolving curiosity—an education in attention staged as a contest against time.

The themes that circulate through these pages are durable because they begin in recognizable dilemmas: uncertainty in the face of power, the risk of judgment without knowledge, the resilience of those who must make sense with limited means. The Nights explores the uses and abuses of authority, the contingencies of justice, and the resourcefulness of speech. It records the energies of trade, travel, and urban life; it contemplates companionship and betrayal; it asks how experience becomes wisdom. The fantastic serves these questions, not as escape but as magnification, staging moral thought experiments whose stakes remain visible in the ordinary world.

Part of the collection’s allure is its map of a connected world. The tales move among ports, markets, deserts, islands, and courts, tuning the reader’s ear to multiple registers: legal argument, proverbial wisdom, technical description, and slapstick. Learned discourse and street wit coexist. Sailors and scholars, merchants and mendicants, jinn and judges share the stage. Burton’s translation retains this variety, allowing specialized terms and poetic interludes to signal diverse sources and settings. The result is not a single panorama but a shifting set of vistas that encourage readers to think comparatively about custom, belief, and the many forms of skill.

This edition foregrounds Burton’s notes, which range from glosses on vocabulary to discussions of ritual, law, and lore. The annotations open windows onto textual variants and historical practices, helping non-specialist readers follow references that would otherwise pass quickly. They also make visible the translator’s nineteenth-century perspective, including attitudes and assumptions of his time. Reading with attention to the notes fosters two kinds of literacy at once: immersion in the stories themselves and awareness of how translation frames them. Such double vision helps modern audiences appreciate the Nights as both literature and document.

Burton’s approach has been debated since its appearance, praised for erudition and breadth, questioned for archaism and bias. Those debates are an instructive part of the book’s afterlife, revealing how translation is never neutral. The Nights has invited many English versions, each balancing fidelity, clarity, and style in different ways. Burton’s remains distinctive for its attempt to be comprehensive and unexpurgated, and for its willingness to annotate cultural and textual detail extensively. A complete annotated presentation thus offers not merely tales but a record of nineteenth-century scholarship grappling with a premodern, polyglot tradition.

To read this book today is to enter a dynamic exchange among voices: the teller and her listener in the frame, the many narrators embedded within, and the translator who mediates the entire ensemble. The annotations can be consulted as companions rather than obstacles—guides that illuminate without interrupting the spell of the narrative. Readers may move sequentially or dwell in clusters of related tales, learning how motifs resonate across episodes. However one proceeds, the experience rewards patience, inviting a reflective tempo suited to its nightly design: suspense softened by humor, curiosity disciplined by craft.

What endures is the conviction that stories can do real work in the world: they temper force, cultivate empathy, and keep open the possibility of change. In an age of rapid media and global exchange, the Nights’ lessons about listening across difference and living with uncertainty remain urgent. Its frame models how conversation can interrupt cycles of harm; its variety honors a plural, interconnected world. Burton’s annotated translation, for all its nineteenth-century vantage, still offers comprehensive access to that reservoir of invention. To enter these pages is to practice attention—and to discover why attention, kept alive night after night, still matters.
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    Richard Francis Burton’s One Thousand and One Nights (Complete Annotated Edition) presents his full, extensively annotated English rendering of the medieval Arabic story-cycle framed by the predicament of a king and the nightly narrations of Shahrazad. Issued across multiple volumes in the late nineteenth century, the edition couples ornate translation with scholarly apparatus. It preserves the organizing device of the Nights, in which one tale leads to another over successive evenings. The collection gathers romances, adventures, fables, and moral anecdotes into a single mosaic, inviting readers to trace how the frame controls pace and suspense while accommodating a remarkable range of settings, speakers, and narrative tones.

The opening movement establishes the crisis that motivates Shahrazad’s storytelling and introduces the book’s central questions about power, trust, and the uses of narrative. Early nights foreground compact exempla in which merchants, travelers, and rulers confront sudden reversals, chance meetings, and encounters with the supernatural. Stories of bargains struck under pressure and of promises tested under duress define the ethical terrain, where wit often counters brute force. Embedded episodes begin to proliferate, as characters interrupt one another with illustrative incidents, modeling a pedagogy through tale-telling that balances caution, entertainment, and gradual persuasion.

As the sequence unfolds, urban tableaux centered on a legendary Baghdad take shape, many involving the caliph Harun al-Rashid and his entourage. These episodes blend comedy with investigation, sending elites into the night to test subjects, expose pretenders, and reward or correct behavior. Ensemble narratives such as chains of linked confessions or competing accounts of a single mishap display the Nights’ taste for multiplicity. Scenes in shops, courts, and private houses reveal a social world in constant negotiation, where music, poetry, and clever speech recalibrate status as much as lineage or wealth. Justice emerges from listening as often as from decree.

Maritime and overland adventure cycles expand the horizon beyond the city to islands, deserts, and distant ports. Voyagers recount peril and marvel in alternation: shipwrecks, strange creatures, enchanted places, and uncanny phenomena that test resolve and ingenuity. Hospitality rituals frame these journeys, as hosts trade safety and sustenance for narrative, and experience becomes currency. The famous seafaring sequence attributed to a wealthy traveler exemplifies this movement’s rhythm of departure, ordeal, and return, embedding reflections on fortune and ambition. Commerce and curiosity drive exploration, but survival frequently depends on social bonds, improvisation, and a practiced eye for reading signs in unfamiliar environments.

Romance threads through the collection, pairing lovers separated by accident, class, magic, or political intrigue. These tales emphasize steadfastness, resourcefulness, and the expressive power of verse. Courtship unfolds through secret messages, disguises, and perilous errands, while fate and human choice vie for control. Magical transformations complicate identity, and vows carry weight across distances and years. The emotional stakes are heightened by settings that shift from intimate chambers to caravan routes and coastal fortresses. In these narratives, teaching and testing coexist: protagonists learn to weigh desire against duty, while audiences are prompted to consider honor, loyalty, and forgiveness.

A vigorous comic and criminal register complements the romances. Tricksters, judges, artisans, and thieves populate stories that hinge on legal riddles, misdirection, and improvised justice. Tales of bungled crimes, mistaken identities, and ingenious reparations turn on performance and narrative framing: who tells the best story often shapes the verdict. Markets, hammams, and caravanserais become stages for reversals in which confidence and attention to detail matter as much as force. The collection repeatedly probes how rules operate in practice, showing that equity sometimes requires bending procedure and that mercy, when informed, can stabilize communities better than punishment alone.

Throughout, the Nights demonstrates a distinctive architecture of tales within tales. Shahrazad’s curation and pacing use suspense, cliffhangers, and tonal modulation to carry listeners from dawn to dusk and back again. Poetry interrupts prose to crystallize feeling or deliver moral insight; proverbs and set phrases knit episodes to a shared tradition. Supernatural agents—jinn, enchanted objects, prophetic dreams—enter the narrative not to eclipse human agency but to complicate it, highlighting the interplay of destiny and choice. The frame’s slow evolution underscores storytelling as strategy and as education, while keeping the focus on the transformative work of attentive narration.

Burton’s edition augments the stories with extensive notes and a terminal essay that survey language, sources, and manuscript traditions. He comments on variant recensions, geographic references, social customs, and poetic meters, and he catalogs parallels with broader folklore. His transliteration practices, archaising diction, and commentary reflect nineteenth-century scholarship and its perspectives. The Supplemental Nights gather additional materials connected to the tradition as it circulated in different contexts, broadening the corpus while distinguishing layers of transmission. The apparatus positions the Nights as a composite text shaped by centuries of compilation, performance, and adaptation rather than a single-author work.

Taken together, the translation and its commentary present a world where narrative is a practical tool: it delays violence, opens paths to justice, and bridges social distance. The collection’s central ideas—fate tempered by judgment, desire bounded by responsibility, authority checked by wit—gain force through repetition and variation. By moving from intimacy to empire and back, the Nights suggests that stories can recalibrate power and cultivate empathy without resolving every ambiguity. Burton’s annotated edition preserves that dynamic at full scale, offering a sustained encounter with the art of storytelling and its enduring capacity to shape imagination, ethics, and communal life.
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    One Thousand and One Nights unfolds across a broad Islamic world that took shape between roughly the eighth and fifteenth centuries, with settings spanning Baghdad, Basra, Cairo, Damascus, and port cities touching the Indian Ocean. The dominant institutions framing the stories include the caliphal court, the sharia-based legal system with its qadis and muhtasibs (market inspectors), merchant guilds, endowments (waqf), and extended households sustained by kinship, concubinage, and servitude. Urban markets, caravanserais, and mosques structure daily life. In Richard Francis Burton’s Complete Annotated Edition, these settings are presented in English for a late Victorian readership, accompanied by copious notes that situate narrative details within premodern Islamic social and political frameworks.

The Nights’ narrative fabric is composite, drawing on Persian, Indian, and Arabic materials that circulated across centuries. Scholars point to a Persian prototype, often associated with Hazār Afsānā (“A Thousand Stories”), and to Indian frame-tale traditions like the Panchatantra, translated into Middle Persian and Arabic during early Abbasid times. As the tales migrated into Arabic, they absorbed local anecdotes, adab (belles-lettres) motifs, and oral performances. The frame story of a storyteller delaying death by nightly narration embodies this fusion of written and oral culture. Burton’s edition foregrounds this layered genealogy, discussing how disparate textual strata coalesced into a corpus transmitted by scribes and reciters.

The Abbasid Caliphate (750–1258) provides the most recognizable backdrop, particularly in tales set in Baghdad. The Abbasid capital, enriched by taxation and long-distance trade, supported a cosmopolitan court, specialized bureaucracies, and an extensive book market. Caliph Hārūn al-Rashīd, a historic ruler around whom legendary anecdotes accreted, figures in many episodes as an emblem of royal surveillance and whim. The Nights echo Abbasid-era concerns with justice, market regulation, and urban order, while celebrating craftiness, merchant acumen, and patronage. Burton’s annotations link such vignettes to adab literature and to institutional realities that allowed merchants, scholars, entertainers, and judges to intersect in the medieval city.

Manuscript evidence for the Nights crystallizes later, with important witnesses from Syria and Egypt around the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Scribes expanded and rearranged materials, yielding different recensions that reflect Mamluk and subsequent Ottoman urban cultures. Public storytelling in Levantine and Egyptian settings, later common in coffeehouses under Ottoman rule, provided a social matrix for episodic tales and cliffhangers. Burton’s commentaries acknowledge these manuscript lineages and later accretions, treating the Nights not as a single author’s work but as a dynamic, cumulative archive shaped by copyists, performers, and audiences responding to changing political and social circumstances.

The stories repeatedly traverse the Indian Ocean and Red Sea, mirroring medieval trade networks that linked the Persian Gulf, Arabia, East Africa, India, and Southeast Asia with China. Monsoon navigation, dhow technology, and entrepôts like Aden, Siraf, and later Hormuz enabled movement of spices, textiles, porcelain, and enslaved people. Mariners, pearl fishers, and shipwrights appear throughout the corpus. Exotic islands, sea monsters, and fabulous riches overlay an underlying geography of ports and perilous crossings. Burton seizes on this mercantile world, annotating nautical terms, trade customs, and currency systems, while underscoring how real maritime circuits informed tales of risk, windfall, and cosmopolitan encounter.

Legal and social hierarchies pervade the Nights. The lawful authority of qadis, mechanisms of debt, contract, and inheritance, and the regulation of markets appear alongside depictions of slavery and concubinage, which were legally recognized in Islamic societies of the time. Urban life turns on master–apprentice relations, craft guilds, and household economies that integrate kin, clients, and servants. While the tales dramatize love, betrayal, and stratagems, they do so within recognizable legal constraints. Burton’s notes often cite juristic terminology and customary practices, aiming to clarify why certain actions are plausible in the narrative world, even when moral judgments differ from Victorian sensibilities.

The Nights inhabit a spectrum between the wondrous and the pragmatic. Storytellers draw on astrology, medicine, artisanal know-how, and geographies compiled by scholars, while also invoking jinn, talismans, and magic. This blend mirrors premodern epistemologies in which natural philosophy, occult sciences, and religious belief overlapped. Burton, influenced by nineteenth-century comparative scholarship, points readers to Arabic sources on alchemy, pharmacology, and occult lore, while acknowledging that the tales’ miracles and metamorphoses belong to a narrative economy that prized marvels as much as verisimilitude. His apparatus therefore treats enchantment as a cultural category with its own internal logic.

Sufism and popular piety surface throughout the corpus, with dervishes, saints’ tombs, vows, and ascetic renunciations forming a devotional texture across regions. Pilgrimage routes—most notably to Mecca and Medina—frame journeys, hospitality rites, and sacred precincts. Charity, endowments, and visiting holy places provide narrative motives and moral horizons. Burton, who himself performed the Meccan pilgrimage in disguise in 1853, draws on that experience to gloss ritual details and the social atmosphere of pilgrimage cities. His edition situates devotional practices within wider patterns of urban sociability, itinerancy, and patronage that shaped both belief and storytelling.

Europe’s encounter with the Nights began decisively with Antoine Galland’s French translation, published 1704–1717. Galland worked from Arabic manuscripts and also from oral accounts supplied by the Syrian Maronite traveler Ḥannā Diyāb, whose contributions introduced European readers to tales such as Aladdin and Ali Baba, not attested in the core medieval Arabic corpus. Galland’s elegant, moralized style accommodated Enlightenment tastes and sparked imitations, children’s abridgments, and stage adaptations. Burton’s nineteenth-century project consciously diverges from Galland’s domestications, insisting on restoring sexual candor, legal specificities, and social textures that early European versions softened or omitted.

During the nineteenth century, Arabic editions and European translations multiplied. Important printed Arabic witnesses included the Bulaq edition (Cairo, 1835) and the so-called Calcutta (Macnaghten) edition (1839–1842), alongside the earlier Breslau edition (1825–1838). Edward William Lane’s English translation (1838–1841) paired rich ethnographic notes with heavy expurgation. John Payne’s limited-circulation translation (1882–1884) emphasized literary finish for private subscribers. Burton drew on these printed sources and manuscripts, positioning his version as both a collation and a corrective. His apparatus frequently compares readings, transliterations, and variant episode structures, reflecting the era’s emerging philological rigor.

Richard Francis Burton (1821–1890) was a linguist, soldier, explorer, and diplomat whose career placed him in India, the Arabian Peninsula, East Africa, and the Levant. Service in the Bombay Army, fieldwork among Sindhi and Punjabi communities, the clandestine Hajj of 1853, the Nile-Sudan expedition with John Hanning Speke, and consular posts in Damascus and Trieste afforded him sustained contact with Arabic and Persian milieus. His facility with languages and attraction to ethnographic detail shaped both his translation strategy and his commentary. Burton conceived the Nights as a vehicle for conveying the textures of speech, custom, and sexuality that earlier English renderings had effaced.

Burton’s Nights appeared in 1885 as a private issue under the imprint of the Kama Shastra Society of London and Benares, a device devised with F. F. Arbuthnot to evade prosecution under British obscenity laws. Supplemental volumes followed in the later 1880s. The edition’s “Terminal Essay” surveys manuscript lineages, the work’s diffusion, and sexual mores. Burton consulted the Bulaq, Macnaghten/Calcutta, and Breslau editions, as well as Payne’s work, while claiming to restore idiom and nuance. Controversy ensued over his reliance on Payne and over the explicitness of his notes; yet the enterprise established a benchmark for unexpurgated translation in the Anglophone world.

The legal and moral climate of late Victorian Britain made such publication precarious. The Obscene Publications Act (1857) and the Hicklin test (1868) broadened grounds for suppressing materials deemed likely to “deprave and corrupt.” Public circulating libraries refused erotic content; private subscription became a protective channel. Burton’s apparatus advanced an anthropological rationale for explicitness, including his now-discredited “Sotadic Zone” hypothesis mapping sexual practices across regions. By cloaking candor in scholarship and limiting circulation, he positioned the Nights as a learned, not commercial, object—yet one that implicitly critiqued contemporary censorship and the double standard governing classical versus “Oriental” eroticism.

Burton’s project unfolded amid British imperial expansion. India had passed to Crown rule in 1858; Britain occupied Egypt in 1882, consolidating influence over the Suez route that already animated many medieval trade tales. Orientalist scholarship, philology, and travel writing often served imperial imaginaries while amassing genuine linguistic and ethnographic knowledge. Burton embodied this ambivalence: he admired and cataloged non-European cultures even as his categories reproduced hierarchies common to his age. His Nights thus mirrors imperial power structures that made Arabic texts, manuscripts, and informants accessible to European translators through networks of colonial administration and patronage.

Technological and economic change shaped the book’s form and audience. Steam printing, cheaper paper, and rail distribution underwrote mass reading, but the moral economy of Victorian publishing diverted explicit works into limited, subscriber-only editions. Learned clubs and quasi-private societies provided legal insulation and a cachet of exclusivity. On the Arabic side, nineteenth-century presses in Cairo and elsewhere standardized texts formerly dependent on manuscript transmission, while lithography and movable type advanced. Burton’s edition stands at this junction: a product of modern print capitalism and censorship regimes, and a response to the new availability of comparative copies and variant readings.

Everyday life depicted in the Nights—market arbitration, craft specializations, household negotiations, artistic performance—found sustained attention in Burton’s footnotes. He glossed coinage, weights and measures, textiles, and foodways; he parsed etiquette, legal formulae, and proverbial speech. Slavery and concubinage receive extensive, often uncomfortable commentary, reflecting both the historical realities embedded in the tales and Victorian obsessions with sexuality. While his tone can exoticize and generalize, Burton’s apparatus sought to make legible to his readers the social practices that undergirded plot mechanics, thereby integrating narrative pleasures with an ethnographic primer on premodern urban life.

The Nights’ European career also widened debates about authorship and authenticity. Galland’s inclusion of orally supplied tales raised questions about what constituted the “core” corpus. Nineteenth-century Arabic editions each represented editorial choices about selection and sequence. Burton’s Terminal Essay surveyed these recensions, weighing claims of antiquity and completeness while acknowledging lost or variant materials. His work encouraged Anglophone readers to treat the Nights as a family of texts rather than a single canonical book. This textual pluralism resonated with contemporary philology, which prized stemmata, stratification, and historical-critical method in establishing literary lineages and editorial judgments.`,`Burton’s personal life intersected with the era’s moral anxieties. His wife, Isabel Burton, collaborated in promoting his legacy yet destroyed some papers after his death, most famously the manuscript of his translation of the Arabic erotic manual The Perfumed Garden, to avert scandal. Such acts underscore how precarious sexual scholarship remained, even for privately issued works. The Nights, published under a protective imprint, therefore embodies both the intellectual daring and the social constraints of its moment, illustrating how Victorian gatekeeping shaped which aspects of non-European cultures could be studied and how they might be framed for English readers.`,





Author Biography




Table of Contents




    Sir Richard Francis Burton (1821–1890) was a British explorer, linguist, soldier, diplomat, and prolific author whose work spanned travel writing, ethnography, and translation. Active in the Victorian era, he became known for exceptional linguistic range and for entering regions and social worlds that few Europeans of his time had described first-hand. His reputation rests on vivid narratives from South Asia, the Middle East, Africa, and the Americas, and on influential English renderings of classical and premodern texts. Celebrated for audacity and erudition and criticized for Orientalist framing, he remains a central, contested figure in the histories of exploration, anthropology, and comparative literature.

Burton spent much of his youth on the European continent, acquiring languages and an ear for dialects before enrolling at Trinity College, Oxford, in the early 1840s. He left without a degree and entered military service in India, where sustained contact with Persian, Hindustani/Urdu, and Arabic deepened his philological interests. He read widely in Islamic historiography, Persian lyric traditions, and South Asian narrative and erotological literature, alongside the Greek and Latin classics. Within Victorian Orientalist scholarship, he engaged implicitly and explicitly with predecessors such as Edward William Lane, while also looking to Portuguese poet Luís de Camões as a model for epic scope and commentary.

In the late 1840s and early 1850s, Burton’s first major publications grew out of fieldwork and administration in Sindh and western India. He combined field linguistics with ethnographic description in works such as Sindh, and the Races That Inhabit the Valley of the Indus and Goa, and the Blue Mountains, both issued in the early 1850s. He also produced manuals and treatises on local customs and pastimes, including Falconry in the Valley of the Indus. These books, framed as practical studies for officials and travelers, already display his characteristic blend of close observation, philological aside, and argumentative digression, and they established him as a distinctive voice in imperial travel writing.

Burton’s most famous early journey was his pilgrimage to the holy cities of Islam, undertaken in the early 1850s after intensive study of language and ritual. He later recounted the experience in Personal Narrative of a Pilgrimage to Al-Madinah and Meccah, a multi-volume work that combined topographical detail, social observation, and textual annotation. Around the same time he explored the Horn of Africa, publishing First Footsteps in East Africa, which described Harar and surrounding regions. These books were widely read in Britain, admired for stylistic force and empirical richness, and debated for the ethics of his approach and for the assumptions about culture embedded in the commentary.

From the late 1850s Burton turned to East and Central Africa, where, with John Hanning Speke, he sought the sources of the Nile. Their expedition reached Lake Tanganyika; subsequent disputes over priority and hydrology unfolded in print and public lectures. Burton presented his version in The Lake Regions of Central Africa and later essays on the Nile Basin. He also surveyed West Africa and the Gulf of Guinea, producing Wanderings in West Africa and A Mission to Gelele, King of Dahome, and returned to the continent in Two Trips to Gorilla Land. Travels in the Americas and the Levant yielded further studies, including The City of the Saints and The Highlands of the Brazil.

Parallel to his travel writing, Burton became a formidable translator and editor. He adapted South Asian tales in Vikram and the Vampire, and issued The Kasidah (of Hâjî Abdû El-Yezdî), an original poem presented as a translation to explore Sufi-inflected skepticism. With F. F. Arbuthnot he privately printed the Kama Sutra through the Kama Shastra Society, an arrangement designed to circumvent obscenity laws; he also translated the Ananga Ranga. His magnum opus as a translator was The Book of the Thousand Nights and a Night, with Supplemental Nights, noted for exhaustive annotation and a provocative Terminal Essay. He likewise produced English versions of Luís de Camões, including the Lusiads, accompanied by extensive commentary. A completed Perfumed Garden translation was reportedly destroyed by his widow after his death.

Consular postings structured much of Burton’s middle and late life, with terms in West Africa, Brazil, the Levant, and finally Trieste, where he served for many years and died in 1890. He was knighted in the 1880s, recognition of service and letters. His widow acted as literary executor, shaping posthumous publication while also suppressing material she judged objectionable. Burton’s legacy endures through travelogues that helped define Victorian exploration narratives and translations that reshaped Anglophone encounters with Arabic, Persian, Sanskrit, and Portuguese classics. Contemporary readers often engage his work critically, weighing ethnographic acuity and stylistic verve against the hierarchies and projections embedded in nineteenth-century Orientalism.
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Book of Thousand Nights and A Night

(Complete Edition)





When it was the Second Night,



When it was the Third Night,



When it was the Fourth Night,



When it was the Fifth Night,



When it was the Sixth Night,



When it was the Seventh Night,



When it was the Eighth Night,



When it was the Ninth Night,



When it was the Tenth Night,



When it was the Eleventh Night,



When it was the Twelfth Night,



When it was the Thirteenth Night,



When it was the Fourteenth Night,



When it was the Fifteenth Night,



When it was the Sixteenth Night,



When it was the Seventeenth Night,



When it was the Eighteenth Night,



When it was the Nineteenth Night,



When it was the Twentieth Night,



When it was the Twenty-first Night,



When it was the Twenty-second Night,



When it was the Twenty-third Night,



When it was the Twenty-fourth Night,



When it was the Twenty-fifth Night,



When it was the Twenty-sixth Night,



When it was the Twenty-seventh Night,



When it was the Twenty-eighth Night,



When it was the Twenty-ninth Night,



When it was the Thirtieth Night,



When it was the Thirty-first Night,



When it was the Thirty-second Night,



When it was the Thirty-third Night,



When it was the Thirty-fourth Night,



When it was the Thirty-fifth Night,



When it was the Thirty-sixth Night,



When it was the Thirty-seventh Night,



When it was the Thirty-eighth Night,



When it was the Thirty-ninth Night,



When it was the Fortieth Night,



When it was the Forty-first Night,



When it was the Forty-second Night,



When it was the Forty-third Night,



When it was the Forty-fourth Night,



When it was the Forty-fifth Night,



When it was the Forty-sixth Night,



When it was the Forty-seventh Night,



When it was the Forty-eighth Night,



When it was the Forty-ninth Night,



When it was the Fiftieth Night,



When it was the Fifty-first Night,



When it was the Fifty-second Night,



When it was the Fifty-third Night



When it was the Fifty-fourth Night,



When it was the Fifty-fifth Night,



When it was the Fifty-sixth Night,



When it was the Fifty-seventh Night,



When it was the Fifty-eighth Night,



When it was the Fifty-ninth Night,



When it was the Sixtieth Night,



When it was the Sixty-first Night,



When it was the Sixty-second Night,



When it was the Sixty-third Night,



When it was the Sixty-fourth Night,



When it was the Sixty-fifth Night,



When it was the Sixty-sixth Night,



When it was the Sixty-seventh Night,



When it was the Sixty-eighth Night,



When it was the Sixty-ninth Night,



When it was the Seventieth Night,



When it was the Seventy-first Night,



When it was the Seventy-second Night,



When it was the Seventy-third Night,



When it was the Seventy-fourth Night,



When it was the Seventy-fifth Night,



When it was the Seventy-sixth Night,



When it was the Seventy-seventh Night,



When it was the Seventy-eighth Night,



When it was the Seventy-ninth Night,



When it was the Eightieth Night,



When it was the Eighty-first Night,



When it was the Eighty-second Night,



When it was the Eighty-third Night,



When it was the Eighty-fourth Night,



When it was the Eighty-fifth Night,



When it was the Eighty-sixth Night,



When it was the Eighty-seventh Night,



When it was the Eighty-eighth Night,



When it was the Eighty-ninth Night,



When it was the Ninetieth Night,



When it was the Ninety-first Night,



When it was the Ninety-second Night,



When it was the Ninety-third Night,



When it was the Ninety-fourth Night,



When it was the Ninety-fifth Night,



When it was the Ninety-sixth Night,



When it was the Ninety-seventh Night,



When it was the Ninety-eighth Night,



When it was the Ninety-ninth Night,



When it was the One Hundredth Night,



When it was the One Hundred and First Night,



When it was the One Hundred and Second Night,



When it was the One Hundred and Third Night,



When it was the One Hundred and Fourth Night,



When it was the One Hundred and Fifth Night,



When it was the One Hundred and Sixth Night,



When it was the One Hundred and Seventh Night,



When it was the One Hundred and Eighth Night,



When it was the One Hundred and Ninth Night,



When it was the One Hundred and Tenth Night,



When it was the One Hundred and Eleventh Night,



When it was the One Hundred and Twelfth Night,



When it was the One Hundred and Thirteenth Night,



When it was the One Hundred and Fourteenth Night,



When it was the One Hundred and Fifteenth Night,



When it was the One Hundred and Sixteenth Night,



When it was the One Hundred and Seventeenth Night,



When it was the One Hundred and Eighteenth Night,
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This work, labourious as it may appear, has been to me a labour of love, an unfailing source of solace and satisfaction. During my long years of official banishment to the luxuriant and deadly deserts of Western Africa, and to the dull and dreary half clearings of South America, it proved itself a charm, a talisman against ennui and despondency. Impossible even to open the pages without a vision starting into view; with out drawing a picture from the pinacothek of the brain; without reviving a host of memories and reminiscences which are not the common property of travellers, however widely they may have travelled. From my dull and commonplace and “respectable” surroundings, the Jinn[3] bore me at once to the land of my pre-direction, Arabia, a region so familiar to my mind that even at first sight, it seemed a reminiscence of some by gone metem-psychic life in the distant Past. Again I stood under the diaphanous skies, in air glorious as aether, whose every breath raises men’s spirits like sparkling wine. Once more I saw the evening star hanging like a solitaire from the pure front of the western firmament; and the after glow transfiguring and transforming, as by magic, the homely and rugged features of the scene into a fairy land lit with a light which never shines on other soils or seas. Then would appear the woollen tents, low and black, of the true Badawin[4], mere dots in the boundless waste of lion tawny clays and gazelle brown gravels, and the camp fire dotting like a glow worm the village centre. Presently, sweetened by distance, would be heard the wild weird song of lads and lasses, driving or rather pelting, through the gloaming their sheep and goats; and the measured chant of the spearsmen gravely stalking behind their charge, the camels; mingled with bleating of the flocks and the bellowing of the humpy herds; while the reremouse flitted overhead with his tiny shriek, and the rave of the jackal resounded through deepening glooms, and — most musical of music — the palm trees answered the whispers of the night breeze with the softest tones of falling water.

And then a shift of scene. The Shaykhs and “white beards” of the tribe gravely take their places, sitting with outspread skirts like hillocks on the plain, as the Arabs say, around the camp fire, whilst I reward their hospitality and secure its continuance by reading or reciting a few pages of their favourite tales. The women and children stand motionless as silhouettes outside the ring; and all are breathless with attention; they seem to drink in the words with eyes and mouths as well as with ears. The most fantastic flights of fancy, the wildest improbabilities, the most impossible of impossibilities, appear to them utterly natural, mere matters of every day occurrence. They enter thoroughly into each phase of feeling touched upon by the author: they take a personal pride in the chivalrous nature and knightly prowess of Taj al-Mulúk; they are touched with tenderness by the self sacrificing love of Azízah; their mouths water as they hear of heaps of untold gold given away in largesse like clay; they chuckle with delight every time a Kázi or a Fakír — a judge or a reverend — is scurvily entreated by some Pantagruelist of the Wilderness; and, despite their normal solemnity and impassibility, all roar with laughter, sometimes rolling upon the ground till the reader’s gravity is sorely tried, at the tales of the garrulous Barber and of Ali and the Kurdish Sharper. To this magnetising mood the sole exception is when a Badawi of superior accomplishments, who sometimes says his prayers, ejaculates a startling “Astagh-faru’llah”— I pray Allah’s pardon! — for listening, not to Carlyle’s “downright lies,” but to light mention of the sex whose name is never heard amongst the nobility of the Desert.

Nor was it only in Arabia that the immortal Nights did me such notable service: I found the wildlings of Somali land equally amenable to its discipline; no one was deaf to the charm and the two women cooks of my caravan, on its way to Harar, were in continently dubbed by my men “Shahrazad” and “Dinazad.”

It may be permitted me also to note that this translation is a natural outcome of my Pilgrimage to Al–Medinah and Meccah. Arriving at Aden in the (so called) winter of 1852, I put up with my old and dear friend, Steinhaeuser, to whose memory this volume is inscribed; and, when talking over Arabia and the Arabs, we at once came to the same conclusion that, while the name of this wondrous treasury of Moslem folk lore is familiar to almost every English child, no general reader is aware of the valuables it contains, nor indeed will the door open to any but Arabists. Before parting we agreed to “collaborate” and produce a full, complete, unvarnished, uncastrated copy of the great original, my friend taking the prose and I the metrical part; and we corresponded upon the subject for years. But whilst I was in the Brazil, Steinhaeuser died suddenly of apoplexy at Berne in Switzerland and, after the fashion of Anglo India, his valuable Mss. left at Aden were dispersed, and very little of his labours came into my hands.

Thus I was left alone to my work, which progressed fitfully amid a host of obstructions. At length, in the spring of 1879, the tedious process of copying began and the book commenced to take finished form. But, during the winter of 1881–82, I saw in the literary journals a notice of a new version by Mr. John Payne, well known to scholars for his prowess in English verse, especially for his translation of “The Poems of Master Francis Villon, of Paris.” Being then engaged on an expedition to the Gold Coast (for gold), which seemed likely to cover some months, I wrote to the “Athenaeum” (Nov. 13, 1881) and to Mr. Payne, who was wholly unconscious that we were engaged on the same work, and freely offered him precedence and possession of the field till no longer wanted. He accepted my offer as frankly, and his priority entailed another delay lasting till the spring of 1885. These details will partly account for the lateness of my appearing, but there is yet another cause. Professional ambition suggested that literary labours, unpopular with the vulgar and the half educated, are not likely to help a man up the ladder of promotion. But common sense presently suggested to me that, professionally speaking, I was not a success, and, at the same time, that I had no cause to be ashamed of my failure. In our day, when we live under a despotism of the lower “middle class” Philister who can pardon anything but superiority, the prizes of competitive services are monopolized by certain “pets” of the Médiocratie, and prime favourites of that jealous and potent majority — the Mediocnties who know “no nonsense about merit.” It is hard for an outsider to realise how perfect is the monopoly of common place, and to comprehend how fatal a stumbling stone that man sets in the way of his own advancement who dares to think for himself, or who knows more or who does more than the mob of gentlemen employee who know very little and who do even less.

Yet, however behindhand I may be, there is still ample room and verge for an English version of the “Arabian Nights’ Entertainments.”

Our century of translations, popular and vernacular, from (Professor Antoine) Galland’s delightful abbreviation and adaptation (A.D. 1704), in no wise represent the eastern original. The best and latest, the Rev. Mr. Foster’s, which is diffuse and verbose, and Mr. G. Moir Bussey’s, which is a re- correction, abound in gallicisms of style and idiom; and one and all degrade a chef d’oeuvre of the highest anthropological and ethnographical interest and importance to a mere fairy book, a nice present for little boys.

After nearly a century had elapsed, Dr. Jonathan Scott (LL.D. H.E.I.C.‘s S., Persian Secretary to the G. G. Bengal; Oriental Professor, etc., etc.), printed his “Tales, Anecdotes, and Letters, translated from the Arabic and Persian,” (Cadell and Davies, London, A.D. 1800); and followed in 1811 with an edition of “The Arabian Nights’ Entertainments” from the Ms. of Edward Wortley Montague (in 6 vols., small 8vo, London: Longmans, etc.). This work he (and he only) describes as “Carefully revised and occasionally corrected from the Arabic.” The reading public did not wholly reject it, sundry texts were founded upon the Scott version and it has been imperfectly reprinted (4 vole., 8vo, Nimmo and Bain, London, 1883). But most men, little recking what a small portion of the original they were reading, satisfied themselves with the Anglo French epitome and metaphrase. At length in 1838, Mr. Henry Torrens, B.A., Irishman, lawyer (“of the Inner Temple”) and Bengal Civilian, took a step in the right direction; and began to translate, “The Book of the Thousand Nights and One Night,” (1 vol., 8vo, Calcutta: W. Thacker and Co.) from the Arabic of the Ægyptian (!) Ms. edited by Mr. (afterwards Sir)William H. Macnaghten. The attempt, or rather the intention, was highly creditable; the copy was carefully moulded upon the model and offered the best example of the verbatim et literatim style. But the plucky author knew little of Arabic, and least of what is most wanted, the dialect of Egypt and Syria. His prose is so conscientious as to offer up spirit at the shrine of letter; and his verse, always whimsical, has at times a manner of Hibernian whoop which is comical when it should be pathetic. Lastly he printed only one volume of a series which completed would have contained nine or ten.

That amiable and devoted Arabist, the late Edward William Lane does not score a success in his “New Translation of the Tales of a Thousand and One Nights” (London: Charles Knight and Co., MDCCCXXXIX.) of which there have been four English editions, besides American, two edited by E. S. Poole. He chose the abbreviating Bulak Edition[5]; and, of its two hundred tales, he has omitted about half and by far the more characteristic half: the work was intended for “the drawing room table;” and, consequently, the workman was compelled to avoid the “objectionable” and aught “approaching to licentiousness.” He converts the Arabian Nights into the Arabian Chapters, arbitrarily changing the division and, worse still, he converts some chapters into notes. He renders poetry by prose and apologises for not omitting it altogether: he neglects assonance and he is at once too Oriental and not Oriental enough. He had small store of Arabic at the time — Lane of the Nights is not Lane of the Dictionary — and his pages are disfigured by many childish mistakes. Worst of all, the three handsome volumes are rendered unreadable as Sale’s Koran by their anglicised Latin, their sesquipedalian un English words, and the stiff and stilted style of half a century ago when our prose was, perhaps, the worst in Europe. Their cargo of Moslem learning was most valuable to the student, but utterly out of place for readers of “The Nights;” re-published, as these notes have been separately (London, Chatto, 1883), they are an ethnological text book.

Mr. John Payne has printed, for the Villon Society and for private circulation only, the first and sole complete translation of the great compendium, “comprising about four times as much matter as that of Galland, and three times as much as that of any other translator;” and I cannot but feel proud that he has honoured me with the dedication of “The Book of The Thousand Nights and One Night.” His version is most readable: his English, with a sub-flavour of the Mabinogionic archaicism, is admirable; and his style gives life and light to the nine volumes whose matter is frequently heavy enough. He succeeds admirably in the most difficult passages and he often hits upon choice and special terms and the exact vernacular equivalent of the foreign word, so happily and so picturesquely that all future translators must perforce use the same expression under pain of falling far short. But the learned and versatile author bound himself to issue only five hundred copies, and “not to reproduce the work in its complete and uncastrated form.” Consequently his excellent version is caviaire to the general — practically unprocurable.

And here I hasten to confess that ample use has been made of the three versions above noted, the whole being blended by a callida junctura into a homogeneous mass. But in the presence of so many predecessors a writer is bound to show some raison d’etre for making a fresh attempt and this I proceed to do with due reserve.

Briefly, the object of this version is to show what “The Thousand Nights and a Night” really is. Not, however, for reasons to be more fully stated in the Terminal Essay, by straining verbum reddere verbo, but by writing as the Arab would have written in English. On this point I am all with Saint Jerome (Pref. in Jobum) “Vel verbum e verbo, vel sensum e sensu, vel ex utroque commixtum, et medic temperatum genus translationis.” My work claims to be a faithful copy of the great Eastern Saga book, by preserving intact, not only the spirit, but even the mécanique, the manner and the matter. Hence, however prosy and long drawn out be the formula, it retains the scheme of The Nights because they are a prime feature in the original. The Ráwí or reciter, to whose wits the task of supplying details is left, well knows their value: the openings carefully repeat the names of the dramatic personae and thus fix them in the hearer’s memory. Without the Nights no Arabian Nights! Moreover it is necessary to retain the whole apparatus: nothing more ill advised than Dr. Jonathan Scott’s strange device of garnishing The Nights with fancy head pieces and tail pieces or the splitting up of Galland’s narrative by merely prefixing “Nuit,” etc., ending moreover, with the ccxxxivth Night: yet this has been done, apparently with the consent of the great Arabist Sylvestre de Sacy (Paris, Ernest Bourdin). Moreover, holding that the translator’s glory is to add something to his native tongue, while avoiding the hideous hag like nakedness of Torrens and the bald literalism of Lane, I have carefully Englished the picturesque turns and novel expressions of the original in all their outlandishness; for instance, when the dust cloud raised by a tramping host is described as “walling the horizon.” Hence peculiar attention has been paid to the tropes and figures which the Arabic language often packs into a single term; and I have never hesitated to coin a word when wanted, such as “she snorted and sparked,” fully to represent the original. These, like many in Rabelais, are mere barbarisms unless generally adopted; in which case they become civilised and common currency.

Despite objections manifold and manifest, I have preserved the balance of sentences and the prose rhyme and rhythm which Easterns look upon as mere music. This “Saj’a,” or cadence of the cooing dove, has in Arabic its special duties. It adds a sparkle to description and a point to proverb, epigram and dialogue; it corresponds with our “artful alliteration” (which in places I have substituted for it) and, generally, it defines the boundaries between the classical and the popular styles which jostle each other in The Nights. If at times it appear strained and forced, after the wont of rhymed prose, the scholar will observe that, despite the immense copiousness of assonants and consonants in Arabic, the strain is often put upon it intentionally, like the Rims cars of Dante and the Troubadours. This rhymed prose may be “un English” and unpleasant, even irritating to the British ear; still I look upon it as a sine quâ non for a complete reproduction of the original. In the Terminal Essay I shall revert to the subject.

On the other hand when treating the versical portion, which may represent a total of ten thousand lines, I have not always bound myself by the metrical bonds of the Arabic, which are artificial in the extreme, and which in English can be made bearable only by a tour de force. I allude especially to the monorhyme, Rim continuat or tirade monorime, whose monotonous simplicity was preferred by the Troubadours for threnodies. It may serve well for three or four couplets but, when it extends, as in the Ghazal-cannon, to eighteen, and in the Kasidah, elegy or ode, to more, it must either satisfy itself with banal rhyme words, when the assonants should as a rule be expressive and emphatic; or, it must display an ingenuity, a smell of the oil, which assuredly does not add to the reader’s pleasure. It can perhaps be done and it should be done; but for me the task has no attractions: I can fence better in shoes than in sabots. Finally I print the couplets in Arab form separating the hemistichs by asterisks.

And now to consider one matter of special importance in the book — its turpiloquium. This stumbling-block is of two kinds, completely distinct. One is the simple, naïve and child like indecency which, from Tangiers to Japan, occurs throughout general conversation of high and low in the present day. It uses, like the holy books of the Hebrews, expressions “plainly descriptive of natural situations;” and it treats in an unconventionally free and naked manner of subjects and matters which are usually, by common consent, left undescribed. As Sir William Jones observed long ago, “that anything natural can be offensively obscene never seems to have occurred to the Indians or to their legislators; a singularity (?) pervading their writings and conversation, but no proof of moral depravity.” Another justly observes, Les peuples primitifs n’y entendent pas malice: ils appellent les choses par leurs noms et ne trouvent pas condamnable ce qui est naturel. And they are prying as children. For instance the European novelist marries off his hero and heroine and leaves them to consummate marriage in privacy; even Tom Jones has the decency to bolt the door. But the Eastern story teller, especially this unknown “prose Shakespeare,” must usher you, with a flourish, into the bridal chamber and narrate to you, with infinite gusto, everything he sees and hears. Again we must remember that grossness and indecency, in fact les turpitudes, are matters of time and place; what is offensive in England is not so in Egypt; what scandalises us now would have been a tame joke tempore Elisœ. Withal The Nights will not be found in this matter coarser than many passages of Shakespeare, Sterne, and Swift, and their uncleanness rarely attains the perfection of Alcofribas Naiser, “divin maitre et atroce cochon.” The other element is absolute obscenity, sometimes, but not always, tempered by wit, humour and drollery; here we have an exaggeration of Petronius Arbiter, the handiwork of writers whose ancestry, the most religious and the most debauched of mankind, practised every abomination before the shrine of the Canopic Gods.

In accordance with my purpose of reproducing the Nights, not virginibus puerisque, but in as perfect a picture as my powers permit, I have carefully sought out the English equivalent of every Arabic word, however low it may be or “shocking” to ears polite; preserving, on the other hand, all possible delicacy where the indecency is not intentional; and, as a friend advises me to state, not exaggerating the vulgarities and the indecencies which, indeed, can hardly be exaggerated. For the coarseness and crassness are but the shades of a picture which would otherwise be all lights. The general tone of The Nights is exceptionally high and pure. The devotional fervour often rises to the boiling point of fanaticism. The pathos is sweet, deep and genuine; tender, simple and true, utterly unlike much of our modern tinsel. Its life, strong, splendid and multitudinous, is everywhere flavoured with that unaffected pessimism and constitutional melancholy which strike deepest root under the brightest skies and which sigh in the face of heaven:—


    Vita quid est hominis? Viridis floriscula mortis;

    Sole Oriente oriens, sole cadente cadens.
  

Poetical justice is administered by the literary Kází with exemplary impartiality and severity; “denouncing evil doers and eulogising deeds admirably achieved.” The morale is sound and healthy; and at times we descry, through the voluptuous and libertine picture, vistas of a transcendental morality, the morality of Socrates in Plato. Subtle corruption and covert licentiousness are utterly absent; we find more real”vice” in many a short French roman, say La Dame aux Camélias, and in not a few English novels of our day than in the thousands of pages of the Arab. Here we have nothing of that most immodest modern modesty which sees covert implication where nothing is implied, and “improper” allusion when propriety is not outraged; nor do we meet with the Nineteenth Century refinement; innocence of the word not of the thought; morality of the tongue not of the heart, and the sincere homage paid to virtue in guise of perfect hypocrisy. It is, indeed, this unique contrast of a quaint element, childish crudities and nursery indecencies and “vain and amatorious” phrase jostling the finest and highest views of life and character, shown in the kaleidoscopic shiftings of the marvellous picture with many a “rich truth in a tale’s presence”, pointed by a rough dry humour which compares well with “wut; “the alternations of strength and weakness, of pathos and bathos, of the boldest poetry (the diction of Job) and the baldest prose (the Egyptian of today); the contact of religion and morality with the orgies of African Apuleius and Petronius Arbiter — at times taking away the reader’s breath — and, finally, the whole dominated everywhere by that marvellous Oriental fancy, wherein the spiritual and the supernatural are as common as the material and the natural; it is this contrast, I say, which forms the chiefest charm of The Nights, which gives it the most striking originality and which makes it a perfect expositor of the medieval Moslem mind.

Explanatory notes did not enter into Mr. Payne’s plan. They do with mine: I can hardly imagine The Nights being read to any profit by men of the West without commentary. My annotations avoid only one subject, parallels of European folklore and fabliaux which, however interesting, would overswell the bulk of a book whose speciality is anthropology. The accidents of my life, it may be said without undue presumption, my long dealings with Arabs and other Mahommedans, and my familiarity not only with their idiom but with their turn of thought, and with that racial individuality which baffles description, have given me certain advantages over the average student, however deeply he may have studied. These volumes, moreover, afford me a long sought opportunity of noticing practices and customs which interest all mankind and which “Society” will not hear mentioned. Grate, the historian, and Thackeray, the novelist, both lamented that the bégueulerie of their countrymen condemned them to keep silence where publicity was required; and that they could not even claim the partial licence of a Fielding and a Smollett. Hence a score of years ago I lent my best help to the late Dr. James Hunt in founding the Anthropological Society, whose presidential chair I first occupied (pp. 2–4 Anthropologia; London, Balliere, vol. i., No. I, 1873). My motive was to supply travellers with an organ which would rescue their observations from the outer darkness of manuscript, and print their curious information on social and sexual matters out of place in the popular book intended for the Nipptisch and indeed better kept from public view. But, hardly had we begun when “Respectability,” that whited sepulchre full of all uncleanness, rose up against us. “Propriety” cried us down with her brazen blatant voice, and the weak kneed brethren fell away. Yet the organ was much wanted and is wanted still. All now known barbarous tribes in Inner Africa, America and Australia, whose instincts have not been overlaid by reason, have a ceremony which they call “making men.” As soon as the boy shows proofs of puberty, he and his coevals are taken in hand by the mediciner and the Fetisheer; and, under priestly tuition, they spend months in the “bush,” enduring hardships and tortures which impress the memory till they have mastered the “theorick and practick” of social and sexual relations. Amongst the civilised this fruit of the knowledge tree must be bought at the price of the bitterest experience, and the consequences of ignorance are peculiarly cruel. Here, then, I find at last an opportunity of noticing in explanatory notes many details of the text which would escape the reader’s observation, and I am confident that they will form a repertory of Eastern knowledge in its esoteric phase. The student who adds the notes of Lane (“Arabian Society,” etc., before quoted) to mine will know as much of the Moslem East and more than many Europeans who have spent half their lives in Orient lands. For facility of reference an index of anthropological notes is appended to each volume.

The reader will kindly bear with the following technical details. Steinhaeuser and I began and ended our work with the first Bulak (“Bul.”) Edition printed at the port of Cairo in A.H. 1251 = A.D. 1835. But when preparing my Mss. for print I found the text incomplete, many of the stories being given in epitome and not a few ruthlessly mutilated with head or feet wanting. Like most Eastern scribes the Editor could not refrain from “improvements,” which only debased the book; and his sole title to excuse is that the second Bulak Edition (4 vols. A.H. 1279 = A.D. 1863), despite its being “revised and corrected by Sheik Mahommed Qotch Al-Adewi,” is even worse; and the same may be said of the Cairo Edit. (4 vols. A.H. 1297 = A. D. 1881). The Calcutta (“Calc.”) Edition, with ten lines of Persian preface by the Editor, Ahmed al-Shirwani (A.D. 1814), was cut short at the end of the first two hundred Nights, and thus made room for Sir William Hay Macnaghten’s Edition (4 vols. royal 4to) of 1839–42. This (“Mac.”), as by far the least corrupt and the most complete, has been assumed for my basis with occasional reference to the Breslau Edition (“Bres.”) wretchedly edited from a hideous Egyptian Ms. by Dr. Maximilian Habicht (1825–43). The Bayrut Text “Alif–Leila we Leila” (4 vols. at. 8vo, Beirut, 1881–83) is a melancholy specimen of The Nights taken entirely from the Bulak Edition by one Khalil Sarkis and converted to Christianity; beginning without Bismillah, continued with scrupulous castration and ending in ennui and disappointment. I have not used this missionary production.

As regards the transliteration of Arabic words I deliberately reject the artful and complicated system, ugly and clumsy withal, affected by scientific modern Orientalists. Nor is my sympathy with their prime object, namely to fit the Roman alphabet for supplanting all others. Those who learn languages, and many do so, by the eye as well as by the ear, well know the advantages of a special character to distinguish, for instance, Syriac from Arabic, Gujrati from Marathi. Again this Roman hand bewitched may have its use in purely scientific and literary works; but it would be wholly out of place in one whose purpose is that of the novel, to amuse rather than to instruct. Moreover the devices perplex the simple and teach nothing to the learned. Either the reader knows Arabic, in which case Greek letters, italics and “upper case,” diacritical points and similar typographic oddities are, as a rule with some exceptions, unnecessary; or he does not know Arabic, when none of these expedients will be of the least use to him. Indeed it is a matter of secondary consideration what system we prefer, provided that we mostly adhere to one and the same, for the sake of a consistency which saves confusion to the reader. I have especially avoided that of Mr. Lane, adopted by Mr. Payne, for special reasons against which it was vain to protest: it represents the debased brogue of Egypt or rather of Cairo; and such a word as Kemer (ez-Zeman) would be utterly un-pronounceable to a Badawi. Nor have I followed the practice of my learned friend, Reverend G. P. Badger, in mixing bars and acute accents; the former unpleasantly remind man of those hateful dactyls and spondees, and the latter should, in my humble opinion, be applied to long vowels which in Arabic double, or should double, the length of the shorts. Dr. Badger uses the acute symbol to denote accent or stress of voice; but such appoggio is unknown to those who speak with purest articulation; for instance whilst the European pronounces Mus-cat’, and the Arab villager Mas’-kat; the Children of the Waste, “on whose tongues Allah descended,” articulate Mas-kat. I have therefore followed the simple system adopted in my “Pilgrimage,” and have accented Arabic words only when first used, thinking it unnecessary to preserve throughout what is an eyesore to the reader and a distress to the printer. In the main I follow “Johnson on Richardson,” a work known to every Anglo–Orientalist as the old and trusty companion of his studies early and late; but even here I have made sundry deviations for reasons which will be explained in the Terminal Essay. As words are the embodiment of ideas and writing is of words, so the word is the spoken word; and we should write it as pronounced. Strictly speaking, the e-sound and the o-sound (viz. the Italian o-sound not the English which is peculiar to us and unknown to any other tongue) are not found in Arabic, except when the figure Imálah obliges: hence they are called “Yá al-Majhúl” and “Waw al-Majhúl” the unknown y (í) and u. But in all tongues vowel-sounds, the flesh which clothes the bones (consonants) of language, are affected by the consonants which precede and more especially which follow them, hardening and softening the articulation; and deeper sounds accompany certain letters as the sád ( ) compared with the sín ( ). None save a defective ear would hold, as Lane does, “Maulid” ( = birth-festival) “more properly pronounced ‘Molid.’” Yet I prefer Khokh (peach) and Jokh (broad cloth) to Khukh and Jukh; Ohod (mount) to Uhud; Obayd (a little slave) to Ubayd; and Hosayn (a fortlet, not the P. N. Al–Husayn) to Husayn. As for the short e in such words as “Memlúk” for “Mamluk” (a white slave), “Eshe” for “Asha” (supper), and “Yemen” for “Al-Yaman,” I consider it a flat Egyptianism, insufferable to an ear which admires the Badawi pronunciation. Yet I prefer “Shelebi” (a dandy) from the Turkish Chelebi, to “Shalabi;” “Zebdani” (the Syrian village) to “Zabdani,” and “Fes and Miknes” (by the figure Imálah) to “Fas and Miknás,”, our “Fez and Mequinez.”

With respect to proper names and untranslated Arabic words I have rejected all system in favour of common sense. When a term is incorporated in our tongue, I refuse to follow the purist and mortify the reader by startling innovation. For instance, Aleppo, Cairo and Bassorah are preferred to Halab, Kahirah and Al–Basrah; when a word is half naturalised, like Alcoran or Koran, Bashaw or Pasha, which the French write Pacha; and Mahomet or Mohammed (for Muhammad), the modern form is adopted because the more familiar. But I see no advantage in retaining,, simply because they are the mistakes of a past generation, such words as “Roc” (for Rikh),), Khalif (a pretentious blunder for Kalífah and better written Caliph) and “genie” ( = Jinn) a mere Gallic corruption not so terrible, however, as “a Bedouin” ( = Badawi).). As little too would I follow Mr. Lane in foisting upon the public such Arabisms as “Khuff” (a riding boot), “Mikra’ah” (a palm rod) and a host of others for which we have good English equivalents. On the other hand I would use, but use sparingly, certain Arabic exclamations, as “Bismillah” ( = in the name of Allah!) and “Inshallah” ( = if Allah please!), (= which have special applications and which have been made familiar to English ears by the genius of Fraser and Morier.

I here end these desultory but necessary details to address the reader in a few final words. He will not think lightly of my work when I repeat to him that with the aid of my annotations supplementing Lane’s, the student will readily and pleasantly learn more of the Moslem’s manners and customs, laws and religion than is known to the average Orientalist; and, if my labours induce him to attack the text of The Nights he will become master of much more Arabic than the ordinary Arab owns. This book is indeed a legacy which I bequeath to my fellow countrymen in their hour of need. Over devotion to Hindu, and especially to Sanskrit literature, has led them astray from those (so called) “Semitic” studies, which are the more requisite for us as they teach us to deal successfully with a race more powerful than any pagans — the Moslem. Apparently England is ever forgetting that she is at present the greatest Mohammedan empire in the world. Of late years she has systematically neglected Arabism and, indeed, actively discouraged it in examinations for the Indian Civil Service, where it is incomparably more valuable than Greek and Latin. Hence, when suddenly compelled to assume the reins of government in Moslem lands, as Afghanistan in times past and Egypt at present, she fails after a fashion which scandalises her few (very few) friends; and her crass ignorance concerning the Oriental peoples which should most interest her, exposes her to the contempt of Europe as well as of the Eastern world. When the regrettable raids of 1883–84, culminating in the miserable affairs of Tokar, Teb and Tamasi, were made upon the gallant Sudani negroids, the Bisharin outlying Sawakin, who were battling for the holy cause of liberty and religion and for escape from Turkish task-masters and Egyptian tax-gatherers, not an English official in camp, after the death of the gallant and lamented Major Morice, was capable of speaking Arabic. Now Moslems are not to be ruled by raw youths who should be at school and college instead of holding positions of trust and emolument. He who would deal with them successfully must be, firstly, honest and truthful and, secondly, familiar with and favourably inclined to their manners and customs if not to their law and religion. We may, perhaps, find it hard to restore to England those pristine virtues, that tone and temper, which made her what she is; but at any rate we (myself and a host of others) can offer her the means of dispelling her ignorance concerning the Eastern races with whom she is continually in contact.

In conclusion I must not forget to notice that the Arabic ornamentations of these volumes were designed by my excellent friend Yacoub Artin Pasha, of the Ministry of Instruction, Cairo, with the aid of the well-known writing artist, Shayth Mohammed Muunis the Cairene. My name, Al–Hajj Abdullah ( = the Pilgrim Abdallah) was written by an English calligrapher, the lamented Professor Palmer who found a premature death almost within sight of Suez.

Richard F. Burton

Wanderers’ Club, August 15, 1885.
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    In the Name of Allah,

    the Compassionating, the Compassionate!



Praise Be to Allah

    The Beneficent King

    The Creator of the Universe

    Lord of the Three Worlds

    Who Set Up the Firmament Without Pillars in Its Stead

    and Who Stretched Out the Earth Even As A Bed

    and Grace, and Prayer-Blessing Be Upon Our Lord Mohammed

    Lord of Apostolic Men

    and Upon his Family and Companion Train

    Prayer and Blessings Enduring and Grace Which Unto the Day of Doom Shall Remain

    Amen!

    O Thou of the Three Worlds Sovereign!


And afterwards. Verily the works and words of those gone before us have become instances and examples to men of our modern day, that folk may view what admonishing chances befel other folk and may therefrom take warning; and that they may peruse the annals of antique peoples and all that hath betided them, and be thereby ruled and restrained:— Praise, therefore, be to Him who hath made the histories of the Past an admonition unto the Present! Now of such instances are the tales called “A Thousand Nights and a Night,” together with their far famed legends and wonders. Therein it is related (but Allah is All knowing of His hidden things and All ruling and All honoured and All giving and All gracious and All merciful 1) that, in tide of yore and in time long gone before, there was a King of the Kings of the Banu Sásán[6] in the Islands of India and China, a Lord of armies and guards and servants and dependents.2 He left only two sons, one in the prime of manhood and the other yet a youth, while both were Knights and Braves, albeit the elder was a doughtier horseman than the younger. So he succeeded to the empire; when he ruled the land and forded it over his lieges with justice so exemplary that he was beloved by all the peoples of his capital and of his kingdom. His name was King Shahryár3, and he made his younger brother, Shah Zamán hight, King of Samarcand in Barbarian land. These two ceased not to abide in their several realms and the law was ever carried out in their dominions; and each ruled his own kingdom, with equity and fair dealing to his subjects, in extreme solace and enjoyment; and this condition continually endured for a score of years. But at the end of the twentieth twelvemonth the elder King yearned for a sight of his younger brother and felt that he must look upon him once more. So he took counsel with his Wazír[8]4 about visiting him, but the Minister, finding the project unadvisable, recommended that a letter be written and a present be sent under his charge to the younger brother with an invitation to visit the elder. Having accepted this advice the King forthwith bade prepare handsome gifts, such as horses with saddles of gem encrusted gold; Mamelukes[7], or white slaves; beautiful handmaids, high breasted virgins, and splendid stuffs and costly. He then wrote a letter to Shah Zaman expressing his warm love and great wish to see him, ending with these words, “We therefore hope of the favour and affection of the beloved brother that he will condescend to bestir himself and turn his face us wards. Furthermore we have sent our Wazir to make all ordinance for the march, and our one and only desire is to see thee ere we die; but if thou delay or disappoint us we shall not survive the blow. Wherewith peace be upon thee!” Then King Shahryar, having sealed the missive and given it to the Wazir with the offerings aforementioned, commanded him to shorten his skirts and strain his strength and make all expedition in going and returning. “Harkening and obedience!” quoth the Minister, who fell to making ready without stay and packed up his loads and prepared all his requisites without delay. This occupied him three days, and on the dawn of the fourth he took leave of his King and marched right away, over desert and hill’ way, stony waste and pleasant lea without halting by night or by day. But whenever he entered a realm whose ruler was subject to his Suzerain, where he was greeted with magnificent gifts of gold and silver and all manner of presents fair and rare, he would tarry there three days,5 the term of the guest rite; and, when he left on the fourth, he would be honourably escorted for a whole day’s march. As soon as the Wazir drew near Shah Zaman’s court in Samarcand he despatched to report his arrival one of his high officials, who presented himself before the King; and, kissing ground between his hands, delivered his message. Hereupon the King commanded sundry of his Grandees and Lords of his realm to fare forth and meet his brother’s Wazir at the distance of a full day’s journey; which they did, greeting him respectfully and wishing him all prosperity and forming an escort and a procession. When he entered the city he proceeded straightway to the palace, where he presented himself in the royal presence; and, after kissing ground and praying for the King’s health and happiness and for victory over all his enemies, he informed him that his brother was yearning to see him, and prayed for the pleasure of a visit. He then delivered the letter which Shah Zaman took from his hand and read: it contained sundry hints and allusions which required thought; but, when the King had fully comprehended its import, he said, “I hear and I obey the commands of the beloved brother!” adding to the Wazir, “But we will not march till after the third day’s hospitality.” He appointed for the Minister fitting quarters of the palace; and, pitching tents for the troops, rationed them with whatever they might require of meat and drink and other necessaries. On the fourth day he made ready for wayfare and got together sumptuous presents befitting his elder brother’s majesty, and stablished his chief Wazir viceroy of the land during his absence. Then he caused his tents and camels and mules to be brought forth and encamped, with their bales and loads, attend ants and guards, within sight of the city, in readiness to set out next morning for his brother’s capital. But when the night was half spent he bethought him that he had forgotten in his palace somewhat which he should have brought with him, so he re turned privily and entered his apartments, where he found the Queen, his wife, asleep on his own carpet bed, embracing with both arms a black cook of loathsome aspect and foul with kitchen grease and grime. When he saw this the world waxed black before his sight and he said, “If such case happen while I am yet within sight of the city what will be the doings of this damned whore during my long absence at my brother’s court?” So he drew his scymitar and, cutting the two in four pieces with a single blow, left them on the carpet and returned presently to his camp without letting anyone know of what had happened. Then he gave orders for immediate departure and set out at once and began his travel; but he could not help thinking over his wife’s treason and he kept ever saying to himself, “How could she do this deed by me? How could she work her own death?,” till excessive grief seized him, his colour changed to yellow, his body waxed weak and he was threatened with a dangerous malady, such an one as bringeth men to die. So the Wazir shortened his stages and tarried long at the watering stations and did his best to solace the King. Now when Shah Zaman drew near the capital of his brother he despatched vaunt couriers and messengers of glad tidings to announce his arrival, and Shahryar came forth to


    She rose like the morn as she shone through the night

    And she gilded the grove with her gracious sight:

    From her radiance the sun taketh increase when

    She unveileth and shameth the moonshine bright.

    Bow down all beings between her hands

    As she showeth charms with her veil undight.

    And she floodeth cities13 with torrent tears

    When she flasheth her look of leven light.
  



    Rely not on women;

    Trust not to their hearts,

    Whose joys and whose sorrows

    Are hung to their parts!

    Lying love they will swear thee

    Whence guile ne’er departs:

    Take Yusuf18 for sample

    ‘Ware sleights and ‘ware smarts!

    Iblis19 ousted Adam

    (See ye not?) thro’ their arts.
  



    Stint thy blame, man! ’Twill drive to a passion without bound;

    My fault is not so heavy as fault in it hast found.

    If true lover I become, then to me there cometh not

    Save what happened unto many in the bygone stound.

    For wonderful is he and right worthy of our praise

    Who from wiles of female wits kept him safe and kept him sound.”
  



    Tell whoso hath sorrow

    Grief never shall last:

    E’en as joy hath no morrow

    So woe shall go past.”
  


Tale of the Bull23 and the Ass
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    For others these hardships and labours I bear

    And theirs is the pleasure and mine is the care;

    As the bleacher who blacketh his brow in the sun

    To whiten the raiment which other men wear.28




    Shall the beautiful hue of the Basil32 fail

    Tho’ the beetle’s foot o’er the Basil crawl?

    And though spider and fly be its denizens

    Shall disgrace attach to the royal hall?

    The cowrie,33 I ken, shall have currency

    But the pearl’s clear drop, shall its value fall?
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