
  
 AN ANONYMOUS TALE

   
 The legend of Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves is anonymous. It comes from Arabic popular tradition and spread throughout the East thanks to travellers and itinerant merchants. In the 17th century, the French writer and Orientalist Antoine Galland (1646-1715) discovered the tale in the course of his research on the Middle East and decided that its similarities with the famous collection of stories The Thousand and One Nights made it worth adding to the manuscript. This was the first time that the tale had been written down in a European language, and over the following centuries translations into numerous other languages appeared.
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    Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves is included in many versions of The Thousand and One Nights, although it did not form part of the initial manuscript. It tells the story of the poor woodcutter Ali Baba, who becomes fabulously rich when he uses the magic words “Open Sesame” to enter a thieves’ den full of opulent treasure.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    FABULOUS TREASURE


    Scheherazade (the storyteller in The Thousand and One Nights) describes two brothers, Kassem and Ali Baba, who live in a town in Persia and have each received a small inheritance from their father. Kassem has married a wealthy woman, while Ali Baba is a poor woodcutter who makes a modest living for his wife and children by selling the wood he cuts in the town.


    One day, Ali Baba is in the forest when a group of 40heavily armed men on horseback come past. He is frightened and climbs a tree to hide from them, and he can tell from their appearance that they are bandits. The men, who are carrying heavy bags, head towards a cave which opens when their leader says “Open Sesame!”. The door closes behind them and they stay in the cave for a long time. When they leave, their leader says another magic word to close the entrance to the cave, then they set off back to the town.


    Once the bandits have left, Ali Baba stands in front of the cave and says the magic words he overheard. When the door opens he discovers piles of treasure, including fine rugs, gold and silver. He loads his three donkeys with as much gold as they can carry and closes the cave as he saw the bandits do.


    When he gets home, his wife says that he is a thief. He argues that this is not the case because the people he took the gold from are thieves.


    A FATAL MISTAKE


    Ali Baba makes his wife swear to keep the treasure a secret, and they decide that they will bury it after they have counted it. Ali Baba’s wife therefore goes to borrow some grain scales from Kassem’s wife so that they can weigh it. Kassem’s wife is curious to know what kind of grains her sister-in-law wants to weigh, so she secretly covers the scales with wax. When Ali Baba’s wife gives the scales back, Kassem’s wife finds a gold coin stuck to them, and that evening she tells her husband that his brother is richer than him.


    Kassem is jealous, and the next day he goes to Ali Baba’s house with the gold coin to demand an explanation. Ali Baba realises that his secret has been discovered and tells his brother everything. He tells Kassem that he can take a share of the treasure if he keeps the secret, but Kassem demands to know the magic words.


    Kassem goes to the cave, intending to take as much gold as his tenmules can carry. However, when he tries to get out, he realises that he has forgotten the magic words. He says every kind of grain he can think of, but none of them are the magic word and he remains trapped in the cave. When the 40thieves arrive, they are furious and kill him. They then realise that some gold has been stolen, so they cut Kassem’s body into pieces and leave them at the entrance to the cave to frighten off any other potential visitors.


    PREPARING FOR THE FUNERAL


    Kassem has been away for so long that his wife begins to worry, and she asks Ali Baba to go look for him. Ali Baba finds his brother’s body, then takes some gold from the cave and carries the body back to the town. He asks Morgiana, who is Kassem’s servant and is very cunning, to discreetly bury the body. Meanwhile, he goes to break the news to Kassem’s wife and offers to take her as his second wife by way of compensation.


    Morgiana tells everyone in town that Kassem died of an illness and gets an old cobbler to sew his body parts back together, blindfolding him so that he will not recognise the corpse. Now that his body is intact, Kassem can have an honourable funeral at the mosque. A few days later, Ali Baba takes his gold to his sister-in-law’s house, moves in with her and makes their marriage public.


    THE THIEVES’ INVESTIGATION


    The thieves discover that Kassem’s body has disappeared, as has some more of the gold from their cave. They deduce that somebody has come back to the cave and decide to eliminate them. One of the thieves goes into the town to try and identify the culprit.


    The first man the thief encounters is the cobbler who sewed Kassem’s body back together. The thief mocks him because he is old, but the cobbler tells him that he is still in good shape and recently sewed a dismembered corpse together. The thief gives him two gold coins to take him to Ali Baba’s house, where he carried out the operation. The thief is sure that this is an important clue, so he draws a cross in chalk on Ali Baba’s door and goes back to the forest to report back to the others. Shortly afterwards, Morgiana sees the cross and is worried about what it could mean, so she draws the same sign on the neighbouring doors to throw the thieves off the scent.


    The thieves decide to go to the house that the first thief identified, but when they see how many doors have been marked, they go back to the forest instead and kill the first thief for failing in his mission. A second thief volunteers to continue the investigation and finds the cobbler, who once again points out Ali Baba’s house. This time, the thief draws a discreet red cross, but Morgiana sees it and draws the same cross on the neighbouring houses, thus confusing the thieves again. The thief who drew the red cross suffers the same fate as his predecessor. The group’s leader then decides to go into town himself, and instead of marking the house the cobbler points out to him, he tries to memorise it down to the smallest details. He asks his men to buy 19mules and 38 leather bags, which should all be empty apart from one, which is to be filled with oil.


    THE EXPEDITION FAILS


    The 37 thieves are armed with knives, hidden in the bags and loaded onto the mules. Their leader is in charge of the expedition and disguises himself as an oil seller. He asks Ali Baba for a room for the night, and the mules are led to the stable along with the bags they are carrying. The plan is to wait until Ali Baba has gone to bed, at which point the leader will give a signal and the men will come out of the bags. However, Morgiana has run out of oil and wants to take some from the stable. In the darkness, the thieves think that she is their leader and ask if it is time to act. She senses danger, realises that the stable is filled with thieves and tells them in a low voice that it is still too early. She takes oil from the last bag, goes to the kitchen to boil it and tips it into the rest of the bags, killing all the thieves. Shortly afterwards, the leader discovers that all his men are dead and flees.


    The following day, Morgiana tells the whole story to her master, who is stunned and grants her her freedom as a reward. He buries the bodies in his garden and sells the mules.


    ANOTHER FAILURE


    The next day, the thieves’ leader decides to act alone. He realises that nobody knows what happened at Ali Baba’s house the previous day and deduces that the woodcutter has something to hide. He poses as a merchant in a store and happens to meet Ali Baba’s son, whom he quickly befriends. Ali Baba’s son invites the thief to his father’s house. Ali Baba asks Morgiana to prepare a meal without salt, as the fake merchant had asked (because sharing salt is a sign of friendship). However, this detail captures Morgiana’s attention, and as she is serving the meal she realises that their guest is none other than the leader of the band of thieves and that, moreover, he is concealing a dagger in his robe. She saves her master by performing an elaborate dance, in the course of which she stabs the imposter. She then shows Ali Baba the knife he was hiding.


    To thank her, Ali Baba gives her his son’s hand in marriage, which they are both happy about. The leader of the thieves is buried along with his 37acolytes.
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