The Translators of The Thousand and One Nights

1. Captain Burton

At Trieste, in 1872, in a palace with damp statues and deficient hygienic
facilities, a gentleman on whose face an African scar told its tale—Captain
Richard Francis Burton, the English consul—embarked on a famous trans-
lation of the Quitab alif laila ua laila, which the roumis know by the title
The Thousand and One Nights. One of the secret aims of his work was the
annihilation of another gentleman (also weatherbeaten, and with a dark
and Moorish beard) who was compiling a vast dictionary in England and
who died long before he was annihilated by Burton. That gentleman was
Edward Lane, the Orientalist, author of a highly scrupulous version of The
Thousand and One Nights that had supplanted a version by Galland. Lane
translated against Galland, Burton against Lane; to understand Burton we
must understand this hostile dynasty.

I shall begin with the founder. As is known, Jean Antoine Galland was a
French Arabist who came back from Istanbul with a diligent collection of
coins, a monograph on the spread of coffee, a copy of the Nights in Arabic,
and a supplementary Maronite whose memory was no less inspired than
Scheherazade’s. To this obscure consultant—whose name I do not wish to
forget: it was Hanna, they say—we owe certain fundamental tales unknown
to the original: the stories of Aladdin; the Forty Thieves; Prince Ahmad and
the Fairy Peri-Banu; Abu al-Hassan, the Sleeper and the Waker; the night ad-
venture of Caliph Harun al-Rashid; the two sisters who envied their younger
sister. The mere mention of these names amply demonstrates that Galland
established the canon, incorporating stories that time would render indispens-
able and that the translators to come—his enemies—would not dare omit.

Another fact is also undeniable. The most famous and eloquent en-
comiums of The Thousand and One Nights—by Coleridge, Thomas De
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Quincey, Stendhal, Tennyson, Edgar Allan Poe, Newman—are from readers
of Galland’s translation. Two hundred years and ten better translations have
passed, but the man in Europe or the Americas who thinks of The Thousand
and One Nights thinks, invariably, of this first translation. The Spanish ad-
jective milyunanochesco [thousand-and-one-nights-esque]—milyunanochero
is too Argentine, milyunanocturno overly variant—has nothing to do with
the erudite obscenities of Burton or Mardrus, and everything to do with An-
toine Galland’s bijoux and sorceries.

Word for word, Galland’s version is the most poorly written of them all,
the least faithful, and the weakest, but it was the most widely read. Those
who grew intimate with it experienced happiness and astonishment. Its
Orientalism, which seems frugal to us now, was bedazzling to men who
took snuff and composed tragedies in five acts. Twelve exquisite volumes
appeared from 1707 to 1717, twelve volumes that were innumerably read and
that passed into various languages, including Hindi and Arabic. We, their
mere anachronistic readers of the twentieth century, perceive only the cloy-
ing flavor of the eighteenth century in them and not the evaporated aroma
of the Orient which two hundred years ago was their novelty and their
glory. No one is to blame for this disjunction, Galland least of all. At times,
shifts in the language work against him. In the preface to a German transla-
tion of The Thousand and One Nights, Dr. Weil recorded that the merchants
of the inexcusable Galland equip themselves with a “valise full of dates”
each time the tale obliges them to cross the desert. It could be argued that in
1710 the mention of dates alone sufficed to erase the image of a valise, but
that is unnecessary: valise, then, was a subspecies of saddlebag.

There have been other attacks. In a befuddled panegyric that survives in
his 1921 Morceaux choisis, André Gide vituperates the licenses of Antoine
Galland, all the better to erase (with a candor that entirely surpasses his
reputation) the notion of the literalness of Madrus, who is as fin de siécle as
Galland is eighteenth-century, and much more unfaithful.

Galland’s discretions are urbane, inspired by decorum, not morality. I
copy down a few lines from the third page of his Nights: “Il alla droit a l'ap-
partement de cette princesse, qui, ne s’ attendant pas a le revoir, avait recu dans
son lit un des derniers officiers de sa maison” [He went directly to the cham-
ber of that princess, who, not expecting to see him again, had received in
her bed one of the lowliest servants of his household]. Burton concretizes
this nebulous officier: “a black cook of loathsome aspect and foul with
kitchen grease and grime.” Each, in his way, distorts: the original is less cere-
monious than Galland and less greasy than Burton. (Effects of decorum: in
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Galland’s measured prose, “recevoir dans son lit” has a brutal ring.)

Ninety years after Antoine Galland’s death, an alternate translator of the
Nights is born: Edward Lane. His biographers never fail to repeat that he is
the son of Dr. Theophilus Lane, a Hereford prebendary. This generative da-
tum (and the terrible Form of holy cow that it evokes) may be all we need.
The Arabized Lane lived five studious years in Cairo, “almost exclusively
among Muslims, speaking and listening to their language, conforming to
their customs with the greatest care, and received by all of them as an equal”
Yet neither the high Egyptian nights nor the black and opulent coffee with
cardamom seed nor the frequent literary discussions with the Doctors of the
Law nor the venerable muslin turban nor the meals eaten with his fingers
made him forget his British reticence, the delicate central solitude of the mas-
ters of the earth. Consequently, his exceedingly erudite version of the Nights
is (or seems to be) a mere encyclopedia of evasion. The original is not pro-
fessionally obscene; Galland corrects occasional indelicacies because he
believes them to be in bad taste. Lane seeks them out and persecutes them
like an inquisitor. His probity makes no pact with silence: he prefers an
alarmed chorus of notes in a cramped supplementary volume, which mur-
mur things like: I shall overlook an episode of the most reprehensible sort; I sup-
press a repugnant explanation; Here, a line far too coarse for translation; I must
of necessity suppress the other anecdote; Hereafter, a series of omissions; Here,
the story of the slave Bujait, wholly inappropriate for translation. Mutilation
does not exclude death: some tales are rejected in their entirety “because they
cannot be purified without destruction.” This responsible and total repudia-
tion does not strike me as illogical: what I condemn is the Puritan sub-
terfuge. Lane is a virtuoso of the subterfuge, an undoubted precursor of the
still more bizarre reticences of Hollywood. My notes furnish me with a pair
of examples. In night 391, a fisherman offers a fish to the king of kings, who
wishes to know if it is male or female and is told it is a hermaphrodite. Lane
succeeds in taming this inadmissable colloquy by translating that the king
asks what species the fish in question belongs to, and the astute fisherman
replies that it is of a mixed species. The tale of night 217 speaks of a king with
two wives, who lay one night with the first and the following night with the
second, and so they all were happy. Lane accounts for the good fortune of
this monarch by saying that he treated his wives “with impartiality.”. . . One
reason for this was that he destined his work for “the parlor table,” a center
for placid reading and chaste conversation.

The most oblique and fleeting reference to carnal matters is enough to
make Lane forget his honor in a profusion of convolutions and occulta-
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tions. There is no other fault in him. When free of the peculiar contact of
this temptation, Lane is of an admirable veracity. He has no objective,
which is a positive advantage. He does not seek to bring out the barbaric
color of the Nights like Captain Burton, or to forget it and attenuate it like
Galland, who domesticated his Arabs so they would not be irreparably out
of place in Paris. Lane is at great pains to be an authentic descendant of Ha-
gar. Galland was completely ignorant of all literal precision; Lane justifies
his interpretation of each problematic word. Galland invoked an invisible
manuscript and a dead Maronite; Lane furnishes editions and page num-
bers. Galland did not bother about notes; Lane accumulates a chaos of clari-
fications which, in organized form, make up a separate volume. To be
different: this is the rule the precursor imposes. Lane will follow the rule: he
needs only to abstain from abridging the original.

The beautiful Newman-Arnold exchange (1861-62)—more memorable
than its two interlocutors—extensively argued the two general ways of
translating. Newman championed the literal mode, the retention of all ver-
bal singularities: Arnold, the severe elimination of details that distract or
detain. The latter procedure may provide the charms of uniformity and se-
riousness; the former, continuous small surprises. Both are less important
than the translator and his literary habits. To translate the spirit is so enor-
mous and phantasmal an intent that it may well be innocuous; to translate
the letter, a requirement so extravagant that there is no risk of its ever being
attempted. More serious than these infinite aspirations is the retention or
suppression of certain particularities; more serious than these preferences
and oversights is the movement of the syntax. Lane’s syntax is delightful, as
befits the refined parlor table. His vocabulary is often excessively festooned
with Latin words, unaided by any artifice of brevity. He is careless; on the
opening page of his translation he places the adjective romantic in the
bearded mouth of a twelfth-century Muslim, which is a kind of futurism. At
times this lack of sensitivity serves him well, for it allows him to include
very commonplace words in a noble paragraph, with involuntary good re-
sults. The most rewarding example of such a cooperation of heterogenous
words must be: “And in this palace is the last information respecting lords
collected in the dust.” The following invocation may be another: “By the
Living One who does not die or have to die, in the name of He to whom
glory and permanence belong.” In Burton—the occasional precursor of
the always fantastical Mardrus—I would be suspicious of so satisfyingly
Oriental a formula; in Lane, such passages are so scarce that I must suppose
them to be involuntary, in other words, genuine.
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The scandalous decorum of the versions by Galland and Lane has given
rise to a whole genre of witticisms that are traditionally repeated. I myself
have not failed to respect this tradition. It is common knowledge that the
two translators did not fulfill their obligation to the unfortunate man who
witnessed the Night of Power, to the imprecations of a thirteenth-century
garbage collector cheated by a dervish, and to the customs of Sodom. It is
common knowledge that they disinfected the Nights.

Their detractors argue that this process destroys or wounds the good-
hearted naiveté of the original. They are in error; The Book of the Thousand
Nights and a Night is not (morally) ingenuous; it is an adaptation of ancient
stories to the lowbrow or ribald tastes of the Cairo middle classes. Except in
the exemplary tales of the Sindibad-namah, the indecencies of The Thou-
sand and One Nights have nothing to do with the freedom of the paradisia-
cal state. They are speculations on the part of the editor: their aim is a
round of guffaws, their heroes are never more than porters, beggars, or eu-
nuchs. The ancient love stories of the repertory, those which relate cases
from the desert or the cities of Arabia, are not obscene, and neither is any
production of pre-Islamic literature. They are impassioned and sad, and
one of their favorite themes is death for love, the death that an opinion ren-
dered by the ulamas declared no less holy than that of a martyr who bears
witness to the faith. ... If we approve of this argument, we may see the
timidities of Galland and Lane as the restoration of a primal text.

I know of another defense, a better one. An evasion of the original’s
erotic opportunities is not an unpardonable sin in the sight of the Lord
when the primary aim is to emphasize the atmosphere of magic. To offer
mankind a new Decameron is a commercial enterprise like so many others;
to offer an “Ancient Mariner,” now, or a “Bateau ivre,” is a thing that war-
rants entry into a higher celestial sphere. Littmann observes that The Thou-
sand and One Nights is, above all, a repertory of marvels. The universal
imposition of this assumption on every Western mind is Galland’s work; let
there be no doubt on that score. Less fortunate than we, the Arabs claim to
think little of the original; they are already well acquainted with the men,
mores, talismans, deserts, and demons that the tales reveal to us.

In a passage somewhere in his work, Rafael Cansinos Asséns swears he
can salute the stars in fourteen classical and modern languages. Burton
dreamed in seventeen languages and claimed to have mastered thirty-five:
Semitic, Dravidian, Indo-European, Ethiopic . . . This vast wealth does not
complete his definition: it is merely a trait that tallies with the others, all
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equally excessive. No one was less vulnerable to the frequent gibes in Hudi-
bras against learned men who are capable of saying absolutely nothing in
several languages. Burton was a man whohad a considerable amount to say,
and the seventy-two volumes of his complete works say it still. I will note a
few titles at random: Goa and the Blue Mountains (1851); A Complete System
of Bayonet Exercise (1853); Personal Narrative of a Pilgrimage to EI-Medinah
and Meccah (1855); The Lake Regions of Central Equatorial Africa (1860); The
City of the Saints (1861); The Highlands of the Brazil (1869); On an Hermaph-
rodite from the Cape de Verde Islands (1866); Letters from the Battlefields of
Paraguay (1870); Ultima Thule (1875); To the Gold Coast for Gold (1883); The
Book of the Sword (first volume, 1884); The Perfumed Garden of Cheikh
Nefzaoui—a posthumous work consigned to the flames by Lady Burton,
along with the Priapeia, or the Sporting Epigrams of Divers Poets on Priapus.
The writer can be deduced from this catalogue: the English captain with his
passion for geography and for the innumerable ways of being a man that
are known to mankind. I will not defame his memory by comparing him to
Morand, that sedentary, bilingual gentleman who infinitely ascends and de-
scends in the elevators of identical international hotels, and who pays
homage to the sight of a trunk. . .. Burton, disguised as an Afghani, made
the pilgrimage to the holy cities of Arabia; his voice begged the Lord to deny
his bones and skin, his dolorous flesh and blood, to the Flames of Wrath
and Justice; his mouth, dried out by the samun, left a kiss on the aerolith
that is worshiped in the Kaaba. The adventure is famous: the slightest ru-
mor that an uncircumcised man, a nasrdni, was profaning the sanctuary
would have meant certain death. Before that, in the guise of a dervish, he
practiced medicine in Cairo—alternating it with prestidigitation and magic
s0 as to gain the trust of the sick. In 1858, he commanded an expedition to
the secret sources of the Nile, a mission that led him to discover Lake Tan-
ganyika. During that undertaking he was attacked by a high fever; in 18ss,
the Somalis thrust a javelin through his jaws (Burton was coming from
Harar, a city in the interior of Abyssinia that was forbidden to Europeans).
Nine years later, he essayed the terrible hospitality of the ceremonious can-
nibals of Dahomey; on his return there was no scarcity of rumors (possibly
spread and certainly encouraged by Burton himself) that, like Shakespeare’s
omnivorous proconsul,' he had “eaten strange flesh.” The Jews, democracy, the

I allude to Mark Anthony, invoked by Caesar’s apostrophe: “On the Alps/It is re-
ported, thou didst eat strange flesh/Which some did die to look on . ..” In these lines,
I think I glimpse some inverted reflection of the zoological myth of the basilisk, a ser-
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British Foreign Office, and Christianity were his preferred objects of loathing;
Lord Byron and Islam, his venerations. Of the writer’s solitary trade he made
something valiant and plural: he plunged into his work at dawn, in a vast
chamber multiplied by eleven tables, with the materials for a book on each
one—and, on a few, a bright spray of jasmine in a vase of water. He inspired il-
lustrious friendships and loves: among the former I will name only that of
Swinburne, who dedicated the second series of Poems and Ballads to him—“in
recognition of a friendship which I must always count among the highest hon-
ours of my life’—and who mourned his death in many stanzas. A man of
words and deeds, Burton could well take up the boast of al-Mutanabbi’s Diwan:

The horse, the desert, the night know me,
Guest and sword, paper and pen.

It will be observed that, from his amateur cannibal to his dreaming
polyglot, I have not rejected those of Richard Burton’s personae that, with-
out diminishment of fervor, we could call legendary. My reason is clear: the
Burton of the Burton legend is the translator of the Nights. I have some-
times suspected that the radical distinction between poetry and prose lies in
the very different expectations of readers: poetry presupposes an intensity
that is not tolerated in prose. Something similar happens with Burton’s
work: it has a preordained prestige with which no other Arabist has ever
been able to compete. The attractions of the forbidden are rightfully his.
There was a single edition, limited to one thousand copies for the thousand
subscribers of the Burton Club, with a legally binding commitment never to
reprint. (The Leonard C. Smithers re-edition “omits given passages in
dreadful taste, whose elimination will be mourned by no one”; Bennett
Cerf’s representative selection—which purports to be unabridged—
proceeds from this purified text.) I will venture a hyperbole: to peruse The
Thousand and One Nights in Sir Richard’s translation is no less incredible

pent whose gaze is fatal. Pliny (Natural History VIII, par. 33) tells us nothing of the
posthumous aptitudes of this ophidian, but the conjunction of the two ideas of seeing
(mirar) and dying (morir)—“vedi Napoli e poi mori” [see Naples and die]—must have
influenced Shakespeare.

The gaze of the basilisk was poisonous; the Divinity, however, can kill with pure
splendor—or pure radiation of manna. The direct sight of God is intolerable. Moses
covers his face on Mount Horeb, “for he was afraid to look on God”; Hakim, the
prophet of Khorasan, used a four-fold veil of white silk in order not to blind men’s
eyes.Cf. also Isaiah 6:5, and 1Kings 19:13.
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than to read it in “a plain and literal translation with explanatory notes” by
Sinbad the Sailor.

The problems Burton resolved are innumerable, but a convenient fic-
tion can reduce them to three: to justify and expand his reputation as
an Arabist; to differ from Lane as ostensibly as possible; and to interest
nineteenth-century British gentlemen in the written version of thirteenth-
century oral Muslim tales. The first of these aims was perhaps incompatible
with the third; the second led him into a serious lapse, which I must now
disclose. Hundreds of couplets and songs occur in the Nights; Lane (inca-
pable of falsehood except with respect to the flesh) translated them pre-
cisely into a comfortable prose. Burton was a poet: in 1880 he had privately
published The Kasidah of Haji Abdu, an evolutionist rhapsody that Lady
Burton always deemed far superior to FitzGerald’s Rubdiydt. His rival’s
“prosaic” solution did not fail to arouse Burton’s indignation, and he opted
for a rendering into English verse—a procedure that was unfortunate from
the start, since it contradicted his own rule of totalliteralness. His ear was as
greatly offended against as his sense of logic, for it is not impossible that
this quatrain is among the best he came up with:

A night whose stars refused to run their course,
A night of those which never seem outworn:
Like Resurrection-day, of longsome length

To him that watched and waited for the morn.2

And it is entirely possible that this one is not the worst:

A sun on wand in knoll of sand she showed,
Clad in her cramoisy-hued chemisette:

Of her lips honey-dew she gave me drink,
And with her rosy cheeks quencht fire she set.

I have alluded to the fundamental difference between the original audi-
ence of the tales and Burton’s club of subscribers. The former were roguish,
prone to exaggeration, illiterate, infinitely suspicious of the present, and

2Also memorable is this variation on the themes of Abulmeca de Ronda and Jorge
Manrique: “Where is the wight who peopled in the past/Hind-land and Sind; and
there the tyrant played?”
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credulous of remote marvels; the latter were the respectable men of the
West End, well equipped for disdain and erudition but not for belly laughs
or terror. The first audience appreciated the fact that the whale died when it
heard the man’s cry; the second, that there had ever been men who lent cre-
dence to any fatal capacity of such a cry. The text’s marvels—undoubtedly
adequate in Kordofan or Biilag, where they were offered up as true—ran
the risk of seeming rather threadbare in England. (No one requires that the
truth be plausible or instantly ingenious: few readers of the Life and Corre-
spondence of Karl Marx will indignantly demand the symmetry of Toulet’s
Contrerimes or the severe precision of an acrostic.) To keep his subscribers
with him, Burton abounded in explanatory notes on “the manners and cus-
toms of Muslim men,” a territory previously occupied by Lane. Clothing,
everyday customs, religious practices, architecture, references to history or
to the Koran, games, arts, mythology—all had already been elucidated in
the inconvenient precursor’s three volumes. Predictably, what was missing
was the erotic. Burton (whose first stylistic effort was a highly personal ac-
count of the brothels of Bengal) was rampantly capable of filling this gap.
Among the delinquent delectations over which he lingered, a good example
is a certain random note in the seventh volume, which the index wittily en-
titles “capotes mélancoliques” [melancholy French letters]. The Edinburgh
Review accused him of writing for the sewer; the Encyclopedia Britannica
declared that an unabridged translation was unacceptable and that Edward
Lane’s version “remained unsurpassed for any truly serious use.” Let us not
wax too indignant over this obscure theory of the scientific and documen-
tary superiority of expurgation: Burton was courting these animosities.
Furthermore, the slightly varying variations of physical love did not entirely
consume the attention of his commentary, which is encyclopedic and sedi-
tious and of an interest that increases in inverse proportion to its necessity.
Thus volume 6 (which I have before me) includes some three hundred
notes, among which are the following: a condemnation of jails and a de-
fense of corporal punishment and fines; some examples of the Islamic re-
spect for bread; a legend about the hairiness of Queen Belkis’ legs; an
enumeration of the four colors that are emblematic of death; a theory and
practice of Oriental ingratitude; the information that angels prefer a pie-
bald mount, while Djinns favor horses with a bright bay coat; a synopsis of
the mythology surrounding the secret Night of Power or Night of Nights; a
denunciation of the superficiality of Andrew Lang; a diatribe against rule by
democracy; a census of the names of Mohammed, on Earth, in the Fire, and
in the Garden; a mention of the Amalekite people, of long years and large
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stature; a note on the private parts of the Muslim, which for the man extend
from the navel to his knees, and for the woman from the top of the head to
the tips of her toes; a consideration of the asa’o [roasted beef) of the Argen-
tine gaucho; a warning about the discomforts of “equitation” when the
steed is human; an allusion to a grandiose plan for cross-breeding baboons
with women and thus deriving a sub-race of good proletarians. At fifty, a
man has accumulated affections, ironies, obscenities, and copious anec-
dotes; Burton unburdened himself of them in his notes.

The basic problem remains: how to entertain nineteenth-century
gentlemen with the pulp fictions of the thirteenth century? The stylistic
poverty of the Nights is well known. Burton speaks somewhere of the “dry
and business-like tone” of the Arab prosifiers, in contrast to the rhetorical
luxuriance of the Persians. Littmann, the ninth translator, accuses himself
of having interpolated words such as asked, begged, answered, in five thou-
sand pages that know of no other formula than an invariable said. Burton
lovingly abounds in this type of substitution. His vocabulary is as unparal-
leled as his notes. Archaic words coexist with slang, the lingo of prisoners or
sailors with technical terms. He does not shy away from the glorious hy-
bridization of English: neither Morris’ Scandinavian repertory nor John-
son’s Latin has his blessing, but rather the contact and reverberation of the
two. Neologisms and foreignisms are in plentiful supply: castrato, incon-
séquence, hauteur, in gloria, bagnio, langue fourrée, pundonor, vendetta,
Wazir. Each of these is indubitably the mot juste, but their interspersion
amounts to a kind of skewing of the original. A good skewing, since such
verbal—and syntactical—pranks beguile the occasionally exhausting course
of the Nights. Burton administers them carefully: first he translates gravely,
“Sulayman, Son of David (on the twain be peace!)”; then—once this ma-
jesty is familiar to us—he reduces it to “Solomon Davidson.” A king who,
for the other translators, is “King of Samarcand in Persia,” is, for Burton,
“King of Samarcand in Barbarian-land”; a merchant who, for the others, is
“ill-tempered,” is “a man of wrath.” That is not all: Burton rewrites in its
entirety—with the addition of circumstantial details and physiological
traits—the initial and final story. He thus, in 1885, inaugurates a procedure
whose perfection (or whose reductio ad absurdum) we will now consider in
Mardrus. An Englishman is always more timeless than a Frenchman: Bur-
ton’s heterogenous style is less antiquated than Mardrus’, which is notice-
ably dated.
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2. Doctor Mardrus

Mardrus’ destiny is a paradoxical one. To him has been ascribed the moral
virtue of being the most truthful translator of The Thousand and One
Nights, a book of admirable lascivity, whose purchasers were previously
hoodwinked by Galland’s good manners and Lane’s Puritan qualms. His
prodigious literalness, thoroughly demonstrated by the inarguable subtitle
“Literal and complete translation of the Arabic text,” is revered, along with
the inspired idea of writing The Book of the Thousand Nights and One Night.
The history of this title is instructive; we should review it before proceeding
with our investigation of Mardrus.

Masudi’s Meadows of Gold and Mines of Precious Stones describes an an-
thology titled Hazar afsana, Persian words whose true meaning is “a thou-
sand adventures,” but which people renamed “a thousand nights.” Another
tenth-century document, the Fihrist, narrates the opening tale of the series;
the king’s heartbroken oath that every night he will wed a virgin whom he
will have beheaded at dawn, and the resolution of Scheherazade, who di-
verts him with marvelous stories until a thousand nights have revolved over
the two of them and she shows him his son. This invention—far superior to
the future and analogous devices of Chaucer’s pious cavalcade or Giovanni
Boccaccio’s epidemic—is said to be posterior to the title, and was devised in
the aim of justifying it. . . . Be that as it may, the early figure of 1000 quickly
increased to 1001. How did this additional and now indispensable night
emerge, this prototype of Pico della Mirandola’s Book of All Things and Also
Many Others, so derided by Quevedo and later Voltaire? Littmann suggests a
contamination of the Turkish phrase “bin bir,” literally “a thousand and
one,” but commonly used to mean “many.” In early 1840, Lane advanced a
more beautiful reason: the magical dread of even numbers. The title’s ad-
ventures certainly did not end there. Antoine Galland, in 1704, eliminated
the original’s repetition and translated The Thousand and One Nights, a
name now familiar in all the nations of Europe except England, which
prefers The Arabian Nights. In 1839, the editor of the Calcutta edition, W. H.
Macnaghten, had the singular scruple of translating Quitab alif laila ua laila
as Book of the Thousand Nights and One Night. This renovation through
spelling did not go unremarked. John Payne, in 1882, began publishing his
Book of the Thousand Nights and One Night; Captain Burton, in 188s,
his Book of the Thousand Nights and a Night; ]. C. Mardrus, in 1899, his Livre
des mille nuits et une nuit.
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I turn to the passage that made me definitively doubt this last transla-
tor’s veracity. It belongs to the doctrinal story of the City of Brass, which in
all other versions extends from the end of night 566 through part of night
578, but which Dr. Mardrus has transposed (for what cause, his Guardian
Angel alone knows) to nights 338—346. I shall not insist on this point; we
must not waste our consternation on this inconceivable reform of an ideal
calendar. Scheherazade-Mardrus relates:

The water ran through four channels worked in the chamber’s floor
with charming meanderings, and each channel had a bed of a special
color; the first channel had a bed of pink porphyry; the second of topaz,
the third of emerald, and the fourth of turquoise; so that the water was
tinted the color of the bed, and bathed by the attenuated light filtered in
through the silks above, it projected onto the surrounding objects and
the marble walls all the sweetness of a seascape.

As an attempt at visual prose in the manner of The Portrait of Dorian
Gray, I accept (and even salute) this description; as a “literal and complete”
version of a passage composed in the thirteenth century, I repeat that it
alarms me unendingly. The reasons are multiple. A Scheherazade without
Mardrus describes by enumerating parts, not by mutual reaction; does not
attest to circumstantial detailslike that of water that takes on the color of its
bed; does not define the quality of light filtered by silk; and does not allude
to the Salon des Aquarellistes in the final image. Another small flaw:
“charming meanderings” is not Arabic, it is very distinctly French. I do not
know if the foregoing reasons are sufficient; they were not enough for me,
and I had the indolent pleasure of comparing the three German versions by
Weil, Henning, and Littmann, and the two English versions by Lane and Sir
Richard Burton. In them I confirmed that the original of Mardrus’ ten lines
was this: “The four drains ran into a fountain, which was of marble in vari-
ous colors”

Mardrus’ interpolations are not uniform. At times they are brazenly
anachronistic—as if suddenly Marchand’s withdrawal were being dis-
cussed. For example:

They were overlooking a dream city. . . . As far as the gaze fixed on hori-
zons drowned by the night could reach, the vale of bronze was terraced
with the cupolas of palaces, the balconies of houses, and serene gardens;
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canals illuminated by the moon ran in a thousand clear circuits in the
shadow of the peaks, while away in the distance, a sea of metal con-
tained the sky’s reflected fires in its cold bosom.

Or this passage, whose Gallicism is no less public:

A magnificent carpet of glorious colors and dexterous wool opened its
odorless flowers in a meadow without sap, and lived all the artificial life
of its verdant groves full of birds and animals, surprised in their exact
natural beauty and their precise lines.

(Here the Arabic editions state: “To the sides were carpets, with a variety of
birds and beasts embroidered in red gold and white silver, but with eyes of
pearls and rubies. Whoever saw them could not cease to wonder at them.”)

Mardrus cannot cease to wonder at the poverty of the “Oriental color”
of The Thousand and One Nights. With a stamina worthy of Cecil B. de
Mille, he heaps on the viziers, the kisses, the palm trees, and the moons. He
happens to read, in night s70:

They arrived at a column of black stone, in which a man was buried up
to his armpits. He had two enormous wings and four arms; two of
which were like the arms of the sons of Adam, and two like a lion’s
forepaws, with iron claws. The hair on his head was like a horse’s tail,
and his eyes were like embers, and he had in his forehead a third eye
which was like the eye of a lynx.

He translates luxuriantly:

One evening the caravan came to a column of black stone, to which was
chained a strange being, only half of whose body could be seen, for the
other half was buried in the ground. The bust that emerged from the
earth seemed to be some monstrous spawn riveted there by the force of
the infernal powers. It was black and as large as the trunk of an old, rot-
ting palm tree, stripped of its fronds. It had two enormous black wings
and four hands, of which two were like the clawed paws of a lion. A tuft
of coarse bristles like a wild ass’s tail whipped wildly over its frightful
skull. Beneath its orbital arches flamed two red pupils, while its double-
horned forehead was pierced by a single eye, which opened, immobile
and fixed, shooting out green sparks like the gaze of a tiger or a panther.
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Somewhat later he writes:

The bronze of the walls, the fiery gemstones of the cupolas, the ivory
terraces, the canals and all the sea, as well as the shadows projected
towards the West, merged harmoniously beneath the nocturnal breeze
and the magical moon.

“Magical,” for a man of the thirteenth century, must have been a very pre-
cise classification, and not the gallant doctor’s mere urbane adjective. . . . I
suspect that the Arabic language is incapable of a “literal and complete” ver-
sion of Mardrus’ paragraph, and neither is Latin or the Spanish of Miguel
de Cervantes.

The Book of the Thousand and One Nights abounds in two procedures:
one (purely formal), rhymed prose; the other, moral predications. The first,
retained by Burton and by Littmann, coincides with the narrator’s moments
of animation: people of comely aspect, palaces, gardens, magical operations,
mentions of the Divinity, sunsets, battles, dawns, the beginnings and endings
of tales. Mardrus, perhaps mercifully, omits it. The second requires two fac-
ulties: that of majestically combining abstract words and that of offering up
stock comments without embarrassment. Mardrus lacks both. From the line
memorably translated by Lane as “And in this palace is the last information
respecting lords collected in the dust,” the good Doctor barely extracts:
“They passed on, all of them! They had barely the time to repose in the
shadow of my towers.” The angel’s confession—“I am imprisoned by Power,
confined by Splendor, and punished for as long as the Eternal commands it,
to whom Force and Glory belong”—is, for Mardrus’ reader, “I am chained
here by the Invisible Force until the extinction of the centuries.”

Nor does sorcery have in Mardrus a co-conspirator of good will. He is
incapable of mentioning the supernatural without smirking. He feigns to
translate, for example:

One day when Caliph Abdelmelik, hearing tell of certain vessels of
antique copper whose contents were a strange black smoke-cloud of
diabolical form, marveled greatly and seemed to place in doubt the
reality of facts so commonly known, the traveller Talib ben-Sahl had to
intervene.

In this paragraph (like the others I have cited, it belongs to the Story of
the City of Brass, which, in Mardrus, is made of imposing Bronze), the
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deliberate candor of “so commonly known” and the rather implausible
doubts of Caliph Abdelmelik are two personal contributions by the translator.

Mardrus continually strives to complete the work neglected by those
languid, anonymous Arabs. He adds Art Nouveau passages, fine obscenities,
brief comical interludes, circumstantial details, symmetries, vast quantities
of visual Orientalism. An example among so many: in night 573, the Emir
Musa bin Nusayr orders his blacksmiths and carpenters to construct a
strong ladder of wood and iron. Mardrus (in his night 344) reforms this
dull episode, adding that the men of the camp went in search of dry
branches, peeled them with knives and scimitars, and bound them together
with turbans, belts, camel ropes, leather cinches, and tack, until they had
built a tall ladder that they propped against the wall, supporting it with
stones on both sides. . .. In general, it can be said that Mardrus does not
translate the book’s words but its scenes: a freedom denied to translators,
buttolerated in illustrators, who are allowed to add these kinds of details. . . .
I do not know if these smiling diversions are what infuse the work with
such a happy air, the air of a far-fetched personal yarn rather than of a labo-
rious hefting of dictionaries. But to me the Mardrus “translation” is the
most readable of them all—after Burton’s incomparable version, which is
not truthful either. (In Burton, the falsification is of another order. It resides
in the gigantic employ of a gaudy English, crammed with archaic and bar-
baric words.)

I would greatly deplore it (not for Mardrus, for myself) if any constabulary
intent were read into the foregoing scrutiny. Mardrus is the only Arabist
whose glory was promoted by men of letters, with such unbridled success
that even the Arabists still know who he is. André Gide was among the first
to praise him, in August 1889; I do not think Cancela and Capdevila will be
the last. My aim is not to demolish this admiration but to substantiate it. To
celebrate Mardrus’ fidelity is to leave out the soul of Mardrus, to ignore
Mardrus entirely. It is his infidelity, his happy and creative infidelity, that
must matter to us.

3. Enno Littmann
Fatherland to a famous Arabic edition of The Thousand and One Nights,

Germany can take (vain) glory in four versions: by the “librarian though Is-
raelite” Gustav Weil—the adversative is from the Catalan pages of a certain
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encyclopedia—; by Max Henning, translator of the Koran; by the man of
letters Félix Paul Greve; and by Enno Littmann, decipherer of the Ethiopic
inscriptions in the fortress of Axum. The first of these versions, in four vol-
umes (1839—42), is the most pleasurable, as its author—exiled from Africa
and Asia by dysentery—strives to maintain or substitute for the Oriental
style. His interpolations earn my deepest respect. He has some intruders at
a gathering say, “We do not wish to be like the morning, which disperses all
revelries” Of a generous king, he assures us, “The fire that burns for his
guests brings to mind the Inferno and the dew of his benign hand is like the
Deluge”; of another he tells us that his hands “were liberal as the sea.” These
fine apocrypha are not unworthy of Burton or Mardrus, and the translator
assigned them to the parts in verse, where this graceful animation can be an
ersatz or replacement for the original rhymes. Where the prose is con-
cerned, I see that he translated it as is, with certain justified omissions,
equidistant from hypocrisy and immodesty. Burton praised his work—*%as
faithful as a translation of a popular nature can be.” Not in vain was Dr.
Weil Jewish, “though librarian”; in his language I think I perceive something
of the flavor of Scripture.

The second version (1895-97) dispenses with the enchantments of ac-
curacy, but also with those of style. I am speaking of the one provided by
Henning, a Leipzig Arabist, to Philippe Reclam’s Universalbibliothek. This is
an expurgated version, though the publisher claims otherwise. The style is
dogged and flat. Its most indisputable virtue must be its length. The edi-
tions of Bililidq and Breslau are represented, along with the Zotenberg
manuscripts and Burton’s Supplemental Nights. Henning, translator of Sir
Richard, is, word for word, superior to Henning, translator of Arabic, which
is merely a confirmation of Sir Richard’s primacy over the Arabs. In the
book’s preface and conclusion, praises of Burton abound—almost deprived
of their authority by the information that Burton wielded “the language of
Chaucer, equivalent to medieval Arabic.” A mention of Chaucer as one of
the sources of Burton’s vocabulary would have been more reasonable. (An-
other is Sir Thomas Urquhart’s Rabelais.)

The third version, Greve’s, derives from Burton’s English and repeats
it, excluding only the encyclopedic notes. Insel-Verlag published it before
the war.

The fourth (1923—28) comes to supplant the previous one and, like it,
runs to six volumes. It is signed by Enno Littmann, decipherer of the
monuments of Axum, cataloguer of the 283 Ethiopic manuscripts found in
Jerusalem, contributor to the Zeitschrift fiir Assyriologie. Though it does not
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engage in Burton’s indulgent loitering, Littmann’s translation is entirely
frank. The most ineffable obscenities do not give him pause; he renders
them into his placid German, only rarely into Latin. He omits not a single
word, not even those that register—i000 times—the passage from one
night to the next. He neglects or refuses all local color: express instructions
from the publisher were necessary to make him retain the name of Allah
and not substitute it with God. Like Burton and John Payne, he translates
Arabic verse into Western verse. He notes ingenuously that if the ritual an-
nouncement “So-and-so pronounced these verses” were followed by a para-
graph of German prose, his readers would be disconcerted. He provides
whatever notes are necessary for a basic understanding of the text: twenty
or so per volume, all of them laconic. He is always lucid, readable, mediocre.
He follows (he tells us) the very breath of the Arabic. If the Encyclopedia
Britannica contains no errors, his translation is the best of all those in circu-
lation. I hear that the Arabists agree; it matters not at all that a mere man of
letters—and he of the merely Argentine Republic—prefers to dissent.

My reason is this: the versions by Burton and Mardrus, and even by
Galland, can only be conceived of in the wake of a literature. Whatever their
blemishes or merits, these characteristic works presuppose a rich (prior)
process. In some way, the almost inexhaustible process of English is adum-
brated in Burton—John Donne’s hard obscenity, the gigantic vocabularies
of Shakespeare and Cyril Tourneur, Swinburne’s affinity for the archaic, the
crass erudition of the authors of 17th-century chapbooks, the energy and
imprecision, the love of tempests and magic. In Mardrus’ laughing para-
graphs, Salammbd and La Fontaine, the Mannequin d’osier and the ballets
russes all coexist. In Littmann, who like Washington cannot tell a lie, there is
nothing but the probity of Germany. This is so little, so very little. The com-
merce between Germany and the Nights should have produced something
more.

Whether in philosophy or in the novel, Germany possesses a literature of
the fantastic—rather, it possesses only a literature of the fantastic. There are
marvels in the Nights that I would like to see rethought in German. As I for-
mulate this desire, I think of the repertory’s deliberate wonders—the all-
powerful slaves of a lamp or a ring; Queen Lab, who transforms Muslims into
birds; the copper boatman with talismans and formulae on his chest—and of
those more general ones that proceed from its collective nature, from the
need to complete one thousand and one episodes. Once they had run out of
magic, the copyists had to fall back on historical or pious notices whose inclu-
sion seems to attest to the good faith of the rest. The ruby that ascends into
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the sky and the earliest description of Sumatra, details of the court of the Ab-
basids and silver angels whose food is the justification of the Lord, all dwell
together in a single volume. It is, finally, a poetic mixture; and I would say the
same of certain repetitions. Is it not portentous that on night 602 King
Schahriah hears his own story from the queen’s lips? Like the general frame-
work, a given tale often contains within itself other tales of equal length:
stages within the stage as in the tragedy of Hamlet, raised to the power of a
dream. A clear and difficult line from Tennyson seems to define them:

Laborious orient ivory, sphere in sphere.

To further heighten the astonishment, these adventitious Hydra’s heads
can be more concrete than the body: Schahriah, the fantastical king “of the
Islands of China and Hindustan,” receives news of Tarik ibn Ziyad, governor
of Tangiers and victor in the battle of Guadalete. . .. The threshold is con-
fused with the mirror, the mask lies beneath the face, no one knows any
longer which is the true man and which are his idols. And none of it matters;
the disorder is as acceptable and trivial as the inventions of a daydream.

Chance has played at symmetries, contrasts, digressions. What might a
man—a Kafka—do if he organized and intensified this play, remade it in
line with the Germanic distortion, the unheimlichkeit of Germany?

[1934-1936] [EA]
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