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Abstract

First published in the ninth volume (1712) of Antoine Galland’s French translation as “Le
dormeur éveillé,” the Story of Abi al-Hasan the Wag—better known in English as “The
Sleeper Awakened” (Lane) or “The Sleeper and the Waker” (Burton)—is one of the
somewhat spurious tales in the repertoire of the Thousand and One Nights. The present
essay discusses the tale’s textual history. Combining the results of a variety of previous
studies with new findings, the questions guiding my considerations are the following:
(1) Inwhich sources is the story of Abui al-Hasan the Wag attested?; (2) How can the vari-
ous attestations of the tale be analyzed in relation to each other?; and (3) To what extent
do the results of this study contribute to the dating of the Tiibingen manuscript of the
romance of ‘Umar ibn al-Nu‘man, where we find one of the tale’s oldest attestations

known to date?
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THE STORY OF ABU AL-HASAN THE WAG 35
Introduction

The Story of Abu al-Hasan the Wag (al-khali“)—Dbetter known in English as
“The Sleeper Awakened” (Lane)! or “The Sleeper and the Waker” (Burton)?—
is one of the somewhat spurious tales in the repertoire of the Thousand and
One Nights.® The tale was first published in Galland’s adapted French transla-
tion that introduced the Nights into world literature.* It is thus reliably docu-
mented at an earlier stage than any of the numerous tales that were added to
the repertoire of the Nights in the collection’s post-Galland manuscript copies
in Arabic.? The chronological priority applies notably to what has been termed
“Zotenberg’s Egyptian recension” (ZER), a recension comprising a group
of manuscripts of the Nights compiled towards the end of the eighteenth
century.® Galland, in turn, it has been assumed, must have borrowed the tale
from elsewhere.

In Galland’s French translation, the story of Abu al-Hasan occupies a promi-
nent place as the first one in the ninth volume of the Mille et une nuit. As is
well known, the tales from the old Arabic manuscript that Galland had used
as his main source of translation (with the addition of the tales of Sindbad
the seafaring merchant) had been exhausted with volume seven of his transla-
tion, and apparently Galland at first did not have access to other manuscripts
of the Nights that would enable him to complete his work up to the limit of
an actual “thousand and one” nights. As his enthusiastic readers expected the
work to continue, Galland’s publisher had issued volume eight of the Mille et
une nuit without the author’s authorization. In addition to the story of Ghanim
ibn Ayyub, supplied by Galland, the publisher had filled that volume with tales
translated by Galland’s colleague (and competitor) Francois Pétis de La Croix
from an Ottoman Turkish manuscript of the Faraj ba‘d al-shiddah-genre, tales

1 Edward William Lane, The Thousand and One Nights, Commonly Called, in England The
Arabian Nights’ Entertainments (London 1958, reprint London: East-West Publications; and
Cairo: Livres de France, 1980), 2: 313-337.

2 Richard F. Burton, Arabian Nights with Introductory & Explanatory Notes (London, 188s5;
Beirut: Khayat, 1966), 11: 1-35.

3 Victor Chauvin, Bibliographie des ouvrages arabes ou relatifs aux arabes publiés dans ’Europe
chrétienne de 1810 a 1885 (Liege: H. Vaillant-Carmanne, 1892-1922), 6: 272-275; Ulrich Marzolph
and Richard van Leeuwen, The Arabian Nights Encyclopedia (Denver: ABC-Clio, 2004),
1:392-393-

4 Les Mille et une nuits. Contes arabes, trans. Antoine Galland, eds. Jean-Paul Sermain and
Aboubakr Chraibi (Paris: GF Flammarion, 2004), 2: 425-503.

5 For the manuscript tradition of the Nights see Heinz Grotzfeld, “The Manuscript Tradition of
the Arabian Nights,” in Marzolph and Van Leeuwen, 1: 17-21.

6 See Marzolph and Van Leeuwen, 2: 740.
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36 MARZOLPH

of relief following an ordeal, other tales of which were later published as the
Mille et un jours.” The publisher’s deliberate fraud together with the decidedly
voiced demand by his French readership prompted Galland to complete his
work by adding tales that until then had little or no relation to the Nights. It is
commonly acknowledged that most of the tales Galland published in the final
volumes of his Mille et une nuit derive from the oral performance of Syrian
storyteller Hanna Diyab, summaries of which Galland had jotted down in his
diary.® But research on the Nights has so far not been able to verify the source
from which Galland drew his version of the tale under consideration here.

An Arabic version of the story of Abu al-Hasan the Wag, in fact the only
printed version of the tale in Arabic up to now, was published as late as the
second volume of Maximilian Habicht'’s Breslau edition of the Nights (1828).°
Although it differs in wording from Galland’s translation, the Arabic text was
widely regarded as sufficient proof that the tale should be considered an
“authentic” component of the collection. This holds particularly true for stud-
ies by non-Arabist scholars of the Nights who took the text of the Breslau edi-
tion at face value without bothering to delve into the historical intricacies of
the manuscript material upon which the Breslau edition was based. In par-
ticular Duncan B. MacDonald’s minute assessment of Habicht’s manuscript
material (1909) that proved the “Tunisian manuscript” to constitute a deliber-
ate mystification passed without notice.l® While Habicht's German version of
the Nights, published in 1825, largely followed Galland (by way of the extended
edition published by Edouard Gauttier, Paris 1822),!! translations of the Arabic

7 See Frangois Pétis de La Croix, Les Mille et un jours. Contes persans, ed. Paul Sebag (Paris:
Phébus, 2003); see also Frangois Pétis de La Croix, Histoire de la sultane de Perse et des
vizirs, ed. Raymonde Robert; Les Mille et un jours. Contes persans, ed. Pierre Brunel;
Abbé Jean-Paul Bignon, Les Aventures d’Abdalla, ed. Raymonde Robert (Paris: Honoré
Champion, 2006), 211-9o5.

See Marzolph and Van Leeuwen, 1: 582-583.

Tausend und Eine Nacht Arabisch. Nach einer Handschrift aus Tunis, Herausgegeben
von Dr. Maximilian Habicht. Nach seinem Tode fortgesetzt von M. Heinrich Leberecht
Fleischer (Breslau: Baarth und Comp., 1828), 4:134-189.

10  Duncan B. MacDonald, “Maximilian Habicht and His Recension of the Thousand and One
Nights,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society (1909), 685-704; see also Duncan B. MacDonald,
“A Preliminary Classification of Some Mss. of the Arabian Nights,” A Volume of Oriental
Studies: Presented to Edward G. Browne on His 6oth Birthday, eds. Thomas W. Arnold and
Reynold A. Nicholson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1922), 314-317.

11 Dreihundert Jahre 1001 Nacht in Europa. Ein Begleitheft zur Ausstellung in Miinster,
Tiibingen und Gotha, eds. Anke Osigus and Heinz Grotzfeld (Miinster: Lit-Verlag, 2005),

53-56.
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THE STORY OF ABU AL-HASAN THE WAG 37

text he had edited were first published in the nineteenth-century English
versions of the Nights. Comparatists have largely contented themselves with
regarding the story of Aba al-Hasan the Wag as an “old” specimen of a tale on
whose European versions they focused, such as Shakespeare’s The Taming of
the Shrew (1595) or Calderon de la Barca’s La vida es suefio (1635).12

Rudi Paret’s 1927 study of the romance of ‘Umar ibn al-Nu‘man showed that
the story of Abti al-Hasan the Wag was embedded in versions of that romance,
anoriginallyindependentlengthy narrative that usually forms part of ZER.!3The
versions of the romance published in the Bulaq (1835) and Calcutta (1839-42)
editions of the Nights, however, do not include the story of Abu al-Hasan the
Wag.1* Meanwhile, the tale is rendered in the Tiibingen manuscript of the
romance of ‘Umar ibn al-Nu‘man, a manuscript that presents itself as a vol-
ume of the Nights in being structured by the regular formulas of Shahrazad’s
suspending the narrative at the break of dawn and taking up the thread the
following night.’® The importance of the Tiibingen manuscript as a textual
witness is, however, undermined by uncertainty as to its date. Judging from
internal evidence such as paper, script, and illustrations, the manuscript
has been dated by both Johann Gottfried Wetzstein and Christian Seybold
to the fifteenth or early sixteenth century. The manuscript originates from
the estate of Ahmad al-Rabbat al-Halabi'® who died at the beginning of the

12 W.A. Clouston, “Variants and Analogues of Some of the Tales in the Supplemental Nights,
1-2: The Sleeper and the Waker,” see Burton, 12: 291-295; Paul Blum, “Die Geschichte vom
triumenden Bauern in der Weltliteratur,” Jahresbericht der L.K. Staats-Oberrealschule in
Teschen (Teschen: Karl Prochaska, 1908), 3-36; Felix G. Olmedo, Las fuentes de “La vida
es suerio” La idea—el cuento—el drama (Madrid: Voluntad, 1928); Mia 1. Gerhardt, The
Art of Story-telling: A Literary Study of the Thousand and One Nights (Leiden: Brill, 1963),
443-449; Ferial J. Ghazoul, “The Arabian Nights in Shakespearean Comedy: “The Sleeper
Awakened” and The Taming of the Shrew,” in The Arabian Nights: A Structural Analysis
(Cairo: UNESCO, 1980), 108-120; Elisabeth Frenzel, Stoffe der Weltliteratur (Stuttgart:
Kroner, 2005), 78-82.

13 Rudi Paret, “Der Ritterroman von ‘Umar an-Nu‘man und seine Stellung zur Sammlung
von Tausendundeine Nacht” [1927], in Schriften zum Islam, ed. Josef van Ess (Stuttgart:
W. Kohlhammer, 1981), 17-70.

14  See Marzolph and Van Leeuwen, 1: 430-436.

15  For the most recent detailed assessment of the Tiibingen manuscript, see Claudia Ott,
Metamorphosen des Epos. Sirat al-Mugahidin (Sirat al-Amira Dat al-Himmah) zwischen
Miindlichkeit und Schriftlichkeit (Leiden: Research School of Asian, African, and
Amerindian Studies, 2003), 114-116.

16  For Ahmad al-Rabbat al-Halabi see most recently Claudia Ott, “Finally We Know ... Why,
How, and Where Caliph al-Hakim Disappeared! Sirat al-Hakim bi-Amrillah and Its Berlin
Manuscript,” in Fictionalizing the Past: Historical Characters in Arabic Popular Epic,
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38 MARZOLPH

nineteenth century, and it was acquired in Damascus by Wetzstein between
1860 and 1862. So the only unquestionable dating that can be inferred from the
manuscript’s documented history is its physical existence in the first half or,
probably, at the beginning of the nineteenth century. All attempts in previous
scholarship at dating the manuscript earlier than that are to a certain extent
speculative and may or may not hold valid upon further scrutiny.

The present contribution, then, is to discuss the textual history of the story
of Abu al-Hasan the Wag. Combining the results of a variety of previous stud-
ies with new findings, the questions that will guide my considerations are the
following: (1) In which sources is the story of Abu al-Hasan the Wag attested?
(2) How can the various attestations of the story be analyzed in relation to
each other? And (3) To which extent do the results of this study contribute to
the dating of the Tiibingen manuscript? But first let me summarize the tale’s
content according to its best known version in the Breslau text.

Content

Abu al-Hasan is the son of a rich merchant. When his father dies, he divides the
money he inherits into two equal parts. Stowing away one half of the money,
he squanders the other half in dolce vita together with a group of young people.
When his funds are exhausted, he is left shocked to find that none of his pre-
sumed friends are willing to help him, nor even give a sympathetic consider-
ation to his desolate situation. His mother consoles him by saying that this is
the way things work in a world that cares only for material possessions, and
Abii al-Hasan returns to the money he had wisely stowed away. From here on,
instead of spending his time with unreliable friends, he invites a stranger into
his house every night. Meanwhile, he vows not to invite the same person twice
nor even to look at anybody who had once been his guest.

As he passes by the bridge one evening, Abu al-Hasan happens to meet
Caliph Haran al-Rashid who roams the city in disguise along with some mem-
bers of his entourage. He convinces the caliph to accept his invitation and lav-
ishly serves him food and drink in his house. When the caliph becomes curious
as to his host’s status, Abti al-Hasan warns him not to long for things past, since

ed. Sabine Dorpmueller (Leuven: Peeters, 2012): 63-72; Boris Liebrenz, “ ‘Mit Gold nicht
aufzuwiegen’: Der Wert von Biichern im osmanischen Syrien (11.-13./17.-19. Jahrhundert),”
Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenldndischen Gesellschaft 164,3 (2014): 653-686, at
674-677.
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THE STORY OF ABU AL-HASAN THE WAG 39

mourning for what is bygone makes little sense. Since the caliph insists, Abii
al-Hasan informs him that he has a story and that his story has a sting in its
tail (literally: has a tail). Arousing the caliph’s curiosity even further with his
enigmatic remark, Abu al-Hasan proceeds to tell the story of the trickster and
the cook.

A trickster (harfish) once was hungry but had no money to buy food.
Confident that his tricks would eventually help him find a solution, he went
to a cook, ordered food for a certain amount of money and started to consume
his meal. Looking around the cook’s stall, he happened to see the bloody tail of
a horse that was barely hidden under a vessel. Deducing that the cook illegally
mixed his food with horse meat, he got up intending to walk away. When the
cook requested payment, he pretended to have paid already. The two of them
started quarreling, and the people on the street gathered around them won-
dering what the quarrel was about. At one point, the trickster mentioned the
tail and the cook immediately understood the allusion. In order to cover up his
misdeed, he pretended to remember his customer’s payment and even offered
to return him some change.

Following this tale, the caliph insists on hearing his host’s own story, and
when Abt al-Hasan tells him about his experience, the caliph is amazed at his
foresight, good breeding, and magnanimity. Wishing to return his host’s kind-
ness, the caliph finally asks him whether he had any wish he longed to see ful-
filled. Abti al-Hasan informs him that his only wish was to be in the position of
the ruler for a single day so as to punish his malevolent neighbors, the imam of
the nearby mosque and four old men, who kept complaining about his merry
feasting and had even threatened to report him to the authorities. He wants to
have his malicious neighbors whipped, paraded through the streets, and finally
have them deported to another city. The caliph decides to make his host’s wish
come true and puts a drug (banj) in his drink. His servants then carry Aba
al-Hasan to the palace where everybody receives strict orders to hail him as the
caliph when he wakes up the following day.

As Abu al-Hasan wakes up, he finds himself in the palace being treated
as the caliph himself. Not trusting his senses, he asks various servants and is
always reassured that he truly is the caliph. Finally he decides that his strange
experience is not a dream but reality. Holding court with all the nobles, he
acts as a just and considerate ruler. At one point he orders the vizier Ja‘far to
punish his malevolent neighbors, and Jafar executes the order on the spot.
In the evening, Abu al-Hasan dines together with his entourage, in particu-
lar enjoying the company of a number of female servants whom he calls by
name. As the evening draws to a close, the caliph—who has been watching
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40 MARZOLPH

everything in secret—has him drugged again, and Abu al-Hasan is brought
back to his house.

When he wakes the next morning, Abu al-Hasan calls for the female ser-
vants, and to the great astonishment of his mother informs her that he is not
her son but the caliph. Arguing with him, his mother step by step convinces
him that his experience was the work of the Devil and that he is none other
than her son. In order to console him further, she tells him the good news that
his neighbors have been punished the day before in exactly the manner he had
longed for; Abui al-Hasan flies into a fit, for he remembers issuing the order
while being caliph. He now refuses to believe that his experience was a dream
and asserts that, in fact, he was and still is the caliph himself. As the quarrel
with his mother turns into a fight, they arouse the attention of the neighbors
who come to his mother’s rescue and have Abu al-Hasan confined to the men-
tal asylum. Here, he is chained and given a heavy treatment of lashes for a
number of days until his mother has him released.

Returning to his previous habit of inviting guests, he goes to the bridge to
look for strangers to invite and once again meets Hartun al-Rashid in disguise.
Even though Abu al-Hasan accuses him of being the Devil, the caliph man-
ages to convince him that he did not do him any harm. Instead, he argues that
whatever mischief Abui al-Hasan experienced must have been caused by the
Devil, who must have entered through the door that he had accidentally left
open. As on the previous occasion, Abu al-Hasan treats his guest lavishly, is
drugged and carried to the palace. When he wakes up again, he is so confused
by the dramatic changes he perceives that he asks a slave to bite his ear so
as to prove to himself that he is not dreaming. The slave does so with such a
vigor that Abu al-Hasan loses whatever is left of his senses, and to the great
amusement of his entourage rips off his clothes and starts to dance in the
nude, accompanied by music and the laughter of both the servants and the
caliph in his place of hiding. Finally, the caliph shows himself and reveals his
stratagem to Abui al-Hasan. He apologizes for tricking him and makes him one
of his boon-companions.

Now married to one of the girls in the entourage of the caliph’s wife, Aba
al-Hasan and his wife enjoy their lives until their financial means are com-
pletely exhausted. Wondering what to do they devise a plan. Each of them is to
pretend that the other one has died, hereby enabling both of them to collect
money for the other’s burial from Hartn and his wife, respectively. As Hartin
and his wife come to pay respect to the supposedly dead couple, they wonder
which one of them died first. The situation is resolved, and everybody lives
happily ever after.
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THE STORY OF ABU AL-HASAN THE WAG 41
Structure

In her study of the tale, Sylvette Larzul analyzes the story of Abu al-Hasan as
being composed of three different parts—an introduction, a main section, and
a conclusion.l” The tale’s introduction is an elaborate version of the narrative
motif of the profligate son who wastes his inherited fortune before embarking
on his own adventures (Mot. W 131.1).18 This motif sets into action a consider-
able number of tales in the different versions of the Nights, such as—to name
but some of the better known ones—the stories of ‘Ali the Cairene and the
Haunted House in Baghdad, of ‘Ali Shar and Zumurrud, of Judar and the Moor
Mahmiud, of Tawaddud, of Tuhfat al-Qulab, and of Zayn al-Asnam.!®

In contrast to all other attestations of the motif, the profligate son in the
story of Abu al-Hasan, instead of unconditionally indulging in worldly plea-
sures, has taken precautions by setting aside half of his fortune for future use.
In contrast to the self-indulgent irresponsibility of the standard protagonist,
the hero’s initial action is here presented as a conscious decision. And even
though Abu al-Hasan is utterly disappointed when he is deserted by his former
friends, the precautions he has taken suggest that their reaction was not alto-
gether unexpected. In consequence, the hero here does not become the largely
passive object of fate’s mercy as in most of the other tales, rather he actively
defines his agency. The turn of events on the one hand offers the opportunity
for an—albeit short—moral consideration about the vicissitudes of presumed
friendship. On the other, it structures the hero’s future life in that his disillu-
sion leads to a certain misanthropic behavior that, coupled with his obvious
hedonism and inherent magnanimity, makes him invite a single guest for a
single night only. Incidentally, this trait of behavior also links Abt al-Hasan to
King Shahriyar in the frame-tale of the Nights in that both characters spend
the night with a person they never plan to see again. It goes without saying
that King Shahriyar’s action is more dramatic; his disillusioning experience

17 Sylvette Larzul, “Un récit comique des Mille et une nuits: L'Histoire d’Abt Hasan, ou le dor-
meur éveillé,” Revue du monde musulman et de la méditerranée 77-78: L'Humour en Orient
(1995), 29-39-

18  Stith Thompson, Motif-Index of Folk-Literature: A Classification of Narrative Elements in
Folktales, Ballads, Myths, Fables, Mediaeval Romances, Exempla, Fabliaux, Jest-Books and
Local Legends (Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, s.a.), 6: 490.

19  Marzolph and Van Leeuwen, 2: 808; Hasan M. El-Shamy, Folk Traditions of the Arab World:
A Guide to Motif Classification (Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1995), 1: 390; Hasan
M. El-Shamy, A Motif Index of The Thousand and One Nights (Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press, 2006), 399.
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42 MARZOLPH

with the infidelity of women has led him to the misogynist action of spending
a single night with a single woman whom he will have executed when the
night is over.

It may be noted in passing that the locus Abu al-Hasan chooses to meet
his potential guests is not the marketplace or any other crowded location in
the city, but rather the bridge. Numerous people pass by in a casual manner
without obliging himself to establish contact unless he feels inclined to do so.
A similar role of the bridge is attested in early Arabic literature in at least two
other well-known tales. One of these tales is an anecdote first documented in
Abui ']-Faraj al-Isfahani’s (died c. 972) Kitab al-Aghant in which the historical
jester Abu 'I-‘Ibar (died 864/5) goes to the bridge to jot down casual remarks
overheard from passers-by.2? The other one, first documented in al-Tanukhi’s
(died 994) al-Faraj ba‘d al-shiddah, is the earliest known version of an inter-
nationally attested folktale (tale-type 1645)?! in which the protagonist dreams
that he will find a treasure on a certain bridge in a distant town.22

The main section of the story of Abu al-Hasan, in folklorist terms a version
of tale-type 1531,2% begins with Abu al-Hasan inviting the caliph to his home.
Resulting from the elaborate introduction, the initial part of this section at
first continues in the vein of events that have been laid out in the introduction.
In other words, Abui al-Hasan at first is made to explain his unusual decision
to invite a single guest for a single night, and in the stereotypical manner of

20 I owe thisreference to Julia Bray; see Julia Bray, “Samarra in Ninth-Century Arabic Letters,”
in A Medieval Islamic City Reconsidered: An Interdisciplinary Approach to Samarra, ed.
Chase F. Robinson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 24.

21 The mention of tale-types follows the conventions of folk narrative research in referring
to the system of international tale-types established by Antti Aarne in The Types of the
Folktale: A Classification and Bibliography, trans. and enlarged Stith Thompson (Helsinki:
Academia Scientiarum Fennica, 1961; 1973), and further revised by Hans-Jorg Uther, The
Types of International Folktales: A Classification and Bibliography. Based on the System of
Antti Aarne and Stith Thompson (Helsinki: Academia Scientiarum Fennica, 2004).

22 Ulrich Marzolph, “Traum vom Schatz auf der Briicke,” in Enzyklopddie des Mdrchens
(Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2010), 13: cols. 877-882; Ulrich Marzolph, “Das
Kitab Lata’if ‘ahbar al-'uwal von al-Ishaqi als Quelle der Kompilatoren von 1001 Nacht,
in Orientalistische Studien zu Sprache und Literatur. Festschrift Werner Diem, ed. Ulrich
Marzolph (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2o11), 317-328.

23 Elisabeth Frenzel, “Bauer wird Konig fiir einen Tag,” in Enzyklopddie des Mirchens (Berlin
and New York: De Gruyter, 1977), 1: cols. 1343-1346.
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THE STORY OF ABU AL-HASAN THE WAG 43

Todorov’s “narrative men"?* of the Nights, he does so by relating himself to his
previous experience. Moreover, in addition to simply narrating his personal
experience, he elaborates his message to the caliph with the somewhat enig-
matic story of the trickster and the cook (al-harfiush wa-"l-tabbakh), a tale only
attested in this context.2> Presuming that the story of the trickster and the cook
relates to the personal experience of the tale’s main character, the embedded
tale might be read as yet another elaboration of the main tale’s major theme
in that things are rarely what humans perceive them to be: in a similar manner
as the trickster unveils the cook’s secret of mixing horse-meat into his dishes,
the protagonist’s companions in the introduction eventually prove not to be
the friends he had taken them for, as the main tale continues to play on the
protagonist’s constant doubt as to whether his experience is real or imagined.

The constitutive part of the tale’s main section begins with Abu al-Hasan’s
unconditional hospitality, and his guest’s reactive desire to repay his kindness.
In terms of events, this part relates to a tale in the Chinese Buddhist Tripitaka,
compiled in the third century c.E. that serves to demonstrate the relativity of
human perception.26 While this aspect also plays a major role in the future
adventures of Abui al-Hasan, the didactic component of the ancient Buddhist
version is subdued; the protagonist’'s bewilderment here mainly prompts
amusement in the atmosphere of an easy-going caliphal court. The tale’s main
section is itself structured in three consecutive episodes. The action of the first
episode is more or less repeated in the third, and the two corresponding epi-
sodes are separated by the hero’s short but dramatic sobering confinement in
the mental asylum.?? Rather than disrupting the plot, this interlude constitutes
a necessary element since it enables the tale to repeat the previous action in
preparation for the eventual denouement.

24  Tzvetan Todorov, “Narrative Men” [1977], in The Arabian Nights Reader, ed. Ulrich
Marzolph (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2006), 226-238.

25  The story of the trickster and the cook is not included in Chauvin’s summary; for an ana-
logue see a short remark in René Basset, “Notes sur les Mille et une nuits. 1x: Le Dormeur
éveillé,” Revue des traditions populaires 16 (1901), 83.

26  Edouard Chavannes, Cing cents contes et apologues extraits du Tripitaka chinois et traduits
en francais (Paris, 1910-35 (reprint 1962), 1: 340-344, no. 87; see Larzul, 31.

27  Incidentally, the tale is mentioned, albeit in passing only, by Michael W. Dols, Majniin: The
Madman in Medieval Islamic Society, ed. Diana E. Immisch (Oxford: Clarendon, 1992), 129,
note 48.
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44 MARZOLPH

The tale’s third and last section, corresponding to tale-type 1556,28 has been
read as Abu al-Hasan’s revenge on Haran al-Rashid: As Aba al-Hasan finds it
difficult to figure out whether his adventures at the caliphal court are a dream
or reality, so too does the ruler struggle to distinguish between the rumors—
what he has heard about the death of Abu al-Hasan and his wife—and appar-
ent reality.2% In his early commentary on the tale, René Basset had pointed out
that this section is based on an originally independent anecdote.3° The original
anecdote is usually attributed to Abit Dulamah, a black poet acting as a kind of
court-fool for the Abbasid caliphs al-Saffah, al-Manstr, and al-Mahdi who died
in the third quarter of the eighth century c.E.3! It is interesting to note that
the anecdote already in the fourteenth-century Istanbul manuscript known as
al-Hikayat al-‘ajibah serves as a humorous appendix to another tale, namely a
version of the story of Doctor Know-All (tale-type 1641).32 In twentieth-century
Middle Eastern traditions, it has also been attributed to other popular jocular
characters of the Abbasid period, such as Aba Nuwas or Buhlal.3® While the
anecdote’s occurrence in the present context is not totally devoid of a logical
combination with the tale’s main action, it constitutes such a clearly recogniz-
able addition from an extraneous and originally independent source that it
will not be considered in the following discussion.

Attestations and Versions

Besides the Breslau text and the Tiibingen manuscript of the romance of ‘Umar
ibn al-Nu‘man, the story of Abui al-Hasan is attested in a variety of texts most of

28  Ulrich Marzolph, “Pension: Die doppelte P.” in Enzyklopddie des Mdrchens (Berlin and
New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2002), 10: cols. 709-713.

29  Jean-Paul Sermain, Les Mille et une nuits entre Orient et Occident (Paris: Desjonqueres,
2009), 135-137-

30 Basset, 86-88.

31 H. Fihndrich, “Compromising the Caliph,” Journal of Arabic Literature 8 (1977): 36-47;
Ulrich Marzolph, Arabia ridens. Die humoristische Kurzprosa der frithen adab-Literatur
im internationalen Traditionsgeflecht (Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann, 1992), 2: 106,
note 427.

32 Das Buch der wundersamen Geschichten. Erzdhlungen aus der Welt von Tausendundeine
Nacht, Unter Verwendung der Ubersetzungen von Hans Wehr, Otto Spies, Max Weisweiler
und Sophia Grotzfeld, ed. Ulrich Marzolph (Miinchen: C.H. Beck, 1999), 325-326, in no. 9.

33 W.H. Ingrams, Abu Nuwas in Life and Legend (Port-Louis, 1933), 60; Ulrich Marzolph, Der
Weise Narr Buhlul (Wiesbaden: Deutsche Morgenldndische Gesellschaft, 1983), 65, no. 119.
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which have been listed by either Chauvin or Paret.3* In addition to the Arabic
manuscripts known under the names of Maillet, Sabbagh and Chavis, Chauvin
lists the tale’s occurrence in the seventeenth-century Ottoman Turkish manu-
script of the Nights preserved in Paris and in the Arabic manuscripts preserved
at Strasbourg and Berlin (Petermann). Paret adds to this list the Tiibingen man-
uscript of the romance of ‘Umar ibn al-Nu‘man and the Madrid manuscript
of the Nights, both unknown to Chauvin. Paret, who is concerned with the
romance rather than its embedded tales, disregards Chauvin’s mention of the
tale’s analogous version in the Kitab Lata’if akhbar al-uwal (Subtle Stories from
the Forefathers) compiled by Egyptian historian Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Mu‘ti
al-Ishaqi (died 1033/1623). This reference, as we shall soon see, is, however, of
crucial importance for assessing the tale’s textual development.

The attempt to classify the tale’s various attestations at first leads us to dis-
miss the Chavis and Sabbagh manuscripts from further consideration. These
manuscripts, as Muhsin Mahdi has convincingly argued, derive directly from
Galland.35 Much as they might offer interesting readings with regard to aspects
of translation, they do not promise to contribute significantly to the tale’s
early textual history. The Maillet manuscript, dating from the second half of
the seventeenth century, is fragmentary. The narrative runs from fol. 261a/line
24 to fol. 264a/line 5 and breaks off with the end of the volume just at the
point when Abu al-Hasan is celebrating his first night as the caliph; up to this
point it closely corresponds to the content as sketched above. The tale’s ver-
sion in the Tiibingen manuscript is also fragmentary, running from fol. 165a/
line 22 to fol. 172b/end, since it lacks the original leaf (fol. 173) that contained
the main section’s denouement leading over to the final section. Aiming to
fill this obvious lacuna, the manuscript’s owner has inserted a single leaf con-
taining his own unusual text, penned in an amateur attempt to link the final
scene shortly before the main section’s denouement to Abai al-Hasan’s mar-
riage to Zubaydah's favorite slave-girl in the tale’s final section. The version of
the tale in the Strasbourg manuscript has been classified as being “abridged

34  Chauvin, 6: 272-275; Paret, 47-49, 68-69. A detailed assessment and classification of all pres-
ently known Arabic manuscript versions of the tale under consideration here is to be pub-
lished by the present author in the collective volume resulting from the research project
MSFIMA (Les Mille et une nuits: Sources et Fonctions dans I'lslam Médiéval Arabe),
coordinated by Aboubakr Chraibi and funded by the Agence Nationale de la Recherche
(ANR 2011 BSH3 003 01) at INALCO, Paris, France.

35  Muhsin Mahdi, The Thousand and One Nights (Alf Layla wa-layla) from the Earliest Known
Sources (Leiden: Brill, 1994), 51-86.

JOURNAL OF ARABIC LITERATURE 46 (2015) 34-67



46 MARZOLPH

at the beginning and the end, with several variants.”36 As a matter of fact, the
only complete versions of the tale in Arabic besides the mysterious “Tunisian”
manuscript edited by Habicht are thus contained in the Berlin manuscript
that has been approximately dated to the middle of the eighteenth century,3”
and in the Madrid manuscript that is considered to be “fairly recent,” at least
post-Galland.3® Both of these texts are embedded in the romance of ‘Umar
ibn al-Nu‘man, and Paret’s survey shows that the structure of the romance
of ‘Umar ibn al-Nu‘man in both manuscripts is fairly close to the Tiibingen
version. The Madrid manuscript does not, however, show night breaks, though
the Berlin manuscript does. Meanwhile, both Chauvin and Paret have pointed
out the tale’s occurrence in the seventeenth-century Ottoman Turkish version
of the Nights,3 a text that has not yet gained the attention it deserves.

A comparison of our tale in the Maillet, Berlin, Madrid, and Tiibingen man-
uscripts shows that these four texts are closely related both in terms of content
and language. In terms of language, the early sections of the text contained in
the Maillet and Madrid manuscripts are often closer to the Berlin manuscript,
while the text in the Ttibingen manuscript offers variant readings. The only one
of these four manuscripts that can reliably be argued to date from before the
Galland translation is the Maillet manuscript. This manuscript was most likely
prepared in the second half of the seventeenth century, and was acquired at
the latest at the beginning of the eighteenth century by the French consul in
Egypt, Benoit de Maillet. According to Herman Zotenberg, the Maillet man-
uscript was part of the Royal Library in Paris around 1738.4 On the basis of
its particular characteristics, Zotenberg did not want to attribute the Maillet
manuscript to any of the known redactions of the Nights. On the question of
whether or not Galland had this manuscript at his disposal when translating
the Nights, Zotenberg stood firm that Galland’s text shows no special affin-
ity to the Maillet manuscript. Meanwhile Paret has pointed to the fact that
in Galland’s translation, the story of Abu al-Hasan essentially follows that of
Ghanim ibn Ayyub as it often does in the romance of ‘Umar ibn al-Nu‘man,

36  Aboubakr Chraibi, Contes nouveaux des 1001 Nuits. Etude du manuscrit Reinhardt (Paris:
J. Maisonneuve Successeur, 1996), 253, no. 155 (fol. 110b-115b).

37  Wilhelm Ahlwardt, Verzeichnis der arabischen Handschriften der Koniglichen Bibliothek
zu Berlin, vol. 20 (Berlin: Kénigliche Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1896), 65, no. gio1
(Pet. 109).

38  MacDonald, 308-309.

39  See Chauvin, vol. 4 (1900), p. 201.

40  M.H.Zotenberg, “Notice sur quelques manuscrits des Mille et une Nuits et la traduction de
Galland,” Notices et extraits des manuscrits de la Bibliothéque Nationale 28 (1887), 182.
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being separated only by the two tales in volume eight that Galland’s publisher
introduced without his permission.#! While still today we do not know exactly
which source text Galland relied on for his rendering, it is worthwhile con-
sidering the possibility of his having known and adapted the story of Abu
al-Hasan from the Ottoman Turkish translation of the Nights kept in the Royal
Library, a manuscript bearing the date 1046/1636-37. Zotenberg’s argument
against this possibility relates only to a general discrepancy of the sequence of
stories in Galland and the Ottoman Turkish manuscript, without his going into
the details of individual stories. It thus is no convincing argument for argu-
ing against the fact that Galland might have translated some of his material
directly from the Turkish, as Paret did. We know for certain that Galland read
Ottoman Turkish, and since he had no other manuscript at his disposal con-
taining the tale under consideration, a close textual comparison might reveal
clues that he actually depended on the Turkish text.

One of these clues is provided by the fact that the slave girl Abu al-Hasan is
married to at the beginning of the tale’s final section in Galland’s version bears
the name “Nouzhatoul-Aouadat”, or Nuzhah al-Awwadah, meaning Nuzhah
“the Lute-player”. The same person’s name in the Breslau version, given as
Nuzhat al-Fu’ad, is obviously not the standard version, since the Tiibingen,
Berlin and Madrid manuscripts agree on her name as Nuzhat al-Zaman. At this
point, it should be noted that the Breslau version abounds in misreadings to
such an extent that is does not appear unlikely that the denomination awwadah
might have been misread by Habicht (or the compiler of the “Tunisian” manu-
script, Mordecai ibn al-Najjar) as fu'ad in a similar manner as, for instance, the
word for people (nas; right at the tale’s beginning, when Abu al-Hasan is said
to join the company of “the people” = sara yu‘ashiru ’l-nas) has been misread
in the Breslau text as fars (“the Persians”)—inspiring both Payne and Burton
to hilarious comments about the alleged debauchery of the Persians.#? The
Tiibingen, Berlin and Madrid manuscripts also agree on the fact that this slave
girl was a lute-player (‘awwadah). Only the Ottoman Turkish manuscript, how-
ever, introduces the girl explicitly as Nuzhah al- Awwadah (fol. 28b/5), and even
though her full name is given as Nuzhat al-Zaman shortly after, the text con-
tinues to give her name in most cases either as Nuzhah al-Awwadah or simply

41 Paret, 47-49 (31-33).

42 See Burton, 11, 2, note 2. “Arab. ‘Al-Fars’; a people famed for cleverness and debauchery.
I cannot see why Lane omitted the Persians, unless he had Persian friends in Cairo.”
Payne had added a footnote to “Persians” reading “Always noted for debauchery.” John
Payne, Tales from the Arabic of the Breslau and Calcutta (1814-18) editions of the Book of the
Thousand Nights and One Night (London, 1884), 1: 5, note 3.
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as Nuzhah. If Galland used this manuscript for his translation, the Ottoman
Turkish version might have prompted him to regard the professional epithet
al-‘awwadah as part of the girl’s personal name. In fact, Galland does not even
once speak of her as Nuzhat al-Zaman.

Another clue suggesting that Galland might have relied on the Ottoman
Turkish manuscript is somewhat more intricate. When Abu al-Hasan has his
malevolent neighbors punished, he also orders them to be lashed with a whip.
The number of strokes allotted to the imam and the four old men, respectively,
differs in the various versions. The Breslau version mentions a thousand lashes
each and the Maillet, Madrid, Berlin and Tiibingen manuscripts give the num-
ber as four hundred. Only the Ottoman Turkish manuscript and Galland dif-
ferentiate the number of lashes for each of the culprits. While the Turkish text
mentions four hundred lashes for each of the four old men and one hundred
for the imam, Galland has reversed numbers to result in a somewhat more
logical distribution, i.e. a hundred lashes for each of the four old men, and
four hundred for the imam. Similarities of this kind suggest that Galland might
have relied on the Ottoman Turkish text for his version, an assumption that
future research will have to study in detail.

The only version of the story of Abui al-Hasan that up to this point has not
been discussed in detail is the one in the Strasbourg manuscript. This manu-
script has been dated to the first half of the nineteenth century and is thus
comparatively recent.*> Meanwhile, its version closely mirrors the earliest
attested version of the tale that is contained in Ishaqi’s anecdotal history com-
piled at the beginning of the seventeenth century. This version deserves par-
ticular attention since it is not only reliably dated but also differs in content
and wording from all other versions discussed so far.

Ishaqr’s compilation is a typical product of Egyptian Arabic compilation lit-
erature of the Ottoman period. It is occasionally mentioned in recent surveys
on regional Arabic literatures, but it has never been studied in great detail.*4
This disregard probably results to some extent from the fact that researchers
continue to regard the compilations of the period lying between the classi-
cal and modern eras of Arabic literature as repetitive, uninspired, and largely
unoriginal. As a case in point, one might refer to the considerable number of
judgmental evaluations Western orientalist scholars have addressed at the

43 Chraibi, 13.

44  Nelly Hanna, “The Chronicles of Ottoman Egypt: History or Entertainment,” The
Historiography of Islamic Egypt (c. 950-1800), ed. Hugh Kennedy (Leiden: Brill, 2001),
247-248.
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adab-encyclopedia al-Mustatraf compiled by Ishaqr’s compatriot al-Ibshihi at
the beginning of the fifteenth century.*> These evaluations range from accord-
ing the work “little individuality” (René Basset), to blaming the author for
compiling his material without “trying to think himself” (Maurice Gaudefroye-
Demombynes) because of his “limited intellectual capacity” (Hartmut
Fahndrich), to seeing the Mustatraf as a “rather clumsy work” with a “rather
haphazard arrangement” (Jean-Claude Vadet).46

Daniel Beaumont, in his discussion of the textual editions of the Nights,
has called attention to the fact that Ishaqi wrote his book only a few decades
before Galland acquired the manuscript that is commonly acknowledged to
be the oldest extant manuscript of the Nights. Beaumont, however, most prob-
ably misses the importance of his finding, since he concludes that the author
of the K. Lat@if akhbar al-uwal had access to the Nights “in a version very much
like the one we know”.#7 It is generally acknowledged that in compiling the
manuscripts of the Nights in and after the seventeenth century, the compilers
exploited different sources.*8 As for their sources, in practical terms they might
have had less direct access to the works of the classical epoch than to contem-
porary compilations that besides secondary quotations from older works also
contained additional material. It is, however, equally likely that in ideological
terms the compilers felt that culture had moved on and that it would be jetti-
soning valuable material to go back to the oldest works and disregard the later
ones that had grown out of them and that would, in fact, be more suitable in
consciously interpreting traditional material for contemporary society.

As for Ishaqr's K. Lat@’if akhbar al-uwal, a detailed comparison of the cor-
responding tales in this work and the Nights suggests that the compilers of the
Nights copied directly from Ishaqi’s work.#? Thus, for the first time in studying

45  Forlbshihi, see Ulrich Marzolph, “Medieval Knowledge in Modern Reading: A 15th Century
Arabic Encyclopedia of omni re scibili,” Pre-modern Encylopaedic Texts (Proceedings of the
Second cOMERs Congress, Groningen, 1-4 July 1996), ed. P. Binkley (Leiden: Brill, 1997),
407-419; Kelly Tuttle, “al-Ibshihi,” Essays in Arabic Literary Biography 1350-1850, eds. James
E. Lowry and Devin J. Stewart (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2009), 236-242.

46 Marzolph, 413-415.

47  Daniel Beaumont, Slave of Desire: Sex, Love, and Death in “The 1001 Nights” (Madison:
Fairleigh Dickinson Press; and London: Associated University Press, 2002), 19.

48  Forthegeneral context, see Ulrich Marzolph, “Coining the Essentials: Arabic Encyclopedias
and Anthologies of the Pre-modern Period,” in What is Kept—What is Discarded, eds. Paul
Michel and Anja Goeing (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 31-40.

49  Forthe following, see in more detail Ulrich Marzolph, “In the Studio of the Nights,” Middle
Eastern Literatures 17 (2014), 43-57.
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the sources of the Nights, we get extremely close to what might be termed the
“studio atmosphere” of the compilers. While the first two of the correspond-
ing tales in Ishaqi and the Nights are set in the time of the caliph Aba Bakr
and the Umayyad caliphate, respectively, the analogies René Basset had noted
between the Nights and Ishaqi’s work are all listed in the latter under the time
of the early Abbasid caliphs.>® Haran al-Rashid, the exemplary figure of the
just sovereign in the Nights, occurs only in two of the tales. The first of these is
the one about Ja‘far and the Bedouin, in which the ridiculed bedouin redeems
amocking prescription with a fart; this story is also known from numerous pre-
Mongol sources. The second tale relating to the time of Hartin al-Rashid is that
of Abu 'I-Hasan or “the Sleeper Awakened.” Attributed to the reign of al-Amin
is the “Story of the Noble-mindedness of the Barmecide Ja‘far against the Bean-
seller”; and the “Story of Ibrahim al-Mahdi,” well-known from older historio-
graphical literature, here takes place during the rule of al-Ma’mun. Toward the
end of the long chapter on al-Ma’mun there is the “Story of the Rich Man Who
Became Poor and then Rich Again”.

The correspondence of tales between Ishaqi and the Nights does not appear
to be coincidental, since three of the corresponding stories in the Nights are
also contained in Ishaqi in the same order, although they are quoted at a cer-
tain distance from each other. The “Story of the Caliph al-Mutawakkil and the
Slave Girl Mahbubah” is quoted by Ishaqi with reference to al-Jahiz under the
Abbasid caliph al-Mutawakkil, and the “Story of Wardan the Butcher with
the Woman and the Bear” as well as the “Story of the Princess and the Ape”
are quoted with reference to anonymous tradition (hukiya, gila) during the
caliphate of the Fatimids. Another story of Ishaqi that finds an analogue in the
Nights is the combination of two relatively short anecdotes of the Qadi Aba
Yusuf, an eighth-century character who was renowned for his clever solutions
to unusual legal problems.

As for the story of Abu al-Hasan, the version of the tale in Ishaqi (and the
Strasbourg manuscript) is short and does not contain the lengthy introduc-
tion nor the appended anecdote about Abu al-Hasan and his wife. Instead, the
main section or, in other words, the tale’s essential action, is told in a straight-
forward manner: Abu al-Hasan invites the caliph in disguise into his house, is
drugged unconscious and made to believe that he is the caliph himself, etc. The
tale ends with the caliph revealing his stratagem to Abu al-Hasan and making
him one of his boon-companions. Rather than regarding this shorter version
as an abridgment, the chronological testimony now suggests that the elaborate
version is a later development. Given the demands on storytellers to tell more,

50 René Basset, “Le Réve du trésor sur le pont,” Revue des Traditions Populaires 14 (1899),

111-112.
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elaborating a short tale with additional elements appears to be just as if not
more probable than shortening an originally long tale to its essential action.
Incidentally, neither Ishaqrs version, attributing the various anecdotes to
the reign of specific rulers, nor the version of the Strasbourg manuscript are
embedded in the romance of ‘Umar ibn al-Nu‘man. It remains open to spec-
ulation why both Galland and the Breslau version decided to eliminate the
dominant embedding narrative of the tale’s longer version they quote.

A Similar Tale in the Hundred and One Nights

Questions of the tale’s ultimate origin and eventual international dissemina-
tion are beyond the focus of the present study. Yet it is important to mention
that a tale similar to the story of Abu al-Hasan is documented in the framework
of the North African variant of the Thousand and One Nights, the Hundred and
One Nights.5! This tale, whose protagonist is introduced as “Old Hunchback”
(al-shaykh al-hadbi), also develops the theme of a man being made to believe
that he is the ruler. The tale does not belong to the standard repertoire of
the Hundred and One Nights and is only documented in a single manuscript
dated 1852.52

Old Hunchback, who works for a blacksmith, invests the money he earns
every day in food and wine and spends his evenings all by himself out in the
open, drinking and reciting poetry. When Harun al-Rashid and his vizier Ja‘far
happen to pass by one night, Hartin enjoys the old man’s company so much that
he orders to bring him to the palace. Being so drunk that he does not realize
what is happening, the old man is properly washed, dressed up in the caliph’s
robes, and installed on the caliph’s throne. When the old man is sobered up
with the help of a certain potion, he soon comes to enjoy the courtly company
so much that he believes himself to be the ruler and trusts the slave girls pre-
tending to be his wives. As he is intent on having sex with one of them, the
young woman insists on first having some food. She then exploits the occasion

51 General information on the Hundred and One Nights is given in Ulrich Marzolph, “The
Hundred and One Nights: A Recently Acquired Old Manuscript,” in Treasures of the Aga
Khan Museum: Arts of the Book & Calligraphy (Exhibition Catalogue), eds. M.S. Graves and
B. Junod (Istanbul: Aga Khan Trust for Culture, and Sakip Sabanci University and
Museum, 2010), 206-215.

52 My special thanks go to Aboubakr Chraibi for pointing out this tale to me. It has been
published in Miat laylah wa-laylah, ed. Mahmud Tarshanah (Libya and Tunis: al-Dar
al-Arabiyyah li-1-Kitab, 1979), 370-410; the tale has been deleted in the book’s second edi-
tion: Cologne: al-Kamel, 2005 (see remark on p. 341).
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to make him swallow a drug (banj) that makes him unconscious. Following
this, the old man is dressed again in his own clothing and taken back to his
house. With some variation and a certain increase in tension, the events are
repeated on three consecutive nights. On the third night, Haran, who has been
participating in the scene without being recognized by the old man, discloses
his stratagem and rewards the man generously for the pleasant entertainment.

Action and Motivation in the Story of Abui al-Hasan and
Similar Tales

Similar to the story of Abu al-Hasan as it is, the story of Old Hunchback shows
numerous different choices in terms of action and motivation. While caliph,
even though confused, Abu al-Hasan remembers to have his dearest wish ful-
filled by ordering the punishment of his malevolent neighbors. Yet he is not
concerned with his own well-being. Only in the version of the Breslau edi-
tion does he send some money to his mother. Back in his previous “real” life,
Abu al-Hasan’s perceptual conflict is at first resolved by the consolations of
his mother. The conflict surfaces, however, violently, when she tells him about
the punishment of their neighbors, thereby reminding him how convincing
his experience as a caliph had been. When Old Hunchback doubts his status
as a caliph, the slave girls try to convince him that his “real” life as the black-
smith’s assistant is actually the dream. The different layers of reality and make-
believe are further contrasted through the introduction of the blacksmith, Old
Hunchback’s master. As caliph, the old man entrusts to the blacksmith a cer-
tain amount of money, requesting him to share the money with him should
it turn out that he had not really been caliph after all. When Old Hunchback
is back in his real life the following day, the blacksmith, however, denies ever
having received anything from him. So when the old man is caliph again the
following night, he has his master severely punished. Later on, he is reconciled
through the intercession of the young women at court and in the end awards
his master an even larger amount of money than before.

In some ways, the story of Old Hunchback is closer to the old version of the
tale in the Tripitaka than the one in the Nights. In both the Tripitaka and the
Hundred and One Nights, the main protagonist is an old man of lowly profes-
sion (a cobbler, the blacksmith’s assistant) who for a short period experiences
the supreme bliss of utmost wealth and power. Meanwhile, being either stu-
pid (Tripitaka) or unattractive (Hundred and One Nights) he does not consti-
tute the least danger to the actual caliph’s position. Furthermore, the physical
deformity of the hunchback—well known from the story of the hunchback in
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the Thousand and One Nights—enhances the tale’s jocular potential in intro-
ducing a stock character of humorous narrative.5® In the Thousand and One
Nights, a “mirror for merchants” (Chraibi)>* many of whose tales address the
concerns of the trading business, the protagonist is a merchant’s son whose
adventures begin with a scene similar to numerous other tales. Though the
audience is not informed about Abu al-Hasan’s physical features, they known
that he is neither of lowly status nor stupid, and although he is initially bewil-
dered when he finds himself to be caliph, he soon gains a clear state of mind
that enables him to listen to the cases brought before him and competently
pass judgment for a full day. Already his initial decision to set aside half of his
inherited wealth had proven his foresight. Abui al-Hasan does not endanger
the caliph’s power nor does he overtly exploit his temporary powerful position
towards the women at court (as Old Hunchback tries to do). Essentially, Abt
al-Hasan’s good breeding guarantees that he will not abuse the power of his
temporary position. And maybe it is precisely his breeding, selflessness, and
foresight that inspire the caliph to risk transferring his position to him on a
temporary basis.

Wine as one of the tale’s essential ingredients links all three versions. In the
versions in the Tripitaka and in the Hundred and One Nights, wine—whether
offered by the ruler (as in the Tripitaka) or consumed on a regular basis (as in
the Hundred and One Nights)—serves to intoxicate the protagonist to such a
degree that he loses consciousness. In the story of Abu al-Hasan, the drinking
of wine merely creates a convivial atmosphere in which none of the partici-
pants loses control. Interestingly, the Hundred and One Nights here betray an
intermediary position, since the protagonist first drinks himself unconscious
while later a lump of banj serves to knock him out when he is posing as caliph.
The Tripitaka mentions wine for both occasions, and the story of Abu al-Hasan
again has banj. Wine as a means of conscious intoxication and the protagonist’s
lowly status also link the versions of both the Tripitaka and the Hundred and
One Nights to the tale’s European versions.

Considering the discrepancies in both Arabic versions, the story of Old
Hunchback can moreover be read as an explicitly sexualized version of the
story of Abu al-Hasan. When Abu al-Hasan spends time with the girls, he sim-
ply enjoys their company without making explicit sexual advances (except
for the inventive addition in the Tiibingen manuscript). Old Hunchback, on

53  Hans-Jorg Uther, “Buckel, Buckliger,” in Enzyklopddie des Mcrchens (Berlin and New York:
Walter de Gruyter, 1979), 2: cols. 977-980, at col. 979.

54 See Aboubakr Chraibi, “Situation, Motivation, and Action in the Arabian Nights,” in
Marzolph and Van Leeuwen, 1: 6.
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the contrary, after feasting and reciting poetry, is very explicit about his ideas
and cannot wait until his favorite (who keeps changing every night) fulfills his
sexual demands. When he tries to remember the events the following night,
he is even reassured in explicit terms that he actually did have intercourse the
night before. On the third night, the sexual component is accelerated to the
point that in a fit of passion and anger he orders the execution of his previous
favorite when she warns him not to make advances to Lady Zubaydah, Haran’s
wife, of whose true identity he is ignorant. Since Old Hunchback insists on his
order being carried out, Hartin himself decides to stage a mock execution by
spilling a red liquid that looks like blood.

As for motivation, the stories of Abu al-Hasan and of Old Hunchback both
demonstrate an agenda that sets them off against the tale’s versions in other
cultures. In the old Buddhist version, the ruler makes a lowly man king for a
day so as to make him understand the concept of reincarnation that involves
any living being’s absolute dedication to its present status. In most, if not all,
of the European versions, the ruler simply wants to enjoy himself by making
fun of his lowly subject. In contrast, in both Arabic versions the ruler primarily
enjoys the good company of a person who is educated and knows poetry. Even
though the ruler utterly disregards the difficulties of his subject’s everyday life
in a manner that bespeaks the cruel arrogance of power, in the end he regrets
having caused his subject hardship and compensates him generously.

Yet Abu al-Hasan’s wish to have his malevolent neighbors punished can be
read as much more than a simple act of retribution or revenge. Up to this point,
the narrative has portrayed Abu al-Hasan as a hedonist who against the back-
drop of his disillusioning experience with the company of those he took for
friends prefers an individualistic way of life. The five characters Abu al-Hasan
has been wanting to punish for so long, i.e. the imam of the mosque and the
four old men, suggest that they be read as the representatives of religion (the
imam) and law (the four legal schools of Sunnite Islam—Hanafi, Hanbali,
Maliki and Shafi‘T).5% In this context, Abu al-Hasan’s conflict constitutes an
act of self-defense aiming to enable him to live his life the way he wants to
without having to succumb to religiously motivated legal prescriptions. His
wish to have the fundamental representatives of Islam punished and even
exiled thus adds no less than a revolutionary dimension to the tale. In addition
to his longing for a life based on individual responsibility and focused on joy,
his wish unambiguously suggests a desire to do away with religion and law and
leave a person’s way of life to his (or her) individual decision. Driving this inter-

55  Ithank Aboubakr Chraibi for suggesting this ingenious interpretation.
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pretation even further, the caliph’s decision to allow Abu al-Hasan to exercise
supreme power for a day may also be seen in a different light. Religion and law
lie at the foundations of political power as exercised by the caliph. Meanwhile,
the caliph’s power is also restrained by religion and law, without his having
the least chance to challenge them directly. Abu al-Hasan’s wish to be caliph
for a day relaxes the conventions binding the regular caliph; Abu al-Hasan’s
rule is limited to a single day after which the regular caliph will return unchal-
lenged to even greater power than before, his main rivals having been elimi-
nated. As a critique of Islamic society, ultimate implications are no less than
revolutionary.56

Suggested Chronology

It has understandably been tempting for previous research to interpret the
similarity of the tale’s Arabic and European versions as an argument for regard-
ing the latter to derive from the story of Abu al-Hasan. Considering the argu-
ments discussed here, it appears, however, more likely that the European texts
are based (through yet unknown intermediaries) on a version of the type with
a lowly protagonist such as manifested in both the Tripitaka and the Hundred
and One Nights.

In terms of a chronology for our tale, and without considering physical char-
acteristics such as paper and ink, the following suggestions derive strictly from
a textual point of view. In this regard, Ishaqr's short version of Abu al-Hasan
the Wag is the oldest documented one, being compiled before the end of the
first quarter of the seventeenth century. We would need additional arguments
to decide whether or not Ishaqi is the first to document the tale in writing.
The Strasbourg manuscript indicates that the shorter version as attested in
Ishaqi remained current in popular tradition until the middle of the nine-
teenth century. Ishaqr’s straightforward narration is given in a total of roughly
1,600 words. As a typical result of creative storytelling, the Strasbourg version,
while not changing the action or adding any decisive elements, elaborates the

56  As a further caveat, we should remind ourselves that the story of Aba al-Hasan in the
majority of textual testimonies does not stand by itself but constitutes an integral part of
the romance of ‘Umar ibn al-Nu‘man. It will be interesting to examine the consequences
of the above interpretation for the tale’s inclusion in the romance. Rather than being
an “innocent” narrative, the story of Abt al-Hasan might well add an additional layer of
meaning to the romance as well.
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narration to a total of just less than 2,600 words. One of the passages added
in the Strasbourg version, for instance, mentions in considerable detail the
death of Abu al-Hasan’s father and his subsequent period of mourning, both of
which are irrelevant to the further development of the tale’s plot.

Against the backdrop of the tale’s shorter version, the various attestations
of the longer version such as contained in Galland and the majority of manu-
scripts also suggest themselves as deriving from a conscious process of cre-
ation, whether this process implies individual creative writing or, probably less
frequently, traces of an oral performance of the tale. The storyteller or storytell-
ers not only embedded the originally independent story of Abui al-Hasan in the
romance of ‘Umar ibn al-Nu‘man but also added the introduction (together
with the tale of the trickster and the cook) and the ending. These elaborations
result in versions of roughly 4,250 (Berlin and Madrid) and 4,400 (Tiibingen)
words. As has been noted before, the elaborations do not interfere with the
core tale’s essential plot but supply extra entertainment by framing the core
tale with vaguely related and/or connecting elements, in particular the wide-
spread introductory motif of the profligate son. The decisive point for assessing
the position of the Tiibingen manuscript lies in fixing the oldest occurrence for
the shorter version, the elaborations marking the tale’s proliferation.

While the short version in Ishaqgi at the beginning of the seventeenth cen-
tury is the tale’s oldest documented occurrence altogether, the Maillet man-
uscript at the end of the seventeenth century contains the earliest reliably
dated Arabic attestation of the elaborated version. Meanwhile, the Ottoman
Turkish manuscript proves that the elaborate version had already been known
quite some time before its oldest documented version in Arabic in the Maillet
manuscript. The Turkish manuscript dates from early in the second quarter of
the seventeenth century and was thus compiled only a decade after Ishaqr's
death. As this interval appears to be quite short for a process of gradual devel-
opment in storytelling, whether oral or written, one might rather argue that
at the beginning of the seventeenth century, both the shorter and the longer
versions existed simultaneously. Ishaqr’s text would then relate to an earlier,
yet unknown, attestation of the shorter version similar to the manner in which
the Strasbourg manuscript relates to Ishaqi If this assumption holds true,
the elaborate version that is first attested in the Ottoman Turkish manuscript
would also relate to Ishaqr’s model and would constitute the result of a process
of elaboration, whether spontaneous or gradual, as effected by an unknown
Arabic author in Ottoman Egypt.57

57  Considering the complexity of the elaborated version with its numerous intricate allu-
sions and implications, the author of this version presumably was an educated person.
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Appendix

The following Arabic text is a rendition of the tale’s text as contained in the
Tiibingen manuscript. It should be noted that the version given here follows
the original as closely as possible. In particular, no attempt has been made to
harmonize the text in terms of “correct” Arabic. Readers should be alerted that
the text has been written in a variety of Arabic known as “Middle Arabic®. This
variety occurs mainly in the numerous narrative texts of the Thousand and
One Nights kind. In addition to inconsistencies resulting from the particular
scribe’s style and/or limited knowledge of Classical Arabic, Middle Arabic texts
are generally characterized by features such as colloquialisms, an uneven hold
of iab (i.e. in this tale, the main character is always | Q"‘“;\’ never i or s ),
inconsistent use of letters such as 3 (most often, but not always, written as 3)
and /&, and final Y\ or ¢ I\  as well as final 3\s, and inconsistent use of
the hamzah. ’

Words written in red in the manuscript are here given in bold. The formula
linking the nights is given in italics. All additions to the original text are given
in square brackets [...]; besides the page references, these additions include a
number of single words or short passages added by the former owner in places
where the manuscript was incomplete. The text of the missing fol. 173 has here
also been supplied from the Madrid manuscript so as to have a point of com-
parison for the former owner’s imaginative version.
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The process of elaboration would likely have occurred some time before Ishaqi, probably
in the second half of the sixteenth century. It is impossible to ascertain the exact position
of the Tiibingen manuscript in this process, since it might well have been compiled either
before, at the same time as, or later than the earliest attestation of the tale’s elaborated
version. Without having access to additional documents, and considering Rudi Paret’s
trenchant assessment of the Nights as resulting from the unrestrained rule of “whimsi-
cal fantasy and coincidence” (Paret, 53 [37]), in respect of the dating of the Tiibingen
manuscript, this is as far as the textual analysis of the story of Aba al-Hasan the Wag can
possibly take us.
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