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The Higher Cnticism of the Arabian Nights.

By Dr. Zwemer, of Bahrein, Arabia, "87.

T is refreshing to know that the higher critics of Germany and
Holland do not limit their skill and ingenuity to the field of Old
Testament Iiterature. Folklore and fable, history and biography,
poetry and fiction all must be put under the microscope and endure
the dissection of the sca!pel in the laboratory. The thousand and
one nights of Haroun Rashid are no longer left in the moonlight of
tradition but dragged to the light and glare of the noonday. 1t is
important to know the origin and authorship of this nursery-Bible
that our children may know to whom they are indebted for the
authorship and authenticity of Sinbab the Sailor. The story of the
second Barber gains an interest when we know at what particular
period it was admittcd into the canon and what paragraphs are
doubtless later interpolations. I am indebted to a recent history of
Arabic literature by Brochelmann and to an article by the Dutch
Arabic scholar, De Goeje, for the following latest theories and give
them for what they are worth.

The stories of the Arabian Nights first became known in
Europe by a French translation of Antoine Galland in 1704. Since
that time they have been translated into all the modern languages,
and in countless editions have poured from the press to delight and
entertain childhood. Later there were critical translations by Mac-
naghton, Lane, and Burton to show the character of Arabian society
and Moslem manners in the middle ages. From being a book of
stories for children the Arabian Nights was rescued to become a
text-book and sidelight of anthropology and history. Lane’s edition
i8 a storehouse of learning and almost an encyclopedia of facts
regarding Mohammedan superstitions and practices. Burton’s
edition, though classic, is marred because it is unexpurgated; but a
second partially expurgated edition followed the first. Even in this
many of the stories are unfit to read. Costly illustrated editions
were printed in French and in German by Lewald, Henning, and
others.

There remained now to fully recognise the important place
these stories occupy as a classic, only the work of higher criticism.

GChe HAnchor 9

And just as in the case of the Pentateuch, when once the ball was
set rolling there was no telling where it would linully rest.

[n 1827 Von Hammer Puargstall drew attention to what is sup-
posed to be a notice of the Thousand and One Nights in Mas'udi’s
Golden Meadows, a historical work of A D. 913. This Arab aunthor,
comparing them to the Persian tales of Hezar Afsane and Purgstall,
conclnded they were Persian in origin.  De Lacy protested against
this the ry and called them puarely Egyptian; attempting to prove
by criticism of the text that they date from the Mameluke dynasty.
In 1559 Puargstall replied deducing his main argument from a pas-
sage in Sl Fihrist, an Arabic biographical lexicon writt en about 987
A. D. This passage reads as follows: “The earliest book of the kind
was the [Tezar Afsane, or Thousand Tales, which had the following
origin: ‘A certain Persian king was accustomed to kill his wives on
the morning after the consummation of marriage. But once he
married a clever princess called Shahrazad, who spent the marriage
night in telling a story which in the morning reached a point so
interesting that the king spared her and asked next night for the
sequel. This went on for a thousand nights...... ........ and in
all this the princess was assisted by the king's stewardess, Dinazad.
This book is said to have been written for the princess Homani,
danghter of Bahman, and contains nearly two hundred stories.” ”’

The Dutch scholar, De Goeje, says that P’ersian tradition makes
this Homani the danghter and wife of Baham Ardashir, 7 e. Artax-
erxes [. The Persian poet, Firdausi, says she was called Shahrazad;
and Mas'udi is called to witness that she was a Jewess and was
instrumental in delivering her nation from captivity. It was nota
hard cuess for the eritics, after the clues and surmises, to assert
positively that this princess was Queen Iisther of the Old Testa-
ment! And so they did. The result of this hypothesis was the usual
one. The facts must be made to suit the theory. First of all it is
evident from the premise that the Arabian Nights are very old, and
it is consequently alsn perfectly evident that the book of Esther is
comparatively recent. De Goeje puts its composition at the end of
the third century B. C.

The problem remained how to account for the absolute and
startling dissimilarity between these six volumes of Mohammedan
folklore and love tales thoroughly Egyptian, and the ten sShort
chapters of the book of [Esther. DBut textual and extra-textual




