
Arabian Nights: whose story is it, anyway? 

Tales of Aladdin, Ali Baba, and Sinbad are popular today as children's stories, Disney films [1] and fesDve pantomimes [2]. However, the 
story behind the collecDon from which they come provides rich material for the themaDc collector. 

The 'Arabian Nights', or '1001 Nights' is a 
collec-on of tales that Scheherazade tells to 
the king each night. She leaves each on a 
cli8anger so that she is allowed to live to tell 
the next instalment, un-l finally - aAer 1001 
nights - the king trusts her enough to liA his 
threat of execu-on. 

The Nights was unknown in the West un-l 
Antoine Galland [3] began to publish his 
transla-on in 1704. But where did he find the 
stories he translated? 

Galland's work coincided with a growing 
interest in Arabic language and literature, 
when the origins of the Nights became a 
serious topic of academic study. However, 
pinpoin-ng the origins of a story relies on 
complex methods that are subject to flaws and 
debate. 

It wasn't un-l 1984 that the first authen-c 
medieval text of the Nights was produced. While it was for the purpose of 

studying style, language and narra-ve technique, it uncovered a number of fakes, 
translated into Arabic and passed off as originals! 

A Syrian manuscript from the 13th century was iden-fied as the main source used by 
Galland. However, the tales go further back than that. Various medieval works refer to the existence of the 
Nights, and fragments of Arabic text from the 9th century have been found. 
 
A consensus has emerged that the 
stories first evolved from the tales 
of the Jataka [4], a collec-on of 
over 500 Indian fables from as 
early as 300BC and considered the 

source of all great stories. Ancient Greek and Roman literature is 
also seen in the Nights, such as parallels between the adventures 
of Odysseus and Sinbad. 

The Nights, in turn, has had a strong influence on much of the 
literature we are familiar with 
today. The Brothers Grimm [5], 
for example, iden-fied the 
Nights as the source of several 
of their fairytales, and Hans 
Chris-an Andersen spoke of his 
love for the tales that inspired 
his own work. 

Many countries have issued Nights-themed stamps commemoraDng writers, illustrators, pantomime or Disney as well as simply 
depicDng beauDful artwork [6, 7]. This, along with the links to a much larger body of world literature, makes for an especially 

aestheDcally appealing and potenDally wide-ranging themaDc collecDon on a fascinaDng topic.

[2] Ascension Island 2011, set 
of four, Pantomimes

[3] Monaco 2004, 300th anniversary of 
Galland's translaDon

[4] Thailand 1996, tales from the Jataka

[5] Germany 1985, 200th anniversary of birth 
of Grimm brothers

[7] Somalia 1997, designed by Italian arDst D. Vangelli

[6] Mali 1971, designed by French arDst P. Lambert

[1] USA 2007, set of four, Disney 
characters


