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Article LVI.

Arabian Tales: Or, a Continuation of the Arabian Nights Entertainments Consisting of Stories
related by the Sultana of the Indies, to divert her Husband from the Performance of a rash Vow;
exhibiting a most interesting View of the Religion, Laws, Manners, Customs, Arts and Literature,
of the Nations of the East; and affording a rich Fund of the most pleasing Amusements which
fictitious Writings can supply.  In four Volumes.  Newly translated from the original Arabic into
French, by Dom Chavis, a native Arab, and M. Cazotte, Member of the Academy of Dijon.  And
translated from the French into English, by Robert Heron.  4 vols. 12 mo. About 1300 pages. 
Priced 12s. fewed. Edinburgh, Bell and Co.; London, Robinsons. 1792.

To those who are of opinion, with Dr. Johnson, that the basis of all excellence in writing is
truth, it may appear strange, that a work, so full of extravagant absurdities as the Arabian Nights
Entertainments, should have been generally read and admired.  Critics, in endeavouring to account
for this fact, have had recourse to contradictory explanations.  Some have said that these tales please,
because their wild and wonderful machinery has it’s laws, and the magicians and enchanters perform
nothing but what was to be naturally expected from beings endued with such powers.  Whilst others
have asserted, that the pleasure they afford is owing to their wildness and extravagance, whence the
reader’s curiosity is supplied with such a rapid succession of strange and surprising things, as leaves
his judgment no leisure to attend tot heir improbability.  Whatever may have been the causes which
have rendered this work so popular, it’s popularity is certainly a very good reason for bringing to
light any tales of a similar kind, which the luxuriant fancy of eastern writers may have produced.

The present work is offered to the public as the remainder of that which was in part translated
by Mr. Galland.  it is asserted, in an advertisement prefixed to the French translation, that the Arabic
original of the whole was brought into Europe, and deposited in the library of the king of France by
Dom Dennis Chavis, a native Arab, and priest of the congregation of St. Basil; and that the tales here
published were translated by this learned Arab, with the assistance of Mr. Cazotte, well known as
the author of the poem Ollivier, and several other pieces, which have been well received by the
public.  The English translator, Mr. Heron, gives full credit to this account, and pronounces the work
to be undoubtedly eastern; both because he believes it to be well known that the original is in the
king of France’s library, and because the tales bear great internal evidence of authenticity.  However,
as Mr. H. does not pretend to have himself seen the original, we think ourselves at liberty to say, that
in perusing these tales many things have occurred, which oblige us to suspect that the work is not
an oriental, but an European production.  The machinery of magicians, genii, fairies, &c. is used
more sparingly, and with less effect, than in the Arabian Nights Entertainments.  Sometimes, indeed,
the incidents are sufficiently wild and extravagant; but sometimes the supernatural powers are
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suffered to sleep, and the narrative goes on a considerable length without them.  This is the case
through the greater part of the third volume, which contains a series of stories not uninteresting, but
with few characters of oriental genius.  And, indeed, through the whole, the present work appears
to us much inferior to the former in richness of fancy, if we except the story of Maugraby, which is
a tissue of the marvellous and the pathetic, and keeps the reader in a state of restless and
uninterrupted suspense.

In vol. I. p. 88, 92, 161, the river of Damascus is called the Abana.  It was certainly so called
by the Hebrews; for in the 5  chapter of the second book of Kings we read, ‘Are not Abana andth

Pharpar rivers of Damascus, &c.?’  But we apprehend an Arab would have called the river Barrady. 
See Abulfeda’s Tabula Syriæ published by Riesk, Leipsic, 1760, 4to.— A still more unpardonable
error occurs in the same volume (compare p. 252, 266), where Bagdad is placed upon the river
Euphrates.  It is difficult to account for these blunders, without supposing the story to have been
written by an ignorant European.

In vol. ii. an inhabitant of the country expresses surprise at an appearance, which is not
uncommon in the east. ‘What a thick infectious mist! How could it arise from dry sand destitute of
water?  It is a very extraordinary phenomenon.’ That vapours do arise frequently in eastern countries,
where there is no water, and deceive the thirsty traveller by the appearance of an extended lake, is
a well known fact.  See Diod. Siculus, lib. iii; Shaw’s Travels, &c.; and Remarks of Sir John
Chardin, published in Harmer’s Observations on the Scriptures.

The story of captain Tranchemont (so the name is given in the French work, but in the
English translation captain Raggado) appears to be a copy of one in the countess D’Anois Fairy
Tales. [vol. I, ii, iii]— In vol. iv. p. 89, the writer mentions mount Atlas: we doubt whether this name
be used by the Arabs.  In p. 106 of the same volume, we read of the month Nisan, a name in use
among the Hebrews, and to be met with in the Bible, but we believe not to be found in the Koran,
or in the Arabian calendar.— In the adventures of Chebib, the general idea of the story of a
miraculous draught of fishes (vol. I. p. 69) made by a fisherman, who cast his net into the river in
the name of Chebib, seems to be borrowed from the Christian scriptures.  This is the more probable,
as the fisherman addresses the spectators in words which very nearly resemble Luke xxiv. 18.

Having suggested these grounds of suspicion respecting the authenticity of this work, it is
but justice to add, that, whoever was the author, it contains many amusing stories, which discover
considerable powers of invention, and which may at least very well answer the purpose of diverting
the chagrin of an idle hour.  The English translator has executed his task with ability.  We select the
following story, merely because it is one of the shortest among the fanciful tales.  Vol. ii. p. 170.

‘Story of Alibengiad and the False Birds of Paradise.’
‘Alibengiad, sultan of Herak, and a descendant of Ali, mad war on caliph Moawias.  he

fought to ensnare the caliph by enticing him into a strait between heights of which he was himself
master.  Moawias led his army slowly on, so as to make the enemy believe that he had no suspicion
of the stratagem employed against him.  But Alibengiad was soon defeated, his army cut in pieces
and himself made prisoner.  He was confined in a fortress upon the Aggiala, some leagues from
Casser-il-Harais.  This prisoner, being a man of bad heart, had been a curse to his subjects during
his reign, and now wanted firmness of mind to support his own misfortune.  His time was spent
between transports of passion and fits of weak despondency.  His only society was an eunuch fifteen
years of age, who had been shut up with him, and with whom he used often to hold the silliest and
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most childish conversation.  He expressed his surprise, that such a man as Moawias, who passed his
time in praying, should in war be able to take such sudden steps for disconcerting his enemies, and
should foresee their designs without seeming to have enquired after them.

“Out caliph,” said the eunuch, ‘needs not to employ so many spies, or to take so much pains. 
When informed that enemies are coming against him, he mounts his camel, taking with him some
small supply of provisions; his bird of paradise goes before him, and acquaints him with those
circumstances where the enemy lies open to attack, their stratagems, and all their manoeuvres.”—
“What bird is that?” said Alibengiad.— “Have you never heard,” replied the eunuch, “of the birds
in the gardens of Casser-il-Harais, not far from this?  they were first placed in that garden by
Mahomet, nor do they ever leave it, except on some errand in the service of the prophet.  There is
much talk of them in the palace, because the women have seen them.  Those birds are saints.  They
are perfectly acquainted with the Koran, and speak very distinctly.  They are said to be capable of
doing almost any thing.  I have heard an hundred stories of them, so that I have often eyen dreamed
of them; but, unless in a dream, I never saw them.  They have a most beautiful appearance when
moving through the air; one would think it a parcel of green silk flying, so light and fine are their
feathers.

“Our great caliph has certainly one who always serves and speaks to him, although neither
seen nor heard by any person else; and he accordingly knows all that is done in the palace.  We had
a black among us, who said he had one of these birds, who helped him to recover whatever was lost;
but his bird did not hinder him from drowning himself in the Ilfara.”

‘The folly and extravagance of the sultan, which were great enough before, were raised to
a still higher pitch, by the account of these wonders, and others with which the eunuch was
constantly entertaining him.  “If I had a bird,” said he to himself, “such as Moawias has, it might help
me to escape from this confinement.  I might, by its aid, recover my own dominions.  I should raise
an army, and come against the caliph; our power, consisting in advantages natural and miraculous,
might thus be balanced, and we should see which of us two was to have the victory.  Casser-il-Harais
is not far from this.  If I could make them hear me, I might persuade one of the winged inhabitants
of that garden to come to my help.— “Come! Come! Come to me!” cried the sultan in the heat of his
fancy.  “Come, celestial and powerful birds!  The throne of Herak, and the noblest empire that I can
conquer, shall be your cage.”

‘Alibengiad was so full of this idea, that he forgot his evening and morning prayers, in which,
although a heretic, he had hitherto been very exact.  But the marvellous birds now occupied all his
thoughts, and he addressed his vows to none but them.— “I saw one of them last night,” said the
eunuch to him one morning; “and I thought in my dream that it spoke to me.”— “Ah! happy thou,”
replied the sultan; “I would give half my blood only to see them in a dream.”  When night came, this
thought kept the sultan awake, which was not the way to have the dream that he wished.  But at
midnight he heard a sudden tapping at his window, which was on the outside about an hundred and
twenty feet high.  he looked, and saw the window illuminated as if it had been day.  he examined it
carefully, and saw a beautiful bird perched on the grating without.

‘At this sight, Alibengiad was ravished with joy and surprise.  He invited the bird to come
in.— “No,” said the wonderful animal; but with such distinct articulation, that it seemed to whisper
in his ear; “if, however, thou art curious to have me, we may make our terms.”  After uttering these
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few words, the splendid bird disappeared; and Alibengiad supposed himself on the point of
becoming one of the happiest of men.

‘The eunuch had been asleep, and had seen or heard nothing of all this.  Alibengiad
acquainted him with his good fortune.  Next night they kept both upon the watch, but had only the
pleasure of passing a sleepless night.  Several days passed in the same state impatience and
watchfulness.  At last, the bird appeared again at midnight.  “I was inclined to you,” said he to the
sultan, “by my own private sentiments, as well as attracted by your prayers, which I heard in the
garden of Casser-il-Harais.  I have now obtained permission to speak with you.  Are you willing that
we make a mutual agreement?”— “With all my heart,” replied Alibengiad.— “Arise then, and let
me in.”

‘The sultan arose.  “Stand in the middle of the room,” said the bird, “and repeat, word for
word, after me, what I am going to say.  Open, chamber, I order thee in the name of Mahomet.—
Bird, come in to me, I command thee, in the name of the God of the earth.”— Alibengiad, quite
transported, repeated those words, and the bird immediately perched on his shoulder.  the blaze of
light, which surrounded him, illuminated the chamber; the eunuch was terrified, and fell prostrate
on the ground.

“What would’st thou have of me,” said the bird, “and of the master to whom I belong?”—
“Deliver me from this confinement,” replied the sultan; “convey me back to Herak; reestablish me
on my throne, and avenge me of Moawias.”— “All this shall be done, but we must begin with
getting out.  Order the iron grate, which opposes our passage, to fall down, by the name of
Mahomet.”— Alibengiad obeyed without hesitation.— “Order me, in the name of the great God of
the earth, to make thee a chariot, which before next night may convey thee within sight of Herak.”—
Alibengiad, full of joyful hope, gave this new order with pleasure, having already seen the grating
of the window disappear.

“Keep the cap of the turban,” said the bird, “but give me the muslin sash.  Of it will I make
thee a chariot to convey thee and the eunuch hence.”— The sultan readily complied with this
demand.— “You shall have your chariot instantly,” said the bird.  So saying, he took the sash by one
end of his bill, and carried the whole piece out of the window.  Almost instantly after, Alibengiad
saw through the aperture a very convenient chariot, in which the bird was yoked by light ribbands
of crimson silk and gold.  he advanced boldly to the window himself, stooped to pass through it, and
seated himself in the chariot.— “Within a few minutes,” said the bird, as he put his foot on the
chariot, “thou must repeat after me the confession of faith, which I shall dictate.”— “Most readily,”
replied the sultan, who was very impatient to be gone.— “If thou failest but in one word thou shalt
plunge into the river Aggiala, there to perform thy last ablutions.  But get into the chariot, and repeat
distinctly what I shall bid thee, before thou sittest down.  In the name of the great Kokopilesobe, the
only God of the earth, I desire to set out for Herak.”— “What sayest thou then, bird?” said
Alibengiad; “There is but one God, and Mahomet is his prophet.”

‘Hardly had he uttered these words, when the chariot dissolved, and became muslin again. 
The bird flew away, and the body of the man having nothing to support it, but the slight stuff, fell
down upon the rocks at the foot of the tower where it was washed by the river.  yet he escaped
unhurt; for so much of the miraculous virtue did there still remain in the muslin of the turban. 
Alibengiad was, however, so stunned by the fall, that he now lost the small share of common sense
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which he had before possessed, and fell into a state of fatuity.  The fishermen took him up, and
carried him to Moawias.

‘The caliph being informed of the adventure by the eunuch, who had not as yet set his foot
upon the chariot when it was dissolved, considered the unhappy accident which had befallen the
sultan of Herak, as a judgment inflicted by the ordination of heaven, and the will of Mahomet; and
gave corporal liberty to him, who, by the decree of the most high, had been deprived of freedom, and
energy of mind.

‘The eunuch led him about through Bagdad as an object of curiosity, and showed him to
strangers in the kans as the sultan of the bird.  Alibengiad being now perfectly stupid, answered only
ay an unmeaning laugh to all questions that were put to him.’
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