ARABIAN TALES:

Volume 3

The History of Abaltamant, or The Prudent.

“There was in Egypt,” replied Aladin, “a man, whose name was Abaltamant, prudent,
modest, wise, and extremely rich. The district in which he lived, was at that time subject to
the government of a tyrannical Prince. The citizens endeavoured to withdraw their lives and
their fortunes, from the vexatious oppression of the despot, by banishing themselves from his
kingdom. Abaltamant was of this number. After having taken the necessary precautions, to
remove his fortune and his family, he took refuge in the kingdom of Olensa; which retreat, he
preferred on account of the reputation of this Monarch.

Carrying considerable presents, he demanded an audience of this new master; who was
soon prepossessed in favour of the stranger. He gave him ground to build a house, and dressed
him in a very fine robe.

Abaltamant built a palace suitable to his rank. He lived there magnificently, and
admitted to his table strangers, and all the people of distinction in the country. In short, he
conducted himself, so as to gain universal confidence. The Monarch himself placed so much
trust in him, that he proposed to him, to enter into his service.

“Sire,” said the prudent Abaltamant, “your confidence does me too much honour, and
your goodness fills me with gratitude. My fortune and my life are in the hands of your
Majesty; but if you will permit me to follow my inclinations, I would beseech you, to preserve
your esteem for me, and at the same time suffer me to end my days in repose, and far from
the bustle of a court. I have no ambition. The favour of your Majesty would scarcely defend
me with its shade, when a thousand envious and jealous courtiers will seek to remove it, do
me many undeserved wrongs, and rob me of your Majesty’s good opinion.” “Have no fear in
that respect,” replied Olensa; “I have learned to know a court. I am known to be on my guard
against intrigues, and the contrivers of them. Sacrifice your repose to that of the throne, and
of my people. I will answer for your life.”

Abaltamant was persuaded; and in a short time his conduct and wise counsels,
completely acquired him the confidence of the Sovereign, who had placed him near himself.
He was appointed Vizier, and the management of the most important affairs of the state, was
entrusted to his hands. His colleagues became in every thing his inferiors, so that they were
not long in testifying their jealousy. They conspired to ruin so dangerous a rival. And, when
they could not succeed, by evil reports of him, they determined to employ praises, and
flattery.

The Monarch’s greatest failing was a violent inclination towards women. He was easily
inflamed. That, which in others was only the simple desire of the moment, became in him an
excessive passion.

One of the Viziers produced at court a painter, who had a curious collection of the most
remarkable beauties of Asia, which his own talents had enabled him to procure. The King
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expressed a desire to see them, and of his own accord, fell into the snare which had been laid
for him.

Among all these fine paintings, the most remarkable was the portrait of a Princess who
surpassed all the rest in beauty, so that the attention was instantly directed to her. The King
asked the name of this ravishing beauty, and was told it by the painter; who allured him at
the same time, that his pencil had given but a very imperfect representation of her charmes,
which were beyond all expression. “The King her father,” added he, “more vain of his
daughter’s beauty, than of his own crown, is proud of nothing but of having been the author
of her life. If any one ventures to demand her in marriage, he looks upon it as an insult, and
orders the ambassadors to be beheaded, who are bold enough to make such a proposal to him.
Ambassadors have arrived from Tauris even to Samarkand; and their heads, exposed at the
gates of the capital, cast dismay and terror on the messengers who still come from every
quarter.

This account of the painter, far from calming the ardent desires of Olensa, seemed to
inflame his passion, and excite his curiosity. Had he been less attached to his people, he would
have undertaken this embassy in person; but he might hope to find some one in his court,
who, to gratify him, would venture on this dangerous undertaking.

Each courtier, without actually testifying his fear, excused himself, on the footing of his
inability. The Viziers in concert represented the matter to the King, in a political point of
view. “A man,” said they, “has too much good fortune, in finding an opportunity to hazard his
life for the glory of his Sovereign, But if he fails in his enterprise, the Sovereign suffers, in the
person of his minister, an affront,. which the distance from his kingdom renders it impossible
to revenge.” “I am persuaded,” said the Monarch, “that Abaltamant would save his life, and
the glory of his Sovereign, and carry off the Princess.” “Sire,” replied they, “the life of
Abaltamant is as dear to us as it is to your Majesty, and to your people; he is the guide of our
counsels, and we would see him depart with regret; but if his talents can extort the admiration
of envy itself, we, who love him, cannot but confess, that none ever possessed, in so high a
degree, the art of giving force to his advice. Persuasion flows from his lips. And when one has
yielded to him, it is always obvious that it was to the strength of his, reasoning, and not to any
art intended to mislead. We do not imagine that the sovereign of Cochin-China, whose
daughter you wish to espouse, can, more than any other, resist him, especially when the
business concerns an alliance so honourable to himself.”

These artful discourses completely determined Olensa to charge Abaltamant with this
dangerous commission. This wise favourite, completely penetrating the dangerous motives of
this plot of the Viziers, considered himself as honoured by this new instance of his master’s
confidence, and hoped, at the same time, to conduct himself so as not to draw upon himself,
the barbarous treatment, which all the former messengers had experienced.

Every thing was now ready for his departure. He had taken care that every thing in
his equipage should announce the wealth, the wisdom, and the glory, of the Sovereign whom
he represented. He began his journey, and caused the troops observe the strictest discipline
on the road.

As soon as he entered the territories of Cochin-China, he redoubled his precautions,
and conciliated, by liberality and charity, the good will of the people, and the esteem of the
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magistrates and commanders. At length, he arrived in the capital, where fame had already
preceded him.

When he was admitted to his first audience, he respectfully presented to the King, his
letters of credit, and the magnificent presents which he brought along with him. He received
the most flattering and distinguished attention and after having been clothed in a robe of the
richest fur, was conduced to a palace, allotted for him, and all his train. He had been ordered
to return to the Monarch in three days, in order to receive his answer.

The Princess had been informed, by public report, of the object of this new embassy.
And as he returned from giving audience, the King her father communicated it to her; and at
the same time gave her to understand, his intention to examine seriously the proposals which
were made to him.

“Sire,” said the Princess to him, “I expect from your Majesty’s goodness, the liberty
of a private conversation with this ambassador. One may usually judge of a Sovereign’s
disposition, by the choice which he makes of his ministers. Every body hitherto is full of the
praises of this Abaltamant, and you yourself seem pleased with him. Allow me time to
examine, whether his private behaviour deserves as much praise, as that which he displays
in the public business with which he is entrusted. I reserve it for myself, to put him to some
trials.” This request of the Princess was reasonable.

The three days of delay were elapsed, and Abaltamant appeared in the King’s
presence. After the usual compliments, he found himself engaged to wait upon the Princess,
who demanded to speak with him. The chief of the eunuchs offered to conduct him. Her
apartment was at no great distance. However, as he passed over to it, the wise ambassador
recollected himself, and called to mind the instructions of the Egyptian philosopher, who,
formerly, superintended his education. He who keeps his eyes shut needs be in no
apprehension for his sight. He who restrains the motion of his tongue, does not expose
himselfto the censure of indiscretion,; and he who keeps his hands across his bosom, will not
see them cut off.

Scarcely had he fully recalled these maxims, when he found himself in the presence
of the Princess. She received him openly, and without a veil, in a simple dress, and
surrounded by slaves of her own sex, each of whom had pretensions to beauty; but they were
all eclipsed by the Princess. The ambassador, with his hands across his breast, and with down-
cast eyes, modestly offered her his respectful homage. She made him sit down, he complied,
and having seated himself on a sofa at some distance, this young beauty thus addressed him.

“What is the object of your embassy to the King my father?” “The King my master,”
replied Abaltamant, “aspires to the honour of becoming your husband, Madam. All his
happiness depends upon his obtaining your hand, and I am appointed, to ask it, in his name.”
The Princess cast down her eyes, and ordered some remarkable jewels, of which she would
have made him a present, to sparkle in the eyes of the ambassador; attentively observing, in
his looks and countenance, the effect which the splendour of these stones should have upon
him. The soul that is debased by lust or avarice, betrays its emotion, by a single movement
of the eye. All the ambassadors who had come from their Sovereigns to court her alliance, had
undergone the same trial, and were all dazzled with it.
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“I would accept your presents,” said he to the Princess, “with respect and gratitude. But
without the inestimable treasure at which I aspire, for my master, they may not be mine. Your
heart and hand, Madam, are the only objects of my wishes, and of the happiness of Olensa.
Honour my embassy with a favourable answer, and you will crown me with felicity.”

This respectful and wise answer charmed the Princess. “Obtain,” said me, “my father’s
consent: I wish he may grant it. I can explain myself no farther.” Abaltamant, quite overjoyed,
could scarcely restrain himself from expressing it. He took leave, and withdrew to his own
apartment.

The king came, that same evening, to visit his daughter. “We are overcome, my
father,” said she to him. “You wish to give me a husband, who would render me happy.
Olensa must be your choice. A Sovereign without merit, could not have attached to him a
minister like Abaltamant. He would have been jealous, and never would have bestowed on
him his confidence.” After this declaration of the Princess, the King, determining to make
choice of Olensa for his son-in-law, wished, however, to have another interview with his
ambassador, and, for this purpose, invited him to the palace.

Abaltamant quickly repaired thither and the King questioned him respecting the effect,
which the sight of his daughter had produced upon him.

“Sire,” replied he, “I came not to your Majesty’s court, to see the person, whose hand
I was commissioned to demand. The King my master, informed by same, and the praises of
the poets, who have celebrated her perfections, did not require of me to look upon the beauty
who is the object of his love. When the Princess did me the honour, to admit me into her
presence, I did not forgot the respect which was due to the daughter of an illustrious King, and
the future spouse of a powerful Monarch. I recalled to my mind the maxims of the sage
Abailassin: If you look steadily at the sun, said he, the splendour of its rays will dissolve the
crystal of your eyes. “But,” replied the King, “she made you an offer of some presents; why
did you not accept of them?” “Sire, I could not do this, till my embassy should be successful.
Your Majesty’s answer will throw light on the conduct I ought to follow. If it gratifies the
wishes of the King my master, I will be able to claim some merit to myself, and will think
myself not unworthy of the favour, which has been offered me with so good a grace.” “I have
always, till this day,” replied the Prince,” refused with disdain, to many frowned heads, the
blessing you are about to carry away. All the ambassadors, whom they sent to me, appeared
presumptuous, and commissioned by fools, who gave themselves airs of assurance upon the
pretended dignity of their character. Not contented with having given proofs of meanness and
lust, they forgot themselves so far, as to cast their eyes on my daughter. Their audacity
enraged me to such a degree, that, to secure myself against similar enterprises, and after
having punished them, I proclaimed, by a public edict, that he would expose himself to death,
who should venture to come and demand the hand of my daughter, in order to unite her to
a fool, who should be bold enough to send a minister, whose impudence, avarice, or lust I
should find it necessary to check. The choice which your Monarch has made of you, proclaims
so loudly his wisdom and knowledge, that in refusing such an alliance, I should look upon
myself as opposing my daughter’s happiness. I trust her to you. Conduct her to her spouse.
She will arrive there loaded with my favours. And you, Abaltamant, receive a token of my
esteem, in this necklace of emeralds, which I beg you to wear, in memory of the friendship
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which I have vowed to the wise minister of the illustrious Olensa. May the holy Prophet direct
your steps.”

The King ordered a chosen escort of his own guards, to accompany the Princess, who
departed with Abaltamant.

On his return, the fortunate ambassador became more and more the instrument of
Olensa’s decisions. A protection, that could not be shaken, appeared to support him. He
shared equally, the confidence of the King and Queen, who, united by the most lively and
tender sentiments, saw every thing in the same point of view and indeed had but one will.
With these happy arrangements, who would not have thought Abaltamant beyond the reach
of the storm! But it roars even in the harbour, and the most secure asylum is surrounded with
danger.

Jealousy is inseparable from love; and we have seen that the heart of Olensa was so
formed, that either of these passions might be equally fatal to his repose. The Viziers, whose
hatred was so much the more dangerous, as it was concealed under the poison of flattery, had
succeeded in bribing two young pages of the King’s chamber. These children, brought up and
nourished in the palace, were accustomed to remain in the inner apartments. The King took
no offence at this, but permitted them to amuse themselves there, all the time he was at
business, and even during the hours of rest, which he usually took in the afternoon.
Accustomed to hear their little prattle, he was not disturbed by it; on the contrary, it. often
amused him, and he had never required them to be silent. Such were the innocent
instruments of the calumny and intrigue of Abaltamant’s enemies. These young children had
been instructed by the spies of the Viziers. As soon as they should perceive that the Prince
was on the point of falling asleep, they were to entertain him with some interesting and
curious adventure of the palace, which should be taught them secretly. “If the King hears you
without ordering you to be silent,” said they to the children, “it is certain that you will have
amused him, and that he will love you still more on that account. When this little plan was
well concerted, they left the pages, to their own discretion; and next day, put the proposed
plan in execution, and with the greatest success. While he feigned to be asleep, the King
learned, that one of his old eunuchs, in love with a young slave, in place of the good fortune
which he hoped for, had passed the night with the oldest in the seraglio; and as they had
contrived to surprise him, he had become the object of ridicule. The King found no harm in
this adventure; irregularities were reformed, in his house, by ridicule, and this method did not
displease him.

The next day, as soon as he was upon the sofa, he set himself to listen. But as the
pages had got no lesson, he heard nothing interesting. The third day, the oldest of these
children, meeting one of the Viziers, ingenuously said to him, “Yesterday we said nothing in
the King’s chamber, because we had learned nothing. But although he was asleep, we plainly
perceived, from the corner of his eye, that he had a good mind to listen; teach us therefore
some little story.” “Here is one,” said the minister: “The ancient favourite hath lost her
diamond, and it is the slave Abdialla who hath taken it: but this is the way you must manage
your conversation. Your companion shall ask you, if you can guess who hath taken the
diamond. You shall answer, ‘It is certainly Abdialla; for he is in a greater passion, and cries
out louder than the reft.”” The page, well pleased, thanked him. The next day, the King was
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entertained with the story of the diamond. Abdialla was accused that very evening. But the
Vizier had been informed of all this in the morning, by a Jew, to whom the jewel had been
offered. Olensa was not a little surprised at the discernment of the children in this matter, and
began to give some credit to their reports.

The time was come, for bringing into play, the expedients that were to ruin
Abaltamant. The two Viziers sent for the young children, and congratulated them, on having
succeeded so well in amusing his Majesty, assuring them, that since that time, he treated
them with more than his usual kindness. “If you will believe us,” added they, “you will
become the richest and most powerful people in the palace; and as the reward of what you
have already done, there is a pretty purse, with ten pieces of gold: But conceal it carefully, for
there is that sad Abaltamant, who cannot bear people to become rich. If he were to be
believed, one ought to fast through the whole year, in the palace, just as on the fast of
Ramadan: nay, he would put out all the lamps on the days of rejoicing, on purpose to save the
oil. Has he ever made you the smallest present:” “No,” replied the children ingenuously.
“Well!” replied the Viziers, “he must be banished from the court, and sent to the country, to
practice his economy. We will compose together a little history, which you will recite before
the King, as you did the others, and if you succeed, you shall have an hundred purses like
this.”

A promise like this made a strong impression upon the children; and the Viziers availed
themselves of it, to engrave on their memory all the circumstances of the conversation the
were to hold. They made them repeat them several times; and the innocent pair, allured by
the incitement of the gold, returned to the palace, fully determined to try every thing, in order
soon to become masters of this fortune.

Fate so ordered it, that Olensa was less sober than usual. He returned to his
apartment, with his head confused by the vapours which had ascended to it, threw himself on
the sofa, and fell asleep. But his unquiet rest was soon disturbed, by the ordinary prating of
the two pages; he heard the name of Abaltamant, and this attracted his attention.

“The chief of the eunuchs,” said one of these children, has promised me a fine girdle,
if I am very wise; and that I may obtain it, I will become as wife as Abaltamant.” “Yes,”
replied the other, “and when you shall be as wise as he, you will share the caresses of the
Queen.” “You have seen them then?” “Well! and if I have seen them; whenever the King is
at the chase, I place myself on the watch, near the door of the closet, and see them through
the key hole, as they are embracing each other with great fondness. This has continued ever
since they arrived from Cochin-China.”

Olensa’s head, as we have remarked, was confused by the consequences of his
intemperance. He loved the Queen to excess. On hearing this conversation, he became
jealous, and his jealousy was soon heightened into rage. He could not suppose, that there was
any deceit on the innocent lips of these children, and he believed them to be ingenuous. He
arose from the sofa, as if he had just awaked, entered the apartment, where he usually gave
private audiences, and ordered Abaltamant to be instantly sent for.

This favourite hastened to the King; he prostrated himself according to custom, in
token of respect and obedience; and the Sovereign, scarcely giving him time to raise himself,
said to him, “Abaltamant! What punishment does a man deserve, who seduces his neighbour’s
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wife?”— “The law,” replied the minister, “ordains that every man should be treated, as he
would have treated another in his circumstances.”— “It must be still more clearly explained,”
replied Olensa; “and what would the audacious man deserve. who should have violated the
honour of the King, in the person of his wife?”— “A death so sudden,” replied Abaltamant,
“as should leave no interval betwixt the crime and the punishment.”— “Monster of
ingratitude!” exclaimed the King, “thou hast pronounced thine own sentence.” In that
moment, he plunged his canjard into his heart, and made his body be thrown into the pit
destined for the burial of criminals.

On the first motion that the King had made, in rising from the sofa, the pages were
frightened, and as they fled, had left the purse, and the ten pieces of gold, which the Vizier had
given them.

Olensa having satiated his vengeance, retired to his chamber. The first objects that
presented themselves to his attention, were the purse, and the pieces of gold, lying scattered
there. He called a slave, and asked him concerning the money. The slave answered, that he
had seen the purse hanging at the girdle of one of the pages, and thought it was a present from
his Majesty. “I never gave these children money,” replied Olensa; “let them appear before
me immediately.”

They arrived trembling and confused. “Who was it that gave you this money?”
enquired the King in a passion. At this question, and especially at the tone with which it was
pronounced, these poor children, bursting into tears, mentioned the Viziers, and soon
confessed the whole plot, which had been carried on by their means and likewise the reward,
which had been promised them. They had never thought, that the King would kill Abaltamant
so suddenly, and they were persuaded, that the Viziers were bad men, who had deceived
them, and induced them to commit evil.

“Alas!” exclaimed this Prince, tormented with remorse, “what good reason had
Abaltamant for wishing to remain at a distance from my court! I promised to him not to listen
to any accuser; he trusted my word; and I thought I was keeping it, by muting my ears against
the insinuations of his rivals. But they have deceived me by means of two children. I am
become in one moment perjured, ungrateful and an assassin. O Abaltamant! how much I
regret, that I cannot do you justice on myself! But I will at least calm the remorse of my
conscience, by doing it on your enemies.”

After this, Olensa made the guilty Viziers be brought into his presence. “Abominable
seducers!” said he to them, “Traitors! Impostors! Do you flatter yourselves, that heaven will
leave unpunished the crime that is committed in secret, and that the innocent will not be
avenged? He who digs a ditch for his enemy, must fall into it himself. Abaltamant abhorred
your extortion. Freed from the cares of this life, he new reposes in the arms bf the divine
Prophet. As for you, unremitting and endless punishments await you. Your soul, torn from
your body, shall be cast into that abyss, where the fire will devour, but never destroy it.”

He made the two Viziers be beheaded that very instant. Their bodies were given, to
wild beasts; while that of Abaltamant was interred in a stately tomb, which was built on
purpose to receive him. Thither the King and Queen often repaired, to offer up their
devotions, and shed their tears on the marble which covered him. Nor did Olensa ever forgive
himself the murder, which too much precipitation had led him to commit.

411



“See, Sire,” continued Aladin, “what bitterness, his forgetting himself, hath shed over
the life of a Sovereign, worthy, in other respects, of the affection of his people. See, how
dangerous are corrupted ministers! It is not at present any personal danger which terrifies me.
Dead or alive, my innocence secures me the protection of God. But what uneasiness and tears
will it one day cost your Majesty should you put me to death. Heaven will then hasten to
disclose the hateful plots of mine enemies. Ah! heaven grant that the heart of your Majesty
may never be tortured with such remorse!”

Bohetzad, always more moved, and deeply affected by the discourses which he heard,
and by the reflections and sentiments with which they were mixed, could not determine to
execute the sentence, which had been so often pronounced, and caused the minister once
more be led back to prison.

On this new act of goodness, which his ministers teemed weakness, they assembled,
and concerted a last effort to influence the mind of the monarch. If Aladin should once escape
from their plots, all their lives would be in danger. They demanded an audience of the Queen,
and were admitted. “Madam,” said one of them to her, “the King, allowing himself to be
deceived by the bewitching speeches of the audacious fellow, who hath offended you both,
delays his punishment without any reason. The people, attributing this to the influence of your
protection, indulge themselves in conjectures, most injurious to you. Aladin is clearly guilty,
say they, but he will not be punished; the Queen protects him.

The Queen, convinced by this, that her honour was stained by these too frequent
delays, complained of it herself to the King. And the Sovereign, drawn on by such powerful
felicitations, determined at length to put an end to his irresolution, by the punishment of the
criminal. He went to the divan, and in a tone of severity, ordered Aladin to be sent for.

Seeing the cold and reserved air of the Monarch, the Viziers congratulated themselves,
on the success of the step they had taken with the Queen. As soon as the prisoner appeared,
they loaded him at once with the most abusive invectives. “Wretch that thou art,” said they,
“the earth thirsts after thy blood. The worms are expecting thy body.” They thought to draw
on the opinion of the Sovereign, and to direct his passion to this point. Aladin, without
emotion, and disdaining to make them a direct reply, spoke as follows:

“One may, but without passion, bear testimony against the accused. If he is convicted;
justice condemns him. But the judge, in describing the crime, and pronouncing sentence,
never forgets the attention, that is due to the creature of God, on whom the punishment is
about to fall. Here I see nothing but fury and jealous rage. They are devoured by their thirst
for blood, and equity is not the basis of their judgments. All the injurious imputations, which
have been levelled against me, vanish. An invisible hand imprints on my forehead, the
serenity of innocence. An inward sentiment tells me, that having lived free from crimes, I shall
not be confounded with the guilty. Unhappy is the man, whose conscience gives a contrary
testimony. He endeavours, in vain, to shun the stroke that threatens him. The history of the
Sultan Hebraim, and of his son, is a proof of this.”

Bohetzad, struck with astonishment at the intrepid firmness of Aladin, and the united
rage of his ministers, and rendered undecided by the sight of the picture before him, wished
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still to hear the adventures of Hebraim; and the superintendent having obtained permission
to relate them, he thus began:
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