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Above— Men playing drums and the jirba

Top— Men playing drums and the jirba

Above —Bronze chess piece of the Caliph 
Harun al-Rashid, c. 780 CE to 850 CE

Right—Al-Khidr, the Green Man, a saint and 
popular mythical character from Islamic 
religious folklore

Alf Layla Wa-Layla
We know it in English as One Thousand 
and One Nights or Arabian Nights, but 
the Arabic title of this collection of stories 
is Alf Layla Wa-Layla. Although the exact 
origin is unknown, it is believed  that 
several cultures contributed to the Alf 
Layla Wa-Layla. These include stories 
from Persia, Baghdad, India, and Cairo.

The World of the Arabian Nights
Many of the stories within the Arabian 
Nights are set in the kingdom or 
caliphate of the Abbasid dynasty from 
750 CE to 1258 CE which had their capital 
at Baghdad. Not only did this dynasty 
strengthen the Iranian influence on the 
empire, but their reign is considered the 
classical age of Islam. Although Harun 
al-Rashid was a real caliph, the stories 
Scheherezade tells of him cannot be 
proven to be true.

Contemporary Influences
Modern day influences from the Arabian 
Nights can be seen in many current forms 
of entertainment like Disney’s Aladdin 
and NBC’s I Dream of Jeannie. It even 
can be seen in popular video games like 
Blizzard’s World of Warcraft. 

The Origins

Above—Illustration from a 1926 edition of 
Les Mille et Une Nuits

Below—Publicity photo of Larry Hagman and 
Barbara Eden from I Dream of Jeannie

Can you think of any others?
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Page from an illuminated copy of the Qur’an

The Qur’an
The Qur’an is believed by 
Muslims to be Allah’s final 
revelation to humanity. It 
complements the sacred 
writings of the Jews and 
Christians and is considered 
more correct since 
Allah speaks directly to 
Muhammad. The Qur’an was 
originally an oral tradition 
and had to be memorized 
and recited. Later the 
written version was called 
a mushaf, which translates 
into “a collection of pages.” 
The Qur’an consists of 114 
chapters, called suras. The 
opening chapter, the Sura 
al-Fatiha, is recited during 
each of the five daily prayers 
(known as salah).

ةحتافلا ةروس
 ِنَـمْحَّرلا ِهّللا ِمْسِب  1:1

ميِحَّرلا

 ِّبَر ِهّلل ُدْمَحْلا 1:2
نيِمَلاَعْلا

ميِحَّرلا ِنـمحَّرلا 1:3

نيِّدلا ِمْوَي ِكِلاـَم  1:4

  َكاَّيِإو ُدُبْعَن كاَّيِإ  1:5
نيِعَتْسَن 

 َطاَرِّصلا اــــَنِدها 1:6
َميِقَتسُملا

 َتمَعنَأ َنيِذَّلا َطاَرِص  1:7
 ِبوُضغَملا ِريَغ ْمِهيَلَع

نيِّلاَّضلا َالَو ْمِهيَلَع

The Opening
1:1 In the name of Allah, the   
 Most Beneficent, the   
 Most  Merciful.
1:2 All praise is due to Allah,   
 Lord of the worlds.
1:3 The Most Beneficent, the   
 Most Merciful.
1:4 The Lord of the Day of   
 Judgement.
1:5 Thee alone do we worship   
 and Thee alone we seek   
 for help.
1:6 Guide us to the Right Path.
1:7 The path of those upon 
 whom Thou has bestowed 
 favors, Not of those who   
 Thou has cursed once nor of 
 those who have gone astray.

Sura-al Fatiha
1:1 Bismillāhi r-raḥmāni  
 r-raḥīm

1:2 Al ḥamdu lillāhi rabbi  
 l-’ālamīn

1:3 Ar raḥmāni r-raḥīm

1:4 Māliki yawmi d-dīn

1:5 Iyyāka na’budu wa  
 iyyāka nasta’īn

1:6 Ihdinā ṣ-ṣirāṭ al- 
 mustaqīm

1:7 Ṣirāṭ al-laḏīna   
 an’amta ‘alayhim  
 ġayril maġḍūbi  
 ‘alayhim walāḍ ḍāllīn

Islam

Geographical Origins
During the time of 
Muhammad, the people 
dwelt in the Arabian 
Peninsula that was situated 
between the Red Sea 
and the Persian Gulf. The 
inhabitants built thriving 
cities in areas of fertility 
such as Yemen and the 
seacoasts. 

The Prophet Muhammad
The Prophet Muhammad was born into the Quraysh tribe 
around the year 570 CE. At an early age he was orphaned and 
raised by his grandfather and later, his uncle. As a young 
man, Muhammad worked as a merchant for a wealthy widow 
named Khadija. In fact, Khadija was so impressed with 
Muhammad’s industry that the two later married despite a 
considerable gap in age. Muhammad’s prophetic mission 
began in 610 CE when he received his first visitation from the  
archangel Gabriel.

The Five Pillars of Islam
The actual meaning of Islam 
is “submission” and derives 
from the Arabic word for 
“peace.” Subsequently, 
one who submits to God is 
known as a “Muslim.” The 
religion of Islam rests on five 
fundamental requirements 
that are called the Five Pillars 
of Islam:

•	 The profession of faith

•	  Prayer or salah

•	 Almsgiving or paying a tax   
 called a zakat

•	 Fasting or swam, which 
 includes the month long   
 fast of Ramadan

•	 A pilgrimage to Mecca or   
 hajj.

Map of the Arabian 
Peninsula (570 CE)

The name Muhammad in Arabic calligraphy
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What can you share with us about your view of Scheherezade’s 
situation and her relationship with Shahryar? 

Scheherezade knows the power of these stories. By populating the 
darkened, isolated chamber of Shahryar with imaginary characters, 
she coaxes the murderous king back into the real world. Narrative 
alters the course of reality and “the daughters of the Musselmen” 
are saved. 

What do these stories tell us about ourselves and our world today? 

Although even the happy stories in The Arabian Nights often end with an evocation of the 
finality of death, the overall impression is the enduring, transformative power of narrative.

What first drew you to this particular collection of stories? 

The first production of Arabian Nights was made by myself and the Lookingglass Theatre 
Company of Chicago in 1992 in the shadow of the first Gulf War. The project was inspired in 
particular by two things I saw on television: one was a military official boasting that we would 
bomb Iraq “back to the stone age;” the other was a report on the nightly news concerning 
infant mortality in the Middle East. The gist of this report was that women over there had a 
whole lot of children and expected to lose a few along the way—the implication being that an 
Iraqi mother would somehow experience the death of her child less acutely than, say, oneself.

Are you saying that you believe certain feelings are universal, or perhaps that we share an 
essential common humanity? 

It is a precondition of war that we view other people as fundamentally different from ourselves; 
it is a precondition of literature that we view other people as fundamentally the same. All my 
life, I’ve found myself in the ancient stories of faraway places and I’ve always drawn comfort 
from the feeling “it was ever thus” with all of us: that we will experience violent change and 
loss; that we will look for love and betray it; that we will make errors, both serious and trivial 
that make us feel embarrassed or ashamed all our lives; that certain things will always be 
funny and others always sad. Although this seems utterly self-evident, wartime works towards 
the erosion of empathy, explicitly delimiting the idea that all men are brothers. 

Mary Zimmerman Interview

Gold dinar of the Abbasid Dynasty
minted during the reign of the 
Harun al-Rashid, from c. 786 CE 
to 809 CE 

Riq
The riq is a type of 
tambourine that is 
important in both folk and 
classical music throughout 
the Arabic-speaking 
world. It has a wooden 
frame, jingles, and a thin, 
translucent head made of 
fish or goat skin. 

Music

Oud
A pear-shaped stringed instrument commonly used in 
countries such as Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, this beloved 
instrument is described as being able to “[calm] and 
revive hearts.”

Mijwiz
Its name in Arabic means “dual,” or “married.” It 
requires a special playing technique known as “circular 
breathing,” which allows the player to produce a 
continuous tone without pausing for breath.

Duduk
The duduk is a double 
reed instrument with 
ancient origins, said to 
be from 1500 to 3000 
years old. The earliest 
instruments were thought 
to be made of bone. 

Santur
The name santur was first referenced in ancient Persian 
poetry. Despite its age and history, the meaning of the 
word santur has been lost.

Tonbak
The tonbak is considered 
the main percussion 
instrument of traditional 
Persian music. It is a 
single-headed goblet 
drum and Tonbak virtuosi 
can perform solos lasting 
ten minutes or more!

Listen for melodies you recognize 
in the show.
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Perhaps the most intriguing aspect of Mary Zimmerman’s Arabian Nights is its simultaneous 
appeal to both the foreign and the familiar. In our happily-ever-after culture there are few 
unacquainted with the regaling heroics of Disney’s Aladdin or the temperamental but friendly 
nature of blue genies; however, even within this “Disneyfied” world, there occasionally exists 
that barrier of the unfamiliar, the subtle apprehension of the exotic.

This sense of disquiet often permeates daily life. The media inundates us with affecting images 
and minute sound-bytes of crisis in Egypt, Syria, or Iraq, countries often tied together with the 
ambiguous qualifier “The Middle East.” Those xenophobic sentiments that resulted from the 
tragedy of 9/11 are still felt today in the more diminutive but broader ripples of political unrest.

While at times this barrage of contention and turmoil may seem overly frightening, it is useful 
to remember the words of the politician John Hume: “The answer to difference is to respect it. 
Therein lies a most fundamental principle of peace: respect for diversity.” As we gain a greater 
understanding of others—their hopes, dreams, beliefs, as well as their differences—we begin 
to create a more complete tapestry. In embracing this “respect for diversity,” Arabian Nights 
truly weaves this more complete tapestry that transcends the unfamiliar and brings the exotic 
to life.

Works Cited
Al Hoad, Abdul Latif. Islam. 1st. New York: Bookwright Press, 1987. Print. 

Al-Khidr, The Green Man. Digital image. Al-Khidr, The Green Man. http://khidr.org/

Arabian Nights Fourteenth Century Egyptian Manuscript. Digital image. Les Mille Et Une Nuits.  
http://expositions.bnf.fr/livrarab/gros_plan/mille/mille_4.htm.

Barnes, Trevor. World Faiths, Islam: Worship, Festivals, and Ceremonies from Around the World.  
1st. Boston: Kingfisher/Houghton Mifflin Co., 2005. Print. 

Bronze Chess Piece of the Caliph Harun al-Rashid c. 780 CE to 850 CE Digital image. Barakat: Mirror of All Ages & 
Cultures. Barakat Gallery. http://miniaturesinancientart.com/BronzeChessPieceCaliphHarunalRashidAM0098.html.

Clot, Andre. Harun al-Rashid and the World of the Thousand and One Nights.  
1st. London: New Amsterdam Book, 1989. Print. 

“Five Questions for Mary Zimmerman on The Arabian Nights.” The Arabian Nights Study Guide: Berkeley Rep. 
Interview. Berkeley Rep School of Theater, 2011. Print. 

Gold Dinar of the Abbasid Dynasty. Digital image. Islamic and Turkoman Coins. Edgar L. Owen Gallery.  
http://edgarlowen.com/islamic-coins.shtml.

Marzolph, Ulrich, Richard Van. Leeuwen, and Hassan Wassouf. The Arabian Nights Encyclopedia.  
Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 2004. Print. 

Meisami, Julie Scott, and Paul Starkey. The Routledge Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature.  
London: Routledge, 2010. Print. 

NBC Television. Publicity photo of Larry Hagman and Barbara Eden from I Dream of Jeannie. 1965. Photograph.  
www.wikipedia.org, New York. Web. 7 May 2012.  
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:I_dream_of_jeannie_hagman_eden.JPG.

Olsen, Poul Rovsing. Book Music in Bahrain: Traditional Music of the Arabian Gulf.  
1st. Moesgaard: Aarhus University Press, 2002. Print. 

Prothero, Stephen R. “Islam: The Way of Submission.” God Is Not One: The Eight Rival Religions That Run the World—
and Why Their Differences Matter. New York: Harper One, 2010. Print. 

Turner, Colin. The Basics: Islam. 3rd. New York: Routledge, 2008. Print. 

Wilkinson, Philip. Islam. 1st. New York: Dorling Kinderesly, 2002. Print.

Dramaturgs’ Note


