 DOCUMENT

The Thousand and One
Nights as a Mirror of Elite
‘Society in the Abbasid Era

The luxurious lifestyle of the Abbasid rulers and their
_ courtiers reflected the new wealih of the political and com-
mercial elites of the Islamic Empire. At the same time, it
intensified sectarian and social divisions in the Islamic com-
munity. As the compilation of folktales from many parts of
the empire titied The Thousand and One Nights testifies, life
for much of the elite in Baghdad and other major urban cen-
ters was luxurious and oriented to the delights of the flesh.
Caliphs and wealthy merchants lived in palatial residences of
stone and marble, complete with gurgling fountains and
elaborate gardens, which served as retreats from the glare
and heat of the southern Mediterranean climate. In the
Abbasid palaces, luxurious Jiving and ostentation soared to
fantastic heights. In the Hall of the Tree, for example, there
was a huge artificial tree, made entirely of gold and silver and
filled with gold mechanical Dbirds that chirped to keep the
caliph in good cheer.

Because the tales were just that—tall tales—there i3 some
exaggeration of the wealth, romantic exploits, and sexual
excesses of the world depicted. But for some members of the
elite classes, the luxuries, frivolities, and vices of the Abbasid
age were very real. The following passages are taken from an
English translation of The Thousand and One Nights. Each is
selected to reveal a different facet of high society in the
Abbasid era. The first, which describes the sumpiuous interi-

or of a mansion in Baghdad, indicates that conspicucus mate-

rial consumption existed far beyond the palace.

They reached a spacious ground-floor hall, built with
admirable skill and beautified with all manner of colors and
carvings, with upper balconies and groined [sharply
curved] arches and galieries and cupboards and recesses
whose curtains hung before them. In the midst stood a
great basin full of watet surrounding a fine fountain, and at
the upper énd.on the vaised dais was a couch of juniper
wood set with gems and pearls, with a canopy-like mas-
quito curtain of red satin-silk ‘ooped up with pearls as big
as filberts [hazelnuts] and bigger. .

In another tale, a fallen prince details the proper
upbringing and education for a person of substance:

the nightmare conditions of the great salt mines in
southern Iraq. Most of these drudge laborers were
non-Muslims captured on slaving raids in east Africa.
In the couniryside, a wealthy and deeply
entrenched landed elite called the ayan emerged in
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| am a king, son of & king, and was brought up like a
prince. | learned intaning the Koran [Qur'an} according [te]
the seven schools and | read all manner {of] books, and
held disputations on thefr contents with ihe doctors and
man of science. Moreover, | studied star lore and the fair
sayings of poets, and | exercised myself in ail branches of
learning until | surpassed the peopte of my time. My skill in
calligraphy Twriting, in this case Arabic and perhaps Per-
sian] exceeded that of all of the scribes, and my fame was
bruited abroad over all climes and cities, and all the kings.
learnad to know my name. :

In the following pﬁssage, a stylishly dressed woman from
the elite classes is described in great detail: :

Thete stood before him an honorable woman in a mantilla
[veil] of Mosul sifk broldered with gold and bordered with
brocade [a rich cloth with a raised design, often of gold or
silver]. Her walking shoes were also [broidered] with gold,
and her hair floated in long plaits. She raised her face vell

. showing two black eyes fringed with jetty lashes,
whose glances were soft and languiishing and whose per-
fact beauty was ever blandishing. :

The woman leads a porter to a marketplace, which again
reflects the opulence accessible to the rich and powerful of
Abbasid society: C

She stopped at the fruiter's shop and bought from him
Shami apples and Osmani guinces and Cmani peaches,
and cucumbers of Nile growth, and Egyptian limes and
Sultani oranges and citrons, besides Aleppine jasmine,
scented myrtie berties, Damascene nenuphars [water
lilies], flower of privit and camonmile, blood-red anemones,
violets, and pomegranate bloom, aglantine [wild rose], and -
narcissus, and set the whole in the porier’s crate.

Duestions What objects are key symbols of wealth in
Abbasid society? In what ways do these descriptions convey
the, cosmopolitan nature of Baghdad elite lifer What attain-
meénts are highly valued for upper-class men? What do they
tell us about occupations and talents that brought high status
in Abbasid society, and how do they compare with career aspi-
rations in our own? In comparison, what attributes of women
are stressed in these passages? How do they compare with the
preoccupations of the “etsetters” of the late 20th century?

the early decades of Abbasid rule. Many of these land-
lords had been long established. Others were nEwconl-
ers: Arab soldiers who invested their share of the booty
in land, or merchants and administrators who fun-
neled their profits and kickbacks into sizeable estates,
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