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he letter from Egypt’s most esteemed reli-

gious scholars—old gray men in turbans

who act as the country’s moral compass—

was provocatively addressed: “To the Boys of

the Brothels,” it began. Never mind that there is

no such thing as a brothel in modern-day Egypt.

Their message, issued earlier this year, was

clear: A pernicious piece of erotic literature had infiltrated
Egypt’s borders, its contents so vile, so lecherous and ob-
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scene, that it threatened to “destroy our youth and spread
vice” throughout the country. The book’s publication was
“offensive to public decency.” It had to be banned before
it caused “ruin and catastrophe.” Its publishers should be
thrown in prison for disseminating pornography.

What trashy piece of “literotica” were these Muslim cler-
ics talking about? Was it the newest Harlequin romance
or (heaven forbid!) the latest issue of pLayBOY? No, what
they were trying to ban is a thousand-year-old epic that



is widely viewed as the cornerstone of Middle
Eastern literature—the most celebrated piece
of writing the Muslim world has ever produced:
One Thousand and One Nights.

This was not the first time a Muslim coun-
try tried to ban the book (it is already banned in
Iran), a fact that may strike some Western readers as
a bit odd. After all, most Americans think of One Thou-
sand and One Nights as a children’s book featuring a cast of
delightful Disney-like characters such
as Ali Baba, Sinbad and Aladdin and
his magic lamp (characters that, ironi-
cally, were not part of the original col-
lection of stories).

But the truth is that those antique
turbaned men in Egypt were right
about one thing: One Thousand and One
Nights is a raunchy, bawdy burlesque
brimming with penis jokes, horny ha-
rem girls, threesomes, foursomes and
even a bit of bestiality thrown in for
good measure. It is by no means the
only famous example of “Muslim erot-
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despite her father’s objections, offers herself to
the king as his next virgin sacrifice.

On their wedding night, before the king has a
chance to deflower her, Scheherazade decides to
tell him a story. Yet rather than finish the story, she
tells the king that he must wait until morning to find
out what happens. The next night she finishes the previ-
ous night’s story only to immediately start a new one, which
she again promises to conclude the following night. And
so it goes: a new, unfinished story night
after night—for 1,001 nights—until the
king is so transfixed by Scheherazade’s
cleverness, her loyalty and love that he
forswears violence against women for-

ever and makes her his queen.

As seductive as the story of Shahryar
and Scheherazade may be it is not what
makes One Thousand and One Nights
such a delicious piece of erotic litera-
ture. Rather it is the individual tales
that Scheherazade tells the king, stories
such as “Ali With the Large Member,”
a hilarious satire about penis size, or

ica”; on the contrary, the Middle East RAUNCH Y, BAWDY “The Caliph Harun Al-Rashid and the

has a long tradition of erotic literature,
from the classic 15th century work The
Perfumed Garden to Salwa al-Neimi’s
2009 novel The Proof of the Honey, which
chronicles the sexual awakening of a
young Arab woman. But it is by far the most infamous.

One Thousand and One Nights revolves around the story

of a tyrannical Persian king named Shahryar who,

upon discovering his wife’s infidelity, flies into an
unquenchable murderous rage. Convinced that

all women are harlots who cannot be trusted,

the king instructs his vizier to gather all the

virgins in his kingdom and bring them to him

one by one—night after night—so he can marry

them, have sex with them and then murder them

in their wedding beds the following morning. The

king’s bloodletting goes on for many months until pret-

ty much the only virgin left in the kingdom is the vizier’s
own daughter, the stunningly beautiful Scheherazade, who,

BURLESQUE.

Three Slave Girls,” in which the three
women fight with one another over
control of the caliph’s penis. These
derive from a collection of popular
Arabic, Persian and Indian folktales
that an anonymous hand inserted into the master tale of
Shahryar and Scheherazade some time around the 10th
century A.p. Over the next few centuries, as the book was
furtively passed around the Muslim world, gaining
both fame and infamy for its vulgarity, more sto-
ries were gradually added to the original collec-
tion. The earliest complete manuscript we have

can be traced back to about the 15th century.

Westerners first became aware of One Thou-

sand and One Nights through a French transla-

tion by the archaeologist and noted orientalist
Antoine Galland in 1704. Galland’s chaste translation

of the book (he left out most of the juicy parts) was an
instant sensation and a huge best-seller in France. But it
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wasn’t until the book was rediscovered
and translated into English almost 200
years later by the famed Victorian ex-
plorer Sir Richard Francis Burton that
the image of the Middle East as an exotic
and erotic place filled with forbidden de-
lights was permanently fixed in the minds
of Westerners.

Born in England in 1821, Burton was
anything but a man of his time. A sexual
deviant and an unapologetic libertine who
proudly boasted of having violated every
one of the Ten Commandments, Burton
was a proponent of women’s rights, espe-
cially their sexual rights, and spoke so
matter-of-factly about homosexuality that
his fellow Englishmen—who called him
“that devil Burton”—apparently assumed
that he was himself gay (he wasn’t).

Everything about Burton shocked the
Victorians. He was an outspoken advocate
of polygamy and an enthusiastic patron of
prostitutes, though he never left his long-
suffering and utterly devoted wife, Isabel.
Although he received acclaim as an avid
explorer with significant discoveries to
his credit (he was the first European to
discover Lake Tanganyika in Africa, the
world’s second-largest freshwater lake),
he was perhaps better known by his col-
leagues for a logbook he kept of penis sizes
he had measured in every region of the
world he visited.

Yet it was Burton’s obsession with Islam
and the Middle East that made him noto-
rious throughout Europe. Muslim culture
offered Burton everything that Victorian
England seemed to lack: sexual promiscu-
ity, easily procurable drugs (Burton was an
opium addict and alcoholic) and a steady
supply of cheap prostitutes (he contracted
syphilis from a whore in Cairo). Burton was
not the only European obsessed with an
overly eroticized image of the region. The
French novelist Gustave Flaubert was also
an avowed Islamophile who wrote vividly
about his sexual encounters in the Middle
East. In one memorable passage recount-
ing his tryst with an Egyptian dancer, he
wrote that her vagina “felt like rolls of vel-
vet” and that his night with her was “one
long, infinitely intense reverie.”

Europeans were especially infatuated
with the concept of the harem in Muslim
culture. It did not matter that most of the
salacious stories they’d hear about harem
life, particularly those written by the British
diplomat Paul Rycaut, were often absurdly
exaggerated (weeklong orgies? sex with
fish?). Tales about the sexual revelry that
took place in these cloistered gardens and
the highly sexualized paintings that often
accompanied them—women sprawled
naked on divans, feeding grapes to satiated
men—launched a wave of sexual tourism
to the Middle East.

That wave continued straight into the
20th century, with writers like the Amer-
ican expatriate Paul Bowles, who spent
more than 50 years in Morocco, and the
brilliant author William S. Burroughs,
whose fiction was heavily influenced by
his heroin-fueled forays in Tangier with

a never-ending supply of supple young
boys, picking up where their European
counterparts left off. Yet none of these
Western aficionados of the Middle East
were so utterly fascinated or thoroughly
committed to the notion of “the sexualized
Muslim” as Sir Richard Burton.

Burton was no tourist. He wanted to be
Muslim. He was one of the first Eng-
lishmen to make the annual Muslim
pilgrimage, or hajj, to Mecca, disguis-
ing himself as a Muslim traveler and so
totally immersing himself in the proper
Islamic rituals and behavior that he even
had himself circumcised in order to avoid
any possibility of detection (draw your own
conclusions on that one). Burton’s account
of his journey to Mecca made him the most
famous man in England. But it seems also
to have genuinely affected him on a per-
sonal and spiritual level. Afterward, he
referred to himself as a Sufi and began
prancing around in a green turban—the
sign that he had performed the hajj.
Frustrated by the false sexual modesty
of his own society, Burton saw in Mus-
lim culture an avenue for promoting the

It 1s mo exaggeration
to say that Burton viewed
the erotic literature he
found in the Muslim world
as a kind of sex manual
for Westerners.

sexual and legal liberation of English
women. “The legal status of womankind
in Al-Islam is exceptionally high,” Bur-
ton wrote, “a fact of which Europe has
often been assured, although the truth
has not even yet penetrated into the pop-
ular brain.” Considering the image that
most Westerners have of Muslim women
as oppressed and marginalized by their
societies, this may seem a remarkable com-
ment. But remember that in Victorian
England women could neither vote nor
hold office. Until 1870 married women
could not own or handle their own prop-
erty. Unlike Muslim women at the time,
British women could not divorce their hus-
bands, not even in cases of adultery unless
the adultery was compounded with cru-
elty or bigamy.

Burton hoped to use the scintillating
literature he came across in his journeys
through the Middle East to expose Vic-
torian England to the sexual freedom he
found among Muslims and to educate Brit-
ish men about their sexual responsibilities
to the opposite sex. He was particularly
enamored with a 15th century manuscript
by a Tunisian scholar named Muhammad
al-Nafzawi titled The Perfumed Garden, which

offered a slew of advice about sexual tech-
nique through individual stories inspired
by those in One Thousand and One Nights.

The Perfumed Garden openly described
such things as bestiality and pederasty (sex-
ual relations between an older man and an
adolescent boy), taboos that would have been
absolutely scandalous in Victorian England.
Burton devoured the book, discovering in
its description of sexual relations “a kind of
animated conflict” whose arena “resembles
the head of a lion. It is called vulva. Oh!
How many men’s deaths lie at her door?
Amongst them how many heroes!”

Burton completed an English transla-
tion of The Perfumed Garden in about 1886
that included graphic illustrations of cli-
torectomies and circumcisions. But the
book proved too much for his Victorian
readers, and his wife dutifully burned the
manuscript after his death.

Burton had more luck with his transla-
tion of One Thousand and One Nights. He
was aware of Galland’s French transla-
tion but was annoyed that Galland had
removed all the sexual stories that Bur-
ton, who was fluent in Arabic, knew were
such an integral part of the book. So he
set out to create what he considered to be
a more authentic (read, more erotic) ver-
sion for an English audience.

At first, Burton marketed his transla-
tion as “a book for men and students of
Muslim society,” but it is no exaggeration
to say that Burton viewed the erotic lit-
erature he found in the Muslim world
as a kind of sex manual for Westerners
and in particular as a guide to pleasur-
ing women. “Moslems,” Burton wrote,
“study the art and mystery of satisfying
the physical woman...a branch of the
knowledge tree which our modern edu-
cation grossly neglects, thereby entailing
untold miseries upon individuals, families
and generations.” He liked to say that “the
English have the finest women in Europe
and least know how to use them.” It was
as though by portraying the sexual hab-
its of Middle Easterners he was trying to
provoke the passions of his countrymen
while providing them with an alternative
view of male-female relations that, in his
mind, was far more progressive than that
offered by Victorian society.

As he no doubt expected, the release
of his translation of One Thousand and One
Nights caused a scandal in England. Crit-
ics said the book was an “injury to public
morals.” The Edinburgh Review called Bur-
ton’s translation an “appalling collection of
degrading customs and statistics of vice.”
Another newspaper said it was a “morally
filthy book.” The Pall Mall Gazette’s head-
line read PANTAGRUELISM OR PORNOGRAPHY?

Regardless, the book was a huge success.
The original subscribers quickly bought the
first thousand copies, making Burton an
easy £10,000 (a princely sum at the time).
Demand was so intense that he published
a supplemental copy of One Thousand and
One Nights, which also quickly sold out.
The popularity throughout England of the

(concluded on page 153)
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(continued from page 122)
book—and, indeed, of the man who trans-
lated it—could no longer be ignored. In
1886, “that devil Burton” was even knighted
by Queen Victoria herself.

How things have changed since then. Today,
not even the most passionate enthusiast of
the Middle East would consider the region
to be the font of sexual wisdom and eroti-
cism that Westerners like Burton, Flaubert
or even Burroughs once did. It is the West
that is viewed as a place of sexual laxity,
while the perception of the Middle East is
of a place of austerity and forced chastity.

Of course, the region still produces some
of the most vibrant literature in the world,
boasting two recent Nobel Prize winners, the
Egyptian Naguib Mahfouz and the Turk-
ish novelist Orhan Pamuk. Both men, like
many of their contemporaries, have written
frequently and openly about sexual rela-
tions between men and women, and both,
also like many of their contemporaries, have
been criticized and condemned by their reli-
gious and political authorities (Mahfouz
barely escaped an assassination attempt
and Pamuk has had his books burned by
zealots in Turkey).

Meanwhile, a new generation of
writers—such as the Iraqi poet Saadi
Youssef and the Lebanese-born Joumana
Haddad, whose Arab cultural magazine
Jasad, or “Body,” has caused a sensation

throughout the region for its highly sex-
ualized content—are reviving the Middle
East’s erotic literary tradition. Add to this
a host of contemporary novels such as
Abduh Wazin’s Garden of the Senses, Leila
Marouane’s The Sexual Life of an Islamist in
Paris and Rajaa Alsanea’s Girls of Riyadh,
which has been called a Saudi Arabian Sex
and the City, and it is clear that erotica is still
very much alive and well in the region.

Still, one cannot ignore the irony that
125 years after Burton used One Thousand
and One Nights as a tool of sexual liber-
ation in England, the British read and
study the book in public schools, while in
the Middle East religious leaders persist in
their attempts to have it banned. At least
in the case of Egypt, that attempt seems
doomed to fail.

After the Egyptian clerics tried to pros-
ecute the publisher of a new Arabic version
of One Thousand and One Nights under a
draconian obscenity law, the Arab Net-
work for Human Rights Information and
the Egyptian Writers’ Union leapt to the
book’s defense. Thanks to their efforts, the
Egyptian public prosecutor threw out the
legal case against the book and Egyptians
were able to continue reading a text that
so indelibly defined their culture for hun-
dreds of years.

As for the new version of One Thousand
and One Nights that the Egyptian clerics were
so scandalized by—it sold out within weeks

of its release.

“Move over, you two. We’d like to ring in the New Year too!”
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