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Abstract 

This article compares five translations of “The Tale of the Fisherman and the Jinnie,” which is a key tale in 
The One Thousand and One Nights. The researcher’s argument is based on Jorge Borges’ approach to translation, 
which advocates free and creative handling of, as opposed to utter faithfulness to, the SLT. The paper investigates the 
stylistic, thematic, and linguistic implications of the different ways in which the translators manipulate the SLT. It 
concludes that, while every translation has its own merits, the most faithful translation is not necessarily the best. 
What matters most to the audience of the TLT in translation is the beauty of the end product resulting from the 
enriching creativity of the translator.  
Key words: The Fisherman and the Jinnie; The One Thousand and One Nights; Translation; Borges; SLT; TLT. 

 

I: THE TALE 

The tale of “The Fisherman and the Jinnie” is a key tale in The One Thousand and One Nights.  In 

this tale, a fisherman finds a sealed bottle in the sea while fishing and breaks its seal to find a Jinnie, who 

has been inside the bottle for hundreds of years.  The Jinnie says that, in his fury over having been 

imprisoned for so long with nobody coming to release him, he had made an irrevocable pledge to kill 

whoever releases him at this point. So,  he threatens to kill the fisherman. Failure to persuade the Jinnie to 

spare him drives the fisherman to resort to guile in an attempt to save his life. Luckily enough for him, he 

succeeds in outwitting the Jinnie by pretending that he cannot believe that the Jinnie with his gigantic 

body could have been locked in so small a bottle as the one he found in the sea. As the Jinnie returns to 

the bottle to prove his ability to transform into any shape or size he chooses, the fisherman quickly seals 

the bottle up and entraps him inside it again. It is the Jinnie’s turn now to beg for release. In a number of 

stories within the story told in turn by the fisherman and the Jinnie, the two exchange opinions on whether 

it is wise to do well to strangers since they might turn out to be treacherous. Ultimately, a deal is struck 

wherby the fisherman releases the Jinnie after the latter swears by God that, if released, he would not only 

abstain from harming the fisherman but would reward him generously. The tale ends happily for both 

parties, as the Jinnie gains freedom and the fisherman at length gets rewarded as promised.  

Interestingly enough, we have as many translations of this tale as we have of the Nights, which is 

one rationale for selecting its translations to be studied in this paper. Although the different translations 

available generally share the same plot, they seem to manipulate the source language text (SLT) for 

different purposes. They shift the focus from certain details of the narrative content and characters thus 

affecting the thematic and stylistic impact of the target language text (TLT) on its audience.  
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This article compares five different translations of the tale of “The Fisherman and the Jinnie” by 

different translators in an attempt to discern the stylistic, thematic, and linguistic variations between them. 

The five translations to be compared are: Antoine Galland’s es Mille et Une Nuits(in its Grub Street 

rendition);Edward Lane’s The Arabian Nights` Complete Lane Translation;  Richard Burton’s The 

Arabian Nights: Tales from a Thousand and One Nights; and Mardrus’ The Book of the Thousand and 

One Nights (translated from French by Powes Mathers); and Husein Haddawy’s The Thousand and One 

Nights. Textual evidence from the translations under discussion will be used to show how they afford us 

different readings of the tale. The comparison will be guided by Jorge Borges’ analysis of the different 

approaches of the translators of The Nights in his article, “The Translators of The Thousand and One 

Nights” (2000).  

Borges (2000) advocates the view that translation should serve the purpose of achieving an 

exchange between the SLT and the target culture. He opposes the traditional view that the SLT be treated 

as if it were a sacred text. In other words, he cares little for faithfulness to the SLT as a criterion for 

evaluating translations. He finds it odd that the liberty of adding details to a scene is denied to translators 

while being tolerated in illustrators (45). He believes diversions from the SLT could make the translation 

richer, more readable, and more enjoyable. Commenting on Mardrus’ French translation of The Nights, 

Borges wonders approvingly if its “smiling diversions are what infuse the work with such a happy air, the 

air of  a far-fetched personal yarn rather than a laborious hefty of dictionaries”(45). Comparing  Mardrus’ 

translation of the Nights to some other, “more faithful” translations, Borges asserts, “ It is his [Mardrus’] 

infidelity, his happy and creative infidelity, that must matter to us” (45).   

 

II:THE TRANSLATORS 

Before examining the five translations, we will have a look at their “authors” from a historical 

perspective. According to Borges, Galland was “the founder,” who “established the canon” and provided 

us with the first European version of the Nights(34). Galland’s translation of the Thousand and One 

Nights appeared between 1704-1717 and was “the most poorly written” translation, “the least faithful, and 

the weakest, but it was the most widely read” (Borges 35). Madeleine Dobie considers Galland “the 

harbinger of a major eighteenth-century genre, the Oriental tale, and as a key figure in the development of 

Europe’s fascination with Oriental cultures” (25). Although Galland’s translation is not considered 

faithful to the original text, it is celebrated as the most read translation. It is Galland who initiated and 

nourished  the European interest in the Nights and rewrote it according to the spirit of his time as he 

“domesticated his Arabs so they would not be irreparably out of place in Paris” (Borges 36). 

The second translation of the Nights after Galland’s appeared in1840 by Edward Lane. Borges 

describes Lane as a “virtuoso of subterfuge,” who not  only  “corrects” what he finds in bad taste, but also 

gives himself the liberty to omit some tales entirely because he sees that correcting them results in their 

destruction (Borges 36). Besides, Lane makes his Nights a manual of the costumes and traditions of the 

people of Egypt. Lane is doing the opposite of what Galland did; instead of fantasying the tales and 

focusing on the exotic marvelous Orient as Galland does, he approachs and presents The Nights as an 
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Encyclopedia of evasion, supported with a version of supplementary notes on the East (Borges 36). 

Dwight F. Reynolds argues: 

Lane couched his edition in an archaic, almost biblical, prose style in which he adhered 

closely to Arabic word order and syntax even when this produced bizarre effects in 

English… he gave all aspects of the Nights an essentially Egyptian interpretation.. Lane’s 

redaction is so distant from the Arabic text in structure and in style, that almost no aspect of 

the Nights can be usefully studied from his work (286). 

Following Lane’s translation there came Captain Burton’s in 1885, based on John Payne’s edition 

of The Nights. Reynolds observes that Burton “ eroticized and exoticized the text whenever possible” 

(288), and added literal translation of the poetry to give his translation a nineteenth century taste different 

from that of Galland and Lane, who summarized the verses in prose instead of translating them. Burton is 

criticized for a “lack of ear in his verses and for inconsistency in the language ranging from literal to 

colloquial” (Levine 19). Like Lane, Burton wrote his own supplementary explanatory notes, but, unlike 

Lane’s notes, which excluded the erotic part, Burton’s seem to offer the West a detailed sexual manual of 

the East, using “barbaric and archaic words” in an effort “to bring out  the barbaric color of The Nights” 

(Borges 36). 

Then comes Mardrus, in 1899, who  “adds Art Nouveau passages, fine obscenities, brief comical 

interludes, circumstantial details, symmetries, vast quantities of visual Orientalism… Mardrus does not 

translate the book’s words but its scenes” (Borges 45). For Borges, Mardrus’ translation is the “most 

readable of them all” and “it is his infidelity, his happy and creative infidelity, that must matter to us” 

(Borges 45). Like Burton, Mardrus translates some sections of the poetry literally. 

The last translation we discuss in this paper is Husein Haddawy’s. Haddawy based his translation 

on the original Syrian compiled manuscript of The Nights edited by Muhsin Mahdi in 1984 (Grotzfeld 

519). Sophia Grotzfeld notes that Haddawy agrees with Mahdi in regards to “the definite  form” or 

“original version”  of the Nights and follows it closely (520). He translates competently, Grotzfeld 

observes, especially in rendering “the verse passages most adequately,” in conveying to the English-

language reader  the full narrative variety of the Arabic text, and in transmitting  the true  impression  of 

the original (520). 

 

III: THE TRANLATIONS 

It should be in order for us now to approach the texts of the five translations under discussion from 

a comparative perspective. I will start with the renderings of the prologue to the tale in the five 

translations. Then, I will discuss the five different renderings of two selected incidents representative of 

the narrative content and the characterization in the tale. The last section whose renderings are to be 

compared is the tale’s epilogue. 
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III. i: The prologue  

The ST: 

balaghani anna sayyaadan kana rajul[sic] shaykh[sic] taa‘in fi al-sinn wa lahu zawjah wa thalaath banaat 

wahwa faqeer la yamlek qoota yawmeh. wa kaana min ‘aadatihi ’an yarmi shabakatahu ’arba‘ meraar, 

fakanat haadhihi ‘aadatuh. fakharaja yawm[sic] beshabakateh min al-’adaan[sic] fi al-qamar ilaa zhaaher 

al-madeenah wa ’ata ’ilaa shaati’ al-bahr . . . wa taraha shabakatahu wa sabara ‘alayha ’ilaa ’an estaqarrat 

wajadabaha[sic] . . . wa fatah al-shabakah fawajad feeha hemaaran mayyetan . . . hazena wa ta’assafa wa 

’anshada yaqool . . . thumma ’inna al-sayyad rafa‘a tarfahu ’ilaa al-samaa’ . . . waqaal[:] allahumma sakh-

kher li kama sakh-kharta al-bahra li moosa . . . . 

In Galland’s translation, the tale begins with Scheherazade addressing the king with the word “Sir” 

and then beginning to relate the story of the fisherman as follows:  

Sir, there was a very ancient fisherman, so poor, that he could scarce earn enough to 

maintain himself, his wife, and three children. He went everyday to fish betimes in a 

morning; and imposed it as a law upon himself not to cast his nets above four times a-day. 

He went one morning by moonlight, and coming to the sea-bank, undressed himself, and 

cast in his nets…there was nothing in his net but the carcase of an ass, he was mightily 

vexed. Scheherazade stopped here because she saw it was day (30-31). 

Then Dinarzade says: “Sister, I must confess, that the beginning of this story charms me, and I 

foresee that the result of it will be agreeable” (31), to which “the Sultaness” replies that the tale of the 

fisherman is the most surprising story and she will continue the story the next night if only the king lets 

her live. So, Shahrayar “being  curious to hear the success of such an extraordinary fishing, would not 

order Scheherazade to be put to death that day.” (31) 

 The focal point of the frame story of Scheherazade and Shahrayar, namely, that the king is under 

the spell of his bride’s narration, is brought up in this rendering of the prologue. Obviously, this 

highlights the power of narration as the sole means of saving Scheherazade’s life. Equally significant is 

the translator’s referring to Scheherazade as the “Sultaness.” As long as she succeeds in arousing enough 

curiosity in the king, Scheherazade will maintain her status as “the Sultaness” who has royal power. This 

prologue puts Scheherazade in a position equal to that of the king; he is the Sultan, and she is the 

Sultaness and, as he is the one controlling her destiny, she is the one controlling him through suspense.  

Scheherazade’s eagerness to save her life and the king’s eagerness to hear the end of the story 

bring these two characters together and keep them together. Each of them has something of interest to the 

other and each depends on the other. In other words, the king and Scheherazade cannot live without one 

another. This prologue highlights the tale’s great value and the risky mission of its narrator right from the 

beginning. The story is invaluable just like the life of its narrator, Scheherazade, and the latter’s mission 

is risky just like the temper of the tale’s judge. Also, this is the only translation in which Scheherazade 

addresses the king with “Sir.” It seems that Galland wants his readers to see Scheherazade as a French 

polite lady. 
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In Mardrus’ translation, the tale begins with: 

It is related, O auspicious King, that there was once a fisherman,  

very old and poor, who was married and had three children. He used 

to cast his net four times a day, never more often. Now once, when  

he had gone to the shore at noon, he set down his basket and, casting  

his net, waited for it to sink to the bottom. When it had done so 

he twitched the cords and found it so heavy that he could not pull 

it in… then he undressed and, diving into the sea, labored till he  

had hauled the net ashore. Dressing himself again in high good  

humor he examined the net and found that it contained a dead ass . 

Then the fisherman exclaimed: “Be it as Allah wills! … it is a strange gift  

that Allah has seen good to send me.” And he recited this verse:  

                     Blind diver in the dark 

                     Of night and loss, 

                     Luck delights not in energy; 

                     Cease, and be still. 

Unlike Galland, Mardrus focuses on the fisherman’s reaction after he finds an ass instead of a fish 

in his net. In Galland’s version, the story continues with the fisherman’s second try without any 

mentioning of the fisherman’s disappointment, which only appears after the second time the fisherman 

casts his net. Moreover, Mardrus retains a part of the poetry in his translation whereas Galland omits the 

poetry altogether. Also, unlike Galland, Mardrus drops off Scheherazade’s request that her life be spared 

by the king to be able to continue narrating the story.  

Mardrus’ translation agrees with Galland’s in the  part of the narrative where the poor fisherman 

casts his net only four times a day and finds an ass, then mud, then bones and dirt, until he reaches the 

fourth time and prays to god to make this last fourth time a success. However, Mardrus omits the 

fisherman’s prayer to God to help him as He helped Moses.  Mardrus also differs from the other 

translators in the way he marks the divisions of the nights in the tale. He marks such divisions with 

phrases like, “And when the [so and so] night had come,” followed by, “She said,” or “Sceherazade said,” 

which is in turn followed by, “It is related, O auspicious king that . . . .” these three parts are repeated at 

the beginning of every night, with the variation of the number of nights. 

Lane translates some of the poetry excluding the verses recited after the third time the fisherman 

casts his net. However, he does not mention anything related to “Moses” in the fisherman’s prayers. Nor 

does he mention anything in the prologue about the relation between narrating the tale and the king’s 

sparing of Scheherazade’s life. As in Mardrus’ translation, the tale begins with no introduction : “There 

was a certain fisherman, advanced in age, who had a wife and three children” (Lane 28). 

Like Marrdus and Lane, Burton begins the tale with no further introduction to link  Scheherazade’s 

narration with the king’s sparing of her life. Shaherezade begins with: 

It hath reached me, O auspicious King, that there was a Fisherman 
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well stricken in years who had a wife and three children, and with all 

was of poor condition… then raising his eyes heavenwards he said, 

 “O my God!” verily Thou wettest that I cast not my net each day but  

four times; the third is done .. So, this time, O my God, deign give me my  

daily bread” (Burton 31). 

Although Burton’s translation of the prologue is like that of Mardrus, he translates the complete 

set of verses the Arabic original has after the first time the fisherman casts his net. Burton translates these 

six lines but, like Mardrus, he translates only parts of the other two sets of poetry following the second 

and third times the fisherman casts his net. Burton’s poetry distinguishes his translation from that of 

Galland and Lane, and, though unfaithful to the original, it is rhymed and sounds beautiful. Burton’s 

literal translation misguides the reader by producing disjointed and unrelated utterances. 

The fifth and last translation is that of Haddawy. Unlike Lane and Burton, who translate  the tale 

as one piece without splitting it into nights or marking the stories within the story, Haddawy, like 

Galland, follows the Arabic original in dividing the tale into sections marked by the numbers of the nights 

the tale covers. Haddawy differs from all the other translators in that he has the Arabic word for “night,” 

written in Arabic on top of the Night’s number in English: " " ه ليل  then : “ The Tenth Night.” Mardrus also 

marks the nights within the tale, but, as we have seen above, not in the same way as Haddawy.  

Haddawy pays close attention to the details of the SLT in his translation. For instance, he specifies 

the gender of the fisherman’s three children by referring to them as three “daughters.” Besides, as in the 

Arabic text, Haddawy begins every night with the night number and the cliché, “The following night 

Dinarzade said to her sister Scheherazade, ‘Sister, if you are not sleepy, finish the fisherman’s story.’ 

Scheherazade replied, “With the greatest pleasure” (33).  

Haddawy translates the complete set  of verses after the three times the fisherman casts his net and 

everywhere else, and, as observed by Grotzfeld, Haddawy’s translation of the verse passages in the 

Arabic text are very beautiful, faithful and successful in conveying the intended impression (520). An 

example of the verses rendered beautifully by Haddawy is the fourth verse the fisherman recites after the 

third time he casts his net: “Come then, O death, and end this worthless life, /Where the ducks soar, while 

the falcons are bound to earth” (32). In this translation, Haddawy succeeds in conveying the meaning and 

impression of the original. Indeed, Haddawy does a better job than the other four translators when it 

comes to translating verse passages. His verse renderings stand out as the best of them all. 

As seen above, the five translations differ in one way or another in their presentations of the 

prologue to this tale, in their treatment of poetry, and in their inclusion or exclusion of some key words. 

In the following sections of my paper, I will compare two sample scenes from the tale in the five 

translations. The first is that of the Fisherman’s successful attempt to outwit the Jinnie and make him 

return to the bottle. The second scene is the one in which an enchanted prince overhears his two maids’ 

conversation about his wife while he lies in bed. 
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III. ii: The fisherman outwits the Jinnie 

  The five translations of the first of the two scenes mentioned above follow the same order of 

events in the story down to the point when the fisherman finds the sealed bottle. As the fisherman opens 

the bottle, a great cloud of  smoke comes out of it and develops into a gigantic demon, who threatens to 

kill the fisherman. Threatened with death and unable to convince the Jinnie to spare him, the fisherman 

tries to think of a way to make the Jinnie return to the bottle. The Jinnie asks the fisherman to choose the 

manner of his death. The fisherman makes the Jinnie promise to answer a question truthfully before 

killing him. Here is the SLT of the fisherman’s dialogue with the Jinnie before he asks him the question, 

followed by its renderings in the five translations. 

The ST: 

faqaala al-sayyadu fi nafsihi[:] “hadha Jinnieyyun wa ’ana ’insiyyun wa ’a‘taani allahu ‘aqlan    wa fadh-

dhalani ‘alayh, wa haa’ana ‘udabberu ‘alayhi bi-‘aqli wahwa yudabberu ‘alayya bi Jinnieh”. Thumma 

qaala lil-‘ifreet[:] la budda laka min qatli[?] qaala[:] na‘am. Qaala[:] fa behaqqi al-’ism al-’a‘zam al-

ladi[sic] kan manqoosh ‘ala khaatem sulaymaan ibn dawood ida[sic] sa’altak ‘an shay’ tasduqni. Wal-

’ifreet ehtazza wadh-taraba wa qaal[:] ’s’alni wa ’awjez. 

 

Galland’s rendering:  

Necessity is the mother of invention. The fisherman bethought himself of a stratagem. 

Since I must die then, says he to the genie, I submit to the will of heaven; but before I chuse 

the manner of my death, I conjure you by the great name which was engraven upon the seal 

of the prophet Solomon, the son of David, to answer me truly the question I am going to 

ask you. The genie finding himself obliged to a positive answer, by this adjuration, 

trembled; and replied to the fisherman, “Ask what thou wilt, but make haste.” (34) 

Lane’s: 

Then said the fisherman within himself, this is a Jinnie, and I am a man; and God hath 

given me sound reason; therefore, I will now plot his destruction with my art and reason, 

like as he hath plotted with his cunning and perfidy. So he said to the ‘Efrit, Hast thou 

determined to kill me? He answered, Yes. Then said he, by the Most Great Name engraved 

upon the seal of Suleyman, I will ask thee one question; and wilt thou answer to me truly? 

On hearing the mention of the Most Great Name, the ‘Efrit was agitated, and trembled, and 

replied, Yes; ask, and be brief. (32) 

Burton’s: 

Upon this the Fisherman said to himself, “This is a Jinnie; and I am a man to whom Allah 

hath given a passably cunning wit, so I will now cast about to compass his destruction by 

my contrivance and by mine intelligence; even as he took counsel only of the malice and 

his forwardness.” He began by asking the Ifrit, “Hast thou indeed resolved to kill me?” and, 

receiving for all answers, “Even so,” he cried, “Now in the Most Great Name, graven on 

the seal-ring of Sulayman the son of David (peace be with the holy twain!), an I question 
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thee on a certain matter wilt thou give me a true answer?” The Ifrit replied “Yea;” but, 

hearing mention of the Most Great Name, his wits were troubled and he said with 

trembling, “Ask and be brief” (34). 

Mardrus’: 

Then the fisherman reasoned with himself in this way: ‘Though I am a man and he is a 

Jinnie, yet Allah has given me my share of brains. I think I see a trick, a stroke of subtlety, 

which may undo him yet.’  Then aloud to the Ifrit said: ‘You are determined that I shall 

die?” and when the other said: ‘No doubt of that!’ the fisherman solemnly addressed him 

thus: “I conjure you to the Most Great Name graved on the seal of Sulaiman to answer me 

one question truthfully!” And when the Ifrit, dashed by hearing the Most High Name, 

promised that he would answer truthfully, the fisherman asked…. (23) 

Haddawy’s: 

Then the fisherman thought to himself, “He is only a demon, while I am a human being, 

whom God has endowed with reason and thereby made superior to him. He may use his 

demonic wiles on me, but I will use my reason to deal with him.” Then he asked the demon, 

“Must you kill me?” when the demon replied, “I must,” the fisherman said, “By the 

Almighty name that was engraved on the ring of Solomon the son of David, will you 

answer me truthfully if I ask you about something?” The demon was upset and said with a 

shudder, “Ask, and be brief!’ (35) 

  

Comparing the five translations of this section from Borges’ perspective, one cannot help but 

notice two points in Galland’s translation. First, Galland’s “Necessity is the mother of invention” is an 

interpolation by the translator; it has no equivalent in the ST. Secondly, Galland’s “The fisherman 

bethought himself of a strategem” is a peculiarly European expression. Compared with Galland’s 

rendering, Mardrus’ “Then the fisherman reasoned with himself” and Haddawy’s “Then the fisherman 

thought to himself” are perhaps more readable. Lane’s “Then said the fisherman within himself”(32) and 

Burton’s “Upon this the fisherman said to himself” (34) both read as effortless and literal. A comparative 

look at the five renderings from Borges’ perspective would reveal Galland’s rendering to be the most 

beautiful. The interpolation and the domesticated idiom in Galland’s rendering, Borges would argue, are 

praiseworthy: they reflect the translator’s ingenuity and creativity. Indeed, Galland gives a different taste 

to this section. He succeeds in Europeanizing his fisherman, and thus making him more familiar, and 

worthy of sympathy and respect in the eyes of his readers. His fisherman is a man of stratagem! 

Another interesting variation in these five renderings is the repetition of “thou” and “hath” in 

Lane’s and Burton’s translations. For the modern reader, such archaisms may sound artificial and 

unpleasant to read. The reader would probably be more at ease reading the versions of the remaining 

translators especially that of Mardrus. 

In Galland’s translation, the fisherman’s soliloquy about the superiority of the human mind and his 

plan to outwit the Jinnie is missing, and so is his question to the Jinnie, “hal sammamta ‘alaqatli” (Must 
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you kill me?), which is rendered variantly in the other four translations. Instead, he tells the Jinnie that he 

submits to the will of Heaven and conjures him by the Great Name of God to answer a certain question 

before he kills him. Galland only hints at a strategem without linking it to the superior mental power as 

God’s gift to man, as the fisherman says in his soliloquy . On the other hand, the four other translations 

render the fisherman’s soliloquy, in which he attributes his superior mental power to God and plans to use 

it to outwit his adversary. This difference between Galland’s translation and the other four proves to be 

thematically significant. 

 One possible thematic implication of Galland’s omission of the soliloquy is that it makes of the 

fisherman a secular individual, depending on his own human resources, and, intentionally or 

unintentionally, oblivious to divine intervention in human affairs. Galland shifts the agency of cleverness 

and mental superiority from God and places it in the fisherman. The same can be said of Galland’s 

interpolation, “Necessity is the mother of invention.” The fisherman hopes to save his life through his 

own cunning, invoked by “necessity,” rather than through the will or power of God. All the other four 

translations follow the SLT in referring to God, or “Allah,” as a thematic key in this part of the tale. But 

Galland’s makes no such reference. Galland’s focus is on the human individual, not on God. 

 

III. iii: The prince and his two maids 

The second sample scene to be examined in this section of the paper is that of the enchanted prince 

and his two maids.  

The SLT: 

“fasame’tu al-ladi [sic] ‘indara’sitaqoollel-ladi [sic] ‘indarijli[:] yamas‘oodah, maskeenah[sic] 

sayyidnawamaskeenah[sic] shabaabuha[sic], wayakhasaarat-ha[sic] ma‘ settna al-mal‘oonah. Qaalat al-

’ukhra[:] iskutila‘anaallaah al-khaayenaat al-zaaniyaat, walekmetel[sic] sayyedna w-metel[sic] shabaabha 

[sic] yeslahykoon ma‘ hay al-qahbah al-ladi [sic] kulleilahmaatabaatellabarra[?]. qaalatmas‘oodah[:] 

fasayyedna ’ablam.” 

 

Galland renders this scene as follows:  

One of them says to the other: is not the queen much in the wrong, not to love such 

an amiable prince as this? Ay, certainly, replies the other; for my part I do not 

understand it, and I know not why she goes out every night, and leaves him alone. Is 

it possible that he does not perceive it? Alas! says the first, how would you have him 

to perceive it? (55)  

According to Galland’s translation, there are two main points to note about the queen. First, she 

does not love her husband. Second, she leaves him at night alone and goes outside. Galland does not 

translate any of the curse words found in the ST.  Besides, the translation blames both the wife -- for 

leaving the husband alone at night-- and the husband, for not perceiving it! 

          Here is Lane’s rendering of this scene:   
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I heard the maid at my head say to her at my feet, O Mesudeh, verily our lord is 

unfortunate in his youth, and what a pity is it that it should be passed with our deprived, 

wicked mistress! –perdition to unfaithful wives! Replied the other: but (added she) such 

a person as our lord, so endowed by nature, is not suited to this profligate woman, who 

passes every night absent from his bed. – Verily, rejoined she at my head. Our lord is 

careless in not making any inquiry respecting her. Wo to thee! (51) 

Here, Lane takes a step forward from Galland and points out that the wife is an unfaithful wicked 

mistress. But, though he sympathizes with the prince at the outset of the conversation, the prince is 

blamed at the end for failing to inquire about his wife. Thus, Lane and Galland agree on two things:  first, 

that he wife is guilty of fickleness to her husband; and seconly, that the husband is also blameworthy 

because he fails in “making any inquiry respecting her.” Like Galland’s, Lane’s implies that women are 

untrustworthy and, therefore, husbands ought to be wary of their unfaithfulness.  

            Burton translates this scene as follows: 

I heard the slave-girl at my head say to her at my feet, “O Masudah, 

how miserable is our master and how wasted in his youth and oh!  

The pity of his being so betrayed by our mistress, the accursed whore!” 

The other replied, “yes indeed; Allah curse all faithless women and 

adulterous; but the like of our master, with his fair gifts, deserveth 

something better than this harlot who lieth abroad every night” (44). 

In Burton’s translation, we notice the use of these key words and phrases: “so betrayed,” “the 

accursed whore,” “Allah curse all faithless women and adulterous,” and “this harlot who lieth abroad 

every night.” It is very interesting how Burton takes his translation into another level of erotica. On the 

one hand, there is what the husband heard about the unfaithfulness of his wife, and, on the other hand, we 

have what Burton wants his readers’ imagination to be involved in: the scene of the “whore,” or “harlot” 

type of wife who “lieth abroad” every night. It almost seems that Burton somehow enjoys using these 

degrading terms, as if in vengeance against womankind. Furthermore, he expresses strong sympathy with 

the husband: “he deserveth something better!” It is worth mentioning that Burton provides an end note in 

which he explains that the word “Kahbah,” which he translates as “Whore,” is the coarsest possible term 

used to describe a woman. Burton’s desire to go beyond the erotic sphere in the reader’s imagination is all 

too obvious. 

Mardrus renders this scene as follows: 

Thus it was that I heard the slave at my head say to the other at my feet: 

“How ill-starred is the youth of our poor lord, Masudah. How sad it is  

that he should have married our mistress, that bitch, that unclean whore.”  

“God’s curse on all adulteresses!” The other replied, “this bastard who 

spends her nights in every vagabond bed is millionfold too evil to be the  

wife of our master” (42). 
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Unlike all others, Mardrus’ translation states explicitly where the wife spends her nights: in every 

vagabond bed. Beyond that, there is little difference between Mardrus’ rendering of this scene and those 

of the other translators. They all use terms like bitch, whore, and bastard to denounce the unfaithful wife. 

Haddawy’s translation of this scene reads as follows: 

I heard the girl at my head say to the one at my feet, “O Masuda, 

what a pity for our poor master with our damned mistress, and  

him so young!” The other one replied, “What can one say?  

May god damn all treacherous, adulterous women. Alas, it is 

not right that such a young man like our master lives with this  

bitch who spends every night out” (56) 

Haddawy describes the wife as a damned, treacherous, adulterous bitch and asserts that “it is not 

right” that the husband still lives with this kind of woman. Like the other translations, Haddawy’s states 

that the wife spends her nights out, and like them all, it implies that she is doing something wrong outside 

every night. Mardrus, as Borges maintains, does not translate words but scenes. As for Burton, he burdens 

his scenes with loaded words, often more than needd. 

 

III.iv: The epilogue 

The last section of the tale whose renderings in these five rich translations are compared is the 

epilogue. The epilogue in the SLT reads as follows: “wa ’amma al-sayyaadfa  ’innahuqadsaara 

’aghnaaahlizamaanihi. wabanaatuhuzawjaat al-mulook ’ilaa ’an ’ataahum al-mamaat.” 

In Galland’s translation, the story ends with the Sultan giving the fisherman “a plentiful estate, 

which made him and his family happy the rest of their days” (65). While acknowledging that the king’s 

gifts make the fisherman and his family  happy for “the rest of their days,” this rendering departs from the 

ST, and from the other translations as well in two ways. For one thing, it does not compare the 

fisherman’s newly-acquired wealth with that of his compeers and contemporaries, as the SLT does. For 

another thing, it ignores completely the fate and new socio-political status of the family resulting from the 

fisherman’s daughters’ being married to kings. This is not nearly characteristic of Galland, who usually 

dwells on details and often augments the SLT with details of his own. By ignoring the issue of the girls’ 

marriage to kings, Galland suggests a reading of the tale that shifts the focus from the issue of marriage 

and reproduction to that of the distribution of wealth.  

Lane’s translation represents the new changes in the fisherman’s life and that of his daughters: 

“And as to the fisherman, he became the wealthiest of the people of his age; and his daughters continued 

to be the wives of the kings until they died” (59). Likewise, Burton’s  rendering concludes in the same 

way as Lane’s: “and the fisherman became the richest man of his age, and his daughters wived with the 

kings until death came to them” (54). The same is true of Mardrus’s, “As for the fisherman, thanks to his 

position as treasurer-in-chief, he soon became the richest man of all that country, and his daughters were 

the wives of kings even till the days of their death” (50), and Haddawy’s: “the fisherman lived peacefully 
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thereafter, and the fisherman became one of the richest men of his time, with daughters married to kings” 

(66).  

By having the same ending, the last four translations tend to enforce two major themes of The 

Nights, namely, the distribution of wealth, and marriage and reproduction. The king’s generous 

endowment on the fisherman stands for the distribution of wealth; money, the ending implies, should 

move from the rich to the poor and needy. And the fisherman’s daughters’ marriage to kings is probably 

meant to feature the narrator’s viewpoint on marriage and reproduction. Thus, one might conclude that 

Scheherazade, with the narrator of The Nights behind her, is discretely instructing the king that it is 

through giving the poor and marrying, the good wife that a man can be happy thereafter. By so doing, she 

isinuates, King Shahryar becomes a model of the fair and wise ruler.  

 

IV. CONCLUSION                

We may conclude by noting that the five translations compared in this piece of work  differ from 

each other in the degree of faithfulness each of them shows to the SLT. The differences between them 

stem from the fact that translators host different attitudes towards  the SLT they work on. Some of the 

five translators of “The Tale of the Fisherman and the Jinnie” discussed above seem to view the SLT as 

the sole, almost sacred, authority and frame of reference for them. This applies to Haddawy more than to 

any of the other four. Others seem to care more about the beauty and individuality of their product than 

about its faithfulness to the SLT. Galland represents this line of thought and practice more than any of his 

four counterparts. 

From Borges’ perspective, adopted in this paper, the most faithful translation is not necessarily the 

best. On the contrary, the more freely and artfully the translator renders the SLT the better. Relatively free 

and artistic translations of “The Fisherman and the Jinnie,” like those of Galland and Mardrus, succeed 

not only in securing a wide readership but also in presenting the translator as an artist, whose work travels 

in time and place and helps make of the SLT a classic. Thanks to the expertise and innovation of such 

master translators, who respect the tradition and exercise their talent, each in his own way. However, this 

does not necessarily mean it is the best translation for a critic like Borges. On the contrary, the more the 

translation deviates from the original text and creates a world of its own, the more it proves not only to 

survive and be widely read, like that of Galland and Mardrus, but also to present the translator as a creator 

of an art. Such art travels between time and place and makes it possible for the original work to succeed 

and become a classic. Its translators  respect the traditions and exercise their talents, everyone in his way.  
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  "دراسة مقارنة لخمس ترجمات: قصة الصياد والجني"

 ديمة ناصر يوسف عثامنة
األردن الكرك، ،جامعة مؤتة   

  
  الملخص

ة        ة وليل أخوذة من قصص الف ليل . تقارن هذه الدراسة بين خمس ترجمات مختلفة لقصة الصياد والجني  الم

رى في        ة وال ي ة في الترجم تستخدم الباحثة منظور جورج بورجس في الترجمة والذي يدافع عن سعة هامش الحري

ة  تخلص الباحثة الى ان الترجمة . النص االصلي نصا مقدسا تجب ترجمته حرفيا التي تعطي اولوية لالمانة في متابع

مع ان لكل ترجمة مميزاتها، فان الترجمة الفضلى في   . النص االصلي حرفيا ليست بالضرورة هي الترجمة الفضلى

  . نظر قرائها ليست الترجمة االقرب الى االصل بل هي الترجمة االآثر جماال وابداعا

ة  ات مفتاحي ة     :آلم ف ليل ي، ال ياد و الجن ة الص نص األ    قص ورجس، ال ورج ب ة، ج ة، الترجم نص  و ليل لي، ال ص

 .المترجم
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