The Arabian Nights (800 CE to about 1500 CE)
The first printed edition of the tales, which was based on the Syrian version, was published by Fort Williams College in Calcutta and edited by Shaikh Ahmad ibn-Mahmud Shirawani, an instructor of Arabic at the college. The first European translation was by the French statesman Antoine Galland, whose editions appeared in twelve small volumes between 1703 and 1713. 
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The public response to Galland's work was positive and immediate: translations and versions of the tales spread throughout Europe. The first English translation was made by Edward Lane in 1841, followed by John Payne in 1881 and, most famously, Sir Richard Burton in 1885. Burton, who relied heavily on Payne's earlier work (and is even said to have plagiarized much of it), published his version in ten volumes as a private edition of one thousand under his imprint of Kama Shastra Society. He later added an additional six volumes of supplemental material, which he called Supplemental Nights. Burton's edition quickly sold out, providing him with his first profit ever as a writer, and he was in the early 2000s credited as the popularizer of the tales among English-language readers. 

Historically considered by Arabic scholars as a form of "low brow" literature and rarely regarded for its literary merits, The Arabian Nights, in its many incarnations, was in the twenty-first century considered nonetheless a classic of Western literature and continued to be one of its most influential works. 

Style

Frames

The Arabian Nights is a collection of stories within stories, also known as "frames." One narrator's story contains or frames another narrator's story. The outer or first frame is the story of the King who, in revenge for the infidelity of his first wife, marries a new maiden every night, takes her virginity, and slays her in the morning. This frame contains the second frame of Scheherazade's story. In order to preserve her life, Scheherazade tells a seemingly endless story, and in her story, characters begin to tell their stories (additional frames). The convention of having a narrator tell the story of other narrators telling stories is seen in such works as Dante's Divine Comedy, Boccaccio's Decameron, and Chaucer's The Canterbury Tales. 
The Expurgated Version

Here's a quote from The New Encyclopedia Britannica, 15th edition (1974-1997), on Sir Richard Burton:

He also published openly, but privately, an unexpurgated 16-volume edition of the Arabian Nights (1885-88), the translation of which was so exceptional for its fidelity, masculine vigour, and literary skill that it has frightened away all competitors. Moreover, he larded these volumes with ethnological footnotes and daring essays on pornography, homosexuality, and the sexual education of women. He railed against the “immodest modesty,” the cant, and hypocrisy of his era, displaying psychological insights that anticipated both Havelock Ellis and Sigmund Freud. His Nights were praised by some by for their robustness and honesty but attacked by others as “garbage of the brothels,” “an appalling collection of degrading customs and statistics of vice.”

The unexpurgated version can be found at: 
http://www.wollamshram.ca/1001/Vol_1/vol1.htm .

Modern Translation

Richard Burton's translation has been the most authoritative since its inception. However, its language is archaic and hard to understand to modern readers. In 1992, Husain Haddawy made a translation that is renowned for its authenticity of the original tales, and without the arcane English. 

Synopsis of Tales 
The first chapter, Story Of King Shahryar And His Brother, opens the road to One Thousand and One Nights by the tale of the king and his brother. How their wives cuckolded them. The king made up his mind about the female race, and to have a virgin each night and kill her in the morning. Then, the well-learned daughter of a high-ranking council became officious of her body and wisdom.

In frantic trying of saving her daughter's head, the councilor admonished her using the allegory of The Bull and The Ass. How, a farmer is bestowed the gift of understanding other animals by the All Mighty and Unique Allah, but with the stipulation that upon disclosure of any animal talk he will die an immediate death. How, the farmer heard the dull bull's plaintive and the wise ass's advice and what becomes of it, and how the farmer had a helpless laugh overhearing animal talk and his wife demanded to know the cause of the laugh. With dissuasion to no avail, how, the farmer gathered all relatives and neighbours in town and ready to die for the satisfaction of his consort, and then what he heard of the dogs and the cock (who has 100 wives) that changed the course of events.

Scheherazade began her first story with The Fisherman and the Jinni. Here, a poor fisherman net only 4 times a day. The first netting is potsherds. The second netting is potsherds. The third netting is potsherds, upon which the fisherman bemoaned poems and beseeched the All Mighty and Unique Allah, for, there are rich and there are poor, why should he die of want? The 4th netting brought him an urn with a Solomon's seal, of which came out the Jinni, who avowed to let whoever the person upon freeing him choose his ways of death. Wondered with exceeding wonder, what choice did the fisherman make, of which leads to a 4 colorful fishes that node their heads upon frying.

(Between the dialogue of the fisherman and the jinni, unwraps The Tale of the Wazir and the Sage Duban. And, between the dialogue of the King and Wazir and the Sage Duban, unwraps the tales: King Sindibad and his Falcon, The Tale of the Husband and the Parrot, The Tale of the Prince and the Ogress. (In the Sage Duban's tale, a sage heals a king of leprosy, but due to the jealousy of the wazir, the king wants the Sage dead. A theme in this tale is this phrase: “Spare me and Allah will spare thee; slay me not or Allah shall slay thee.” The other 3 tales are short tales, all on the theme of wrongful slaying.) ) 

The fishes of 4 colours lead to The Tale of the Ensorceled Prince. A prince, who is wailing all day daily, because the lower parts of his body is stoned part of the ground, because his cousin and his love and his wife — an enchantress, but who loves a blackamoor.

The next story, is The Porter And The Three Ladies Of Baghdad. Here lies a spectacular poetry repartees and a tale of startling twists and turns. It began with a porter's encountering of an exceedingly alluring and extremely rich maiden and her traipse in the market, in detailed account of what items women of affluence want to buy in the Persian-Arabic locale of the era. The porter is eventually a guest at the lady's house with two other stunning sisters, for merry-making and wine-drinking. The first interruption is 3 Kalanders at the door, who, are all clean shaven of all hairs on their heads, and all blinded of the left eye, asking to lodge for the night. The second interruption is a venturesome King and his council and body guard, strolling town as commoners, asking to stay for the night. All is admitted and all is well and cheer, until the ladies entertained unimaginably wildly bewildering acts. Then, the force of curiosity flipped amicable rapport into malevolence and lives are at stake.

This follows immediately The First Kalandar's Tale. This short account, concerns the fateful fate of a prince of a king and a bizarre venture of drunkenly burying a pair of lovers consisting his beloved cousin and his cousin's sister in a sepulcher. Ending, in the mayhem of his eye and the demise of his kingdom and clan.

The Second Kalandar's Tale can be summed thus: a prince of letters and science 
rendered a vagrant by lady fate fortuity gave him a mistress that a concubine of a afrit upon conceit of a binge spelled doom then he became a baboon the prince in monkey is seen by the daughter of a king a spectacular fight ensues
between a sorceress and the afrit thus concludes the story of the one-eyed kalandar 
said a poet.

The Third Kalandar's Tale: The first kalandar's tale of the mystic spelunking and demise of clan and kingdom is quite intriguing. The second kalandar's tale with the bobbing fate and a fight of sorceress vs afrit, whose spectacularity makes it an amazing tale of greater amazement than first. But the amazing Scheherazade ceases not to hurl us one tale more amazing than its precursor.

This kalander was a prince of military might. In his tale, he encountered the lodestone mountain, which draws passing ships to their dissolution. Atop the lodestone mountain stands a legend of a rider of latten, and legend has it that a prince will bring its dissolution. And in distance nearby lies a prophesy, which prophesies the murder of a teen prince by a prince of military might. And there are 10 young men, all blind of the left eye, who's prognosis the prince cannot escape. Far away there is a place with 40 sumptuous doors and loveliest girls, open them all but the 40th! Thus is the tale of the third Kalandar, in which he lost an eye. 

Although the Kalandar's tales are one amazing than the other, but what tickled our curiosity was not about the kalandars, for, we knew nothing about them then, but the beautiful rich ladies, for, they performed acts of thrashing bitches, and among her sisters a baring of flesh filled with scars, amongst the reciting of the most touching poems. These acts, have broken contracts and threatened the deaths of the kalandars and the disguised king. Now we hear, the whys and hows of the bewildering acts of these ladies. Thus begin the The Eldest Lady's Tale: 

3 sisters fared off equal and ended up unequal. In their adventure of finding their men, the younger two have fallen into bad husbands twice with bad husbandry twice, and came to live under the embracing love of the eldest with good husbandry sans a husband.

In a day of seafaring, they chanced upon a petrified city of fire worshipping. There the eldest found love. Matrimony is to betaken save the murderous jealousy that has betaken the two sisters.

In the end, there flies a hideous serpent with lolling tongue and winding sweeps in hasting horror. By the power of goodness the eldest lady innately possesses, the serpent is saved and she is saved by. Therefore is the cause of the daily flagellations of her two bitches. 

The next series, commence as The Tale Of The Three Apples: This short tale starts by the discovery of a box under the Tigris river, and in it is a fair girl in 19 pieces. Why is this girl in 19 pieces? It has nothing to do with 3 Apples, but if at all, just one Apple. This apple, an object of desire of the girl, passed hands from the Caliph's garden to her hubby's hand to her son and to a black slave, in which she is slain in the process without her knowledge.

Summary of THE ARABIAN NIGHTS 

SHEHERAZADE was a vizier's daughter and when she besought her father to wed her to King Shahriar it was cause for grief to the vizier. For each day was it Shahriar's wont to put to death his bride of the day before. It befell, however, that Sheherazade had her will. As she had hoped, the king was wakeful and to beguile him she began a story of magic. Dawn broke before she had finished, and so eager was Shahriar to hear it all that he gave no order for her execution. 

For a thousand and one nights did this befall while Sheherazade told tales of love, war, and sorcery, of kings, beggars, and rogues, of lands where diamonds were more plentiful than pebbles and bigger than eggs, of intrigues in the lanes and bazaars of Oriental cities. In towns and deserts and far islands did necromancers work their wills. Horses flew; dogs talked; mermaidens and creatures greater than whales peopled the deeps; ogres and enormous apes crept out of forests; birds so great that their wings darkened the day swooped from the skies. Here too were lovers in palaces and hovels, bold and cowardly, yet all so enamoured that they swooned at the very thought of the beloved. Underlying all was the colorful Orient, with barbers and porters jostling caliphs and princesses in the thronged and picturesque lanes of three cities whose very names conjure up romance-Bagdad, Cairo, and Damascus. 

THE STORY OF ALADDIN'S LAMP 

Of Aladdin, son of a poor tailor in China, a prankish scamp. An African magician guided him to a subterranean cave where he found the lamp that summoned the genie. Out of nothingness did this genie spread banquets for Aladdin and robe him in rich raiment. He provided him retinues of slaves, bearing basins heaped high with precious stones, who carried to the king Aladdin's suppliance for the hand of the beautiful Princess Badroulboudour. In a night did the genie raise a palace of glowing wonders, of shining marble and gold and silver, with windows incrusted with diamonds, emeralds, and rubies, with fragrant gardens and open courts. So Aladdin married the princess and they knew great joy. But the magician returned, stole the lamp, and in a trice transported the palace and the princess to Africa. Then was Aladdin woeful, but by magic he found his beloved, poisoned the magician, seized the ]amp, and came to China, where he and Badroulboudour lived happily ever afterward. 

THE STORY OF SINBAD 

Of Sinbad the sailor and his marvelous voyages. Wherein it is. related that Sinbad landed upon what seemed an island, but which was a great fish that sank into the sea. And of other voyages and greater wonders, of which one marvels most at the adventure with the roc, the bird so huge that it feeds its young with elephants. 

Sinbad had fastened himself to the roc's leg and it bore him to an impenetrable valley strewn with precious stones, from which he escaped by binding himself to a sheep's carcass and was borne away by a vulture. And of the giant who roasted men and whom Sinbad blinded with a red-hot iron. And of the terrible Old Man of the Sea who sat upon Sinbad's shoulders and could not be shaken off until he was intoxicated with wine and Sinbad slew him. 

THE STORY OF THE FORTY THIEVES

Of Ali Baba and his discovery of the stone that swung wide when a voice cried "Open, Sesame!" In the cave was the booty of forty thieves and Ali Baba took home sacks bulging with gold and silver. The robbers traced him, and in the guise of a merchant the captain lodged with him. In the yard were stored great jars, one filled with oil and the others concealing the thieves. Ill would it have fared with Ali Baba had not Morgiana, a cunning slave, detected the trick and with boiling oil scalded to death the wicked miscreants. The captain escaped, but returned in a new disguise, and again did Morgiana save her master by stabbing his enemy. So Ali Baba married her to his son and he lived joyously upon treasures from the cave. 

MANY OTHER FASCINATING STORIES: 

Of the Magic Horse of ebony and ivory, so fashioned that its rider, by pressing divers buttons, could fly whither he willed. It bore a Persian prince to a great palace in a metropolis girt about with greenery. There he looked into the eyes of a princess and they were enraptured. It befell that they rode away on the Magic Horse, but before they were wed an evil man abducted the princess. The disconsolate prince wandered far and at last he found her whom he loved, and again they journeyed through the air to his home, where they were married with exceeding pomp and lived happily. 

Of a poor fisherman who drew his net from the sea and found therein but a brass bottle. He cut open the top and there streamed forth a cloud of smoke. It collected, and, behold! it was a genie, so huge that his head was in the clouds. He would have killed his rescuer had not the wily fisherman insisted that never could he have come from the bottle. The silly genie squeezed himself inside, whereupon the fisherman clapped on the top, nor would he remove it until the genie swore to serve him faithfully. This oath it was that led to the finding of the ensorcelled prince with legs turned to stone and the lake wherein swam fish of four colors that had once been men. After marvelous happenings, the prince was made as other men and the fish were men and women. And the fisherman was so rewarded that he was the wealthiest man of his time. 

Of Prince Camaralzaman and the Princess Badoura, beautiful beyond compare, and of how each saw the other in sleep and was smitten with great love. But when they awakened they saw not each other, for they had been brought together by genii who had carried Badoura out of China to the confines of Persia. Grief so afflicted both that they sickened and were insane from sorrow. Then a messenger from Badoura journeyed far over land and sea until he found Camaralzaman and returned with him to China, where the lovers were wedded. But while they were traveling to Camaral- zaman's land he wandered away. Badoura dressed herself in his raiment and passed herself for a man. It befell that she found favor in the eyes of a king and was married to a princess. And Camaralzaman too came to this land and knew not his wife, who heaped honors upon him. At last she revealed herself and was known as a woman and Camaralzaman took also to wife the princess whom Badoura had married and they were happy together. 

Of a merchant who, awaiting death at the hands of a cruel genie, was joined by three old men, one leading a gazelle, another two black hounds, and the third a mule. Now it is related that the gazelle and the mule had been wicked wives transformed by magic, and likewise had the hounds been evil brothers. When the genie was told these stories of enchantment, he was so diverted that he spared the merchant's life. 

ABOUT HARUN-AL-RASHID 

And of many tales concerning the Caliph Harun-al-Rashid and his going disguised into the lanes and bazaars of Bagdad, where he chanced upon strange people who told him strange stories of magic. Once he supped with three ladies of dazzling beauty, and with him were a porter dazed with the magnificence he saw, and three mendicants, sons of kings, all blind in the left eye. Not knowing the caliph, they told of their fantastic adventures and sufferings and he rewarded them. And again he encountered a beggar who implored him to strike him, a youth who spurred cruelly a mare upon which he rode, and a rope-maker who had risen suddenly from poverty to affluence. Their tales, too, did he hear and them, too, did he reward. Nor should Abou-Hassan the Wag be forgotten, whose trickery in pretending that he and his wife were dead won so much gold and so many laughs from the caliph. And of like import is the mad tale of the humpback who seemed dead and of the talkative barber who restored him to life, of all those who had believed themselves murderers of the humpback and of the amazing tales that they related. 

So it came to pass that by the end of the thousand and one nights Shahriar so delighted in the cleverness of Sheherazade that he wedded her again with regal pomp and they lived happily ever after. 



Conclusion, Summary
In the 1001 nights of storytelling, Shahrazad bears three sons to King Shahryar. She humbles herself before him and asked permission to ask for a favor. The King says he will grant whatever she asks of him. She then gathers her sons and places them between herself and the King and says, "O King of the age, these are thy children and I crave that thou release me from the doom of death, as a dole to these infants; for, if thou kill me, they will become motherless and will find none among women to rear them as they should be reared."

At this the King weeps and hugs his sons, saying that he had pardoned her before the sons were born because of her chaste, pure, ingenuous and pious character. He praises her and.....

Themes

The passing on of stories is a universal means of preservation. It is a way to circumvent mortality. That The Arabian Nights is a story about storytelling conveys this idea of immortality: Scheherazade's telling stories is literally a means by which she preserves her own life, and the structure of her stories—stories within stories whose endings interweave with the next story's beginning, night after night—seem never-ending and, therefore, are a symbol of infinity and immortality. 

Essay Topics: 

1. As portrayed in The Arabian Nights, women are regarded largely as property.
2. In many parts of the world, the inequality and mistreatment of women is still a major problem. 

3. The political overtones are quite clear in the Arabian Nights. 

4. The sociological insights the tales give to Islamic culture and history. 
5. The Arabian Nights, known as Alf Layla wa Layla in Arabic, although one of the most famous and influential works in English literature, was never regarded by Arabic scholars as a work of literary worth. The tenth-century historian Ali Aboulhusn el Mesoudi, as cited by Joseph Campbell in his introduction to The Portable Arabian Nights, condemned the stories, saying "I have seen the complete work more than once, and it is indeed a vulgar, insipid book." The tales were regarded as lowbrow literature both for their frank and comedic dealings with sexuality and for their form; they were not intricately composed works of literary craftsmanship, but stories passed down orally through the generations; in other words, they were folktales. They were considered vulgar especially in comparison to what was considered high literature in medieval Arabic culture:..... 

6. The passing on of stories is a universal means of preservation. It is a way to circumvent mortality. That The Arabian Nights is a story about storytelling conveys this idea of immortality: Scheherazade's telling stories is literally a means by which she preserves her own life, and the structure of her stories—stories within stories whose endings interweave with the next story's beginning, night after night—seem never-ending and, therefore, are a symbol of infinity and immortality. 
7. The Arabian Nights is a collection of stories within stories, also known as "frames." One narrator's story contains or frames another narrator's story. The outer or first frame is the story of the King who, in revenge for the infidelity of his first wife, marries a new maiden every night, takes her virginity, and slays her in the morning. This frame contains the second frame of Scheherazade's story. In order to preserve her life, Scheherazade tells a seemingly endless story, and in her story, characters begin to tell their stories (additional frames).
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