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Storytelling Through Symphony 

The Thousand and One Nights, sometimes referred to as Arabian Nights, 

is a fanciful collection of stories from the East detailing the adventures of a sultan 

and his wife. This collection gives its readers a taste of the infinite, inferred from 

the title, the length of the book, and the legacy of its hidden treasures passed 

down across generations, through the ages, in various translations. The word 

thousand is almost synonymous with infinite, and to say a thousand and one 

nights is to add one to infinity. The tales have lent themselves to various 

interpretations and versions, each just as fascinating and magical as the next. 

Robert Louis Stevenson described Arabian Nights as “a book that captivates in 

childhood and still delights in age.” Its impact has been far-reaching, giving us 

tales of characters such as Aladdin, Sinbad, and Ali Baba and influencing artists 

as diverse as Proust, Borges, Pasolini, and Rushdie. Composers have also been 

drawn to the compilation, most notably Russian composer Nikolay Andreyevich 

Rimsky-Korsakov. In composing Scheherazade, Rimsky-Korsakov hoped to 

evoke the magical spirit of The Thousand and One Nights. 

Rimsky-Korsakov’s Op.35 Scheherazade, based on The Thousand and 

One Nights, aims to construct narratives through sound, drawing influences from 

Arabian Nights rather than attempting literal translations. The piece follows the 



general overarching story from the text but also employs considerable poetic 

license in describing the finer details of the text. “In composing Scheherazade,” 

wrote the composer in his memoirs, “I meant these hints [themes] to direct but 

slightly the hearer’s fancy on the path which my own fancy had traveled, and to 

leave more minute and particular conceptions to the will and mood of each.” The 

piece uses the figure of Shahrazad as its starting point and is written in four 

movements, each based upon a different tale: “The Sea and Sinbad’s Ship,” “The 

Kalendar Prince,” “The Young Prince and the Young Princess,” and “Festival at 

Baghdad.” At the outset, Shahriyar’s stern, menacing brass motif can be heard, 

answered by his wife’s tales in the form of a graceful, trembling violin solo. The 

sultan’s theme is characterized by loud dynamics and is accompanied by support 

from the brass section, establishing the ruler’s uncontested power. As the piece 

proceeds, his theme becomes chromatically unstable, an indication of the 

sultan’s volatile mental state. Rimsky-Korsakov depicts an indelible impression of 

Sinbad’s ship heaving on the sea, forming a second frame into which the 

remaining tales are told in sequence. The music conveys the undulations of the 

waves on the sea, back and forth. The asymmetrical five-bar phrases keep 

listeners on their toes, representative of how the king can’t quite keep pace with 

the tales Shahrazad weaves. The first movement differs from the work on which it 

is loosely based, as the original text of the Nights does not mention the story of 

Sinbad. 



The second section, “The Kalendar Prince,” poses an air of ambiguity as 

the original text mentions three Kalendar Princes, and Rimsky’s musical 

trajectory refuses to follow any of their tales. Rimsky is effectively creating his 

own Thousand and One Nights as the story continues, using his imagination to 

invent and freely adapt the narrative that shapes his composition. Concerning 

this kind of liberal approach to handling Oriental plots, musicologist Carl 

Dahlhaus writes, 

The crucial point is not the degree to which exoticism is “genuine,” but 

rather the function it serves as a legitimate departure from the aesthetic 

and compositional norms of European music in the context of an opera or 

a symphonic poem…In a word, musical exoticism is a question of function, 

not of substance. 

Rimsky-Korsakov expands the palette of the orchestra with his liberal 

approach, utilizing subtle nuances to convey a mysterious, exotic quality, 

switching from the bassoon to the oboe and making use of a wide range of 

unique woodwind sounds; he paints the Orient as a place of temptation and 

inspiration, an idea that was shared by numerous other contemporary artists, 

poets, novelists, and composers. The Kalendar prince, represented by the 

opening bassoon, decides to disguise himself as a wandering dervish; the 

whirling theme in a dance tempo of 3/8 embellished with grace notes, drones, 

and gauche harmonies all serve to denote the irrationality of this mystic sect. The 



sense of splendor in this movement ends with the mullah’s call to the Muslim 

faithful.  

The third section, “The Young Prince and the Young Princess,” opens with 

a new musical theme, suggesting the possibility of a blossoming romance, 

innocent but not overly sentimental. Rimsky fashions a playful, lilting love song, 

extended by shimmering winds and string scalar runs, offset by a jaunty up-

tempo variant spliced by gentle percussion (a triangle and tambourine). The 

music is evocative of the sun catching the splendor of a peacock’s tail. This 

section, like the one before it, contains an element of mystery as the young 

lovers are unspecified and may refer to Ibrahim and Jamilah, Taj al-Muluk and 

Princess Dunya, or another couple from The Thousand and One Nights 

anthology. As to which pair may be the case, the listener is left to her own 

devices. 

At the beginning of the last movement, we hear the Sultan’s theme in a 

hurried, frenetic character, as though begging Shahrazad for an ending, 

answered by her continued attempts to prolong her stories. The loud voice of the 

Sultan is soon calmed by Scheherazade’s diversions as she describes a festival 

in Baghdad. The flute greeting is soon joined by a variety of other instruments in 

a joyous whirlwind of weaving dancers, snake charmers, and the beauty of rare 

perfumes. The sultan’s ominous theme returns, only to be once more quelled by 

Scheherazade’s return to the story of Sinbad’s ship, eventually ending with the 

ship crashing onto a set of rocks. Every morning, when the executioner has 



arrived at his door, the Sultan has sent him away, saying, “Come back 

tomorrow,” so that Scheherazade can continue her tale. She continues spinning 

her tales of wonder while gradually incorporating themes from previous 

movements, deftly tying everything together, by which time the Sultan has 

forgotten to tell the executioner to return the next day, and we hear his low voice 

at the conclusion, finally subdued and tamed by Scheherazade. In this respect, 

Scheherazade aligns closely with the storyline described in Arabian Nights. 

Scheherazade offers an ongoing commentary on the relationship between 

Shahrazad and Shahriyar, motifs that form the basis of the entire piece. 

Scheherazade, like The Thousand and One Nights, depicts Shahrazad as the 

brave and intelligent woman who was able to dissolve King Shahriyar’s 

murderous rage, which had preoccupied him ever since he had learned of his 

first wife’s infidelity. Scheherazade’s violin solo is structured and ordered and has 

almost an ethereal quality to it compared to the king’s tumultuous theme. 

Scheherazade’s theme clashes with that of the sultan at all musical levels: 

dynamic (soft versus loud), rhythmic (free and improvisatory versus set and 

rigid), and harmonic. When the sultan enters in E minor, Scheherazade shifts 

tonality towards A minor in a way that seems natural, suggesting her 

persuasiveness and seduction. As is the case in the original tale, 

Scheherazade’s unparalleled powers of narration grant her a certain kind of 

immortality, freedom from death for one thousand and one nights, a feat no other 

wife has managed to accomplish. By introducing the two conflicting themes of the 



principal characters, Rimsky-Korsakov establishes the Orient as a place of 

dichotomies: violence and sensuality, revulsion and seduction, and political 

tyranny and freedom. This characteristic binary construction of the earlier 

movements later gives way to a more unified form near the close of the piece. 

From the outset, Shahriyar identifies himself with Sinbad, as evidenced by the 

fact that the musical crescendo associated with the latter’s voyage ends up 

augmenting the king’s main theme. Near the end of the piece, Sinbad’s 

shipwreck coincides with the dissolution of Shahriyar’s murderous intentions, 

signifying newfound hope, love, and understanding. In the closing moments of 

the suite, we hear the two themes together for the first and only time, as the 

Sultan realizes he has fallen in love with Scheherazade and will spare her life. 

Scheherazade’s theme continues to soar higher and higher and finally alights on 

a barely audible harmonic two octaves about the treble staff, drawing the listener 

to ever-new reaches of infinite imagination. While Rimsky’s symphonic suite 

continues to enchant listeners, The Thousand and One Nights continues to hold 

its spell on the human imagination. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Works Cited 

Borges, J. L. and E. Weinberger (1984). "The Thousand and One Nights." The 

Georgia Review 38(3): 564-574. 

Scheherazade (2015). Encyclopedia Britannica Online. Retrieved 26 April, 2015, 

from http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/527159/Scheherazade. 

Taee, N (2008). The Arabian Nights in Historical Context: Between East and 

West. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Taee, N. (2010). Representations of the Orient in Western Music: Violence and 

Sensuality. Farnham, Surrey, England: Ashgate. 


