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ABSTRACT

The emergence and development of the art of storytelling in classical Ara-
bic literature progressed in parallel with both the influence of oral tradi-
tions and the spread of Islam. The Abbasid period, considered the golden
age of Islam, marks one of the brightest periods of Arabic literature and
storytelling. In this period, especially “One Thousand and One Nights” and
the fable genre hold an important place. The allegorical narratives used in
this genre added depth to the story and ensured that social values were
reflected. This research aims to examine the art of storytelling that took
shape between 500-1200 AD in Arabic literature. The subject will focus on
the narrative types, themes and stylistic features in works written between
the 6th and 12th centuries AD. The research will reveal the narrative tech-
niques in the works of the classical period by examining the literary aes-
thetics, linguistic structures, cultural context and effects on society of Ara-
bic storytelling. The importance of this study is to contribute to our under-
standing of the origins and development of the art of storytelling in the
Arab world. The research was conducted using a descriptive method. It ad-
dresses the story themes by providing brief and general examples from the
important works of this period.

Keywords: Arabic Literature, Classical Period, Story, Qissa, Fable.
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KLASIK ARAP EDEBIYATINDA HiKAYE SANATI

0z

Klasik Arap edebiyatinda hikaye sanatinin dogusu ve gelismesi hem sozlii
geleneklerin etkisiyle hem de Islam’in yayilmasiyla paralel olarak ilerle-
mistir. Islam’in altin cag1 olarak kabul edilen Abbasi dénemi, Arap edebi-
yat1 ve hikaye sanatinin en parlak donemlerinden birini isaret etmektedir.
Bu donemde, 6zellikle “Binbir Gece Masallar1” ve fabl tiirii 6nemli bir yer
tutmaktadir. Bu tiirde kullanilan alegorik anlatimlar, hikayeye derinlik ka-
tarak toplumsal degerlerin yansitilmasini saglamistir. Bu arastirma, Arap
edebiyatinda miladi 500-1200 yillar1 arasinda sekillenen hikaye sanatini
incelemeyi amaglamaktadir. Konu, 6zellikle miladi VI. ve XII. yiizyillar ara-
sindaki donemde yazilmis eserlerde yer alan anlati tiirlerine, temalara ve
stilistik 6zelliklere odaklanacaktir. Arastirma, Arap hikayeciliginin edebi
estetiklerini, dilsel yapilarini, kiiltiirel baglamini ve toplum tlizerindeki et-
kilerini inceleyerek, klasik donem eserlerindeki anlat1 tekniklerini ortaya
koyacaktir. Bu ¢alismanin 6nemi, Arap diinyasinda hikaye sanatinin ko-
kenlerini ve gelisimini anlamaya katki saglamaktir. Arastirma, betimsel bir
yontemle yapilmistir. Bu donemin 6nemli eserlerinden kisa ve genel or-
nekler verilerek hikaye temalarini ele almaktadir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Arap Edebiyati, Klasik Donem, Hikaye, Kissa, Fabl.

INTRODUCTION

Classical Arabic literature occupies a pivotal position in the historical evo-
lution of narrative art, distinguished by its rich oral traditions and endur-
ing storytelling heritage. This study aims to investigate the structural and
thematic dimensions of storytelling within this literary period, with a par-
ticular focus on its aesthetic functions and cultural significance. The cen-
tral objective is to analyze how storytelling in classical Arabic literature
not only operates as a literary expression but also serves as a medium
through which the cultural, religious, and social dynamics of the time are
articulated.

The scope of the research extends from the 6th to the 12th centuries AD,
encompassing both written texts and orally transmitted narratives that ex-
emplify key developments in the art of storytelling. The analysis will ad-
dress various narrative forms, recurring themes, stylistic and linguistic
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features, as well as the broader impact of these stories on individual and
collective consciousness. Within this framework, the study will consider a
range of narrative genres, including folk tales and religious-ethical narra-
tives that emerged within the Islamic cultural context.

The originality of this research lies in its systematic approach to the multi-
faceted nature of storytelling in classical Arabic literature, contributing a
new perspective to the existing body of scholarship. By examining the in-
terplay between literary tradition and sociocultural structure, this study
seeks to demonstrate that classical Arabic storytelling is not merely a his-
torical artifact but a foundational element that continues to influence con-
temporary literary and cultural paradigms.

This genre, which is considered as a sub-branch of prose, is referred to as
Fenn al-Qasas wa'r-Rivayat in literary history sources . Here the word
Qasas refers to the story and Rivayat to the novel. The novel was one of the
weakest branches of literature in classical Arabic literature, despite its
prominence in Western literature (Zaydan, n.d: II/294). But the art of story
is an oral genre that has been known since the Jahiliyyah period. It has
been said in different fields such as Qasas es-Samr, al-Qasas et-Tarihiyye,
Qasas al-Ayyam, Qasas al-Hubb, Qasas al-Hayavan, Qasas al-Jin. After Is-
lam, this genre became associated with preaching and guidance (Katt,
2009: 130). During the First Islamic period, the Companion al-Tamim al-
Dar1 was the pioneer of this art. He asked the Caliph Umar for permission
and the caliph granted him to tell the story. Initially these stories were told
in the masjids and were very popular with people. During the reign of the
four caliphs, these stories were mostly told at night. The subject of these
stories included exhortation and invitation to God (Salih, 2006: 141).

During the Umayyad period, storytelling continued in the same way as it
did during the reign of the four caliphs. However, unlike that period, the
scope of the story widened and it started to be told in the palaces of the
Umayyad caliphs and the mansions of the governors in the Islamic geogra-
phy (Salih, 2006: 141).

During the Abbasid period, the art of storytelling experienced its most bril-
liant period with many different types. In this period, the genres were di-
vided into fabricated stories, heroic stories, funny stories, love stories, an-
imal stories, jinn stories, religious stories and philosophical stories. These
genres were sometimes handled in the form of short stories and some-
times in the form of long novels (Suleyman, 1950: 18).
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During the Abbasid period, because of the interaction with different cul-
tures and nations, a few such works were translated from Indian and Per-
sian culture by such figures as Abdullah Ibn al-Mukaffa and Jabla b. Salim.
These authors transmitted works such as Kalililah wa Dimne, Rustam and
Isfendiyar, al-Adab al-Kabir, Hezar Legend, Shahrazat, Behram and Nursi
from Persian; Sindbad, Biidasef from Hindi. However, many of these sto-
ries have been lost and some of them have been altered from the original.
In addition to these, the Arabs read stories that had reached their hands,
such as Qissatu Antara, Elf Leyl wa Layla, Abi Zayd al-Hilali, Firuzshah.
Most of these stories were composed after the 3rd century AD (Zaydan,
n.d: 11/294).

The limited studies on the art of story in classical Arabic literature high-
light the need for broader literary examination and discussion in this field.
The storytelling tradition of this period has mostly been summarized in
works focused on modern Arabic narrative, often briefly discussed with
references to stories like Kalila wa Dimna and One Thousand and One
Nights. Therefore, it can be said that the role of storytelling in classical Ar-
abic literature, both on an individual and societal level, should be ad-
dressed in greater detail to fill this gap.

The stories that emerged during the Abbasid period are analyzed in sev-
eral different genres in terms of their subject matter (Teymiir, 1948: 36).
These are original stories based on the tales of the Jahiliyyah period and
dealing with historical facts; translated stories translated from the lan-
guages of other nations; al-Qasas al-Hezliyya written for the purpose of
making people laugh, and al-Qasas al-Fuqahiyya written for the purpose of
entertaining the public; Qasas al-Hubb, which deals with the concept of
love and affection; Qasas al-Hayavan, which is written for educational pur-
poses about animals or with animals as protagonists;‘Qasas al-Jinn, which
is written about the jinn and Qasas al-Alem al-Ulwi, which deals with the
otherworldly realm.

METHODOLOGY

This study is a descriptive inquiry into the formation and typology of nar-
rative art in classical Arabic literature. The research questions focus on
how narrative genres were classified within the classical period, around
which themes these genres evolved, and how their features resonate in the
modern Arabic short story and narrative tradition. The chronological
framework of the study extends roughly from the 6th to the 12th centuries
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AD, encompassing the formative and mature phases of Arabic literary pro-
duction. The sources examined include both literary histories recognized
by scholars as representative of the classical Arabic canon and modern ac-
ademic works on Arabic literature. The analysis employs a descriptive
method, aiming to outline the principal themes of classical narratives with-
out delving into stylistic or linguistic minutiae. Through this approach, the
study seeks to reveal the essential narrative patterns that shaped the early
aesthetics of Arabic storytelling.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study is grounded in several theoretical approaches in order to exam-
ine the art of storytelling in classical Arabic literature through a systematic
lens. Primarily, the Parry-Lord theory of oral tradition provides a founda-
tion for understanding how oral transmission shaped the narrative struc-
tures of classical Arabic storytelling. This framework serves as a key refer-
ence point for explaining the continuity and transformation of narrative
forms during the transition from oral to written culture. In addition, theo-
ries of allegory and fable are employed to uncover the symbolic dimen-
sions and conceptual features of moral and didactic narratives. Together,
these approaches enable a holistic analysis of the thematic and aesthetic
functions of original, translated, and fable-type stories within the classical
period of Arabic literature.

CONTRIBUTION AND ORIGINALITY

This study distinguishes itself from previous research by examining the art
of storytelling in classical Arabic literature not only in terms of literary
content but also through a descriptive analysis of its generic diversity and
narrative structures. While existing studies have typically addressed gen-
res such as qissa, epic, or magama in isolation, this research approaches
them within a comprehensive framework that includes original, trans-
lated, fable, love, jinn, and entertaining narratives. In doing so, the study
aims to fill a thematic and systematic gap in the literature by jointly explor-
ing the historical development and internal taxonomy of narrative forms
in classical Arabic literature.

ORIGINAL STORIES
These stories are the tales of the Arabs, usually dating back to the
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Jahiliyyah period, and deal with themes such as social life, heroism, gener-
osity, tribalism, and the feeling of revenge. These stories are also historical
documents representing the pre-Islamic Arabian tradition and have sur-
vived to the present day after Islam. Even after they became Muslims, Ar-
abs recited these tales before a battle to encourage their soldiers. When
they became civilized and established various states, they began to pay
closer attention to these stories, which have historical value. Before com-
piling a story, they would expand and magnify it with a number of oral tra-
ditions. Of course, in the meantime, since the main purpose of the story
was to mobilize the emotions of the people, the narrator would make ex-
aggerations in the story and make additions to the story according to the
situation. Thus, the story was expanded in terms of subject and purpose,
and with the changes made, it became popular and eventually compiled in
this way. This is how the Arabs incorporated all stories into Arabic litera-
ture. In addition, in order not to cast a shadow on the truth of an event
while narrating it, they based the narrators of the stories on famous narra-
tors such as al-Asma'i and Abt Ubaydah (Zaydan, n.d: 11/295). This has
caused the original authors of many ancient stories to be forgotten.

Highlights of the original stories that tell the true stories of the Arabs in-
clude the following:

The Story of Antara

It is one of the most comprehensive stories in Arabic literature and con-
sists of a series of intertwined stories. It is a heroism and love genre that
deals with the customs, traditions, social life and wars of the Jahiliyya pe-
riod. Although most of the names mentioned in the story are real, it is also
true that they are sometimes exaggerated. It was written many times dur-
ing and after the Islamic period. The most famous of these is the story writ-
ten by Yusuf b. Ismaili in the late Xth century AD during the reign of Az-
izbillah, the Fatimid caliph of Egypt (975-996 AD). This work, written in
stages, is the best and most useful of the Arabic stories. Western scholars
have also translated it into their own languages in its entirety (Zaydan, n.d:
11/295).

In terms of style, it has a weak style in that the expressions are not strong,
the relations between the sections are insufficient, the prose is weak and
there are many repetitions (al-Fakhoury, 1986: 601).

The story of Antara is rooted in the significant events and figures of the
Pre-Islamic period, aiming to reflect the brave and noble spirit of the Arab
world. The narrative begins with the tale of Antara’s mother, Zabiba, who

72



€

is later revealed to be the daughter of a Sudanese king. She is captured dur-
ing a battle by her father, Shaddad, and eventually marries him. From
there, the story shifts to Antara’s birth and growth. According to the nar-
rative, even as an infant, Antara exhibited extraordinary strength and en-
ergy, tearing through the strongest swaddling cloths. By the age of two, he
had demolished a tent; at four, he killed a dog; by nine, he had slain a wolf,
and as a young shepherd, he defeated a lion. The narrative then shifts to
recount how Antara, born to a slave woman, was initially regarded as a
slave himself. His struggle for freedom, his love for his cousin Abla, and the
perilous quests he embarks on to win her heart are highlighted. As the
story unfolds, Antere’s relationships with prominent Arab warriors and
poets are explored, alongside his notable prowess in poetry. Furthermore,
according to the tale, Antara, the hero who vanquished the Jews of Khay-
bar, extends his travels beyond the Arabian Peninsula, meeting rulers and
leaders across Iraq, Syria, Iran, North Africa, and Spain. Always by the side
of his allies, he engages in battle with their enemies. As the narrative pro-
gresses, it also touches on certain tales related to the figures of Prophet
Ibrahim, Prophet Muhammad, and Imam Ali. Positioned at the cusp of the
transition from the Pre-Islamic era to the rise of Islam, Antara’s virtuous
life is depicted, painting him as a hero who paved the way for the coming
of Islam. In this light, he is symbolically linked to the early Islamic con-
quests, particularly in the regions mentioned above. The story of Antara’s
adventures in Iran also provides rich insights into the wars of the era, the
traditions in royal courts, and aspects of Iranian life. This inclusion sug-
gests the possibility of the work being enriched by a strong Persian au-
thor’s additions. Moreover, Antara’s encounters in the courts of Byzan-
tium, France, and Rome lead him as far as Egypt, Sudan, and India. The
story offers detailed accounts of the Christian communities and Crusaders
in Syria and Byzantium, their customs, the lifestyle and attire of the clergy,
and the distinct features of their religion. The narrative also addresses the
misconceptions held by Christians about Muslims during the time the work
was written (Muhtar, 1991: 238).

The Story of Baqr and Taghlip

As the title suggests, it is a story about the two sons of Viil, Baqr and Ta-
ghlip, and their tribes, and is closer to the present day in terms of history.
The author added odes and some imaginary elements to the story. Alt-
hough itis not known for certain, it is rumored that these narrations, which
are intended to reinforce the heroic feelings of the Arabs, belong to Mu-
hammad b. Ishagq, or it is possible that the author of the story added some
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narrations and complementary information from Ibn Ishaq. The story was
published in Basra in 1305 AD in a book of 120 large pages (Zaydan, n.d:
11/296).

The story recounts the War of al-Basts, a long and bloody conflict between
two powerful Arab tribes: Bana Bakr and Banii Taghlib. This war, which
took place between the tribes of Bakr ibn Wa’il and Taghlib ibn Bakr, was
sparked by a seemingly trivial incident—the wounding of a she-camel be-
longing to an elderly woman named Bastis by a chieftain from Taghlib.
What began as a personal affront quickly escalated into a relentless feud,
marked by cycles of vengeance and bloodshed, lasting intermittently for
forty years. The conflict finally came to an end through the intervention of
al-Mundhir 111, the King of al-Hirah (Kapar, 1995: 15).

Poetry and oratory are integral parts of this narrative. Through their poets,
both sides express the valor of their tribes and the treachery of their ene-
mies. The story delves deeply into concepts such as Arab codes of war,
courage, loyalty, betrayal, sacrifice, and revenge. It also contains accounts
of how women played an influential role in these struggles. This tale is not
merely a historical account of conflict but also a representation of the epic
storytelling tradition in Arabic literature. These poetry-laden tales contin-
ued to evolve and shape narratives in the Islamic period as well. Notably,
the works of poets like Antara ibn Shaddad, Amr ibn Kulthum, and Tarafa
ibn al-Abd frequently echo the themes and battles of such conflicts.

The Story of Shayban and Kisra Anushirvan

It is a story consisting of seventy printed pages and based on historical
events, with mostly imaginary elements. Because the Iranian ruler
Anfishirvan wanted Numan's daughter Harka bint Mutajarride, a war
broke out and the story revolves around this war. The story contains a
number of additions and verse odes. The story was collected from Ibn Nafi
al-Tamimi on the narration of Bishr b. Marwan al-Asadi. The historical
events up to the point of narration are not the inventions of the Arabs
themselves, but the expansions made by the generations who told and lis-
tened to the story before it was compiled. Because stories come through
transmission, they become different with the changes in narration style
arising from each person's own nature. Thus, with the change of genera-
tion, events turn into stories. In fact, many narrations of ancient societies
are in this style (Zaydan, n.d: 11/297).

Shayban is one of the foremost heroes of the Arabs, a distinguished warrior
and leader. Kisra Anushirvan, the ruler of the Sassanid Empire in Persia, is
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renowned for his sense of justice and strong leadership. According to the
story, Shayban is summoned to the presence of Kisra Anushirvan.
Anushirvan admires Shayban's exceptional skills and bravery, and he as-
signs him a task. Kisra holds great respect for Shayban's courage, warrior
spirit, and honor. The interactions between these two figures revolve
around a struggle for honor in warfare and strategies concerning govern-
ance. While Shayban shows respect to Anushirvan, the story also tells of
the challenges he faces in his own efforts to defend the honor and freedom
of the Arabs. This tale is a significant reflection of the cultural interaction
between Arabic literature and Persian mythology. It also draws attention
as a representation of the Arab-Persian wars and the complex relation-
ships between the two. The connection between Shayban and Kisra
Anushirvan symbolizes a heroic understanding and leadership style that
transcends cultural boundaries. In summary, this story is not merely a his-
torical narrative but also sheds light on the deep ties and heroic values
shared between Arab and Persian cultures.

TRANSLATED STORIES

Within the rich corpus of classical Arabic literature, translated narratives
occupy a significant place in the transmission and transformation of story-
telling traditions. These tales, rendered into Arabic from various foreign
languages, particularly Persian and Sanskrit, not only expanded the the-
matic and stylistic horizons of Arabic literature but also served as conduits
for cross-cultural literary exchange. Far beyond simple linguistic transfers,
such translations introduced new narrative structures, ethical paradigms,
and literary aesthetics, offering valuable insights into the intellectual and
moral worlds of the source cultures.

Among the most influential of these translated works are Alf Layla wa-
Layla (One Thousand and One Nights) and Kalila wa-Dimna. Both texts
have endured for centuries, becoming integral to the Arabic literary canon.
One Thousand and One Nights, with its complex, nested narrative struc-
ture and incorporation of motifs from Indian, Persian, and Arab traditions,
exemplifies the syncretic nature of Arabic storytelling. Meanwhile, Kalila
wa-Dimna, originally a Sanskrit collection of animal fables with didactic
aims, became a cornerstone of Arabic moral literature through its eloquent
use of allegory and symbolism.

These translated narratives did not merely enrich Arabic literature with
new content; they catalyzed the development of indigenous narrative
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forms and laid the groundwork for a literary tradition that valued both en-
tertainment and ethical instruction. As such, the translation of stories from
other cultural and linguistic spheres played a formative role in shaping the
narrative imagination of classical Arabic writers and readers alike.

Alf Layla wa Layla

One Thousand and One Nights (Alf Layla wa Layla) is not merely a compi-
lation of folk tales; it stands as a significant masterpiece in classical Arabic
literature, distinguished by its literary values, narrative techniques, use of
language, and symbolism. This work transcends the boundaries between
popular and aristocratic literature, blending the worlds of individuals from
different social strata.

The language of One Thousand and One Nights possesses a rich and multi-
layered structure. The strong phonetic and rhythmic qualities of Arabic
play a crucial role in the storytelling. Particularly, the narratives, where the
boundaries between night and day, reality and fantasy become blurred,
create a profound mystical atmosphere, facilitated by the fluid and flexible
nature of the language. Each story reflects the influence of various folk ta-
les and literary traditions, thereby enhancing the linguistic diversity of the
work. Beyond the well-known folktales, One Thousand and One Nights of-
fers deep metaphors and allegorical narratives. These tales, which can of-
fer profound insights into the human condition, often critique individual
and societal values. For example, in many of the stories, universal themes
such as love, betrayal, ambition, and justice are articulated through meta-
phors. The animal figures in the stories, particularly in works like Kalila wa
Dimna, serve as metaphors for human nature. As characters, animals be-
come tools for criticizing human society and conveying educational mes-
sages. These metaphorical narratives not only provide individual moral
lessons but also offer instructive teachings on social justice.

One of the strongest aspects of One Thousand and One Nights is its use of
symbolism. Ancient Eastern literature has long been adept at employing
symbolism, and One Thousand and One Nights continues this tradition
with remarkable strength. The symbols in the stories direct the reader to
reflect on particular themes or moral lessons. For instance, the continuous
transition between night and day symbolizes the transient nature of time
and the inevitable changes within the human lifespan. The class differ-
ences between palaces and slaves symbolize hierarchical societal struc-
tures, and sometimes the stories also depict the collapse or transformation
of these structures. These symbols reinforce the multi-layered nature of
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the text, offering the reader not only surface-level entertainment but also
a social and cultural analysis. The theme of dreams also frequently appears
as a symbol. Dreams question the boundaries between reality and imagi-
nation, aligning with the fantastical nature of the work. Dreams also carry
deep symbolic meanings, such as rebirth, escape from reality, or personal
and societal transformation.

While One Thousand and One Nights presents a delightful and captivating
narrative, it simultaneously carries a strong element of social critique.
Many of the stories address themes such as ambition, injustice, social class
disparities, and selfishness. These themes are deepened through symbol-
ism and metaphor, emerging as both individual and societal critiques. Par-
ticularly notable is the portrayal of female characters in the stories. At
times, these women appear as figures who resist societal norms, offering a
significant discourse on the place of women in Arab society. Furthermore,
many of the tales present an allegorical narrative about how a strong and
intelligent woman can have a profound impact on society.

Many researchers have disagreed about the origin of this story, which con-
sists of a series of stories, each part of which is read in one night. The wide-
spread opinion is that this story was translated into Arabic before the Xth
century AD based on the Persian story book called Hezar Efsane (A Thou-
sand Legend) (al-Fakhoury, 1986: 603). Indeed, the famous historian al-
Masiudi gives the following information about this issue in his work Murij
al-Zahab:

“Many people have said that this work is a collection of ahbar (supersti-
tions) that some of the people around the court told to gain favor with the
kings by telling various stories. Its method is also almost identical to that
of other stories translated from Persian, Hindi and Greek. People called it
“Elf Laila and Laila” and it tells about the king, the vizier, the king's concu-
bine Shahrazad and the rest of the court circle (al-Mas’tdi, 1973, 11/86).”

On the other hand, about the story called Hezar Efsane, which is said to be
the source of the Thousand and One Nights, Ibn Nedim says that a king
married a woman, had sex with her for one night, and then killed her the
next day and married a beautiful and powerful concubine named Shah-
razad, and the events unfolded in this way (Ibn Nadim, 1973: 78).

The Arabs translated the “Thousand and One Nights” from Persian before
the IVth century Hijri and expanded it by adding to it and making some
changes (al-Fakhoury, 1986: 603). When the story is read, these changes
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in terms of wording and style are easily recognized. In particular, the men-
tion of coffee drinking in the story and even the mention of kings living in
the last periods clearly show this. According to a preferred view, the sur-
viving version of the story was completed after the XVIth century AD. Be-
cause when the present form of the story is compared with Hezar Efsane
in various aspects, it is seen that although the original of the story is in
Persian, it has taken a form that can be completely attributed to Arabic lit-
erature. Moreover, the elements of the story, the time and place, the events
and the people in the story provide information about the social structure
of the Arab society of the period in which the story was adapted, not about
ancient Iranian society. The orgies of pleasure and entertainment de-
scribed in the story are also the habits of this period (al-Fakhoury, 1986:
612).

Kalila and Dimna

Kalila and Dimna, one of the first and most important works of the fable
genre, was written in Sanskrit by a wise philosopher named “Beydeba”
during the reign of an Indian ruler named Depshelim. Later, when the Ira-
nian ruler Anushirvan learned that such a work was in the treasury of the
Indian ruler, he commissioned Berzaweyhi, a learned philosopher who
knew Persian and Hindi well, to buy this work written by “Beydeba”.
Thereupon, Berzawayhi established close ties with the official who held
the key to the treasury where the book was hidden and quickly translated
it. When he returned to his country, he read it in the presence of the ruler.
Later, Ibn al-Mugaffa translated this work into Arabic and introduced it
into Arabic literatiire (Chalabi, 1941: 1/1507; Karaismailoglu, 2002: 210).

The language of the work skillfully employs the phonetic and rhythmic
qualities of Arabic, adding depth to the narrative. The narrators, especially
Kalila and Dimna, serve as both the storytellers and characters, taking on
dual roles that enrich the text. This multi-layered narration enhances the
complexity of the work, offering readers various perspectives. “Kalila and
Dimna” features an allegorical structure, presenting animals endowed
with human traits to critique the moral and social structures of human so-
ciety. For instance, the lion Bankala symbolizes tyranny and injustice,
while the stories of Kalila and Dimna metaphorically depict the dangers of
the struggle for power and authority. This allegorical framework rein-
forces the work’s educational and thought-provoking aspects. The symbols
employed in the work carry profound meanings. For example, the figure of
the lion Bankala represents sovereignty and power, while Dimna’s greed
and schemes illustrate how individual interests can threaten the social
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structure. These symbols strengthen the multi-layered nature and deeper
meanings of the work, offering the reader not only superficial entertain-
ment but also a social and cultural analysis.

Kalila and Dimna is a collection of moral tales. Its heroes are chosen by
animals representing people of various characters. Translated into Arabic
from Pahlavi, the work consists of an introduction and five parts called tan-
tra (the state in which one uses one’s intellect). Ibn al-Mukaffa, however,
did not content himself with a mere translation, but added an introduction
and some chapters. The work was originally intended for the intellectual
class, but the attractiveness of its content soon made it a popular book for
the public. Therefore, it has undergone some changes as it passed from au-
thor to author. As a matter of fact, the information in Ibn Kutayba’s Uytin
al-Akhbar does not correspond to the present copy (Furat, 1996: 11/222).

AL-QASAS AL-HAZALIYAH (ENTERTAINING STORIES)

These stories are stories based on entertainment and laughter. Such sto-
ries are sometimes short and sometimes long. Since the style used in such
stories, which are based on imagination in terms of subject matter, is sim-
ple and easy, there is no monopoly in their language, that is, a style based
on excessive art (Salih, 2006: 142).

The most famous person known in this field is Abii Hayyah al-Namiri, a
muhadram poet who lived during the Umayyad and Abbasid periods (Ibn
Nadim, 1973: 177, 185). One such story of al-Namirl is as follows:

“One day I came across a deer and I shot an arrow at it. [t ran away from
my arrow and it did not hit it. But the arrow deceived him and after a while
it hit him and knocked him down.”

As can be seen, this story, which is quite short and based on elements of
imagination and exaggeration, is a good example of the kind of stories
mentioned above. Another story of this kind by al-Namiri is as follows:

“] shot an arrow at a deer and when the arrow came out of the bow, I felt a
love for the deer, so I ran after it and caught it by the tail before it reached
the deer.”

Abu Sa'id b. al-Durraj al-Tufayli is also known for this kind of stories. One
of the stories he wrote in this genre is as follows:

“I was walking with my son when a funeral passed in front of us. There was
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a woman crying at the head of the body and she was saying: They are tak-
ing you to a house without a bed, without a sheet, without a quilt, and with-
out bread and water. Hearing this, my son said to me: “My father! By Allah,
they are taking this body to our house. I asked him, -How? “Because these
attributes that she mentioned are the attributes of our house.”

AL-QASAS AL-FUKAHIYAH (FUNNY STORIES)

It is one of the short story types written for entertainment and laughter.
They are more mature stories in terms of artistic aspect. The protagonist
(ravi) in such stories is mostly the author of the story and resembles mod-
ern stories. The best example of this type of story is the story of Nahid b.
Sawma. This character is a Bedouin poet whose language is fluent. He is
one of the poets of the Abbasid state. When he came to Basra, the narrators
learned poetry and language from him. He told them his stories (Salih,
2006: 147). Part of one such story as follows (al-Isfehani, n.d: XII/35):

“I decided to go to a friend of mine in Aleppo, who was said to be from
Khaélid b. Yazid b. Mu'awiya. I stopped in a village called the village of Baqr
b. 'Abdillah al-Khilali. There I saw many different houses made of red, in-
terlocked together. Suddenly I noticed many people with their faces and
backs turned. They were wearing clothes that looked like flowers. I said to
myself: Today must be one of the Eids of Sacrifice or Ramadan. Suddenly I
remembered what I had forgotten and said: I set out from the deserts of
Basra in the month of Safar, and these two Eids have already passed. So
what is this that [ am seeing!

While [ was standing there in a daze, a man came up to me, took me by the
hand and led me to a large house. A bed was spread on the floor and a
young man was on it. People were gathered around him and he was recit-
ing poems for them. I said to myself, “This must be the emir I was told
about, sitting on his bed and people sitting in his presence.” I said to him:
Peace be upon you! A man pulled me by the arm and said, “He is not the
Prince...”

QASAS AL-HUBB (LOVE STORIES)

Such stories have been in existence since the Jahiliyyah period. During the
Abbasid period, they became quite widespread and many such stories
were written.

One of these stories is Abu Bakr Muhammad b. Dawud b. ‘Ali al-Isfahani's
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(b.917) story al-Zuhra, which consists of one hundred chapters, each chap-
ter containing one hundred couplets of poetry. Abi 'Umar Ahmad b. Mu-
hammad b. Faraj al-Jabbani (b. 942) also wrote a book of this kind and
named it “al-Hadaik”. This book consists of two hundred chapters with two
hundred couplets in each chapter. However, there is no mention of any-
thing other than Andalusians in this book (Salih, 2006: 151).

One of the best stories written in this field is Abu Muhammad Ali b. Ahmad
b. Said b. Hazm's (d. 1076) Tawku'l-Hamama fi’'l-Ulfati wa’l-Ullaf. This
book, which stands out for the beauty and simplicity of its style, gave Ibn
Hazm an opportunity to observe the situation of women and their disposi-
tions. Because he spent his childhood and youth around them (Salih, 2006:
151).

Abi Muhammad Ja‘far b. Ahmad al-Sarraj also wrote a book entitled
Mesari al-Ushshak. This book consists of twenty-two chapters. In this
book, the stories, ahbar and poems of the lovers are included. Here, the
concept of alover is not limited to two people who love each other, but also
includes the love of God. Lovers of jinn, animals, birds and trees are also
discussed here. The loves that stand out in the book is characterized by
their chastity. The stories end with a request for repentance and for-
giveness (Salih, 2006: 151). Some of the works that should be mentioned
in this field are Dawiid al-Antaqi’s “Tezyin al-Aswak f1 Ahbari al-Ushshak”
and Shahab al-Din Ahmad b. Abi Hajjah al-Talmisani's Divan al-Sababa.

QASAS AL-HAYAWAN (FABLES)

Tales and stories written in the language of animals are a very common
literary genre in world literature. In these tales, words and deeds are at-
tributed to animals under a mask or a pseudonym. These stories contain
moral aims, social and pedagogical lessons, as well as critical political is-
sues.

Some literary researchers state that the emergence of this genre is related
to politics. They say that this genre emerged during periods of oppression
and tyranny. In fact, they point to the fact that the people who wrote in this
genre were slaves or mawali as evidence (Hamide, n.d: 38). Ahmad Amin
says in this regard: “In times of oppression, when kings and rulers op-
pressed people, there was a dire need for this genre. At that time, no critic
could criticize their actions, and no preacher could give them good advice
to dissuade them from their actions. Therefore, stories of this kind
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emerged to advise rulers to be just (Amin, 1933:1/222).”

Some of the animal stories were translated into Arabic from other lan-
guages. The most important of these is Ibn al-Mugqaffa's translation of
“Kalila wa Dimna” from Pahlavi, as mentioned above (Karaismailoglu,
2002: 210).

The authors who wrote stories in this field enriched their animal stories
with political and social concepts. Some of these authors had caliphs, emirs
and governors represented in such stories in the hope that they would re-
alize some maxims. One of the stories written for this purpose and told
about the caliph al-Ma'miin is as follows:

“On a sleepless night, the caliph called a night companion to him and he
said to the caliph: O Amir of the believers! There was an owl in Mosul and
an owl in Basra. The owl of Mosul married his son to the daughter of the
owl of Basra. Then the owl of Basra said: I do not accept your son's mar-
riage unless you give my daughter a hundred villages as mahr. The owl of
Mosul replied: I cannot afford it, but if our governor, may Allah bless him,
give us a year's respite, [ will do it.

Thereupon, Caliph al-Ma'miin took note of this situation and sat on the
divan al-mazalim. He was fair to the people and carefully examined the af-
fairs of the governors, workers and the people (al-Ibshihi, 1953:1/108).”

Sahl b. Hartin (d. 830) is one of the authors who wrote works in this field.
His books containing animal stories are “Kitab al-Ghazaleyn”, “Kitab Seala
wa Afrd” and “Kitab al-Namr wa’s-Sa'leb” (Ibn Nadim, 1973: 192). The
summary of the story of al-Namr wa's-Sa’leb is as follows:

“A fox named Merzouk, whose name was Abu's-Sabbah, lived in a valley
with his wife. There was no one in this valley except the two of them. They
both lived in abundance and prosperity. One day a fox (Abu'l-Mughelles
Tar1q), a friend of Merzouk, came to him and advised him to leave this val-
ley because it was a floodplain. He discussed this with his wife, but she ob-
jected to leaving the valley on the grounds that the fox was jealous of them.
After a while, the valley was suddenly flooded and Merzouk grabbed hold
of a piece of driftwood, which carried him to the sea and threw him on one
of the islands in the sea. Merzouk was astonished at this situation. He did
not hear a sound or see anyone on the island. He spent the night here hun-
gry. In the morning, a hungry wolf named Mugqabir came to him. After they
met each other, he asked the wolf why he was hungry on this island where
there were so many gazelles and cows. He replied that it was the property
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of the Tiger King (Mansoor b. Muzaffar), who was a tyrant and did not show
kindness to anyone. The fox named Merzouk asked this wolf to go to the
tiger and pay his respect and obedience to him. After thinking for a while,
the wolf agreed.

The wolf went to the tiger and presented the situation. The tiger accepted
the situation and appointed the wolf governor of one of the regions on the
island.

The wolf went to his fox friend, whom he had made his vizier and scribe,
and after a while they were both well off and comfortable. Soon the wolf
broke the agreement and took possession of the things the tiger had allo-
cated to him. So the tiger wrote to the wolf and threatened him, telling him
to keep his word. The wolf consulted with his vizier, the fox, who repeat-
edly told him to obey the tiger and be kind to him. However, the wolf con-
tinued to ignore his offense and the correspondence between him and the
tiger went on and on. Eventually a fierce battle took place between them,
which ended with the wolf being killed and the fox being taken prisoner.
As each of them was killed one by one, it was the fox's turn. The fox
shouted, “I have some advice for the king.” But he asked to be left alive in
exchange for giving this advice. Then the fox talked to the tiger on the one
hand and his viziers on the other about the state of man, his shortcomings,
his maturity, his intellect, his share of wisdom, his place in knowledge, his
influence on human behavior, his good morals, and all kinds of situations
that would carry man to the highest heights and bring him to maturity. The
tiger saw the superiority of the fox's intellect, his logic, the quality of his
words, the influence of his opinions, the soundness of the evidence he
brought, and ordered him to be rewarded. He gave him a position near him
and consulted with him and acted on his views until his death.”

In this story, Sahl b. Hartin represented the political life of his time and the
situation of the governors with the language of animals.

al-Jahiz's “Kitab al-Hayawan” can also be considered one of the works writ-
ten in this field, even though the author dealt with the life, characteristics,
nature and attributes of animals in this work.

One of the works that can be considered of this type is Ikhwan al-Safa's
treatise “Tuda'i'l-Hayawanat ala al-Insan”. The content of this treatise is as
follows (Ikhwan al-Safa, n.d: 11/204):

“A group of merchants, artisans and scholars were caught in a storm at sea
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and their ship was washed away to an island with good weather and abun-
dant crops. Within days of landing on the island, they got used to island life
and began to live a good life. After a while they decide to stay on this island
permanently. During their stay, they resist the animals on the island to take
advantage of them. But the animals do not accept this and refuse to obey
the humans.

The animals seek refuge with the island's ruler, a jinn known for his justice,
and reject the way humans treat them. The lord of the island sets up a court
to resolve the problem and says: “Does man have the right to lord it over
the animals or not?” Both sides argue the case in the presence of the judge.
After several sessions, the verdict is given in favor of man. This is because
man is a saint of Allah. He has praised qualities and the knowledge of cer-
tainty. So the ruler orders the animals to submit to the yoke of man.”

This story also reflects the thoughts and philosophy of the Ikhwan al-Safa
group.

Abu'l-Ala al-Ma'arri also wrote stories in this field. Some of them are “Kitab
al-Kaif, Kitab al-Tayr, Kitab al-Usfurin, Risalat al-Sahil wa'l-Shahij”. There
are also some animal stories in “al-Fusiil wa-al-Ghayat” (al-Ma’arri, 1977:
184-187).

QASAS AL-JINN (JINN STORIES)

These are stories in which jinns and demons play the role of the main char-
acters. This role serves an idea that the storyteller wants to convey to peo-
ple (Salih, 2006: 159).

One of such stories is the story of Di'bel and the Jinn Zebeyan. In this story,
Di'bel b. Ali al-Khuza’1 (d. 866) encounters a man in the form of a jinn in
Nishapur (al-Muli, n.d: 1V/407).

One of these stories is Iblis fi Diyafeti Ibrahim al-Mawsili, which is about a
conversation between Ibrahim al-Mawsili and the devil (al-Muli, n.d:
1IV/403).

QASAS AL-ALEM AL-ULWI (ESCHATOLOGICAL STORIES)

These stories are based on the events of Isra'a and Mi'raj, which are men-
tioned in the Qur’an, hadith and narrations of muhaddiths. Some scribes
were inspired by such events and used them as a source for their artistic

84



stories (Salih, 2006: 162).

Abu'l-A'la al-Ma'arr1 has two stories in this field. These are Risalat al-
Malaike and Risalat al-Ghufran. Risalat al-Mala’ike contains the answers to
some of the questions Ma‘arri was asked about sarf. The reason for this
name is that the names of angels such as Azrael, Munkir, and Nekir are
among these questions and he begins his answer with these questions.
Risalat al-Ghufran is the answer to a long letter written to Ma'arr1 by a poet
named Ibn Karth. In this work, Ma'arri takes Ibn Karth on a journey
through the afterlife, taking him through Paradise and Hell (Karaaslan,
1999: 416).

As can be seen, the art of storytelling in Arabic literature of the classical
period has become a genre that has developed significantly and its field
has expanded. Stories were written in almost every field and these stories
were written in a fluent and comprehensible style far from art. These sto-
ries sometimes shed light on the historical and social events of the period
and sometimes on the political situation of the period.

CONCLUSION

In classical Arabic literature, the art of storytelling emerges as a rich do-
main encompassing a wide range of genres and themes. From folk tales
and religious parables to heroic epics and fables, this vast spectrum not
only reflects a literary heritage but also provides profound insights into
the social structure, cultural values, philosophical viewpoints, and
worldview of the time. For instance, works such as One Thousand and One
Nights, Arabic fables, Islamic parables, and the heroic tales of the Jahiliyyah
period bear the traces of the multifaceted social structures, beliefs, life-
styles, and philosophical thoughts of Arab society’s past. These stories are
not merely a source of entertainment but also significant milestones in the
intellectual evolution of individuals and societies.

The period spanning from the Jahiliyyah era to the end of the Abbasid ca-
liphate marks a crucial turning point in the development of Arabic story-
telling. The Jahiliyyah period shaped its narratives with stories of inter-
tribal conflicts, heroism, moral values, and social order. The tales of this
era are rich with themes of wars, heroics, and individual courage. During
the Umayyad and Abbasid periods, however, storytelling underwent a
transformation. Influenced by courtly literature, stories became more so-
phisticated, multi-layered, and diversified. During this period, a balance
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was struck between simple narratives, influenced by folk culture, and the
complex tales shaped under the influence of aristocratic court literature.

The evolution of Arabic storytelling also reflects the cultural fluidity and
interaction between the common folk and the elite. While stories in the
popular realm served as a tool to meet the emotional and cultural needs of
society, courtly narratives adopted a more intellectual and sophisticated
language. The interaction between these two levels of storytelling played
a significant role in the later development of modern storytelling in Arabic
literature. As a result, the art of storytelling in Arabic literature created a
ground where different social classes and cultural layers intersected, gain-
ing widespread popularity both among the masses and in the courts.

In conclusion, classical Arabic storytelling was not merely a tool for enter-
tainment but also an important vehicle for passing down the moral values,
religious norms, cultural codes, and social structure of society from one
generation to the next. These stories have shaped the emotional and intel-
lectual development of individuals at both personal and societal levels,
while also exploring deep philosophical and ethical questions by address-
ing universal themes of the human condition. In this context, the art of sto-
rytelling in Arabic literature has served not only as a literary genre but also
as a crucial means of transmitting the cultural heritage of society, preserv-
ing it for future generations.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

As a subgenre of prose literature, the art of storytelling is referred to in
literary historical sources as Fann al-qasas wa'l-riwayat (the art of narra-
tives and stories). Storytelling, a well-established oral tradition, has been
known since the pre-Islamic (Jahiliyyah) period. It manifested in various
forms such as Qisas al-samar (tales of evening gatherings), Qisas al-
tarikhiyyah (historical tales), Qisas al-ayyam (tales of days), Qisas al-hubb
(love stories), Qisas al-hayawan (animal fables), and Qisas al-jinn (tales of
the jinn). Following the advent of Islam, storytelling became closely asso-
ciated with religious preaching and guidance. Initially narrated in
mosques, these stories attracted considerable attention from the public.
During the era of the Four Rightly Guided Caliphs, these stories were pri-
marily delivered orally at night and centered on themes of moral exhorta-
tion and calling people to God.

In the Umayyad period, storytelling continued in a similar vein but ex-
panded in scope. In addition to being told in mosques, tales began to be
recited in the palaces of Umayyad caliphs and in the residences of gover-
nors across the Islamic world. Under the Abbasid Caliphate, storytelling
reached its zenith and diversified into multiple subgenres. These included
fictional tales, heroic epics, humorous stories, romantic narratives, animal
fables, tales involving jinn, religious stories, and philosophical narratives.

Due to cultural interaction and integration during the Abbasid era, works
from Indian and Persian traditions were translated into Arabic by promi-
nent literary figures such as ‘Abd Allah ibn al-Muqaffa® and Jabalah ibn
Salim. These included Kalila wa Dimna, Rustam and Isfandiyar, al-Adab al-
Kabir, Hezar Afsane, Shahrazad, and Bahram and Nursi from Persian
sources, and Sindbad and Budasaf from Indian literature. However, many
of these works were either lost over time or altered significantly from their
original forms. Concurrently, Arabs continued to read stories such as
Qissat ‘Antara, Alf Layla wa Layla (The Thousand and One Nights), Abl
Zayd al-Hilali, and Firtizshah, many of which were compiled after the 3rd
century AH.

The stories produced during the Abbasid period can be categorized by
theme and structure into several subgenres. These include: "original sto-
ries" rooted in pre-Islamic traditions and historical events; "translated sto-
ries" adapted from other languages; al-Qisas al-Hazliyya (comic tales)
meant to amuse; al-Qisas al-Fukahiyya (entertaining tales) for public en-
joyment; Qisas al-Hubb (romantic tales) that explore love and affection;
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Qisas al-Hayawan (animal fables) with moral instruction through anthro-
pomorphic characters; Qisas al-Jinn (tales of jinn); and Qisas al-‘Alam al-
‘Ulwi (stories of the celestial realm), inspired by eschatological themes.

Original stories typically recounted legends from the Jahiliyyah era, re-
flecting themes such as heroism, generosity, tribal loyalty, and revenge,
and thus served as both cultural records and historical documents from
pre-Islamic Arab society. Among the most prominent examples are: the
Antara cycle—one of the most comprehensive epic stories in Arabic liter-
ature, interwoven with multiple sub-narratives; the Bakr and Taghlib tale,
centered on the long-standing tribal conflict known as the War of al-Basiis;
and The Tale of Shayban and Kisra Antishirwan, a semi-fictitious historical
narrative composed of around seventy printed pages.

Translated stories reflect the influence of foreign literatures on Arabic nar-
rative traditions, primarily through translations from Persian and Indian
sources. These stories provide valuable insights into the literary cultures
from which they originated. Notable among them are Kalila wa Dimna and
Alf Layla wa Layla (The Thousand and One Nights), which remain central
to the classical Arabic storytelling tradition.

Entertaining tales, composed for amusement, vary in length and are usu-
ally imaginative in content. Their simple and accessible language distin-
guishes them from more elaborate literary forms. Comic stories, a subset
of entertaining tales, are often short narratives characterized by mature
artistic form, where the protagonist (often the narrator) resembles the au-
thor himself, aligning them with aspects of modern storytelling. A key ex-
ample is the story of Nahid ibn Sawmah, a Bedouin Abbasid poet known
for his eloquence, who taught poetry and language in Basra.

Love stories have been a persistent narrative form since the Jahiliyyah pe-
riod, but they flourished particularly during the Abbasid era. Notable
works in this genre include al-Zuhrah by Abta Bakr Muhammad ibn Dawiid
al-Isfahani (d. 297/917), comprising one hundred chapters each with one
hundred verses; Tawq al-Hamamah fi al-Ulfa wa al-Ullaf by Abi
Muhammad ‘Ali ibn Ahmad ibn Sa‘id ibn Hazm (d. 456/1076); and Masari"
al-‘Ushshaq by Abii Muhammad Ja‘far ibn Ahmad al-Sarraj. Additional no-
table works include Tazyin al-Aswaq f1 Akhbar al-‘Ushshaq by Dawud al-
Antaki and Diwan al-Sababah by Shihab al-Din Ahmad ibn Abi Hajlah al-
Tilimsani.

Tales of jinn focus on supernatural beings such as jinn and devils, often
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used as symbolic figures to convey specific messages or moral insights. Ex-
amples include the story of Di‘bil and the Jinn of Dhubyan, which recounts
the poet Di‘bil ibn ‘Ali al-KhuzaT's (d. 246/866) encounter with a man in
jinn form in Nishapur; and Iblis fi Diyafat Ibrahim al-Mawsili, describing a
dialogue between the musician Ibrahim al-Mawsilt and the devil.

Eschatological stories, based on themes of the afterlife, draw inspiration
from Qur'anic verses, hadith, and early Islamic narratives, particularly the
accounts of the Isra’ and Mi‘raj (Night Journey and Ascension). Some
scribes incorporated such themes into artistic literary narratives.

From the Jahiliyyah period to the end of the Abbasid era, the art of story-
telling in Arabic literature evolved under the dual influence of popular cul-
ture and refined courtly traditions. While shaped by oral and communal
practices on one hand, it was also molded by the sophisticated tastes of the
elite. This evolution—from its tribal origins to its cultural flourishing un-
der the Umayyads and Abbasids—Iled to a rich, multilayered narrative tra-
dition that ultimately laid the groundwork for the emergence of modern
Arabic fiction.
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