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1. Introduction

Heeding modern criticism and literary theory is an effective method
for reading a text and achieving the deep meaning of it. Such an
approach brings about the reader’s vast understanding too. Therefore,
nowadays the study of literature influenced by modern critical theories
is profoundly attractive for researchers. The classic literary works are
no exception. “One Thousand and One Nights” as the most
comprehensive collection of Middle Eastern folk tales has always
drawn sociologists’, anthropologists’, art and literary researchers’
attention to itself. Hence, by studying and analyzing its long and short
tales and defining their Grotesque features (e.g. incompatibility,
disharmony, funny, terrifying and hideous issues) readers will find out
that “One Thousand and One Nights” is not a collection of mere
nonsensical absurd jokes.

Considering the earliest constructors of grotesque such as Vitruvius,
the Augustan age Roman architect, and their principles, the main
grotesque properties of One Thousand and One Nights are the mixture
of incompatible and heterogenous elements and ignoring the rules of
nature. Therefore, the abundant examples of funny-terrifying matters,
weird distortion, physical transformations, and Rabelais euphoria in
One Thousand and One Nights are the absolute features of grotesque.

2. Methodology
A descriptive-analytical method based on library resources has been
adopted to conduct the present research. In data analysis process, the
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author primarily focuses on two basic approaches to the topic, and
also the content of One Thousand and One Nights for finding and
evaluating various related examples.

This study intends to answer two main questions. 1. Does One
Thousand and One Nights, the oldest folk tale in oral literary tradition,
qualify as an eastern grotesque exemplary? 2. Does One Thousand
and One Nights, along with its enjoyable and disgusting aspects,
employ grotesque functions to demonstrate the problematic and
incompatible nature of existence?

3. Discussion

The principles of grotesque have been established on classic art and
literature i.e. renaissance paintings discussed in Kayser’s “Grotesque
in Art & Literature”, and based on the Bakhtinian perspectives on the
works of Francis Rabelais. The significant findings of this study
reveal One Thousand and One Nights as a dominant comprehensive
grotesque work in the world of folk literature.

Grotesque is a style in architecture, decorative arts, painting and
literature. (Thomson: 2011, p.16). In his outstanding work,
“Grotesque in Art & Literature”, Kayser traces the historical
development of this literary term from the Italian paintings and
decorative art. He emphasizes the centrality of “fear & horror” in
grotesque which lead to an estranged and alien world.

Bakhtin in “Rabelais and his world” discusses carnivalesque and its
folk-humor theme. He believes that carnival laughter, as seen in
grotesque literature including One Thousand and One Nights, might
help to better digest events because the moments when traditional
rules and order are put aside, the world is turned upside down and the
routines of daily life are suspended and final result is “freedom”.
(ibid. 68)

As the features of grotesque are so detailed and complicated, only the
most prevalent ones with the various examples embedded in tales of
One Thousand and One Nights are analyzed here.

3.1. Grotesque in One Thousand and One Nights

3.1.1. Grotesque Language

One of the important literary features of grotesque in One Thousand
and One Nights is the apparent contradiction between language and
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content of the tales. Poetic, dynamic and spirited expressions through
the tales (Hekayat) strengthen their grotesque aspect. In spite of the
terrifying theme of the tales, the smooth combination of poetry and
prose provokes the audiences.

According to the Bakhtinian perspective, all numerous comic
expressions, vulgar and insulting speeches in One Thousand and One
Nights are grotesque (Knowles, 2012, p. 7). e.g., “Hekayat -e
Bazargan va Efrit” (Tale of Merchant and Jinn) (One Thousand and
One Nights, 2010, 1/18-22), “Hekayat-e Hammal va Dokhtaran”
(Tale of Porter and the Girls) (ibid. 1/44-62).

3.1.2. Grotesque Realism

The story of the characters in One Thousand and One Nights reflects
people’s real life (Samini, 2001, p. 129). “Tales of Baghdad” or
“Abbasid Tales” are the most real ones which display the daily life,
e.g., “Harun Al- Rashid Tales” (Seidel, et al., 2009, p. 38).
“Hekayat-e Hosham va Kudak” (Tale of Hosham and the Child)
(One Thousand and One Nights, 2010, 1/626), “Ishagh -e Museli va
Mae’mun” (One Thousand and One Nights, 2010, 1/ 637).

3.1.3. Incompatibility and Disharmony

The present tendency is to view the grotesque as a fundamentally
ambivalent thing, as a clash of opposites (Thomson, 2011, p. 22). In
other words, the most consistently distinguished characteristic of the
grotesque is the element of disharmony whether this is referred to as
conflict, clash, mixture of the heterogeneous, or conflation of
disparate things (ibid. 24).

3.1.4. Grotesque Places

Catacombs, graveyards, wells in which the corpses have been hidden,
strange forts and castles are typically magical and grotesque, e.g. the
Castle of “Johar- Negin” (One Thousand and One Nights, 2010,
2/76), the territory of “Vagh-Vagh” (Ibid., 2/577), and above all, the
most dreadful place i.e. the King’s bedroom where Shahrzad narrates
her tales apprehensively every night.

3.1.5. Grotesque Characters and Metamorphosed Creatures
The characters of One Thousand and One Nights perfectly harmonize
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with Bakhtinian norms of grotesque which he declared in the
Carnival theory (Adams, et al., 2010, p. 49). One Thousand and One
Nights is full of various Rabelais characters. Some of them have
ridiculous deformity, for instance, Ae’raj (lame), Blind, and Bigush
(Anotia) in “Hekayat-e Sheykh- e- khamush va baradaran” (Tale of
the Silent Sheikh and His Brothers) (One Thousand and One Nights,
2010,1/128-142), and some are magician, e.g., Malek Azragh, the
typical monster in “Hekayat-e Saif— Al- Moluk & Badi’e- Al- Jamal”
(ibid. 2/539).

Transformation of human to animal or animal to Jinn is another
example of grotesque. “Hekayat-e Shabe bist-o yekom” (Tale of 21
Night) (ibid. 1/82) is an explicit example in which a Jinn respectively
transforms to a mouse, a cat, a dog, a zebra, and finally a buffalo.
Sometimes, the mixture of stupidity and disfigurement presents an
absurd characteristic, e.g., “Hekayat-e Khar-e- Ablah” (Tale of The
Stupid Monkey) (Ibid. 1/798), and “Hekayat-e Amuzegare Naadan”
(Tale of Stupid Teacher) (ibid. 1/820).

“Dalileh- ye- Mohtaleh” (ibid. 2/442), and the crone named “Zat- Al-
Davahi” (ibid. 1/273) are also two supreme examples of a grotesque
character.

3.1.6. Mysteriousness and Dream

In One Thousand and One Nights, being mysterious means being
grotesque. The mysterious tales and their suspension lead the
audiences to encounter their intrapsychic conflict and resolve it, then
achieve the feeling of catharsis which is in fact the sublime aim of
grotesque, e.g., “Khab-e ajib” (The Weird Dream) (lbid., 1/751).
Dream is a very frequent motif of grotesque in One Thousand and
One Nights which resonates the mysterious atmosphere of tales.
Shahrzad perspicaciously uses these two ploys during her story-
telling process to make it more effective.

3.1.7. Propagating Weirdness, Uncanniness, Exaggeration, and
Extravagance

In Kayser’s view, these elements are essential for grotesque. The
grotesque is basically exaggerated because it is an effective
mechanism to strength the other features of the grotesque.

The adventure of the second slave named “Kafoor”, embedded in
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“Hekayat-e Ghanem” (Tale of Ghanim- lbn- Ayub) (ibid. 1/174),
with the motif of “endless lies” and the tale of “Dalilheh” (ibid.
2/442) with the motif of ceaseless sedition are very suitable
examples.

3.1.8. One Thousand and One Nights, not an Absolute Absurd,
but a Dark Comedy

One can certainly trace the lofty and unique form of grotesque in One
Thousand and One Nights by concentrating on the dreadful and
macabre theme of Death. Death has a continual deep presence
throughout Shahrzad’s one thousand and one tales.

John Ruskin, the author of “Grotesque Renaissance”, believes that the
lofty grotesque is being created by those who have a profound
spiritual insight (Thomson, 2011, p. 18). Therefore, Shahrzad
intelligently displays the death as the unknown part of the life. Our
ignorance about the philosophy of the death actually means the real
grotesque.

4. Conclusion
The findings of this study reveal that One Thousand and One Nights
definitely contains all features of literary grotesque:

e The tales include absurdity, satire, the bizarre, mystery,
buffoonery, fun and even nonsensicality.

e Grotesque in One Thousand and One Nights frequently vexes,
but at the end leads to the catharsis and the pleasant feeling of
freedom.

e One Thousand and One Nights successfully points out all
black tragic aspects of the real life. This is absolutely the
golden rule of grotesque.

Keywords: One Thousand and One Nights, Grotesque, Mockery,
Revulsion, Incompatibility.
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