
Scheherazade Goes West: Different Cultures,
Different Harems
Scheherazade, the legendary storyteller from the Arabian Nights, is known
for her ability to spin a good yarn. But what happens when her stories are
transported to the West? In this essay, we will explore the different ways
that Scheherazade's tales have been adapted and interpreted in Western
culture, and how these adaptations reflect the different cultural values and
norms of the West.

The Harem in the West

One of the most striking features of Scheherazade's stories is the harem, a
secluded space where women are kept apart from men. In the West, the
harem has often been seen as a symbol of oppression and female
subjugation. However, in some Western cultures, the harem has also been
seen as a place of luxury and privilege.
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In the 18th century, for example, the Ottoman Empire was often seen as a
model of civilization and refinement. As a result, Westerners were
fascinated by the harem, which they saw as a place of exotic beauty and
intrigue. This fascination is reflected in the many paintings and engravings
of harems that were produced during this period.

In the 19th century, the harem became a popular setting for novels and
operas. These works often depicted the harem as a place of danger and
temptation, where women were at the mercy of powerful men. This view of
the harem was reinforced by the rise of Orientalism, a movement that
sought to romanticize and exoticize the East.

In the 20th century, the harem continued to be a popular setting for
Western literature and film. However, by this time, the harem had begun to
lose its exotic appeal. Instead, it was increasingly seen as a symbol of
female oppression. This view of the harem is reflected in the work of
feminist writers such as Nawal El Saadawi and Fatima Mernissi.

Scheherazade's Stories in the West

Scheherazade's stories have also been adapted and interpreted in a
variety of ways in Western culture. In some cases, these adaptations have
been faithful to the original stories. In other cases, they have been
significantly altered to reflect the cultural values of the West.

One of the most famous Western adaptations of Scheherazade's stories is
the 18th-century opera The Abduction from the Seraglio by Wolfgang
Amadeus Mozart. This opera tells the story of a European woman who is
captured by pirates and sold into a harem. The opera was a huge success,
and it helped to popularize Scheherazade's stories in the West.



In the 19th century, Scheherazade's stories were also adapted into a
number of novels and plays. These works often depicted the harem as a
place of danger and temptation, where women were at the mercy of
powerful men. This view of the harem was reinforced by the rise of
Orientalism, a movement that sought to romanticize and exoticize the East.

In the 20th century, Scheherazade's stories continued to be a popular
setting for Western literature and film. However, by this time, the harem had
begun to lose its exotic appeal. Instead, it was increasingly seen as a
symbol of female oppression. This view of the harem is reflected in the
work of feminist writers such as Nawal El Saadawi and Fatima Mernissi.

Scheherazade's stories have been adapted and interpreted in a variety of
ways in Western culture. These adaptations reflect the different cultural
values and norms of the West, and they offer a fascinating glimpse into
how the West has viewed the East over time.
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