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to undertake his own embodiment of musical 
Orientalism. Moreover, serving as a lieutenant in 
the Czarist navy and later as inspector of naval 
bands, Rimsky had many an occasion to travel 
far across the empire and to experience much of 
the world beyond. With some of his finest work 
already behind him, following in the footsteps of his 
many comrades who were drawn to the intrigue, 
wondrous sights, striking beauty, and heroic deeds 
of the near East, the composer was inspired in 1888 
to write what would become his most celebrated 
and popular piece—Sheherazade.  

Rimsky-Korsakov drew direct inspiration for 
Sheherazade from the collection of imaginative fairy 
tales known as The Thousand and One Nights or 
The Arabian Nights. These millennium-old stories 
were brought together from Egypt, Persia and India, 
and were translated into French and published in 
many installments by Antoine Galland beginning  
in 1704. Popular passion for the tales was so fierce 
among the fashionable classes of Europe later in the 
century that movements were created—turquerie 
and chinoiserie—leaving their mark on music in the 
form of pieces such as jingling “Turkish marches” 
by Mozart, Beethoven, Haydn and others, and in 
Mozart’s delightful comic opera The Abduction 
from the Seraglio. This taste for exoticism remained 
constant from Bizet’s The Pearl Fishers to Puccini’s 
Madama Butterfly or Turandot to Ravel’s Bolero and 
so on. Rimsky, then, simply carried the baton forward 
intending to leave listeners with the impression of 
“an Oriental narrative of some numerous and varied 
fairy-tale wonders.”

Tapping into the listener’s memory the ancient 
legends of The Arabian Nights, Rimsky-Korsakov 
prefaced the score of Sheherazade with these 
words: “The Sultan of Schahriar, persuaded of the 
falseness and faithlessness of women, has sworn 
to put to death each one of his wives after the first 
night. But the Sultana Sheherazade saved her life 
by interesting him in tales that she told him during 
one thousand and one nights. Driven by curiosity, 
the Sultan put off his wife’s execution from day  
to day, and at last gave up his bloody plan.

“Many marvels were told the Sultan by Sultana 
Sheherazade. For her stories the Sultana borrowed 
from the poets their verses, from folk songs 
the words, and she strung together fairy tales  
and adventures.”

In his autobiography My Musical Life, Rimsky 
expanded on the music: “The unifying thread 
consists of the brief introductions to Movements I, 
II, and IV and the intermezzo in Movement III, written 
for solo violin, and delineating Sheherazade herself 
telling her wondrous tales to the stern Sultan.

“In vain do people seek in my suite leading motifs 
linked always and unvaryingly with the same poetic 
ideas and conceptions. On the contrary, in the 
majority of cases, all these seeming leading motifs 
are nothing but purely musical material or the given 
motifs for symphonic development.  

“All I desire is that the listener … should carry away 
the impression that it is beyond doubt an Oriental 
narrative … and not merely four pieces played 
one after the other and composed on the basis  
of themes common to all four movements.”

Rimsky-Korsakov did provide us with these 
subtitles to stimulate our imagination: (I) “The Sea 
and Sinbad’s Ship;” (II) “The Tale of the Kalandar 
Prince;” (III) “The Young Prince and Princess;” and 
(IV) “Festival at Baghdad and Shipwreck on the 
Rock Surmounted by the Bronze Warrior.” Beyond 
these titles, however, the composer provides 
us with no specific story line as if to provide us 
with the freedom to fill in the blanks. But what 
we do draw is within a masterfully constructed 
context of atmospheric sensuality informed by 
exquisite moments of poetic beauty and at times 
veritable orgies of blazing orchestral color. In the 
words of Donald N. Ferguson, Rimsky-Korsakov’s 
Sheherazade conjures: “Ecstasies of imaginatively 
fulfilled desire: visions of celestial luxury 
engendered in the hashish-fevered mind of some 
squalid dreamer in the market place of Baghdad or 
Teheran—such are the tales of Sheherazade and 
the Arabian nights.” 
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