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John Barth's "Dunyazadiad": A 
Postmodern Reading of an Eastern Frame 

 
 
 
 

Abstract 
The frame-tale technique is one of the most ancient narrative 

techniques, its roots go back to the oral tradition. It refers to a set of 
embedded stories which are encircled by a larger framework, hence 
creating a hierarchical pattern of stories within stories,and highlighting 
the relation between the storyteller and the audience. The most famous 
example of the frame-tale is The Thousand Nights and One Nightin 
which Scheherazade, who represents the ideal storyteller narrates stories 
for the king Shahryar to save her life. 

Most of postmodernist writers admired such stories and one of them 
is John Barth (1930- ), an American novelist whose fascination with the 
frame-tale tradition such as Decameron, The Canterbury Tales, and The 
Arabian Nights appears clearly in his novels. Barth recycles stories by 
using the idea of 'arranging literature', the stories that are recycled are 
taken from the Bible, The Arabian Nights (Barth's favorite frame-tale), 
and the heroic myths of the ancient Greek. He fully exploits the cultural 
relevance and perseverance when he chooses a text for his work. So, he 
presentsthe frame-tale in a way that helps to develop the manner of 
narration, i.e. to lead narrative from exhaustion to replenishment. 
According to him, one can revive literature by returning to the past and 
the origin of fiction. This paper is an attempt to explore the structure of 
the frame-tale inBarth's novella "Dunyazadiad", the first story in his 
collection,Chimera.  

Key Words: Frame-tale, spiral, The Arabian Nights, Writer's block, 
key and treasure. 
Dunyazadiad 

Barth's sixth book, Chimera, wanthe National Book Award in 
1972.1Though, this book is a collection of three novellas, Barth calls it a 
novel because generally novels sell better than collections whether of 
short stories or novellas.2 The novel is regarded as a "triptych" since it 
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contains three novellas about the creative process.3 The three novellas 
are: "Dunyazadiad" which is entitled after the sister of Scheherazade in 
The Arabian Nights; Dunyazade, "Perseid" owing to Perseus; the slayer 
of Medusa in Greek mythology, and "Bellerophoniad" which alludes to 
Bellerophon; the killer of Chimera in Greek mythology.4 

In many of the works of modern times, the authors went to derive 
from The Arabian Nights stories to their works to function as an intertext. 
Their aims become the searching for the ideal reader, listener, and 
storytelling. "Dunyazadiad", the first novella in this trilogy foregrounds 
the role of Dunyazade, Barth's narrator who represents Barth himself and 
who arouses questions about "narrative creation and reception" and the 
ability of moving among the narrative as "he engages in meta-fictional 
and sexual play."5 

Dunyazade narrates to Shah Zaman her story. The latter and his 
brother king Shahryar have sworn to ravish a virgin every night and 
slaughter her in the morning due to the unfaithfulness of their women. So 
Scheherazade who is a keen and genius woman wants to save her sisters 
from disaster but she is in need for a good plan. Then by certain words 
(their power similar to the magic), the Genie (Barth himself) comes and 
provides her with the original stories of The Arabian Nights to narrate 
them to Shahryar.6After the success of the plan that is put by the Genie 
and Scheherazade, Shahryar changes and decides to marry her and at the 
same time his brother marries Dunyazade. The stories of the Genie end at 
this wedding night (since the original story of The Arabian Nights ends at 
this point), and this means no stories are left to Dunyazade to narrate for 
Shah Zaman to pass this night. For this, Dunyazade takes the role of 
invention and decides to narrate for Shah Zaman her life story and then 
kills him. Thus, while she holds the razor upon him, she narrates to him 
her story with her sister from the beginning of Scheherazade's plan to 
deceit the king till their current moment. Then Shah Zaman asks her to 
allow him to narrate his own story. He declares that though he swears to 
slaughter a lady every night but a beautiful lady similar to Scheherazade 
changed his mind and later on he decides to exile the lady to the Amazon 
instead of killing her and this happened with all the women who came to 
him.7 Then he adds that Shahryar knows from the beginning 
Scheherazade's plan but he out of his love leaves her to complete.8 

This story ends in frame-tale in which the author praises The Arabian 
Nights and states if he has the ability to create a story which is beautiful 
as the story of Scheherazade, it will be about9"little Dunyazade and 
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herbridegroom, who pass a thousand nights in one dark night and in the 
morning embraceeach other; they make love side by side, their faces 
close, and go out to greet sister andbrother in the forenoon of a new 
life."10 Thus, it is concluded that Barth reverses the original story of 
OneThousand Nights and One Night, instead of Scheherazade/Shahryar 
there are Dunyazade/Shah Zaman. 

Rationally, Barth the Genie is outside the stories of Scheherazade but 
must have already read them and out of his interest in and fascination 
with Scheherazade and her frame narrative, he decides to create a new 
version of The Arabian Nights by following the typical relation between 
contained and container. So Barth transforms himself to Scheherazade's 
time and by this, he reverses the situation and frames the story from the 
inside. The Genie and Scheherazade speculate about this specific idea of 
framing11:   

They speculated endlessly on such questions as whether a story might 
imaginably be framed from inside, as it were, so that the usual relation 
between container and contained would be reversed and paradoxically 
reversible -- and (for my benefit, I suppose) what human state of affairs 
such an odd construction might usefully figure. Or whether one might go 
beyond the usual tale-within-a-tale, beyond even the tales-within-tales-
within-tales-within-tales which our Genie had found a few instances of in 
that literary treasure-house he hoped one day to add to, and conceive a 
series of, say, seven concentric stories-within-stories, so arranged that the 
climax of the innermost would precipitate that of the next tale out, and 
that of the next, et cetera, (Ch. 24) 

Ulla Musarra argues that Barth reverses the traditional frame story 
which is already moved from the frame toward the center, his story 
moves from the center of the story toward its frame.12 

Thus, the climax of the story of Scheherazade occurs rashly before 
the climax of the frame story of the novella itself, and at the same time, 
this frame itself makes the climax possible. The result will be the 
reciprocal relationship between framer and framed, which reoccurs again 
when the Genie declares his intention to Make Dunyazade not only his 
central character but also his image for the modern storyteller when he 
revises the traditional story of The Arabian Nights. This type of 
reciprocal relation leads to three visions of "Dunyazadiad": the first one 
is the story of Dunyazade, the second one is represented by the original 
story of Scheherazade which is familiar to the people, and the third one 
which is narrated by Barth, the Genie, is a combination of the two 
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previous visions.13These three visions are taken from Barth's 
explanation about Chimera in his essay "Aspiration, Inspiration, 
Respiration, Expiration: Introduction to the Reading From Chimera": 

"Dunyazadiad," is in three parts, like the Chimera: the first is told by 
Dunyazade to Shah Zaman, in circumstances not revealed until the end of 
her narrative; the second part, shorter, is a dialogue between Dunyazade 
and Shah Zaman, narrated by the author; the very short conclusion is an 
address by the author to the reader, or listener.14 

The structure of the embedding stories of this novella is similar to a 
puzzle. Barth complicates his structure by using different narrative levels 
and moving among them.15The novella has three central voices: 
Dunyazade who narrates her own story, then an "impersonal voice" 
narrating what happens at the wedding night, and the last one is the 
Genie's voice.16 According to Genette's distinction of narrative levels, 
Dunyazade is a heterodiegetic character since she is both narrator and 
character in the novella. Shah Zaman is also a heterodiegetic one. In this 
way, they exemplify the intradiegetic narration, i.e. from the 
inside.17Barth who appear as both theGenieand the narrator of the third 
part is considered an extradiegetic narrator. Thus, the Genie states that 
the story of The Arabian Nights is no more than the story of 
Scheherazade's stories18 

Alf Laylah Wa Laylah, The Book of the Thousand Nights and a 
Night, is not the story of Scheherazade, but the story of the story of her 
stories, which in effect begins: "There is a book called The Thousand and 
One Nights, in which it is said that once upon a time a king had two sons, 
Shahryar and Shah Zaman, et cetera; it ends when a king long after 
Shahryar discovers in his treasury the thirty volumes of  The Stories of 
the Thousand Nights and a Night, at the end of the last of which the royal 
couples --Shahryar and Scheherazade, Shah Zaman and Dunyazade -- 
emerge from their bridal chambers after the wedding night, greet one 
another with warm good mornings (eight in all), bestow Samarkand on 
the brides' long-suffering father, and set down for all posterity The 
Thousand Nights and a Night. (Ch.55) 

Cynthia Davis shows that there are seven frames, "concentric" or 
'spiral' in Barth's word in this novella. The first and main spiral is the 
stories of Scheherazade that are told every night to Shahryar. Davis states 
that the climax of Scheherazade's stories "precipitates the crisis of their 
frame" and establishes the samples for the rest of the frames. The 
solution of every narrative doubles as the crisis of its frame. When the 
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Genie appears to the two sisters at the last night to narrate to 
Scheherazade the last story, the crisis of frame story has come, i.e. the 
two sisters need something new19 "" 'If she doesn't want to risk 
Shahryar's killing her and turning on you,' he saidcalmly, 'I guess she'll 
have to invent something that's not in the book.'" (Ch.29)The second 
spiral is found in part one which is about the story of Scheherazade and 
Dunyazade and is narrated by Dunyazade. The weddings of 
Scheherazade to Shahryar and Dunyazade to Shah Zaman appear to be 
the best solution for their stories. The third one begins in part two and the 
authorial voice narrates in details what happened at this wedding night.20 

Part three which is the last part of the novella contains fourth spirals 
though it is the shortest part. The fourth spiral is found in the discovery 
of a new king who might come after Shahryar to the volumes of The 
Thousand Nights and One Night (this new king might not be necessarily 
a king but any reader just like Barth when he discovers the volumes 
while he was working in a library.) The fifth spiral is the story of The 
Arabian Nights which is already familiar to the readers. The sixth one is 
the story of "Dunyazadiad" itself and the last spiral is Chimera itself. The 
whole novel is a spiral and "Dunyazadiad" is part of it.21 Davis says that 
the "seven concentric stories that climax in a series"(Ch.24)are similar to 
"a string of firecrackers"(Ch.24) 

Barth differentiates between the image of the logarithmic spiral and 
the image of the circle in that there are two opportunities "of confronting 
existence and imaginative creatively.22This is an important distinction 
for Chimerasince the circle is almost always a symbol of sterile repetition 
without development or change.23This confronting enables Barth not 
only to explain but also to dramatize "the unexplainable and 
uncontrollable" in life and imagination. It associates the character with 
both art and life in a manner which is typical of Barth. The Genie talking 
to Scheherazade and Dunyazade about the structure of his project, he 
says that:24 

" 'My project,' he told us, 'is to learn where to go by discovering 
where I am by reviewing where I've been -- where we've all been. There's 
a kind of snail in the Maryland marshes -- perhaps I invented him -- that 
makes his shell as he goes along out of whatever he comes across, 
cementing it with his own juices, and at the same time makes his path 
instinctively toward the best available material for his shell; he carries his 
history on his back, living in it, adding new and larger spirals to it from 
the present as he grows. That snail's pace has become my pace -- but I'm 
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going in circles, following my own trail! I've quit reading and writing; 
I've lost track of who I am; my name's just a jumble of letters; so's the 
whole body of literature: strings of letters and empty spaces, like a code 
that I've lost the key to.' He pushed those odd lenses up on the bridge of 
his nose with his thumb -- a habit that made me giggle -- and grinned. 
'Well, almost the whole body. Speaking of keys, I suspect that's how I got 
here.' (Ch. p.10-11) 

At the end of the story, when the Genie should go back to his age (the 
twentieth century), Scheherazade gives him a gift, her earring in the 
shape of a gold ring,25 

"She made him promise then to embrace his mistress for her, whom 
she vowed to love thenceforth as she loved me, and by way of a gift to 
her -- which she prayed might translate as the precious book had not -- 
she took from her earlobe a gold ring worked in the form of a spiral shell, 
of which his earlier image had reminded her. He accepted it joyfully, 
vowing to spin from it, if he could, as from a catherine-wheel or whirling 
galaxy, a golden shower of fiction. (Ch. 18-19) 

According to Jerry Powell in his essay "John Barth's Chimera: A 
Creative Response to the Literature of Exhaustion" in (1980), Barth 
makes from the idea of writer's block as a metaphor to explain his 
thoughts about "Literature of Exhaustion".26Since the Genie does not 
know in what way his writing should go or end, so he has a writer's 
block. He is similar to Dunyazade who does not have a story to narrate to 
Shah Zaman because of Scheherazade who narrates all the stories and for 
this Dunyazade must invent a new story. The problem of the Genie is his 
relation with tradition should be similar to his relation with 
Scheherazade, but he is afraid that he is by the time might be far from his 
tradition and this prevents him from adding to this tradition. This is one 
of the problems of the Genie, but he still has another one which is related 
to the ending of the novella.Though the Genie succeeds to create a 
structure that is complicated enough to create themes and effects and find 
a solution for both his problem and Scheherazade's 
problem,"Dunyazadiad" is supposed to end with "a note of triumphant 
completion; but it does not."27The story ends in a "tentative" manner, the 
narrator/artist who talks with his own story "if I could invent"(Ch. 55), 
and this gives the story of Dunyazade an independency from the Genie's 
story. So, the Genie concludes that "Dunyazade's story begins in the 
middle; in themiddle of my own, I can't conclude it -- but it must end in 
the night that all goodmornings come to."(Ch. 55) This problem raises 
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doubt about the ability of literature to capture and interpret reality in the 
form of story, and it is even less resolved than the first problem.28 

The result of solving the problem of the writer's block seems to be the 
ability of the reader to take part in a dialogue in which the work is 
realized. So in "Dunyazadiad" Barth explains the relationship between 
teller and toldas29:  

Narrative, in short -- and herethey were again in full agreement -- was 
a  love-relation,  not a rape;  its success  depended  upon  the reader's 
consent  and cooperation,  which she  could withhold  or  at  any moment 
withdraw;  also  upon her own combination  of  experience  and talent  
for enterprise,  and  the  author's  ability  to arouse,  sustain,  and satisfy 
her interest-an  ability  on  which her figurative  life  hung  as surely  as 
Scheherazade's  literal.(Ch.26) 

Through this novella, Barth conveys his view about the characteristics 
of the ideal audience who should possess "goodwill, attention, and a 
moderately cultivated sensibility"(Ch.17) He sees that the reader must 
have some knowledge particularly about The Arabian Nights, Don 
Quixote, Tristram Shandy, or Greek mythology to understand what is 
written in the fiction, and this is considered part of Barth's function to 
help readers to be aware of their tradition. Barth shows that the existence 
of his novel depends on the reader's consenting to the fiction, for this he 
gives the book Chimera's name, since Chimera's existence continues only 
as long as Bellerophon believes in her. Barth uses "as if" a lot in this 
novella to enable his audience to see the story as true, "not necessary 
being fooled by the fiction, but trying to acquire the "experience and 
talent for enterprise""which required from his reader.30 

 In addition to the spiral of the novella there is another motif 
which adds more to the novella. This motif, Charles Harris states, is the 
magic utterances "The key to the treasure is the treasure!"(Ch.11) When 
Scheherazade utters this sentence at the first time, the Genie is appeared, 
i.e. comes from the future to the age of Scheherazade by the effects of 
this sentence.31Heide Ziegler argues that Scheherazade and the Genie 
might be thinking of the same thing though there are centuries between 
them, because they meet through the act of imagination, as author and 
reader.32By this magic meeting, Barth reveals the real value of "what he 
calls heartfelt possibilities". So Barth in Chimera tries to show the 
importance of storytelling in the face of final extinction, i.e. 
"Dunyazadiad" represents the end of the story while "Perseid" shows the 
end of man, and "Bellerophoniad" shows the end of life. He wants to say 
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through this sentence that one might find the truth in possibilities more 
than in reality. In Chimera the life-story of the artist "frames the truth 
which his artistic inspiration has conjured up as if by magic".33 

Barth states that the stories of Scheherazade are true: ""They're 
tooimportant to be lies. Fictions, maybe -- but truer than fact.""(Ch.53) 
He shows that the importance of Scheherazade's fiction becomes obvious 
by their "longevity". After all the centuries between Barth and 
Scheherazade, these stories still had an effect on Barth, not only 
Scheherazade's own story with the king but also her narrated stories 
alongside with the possibility that her life and death are proved to be 
true.34Shah Zaman asks Dunyazade to treasure him at the dawn and this 
refers to a new life and a new denouement. Dunyazade shall live because 
the story lives.35 

E.P. Walkiewicz states that if "we can accept the 'as if' he  offers,  
then  this ‘denouement’ may indeed become a moment of ‘untying’ in 
which the  tangled  loops  of  story  are  opened  up,  a  joyous  climax  
that occurs   concurrently  in  all  the  frames  of  the  tale’’"36 Then 
Barth presents to his readers the way to be joyous: "To be joyous in the 
full acceptance of this dénouement is surely to possess atreasure, the key 
to which is the understanding that Key and Treasure are the 
same."(Ch.56) That means the true treasure is the storytelling. Harris 
comments about this: the acceptance of life's vicissitudes is the best key 
that leads for enjoyment and by this life becomes a treasure, "thus key 
and treasure are the same."37 
Conclusion 

Barth exemplifies in this novella the principles that are mentioned in 
his two essays: "Literature of Exhaustion" and "Literature of 
Replenishment" such as the idea of writer's block, the relation between 
the narrator and his audience, and reusing the old stories by 
foregrounding them. Barth goes to the seven level in using frame.By the 
idea of framing from the inside, Barth presents a new way for writing 
frame narrative by presenting first the embedded stories then their 
frames. "Dunyaza diad "frames the story which Dunyazade tell sto Shah 
Zaman, which in turn frames the story of Scheherazade ,which frames the 
story of the Genie ,which frames the story of The Arabian Nights told to 
the two sisters by the genie ,which implicitly frames Scheherazade's 
telling of the actual stories from The Arabian Nights and the story Shah 
Zaman tells Dunyazadeas well. By this chain, Barth highlights the idea 
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that man is no more than a narrative and by the continuity of narration he 

can revive and continue his life. 

  ملخص البحث 

ا ، أن أب ا ذات اطر  واة  أت اد 

 ا ا   ا  و .ا ا د ا ور ان

 دا ا  ا    و ،او  رط طا

ا .ا اب  اء  ا  ااوي و ار. أن ال 

  با ا ة ا  ازاد، ا   و  ا 

. ذم ر ا  وي ا اوا  

  . ارث وا ن ه و  اا   ب  أ 

)و  روا ا ، ان ا ا اب و  -١٩٣٠رث (

،وند  ح  و  ا  ي، وم

  "دبا "   ا  ادة ا رث.روا

 و) و  ا  ،ا  ادة اا  ا ا 

 أم  .ا مما ا طرث)، وا  و ا ا ا 

 رطذات ا ا ط   ، . ر م  ةا

ىاف إددامد،أاطى.  رث و

 من ان ٌ ادب  ل ادة ا ا و ال ادب.و 

" "Dunyazadiadب ا ذات اطر  را و

 روا  وا ا وChimera. 
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