


AMERICAN UNIVERSITY OF BEIRUT

OPHELIA’S ARAB JOURNEY: SHAKESPEARE’S WOMEN IN
TRANSLATION AND APPROPRIATION

by
SARA ZUHEIR BAALBAKI

A thesis
submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of Master of Arts
to the Department of English
of the Faculty of Arts and Sciences
at the American University of Beirut

Beirut, Lebanon
September 2019



AMERICAN UNIVERSITY OF BEIRUT

OPHELIA’S ARAB JOURNEY: SHAKESPEARE’S WOMEN
IN TRANSLATION AND APPROPRIATION

By
SARA ZUHEIR BAALBAKI

Approved by:

Dr. David @'ﬁrrell, Assistant Professor N Advisor
Department Of English

A Sasey

Dr. Sonja Mejcher-Atassi, Associate Professor Committee Member
Department of English

ot o

Dr. Robert Myers, Profe7§or Committee Member
Department of English

Date of thesis defense: September 2019



AMERICAN UNIVERSITY OF BEIRUT

THESIS, DISSERTATION, PROJECT RELEASE FORM

Student
Name: Baalbaki Sara Zuheir
Last First Middle
X Master’s Thesis Master’s Project Doctoral Dissertation

D I authorize the American University of Beirut to: (a) reproduce hard or electronic
copies of my thesis, dissertation, or project; (b) include such copies in the archives and
digital repositories of the University; and (c) make freely available such copies to third
parties for research or educational purposes.

I authorize the American University of Beirut, to: (a) reproduce hard or electronic
copies of it; (b) include such copies in the archives and digital repositories of the
University; and (c) make freely available such copies to third parties for research or
educational purposes

after: One ---- year from the date of submission of my thesis, dissertation, or
project.

Two --—-- years from the date of submission of my thesis, dissertation, or
project.

Three ->-<~years from the date of submission of my thesis, dissertation, or
project.

St — Gept. 13, 8019

Signature Date




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This work would not have been possible without the help and kindness of my graduate
committee, for which I am incredibly grateful. | want to thank my thesis advisor Dr. David
Currell for his encouragement and belief in me as a scholar. Thank you for all the feedback
on countless drafts and for your invaluable advice while I was working on this thesis. Thank
you to Dr. Robert Myers for welcoming me into your office and listening patiently to my
ideas as well as supplying me with valuable resources and research suggestions. Thank you to
Dr. Sonja Mejcher-Atassi for always seeing the good in me, reassuring me, and offering
heartfelt advice and constructive criticism when | needed it most. | could not have done this
without you, and | have blessed with having you as mentors and role models. Thank you for
showing me the value of humility in academia. | would also like to thank Rebekah Maggor at
Cornell University as well as Sahar Assaf at AUB for supplying me with the necessary
resource materials | needed to complete my research. Finally, | would like to thank Nabila
Shehabeddine and Nadine Knesevitch at Jafet Library for assisting me with citations and
thesis formatting issues.

I also thank my family for being patient with me as | worked, for encouraging and listening to
me despite not being familiar with the subject matter. Thank you for supplying me with
Shakespeare articles and quotes whenever you came across them (regardless if they were
related to my thesis or not). | thank my brother lhsan for his encouragement and generally
just living with me during this crazy time. To my sister Taima, thank you for making my first
thesis schedule to help me manage my time. I could not have done it without all of your
support.

To my friends, thank you for your love and kindness. First and foremost, | thank VVanessa for
giving me the gentle push to start writing. | thank Rola for helping me overcome my
paralyzing writer’s block, and for volunteering to be my study buddy. May and Shelby, thank
you for always being there for me. Our weekly dinners were my happy place. You are the
best thesis support group | could ever ask for, thank you for giving me the chance to discuss
thesis ideas with you. Maria, Ratiba, and Franjie thank you for reminding me to eat, checking
up on me, and for keeping me sane while | was writing. Gina and Sarah Khalil | thank you
for your wit and humor, for without it I couldn’t have kept going. | also thank Maya, Hasan,
and Pegor for their constant support and encouragement to keep on writing. To Anna, Rawan,
Jeeda, Claudia, and Sarah Enayeh thank you for your calls from across the globe to check in
on me. To Allison, Hannah, Lukas, Denise, Bettina, and Daniel, and Danny Khoury thank
you for reminding me that unconditional love exists.



AN ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS OF

Sara Zuheir Baalbaki for Master of Arts
Major: English Literature

Title: Ophelia’s Arab Journey: Shakespeare’s Women in Translation and Appropriation

This thesis is an inaugural study of adaptations and appropriations of three Shakespeare plays in
the Arab world that examines the plays primarily through the lens of gender. It addresses gender
among characters and theater practitioners alike: both theatrical representation and the field

of cultural production. It thematizes the issue of female agency in the Arab plays and productions
and examines how female characters are different compared to their Shakespearean counterparts
and how their agency changes in the processes of translation, adaptation, and performance in
Arabic and subsequent translation of some of the Arabic plays into English and their
performances in a non-Arab context. It contributes to the knowledge of the growing field of Arab
Shakespeare and Arab theater. It finds that female characters and the power they possess can
change because of changes in translation. They can become more or less dynamic depending on
how much dialogue they have in the play. Female agency also changes with the genre change
from tragedy to comedy as comedy offers more space for subversive behavior. This study also
briefly looks at the role of women in the cultural production of Arab Shakespeare and the
changes they made to the texts they directed. Overall, the thesis breaks new ground in presenting
a more nuanced view of the role Arab women play in their societies and the changes they are
trying to implement despite the challenges they face in a patriarchal society but offers no easy
solution to the problems the patriarchy produces for women in particular.
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INTRODUCTION
THE PLACE OF WOMEN IN ARAB SHAKESPEARE

Set you down this,

And say besides that in Aleppo once,

Where a malignant and turbaned Turk

Beat a Venetian and traduced the state,

| took by th’ throat the circumcised dog/And smote him—thus!

Othello (5.2.30-35)

It is an auspicious moment for a critical study of the place of women within the
burgeoning creative and critical field of Arab Shakespeares. Since this field’s inception, much of
the scholarship in the field has dealt with the Arab reception of Hamlet; understandably so as
Hamlet has been the most translated play across the globe (Litvin 3). In addition, Arabs have
been fascinated by his character because they could relate to his crippling confusion as the rot
spreads throughout Denmark. They also empathized with Hamlet’s existential despair as they
witnessed their own world turned topsy-turvy, especially after the Arab Naksa in 1967 (Litvin

137).

Rather than focusing on the Arab Hamlets and other male figures, however, this study
aims to provide a cogent reading of the different portrayals of the women in Shakespearean
appropriations in Arab drama to provide a scholarly contribution to the field. It will also examine
the intersection of gender with cultural productions of Shakespeare. | will examine female
characters in tragedies such as Ophelia, Gertrude, Regan, and Cordelia as well as characters in
comedies like Viola, Maria, and Olivia. In doing so, this study will address gender among both
characters and theater practitioners, thereby looking at the representation of women on stage as

well as in cultural/theater production. | hope to provide a fresh perspective on Arab Shakespeare



rather than augmenting the exclusive focus on Hamlet and other male characters by studying the
Arab adaptations of Hamlet, Twelfth Night, and King Lear through a gendered lens. The Arab
Hamlet is a politicized, ineffectual masculinist figure as he exists in an existential bubble of
crisis and is powerless when faced with the turmoil in his country. In contrast, the Arab Ophelia
and the Arab Gertrude are desperately trying to find solutions to curtail the rampant corruption
around them. Thus, Hamlet is reduced to a stock character as the women around him rally him to

action, and when all fails, take matters into their own hands.

Recently, there has been an influx of scholarship surrounding what is now called Global
Shakespeare as scholars have gradually become interested in studying the reception of
Shakespeare in the Global South. Under that broad designation, Shakespeare reception studies
have commonly focused on countries that were previously under the control of the British
Empire, where Shakespeare was an integral part of the imperial educational system. * This study,
however, is primarily concerned with Shakespeare’s reception in the Middle East. Much of the
current research on Shakespeare in the Arab world has been conducted by non-Arab scholars, but

that trend is changing as more Arab scholars are drawn into the field.

Arab Shakespearean scholarship has been more focused on the political and cultural
motives driving Arab writers when staging Shakespeare or Shakespearean appropriations in the
Middle East. Margaret Litvin’s landmark book Hamlet’s Arab Journey looks at how Hamlet
affects Arab dramatists and how they use Hamlet to discuss the political and cultural crises that
plague the Middle East. She looks at reception in what she calls a “global kaleidoscope”

approach, where each reading/adaptation of Hamlet is in constant dialogue with previous

! India has received especially detailed and illuminating attention from postcolonial Shakespeare studies: See
Singh’s article, “Different Shakespeares: The Bard in Colonial/Postcolonial India” for more on this topic.
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readings, and they should not be treated as separate entities. Arab playwrights have looked at
Hamlet in four different ways depending on the political mood of the time. Thus, Hamlet was
used to elevate “international standards,” explore “psychological depth,” look at “political
agitation” and later used for “intertextual dramatic irony” (10). Litvin looks at a variety of
different plays by different playwrights to elaborate her argument, and one of those
contemporary playwrights is Sulayman Al-Bassam, whom she discusses in the last chapter of the
book. In addition, articles such as Mark Bayer’s “The Merchant of Venice, The Arab-Israeli
Conflict, and the Perils of Shakespearean Appropriation” are concerned with and limited to the
political overtones and/or implications of the reception of Shakespeare’s work. In parallel, there
has been a marked emphasis on the style and accuracy of translations of Shakespeare’s original
work into Arabic and later into adaptations in dissertations like Mohammad Tounsi’s
Shakespeare in Arabic: a study of the translation, reception, and influence of Shakespeare’s
drama on the Arab world. And, while | acknowledge the importance and the appeal of studying
Arab Shakespeare reception from these angles, the emphasis on politics and translation has
narrowed the field of inquiry, overshadowing equally important and fascinating dimensions in

the field, notably, gender.

Gender itself is, of course, a fundamentally political category. Thus, | aim to approach
the politics of gender as it conditions Arab Shakespeares through the following kind of
questions: how are women represented in the different Arab adaptations of Shakespeare? How is
that different from the way Shakespeare represented them on stage in the Elizabethan era? If
there are indeed differences in characterization and representation, what does that say about the

position of the female in patriarchal Arab contexts? And how does translation complicate the



representation of women in Shakespearean appropriations? To answer these questions, I will be
comparing how representations of women, and the factor of gender more broadly, differ in
translation across four adaptations. I will examine how gender was translated and represented on
stage in Shakespearean appropriations and what that shows about the operation of gender in
various Arab societies. While looking at how gender operates more generally, the study will also
look at and discuss the roles that women have played in both the translation and production

aspect of the Arab Shakespearean adaptations.
The Nahda and Revival of Arab Theater

What exactly constitutes the ‘Arab World’? This blanket phrase covers a large area of
land and peoples each with different dialects, customs, and cultural values despite being, often,
neighboring countries. Looking back at history, one can see that parts of the region were
previously British mandates (Iragq and Palestine) or protectorates (Egypt). Thus, the increased
influence of Shakespeare on Arab literature in these countries is quite fitting. 2 This interest in
Shakespearean reception has also extended, however, to parts of the Arab world that were under
the French Mandate, which includes territories such as modern-day Syria and Lebanon. This
shows how pervasive Shakespeare’s influence was on not only the British, but the French as
well, and that interest spread across linguistic, imperial, and national boundaries in various ways

to the Arab world and its literature.

So, when exactly did Shakespeare become an important marker in Arab culture?

Shakespeare began to be translated during the Arab Nahda. The Nahda, sometimes translated

?In the aftermath of WWI, the League of Nations (the precursor to the United Nations), awarded both Britain and
France Ottoman Arab territories in accordance with the Sykes-Picot agreement of 1918; these lands were
considered mandates. Protectorates are like mandates in that they are under foreign control, but they were
acquired by force rather than bestowed upon the European powers as remuneration.
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into English as “Renaissance” or “Awakening,” occurred in the second half of the 19th century
and lasted well into the twentieth century. At first one of the Nahda’s goals was translation for
military reasons and reform, it then spread to the cultural realm to promote the spread of cultural
and scientific knowledge to the Arab world (Hourani 53). One of the ways that Arab scholars
hoped to promote dialogue between the two cultural worlds was through the translation of
Western foreign works into Arabic, and one of these foreign writers was Shakespeare. Arab
translators of Shakespeare were very liberal with the translations specifically tailored to appeal to
an Arab audience (Tomiche, “Nahda”).* The fidelity of the Shakespearean translations to the
original plays would later become a subject for debate by literary enthusiasts, language purists,
and the theater directors and producers who were concerned with increasing their ticket sales and

revenue (Bayer, “Martyrs of Love” 3).

Consequently, scholars have argued that Arab writers utilized Shakespeare in different
ways for different purposes. For example, some realized Shakespeare’s capacity to be subversive
and used him to evade censorship and discuss sensitive political issues. For example, Sulayman
Al-Bassam’s Richard I11, an Arab Tragedy was performed in 2008 in Damascus with President
Bashar Al Assad in attendance, even though the play foregrounded issues of “internecine and
bloody struggle” and questioned the legitimacy of Arab rulers (Al-Bassam 70). Syria’s
censorship apparatus is immense, and it is highly unlikely that a play that implicitly criticizes
Arab rulers would be staged and performed. However, the association with Shakespeare was

probably what allowed the play to pass the test. Furthermore, in 2008, Damascus was voted the

3 Recently the discourse around on the Nahda is breaking out of the dichotomy of East and West and the
translation of Western work into Arabic. For more on the resurgence of Nahda studies in Arab political thought see
Jens Hanssen and Max Weiss’s recent volume Arabic Thought beyond the Liberal Age: Towards an Intellectual
History of the Nahda.



cultural capital of the Arab world, and at times, the regime would allow oppositional art to be
showcased and performed to show other countries and the people how great, liberal, and modern
it is (Cooke 72).* Therefore, the regime’s own self-interest could be another reason that allowed
Al Bassam’s play to be performed at the time. The Syrian regime is not alone in using
oppositional art and Shakespeare for their own gain. Other Arab writers realized Shakespeare’s
appeal and cultural capital and hoped to use this to their own advantage, as well thereby
attracting people to the theater and attaining prestige. Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser
loved Shakespeare-themed plays and encouraged the production of Shakespearean plays like
Hamlet as he considered Shakespeare part of a ‘world-class theater’ that would help put Egyptian
theater on the map (Litvin 38). These examples are representative of how scholarship revolving
around the Arab appropriation of Shakespeare has been very focused on the political capacity of
Shakespeare. And when one discusses political theater, one must discuss the concept of
subversion and containment. “Subversion and containment” is a phrase coined by Stephen
Greenblatt in his seminal essay, “Invisible Bullets,” where the presence of political power—in
both politics and theater—and the resistance to that power is quickly quelled before the audience
is aware of what transpired. Shakespeare’s works contain plenty of subversive energy that can be
woven into the appropriations so as to send encoded messages to the audience. All the while this
subversiveness is successfully contained by the medium of drama or the literariness of the
Shakespearean language, not only in English, but also when translated and further adapted into

Modern Standard Arabic and colloquial Arabic.

* For more information on oppositional art in Syria see and Lisa Wedeen’s book Ambiguities of Domination: Politic,
Rhetorics, and Symbols in Contemporary Syria.



Other scholars have been interested in how the Arab appropriation of Shakespeare has
resulted in a genre of drama and literature concerned with or considered as “writing back” to the
British Empire. > Some of the plays that are most frequently appropriated by Arab writers
because of their political content are Richard 111, Hamlet, and Julius Caesar. Other plays like
Othello, Anthony and Cleopatra, and The Merchant of Venice are appropriated because they deal
with the idea of a person as the Other by exploring themes such as race and class. Romeo and
Juliet and King Lear have also been adapted to be performed on the Arab stage as they deal with
the theme of familial relations and obligations. However, much of the scholarship concerning
Shakespearean reception has revolved around Shakespeare’s tragedies such as Hamlet, with

some emphasis on Antony and Cleopatra, Richard Ill, and The Merchant of Venice.

In this study, | am comparing how the representation of women differs in translation
across three Arab appropriations of Hamlet, Twelfth Night, and King Lear, as each of these plays
exists both in Arabic and in English. In doing so, | will explore how “local Shakespeare” in the
Arab world differs from the globalized Anglophone Shakespeare that Britain wanted to export to
the Global South by looking at translations of Shakespeare’s plays and their “frames of cultural
reference and poetics” (Damrosch 5). By looking at both tragedies and comedies, | am exploring
how genre affects the representation of gender on the stage. This is especially significant given
that only a few studies in the Arab world focus on Shakespeare’s comedies, although that is

slowly changing. More scholars have become interested in Arab Shakespearean comedies, such

> Appropriation is a term usually laden with negative and often political connotations, but | want to use it more
neutrally. | might use the word, along with the word adaptation interchangeably, but | prefer the term
appropriation because it signifies that something is being taken from somewhere or someone more clearly than
adaptation. | am using Stephen Greenblatt’s ‘subversion’ to mean challenging or threatening the current source of
both political as well as patriarchal authority. He establishes the dialectic of subversion and containment to be
better able to discuss works of art in authoritarian regimes but does not give a concrete definition of the term.
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as The Merchant of Venice and The Taming of the Shrew. The latter has been particularly
interesting because it tells the story of Katherine, an unruly woman who refuses to get married.
She later marries Petruchio and is tamed in the eyes of society. The narrative of unruly women
allowed Arab audiences to discuss their own opinions about marriage and the importance of
maintaining order by fulfilling gender roles. In addition to looking at how genre may or may not
affect female agency, I will be analyzing female characters in each of these appropriations by
Arab dramatists with a focus on how such texts and the tradition of translation that lie behind
them create different and potentially subversive opportunities for representations of female
agency than were present in the Elizabethan Shakespearean texts. From the analysis of the texts,
I will then be able to further reflect upon the relationship that exists between Arab women, the

female characters on stage, and women involved in cultural production.

Shakespeare and Arab Female Agency

Shakespearean appropriations may contain subversive political messages, but they might
also be socially and culturally subversive, particularly if they feature strong female characters
that resist the patriarchy. By the play’s end, however, all this subversive energy is “contained” by
the same power that produced it in the first place. Moreover, many of the appropriated texts
feature powerful Ophelia and Gertrude characters, and they stand in stark contrast to the subdued
Ophelia in the Shakespearean version of Hamlet. For example, in Al Assadi’s Forget Hamlet,
originally titled Ophelia’s Window, it is Ophelia who figures out that Claudius killed the late
king because she saw the old king’s murder. This Ophelia is very different from her
Shakespearean counterpart, as she is the one who tells Hamlet to get himself to a “monastery”

and ridicules him, and thus the two characters’ undergo a role reversal in this play. Ophelia, here,



has more agency or the ability to make choices and act on them. The audience identifies and is
encouraged to cheer for Ophelia as she tries to uncover the truth about Old Hamlet’s murder and
stir Hamlet to action. Even Gertrude has a more fleshed out and less complacent character. For
example, she frequently says that the “feeling of shame is killing [her]” and is thus very unlike
her Shakespearean counterpart, who is painted to be a shameless adulteress by Hamlet (Carlson
et al. 262). One ends up feeling more sympathy for Gertrude as she appears remorseful and more

human.

In Twelfth Night, the female characters do possess a surprising level of agency as Olivia
is able to choose her own partner/husband, unlike Portia in The Merchant of Venice, for example.
Shakespeare has fun playing around with gender as he does in most of his comedies, and
Sulayman Al-Bassam uses that to his advantage in his work The Speaker’s Progress to show
how bending the limits of gender frees people using metatheater. Having no nuance or tolerance
for different categories of gender and sexuality other than the heteronormative model stifles
people and prevents them from expressing who they are. In this work, the strict Arab notions of
what it means to be feminine or the masculine are subverted, which is especially evident in the
play within a play where the characters on the stage become actors and play different parts
regardless of their gender, in order to reenact a theatrical piece from the “Golden Age of
Theater” (which unbeknownst to characters is an Arab adaptation of Twelfth Night) for state

records (Al Bassam 195).

Unlike the other two works, the modern Lebanese adaptation of King Lear—my third
case study—does not deviate in content from the original Shakespearean plot. Instead, this

adaptation focused mainly on adapting Shakespearean language to the Lebanese vernacular. The



collaborators on the production, Sahar Assaf, Robert Myers, and Nada Saab wanted to make
Shakespeare more accessible to the everyday Lebanese public and not only elite connoisseurs of
literature. Their other goal was to make literature, and by extension, Shakespeare, appear
universal as he wrote about common woes. King Lear’s abdication and the turmoil that ensues is
especially relevant to a Lebanese person because his divided kingdom is reminiscent of the
sectarian divisions that emerged and permeated almost every aspect of Lebanese society during
the Lebanese Civil War which lasted from 1975-1990. One of the things that | particularly
enjoyed about the translation was that the translators were not hesitant to use both Arabic and
English to the fullest to produce wordplay that was not originally in the play. And, given
Shakespeare's love of punning and wordplay, such multilingual wordplay felt natural and
tremendously added to the play. Frequently, I would be listening to the actors speaking, but my
eyes would be on the English surtitles projected on the stage. It was these moments of
multilingual wordplay that made me pay more attention to the vernacular Arabic. The idea that
children should honor, respect, and take good care of their parents when they grow older is also
important in Arab culture, and so the audience would deeply sympathize with King Lear
especially after both his daughters disrespect him, and they would understand the gravity of
Lear’s curse of sterility upon Goneril. However, they would also understand the burden that
Goneril and Regan must bear when taking care of their father, who has ceased to be responsible
for the kingdom and the actions of his retinue. Therefore, Goneril and Regan’s resentment is also
understandable, but the degree to which they disrespect and humiliate their father might seem
deplorable to an Arab audience. Therefore, by analyzing the different portrayals of
Shakespeare’s female characters and the considerable power they wield on stage, perhaps one

can extrapolate how much power and agency Arab women have over their own lives.
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But what happens to Hamlet and other Shakespeare plays if there is no prince or hero?
Would the plays still be Hamlet and King Lear, or would they change? Furthermore, what does
the presence of women with a sense of agency tell us about women and politics in the Middle
East? | hope that my research makes a contribution to revitalizing and redirecting feminist
research to new avenues to avoid what Kathryn Schwartz calls a “static center” (“Just Imagine”
17). Schwartz’s essay is focused on “bodily lines of descent” and what effect matrilineal lines of
descent have in Shakespearean history plays (15). She is very much concerned that the subfield
of feminism within Shakespeare Studies will become overly obsessed with cementing its place
within Shakespearean scholarship and will become blind to opportunities and questions that
might pop up when one starts looking at things differently. That is why | decided to look at Arab
Shakespeares beyond just the lens of politics. While the appropriations can be a battleground for
political “subversion and containment,” | find that they can be a battleground for feminist
subversion and containment as well, mainly because feminism and politics are very much
intertwined, as Phyllis Rackin points out (8). The Arab Ophelias and Olivias and Cordelias can
be more powerful than the men around them and can try to resist male characters' control, but
their threat to the Arab patriarchal order is still contained at the end of the plays. And the

question still stands: can we reclaim Shakespeare on our own terms?

Shakespeare, Arab Theater, and Translation

The field of Shakespearean Studies has become more open to non-traditional approaches
such as studying Shakespearean adaptations and appropriations from other parts of the world, not
just Britain, and rightly so. Shakespeare frequently used the cosmopolitan environment around

him to his advantage as integrated different cultures and peoples of different races, ethnicities,
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and/or belief systems in his plays to alert his audience to the diverse nature of the world around
them. Stephen Greenblatt claims that this inclusion of a diverse array of characters that represent
the Other could have had subversive potential, and therefore allowed the audience to interrogate
the social and cultural norms that governed Elizabethan England (“Invisible Bullets” 65). Arab
dramatists, whether they are writing in Arabic or in English are often aware of his plays'
potential and used this potential to their advantage to show their audiences that the world that

they are privy to is more complicated than it seems.

Modern Arab theater as we know it today only started to develop after the translation of
foreign European works from French and Italian to Arabic. Before that, Arab theater consisted of
“passion plays, marionette and shadow plays, mimicry and other popular farces” (Landau et al.
“Masrah”). However, after Syrian and Lebanese immigrants to Egypt translated and adapted
foreign plays, they allowed a different type of drama to emerge, with Egypt at the center. Hamlet
was first staged in Arabic in Cairo by Iskandar Farah in 1901. Farah commissioned Tanyus Abdu
to translate Hamlet, and the theater audience loved his translations even though Abdu made very
liberal changes to the text. Much of the research on Shakespearean appropriation has been
conducted through the lens of translation. When his plays got into the hands of Arab scholars
from French sources, they translated them from French into Arabic in 1884 (Ghazoul 1). The
French language even during Shakespeare’s time was more technical and precise than
Elizabethan English, and that may be why the Shakespeare that so many Arabs are familiar with
is more flowery and sometimes stylistically more operatic than the lines of iambic pentameter

and blank verse that the Anglophone audience is used to (Litvin 3).
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Furthermore, many lines of Shakespearean plays could have been mistranslated and/or
altered because the translator also wanted to write the Arabic version of one of Shakespeare’s
plays in blank verse (Tounsi 93). Shakespeare’s language is difficult enough for modern English
speakers, so one can imagine how difficult it would be for Arab translators to invoke the same
level of meaning present in plays like Hamlet in Arabic. Ferial J. Ghazoul’s article, “The
Arabization of Othello” discusses how translators of Shakespeare wanted to make him more
relatable to the Arab audience. For example, some translators change Othello’s name to *Utayl,
while others keep the character as Othello, and that has different implications for Othello’s
character. Others would change minor things, like European money into dinars and dirhams, to
make the play more accessible to an Arab audience. Ghazoul notes that translators were also
interested in criticism, and they sought to find ways to claim that Othello was, in fact, an Arab
play, or that Shakespeare was an Arab (which may be why the Sheik el Zubair joke finds its way
in most articles that discuss the Arab Shakespeare), to validate their sense of worth. While
focusing on translation in Shakespearean scholarship is an entirely valid approach, research on
translations should not only focus on the fidelity and quality of Arabic translations of the English
and compare the two languages to one another. Scholars could also look at how the differences
in the translations affect the characterizations of the different characters on stage. They could
also look into how the audiences received different translations and what reception reflects about

the social and cultural values in which the translations emerged.

Some of the renowned translators of Shakespeare are Khalil Mutran and Jabra Ibrahim
Jabra. Khalil Mutran (1872-1949) was an Arab poet who translated both Othello and The

Merchant of Venice into Arabic (Al-Shetawi 12). Jabra Ibrahim Jabra (1919-1994) was a
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Palestinian author, painter, and literary critic who later settled in Baghdad. Each translator used
his own knowledge and intuition when translating Shakespeare. According to Sameh Hanna in
his article “Decommercialising Shakespeare: Mutran's Translation of *Othello,”” Mutran’s
translations were received favorably by Arab literary critics and helped maintain Shakespeare’s
association with high culture. Mutran was also very concerned with “Arabizing” his Shakespeare
plays and promoting the cause of Arabism. Jabra, on the other hand, favored the literal approach,
which emphasized word for word translation (Al-Thebyan et al. 64). Jabra’s approach is
problematic because people unfamiliar with the English version would have a difficult time
understanding the metaphors, puns, and allusions that are replete in Shakespeare’s plays.
However, his translations have been praised for the depth of his knowledge and subtle feeling for
language. The fact that Arab translators made their own stylistic choices when translating
Shakespearean texts supports Charles Martindale's theoretical claim of translations being
themselves interpretations of the original text (13). He argues that texts are always "in
production” and—in a Derridean sense—leave traces of themselves that are continually changing
depending on the context that one reads it in (16). Claire Colebrook also looks at texts and the
contexts in which they are written through a Derridean lens, and thus she points out that “any
sense or understanding of context would be different than the context itself” (“The Context of
Humanism” 706). Thus, translations and adaptations of Shakespeare gave rise to and inspired the
creative process in the Arab world more generally, dramatists used and interpreted Shakespeare's
works to match their current state of affairs and to help the audience reflect about their lives,
which were of course, very different from Shakespeare’s context in Elizabethan England.

No matter what approach translators usedl, their translations inspired many Arab authors

and dramatists to use Shakespeare in their own work. For example, Romeo and Juliet’s
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adaptation into Arabic influenced the Arab novelist Tawfiq al-Hakim; thus, Shakespearean
appropriations contributed Arab literary tradition by galvanizing the imagination of different
Arab writers (Bayer, “The Emergence of the Arab Cultural Consumer” 7). One adaptation that
Egyptian audiences loved was the same one that influenced Tawfiq al-Hakim —“The Martyrs of
Love” by Najib Haddad, a musical adaptation of Romeo and Juliet. Even though this play was
very different from the source text, the blending of Eastern and Western motifs helped make
Shakespeare accessible to an Arab audience. This play also influenced Arab writers such as
Tawfiq al Hakim. Thus, appropriations of Shakespeare helped spur the growth of Arab writers,

who would contribute greatly to the Arab literary tradition (Bayer, “Emergence” 7).

Furthermore, the extensive research done on Shakespearean plays such as Othello that
deal explicitly with the theme of race shows how much of the scholarship available on
Shakespeare appropriations has been conducted from a postcolonial perspective, very much
concerned with how Arab Shakespearean plays have been writing back to the English. Mahmoud
Al-Shetawi, in his article “Arab Adaptations of Shakespeare and Postcolonial Theory,” analyzes
three contemporary Arab adaptations of Othello after also giving the reader a historical
background into Anglophone adaptations of Shakespeare. He adequately sums up the three main
reasons that Arab authors used Shakespeare (that recur in other books and articles on the
subject): they strove to honor him and elevate themselves in the process, or they used him to”
condemn colonization,” or they used him when discussing political repression and the
ineffectuality of governments in their own countries (8). My research, although it acknowledges
the postcolonial perspective, differs from most of the scholarly work done in that it aims to look

at Shakespeare from three different angles and widens the base of evidence relating to
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Shakespeare’s influence on the Arab world in terms of gender and translation—and in

conjunction with those two aspects—women in cultural production.
Shakespeare and Arab Cultural Values

Although he was very much aware of how Shakespeare's status as a cultural icon targets
the elite, Mark Bayer chooses to look at reception differently in “The Martyrs of Love and the
Emergence of the Arab Cultural Consumer.” He examines why Najib al-Haddad’s 1890
translation of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet called the Martyrs of Love (Shuhada al Gharam)
was successful among Egyptian audiences despite it not being completely faithful to
Shakespeare’s version. Instead, translators and theater directors syncretized the Shakespearean
text with Arabic music and themes like “Sufi mysticism” (7). Bayer acknowledges that Arab
dramatists and producers were aware of the literary elites in Egypt who judge Shakespearean
performances according to their faithfulness to the Elizabethan play. But theater patrons wanted
an Arab middle class who could afford to go to the theater to be able to relate to the material that
was being presented to them, and that is why the Shakespeare adaptations of the time featured

themes that emphasized the values of family and religion.

Even though adapting Shakespeare to an Arab context is part of a longstanding tradition,
it was still a major concern in the 20™ century. Arab filmmakers in Egypt were primarily
concerned with how to use Shakespeare to reaffirm their values.® Other Arab Shakespearean
films like Ah Min Hawwa were mainly concerned with the place of women in society. When

analyzing an Arab film adaptation of the comedy “The Taming of the Shrew,” Yvette Khoury

® Some films like Youssef Chahine’s trilogy: Iskanderiya, Leh? (Alexandria, Why?), Haddouta Misriya (An
Egyptian Tale) and Iskanderiya Kaman wa Kaman (Alexandria, Now and Forever) used Shakespeare, and Hamlet,
in particular, to discuss themes such as nationalism and express anti-colonial sentiments. It is interesting to note that
both Gertrude and Ophelia are absent in the films. For more on Shakespeare in film, see Stauffer 42-43.
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illustrates how Faten Abdel Wahhab’s film Ah Min Hawwa—also known internationally as
Beware of Eve— *“validates aspects of the sociopolitical environment of Egypt in the 1960s”
(147). She also draws parallels between the status and state of women in Elizabethan England
and women in 1960s Egypt and finds it surprising that the East and the West are very similar to
one another. In the article, she demonstrates how Shakespeare has been tailored to appeal to
Arab and Islamic values, showcasing the consequences of women being disrespectful and
forgetting their place in a male-dominated world. Wahhab’s film is the one clear example of how
Arab filmmakers and playwrights use Shakespeare’s plays to reinforce how women should
comport themselves to maintain Arab cultural and social norms. | briefly mention films here
because they play an important role in the sphere of adaptations; furthermore, both films and the

theater serve to entertain and educate simultaneously.’

In the more recent and modern Arabized Shakespearean appropriations, the Ophelias,
Cordelias, Violas, and Gertrudes do not fulfill their required gender roles and go beyond what
Arab society might deem as acceptable female behavior. Sometimes, these female characters
have even more agency to rebel against the male characters that try to limit their actions but
miserably fail to do so. Thus, one can see how historical and social context that an adaptation is
situated in could affect and/or change it. However, Mamdouh Adwan’s play Hamlet Wakes Up
Late was produced only fifteen years after Ah Min Hawwa came out. Perhaps geography plays a
role here, but Syria is just as conservative as Egypt. The question that most interests me is: when
extrapolating from theater, why have female characters been portrayed with considerable agency

to oppose their male counterparts?

” Due to the limited scope of this study, | will be sticking to analyzing theater, rather than discussing Shakespearean
film adaptations. However, the number of films that have been adapted from Shakespeare’s works deserve
recognition.
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Shakespeare and the Politics of Language Translation

Translators worked painstakingly hard to make sure that their translations of Shakespeare
were either suitable for the reader or suitable for a stage audience, and translations were written
in fus' ha or Classical Arabic rather than ‘ammiyeh or colloquial Arabic. This is because fus' ha
Arabic with its elevated status as the language of the Quran and the Divine was considered the
language register that was most apt for literature and translation, especially for Shakespeare’s
plays, which retained a marker of cultural significance in Arab theater. ‘Ammiyeh, often called
the language of the streets, was, however, considered vulgar and deemed an inappropriate
medium for cultural exchange, except in the case of local Egyptian theater, which depended

heavily on “ammiyeh productions to boost audience attendance and remain viable in the market.

The move to writing and staging plays in colloquial Arabic is not a recent phenomenon,
but it is one that is often met with an attitude of disapproval. Egypt was at the center of drama
translation and production during the Nahda and produced plays in fus’ha Arabic, so it is not
surprising that the move toward the translation and staging of plays in ‘ammiyeh started there as
well. According to Sameh Hanna in his book Bourdieu in Translation Studies: The Socio-
cultural Dynamics of Shakespeare Translation in Egypt, the first European plays to be translated
into ‘ammiyeh were not Shakespeare but Racine’s tragedies and Moliere’s comedies translated
by Muhammed Uthman Jalal in the 1870s and 1890s (180-181). The failure of his tragedies
compared to the success of his comedies established ‘ammiyeh as the language of comedy plays,
which cemented its reputation for being the vulgar, everyday language of the people. That same
year the British Arabist William Willocks was one of the first people to translate extracts of

Shakespeare’s Hamlet and Henry IV into “ammiyeh, but he was either ignored by cultural circles
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or met with great suspicion as a foreigner who wanted to impose an imperial agenda through his
radical ideas about the use of ‘ammiyeh not just in comedies, but as a legitimate literary medium

(Hanna 182).

In the early 1980s, the Shakespearean comedies, The Merry Wives of Windsor, A
Midsummer Night's Dream, and As You Like It were translated and staged in *‘ammiyeh and the
playhouses were fully booked. However, the translations were not well received by journalists
who wrote scathing reviews in newspapers concerned with the “degradation” of Shakespeare and
his language (Selaiha). This is ironic because Shakespeare wrote in the vernacular and his plays
targeted both his patrons and the general populace of Elizabethan England, there was no elitism
in his plays. It was not until 1984, that Nu' man Ashur, an Egyptian playwright published his
translation of Othello in ‘ammiyeh that Shakespeare tragedies were once again translated into the
colloquial, but not without great uproar. In 1988, Mustafa Safwan published another translation
of Othello in the vernacular and denounced the designation of Classical Arabic as the better
language for cultural and political exchange, pointing to the social and cultural isolation of the
lower classes from that of the elite happening all across Arab societies because of the different
language registers (Selaiha). After Ashour, Safwan, and many other Egyptian playwrights
popularized the vernacular in their plays, it became a more acceptable cultural medium that

served to bridge sociocultural gaps at least in Egypt.

Other Arab countries have yet to contend with the glowing halo that surrounds
Shakespeare’s works and the possibility of translating them into other colloquial dialects. In
Lebanon, Sahar Assaf along with Nada Saab and Raffi Feghali translated, produced, and staged

King Lear into Lebanese ‘ammiyeh as part of the celebrations of the 400" anniversary of
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Shakespeare’s death. The performance of Al Malik Lear was met with mixed reviews. People
were surprised by the use of colloquial Arabic, and they were either comparing it to
Shakespeare’s Elizabethan English, lamenting that the language lost much of its aesthetic or they
were impressed by the tremendous undertaking to make Shakespeare more accessible to a local

Lebanese audience.

The Global Kaleidoscope and the Reception of Women in Arab Shakespeares

Once again, it is important to note that appropriation is a term usually laden with negative
and often political connotations, but | want to use it more neutrally. The appropriations | analyze
here have taken Shakespeare and when staged have produced something entirely their own,
something they can call Arab rather than a rendition of Elizabethan drama. Therefore, I claim
that theater in the Arab world acts as a societal mirror for the perpetuation or subversion of
cultural norms. As such, theater as much as any other art form contributes to the field of cultural
production. Here, | use Pierre Bourdieu’s definition of cultural production as a field that takes
into account the “material” and “symbolic” production of cultural works of art which includes
the “producers of meaning” and the “conditions for social production” that surround the work of
art (Bourdieu 37). I look at how women as "producers of meaning” and at how the drama they
produce challenges the current conditions for the production of social and cultural norms that
have been predominantly informed by the opinions of men, who are looked up to as agents of

culture.

I use Margaret Litvin’s global kaleidoscope theory as a theoretical framework for my
study. It looks at the relationship between Shakespearean plays and the forces that have shaped

the Arab adaptations of Shakespeare while considering the sociocultural practices and
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intertextuality present between the two texts. Culture and the written word are no longer looked
at in binary terms of “East” vs. “West” or “colonizer” and “colonized” because they are not
simple, discrete categories. Culture and the different factors that influence literature are fluid and
ever-changing. Most critics working with what is now called Arab Shakespeare have advanced
the claim that Shakespeare has been used as a gimmick for political commentary and this is
widely and implicitly understood by various Arab audiences, who recognize the cultural and
political value of Shakespeare. This has conditioned the dominant narrative of the political
analysis of Arab Shakespearean appropriations. While Litvin looks at the relationship between
Shakespeare’s Hamlet and the diverse array of Hamlets that Arabs have been introduced to and
how they interacted with these Hamlets since Gamal Abdel Nasser’s rise to power in Egypt in
1952, 1 want to pivot from her political analysis by addressing the issue of gender in translation

in the field, rather than devoting more research to the political implications of Arab Shakespeare.

To study the reception of particular Arab Shakespeares, | chose three Shakespearean
plays: Hamlet, Twelfth Night, and King Lear, and | analyze one or more Arab appropriations of
each of these plays. All these plays have an unspecified setting but are undoubtedly influenced
by different sociopolitical Arab contexts. | chose multiple authors from different Arab countries
because | want to include dramaturgy from various places in the Arab world. Due to the limited
scope of this study, however, | have chosen to focus on authors like Mamdouh Adwan, who hails
from Syria; Jawad Al-Assadi who is an Iraqi playwright and has lived in both Syria, Lebanon,
and most recently Morocco; Sulayman Al Bassam, who is a half-British half Kuwaiti playwright
currently living in Kuwait, as well as the co-translated Lebanese adaptation of King Lear into

Lebanese Arabic.
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In this study, | use an intersectional feminist framework to examine how translation and
gender converge in the text of the adaptations as well as the field of cultural production to open
new modes of inquiry here. It struck me while doing research that before 2004, there were very
few female translators of Shakespeare into Arabic, yet | would always hear and read names of
male translators like Jabra Ibrahim Jabra and Mohammad Enani. In the West, according to
feminist critics Luise von Flotow and Sherry Simon, translation is frequently considered a
feminine task and thus given little importance (12). In the Arab world, translation was never
explicitly gendered, but as a field has remained in the clutches of men. After some research, I
found that Fatma Moussa Mahmoud, an Egyptian literary scholar, translated King Lear into
Arabic in 1985. Her translation was staged at the National Theater of Egypt in 2002 with
Egyptian actor Yahya El Fakharani in the title role (Donaldson). In 2015, Margaret Litvin began
in collaboration with Joy Arab to translate some Arab adaptations of Shakespeare into English,
and with Marvin Carlson, published their book-length collection of Arab Shakespearean drama
Four Arab Hamlet Plays. King Lear seems to be a favorite among Arab female translators as
another Arab Shakespeare translation project of King Lear was underway with the collaboration
of the Professors Sahar Assaf, Nada Saab, and Robert Myers. Al-Malik Lear was performed in
honor of the 400" anniversary of Shakespeare’s death in Al Madina Theater in the first week of
December in 2016. Throughout this study, I hope to show how involved women are in the field

of cultural production in the Arab world because it cannot be reduced to an androcentric field.
Structure of the Present Study

The next chapter will discuss adaptations of Hamlet because it has been the most

appropriated Shakespearean play in the Arab world since Hamlet deals with the problem of
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succession, which is still very relevant today. Alternatively, perhaps Arab dramatists were
attracted to Hamlet's paralysis and indecision because it reflected the political helplessness that
the dramatists, and society writ large, felt after the humiliating Arab loss in the Six Day War.
This chapter briefly glosses over the historical background of Arab theater and Arab translators
of Shakespeare like Jabra Ibrahim Jabra. The bulk of the chapter, however, will focus on the
intersection of gender in Hamlet Wakes Up Late (Hamlet Yastaygidh Muta’akhiran) by
Mamdouh Adwan and Forget Hamlet (Insu Hamlet) by Jawad al-Assadi. More specifically, |
want to examine how both Ophelia and Gertrude’s presence in these Arabized plays, complicate,
if at all, the action in the play. Chapter three will focus on the intersection of gender in Sulayman
Al-Bassam’s adaptation of Twelfth Night, called The Speaker’s Progress. The fourth chapter
deals with King Lear being translated from Shakespearean English and adapted into the
Lebanese vernacular (*‘ammiyeh) and staged with the actors speaking not Modern Standard
Arabic, as Shakespearean translations often are, but rather Lebanese Arabic. | will comment
briefly on the heteroglossic nature of the Arabic language and compare how the translation into
‘ammiyyeh differs from the Modern Standard Arabic version—with Jabra’s translation acting as
the primary source of material — and what this means for the future of Arabic as a language in
performance. What was censored in the translation and where does the translation silence
Cordelia, Regan, or Goneril or give them agency? Throughout all the chapters, | examine how
women are represented in the different Arab plays. What does that say about Arab females and
the society that they need to contend with? How is carnality, for example, represented (in some

of the plays), if at all, and how does the female body figure/change in the translations?
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CHAPTER ONE

OPHELIA RISES, GERTRUDE WAKES UP LATE: FEMININE
ROLE REVERSAL IN ARAB HAMLET PLAYS

“Women have served all these centuries as looking glasses possessing the magic and delicious power of reflecting

the figure of man at twice its natural size.”

-Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own

Shakespeare’s reception in the Global South has become a focus of modern Shakespeare
scholarship in association with the umbrella term Global Shakespeares, which became popular
after the Globe to Globe Festival in 2012 (Litvin et al. 2015). This study is concerned
specifically with what scholars now call Arab Shakespeare, a field that rose to prominence after
2007. Within the field, scholarship has primarily focused on the political and cultural motives
driving Arab writers when staging Shakespeare or Shakespearean appropriations in the Middle
East. In a region tormented by fragmented politics and constant foreign interference and one
where politics is a common subject of discussion among different strata of the population, it is
understandable that the theater it produces should be political and that this would draw the
majority of "first-generation” critical interest. But even if Arab theater is designated as political
theater or some plays are considered political allegories, there is more to Arab theater, and many

aspects await fuller exploration.

Partly as a result of its orientation towards national and international politics, the young
field of Arab Shakespeares has focused primarily on Arab adaptations of Hamlet as well as other

tragedies—plays that most obviously resonate with the Arab audience’s familiarity with politics
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and the power struggles that ensue as a result of challenges to the status quo. Before that,
scholars who gave Arab Shakespeare any attention tended to study Shakespearean reception by
focusing on the topic of translation and examined how Arab appropriations differed from the
Shakespearean original and how the Arabization of Shakespeare catered to specific audiences
and the class differences between them by Arabizing the character’s names or avoiding
references to Roman gods, for example. While focusing on translation in Shakespearean
scholarship is a valid approach, research on translations need not only concern itself with the
fidelity and quality of the Arabic translations. Gender is one example of a topic that is

understudied needs to be addressed with regards to translation in Arabic.

Since its inception, dramaturgy has almost always been an androcentric enterprise. For
example, when the ancient Greeks invented the dramatic arts, women were not involved in
public acting nor the commercial theater-making process. That exclusion continued well into
Shakespeare's time, and it was only after the Restoration in 1660 that women became directly
involved in public theater as actors and writers (Cockin 19). It comes as no surprise then that
when European theater was introduced to the Arab world via colonialism through the works of
Moliere and Shakespeare that women did not take part in it. That is not to say that theater or

Arab drama did not exist in different forms before the Arab Nahda.

On the contrary, "indigenous genres™ of Arab drama include, according to Roger Allen,
the ta’ziya play, a ritualized performance of mourning that grieves the loss of Husain during the
battle of Karbala’ in 680 A.D. (195). In addition to ta’ziya plays, another example of public
performance includes shadow plays, mostly attributed to an Egyptian author known as ibn

Daniyal where puppets were manipulated behind a screen, and the audience could see their
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shadows as their story unfolds (195). Despite a theater tradition of their own, nineteenth-century
Egyptians were wary of everything European or foreign, they looked down on European theater,
accusing people, most often of elite society who attended theater of wasting their time or
pandering to European tastes and betraying their Arab identity and religion (Hanna 30-31). After
theater became less of an elite activity and was available to middle-class consumers during the
Nahda, religious scholars and other proponents of culture thought about how theater could help
their cause to bridge the gap between the West and the Arab Muslim world. Thus, they turned to
drama because many people in the Arab world were illiterate or uneducated, and the spectacle
was the perfect way in which to communicate and reinforce national and cultural values.
Shakespeare proved a sturdy yet adaptable bridge. Theater also provided the opportunity for
women to become more active in the performing arts. The next section provides a brief
discussion of the issue of gender and the difficulties women faced when they participated in

Arab theater and the public sphere at large.

Women in Arab Theater

In 1870, when Syrian dramatist Abu Khalil Qabbani wanted to cast a woman in his play,
his playhouse was shut down. Said al Ghabra, a prominent Syrian sheik at the time, strongly
condemned women being in the theater and spoke personally to the Ottoman sultan Abdul
Hamid saying, “We have realized, O Commander of the Faithful, that immorality and
debauchery have spread in the Levant, [family] honor has been destroyed and the virtue has died,
and the women have mixed with men” (Ismail 2009). As in Elizabethan England, women in the
Arab world were discouraged from acting onstage because having women singing and dancing

unveiled onstage was antithetical to Muslim values as “nothing in Islam permits women to
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participate in this art form” (qtd in Allen, A Period of Time, 369). Cultural values that confined
women to the private sphere rather than the public sphere encouraged women to stay away from
acting in theater. Thus, the gender landscape of Arab adaptations and appropriations of
Shakespeare has been male, whether we are looking at the stage or the mechanisms of cultural

production.

A career as a stage actress was not something many women aspired to because they had
to deal with the societal pressure that encouraged women to remain at home and raise children,
to maintain the status quo. Moreover, acting did not have the greatest of reputations because
women who did act in the theater came from poor, disadvantaged backgrounds and did what they
could to support their families. Therefore, before Arab women were able to act on stage, they
wrote for the stage. Zaynab Fawwaz was one of the first female dramatists and her play Love and
Faithfulness (s4) 5 s s&ll), published in 1892 only eight years after the translation of Othello into
Arabic, was the first play written in Arabic by a woman (Ali). She was also a novelist and
newspaper columnist and regularly conducted literary salons managed by her husband, and
attendees could discuss important and contemporary social issues, especially the emancipation of
women. Eventually, women who came from a Christian background in the Levant like Marie
Soufan, Milia Dian, and Esther Chakkah decided to take up acting in Egypt (Ali). Muslim
Egyptian women were able to perform on stage with their male counterparts after the revolution
of 1919, which ended the British occupation of Egypt, with female singers such as Munira al
Mahdiyyah, who usually sang accompanied by a small ensemble, taking the lead (Ali). After al

Mahdiyyah rose to stardom, other women followed in her footsteps.

27



Furthermore, Egyptian actresses frequently had other roles that contributed to women's
participation in public life. For example, Rose (Fatma) al Yusuf was a journalist and founded a
political magazine she named after herself; Fatma Rushdi (nicknamed the Sarah Bernhardt of the
East) was a pioneer in both Egyptian theater and cinema (Ali).® When | looked through the
reviews of the different plays that were staged at the time, the reviews rarely mentioned women.
Even books that discuss modern Arab theater only cover the playwright who translated and/or
adapted the Shakespearean adaptation and the male actors or singers in it like Sheikh Salama
Hijazi, who was renowned for his singing voice and a favorite among audiences of the time. And
even though women ran salons and became more involved in public life, writing in newspapers
or writing novels and poetry, people involved in cultural production, usually men, chose not to

focus on female narratives in theater.

When looking at the names of women in Shakespeare now, a few names come up. One of
these names is the theater critic Nehad Selaiha (1945-2017), wife of renowned Shakespeare
translator Mohamad Enani, known in Egypt by her epithet, The Lady of Criticism. She
encouraged the rise of local Egyptian theater by funding the first independent theater and helping
establish acting troupes. An academic by training, she wrote multiple books such as Adwaa’

Ala Al Masrah Al Englizy (Lights on English Theater) and Shakespeariyat (Shakespearean
Snippets). Another name that stood out was Fatima Moussa Mahmoud, an Egyptian literary
scholar, who translated King Lear into Arabic in 2002. A decade later, a non-Arab female
scholar Margaret Litvin became interested in translating not Shakespeare, but Arab Shakespeare

adaptations. In 2015, Litvin in collaboration with Joy Arab and Marvin Carlson translated some

® Sarah Bernhardt (1844-1923) was a popular French stage actress who gained notoriety for being the first woman
to play Hamlet in 1899 bending gender roles and receiving much criticism for her performance. She performed in a
production of Hamlet at the Abbas Theater in Cairo in 1908.
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Arab adaptations of Shakespeare into English and published their book-length collection of Arab

Shakespearean drama Four Arab Hamlet Plays.

To begin the study, I first examine Shakespeare’s reception in the Arab world, analyzing
how Arab playwrights and audiences in different parts of the Arab world interacted with
Shakespeare, not simply as a playwright but more as a cultural medium that helped Arab
audiences reflect upon their social conditions. I will also discuss the processes of Shakespearean
adaptation and appropriation in the Arab world. To provide a basis for the argument | put
forward, I will refer to Margaret Litvin’s theory of the “global kaleidoscope” as presented in her
book Hamlet’s Arab Journey: Shakespeare’s Prince and Nasser’s Ghost. However, | pivot from
Litvin's political focus to look at the theater as a specifically gendered space. Each of the
chapters in this thesis aims to establish two goals. First, | explore the diversity among female
characters in literary appropriations of two Hamlet plays, how those characters differ from their
Shakespearean counterparts, and how they offer a different perspective on Shakespeare in the
Arab world. Second, | examine how women contribute to and change Arab Shakespeares in
cultural production. I discuss each aspect through the lens of gender, which has been crucially
lacking in early work in Arab Shakespeares. According to Susan Bassnett, a scholar in both
translation and comparative literature working on women and their participation in British
theater history, the “changing status of women” who are involved in theater “still needs to be
addressed,” but scholars such as Katherine Hennessey, Yvette Khoury, and David Moberly are
working to rectify that (87). | hope that the historicized and detailed philological analysis of

female characters in translation as well as women in the cultural production of Arab adaptations
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and appropriations of Shakespeare that my work provides will open up new avenues for research

in Arab Shakespeare.

I intend to explore and examine the intersection of gender, women, and theater, arguing
that paying attention to both female characters and women involved in the theater-making
process can change our perception of the Arab theatrical landscape. This is pertinent to a field
that has long focused on the political nature of Arab theater and how Shakespeare offers
metaphors or allegories or pretext to shed light on the public affairs of Arab countries. Because
of the recent political developments with the Arab Spring that analytical trend continues; those
same events, however, are changing the gender relations and demographics in the region.
Women are increasingly participating in the public sphere, stepping out of the shadows, and
using theater as one of their tools. The strength of such an approach is that it provides a new
angle into Arab Shakespeare scholarship where the conversation has been dominated by

masculinist discourse.

In the Shakespearean Hamlet, Hamlet’s father's ghost tells him that he has been murdered
by his uncle Claudius and calls upon Hamlet to avenge him. To prevent Hamlet's ascension to
the throne, Claudius also married Hamlet's mother Gertrude and became king instead. Hamlet
decides to verify the ghost's claim by feigning madness around the castle. He then contemplates
the complexity of life and death while trying to grieve over his father's loss and finally takes
action by resolving to kill his uncle. But Claudius also decides to kill Hamlet because he is a
threat to his rule. Each character's plan backfires, and everyone except Hamlet's friend Horatio
ends up dead. Ophelia, Hamlet’s love interest, appears whenever it serves the male characters

like when her father Polonius wants her to entrap Hamlet. Unlike Hamlet’s Ophelia, the primary
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function of women in Arab Shakespearean theater is not simply to foster the male protagonist's
development throughout the play. In Arab Hamlet plays, versions of both major female figures,
Ophelia and Gertrude, are well-rounded characters who are often more aware of what is

happening around them than Hamlet himself.

In this chapter, | argue that the female characters in the Arab Hamlet plays are dynamic
characters that contribute significantly to the plot of the play, and in some cases, are the focal
point around which the play revolves. Unlike Shakespeare’s Hamlet, in these Arab versions, the
female characters change as Ophelia and Gertrude switch roles. Furthermore, the Arab Ophelia,
the Arab Gertrude, and even the female Arab Polonius that emerge in these adaptations and
appropriations result from an amalgamation of a mix of multiple female Shakespearean
characters. These character changes also lead to changes in the women’s characterizations and
representation as they now have more lines and try to speak their mind. Their presence animates
both the textsa and the productions as they do whatever is in their power to effect change in their
lives and the lives of those they care about. The analysis of these plays reveals that despite
common misconceptions regarding their lack of agency, Arab women are trying to make a

difference in their societies despite the challenges they face.

Shakespeare and the Development of Arab Drama

Modern Arab theater as we know it today was significantly affected by the translation of
foreign European works from French and Italian to Arabic. Before that, Arab theater consisted of
“passion plays, marionette and shadow plays, mimicry and other popular farces” (Landau et al.

“Masrah™). Plus, there is a long-standing tradition of Shakespearean adaptations, especially in
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Egypt, ever since the initial translation of Shakespeare from French to Arabic in 1884 (Ghazoul
1). Shakespeare’s influence is so pervasive that his work provided not only material for
adaptations but also fueled the translation industry already at its peak during the Nahda.
Translations of his plays range from being faithful to the original text to adaptations with minor
references to Shakespeare recurring in the literature. In addition, Egyptians and the rest of the
Arab world read and watched Shakespeare not translated from English, but from a combination
of French, Italian, and Russian translations that pervaded the region (Litvin 3). However, after
Syrian and Lebanese immigrants to Egypt translated and adapted foreign plays, they allowed a
different type of drama to emerge, with Egypt at the center. Hamlet was first staged in Arabic in
Cairo by Iskandar Farah in 1901. Farah commissioned Tanyus Abdu to translate Hamlet, and the

theater audience loved his translations even though Abdu made liberal changes to the text.

Eventually, translations and adaptations of Shakespeare gave rise to and inspired the
Arab creative process. One adaptation that audiences loved was "The Martyrs of Love" by Najib
Haddad, a musical adaptation of Romeo and Juliet. Even though this play was very different
from the source text, the blending of Eastern and Western motifs helped make Shakespeare
accessible to an Arab audience. This play also influenced Arab writers such as Tawfiq al Hakim.
Thus, appropriations of Shakespeare also helped spur the growth of Arab writers, who would
contribute greatly to the Arab literary tradition (Bayer, “Emergence” 7). For the sake of space, |
will not provide a survey of the most popular adaptations and appropriations, especially those
dealing with Hamlet in the Arab world. Margaret Litvin does an excellent job of that in her book
Hamlet’s Arab Journey. Instead, in this study | will examine two Arab Hamlet plays in detail,

Hamlet Wakes Up Late by Mamdouh Adwan and Forget Hamlet by Jawad Al Assadi, focusing
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on gender and the roles the female characters play in these plays. For each play, I will devote a
section to a female character to illustrate how different the Arab Ophelias and Gertrudes are from
their Shakespearean counterparts and explore different ways they try to gain or use their agency

through the course of the play.

Hamlet Wakes Up Late

The Syrian playwright Mamdouh Adwan (1941-2004) was a prolific writer well known
within the Arab world. He wrote poetry, drama, four novels, and scripts for T.V. series. He also
translated many works of literature from English to Arabic and regularly wrote for various
newspapers in the region. In 1975, he adapted Shakespeare’s Hamlet into his own political
satire Hamlet Wakes Up Late. In it, Hamlet is an ambiguous character because he is an
intellectual and an artist, but he is politically uninvolved in his country's affairs. He is oblivious
to the political corruption around him and is nonchalant about his uncle's ascension to the throne,
obsessing only about his ethereal father's spirit. Meanwhile, Claudius is the conniving tyrant who
will stop at nothing to further his own interests, and Polonius is at his beck and call, leaving the

play’s women, Ophelia and Gertrude, free to try and take matters into their own hands.

Even though Hamlet Wakes Up Late is included in Litvin’s politicized Hamlet play
category, | want to begin with it because it was one of the principal plays that precipitated the
conversation around politicized Arab Shakespeare, but the account needs expansion to
encompass women’s roles. Above all, it was the character of Hamlet and his circumstances that,
Litvin argued, proved a fruitful source of recognition and reflection at the hands of Arab
playwrights. Arab theater professionals have frequently considered their work political because

the drama they produced tackled the political crises that emerged during their time. Therefore,
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Arab playwrights have used Hamlet to tackle issues related to collective suffering either as a
result of political crises or under a belligerent dictator where Hamlet either emerges as the hero
or helpless victim (Litvin 9). Agency related to matters of gender in Arab Shakespeare plays has
only been briefly mentioned in the literature. Litvin mentions a couple of observations about
Ophelia’s character in the Arab Hamlet plays. She calls Ophelia the “moral light” of the Hamlet
plays as well and points out that her empowerment in the plays, which she describes as
“reluctant” is the result of the “failure of masculinity” in the world within which the plays
operate (234-244). 1 have a slightly nuanced, different view of Litvin’s claim that Ophelia’s
empowerment is the result of men’s impotence in the face of violence. | posit that the men’s lack
of agency highlights Ophelia as well as Gertrude's ability to push for change around them. And
rather than attributing a sense of hesitation and fear to the women's empowerment, | argue that
the women are quite bold and operate as freely as they can while being conscious of society's

grip on them.

Adwan’s Ophelia

From the moment she interacts with Hamlet onstage in the first scene, one can tell that
Adwan’s Ophelia is bolder and more socially aware than her Shakespearean counterpart. After
barging in on Hamlet and Horatio’s conversation about the ghost of Hamlet’s father, Ophelia
vocalizes her displeasure and calls Horatio “annoying” when she hears Horatio refer to her as
“flesh and blood” (a2 ~~J), unlike the ghost that haunts Hamlet, thereby refusing the men's
objectification of her (83). Once Horatio leaves them alone, Ophelia becomes more vivacious,
kisses Hamlet on the cheek and asks how he is. He responds to her question dryly and moves
away from her. Ophelia's bold behavior stands in stark contrast to Hamlet's withdrawn and
distracted demeanor, and this characterization is unexpected, given that the Shakespearean
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Hamlet approaches and starts conversations with Ophelia. Furthermore, Ophelia speaks to him in
a cajoling manner and feels no qualms about persuading Hamlet to do what she wants, which
shows she is the one who possesses most of the power in the relationship. When Hamlet forgets
that he and Ophelia had a date the day before, Ophelia is not shy about expressing her feelings of
disappointment. She scolds him for forgetting their rendezvous at night. Meanwhile, Hamlet is
annoyed because Ophelia is oblivious to his bad mood, but Ophelia thinks Hamlet’s indifference

is a ploy to avoid her.

Ophelia’s increased presence in Adwan’s play causes her to develop as a character.
Unlike Shakespeare’s Ophelia, Adwan’s Ophelia is bold, has excellent social skills, and can
adapt to uncomfortable situations quickly. For example, when Ophelia hears the King and Queen
approaching, she feigns a look of "terror” because she knows she is not supposed to be alone
with Hamlet (86). She only does that to keep a cover of innocence around her father. Ophelia is
very well-informed of how court affairs in Denmark work when she tells Hamlet, "No one will
notice anything" if she and Hamlet sneak away from the castle festivities because the people at
the court will all be drunk. When Claudius and Gertrude question what Ophelia is doing alone
with Hamlet, she deflects their question. Furthermore, Ophelia is aware (4S_xiuw) of what Hamlet
alludes to when he says, “I was telling her where children come from” (86). ° She notes Hamlet's
wordplay when he says "children,” and she deftly changes the conversation by deflecting
Hamlet's sexual innuendo and directing the conversation back to Hamlet's play and the children

who are coming to watch it. Later, when Ophelia exits this scene, there is a clear difference in

°The stage direction (mustadrika) that indicates that Ophelia is perceptive enough to steer the conversation away
from its potential sexual connotations is not present in the English translation. If included, it would enrich her
character as the Arabic version signals early on in the play that Ophelia is alert and knows that nothing is as it
seems in Denmark.
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how Ophelia exits the stage between Adwan’s and Litvin's versions of the text. In the Arabic
text, Ophelia exits the scene with her father in silence, whereas, in Litvin's text, Ophelia exits the
scene accompanied by her father and brother, who is not present in the Arabic version. Before
they all leave, however, Laertes asks Ophelia, "Are you coming?" to make sure that she does not
stay with Hamlet as Claudius and Gertrude talk to him. Ophelia says, "Yes," but lingers for a
minute before glancing at Hamlet, noticing his indifference to her presence and decides to leave.
This slight change to the ending adds more depth to Ophelia's character as she tries to capture

Hamlet's attention right under her family's nose.

Even though both Ophelias have patriarchal figures instructing them on how they should
comport themselves appropriately, Ophelia’s change in characterization causes her to respond to
her family differently than Shakespeare’s Ophelia would. For example, when Ophelia and
Laertes discuss the perils of her love for Hamlet in Act one Scene three of the Shakespeare play,
she emerges as a self-aware, goal-oriented woman who is lusting for power. ** When Ophelia
does not listen to him, Laertes warns her that her lust for the throne will cause her to “Los[e]
[her]self and [her] future” (109). His is reminiscent of what Laertes tells Ophelia in Hamlet
before he leaves for France except that his warning has more to do with Ophelia’s honor and
reputation than anything else because she might “lose [her] heart or [ keep her] chaste treasure
open/To his unmastered importunity” (1.3.35-36). But unlike her Shakespearean counterpart who

will keep his advice as "watchman to her heart,” Adwan’s Ophelia scoffs at his advice and mocks

19| itvin does not mention the change in setting from a salon (parlor) in the castle to Polonius' house that is
mentioned in the Arabic version perhaps because this detail would not interest the English reader. Names of
characters, centered and in capital letters, act as scene divisions.

36



his fear of the people rising against them (1.3.50). One of the only times the Shakespearean

Ophelia stands up for herself is when she asks her brother to pract