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In an attempt to prove how the critical 

reception of Shakespeare in the Orient 

is crucial in interpreting Shakespeare 

as a cultural bridge between the East 

and the West, prominent regional and 

international scholars engaged in a 

discussion of the emergent field of Shakespeare studies in relation to the Orient 

during a three-day conference held at the American University of Beirut (AUB) on 

May 4-6, 2011. 

Organized by the Department of English at AUB, in collaboration with the Faculty 

of Arts and Sciences (FAS), the Office of the Provost and the Prince Alwaleed Bin 

Talal Bin Abdulaziz Alsaud Center for American Studies and Research (CASAR), 

"Shakespeare’s Imagined Orient" gathered 15 international and regional scholars, in 

addition to undergraduate students and faculty members from the Department of 

English at AUB, who proposed a re-reading of Shakespeare in light of a fresh view 

of the Middle East that would help remap broader issues, such as the status of 

cultural and religious identity, nation and individuality within the context of global 

culture. 

The conference comes at a time when an international conversation is clearly 

underway on Shakespeare and the various “orients” (Persian, Turkish and Islamic), 

noted David Wrisley, associate professor and chairman of the Department of English 

at AUB. Histories of the early modern period have already established intricate 

interconnections between Europe and the Ottoman Empire. 

“A conference hosting such internationally renowned scholars in English and 

comparative literature provides a special opportunity for AUB faculty and students 

to engage in conversation, and at the same time, these scholars return home with a 

good idea of what intellectual life at AUB can be,” said Wrisley. 

In Shakespeare’s time, East versus West was never comprehended as strictly 

impermeably compartmentalized but as a multivalent, complex and unstable meeting 

ground for divergent cultural and religious groups, said Francois-Xavier Gleyzon, 

conference chair and assistant professor of early modern and Renaissance literature 

at the Department of English at AUB. 

“It’s the first conference of its kind,” said Gleyzon. “We have brought together the 

best academics in this area.” 

  

Dorman noted that the University has long 

served as a bridge between East and West, 

and that the exchange of ideas between the 

two cultures remains vitally important today. 
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AUB President Peter Dorman welcomed the distinguished scholars, noting that the 

University has long served as a bridge between East and West, and that the exchange 

of ideas between the two cultures remains vitally important today. 

“I am especially pleased to help open this conference, which aims to critically 

examine Shakespeare’s relevance to the deeper understanding of western 

perceptions of ethnicity and [geography] in the Middle East,” said Dorman. 

Patrick McGreevy, dean of FAS at AUB, noted that Shakespeare’s time, like ours in 

this region, was a time of new possibilities. European exploration created a sense of 

the wider world, yet attempts at bringing the world together created a sense of fear. 

“This double-edged engagement with the wider world is the very subject of this 

conference,” said McGreevy. 

Barbara Hewitt, director of the British Council in Lebanon, highlighted the British 

Council’s relationship with both AUB and Shakespeare which dates back to 1943. 

The purpose of the British Council, noted Hewitt, has been to build long-term 

relationships between the United Kingdom and the countries or empires where the 

council operates, and Shakespeare has been a key figure in that relationship-building 

effort. 

“It is yet another tribute to [Shakespeare’s] universal appeal that 68 years later 

Shakespeare is still being discussed here but with … creative interpretations of his 

work from an Arab perspective,” said Hewitt. 

  

Extensive relations existed between 

England and both the Ottoman Empire 

and North Africa in the late 16th 

century, noted Jerry Brotton, professor 

of Renaissance studies at Queen Mary 

University of London. 

In his plenary speech, entitled, “Mohammed’s Dove and Shakespeare’s 

Cosmopolitan Histories,” Brotton addressed the question of whether Henry VI was 

the cosmopolitan Turk or the barbaric Englishman, and noted that a re-reading of the 

history plays might shed light on other plays, such as Othello or The Merchant of 

Venice – where a Christian warrior does indeed turn into a Turk. 

Was Shakespeare genuinely interested in the Orient or were the references to the 

different ‘orients’ in his history plays mere metaphorical tropes? He was, noted 

Brotton, but not as we understand the Orient in Western scholarly circles. The Orient 

is a movable and “imagined” concept. Edward Said rightly referred to the “imagined 

geography of the Orient,” he added. 

In “Rotten States and Unmoored Moors: Arab Engagements with Hamlet and 

Othello," Margaret Litvin, assistant professor of Arabic and comparative literature at 

  

The conference comes at a time when an 
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underway on Shakespeare and the various 

“orients” (Persian, Turkish and Islamic), 

noted Wrisley. 



Boston University said: “I’m very excited to be trying out this argument about Arab 

traditions of Hamlet and Othello appropriation precisely here … in a neighborhood 

where any effort to distinguish the local from the global is appropriately 

complicated.” 

Gerald Maclean, professor of English Literature at the University of Exeter in the 

United Kingdom, stressed the importance of understanding the historical self-

representations of eastern and Islamic nations. ”Scholarship of recent decades has 

taught us how to recognize the complex ways that Ottoman civilization was central 

to the cultural formations of national identity in Shakespeare’s England,” said 

MacLean. 

In  “Sultans and Slaves on the Shakespearean Stage: Representations of Oriental 

Power and Bondage,” Daniel Vitkus, associate professor of English at Florida State 

University, analyzed various representations of “oriental” wealth and despotism in 

Shakespeare’s plays, and noted  that English travelers adapted themselves to the 

complex marketplaces of the East, thus producing a new model for cultural 

exchange. 

Jonathan Burton, associate professor of Shakespeare and early modern literature at 

West Virginia University, offered a reading of larger structural elements that seeks 

to better situate The Taming of the Shrew’s numerous references to Oriental 

commodities, its incense and rosewater, and Tyrian tapestry. 

Jonathan Gil Harris, professor of English Literature at George Washington 

University, highlighted the importance of rethinking the temporal as well as the 

geographical location of the island in The Tempest. Harris noted that early modern 

writing about the western “new worlds” had traces of the eastern “old” worlds of the 

Orient. 

A panel of three papers given by AUB undergraduate English majors addressed 

themes related to trauma, the Acephalic state, and honour killings in Shakespeare’s 

plays. The panelists- Sarah Elcheikhali, Ziad Dallal and Eman El-Ahmar impressed 

the international scholars. 

Other speakers included: Madhavi Menon, assistant professor of literature at the 

American University in Washington, D.C.; Katherine Schaap Williams of Rutgers 

University; Donna Landry, professor of English and American Studies at the 

University of Kent, UK; Eva Johanna Holmberg,  post-doctoral researcher at the 

University of Helsinki; Samira al-Khawaldeh, assistant professor at the University of 

Jordan; Arthur Bradley, senior lecturer in contemporary literature and culture at 

Lancaster University, UK; Jane Grogan, lecturer in English, drama and film at 

University College Dublin; Joshua David Gonsalves, assistant professor at the 

Department of English at AUB; and Marion Hollings, professor of English at Middle 

Tennessee State University. 
 


