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Abstract

Shakespeare's Macbeth is interwoven with allusions to biblical narratives (e.g.,
the Fall in Lady Macbeth's sleepwalking scene), classical mythology (e.g.,
Hecate's invocation), and historical motifs (e.g., equivocation echoing
Gunpowder Plot rhetoric), which pose significant challenges for translators
who seek to preserve their interpretive power. This review article critically
analyzes Jabra Ibrahim Jabra's 1960s Arabic translation of allusions in the
play of Macbeth, applying frameworks from Peter Newmark's semantic-
communicative spectrum to pivotal excerpts including the witches'
prophecies ("fair is foul"), Banquo's ghost, and Macbeth's "tomorrow"
soliloquy. The analysis demonstrates Jabra's hybrid strategy: foreignization
via direct transliteration for culturally resonant allusions (e.g., retaining
"Birnam Wood"), domestication through Arabic proverbs or Quranic
parallels for accessibility, and innovative footnotes to bridge gaps. While this
enhances readability for Arab audiences, selective omissions in politically
sensitive historical references occasionally weaken thematic irony.
Nevertheless, Jabra's rendition exemplifies culturally attuned fidelity,
advancing Arabic literary translation by negotiating Shakespearean
universality with local hermeneutics. This review article contributes to
translation studies by illuminating allusion transfer in drama and offers
practical guidance for future renditions of intertextual classics.

Keywords: literary translation; cultural studies; allusions; drama; Jabra
Ibrahim Jabra; Macbeth.

Introduction

Although more than a century has passed since Shakespeare began to be translated into Arabic,

the translations still endure a number of problems which deserve to be examined. Practical suggestions

are necessary to get better translation of Shakespeare into Arabic and produce more faithful and

accurate versions.
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To translate literary texts from quite different languages and cultures is difficult. The case
becomes more complicated and problematic when one translates Shakespeare’s plays into Arabic, since
the Elizabethan cultural background is totally different from the Arab one’s. English and Arabic differ
widely in idioms, puns, proverbs, grammar and images. Most of the times, these plays are translated
into Arabic for an Arab reader who has neither read Shakespeare in English, nor had the chance to see
a performance of the plays on stage. Therefore, a very accurate and faithful translation is needed in
order retains all the dramatic aspects and themes of the Shakespearean plays.

However, a serious question arises as to how the passages in verse should be translated into
Arabic since these plays were composed of prose and verse, Kamal Nadir (1958, p. 166) believes that:

For this reason a good translation of Shakespeare into Arabic verse has been found impracticable,
and the Arab audience has to content itself with prose. Thus the Arab translator is not only
translating from one language to another, but from one distinct medium into another.

This review is concerned with the translation of Shakespeare’s Macbeth into Arabic. It discusses
namely Jabra Ibrahim Jabra’s rendering of this tragedy. The reasons that this translation is selected for
discussion are that it is among the most modern versions of Shakespeare’s tragedies in Arabic and it is
one of the most faithful renderings as Hadi (2009) and Alsaai (1997) considered it. It is a translation
that is done by a well-known writer and a specialized professor in English Literature. This review is a
comparative study in the sense of discussing other translators’ choices in some cases I felt they would
highlight the way in which Jabra has(not) succeeded in rendering the best equivalents to an Arab reader.

The question that needs to be answered in this review is what kind of translation techniques and
methods are used by Jabra in transferring Shakespeare’s Macbeth, the Elizabethan text, from culture to
culture?

Translating culture in a Shakespearean play

Translation as a process of communication normally communicates the intended meaning of the
original language to its counterpart (TL) culture in a different language and to a different audience.
Linguistic theories provide the basis for the translation process, and analysis of the linguistic form of
SL units (word, sentence or a text) regardless of the SL author cultural background. However, the
meaning of a word or a sentence relies not only on its place in the text but also on other factors outside
the text.

Generally speaking, when dealing with a poetic text, the subject of culture must be considered
in the translation process, as it directly affects the understanding of the ST message, and constitute an
essential factor in determining the appropriateness of linguistic units (Berdom, 2007, p. 121).
Commenting on such issues, in his article "Source culture and target reader/creativity in translation"
Aziz (1982, p. 20) states that "translation is not merely confined to language; it also involves translating
culture.”

English and Arabic have different characteristics both linguistically and culturally. Linguistically,
the two languages belong to very different language families: English is an Indo-European language
while Arabic is a Semitic one. Consequently, there are no complete correspondences between the two
languages. Nida (1964, p. 156) states:

No two languages are identical, either in the meaning given to corresponding signals or in the
ways in which such signals are arranged in phrases and sentences; it stands to reason that there
can be no absolute correspondences between languages. Hence there can be no fully exact
translations.
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Accordingly, the task of translation needs to be carried on carefully, given the cultural differences
between SL and TL balancing communication between the two cultures. Nevertheless, this demands
the translator a careful use of culturally specific metaphors and allusions in particular.

Jabra’s Translation of Allusions

Allusion is one of the basic elements to observe in Shakespeare’s works in general and
particularly this play. Abrams (1992, p. 9) defines allusion as “a passing reference, without explicit
identification, to a literary or historical person, place, or event, or to another literary work or passage.”
He mentioned that the meaning of allusion (as the most common type of intertextuality) as an English
word was equal to the initial meaning of “illusion” and in the early Renaissance it was used in the sense
of a pun, or word-play in general. Later it meant any symbolic likening, whether in allegory, parable or
metaphor. Another meaning, which is still the correct modern one, follows by the early seventeenth
century and involves any implied, indirect or hidden reference. Generally, allusion is considered a
literary device, like alliteration or simile, the poet or author uses it in order to invite a specific kind of
aesthetic experience and finally a kind of textual object/ moment is created.

The occurrence of allusions is more challenging in translation. Not only does the translator of
Macbeth have to cope with the usual linguistic difficulties of translating from English to Arabic, he also
has to handle different references and allusions. In some of its parts, the text of this play is filled with
diverse references: religious, historical and cultural. Very often, these three references cannot be
separated from each other as mythology is usually mixed with historic events and vice versa. For
example, readers encounter the allusions in 'two-fold balls and treble sceptres' (IV.i) s ol o8 S Jasy

4 &l sa to the descent of Scottish kings from Banquo when Macbeth describes the ghost. This is a
strange description in the TT, so Jabra adds a footnote here to relate these lines with the English and
Scottish tradition in monarchy coronation. Though it cuts the reading, it is a helpful cultural remark.
Later in the play we come upon the undramatic description of touching for the King's Evil (James
performed this ceremony); and the dramatic use of witchcraft, a matter on which James considered
himself an authority. This is an obvious example where mythology (the fictitious ability to heal) is
assorted with historic events (King James is real historic figure) in an allusion. A further example is the
allusion to the Gunpowder Plot (ILiii) “here's an equivocator that could swear in both the scales” in the
Porter scene where real historic event is subtly mixed with other cultural implications around this word.
Jabra finds no better ways to pass these references to the Arab reader than explaining them in notes.
Thus in the same scene which is dense with cultural references, the Porter welcomes in his imagined
hell a farmer who expects plenty crop, and then an “English tailor come hither for stealing out of a
French hose.” Jabra translated these lines literally, so he needed a long explanatory note that
outnumbered the original speech.

In addition, translators find further difficulty in rendering the Roman and Greek references to
the Arab reader in the text. This is so common type of allusion that spreads throughout the original text.
Macbeth, awaiting the murderers, compares himself and Banquo with Mark Antony and Octavian
(Shakespeare's Octavius), the man who became Augustus Caesar, the first Roman emperor. This
reference is quite meaningful in the ST yet it needs again an explanatory note by Jabra in the TT:

ST There is none but he,
Whose being I do fear; and under him
My genius is rebuked, as it is said
Mark Antony's was by Caesar

TT  elial ge da gl

Onga os) ) ol (SSas oY)
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ad ol L e s shail Il S LS

Interestingly, Ameen in the previous extract managed to explain the reference without extra-textual
notes:

o588 ol and l s ) g shail @ jle and e JUy LS Ll ) sa (M 6 saall caly Lails g8 el o) g aaf 2al Y il
»=d Ameen (1994, p. 162)

His translation is better at the communicative level, though as we have seen it is not always
available especially in cultural allusion which is strict to certain community as the implications of the
farmer and tailor. This asserts what Munday (2009, p. 81) concludes:

Not all allusions have such clear exospheric and exportable referents, but rather carry with them
‘cultural baggage’, opening up frames or schemata more specifically related to what is
appropriate or valued in a particular culture.

However, the translation of this play encompasses further problems on the cultural levels,
particularly on rendering the religious references. One of the problematic words in the TC is the one
referring to God; in the play we encounter words like Faith, Heaven, Powers, etc. in so many contexts.
Jabra does not seem so more systematic than Ameen rendering them the accurate equivalence in each
context. We know that these words cannot be simply translated as 4 in Arabic. In addition, Jabra is
aware of this religious consideration in the ST and he refers to it in his notes :

clanslll o3 HS3 (he pgrian WS | Gl 2 5 )01 51 masall 5 A sl Jlaxind Bl (g Cpfiaal) ey () 538 5 3o & OIS

, elandl Al L iy oaliaall o e | Jea) 8 "M oa V) o Lia Ay 5l ALSH | SY) Sl asailly o g be doaay

Lo (m sectall VLA e (bl S3 L @8 0 IS 0o Sl 8 el jall il o gl e G s (Jabra, 1990,

p.767)

[There was an act at Shakespeare time that prohibits using the name of God, Jesus, or Holy Spirit
by actors in inappropriate contexts as joking and offending. Shakespeare’s word here is likely to
be “God/ Allah” in the original, but the actors substituted it with “heaven” in fear of retribution;
the forfeit was ten pounds to every time this name “God/4\ is pronounced in the prohibited
contexts.]

Nevertheless, Jabra uses the word “44” in his translation; he translates the word "heaven" in Lennox's
speech, as "#l zau ¥" (BT: God forbid):

and I do think
That, had he Duncan's sons under his key
As, an't please Heaven, he shall not. (IIL. vi)
When the messenger addresses Lady Macduff with the word "Heaven"
Heaven preserve you; (IV.ii)

Jabra translates it as "elawl clikia though it occurred in a solemn context, i.e. it is not used in the
forbidden contexts which he refers to in the notes before. Similarly, “heaven” is repeatedly used in the
ST in few lines later in Macduff ’s speech (IV. iii):

Heaven rest them now/ ...
... But gentle Heavens/ ...
Heaven forgive him too!

Jabra translates it to “ oY) slewll agial )17 #5531 slawll”"! slaull 4isdl”  though it would be better in
Arabic to appeals to God “ 4 not “"sludl in such contexts. On the other hand, Ameen adapts theses
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expression a bit closer to the TT culture; he uses “a! sie il cola” “_ aglll @lles ), 7 “aglll &bl Jie” respectively for
the above expressions.

Jabra’s inconsistency in translating these religious names, is best exemplified at the end of the
same scene, Act four:

ST ..., Macbeth
Is ripe for shaking, and the powers above
Put on their instruments.
TT — Gsel s5dll 5 ¢ adldad (la G 0 Sl
[FES PR SV
Apart from his odd wording in Arabic to “4ilé gla &uSa”“4 ka1l s &7, Jabra probably wants to
evoke the Arabic allusion of “llai ols 5 i 3 Lugy, o) «”. On the other hand, Ameen provides

dynamic equivalence once again at the expense of intertext allusion; he translates the previous extract
as:

,)mggmm\u)u;\.ﬁj,m. Jagin o)) sl s 8
This kind of intertext allusion has been used by Jabra in many occasions of the text; it enhanced his

translation on the cultural and linguistic level as well in my opinion. The following extract illustrates
this point further:

ST Lady Macdulff: ... for the poor wren,

The most diminutive of birds, will fight,

Her young ones in her nest, against the owl. (IV. ii)
TT JCSaal) Sl

058 s elS jilaall jaual

ol g iy il B as) 8

Jabra preferred to use “ &\, not the denotation of the ST’s word “ s~=ll wren”, in order to evoke
in our minds the Arabic proverb “ _uiiw lia i i &iladl o) This allusion serves the communicative purpose
of the lines in the TT since, in the origin, they have been said to tempt Macbeth in metaphoric language,
itis so clever then to create this effect in the TT by referring to an Arabic proverb that serves the meaning
of the speech.

In other direct allusions or quotations to Biblical texts particularly, Jabra does not hesitate to
embed such allusions in the target text, while Ameen fairly often omits them. In the following extract
Jabra keeps the intertext allusion of the original text and adds note clarifying the Biblical verses they
were referred to:

ST Macduff: Most sacrilegious murder hath broke ope
The Lord's anointed temple, and stole thence
The life o' the building!  (ILiii)
TT 35ie ol al) Jil el a8l Caxa
o G s M oy o 7 sediaall SSua
] ol s

There are two compact allusions to the Bible in order show us the grave crime of killing the King as the
worst violation of a sacred thing:
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(A <y 3 780 63 Glll) “but mine eye spared thee; and I said, I will not put forth mine hand against
my lord; for he is the LORD's anointed.” iSam.24:10 and («3 5 JSsdl) 1C0:3:16: “Know ye not that ye
are the temple of God, and that the Spirit of God dwelleth in you?” 1Co0:3:17: “If any man defile the
temple of God, him shall God destroy; for the temple of God is holy, which temple ye are”. Though
these seem not so familiar to the Arab reader, they add a lot to the faithfulness of the translated text in
my opinion, the thing that is missing in Ameen’s rendering when he omits such religious expressions.
Indeed, these verses and other cultural allusions tell us a lot about the cultural background of the ST
and so participate in a way or another in the overall meaning of the work.

So, from the above discussion, we can conclude that a theory of translation includes more than
the text itself. That is to say, the meaning of a word or a sentence depends not only on its place in the
text but also on other factors and matters outside the text. For example, cultural facts and factors are
also relevant to the interpretation of SL word meaning. In this regard, Larson (1984, p. 430) notes that
“meaning of this kind needs to be conveyed with the conditions of a culture and its audience.” He gives
a clear-cut picture when he states that:

Each society will interpret a message in terms of its own culture. The receptor audience will
decode the translation in terms of its own culture and experience, not in terms of the culture and
experience of the author and audience of the original.

Conclusion

Cultural words and references exhibit various connotations that need to be considered by the
translator. The challenge for the translator, then, is double-faced. First, the figurative meaning of lexical
items creates a great challenge for translators of poetic texts; hence, a translator must recognize when
words in the SL are being used in a secondary sense in order to produce a reasonable translation. Second,
when a word in the TL is being used in its secondary meaning, care must be taken to build in the
adequate context to guarantee correct meaning, since secondary meanings are dependent on context.

The play is written in the Renaissance English, thus it has very peculiarities as a literal work in
English firstly, and when translated to Arabic, secondly. Therefore, translators should pay attention to
the special meaning of some words in that era in order to avoid inappropriate renderings as we saw for
example in words like time, seasons, nature and so many other ones throughout the discussion of this

play.
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