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Four centuries on, the world is still talking of 
Romeos and Juliets and star-crossed lovers – but  
in her playful Living Shakespeare story, the Arab 
world’s most popular writer Ahlem Mosteghanemi 
has taken the idea of Shakespeare as our 
contemporary a step further by exploring what 
might happen if a Jacobean gentleman were to  
join an Algerian novelist for a winter city break. 
Light hearted and fun, but still with a serious theme:  
why do they search in vain for a modern-day 
Cleopatra on the streets of Cairo?

This essay is part of a collection, for which we 
asked some exceptional public figures – Nobel 
Laureates and best-selling authors, musicians  
and politicians, actors and activists – to reflect  
on Shakespeare’s continuing relevance to  
today’s burning issues. The collection is part  
of Shakespeare Lives, our extensive, year-long 
programme marking the 400th anniversary of 
Shakespeare’s death.
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Shakespeare glances at Algeria in The Tempest through the 
character of Caliban’s mother, Sycorax, who was from Algiers. 
This slight connection contrasts with the strong bond between 
Shakespeare and Egypt established by the character of Cleopatra. 
Cleopatra is the inspiration for Algeria’s most popular novelist, 
Ahlem Mosteghanemi, in her essay When Shakespeare Thought I 
was Cleopatra. Within Algeria, Shakespeare is not as well-known 
as the French dramatist Racine. Algeria was a French colony 
from 1830 to 1962, during which time the policy of ‘assimilation’ 
included the suppression of Arabic and Berber and the 
promotion of French culture on Algerians. Since independence, 
Algerian governments have promoted English, and the study of 
the language is growing in popularity at Algerian universities 
and with it an increased awareness of English language writers 
including Shakespeare. 

Significant translated productions include Claude Barma’s French 
television adaptation of Macbeth, which examined France’s war 
in Algeria, and an Algerian-Arabic Taming of the Shrew performed 
in the 1960s. As Algeria’s undeclared civil war escalated in the 
1990s, theatres closed, and only recently has there been a 
return to Shakespeare on the stage: in 2006, Twelfth Night was 
performed in Algiers; in 2007, Ophelia’s Cry in Mostaganem; in 
2014, Macbeth in Annaba and Shakespeare’s Return in Skikda; 
in 2015, a Globe production of Hamlet at the National Theatre 
in Algiers; and Propeller Theatre's A Midsummer Night’s Dream  
in 2016. 

Ahlem has imagined ‘Shakespeare’s return’ in this playful story 
which finds her and Shakespeare engaged in a vain search on 
the streets of Cairo for a modern Cleopatra.

ALGERIA

INTRODUCTION
SHAKESPEARE
IN



Shakespeare said once:
‘Love’s not Time’s fool… 
Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,  
But bears it out even to the edge of doom.’1

That’s how I stepped into timeless time.
I read the quote above on a Twitter account in Arabic. Called ‘Shakespeare’, 

the account was named after a man who wrote in an age when books and plays 
were at least 500 pages long and contained up to 2,700 stanzas of poetry, but 
who travelled easily, nimbly, and light-footed through time. His strength lay in his 
laconic, wisdom-laden turns of phrase, in statements so memorable that they’ve 
had a way of sticking in people’s minds down the generations, and up again to 
the age of Twitter.

In any case, he was making me rethink my own relationship with language 
and time.

One day in December 2015, I was shaken up by the statement that, ‘Today is 
the first day of the rest of my life.’ How could such a simple statement cause an 
upset so colossal that you feel as though you have to do an inventory of your 
entire life? I was faced with a linguistic formulation as subtle and ambiguous as 
the Mona Lisa. I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. The words set up a struggle 
inside me, between my urge to devour life, and a desire to spend the rest of my 
days writing.

Like somebody sending a message in a bottle, not at all confident that the 
sea would make a good postman, I tweeted back, saying, ‘Would you like to 
spend the New Year’s holiday with me in Alexandria? I’ll be waiting for you. 
Signed: A woman you loved.’

I’d set him a trap that would be hard for someone who had written so 
passionately about Cleopatra not to fall into. The password was ‘Alexandria’, the 
capital city from which Cleopatra had ruled Egypt over the space of two decades.

Who was Shakespeare in love with? I couldn’t get the question off my mind. 
And whenever I read his works again, it seemed to me that it was Cleopatra. He 
couldn’t have fallen for Juliet. For one thing, the role of the young Romeo 
wouldn’t have suited him. And for another thing, anybody who’d written about as 
many kings as he had must have become a king himself, and couldn’t possibly 
have settled for anything less than royalty. It followed, then, that only Cleopatra 
would have fitted the bill. After all, wasn’t she the woman who’d robbed the 
world’s monarchs of their senses?

Three days and three nights went by without an answer to my tweet. On the 
fourth day, disappointed though I was, I found some solace in the status he 
posted. He wrote, ‘When somebody ignores you, rest assured that you’re the 
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most important person in his life!’ 
Then two days before my scheduled departure, I was shocked to see a reply 

to my tweet. It read:
‘There is a tide in the affairs of men 
Which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune; 
Omitted, all the voyage of their life  
Is bound in shallows and in miseries.’2

Incredulous, I tweeted back, ‘My God, is that you? Are you really coming? 
Just give me the word, and I’ll arrange all the details!’ He shot back reassuringly 
with a quote from Miguel de Cervantes: ‘Don’t worry, “love and devotion, lent 
me wings”’.3  

So, no airport security inspections for him!

We’d agreed to meet in the hotel lobby, where I sat waiting for him in a long, 
loose-fitting dress like the ones women wore in his day.

I’d reserved him a room under the name ‘Sheikh Zubayr’ to help keep his 
identity a secret from the hotel staff. The name isn’t my invention, by the way.  
It comes from a silly idea that started with Muammar Gaddafi, who swore that 
Shakespeare had been of Arab stock and that his real name had been ‘Sheikh 
Zubayr’, which had been corrupted into ‘Shakespeare’ so that the British could 
take credit for his genius. 

In a day when terrorism is rife and it’s fashionable to collect tourists’ heads 
as war booty, it would be better for nobody to know who he is. Just think what a 
prize would go to whoever managed to assassinate Shakespeare in Alexandria. 
The assassin would win prime time on the evening news broadcast! 

Just then a fiftyish-looking man walked into the hotel. Sporting a moustache 
and a light beard, he had a broad forehead, medium-length hair, and an earring 
in his left ear. I rushed over to him. Then I came to an awkward halt, not knowing 
what to call him or how to greet him. 

The scene was being observed attentively by the hotel staff. So if I called 
out, ‘Welcome, Shakespeare!’ I’d blow his cover. If, on the other hand, I cried, 
‘Welcome, Sheikh Zubayr!’ he’d think I was crazy. I opted in the end for a warm, 
‘Hi, William!’ When he heard me, he shot me a puzzled glance and froze in place. 
Damn it, I thought. We’re not off to a very good start. How could I say that to 
someone who added 3,000 words to the English language, and who doesn’t 
belong to the era of ‘Hi’ and ‘Bye’? 

I left him to get rested up with the understanding that we’d meet for dinner 
in the hotel’s seafront restaurant. That evening he arrived in dashing form, and 
he looked as though he’d washed off four centuries’ worth of grime.

The first thing he said was, ‘I liked you better in your white dress.’
My white one? I concealed my bewilderment.
Then I noticed him looking at my hair.
‘Your hair was your crown,’ he continued. ‘Why did you give up your beauty?’
Oh, my God. He thinks I’m Cleopatra!
He’d arrived star-struck with the charm of the Orient, and he’d wanted to 

see Cleopatra decked out in that elegant white robe of hers and her raven hair. 

7

2 Julius Caesar, Act 4, Scene 3 
3 Miguel de Cervantes, Don Quixote, Part 1, Chapter 27



And what had I done? I’d shown up in a Victorian-style dress with my auburn hair 
down around my shoulders. What I’d failed to realise was that what enchants the 
West about the East is precisely its differences from it. But we Easterners insist 
on getting closer to the West by trying to be like it!

As I tried to think of something to say, he looked out the window and said, 
‘So this is Alexandria! I’ve always dreamed of visiting it.’

‘It isn’t looking its best these days,’ I said apologetically. ‘The city was 
inundated by severe floods a couple of weeks ago. Actually, I didn’t expect you 
to take me up on my invitation. England is staging the biggest celebration the 
world has ever put on for a writer. So how, when you’re at the height of your 
glory, could you leave everything, just like that, and come here?’

‘Well,’ he replied, ‘what’s the use of glory we can’t share with the one we 
love? When you lose somebody, you don’t feel it the most during the first days 
of mourning. But when happy times come, you realise that the one person who 
could have shared them with you on the deepest level is gone.’ 

‘And who have you lost?’ I asked.
‘Age cannot wither her, nor custom stale 
Her infinite variety.’4

I made no comment. These were words he had written in description of 
Cleopatra. It had to be her he was talking about.

He was so clearly in earnest, I didn’t have the heart to deceive him. 
‘Will you forgive me if I tell you the truth?’
‘I always have,’ he replied.
‘Well,’ I said, ‘I’m not Cleopatra. I just pretended to be her as a way of getting 

you to spend the New Year’s holiday with me. I’m writing an article about your 
works, and I needed to see you. So, I thought, maybe it would make you happy 
to visit Alexandria.’

‘So who are you, then?’
‘My name is Ahlem, which means ‘dreams’, and I’m an Arab writer. I had a 

dream of meeting you, and I thought maybe I could make the dream come true. 
Let me be honest with you. When I was in school I didn’t like you or understand 
you. As far as I was concerned, you were nothing but a nightmare! But then I 
started dreaming of meeting you. Just imagine – there isn’t a situation in my life 
where I don’t think of you. Of course, sometimes I feel like badmouthing you – 
you haven’t left us anything to write about, man!’

He laughed for the first time, and it made him more handsome and 
approachable.

‘So, then,’ he said, ‘your dream for mine. Of all the women in the world, 
Cleopatra is the one I most want to meet. She’s really gripped hold of me. 

“Other women cloy 
The appetites they feed, but she makes hungry 
Where most she satisfies.”’5 
Suddenly he stopped talking. Then he said, ‘Are you jealous? Beware of 

jealousy. 
“It is the green-eyed monster which doth mock 
The meat it feeds on”’.6
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‘Of course not!’ I said with a laugh. ‘A sensible woman would never get 
jealous, would she? Jealousy would be an admission that there’s a woman more 
beautiful than she is! “Away at once with love or jealousy”’.7

He laughed again. ‘You know my writings that well, do you?’
‘Better than you can imagine!’ I said. ‘And to prove to you that I’m not jealous, 

I’m going to help you find her!’
A sudden rush of excitement seemed to surge through him. 
‘Really?’ he said.
‘We’ll start looking for her tomorrow morning.’

The next day I found that he’d beaten me to the breakfast table. He greeted 
me with warmth and enthusiasm. It was obvious that he hadn’t slept a wink.

I knew he was in a hurry to look for her. Before we set out, I told him, ‘Since 
you’ve got a beard, I’d better call you Sheikh Zubayr so people won’t recognise 
you.’

‘What’s this?’ he thundered irritably. ‘My beard isn’t a disguise, and I’m not on 
stage!’

‘But,’ I reasoned with him, ‘didn’t you say that all life was a stage? Nobody 
shows who he really is, so what’s the harm in keeping up the pretence?’

As we set out, he said, ‘You know? The worst battles you have to fight in your 
life come when people want you to be somebody you’re not.’ 

The minute we left the hotel, he started showing signs of disorientation. You 
can imagine the scene: car horns blasting, passengers hanging onto the doors 
of buses, pedestrians dodging vehicles as they scurried from one side of the 
street to the other, and women rushing in all directions, some with heads 
covered, others not, and some clad in long flowing abayas or jellabiyas. He 
reminded me of Cinderella’s prince with a shoe in his pocket, hoping to find his 
way to his true love. But there was no Cinderella or Cleopatra in sight.

‘Where are all these women going?’ he asked me.
‘To work, or to the university.’
‘Why are they in such a hurry?’
‘Because the streets are men’s territory.’
‘How’s that? Isn’t Egypt ruled by a woman?’
‘The people weren’t given a choice between a woman and a man, but 

between the Islamists and the military.’
‘And what happened to the kings?’
‘There are more and more of them, actually. Everybody who comes to power 

these days turns into a king.’
He seemed desperate as he searched. In vain. No sign of Cleopatra. 
‘Let’s go down to the sea,’ he said forlornly.
I could see that he was pining for the woman who once sprayed her ship’s 

sails with perfume so as to leave a trail of sweet scents as she plied the seas. She 
was the immortal female possessed by a passion for love, a passion for life, and a 
passion for power – a woman who, drawn inexorably to what lay beyond her 
horizons, took lovers from among her enemies.

‘It makes me sad to see Alexandria’s coast in this condition, especially 

7 Othello, Act 3, Scene 3
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knowing that beneath it lies the empire Cleopatra ruled for two decades.’
‘Don’t be sad,’ I told him. ‘The sea is no respecter of empires. Since then it’s 

swallowed up the Roman and Greek empires too.’ 
‘“...we know what we are”’ he mused, ‘”but know not what we may be.”’8

I said, ‘The sea finalises all fleeting love stories. You’ve come here against the 
tide. In this day and age, the West isn’t dreaming of the East anymore. Instead, 
everybody in the East dreams of emigrating to the West. People in the East are in 
such miserable situations that they flee massacres in flimsy little boats even if 
they know it might mean ending up dead on some Western shore.’

He replied, ‘The weight of this sad time we must obey.’9

That evening at dinner, he seemed convinced that there was no hope of 
meeting up with Cleopatra, and that he was as much a fool as Mark Antony, who 
had forfeited glory in his homeland to come in search of a wanton woman.

When I came down for breakfast the following morning, he was waiting for 
me in a sullen mood. He flung a newspaper down in front of me and said, ‘Read 
this.’

The headline read, ‘Cleopatra Taken Prisoner After Hiding Place Is Revealed.’ 
A headline in smaller print read, ‘In a secret message to Antony Cleopatra writes, 
“Farewell. I’m going to commit suicide”’.

 ‘We’ve got to stop her!’ he cried. ‘We’ve got to do something to keep her 
from killing herself!’

‘Don’t worry, she wouldn’t do that,’ I reassured him.
‘She’d commit suicide out of love for Antony.’
‘You really think so? My dear man, women don’t commit suicide for love 

anymore!’
‘And what makes you so sure about that? Besides, the deadliest snakes on 

earth are human beings. I know plenty about the machinations of power, and I 
know that if she doesn’t commit suicide, she’ll be murdered. So do something. 
Write – come to her defence! You are a writer, aren’t you?’

‘My dear man, we’re living in the age of fear. The Egypt we’re living in is the 
place where Naguib Mahfouz, the only Arab writer ever to win a Nobel Prize in 
Literature, was stabbed for a statement he’d written ten years earlier. And in Algeria 
where I come from, 70 writers and journalists were assassinated in the 1990s for 
what they’d written, by people who’d never even read what they wrote!’

‘“When sorrows come, they come not single spies
But in battalions…”.10 I witnessed plenty of censorship by Church and Crown 

in my day. But I thought that sort of thing had gone out of fashion!’
‘Gone out of fashion?! I wish! The kind of things I used to write 30 years ago, 

I couldn’t write today. I went from being an author to being a smuggler. I use 
books to smuggle ideas. We used to write to unnamed readers, but now we write 
to hitmen!’

‘The ink in a writer’s pen is sacred, so let him die in defence of his cause!’
‘Go ahead, dear, and die again as a martyr for love. Maybe it’s the role you’ve 

always dreamed of. As for me, I don’t want to die for Cleopatra, or for any other 
cause, for that matter. There aren’t any causes left anyway!’

‘And the ideals I defended in my plays – aren’t they ‘a cause’ in this day and 
age?’

10
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‘The world has changed, but feelings haven’t. And neither have intrigue and 
power struggles. Plots are hatched the way they always have been, and people 
still die in the millions in senseless wars. This is why your writing never gets old, 
because people still struggle on the inside between good and evil just the way 
they did in your day.’

‘I need to go to bed,’ he said hopelessly. ‘I can’t take all this in.’

The next morning, knowing it was our last day together, I decided to tell him 
the truth.

‘They released Cleopatra,’ I announced, ‘but her car crashed into a wall as 
she was speeding through a tunnel, and she died instantly.’

‘Oh, my God,’ he moaned. ‘Was she rushing to meet Antony?’ 
‘No, she was headed for a meeting with the opposition to plan the overthrow 

of the current Egyptian president.’
‘Didn’t she say she wanted to die with Antony’s name on her lips?’
‘And if she had said it, would you have believed her? Like every other ruler 

who’s ever lived, all she cared about was power. And then a few years ago she 
put on the Islamic headscarf. I suspect that somebody had tampered with the 
brakes in her car. They probably planned out a way to have her die on the 
outside rather than killing her in prison so that people wouldn’t take to the 
streets in protest.’

‘Anyway,’ I said, ‘it isn’t love that kills people anymore. It’s hate!’
‘I’m tired,’ he said suddenly. ‘I don’t want to know what a car is, or what a 

brake is. What’s wrong with you all? Why did you bring me to spend the end of 
the year here? This is the end of the world, not the end of the year!’

‘Wasn’t it your dream to come and see Cleopatra?’
‘You’re a writer, and you know very well that characters in novels shouldn’t 

leave the page, and that dreams shouldn’t leave our imaginations. Madam Ahlem 
– Madam ‘Dreams’ – don’t bring people face to face with their dreams, or you’ll 
give them the shock of their lives! I came because I thought it was Cleopatra who 
had invited me. So let me have at least a kiss from you, and I’ll be on my way.’

‘A kiss? So you want to imitate Antony all the way, do you? Well, you’re out of 
your mind. I couldn’t do that! Suppose somebody took our picture and posted it on 
Instagram or Twitter, and then wrote on Facebook that he’d seen me in Alexandria 
kissing William Shakespeare. It might help if you had an Arab name, at least!’

‘What do you mean? Are kisses that difficult in this age of yours?’
‘I’m afraid so. Wars are still permissible, but love is forbidden!’
‘I can’t believe your reluctance. Didn’t you bring me here because you 

loved me?’ 
‘Yes, but I still can’t kiss you. You yourself once said, take good care of your 

reputation. It is “the immortal part”!’11

‘Damn, what a fool I am. I should never have come running after Cleopatra! 
Antony had it right when he said, “This foul Egyptian hath betrayed me!”12 

“But love is blind, and lovers cannot see 
The pretty follies that themselves commit”.13  

Farewell, then. I’m going back to where I came from!’

11

11 Othello, Act 2, Scene 3 
12 Antony and Cleopatra, Act 4, Scene 12 
13 Merchant of Venice, Act 2, Scene 6
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Ahlem Mosteghanemi is a contemporary Algerian poet and 
novelist, among the most successful Arabic writers of our time. 
Her first novel, Memory in the Flesh, published in 1993, has sold 
over a million copies across the Arabic-speaking world. It was 
translated into English after winning the 1998 Naguib Mahfouz 
Medal for Literature. The final volume of her acclaimed trilogy,  
The Bridges of Constantine, spanning Algeria's tumultuous recent 
history, was also published in English in 2016.

Ahlem Mosteghanemi was born in exile, during a time of great 
turmoil in Algeria. Her experiences as the daughter of a French 
teacher, turned Algerian liberation fighter, shaped her vision  
and provided inspiration for her writing. As one of the first 
students in the new Arabic schools in independent Algeria, she 
puts tremendous value in being able to write and express 
herself freely in Arabic.

When she released Memory in the Flesh it became an instant 
bestseller in the Arab world, as did her next four novels. Delving 
into human tragedy and unfulfilled dreams, her writing has 
universal appeal. Her work has also been translated into several 
languages and adapted into a television series.  

Ahlem has been named UNESCO Artist for Peace and its Peace 
Messenger for two years from mid-2016.

Translation by 
Nancy Roberts 
Nancy Roberts is a freelance Arabic-to-English translator with 
experience in the areas of modern Arabic literature, current 
events, Christian-Muslim relations, and Islamic thought, history  
and law. Literary translations include Salwa Bakr's The Man  
From Bashmour (AUC Press, 2007), for which she received a 
commendation in the Saif Ghobash-Banipal Prize for Arabic 
Literary Translation, Ezzat El Kamhawi’s prize-winning House  
of the Wolf (AUC Press, 2013), and Laila Aljohani's Days of 
Ignorance (Bloomsbury Qatar Foundation Publishing, 2014).
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Directors and colleagues from British Council 
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inspiration have enabled these essays to 
come into being.

It is a great pleasure to extend thanks to 
our partner, The Open University, for the 
introductions to the history of Shakespeare 
in each country and academic advice.  
A special mention must be made of The 
Open University academics David Johnson 
and Edmund King. All Shakespeare quotes 
are taken from The Norton Shakespeare, 
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The British Council has commissioned a collection  
of essays by eminent thinkers around the world, 
from politicians to Nobel Prize-winning writers, 
interpreting themes in Shakespeare’s work for today. 

Living Shakespeare is a dialogue between 
exceptional public figures and Shakespeare’s  
works in relation to the burning questions which  
each writer faces. The collection demonstrates 
Shakespeare’s relevance, from the stage, to our 
homes, to the staterooms of power.  

The issues raised include optimism in diplomacy, 
female empowerment, listening, racial integration, 
and a response to extremism.

The essays are part of Shakespeare Lives, a global 
celebration of the influence of William Shakespeare 
on culture, language, education and society.

The British Council, the GREAT Britain campaign 
and an unprecedented number of partners are 
commemorating the 400th anniversary of his 
death with a series of initiatives including a unique 
online collaboration, performances on stage and 
film, exhibitions, public readings, conversations, 
debates and educational resources for people all 
around the world in 2016.

With thanks to our partner  
The Open University.


