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Opening up Dialogues on Shakespeares in Asia: Towards a Comparative
Study of Shakespeare Performance in Asia

Alexander C.Y.
Huang (Assistant Prof., Penn-
sylvania State University)
Bi-qi Beatrice Lei (Assistant
Prof., National Taiwan Univer-
sity) Yong Li Lan (Associate
Prof., National University of
Singapore) Robin Loon (Assis-
tant Prof., National University
of Singapore) Ian Carruthers

( )

“Romeo and Juliet EnCamped: Two
Taiwanese Examples”
Dr Bi-qi Beatrice Lei (National
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Taiwan University)

This essay examines two Taiwan-
ese productions/adaptations of Ro-
meo and Juliet—Huang Xianglian’s
solo Romeo and Juliet and the
Golden Bough Theatre’s Yu-Mer and
Tien-Lai, both premiering in 2004.
While loyalty is often an issue in
producing/adapting Shakespeare,
these two productions profess local-
ism, anachronism, and eclecticism.
Turning Shakespeare’s tragedy into
near farce, the two productions can
be analyzed in terms of Camp, the
aesthetic famously described by
Susan Sontag. Significantly, char-
acteristics of the Camp style
—“ostentatious, exaggerated, affect-
ed, theatrical, effeminate or homo-
sexual” (OED)—have long existed in
traditional Taiwanese theatre since
the time of Japanese colonization.
Chiang Kai-shek’s “Cultural Renais-
sance” as well as the Japanese colo-
nizers’ “Kominka Movement” both
suppressed Taiwanese opera. Ex-
cluded from high culture and left to
its own, the folk art developed a ca-
sual style comparable to Camp. The
aesthetic has persisted despite
change of political atmosphere over
the years, and the two performances
are heavily indebted to this tradition.
I will show video clips of the two
performances to demonstrate their
alliance to Camp and the implied
political messages.

“Whither East Asian Shakespeares?
Politics of Exchange”
Dr Alexander C.Y. Huang (Pennsyl-
vania State University)

Every year, in East Asia, hun-
dreds of Shakespeare adaptations

emerge in a wide range of languages,
performing styles, and genres. Out-
side the region, Asian theatrical
idioms such as Peking opera and
Kabuki are becoming more common
in Shakespeare productions (e.g.,
Ariane Mnouchkine's works). Inter-
national productions have also
toured East Asia with increasing
frequency and influence on local
theatres.

This paper explores the localities
of Shakespearean performance in
East Asia and the cultural coordi-
nates of the critics who study this
phenomenon. It is striking, but not
coincidental, that the viability of
appropriations of both Shakespeare
(such as Yukio Ninagawa's The Tem-
pes?) and non-Western theatre (such
as Ariane Mnouchkine's Henry IV)
have frequently been critiqued and
defended on ethical grounds. The
fields of Shakespearean performance
and appropriation can be said to be
informed by ethical questions.

“British and US scholars of Shake-
speare turn to Asian Shakespeare
with little knowledge of (the lan-
guages of) local theatre traditions”
Dr Ian Carruthers ( )

This is where it starts, with mis-
understanding and misrepresenta-
tion. However, when remarkable
theatre productions first seen in Asia
and reported at home are eventually
seen in Europe and America by a
broader theatre-going public, we
begin to pass from the realms of fan-
tasy projection indulged in by Man-
derville’s Travels in one direction and
Saiyuki (Journey to the West) in the



other. Responsible cultural reportage
develops sporadically, over a long
time-span of first contacts, from as
far back as Marco Polo to as recently
as Fukuzawa Yukichi, among many
others. In other words, the quality of
insight has more to do with vivid
individual experience than cumula-
tive and formal national or institu-
tionalised encounters.

The Japanese engagement with
Western theatre (and Shakespeare)
goes back at least 100 years to the
beginning of Meiji with Tsubouchi
Shoyo, Kawakami Otojiro and Sada
Yakko. Euro-American theatre’s en-
gagement with Japanese (and Asian)
theatre also begins about the same
time with late 19th century reports of
Noh and Kabuki by Basil Hall
Chamberlain, Ernest Fenollosa and
others (though there is a fascinating
Marco Polo phase in early Tokugawa
Japan with Richard Cocks and John
Saris reporting many Kabuki prosti-
tute encounters and some Hideyo-
shi-style Noh). Yet significant recog-
nition of Japanese (and Asian)
Shakespeare by  Euro-American
Shakespeareans can only incontro-
vertibly be said to begin with Kuro-
sawa Akira’s films of Kumonosujo in
1957 and Ninagawa Yukio’s Macbheth
at the Edinburgh Festival in 1975. It
is therefore hardly surprising if the
enthusiastic but misinformed re-
sponse of the British press to Nina-
gawa has been castigated by Kishi
Tetsuo and others. A more informed
engagement is still in the making; as
yet few Western tertiary institutions
systematically teach courses on
Japanese Theatre, let alone Japanese
Shakespeare or Asian Shakespeare,
though some degree of reference to
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Kurosawa or Ninagawa at least can
be expected.

Thankfully however, theatre art-
ists still lead theatre critics in cul-
tural exchange, rather than follow
along dutifully in the wake of theo-
rists, and, over the last two decades,
some artists have become increas-
ingly confident and playful. One has
only to think of the tap dance finale
to Beat Takeshi’s Zatoichi and No-
mura Mansai’s crowning pop song
solo in Kuni Nusubito. Some purists
may not like this sort of playfulness,
though I think it is best seen as a
litmus test of whether one’s tastes
are modernist or postmodernist. At
any rate, I shall use James Brandon’s
decade-old definitions of these stages
of engagement (Some Shakespeares
in Some Asias) in order to consider
two generations of artistic intercul-
tural playing with Shakespeare in
Japan. The first is Takahashi Yasu-
nari’s and Nomura Mannojo’s Hora
Zamurai (The Braggart Samurai, aka
The Merry Wives of Windsor). The
second is Kawai Shoichiro’s and No-
mura Mansai’s Kuni Nusubito
(Richard IID. 1 would also like to
consider Shiraishi Kayoko’s collabo-
rations with Suzuki Tadashi, Nina-
gawa Yukio, and Ryutopia Shake-
speare in relation to her recent
Setagaya performance in Kuni
Nusubito to indicate further internal
rings of growth.

Someone more knowledgeable
than myself might compare these
Kyogen Shakespeare productions
with Ong Keng Sen’s Singaporean or
Wu Xin Guo’s Taiwanese Shake-
speare adaptations to see to what
extent Brandon’s Modernist/Post-
modernist distinction holds in dif-
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ferent parts of Asia, but this is be-
yond my scope here. One thing I be-
lieve to be beyond dispute, however,
is that, in the Kyogen Shakespeares I
will consider, son and son-in-law
have been less conservative with
their Kyogen than father or fa-
ther-in-law.

“Beyond Local Relevance—The Study
of Shakespeare Performance in Asia”
Dr Yong Li Lan (National University
of Singapore)
Dr Robin Loon (National University
of Singapore)

This paper addresses the question
of the relevance of Asian Shake-
speare performances to different
audiences. The production of Shake-
speare’s plays in Asian cultures has
generally been presumed to arise
from and be primarily understood
through the needs and forms of a
specific community, implied by the
production as its target audience.

However, current intercultural
strategies, and the international
circulation, of Asian productions

highlights the need for new dis-
courses to address the significance of
productions that travel and are
watched by audiences in different

cultural contexts.

We argue that an auto-reflexive
local-global binary framework limits
the study of Shakespeare in Asia to a
bilateral cultural and textual ex-
change, and propose instead that the
performance of Asian Shakespeares
is no longer bilateral but circulatory
— that diverse “Asian Shakespeares”
form a circuit of inter-connecting
textualities and influences, and a
network of interfaces. As an example
of how intercultural and technologi-
cal transactions enable Shakespeare
to not only be produced and adapted
IN Asia, but allow productions to
travel, we compare the performances
of Ong Keng Sen’s Search: Hamlet at
Helsingor and Copenhagen (2002).
This paper concludes with a discus-
sion of the challenges facing the
study of Asian Shakespeare per-
formance — specifically the develop-
ment of a discourse and a methodol-
ogy that would accommodate the
mobility, circulation and inter-
connectivity of Asian Shakespeares,
whereby the study of Shakespeare in
Asia might analogize performance
and production: as a network of
scholarships and interfaces of ex-
change.
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Shakespeare and the Idea of the Future

This paper considers in what
ways Shakespearean drama postu-
lates an idea of the future. Whereas
existing studies of Shakespeare have
long explored ideas of temporality and
historicity in the works, addressing in
particular the aspects of a nascent
modernity in the plays, there has
been relatively less critical attention
to actual concept of the future that is
conveyed in the works. The notion of
the future is addressed throughout
Shakespeare, such as the themes of

James Michael Tink

progeny and posterity celebrated in
the sonnets, the anxious considera-
tion of futurity explored in Macheth
or the ideas of wish fulfilment and
providentialism in the romances. This
paper, however, focuses on one par-
ticular form of imagining the future;
that is the future as a possibility of
contingency and hence potential dif-
ference from the present. It considers
how the idea of the future as can be
read in two plays; Henry V and Peri-
cles. Both plays share the use of a




choric figure as a commentator who
uses the rhetorical figure of prolepsis
—or the anticipation of future argu-
ments—to frame or narrate the
drama and illuminate one dramatic
strategy for exploring an idea of the
future.

In the case of Henry V, the cho-
rus’s triumphant allusion to the im-
minent return to London of the Earl
of Essex is read as a Machiavellian
form of contingency, whereby the po-
litical realm of late Elizabethan Lon-
don can be briefly re-imagined as a
reinvigorated public body (a fraternal
‘band of brothers’) through the actions
of the Earl of Essex. It is argued that
the play envisages the future as a
form of political potential. This is
then contrasted with the use of the
future in Pericles, whereby the audi-

ence is invited to speculate on the plot
of the performance through the pro-
leptic figure of Gower. The paper also
considers the use of prosopopeia as a
device for addressing the audience
themselves as a form of futurity. The
effect of this is to redirect the idea of
the future from being a public ex-
perience of contingency and potenti-
ality to an aesthetic condition in
which potentiality is a source of nar-
rative expectation and surprise. In
conclusion, the paper speculates on
the historical and cultural reasons for
this changing idea of potentiality and
futurity in the two texts and consid-
ers the implications for contemporary
‘presentist’ literary criticism.

( )

The “Demon” of Capital: Timon of Athens in Meiji Japan

Scholars writing about the in-
troduction of Shakespeare in Japan
have largely focused on Hamlet whose
protagonist exemplified the plight of
the alienated Japanese intellectual
during the Meiji period. Yet Julius
Caesar was adapted in 1886 to sup-
port the institution of a constitution
for Japan; and the Merchant of Venice
was adapted in 1885 first as a Kabuki
play and then as a novel, indicating
its timeliness for contemporary
Japanese culture that was preoccu-
pied with the circulation of capital.

In this paper I focus on Hibiki, a
seldom-noted example of a popular
adaptation of 7imon of Athens, which
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Mihoko Suzuki

was performed in 1910 and published
in 1912. The play features as the con-
temporary Japanese equivalent of
Timon, Hozumi Morio, a viscount
whose impecunious forebears
amassed an inordinate amount of
capital through money-lending. I
suggest that this tale of money-
lending demonstrates significant
links with an extremely popular novel
of this period, Ozaki Koyo’s Konjiki
Yasha, published in 1906, which was
dramatized as well. The juxtaposition
of Hibiki and Konjiki Yasha reveals
that Shakespeare’s entry into Japan
coincided with the ongoing debate
concerning modernization and the
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advent of Western capitalism. Capital
is constructed as “lucre,” and both
texts display a fascination with the
ability of capital to reproduce itself
and with the immense social power
that capital can buy — exemplified in
the characters of Takemura and Tsu-
zuki in Hibiki and Tomiyama in Kon-
Jiki Yasha. Capital also buys Western
amenities (automobiles, travel by rail,
ocean voyages from China to America,
coffee, tea, and cake), as well as
commodifies women: both texts cri-
tique the exchange of women by fa-
thers and husbands for economic gain
and social advantage (Significantly,
actresses were introduced to the
Japanese stage for the first time in
1891). Yet at the same time, the spirit

King Lear

King Lear

Kent
Edmund

of capitalism is projected onto women,
who are blamed for choosing to marry
more prosperous men.

The figure of the “demon” [ya-
shal in both plays represents the
power of money as at once superhu-
man or magical in its force and sub-
human in its effects. It affects not
only those who seek to possess it, but
also those whose lives are touched by
it. Thus this adaptation of 7imon
focused on the pernicious effects of
capitalism as a violently competitive
and dehumanizing force, antithetical
to what was nostalgically constructed
as the sentiment of reciprocity un-
derlying feudal social organization.
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A tragedy of false accusation: What makes Othello mistake Desdemona
for ‘that cunning whore of Venice'?

Angela Kikue Davenport



The aim of my presentation was
to investigate the underlying reason
why Othello misinterprets Desde-
mona for ‘that cunning whore of Ven-
ice’ by placing the play in the social
context of Shakespeare’s London and
to look for the possible meaning of
such a tragic misunderstanding.

By introducing the wunique
structure of prostitution in Shake-
speare’s England (not Italy), I showed
how abundant the play is in refer-
ences associated with the sex trade in
Shakespeare’s London. Shakespeare
has added characters related to the
underworld to his source (or en-
livened some of the existing minor
characters) to suit his purposes: Cas-
sio is more involved in ‘whoring’ than
his original character; the licentious
Roderigo and the vulgar-mouthed
Clown are introduced; a woman
whom people believe to be a courtesan
(Bianca) has a crucial role to play;
and Iago and Roderigo are
‘night-walkers’ who trade sex (the
merchandise being the unwitting
Desdemona). What is particularly
striking about Shakespeare’s Othello
is that the heroine is effectively con-
fused with the ‘courtesan’, and
Othello himself goes so far as to ar-
range a brothel scene where he simu-
lates a client, treats Emilia as a bawd
and bewhores Desdemona verbally.
Othello’s use of plurals for Desde-
mona’s imaginary sexual partners is
also noteworthy (for instance, before
he kills her, Othello laments ‘She
must die, else she’ll betray more men’
[5.2.6]). I demonstrated that, in
Othello’s exaggerated imagination,
Desdemona is no longer merely an

Shakespeare News, \Vol. 47, No. 2
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adulteress and that Iago has in fact
succeeded in making Othello truly
mistake his most innocent and chaste
wife for ‘that cunning whore of Ven-
ice’.

In fact, such tragic misunder-
standings (or false charges) were
everyday affairs in the actual court-
rooms of contemporary England.
There were many defamation cases
where women were slandered as a
‘whore’, etc. (and also men as a ‘cuck-
old’ or a ‘whoremonger’, etc.). There
were also many other cases where
people were unjustly convicted and
sentenced to punishment. My sugges-
tion was that the play is revealing the
ironic fact that the social structure of
the time made it possible for even a
pure wife to be falsely misinterpreted
as a prostitute, and the unique struc-
ture of prostitution (whereby virtually
anyone in society had relatively easy
access to the sex trade regardless of
their social background), combined
with the malfunctioning of the legal
system, contributed to allow such
tragic misunderstandings to occur.
The play is thereby exposing the
mechanism of false charges against
innocent people that were actually
occurring in Shakespeare’s England.
My argument was that, seen in this
light, the play is not a tragedy of the
hero’s individual inability to make a
proper judgment: it is not so much
that Othello is credulous, but rather
that society itself is ultimately re-
sponsible for such a tragic false accu-
sation.

( )
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