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9 ‘“Warlike Noises’: Jingoistic Hamlet during
the Sino-Japanese Wars

ALEXANDER C.Y. HUANG

Some of the most fruitful interactions between the ‘airy nothing” of a
literary motif and its ‘local habitation’ — a physical and felt presence in
a community — can be found in the radical adaptation of Shakespeare to
the local exigencies.! In particular, wartime theatre puts the relationship
between politics and art in flux. How should the politicization of aes-
thetics be historicized in relation to an academic culture that distrusts
the notion of I'art pour I'art and insists on reading literature politically?
How do theatre artists adapt Shakespearean localities to enhance the
perceived value of the performance and its venue? Literary meanings,
especially those associated with wars, are created between the locality
where various conventions of authenticity are derived and the locality
where the performance takes place. The unexpected twists and turns of
history can give significant meanings to these localities, including the
performance venue, the setting of the plays, and the audience’s cultural
locations. While Hamlet (unlike Antony and Cleopatra or Henry V) does
not feature war as a thematic focus — except for occasional mentions of
war in Horatio’s and Claudius’ comments such as ‘that fair and warlike
form,” “this warlike state,” and Hamlet’s last question before his death:
‘What warlike noise is this?” — it has been staged in a wide variety of
methods in many countries in the times of war. This chapter investi-
gates a mid-twentieth-century site-specific interpretation of Hamlet:
Jiao Juyin’s production (1942) in a Confucian temple in China when
the country was resisting the Japanese military invasion, and before the
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) gained power. Figuring prominently
in this case are collective cultural memory, local readings of Shake-
speare informed by wartime ideologies, and the particularities of the
site of performance.
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The aesthetic practices of mid-twentieth-century China were punctu-
ated by a keen sense of the political, and Shakespeare performances
were increasingly informed by local knowledge. This is a period when
Chinese theatre was in search of safe ‘apolitical texts,” and also when
the political turn in literary culture was alternately seen by different
constituencies of the society as a left turn, a right turn, and a wrong
turn, as Communist China began to lay claims of local ‘ownership’ on
select sets of foreign ideas including Marxism, the Stanislavskian acting
method, and Soviet social and cultural institutions. The dual canonicity
of Shakespeare as an author widely read and performed gained addi-
tional purchase through Karl Marx, who cites Shakespeare at length to
support his arguments, and through the Russian and Soviet traditions
of political Shakespeare.?

Torn between various wars, mid-twentieth-century Chinese theatre
artists opted for topicality and social relevance in their work. While
literary production and theatre as public entertainment continued to
thrive and acted as a repository for collective cultural memory, the
preference for topicality came to define much of the artistic activity
during this period. After two decades of improvisational performance,
Shakespeare’s plays were fast becoming part of the Chinese repertoire
to train spoken drama actors in the 1930s, hence their popularity in
drama academies and conservatories. Spoken drama (also known
as huaju) is a new, Western-influenced theatre genre that emerged in
early twentieth-century China but remains popular only among urban
residents. Huaju may seem unintelligible, viewed from a distance in
the West and separated by what seem to be insurmountable cultural
differences, but this theatrical genre has been used as a tool for vocal
training and articulation for a long time. It does not simply empha-
size the corporeal or presentational fanfare — more common in Chinese
opera — that has caught the attention of Western scholars.> Yu Shangy-
uan (1897-1970), the founding principal of the National Drama School,
included Shakespeare in the repertoire of his new school and theatre,
obviously following his Anglo-European contemporaries in eulogiz-
ing Shakespeare. He maintained that the reason to stage Shakespeare
in China was that ‘performance of Shakespeare has been an important
criterion to measure success for theatres worldwide and not just in Eng-
land” (28). Each graduating class was required to stage a Shakespeare
play. During wartime, the requirement was not enforced every year, but
the first, second, fifth, and fourteenth graduating classes did perform
Shakespeare plays (Cao and Sun 99), including The Merchant of Venice
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(1937), Othello (1938), and the production of Hamlet (1942) that is dis-
cussed in this essay. It is of interest to note that The Merchant of Venice
is one of the most popular Shakespearean plays in China, and it was
among the first Shakespearean works to be staged and filmed. When
the Royal Shakespeare Company toured China for the first time in 2002,
the play selected for the tour was The Merchant of Venice, in a produc-
tion directed by Loveday Ingram. As noted by other contributors to
the present volume, The Merchant holds the attention of twentieth-cen-
tury audiences around the world for very different reasons. The play’s
reception in China follows the region’s history of social and cultural
modernization. Chinese directors and audiences have been attracted
not to Shylock as an embodiment of ethnic and religious tensions in the
modern world, but rather to Portia as a figure of the new woman. The
local concerns revolving around cultural reform, the women’s rights
movement, and the emerging capitalist market in Shanghai have cre-
ated a new lens for reading the play. Above all else, the outlandish plot
involving a pound of human flesh also became a main draw, which is
why some Chinese productions and translations were given such titles
as A Pound of Flesh or A Bond of Flesh (Huang, Chinese Shakespeares 17,
69-70, 115-18; Fei and Sun 59).

Like The Merchant, Hamlet has had a long history of translation,
rewriting, and performance in China. Two recent examples are The Ban-
quet (2006, a martial arts period drama film in Mandarin, directed by
Feng Xiaogang, and released in North America as The Legend of the Black
Scorpion)* and The Prince of the Himalayas (2005, a Tibetan-language film,
directed by Sherwood Hu, set and shot in Tibet, and later adapted for
the stage in Mandarin in Shanghai). A recent documentary by the China
Central Television Channel 10 even traces the Chinese tradition of per-
forming Hamlet to Jiao’s wartime Hamlet. It is important to recognize
the iconic status of Hamlet, the Ghost, and Ophelia in China. Contrary
to what some scholars have assumed, Chinese moviegoers watching
The Banquet or The Prince have had a great deal of exposure to Shake-
speare and particularly to Hamlet.®

As helping to educate vigilant and patriotic citizens (according to
whatever ideology was current) became the dominant mission of thea-
tre, the locality of Chinese audiences was given primacy. One case in
point is a Hamlet performance set in premodern Denmark and staged
in a Confucian temple, directed by Jiao Juyin (1905-75). The produc-
tion, first staged in Jiang’an in rural Sichuan for general audiences dur-
ing the second Sino-Japanese War in June 1942, and later revived in
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Chonggqing, the provincial capital, married the foreign setting to local
theatrical and allegorical spaces in a dialectical process that testified
to the reciprocal impact on both the target and source cultures. The
unique circumstances of this production may prompt two questions:
Why theatre during the war, and why Hamlet? During a time when
theatre was suspect, the Shakespearean canon was an obvious choice
to avoid censorship by the Nationalist government. Theatre’s function
as a site for social education and its potential for propaganda were seen
as compelling reasons to stage public performances that could pro-
vide entertaining relief, raise funds for military operations, and boost
the audience’s morale. These site-specific objectives derived from the
performance venue and the cultural location of the production were
inaccessible to American critics of the time. When the New York Times
reviewed Jiao’s production in 1942, the feature that drew Brooks Atkin-
son’s attention was the actors’” Western makeup and prosthetic noses,
but what he missed was exactly what made the performance viable in
the wartime environment in China. His review states that the actors
‘have built up a series of proboscises fearful to behold. The king has a
monstrous, pendulous nose that would serve valiantly in a burlesque
show; Polonius has a pointed nose and sharply flaring mustache of the
Hohenzollern type; Hamlet cuts his way through with a nose fashioned
like a plowshare.” Atkinson concluded that ‘sincere and painstaking
though this Hamlet may be, it is not yet ready for Broadway’ (38).

In addition to the prestige of performance associated with Shake-
speare’s stature, the ability to stage and attend plays during a time of
war, when the entire town of Jiang’an had no electricity, was itself per-
ceived as a victorious gesture. What was made propagandistic was not
always only the play’s allegorical dimension but also the act of stag-
ing the play itself. Wartime theatre can be highly allegorical in nature,
representing the battlefield as a site where rival ideologies encounter
each other, or presenting stereotypical caricatures of the enemy. In the
context of a backwater community, the determination and ability to
stage a theatrical production was itself an encouraging sign for the local
residents running from Japanese bombings day in and day out. As Fu
Xiangmo, a Jiang’an native and a journalist for the Guomin gongbao [Cit-
izen’s Gazette] and Yishi bao [Social Welfare], pointed out in his review
of the Jiang’an performance, though he was a huaju lover, he had not
seen many recent productions because ‘nine out of ten amounted to
nothing more than a piece of war propaganda.” He noted what a pre-
cious opportunity it was to be able to see a non-propaganda play dur-




184 Alexander C.Y. Huang

ing a time of war, and a good huaju production of Shakespeare in small
town Jiang’an ‘in a remote corner of China’s hinterland” (115).

Jiao’s Hamlet was staged in 1942 with playwright Cao Yu — often
regarded as the father of modern Chinese drama — as the consultant,
five years after the fall of Nanjing to the Japanese. Chiang Kai-shek
(Jiang Jieshi, 1887-1975) and his Nationalist government moved the
capital to Chongqing, which triggered a nationwide migration. Elites,
bankers, scholars, artists, and members of other social classes who
could afford to move all relocated to Sichuan Province, as did schools
and universities. The realities of the new locality — backward economic
conditions and frequent Japanese aerial attacks — lowered the morale of
these Chinese refugees who had been uprooted from their hometowns
and now found themselves in the Japanese occupation zone. Live thea-
tre became a symbol of cultural life, and the presence of cultural life
helped to maintain their dignity. The National Drama School, which
had been founded in Nanjing in 1938, was relocated to Chongqing
and to Jiang’an the following year, and then moved to Chongqing in
1945 before returning to Nanjing in 1946. The unexpected connection
between the small town of Jiang’an and the National Drama School
during its formative years marked an important phase in the history of
modern Chinese theatre history, and has been commemorated by the
National Drama School Museum and Archive, established in Jiang’an
in 1988 (see fig. 9.1).

Yu, among his contemporaries, was invested in the symbolic value of
wartime theatre. With his revival of the Jiang’an Hamlet, he wanted the
performance to achieve two goals:

[1] The social significance of Hamlet [to us] is Hamlet’s progressive and
revolutionary [geming jinqu] spirit, which is what the Chinese people
need during the Anti-Japanese War ... Prince Hamlet resisted the destiny
arranged by Fate, countered feudal oppressions, and sought liberation
from an environment filled with licentious and corrupt individuals.

[2] Those countries that produce the most high-quality Shakespearean pro-
ductions are the countries with the highest cultural prestige ... Performing
Shakespeare is a crucial step for our country to catch up and to join the
countries with world-class cultural achievements. (Cao and Sun 105)

The pro-colonialist assumption of Yu’s comments is striking. On the
one hand, his goals demonstrate the imperatives of the cultural renewal
project to establish Chinese self-esteem. As has been noted by scholars
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9.1. “The Cradle of Modern Chinese Theatre.” National Drama School Museum
and Archive. Reproduced courtesy of the People’s Government of Jiang’an
County, China.

working on celebrations of Shakespeare in times of war, the domestica-
tion of Shakespeare’s plays involves a dialectical process between the
Bard’s reception in Britain and elsewhere (Habicht 441). On the other
hand, the assumption about the prestige of any Shakespearean per-
formance defeats its purpose to celebrate indigenous Chinese values
and exceptionality. The competing pull of admiration of Western thea-
tre and Chinese nationalist sentiment constitute a local Shakespeare in
the emerging postcolonial world: It is worth noting that this sentiment
dominated mainland Chinese productions until as late as the 1980s.
Zhang Qihong, director of the Chinese Youth Art Theatre’s produc-
tion of The Merchant of Venice (1980), made a similarly pro-colonialist
comment at the first Shakespeare Society of China meeting in 1985. She
invited Shakespeare, a ‘god’ of England, to descend to China and to
display his ‘profound critique of feudalism, great realism, humanism,
and moral power’ (Zhang 7; trans. Shen 29-30).

Yu’s comments invite further speculation. The many contradictions
and ideological positions have made Yu's reading of Hamlet opaque. For
example, the destiny that Hamlet resists and the prince’s ‘revolutionary
spirit” are never made clear. Instead, Yu's adaptation focuses on war-
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time exigencies. Unlike the rewriting of Hamlet by Lin Shu (1852-1924),
which made the play conform to Confucian ethical codes (Huang, Chi-
nese Shakespeares 82—4), Jiao’s performance generally followed Shake-
speare’s text while turning the moral question into a wartime directive
to the Chinese people. While Yu's interpretation was informed by the
pre-1940s Chinese critical tradition of a ‘Confucian Hamlet,” its primary
task was to draw political analogies between a dislocated and histori-
cally undefined Denmark and modern China in crisis. Hamlet’s virtues
(his disdain for corruption), filial piety (demonstrated by his grief over
his father’s death), and patriotic spirit (as evidenced by — in various
Chinese versions — his concern over the fate of Denmark) were regu-
larly highlighted in the criticism of the period.

In their consideration of Hamlet, theatre artists and literary critics in
mainland China have concentrated on selected themes that resonate
with traditional Chinese literary culture and with Confucianism, such
as usurpation, filial piety, and legitimacy of rulership. As Lu Gu-sun
observed, ‘to some of the early Chinese readers and critics of Hamlet,
the ... theme of the play was ... conveniently in compliance with the
Confucian ethical code demanding filial piety ... and constant chastity,
and with Buddhist tenets of karma’ (56). For example, Tian Han (1898-
1968), who wrote the first Chinese translation of Hamlet (1922), associ-
ated Hamlet’s melancholy with “patriotic’ concerns (“The time is out of
joint: O cursed spite / That ever I was born to set it right!” [1.5.188-9])
with On Encountering Sorrow (Lisao) by the Confucian poet Qu Yuan
(ca. 339—ca. 278 BC) in his postscript to his translation (Cao and Sun
49). As with English-language Shakespeare scholarship and editions
in the 1960s, Chinese scholarship emphasized moral criticism, though
the Chinese preoccupation with morality lasted almost an entire cen-
tury. As the first Shakespearean play to be translated into Chinese in its
entirety, Hamlet holds a special place in Chinese visions of Shakespeare.
There have been numerous Chinese adaptations and spin-offs, includ-
ing Lao She’s novella ‘New Hamlet.” There were also non-Confucian
engagements with Hamlet, including the play Shamlet by Lee Kuo-hsiu
(Huang, ‘Comical Tragedies,” 163-6), that challenged the tradition of
Confucian criticism of Chinese and Western literary works.

This is not the first instance of a nation associating itself with posi-
tive or negative traits of various characters in Hamlet. Poets in other
countries have taken to Hamlet for various reasons. For example, Ger-
man poets and intellectuals have repeatedly identified Germany with
Hamlet since the nineteenth century. In 1800 the Shakespeare transla-
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tor Ludwig Tieck indicated that what was needed to begin Germany’s
own golden age of poetry (to follow in Shakespeare’s footsteps) was
a Fortinbras-like figure (Tieck; trans. Bate). In Ferdinand Freiligrath’s
poem ‘Hamlet’ (1844) the German dissident, poet, and Shakespeare
translator declares, ‘Germany is Hamlet!” This analogy became so
widely accepted that Horace Furness was compelled to dedicate the
Hamlet volume of his 1877 New Variorum Edition of Shakespeare to the
Deutsche Shakespeare-Gesellschaft on behalf of ‘a people whose recent
history has proven once and for all that Germany is not Hamlet,” allud-
ing to the rise of the German empire under Bismarck as an indication
that Germany was no longer hindered by self-doubt (Zimmermann).
In China Hamlet’s alleged Confucian virtues and nobility had become
such a cliché by the 1930s that prolific writer Lao She (1899-1966) sati-
rized the ‘Chinese Hamlet syndromes’ in his novella ‘New Hamlet.’
The story problematized the prince’s ‘self-righteous moral criticism’
(Huang, Chinese Shakespeares 87-8).

This, however, is where the similarity ends. Director Jiao also high-
lights procrastination as the most important aspect of Hamlet’s charac-
ter, but he explains the negative trait away by arguing that ‘Hamlet’s
hesitation is not caused by cowardice but his love for truth.” Jiao then
turns to China’s Hamlet syndrome: “We Chinese people are often too
cautious about everything, and as a result we lose courage. In the end
we can do nothing’ (107). But as Hamlet was being held as a negative
example in China, he was also commended for his ‘patriotism” and filial
piety. In Jiao’s production, Hamlet fully accepts the revenge mission as
his undeniable duty as a son. The competing interpretations in the Chi-
nese case complicate the reading of Hamlet. For Jiao and his audience,
the Danish prince was at once a positive and a negative example. On
the one hand, Hamlet’s patriotic concern over the corrupt court made
him particularly at home in a culture of filial duties and political loy-
alty. On the other hand, his inaction and irresolution resonated in the
Chinese psyche. Jiao gave his wartime Hamlet a call-to-arms tone, but
he did not resolve the essential paradox in these competing narratives.
The pull of admiration for Hamlet as seeker of truth is countered by the
production’s localist bias and contextual underpinnings.

In this context, the wartime performance was already loaded with
decidedly local connotations. Yu remarked that even though Hamlet
is a tragedy, its wartime production was actually an uplifting experi-
ence, because the spirit was ‘exactly what the Chinese people needed
to resist the Japanese invasion’ (qtd in Tian 453). This attitude reminds
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us of another prominent wartime Shakespearean performance from the
same period, Laurence Olivier’s Henry V (1944). Compared to Olivier’s
jingoistic and nationalist film, which was dedicated to the ‘commandos
and airborne troops of Great Britain,” however, the choice of a hesi-
tating Hamlet motivated by personal causes — rather than a tradition-
ally patriotic Shakespearean hero — is not surprising at a time when
China, like Olivier’s England, was at war. While Olivier’s Henry V may
exemplify what Walter Benjamin called ‘the aestheticization of politics’
(Rothwell 51), Jiao’s Hamlet is an exercise in what Benjamin theorized
as the politicization of art (Benjamin 235). In his essay on art and tech-
nology, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” Ben-
jamin focuses on the perils of fascist appropriation of the instrumental
power of art, but his notion of the usefulness of art aptly captures the
context of Jiao’s wartime production. Hamlet became useful for the
formulation of wartime demands and cultural politics. As the present
volume shows, similar interpretive strategies inform the Hamlets in
Russian, Polish, Ukrainian, and other traditions.

The fortuitous site of performance added unexpected layers to the
question of politics. This production was first staged in the temple in
Jiang’an rather than Chongqing, because the school was located in
Jiang’an. Located at a distance from the metropolitan culture of the
provincial capital, this small town was tucked away in a pastoral other
place where alternative political readings of Hamlet could find a ready
home. The Confucian temple was chosen as the performance site not
because it was attractive or more culturally significant than other tem-
ples or venues, but because, like many village temples in rural China,
it functioned as a convenient and traditional gathering space in the
town.® It was financially not feasible to construct a theatre during the
all-out war of resistance against the Japanese, and the Confucian tem-
ple was one of the readily available architectural spaces to be found in
many Chinese towns. The temple’s architectural structure and allegori-
cal space provided a ready site for such a performance and was used
as a makeshift stage. In other words, the choice of performance venue
inherited the accidents of history. In historical hindsight, the temple
bears the marks of wartime exigencies and limitations. While temples
and teahouses, among other informal performance spaces outside play-
houses, were regularly used for public performances in China up to this
time, the courtyards and the central halls of Confucian temples were
used almost exclusively for dedicatory ritual performance (see fig. 9.2).
Temples serve as sites for collective memories and gathering places, but
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9.2. The courtyard of a Confucian temple in Zizhong, Sichuan. (This is one of
the better-preserved Confucian temples in the province today). Reproduced
courtesy of the People’s Government of Jiang’an County, China.

the Confucian temple in particular has been regarded as a sacred site
for Chinese intellectuals. Therefore, Jiao’s Hamlet became a major public
event not only because of its innovative stage design, but also because
of its unconventional performance space for a Western-style spoken
drama. Since the potential audiences in the small town could not afford
theatre tickets but the National Drama School still needed some form
of support to put on plays, many of the productions in Jiang’an during
this period adopted an innovative scheme that allowed the audiences
to gain admittance by donating daily necessities from household items
to groceries (pingwu kanxi).

This is the historical context of Jiao’s Hamlet. The production, accom-
panied by music (Handel’s Largo and Beethoven’s Minuet in G major),
ran for three performances in Jiang’an but left a lasting impression on
the audience, many of whom came from nearby rural areas for their
first huaju experience (Atkinson 1:38). The communal experience also
provided collective emotional support and reprieve from the Japanese
bombings.

The performance was based on a popular translation, with cuts,
rather than on a Sinicized adaptation. Jiao Juyin was a French-trained



190 Alexander C.Y. Huang

Chinese director who would become one of the major figures in modern
Chinese theatre. Having earned a doctorate from the Université Paris
Sorbonne in 1938 with a thesis on his contemporary Chinese drama,
Jiao returned to China just as the Sino-Japanese wars broke out. As one
of the co-founders of Beijing People’s Art Theatre (BPAT), he worked
closely with Cao Yu, Ouyang Shanzun, and Zhao Qiyang to create the
aesthetic style of BPAT. Modeled after the Moscow Art Theatre, BPAT
established itself as one of the most important models for Chinese
theatre artists interested in the huaju genre, and continues to hold the
leadership position in today’s China. Under Jiao’s directorship, BPAT
performed both Chinese huaju and Western realist plays with elements
taken from the Stanislavsky system and from Jiao’s own ‘theory of
mental images,” in which actors were trained to develop mental images
of dramatic characters and situations before creating stage images.
In addition to adaptations, Jiao is recognized for his productions of
canonical modern Chinese plays such as Lao She’s Chaguan [Teahouse],
which was revived by the BPAT as part of a centennial celebration of
Jiao’s birthday in 2005. Premiered by the BPAT in 1958, this play is set in
a traditional Beijing teahouse where conflicts among characters from all
social classes arise. It is commonly regarded as one of the most success-
ful plays offering a cross-sectional view of Chinese society from the end
of the Qing dynasty in late nineteenth-century to the wars and revolu-
tions in the mid-twentieth century.

Scripted rather than improvised as many early twentieth-century
Chinese performances had been, this drama-school-initiated produc-
tion was one of the earliest complete stagings of Hamlet in the spoken
drama format.” The performance thus attracted both intellectuals and
villagers, leading to a revival later that year in a formal indoor theatri-
cal space (rather than a temple) in Chongging, the biggest city in the
province. The revival was part of the Ministry of Education’s ‘[wartime]
social education’ campaign (Shehui jiaoyu kuoda xuanchuan zhou) in
Chongging, which was both the provincial capital of Sichuan and the
temporary capital of China during the war. The slightly different title,
Danmai wangzi Hamuleite [Danish Prince Hamlet], was likely chosen for
its proximity to Shakespeare’s title in the First Folio and for the purpose
of attracting larger audiences who might otherwise not be familiar with
Hamlet. The Chongquing performances took place at the Huangjiaya-
kou Experimental Theatre on 17 November and in the Guotai Theatre
[Guotai Da Xiyuan] 9-19 December 1942.

The “social education” in this context was a wartime patriotic cam-
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paign. The choice to perform Hamlet, a work thought to represent
Anglophone cultures (including China’s ally, the United States), would
certainly encourage support of China’s Western allies. However, extant
historical documents show that the director and promoters of the pro-
duction were more interested in Hamlet’s symbolic capital and in the
perceived prestige and significance of being able to stage Shakespeare
under challenging wartime material conditions. It seems that they, and
their audiences, had no investment in Hamlet’s cultural connection
with China’s Western allies during the war, athough the production, in
the context of Yu’s drama school, had a pronounced purpose to boost
morale and confidence of the Chinese.

Much of the production’s vitality lies in its ingenious use of the tem-
ple as an allegorical space under poor material conditions, including
frequent power outages. The action took place on the balcony in front
of the shrine to Confucius, while the audiences were seated in the court-
yard looking up to the balcony at the end of a stone staircase. The tem-
ple had two wings and a central hall. The stage design took advantage
of this preexisting structure, covering the red pillars with black cloth.
The stage was nearly two hundred feet, with twenty-four-foot curtains
on each side hanging between the pillars. These curtains were used to
conceal or to reveal a combination of pillars and scene depth in order
to dramatize the twists and turns and the haunted atmosphere in ‘the
sinful and perilous Danish court’ (Cao and Sun 104). For example, Polo-
nius gave his blessing and his advice to Laertes — ‘Neither a borrower
nor a lender [be]” (1.3.57-81) — as he followed Laertes back and forth
around different pillars, moving toward the back of the hall, which, for
lack of lighting, was dark. Similar movements around the pillars were
used for his other scenes, highlighting his ill-received lengthy speeches
and the unseen twists and turns of court politics. The performance area
thus acquired the depth of a proscenium stage. The ghost entered from
the deep and dark end of the path lined with pillars and curtains. The
minimalist stage design — two chairs, a bed, and a table — worked well
with the dim open space in creating a sense of mysteriousness.

The most striking instance in which the localities of Hamlet and of the
performance venue were brought to confront each other was seen in
the emotionally charged nunnery scene. Hamlet (played by Wen Xiy-
ing, age 17) was infuriated by the fact that Ophelia was sent by Polon-
ius and that Polonius might be present during their conversation. The
scene culminated in Hamlet’s passionate outburst and retreat to the
back of the stage (3.1.142-9). He exited slowly towards the end of the
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9.3 Shrine and statue of Confucius in a Confucian temple in Zizhong, Sichuan.
Reproduced courtesy of the People’s Government of Jiang’an County, China.

hall, with the gradual drawing of the curtains following the rhythm of
his heavy footsteps. The lonely Hamlet, moving in the dim two-hun-
dred-foot corridor (Jiang 106) was only visible to the audience through
a two-foot gap between the curtains.'

The shrine of Confucius, located at the end of the corridor, was not
part of the set but was not removed for this performance (see fig. 9.3).
The shrine was well known to the local audience and it intruded into
the performance. Thus the temple existed simultaneously in different
temporal and spatial dimensions of the fictional and real worlds, an
existence that was complicated by the desire to produce an ‘authentic’
Hamlet in an authentic Confucian temple. Buried in his thoughts, Ham-
let appeared to be heading toward the shrine — a space that existed out-
side both the Danish setting and the stage set — as if he now was seeking
advice from the Chinese sage. It is not clear whether or how he found an
answer, but the director and the audience eagerly provided a number of
inspiring but sometimes conflicting answers to the question of wartime
theatre. If nothing else, the shrine’s accidental intrusion into the dra-
matic world signalled an emotional investment in the Chinese tradition
that stood as a sign of the viability and vitality of the country.
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Posed against the backdrop of the exigencies of this particular
location, Hamlet’s question — “To be, or not to be’ (3.1.55) — acquired
personal and political urgencies for wartime Chinese audiences who
rushed to air-raid shelters on a daily basis, seeking protection from
Japanese aerial attacks. Attending theatre in the temple, much like
time spent in air-raid shelters with neighbours and families, became
a communal experience that provided temporary relief through
entertainment and at the same time as a sober moment of reflection
in the midst of the chaos of war. The remote world of Denmark,
Fortinbras” resounding footsteps, and Hamlet’s ontological question
crossed the vast historical and cultural distance to form a ‘patriotic’
play. Performed for Chinese audiences against the backdrop of a
Confucian temple, the ‘foreignness” of Hamlet and his outlandish yet
oddly familiar story became an apt expression of wartime anxieties
about losses. On one hand, the play was peculiar because of the
admonition of the Ghost and the revenge mission that has never been
clearly defined. On the other hand, a gentleman prince torn between
prioritizing his duties to the state and his emotional ties to his mother
is not an unfamiliar dilemma in the Confucian classics. The ongoing
Sino-Japanese War prompted Jiao to look for moral messages in
Hamlet. In an essay written on 12 December 1942, before the revival of
the production in Chongqing, Jiao related Hamlet’s problems directly
to the Chinese situation, highlighting the lessons to be learned from
Hamlet’s procrastination. He pointed out that in this context the
aesthetics of the performance could only be secondary to the political
message of the production:

The character of Hamlet [contains] a lesson for us who are living in the
period of the Anti-Japanese War ... and a stimulus to those who do not
have faith in our ultimate victory. The Danish prince has seen clearly what
he needs to do when confronted by political and familial crises; however,
he hesitates and does not put his thought into action. This leads to ... fail-
ure and destruction. The victory of the Anti-Japanese War hinges upon -
immediate and synchronized actions by all the [Chinese] people. This is
why we introduce Hamlet to the Chongging audience. The success of [the
troupe’s] performing skills is secondary. (2:167-8)

This statement is intriguing because the intellectuals” apparent sym-
pathy for Hamlet did not translate into admiration for his inaction.
Hamlet’s procrastination thus constituted a negative lesson in moral
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behaviour." This interpretation creates the negative image of a hesitat-
ing Hamlet. There is another side of the coin. Though Jiao downplayed
the importance of his actors’ skills to accommodate the wartime propa-
ganda, the audience responded enthusiastically and was mesmerized
by the actors’ performances, including Wen Xiying’s Hamlet, Luo
Shui’s Ophelia, and Peng Houjun’s Gertrude (Fu 118).

Jiao seemed to contradict himself when he tried to explain Hamlet’s
hesitation. Recognizing procrastination as Hamlet’s most important
characteristic, Jiao argued that Hamlet hesitated because of his ‘love
of truth,” not because of cowardice (Jiang 107). Yet, desperate to draw
connections between the localities of Hamlet and his production, Jiao
brushed aside Hamlet’s ‘love of truth” and asked his audience to heed
the moral of the performance: procrastination and inaction pave the
road to failure. \

The Confucian moral contexts in this production appeared first by
accident but were subsequently consciously deployed by both the
director and the critics. But how could Hamlet be at once a Confucian
hero, with an exemplary ‘spirit’ fit for a time of war, and a negative
example of procrastination, teaching the Chinese audience a good les-
son for war? Much ink has been spilt in the history of Chinese Shake-
spearean criticism over Hamlet’s character and the qualities shared by
Hamlet and the typical Confucian gentleman. Despite the popularity
of earlier Confucian interpretations of Hamlet, Jiao’s production was
the first documented performance to take place in a Confucian temple.
Up to the 1940s, before the Chinese Communist Party took over China
and institutionalized Marxist-Leninism, most interpretations aligned
Hamlet with historical and quasi-historical political figures who took
it as their responsibility to set aright ‘the time ... out of joint” (1.5.189).
Their frustration at not being able to communicate or realize their
moral and political ideals led to their melancholic state. Mainland Chi-
nese criticism of the period did not give much attention to the problem
of Hamlet’s procrastination. When it was mentioned at all, Hamlet’s
insistence on seeking truth was used to explain away the inconsistency.
Performed against the backdrop of a Confucian temple and a tradition
of ‘Confucian Hamlets,” Jiao’s production might have downplayed
Hamlet’s procrastination were it not for the demands of wartime thea-
tre. The obvious contradiction in the untimely death of a truth-seeking
noble Confucian Hamlet prompted Jiao to extrapolate a moral lesson
from Hamlet’s negative example.

Most theatre historians agree that performance ‘deserves to be
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judged by the impact it has in its own time, unaffected by changes in
fashion — in styles of costume and haircuts, of vocal and gestural tech-
niques’ (Wells xx). This is especially true of interpretations that engage
at once the fictional, cultural, and actual sites embedded within and
beyond the plays themselves. The audience can become so invested in
nostalgic enthusiasm that they refuse to accept changes in fashion or
gestural techniques. The site-specific meanings have come to be fully
embedded within the historical performance, which has been turned
into an event itself.

Although certain meanings of the production will be associated with
the performance style and plot, other meanings are produced by the
clash of the associated cultural localities. In the case of the wartime
Hamlet performance in a Confucian temple, the choice was accidental,
imposed by historical exigencies or material conditions, gaining acci-
dental additional purchase on the production value.

Notes

I thank Columbia University Press for permission to use material from chap-
ter 5 of Chinese Shakespeares: Two Centuries of Cultural Exchange. The present
essay is an expanded and updated study of Jiao Juyin’s Hamlet.

1 ‘As imagination bodies forth / The forms of things unknown, the poet’s
pen / Turns them to shapes, and gives to airy nothing / A local habitation’
(A Midsummer Night's Dream, 5.1.14-17).

2 Karl Marx often quotes from Aeschylus, Sophocles, Shakespeare, and
Goethe. For example, Marx quotes the Schlegel-Tieck German translation
of Timon of Athens (4.3) to support his argument about the power of money
in bourgeois society. Marx’s daughter Eleanor recalled in 1895 that ‘Shake-
speare was the Bible of [their] house, seldom out of our hands or mouths.’
By the time she was six, she ‘knew scene upon scene of Shakespeare by
heart’ (147). See also Tucker 80-1 and Marx and Engels, Economic and Philo-
sophic Manuscripts of 1844.

3 ‘The fundamental difference between Shakespeare’s dramaturgy and the
theatrical systems of many Asian theatres is the respective emphases they
place on the verbal and the corporeal” (Kennedy and Yong 17).

4 Multimedia essays with film clips are available in ‘Asian Shakespeares on
Screen: Two Films in Perspective,” Special issue, ed. Alexander C.Y. Huang,
Borrowers and Lenders: The Journal of Shakespeare and Appropriation 4.2 (2009).
http://www.borrowers.uga.edu/.
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5 The episode can be viewed freely online: http:/ /v.youku.com/v_show/
id_XNTgINDMzNjg=.html.

6 Ingo Berensmeyer erroneously assumes that Chinese moviegoers ‘have
had little or no exposure to Shakespeare’s Hamlet.” Ingo Berensmeyer,
‘Cultural Ecology and Chinese Hamlets,” New Literary History 42.3 (2011):
419-38, see 429.

7 Ferdinand Freiligrath, ‘Deutschland ist Hamlet,” Werke, ed. Julius Schwer-
ing (Berlin: Bong, 1909) 2:71-3; English translation in Horace Howard
Furness, ed., Hamlet: A New Variorum Edition of Shakespeare (London: Lip-
pincott, 1877) 376-8. See also Poems from the German of Ferdinand Freiligrath
(Leipzig: Bernhard Tauchnitz, 1871) 201-4.

8 Cf. Sichuan wenmiao [Confucian Temples of Sichuan], ed. Sichuan sheng
wenwu kaogu yanjiu yuan [Sichuan Provincial Archeological Institute]
(Beijing: Wenwu chubanshe, 2008).

9 The first documented performance of Hamlet in Chinese was a Chinese
opera, rather than a spoken drama, staged by Ya’an Chuanju (Sichuan
Opera) Theatre in 1914.

10 A short interview by Wen on how he played Hamlet and recollections
by graduates of the School (such as director Xu Xiaozhong) of their days
in Jiang’an are available in ‘3. Xiju yaolan’ [Episode 3. The Cradle of
Modern Chinese Theatre] of the China Central Television Channel 10
documentary Guoli juzhuan zai Jiang’an [The National Drama School in

Jiang’an]. The documentary can be viewed freely online at http:/ /v.youku.

com/v_show/id_XNTgINDMzNjg=.html or at http://www.tudou.com/
programs/view /anS4qHeVCnl/.

11 This is a view shared by the former US Secretary of State George Schulz,
who, in the 1980s, warned that the United States had become ‘the Hamlet
of nations, worrying endlessly over whether and how to respond’ to ter-
rorism (Johnson).
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