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Alexa Alice Joubin, Shakespeare and East Asia. Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2021. Pp. 258).

Reviewed by Jessica Chiba”

Alexa Alice Joubin’s broad-ranging work offers an overview of Shakespeare
in East Asia, post-1950. It will be useful to those who are new to East Asian
Shakespeare and to those who wish to have a broader contextual sense of
how the different countries and linguistic communities are connected or differ
in their approach to Shakespeare’s works. While there have been many books
on Shakespeare reception, performance, and film in Asia generally, a distinctive
feature of Joubin’s book is that it eschews “cultural profiling—the tendency
to bracket, for example, ‘Shakespeare in Japan’ in isolation from other
cultural influences” (8). The criticism downplays the usefulness of studies of
Shakespeare in particular languages and cultures. However, according to Joubin,
the critical penchant for isolating Shakespeare reception and performance
according to geographical borders in Asia is symptomatic of what she calls
“compulsory realpolitik”: the way Asian productions are treated as political
products that must be read in light of the socio-historical circumstances of that
country rather than aesthetic pieces. Studying Shakespeare in a specific country
suggests that these productions are specific to their location and culture rather
than personal or artistic innovations with global relevance. In Joubin’s words,
“Anglophone Shakespeares are assumed to have broad theoretical applicability
and aesthetic merits, whereas foreign Shakespeares—even when they focus on
artistic innovation on a personal rather than an epic level—are compelled to
prove their political worth” and are “compulsorily characterized as allegories of
geopolitical issues” (8). Though there are exceptions, Joubin is no doubt right
that “the critical tendency to prioritize realpolitik in non-Western works leads
to blindspots in our understanding of the logic and significance of Asian
Shakespeares” (10).

At the heart of Joubin’s approach, then, is the aesthetics of performance,
and interconnectivity: not just the connection between approaches to
Shakespeare in Asia, but also between “Shakespeare” and Asia. The book is
entitled Shakespeare and East Asia and not Shakespeare in East Asia “to signal
the interplay between the two condensed cultural signifiers and to emphasize
a shift away from the linear, one-way-street model of tracing the transplantation
of a British ‘giant’ into a colonial cultural context” (6). Thus, Joubin reads
Shakespeare adaptions and performances in East Asia through a “rhizomatic”
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lens, tracing horizontal relations between adaptations in a “postnational space of
exchange” (12). Joubin’s interest in connection and boundary-breaking is also
evident in her choice to “bring the genres of theatre and film to bear on each
other rather than placing them in isolated silos” (13). As ambitious as it is to deal
with the whole of East Asia and to tackle both film and theatre, Joubin’s case
studies highlight some of the artistic cross-pollination that happens across genres
as well as across borders.

One feature worth pointing out is that the book is structured around
digital recordings available on the pages of MIT Global Shakespeares curated by
Joubin herself. Scattered throughout the main text (rather than in the endnotes)
are links to videos and clips of the productions under discussion. This makes
Shakespeare and East Asia a valuable resource for teachers, though it may work
better in a digital edition with hyperlinks and leaves some concern about the
permanence of the links.

Shakespeare and East Asia is split into four sections. The first section is
on Japanese adaptations and performances of Shakespeare, especially the works
of Akira Kurosawa and Yukio Ninagawa. Joubin analyses how these directors’
productions localize Shakespeare’s plays, what they do with their western
influences and, in turn, the influence they have had on directors around the
world. This is, of course, a common approach to assessing Global Shakespeare.
However, Joubin’s delineation of the difference between productions that are
localizations, cultural catalysts or fusions presents a helpful way of looking at
the innovations by these directors and situates them in the context of Japanese
Shakespeare reception and the work of other Japanese Shakespeareans. One of
Joubin’s contributions to the study of these famous directors is an extended
analysis of sound and music, which proves a useful measure of what visual
signifiers alone may not be able to convey, though Joubin does not ignore the
visual either. The section ends by situating these directors’ plays and films in
and outside Japan.

The second section analyses the “remedial function” of art and
Shakespeare, or “the notion that performing the Shakespearean canon can
improve not only local art forms [...] but also personal and social
circumstances” (63). Joubin’s interest lies in the way “Shakespearean motifs and
East Asian aesthetics are deployed as agents to cure each other’s perceived
deficiencies, sometimes with a straight face, sometimes with parody” (64). Thus,
Joubin examines what it means to call art recuperative through the ways
Shakespeare has been used politically and personally around the world. Focusing
on Sinophone productions, Joubin gives examples that sincerely trust in the
remedial power of Shakespeare (and especially King Lear), as well as those that
take a more cynical, parodic approach. Joubin’s first case studies are cinema
adaptations of Hamlet: Feng Xiaogang’s Mandarin The Banquet and Sherwood
Hu’s Tibetan Prince of the Himalayas, both of which provide “a redemptive arc
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through the Ophelia character” (81). Turning to works that focus on personal
healing through spirituality, Joubin analyses Wu Hsing-Kuo’s one-person Lear
is Here, a Taiwanese play that draws on the conflicts between different forms of
theatre as well as the personal effects of Japanese colonial rule and the tensions
between Taiwan and China. True to her sense of the worldwide currency of
Asian influences, Joubin does not ignore the fact that Asian spirituality has
influenced Western directors such as Michael Almereyda (91). The book then
looks at productions that satirize Shakespeare’s supposedly remedial potential
through case studies of Anthony Chan’s film, One Husband Too Many—which
revolves around a failed amateur production of Romeo and Juliet in backwater
Hong Kong—and Lee Kuo-hsiu’s Taiwanese Shamlet—a parodic play about
a fictional theatre troupe’s comically inept performance of Hamlet. As Joubin is
careful to note, these comedic genres show confidence with the material they
parody, commenting intertextually on canonical western films while taking part
in global metatheatrical currents.

The third section uses the musical concept of “polyphony”, noting that
“adapting Shakespeare as a practice contains and sustains multiple voices of the
directors and critics without subordinating any one perspective” (106). Looking
at South Korean productions, Joubin studies how adaptors include different
cultural echoes in their productions by incorporating local folklore, what
happens when East Asia productions tour the world and where such productions
are performed. The first case study looks at Kim Myung-gon’s King Uru, which
fuses the King Lear story with “Baridegu”, a Korean myth. The second case
study is Lee Joon-ik’s South Korean blockbuster, The King and the Clown,
which combines its multiple Shakespearean influences with Korean theatrical
tradition. Joubin’s focus here is on the presentation of gender nonconformity and
the way different audiences pick up on different strains of the polyphonic
texture. The final case studies look at Oh Tae-suk’s Romeo and Juliet and The
Tempest in relation to Umberto Eco’s theory of aberrant decoding—which
“becomes a norm in intercultural contexts, where artists and audiences do not
share the same cultural heritage” (120)—focusing on the ways audiences
and critics responded to the touring productions. The chapter ends with
a consideration of “non-western directors’ agency and the western media’s
tendency to read Asian Shakespeares as political allegory” (134).

The final section is a culmination of Joubin’s effort to consider
Shakespeares in “a postnational space of exchange” (12) centred on
multicultural, multilingual and diasporic productions which make use of
linguistic diversity and the fusion of different theatrical traditions. Joubin’s first
case study is the collaborative bilingual King Lear by Hong Kong-British
director David Tse Ka-shing which featured a diasporic English-speaking
Cordelia unable to communicate effectively with her family in Shanghai. The
second case study is CheeK’s Chicken Rice War, a Singaporean film based on
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Romeo and Juliet, where the feud is transposed into a fight between two chicken
rice stall owners. Joubin analyses the intergenerational differences exacerbated
by the linguistic and cultural tensions between the Cantonese-speaking parents,
the predominantly Singlish-speaking youth and the early modern English of the
play the younger generation are staging. In this section, the final case studies are
Ong Ken Sen’s Lear Dreaming, Desdemona and Search: Hamlet—multilingual
and multicultural plays that combine theatrical traditions and languages from
across the world. Joubin shows how Ong’s pieces have developed through the
years and how they “problematize the assumption that Asian and Anglo-
European cultures can be condensed into ‘East’ and ‘West’” (180). Her chapter
ends with an overview of multilingual Shakespeares and how they “counter the
narratives about universal literary experience that are packaged and consumed at
international festivals™ (182).

Shakespeare and East Asia testifies to the fact that “neither Asia nor
Shakespeare has an intrinsic, unified identity in any meaningful sense without
context” (192) and provides a model for the kind of study that situates
international performances in their local and global contexts. As Joubin says,
“interpreting Shakespeare in a multilingual framework enriches our
understanding of words that would have elided attention” (187). Though the
case-study-based format of this book does not allow for much close language
analysis, Joubin’s approach lights the way for future studies that may build on
the critical work she has done in tracing these broad networks across borders,
cultures and languages.
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