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Pacific Shakespeare: An Introduction

Tom Bishop and Atsuhiko Hirota

"Is the Pacifique Sea my home? Or are
The Easterne riches?"

_ John Donne, "Hymn to God in my Sickness"

"Pacific Shakespeare" - not a vision of wrangling critics beating their pens

into ploughshares in the name of the playwright, but the name of a possible
conversation between a spatial category and a cultural one, each with its par
ticular relation to several histories of space and culture. For to speak of that

body of water which Magellan in 1520 first nominated "the Pacific Sea (Mar
Pacifico)" is to enter, with Magellan, into a space marked irrevocably by the

history of European exploration and colonization. A "Pacific" ocean exists only

by contrast with some other ocean, implying a sufficient geographical knowl

edge to distinguish bodies of water of distinct temperaments. The "Pacific",

long known, explored and settled by many peoples before Magellan ever set

eyes on it, yet did not exist as a separate thing, an item within a totality, one of

a set like the emerging "Seven Seas". Only the mapping imperatives and tech

nologies of the sixteenth and later European centuries began to catalogue and

denominate pelagic space in that exhaustive way. The modern Japanese name

for the great body of water to the east of Japan, for instance, is "Taihei-yo",
a translation of the Western name. There seems never to have been another

separate name for it in the language. Likewise, in New Zealand Maori, the wa
ters across which the great Austronesian voyagers sailed to settle the far-flung
islands are called "Te Moana Nui a Kiwa" - the great ocean of Kiwa, Kiwa

being an early explorer. Bur there is no notion of "Kiwas Great Ocean" being

only one among a number of oceans.

To speak of "Pacific Shakespeare" is therefore already to have accepted a

segiTle.ntation of the world's places which is contemporary, very roughly, with



Tom Bishop and Arsuhiko Hirota

Shakespeare himself. Even though Shakespeare never speaks of "the Pacific",

or even uses the word "pacific", "Shakespeare" and "the Pacific" are sharers in a

history that unites them, not strangers speaking to one another from far-flung

sides of the world. One cannot be in "the Pacific" without being already in a

certain history of that place that begins outside it, in the same general place as

"Shakespeare".

At the same time, of course, "Shakespeare" has long since ceased to denote

merely one man who died in England in 1616, or even a collection of writings

for which he was largely responsible and to which his name is attached. His

name now denotes, along with those things, a vast network of varied and con

tradictory historical enterprises, with roots in many places (some of which the

dead man may indeed have objected to) and ramifications almost everywhere.

As critics have been pointing out for some time, the appearance of "Shake

speare" in the Pacific was almost coterminous with the enterprise of British

colonialism itself, beginning with the volumes of an unknown edition carried

as part of his European cargo by James Cook aboard the "Endeavour". In every

corner of the colonial world that the British created, "Shakespeare" was pres

ent; he has infiltrated one way or another into the histories of the widely dif

ferent cultures that variously opposed European expansiveness. As Alex Huang

points out, the Chinese looked on coming to terms with "Shakespeare" as a

significant aspect of their coming to terms with, and learning to resist, the

challenge of imperialism itself.

To consider "Pacific Shakespeare" then, as we have invited the four essayists

writing here to do, is not to bring together terms remote from one another, but

to venture into a thick zone of overlap and mutual translation. The four essays

included in this special section under this title all in one way or another pose

the question of translation, whether from one language to another - even if

another, more recent version of English - or from one place to another, or

both. These acts of literary and cultural translation in turn frame a version of

the question of "translation" which has accompanied issues of cultural author

ity and of temporal distance in Western letters since at least the Renaissance.

Renaissance European writers, Shakespeare among them, reflected on their

own heritage of classical culture through the twin concepts of the "translatio

imperii" and the "translatio studii" - the westward momentums of power

and of learning they took to have shaped their own history. Likewise, if not

so self-consciously, the more recent adapters examined here, in taking up the

challenge of "Shakespeare" as a gift and burden in their own cultural moment,

confront their own questions of translation: how to at once access the power

and authority of these writings and to frame that authority in such a way that

it releases or enables an answering power in the moment in which it is made to

speak.
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Each of these essays, in an individually subtle way, explores some version

of this inquiry. How does the turn to Shakespeare as an organizing choice in a

new work of art open that work up to what is unexpected in its own point of

origin? How does the new work speak in turn about the place of Shakespeare

from that point of origin? For each instance, the essayist carefully measures

what forces of local drama and of local self-recognition the invocation of

Shakespeare can be made to release. Sometimes this release is productive of

something new, so that Shakespeare becomes an enabling or catalytic presence.

Sometimes, the addition of Shakespearean language and cultural authority

proves distorting and disastrous. Between such polarities, some instances of

the uses and disadvantages of a "Pacific Shakespeare" can themselves be named

and mapped.

The four essays included in this special section also between them begin to

construct a taxonomy of the deployment of Shakespeare by adapting directors

and playwrights. One interesting distinction appears in the difference between

what we might call "allegorical", and "supplementary" styles of adaptation, a

difference which may align with different relations to the history of colonialism.

For instance, Alex Huang analyses how two Chinese versions of Romeo

and Juliet provide what he calls an "allegorical" exploration of local history,

translating Shakespeare's plot into terms and dramatic procedures native to the

stage languages and histories of audience communities in Taiwan and Yunnan,

China. The distance, and perhaps the very externality, of authority perceived

in "Shakespeare" in these two cases allows a purchase on the past of a distinct

kind, such that European and Chinese styles of both history and story slip past

and through one another in intriguing combinations. Shakespeare in these

productions frames a story about the local community, and frames it in two

senses: it both provides the inner skeleton of that story (like the frame of a house)

and delimits the boundary within which the story unfolds (like the frame of a

picture). The "otherness", as we might call it, of Shakespearean authority seems

to provide a strategic distance, even a sort of guarantee, that allows the history

of the local both an enhanced digni ty borrowed from the idea of Shakespeare's

universal authority and a leverage on itself. Such "allegory" thus affords local

history the opportunity of a useful view of itself in a powerful, if potentially

distorting, mirror.

Tetsuo Kishi's essay expounds with his customary verve and clarity

two notable instances of adaptation between remote cultural forms 

Shakespearean comedy and Japanese kyogen - in the work of Yasunari
Takahashi. Here, however, the relatively "one-way" process of allegorization

that Huang discusses, gives way to something more strangely mutual. Kishi's

essay,demonstrates how each of the participant cultural forms reshapes and
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puts pressure on the other in a variety of ways through translations of spatial

configuration and rhetorical convention, and, in The Kyogen of Errors, through

a deeper mutual stylization. In the latter play, both comedy and kyogen are

pushed beyond themselves at Takahashi's hands, so that a drama sharper, and

indeed darker, than either emerges out of the discipline of their confrontation.

Each form finds one possible essence of itself released through contaminative

contact with the other. The kyogen assumes a complexity and embodiment

of character that it normally does not support, while Shakespeare's comedy

divulges an inner melancholy and philosophical bent in response to the sparer

style of kyogen. As Kishi puts it, Takahashi has "approached two different

theatrical traditions and produced a play which is at once dependent on and

independent from them both". Fascinatingly here, each tradition can be said to

allegorize the other, in the sense that each seems to reveal in the other something

crucially implied but not quite realized. It is as though each tradition, through

Takahashi's deep knowledge of both, had found an interpreter.

Mark Houlahan usefully adopts and develops from Joanne Tompkins

the notion of "rehearsal Shakespeare" - a strategy in which a later play or
novel embeds within itself, as one strand of its narrative, the rehearsal and

performance of one of Shakespeare's works. Thus instead of an allegorical

frame, Shakespeare plays the role here of a kind of internal symbiote - a

separate literary organism contained within a host fiction which it both feeds

on and contributes to. The grotesqueness of this image suggests the strangeness

of the arrangement, which raises questions of uncanniness and discontinuity: a

fiction that contains another fiction is always engaged in foregrounding some

sort of struggle for its own authority and boundaries. It is perhaps unsurprising
then that the works Houlahan discusses embed, contain, and wrestle with

Shakespearean fictions that are themselves haunted by internal others, whether

enticing as in Antony and Cleopatra, harrowing as in Macbeth, or both, as in

Othello. For each of his examples, to confront the Shakespearean counterpart
within is to name a crisis of selfhood that remains unresolved, the more so

in that the Shakespearean presence remains so intact, so seemingly beyond

assimilation, or assimilable only in the mode of disaster. And is it an accident

that this mode of "Pacific Shakespeare" should have been so prominent in
the chief settler colonies of the Pacific rim, New Zealand, as addressed in

Houlahan's essay, and Australia, where - in works like Michael Gow's Away

and Louis Nowras The Golden Age - "rehearsal Shakespeare" is also alive and
well?

Emma Cox also visits the category of "rehearsal Shakespeare" offered by

Houlahan, but here something rather different happens. Cox's essay discusses

Oscar Kightley and Erolia lfopo's Romeo and Tusi, a play written in particular
to and for audiences familiar with Maori and Samoan communities in New
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Zealand. Though set in New Zealand, therefore, the play also looks to the

wider arc of Polynesian Pacific cultures in their reception of the quintessentially

Pakeha / Palagi (that is, European-settler) "author", Shakespeare. Like a number

of other recent plays - Gow's Away or Joe Calarco's Shakespeare's Romeo and

Juliet, for instance - Romeo and Tusi uses the rehearsal of a high-school version

of Shakespeare to scaffold an exploration of other topics, topics that might

be harder to get at without the transformative availability of a Shakespearean

language at once familiar, authoritative and rich. Cox asks to what extent Romeo
and Tusi conforms to an established critical model of the "anti-canonical"

or "resisting" work, that is whether it engages in "writing back" against the

imposition of cultural hegemonies of various kinds. In contrast both [0 the

"resisting" work and to the examples Houlahan gives of tragic "rehearsals"

of Shakespeare, however, Cox shows how Romeo and Tusi neutralizes the

menace of Shakespearean authority even as it uses that authority to speak of

possibilities that seem otherwise almost beyond its primary setting. What is

especially striking, in contrast to Houlahan's more tragic rehearsals of settler
contact, is how Kightley and lfopo's play can accommodate Shakespearean

tragedy within its own vernacular comic explorations, untinged with either

anxiety or mockery. To what extent this might be the product of a different,

perhaps even more robust, response to the history of colonialism is a question
worth considering at more length.

The essays gathered here offer an intriguing quartet of contrasting examples

in which the authority of Shakespearean fictions, and of the frameworks that have

sustained and propagated them, has been wrested, absorbed, accommodated

and deployed by a variety of new and original theatres in and of the Pacific.

These four essays reveal that the notion of "Pacific Shakespeare" - like the
notion of the Pacific itself - must remain diverse. There is no unitary cultural

sphere or space to be called by this name. This does not mean we can remain

ignorant of the diverse and active negotiations with "Shakespeare" in this

region. We hope this section will be a step in a continuing exchange among
the various Shakespeares now inhabiting two hemispheres.

(The University of Auckland; Kyoto University)
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