
Cultural Fluidity in 
Global Literary 
Pedagogy: 
Teaching Hamlet
in China with The 
Banquet



Introduction: From Nanjing to Wenzhou

•Spring 2008 teaching research writing at NYIT-
NUPT
•Challenge connecting with students
•Watching Chinese films—started with The 
Banquet 
•Engage comparative cultural analysis 
•Franco Zeffirelli’s Hamlet
•Feng Xiaogang’s The Banquet.



Introduction: From Nanjing to Wenzhou

• COVID-19
• New position at Wenzhou-Kean University
• Comparative analysis activity in World Literature
• Unexpected student responses refocused my paper
• Assumed Chinese students would value the intercultural translation of Hamlet
• Unexpected Orientalist protectionism of Shakespeare from Chinese students
• This presentation:
• Chinese higher education background
• Teaching liberal arts in China
• Activity description
• Analysis of student responses in terms of global Shakespeare theory
• Observations and questions for further study



Challenges of Teaching Liberal Arts in a Sino-
American Context
• Rui Yang—scholar of Chinese higher ed from Hong Kong University
• Soviet university model following Chinese civil war
• Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) suspension of most universities
• Reopening of China under Deng Xiaopeng in 1980s
• Western specialists and Sino-Western joint ventures

• Ruth Hayhoe—University of Toronto professor specializing in Chinese higher ed
• Developing Sino-Western collaborations
• Developing world-class universities
• China increasing its global profile in higher ed
• Developing and exporting higher ed models to other developing nations 

• Challenge teaching liberal arts and the humanities
• Challenge teaching English literature in an English immersive Chinese context



Assignment Description

Part I
1. Explain, analyze, and discuss how Hamlet and The Banquet treat the 

theme of how we can know truth and reality. Be sure to indicate 
points of agreement and/or disagreement between the films.

2. Explain, analyze, and discuss how Hamlet explores the power 
dynamics of succession of throne and how The Banquet explores 
the power and dynastic control of clan politics in ancient China. 
What issues and concerns are similar? In what ways are these 
issues culturally different?

3. How do these two films represent love? What kinds of love do we 
see? What do we learn about the importance of human love?



Assignment Description

Part II
1. What do these two films say about the nature and dangers 

of revenge? Discuss any similarities and differences you 
notice.

2. Discuss how the films represent justice. Analyze how 
Shakespeare explores mercy, forgiveness, and grace. To 
what extent do we see mercy and grace in the Chinese 
context? Explain.

3. Discuss the function of art and artifice in these two films. 
Point out and discuss any similarities and differences you 
see.



An Unexpected Concern for Preserving 
Western Authenticity

If you feel uncomfortable reading any part of the remaining post, 
don’t push yourself. Just leave this post, it really doesn’t matter.
It’s not about this unit’s DQ… it’s just…I have to try to ease my pain 
after watching these two films somehow. I watch Hamlet from 
Tencent. And the translation is basically garbage. Imagine translating 
“rest ghost, rest” as “the remaining of ghost, the remaining” (“剩下的
鬼魂！剩下的”) and still feels it’s right. I really need to have a talk 
with this translator. Such error that’s… beyond my imagination is 
countless in the film and the only part I get to enjoy fully is the dual at 
last, during which few words are spoken. And the banquet is… I 
sincerely hope this film can be taken out from the recommendation 
list for any college students.



An Unexpected Concern for Preserving 
Western Authenticity

We are all born with some rights, like the right to live, to love, and to laugh. 
It’s inhumane for anyone to watch this film through devotedly. It’s more 
than a torture to watch all those excellent actors and actress doing 
something that’s almost humiliating the audiences’ wits. It’s f**king 
Shakespeare! How could anyone adapt a f**king Shakespeare’s drama into 
this b******t? . . . Pointless dancing inserts into the film so many times 
that I even wonder if I’m watching an Indian film. No, Indian film knows 
how to make the dancing and singing serve the main plot development. 
These dancing is a command from the director to his simps: praise me now, 
I know how to make good-looking dances.

I can go on and on talking about how shitty the banquet is till the next 
dawn. I was expecting this adaption is a Pepsi to Coke transformation, but 
what I get is Pepsi to pee and I still have to drink it. Bravo.



An Unexpected Concern for Preserving 
Western Authenticity
• Poor translation of the Shakespearean English into Chinese evacuating the 

Zeffirelli film of its original dramatic authenticity. 
• The appropriation of Shakespeare into the contemporary Chinese film not 

rising to the artistic and literary equivalence of Shakespeare’s original play. 
• This cultural translation that devalues Shakespeare is ultimately insulting to 

audiences who deserve the original Hamlet. 
• The Chinese artistic elements of dance and pantomime that serve as a cultural 

analog to the Shakespearean play within a play is ridiculed by being compared 
to another post-colonial, non-Western cultural production—Bollywood cinema. 
• This intercultural appropriation has reduced the timeless purity of 

Shakespeare’s original text to biological waste that is not only distasteful but 
also potentially poisonous. 



An Unexpected Concern for Preserving 
Western Authenticity
• Western Orientalist dismissiveness of transcultural Shakespeare adaptations
• Poonam Trivedi: observes that much of the criticism characterizes intercultural 

Shakespeare, that is non-European appropriations, translations, and 
reproductions, as “impenetrably different and foreign” and thus rejects it as 
inauthentic and even detrimental to the original English, canonical 
Shakespeare instead of recognizing ways in which this Asian intercultural 
recasting of Shakespeare may actually imbue Shakespeare with new artistic 
vitality and cultural relevance 
• Ongoing colonialist Orientalism that positions the Eastern other as inferior to 

the English culture that gave rise to Shakespeare and that remains the 
caretaker of his literary authenticity
• These Chinese students seemingly appropriating a Western Orientalist 

perspective on preserving the English purity and authenticity of Shakespeare 



An Unexpected Concern for Preserving 
Western Authenticity
• Lingui Yang, “Shakespeare’s Cultural Capital Made in China”
• “The ideological shift from monolithic Marxism to humanism in the literary 

sphere in the 1980s has informed the Chinese reception of Shakespeare, and 
Chinese Shakespeare now encapsulates, to some degree, the Shakespeare 
myth in the West.”
• The Chinese cultural elite “decided how the general populace should receive 

the English playwright.”   
• Could it be that these students’ teachers, who were most likely educated in 

the 1980s or 1990s, presented Shakespeare from a Western elitist 
perspective, thus encouraging students like the ones in my class to be 
(hyper)sensitive to safeguarding the cultural integrity and Western 
authenticity of the English Bard? 



Conclusion: Some Initial Reflections and 
Further Questions
• Trivedi and other scholars of global Shakespeare interrogating 

Eurocentric reactions to Shakespeare being translated into Asian 
languages and cultures
• This Eurocentric view as an element of Western critical discourse
• Orientalist reactions against Asian translations of Shakespeare 

entering the Asian cultural other
• Chinese students internalizing this Orientalist view of Shakespeare
• Shakespeare is authentic only within the English linguistic and 

cultural contexts
• Violence exercised against the Shakespeare cultural construct when 

appropriated by the cultural other



Conclusion: Some Initial Reflections and 
Further Questions
1. What does this Eurocentric Orientalism expressed by these 

Chinese students ultimately say about the goals and 
perceived outcomes of global education and intercultural 
pedagogy? 

2. What issues are raised by their responses to Hamlet being 
appropriated for Chinese cinema? 

3. To what extent does a certain type of global education 
perform pedagogical colonization? 

4. What should we do to be more self-reflexive in how we 
teach the Western canon in China and other global 
contexts? 



Conclusion: Some Initial Reflections and 
Further Questions

5. What happens when Westerners teach the Western canon as 
diverse literatures to Chinese students? 

6. Do we engage in an unacknowledged educational colonization, 
such that we may be communicating an impression of the 
superiority of the Western text such that it can only be authentic if 
experienced in the original language and cultural context? 

7. Or, maybe I’m making too much of these students’ reactions. 
Could it be that they just happen to deeply believe in the 
importance of preserving cultural authenticity, be it Shakespeare’s 
Hamlet or The Analects of Confucius?


