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1. Call for Papers

The Korean Association of Medieval and Early Modern English Studies (KAMEMES) 
cordially invites scholars of the classic, medieval and Renaissance studies in English 
literature and of related disciplines to an international conference that will be held in Seoul on 
Saturday, October 19, 2019, under the title of Mediality and Intermediality in Medieval and 
Renaissance Literature. 

As a form of art, literature communicates through discrete media—for example, oral 
performance, written words, image, scroll, codex, manuscript, print, e-book, etc. If media can 
be conceptualized as the mode that perceives, stores, and conveys narrative or textuality, then 
mediality may refer to the particular material or technical condition wherein each medium 
operates, and intermediality the manner that different media affect—enhance or interfere—
one another. Historically, medial development has most likely conditioned the development 
of literature, and medieval and Renaissance literature is no exception. The gradual transition 
from oral to written transmission of literature in the late medieval period, the production of 
cheaper printed books that revolutionized the entire geography of literary culture in late 
medieval and early modern society, and the adoption of the folio format by Hemminge and 
Condell for the 1623 edition of Shakespeare’s works that contributed to inducing novel ways 
of reading Shakespeare in seventeenth-century England are just a few of the instances that 
indicate the necessity of discussing the themes of mediality and intermediality in the fields of 
medieval and Renaissance literature. This proposal comes with a reflection that traditionally 
textuality has played the role of the protagonist in literary studies while mediality the role of 
an invisible assistant, and also with a timely hope that an extended reading of literature that 
includes mediality and intermediality may further extend the significance and scope of 
literary studies. 

Topics to be discussed include but are not limited to the following:

● Relevance of applying media theories to the classic, medieval and Renaissance studies in 
literature 

● Relationship of textuality and mediality/intermediality in literature
● Transition from orality to literacy in late medieval and early modern periods  
● Transition from manuscript culture to printing culture
● Medieval and Renaissance documentary practices and extra-textual components—ars 

dictaminis, amanuensis, dictation, epistle, seal, messenger, forgery, etc.   
● Interplay of words and images in written texts 
● Relationship of words, images, and sounds in concrete/visual poems (e.g. George Herbert’s 

“Easter Wings”) 
● Adaptation and reception of classical literature in medieval and Renaissance literature
● Adaptation of the classic, medieval and Renaissance literature in modern media, including 

photography, film, (radio & television) drama, comics, graphic novels, games, etc.
● Significance of performance and performativity in medial/intermedial aesthetics of 

literature 
● Role of readers in medial/intermedial aesthetics of literature
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2. Biographies of Participants 

1) International participants

— Engle, Lars: Keynote Speaker

Lars Engle is Chapman Professor and Department Chair in English at the University of Tulsa; 
he also teaches regularly at the Bread Loaf School of English.  Educated at Harvard, 
Cambridge, and Yale, he is the author of Shakespearean Pragmatism: Market of His Time 
(Chicago, 1993), coauthor of Studying Shakespeare's Contemporaries (Blackwell, 2014), and 
an editor of English Renaissance Drama: A Norton Anthology (New York: 2002).  He's an 
editor of the forthcoming Shakespeare and Montaigne (Edinburgh, 2020).  He has articles 
on a variety of topics in such journals as PMLA, Modern Philology, SEL, YJC, English 
Studies in Africa, Pretexts, Shakespeare Quarterly, Exemplaria, Shakespearean International 
Yearbook, and Shakespeare Survey, and has essays in many edited collections.  He’s won 
three teaching awards and been a Trustee of the Shakespeare Association of America. (email: 
lars-engle@utulsa.edu)

— Ko, Yu Jin 

Yu Jin Ko is Professor of English at Wellesley College.  He is the author of  Mutability and 
Division on Shakespeare’s Stage and the co-editor of Shakespeare’s Sense of Character: On 
the Page and From the Stage. He has also written numerous articles on Shakespeare in 
performance across the globe, including a piece on Korean adaptations of Hamlet (“The site 
of burial in two Korean Hamlets, The Shakespearean International Yearbook).  His reviews 
of productions also span the globe, with recent reviews of Othello at the Oregon Shakespeare 
Festival and Richard III in Seoul. (email:yko@wellesly.edu)

— Gallimore, Daniel

Daniel Gallimore received his doctorate from the University of Oxford in 2001, taught at 
Japan Women’s University between 2003 and 2011, and since 2011 has been professor of 
English literature in the School of Humanities at Kwansei Gakuin University. He researches 
Japanese translations of Shakespeare, with a particular interest in the work of Tsubouchi 
Shōyō (1859- 1935), and has published two books in this area, Sounding Like Shakespeare: A 
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Study of Prosody in Four Japanese Translations of ‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream’ (Kwansei 
Gakuin University Press, 2012) and Tsubouchi Shōyō and the Wagnerian Moment in Meiji 
Japan (Edwin Mellen Press, 2016). He contributed to A History of Japanese Theatre (ed. 
Jonah Salz, Cambridge University Press, 2016) and a chapter in British Romanticism in Asia 
(ed. Alex Watson and Laurence Williams, Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), ‘Of ponds, lakes, and 
the sea: Shōyō, Shakespeare, and Romanticism’. (email: garimoa@gmail.com)

— Liu, Ivy Hao 

Ivy Hao Liu is Associate professor of Shakespeare studies and comparative literature in the 
Department of Foreign Languages and Literatures, Tsinghua University. Her papers were 
published in international and Chinese journals. Her recent works include “The Dual 
Tradition of Bardolatry in China” (Shakespeare Survey), “Shakespeare and Tang Xianzu: 
their significance to the formation of world drama” (Neohelicon), and a forthcoming book on 
the reception of Shakespeare in China. (email: ivyliuhao@tsinghua.edu.cn, ivyliuhao@163.com)

— Wang, Denise Ming-Yueh

Denise Ming-Yueh Wang is Professor of English of the Department of Foreign Languages 
and Literature, National Chung Cheng University (CCU), Taiwan, and President of Tawian 
Association of Classical, Medieval, and Renaissance Studies (TACMRS 2019-2021). Her 
research interests include medieval English literature, Chaucer, romances, literary theories 
and criticism, and medieval studies. In recent years, she has published in academic journals 
on Chaucer, Ars Moriendi, and Shakespeare. She is currently working on a research project 
on Chaucer’s poetics of emotions and teaching a series of seminars on medieval studies to the 
postgraduates (MA and Ph.D) at CCU. (email: folmyw@ccu.edu.tw)

— Yang, Ming-Tsang

Ming-Tsang Yang is Professor of English and Coordinator of the Graduate Program of 
Foreign Literature at National Taiwan University. Author of Signs in Translation: Vernacular 
Poetics in Chaucer, Gower and Langland (2002), he has published many articles in the areas 
of Middle English literature and the Arthurian legend. His recent research findings in early 
travel literature and monster studies (e.g., Beowulf, Gerald of Wales' Topography of Ireland, 
The Travels of John Mandeville, Chaucer's Man of Law's Tale and Malory's Grail story) have 
shed light on the complex relations of East and West while challenging the great divide of 
premodern and postmodern. (email: mtyang@ntu.edu.tw)

2) Korean Participants

— Doh, In-Hwan

In-Hwan Doh is a senior reader of English at Keimyung University, South Korea. He 
received his PhD from The Shakespeare Institute, University of Birmingham, UK. His 
research focuses mainly on Shakespeare and early modern drama. His recent publications 
include “Popular Politics in 2 Henry VI: Everyday Forms of Resistance and Hidden 
Transcripts,” Cahiers Élisabéthains 89.1; “Propaganda Wars in Antony and Cleopatra: 
Blackening Rumours Circulated around the Donations of Alexandria,” Shakespeare Review
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55.3. He is currently engaged in the New Economic Criticism on Shakespeare. (email: 
inhwandoh@yahoo.co.uk)

— Im, Yeeyon 

Yeeyon Im is Professor of English at Yeungnam University, South Korea. She received her 
PhD at King’s College London with a dissertation on intercultural Shakespeare. Along with 
cultural studies of Shakespeare on the Korean stage, the ethics of literature has been a guiding 
theme in her recent research. Im is currently working on Yeats’ late plays in the light of 
Indian philosophy. (email: yyim@ynu.ac.kr)

— Kim, Hyonjin

Hyonjin Kim is Professor of English Literature at Seoul National University. His research 
interest is centered on socio-cultural interpretations of medieval European literature—
especially, of the medieval Arthurian romance. He is also interested in modern and 
contemporary popular literature classified as romance and fantasy and, consequently, in the 
cultural projects of late capitalist society that proliferate the elements of romance and fantasy 
in diverse forms of representation, on media, and in real life. His recent publications include 
“Sir Gawain’s ‘Unintelligible’ Dilemma: Romance, Masculinity, and the Consolation of 
Heterosexuality” (2018), “The Customs of Logres: The Present and Future of Medieval 
Western Literature” (2018) and “Criseyde and Courtly Love” (2019). (email: 
hyonjin@snu.ac.kr) 

— Kim, Tai-Won

Tai-Won Kim is Professor of English at Sogang University in Korea and teaches early 
modern English drama and literature, including Shakespeare. He translated King Lear into 
Korean (Penguin Korea) and published a book in Korean on Shakespeare’s authorship 
controversy and the collaborative culture in early modern theatre. He is now working on a 
monograph on the ethics of self-account in early modern literature. His search interest lines 
also in the issue of spatiality in early modern literature, especially of drama. (email: 
twkim@sogang.ac.kr) 

— Ko, Hyundong

Hyundong Ko is Assistant professor of English at Changwon National University. He teaches 
Shakespeare and Renaissance dramas. His research interest is on political and philosophical 
approaches to literary works. He translated King Lear into Korean (HUINE) in 2018. (email: 
hyundongko@gmail.com)

— Paik, Jung-kook 

Jung-kook Paik is Associate Professor of English at Soongsil University. He earned his 
doctorate from University of California-Davis with a dissertation on the political dynamics of 
Shakespeare's strangers and state power. His new book Experiencing Poetry as Story is 
forthcoming. (email: paik@ssu.ac.kr)
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— Lee, Dongchoon

Dongchoon Lee is Professor of English at Daegu University. He earned his doctorate from 
University of Rochester with a dissertation entitled Chaucer as Storyteller. He has translated 
Chaucer's Canterbury Tales into Korean and recently published the articles Chaucer's 
narrative stylistics and readership and the book entitled Chaucer's story and storytelling
(2018). (email: dclee@daegu.ac.kr)

— Lee, Heegoo

Heegoo Lee is Assistant Professor of Liberal Arts Department at Jungwon University. He 
received his doctoral degree at Inha University. His research interests cover Medieval English 
Literature, post-medieval studies, medievalism, and digital humanities. (email: 
hglee@me.com)

— Lee, Hyon-u

Hyon-u Lee is Professor in the Department of British & American Studies at Soon Chun 
Hyang University in South Korea. His work focuses on Shakespeare, especially in 
performances. He has published several Shakespearean books and translations, many essays, 
written theatre criticism, directed stage productions, and performed as an actor on stage. He is 
Vice-President of The Shakespeare Association of Korea, a member of the Advisory Board of 
International Shakespeare Conference, and a co-director of Asian Shakespeare Intercultural 
Archive. He received several awards for his stage direction and academic achievements and 
performed the roles of panel speaker, workshop leader, and moderator for various 
international conferences. (email: hyonu@sch.ac.kr)

— Lee, Young-Joo

Young-Joo Lee is Professor of Tourism Business English Department at Jangan University in 
South Korea. Specializing in English and American Drama, she received her doctoral degree 
at Sogang University. Her representative publications include “The Different Configuration 
of Male and Female Magicians in Shakespeare’s and Other Renaissance Plays and Its 
Meaning” in Shakespeare Review and “The Goat, or Who Is Sylvia? and Albee’s Sexual 
Discourse” in Modern British and American Drama. She has translated Shakespeare’s 
Othello and O’Neill’s A Moon for the Misbegotten into Korean; she is currently translating 
Robert Greene’s Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay. (email: clhome@hanmail.net)

— Lim, Hyunyang

Hyunyang Lim is a lecturer of English at Seoul National University and Korea University, 
where she has taught since 2011 and 2012 respectively. She received her Ph.D. from the 
University of Maryland at College Park. Her primary research interests include 
fourteenth-century English literature, especially Chaucer; medieval drama; literacy in 
medieval England; and women’s studies. (email: hyunyang.lim@gmail.com)

— Park, WooSoo

WooSoo Park is Professor of English at Hankuk University of Foreign Studies, Seoul, Korea. 
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He teaches Shakespeare and English Renaissance literature. He is the honorary president of 
the Rhetoric Society of Korea. He has translated into Korean Shakespeare’s major plays and 
Sonnets. His recent publications include Shakespeare and the Sea(2015), Shakespeare’s 
History Plays: Language, Structure and Irony(2012), “Shakespeare Studies in North 
Korea”(The Shakespeare Newsletter), and “Syngman Rhee and Robert T. Oliver”(Rhetoric 
Society Quarterly of America). He also contributed an article on Asian rhetoric to the 
Blackwell Encyclopedia of Communication. (email: wspark@hufs.ac.kr)

— Yoon, Minwoo

Minwoo Yoon received a Ph Din English from the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill 
and is currently a Professor of English at Yonsei University in Seoul. He served as president 
of MEMESAK and of ELLAK. His recent papers include “Troubadour Lyrics, the Gay 
Science and Ethics of the Other” and “Development of Scientific Technology and Thoughts 
on the End.” (email: minwooyoon@hanmail.net) 

— Yoon, Juok

Juok Yoon is specializing in medieval studies in English literature from the twelfth to the 
fifteenth century, with concentration on medieval romance, Marie de France, and Chaucer. 
Her recent research interests include medieval oral and literate cultures, affect studies, women 
intellectuals, and adaptations of Celtic myth in Arthuriad. Aside from scholarly research, she 
also translates. She holds her doctorate from the University of Massachusetts-Amherst with 
the thesis “Mothers and Motherhood in the Middle English Romances.” Currently she is 
teaching at Sogang University, Seoul, Korea. (email: joyoon@gmail.com)

— Hwang, Hyosik

Hyosik Hwang is Professor of English at Chungbuk National University, Korea. He earned a 
Ph. D. from the University of Nebraska-Lincoln, U.S.A. with a dissertation on Shakespeare's 
history plays. His research interests range from historical studies of Shakespeare in terms of 
politics, religion, and the modern self to the cultural reception of Shakespeare up to now. He 
is now serving as editor-in-chief for Shakespeare Review, the quarterly journal of the 
Shakespeare Association of Korea. (email: hhwang@chungbuk.ac.kr)
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3. Abstracts

● Lars Engle / The University of Tulsa

Modernizing Shakespeare: Montaigne and Intermediality

Many kinds of intermediation intervene between Shakespeare and us.  The transformation 
from theater manuscripts (in various forms) to Early Modern print during and just after 
Shakespeare's lifetime made him available to readers as well as auditors.  Moreover,  the 
long tradition of editing since then has very substantially altered what a print version in 
English of a Shakespeare play looks like and what kinds of reading behavior it encourages.  
Editing has become closely allied with teaching: both involve synthesis, emendation, 
annotation, dating, biographical commentary, historical contextualization, and interpretation 
invoking a variety of understandings of textuality, psyche, language, discourse, and society.  
Professional criticism for a community of scholars offers an extension of this. Translation and 
adaptation into other language traditions and theater traditions constitute another huge arena 
of intermediality; moreover, production and adaptation in new media (film, television, 
video-games) actually move from one medium to another in almost as radical away as the 
initial transmediation from speeches in the mouths of human actors to words on a printed 
page. Almost all of these modes of intermediality involve bringing Shakespeare into a zone 
that will be efficacious for modern persons in diverse cultural situations who read or see it.  
I say “efficacious” rather than “comfortable” because sometimes the adaptations choose to 
confront people with something that will disturb them.  In this lecture I discuss the 
intermedial function of invoking a near contemporary of Shakespeare's, the French essayist 
Michel de Montaigne, as a model for how Shakespeare thinks about difference that attempts 
to fit Shakespeare into one powerful line of modern thinking about the social function of 
great literature.    To confirm the plausibility of a Shakespeare who is rather like many of 
his modern readers, a Shakespeare proto-modern and proto-liberal, eager to give voice to the 
other, anti-dogmatic, skeptical about knowledge and authority, exploratory about sexuality 
and gender, committed to exposing the horrors of human cruelty, whether it is familial or 
erotic or religious or political, we need to find someone else in Shakespeare's time who 
articulates that constellation of mental positions.   We should be able to do this, given that 
we scholars often call Shakespeare's time “early modernity.”  Attempts to locate other early 
moderns who actually say the things we would like Shakespeare's plays to be implying end 
with remarkable frequency in extensive citation of Montaigne.  Thus Montaigne becomes an 
intermedial agent in our appropriation of Shakespeare to modernity. 

● Denise Ming-Yueh Wang / National Chung Cheng University 

Gifts as Media in the Squire’s Tale and the Ellesmere Manuscript 

The Squire’s Tale has seemed to many readers an incomplete performance. Gardiner Stilwell 
complains that “the story is not getting anywhere, and Chaucer realizes the fact. On with the 
plot!” For Britton Harwood, however, the scribes of two of the earliest manuscripts, 
Ellesmere and Cambridge University Library MS Dd.4.24, evidently did not think so, since 
they leave part of a leaf blank where the Squire’s tale breaks off, as if they suspected that 
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their exemplars happened not to include Chaucer's complete production. David Lawton 
believes that when Chaucer wrote the final lines he meant to give us a longer poem about the 
falcon and the tercel. This paper proposes to demonstrate how valuable an awareness of the 
media in the time of Chaucer, that is, the manuscript culture, is to understanding Chaucer’s
Squire’s Tale.

● Heegoo Lee / Jungwon University

Ethics in Se7en: between Middle Ages and Now

This paper aims to show that the spatial (or topological) rendering of moral imagination of 
the seven deadly sins in Dante’s Purgatory is more “open” than that of the seven deadly sins 
in David Fincher’s Seven, a contemporary equivalent of Dante’s Divine Comedy. This 
openness is apparently contrary to the appearance we generally believe our moral progress to 
wear. It will also be contended that the change from “open” to “closed” follows the curve of 
the logarithm function which can be understood in terms of the development of capitalism 
whose signature is a modern-day city and its allegorical representation in urban noir films.

● Ming-Tsang Yang / National Taiwan University

Word of Mouth and Rudderless Boat: Mediating Constance in The Man of Law’s Tale

Chaucer’s retelling of the Constance story in The Man of Law’s Tale not only presents 
intricate reflections on problems of mediality in cultural exchange but is itself a vital medium 
invested with rich literary and cultural imports. The Syrian merchants’ word of mouth, which 
sets Constance in motion and foregrounds her role as (m)other, attests to the crucial 
mediation and presence of the East in the tale; the rudderless boat, as vessel carrying 
Constance to Northumbria and then back to Rome, dramatizes Providence’s immediate 
transmission and undergirds the crucial English mediation that transpires to supersede Roman 
dominance/domicile. In mediating Constance’s travel through the (im)mediacy of the East 
and the (m)otherland of England, Chaucer’s tale occasions a (re)medial transmutation of the 
logic of liminality and centrality that envisions a variegated relationship of England and 
Rome, East and West.

● Hyundong Ko / Changwon National University

Modernity and Mediality: Politics in Shakespeare, Machiavelli, and Mencius

This paper tries to trace some aspects of modernity from Mencius to Machiavelli by 
exploring notions of kingship and justification for dethroning a tyrant, through the lens of 
Shakespearean stagecraft in Hamlet. Here modernity connotes quite a political discourse, 
referring mostly to the correlation between the security of a state and human rights. 
Mencius’s and Machiavelli’s approach to the issue seems quite different, but their goal bears 
similarities in that both seek for the national security by valuing the wellbeing of the 
commons rather than that of a ruler. Though Mencius and Machiavelli both took a monarchy 
for granted, their concern was more on the commons in a state than their ruler. All in all, the 
audience may observe all those issues in Hamlet, which can give them an opportunity to 
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discuss such political controversies. Then, just as we can discuss various political issues 
represented through mass media now, so Shakespeare’s contemporaries could through public 
theatres. Therefore, it is mediality, now and then, that enables us to observe and discuss some 
very modern issues in politics.

● Daniel Gallimore / Kwansei Gakuin University

The Use of Chinese Characters and Phonetic Glosses in Early 20th Century Japanese 
Shakespeare Translation

Rubi (or furigana) are phonetic symbols inserted above or alongside characters (kanji) in 
printed Japanese texts to indicate their reading. Their usage became widespread with the 
introduction of Western printing technologies in the late 19th century and up to 1945, but is 
nowadays limited mainly to obscure kanji and for example in manga cartoons. Rubi are used 
consistently throughout the Shakespeare translations of Tsubouchi Shōyō as they were 
published between 1909 and 1928; a significant feature of his rubi is that he departs 
frequently from standard dictionary pronunciations for literary effect. One typical example is 
the word rettō, meaning ‘inferior’, which Tsubouchi glosses phonetically as kecchi to have 
the nuance of ‘unworthy’ or ‘unkind’. My paper will look at Tsubouchi’s use of rubi in a 
scene from his translation of King Henry IV, Part 1 (published 1919), where his technique 
seems to dramatize a tension between reality and imagination, and text and performance, that 
may be related to the translator’s broader theory of Shakespeare. In the sense that Tsubouchi’s 
translations contribute to the trajectory of modern Japanese literature and drama toward 
greater communicative efficiency, his technique might also exemplify Werner Wolf’s concept 
(2011) of ‘literature as an element in a historical process of remediation’, which is ‘a process 
by which media merge or become differentiated thus leading to the emergence of new media’.

● Ivy Hao Liu / Tsinghua University

Visual Images and the Enrichment of Meaning in the Modern Chinese Productions of 
Shakespeare

In the last three decades, Chinese producers tried to wed Shakespeare’s plays with kun opera, 
Peking opera, yue opera, huangmei opera, and a variety of traditional Chinese operas. Some 
researchers would divide the Chinese productions of Shakespeare into two categories, and 
distinguish the opera productions with strong Chinese flavor from those that present 
Shakespeare “straight”. Among the adaptations that try to wed Shakespeare with Chinese 
dramatic tradition, two productions of Hamlet in mainland China are arguably most 
influential and applauded, the Peking-opera production in the 2000s and the 2010s, and the 
yue-opera production in the 1990s. A kun-opera adaptation of The Bloody Hands (Macbeth) 
back in the 1980s was celebrated by some critics as a good demonstration of kun-opera 
artistry and Shakespearian theme. This paper discusses the visual elements in the three 
Chinese productions of Shakespeare, and argues that what is added to the cross-cultural 
productions is not just aesthetic delights, for with the new visual images, a different set of 
moral metaphors have been adopted. By expounding the re-shaping of the images of the two 
title heroes, the presentation of the supernatural powers, and the exaggerated warlike effects, 
this paper points to the moral metaphors as a fundamental change and discuss the connection 
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between the visual images and the moral messages in the cross-cultural productions. 

● Juok Yoon / Sogang University

Medieval Documentary Semiotics and Forged Letters in the Late Middle English Emaré

Neglected by modern scholars until now, this paper critiques the motif of forgery in the late 
fourteenth-century Middle English Breton lay Emaré. In particular, this paper proposes that 
the peculiar semiotics of medieval documentary practices play decisive roles in determining 
the authenticity of documents, and that visual and extra-textual components (most notably 
seals and messengers) may explain how counterfeit letters come to exert such forceful impact 
on the life of the female protagonist and her family in the romance. In arguing thus, I 
reconstruct medieval contexts of reading and writing, to explore the ways in which letters 
within Emaré, both authentic and forged, are likely to have been produced and received.

● Yu Jin Ko / Wellesley College

Intercultural Intermediality: The Unspoken Text in Intercultural Film Adaptations of 
Shakespeare

For many, the first associations that come to mind when thinking about a particular 
play will often be famous lines.  “To be or not to be.”  “Wherefore art thou Romeo?” 
Depending on familiarity, such lines and phrases could include, “Sound and fury,” “Get thee 
to a nunnery,” and “Beware my lord of jealousy.” Almost as if these are must-play hit songs 
that old bands on nostalgia tours perform, productions generally retain those lines, and 
reinforce the sense of their importance to the play.

In adaptations that create entirely new dialogue, such lines are of course missing.  
That does not mean, however, that the lines are entirely absent.  For those who are 
sufficiently familiar with Othello, for example, the final words of the character Odin James in 
Tim Blake Nelson’s O—“My mom’s ain’t no crackhead, I ain’t no gangbanger”—will 
resonate with Othello’s words, “Speak of me as I am; nothing extenuate,/ Nor set down aught 
in malice.”  This intermedial resonance will therefore form a part of the film’s meaning, 
while potentially motivating a new look at the issue of race in both the contemporary setting 
of America as well as the original text.  

In intercultural adaptations, especially in those that borrow from Shakespeare to 
retell stories that are already rooted in the target culture, such intermedial resonances will 
take on additional meanings and nuances.  In my essay, I will study these resonances in the 
following films: Akira Kurosawa’s Throne of Blood (1957), Feng Xiaogang’s The Banquet
(2006), and a Korean film that is a very loose adaptation of Hamlet, The King and the Clown
(Lee Joon-ik, dir., 2005).  I will explore in particular how famous metaphors of theatricality 
in the source texts get transformed and transposed in the adaptations and serve as vehicles for 
moral and political commentary.
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｜KEYNOTE SPEECH｜

Modernizing Shakespeare: Montaigne and Intermediality

Lars Engle

The University of Tulsa

“Intermediality” isn't a term I use every day.  But as I understand it, the word gives 

a local habitation and a name to a big feature of contemporary experience: the sudden 

immensity of access accorded to anyone with a smartphone or a screen to a huge variety of 

representations via new media, and the likelihood that even newer media will yield much 

more immersive access, through virtual reality and augmented reality, very soon.  Such 

access, in such a variety of media, means that just about all our intellectual and cultural 

experiences, and a whole lot of our personal experiences, are “intermedial” in the sense that 

they combine media.  I'm reading to you from a page what was written using a keyboard 

attached to a screen; you have both a booklet version and my immediate human presence and 

a PowerPoint screen to pay attention to. According to a 2019 article I accessed just now on 

Google, over 5 billion people (including I suspect everyone in this audience and just about 

everyone in this country) has a mobile device, and over half of those mobile devices are 

smartphones.  Google, now worth more than the hundred richest universities in the world 

put together, did not exist when I turned 45; smartphones did not exist when I turned 54.  So 

a question for me, and I'm sure for many of you, is: should this sudden rush of intermediality 

make me feel old or make me feel young?

Social transformation through the development of new media has happened before.  

Writing (and the record-keeping associated with it); print (and the rapid dissemination of new 

ideas associated with it); telecommunications (and the instantaneous contact over long 

distances associated with them); film, television, and video; we're familiar with the idea that 

all these bring social change, and that the pace of change keeps accelerating.  The distances 

between cultures seem to diminish, the self-sufficiency of particular language groups erodes, 

and the icons of one place -- whether K-Pop or Shakespeare -- show up as forces in another.

Many kinds of intermediation intervene between Shakespeare and us.  The 

transformation from theater manuscripts (in various forms) to Early Modern print during and 

just after Shakespeare's lifetime made him available to readers as well as auditors.  

Moreover,  the long tradition of editing since then has very substantially altered what a print 

version in English of a Shakespeare play looks like and what kinds of reading behavior it 

encourages.  Editing has become closely allied with teaching: both involve synthesis, 
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emendation, annotation, dating, biographical commentary, historical contextualization, and 

interpretation invoking a variety of understandings of textuality, psyche, language, discourse, 

and society.  Professional criticism for a community of scholars offers an extension of this. 

Translation and adaptation into other language traditions and theater traditions constitute 

another huge arena of intermediality; I've been interested to find out a little bit about 

Montaigne's presence in Korean from an article by Sohn JooKyoung and Lee SeonHee.

Moreover, Shakespeare production and adaptation in new media (film, television, 

video-games) actually move from one medium to another in almost as radical away as the 

initial transmediation from speeches in the mouths of human actors to words on a printed 

page.  

Almost all of these modes of intermediality involve bringing Shakespeare into a zone 

that will be efficacious for modern persons in diverse cultural situations who read or see or 

click on it.  I say “efficacious” rather than “comfortable” because sometimes the adaptations 

choose to confront people with something that will disturb them.  

What I will discuss today is how we adapt Shakespeare for our own times not only 

by modernizing him through forms of intermedial intervention -- print, annotation, translation, 

internet resource, etc. -- but also by associating him with thinkers who fit modern attitudes.  

One of the most important of these is the French essayist Michel de Montaigne.  I am, of 

course, like a lot of the speakers today if I can judge from their titles, building bridges 

between my own research interests and the conference topic, which is in its way another kind 

of intermediality -- that between private more or less free exploration and focused public 

exchange of ideas -- which is as old as time but brought into a new kind of focus by our 

screen-heavy crowd-sourcing culture.

Montaigne's Shakespeare, the larger project of which this chapter is a part, claims that 

the Shakespeare modern readers and theater-goers feel close to is often a Shakespeare whose 

implicit core attitudes have been reconstructed intermedially to a surprising degree alongside 

attitudes articulated explicitly by his near-contemporary, the French essayist Michel de 

Montaigne. To confirm the plausibility of a Shakespeare who is rather like many of his 

modern readers, a Shakespeare proto-modern and proto-liberal, eager to give voice to the 

other, anti-dogmatic, skeptical about knowledge and authority, exploratory about sexuality 

and gender, committed to exposing the horrors of human cruelty, whether it is familial or 

erotic or religious or political, we need to find others in Shakespeare's time who articulate 

that constellation of mental positions.   We should be able to do this, given that we scholars 

often call Shakespeare's time “early modernity.”  Attempts to locate other early moderns 

who actually say the things we would like Shakespeare's plays to be implying end with 

remarkable frequency in extensive citation of Montaigne.  

But despite fine modern translations into English by Donald Frame and M. A. Screech, 

and despite the recent success of Sarah Bakewell's excellent How to Live: A Life of 
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Montaigne in One Question and Twenty Attempts at an Answer, most English-speaking 

readers do not know Montaigne well.  Nor have most Shakespeare scholars pinpointed the 

ways Montaigne serves them in appropriating Shakespeare for contemporary socio-political 

ends.  Some have noticed ways that Shakespeare, if he responds to Montaigne, does so in 

partial dissent from precisely those aspects of Montaigne that most appeal to modern readers, 

but very few have explored how this dissent casts light on why they are comparing 

Montaigne to Shakespeare in the first place.   

Montaigne's Essais circulated in London in both French and English in the late 1590s.  

John Florio worked on a complete translation starting sometime in the late 1590s (Hamlin, 

Journey, 8): the Essayes were entered in the Stationer’s Register in 1600 and eventually 

published in 1603. Two excellent recent books, William Hamlin’s Montaigne’s English 

Journey and Warren Boutcher’s The School of Montaigne in Early Modern Europe, have 

improved our knowledge of how Montaigne was received, mostly but not entirely via Florio, 

in 16th and 17th century England.   While we cannot be certain when Shakespeare began 

reading Montaigne (almost certainly by the time of King Lear, certainly by the time of The 

Winter's Tale and The Tempest, possibly as early as the writing of As You Like It and Hamlet), 

we can learn a good deal about Shakespeare's relations to the modern by thinking about plays 

where he might be responding to particularly striking proto-modern features of Montaigne's 

essays.  Thus one might imagine Shakespeare feeling a kinship or validation in Montaigne’s 

approach to questions concerning prescriptive morality: telling people how to live their lives.

Sarah Bakewell comments early in How to Live that  'how to live?' “is not the same 

as the ethical question, 'How should one live . . .  Montaigne . . . was less interested in what 

people ought to do than in what they actually did” (Bakewell 4).   Lurking behind this 

comment of Bakewell's, though she does not mention it, is David Hume's famous observation 

about how moralists leap without argument from is to ought.

In every system of morality . . . of a sudden I am surpriz'd to find, that instead 
of the usual copulations of propositions, is, and is not, I meet with no proposition that 
is not connected with an ought, or an ought not.  This change is . . . of the last 
consequence . . .  'tis necessary . . . that a reason should be given, for what seems 
altogether inconceivable, how this relation can be a deduction from others, which are 
entirely different from it.  But as authors do not commonly use this precaution, I 
shall presume to recommend it to the readers; and am persuaded, that this small 
attention wou'd subvert all the vulgar systems of morality, and let us see, that the 
distinction of vice and virtue is not founded merely on the relations of objects, nor is 
perceiv'd by reason.  (Hume 244-5)
Bakewell's way of putting things raises the question of whether “ethics” itself is, as 

Bakewell herself seems to think, a matter of having made Hume's leap, a matter of should and 

ought, or whether “ethics” should be opposed to “morality” (as a number of recent 

philosophers, notably Bernard Williams, suggest), where morality articulates a system of 

oughts and ethics relies more on does and is.  Williams, to put a complex position simply, 
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thinks that “morality” is the domain of systematic shoulds and “ethics” the guiding residue of 

one's habits and commitments, of the particular ises of one's own life experience (Williams 

174-96). Thus Bakewell calls “ethics” what I would call “morality,” but I think she's 

generally right about this aspect of Montaigne.  Montaigne’s Shakespeare suggests that 

Montaigne's essays juxtapose a diffuse and not-very-prescriptive ethics of is against the 

morality ethics of ought.  Montaigne is an ethical thinker, but an anti-systematic one.  He 

offers an ethics of the habitual, the embodied, the pagan, and the immanent to oppose to an 

insurgent Christian morality of ought that requires self-transformation, self-denial, and 

reliance on the transcendent (faith, grace, scripture).  The intermediality of Reformers like 

Luther and Calvin was highly prescriptive, subordinating the traditions of human practices to 

what they saw as the unquestionable authority of God as delivered by a sacred book.  

Montaigne, a Catholic with Jewish ancestors and three Protestant siblings, lived during the 

French civil wars of the Reformation.  Disputes about liturgy and theology -- about beliefs 

that eventuate in systematic oughts for adherents -- were pursued with fire and blood all 

around him, and he himself barely escaped violent death on several occasions related to 

dogmatic conflict.  As Montaigne often remarks, dogmatism in these particular cases went 

hand in hand with human greed, opportunism, and bloody-mindedness. Because of this 

experience of brutal violence in the name of religion, which he himself links to imperial 

conquest in the name of Christ in the New World, his commitment to an ethics of “is” 

suggests political critique as well as reflective detachment.  A powerful survey of human 

behavior relying on an ethics of “is” will, rather in the manner of the Kinsey report on human 

sexuality, suggest that the natural or normal can best be approached by looking at what 

people actually do, rather than on a strong sense of what they ought or ought not to do.  

Exalting such an is-focus underlines ways Montaigne and Shakespeare resemble one another, 

since both seem more intent on subjecting or interrogating ought by comparison to is than in 

changing is in the direction of some super-salient ought.  Exploring an ethics of the 

immanent involves revering the complexity and oddity of human subjectivity as well as 

human sociability, whence Shakespeare and Montaigne's well-earned joint reputation as 

pioneering surveyors of human inner space.  

Montaigne’s Shakespeare, however, emphasizes how Shakespeare and Montaigne 

differ as much as how they resemble each other.   To lay out what I see as the general 

stakes for students of Shakespeare in Montaigne/Shakespeare comparisons, I believe that 

Montaigne has, at least since the Second World War, been on the whole used intermedially in 

Shakespeare studies as a way to bring Shakespeare closer to us: to make Shakespearean 

anticipations of modern attitudes more plausible.  To cite some strong examples, one older, 

one newer, Jonathan Dollimore's 1984 Radical Tragedy quotes Montaigne frequently (and 

tendentiously) to show that Renaissance intellectuals held radical, secularizing, 

anti-authoritarian positions on a variety of topics in an effort to present English Renaissance 
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tragedy in a modern Brechtian light; Hugh Grady's 2003 Shakespeare, Machiavelli, and 

Montaigne mobilizes Montaigne as a Renaissance Habermas, to set against Machiavelli as a 

Renaissance Foucault committed to structural determination, so that Montaigne illustrates an 

early modern resources of philosophic subjectivity speaking back to power.  Peter 

Holbrook's 2010 Shakespeare's Individualism uses Montaigne powerfully in a similar way, 

and Stephen Greenblatt's prize-winning 2011 bestseller The Swerve also uses Montaigne as a 

vital intermedial bridge between Lucretius and Shakespeare -- and, via Shakespeare, between 

Lucretius and us.  All of these critics use Montaigne as a champion in discrediting ought by 

reference to is, and all imagine a Shakespeare similarly inclined who recognizes Montaigne 

as a fellow.  William Hamlin’s account of Montaigne’s reception via Florio in 17th-century 

Britain, and Warren Boutcher’s discussion of appropriations of Montaigne by successive 

generations of readers from his own time to the twentieth century in The School of Montaigne, 

have enabled scholars to be more precise about these processes, though both caution against 

exaggerating or sentimentalizing Montaigne’s particular impact on Shakespeare, as does 

Greenblatt in his introduction to the selection from Florio edited by Peter Platt (Greenblatt 

and Platt, xxvi-xxxi).

In philosophically-inflected discussions of Shakespeare, critics also use Montaigne as 

a way to patch the hole in Shakespeare's collected works where an informed interest in 

classical philosophy might manifest itself (for examples see Engle Shame and Reflection

251-2).  

My own strategy in this project, then, while corrective of some modernizers, does not 

aim to de-modernize Shakespeare.  Shakespeare shows an uncanny apprehension of issues 

around which Montaigne displays attitudes attractive to moderns.  This apprehension might, 

or might not, derive from early reading of Montaigne in Florio’s or other translations, or in 

French.  It might also derive from the non-prescriptive tendencies, is rather than ought 

orientations, of writing for a public theater under orders (often evaded but rarely ignored) to 

avoid religious and political tendentiousness.  

I agree with Grady and Dollimore and Holbrook and Greenblatt and any number of 

other readers that Montaigne provides a fabulous index of the breadth of what was thinkable 

by a near-contemporary of Shakespeare's.  But when, as happens very often in my view, we 

find Shakespeare treating issues on which Montaigne presents a somewhat distinctive 

position that anticipates common modern progressive ethical attitudes, I think Shakespeare 

displays fascinating resistance to what I and others find so congenial in Montaigne.  Thus 

intermedial use of Montaigne in making Shakespeare modern has to be undertaken with care.

To treat two related topics briefly, Montaigne pioneers modern left-liberal ethical 

stances toward ethnocentrism and toward shame.  Montaigne presents anti-ethnocentrism – 

curiosity about other cultures, active imaginative identification with their views, dismay at 

attempts to subjugate or erase their differences, dislike of narrow-mindedness, insularity, and 
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arrogance as manifested by members of his own culture – both as an ethical good and as a 

contribution to pleasure in living.  “Of the Cannibals” and “Of Coaches” offer well-known 

examples.  In these essays and many others Montaigne pioneers the way 21st-century 

anti-ethnocentric attitudes arise in horrified reaction to both 20th- and 21st-century genocides.  

Montaigne does not, I should add, see anti-ethnocentrism as a tenable intellectual foundation 

in itself.  That is, anti-ethnocentrism does not remove one from a primary commitment to 

one's own ethnos (see Quint 89-92). Montaigne is a rooted cosmopolitan.   But he exalts the 

aspects of his own culture that make learning from the other a goal, and he eloquently 

deplores those aspects of his culture that make silencing or enslaving or deracinating the 

other a program.  Montaigne thus anticipates, perhaps not consistently but strikingly, a 

number of modern or postmodern ethical attitudes that go along with anti-ethnocentrism: 

anti-dogmatism, categorical opposition to cruelty, distaste for and amusement at sexual 

repression, and adherence to the idea that many different kinds of lives should be livable in a 

state of self-approval.  

All of these, especially the last three, are related to Montaigne’s generally liberatory 

attitude toward individual shame. Montaigne thinks much personal shame (especially sexual 

and status shame) is unnecessary and that much shaming of others is cruel.  If the is of 

sexual pleasure could replace the many oughts that haunt it, Montaigne suggests, we would 

all be better off.  As Ann Hartle puts it, Montaigne “makes his mind ashamed of itself for its 

attempt to be divine, and by bringing the body and its everyday needs into the public, he 

overcomes the shame of the human” (Hartle 2013 88; see also 83).   Like later 

anti-ethnocentrists, Montaigne mobilizes a kind of shame against bad forms of ethnocentrism, 

often by looking at things from the other's viewpoint.  Montaigne, then, pioneers casting off 

personal shame and taking on collective shame.  In particular, he shames the cruelty enabled 

by categorical contempt based on ethnic or religious difference.  Judith Shklar comments 

that he innovates in “putting cruelty first” among vices (Shklar 44): again, there are 

well-known examples in “Of the Cannibals” and “Of Coaches.”  Stupid categorical 

contempt among his fellow-Europeans, or fellow-gentlepersons, or fellow-Christians, or 

fellow-Catholics, is a major target for Montaigne; he indeed tries to make Europeans 

ashamed of contempt.  

If (as I think he does) Shakespeare models a more typical sensitive person's 

susceptibility to individual shame (for instance in the sonnets), while at the same time putting 

provocative repudiations of individual shame into the mouths of morally eccentric characters 

like Falstaff and Parolles, we can trace in Shakespeare a coherent contrast, a potential 

reaction, to Montaigne's treatment of personal shame, particularly Montaigne's treatment of 

sexual shame in “On some verses of Vergil,” an essay that seems to  influence Othello, All's 

Well That Ends Well, and other late plays. And given that Shakespeare marks the difficulties 

and dangers of inter-cultural communication throughout his career in such plays as Titus 
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Andronicus, The Merchant of Venice, Othello, and The Tempest – plays which highlight the 

dangers rather than the pleasures of cultural diversity -- we can see Shakespeare differing 

substantially from Montaigne over the anti-ethnocentric ethical stance Montaigne presents so 

richly throughout his work and specifically in “Of the Cannibals,” to cite an essay we know 

Shakespeare did read.  The Tempest offers the clearest as well as the culminating case.

Highlighting shame and ethnocentrism not only brings out interesting contrastive 

features of these important writers, it also brings out the potential contemporary utility of 

their works.  Here I speak about English-speaking culture, and perhaps you can enlighten 

me in the question period about whether my remarks apply at all to Korean culture.  

Shaming others as ethnocentric or anti-ethnocentric is a dismaying feature of right-left 

disagreement in contemporary public life: dismaying because shaming someone is a way of 

interrupting civil communication, and because recurrent angry shame can easily settle into 

categorical contempt, which ends civil communication.  The acceleration of shaming 

behaviors by modern intermediality, and the way internet culture promotes separate ethical 

communities that derive cohesiveness from shared dislike of opposing communities, make 

this all the more pervasive.  Modern conservatives see anti-ethnocentrism as a sentimental 

betrayal of one's own culture on behalf of other cultures one cannot possibly know very well.  

Modern progressives see the ethnocentrism of modern conservatives as a self-serving denial 

of the validity of other viewpoints and of the reality of a history of domination.   This 

significant divide involves shame: the cultivation of certain kinds of shame and the 

repudiation of others. Both sides of the divide see their opponents as wrong in their views of 

Is and (either consequently or causally) very wrong in their constellation of Oughts.  In a 

more general way, however, there are commonalities between left and right here.  Each sees 

the other as shameless on matters where shame is appropriate, and full of unnecessary shame 

in areas where shame is inappropriate. 

I may mildly innovate in emphasizing liberation from personal shame and 

recruitment to collective shame as a prime consequence of reading Montaigne, but 

Montaigne’s anticipation of modern anti-ethnocentrism has long been recognized, however 

new the term “anti-ethnocentrism” may be.  That anticipation plays a big part in making 

even historicizing commentators remark Montaigne’s modernity.  M. A. Screech, at the 

beginning of Montaigne and Melancholy, a book that in general situates Montaigne's 

self-understanding firmly in terms of Renaissance medicine, comments that Montaigne 

“stands astride the gap separating Rabelais and Shakespeare, but, while Rabelais and 

Shakespeare partly share a common view of the universe now long discarded, [Montaigne] 

seems to inhabit a world whose intellectual assumptions are close to our own” (Melancholy 

1).  If Montaigne’s Is/Ought ratios or relations resemble our own, and if Shakespeare reacts 

to Montaigne’s, then we may be able to use Montaigne to discuss how Shakespeare 

challenges us.  Montaigne may offer us a way to historicize our presentism: this chapter 
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joins a number of other recent commentaries in using Montaigne to situate Shakespeare with 

relation to intellectual modernity rather than simply to assert Shakespeare’s modernity by 

way of Montaigne (e.g. Grady).   

Given this approach, it is important both to establish that anti-ethnocentrism is a 

distinctively modern mind set and that Montaigne exhibits it strongly.  The word 

“anti-ethnocentrism” is a neologism not yet in the online Oxford English Dictionary.   OED 

defines “Ethnocentric” as “regarding one's own race or ethnic group as of supreme 

importance,” and while that word, which dates roughly from the beginning of the 20th

Century, may have emerged from psychology and anthropology as a value-neutral description, 

its post-World War II use has been on the whole as a pejorative, even in social science.  

OED illustrates the word with the anthropologist E. E. Evans-Pritchard's anti-ethnocentric 

comment that the “ethnocentric attitude has to be abandoned if we are to appreciate the rich 

variety of human culture and social life” (Evans-Pritchard 127).  Certainly the word 

“ethnocentric” is seen as marking dangerous social territory in T. W. Adorno et al., The 

Authoritarian Personality, published in 1950 under the auspices of the American Jewish 

Committee.  That book develops what its authors call an “e-scale,” a sociological measure 

of ethnocentricity, in an attempt to study scientifically the “potentially fascistic 

individual”(Adorno 1).  Their attempts to measure Americans on the “e-scale” included 

questions about attitudes toward a variety of groups facing social obloquy, including 

(alongside Jews and African-Americans) non-racial others like “zootsuiters” and 

“Okies”(Adorno 102).  For Adorno and his collaborators, ethnocentrism is a scaleable 

relative attitude, not an absolute.  (“Anti-ethnocentrists” would presumably be, and would 

necessarily attempt to be, at the low end of the e-scale.)  Putting Evans-Pritchard and 

Adorno together, we can see how modern anti-ethnocentrism both promises multicultural 

enjoyment and hopes to inoculate against further racist holocausts.   

In somewhat the same way, Montaigne's anti-ethnocentrism seems to have been in 

part a cultivation of pleasure in difference, in part a defensive reaction to the cruelty of his 

times.  However it is derived, Montaigne models modern anti-ethnocentrism in his writings, 

including some of the essays that Shakespeare makes direct use of.  Indeed, some puzzling 

aspects of Shakespeare's The Tempest may be understood as Shakespeare's response to the 

anti-ethnocentrism of Montaigne in “Of the Cannibals” and “Of Cruelty,” two essays that 

Shakespeare quotes in that play. 

Moreover, commentators present Montaigne, and in particular Montaigne’s 

anti-ethnocentrism and celebrations of difference, as points of origin for modern liberal 

individualism.  Charles Taylor remarks in Sources of the Self that “Montaigne is an 

originator of the search for each person's originality,” a search that aims “to identify the 

individual in his or her unrepeatable difference” (Taylor 182).  Judith Shklar takes the title 

of her book Ordinary Vices from a sentence in “Of the Cannibals,” and, as noted above, 
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credits Montaigne with originating a moral habit of “putting cruelty first” among vices.  She 

finds this habit characteristic of “liberal and humane people” in the late twentieth century: 

“Intuitively they would choose cruelty as the worst thing we do.  They would then quickly 

find themselves faced with all the paradoxes and puzzles that Montaigne encountered” 

(Shklar 44).  One consequence or corollary of this opposition to cruelty is Montaigne's 

widely distributed sympathy for various others, but as Jean Starobinski remarks, Montaigne 

combines sympathy with a willingness to reverse the patterns of subordination that mark out 

objects suitable for sympathy: “Montaigne does not stop simply at feeling compassion [for 

“animals . . . cannibals . . . peasants . . . children . . .the oppressed”]; . . . he is prepared to 

recognize the moral and intellectual superiority of the alleged inferiors”(Starobinsky 249).  

As Hugo Friedrich points out, with specific reference to Montaigne's “Des Caniballes,” 

“Montaigne assembles everything that can be said in favor of these 'cannibals.'”  And, 

setting Montaigne's treatment of ethnographic material in the context of other treatments 

contemporary with Montaigne, Friedrich adds that what distinguishes Montaigne is precisely 

what we now call anti-ethnocentrism:  “Montaigne was not the only one who . . . 

reevaluated the concepts of 'culture' and 'barbarism.'  But he merged what was a 

contemporary commonplace thought into his own vivid consciousness of the problems of 

European arrogance about their education and culture, which he contrasted with the breadth 

of all non-European possibilities of being human, which are called 'barbaric' only because of 

prejudice”(Friedrich 205). One might supplement these observations by pointing out that 

Montaigne's omnipresent skepticism about the social imposition of new abstract principles on 

the bodies of human beings, when brought to bear on emergent colonial situations, amounts 

not merely to anti-ethnocentrism but to questions about whether any regime change forced 

from outside or above can possibly be good.  To each her own Is, to each his own Ought, 

seems a Montaignean belief:  as he says in 1.22, “Of custome, and how a received law 

should not easily be changed,” “There riseth a great doubt, whether any so evident profit may 

be found in the change of a received law of what nature soever, as there is hurt in removing 

the same” (Montaigne 1933 84).

As all these commentators suggest, Montaigne consistently casts doubt on European 

accounts of the barbarism of the regimes of others.  At the same time, Montaigne notes that 

our notions of truth and reason must be the products of our culture.  Given this, we cannot 

escape a certain kind of ethnic determination – the inability to know what our historical 

situation does not permit us to know, for instance.   Montaigne implies, without exactly 

defining, a central paradox of an anti-ethnocentric position: that one is unlikely to hold such a 

position unless it is somehow part of one's ethnos, one’s inherited, habituated system of Ises 

and Oughts.1  Living amid the traumas of the Reformation, and using many of the 

1 For an account of why the ethnic anti-ethnocentrism of contemporary bourgeois liberals should not constitute 

a philosophic problem for them, see Rorty, for whom Montaigne would count as an anti-anti-ethnocentrist, one 
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intellectual tools of Reformers, Montaigne quite consistently prefers habituation combined 

with self-acceptance to radical conversion as a mode of forming minds (see Strier 

Unrepentant 208-29; for reservations about Montaigne's opposition to conversion, see 

228-29).  A writer like Montaigne in fact makes an anti-ethnocentric position more available 

to others in his own culture by putting it in intermedial discursive circulation, thus make it 

part of a Western European's intellectual heritage.  

To take a particular example, in “Of the Cannibals,” Montaigne moves immediately to 

ground respect for the New World other in what looks like Golden Age (or proto-Romantic) 

primitivism, but is actually something considerably more complicated (see Hamlin Image 53).  

Montaigne notes that we can complicate a culturally blinkered response to the other as 

“barbarous” by reference to a theory of historical evolution away from a state of natural 

living towards social complexity and decadence – a way of looking at the “savage” that 

would allow one to reverse the evaluation normally involved in use of the term (and a 

passage that Perdita and Polixenes appear to paraphrase in a discussion of hybridization in 

The Winter’s Tale): “They [the Tupinamba, the Brazilian natives Montaigne discusses with 

an ethnographically-inclined servant and then meets] are even savage, as we call those fruits 

wilde, which nature of her selfe, and of her ordinarie progresse hath produced: whereas 

indeed they are those which our selves have altered by our artificiall devices, and diverted 

from their common order, we should rather terme savage” (Montaigne 1933 163).

Montaigne then invokes ancient philosophers and legislators as people who would 

have profited intellectually had the New World been available as an example to them, 

anti-ethnocentrically proposing that his own teachers and models from the distant 

non-Christian past might have profited from the model these savages provide.  In doing this, 

however, Montaigne also demonstrates where his own “Idea of the customes and opinions of 

his own country” and of the possibility of a speculative life lived according to nature and 

reason partly comes from, and thus partly addresses the paradox of an anti-ethnocentric 

ethnos by showing that outsourcing one's ideas may be an ethnic characteristic:

I am sometimes grieved the knowledge of [New World culture] came 
no sooner to light, at what time there were men, that better than we could have 
judged of it.  I am sorie Lycurgus and Plato had it not: for me seemeth that 
what in those nations we see by experience, doth not only exceed all the 
pictures wherewith licentious Poesie hath proudly imbellished the golden age . 
. . but also the conception and desire of Philosophy.  They could not imagine 
a genuitie so pure and simple, as we see it by experience; nor ever beleeve our 
societie might be maintained with so little art and humane combination.  It is 
a nation, would I answer Plato, that hath no kind of traffike, no knowledge of 
Letters, no intelligence of numbers, no name of magistrate, nor of politike 
superioritie; no use of service, or riches or of povertie; no contracts, no 
successions, no partitions, no occupation but idle; no respect of kinred, but 

who excavates a principle of tolerance and exaltation of otherness from his own cultural formation.  
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common, no apparell but naturall, no manuring of lands, no use of wine, corne, 
or mettle.  The very words that import lying, falshood, treason, 
dissimulations, covetousnes, envie, detraction, and pardon, were never heard 
of amongst them.  How dissonant would hee finde his imaginarie 
commonwealth from this perfection!  (Montaigne 1933 163-4)

So, Montaigne shows, the New World natives (whose wars and cannibal customs have not 

yet been discussed in the essay) resonate as natural and perfect in the context of historical 

experience enlarged by an imaginary conversation with Plato.  History and philosophy, as 

well as encounters with the other, allow one to get beyond the confines of one's own limiting 

customs and ideas, and Montaigne clearly wants to use the New World in much the same way 

that he uses the classical world: as an intermedial resource for gaining ironic or helpful 

perspective on himself and his own moment.  As the essay develops, of course, the 

Tupinamba offer a more complex perspective from which to view sixteenth-century France 

and early imperial Europe.  David Quint has, for instance, taken the last term, “pardon,” in 

the list of words not known to the Tupinamba as a starting point for a description of the 

cannibals as a model for a mercilessly honor-driven aristocracy who create “a society at war 

with itself,” incapable of mercy (Quint 76).  George Hoffman reads Montaigne's description 

of the cannibalism of the Tupinamba as a parody of the Mass and thus as a reflection on the 

disagreements about Real Presence that underlay the French religious wars (Hoffman 213-14).  

In the brilliant ending of the essay – “Tout cela ne va pas trop mal: mais quoy? ils ne 

portent point de haut de chausses” (Montaigne 2007 221). (“All this is not bad, but what's the 

use?  They wear no trousers”) – Montaigne concedes with ironic flippancy that French 

ethnocentricity will doubtless govern the reception of his essay whatever he himself says or 

intends (Montaigne 1965 159).2  

Montaigne's ways of handling shame and ethnocentricity thus have real traction in 

our own time, and if we find Shakespeare somehow responding to them we may be glimpsing 

how Shakespeare might feel about us – an intoxicating possibility, though one that can never 

be more than a possibility.   This would be to see Montaigne as a potentially intermedial 

agent in our modern appropriations of Shakespeare.
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｜SESSION 1-1｜

Gifts as Media in the Squire’s Tale and the Ellesmere Manuscript

Denise Ming-Yueh Wang

National Chung Cheng University 

This paper has three parts: 1) problems of research, 2) Ellesmere Chaucer and the text, 3) 

gifts as media in the Squire’s Tale

It raises a few questions concerning our understanding of the Squire’s Tale:

1) What can the Ellesmere Manuscript tell us about the Squire’s Tale?

2) What can we readers in the 21st century make of the text in the Manuscript?

3) Is there an alternative reading of the Squire’s Tale based on the Ellesmere Chaucer?

Introduction

In the 1990’s, Norman Blake and Peter Robinson launched the Canterbury Tales Project 

in hopes that it can “make available, in computer-readable form, transcripts, images, 

collations, and analyses of all eighty-four extant manuscripts and four pre-1500 editions of 

the Canterbury Tales” (1993:1). The Hengwrt Chaucer is available now on CD-ROM, the 

Ellesmere Chaucer available online (at Hungtington Library website: 

https://hdl.huntington.org/digital/collection/p15150coll7/id/2838/). A number of PhD 

dissertations on individual or selected early manuscripts in recent years (Horobin 1997, 

Thomson 1998, Da Rold 2002, Bordalejo 2003, Stubbs 2006) provided us an extension to the 

information provided by Blake and the Project’s associates.3 Is it important for us to 

understand this very complex textual tradition of Chacuer’s Canterbury Tales? Why does it 

matter? 

A problem with Chaucer scholarship has been that scholars more often than not tend to 

accept the textual evidence of the manuscripts at second hand, be it in modernized transcribed 

edition, a black and white photo copy, a facsimile, or some editor’s description of the 

manuscript as an artistic object. Indeed, as Stubbs cogently argued, second hand information 

can be extremely misleading. However, to access the manuscripts proper can be an 

3 The essential book for the codicology of the Ellesmere Manuscript is Estelle Vivien Stubbs, “A 
Study of the Codicology of Four Early Manuscripts of the Canterbury Tales; Aberystwyth, National 
Library of Wales MS. Peniarth 392D (Hengwrt), Oxford, Corpus Christi Colleage MS. 198 (Corpus), 
London, British Library MS. Harley 7334 (Harley 4), and California, San Marino, Huntington Library 
MS. El. 26 C 9 (Ellesmere),” (PhD dissertation, University of Sheffield, 2006), from which a good 
deal of the textual findings and suggestions for future research discussed below is borrowed.
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impossible mission for a novice Chaucer scholar to achieve. Take myself as an example. 

Relying on second-hand information, my understanding of the manuscripts as physical 

objects is often partial and distorted. My personal experience tells me that many of the 

physical features of a manuscript may be obscured or mistreated according to the way in 

which they are transmitted. Twenty-nine years ago, I took a doctoral seminar on “Medieval 

Scribe and the Art of Writing” at MSU, East Lansing, Michigan. Once I was assigned to do a 

small transcription and edition of Mandeville’s Travels from a manuscript treasured at the 

Rare Books/Special Collection of the Main Library. My homework and oral report were 

poorly presented as they led to a great loss of information on the text at hand. As a novice, I 

had to rely on someone else’s description of the manuscript and assume accuracy in others’ 

observations of the text to inform my classmates about the handwritings in the Mandeville’s 

Travels manuscript. I was not at all comfortable when I did my presentation and I found my 

transcript of the text disappointing and untrustworthy. One summer, our professor sent us to 

do a four-week workshop on paleography at U of Michigan, where he and his colleagues 

worked with manuscripts in Old Irish, Latin and Greek. With the high technology of the 

1990s, I witnessed how leaves of gold could be scanned, zoomed in, zoomed out, and 

examined carefully. Transcription exercises, both in class and as homework, gave me the 

opportunity to wrestle not only with the variations in letter forms that occurred as scripts 

evolved but also with abbreviations and different systems of punctuation. This demanding 

practice within four weeks gave me a much keener appreciation of the differences between 

scripts and the challenges of editing. At the same time, there and then, I understood a fact: the 

use of second hand textual evidence is convenient but it denies the “truth” of a manuscript 

and often creates a poverty of observation of its physical features. At a time of “digital 

inconvenience,” I could do little to tackle the difficulties I encountered. This in turn led to a 

loss of critical information on my reading of a specific literary work. Unfortunately, up to 

now the way of our understanding what a medieval manuscript is and what it shows us has 

been, in many cases, arrived at second hand. 

Another problem is that we tend to take the medieval idea of the book as the same as a 

modern printed text. As Hanna remarked, “…pre-print volumes are remarkably alienating 

objects for anyone coming to them with print conceptions” (7). For many Chaucer scholars, 

the importance of a particular manuscript (among 84 extant manuscripts) is frequently related 

to the version of the text in display, but we need to know more information about the 

manuscript culture in Chaucer’s time so as to determine the nature of the manuscript and its 

text, even if it is only at the level of scribal activity. Hanna argued: 

What is amazing about the early circulation…is precisely the early 
proliferation of the copies. At least six manuscripts (Hengwrt, British Library MS 
Harley 7334, Corpus Christi College MS.198, Merthyr Fragment, Ellesmere, 
Cambridge University Library MS Dd. 4.24) might be dated from the first decade 
of the fifteenth century, immediately after the poet’s death….This is in fact unusual…
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where frequently surviving copies date from long after the act of composition. (73, 
my emphasis)

From the textual evidence in the Canterbury Tales early copies (which were done in haste, in 

“proliferation” yet incomplete), we may infer that there was no consensus among the scribes 

about its whole or the order of the tales. With Hanna’s comments in mind, we may also 

understand why, after 600 years and numerous modern editions of Chaucer’s Canterbury 

Tales, there is still no consensus among scholars about the nature of the manuscripts and 

Chaucer’s intention. 

1) What can the Ellesmere Manuscript tell us about the Squire’s Tale ?   

We literary scholars are primarily concerned with the text and we often interpret the 

edited text based on acceptance of manuscript descriptions in the textual tradition for over 

two centuries (to be precise since the edition produced by Tyrwhitt in 1775). Until very 

recently almost all scholars accepted the assumptions of previous scholarship and assumed 

certain restrictions on our view of the text, the dating, and the order of the tales. Tyrwhitt’s 

edition of 1775 formed the basis for modern Chaucer editorial practice. He is the first editor 

to show awareness of the Canterbury Tales as an unfinished work. The Riverside Chaucer

(1987) edited by Benson is a standard scholarly textbook for my generation and our students. 

As we all know well, the model of Benson’s edition was Robinson’s second edition of 1957 

with valuable editorial contributions from a good many Chaucer scholars such as Robert A. 

Pratt and Ralph Hanna III. Indeed, as Stubbs points out, the edition’s textual and explanatory 

notes are very user-friendly and serve to provide a starting point for scholarship. Besides, 

there are sufficient references to help us to do further investigation. Benson admits that his 

edition strives to present a diversity of view-points with disputed readings supported by lists 

of manuscripts and editorial variants. In his note to the edition of SQT, he remarks:

In some MSS The Squire’s Tale is placed immediately after the Man of Law’s 
Epilogue and before the Wife of Bath’s Prologue, with a spurious line (see textual 
note to SqT V. 650). Likewise, in some MSS The Franklin’s Tale is preceded by the 
Clerk’s Tale with a spurious link (see textual notes on the Host’s Stanza 
IV.1212a-g), and in Tyrwhitt’s edition The Franklin’s Tale is linked by a spurious 
transition to the Physician’s Tale (see textual notes following FranT V.1455-56, 
1493-98). In the “scribal” orders Fragments IV and V are the most frequently 
disarranged (see the introduction to the textual notes to The Canterbury Tales). In 
the MSS with the “Ellesmere” order, however, the integrity of these fragments is 
maintained, and the in Ellesmere MS the passage from IV.2419 through V.3 is 
written as one continuous speech by the Host; this and the Squire’s reply (V. 4-8) 
are headed The Prologue of the Squieres Tale. Many scholars therefore consider 
Fragment IV and V a single unit.

From Benson’s editorial note to the Squire’s Tale, we get to know what is being examined 

and why. That is to say, questions relating to the text of the Squire’s Tale and the other 

Canterbury Tales revolve around what should and should not be included in the canon and 
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what is or is not, editorially acceptable. Since neither question can ever be answered, 

solutions to the questions have been sought almost without exception from within the text 

itself. That is to say, the manuscripts, as the media through the text is conveyed to the reader, 

have rarely been considered sufficiently important to such enquires. Benson seems to urge us 

to accept the “Ellesmere” order as Chaucer’s decision. The question is: Was the making of the 

“Ellesmere” order under the author’s control? Many questions may follow: Does it matter if it 

was or was not? Why or why not? What role did a scribe, an illuminator, a flourisher, an artist, 

a supervisor, and the author play in the production of the Ellesmere Manuscript? And what 

roles do they play in the manuscripts when it comes to the “Ellesmere” order? 

Given the diversity of editions of the Canterbury Tales in the last century, recent 

Chaucer scholarship contributes towards an acknowledgement of discrepancy among the 

manuscripts. Unfortunately, most studies take granded the authority of manuscript evidence at 

second hand, carrying on the practice of basing research on the editions of previous editors 

and scholars. The purpose of this paper is to demonstrate the importance of an understanding 

of the manuscript culture in Chaucer’s time through an analysis of the physical features of the 

Ellesmere Manuscript within which the Squire’s Tale is situated. Such an enquiry may allow 

insight into the order, the date, and the meaning of the Squire’s Tale and make possible for us 

to see how the text was “published” in a textual tradition of extreme complexity given that it 

involves many parties: Chaucer the Poet, his Scribes, his families and friends, his patronage, 

and the marketing of his work. 

The early history of the Ellesmere Manuscript is uncertain. The manuscript was likely 

produced in a London workshop shortly after the death of Chaucer, and is therefore one of the 

earliest extant manuscripts of the Canterbury Tales. It has some decoration in red, blue, pink 

and green, with gold leaf used on borders and initials. The name of this beautiful copy of 

Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales comes from the fact that it once belonged to Sir Thomas Egerton 

(1540-1617), Baron Ellesmere and Viscount Brackley. The library of manuscripts, known as 

the Bridgewater Library, remained at the Egerton House, Ashridge, Hertforshire, until 1802 

when it was removed to London. Francis Egerton, Earl of Ellesmere in 1846, inherited the 

library, and it remained in the family until its sale to Henry Huntington by John Francis 

Granville Scrope Egerton (1872-1944), 4th Earl of Ellesmere. Huntington purchased the 

Bridgewater Library privately in 1917 through Sotheby’s. The manuscript is now in the 

collection of the Huntington Library in San Marino, California (EL 26 C 9). Full colored 

images of the 244-leave manuscript are now available on the internet.

Manly and Rickert (1940) argued that whoever copied the manuscript probably made 

substantial revisions, tried to regularize spelling, and put the individual tales into a running 

order (1). The Ellesmere Manuscript is a highly polished showcase of scribal workmanship, 

with a number of elaborate illuminations, and a series of illustrations of the 23 story-tellers of 

the Canterbury Tales, including a famous portrait of Chaucer. It was no doubt a de luxe
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product commissioned by a prominent urban wealthy patron. Among Chaucer scholars, the 

Ellesmere Manuscript has been used as the “base” of modern editions, say, by W. W. Skeat 

(1907), with variants checked against British Library, Harley MS 7334 (Ha4), and by Larry 

Benson (1987)

2) What can readers in the 21st century make of the text in the Manuscript?

Colored images of the Corpus Christi manuscript are available at the Corpus Christi 

College, Oxford website at the following url: 

http://image.ox.ac.uk!show?collection=corpus&manuscript=ms

Colored images of the Ellesmere manuscript are available at the Hungtington Library website 

at the following url:

https://hdl.huntington.org/digital/collection/p15150coll7/id/2838/

An understanding of the manuscript medium thus may help us to appreciate the ideas of 

previous Chaucer scholarship within a fresh cultural context. 

Benson and many other scholars have taken the order and linking together of the Clerk’s 

Tale, the Merchant’s Tale, the Squire’s Tale and the Franklin’s Tale genuinely of Chaucer. Yet, 

according to Stubbs, the codicology of the manuscript does not support this view (213): a 

close examination of the color of ink and scribal features shows that these four tales were 

worked on late as a group in the manuscript assembly. The linking passages arrived late and 

were copied into spaces left for them. Progress toward such a state of production is visible in 

the physical features of the Ellesmere Manuscript. The tales, as a group, were quite clearly 

left unfinished. The incompletion of the work may be due to the death of the author and the 

scribes were to wrap up what they had at hand after Chaucer’s death. 

It is obvious that the Canterbury Tales is an unfinished piece of work, and so is the Squire’ 

Tale. Making copies of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales should have already taken place while he 

was still alive, but at the time of his death most of the tales may not have been in the “right” 

or “satisfactory” order. Many problems thus arise concerning its date, order, and the role of 

the scribes who finished off in cooperative haste after the poet’s death. 

In short, to consider the Squire’s Tale as an example of finished text is to mistake the 

conditions of its existence. There are several possibilities for its open-ended-ness. Online 

colored images of the Ellesmere Manuscript leaf by leaf show us that in the Ellesmere copy 

both the scribe and the illuminator lacked the final section(s) of the tale and left space as if 

they expected to get them from somewhere else, say, from exemplars available either before 

Chaucer’s death, after Chaucer’s death, or both before and after. As Stubbs remarks: 

it is certain that the four tales were prepared and partially illuminated before 
the requisite linking passages arrived as Adam (Scribe B) knew the approximate 
length of what he could receive and meant to cover up their late arrival with his 
expertise. Apart from Scribe B, an illuminator, a flourisher, an artist, and a 
supervisor were commissioned to make the manuscript, and they were supposed to 
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carry out the poet’s latest instructions as far as they could. The manuscript may 
have received the benefit of some authorial control, however, the presence of some 
kind of scribal spurious touches suggests improvements in the order of the Clerk’s 
Tale, the Merchant’s Tale, the Squire’s Tale and the Franklin’s Tale and it is difficult 
to believe that they were initiated by the scribe. All four tales were copied 
individually in booklets, as visible in codicology, without opening and closing 
passages. The links between tales are later additions. Adam’s order of copying 
CL-ME-SQ-FK for the Ellesmere Manuscript and added the linking passages later 
on shows that he had at least some knowledge of the expected links. This may 
explain well the space he left for future use at the end of the Squire’s Tale. Though 
he was aware of the order, he may not have had access to the linking passages and 
may not have been able to estimate the exact amount of space to leave for the tale’s 
conjunction to the Franklin’s Tale. An identical situation can be found from the 
borders on the fols. 115rv and 123rv. Fols. 115v and 123v, where the Squire’s Tale 
and the Franklin’s Tale begin, are decorated entirely by Hand A (an illuminator). 
The previous rectos have borders only partially completed, suggesting later addition 
of a passage which would link the two tales. Hand A may work ahead of Scribe B 
as the borders of this section were achieved in temporary proximity with blank 
space. (203-204)

The physical presence of the linking passages in different colors in the Squire’s Tale and the 

Franklin’s Tale in the Ellesmere Manuscript under consideration may afford us an opportunity 

to come up with a different view of the meaning of the Squire’s Tale. It is brilliant that full 

colored images now available on the World Wide Web open up new possibilities for us to 

access the codicology of the early copies of Chaucer’s poem.

   The Ellesmere Manuscript is a manuscript most favored by scholars, given that its 

English was considered “grammatically accurate, and thoroughly well-spelt” (Skeat IV:xvii). 

In view of the recent discoveries about Adam Pankhurst as Scribe B and Chaucer’s “own 

scriveyn,” perhaps it is time for us to reconsider the mediality of Chaucer’s poem and the 

historical circumstances of the production of the Canterbury Tales manuscripts. In 2004, 

Linne Mooney and Simon Horobin published an essay arguing that the scribe of the 

Ellesmere Manuscript and Hengwrt Manuscript, known as Scribe B, also copied a Piers 

Plowman manuscript, Cambridge, Trinity College MS B.15.17. In 2006, Mooney claimed 

that Adam Pinkhurst was the scrivener that Chaucer complained in his short poem “Chaucer's 

Wordes Unto Adam His Own Scriveyne,” a short 7-line poem found in Trinity College, 

Cambridge, MS. R. 3.20:

Adam scryveyne, if ever thee byfalle
Boece or Troilus for to wryten nuwe,
Under thy longe lokkes thowe most have the scalle,
But after my makyng thowe wryte more truwe,
So offt adaye I mot thy werke renuwe
It to corect, and eke to rubbe and scrape,
And al is thorugh thy necglygence and rape.
[Adam scrivener, if it ever befalls you to write Boece or Troilus anew, may you have 
ringworm under your long locks unless you write more truly after my making, so 
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often a-day I must renew your work, to correct it and also to rub and scrape, and all is 
through your negligence and haste.]

Chaucer’s words to Adam his scrivener expressed his fury with Adam’s scribal carelessness 

while copying his work. He was so angry that he threatened to curse him with an outbreak of 

scabs if he continued to disobey his authorial instruction concerning the “making” of his 

poetry. Chaucer's poem to Adam suggests the importance of accuracy of transcription under 

the author’s control. Adam’s copies of Boece and Troilus were unsatisfactory to his “maker” 

in that he complained he spent much time correcting and “renewing” his copies. Did Chaucer 

have a choice? Wouldn’t it be nice if he could get another scribe more professional than 

Adam? One thing is for sure: even if the manuscript was produced after Chaucer’s death, the 

copy was worked by someone who had a close working relationship with Chaucer while he 

was creating the Canterbury Tales. One may also further infer that Adam (Scribe B) would 

have known Chaucer’s provisional plans for ordering and linking the four tales, which 

remained unfinished with the poet’s death in 1400.

Before the discovery of Adam's identity, he was commonly referred to as Scribe B, a 

label assigned to him by Doyle and Parkes to describe the hand of the copyist of the second 

of five stints in Trinity College, Cambridge, MS. R. 3.2., a copy of Gower's Confessio 

Amantis. They refer to the scribe who copied the fourth stint as Scribe 0 (1978). The 

identification of Adam Pinkhurst as Chaucer's own scribe was accepted almost universally 

until 2016 when Christopher de Hamel expressed skepticism and in 2018 Lawrence Warner 

published the most substantial argument against the identification, claiming that Adam 

Scryveyne can only be cited as evidence if the question at issue is begged. Mooney’s 

“discovery” has a deep impact on the field felt well beyond teaching and scholarship: 

Mooney was fictionalized in Amy Rowland's 2014 novel The Transcriptionist, and Pinkhurst 

in Bruce Holsinger's 2015 historical thriller The Invention of Fire. 

Carolyn Dinshaw’s discussion of Chaucer’s Adam the Scrivener in her 

thought-provoking book on Chaucer’s sexual poetics gives us a cross-over-gender perspective 

to examine the masculine writing culture in Chaucer’s time. Caroline W. Bynum once asks us: 

why make all the fuss about body? In terms of physicality, the medieval manuscript culture as 

media does provide us a very eye-opening experience about the act of reading and act of 

writing in late medieval time. So do our smart phones with marvelous toys of high tech in the 

21st century. Kathryn L. Lynch’s and Susan Crane’s analyses of the Squire’s Tale in terms of 

Said’s Orientalism offer a further look at both the tale itself and widespread reader response 

in Chaucer’s time to the imaginary cultural distance from India, Africa, and China.   

1) Is there an alternative reading of the Squire’s Tale based on the Ellesmere Chaucer?

Yes, but not quite.

In The Canterbury Tales, Chaucer seemed to have been attracted by the idea that he could 
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turn his hand to any new treatments of “the olde bokes” and each time challenge his 

predecessors and, even more radically, parody them. In this section, I’d talk about the ways 

Chaucer probes his audience’s idea of romance in the Squire’s Tale. What interests me here is 

the dialogic/intertextual elements Chaucer seems to be keen on presenting to his readers, the 

very facts that the Squire’s tale is ever-in-the-making, without an ending and that the closure 

of Fragment V of the Ellesmere Manuscript is ever an open question for Chaucer scholars. 

One wonders, for example, if the linking passages between the Squire’s Tale and the 

Franklin’s Tale in the Manuscript may not be partly accidental or purposeful. Or perhaps 

“linking” is not the right term. There is much dispute about its significance. Did Chaucer 

intend that the Franklin “interrupts” the Squire? Given that only six manuscripts (including 

Ellesmere) join the Squire’s Tale and the Franklin’s Tale with this link, yet an impressive 

thirty manuscripts (including Elloesmere) place the Squire’s Tale directly before the 

Franklin’s Tale (Manly and Rickert 2:298), what can we make of this “link” in the Ellesmere 

Manuscript? 

Among the so-called Chaucerian romances in the Canterbury Tales, the Squire’s Tale is 

more a parody of romance than Sir Thopas’ Tale, while the Knight’s Tale is a less typical 

romance than the Franklin’s Tale. It seems to me that here Chaucer plays with his readers a 

game of intertextuality, raising the readers’ expectations, stimulating their literary awareness, 

but at the same time, deliberately making “the olde bokes” strange by challenging or, even 

surprisingly, undermining his readers’ generic expectations so as to make the genre different 

or, even radically, fresh and anew. The Squire’s Tale, I’d argue, cannot be understood, in its 

essential “incomplete” nature, except in terms of the English romance, without which no 

further questions of the rhetoric features of the text can ever be asked, without which, for lack 

of logic, no proper descriptions of the tale’s closure in the Ellesmere Manuscript can ever be 

constituted.  

Judging from the problematic nature of the “link” in Fragment V, the Squire’s Tale seems 

to have an “extra-literary” element which Bakhtin calls “dialogism”—a feature of literary 

discourse which sharply senses its own listener, reader, and critic, and reflects in itself the 

audience’s anticipated objections, evaluations, and points of view.  Chaucer could have used 

this dialogic discourse in various ways in the Squire’s Tale so as to satisfy or to challenge his 

audience’s expectations of the English romance, and by doing so, the dialogic nature of the 

English romance reflects and refracts different people’s perception of the closure of the 

Squire’s story.   

When we discuss the “world” of the English romance, it is worth stressing that the 

English romances are later than the French ones. Most of the best Middle English romances 

were produced in the second half of the fourteenth century. By the end of the thirteenth 

century when more English poets began to write poetry in their native language, in France, 

the great prose cycle of the Arthurian Vulgate had been produced.  As a successor, if not an 
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absolute imitator, the “world” of the Middle English romances was ideally, and very often, 

superficially “romanticized.” This “world” was particularly related to that “world” presented 

in Old French or Anglo-Norman romans.  The habit of referring to works romanunces in 

order to emphasize their old French connections is clear in many of the English romance 

narratives. The clearest evidence of such rhetoric flourish particular to Middle English 

romances is found in Chaucer’s Sir Thopas, which makes its genre explicit by aligning itself 

with romances (VII 897). Chaucer and his contemporary audience must have been rather 

amused when Chaucer the pilgrim compares Sir Thopas with several other famous heroes in 

the world of romance. The excessive praise of particular heroes is, of course, ridiculed in a 

parody of romance: 

Men speken of romances of prys,
Of Horn child and of Ypotys,
  Of Beves and sir Gy,
Of sir Lybeux and Pleyndamour—
But sir Thopas, he bereth the flour

Of roial chivalry!    (VII 897-902)
It gives an impression that Chaucer wishes to tell as much as possible within the shortened, if 

not altogether reshaped, versions of his French sources. If we take Chaucer’s Sir Thopas as a 

parody of romance, we are certain that by the late fourteenth century in England the writers 

and readers had at least an implicit recognition of what a romance was. Chaucer the pilgrim 

knows what his matiere is: “The Knight rides forth to seek adventure,”

He priketh thrugh a fair forest,
There-inne is many a wild best,
Ye, bothe bukke and hare;
And, as he priketh north and seth,
I telle it yow, him hadde almest
Bitid a sory care.  (VII 754-59)

Sir Thopas happened to wander (and wonder, too) in the “contree of Fairye,” fight against Sir 

Olifaunt, the great giant for the “elf-queen.” The love motif, the encounter with the 

supernatural, and the stock modes of expression, the descriptio are obvious stock romance 

elements. However, Harry Bailey is not happy about the manner in which the romance is told 

because his generic expectations are deeply frustrated by the tale’s “drasty speche” (VII 923) 

and lack of sens. Similarly, in the Squire’s Tale the subject matter (marvels, faithfulness in 

love, gentillesse) raises the readers’ generic expectations, stimulates their literary awareness 

but also testing and recasting the familiar system of ideals, exploiting the English romance to 

reify something quite different, fresh and anew.  

Fragmentary and incomplete though it is, the Squire’s Tale implies a partial structure 

grounded in a commonly perceived whole, namely, the English romance.  Haldeen Braddy 

sees the tale as a series of “boxed” incidents within a frame tale (290); Goodman classifies it 

as a “composite” romance (134), Derek Pearsall says it is a parody of romance and Helen 

Cooper remarks that the tale is part of an “interlaced” romance (219). The readers of the 
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Squire’s Tale usually have delighted in the brilliance of its “awfulness,” as they have in the 

tale of Sir Thopas. The Squire’s pervasive uses of romance rhetorical devices keep his readers 

ever conscious of the particular kind of tale-telling in his narrative. These romance elements 

raise the readers’ generic expectations, stimulate their literary awareness, and “problematize” 

their idea of romance by making it strange in the tale. It seems to me that the Squire never 

intends to finish up his tale because these rhetorical mannerisms he employs allow him to 

break away or pass over potential subject matter, say, marvels, love, and gentillesse(V 620). 

He leaves incomplete nearly everything he talks about. Part I begins with Cambyuskan’s 

birthday party and has the four magic gifts presented and discussed. The silence falls when 

the uninvited guest rides into the hall on horseback, with a reference to “Gawayn, with his 

olde curteisye” (V 95). Reading the Squire’s Tale, one tends to compare the romance 

elements in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, in particular, the figure of Gawain. In the 

Arthurian stories, the figure of Sir Gawain is closely associated with Arthur as a kinsman and 

a member of the royal household.  This noble concept of Gawain as the paragon of 

Arthurian chivalry predominates not only in Middle English chronicles but also in the English 

romances. In SGGK, the poet was very familiar with the Arthurian materials both in the 

chronicles and the romances. He says in his proem that the subject of his poem is that of “laye” 

and “stori”—“an outrage awenture of Arthurez wonderez” (29-36). In the closing lines of the 

poem, he mentions the “Brutus bokez” (2524). That Gawain has to fight with countless 

monsters on his solitary journey to the Green Chapel (715ff) is only mentioned as an 

indispensable element of romance. Neither does courtly love play a significant part in the 

narrative. The opening scene of King Cambyuskan’s birthday festival at court and the four 

magic gifts presented and discussed rings the bell of the horrible silence over the Green 

Knight’s sudden visit at King Arthur’s court in SGGK. This motif is commonplace in 

romances and chronicles, but it is rather surprising that Chaucer would associate Gawain with 

“Fairye,” which is quite unusual in the Arthurian material. 

The only other Chaucerian knight who sets off into the “contree of Fairye”(802) is 

Sir Thopas. He falls in love with an “elf-queene” (790), encounters her monstrous guardian, a 

three-headed giant called Sir Olifaunt. Things are different in the Tartary of the Squire’s Tale. 

In the Squire’s Tale an ambassador from the King of Araby and Ind brings four gifts to the 

Tartar King Cambyuskan and his daughter Canacee, each possessing magic powers: a brass 

horse, an unsheated sword, a mirror, a ring. The people of Tartary do not take these four gifts 

as “wonders” as the commonplaces of romance, but search for practical knowledge about 

their origins and functions. The long passage describing their various curious questionings 

(189-262) of the four gifts shows Chaucer at his best to “dialogize” with his readers. How can 

a brass horse fly? Some think it may of “of Fairye”; others recall the flying house Pegasus 

and the wooden horse of Troy; and one sceptic suggests that it may be nothing but “an 

apparence ymaad by som magyk,/As jogelours pleyen at thise feestes grete” (218-19). Since 
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the Squire’s Tale is unfinished, the truth of the four gifts is never revealed.

Part II leaves the guests to bed with hangovers, and begins with another story about the 

pretty Princess Canacee—she cannot sleep due to lovesickness, gets up in the dawn for a 

solitary walk in the garden, and, thanks to the magic ring, overhears another story told by a 

female bird and understands her complaint of male birds’ “newefangelnesse” (V 610). The 

Squire seems to have an idea that he can flirt with his readers with the rich matter of 

“interlaced” romance in both parts in that he never develops what he begins. Apparently there 

is a tale about Prinecess Canacee but he never gets to the point of the tale, instead, he declares 

that “after wol I speke of Cambalo,/That faught in lystes with the bretheren two/For Canacee 

er that he myghte hire wynne./And ther I lefte I wol ayeyn bigynne” (V667-70). Of these, we 

have only the beginnings of a story about Canacee and the lovesick falconess.  

Part III begins with another tale, presumably, of three men fighting for a pretty woman, 

but there are only two lines, and unfinished. The closing lines of plot summary in Part II 

seem to promise an interlaced romance of the sort most commonly found in French and 

fourteenth-century English examples, as Helen Cooper says (219). Cooper concludes that 

“The size and scope of the existing examples…may suggest that Chaucer wrote just enough 

of the Squire’s Tale to indicate its nature as an interlaced romance, and that its unfinished 

state is deliberate” (219). Yet, if it is so, the Franklin’s “interruption” does not sound like a 

proper, or “flattering” comment on the Squire’s performance (“in faith, Squier, thow hast thee 

well yquit” 673). One may wonder if Chaucer could have “dialogized” with his readers or his 

Adam the Scrivener (Scribe B) who copied the linking passages and the tales to understand 

them as such.   

The generic problems of the Squire’s Tale persist. The romance elements employed in 

the tale, say, the marvels of the four magic gifts, serve as “mediality,” a sort of 

audience-orientation for opening up new possibilities of the genre. The unfinished state of the 

tale suggests that Chaucer was experimenting with these possibilities widespread in romances 

to elude the formal limitations of narrative closures, in effect to speak through the cracks of 

the genre, inverting and repudiating romance embodiments of the finite. It has been argued, 

with some plausibility, that the Squire’s Tale sustains an aesthetic experience, rather than a 

moral purpose (Kamowski 391-412; Cooper 227-29). If it is aimed at a mere word play of the 

genre rather than the “sentence,” then there is not a great difference between the tale of Sir 

Thopas and the parody offered here. From that Chaucer deliberately took his leave of the 

Squire’s Tale, just as he did in “Retraction” to take his leave of the unfinished Canterbury 

Tales, we might infer, as Cooper did about the Squire’s Tale, that with his sharp critical 

insights the poet was literarily sophisticated enough to “see and record the potential weakness 

of the genre, though they are weakness that can become strengths” (219). I would suggest 

that Chaucer did know what he was doing in the Squire’s Tale and the “whole” Canterbury 

Tales, he recognized the power of the incomplete in a work ever-in-the-making, as an 
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open-ended tale whose generic expectations reshaped and refined at each move to make them 

strange, anew, and different from the evolving kind of literature in time. This may be another 

reason why Chaucer deliberately left the tale half told. In both Sir Thopas and the Squire’s 

Tale, their dialogic discourse suggests that hybridization or intertextuality rather than 

conformity is the essential nature of Chaucer’s romances.

Conclusion

It could have been the “marvels” of the variation of, or deviation from, the generic 

“norms” that appealed to Chaucer, his scribes, and his contemporary audience. The history of 

medieval manuscript traditions, of adaptations and translations, of glosses, of late 

modifications and introductions added to a previous text, of all those common medieval 

practices of compilations and interpolations, reveals that the medieval reception, 

comprehension, and appreciation of narratives were ever “in-the-making.” This can perhaps 

explain why many of the romance conventions we expect in the Squire’s Tale are only partial, 

limited, and therefore, inadequate to apply to the tale. In terms of physicality, the incomplete 

status quo of the text in the Ellesmere Manuscript further illustrates the ways Chaucer 

deliberately uses to de-familiarize the tale or, to “cross-fertilize” the “norms” of romans. The 

game of intertextuality Chaucer plays with his readers in the Squire’s Tale not only reveals 

the poet’s conception of the nature of the genre but also indicates the English public’s 

conscious pleasure in variation—a delight comes from one’s perception of difference, of an 

on-going deviation from or hybridization of certain “norms” in the world of romance.

The opportunities to re-examine the four tales in the Ellesmere Manuscript, now in full 

color, has been taken up by many scholars. For those who have access to the Facsimile 

Edition of the Ellesmere Manuscript published by Yushodo in 1996, the opportunity to look 

at a life-like reproduction in digitalized form has allowed for a greater appreciation of the 

physical features of the manuscript (Huntington Library,  EL 26 C 9).). With the advent of 

digital imaging and the expansion of WWW, assumptions which have formed the basis of 

scholastic opinion on Chaucer’s poem for over a century need to be re-examined and 

addressed in light of new information. And changing literary interpretations of the text 

(Dinshaw, Mooney, Said, Bakhtin) continue to provide a never-ending source of subjective 

new ways to look at old texts. All these approaches have provided useful and important 

information on varying aspects of the Squire’s Tale.

The Squire’s Tale has seemed to many readers an incomplete performance. The scribes 

of two of the earliest manuscripts, Ellesmere and Cambridge University Library MS Dd.4.24, 

evidently did think so, since they leave part of a leaf blank where the Squire’s tale breaks off, 

as if they suspected that their exemplars happened not to include Chaucer's complete 

production. David Lawton believes that when Chaucer wrote the final lines he meant to give 

us a longer poem about the falcon and the tercel. This paper demonstrates how valuable an 
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awareness of the media in the time of Chaucer, that is, the manuscript culture, is to 

understanding Chaucer’s Squire’s Tale.
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｜SESSION 1-2｜

Ethics in Se7en: between Middle Ages and Now

Heegoo Lee 

Jungwon University

1. Logarithm Function and Morality

“We can ignore even pleasure. But pain insists upon being attended to. God whispers to 

us in our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pains: it is his megaphone to 

rouse a deaf world” (Problem of Pain 57-8). Tackling the problem of pain and its 

accompanying question of theodicy, C. S. Lewis borrows the metaphor of “megaphone,” an 

appropriate vehicle for the vocal endeavor on the part of God and hearing impairments on the 

part of His sinful people. Lewis teaches us that God changes His volume from “whisper” to 

“megaphone” according to our state of sinfulness and conditions we are in. By whisper we 

mean voicing our opinions barely audible to our listener for secrecy. It is easily drowned by 

small ambient sounds like the chirping of a bird. A megaphone has something “transhuman” 

about it. It is a machine to extend the limit of human vocal cord, a prosthetic extension of our 

voice. The machine resists overwhelming ambient noises to convey its message to the 

recipient. It comes close to impossibility to measure evenly the spectrum from the fragile 

whisper to the megaphone as loud as thundering because the sound of megaphone is 

exponential to that of whisper. 

Mathematicians found a way to measure the exponential growth of this terribly lopsided 

imbalance of both extremities of the smallest sound approaching the lowest human audible 

frequency and the exploding sound our ear eardrum cannot tolerate: a logarithm function. 

During the period without the modern computerized calculation it was an indispensable 

mathematical tool, but today it is only useful in terms of measurement of natural phenomenon 

such as sound or earthquake. Sound is not evenly measured from silence to loudness. The 

sound measuring unit, decibel, traces the curve of exponential growth in which the first initial 

stage is ignorable in terms of volume, but each stage increases to the power of the stage 

number. 
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The same type of scale expressed with the logarithm function is also utilized to measure 

the size of earthquakes (the magnitude is the scale measuring seismic intensities). 

Earthquakes are telling symbols of divine punishments occurring in many mythological 

narratives as well as in those of the Bible. The divine voices and the divine punishments 

change according to the path delineated by the exponential curve of the logarithm function. Is 

these theological appropriations of the mathematical equation preposterous arguments far 

fetched? It appears to be so on a surface level; if you go down to a deeper level, however, it 

can reveal an unexpected correlation between human beings as embodied ethical (therefore, 

theological) subjects and the world they live in. 

Hearing and movement sensing are cognitive processes taking places between the “the 

world” (sensory stimuli) and “us” (neural networks). It is with the development of 

cybernetics that we came to understand the dynamic mechanism of our obtaining sensory 

information: cybernetics teaches us some effective mechanisms to get information out of 

background noises. Unlike information machines, our sensory organs get easily tired and 

their sensing ranges are limited, incomparably much narrower than measuring precision 

machines, and, in turn, need sophisticated adjustments to adapt themselves to varying noises. 

When a noise level is low, our sensory organs catch information with the least sensitivity; it is 

only with the maximum receptiveness that the organs can barely lock on to the information 

out of high-level background noise. In these conditions, the correlation between the 

information and background noise is not linear but bent like the exponential curve as we saw 

in the graph above. If the curve crosses some threshold like the decibel 50 in the graph above, 

the resulting change is qualitatively different from those on the dull curve: an explosion of a 

nuclear weapon from a soft affectionate whisper, or a continental collision from a gentle 

touch of a lover’s fingertip. 

The equation explains the mechanism in which we communicate with our environment, 

and we change our reactions to it. This mechanism explains the information flow from a 

stimulus to our perception, and, in turn, to our reaction, continuously with the accompanying 
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amplification according to the size of the stimulus in correlation with the noise around it. It 

also explains our moral attitude. As Antonio Damasio points out, our emotions stem from 

biological reactions to the environment. Bodily reception of “good” and “bad” feelings on the 

gut level builds the core emotional base, which feeds more sophisticated feelings on the 

cerebrospinal level and, then, primitive morality on the cerebral level. Therefore, it can be 

assumed that our ethical subjectivity is based on the emotions of the biological origin. How 

does the morality boxed in the biological container or our bodily ethical subjectivity suffer 

any change? Paul Bloom suggests two hypotheses only to judge them incompetent for 

comprehensive understanding of the change. The first one presumes that morality evolves as 

humans extend their contact with others. This “contact hypothesis,” however, fails to answer 

the question of abstract neighborhoods they have never seen or met in person. The other 

hypothesis claims that our morality suffers adjustments by the power of a unique human 

characteristic: language and its narratives. Their “elaborate persuasion” proved to be effective 

in shaping the human moral attitude as we can witness from the narratives like Harriet 

Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin and Peter Singer’s Animal Liberation. However, as 

Bloom clarifies, they have “corrosive” effect on the morality whose degradation we 

witnessed in the case of Nazi propaganda. 

2. Narrative Spaces and Morality: Isotopy and Heterotopy

It is from the second hypothesis of the power of narratives with “elaborate persuasion” 

that this paper aims to probe the change from the late Middle Ages to our contemporary 

moral representation whose topics revolve around the narratives of the medieval seven deadly 

sins. However, this research does not presume that literary narratives can change our moral 

attitudes as a primal causal link for a transformation (as some claim Thomas Paine’s Common 

Sense did for American Revolution). Rather we can read off a general propensity of the 

changing morality along the different representations of the same narrative. I would like to 

show the change in terms of space, not temporal progress, in which different moralities play 

out. For this spatial understanding, I will extract a geometrical, or specifically topological 

ideas from Henri Bergson’s The Two Sources of Morality and Religion whose concepts of 

“open” and “closed” moralities inform his evolutionary morality. Bergson coined the term, 

“open society” (popularized later by Karl Popper) which also designates the open system of a 

moral law or a religion. It is with the open system that he contrasts the closed system in 

which a morality or a religion runs based on the blind pursuit of utilitarianism with the 

underlying instinct for survival individual or communal. It works like the closed circuit or 

loop where a moral subject is obliged to repeatedly follow the biased track on the rhythm of 

the instinctive survival machine, and out of which she is not allowed to escape. The open 

system, on the other hand, is not closed, though it might sound tautological, and does not 
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claim any boundary to shore up its identity nor is chained to the survival instinct. It is with 

help of this openness that the moral subject can leave the two dimensional flatland of the 

circle (or prison) to go up to another level of “aspirational morality.” An exemplary moral 

agent like a saint, not the structure or system of morality, can show other moral agents a way 

to aspire to the expanding open morality. 

It should be duly admitted that the open society came after the long-closed society whose 

historical role was limited in the primitive world of the instinctive survival. However, as 

Bergson attests, the two apparently opposing moralities are not always exclusive in our 

history; in other words, they do not have to be ordered in the evolutionary timeline. Though I 

should be aware of a danger in the hasty generalization in history—I do not postulate that our 

society suffers a regression to the closed society of cavemen’s survival instinct—, I would 

like to go against the dogma of the evolutionary morality from the Enlightenment perspective. 

I will argue instead that artistic imaginations represent the respective moral attitudes of their 

own times in terms of spatial delineations in unlooked-for ways different from the dogmatic 

history of morality. My paper will claim that the spatial (or topological) rendering of moral 

imagination in Dante’s Purgatorio is more “open” than that of David Fincher’s Se7en, our 

contemporary apocalyptic narrative, equivalent of Dante’s Divine Comedy. This openness is 

apparently contrary to the appearance we generally believe our moral progress to wear. It will 

also be contended that the change from “open” to “closed” follows the curve of the logarithm 

function which can be understood in terms of the development of capitalism whose signature 

is a modern-day city and its allegorical representation in urban noir films. After its birth, 

capitalism, that has revived and, even worse, enhanced the single most powerful instinct of 

survival, has grown hand in hand with the growth of urban areas or cities whose centripetal 

force tends to fence in all the capitalistic resources, thereby enclosing themselves by setting 

barriers around them. The visual cityscape of capitalism, a product of American film industry 

as well, created a space of closure within which a rebel against its capitalistic system can be 

easily contained. Some critics like David Harvey can find some possibilities of “rebel cities,” 

but the topological representation of noir films has all the chances of something revolutionary 

deleted, in turn rendering cities the homogeneous places of capitalistic quantification (that is, 

everything can be measured in terms of monetary units). It is what Henri Lefebvre terms 

“isotopy” where all the differences are erased. Here cities of capitalism exist as vague, 

mythical space of survival, without details or distinctions. In the cities of noir space, their 

space itself is innately contaminated by sins of “capital” (double entendre intended), and it is 

always already contagious. The space of a new original sin makes its residents sinners or 

culprits without any hope of redemption by enclosing them within the inescapable cities. 

Se7en’s space does not have anything outside itself. It is a hell with no way out to a purgatory 

or a heaven. Dante’s space of purgation brings in the place of differentiation in which nothing 

can be essentially static and a penitent pilgrim is allowed to follow the circular and upward 
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movement of the space of spiritual qualification (that is, everything has an innate quality that 

resists reduction to the material sameness). It is a place where qualitative differences are 

imagined and created, that is what Lefebvre (and Foucault) named heterotopy. 

3. Seven Deadly Sins

The seven deadly sins were first categorized by Pope Gregory the Great and incorporated 

into the theological system by Schoolmen such as Thomas Aquinas to help guide and educate 

the lay as well as theologians. They are luxuria (lechery), gula (gluttony), avaritia (avarice), 

acedia (sloth), ira (wrath), invidia (envy), and superbia (pride). Aquinas’s seven deadly sins 

turned into the literary masterpiece by the hand of Alighieri Dante. For Dante, these sins were 

personal matters. As he explicates the rationale of the seven deadly sins in Purgatorio XVII, 

the sins are outcomes of “amor inordinatus” (Wenzel 34-6). Even though there are some 

controversy about whether the rationale is Dante’s own invention or his borrowing from the 

contemporary tradition, most of his generation shared not only this basic categorization of the 

sins along with corresponding penitential manuals, but also the nature or concept of the sins. 

Rough simplification of Dante’s idea about the sins comes to the mere matter of balancing 

that anyone can achieve by enforcing themselves to do it. Everything good or sinful stems 

from love, but “intensity” less or more than what is in right measure may lead to sin (Wenzel 

34). It implies that personal ‘work’ can help a penitent to recover the balanced state away 

from sin of “excessive love” toward herself, against God and her neighbors. For Dante, the 

seven deadly sins are “not mortal but forgivable” as his placing them not in Inferno but in 

Purgatorio corroborates. The seven deadly sins as a “unit-idea” do not apply to the sinners in 

Inferno because they do not show up as a solid unit there; Dante describes the deadly sins and 

their contrapasso as an independent unit of sins in Purgatorio. 

The Medieval invention of purgatory as a “sphere of penance on the borderline between 

spiritual life and material and social life” (Le Goff) allowed the sinner not only to embrace 

the liberating discourse of harmatiology against the original sin—Medieval theologians 

endowed sinners after Adam, the seeder of peccatum originale, with “divine gifts” of powers 

to think rationally and do morally even in their sinful nature (Wiley 77)—, but also to have 

the ethical and theological agency to do their redemptive penance (sometimes dangerously 

close to Pelagianism). The sinners in the seven terraces of the deadly sins can voluntarily will 

their departure from their circle once their “deadly” sins are cleansed by their willing 

contrapasso suffering. Under the glim landscape of Purgatorio there lies the idea of a sinner 

who has the rational and moral power to “work out your salvation with fear and trembling” 

(Philippians 2:12). This idea may sound confusing because of our bias against the Medieval 

sinners, that they must have been shackled by the “deadly” nature of sin. As Michael

Palencia-Roth points out, however, “deadly” (or “mortal”), the important adjective which 
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qualifies the sins within its irremediable character, was put into use after 1400, and “capital,” 

the original qualifier from Latin that had been used before “deadly” does not imply any 

deadliness of felony, but refers to its importance in harmatiological hierarchy like the similar 

terms (“primary,” “chief,” or “cardinal”) (172): “capital” works like a comprehensive 

‘heading’ or categorical node meant to systematically include sins of a kind. The “capital” 

sins in the circles on the terrace of Purgatorio should be understood as those which are 

committed in terms of “conscious or intentional transgression of recognised moral law” 

(Tennant 7) and, therefore, the remittance of which has to be put on each sinner’s 

responsibility communal as well as individual. 

The pilgrim on the spiraling terraces of the seven deadly sins is responsible for her sins 

as much as Sartre believes we are in the existential conditions of our life. Thus, her 

responsibility also entails potential freedom because she was originally free to commit sins or 

not to. She is situated in the place of radical openness. Purgatorio is an open realm in which 

pilgrims of seven deadly sins progress toward a different realm of immateriality and light, 

Heaven. It is a space of “becoming” not of what they essentially are, but they will be, where 

they will their way to their transformation unknown even to them. This geographic contour is 

also reflected on the poetic space, the structure of Purgatorio. All the lines of Divine Comedy

are woven to build the extremely intricate architecture of literary imagination. Like beautiful 

gothic cathedrals made of balanced proportions, each line is interlinked to compose a stanza, 

then, a canto, and a book. It is through the interlocking lines that readers can catch on to the 

forward movement of the poem. The meter of Dante’s poem, terza rima with consecutive 

lines of intertwining rhymes, keeps moving onward until it reaches a boundary not to close 

the poem, but to open up it to another space. 

This understanding of sin in the late Middle Ages is in contrast with the Protestant 

perspective in which the existential condition of the original sin deprived the Early Modern 

sinners of their remission agency which could work just because of the concept of 

intentionality and its consequent responsibility about the committed sins. The arrival of 

Protestantism and the concomitant disappearance of purgatory did not scrape out the concept 

of sin based on intentionality and responsibility in England. The vanishing of purgatory did 

not come easy, as Stephen Greenblatt explicates in his book, Hamlet in Purgatory: the official 

take-over on the part of the Protestant church did not outroot entirely the lay practices of 

Catholic rituals and the accompanying ideas of sin and penitence processes. The slow 

diminishing of purgatory, however, brought in the downfall of the concept of sin we 

witnessed in Dante’s Divine Comedy, slowly replaced by that of the Enlightenment. 

The Enlightenment broke not only the illusion of the Christian religion itself but also its 

concept of sin. It is generally believed that “antagonism to the doctrine of original sin helped 

to define the Enlightenment” (Kadane 108) whose deistic understanding of the world and 

human beings appeared not to leave any space for the original sin in its native land of reason. 
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Ironically, however, the Enlightenment and its offsprings smuggled a new version of the 

original sin into its deistic milieu. The Enlightenment liberalism reshuffled relations between 

individuals and their society in an order different from that of the religious regimes. It is with 

their reason that they can think and decide what they should do without a help of their society, 

thus confirming that their morality stood on the idea of “intentionality and responsibility” this 

time not on the basis of theological dogma but on the innate gift of reason. One of the 

Enlightenment offshoots, Marxism delivered a perspective that changed the way individuals 

relates to their society, according to which the idea of liberal individuals is nothing but 

illusory effect of the underlying structure. Morality being an illusory superstructure, a moral 

human being is just a projection of class interests. This is to say that social structure 

constructs the conditions of sin in which individuals are exempted from their responsibilities 

to sin, though not in any legalistic terms. An explicit manifestation of this materialistic 

understanding of the world and individuals in it is naturalism whose literary expressions 

portrait how heredity, social conditions and environments inescapably shape their fate and 

moral decisions. It is an original sin in materialistic disguise. Undergoing the tragic 

experience of World Wars, the idea of the new original sin not of religious dogma but of 

material conditions percolated down through the foundational perception of how we identify 

ourselves in terms of sin. As William Golding’s novels such as Lord of the Flies attest, dire 

conditions of the wars bring out the innate evil concealed under the veneer of fragile 

civilization. This evil is something all humans share, or the banality of evil as Hannah Arendt 

defines in her Eichmann in Jerusalem. This version of original sin grew more substantial in 

the hand of capitalism which had stroked the fiery desire of “Everyman” since the primitive 

accumulation of capital, and obtained the concrete image of the sin with the development of 

cinematography (as well as capitalism). 

Capitalism as an ideology or an “attempt of systemize the world,” spawns the powerful 

illusion of “liberalism,” a belief in freedom of individuals in the system. Despite its liberal 

appearance, however, it indulges in the “self-satisfaction of closure.” Capitalism, and 

Enlightenment as well, grows along with the dialectical development which is only possible 

with erasure of negativity or remainders after sublimation process. This sublimation comes 

with transcendentality that is ironically so immanent and universal like air in our daily life 

that we rarely encounter its negativity. To keep its sleek front, it has to dump the refuse of its 

dialectic, that is the dark side of capitalism. Therefore, the solution to the infectious dialectics 

and to see the state of things in our world as it is or “thing in itself,” Adorno admonishes that 

we should accept the negativity of the place we live in. It must have been a new media from 

technology that helps us to strip the fake universality of capitalism and to find what it wants 

to hide from us. Films, a representative media out of the 20th century technology, could 

betray what our eyes blinded by the ideology cannot perceive by exposing the setting we are 

surreptitiously forced to live in. They, as Lewis’s megaphone did, zoom out the invisible and 
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ever-expanding background we live against.          

Many films noir in Hollywood depict US cities as sinful urban areas where crime-ridden 

districts cannot be separated from the city-dwelling sinners. In 1940s, Freud’s idea that our 

civilization is barely skin deep helped shape typical narratives of a noir genre which 

“investigate the dark side of humanity” (Lacey). The cities resemble Sin City, Frank Miller’s 

Noir comics and film adaptation, in which most of characters are actually criminals: the “sin 

city” of money and crime might be an allegory of our world full of capitalistic desires where 

sins are rampant, and mere residency itself turns city-dwellers into sinners. David Fincher 

brought up the age-old topic of the seven deadly sins in order to show not only how sinful we 

are, but also how sinful our cities are. Following the conventional representation of 

crime-ridden cities in noir films, Se7en is set in a city of gloomy grey color always drenched 

with soaking rain. It is in the unnamed city that William Somerset (Morgan Freeman), a 

detective soon to be retired, is partnered with an irascible young cop, David Mills (Brad Pitt), 

who has just moved to the grim city with his wife Tracy (Gwyneth Paltrow). They keep track 

of a meticulous serial killer who is murdering “sinners” in a contrapasso manner according 

the seven deadly sins. His plan is executed as scheduled, each sinner killed a day, within a 

week. Though the scenes of gory homicides propel the narrative of the movie, the streets we 

can witness through eyes of Somerset are hardly different from the homocidal scenes. There 

does not exist any boundary between criminal scenes and ordinary space of everyday life; the 

movie implies how pervasive the banality of evil (or sin) is in the city/world. John Doe’s 

mission as a “preacher” is complete when Miller is punished for his “wrath,” the last 

remaining slot of the seven deadly sins, concluding the message that everybody is a sinner in 

the sinful city. As the nameless city allegorizes itself like Gotham (Batman), so the name of 

the serial killer, John Doe, has an allegorical significance: John Doe is a well-known 

placeholder name. That is to say he is everybody. 

We believe that we live in a world (many of us in city) with moral agency which allows 

us to take our responsibilities for the committed wrongdoings, and that penal institutions with 

corrective power will restore the agency. That it was not so in the Middle Ages. Se7en

demystifies this belief, by telling a story of everybody being a sinner just because of their 

residency in a city. This paper has traced a line of change from the Medieval sinner in Dante’s 

Purgatorio who had a hope of her deliverance by the willing participation in a penitential 

process to the sinner in a modern city of post-capitalism more like that of the hell than 

purgatory who entering there is forced to take the everlasting despair: “Lasciate ogne 

speranza, voi ch’intrate” (Abandon all hope, ye who enter here). From the Reformation, 

through the Enlightenment, Marxism, naturalism, and to the traumatic wars, to the pandemic 

capitalism, our harmatiological understanding of sin has undergone a change following the 

linear curve (against the archeology of Michel Foucault) of the logarithm function. A plethora 

of narratives ceaselessly produced from the discourses above have fed the drive for the 
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change of a gentle curve. It is in the early twentieth century that capitalism stood atop the 

world and ruled it with mass media. Coupled with the traumatic realization of the sinful 

human nature (on battlefields as well as on the couch in a psychoanalysis therapy session), 

the mass media representation of capitalism elevated our awareness of sin and our ethical 

subjectivity exponentially different from that of Dante. If the seven deadly sins are the 

Medieval anthropology through which we can understand who a Medieval human 

being/sinner was, Se7en is the radically different anthropology of a modern sinner as we are. 
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｜SESSION 2-1｜

Word of Mouth and Rudderless Boat: Mediating Constance in 
The Man of Law’s Tale

Ming-Tsang Yang

National Taiwan University

The growing desire for seamless, immediate communication in contemporary world has 

paradoxically rendered our connection to people and things ever dependent on media. The 

proliferation of media in our cultural space lays bare the fact that we make sense of the world 

through media and that our relation to the people, the things and the world around us is 

entrenched in mediation. The omnipresence of media and the ensuing attention to media, 

however, are far from modern phenomena. In a recent study Ingrid Nelson has observed that 

The Man of Law’s Tale sees mediation at work in almost every aspect of premodern life, so 

much so that it is “a cultural condition that transcends technological change” (212). As this 

paper will try to show, Chaucer’s The Man of Law’s Tale provides an important perspective to 

bring the issue of mediation and mediality into light and urges us to consider what constitutes 

the medial conditions of Constance’s travel and how mediating Constance story is closely tied 

to the imagination of England’s place in the meeting of East and West. 

In the Prologue the Man of Law’s overview of Chaucer’s works (II. 57-76)4 beacons 

a metacritical consideration of textual and cultural transmission characteristic of Chaucer’s 

storytelling project in The Canterbury Tales and his entire oeuvre. He aligns himself with 

Chaucer with a list of incest stories that neither Chaucer nor he would tell (II. 77-89). 

However, the Man of Law’s list is not a proper medium in cataloguing Chaucer’s works, for 

he adds some legends to while omitting some from The Legend of Good Women. Chaucer’s 

self- or meta-referentiality by way of the Man of Law betrays his great concern about 

mediality, about how matters of composition are to be handled and how they are mediated.

Before Chaucer’s composition of The Man of Law’s Tale, fourteenth-century England 

already saw the production of the Constance story by Nicholas Trevet in his Anglo-Norman 

chronicle of world history (c, 1334) and by John Gower in the tale of Constance in the second 

book his Confessio Amantis. It is curious to see how the Man of Law gestures to avoid 

repeating narratives authored by Chaucer, only to retell a story produced by other authors 

which he claims to have heard from a merchant (II. 131-33). In accrediting his tale to an 

unnamed merchant while distancing himself from Chaucer’s mediation, the Man of Law 

4 References to The Man of Law’s Tale are by fragment and line number to The Riverside Chaucer.
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(ironically Chaucer’s mouthpiece in this case) distances himself from the precursor texts. His 

question “What sholde I tellen hem, syn they been tolde?” (II. 56), while recalling the story’s 

textual transmission in different sources and media, is rather one that comments on the 

mediated condition or mediality of the Constance story as well as the self-reflexivity of 

storytelling and writing. And the notorious disjunction between the lawyer’s declared 

intention to tell a “prose” tale and the product of a poem in rhyme royal undergirds the very 

form of his tale and thereby stages its own mediality.

But is tracing the source of a written tale, which Trevet and Gower already retold, to a 

merchant a way to negotiate the very mediality of the tale in order to allay the anxiety of 

belated mediation? Why is such a prominent role conferred on the merchant in Chaucer’s tale? 

To answer these questions, we may turn to Walter Benjamin’s celebrated essay on the artful 

medium of storytelling against the backdrop of emerging modernity that saw the transition 

from story to novel, a shift from storytelling understood as a vehicle of wisdom rooted in an 

oral medieval tradition to modern forms of communication. The rise of the novel, which has 

its roots in the solitary individual and growing dependence on the book, witnesses different 

practices of materiality and mediality from those of oral transmission, which takes place 

through living immediacy and the ability to exchange experiences “from mouth to mouth” 

(Benjamin 84). Benjamin’s reflection on the impact of the changing modern communication 

has much to bear on the parallel development in Chaucer’s time. As Mary Carruthers puts it, 

“Far more frequently than a book or a token, the favored means of cultural translation, 

especially in the early Middle Ages, was apt to be a living, breathing, thinking and speaking 

person” (1). In the late Middle Ages, however, the dominance of oral transmission was on the 

wane. Though often carried out communally in the fourteenth century, reading was 

increasingly a private activity that tends to isolate its recipients (Allen 626), when 

accessibility to books was not a problem. 

Benjamin valorizes the speech of the nameless storytellers, be they local or foreign 

(84-85). Notably, the role he accords to trading seamen corresponds exactly to what the Man 

of Law highlights in the Prologue: “I were right now of tales desolaat, / Nere that a merchant, 

goon is many a yeere, / Me taughte a tale, which that ye shal here” (II. 131-33). The peculiar 

association of the merchant as storyteller may help us make sense of the signal or noise the 

Man of Law makes in the Prologue, where he begins a translation of Innocent III’s De 

miseria that laments the miserable state of human life but then shifts the focus onto the 

wretchedness of impoverished material life, which leads him to praise the “riche marchauntz, 

ful of wele” (II. 122). The progression from poverty (II. 99-121) to the “rich” merchants (II. 

122ff.) underlines the issue of mediality and connectivity of words and ideas in discourse, 

which the Man of Law further makes clear in his claim that merchants are great travelers of 

land and sea as well as carriers of goods and message. The Prologue therefore provides a 

bifurcating background of profiting opportunities of the seafaring merchant with a rich stock 
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of merchandises and tales as well as Constance’s ordeals on the sea whose ambivalent 

mediality Chaucer must have been well aware of as a customs official for the Port of London.

If the materiality of medial representations forms the basis for the making of media that 

defines their mediality, the typical set of characteristics or configurations constituting 

particular media, the narrative’s grounding in both oral and written cultures invites us to 

ponder its merging of media and mixed mediality. For while emphasizing the role of “voice” 

(II. 155, 169, 673-79), the significance of oath (244) or prayer to Christ for blessing on the 

marriage deal (II. 257-59), Chaucer’s tale is replete with textual references that draw support 

from the authority of books, e.g., “that may men pleynly rede” (II. 894), “in my text noght I 

fynde” (II. 905), “as seith the storie” (II. 969), “wel rede I” (II. 1095), “In the olde Romayn 

geestes may men fynde” (II. 1126). Chaucer’s characteristic incorporation of oral features 

into written narrative results in a storytelling style that calls attention to the mediality of 

storytelling vis-à-vis the authority of textual culture. 

The difference is especially notable if we consider the case of Confessio Amantis, where 

Gower, keen to engage with manuscript culture, highlights the manuscript page as arena 

where Latin head-verses, English text and Latin commentaries are brought to confrontation 

and negotiation, with the Latin glossing apparatus investing the vernacular with an air of 

authority. As it will become clear, Chaucer’s Constance story is presented in the embodied 

voice of the Man of Law’s rhizomatic storytelling that invokes the vital energy of an oral 

culture in dialogue with the written texts of other authors, such as Trevet’s old Saxon 

chronicles or Gower’s “the Cronique” (II. 597) and “the bok” (II. 1275) (cf. II. 1095-96, 

1126-27). As Benjamin would have it, this is the involved author carrying the empowered and 

empowering voice of storyteller. More importantly, it unfolds a multiple narratorial space for 

interactive and transmedia storytelling that occasions different medial conditions of 

possibility. 

In the following discussion, I will first examine particular in-between moments or 

junctures of mediality that manifest logics of mediation, in which different forms and 

practices of mediation are particularly visible and effects of mediating become significant. In 

the Man of Law’s remediation of a merchant’s tale, the merchant’s mediality provides the 

material for the new mediator engaged in an ongoing process of mediation. This medial flow 

underpins a narrative punctuated with cultural mobility in a vast network of cultural spaces 

defined by itineraries, points of contact and exchange as the beginning of the narrative makes 

clear:

In Surrye whilom dwelte a compaignye
Of chapmen riche, and therto sadde and trewe,
That wyde-where senten hir spicerye,
Clothes of gold, and satyns riche of hewe.
Hir chaffare was so thrifty and so newe
That every wight hath deyntee to chaffare
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With hem, and eek to sellen hem hire ware. (II. 134-40)
Whereas Gower’s tale gives prominence to Rome and Constance from the beginning, 

Chaucer’s story features Syria and the productive role of its merchants whose mobility and 

connectivity have helped spread prosperity through their trade routes, a far-reaching Muslim 

trade network that extended from the Mediterranean to cover most of Europe, Asia, and 

Africa (Hobson 29-30). This network converges with the information network of the Sultan, 

who is keen to learn diverse tidings from all over the world from the merchants, whose far 

and wide-ranging travels make them great transmitters and communicators of information. It 

is in this network centering around the trustworthy Syrian merchants that Constance appears 

as the most noteworthy item for mention, the greatest appeal from the outside world. 

The accentuation of the Syrian merchants brings us to the controversy surrounding 

Constance’s agency as she may be regarded as a merchandise in the mercantile context, 

especially in light of the tale’s negotiation of “cultural change through the medium of 

Constance’s body” (Nelson 220). In contrast to Trevet’s and Gower’s versions where 

Constance first appears as an active agent who converts the heathen merchants with the 

persuasion of language, “Sche hath hem with hire wordes wise / Of Cristes feith so full 

enformed, / That thei therto ben all conformed” (Confessio Amantis II. 606-08), Chaucer’s 

Constance “is first introduced not in person but in—as—narrative” (Dinshaw 95). The Man 

of Law elaborates the ways in which Constance is mediated in discourse and imagination:

And so bifel that th’ excellent renoun
Of the Emperoures doghter, dame Custance,
Reported was, with every circumstance,
Unto thise Surryen marchantz in swich wyse,
Fro day to day, as I shal yow devyse. (II. 150-54)

Here, report of Constance’s renown finds its destination in the Syrian merchants, the 

powerful providers of information who bring Rome into their trading networks, a 

transmission process with which the Man of Law now actively engages. Indeed, at the outset 

of Chaucer’s narrative, Constance is more an image than a character, and we first know about 

Constance through “the commune voys of every man” (II. 155). This circulation of 

information by word of mouth in the trading context brings Constance to the attention of the 

merchants, who upon their return relay her report to the Sultan. As if single mediation of 

voice/speech is not enough, before their departure the merchants have seen Constance in 

person (II. 172-73), thus lending visual and corporeal dimension to their mediation of 

Constance. With the emphasis on Constance’s beauty and physicality (II. 158, 162), 

Constance becomes embodied in the merchants’ mediation. In this light, the Roman princess 

the Sultan hears about is mediated through the multimodal representation of fame/discourse, 

imagination/visuality and embodiment. The report of Constance exerts such great impact on 

the Sultan that he, fallen helplessly in love with her, mouths his decision with total surrender: 

“Rather than I lese / Custance, I wol be cristned doutelees. / I moot been hires; I may noon 
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oother chese” (II. 225-27). Constance’s role is therefore not only mediated but also mediating, 

bringing about the Sultan’s total surrender to the daughter of Rome with an open attitude 

toward foreign influence, including conversion to Christianity.

The multimodal underpinnings of mediality featuring word of mouth find more 

complicated ramifications as Constance arrives in Northumbria, where her mediating role 

takes on a new dimension. How Constance’s first speech communication takes place in this 

strange country—“A maner Latyn corrupt was hir speche, / But algates therby was she 

understonde” (II. 519-20)—epitomizes the complex mediality of embodied voice in 

communication. The Latin language in use here, corrupt as it is, somehow serves the purpose. 

The apparent hindrance of the imperfect medium in this case is very likely to be 

complemented by body language as supporting media, such as facial expressions, gestures, 

and tone of voice. Graced with the power of speaking voice, Constance subsequently 

converts Hermengyld and her husband the constable under difficult circumstances. 

But speech, particularly lies, can certainly serve malicious purposes. This is how 

Constance falls victim to the false accusation of the jealous knight. What happens at 

Constance’s trial powerfully articulates the combined effects of the appeal of different 

medium. In a fashion supposedly following the practice of former Christian inhabitants, King 

Alla makes the knight swear on a Briton gospel book:

A Britoun book, written with Evaungiles,
Was fet, and on this book he swoor anoon
She gilty was, and in the meene whiles
An hand hym smoot upon the nekke-boon,
That doun he fil atones as a stoon,
And bothe his eyen broste out of his face
In sighte of every body in that place. (II. 666-72)

It is rather illuminating for the Northumbrian court to keep “a Britoun book” for use on 

juridical occasions. The Man of Law has informed us that the Saxons have ruthlessly driven 

the Christian people of old Britons to Wales, turning Northumbria into a pagan land (II. 

540-546). Obviously, the Saxons do not know the British language, nor can they make sense 

of the book’s content. But the “Britoun book” is a remarkable example of Marshall 

McLuhan’s famous dictum that “the medium is the message.” For it shows that language or 

content does not matter; it is rather the material written form, the very “bookish” mediality of 

the sanctified object that makes the whole point. Moreover, the Man of Law’s description 

does not make it clear where the striking hand comes from. It is very likely that the hand 

extends from the book, whose animated materiality has taken on physical body features.

On top of the embodied mediation of the Briton book, the scene culminates with God’s 

theatrical intervention in response to the false testimony of the evil knight:

A voys was herd in general audience,
And seyde, “Thou hast desclaundred, giltelees,
The doghter of hooly chirche in heigh presence;
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Thus hastou doon, and yet holde I my pees!” (II. 673-76)
In a climatic fulfillment of divine justice, the voice from heaven proclaims Constance’s 

innocence in the authority of God’s “word of mouth” whose astounding power takes hold on 

the people present, a miracle entailing an unexpected turn of events:

Greet was the drede and eek the repentance
Of hem that hadden wrong suspecioun
Upon this sely innocent, Custance;
And for this miracle, in conclusioun,
And by Custances mediacioun,
The kyng -- and many another in that place --
Converted was, thanked be Cristes grace! (II. 680-86)

While material mediations are insufficient to change the Saxon kingdom, it is not the 

supernatural, miraculous, and free Creator alone that brings about its ultimate realization. As 

the narrator shows, besides the Briton book, the divine speech and the miracle, it is “by 

Custances mediacioun” that the conversion is possible. In this light, the Roman princess, 

being passively mediated and victimized by the disconcerting history of Rome and Syria, has 

become the pivotal mediating force in directing the history of England. In an intriguing 

complement to the official Augustine mission to England, the narrative appears to present 

Constance as the mother of institutional Christianity in Anglo-Saxon Northumbria.

In contrast to this joint impact of the amazing mediation both divine and human, the 

fallibility of communication and the problems of mediality come into full view in the errand 

of the messenger and the counterfeiting of letters. When King Alla is out at war with Scotland, 

the constable sends him a letter bearing the good news of the king’s newborn son. The 

messenger, however, “to doon his avantage, / Unto the kynges mooder rideth swithe” (II. 

729-30). Donegild, the king’s mother, delays the delivery of the messenger by making him 

drunk and replaces the original letter with the falsified one to the effect that the Queen has 

given birth to a “feendly creature” (II. 751) and Constance herself is “an elf” (II. 754). When 

the messenger comes to her on his return journey, she again counterfeits the King’s letters, 

commanding the constable to set Constance adrift on the sea in the same ship as she was 

found. 

In this episode the Man of Law provides us with an elaborate depiction that highlights 

the mediality of the transmission of messages and the ways in which the corruption and 

distortion of media bring about alterations to the transmitted content. His censure of the 

messenger focuses on the unreliability of his function as transmitter or medium: 

O messager, fulfild of dronkenesse,
Strong is thy breeth, thy lymes faltren ay,
And thou biwreyest alle secreenesse.
Thy mynde is lorn, thou janglest as a jay,
Thy face is turned in a newe array.
Ther dronkenesse regneth in any route,
Ther is no conseil hyd, withouten doute. (II. 771-77)
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How the carrier of letters, the major medium in question here, is vulnerable to fraud and 

displacement reveals an unsettling process of communication where the defective media may 

exert unexpected effects on transmitted contents. The Man of Law’s condemnation of the 

king’s mother, on the other hand, stresses the expressive limitation of language and the act of 

writing:

O Donegild, I ne have noon Englissh digne
Unto thy malice and thy tirannye!
And therfore to the feend I thee resigne;
Lat hym enditen of thy traitorie! (II. 778-81)

Donegild is so un-English that her evilness can find no expression in the English language. 

Only the devil is up to the task of overcoming the incommensurability of medium and content.

In the quotes we cited above, the Man of Law’s direct address to the character being 

narrated (“thy,” “thou,” “thee”) enacts the features of verbal storytelling whose mediality 

creates a paradoxical sense of immediacy, while intruding into the world of his own narrative 

with self-indulgent words or metaphorical flourishes that tend to detract from, even as it 

engages, the flow of the narrative. Indeed, the articulate narrator constantly wanders off-path 

from the original thread to indulge in narratorial comments that explain and reflect upon his 

own storytelling, leaving the audience with a sense of uncertainty along with an increased 

degree of curious anticipation. Digressions of this sort, in momentarily turning away from the 

subject being told but not really stepping out of the story, draw the attention to the very act of 

storytelling and the mediation of the storyteller. Connective tissues deployed to make links 

provide not only different perspectives, interpolations of opinions or comments offering 

insight into events and characters, but also notable seams in the narrative that are 

self-referential of its materiality and mediality. As V. A. Kolve nicely puts it, “The extreme 

rhetorical stylization of the tale—the intrusiveness of the narrator, with his apostrophes, 

similes, Biblical catalogues, and exclamations of praise and blame—constantly calls attention 

to the fact that we are attending to history made into art” (299-301). In a comment that 

epitomizes this self-referentiality, the Man of Law tells the audience how and what he is 

going to say about Constance’s marriage to King Alla:

Me list nat of the chaf, ne of the stree,
Maken so long a tale as of the corn.
What sholde I tellen of the roialtee
At mariage, or which cours goth biforn;
Who bloweth in a trumpe or in an horn?
The fruyt of every tale is for to seye:
They ete, and drynke, and daunce, and synge, and pleye. 

(II. 701-07; emphasis added)
Kolve has noted that chaff and fruit, as important terms in medieval discussions of the 

function and mediation of poetry, particularly serve to underline self-consciousness of an 

unusual measure (300), Chaucer’s own The Nun’s Priest’s Tale being another famous 

example. As the Man of Law puts it, when taken away its chaff the fruit of the tale is “They 
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ete, and drynke, and daunce, and synge, and pleye.” But the matter-of-factness of the last line 

ironically confirms the necessity of rhetorical and narratorial chaff in storytelling. How the 

story is told, the mediality of storytelling, matters as much as the story, or indeed they are 

inseparable. 

The ways in which the Man of Law presents the Constance story do have significant 

implications in making sense of the Rome/Syria/Northumbria matrix. In contrast to Trevet’s 

“la grande Sarazine” (165) and Gower’s “Barbarie” (II. 599), the Man of Law’s specification 

of the place “In Syria” at the very beginning of his tale ascribes unusual significance to the 

East and the dominant role of Syrian merchants in the tale. The notable emphasis on Syria 

and the merchants demands special attention since the lawyer omits many historical and 

circumstantial details of his sources. Strategically situated at the juncture of Europe, Asia and 

Africa and the adjacent bodies of water near Middle East, Syria enjoyed the convergence of 

major travel routes that made for a unique setting for various kinds of exchange between East 

and West. Given the positive account of the Syrian merchants in terms of commercial 

vibrancy and cultural interaction with the greater world, the Man of Law appears to highlight 

Rome as part of the trading networks of the Syrian merchants, introduced here as “a city 

defined through its relationship in trading network with Syria” (Stanbury 128). The inception 

of the story thus highlights the eastern influence over the Roman domicile, an imperial home 

that interfaces with the wider world outside, susceptible to and even shaped by complex 

relations of power with the East. An inspection of the key historical personages in the tale of 

Constance will further confirm the ambivalence and hybrid nature of “Rome.” The historical 

references unveil an Eastern/Byzantine basis of the purportedly “Western” framework of 

Latin Christendom in the story of Constance. The storytelling is occasioned in the exotic East 

where the abundance of commerce and exchange gives rise to “an economy of endlessly 

multiplying wealth” or an “economy of excess” (Lynch 411, 414) that accounts for its 

transmission from the merchant. In this regard, the western story of Constance has its origin 

in the fluid exchange with the East. The Syrian merchants’ word of mouth, which sets 

Constance in motion and foregrounds her future role as (m)other, attests to the crucial 

mediation and the immediate presence of the East in the tale.

The way in which the Man of Law tells the story certainly forms part of the message he 

sets out to convey. Just as the tale’s opening places a high premium on Syrian merchants 

whose word of mouth entails the whole romance, at the start of the English section of the tale, 

the Man of Law elaborates on the rudderless boat that exposes Constance to the dominant 

mediation of the sea, which proves a pivotal “stage,” both as principal setting and as key 

nodes of transition for subsequent action and interaction. But whereas he fires a series of 

agitated diatribe upon Constance’s expulsion from Syria, here he meditates on the amazing 

grace of God in safeguarding the helpless Constance: “He that is lord of Fortune be thy 

steere!” (II. 448) and “God liste to shewe his wonderful miracle / In hire, for we sholde seen 
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his myghty werkis” (II. 477-78). The rudderless boat as a bounded medium subject to 

boundless ungovernability of the sea with limitless uncertainty leaves Constance to natural 

and supernatural course of action beyond human arbitration but ultimately subsumed by 

divine mediation.

The rudderless boat carries Constance together with a heavy load of cultural associations 

against the backdrop of the formidable perils of the sea. In Kolve’s allegorical reading based 

on ample medieval examples, the predominant narrative image of Constance in the rudderless 

boat afloat on the sea imparts meanings at different levels: as the ship of the church; as the 

Christian baptism by water; as the journey of the individual soul through the perilous sea of 

this world; and as the journey of the soul after death (297-358). But while Kolve regards 

Rome as “the center of the poem’s gravity, its geography, and its moral and spiritual meaning” 

(350), I argue that the rudderless boat in our text conveys something quite different, if not the 

opposite. As Jacques Le Goff observes, the sea and wilderness occupied a similar place in the 

western European medieval imagination (51). The trope of equating the sea with the desert 

can best be seen in the Life of St. Columba, who, to show his trust in God, voluntarily throws 

himself into the vast sea as if retreating to the wild desert, at once a refuge and a place of trial 

(Rudd 134). Afloat on the sea yet finally arrived in England, Constance thus assumes sanctity 

equivalent to that of the celebrated insular saint. Above all, the Man of Law, showing great 

concern about England’s unique place, accords special spiritual significance to Constance’s 

eventual landing on the English shore:

She dryveth forth into oure occian
Thurghout oure wilde see, til atte laste
Under an hoold that nempnen I ne kan,
Fer in Northhumberlond the wawe hire caste,
And in the sond hir ship stiked so faste
That thennes wolde it noght of al a tyde;
The wyl of Crist was that she sholde abyde. (II. 505-11)

Invested with a heightened sense of Englishness, such wording as “into oure occian / 

Thurghout oure wilde see,” “in Northhumberlond,” “in the sond hir ship stiked so faste,” 

“The wyl of Crist was that she sholde abyde” makes it clear that it is God who brings 

Constance to England. While Constance is sent to Syria by the mediations between Rome and 

Syria, God’s providence steers Constance’s rudderless boat to the shore of Northumbria, and 

thus “makes the English less Rome’s holy subject than God’s chosen people” (Lavezzo 102).

This election of England as the destination of Constance’s exilic travel comes along with 

the reinvention or remediation of Constance’s identity. After Constance becomes “lost” in the 

rough translation from the Eastern Mediterranean to the far West in Northumbria, she severs 

her connections with Rome by concealing her identity, “But what she was she wolde no man 

seye, / For foul ne fair, thogh that she sholde deye” (II. 524-25). Even when later the Roman 

senator comes to her rescue on the sea and offers her shelter back in Rome, Constance 
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remains reticent about her identity: “Nothyng ne knew he what she was, ne why / She was in 

swich array, ne she nyl seye / Of hire estaat, althogh she sholde deye” (II. 971-73). Oddly 

enough, she continues to hide her history even under the care of the senator’s wife, who is her 

own aunt. Constance’s negating and voiding of her former identity proves constitutive in the 

shaping of the history of both England and Rome. A new life thereby begins in a new land 

that inaugurates new possibilities. Constance becomes the vital medium and catalyst for the 

revival of the latent Christian community in Northumbria. Yet she is also an opaque medium 

subject to violent imposition of meanings, as can be seen in the fake letter of Donegild:

The lettre spak the queene delivered was
Of so horrible a feendly creature
That in the castel noon so hardy was
That any while dorste ther endure.
The mooder was an elf, by aventure
Ycomen, by charmes or by sorcerie,
And every wight hateth hir compaignye. (II. 750-56) 

Making an issue of Constance’s obscure background and unknown identity, Donegild 

associates Constance with elvish charm, witchcraft and reproduction of monstrous offspring, 

thus powerfully invoking Constance’s image as both the other and mother of Northumbria. 

Although the malicious plotting of the forged letters leads Constance to another forced exile, 

the tragic event turns out to trigger a series of blessings in disguise. This time Constance is 

not alone but travels with her son Maurice. The life-giving image of mother and child 

bespeaks her new mediating role, while Maurice will prove to be a vital medium for 

Constance as well.

Maurice’s mediation is indispensable in bringing about Constance’s double family 

reunion, first with her husband and then with her father. The Man of Law specifically 

comments on the medial role of Maurice and makes it clear that Constance sends her son to 

the feast of the senator and King Alla for that purpose: “Be as be may, ther was he at the 

leeste. / But sooth is this, that at his moodres heeste / Biforn Alla, durynge the metes space, / 

The child stood, lookynge in the kynges face” (II. 1012-15). Constance wants her son to look 

in the king’s face so as to entail the reciprocal look by the king. The effect of this visual 

contact on Alla is immediate:

Now was this child as lyk unto Custance
As possible is a creature to be.
This Alla hath the face in remembrance
Of dame Custance, and ther on mused he
If that the childes mooder were aught she
That is his wyf, and pryvely he sighte. (II. 1030-35)

As the unfolding of the plot shows, Constance’s reunion with Alla through Maurice is a 

necessary condition for her reunion with her father, who is similarly reminded of his daughter 

at the sight of Maurice. This suggests that only when her English identity is recognized will 

she make her “homecoming” known to her father. The mediation of Maurice foregrounds 
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Constance’s new mediating role: she is not so much a Roman princess/daughter as an English 

queen/(m)other.

The story calls into question self-evident, natural feelings of belonging in a world where 

crisis of home and the restless, rootless state are constantly in mediation. It is this edgy 

dynamism that turns Constance and her son Maurice into figuration of England on the edge 

that in turn transforms the conception of Rome as home. In the end, Constance’s return to 

Rome, Alla’s travel to Rome and the family reunion all reinforce the English mediation in the 

making of Rome. Despite the impression of leaving England “for good,” Rome for Constance 

is a dwelling of a family with different constitution, joined by a new (mixed) blood and new 

heir that would redefine the already unstable and overburdened place beset by turbulent 

events. Thanks to baptism of trade, travel, and religious conflict, the “returned” Constance 

has become a different medium. In particular, she is a mother with a son in the absence of the 

English father, yet with English connection and insular inflection, as the name “Custance” 

spells out. Bearing the indelible mark of hybridization, Constance and Maurice not only 

manifest the connection of England and Rome but also flesh out England’s desire of 

becoming Rome or Anglicizing Rome.

Straddling the vibrant voice of oral delivery and the bookish materiality of medieval 

manuscript culture, The Man of Law’s Tale thus captures the mediality of Middle English 

literature at a critical point of inflection, a liminal moment signaling a larger concern with the 

evolving culture of books and paper materiality from the long tradition of oral transmission. It 

sets out to negotiate semiotic fixity vs. flexibility of storytelling to discover the story of 

Constance anew by way of a mixed mediality. On the other hand, as vessel carrying 

Constance to Northumbria and then back to Rome, the rudderless boat dramatizes 

Providence’s immediate transmission and undergirds the crucial English mediation that 

transpires to supersede Roman dominance/domicile. In the face of contemporary pressures 

and frustrations, the profound concern about the place of England in a world of medial 

conditions and her mediating role as embodied in Constance runs through different versions 

of the Constance story from fourteenth-century England and finds its culmination in 

Chaucer’s retelling. In mediating Constance’s story through the (im)mediacy of the East and 

the (m)otherland of England, Chaucer’s tale occasions a (re)medial transmutation of the logic 

of liminality and centrality that envisions a variegated relationship of England and Rome, 

East and West.
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｜SESSION 2-2｜

Modernity and Mediality: 
Politics in Shakespeare, Machiavelli, and Mencius

Hyundong Ko

Changwon National University

I

Throughout the history of Eastern and Western culture, such kings as Plato’s philosopher 

kings, Confucius’s desirable rulers of “the society of modest competency” (The Book of Rites

107), and King David in the Old Testament, all represent morally upright and practically 

competent rulers, the paragons of political leadership both sovereigns and subjects have long 

been dreaming of. I have thought about this topic for a long time, but things relevant to the 

topic have coincidently happened in South Korea recently. Presumably, controversies over 

ideal leadership are even more relevant to the political situation in Korea these days than any 

other because of the recent political turmoil in this country. During the political turmoil, the 

nation has witnessed a wide range of reactions to the presidential impeachment, including 

such an extreme case as a woman bewailing the impeached president’s misfortune, calling her 

‘Her Highness.’ Then they have had ample opportunities to ponder upon some questions 

about a political leader’s morality, competence, and the political and/or ideological cause the 

leader’s followers uphold.

Like many Asian people, Korean folks are well aware of the traditional value of loyalty or 

allegiance to a political leader as they have learned from Confucianism. To some extent, 

however, Confucianism, particularly “imperial Confucianism,”5 does not fit entirely into the 

nation’s current polity; whereas Confucianism was predicated upon the rule of a monarch, 

South Korea was established as a republic and democratic country. Nevertheless, interestingly 

enough, it seems that repercussions of the impeachment continue to reverberate through the 

5 Vitaly A. Rubin makes a very interesting observation about the correlation between Confucianism 
and loyalty. He argues that, “while Confucius and Meng Tzu viewed the people as the most important 
element in the state, in imperial Confucianism … the ruler is seen as the center of the state” (29). 
Rubin makes a distinction between “early Confucian thought” and “imperial Confucianism,” which 
reflects the former’s distortion or conformity to a ruler-oriented notion. When it comes to the 
translation of jen (仁), the key concept of Confucianism, Rubin prefers “humanity” to “benevolence” 
(134) as well. Thus, his observation suggests that humanism already exited in antiquity, that is 
Confucius and Mencius both had a spirit of modernity.
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nation’s expectations for the incumbent president and his successors, in the wake of the 

re-evaluation of the lives of former presidents of the Republic of Korea, specifically of their 

morality and competence as a supreme head of the country. And, as a Shakespearean, I think, 

just as Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure had a resonance during the former US President 

Bill Clinton’s crisis, so does Hamlet for Korean audiences and readers these days. Regarding 

this topic, obviously, Hamlet is not the only political drama Shakespeare wrote in the period. 

For instance, the Henriad represents that Henry V’s balanced merits in his morality and 

competence contribute to his successful, though not entirely, kingship. The fall of Duncan 

and Macbeth in Macbeth makes a remarkable contrast with the successful English warlord in 

the second historical tetralogy. To some extent, thus, such stage kings’ rise and fall recall 

what Machiavelli argues in his political treatise, The Prince, which reflects tensions between 

sovereigns’ morality and competence in the period.

This paper will explore conflicting notions of kingship Mencius (孟子, 372-298 BC), 

Machiavelli (1469-1527 AD), and King James I (1567-1625 AD) had, respectively. As such, 

despite discrepancies in time and place they belonged to, this paper will discuss not only 

distinctions but also analogies between these three influential figures’ concept of political 

authority and the security of the state, some controversial issues which Shakespeare 

represents in his political plays. Presumably, then, just as modern-day broadcasting systems 

do, so Shakespeare’s public theatre can play a significant part in providing spectators with an 

imaginary forum for political debate. In so doing, I will attempt to describe what is modern 

and progressive about Mencius, Machiavelli, and Shakespeare.

In Korea and elsewhere, so far, scholars have compared Machiavelli with Han Fei (韓非, c. 

280~233 BC)6 for their realistic approaches to kingship and politics. Rather than 

Machiavellian, Ciceronian precepts on the foundation of political authority7 sound very 

much alike to those of Mencius and other followers of Confucianism in their emphases on 

love rather than fear, force, and fraud. Nonetheless, I have found an ironical analogy between 

Machiavelli and Mencius in their seemingly radical and even subversive notions of 

sovereignty.8 Unlike these two subjects’ standpoint, however, King James had arguable 

6 Han Fei was a Chinese philosopher of Chinese Legalist school during the Warring State period (BC 
403-221).
7 According to Maurizio Viroli, Cicero stressed that “of all the motives, none is better adapted to 
secure influence and hold it fast than love,” while opposing the use of cruelty by proclaiming that “no 
cruelty can be expedient and that cruelty is most abhorrent to human nature, whose lead we ought to 
follow” (35). Thus, he argues, Machiavelli accepts the value of Ciceronian precepts “except in the 
situation of necessity when the security of the state is at risk” (35-36). 

8 While acknowledging some similarities between Han Fei’s ideology and Machiavellianism, 

Rubin points out distinctions between them by arguing that Han Fei’s “despotic violence” 

was not an end of Machiavellianism; rather, the Italian philosopher regarded the republic “as 

the ideal form of government” (62). Also, Woe-soon Ahn argues that Mencius and 
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notions of kingship in his obsession to the divinely ordained kingship, which conflicted with 

Machiavellian real politics. Presumably, then, Shakespeare's Hamlet, particularly the 

controversial aspects of Claudius’s kingship, provides us an ample ground for discussing such 

conflicting understandings of sovereignty as mentioned above.

II

Mencius and Machiavelli both lived during the period of political turmoil. Such an 

instability engendered various kinds of political discussions, which naturally made rulers 

much more closely observed and keenly evaluated by their subjects. Likewise, despite the 

differences of faith system in kind, the contemporaries of both philosophers believed in 

sacred kingship or rulership, i.e. a king as a regent of God or a Supreme Being ruling the 

world under the heaven. Yet they challenged such traditional notions of sovereignty in their 

own ways.

Their political aims were different: restoring moral righteousness in China and redeeming 

the security of the unified Italy, respectively. Mencius claimed that human nature was 

fundamentally good but has been deteriorated up to the period. Hence noble men (君子) like 

Mencius and all the other followers of Confucius (孔子, c. 551-479 BC) should have an 

obligation to restore moral righteousness in China. By contrast, Machiavelli’s realistic view 

on humanity and politics was based on his own experiences as well as a biblical view on 

human nature, the evil nature of mankind. To some extent, thus, his political stance permitted 

a compromise with reality in order to redeem the security of a state, and tensions between a 

ruler’s morality and competence can be negotiable for the sake of his own country. But one of 

the common aspects of Mencius and Machiavelli is their intent to give priority to the stability 

of community or state over that of a ruler. Mencius’s seemingly radical idea for justifying 

dethronement of a worthless ruler can be regarded as Machiavellian expedient rules of 

government “done out of necessity to protect oneself” (Machiavelli 33) as well as the security 

of the state. Here is a well-known passage, or precisely a record of conversation, between 

Mencius and King Hsüan (宣王) from The Works of Mencius:

1. The king Hsüan of Ch‘î asked, saying, ‘Was it so, that T’ang banished Chieh, and 
that king Wû smote Châu?’ Mencius replied, ‘It is so in the records.’

2. The king said, ‘May a minister then put his sovereign to death?’
3. Mencius said, ‘He who outrages the benevolence proper to his nature, is called a 

robber; he who outrages righteousness, is called a ruffian. The robber and ruffian we 
call a mere fellow. I have heard of the cutting off of the fellow Chieh and Châu, but I 

Machiavelli “stressed importance of ‘politics’ and its ‘use of force’ and put emphasis on 

leadership of a man with political power [and] ‘political ethics’ as well” (Abstract 97), 

underlining the similarities between them.
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have not heard of the putting a sovereign to death, in this case.’ (167)
Presumably, this is one of the most frequently quoted passages in Mencius as the grounds for 

dynastic revolution (易姓革命), Mencius’s bold, radical, and even revolutionary justification 

for dethronement. According to Kyoung-hwan Park’s detailed explanation of this passage, 

Mencius powerfully rebutted King Hsüan’s criticism of Confucianists’ tradition to uphold 

T’ang (湯) and Wû (武王) as benign rulers. The king thought of them as mere traitors, 

criticizing Confucius’ and his followers’ contradiction between loyalty and disloyalty to king. 

Yet, Mencius pointed out the ineptitude of Chieh (桀王) and Châu (紂王), disqualifying them 

for their immorality. Mencius regarded these immoral rulers as “a robber” and “a ruffian,” 

mere fellows not entitled to be considered as sovereigns in that only a morally upright and 

competent ruler can play a vital role in the stability and wellbeing of the commons (73-74). 

From Mencius’ and Machiavelli’s perspectives, thus, the stability and wellbeing of the 

commons outweighed a ruler’s sovereignty over his/her people and state. Here we can find an 

ironical analogy between these two radical philosophers, ironic mostly because of their 

different perspectives on mankind. Mencius demanded to purge an evil ruler from the 

good-natured people, whereas Machiavelli granted tolerable evil to a ruler who governs 

evil-natured people as if treating them with medication. Still, what they were mostly 

concerned about was not the ruler but the state and its people, a kind of humanism, one of the 

key concepts of modernity.

By contrast, like most princes Mencius and Machiavelli served, King James claimed 

divinely ordained kingship, a political understanding of monarchy exactly opposite to these 

two philosopher-subjects’ common viewpoint on politics. Political controversies concerning 

sovereignty stemmed from two prominent but seemingly incompatible notions of monarchy 

in the early modern England: political theology based on “the Tudor-Stuart fascination with 

royal sacrality” (Shuger 59) and Machiavellian principality, an emergent political science 

based on observation and readings in non-Christian historians and philosophers. Under these 

circumstances, the ascension of King James on the English throne had a significant impact on 

the issue of royal succession and legitimacy among his subjects. Particularly, the king’s Trew 

Law of Free Monarchies addressed controversies over a monarch’s virtue and competence. 

According to his argument in this treatise, some kings may be or may become tyrants; while 

they are bad and likely to be damned, this does not entitle their subjects to rebel:

The wickedness ... of the king can never make them that are ordained to be judged by 
him to become his judges. And if it be not lawful to a private man to revenge his private 
injury upon adversary ... how much less is it lawful to the people, or any part of them ... 
to take upon them the use of the sword, whom to it belongs not, against the public 
magistrate, whom to only it belongs. (101)

Yet, the king’s argument concerning the monarch who might commit crimes seemed quite 

incompatible with the idealistic view on a king as “the absent-presence of Christ” (Shuger 44). 

The imaginary tyrant King James tried to advocate was neither the moral paragon in his state 
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nor a promise of national security.

Such an ambiguous but ruler-oriented notion raised questions about royal succession and 

legitimacy as well as justification of deposing a tyrant king, which Shakespeare explores in 

Hamlet. Claudius is elected as King of Denmark, but in fact he usurps power by means of 

assassination, and Hamlet attempts to restore justice and morality in Elsinore by taking 

vengeance on the usurper for his murdered father. In many respects, then, Claudius’s aspect, 

an elected usurper,9 touches upon quite complicated and so-far-mentioned political issues in 

the play.

Aside from his transgression, Claudius looks like a good, generous, and intelligent ruler, 

and his election to the Danish throne instead of Hamlet, the topmost candidate under the rules 

of primogeniture, confirms his practical competence. Before the beginning of the play, in 

consultation with his chief subjects, Claudius swiftly patches up the national crisis caused by 

the unexpected death of Old Hamlet by reestablishing national equilibrium through marriage 

to Gertrude, “[t]h’imperial jointress of this warlike state” (Hamlet 1.2.9). Doubtless to the 

relief of all his subjects, the king resolves the conflict with Fortinbras triggered by Old 

Hamlet’s death with exceptional diplomatic finesse. The king manages foreign affairs with a 

diplomatically nonviolent solution combined with military preparedness. Moreover, Claudius 

seems a fair and good father-king in his management of domestic affairs, including his 

relation to his nephew/step-son. Officially and publicly, Claudius proclaims that Hamlet is 

“the most immediate to” the throne (1.2.109) and his “chiefest courtier, cousin, and ... son” 

(1.2.117), so that his parental concern for Hamlet’s excessive lamentation sounds amiable, 

effectively eliminating any possible controversy over legitimate succession through 

primogeniture.

As the play proceeds, however, Claudius increasingly discloses his duplicity, revealing 

himself to be a politically crafty prince, a ruler practically capable but not entirely virtuous. 

Hence Claudius reflects the Renaissance tension between a sovereign’s morality and 

competence. To some extent, Claudius is King James’s exemplary tyrant as imagined in the 

king’s treatise in that the stage monarch is a legitimately elected but morally defective king. 

As a new king, Claudius follows Machiavellian advice thoroughly: a prince “should appear to 

be all mercy, all faithfulness, all integrity, all humanity, and all religion [because] ordinary 

people are always taken in by appearances and by the outcome of an event” (Machiavelli 62). 

However, as a moral paragon, Hamlet has plenty of reasons to dethrone the usurper, which 

the audiences/readers do know, but the righteous prince needs to find evidences that should 

be approved in natural and reasonable ways in the play. To some extent, Hamlet’s task fits 

into Mencius’ justification for dethroning a worthless ruler, and at the core of those issues 

surrounding Claudius’s kingship lies the competing ideas about sovereignty Mencius, 

9 The term, “an elected usurper,” is an oxymoron as we, spectators and readers, do witness that 
Claudius is a usurper as well as an elected king of Denmark in Hamlet.
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Machiavelli, and King James upheld. In many respects, thus, Shakespeare deals with modern 

issues about politics in the early modern period, and the playwright’s concern, particularly in 

Hamlet, has a resonance for Koreans now.

III

I have explored first above-mentioned figures’ political views and then examined them 

through the lens of Shakespearean stagecraft, focusing mainly on Claudius’s kingship. In 

many respects, it is obvious that Mencius and Machiavelli share modernity in their approach 

to real politics, and thus their modernity contrasts sharply with James’ premodern ideology of 

sovereignty. The political issues in Hamlet are highly debatable ones, and the play may draw 

much attention and interest from Korean audiences/readers as well, when it comes to the 

justification of deposing a political leader. Indeed, to borrow G. K. Hunter’s phrase, Korean 

audiences/readers may have “a relationship with stories [in Hamlet] [their] own intelligible 

past which is different from the relationship to other kinds of stories” (155). Therefore, 

Hamlet and the conflicts it represents are what they are experiencing and witnessing now, and 

it is mediality, public theatre then and mass media now, that enables the public to observe and 

discuss some very modern issues in politics.

Works Cited

Ahn, Woe-soon. “Understanding of Comparison between Mencius and Machiavelli’s 

Kingship.” Dongbanghak, vol. 29, 2013, pp. 61-98. [written in Korean]

Hunter, G. K. English Drama 1586-1642: The Age of Shakespeare. Oxford UP, 1997.

James VI and I. “James VI and I, The Trew Law of Free Monarchies (1598).” Divine Right 

and Democracy: An Anthology of Political Writing in Stuart England, edited by David 

Wootton, 1986. Hackett Publishing Company, 2003, pp. 99-106.

Machiavelli, Niccolò. The Prince. Translated by Peter Bondanella, Oxford UP, 2005.

Mencius. The Works of Mencius. Translated by James Legge, Dover Publications, 1970, 2018.

Park, Kyoung-hwan, translator and commentator. Mencius. By Mencius, Hongikbooks, 1999, 

2005, 2012. [written in Korean and Chinese]

Rubin, Vitaly A. Individual and State in Ancient China: Essays on Four Chinese 

Philosophers. Translated by Steven I. Levine, Columbia UP, 1976.

Shakespeare, William. “Hamlet.” The Norton Shakespeare, edited by Stephen Greenblatt et al, 

Norton, 2008, pp. 1696-1784.

Shuger, Debora Kuller. Political Theologies in Shakespeare’s England: The Sacred and the 

State in Measure for Measure, Palgrave Macmillan, 2001.



70

The Book of Rites. Selected and Translated in Modern Chinese by Xu Cho and Translated into 

English by Lao An, Shandong Friendship Press, 2000.

Viroli, Maurizio. “Introduction.” The Prince. By Machiavelli and translated by Peter 

Bondanella, Oxford UP, 2005, pp. 7-39.



71

｜SESSION 2-3｜

The Use of Chinese Characters and Phonetic Glosses in 
Early 20th Century Japanese Shakespeare Translation

Daniel Gallimore

Kwansei Gakuin University

      I have recently spent a lot of time reading the Shakespeare translations of Tsubouchi 

Shōyō who produced the first translation of Shakespeare’s Complete Works into Japanese a 

hundred years ago and who is quite well known in Korea because some of the earliest Korean 

translations of Shakespeare by Hyun Chul and others were based on Tsubouchi’s Japanese 

translations rather than the original source texts. I am sometimes asked what it is like to read 

the Japanese of Tsubouchi’s translations. When Tsubouchi first translated Julius Caesar in the 

1880s he did so in a classical style that many Japanese of today find difficult to read, but this 

was before the genbun itchi movement of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, when through 

the influence of a group of literary pioneers the spoken and written styles were unified so that 

by the time Tsubouchi started to translate Shakespeare for serious in the late 1900s, most 

books, newspaper articles and business and official documents had within only twenty years 

come to be written more or less as Japanese people spoke the language rather than in the 

classical style based on Chinese, which was known only to a small educated elite. For this 

reason, Tsubouchi’s Shakespeare translations are relatively close in their grammar and 

vocabulary to the Japanese of today.

      The genbun itchi movement was led initially by young fiction writers such as 

Futabatei Shimei and Yamada Bimyō looking for modern literary styles with which to portray 

the lives of Japanese people of the 1880s and 90s in the grip of modernisation and 

Westernisation. It can therefore be considered an example of what Werner Wolf in his theory 

of intermediality describes as literature’s role as ‘an element in a historical process of 

remediation […] by which media merge or become differentiated thus leading to the 

emergence of new media’.10 Yet Tsubouchi came of age a few years before the genbun itchi

pioneers, and for that reason was always on the periphery of the movement. He went along 

with genbun itchi but had his own ideas about language reform and literary style, and 

although he eventually adopted a style for translating Shakespeare that he called ‘colloquial 

and contemporary’, that style was motivated by his view of Shakespeare as a classical 

10 Werner Wolf, ‘(Inter)mediality and the Study of Literature.’ CLCWeb: Comparative Literature 
and Culture 13.3 (2011), 6.
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playwright, and is noticeably more archaic and ‘classical’ than younger writers of the same 

period (the 1910s and 20s).

      Tsubouchi had little wish to translate Shakespeare into the Yamanote dialect of 

modern Tokyo, which after his death in 1935 was gradually accepted as ‘standard Japanese’ 

(hyōjungo), but he did want his Shakespeare translations to be read by a larger section of the 

population than the educated elite, and as an offshoot of genbun itchi adopted the standard 

practice of inserting rubi (or furigana) to indicate the phonetic reading of single kanji

(Sino-Japanese characters) and kanji compounds in his translations (but less so in his 

Shakespeare criticism, which was intended for a more exclusive readership).11 The 

convention of inserting rubi in printed texts, which dated from the early Tokugawa period in 

the 16th century, became common practice in the Meiji era as rates of literacy grew rapidly 

with the introduction of compulsory primary education in 1872 and a literate populace 

established itself. The basis of kanji in written Chinese means that Japanese contains many 

more homonyms than does English, but from a rubi and its lexical context it is usually 

possible to grasp the meaning of an unfamiliar character.

      Since the use of kanji was not properly standardised in Japanese society until after 

World War II, and writers such as Tsubouchi would often use kanji that exceeded the 

knowledge of readers educated even to high school level, the rubi convention was clearly one 

that helped both readers and writers. Tsubouchi may have had a subordinate pedagogic 

purpose of promoting literacy through his translations, and indeed he emphasises the breadth 

and diversity of Shakespeare’s vocabulary in comparison to the nascent Tokyo dialect.12 Yet 

his purpose is also literary. After World War II, the use of rubi fell rapidly out of favour due 

to near 100% literacy and the standardisation of the written language, such that Japanese 

adults nowadays would consider the rubi of the past an aesthetically unappealing 

disparagement of their reading ability, but one genre in which they have remained in 

consistent use is manga cartoons, where they are obviously helpful for young people still 

learning kanji. Another genre is the synchronized lyrics on Japanese karaoke videos, where 

the given reading often differs from the standard reading, and so adds a conventionalized 

literary touch to the performance.

      Tsubouchi’s usage combines the standard phonetic reading with this literary technique, 

for example in the opening shots of the quarrel between Oberon and Titania in A Midsummer 

11 In early modern texts, which were always written vertically and read from right to left, the symbols 
were inserted to the right of kanji. When modern printing technology was imported from Britain for 
the first time in the early Meiji era, the type size adopted for furigana was equivalent to what British 
printers of that time called ‘ruby type’. Rubi therefore refers only to furigana in printed texts.
12 See ‘Jibun no honyaku ni tsuite’ (About my Shakespeare translations), Shōyō senshū Supp. Vol. 5, 
ed. Shōyō Kyōkai (Tokyo: Daiichi Shobō, 1978), 263. Tsubouchi does not, however, use rubi in the 
Japanese readers he wrote for primary school pupils in the early 1900s for the reason that these were 
meant to test and develop pupils’ acquired knowledge of kanji.
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Night’s Dream, which in 1915 he translated as follows:13

      OBERON   Ill met by moonlight, proud Titania.
      TITANIA   What jealous Oberon? Fairies, skip hence. 
                         I have foresworn his bed and company.
      OBERON   Tarry, rash wanton. Am not I thy lord?
      TITANIA   Then I must be thy lady.
                                                                 (2.1.46-50)

      オビロ　尊
けん

大
しき

家
や

さん、わるい處
ところ

で逢
あ

ったねえ月夜
つきよ

に。

      Kenshikiyasan, warui tokoro de atta nē tsukiyo ni.

      チテー　何
なん

ですッて、嫉妬
やッかみ

家
や

さん！……妖精
すだま

ら、さッさとお跳
と

び。わたし

     　　　　ゃァあの人とは決
けっ

して一しょに臥
ね

たり遊
あそ

んだりはしない筈
はず

だから。

      Nan desutte, yakkamiya-san! … Sudamara, sassato otobi, watashā ano hito to wa kesshite
      issho ni netari asondari wa shinai hazu dakara.

      オビロ　待
ま

ちな、向
むか

う見
み

ずの淫蕩者
いたづらもの

。予
われ

は汝
おまえ

の殿
との

さまぢゃァないか？

      Machi na, mukōmizu no itazuramono. Ware wa omae no tonosama jā nai ka?

      チテー　ぢゃ、わたしは汝
おまえ

の奥様
おくさま

でなくッちやならない譯
わけ

だ

      Ja, watashi wa omae no okusama de nakuccha naranai wake da

The kanji for ‘proud’ is written sondai 尊大, one of several possible collocations for ‘pride’, 

but the phonetic reading is kenshikiya, which besides being more acerbic than sondaiya also 

means something slightly different, ‘an opinionated person’. In reply, Titania calls her 

husband yakkamiya (written shittoya, 嫉妬家), which resounds with a popular expression for 

a jealous husband, yakimochi, literally ‘toasted rice cake’. The translation seems to 

characterise Titania as a type of modern woman speaking above her station and Oberon as the 

typical jealous husband found in classical Japanese comedy, and thus the tone is set for the 

dialogue that follows. ‘Fairy’ is written as yōsei 妖精but pronounced sudama, a type of 

shape-shifting mountain and river spirit from Chinese mythology and Japanese folklore; the 

word is both more mellifluous than yōsei and more specific to its Japanese context. Likewise, 

Oberon’s ‘rash wanton’ (2.1.64) is translated mukōmizu itazuramono: mukōmizu 向う見ず

literally means ‘not looking where you are going’ and itazura, the standard collocation for 

‘mischief maker’, is written into 淫蕩, meaning ‘degenerate’ or ‘debauched’. The two 

13 The source is the Arden 3rd edition, ed. Sukanta Chaudhuri (London: Bloomsbury, 2017), and the 
translation, in Japanese Manatsu no yo no yume, in Shōyō senshū Vol. 4 (1977), 211.
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characters that make up this word each contain the radical for ‘water’ that would also put 

Titania in the category of river spirits, as well as expressing her mutable nature.

      My reason for including Tsubouchi’s rubi in a conference on mediality is that by 

visibly differentiating the two writing systems (kanji and kana), Tsubouchi conveys the 

historical process of mediality to his readers as they are actively involved in associating 

sound and image, and rewarded for recognizing discrepancies between given and expected 

readings when those arise. Tsubouchi’s purpose is pedagogic and determined by convention, 

but in retrospect his rubi can be said to look forward to some unspecified time in the future 

when a more integrated mode of Shakespeare translation will be possible, rubi no longer 

necessary, and the genre of literary translation more generally accepted within the mainstream 

of modern Japanese literature. In fact, modern Japan had seen a proliferation of literary 

translations since the Meiji era (‘the age of translation’) and rubi were adopted for texts by 

native Japanese writers as well, but it is arguably only through the redefinition of the subject 

and assertion of popular sovereignty in the post-war constitution of 1947 that this process of 

mediality becomes complete, and the capacity to associate sound with image assumed to be 

inherent to all adult subjects rather than in some higher authority.14 Rubi is, after all, a 

technique that privileges readers’ subordinate status as language learners, and the translator is 

blessed with the opportunity not only to indicate his preferred readings of individual kanji

and kanji compounds but also broader links or patterns across a text.

      This paper looks briefly at the interpretive as well as pedagogic use Tsubouchi makes 

of rubi in a scene (2.4) from his translation of Shakespeare’s history play King Henry IV, Part 

1, published in 1919. This is one of the play’s memorable lowlife scenes in which the fat 

knight Sir John Falstaff boasts outrageously to the young Prince Hal about being attacked and 

robbed on the highway earlier in the day. Hal knows that Falstaff is exaggerating events 

because he was one of the robbers. The mood changes towards the end of the scene when 

news arrives of civil rebellion, and Hal prepares for his summons the next day before his 

father the king by role playing the meeting with Falstaff. The scene epitomises the tension 

between poetic licence and historical veracity, and indeed the potential of poetic drama to 

speak the truth of history, that Tsubouchi found fascinating in Shakespeare’s history plays,15

and like many Japanese Shakespeareans since he was attracted by the character of Falstaff. 

Like most of the Falstaff scenes, this one is written in prose rather than blank verse, and its 

14 Under the Meiji Constitution, sovereignty resided in the person of the Emperor, and the 
subjectivity of Japanese people depended on that sovereignty. Under the 1947 Constitution, 
sovereignty resides wholly with the people.
15 Starting in the 1890s, Tsubouchi compared the period plays (jidaimono) of his native kabuki 
drama unfavourably with Shakespearean drama, criticising the former’s sensational and melodramatic 
use of historical events. Going against Aristotelian tradition, Tsubouchi always put history before 
poetry, insisting that the rhetorical purpose of historical drama was simply to reveal the inner truth of 
history. His use of rubi may serve a similar purpose of illustrating in the scene discussed in this paper 
of illustrating a dialogue with its own inner logic.
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poetic values are expressed through word play and a lively turn of phrase rather than meter. In 

fact, Tsubouchi translated even the blank verse of the plays into Japanese prose rather than a 

metrical equivalent, and as in this scene a technique such as rubi may serve a poetic function 

throughout his translations.

      Let us look at the translation for striking examples, starting with the first line, where 

Hal asks Poins, ‘Ned, prithee come out of that fat room’ (2.4.1), ‘fat’ meaning ‘stuffy’ or ‘full 

of stale air’.

     ネッド、おい、頼む、その脂肪
あぶら

臭い室
へや

から出て来て16

     Neddo, oi, tanomu, sono aburakusai heya kara dete kite
‘Fat’ is written shibō but pronounced abura kusai (‘smelling of fat’), which is more 

speakable, eliding with heya for ‘room’. Tsubouchi supposes that this stuffy room is one 

smelling of old food and cooking oil, and thus makes a link with Falstaff’s main physical 

characteristic. Falstaff dominates this scene; its Rabelaisian detail can be said to come from 

the grossness (or fatness) of his imagination. In Hal’s speech that follows (4-5), ‘hogshead’ is 

pronounced bōdara, a dried cod, which is a visual equivalent for the sound play on 

‘loggerheads’ (donkan) and ‘hogsheads’ (ōdaru). Yet bōdara is actually written as donkan 鈍

漢 a standard collocation for ‘dull brute’, and given an added twist with the substitution of 

kan 漢 meaning ‘guy’, for kan 感‘feeling’, as the usual word is 鈍感, meaning ‘dull’ or 

‘insensitive’.

    POINS   Where hast been, Hal?
     PRINCE   With three or four loggerheads, amongst three or fourscore hogsheads.

     大樽
おほだる

が六七十、鈍漢
ぼうだら

が三四頭
ひき

といふ處
とこ

にゐた。17

     Ōdaru ga rokunanajū, bōdara ga sanyonhiki to iu toko ni ita.
     Tsubouchi was influenced in his initial Shakespeare studies by Richard G. Moulton’s 

Shakespeare as a Dramatic Artist, published by the Clarendon Press in 1892, in which 

Moulton sought to analyse the range of Shakespeare’s dramatic effects according to a 

scientific methodology that contrasts with the philosophical criticism of Edward Dowden 

(whom Tsubouchi also admired). With reference to the Falstaff plays, Moulton writes as 

follows of tonal variation in Shakespeare’s dramaturgy:

Tones may act in harmony with each other, and they may also clash, when opposite 
emotions meet with a shock in the same effect. In the physical body such a clash of 
opposites makes hysteria: the mobile nervous energy relieves itself by laughter and tears 
together. […] From these successive conceptions – of dramatic tones, scale of tones, 

16 The source is the Arden 3rd edition, ed. David Scott Kastan (London: Thomson Learning, 2002), 
and the translation, in Japanese Henrī yonsei daiichibu, in Shōyō senshū Vol. 4 (1977), here 368.
17 Ibid.



76

mixture of tones, tone-clash – we may proceed to the final conception of humour as 
tone-tremulousness, like the shake in music; there is no clash or shock, but diverse or 
opposite emotions come so smoothly together that they flow into a single delightful 
impression.18

Moulton’s notion of tonal variation can be said to correspond with the rhetorical effect of 

Tsubouchi’s rubi, and of ‘tone-tremulousness’ with the puns that his rubi sometimes incur. 

Where Tsubouchi’s rubi diverge from their dictionary readings, this is primarily for reasons 

of speakability and interpretive clarity but may also add a quality of ingenuity or flair he finds 

in the source text. Within the rest of Hal’s long speech, there are two more interesting rubi: 

dontenkan (written ikakeya 鋳掛屋, ‘tinker’),19 for ‘I can drink with any tinker in his own 

language’ (17-8), and nobetsu ni (written renzokuteki ni 連続的に, ‘continually’),20 in ‘do 

thou never leave calling ‘Francis!’’ (30). Dontenkan echoes donkan (‘dull brute’) above, and 

may also pun with tenkan (‘epileptic’) besides suiting the phonological context in mō donna 

dontenkan to demo (‘with any tinker’). Nobetsu ni also suits its context, sono aida onoshi wa 

nobetsu ni (‘you never stop’), and through the repetition of the no phoneme imitates the 

rhetorical emphasis made by the inverted verb in the source. In short, the tonal value of these 

rubi is Hal’s humorous contempt for Falstaff’s lowlife companions.

      Throughout his translations, Tsubouchi uses the character nanji 汝for the 

Shakespearean ‘thou’ but with two or more different readings depending on context, for 

example as kisama in ‘Wilt thou rob this leathern jerkin, crystal-button, not-pated’ Falstaff 

(68-9), where kisama has the derogatory sense of ‘you rogue’. Incidentally, Tsubouchi 

handles this convoluted insult by putting the verbal structure at the beginning.

      ぢや、汝
きさま

はいよいよ引剥
ひっぱ

いでしまはうてのか？21

      Ja, kisama wa iyoiyo hippaide shimaoute no ka?
Tsubouchi translates Poins’ ‘cunning match’ (‘what cunning match have you made with this 

jest of the drawer?’, 87-9) with the word ganrōmono 玩弄物, ‘plaything’ or ‘mockery’, but 

pronounced chōsaibō, literally ‘dandy roving’.22 He usually writes foreign words like the 

names of characters in katakana,23 having abandoned the early Meiji practice of rendering 

foreign names in kanji, but makes an exception for Harry Percy’s nickname, Hotspur, which 

18 Richard G. Moulton, Shakespeare as a Dramatic Thinker (London: Macmillan & Co., 1907), 
197-8.
19 Shōyō senshū 4, 369.
20 Ibid.
21 Ibid., 371.
22 Ibid., 373.
23 The Japanese syllabary comprising 47 symbols (in contrast to the several thousand kanji that 
Tsubouchi uses), used particularly for writing foreign words.
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he writes Atsuhakusha, literally ‘hotspur’ and pronounced hottosupā.24 Hotspur becomes a 

time and place, and the nickname is developed in the caricature, ‘he that kills me some six or 

seven dozens of Scots at a breakfast’ (100-1); Sukottorandojin (‘Scots’) is written 蘇國人 

rather than in katakana.

      At the end of Hal’s prelude, just before the entrance of the devil himself Falstaff, ‘says’ 

in ‘‘Rivo!’ says the drunkard’ (108) is written with the character for sakebu (‘shout’) 叫but 

pronounced ganaru (‘yell’, ‘scream’).25 In this way, Tsubouchi seems to combine the 

simplicity of ‘says’ with the obscurity of the drinking cry ‘Rivo!’ (which he writes in the 

original Roman letters). Tsubouchi often gives katakana readings for classical gods such as 

Jove and Mars, but in Hal’s rhetorical question, ‘Didst thou never see Titan kiss a dish a 

butter’ (115), Titan (the red-faced Roman sun god, nodding at Falstaff) is simply taiyō (the 

sun, with the first character tai, ‘fat’), and ‘butter’ is written gyūraku (‘cow’s ferment’) but 

read batā, which is the modern word.26 When the butter melts in ‘the sweet tale of the sun’, 

‘tale’ meaning ‘persuasive speech’ is translated benkō 辯口but read kuchimae. They both 

mean ‘manner of speaking’, but kuchimae is softer and more humorous than benkō, 

comprising two native Japanese words, kuchi and mae.

      In these examples, Tsubouchi’s rubi work to lighten the tone of the dialogue: to make 

it more ‘flabby’ than muscular. Other typical rubi readings with the purpose of speakability 

are wake for riyū 理由 (‘reason’) and kecchi for rettō 劣等 (‘inferior’). Falstaff’s ‘Zounds’ 

(‘God’s wounds’, 229) is written seigon (‘solemn oath’) but pronounced Zaunzu.27 The scene 

includes numerous more distinct usages, such as when Falstaff suggests that ‘If reasons were 

as plentiful as blackberries’ (232-3), and ‘plentiful’ is translated literally kata 夥多but the 

reading fundan (‘abundant’) is more lavish (and fruity).28 Another example of fitting rubi to 

the prosody, and in this case to the pithiness of the source as well, is heard when Hal reveals 

that he and Poins were the robbers all along.

      We two saw you four set on four, and bound them, and were masters of their wealth. 
(246-7)

      お前
まひ

たち四人
よつたり

が四人
よつたり

の者
もの

を襲
おそ

つて、それを絞
しぼ

つておいて、物
もの

を奪
と

つたのを、

      おれたち二人
ふたアり

は、ちやァんと見
み

てゐたんだよ。29

24 Shōyō senshū 4, 373.
25 Ibid., 374.
26 Ibid.
27 Ibid., 380.
28 Ibid.
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      Omaetachi yottari ga yottari no mono wo osotte, sore wo shibotte oite, mono wo totta no wo,
      oretachi futāri wa, chanto mite itan da yo.
Yottari (‘four people’) is by far the less usual reading than yonin, and introduces the string of 

rhymes on ott-.

      When Falstaff tells Hal, ‘I knew ye as well as he that made ye.’ (200), the verb for 

‘make’ is tsukuru (‘create’) but read koshiraemasutta, which has the rhetorical nuance of 

‘fashioned’ and is in a polite register.30 In this speech, Falstaff uses the word ‘instinct’ three 

times in succession.

      but beware instinct. The lion will not touch the true prince; instinct is a great matter. I was
      now a coward on instinct. (263-6)

      けれども本能
インスチンくト

は恐
おそ

ろしいもんだ。獅子
しし

は眞
ほんと

の王
わう

の子
こ

にァ齒
は

を觸
ふれ

れないといふ

      が、成
なる

程
ほど

、本能
インスチンくト

は偉
えら

いもんだ。おれァ其
その

本能
インスチンくト

の故
せい

で臆
おく

しッちまつたんだ。31

      Keredomo insuchinkuto wa osoroshii mon da. Shishi wa honto no ō nia ha wo furenai to iu
      ga, naruhodo, insuchinkuto wa erai mon da. Orea sono insuchinkuto no sei de oku
      shicchimattan da.

‘Instinct’ is rendered with the standard collocation of honnō 本能, but because Falstaff is 

talking of something slightly different from the usual run of human and animal instincts, the 

reading in all three cases is the English word insuchinkuto. Falstaff tries to recover his honour 

by claiming that even if he did not recognize Hal he knew subconsciously who he was, and 

‘The lion will not touch the true prince’ (263). Tsubouchi may be foreignizing this type of 

instinct as pertaining to a myth of kingship unfamiliar to Japanese readers, but it is also 

significant that honnō (while unspoken) is echoed both before and after by the word hontō for 

‘true’ in ‘true prince’ (263 and 266), as if a Japanese audience hearing the word insuchinkuto

for the first time might ‘instinctively’ guess that that is what Falstaff is talking about.

      A few final examples illustrate the value of rubi for enhancing the speakability and 

textuality of Tsubouchi’s translations, and in these cases the gist is towards domestication. 

Just as English insuchinkuto hints at the potential alienation of Falstaff from the prince, in 

other words to a time when Hal will have a royal body of his own and so will have no need of 

Falstaff’s corporeality, their present relationship is grounded pragmatically in a shared 

cultural context. It is that context of shared jokes and drinking words that makes the scene a 

challenge both to translate and for Japanese readers to understand, and so a few choice rubi

can only serve to point the way. For example, Hal jokes that with the storm clouds of war 

approaching women’s virtue will become as cheap as the studs or hobnails on soldiers’ boots.

29 Ibid., 381.
30 Ibid., 382.
31 Ibid.
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      Why then, it is like if there come a hot June and this civil buffeting hold, we shall buy
      maidenheads as they buy hobnails: by the hundreds. (352-4)

      ぢや、何
なん

だね、此
この

盛暑
どよう

になつて、尚
なほ

此
この

内亂
ないらん

が續
つづ

いてるやうだと、沓
くつ

の鋲
びょう

を買
か

ふ

      ぐらゐの散財
さんざい

で、幾
いく

らも破瓜
みづあげ

が出来
でき

るなう。32

      Ja, nan da ne, kono doyō ni natte, nao kono nairan ga tsuzuiteru yō da to, kutsu no byō wo
      kau gurai no sanzai de, ikura mo mizuage ga dekiru nau.

The summer heat is rendered with the word seisho 盛暑, but since June is still the rainy 

season in Japan and the summer does not begin there until July the reference to June is 

dropped, and instead the word is read doyō, the so-called ‘dog days’ when the rains stop and 

traditionally braised eel is eaten to recover energy in the heat. Mizuage (written here haka 破

瓜, ‘defloration’) is the coming of age ceremony for apprentice geisha (maiko) that was often 

a sexual initiation as the patron sponsoring the teenage girl had the right to take her virginity. 

Hal’s joke is prompted by Falstaff’s that ‘You may buy land now as cheap as stinking 

mackerel.’ (350-1), and Tsubouchi may be registering the connection with fish, since written 

differently (but pronounced the same), mizuage can mean ‘gross profits’ or ‘a haul of fish’.

      Tsubouchi’s solution might be criticised for lack of subtlety, but is arguably no less 

subtle than the source, and affirms a dichotomy between the foreignised and in that sense 

mystical ‘instincts’ of the crown and the popular culture that Hal has absorbed through his 

tutelage under Falstaff. Even more than his Shakespeare translations, Tsubouchi is known for 

a statement made in the work of literary theory that made his critical reputation, Shōsetsu 

shinzui (The Essence of the Novel, 1885), that ‘The basic concern of novels is the depiction 

of human feelings. Social conditions and customs are secondary.’33 Tsubouchi attacked the 

gesakubon novels of the feudal Tokugawa era that were short on psychological depth and 

high on local, often lurid detail. This is a similar dichotomy to the situation facing Hal of a 

popular culture that is sensually gratifying but which he must eventually master if he is to 

acquire the mystical authority (or, as it were, psychological insight) of kingship. This tension 

is inscribed in the rubi.

      In the vignette that follows, where Falstaff is pretending to be Hal’s father, Hostess 

Quickly exclaims, ‘O the father, how he holds his countenance!’ (382).

      おやまァ！ほんとに、下等
おでこ

芝居
しばひ

そつくらだわねえ。はゝゝゝゝ！34

32 Ibid., 387.
33 Inagaki Tatsurō, ed., Tsubouchi Shōyō shū, Meiji Bungaku Zenshū, Vol. 16 (Tokyo: Chikuma 
Shobō, 1969), 16.
34 Shōyō senshū 4, 389.
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      Oyamā! Honto ni, odeko shibai sokkura da wa nē. Ha ha ha ha ha!
Odeko means ‘forehead’, implying that Falstaff mimics the king’s severity by comic 

browbeating, but written katō 下等, ‘inferior’ or ‘low class’, the complete phrase means ‘just 

like in an inferior play’. Shakespeare’s Quickly praises Falstaff’s skill at keeping a straight 

face, whereas the comparison Tsubouchi makes with a type of play may be meant as a 

cultural pointer for readers wondering whether Falstaff is being serious or not.35

      In conclusion to the battle of wits, Falstaff boasts that ‘If I become not a cart as well 

as another man, a plague on my bringing up.’ (483-4), referring to the cart used to transport 

condemned men to the gallows, adding that ‘I hope I shall as soon be strangled with a halter 

as another.’ (484-5)

      すると、おれも同
おな

じ因果車
いんがぐるま

のお相伴
しやうばん

だ！お多
た

分
ぶん

に洩
も

れないで、此
この

首
くび

根
ね

ッ子
こ

を縊
くび

られ

      ッちまふだらう。36

      Suru to, ore mo onaji ingaguruma no oshōban da! Otabun ni morenaide, kono kubinekko wo
      kubirarecchimau darou.
      literally, ‘If you let him in, I too will partake of my destiny, and be hanged by the scruff of
      my neck like all the others.’

This is a free and idiomatic translation in which ingaguruma 因果車means ‘wheel of fortune’ 

(the Buddhist chain of cause and effect), connecting with the pun on ‘major’ (the major 

premise or logic of Hal’s argument) made at the beginning of the speech with the town 

‘mayor’ or sheriff who accompanies the condemned man to the gallows. In other words, by 

rejecting Hal’s premise that he is a coward, he admits his own premise, which is that he is not, 

and that he is man enough to accept the consequences (or ‘effect’) of his self-belief and be 

hanged for it. Tsubouchi’s rhythmical translation, with the half rhyme on oshōban (‘partaker’) 

and otabun (‘the majority’ or ‘others’) and k alliteration in the final phrase, bypasses the 

obscure reference to the hangman’s cart and so keeps the humour at the audience’s level. 

Apart from ‘major’ which is written daiteian (‘major premise’) and read mējoa and ‘sheriff’ 

which is also written in kanji and read mēyoa, there are no divergencies between kanji and 

rubi in this speech.

      As these examples illustrate, Tsubouchi’s rubi exhibit a rhetoric of translation that 

post-war translators have manipulated by more covert means. The pre-war convention of rubi

comes between the elaborate woodblock technology of pre-modern Japan, in which the 

insertion of furigana was often as much decorative as functional, and the imported 

technology of modern movable type that together with the efficiencies engineered by mass 

education enable a gradual internalisation of the reading process that renders rubi redundant. 

35 More than in Shakespeare’s theatre, traditional Japanese acting styles are more clearly defined by 
genres than mere individual ability.
36 Shōyō senshū 4, 394.
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This is also a transition that Tsubouchi could have predicted from his lifelong experience in 

the theatre where he pioneered the development of modern Japanese drama (shingeki), which 

supplemented the elaborate gestures of kabuki drama with the more discrete styles of Western 

acting.
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｜SESSION 3-1｜

Visual Images and the Enrichment of Meaning in 
the Modern Chinese Productions of Shakespeare

Ivy Hao Liu

Tsinghua University

In the interstice between the old and the new

To discuss in what way our reception of Shakespeare has been mediated by media, we 

usually have in mind film, television, games, manga and other new forms of media. However, 

there are some media products that combines imported plots with traditional arts that are 

revived to be cultural carriers in an age of globalized theatre. Some of my Korean students 

revealed to me the shamanistic elements in some Korean adaptation of Hamlet. Though I’m 

not familiar with Shamanism, I can imagine Hamlet has been endowed with the power of 

Korean culture and therefore ideas about life and death in that adaptation appeal to the 

Korean audience in a different light. And when I was introduced to the Noh adaptation of 

Othello in Japan, I could sense the Japanese or Asian flavor that so subtly brings out the 

lamentable transience of the life and beauty of Desdemona. 

Likewise, the Chinese classical theatre (xiqu) has a rich storage of conventions, allusions 

and metaphors that some motifs of classical dramatic literature have been encoded in the 

visual forms. Today, when the traditional theatre is carried forward to meet the modern media 

and imported literature, the result is often a mixture of Western themes, xiqu conventions, and 

different types of audience on a platform that is both national and international. 

This presentation discusses three of the Chinese productions that wed Shakespeare with 

xiqu and are oriented towards both international audience and Chinese nationals. It argues 

with examples that the cross-cultural adaptations as media products provide new interpretive 

perspectives, but also suggest different meanings to the bifurcated audiences. 

There is a rooted belief in Chinese theatre that the word often fails, but there is the image 

to bring out more meanings (言不盡意，立象以盡言), perhaps the counterpart of the idiom 

“a picture is worth a thousand words”. The dramatic theory of the mutuality between image 

and word can be traced back to I Ching, the early canon of philosophy. If we approach the 

adaptations on stage rather than on page, we’d be immediately impressed by the visual effects. 

Besides the exotic, oriental feeling, the images and visual effects are evocative of the encoded 
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meanings. 

The next part reviews briefly the reception of Shakespeare in China as the backstory of 

the discussion in focus. 

The backstory: Shakespeare and the Chinese tradition

Theatres in the Ming-Dynasty China and Renaissance England developed and prospered 

respectively on their own courses without any reciprocal influences. The contemporaneity of 

the two distinguished literary figures, Shakespeare and Tang Xianzu, provoked academic 

interest to relate them to each other as early as (if not earlier than) Aoki Masaru’s A History 

of Chinese Drama in the Ming and Qing Dynasties in 1930, and Zhao Jingshen’s “Tang 

Xianzu and Shakespeare”37 in 1946. 

Shakespeare in China had a history of about a century and a half. since the introduction 

of the Bard into Chinese culture, there has been a strong bond and subtle tension between 

Shakespeare and the Chinese tradition. Shakespeare’s presence in China exceeded the 

specific meanings in his works from the very beginning. His arrival coincided with the 

intellectual pursuits for cultural reform that started in the late Qing Dynasty. “A literary work, 

even when it appears to be new, does not present itself as something absolutely new in an 

informational vacuum.”38 It holds true for the history of Shakespeare in China. In 

publications that introduced the Western cultures in the mid and late nineteenth century 

produced by Christian missionaries and Chinese intellectuals, Shakespeare was lauded and 

gradually adopted as a model of Western values. Meanwhile, there were no faithful 

translations of his plays for dozens of years, and the project for translating the complete 

works of Shakespeare into Chinese was initiated only in 1930.39 Shakespeare’s early 

appearance in China was in response to the problems of the declining national culture, 

therefore his name had been used as a symbol before his works were properly interpreted.

Since the early twentieth century, soon after the early introduction of Shakespeare into 

China, directors had attempted to blend Shakespeare and Chinese traditional opera, using 

Chinese opera to familiarize Shakespeare or weaving Shakespeare into the dramatic tradition 

of China. Shakespeare’s plays have been adapted to Kun opera, Peking opera, Yue opera, 

Huangmei opera, Guangdong Yue opera, Tanci and other varieties of Chinese operas. It 

seemed that a play geared toward a traditional Chinese mindset might appeal readily to the 

common people.

37 Zhao Jingshen, 1902—1985, Chinese writer and translator. The essay was published in Wenyi 
chunqiu, 1946. 

38 Jauss (2001, p. 1554). 

39 Wang (2003, p. 44).
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Visual imagination in the three cross-cultural productions

Three adaptations in the last thirty years may catch our attention, for they have been 

popular among both Chinese and international audiences. Two opera productions of Hamlet

may be two of the most popular opera adaptations of Shakespeare in Chinese mainland — 

the Peking-opera adaption, The Revenge of Prince Zi Dan which was premiered in 2005 and 

performed in thirteen countries in the last dozen years, and the yue-opera adaptation, Hamlet

which was produced in 1994 for the International Shakespeare Festival in Shanghai. Among 

the huaju (modern drama) adaptations of Shakespeare, Richard III produced by the National 

Theatre of China and directed by Wang Xiaoying is one of the most internationally applauded 

productions. It was premiered at the London Globe during the 2012 “Globe to Globe Festival” 

and was revived for international and Chinese audiences.  

All three adaptations reset the stories in ancient China, and each has made some drastic 

changes in stage effects or moral values. They have exemplified how Shakespeare scripts are 

distorted and shoehorned into the Chinese styles, and especially the xiqu style. 

The two productions of Hamlet have been shown on television, and they are available in 

dvd format and popular on the internet. The production of Richard III is available on internet 

and it has been revived several times in China. What is worth noticing is that the leading 

actors of the two Hamlet productions have become popular with the young audience. The 

actor of Peking-opera Hamlet often gives talks to university students. Richard III was 

performed in the theatre of Tsinghua University the year before, and its director is keen to 

meet university students. 

To respect time limit, I will briefly talk about the overall style of Richard III, the image 

of the God of Justice in the Peking-opera production, and the images of Hamlet in both opera 

productions. 

Though the modern drama adaptation of Richard III “followed the play closely”40 in its 

lines, in style it highlights Chinese theatrical aesthetics with the typical stage props of “one 

table and two chairs,” as well as the tone of Peking opera singing and nuoxi masks.41 What is 

most impressive in the visual images on stage is the willpower that makes history and makes 

the man both a hero and a villain. Richard III shows high martial skills, though he 

occasionally hunches and twitches when he is left alone. In the battle scenes, he has a 

confident and commanding presence. Making love to Lady Ann, he moves around her swiftly 

as if on wings. Images of “square-word calligraphy” (a method of writing English words in 

rectangular arrangements that resemble Chinese characters) devised by a Chinese calligrapher 

for key words like “desire,” “war,” “a horse” hang on the back curtain, decorated with lines 

that look like blood, tears and river. With the visual elements arouses the imagination of the 

40 Jacobson (2012). 

41 Chen (2015). 
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endless time and boundless space, reminiscent of the universal cycle of life and death. In that 

context, the central character appears to be ambitious, pathetic, but more heroic than 

monstrous. The final scene of Henry’s enthronement, corresponding to the enthronement of 

Richard III in a previous scene, alludes immediately to a Chinese idiom, “the winners become 

kings and the losers criminals” (the Chinese counterpart of “history is written by the 

winners”).

(fig 1: “square-word calligraphy in Richard III, directed by Wang Xiaoying, 2012)

In the Peking-opera adaptation of Hamlet, the ghost of Old Hamlet is brought up to the 

human world by the God of Justice who speaks the opening lines in the form of 

“self-introduction,” a convention in traditional Chinese opera.

I’m God of Justice from the underworld. The King of Chicheng [Old Hamlet] 
was murdered. Since his sins have not yet been purged, he is a prisoner in the 
burning hell in day time, and a roamer in the human world at night. Sirrah, 
bring out the ghost of the old king!42  

In Shakespeare’s version, when Horatio, Marcellus and Barnardo refer to the ghost in an 

ambiguous manner, using words like “fantasy,” “dreaded sight,” “apparition,” and “illusion” 

(1.1.23, 25, 28, 108)43, Shakespeare’s audience would be impressed with prolonged mystery, 

uncertainty and suspense. In this opera adaptation, the God of Justice is a new character 

derived from folklore. The god’s look is strikingly impressive: ghostly, with ruffled hair, 

deformed body and weird movements. The image of the God of Justice is a moral metaphor, 

personifying the omniscient justice and its power for ferocious revenge. The God of Justice is 

present when the ghost meets his son, which actually guarantees the verity of the story told 

by the ghost. Since the very beginning, the fascinating ambiguity about the ghost in 

Shakespeare’s original is lost, an omniscient point of view is brought in to break the dramatic 

suspense. And there will be less “intellectual uneasiness,”44 which is quite a departure from 

Shakespeare’s original flavor. 

42 The Revenge of Prince Zi Dan, performed by Shanghai Peking Opera Theatre (2005; Shanghai, Guangzhou: Beauty 

Culture Communication Co. Ltd, 2008), DVD. Translation mine.

43 William Shakespeare, Hamlet, ed. G. R. Hibbard (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987).
44 Booth (2004, p. 226). 
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(fig. 2: The God of Revenge in The Revenge of Zi Dan, Channel 11, CCTV, 2005)

In the two opera productions of Hamlet, more information is encoded in the images and 

visual effects. There is a fascinating interplay between the source text and the media, xiqu. 

The Peking-opera version of Hamlet is dressed in royal and military costume, having two 

very long pheasant tail feathers on his helmet symbolizing military arts and rank, a pair of 

archery sleeves symbolizing mastery of martial arts, in a dragon robe symbolizing his royal 

birth, and the full accoutrements of a warrior symbolizing the identity of a commander or a 

leading general in battlefield. Though Hamlet is a “courtier”, “soldier” and “scholar” in the 

eye of Ophelia (3.1. 145), and Hamlet speaks of himself as the opposite of Hercules 

(1.2.152-3), this xiqu Hamlet in image is explicitly more masculine than the Hamlet in words. 

More interestingly, the warrior images and the physical gestures are not neutral in Chinese 

theatre, but have connotations of moral judgement, leading the audience to admire or be 

repelled by the character. In this production, the visual elements pre-define Hamlet as a 

warrior defending justice.

(figs 3-5: Prince Zi Dan [Hamlet] in The Revenge of Zi Dan, Shanghai Peking 
Opera Theatre, Channel 11, CCTV, 2005)

But in the Yue-opera version, Hamlet is dressed in white silk robe and has in his hand a 

bamboo fan with which the actor dances and gestures in the “to be or not to be” soliloquy. 

When Hamlet think aloud “and by a sleep to say we end / the heart-ache and a thousand 

natural shocks / That flesh is heir to” (3.1.61-3), the movement of the fan reminds the 

audience of the fragile beauty of life, for a fan is an unpractical accessory to a man of letters, 

and, being in use for only one of the four seasons of a year, it symbolizes transience in some 

contexts. Such a scholar in white with a fan is often the hero of a traditional Chinese drama. 

The robe and the fan are symbols associated with poetry, elegance, and eruditeness. The 

prince uses imagery in his opening speech to reinforce the contract between his clean 

conscience and the incestuous world, saying that the mountains and rivers are weeping and 

he’d pursue bright moonshine and fresh breeze. By the visual images, the Yue-opera Hamlet 
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is defined as a pure-hearted scholar, though not like a Wittenberg scholar. On seeing the 

scholarly Hamlet, some savvy audience may be amused to remember how Hamlet comments 

on his own poetry, “I am ill at these numbers, I have no art to reckon my groans” 

(2.2.119-120). The valetudinarian and graceful image is a moral metaphor of conscience 

struggling against the “slings and arrows of outrageous fortune”. 

(fig 6: Hamlet in Hamlet, Shanghai Yue Opera Theatre, 1994)

The xiqu elements in the three media products bring in old metaphors for contemporary 

audience to interpret. Images in Richard III draw the Shakespearian story closer to the logic 

of ancient Chinese history. The Peking-opera image and the Yue-opera image of Hamlet, 

along with the image of the God of Justice, help to make explicit the moral judgement, 

though the two Hamlets seem to be opposed to each other, one valiant and warrior-like, the 

other valetudinarian and scholarly, thus opening up more space for interpretations. If the 

Peking-opera image hints at the willpower to “take arms against a sea of troubles” and the 

heroic sacrifice, the image of the Yue-opera Hamlet is associated with the defending of the 

unblemished essence of man in a charmingly archaic style. 

The bifurcation of audience awareness

As is demonstrated by the cross-cultural productions, the images bring out more 

meanings than the words, since xiqu has a rich storage of artistic patterns, and encoded motifs. 

However, what we have just discussed is the idealistic interpretation of the xiqu images. In 

reality, the interpretation of the media products might not be unified, because the role of the 

audience is complicated by taste, cultural awareness, and familiarity with Shakespeare and 

the xiqu tradition. I remember a friend from England asked me a question that a savvy xiqu

fan would never have thought of, “could the God of Justice be conspiring with others to 

conceal the truth?” It was interesting to think when a xiqu connoisseur knows that the God of 

Justice represents an omniscient point of view, that scene remains a suspense in an outsider’s 

eye (or we may call that friend an insider for he knows the suspense in Shakespeare’s original 

very well). Similarly, though it is encoded in the costume and gestures of the Peking-opera 

Hamlet that he is a warrior of high military skills, those who are new in a xiqu theatre could 

still interpret his image and movements with no pre-assumptions, which makes it easier for 

the newcomers to feel pity and fear for Hamlet and meanwhile marvel at the actor’s skills. 
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It may be so with most of the traditional arts that the conventions become more and more 

unfamiliar to contemporary people, but the xiqu tradition have been more seriously alienated 

in our time because since the early twentieth century, there had been an anxiety among 

Chinese intellectuals to reform the traditional theatre. Prominent scholars launched pungent 

criticism against the themes and aesthetics of traditional drama in their articles. According to 

the reformers, the remedy for the withering Chinese drama was the scripts and theories of 

Western drama.45 (In that context, Shakespeare, with Henrik Ibsen and Bernard Shaw, 

became one of the paragons for Chinese dramatists.) To propagate new ideas, xiqu theatre 

went on to be minimized and standardized in the 1960s and 1970s, many of the conventions 

criticized and abandoned. In the 1980s in a new cultural phase in China, when the traditional 

theatre was revived, it was difficult to bridge the gap between the artistry of xiqu and the 

youth who had never been exposed to it. Even Shakespeare’s plots were adopted as carriers of 

the artistry of xiqu, for many directors were conscious of redefining national values in the 

“world.” But now the problem is that the mid-aged and young generations of audience are 

estranged from the theatrical traditions and cannot understand the meanings in the 

conventions. 

In that context, when a Shakespeare play is staged in xiqu, the Shakespearian elements 

may appear more familiar than the xiqu elements to a large proportion of the audience. To 

international audience, the cross-cultural productions provide new perspectives on 

Shakespeare. To the young generation of Chinese audience, the productions may be their first 

chance to get access to the traditions of xiqu. To them, the visual effects are powerfully 

strange and “new”, probably giving rise to a sudden recognition that “the art of xiqu is so 

surprisingly good”. To them, the hero is “singular” and they can identify with him. And that 

partly explains why both actors of the Yue-opera and Peking-opera Hamlet became popular 

with the young audience in China (especially university students). But to the savvy xiqu

audience, the hero is “plural”, for the xiqu elements in the productions suggest allusions and 

conventions, or even re-production. For example, a scene featuring Hamlet riding on 

horseback with Horatio on his way to find the ghost in the Peking-opera production in the 

eyes of the connoisseur may be a re-creation of a renowned scene in the repertoire of Peking 

opera, “Qin Qiong Scouting the Battlefield”46 (the similarities could be seen in the following 

two photos). In this sense, the audience of a cross-cultural media production is much 

stratified, not so much by their knowledge of Hamlet as by their degree of familiarity with the 

tradition of xiqu. 

45 Ouyang (1918, pp. 341-343); San Ai [Chen Duxiu] (1904, pp. 1-6). 

46 Qin Qiong, also known as Qin Shubao, was a general who lived in the early Tang Dynasty of 
China. He is a main character in many Chinese operas. 
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(fig7: Hamlet with Horatio in The Revenge of Prince Zi Dan; fig 8: Qin Qiong with Wang 

Zhou in Qin Qiong Scouting the Battlefield)

Conclusion: an attitude

I was concerned with the loss of the Shakespearian elements when the texts of the plays 

were transposed to performances, and wrote articles to discuss the loss of Shakespearian 

ambiguity in the adaptations. And now I realize the cross-cultural productions are not merely 

performances, but phenomena. To fully understand them, we may need to take into 

consideration literature, art, audience, social trends and perhaps technology and market. I felt 

regret for the loss of the Shakespearian subtleties, and for the unrecognized xiqu patterns. But 

some discussion on how to treat longstanding (national) traditions in the framework of world 

literature gave me an inspiration. David Damrosch responded to a similar question in the 

introduction to his What Is World Literature? with the idea that “works of world literature 

take on a new life as they move into the world at large.”47 Having two dimensions, “location 

in history and dispersal across time and space”48, both Shakespeare and the xiqu tradition are 

to be appreciated as at once “locally inflected and translocally mobile.”49 Therefore, we 

“don’t face a strict either/or choice between total immersion and an airy vapidity.”50

For the new generations, both Shakespeare and the xiqu conventions are materials based 

on which they will re-imagine the story (that is not necessarily Shakespearian) and re-develop 

their artistic imagination (that is not necessarily Chinese). Isn’t it another proof that 

Shakespeare is our contemporary? 

47 Damrosch (2003, p. 24).

48 Cooppan (2001, p. 33).

49 Ibid. 

50 Damrosch (2003, p. 23). 
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｜SESSION 3-2｜

Medieval Documentary Semiotics and Forged Letters in 
the Late Middle English Emaré

Juok Yoon

Sogang University

Performativity, Semiotics, Authentication: Reading Medieval Documents

   Echoing Jean Mabillon’s De re diplomatica (1681), which sharpens focus on the 

appearance of written documents in the Middle Ages, documentary historian Peter Rück 

asserts semiotic and extra-textual materialities must be included in any investigation of 

ancient and medieval documents. Among other dimensions, within his remit Rück includes 

forms and styles of handwriting, graphical symbols, and the document’s layout and format.51

Influenced by Rück’s medieval “diplomatischen Semiotik” [documentary semiotics], 

medieval historian Alfred Hiatt’s work focuses on forgeries from late medieval England. 

Hiatt argues that an authentic medieval document meets external as well as internal standards, 

therein appealing to the “mentality of contemporaries as well as to a societal consciousness”.52  

In short, Hiatt understands that an authentic medieval document performs a suite of easily 

identifiable ethical procedures, and deviations from these effectively mark the document as 

false. Hiatt substantiates his claims through emphasizing the visual and formal dimensions of 

documents of the era and, like Rück, also understands the materiality and performance of 

such documents as a kind of semiosis by which authenticity can be read.53

Indeed, within the medieval period it was a social commonplace for readers to scan 

for visual signs encoded into a document – a seal affixed to the text, for example – and this 

kind of codification took precedence over either the style of handwriting or indeed a 

document’s content. An apocryphal example: during his papacy (1198-1216), Pope Innocent 

III was once confronted with a document that ostensibly he had composed. Based on the style 

of the script, the pope himself initially doubted the authenticity of the work. But he was 

compelled to take the letter as authentic simply because the bulla appeared genuine. The story 

does not end here, however, and the pope eventually proclaimed the work a forgery when it 

51 Rück, 13, 23, and 42.
52 Hiatt, 12.
53 Ibid.
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was discovered that the seal had been removed from a different document and placed on the 

forgery.54 This historical high jinx indicates the lengths to which forgers would go; the 

chicanery implies that, should a forger wish to successfully pass off an inauthentic document 

as legitimate, s/he would first need to remain acutely vigilant, cognizant of the complex 

semiotic mechanisms operant within the creation, circulation, and reception of such 

documents.55 Namely, successful forgers were stealthily adept at anticipating precisely the 

performativity of the documents they sought to falsify, and these inauthenticators could 

calculate in advance the visual cues a well-forged document would need to exercise in order 

to pass as authentic before the watchful eyes of intended readers.

In the late fourteenth-century medieval English Breton lay Emaré, the eponymous 

young female protagonist Emaré, the king, and the royal steward are shown to commonly 

accept forged letters as authentic and thereafter act on the letters’ instructions. This motif 

recurs throughout the text, implying that not only is no less a personage than the queen 

mother (who choreographs the entire forging process within Emaré) fully aware of the 

complex semiotics of documentary culture. It can also be asserted that the old queen is in all 

likelihood to have had considerable foreknowledge of how to exploit documentary practices 

in order to bring to fruition her deceitful, politically dangerous enterprise of using forgeries to 

calumniate and expel the king’s consort and his sole heir. What sort of person the nameless 

queen mother is and what would motivate her to commission the forgeries, despite the high 

cost she pays once the crime is disclosed, is a topic that merits a separate essay. Nonetheless, 

it is noteworthy that she distinguishes herself from the evil queen mothers of other romances 

compiled alongside our poem in the Cotton Caligula A. ii. Manuscript (such as Matabryne in 

Chevalere Assigne and the nameless queen mother in Octavian). For unlike these queens 

whose forgeries are indeed deemed in the poems as representative of their evil nature, 

jealousy, possessiveness, or xenophobia56, our romance seems to have ample room to 

euphemize the old queen’s forgery, in that she is featured to act on the firm belief that by 

banishing the rootless and bewitching young queen from the royal household through forgery, 

she may rightly reconstruct “the royal lineage that has been disrupted by the  king’s 

marriage” to the unqualified woman and therein “been polluted once more by the birth of the 

latter’s son”.57 In other words, the queen mother in Emaré is seen to utilize forgery as a 

means to rectify a wronged regal code, and this remains a major motivation causing people 

across ages to turn to forgery, as historians Giles Constable,58 Anthony Crafton,59 and 

54 Ibid., 26.
55 Ibid., 12.
56 This is how major critics of Emaré explicate the queen mother’s antagonism towards the female protagonist. 
See Arthur(90); Laskaya(97, 108); Putter(162); Scala(224, 234); and Hopkins(77). 

57 Yoon, 88. 
58 Constable 1983, 7 and 21-22.

59 Crafton, 37-42.
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Elizabeth Brown60 have observed.

The ecclesiastical anecdote of Pope Innocent III and the late medieval secular text 

Emaré seem to be no isolated cases recording medieval forgery. Quite contrarily, as 

historians have pointed out,61 forgery was a widespread socio-cultural phenomenon detected 

consistently across medieval Europe. As Brown succinctly summarizes, forgery was 

essentially the medieval “white-collar crime”,62 at least during the early and high Middle 

Ages when forgers were mostly authorities of Latin literacy and came from the honourable, 

highly ranked social classes, including the “greatest scholars, prelates, and administrators”.63

Indeed, forgery has been shown to have started to change from the thirteenth-century when 

“patterns of literacy” began to diverge and “more pragmatic” forgeries began to appear (for 

instance, to “procure tax relief” or a “license to take collection or to sell indulgences”64). As 

pilgrimage became more frequent in the late medieval and early modern periods, fabricating 

religious items such as “false relics” and “fraudulent mobile and histrionic religious images” 

became a popular forgery.65

Perhaps, Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales offers the most well-known and far 

extensive late medieval accounts of forgery in English fiction. In the “Clerk’s Tale”, Walter 

commands a papal bull to be forged in order to divorce Griselda and wed a new wife (lines 

742-5).66 The “Man of Law’s Tale”, a contemporaneous analogue of Emaré, presents a 

parallel version of letter forgery (lines 743-802). And in the “Pardoner’s Tale”, matters of 

forged indulgences and counterfeit relics that the pardoner unscrupulously abuses to deceive 

people and make profits are deployed as one focus of the narrative (lines 336-51, lines 

920-30).  These literary examples of forgeries captured by Chaucer would offer a popular 

context of how to comprehend the patterns, styles, and purposes of forging written texts and 

artefacts in the later medieval era. The flight of a high-ranked French nobleman Robert III of 

Artois (1287-1342) from his native land, his consecutive exiles in Namur and Brabant, and 

his final settlement with Edward III and burial in England ought to be one most scandalous 

case, bespeaking the socio-political magnitude of forgery in late medieval Europe. Around in 

1331 Robert was discovered to have commissioned a forgery while attempting to reclaim his 

right to the County of Artois which he believed he should have inherited from his deceased 

father but had been passed instead to his aunt Mahaut of Artois and then to her daughter Joan 

II, Countess of Burgundy. When the forgery was disclosed, the forger herself was burned at 

60 Brown, 112. 

61 See Clanchy 1993, 318-27; Hiatt, 22-31; and Constable 1983, 12-13.
62 Brown, 112.
63 Clanchy 1993, 319.
64 Hiatt, 29.

65 Constable 1983, 14.
66 All the references to Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales are from the third edition of the Riverside Chaucer.
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the stake, and Robert had to flee for his life. His wife and two sons were imprisoned, and his 

property was confiscated. Historians have argued that upon joining the English royal council, 

Robert must have exerted influence on the English king to undertake the Hundred Years’ War 

against France, and personally led the Anglo-Flemish troops on behalf of England because he 

wanted to avenge King Philippe VI of France. Robert is known to have made a critical 

contribution for Philippe’s elevation to the French throne, but once Robert’s involvement into 

the forgery was uncovered, the king was adamant in capturing and punishing him.67 This 

story of the downfall of a leading French aristocrat, who suffered direly because he depended 

on forgery to reconstruct his family’s past, would have made a scandalous socio-political case 

no doubt shocking to its many knowledgeable late medieval literate audiences. 

Manuscript Context, the Constance Saga, and the Topos of Forgery

The dialectal configuration of Emaré suggests that this short romance was probably 

composed around in the late fourteenth century in Northeast Midlands or East Anglia.68   

British Library MS Cotton Caligula A. ii., dated between 1446 and 146069 and the single 

anthology wherein our poem is extant, is reported to be a “plain”, “unpretentious”, and 

“practical” paper manuscript that displays no marked decoration or illustration but is only 

washed in red or yellow.70  It is also noted that among the compilation of this manuscript are 

included religious romances, devotional lyrics, and didactic poems,71 a textual constitution 

that is recurrently witnessed in anthologies owned by urban wealthy merchant households in 

late medieval England.72  This manuscript context of the Cotton Caligula A. ii. proposes that 

this miscellany was produced in the mid-fifteenth century presumably at the commission of a 

certain great wool merchant household of East Anglia,73 a province that enjoyed financial 

prosperity in the later medieval era through manufacturing woolen products,74 and that 

Emaré appealed to the literary tastes of merchant-bourgeois readership.75   

Emaré is a late medieval reworking of the popular “Constance saga” wherein the 

young, innocent, and beautiful noble maiden Constance undergoes a series of harrowing 

ordeals that nearly claim her life and that of her child; by the conclusion of the text, she is of 

67 See Sumption, 170-5, 274-5, 404-5; Le Bel, 56-8; and Wright, x-xix.

68 Laskaya and Salisbury provide an excellent summary of the history of readership on the provenance of 
Emaré (145). See also Donovan 1967, 136-8.
69 Evans, 69.
70 For more details about the manuscript context of the Cotton Caligula manuscript, see Guddat-Figge, 171; 
Fahrenbach, 91; and Evans 69.
71 Guddat-Figge, 171; White,1. 
72 Lindenbaum, 302. 
73 Laskaya and Salisbury, 241 & 246; Scala, 241.
74 Beadle, 96.
75 Scala, 227.
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course happily reunited with her husband and other family members. This Constance legend 

had an extensive readership from the twelfth to the sixteenth centuries across a wide range of 

regions, languages, and genres.76 For instance, aside from our romance, the fourteenth 

century saw several other adaptations of the legend, including Nicholas Trivet’s 

Anglo-Norman Chronicle (c.1335), John Gower’s “Tale of Constance” in the second book of 

Confessio Amantis (prior to 1390), and Geoffrey Chaucer’s “Man of Law’s Tale” in The 

Canterbury Tales (c.1385-92).77

Unlike the prolonged reception that Emaré enjoyed historically, in the modern era this 

romance has not yet gained attention outside the circle of medieval literary critics. The main 

narrative of the romance evolves as follows:

Emaré is the only child of the widowed Emperor Artyus. When she has grown 
into a beautiful maiden, the emperor falls in love with his own daughter, becomes 
even more infatuated upon seeing her wearing a robe made of the mysterious 
cloth, and decides to marry her. Indignant at Emaré who strongly denounces her 
father’s sexual advances as immoral, he orders her to be thrown into a rudderless 
boat. Adrift for several days, Emaré arrives at Galys and is rescued by Sir Kadore, 
the steward of the royal household. The king of Galys falls in love with Emaré, 
and, despite his mother’s strong objection, he weds Emaré. Soon Emaré is with 
child, and the king leaves the young queen under the protection of his steward, as 
he departs for overseas battles. When Emaré gives birth to a son, the steward 
sends a letter through a messenger to inform the king of the good tidings. When 
the messenger stops at the queen mother’s castle on his way out to the king, the 
old queen, after intoxicating him to unconsciousness, steals and burns the letter, 
and forges a letter stating that the young queen has given birth to a monster. 
Despite the highly disturbing message that this forged letter conveys, the king 
commands in his letter that the queen and the child be well looked after. The 
queen mother intercepts this letter once again and forges another letter that orders 
the queen and her child to be cast adrift in a boat. Later the king discovers that his 
mother is responsible for the counterfeit letters which supposedly brought his 
wife and son to death, and banishes the old queen. Meanwhile, Emaré and her son 
Segramour arrive in Rome and are taken in by a wealthy merchant. When 
Segramour reaches the age of fourteen, the emperor and the king visit Rome on a 
pilgrimage, where they are eventually united with Emaré and Segramour.

A great deal of scholarly attention focusing toward Emaré is devoted to the significance of 

the mysterious robe that Emaré dons (either forcibly or voluntarily), the aura of which 

subsequently shades the text as a whole.78 An almost equal amount of criticism has been 

paid to the origin and nature of the incestuous impulses of the father,79 while other critics 

have sought to illuminate the homiletic and religious traits of the legend.80 Recently, literary 

76 Laskaya also notes that enjoying its popularity beyond England, the saga “exists in French, Spanish, German, 
Italian, Arabic, Persian, and Latin renditions and within genres as diverse as chronicle, romance, and 
drama”(97). See also Laskaya and Salisbury, 145-6.
77 Laskaya and Salisbury, 145.
78 See Donovan 1974, 337-42; Hopkins, 71-82; Arthur, 80-92; and Robson, 64-76.
79 See Laskaya, 97-114; Ashton, 416-27; Savage 345-61.
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critics Ad Putter and Elizabeth Scala have attempted to reassess preceding criticism of the 

poem,81 though these and other scholars have had little to say about the forged letter motif, 

in spite of the highly decisive role it plays in the adventures of the protagonist. Specifically, I 

contend that the peculiar semiotic practices undertaken within medieval modes of textual 

production and reception contribute to the characters’ mistaken acceptance of the forged 

letters as genuine. Certainly, their misreading works to the logic of misapprehending the 

letters’ visual symbols, isolated by Hiatt as a materially important component in any 

medieval reading event.

Putter argues that the poem’s anonymity and generous adoption of the topoi of the 

Constance legend inhibits critical efforts to locate the poem in any “obvious historical 

context”.82 But this lack of an exact historical context will not negate the generative 

possibilities of attempting to situate and locate the text within the specific milieus of 

medieval documentary production, circulation, and reception. The forgeries within Emaré, 

which cause such an impact on the evolution of the plot, speak to larger social themes present 

within contemporaneous medieval society. No audience of Emaré can fail to recognize the 

intense ordeals endured by the protagonist and her family as a result of the forged letters. Nor 

do they fail to observe that the correspondences are facilely intercepted and forged by an 

ill-willed party against the intentions of the authors of the original letters and of the recipients. 

These textual accounts in general illustrate the perils that inhere in writing as a medium of 

communication and in particular point to the reality that a successful forger engenders a new 

topography of power, as the queen mother does in the poem, albeit temporarily.  

As Scala rightly observes, one peculiar aspect of Emaré is that a considerable portion 

of the plot is concerned with articulating how a series of “miscommunications of one kind or 

another” embroils the protagonist in arduous plights while characters (including Emaré 

herself) “fail to communicate truthfully—or, more precisely, communicate by deception and 

intentional misdirection”.83  Indeed, what lies at the heart of such failed communications are 

the two forged letters, the creation and transmission of which is engineered by the queen 

mother. If the enchanted robe leads to Emaré’s misfortune in the first half of the poem, the 

subsequent trials that she and her family undergo in the remainder of the poem are the 

immediate consequences of the counterfeit letters. As a narrative device, the forged letter 

theme surfaces when the royal steward sends a letter to the king staying overseas (lines 

505-636), and declines when the king judges his mother as guilty of high treason and exiles 

her (line 795). Most surprising, then, is the fact that few scholars have hitherto looked closely 

at the importance of the forged letter topos, which continues for approximately 230 lines and 

80 See Laskaya and Salisbury, 147; Mehl, 135-40.
81 Putter, 157-80; Scala, 223-46.
82 Putter, 157.
83 Scala, 238-9.
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constitutes more than one fifth of the entire poem (which consists of 1,035 lines). This topos

also dominates more than double the lines of the robe motif (98 lines in total) which has to 

date attracted the most substantial discussion among scholars.84 This paper seeks specifically 

to redress this lacuna of critical commentary around the significance of the forgeries within 

the contexts of medieval reception of Emaré.  

Since Emaré does not detail the ways in which the queen mother orders the letters to 

be forged, modern readers who are accustomed to the literate practice of self-writing may 

automatically assume that the forged letters are the old queen’s own inventions. It is equally 

tempting to assume that, despite the appalling contents of the forged letters, the king and the 

steward believe and act upon the message within the letters, most likely because the forger 

has perfectly copied both the formal and stylistic features of the original documents. However, 

historians of medieval reading and writing represent a fairly distinct picture according to 

which, instead of being self-readers and self-writers, the noble and elite classes in medieval 

periods typically dictated their correspondences to their amanuensis or scribes.85 This 

account proposes that late medieval readers of Emaré who actually engaged in written 

communication may have had markedly different stories to tell from the foregoing 

assumptions of a modern readership. To adequately discuss the theme of forgery in Emaré, 

then, it becomes necessary to speculate and reconstruct the ways in which letters in the text 

are likely to have been produced, received, and forged in the medieval contexts of reading 

and writing. 

“M ade” and “W rowȝte”

In total, four letters are composed in Emaré. The first letter sent by the steward to the king 

and the third letter sent by the king to the steward are genuine, and both are intercepted by the 

queen mother and replaced with forged letters.  When Queen Emaré gives birth to a healthy 

prince (lines 503-4), the loyal steward promptly writes a letter to inform his lord of the good 

news. The steward’s act of composing and sending a letter to the king is presented in a 

manner of paraphrase:

Then þe steward, Syr Kadore, 
A nobull lettur made he thore, 
And wrowȝte hyt all wyth gode. 
He wrowȝte hyt yn hyȝynge 
And sente hyt to hys lorde þe Kynge. (lines 509-12: my italics) 

84 Critics, including Donovan (1974, 338), Hopkins (73-74), Laskaya and Salisbury (149), and Putter (160), 
have pointed to the lengthiness of the robe theme. Yet they would be very surprised if they consider the number 
of lines that the forged letter theme dominates.
85 With regard to general accounts of medieval practices of reading and writing, see Clanchy, 1997, 383-96, 
and ibid., 1993, 308; Fischer, 187-9; Cherewatuk and Wiethaus, 1-19. Regarding the medieval culture of letter 
writing in particular, see Constable, 1976, 42 and ibid., 1986, 26.



98

[Then Sir Kadore the steward made a noble letter and wrote it with good news. 
He wrote it in haste and sent it to his lord the king.]86

This first letter created by the steward is in all likelihood to have followed the usual formats 

of an official medieval document, in that, as the deputy of the king, he sends it as a due report 

to the absent lord on the queen’s safe delivery of an heir. In addition, the steward is equally 

likely to have authenticated the document, either by sealing it or by attaching his seal on a 

“tag” or “tongue”87 of the document, before giving it to his messenger. Despite the author’s 

explicit elision of these details, the two verbs “made” [maken] (line 510) and “wrowȝte” 

[writen] (line 511, line 512), which are employed to describe the composition of the steward’s 

letter, still offer a suite of decisive clues that will lead readers closer toward asserting the 

specific ways in which the steward creates and authenticates his letter.

Both “maken” and “writen” are commonly translated as “write” in modern English, 

yet in the medieval period they seem to have carried distinct nuances. According to the 

Middle English Dictionary (MED), the verb “maken” has more than twenty meanings, the 

fifth being to “write or compose (a book, poem, song, prayer, letter, etc.)”.88 On the other 

hand, the primary definition of the verb “writen” is to “form symbols, letters, words, etc.; 

write (in a book, on a wall, etc.)” and also to “carve (into a stone), incise”.89 A noted 

medieval documentary historian Giles Constable holds that writing in Antiquity and the 

Middle Ages consisted of three steps (at least in theory): putting ideas into words 

(componere), dictating them aloud to a scribe (dicere or dictare), and writing them down on 

the surface of parchment or paper (scribere).90 Although the first two steps were more often 

than not merged into a single step (dictare) in reality, the last step, which primarily involved 

physical labor, was kept distinct from the intellectual efforts of composition.91 Reconsidering 

the meanings of “maken” and “writen” within these medieval contexts, it can be proposed 

firstly that “maken” involves all of the three steps of writing, from organizing ideas to 

inscribing them on the surface of parchment or paper. Secondly, the first definition of “writen” 

indicates that the verb was typically employed to describe the final step of writing, a scribal 

labor in which a dictated text was scripted across the surface of a wax tablet, parchment, or 

paper. If we apply these observations to the ways in which the steward’s creation of his letter 

is conveyed in the poem, one conclusion seems to become clear: the verb “made” in the 

above quotation indicates the steward’s labor as integral to composition of his letter, while the 

twice-used verb “wrowȝte” emphasizes the actual manual mode of production. 

If we accept “wrowȝte” intends the manual labor of writing down a message, the 

86 All the modern English translations of Emaré given in this paper are mine.
87 I will explain later in this paper about the “tag” and the “tongue” of the seal. 
88 Middle English Dictionary OnLine, s.v. “mãken.”
89 Ibid., s.v. “wrīten.” 

90 Constable, 1976, 42-3.
91 Ibid; ibid.,1986, 27.
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repeated use of the verb in consecutive lines may well indicate that in lieu of dictating the 

letter to a secretary, the steward writes it in person, presumably because he takes the birth 

announcement of the prince to be a very serious matter demanding his personal attention. In 

Chaucer’s “The Man of Law’s Tale”, “wroot [wrote]”, a variant of “wrowȝte”, is repeatedly 

used to emphasize that King Alla, the second husband of the female protagonist (“of his 

owene hand he wroot again”, line 759: my italics), and his constable (“This constable …

wroot unto his kyng”, line 725: my italics) wrote their letters in their own hands. It is 

revealing in relation to the argument proposed here that the same verb “writen” is used in 

Emaré to indicate the steward’s personal and manual production of his letter. It is also 

worthwhile noting that while both “made” (once) and “wrowȝte” (twice) are used in 

describing the steward’s letter-writing, only “made” is employed in case of the letters of the 

king and the queen mother (line 535, line 566, line 586). This distinctive use of the verbs 

further offers the possibility of different letter-writing processes, one of which may be that 

while the steward acts as an author-scribe who self-produces the document manually, the 

royal members most likely dictate their correspondences to their secretaries, who then 

inscribe them onto paper. 

The following lines narrate the queen mother’s interceptions of the authentic letters 

from the steward and the king respectively. Each time, after ensuring that the messenger is 

intoxicated and unconscious, she steals and burns the original letter and then orders her scribe 

to fabricate a new letter:

Tho chambur gan she wende: 
Hys letter she toke hym fro; 
In a fyre she brente hyt do;
Of werkes she was vnhende! 
Anoþur lettur she made wyth euyll, 
And sayde þe Qwene had born a deuyll. (lines 531-36: my italics)
[She went to the chamber. She took the letter from him [the messenger], and 

then she burned it in a fire. . . . She wrote another, evil letter that said that the 
queen had given birth to a devil.]

The false Qwene hys lettur sowȝt;
Into þe fyre she kaste hyt downe. 
Anoþer lettur she lette make, 
That men sholde þe lady take 
And lede her owt of towne. (lines 584-88: my italics) 
[The evil queen mother examined his letter and then cast it into the fire. She had 
another letter written that said that men should take the queen and lead her out of 
town.]

No major difference can be marked in the contents of these two quotations. Recurrently 

observed, though, is that when the queen mother is mentioned, the verb “maken” is used: 

“made” (line 535) and “make” (line 586). As noted earlier when discussing the steward’s act 

of letter-writing, the repeated uses of “made” and “make” imply that unlike the steward who 
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personally “wrowȝte” his own text on paper, the queen mother has dictated her message to 

her scribe. The expressions “sayde” (line 536) and “lette make” (line 586) lend a firmer 

credence to this reading. Specifically, the verb “sayde” suggests that the queen mother spoke 

or dictated the content of the forged letter to her scribe. The phrase “lette make” is an even 

stronger consolidation: according to the MED, from the late twelfth century on, the verb “let” 

was used as a causative verb to express that the subject impels someone to do something, or 

causes someone or something to do something.92 Based on this observation, one immediate 

elaboration of “lette make” is that the queen mother is most likely to have made her secretary 

write a letter.

Of course, no reader can be certain of how the merchant-bourgeois patron for whom the 

Cotton Caligula manuscript was made produced their documents in reality. It is likely that as 

an aspiring bourgeois audience with professional literacy,93 they would have written their 

own letters, as the royal steward does in the poem. It is also plausible that, like the queen 

mother and the king in Emaré, they too would have dictated their letters to scribes. Based on 

these observations, it is not beyond the realms of possibility, then, to speculate that, by 

including in its household anthology the Emaré that presents different manners of writing, 

this merchant-bourgeois demographic of readers would have attempted to assert its social 

status as an urban literate elite94 whose wealth made a huge impact on the growth and spread 

of lay literacy and patronage in East Anglia in the late medieval England.95

Seals and the Messenger in Emaré

Now that it has been brought into sharper focus that the forgeries in Emaré are most likely 

the consequence of a complicity between the old queen and her scribe, it seems timely to turn 

to the next concern of this paper: namely, which dimensions would enable the forged letters 

to be received as genuine articles? As seals became the principal means of authenticating 

documents, especially from the thirteenth century until the fifteenth century when the use of 

seals prominently declined, the successful reception (or not) of many forgeries in the later 

Middle Ages were determined by the methods in which seals were represented.96 If a letter 

arrived with a seal intact, the authenticity of the letter was more or less assumed. If a letter 

arrived with a seal either tampered with or broken, the recipient was automatically suspicious. 

Denouncing the act of forgery, Pope Innocent III defined forgery in several categories, two of 

92 Middle English Dictionary OnLine, s.v. “lēten,” 7a.
93 Fahrenbach, 91; Scala, 237.
94 Though Sheila Lindenbaum mostly focuses on the literate practice of late medieval London merchant class 
(302), her observation can also be applied to the merchant elite of other prosperous regions of medieval England, 
such as East Anglia.
95 Beadle, 96, 98.
96 Hiatt, 25-9.
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which were concerned with the most frequent cases in which seals were (re)used: the case in 

which a false seal was attached to a genuine text, and the case in which an authentic seal was 

attached to a falsified text.97 Because the queen mother in Emaré has thrown the steward’s 

letter into the fire (line 533), it can be safely inferred firstly that her scribe had to compose a 

new text, and secondly that in order for this new text to be accepted as authentic by the king, 

a genuine seal was saved from the original letter. If we accept this speculation, then we 

necessarily arrive to a conclusion that the first forged letter would be a forgery with a genuine 

seal attached to a newly composed text.

Indeed, the author does not elaborate the whole process of forging the first letter, nor 

preside over a commentary describing from where the seal for the old queen’s newly 

produced text is acquired.  Then how can we with any certainty argue that the first forgery 

arrives with a genuine seal that has been detached from the original letter and repurposed? 

Let’s suppose the reverse case, in which the steward’s letter was issued without a seal, and so 

was the forged letter. One scenario would be that even if the style and script of the original 

letter were perfectly imitated, the king would still become suspicious of the authenticity of 

the letter on the grounds of its shocking content, and the absence of the steward’s 

authenticating seal would only serve to aggravate his suspicion. This exercise bolsters my 

contention that a seal was attached to the steward’s original letter, and thereafter the old 

queen’s scribe removed the seal from the letter and reattached it to the new text that s/he 

fabricated. Subsequently, because he recognizes his steward’s seal looks intact, the king takes 

the forged letter to be authentic, despite the unusually disturbing message and probably 

unfamiliar script and style.

Unlike the forged steward’s letter, it is much easier to speculate on the successful 

forging of the king’s letter. Though he is much troubled by the news that a three-headed 

monster has been born to his beloved queen, the king orders the steward in his letter to take 

due care of his queen and newborn baby:

Anoþer lettur þen made he,
And seled hyt wyth hys sele. 
He commanded yn all þynge 
To kepe well þat lady ȝynge 
Tyll she hadde her hele; 
Bothe gode men and ylle 
To serue her at her wylle, 
Bothe yn wo and wele. (lines 566-73: my italics) 
[Then he[the king] made another letter and sealed it with his seal. He commanded 
that the young queen be well cared for in all respects until she recovered, and that 
all men serve her both in woe and in joy.]

As happens in the description of the queen mother perpetrating forgeries, the verb “made”, 

not “wrowȝte”, is employed in presenting the king’s production of his letter. The use of this 

97 Harvey and McGuinness, 1-40; Constable, 1976, 46-7.
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particular verb indicates that, unlike King Alla of “Man of Law’s Tale” who personally writes 

his letter, the king in Emaré dictates his letter to a secretary, just as his mother does. Unlike 

the steward’s case in which thoroughgoing investigations  are demanded as to whether he 

uses a seal for the sake of authenticity, it is explicitly stated that the king secures the letter 

with his seal: “[He] seled hyt with hys sele” (line 567).

The king’s closing of the letter with his seal while at large on an overseas battlefield 

corresponds with the historical account that, in addition to the great seal and the privy seal, 

the English kings always carried an extra seal or wore a signet ring in order to authenticate 

urgent documents, and they also took a second great seal with them when they went abroad.98

Medieval seals are generally classified as the “applied seal” and the “pendant seal.” Seal 

historians P. D. A. Harvey and Andrew McGuinness elaborate: in the medieval period there 

were by and large three ways of attaching a seal to a document as a device of authentication. 

The simplest method is the “applied seal”, in which melted wax is dropped on the surface of 

the document and then the seal is pressed on the wax. The second is to attach the seal to a 

twisted cord or strip that, known as a “tag”, is passed through a hole or slit made at the 

folded-back bottom of the document. The third is to attach the seal to a strip known as a 

“tongue” of the parchment that is cut away from the bottom of the document, and to which 

multiple seals can be attached. Unlike the first means in which the document is folded and 

closed with the seal, the documents of the second and the third ones remain open, with the 

seal(s) dangling on the tag or the tongue. For this reason, these methods are commonly 

referred to as the “pendant seal” in sigillography.99 Since the king in our poem is described 

to have “sealed” [closed] his letter with the seal, his seal should be an applied seal in which 

he presses his seal or signet on the warm wax dropped on the folded letter. This type of 

applied seal that the king uses is simple to produce, and it is also considered to be the most 

precarious means of securing a document. An applied seal can be easily damaged and is thus 

used primarily as a temporary closure that is normally broken when the document is opened.100

Considering the properties of the seal on the king’s letter, it is not hard to picture the old 

queen commanding her scribe to make every possible effort to maintain the intactness of the 

seal so that it can be reused for the forged text. The meticulous procedure to save the king’s 

seal would be a due course following the queen mother’s anticipation that the external 

condition of the forged letter, most notably the seeming authenticity of the seal, would play a 

decisive role in her deception, wherein the para-textual signifiers of the false text would cause 

readers to simply accept that text as genuine. 

The authenticity of the royal seal needs to be powerfully apparent to the recipient, 

considering the unusual circumstances in which the king sends his epistle while at war on 

98 Harvey and McGuinness, 21-31 and 34-5.
99 Ibid., 19-20.
100 Ibid., 20.
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foreign soil, a situation wherein no immediate confirmation of the document’s validity can be 

available. Though the steward is so distressed with the ruthless command inscribed in the 

letter (“a delful dede”, a cruel deed, line 606) that he falls into a faint (line 607), neither he 

nor the victim herself dare question the authenticity of the letter. However reluctantly, the 

steward instead executes the acts outlined as orders within the letter, and Emaré too accedes 

to the death sentence of being cast adrift in a rudderless boat with her newborn son (lines 

637-44). Here one may well raise the question of what would cause them to be so certain of 

the letter’s veracity despite its unusually merciless content. A logical answer can be found in 

the concrete materiality of the royal seal affixed to the surface of the document. The king’s 

physical absence configures his seal with as much regal authority as the man himself.

Not as prominent as the seal, and yet still important, the messenger is another 

influential component of medieval authenticating mechanisms. At the sender’s request, the 

messenger often read aloud the letter to the recipient,101 and he102 also often acted as the 

sender’s envoy whose mission was to deliver and then read the entire message when it was 

too confidential to be textualized on a page.103 Therefore, on the one hand, the medieval 

messenger was a functionary who authenticated the documents he delivered.104 But one must 

not forget at the same time that messengers sometimes became lost, were purloined and 

waylaid, or even voluntarily attempted to expose or forge the documents they were 

responsible for delivering. In such cases, the messenger system was a potentially weak link in 

the ethical mechanisms of medieval epistolary communication.105 In Emaré, the queen 

mother steals the letters of the steward and the king from the drunken messenger; the 

messenger himself remains blind to this fact until he is interrogated by the king. Unlike the 

messenger in “The Man of Law’s Tale”, who swears loyalty to the queen mother—“I am 

youre servant, bothe nyght and day”(line 739)—, and whose refusal to confess the itinerary of 

his journey until the king tortures him suggests his complicity with her (lines 885-87), the 

innocence of the messenger in Emaré is repeatedly stressed: “And [he] wyst of no treson”, 

[he] knew no treason (line 579); “The messenger knewe no gyle”, The messenger knew no 

guile (line 593).

101 Peter the Venerable(1092-1156), for example, specifically requested that his messenger read the letter aloud 
with emotion to Bernard of Clairvaux(1090-1153), so that the latter could experience the author’s strong 
affection towards him: “Read it to him intently and carefully and urge him as strongly as you can to give effect 
to what I have written purely out of love” (Constable, 1986, 34).
102 Considering women’s extremely limited mobility in medieval era, it is understandable that almost all extant 
references to medieval messengers are concerned with male messengers.

103 Constable, 1976, 53. Among the extant accounts is a case in which in 1245 Countess Margaret of Flanders 
requested Henry III of England to believe what her envoy-messenger would deliver orally to him without any 
doubt and to give him the money fief that the English king owed her (Queller, 200).     
104 Constable, 1986, 34.
105 Schneider takes the majority of his examples about the messenger’s misconducts from the early modern 
period. Nonetheless, his main argument that the bearer of a document was a major cause of epistolary anxiety 
may well be applicable to medieval epistolary exchange as well (76-84). 
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One mystery that remains unsolved is why neither the king nor the steward in our 

poem either asks the messenger or checks the veracity of the contents of the letters: for 

example, whether the queen has indeed given birth to a three-headed devil, or how the king 

responds to the happy tidings of the birth of the healthy, handsome prince. If either had been 

done, the falsity of the letters would have been easily detected. We are left only to speculate 

on the credulity of the letters’ recipients; or perhaps the steward hires an unfamiliar and 

inexperienced messenger before sending out his letter hurriedly (“yn hyȝynge”, line 511),  

and the unfamiliar messenger causes the king to restrain from inquiring further of him. 

Within the logic of the text, these issues are never really raised nor resolved. Whatever the 

untold stories may be, the limited role played by the messenger in the poem contributes to the 

king and his steward being unduly swayed by the counterfeit documents. This is an additional 

condition that can be taken into account in calculating how the spurious letters would be 

endowed with such critical performativity. The messenger is meant to bridge the spatial and 

temporal distance that exists between correspondents in epistolary communication.106 The 

queen mother certainly knows how to take advantage of this messenger system for her own 

purposes. Ultimately, she is momentarily successful in banishing her hated nemesis, the 

young queen, from the royal household, whom she considers unworthy of the royal consort.

W riting as a Perilous Medium of Communication

Illustrating the prolonged sufferings of the female protagonist and her family, the 

English author of Emaré appears to have been concerned with foregrounding the drawbacks 

and perils inherent in written communication. One can scarcely miss the point that, despite 

the employment of such authenticating devices as seals and messengers, writing in the form 

of the letter is seen to be easily intercepted and reconstructed through forgery by a party who 

is knowledgeable of the custom of production, circulation, and reception. Once created, 

forged letters have the full potential to pass as original documents, therein exerting total 

influence on social structures, hegemonic powers, and the personnel therein. These are 

writings that perform power; subsequently, they rewrite future histories. Unlike oral 

communication in which the possibilities of immediate negotiations and corrections are 

always open to the parties involved, written communication exclusively positions 

non-malleable directives, ordering power from the writer to be expedited by the reader. As 

Harold A. Innis notes, whereas “oral discussion inherently involves personal contact and a 

consideration for the feelings of others”, writing is monologic, “egoistic”, and aggressive in 

essence.107 When forgeries are introduced into the flow of power relations, we see some of 

106 Regarding the accounts of this so-called “epistolary situation”, see Schneider, 28; Constable, 1976, 13-14; 
and Jagodzinski, 87.
107 Innis, 9 and 190-5. 
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that aggressivity shift into sharp relief.

Above all, it may well be noted that the forged letter fabricating the erroneous and 

scandalous news of the birth of a three-headed monster in Emaré has no chance of being 

corrected by the young mother’s real story of giving birth to a healthy boy. Conversely, the 

letter constitutes a ruthless editing of facts to serve the interests of the forger. Like Emaré, we 

modern readers are also never free from the potential violence that is latent in written 

language. Today, to a greater extent than ever, writing is too easily cloaked in the anonymity 

and speed of digitalized communications, and subsequently it exerts unprecedented levels of 

pressure across all stratifications of digitally engaged social groups. It is often reported that 

digitalized writings extensively and permanently warp or pervert the trajectories of the 

writers’ emotions, thoughts, decisions, and relationships, as if data miners et al. are engaged 

in no less than a form of social control that has at its heart the desire for perception 

management. And indeed what else is at stake in the queen mother’s ambit to pass off her 

forgery as real in Emaré? Those who miss the not-so-distant past before the arrival of the 

digital era108 may support the idea that we are all potential Emarés, prospective victims of 

the violence of this novel medium of social communication. Likewise, the Middle English 

Emaré perhaps conveys the poet’s nostalgic glance back at the earlier era when writing 

existed only as a supplementary assistance to memory and orality. Perhaps the medieval 

English author bore witness to the contemporary communicative culture in which the familiar 

immediacy and intimacy of the spoken word has been yielded to and gradually superseded by 

the mediation and individualism of the written word. Subsequently, the redactor may have 

felt what Innis terms “the necessity of recapturing” the spirit of the oral tradition,109 which is 

“overwhelmingly significant where the subject-matter is human action and feeling”,110 and 

especially so in literary genres that originate from oral tales, such as Breton lays to which 

Emaré belongs. Those who look skeptically toward the so-called advantages of today’s 

digitalized communication may empathically respond to the late medieval poem’s 

conveyance of the letter as an ambivalent medium, in which writing is viewed reservedly, 

simultaneously a practical and potentially dangerous technology. These lessons in Emaré are 

as relevant to us early twenty-first-century readers as they were to those across preceding 

centuries.

108 Innis is at the forefront of modern intellectuals who have insisted a return to a pre-literate, oral tradition, 
showcasing the manifold harms that writing and printing have done to the spirit of mankind and to civilization 
(138).  
109 Ibid., 190.
110 Ibid., 138.
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In the film Clueless, the 1995 teen-centered remake of Austen’s novel Emma, one 

of the funniest moments occurs when Cher (the film’s Emma) discovers that Christian, the 

boy she’s been interested in and even tried unsuccessfully to seduce, is gay.  It’s of course 

the funniest to those who know Austen’s novel well and recognize the parallels between 

Christian and the elusive, previously engaged Frank Churchill.  In some ways, and only in 

some ways, fans of Austen, as well as literate audiences in general, share the most privileged 

position with regard to the film, even if the target audience was primarily American teens.   

With adaptations of Shakespeare that create entirely new scripts, a similar dynamic can 

operate, though here language comes more directly into play.  After all, for many, the first 

associations that come to mind when thinking about a particular play will often be famous 

lines.  With increasing familiarity and expertise, more lines can come into play, if evoked by 

the film adaptation.  For those who are sufficiently familiar with Othello, for example, the 

final words of the character Odin James in Tim Blake Nelson’s O—“My mom’s ain’t no 

crackhead, I ain’t no gangbanger”—will resonate with Othello’s words, “Speak of me as I am. 

Nothing extenuate,/ Nor set down aught in malice” (5.2.338-39).  This interextual, or 

perhaps transtextual, resonance will therefore form a part of the film’s meaning for the 

knowing audience, while potentially motivating a new look at the issue of race in both the 

contemporary setting of America as well as the original text.  

In intercultural adaptations, especially in those that borrow from Shakespeare to retell 

stories that are already rooted in the target culture, such intertextual resonances will take on 

additional meanings and nuances, especially with regard to the cultural power dynamic 

between the source and the adaptation.  For the past generation, as ever more adaptations of 

Shakespeare have appeared across the globe, especially in Asia, scholars have debated the 

consequences and implications of the global proliferation of Shakespeare, focusing in 

particular on the question of whether Shakespeare acts as a vehicle of reciprocal cultural 

exchange or of continuing Western cultural hegemony.  Is Shakespeare just another global 

brand, indistinguishable from iPhones and Big Macs, that sustains Western cultural and 

economic dominance? Do even radical adaptations have the effect of reproducing and 
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perpetuating Shakespeare’s cultural status by, in Sonia Massai’s words, reinforcing “the 

omnipresent image of the dominant other as its ultimate point of origin?” (Massai, 5).  Or 

have intercultural engagements and appropriations enabled forms of resistant agency and, in 

some instances, even subverted the traditional flow of cultural capital by exploiting 

Shakespeare as raw material to be reshaped and exported to the West?  Words such as 

“reproduce” (Cartelli, 17), “appropriate” (Huang and Rivlin, 8), “collaborate” (Henderson, 1), 

with different degrees of implied or direct approbation, have been used to characterize the 

nature of the adaptations, even as their complex, multiply hybrid qualities are fully 

acknowledged.  

11In this paper I would like to wade only tangentially into this debate, first by 

emphasizing what Li Lan Yong likes to refer to as the “positionality” (Yong, 539) of the 

audience member—specifically, how familiar the individual is with the language of the 

source play—and second by focusing on film adaptations of Shakespeare that are 

self-consciously intermedial in nature.  But first a confession: I am uncomfortable with the 

term “intermediality,” because in its present usage, it can mean almost anything or nothing 

particular at all when applied to theatre or film.  I would like to agree with critics like Chiel 

Kattenbelt and Ágnes Pethö that theatre and cinema are constitutionally intermedial.  If 

intermedial means multimedial, then Western theatre from its origins in Greece to 

Shakespeare has always been intermedial in incorporating other media like music and 

elements of dance.  If intermedial means transmedial, the same holds true insofar as Greek 

and English Medieval-Renaissance drama adapted extant narratives, sometimes from other 

languages, into theatrical performances.  If intermedial refers to an awareness of 

incorporated media as media and the interplay between them, we can easily extend the 

transmedial element of Shakespearean drama, for example, to point to instances when the 

plays bring attention to the tension and interplay between the genres of epic or history and 

drama.  For the purposes of this paper, I will focus on the last sense of intermedial as 

indicating, in the words of Ágnes Pethö, “bringing into play the tensions generated by media 

differences” (Pethö, 10).  More specifically, within the context of intercultural exchange 

through performance and adaptation, I would like to look at two Asian films that adapt 

Shakespearean material in ways that highlight differences between live theatre and film and 

in the process evoke, silently, indirectly, lines from the source plays that can resonate 

differently for different audiences.  

Akira Kurosawa’s classic Throne of Blood (1957) adapts Macbeth into an epic saga 

set in the samurai culture of feudal Japan by, as many have shown, incorporating crucial ideas 

from Buddhism and utilizing the resources of Noh theatre.  As you will no doubt remember, 

the film’s opening sequence starts with the end and circles back to the beginning to initiate 

the story that led to the end; specifically, it opens with a panoramic shot of a fog-covered 

open expanse as a male chorus provides background music and intones the following words 
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in an incantatory chant: “Look upon the ruins of the castle of delusion, haunted by the spirits 

of those who perished, a scene of carnage born of consuming desire.”  The camera then 

focuses on a wooden-post monument that is inscribed with the words, “Here stood Spider 

Web’s Castle.”  From there the scene dissolves into the equivalent of Macbeth’s 1.2, with a 

messenger delivering news of battle to the King by entering the Castle that was presumably 

evoked by the wooden monument.  As such, we begin with an evocation of the Buddhist 

concept of Mu, or nothingness, the sense of the overriding futility of human endeavor that is 

driven by “consuming desire.”  Significantly, this Buddhist idea is delivered, as James 

Goodwin has pointed out, through a chant that is “modeled on the traditions of Noh songs” 

(Goodwin, 176).  In utilizing theatrical resources of representation to communicate the idea 

of nothingness, Kurosawa seems very much to be following a rhetorical strategy central to 

Macbeth itself.  After all, the play unfolds with the witches’ prophecies serving as 

“prologues to the swelling act/ Of the imperial theme” (1.3.128-29).  And of course the 

play’s arguably most famous soliloquy uses a theatrical metaphor to link the ephemeral 

illusoriness of theatrical performance with life itself:

Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage
And is heard no more. (5.5.24-26)

The metaphor stresses not only the paltry insubstantiality of life with its trivializing 

pejoratives—a shadow that struts and frets—but also its ephemerality—lasting only an hour 

after which comes silent extinction. 

I would argue that Macbeth’s lines above echo throughout Kurosawa’s film, but 

especially loudly at the moments when the stories of Lord Washizu and Lady Asaji (the 

Macbeth and Lady Macbeth figures) culminate.  In the film, before the equivalent of the 

sleepwalking scene, a powerful scene takes place in which an elderly lady-in-waiting informs 

Washizu that Lady Asaji has given birth to a stillborn baby, after which Washizu reacts with 

perhaps unexpectedly explosive horror and anguish; he repeatedly shouts “Fool” to 

seemingly no one in particular, but as if protesting that life’s a tale told by an idiot, full of 

sound and fury, signifying nothing. This moment of aborted fertility embodies, then, the sense 

of futility that becomes ever more urgently present in the film’s progress.  The sleepwalking 

scene itself takes place as Washizu, in full armor for the final battle, is led to a chamber by 

terrified ladies to witness what might best be called a “performance” (5.1.13), which is a 

word that the Doctor in Shakespeare’s play uses to describe Lady Macbeth’s actions (though 

he clearly means something like her “behaviors,” the theatrical resonances cannot be ignored).  

Indeed, Lady Asaji’s chamber is framed by a large door opening, as if it led to a stage; further, 

inside the chamber, one first sees only a large kimono spread over a stand like a curtain, 

which is then pulled aside to reveal Lady Asaji re-enacting the motions of washing her hands 

as she repeats variations of interjections that recall Lady Macbeth’s lines, like, “Out, damned 

spot” (5.1.38), “What, will these hands ne’er be clean” (5.1.46), and “Here’s the smell of 
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blood still” (5.1.53).  I would add that, in the way that Lady Macbeth rehearses her gestures, 

lines, her repertoire of repeatable stage mannerisms and performances (including, perhaps, 

her staged fainting fit?), and therefore assumes the posture of a player who struts and frets his 

hour upon the stage, Lady Asaji becomes most visibly a Noh performer in this culminating 

scene.  Her dance of gestures might be likened to the Kyu-no-mai, the fast-paced dance that 

comes at the end of the Jo-ha-kyu1 structure of Noh.  

Indeed, Kurosawa famously showed his actors in the film Noh masks as indices of 

character.  To Isuzu Yamada, who played the role of Lady Washizu, Kurosawa had shown a 

mask named Shakumi, the mask, he says, “of a beauty no longer young, and [which] 

represented the image of a woman about to go mad” (Richie, 146).  Kurosawa also added, 

“The performance also has a defined style, and in devoting himself to it faithfully, the actor 

becomes possessed” (Richie, 145).  Whether intended or not, there is an irony here in the 

way he discusses possession.  One recurrent pattern in various forms of Noh follows the 

possession of a character by an overwhelming emotion or that emotion in an afterlife state as 

a ghost.  One might then say that, in the film, the actress becomes increasingly possessed by 

the mask even as Lady Asaji becomes progressively more possessed until, in the paradoxical 

culmination, she loses herself entirely in possession.  I should quickly note that by “herself,” 

I do not mean something like “personality” or “character” in the common sense of those 

words in contemporary Western society.  The dramaturgy and thought of Noh are 

emblematic in nature, embodying, in the words of Donald Keene, “distillations of powerful 

emotions…that transcend the particular characters” (11).  The tragic futility staged in the 

film is embodied in the character of Asaji through the emblematic practices of Noh.  

Something similar occurs in the case of Lord Washizu.  His death at the hands of 

his own soldiers by a barrage of arrows, the last of which pierces his throat in a moment of 

stunning, suspended animation, is perhaps the iconic image of the film.  The wild spasms 

that he undergoes as he fruitlessly tries to avoid the arrows that continue to skewer him 

certainly recall a Kyu-dance of agony unto death.  What I would add is that the entire 

sequence is staged as a theatrical spectacle.  The wooden castle with its galleries recalls the 

design of both English amphitheatres as well as their predecessors, the courtyards of inns 

surrounded by multi-level galleries.  Here, however, the long and rather broad gallery on 

which Lord Washizu stands functions as a stage on which he first bellows his lines and then 

struts and frets with such sound and fury.  This theatricality is of the essence here, I believe, 

insofar as the intermedial incorporation of theatre into the film energizes the scene with the 

liveness of theatre—its spontaneous embodiment in the moment of performance and its 

illusory ephemerality.  Put another way, it is the liveness of theatre that enhances and 

reinforces the reigning idea in the film of the illusory insubstantiality of impassioned, 

physically embodied, human endeavor. To put it in terms introduced by Ágnes Pethö, the 

intermedial evocation of theatre works in both “sensual” and “structural” (5) modes, 
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delivering the sensuous liveness of action with an immediacy that one might more readily 

associate with live performances, while structurally aligning theatrical performance with the 

Buddhist idea of nothingness.  The ending sequence of the film begins with Lord Washizu 

descending, stuck full of arrows, into the yards and silently collapsing in death as fog rises, 

which then leads to a transition shot of invading forces, camouflaged behind moving trees, 

who progress toward the castle; this scene then dissolves and leads back to the opening 

sequence with a shot of the empty expanse where the castle once stood as the same chant 

plays in the background.  Tomorrow creeps in a petty pace indeed towards the last syllable 

of recorded time.  

In intercultural terms, however, the alignments are not so neat.  One could certainly 

think of Kurosawa’s adaptation as a challenge to Shakespearean authority, especially with 

regard to the putative feature of Shakespeare that is most commonly evoked to explain his 

global appeal, namely, universality.  When reading Macbeth, it is not unusual to experience 

what Harold Bloom experiences in the extreme—that Macbeth “dominates” (Bloom, 517) the 

play because he possesses the “power of contamination” (524) through the sheer force of his 

sublime, individual character.  Hence, when one reads Macbeth’s soliloquies that express 

nihilistic fury as well as an apocalyptic sense of nothingness, one might hesitate to attribute 

the quality of universality to Macbeth’s vision of life, since it belongs so powerfully to the 

singular character.  In transposing the play into samurai culture while deploying the 

emblematic aesthetics of Noh, Kurosawa localizes the vision of the play, and in so doing, 

paradoxically universalizes it.  It is by progressing through localized culture and practices 

that the feature that we might call universality acquires full substance, as though 

transformative adaptation were necessary to realize the possibility of universality.  At the 

same time, however, the adaptation will appear the most transformative, the most challenging 

to the intercultural power dynamic between East and West, to those who are the most familiar 

with Shakespeare’s lines—to those, who, in having devoted themselves to the study of 

Shakespeare, might easily be said to be the most vested, consciously or not, in sustaining the 

hegemonic status of Shakespeare.  To refer back to the movie that I started with, it will be to 

those who are the most clued in to how Shakespeare’s lines resonate in the silences that 

adaptations assume the most potential for productive disruption.  

An analogous dynamic operates in the case of the Korean film The King and the 

Clown, a 2005 feature directed by Jun-Ik Lee that tells the story of King Yeon-San, a 16th 

century king of the Chosun Dynasty, and a group of itinerant performers (or clowns) who 

come to reside at the royal palace.  The film can hardly be said to be an adaptation of a 

Shakespeare play, however; its primary sources are the story as told in the Annals of the 

Joseon Dynasty (조선왕조실록) and dramatic retellings of the story, as in the play Yi by 

Tai-Woong Kim.  However, it does have parallels with Hamlet 1in that, as the director 

himself has openly acknowledged in interviews, court performances by the itinerant troupe 
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serve to expose hidden secrets behind various court intrigues.  In fact, the director has also 

noted that, at the urging of Tai-Woong Kim, as part of preparations for writing and producing 

the screenplay, he read the so-called four great tragedies (along with Nietzsche’s Thus Spake 

Zarathustra).  Further, he has added that the character of the King is a combination of Lear 

and Hamlet, and that, drawing on the rather problematic and contested word hamartia in 

relation to Shakespeare, he conceived the film’s main characters in Shakespearean terms—as 

containing a tragic flaw in their character that drives their destiny.  While one can certainly 

see this in the film, I would also argue that the biggest Shakespearean debt is structuring the 

film on, and as an exploration of, the idea contained in one of the play’s most famous lines: 

“The play’s the thing/ Wherein I’ll catch the conscience of the King” (2.2.616-17). As such, 

the film is self-consciously intermedial and centralizes, even more than Throne of Blood, the 

role of theatrical performance and theatricality itself in delivering its vision.  At the same 

time, however, a self-consciously nationalistic element enters into the film in the intercultural 

transpositions that reshape borrowings from Hamlet.  I would note here that Jun-Ik Lee has 

explicitly indicated in interviews that, from rather early in his life, he was driven by a certain 

rebellious hostility towards the world, and which, in relation to film, expressed itself as 

resistance to what Frantz Fanon called the “dependency complex of the colonized” (Fanon, 

64).   The phrase that Lee uses is 문화사대주의, or cultural subordination, which he found 

evidence for in the dominance of Western countries and Japan in cinema that is popular in 

Korea.  The intercultural intermedial turn in the film is then a complex maneuver that 

evokes and cinematically deploys the resources of theatre, both to advance the film’s political 

vision and indirectly challenge Shakespeare.

The film is bookended by two similar scenes: in both, we have two performers or 

clowns enacting a comic and endearingly obscene scene of wooing that involves the two 

clowns ascending and acrobatically performing on a tightrope.  One clown, named 

Jang-Saeng, plays the male role, while the other, a very attractive flower-boy (or 꽃미남) 

named Gong-Gil, plays the woman’s role.  Korean audiences will of course recognize right 

away that the performers are performing a variation of talchum, a form of populist, masked 

folk dance drama that is a hodgepodge of song, ritual, dance, acrobatics, and interactive 

dialogue that is often satirical and subversive.  It is a commonplace to note, for instance, that 

the upper classes (or yangban) are routinely satirized in talchum1.  It is therefore no surprise 

at all that Jun-Ik Lee (the director) said that his own rebellious spirit was poured into the 

clown Jang-Saeng.  One could also add that the subversive energy continues in the 

cross-dressed performance by Gong-Gil as he/she becomes, as we will see, the object of 

erotic fascination; if class hierarchies are satirized by social satire, the liminal performance by 

Gong-Gil disrupts established categories of gender.  As a side note, historical research has 

demonstrated very clearly that homoerotic relations accompanied all-male itinerant troupes, 

both among troupe members and audiences.  In the event, putting all this subversive energy 
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into a tightrope act, I would argue, intensifies the daring and social danger associated with 

this form of theatre, while at the same time importing intermedially into the film the 

precarious, ephemeral liveness of performance.  If the film itself is directed towards some 

form of subversive disruption, that is, its source of energy is very much the liveness of theatre.  

To turn now to the first scene and the plot in greater detail, as Jang-Saeng and 

Gong-Gil are performing, an intrigue develops that interrupts the performance; it turns out 

that the troupe’s manager is bargaining with a nobleman patron to offer Gong-Gil for sexual 

services, which provokes Jang-Saeng to abandon the performance.  Eventually, Jang-Saeng 

interrupts the sexual tryst between the nobleman and Gong-Gil, which leads to a violent 

altercation during which Gong-Gil unexpectedly kills the manager to save Jang-Saeng from 

mutilation.  The two clowns then escape to what is present-day Seoul and eventually team 

up with a different itinerant troupe to perform lewd talchum skits that burlesque King 

Yeon-San’s court and his sexual escapades with his new concubine Nok-Su.  A court 

attendant—a Eunuch named Cheo-Sun—witnesses the performances and orders the 

punishment of flogging, but, during the actual flogging, Jang-Saeng and Cheo-Sun agree to a 

deal in which the troupe will perform before the King on condition that if the latter does not 

laugh, they will be executed.  It is not clear at this point whether Cheo-Sun is scheming to 

catch the conscience of the King with the performance.  Be that as it may, the actual 

performance starts off horribly as nervousness strikes some of the performers—reinforcing 

again the precariousness of live performance—but finally, during a sequence in which 

Gong-Gil as the concubine does a hand-stand and spreads her upside-down legs wide open 

before the masked face of Jang-Saeng as the King, King Yeon-San himself erupts in laughter.  

Perhaps more surprisingly, later that evening the King and his concubine Nok-Su re-enact the 

scene in their chamber and engage in some clowning sexual play, during which Nok-Su notes 

that the King had seemed especially fascinated by Gong-Gil.  And indeed, as the story goes 

on, it becomes clear just how erotically fascinated the King was, as he appoints the troupe as 

resident entertainers despite heavy opposition from court ministers and eventually takes 

Gong-Gil on as a special, erotically charged, favorite who for a time displaces Nok-Su from 

his affections.  For someone familiar with Renaissance drama, this might recall the situation 

of Marlowe’s Edward the Second and his favorite Gaveston.  For a Shakespearean, it may 

seem that the play, rather than catching the conscience of the King, serves as a “dream of 

passion,” “a fiction” that leads to “distraction in his aspect” and “his whole function suiting/ 

With forms” to his genuine passion (2.2.562-67).  That is to say, the illusion of 

cross-dressed performance by this “little eyas[…]” (2.2.347-48) of sorts serves to highlight 

the illusory elusiveness of both theatre and the object of the King’s passion.  

Nonetheless, throughout the film, different performances by the troupe are staged, “to 

hold the mirror up to” the court and show “the very age and body of the time his form and 

pressure” (3.2.23-25). After one performance arranged by Cheo-Sun to show the hypocritical 
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corruption of ministers who oppose the King, the King, who had jumped spontaneously into 

the performance, and who is known in history for being both unstable and cruel, orders that a 

corrupt minister have his fingers chopped off.  Other performances involve puppetry, 

including by the King himself to replay scenes from his childhood when his father—the 

previous King—scolds him severely for missing his mother who had died when he was 

young, a trauma that the film emphasizes.  The central performance, and the one that comes 

closest to recalling Hamlet’s “Mousetrap,” is orchestrated by Cheo-Sun and enacts the story 

of how King Yeon-San’s grandmother conspired, along with his father and the father’s 

concubines, to murder his mother by making her drink poison.  The tension in the scene is 

created not only by King Yeon-San’s learning the truth about his mother but also by the 

presence of King Yeon-San’s grandmother herself and his father’s former concubines. At the 

culminating moment when the mother, played by Gong-Gil, drinks the poison, she recalls 

Gertrude to some extent by calling out for her son (“The Queen carouses to thy fortune, 

Hamlet, 5.2.290). At this moment, King Yeon-San suffers a fit of madness, or perhaps just 

extreme rage, and kills the concubines with his sword while his grandmother dies from shock 

or a heart attack.  This play then delivers the truth about his childhood trauma to King 

Yeon-San but also catches the conscience of the Queen Grandmother.  

Needless to say, things start spiraling out of control in earnest after this performance, 

with courtiers and ministers becoming more hostile to both the King and the players.  

Eventually, as a result of scheming by the concubine Nok-Su and some plot twists that are 

too complicated to get into here, Jang-Saeng is sentenced by the King to have his eyes burned 

out with a hot iron.  In the final scene of the film, Jang-Saeng re-enters the palace, and with 

a blindfold covering his burnt-out eyes, re-enacts for the court a variation of the tightrope 

performance that opened the film, which Gong-Gil eventually joins.  Tragic and intensely 

emotional seriousness enters the scene, however, as the two indirectly confess their devotion 

to and passion for each other, with Gong-Gil shedding tears as he speaks.  In the final 

exchange, Gong-Gil asks Jang-Saeng what he would like to be reborn as in the next life, to 

which he replies “a clown.”  When the same question is posed by Jang-Saeng to Gong-Gil, 

he likewise replies, “a clown,” which leads Jang-Saeng to conclude, “For paltry creatures 

there’s nothing to do in this world but let loose and be merry” (my translation).  The DVD 

of the film translates the sentence as “The world’s but a stage!  Kingly is he who struts for a 

while, then exits in style!”  Neither this nor the translation I just offered truly gets at the 

original, which is, “징한놈이 이 세상 한판 신나게 놀다가면 그뿐.”  The phrase in 

question is “한판 신나게 놀다,” which might find an equivalent in the Cajun phrase 

“Laissez les bon temps roller” or perhaps “Eat, drink and be merry,” though it is a phrase that 

can also be used as a rousing cheer at the beginning of rituals, performances, plays, or parties.  

(“Let’s get ready to rumble”?) Be that as it may, a part of what gives this exchange such a 

poignant power is that the two understand that their time as clowns has run out—that this 
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moment of letting loose through theatrical performance is also the last.  

To intensify this sense of things coming to an end, or time running out, the final 

tightrope performance is intercut with scenes of noblemen leading a rebellion against the 

King.  In fact, the film proper ends with the doors of the palace being broken open by an 

onrushing mob of armed rebels, followed by a freeze frame of Jang-Saeng and Gong-Gil 

jumping precariously high in the air above the rope.  The precariousness of theatre, the 

elusiveness of the cross-dressed Jang-Saeng as erotic object, the instability of power, and the 

evanescence of play all come together in this final moment.  “The rest is silence” 

(5.2.359)—한판 신나게 놀다가면 그뿐—the film seems to suggest.  Strictly speaking, 

the film does not end there, however.  The final shot takes us back to Jang-Saeng and 

Gong-Gil dancing and crossing a field that they had earlier traversed on their way to Seoul, 

though this time they are accompanied by the other clowns of the troupe, one of whom had in 

fact died earlier in the film.  That is, we get a vision of another dimension in which the wish 

to return as clowns is realized, but with the sense that this vision remains just that—a vision 

that had deeply informed and inspired the lives of Jang-Saeng and Gong-Gil, and even King 

Yeon-San, but which remains ontologically separate.  

With regard to how the film treats Hamlet (though very indirectly), it is as though 

Yorick had come alive and joined the Players to take over the play to expose the court and 

turn it upside down, to plunge the King into a dream of passion, and demonstrate how even a 

King “returneth to dust” (5.1.212).  However, the revision of Hamlet goes further in 

reconceiving the role of theatre and play.  A big part of the oppositional energy that drives 

the film derives from its vision of authenticity—truth to a passion that marginalizes those 

who act on it and to which the world is hostile.  But it’s not only that those who pursue their 

passions are punished by the world; the passion is figured as authentically realizable only in 

the precarious, evanescent moment of performance.  As such, while drama, or “playing” 

(3.2.21), may in fact hold the mirror up to nature, its very nature as imaginary play also 

paradoxically offers access to the authentic realization of passion.  It offers not just a play 

within a play but a world within a world.  A part of the achievement of the film is to localize 

that sense of play and embed it deeply in the history and culture of Korea, almost as if to say, 

in a Bloomian turn by a belated strong poet, playing was there all along before Shakespeare.  

But now the question: does this suggest that the film appropriates Shakespeare in a 

way that challenges Western cultural hegemony?  The film was an unexpected box-office hit 

in Korea, earning seventy five million dollars in ticket sales.  It was not a hit because 

audiences recognized allusions to Shakespeare and heard lines from his plays resonating in 

the silences.  Perhaps its most subversive feature—its resistance to cultural dependency—is 

its silent disregard of Shakespeare.  
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