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The Oedipus complex has become one of the mainstream interpretations
for Shakespeare’s Hamlet since the twentieth century, after Sigmund Freud
propagated his psychoanalysis by transforming an ancient Greek tragedy into
his theoretical basis for a universal pattern for familial forces in constructing
sexuality. This paper discusses the reception of Freud’s Oedipus complex in
Chinese contexts as a point of departure to study the representation of the
counterparts of the Hamlet character in two Chinese Hamlet films, Xiaogang
Feng’s The Banquet (2006) and Sherwood Hu’s Prince of the Himalayas
(2006). By comparing these two Chinese productions with two western
Hamlet films, Laurence Olivier’s Hamlet (1948) and Franco Zeffirelli’s Hamlet
(1990), the paper argues that Hamlet and the Oedipus complex in the two
Chinese productions should be understood as cultural translations, which
describe, represent and transform other cultures to generate new spaces for
interpretation.
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I. Introduction

The Oedipus complex has become one of the mainstream interpretations for
Shakespeare’s Hamlet since the twentieth century, after Sigmund Freud, an Austrian
neurologist, propagated his psychoanalysis by transforming an ancient Greek tragedy
into his theoretical basis for a universal pattern for familial forces in constructing
sexuality. William Shakespeare’s Hamlet drew from a Danish legendary figure Amleth
by Saxo in his Historiae Danicae (Jenkins 85-86). Both Freud and Shakespeare
create a space of cultural hybridity when they present their cultural others to their
audiences/readers. Hence, Freud’s Oedipal theory applied to Shakespeare’s character is
a cultural translation just like Shakespeare’s Danish prince presented on the English
stage.

Cultural translation, a term probably first coined in ethnology or social anthropology,
refers to the description of other cultures which naturally involves translation (Pym
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148). The term “translation,” according to Anthony Pym, is used because “the
ethnographer can neither suppose radical cultural difference (in which case no
description or understanding would be possible) nor complete sameness (in which case
no one would need the description).” Therefore, Pym argues, “in between those two
poles, the term ‘translation’ is used” (Pym 148).

The concept of cultural translation involves not just the translator who serves as agent
or mediator, but also the awareness of the inherent differences and similarities between
the source and target cultures. This paper takes the reception of Freud’s Oedipus
complex in Chinese contexts as a point of departure to discuss the representation of the
counterparts of the Hamlet character in two Chinese Hamlet films—Xiaogang Feng’s
The Banquet (2006) and Sherwood Hu’s Prince of the Himalayas (2006). By comparing
these two Chinese productions with two western Hamlet films—Laurence Olivier’s
Hamlet (1948) and Franco Zeffirelli’s Hamlet (1990), the paper argues that Hamlet
and the Oedipus complex in the two Chinese productions should be understood as
cultural translations, which describe, represent and transform other cultures with great
sophistication, and which generate new spaces for interpretation. Not unlike Freud and
Shakespeare who translate other cultural elements into their target cultures, the two
Chinese film productions continue the pathway of cultural translations.

II. Freud’s Oedipal Theory

In The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), Freud argues that Sophocles’s Oedipus Rex and
Shakespeare’s Hamlet both demonstrate the Oedipal nature of the human psyche:

Shakespeare’s Hamlet is rooted in the same soil as Oedipus Rex. But the
whole difference in the psychic life of the two widely separated periods
of civilization, and the progress during the course of time, of repression
in the emotional life of humanity, is manifested in the differing treatment
of the same material. In Oedipus Rex the basic wish-phantasy of the child
is brought to light and realized as it is in dreams; in Hamlet it remains
repressed, and we learn of its existence—as we discover the relevant facts
in a neurosis—only through the inhibitory effects which proceed from it.
(163)

By formulating a connection between an ancient Greek figure made known in
Sophocles’s tragedy and a prince of Denmark in Shakespeare’s play, Freud translates
them into his psychoanalysis to manifest the fact that they are “rooted in the same
soil”; yet he recognizes their differences—they are in “two widely separated periods of
civilization” (163). Cultural translation is probably the best term to describe Freud’s
appropriation of the two cultural tokens seemingly alien to the field of medicine,
neurology and psychology. The translation is hence not just between cultures defined
geographically or spatially, but also in terms of discipline.

In The Interpretation of Dreams, Freud explains what prevents Hamlet from taking
vengeance decisively is the fact that Claudius, “who did away with his father and has
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taken his father’s place with his mother” is “the man who shows him in realization the
repressed desires of his own childhood” (164). The sexual nature used by Freud to
explain the child-parent relationship is a translation from literature as source into
the target of human psychology. From this new space generated by translation,
Freud develops theories about human psychology, which he calls psychoanalysis.
Psychoanalysis has evolved not just into a new branch of psychology, but also into a
new recognition of the interaction between literature and psychology. Psychoanalysis is
subsequently translated back into the study of literature.

Freud’s psychoanalytic criticism of Hamlet was not well received until propagated by
Ernest Jones, who was the founder and president, in the 1920s and 1930s, of the British
Psycho-Analytical Society, and an active figure in the International Psychoanalytic
Association. Interestingly, Jones was even called “Freud’s wizard” by his biographer,
Brenda Maddox, who wrote that Jones “had made it his life’s work to teach and
popularize Freud’s psychoanalysis (5). As early as 1910, Jones published in the
American Journal of Psychology a paper, “The Oedipus Complex as an Explanation
of Hamlet’s Mystery,” which began by honoring Freud’s work as “luminous writings”
(“Oedipus” 72). The basic ideas of Jones’s paper, as Philip Weller observes, “came from
Freud” (119). Jones developed Freud’s ideas into several other papers and eventually
into a book-length discussion entitled, Hamlet and Oedipus: A Classic Study in the
Psychoanalysis of Literature (1949), in which he declared that “the particular problem
of Hamlet . . . is intimately related to some of the most frequently recurring problems
that are presented in the course of psychoanalytic work” (20).

Despite Jones’s propagation, Freud’s Oedipal reading of Hamlet was highly
contentious. Marshall W. Stearns informs us of the resistance against Freud in his
1949 paper: “the large group of critics who are loosely termed ‘Shakespearean scholars’
are virtually united in ignoring Freud’s forty-nine-year-old comments on Hamlet as
well as the more recent developments in the field of psychoanalysis” (265). Stearns
denounces such a biased attitude and declares: “The time is passing when a critic of
literature in general and of Hamlet in particular can win the respect of an intelligent
audience by refusing to deal with Freudian thought” (265).

One of the main reasons for critics to dislike Freudian theories is the latter’s stress on
sexual drive. The Oedipus complex, just as Henk de Berg wisely observes, “is probably
Freud’s best-known concept,” and is also the “most maligned concept in psychoanalysis”,
as its sexual nature in child-parent relationships is “abhorrent to most people” (De
Berg’s emphasis 78). In spite of the abhorrence, Freud’s theories, aided by many of
Freud’s “wizards”, remain influential in the western world even today.

III. Oedipal Interpretation of Hamlet in Films

Freud’s Oedipal interpretation of Hamlet has an enormous impact on several film
adaptations of Hamlet. Remarkably, both Laurence Olivier’s and Franco Zeffirelli’s film
adaptations of Hamlet play up Hamlet’s Oedipal relationship with his mother. The
two films unanimously chose as Gertrude actresses who appear too young to be the

3



Oedipus Complex, Cultural Translations and Two Chinese Hamlet Films

biological mother of the rather mature, as opposed to young, Hamlet. In Olivier’s film,
Hamlet (starring Olivier himself) looks almost as old as, if not older than, Gertrude. In
reality, Olivier was 41 years old at the time, and Eileen Herlie, who played Gertrude,
was only 30 (Hamlet 1948 Trivia). In Zeffirelli’s film, it is hard for audiences to overlook
the wrinkles on the forehead of Mel Gibson who played Hamlet. Gibson was 34 at the
time, and Glenn Close, who played Gertrude, was 43 (Trivia/Hamlet). According to
a film review by Thien Nguyen on IMDb, “one complaint is that Mel Gibson seemed
to be too old for the role of Hamlet, thereby making Glenn Close too young to be
Gertrude.” By casting mature men to play Hamlet and relatively young women for the
role of Gertrude, the two films can be considered to have intentionally strengthened
the attraction of Gertrude for her son.

Even though one may argue that in Shakespeare’s time, Gertrude would have been
played by a boy actor instead of a mature woman because of the ban of women on
stage, when it comes to movies, age does count. This is because close-ups are often
rendered in movies, and every detail on an actor’s or an actress’s face can make a deep
impression. Thus, no director would have overlooked the age of actors or actresses and
the effect their age, as revealed by their faces, would have on the screen for audiences.

In addition to Olivier’s and Zeffirelli’s Hamlet, two other English language Hamlet film
adaptations, Tony Richardson’s 1969 film and the 1980 BBC production, also place the
idea of Hamlet as troubled by the Oedipus complex “at the root of the performances”
(Weller 119). According to Weller, “not only have these actors and directors all shown
their belief in the Oedipal nature of Hamlet’s story, but the idea seems to have become
fixed in the popular understanding of the play” (119). Thus seen, the Oedipal reading
of Hamlet, first suggested by Freud but then ignored by a large number of literary
critics, eventually gained its recognition despite the fact that it is, to borrow de Berg’s
words, “abhorrent,” to most people (78).

Film adaptations of Hamlet in the twentieth century have undeniably played a
significant role in the propagation of Freud’s Oedipal reading of the play. While
Shakespeare’s works have permeated an increasing number of places and cultures, they
are translated into different languages and different forms of representation. Every
translation undergoes transformations as it creates new friction between source and
target. Translating Hamlet into foreign cultures inevitably transforms many of the
essential significations in the play, including the contentious Oedipus complex.

IV. Contentious Oedipus Complex

After a century of contentious Oedipal reading of Hamlet, since Freud published The
Interpretation of Dreams at the turn of the twentieth century, and with several film
adaptations of the play featuring the Oedipal nature of Hamlet, a reproduction of
Hamlet in the twenty-first century cannot readily overlook the problematic mother-son
relationship in the play.

A scrutiny of the two Chinese film adaptations of Hamlet, Xiaogang Feng’s The
Banquet and Sherwood Hu’s Prince of the Himalayas, reveals their unique cultural
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translations of the Prince’s relationship with his mother. It is important to note that
the Oedipus complex, which is “abhorrent to most people”, might have been equally
abhorrent, if not more so, to Chinese people. In fact, the Oedipus complex, in particular,
and Freudian psychoanalysis as a whole, seemed not to be well received in China. In
“Confronting Western Influence: Rethinking Chinese Literature of the New Period,”
Wang Ning, a Professor of English and Comparative Literature at Tsinghua University,
China, tells us that even though Freud’s theories had influence in China after its first
introduction in the early twentieth century, for “political and ideological” reasons, they
were “silent” in China from 1949 to 1978, and even “severely criticized” (907).

Wang Ning’s viewpoint is coherent with Geoffrey Blowers’s observation about the
reception of psychoanalysis in China. Blowers says that Freud’s ideas “achieved some
visibility” in China during the 1920s but its contradiction with Chinese values was an
obstacle to its reception. Blowers writes that “[t]here was concern in some quarters
that Freud’s theory, which appeared to grant primacy to a free reigning sexuality, could
be construed as a threat to the stability of family relations. Some interpretations of the
Oedipus complex were desexualized by making them social” (298). Blowers uses the
example of the work of a female author, Yongin, as evidence to show how Freud was
desexualized. This author, who wrote in 1930 about Freud’s theory of hysteria, omitted
all references to infantile sexuality, and stated that hysteria “arises out of conflict
between social pressure and the biological instinct for satisfaction and fulfillment”
(298). Blowers also informs us that during the Cultural Revolution, psychoanalysis was
criticized (298). Such an observation underlines Chinese cultural and socio-political
factors as obstacles to the reception of Freud’s psychoanalysis.

V. Dreams and Cultures

Dreams, which Freud’s psychoanalytic theories drew from, can be considered
culture-specific in view of their interpretations or significations. While many of the
dreams Freud analyzes can sound universal, which means many people may have
dreams rather similar to the ones Freud analyzes, the meaning of each of the dreams
may be drastically different for people from different cultural backgrounds. Studies and
discussions about dreams and their meanings abound in almost all kinds of cultures
throughout history. Dreams and Spiritual Growth: A Judeo-Christian Way to Dreamwork,
for instance, is a typical example of how people in the Judeo-Christian tradition interpret
dreams. In it is written: “a basic principle of biblical dream theory is that God makes
direct contact with people through dreams and visions” (Savary, Berne and Williams
16).

As an old civilization, China undoubtedly has her own system for the interpretation of
dreams. In a book entitled The Interpretation of Dreams in Chinese Culture, Jing Pei Fang
and Juwen Zhang state that “dream interpretation plays an important role in Chinese
culture” (10). The notion that dreams serve as a message to the dreamer is prominent
in early Chinese records (Brennan 74). In the long history of Chinese conceptualization
of dreams, there have always been contentious ways of deciphering dream messages,
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instead of unified and consistent ones. Nevertheless, they were all rather different from
the kind of repressed-sexuality interpretation proposed by Freud. Hence, even though
the impact of Freud’s text on dreams was not unknown to Chinese scholars, after it was
introduced in the early twentieth century, many still would not buy Freud’s theories.
Fang and Zhang argue that “dream interpretation must be provided within the context
of the dreamer’s culture. Culture provides the framework of basic meanings for one’s
life experience” (9). This is a perspective any modern anthropologist would readily
accept.

Therefore, as a western invention at the turn of the twentieth century, Freud’s theories
on dreams based mainly on the notion of repressed sexuality do not seem to be able
to fit into a Chinese culture that already has its own long cultural tradition of dream
interpretation and divination.

VI. Shakespeare in Twentieth-Century China

In fact, Chinese cultural and socio-political factors have also influenced the reception of
Shakespeare in China. Shakespeare enjoyed his fame in the early twentieth century, but
then not unlike Freud, Shakespeare was banned during the Cultural Revolution (He
154-55). Labeled “feudal, capitalist and revisionist works,” Shakespeare’s plays were not
performed or studied during the ten-year span of the Cultural Revolution (Li, “Hamlet”).
According to Qi-Xin He, criticism of Shakespeare in China has always been under the
strong influence of Chinese social and political changes, such as from 1942 onwards;
Mao Zedong’s guidelines for artistic and literary criticism, which placed emphasis on
how a work serves the proletarian revolution in China, became a dominant critical
approach (158). Obviously, under such a critical approach, no Freudian interpretation
of Hamlet would sound correct. Therefore, even though since the twentieth century
Shakespeare’s Hamlet and the Freudian Oedipus complex seem to be tightly hooked
in “the popular understanding of the play” (to appropriate Weller’s expression 119),
this can only be considered the situation in the western world. Neither Chinese critics
nor the Chinese in general (as audience or reader) would recognize Shakespeare’s and
Freud’s happy marriage.

Nevertheless, unlike Freud, whose theories appear morally incorrect and hence
unacceptable, Shakespeare thrives in China despite the ban on him during the Cultural
Revolution. In his book entitled Shakespeare in China, Xiao Yang Zhang wrote,
“Shakespeare has permeated Chinese life like no other great Western cultural figure
before and since. In a sense, Shakespeare has become a Chinese institution, and due to
his wide popularity, has entered the consciousness of many Chinese people, some of
whom may not have even read his plays” (175). An article in China Today (2007), a
Chinese government-operated journal, lists ten masters of world literature that have
“perceptible influence” in China, with William Shakespeare topping list, while among
Shakespeare’s most famous works introduced in the article, Hamlet tops list (Gong 18).

When Hamlet was first translated into Chinese in the early twentieth century, the
source was not Shakespeare’s texts but Tales from Shakespeare by Charles Lamb and
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Mary Lamb. Lin Shu and Wei Yi were the first translators, and their translated text was
entitled, Gui Zhao, which means “The Ghost’s Edict/Command” (Li “Bard” 53-54; Perng
52). This title indicates that the translators made changes to the source. Ruru Li informs
us that in his translation of Tales from Shakespeare, “Lin changed all the titles of the
plays to ones which would have had more appeal to educated Chinese people” (“Bard”
54). In the “Preface” to the translation, Lin apologized for “introducing a writer who
not infrequently dealt with a subject that Confucius refrained from discussing”—that is,
“the extraordinary, the violent, the chaotic, and the world of the spirits” (Perng 52).
This apology clearly revealed the cultural consciousness of the translators.

Lin and Wei made many other changes to the Lambs’ retelling of Hamlet, and one of
the most significant changes, which relates to this discussion, is that fact that Hamlet is
made into a “filial” son (Perng 54). In reality, Lin and Wei’s source, the Lambs’ Tales
from Shakespeare, was written in 1807, long before Freud published his psychoanalytic
theory, and was intended primarily for children. Anyone who has read it would agree
that there is no obvious sign of the Oedipus complex in it. The lack of Oedipal elements
in Lin and Wei’s translated work could thus also be attributed to the nature of its source.

In fact, most adaptations of Hamlet on the Chinese stage made changes to the
theme and the plot, to suit the cultural expectations and political needs of Chinese
society. Although the twentieth century was a turbulent time in Chinese history,
marked by westernization, reforms, revolutions, and most notable of all, the Cultural
Revolution, which affected almost everyone in China, the basic value of clan and family
ethics still has a strong hold on most Chinese people. Confucianism and filial piety
is of primary importance in Chinese society. Criticism and productions of Hamlet in
China often heroicize the Prince (Zhang 214). According to Zhang, “the Chinese tend
to explain Hamlet’s melancholy as ‘youfen’ (worry and anxiety), a common quality
shared by all Confucian heroes, that stems from the difficult and frustrating situations
they encounter” (214). With a “Confucian Hamlet” as the dominant interpretation,
productions of Hamlet in China have not stressed Hamlet’s Oedipus complex. This is
because the convergence of Hamlet and Freud’s Oedipus complex is not a feature that
would make Hamlet heroic to Chinese audiences.

The Chinese reception of Olivier’s film production of Hamlet highlights this
characteristic. Just like other films from the West, Olivier’s Hamlet suffered the
misfortune of being banned during the Cultural Revolution, but then, when the ban
was lifted in the late 1970s, it was well received (Li, “Hamlet”). Cong Zhang’s and
Chong Zhang’s book on film adaptations of Shakespeare remarks that most Chinese
audiences remember Olivier’s 1948 Hamlet (107). Remarkably, they do not mention
any footprints of Freud in it. According to Hui Wu, what is obvious in Olivier’s film is
the fact that “Hamlet is a tragic hero” (Wu 63, my translation). Ruru Li comments that
Olivier’s Hamlet dubbed into Chinese by a Chinese actor and a translator made Hamlet’s
soliloquies “a vital component in speech training materials for acting students” in the
late 1970s (Li, “Hamlet”). From these perspectives, we can infer that most Chinese
audiences overlooked what was a focal point for western audiences and critics, namely
the Oedipal elements in Olivier’s film.

Weller argues that Olivier’s Hamlet was marked by Freud’s footprints (119). Norman
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N. Holland wrote that, “Hamlet’s Oedipus complex (thanks to Sir Laurence Olivier’s
film) has become as conspicuous a feature in the popular image of Shakespeare as the
controversy about authorship” (163). Kenneth S. Rothwell stated that Olivier’s film
presents a “visibly erotic bond between son and mother” (58). In short, in the eyes
of these western critics, what appears obvious in Olivier’s Hamlet is Hamlet’s Oedipus
complex. But most Chinese critics in the twentieth century did not pay attention to this
feature, as they were preoccupied with Hamlet’s filial duty of revenge. Remarkably,
while discussing Freud’s footprints in Hamlet, Leroy F. Searle wisely argued that cultural
knowledge affects our reading of literary works (325). This perspective appears to be
coherent when we consider the Chinese reception of Olivier’s Hamlet, which overlooked
the Oedipal nature that so many western critics have claimed is apparent.

Nevertheless, the overlooking of the Oedipal nature of Hamlet did not continue when
the strong social pressure to be politically and ethically correct gradually lost its grip on
the public. When China’s Reform and Open Policy started in 1978, the atmosphere in
Chinese society began to change. Increasing contacts with “foreign people, knowledge
and cultural values dramatically altered political and social discourse” (Lewis and Litai
926). Within such a milieu, Chinese translations of Hamlet began to tackle Hamlet’s
Oedipal nature.

VII. Chinese Film Productions of Hamlet

The Banquet (2006), which is generally considered to be the first Chinese film adaptation
of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, deals with this topic in a symbolic manner. The film retains
the basic revenge plot of Shakespeare, with the suspicious murder of the King, the
usurpation of the King’s younger brother, the second marriage of the Queen, and the
agony of the young Prince—a plot that anyone who has read Shakespeare’s Hamlet
would readily recognize as material borrowed from Shakespeare. Yet, instead of
Denmark, the drama is set in ancient China, in an unnamed country during the
Five Dynasties Ten Countries era (ca AD 907). The film makes a most significant
change in the plot from its source by altering the relationship between the Prince (Wu
Luan—counterpart of Hamlet) and the Queen (Wan—counterpart of Gertrude). Instead
of being Prince Wu Luan’s biological mother, Queen Wan is his stepmother. She is four
years younger than the Prince and she is the woman with whom Prince Wu Luan fell in
love before his father made her his Queen. Since she became Queen, Prince Wu Luan
has imposed a self-exile from court. He stays in a place called Wu Yat to learn about art
and music. The film creates a brand new kind of dramatic tension between the Prince
and his stepmother when the former, upon receiving news of his father’s death, returns
to the palace, where the latter marries her deceased husband’s younger brother.

It is apparent that besides the original revenge framework, The Banquet develops the
theme of love—frustrated love. The Prince is a lovesick young man who cannot love
Queen Wan because of their stepmother-son relationship. Remarkably, the song at the
beginning of the film in Wu Yat underscores the pain of frustrated love in the heart of
the Prince. The song recounts the delicate feelings of an oars-lady pining away for a
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prince. Prince Wu Luan has the lyric of the song cut on a large sheet of white paper
with his sword, and carries it rolled up in a cylindrical container on his back together
with his sword back to the palace. When the Queen takes the roll of paper from the
Prince, it falls open and hangs down from her hands like a piece of delicate lace. The
fragile texture of the song carved on white paper symbolizes the theme of frustrated
love.

This frustrated love theme is reinforced by the film’s delineation of the feelings
of several other equally lovesick characters. Apparently, the Prince is not the only
sympathetic lovesick figure. Queen Wan suffers from her love for the Prince, too. As
his queen-mother, she finds herself entrapped by traditional Chinese moral values.
The plight of Qing Nu (counterpart of Ophelia), who loves a man that does not care
for her, is equally sad. Her relationship with Prince Wu Luan is similar to that of the
oars-lady who loves the prince in the song. Even the usurping new King (counterpart of
Claudius), a cruel and calculating man, cannot escape from the pains of frustrated love.
The film plays up his obsession with the Queen. Therefore, the sad love song the Prince
brings back to the palace has poignant significance. It gives a voice to the suppressed,
unspeakable love-frustration in the hearts of these characters. Frustrated love is, thus
seen, the thematic axis in The Banquet.

This new theme and the drastic change in the relationship between the Queen and
the Prince take the Oedipal nature of Hamlet to a symbolic level. On the surface,
loving and desiring the Queen do not seem to contrast directly with the prohibition on
incest, as the Queen is not the Prince’s biological mother. Nevertheless, by repeatedly
calling Queen Wan, even when the two are alone without the presence of a third
party, “queen-mother,” the Prince draws our attention to his recognition of her as his
stepmother, who has been physically and symbolically possessed by his king-father. A
stepson’s desire for his stepmother, thus seen, is a twisted version of his Oedipal desire.

Hu’s Prince of the Himalayas (2006), which is generally taken as the second Chinese
film production of Hamlet, interestingly retains the closet scene in the original play in
which the Prince blames the Queen for not seeing how unworthy her second husband is
when compared to her first. Set in Jiabo, which is in ancient Tibet, the film retains the
basic revenge-of-a-prince plot from Shakespeare with all the fundamental elements—the
problematic death of the old King, the usurpation by the King’s brother and the
hasty marriage between this usurper and the Queen that vexes the Prince. The most
remarkable feature of this Chinese Hamlet is its invention of the lovers’ relationship
between Queen Nanm (counterpart of Gertrude) and Kulo-ngam (counterpart of
Claudius). The two loved each other long before Nanm was chosen to be Queen.
This invented plot creates a drastic change in the identity of Prince Lhamoklodan
(counterpart of Hamlet), as it turns out that instead of being the son to the late King,
he is actually the illegitimate son of Kulo-ngam, who he thinks is his uncle.

The film makes both Queen Nanm and Kulo-ngam highly sympathetic—a pair
of star-crossed lovers that have borne their pains for seventeen years. In the film,
Kulo-ngam confesses, in great pain, to Queen Nanm that he is the murderer of the late
King and he gives her his reason for his murderous deed: he needed to stop his brother
from murdering them all. He says he will become king, not because he desires power,
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but because there is a prophecy about what will happen: when the new King ascends
the throne, “a river of blood will flow.” In order to protect his son, Prince Lhamoklodan,
he will not let him be crowned.

VIII. Common Denominators in the Two Chinese
Hamlets

Interestingly, the two Chinese Hamlet film adaptations share some common
denominators, which do not exist at all in Shakespeare’s play. First of all, they both
invent a pair of star-crossed lovers whose love and pain constitute significant dramatic
fascination. In The Banquet, the pair of star-crossed lovers are Prince Wu Luan and
Queen Wan. They grew up together and have fallen in love with each other. However,
Prince Wu Luan’s father, the King, made Wan his Queen. In Prince of the Himalayas, the
pair of star-crossed lovers are Kulo-ngam, the late King’s brother, and Queen Nanm.
They have loved each other since their youth, but the King of Jiabo made Nanm his
Queen. Both these plots stress the helpless condition of the young lovers vis-à-vis the
strong power of the King. They remind one of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, and also
of a popular Chinese legend, The Butterfly Lovers or Liang Zhu. In fact, this popular
Chinese legend is considered by many to be a counterpart of Shakespeare’s Romeo and
Juliet.

In the story of Liang Zhu, Zhu Ying-tai cross-dresses to receive an education during
which she meets Liang Shan-bo and falls in love with him. When Liang Shan-bo finally
discovers her gender, he falls in love with her, too; so the two lovers vow to be together.
But Zhu’s father has already promised Zhu’s hand to a powerful man. Heartbroken,
Liang dies. In her marriage procession, Zhu cries and when Liang’s tomb is opened, she
leaps in. The two lovers turn into a pair of butterflies never to be parted again. The
constant reproductions of Lian Zhu in Chinese films and on stage prove that such a story
of frustrated young love appeals to Chinese audiences. It is perhaps no coincidence,
but a deep consideration for the tastes of Chinese audiences that has prompted the
directors of the two Chinese Hamlet film adaptations to add a frustrated-lovers-plot to
Shakespeare’s basic revenge structure. This familiar frustrated-lovers-plot neutralizes
the alien feel of the borrowed plot.

Incest is an element abhorrent to Chinese culture that has stressed clan and family
ethics for thousands of years. Even though incest may have existed in various
forms, official social and cultural discourses usually denounce it. In a famous
Chinese legend, Wang Tsao-chuan, a Chinese beauty, who is married to a king of
a neighboring uncivilized country, commits suicide upon her husband’s death when
she finds that she is required to marry her step-son (Eoyang 8-9). Being Chinese, such
an incestuous relationship is unimaginable for her. Furthermore, traditional Chinese
culture, especially during the Qing dynasty, honors a widow’s chastity and does not
encourage a widow to remarry. Chastity stone arches erected in their names glorify
chaste widows.
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It is hence not a coincidence, I argue, but a deep understanding of the nature of
Chinese culture that prompted the two film adaptations to provide an explanation for
the Queen’s marriage to her brother-in-law. In the original Hamlet, why Gertrude has to
marry Claudius in haste is a question that agonizes Hamlet. Yet it is important to note
that this does not seem to be a big problem for the rest of the country or for Gertrude
herself. No explanation is given for her hasty marriage. In great contrast, the two
Chinese film adaptations emphatically stress the reason for the Queen’s marriage to her
brother-in-law. It is my contention that the explanations they respectively made up for
the hasty marriage are the most intriguing parts of the adaptations because they signify
the cultural concerns of the Chinese/Tibetan community.

The Banquet emphasizes the danger the Queen is in when her brother-in-law, the new
King, can readily punish dissidents. An old courtier, Pei Hung, is sentenced to death
because he greets Queen Wan in court as “queen-mother,” which is an open accusation
not just of the latter’s inappropriate second marriage, but also of the King’s usurpation.
The new King says: “The late King is dead. If the Prince succeeds, the Queen becomes
queen-mother. That means I am a usurper. Is she ‘queen’ or ‘queen-mother’? If she is
‘queen-mother’, I shall kneel to her. If she is ‘queen’, she shall kneel to me.” Upon these
words, the camera lens shifts to the stern-faced Queen as if everyone in court is waiting
for her response. This enthralling dramatic instant emphasizes the Queen’s position as a
solitary woman entrapped in humiliation and danger. After a moment of breath-taking
silence, the Queen bends and kneels down onto the floor. “The Queen greets Your
Majesty,” she says. All the other courtiers quickly follow suit to kneel down and say,
“Your Majesty.” Even though Pei Hung’s implicit argument accords with traditional
Chinese moral values, he has to die.

The ascension of the late King’s brother, instead of the living Prince, to the throne
undoubtedly contradicts with the Chinese tradition of primogeniture. That is why from
the very beginning to the end, the King is determined to murder his nephew, the Prince.
The Banquet sets the film in the historical era of Five Dynasties Ten Countries because it
was a time well known for its chaotic power contention. Legitimacy in this chaotic era
becomes a flimsy rationale vis-à-vis strong possession, especially since the King has no
scruples about wielding his kingly power to persecute anyone who dares to question
him.

Remarkably, the film uses slow motion effectively for Pei Hung’s “death by sticks.”
The force from the sticks sends the old man flying up. Time and again it closes up on
droplets of blood splashing from his mouth. Apparently, similar misfortunes could have
befallen the Queen had she displeased the King. She is given no choice in a political
world where her brother-in-law already has absolute power and can kill anyone. The
film’s depiction of Pei Hung’s penalty and the King’s cruelty justifies the Queen’s second
marriage. Since a widow’s marriage with her brother-in-law can be considered morally
incorrect according to traditional Chinese culture, the dramatic elaboration on the
suffering of Pei Hung serves as the reason for the Queen to comply with the King’s wish.
Had the film simply duplicated Shakespeare’s original plot with no explanation at all
for the Queen’s second marriage, it would have appeared outlandish in the Chinese
cultural context.
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IX. Oedipus Complex and Chinese Hamlets

By the same token, the Oedipal nature of Hamlet, from Freud, may appear outlandish
for the Chinese context. Just as Hui Wu wisely argues, “in Chinese tradition (as in
Europe), it is unthinkable that a son should openly fall in love with his mother” (“To
Seek” 196). Therefore, to translate the source into Chinese culture, The Banquet had
to make changes to the plot. By making Prince Wu Luan and Queen Wan once young
lovers separated by the late King, the film tones down the Freudian interpretation on
the one hand, while on the other, transforms it into the symbolic. The hatred Prince
Wu Luan might have borne against his father for taking away the woman he loves is
transformed into his hatred for his uncle. Symbolically, his feelings could have been
envy transformed to hatred. Moreover, the fact that the Prince insists on addressing the
Queen as “queen-mother” suggests that she is the symbolic mother, who has always
been the object of his desire.

Not unlike The Banquet, Prince of the Himalayas also offers an explanation for the
Queen’s marriage to her brother-in-law. The reason for the second marriage, I argue, is
also the most intriguing part of the film—the Queen was in love with her brother-in-law
before she got married. It is noteworthy that the film borrows the closet scene from
Shakespeare, but instead of a rather naive Gertrude who tries to appease Hamlet’s
agony, the Queen is preoccupied with her own feelings and her own secret. Finally,
she reveals to her son her love for the new King and she emphasizes the pains she had
suffered for seventeen years when she was not able to love freely. The closet scene in
Prince of the Himalayas differs greatly from its counterpart scene in Olivier’s Hamlet
and in Zeffirelli’s Hamlet. The Himalayan Prince does not reveal the kind of infatuation
his two western counterparts have for their queen-mothers.

Remarkably, when Olivier’s Hamlet holds Gertrude in his arms, the camera zooms in
to a fragile yet beautiful Gertrude directing her shinning eyes upwards at Hamlet. They
seem much more like a pair of lovers than mother and son in this moment. In a similar
fashion, Zeffirelli’s closet scene is saturated with Hamlet’s craving for his mother. After
witnessing Hamlet killing Polonius, Gertrude tries to run away from her mad son, but
he corners her on her bedside. Then he moves towards her, forcing her to retreat into
her bed. He chides her. When she begs him to speak no more and turns away from
him, he turns her around and lies on top of her. He says, “Nay, but to live in the rank
sweat of an enseamed bed, stewed in corruption, honeying and making love over the
nasty sty.” And while saying these words, he moves his body forward and backward
on her as if making love with her, and she utters weird sounds as if responding to his
movements. Then she says, “Speak to me no more. These words like daggers enter
into mine ears. No more, sweet Hamlet.” She kisses him on the mouth. He kisses her
back. It is at this very moment that Hamlet sees his father’s ghost. This ambiguous
scene filled with obscene suggestions of sexual intercourse movements and kissing can
be interpreted as Hamlet’s Oedipus complex.

In the closet scene in Prince of the Himalayas, the Prince does not allow his mother to
depart from her chamber. He pushes her towards her bed and chides her. She slaps
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him hard on the face, saying, “Say no more.” Then she reveals to him that what she
has done is for love. The Prince climbs abruptly onto her bed to show his contempt. He
says in anger, “Love, you call this your love?” At this moment, the ghost of the late King
appears. When the ghost departs, the Prince lies flat on his back in bed. The Queen lies
next to him in bed, too, bending over him and caressing his face gently. He grasps both
of her shoulders, asking her to “confess her crime to the gods”. Upon hearing this, she
lies down, saying, “Ah you have split my heart in two.” He rolls next to her, bending
over her to hold her hand. He asks her to throw away the bad half. She replies that the
half, which he wants her to throw way, is dear to her.

Upon hearing this, he gets even angrier. She cries on his shoulder while confessing
her love for the uncle. The Prince tells her that the man she loves is the murderer of
her husband. He draws out his sword and heads straight for the door. She quickly runs
and stops in front of him with outstretched arms, saying, “If you kill him, you will kill
me.” He turns around to threaten her with his sword, asking her to take back what she
has just said. In fear, she calls out “help,” and just like in Shakespeare’s original plot,
the counterpart of Polonius, who is hiding behind an arras, calls out for help, and is
hence stabbed to death by the Prince.

The use of a bed in the scene with the Prince and his mother lying in it is suggestive
in the eyes of those familiar with the Oedipal interpretation of Hamlet. In reality,
the Shakespearean text does not have any stage direction on the use of a bed in the
scene.1 When Hamlet stops his mother from seeking those that can speak, his words
are: “Come, come, and sit you down, you shall not budge” (3.4.17).2 After he has killed
Polonius, he says to his mother: “Leave wringing your hands. Peace, sit you down, /
And let me wring your heart” (3.4.34-35). It will appear logical for Gertrude to sit
down on a chair in the room or on the edge of her bed, if there is a bed.

In Olivier’s film, Gertrude is thrust violently onto her bed by her son, but Hamlet
never lies down on it. The bed with the Prince and his mother lying on it can be
considered to have been influenced by the Freudian reading of Hamlet, as Hamlet
repeatedly mentions the word “bed,” such as in “Nay, but to live / In the rank sweat of
an enseamed bed” (3.4.92-93); “Good night. But go not to my uncle’s bed” (3.4.161);
“Not this, by no means, that I bid you do: / Let the bloat King tempt you again to bed”
(3.4.183-83). This emphasis on the word “bed” probably inspired Zeffirelli to have
Hamlet and Gertrude make good use of the bed. The closet scene in The Prince of the
Himalayas bears a grain of resemblance to that in Zeffirelli’s Hamlet, though it is not
as obscene. It is without Hamlet’s back-and-forth movement over his mother’s body,
or their kissing on the mouth. Nevertheless, with the son and mother in one bed, the
Oedipal suggestion is still present.

Another remarkable feature shared by the two Chinese Hamlet film adaptations is
the fact that both their prince characters have sex with the counterparts of Ophelia.
In a sense, the princes in the two Chinese films can be considered drastically different

1 Neither the First Folio nor the First Quarto has this kind of stage direction.
2 All quotations from Hamlet are from William Shakespeare, Hamlet, ed. Harold Jenkins, Arden

Shakespeare edition (London: Routledge, 1982).
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from the sexually frustrated Hamlets in Olivier’s and Zeffirelli’s films. The Hamlet in
Shakespeare’s original play is a frustrated young man in his relationship with Ophelia.
As early as Act 1 scene 3, when Polonius commands Ophelia not to talk with Hamlet,
she replies, “I shall obey, my lord” (Hamlet 1.3.136). Later on, she reports to her father
about Hamlet’s strange actions, and she even complies with her father’s demand to
meet Hamlet while being spied on by Claudius and him. There seems to be little chance
for Hamlet to have sex with her even if he desires it.

In great contrast to this sexually frustrated Hamlet, Hu’s Prince engages himself
both emotionally and sexually with Odsaluyang (counterpart of Ophelia). After his
frustrating meeting with his mother and his uncle upon his return from Persia, he
meets this young lady and gives to her as a love token a little ivory blade from Persia.
He tells her that she is his only family member henceforward. Actually, his only real
family member after the death of his father is his mother. By calling Odsaluyang his
only family member, while denying his own biological mother, he is psychologically
substituting her for his mother.

In another scene, the film depicts Prince Lhamoklodan seeing Odsaluyang again after
the King announces he will marry the Queen dowager. The maiden advises the young
Prince not to do anything impulsive. Then the film depicts the two young lovers making
love, after which the camera shifts to another scene featuring a completely naked
Prince Lhamoklodan galloping on a white horse in a vast expanse of wilderness—an
erotic image that symbolizes the young man’s sexual energy. The sexual consummation,
which happens after the new King’s announcement of his forthcoming marriage with
the Queen dowager, is laden with symbolic implications of frustrated love. Odsaluyang
may be considered a substitute for the object of desire in the Prince’s Oedipal yearning
for his mother. Nevertheless, it cannot be denied that the Himalayan Prince is much
more sexually mature than Shakespeare’s sexually frustrated Hamlet, or the princes in
Olivier’s and Zeffirelli’s adaptations. The closest the two western Hamlets get to their
girlfriends is when they place their heads on their laps before the play-within-the-play.

Interestingly, The Banquet also creates a consummation scene between Prince Wu
Luan and Qing Nu (counterpart of Ophelia). After reading the song the Prince has
brought back from Wu Yat, Qing Nu expresses her sympathy for the love-frustrated
oars-lady. Despite her denial, the Prince insists that she does not pity the oars-lady
but him. He says, “You pity me. She also pities me. My misery has given both of you
an opportunity to lure me to you.” He never mentions who he means by “she,” but
obviously, Qing Nu understands that he means Queen Wan. She replies, “No, I am not
her.” He insists, “Yes, you are her.” In anger, he tears off her dress while she tries to
escape outside. It is raining and raindrops on their faces intensify the misery of their
frustrated triangular love. The film plays up the erotic scene by showing the chase
and assault in slow motion. At this point, Qing Nu resembles the prototypal Ophelia,
helpless in her relationship with a seemingly mad Hamlet, who puts his head on her
lap. Prince Wu Luan’s words, “Yes, you are her,” are an indication of his substitution of
her for Queen Wan, the object of his sexual desire.

The sexual consummations by Prince Wu Luan and Prince Lhamoklodan in the
two Chinese Hamlet films undoubtedly create the image of sexually potent and
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mature princes, who distinguish themselves from the sexually repressed young man
in Shakespeare’s play. Freud’s theory of the Oedipus complex is basically a stage in a
child’s development that centers on an immature son struggling with his desire for his
mother. In the two Chinese film adaptations, the much more sexually mature princes,
whose images diverge from their prototype’s sexually repressed one, translate Freud’s
or Jones’s Oedipal interpretation of Hamlet to a symbolic level with a difference. In The
Banquet, even though the Prince insists that Qing Nu is Queen Wan when he approaches
her sexually, in the aftermath of the consummation, she puts her arms around him
gently, while he lies down quietly without any repulsive attitude, not unaware of the
fact that the woman he is with is Qing Nu. The consummation seemingly suggests that
the young Prince is gradually overcoming his Oedipal desire.

In Prince of the Himalayas, Prince Lhamoklodan’s sexual consummation with
Odsaluyang eventually results in the birth of a son. This son proves the Prince to
be a sexually mature and potent man, unlike the prototypal sexually repressed Hamlet.
By the end of the film, when every member in the Royal Family has died in a bloodbath,
the baby son is hailed as the new Prince of the Himalayas. The baby overturns the tragic
atmosphere of the film as it brings new hope to the country. The movie is undoubtedly
an adaptation of Hamlet with a big difference in its ending.

X. Conclusion

Appropriations, adaptations, translations, representations and reproductions (however
you refer to them) involving subjects from other cultures can be conceptualized as
cultural translations. Hence, Chinese film adaptations of Shakespeare can be understood
as cultural translations. As discussed, the term “cultural translation” from ethnology
or social anthropology refers to the description of other cultures which naturally
involves translation, while “translation” implies neither “radical cultural difference”
nor “complete sameness” (Pym 148). As our discussion ventures from the Oedipal
interpretation of Shakespeare’s Hamlet by Freud to other forms of cultural translations
including western film adaptions of Hamlet, earlier Chinese translations of Shakespeare,
the Chinese acceptance of Freudian theories, together with our analysis of the two
Chinese Hamlet film adaptions, The Banquet and Prince of the Himalayas, we understand
that similarities as well as differences are always present. In the similarities, we sense
a shared humanity and continuity. In the differences, we see the uniqueness from
which we affirm and reflect on our or others’ own cultural uniqueness. In our analysis,
which tackles the issue of the Oedipus complex in Shakespeare’s Hamlet and in the
two Chinese film adaptations, we can see that the latter can be considered to be
reflections on the changes in the Chinese social environment regarding sexuality and
familial relationships. While earlier Chinese cultural adaptations of Hamlet avoided
the controversial Oedipal interpretation, mainly because it is “abhorrent” or clashes
with traditional Chinese concepts, the two Chinese Hamlet films played up the Oedipal
complex with differences.

What really stand out in these two Chinese Hamlet film adaptions are the plot twists

15



Oedipus Complex, Cultural Translations and Two Chinese Hamlet Films

to justify the Queen’s second marriage, and the breakthrough of the initially sexually
immature protagonists. Since Freudian theories stress sexual repression, while the
Oedipus complex is meant to be a stage in a child’s psychological development, in which
an immature son struggles with his desire for his mother, the sexual consummations that
appear in the two films can be considered the successful completion of that stage. Even
though, by the end of The Banquet, all the main characters, except for the counterpart
of Polonius, die, the Prince finally tells the dying counterpart of Ophelia (Qing Nu) that
he cares for her. As mentioned, in Prince of the Himalayas, the birth of the Prince’s baby
son signifies the transition to a new generation. The basic frame from Shakespeare’s
gloomy tragedy is translated into an equally sad ending yet with a new hope. Hence,
the Oedipus complex has new fascinating twists in the cultural translations made by
these two Chinese Hamlet films.
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