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Why is it that four centuries after Shakespeare’s 
death, the world is still talking of Romeos, Iagos and 
Lady Macbeths? They stand today as shorthand for 
love, jealousy and monstrous ambition – at once 
simplifying these consuming emotions and 
acknowledging how complex they are. Shakespeare 
was our finest creator of human archetypes.

But archetype is too dry a word. His characters are 
living and breathing people, whether kings, queens, 
jesters or plotters. Their task, during the two hours 
on stage, is to illuminate our personal struggles, and 
offer a cathartic lightening of our own human burden. 

In this essay one of world’s best-selling writers, 
Chinese novelist Hong Ying, looks back to the Cultural 
Revolution. She probes freedom of expression and 
sexuality in contemporary China, beginning and 
ending her journey with Shakespeare’s Sonnets. 
These poems seem to create a space for individuality, 
through their extraordinary use of language.

This essay is part of a collection, for which we 
asked some exceptional public figures – Nobel 
Laureates and best-selling authors, musicians  
and politicians, actors and activists – to reflect  
on Shakespeare’s continuing relevance to  
today’s burning issues. The collection is part  
of Shakespeare Lives, our extensive, year-long 
programme marking the 400th anniversary of 
Shakespeare’s death.
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Despite the long and rich history of theatre in China, Shakespeare 
was not translated into Chinese until 1903. Even then, his works 
were not translated directly – author Lin Shu worked instead from 
a copy of Charles and Mary Lamb’s 19th century prose adaptation 
Tales from Shakespeare. Shu’s version, which bore the title 
Strange Tales from Abroad, was popular with Chinese readers.  
Its text formed the basis for the first Chinese-language production 
of a Shakespeare play, a production of The Merchant of Venice 
staged in 1913. Other translations, including a version of  
the Sonnets, appeared in the 1920s and 1930s. After 1949,  
a number of Shakespearean plays were staged by state-run 
theatre companies and drama academies, but the vast majority  
of Chinese productions have taken place since 1980.  
An International Shakespeare Festival took place in 1986,  
attracting at least 100,000 audience members to over 70 live 
performances. A second festival took place in 1994, and 
Shakespearean plays are now regularly performed by drama 
companies across China. 

In collaboration with Chinese theatre makers, writers and scholars, 
the Royal Shakespeare Company is currently embarking on  
an ambitious project to produce new theatrically-viable, 
actor-friendly and audience-accessible translations of 
Shakespeare’s First Folio over the next decade, leading  
up to the 400th anniversary of its first publication in 2023.

CHINA

INTRODUCTION
SHAKESPEARE
IN



As a child, I grew up in the Ye Miao Xi slum, on the south bank of the Yangtze 
River in Chongqing. The slum consisted of three courtyard mansions halfway  
up the hillside, once owned by rich folk who fled after 1949, and turned over  
to poor families by the Communist government after the takeover of Chongqing. 
A dozen or so families shared a courtyard with a communal kitchen. There  
were no bathrooms and one public toilet for the entire locality. Every evening,  
we had to carry our toilet bucket out for the night-soil collector to take away.  
Still, everyone felt that this was much better than life in the old society.

We lived in Courtyard Six and one of our neighbours in Courtyard Seven  
was a man we called Fat Uncle. Fat Uncle was in his early 40s and worked in  
a tobacco factory. He was married but his wife lived in a village and hardly ever 
came to town. He was a cheerful man, always friendly and his work mates often 
came around to his place to eat, drink and chat. One day, in the year I started 
junior high school, the police came and arrested him. Later, he was paraded 
through the streets, a board hung around his neck accusing him of ‘buggery’.  
His face was thinner and his eyes had lost their sparkle. People said he had had 
sex with an apprentice. The young man in question had just finished high school 
and had a copy of Shakespeare’s Sonnets. Fat Uncle was fascinated and got  
him to read these foreign poems to him. He was reported and sentenced to  
20 years in prison.

I was fond of Fat Uncle and full of sympathy for him. I was also filled with 
curiosity about these poems, although I never managed to get my hands on  
a copy, either from the school library or from anyone around me. But I never 
forgot the name Shakespeare.

When I was 18, I left home and spent the next ten years, travelling all over 
China and mixing with writers and artists. One day I came across some of 
Shakespeare’s poems in a mimeographed booklet:

‘Then the conceit of this inconstant stay 
Sets you most rich in youth before my sight, 
Where wasteful Time debateth with Decay 
To change your day of youth to sullied night; 
And all in war with Time for love of you, 
As he takes from you, I engraft you new.’1

This Englishman and these poems written so long ago, seemed to mirror  
my life at the time. I read on, fired with emotion, unable to put the book down, 
focusing on those lines that expressed resistance to society and noting them 
down. His poems had a real effect on my life and my writing. 

‘And all in war with Time for love of you’
by Hong Ying
Translated by Nicky Harman

Title ‘And all in war with Time for love of you’ from Sonnet 15 
1 Sonnet 15
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I sought out his tragedies and his comedies and enjoyed them. But most  
of all, it was his Sonnets that touched my soul. For the whole of the 1980s,  
the name Shakespeare became the mantra for our generation. We dubbed  
him respectfully ‘Old Man Sha’, and venerated him alongside other great  
writers like Emily Dickinson, Tolstoy and Balzac. Talking about classic Chinese 
poets like Li Bai and Du Fu was regarded as rather ordinary, while someone  
who mentioned Shakespeare was clearly a genuine artist.

At the end of the 80s, I met my first husband. He was a lecturer at a 
university in the UK, in China to attend a conference. He quoted Shakespeare’s 
Sonnet 116 to me: 

‘Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,
But bears it out even to the edge of doom.’2 

He told me that the lines were as sweet and beautiful as I was. I was very 
gratified. He told me that he had been sent to work in a coalmine when he 
graduated, because his family were considered bad elements and had been 
accused in involvement in the May 16th Conspiracy of 1968. Ten years later, 
when the Cultural Revolution was over and the universities re-opened, he was 
keen to take postgraduate entrance exams but did not have a single English 
language book. He asked his younger sister for help and she managed to send 
him a volume of Shakespeare’s Sonnets. He worked his way through it, day by 
day, falling in love with Shakespeare in the process. He came top in his exams, 
obtained a place at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences in Beijing to do 
research on Shakespeare and left the mines behind him.

My then-husband became China’s foremost Shakespearean scholar; after 
we married, I discovered that what he really loved in the Sonnets was the 
darkness and despair, which he once said could consume a person.

Over time, I realised that he was not the man I had taken him for. The feeling 
was mutual and we parted company. When I think back, he is always linked in 
my memory with Shakespeare: we no longer warred with time for love of each 
other, because our love was dead.

After my mother died in 2006, I wrote an autobiographical novel, Good 
Children of the Flower, which I dedicated to her. I wrote about the three years  
of hunger (1958-1961), the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) and the lives of my 
family and our neighbours, taking up where Daughter of the River (1997) left off. 
(Naturally, I wrote about my former husband, telling the truth, and saying that we 
are still comrades.) Chinese people easily forget life’s cruelties and disasters 
and how they got through them, once the events have passed. Chinese people 
may look hard as steel – we are ground down by the cruelties of life – but inside 
we are still human; however, we have not reflected or repented the past. 

I remember when Fat Uncle was taken away, all his neighbours in his 
courtyard denounced him as ‘scum’. No one had any sympathy for him. 

2 Sonnet 116
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In the 1950s, homosexuality was punished with sentences of twenty years 
or more in prison. Fat Uncle was arrested in the seventies, and he still got 
twenty years. 

Homosexuality is first recorded in China as long ago as the reign of the 
Yellow Emperor. During the Han Dynasty, almost every emperor took a male 
lover. The Emperor Wen of Han had a favourite, an official by the name of Deng 
Tong and bestowed on him the right to mine ore and mint his own money. As a 
result, Deng Tong became richer than the aristocracy and is the man who has 
made most profit from sex in the whole of China’s history. Male homosexuality 
declined during the Tang and the Five Dynasties, revived during the Song, 
declined in the Yuan and revived during the Ming, when everyone, from the 
Emperor Zhengde down to officials and Confucian scholars, enjoyed male  
lovers, especially actors. The Qing (Manchu) Dynasty was no different and many 
novels, for instance Precious Mirror for Gazing at Flowers (trans. 1849), describe 
homosexuality in great detail. 

Before 1949 China was a paradise for homosexuals, with the ‘Oscar Wildes’ 
of Europe drawn there like fish to water. In my novel K: The Art of Love (1999),  
I wrote about Sir Harold Acton, with whom the hero, Julian Bell, had an affair  
at one time. Sir Harold, a good friend of the British Queen Elizabeth, taught  
at Peking University in the 1930s and, together with the Chinese poet Chen 
Shixiang, translated a selection of talented Chinese poets into English. Their 
Modern Chinese Poetry was published in 1936. The pair, with Cyril Birch, also 
translated the famous romantic masterpiece, The Peach Blossom Fan (1976). 
Acton stayed for two more years after North China fell to the Japanese, 
returning to Britain in 1939. Chen Shixiang went to the University of California, 
Berkeley in the USA.

Acton’s homosexual love affair with Chen is never mentioned in China  
to this day, with the exception of a piece by my ex-husband, which touches  
on it. Acton, a famous homosexual, preferred young Chinese men. In his novel 
about expatriates in Beijing, Peonies and Ponies, his hero falls in love at first 
sight with a young man, Yang, because ‘he appealed to my imagination…  
he is a living symbol of China.’3 During the summer holidays, Chen Shixiang 
and his fellow students visited Sir Harold and the latter asked Chen to go  
and live with him. Chen ‘bravely’ agreed. The reason for this ‘bravery’ may 
simply be that he feared the other students would go green with jealousy,  
as if a student today were to move in with a foreign teacher, unimaginable as  
that is. However, it seems that Chen’s fellow students harboured few jealous 
suspicions. Chen moved in on Acton’s birthday and he and the other students 
celebrated with Acton. In the garden after dinner, Chen played his flute. This all 
happened at Peking University, China’s top university, the pinnacle of young 
people’s aspirations.

Chinese youth are familiar with Shakespeare now because he is a set  
author in universities. My present husband has just been to see the UK’s Royal 

3 Harold Acton, Peonies and Ponies (London: Chatto & Windus, 1941)
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Shakespeare Company’s Henry plays in Beijing, at the National Theatre for 
Performing Arts and he told me how amazed he was by the enthusiastic 
audience response. To the young people laughing at Anthony Sher’s Falstaff, 
the play was ‘fresh’, he said, as if it was being performed for the first time. 
There is no denying the Bard’s magic still works on the educated, cosmopolitan 
Chinese audiences of today. They have as much enthusiasm for his plays and 
poetry as we did a generation ago, the difference being that for my generation, 
the act of reading Shakespeare was forbidden or even dangerous. 

A few years ago, I contributed a piece to Bookworm founder Alexandra 
Pearson’s Beijing: Portrait of a City (2009), in which I described how ‘lalas’ 
(lesbians) met furtively in coffee shops, while male gays could only meet in 
toilets. I wrote about the sufferings and humiliations of these people abandoned 
by society, some of whom were even driven to take their own lives. For them, 
Shakespeare’s Sonnets, with their description of the dark side of sex and 
gender, had a very personal meaning. They found consolation in the message 
conveyed by Shakespeare’s poetry, that there is only love, without distinction 
between male and female. 

‘Let me not to the marriage of true minds
Admit impediments. Love is not love
Which alters when it alteration finds
Or bends with the remover to remove.’4

Nowadays, the situation for ‘lalas’ and ‘tongzhi’ (gays) has greatly improved, 
although it is still not ideal. The majority of parents will feel distress when they 
learn that their son or daughter is homosexual and same-sex relationships are 
not officially recognised. The legalisation of same-sex marriages is still a far 
distant prospect, although if one partner is a foreigner, that can offer a way  
out. However, there is a now tacit acceptance of homosexuals who at least  
no longer have to worry about being put in prison. Of course, now that there  
is less risk, fewer are reading Shakespeare’s Sonnets, seeking in them the voice 
of forbidden freedoms and consolation in their loneliness.

In order to write this article, I put Sonnet 29 on my WeChat (Chinese 
equivalent of Whats App) for some friends. Some liked it, some loved it, 
especially those who were homosexual who commented that reading this kind 
of poem put them instantly in touch with others like themselves, true soul-
mates and lovers. The heterosexual friends found the sonnet over-simple; it 
meant little or nothing to them. But 70 per cent of my friends felt that 
nowadays, just as during the Renaissance, his poems are a wake-up call, a 
reminder to discover and value humanity above obedience to God: 

‘For thy sweet love remembered such wealth brings
That then I scorn to change my state with kings.’5

When I think of China today, I wonder who thinks like that. I asked my 
millions of Weibo (Chinese equivalent of Twitter) fans: ‘Is there anyone who

4 Sonnet 116
5 Sonnet 29
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would ‘scorn to change their state with kings’6, and all for love?’ No matter 
what the results of my survey, I personally still remember how, when I was 
young, lonely and a social outcast, Shakespeare seemed to offer me a voice; 
his poems had humanity, and they had feelings, and they challenge us, no 
matter when and where we live. I can see in my mind’s eye Fat Uncle and his 
young worker, one reading, the other listening with intense concentration in 
the dim lamp light: 

‘And all in war with Time for love of you,
As he takes from you, I engraft you new.’7

Every year, when I go back to Chongqing, I ask about Fat Uncle. Some  
say he served his sentence but could not find work when he was released,  
and moved away, who knows where. I never saw him again. If he is still alive,  
he must be in his 80s. I sincerely hope that he is enjoying his declining years, 
and that the spirit of Shakespeare continues to shine on him.

China’s homosexuals have been out in the streets of big cities in recent 
years, demonstrating against discrimination and for the legalisation of gay 
marriage. In 2013, CNN’s Steven Jiang reported that: 

‘A lesbian couple in Beijing recently saw their marriage application rejected 
by local officials, and a video of their futile attempt made the rounds on the 
internet. Activists also complain about periodic government crackdowns, citing 
a recent case in May. In the central city of Changsha, a 19 year old activist 
leading a street rally against homophobia was jailed for 12 days. Local police 
accused him of ‘holding an illegal protest’8 in a statement.’

The Chinese media estimate that more than 100,000 gay men have married 
heterosexual women in order to appease their family and maintain their normal 
lifestyles at the same time. Sociologist Li Yinhe has called for the authorities to 
put a stop to what she calls the ‘tragedy’ of these ‘gay wives’ who will never be 
loved by their husbands, just like the village wife of Fat Uncle. 

Postscript
In 1997, the crime of ‘hooliganism’ as defined in Article Six, Clause 160  

of Chinese criminal law, was abolished. Homosexuality was no longer defined  
as ‘hooliganism’ although most law courts still meted out the same punishment 
for homosexual behaviour.

In 2002, Beijing Number One Middle Court, in a final ruling on a case 
involving homosexual rights to a reputation, overturned a judgment which 
declared that homosexuality was ‘a sexual perversion rejected by the general 
public’, thus offering redress for homosexuals for the first time in a legal 
judgment, although the People’s Republic of China Marriage Law explicitly  
lays down that same-sex couples may not register their marriages. 

Clearly, China has taken a step forward where homosexuality is concerned.

6 Sonnet 29 

7 Sonnet 15 
8 Steven Jiang, CNN, 30 June 2013 
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Hong Ying began her writing career in China during the early 
1980s, as a poet. She relocated to London in 1990, where  
she settled as a writer. Best-known in English for the novels  
K: the Art of Love (for which she won the Rome Prize), Summer of 
Betrayal, and Peacock Cries, Hong Ying achieved great acclaim 
for her memoir of the Cultural Revolution, Daughter of the River. 

Hong Ying has been published in 30 languages and has 
appeared on the bestseller lists of numerous countries.  
A number of her works have been adapted for television  
and film. 

In her writing, Hong Ying explores powerful human stories  
of hardship and from history. She has shed light on the 
lives of marginalised groups struggling for visibility – and for 
compassion – in contemporary China.

Hong Ying now lives in Beijing and Italy.

Translation by
Nicky Harman 
Nicky Harman is a prize-winning translator of fiction, and 
occasionally non-fiction and poetry, from Chinese. She has 
translated work by Hong Ying, Xinran, Jia Pingwa, Han Dong,  
Chen Xiwo and many more. She also organises translation-
focussed events, writes occasional blogs, mentors new 
translators, teaches summer schools, and has judged translation 
competitions. She co-runs the Read Paper Republic short  
story project, on the Chinese literary translation website 
Paper-Republic.org, works with the Writing Chinese project  
at the University of Leeds, and with the London Free Word  
Centre, and tweets as the China Fiction Bookclub @cfbcuk.  
She is also co-chair of the UK Translators Association.
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The editor would like to thank colleagues who 
have given advice and support: Country 
Directors and colleagues from British Council 
offices around the world whose efforts and 
inspiration have enabled these essays to 
come into being.

It is a great pleasure to extend thanks to  
our partners, The Open University, for the 
introductions to the history of Shakespeare in 
each country and academic advice, and the 
BBC World Service for their complementary 
series of broadcast programmes. A special 
mention must be made of The Open University 
academics David Johnson and Edmund King, 
and BBC World Service producers Jonathan 
Wells and Deborah Basckin. All Shakespeare 
quotes are taken from The Norton 
Shakespeare, Third Edition, edited by Stephen 
Greenblatt, Walter Cohen, Suzanne Gossett, 
Jean E. Howard, Katharine Eisaman Maus and 
Gordon McMullan (New York: Norton, 2016), 
International Student Edition.

This project was developed with Rebecca 
Simor, Programme Manager of Shakespeare 
Lives. With thanks also to the Shakespeare 
Lives team who enabled this complex idea 
to come to fruition.
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The British Council has commissioned a collection  
of essays by eminent thinkers around the world, 
from politicians to Nobel Prize-winning writers, 
interpreting themes in Shakespeare’s work for today. 

Living Shakespeare is a dialogue between 
exceptional public figures and Shakespeare’s  
works in relation to the burning questions which 
each writer faces. The collection demonstrates 
Shakespeare’s relevance, from the stage, to our 
homes, to the staterooms of power.

The issues raised include optimism in diplomacy, 
female empowerment, listening, racial integration, 
and a response to extremism.

The essays are part of Shakespeare Lives, a global 
celebration of the influence of William Shakespeare 
on culture, language, education and society.

The British Council, the GREAT Britain campaign 
and an unprecedented number of partners are 
commemorating the 400th anniversary of his 
death with a series of initiatives including a unique 
online collaboration, performances on stage and 
film, exhibitions, public readings, conversations, 
debates and educational resources for people all 
around the world in 2016.

With thanks to our partners The Open 
University and BBC World Service.


