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Abstract

In studies that focus on the phenomenon of Shakespeare in Asia, scholars
argue that a great deal of it has little to do with promoting serious intellec-
tual discourse and pressing cultural commentary and much to do with show-
ing off knowledge of the English language and one of its greatest purveyors.
Shen Lin voices that argument in an essay that focuses on Shakespeare in China,
where lavish and expensive mainstream productions of Shakespeare are cater-
ing to a socio-political class, “the new patricians of the People’s Republic,” who
are eager to acquire and display knowledge of a “Shashibiya” that is “thema-
tically” out of tune “with contemporary Chinese reality.” Similarly, Rustom
Bharucha characterizes the phenomenon of Shakespeare in Asia as the des-
perate attempt by “Old England . . . to cover its colonial past by secking . . .
new reclamations of Shakespeare in Asian performance traditions, both tra-
ditional and contemporary.” Although other scholars, notable among them
Bi-Qi Beatrice Lei, hold that Shakespeare in the East has pushed Shakespeare
into territory that is very different from older terrain marked by overtures
to the West, Lin and Bharucha make clear that more politically and cul-
turally relevant work needs to be done in “doing” Shakespeare in Asia. Taking
them at their word, I do that in this essay by ecocritically reading a film adap-
tation of Macbeth, Japanese director Akira Kurosawa’s Throne of Blood, and
a film adaptation of the classical Chinese legend of “the Butterfly lovers,”
directed by Taiwanese director Ming-chin Tsai and commonly known as the

Iris Ralph is an Associate Professor in the English Department at Tamkang University. Her current areas
of specialty are animal studies, ecocriticism, and posthumanism. Her publications include book chapters
in Doing English in Asia (ed. Sheng-mei Ma and Patricia Haseltine), Ecocriticism in Taiwan (ed. Chia-ju
Chang and Scott Slovic), and 7ed Hughes (ed. Terry Gifford); and journal articles in the William Carlos
Williams Review (Penn State University Press), Cowrie (Shanghai Normal University), CLCWeb (Purdue
University), and journal of Ecocriticism (University of Northern British Columbia). A forthcoming journal
article is due to appear in Neohelicon, in a special issue devoted to the proceedings of the Sixth Tamkang
International Conference on Ecological Discourse, Tamkang University. Currently, Dr. Ralph is working on
a monograph on animal and plant representations in Australian literature. E-mail: iris.ralph@gmail.com.

(Received 5 March 2017; Accepted 12 June 2017)



34

Tamkang Review 47.2 (June 2017)

Chinese version of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. Ecocritic Robert Pogue
Harrison’s reading of “deforestation” in Macbeth is the main source of inspi-
ration for my discussion of Kurosawa’s film and the history of ecocide of East
Asian forests by local governments and later by multi-national companies in
the time between Japans Middle Ages, the time period in which Kurosawa’s
Macberh is set, and the present century. Tsai’s film carries a haunting ecocidal
reference, one that the director may not have consciously intended but is power-
ful no less, to the history of butterflies in Taiwan.

Keywords: Akira Kurosawa, Ming-chin Tsai, Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet,
Macbeth, butterflies, deforestation, ecocriticism, localism, pre-
sentism
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In studies that focus on the phenomenon of Shakespeare in Asia, some
scholars argue that a great deal of it has little to do with promoting serious
intellectual discourse and pressing cultural commentary and much to do with
showing off knowledge of the English language and one of its greatest purveyors
(Kennedy and Lan). Others contend that Shakespeare in the East has pushed
Shakespeare into territory that challenges, rebukes, or separates from older
forms of slavish subscription to the West (Lei and Perng). What both sides of
the debate evidence is that Shakespeare in Asia is thriving in spite of the fact

that it is a suspect enterprise.’

Local adaptations, reformations, and redactions
of Shakespeare are as controversial as they are diverse and inimitable. However,
what is missing from scholarly engagements with those productions, egregiously
so, are questions about how Shakespeare in Asia notices and grapples with one
of the gravest problems of our time: environmental crisis. I raise those questions
here, in my ecocritical reading of Japanese film director Akira Kurosawa’s 7hrone
of Blood and Taiwanese director Ming-chin Tsai’s animation film 7he Burzerfly
Lovers, inspired by a Chinese myth that is popularly known as the Chinese version
of Romeo and Juliet. 1 tie the content of the films to deforestation in East Asia
and the history of butterfly ecocide in Taiwan.

Presentism, a critical methodology established with the publication of a 2007
book entitled Presentist Shakespeares, edited by Hugh Grady and Terrence Hawkes,
continues today to garner support as well as irk those who “code” it as shallow
and “unscholarly” (O’Dair 75). In “Is it Shakespearean Ecocriticism if it isn’t
Presentism?” Sharon O’Dair, who defends the presentist position, argues that
Shakespeare scholars who practice “professional” (as opposed to “popular”)
presentism are no less knowledgeable than their purist or historicist peers, for
although they rely on a methodology by which the past is interpreted “in terms
of present concerns,” they do not claim that those concerns—for example, race,
gender, sexuality, species, technology, the environment, “progress,” and so forth—
trace back evidently, transparently, or in a straight line to older debates (71-2).2

! In addition to Lei and Perng’s Shakespeare in Culture and Kennedy and Lan’s Shakespeare in Asia,
other notable studies of Shakespeare in Asia include: Minoru Fujita and Leonard Pronko, eds., Shakespeare
East and West (Richmond, Surry: Japan Library, 1996); Sasayama Takashi, J. R. Mulryne, and Margaret
Shewring, eds., Shakespeare and the Japanese Stage (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1998); Minami Ryuta, Ian
Carruthers, and John Gillies, eds., Performing Shakespeare in Japan (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2001);
Kuniyoshi Ueda, Noh Adapration of Shakespeare: Encounter and Union (Tokyo: Hokuseido, 2001); Li
Ruru, Shashibiya: Staging Shakespeare in China (Hong Kong: Hong Kong UP, 2003); and Alexander C. Y.
Huang, Chinese Shakespeares: Two Centuries of Cultural Exchange (New York: Columbia UP, 2009). For
a full list, see Lei and Perng.

2 The popular form of presentism takes the form of “historical interest toward the contemporary period
and away from the more distant past” (Hunt qtd. in O’Dair 71).
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Moreover, scholars who are antagonistic to presentism can hardly fault a Shake-
spearean for being insufficiently “historical,” for no matter how well that scholar
“dol[es] history,” he or she is not foremost a historian (75). Even the most “his-
toricist” of Shakespeareans “are not really historians . . . they are not trained as
historians, and if you scratch them just a bit, they’ll begin to dissect the implica-
tions for Shakespearean studies of Porkys” (73).> O’Dair draws on Terence Hawkes’s
study Shakespeare in the Present to underscore her point. Shakespeare studies in
fact are “inherently presentist,” for they include the critical recognition of the
“performative’ function” of the plays (Hawkes qtd. in O’Dair 73). However, not
claiming to be “historical” is a long shot from risking the charge of being “un-
scholarly” (73). As O’Dair argues further, scholars who teach Shakespeare are
fully aware that “it is presentist, not historicist Shakespeare that draws multitudes
of undergraduates into [the Shakespeare class]” and it is the presentist Shakespeare
courses that they teach that ensure their “ability to pursue research, however
[they] define or describe it” (73). In other words, “for all its hauteur,” historicist
Shakespeare “rides on the back of presentist Shakespeare” (73).

Some of the more famous figures in presentist Shakespeare in the West in-
clude such actors or directors as Patrick Stewart, Ethan Hawke, Julia Stiles, Leonard
Di Caprio, Clare Danes, Baz Luhrmann, and Julie Taymor. In the East, where
English departments are keeping Shakespeare afloat above the shale gas drilling
sinkholes of course reductions in literature, the oceanic garbage patches of once
loved but now despised and discarded authors, and the rising seas of competing
English language courses, Shakespeare survives because of both “local” and pre-
sentist engagements with the “Shashibiya.”* Notable figures in those engagements
include Ong Keng Sen, Chee Kong Cheah, Vishal Bhardwaj, V. K. Prakash,
Sherwood Hu, and Hsing-kuo.> Their work shows that Shakespeare is not only
thriving far beyond the historical and geopolitical boundaries of Renaissance
England, but doing so according to interpretations that are not available to or well
understood by the West.

Two notable, recent studies that attest to the critical as well as popular in-
terest in local and presentist Shakespeare productions in Asia are Shakespeare in
Culture (2012) and Shakespeare in Asia: Contemporary Performance (2010). In the
introduction to the first collection, Bi-qi Beatrice Lei argues that the most excit-
ing and viable engagements with Shakespeare in Asia not only are “cross-cultural”
and “indigenous” but also make little or no attempt to provide “authentic” portraits

3 Porky’s (1981) is about the antics of a group of high school teenagers in Florida in the 1950s.
4 “Shashibaya” is a common epithet for Shakespeare used by literature scholars in Taiwan and China.
> See Kennedy, “Foreword.”
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of “the Bard” (23). Lei repeats and extends that argument in “Paradox of Chinese
Nationalism: Zwo Gentlemen of Verona in Silent Film” (another essay in Shakespeare
in Culture).® She analyses Yi jian mei (A Spray of Plum Blossoms) (1931), a silent
film era adaptation of Shakespeare’s 7he Two Gentlemen of Verona. She comments
on the film’s production history and how it was shaped by both the director Bu
Wancang and the movie company Lianhua Studio. Her underlying claim in ex-
amining that production history is that Shakespeare in the East does not merely
reflect a kowtowing to the West. She thus takes to task the common reductive
assumption that Shakespeare’s “ubiquitous presence in Asia” invariably reflects
“British colonization and Anglo-American cultural imperialism” and “dirty
words justly associated with wars, unfair treaties, land cessions, extraterritoriality,
and indemnity payments” (251).” Shakespeare in the East was and continues to
be a complex phenomenon. At one end of the spectrum, it manifests popular,
nationalistic, anti-imperialist expression and a decisive break with Western sources,
expectations, and ideologies. At the other end, it betrays “idealized Occidentalism”
(Lei 254). In between, it reflects complicated stances that represent neither of those
extremes (Lei 254).

Shakespeare in Asia: Contemporary Performance (2010), edited by Dennis
Kennedy and Yong Li Lan, similarly emphasizes that the most exciting engage-
ments with Shakespeare in the East are local and presentist revisions, alterations,
and transformations. The editors and contributors nonetheless take seriously the
charge against it of neo-colonial ambitions. In “What use Shakespeare, China
and globalization,” Shen Lin argues that much of Shakespeare in China today has
little to do with promoting intellectual discourse and political critique and more
to do with socioeconomic and political privileges. The eager acquiring and dis-
playing of knowledge of the foreign language of English and one of its greatest
purveyors in many instances betrays the legacy of British colonialism or a foot-
stool for ongoing neo-colonial interests. It reflects the “dominance of Anglo-
American culture among [China’s] urban elite,” the “general acceptance of the
superior virtues of western civilization,” and the promise of socioeconomic gain
(Lin 223). The most lavish and expensive productions of Shakespeare’s plays,
which are also mainstream productions, cater to “the new patricians of the People’s
Republic,” a privileged class in China that has no interest in interpreting or perform-
ing Shakespeare in politically relevant or socially productive contexts (231). The

6 Shakespeare in Culture comprises five sections. The third and fourth sections, “Shakespeare in East Asia’s
Indigenous Theater” and “Asian Shakespeare in Historical Perspective” (the section in which Lei’s “Paradox
of Chinese Nationalism” appears) make up almost half of the content.

7 Another essay in the collection that also forcibly makes such an argument is Judy Celine Ick’s
“Shakespeare, (Southeast) Asia, and the Question of Origins.”
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result is Shakespeare productions that are not “thematically in tune with contem-
porary Chinese reality” (231).

Similarly, in “Foreign Asia/foreign Shakespeare: dissenting notes on New
Asian interculturality, postcoloniality and re-colonization,” Rustom Bharucha
comments on the desperate attempts by “Old England . . . to cover its colonial
past by secking. ..new reclamations of Shakespeare in Asian performance traditions,
both traditional and contemporary” (254). Such “apparently decolonizing” strategies
are, as he argues, “in essence, a recolonizing exercise, as the Orient gets replayed one
more time” (254). In “Shakespeare and the question of intercultural performance,”
another essay in Shakespeare in Asia, John W. P. Phillips critiques the underlying
biases in Lin’s and Bharucha’s arguments insofar as those biases drive less so-
phisticated studies that address the postcolonial phenomenon of Shakespeare in
Asia. Those, as he states, betray disappointingly simple and polarized under-
standings of the local reception and transformation of Shakespeare in Asia.
Nonetheless, similarly to Bharucha and Lin, Phillips critiques the “new universalism”
arguments levied against postcolonial Shakespeareans who continue to debate and
critically engage with the colonial implications of doing Shakespeare in Asia.

Whichever side of the fence Shakespeare scholars sit on, Lei and Perng’s
Shakespeare in Culture and Kennedy and Lan’s Shakespeare in Asia: Contemporary
Performance will alert them to calls to do more culturally and relevant work in
Shakespeare studies in the East. As Lin summarizes those beckonings, if Shake-
speare has any legitimacy in Asia, then it lies in demonstrating that the value of
Shakespeare is always local and timely, not universal and timeless (231). However,
what he and other scholars do not remark on is the lack of engagement with
Shakespeare in Asia from environmental and ecocritical viewpoints. Surely,
Shakespeare in Asia has been illuminating, in the most subtle or not so subtle of
ways, climate change and other environmental issues, which are local and timely
issues. Yet, there is a profound absence of engagement with those Shakespearean
grounds. Thus, I try to make up for some of that dearth here, by ecocritically
responding to two films that are situated in Asian Shakespeare studies. The first
film is an ostensible nod to Shakespeare, Japanese film director Akira Kurosawa’s
Throne of Blood (1957). An adaptation of Macberh, it inspires ecocritics to revisit
Robert Pogue Harrison’s reading of Macbeths Birnam Wood and extend his argu-
ments about the history of tree felling in the West.> The second film, Taiwanese

8 Harrison’s study belongs to a growing body of literature on the subject of ecocritical Shakespeare.
For a list of recent publications of Shakespearean ecocriticism in the West, see Ralph. To Ralph’s list,
one needs to add Dan Brayton’s Shakespeares Ocean: An Ecocritical Exploration (Under the Sign of Nature)
(Virginia: U of Virginia B, 2012), Gabriel Egan’s Shakespeare and Ecocritical Theory (London: Bloomsbury,
2015), Karen Raber’s Animal Bodies: Renaissance Culture (Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania B, 2013), and
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director Min-chin Tsai’s 7he Butterfly Lovers (2003), is popularly called the
Chinese version of Romeo and Juliet. Few ecocritics in Taiwan could refer to it
without making at least a passing reference to the environmental history of the
ecocide of Taiwan’s butterfly species.

Ecocritic and Shakespearean scholar Simon C. Estok has famously argued
that humans’ “irrational and groundless fear or hatred of the natural world,” or
“ecophobia,” is woven into every aspect of the human (Ecocriticism and Shakespeare:
Reading Ecophobia 4). Robert Pogue Harrison addresses that parameter of fear in
a study entitled Forests: The Shadow of Civilization, in a chapter that is excerpted
in a later equally important study, a collection of ecocriticism essays entitled 7%e
Green Studies Reader. In his reading of the scene in Macbeth where Macbeth
encounters (in his imagination or in actuality) the three weird sisters for the
second time, Harrison considers the question of the parallel laws of the human
and the environment. The three sisters prophesy that Macbeth “shall never
vanquished be, until/Great Birnam Wood to high Dunsinane Hill/Shall come
against him” (4.1., lines 107-109). Macbeth’s response is:

That will never be:

Who can impress the forest, bid the tree

Unfix his earthbound root? Sweet bodements, good—
Rebellious dead, rise never till the Wood

Of Birnam rise, and our high-placed Macbeth

Shall live the lease of nature, pay his breath

To time, and mortal custom. (4.1., lines 109-115)

In fact, as Macbeth will find out, Birnam Wood’s “earthbound root” will become
“unfix[ed]”and the trees of the wood will ambulate. Concealed behind the
branches of felled trees from the forest of Birnam Wood, Malcolm and Donalbain’s
armies advance behind the conscripted green screen to defeat Macbeth at Dunsinane
Hill. As Harrison argues, Macbeth’s defeat is possible because of the reconciliation
between human and natural law. That is to say, natural law is the “shadow” or basis
of human law; and without the backing of natural law, human law fails (Harrison
216). Malcolm and Donalbain, working with “the forces of natural law,” effec-
tively “mobilize” the “justice” of the forest “against the moral wasteland of Macbeth’s
nature” (215).

Harrison’s analysis of Birnam Wood constitutes an early and important text
for Shakespearean ecocritics. However, one might push it further or diverge from
it, which I do here, by asking if natural law is indeed restored along with human
law when Malcolm and Donalbain (with the aid of Macduff) dethrone Macbeth

Vin Nardizzi’s Wooden O5: Shakespeares Theatres and England’s Trees (Toronto: U of Toronto P, 2013).
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by pressing into service the nonhuman world—namely, felling a forest for military
camouflage.” Harrison argues that natural laws and human laws converge when
Duncan’s offspring recruit the standing army of Birnam Wood. However, the fig-
ure of Birnam Wood also represents the ways in which humans force “unnatural”
agencies on nature—agencies that nature does not determine for itself. According
to this alternative reading, and keeping in mind that this paper is foremost about
doing ecocritical Shakespeare in East Asian contexts, I turn to the subject of one
of the twentieth century’s most successful and critically acclaimed film adaptations
of Macbeth, Akira Kurosawa’s Throne of Blood (1957). My focus is on the Birnam
Wood scenes, the scenes of the moving trees of “Cobweb Forest” or “Spiderweb
Forest,” for they are what makes the film ecocritically haunting today in addition
to the release date of the film, which coincides with “hyperdeforestation” in Asia
(Thornber 85), and the setting of the film in medieval Japan, when Japan’s rul-
ers first began deforestation on a massive scale.

Asian Studies scholar Catherine Diamond, commenting on Kurosawa’s
film, the title of which literally means “Cobweb Castle” or “Spiderweb Castle”
(Bakk £ IR) (kumonosu-jo), notes that the film owes deeply to “the formal aspects
of nd theater,” as the film is “highly stylized” according to that tradition (118).1°
The film certainly speaks to the interests of comparative scholars who study the
intercultural influences of Shakespeare in Asia, but it speaks just as much to the
interests of ecocritics who study Shakespeare’s plays for what they tell us about
the relationship between the human and the environment. First released in
1957, the film stunningly, powerfully, and darkly evokes the “impress” and
mobilization of the forests of Asia in the Anthropocene, a period that, as some
scholars view it, extends at least as far back as the Japanese Middle Ages, the
timeframe of the events of Kurosawa’s film, and a period that stretches forward to
1957, the film’s release date, and the post-World War II period as a whole, when
deforestation accelerates and intensifies.!! Kurosawa casts Macbeth and Banquo
as two samurai, Washizu (Macbeth) and Miki (Banquo). They meet the prophesying
Mountain Spirit (who corresponds to the three weird sisters in Shakespeare’s
play) not long after the decisive military defeat of the enemies of their emperor

9 The word “impress” carries the meaning (in Shakespeare’s time as well as today) of “to enlist for
military service” (Harrison 215, Brooke 175).

10 As Diamond also notes, Kurosawa’s film was the primary source for Kingdom of Desire (Yuwang
chenguo), a 1986 Peking Opera production staged by the Contemporary Legend Theater (a Taiwanese
Peking Opera company) that capitalized on the global status of Shakespeare in its efforts to revitalize a
“local” theater tradition that was in decline (118-9).

! For one of the most succinct and lucid accounts of the controversial term and the definitions of
“Anthropocene,” see Estok and Chou.
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Tsuzuki (Duncan). Washizu orders the murder of Miki when Miki begins to sus-
pect Washizu of the regicide, and sometime after that second murder Washizu is
defeated when his rivals use the camouflage of the felled trees of “Cobweb Forest”
to approach his fortress.

Between the reign of the medieval emperor Jomei (the years 629-41CE)
and the year 850CE, as Karen Thornber documents in her massive study entitled
Ecoambiguity: Environmental Crises and East Asian Literatures, Japan witnessed an
era of logging “on a scale never seen before on the archipelago,” as Japan’s rulers
“eventually felled all the old-growth stands in the region” (62-3). Japanese in-
ternal powers continued to intensively log forests well past that time. Although
the number of “transnational, national, and local environmental activist groups”
in Japan exponentially grew and government agencies engaged in signing a “wave
of global environmental agreements” in the twentieth century, the logging practices
that the anthropocentric and imperial powers began in dead earnest in the ninth
century did not slow down (Dauvergne, “Globalisation and Deforestation in the
Asia-Pacific,” iv). They continued unabated and “triggered widespread defores-
tation” through the end of the twentieth century (iv).

The groups most responsible for deforestation in the Asia-Pacific at the time
of the release of Kurosawa’s 7hrone of Blood were commercial logging syndicates
comprising major commercial buyers and “multinational investors” from Japan,
the United States, and South Korea (Dauvergne, “Globalisation and Deforestation
in the Asia-Pacific” 15). To avoid any significant “environmental accountability
and transparency,” those Western as well as Eastern investors used “[cJomplex
corporate deals and opaque structures” in the businesses that they set up and in
the trading deals that they made with other logging interests (15-16). Between
1964 and 1987, they exported more than sixty percent of logs from the Philip-
pines and Sabah (a state in Borneo, Malaysia) (18). At the height of the muldi-
national export of logs from Indonesia, between 1970 and 1980, they imported
more than forty percent of Indonesia’s logs (18). At the turn of the twentieth
century, they were importing approximately half of all log exports from the
Southeast Asian and Melanesian countries of Sarawak, Papua New Guinea, the
Philippines, and the Solomon Islands (18). The Japanese companies did this
mostly through their general trading companies, the six largest of which were
Mitsubishi Corporation, Mitsui and Company Ltd., Itochu and Company Ltd.,
Sumitomo Corporation, Marubeni Corporation, and Nissho Iwai Corporation.
As older sources of trees were depleted or as countries where their older sources
were located began to introduce and implement laws designed to protect their
old-growth tropical forests, the transnational logging companies aggressively and
efficiently sought out “new sources of tropical logs” (18).
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Large-scale logging after World War II, which first began in the Philippines
in the 1950s, was largely with U.S. capital, which “mechanized an industry that
up to that point had been rather artisanal” (Boomgaard 300). Much of the de-
mand for timber first came from the United States, but Japan also was “a very im-
portant market for Southeast Asian hardwoods” (300). In the last two thirds of
the twentieth century, “Japanese demand for hardwood would be one of the most
important underlying causes—if not the most important cause—of deforestation
in the Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia, and Papua New Guinea” (300). In addition,
Japan pursued aggressive logging activities in Taiwan and South Korea before the
1950s. The Japanese colonial government in Taiwan (1895-1945) established the
first modern lumber industry in Taiwan (Huang 85). When it withdrew from
Taiwan, the Chinese nationalist government (Kuomintang) continued to fell
Taiwan’s forests of camphor, cypress, and yew, and at an even greater rate than
the Japanese colonial government (Huang 85).!2

Sheng W, one of Taiwans most distinguished environmental writers, discusses
deforestation in Taiwan in two milestones of modern Taiwanese environmental
literature, A Notebook on Jhuoshuei River (2002) and Protecting Mother River
(2014).1% In the later study, in a section entitled “Butterfly Dance,” Wu also focuses
on the related fate of Taiwan’s butterfly populations, the demise of which parallels
the history of the felling of Taiwan’s forests.'* Butterfly populations in Taiwan,
representing over four hundred species (Chou), were at one time among the most
populous and diverse in the world, but in the 1960s and 1970s, in response to
overseas demand for dead butterflies, people began making a living from capturing
and killing butterflies for lucrative export markets. At the peak of its trade in but-
terflies, Taiwan was exporting thirty million butterflies per year (Yeh). Its main
buyers, in addition to Japan, were the United States and Europe (Yeh).!®

12 For more on that history of logging see Ian Jared Miller, Julia Adeney Thomas, and Brett L.
Walker’s edited japan at Natures Edge: The Environmental Context of a Global Power, and two further
studies by Paul Dauvergne: “Japanese Log Traders: Engines of Deforestation in Asia” and Shadows in the
Forest: Japan and the Politics of Timber in Southeast Asia.

13 For more on the environmental writing of Sheng Wu, see Huang, “Corporate Globalization and the
Resistance to It in Linda Hogan’s People of the Whale and the poetry of Sheng Wu”; Huang, Linda Hogan
and Contemporary Taiwanese Writers: an Ecocritical Study of Indigeneities and Environment.

14 Logging of Taiwan’s old-growth forests accelerated under the Kuomingtang [KMT] government
after the Japanese colonial government withdrew from Taiwan in 1945 (Thornber 85).

15 Environmental activist and entomologist Wei-shou Chen, a pioneer in Taiwanese butterfly research,
is another environmental writer who has written about the history of butterflies in Taiwan. Now 81 years
of age, he is distinguished for a long career of advocating for and learning and teaching about Taiwan’s
extinct and extant butterfly species. It spans more than seventy years and includes the publication of
dozens of books, the establishment in 1972 of one of Asia’s largest butterfly museums, and the critically
acclaimed documentary film, Dancing Queens of Nature (the first among several that Chen went on to
make), winner of the coveted Golden Harvest Award in 1978. Chen has been extraordinarily successful
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Taiwanese director Ming-chin Tsai’s film 7he Butterfly Lovers: Leon and Jo
(¥ 5 —Z L 18 $3% 6) is based on the classical Chinese “butterfly lovers”
legend, also known as the Chinese version of Romeo and Juliet. For Shakespear-
ean ecocritics, especially those who teach and study Shakespeare in Asia, and
particularly in Taiwan, the film is impossible to view without reflecting on the
fate of Taiwanese butterflies as well as issues of inequity as those tie to gender
and class biases.

In Tsai’s local and animated film version of the Chinese myth, Jo, a young
girl from a well-to-do family, attends school with the permission of her parents
by disguising herself as a boy. At the school, she becomes friends with a fellow
student named Leon, who is from a poor and undistinguished background. The
two form a close bond and make a vow to be “brothers.” Then, Jo learns from
her parents by several letters that she must return home. Although she is re-
luctant to obey their instructions, as she has thrived at school and fallen deeply
in love with Leon, she assents to their wish. On the eve of her departure, she
asks Leon to meet her at a lake, where she reveals her gender to Leon and love
for him. Leon is shocked but not dismayed and returns Jo’s affections, and the
young lovers promise to see each other again. When Jo returns home, she learns
that her parents have arranged for her to marry the son of Ma, a wealthy and power-
ful acquaintance of Jo’s father. She tells her parents of her desire to marry Leon,
and they relay her wishes to Ma. He erupts in rage and demands Jo’s hand.
Fearing Ma, Jo's father acquiesces. Jo pretends to agree to the arranged mar-
riage in an effort to buy time. In the meantime, Leon sets out for Jo’s family’s
home, intent on marrying Jo. When he arrives, he learns of the situation, is pre-
vented from seeing Jo, and is severely beaten by thugs paid by Ma. Leon manages
to crawl to a wall that separates Jo from him and tell her of his love. He dies not
long after that. On the way to her arranged wedding, Jo stops at Leon’s grave.
She asks why Leon abandoned her. Suddenly, Leon appears from the grave. The
two lovers embrace and retreat into it. People slowly gather around the site to see
Leon and Jo re-emerge from the earth, first as two flowers, then as two butterflies.

Tsai perhaps had no intention of alluding to the environmental history of

yet his life is marked with sadness because of his awareness of the precipitous decline of butterfly popu-
lations since Taiwan first became an industrial “powerhouse” as well as his recognition of the role that he
and other butterfly collectors, or “butterfly lovers,” also played in that demise (Yeh). Many species that
he is known for identifying now are extinct. Those threatened with extinction include the Broad-Tailed
Swallowtail (Agehana marahu), Magellan’s Iridescent Birdwing (Zroides magellanus), and Great Purple
Emperor (Sasakia charonda) (Yeh). Tronically, the place where one can still find a wide range of butterfly
species is under glass in the museum that Chen set up at Cheng Kung High School (where he taught before
retiring from in 1996). Chen continues today to be a powerful advocate for the protection of butterfly
species in Taiwan and the establishment of butterfly sanctuaries and “corridors” of safety (Hou; Yeh).
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Taiwan’s butterfly populations in making a film based on an ancient Chinese
narrative that is popularly called the Chinese version of Romeo and Juliet. None-
theless, for “Shakespeare in Asia” ecocritics who are from or based in Taiwan, the
central motif of the Lepidoptera species, which is a direct allusion to the ancient
Chinese legend of the tragedy of the “butterfly lovers,” refers in no less obvious
terms to the less well known but equally important tragedy of the ecocide of
Taiwan’s butterfly populations and efforts today to prevent the further demise of
those insects.'® It evokes an environmental history that once earned for Taiwan
the sobriquet, “the kingdom of butterflies” (Chung). It thus alludes to butterfly
killing, an ecocide that shadows the ostensible inspiration for the film of a love
between humans thwarted by circumstances of gender and class discrimination.
The Butterfly Lovers, Kurosawa’s Throne of Blood, and other productions that
identify with the phenomenon of Shakespeare in Asia are worth noting for what
they generate and reflect about environmental issues as well as the equally im-
portant issues of gender and class. The oversight of the former is particularly
glaring given the magnitude of environmental issues confronting the East as well
as the West today. Mass extinction of species, deforestation of the Earth’s last
old growth forests, and profound biases and prejudices in favor of the human are
issues that do critically tie to Shakespeare in Asia in the present century.
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