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Abstract

This paper offers a critical analysis of the reinterpretation of female
authority in William Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice by
exploring the role of Portia and her transformation in early Chinese
translations. First, it provides a brief survey of recent interpretations of
Portia’s role in The Merchant to familiarize the reader with current
debates and the different readings. The objective is to present a
concrete understanding of Shakespeare’s intentions regarding sexual
dynamics in order to assess how these elements were recontextualized
in Chinese translations for specific cultural purposes. Next, the paper
examines the first Chinese translations of the play to determine how
faithfully they preserved the original portrayal of female characters.
Finally, this paper analyzes Bao Tianxiao’s adaptation, The Lawyeress,
considering how deviations from Shakespeare’s original text reflected
evolving attitudes toward sexual equality in early twentieth century
China and contributed to the creation of a uniquely feminist reading of
Portia’s character.
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1. Introduction

Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice is often regarded as one of
his more complex plays,-an exploration of legal interpretations and
socioeconomic conflicts in which sexual dynamics seem to play a
significant role.' The character of Portia and her famous speech on behalf
of Antonio stand-at the intersection of these themes, navigating the
limitations placed upon her as a woman through wit, legal knowledge,
and her cross-dressing performance as a male lawyer. But while modern
scholarship has frequently tried to interrogate Shakespeare’s plays
through a feminist lens, particularly focusing on Portia’s subversion of
patriarchal norms, less attention has been paid to how these interpretations
have evolved in translated versions. In the early twentieth century,
Chinese translations of The Merchant of Venice, filtered through the prose
retellings of Charles and Mary Lamb, presented Portia’s character with
significant changes that reflected both the constraints and aspirations of
Chinese women during this period. This paper examines how Portia’s role
was transformed in the first two Chinese translations of The Merchant,
culminating in Bao Tianxiao’s i K %€ (1875-1973) play Nii Lishi % 1 i
(The Lawyeress), based on Lin Shu’s #k%F (1852—-1924) translation, which

132





