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Title: On Death Writing and Its Ethical Implications in Fenton’s Cross-Cultural
Dramatic Adaptation of The Orphan of Zhao

Abstract: In recounting infant’s demise, Fenton not only reconstructs the ethical
dilemma of Cheng Ying’s “son-sacrificing” by introducing the role of mother, but
also employs the stylistic form of poetry to have Cheng Ying’s son articulate his
own death, criticizing the feudal patriarchy through the latter’s emotional process;
Regarding Tu Angu’s death, Fenton creates two trajectories: “fatherly love” and
“tyranny”. His description of tyranny is a signifier of his “brain text” in the mode
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of dramatic conflict with “destruction” as subject, and the orphan’s “patricide”
symbolizes Fenton’s liquidation of the tyranny by literary imagination and
manipulation; Fenton’s subversive rewriting of Cheng Ying’s death is based on his
deep understanding of the meaning of life. The infant’s transformation into a spectre
represents Fenton’s advocacy for humans’ right to life, extending his reflection on
the relationship between life and humanity. By reshaping the fate of Cheng Ying,
Fenton re-establishes and proclaims the spiritual boundaries between the individual
and the collective within the central historical narrative of “going through fire and
water”.

Keywords: Fenton; The Orphan of Zhao; adaptation; death writing; ethics
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on the overseas adaptation of Chinese plays and the theatrical exchanges between
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Corbett, 1741, 31.
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3 & Adrian Curtin, Death in Modern Theatre: Stages of Mortality, Manchester: Manchester
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1 2 W, James Fenton, The Orphan of Zhao, London: Faber & Faber, 2012, 64.
2 & James Fenton, The Orphan of Zhao, London: Faber & Faber, 2012, 47.



On Death Writing and Its Ethical Implications / Du Lei

HET WA, EEEREI S NEAGEARN R, BAt AR
EFEAT] ? FESFWE R, BIZOKBRERM “AM2” . #EMFZ, BFH
M RBUA & B IEBONE S AR E . IULESFER, HERZ Mt H
WAL FE IR AR R WG ZL, Wk REUESE AR S TR R e ). ik, R AE ARl
B R T M AN AL, THERN T SRR BB, UL ENAZ K 7%
M B SR HREAEFEER, e “HMOvAR AR %, W
WRAE” (64) o X—Zl, MULR T THHRERBULIEE N4, M
HAEFEBRBERSGIRZ TED AR RIS 17— SFHn 20
W Sy Lkl g R (B B 7 B Dy AR E e AL, B SRR S T Ak SR R AR
M, ITHE T 2% 013G BRI 2 AUTT AR I Gk P 4 RE4E 9 Ak 25 1E SR E
B, AL TIXFE B ARBUMRE MARA R EIENENE .

A AR, BASHEEREMERISCA”  (Nie, “Ethical Literary
Criticism: A Basic Theory” 194) . Z5 b BB B A R Mok, Ml
FENERPIGARTER “WiSCAR” *Hgs R, M ENBI S ERAR, JFig
BEAMGR, TEIEE, LU ICE PR S ik b R R SR AT 2k
PR, PEITRARTT RS 5 58, BADORIR H %, SR E S5, 7
PRI, M E R TGRSR, TEILEENE T KIKEANR ST, 5T
DU A AR IE UM . EZFIUR BURBUAC B R R, “S0R” R B
HBERRAE. FFig (AT CF ) (Oxford Dictionary of Modern
Quotations, 2007) FTWCGRITRFE “MmE sl ”  (“A German Requiem: A
Poem”) WYNLMIE R X “ARMATEG [ A4, TRARATHEE 14
Ay ARIBEEST R, T 5 R R BRI, AN RAFAERETE, T A2 A8 e 2k
THIBIE” (Knowles 1100 o fEBIfE (L) , JUHARMIEEF FIE R
H, SRR T IXBAR AT 507, SR R RN CMiSA” 5t
ZBUEE BT, 2 b8 A5 I L2 FO0 2 B0 5l 22 0 2 “ ik S
A7 TR RASE AT X BRI R AR . MBRUR I NBES AR AR, BIBLCE
MBS —23, P3RS 3 0 08 2 P, SR WUE I F e HL I i b 2 Sy %
KIE®, NRBRFEBIE T 7 — %0 F AR SER, HRLEEIIUL
PR GRS 2 3T THRIE ..

e b, BSIOLN ML G h AR 7 g2 feir, UL
1 2 Nie Zhenzhao, “Ethical Literary Criticism: Sphinx Factor and Ethical Selection,” Forum
for World Literature Studies 3 (2021): 389.
2 W FEBH NIRRT, CUEBERTIL) 4 (2022) : 567,
3 %l Douglas Kerr, “Orientations: James Fenton and Indochina,” Contemporary Literature 3
(1994): 478-479.
4 2 I, James Fenton, “The Art of Poetry No.96 James Fenton,” Paris Review Fall (2012): 34.
5 2 i, Dan Rubin, “Songs that Come in the Night,” Words on Plays 7 (2014): 10.
6 2 i, James Fenton, “The Art of Poetry No. 96 James Fenton,” Paris Review Fall (2012): 36.
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1 2 James Fenton, The Orphan of Zhao, London: Faber & Faber, 2012, 69.
2 % Victoria Finlay, “Successful ‘Orphan’ taps into Shakespearean Vein of Chinese Classics™.
<https://www.scmp.com/lifestyle/arts-culture/article/1119900/successful-orphan-taps-shakespear-

ean-vein-chinese-classic>. Accessed 12 Jan. 2024.
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