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CHAPTER ONE
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Introduction: The Shakespeare Film and Genre

Linking the term genre to a discussion of Shakespeare on film raises as many questions, perhaps, as it answers. What are the implications of treating films based on Shakespeare’s plays in terms of genre? What do Shakespeare films have in common apart from being based on Shakespeare’s plays? What are the “markers” or signs by which the genre can be recognized? One might even want to ask precisely what the words “Shakespeare,” “film,” and “genre” mean in this particular context. These are all questions with no simple answers. Discussions of film genre have traditionally focused on easily recognizable categories familiar to all fans of the Hollywood cinema—westerns, horror films, musicals, science fiction, gangster films, and so on. Genre in the Hollywood context identifies common story elements, sets of characters, and iconic imagery that remain more or less constant from film to film even as they are configured and arranged in a seemingly infinite number of variations. More adventurous attempts to define the role of genre have added less clear-cut examples, such as the women’s film, the biopic, the spectacle, and film noir. At this point, it becomes difficult to differentiate genre from mode, cycle, or style. Genres, furthermore, are often divided into subgenres or are seen as constituting hybrid forms, so we can have the noir western or the science fiction thriller. Even films categorized with such broad and general labels as “melodrama” and “art cinema” can share a sufficient number of characteristics to constitute recognizable generic identities.1

The Shakespeare film, though not self-evidently a genre in the same way that westerns, musicals, and gangster films are genres, exhibits common traits that go beyond its source in the Shakespeare text even as the text helps determine the presence of those traits. Kathy Howlett, citing Leo Braudy, notes that Shakespeare films share with other genre films the quality of speaking “to the audience’s desire for repetition and formula.”2 Howlett further remarks that commercially successful Shakespeare films, like Baz Luhrmann’s Romeo + Juliet (1996), illustrate “how Shakespeare films can exploit generic and recognitional abilities in viewers, so that the untrained spectator is able to master visual conventions with little or no reference to linguistic ones (‘the original Shakespeare’).”3 Shakespeare films, furthermore, tend to include traces of more traditional film genres. For example, critics identify Franco Zeffirelli’s Hamlet (1990) as a western or Roman Polanski’s Macbeth (1971) as a horror film.4 In this chapter, I will explore some of the ways Shakespeare films can be thought of in generic terms by concentrating on several distinct categories. Starting with the assumption that their relationship to language and to what we may term “the literary” may be the most notable characteristic of films derived from Shakespeare’s plays, I will consider these films as constituting a subgenre of the “literary adaptation” film. Second, I will look at the Shakespeare film as a special instance of the “star vehicle,” a type of film that foregrounds, or centers on, the performance of a particular actor. Third, I will discuss the Shakespeare film in terms of what it borrows or incorporates from other genres. I will then briefly suggest how the Shakespeare film might be considered in terms of mode of production, thereby complicating the very term “Shakespeare film” by emphasizing the distinctions that can be made between film, video, and television.

Language and the Literary Adaptation

Shakespeare films do not merely derive from Shakespeare’s plays; they often include the words Shakespeare employed in the plays. No matter how deeply the text is cut, no matter how updated the setting, no matter how avant-garde the production, Shakespeare films (excepting silent or foreign-language films and films that do not foreground their Shakespearean origins) exhibit an almost mystical devotion to Shakespeare’s words—the language and diction of Elizabethan English, a language and diction at once poetic and theatrical. This may seem like a point too obvious to deserve comment, but a moment’s reflection will reveal that probably no other writer has had his or her words treated with a similar fidelity. The temptation to simply paraphrase Shakespeare’s language is almost always resisted. We identify a Shakespeare film as such to the extent that its language, however much or little of it there may be, is recognizably Shakespeare’s language. Filmmakers are taking a tremendous risk, given that large segments of their audience will inevitably be puzzled, at least initially, by the unfamiliar syntax and diction the actors recite, no matter how clearly and carefully this is done. This in part explains why, in both Kenneth Branagh’s Much Ado about Nothing (1993) and Baz Luhrmann’s Romeo + Juliet (1996), we are presented with the initial words of the film in both written and spoken form (in Romeo + Juliet, we are actually given the words of the opening Chorus three times). Branagh even provides a graphic bouncing ball effect for his interpolation of the song “Sigh No More” (this is particularly interesting, given that Much Ado is one of Shakespeare’s most prosaic plays and features an opening dialogue, all in prose, that is quite modern sounding). Olivier’s Hamlet too, though for different reasons, opens with a voice-over by Olivier that is simultaneously presented with a scrolling version of the spoken text on screen.

The centrality of language points to the way the Shakespeare film can be considered a significant and distinctive subgenre of a type of film that has an uncertain relationship to genre—the literary adaptation. Shakespeare films, not surprisingly, are more likely to be mounted and publicized for their literary status than any other film version of literary works, apart, perhaps, from Dickens and Hemingway. At times, the emphasis on the name Shakespeare is oddly comic—do people need to be told that it was William Shakespeare’s Romeo + Juliet or William Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream that they have been encouraged to see? One suspects that on Baz Luhrmann’s part at least, the object was to counteract the impression that the film
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