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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Since the expressive means of cinema differ significantly from those of theatre and surpass 

them in terms of their emphasis on the visual projection, the practice of adapting William 

Shakespeare’s plays for the cinema screen presents as many intriguing problems as 

previously undreamt-of opportunities. Yet the reason why Shakespeare quickly became 

one of the most popular materials in the newly-born film industry was not the desire to 

explore new possibilities of experiencing the familiar texts; in marrying cinema and 

Shakespeare, it was cinema that was expected to be the chief beneficiary. As Daniel 

Rosenthal points out in his survey 100 Shakespeare Films, “the nascent art form turned to 

Shakespeare as a source of popular, compelling stories, which might also lend theatre’s 

upstart offspring some of its parent’s cultural legitimacy – all without needing to pay the 

writer.”1 There were in fact scores of Shakespearian films made even before the sound was 

invented, most of them are now lost. 

As the number of artistically accomplished adaptations of Shakespeare increased, 

however, the critical interest in this new phenomenon grew steadily along with it and the 

studies of Shakespeare in performance, by the 1980s already a well established field of 

scholarship, eventually developed a prominent sub-section focusing on the film and 

television productions of Shakespeare’s plays. The massive body of texts which 

accompanied and further stimulated the growth of interest in this area includes 

autobiographies of the filmmakers, production diaries, published screenplays, studies 

concerned with the work of particular directors and volumes of scholarly analyses of 

individual productions as well as general guides to the Bard on film. Most of the texts 

dedicated to the theory of stage-to-screen translation of Shakespeare address the often 

                                                 
1 Daniel Rosenthal, 100 Shakespeare Films (London: British Film Institute, 2007) xix. 
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reiterated questions whether film, being primarily a visual art form, can carry the weight of 

Shakespeare’s language, whether his verbal prowess and the sheer exuberance of his 

poetry does not actually work against the strengths of cinema (and vice versa) and what the 

ways of reconciling the text with the screen might be. 

If these issues seem to be the intriguing problems of filming Shakespeare mentioned at 

the beginning, it might as well be argued that they can present the most engaging artistic 

opportunities. A film director has at his disposal a much broader catalogue of means of 

visual expression than a director of a theatre production and it is therefore all the greater 

test of his skills, intuition and creativity to find ways of confronting (or even substituting) 

what we are used to hear with what we have not yet seen, so as to challenge our 

understanding of the play, inspire new readings and perhaps readjust our views of the 

strengths and limits of both theatre and cinema. It is the purpose of this work to explore 

such ways of echoing, elaborating or subverting the meanings present in Shakespeare’s 

text through the use of the non-verbal expressive means of the film medium, the chief 

among which being imagery, composition, camerawork, editing and soundtrack. By 

illustrating these strategies on individual film productions, the work should reveal how 

boldly various approaches shift the emphasis from the text towards the visual image, what 

the effects of this shift are in aesthetic terms and where these approaches tend to succeed 

and fail most often. The results of this examination should then encourage further 

discussion of the comparative values of various kinds of the Shakespearian adaptation and 

consideration of the artistic potential of combining the theatrical with the cinematic in 

general. 

The importance of images, compositions and visual dynamics in Shakespearian 

productions was stressed already by Jack Jorgens in one of the pioneering works in the 

field, Shakespeare on Film, where he points out that 
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In films, as in live performances, there is so much more [than words]. Plays “mean” in 

hundreds of nonverbal ways not often stressed in criticism or the classroom. We perceive the 

words in the context of gestures, costumes, groupings, and movements. The meaning of the 

action is colored by its setting and the object involved in it. On the screen, the way lines, 

shapes, colors, and textures are arranged affects our response, as do music and nonverbal 

sounds, montage, and the structuring of the action beat by beat, scene by scene.2 

 

It is to be expected that the more elaborate the visual expression of a Shakespearian film is, 

the greater reduction of the spoken word takes place, for in the film the words have to 

contend for the attention of the audience with the elaborate visuals and the result can easily 

be that the verbal poetry accompanying the images on screen suddenly seems redundant 

and the spectator is not willing to take in the excess of information that the film adaptation 

of Shakespeare serves him. The obvious solution is that either the visuals remain as 

unobtrusive as possible, so as to allow the spectator to fully appreciate the delivery of the 

text, or the dominance of the words has to be reduced by cuts and understated acting while 

the visual expression of the film finds satisfying equivalents for the meanings present in 

the text. Whereas the first approach brings the film back to the aesthetics of theatre, the 

second, by acknowledging the strengths of cinema, usually provides a more complex 

interplay between what we hear and what we see. The advantages and weaknesses of these 

two approaches will be examined in detail in the following chapters. 

Jack Jorgens offers a useful categorisation of Shakespearian films which is based on 

“their relative distance from the language and conventions of the  theatre”3 and which 

could be also said to measure the extent to which the films rely on the visual (or rather the 

non-verbal) to communicate the meaning of the text. Jorgens distinguishes three major 

                                                 
2 Jack Jorgens, Shakespeare on Film (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1977) 21. 
3 Jorgens 7. 
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modes: the theatrical, the realistic and the filmic. He describes the theatrical mode in the 

following way: 

 

It has the look and feel of a performance worked out for a static theatrical space and a live 

audience. Lengthy takes in medium or long shot stress the durational quality of time, and, the 

frame acting as a kind of portable proscenium arch, meaning is generated largely through the 

words and gestures of the actors. Style in this mode derives primarily from the style of the 

performances, which are usually of a distinctly theatrical cast – more demonstrative, 

articulate, and continuous than actors are usually permitted in films.4 

 

Most of the films which fall under this category are either studio-based re-productions of 

successful theatrical performances or television adaptations, such as those made by the 

BBC between 1978 and 1985 (this massive project of filming The Complete Dramatic 

Works of William Shakespeare inspired a surge of critical interest in the televised 

Shakespeare). Some critics find the aesthetics of this adaptation style to be the most 

appropriate; already Roger Manvell, the author of one of the first surveys of sound-film 

Shakespearian adaptations, clearly gives preference to productions using “emphatic close-

ups, [which] can be brought into full play to enhance and underline the significance of the 

words”5 over the films that, “like the effusive productions of the nineteenth century, use 

spectacle and pictorialism to mute the sense of the lines, and turn Shakespeare’s 

scintillating poetry into what sounds like the baying of human hounds.”6 Nevertheless, this 

mode is not exclusively a mode of scrutinizing close-ups that avoids spectacle at any costs, 

as some directors find this approach too limiting. As Desmond Davis, one of the directors 

that participated on the BBC Complete Shakespeare project, observes, “I think there’s a 

slight tendency in television to work too much in close-up and you get head upon head 

                                                 
4 Jorgens 7. 
5 Roger Manvell, Shakespeare and the Film (New Jersey: A. S. Barnes & Co., 1979) 7-8. 
6 Manvell 8. 
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upon head. While it’s very clear it doesn’t express the poetry of movement, and I find after 

a while I lose the geography of a scene.”7 

The more attention a Shakespearian film pays to the surroundings, and convincing 

scene settings (as well as costumes, props, special effects, etc.) the closer it gets to what 

Jorgens calls the realistic mode. According to Jorgens, 

 

This is the most popular kind of Shakespeare film, not merely because filmmakers are most 

familiar with it and mass audiences enjoy the spectacle of historical recreations, but because 

everyone senses that at bottom Shakespeare is a realist. If realism in film implies something 

more than a visual style or authentic costumes and settings, it seems to many that this 

playwright – who filled his Globe with duels, battles, shipwrecks, tortures, assassinations, 

storms, coronations, trials, suicides, feasts, and funerals, […] – virtually demands screen 

realism.8 

 

The logic behind the realistic approach is clear and even Manvell acknowledges a long list 

of similarities both between the professional life of Shakespeare and present-day 

screenwriters and between the Elizabethan audience and modern cinema-goers, noting that 

“the cruder taste of the Elizabethan audience was in many essentials the same as the cruder 

taste of cinema audiences today.”9 The adaptation in this mode, having access to a wide 

range of creative resources, usually offers a more confident interplay between the verbal 

and the non-verbal and as the prominence of the visual imagery increases, the need for the 

text to ‘explain’ the situation becomes less apparent. Interpolated scenes are quite 

common, as are frequent textual cuts. There is often a tendency to utilise the possibilities 

                                                 
7 Quoted in Susan Willis, The BBC Shakespre Plays: Making the Televised Canon (Chapel Hill: North 
Carolina UP, 1991) 200. 
8 Jorgens 8-9. 
9 Manvell 12. 
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of cinema to explore the world of the play, to provide the story with a convincing 

background. In cinema, Grigori Kozintsev argues, 

 

Attention should be paid not to the words but to the circumstances in which they are spoken. 

[…] A realistic scenery on the stage would reveal the accidental and unlikely quality of the 

meeting of the two characters in the same place, the conventionality of the action. On the 

screen it is quite different. The lifelike surroundings are dynamic and can themselves 

become the action.10 

 

Jorgens offers yet another reason for paying attention to the settings when he points out 

that, “as in poetry and fiction, rooms, buildings, streets, and landscapes may be saturated 

with ideas, associations, and emotions in film. Realist or expressionist, settings may 

reinforce or counterpoint with action, character, themes, and verbal styles.”11 

When the scenery, costumes and performances begin to deviate from the screen realism 

and the film techniques abandon conventions in order to emphasise certain ideas and 

interpretations of the text, the adaptation approaches the filmic mode. As Jorgens puts it, 

 

The filmic mode is the mode of the film poet, whose works bear the same relation to the 

surfaces of reality that poems do to ordinary conversation. […] Unlike the other modes, there 

is emphasis on the artifice of film, on the expressive possibilities of distorting the surfaces of 

reality. […] It acknowledges the importance of everything that is not literal in Shakespeare’s 

plays by exploring through sounds and images what Stanislavsky called ’subtext’.12 

 

Perhaps more than any other mode, the filmic mode gives the director the freedom to assert 

creatively his own reading of the text, the chance to present Shakespeare’s art in a form 

                                                 
10 Grigori Kozintsev, King Lear: The Space of Tragedy, trans. Mary Mackintosh (London: Heinemann, 1977) 
162. 
11 Jorgens 25. 
12 Jorgens 10-11. 
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that is in itself a highly original aesthetic achievement. Such films are much less common 

than the films which can fall within either of the previous two categories and the directors 

such as Orson Welles, Peter Greenaway or Baz Luhrmann have been often accused of 

exploiting and mutilating the original for the sake of their own artistic ambitions. The 

suspicions that the form usurped the attention the director should have paid to the text may 

sometimes be well-founded (Daniel Rosenthal suggests that Greenaway’s Prospero’s 

Books, with all its dazzling visual extravaganza and allusions to European painting, should 

in fact be judged “not as narrative cinema but as a multimedia installation, in which 

Shakespeare’s text is merely one subordinate element”13), but it is often the case that the 

form, far from destroying the poetry, imaginatively reflects the tones and tensions within 

the text, be it the oppressive darkness in the baroque compositions of Welles’s Othello, or 

the explosiveness of youthful passions in the frantic rhythms of Luhrmann’s Romeo + 

Juliet. The filmic mode thus offers arguably the most sophisticated interplay between the 

words and the non-verbal cinematic expression. 

The following three chapters shall explore various adaptations of King Lear: the first of 

these chapters shall deal with several studio-based productions which can fall within the 

category of the theatrical mode; the second shall focus on Kozintsev’s adaptation, a fine 

example of a film shot in the realistic mode; the third shall examine the much-discussed 

version of King Lear made by Peter Brook, a representative of the filmic mode. First of all, 

however, it might be useful to consider briefly the kind of opportunities all the directors 

gained and the kind of choices they all had to make when they decided to translate the 

tragedy on screen. If Charles Lamb insisted that “Lear is essentially impossible to be 

represented on a stage,”14 how does the change of medium improve Lear’s chances? 

                                                 
13 Rosenthal 261. 
14 Charles Lamb, “On the Tragedies of Shakespeare,” Norton Critical Edition of King Lear, ed. Grace 
Ioppolo (New York: Norton, 2008) 173. 
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As for the performances, the obvious advantage of shooting, rather than staging King 

Lear is the possibility of building the part gradually, over many weeks, if not months, 

instead of having to span Lear’s terrible fall, transformation and the ultimate tragedy 

within the scope of three hours. Camera is also usually ready to give the actors second 

chances and the director has the privilege to decide on the best attempt. If Lamb complains 

of “the contemptible machinery by which they mimic the storm”15, then the film has the 

resources to make the storm both perfectly realistic and as terrifying as Lear’s words 

without these being drowned in the fury of the elements; indeed, Rosenthal notes that “in 

the Kozintsev Lear, Yuri Yarvet’s king can be heard above the roar of the storm and the 

orchestra playing Shostakovich.”16 The cinema can similarly present the full horror of the 

battle that takes place in the last act, but, as Alexander Leggatt points out in his book 

Shakespeare in Performance: King Lear, “the battle is the most perfunctory in 

Shakespeare. It is represented only by offstage sound, and the fact that Gloucester is on 

stage throughout implies that Shakespeare wanted the sound-battle to be brief.”17 An 

elaborate battle scene can serve a good purpose (one has only to recall Kozintsev’s film), 

but the director may just as well opt for a few suggestive glimpses. The scene of the 

blinding of Gloucester presents the directors with similar dilemma: it is very easy to show 

more than enough brutality on the screen – again, the resources of cinema surpass those of 

theatre – but the production should arguably attempt more than brutality for brutality’s 

sake. According to Leggatt, “care still needs to be taken to ensure that the horror is moral, 

not just physical.”18 With all the misery, madness, and chaos in the kingdom that falls to 

pieces, King Lear indeed seems to invite the directors to show much. But how much do we 

really have to see to appreciate the depths of the tragedy? The answer depends, of course, 

                                                 
15 Lamb 172. 
16 Rosenthal xxvii. 
17 Alexander Leggatt, Shakespeare in Performance: King Lear (Manchester: Manchester UP, 2004) 9. 
18 Leggatt 10. 
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on the kind of depths the director chooses to explore. Grigori Kozintsev, for instance, 

realised that 

 

the world of tragedy is densely populated. And it was just this – a magnetic field humming 

with reality – which interested me most of all. Lear, the King, in the thick of life, this is what 

the camera was needed for, this is what cinema could add to what we knew already, to what 

the theatre had already revealed. […] As in Balzac – the scenes of courtly life, the life of 

politics, villages, war – tragedy takes place not amongst landscapes but among people.19 

 

Orson Welles would have probably chosen a different approach: 

 

I believe in the film as a poetic medium. […] poetry should make your hair stand up on your 

skin, should suggest things, evoke more than you see. The danger in the cinema is that you 

see everything, because it’s a camera. So what you have to do is to manage to evoke, to 

incant, to raise up things which are not really there.20 

 

And, finally, we should also consider the possibility that, as Roger Manvell reminds us, 

amongst all the pictorial grandeur of the screen realism and the evocative poetry of 

sophisticated compositions, “the most powerful of all images on the screen is the human 

face itself.”21 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
19 Kozintsev 82. 
20 Quoted in Jorgens 35. 
21 Manvell 16. 



 13 

2. KING LEAR IN THE THEATRICAL MODE 

 

If Manvell is right, then this last statement would be probably the best argument for 

treating the low-budget, studio-based productions of Shakespeare (at times considered as 

inferior film adaptations because of their cruder production values) with the same respect 

as the full-fledged Shakespearian feature films, such as those directed by Olivier, Zeffirelli 

or Branagh. Nevertheless, it is true that the persistent focus on the actor and the technical 

limitations of the shooting render the scope of possibilities of conveying an interpretation 

of the play via the confrontation of the text with the visuals almost identical to that of a 

theatrical production. What really distinguishes a film shot in the theatrical mode from a 

theatre performance is, of course, how we see a scene rather than what we see in it; that is, 

the syuzhet of the spectacle rather than its fabula. However, we should still pay attention 

first to the issues of contents and thus establish what the means of visual expression which 

the stage and the screen seem to have in common actually are. 

 

 

2.1. The actors and the designers 

 

The visual information we receive when watching adaptations in the theatrical mode is 

codified chiefly in facial expressions, gestures, movements and ‘stage business’, and, 

besides these displays produced by the actors, also the costumes, props, sets and 

decorations – indeed, all these means are being relied on in theatre as well, and the 

television studio seldom allows significantly more elaborate staging than what is 

practicable in the theatrical space. When considering the possible combinations of these 

visual signs with the words, we can put to use the two categories proposed by Sarah 
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Hatchuel in her book Shakespeare, from Stage to Screen: “literal illustration” and 

“metaphorical association”22, although, as we shall see, the identification of a visual sign as 

one or the other is at times hardly feasible, as some of the signs are, to a varying degree, 

combinations of both. In the following examination, the examples from several television 

productions of King Lear should illustrate the various ways of associating the verbal with 

the visual characteristic for the theatrical mode of adaptation. 

The face of the actor, to which Manvell ascribes the greatest powers of expression, is 

obviously in the centre of attention for most of the running time. The human face is a 

vehicle for communication whose expressions the European art taught us to attend to and 

interpret for hundreds of years and the rise of cinema in the twentieth century probably 

only intensified the prominence of a facial expression as one of the most complex visual 

signs to be found in our culture. A face is almost always governed by the same thoughts 

and emotions that shape the sound of the voice and therefore it should be taken as a visual 

extension of this voice rather than an independent image. In the case of a silent face, the 

situation is different: the face becomes the sole vent for inner thoughts and moods and so it 

can be taken as a sign to be contrasted with the text that is either left unsaid (in Eyre’s 

1997 production Paul Rhys has to cover all of the terror, confusion and determination of 

Edgar’s deleted soliloquy in II.3 in one brief close-up on his face in the dark) or uttered by 

somebody else (we can for instance closely observe – again in Eyre’s film – Cordelia’s 

tension and barely suppressed disgust as she listens to the flattering speeches of her sisters 

in I.1; here, the silent face provides both a commentary on the text and an insight into 

Cordelia’s character, perhaps even into her relationship with her sisters). 

Almost always the image of both the silent and the speaking face can be classified as a 

literal illustration. This, according to Hatchuel, is the case of the images that “can either 

                                                 
22 Sarah Hatchuel, Shakespeare, from Stage to Screen (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2004) 19. 
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replace the words (the transposition is complete between oral and visual) or work in 

association with them (images come to reinforce or contradict the spoken words)”23. The 

instances where an image of a face communicates meaning as a metaphor are very rare; 

one such use can be found in Jonathan Miller’s Lear made for the BBC in 1982, where the 

Fool wears a clown’s white make-up and his face thus becomes a mask, reinforcing 

visually the theme of pretentions (of Edmund, Goneril and Regan), disguises (of Kent and 

Edgar) and false seeming (a wise man behind the mask of a fool, a fool behind the mask of 

a king). 

Gestures and movement could be perhaps also taken for extensions of the verbal action, 

but here the speaker’s gesture has much greater independence of expression than his face. 

Gestures can again be contrasted with the words that are spoken or have been spoken; but 

they can also stand relatively apart from the text, providing an insight into the situation 

beyond what we can readily gather from the lines: In Trevor Nunn’s production (2008) Ian 

McKellen’s Lear at one point in II.4 takes of his belt, twists it in his hands and threatens 

his daughters with it as he growls “you unnatural hags, / I will have such revenges on you 

both”24 – this gesture has a multiple significance: on the surface level, it vividly reveals the 

pathetic helplessness of his position; it also exposes Lear’s violent, vindictive character 

and suggests much about him as a father and the way he brought up his children; on the 

lower level, the gesture illustrates one step in the symbolic process of Lear’s gradual 

‘undressing’. 

The meaning carried through gestures and movements can occasionally determine not 

only our perception of a particular moment or scene, but also of the whole play. One such 

case may perhaps be found at the end of Nunn’s film, where Edgar (Ben Meyjes) utters his 

final speech and raises his hands towards heaven (a gesture of prayer, recurrent through the 

                                                 
23 Hatchuel 19. 
24 King Lear II, iv, 271-272. 
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production), so that the gods would make sure that “we that are young / shall never see so 

much, nor live so long,”25 but he soon lets them fall in despair: just a few minutes ago, 

Lear entered with Cordelia in his arms among the kneeling people who prayed for their 

protection in precisely the same manner (cued by Albany’s “The gods defend her!”26). 

Nunn makes it obvious at the end that, as he himself puts it, 

 

An atheistical Edmund, creating mayhem in his world, leads people to beg the gods to 

intervene, almost obsessively. And I think Shakespeare equally makes it clear that they don't. 

Repeatedly they don't, even when their intervention would be an affirmation of what is good 

as opposed to what is evil, they don't.27 

 

The message that if the good is to prevail in this world, the people must fight hard for it 

themselves, rather than (like Lear, Gloucester, Kent and Albany) transferring their 

responsibility for their lives and their world to some higher powers, the existential lesson 

in the responsibility of the individual, is bought so dearly that now, in the end, it is almost 

unbearable, it is indeed “the weight of this sad time [that] we must obey”28. Nunn manages 

to communicate this complex message through Edgar’s final gesture (or rather through 

revealing the pointlessness of the gesture). 

It is important to note that, just as the facial expressions, gestures and movements are 

always literal illustrations in the sense that they derive from the immediate state of mind of 

the character, if not directly from the lines. In this respect they naturally draw the attention 

of the audience to the psychology of the individual parts and make the viewers follow the 

progress of the drama in the terms of evolving and deteriorating relationships, 

confrontations, spiritual development. We might therefore propose that the films in the 

                                                 
25 King Lear V, iii, 299-300. 
26 King Lear V, iii, 230. 
27 Trevor Nunn, Interview with Jonathan Bate, The Royal Shakespeare Company, The Courtyard Theatre, 
Stratford-upon-Avon, 2 Feb. 2007. 
28 King Lear V, iii, 297. 
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theatrical mode are best suited for providing interpretations of the play that are focusing on 

the internal dynamics of the characters, on the psychology and the personal conflicts of the 

individuals.  

In contrast, the occurrences of physical actions that seem to work not only as literal 

illustrations but also as metaphors (thus departing from the aims of psychological realism), 

are – like the metaphorical associations of facial expressions – scarce. One of them is, 

however, prescribed by Shakespeare himself: Gloucester’s imaginary leap from the Dover 

cliff. The significance of this pivotal moment of Gloucester’s story has been discussed at 

great lengths by many critics and one of the most prominent readings is presented in Jan 

Kott’s essay “King Lear or Endgame”: 

 

The stage must be empty. On it a suicide, or rather its symbol, has been performed. Mime is 

the performance of symbols. […] the Shakespearean precipice at Dover exists and does not 

exist. It is the abyss, waiting all the time. The abyss, into which one can jump, is 

everywhere.29 

 

Gloucester’s leap reflects metaphorically the tragic absurdity of the world where the fools 

and blind men are forced to perform “the ironic, clownish morality play on human fate”30. 

The visual images that seem to be imbued with metaphorical significance in the 

theatrical mode are generally those produced not by the actors, but by the designers. The 

limited possibilities to achieve complete realistic correspondence between the sets and the 

real world often lead the director to stage the play in a stylised space, perhaps even stylised 

costumes, which would then provoke certain metaphorical associations. Thus, Miller chose 

to direct the whole production on an empty wooden platform walled with grey drapes, not 

only echoing Renaissance staging practices in general, but Lear’s famous metaphor of “this 

                                                 
29 Jan Kott, Shakespeare Our Contemporary, trans. Boleslaw Taborski (New York: Norton, 1974) 145-146. 
30 Kott 153. 
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great stage of fools”31 in particular; similarly, in Eyre’s film, the red colour and firelight 

predominate in the extremely simple, spare sets evoking the equally simple and 

straightforward emotion of anger (fuelling aggression), which to an unusually high degree 

permeates most of the performances. Even more telling is the very first image of Eyre’s 

film: the slow, ominous eclipse of the sun (studied by Edgar in a brief interpolated scene), 

foreshadowing the characters’ preoccupation with heavenly order, omens, the gods’ signs; 

although the eclipse is not a stable part of the setting, it is a simulation of an event in nature 

and, as such, it could be included into this category. The storm is a very similar case. Just 

as the eclipse, the storm is not a mere natural phenomenon, it becomes a metaphor of 

certain themes of the play: whereas the eclipse is the simplest possible image of the 

ensuing descend of mankind into the moral and spiritual darkness, the storm becomes the 

ultimate visual expression of the inner chaos, despair and self-destructing forces in men. 

All the sets and costumes still retain some degree of literality, however: the torches still 

serve to provide the light, regardless of the metaphoric associations of fire, the storm still 

means rain and lightning, the costumes usually evoke a more or less definite period, 

whatever their symbolic aspects might be. In this sense, Hatchuel’s division of visual signs 

is far from neat, but it helps us to realise how certain images can work simultaneously on 

several levels of meaning, engaging with the text differently on each of these levels. 

The way the images of sets and costumes engage with the text is usually very different 

from what we can expect from facial expressions, gestures and movement. Where the body 

of the actor provides visual signs that can be confronted with individual passages in the 

text, the setting partially determines the impact of a whole scene (this effect is, as we shall 

see, much more prominent in the realistic and the filmic mode), and the costume (and its 

changes) helps to define a character as if it was a perpetual gesture, which, according to 

                                                 
31 King Lear IV, v, 175. 
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Jorgens, “communicates not only sex, age, social class, occupation, nationality, season of 

the year, and occasion, but subjective qualities – moods, tastes, values.”32 In Shakespeare, 

the change of identity, signalled visually by the change of costume, always triggers a 

change of speech, and King Lear offers many fine examples of this particular link between 

the visual and the verbal. Kent’s disguise prompts a change in both the vocabulary and 

manner of his speech, Edgar’s language changes drastically as he assumes the role of the 

poor Tom and then evolves slowly in the second half of the play, as Edgar turns from a 

madman to a shepherd, then to a fighter, then to a hero; Lear’s gradual disrobing mirrors 

both his social degradation and the continual fragmentation of his lines. In Nunn’s 

adaptation, the Fool’s fate parallels that of his master as he also loses parts of his costume, 

while becoming less and less articulate as Lear’s companion. These changes of costume 

are notable as visual signs in that they accompany not so much the content of the lines, but 

rather the changes in form, in the style of speech. 

 

 

2.2. The camerawork 

 

All the kinds of complementation and interaction between the visual and the verbal 

discussed above can be readily found in any stage production. Watching a film adaptation 

in the theatrical mode is a unique way of approaching the text not because of the nature of 

the images that accompany the words (that would rather be the case in the other modes), 

but because of the way these images are presented, that is, because of the possibilities of 

camerawork and editing. The way we see certain image or movement, the composition or 

perspective of a shot, can influence our interpretation of a line or a scene and although the 
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influence may be subtle and the other modes exploit it more consciously and elaborately, 

we can still look at several interesting cases where the camerawork in the theatrical mode 

shapes significantly our perception of particular moments in the film. 

Jorgens claims that the camera in the film provides “[a] frame acting as a kind of 

portable proscenium arch”33. Whereas the proscenium arch in the theatre accommodates all 

the action the audience is supposed to see, the portable frame defined by the vision of the 

camera is for most of the time highly selective and the composition of what the frame 

contains can in itself be significant. Some directors prefer to include more characters in 

one shot, establishing the physical relations within the group, others choose to isolate them, 

to scrutinize their individual feelings and responses. The composition can influence the 

effect of the spoken word: in Miller’s BBC production of King Lear, a single static shot 

captures all of the action after Lear enters with Cordelia in his arms in V.3, the five actors 

(and the soldiers in the background) being crowded within the frame, Edgar, Albany and 

Kent surrounding Lear and Cordelia in the centre. Thus the camera joins the living with the 

dead and ties together the survivors, creating an image of unity as Edgar speaks his final 

lines, an image that reinforces the hope that the wounds of the kingdom destroyed by 

division may be now healed through a joint effort. Eyre’s film achieves a radically 

different effect in the last scene: here the camera locates the characters in an empty, grey, 

abstract space, and creates the impression of otherworldly grief and desolation; Edgar is 

seen alone when he speaks the last speech, lost in an indefinite space, looking directly at 

the camera: his words do not relate to the fate of Lear’s kingdom, they relate to the present 

time of the viewers. 

With the exception of Miller’s production, the camera in the theatrical mode tends to 

be very selective and the composition of the frame is often dominated by a face of an actor 
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in a close-up. Close-ups serve a number of purposes: the focus on a single actor usually 

concentrates the viewer’s attention on the text, but it can just as well render the text almost 

irrelevant when the character on screen is not involved; for instance, in Eyre’s abdication 

scene, France urges Lear to reconsider, but the camera does not follow France, it alternates 

between Lear’s and Cordelia’s silent faces, trapped between the painful looks they 

exchange. France’s and Burgundy’s attempts to intervene are of no significance at the 

moment: the film turns the viewer’s attention to the silent climactic confrontation between 

the father and the daughter. The use of a close-up can occasionally determine our 

understanding of a whole scene: Miller’s storm scene, for example, is shot from the first 

moment in a tight close-up on Lear’s (Michael Hordern’s) face, implying more strongly 

than any other production discussed here that the storm rages above all inside Lear; as 

Alexander Leggatt puts it, “throughout the sequence it is the human face, wet with rain and 

grimacing with cold, that largely creates the storm for us.”34 Here and elsewhere the close-

ups force the viewer to perceive the story through the inner development of individual 

characters rather than from an objective, as it were, historical point of view. 

The perspective, although conventional and inconspicuous for most of the time, can 

sometimes influence our perception of a scene in the way close-ups tend to do. In Eyre’s 

film, the camera assumes a bird’s-eye view as Lear enters carrying Cordelia in V.3, 

surveying the whole set from above, as if offering the gods’ perspective: Lear’s appearance 

is prolonged (signalled by his looming shadow) and observed from a distance – the shot 

heightens the devastating impact of the moment, its perspective confirming Gloucester’s 

belief that “as flies to wanton boys we are to th’ gods. / They kill us for their sport.”35 On 

the other hand, McKellen’s appearance in Nunn’s film is shockingly sudden: the 

perspective is on the eye-level and Lear enters the frame quickly from the right at a 
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medium distance. There is nothing spectacularly tragic in this shot, just as there is no trace 

of titanic pose in McKellen’s performance – his Lear even lacks the breath and vocal 

strength for his four howls and has to groan quietly the last one in resignation. The very 

conventionality of the perspectives in this scene is significant, as it helps to disrobe the 

climax of the heightened tragic bombast and apocalyptic connotations, foregrounding 

instead the common human experience of loss and pain. 

Still closely tied to the aesthetics of theatre, the films in the theatrical mode rely in their 

visual expression primarily on the actors’ performances and a limited number of highly 

representative details. As we have seen, the images provided by such films usually still 

serve above all to support the text, to provide a greater insight into the lines, rather than to 

replace them. Since the limitations of a television studio are considerable when compared 

with the techniques used in the feature films, and since the great advantage of filming 

Shakespeare lies in the possibility of using close-ups and sound mixing to allow the actors 

to develop more naturalistic, nuanced acting, (or, as Susan Willis puts it, to “speak rather 

than orate”36) such an adherence to the text is understandable. At its best, the theatrical 

mode can – through the focus on the detail – bring out the complexity of the lines with 

unprecedented clarity while using the image to map closely the inner and personal conflicts 

of the characters and to highlight deeper, sometimes even symbolic significance of certain 

moments without overwhelming the viewer with the excess of superficial pictorialism. The 

success of the theatrical mode is thus closely linked to the quality of acting and when the 

film fails, the cause usually lies not in the low production values, but in the performances 

that fail to engage the imagination of the viewer; as Jorgens points out, “most films in the 

theatrical mode fail because they were never good theatre in the first place.”37 
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To adapt King Lear in the theatrical mode generally leads the directors to emphasise 

the personal rather than the political level of the tragedy, to focus on the fate of the two 

families rather than the fate of the kingdom. Jonathan Miller justifies such an approach: 

 

Although he [Shakespeare] seems to deal with very exalted events, like high moments of 

state and the fall, the tragedy of kings and queens and of the aristocracy, […] what 

Shakespeare is constantly drawing our attention to […] is the commonness of mankind.38 

 

For Miller, then, the tragedy does not require a sense of uniqueness or grandeur and neither 

does the setting or the mode of presentation. He expresses the concern of many directors 

who adapt Shakespeare in the theatrical mode when he says: 

 

People always ask where events in Shakespeare are happening, but in fact they occur only 

between the people involved. You need no pretense at realism, just an austere, clear picture – 

against the foil of nothing, just one or two extremely detailed objects.39 

 

The argument for the simplicity and intimacy of the theatrical mode seems indeed strong. 

Unlike Shakespeare’s histories, King Lear features a comparatively small cast and most of 

the characters have close personal ties to one another. Yet the tragedy has the large scope 

of the histories: the kingdom is divided, the civil war breaks out, the land suffers; Lear fails 

both as a father and a king and the play raises important questions about the nature of 

power and leadership. Although the theatrical mode can speak in symbols and visual short-

cuts, it seems that one needs the freedom of the other two modes to do these layers of 

meaning justice. 
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3. KING LEAR IN THE REALISTIC MODE 

 

In what ways can the realistic mode address the questions concerning the nature of power 

and leadership posed by the text? Like any other kind of production, it can emphasise the 

political dimension of the story by highlighting the shifting power relationships between 

the contestants, the crucial decisions of the mighty, the scheming and manoeuvring of the 

ambitious. It can also show the background of these struggles which testifies to their 

disastrous impact on the kingdom, but which is essentially impossible to be represented 

realistically on stage: Lear’s land and Lear’s people. This is precisely what Grigori 

Kozintsev aimed at when he decided to adapt the tragedy for the cinema screen. Kozintsev 

conceived Lear’s tale as one of personal redemption through the restored awareness of 

shared humanity, but he also intended to explore the vital link between the common people 

and their leaders, the themes of misused authority, neglect, exploitation, the artificiality of 

autocratic regimes. In order to do this, he had to give Lear’s nameless victims physical 

presence in the drama; in his book King Lear: The Space of Tragedy, based on the diary he 

kept during the production years, he writes: “One cannot portray the life of a king without 

portraying the life of his subjects,”40 and many of the scenes in his film provide telling 

glimpses into this life. 

 

 

3.1. Exploring Lear’s world 

 

The possibility of introducing Lear’s suffering subjects into the story and consequently 

strengthening visually the socio-political dimension of the play allows radical reassessment 
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of the crucial scenes of the play. A fine example is Kozintsev’s treatment of the storm 

sequence, where Kozintsev deliberately underplays the drama of the opening scenes, only 

to bring into relief what he sees as the real climax of the night’s horrors: Lear’s encounter 

with the beggars and madmen with whom the poor Tom shares room in the hovel. As the 

director suggests, 

 

that is, what is important; the very lowest rung of nature, a spark of animal warmth, almost 

dying in the icy darkness of the universe. As far as I see it, it is here that the highest point, 

the climax of the storm takes place; the climax is in the dirty bodies, lying about in the rotten 

straw, not in the flashing of studio lightning and the deluge produced by the firemen’s 

technical expertise.41 

 

Similarly, Kozintsev peoples all the crucial scenes in the tragedy with silent witnesses of 

Lear’s fall: the film memorably opens not in Lear’s chambers, but on the road, as hundreds 

of limping, dirty and ragged men and women gather towards Lear’s fortress to hear their 

King’s decision; Lear’s serial humiliation always takes place in public, as does his mental 

torment, spiritual restoration and death. What we find in these scenes is not only the drama 

of the old man’s recent downfall, but also an account of his past as a king: the poverty of 

Lear’s people as well as the barrenness of his land (the rocky wilderness of Kazantip) is the 

result of his long, despotic reign. Likewise, the destruction brought along with Edmund’s 

steep ascent to power (the horrors of war, the burning of villages) is vivid enough to make 

clear how ruthless personal ambition can wreak havoc far beyond the family circle. If 

Shakespeare dramatises the conflict between the idealism supporting the notion of the 

divine right of kings and the pragmatism associated with a Machiavellian kind of 

manipulation of men already in Richard II, and develops it still further in King Lear, then 
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Kozintsev decisively dismisses both viewpoints as essentially cruel and depriving the 

leaders of humanity. With its emphasis on the suffering of the common people and 

unrelenting criticism of the ruling elite, the film has been often interpreted as a Marxist 

take on the tragedy. Yvonne Griggs, for instance, claims that Kozintsev is 

 

offering an array of ‘heroic’ images of the proletariat in his redemptive version of King Lear. 

His very Russian understanding of Shakespeare’s play foregrounds the kind of 

‘Revolutionary Romanticism’ noted by politics professor Richard Taylor as part of the 

Communist utopia.42 

 

Such judgments, however, inevitably distort Kozintsev’s nuanced vision and simplify his 

message. Had Kozintsev intended to stress the romantic heroism of the common man, he 

could have easily used Edgar’s final speech for that purpose. Instead, he cut the speech 

altogether, leaving Edgar to gaze silently into the camera for a moment and then walk 

away. Sensing the ambiguity, Alexander Leggatt offers arguably the more perceptive 

reading of Kozintsev’s adaptation: 

 

Though the film is carefully thought out, its images marshalled in the service of a moral 

argument, it finally releases its audience to react in a variety of ways, as though the play 

itself has escaped through Edgar’s silence, its protean nature restored.43 

 

Kozintsev clearly illustrates the disasters of bad government and self-serving leadership, 

but he seems hesitant to offer any kind of universal cure. Cordelia fails as a champion of 

solidarity – her death does not stop the violence: the men do not give up their brutish ways 
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– and Lear’s ability to transcend the evil of the world he finds himself in is, in the end, 

short-lived. 

The deletion of Edgar’s final speech is only one of many textual cuts to be found in this 

film. The realistic mode often seems to rely on the eloquence of the visual rather than the 

verbal and Kozintsev’s film is no exception. Peter Holland argues for such preference in 

“King Lear on Film”: “there is no way that a film can include as much language as the 

theatre accommodates. Film is primarily a visual medium, a form in which language 

accompanies sight but cannot dominate it.”44 Kozintsev himself acknowledges that “the 

poetic texture has […] to be transformed into a visual poetry, into the dynamic 

organisation of film imagery.”45 The image of Edgar walking silently away through the 

burnt out village where the men slowly return to the ruins and prepare for reconstruction is 

a good example of such transformation, as it preserves the pathos of the verse without 

losing its ambiguity. Furthermore, Kozintsev perceived keenly the aesthetic distance 

between the theatre and the film and understood that certain scenes could only prove strong 

and meaningful on stage, in the conditions of the live performance. Therefore, he discarded 

not only much of the well-known dialogue between Lear and the Fool in I.5, but also the 

whole scene of Gloucester’s attempted suicide. Peter Brook explains why this supremely 

theatrical event can perhaps never be satisfactorily translated on screen: 

 

In the cinema, at least in all the films of Shakespeare we have seen, a Gloucester would be 

forced to stand on a windy heath of some description, although fifty per cent of the 

extraordinariness of the powerful image is that this is happening on a pretended heath, on the 
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boards of nowhere. A meaning is released by the double nature of the act, a meaning which 

isn’t there if you isolate one aspect of it.46 

 

The realistic approach, which Kozintsev opted for, seems unable to accommodate all the 

dimensions of Shakespeare’s theatrical illusion. It would be wrong to conclude, however, 

that the aim of the cuts is to strip the adaptation of everything theatrical in the text. At 

times, especially in the beginning, Kozintsev purposefully emphasises the artificial 

displays of outward show: “the play begins with the theatrical – fine dress, pretence, props 

(the map, coats of arms) contrived speeches and assumed poses. The end of the play has 

stepped into the real world, on to the dirty blood-soaked earth.”47 Despite his awareness of 

the limited force of the theatre on screen, Kozintsev still recognises the dialectics of an 

artificial masquerade and the truth beneath as crucial for Lear’s story. 

If Kozintsev cuts the text wherever he feels it unnecessary, unsuitable or simply too 

attractive to be used (“You only have to turn all attention to the text, to the famous 

aphorisms, and the action stops, the scene loses its significance.”48), he compensates for 

the loss by introducing many interpolated scenes that complement the familiar sequence of 

events. Thus, instead of Gloucester’s leap from the imaginary cliff, he dramatizes his death 

and shows him feeling Edgar’s face, recognising his son at last and collapsing in front of 

him (a scene echoing the cathartic reunion of Lear and Cordelia); he reintroduces the Fool, 

showing him playing his flute first during IV.7 (the music that awakens Lear) and then 

again at the very end, after he has been kicked aside by one of the soldier’s carrying the 

dead bodies; through editing, he juxtaposes parallel events to build dramatic contrasts: the 

pompous procession of Lear’s train after the abdication scene is counterpointed with 

Cordelia’s improvised outdoor wedding and her departure to France; the cries of the 
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blinded Gloucester can be heard in the bedroom where Goneril and Edmund are just 

putting their clothes back on. Kozintsev takes the advantage of the fact that “in contrast to 

theatrical mise-en-scène, cinematic action can begin at several points simultaneously. 

Figuratively speaking, the curtain suddenly rises on several scenes all at the same time.”49 

While the examination of the theatrical mode searched for the similarities in the ways 

films and stage productions use visual signs to give new meaning to the text, the 

consideration of the realistic mode should bring to focus the strategies used to distance the 

visual expression of the film as far as possible from the aesthetics of theatre. We have 

already come across some of them: focusing on the background of the drama, widening of 

the perspective (so that it can comfortably accommodate even the socio-political layers of 

the tragedy), substituting the words with the visuals, offering glimpses at what goes on in 

between the familiar scenes, developing multiple actions simultaneously. There is another 

shift in the manner of visual expression, largely interlinked with those mentioned above: 

generally speaking, while in the theatrical mode the chief visual aid and the crucial factor 

in the communication of the director’s interpretation is what the characters do when they 

speak, in the realistic mode, the temporal and spatial location of the scene becomes much 

more decisive. Desmond Davis talked of the importance of “the geography of the scene”50 

in a Shakespearian adaptation and if this is worth paying attention to in the television 

productions, it is doubly so on the cinema screen. Kozintsev understood this: 

 

One should forget the importance of the words (they are obvious), about the idiosyncrasy of 

the form (it is in the structure of the speech). Nothing should be shown, underlined, or 

strengthened. Attention should be paid not to the words but to the circumstances in which 

they are spoken.51 
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In his film, we learn much about Lear from the fact that he chooses to settle the fate of his 

kingdom not from his throne but from a stool by his enormous fireplace; Albany’s 

character becomes instantly recognisable once we see him in his personal library (he is one 

of the earliest humanists); perhaps most importantly, the wandering beggars effectively 

become a part of the landscape where Lear’s, Edgar’s and Gloucester’s paths cross and 

their presence strongly influences our perception of the main characters’ journey and inner 

development. The meeting of Lear and Gloucester, for instance, takes place on a clear day, 

among the travelling peasants looking for food. The meaning of Lear’s words in this scene 

relies heavily on the circumstances in which he utters them. Leggatt observes that “as he 

[Lear] walks, he chats with Gloucester, sharing not Beckettian despair but folk wisdom.”52 

 

 

3.2. The realistic spectacle 

 

As the prominence of the imagery in the realistic mode increases and the impact of the 

words becomes more dependent on the local and temporal circumstances, the director gets 

more space for self-assertion. On the one hand, he can materialize his vision of the play in 

both scope and detail unimaginable in any other medium; on the other hand, by adhering to 

the principles of the film realism, he inevitably limits the viewer’s chances for creative 

participation in the narrative. The film adaptation features a consistent world with a 

definite, delineated reality which – unlike theatre or the adaptations shot in the theatrical 

mode – leaves only very little room for the viewer’s imagination. Peter Brook was well 

aware of this danger of realistic consistency, which, in his opinion, reduced the strength of 
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Shakespeare’s art – an art exploiting the infinite transmutability of the empty stage and the 

actors on it: 

 

The Elizabethan theatre had a very complicated yet marvellously free technique, a use of 

words that was most sophisticated; its blank verse slides in and out of prose, producing texts 

which continually change gear. […] When Hamlet is doing any one of his soliloquies, the 

background that Shakespeare can conjure in one line evaporates in the next and new images 

take over. I think that the freedom of the Elizabethan theatre is still only partially understood, 

people having got used to talking in clichés about the non-localized stage. What people do 

not fully face is that the non-localized stage means that every single thing under the sun is 

possible, not only quick changes of location: a man can turn into twins, change sex, be his 

past, his present, his future, be a comic version of himself and a tragic version of himself, 

and be none of them, all at the same time. […] The film creates a plausible world in which 

the action can reasonably unfold, but the price we pay for this plausible world is that the 

complexities I have been talking about cannot be encompassed and demonstrated.53 

 

This seems to be Brook’s major objection to the films that might be said to employ the 

realistic mode. The single, definite identity of the characters and their surrounding world 

depicted in this mode, the inescapable specificity of the images perhaps indeed limits our 

interpretative freedom, but it has to be pointed out that it is also the most powerful weapon 

the director has at his disposal for challenging our understanding of the play and opening 

new vistas for our reading – rather than allowing the audience to fill in the ambiguous 

blank spaces with meaning derived from stereotypical interpretations wherever a 

performance does not invoke a convincing truth of the moment, the director can use the 

hard facts provided by the screen realism (location, interpolated action, temporal dynamics, 

close-ups etc.) to communicate easily his own original vision. Moreover, even though the 
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realistic mode cannot well preserve the multiplicity of identities and perspectives Brook 

talks about, it can achieve richness of a different kind – not in terms of subjective 

perception but rather in the depiction of the objective mutability and diversity of reality. 

According to Kozintsev, 

 

The conventions of the theatre and the structure of the play do not allow the whole fullness 

of life which the poetry embraces to be shown on the stage: many of the events are spoken of 

in the past tense, quickly skated over in the stage directions. In the cinema one can hold up 

the action in order to look closely into people’s eyes and at the ever-widening panorama of 

events.54 

 

Kozintsev implicitly attacks here Brook’s idealized notion of the evocative power of the 

verse (which the theatre audiences – unlike, perhaps, the readers – cannot possibly 

appreciate in full all the time, even if the actors could somehow master it in its totality and 

develop an ideal performance without any restrictions to their art), advocating instead the 

sense of variety that can be objectively communicated on screen. Much of the objective 

film reality does not have to be a mere literal illustration of the world of the tragedy, either; 

the variety can be more complex. Many reviewers have given account of Kozintsev’s 

symbolism, noting his preoccupation with stones and rocky landscapes (Lear’s cry “O, you 

are men of stones”55 seldom sounded more poignant), fire (first in the family hearth – later 

on the battlefield), water (Cordelia’s element) and other natural motifs that complicate the 

notion of realistic representation. 

If the metaphorical associations of the objects, sights and sceneries in the theatrical 

mode are apparent independently of the film technique because of the degree of stylization 

that so often takes place on stage, in film these added layers of meaning are usually 
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revealed through the way the images are presented: through perspectives, compositions and 

editing. The significance of fire as a symbol becomes apparent once we see Lear and his 

daughters in I.1 through the flames and smoke in the fireplace, water often serves as a 

background for the shots of Cordelia, the close-ups on Lear’s hunting dogs repeatedly 

replace our view of Goneril. As we have seen in the previous chapter, the technique itself 

is sometimes instrumental in our perception and interpretation of the scene. In Kozintsev’s 

film, the use of the bird’s-eye view monitoring the scene from high above (to name at least 

one example), is quite frequent: the congregation of the beggars to whom Lear addresses a 

few lines at the end of the abdication scene is shown from this perspective, as is Lear’s 

fight against the storm, Gloucester’s death and the dying Edmund’s attempt to do “some 

good”56. In all these moments, the sense that we are allowed to share the gods’ (or the 

Nature’s) point of view is strong and the technique emphasises the general tendency of the 

realistic mode to present the story from an historical, objective viewpoint; the last use of 

the bird’s-eye view is perhaps the most inventive: Edmund, lying in convulsions on his 

back on the ground and shot from a bizarre angle, is staring not at the people around him 

(they are all in distance), but rather back at the heaven above him, apparently unable to 

avert his face. The perspective itself alerts us to a secondary, silent dialogue that takes 

place in between the lines. 

One more area that should be mentioned in the discussion of the ways the realistic 

mode shapes our perception of the text through the use of non-verbal means of expression, 

is the film music. Generally a mere linking element of a production in the theatrical mode, 

music can easily determine the impact of particular lines or even scenes in a feature film 

adaptation. Dmitri Shostakovich composed an orchestral score for Kozintsev’s Lear and 

Kozintsev himself later explained the profound influence the music had on his narrative: 
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We tried to show that the earth on which our actors walked was ordinary earth and that the 

circumstances of the action were real. But with the music there also appeared over it all the 

‘gods, disasters, spirits, fates, wings, and tails’. One can put it more simply: the metaphors 

and hyperboles which we had cut were reintroduced into the texture of the work.57 

 

What Kozintsev describes is a part of the process of re-inventing the poetry of the verse 

through the non-verbal expressive means of cinema: apart from underlining or colouring 

the text or an event (Lear’s abdication, the storm scene, Edmund’s death), the music can 

stand on its own as an independent layer in the poetic texture of the film. Jorgens, for 

instance, comments on the significance of the summoning horn of the beggars: “like Lear 

itself, it is both a call by an artist for us to go on and a gesture of fierce pride signalling 

man’s presence in an inhospitable universe.”58 The Fool’s slow, slippery flute music 

(Shostakovich’s main theme for the film) works in a similar way. One of the most potent 

musical gestures in the film, however, is the lament of the chorus that accompanies much 

of the battle sequence. The inarticulate human voice becomes itself an eloquent piece of 

music counterpointing the violence. As Kozintsev puts it, “The cry of grief, bursting 

through the dumbness of the ages, through the deafness of time, must be heard. […] Grief 

brought people together, united them, the community grew and now it was enveloping 

mankind.”59 

The realistic mode influences the perception of the text in a profound way: it provides 

the story with a definite sense of time and space, its depictions of the world are vivid, the 

narrative freedom is much enlarged by the possibility of orchestrating the events 

simultaneously, the use of music, camerawork and editing determines our understanding of 

a scene in the same way the actor’s diction determines the meaning of a line. The 
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temptation for the director is to rely on the sophistication of the visuals to tell the tale and 

to dilute the evocative power of the words (the power of theatre). Still, Shakespeare’s 

poetry seldom translates easily into the visuals without losing the access to the multiple 

layers it works on, even in a major film adaptation. Jack Jorgens is one of the critics who 

warn against underestimating the value of the verse: 

 

Shakespeare’s poetic images go far beyond simple word-painting designed to evoke scenery 

or event – as such they could be easily omitted by filmmakers, treated as place descriptions – 

they embody ideas and conflicts, symbolize things unseen, render emotional states, reflect 

character.60 

 

The sense that something is being lost with each phrase replaced by an illustrative shot is 

perhaps the one that troubled Brook. Kozintsev’s adaptation is still one of the most 

successful Shakespearian films in terms of the attention to the minutiae as well as the 

scope and consistency of vision; but there are other adaptations that exploit the advantages 

of the realistic mode in order to produce purely visual spectacle, that rely on the 

Shakespeare brand while generating stereotypical characterisations, sacrificing the depth 

and the ambiguities of the play along with the verse, focusing on action for mere action’s 

sake. If Holland is right and the film cannot well contain the enormous weight of the full 

text, perhaps one needs to abandon the constrains of the screen realism to prevent the film 

from degrading the play into a conventional spectacular narrative. 
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4. KING LEAR IN THE FILMIC MODE 

 

In a sense, then, we can discuss the filmic mode as a mode forming a narrative independent 

of the screen realism and thus much more attuned to the constant transmutations of reality 

triggered by the verse. Peter Brook formulated what he saw as the main problem of filming 

Shakespeare: “How can the screen free itself of its own consistencies so as to reflect the 

mobility of thought that blank verse demands?”61 The exploration of the filmic mode and 

Brook’s own adaptation of King Lear should bring answers to this question, for it is at the 

point where the filmic mode oversteps cinematic conventions where the spectator’s 

perspective is challenged and forced to accommodate more than the surface illusion of a 

consistent world. Jorgens advocates the eloquence of the visual compositions: 

 

Those who find the written word more expressive and subtle than the visual image might 

consider the number of meaningful contrasts possible between two shots – contrasts of one 

color with another, stability with instability, a large pattern with a small detail, one rhythm 

with another, obscurity with clarity, light with dark, stasis with movement, and a hundred 

other such juxtapositions.62 

 

The filmic mode seems to be ideal for building these contrasts and thus transforming the 

visual narrative into a kind of playground where the illusion and perspective can be 

transmuted as easily as it is on the empty stage. The process of dismantling the consistency 

that prevents these transmutations takes place both in the fabula and the syuzhet, both in 

what we actually see on the screen and in the way these images are presented to us. 

 

 

                                                 
61 Brook, “Finding Shakespeare on Film” 121. 
62 Jorgens 29-30. 
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4.1. Against the realistic conventions 

 

The filmic mode opens many ways of disturbing the realism of the visual fabula. Some 

Shakespearian adaptations deliberately mix genre conventions and designs so as to produce 

a collage of intersecting narrative styles (Julie Taymor’s Titus, Luhrmann’s Romeo + 

Juliet), each intruding upon the consistency of the other. It is an experiment producing 

tensions through the visual means of expression that would reflect the generic, stylistic and 

dramatic tensions in the text and its success depends on the consistency of the director’s 

vision as much as on what Brook describes as “finding ways of shifting gears, styles and 

conventions as lightly and deftly on the screen as within the mental processes reflected by 

Elizabethan blank verse onto the screen of the mind.”63. Another possible strategy of 

transcending the realism on screen is a deliberate return to the theatrical space and gesture. 

The film appropriates the locations, costumes, masks, etc., to the aesthetics of the theatre 

not by attempting to conjure an illusion of reality on stage or in the television studio, but 

rather by searching for, or exaggerating, the theatrical and the stylized in the real world. 

Kurosawa’s free adaptation of Macbeth, The Throne of Blood, gives a fine example of this 

approach, as do some passages in Welles’s Shakespearian films. It is also the case of 

Brook’s King Lear and it is worth pointing out that although it derives in many ways from 

Brook’s famous stage production (1962), it is confidently re-imagined for the film medium 

and as such should be considered as a film turning the real world into the stage and not the 

other way round (the way of the theatrical mode). 

How does Brook manage to endow the film image with the power of theatre? Above 

all, his film incessantly returns to the notion of the empty space, the crucial element of the 

Elizabethan theatre (just as Kurosawa returns to the traditions of the Noh theatre in The 

                                                 
63 Brook, “Finding Shakespeare on Film” 118. 
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Throne of Blood). Shot during late winter in Jutland, the film locates Lear’s story on vast 

plains covered with snow, desolate heaths, monotonous, cold beaches. Brook frequently 

takes away as much specificity as he can, leaving only the harsh blank canvas in front of 

the camera. Yet his intention is not to give the spectator the opportunity to fill the canvas; 

rather, he thoroughly investigates its emptiness, for, as he contends in his book The Empty 

Space, what should emerge is “a play which we begin to see not as a narrative any longer, 

but as a vast, complex, coherent poem designed to study the power and the emptiness of 

nothing – the positive and negative aspects latent in the zero.”64 Brook’s vision is that of a 

universe devoid of any kind of moral order, justice or notions of greater good. Many 

reviewers accused Brook of nihilism and the film’s persistent bleakness, casual brutality 

and insistence on blurring the distinction between good and evil provide arguments 

supporting this accusation. 

Another important directorial choice that brings the film’s reality closer to the 

theatrical idiom is the ubiquitous limitation of movement. Kozintsev often profited from 

the possibility to express on screen what Davis termed “the poetry of movement”65 in 

Shakespearian drama, so much so, in fact, that it led Yvonne Griggs to comment in her 

study of Kozintsev’s film on “its striking thematic and ideological parallels with the 

mainstream road movie and its road movie iconography” 66. The narrative is, in Kozintsev’s 

own words “shot through with the rhythms of walking, marching, running. Everything is 

shaken from its place. Everything is in movement.”67 In contrast, the linear movement in 

Brook’s film is almost absent and the frozen postures or the sudden, unpredictable motions 

that break them painfully develop the action instead. Kozintsev’s wandering beggars, 

marching soldiers and refugees fleeing the war are supremely cinematic. Brook’s static 

                                                 
64 Peter Brook, The Empty Space (London: Penguin, 2008) 105. 
65 Quoted in Willis 200. 
66 Griggs 64. 
67 Quoted in Leggatt 89. 
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figures suggest a limitation of space similar to that experienced by the actors on stage. 

Brook’s denial of movement is of course linked to his exploration of “the power and the 

emptiness of nothing” and if Kozintsev expressed the tragedy through the images of 

displacement, chaos and turmoil, Brook achieved an even darker vision through the images 

of paralysis and decay. In Kozintsev, the movement is linked with pain but it is also a sign 

of change, perhaps of growth; Brook’s Lear does not offer any such consolation. 

To reinforce the sense of deliberate departure from realism in favour of theatrical 

stylization, the metaphorical associations of the images (to return to Hatchuel’s terms) can 

be stressed. The costumes, for instance, are often designed for this purpose in the filmic 

mode. In Brook’s film, the furs and coarse, heavy coats do not only correspond with the 

primitive, iron-age culture of the kingdom that seems to lie in the region of perpetual 

dreary winter, they also strongly suggest man’s affinities with wild beasts and predators 

and implicate the individual characters in the metaphor of the hunt that runs through the 

whole play. Other interpretations are possible, however: R. B. Parker, for instance, claims 

in his article “The Use of Mise-en-Scène in Three Films of King Lear” that 

 

Brook does not present animals as symbols human degeneracy (as Shakespeare does) but 

rather as fellow victims. There are many shots of dead animals during the storm, and it is to a 

shot of these that Lear’s “poor naked wretches” apology is addressed, not to human beggars. 

[…] The implication seems to be less that humanity has reverted to a bestial level that that 

man is always an animal and nothing more than that, victimized by Nature like all other 

living things.68 

 

Light and colour also gain on importance in the stylized reality of the filmic mode. 

Brook’s Lear, like Kozintsev’s, is shot in black-and-white, and the white colour of the 

                                                 
68 R. B. Parker, “The Use of Mise-en-Scène in Three Films of King Lear,” Shakespeare Quarterly, Vol. 42, 
No. 1 (Spring, 1991) 80-81. 
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snow, the sand and the sky is a common background in the film – it is the colour of 

emptiness and the film appropriately ends with a close-up of Lear’s face, slowly slipping 

down out of the frame, leaving only a blank white sky for us to look into. Light usually 

brings relief and it is used during Lear’s reunion with Cordelia, but, as Parker observes, 

“[although] there are three brief moments of pale sunlight at gentler moments in the action, 

[…] in each case, the film is gradually overexposed so that sunlight fades into emptiness: 

relief is evanescent, without substance.”69 

 

 

4.2. The potential of filmic alienation 

 

Overexposure and stylized shots such as the closing one of the dying Lear naturally draw 

attention to the artifice of filmmaking, something we would not tend to contemplate in the 

films in the realistic mode. This is the film equivalent of Brecht’s technique of alienation 

and Brook found much use for it in his adaptation. In his view, 

 

Alienation provides infinite possibilities, and is the only device which leads us back to the 

possibilities of blank verse. The verse image repeatedly puts objects and ideas into fresh 

perspective, and so does alienation. The freeze frame, caption, subtitle, etc., are all crude 

examples of filmic alienation.70 

 

Brook’s technique includes elliptic camerawork, disjointed visual sequences, mannerist 

perspectives. Rather than giving the spectator the chance to observe the action from a 

distance that would help to establish an objective truth about the scene, Brook favours the 

subjective point of view, the close-ups, the perspectives of the characters in the scene. 

                                                 
69 Parker 78. 
70 Brook, “Finding Shakespeare on Film” 120. 
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However, Brook’s close-ups are often deliberately unstable and distorted. As Parker 

explains, they “show a nose, a chin, the back of a head, so that the effect is simultaneously 

one of physical disintegration and fragmentary perception. Far from looking into the soul, 

most of Brook’s close-ups convey alienation in both the observer and the observed.”71 

Thus, what we have identified in the discussion of the theatrical mode as a device in the 

service of psychological realism here becomes the tool of deconstructing the film reality 

and making the spectator aware of its artificiality. The perception Brook’s experimental 

technique should stimulate is that which could follow the narrative without the assistance 

of the conventional narrative methods, so that it would be at all times able to see through 

the illusion, or rather to see all the different illusions as “a piece of pop collage. The effect 

is like a word whose letters are written across three overlapping pictures in the mind.”72 

“Distance, perspective, and relationships can change with the fluidity and subtlety of a 

line of verse,”73 claims Jorgens. The changes he talks about are far from fluid and subtle in 

Brook’s film, however. Instead, Brook coarsens them and makes them as violent and 

painful as possible. His long, static, disorienting close-ups, preventing us from establishing 

spatial relationships, follow each other like huge, sharp blocks of dry ice, creaking as they 

collide. The verse has been similarly brutalised: heavily cut and rearranged (Brook has 

taken even greater liberties than Kozintsev), the lines often sound random and laconic, the 

direct opposite of the theatrical bombast. Listening to the verse in the conditions Brook set 

up in his film can at times alert us to its striking simplicities (“Nothing can be made out of 

nothing.”74), but the impression can also be that of the rapidly disintegrating value of 

words in Lear’s world. 

                                                 
71 Parker 79. 
72 Brook, “Finding Shakespeare on Film” 118. 
73 Jorgens 25. 
74 King Lear I,iv,116. 
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To illustrate some of the points made above, we can have a look at by far the most 

experimental passage in the film: the storm sequence. This is how the progress of the 

opening scene is described in the script: 

 

Gradually, it will be impossible to tell how much it is the real world undergoing this epic 

convulsion, how much the landscape is the inside of Lear’s mind. For the images become 

less and less narrative, more and more strange, surrealist, though never apparently fantastic. 

The ground cracks open, roots painfully are wrenched to the surface, roofs are carried away, 

walls burst outward, great doors fly open, shutters snap their catches and bang apart, […] 

The images are hallucinatory.75 

 

The rhythm of picture and sound editing constantly mirrors the rhythm of thunder and 

lightning: convulsively and without any apparent order, different perspectives flash across 

each other, sound has lost its fluency, even the chronology of shots is chaotic. The camera 

lens repeatedly loses focus and becomes wet with rain, a black screen often blinds the view 

(as it will later do during the blinding of Gloucester). What this sequence dramatizes is not 

just the rage of an old man in the storm; the storm is here presented as the most forceful 

attack of the forces of disintegration, an attack not only on Lear’s mind and on Lear’s 

world as a whole, but also on the viewer’s ability to form a consistent viewpoint. Paul 

Scofield’s unusually calm delivery of Lear’s lines only strengthens the surrealist and 

apocalyptic qualities of the poetry. There could be objections to Brook’s experimental 

approach and Leggatt is probably justified in pointing out that “the difficulty is that so 

much attention goes to playing with the medium to create a generalized sense of 

breakdown that if there is a specific human drama in Lear’s encounter with the elements, 

we miss it.”76 

                                                 
75 Quoted in Manvel 148. 
76 Leggatt 109. 
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This problem seems to resurface in other passages as well. Due to the extensive cuts, 

many scenes were stripped of what little comfort they provided (France defending 

Cordelia, the servant guiding the blinded Gloucester, Edmund repenting) and so the 

incessant cruelty finds no effective opposition – the human drama seems neglected, having 

to submit to the totality of an idea and to formal experimentation, or, as Kenneth Rothwell 

puts it, to “the intellectualisation of despair”77. The complete absence of music adds to this 

sense of suppression of emotion. It is yet another way of exploring the “the power and the 

emptiness of nothing” and, since the use of music often has a major influence on our 

perception of the scene, its presence would probably be overly determinative for Brook, 

but without it, the drama gains on austerity that may be found by some uncharacteristic of 

Shakespeare. 

In a letter to Grigori Kozintsev, Brook writes: “we are searching to interrupt the 

consistency of style, so that [the] many-levelled contradictions of the play can appear.”78 

Indeed, through the stylized mise-en-scène, through the alienating devices and the 

deliberate violations of conventional techniques, the film seems to invite the spectator to 

appreciate the play not as a safe, realistic narrative, but rather as a narrative where the 

number of possible perspectives varies constantly and where every single aspect of reality 

is prone to mutation. But how much variety does the film actually produce? In terms of the 

overall tone and atmosphere, there is hardly any variety at all. Shakespeare’s tensions 

between the broad, bawdy comedy and the brutal tragedy are lost, the sense of the frail 

balance between the hope heralded by such episodes as Lear’s reunion with Cordelia, 

Albany’s moral defiance or Edgar’s victory and the despair produced by the tragic results 

of the villains’ scheming is absent. Brook’s Lear succeeds in breaking the constrains of 

                                                 
77 Kenneth Rothwell, “Representing King Lear on Screen,” Shakespeare and the Moving Image, eds. 
Anthony Davies and Stanley Wells (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1994) 220. 
78 Quoted in Kozintsev 241. 
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film realism, but on the level of ideas and emotions, his film is in fact the most consistent 

of all the productions discussed here. 

The filmic mode requires a coherent directorial vision that would sustain the attack on 

the surface realism of the film. Without such a vision, the experiments, while intended to 

produce visual translations not only of the text, but also of the multi-layered subtext, would 

result in a meaningless chaos of images, rhythms and disconnected ideas. Yet, as we have 

seen, the strength of the director’s vision could eventually prove a limiting force – the film 

juggles with perspectives, breaks the consistencies of the reality and offers a space for the 

subtext, but the freedom thus offered to the spectator is merely illusory; the extremity of 

the overall vision prevents most of the counter-currents in the verse from emerging and 

producing any real diversity of expression. Thus, paradoxically, behind the attempts to 

avoid the constrains and simplifications of the verse imposed by the superficial realism lies 

an organising principle that has no place for the contradictions inherent in Shakespeare’s 

art. A compromise has to be negotiated between the need to allow the medium to play out 

the ambiguities, conflicting currents and transmutations of the verse and the need to 

communicate effectively one’s own interpretation of the tragedy. In Brook’s film, the 

compromise might have worked better if the words themselves had not been subjected to 

the process of devaluation and disintegration – if the text had not suffered so many cuts 

and transpositions but had been allowed instead to contend with the multi-faceted 

bleakness on screen. However, like the realistic mode, the filmic mode derives from the 

notion that in the conditions of modern filmmaking, the visual image should be able to 

compensate for the loss of a verse line. To rely on the expressive, transforming force of the 

words rather than the visual sequences and compositions were to return to the practices of 

the theatrical mode. 
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5. CONCLUSION 

 

As we have seen, the range of the visual (and the non-verbal) signs that could be brought 

into a dialogue with the verse is vast. In general, we can distinguish between those that 

have a local influence, an impact on our understanding of a line or a speech – these are the 

facial expressions, gestures, movements, close-ups, compositions and perspectives – and 

those that shape our perception of the larger semantic structures such as a scene, a 

character, sometimes even the whole play – these are the locations, costumes, masks, 

music, rhythm. It is tempting to conclude that it is this second group what makes the 

greatest contribution to the process of re-imagining of Shakespeare’s play through 

adaptation. It is certainly easier to produce a coherent interpretation with the tools that help 

to create a sense of a period, a general atmosphere, the tone and pace of the narrative: one 

can think of all the Shakespearian films that transpose the story into a specific setting, 

often modern or near-modern, in order to prove that though the Elizabethan verse is old 

and difficult, the themes are still relevant today, the characterisations true to life and the 

plot, with all its improbabilities, strangely engaging. Yet what one realises when 

contemplating these adaptations is the fact that it is not enough to dress the characters in 

uniforms and dinner jackets, to use cars and guns, to rely on rock music to make the play 

seem contemporary, for the substance of the play, the verse, is largely independent of the 

dress and the props and unless we recognise modern thought in the words, the mixture of 

blank verse and cars can do only very little to stimulate the appreciation of Shakespeare’s 

art. 

On the other hand, there are the visual signs that accompany only a brief portion of the 

text and do not seem to contribute directly to our understanding of the play as a whole. 

Nevertheless, these are the occasions when the text can acquire the desired relevance. An 
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image can enter into numerous kinds of relationship with the text, it can narrow, clarify, 

contradict, generalize, confirm, complicate the meaning of the words and the most 

memorable moments in a production are often those where such a confrontation of the 

verbal and the visual produces a new, valid reading of the text, a small, but revealing 

insight into the ambiguities and ironies of the play. Peter Brook, for instance, managed to 

give a new meaning to Lear’s last exchange with the Fool by transposing the lines to a 

scene where Lear is transported in a curtained wagon to Dover; here, as Lear prepares to 

escape secretly from the wagon, he warns his Fool: “Make no noise, make no noise; draw 

the curtains. So, so. We’ll go to supper i'the morning.”79 The Fool acknowledges Lear’s 

decision and becomes his accomplice as he concurs, “And I’ll go to bed at noon.”80 The 

line has become a farewell to his master, who has finally graduated in his school of 

clownery; as Kott would interpret the moment, “madness in King Lear is a philosophy, a 

conscious crossing over to the position of the fool.”81 An even more striking case of re-

thinking of the text is Nunn’s decision to use the whole of the Fool’s often deleted 

prophecy in the interpolated scene of his execution at the end of III.6; while we see 

Cornwall’s men slipping the noose over the Fool’s head, we hear the bitter words: “I’ll 

speak a prophecy ere I go…”82 These two examples are perhaps slightly problematic, since 

they involve a major transposition of the text; but we can think of Edgar’s final attempt at a 

prayer at the end of Nunn’s production, or Kozintsev’s use of the beggars in the hovel (the 

witnesses to Lear’s prayer), and these scenes should make clear how the visual image can 

endow the lines with concrete significance, make them relevant in a very special – and 

contemporary – sense rather than allowing the audience to enjoy a vague, generalised sense 

of grandeur of Shakespeare’s supposedly immortal writing. 

                                                 
79 King Lear III, vi, 39-40. 
80 King Lear III, vi, 41. 
81 Kott 165. 
82 King Lear III, ii, 77-78. 
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No production relies solely on the visual embellishments of individual lines or 

speeches, however. Such an approach would result in a mere series of clever tricks, 

incoherent bits of stage business which would provide random insights, but fail to 

communicate a consistent vision. This is what the other type of visual signs achieves: 

costumes, locations, music and general rhythm are all used in order to identify the world 

beyond the lines. It is here, where the three modes discussed in the preceding chapters 

exhibit the greatest differences. The theatrical mode often tends to compensate for the 

lower production values by imbuing the simple studio and costume designs with strong 

metaphorical or symbolic significance (we can think of Miller’s great stage of fools and the 

Manichean black-and-white costuming; Eyre’s empty red set lit by the torches). In 

contrast, the realistic mode exploits the possibilities of using this type of non-verbal signs 

to a much greater extent. The screen realism supports the illustrative quality of the 

locations and dress, determines the time and space where the scenes take place and 

broadens our knowledge of the world by introducing interpolated scenes, which, apart from 

taking the audience offstage, as it were, help to modulate the tempo of the narrative either 

by increasing the sense of dramatic development (Kozintsev’s journeying motif), or 

inserting artificial climaxes (Gloucester’s death in Kozintsev’s film). The risk of relying 

too much on the expressive potential of the location, dress and film music in the realistic 

mode lies in generalizing and losing the sense of detail in the text – a dialectical opposite 

of the embellishing effect of gestures and staging discussed above. The adequacy of setting 

and costuming secures the general tone of a scene, as does the film music, but the subtle 

contradictions and ambiguities in the text that make the drama so engaging can be easily 

lost under the agreeable surface. The filmic mode is an antidote for the consistency 

produced by the signs determining the perception of a scene or a character. Although it too 

makes an extensive use of these signs, it either combines them in such a way as to prevent 



 48 

consistency (Taymor’s collages in Titus) or discourages us from taking them at their face 

value either by overt stylization or deliberate deconstruction, thus avoiding the restrictive 

conventions and achieving what Welles stressed as the ability to “evoke more than you see, 

[…] to incant, to raise up things which are not really there.”83 The difficulty lies in the 

artifice of the mode which, while open to objective critical appreciation, can easily block 

the emotional involvement and provoke the degree of detachment unsuitable for a full 

appreciation of the play. Moreover, it is at this stage where it sometimes becomes unclear 

whether the film is still to be considered a re-telling of Shakespeare’s play or rather an 

independent artistic project of a contemporary director who uses the play as an exercise in 

testing the limits of the theatrical and cinematic expression. 

It is not the purpose of this work to decide which of the three modes delineated by 

Jorgens is the most suitable for adapting Shakespeare’s plays – any such decision could be 

instantaneously disproved by an example of an adaptation that fits into a different category 

and yet manages to convince the viewers of the value and relevance of Shakespeare’s 

writing. What the work aimed to foreground is the importance of the non-verbal elements 

in the film productions of Shakespeare, the elements that guide our search for this value 

and relevance in a primarily visual art form. We have seen how the three modes use 

various resources to give the verse a unique circumstance, thereby provoking us to think of 

the play not as a permanent work of art in itself, but rather as an artistic structure requiring 

constant re-creation, a story in the need of perpetual re-enactment. In this process, the 

words are the only relatively fixed entity – everything else is, and should be, subject to 

change. The images that make the words sound profound and contemporary today will 

eventually have to be replaced. The film medium has achieved a freedom that ensures that 

the images accompanying the text can match the poetry in vividness and diversity: it is 

                                                 
83 Quoted in Jorgens 35. 
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here where the directors of the twenty-first century can look for the opportunities of 

approaching the audiences with the original and meaningful visual re-creations of plays as 

familiar as King Lear. Such scenes as Lear’s abdication, the storm sequence, the meeting 

of the outcasts, the battle and Lear’s death will always present a challenge to the directors’ 

imagination and their ability “to evoke, to incant, to raise up things which are not really 

there”84, the same challenge all the Edgars have to face on a flat heath, holding their blind 

fathers by the hand and, with their eyes closed, describing a cliff. 
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SHRNUTÍ PRÁCE (THESIS ABSTRACT) 

 

Tato práce vychází z předpokladu, že filmová adaptace se stala legitimním médiem pro 

zprostředkování nových, pro současnou společnost relevantních interpretací her Williama 

Shakespeara. Je-li dále pravda, že film je médium v prvé řadě vizuální, pak se nabízí 

hypotéza, že tyto interpretace jsou zprostředkovávány především skrze interakce slov a 

obrazů, respektive dobře známého textu a nového vizuálního zpracování. Záměrem práce 

je vysledovat různé typy takovýchto interakcí a poukázat na výsledné odlišnosti v estetice 

tří nejvýraznějších stylů shakespearovské adaptace. Při vymezování těchto stylů práce 

vychází z kategorizace navržené Jackem Jorgensem v knize Shakespeare on Film a pro 

ilustraci odkazuje ke třem televizním a dvěma filmovým zpracováním tragedie Král Lear. 

V druhé kapitole se práce zabývá divadelním stylem adaptace (příznačným pro 

televizní inscenace) a nejčástějšími typy interakce mezi slovem a obrazem, které lze 

v tomto stylu pozorovat. Divadelní styl obvykle využívá pouze takové typy interakce, které 

jsou k vidění na jevišti, tj. slovo versus výraz tváře, gesto, pohyby, kostým, divadelní, resp. 

studiové kulisy; do jisté míry zde lze rozlišit mezi vizuálními znaky fungujícími jako 

textové ilustrace (prohlubující psychologický realismus) a znaky metaforickými. Klíčový 

rozdíl mezi divadlem a adaptací v divadelním stylu práce nachází ve využití filmové 

techniky, především práce kamery. Vliv kompozice, perspektivy a detailu na naše 

porozumění textu je rezebrán v druhé polovině kapitoly, která je zakončena úvahou o 

přednostech a omezeních tohoto stylu. 

Třetí kapitola se soustředí na realistický styl, reprezentovaný adaptací Grigorije 

Kozinceva. Oproti stylu divadelnímu je zde plně využit potenciál filmového média a 

klíčovými znaky vstupujícími do kontaktu s textem jsou lokace, děje vkládané do scén a 

mezi scény hry, dynamika reálného času, i hudba. Základním rysem realistického stylu je 
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přesné časové a místní určení děje. Na rozdíl od stylu divadelního, soustředícího se často 

na drama psychologické a rodinné, zde film dává možnost posoudit Shakespearovu tragedii 

též na rovině společneské a politické; práce například věnuje pozornost Kozincevově 

dramatizaci osudu Learova lidu a kritice mocenských elit. Závěr kapitoly se obrací k 

problému konzistence filmové reality, která má často tendenci stírat jemné významové 

odstíny, víceznačnost a plodné protiklady uvnitř textu. 

Ve čtvrté kapitole práce rozebírá filmový styl, jenž lze popsal jako styl odhalující 

výrazové možnosti rozrušování konvencí filmového realismu. Peter Brook, jehož 

zpracování Krále Leara slouží jako model filmu natočeného v tomto stylu, nabídl protiklad 

realistické konzistence v adaptaci, která záměrně znesnadňuje divákovi přijmout filmovou 

iluzi a klade si za cíl zpřístupnit složitý podtext Shakespearovy hry pomocí filmových 

ekvivalentů Brechtovy techniky zcizování. Práce se zde zabývá nejen možnostmi stylizace 

takových vizuálních znaků jako je lokace, kostým či pohyb, ale především vlivem 

experimentálního užití techniky, zahrnujícího ostré kontrasty, fragmentaci detailů či 

nerovný rytmus střihu, na naše vnímání textu. Úskalí spojená s adaptací Shakespearovy hry 

v tomto stylu jsou opět nastíněná na konci kapitoly. 

Závěr práce shrnuje poznatky z předchozích kapitol a navrhuje rozdělení neverbálních 

znaků ovlivňujících divákovo porozumění textu na ty, které mají především lokální dopad 

(význam verše či promluvy modulovaný gestem, pohybem či perspektivou), a ty, které 

ovlivňují interpretaci větších celků (scéna či postava definovaná lokací, kostýmy, hudbou) 

Přínosy a rizika spojená s propojováním té které skupiny znaků s textem jsou předmětem 

následné úvahy, přičemž práce ještě jednou poukazuje na souvislost mezi estetikou 

jednotlivých stylů a důrazem kladeným na výrazový potenciál toho či onoho typu znaků. 

Možnost ustavit jeden styl jako nejvhodnější pro filmovou adaptaci Shakespearova díla 

ovšem práce odmítá. 


