
ABSTRACT 

The thesis deals with the film adaptations of William Shakespeare's Hamlet; a multi-

layered and deeply ambiguous play. Its innate ambiguity pushes directors to take widely 

differing stances. The thesis looks at different approaches and contrasts their 

effectiveness. The aspects of the play different directors chose to highlight and with what 

result is also taken into consideration. By close watching of selected adaptations, the 

thesis observes the impact of different aspects of the films such as the acting styles, 

casting, setting and music. The role of the elements unique to film is also examined. 

Among them are close-up, distance and camera angle, the tempo of editing, and 

juxtaposition of shots and the use of flashbacks. The thesis discusses the general issues 

connected with adapting play-texts into the medium of a film. It will also focus on 

instances within the particular adaptations that demonstrate the shift between the two 

means of convening a story. 

The thesis will be limited to the English language adaptations with one exception: 

Grigori Kozintsev's 1964 version based upon Boris Pasternak's translation into Russian. 

The thesis pays close attention to the way Kozintsev uses the film to capture the 

dynamics of a totalitarian state and its impact on society. He highlights the notion of 

surveillance already present in the play and emphasizes the recorder scene to show an 

alienated individual who cannot trust even those whom he considered his friends. The 

focus shifts from Hamlet as an individual to a man whose fate is molded by a deeply 

damaged society. The imagery and symbolism of natural elements are well developed 

throughout the movie and are one of its most notable aspects. The cuts will be also noted, 

especially the cut of the scene when Hamlet’s contemplating the murder of Claudius.  

Sir Laurence Olivier's influential Oscar winning 1948 version will be examined as it 

influenced all the later adaptations. Olivier was the first to use voice-over for soliloquies. 

He also works inventively with the camera, linking its movements to Hamlet’s 

consciousness. The conception of Elsinore as ‘the palace of the mind’ is discussed as well 

as the meaning of its conspicuous emptiness. The Freudian interpretation and its limits in 

regard to the film are discussed. Olivier also offers a simple stance on his hero when he 

adds that “this is a tragedy of the man who could not make up his mind” during the 



opening credits. The thesis also takes notice of a biographical links of the film to 

Laurence’s Olivier early life. 

Kenneth Branagh set himself a challenge of doing something that had not been done 

before and often had been deemed impossible; namely to adapt Shakespeare's longest 

play without making any cuts to the text whatsoever. This has resulted in a lavishly 

decorated four-hour film that test Branagh's limits as a filmmaker. He endeavors to hold 

the audience's attention by offering a great variety of shots and often changing the rhythm 

of the film's narration. The sense of opulence is mediated both through the costumes and 

settings but also through the technical specifications; the film is very wide (2,2:1 ration) 

and is shot in ultrahigh definition. Branagh uses the epic genre to hold his audience’s 

attention.  

The directors can achieve successful results through widely differing means. The film 

medium as such is not simply reductive in the process of adaptation because it is able to 

add strength to the scenes through its unique possibilities. While something might be lost, 

new ways of expressing the nuances of the play arise. At best, the films entertain their 

audiences while delivering relevant and intriguing interpretations of Shakespeare’s plays. 


