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Abstract

In the particular film category of Shakespeare films, the
greatest number of films has gone to those of Hamlet. The
present study researches five English-language film versions of
Hamlet produced either in the UK or in the US, so as to illus-
trate how the play is realized in the context of the cinema in the
20th century; how the play merges itself into last century’s pop-
ular culture, and the interplay between Hamlet the classic play
and cinema the popular medium. The five Hamlet films are:
Laurence Olivier’s 1948 version, Tony Richardson’s 1968 ver-
sion, Franco Zeffirelli’s 1990 version, Kenneth Branagh’s 1996
version and Michael Almereyda’s 2000 version. The main criti-
cal approach of the present study is to interpret the film adapta-
tions of Hamlet as a reflection of the time and culture that pro-
duced them.

This book discusses the three particular stages that the film
adaptations of Hamlet can be subjected to. The reconstruction
stage takes Olivier’s adaptation of Hamlet as its representative.
Olivier opted for a deliberate staginess that roots deeply in his
filmic version, reconstructing the play’s theatricality on screen,
making his film a combination of lingering British theatricality
and cinematic popularities. The Hamlet films in the 1990s—
Franco Zeffirelli’s and Kenneth Branagh’s versions belong to
the popularization stage. Zeffirelli and Branagh opted for a
stronger cinematic popularization, familiarizing the play for
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the contemporary spectators and distancing Shakespeare further
from the Elizabethan world, opening the interpretative possi-
bilities for Hamlet films with more appeal to a wider and non-
academic audience. And the transgression stage witnessed the
film world of Richardson’s and Almereyda’s Hamlet , which has
shown not what should be done to a Shakespeare play but what
can be done. Richardson and Almereyda opted for more radical
approaches towards the play, making transgressive gestures,
which are both in social-ideological and cinematic terms.

The convergence of the most renowned dramatic work in the
world and the most popular entertainment form in the 20th cen-
tury results in a thought-provoking situation where the high art
status of a classical play clashes with the relatively low art status
of a mass medium. During the process of translating Hamlet
from page to screen, it is essential for directors to make their
own stylistic decisions. The history of the English-language
Hamlet films made in the UK or the US is manifested by the
previously discussed characteristics of reconstruction, populari-
zation and transgression. Yet the films’ distance to the classic
and the authority, as reshaped by the cultural moment in which
the films were released, are different. No matter what approa-
ches that the directors adopt towards the original play, no mat-
ter how near or how far that the films draw themselves from
the classic, it is hard to deny their contribution to the Hamlet
cinematic history.

With Shakespearean film adaptations, the vitality of our cul-
ture can still be measured by the position that Shakespeare has
within it—not necessarily a higher position, but for certain a
new position. Shakespeare’s cultural afterlife can still be ex-
ploited in even more vivid and more creative ways. The
filmmakers’ efforts to reproduce, adapt or even contradict all
his classic plays participate to a great extent in the maintenance
of the Bard forever in our cultural conversation, for film
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adaptations of the Shakespearean plays, like all the other criti-
cal interpretations, are among the valid readings of the Bard.
They are the combination of a director’s understanding of the
particular play and this play’s reflection of the particular time
and culture. On the one hand, they further the critical thinking
of a Shakespearean play, and on the other hand they feature its
accessibility. The significance of the present study thus lies in
the critique of these valid, new and increasingly important

readings of Shakespeare’s classic plays in an age that is dominantly
visual.
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