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SHAKESPEARE AND THE MEDIA OF FILM,
RADIO AND TELEVISION:
A RETROSPECT

ANTHONY DAVIES

I

When in 1916 Hugo Miinsterberg claimed that
the photoplay overcomes ‘the forms of the
outer world ... by adjusting events to the
forms of the inner world’, he perceived the
major shift from the theatre stage to the
cinema screen as being psychological rather
than technological.! Any survey of available
criticism in the field of Shakespeare and film
tends not only to confirm that perception but
to suggest that it persists not merely as an
aesthetic issue but as an issue affecting the
collective critical mind. While theatre remains
the legitimate expressive medium for authen-
tic Shakespeare, kept alive by a scattering of
theatrical companies playing to audiences for
whom theatre is both accessible and familiar,
only comparatively recently has it become
respectable to concentrate serious discussion
on the media of cinema, radio and more
especially television. These media have
become the most practical means of making
Shakespeare’s plays in performance a world
heritage rather than a national one passed on
through educational systems.

The widely scattered and often tentative
nature of critical writing on Shakespearian film
is the result of three distinctly psychological
legacies. Firstly, the motives behind the pro-
duction of all films were seen to be brashly
commercial, so that Richard Watts could write
in his response to the Reinhardt-Dieterle film
of A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1936) that

‘almost every film company makes what it
calls “prestige” pictures [which are] planned
by magnates . .. as proofs that they are artists
as well as businessmen’.? Secondly, the his-
torical moment of cinema’s meeting with
theatre was especially traumatic. As Nicholas
Vardac makes clear, just when the spectacular
extravagance of the late nineteenth-century
theatre was breaking down, the cinema arrived
as a new and effective rival, forcing theatre
back upon itself in order to compete commer-
cially in the production of massive visual
effects.? Cinema was seen, therefore, as the
betrayer of a movement that would otherwise
have redirected theatre towards its original
essentials. Finally, cinema was quickly per-
ceived as posing a threat to traditional aesthetic
distinctions. Not only did it dissolve the
demarcations between the actor and the in-
animate spatial detail within the cinema frame,
but it also manipulated the relationship of the
perceiver with the fictional world of the film.*
Furthermore, as Suzanne Langer suggests,
cinema’s omnivorous capacity ‘to assimilate

Hugo Miinsterberg, ‘The Means of the Photoplay’, in
Film Theory and Criticism (1st ed.), edited by Gerald Mast
and Marshal Cohen, 239-48; p. 240.

Richard Watts, ‘Films of a Moonstruck World’, in Focus
on Shakespearean Film, edited by Charles W. Eckert
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ, 1972), 47-52; p. 48.

Nicholas Vardac, Stage to Screen (New York, 1968),
p. XXVi.

4 Béla Balizs, Theory of Film: Character and Growth of a
New Art (London, 1953), p. 412.

[N
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the most diverse materials and turn them into
elements of its own’ appeared to threaten with
extinction what had formerly seemed clearly
separate artistic disciplines.>

II

The middle 1930s were significant years both
for Shakespearian film and for the develop-
ment of critical writing in the field. Not only
were three films (Reinhardt’'s A Midsummer
Night’s Dream, Cukor’s Romeo and Juliet, and
Paul Czinner’s As You Like If) released, but
Allardyce Nicoll’s perceptive book, Film and
Theatre, was published. Early in the book,
Nicoll argues that the social and economic
forces governing the production of films in the
1930s were not so very different from those
which promoted the theatrical fare of Shake-
speare’s day. ‘The theatrical managers’, he
maintains, ‘exploited freely whatever came
uppermost at the moment, heaping ghosts
upon the stage when the going of ghosts was
good and mad ladies in white linen when
ghosts began to pall.’® Nicoll asserts himself as
no enemy to the cinema. Recognizing that
literacy had changed the ear’s alertness to the
complexities of the spoken word since Shake-
speare’s plays were first produced, he suggests
that the expressive potential of cinema ‘may
merely be supplying something that will bring
us nearer to the conditions of the original
spectators for whom Shakespeare wrote’.
Nicoll further rightly discerns one difficulty in
adapting theatrical material for film when he
distinguishes the cinematic — as opposed to the
theatrical — development of character. While
the theatre stage can accommodate and
effectively present characters who bear ‘the
lineaments of universal humanity’, the realism
of the cinema tends to deal with characters as
individuals without exceptional stature.”

In 1936, there also emerged a vigorous
debate between Harley Granville-Barker and
Alfred Hitchcock. Granville-Barker is
prompted, in his reactions to the films of

Reinhardt and Cukor, to draw attention to the
visual images in Shakespeare’s dialogue and to
castigate Reinhardt and Cukor for unnecessary
pictorial indulgence. He reaches the conclu-
sion that cinema and theatre ‘are in their nature
and their methods ... radically and fatally
opposed’. He does, however, see cinema’s
potential as a narrative art and suggests that
cinema should exploit Shakespeare stories ‘to
suit its pictorial purpose, without respect to
him. . .. Shakespeare in the cinema will do —
with Shakespeare left out’.? Alfred Hitch-
cock’s vehement reply is at once an attack on
what he sees as a purist and pedantic attitude to
Shakespeare as well as an assertion of cinema’s
right to afford Shakespeare’s dramatic action
realistic locations.”

The exchange between Granville-Barker
and Hitchcock is chiefly interesting in its reve-
lation that up until the Second World War the
most lively debate about Shakespearian film
centred upon issues that were in essence exten-
sions of that conflict which had erupted within
the realm of theatre some fifty years before.

111

The critical response to Shakespearian film
began to take on a more impressive stature as
cinematic technology improved and the adap-
tive endeavour could become more versatile.
The year 1944 was a major turning point in
both the creation and the public acceptance of
Shakespearian film. Laurence Olivier’s Henry
V was released in that year, and for the first
time critics and reviewers were faced with a

5 Suzanne Langer, Feeling and Form: A Theory of Art
(London, 1953), p. 412.

¢ Allardyce Nicoll, Film and Theatre (London, 1936),
p. 20.

7 Allardyce Nicoll, ‘Film Reality: The Cinema and the
Theatre’, in Focus on Filin and Theatre, edited by James
Hurt (Englewood Cliffs, 1974), 29-50; p. 48.

8 Harley Granville-Barker, ‘Alas Poor Willl" The Listener
(3 March 1936), 387-9, 425-6; p. 425.

9 Alfred Hitchcock, ‘Much Ado About Nothing? I', The
Listener (10 March 1936), 448—50; p. 448.
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cinematic adaptation which operates on too
many levels to be patronizingly dismissed or
glibly celebrated. James Agee’s ebullient
eulogy, while it does not attempt to be analy-
tical, shows an awareness of cinematic com-
plexity when he considers the film ‘essentially
less visual than musical’, and he recurrently
refers to the powerful impact throughout the
film of Shakespeare’s language.1°

Olivier’s Hamlet, released in 1948, has
attracted a greater volume of critical literature
than any other Shakespearian film. Bosley
Crowther not only wrote a carefully con-
sidered review for the New York Times, but
promoted critical dialogue by inviting
comment and discussion in the paper’s
columns, from readers.!! Simultaneous with
the release of the film, a book, ‘Hamlet’, the
Film and the Play, was published. Together
with the screenplay dialogue, a foreword by
Olivier, and an essay on editing the text by
Alan Dent, there is an illuminating essay by
Roger Furse, which discusses the relation
between the film’s set design and its dramatic
action. The priorities of the film designer are
made unambiguously clear when Furse asserts
that ‘the essence of the film is that it is not still.
It is in motion, and . . . the designer’s business
is to do everything he can to assist the mobility
and flow; not to freeze it into a series of orderly
compositions.’!? Not only does this essay
suggest some of the spatial intentions within
this particular film, but it opens the way to
intelligent criticism of other Shakespearian
films.

Orson Welles’s Macbeth, also released in
1948, attracted a different strand of critical
response. Whereas Olivier’s films had been
considered by most reviewers as extensions of
theatre, Welles’s first Shakespearian film
rightly attracted interest as cinema rather than
as Shakespeare. The French critics quickly
pursued a specifically cinematic line. André
Bazin wrote of ‘those strange settings trickling
with water, shrouded in mists which obscure a
sky in which the existence of stars is inconceiv-

able, literally form a prehistoric universe . . . a
prehistory of the conscience’.!> And Claude
Beylie describes the décor as ‘veritably “tellu-
ric”, almost sublunar, a décor that is essentially
the pathetic reflection of the conscious, or
rather the unconscious, of the hero’.14

The essay by Furse and the critical reviews
by Bazin and Beylie point to spatial strategy as
being more important than authenticity of
location, and cinematically more crucial than
the actor’s performance.

Iv

With the release of Welles’s Othello in 1952
there emerged the first complete volume
devoted to the making of a Shakespearian film
by a single author. The diary account written
by Micheil MacLiamméir, who played lago,
covers the shooting of the film from January
1949 until March 1950. Despite the occa-
sionally indulgent subjectivity of the account
and its eschewing of technical details, it is an
intelligent and essential contribution to the
body of writing in this field. The entries are
written from the point of view of a stage actor
feeling his way before the film director and the
camera. ‘One’s first job’, writes MacLiam-
moir, ‘is to forget every single lesson one ever
learned on the stage: all projection of the
personality, build-up of a speech, and sustain-
ing for more than a few seconds of an emotion
are not only unnecessary but superfluous.’'®

10 James Agee, ‘Henry V', in Film Theory and Criticism,
333-6; p. 334.

11 Bosley Crowther, New York Times (3 and 7 October
1948), Section 2, p. x.

12 Roger Furse, ‘Designing the Film Hamlet', in ‘Hamlet’,
the Film and the Play (London, 1948), unpaged.

13 André Bazin, Orson Welles: A Critical Review (London,
1978), p. 101.

14 Claude Beylie, ‘Macbeth, or the Magical Depths’, in
Focus on Shakespearean Film, edited by CharlesW.
Eckert (Englewood Cliffs, NJ, 1972), 72-5; p. 72.

15 Micheil MacLiamm®ir, Put Money in Thy Purse: The
Filming of Orson Welles’s ‘Othello’ (London, 1952),
pp- 96~100.
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In 1968 appeared the first volume to essay a
survey of Shakespearian film. Robert Hamil-
ton Ball’s Shakespeare on Silent Film is at once a
meticulously documented and scholarly
history of the development of silent cinematic
adaptations as well as an amusing and stimu-
lating account with a lively sense of personal
interest. It covers the period from 1899 (the
year in which the first recorded Shakespearian
film, Herbert Beerbohm Tree’s King John
scene, was made) to 1929 when the first
synchronized-sound adaptation, Sam Taylor’s
notorious The Taming of the Shrew, was
released. Tree, the first established stage actor
to be filmed in a Shakespearian role, is quoted
as finding film acting something of an adven-
ture. ‘One throws oneself into the thing as one
goes into a submarine. You take a dive - a
plunge as it were — into the unknown, and
calmly await the result.” Also quoted at some
length is the report of a Chicago police licuten-
ant on the Vitagraph film of Macbeth (1908). It
is perhaps unfortunate that the report was
offered in the interests of censorship because it
might otherwise stand unabashed as the first
piece of intelligent criticism in the field of
Shakespearian film. In selecting for special
mention the film’s visualizing of Duncan’s
murder, in which ‘you see the dagger enter and
come out and see the blood flow and the
wound that’s left’, the censor was reacting as
many reputable critics have since reacted to
Polanski’s film of 1969. Ball’s historical survey
is interesting, not least for its suggestion that
cinema’s search for respectability was a major
impulse towards the endeavour to adapt
Shakespeare’s plays for the screen.1®

In 1971 the first survey of sound-film adapt-
ations, Roger Manvell’s Shakespeare and the
Film, was published. It is a most useful
volume, which gives interesting background
information on some twenty-five films made
between 1929 and 1970, when Brook’s film of
King Lear was released. The text is accom-
panied by well-produced stills, and includes
extensive verbatim interviews with Akira

Kurosawa on his Japanese adaptation of
Macbeth, Throne of Blood (1957), and with
Laurence Olivier who, unlike MacLiammoéir,
believes ‘there is much less difference between
film acting and stage acting than people think —
much less’.1”

The complex cinematic achievement of Oli-
vier’s Henry 1V was first given just treatment in
the slim, compact volume written by Harry
Geduld and published in 1973. Among other
issues, the analysis of the film contained in the
book examines the major spatial transitions,
the deliberate mixture of cinematic styles, the
relation of the film to its source, its generic
affinities, and the nature of Olivier’s specific
directorial intrusion.!® This short but penetra-
ting volume stands apart from others devoted
to individual films in being an objective analy-
sis by a writer not involved in the making of
the film.

In 1977 two very different volumes on
Shakespearian film were published, Jack Jor-
gens’s Shakespeare on Film and the English
translation of Grigori Kozintsev’s King Lear:
The Space of Tragedy. Jorgens attempts, with
more academic and analytical emphasis, to do
what Manvell had first done in 1971, though
he limits his field to seventeen Shakespearian
films, each considered in more detail than in
Manvell’s survey. In his introductory chapter,
Jorgens notes a distinction in filming Shake-
spearian material which John Russell Taylor
had emphasized in 1960 when he maintained
that it is ‘the film-maker’s job’ either ‘to record
Shakespeare’ or ‘to put the requirements for
the film medium first’.!® Jorgens advances the

16 Robert Hamilton Ball, Shakespeare on Silent Film
(London, 1968), pp. 42 and 82.

7 Roger Manvell, Shakespeare and the Film (London,
1971), pp- 37-8.

18 Harry Geduld, Film Guide to ‘Henry V’ (Bloomington,
1973).

19 John Russell Taylor, ‘Shakespeare in Film, Radio and
Television’, in Shakespeare: A Celebration, edited by
T. J. B. Spencer (Harmondsworth, 1964), 97-113;
p- 104.
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distinction into three essential cinematic
modes: the ‘theatrical mode’, which ‘uses film
as a transparent medium’ to encapsulate
theatrical space and performance, the ‘realistic
mode’, which ‘shifts the emphasis from the
actors to actors-in-a-setting’, and the ‘filmic
mode’, which ‘is the mode of the film poet
whose works bear the same relationship to the
surfaces of reality that poems do to ordinary
conversation’.?® Where Manvell’s text con-
centrates on background information on the
selected films, Jorgens illuminates, with con-
siderable success, the capturing of each play’s
essence on filin. A surprising omission is any
extended discussion of Yutkevich’s Othello
(1955).

The volume of diary entries on the making
of his King Lear (1970) by Grigori Kozintsev is
perhaps the most engaging of all written
works in the field of Shakespearian film,
revealing, as it so clearly does, the creative
mind of its author, his love and reverence for
Shakespeare the dramatist, and the intelligence
with which he strove to transpose King Lear to
the medium of cinema. The book’s material
remains in its rough-hewn diary-note form,
and of the twenty-four chapters five have titles
which give interesting if cryptic indications of
the creative processes of the author’s mind.
The theatrical influence on Kozintsev comes
through very strongly, and his grasp of the
theories of Meyerhold and Gordon Craig
clearly enables him to relate the dramatic
language of the theatre stage to that of the
cinema screen. Kozintsev’s perception of the
devising of a spatial strategy as the essence of
cinematic adaptation emerges clearly in his
notes on the making of his own Hamlet (1964),
when he writes that ‘the time strata must seem
to be laid bare in the visual development of
Elsinore ... like the rings on a huge cross
section of a tree’ and suggests that the medi-
eval, Renaissance and modern layers in the
play, associated respectively with old King
Hamlet, the prince and Claudius, should be
visually articulated.?!

As its title suggests, the central chapters in
the King Lear diary are those which deal with
the cinematic dramatization of the Lear uni-
verse. ‘In choosing the location for a film’,
writes Kozintsev, ‘you have to consider every
possibility. You go on fantastic journeys ...
We had begun by fighting the theatrical, trying
to find means of showing reality on the screen
— not copies of historical ornaments but the
everyday life of history — we had cleared the
décor, leaving only genuine material . .. This
was not a case of overcoming the convention-
alities of the studio, but of uncovering nature’s
hidden significance.’??

More esoteric, partly because of its some-
what singular approach and partly because of
its extended comparisons with particular
paintings (reproductions of which are not
given with the text), is Dale Silviria’s book,
Laurence Olivier and the Art of Film Making.?>
This is the most recently published volume
devoted to Shakespearian film and though it
tends to analyse moments in Olivier’s Shake-
speare films in theatrical terms, it eschews any
sustained discussion of the relationship of film
to theatre. It is divided into four lengthy
chapters, the last three (dealing with the
Shakespeare films) being the most rewarding,
with close observation of moments like Ger-
trude’s drinking of the poisoned wine, and
detailed comparisons, like that of the Agin-
court battle in Henry V, with other memorable
battles on film.

Perhaps the major disappointment of the
book is its attempt to give to Olivier’s Shake-
speare films a hermeticism incompatible with
the forces which have made the films endure as
classic adaptations. Neither its style nor its

20 Jack J. Jorgens, Shakespeare on Film (Bloomington,
1977), p- I0.

21 Grigori Kozintsev, Shakespeare, Time and Conscience
(London, 1967), p. 265.

22 Grigori Kozintsev, King Lear: The Space of Tragedy
(London, 1977), p. 132.

23 Dale Silviria, Laurence Olivier and the Art of Film Making
(Rutherford, 1985).
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underlying assumptions make it a particularly
accessible volume for the reader whose interest
in Shakespeare is essentially either theatrical or
literary. The attempt to pay tribute to Olivier
purely as a film director and to view the films
as autonomous works of art is not entirely
successful, but it does place the volume in a
category different from its forerunners.

\4

The growth of interest in Shakespearian film
evidenced in the emergence of whole volumes
devoted to the subject was matched by an
increasing versatility in the critical material
which began to appear in a widening variety of
journals between the late 1950s and the early
1980s.

In 1965, John Blumenthal argued that Kuro-
sawa’s Throne of Blood (1957) ‘is the only
work, to my knowledge, that has ever com-
pletely succeeded in transforming a play of
Shakespeare’s into a film’, and also drew
attention to Kurosawa’s use of the forest as a
visual expression of the Macbeth mind.?*
Eight years later, John Gerlach, in a deliberate
response to Blumenthal, maintained that in
disrupting Shakespeare’s balance between
action and reflection, and in trapping Washizu
(Kurosawa’s Macbeth figure) within an
ordained prophetic framework, Kurasawa
‘betrayed the power of the play’.? The ques-
tion of a film’s fidelity to the play was taken up
again in 1978 when Gorman Beauchamp
revealed in convincing detail the extent to
which Olivier’s Henry V is a distortion of the
play’s view of war. While the play’s only
direct reflection of the battle is the inglorious
encounter between Pistol and M. le Fer,
Olivier depicts the battle as ‘bloodless, beauti-
ful and in technicolour’.2

For the most part, penetrating critical essays
of Shakespearian film remain widely scattered.
In 1972 Charles Eckert edited a volume which
includes judiciously selected essays on impor-
tant Shakespearian films made between 1935

and 1966.%” A much more general volume on
cinema published in 1974 includes a section on
Shakespearian film, and reprints material by
Peter Brook, who maintains that so far cinema
has not found a language ‘so as to reflect the
mobility of thought that blank verse
demands’,?® and by Frank Kermode who, in a
reference to Brook’s King Lear (1970), sees
cinema as a medium ensuring that the
greatness of the Shakespeare plays can only be
retained if their dramatic potential is ‘reborn in
the imagination of another’.?°

Two questions remain to be answered. Has
the gradual accumulation of writing on Shake-
spearian film thrown up any clear statement
about the difficulties of moving Shakespeare
from the stage to the cinema screen? And can
methods of enquiry employed in the relatively
new specialism of film studies be brought
fruitfully to bear upon cinematic adaptations
of the plays?

J. L. Styan has written of the theatre audi-
ence’s special situation, which allows it to
make ‘simultaneous perceptions’ which are
‘the basis for interpretation by an audience . . .
To relate and synthesise what is perceived
from moment to moment is to make drama
meaningful.” The camera’s selection, he con-
tinues, is really the director’s controlling of our
perception and our thinking. The loss of
simultaneity is the loss of ‘the very basis of
tension felt in the audience’. Styan’s essay,
illustrated with judicious reference to the ‘play’

24 John Blumenthal, ‘Macbeth into Throne of Blood’, in Film
Theory and Criticism, 340—51; p. 340.

25 John Gerlach, ‘Shakespeare, Kurosawa and Macbeth: A
Response to J. Blumenthal’, Literature/Film Quarterly, 1
(1973), 352-9; p- 352.

26 Gorman Beauchamp, ‘Henry V: Myth, Movie, Play’,
College Literature, 5 (1978), 228-38; p. 232.

27 Charles W. Eckert, ed., Focus on Shakespearean Film
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ, 1972).

28 Geoffrey Reeves, ‘Finding Shakespeare on Film: From
an Interview with Peter Brook’, in Film Theory and
Criticism, 316-21; p. 321.

29 Frank Kermode, ‘Shakespeare in the Movies’, in Film
Theory and Criticism, 322-332; p. 332.
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scene in Hamlet, is the most lucid identification
of an essentially theatrical experience which is
inevitably lost in the cinema.3® Paul Acker’s
1980 article on Brook’s King Lear (1970) is the
clearest evidence that much can be learned
about a director’s treatment of a play on the
screen simply by examining the use of rudi-
mentary cinematic conventions. Acker main-
tains that in stretching conventions of dialogue
and framing beyond their customary applica-
tion, Brook deliberately creates a tension
which enforces upon the cinema audience a
new and disturbing encounter with Shake-
speare’s tragedy.3! But it is perhaps well to
remember that Brook’s King Lear is unique
among Shakespearian films in the expressions
of disenchantment as well as the profound
admiration it has elicited.

\'Af

Unlike cinema, radio and television adapt-
ations had to await those technological devel-
opments which made it possible not only to
capture performance but also to broadcast it to
a domestic audience. Margaret Horsfield
observes that 1923, the first full year of
broadcasting by the BBC, included excerpts
from Shakespeare’s plays as initial drama
broadcasts,3? and John Drakakis claims that
the first full production of a Shakespeare play
to be broadcast was on 28 May of that year,
though one’s confidence in his pronounce-
ment that the play was Twelfth Night is some-
what shaken by his subsequent assertion that
the cast included ‘Arthur Bourchier as Shy-
lock’.33

Harley Granville-Barker had kinder words
for radio than he had had for cinema as a
medium for Shakespearian drama, when he
complained that ‘it is not, as is the cinema,
demonstrably at cross-purposes with Shake-
speare. The cinema adds much to the plays that
is not wanted, and grossly offends in so doing.
But the radio subtracts much.” Yet he suggests
that the earlier plays, ‘which abound in lyric

beauty and lengths of fine rhetoric’, are more
suited to radio than the ‘maturer work of the
great tragedies’, because in these later plays
Shakespeare has made ‘the situations in a play
as effective — and more so — than the dialogue
which reinforces them’.?*

Val Gielgud, in his response to Barker,
makes two significant observations. He draws
attention to the distinction between a theatrical
and a domestic radio audience, and asserts ‘that
of all effects in the BBC armoury, there is no
effect in all broadcasting that can be so elo-
quent as . . . silence ...

The matter of the suitability of certain plays
for radio, raised by Granville-Barker, was
apparently a vexed issue from the outset when
it was decided that The Comedy of Errors
‘would not work well on radio because of its
reliance upon intractably visual material’,36 a
conclusion which is strangely at odds with the
choice of Twelfth Night as the first complete
play to be broadcast. In a review of a BBC
production of Twelfth Night during March
1947, Philip Hope-Wallace drew attention to
‘Twelfth Night's inevitable shortcomings as a
radio drama’, and asks, ‘Could any scenes
belong more inalienably to the visual theatre
than those where Malvolio is fooled or where
Viola, shrinking in her disguise as a young
gallant, must fight a duel with the epicene Sir
Andrew? To say that we can well imagine the

30 J. L. Styan, ‘Sight and Space: The Perception of Shake-
speare on Stage and Screen’, in Shakespeare, Pattern of
Excelling Nature, edited by Bevington and Halio
(Newark, 1978), 198—209; pp. 205-6.

31 Paul Acker, ‘Conventions for Dialogue in Peter
Brook’s King Lear’, Literature/Film Quarterly, 8 (1980),
219-24.

32 Margaret Horsfield, ‘All Tongues Speak of Him’, The
Listener {27 September 1979), p. 428.

33 John Drakakis, ‘The Essence That’s Not Seen’, in Radio
Drama, edited by Peter Lewis (London, 1981), 111-33;
p. 115.

34 Granville-Barker, ‘Alas Poor Will?’, pp. 425-6.

35 Val Gielgud, ‘Much Ado About Nothing? II’, The
Listener (10 March 1936), p. 450.

3 Drakakis, ‘The Essence That’s Not Seen’, p. 116.
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fact (and keep it in mind) that Viola is dis-
guised as a boy surely rather begs the ques-
tion.”%”

The difficulty of relinquishing entirely the
need for a visual dimension in Shakespeare’s
plays is discussed at some length by Drakakis,
who points out that in order to make a listen-
ing audience aware of exits and entrances there
must occasionally be a non-Shakespearian
interpolation, and that various forms of nar-
rator can be effective in setting a scene or in
announcing a change in location, the difficulty
with narration, however, being its tendency to
point to rather than transcend the limitations
of the medium.3® Because of the factors
governing their development, both radio and
television have, from their inception as drama-
tic media, been far more conscious of their
obligations to a heterogeneous domestic audi-
ence than has the cinema and its attracted
public. Yet there has developed between radio
and its audience a changed relationship. On
the one hand, radio adaptations set out origi-
nally to reach a wide audience and to aspire
towards the status of a truly ‘national
theatre’.3? On the other, because radio drama
is so wholly aural its adaptations of Shake-
speare have appealed increasingly to a dis-
tinctly literary audience, and while it may be
an exaggeration to claim, as John Russell
Taylor does, that ‘the new media best calcu-
lated to swallow Shakespeare whole without
indigestion are the purely aural ones, radio and
the gramophone record’, there is no doubt
that the power of radio as an adaptive medium
lies in its capacity to become theatre of the
mind.*® Despite the advent and growing
attraction of television, radio adaptations of
the Shakespeare plays have retained their pro-

- portionate share of the radio audience since the
peak, when the BBC’s 1951 production of
Macbeth claimed an estimated listening audi-
ence ‘of more than five million’, until 1979
when ‘productions every year ... are esti-
mated to draw between 100,000 and 200,000
listeners’.#!

VII

In December 1932, Filson Young suggested
that the BBC prepare to broadcast the entire
cycle of Shakespeare plays as an attempt to
provide ‘the highest kind of entertainment
combined with high educative and cultural
value’.#2 The project was not undertaken on
radio, but the now famous BBC television
cycle which commenced in 1978 and was
completed in 1985 has constituted a dramatic
achievement of the greatest signficance. While
it has been generally agreed that the individual
productions in the series vary in their
effectiveness, the project has promoted the
most intelligent critical debate about the
accessibility of classical drama in our time and
about the problems inherent in transposing
Shakespeare from the theatre to the domestic
television screen. The natural dynamic devel-
opment of such a debate has been given added
impetus by two other impulses. One is the
policy of The Times Literary Supplement in
approaching academics for reviews of the
television productions. The other is the
growth of interest, manifested in numerous
academic journals, in the study of plays in
performance.

Until the mid-1980s the predominant thrust
in critical writing about televised Shakespeare
was directed at performance, and television’s
achievement was measured by the extent to
which it managed or failed to promote the
sense of a theatrical experience. It has been
during the last six years that there has emerged
sustained, probing, and vigorous discussion
about such issues as the nature of the television
audience, the nature of the television idiom,
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