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The Comedies on Film

Compared with screen versions of the tragedies and histories, there have been few distinguished films based on the comedies.  Max Reinhardt’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream  (1935) may be the only film in this genre to be acclaimed for its pioneering cinematography,
 and Franco Zeffirelli’s The Taming of the Shrew  (1967), Kenneth Branagh’s Much Ado About Nothing  (1993) 
, and Michael Radford’s The Merchant of Venice (2004) are the only three to have achieved popular (if not necessarily critical) success: the first for its use of actors (Richard Burton and Elizabeth Taylor) who were the co-supremes of their age, the second for cameo performances by photogenic stars, high spirits, and picturesque settings,
 and the third for fine cinematography and superb performances from Jeremy Irons and Al Pacino. Shakespeare’s comedies create relationships with their theatre audiences for which very few directors have managed to find cinematic equivalents, and it is not surprising that some of the comedies (The Comedy of Errors, The Merry Wives of Windsor, and The Two Gentlemen of Verona) have not been filmed in sound and in English for the cinema (although a couple have been the basis of adaptations). 

The problem plays or ‘dark comedies’ been have not been filmed for the cinema: presumably their sexual politics and toughness of analysis have never been thought likely to appeal to mass audiences, while The Taming of the Shrew, open as it is to both the idealisation and subjugation of women, has received a lot of attention, including versions from D.W. Griffith in 1908, Edward J. Collins in 1923, Sam Taylor in 1929, Paul Nickell in 1950 for American television, Franco Zeffirelli in 1966 – who placed it in the Hollywood genre of the battle-of-the-sexes movie – and, in a considered against-the-grain television version for the BBC and Time-Life Shakespeare Series, from Jonathan Miller in 1980.


Directors of the other Shakespearean genres found conventions that, comparatively early in the history of filmed Shakespeare, made texts accessible to mass audiences.   Spectacular screen adaptations of the history plays, shot on location, have held those vasty fields of France that cannot be represented in the theatre.   Tragedy has been well served by virtue of the fact that film does not merely record spectacle but can document the gaze, project psychological occasions onto the screen.   The eye of the camera may register objects as focuses of the attention of the characters rather than as components of nature, and may use, for example, familiar signifiers of the elemental or primitive to serve as landscapes of consciousness.   Screen versions of the tragedies have exploited this interiority, have deployed special effects for the supernatural, and have used salient visual images (Iago’s cage in Welles’s Othello, the shadows in Olivier’s Richard III) to conjure portentous themes appropriate to the genre or to create for their characters a distinctive consciousness.   

Characters in the comedies, on the other hand, tend to the typical rather than the individuated and require settings that are neither wholly exterior nor wholly interiorised. The stories are enacted in distinctive fictional worlds that were designed for representation within the frames of specifically theatrical architecture.   In the theatre, frames for the playing space are generally perpetually visible, essential signs of those conventions for game and revelry that govern the action.  Indeed the best films seem to be those that have avoided the use of location shooting throughout and thus evaded the untranslatable solidity of exterior nature.   


For it is difficult to find cinematic equivalents for Elizabethan theatrical codes of place and space.   Although they traded in spectacle, Shakespeare’s playhouses had no mechanism for illusion.   Such scenic devices as were used tended to establish genre rather than place – the mossy banks of the sort that may have been used in As You Like It presumably signalled not ‘forest’ but ‘pastoral’.
   And yet, for cinema, illusionism is the traditional – if not the essential – mode, and directors have found it hard to escape from its claims or the demands of their producers for immediacy or the picturesque.   What could be worryingly improbable or outlandish can be naturalised or authenticated by a ‘real’ setting:  a shot of a gondola legitimates the antique fable of a Venetian Jew.   Reinhardt intended to authenticate his Midsummer Night’s Dream with a shot near its opening of the ‘“original Shakespearian folio” with the “authentic signature” of the author on its cover’.
  (In implicit response, Baz Luhrmann’s 1997 translation of a Shakespearean text into the present was wittily entitled William Shakespeare’s Romeo + Juliet.)   Period settings in reconstructed Renaissance cityscapes may also derive from Hollywood’s veneration for European antiquity, indeed from a conservatising ideology:  Shakespeare is commonly held to be the guardian of timeless moral and civil values.  Indeed, as William Uricchio and Roberta E. Pearson showed, defusing ‘perceived threats to the social order through the construction of consensual cultural values’
 was one of the objects of some of the earliest Shakespearean film ventures, the Vitagraph Quality Films. 


Film, in contrast to theatre, does not deploy frames but uses masks:  the screen functions as a window onto a ‘real’ world that we deem to extend beyond its edges.  What Fabian in Twelfth Night terms the ‘improbable fictions’ of comic texts are therefore difficult to render.   Moreover, using a camera to shoot a theatrical set, in the manner of the earliest directors, just will not do:  as Erwin Panofsky put it, ‘To prestylize reality prior to tackling it amounts to dodging the problem.   The problem is to manipulate and shoot unstylized reality in such a way that the result has style.’
   Sometimes directors have chosen a very painterly mode of mise en scène:  in 1955 Y. Fried’s Russian version of Twelfth Night used shots that recalled the themes, patterns, and lighting of Renaissance paintings, but offered a first view by Viola of ‘the coast of Illyria’ that looked like a symbolist painting.   Jonathan Miller’s television productions for the BBC/Time-Life series were often not only painterly – using settings that recalled the style of interiors used by European masters, often from periods other than the age of Shakespeare – but architectural in that the director often used rooms to ‘make entrances’ for his players to use.  They could then appear, as onto a theatrical set, through the on-screen frame of an arch or doorway rather than just materialising on shot or emerging from the edge of the screen’s mask.
  

Trevor Nunn’s Twelfth Night of 1996, some of which was shot at St Michael’s Mount in Cornwall, created a successful ‘prestylised reality’ within a natural landscape that verged on the abstract or symbolic and used a restrained and iconic autumnal palette.
  Similarly in 2000 Kenneth Branagh offered a Love’s Labour’s Lost set in the 1930’s in a stylised Oxford bathed in golden sepia, sprinkled with autumn leaves.  (It has become a commonplace on stage and screen to underscore the melancholy in what were once called the ‘happy comedies’.
)  It picked up the on Broadway exuberance as well as the jollity of the British stage musical Salad Days (1954) and, with the help of the composer Patrick Doyle, interspersed dance routines and songs by George Gershwin, Irving Berlin, and Cole Porter into the play’s verse – in the film’s titles it was billed as a ‘Romantic Musical Comedy’.


Other directors have introduced the comic worlds by using the equivalents of early modern theatrical inductions to institute a narrative frames as surrogates for the theatre’s visual frame.  Some directors create establishing or ‘translation’ sequences to mark the journey into inset worlds, filming what is described as part of an exposition in Shakespeare’s text. Sometimes, as in Lucentio’s approach towards Padua in Zeffirelli’s The Taming of the Shrew and in the shipboard and wreck sequence of Nunn’s Twelfth Night, this ‘induction’ takes the form of a pre-title sequence.  In the latter, in which the twins took the part of onboard entertainers, they came to Illyria immediately after a near-death experience (struggling for air under stormy waves) that endowed the action of the play with a visionary quality. After his inductive journey shots, Franco Zeffirelli’s Shrew offered a long dialogue-free carnival sequence before the appearance of Katherine and Petruchio.   Perhaps this sought to naturalise within the context of revelry what, in the case of Elizabeth Taylor’s performance as Katherine, constituted pathological behaviour.   (She was cured of her psychological problems by a little therapeutic house-work.)   

Christine Edzard’s As You Like It of 1992 opened with Jaques (James Fox) proclaiming the seven ages of man.   Even Kenneth Branagh’s location-based Much Ado about Nothing included in its opening sequence shots that were intended to make problematic the mode of what was to follow, a gesture towards intertextuality by means of joky visual quotations from John Sturges’ western The Magnificent Seven  (1960), then a dissolve from a painting to a cinema shot of the Tuscan villa where the action was set.  The film ended with a bravura long take in which all of the characters were caught up in a farandole that wove in and through the villa and its garden.   This de-individuated characters who had been presented as in a mode that was largely naturalistic.  

Branagh’s Love’s Labour’s Lost was also framed.  It began with newspaper headlines detailing the King’s plan to study and forsake women shot in black and white in the style of upbeat 1940’s ‘Cinetone’ newsreels. There followed an introduction to the characters, for the sake presumably of an implied ‘popular’ audience. The Pageant of the Nine Worthies that Mercade’s news interrupts ended on the cutting-room floor – it can be seen on the out-takes section of the DVD.  In place of the songs that end the play’s text, Branagh added an epilogue, ‘You that way, we this way’, introduced by a medley of Berlin’s ‘The melody lingers on’ and Gershwin’s ‘They can’t take that away from me’. At its end the film modulated back into black and white and showed the young men translating the tasks imposed by the ladies into military heroics, an affectionate pastiche of sentimental movies of the Second World War.  The lovers were reunited in shots of victory crowds that were again shot in colour.  

Instead of introducing the plot in that way, the opening of Michael Radford’s Othello made explicit in the pre-title sequence the issues raised by the film: between establishing shots brief statements scrolled up on the origins of racist discrimination, usury, and the Venetian ghetto. As well as gondolas, we saw the burning of Jewish holy texts.  This was a serious tale of two religions and two cultures:  Venice’s gilded youth, in carnival masks, and bare-breasted prostitutes were set against the asceticism of Shylock.  Belmont, as its name suggests, was a villa on a high rocky island, the journeying to which marked its separation from the assiduous commercialism and religious fanaticism of Venice.  In a nice piece of business, in one of the film’s final shots Jessica was showing wearing her mother’s ring that, according to Tubal, she had swapped for a monkey (3.1.93-4).

The choice of mise en scène for the inset comic worlds had proved a formidable problem for some of the earliest screen versions of Shakespearean comedies.  Max Reinhardt, as he winched himself into the fantastic world of the Athenian woods in his Midsummer Night’s Dream  (1935), offered a long prelude created out of music as well as a montage of very painterly shots, mixing real and imaginary animals, owls and unicorns – the latter surprisingly innocent for a post-Freudian age.   He also used self-evident ‘process’ or trick shots that revelled in their own accomplishment.  The fairies appeared on occasion in Busnby Berkeley routines that seemed like animations and which were superimposed on ‘real’ backgrounds.
   The protractedness of the sequence was an index of Reinhardt’s struggle – and partial failure – to move away from the D.W. Griffith-like set of ‘ancient Greece’ on which he had opened the film.   The next year Paul Czinner boldly but very unsuccessfully used a studio set but with real sheep for his As You Like It.


There are problems not only with place but also with space.   Some Shakespearean comedies contain inset plays or prominent overhearing scenes:  Love’s Labour’s Lost, Much Ado, and Twelfth Night have set-pieces of this kind at their centre.  On stage, actors playing characters who serve as spectators or overhearers have a special relationship with the audience, helping the other actors to manipulate audience response.   This choric function means that they occupy a space that is both ‘on-’ and ‘off-stage’, a positioning that is difficult to re-create in the cinema since an actor cannot be both in and out of shot at the same time.   Voice-overs would not be funny since the humour depends upon the audience enjoying the game of on-stage actors being invisible to those that are being watched.   In his Much Ado, Branagh showed Benedick and Don Pedro with Leonato and Claudio only fleetingly in the same shots, whereas Nunn in the box-tree scene of Twelfth Night managed, on occasion, to include all members of the interlude by the cunning use of a hole in the hedge.


Equally problematic are the expectations of audiences.   Theatrical versions of Shakespearean texts generally approach them as classics, a notion that defines them against one definition of the ‘popular’.   These tend to be produced for elite audiences that seek a distinctive ‘directorial signature’
 since they are likely to have some knowledge of, and therefore expectations concerning, the play.   Films of classics, on the other hand, are often designed to tell the story for the first time to a mass audience, and therefore tend to avoid the allusiveness and delight in pastiche that distinguish some theatre productions – Branagh’s inductive sequences in Much Ado are exceptional.   Openness is the customary signature of this director as well as of Zeffirelli and many of the TV versions.   Perhaps, moreover, because movie producers assume that films of comedies should be funny – Ben Jonson actually argued that comedy was no laughing matter
 – directors have generally eschewed anything that smacks of cinematic art, the interesting camera angles, deep focus, or lighting effects explored by directors of the tragedies.  (Radford’s Merchant of Venice is an exception:  Venice was rain-drenched rather than sun-drenched and as little lighting as was practicable was used for interiors.)  As soon as colour became available it was used:  the desire seemed to be to make the medium as transparent as possible, to create the simplest and most direct relationship between star performers and movie audiences.   It is notable that in Chimes at Midnight (1966) Orson Welles eschewed colour for his cinematic meditation upon the greatest comic figure of them all, Falstaff.


Adrian Noble’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream made in association with British television’s Channel 4 is an interesting exception.   Like Ingmar Bergman’s film of Mozart’s The Magic Flute, it uses the equivalent of the Sprecher in a mannerist painting who gestures towards the principal subjects in the composition.
   In both films there was a young child through whose vision the action is mediated, creating a double or ‘natural’ perspective
 that seems particularly appropriate for this anatomy of dreams.   The film opens in the boy’s nursery; the camera pans over his toys, which include a toy theatre.  The little boy awakens and walks along a corridor to see through a keyhole Theseus caressing Hippolyta.  Thereafter the action is set in the house.   The little boy hides under a table to watch the strange follies of the first scene.   He then, in a moment that recalls Alice in Wonderland, seems to fall down a hole until his head emerges through the top of a stove in the hall where the mechanicals are about to rehearse.   At the conclusion of this sequence an umbrella soars aloft and Puck and a fairy appear, holding umbrella handles.  Later the child draws umbrellas up through the flies of his toy theatre.   Much use is made of doors standing in frames independent of walls, a common motif in surrealist paintings.   The film switches between special effects like those used in the films of Powell and Pressburger and a deliberate staginess translated from the Stratford production from which the film derived, and contains nicely placed quotations from The Wizard of Oz, Father Christmas etc.


In contrast Trevor Nunn’s Twelfth Night documented in realist mode the shipwreck that precipitated the action.   The director also chose to foreground the conflict between Illyria and Messalina, and introduced an Illyrian army scouring the beaches for enemy survivors of the wreck, its mounted soldiers filmed from low angles to make them more threatening.   Film’s capacity for expanding the setting to show this conflict between the city-states darkens the action, giving a greater sense of political threat than the majority of stage productions.


As that brief analysis of Noble’s Dream showed, the ‘happy side’ of Shakespearean comedies may depend more upon wonder, delight, and wit than the stirring of laughter.   These texts are based upon play, upon an implicit contract
 between players and spectators to enjoy not only, on occasion, physical knockabout, but sets of wit and virtuoso flourishes of verbal artistry – the display of recognised theatrical styles.  Shakespearean comedies are not as easily translated into film whose origins and essence have always been moving pictures.    As Erwin Panofsky pointed out, ‘In a film, that which we hear remains, for good or worse, inextricably fused with that which we see; the sound, articulate or not, cannot express any more than is expressed, at the same time, by visible movement; and in a good film it does not even attempt to do so.   To put it briefly, the ... “script” of a moving picture may be subject to what might be termed the principle of coexpressibilty.’
  If Panofsky is right – and he is not entirely right – Shakespeare’s sets of wit and what Holofernes calls ‘flowers of fancy, jerks of invention’ cannot be ‘coexpressed’, are at least going to be difficult to film, and are likely to be pruned from the play-text to create a screenplay.   Because of this, moreover, it is all too easy for the cinematic treatment of a character speaking verse in a comedy to appear as the record of an implied theatrical performance rather than as a performance for film, perhaps because the eye of the camera is likely to be unmoving and to occupy an ‘objective’ position, rather than figuring by its movement, as it often does in a tragedy, as the focus of the hero’s consciousness.   On other occasions poetical or lyric passages are deemed to need music to signal their ‘abnormality’.
  


Now the first Shakespearean films, of course, used fixed cameras to photograph or reproduce complete performances, generally including the whole of the actor’s body in the shot.   The innovation of the moving camera, however, created particular problems for comedy.   In particular the camera’s ability to approach the subject for a revealing close-up may serve to psychologise characters whose being in the theatre may be primarily ontological.
  In particular, varying the point of gaze may tend to sexualise the bodies of actresses who may, in any case, have been chosen for their photogenic rather than acting abilities. The wit of Emma Thompson’s Beatrice in Kenneth Branagh’s Much Ado seemed something put on, affected, rather than an index of a fiercely ironic intelligence – a reading that was exacerbated in the opening sequence by glimpses of nudity that betokened a ‘natural’ world of premarital desire.


Another way of analysing the difficulties in this area is to point out that theatrical techniques for delivering such comic sequences imply some element of aesthetic estrangement or alienation between actor and role, whereas film generally creates an identification between actor and role
 – an identification that is exploited by the star system where an actor donates his or her self-fashioned ‘personality’ to the performance.  Stars may be particularly inappropriate in comedies that depend upon ensemble acting.   Moreover, the acting of major roles in the theatre, particularly major comic roles, demands a degree of collusion with the audience that may even be modulated over different performances of the same production.   This is particularly apparent in passages of bawdy, which are remarkably difficult to film since there is no live audience to signal the bounds of decorum – and which can hardly be ‘coexpressed’ with visual images.
   Directors often tend to authorise the double entendres with chortles from on-screen spectators that can be as unconvincing as canned laughter in television shows.  (This happens in the masked ball sequence in Branagh’s Much Ado.)   Certain roles contain asides or single lines that demand to be delivered directly to the audience: on film Groucho Marx was able to do this, few Shakespearean film clowns or their directors seem to want to emulate him.
   Theatre in fact, unlike many of the other arts, may not be a ‘medium’:
 audiences relish the presence of actor/characters.   Moreover, this reactive mode, characteristic of acting in a playhouse can move towards – where appropriate and when the audience is ready for it – excess; excess on the screen can be embarrassing or simply ‘theatrical’, reminding spectators that what they are watching was originally a play.    Energetic acting that can breed delight in the theatre can seem merely frenetic on screen:  clowns turn into buffoons.  The problem does not affect cameo roles, perhaps best defined as not only short parts but also those in which the character played and the persona of the actor are identical – roles that arguably constitute part of the mise en scène.   An example would be Giancarlo Cobelli as the priest in Zeffirelli’s’ The Taming of the Shrew.   (Non-English speaking directors, spared by the necessities of translation from the text’s aura of respect, may have been more able to think cinematically.)   

Theatre’s dependence upon audiences can be seen in a very amusing tele-film of the American Conservatory Theater’s production of The Taming of the Shrew in 1976 which used lazzi, the stock verbal and physical routines of Italian commedia dell’arte to disguise – and critique – the politically correct feminism that obtained at the time of its making.  The film’s record of audience response is crucial for its effect.


Normative film acting is familiar from those American movies that take their acting styles from Stanislavskian method.  Actors in these films paradoxically reach the audience by pretending they are not there, whereas actors in Shakespearean comedy in the theatre depend upon audience response in order to conjure the folly of the play, to demonstrate and exploit the difference between themselves and their roles.   The problem of the disassociated spectator is compounded when films are viewed on television by an individual or a very small group.   (That identity between character and role, so salient a feature of many forms of popular drama, may be achieved on screen in genre movies and in those television sit-coms that enjoy long runs where actors exploit the predictability of the comic types they play.
)   

 
Comedy sequences often parade a variety of dramatic styles whose effect depends upon their being recognised – strings of Petrarchan conceits in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, cross-talk routines in As You Like It, flyting-matches in Much Ado.   There are often invisible inverted commas around each speech act in the theatre, and its style is as important as the sentiments it evokes.   Speeches can veer towards pastiche, are sometimes so obviously ‘theatrical’ that they become metatheatrical.   Yet what makes them delightful in a playhouse may make them ungainly or grotesque in another medium.  The great topic of Shakespearean comedy is love, but for Hollywood, ‘falling in love’, the necessary prelude to bourgeois marriage, is too serious to be treated as either a sport or a crucial negotiation.   

There was also, at the time that early and silent films of Shakespearean comedies were being made, a repertory of stock sentiments with a matching theatricalised language of gesture that derived from Victorian melodrama:  its persistence in the new medium of the talkies and its incongruity with both the verbal subtleties of Shakespearean texts and the more modulated gestures of modern film is displayed by Elizabeth Bergner’s performance as Rosalind in Czinner’s As You Like It which now looks not like cinematic acting but a record of an atrociously stagy and egoistic performance that made nothing of the subtle and complex communion between herself, Rosalind, and Rosalind’s forest role as Ganymede.   That kind of display acting is a habitual mode of melodrama, so of course is moralism.   Kenneth Branagh moralised – and depoliticised – his Much Ado by casting against the grain:  the sex-symbol Keanu Reeves was Don John, so demonising the role in inverse proportion to the star’s supposed attractiveness.   As Leo Braudy puts it, ‘The film actor emphasizes display, while the stage actor explores disguise’.
   


The example of Elizabeth Bergner also reminds us of how delivery has to be different.   In the theatre actors generally have to find some way of facing the front or nearly so:  they are required to speak both to the audience and for the play and not just to each other.   This theatrical ‘frontality’ of itself creates a double perspective on actor and role.   Film actors, on the other hand, can face each other, their expressions often recorded by cross-shooting and over -the-shoulder shots.   There may be gains in visibility, but the temptation – especially on television – to film speeches rather than dialogues, means that pace, all important in comedy, is then established by the editor rather than by players reacting with audiences.
   Moreover, directors often seem to have forgotten that the use of close-ups or reverse-angle shots deprives the audience of a necessity for comedy, the sight of both players in a comic match.
   Moreover when we reflect that the unit of theatrical construction is the scene whereas the unit of cinematographic construction is the shot or take, we realise how difficult it is for players to modulate those sequences, the effect of which is often verbal rather than situational.   Of comic actors in such sequences in the theatre we would generally want to say that they are not just behaving – as film celebrities trained in the method school consider themselves to be doing – but behaving, reacting, demonstrating, and interpreting.    Indeed in certain films all the actors can do is behave, the other dimensions of the scene being established by director and editor.


The acting in early movie versions of the comedies reminds us how cinema readily appropriated not only the styles of theatre but also specifically the conventions of melodrama.   Melodrama, of course, used music to work on the imaginary emotional forces of its audiences.   Yet again there are problems for comedy:  in Olivier’s Henry V, Walton’s score played by a full symphony orchestra was used to splendid effect for both exaltation and pathos, but the perfunctory and incongruent set-pieces he composed for Czinner’s As You Like It reveals that tone in a comedy of wit is probably best modulated primarily through verbal delivery.   Music can in fact be used to ironise a sequence, but Branagh’s decision to use music almost throughout Much Ado seemed designed to smooth over the prickliness of the text.   By inflating the play’s brittle epitaph scene (5.3) with orchestra and full chorus accompanying a procession of penitents, Branagh made the sequence operatic and compounded the film’s leaning towards melodrama. In a film notable for the excellence of its verse-speaking Michael Radford boldly used no music in the trial scene of The Merchant of Venice until Shylock had rejected Portia’s plea for mercy.

Directors have also used music as yet another means to authenticate décor:  in Zeffirelli’s The Taming of The Shrew the opening romantic melody that accompanied Lucentio’s approach to Padua was given an Elizabethan flavour once the action moved inside the city walls.   Later the director used a similarly sentimental tune to romanticise one of the most theatrical moments in the text, Lucentio’s recognition of his father Vincentio (5.1.87ff.).


Comedy is as much concerned with the life of groups as with central characters:  many commercial directors, having found stars to play the leads, have not found satisfactory ways of creating those microcosmic communities in which their players might put their talents to work.  Some early Hollywood movie versions of the comedies took the bait of inflation born of reverence – Reinhardt created that architecturally imposing ‘Athens’ for his Midsummer Night’s Dream which, arguably, dwarfed the families whose tensions generate the action.   Others played the role of iconoclasts:  Sam Taylor’s The Taming of the Shrew  (1929) offered an equivalent to the play’s induction in the form of a Punch and Judy Show and then relegated the whole film to the proletarian art of vaudeville wherein, despite a ‘Renaissance’ setting, Mary Pickford played Katherine as a truculent vamp, and Douglas Fairbanks buckled his swash as a pirate.  Both were armed with whips for the wooing scene:  Pickford gave up when she discovered that Fairbanks’ was longer.   (The intemperate acting may be accounted for by the fact that the film was released in both silent and sound versions.) Some created a picturesque merrie England inspired by nineteenth century theatre design for the setting – Paul Czinner’s As You Like It provides an example.   (In this case it was Merrie France with a thatched mushroom-shaped cottage that anticipates the décor of The Wizard of Oz of 1939.)   These seem both inappropriate and dated now – and yet, of course, if we could see stage productions of the same era as those recorded on film, we might find them as seemingly ill-fitted to what we now take to be conventions of Shakespearean comic playing as are the film sequences.   


That brings us to another important difference between plays and films.   A play has three ages:  the age in which the story was set, the age when it was written, the age when it was performed.   In the case of Shakespearean texts, the action is set in what we might call a mythical present, and they were performed almost immediately after they were written, using, we believe, contemporary costumes along with ‘antic’ suits for the mythic roles.
   The production of text and performance were virtually simultaneous – and presumably influenced one another.   One of the ways a community defines itself is by the identification of stock comic roles.   For the community of London, Shakespeare almost certainly created some roles to fit the stage personalities of popular players.    Today’s comic personalities are unlikely to fit both those created for Elizabethan London or the period of the revival of a film.  (Ben Elton’s mutedly frenzied Verges in the Branagh Much Ado is an egregious example of this kind of misfit.)    Shakespearean clowns define themselves by their direct rapport with their spectators:  as this difference is difficult to recreate on screen, an alternative is to make them outsiders.   Ben Kingsley’s Feste in Nunn’s Twelfth Night was neither Olivia’s servant nor her friend, rather a neutral sexless confidant, clad in a sou’wester and dossing in a stable, possessed of a melancholy sardonicism.   


Now ‘classic’ plays are today, by definition, performed after they were written:  the gap between writing and performance is lengthened, and one of the first tasks for a theatrical director is to find an age in which to set the production.   A film director has the same decision to make, but also has to bear in mind that the film is likely to be shown long after it was made, unlike a theatrical production which cannot be reproduced.  Films have a kind of fourth age.   For that reason a film is a record not only of what was filmed but also of the styles in décor and cinematography that went into its own making.  Movies are by nature period pieces, and, given that social topics of comedy are not akin, for example, to the kind of ‘prehistory of conscience’
 that Orson Welles used for his Macbeth. Both contemporary and ‘Elizabethan’ milieux for films of the comedies are quickly going to seem particularly quaint and period-specific.   Peter Hall’s 1968 film of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, with a Royal Shakespeare Company cast, was shot on location in a country house park, the house’s interior being used for ‘Athens ’.  The men wore Elizabethan costumes, the women were 1960s dolly-birds in mini-skirts.   Censorship was being relaxed and we see a near-naked Oberon and Titania – perhaps as a consequence and to avoid embarrassment there were a large number of head-only shots.   (A fading shot suggested that Bottom and Titania actually made love.)   The fairies’ roles were taken by children, cute little girl fairies and baleful boys.   The fairies came and went by the use of jump-cuts, the director cheerfully removing them or adding them to shots where exits and entrances were required without the camera seeming to stop.  The film stands as a record of a charade played as part of a country party to which London swingers had been invited rather than as an exploration of the text’s transgressions of the boundaries between erotic fantasy and the nightmare of power misused.


Because of the dangers of dating or inappropriate contemporary resonance, some film directors have chosen to set their films in a kind of fifth age, a period neither Shakespearean nor modern.  Miller’s television Merchant of Venice (1973), deriving from an important National Theatre production starring Laurence Olivier and Joan Plowright, was set in a Venice of 1860.  Nunn’s film of Twelfth Night was set in high Victorian England and Michael Hoffman’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1999), starring Kevin Kline and Michelle Pfeiffer, was shot in a ‘nineteenth century’ Tuscany using grotesque garden sculptures as markers of the fairy world.   As Jonathan Miller notes, the revival of a dramatic work from the distant past is a conceptual problem and not simply a theatrical task.   He figures the processes of dramatic reproduction in the patina that appears on a sculpture and which reminds us how even such ‘autographed’ works of art change, given that they carry with them a load of historically specific cultural connotations.
   

Comedies in the English tradition are generally ‘impure’ and can contain embedded sub-genres such as pastoral or masquerade.   Christine Edzard’s As You Like It was a bold, but not wholly successful, attempt to locate ‘pastoral’ in a modern urban setting:  an unemployed Orlando appeared in the vestibule of a contemporary commercial building surrounded by people with mobile phones.   In the ‘forest’ odd sheep filmed amid the wastes of London docklands betokened the artificiality of all pastoral conventions.   A ‘natural perspective’ became a double perspective.   The film seemed to be saying, ‘The text has a few things to say about social deprivation:  let’s see if we can bring this home to the audience by playing the game of pastoral in a modern city-scape’.   Accordingly, and not surprisingly perhaps, the final wedding ceremony was cut.   Part of the problem came from the strident over-determination of the setting:  having established a strong sense of milieu, the urban wasteland that signified the dispossession of a modern underclass, it seems unlikely that an audience unfamiliar with the text could match the heightened speech of the text to the naturalistic décor.   References to killing venison sounded bizarre, and even Touchstone’s prose encounter with Audrey (Grif Rhys Jones as a spiv and Miriam Margolies as the proprietor of a roadside caravan ‘caf’) could not work since the theatricality of lines like the former’s semi-aside, ‘sluttishness may come hereafter’ (3.4.27-8), depends upon direct collusion with an audience comprised of spectators and not cinematic ‘overhearers’.   This is simply not the language to be heard in that milieu, particularly when filmed in the manner of television social documentaries of the 1960s.  For an audience familiar with the play the game of translation from the implied world of precocity in the theatre to in-your-face social relevance was labour lost.


Film directors have to find their own conventions.  Theatre is an actor’s medium, film a director’s medium, and it is a director, with a totalising control of mise en scène, and, with his editor, master of not only pace but also of sequence, who inevitably displaces the author of the text and becomes the auteur of the film.   Film may not be suited to Shakespearean acting, but what it can do wonderfully is offer readings of the text by specifically cinematographic methods.   The expressiveness of language may have to give way to the suggestiveness of montage.  Trevor Nunn’s adaptation of Twelfth Night made, to a degree a collage of the text, dissolved from Antonio’s announcement of his intention to visit Orsino’s court to a belated shot of Orsino speaking of his desires for Olivia, like fell and cruel hounds.   Later, while Feste was singing ‘O mistress mine’ to Sir Toby and company, the camera crosscut between Orsino and Olivia.  Similarly Radford moved the duet between Lorenzo and Jessica that opens the last act of The Merchant to before the trial of Shylock.


It may well be the case, even more than with histories and tragedies, that the value of a film version of a text will depend upon its formal differences from rather than its ‘fidelity’ to the original, upon whether the director is able to make a ‘filmic’ film that, by delighting in its own conventions of narrative and diegesis, matches the metatheatricality that is so prominent in Shakespeare’s comic texts.   We will enjoy the director’s signature; we must not expect Shakespeare’s autograph on a representation that, by virtue of its medium, cannot be ‘authentic’.   A director derives his film from – does not merely ‘adapt’ – a Shakespearean text.   Formal difference, moreover, will dictate changes in content – cuts from the text, and narrative rearrangement.   A screenplay’s fidelity to a play-text is likely to be a sign of failure rather than of success.   The ‘text’ of the film is the film itself, not the text by Shakespeare that generated the treatment and screen play that in turn generated the film.  It must be judged alongside other films, other adaptations.   Zeffirelli’s The Taming of the Shrew and Branagh’s Much Ado ran their texts through cinematic terrains that were also suited to television idylls:  the latter recalled John Mortimer’s series about beautiful expatriates in Tuscany, Summer’s Lease, broadcast shortly before the film was made.   These directorial decisions make any evaluating comparison with Shakespeare’s text difficult to sustain.  Noble’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream derived, through its ur-production in the theatre, from Brook’s 1970 theatrical production that itself reconceptualised the text by making by virtue of its radical mise en scène.   This both provided a laboratory for the exploration of Elizabethan playing conventions and an exhibition of the cultural paradigms that had informed later readings of the play.   In the cinema, Noble could also draw upon non-theatrical renditions of interiority ranging from Alice in Wonderland to The Wizard of Oz, and upon films in the expressionist tradition:  it was successful by virtue of this synopticism.   This inventiveness is needed to match the modes of representation in the text.   Perhaps a truly great film of a comedy has yet to be made:  it may well be far more of a reflection upon a Shakespearean theme rather than a film adaptation, akin to Welles’ Chimes at Midnight or Greenaway’s Prospero’s Books. Vive la différence.
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