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EPIGRAPH

When a book is read, an irrevocable thing happens—a murder, followed by an 
imposture. The story in the mind murders the story on the page, and takes its place.

–Mike Carey, The Unwritten #8 (Feb. 2010)

Shakespeare in other words is not Shakespeare.

–Russ McDonald, The Bedford Companion to Shakespeare (2001)
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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

The Performative Image and the Power of the Audience: Shakespeare in the Visual Arts

by

Naysan Mojgani

Doctor of Philosophy in Drama and Theatre

University of California, San Diego, 2015

Professor Bryan Reynolds, Chair

The Performative Image and the Power of the Audience starts with a rejection of the 

assumption of spectatorial passivity, an assumption that lies at the foundation of even those 

theatrical theories which seek to activate and empower the audience. Instead, I take as a 

given that the audience is always already an active partner in the creation of art, and that 

every spectatorial interface is uniquely defined by the individual flesh and blood audience 

member. Proceeding from this point, I explore a wide variety of visual art pieces adapted 

from the dramatic work of William Shakespeare, presenting a case study in an experiential 
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methodology, suggesting a reception theory based not on ideal or theoretical readers but 

on specific actual readers. My dissertation uses the concept of theatrum to analyze works 

such as Alphonse Mucha’s Hamlet poster, Edward Gordon Craig’s illustrated Hamlet for 

the Cranach Press, Frank Lloyd Wright’s Romeo and Juliet windmill, and the Boydell 

Shakespeare Gallery, basing my readings on Bryan Reynolds’s work in transversality, 

Scott McCloud’s theorizations of comic books, the visual studies work done by W. J. T. 

Mitchell, and various reader-response theorists. By carving out a space in the academy for 

such experiential methodologies and by offering a definition of theatre that transcends the 

stage, I demonstrate that the audience is an unpredictable, independent, and above all free 

entity, whose experience cannot be discarded or belittled by the critic.



1

IntroductIon

As theatre-makers, we do not respect our audience. In rehearsal rooms around the 

world, directors talk about their prospective spectators as cattle to be funneled through a 

chute, led by the nose to a specific reaction and understanding. We break our artistic and 

intellectual points down to their most simple, most spoon-feedable forms, justifying it as 

getting through to the lowest common denominator. The audience is dumb. The audience 

is lazy. The audience is passive.

Even those artists and scholars who ascribe some power, some active role, to 

the audience frame it as secondary. “Reader-response.” They do not act, but react. Even 

“reception” implies an artist-audience interface wherein the artist presents a stable and 

authorial artistic artifact which the heterogeneous and secondary audience then receives 

in a variety of ways: they are dependent on what is given to them, rather than independent 

collaborators. Scholars such as W. J. T. Mitchell (to whom I will refer frequently and with 

nigh-reverence) unquestioningly recreate this assumption over and over again: “the common 

wisdom has it that spectators are easily manipulated by images” (Picture Theory 2). Even 

our attempts to empower the audience are still based on an assumption of weakness. In a 

post-Debord landscape, “spectator” is a dirty word; the audience is always already passive. 

And they must be rescued from that passivity by “we happy few,” we intellectuals and 

artists who can see a better way.

But, what if we reject these assumptions? Don’t assume that the audience is passive 

and must be activated, but that they are already, inherently, active. Spectation is active and 

powerful. The audience is not a mere vessel for the artist to fill, but instead an assemblage 

of individuals, each actively (even if not deliberately) participating in building their own 

artistic experiences. As Rancière puts it:

The spectator also acts, like the pupil or scholar. She observes, selects, 
compares, interprets. She links what she sees to a host of other things that 
she has seen on other stages, in other kinds of place. She composes her 
own poem with the elements of the poem before her. She participates in 
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the performance by refashioning it in her own way—by drawing back, for 
example, from the vital energy that it is supposed to transmit in order to 
make it a pure image and associate this image with a story which she has 
read or dreamt, experienced or invented. (13)

Spectators are translators. Not only is the spectator free to direct their gaze and 

attention anywhere on the stage, potentially elevating a small gesture or a side action to a 

starring role, but after taking in what they see, each member of the audience will make sense 

of it in their own way, interpret it differently, make it their own. Spectation is consumption. 

And, when I speak of the act of spectating as consumption, it is not to denigrate it by linking 

it inherently to the capitalist apparatus, which constructs the corporate audience similarly 

as weak and passive, but I instead invoke the discerning consumption of the gourmand, 

the digestive aspect of the biological act of consumption. The standard Marxist-inflected 

usage of “consumer” posits some nonsensical construction of consumption in which 

biological entities simply open their mouths and inhale anything presented to them, after 

which the process ceases. If we invoke the metaphor honestly, then we must acknowledge 

that not all spectators will consume the same thing, and that after consumption, there is a 

digestive process, through which that which was consumed becomes that which consumed. 

Consumption and spectation are both processes of feedback: the subject actively chooses 

what to take into itself, but it is then changed by that object, in a wholly individualized, 

heterogeneous, and even unpredictable manner.

This, then, is the heart of theatre. While most of my commentary could be 

(should be?) applied to art in general, this heterogeneity, this active participation, and this 

performative impact upon the audience, these are all particularly relevant to a discussion of 

theatre and theatricality. To properly construct and investigate that last—the “impact”—I 

turn to the idea of theatrum.

In his The Illustrated Shakespeare, 1709-1875, Stuart Sillars dredges up the concept 

of theatrum as a means of examining “the duality of text and performance, and the place 

of visual imaging within it,” defining it as “an arena for the statement or examination of 
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ideas that may be literal, performative or printed” (2). The word may be most familiar 

to Shakespeare buffs in the concept of theatrum mundi, literally “world stage,” and 

immortalized in As You Like It, via Jaques’ “All the world’s a stage” speech, but Sillars 

points out that the word traditionally was used beyond its literal translation as theatrical 

stage, concerning himself primarily with printed play-texts and with illustrations. As he 

presents his formulation of the term, there are two things that I specifically love about the 

notion: the bonding of (physical) space to theatre at an intrinsic level, and the similarly 

central focus on theatre-as-”doing something.” As artist and scholar, I am committed to the 

role of theatre as an art form and philosophical arena that has a great capacity to affect its 

audience, to effect a change in its audience. Sillars’ formulation of theatrum approaches 

this in offering a theatrical space that transcends entertainment, and as he continues 

his discussion of the idea, he describes theatrum as “presenting its object, initiating the 

reader into” the relevant idea, be that geographical, mechanical, or herbological, as in 

(respectively) Theatrum Orbis Terrarum, Theatrum Instrumentorum et Machinarum, or 

Theatrum Botanicum (2). So, theatrum places these concepts and objects onto stage, as 

it were, both presenting them to the audience, and using them to change the audience: 

Sillars’s examples change their audience into informed readers, but the concept can just as 

easily be applied to the way an agitprop performance activates and mobilizes its viewers; 

or the cathartic process of a traditional Aristotelian drama; or, as I will discuss in a later 

chapter, Boydell’s Shakespeare Gallery, which staged and inscribed British-ness, into its 

canvases, into the world, and into its viewers. 

Austinian speech acts are performative in that they perform a function via their 

utterance, enacting a change in the world. When a judge, within the right context and 

fulfilling certain criteria, declares a couple married, it is the statement of that declaration 

which creates that marriage. Christenings, oaths, legal verdicts, these are all examples 

of performative statements: J. L. Austin first described the concept as a “performative 
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utterance,” explaining that “the issuing of the utterance is the performing of an action—it 

is not normally thought of as just saying something” (6-7). The notion of theatrum, which 

will provide much of the underpinning for the rest of my work, depends on this same 

notion of performativity. Theatrum puts an idea on “stage” to be examined and tested, and 

in so doing it performs an action upon the viewer. At the minimum, when the audience 

experiences and interacts with the artwork by looking at it, the theatrum prompts them 

to construct their own mental production of the playtext; at its best, however, theatrum 

changes the viewer, informing or indoctrinating them.

Sillars offers theatrum as a way of conceptually integrating performed and 
printed iterations of Shakespeare, establishing “a relationship between 
forms essentially disparate but in conceptual terms inseparable” (2); here, 
Sillars is suggesting an alternative to the traditional view of the play-text 
as blueprints or a musical score, with the performance as “the real thing.” 
Instead, his use of theatrum is based on the notion that performance, text, 
and illustrated versions of the plays (the primary focus of his book) are all on 
similar footing, each functioning as presentation (rather than representation) 
of their object to the audience.

I follow Sillars here. As a student of translation and adaptation, I am most fascinated 

by the iterative versions which seem to stray the furthest from their originating forms, 

such as the translation of a Shakespearean playtext into a painting. However, building 

from this notion of theatrum, even these far-afield adaptations are not so very different 

from the “original” (a particularly shaky concept when discussing Shakespeare). Paintings, 

sculptures, gardens, comic books: they each present the play in their own way, and they 

each work to transform their audience. Over the course of the next several chapters, I 

will describe and analyze the theatre and theatricality of these putatively non-theatrical 

artworks, how they are linked to the plays, what their theatrum is, how the audience 

experiences them.

And it is that audience experience that is the most important part of all of this. I 

take as a given that the audience has power and agency. I am not defending or arguing for 

the notion of an active participatory audience, in the same way that I am not arguing that 
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art (and interpretation thereof) is a combination of conscious and unconscious decisions, 

or that gravity keeps us planted on the Earth. Frankly, I’m not interested in doing so: to 

defend it suggests that it needs defending. As an audience, we interact with the artwork, we 

determine our own experience, we collaborate with the artist. This fact is the substrate on 

which my explorations rest, not the thrust.

READER-RESPONSE

The latter half of the 20th century saw the rise and exploration of various forms of 

reader-response, partially as a reaction to the dominance of New Criticism. While certain 

aspects of New Criticism and its approach are laudable and productive—the use of close 

reading and the (nominal) rejection of authorial intention—the willful disregard of context 

and the replacement of the author by the critic as the authorizing function were just as 

problematic as the deification of the author and obsessive philology that defined traditional 

literary criticism. While reader-response, as a school of thought, is as complicated and 

multifarious as “the reader,” the various critics working in the field can be loosely defined 

through their shared recognition that a work of art or literature is completed through the 

reader’s experience of it, and that that experience is capable of and deserving of being 

analyzed in a scholarly manner. Despite being completely unfair to several legitimate 

ideological distinctions and eliding numerous scholarly disagreements, reader-response 

can be read here as a catch-all for reader-response theory, reception theory, interpretation 

studies, structuralist poetics, transactive criticism, and various smaller umbrellas, all of 

which attempt to theorize and grapple with the experience of “reading” a “text.”

The most notable voices in reader-response are tied to non-dramatic literature, with 

visual art as a not-too-close second. Despite our implicit disdain for the audience, theatre 

has always had to wrestle with the spectre of the viewer1, so there has been less committed 

focus to the topic in and of itself among theatre scholars; most of the discussion in other 

disciplines, however, easily carries over.

1  Perhaps this is, in fact, the root of our contempt for the audience, i.e., the resentment of dependence.
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Fish. Iser. Jauss. Holland. Culler. Bleich. Hall. The list of scholars who, in one 

way or another, realize that texts (in the word’s broadest sense) must be read and that, 

in their reading, the reader constructs meaning from the text, is interminable. Although 

reader-response has fallen out of fashion in recent years, with many of its once-greatest 

proponents moving on to other pastures (Stanley Fish, for instance, shifted his focus to legal 

studies, although there are certainly still notes of his earlier work to be found in his current 

writing), the questions and insights it raised have managed to seep into much of current 

critical theory, although most scholars shy away from the anarchy/freedom indicated by the 

discipline in its early years: John Maynard, drawing on what is, perhaps, the most overused 

word in scholarship, suggests that all of our current work is still very much in the context 

of that “interpretive turn” (5). However, there are a few noteworthy scholars that I wish to 

spend some brief time discussing, whether for their successes or their failures.

Wolfgang Iser and Hans Robert Jauss are two of the foundational figures of 

the branch of reader-response termed “reception theory.” While the two should not be 

considered interchangeable, they do take very similar approaches, namely, acknowledging 

that readers exist and that they read texts, but stopping short of the messiness that would 

come with true consideration of that individual reading experience.

As Robert C. Holub says of Iser in his Reception Theory: A Critical Introduction, 

an excellent review of the history and development of the German reception theory: “What 

Iser wants is a way to account for the reader’s presence without having to deal with real 

or empirical readers” (85). The solution, as Iser explains in The Act of Reading, is the so-

called “implied reader” who “embodies all those predispositions necessary for a literary 

work to exercise its effect—predispositions laid down, not by an empirical outside reality, 

but by the text itself... he is a construct and in no way to be identified with any real reader” 

(34). The problem with Iser’s implied reader is twofold: first is the implicit role of the critic 

in inferring an author’s implied reader (continuing New Criticism’s “the author is dead, 
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long live the author” deification of the critic I pointed out above), but more self-defeating is 

the inherent pointlessness of creating a reader-function to read a text who is wholly defined 

and created by that text. That is not a reader, but simply a function of the text. “If the 

implied reader were purely textual, it would be synonymous with the structure of appeal 

(Appellstruktur) of a literary work, and to call it a ‘reader’ at all would be senseless, if not 

downright misleading” (Holub 85). Holub goes on to point out that this construction totally 

muddies the distinction between reader and text, preventing any productive attribution to 

either side or even hearty analysis of the relationship between the two, closing with the 

withering “the implied reader may evidence a deficiency in rigor rather than an abundance 

of sophistication” (85).2

As for Jauss, he avoids the messiness through history, foreshadowing Stanley Fish’s 

“interpretive communities” with his “horizons of expectation.” For Jauss, the reader is 

defined not by the structure of the text, as it is with Iser, but by the historical forces of place 

and time which predetermine the reader’s reception of a text. 

A literary work is not an object which stands by itself and which offers the 
same face to each reader in each period. It is not a monument which reveals 
its timeless essence in a monologue. It is much more like an orchestration 
which strikes ever new chords among its readers and which frees the text 
from the substance of the words and makes it meaningful for the time: 
“words which must, at the same time that they speak to him, create an 
interlocutor capable of listening.” (Jauss 10)

As you can see from the beginning of the quoted passage, Jauss at least pays more lip 

service to the individuality of the reader than does Iser. He acknowledges that a text will 

read differently to different readers, and he “frees the text from the substance of the words,” 

a sentiment that I cannot see Iser echoing. However, the closing quote (from Gaëtan Picon’s 

Introduction á une esthetique de la littérature) as well as Jauss’s own “for the time” reveals 

that he is still viewing the reader as a construction, and not as a human being engaging with 

a text. Where Iser’s reader is constructed by the text, Jauss’s is constructed by history. I am 

2  I feel obligated to point out that, despite the apparent scorn in this last quote, Holub seems to have 
a far greater regard and respect for Iser and Jauss than my use of him may suggest.
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not suggesting, of course, that text and history do not contribute to the reader’s experience 

and interpretation, but there is a difference between the reader’s experience and the reader, 

a difference which neither Iser nor Jauss seem to recognize.

Fish, like Jauss, sees the reader as embedded in a certain historical/social/

mental context which influences the reading. The keystone work in Fish’s elaboration 

of “interpretive communities” is the essay “Interpreting the Variorum.” The essay went 

through several iterations, being first prepared in 1973 for a MLA forum (Fish, “Variorum” 

147) and subsequently published in the Spring 1976 issue of Critical Inquiry, before 

being included in Fish’s 1980 Is There a Text In This Class?. Interpretive communities are 

Fish’s middle ground method for reconciling the range of critical interpretations of a work 

throughout history with the fact that sometimes different readers agree: in the opening 

remarks to the 1980 version of the essay, he explains that he “elaborated the notion of 

interpretive communities as an explanation both for the difference we see—and, by seeing, 

make—and for the fact that those differences are not random or idiosyncratic but systematic 

and conventional” (148). Or, putting the fundamental problem another way: “The same 

reader will perform differently when reading two ‘different’... texts [and] different readers 

will perform similarly when reading the ‘same’... text” (167).

We can see here a developing trend, from Iser to Jauss to Fish, to increase the 

specificity of the theoretical reader: for Iser, there was a single “correct” reader, defined 

by the structure of the text; Jauss allows for a range of possible readings foreclosed by the 

dominant critical enclosure of the reader’s historical period; for Fish, the individual reader 

is defined by the lenses provided by inclusion within “sets of intuitional practices” (Fish, 

Doing What Comes Naturally 153). However, he still does not conceive of the reader as an 

actual person, but simply a stand-in for critical schools of thought: “He never intended, he 

realized, to offer freedom. His reader had been only himself reading all along, a specially 
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informed professional reader. Others might read differently but not as a matter of choice: 

they were simply automatous reading products of controlled communities” (Maynard 10).

I offer these three central figures of reader-reception as the authority against which 

I rebel: while we nominally agree on a critical lens, the actuality of that theory differs 

wildly. I hope that, in my criticisms, I have made clear that, for me, being a reader or 

an audience is about the freedom of individual interpretation, rather than deterministic 

regurgitation wholly prompted by the text, the author, the critic, or society. Where Iser, 

Jauss, and Fish are examples of what I see as failed reader-response, Eagleton and Maynard 

are examples of how it should be done.

Terry Eagleton’s How to Read Literature is a good example of the sort of 

experiential analysis in which I will be engaging in later chapters, as applied to literature, 

although Eagleton never actually acknowledges the individual and specific nature of his 

readings. There are, in fact, some similarities between his approach and that of Iser, in 

that he is very careful to deal with the specifics of the text, and bases his readings on its 

structure, suggesting, as does Iser, that the reader’s experience is contingent upon and 

defined by the nature of the text. However, unlike Iser, Eagleton’s work includes a range of 

reactions and experiences to any given text, and he is careful not to foreclose any path via 

appeals to authorial or critical authority. His discussion of the text is always centered on 

its reader, analyzing how the structure affects his experience and emotional impact while 

reading. “Like a baby, [a poem] is detached from its author as soon as it enters the world. 

All literary works are orphaned at birth. Rather as our parents do not continue to govern our 

lives as we grow up, so the poet cannot determine the situations in which his or work will 

be read, or what sense we are likely to make of it” (117).

If I am pairing Eagleton with Iser, than John Maynard’s Literary Intention, Literary 

Interpretation, and Readers makes an excellent match for Jauss. Not because of any basic 

similarity, as with Eagleton and Iser, but because he is so diametrically opposed to the 
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historicity that Jauss represents. He briefly tracks the historical turn of reader-focused 

literary studies, stating that he considers it to be “salutary as a general phenomenon but 

largely problematic in its effect on interpretation,” cautioning that this critical cul-de-sac 

can easily result in the reductive sort of view of readers that Jauss and Fish have promoted, 

simplifying and homogenizing readers based on some constructed notion of a period or 

a community. He does have hope, however, pointing out that, in trying to theorize these 

various types of readers and readings, we have created ever more granular and fragmented 

models. (12-13) Following this line of thought, I would suggest that this pseudo-scientific 

attempt to theorize and model something as inherently individualistic and variegated as a 

reader should simply be taken to its logical end and dealt with as individuals, as real human 

beings. In both my view and Maynard’s, readers and writers are people, and as such, they 

are not fully independent masters of meaning, but neither are they wholly deterministic 

objects (6).

IMAGE-SHAKESPEARE-TEXT

While reader-response provides the theoretical foundations for my work, I locate 

my inquiry at the intersection of theatrical and visual art. This area, particularly in its 

audience-focused iteration, is relatively unmined, which is both frustrating and fortunate: 

fortunate in that there is ample room for original exploration, but frustrating in that there 

are no road signs or key scholars with which I can situate my reader. However, with such 

an interdisciplinary topic, there are many scholars whose work is adjacent, if not directly 

overlapping. Very few of these, however, are theatre scholars; as a profession, we tend to 

confine ourselves to our established territory.

There has been much work done at the intersection of visual art and literature (i.e., 

non-dramatic literary texts), more often than not coming from the literary avenue of that 

crossing (make what inferences you will of that, regarding the ambitious expansionism of 

Literature departments). And while little of that work deals with dramatic literature, and 
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certainly not the performance thereof, it still has been helpful in my work (even if, at times, 

more helpful as a sign of what not to do), and merits some review.

Lessing’s Laocoon was originally published in 1766, and even he was merely 

responding to a debate extending as far back as the first century BCE, with Horace’s talk 

of ut pictura poesis. More recently, in The Language of Images and Iconology: Image, 

Text, Ideology, W.J.T. Mitchell has written much on the connections between text and 

images, considering both ekphrastic descriptions of visual art or spectation and the textual 

potential within images. In his Seeing Things: From Shakespeare to Pixar, Alan Ackerman 

considers the act of seeing and its relation to subjectivity and representation, specifically 

as represented by Shakespeare and Beckett. Roland Barthes, of course, also describes the 

commonalities of how we as readers interact with texts of all sorts, most notably in Image-

Music-Text. None of these scholars, however, even when writing about dramatic texts, 

discuss the theatricality with which I am concerned. Even for Ackerman, who is specifically 

discussing two of the greatest playwrights of the English-speaking world, plays are static 

texts, not dynamic theatrical or performed objects, and images are something which the 

viewer beholds, not something the audience helps to create.

Approaching the intersection from the opposite direction, there is much work in 

art history that is valuable to me as a resource: there is a long tradition of illustrating 

Shakespeare’s plays, and much academic work has been done on this artistic work. 

That scholarship, however, tends to be historically oriented, primarily concerned with 

cataloging and categorizing the visual art. I therefore must acknowledge the tremendous 

debt I owe to these various scholars, providing as they have a starting point, an easy way 

to locate potential images for my own discussion; these scholars, however, consider the 

pieces primarily as illustrations, reflective of popular and critical readings of the plays. The 

closest any of them come to considering the theatrical weight of the visual pieces is in how 

they document and reflect contemporary stage practices.
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Alan Young’s Hamlet and the Visual Arts, 1709-1900 is a perfect example. From 

Young’s preface: “My goal in this book is to provide some insight into the manner in 

which Shakespeare’s Hamlet was perceived in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and 

in particular the ways in which the available visual media represented the play during 

this period” (9). The first two chapters of the book (roughly a third) are little more than 

listings of who painted or engraved what when, identifying common themes and tropes. 

The later three chapters do show some consideration of the audience, dealing as they do 

with imagined scenes from the play (the fourth chapter is entirely devoted to Ophelia’s off-

stage drowning) and parodic illustrations, but even here, Young’s primary concern is with 

cataloging the works themselves, and certainly not with the audience’s experience of the 

works. This seems to be par for the course; in fact, Young is, proportionally speaking, far 

more concerned with the theoretical import of the works under discussion than any other 

scholar of the historian mode, such as Moelwyn Merchant, Richard Altick, or William 

Pressly, all of whom Young cites. Each of them (and the others like them) performs 

valuable scholarly work, and I am certainly indebted to them for the archival research, the 

“legwork” so to speak, they have saved me, but historical background is largely the extent 

of their relevance.

In the aforementioned The Illustrated Shakespeare, 1709-1875 and his Painting 

Shakespeare: The Artist as Critic, 1720-1820, Sillars goes beyond the historicism of 

so many other scholars working in this area and does an excellent job of discussing the 

role of the visual artist as a critic during the 18th and 19th centuries. Furthermore, his 

discussion of the Boydell gallery, in Painting Shakespeare (254-299), comes closest to my 

own approach, although he generally relies on a stable and historically-grounded idealized 

reader, not dissimilar from Iser’s or Jauss’s work. Sillars focuses on the Boydell engravings 

and the exciting “new kinds of reading experience produced by the sequential presentation 
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of images from single plays within the completed Boydell volumes,” considering the 

narrative and perspective constructed through that juxtaposition (262).

Also helpful, again, has been Mitchell’s work on picture theory, in the book of 

that title and his later What Do Pictures Want? Mitchell is careful to make a distinction 

between Image and Picture, one which I tend to run roughshod over as I find convenient. 

I also find irritating and disingenuous his tendency towards self-effacing deflection: he 

uses a similar ekphrastic approach to my own, basing his theoretical arguments on specific 

readings of images, but he refuses to acknowledge his self-insertion into that intellectual 

work. Consider, for instance, this passage from the early parts of Picture Theory: “this is a 

book, therefore, that is likely to offend... because it doesn’t believe...” (7) He acknowledges 

the potential for offense in his work, but it is not, note, he that will offend, but his book. 

What book, I ask you, is capable of belief in anything? Why would anybody criticize his 

book for not believing something, when books are incapable of believing anything? I own 

myself. I own my readings. They are mine, not some natural product of glyphs falling 

happenstance onto a page.

With those caveats registered, however, Mitchell has, nevertheless, been inordinately 

helpful, and I find his approach to the theoretical criticism of images to be incredibly 

intelligent and interesting. In the introduction to What Do Pictures Want?, he succinctly 

encapsulates the same relationship I see between image (whether on a stage, a page, or a 

gallery wall) and viewer, as he tries to define his “poetics of pictures” as “a study of ‘the 

lives of images’... The question to ask of pictures from the standpoint of a poetics is not 

just what they mean or do but what they want—what claim they make upon us, and how 

we are to respond” (xv). The image has a power, what Mitchell discusses as desire, but 

it is a power that is matched by its viewer, that is met and engaged with as equals and 

collaborators.
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For Mitchell, the image is not, cannot be, wholly contained within itself. Context 

matters. The viewer matters. For instance, in his discussion of metapictures in Picture 

Theory, he argues that “pictorial self-reference is, in other words, not exclusively a formal, 

internal feature that distinguishes some pictures, but a pragmatic, functional feature, a 

matter of use and context” (56-57). It is through their interaction with a viewer that they gain 

this aspect; while he does not explicitly say that this self-referentiality (or other qualities) 

is located in the viewer’s mind, it implicitly follows from everything he does say. As my 

own work has developed, I see myself as taking up a challenge from Mitchell, who evinces 

frustration with the state of interartistic comparative scholarship. Although many daring 

and ambitious scholars have “argued for the existence of extended formal analogies across 

the arts, revealing structural homologies between texts and images united by dominant 

historical styles such as the baroque, the classical, or the modern,” Mitchell bemoans that 

all of these efforts are inherently and inevitably limited by the canonized historicism that 

allows the comparisons in the first place (86-88). By foregoing the historical obsession of 

most of this work (but not, of course, ignoring the historical element entirely) and looking 

beyond structure to a consideration of the subjective experience, I hope to escape Mitchell’s 

dilemma and offer an alternative path for such comparative scholarship.

METHODOLOGY

At the heart of my approach are my subjective readings, which will, I hope, 

provide my reader with some understanding of my own experiences of the images under 

discussion. These readings should be taken as case studies, examples of how the images 

might be theatricalized through the act of spectation. In the following chapters, not only 

do I read the images, relating my affective experience of the image, but I also discuss the 

visualization of the dramatic text, how the image stages Shakespeare’s words, as well as 

the relationship to his stagecraft, how the image relates to an on-stage performance of the 
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play. In so doing, I demonstrate how the images function both as adaptations of the written 

play, and evocators of mental productions.

I am attempting to establish a general theorization of the murky border-grounds 

between theatre and visual arts, centered not on any specific artist or type of art, but on the 

audience. My claim is that any audience, given certain framing, will interact with images 

this way: it is not the image (any image) that matters, but the reading of the image by the 

audience. To that end, I have chosen to cover a broad range of visual art, spread across 

time, place, medium, style, etc. I have selected pieces which I personally find interesting 

(or, even, interestingly uninteresting) and between which I can draw certain commonalities, 

create useful groupings. I cannot stress this enough: the theoretical discussions of these 

images, the descriptions of how they function, are not unique to the specific pieces, artists, 

styles, media I discuss. Rather, they are simply the best examples I could muster of how 

spectation of any sort is inherently theatrical.

I also ask that you, dear reader, keep in mind as you read the following pages, 

the importance of the viewing circumstances. The context in which I, a current-day and 

specific individual human being, encounter these images matters. I have done my best to 

reject the fiction and vagary of the “original audience” and the “artist’s intent,” and instead 

dissect how I, as a modern audience of a specific stripe, read and interpret the images. 

While I certainly do draw upon the historical background of the images and their creation 

in order to illuminate certain aspects of the image, my project is very much based in the 

present, the here and now of these images.

I reject the standard slavish devotion to history, not out of academic laziness (or, 

at least, not solely out of academic laziness), but because focusing on the specific and 

current interface with the image, rather than endlessly rehashing the reception of certain 

periods or the authorized critical readings, is the best way to demonstrate that the audience 

matters. And to say that, to open the door to individual interpretation and experience, is not 
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to invite anarchy. Rather, it is to embrace the true purpose of theatre: to come together as 

a community and share stories. My work here is not an assault on directors and scholars; 

it is, perhaps, an assault on their authority, but allowing the audience to speak as well does 

not preclude them from listening. Quoting Maynard again: 

the field of interpretation is open; let the most engaged and engaging Marxist 
reading win what adherents it may; but not for its premises as ideology 
received before interpretation, but for its power as a way of engaging with 
literature. To open reading and interpretation to competitive free play in no 
way privileges a hermeneutics of consciousness based on a privileged, highly 
capitalized subject. But it does forbid giving power over interpretation to 
any privileged party, left, right, or center. (5)

As a reassurance to any worried readers, understand that there are limits to my 

radical desires to validate and entertain any and every reader’s experience. Gerry Brenner’s 

Performative Criticism: Experiments in Reader Response is, even I must admit, a step 

too far. In it, Brenner constructs readings and criticisms of various literary texts from the 

perspectives of characters from or connected to the texts. For instance, he creates a letter 

from Jordan Baker to Nick Carraway, offering her critique of The Great Gatsby. The essays 

are entertaining enough, and there are even some robust intellectual points contained 

therein, but the entire project is simply too precious. Furthermore, it is disingenuous: 

quoting the publisher’s blurb on the back cover, “Instead of asking readers to read his 

interpretation of a text (i.e., a critic’s interpretation from the outside), Brenner asks them 

to read a character’s or historical or imagined persons’ interpretation (a reader-response 

interpretation from the inside).” Like my earlier complaints about Mitchell, Brenner is 

hiding. The essays are still “his interpretation of a text.” Literary criticism-as-fan fiction 

succeeds neither as criticism nor as fiction. In contrast, I have worked hard to be true and 

honest and specific: the responses and experiences in the following chapters are my own, 

and while I have done my best to demonstrate how they follow from the artwork under 

discussion, I do not expect my reader to slavishly agree with my readings. And I certainly 

do not claim that the characters within the work would agree with my readings.
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Even for a contrarian and iconoclast such as myself, there is a limit.

CHAPTER SUMMARIES

Chapter One, “The Performative Image, The Productive Viewer: Looking at Sarah 

Bernhardt’s Hamlet,” introduces the reader to my experiential methodology, beginning 

with a detailed reading of two kinds of images associated with Sarah Bernhardt’s 1899 

production of Hamlet: Alphonse Mucha’s poster for Sarah Bernhardt’s 1899 production 

of Hamlet, and two photographs of Bernhardt in costume, taken at London’s Lafayette 

Studios. Building on those readings, contrast the two classes of images, discussing the 

differences in media and style, and how those differences affect the audience’s experience 

of the images. Finally, I return to the poster form, using posters from a wide range of 

Hamlet productions to illuminate the way a viewer internalizes and produces these images.

The second chapter, “Theatre of the Book (with Constant Reference to Hamlet),” 

focuses on the notion of theatrum. Here, I share several adaptations of Hamlet, specifically 

books, and explicate the theatrum at work in each. The books under discussion include 

several illustrated editions, two different comic books, and an artists book.

Chapter Three, “Becoming-Together and Falling Apart With Boydell and 

Shakespeare,” is the most historically-grounded chapter, focusing on the 18th-century 

Boydell Shakespeare Gallery project. Drawing on transversal theory, I unpack Boydell’s 

attempt to create a united British people and demonstrate how the very nature of Shakespeare 

rendered the project self-defeating. I treat Boydell’s collection as the gallery it was, taking 

the reader by the hand and guiding them through select artists and paintings within the 

collection, sharing my readings and suggesting how the images impact the viewer.

In the final chapter, “The Object and the Abstract,” I turn my attention to the really 

weird stuff. These are the works that call into question the very idea of adaptation: the 

architectural, the sculptural, the abstract. I consider the issue of labeling and framing, 

analyzing artworks that are only Shakespeare because they are labeled as Shakespeare. I 
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suggest that the abstract and tenuous nature of these adaptations allow artists to invoke the 

entire field of “Shakespeare,” with all its attendant baggage and capital, via pastiche, and, 

furthermore, that this is a general function of the adaptation process.

* * *

Several years ago, while on vacation in Santa Cruz with my now-wife, I was 

wandering through an art supply store and happened across a Dover coloring book: Great 

Scenes from Shakespeare’s Plays, by John Green and Paul Negri. Justifying it as “research,” 

I purchased it. After all, as a scholar studying visual art adaptations of Shakespeare, how 

could I pass up the chance to examine almost 30 pieces, and for only 4 dollars? Flipping 

through the pages, several of the illustrations are quite eye-catching. Macbeth, for instance, 

wears a fantastic helmet crowned with a small dragon. In the same image, the three witches 

are standing in the background summoning a vaporous spirit from their cauldron. Lady 

Macbeth, on the next page, is downright scary. Even the simple linework of a coloring 

book manages to capture a cruelty as well as a mannishness in her face. One of the two 

illustrations for The Tempest shows Trinculo and Stephano carousing with Caliban (act 

2, scene 2). The artist’s depiction of Caliban is very funny: the artist has taken Trinculo’s 

confusion about Caliban’s “fishiness” and run with it.3 John Green’s Caliban is a web-

footed, scaly, pig-nosed, spine-backed monstrosity, with horns, tusks, a thick tail, and little 

neck. And, there is a seagull perched on his head. With images such as these, who could 

not purchase such a collection?

This coloring book, silly and childish as it may be, demonstrates perfectly the kind 

of interaction with the audience on which I base both my academic and artistic work. The 

art object has a power of its own, shaping the way its reader views the plays: a child who 

sits and colors in this beastly Caliban will insist, despite any critical counterargument, that 

3  Alden and Virginia Vaughan explain well how Caliban should not actually be depicted as fish-
like, or even particularly monstrous, based on his descriptions throughout the play and their context (A. T. 
Vaughan and V. M. Vaughan 10–15). Logic and textual accuracy, however, does not prevent artists (visual or 
theatrical) from indulging in their monstrous imaginations, entertaining and impressive as such can be.
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Caliban is a silly fish-monster. The audience is changed by the work. But, at the same time, 

each audience member experiences the work through his or her own lens, each individual 

experience being unique. The shifting gaze, the power of interpretation, coloring in the 

illustration: these are all examples of the active role the audience can play, the collaboration 

between artist and viewer. The art changes the audience, and the audience changes the art.
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chapter 1:
The Performative Image, The Productive Viewer: 

Looking at Sarah Bernhardt’s Hamlet

All art is based on communication—the artist communicating something to the 

audience. Some people conceive of art as self-expression, which it can be, but even 

self-expression must be about expressing that sense of self to somebody; without that 

(even hypothetical) audience, solipsistic self-expression is just masturbatory screaming 

in a void. Art needs to communicate, and to do that, it needs an audience. The locus of 

communication is the interface between speaker and listener; the speaker (or artist) must 

have an intent, something they are trying to transmit, but the receiver must make sense 

of it, interpret it. Interpretation is a process of negotiation. This is why communication 

is bi-directional, why artists must be concerned with how their audience makes sense of 

the art.

So, all art, visual or otherwise, must contend with its audience in some way; 

but certain pieces more readily engage with the viewer. I maintain that the true mark 

of theatricality is this process of engagement, the theatrum about which I spoke in the 

introduction. This theatrum is what provides the path for visual art to function as theatre: 

although the stimulus may be superficially different (a painting versus a stage performance), 

the effect on the audience is the same. To illustrate this process of viewer engagement, I 

offer Sarah Bernhardt’s 1899 production of Hamlet, and two types of images attached to 

the production: although both the Lafayette studio’s photographs and Alphonse Mucha’s 

lithographic poster invoke Shakespeare’s Hamlet, the poster is able to generate a mental 

production of the play on the part of the viewer in a way the photographs are not. It is this 

mental labor on the part of the audience that truly defines a theatrical event, not the inciting 

external performance.
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

In 1899, Sarah Bernhardt set up shop in the recently vacated Théâtre des Nations 

and renamed it the Théâtre Sarah Bernhardt, and on 21 January, she opened her new 

theatre with a revival of La Tosca, a play premiered by Bernhardt in 1887. This inaugural 

production was followed by runs of Dalila and Samaritaine, and then, premiering on 

20 May, Hamlet (Huret 176–179). The production of Hamlet was very well-received 

in Paris, but met with far greater critical resistance when Bernhardt took it to London 

in June of the same year: the English critics were careful to make clear that while Ms 

Bernhardt was a tremendously talented actress, they respectfully objected entirely to 

her interpretation of the character, with several even condemning the fundamental idea 

of a woman portraying Hamlet and many clearly demonstrating some nationalistic/

linguistic territoriality, with such comments as the Standard’s “Hamlet in French—and 

more particularly with a lady for Hamlet—is inadmissible,”(qtd. in Taranow 107) or 

William Winter’s “a long remembrance of [Hamlet’s] sufferings does not recall a time 

when he was more effectively crucified than he is in the French play and was by the 

French actress. There was no more poetry in her Hamlet than there is milk in a male 

tiger”(qtd. in Shudofsky 294). It must be pointed out, however, that despite the generally 

negative critical reception, the play was still quite popular, with tickets selling so quickly 

that Bernhardt had to double the number of performances to satisfy demand (Taranow 

105). The translation, newly commissioned from Marcel Schwob and Eugène Morand, 

was excellently received (the aforementioned suspicion of a francophone Shakespeare 

notwithstanding) and is particularly notable as the first French translation of the play 

to discard the traditional French alexandrine (Taranow 5). Her Hamlet, in contrast to 

the then-popular Romantic interpreation which was very similar to Olivier’s later “man 

who could not make up his mind” (Olivier), was decisive and focused, “a determined 
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avenger” who, rather than being paralyzed by indecisiveness, thoughtfully bides his time 

(Taranow xvii).

When Bernhardt’s Hamlet traveled to London for a run at the Adelphi Theatre 

in June 1899, she was photographed in character at the studios of Lafayette Ltd. These 

photographs have proved enduring and iconic, providing some of the most recognizable 

images of Bernhardt. It should be noted that these photographs were staged in the studio, 

and were not actual production shots, although Bernhardt is wearing her production 

costume, and, as I will argue, her poses and characterization seem to represent her on-

stage performance. A total of nine images from this session were registered for copyright 

with the Stationers’ Company and sold as postcards (Harris 814); seven of the nine images 

Figure 1.1: Sarah Bernhardt as Hamlet, holding skull; 
Lafayette, Ltd; June 1899; Library of Congress Prints & 
Photographs Online Catalog; Web; 30 March 2011
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show Bernhardt in costume as Hamlet, but I will restrict my remarks to two of these 

photographs, which between them offer a good representation of the iconography and 

staging of the entire set. I have selected for discussion one showing Bernhardt examining 

Yorrick’s skull, showing almost her full body (figure 1.1); the other, figure 1.2, presents 

her reclining in a chair with a book in hand. My selection of these two is partially due to 

practical concerns—i.e., they were the two of which I could obtain copies of sufficient 

quality and reliable provenance—but these two also efficiently provide a representative 

sample of the full set: several of the others are simply variations on these basic poses, 

and even the features of the remaining distinct images should be able to be covered under 

discussion of these two.

Figure 1.2: Sarah Bernhardt as Hamlet, reclining with book; 
Lafayette, Ltd; June 1899; Victoria & Albert Museum; Web; 30 
March 2011
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Figure 1.3: Poster for Tragique Histoire d’Hamlet: 
Prince de Danemark; Alphonse Mucha; 1899; 
Encyclopædia Britannica Online; Web; 05 April 2015
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Figure 1.3 shows the Mucha poster. Alphonse Mucha first worked with Bernhardt 

for her 1895 Gismonda, designing the poster for that production, and, over the next 

several years, going on to “design her theatrical posters, sets, costumes, and personal 

adornments but was also to create widely circulated designs for her commercial 

endorsements” (Guneratne 119). Much like the Lafayette photographs, Mucha’s posters 

have become emblematic of Bernhardt’s work from this period, as well as being some 

of the more recognizable examples of Mucha’s artistic catalog. A brief comparison of 

the poster with the photographs makes clear that they share a common point of origin: 

the costume is very similar and Mucha’s Bernhardt is recognizable as the actress, even 

accurately representing her hairstyle. Unlike the photographs, however, the purpose of 

the poster (as an advertisement) should be apparent to any viewer (assuming a basic 

level of cultural awareness with the conventions of theatrical publicity); without the 

archival information describing their origins as commercial objects, based solely on the 

images’ contents, the photographs could be publicity images, archival production shots, 

or generic art photographs. Even when the purpose of the photographs is indeterminate, 

however, those familiar with the actress will recognize the photographed figure as 

Bernhardt, and the Hamlet iconography, particularly the skull in figure 1.1, is also clear, 

further cementing the connection between the poster and the photographs.

EKPHRASIS: READING THE IMAGES

The poster, like all of Mucha’s work, is absolutely beautiful: his simple yet 

detailed depiction of the female form, combined with the strong linework of his text 

and distinctive decorative flourishes, made him the morning-star of the Art Nouveau 

movement (despite his rejection of that association) and one of the finest print-makers to 

date. Here, in this print, he offers a presentation of Sarah Bernhardt the actress, Hamlet 

the character, and Hamlet the play.
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The print’s status as a dual portrait of actress and character is clear: setting, 

costume, and pose all declare this to be an image of the character, but Bernhardt’s likeness 

and name are recognizable enough that they cannot be subsumed by the character. The 

image’s nature as a production of the play is murkier, however. It is clearly a translation 

or adaptation or representation or illustration of the play. But how to get from these 

assorted terms for “like-but-not” to a sense of the poster as a production of Hamlet? To 

bridge this gap, I would like to attempt to communicate my personal affective experience 

in encountering the poster, as a way of articulating the process of interacting with such 

an image as an audience.

First, there is the textual framing of the title, placed at the top of the image: 

“Tragique Histoire d’Hamlet Prince de Danemark” As soon as I look at the image, it 

clearly declares itself to be Hamlet, even with my limited grasp of French. Even the 

lettering reads as Hamlet: the characters are unusually narrow compared to most 

typefaces, particularly in the very first line “Tragique Histoire d’Hamlet,” and several of 

the letters, such as the D, the H, the N, and the A seem off-balance, as if they are about 

to fall over or are caught while rushing forward. This last trait is again intensified in the 

first line: the vertical lines of the A and the U in “Tragique” are asymmetrically chopped 

off at an angle while the serifs on the T, G, E, and L are particularly sharp and elongated. 

While the lettering is certainly elegant and lovely, the design details imply a hidden 

risk and danger, while the unfamiliar proportions of the letters create a certain tension 

in my mind that effectively puts me in the proper frame for the play. This is a common 

trait in Mucha’s posters, and a sign of his talent—he crafts the text to reflect the tone or 

theme of the plays exceptionally well, such as with the Hebrew-style lettering in his La 

Samaritaine poster.

The next thing that draws my eye is the figure of Bernhardt herself: the bold 

colors make her pop from the background, and her central placement and strong 
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foregrounding makes clear that she is the primary subject of the image. While the figure, 

in isolation, does not immediately read as Hamlet (which, to be fair, can be said about 

most illustrations or performances of the character removed from their context), with 

the framing provided by the title/caption, this becomes a perfectly legible depiction of 

the character. The costume, a high-collared tunic with lush cloak and decorative belts, 

is a clear sign of the character’s status. The head is held firmly upright (the posture 

also supports that high status of the costume), with her gaze being directed straight 

to the right, out of the image, eyes open wide. She is determined, yet pensive, facing 

what is ahead, while at the same time clutching her arms to her chest protectively, a 

marvelous representation of Hamlet’s conflicted focus. Cradled in her arms is an épée, 

unsheathed but not positioned for quick application—violence is the substrate of Hamlet, 

but it is ever-delayed. Following the line of the épée, my eye meets her dagger, slung 

with the blade pointing up and out, an obvious phallic signifier. Sex and violence are 

intertwined throughout the play, particularly for the titular character, as demonstrated by 

his interactions with both Ophelia and Gertrude. However, it is interesting to note that 

the dagger is almost the same color as the clothing behind it, almost disappearing to my 

eye. Even as the dagger serves as this female Hamlet’s missing phallus, it simultaneously 

desexualizes him/her.

In the background, behind Hamlet’s upper body is a depiction of what must be 

(given the Hamlet framing) the battlements of Elsinore, with an armored figure facing 

away from the viewer and looking up at the moon. The figure is somewhat lacking in 

definition: it is colored in the same blue palette as the surrounding night sky, decreasing 

its contrast, rendering it almost translucent. However, the moon and the castle in the 

background are both mere outlines, as though the figure and the physical environment 

around him are of two different worlds. The armor includes several decorative flourishes, 

such as the scalloped crown-like line encircling the right arm. There also seems to be 
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an elaborate helmet on his head, with what appear to be wings flanking what may well 

be a crown. This certainly seems to be Hamlet’s father in his ghostly form. Even the 

positioning of the ghost is significant, constantly lurking in the background, a presence 

which neither Hamlet nor the audience can ignore; as for Hamlet, the gaze which 

previously seemed to be fixed on something outside of the image entirely now seems set 

on the ghost and his crown.

Continuing down the image, my eye stops at Hamlet’s feet. A minor, but deliberate, 

choice by Mucha—her feet protrude beyond the confines of the frame ever so slightly, 

with the right toe directing my attention further down to the next panel. Hamlet never 

was able to constrain himself to the expectations of those around him. Following the 

gesture of Hamlet’s foot, I see a thin coffin-like frame, containing a reclining girl, staring 

upwards at Hamlet. She clutches to her chest a bouquet of flowers, with more flowers in 

her hair and in the background. Colored a pale blue, she is dead, perhaps even drowned. 

She is Ophelia. Even in death, she is focused on Hamlet, despite his attention being 

focused elsewhere. But then again, there is Hamlet’s foot, connecting him to Ophelia at 

a foundational level, no matter how distant he seems to be. This is Hamlet and Ophelia’s 

relationship in a nutshell (or a panel): even when Hamlet seems to be ignoring or apathetic 

or even hostile towards Ophelia, there is still concern and connection there. Simple, yet 

poignant and clear.

That is what I see when looking at the poster. Admittedly, there are elements I did 

not touch on, such as the embellishments around the edges and the birds behind Hamlet. 

There also may be aspects of my response to the poster that I am not consciously aware 

of, and consequently cannot articulate—the inevitable shortcoming of such experiential 

methodology is that some of what we experience transcends rationality. However, 

even with these caveats, this is enough description of what the image is to allow for 

discussion of what the image does. So, I find several important elements of the play in 
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the poster: some plot points, the relationship between Ophelia and Hamlet, some sense 

of the characterization of Hamlet, the overall tone and some themes of the play. Before 

moving on to the photographs, a caution: that “I” is important. This is not a hypothetical 

or general reader being discussed, but a very specific concrete reader—myself. Readers 

cannot be abstracted and universalized; the proper reader is not an “ideal reader,” but a 

“complicated reader.” The “ideal reader” may be a convenient fiction, but it is a fiction 

nevertheless. These remarks are only meant, and should only be taken, as indicative of 

my own experience with these images. In sharing my specific response, my hope is to 

be able to articulate a more general theorization of how images such as these function in 

interaction with their viewers.

Figure 1.1 shows a woman, again dressed in a costume which signifies high-

status to me: an ornate belt, an embroidered fur-lined tunic, an elegant high collar. Her 

cloak drapes from her left arm, extending past the bottom of the frame. Hanging from her 

belt is an empty scabbard, gesturing at both an absent violence and an absent sexuality, 

as in the poster. She holds a skull in her hand, keeping her gaze locked on it. Although 

the postcards’ original audience would have recognized the image as “Sarah Bernhardt as 

Hamlet” (in fact, any commercial value they had would have been due almost entirely to 

this recognition), looking at it now, without any explicit attached caption, her engagement 

with the skull is the only signifier that she is Hamlet. The background is a blurred field of 

light and dark that appears to be tree branches. The skull is noteworthy, not simply as a 

recognizable icon of Hamlet, but also because it is positioned in such a way that its gaze 

mirrors Bernhardt’s own, creating a sense of tension as the living and the dead confront 

each other along an invisible diagonal, enforced by the visible diagonal of Bernhardt’s 

arm connecting the two heads. I find, when examining the photograph, that my gaze 

spends far more time here, on this diagonal, than in any other portion of the image.
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Figure 1.2 shows the same woman, in the same costume, with the same implicit 

status, but now lounging on an ornate loveseat, with a book in her hand. Her feet are 

crossed at the ankle, propped on one arm of the chair, as she leans against the other: the 

pose reads as comfort and relaxation, as well as conveying a relaxed sense of ownership 

over the space. There is more of a sense of that space here than in figure 1.1. A fur rug 

covers the ground beneath the loveseat, and what little can be made out of the backdrop 

places the scene in an appropriately elegant internal space. Although she holds the book 

up, as though ready to read it, her gaze is clearly fixed upwards, away from the book, 

gazing into space with a blank expression on her face. This blankness is frustrating, for it 

renders the image more opaque to my reading: is she distracted by something? Avoiding 

the task at hand? Lost in pensive thought? Absent-mindedly daydreaming? There is a 

vagary to this Hamlet, as though not fully formed.

It should be immediately clear, from comparing the reading of the poster to the 

readings of the photographs that I find the poster much more communicative than either 

photograph: the description of the former is almost three times as long as the combined 

descriptions of the latter. Both sets include some Hamlet-signifier(s) and transmit some 

sense of the character and context, but that seems to be the extent of the photographic 

experience; they simply do not prompt as layered a response as the poster does. What 

is—and, perhaps more important, why is—the difference?

PHOTOGRAPHS VS. POSTER

The glaring difference between the two media is (with a tongue-in-cheek tip of 

the hat to Stephen Colbert) the “truthiness” of photography. Photographs tend to obscure 

their artifice in a way that other artistic creations do not. The photograph is no more 

true or real than any other art (and no less, for that matter), but even those who are 

aware that photographers have always been able to manipulate their images respond 

to the photograph as an accurate record of what has occurred, whereas those images 
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created through more direct manipulation of the medium (such as lithographs, paintings, 

sculptures, literature, etc.) are taken as depictions or representations of what has occurred. 

This is due to what Barthes calls the “evidential force” of photography (Barthes 89). As 

Barbara Savedoff explains, comparing photography to painting: 

...we do experience photographs differently from paintings and... the critical 
demands of the two media diverge. I explain this divergence not by showing 
that photography is actually more closely tied to reality than painting, but by 
showing that we perceive it in this way. Whether it is warranted or not, we 
tend to see photographs as objective records of the world, and this tendency 
has a far-reaching influence on interpretation and evaluation. (49)

She later ascribes this response to “the mechanical nature of its production” (84), pointing 

out that the photograph is divorced from any explicit intentionality on the part of the 

photographer (obviously, the photograph is just as much the product of an individual’s 

intentionality as any painting or lithograph, but Savedoff is discussing here the instinctual 

response of the viewer, not the reality of photography), and (following Kendall Walton and 

echoing Barthes) suggesting that this is why photographs are accepted as evidence (both 

in the legitimate space of the courtroom, and the illicit space of blackmail) while other art 

forms are not. So, where the poster is clearly the product of artistic effort, intention, and 

creation, and therefore open to interpretation on the part of the viewer, the photograph 

presents itself as a historical document, merely being the product of a mechanistic process 

of chemically treated paper recording an image when struck by light: Mucha’s print 

captures, along with Bernhardt the actress, Hamlet the character and Hamlet the play, 

but the photograph merely records the physical form of the actress. The photograph is a 

transparent medium through which we look and see the original event represented by the 

image—in this case, Sarah Bernhardt standing with a skull in front of a painted backdrop 

in a London photography studio. “The referent adheres” (Barthes 6). The poster, on the 

other hand, overtly inserts itself between the viewer and Bernhardt, making itself visible. 

Even as a scholar specifically attempting to analyze and discuss images, and somebody 
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with several years of traditional and digital photography experience, I still face obvious 

difficulty in overcoming this instinctual reaction to the apparent unmediated nature of the 

photographs. 

This superficial reality of the photograph also lends the contents a greater degree 

of specificity. Mucha is a skilled artist, and manages to capture Bernhardt’s resemblance 

admirably; however, despite the recognizability of the figure, it still has a greater level 

of abstraction than the photograph. Photography, particularly black and white, does not 

perfectly recreate its represented subject: there are differences in tone, contrast, focus. 

Photographs are flat planes, instead of three-dimensional volumes. Furthermore, these 

photographs are monochromatic: obviously, Bernhardt did not actually have light gray 

skin and dark gray hair, nor did she live in a world of various shades of gray. However, 

even with these clear deviations, nobody would disagree that the photograph more 

closely and more realistically depicts the actress than does Mucha’s simplified linework 

and flat fields of color. The photograph presents the shadows and variations in tone of 

the original actual scene (or at least something approximating them), whereas the poster 

is unable to do so, limited by the lithographic technology. The poster-Bernhardt exists in 

a void, cut off from any environment other than Mucha’s linework and drawings: where 

is she? The photographic Bernhardt is in a room, on a chair, in a photography studio, 

standing in front of a painted backdrop, in London. The photo-Bernhardt has the physical 

proportions and features of an actual human body, one which is consistent across the 

two pictures, while Mucha has tweaked her form for the poster, elongating the neck 

and torso, and smoothing and simplifying the face into a series of nearly-straight lines. 

Looking at the poster on its own, I admire Mucha’s artistry, even beginning this paper 

by saying that the figure is easily recognizable, not just as a human being, but a specific 

human being; looking at it next to the photographs, I am forced to admit that there is 

no way of mistaking the poster for “the real thing,” no angle or distance of viewing 



33

which would erase the distance between this representation of Bernhardt and the original 

physical body.

In more closely presenting the actual specific visage of Bernhardt, the photograph 

closes itself off to the viewer. I refer here to Scott McCloud’s discussion of iconicity in 

cartooning, wherein he argues that the simplicity of traditional cartoon representation 

empties the characters, allowing for a greater degree of identification on the part of the 

viewer (McCloud 36–37). This “emptiness” not only allows for greater identification, 

but it actively invites, if not requires, greater participation on the part of the viewer. Not 

only do I “fill up” this emptiness with pieces of myself, to borrow McCloud’s language, 

but this greater degree of removal from reality enjoins me to complete the details, and 

allows me to decide for myself who and what this figure is. The photograph, conversely, 

through its specificity, lacks such space for active participation and engagement. (I discuss 

McCloud’s work further in Chapter 2, and a graphic quote from his Understanding 

Comics can be found on page 87, figure 2.5.)

The photograph can also be distinguished from the lithograph through its 

cropping. Photography is a subtractive art: in selecting a position for the frame, the 

photographer removes the rest of the visual field, showing the viewer a specific piece, 

thereby giving that segment meaning and importance. The poster is additive in nature, 

with each piece placed on the substrate in successive layers. This, however, is more 

than simply a difference in the originating process. The poster is wholly self-contained, 

a world unto itself, whereas because the photograph is an isolated section of an actual 

space, there will always be more that the photograph does not capture. In this case, the 

poster can fit the entire play within its boundaries, but the photograph can only present 

a piece, while the rest bleeds off the edge of the frame. Each is the product of a process 

of decision and selection by the artist, but in the poster, we cannot see what isn’t in 

the frame, while we know that there is more rug just outside the frame in Figure 1.2, 
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or that Bernhardt has feet which we just can’t see in Figure 1.1. (This, perhaps, is part 

of the power and appeal of photographic portraiture like Richard Avedon’s, in which 

most or all of the subject’s body is visible against a stark featureless background.) Even 

acknowledging that there are large portions of the play that are unrepresented by the 

poster (Gertrude, the approaching Fortinbras, the play-within-the-play, and the list goes 

on), the firm boundaries of the poster gives it an illusory sense of completeness, while 

the photograph, both visually and in my mind as the viewer, is obviously incomplete.

This difference in frame, however, also operates temporally. Photographs capture 

a single moment, isolating it from its past and future, much as it isolates what is within 

the frame from its surrounding spatial context. By its very nature, the (single) photograph 

resists sequence and narrative. The juxtaposition, or montage, of elements allowed by the 

poster, however, infers a sequence, as in my above reading of the Mucha: obviously, my 

suggested reading is simply one way of reading the image—other viewers would almost 

certainly examine the pieces in another order, spend more or less time on those various 

parts, and ultimately interpret them in another way entirely. But, there will still be an 

order, a sequence, to that examination.

When viewing an image, we see the whole, but we also see the parts, focusing 

on individual pieces one after another. The image is static. But, the experience of the 

image is not: this dynamic interface between image and viewer creates the chronological 

component of the visual image, an analogue to the duration of time involved in a 

stage performance. This is an all-too-common false distinction between visual art and 

performance: visual art is an art of space, while performance is an art of time. For 

instance, W.J.T. Mitchell argues that this is the binary at the heart of Gotthold Lessing’s 

Laocoon and offers a compelling counterargument, pointing out that all art is spatio-

temporal (Mitchell 95–115), even if the temporal element is simply the time it takes 

the viewer to read the image. Even the photographs have that temporal component: I 
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commented, for instance, on the relationship between Bernhardt and the skull, and how 

my eyes spent more time dwelling in that space. In the case of the poster, however, 

with its clearly delineated components and their interaction, there is not only time, but 

narrative, a chronological aspect lacking in the photographs. This particular poster, 

with its almost comic book-like panels, particularly emphasizes this. However, even 

more simple or less fractured posters still achieve a similar effect: at the very least, the 

effective advertisement must have two separate, but adjacent, elements—the textual, and 

the pictorial. The spatial relationship between the elements, as the viewer shifts focus 

from one to the other, creates sequence and narrative.

And it is there, in that word “advertisement,” wherein lies the final key difference, 

on a general level, between these two groupings: the poster has a unique status as a 

marketing image. This is an advertisement for a specific stage production of the play. The 

purpose of such promotional images is to prompt the viewer to respond with “I would 

like to see that production.” But, which production? The viewer knows nothing concrete 

about the actual performance being publicized: I am not seeing Sarah Bernhardt, but 

a drawing of her, not a set but a grouping of abstract lines and a sketch of a castle and 

moon, not a play but a picture of one. The image prompts the viewer to conceptualize 

and extrapolate a production of the play based on the image; it is this hypothetical 

production, the one that exists nowhere but in the viewer’s own mind, being referenced 

when the viewer says that they “would like to see that production.” Ultimately, this 

mental production may have no connection to the eventual actual physical production 

which the viewer sees on an actual physical stage with actual physical actors and sets and 

props and costumes. We have all seen productions which did not live up to (or surpassed) 

their marketing: this is not simply a lopsided comparison to the expectations generated 

by that campaign, but is a lopsided comparison to our personal productions spawned 

and shaped by that campaign. The poster functions by prompting such a process in the 
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viewer, and giving them the tools through the juxtaposition of elements to create that 

production; straight promotional photographs, however, derive their marketing potential 

instead from the missing production elements in the image. This lack fuels a desire on 

the part of the viewer to fill these holes, not through a self-generated production, but 

through the actual production, that which surrounds the provided images: the photograph 

is a piece of a jigsaw puzzle, tantalizing in its incompleteness, while the poster is a set of 

directions for building one’s own, hopefully resulting in an appealing mental production.

PERFORMATIVE AND PRODUCTIVE: DEFINING OF TERMS

I am not denying at all that the photographs presented here read as, or evoke, 

Hamlet. Figure 1.1, in particular, is a presentation of what is, in the modern world, one of 

the most iconic images attached to this play. Assuming any familiarity with Shakespeare 

at all, any reader coming across the un-captioned picture “in the wild,” so to speak, 

would still think of Hamlet. The distinction I am drawing rests on the difference between 

the production and the performance, or, perhaps, the production and performativity.

My use of performativity here deviates from the strictly Austinian sense, but both 

sets of images are performative in that they do something. Specifically, they cause the 

viewer to think about Hamlet. To put it in Austinian terms, the display of the image 

(forgiving, of course, the metaphorical stretching of “speech” act) would be akin to a 

perlocutionary act, that is “what we bring about or achieve by saying something, such 

as convincing, persuading, deterring, and even, say, surprising or misleading” (Austin 

109). The image, in its presentation before my eyes, brings about an awareness in me of 

Hamlet, along with whatever associations and experiences I have attached to the play in 

my mental landscape. This, then, would be the evocation to which I’ve referred.

To achieve this performativity, all that is required is that the image be framed as 

Hamlet, in some way. This can be achieved through having a textual caption declaring 

such (as with the poster), or through reliance upon an iconic image, associated with the 
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play in the popular consciousness (as with the photographs). This framing can even exist 

wholly detached from the image itself. Consider, for instance, Disney’s The Lion King. 

Some viewers will recognize the evocation of Shakespeare’s play in the familiar plot 

points and relationships of the animated feature, but for many viewers, that framing is 

accomplished by the promotional material and critical discourse surrounding, but outside 

of, the movie. As long as enough of a resonance with the play exists that this framing is 

communicated to the viewer, the image has performed its perlocutionary act.

In my reading of the poster, however, there is an additional process which (for 

this reader, at least) occurs in the photographs to a far less measurable degree. While both 

photographs and poster are performative, I am only a productive viewer when engaging 

with the poster; the photographs are too vague, too uncooperative, to afford such activity. 

This is due, in part, to a difference between promotional and archival images. As I 

described above, the promotional image (e.g., Mucha’s poster) prompts the spectator 

to create a new production, using the image as a seed or blueprint. Archival images, 

however, are records of a production already in existence. To illustrate this distinction, 

and its implications, consider Figure 1.2 and the feet of Sarah Bernhardt.

Bernhardt sits on her chair, her feet raised and resting on the opposite armrest, 

stretching across and filling the entire seat. On my reading of the image, I was confounded 

by the pose and her opaque unreadable expression. I was unable to produce anything 

from it, thwarted by the lack of information. This is because, as an archival image, the 

photograph is not intended to provide the information. The pose was Lafayette’s attempt 

at capturing a specific and much-discussed element of the actual production, one of 

the several comic choices made by Bernhardt which were not entirely well-received. 

Elizabeth Robins, an actress and playwright of the time, describes “the cocking up of her 

feet on the bench to prevent Polonius from sitting beside her [as] the action of a scampish 

schoolboy”(909). The photograph does not seek to produce a new version of the play in 
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the mind of the spectator, but instead to recall the antecedent play, or (as in this case) a 

specific moment from that play. Several of the Lafayette photographs match Robins’s 

descriptions of staging moments and performance choices from the actual production. 

The same phenomenon can be seen in another recognizable photograph of Bernhardt as 

Hamlet taken by the Otto Studio, in which she holds Yorick’s skull in front of her face, 

placing a finger to its teeth, as described (disapprovingly) by Robins (Young 259–260). 

The poster is an overview, a pastiche of the production, while the photograph, conversely, 

is a specific moment isolated from a broader sense of the production. Looking at the 

two types of images as open texts1, the gaps in the poster allow the viewer to complete 

the production, while the photographs represent a single piece of content adrift in an 

overwhelmingly large gap.

Any production of a text—a stage performance (totally distinct from Austin’s 

notions of performativity), illustration, adaptation, translation, etc.—must collapse the 

possibilities inherent to the original text: the text is full of potentialities, in that it may 

be embodied and interpreted in any number of ways. But, in translating that text into 

production, the translator must take a slice of that cloud of potentialities, and say “I will 

present the text in this way, and not in that way.” Bernhardt, or any other actor, must decide 

how to embody and present Hamlet. Mucha must decide how to present Bernhardt’s 

Hamlet (as well as Bernhardt’s Hamlet). The Lafayette photographers do the same. This 

process of selection and interpretation is, of course, an iterative one, as the audience 

ultimately makes their own choices and interpretations in absorbing and appropriating 

the already selected and interpreted translation, whether it be making sense of a poster 

or watching an actor perform Hamlet’s “To be or not to be” soliloquy. However, the 

production must also allow the audience to bridge the gap between that inchoate cloud of 

possibilities contained in the original text and the ultimate specific translation embodied 

by the production. In other words, an image depicting Hamlet is perfectly free to present 

1 See Eco, The Open Work or The Role of the Reader for further discussion of the concept.



39

the play as a screwball comedy or a meditation on repressed homosexuality; however, if 

the connection between the text and the image is illegible, if the viewer is unable to read 

the image as Hamlet, then (at least as far as that individual viewer is concerned) it is not 

a successful production of Hamlet, although it may still be a great image.

Once the frame of Hamlet is established (i.e., the performative function has 

been fulfilled), the viewer is no longer looking at the image and saying “What is this?” 

That question has been answered: “this” is Hamlet. The question now becomes “How 

is this Hamlet?” It is the interpretive labor prompted by that question which transforms 

the encounter with the image into a productive task. The viewer must quite literally be 

productive, and build the bridge across that gap. Mucha’s poster provides me with the 

foundation and tools with which to mentally construct it as a production of Hamlet. The 

Lafayette photographs do not. The photographs, due in part to their specific attributes 

and in part to their nature as photographs, simply do not offer enough complexity or 

interpretive weight to satisfactorily connect the image to the play as anything other than 

a documentary record of a fantastic actress in a fantastic role.

WHAT MAKES A “SUCCESSFUL” HAMLET?

Up to this point, I have restricted myself to trying to make sense of a specific set of 

images—those clustered around Bernhardt’s production of Hamlet. Now, however, I wish 

to expand the scope of our discussion to other productions of the play in order to consider 

how much of the preceding discussion is unique to the Mucha poster, how much is part 

of the class of theatrical promotional images, and how much is applicable to any sort of 

image. The Bernhardt images provide a rough sketch of a continuum of productivity: at 

one end are the Lafayette photographs, static and uncooperative, and Mucha’s poster, 

dynamic and demanding of viewer collaboration, sits at the other. I have collected here 

several additional Hamlet posters from a range of geographical and chronological locales, 

but my primary criterion for selection is that I find them interesting, not that they provide 
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an adequate representation of over 400 years of promotional material (an obviously 

impossible task). As I present them, I will attempt to place them on that continuum and, 

in so doing, further flesh out the theatricality I see inherent to promotional art and, to a 

lesser degree, visual art in general.

I shall begin with Alphonse de Neuville’s 1868 lithographic poster (figure 

1.4) for the Académie Impériale de Musique’s performance of Ambroise Thomas’s 

operatic adaptation of Hamlet. Although, as an advertisement for the opera rather than 

Shakespeare’s play, it is slightly out of the established bailiwick, the visual similarities 

Figure 1.4: Poster for Ambroise Thomas’s opera adaptation of Hamlet; 
Alphonse-Marie-Adolphe de Neuville; 1868; Art Gallery of New South Wales; 
Web; 20 Dec 2011
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to Mucha’s design (and the differences) make it too difficult to pass up. It contains the 

same basic elements as Mucha’s poster, as well as much of the spatial relationships 

between them, but is transposed into a much more fleshed out environment, and has a 

very different tone.

The image is roughly divided in two, with the top portion presenting Hamlet 

on the battlements with Horatio, confronting the ghost of his father. Like Mucha, de 

Neuville presents Hamlet in profile, looking at the dead king. Here, however, the two 

are placed in the same field, along with a castle behind, although here Elsinore is more 

realistically drawn than the brief lines and blank space of Mucha’s background. The 

scene is framed by overlaid text and tree branches, forming an arc encircling this part of 

the image, drawing my eye into it. The text itself is all swooping curves and over-sized 

exaggeratedly pointy serifs, resembling the bats flying behind the title of the play; the 

effect is a spooky one, and the text would not look out of place on a horror movie poster 

of a century later, especially juxtaposed with the bats and reaching tree branches. The 

lower part of the poster is Ophelia floating in the water (again, much like Mucha’s). 

She is as pale and diffuse as the ghost, far more akin to the dead figure above her than 

the corporeal Hamlet and Horatio, indicating that we see her in death, not life. The two 

frames of the poster are separated by a border of plants, the marsh-bound trees next to 

Ophelia reaching across the image and merging with the trees running up the left edge 

of the poster. This is, perhaps, the most interesting aspect of the image: de Neuville has 

compressed the play into two specific, almost photographic (particularly the upper half), 

scenes. This can be partially attributed to the operatic origins of the image—it is easy to 

see a production banking heavily on the spectacle of the ghost, and tragic young heroines 

have long been the bread and butter of opera. It also elevates Ophelia’s importance; 

true, her portion of the image is smaller than Hamlet’s (taking up perhaps one third of 

the entire poster), but she has her misty river entirely to herself, while Hamlet shares 
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his battlements with Horatio and his father. The conceit of using the tree-branches to 

simultaneously separate and connect the two scenes further distances the image from 

reality, which counterbalances the photographic elements of the top half.

But, Ah! Here, again, I have described this poster as photographic. Whatever 

can I mean by that? Obviously, the poster is not a photograph. However, the design 

bears certain similarities to photographs, such as Lafayette’s of Bernhardt. There is a 

holistic and specific approach to the representation of the environment, for instance. 

By this, I mean that de Neuville gives us a picture of a castle, rather than an impression 

of a castle (as Mucha does), complete with windows, shadows, and crenelations. The 

pictured environment fills the page, stopping just short of the edge, which could easily 

be due to technological limitations or to concerns of mounting (e.g., leaving space for 

a physical frame). Setting aside the variations in shading, all components of the image 

have equal weight and are at comparable levels of abstraction (as opposed to Mucha’s 

decorative birds and linework). In short, the paradigm for the poster, or rather the two 

individual portions of the poster, is that of a window into a world, like a photograph, 

instead of a representation of the world. It is an illustration, not a theatricalization. And 

therein is, perhaps, one of the greatest (and most damning) distinctions between this 

poster (and others like it) and the productive Mucha: the image depicts the actions of the 

play as something taking place in a (if not the) real world. What we see here is Hamlet 

on the battlements of Elsinore, the castle in the background, surrounded by wooded 

mountains, rather than an actor playing Hamlet on a stage, or an idea of Hamlet, which is 

how Mucha’s could be described. Mucha’s depiction is even recognizable as Bernhardt, 

the famous actress, whereas we cannot even see the face of de Neuville’s Hamlet. 

Acknowledging the fictional or staged nature of the play assists greatly with productive 

engagement on the part of the viewer, authorizing ownership and re-fashioning on their 

mental stage.
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The next poster (figure 1.5) lies somewhere between de Neuville’s and Mucha’s. 

The specific artist is unknown, but the poster is attributed to W.J. Morgan & Co., a 

lithographic company based in Cleveland, OH. The poster was created in 1884 to 

publicize a production of Hamlet starring Thomas W. Keene. The design for this poster 

seems to be based on a “best of” approach to the play, offering up several of the more 

recognizable scenes from the play (the ghost on the battlements, the play-within-the-

play, the gravediggers, the closet scene, Hamlet and Ophelia, and the finale of death), 

Figure 1.5: Poster for production of Hamlet starring Thomas W. 
Keene; W.J. Morgan & Co. Lith. of Cleveland, Ohio; Library of 
Congress Prints & Photographs Online Catalog; Web; 20 Dec 
2011
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each in its own comic- (or photograph-) like panel. While each individual panel, much 

like the de Neuville, seems photographic in the same manner as discussed above (the 

attention to color pushing the image even further in this direction than de Neuville’s), 

there are several aspects of the poster that slide it a little more along the continuum 

towards the Mucha.

First, the individual images, while seemingly set in the same sort of three-

dimensional realistic world as the de Neuville, indicate, upon closer scrutiny, that they 

may actually take place on a stage: the architectural elements of the backgrounds (the 

steps, the columns, and the ubiquitous curtains), the horizontal “stagey” blocking of the 

figures, and the more muted and slightly blurred landscapes—as though they were in fact 

painted backdrops—all suggest that these are actually actors performing in a play. There 

is still a specificity to the images that evokes the photographic mode, however. There 

are also elements of the comic-strip to the poster, another art form which relies upon 

mental participation on the part of the viewer. The variety of shapes of the individual 

panels—the circle, the off-kilter one containing the gravediggers, the heterogeneously 

shaped and sized rectangles—creates a greater awareness of the panels themselves. The 

irregularly shaped and slightly askew block letters in Keene’s name is reminiscent of a 

child’s handwriting, particularly when linked with the bright primary colors of both the 

text and the pictures. As a modern viewer, reading comic books and funny pages from 

a young age, this sort of presentation immediately puts me into a productive mindset, 

almost mentally penciling in a speech bubble for Ophelia in the Gonzago panel.

Then there is the odd panel in the upper left. It is the largest panel, and it is 

illustrated on a larger scale than any of the others, with Keene being roughly three times 

as large as in any other frame. It is also worth noting that, while dressed the same, 

Keene looks noticeably different here than the other “Hamlets” in the poster. Given 

the difference in scale, it is hard to say how different the facial features are, but the 
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hair is drastically different: the cut is much shorter, even curlier, and the hairline is that 

of a much older man. Taken with the pensive pose, supporting his head with his arm, 

gazing at the other panels, it gives me the impression that this is Thomas W. Keene, 

while the other panels are depicting Thomas W. Keene as “Hamlet.” Immediately upon 

coming to this realization, the image opens up before me, recontextualizing the panels 

as, rather than only a sequentially illustrated narrative, a group of individual moments 

set in relation to the actor performing them, thereby creating a constant awareness of 

the theatricality of the image, leaving me postulating how this actor might actualize the 

dramatic scenes before him/me.

There is also the heavy-handed business off to the right with the snake entwined 

around a skull and crown. The symbolism is painfully obvious and cliched (at least to a 

modern viewer), and frankly, the less said about it the better. 

My next selection is a poster by the Dutch artist Chris Lebeau (figure 1.6), 

created in 1914 for Eduard Verkade’s company, Die Haghe-Spelers, for whom (similar 

to Mucha’s relationship with Bernhardt) Lebeau worked from 1914-1917 as a designer of 

“stage sets, posters, and booklets” (Middendorp 72). The image itself is also reminiscent 

of Mucha’s work, clearly owing much to the Nouveau aesthetic. The color palette is 

primarily cool blues and grays, with heavy blacks. White is almost entirely limited to 

Hamlet’s ghostly father and the fur linings of Claudius’s and Gertrude’s cloaks. There 

are, however, many embellishments in red throughout the poster, providing a vibrant 

(though dangerous) counterpoint to the otherwise gloomy color scheme. Although the 

title of the play is at the top of the image, and in what should be an eye-catching black 

and red, my eye is first drawn to the central figure of Hamlet himself: he stands in the 

center of the image, which, combined with the strong contrast between his dark hair and 

clothes and the pale figure of his ghostly father behind him, gives him a visual weight 

that I cannot ignore. This Hamlet cannot be separated from his father. The ghost stands 
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directly above and behind him, and both figures have their arms stretched out to the side, 

their gaze cast downwards: the ghost looks at Hamlet looking at Claudius and Gertrude. 

The ghost’s garb and encircling aura continue the lines of Hamlet’s own cloak, the two 

bleeding into each other. Their positioning emphasizes Hamlet’s role as the material 

representative of his murdered father—even further, Hamlet seems to be an avatar of his 

Figure 1.6: Poster for Die Haghe-Spelers’ Dutch production of Hamlet; Chris 
Lebeau; 1914; Van Sabben Auctions; Web; 20 Dec 2011
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father, or possessed by him. As for the ghost, he wears a material (not ghostly, based on 

the color) crown on his head, but the crown is placed in the panel above, invoking the 

divine origin of kingly power. In one hand, Hamlet holds an inverted torch—a familiar 

symbol of death and the afterlife, but also indicative of purifying flames—and in the 

other a scourge—both echoing Hamlet’s “scourge and minister” line of act 3, scene 4, and 

offering a more brutal and earthly alternative to the spiritual punishment implied by the 

opposing flames. This is a Hamlet balanced (or torn) between vindictive revenge on the 

one hand and divine justice on the other. Claudius and Gertrude sit at his feet, mirroring 

each other. However, the bright red heart in Gertrude’s hand brings my attention to her 

first. Her other hand holds a set of scales, reminiscent of the Egyptian afterlife2 and 

continuing the theme of balance and divine judgment. Gertrude is connected to Claudius 

by a snake coiled at Hamlet’s feet, the head of which is clutched in Claudius’s hand. 

His other hand holds a knife, another deadly weapon. The Hamlet this poster evokes is 

spiritual and symbolist with a strong sense of the divine. It is also a Hamlet based on 

static tension: the sense of balance is so pervasive in the image that I see no indication of 

change. While Hamlet is a notorious dilly-dallier, what motivates this Hamlet to finally 

act?

Like Mucha’s, this poster has a strong sense of interplay between its various 

elements, although these elements, other than the text, are all brought into the same field, 

rather than being separated into different panels. It also gives a similar sense that this 

is the play in its entirety: visually, the image is contained within thick black borders, 

allowing no room for anything to exist without those walls. The potential depths of its 

symbolist depiction also allows for far more to be represented than is presented, unlike 

the literally-oriented photographs, or even the less overtly symbolic Mucha print.

2 The ancient Egyptians believed that in order to gain admission to the afterlife, their hearts were 
weighed against a feather: those whose scales balanced continued to the afterlife, while those who had not 
lived virtuously had their hearts consumed, destroying them utterly.
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Figure 1.7, designed by Finnish graphic designer Kari Piippo for Mikkelin 

Teatteri’s 1993 production, is excitingly abstract and the only one under discussion 

without any human figures. Instead, Piippo gives us an enormous overwhelming field of 

bright red, with the title and playwright in relatively small black and white print at the 

top, and the name of the producing theatre in even smaller print in the lower right corner. 

Then, filling the lower third of the field, a capital H is cut out of the red “floor,” revealing 

a pit below. The immediate response is a feeling that “there is something here, but I’m 

Figure 1.7: Poster for Mikkelin Teatteri’s production of Hamlet; Kari 
Piippo; 1993; Artist’s website; Web; 20 Dec 2011
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not sure what it is.” The greater level of abstraction is tantalizing and intriguing, calling 

out for interpretation, but production eludes me without a human actor to hang anything 

on. From a marketing standpoint, that is sufficient; I am intrigued and thinking about the 

show. The poster has done its job. But, from a theatrical perspective, I am unsatisfied. As 

I spend more time considering the poster, glimmers of what this Hamlet is appear. Hamlet 

does not conform. He is dangerous. The world he inhabits is violent and bloody. He has 

unseen depths. However, no real sense of narrative, or inter-character relationships are 

evoked by this image. Which is, in itself, telling. Hamlet is solitary, solipsistic; while he 

interacts with other characters and has relationships, he is also a man alone and apart. 

My mental production of this Hamlet, however, is still unsatisfying. The image trades 

upon the recognizability, the brand name, of Hamlet. The Hamlet property is such a large 

one that Piippo can rely upon the viewer’s associations, performatively evoked by this 

(quite literal) impression of the play. Certainly it is not wholly unproductive; my fleeting 

glimmers above demonstrate that. However, an image such as this resists production, 

much like the Bernhardt photographs, although it arrives there via a wholly different 

route.

Figure 1.8 is a truly photographic poster. The recent (2009) Donmar production 

banked heavily on the star power of its Hamlet, Jude Law. The image, little more 

than a cropped actor’s headshot, is even further along the spectrum than the Lafayette 

photographs, on the far side from Mucha and the rest. Law stares outwards from the 

picture plane, pensively confronting the viewer’s gaze with his own, lips slightly parted, 

with a day or two’s worth of stubble, plain black shirt cut low enough that we see a 

manly, though not excessive, amount of chest hair. The text, despite the strong red color 

of the title and company name, is relatively small and subdued—a nondescript yet classy 

typeface, shunted to the lower left corner—allowing the focus of the viewer to remain 

on the star. What relevance, however, do Law’s fame and aesthetic have to the play? To 
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put it another way, how does the addition of text to the photograph change it, other than 

insert a potential distraction? Comparing this poster to the Bernhardt photographs, Jude 

Law isn’t even holding a skull. Can this be productive in any way?

The color scheme certainly helps. As in several of the other posters discussed, 

the red invokes violence, blood, passion. The black and white photograph, with the large 

field of black behind Law, evokes a stripped-down, dark, and gritty aesthetic, despite the 

apparent similarity to a perfume ad. Like Piippo’s, this Hamlet and its Hamlet is one of 

solitude and microscopic focus. Apparently, the addition of text, a frame declaring “This 

Figure 1.8: Poster for Donmar production of Hamlet starring 
Jude Law; Donmar Warehouse; 2009; Company website; 
Web; 20 Dec 2011
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is Hamlet,” does make a difference, even to such an initially hostile reader as myself. 

However, the image faces the same challenge as Piippo’s: while presenting Hamlet (or a 

representation of him) in such stark isolation certainly fits the character and play (or, at 

least, certain readings), it also represents an almost photograph-like specificity, cutting 

the image off from viewer extrapolation and production.

Figure 1.9: Poster for RSC production of Hamlet starring Ben Kingsley; RSC; 
1976; Company website; Web; 20 Dec 2011
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The last two images are both from Royal Shakespeare Company productions. 

The first (figure 1.9) is from Buzz Goodbody’s 1976 production, starring Ben Kingsley: 

this is another black/white/red, largely photographic poster. The text, however, is even 

smaller than on the Law, again consigned to the corner, and the title of the play, the 

only color in the entire field, is in an understated sans serif typeface. The photograph 

is taken from the gravediggers scene, depicting Kingsley standing next to the grave, 

Yorick’s skull just barely visible downstage of the hole. Behind Kingsley is a black void; 

the platform on which he stands is adrift, isolated. However, also behind Kingsley is a 

larger, higher-contrast, halftone Kingsley. Not only does this overt artificiality undercut 

the photographic barriers to viewer production, but it also creates a doubling effect much 

like the Thomas Keene poster, whereby the theatricality of the image is emphasized. Also 

of note here is the costume and presentation of Kingsley. He wears nondescript modern 

dress. His facial expression and posture are not that of a man of power or distinction. 

He’s just... a guy. Not a man, or a dude, but a guy. Just some guy. This is Hamlet-as-

everyman. Juxtaposed with the small subdued text, a clear vision of this production takes 

shape.

At the present time of writing, I have been unable to determine for which of 

the RSC’s productions of Hamlet Figure 1.10 was created, and have not yet received 

a response to inquiries, so I cannot yet provide year or relevant personnel. However, 

the image is still well worth consideration. It seems to be a series of black and white 

photocopies—grainy, patchy, flesh pressed against the glass—composited together to 

depict a man lying down, arms stretched above his head, juxtaposed with a smaller set 

of photocopies similarly composited to show part of a man’s (presumably the same man) 

head and neck, with text scrawled across. The title and playwright information is messily 

dripped onto the image in a reddish-purple. Equally messy, but in a scribbled hodgepodge 
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of handwriting rather than the drips, the text continues with “What a piece of work is a 

man, how noble in reason” from act 2, scene 2 of the play.

I chose to include this poster for two distinct attributes: first, it makes use of 

text in a manner unlike the others I have discussed, both in the text’s materiality and 

the “tag-line” aspect of the quotation; and second, although essentially photographic 

(xerographic, to split hairs) in nature, it utilizes the medium in such a way as to abstract 

Figure 1.10: Poster of RSC production of Hamlet; RSC; Year unknown; 
Company website; Web; 20 Dec 2011
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the photographic imagery and thereby avoid the traps of the other photographic images 

presented.

In seeing the man’s flesh press against the “screen” of the image, in that distinctive 

manner familiar to all who have ever had time to kill and a photocopier at hand, I am 

forced into awareness of the presence of the poster-as-medium. As I described earlier, 

photography has a tendency to become transparent, hide its mediation and artificiality. 

The style here undercuts that: not only am I looking at an image-bearing surface, but that 

surface is between me and another human being. Except that this is not a human being: 

it’s part of one. But, then there are those extra parts as well. This is an image of fracture, 

uncertainty, multiplicity. The text is indicative of mental imbalance, unsure of identity 

and losing control. The title and Shakespeare’s byline are evocative of blood, and the 

man, lying so still, visually dismembered, could easily be dead. Funnily enough, on that 

point, given the death of the king, his ear is one of the clearest parts of the image. The 

photograph here functions as raw material from which a more evocative abstract image 

is constructed.

Then there is the matter of the text. These specific lines, coming as they do 

from Hamlet’s speech to Rosencrantz & Guildenstern, represent Hamlet’s confession 

of melancholy, setting the tone of the production, supporting the gritty and dangerous 

elements discussed above. However, as with much of Hamlet, this a confession of 

questionable honesty; Hamlet’s encounters with Rosencrantz & Guildenstern are 

scenes of unabashed and self-aware performance, and this speech in particular comes 

right before the acting troupe arrives. Using any recognizable text from the play would 

underscore the theatrical aspect, but this line in particular serves doubly well, putting 

further productive pressure on me as a viewer.

Each of these images has some productive force, as even the original photographs 

of Bernhardt do. However, the more photographic they become, the less effective 
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and evocative they become, as sources for mental production, while the hallmarks 

of a productive image are a self-awareness, or sense of theatricality, and an active 

acknowledgment of the presence and collaboration of the audience, with space for 

multiplicity and interpretation. I wish to close with a passage from Michael Fried’s “Art 

and Objecthood,” wherein he discusses literalist or Minimal art:

...the literalist espousal of objecthood amounts to nothing other than a 
plea for a new genre of theater, and theater is now the negation of art.

Literalist sensibility is theatrical because, to begin with, it is concerned 
with the actual circumstances in which the beholder encounters literalist 
work. [Robert] Morris makes this explicit. Whereas in previous art “what 
is to be had from the work is located strictly within [it],” the experience of 
literalist art is of an object in a situation—one that, virtually by definition, 
includes the beholder...

Morris believes that this awareness is heightened by “the strength of 
the constant, known shape, the gestalt,” against which the appearance of 
the piece from different points of view is constantly being compared. (153, 
italics in original)

Although Fried is specifically addressing here literalist art (a category which applies to 

none of the images discussed herein), and I certainly do not agree that “theater is the 

negation of art,” I find that the concern for the viewing situation resonates with my efforts 

to pin down the productive image. Additionally, the contrast that Morris’s quote provides 

further illuminates this class of images: all of these images rely upon their connection to the 

outside pre-existing text of Shakespeare. To view them for what “is located strictly within” 

the image itself is to cut them off from their roots, and prevent any production from taking 

place at all. These images, as adaptations, illustrations, productions of Shakespeare’s play 

require that one consider the external situation as an inseparable piece of the image.

* * *

Promotional posters derive their marketing power from the mental response they 

provoke on the part of the viewer. This importance and function is not confined to posters; 

the theatricality of these posters actually serves as an example of the similar importance 

of mental response for all theatre. This is what the rest of this dissertation will be dealing 
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with. Theatre, as a whole, is not built on what is said, but what is heard; not what is 

shown, but what is seen. A viewer might look at a beautiful, well-designed poster and 

appreciate it for its artistry. But, that is not what makes the show appealing; most people 

do not say “I want to see that play, because their poster was so pretty.” No, people say 

“That play looks good;” the mental production prompted by the poster is alluring and 

appealing and prompts an assumption of a similarly enjoyable stage production.

The poster is not so different from the stage. They are, in fact, different media, 

varying approaches to the presentation of a text or ways of interacting with an audience. 

Although their forms are different, they can be used to similar effect, and similar concerns 

apply. Most importantly, they are subject to the same strengths and laudable traits, as 

well as being vulnerable to the same weaknesses. An illegible or shallow production of 

a play, regardless of whether the audience encounters it on the stage or on a canvas, is 

frustrating, while a skilled artist, working in collaboration with Shakespeare, can offer a 

sublime encounter with the play, however the work is presented.

Hopefully, in presenting my own responses to these posters and photographs, I 

have demonstrated the power and importance of audience response, while simultaneously 

respecting the audience’s heterogeneity—my response is not necessarily your response, 

it is simply my response. Taking this as a foundation, the following chapters will 

demonstrate how this shifting of the locus of theatre to the mind of the audience allows 

for a theatricalization of visual spectatorship and a broader redefinition of theatricality.
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chapter 2: 
Theatre of the Book (with Constant Reference to Hamlet)1

In my introduction, I put forth the suggestion that theatre, rather than being 

defined as actors (of some kind) on a stage (of some kind), is more importantly defined 

by theatrum, that combination of physical space with mental concepts, working together 

to both examine the ideas presented and change the audience. The key to this concept of 

theatre-as-theatrum is the interface between stage and audience: as I demonstrated in the 

previous chapter, the critical component of the theatrical event is the mind of the audience 

as affected by the performance they witness. While the stage (or other theatrical space, 

as we shall shortly see) is where the idea being tested by the theatrum is presented, the 

testing takes place in the crucible of the audience's mind. In order to further illuminate 

this notion of theatrum, before moving on to more in-depth analyses of specific projects 

in later chapters, I will now present several different Hamlets and explicate the specifics 

of the theatrum at hand in each production.

Specifically, I will be talking about books. Part of the "big picture" I am putting 

forth throughout my work is that other media, inanimate objects though they may be, 

are just as much theatre as any collection of actors on any stage in the world. While 

this alternative model of theatre I'm suggesting would extend to purely textual works 

as well (perhaps that will be the next book), I am here concerned with those books 

which combine the words of Shakespeare with graphic images. One of the challenges of 

interdisciplinary, if not anti-disciplinary, work such as this is building new confines to 

limit the scope of the project and make it manageable; so, as I will repeat several times in 

later chapters, the boundaries of this lens should not be read as a privileging of the visual 

and pictorial, but simply a recognition that, forced by practicality to limit my scope in 

some way, I am limiting my discussion and analysis to the realm of visual arts, erecting 

boundaries based on personal interest and the resonance and similarities of my various 

1 I happily acknowledge the debt to Bert States for the tongue-in-cheek reference here.
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subjects. There are many fascinating and unacknowlegedly theatrical adaptations in a 

wide range of media, but I am only discussing visual arts. Similarly, there are beautiful 

and provocative bookworks of many of Shakespeare's plays—of those I've encountered, 

Sue Doggett's The Tempest and Pinckney Marcius-Simons's A Midsummer Night's 

Dream are particular favorites—but I am going to continue the theme of the previous 

chapter, and limit my discussion to productions of Hamlet, as the quintessential play of 

Shakespeare's body of work, ubiquitous and iconic.

There have been several illustrated editions of Hamlet, some which present the 

images alone (or merely captioned with the lines going with the image), but mostly 

combining images with the play-text to varying degrees of integration. Edward Gordon 

Craig, for instance, one of the touchstone figures of modern Western theatre, designed 

and illustrated a woodcut edition for the German Cranach Press. Eugène Delacroix 

created a set of 13 lithographs (expanded to 16 in a later edition) published as an album, 

translating the play into a series of pictures; these were later published in conjunction 

with the play-text. Eric Gill made an illustrated Hamlet, as did John Austen. The tradition 

continues through to today, including several comic books and a 2008 artists book by 

Mary Heebner. In illustrating the play, creating these books, these artists are staging 

the play: they must make directorial decisions, and many of them venture into a high 

concept realm that, if they were simply providing visual accompaniment to the text, 

might overstep the bounds of an illustrator, but is all too familiar and comfortable 

territory for theatre directors, despite the grumblings of some Shakespeare purists. For 

theatre expands and adds to the text, creating something based in the dramatic source, 

but also separate, both of and parallel to the text. This is one of the most compelling 

justifications for defining theatre as theatrum: if theatre were simply a matter of bodies 

in space reciting a playwright's text, then I would be writing about how theatre is a form 

of illustration, a direct translation of the author's text into a different medium. Instead, 
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theatre is about using the story and words of the script to communicate an idea, to effect 

a change in the audience. This idea, in the hands of a capable and responsible director, 

should be rooted in the playwright's work, but it is always a product of interpretation, 

filtered as it is through the director's understanding of the play, and it must be more than 

simply telling the story. In fact, it can never be "simply" telling the story: in telling the 

story, it will always be doing something else, saying something else. "Just doing the 

play" is an impossible task, and any attempt to do so is not only doomed to fail, but can 

only result in aimless and boring theatre, lacking a clear and well-defined purpose. That 

purpose, that message, that is theatrum.

Edward Gordon Craig, as discussed by Marjorie Garber, quite specifically 

conceived of his book as a theatre production, allowing him to realize his vision for the 

play which his stage productions were unable to satisfy:

This left the Kessler Hamlet, the Cranach Press Hamlet, as the only form 
in which Craig would realize his ideal “production” of the play... As his 
biographer Christopher Innes points out, “Craig began working on this 
edition immediately after the [Moscow Art Theatre] production, and 
considered it his definitive interpretation of the play.” Indeed, the Cranach 
edition was imagined as a way to “‘make good’ on what had been missing 
in the Moscow production.” (Garber 39)

Craig’s bibliographic Hamlet is his ideal production of the play. Like much of the best 

theatre, it is both complex and simple, it is full of striking images, and it uses the source 

material to say something, to do something, to examine and communicate an idea to the 

audience. It is not just a work of visual art, or a beautiful printed edition of the play: it is 

a theatrical endeavor, a work of theatre. Each of the artists I will discuss hereafter are the 

same: they each approach the task of constructing their page-bound theatrical productions 

differently, with different tactics and different results, but, each of the resulting books is a 

theatrical production, and in exploring and analyzing the theatrum in play with each, I hope 

to introduce my reader to a fascinating and under-explored sub-category of theatre, as well 

as better illuminate the notion of theatrum underlying the rest of my work.
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JOHN AUSTEN

John Austen was part of a group of artists in late 19th-/early 20th-century England 

who were heavily influenced by the illustrator Aubrey Beardsley. In his early work, which 

includes his 1922 Hamlet, the Beardsley influence is very clear. However, even before 

he shifted to a more Art Deco-influenced approach, his forms and style of illustration are 

still distinct from Beardsley. His Hamlet, in particular, eschews the exaggerated figures 

of Beardsley, as well as showing a greater propensity for rich detail than Beardsley tends 

to display. However, the strong line-work and stark—almost overwhelming—use of 

black demonstrates a great debt to Beardsley’s own literary illustrations. The decadence 

on display throughout also ties Austen to Beardsley, as well as other contemporary 

illustrators, such as Alastair and Harry Clarke (who are themselves even more stylistically 

indebted to Beardsley).

From the very beginning of the book, Austen evokes the trappings of the theatre. 

His “Dramatis Personae” illustration (figure 2.1) shows us the major players of Hamlet, 

even demonstrating many of their relationships. They stand before a thick curtain, hung 

between two columns capped with Greek-style theatrical masks, complete with enlarged 

mouths for amplification. Ophelia kneels at Hamlet’s feet, staring adoringly up at him, 

while he looks sidelong at Claudius and Gertrude, his hand to his chin, suspicious and 

pensive. Gertrude is herself focused on Claudius, reaching for his hand, perhaps offering 

counsel or comfort. Hamlet’s father stands in the background, nothing but unfilled 

linework, as compared to the richly textured fabrics and decorations of the other characters, 

demonstrating his otherworldly nature as a ghost. Austen has placed him directly next to 

Hamlet, in a similar pose, and renders him the same height, with a very similar hairstyle; 

the cloak wrapped about his neck and mouth echo the obscuring hand at Hamlet’s mouth. 

The concerns and affinities of the royal family are made very clear here—Ophelia's 

devotion to Hamlet, Hamlet's ignoring of her to fixate on Claudius, Gertrude's alignment 



61

with her new husband over her original or her son, etc. Other characters presented here 

(Polonius, Laertes, a Gravedigger) are similarly summarized visually: Laertes holds 

a naked sword, ready for a fight, while he stands closely at his father's side, who is 

standing authoritatively (hand on hip, wide stance, holding his cane of office like his 

son wields his sword) and gazing at the royals, despite his clear visual separation; the 

gravedigger stands meekly to the side, apparently either shorter or standing behind other 

characters or possessed of terrible posture, as he is noticeably smaller vertically than 

the other characters. His head is angled downwards, and he clutches his shovel. Despite 

standing next to Polonius and Laertes, there is no connection between those two and 

the lowly gravedigger: the father and son are standing close together, angled similarly, 

Figure 2.1: Austen’s opening "Dramatis Personae" page (5)
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and Polonius's foot is behind Laertes's, causing an intersection between their lines. The 

gravedigger has no such connection and is clearly separated, on his own—in the play, he 

is a character disconnected from the court and its inhabitants.

Most interestingly, however, and the strongest indicator of the theatrum at play 

in Austen's production, is the addition of a character. Austen has introduced a character 

to his book who is not in the text, a familiar tactic to theatre-goers. This woman appears 

throughout; here, she towers above the rest of the cast and parts the curtain to reveal the 

Ghost, as she reaches for Gertrude, while a small page-boy holds her giant sword aloft for 

her. This presentation sets the stage for the woman’s role throughout the rest of the play. 

Here, she is given power over death, as she is the one removing the barrier between the 

living and the dead, allowing the Ghost to co-exist with the rest of the cast. It is exactly 

this sort of bridging, the connecting of the human and ghostly worlds, that sets the action 

of the play rolling: while the status quo is initially shattered (before the play begins) by 

Claudius's murder of his brother, it is the appearance of the ghost that sets Hamlet to his 

work, as well as fueling his debates (action vs. inaction, truth vs. lies, good vs. evil, etc.) 

which drive so much of the philosophical impact of the play. In embodying this inciting 

power in the unknown woman, Austen gives her a more powerful controlling role, qua 

Fate, setting the stage for other pictorial allusions over the course of the book.

This woman appears again just a few pages later, on the secondary title page (8). 

Here, Austen writes the title of the play across the top of the page, with the rest of the 

image contained within a single panel, other than a few minor infringements: the tip of 

Hamlet's sword extends past the border, as does the pommel of the woman's sword, and 

the hair of one of the pictured masks sweeps up and out of the frame to provide some 

embellishment for the title. In the foreground of the image is a large skull with a candle 

burning atop it, the wax melting and streaming down the skull, the fire sending up lines of 

smoke. The image contains only two figures: Hamlet, and this cloaked woman of Austen's 
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creation. Hamlet sits on a bunched-up curtain, which reveals a stage-floor below him, the 

curtain and boards anchoring the image to the theatrical space. He is rendered only in 

detailed linework, outlines filled with white. The woman stands behind Hamlet, holding 

her sword upright, garbed in a black cloak. One theatrical mask is attached to her sword, 

the blade extending through its mouth, while the other hovers next to her, extending up 

to meet the title text. Clearly, she is important: she is the only other character Austen felt 

worthy of sharing this stage with the titular prince.

We see her again and again throughout the book, and she is consistently given a 

powerful and central place in the action of the play, as well as having a strong connection 

to Hamlet. She has several masks she wears, adding a lovely china-doll-like girl's face 

and a death's head skull to her repertoire. This last extends the deathly connection she 

had on the Dramatis Personae page, where she allowed Hamlet's father to join the rest 

of the cast, elevating her from simply being affiliated with Death to being Death. She 

stands, in a spotlight, above Polonius's corpse in one image (113), watching Hamlet drag 

him offstage, carrying both one of the theatrical masks and her skull mask on the folds 

of her robe. She also serves as psychopomp to Ophelia, cradling her nude body on a 

candle-lit stage, the moon behind her, watching as a single line (Breath? Spirit?) escapes 

Ophelia's mouth and threads its way to the heavens (144). The closing image of the play 

(173) is the Woman standing atop the final mound of corpses, showing all her masks, 

with a lovely rendering of “The Rest is Silence” below, adorned with her sword.

However, she is not merely Death. She is also given a controlling power within 

the narrative, almost authorial in nature, hinted at by her gargantuan parting of the curtain 

in her first appearance. For instance, at the end of Act 2, she sits in the foreground, her 

theatrical masks at her feet, reading a large book, while behind her Hamlet walks offstage, 

in front of a curtain, looking back over his shoulder at Ophelia (74). The implication here 

seems to be that she is reading the play itself, or some “book of destiny:” her theatrical 
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masks rest at her feet, invoking the artifice of the theatre, and she is captured mid-page 

turn, echoing the action the real-life reader will make shortly. Her authorial powers are 

further underlined by her gaze, focused on Hamlet, who seems to be moving under some 

control other than his own, his hands held awkwardly high, like a zombie or sleepwalker, 

while his head is turned behind him, looking not where he is going but at Ophelia; his 

lack of control is visually reinforced by the lines of the folds in the curtain, reminiscent 

of marionette lines.

Mere pages later, in the opening image of Act 3, Scene 1, those implied 

marionette lines are made literal, as the Woman dons her skull-mask and takes up a 

series of marionettes (78), referencing the upcoming Players, but also bearing striking 

resemblances to Austen's established depictions of the characters—the queen puppet, 

for instance, has a flowered pattern on her dress that echoes the floral print in Gertrude’s 

dress, while the Ophelia puppet is a slightly more formally-dressed version of Ophelia as 

we see her later in the play, complete with a miniature garland crowning its head. Here, 

we see her two roles—Death and narrator—combined into one. The power she is given 

over the course of the play is undeniable.

But, why such power? What is the point? What, more to the point, is the theatrum? 

In making the directorial choice to inject this additional character into the play, what is 

the idea Austen is exploring and trying to communicate to his reader?

The preceding discussion should have established a few fundamental points. This 

woman is important. She has a connection to the character of Hamlet. Her own power 

and importance are tied to her own femininity, tied as they are to her representation of 

Death and Fate, two archetypes commonly associated with the feminine.

Given the focus on the feminine, it would be irresponsible not to consider 

Austen's handling of the other female characters in the play. Gertrude is not pictured 

very often: she is included in the Dramatis Personae page, as discussed above, she is 
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symbolically represented by a puppet, as discussed above, she is included in the final 

mound of corpses, and she appears in a III.4 illustration (105), showing Hamlet warding 

her off immediately after stabbing Polonius through the arras. In all three, she is closely 

and subordinately associated with a male figure: in her first appearance, she stands next 

to and reaches for Claudius, while he stares down and out, not paying her any attention. 

In her final appearance, she is, again, connected to Claudius, her body beneath his, his 

head resting on her breasts. Her breasts are surprisingly significant, as are Ophelia's.

In the final illustration, Gertrude lies dead, mostly covered by Claudius. Austen 

chose to include her cleavage (and, perhaps, the best-rendered example of such in the 

entire work), despite most of her body being hidden beneath the pile of corpses. In the 

second illustration including Gertrude, from III.4, Hamlet is the primary figure, occupying 

the center of the picture plane, the bottom edge of the plane being aligned with his feet, 

such that the edges of the illustration are defined by him. He holds his sword out, blood 

dripping from the end, and has his other hand up to hold Gertrude back. Both figures 

are gazing aghast at a single point, obviously the murdered Polonius. Gertrude stands 

above and behind Hamlet, leaning slightly backwards, her hands clasped together and 

pointed away from the direction of her gaze, all giving the impression of her cowering 

behind her son. She wears an ornate dress, covered with ribbons and bows embroidery, 

hanging down from her in several layers. She has a large collar behind her, also elegantly 

embroidered. She wears elaborate earrings, a pearl necklace, and a bejeweled tiara. Also, 

one breast is partially exposed, including a nipple.

At this point in the book, the viewer has already seen an illustration of Ophelia 

(29), similarly attired in elaborate clothing and intricately detailed accessories. And, 

similarly, Austen felt it necessary to partially expose her breasts, the tops of her areolae 

visible, and two eye-like details on her dress placed exactly where her nipples would be. 

In fact, almost every illustration of Ophelia includes some portion of her breasts and her 
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nipples. There are several images of her disembodied head, floating in Hamlet's mental 

landscape, which do not, of course, include such details. However, the II.2 illustration 

(74), in which the Woman reads her book while Hamlet leaves Ophelia, includes two 

small dots indicating Ophelia's nipples. Both IV.5 images (127 and 133) show most of 

her breasts, with one including both nipples, while the other only displays one. Both IV.7 

illustrations depict her fully nude, with one (141) triplicating her body, although only 

two of the copies depict her breasts and nipples. In fact, the opening illustration of Act 

4 (116), depicting a mad-eyed Ophelia wandering through a vague space surrounded by 

the floating heads of sprites and nymphs, is the only image of Ophelia, other than the 

Dramatis Personae, which protects her modesty. All of which is to say that Gertrude gets 

off far better than Ophelia, in terms of nipple coverage.

However, it's not just significant that Austen chose to display so much and such 

intimate parts of these women. The manner in which he chose to do so is also significant. 

Other than Gertrude's final cleavage, the breasts and nipples of the two women are 

rendered through stippling, the use of small dots to craft line and contour. Austen uses this 

same technique to give the appearance of makeup, as well as much of the ornate detail of 

jewelry and clothing. The female body is rendered in the same manner as ornamentation. 

Their sexual characteristics, part of what makes them female, are included in the same 

visual vocabulary as eyeshadow and necklaces. Femininity is presented as equivalent to 

decadence and ornamentation.

Austen's presentation of woman-hood, as anchored in Ophelia and Gertrude, has 

a chauvinist overtone to it. Their physicality and sexuality is needlessly on display and 

implied to exist for nothing but the visual pleasure of the onlooker, thereby devaluing 

that femininity. This concept of the feminine transcends these two specific characters. 

Throughout the book, Austen uses the female form as a decorative object: the opening 

title plate, for instance, includes a sword with grip and guard composed of nude female 
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angels, breasts and pubis rendered in the same stippled form as discussed above. The 

motif continues, as several large illustrations include similar flourishes. There are also 

smaller marginal illustrations on every page, many of which include similarly titillating 

and decorative female bodies. The male figures in these smaller illustrations are typically 

detailed insets of the characters in the scene, or "ensemble" characters, such as soldiers 

and courtiers, background for the court or battlement scenes. They are in full costume and 

have a specific relevance to the scene on the page. The females, on the other hand, are less 

relevant and specific, and are instead decorative filler. However, simultaneously, in linking 

the feminine to the mutable physical characteristics and accessories of ornamentation, 

Austen suggests that gender is something removable, that it is not absolute and intrinsic.

Gender in Austen's Hamlet is further complicated by the presence of the Woman. 

Where Gertrude and Ophelia, Shakespeare's female characters, are reduced to objects 

of pleasure for the male gaze, Austen's Woman, unequivocally female though she is 

(her silhouette includes some indication of the curves of her body, her face is clearly 

feminine, and she is often presented with makeup or flowered garlands), is heavily 

cloaked, shielding her body from titillating display, and she is given a power and 

independence lacking from Gertrude and Ophelia. The final illustration of the play has 

her standing atop the pile of bodies, a halo behind her head, looking down at the dead. 

She, not Fortinbras, is the victor left standing at the end. She holds the china doll-like 

mask, the most explicitly feminine of those associated with her, slightly away from her 

face, as though just removing it enough to clearly examine the bodies at her feet. Below 

the image, Austen has included the male form in the ornamentational mode previously 

reserved for the female. There is a nude male, sitting despondent—bowed head and 

crumpled posture—and staring at a laurel wreath in his hand. Mirroring the opening 

illustration, there is a Christ-like male figure, nude save for a loincloth, crucified on the 

grip and guard of a sword, inverting the nude female bodies on the title page sword.
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This ebb and flow of female representation and female power over the course of 

the book reveals a man struggling to make sense of the place of women, and the effect on 

the reader, watching Austen oscillate between ogling the female form and empowering 

women, is to internalize that struggle as a debate. It is completely ineffective to simply 

say to your audience "Women matter, and they can have power;" however, to take your 

audience by the hand and guide them along that dialectical path actually has an effect. 

Austen forces his audience to look at the female body as a decorative object, but by 

injecting his Woman into the book, he destabilizes that notion and ultimately presents 

femininity as triumphant. This is how theatrum works: Austen puts the question of female 

power on stage and examines that idea with his audience, taking them on a mental journey 

and forcing a reflection on both the idea under examination and the audience themselves.

ERIC GILL

Eric Gill, born in Brighton in 1882, worked as a sculptor, engraver, and type 

designer through the first third of the 20th century, until his death in 1940. Even today, 

several of his typefaces are still in common use, with Gill Sans being the most common. 

A devout, albeit... unconventional, Catholic, Gill's art combined the religious and the 

erotic. This combination earned him many criticisms and attacks during his lifetime, and 

the negative reception intensified when Fiona MacCarthy's 1989 biography revealed his 

sexual proclivities: Gill kept exhaustive notes on his sexual liaisons, including incestuous 

relations with his sisters, and sexual abuse of his daughters and his dog. However, the 

increased notoriety also brought increased attention and adulation for his artwork.

Gill's work as an illustrator included Hamlet, Canterbury Tales, and Troilus and 

Criseyde, among others. They all share a distinct approach to design and style, clearly 

influenced by the Catholic iconographic tradition. The forms are flat and clean, but 

also slightly elongated and dynamic, offering a somewhat expressionistic approach to 

capturing energy and movement. Bold, clean lines, stark blacks and whites, and very little 
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attempt at tonality all demonstrate Gill's embrace of the medium of engraving, with its 

strengths and its shortcomings. Much of his work (although, unfortunately, not Hamlet) 

closely integrated the text and the illustrations. As he wrote in a letter to Herbert Furst: 

“the letterpress surface and the engraving surface are of the same nature and therefore 

give the printer a straightforward and homogenous job—in fact the engraving is part of 

the typography” (Gill 416). His Hamlet, while masterfully done, does not feature this 

close integration of illustration and text, other than being immediately juxtaposed. The 

only exception to this is the frontispiece, which will be discussed below.

Like Austen, Gill, in his 1933 illustrated edition, also inserts an additional arc into 

the visual narrative, but his is focused on the pre-existing character of the Ghost. From 

the moment a reader looks at the book, Gill's production places the emphasis front and 

center on the Ghost: Hamlet's dead father is embossed on the cover, wearing his crown, 

standing on an emblematic representation of the battlements, finger raised as if poised 

to speak. Once the audience, like Hamlet himself, follows the Ghost into the book, this 

focus continues, for Gill includes the Ghost throughout. He is pictured in almost all, if 

not all, of Gill's images.

Gill is far more sparse with his illustrations than any of the other artists discussed 

herein. Unlike, for instance, Austen’s image-saturated work, which has at least a little 

imagery on each page, Gill only provides an illustration for the cover (the aforementioned 

Ghost on the ramparts), a frontispiece (which itself contains simplified/reduced 

representations of the following images), and one picture at the top of each of the five 

acts that captures a single moment from the act to which it is attached and functions as 

an opening of the curtain for the act (a function which is enforced by the inclusion of 

actual curtains around the edges of three of the five illustrations). Of these primary five 

illustrations, the Ghost is unequivocally included in four. I shall start with the fifth one, 

the questionable one.
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The image, which leads in to Act II, shows Polonius speaking to a young man, 

while Ophelia enters through a set of curtains, and a crowned figure watches from above 

the same curtains. There are a few possibilities on how this image should be interpreted. 

The most likely is that the crowned figure is the Ghost, inserted by Gill, watching Polonius 

instruct Reynaldo how to spy on his son, as Ophelia enters to tell her father about her 

encounter with Hamlet. Every other image Gill provides clearly depicts a single moment, 

or a single continuous sequence collapsed into one moment, as is done here, bringing 

Ophelia onstage before Reynaldo has left the stage. Were this image allowed to break 

this rule, then the figure whom Polonius confronts could be read as Hamlet, thereby 

collapsing Ophelia's entrance in Scene 1 with Polonius's own interaction with Hamlet in 

Scene 2. Similarly, the crowned figure could be read as Claudius, if we assume this to be 

an allusion to Claudius's hiding behind a curtain in Act III. However, since no other image 

combines moments from multiple scenes, or brings in visual references to separate acts, 

I am confident that the Ghost is present in this image as well. This potential confusion, 

however, does betray one of the flaws in Gill's illustrations: individual characters are not 

necessarily clearly delineated, demonstrated by the Claudius/Ghost confusion, and the 

similarities between all the young men pictured.

The other, less questionable, act-associated images, each unequivocally include 

the Ghost. The first Act is captured by Hamlet, Horatio, and Marcellus on the battlements 

with the Ghost. Act III depicts the play-within-the-play, and includes the Ghost watching 

his own (metaphorical) poisoning from the background. In Act IV, Gill literalizes Hamlet's 

“I am set naked on your kingdom” in his letter to Claudius, and shows him emerging nude 

from the waves (figure 2.2), his ghostly father behind him urging him towards the cliffs 

of Denmark, in which various beasts and monsters (including a crowned vulture—a clear 

stand-in for the scavenging Claudius) can be seen. In the final illustration, the Ghost is 

seen in the background departing for the afterlife, as Hamlet finally slays the usurper.
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The Ghost is, in fact, the only character who appears in every one of Gill's images, 

including the cover. Despite the title of the play, Gill's Hamlet, Prince of Denmark is not 

about the younger Prince Hamlet, but the deceased King Hamlet. It doesn't matter that 

the prince looks like every other young male in Gill's world, because it doesn't matter 

who he is; what matters is what he is. And he is a tool used by the Ghost to exact his 

vengeance. Gill's Hamlet is the Ghost's story.

Figure 2.2: Gill’s illustration for Act IV (96)
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In inserting the Ghost into every scene, Gill turns him into the audience's entry-

point to the world of the play. The book begins with the Ghost greeting the reader, standing 

on the cover as if poised to speak. It ends with the Ghost having achieved his revenge 

and fading away into the next world. And this is a completely valid way to conceive of 

Shakespeare's story: Prince Hamlet is spurred on by the ghost of his father, he is serving 

as a weapon against Claudius, and the story is about the search for justice. Gill has 

simply honed and focused the play, selecting a slice and presenting that to his audience, 

giving them the Ghost as a pictorial throughline, destabilizing the natural tendency for 

the audience to anchor themselves to the younger Hamlet and shifting their focus slightly 

through the visual repetition.

EUGÈNE DELACROIX

Eugène Delacroix was a French painter and lithographer active in the first two-

thirds of the 19th century. He was the leading figure of the French Romantic school, but 

his painting had an Impressionistic approach to brushstrokes, and he would also help 

inspire the Symbolist movement with work such as Liberty Leading the People, or his 

illustrations of Goethe.

Delacroix's album of Hamlet lithographs was not his first time adapting 

Shakespeare, nor was it his first lithographic illustration. The project is, however, some 

of the best in his catalog of work, and, despite not being well-received or particularly 

lucrative during his lifetime, now acknowledged as a masterpiece of illustration. The 

first edition of the work took a decade to produce (1834-1843), although some of the 

illustrations are clearly reworked iterations of earlier paintings or prints. 

Robert Edenbaum, in his “Delacroix's 'Hamlet' Studies” (Art Journal, vol. 26, no. 

4, pp.340-351+373), compellingly argues that Eugène Delacroix created his Hamlet in 

direct response to Jean-François Ducis's French version of the play. Ducis altered and cut 

the play, recrafting it to fit the Gallic theatrical sensibilities, “correcting” much of what 
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French theatre critics of the time saw as flaws in Shakespeare: the mixing of comic and 

tragic; the mixing of social classes; the failure to adhere to the Aristotelian “3 Unities”; 

the depiction of violence and the supernatural; etc. As Edenbaum points out, Delacroix's 

illustrations largely cover scenes and moments that violate these classical French rules. 

Delacroix's selection rubric, Edenbaum suggests, might very well have been based on the 

allure of the obscene, his desire to explore and reconstruct that which Ducis and others 

declared unacceptable.

However, while I agree with Edenbaum's argument regarding Delacroix's 

selection of scenes, Edenbaum fails to adequately consider how Delacroix then 

approached those scenes he selected. His depiction of these "unacceptable" scenes 

drags the unsophisticated uncouth Shakespeare into line with French tradition. It is this 

reconciliation of Shakespeare with French standards of drama and performance that 

provides the theatrum for Delacroix's Hamlet.

Take, for instance, Delacroix's treatment of the closet scene, which he found so 

compelling as to warrant three separate illustrated moments. Hamlet's interactions with 

Polonius provides for two of the three images. The first is Hamlet preparing to strike 

Polonius, and the other relevant image is him standing over the corpse, preparing to 

drag it away (figure 2.3). Delacroix is able to have his cake and eat it too, indulging in 

the taboo appeal of the violent act of murder by tip-toeing around it, evoking it without 

actually putting it on stage: we do not see Hamlet strike Polonius down, only those 

moments before and after the actual violence. Similarly, while Delacroix did illustrate 

Hamlet and Laertes fighting in Ophelia's grave, this was one of three images which were 

specifically left out of the initial edition (one of them, depicting Ophelia's mad song, was 

actually among the first lithographs Delacroix created) and only added to the later 1864 

edition; although Delacroix did not explain these choices, he clearly had some reluctance 

about including these moments in his Hamlet. The final scene of the play is captured, 
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again, in the aftermath of the violence—Laertes' body being carried away while Hamlet 

gives his last lines, cradled in Horatio's arms. Delacroix also includes the scene in which 

Hamlet considers killing Claudius but does not, intensifying the substrate of implied 

violence without actually breaking the rules of putting violence on stage.

Ophelia's death faces much the same sort of conflict. Delacroix, as have many 

artists (see Alan Young's chapter on the popularity of pictorializing the unseen death 

Figure 2.3: Eugène Delacroix’s third illustration for III.4 (Hamlet and 
the Corpse of Polonius), including original French caption, quoting the 
dramatic text; 1843; Lithograph; Les Maîtres des Arts Graphiques; Web; 
20 Nov. 2014.
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of Ophelia, in Hamlet and the Visual Arts, 1709-1900, pp. 279-345), does illustrate 

Ophelia's death scene, despite the fact that the audience only encounters the scene as 

a “messenger speech” in the play. The function of these messenger speeches (such as 

Gertrude's relating of Ophelia's death in IV.7, or the majority of Seven Against Thebes) 

is to paint a mental picture for the reader/listener. The playwright provides a text upon 

which the audience builds their own mental production of the scene described. Delacroix 

has simply offered up his own visualization of that speech: the text and the image are 

interchangeable. To my immediate purpose, however, what is compelling and interesting 

about this image is its tone. There is a fluid looseness to the strokes that build the world 

of the image, offering a very sketch-like aesthetic for the viewer: there is a dream-like 

aspect to the environment of the image that I, for one, find rather soothing. This haziness 

could even be an attempt to reflect the second-hand nature of the scene. Ophelia, on the 

other hand, is quite crisply drawn, just as realistic as any other figure throughout the 

play. She certainly seems unhappy: downcast eyes, hand clutched to her breast, body 

trailing languorously in the water. However, this is not a violent death; it's unclear if it's 

even a death at all! Like the murder of Polonius, this is not the moment of death itself. 

She is still clutching the branch, she is not fully submerged in the water—there is no 

indication of violence, death, or accident. She could easily be going for a simple dip in 

the river. Again, Delacroix is drawn to the untoward moment, but his Voltairian training 

still prevents him from engaging fully with the moment of death itself.

The supernatural receives similar treatment: the Ghost is depicted in the second 

and third images (his reappearance in the closet scene is left out), but these, like the 

violence, are mitigated. In his first appearance, as Hamlet struggles to free himself from 

Horatio and Marcellus, the Ghost is in the background, making his way offstage, hazy in 

the night and small in perspective. In his next appearance, confronted by Hamlet, he is 

quite solid, standing in his armor, holding scepter and sword, with no acknowledgment 
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of his ghostly supernatural status. Delacroix minimizes the supernatural, bringing it into 

the grounded natural world and offering no visual cues as to its true nature, rendering it 

inoffensive.

Delacroix also faces similar conflict over the mingling of upper and lower classes, 

and the mingling of tragic and comedy, both instantiated in the gravediggers scene. This 

is a scene which Delacroix returned to several times over his career, in the form of 

both paintings and lithographs. In one treatment, the gravediggers are removed entirely. 

In another, they are there, but have no narrative or visual connection to Hamlet and 

Horatio, simply observing them. In the latter, the funeral procession in the background 

underscores the appropriate somber tone of the scene. The “official” illustration of this 

scene—that included in the published album—does depict the gravediggers, and even 

has them interacting with Hamlet, one of them offering the skull to the prince. However, 

there is no actual contact between them; in fact, Hamlet has made no move to accept the 

skull, instead standing imperiously over the gravedigger, his shadow falling over the 

man's face. There is no attempt to capture the humor of the clowns, and the interaction 

between classes is kept to the bare minimum required for narrative cohesion; in fact, in 

presenting them together but keeping them so strictly separated, Delacroix reinforces the 

social barriers between the two classes, offering an illustration of the proper interaction 

between Hamlet and these crude workers.

Delacroix's Hamlet merits further discussion because of Delacroix's Hamlet. 

Or, rather, his Hamlets. Delacroix gives us several different Hamlets over the course 

of his production. Considering the years when the various images were produced, these 

variations do not follow a chronological progression or grouping of aesthetic depictions. 

Rather, different scenes in the play are “portrayed” by different Hamlets. For instance, the 

Hamlet poised to strike Polonius (who looks much like the one standing over Polonius's 

body, but not at all like the one confronting Gertrude with the images of his father 
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and Claudius) has the angular features and wild hair familiar from Delacroix's Faust 

illustrations, although not exaggerated and elongated to quite that expressionist extent. 

The Hamlet watching the play also has a touch of this look about him, although his hair 

is far more tamed. Meanwhile, the Hamlet who calls out after his father and tries to 

follow him, and later confronts his mother in the closet scene, has very delicate, almost 

feminine, features. This same Hamlet, complete with his lack of weapon and disheveled 

appearance, also has the “words, words, words” exchange with Polonius. These Hamlets 

differ in their facial features, their gesture, their attire, and their attitude. I maintain that 

Delacroix, in offering such a range of Hamlets, captures some of the variegated nature 

of theatrical production, each Hamlet being a separate portrayal of the character. Some 

Hamlets are more feminine and emotional, while others are more clearly unbalanced and 

insane. Others have the well-groomed, sophisticated nature familiar as the stereotypical 

“Shakespearean,” and seen all too often from under-trained, over-thinking actors.

Delacroix's Hamlet was originally published as an album containing no text, other 

than those which caption the images, providing their placement: they were not contained 

within a playtext. Rather, the images were the playtext. Delacroix translated the play, 

produced it as a series of still frames, editing and distilling the play into a core group 

of images which told his version of the story, as a form of theatrical intervention: his 

finished production attempts to "rescue" Shakespeare, demonstrating that that which his 

contemporaries and forebears had deemed unacceptable could be staged in accordance 

with their critical, moral, and philosophical standards.

EDWARD GORDON CRAIG

Edward Gordon Craig was the son of Ellen Terry, the leading Shakespearean 

actress of her time, and Edward Godwin, a successful architect. He spent much of his 

formative years at the Lyceum Theatre, acting and learning the craft of theatre from 

Henry Irving. At the age of 25, Craig moved into directing and designing. Much of 
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our contemporary approach to theatre—the supremacy of the director, the reliance on 

lighting instruments other than footlights—is indebted to Craig and his writing.

Craig's1928 Hamlet offers, perhaps, the most clear example of the connection 

between theatrum and space. His book incorporates the illustrations into the text, but 

the illustrations do serve as Craig's staged production of the play. Craig believed that 

Shakespeare was complete and perfect in printed form, and that to embody the plays was 

to diminish and insult them. Disappointed with his own 1912 stage production of Hamlet 

in Moscow, Craig viewed his Cranach edition of the play, a book, as the realization of 

his vision, his ideal production. Throughout his life, Craig attempted to reform theatre, 

find the next stage in the art that would bring it into its own and strip away all artificiality 

and outmoded convention. One of the concepts central to his theory of theatre was that 

of the Uber-Marionette. While this idea has been read differently by different critics 

over the years, Craig claimed that he never intended for actors to literally be replaced by 

inanimate puppets, but rather that the human actor should function as a puppet, drained 

of all personality and imitation, and rather be manipulated and moved perfectly by the 

director-designer, the true artist of the theatre. Both figuratively and literally, the Cranach 

Hamlet is this idea made real.

The blocks with which the illustrations were printed began their lives as actual 

puppets. While in Moscow, directing Hamlet for Stanislavsky's Moscow Art Theatre, 

Craig (who did not speak Russian) had a small model theatre built, and used these flat 

puppet-blocks as stand-ins for the actors, manipulating them and moving them around 

the set to make clear to the actors what he wanted them to do on stage. The puppets 

were refined and redesigned over the course of the production, allowing Craig to explore 

and articulate through them more and more his vision for the production. After the 

unsatisfactory production in Moscow, Craig was approached by Count Harry Kessler, 

the head of Cranach, to design and illustrate a printed edition of Hamlet for his press. The 
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project spread out over several years, but eventually it was finished, and those puppets 

from the Moscow production finally took the stage themselves, providing Craig with his 

ideal actors. He was able to manipulate and pose them perfectly on the stage, with no 

human individuality, personality, or emotional vicissitudes to interfere with his artistic 

vision.

Throughout the book, Craig visually quotes the Moscow production. Several of 

the illustrations seem to be modeled on the corresponding stage scenes, lending further 

weight to the claim that this was the ideal production Moscow failed to be. For instance, 

the one use of the color blue in the book creates a window-like framing effect around 

Ophelia, in Act 4, Scene 5, as she walks away, while her brother mounts the steps of 

Elsinore with his mob. In the Moscow production, Ophelia was outlined by a square of 

blue sky, in the same manner (Roatcap 33). Similarly, the illustration for the beginning 

of I.2 is an almost exact replica of Craig's “Gold Court” concept rendering, using, instead 

of the gold to differentiate Hamlet from the rest of the court, the two-tone black2 which 

the printer worked so hard to achieve. The structure of the image, including the pose and 

position of Hamlet, is all the same. Even the haziness of the court, achieved on stage 

through the use of a scrim between Hamlet and the rest of the stage, is recreated by 

rendering everything but Hamlet in the lighter gray-tone, while he is solid black.

One of the most striking features of these illustrations is how faithfully Craig 

was able to transform the “space” of the book into a stage. A large part of this is that his 

approach is based on conceiving of the pages of his book not as individual pages but as 

spreads—the two adjacent pages are treated as a continuous canvas, with a landscape 

(rather than portrait) orientation. This horizontal, rather than vertical, viewing space is 

more akin to the dimensions of the (proscenium) stage: wider than it is tall. While Craig 

does not always create a single image spreading across both pages, the two pages are 

2 The book is printed in a combination of extremely dark solid black and a lighter gray tone, as
well as sparse use of color throughout.
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certainly crafted with an eye to their harmonious juxtaposition. Images on one page are 

typically in conversation with their opposite page. For instance, on page 4, the first page 

of Act 1, scene 1, the two guardsmen on the left page are cowering behind the historiated 

initial “W,” their gaze directed across the gutter of the book to the skull-faced ghost of 

Hamlet's father on the adjacent page. Similarly, pages 92 and 93 show two figures from 

Act 3, scene 2's pantomime, each facing the other across the divide between pages. 

A few pages later, the poisoner creeps through the grass of the outer margin of page 

98, looking past the text of the scene and the gutter between the pages, as he stalks 

towards the sleeping king, sprawled on a rock across the top of page 99, a crescent moon 

shining above (figure 2.4). Craig's illustrations are not simply images on a page, but are 

spatialized, placed into a physical arena, a space with the dimensions and affordances of 

the theatre.

Figure 2.4: Craig’s poisoner approaches the sleeping king (98-99)
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Most telling are those images where an isolated figure is placed onto the page, but 

still kept within those theatrical dimensions. On page 78, a cloaked figure stands alone 

on stage, the illustrative block spread across the entire top of the page. No action, or any 

other figure, is illustrated. However, the volume of the stage space is a key aspect of that 

space—the emptiness of a stage, the negative space, is an integral physical component 

of every moment of staging, every stage picture. In this image, that negative space 

is depicted through the grain of the woodblocks, not only rendering the empty space 

visible and weighty, but also, through the slightly wavering vertical striping of the grain, 

suggesting the hanging curtains of the theatre. At several other points, Craig offers up a 

similar representation of the volume of the theatrical space. In 1.3, the human figures, 

while the only active things in the illustration, are presented at the scale of the theatre: 

they are dwarfed by the volume of space around them, much as actors are on stage. 

With his brief perimeter lines, Craig includes the page around the figures as part of the 

illustration while also letting it be empty, the familiar negative space of the theatre. He 

plays the same trick, but on a grander and more abstract scale, in 3.4, as Hamlet drags 

the corpse of Polonius through the halls of Elsinore, establishing the floor with a simple 

pool of shadow around Hamlet's feet, anchoring him in space with a few minor details, 

such as a small window, surrounded by an expanse of empty page. The height of the 

stage is included too, with some horizontal grain indicating the staircases Hamlet has 

been traveling, and a single vertical line creating the corner of a wall. This negative space 

creates a vast empty space which, paradoxically, focuses our attention on the sole active 

figure, much as occurs in the theatre.

This negative space not only establishes the physical parameters of the theatrical 

stage, but it is also an intrinsic part of the theatrical aesthetic and serves to establish 

a theatrical mode of spectation in reading the book. While negative space is a critical 

consideration for the composition of any image—photographic, sculptural, painting, 
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stage, etc.—it is an unavoidable component of the stage image. A painter or photographer 

can fill their entire frame with, for lack of a better word, “stuff;” this approach may 

not necessarily result in a good painting, but every inch of a canvas may be covered 

with detailed representations of various physical objects. That option is, as a rule, not 

available to a theatrical director. The cubic space of the stage cannot be entirely filled. 

There will always be empty space surrounding and separating the physical objects and 

actors on stage. As a result, one of the defining characteristics of the theatrical aesthetic 

is the manipulation of this negative space to define the relationships and interactions 

between the stage elements.

Craig’s ability to manipulate this negative space demonstrates his skill as a 

theatrical director. His aesthetics include the asymmetry of the most dynamic and 

interesting theatre, keeping his audience engaged and active by making sure their focus 

shifts from point to point around his page/stage. He also takes advantage of the time it 

takes the eye to traverse the page to suggest the way action and focus flows during a 

scene. For instance, in the aforementioned poisoning scene (p. 98-99), it is the space 

between the poisoner and the sleeping king that establishes their connection and the 

poisoner’s intent. In looking at the poisoner, and following his gaze, the eye enters the 

void separating the two and hurriedly speeds across that empty space to land on the static 

sleeping king, and giving that scene—the king sleeping in his garden—the greater time 

it demands, because his illustration spreads across the entire top of his page, the moon 

above creating a static tranquil tone. Were the space between fully illustrated—grass and 

flowers and trees, with perhaps a garden wall and door, maybe a squirrel or cat—the eye 

would not leap across, but would instead linger. Instead of two figures connected through 

an implied dynamic intentionality, it would become a single static illustration. The space 

not only engenders a more active reading, but it also implies a movement for the poisoner 

himself, his gaze indicating his projected path of motion.
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Craig understands perfectly how to translate the passage of time on stage into the 

journey through space on the page. In the first illustration, we initially see the guardsmen 

cowering in fear on one page, taking in their reaction of fear. We then follow their eye-

lines to see the Ghost on the opposite page, the time and journey of moving our eyes 

creating the effect of an entrance for Hamlet's father. Later, Craig crafts a comic-strip 

to illustrate Hamlet's instructions to the players—continuity of space is provided by the 

audience in the background, but the foreground action develops over time.

Craig brings this same spatio-temporal care to the staging of Ophelia’s funeral: 

at the bottom of page 158, the court mourners are gathered together, with some sort 

of crenellated structure in the foreground (perhaps stylized tombstones, or a cemetery 

fence). This structure continues on the opposite page, with Hamlet and Horatio crouched 

in the far corner, Hamlet bent in a gesture of mourning. The staging is quite conventional, 

albeit in a quite untraditional medium, with Hamlet and Horatio positioned off to the side 

of the main action, clearly visible to the audience, but believably hidden from the rest 

of the characters. The continuation of the structure establishes a contiguity of setting, 

but the space between the two groups establishes the separation, the main space and the 

hidden marginal space. (The main space is designated as such by the illusion of greater 

depth it has, versus the relatively flat space of the juxtaposed page; additionally, the court 

mourners are centrally placed on their page, flanking the aisle, while Hamlet and Horatio 

are off to the side on their page, crouched in the corner.) Furthermore, the negative space 

creates, again, a dynamic passage of time, allowing Hamlet’s pose to be a reaction to the 

funeral ceremony being enacted on the opposite page. Craig conducts his audience's gaze 

and focus as the master director he is.

Craig makes other artistic and aesthetic decisions throughout the book which are 

rooted in theatricality. As with the implied curtains around the cloaked figure from page 

78 discussed previously, there are occasional illustrations which explicitly evoke and 
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depict the setting of the stage. Not only does this function as an explicit declaration of 

the intended theatrical location of this work, placing them into a theatre space, but it also 

stamps these visual images with the mark of theatricality. By “theatricality,” I mean that 

preoccupation that theatre has with its own nature as theatre, as a performance; this is not 

a trait confined to breaking-the-4th-wall metatheatre, but is seen again and again in those 

productions which we think of as “engaging,” “magical,” “truly theatrical.” Theatre, at its 

best and most unique, acknowledges the reality of its situation, acknowledges the distance 

between what the audience is actually experiencing (sitting in a less-than-comfortable 

seat, watching an over-made-up person standing on stage in front of painted canvas, 

pretending to be a different person in an entirely different place) and the represented 

experience, and makes use of that distance to create its impact and its story. Craig places 

his production on a stage at several points in the play. Some of these are in expected 

locations: Hamlet’s aforementioned speech to the actors, for instance, is set beneath a 

tetraptych of performers before an audience (or rather, three images of performers before 

an audience, and one image of an actor peering out through a curtain from backstage), 

and the prologue to The Murder of Gonzago opens with a vignette looking between the 

curtains (which occupy the outer two-thirds of the image) from backstage, showing the 

back of the prologue actor reading his lines to an audience. Others, however, are less 

expected, and less superficial.

Polonius’s scene with his children, for instance, in I.3, includes a landscape-

illustration (22) which makes excellent use of the wood-grain of the blocks to create 

curtains and stage-floor boards. The three characters share focus with the space around 

them, showing off that theatrical awareness of the negative space. This is not a scene of 

metatheatre; there are no overt comments about the play’s nature as a play, no instructions 

to audience or actors. However, Polonius is lecturing his son (who had previously been 

lecturing Ophelia, who is soon to be lectured, too, by Polonius) on how to live his life and 
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be a responsible son and adult. This is a performance of a kind, and, more importantly, in 

presenting it overtly “on stage,” as Craig does, he draws attention to that performance, 

creating an aura of artificiality to it: Polonius’s advice is, perhaps, less genuine, less 

about being a man of integrity and honor, and more about keeping up appearances, of 

avoiding gossip, of keeping up the family name. He is instructing his son on how to put 

on a show of honor, and in so doing, he performs his own show of being a good father. 

Hamlet is, throughout, a play about appearances and interpersonal performance; Craig is 

careful to demonstrate that with his staging.

The last illustration of the play, after everyone dies and Fortinbras enters to 

pick up the pieces, is another vignette, visually echoing Gonzago’s prologue. Here, the 

curtains seem to be being drawn shut—appropriate for the end of the play. Craig also 

gives us the top and bottom frames of the proscenium, leaving only a small rectangle 

for the actors. However, the actors are strongly backlit, creating a barely differentiated 

mass, distinguished primarily by the spears of the soldiers. This is an ominous ending to 

the play, Fortinbras’s army (not individual soldiers, but an army, a mass) dominating the 

stage as the black curtains draw shut around them. Here, the curtains, and the explicit 

stage-setting, serve to underline the end of the play: the fictional story may not be coming 

to a close, but the performance is. However, with such an ominous and final ending to the 

performance, the reader-audience is left with a rather dark and foreboding implication 

for the continuation of the fictional history. Hamlet’s line is dead. The kings of Denmark 

are gone. The nation may continue and the story may continue, with Fortinbras at the 

helm, but this is no less an end, and the staging illustrates that strongly.

A side-note: Craig is fond of the silhouettes, as in that final scene. Enough of the 

figures in the book have clear features that we know Craig made a choice to rely primarily 

on blank outlines and silhouettes for his cast. I see this as rooted both in the power of 

theatre, but also in Craig’s theoretical outlook. Theatre, with its liveness, with its audience 
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interaction, is very much about the human connection. Since its origins, theatre has been 

a community event, focused on the bringing together of people, our commonality, our 

shared life experience. This is, perhaps, why the silhouette (or the not uncommon tactic 

of ending a play with a single figure on stage) is so powerful: the silhouette strongly 

outlines the individual, carving them out of the space around them, isolating them 

totally. In an art form built on the connections between people, to see a human being 

erased of identity and rendered truly alone, is a moving experience. Additionally, the 

lack (or at least de-emphasis) of specific features creates greater space for empathy and 

identification with the figures: as Scott McCloud discusses in Understanding Comics, 

the cartoon is successful at drawing us in and creating investment not despite its lack 

of detail and removal from reality, but because of that visual simplicity (28-37). “When 

we abstract an image through cartooning, we’re not so much eliminating details as we 

are focusing on specific details... Another [important part of the power of cartoons] is 

the universality of cartoon imagery. The more cartoony a face is, for instance, the more 

people it could be said to describe” (30-31). Please consult figure 2.5 for a partial graphic 

quotation from McCloud’s argument.

For Craig, specifically, though, the identity-erasing features of the silhouette 

are linked to his idea of the Uber-Marionette. His goal is an actor without volition, 

without individuality, without the contamination of personality. These blank outlines and 

silhouettes, these sketches of features and personality, give him that: a cast blank save for 

that which he needs from them in the moment, actors who cannot dilute his story with 

their own emotion and reactions.

For all its beauty and the simplicity of its illustrations, the Craig/Cranach Hamlet 

can be somewhat overwhelming: to look at it on the page is to be confronted with several 

juxtaposed fields of text, in multiple languages. The playtext, in German, is in the center 

of the page. The side and bottom margin of each page, then, is filled with additional texts. 
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These texts, as the full title of the publication explains, consist of “The Hamlet Stories 

from Saxo Grammaticus and Belleforest and English translations therefrom.” The play, 

therefore, begins with Saxo Grammaticus' story of Amleth from Gesta Danorum in the 

left margin in its original Latin, I.1 of Shakespeare's play in German spread across the 

Figure 2.5: Scott explains the identificatory power of cartoons (McCloud 36)
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center of the page, and Belleforest's French version of the Grammaticus story in the right 

margin. As the play proceeds, the stories are followed by translations into English and 

German, and the later English edition of the book also includes scholarly commentary in 

English by John Dover Wilson. These various written texts, then, also share their space 

with the pictorial texts of the illustrations, and the written artifactual texts of the book-as-

object (page numbers, scene headings, book title), so it is somewhat of a bombardment 

of material. Rare is the reader competent to read, understand, and appreciate all the 

included texts, but they are there, and most readers who encounter the book will be able 

to read at least a couple of the texts (I, for instance, perusing a reprint of the original 

German edition in UC San Diego's Special Collections, was able to muddle my way 

through the various German texts, picked out a word or two here and there in the French 

and the Latin, and mostly understood the archaic English).

This polyvocal presentation represents two aspects of the theatre. First, whenever 

we see a theatrical production, particularly of a play like Hamlet, with its enormous 

lineage, there are competing texts in operation. There is the play on stage before us. There 

is the play we've read in a book. If we read it for school, then there are the discussions and 

opinions voiced and argued in class, including the authoritative reading of our teacher. 

There are the previous productions we've seen, on stage or in film. The list goes on. All 

of these texts are part of that production, or, at least, our experience of that production. 

Craig has taken that palimpsest and made it visible, plucked the background texts out of 

the mental ether and laid them out on the page to be read along with, next to, against the 

text of the play.

Second, and more compelling, is the polyvocal nature of any theatrical production, 

even in isolation, removed from that contextual lineage. Numerous artists and art forms 

are involved in the theatre, a fact which has been at the heart of both some of the strongest 

criticism and the strongest praise of theatre over the years. A stage production is primarily 
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communicated via actors, but the various designers—scenic, lighting, costume, sound, 

more and more frequently projections— and composers and directors are all talking at the 

same time. Here, ideally, they are collaborating and harmonizing, singing variations on a 

theme, blending to send a coherent chord across to the audience, but each is going to be a 

little different, offering up something which the other elements do not include, changing 

the ratio. And, much like with the different languages Craig includes in his book, rare is 

the audience member who is completely fluent in each of the stage languages, although 

many, like myself, can muddle along in most of them. I, for one, miss out on all but the 

broadest strokes of light and sound, but consider myself to be a fairly competent multi-

linguist.

Craig's Hamlet is a lab: the director, dissatisfied with his experience staging the 

play with human actors on a three-dimensional stage, is attempting to demonstrate both 

his theory of the Uber-Marionette, and the idea that the Book can be a theatrical space.

MARY HEEBNER

More recently, in 2008, Santa Barbara-based book artist Mary Heebner created 

an artist’s book of Hamlet, titled THE TRAGIC HISTORY OF HAMLET: An Artist's 

Interpretation of the classic text by William Shakespeare. The book is formatted as 20 

folio pages, each a triptych of images—reproduction prints of the original mixed media 

collages—covering a single scene, containing some of the text from that scene. These 

triptychs are then followed by a printed copy of “the entire play, as if it were a script, 

an actor's copy, more as an artifact than a text to read the play from. At the back of this 

script there is a key showing all 20 images keyed to marks within the script indicating 

the passages pertaining to that painting” (Heebner Email).

The artists book is a new kind of art, relatively speaking, and as such Heebner’s 

Hamlet is not created or experienced in the same way as the works heretofore discussed, 

save, perhaps, for the Craig. It is important to keep in mind that such books are themselves 
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objets d’art, and not simply objects presenting or containing the artist’s work in the form 

of paintings, prints, photographs, etc.—while an artist’s book may resemble a coffee 

table book, and certainly may be placed on a coffee table for perusal, it is something 

else. Rather than being a representational delivery medium for external art, the book is 

a piece of art, and its audience experiences the art through the reading of and interaction 

with the book. Such is the case with Heebner’s Hamlet: it was entirely designed and 

created by the artist as a cohesive and singular artistic work. I would argue that that work 

is theatrical in nature.

In his Artists Books: A Critical Survey of the Literature, Stefan Klima cites 

John Perreault’s exhibition catalogue “Some Thoughts on Books as Art,” summarizing 

Perreault’s thoughts into eight main points. The third and fourth of these are particularly 

relevant:

3) that the aesthetic experience of an artists book is arrived at through 
the passing of time, as the contents of the book are slowly revealed;

4) that, in the reading of an artists book, one becomes consciously aware 
of that experience (14)

Later in the same chapter, Klima similarly summarizes Germano Celant’s 

catalogue essay “Book as Artwork: 1960/1970.” The second point in this list is: “that 

these new means of creating art [i.e., non-painting and -sculpture media such as video, 

performance, the body, and the book] required a new and greater degree of participation 

and contemplation by the spectator” (20). All three of these points, descriptors which 

Klima offers as foundational attributes for the medium of artists books, are fundamental 

to the medium of theatre as well: theatre is an art based on experience through time, 

theatre is a deliberately and overtly bracketed space—a space which declares itself to 

be theatre proudly and repeatedly—and most importantly theatre requires an active and 

engaged spectator. Clearly, there are broad similarities between the book (at least in this 

relatively new book-as-art-object incarnation) and the theatre, even those which, unlike 

the books discussed here, are not explicitly concerned with theatrical tales (e.g. Hamlet). 
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Consider the subtitle of the book: “An Artist’s Interpretation.” Similarly, 

in personal communication with Heebner, she describes the book as her “version of 

Shakespeare’s Hamlet.” Note that she does not describe it as an “illustrated edition,” or 

say that it is a series of paintings based on the play. It instead represents the same sort 

of digestion and appropriation as a theatre director works through when staging a play. 

Like the rest of the artists herein discussed, and like any stage production, Heebner has 

determined the specific slice of meaning within Shakespeare’s text that she wishes to 

engage with and evoke, and she has crafted a cohesive aesthetic, a mise en page for her 

page-bound production.

What is that aesthetic? What is her mise en page, her interpretation?

As already stated, each folio of Heebner’s book is a triptych, a set of three panels 

which, between them, illuminate a specific scene or moment of the play. Their layout on 

the page, Heebner explains, with the landscape orientation and the clear frame around 

them, is meant to evoke the physical space of the proscenium theatre, thereby placing it 

from the very first visual impression into a theatrical mode. The center panel is highly 

textured, with scraps of found text peeking through and faded behind the textured brown 

wash, in various muted hues and tones. This text is not Shakespeare’s, and does not, 

in general, reflect upon the text of the scene; however, it is so heavily obscured, that it 

generally loses all of its status as an informational medium, and, stripped of any data, 

simply becomes a signifier of pure text, an important and ubiquitous element of the 

Shakespeare field. Shakespeare is a creature of words, of text, evidenced by the sheer 

number of visual adaptations which incorporate his text, not simply as captions, but as 

graphic elements (A Midsummer Night’s Dream, by Tim Rollins and K.O.S., discussed 

in Chapter 4, is a quintessential example of this, with the text of the play serving as the 

literal substrate of the image); Heebner, too, places text at the literal and figurative center 

of her Hamlet. However, the text is obscured, and cannot be read. This palimpsistic 
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evocation fits perfectly: while Shakespeare is a creature of words, we cannot know him 

in himself, just as we cannot know his plays purely for themselves, for the origins and 

original forms of each are hidden, decayed, and mediated.

These central panels are flanked by (less) abstract panels, which are more 

illustrative in nature, in that they do depict recognizable figures and objects, drawn from 

the text; there is, however, no attempt to ground them in a realistic world. For instance, 

Heebner’s folio for Ophelia’s “He falls to such perusal” speech to her father in II.1 (figure 

2.6) includes a picture of Hamlet’s face in the left panel, and a physical environment of 

a hallway or tunnel in the right panel. The face, however, fades into existence, with the 

left half of the face being more of a sketch—the nose is essentially not present; the lips 

and eyes are roughly drawn, with multiple lines visible; the left eye itself is a blank 

featureless ovoid, with only the hint of an eyelid. The right-hand side of the face is more 

Figure 2.6: Heebner’s Folio Five, illustrating II.1 (n.p.)
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detailed (he even has an eyebrow!), but still clearly not an attempt at photo-realism. This 

face floats in the middle of the panel, surrounded by daubs of textured paint, with some 

parts scraped away to create the impression of text. Suspended in the void around the 

face are sketches of plants (a motif throughout the book) and eyes; the eyes in particular, 

especially in conjunction with the approach to the portrait itself, make visible the artist’s 

process, the work of creating and building the image. We see Heebner’s attempts and 

preparation juxtaposed with the finished work.

The right-hand panel relies on a similar canvas of tan-to-brown paint applied 

with visible brush strokes. Here, however, the text scraped into the paint is legible and 

recognizable, a quote from the attached speech, although it does in spots fade into the 

background. Furthermore, created as it is, not by the application of ink (or a similar 

substance) to the surface, but by the subtractive process of engraving, removing paint, 

the text is defined by lack, by void; as such, it is by its very nature less assertive, less 

declarative, more difficult to follow and read. Each of the three panels muddies the 

communicative nature of text: the middle by inverting and obscuring found text, turning 

it into pure contentless text, the left-hand panel by evoking the visual appearance of 

text through its scraped in squiggles, without actually being verbal text, and the right-

hand panel by inverting the traditional medium. The fact that this right-hand text is 

clearly scratched in by hand further distances it from the way a modern reader typically 

encounters printed text, particularly that of a book.

Below the text, Heebner has placed a dark opening, transforming the field of the 

panel from the abstract play of texture and gradient that it appeared to be in the upper part 

of the image into a wall. This darkened archway is filled with shadow, but at its center 

is a smudge of white: Hamlet, looking back at Ophelia/out at the reader, as he vanishes 

into the darkness:

And, with his head over his shoulder turn'd,
He seem'd to find his way without his eyes;
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For out o' doors he went without their helps,
And, to the last, bended their light on me. (II.1.97-100)

Heebner pares down her production, giving her audience only the barest visual/

material content needed to convey the tone and interpretation of her Hamlet. However, 

the content she provides is sufficient to communicate. Here, she even provides a 

representation of the action, the plot, the events of the play.

As with most artists, Heebner’s selection of illustrative moments is unevenly 

distributed throughout the play. Of the 20 folios, four of them illustrate moments from 

Act II, Scene 2—the greatest numerical level of representation of any single scene. One 

of these, Folio 8, II.2.293-310 (“What a piece of work is a man...”), depicts in its left 

panel a Classical statue of a nude man. Vines twine around and about the statue, partially 

covering it with leaves and flowers. The frame chops off mid-way through the statue’s 

head, although even the visible lower half of the face is completely blank and featureless. 

Although this panel is primarily rendered in tannish ivory tones, appropriate for the 

subject, Heebner has also worked in a dingy blue-green wash around the edges, giving a 

mildewed or patina effect, intensifying the aged impression of the crawling ivy.

The right-hand panel picks up those blue tones, using them as a backdrop for 

a swirling spiral motif rendered in yellows. Etched across the panel are the lines of 

Hamlet’s soliloquy. The beautiful, yet neglected and featureless, statue on the left panel 

provides the perfect illustration for Hamlet’s reduction of the noble angelic creation 

that is mankind to nothing but a “quintessence of dust.” Here, the text of the right panel 

and the image of the left panel are in balance, each offering the same message to the 

audience: for all the glory and beauty of man, no matter how wondrously crafted, he is 

nothing but dust. Beautiful dust. Perfect dust. But even the most finely crafted dust has 

no life, no soul, no delight.

This is followed by Folio 9, which stages lines 583-606—which, most importantly, 

concludes with “the play’s the thing / Wherein I’ll catch the conscience of the king.” 
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Here, Heebner builds on the previous folio’s equation of the two opposing panels and 

constructs a visual metaphor, using the juxtaposition of the two images to illuminate 

Hamlet’s intentions. The left panel features a stag, reminiscent of the Lascaux paintings, 

curved strokes underneath its body echoing the legs and giving the impression of motion, 

of prey in flight. The stag’s body extends past the edges of the panel, further emphasizing 

its movement.

The right panel shows a curving dark blue theatre curtain, pulled partially aside 

to show the stage-lights beyond. It is on this stage, under these lights, where Heebner 

has inscribed the aforementioned lines from Hamlet’s speech. The curving lines of the 

hanging drapes mirror the back, neck, and legs of the adjacent stag. A shadow cutting 

through the field of the stage provides the counterpart for the belly of the animal. These 

repeated forms serve to equate the two arenas: the stage is Hamlet’s hunting-ground, 

with Claudius serving as his prey. The subtext of the scene is hereby illuminated by 

Heebner’s visual staging of the metaphor.

This book is not, it must be pointed out, easy to read. The rough textures, the very 

abstract images, the loose brush- and line-work, as well as the lightly-scratched-in text 

all make for a difficult to parse visual experience. The central panels are almost opaque 

in their communication, and their palimpsest-ic found text is often a literal strain on 

the eyes. Even the more legible and recognizable text can sometimes be difficult to find 

and follow on the page. This is a book which requires focus and effort on the part of its 

reader. Which seems entirely appropriate. Hamlet is not an easy play. As a student of 

visual theatre, I all too frequently encounter the assumption that illustrations are simple, 

simplistic, childish, reductive—that these images take a powerful multi-valent text and 

collapse it into an easy, flat, and static cartoon. This fallacy does a disservice to the artist, 

the genre, and even the medium, implying as it does that cartoons or illustrations are 

inherently a lesser form of art. Ergodic image-texts, such as Heebner’s, which so overtly 
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demand something from their audience beyond simply passively allowing the images to 

pass through its eyeballs, are an important resource for the debunking of this assumption.

Heebner's Hamlet, through these triptychs, presents an explicitly spatial version 

of the play. Her Hamlet is divided into three complimentary spaces: one primarily figural, 

one completely abstract and textural, and one primarily textual. In splitting these three 

threads apart, Heebner demonstrates not only the inherent opacity and symbolism of any 

textual work, but she also forces her audience to labor. Art is not easy. Nor is spectation. 

Heebner's work highlights this, putting an active and challenging concept of spectatorship 

onto stage, indoctrinating her audience into this mode simply by having them look.

CLASSICS ILLUSTRATED

In the Classics Illustrated series of comic books, there are two additional 

examples which can flesh out this discussion. Classics Illustrated is a series which, as the 

title should imply, adapts various classic works of literature into comic book form. This 

includes several of Shakespeare's plays, including Hamlet. The series has gone through 

several incarnations, and William B. Jones, Jr's Classics Illustrated: A Cultural History 

is an invaluable resource for mapping one's way through these. The series began in 1941 

as Classic Comics, but changed its name to the more familiar Classics Ilustrated in 1947, 

running for over 150 issues, finally stopping in 1962. In 1990, the series was revived 

by Berkley Publishing and First Comics, but only lasted for a year and a half before 

being canceled, with 27 issues released. Both the original run and the Berkley First 

revival included a version of Hamlet. The first, #99, released in 1952, was adapted and 

illustrated by Alex Blum. The later Hamlet, #5 in the Berkley First series, was published 

in March 1990, adapted by Steven Grant and illustrated by Tom Mandrake.

These are not the most theatrical visual works in existence; they are not the most 

theatrical visual works in this chapter. The earlier one is bland and overly textual and 

its "theatricality" is largely limited to an invocation of the aesthetic trappings of theatre 
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without truly engaging with those trappings as a fundamental aspect of the medium. The 

later one, while significantly more exciting and visually interesting, is more modeled on 

the filmic than the theatrical. However, both books do contain some theatrical elements, 

and, most importantly, each uses the physical object to present an idea and transform its 

audience. Even these books, with their problems and shortcomings (from a theatrical 

perspective) are, fundamentally, works of theatre.

The 1952 version has more in common with Shakespeare’s dramatic text than 

with any theatrical production, i.e., it is less an example of theatre crossing into the visual 

medium than it is an attempt to do the same with drama. The educational origins of the 

Classics Illustrated series go far in explaining this. The series was created at a time when 

comic books were seen in a very similar light as today’s video games: completely lacking 

in artistic merit, appealing only to the prurient and perverse, responsible for scores of 

evils and ills facing American Youth, and devoid of any redeeming values. (Not that 

today’s comic books have progressed much further than this.) Despite (perhaps because 

of) this perception, children were still buying and reading comic books, at the expense 

of traditional texts with greater perceived literary value. Classics Illustrated was created 

in an attempt to capitalize on this and expose the comic book-reading audience to these 

great “classic” works of literature; the series also helped to mitigate the perceived evils 

of the medium, serving as an example of the potential educational value. With that in 

mind, it should be unsurprising that Blum’s Hamlet places its focus so heavily on relaying 

Shakespeare’s text. The literary and educational value of the reading of Shakespeare’s 

plays is nigh-unassailable: Hamlet, common knowledge declares, is one of the finest 

works of literature in the English language, and Shakespeare is a marker of education 

and culture. The performance, however, of his plays, even today, is of decidedly less 

assured value.3

3 I encounter this dichotomy on a regular basis, whenever I state that I am a graduate student. I
have taken to explaining that my area is “Theatre... I study Shakespeare.” The reactions to the
second part of that statement are far more positive than when I keep it at the more general level.
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The dramatic (rather than theatrical) nature of this comic can be seen in, for 

instance, the repeated walls of text contained within its pages. Hamlet’s second (“O that 

this too too solid flesh would melt”) and fourth (“To be, or not to be”) soliloquies are 

the only ones of the seven present in any significant way—the fifth (“‘Tis now the very 

witching time of night”) and sixth (“Now might I do it”) are each present, but in highly 

condensed form; the fifth, furthermore, barely carries any visual weight upon the page, 

although the sixth, paired with Claudius’s “O, my offence is rank,” is treated rather 

nicely in the layout. The second and fourth are each presented not only in a single panel, 

but even in a single enormous speech bubble within their respective panels. The fourth 

soliloquy is given an entire page all its own. These speeches are presented largely uncut, 

being two of the most recognizable speeches in all of Shakespeare’s canon, and therefore 

containing a significant amount of cultural capital, or “educational/literary value.” Not 

only is the text presented uncut, but it is presented uninterrupted, unimpeded, distraction-

free. With each, the first thing a reader will see is the enormous speech bubble. Each of the 

corresponding panels are stark and plain in their layout. “Solid flesh” has Hamlet sitting 

pensively in a chair (the same style chair as Sarah Bernhardt-Hamlet was photographed 

sitting in), and what little of the scenery is visible around the edges of his speech are 

non-descript white castle walls. “To be or not to be” (figure 2.7) has a little more visual 

interest (Claudius and Polonius watching from the background, Ophelia standing nearby, 

and that same chair in the foreground), but it is all spread out over a larger space, and 

Hamlet (and, more importantly, the text of his speech!) is still given the central position 

on the page and in our focus. The text of the speech here takes up a full quarter of the 

entire page, and the previous soliloquy is only a little shy of that mark. This is a book 

crafted to serve primarily as an educational supplement, to transmit a text, as a text and 

not as a story or theatrical event. These are textual brakes, meant to stop casual readers 
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Figure 2.7: Blum’s fourth soliloquy (13)
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dead in their tracks, forcing an encounter with the literature. Even compared to other 

comic books of the same era,4 this Hamlet has an incredible amount of written text.

The visuals of the book, the “staging” so to speak, also tend far more to the 

dramatic than the theatrical. For instance, there are three obscene (in the off-stage sense of 

the word) passages which Shakespeare provides as narration (a la messenger speeches), 

but Blum chooses to present on his stage, superficially theatricalizing these dramatic 

texts; however, on closer study, even this performance is anti-theatrical. The first of these 

passages is the Ghost’s description of his death; it is the shortest of the three, containing 

only three panels, and its notable characteristics are shared (more clearly, even) by the 

later obscene passages. The other two take place one right after the other, separated by 

a single panel. The first is the plotting by Claudius and Laertes to kill Hamlet (IV.7.70-

162), which Blum transforms into editorial narration boxes and scallop-edged (the 

comic-book visual indication for thoughts, i.e. “thought bubbles”) panels depicting the 

hypothetical carrying out of their plans. Then, another narrative box announces that “the 

Queen interrupts the plotters with sad news...” as Gertrude enters, showing in “reality” 

lines 163-165: 

GERTRUDE. One woe doth tread upon another’s heel, 
So fast they follow; your sister’s drown’d, Laertes.

LAERTES. Drown’d! O, where?

The opposite page shows us Ophelia’s drowning, with the individual panels depicting 

the arc of the event, as Gertrude’s lines, specifically designated as spoken words (rather 

than the third-person editorial narrative of the previous sequence) through the inclusion of 

quotation marks, tell Claudius and Laertes of what happened.

True, these events, which Shakespeare relays only as mediated text, spoken by 

the characters, are here presented “physically” for the audience to see. The only apparent 
4 Reliance on text to tell stories in commercial comic books has declined over the decades, as
further development of the medium has increased both the artists’ ability to communicate via nonverbal
images, and the audience’s ability to interpret that pictographic communication—in
modern commercial comic books, the image does at least as much of the narrative “lifting” as the
text.
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distinctions between these sequences and any other scene in Blum’s Hamlet that I happily 

acknowledge as “theatrically staged,” are the inclusion of the narrative text (either the 

authorial voice or Gertrude, who in her scene functions as a stand-in for the author) and 

the visual cues that these events are mediated (i.e., the thought-bubble edges and the 

quotation marks setting off Gertrude’s lines). These distinctions, however, are far more 

significant than they may seem.

A fundamental attribute of the theatre, which distinguishes it from other forms 

of art/literature, is the power wielded by the audience. In watching events on a stage, 

the audience is able to mentally maneuver within the provided framework and construct 

the meaning of the events for themselves. An encounter with that same narrative as 

a dramatic text is constrained by the authorial voice, which, without the diffusion of 

interpretation provided by human actors and a spatial environment, has a much firmer 

hand on the meaning, leaving far fewer openings for the audience. This is also true 

of certain modes of performance, such as storytelling, where that authorial voice is a 

more prominent constant; these obscene sequences in Blum’s Hamlet are similar. That 

narrative text and those repeated visual reminders of the narrative remove of these scenes 

constrain the audience’s ability to construct and interpret the meaning of the events for 

themselves.

As evidence, consider Gertrude’s description of Ophelia’s drowning. When an 

audience, sitting in a theatre, listens to Gertrude’s lines, they build a mental image of the 

event for themselves; Gertrude’s speech functions here as a messenger speech, offering 

a blueprint for the listener to reconstruct the relayed happenings. However, guided only 

by her words, audience members have a great deal of leeway: do they take Gertrude’s 

version of events at face value, or does the Ophelia on their internal stage commit 

suicide? Where was Gertrude during all of this, and why did she not intervene in the 

tragic events? When watching and listening to a character tell us of events, it is very clear 
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that we are hearing their version of events, and there is room for questions and restaging 

in our appropriation and interpretation of those events. However, for Blum’s audience, 

they are shown Gertrude’s version happen as she describes it. “Of course Ophelia 

accidentally drowned, we saw it happen!” Conversely, by placing Gertrude’s lines in 

those disembodied editorial boxes, Blum gives them an authorial weight, preventing the 

audience from inscribing its own interpretation of those visual events. Were the images 

stripped of the narrative, a reader could easily, looking at the same picture, decide that 

Ophelia’s actions were still deliberate, but Gertrude’s description of the events forecloses 

that possibility. Here, the text and the image conspire to prevent the audience from 

participating in the construction of meaning, a freedom which lies at the heart of theatre.

I earlier touched on the subject of messenger speeches—and the audience’s 

experience thereof—within the context of Delacroix’s illustration of Ophelia’s drowning. 

Delacroix avoids the major problems of Blum’s version, retaining the audience’s freedom 

to interpret. The key difference between the two is the inherent vagary of Delacroix’s 

image, both aesthetically (the aforementioned haziness of the environment) and, more 

importantly, narratively. He only offers a single image, requiring the audience to infer 

a sequence, as opposed to Blum leading the audience through a complete visualization 

of events. Additionally, that single image he does provide is itself vague: as I said in the 

earlier section, it is unclear what exactly is happening—is she dead, dying, swimming, 

fallen, committing suicide, etc. Where Delacroix left the image unclear and therefore 

open, Blum attempts to build a clear story, which is perforce closed off from audience 

interpretation.

With all of this said, however, there are still some theatrical elements to Blum’s 

Hamlet. For instance, the static and rather dull presentation actually renders the comic 

book somewhat theatrical in its interface: while the artist uses a wide range of panel 

shapes, the “camera angle” generally remains the same throughout each scene, thereby 
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creating a persistence of vision for the reader akin to the positioning of an audience 

member within a theatre. There is also a visual motif, throughout the comic book, of the 

trappings of the theatre: namely, curtains and crowds.

There are, by my count, 172 panels in the entire story. Of these, 75 include 

curtains—more than 40%. Some of these are obvious: for instance, every panel for the 

performance of The Murder of Gonzago (even those where the focus is on the court, 

rather than the actors) includes the curtains. There are also curtains flanking the thrones, 

so most of the high court scene panels wind up included in that count. The closet scene 

between Hamlet and Gertrude makes much of the “arras” behind which Polonius hides 

before being stabbed. However, there are certainly other less expected inclusions. For 

instance, it seems that most chairs in Elsinore, not just the thrones, are either flanked by 

curtains or have curtains right next to them: the chair (randomly placed in what appears 

to be a stairwell) in which Hamlet sits to deliver his “solid flesh” soliloquy has curtains 

hanging along the side of the panel, and the (same style, but purple) chair where Hamlet 

receives the player troupe is on a similar curtain-flanked dais as the royal thrones. Blum 

never steps entirely outside the realm of logic—there are no curtains to be seen on the 

battlements or the graveyard—but he clearly uses them symbolically as a motif to invoke 

the theatrical space. The book opens with a title splash page showing Hamlet (seated and 

pensive), the Ghost, the castle of Elsinore in the background, and, framing the panel, rich 

purple curtains. The implication is clear: the curtains are opening, and the play has begun. 

The final panel of the play includes the royal dais with its curtains in the background, but 

there is an additional curtain in the foreground, tied off to the right-hand border of the 

panel and sweeping in in the lower corner. Blum has even helpfully written “Curtain” in 

this corner, as opposed to the more traditional “The End” seen in most issues of Classics 

Illustrated. 
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Blum also injects a consciousness of the watching audience into the work. The 

play itself features something of a preoccupation with observing and being observed, 

which Blum captures, but more important is the way the audience appears as a mass, 

as a crowd. Both film and theatre include an awareness of gaze and watching as an 

integral part of the medium, but in theatre that “panoptic” nature is diffused among and 

intrinsically tied to the group of the audience: in a sense, where film’s camera is the 

Panopticon, observing all around it, theatre inverts that relationship, allowing Bentham’s 

prisoners, in their multitude, to observe the observer from their numerous positions.

In IV.5, Laertes returns to Elsinore. Shakespeare gives us another messenger 

speech, describing Laertes’s approach to the castle at the head of a “rabble” cheering 

for him to be their new king, followed by Laertes entering with some “Others,” whom 

he then sends offstage before talking with Claudius and Gertrude. Blum, again, replaces 

the messenger speech with a cut-away depiction of the described events: “A moment 

later, Laertes storms the castle at the head of a riotous mob,” reads the caption (27), and 

the reader sees Laertes addressing a mob of countless commoners, asking them to wait 

outside as he enters. The line which the messenger ascribes to the mob is here assigned 

directly to them, the speech bubble branching out to show it coming from the mouths 

of each of the three members of the mob in the foreground of the panel. Behind them, 

however, we see hazy legs, heads, and weapons, indicating that this is a crowd of far 

more than three.

There are other crowds, too. For instance, the confrontation at Ophelia’s grave is 

witnessed by a full retinue of monks and servants. Servants and minor nobility are shown 

in the background of several of the court scenes. Most notable, however, is the final 

scene of the play. Several of the panels during the fight not only include observing extras 

in the background, but even insert them into the foreground, placing their reactions to 
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what they observe in front of the very action itself. We see them seeing these events, and 

in that are made conscious of our own status as observers.

This reaches its pinnacle with the final panel of the play. The court is laid out 

across the floor, Horatio cradling the dead Hamlet, servants and nobility arrayed around 

the perimeter. In the furthest background, a soldier, implying the arrival of Fortinbras, 

descends a set of stairs. However, between the main event of Horatio’s final line and the 

approaching Fortinbras stands a faceless gray field of observers. These silhouettes run 

the length of the court, watching the end of the play. Theatre is a communal event, and 

here Blum has given us stand-ins for the missing crowd of fellow audience members.

Blum's comic book is an educational text. It's purpose is to communicate 

Shakespeare's words to its audience, to transform the reader into an educated member of 

the cultural elite via the classics, and in so doing transform the medium of comic books 

from a degenerate valueless art form into something of worth and class.

* * *

Grant & Mandrake’s 1990 revival version is very different. It demonstrates the 

nearly forty years of advances in the medium of comic books which occurred between 

the two books’ creations, both on the part of the artists and of the audience, as well as 

the changed social status of comic books. More importantly, it demonstrates the shifting 

perception of Shakespeare in the popular consciousness: where the 1952 Hamlet was 

stuffy and static and textual, the 1990 one is gritty and psychological and filmic. It has 

some theatrical qualities, but it draws much more on the aesthetics and grammar of the 

cinema than of the theatre.

As previously stated, the original Classics Illustrated series positioned itself as an 

educational resource. This is particularly true of its Shakespeare offerings—each of these 

issues, with the exception of the first one (Julius Caesar) “was issued in September—1951, 

1952, 1955, 1956—to coincide with the beginning of the school year.” (Jones 137) With 
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the then-dominant attitudes towards comics (Seduction of the Innocent came out 2 years 

after Blum’s Hamlet), Classics Illustrated did everything it could to declare itself to be 

worthwhile, socially meaningful, and positive educational fare. The revival, however, 

was released into a very different social milieu. The Franco Zeffirelli film of Hamlet came 

out the same year, the film adaptation of Rosencrantz & Guildenstern Are Dead would 

follow soon after, Kenneth Branagh’s Henry V had just done very well in theatres around 

the world, Jean-Luc Godard’s bizarre King Lear came out just a few years previous, 

and the coming decade would see an explosion of modern Shakespeare films geared 

towards a popular audience. While Shakespeare had not become a pure creature of the 

low culture, the wheel had certainly turned a significant degree, and an entertaining and 

expressive Hamlet was a possibility for the revived series in a way that had not been on 

the table for Blum.

The layouts and angles used in the revival display a greater concern for the space 

of the story—the setting and physical environment. For instance, on page 4, Act I, Scene 

2 begins with the majority of the page being a single gigantic panel showing Elsinore’s 

great hall, with Claudius holding court. There are two smaller panels (one is the end of 

the previous scene, and the other is a close-up of Claudius) but they are each floating in 

front of the larger panel, which serves as the backdrop for the entire page. Ignoring these 

secondary panels, one must travel nearly two-thirds of the way down the page before 

seeing a person. Above that point, all we see are the beams, rafters, and windows of the 

building, with a series of speech balloons leading us through the space, down the page, 

to the seated king and queen. These speech bubbles, in fact, force us to visually dwell in 

these upper reaches of the room, rather than racing past them to the “action” below. The 

majority of this page is taken up by a depiction of the physical space, and, in fact, it is an 

empty space, a volume of air interrupted only by two wooden beams which span across 

the entire room; the reader is then forced to actually look at that empty space.
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The “to be or not to be” soliloquy is handled similarly. There is, again, a single 

panel filling the entire page, with another panel overlaid on top of it. This smaller panel 

shows Hamlet walking through an open hallway, delivering the speech. The larger panel 

is an external shot of the castle, sitting atop a cliff, the ocean crashing below. Even the 

smaller panel spends most of its real estate on the architecture of the space through which 

Hamlet moves, not Hamlet himself.

Throughout the book, the “camera angles” used are designed to put the 

environment on display: there are lots of high-angle shots, where the panel shows us 

the characters walking across a great expanse of floor. There are also plenty of panels 

positioned around corners or through windows, where the foreground is taken up, at least 

partially, by these architectural elements. As discussed above, in the section on Craig’s 

Cranach Hamlet, I see this spatial preoccupation as an inherently theatrical concern. The 

range of perspectives utilized, however, is much more cinematic in nature.

This cinematic tendency, however, is weakened by the often vague and abstract 

approach to the setting. While we see much of the space and its details, everything 

about the space distances it from reality, rendering it more like stage scenery than filmic 

background, a medium which tends to be far more of an imitation of the real. Visually 

speaking, the watercolor aesthetic naturally results in a less detailed, more abstract 

appearance. For instance, on page 16, Mandrake uses the same “secondary panels floating 

in front of a primary backdrop” layout of which he seems so fond. Here, the two smaller 

panels establish the location—the first (also the first narratively) shows Polonius standing 

before the seated Claudius and Gertrude, with the set very nicely detailed (window-

panes, side-tables, individual flagstones in the floor), and the second sub-panel (the last 

of the three, narratively) is a close-up of the king and queen, again showing a concern 

for a detailed realistically-grounded environment. The majority of the page, however, 

is used to show Polonius speaking. This primary panel, while still set behind the two 
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secondary ones, does place its foreground content (i.e., Polonius himself) in front of the 

sub-panels, his shoulder covering part of one and his lower body extending into the other. 

The background of the panel is a loose scrawl of blues and grays, with clear brushstrokes, 

and large portions of the page going un-painted. In other panels, characters will walk 

through archways with individual stones drawn in, but the surrounding wall quickly 

fades into a wash of brown and gray. Or, Mandrake will provide a few “establishing 

shots” early on in a scene, and then rely on vague washes for most of the subsequent 

panels. Combined, the effect is of a forced consideration of the scale of the space, and its 

relationship to the characters, but freedom from a real (or even realistic) environment. 

This Hamlet is psychologically grounded, not realistically grounded.

The artist also uses a wide range of panel shapes, which further constructs a 

reading experience similar to the mental journey of the play itself. Page 9, for instance, 

is composed entirely of radially fractured slashes, supporting the frantic and paranoid 

tone of the scene as Hamlet hears about his father’s ghost for the first time, and allowing 

for a quicker back-and-forth reading of the lines as he questions Horatio and Marcellus. 

Mandrake also makes great use of skinny “wide-screen” panels. The best example of 

this tactic is on page 23, when Ophelia flees from Hamlet’s “To a nunnery, go!” Here, 

Mandrake gives us a panel stretching the width of the page, but only about an inch tall. 

It shows a wide landscape view of the hallway, with Hamlet and Ophelia as silhouettes, 

her’s running down the hall away from his. The dimensions of the panel guide the eye 

along the horizontal plane, propelled by Hamlet’s text, following Ophelia’s path and 

creating a compelling sense of her movement. Just a few pages later, during the play-

within-the-play, the artist uses the approach similarly to imply the movement of the 

poisoner towards the player-king. At several points, such as during Hamlet’s “what a 

rogue and peasant slave am I” soliloquy, Mandrake eliminates the borders of his panels 

entirely, allowing for a more continuous, less fractured experience of these passages, an 
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approach which lends itself well to these more personal speeches, genuinely offering the 

reader an opening into the character’s experience of a developing thought. 

In contrast to Blum’s handling of the obscene in the play, this version visualizes 

two of these passages—Ophelia’s report to her father in II.1, and Gertrude’s report of 

Ophelia’s death—but in a markedly different manner than the authorially-based approach 

of Blum’s version. Both rely on the same border-less approach as above, which, again, 

Figure 2.8: Ophelia relates her encounter with Hamlet to her father (Grant 15)
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helps plant these images as personal mental images of the speaking character. On page 

15, Ophelia’s memory bleeds out of the garden scene between her and her father, as 

the green of the surrounding shrubbery blends directly into the desaturated chiaroscuro 

watercolors of the remembered scene (figure 2.8). Unlike Blum’s editorial boxes, the text 

of this scene is contained within more traditional speech bubbles, clearly coming from 

Ophelia, depriving them of that detached authority. The “flashback” itself is rendered as 

three moments, which blend into each other: the top is of Hamlet entering the room, with 

Ophelia seated; the middle one is a closeup of Hamlet clutching at Ophelia, the back of 

her head in the foreground; and the bottom image is a near-duplicate of the first, only 

with Hamlet leaving instead of entering, the body language of both characters indicating 

a reticence to part.

In addition to the different presentation of the text (subjective speech vs. objective 

editorializing), there is a greater separation between image and text, encouraging the 

reader to experience the two separately. The reading order of the sequence begins with 

Ophelia’s lines describing Hamlet’s initial entrance, “as if he had been loosed out of hell 

to speak of horrors.” This is placed to the left of the top of the flashback image(s), so the 

eye naturally continues on, from left to right, into the flashback. The direct transitions 

between the three images then allows the picture to take primacy over the text, in the 

reading order. The images are read, and then the eye returns to the left edge of the frame to 

read the rest of Ophelia’s lines, which are removed enough that they do not attract the eye 

while it is moving through the flashback sequence. With Blum, however, each individual 

panel of illustration is pre-interpreted by its corresponding narrative box, placed along 

the top of the panel. The limited number of images in this sequence, furthermore, limits 

the specificity of the image, allowing the audience more room to stage and interpret the 

obscene events themselves.
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Ophelia’s death is much the same. The majority of the frame, here, is taken up by 

the narrated event, but it is captured by a single image of Ophelia floating down the river. 

Gertrude’s eyes are seen peering through the ethereal branches and leaves of the scene, 

floating above the dead girl, as though we are seeing these events through Gertrude’s 

mind’s eye: it is very difficult to forget, therefore, that we are receiving the story second-

hand, whereas Blum’s staging created the impression of directly witnessing the events. 

While here Gertrude’s text does switch mid-way through from anchored speech bubbles 

to free-floating boxes, the boxes, due to their small size and position in the middle of 

the image (rather than anchored along the top edge of the panel), are deprived of some 

of the objective authority held by their corresponding elements in Blum’s layout. This is 

especially true when our eye is constantly drawn back to Gertrude’s face in the background, 

repeatedly underlining that these boxes, too, are her testimony. Most powerful, however, 

is the fact that we do not receive a pictorial account of Ophelia’s actual fall, but are only 

given the single image of the aftermath—Ophelia floating, drowned. Although Gertrude 

describes it as an accident, the possibility of suicide is left wide open, in a way that Blum 

forecloses. This greater freedom on the part of the audience is what renders the Grant/

Mandrake Hamlet far more theatrical than Blum’s. These obscene events are rendered 

as impressionistic musings, akin to the flashes of mental imagery actors summon into 

the minds of the audience as they deliver these messenger speeches, guiding but not 

dictating our understanding of the off-stage events.

This latter Hamlet comic book is, in effect, the reverse of the previous one. Where 

Blum's Hamlet was concerned with the staging of the literary value of Shakespeare, 

rescuing comic books via Shakespeare's inherent scholastic worth, Grant and Mandrake 

instead work to convince their audience, an audience already indoctrinated into the 

medium of comics, that Shakespeare's story can be interesting and compelling and 

artistically (rather than strictly literarily) valuable. The earlier work made comics more 
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like Shakespeare, putting in as much of the original text as possible, and keeping the 

medium as out of Shakespeare's way as possible. The later work made Shakespeare more 

like comics, showing the audience that Shakespeare could be "cool."

Each of the works discussed above has an inherent theatricality. Any work of 

art should seek to do something or say something to its audience. Theatre, however, 

works this effect on its audience through the combination of space and idea. This is the 

theatrum, realized not through the artist's work, but the audience's reception of that work. 

In the next chapter, I will further explore the specific impact of that reception.



113

chapter 3:
Becoming-Together and Falling Apart With Boydell and Shakespeare

In George Romney's The Infant Shakespeare Attended by Nature and the Passions 

(figure 3.1), a chubby-cheeked Shakespeare gazes beatifically out at the viewer, surrounded 

by incarnations of various emotional states and a glowing motherly Nature. He sits upright, 

His eyes confronting the viewer, placid and knowing, aged beyond His apparent years; 

the surrounding passions, with their exaggerated gestures and emotions, not to mention 

the halos of light, are clearly otherworldly, more than human. Were it not for the framing 

of the title, it would be easy to assume that the baby is an infant Jesus Christ, or John the 

Baptist, or Apollo, or Harry Potter: a messianic figure, born with greater responsibilities and 

capabilities than the average child. Yea, flanked by heavenly stewards, this is the Promised 

One, sent to unite us and lead us from out the dark.

Figure 3.1: George Romney, The Infant Shakespeare Attended by Nature and the Passions; Folger 
Shakespeare Library Digital Image Collection; Web; 14 May 2014
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Romney's painting serves as an excellent example of the affective function of the 

Boydell Shakespeare Gallery under discussion in this chapter. Shakespeare, as a cultural 

icon, is intimately associated with British identity, an embodiment of British-ness; despite 

his universal appropriation and contagion, he continues to function as a symbol of English 

colonialism. The sun never sets on Shakespeare. However, in addition to exemplifying the 

British identity, he also defines and propagates that identity: through his work, viewers 

know what it is to be British and are themselves made British. It is in this sense that he 

functions as a saintly figure, an apostle of Englishness. 

No responsible discussion of Shakespeare & the visual arts could avoid mention 

of the Boydell Shakespeare Gallery. The men responsible for its creation, stewardship, 

and eventual decline, John Boydell and his nephew Josiah, have been dead for about 200 

years. The building itself, at 52 Pall Mall in London, was demolished over 150 years ago, 

and the regional offices of the Kuwait Petroleum Corporation now occupy the area. Many 

of the paintings that comprised its collection are now lost or destroyed—we can’t even say 

with certainty how many paintings the Gallery held, although most sources put it at “about 

170.”1 But, despite the fall in its fortunes, for nearly 20 years at the end of the 18th century, 

from 1786 to 1805, the Boydells saw tremendous financial and cultural success in their 

endeavor.

This endeavor was a multi-pronged strategy to establish a British tradition of 

history painting, under the auspices of a commercial venture, thereby making the Boydells 

money as well as furthering the cultural fortunes of the nation. History painting is a genre 

of painting which pictorializes a specific moment from a pre-existing narrative (“history 

painting”), which may be drawn from actual history, biblical tales, mythology, or literature 

(such as Shakespeare). The genre was long seen as the noblest and most estimable kind 

of painting, demanding as it does the mastery of portraiture, landscape, and still life (so 

as to adequately portray the characters, their environment, and their props) as well as 

1 See, for instance, Vickers 506.
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the ability to distill the narrative into a single image which captures the story and action. 

André Félibien, Louis XIV's royal historian and art critic, wrote in his preface to the 1667 

published Conferences of the Royal Academy of Painting & Sculpture:

He who paints landscapes perfectly is above the painter who only paints 
fruit, flowers, and seashells. He who paints living animals is more estimable 
that [sic] the painter who only paints things that are lifeless and without 
movement. And since mankind is the most perfect of God's works on Earth, 
it is certain that he who makes himself the imitator of God in painting the 
human figure is much more estimable than all the others... A painter who paints 
only portraits has not achieved the highest perfection and cannot pretend to 
those honours that the most erudite receive. For that one must move from 
one figure to the representation of several together; one must depict history 
and fable and represent great deeds like historians, or charming subjects like 
poets; and climbing ever higher, one must in allegorical compositions know 
how to cover under the veil of fable the virtues of great men, and the most 
exalted mysteries. We call a painter great who can perform such tasks well. 
(translated and qtd in Duro 96)

This high regard for history painting, which had begun in Italy with the Renaissance, 

continued through Boydell's time until later in the 19th century, when artists explicitly 

rejected and turned away from history painting. The genre was the home territory of the 

Continental painters, and the British Academy was largely relegated to imitating and 

following behind their French and Italian colleagues. It was this disadvantage that Boydell 

sought to rectify with the Gallery; it was his desire to establish as fact that England had a 

place at the top of the artistic hierarchy, equal (if not superior) to any other nation.

To this end, John Boydell arranged for 35 painters, most of whom were English 

(foreign exceptions include the Swiss-born Henry Fuseli and the German Johann Heinrich 

Ramberg), to illustrate scenes from various plays of Shakespeare. The original paintings 

would then be displayed in the Gallery (the collection also included several sculptures), 

while engravers (some of whom had also created the primary works) would use the images 

to create an illustrated edition of Shakespeare’s complete works and a folio of stand-alone 

illustrations. The illustrated edition was sold on a subscription basis, with nine volumes 
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published, and the folio, first printed in 1803, was reprinted several times over the following 

century.

Unfortunately, the Boydells’ project encountered several problems. Several 

critics published negative reviews of the paintings themselves—either finding fault with 

the quality of the paintings or with the textual interpretations they offered—with some 

objecting to the entire notion of illustrating Shakespeare in the first place, arguing that it 

was a doomed and disrespectful endeavor from the very onset. Charles Lamb, for instance, 

bemoaned having been “injured” by the artists having collapsed the original texts, open to 

any interpretation and personal visualization, into a handful of more specific and concrete 

incarnations (Merchant 67). Friedman quotes another (unnamed) critic: “[Shakespeare] is 

a SCHOOL of Painting himself, but that art cannot illustrate him... The intense application 

of a KEMBLE or a HARLEY [prime actors of the day] are needed to that Painter who 

purposes here to build a lasting fame” (81).

The engravings, too, faced their share of criticism. Friedman points out how many of 

the strongest and most widely respected engravers of the era were contracted on conflicting 

projects. As a result, the Boydells were forced to rely on less experienced and less talented 

engravers, and their subscribers made their displeasure known. Many subscribers also 

expressed their dissatisfaction over a change in the format of the venture: originally, the 

folio and the illustrated editions were to contain the same images, but at different sizes. 

However, most likely out of a mercenary instinct to sell both to collectors, the Boydells 

changed this plan and split the collection of images between the two distribution channels.

The last of the nails in the Gallery’s coffin was the political situation in mainland 

Europe. Sales first stumbled with the onset of the French Revolution, but as more and more 

of the continent fell into conflict, including England itself with its blockades of Napoleon’s 

holdings, the Boydells saw a significant number of its past markets become inaccessible 

and inhospitable. For instance, by 1796, the Boydells had lost nearly two-thirds of their 
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subscribers. In the first decade of the 19th century, the firm was forced to hold a public 

lottery, auctioning off the Gallery’s holdings, in order to stay afloat, although John Boydell 

died before the lottery was actually held.

One of the most common (both historically and today) criticisms of the Boydell 

collection is its lack of unity. The various artists and paintings who contributed work to the 

project had a very wide range of styles—compare, for instance, Fuseli to... anybody else. 

As a result, the paintings themselves, and the subsequent engravings, could not be used to 

define a “British” style. Their only unifying characteristic was the subject, of Shakespeare. 

However, even their approach and attitude to that source varied wildly. Portraits, pastoral 

landscapes, psychological impressionism, sickeningly sweet nostalgia... Each artist put the 

scene, the play, the playwright on the canvas differently. As a result, there was no unified 

British approach to history painting. Friedman, for instance, quotes an anonymous critic 

from the Gentleman's Magazine who wrote that both Shakespeare and Boydell's artists 

share “the same want of unity and simplicity” (102). Some, however, tried to argue that this 

disunity was a British style in itself: Joshua Reynolds, for instance, claimed that any other 

nation making a similar endeavor would produce works of “a monotonous sameness... 

whereas you may observe here, as an emblem of the Freedom of the Country: every artist 

has taken a different road to what he conceives to be excellence” (qtd in Friedman 103).

So, the Gallery had a few years of commercial success, but it eventually fell into 

bankruptcy. Artistically, it faced criticism from the very beginning, particularly over the 

quality of the engravings, although the paintings were certainly not free from harsh reviews. 

Even its project, Boydell’s stated goal of establishing a British school of history painting, 

had, at best, mixed results. But, for my purposes, I consider it an unqualified success.

One of the reasons I find Shakespearean visual art, such as Boydell's catalog, so 

compelling is the adaptive gap: the space between the source material (Shakespeare's 

textually constructed embodied narratives) and the adaptations produced by the subsequent 
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artists (individual static plastic images, at least in the case of Boydell's gallery). An adaptation 

is most interesting when it presents not only the originating material and the new creation, 

but also the idea of adaptation itself, when the labor performed in crafting the new work 

from the old is most clear. The transition from playtext to a painting, simply by virtue of 

the media involved, inherently creates an enormous adaptive gap. For the most part, each 

of Boydell's artists is working within a single image with which they must communicate 

some sense of the play's totality and evolving narrative. Even those artists who chose to 

illustrate multiple moments from a play do not necessarily establish a contiguous arc for 

their images. Instead, as Joshua Reynolds explained in his "Discourse of December 10, 

1771" (one of a series of lectures on, among other things, history painting, which informed 

both the popular and Boydell’s estimation of the genre): 

A painter of portraits retains the individual likeness; a painter of history 
shows the man by showing his actions. A painter must compensate the 
natural deficiencies of his art. He has but one sentence to utter, but one 
moment to exhibit. He cannot, like the poet or historian, expatiate, and 
impress the mind with great veneration for the character of the hero or saint 
he represents, though he lets us know at the same time that the saint was 
deformed, or the hero lame.

Although I personally would quibble with Reynolds’s terminology—this is not the 

“deficiency” of painting, but rather its uniqueness of form and as such should be explored 

and celebrated, not “compensated for”—he speaks correctly on the matter of condensation. 

Unlike a poet, the painter must capture all he wishes to present within a single frame, using 

“but one sentence” to impress upon the viewer the attitude and experience he wishes to 

communicate. Each illustration must stand individually as an illustration of a moment of 

the play and simultaneously the play as a whole, as an example of the primacy of history 

painting, and as an evocation of shared British culture.

This last is the primary thrust of this chapter. The following passage, quoted in 

Friedman, was discovered in Boydell’s papers by Algernon Graves, “whose family were 

the business successors to the Boydells,” (Friedman 4) and printed in the 1897 issue of the 
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Magazine of Art, in which Graves describes it as the text of a speech made in court as part 

of Boydell’s suit against a defaulting subscriber. In describing the origins of the Boydell 

venture, the unnamed barrister states:

The literary part of the company were joining with the professional 
gentlemen in complimenting the Alderman [John Boydell] on having lived 
to see the whole tide of the commerce in prints with the Continent entirely 
changed from importing to exporting! and that effected in one life time by 
Alderman’s great exertions...

The only answer the Alderman made to these compliments was, that 
he was not yet satisfied with what he had done, and that, old as he was, he 
should like to wipe away the stigma that all foreign critics threw on this 
nation—that they had no genius for historical painting. (originally printed 
in Graves 143–4; qtd in Friedman 4–5)

The passage goes on to explain that Shakespeare was the properest and most “great National 

subject” with which to encourage English painters to “excel in historical painting”. From 

the beginning, Boydell’s project was not only to make money, but to defend his country 

from foreign detractors and establish British artists as the equal of any other nation’s. This 

defense of national pride and the need for a specifically British subject (i.e., Shakespeare) 

indicates that it was not enough to elevate British names to the highest ranks of painters, 

but that this was an act of Imperialism, planting the British flag in a cultural territory and 

establishing it as the just property of the British crown and people. The Boydell gallery was 

not only disseminating the work of British painters but was uniting the viewers as a British 

people, through the shared space of Shakespeare and the paintings. 

The Boydell project was, at its heart, a nationalist endeavor: Boydell wanted to 

demonstrate that his countrymen were as artistically talented as Continental artists, and the 

specific selection of Shakespeare as an organizing subject matter served as an opening volley 

on the territory of history painting, an attempt to colonize that artistic space as a supremely 

and uniquely British arena. However, that selection, which certainly brought the endeavor 

what success it had, was also responsible for its failure: as argued by Bryan Reynolds2, the 

2 See, for instance, his introduction with Donald Hedrick to Shakespeare Without Class, or Reynolds’s 
Performing Transversally.
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conceptual territory of Shakespeare is inherently unstable and anti-authoritarian, and any 

state-sponsored (which the Boydell Gallery was, ideologically if not literally) attempt to 

colonize this transversal area is inclined to dissolution.

Here I follow Bryan Reynolds's work with "transversality" and "articulatory spaces." 

Articulatory spaces are "discursive environments that surround, enmesh, embody, and 

laminate charged topics, objects, and events" (Transversal Enterprises 2). Our individual 

and social identities, or “subjective territories”—defined by Reynolds as “the combined 

conceptual, emotional, and physical range from which a given subject perceives and 

experiences” (Transversal Enterprises 11)—are embedded within a web of these articulatory 

spaces, which define our perspectives of and interactions with the world around us: we are 

not ourselves, but rather a gestalt composed of our experiences and knowledge as well 

as our positioning within the various articulatory spaces through which we move. As one 

example of these articulatory spaces, Reynolds and Donald Hedrick coined “Shakespace,” 

their word for the conceptual territory of Shakespeare-inflected networks. As a corollary, 

I offer up “Britspace,” an articulatory space which overlaps to ambivalent degrees with 

Shakespace and covers that “commercial, political, social, and cultural space” (Reynolds 

and Hedrick 8) defined by and defining British/English history, art, culture, and values. It 

is important to note that none of these spaces are monolithic; rather, they are—like a web 

or cloud—defined by a totality of different points instead of any single point, constantly 

shifting and expanding, containing numerous self-contradictions. Britspace has, at various 

times, included both the Divine Right of Kings and a rabidly anti-monarchist populism. 

Shakespace includes both the Nazi's anti-Semitic reading of The Merchant of Venice and 

Habima's 2012 Hebrew production of the play.

Our individual subjective territories will overlap with a wide range of articulatory 

spaces. For instance, as a Shakespeare scholar, a far greater portion of my subjective 

territory lies within Shakespace than the average man on the street. That same man would, 
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in turn, be more directly positioned within, for instance, a sports-inflected territory than 

I am (again, perhaps due to my position within academia), his sense of self and personal 

history being affected by his ties to and understanding of the Oakland Raiders. Whereas 

I barely understand the rules of football, so I have minimal shared territory with this 

athletic articulatory space. These articulatory spaces can be tied to historical figures such 

as Shakespeare, areas of fandom (e.g., sports, Batman, the films of Wes Anderson, craft 

beer), geographical regions, or any other conceptual or actual object to which people 

attach mental/emotional/cultural significance. One's subjective territory can expand and 

shift gradually, naturally, peacefully, as one experiences and grows more familiar with a 

wider range of material and conceptual objects—I, for instance, had little juxtaposition 

with Shakespace as a child, other than that which serves as part of the substrate for Western 

middle-class culture, but as I became more enmeshed in theatrical production and English 

literary studies, my understanding of myself and my world shifted to incorporate the 

articulatory space of Shakespeare. These shifts, however, can also happen more violently 

through subjunctive force.

The subjunctive, much like the grammatical term, is tied to the question of “what 

if.” Reynolds argues that “subjunctive space” serves as a threshold between our normal 

subjective territories and the transversal space betwixt and between, and we move into 

those external spaces through “empathy, surprise, lying, and imagination” (Transversal 

Enterprises 16), which force us to transcend the borders of our subjective territories by 

consciously or unconsciously considering potential differences in the form of “ifs”: “What 

if I were that other person?” “What if I can get away with it?” “It's as if I were floating 

towards a bright light.” These subjunctive forces push us out of our normally occupied 

territory onto unfamiliar ground which prompts an examination of that normal subjective 

territory: do we retreat into that space and rebuild the walls, higher and stronger; or, do we 
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expand that territory to cover the new ground, colonizing the unknown and rendering it 

safe and familiar?

In its ideal state, the Boydell Gallery functioned by reinscribing the subjective 

territory of the viewer and the ideological map of the world, creating a perfectly overlapping 

tripartite Venn diagram of Shakespace, Britspace, and—to coin another term—"Goodspace," 

conflating Britishness not only with Shakespeare, but with a strong moral code and other 

admirable qualities. The project served as a warm, fuzzy, unifying blanket, gathering up 

the individual viewers and knitting them together into a British citizenry: the audience is 

united through their shared cultural heritage of Shakespeare and reassured both that they 

are English, and that being English is a good thing.

As I discussed in the introduction, Sillars's formulation of theatrum places the 

concepts and objects under discussion onto stage, both presenting them to the audience, 

and using them to change the audience: the examples he uses, such as the Theatrum Orbis 

Terrarum, primarily are changing their audience into informed readers, but the concept 

can just as easily be applied to Boydell's gallery, staging and inscribing British-ness, while 

transforming the viewer into a British citizenry, initiating (another word for which could be 

indoctrinating) them into Britspace.

The “if-space” that Boydell pushed his contemporary viewers into was “What if we 

were one?” This is the subjunctive sold by nationalism. It pushes the subject out of their 

normal individual subjective territory, and into a shared space, a space in which they are 

one of many, but a many bound together by a common fiction. That fiction, of course, is that 

their common citizenship binds them together in any way other than a shared geographical 

origin. So, when Boydell’s artists portray stories out of British history or demonstrate 

English character, the viewers are included in that depiction through their subjunctive 

movement. Shakespace provides a substrate in which these separate individuals are joined 

together into a commonality.



123

However, as a transversal space, Shakespace is inherently unstable when used as a 

part of the state apparatus: 

As much as Shakespeare has been constructed and utilized to impose 
limitations on social behavior, his characters... often engage in transversal 
movements, defying or surpassing the boundaries of their prescribed 
subjective addresses, opening themselves, as it were, to subjective 
awareness outside the self or selves. In Shakespeare's plays, ruptures in 
subjective territory frequently occur through the transversal, transformative 
process of desire, a productive process of 'becoming-other' defined against 
the desire constructed and regulated by and for state power in the interest of 
maintaining official culture (Reynolds and Segal 73).

Shakespeare's characters and stories are constantly subverting and escaping the boundaries 

drawn around them, frequently to the end of undermining and up-ending the authoritarian 

and hierarchical forces that drive much of the conflict and narrative, undoing that state 

apparatus even as that apparatus is being built. So, in much the same way that “Lord” 

Stephano is so easily manipulated by Caliban, or Macbeth's power begins to crumble even 

before he ascends the throne, or Portia maintains the laws and authority of Venice by making 

a mockery of the laws and authority of Venice, the Shakespearean glue binding together 

Boydell's nationalism could not hold. As such, it should not be surprising that some of the 

work, such as James Northcote's, pokes through the warm blanket of nationalism, or that 

the entire endeavor folded after a relatively short period. While Shakespace builds people, 

it does not build citizens; nations, but not states; commonality, but not uniformity; culture, 

but not identity.

Theatrum is a performative space. It is a stage on which an idea is placed as a 

means of doing something. While that "something" may be focused upon the idea itself—

proving it, for instance, in the manner of a scientific experiment—at its best, the target of 

this performative act is the audience. The goal of a performance, traditionally theatrical 

or theatrum, should be to do something to its audience: to transform them, to educate 

them, to indoctrinate them. As I've already stated, the goal of the "Theatrum Boydellium" 

was to transform the individual viewers of the paintings and the patrons of the Gallery 
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and the purchasers of the prints into a singular English populace, one with a shared 

history, culture, and set of values. The use of Shakespeare, in and of itself, provided a 

certain amount of transversal pressure—the familiar stories and characters and scenes 

are intrinsically evocative of the transgressiveness and metamorphoses found throughout 

Shakespeare's body of work, putting the viewer into the appropriate state of mind—but I 

will also demonstrate how individual artists and images seized the opportunity provided 

by that pressure and tore down the barriers separating the individual subjective territories 

to create a shared Britspace for the fledgling English citizenry. In so doing, they built up 

Boydell's theatrum, placing this notion of British union and citizenship upon that stage and 

indoctrinating the viewer into it. However, the very foundation of that stage, foreshadowed 

by the disunity and diversity their contemporary critics pointed at in the Boydell catalog, 

was afflicted by the same transgressive and shifting transversality that allowed for this 

transformation in the first place, and the specific kind of unified citizenship they created 

was one defined by difference and dispersion.

At its most basic, this can be demonstrated through Charles Lamb's criticism of 

the Gallery. The plethora of "Shakespeares" on display demonstrates how heterogeneous 

Shakespace and, through it, Britspace, is. Simultaneously, this plurality is indicative of 

what I see as the power of both theatre and adaptation—the range of theatrical possibility, 

not as a foreclosing of what is available, but as examples and demonstrations of how each 

production, each artist, adapts a text differently: no performance is the same, whether on 

stage or a canvas. A performative space that strives to build sameness cannot succeed, 

particularly when the substrate of its endeavor is itself as variegated and contradictory as 

Shakespeare.

AS YOU LIKE IT

As You Like It is one of the most-represented plays in the Boydell collection: it has 

a total of 13 images, most of which were originally painted by Robert Smirke as part of a 
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sequence covering the “Seven Ages of Man.” In addition to those seven, there are another 

two (II.6 and IV.3) by Smirke, one (I.2) by John Downman, one (II.1) by William Hodges, 

one (IV.3) by Raphael Lamar West, and one (V.4) by William Hamilton, for a total of 5 

different artists.

Hodges’s II.1 visualizes the off-stage scene of Jaques by the river with the wounded 

stag. This illustration contains within it a great contradiction: the original painting (figure 

3.2) and the engraving (figure 3.3) offer very different aesthetics, due to the different media, 

and as a result they offer very different experiences for the viewer. The key difference is 

based on tonality and the representation of nature. Hodges had available to him, when 

making the painting, the full color palette. The engraver, on the other hand, was forced by 

the constraints of his medium to work exclusively in shades of gray. As a result, although 

both present an isolated and depressed individual, the painting focuses on Jaques and 

embeds him within a neutral, if not benign, Nature, while the engraving presents Jaques as 

something of an afterthought, focusing on the cruel frightening natural world.

The painting's colors (at least as they survive today) are fairly muted—browns, 

and low-saturation blues and greens—with Jaques wearing a relatively bright red doublet. 

He reclines in a yellowish patch of sunlight, far and away the brightest tones in the 

image, drawing the eye to the isolated figure. Even at a small scale, Jaques's characteristic 

depression is plain on his face as he considers the stag, drinking from the stream. Jaques 

lies along a tonal border, that patch of sunlight above and covering him, with a clear line 

of shadow directly below him on the picture plane; he straddles this border, resulting in 

a carved isolation. Above and behind him, the viewer can dimly see two more people in 

the background, holding back from intruding upon his meditation. They observe him but 

are separated, much as Jaques detaches himself from the natural scene in front of him; he 

is isolated and alone, disconnected from both other people and Nature. Here, Nature is 
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peaceful, but it does not include humanity; the deer ignore Jaques entirely, and he has the 

removed quality of an observing scientist.

The deer in the engraving are rendered in a bright, almost spectral, white, drawing 

the eye to them immediately, as opposed to the gravity of the painting's Jaques. The 

surroundings, meanwhile, are overwhelming in scale and dark. The emotional tone seems 

to radiate from Jaques’s moroseness, placing this production in a dark foreboding natural 

world. The pastoral preoccupation with the untrammeled natural environment is here, but 

it is not a peaceful Mother Nature: this Arden is not a welcoming escape, but a suffocating 

dark place. In the engraving, the background figures can barely be discerned, creating 

through their absence the same isolation of Jaques that the painting creates through their 

distant presence.

Figure 3.2: William Hodges, Jaques and the Wounded Stag; Folger Shakespeare Library Digital Image 
Collection; Web; 14 May 2014
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Whether painting or engraving, Jaques is alone and depressed. He is cut off from 

the rest of humanity, and Nature is either hostile or apathetic towards him. The individual 

is adrift and suffering; it is only through association with the group, with society, that he 

achieves comfort. The engraving's creation of an unfriendly inimical world increases the 

communal nationalizing pressure of the painting even further.

Downman’s I.2 (figure 3.4) covers lines 245-248, when Rosalind bestows her 

necklace upon the victorious Orlando. The focus of this image is solidly on the characters 

and their interaction. The scene is captured mid-action, with Rosalind frozen in the act of 

handing over the necklace. There is a clear and strong attention paid to detail: the elaborate 

Figure 3.3: Engraving, after William Hodges, Jaques and the Wounded Stag; Folger Shakespeare Library 
Digital Image Collection; Web; 14 May 2014
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ornamentation of the clothes is most impressive, with Orlando’s outfit being covered 

in bows, while Rosalind and her cousin are wearing fancy dresses, hair, and jewelry. 

Downman is putting the station of the characters forward, a la conspicuous consumption. 

The characters are also visually centered: the bulk of the picture plane is occupied by 

the three main characters, with a group in the background carrying Charles the wrestler 

away, and Rosalind’s uncle exiting stage left with his retinue. The main three, however, 

are centered and their height fills much of the vertical space of the frame. There is an 

environment visible around them, but it is muted: in the painting, the colors are lower 

saturation, while the engraving accomplishes the same effect with a softer line and less 

detail. The columns and trees act as a sketch or a backdrop, placing it in an almost theatrical 

space.

Smirke’s two stand-alone images—Orlando urging Adam to continue traveling just 

a little further in II.6 (figure 3.5), and Rosalind swooning in Celia’s lap at Oliver’s story of 

Figure 3.4: John Downman, As You Like It; Folger Shakespeare Library Digital Image 
Collection; Web; 14 May 2014
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Orlando’s wound in IV.3 (figure 3.6)—are very similar. Each places a strong focus on the 

people, with a fairly nondescript pastoral backdrop. In both, the human characters are in the 

natural world, but they are not at all of it: all five of the characters are still wearing civilized 

finery (although Orlando and Adam, having recently entered the forest, can be forgiven their 

sticking out), and they could just as easily be lounging on a chair or settee as a mattock. 

Both images are also quite static, unlike, for instance, Downman’s arrested moment of 

giving from I.2. The lack of action here, however, can be attributed to the selected scenes: 

II.6 is a moment of rest and urging rhetoric, and the illustrated beat from IV.3 is also one 

of physical infirmity and temporary stasis. With that said, however, Smirke still manages 

to imply the surrounding narrative, hinting at a sequence of events. Orlando gestures off-

frame while Adam braces himself against the rock behind him, as though preparing to 

climb to his feet. The staid composition certainly indicates that he will not be leaping to his 

feet, communicating his age and carriage, much like a live actor would through his physical 

comportment, but the image still makes clear that their upcoming exeunt is upcoming. In 

IV.3, Rosalind’s closed eyes, and the strong focus (indicated through lines of sight) on her 

on the part of the surrounding characters suggests that she is not lounging around out of 

leisure, but that this is a moment of concern, an issue of health. The specifics of what just 

occurred are not necessarily made clear, but that she fainted does come across.

All three of these images, Smirke's two and Downman's earlier one, place their 

scenes within a natural world, but, oddly for illustrations of a play which is so much about 

the return to Nature, that natural environment is flattened and disregarded in order to focus 

upon the people, offering the viewer a sympathizing figure, a proxy within the image. 

Within the larger context of the Boydell project, these figures offer an answer to the citizen-

subjunctive, letting the audience place themselves into those roles, trying them on as fellow 

Englishmen. All of the figures, as earlier pointed out, even when lost and injured in the 

wilderness, are still civilized and well-off, regardless of their actual station and status—any 
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Gallery patron who could afford the price of entry (which was actually fairly low) could 

enter Britspace through the paintings, inhabiting the finery and status of the characters, 

building a conceptual image of a prosperous and resilient English people.

As a contrast to his previous two images, which contained within them an implied 

narrative, Smirke captures another form of sequence with his illustration of Jaques’ “Seven 

Figure 3.5: Robert Smirke, As You Like It; Folger Shakespeare Library 
Digital Image Collection; Web; 14 May 2014
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Ages of Man” from II.7 (figures 3.7-13). As one might expect, there are seven images, each 

capturing a single one of the “ages.” The seven form a cycle, following a single character 

through his life, as he progresses through the described ages and situations. This continuity 

is created through a repeated spatial configuration—most of the images place the recurring 

man in the center of the frame—and a repeating color motif—in each stage, he is dressed 

in, or otherwise associated with (such as the baby’s swaddling blankets), blue and gold. 

Figure 3.6: Smirke, As You Like It; Folger Shakespeare Library Digital Image 
Collection; Web; 14 May 2014
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As a result, it is made clear to the viewer that this is a single man progressing through 

his life, from an infant to an old man at the end of his time. This is the more familiar 

form of sequential art: a single story communicated through several juxtaposed images. In 

the modern comic book form, the individual panels are less separated by narrative time, 

but the idea is still the same: disparate images placed next to each other are montaged 

together by the viewer to fill in the gap and intervening time, allowing for an unbroken 

flow of narrative through the sequence of images. Smirke even implies the spatial interplay 

between the images with strong lines of sight. For instance, both the second and third ages 

depict the individual alone, with no other characters in the frame, looking off-frame to the 

left. This works within the in-panel narrative, particularly in the case of the second age, as 

the schoolboy looks back behind him, reticent to continue on his way to school; however, 

Figure 3.7: Smirke, The Seven Ages of Man: First Age, The Infant; Folger Shakespeare Library Digital 
Image Collection; Web; 14 May 2014
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it also allows for him to look back, across the border of time and frames to the previous 

age. The schoolboy sees the carefree days of infancy, free of the tedious responsibilities 

of school. The third age, the lover writing a poem to his lady, is contemplative, looking 

back on the progression of his life that has led him to this stage, as he considers how best 

to win his lady love’s heart. The fourth age, the soldier, looks over his shoulder to rally 

his struggling troops, but his gaze is directed significantly above their heads, looking past 

them, seeing his younger self sitting at leisure, bringing his thoughts to the woman he loves 

and fights to protect. While each image stands on its own, Smirke has crafted them in such 

a way that they tell an ongoing story that exists betwixt and between the individual frames.

Here, in the "Seven Ages," we start to see the turn that comes with Shakespace's 

transversality. Smirke's illustrations continue some of what we saw in the previously 

Figure 3.8: Smirke, The Seven Ages of Man: Second Age, The Schoolboy; Folger Shakespeare Library 
Digital Image Collection; Web; 14 May 2014
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Figure 3.9: Smirke, The Seven Ages of Man: Third Age, The Lover; Folger Shakespeare 
Library Digital Image Collection; Web; 14 May 2014

Figure 3.10: Smirke, The Seven Ages of Man: Fourth Age, The Soldier; Folger 
Shakespeare Library Digital Image Collection; Web; 14 May 2014
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Figure 3.11: Smirke, The Seven Ages of Man: Fifth Age, The Justice; Folger 
Shakespeare Library Digital Image Collection; Web; 14 May 2014

Figure 3.12: Smirke, The Seven Ages of Man: Sixth Age, The Pantaloon; Folger 
Shakespeare Library Digital Image Collection; Web; 14 May 2014
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discussed three images: the identification of the viewer with the depicted character 

(intensified by the familiar experiences and narrative progress) and the opportunity for the 

viewer to imagine himself as a part of the illustrated success. However, they also unsettle 

the viewer and destabilize the monolith of English citizenship as they simultaneously 

construct it.

For instance, the first image presents the character as an infant in his nurse's lap. His 

upper-class mother stands in the nurse's modest home, observing her child and his caretaker, 

while her black servant waits outside. I disagree here with Rosie Dias's Pollyannaish reading 

of the image, which she describes thusly: "Smirke's scene dispenses with Jaques's cynicism 

in favour of a more sentimental scene... within a neat cottage interior" (197). She refers to 

Figure 3.13: Smirke, The Seven Ages of Man: Seventh Age, Second Childishness; Folger Shakespeare 
Library Digital Image Collection; Web; 14 May 2014
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the scene as "harmonious" (twice) and links it to a "common humanity" (198). I, however, 

have a difficult time getting past the very clear class and racial divisions crystallized within 

the painting: the colored servant is placed outside, linked more to the inquisitive dog than 

the other human beings; the upper-class mother is visibly out of place in the home (the 

engraving intensifies this division through a striking tonal difference); and where Dias 

sees "a neat cottage interior," I see a cramped space strewn with the invading upper-class 

necessities of crib and blankets and a very strong sartorial difference between the classes.

Similarly, the Fourth Age incarnation of the central character seems untouched and 

unmussed in his finery and shining armor, waving his flag high to spur his men on to 

victory; those men, however, struggle to climb up and stand equal with their commander, 

weighed down by their bared weapons, unlike his sheathed sword. He gets the glory, while 

the working class soldiers must struggle and toil. The later Ages, in which he has achieved 

success and wealth, depict him as a cruel and selfish man, unwilling to share his station 

with the struggling and afflicted common man. Unlike Dias, I see a wholehearted embrace 

of the cynicism embedded within Jaques' speech, a cynicism which divides and dissolves 

the very union the Gallery is engaged in crafting. 

Where Smirke’s version of IV.3 is a static image focusing on Oliver relating his 

offstage experience with Orlando to the ladies, West instead chooses to illustrate those 

offstage events, to great success (figure 3.14). Oliver is sprawled on the ground, clothed 

only in rags and a snake, reminiscent of a Neoclassical rendition of a suffering Christ. 

Meanwhile, Orlando, in wind-whipped rough clothes and hair, stands next to his brother, 

sword held at the ready, focused on the lion in the lower left corner, which is in turn focused 

on Oliver (although there is an odd layered composition at work here that seems to place 

the lion on a different plane than the men, as though it is in fact looking past Oliver). There 

are several moments collapsed into one here: in the script, Oliver describes how Orlando 

came across him sleeping, with the snake twined about him. At Orlando’s approach, the 



138

snake “unlink’d itself, and... did slip away into a bush” (IV.3.111–113), at which point 

Orlando spotted the lioness and, after some deliberation, fought and killed it. Oliver, the 

lion, and the snake all seem to be in their pre-Orlando positions—the snake twined around 

the sleeping Oliver while the lioness looks on stationary from the bushes—but Orlando is 

already preparing to defend his brother against the lion. West has taken an entire sequence 

of events and collapsed them into a single visual space, so as to capture several moments of 

visual interest and dramatic tension. This entire tableau is set within a strong and foreboding 

natural landscape. Nature has a strong presence here, but there is no pastoral softness to it. 

This is a cruel and dark Nature, and Man must stand firm and resolute against it to maintain 

his civility and honor. The image functions as a corollary to the earlier illustration of Jaques 

and the stag: where Hodges showed how the isolated individual suffers for lack of fraternal 

Figure 3.14: Raphael Lamar West, As You Like It; Folger Shakespeare Library Digital Image Collection; 
Web; 14 May 2014
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connection, West demonstrates how that civic brotherhood allows us to achieve the best 

our humanity offers, in the face of a hostile external world.

Hamilton’s V.4 (figure 3.15) is captioned with Rosalind’s “To you I give myself, for 

I am yours” (V.4.117) to Orlando. Orlando’s hands are spread and he leans back, literally 

taken aback, apparently having dropped his hat in surprise. Rosalind presses forward, one 

hand extended towards her love, while the other curves back towards her heart and bosom. 

Hymen steps between them, guiding Rosalind forward, holding a torch aloft above them 

all. Other characters array around them, including Phoebe and Silvius, with Phoebe fixated 

on the central couple while warding Silvius off with one hand, who is himself focused on 

Phoebe with an imploring expression and gesture. The entire group stands in a clearing in 

the woods, with a single large tree serving as the center point, Rosalind and Orlando joined 

in front of it, while other branches and bushes fill the edges of the frame. The pastoral 

nature of the play is in full effect here: they are in an emphatically natural setting, including 

a visible natural light source (the torch), and Corin is depicted with the trappings of the 

shepherd’s trade and a pack of dogs at his feet. Hymen is depicted in classical gauzy robes, 

wings peeking out over his shoulders, evoking an Arcadian view of the natural world. 

This is the shared dream of Britspace at its best. As I will discuss a little later, the common 

heritage of the British Isles is inherently tied into the natural world and environment; here, 

Hamilton captures that perfectly, showing how our commonality and union are sanctioned 

and sanctified by and through that shared environment. A civic society is based on its 

ceremonies and institutions, such as marriage; the inclusion of the pastoral environment, the 

divine guidance, and the communal celebration all work together to enforce the connection 

between the land, the ceremony, the viewer, and the larger society.

JOSHUA REYNOLDS AND JAMES NORTHCOTE

Joshua Reynolds, as President of the Royal Academy of Arts, was many things to 

Boydell and his Gallery: an artist to commission and display, an obstacle to overcome, a 
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symbolic banner to wave, and a competitor to outbid. As a painter, Reynolds painted three 

canvases for the Gallery: The Death of Cardinal Beaufort from King Henry IV, Part 2; Puck 

from A Midsummer Night's Dream; and Macbeth and the Witches, illustrating Macbeth's 

IV.1 meeting with the witches. This last one (figure 3.16), which was not displayed in the 

gallery until after Reynolds's 1792 death, due to a disagreement with Boydell over the matter 

of (the considerable) payment (Dias 65), presents Macbeth witnessing the series of visions 

summoned forth by the witches. The painting bears multiple connections to depictions 

and interactions with "English-ness," due to the play's pointed references to the new King 

James, as well as Reynolds's incarnation as both literary and artistic establishment, an 

establishment under attack and on the wane.

Figure 3.15: William Hamilton, As You Like It; Folger Shakespeare Library Digital Image Collection; Web; 
14 May 2014
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Macbeth himself stands in the foreground of the painting, his back to the viewer, 

armed and armored as befits a great warrior. The plume of his helmet and the fabric of 

his attire are whipped and pulled by the wind, attesting to the extreme conditions of his 

environment. This is the only indication of the natural setting: other than a dirt floor, the 

physical surroundings are obscured by shadow. The supernatural holds sway here, not the 

natural. Macbeth's arms are spread wide above his head, knife in one hand; looking to his 

right, his mouth is open, as though caught mid-shout. Although surrounded by all manner 

of apparitions, Macbeth's gaze is fixed at the witches who crouch to the side of the image.

As Dias points out (156), the witches appear twice in the painting, flanking the 

canvas on either side. On the viewer's right, apparently in conversation with Macbeth, 

the three lurk, misshapen and hideous, surrounded by the (super-)natural creatures they 

reference throughout the scene—a hedgehog, a harpy, snakes, etc—as well as other 

accoutrements of their position, such as the throne of skulls and bones on which the central 

witch sits. However, on the left side of the canvas, we also see another three witches, albeit 

less frighteningly hideous, dancing around a fire: Reynolds, it seems, has collapsed the 

entire scene—from the witches' initial conversation with Macbeth, through the various 

visions and manifestations, all the way to the witches' final dance and vanishing—into 

a single pictorial moment. Next to the seated witches are the three manifestations that 

speak to Macbeth, the witches' "masters." All three stand within a circle formed by an 

ouroboros. The ghostly Banquo looms behind the witches, watching the vision of his 

kingly descendants, who extend left from Banquo, vanishing behind the dancing witches 

and their smoking fire.

All in all, the effect of so much ghastly and ghostly detail crammed into the single 

frame is somewhat overwhelming to the viewer: this was, in fact, one of the chief criticisms 

of the painting, that Reynolds had put too much into the painting. I actually like the image, 

and find the onslaught of imagery one of the most intriguing aspects of it, the wealth of detail 
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rewarding a long and active spectation. I similarly defend Reynolds against another chief 

complaint of his contemporary critics: as mentioned above, he "disregard[s] the unities of 

time and space... [and conflates] a succession of dramatic moments productive of various 

emotions" (Dias 157). The Oracle even suggested that positioning Macbeth as Reynolds 

did, facing away from the viewer, was the frustrated result of an inability to simultaneously 

depict the various contrasting emotional reactions Macbeth should be having to the action 

around him (2). However, this disregard for the unities is one of the defining traits of 

Shakespeare and a perennial complaint about his plays, particularly from the French, as 

discussed in the previous chapter. Ironically, given Reynolds's general status as flagbearer 

for Continental art and culture (a position which critics of his time and ours use to gleefully 

Figure 3.16: Joshua Reynolds, Macbeth and the Witches; Folger Shakespeare Library Digital Image 
Collection; Web; 14 May 2014
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place him in opposition to Boydell), in translating this solidly English dramatic trait to the 

canvas, his painting stands proudly as an anti-Continental work.

The imagery and subject of the painting, furthermore, also work to position the 

work and its viewer in Britspace. Shakespeare wrote Macbeth for the new king, James I, 

formerly King James VI of Scotland. While not necessarily as pointed a propaganda piece 

as, say, Richard III, Shakespeare's intent to flatter the king is clear throughout, particularly 

in this scene: Macbeth is the evil tyrant, while Banquo's descendants (including James) are 

the just and destined kings of Scotland, England, and Ireland. The play itself, much like 

Boydell's gallery, works to craft a united Britain, under the noble leadership of the crown. 

Reynolds, in placing the march of kings in juxtaposition with the dark and supernatural 

world of the witches, draws a clear contrast between the barbaric old world of Macbeth 

and the bright and noble world of James and the British crown, embodied at the time of the 

painting's creation in George III.

Another of Reynolds's contributions to the Gallery was his Puck, a nauseatingly 

saccharine portrait of a nude elfin baby in a woodland scene, the ass-headed Bottom sleeping 

in the background (figure 3.17). Supposedly (the story comes by way of the grandson of 

George Nicol, a bookseller and business partner of Boydell's), Boydell spotted the unfinished 

portrait on a visit to Reynolds's studio and offered to purchase it if the artist gave the child 

pointy ears and placed him on a mushroom. The result, an ivy-crowned mischievously-

grinning cherub, looks out at the viewer, one hand stretched upwards, the other clutching a 

bunch of flowers. Other than a modesty-preserving blanket, he is gloriously nude—limbs 

are spread wide, flaunting his nakedness. As per Boydell's (apocryphal) request, the child's 

ears are pointed, the tips peeking through his wispy hair like horns, and he sits atop a 

large mushroom. The surrounding woods are somewhat murky, but a faint path is visible, 

lined with smaller toadstools and flowers. Trees form an almost expressionistic backdrop, 

embellished with a few additional flowers and vines. To the upper right, the trees clear, and 
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we can see Bottom, complete with ass's head, and Titania sleeping around the roots of an 

isolated tree. Puck himself is very pale and strongly draws the eye against the surrounding 

vague darkness of the woods: the sleeping lovers in the background are very much a visual 

afterthought, requiring the viewer to peer through the trees and strain to make out their 

forms in the undergrowth.

Puck himself faces the viewer straight-on, his head angled slightly downwards, 

which accentuates the grin. His eyes are squinted tight, with only dark irises and pupils 

Figure 3.17: Reynolds, Puck; Folger Shakespeare Library Digital Image Collection; 
Web; 14 May 2014
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visible. The effect, particularly taken with the smirk and the pointed ears, is almost a 

demonic one. Puck (and the fairies in general) is always a telling point of characterization 

for a production of Midsummer: clown? sinister? ethereal? natural? Despite his innocent 

form, this is not a kind Puck.

British mythology is deeply and specifically connected to the British Isles—the 

actual land of the islands. Their nationalistic myths, such as Arthur and Avalon, are deeply 

tied to the land (Arthur pulled his first sword from a stone, and received his second from 

the Lady of the Lake), and even their supernatural, such as Puck and the faerie court, have 

strong natural ties. The fairies are themselves a part of the pastoral world: they help milk 

cows and mend shoes, they live in the woods, and stand in opposition to the technological 

progress of the modern world. Reynolds's Puck, with his nudity and wide openness, is 

solidly of the natural world, tied to the surrounding forest in spite (or perhaps because) of 

his inhuman supernatural-ness.

Reynolds stood as the representative of the artistic establishment and was, as such, 

fatally tied to Continental influences. He was respected as an artist and thinker, and he 

had a very successful career, but in the context of the Boydell gallery, he faced criticism 

and jeers from both critics and the public for failing to satisfy the desire for a true English 

style, despite his nationally eminent position. Where Reynolds stumbled, James Northcote 

wholly succeeded and was roundly applauded (Dias 113); ironically, Northcote studied in 

Italy, was a member of the Academy, and was a pupil of Reynolds. By all expectations, 

he should have fallen to the same failings of Reynolds, but he instead managed to stand 

separately from Continental styles and craft several truly British images. Northcote is 

well-represented in the collection: while his 9 paintings don't push him into the "Big 4"—

Hamilton, Smirke, Westall, and Wheatley—who contributed almost half of the paintings in 

the collection, he does account for over a quarter of the 28 folio illustrations based on the 

history plays (Northcote painted one image illustrating Romeo and Juliet, with the other 
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8 all coming from the histories), significantly more than any other painter in that subset 

(Dias 114). 

There were several factors at play in crafting Northcote’s British-ness. First, 

the history plays, given their subject, draw an obvious connection to the shared British 

heritage and culture, and any painter working from those plays would benefit from that 

recognizability and lineage. However, Northcote also relied heavily on a trope of, as Dias 

describes it, “the dramatization of virtue and sentiment under threat,” (115) presenting the 

viewer with an epic image of celebrated innocence juxtaposed with a sinister threat. This is 

that "warm fuzzy blanket" of Shakespace referenced earlier.

For instance, Northcote's The Murder of the Princes in the Tower (figure 3.18), 

based on Richard III, Act IV, Scene 3, places on the canvas Tyrrel's description of the off-

stage murder of Richard's rival cousins by Forrest and Dighton. The murder itself is not 

placed on stage by Shakespeare, so, somewhat convolutedly, what we see is an illustration 

based on Tyrrel's lines, which are in turn quoting the two murderers' offstage report to him 

of the deed, making it a several-degree-removed image. The very brutality and discomfort 

implicit in the smothering of two small children that could have been responsible for 

Shakespeare's reticence to place the event on stage is also responsible for the allure and 

efficacy of Northcote's illustrating it.

The painting was a tremendous success when originally presented at the Royal 

Academy in 1786: Northcote, in fact, claimed that it was this acclaim which inspired 

Boydell in the first place, a by no means uncontested suggestion. Boydell purchased the 

painting and commissioned several others from Northcote, all of which did very well at 

the Gallery.

This success is unsurprising, for the painting itself is fantastic, both as a work of art 

and as a piece of historical propaganda. The eye is first drawn to the Princes themselves—

despite their location in the lower third of the image, they are far brighter in tone than 
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anything else, and one cannot help but look at them first. The two cherubs, blonde-haired 

and rosey-cheeked, nestle close to one another, draped in a white and gold embroidered 

blanket. They are drawn with a very soft line, as though they glow. On the bed next to them 

is a prayer book and crucifix: the overall effect is near-deification. There is no denying 

the pure innocence of these creatures, blessed by God Himself. Then I see the blue and 

white striped pillow looming directly above them. The gesture, at first, could be taken for a 

Figure 3.18: James Northcote, The Murder of the Princes in the Tower; Folger 
Shakespeare Library Digital Image Collection; Web; 14 May 2014
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protector tucking them in. However, as the eye continues upwards, peering into the darkness, 

Forrest and Dighton loom above menacingly, clutching the pillow tightly in their hands, one 

baring his teeth in a grimace. The snarling murderer, possibly Forrest (who, historically, 

was a guard in the tower, while Dighton was Tyrrel's groom), is clad in full armor, complete 

with sword, with the bill of his helmet covering his eyes. The other murderer only has one 

hand on the pillow, as the he holds a lamp aloft in his other hand, illuminating the scene. 

This second murderer, contrasting with the first's gritted teeth, looks down at the princes 

with furrowed brow, as though recognizing and hesitating at their innocence; however, he 

still clutches the pillow, poised to share in the guilty deed with his compatriot. Above their 

heads, illuminated by the lamp, hangs a crucifix, complete with suffering Jesus. On the left 

side of the painting, the Royal Arms hang above the princes' heads, the light from the lamp 

slashing across and illuminating the lions of England. Mirroring the shield, on the right 

side of the painting, the light glints on the pommel of Forrest's sword.

The saintly virtue and innocence with which Northcote has imbued the princes 

is clear; even their attackers seem concerned for their safety. However, they (and their 

innocence) are also intrinsically bound to the nation and the crown. Northcote has crafted 

a subtle dividing line in the image: the tonal border between the brightly colored princes 

and the darker territory of the murderers continues in a sweeping curve up along the edge 

of the Royal Arms, where the eye is then led by the continuing curve of Dighton's arm, 

which points back at the crucifix. So, on the one side of the line we have the virtuous 

Princes of the Kingdom, one the rightful King, both national Saints, and on the other are 

the two murderers, symbolized not by the noble shield, but by the gleaming sword, ready 

for its dastardly business. The resulting effect is that, in addition to the expected horror on 

the part of the viewer at the upcoming brutal suffocation of two children, the viewer feels a 

personal insult as well: these two beautiful and saintly children should have led the nation, 

so the loss of their lives is a national loss, one which affects every citizen. Additionally, 
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in tying their virtue to the symbol of England, the viewers are empowered to share in that 

virtue themselves. While it was the common man who ended the lives of these heavenly 

more-than-human creatures, the common man still shares with the Princes the national 

bond of Englishness.

As previously stated, most of Northcote's other canvases follow a similar theme, 

and Dias does a more-than-satisfactory job of analyzing and discussing them (albeit from 

a decidedly art-historian perspective, and therefore concerned more with the artist than 

the audience, and more with the context of the image than the image itself), so to discuss 

each of the other images would risk retreading sufficiently-explored territory. However, I 

do wish to present one more of Northcote's images, Rutland and his Tutor (figure 3.19), 

from Henry VI, Part III, Act I, Scene 3. The first tetralogy, of which 3 Henry VI is the third 

part, does itself do interesting work in both reflecting and defining a national character, and 

Northcote follows in Shakespeare's footsteps with this painting.

Much like the previous image, the central innocent character—the young Rutland—

is of a significantly lighter tone than the rest of the painting, drawing the eye to the child, 

whose eyes are closed, his hands clasped, leaning back against his tutor's knee. Northcote 

has anchored his illustration to lines 8-11: Rutland's eyes are closed (as per Clifford's "is 

he dead already? Or is it fear / That makes him close his eyes?" in lines 10-11), and the 

tutor is still "on stage," although Clifford's soldiers are grasping at him, preparing to drag 

him away. The tutor grasps Clifford's sword in his hand, while Clifford is clearly poised to 

strike, Northcote having admirably captured the tension in his legs and arms, the angles of 

limbs telegraphing intent, his eyes fixed solidly on the child. These central three characters 

occupy the center of the plane, standing on a bridge. Clifford's soldiers occupy the bottom-

right border, starting in the lower left corner, and sweeping forward along the bottom edge 

of the canvas and curving upwards at the right corner, where they start interacting with the 

central tableau, two soldiers pulling at the tutor's robes. Even the soldiers further down 
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the line, who are not physically interacting with the three, do have their gazes fixed upon 

them, reinforcing their importance and guiding the viewer to the center of the painting and 

its conflict.

It is this mass of people that I find so compelling about this image. The painting 

(and the play) illustrate part of the War of the Roses, the conflict between the Houses of 

Lancaster and York over the throne of England, a conflict that York ultimately wins. At 

the time Shakespeare wrote the play, the Tudors controlled the throne, having established 

themselves as the heirs to both Lancaster and York. When Northcote created the painting 

Figure 3.19: Northcote, Rutland and his Tutor; Folger Shakespeare Library 
Digital Image Collection; Web; 14 May 2014
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in 1796, King George III of the House of Hanover was the British king. In the intervening 

two centuries, Tudor was followed by Stuart, which was followed by Orange, which was 

followed by a brief resurgence of the House of Stuart in the person of Queen Anne, but was 

then followed by the House of Hanover. So, for Northcote’s contemporary viewers, the 

soldiers and nobility depicted in the battle were not clear heroes and villains, in terms of 

their historical allegiances. This was a dispute between two noble houses which had each 

been extinct for 300 years, and was simply a part of British history. This is as opposed to 

Shakespeare’s contemporary audiences for whom, for instance, Richard III was the national 

villain against whom the reigning House of Tudor juxtaposed itself to establish its nobility 

and legitimacy. In looking at Northcote’s image, a British audience sees British commoners 

helping a British nobleman to murder an innocent child.

Northcote's audiences would have been familiar with the illustrated conflict from 

Shakespeare's play and with the fundamental background conflict of the War of the Roses 

from their own national history. They would know not only that this was an unjustified 

slaughter of a child, but that it was also an ultimately pointless conflict, as both Houses 

would be eclipsed by Tudor within a generation. Northcote's inclusion of the soldiers 

implicates the British populace; while Clifford is pursuing a purely personal vengeance, 

he did not act alone. He was empowered by his position and the willingness to follow on 

the part of his men. His act is a part of their shared heritage and the history of their nation. 

Northcote's catalog of "Virtue under threat" paintings provide a selection of national saints, 

sacrificed to build the Britain of his viewers. The juxtaposition here, of the hallowed child 

and the implicated soldiers, reminds the viewer of the bloody bricks on which their society 

and empire are built, of the guiltless lives lost to provide that which the viewer takes for 

granted. The painting takes a national story as its subject, but it also uses that story as raw 

material to configure the viewer as a part of a national body politic built on blood and sin. 

To be British is not just to be wrapped in that warm blanket of nationalism and Shakespeare; 
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Northcote reminds his viewers that Britspace includes those unforgivable national crimes. 

The Boydell collection includes several images of justice being meted out, but Northcote's 

contributions remind us that the British lineage also includes bloody-minded revenge and 

criminals going unpunished.

But, there is still a distance between those massed soldiers and the watching 

contemporary audience. Northcote's image functions transversally, pushing the 

contemporary viewer into a "what if" position, projecting himself into the position of 

the centuries-preceding common man, helping to murder an innocent child. As a result, 

Rutland's slaughter is brought closer and made personal for the viewer, but lessens the 

guilt—and thereby lessens the defensiveness. The viewer is reminded that this black spot, 

and the others like it which Northcote has illustrated, are a part of his common heritage, but 

he is able to deny the personal culpability. 

ROMNEY AND THE INFANT SHAKESPEARE, AGAIN

I began this chapter by discussing Romney's Bardolatous portrait of Shakespeare 

as a baby. George Romney actually provided two paintings of baby Shakespeare, both 

in a similar vein. The two paintings, The Infant Shakespeare Attended by Nature and the 

Passions and Shakespeare Nursed by Tragedy and Comedy, each depict Shakespeare as 

a baby, surrounded by Muse-like spirits. The first, which I discussed earlier, has a more 

obvious supernatural bent: the individual Passions are more expressionistic, their clear 

emotional extremes (and the reflection thereof in their forms and faces) distinguishing 

them from a motley assemblage of normal human attendants. Additionally, the figure of 

Nature trades on a Madonna-like visual vocabulary, looking down upon Her child from 

directly above and behind him, draped in a glowing white cloak and habit. Above Nature 

is a glowing halo, with angelic figures circling, evoking Michelangelo's Creation of Adam, 

in the way the two bedraped figures reach across the glowing field of white to each other.
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The second painting (figure 3.20) could be any baby, cradled by any two women; 

the only thing out of the ordinary is its woodland setting, and the only nod to Shakespeare's 

Shakespeare-ness is the flute he clutches, a visual trope which echoes the similarly-held 

flute in The Infant Shakespeare... (painted roughly a decade earlier). However, even this 

betrays a difference between the two images. In the first painting, Shakespeare sits upright 

and stares out at the viewer, conscious and in command of the scene. Here, Romney 

portrays the child regally, and he brings this measured sense of control to his connection 

to the flute. One of the Passions supports the base of the flute, with the other end clutched 

in Shakespeare's pudgy fist. It is a relaxed but competent gesture, when juxtaposed with 

the beatific face, an easy familiarity keeping the instrument readily at hand. In Shakepeare 

Nursed... Romney has foregone any supernatural investment, and the child holds the flute, 

not as a king, but as a baby. He uses both hands to hold it up, near his mouth, but not held 

properly to his lips. His gaze is fixed not on the instrument, but across at Tragedy, who 

is helping to hold the flute up for him. The gesture does not carry a sense of competence 

or ownership, or even awareness; rather, this is a baby, behaving as babies do. The first 

painting shows a Shakespeare in his full powers and faculties from birth, while the second 

shows a human Shakespeare, fated to be more, certainly, but not yet in his full Aspect.

This change, from the 1792 beatific infant to the 1802 human and normal child, 

albeit one destined to be so much more than that, demonstrates the inherent dissolution 

and instability when Shakespace is utilized by authoritarian state-affiliated purposes. 

Shakespeare's body of work, over and over again, demonstrates changeability and humanity: 

the powerful are brought low, the perfect are rendered fallible, and the rules and strictures 

of society break down and are violated with impunity. Shakespeare is inherently unstable, 

a transversal space, rife with transformative and anti-authoritarian potentiality. The same 

artist painted these two images, but over the course of the intervening decade, his subject 

stumbled and fell from his hallowed throne.



154

State power is perpetuated by the myth that the State is more than human, infallible, 

bordering on the divine. The State transcends the limitations of the people from which it 

is composed. But Shakespeare's work, time and time again, demonstrates that this myth is 

exactly that—a myth. Henry was the irresponsible Hal. Richard was a monster, Leonidas a 

fool. Comedy of Errors demonstrates the absurdity of family ties and marriage vows, while 

Measure for Measure does the same for law and order. Shakespeare is British. Shakespeare 

is even Britishness. But, at the same time, Shakespeare demonstrates that Britishness, the 

notion of a homogenous united nation under a single rule and united towards a single 

purpose, is a fatally flawed fantasy. It is easy to use Shakespace to propagate nationalism 

Figure 3.20: Romney, Shakespeare Nursed by Tragedy and Comedy; Folger Shakespeare Library Digital 
Image Collection; Web; 14 May 2014
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and the power of the state. It is impossible to use Shakespace to maintain, to perpetuate, 

that same national unity and state authority.

In placing British national identity on "stage," Boydell forces his audience to 

consider themselves as a united British populace. This is the strength of the theatrum and 

of performance; ideas and concepts with purely cerebral appeal and power are rendered 

more compelling. They truly embody the writer's admonition to show, not tell. However, 

Shakespeare is incapable of hiding the flaws and scotomas which enable nationalism to 

function, and as a result, Boydell's project was doomed from the start.
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chapter 4: 
The Object and the Abstract

Flower gardens. Windmills. Collage. Promotional goods. These objects, and 

others, are the focus of this chapter. The subjects of previous chapters have been 

largely confined, even at their most expansive and iconoclastic, to recognizable and 

relatively straightforward translations of the stories and characters of Shakespeare's 

plays. The furthest-afield heretofore covered would be Mary Heebner's Hamlet 

book, but even Heebner included some more recognizable figures and illustrative 

quotations in her textural abstract plates, and, as a book, her work was very clear in its 

juxtaposition of text and accompanying images. The art objects at hand now, however, 

are largely unrecognizable as Shakespearean offspring. As a class, they are defined 

and united by their heightened demand for creative labor on the part of their viewer 

to bridge the adaptive gap, and the necessity of the guiding context they provide said 

viewer to enable that bridge. Much like the posters discussed in the Hamlet chapter, 

these artists coerce their audience into reading the objects as Shakespeare by labeling 

them as such.

These objects also demonstrate an important distinction to keep in mind when 

discussing Shakespeare. We are in the habit of conflating several entities when we 

reference "Shakespeare"—there is the historical figure, born in Stratford-upon-Avon in 

April 1564, son of John and Mary, husband of Anne, a poet and actor who died in 1616; 

there is also the corpus of work produced by that historical figure, a collection of texts 

bound together by their authorship, but outlasting and overshadowing that biological 

author; finally, there is the cultural figure, the signifier, the field of "Shakespeare," 

an entity of cultural capital and social gravity. This last, growing from the historical 

Shakespeare and propagated by the textual one, is the "Shakespeare" we most often 

refer to. When the Victoria & Albert Museum commemorated the putative 450th 

birthday of the historical figure with a "Cakespeare" contest, inviting people around 
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the world to submit photographs of cakes inspired by "Shakespeare," the resulting 

works were not celebrating the biological Shakespeare, but the semiological field 

called by that name, containing within it the familiar images and quotations from the 

plays, the Globe Theatre (itself a fascinating knot of references and signs), portraits 

of questionable accuracy, and markers of historical significance and reverence, all 

bound up not with a man who had been dead for almost 400 years, but with his 

conceptual heir, which is very much still alive. The fact that the V&A is even able to 

say that Shakespeare's birthday was April 23, 1564, is due to the importance of and 

their actual reference to this semiological field: if strictly referring to the historical 

person, his birthdate is unknown and we do not have the records available to state 

it with any certainty, but when divorced from a living human being, "Shakespeare" 

can be assigned any birth date, particularly when that birth date contributes to an 

appealing and aesthetically pleasing narrative (April 23rd also being the historical 

date of death for William Shakespeare). So many of these objects under discussion 

take a detached approach to Shakespeare and to his work, playing in the arena of 

pastiche and impressions, because the projects are more about the reception and 

heritage of Shakespeare, the weight and function he and his work have taken on after 

his death, a field in which all of it—the man, his family, his friends, his work, even the 

mystery of exactly who he was in life (there is no mystery, we know who he was, anti-

Stratfordians are elitist and naive)—gets rolled into an enormous and ever-expanding 

field, a field called "Shakespeare."

I maintain that these distanced objects, rather than truly being a different kind 

of adaptation or a different class of object, simply make very obvious a basic fact of 

the adaptation process, true of all adaptations. We (even I, previously in this work) 

generally read adaptations as being based on specific narrative elements from their 

sources. West Side Story, for instance, takes the central narrative conflict of Romeo and 
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Juliet—a blooming romance between two rival groups at war with each other within 

a common civic environment—and projects it onto a more familiar time and place 

(as well as changing the medium of the work). Boydell's artists illustrated specific 

scenes, or even individual narrative moments, from the plays. The photographs of 

Sarah Bernhardt as Hamlet captured not only the character (as she portrayed him), 

but, again, specific moments from the narrative. These are all obviously true; I am not 

setting up for a "Gotcha!" moment of negating any of these statements. However, in 

addition to these character- or story-centered adaptive traits, the adaptations are also 

trading on a broader view of the plays and of Shakespeare, generating their adaptive 

force from that pastiche, that semiotic field, from that "Shakespeare." This is the 

core of the adaptive process, and the objects under discussion here strip away the 

surrounding layers, revealing the truth at the heart of adaptations in general. These 

adaptations build a theatrum in which individual works allow the artist to place that 

broad field of "Shakespeare" on stage together with the receiving audience; even 

when an adaptation is centered around a specific play, it mobilizes our broader 

social understanding of the playwright and his body of work, through the lens of the 

individual viewer and their own connections to that pastiche.

Perhaps the best example of this pastiche and the power of the framing on which 

it relies can be found in Shakespeare gardens. The basic concept of the Shakespeare 

garden is to memorialize the playwright and his work through planting and maintaining 

a garden including all of the plants mentioned in his plays and poems. Some of them, 

such as the Shakespeare garden on the grounds of the Huntington Library in San 

Marino, CA, also include the flora which Shakespeare himself planted in his own 

garden in Stratford-upon-Avon. Frequently, the gardens also feature statuary which 

is itself based on characters out of Shakespeare's plays, or at the least a statue of 

the playwright himself—the Huntington, again, has a modest bust of Shakespeare 
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on the outskirts of their Shakespeare garden. The plants within the garden are then 

labeled with textual references to provide the specific play and line which justifies 

their inclusion in the garden. The pomegranate tree at the Huntington, for example, 

has a small placard at its foot providing the quote from Act III, Scene 5 of Romeo and 

Juliet wherein Juliet states that it is the nightingale which "pierced the fearful hollow 

of [Romeo's] ear / [Singing from] yon pomegranate-tree" (lines 3–4). This type of 

garden may exist in isolation, or as a part of a larger complex of gardens (as is the 

case with the Huntington's). They may trumpet their Shakespearean pedigree, or leave 

it relatively subtle and under-stated. They may be well-manicured and regimented, 

or allowed a somewhat more natural wildness. Despite this variation, there is still 

a general commonality in organizing principle and function. The Huntington's 

Shakespeare Garden serves as an example of the genre.

It is worth pointing out that I am, of course, aware that the experience of 

gardens also includes the olfactory indulgence (NB: flowers smell good), the auditory 

layer of birdsong and buzzing bees, as well as additional tactile elements, such as the 

grass beneath one's feet or the temperature of the environment. However, this is not 

an analysis of the audience experience of gardens in general; it is not even a devoted 

analysis of the Shakespeare garden. I am here primarily focused on the Shakespeare 

garden as an example of visual art based upon Shakespeare; the scents and sounds 

of the garden environment were inarguably a part of my experience in visiting the 

Huntington. But, for the moment, I ask the reader to bracket those elements of the 

experience off and focus (as much as possible) upon the visual, while I attempt to do 

the same.

The Huntington is a private library which also has an extensive art collection 

and an assortment of gardens throughout its grounds. These gardens, which between 

them cover roughly 120 acres, include a Desert Garden, a Rose Garden, a Japanese 
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Garden, as well as several other similarly themed areas, including a Shakespeare 

Garden. As this specific Shakespeare Garden is embedded within this institutional 

setting, it is important to consider the garden within that context, so as to understand 

what attributes are part of the Huntington's general approach to their gardens and 

what attributes are uniquely Shakespearean, as well as to more fully understand the 

audience's experience of the Shakespeare garden.

As one wanders through the Huntington's grounds, signs direct you to the 

various areas and establishments: several different galleries, the library building, the 

cafe and tea house, and, of course, each of the gardens. Visitors are also given a 

pamphlet upon entrance which includes a colorfully rendered map, with these various 

locations marked, to further help orient and direct them. However, the gardens 

themselves do not have signs once you are there, i.e., after following the directional 

signs to the Rose Garden, there is no sign (other than the many roses) declaring that 

you are, indeed, standing in the Rose Garden. As a result, the gardens tend to blur and 

blend into each other, without distinct borders.

This approach to signage extends to the statues scattered throughout the 

gardens. For the most part, they are not titled or labeled in any way. Even in the 

Huntington's online catalog of their art collection, many of them are simply titled 

as "Allegorical Figure," or "Mythological Figure," with nothing more specific to 

designate which allegorical figure it is supposed to be. The viewer must rely upon 

iconographic or narrative details within the sculpture or, in some cases, where the 

sculpture is located, to determine what it is. There is a statue of Bacchus, recognizable 

both by his clutched wine glass and by the statue's location near a grape-vine-covered 

trellis. Other classical figures (Cronus, Theseus, Venus and Cupid) are similarly 

recognizable not by explicit titles and labels, but by context and imagery. This is 

even true of the bust of Shakespeare—it looks like the pictures (such as the Chandos 
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portrait) we recognize as the playwright, and it is (as best as a viewer can determine, 

due to the haziness of boundaries within the gardens) located within the Shakespeare 

Garden. Other than those indicators, however, many viewers will not read the statue 

as Shakespeare.

Plants throughout the gardens, however, are labeled and titled. Many of the 

specimens have small placards listing the common and scientific names for the plants. 

These notes are provided for educational/scientific purposes, teaching the viewer 

about the plants they encounter. Within the confines of the Shakespeare Garden, there 

are the additional (artistic/literary, as opposed to scientific) placards giving the textual 

provenance of some of the plants. Not every plant is so labeled, but many of them are. 

These placards, which are of a different appearance than the standard labels, also list 

the plant's common name, but then include a quote from the respective play. These 

signs, however, are fairly unobtrusive, bordering on hidden. They are not very large, 

are inserted directly into the ground, and are frequently obscured by the very plants 

they label. A visitor to the garden must not only leave the path (not a problem—the 

Huntington has no "Keep off the grass" signs—although on my visit some patrons 

clearly hesitated to do so), but must engage directly with the garden: crouching down, 

peering through leaves, moving vines out of the way. While this is a more physical 

activity than some of the other audience experiences heretofore discussed, the garden 

still demands an active participation on the part of its audience.

As a result of this physical challenge combined with the nebulous borders 

between the gardens, it is very easy for a Huntington visitor to overlook that they 

are wandering through and interacting with a Shakespearean adaptation. As with so 

many adaptations, the gardens require an informed viewer; the uninformed public 

wanders through the space, oblivious to the additional layers of adaptive weight, a 

fitting metaphor for so much of Shakespeare's influence on modern life. This also 
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demonstrates the importance of framing and context to all of the adaptations under 

discussion; when the work itself does not clearly and openly declare itself to be 

Shakespearean in nature, the audience requires an additional layer of labeling in order 

to engage with it through that lens. The very nature of that "clear and open declaration" 

is rather nebulous, as what appear as obvious connections to some audiences will be 

completely overlooked by others. Not only must the door be opened, but the audience 

has to know that there is a door to begin with, before they are even able to begin the 

work of reading the piece in that way.

The Shakespeare garden, as a genre, is defined by its textual approach to 

adapting Shakespeare.  The garden is an index, a catalog. Plants are not included 

based on merit, or on their narrative significance. The only metric for their inclusion 

(other than, one supposes, the practical consideration of whether or not the plant can 

actually be grown in the biome at hand) is that they are referred to in the text of one 

of William Shakespeare's plays or poems. Some of the inclusions, based on their 

textual citations, are ludicrously passing references—that earlier pomegranate, for 

instance, could just as easily be any other tree for dramatic and narrative purposes. 

A close (i.e., textual) reading could certainly demonstrate intentional reasons for the 

selection of pomegranate as opposed to olive or pear—implication of class, geographic 

specificity, symbolic connections between the fruit and love and disobedience—but 

the tree still remains an ancillary part of the play, unimportant to the narrative and 

even the emotional impact. While the tree-as-pomegranate distinction may matter to a 

traditional literary analysis of the text, I can guarantee, for instance, that none of the 

crowd-sourced synopses of the play gathered by Nature Theatre of Oklahoma for their 

adaptation of the play included the pomegranate tree. This is the inherent oddity of the 

Shakespeare garden as an endeavor: it is an adaptation of "Shakespeare" that draws 

on the most minor and inconsequential slice of that field, illegible to the majority 
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of its audience, and evoking little of the source material even for those audience 

members capable of reading it. So why bother? Why bother creating it, and why 

bother analyzing it? (And for that matter, why bother reading an analysis of it?)

As a cynical and jaded member of the Millennial Generation, I obviously can't 

deny the mercenary purpose of many of these gardens: a free and easily available text 

is commodified and turned into a destination for which one can sell tickets and where 

tourists can purchase t-shirts and overpriced sandwiches. However, there is also a 

laudable populist aspect to this sort of adaptation. For those members of the public 

willing to engage, the intellectual participatory act of experiencing the aesthetic 

values of Shakespeare's text is transformed into a physical one, still participatory and 

still focused on aesthetic value, but the text is broken up into digestible chunks and 

tied to something immediate and graspable, where the primary mode of engagement 

is both spectatory and tactile—moving through space and pushing vines out of the 

way—rather than reading a text and mentally parsing a distant dialect. As I already 

said, the gardens require an informed viewer, one who looks at the pamphlet and signs 

and recognizes the space in which they stand, but one need not be an educated viewer, 

indoctrinated into the wrinkles and shibboleths of Shakespeareana.

This distinction is an important one, as so much of Shakespeare exists within 

a silo; Shakespeare has long been associated with intellectualism, reserved for the 

cultural and social elite, despite the field's more universal origins. Even those more 

accessible adaptations are tainted by this attitude. West Side Story, for instance, serves 

as a condescending ambassador, re-rendering Romeo and Juliet into a form which the 

plebeians can more easily digest. No Fear Shakespeare is criticized (justifiably so, if 

I'm being honest) for "dumbing down" or "watering down" Shakespeare: in order to 

make Shakespeare comprehensible to the series' target audience, the editors remove 

all that makes Shakespeare Shakespeare. There is an implicit assumption that one 
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must have a certain level of education or class in order to appreciate, understand, and 

enjoy Shakespeare (whatever form he takes). The Shakespeare Garden, while still 

a somewhat befuddling phenomenon, serves as a counterpoint to this assumption: 

it does not lessen Shakespeare or his text, but truly translates it into a completely 

different, not lesser, vocabulary. Rather than talking down to the non-indoctrinated 

audience, it sidesteps the problematics of education and invokes a different adaptive 

form. Translation studies traditionally frames the act of translation as either leaving 

"the author in peace, as much as possible, and [moving] the reader towards him; or 

[leaving] the reader in peace, as much as possible, and [moving] the author towards 

him" (Schleiermacher, qtd in Lefevere 74), but here we see a translation that leaves 

both where they are and focuses its attention on changing the act of reading, the 

connection between them, instead.

Without narrative or characters, the Shakespeare garden is still an adaptation. 

As with the other adaptations under discussion here, the garden evokes the emotional 

tone of the plays and poems, it offers some sense of the aesthetic value and beauty of 

Shakespeare's work, and it offers all viewers, not just those "in the know," a way of 

accessing and appreciating the social construct—with its inherent class association—

that is "Shakespeare."

The next object to discuss is an architectural one, a windmill designed by 

Frank Lloyd Wright, titled Romeo and Juliet. As you will see several times over the 

course of this chapter, the reading of the title is circumstantial—the title dictates the 

reading of the windmill as Shakespearean, rather than the other way around. This is 

the appeal, for me as a scholar, of the objects under discussion in this chapter: they 

are the prime examples of the power and freedom of the audience. When approaching 

an art object with less-than-obvious connections to its title, the audience is forced to 

view the object within the context of its framing title, true; but, beyond that point, 
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the specifics of the reading and the details used to support that reading are entirely 

determined (consciously and/or unconsciously) by the viewer and are affected by 

the history and baggage that viewer brings to the interface between audience and 

art-piece. Details which the artist did not intend to have meaning suddenly become 

the crux of the viewer's interpretation. Wild misreadings of the text are supported 

by wild misreadings of the artwork—and who is to say which is the misreading and 

which is the true? The viewer whose only familiarity with the source text is from 

watching Wishbone as a child sees an entirely different version of the artwork than 

the Shakespearean scholar, but each reading, each experience, is valid and true and a 

viable production.

So, while the windmill, unlike the Huntington's garden, is named for a single 

specific play by Shakespeare, the lack of direct inclusion of narrative or characters 

from the play invokes a similar freedom for the audience, putting on-stage not 

Romeo and Juliet but we the viewers and our personal conceptions of the play and its 

playwright. The notion of theatrum is a place (physical or conceptual) to stage and 

test various ideas: even when the object is nominally specific to a single story, it is not 

staging that story but the viewer's idea of that story.

Wright is the quintessential American architect, considered by many (including 

the American Institute of Architects, in a 1991 poll of their members) to be "the 

greatest American architect of all time." His work, especially that of his mid-to-late-

career, was most defined by its integration of structure, inhabitants, and environment, 

providing an organic bridge between the human beings in and around the building and 

the surrounding natural world. While glimpses of this later development can be seen 

in his early work, including in this windmill, the aesthetic ideals—clean simple lines 

and consolidated geometric mass—were clear and consistent throughout his career. 

The Romeo and Juliet windmill was built in 1896 at the farm/boarding school of his 
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maternal aunts, on land surrounded by the farms of their brothers, Wright's uncles, 

and adjacent to where Wright would eventually build his own Taliesin home /studio. 

The windmill was conceived as and continued to be a functional object: it pumped 

water for Aunt Nell and Aunt Jane's school, and later for Taliesin. It is a tall thin 

thing, its apparent rickety nature emphasized by the original full-clad shingles. When 

Wright first designed the windmill, his uncles fought against it, assuming the windmill 

wouldn't last through the first storm; although his encouraging aunts prevailed, and 

were rewarded for their faith, according to Wright, this lack of confidence on the part 

of the surrounding residents continued through the following decades (Wright 132–

138). However, it still stands (albeit after a full restoration and renovation in 1989) to 

this day, its design and structure proving surprisingly resilient.

This strength is due to the geometric footprint of the windmill. It is composed 

of two shapes, two shapes named after Shakespeare's lovers, that are inextricably 

and intimately connected—a diamond penetrating an octagon. The diamond (Romeo) 

serves as a windbreak, while the octagon-shaped observation tower (Juliet) provides 

the bulk of the support for the entire structure. Like Shakespeare’s lovers, the two 

individual components are intertwined and inter-reliant, constructing between the two 

of them a whole stronger than the sum of its parts—and, importantly, a whole which 

cannot survive without both pieces: if either shape were removed, the entire unit 

would collapse, as happens at the end of Shakespeare’s play.

Wright touched on the symbolism of the name in a letter to his aunts after they 

won the initial fight with their brothers:

Of course you had a hard time with Romeo and Juliet. But you know how 
troublesome they were centuries ago. The principle they represent still 
causes mischief in the world because it is so vital. Each is indispensable 
to the other . . . neither could stand without the other. Romeo, as you will 
see, will do all the work and Juliet cuddle alongside to support and exalt 
him. Romeo takes the side of the blast and Juliet will entertain the school 
children. Let's let it go at that. No symbol should be taken too far. (135)
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I will, of course, not "let it go at that". Let us take the symbol as far as it will go.

There is another more subtle, less sentimental, layer to this immediately 

apparent connection between the play and the windmill (that interdependence and 

connection of the two characters/figures). The relationship between Romeo and 

Juliet appears (and is) sweet and meaningful, but in both the windmill and the play, 

this relationship is built on a foundation of sex: in the play, the two characters are 

young and seemingly overcome by their hormones, constantly referencing physical 

characteristics, and dwelling on the sexual aspect of their relationship ("though I am 

sold,/ Not yet enjoy’d" from III.2.27-28). In the case of the windmill, my above use 

of "penetrating" was a deliberate gesture towards the sexual element of the windmill’s 

design, an element which becomes particularly clear when one looks at a ground 

plan of the windmill. While their spatial relationship could certainly be read as one 

of violence (one description that I came across stated that the diamond "stabs" into 

the octagon), by framing the reception with the caption of "Romeo and Juliet," the 

romantic/sexual metaphor dominates, and the windmill becomes the coital coupling 

of Romeo and Juliet, but the implication of violence still hovers there. And that 

violent cast further ties the windmill to the play, as the sexual and the violent are 

inherently bound together over the course of the narrative. The lovers' initial meeting 

is a dangerous one, made more explicit after the party, when Romeo risks capture 

and murder to see Juliet again. This underlying threat is constant throughout all of 

their scenes together. The motif peaks, of course, in the final act, where their ultimate 

coupling is their mutual death. The juxtaposition of sex and violence, however, 

transcends the immediate boundaries of their relationship. For instance, Tybalt's 

violent threatening confrontation of Romeo is met with expressions of love and unity. 

Mercutio's subsequent death is a tender homosocial, if not homoerotic, moment with 

Romeo (for discussions of the homoerotic overtones of this relationship, see, for 
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instance, Porter or Goldberg). Romeo's dream, the death of Paris, the Friar's "violent 

delights" caution to the lovers: all demonstrate how the play, at its core, inextricably 

binds love/sex and violence/death. Wright's windmill simply and elegantly captures 

this statement geometrically, demonstrating the similarity of sexual and violent 

penetration, rendering the two indistinguishable.

In reading Wright’s own defense of the design and building of the windmill 

in his Autobiography, the windmill takes on an implied narrative furthering the 

connection to the play. His family, for whom the windmill was built, were highly 

skeptical of the windmill’s sturdiness, fully expecting it to collapse in the first storm. 

However, as Wright explains, the "harmoniously contrasting pair" (135) is built in 

such a way that they share the stresses of wind and rain and transfer the force into their 

stone foundation: "the wooden tower was rooted as the trees are. Unless uprooted it 

could not fall for it would not break" (137). His language describing the windmill is in 

general eloquently reminiscent of Shakespeare’s lovers, themselves a "harmoniously 

contrasting pair," but even more pertinent, narratively speaking, is this projected 

eventual collapse of the windmill (which has yet to occur, over a hundred years after 

it was built—a testament to Wright’s skill), an event which could only occur if fully 

uprooted and destroyed wholesale, as occurs in the play, when Romeo is banished and 

the two kill themselves. This implied and deferred destruction is equivalent to the fate 

plotted out by Shakespeare. It is only when the two are separated that either is able to 

be destroyed, and in the ending of one, both are killed. This narrative, this production 

of Romeo and Juliet, takes place nowhere but in the projected future of the viewer's 

mind.

David Saunders's 1981 Hamlet installation at Oberlin College's Allen Art 

Museum is the last large object I shall discuss: like the Huntington's gardens and 

Wright's windmill, it surpasses the comfortable and intimate scale of objects which 
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can be held in one's hand or examined on an individual level. The installation, a 

giant book, is listed as 12'x12'x12', which is 1,728 cubic feet. Even its 2-dimensional 

footprint is still 144 square feet. While not at the full architectural scale of a garden 

or a windmill, it is still an imposingly large object which dwarfs its audience.

This enormous book stands upright, propped open. Looking at the back cover 

of the book (figure 4.1), one can see the only text included in the piece—the author's 

name, in relatively small type. Wrapping around the cover is a series of 6 smaller 

(2'x3') portraits, including two of Hamlet, and one of Desdemona. The remaining 3 

portraits are unlabeled in the catalog, but each represent a female character. The first 

one (in left-to-right order) is a more mature face and includes some hint of an ornate—

Figure 4.1: David Saunders; Hamlet; 1981; Mixed media; Allen Art Museum, Oberlin College; 
Artist’s website; Web; 28 May 2014.
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perhaps Elizabethan—collar, suggesting an upper-class character, such as Gertrude, 

but also potentially Lady Macbeth or Queen Margaret. The other mystery portrait on 

the back cover, flanking one of the Hamlet portraits, is a younger character, so could 

certainly be Ophelia, should one choose to read it within the context of the Hamlet title 

of the larger piece. However, the inclusion of a portrait of Desdemona destabilizes that 

assumption. Saunders is clearly not limiting himself to the characters of the singular 

play; in fact, the inclusion of a single character from a different play strongly suggests 

that the remaining 5 portraits should not all be taken as characters from Hamlet, 

as that would grant Desdemona a greater interpretive weight; if the reader assumes 

that the unlabeled portraits all depict characters from Hamlet, then the installation 

becomes a statement about the connections between Desdemona, as a character, and 

the play Hamlet. Which is, certainly, a valid work and a valid interpretation. But, it 

is far more interesting (as well as justifiable, given the form and remaining content 

of the piece) to assume that Saunders is inserting a range of Shakespearean character, 

linking his work to Shakespeare's entire corpus. The remaining unlabeled portrait is 

on the far right of the series and offers the least in terms of the figure, being little more 

than a floating face. However, it is, in some ways, the strongest characterization, as 

the face offers a well-defined personality. The cast of the eyebrows and lips portray a 

strength and an authority which suggests Lady Macbeth.

All 6 of the paintings are done in a similar style: there is a clear figure, generally 

following a conventional portrait composition (with the exception of Desdemona, 

who is inverted), in terms of the framing and positioning of the subject. However, 

Saunders then upsets the conventionality of the portraits by playing with colors (one 

of the Hamlets is bright red on a background of gold foil), removing portions of the 

image, and compositing additional layers of imagery (the other Hamlet has had part 

of his face "torn away" revealing a painting of a ship at sea beneath the portrait), 
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pushing the paintings further from realistic and conventional portraits of characters. 

They are not character studies, but representations of the characters as components of 

Shakespeare's textual and cultural gestalt, with Hamlet being one of the cornerstone 

texts of that gestalt.

When the viewer walks around to the other side of the book, to look at the open 

pages, a pile of autumn leaves is revealed, spilling forth from the book across the 

floor (figure 4.2). Stretched across the opened interior of the book, which is painted 

a bright green, attached with ropes, splayed like a spider's web, is an irregularly-

shaped canvas with another portrait of Hamlet, examining his hand, blending into a 

background of more dead leaves.

Like other works discussed, neither the central portrait of Saunders's Hamlet, 

nor the smaller ones on the outer cover, declare themselves to be Hamlet, Shakespeare, 

or the characters they putatively depict. The author's name is the only text contained 

within the "frame" of the piece itself. The subsidiary portraits do not have title-cards 

on them (they are, after all, displayed as parts of the larger work, not as individual 

works themselves), and a gallery patron would be drawn to the imposing work itself 

well before noticing any 3"x5" notecard giving the title of the work. What I find 

a particularly odd choice is the lack of title on the spine of the book; the fact that 

Saunders uses the form of a book, but leaves it bare of any text save his own name, 

and on the back cover at that, rather than the front, seems a puzzling misuse of the 

Book.

Unless, of course, that is the very point being made. Saunders presents 

Shakespeare-qua-Hamlet as a book without text. This is the image, the conceptual 

entity, of a book, without the specific functional/textual content of a book. This is 

the notion of "Shakespeare" at play here. "Shakespeare" is a figure of capital not 

necessarily tied to his actual corpus (textual) or his actual corpus (anatomical). One 
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does not need to read Shakespeare's plays to know or have an idea of "Shakespeare." 

Everybody knows Hamlet, even if they haven't read Hamlet. This is the Hamlet and 

the Shakespeare captured by Saunders.

The size of the piece supports this. Shakespeare and his stories are at a larger-

than-life scale. The Shakespeare on display here is not a singular man, born in a small 

picturesque river-side town in England. His plays are not picayune tales of individual 

humans struggling with their daily existence. Instead, we have a playwright who is 

both a vector for and message of British Imperialism, whose value exceeds the specific 

literary value of his plays, plays which tell stories of kings and gods, stories which 

Figure 4.2: Reverse view of Saunders’ installation; Artist’s website; Web; 28 May 2014.
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sum up all of human experience. Hamlet is every man, as opposed to Willy Loman's 

everyman. This is the scale of Shakespeare, and Saunders's work reflects this.

While the installation as a whole is titled Hamlet, the inclusion of multiple 

plays (or at least the characters therefrom) also supports the notion of pastiche. 

Hamlet serves as the most recognizable and acclaimed play of Shakespeare, and as 

such functions synecdochically as a stand-in for the entire body of work and for 

Shakespeare himself. Saunders even expands his scope beyond the written text of the 

plays through the inclusion of several completely different versions of Hamlet, the 

character; much like with Delacroix's illustrations, and the various incarnations of 

Hamlet he included therein, these iterations of Hamlet invoke the theatrical nature of 

the text as a thing to be embodied by different performers in different ways and media. 

The several Hamlets we see in Saunders's Hamlet are each wholly different, in terms 

of their facial appearance, the style, the themes of their respective portraits, even the 

media in which they are rendered.

At a slightly smaller scale, there are two paintings I'd like to consider, each 

inspired by Midsummer Night's Dream. Even here, there is a clear contrast with 

the paintings discussed in previous chapters, such as the Boydell collection. Where 

Boydell's artists were largely focused on narrative and recognizable characters, Tim 

Rollins & K.O.S. and Max Ernst each instead focus on... or rather, they don't focus, 

but they instead work on a wider level, treating the play and playwright as a wash, 

basing their adaptations on a broad aesthetic.

Tim Rollins and K.O.S. (Kids of Survival) are a group of artists, originally 

founded as part of Rollins' curriculum as a middle school art/language arts teacher. 

The K.O.S. were his students at Intermediate School 52 in the South Bronx, with whom 

he worked in a collaborative fashion as part of an after-school Art and Knowledge 

Workshop. The group has been steadily working and making art since 1981.
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Their body of work is largely made up of visual responses to various pre-

existing texts, which they commonly incorporate back into the finished work. Many 

of their pieces are in a similar vein to this Midsummer, using the actual pages from 

the original text as the canvas. This approach accepts the originating piece as a part 

of our shared culture, but establishes that the group, as an artist, and the viewer are 

able to take it and make it their own, building on top of the original substrate. "We 

weren't going to accept history as something given to us," Rollins said in an interview 

with James Romaine (qtd in Romaine 18), discussing the way he began the program 

and their views on that shared culture. These texts, be they Shakespeare, Malcolm 

X, Duke Ellington, or Mark Twain, are not sacrosanct tablets, handed down from 

on high, but are a part of the fabric of the group's community, embedded as they are 

within a larger society. As such, the texts must be grappled with, but they are not 

immune from translation and remixing.

Rollins and KOS have actually made several iterations of this painting, each 

following the same basic format. While the collective's approach to art-making is 

always collaborative, this is a painting that they have done, on occasion, as part of 

a community workshop, having students and participants construct portions of the 

work. All iterations are in a landscape orientation, with a single even-wider panoramic 

version. The canvas, as with many of the group's paintings, is pasted with a layer of 

pages from the original text; the full title of the piece is A Midsummer Night's Dream 

(After Shakespeare and Mendelssohn), and some iterations have used pages from 

Shakespeare's script as the substrate, and others have used pages of Mendelssohn's 

score (which is, of course, itself an adaptation of Shakespeare's script). On top of this 

substrate, then, is a field of watercolor and acrylic flowers, painted separately, cut-

out, and collaged onto the canvas (figure 4.3). The flowers themselves are painted in a 

broad spectrum of colors, and are placed irregularly but evenly and relatively densely 
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around the canvas. The result is that the text (score or script) is easily visible between 

the flowers, but the flowers prevent the viewer from really reading any significant 

contiguous portion of the text, so that the text becomes a graphical element, divorced 

from its actual content. It is a signifier of text, representing the capital of Shakespeare 

(or Shakespeare by way of Mendelssohn) without the specific communicative value 

of language.

The painting is, like everything else under discussion in this chapter, rendered 

Shakespeare via the declaration that it is Shakespeare. The title labels it as Shakespeare, 

as Midsummer, not the content. The viewer is hard-pressed to see enough of the text to 

recognize the play or the music, assuming they can focus on the text through the field 

Figure 4.3: Tim Rollins and K.O.S.; A Midsummer Night’s Dream (after Shakespeare and Mendelssohn); 
1999; Mixed media; Artist’s website; Web; 28 May 2014.
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of flowers. Scraps of words and disjointed phrases, isolated musical notes and empty 

staves, these are not Midsummer Night's Dream, they are not Shakespeare, they are 

not Mendelssohn. What makes the painting Shakespeare is the viewer's understanding 

that it is supposed to be Shakespeare (whatever the viewer understands that to be), 

and the viewer's labor to read the painting as Shakespeare. The painting is not about 

the play. As Rollins' intimated in the earlier quote, the painting is about what we do 

with the play, what we make of the play, what the play becomes for the artist and the 

viewer.

More than any specific representation or reading of the play, the artists' greatest 

intervention here is in their use of Shakespeare's text and, through it, Shakespeare 

himself. The text is both ubiquitous and readily ignored. It serves as the backdrop 

for the entire painting, but the actual specific verbal content of the text is relatively 

unimportant, other than as an invocation of the play and its writer. This is the role 

of Shakespeare in the modern world: he provides background and context for much 

of contemporary cultural work, even when unacknowledged, but so many of the 

audience members engaging with works which are deeply indebted to Shakespeare 

don't recognize that debt. In much the same way that fish don't notice the water in 

which they swim, modern-day artists and audiences don't notice the Shakespeare 

through which they move. Even those narratives which are not unique to Shakespeare 

have been incorporated into Shakespace, to the degree that any story of forbidden 

love is a version of Romeo and Juliet and every weighty and substantive narrative is 

described as Shakespearean. This is what Rollins and KOS have captured with their 

pages-as-canvas.

In front of that canvas is the field of flowers. These flowers go above and 

beyond those referenced in the play. They were crafted individually, separately from 

the complete work and from the other flowers, each as an independent work of beauty 
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and color, later composited and added to the de-emphasized field of linguistic beauty 

that is Shakespeare's text. This is the state of modern art: individual creative effort 

in the omnipresent shadow of past artists. Everything new we create is both built and 

read in the context of that which has come before. However, and here is what sets the 

Rollins & KOS effort apart, that does not invalidate or devalue the new work. Each 

of these flowers is far more noticeable and aesthetically pleasing than the text against 

which it is set. The past cannot be ignored and is a significant part of the present-day 

work, but the efforts of the contemporary artists are what we notice and what draws 

our attention.

Max Ernst was born in Germany in the closing decade of the 19th century. In the 

first decades of the 20th, he became an artist. Most commonly and deeply associated 

with Surrealism and Dada, Ernst's career lasted more than 60 years and covered a 

wide range of media and genres. His Midsummer Night's Dream was painted in 1960 

towards the end of his career and his life, during his second period living and working 

in France. Whereas the earlier parts of his career went through discrete phases and 

periods of style, his later body of work draws on all his earlier styles and modes of 

working, alternating the approach from work to work. Midsummer is an oil painting 

but owes far more to his work in collage than his earlier oils, which were primarily 

Surrealist.

The painting is painted primarily in blue and yellow, with some amount of 

white and black, mostly mixed with the blue for shades and tones (figure 4.4). The 

field of the canvas is largely filled with a range of blue, using hard brush strokes 

and variations of light and dark to give a "crumpled" variegated appearance to the 

painting, evoking a collage aesthetic. The most noticeable feature in the painting is 

a large eclipse-like effect occupying the majority of the upper central portion of the 

canvas. The eclipse is created by a circular corona of yellow: the interior of the corona 
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is not very different from the exterior—the same faceted blues, tending a little darker 

than most of the rest of the painting, with a little more yellow streaked through. The 

corona itself has a distinct, though not continuous, interior edge, as though Ernst set 

Figure 4.4: Max Ernst; Midsummer Night’s Dream; 1960; Oil on canvas; Artstor; 
Web; 28 May 2014.
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a paint-bucket on the canvas to provide a clean and clear circle. On the outside, the 

corona bleeds and fades out into the rest of the field, appearing almost spray-painted 

in spots. Elsewhere, there are the impressions of plant-like cutouts in the yellow—

see, for instance, the fern shapes on the left side of the canvas.

The painting is particularly notable for its complete lack of distinct references 

to Shakespeare's Midsummer, excepting the title, of course. As a small experiment, 

I presented a slide of this painting to a class of undergraduate students, within the 

context of a lecture on visual art adaptations of Shakespeare's plays, and asked them 

which play it was from, and how they would support their guess. Responses ranged 

from "Othello, because that circle in the middle looks like a big 'O,'" to "Romeo and 

Juliet—the feuding blue and yellow colors are like the Capulets and Montagues," to 

(probably the most popular suggestion) "The Tempest, as the circle is like an island 

surrounded by a storm, which is represented by the sharp shades of blue." One student 

did, in fact, suggest Midsummer, but had no particular reason for picking that play, 

admitting to naming one at random. After I revealed the title to them, they pointed 

at the plant shapes discussed above, and compared the eclipse effect to the moon, 

and they even discussed the connection between the farcical chaos of the play and 

the collage-aesthetic of the painting. These are lovely readings and investigations of 

the painting-as-Midsummer, but are they any more valid than the equally poetic and 

compelling readings they would have generated had I told them the play was, in fact, 

titled The Tempest? Or Othello? Or Cymbeline? Or King John? (Those last two are 

jokes—the only thing generated by titling the painting Cymbeline or King John would 

be blank stares; I might as well challenge a modern reader to tell me how the painting 

reflects Cardenio or Love's Labours Won.)

The point is that the painting itself does not fill the adaptive gap; it does not 

generate the connections between itself and its source, whatever that source might 
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be. The viewer does that creative labor, prompted by the framing of the painting, 

using the painting as raw material. A discussion of Ernst's painting as an adaptation 

of Othello would be "wrong," admittedly, from a strict definition, grounded in an 

authorial intent-aligned understanding of meaning and interpretation, but it would be 

no less valid than the discussion based on Midsummer. The viewer's experience and 

response and creative labor occurs either way and cannot be discarded simply because 

the viewer experienced the painting in a different context than originally intended. If 

a painting moves me to tears, but it was hung upside down, did my emotional response 

suddenly not happen? Of course not. So too with Max Ernst's Othello and Max Ernst's 

The Tempest and Max Ernst's Timon of Athens (again, a joke): just because he never 

painted them doesn't mean an audience can't see them.

If, however, we commit to looking at the painting that Ernst actually painted, 

reading this painting in the context of the title he gave it, what are the connections we 

find to Midsummer?

As my students pointed out, the plant silhouettes in the yellow corona evoke 

the forest in which most of the play is set, as well as the fairies, which are themselves 

named for and bound to the plants and features of the natural world. Again, stealing 

from my students, the moon is a motif throughout the play, and is nicely suggested 

with the eclipse effect in the painting. The chaotic and faceted brushstrokes which, in 

the context of The Tempest, my students identified as illustrating the crashing storm, 

here are more metaphorical and reflect the frenzied wrinkles and changes in plot and 

relationships.

There is also a notion of duology at the core of the play: human and fairy; 

nobility and craftsmen; male and female; civilization and wilderness; man and beast. 

The restricted palette of blue and yellow reflects this, but more critical is the clearly 

delineated corona. This eclipse effect builds a wall, separating the interior of the circle 
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from the outside. Here we have the island of humanity in the midst of the mysterious 

forest, the refuge offered by the wilderness away from the rules and restrictions of the 

city, a neutral territory where the two halves of the fairy court can meet and interact, 

even a safe place for the Mechanicals to rehearse, away from the city where they 

would "be dogged with company, and [their] devices known" (I.2.102–103).

However, notice that the interior of the circle, while clearly separated from the 

surrounding canvas, doesn't look any different, once you cross that threshold. So is 

it with these sanctuaries and islands. Hermia and Lysander flee to the forest, only for 

Demetrius to follow; their conflict is distilled to its purest core, but the forest offers 

no true refuge from the challenge to their love. The Mechanicals' rehearsal is far more 

greatly disrupted by being in the wilderness than it ever would have been within the 

city, observed and tormented by Puck and Oberon. The fairy courts, each seeking 

a peaceful place to "hold their revels," instead have their feud elevated to its peak. 

When we try to flee the chaos around us, we only bring that same chaos with us and 

concentrate it within a smaller space.

However, the power of the threshold cannot be denied. Ernst might show that 

the refuge is host to the same chaos and conflict the refugee flees, but one must 

still pass through the liminal space, that yellow corona. And in crossing through that 

space, there is a change to the traveler. While the lovers cannot escape their conflict, 

they are transformed by the experience of their attempt to do so, and are ultimately 

able to resolve the dilemma (through Demetrius being brainwashed by fairy magic 

into thinking he loves somebody else), and the Mechanicals are galvanized by their 

own tribulations and are able to put on a passable performance (despite never having 

completed a single rehearsal), and Oberon and Titania make peace and reunite their 

fractured court.
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Before narrowing our scale further, let me first offer a minor digression on the 

matter of beer. The now defunct Flowers Brewery was based in Stratford-upon-Avon 

for roughly 150 years, being a major local employer for much of that time, and was, 

in fact, in no small part responsible for the development of the Shakespeare industry 

in Stratford.

Edward Fordham Flower, the founder of the company and several-time mayor 

of Stratford, was in charge (during his last tenure as mayor) of the celebrations and 

commemoration of the tercentenary of Shakespeare's birth in 1864. During this time, 

he conceived the idea of a permanent memorial to the playwright. His son Charles 

Edward Flower took up the notion and convinced the town of the value of establishing 

a theatre in Shakespeare's name, donating both a considerable sum of his own money 

as well as a plot of land to house the theatre. In 1879, the Shakespeare Memorial 

Theatre opened. When it burned down, 40 years later, Sir Archibald Flower, nephew 

of Charles, organized the raising of funds to replace the theatre, which was renamed 

the Royal Shakespeare Theatre and now serves as the home of the Royal Shakespeare 

Company (Chambers 3–6). In recognition of their contributions to the preservation 

of Shakespeare's legacy, the Flower family maintains representation as an Honorary 

Governor of the theatre to this day.

Although it is reasonable to assume that Stratford-upon-Avon would have 

found some way to capitalize on their connection to Shakespeare, the Flower family 

and brewery certainly played a major role in the scale, form, timing, and success of that 

capitalization; it is impossible to say that there would be no Shakespeare Birthplace 

Trust, no RSC, no contemporary "Shakespeare Country" tourism industry, without the 

Flower family, as we have no way of knowing "what might have been," but we can say 

that these institutions, as they are now, owe a great debt to the Flowers, and that the 
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family has done a great deal of work over the years to cement Shakespeare as a local 

and national figure of importance.

Due to this long and deep connection, Flowers Brewery adopted Shakespeare 

as their own figurehead, incorporating his image into their labels and tap handles. The 

brewery was bought out and closed in 1967, but only a few years later in the mid-

1970s, Whitbread, the new owner, revived the brand to capitalize on a demand for 

"real ale" (Shakespeare Birthplace Trust), and, sure enough, the new iteration of the 

brand, while brewed elsewhere with an altered recipe, included the familiar image of 

Shakespeare.

Figure 4.5: Flowers Brewery; Untitled bust; 
c. 1960; V&A Museum; Web; 28 May 2014.
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As a social artifact, there is much to be made about this marketing connection: 

Shakespeare-as-national-identity (especially in light of Whitbread's continued 

usage of the labeling), the original pragmatic attachment of the Flowers Brewery to 

Shakespeare's coattails, even the political benefits of these connections. I, however, 

want to focus on the marketing as a work of art, a visual artifact. Specifically, I 

am most concerned with a line of promotional objects the Brewery manufactured 

circa 1960. These were papier-mache busts of Shakespeare distributed to pubs around 

England to promote Flowers' ale (figure 4.5). These busts were designed to be placed 

on the bartop, although Flowers also manufactured tap handles with a similar bust.

There are a few slightly different versions of the bust I've encountered. Each 

features the same sculpture of Shakespeare: a combination of the (appropriately named, 

due to having been owned for years by the same Flower family under discussion here) 

"Flower Portrait” (figure 4.6)and the Janssen funeral bust (figure 4.7) at Shakespeare's 

tomb in Stratford-upon-Avon, the playwright is poised to write, holding a quill pen 

over a book. He wears a red doublet with high pointed shoulders, a broad white collar, 

and white cuffs. It is recognizably Shakespeare—while not as common as the Chandos 

or Droeshout (which is very similar to the Flower) images, both Janssen and Flower 

are still oft-seen (the Flower, for instance, is on the cover of my copy of the Bevington 

Complete Works)—and the iconography of pen and book further cement this. The 

plinth on which the bust sits, however, varies slightly. It is a simple black base, but 

Flowers produced various versions of the object with differing text inscribed upon the 

base. The one in the Victoria & Albert Museum's collection simply says "FLOWERS" 

in classic slightly-serifed typeface, giving it a strong literary appearance. Others make 

the beer connection more explicit, stating "Pick Flowers Original!" or "Flowers Ale." 

There are even a few floating around various collections that were left blank entirely.
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Figure 4.6: Unknown artist; “Flower portrait”; 
c. 1818-1840; Washington Times; Web; 28 May 
2014.

Figure 4.7: Gheerart Janssen; Shakespeare funerary 
monument; c. 1615-1623; Holy Trinity Church, 
Stratford-upon-Avon; Folger Shakespeare Library 
Digital Image Collection; Web; 28 May 2014.



186

Flowers has long used the image of Shakespeare on its labeling and promotional 

materials, but the illustration of the playwright found on its standard label differs 

somewhat from the appearance of the bust. The more familiar image on the label is 

far closer to Janssen's memorial bust: Shakespeare wears a vest over a plain tunic, 

and he carries a little extra weight. One departure from the original bust, however, is 

that, where Janssen's sculpture places a quill in Shakespeare's right hand and a piece 

of paper in his left, with little visual relationship between the two objects, Flowers's 

label replaces the paper with a book and moves the two closer together, creating the 

illusion of a captured moment in the writing process. This pose is carried through into 

the Flowers bust. The Flowers bust takes this pose but replaces the attire with that of 

the Flower Portrait (itself most likely based on the Droeshout engraving, familiar from 

the First Folio, although for years many believed the relationship between the two to 

be the other way around). The features of Shakespeare are also drawn from the Flower 

Portrait—this is most clear in the restrained curve of the hair, and the specific styling 

of the Van Dyke beard—but the Flowers bust does draw on a similar effect captured 

in the original label. The label (and its preceding Janssen bust), with the pudgy man in 

middle-class, less formal attire, offers a more human, more approachable Shakespeare. 

Where most of the Shakespeare iconography and statues we see place him in court 

finery and employ a Neo-Classical approach to staging, Janssen/Flowers (but not 

the Flower portrait—a confusing distinction) makes him familiar and common and 

recognizable. Despite being the hallowed seat of Bardolatry, Stratford-upon-Avon 

benefits from a more human conceptualization of Shakespeare—after all, Shakespeare 

the Messianic playwright was a figure most deeply associated with London, but 

William Shakespeare the human being is a local Stratford boy who made it big. The 

Flowers bust, despite utilizing the more manicured appearance and wealthier clothes 

of the Flower portrait, renders the playwright in less-realistic, almost cartoon-like 
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fashion. The cartoon aesthetic, as discussed in an earlier chapter, brings with it greater 

ease of empathy, as well as muting the formality and distance of the clothes in which 

the playwright is dressed. Paradoxically, in making the image of the playwright less 

human in appearance, he is made more human in reception. This is a Shakespeare that 

you could sit down and have a beer with.

Which is rather the whole point.

The bust was designed to be placed on the bartop as an advertisement for 

Flowers Ale. A bust placed at that height builds an illusion of a (slightly scaled-

down) Shakespeare sitting at the bar with the other patrons. In making him friendly 

and approachable, Flowers drafts Shakespeare into being their local beverage rep, 

hanging out at the pub and suggesting that the barflies "pick Flowers." Flowers is not 

staging any single play, but, like Boydell's Gallery, mobilizing the nationalist capital 

of Shakespeare and casting themselves in his role; their "Shakespeare" is approachable 

and affable, and, most importantly, wants to share a Flowers beer with you.

To close, consider something at the smallest end of the size spectrum: 

jewelry. There are plenty of jewelry-makers in the world who draw inspiration from 

Shakespeare and his work: a quick search on Etsy will reveal scores of results. Most 

of these rely most heavily upon the text itself—bracelets engraved with famous lines 

from the plays, or actual clippings from a script inserted into a small bottle and hung 

from a necklace, etc—but some stray further. For instance, to continue the themes of 

gardening and "Shakespeare of/by the people," there is Margot Potter's "Shakespeare's 

Garden Necklace," existing not only as an object of art itself, but also offered as an 

instructional tutorial for any home jewelry-maker to recreate. Jewelry always serves 

double duty, functioning as a decorative object as well as a commercial commodity, 

but Potter's necklace is both jewelry and open-source blueprint, an idea of a necklace 

(although it bears pointing out that the tutorial is hosted by a commercial bead vendor, 
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so the populist aspect of the tutorial is itself paired with a commercial impulse as 

well), which any individual artist can appropriate and recreate as they envision it. As 

such, there are two audiences to consider here: the viewer of the necklace, who may 

be seeing the photos of the necklace online or the actual necklace in life (and if they 

are seeing the actual necklace, is it on display or is it being worn?); and the student 

who is following the tutorial to make their own iteration of the necklace. Each of 

these audiences is an active participant in the creation of meaning and value for this 

adaptation, but in two very different ways. The first, as with any other non-narrative 

adaptation, must do more interpretive labor to make sense of the necklace as an 

adaptation, while the second is reconstituting the necklace themselves, interacting with 

it much like the Huntington's patron interacts with the garden, physically following 

a previously laid out path, inscribing the work into the world through following that 

path.

The artist describes the necklace as having been originally inspired by "the 

ruffles in an Elizabethan collar as [she] devised this necklace" and then filtering that 

image through "a vision of twisted vines and flowers" to arrive at the "garden" necklace 

of the finished design (Potter). The necklace itself is, obviously, a circle, but it is then 

built up from a series of small beaded circles. These circles are then interspersed with 

several large resin tablet-like beads stamped with a vine pattern (explicitly justifying 

the "Garden" title, along with the green beads used in the circles). The resulting 

necklace bears no explicit connection to Shakespeare: it does not incorporate the text 

in any way; it is not a recreation of jewelry from within one of the plays; other than 

the vine stamps, there are no visual invocations of or references to anything from 

the plays. Absolutely nobody would look at this necklace and say "Ah, yes. This is 

Shakespeare."

But.
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The hypothetical viewer does not look at the necklace in a vacuum. Instead, 

the necklace is seen within a frame. This frame is no gilt square of wood with 

elaborate carvings, but a less-material frame of context and linguistics. In titling the 

necklace "Shakespeare's Garden," Potter places the audience into a certain contextual 

frame before they even look at the piece. These abstractly Shakespearean objects, in 

invoking Shakespeare, force their audience to read them as Shakespeare. Like a pink 

elephant, simply by saying "Shakespeare!" the artist gives the audience no choice but 

to think of Shakespeare. As interpretive machines, when we look at a piece of art with 

Shakespeare in mind, we interpret it through that lens, regardless of "authorial intent" 

(whatever that bugaboo even means, i.e., scare quotes very much intended), and look 

for/build connections between the image and Shakespeare/his text.

What, then, are those connections for this necklace? There are, of course, 

the aesthetic qualities which the artist herself cites as the initial inspiration: the ruff 

collars of the Elizabethan period and Shakespeare’s own reliance upon the imagery 

of flowers and plants—Potter responds here to the same thematic links which have 

inspired the Shakespeare gardens. There is also the reliance upon circles, a shape 

commonly associated with Shakespeare: throughout his text, he makes tongue-in-

cheek allusions to the Globe Theatre where his plays were performed, itself a giant 

circle. Midsummer, one of the plays most heavily linked to the natural world of plants 

(the fairies and their names, the key use of herbs, the descriptions of plants and the 

forest, etc.), makes heavy reference to the circular moon throughout the play. A circular 

understanding of human history is embedded into many of the plays, particularly those 

concerned with the rise and fall of dynastic powers: Lear includes multiple references 

to the wheel of fortune, the history sequences are filled with internal connections and 

call-backs, demonstrating how the quest to gain and keep power forces human beings 

to repeat the same mistakes over and over again. The colors of the necklace are well-
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chosen to invoke the colors of the natural world: the bulk of the beads are green, 

pastel blue, and pastel pink, mirroring the colors of a flowering garden, an arena 

Shakespeare also drew heavily upon. One could also argue that the very nature of the 

necklace as ornamentation is somehow Shakespearean. These connections may seem 

weak and circumstantial, but that is exactly the point. They are circumstantial. Again, 

a viewer only sees the necklace as "Shakespeare" because they are instructed to do so: 

we read the necklace as Shakespeare first, and then we create the justification for that 

reading. That is why this kind of adaptation is less focused on any specific text, than 

it is drawing on a more general "Shakespeare"-ian source—specificity is the enemy 

of pastiche. By invoking "Shakespeare" as a whole, many small connections come 

together to establish a sufficient bond to the text, bringing with it the cultural/social/

interpretive capital of that text. By naming her necklace "Shakespeare’s Garden," 

Potter elevates her creation to a more substantive and more artful level, raised with 

the high status and assumed worth of "Shakespeare."

Much like that Shakespearean coloring book from the introduction, Potter's 

jewelry tutorial, as a separate artistic entity from the necklace itself, forces the audience 

to take on an active role in explicitly finishing the artistic piece. On a broad level, all 

audiences do this: any piece of art is only complete in the reception and interpretation 

by the audience, but there is a different kind of freedom and participation in putting 

crayon to paper or sliding beads onto thread. In these deliberately unfinished pieces, 

the original artist demands that the audience step up and join her in building their 

experience. The audience performs in an embodied manner that act of creation/

interpretation which the traditional audience (who has the ability to feel passive 

and purely receptive, horribly flawed and incorrect though such a feeling would 

be) engages in mentally. This transforms the piece from a "simply" visual artwork 
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into an experiential one, and allows the audience to share their own iteration of that 

experience with others.

There is an important distinction in my previous usage of "a different kind of 

freedom" as opposed to "greater freedom." Think back to the discussion of Rancière 

in the introduction: the audience is not simply a passive receiver, locked into a specific 

experience. Spectation is creation. Any art experience is a collaboration between the 

originating artist and the receiving audience. For instance, in a traditional theatrical 

event, where the audience sits en masse in tiers of seats looking through a proscenium 

at actors on a stage, the audience has the freedom to direct their gaze anywhere on the 

stage, focusing on any portion of it. The director and lighting designer can certainly 

work to guide that gaze, but one cannot always predict or control the perversity of the 

spectator. Like anything else in our world, art has affordances—internal suggestions 

and guidance on how to use and interact with it—but we are free to ignore or subvert 

those affordances. In addition to that physical freedom of the audience, the artist 

similarly has no direct control over the audience's interpretation of the work. The 

artist can, again, make suggestions and design affordances to guide the audience 

down a specific interpretive path; but, as any artist can attest, there are viewers who 

will escape that path and make their own meaning out of the work. That is the nature 

of art. The purpose of art is to communicate, and communication, by definition, is bi-

directional. Artists who misunderstand this will complain of their audience "missing 

the point" or "not getting it." And true, the audience might have missed the point the 

artist wanted to communicate, but in sharing their work with an audience, artists must 

accept that the work is no longer theirs, and the audience will, in ingesting it and 

making it its own, make something new, something drawn from and connected to the 

author's intent, but not wholly bound by that restriction.
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All of which is to say that artifacts like Potter's tutorial are simply expanding 

upon a freedom and spirit of collaboration already inherent to the act of artistic creation. 

Potter's work is a conceptual template which the audience uses as a basis for a physical 

act of creation, but from which they have the freedom to deviate, just as a theatrical 

audience has the freedom to sympathize with Shylock and see Portia as a heartless 

manipulative villain, or to laugh at the cruel Jew getting his deserved comeuppance. 

But where that freedom typically goes unacknowledged and unarticulated in most 

artistic endeavors (theatrical or otherwise—the passivity of the spectator is a deeply 

ingrained assumption), Potter is explicitly providing her audience the opportunity to 

confront their own creative responsibility and, as they select their colors and string 

each bead, see the proof of their power over their individual experience. The choices 

I make as an audience member at a play, or when standing before a painting, or 

when listening to a concert, in conjunction with my less deliberate specificities of 

interpretation, result in a completely different iteration of that piece of art than that 

which any other audience member experiences; this piece of jewelry renders those 

metaphorical and internal differences visible and tangible.

Any adaptation can and should stand as its own piece of art. However, when 

it is considered as an adaptation, it functions via the viewer's own conception of the 

source material and their mental productive labor in bridging the gap between source 

and adaptation. Witness the difference in response and analysis, when a movie is made 

of a pre-existing text, between fans of the original work and those who do not know it: 

the viewers who have never encountered the source material have no personal concept 

of that work and cannot evaluate the movie as an adaptation. The other fans, however, 

not only are viewing the movie in a different mode, but are also comparing it against 

the source material. The two groups are not watching the same movie.
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So with any adaptation. The indoctrinated audience sees the new and the old 

and the gap between them. As such, the painting or sculpture or garden or windmill 

which they observe (specifically in its context as an adaptation) is a laminated object. 

These adaptations are not just staging the story of Romeo and Juliet, but are part of 

the vast field of "Shakespeare," as understood by their viewer, and they are a space 

where the artist and viewer can examine that whole field through this small slice.
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