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Popular Culture, Visual Culture, Modernity--- Laurence Olivier’s and
Orson Welles’s Shakespearean Films

Chu, Hsiang-Chun

Abstract
Popular Culture, Visual Culture, Modernity: Laurence Olivier’s and
Orson Welles’s Shakespearean Films This two-year research project aims
at exploring Laurence Olivier’s and OrsonWelles’s Shakespearean films
in light of popular culture, visual culture, and modernity. The research
subjects for each year are: (1) Laurence Olivier and his Shakespearean
films, including Henry V (1944), Hamlet (1948), and Richard 11l (1955);
(2) OrsonWelles and his Shakespearean films, including Macbeth (1946,
1948), Othello (1952), and Chimes at Midnight (1965, 1967).
Shakespearean films involve boundary crossing among literature, theater,
and cinema. In this context, what is the relationship among a
Shakespearean film, a dramatic text, and a theatrical production?
Lawrence Guntner maintains that Shakespearean film study needs to take
into account a director’s film codes, visual tropes and conceits, such as
camera angles, camera movements, focus, light, montage, music, in
delivering meanings to the audience. Outstanding directors as they are,
Olivier andWelles both interpret Shakespeare in their unique ways. They
are truly the *auteurs”of their Shakespearean films. There are four
theoretical directions for this project. First, from theater to cinema, it
would be interesting to investigate the influence of both
directors’experiences in theater on their cinematic language. Secondly,
Shakespearean films and popular culture. A Shakespearean film
transforms dramatic language into images, thereby bringing Shakespeare
into popular culture and making Shakespeare a part of it. To bridge
Shakespeare plays to modern life, Shakespearean films no doubt need to
bring elements of popular culture into themselves. Thirdly,
Shakespearean films and visual culture. A director creates a work in
cinematic language, and tells a story in images. Audience, in watching a
film, need to learn what and how to look. They can be passive, receiving
whatever meanings that are given to them. Or they can be active,
constructing meanings on their own. Fourthly, Shakespearean films and



modernity. Modernity is a very appropriate mode of perception related to
modern post-war experiences. Loneliness, alienation, paranoid, shock,
betrayal, trauma, anxiety, loss—all these are closely related to modernity
and are the central thematic concerns for the Shakespearean films this
project covers. Taking into account previous studies on Olivier’s
andWelles’s Shakespearean films, this research project endeavors to open
up interpretation possibilities and to facilitate critical dialogues.
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