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Filming and Performing Renaissance History:

British Shakespeare Association Conference
1. How are reconstructions of the Renaissance different from popular imaginings of Shakespeare? 

 

2. To what extent is Shakespeare associated with theatre in the popular mind and the Renaissance with other cultural forms? 

 

3. What are the most obvious representational registers for the imagining of the Renaissance, and how do we interpret/theorize them? 

 

4. To what extent is the Renaissance conceived of according to a binary of, on the one hand, debauchery, and, on the other, progress?

 

5. What are the roles of politics and religion within this binary?

 

6. How far are reinventions of the Renaissance postmodern - that is, they engage with memories of what has come before? 

Filming and Performing Renaissance History:

British Shakespeare Association Conference
Seminar Leader: Mark Thornton Burnett, Queen’s University, Belfast
Over the last one hundred years, many of the events and personalities of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries have been brought, via a variety of visual mediums, before home, cinema, exhibition, festival and theatrical audiences. This seminar session aims to address and investigate these representations in terms of the ways in which the early modern period is interpreted and re-interpreted in the popular consciousness. Concentrating on all types of filmic and performative examples, and posing questions about the constructedness of images of the Renaissance and the circulation of dominant visual signatures, the session will range across celluloid, theatrical performance, television, documentary and re-enactment ‘experiences’ so as to illuminate both modalities of historical representation and the means whereby the Renaissance is accessed in modernity. Practitioners, teachers, curators, historians, heritage officers and museum studies specialists are welcome, as are papers from non-Anglophone perspectives. The seminar is not a Shakespeare session per se; however, papers discussing Shakespeare as a conduit to an understanding of the Renaissance period are also welcome.
*****
Participants: 

Stephen Purcell – Stephen.purcell@solent.ac.uk
Ruth Abraham – r.abraham@qub.ac.uk
Toria Johnson – toria.johnson@gmail.com
Ramona Wray – r.wray@qub.ac.uk
Martin White – martin.white@bristol.ac.uk
Johanna Schmitz – johasch@siue.edu
Pascale Aebischer – p.v.aebischer@exeter.ac.uk
Conor Smyth – csmyth38@qub.ac.uk
Nuala Gracey – ngracey01@qub.ac.uk
Lisa Hopkins – l.m.hopkins@shu.ac.uk
*****
Shakespeare’s Popular Audience

Stephen Purcell, Southampton Solent University 

Ever since Henry V (dir. Laurence Olivier, 1944), film depictions of Elizabethan theatre audiences have emphasised the supposedly immediate and communally transforming power of Shakespeare’s drama. The myth of the unified, popular Shakespearean audience has been reshaped and retransmitted across a variety of media: one sees it in accounts of performances at the reconstructed Shakespeare’s Globe, in mainstream television and radio documentaries, in films such as Shakespeare in Love (dir. John Madden, 1998) and even in a recent episode of Dr Who (2007). This paper examines a few such depictions of Shakespeare’s popular audience, suggesting that such a construction could never be much more than a simulacrum. It charts depictions of ‘re-popularized’ Shakespearean audiences in such films as Dead Poets Society (dir. Peter Weir, 1989), In the Bleak Midwinter (dir. Kenneth Branagh, 1995), The Postman (dir. Kevin Costner, 1997) and Get Over It (dir. Tommy O’Haver, 2001), and considers the influence of mass entertainment in creating the illusion of popular communality amongst audiences of modern Shakespearean theatre. 
Appropriations of James VI and I: Modern Manipulations of the Early Modern King

Ruth Abraham, Queen’s University, Belfast

Whilst figures such as Elizabeth I and Henry VIII are frequently selected for modern screen depiction, one early modern figure has been largely overlooked in the corpus of filmic analyses – King James VI and I. This paper will examine the appearance of James in film and television over the last century. The early modern conflict surrounding James’ ‘identity’, habitually negotiated across history, flags up notions of truth and forgery, a condition reflected in the variant tones of Jamesian criticism. In a similar fashion, obscurity of the King’s ‘identity’ lends itself to the shifting degrees of historical accuracy and conjecture within these most recent appropriations. What is clear is that the infusion of the filmmaker’s own political or cultural concerns with his/her adaptation of history takes place as a result of the fluidity of the historical ‘truth’. Often the directorial choices made are inflected with twentieth- and twenty-first-century anxieties, creating a version of James tainted by ahistorical influences. By looking at Gunpowder, Treason and Plot (dir. Gilies McKinnon, 2004) in conjunction with various other screen appropriations, I will assess the degree to which the ‘James’ that appears in these productions is a specifically manipulated construction that functions as a modern cultural/political symbol.
The Bard Tweets: Performing the Renaissance on Social Networking Sites

Toria Johnson, University of St Andrews
Online social networking sties like Facebook and Twitter have enjoyed a recent surge in popularity, allowing friends and colleagues to connect in digital spaces. Recently, users of these sites have moved beyond their personal profiles and assumed various personas, effectively ‘performing’ certain characters. My paper investigates the emergence of profiles that represent prominent literary and historical figures from the Renaissance, and considers how these digital spaces offer audiences unprecedented agency over performed characters. Given the specific format of these sites, which provide a common layout for individual profiles and in some cases restrict the amount of content, any discussion of ‘performance profiles’ must also consider the ways in which users choose to represent their assumed characters: questions of voice and identity are particularly important in these spaces. While these issues are also crucial in more traditional theatrical performances, the overwhelming popularity of these online networks demands scholarly attention. Ultimately, I seek to show not only that these sites encourage a unique type of performance, but also that the emergence of Renaissance figures in these decidedly contemporary arenas turns these social networking tools into pedagogical assets that foster interactivity between character and student.
Architectural Reconstruction and Cultural Monumentalism

Johanna Schmitz, Southern Illinois University 

The aim of this paper is to explore the various ways conjectural reconstructions of Elizabethan playhouses, especially the Globe and Rose, have been used in commercial film since the construction of Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre (the new Globe) in 1996-97. In some cases, the visual authority of the building provides little more than visual reference to the environmental milieu of Shakespeare’s theatrical activity in London and thereby connects current practice to an imagined past. In others, the playhouse reflects a real or perceived authority available in the immersive and experiential environment sought out by so many cultural tourists and theatre practitioners in recent architectural reconstructions including the new Globe, which now dominates the visual and operational standard of such playhouses as working theatres and of representations of Elizabethan theatres in film. Of particular interest will be the film sets for Shakespeare in Love (dir. John Madden, 1998), the small-scale playhouse model in Elizabeth: The Golden Age (dir. Shekhar Kapur, 2007), and Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre, which was still under construction at the time of filming, in Looking for Richard (dir. Al Pacino, 1996). 
Consuming the Renaissance: Cannibalism in the Contemporary Jacobean Film 

Pascale Aebischer, University of Exeter

Montaigne’s essay, ‘Des cannibales’, forms the starting-point for a reflection on the conjunction of cannibalism and ‘the Renaissance’ in a cluster of ‘Contemporary Jacobean’ turn-of-the-millennium films and narratives. Montaigne’s implicit critique of the opposition of civilised self and savage other in Renaissance colonialist discourses and his use of alimentary metaphors to articulate the process of literary consumption and production are brought to bear on The Cook, the Thief, His Wife and Her Lover (dir. Peter Greenaway, 1989), The Silence of the Lambs (dir. Jonathan Demme, 1991), Hannibal (dir. Ridley Scott, 2001) and, especially, on Hotel (dir. Mike Figgis, 2001). This little-known film about the making of a dogme-style Duchess of Malfi spins a complex web of associations between the re-membering of Renaissance drama and culture and the notions of processing and consumption. Malfi functions in Hotel both as a temporally remote text and as a material body, represented by the ‘international agricultural harvest’ of hotel guests who have come for a taste of Renaissance culture before ending up on a meat hook. Cannibalism becomes a trope for not only for the desire to break cultural taboos characteristic of the ‘Contemporary Jacobean’ film, but also for a sense of visceral disgust with the exhumation and processing of long-dead corpuses for popular consumption. 

Martin and Modernity: Contemporizing Luther on the Screen

Conor Smyth, Queen’s University, Belfast
This paper responds to the shift in Shakespearean film criticism towards filmic representations of the ‘early modern’, beginning with a biopic which emerged from the millennial fascination with fifteenth-century historical figures like Elizabeth I and Henry VIII: Luther (dir. Eric Till, 2003). Dissatisfied by the scant critical attention towards this film, and other twentieth-century biopics of Martin Luther, this paper seeks to rectify the imbalance through analysis of three very different post-war Luther films: Martin Luther (dir. Irving Pichel, 1953), Luther (dir. Guy Green, 1973) and Till’s aforementioned Luther. Unconvinced by critical analyses which prioritise historical fidelity in historio-fictions, my investigation argues that any filmic interpretation of Martin Luther is primarily an artistic and ideological endeavour, and the cultural product which emerges has little to do with the historical Luther. Rather, he functions as a touchstone for multiple, possibly conflicted, interests or agendas. Most significant is how he is appropriated as ‘our Luther’, the films sharing an assumption amongst some of academia that Luther, in whatever way, represents an emerging modernity. The assumptions made about this modernity reveal more about the agendas behind the films, and contemporary received truths, than Martin Luther himself.
Filmic Depictions of Elizabeth I 

Nuala Gracey, Queen’s University, Belfast 
This paper will deal with depictions of Elizabeth I in the filmic genre. Most of what is known about the ‘Virgin Queen’ is accessible via historical archives and accounts.  If we wish to know dates of various conflicts or the names of the suitors associated with the Queen, we need only to consult the nearest historical journal. Other than this chronology of dates, we know little else about the Queen other than the fact that she was unmarried, childless and often depicted as a stern and cold-hearted woman. However, in this paper, I wish to discuss the Queen as constructed person. We are familiar with the image of the Queen in the coronation portrait of c. 1600. Yet, in the light of the 1998 Shekhar Kapur filmic portrayal, Elizabeth, it is evident that film is a genre which allows for exploration of character and personality as well as personal relations. Rather than simply operating as a historical figure, Elizabeth, when placed in the realm of cinema, becomes a character of sorts. Film in this vein allows for maximum manipulation of era, costume and location. Kapur’s Elizabeth is testimony to the brilliance of film at the level of personal portrayal and a representation of the Renaissance period. In terms of presenting the Renaissance or, rather, Elizabeth I to a modern audience, film is an exciting vehicle: although stage performances prompt imagination, film, through camera techniques, actors and locations, allows for a highly charged and accessible evocation of Renaissance life and culture. Films analysed include Elizabeth (dir. Shekhar Kapur, 1998), Elizabeth: The Golden Age (dir. Shekhar Kapur, 2007), the 2005 television series, Elizabeth I, the 1971 television series, Elizabeth R, and Shakespeare in Love (dir. John Madden, 1998).
The Earl of Essex and the Duke of Windsor: Elizabeth and Essex on Film

Lisa Hopkins, Sheffield Hallam University 
The Private Lives of Elizabeth and Essex (dir. Michael Curtiz, 1939) is clearly derived ultimately from Lytton Strachey’s 1928 dual biography of the pair, but differs from it in several crucial respects. Although Thomas Betteridge has suggested reading Curtiz’s film as being in deliberate opposition to Fire Over England (dir. William K. Howard, 1937), this essay will read it rather differently, and suggest that it is in fact acutely aware of contemporary politics, and that the reason for its prioritization of the domestic sphere over the political is that its paradigm is the Abdication, which precisely privileged the personal over the political. Since one virtually certain consequence of the Abdication was that England’s next monarch would again be a Queen Elizabeth, Curtiz’s film foreshadows the Shekhar Kapur trilogy in using the story of Elizabeth I to prefigure that of Elizabeth II, but this time the focus is specifically on her involvement with Essex.

Henry’s Desperate Housewives: The Tudors, the Politics of Historiography and the Beautiful Body of Jonathan Rhys Meyers

Ramona Wray, Queen’s University, Belfast

In contradistinction to largely defunct arguments over the importance of ‘fidelity’ and ‘authenticity’ in the adaptation of literary texts, discussion of how best ‘history’ might be screened, revised and rewritten is still largely unresolved. This paper examines the successful Showtime series, The Tudors, a television project which has attracted exceptional viewing figures, lucrative sales to over seventy global ‘territories’ and prestigious EMMY awards. 

One of my arguments is that The Tudors is facilitated by what we might loosely call the ‘Shakespearean cinema’ of the past twenty years. Playing on its most successful precursors (not least Henry V [dir. Kenneth Branagh, 1989], Elizabeth [dir. Shekhar Kapur, 1998] and Shakespeare in Love [dir. John Madden, 1998]), and on the popular historical understandings gleaned from them, The Tudors takes these films’ successful features and transferable elements and places them in arresting juxtaposition. 

Yet if the The Tudors’ approach to the sixteenth century is anchored in such heritage-based reinventions of the past, the series’ range and scope takes it beyond the remit and import of earlier productions and into previously uncharted representational territory. The Tudors’ depiction of the Renaissance is revisionist – it breaks clear from an expected ‘golden age’ heritage-based template to present the period as dark, chaotic and horror-laden and to envision the usually Holbein-inflected Henry VIII (Jonathan Rhys Meyers) as a slimline, twenty-something object of desire. 

The unpalatable nature of such a move is reflected in the critical controversy which has surrounded the series. Arguing against simplistic understandings of ‘dumbing down’, and recognizing the ways in which The Tudors works inside more inclusive notions of accessibility, this paper posits the importance of understanding cultural development through layered modalities of telling and via the central contribution of emotion, personality and celebrity. Crucial here is the role of Jonathan Rhys Meyers who exceeds the frame of the story and whose omnipresence in global media forms allows him to take on a role akin to that of public historian. In 2009, the five hundredth anniversary of Henry’s ascension to the throne, this essay argues for The Tudors as the most definitive expression of a sea-change, a radical revision of the ways in which the origins of the Tudor dynasty, the Reformation and the long-standing ramifications of religious change are explained and understood in the popular imaginary.

Performing Theatre History in a Digital Age 

Martin White, University of Bristol

It has long been recognised that the physical reconstruction of specific historic performance spaces, and practice-led research undertaken in those spaces, can illuminate aspects of earlier performance practices in ways unavailable to other forms of investigation. However, the significance of these practical discoveries has not been matched by a capacity to document and, therefore, to disseminate them effectively. In the area of English early modern indoor performance, the nature, flexibility and impact of the artificial lighting of the stage by candles, lanterns, torches and so on has been generally under-explored, particularly given the evident importance of light and darkness in many plays written specifically for indoor performance.  In this paper I shall outline some experiments with artificial light, illustrate how its effects have been documented using digital technologies and show how these are now to be disseminated via DVD and web-streaming. 

