SCREEN ADAPTATIONS

SHAKESPEARE'S ROMEO AND JULIET
THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN TEXT AND FILM

COURTNEY LEHMANN
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A brief history of Romeo and
Juliet on screen
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As we have established, Brooke's Traglcall Historye Is Shakespeare’s
principal source - and the Bard follows him quite precisely, The
marvel of Shakespeare's play Is that he telescopes Brooke's
tragedy, which occurs over several months, into several days, The
principal challenge of the play thus becomes persuading
audlences that Romeo and Jullet truly cannot live without each
other, having known each other for less than a week, While such
telescoping Is particularly conducive to both the pacing and
technology of cinematic narration, it Is arguably more difficult to
make Romeo and Juliet's romance believable on screen. Whereas
page and stage tend fo leave more to the individual imagination,
film pre-selects and, hence, pre-determines the spectator’s point-
of-view. In other words, to a much greater degree than other
media, traditional cinematic narration actually conditions viewers
fo forgo fantasies of their own making In favour of those constructed
by the camera. Given that the average film length is less than *two
hours' traffic of our stage’ (Prologue 12), the camera that takes on
Romeo and Juliet must perform a yeoman'’s work to insure that the
feality of ‘love’ lingers - from *first sight* - o forever,

If. as Stephen Watson and Stephen Dickey explain, the Renais-
sance stage created a ‘heavily allusive artistic culture,” then
Shakespeare's plays embody a broader effort not only fo reveal
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the day-fo-day "workings of the human ming: py - I
‘navigat(e) through the Internal and externc Comple flics,
human experience by a layering of dllusions, S1ories of VOryin,
degrees of proximity and vividness, most of jne, Ndlitecy,
inherited, that fell us what to want and what 1o feqy- | Filrnrrm!zq,;
arguably work through even more richly allusive Materiol
they traffic In words and spectacle, as well gg the history o
cinematic representation itself, eliciting memories of Other fifrps
through a network of assoclations derived from ¢ given filrn's style
casfing cholces, and mise-en-scéne, Although the ¢
chapters focus on the three most famous adaptations o
and Juliet: the Shakespearean spinoff better known as
Story (1961), Zeffirelli’s *flower child’ version of

Luhrmann’s 1994 blockbuster, it Is Important to es

have with the fext(s) - the broader history of Romeo
Perhaps

r;inr;:;.

of!owing
f Romeg
West Sicte
1968, ang Baz
tablish - gg we

and Julietfilrms,
It should not Surprise us that from its earliest moments on

Ntained in the
filming techniques, Fittingly, in the race fo

Gdaptations, the Italians won, as Mario
tion 9Ppeared in 1908, and was swiftly

play by creating nove|
release the first screen
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lamo Lo Savio's twenty-five minute adap-
Luhrmann k:ﬂ?;?:hii::w - shot on location In the streets of Verona
sgtion of Wm* gepict Jullet waking while Romeo s still In his death
- s 1h19 T:.:ch is precisely the gambilt fo which Luhrmann will return.
ﬁxr??h;ix1en1qtic adaptations of other Shakespeare plays, Romeo
Eﬂi et immediately inspired spinoffs which were, remarkably,
occurng in tandem with these early adaptations. Although little is
wnown of the 1902 film titled Burlesque on Romeo and Jullet, two
spinoffs of note appeared less than ten years later: Romeo and
_;uffe}‘ in Town (Ofis Turner 1910), which focuses on Juliet Brown and
rRomeo Smith as fwo lovers torn apart by their feuding families, and
he Indian Romeo and Jullet (Larry Trimble 1912), another silent,
vitagraph one-reeler that tells the story of the star crossed lovers
7om the perspective of Native American tribal warfare.

Of course, all of the above films are short, silent productions - a
point that seems particularly ironic in the case of our most
loquacious playwright - indeed, a contradiction in terms, for how
can anyone conceive of a 'silent’ Shakespeare? As the hundreds
upon hundreds of silent Shakespeare films attest, the more
important point is that cinema could not be conceived of apart
from Shakespeare - above all other possible candidates for the
translation of ‘literature’ into film - during the pre-sound era.
Moreover, among the plays themselves, Robert Hamiiton Ball notes
that *Romeo and Juliet was clearly the most popular subject for
Shakespeare film ., ./, adding that early cinema in particular found
In Shakespeare a means of *draw(ing) and hold(ing) audiences
who found pleasure in the relatively new experience of watching
moving images on a screen’.2 Kenneth Rothwell has famously

2 ’
Robert Hamitton Ball, Shakespeare on Silent Film: A Strange Eventful History (New
York: Theatre Arts Books, 1 968), p. 235, p. 29.
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observed that Shakespeare - particularly with respe::i to the !
Vitagraph Series - served 1o olevate the status of a?:: ?GZiTr:o:Y |
investing it with artistic legitimacy, SO powerfULW::d rhdi. S
cultural caplital’ that the Bard possessed. S i; e
imitations of silent film were staggering Compﬂfed o fE[ nd r.?f
technologies that would emerge within ﬂ:wee deca Ei D* cinema’s
birth, the stalwart champions of this new ‘electric theater’ - among
them, the US's first and foremost critic of fil‘med Shakespeare,

Stephen W. Bush - argued vehemently that ’r.here is ‘nr_‘} play of
Shakespeare that cannot be retold in moving images’.* And the

" restis silence or, better put, history.

Well, not exactly, for In 1916, two of the great studios, Metro and
Fox, went head-to-head with their first feafure-length productions of
Romeo and Jullet in celebration of Shakespeare’s 300th birthday,
Though both films are now lost, they represent a crucial moment in
the rise of cinema as we know It; the fact that the two studios
fought for the first release date and the best quality picture tells us
that the then-emergent film industry was beginning to think of itself
as a contender with other forms of popular entertainment, indeed,
an art form in its own right, rather than a poor imitation of theatre.
Fox beat Metro to the punch and to the quality mark by featuring
the handsome Francis X, Bushman in the part of Romeo.
(Bushman’s performance Proved far superior to Fox's Romeo, Harry
Hiliard, a musical comedy star who was cast chiefly because he
looked |ike Bushman.) Not surprisingly, Romeo and Jullet proved to

ard’s first - and only - film, Uncannily balancing the Metro

Production’s male talent was Fox's casting of the famous ‘vam o’
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whose pathos-drenched performance
o's Baverly Bayne by a country mile. In other raspects,
films were well-matched: Metro hoasted a budget of .
cast of 600, while Fox countered by advertising d
sons, As the Oclober release date drew nigh, the
dge between fhe studlos Intensifled, Metro warned
ihe public: ‘Don't be misled. There Is one and only one Special
production de Luxe of shakespeare’s Love Story of the Ages . . .
pon't bé misled by Inferlor Imitations of a masterplece’ ? Indeed,
there can e NO doubt from extant accounts of the fllms that Metro
was superior fO the Fox production, No detall was Ignored, as Ball
observes, ‘(clonirary to the usual practice, the cast learned
shakespeare's lines and spoke themn In the film' ¢ A production that
was Incomparably long - two and a quarter hours - the Metro
Romeo and Jullet was warmly recelved by crifics and audlences
alike, as one review from Moving Plcture World attests: 'Of the
twelve thousand Inches of fiim devoted fo the portrayal . . . not a
single one Is superfluous’” George F. Blalsdell concludes his rave
evlew In terms that wil draw a knowing chuckle from
contemporary cinephlles, who have made similar clalms about
Shakespeare’s gift as a ‘fllmmaker”: ‘It has demonstrated that
Shakespeare dead three hundred yedrs penned In his youth lines
that stamp him as the greatest title bullder In the world of to-day’/’
Indeed, the reviews were In, and the consensus was that the
motlon plcture had, for the first time In hisfory, rencdlered
shakespeare Immortal,

cfress heda Bard as Jullet,
a

10DD9d Mett

250,000 and €
<ot of 2600 P8

2 * Quoted In Ball, p. 236,
¢ Quoted In Ball, p. 237,

)
George F. Blalsdell, quoted In Ball, p. 238,
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The reception of the Fox Romeo and Jullet was less enthusiastic
though Theda Bara's performance was unliversally commended -
and after this film, she had begn,
particularly given that, both before | .

known exclusively as a classic femme fatale or 'vamp', Hence, qg
‘temme fatale’ of a different order, playing

ST Ine that she embraced to the fullest
the part of a classic tragic heroine | .
in an article wiltten by Bara herself, she rationalised the excess of
emotion - and eroticlsm - she felt the part iequlred: having given
‘the character a great deal of study’, she ‘discovered that Juliet
lived In a perlod of passionate abandon. ltaly, in the days of Rome,
and Jullet, was no place for a Sunday-school girl".? But Barg wag
forced to carry the production on her shoulders, for according to q|
’ accounts, Metro trumped Fox - beating the rival studio 1o the
relecse date and, as Indicated above, surpassing it In quality,
Perhaps this explains why, In contrast to the Metro production,
which made only one significant alterationto the text (Rosaline
actually appears on screen), Fox was more daring, devoting an
entire scene to a Da Porto-style ending In which Juliet awakes to
find Romeo alive, but poisoned, and they perform a drawn-out but
nevertheless heart-wrenching conclusion that culminates In Juliet's
suicide when, at last, ‘the potent Polson o’ercrows (Romeo's) spirit’

(Hamlet 6.2.305). There was some consolation In the fact that the
Fox production actually fared bett

It was booked into venues rang
Festival to Sydney, where the fil

er on the international scene, as
ng from the Stratford Shakespeare

M wds said to have commanded as
Much as two shillings for admission - no small sum In 1916.

By far the most Inferesting early sound version of Romeo and
Jullet also happens to be the first known Hungarian adaptation,

B *lbia,

Y Thedg Baorg, Quoted In Rall p. 240,
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Istvan Katé's animated short film (1931) created entirely In
slhouette. The film literalises, In surprisingly subtle ways, the tensions
bullt Into the play between ‘day’, which Is Invarlably assoclated
with death, and 'night’ which, for Romeo and Jullet, Is the province
of life and love. Though historians would likely rather ignore MGM's
lavish 1936 adaptation, directed by George Kukor, the film -
desplte Its fallure at the box office and In posterlty - Is of historical
importance as the first feature length effort to adapt Romeo and
Juliet as a ‘high perlod’ film. Assembled with the care it takes to
synchronise the tiny gears of a watch, this Romeo and Juliet
combined the best talent of its day. From Its acclaimed director
and Tchaikovsklan score to its all-star cast, multi-million dollar
financing, distinguished screenwriter (Talbot Jennings) and, above
all, Its vislonary producer Irving Thalberg - the watchmaker who
oversaw every aspect of the film - Romeo and Juliet seemed
predestined to make history as the Hollywood studio system's first
‘legitimate’ Shakespearean masterplece of the sound era. From
Thalberg's purist perspective, earlier adaptations did not qualify as
truly *‘Shakespearean’: the Pickford/Falrbanks Taming of the Shrew
(1929), for example, relied too heavily on Interpolated dialogue;
likewise, the Relnhardt/Dieterle (1935) Midsummer Night’s Dream
compromised its status by casting confract actors who had no
classical fralning, such as James Cagney and Mickey Rooney. By
contrast, Thalberg dispatched agents to Verona to photograph the
scenery, his crew studled paintings by the Renaissance masters -
specifically, Boftlcelll, Bellnl, Carpacclo, and Gozzoll - and
academics from Harvard and Cornell were brought In as advisors.
Indeed, Thalberg's fllm dld make history - nof as a blockbuster but,
rather, as a bust - losing nearly one million dollars. The maln problem
with the adaptation was not Its $2 million dollar mise-en-scene bl:-ff
its principals; Norma Shearer played Jullet at thirty-seven Bpaetees
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Howard played Romeo at forty-two (the fifty-five yoar-olq Johy,
Barrymore supplied the role of Mercutio while Basil Hulnbnnﬂ
performed Tybalt at forty-four). In short, the film was o Qeria.
cdaptation of Shakespeare's tale of leenage lovers; despitg fhr;
garish sets, gorgeous costumes, ancl Tehalkovskian Musical accom.
paniment, nothing could turn back time fo these WOUllg)-ty,

. youngsters,

1l Cukor and Jennings retained just under fifty percent of the piey
for the screenplay - possibly the most of any adaptation of Romeg
and Juliet - and Interpolated severa| scenes (asls g CDmmonplqca
among confemporary adaptations) Involving Friar John, whjg
reducing Friar Laurence’s part. Agnes de Mille choreographe the
lengthy Capulet Ball sequence, wherein she Includes g vision of

| Rosaline patently resisting Romeo's charms, expanding upon
Metro’s Introduction of Rosaline In Its 1916 adaptation, The overqll

failure of Romeo and Jullet Is believed to have contributed to the
| untimely death of Irving Thalberg, the film's Producer and Shearer's

Ilf husband. Nevertheless, the production Is significant on g number of
levels, particularly as the first Shakespeare film to be accompanied
by a ‘tie-in’ book, replete with scholarly com mentary from Willlam

| Strunk Jr, better known for his famous grammar book, The Elements

J of Style. In fact, despite all its disappointments, the film received

four major Oscar nominations: Best Picture, Best Actor, Best Actress,

and Best Art Direction. Moreover, this Cukor-Thalberg vehicle left
an Indelible Impression on ofher directors. Renato Castellanl’s

Romeo and Juliet. for example, demonstrates knowledge of Its

[ filmic predecessor In the Capulet Ball scene, whereln Jullet, as In

the Cukor-Thalberg production, wilingly dances with Parls as

someone with whom she is politely famlliar, Similarly, Baz Luhrmann’s

1996 version not only represents Jullet's reluctant but deferential

dance with Parls as a display of filal duty, but diso directly
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references the Cukor-Thalberg flim In Its depiction of the balcony
scene. Considered one of the most origing| renderings of ths
famous exchange, the balcony scene In Luhrmann
Juliet features a swimming pool as the cential mediurm
courtship; however, the Cukor-Thalberg adaptat|
decades earller - Is the first to employ a pool as o key slgnlfler of the
architectural and soclal limits that Romeo ‘o’er Perches’ In his
pursult of Jullet. Hence, even If the 1936 adaptation falled to
impress audiences, It left its mark on future auteurs,

What could have been the first great flim of Romeo and Jullet s
Renato Castellanl’s 1954 adaptation, Deeply Influenced by the
post-war, Itdlian neo-realist movement, Castellan!’s style has been
characterised as ‘realismo rosa’ (soft or 'PInk’ neoreallsm). This style
maintains the raw quallty of Italian neoredlism while also mifigating
the genre’s Ironic, dellberately painful Juxtapositions of narrative
understatement with bold visual contrasts, typlcally featuring Italy's
war-ravaged landscape. Soft neoredlism |s Indeed the Ideal
description of Castellani's Romeo and Juliet, for desplte being shot
In Technicolor, the flim employs a palette of exqulsitely muted
colors, as the mollifying sepla tones and a combBination of celadon,
ochre, and antique rose hues persuade the audlence that they
have stepped into a faded Renalssance painting. The focus Is rarely
turned away from the princlpals, as Castellanl fought to assert
Romeo’s sense of Isolation: hence, Mercutio and Friar Laurence -
not to mention the Nurse - are virtually non-existent in the flilm. Visual
Inferpolations abound in this adaptation; one of the more polgnant
Ones occurs when the angry Montague pulls his banished son from
his mother’s final embrace: another Interpolation shows Jullet and
the Nurse amidst a handful of women, patiently passing thelr lives
away sewing - drawing attention to the fate feared most by
Renalssance girls - becoming a ‘spinster’, Though described by one

's Romeo 4
of Romeo's
ON - made six
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_.}"I:" critic as ‘a sumptuous travelogue’ rather than a film, Caste
exquisitely composed adaptation won the Grand Priy ot the

Film Festival.
i Unfortunately, the hideously-dubbed soundtrack yn

makes the film resemble a Renalssance perlod version of Q Classie
[ kung fu parody. Were It not for the lack of SYNchronisation thest
leads to comical miscues such as the brawling Capulet's taun
‘what, drawn - ?* before Benvollo draws his sword, thjg filr wouiy
likely recelve the recognition It deserves as one of the maost
aesthefically sophisticated Shakespeare adaptations ever create,
Yet it would be remiss not to note that Castellani's film is also
distinguished by its bold and frequently-cited opening gambit, in
I which Sir John Glelgud impersonates Willlam Shakespeare himself,
I'; i With a readily identifiable volce and distinguished face, Gielgug-
| ! II (’ as-'Shakespeare’ thrusts the audlence into the playful milleu of the
;.:=| ‘nec’: the only respite they will receive from the realism -
| / | .' howsoever ‘softly’ rendered - that relentlessly reminds them of the
|' | war-torn lives that Castellani’s art imitates.
i In the decades before, during, and after Castellani’s adap-
| tation, three somewhat unlikely Romeo and Juliet films were made:
J/' a loose adaptation from India, tited Anjuman (Akhtar Hussein

.......

”Gl"'lt's
Venicq

witllngw

1948), the 1959 Egyptian film Hassan and Naima, which transposes
Romeo and Juliet into Islamic culture, and the Oscar-nominated
Los Tarantos (Francisco Rovira Beleta 1963) a Spanish, flamenco-
style adaptation that followed on the heels of West Side Story's
success, Although the film Is based on La historia de los Tarantos by
Alfredo Marias, this story of feuding gypsy factionsis, In and of ifself.
an adaptation of Shakespeare’s play - the major difference being
that, in the end, Rafael and Juana are killed by the Paris figure:
Curro, Hence, what is particularly interesting Is the extent to which
flms such as this and the 1989 re-make Montoyas ¥ Tarantos

R—
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t gscriva) hint at the textual polyvocallty that characterises
e zgna'q own adaptation of the legendary love story.
e s important not Just as one of the first Spanish-

anguag® adaptations of promeo and Jullef, but also as a political
t during franco’s dictatorship, at which time the
szg:;n language - and sundry other exprassions of Its culture
Czds officially banned. Indeed, Beleta's declslon o adapt Manas's
story of Catalon Gypsies (and, thus, @ marginallsed group within
another marginalised group) at this historical juncture cannot help
but be interpreted as an act of soclal Justice and cultural
reclamation. This message s an embedded one, to be sure, as the
film largely becomes d vehicle (and, as it furned out, swan song) for
the legendary Flamenco dancer Carmen Amaya. Employing both
black-and-white and colour sequences to create a sense of
heightened reallsm, Beleta’s adaptation takes place, significantly,
in the now non-existent district of somorrostro, In Barcelona, Like
Shakespeare's feuding aristocrats, the Catalonian Gypsles are 'a
communlty defined by a kinship network and a ferritory’ and,
therefore, It Is no surprise that the Romeo and Juliet characters
meet at a wedding, where precisely such ties are celebrated.’®
Interestingly, though, as ethnographer David Lagunas Arlas points
out, Gypsy weddings are marked by a unigue division of social
space in which ‘single and marrled women occupy the central
stage ot the ball’, while ‘men remain In the outer edge of the
space . ., .M On a practical level, this arrangement allows for the
vituoso performances of Amaya to fake center stage, while also
facllitating Rafael’s Initial Infatuation with Juana. Thelr love-at-first

sight meeting Is, much like the one featured In Baz Luhrmann’s film,

' ! ;
° David Lagunas Arlas, Romani Studies 5, Vol. 12, No. 1 (2000), p. 51.
"lbld,, p. 42,



y

92 from text fo screen

l"llllil..l"...
IR R
‘li‘i"‘i.i...llllll‘.

L]

L R T N T T N N R R RN

L]
ou...‘.‘
[

a wordless cacophony of gazes and clapping: moreovey, th,,
lovers' first exchange culminates In an underwater kiss - a sceng y,
which Luhrmann Is Indebted In several Instances. On another leve)
the culturally-speclfic negotiation of the ritualised wedding $Pace
enables Beleta to take liberties with Shakespedare that highlight the
film’s Catalonlan Gypsy context. For exarnple, In dances ang at
weddings In particular, it Is the mothers *who exerclise contrgj and
meta-languages halfway between the men and the other
women".'? Hence, Los Tarantos differs from Shakespeare’s play in
ts augmented treatment of one mother In particular - Rafae)'s
mother Angustias - who Intercedes on behalf of the lovers but, of
course. 1o no avall. Similar fo the pathological paternalism
embodied by the figure of Old Capulet In Shakespeare's play, the
patrarchal structure of Catalonian Gypsy culture makes It all too
easy for Juana’s father, Rosendo, to overrule Angustias’s hopes for
the couple, on the grounds that their households are, in fact,
historic enemies,

The Inevitable fragedy begins to unfold with the introduction of

the Parls/Tybalt figure (Curro), who slays Rafael's friend, M

oflgondo
(Mercutio), not long after Mojigondo has Performed what will be

(unbeknownst to him) his last dance - the equivalent of Mercutio’s
Queen Mab performance In this Flamenco fransposition. Taking the
ethnic tensions and Latin-American machismo to g higher level

than Perhaps even West Side Story before It, Beleta's adaptation s

Implicitly more Violent than Shakespeare’s play; Curro, for example,

Na out of Jeclousy, creating the sense of
urgency that leads th



who finds them hiding In the crammed plgeon Coop - serves as g
wstic paraliel to the suffocating Capulet mausoleum, In retribution,
Juana's brother Sancho kills Curro, The fiim concludes with the
remalning family members grieving together, as an Indication to the
aqudience that thelr ‘anclent grudge’ has been, with thelr children,
laid o rest. The final tableau shows the children from the two farnilies
holding hands, as they walk with the carrler Plgeon down the
peach. If Beleta’s film Is an unacknowledged source In Lurhmann’s
film, then Doug Lanler argues that Los Tarantosls, in furn, undeniably
influenced by West Side Story, contending that ‘the ook of the
villains, the use of music and dancing, the urban barrio milieu, and
several specific shofs . . ." are all indebted to the earlier film,3

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, Romeo and Juliet and
cinematic Innovation have historically gone hand-in-hand,
Armando Acosta’s 1990 adaptation Is no exception, for it features
only a solitary ‘live” actor, with the remainder of the cast supplied
by cats. The voices of the cats, however, are provided by a host of
superluminary stars, Including Francesca Annis as Jullet, Vanessa
Redgrave as Lady Capulet, Ben Kingsly as Capulet, and Maggie
Smith as Rosalyne. John Hurt cross dresses to play a bag-lady-
turned-boat-lady in keeping with the film's setting in Venice, famous
for its feral cats, (Feral cats were also brought In from New York and
Ghent, perhaps for a more multicultural look and sound.) Below,
John Hurt-the-boat-woman shares his thoughts on the production:

Armando Acosta was the American director, He had all sorts of
People in Belgium who had all given up their salaries, | didn’t
know this at the time, and they decided to do a production

B ™ Douglas Lanler, *Fim Spin-Offs and Cltations’, In Shakespeares affer Shake-
SPeare: An Encyclopedia of the Bard In Mass Media Culture, Vol 1 (2 Vols.)
(Westport, Connecticut and London: Greenwood Press, 2007), p. 275.
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iih cats, And he would go on af greqf longt

| almost entlraly W t1o walch that cat, I8 80 stunning, {h, caf

: saying: ‘You Just ‘;T"-:r: And | thought, I've got 1o go In for g flcle
that s playing :E:rwling but Interesting. | dldn’t ask him wpy ,
s can' bTo be a boat-woman, | think he felt that | b S0mg
htz:tf:nr;ijaep spirituality that was going to fil the rolg, Ang
gbviauslv he felt that [ was going 1o have some great affinjfy .y,
cats, too, When one actually jumped off the boat and int the
canal and wasn't able to swim, he found there was g very deep
significance In this. | did suggest to him that It was not  goqq
dea. It was a falrly extraordinary film, 4

Extraordinary Indeed, for Acosta spared no time - or expense - in
seelng what many viewed as o 'plpe dream’ 1h rough to reality, The
score features the music of Sergel Prokoflev and Emanuel Verdi's
music for Romeo and Jullet, and was performed by the London
Symphony Orchestra under the conduction of Barry Wordsworth
and Andre Previn, Not surprisingly, Acosta I réporfed to have spent
nearly five thousand hours In the cutting room to create the final,
two-hour product from more than two hundred hours of footage.
Running the gamut from sllent film to cel animation, Romeo and
Jullet has also been adapted for the children’s serles: Shakespeare:
The Animated Tales, In several of the Tales, unique forms of anima-
flon are employed:; one features stop-action photography using
large-scale wooden puppets, while the other involves palnting on
glass - the fusclnuﬂng effect of which Is a visual palimpsest - as
each scene carries something of the preceding one with I

“Interview', The Guordlan
Jznﬂﬂfuprm?fgumdlunlnte
1 1/08/09),

 Thursday, Aprl 27 2000, hito:/mww.guardian.co.ukfiim
Viewsatbfisouthbank #arlicle_confinue (last accessed
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However Romeo and Jullet was to be approached fraditionally
from all angles, as the time-worn technique cel animation carried
the day and a controversial sequence was edited out of the final
dim. Indleed, this adaptation nltially contained ‘sexual content”, s
a consummation scene was, for a time, Initlally part of the
production. courtesy of the production team'’s more risqué Russian
animators, However, thelr more prudish British co-producers Insisted
that the scene be removed; the compromise struck between the
\ival households’ was to Include the post-consummation scene,
teaturing Its famous lark/nightingale aubade.

some scholars have alleged that Romeo and Juliet is the most
fimed play of all ime. One of the major Issues in determining which
movies genuinely qualify as adaptations Is determining the extent
to which a glven film is inherently ‘Shakespearean’ - a qualty that
does not necessarlly demand the use of Shakespeare's language
- as Aklra Kurosawa’s Throne of Blood has so brilllantly demon-
strated. Indeed, what is it about West Side Story that makes It qualify
as Shakespearean, while the 1941 musical film Playmates (David
Butler) - a story about Romeo the swing musiclan and Jullet the
opera singer (whose father respects classical music exclusively) -
continually slips under the radar of Shakespearean film anthologies,
dictionaries, and encyclopedias?

The answer to such questions will always be Idlosyncratic:
certainly, every film whose plotline contains forbidden love and
feuding families will not make the cut, But it is worth noting that, In
and of Ifself, there are more than 230 known spinoffs and cifations
of Romeo and Juliet, with the vast majority of them hinging onboth
of these themes, while often duplicating other Shakespearedn
characters and subplots, Those with *happy endings” clearly belong
to the category of spinoff rather than adaptation; buf what do we
do with those films which adopt Shakespeare’s play fora different
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genre, retalning virtually the entire plot but net Sh
language? Were It not for the fendency 1o I Shok
Inthe direction of a *happy ending’, many of the aarly Rome,, ang
Julietinspired westerns and gangster fiims, SUCh a8 To fhe Last pge,
and The Guilly Generation, respectively, would rank cig uciopiuﬁur;
Other Important productions - those that mark Importang Junet .
In the film history or, as discussed af the be

..«1'1_][&5
ainning of s Chapte,
technological Innovation - are worthy of mention, Th |

e 1937 filery
Amblkapathy Is one of the earllest-known South Aslan Perlod firms
Setin 1083, the film features the a forb| -

dden love qffqjr betwegy
Amblkapathy, the son of Q great poet, ang the Princess

Amaravathy; naturally, the princess’s father does Not approve of
her pauper-poet and devises a fest for Amblkapathy, Wwhich he fqs
losing the princess’s hand Inmarriage as q Consequence, Allegedly,
In the syncrefistic tradition of South Asian cinema, the film Containg
d balcony scene that recalls Cukor's 193¢ pProduction, |
Amblkapathy Is of historlcal significance, then the 1953 spinoff,
Beneath the 12-Mile Reef, Is Importance for Its stunning use of
Uunderwater photography - something that Baz Luhrmann's Romeo
+ Jullet takes for theme. Essentially, the son (Tony) and daughter
(Gwyneth) of rlval sponge-fishermen develop an unlikely romance

when one family Invades the other’s fishing *turf", In a deviation from

Shakespeare’s plot, it Is Tony's father, Mike - not Mercutio - who is

kiled In an accldent; Amold, the Paris flgure, proceeds to bum
Mike’s boat and steqls his cargo. Hence, In order to recover his
father's barely-afioat business, Tony, along with Gwyneth, takes a
boat from Arnold’s team and sets out to go sponge-fishing along
the deadly 12-Mile Reef. When Thomas and Amold apprehend the
lovers, Arnold and Tony fight and, in the process, Thomas s
Persuaded to grant Tony permission to marry his daughter. This
spinoff thus offers a happy ending, tempered by Mike's tragedy:

C"ﬂaﬁpthra,s
GSDECHH'S Dif'.l'yr



L]
Ll
st

a brief history of romeo ang Julle

IR R R N S R
.

fon screen 97

tEsANaaaa e
aanumnd® takwera AR T an
gasr?t
vt

what s locking In the above films, despite offering falthfyl
«tions of the major themas and plot of Romeo and Jullet, I
I nd sense of the fragic inevitabllity that fuels Shakespeare’s
a pro:;; as we shall see, is what distinguishes a truly Shakespedr.
E::;;ersioﬂ of Romeo and Juﬂerl from the hundreds of ‘wannabes'
inat seek access to the play’s affective capitql, Rival soclal
structures always inform this fragic trajectory - typically, those
pertaining to class, race, and/or religion; Interestingly, those spinoffs
iat tackle race and/or religion, rather than those revolving around
closs differences, fend fo occupy the border between spinoff and
qdaptation. Tragic inevitabllity and the Inscrutable workings of
Karma are the subject of the epic Romeo and Jullet spinoff
Qayomat Se Qayamat Tak (From Judgement Day to Judgement
Day). In this 1988 South Asian film, Shakespeare’s plotis adhered to
quite extensively: caught in an ancient rivalry, Raj falls in love (at
first sight) with Rashmi, despite her betrothal to another, Raj's love
deepens when he goes (undetected) to g party thrown by
Rashmi’s father Thakur, as Rqj risks life and limb Just to see her face.
When the two families wind up vacationing in the same location,
Raj and Rashmi officially fall deeply In love. Thakur, outraged, seeks
to speed up his daughter’s marriage to his chosen suitor, Roop, and
Itis immediately affer the ‘engagement- party that Raj and Rashmi
elope, fleeing to a dilapidated femple inthe country (significantly,
the depiction of ‘Mantua’ as a ruinous borderland or liminal space
has become a commonplace in Romeo and Juﬂefﬂlms). However,
the doomed lovers are hunted down by Thakur’s hired men and, In
the midst of an effort to kil Raj, Rashmi is murdered in a move that
cleverly confiates Mercutio and Juliet's character. When Raj sees
that his best friend/lover is dead, he prevents his own murder by
kiling himself with a dagger, echoing Julist's manner of suicide in
Shakespeare's Play. As Doug Lanier astutely observes, ' (f)he fragic
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fatedness of the lovers Is signaled aarly on whan Rgshmi fakg
photographs of Raj during a sunset, an oman of death: fthe ﬂﬁ‘;
shot of the dead lovers, sunset (n the hockgrﬂund, reacay, ih.t-
motif’,1s ’
Thisinescapable sense of -fatednass - T Crossgey
the defining feature that separates o SPINGA from ¢n
Indeed, long before It was g play by Williarmn 3h0k93pe ‘
and Jullet was a legend - a genre which, as Lingg Charng
argued, Is nothing If not haunted - engendering the cleg;
‘escap(e) prior encoding’; legends, in other Words, Confrong
protagonists with the parados of thelr belateq Qrival at he
scene of the storles they presume to animate ang ¢
have argued elsewhers,

Shakespeare’s pl
against the forces of the legendary, as evig

Juliet's deslre to be ‘new baptized’ ot all ¢
the Influence of the legend - and
rather than org transmisslon - appe
references to the constraints pose
writing; although Romeo and Juli

can become the ‘authors’ of thelr own destiny, It is the auctoritas
- the Preexisting authority - of th

e legend that thwarts thelr efforfs
to divorce their bodies from the tragic referentiality of thelr names

Meaq
5 hayg
2 1o
thejy
ven
Niginate 1 A3 |
Qy actively Stuggles
enced in Romeo ang
0sts (2.1 93).17 We $8e

its peculiar history of literary,

et appeqr convinced that they

"% Lanler, p. 285,

" Linda Charnes, Notorlous Identity: Materializing the Subject in Shakespeare
(Cambridge and London: Harvard Unlversity Press, 1993), p. 99,

' Couriney Lehmann, 'Strictiy Shakespeare? Dead Letfers, Ghostty Fathers, and the
Cuttural Pathology of Authorship In Boz Luhmnann's Wiiam Shakespeare’s Romeo
+ Jllet, Shakespsare Quartery: Viol, 52.2 (Summer 2001 ) pp. 189-221.

'* For an extensive reading of the play In these terms, see Courney Lehmann,
Shokespeare Remains: Theater to Flim, Early Modern fo Postmodern (ithaca urw:
London: Cc:-rnell University Press, 2002), especially Chapter One, ‘Shakesped'
Unauthorized: Tragedy "by the book” In Rorneo and Jullet, pp. 25-53.
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There ls no bettel example of the encroachment of the lagend on
pomeo and Juliet’s bast-laid plans than Juliet's Inscription of its
auctoritas in her commonplace book which, naturally, contains
sententious” quotations from other sources, including an alliterative
comparison of Romeo with ‘rosemary’ (2.3.195) - nothing less than
the herb sprinkled on the bodies of the dead. In other words, no
matter what fate they desire or attempt to authorise, Romeo and
Juliet are destined to die by the cultural weight - the historically
entrenched auctoritas - of the legend, which bears down upon
shakespeare's play even, it seems, against the playwright’s own
wishes. Hence, no fim of Romeo and Jullet can crossover from a
spinoff o an adaptation without some representation of this fragic
inevitability, which must be implied or produced through fore-
shadowing technigues (such as the sunset in Mansoor Khan's film)
or allusions to the lovers’ distinctly ‘star-crossed’ fate (Romeo and
Jullet embody clashing faiths, social classes, races, or ethnic
groups). As we shall see, Baz Luhrmann’s adaptation goes one step
further, alluding to Romeo and Juliet's fragic predestination through
the narrative front-loading of lines like Romeo’s statement after he
consumes the polson (‘th(e) drugs are quick”) as well as through
scenes that actually flash forward to the death of the lovers.
There are several more spinoffs that are of interest for their
conceptual genlus, such as the Nepalese-themed saga 1942: A
Love Story, along with Dakan (Mohamed Camara 1997), the first
African film to feature a homosexual relationship between the
'‘Romeo’ and ‘Juliet’ characters. Additionally, This is the Sea
resituates the Romeo and Jullet legend amidst sectarian violence
In Northern Ireland, while Solomon and Gaenor, which Is set In
Wales In 1911, features a forbldden relationship between a Jewish
salesman and a Welsh miner’s daughter. Only the soundtrack,
which contalns recltations of rabbinical liturgy and Welsh

iy
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lamentation, creates the harmony that is 1mposslbie for l
doomed lovers. The final borderline adaptation that | wi Poins ; |
here Is, In the tradition of the lesser-known films citeq Ub"-"‘fe, ) !
politically daring version of Romeo and Juliet fitled Tory Apﬂ;f
(Jack Fisher and Barry Markowltz 1989). This fiim tells the story

childhood frlends Ben Arnon and Lailg Malek; Ben and Lgjjq i
themselves reunited In Israel when Ben (s Performing hs Obligatey,
service fo the Israell Army. The problem Is that (g
and, naturally, thelr respective famllies are vig
match. Moreover, a fellow Palestinlan, Moustaph
actively pursues his hope of marrying Lalla, w
Fawzl (the Tybalt character) |
Professor Mansout, similar to Fri
ally; though he will sacrifice

forbldden relations, Professo
the Chorus

of

llar is PQleSﬂr:ign
lently A0Qnst g
Q (the Pai ﬂgure},

hile Lailg’s relative
S engaged in anti-lsrggy| Terrorism,

arLaurencs, Is Ben’s Only mentor gng
his own life to qssist the lovers in their

r Mansour also serves as Q variation on
In Romeo and Juliet, as thec

Israell-Palestinian conflict. With so much
and Laila try to flee to
soldiers. Upon their retur
In @ funeral rlot and, ag

haracter who explains the
stacked against them, Ben
New York Clty, but are apprehended by
Nwith the captives, the soldiers get Involved

Laila tries to save Ben from harm, she Is kiled
by a single gunshot, collapsing into Ben's embrace, The key to

considering this film as more of an adaptation than a spinoff s,
once again, the very real tragic Inevitability that continues to loom
overine Gaza strip today. And, as Doug Lanler polns out, nofhing
Inthe fim escapes complicity In the ongoing antagonisms between
Jews and Muslims - not even the bullding blocks of cinematic
narration - for atthough ‘(Nepeated wide shots of the land reml.nd
the viewer (hat the war is over’, the ‘soundirack contains
continual reminders of the confllct’. It Is a testament to the power

% Lanler, p. 287,
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of the Romeo and Jullet legend that It has been brought to bear on
history ltself and, yet, cannof change the traglc course of modern

times.

Issues for adaptation

@ The seftting: Romeo and Jullet has proven to be the most
‘adaptable’ play In terms of Its setting - as we have seen in
this chapter, the sky's the limit (cats?). But since setting
doesn’t guarantee a glven film’s success, how do a director
and screenwrlter choose a setting for which the legendary,
predetermined nature of the lovers’ tragedy becomes
believable - or, better yet - inevitable?

@ The principals: even more than setting, casting the proper
leads Is the single-most Important decislon that Is made In
adapting Romeo and Juliet for the screen. How do a casting
director and fllmmaker choose bellevable young actors who
are mature enough to handle the demanding roles?

@ The balcony scene: among the more than thirty adaptations
and two-hundred and thirty Identiflied spinoffs and/or
cltations of Romeo and Jullet, the most referenced tableau Is
Invarlably the balcony scene. Clichéd to a fault, the balcony
scene presents a unique challenge for fllmmakers, who must
Inflect it with enough originality and immediacy fo convince
the audience that what they are seeing Is real as opposed to
‘staged’. What does a director have to do to Insure that the
balcony scene Is not merely cinematic but more Importantly,
cinematographic, or, a visually meaningful threshold event In
the young lovers’ lives?

® Image versus word: for adaptations or franspositions similar fo
West Sidle Story, which does not retain a single line of the play,
how are the film’s ‘Shakespearean’ quallties rendered? How |
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do a director and cinematographer rise fo the challengg of
creating a ‘rhetoric’ of images that Is capable of 'eplacing
Shakespeare's poeltry? Is It necessary to privilege one
language over the other?

@ The soundtrack: long before Baz Luhrmann’s "MV -stylg
Romeo + Jullet was released, music and dance played q
significant role in shaping the story - particularly noticeanly
during the Capulet Ball - of the two ll-fated lovers, The
success of West Side Story has overshadowed many of the
contributions of subsequent soundtracks, composers, and
choreographers which (with the exception of Franco
Zeffirell's and Baz Luhrmann’s adaptations), have gone
largely Ignored. How do a director, composer, and
choreographer create music and dance numbers that can
stand on their own, as they do in all three of these films?

® Foreshadowing: how does a director create the all-important
sense of tragic inevitabllity for the audience while sustaining
the belief that somehow, Romeo and Jullet will cheat death?



