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Outline of the thesis 

 

The thesis submitted for the habilitation procedure is the manuscript of my forthcoming volume, 

Cowboy Hamlets and Zombie Romeos: Shakespeare in Genre Film, to be published by 

Manchester University Press in 2020. The primary aim of the volume is to offer a new method 

of interpreting screen adaptations of Shakespearean drama, focusing on the significance of 

cinematic genres in the analysis of films adapted from literary sources. The central argument is 

rooted in the recognition that film genres may provide the most important context informing a 

film’s production, critical and popular reception as well. The volume is organised into six 

chapters, discussing films that form broad generic groups. Part One comprises three genres 

from the classical Hollywood era (western, melodrama and gangster-noir), while Part Two 

deals with three contemporary blockbuster genres (teen film, undead horror and the biopic). 

The analyses underline elements that the films have inherited from Shakespeare, while 

emphasising how the adapting genre leaves a more important mark on the final product than 

the textual source. The volume’s interdisciplinary approach means that its findings are rooted 

in both Shakespeare and media studies, confirming the crucial role genres play in the production 

and reception of works in literature as well as in contemporary popular visual culture.  

The Introduction presents the volume’s main thesis, arguing for a genre-based 

interpretation of film adaptations of literary works, pointing out the advantages of such a 

method over the traditional fidelity-based approach. It reflects briefly on the historical 

development of genre studies, and on the absence of genre as a central element from both 

mainstream and more recent adaptation criticism, particularly Shakespeare on screen studies. 

During the past decade, Shakespeare adaptation research has turned increasingly towards new 

media and the destabilisation of several fundamental concepts, including film, adaptation, even 

Shakespeare, or the changes associated with the digitally networked participation characterising 

contemporary cultural production and consumption. The concept of the rhizome and its use in 

rhizomatic adaptation criticism is also considered, and the applicability of the concept for the 

genre-based research exemplified by the volume is pointed out. The chapter, however, confirms 

its belief in the broad applicability of generic categories, and encourages the use of this method 

of adaptation analysis for screen products based on non-Shakespearean literary sources as well. 

The final section of the chapter describes the criteria of selecting the films included in the 

volume, and offers a brief overview of the book’s structure. 
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Chapter One (Will in the Wild West: western adaptations of Shakespeare) analyses six 

Shakespeare adaptations that display elements of the western genre. The chronological 

arrangement of the films highlights the socio-historical context of their original production, 

from the optimistic post-war western’s belief in progress and reconstruction, through the 

psychologically inflected 1950s films’ anxieties about the moral dissolution within the family 

sphere, to a comic variant from the 1960s. From the late 1960s, a so-called spaghetti western 

exemplifies the formula’s renewed vitality in European filmmaking, and the chapter ends with 

a 1970s road movie displaying the influence of revisionist westerns. The analyses comment on 

the use of the western’s iconography and narrative formulas, and several core themes and 

concerns of the genre are also discussed, including the significance of the frontier in the 

American imagination, the Wild West’s paradoxical representations as either garden (even 

Garden of Eden) or desert, and the controversial interpretations of tradition versus progress. 

The analyses also highlight a number of subtle changes in the characteristic gender roles within 

the western, showing how the seemingly clichéd, often marginalised female roles exemplify 

broader social concerns and trends.  

Chapter Two (Shakespeare the tearjerker: from woman’s film to global melodrama) 

gives a brief overview of the various interpretations and definitions of melodrama, reflecting 

on the term’s associations with music, excessive emotions and the centrality of the female body. 

It also argues for a more complex understanding of the melodramatic mode, liberating it from 

the common criticism of triviality and stylistic excess. The examples range from a so-called 

woman’s film from the 1930s, which foregrounds the female sacrifice and thus centralises the 

moral teaching embedded within the Shakespearean text, through a British social melodrama 

from the post-war period, where the moral issues are interconnected with racial anxieties. 

Another melodramatic adaptation from the 1990s, set in the Midwestern farmlands, emphasises 

the genre’s associations with feminism, particularly ecofeminism. The last section of the 

chapter argues that the melodramatic features of the Bollywood film industry show many 

similarities with the Western iterations of melodrama, and with the help of a British-Asian 

melodramatic adaptation, exemplifies the generic hybridity characterising this particular 

diasporic film market. 

Chapter Three, the final section in the first Part of the volume (Dark-minded Othellos, 

mobster Macbeths: film noir, gangster, gangster noir) discusses the common debates 

concerning the film noir as a genre. Based on the clearly recognisable core elements of the 

group, the chapter argues for the practical applicability of the label, placing it within the context 

of the thriller and the gangster genre, both of which show considerable overlaps with noir. After 
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the examination of two classic examples of 1940s film noir, both displaying a central interest 

in male psychology, anxiety and crime, the second half of the chapter looks at post-war gangster 

films, one from the 1950s, another from 1990, a significant moment in the revival of the 

gangster genre. These films’ visuality continues to bear clear traces of the noir, but the increased 

role of violence, together with the protagonists’ changed moral stance, mark them as different 

from the earlier products. The final example comes from the twenty-first century, an indie neo-

noir production, which employs the generic elements of the police drama as well as the gangster 

film. The range of films examined in the chapter offer convincing proof both for the continued 

influence of the gangster and noir formulas, and for their ability to adapt to the given socio-

historical context. 

Moving on to contemporary blockbuster cinema, Chapter Four (Back to school, Will: 

Shakespeare the teen idol) examines the teen film, one of the most significant genres 

dominating the global film industry since the 1990s. After a brief overview of the socio-

economic background of the genre’s recent popularity, the chapter focuses on the common 

features of the group, from character types, typical settings, the role of the soundtrack and the 

characteristically decontextualised use of textual fragments, through a tendency to present 

heterosexual romance as ideal, to the genre’s reflection on authority figures, both in the school 

environment and within the family. Beside the best known examples of the genre, which all 

employ the romantic comedy’s narrative structure, the chapter discusses one tragic teen drama 

and two independent queer productions as well, highlighting their darker social messages which 

set them apart from the more light-hearted iterations of the formula. The chapter also argues 

against the common criticism that teen films are dumbed down versions of literary 

masterpieces, pointing out the ways in which these adaptations are consciously shaped to cater 

for the interests of their target audience. 

Chapter Five (Shakespeare the undead) presents the most common arguments behind 

the recent revival of the subgenres of horror featuring undead characters, particularly vampires 

or zombies. It also looks at the historical development of the representation of the cinematic 

undead, pointing out the symptomatic changes that clearly set these post-millennial creatures 

apart from the classic variants. Looking at several examples of vampire Shakespeare 

adaptations, the chapter comments on possible reasons why only a few specific source texts are 

predominantly adapted into horror films. It is also observed that the majority of the films 

examined within the chapter are comic adaptations, with one notable exception; some of them 

are low-budget, even amateur productions, although the films with lower production qualities 

are no less creative in their appropriation of the Shakespearean dramatic texts. Most films 
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within the group display clear self-reflexive features, and they are also characterised by 

melancholy or nostalgia for the past. The chapter also examines similarities between the way 

teen films and undead horror adaptations deal with the source text’s authority, emphasising the 

generational connections between the groups. Several critical connections among Shakespeare 

criticism, adaptation studies and the undead are also presented. 

Chapter Six (Will, Bill, and the Earl: versions of the author in contemporary biopics) 

discusses the best-known biographical films featuring William Shakespeare as a character, 

rather than as author of the source text. Like teenpics and undead horror films, the biopic is not 

a new genre, but its popularity underwent a spectacular revival during the 1990s. Another 

similarity between the three genres can be noticed in their tendency to undermine the Bard’s 

textual and cultural authority, and the way they employ fragmented quotations in anachronistic 

and ahistorical ways, in line with the postmodern era’s predilection for pastiche. All biopics 

discussed are based on scholarly interpretations of some aspects of Shakespeare’s life and 

oeuvre, from a Freudian understanding of authorial inspiration, through a theory of the 

syphilitic Shakespeare, to the Oxfordian theory of authorship. Most of these films can also be 

seen as generic hybrids, mixing the biopic’s conventions with elements of the romantic comedy, 

the thriller, or television edutainment. At the same time, they also illustrate the genre’s tendency 

to be rooted in two historical eras, authenticating their narratives with historical references to 

the early modern era, including several literary authors from the age, while attracting the 

interests of millennial and post-millennial audiences with the use of contemporary visual or 

thematic elements. 

The conclusion looks back on the six main chapters of the volume and reflects on their 

findings, pointing out a number of features in the cinematic products that can only be explained 

by a genre-based analysis. The chapter also confirms the broad applicability of the method 

exemplified here for the interpretation of other literary adaptations, and opens up the discussion 

to consider the endemic presence of generic categories in contemporary popular visual culture 

and elsewhere. It also comments on the constantly changing forms of the Shakespeare 

phenomenon and the potential roles of Shakespeare in cultural production and consumption 

today. 
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Summary of the research findings  

 

The central argument of the thesis concerns film adaptations based on William Shakespeare’s 

work, and it aims to provide a theoretically sound, yet also pragmatic system of categorising 

these works of art that have previously been considered secondary, derivative works, and 

typically classified according to their so-called proximity or distance from their source text. The 

novelty of the volume is in its use of a genre-based interpretation as an organising principle for 

a systematic interpretation of Shakespeare film adaptations, instead of the usual fidelity 

criticism practised by most scholars in the past decades. The volume also highlights 

Shakespearean elements in several lesser-known films, hoping to generate critical attention 

towards them, and in this way it may contribute to the revaluation of works that have not 

commonly been considered within the field of Shakespeare on screen studies. 

The study of genres in itself is of course not a new field within cinema studies, let alone 

literary criticism, and therefore a genre-based study may appear somewhat outdated in the 

twenty-first century. More specifically, the importance of film genres in the interpretation of 

adaptations is not a completely new discovery either, but in order to understand the state of 

affairs today, it is crucial to look back on how film genre studies gained acceptance in academic 

research. Taking its cue from literary genre analyses, the systematic theoretical study of 

cinematic genres became widespread in the 1970s, in response to the auteur theory that 

dominated post-war criticism. Genre studies then found popular support for its thorough and 

enlightening readings of a number of classical Hollywood genres, particularly the western, film 

noir or the musical. Edward Buscombe,1 Steve Neale,2 Rick Altman,3 and others pointed out 

how a common set of conventions dominate – and conversely, even retrospectively define – the 

production and interpretation of films and popular culture in general. Later, however, some of 

the very same critics raised their doubts concerning the existence of genres themselves – 

whether genres only exist because we talk about them, or if they can truly be found in an abstract 

and ideal form as well. Altman’s Film/Genre investigated the issue with an uncompromising 

critical thoroughness,4 yet his provocative conclusions – that it is indeed criticism that creates 

and upholds generic concepts – did not result in a complete dismissal of genre study. Even if 

partly out of habit, reference to genres is still commonplace practice in all three pillars of film 

study (production, reception and criticism), and whether this means that genres have always 

been here, or that they are here to stay, it makes them eminently useful in general descriptions 

and classifications of films.  
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At the same time, it is also important to acknowledge that twenty-first-century film and 

media theory has moved beyond traditional descriptive uses of genre theory, and using some of 

the conclusions, and even more of the burning questions of earlier research, investigates the 

constantly changing fields of digital media and previously unexplored relationships between 

consumers of popular culture.5 Within adaptation studies, both theoretical and more pragmatic 

investigations have lately been turning towards new media, trying to gauge the impacts of a 

fundamentally changed consumer environment, the appearance of users and prosumers on the 

market, and a whole line of such research fields that require our attention. The very same 

explorations have also been taken up by Shakespeare studies, making a genre-based reading of 

Shakespeare adaptations a seemingly dated enterprise, but one which nonetheless needs to be 

completed, I would argue, to fill a gap that should by rights have been filled decades ago. This 

is what I have undertaken to accomplish in this volume, in the hope that my findings will prove 

useful even in a considerably changed media environment compared to the one that produced 

most of the films discussed here. 

Nevertheless, I am convinced that even in the light of these new investigations, the 

continued relevance of genre as an analytical category remains unchallenged. Not only do 

viewers still rely on generic labels in defining or describing the products they encounter as 

recipients, but creators and critics also fall back on these categories as reference points, even if 

the categories themselves have undergone significant change over the decades. Moreover, if we 

accept that we live in the aftermath of an algorithmic turn in visual culture,6 and contemplate 

the new processes of selection or organisation of various products as achieved by various types 

of algorithms, we keep coming back to genre as a crucial element. Based on our previous 

viewing patterns, streaming providers offer us new films that we may enjoy; online video sellers 

suggest additional films we should buy; the Internet Movie Database mentions further examples 

of what we might be interested in – and if we look carefully at these recommendations, it is 

easy to see the elements of genre that are running through them. Observations such as these can 

be directly connected to the findings of this volume, confirming that investing our energies in 

genre studies has pragmatic benefits even in the twenty-first century. A deeper understanding 

of how many elements of a work of art may be connected to its genre will hopefully also enable 

us to develop new approaches and research methodologies when it comes to archiving, 

digitising, labelling and trying to make sense of the vast amounts of material at our disposal.  

Although the concentration on genre and the organisation of the volume may suggest 

that film genre is a clear and straightforward concept in itself, unfortunately, this is very far 

from the case. Quite the contrary: the difficulty of finding any generally acceptable definition 
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for the notion of genre reveals the complexity of forces at work behind audience choices and 

marketing decisions, which all find expression in generic labels. What further complicates the 

theoretical background of genre-based studies is the fact that despite its many branches and 

several outstanding authors, genre theory does not offer an easily generalisable overview of the 

basic criteria that could be used in the characterisation of all genres. There is a similar 

uncertainty regarding the acceptance of certain genres as genres per se, as opposed to seeing 

them as stylistic features, thematic elements or other descriptive criteria (melodrama and film 

noir being two such problematic, though commonly used, terms). At the same time, the fact 

that genres as labels are recognised and employed by producers and critics as well as consumers 

in a more or less consistent manner, makes it clear that genre as a term (and its application to a 

set of commonly agreed concepts) is perfectly apt in describing production and consumption 

patterns of commercial cinema. 

This approach, though, does not mean that each and every (or indeed any) film could or 

should be put into a single genre category, particularly as the purity of genres has long been 

debated (and refuted) by genre theory as well as commonplace viewing experience.7 

Investigating genre in an altogether different context, Jacques Derrida’s 1979 lecture entitled 

‘The Law of Genre’ may be consulted for an apt illustration of how an acceptance of generic 

hybridity is not inimical to a genre-based approach. In his philosophical account, Derrida 

describes the law of genre as ‘a principle of contamination, a law of impurity, a parasitical 

economy’, speaking ‘of a sort of participation without belonging – a taking part in without being 

part of, without having membership in a set’.8 This ‘sort of participation’ is an ideally tentative 

description of what the average viewer often experiences when encountering commercial 

cinema: seeing a product that gives the impression of unity and relative originality, while it also 

displays a number of elements familiar from previous works. Moreover, this familiarity, 

although it creates expectations which may or may not be fulfilled by the product, also allows 

consumers to acquire a set of interpretational tools that accumulate, but do not expire or lose 

their relevance even if tested on further products. The seemingly disorganised, but intricately 

associated, network of both interpretive frameworks and the works they are abstracted from 

may in turn recall another theory, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s concept of the rhizome,9 

brought to bear on Shakespeare criticism by Douglas Lanier. As Lanier argues, ‘a rhizomatic 

conception of Shakespeare stresses the power of those ever-differentiating particulars – specific 

adaptations, allusions, performances – to transform and restructure the aggregated 

Shakespearean field into something forever new’.10 
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Subscribing to this understanding of Shakespeare-related moving images as equally 

participating in and contributing to an infinite and endlessly changing field, what this volume 

intends to show is how certain elements of genres, some of them central, others marginal, may 

be present even in films that are primarily known as adaptations based on Shakespeare’s work. 

As a result, we may only do justice to a teen adaptation such as 10 Things I Hate About You 

(1999, dir. Gil Junger) if we realise that the reason why it has discarded the Shakespearean 

dialogue lies precisely in its participation in the genre of the teen film. In the same way, an 

alternative ending to an originally tragic plot may be explained by the need to create a 

convincing denouement for a western, where the hero is obliged to ride off into the sunset, as 

happens in Johnny Hamlet (1968, dir. Enzo G. Castellari). Similarly, the distinctive 

camerawork of a romantic comedy, maximising the star appeal of celebrity actors, will override 

critical concerns for more subtle character development or narrative tension present in the 

source text. 

On the level of individual film analyses, the volume can also offer innovative elements, 

particularly by pointing out intricate connections between seemingly disparate entities, through 

what we call, for want of a better term, their common genre. Regarding these films as 

adaptations of Shakespearean drama would not in itself explain, for instance, the increased (or 

decreased) role of certain characters in the films, and gender roles provide a particularly 

interesting case in point. In the western and in the gangster-noir groups, females have often 

been reduced to one of two types: the innocent, passive, patient and loving wife material, 

confined to the domestic environment; or its opposite, the alluring and passionate, active and 

often dangerous, but socially isolated, lover, femme fatale or prostitute with a heart of gold. 

Depending on which era we are talking about, these films may allow us to sympathise even 

with the marginalised woman, but the narrative will not include her in the happy ending. The 

melodrama, on the other hand, expands on female roles and often grants women a chance to tell 

their own side of the story as focalisers or even narrators, both in the early woman’s film and 

in the late twentieth-century television melodrama. What is more, by placing Anglo-American 

melodramas side by side with their counterparts rooted in the Eastern cinematic tradition, we 

may note the correspondences between the underlying narrative patterns, characterisation and 

stylistic features of these classical genres. Each of these genres, aware of their broad 

embeddedness in the social imaginary, also play a dual role in reinforcing the finite number of 

choices within social interactions: on the one hand, representing the stereotypical plotlines, but 

also confirming these as idealised or feared resolutions of conflicts, their power based on 

precisely the fact of their broad dissemination.  
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The industrial background that led to the creation of generic cycles in the Hollywood 

studio era is well known and extensively discussed in historical film studies. The social and 

economic factors of the 1990s, however, were equally significant in bringing about a cinematic 

boom worldwide, and creating a new wave of screen Shakespeares along the way. Yet what 

Part Two of the volume argues is that beside this shared industrial background, certain aesthetic 

features characterising post-1990s adaptations in the revived new genres allow us to see them 

as a coherent group, which systematically reflect on their own era of creation. One of these 

features is a desire to reinterpret the inherited stories through an in-depth psychological 

identification with characters and conflicts. This is what we can observe in the way Shakespeare 

is approached by high school students, who tend to apply the plays’ words directly to their own 

everyday trials and tribulations. This need for identification also explains the rise of the 

humanised undead, who are no longer the monstrous Others of civilisation, but are represented 

as victims of an oppressive and inhuman society, whose institutions are most likely to betray 

their citizens. In these narratives, Shakespeare regularly appears to provide guidance on how to 

embrace one’s victimhood, but more importantly, how to find the inner strength for fighting 

back against the real monsters and proving that humanity can be found in the unlikeliest forms. 

Neither do contemporary biopics emphasise greatness or canonical status in the authors they 

bring to life on the screen, but focus on the pains and losses, shortcomings and failures of their 

subject, who turns out to be just as much of a human being as the average viewer the films wish 

to educate and entertain at the same time.  

Another common feature of films made since the 1990s directly concerns a central 

challenge of adaptation studies: how the written text is transmitted into the visual format. The 

era’s artistic production subscribes to the postmodern tendency to embrace the irreverent and 

playful, revelling in decontextualised and recontextualised textual fragments. This, on the one 

hand, challenges the pessimistic visions of the loss of the text, since the text is clearly here to 

stay. Neither is this an example of what Douglas Lanier calls the ‘post-textual’ Shakespeare, 

where Shakespeare appears in purely visual images that contain ‘not a single word from 

Shakespeare’s text …, despite the fact that they depend for their effect on being identified as 

“Shakespearean”’.11 What the seemingly random and piecemeal insertion of classical 

quotations into new texts showcases is a conscious strategy, which clearly illustrates how 

readily contemporary popular and visual culture absorbs and repurposes inherited materials 

according to its momentary needs.  

Yet, for all their irreverence and superficial engagement with their canonical source, 

these films also illustrate a continued interest in the authorship debate, not so much in the 
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biographical reality of the person who wrote what we call the Shakespearean oeuvre, but more 

in terms of the power and glory of creation itself. In the age of fifteen-minute fame, when 

creating or destroying reputations can happen at a viral speed, the Shakespeare phenomenon 

and its survival in education, elite and mass culture, and particularly in scholarship, provides us 

with an intriguing and enduring challenge but also endless fascination. In terms of a 

contemporary understanding of authorship and the creative process, this consistent link between 

Shakespeare and lived experience is an inherently conservative one, which nonetheless fits our 

own cultural context. Even if the Romantic image of the author survives in visual 

representations, the notion of such a singularly powerful imagination whose output would be 

based on his own inner talent finds less acceptance than the image of an ordinary human being 

whose life resembles our very own. As a compromise, contemporary representations tend to 

emphasise his position as a channel, a mediator, who relies on an interpretive community. This 

meta-cinematic message in turn is what all genre films appear to convey: Shakespeare may no 

longer be our idol, and he is certainly no superhero, but his stories continue to help us tell our 

own stories, fight our own battles, find our own voices.  
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