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‘Tynan Bares the Bard.’ (1) ‘And Now it’s Oh! Macbeth!’ (2) In Britain, both tabloid and broadsheet headlines relished the 1970 announcement that Playboy magazine was setting up a production company to finance a film of Macbeth, to be shot on location in Scotland. Playboy’s English contributing editor, Kenneth Tynan (who was responsible for the erotic London stage show Oh! Calcutta), had prepared a screenplay and Roman Polanski (whose wife had recently been murdered by the Manson ‘family’) was to direct. Playboy founder Hugh Hefner promised ‘more’ violence and plenty of nude scenes, ‘although Shakespeare will be in there somewhere too’. (3) Rumours of Hefner judging a Bunnies of the Century competition for the casting of the three witches, and of Polanski showing a script to the British film censor because of ‘such a high level of sex and violence’ (4) provided entertaining fodder for the readership, and ensured such speculative journalistic gems as ‘Playboys and playmates can be assured of an entirely new interpretation of the line "Lay on, Macduff!"’. (5) Few would have wagered that the film’s treatment of its female characters would in any way prove acceptable to feminist analyses. However, Polanski disappoints prurient interests by producing a film which displays little of the exploitative nudity the newspapers anticipated, no sex, and violence which, although graphic, only serves to enhance the realistic tone of the film. 

In their introduction to The Woman’s Part, a collection of feminist Shakespearean criticism, Lenz, Greene & Neely describe the work of the feminist critic: ‘Feminists assume that women are equal to men but that their roles, more often than men’s and in different ways, have been restricted, stereotyped, and minimized . . .’ (6) The feminist performance critic must bear in mind that the text is only the starting point for a dramatic production, be it on stage or screen. The illumination of the text, and of the characters contained therein, is thus a matter of choice. Feminist Shakespearean film criticism must examine the cinematic choices made for Shakespeare’s so-familiar texts, and, like its literary counterpart, attempt to determine to what degree these choices restrict, stereotype or minimize women’s roles. The assumption of negativity is dangerous, however. Film directors are equally capable of positive choices in their depictions of women’s roles, and the impartial critic should chronicle and evaluate these in just as much detail. If we examine the points at which Polanski makes choices about his central female character, and what those choices are, we find that while he may indeed drift into stereotype in his treatment of Lady Macbeth, Polanski, far from restricting or minimizing, takes active steps to extend the role through re-attribution of lines and the creation of extra scenes. 

Polanski’s Lady Macbeth is a woman who rules her husband with her psychosexual power. She is childless (she has not ‘given suck’ - the lines from I.vii were cut) and so the focus of her characterisation falls more squarely on the sexual and the controlling aspects of her personality. She is more ambitious than Macbeth, and more resolute, but this powerful persona is proved to be brittle. When confronted with the actual results - blood and murder - of her well-executed plans, her seeming strength shatters, and the ensuing loss of control is pitiful. Like Orson Welles in 1948 (7), Polanski realises that the more attention given to a conception of Lady Macbeth’s influence and subsequent fall, the more fascinating the Macbeths’ power-hungry relationship will be to audiences. 

One of the few critical works to specifically address Lady Macbeth on film is the article ‘Polanski’s Determining of Power in Macbeth’ (8). In her analysis of the 1971 film, Bruna Gushurst concludes that ‘Polanski insinuates within this film that the brilliant, colorful and heard voice of power is masculine in origin and reality’. Her identification of three types of sensory imagery which Polanski employs in delegating power to men in his interpretation is useful as a way of critiquing the film, but she uses it in an extremely selective manner. For example, she claims, ‘Adult males and their actions are usually portrayed in brilliant color, women in muted, bland colors’, forgetting the vibrancy of the opening shot of Lady Macbeth, or during the ‘Unsex me here’ speech. She goes on to compare the murder of Duncan scene - visually intense, with the gold of the crown, the blood, and Macbeth’s blue attire - with the scene directly following, where Lady Macbeth is waiting for her husband in the courtyard: she is portrayed in almost black-and-white color, with some muted blues and greens appearing. Macbeth has performed their life-determining deed; he is perceived as vital and alive - while Lady Macbeth is somehow not real, for she now lacks the vigorous coloring of life . . . Gushurst here ignores the fact that Lady Macbeth is outside, waiting at night. When Macbeth joins her, he is lit by exactly the same muted blue and green filters as she is. Gushurst’s analysis of the film is coloured by what she chooses to see. She perceives Macbeth as ‘vital and alive’ because of the vivid scene in which he has just participated, but omits the fact that Jon Finch plays him trance-like, walking and gesturing slowly, and speaking with hesitation. 

Gushurst describes accurately the opening of MACBETH (9), where the landscape is vibrant red, and then fades to a duller green. This robbing of colour from the landscape she describes as foreshadowing the loss of ‘masculine virility from the country as a whole’, attributing it to the influence of the weird sisters and Lady Macbeth. Macbeth’s usurpation of the throne is directly brought about by the witches’ prophecy and the power and ambition his wife has over him, but the ‘masculine virility’ imagery is Gushurst’s, not Polanski’s.

Surprisingly, Gushurst makes no differentiation between Polanski’s directorial choices and Shakespeare’s authorial choices; ‘But the weird women themselves never exert the physical power of leadership. At best, they can only mediate the exchange of power.’ She does not recognise that at no point in the play do the weird sisters, or Lady Macbeth, attempt to lead. The power they seek comes through influencing events, and this is effectively achieved. Gushurst is casually dismissive of Lady Macbeth’s power over her husband in the early part of MACBETH, which I believe to be one of the most important themes of the film. While Lady Macbeth is unquestionably the controller up until the assassination, the shift of power away from her and toward Macbeth begins their tragic fall. Polanski recognises the importance of Lady Macbeth’s influence as the motivating force behind the assassination. There are four key scenes in Polanski’s MACBETH which demonstrate this power.

The first is the scene in the bedchamber just after Macbeth’s arrival in Inverness. There is a close-up of Lady Macbeth pulling Macbeth onto the bed. He lies down and she leans over the top of his head, so that they are face to face, but viewing each other upside down. She glances at the Thane of Cawdor’s medallion before stripping it from him, then gives him a brief passionate kiss, which is halted by Macbeth informing her, ‘Duncan comes here tonight’(I.v. 56) (10). The play has Lady Macbeth already forewarned of Duncan’s arrival. But Polanski and Tynan eradicate the Messenger of I.v, thus highlighting the decisive, controlling influence of Lady Macbeth. Immediately her face changes to seriousness. She sits up and re-examines the Thane of Cawdor’s medallion, then with laughter and suppressed excitement in her voice, says ‘Never shall sun that morrow see’(59-60). She laughs at his shocked face, takes his face in her hand, and in close-up puts her forehead against his, then swings round to kiss him. The speed at which she assimilates the information and then turns it into reality is breathtaking. Her ambition far exceeds the passive Macbeth’s. As she caresses her husband’s face, her voice is soothing his alarm, as a mother might to a child, while her actions suggest a strong sexual undercurrent. This potent mix is enough initially to convert Macbeth to treason. 

The second key scene begins with a close-up of Macbeth preparing for the king’s visit by putting his Thane’s medallion (presumably that of Cawdor) over his head. He is passed it by a disembodied pair of hands which then hand him his sword, hilt first. He grasps it as a matter of course, before starting as he realises what it signifies. The camera pulls back to reveal the face of Lady Macbeth as he turns to look at her. Her face is impassive. She is in the position of power, manipulating his subconscious as he carries out a normal activity (dressing) and placing the weapon in his hands. By placing the sword in his hand, Lady Macbeth gives to him the instrument by which he may achieve his ambition (11). At the same time, she is delegating a task to a person of lesser resolve, thereby using him to attain her own desires. 

Lady Macbeth’s critical moment is her effective bolstering of Macbeth’s courage when he is at his weakest point. Macbeth is outside the banqueting chamber, his resolve dissipating. He realises ‘I have no spur to prick the sides of my intent, but only vaulting ambition, which o’erleaps itself and falls on the other side’(I.vii. 25-28). At that moment Lady Macbeth, who will prove a greater spur than his pallid ambition, interrupts, off camera. When Macbeth asks if Duncan has been asking for him, Lady Macbeth replies ‘Know you not he has?’(30) lightly, again as if to a child, gazing into Macbeth’s eyes while attempting to gauge his mood. When Macbeth determinedly tells his wife ‘We will proceed no further in this business’(31) she does not turn and face him but remains staring into space, thinking. Macbeth, behind her, immediately attempts to justify his decision. His tone is beseeching. It is he who appears the supplicant. As she turns to face him his voice falters slightly and he walks away from her gaze. 

When they enter the hall she sobs as she chides him, challenging his virility: ‘Art thou afeard as thou art in desire?’(39-41). (12) He snaps under his breath ‘Prithee peace’(44), attempting to assert himself. This does not spoil her rhythm as she continues to cry in shame and disappointment. It is a failing of the film that it is not clear whether or not her tears are genuine, or are manufactured to bring Macbeth into line. Either way, it achieves the desired result. After being mocked by Malcolm, Macbeth’s ‘If we should fail’(59) inspires new hope in her, and she quickly reassumes her dominant role by almost laughing ‘we fail!’(60) as if it is of no consequence. As she lays out her plan for the assassination there is the same suppressed excitement in her voice as when she first broached the subject in their bedchamber. As she asks ‘What cannot you and I perform on the unguarded Duncan?’(70-71), the shadow of the crown falls over her face and the drums start up again. She turns and realises that Duncan has approached her, and without a shadow of consternation on her face she immediately moves with him into the dance. There is more than a hint of flirtatiousness in her eyes as she dances with her victim. Her dissembling is effortless; she seems totally natural.

The fourth example of Lady Macbeth’s influence over her husband is barely perceptible, yet all the more powerful for its subtlety. It occurs just before the murder of Duncan, at the pinnacle of Lady Macbeth’s power in the narrative. Lady Macbeth takes the flagon from Macbeth without speaking and moves across the elevated walkway towards Duncan’s chamber, in order to drug the guards. She is barefoot, moving quickly. As Fleance and Banquo begin to speak she halts outside the door to Duncan’s chamber. She looks down on them. There is then a close-up on her impassive face as she stares at her husband, and a close-up on the worried Macbeth. They exchange looks across the massive courtyard at each other, but because of the close-ups it seems that they are right next to each other. With the tiniest flicker of her eyes Lady Macbeth signals to Macbeth to make a noise to draw Banquo’s attention away from her activities, which he does, immediately. As her husband speaks to Banquo she quickly enters above, into the chamber, undeterred from her treasonous intent. The subtlety of this gesture reinforces the magnitude of Lady Macbeth’s influence over Macbeth. It is an exchange which confirms her coolness under pressure, foreshadowing the clearheadedness which enables her to place the daggers in the guards’ hands.

Despite this formidable display in the early part of the film, Polanski’s Lady Macbeth shows chinks in her armour when confronted with the reality of the violence she sets in motion. Her domination of her nervous spouse throughout the plan and its execution is total, and she similarly overcomes her own fearful reaction immediately after the murder. But she cannot control her reaction to the sight of the guards’ butchery so easily. When faced, perhaps for the first time, with an actual product of her husband’s bloody profession, Lady Macbeth cannot retain possession of her consciousness. Her shock is unguarded and unfeigned, and there is nothing in Polanski’s camerawork to suggest that her swoon is contrived. 

Polanski allows his protagonists to enjoy their new exalted position together (watching the savage bear-baiting) for only a moment before their fate drives them apart. Joan Larsen Klein notes that Shakespeare’s Macbeth becomes ‘wholly dominated by self’ after the murder of Banquo (13), and Nicholas Brooke points out how the Macbeths’ relationship changes radically as he alone plots Banquo’s death (in III.ii): ‘they are never intimate again; simultaneously their roles are reversed, and he now displays the determination on blood which was once hers alone, but which she can no longer sustain’. (14) This psychological transfer is clearly tied in the films to the (edited) dialogue of III.ii. 

Polanski allows his protagonists to enjoy their new exalted position together (watching the savage bear-baiting) for only a moment before their fate drives them apart. Joan Larsen Klein notes that Shakespeare’s Macbeth becomes ‘wholly dominated by self’ after the murder of Banquo, and Nicholas Brooke points out how the Macbeths’ relationship changes radically as he alone plots Banquo’s death (in III.ii): ‘they are never intimate again; simultaneously their roles are reversed, and he now displays the determination on blood which was once hers alone, but which she can no longer sustain’. This psychological transfer is clearly tied in the films to the (edited) dialogue of III.ii. 

Polanski’s handling of this scene (III.ii) constructs a perfect microcosm of how the power changes hands in the Macbeths’ relationship. The scene begins with a demonstration of Lady Macbeth’s usual role of allaying her husband’s fears, and ends with her isolation from him as he forges ahead to further murder. Macbeth dreams of being killed by Banquo and Fleance, but the hand that is Banquo’s in the dream turns out to be a form cut of Lady Macbeth’s hand reaching over to him in bed. In extreme close-up she wipes the sweat from his brow, and with her lips against his ears she urges him to forget. She soothes, ‘What’s done is done. Things without all remedy should be without regard’(12-13) (15), advice which later proves impossible for her to follow. Macbeth is afraid, and she takes him to her breast, comforting him. She leans her cheek against his head, she caresses his hair, she comes back down to his face. Her influential dual roles of mother figure and sexual partner are again in evidence in this scene, but now the effect is subverted. In the midst of these cloying embraces, Macbeth changes, becomes stronger. He moves away from her to the window, and it is she who follows him. ‘Oh, full of scorpions is my mind, dear wife. Thou knowest that Banquo and his Fleance lives. . . . They are assailable. . . There shall be done a deed of dreadful note’(III.ii.39-46). Alarmed, her voice trembles when she asks, ‘What’s to be done?’(47). Suddenly she is the weaker. He doesn’t answer, but kisses her, not on the mouth, but on the cheek, as if to a child. ‘Be innocent in the knowledge, dearest chuck, till thou applaud the deed’(48-49). In this decisive scene, she moves from being the dominant, comforting mother figure to the passive, manipulated observer. 

After this transfer, the descent of Lady Macbeth into powerlessness and madness is inexorable. She attempts to rally herself during the ghost of Banquo/banquet scene, but by its end it is clear she has failed. Francesca Annis’s Lady Macbeth attempts to re-create the party atmosphere of the first banquet. In the first banquet, given in Duncan’s honour, Lady Macbeth is in her element, seemingly carefree, and fully composed, drinking, dancing and laughing. In the second banquet scene, she makes an effort to instill a similar mood, but fails. She calls out, ‘You do not give the cheer!’(III.iv. 34) quite genially. But when Macbeth raises the toast to Banquo and everyone joins in the assent, Lady Macbeth does not speak. She raises her glass and drinks two heartbeats behind everyone else. The effortless dissembling from the first banquet has left her, and it is clear a bloody burden has begun to oppress her. This is far more apparent after the nobles (and the ghost) have departed. Her responses to Macbeth are even and measured, but when she tells him ‘You lack the season of all natures. Sleep’(142), she is the one who looks more in need of rest. He says ‘Come, we’ll to sleep’(143), and holds out his hand to her, but she ignores it, taking instead the firebrand. She then carries it out, and they ascend the stairs, lonely in the hell of their own making. The horrors and the consequences of their deed are beginning to overwhelm her. 

Polanski contrives an establishing scene of a severely depressed Lady Macbeth before the sleepwalking sequence. Lady Macbeth is asleep over her sewing in the great hall, watched by two nobles. She is woken by her waiting lady as Macbeth rides back to the castle. As she awakens, looking down she screams as she sees blood on her hands, which fades away after her gasp. Terrified, she blurts out, ‘Gracious Duncan’s dead’. The camera immediately switches to the cynical nobles’ point of view, looking across at her across the throne room. The larger Thane half smiles at her words. She who was so good at concealment and planning ahead has now given the game away, and confirmed what they suspected. 

Polanski’s MACBETH gained notoriety in part through Lady Macbeth’s nude sleepwalking scene, a choice inspiring much comment in 1971. Does the nudity have any justification, beyond the titillation Hugh Hefner promised at the launch? It has no textual justification, but there is, perhaps, a case to be made. It is difficult not to feel any sympathy for Lady Macbeth. However much an objective view might conclude that she deserves her fate, viewing a film is a subjective experience, and the presentation of Lady Macbeth is such that an audience is able to feel sorry for her. This is one of the peculiarities of the medium. By following any character’s life and experiences for two hours or so on film, we build up a sympathy for them simply because we are sharing, often intimately, part of their life (16). So with Polanski’s Lady Macbeth, any revulsion we may feel at her artless manipulation is tempered by our realisation of the slow failure of her marriage and her ever-quickening descent into madness. When we see Lady Macbeth in a guilt-induced sleepwalk, and she is naked, there is a degree of emotional identification with her being stripped of her guile, her pretentions, and being viewed so objectively by the doctor and the nurse. Kenneth Tynan confirms this as Polanski’s intention: ‘there is something particularly vulnerable and pathetic about a nude woman wandering around a cold castle’ (17). She seems very fragile, beset with madness, and is in stark contrast to Macbeth, whose confidence is almost overwhelming. 

The film that Hugh Hefner promised at the launch, full of sex and violence, is not the one Polanski delivered. The violence is well represented, but within the plot of Macbeth there is the scope for a lot of cinematic sex, yet Polanski for some reason chose not to include it. Moreover, in the only scene in which the female protagonist is nude, Polanski takes steps to avoid the possibility of titillation by the use of the on-screen viewing male. The male audience is represented on-screen by the viewing doctor, and his reactions draw our minds towards the political consequences of her words. The sleepwalking scene then, seems curiously ambivalent. It begins with a gaze. The camera, for the only time in the film, reveals itself when it peeks in through the pillars to see the waiting doctor and nurse. At first it appears the camera approximates what Lady Macbeth is seeing. However, she then moves into the same shot, belying that first assumption. Also, if she is genuinely sleepwalking, which I think it is clear she is, she would not see the doctor and nurse at the outset. She would be, as she is in the rest of the scene, fixed on horrors beyond the comprehension of the doctor and nurse. Polanski’s clumsy use of the camera here simply creates confusion in the mind of the audience, because it sets up the proposition that Lady Macbeth, once such a manipulator, is manipulating the doctor and nurse. This does not prove to be the case in all her subsequent actions, and there is no look or gesture to reveal her intentions to the audience. The camerawork in the sleepwalking scene strikes a jarring note in the film.

There is no release for Polanski’s Lady Macbeth. Her feverish re-reading of Macbeth’s original letter, another scene created for the film, underlines the cyclical nature of the film’s horrors. She reads it compulsively, tears streaming down her face, her hair wild, untidy, her tired, dark-ringed eyes wild, staring. There is an effective edit at the end of this scene. She is breathing heavily, very distressed. The camera leaves her and shows a long-shot of the tower in which she is reading the letter, during which two more quick breaths are audible, and then there is a cut to Macbeth and the scene in which he hears that she has leapt to her death. The next time we see Lady Macbeth she is a corpse, lying at the foot of the tower, broken and twisted, one arm twisted up grotesquely, her eyes open, blood streaming from her nose and mouth, and a patch of blood beneath her. 

Films made from the same play, like stage productions, often create a critical dialogue between them whereby later films comment on earlier ones by revising cinematic interpretations. Polanski judged Orson Welles’s MACBETH a ‘failure’ (18), and in a discussion concerning the characterisation of Lady Macbeth he makes another criticism, not specifically of Welles, but obviously including him: ‘They [directors] always present Lady Macbeth as a nagging bitch . . . They think of her in Charles Addams terms. But people who do ghastly things in life, they are not grim, like a horror movie’ (19). Visually, Welles’s Lady Macbeth (20) is the stereotyped Morticia which Polanski disdains. Francesca Annis’s appearance is, more interestingly, one of youth and seeming innocence. The disturbing import of ‘Fair is foul’ is nowhere more personified than in Polanski’s Lady Macbeth, but the main strength of the performance lies in its ability to be both monstrous and yet pitiable. 
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