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Shakespeare’s farewell play The Tempest - a magical tale of 
shipwreck, a father and daughter’s island exile, encounters 
with strange and magical beings, and their eventual return to 
society - has inspired a number of cinematic versions since the 
early days of silent cinema. If textual fidelity inspires a good 
number of traditionalist ‘films of the play’, the play’s essential 
hybridity has also given rise to a varied range of varied 
directly cinematic adaptations and reinscriptions. Paul 
Mazursky’s The Tempest (1982), for example, starring John 
Cassavetes and Gina Rowlands, cuts between the pressures of 
modern day New York and the less populous Mediterranean in 
the interests of creating a modern American family 
melodrama, while Jack Bender’s The Tempest (1998), starring 
Peter Fonda, turns the play into a Civil War plantation drama. 
Film adaptations of The Tempest thus range in their approach 
all the way from a commitment to a sense of the 
Shakespearean original, to a determined sense of 
modernization and relocation, and can go even further to 
engage a thorough-going recreation of the play in terms of 
cinematic wizardry and excess. Derek Jarman’s The 
Tempest (1979), starring Heathcote Williams and Toyah 
Willcox, is committed to the original, but also contrives a 
characteristic punk/queer hybrid. In the most complex vision 
of Shakespearean verbal/visual discourse, Peter Greenaway’s 
dazzling experimental essay Prospero’s Books (1991) deploys 
sumptuous compositional and editing techniques to comjure 



what he takes to be the absent centre of the play, the twelve 
books which Prospero - here played amidst the audiovisual 
trickery by Shakespearean stalwart John Gielgud - lost in the 
original shipwreck. Eventually, the play’s identity concerns 
can be taken a dramatic stage further, with Prospero re-
gendered by Helen Mirren in Julie Taymor’s 2010 version The 
Tempest. In the context of the 400th anniversary of 
Shakespeare’s death, the paper will consider a range of issues 
raised by the ‘seriality’ of The Tempest: the institutional role 
of Shakespeare canon in world cinema; the place of The 
Tempest in the marketplace for film adaptations; the mediation 
of the Shakespeare text through the varied expressivities of 
film language; the generalizability/specificity of 
Shakespearean ‘meaning’ in the case of one his most 
‘abstract’ plays’; and the concretization of the ‘magical’ world 
of the Shakespearean fable in relation to cinema’s preference 
for ‘realism’ but also its propensity for audio-visual 
‘spectacle.’ Hard copies of the Paper, if accepted, will be 
freely distributed at the Panel; the presentation will be 
delivered through a rich display of frame-slides from the 
films.  
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