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Abstract

 The focus within adaptation studies on embracing intermediality should 
necessitate exploration not only of other mediums worthy of critical 
attention such as video games, opera and radio, but also of different 
adaptive sites: in particular, the body of the actor. More so than with any 
other author, there is a mode of performance associated with Shakespeare’s 
work that is employed popularly and academically to encompass an 
individual actor’s entire career. This association actively erases an actor’s 
diversity and reduces the performance of their body to a single, definitive 
function. Actors such as Kenneth Branagh thus remain intimately 
connected with not only their personal interpretations of Shakespeare, but 
the playwright in general as a cultural, historical figure. Even when 
Branagh directs Thor, the Marvel studio comic book adaptation, press 
reactions and reviews of the film demonstrate the inseparability of his 
Shakespearean persona from his professional identity as a whole. Of 
interest, therefore, is the way in which the ‘Shakespearean’ title is used: 
what implicit values are ascribed through its usage, what cultural systems 
perpetuate this attribution, but also what new avenues of critical 
exploration and what new texts are opened up by acknowledging the actor 
as the site of adaptive encounter and what traditional concepts of the 
adaptive text are disturbed.

William Shakespeare is almost unique as a playwright in that actors 
can construct whole careers from playing exclusively his work. The 
title the/a ‘Shakespearean’ actor is a phenomenon that recurs 
throughout the world of acting and its interpretation by media and 
critical establishments alike. It is, however, a phenomenon that occurs 
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with little questioning of what processes are at work, or what implicit 
value judgements are inscribed in the use of such a title. Michel 
Foucault’s essay questioning ‘What is an author?’ is unsurprisingly 
instructive here in considering what processes are at work in the 
attribution of ‘Shakespearean’ to a particular actor’s career and style 
of performance. Foucault argues that the author is a ‘certain functional 
principle by which, in our culture, one limits and excludes and 
chooses’: a ‘principle of a certain unity of writing’ in which all 
differences have to be ‘resolved’ and all contradictions are neutralised.1 
Complimenting this is Barry King’s argument that acting is based 
upon ‘some concept of intentionality or authorship’, the author in the 
process of signification, consciously performing.2 For the 
Shakespearean actor, though, this intentionality or authorship is even 
more complex, as is indicated by their nominal status. The 
Shakespearean embodies a form of authorship as a constant and 
fundamental aspect of their star persona. But unlike other actors, the 
authorship being played out is not wholly their own. The ways in 
which their persona and performances are viewed by the media or 
analysed by academics are already pre-determined by the particular 
set of cultural meanings and educational functions which circulates 
around the term ‘Shakespearean’. In relative terms the actor may only 
temporarily claim ownership on the Shakespearean texts they engage 
with and yet, as their title implies, these texts and this author retain 
ownership of them in future performances. The embodied authorship 
of the ‘Shakespearean’ actor thus functions in a Foucauldian sense by 
limiting the ways in which the actor is viewed critically. This brings 
me to the point of my article: a consideration of the nature of Kenneth 
Branagh as a ‘Shakespearean’ actor through an exploration of the 
ways in which he has engaged with and adapted his identity as a 
Shakespearean when working in mainstream culture. 

Having met with enormous critical popularity as a Shakespearean 
adaptor throughout the 1980s and 1990s but subsequent failure in 
Hollywood (and increasing levels of hostility aimed at him by the 
British press), at the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century 
Branagh’s career was still moderately successful but somewhat 
understated. His only cinematic release in 2008 was a relatively small 
part in the Tom Cruise vehicle Valkyrie (dir. Bryan Singer, 2008) and 
his starring role and executive producer position on the BBC and 
Yellow Bird co-production of Henning Mankel’s crime novels, 
Wallander. His three immediately preceding films and directorial 
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projects were all adaptations of considerable canonical pedigree but 
only limited success: Sleuth in 2007 and As You Like It and The Magic 
Flute in 2006. As You Like It was the first Shakespeare film Branagh 
had directed for six years, after Love’s Labours Lost in 2000 but both 
films’ poor commercial and critical reception led to the premature 
termination of the three-picture deal between his Shakespeare Film 
Company and Intermedia Films and Miramax.3 His announcement to 
then helm the multimillion dollar blockbuster project Thor in 2011 
thus came as somewhat of a surprise to many individuals and 
commentators on his career. The press reaction to this creative 
decision presents itself as a valuable recent case study in exploring 
not only Branagh’s attitude towards the blockbuster as a cultural form 
but the ways in which his acting persona is constructed by the media 
and what this process reveals about attitudes towards Shakespeare as 
a cache of ‘high culture’. 

The press reaction to Branagh’s appointment as director of the 
Marvel comic book adaptation illustrates the way in which Branagh’s 
Shakespearean billing has often worked against him, limiting how his 
career is perceived. The fourth film released within the Marvel 
Cinematic Universe, Thor tells the story of the crown prince of Asgard 
(Chris Hemsworth) who is exiled to Earth by his father and king, 
Odin (Anthony Hopkins), for his hubris in starting a war. Powerless 
and estranged from his family and his people, Thor forms a relationship 
with a human scientist, Jane Foster (Natalie Portman), and begins to 
learn about the true meaning of power and sacrifice. Meanwhile on 
Asgard Thor’s adopted brother Loki (Tom Hiddleston) – the Trickster 
god of Norse mythology – has seized power and threatens to finish 
the war his brother was tricked into starting and which their father had 
stopped. With narrative split between events on Asgard and on Earth, 
Thor serves a double purpose: introducing the standalone Marvel film 
franchise based upon its eponymous character, but also pre-empting 
Thor’s inclusion in The Avengers (dir. Joss Whedon, 2012), in which 
several iconic Marvel superhero franchises are united in a multilateral 
crime-fighting unit. 

Characteristic of reportage on Branagh’s decision was the 
expression of bafflement, most succinctly put by Jenelle Riley for 
Back Stage: ‘you’re the Shakespeare guy’.4 Elizabeth Day, The 
Observer, shrewdly notes that Branagh is ‘forever suspended in the 
public consciousness as a Shakespearean actor, a classic luvvie who 
spends his life in breeches and periwigs’.5 Her awareness of this, 
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however, does not prevent her from perpetuating the same belief in 
the singular nature of Branagh’s career, later on stating that directing 
Thor is a ‘baffling move for a man who made his name with period 
drama and classical oratory’. Indeed, throughout journalistic coverage 
of Branagh, this dictum keeps on recurring as though with fresh 
surprise at the prospect of an actor and director best known for their 
Shakespearean work ever desiring to do anything else. The media 
seem to believe that a career which operates predominantly in the 
theatre must stay that way because of what Christopher Goodwin 
describes as the ‘overwhelming weight of British theatrical tradition’.6 
Joe Queenan, writing scathingly for The Guardian, even goes so far 
as to refute Branagh’s ability to function in the mainstream, stating: 
‘Whatever the common touch is, he lacks it’.7 Similarly, Elizabeth 
Day scoffs at the prospect that a young Branagh ever enjoyed comic 
books, asking ‘Really, Ken?’, while Chris Lee sardonically parodies 
Branagh’s insistence that Thor is a classically dramatic tale, describing 
it as ‘A prodigal-son story with ice lasers’.8 This derision targets the 
idea of Branagh ever fully integrating himself within popular culture, 
instead painting him as a figure locked within the modes of a 
theatrical, Shakespearean world. He can, despite his frequent urging, 
never be ‘just Ken’ for the media. When he is cited as such it is not a 
mark of acceptance but rather an ironic indictment of his apparent 
failure to represent mainstream tastes. 

This disdain illustrates both a criticism of Branagh for an apparent 
incompatibility with the mainstream and a dismissal of his desire to 
legitimise the blockbuster, revealing an explicit value judgement 
placed upon the form, especially when considered in opposition to 
Shakespeare as a representative of ‘high culture’. Patrick Goldstein 
expressed the view that the appointment was a ‘shocker’ and 
referenced Owen Gleiberman’s amusement that it was as if Jane 
Campion was going to make Fast Six: Furious in Moscow.9 Sara 
Vilkomerson questioned whether placing the Shakespearean actor-
director with Thor ‘might be like pairing peanut butter and caviar’.10 
The implications of her food simile are evident: popular culture is the 
mundane stuff of everyday consumption while that which is 
Shakespearean is prohibitively luxurious and expensive. It is not 
merely that these critics view Branagh’s career as being shaped by a 
singular theatrical tendency, but that this tendency must remain 
explicitly Shakespearean. The comments of Day, Lee and Queenan et 
al. imply an evaluation of the cultural worth of the respective forms 
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and a judgement of taste. Pierre Bourdieu states definitively that 
concepts of ‘good taste’ are rooted in social experience and reflect 
particular class interests. These are often made to seem ‘natural’ 
because they are shaped by early experience and reinforced through 
education and other such institutions.11 Henry Jenkins elaborates 
upon this point, arguing that those who ‘naturally’ possess appropriate 
taste access ‘a privileged position within the institutional hierarchy 
and reap the greatest benefits’.12 As a Shakespearean actor, Branagh 
is thus able to access the cultural cachet that comes from being 
intimately associated with a canonical writer, one whose worth is 
reinforced constantly within society. His employment in the 
mainstream is, then, viewed not as representing an ‘underdeveloped’13 
taste, but, because of his original placement within the institutional 
hierarchy, as an active refutation of ‘good’ taste. As Queenan 
contends: ‘Thor is beneath his talents. It’s beneath anybody’s 
talents’.14 

The same contempt is demonstrated not only for the film, however, 
but for the industry at large. Even journalists who supposedly support 
Branagh’s work in Hollywood are acerbically critical towards its 
functioning. Christopher Goodwin, for example, writing for The 
Sunday Times is quick to mock Joe Queenan’s disparaging attitude 
but equally quick to dismiss Marvel executive Craig Kyle. Quoting 
Kyle who said of Branagh, ‘It was just, like, wooohhh. So articulate 
[…], so clear-minded’, Goodwin responds drily with ‘I’m sure’.15 
Branagh, however, relishes the unique challenges of both the form he 
produces and adapts from. For him, the blockbuster form has as much 
value as a Shakespearean text (although it has a different stylistic way 
of communicating this). In an interview with Gary Crowdus in 1997, 
Branagh stated simply: ‘A good film is a good film and a good 
Shakespeare film is a good Shakespeare film’.16 Yet as the critics 
quoted testify, the voice of dominant cultural hierarchies informs us 
that no matter how entertaining or commercially successful these 
blockbusters are, it is Shakespeare, as ‘high culture’, which ultimately 
has value. What is clearly so confusing to the journalists cited is that 
Branagh’s Shakespearean identity places him firmly within a 
privileged institutional hierarchy and yet he willingly and excitedly 
chooses to immerse himself within popular culture: entertaining, 
perhaps, the journalists concede, but never of the same value as 
Shakespeare. 
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Branagh appears to actively engage with the limitations of the 
British press’s construction of taste, however, and does not passively 
accept their hierarchising of his work. Cognizant of this fact and of 
his history of adapting canonical (institutionally validated) works – 
Shakespeare, Mozart, Shelley – Branagh focuses on these associations 
when defending Thor. In promotion of the film he thus constructs an 
exegetical framework through which film and critics can view the text 
which manipulates any pre-existing associations circulating in the 
media as a result of the broadly theatrical and Shakespearean leaning 
of Branagh’s previous acting and directorial work. This framework 
prioritises Thor’s cultural connections by emphasising its dramatic 
content. I do not believe it is possible to argue that Branagh entirely 
disregards the precepts of taste or blurs the lines between ‘high’ and 
‘low’ culture to the extent that they seem indistinguishable, but he 
does manipulate the paradigms of good taste and bad taste in order to 
work towards the democratic cultural ideals he first articulated in the 
Renaissance Theatre Company’s credos ‘to fulfil […] life-enhancing 
populism’.17 

Essential to this project is the necessity of setting Thor within a 
long cultural tradition of placing family conflict at the heart of drama. 
Beyond all else, this is the emotional and narrative centre of the film 
for Branagh. He states: ‘It’s an archetypal and mythical ideal… [A] 
classical structure’.18 He also says of the film: ‘[it’s this] sort of 
family, dynastic story that’s about fathers and sons […] sibling 
rivalry, ancient feuds… [It’s] the best kind of cross-genre movie’.19 It 
is these narratives, defined by Branagh as ‘dynastic’ or ‘family’, that 
communicate the high cultural connotations he uses in promotion to 
validate Thor as a text. And it is the audience’s ‘familiarity’ with and 
‘recognition’ of these ancient, classical dramatic motivations which 
legitimises what may otherwise be dismissed as a space adventure, 
and ensures a degree of contemporaneity, despite its heightened 
language. This ‘dynastic’ theme is the central hinge upon which 
Thor’s characterisation rests and is apparent in more than a few of 
Branagh’s films with, in his own words, their preoccupation with the 
‘acquisition of masculinity through loss, through maturity which is 
gained at a price’ (in this quotation Branagh directly compares the 
work of Thor to his adaptation of The Magic Flute).20

In an interview from 1997 we again see the broad applicability of 
this theme and its importance for emotional narrative as Branagh 
describes the characterisation of Henry V: ‘[It is] a journey towards 
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maturity […A] young monarch who at the beginning is burdened with 
guilt […] but who, at the end, has learned about true leadership’.21 
Intriguingly, this same description is almost equally applicable to the 
story of Thor. Indeed, in the interpretive framework Branagh 
establishes it is the dramatic relationship between Prince Hal, King 
Henry IV (and the alternative father figure, Falstaff), which is most 
useful for reading Thor. Branagh’s professional connection to these 
plays thus opens up the possibility of his Shakespearean identity 
functioning as a site of adaptation; having performed as the character 
on stage and self-directed in film, Branagh is intimately associated 
with Henry. This similarity is, I believe, actively courted by Branagh 
who, when describing Thor’s emotional characterisation, again 
highlights the parallels in narrative between the two texts. Discussing 
the ‘challenge’ of superheroes to ‘use their power well’, Branagh 
stresses that ‘People who are involved in war or are martial need to 
understand what it is like to use the potential threat of might for good, 
and I think that’s a continual internal dialogue amongst characters 
who command troops or are in military situations’.22 The recognition 
of this need to check military power is overwhelmingly reminiscent 
of Branagh’s 1989 Henry V. Intended as a stark contrast with the 
more anaesthetised tones of Olivier’s propagandist film from 1944, 
Branagh’s central protagonist is culpable of war-mongering and 
rhetoric but also aware of the physical cost of violence and containing 
a solid core of ‘Hamletian doubt’.23 The film argues for the necessity 
of certain kinds of violence; for Henry, institutionally sanctioned 
bloodletting to prove his right to rule. 

Indeed, the figure of the soldier recurs throughout Branagh’s work, 
present in the figures of Henry, Benedick, Iago, Coriolanus and even 
two characters not usually depicted as such: Hamlet and Berowne. 
Hamlet, in particular, provides evidence of the importance and 
unceasing relevance of this debate to Branagh. His Hamlet is 
transformed into a military figure of action and power – a far cry from 
the usual decision to emphasise his bookish student nature. Slight but 
compact, vigorous and with a certain Errol Flynn-like panache for 
acrobatics, his Hamlet has an eloquent physicality that more than 
matches the character’s agile mind. In fact, the film vividly actualises 
the theoretical sexual relationship between Hamlet and Ophelia. The 
adaptation also emphasises the martial setting of the play, a state 
protected through the violent capability of its former leader but now 
again teetering on the brink of war. The sheer scale of the Blenheim 
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Palace setting, expressed through sweeping establishing shots, serves 
to locate narrative action not merely on an interior level – within the 
urgently and hotly debated conversations of Hamlet’s mind – but on 
a grand, national scale. The play is, after all, not merely the actions of 
a few individuals but that of the ruling class whose decisions 
determine the fate of the state. Branagh’s directorial epics – Henry V 
(1989) Hamlet (1996) and Thor (2011) – are all united by this desire 
to work through on a grand scale and consider the moral and ethical 
implications of power. Viewed in this way, Thor is open to 
interpretation as the belated final part of a trilogy of Shakespearean 
dramas invested in the playing out of the moral dilemmas of violence, 
as a brighter, more redemptive alternative to the Macbeth that Branagh 
ultimately failed to bring to screen after Miramax terminated his 
three-picture contract, but finally performed on stage in 2013. It is 
strikingly appropriate that Branagh’s first return to Shakespeare in 
seven years saw him finally perform this role; of all Shakespeare’s 
characters Macbeth is, perhaps, the one who most distinctly embodies 
the themes that continually occupy Branagh as actor and director: 
masculine agency and the responsibility of power. 

Branagh’s willingness to draw upon his identity as a Shakespearean 
is not only evident in these critical paratexts, but is present elsewhere 
within characterisation and direction. Tom Hiddleston’s role as Loki, 
Thor’s step-brother and antagonist, is very clearly from the same 
archetypal mould as Iago, Hiddleston’s personal inspiration and a 
character referenced by Branagh in the DVD commentary as being 
‘the great actor’. Indeed, the way in which the camera lingers on 
Hiddleston despite his relative lack of dialogue, functions much as 
Oliver Parker’s direction of Branagh in Othello did: revealing the true 
machinations at work, which move the narrative events forwards 
without the knowledge of the central characters. Although the camera 
stays predominantly focused on Odin and Thor during their 
conversations, it repeatedly cuts to Loki’s reaction, as we view him 
viewing their interactions. With his wide, guileless eyes and respectful 
silence, Loki performs obedient deference to both his father and his 
elder brother. Hiddleston’s crooked eyebrow and slightly pursed lips, 
however, give subtle gesture to the complicated emotions at work 
underneath Loki’s deceptively mild surface. This was not the only 
Shakespearean touchstone with regard to Loki, moreover; Hiddleston 
stated that he had to keep to a strict diet before the start of filming 
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because Branagh wanted ‘Loki to have a lean and hungry look, like 
Cassius in Julius Caesar’.24 

Branagh thereby offers those who are reluctant to take a superhero 
blockbuster ‘seriously’ a method of entry into the film that confirms 
his Shakespearean identity as a site of adaptation, and a locus of 
meaning. This is a valid interpretive method for both the audience and 
the critic, which demonstrates the productive interplay Douglas 
Lanier notes when Shakespeare and popular culture combine. 
Commenting on the movement of Shakespearean cultural capital, 
Lanier argues that value is accrued by a process of ‘reciprocal 
legitimation’. Shakespeare’s association with a mass-cultural product 
lends that item a ‘moiety of highbrow depth, or seriousness of 
purpose, while the association with mass culture lends Shakespeare 
street credibility, broad intelligibility and celebrity’.25 Branagh is thus 
willing to encourage the Shakespearean parallels which his critics are 
so determined to locate, but also to emphasise the importance of 
mainstream cultural associations to his directorial and Shakespearean 
work. This strategy works to persuade both ardent Marvel fans, more 
general cinema-goers and Branagh’s own fans of the appropriateness 
of his involvement, as a director who could draw out the emotional 
depth of the plot in order to both retain the comic series’ extra-
terrestrial setting and ensure that it would not detract audience 
identification.. Branagh’s conscious engagement with the 
Shakespearean within mainstream and vice versa is, however, a point 
of continuity through his directorial works, and is especially evident 
in his adaptation of Hamlet with its numerous references to popular 
culture through editing, mood, visual similarity and casting. 

In the commentary for the DVD, Branagh places Shakespeare 
within an evolving history of dramatic archetypes: not the progenitor 
of these stories but an active participant in adapting them. He notes 
that the Shakespearean aspects of Thor are ‘only there because 
Shakespeare nicked some terrific ideas from the past’ and because 
Stan Lee’s original series made much use of classical mythology – an 
important source for Shakespeare and his contemporaries, too.26 This 
somewhat glib comment disguises the purposefulness with which 
Branagh works to carefully create a dense network of allusion and 
cultural references to deepen understanding and create more resonant 
thematic concerns. But it also acknowledges the truth of his attitude 
towards the choosing of these references. The allusions present in 
Thor are parts of Branagh’s tool box: the sometimes recognisable, 
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sometimes esoteric or personal network of references plucked from a 
variety of mediums and genres. Although I do not have time to go into 
these in detail, references vary from the biblical, mythical, historical 
and the pop cultural. Thor’s banishment from Asgard is reminiscent 
for Branagh of the Fall of Man, while the visual image of his epaulettes 
refers to the infamous cashiering of Alfred Dreyfus. The spell placed 
on Mjölnir so that no one may lift it unless they are ‘worthy’ is an 
adaptation of the Arthurian legend of Excalibur, evident in the Marvel 
comic universe of Thor but not contained in the original mythos of 
the weapon. Moreover, in order to demonstrate visually the heroism 
of Thor’s fight against the Destroyer, Branagh borrows the iconic 
screen language of the Western, in particular the 1952 genre classic 
High Noon. 

His willingness to embrace popular cultural texts is evident in 
interviews, moreover. Answering the frequently (and variously 
worded) question of how a director more commonly associated with 
‘feather quills than mystical hammers’ could relate to Thor’s subject 
matter, Branagh repeats his configuration of the story as a classical 
maturation narrative. He continues, however, stating that ‘In fact, you 
could say that I sort of made a version of Thor with my first picture 
Henry V’.27 This is a familiar interpretation; what is unusual, though, 
is the reversal of the chronology of influence which Branagh had 
previously utilised in order to legitimise the making of Thor. 
Elsewhere in interviews Branagh encourages the popular identification 
of his persona as purely Shakespearean by positing it as a point of 
entry to explain a surprising directorial choice. He reduces the 
possibility of a poor match between director and film by acknowledging 
the points of continuity between his Shakespearean work and Thor. 
Thor thus becomes a blockbuster form of Shakespeare’s Henriad 
(with other Shakespearean references included). But in this quotation, 
Branagh actually reverses the chronology of influence from one 
which supports the maintenance of traditional cultural hierarchies 
(i.e. by implying that the lesser mainstream work is legitimised by its 
relationship to the past ‘high’ cultural text) to one in which Henry V 
was actually a proto-Thor. 

Branagh continues by describing the similarity between these two 
films in their ‘high stakes, heightened language and people in exotic 
costumes’ but notes that the difference lies in their budget: ‘I could 
avoid the moment I sometimes have on a Shakespeare film when I say 
“It’d be great if this could look like…” [and they say] “Oh, but we 
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don’t have the money”’, Branagh admits. ‘Here you can have the 
rainbow bridge in outer space and not only know they’re going to pay 
for it, but demand that you put it in.’ The superlative budget of the 
blockbuster form thus enables a more generously realised version of 
the directorial vision. This subverts traditional hierarchies of taste in 
which independent cinema is aligned with a perceived creativity and 
honesty of artistic production, while blockbusters are damned as 
being driven largely by commercial necessity. Branagh’s comment, 
however, argues for a more generous view of creativity within the 
blockbuster form and it is not a unique sentiment from him, moreover. 
In one interview on YouTube Branagh recounts a conversation with 
star Natalie Portman in which he asked her about the frustrations of 
repeatedly filming the same scene. Her response was that if Thor was 
the kind of ‘independent film that we’d all much rather be doing’ she 
would have to have finished the scene ‘by ten in the morning’. But, 
surprisingly, working on a blockbuster set means that ‘the thing that 
would potentially overwhelm one’ – the time and money dedicated to 
such enormous ventures – actually ‘gives you a chance… give[s] you 
more time for performance’.28 Branagh’s own statement and his 
recounting of Portman’s opinion are further evidence of the strength 
of his conviction that mainstream culture – and in particular the 
blockbuster form of production – offers itself as a valuable alternative 
and counterpoint to perceived ‘highbrow’ culture. 

This unwillingness to allow his films to be comfortably slotted into 
a groove forged by tradition or by assumption over what the 
Shakespearean means is evident throughout Branagh’s career, not 
merely in his mainstream work. In promotions for his 1996 uncut film 
version of Hamlet, Branagh stated his intent for the film: ‘We want 
this Hamlet to be a big, big treat. We’re trying for more epic sweep 
than is usually contemplated… there will be thousands of extras for 
some sequences… The Ghost is going to be a lot scarier than some 
faintly benign old sort walking on stage in a white shirt. It ain’t gonna 
be three-and-a-half hours of talking heads’.29 His image of the ‘faintly 
benign old sort’ walking on stage in a ‘white shirt’ invokes and 
instantly criticises theatrical performance by rendering it ridiculous. 
This image of the Shakespearean in a white shirt is a visual shorthand 
that Branagh repeats later when acknowledging that he is often 
misunderstood by the industry: ‘They think I’m going to turn up in 
black tights with a floppy white shirt and the complete works under 
my arm’.30 It is an image, nonetheless, that has potent symbolism 
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despite Branagh’s rejection of it. Judith Buchanan describes Mel 
Gibson receiving a ‘white billowy shirt’ on the set of Franco 
Zeffirelli’s 1990 Hamlet; the shirt was a ‘version’ of the one Laurence 
Olivier wore in his 1948 film of Hamlet (an adaptation that Branagh’s 
film both pays compliment to and seeks to usurp). It was a gift, 
Buchanan writes, ‘presumably intended to give Gibson a sense of the 
rich heritage in which he was now working’.31 The heritage of the 
white shirt for Branagh, by contrast, appears to be far from positive, 
representing tradition, lethargy and presumption. Branagh’s 
deliberately superlative and purposefully informal statements that this 
Hamlet will be a ‘big, big treat’, that they are trying for ‘more sweep’, 
that it’s ‘not gonna be three and a half hours of talking heads’ 
demonstrate his desire to remove the film from a purely Shakespearean 
context. Instead, his use of popular vernacular posits his screen 
Hamlet as a sort of epic horror film.

As the media reaction to Branagh’s Thor illustrates, the Foucauldian 
quality of the ‘Shakespearean’ in reference to a particular actor or 
director’s career often reduces the analysis of their work to one 
interpretive focus. It also determines what specific genres or cultural 
texts are deemed to be of worth when their filmography is considered 
critically. And yet it is precisely this process which I believe enables 
a strategy through which traditional methods of consuming, viewing 
and analysing the Shakespearean can be disturbed. Of interest, 
therefore, and demonstrated by Branagh’s attitude towards his cultural 
materials, are the new and often surprising associations which the 
actor can bring to Shakespeare, especially through conflict between 
texts which belong to ‘opposing’ cultural hierarchies. By positing the 
Shakespearean as a site of adaptation, it is possible to read their 
performances and productions as a series of multidirectional interplays 
between Shakespeare and popular or mainstream culture. These 
interactions not only demonstrate what values are attached to 
Shakespeare within culture in the present moment, but also how they 
have the capacity to challenge and destabilise traditional concepts of 
what the Shakespearean is. The actor and the conscious performance 
of their star persona, in particular, therefore warrants a greater degree 
of critical attention. This would be best served by a comprehensive 
consideration of their career, something which is conspicuously 
lacking in critical works on Kenneth Branagh. His numerous 
engagements with the mainstream would offer rich and varied ground 
to explore, and would contribute to a deeper understanding of how a 
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star persona functions; but failure to recognise even the least 
significance of exploring his recent popular work suggests a 
persistence in obeying traditional cultural hierarchies and 
marginalising the mainstream as a site of academic focus.
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