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CALEDONIANISING MACBETH  
OR HOW SCOTTISH IS 'T HE SCOTTISH 

PLAY '? 
Colin McArthur   

Based in actual Scottish history, the film is a 'natural' for Scots, wherever 
they may be – why not a Scottish Night complete with bagpipes and 
kilts?1 

MACBETH AND SCOTLAND : THE RELEVANCE OF THE 
CONNECTION  

Despite Macbeth's being habitually referred to as 'the Scottish play', the 
central question with which this essay is concerned – how are Scotland and 
the Scots represented in Shakespeare's original text and in its subsequent 
(particularly cinematic) realisations – has only relatively recently become a 
possible topic of concern in the backwash of 'identity politics'. The shift away 
from the politics of class to the politics of gender, sexual orientation, race and 
ethnicity, roughly from the late 1960s, has fed into every area of cultural 
activity, not least Shakespearean productions and Shakespeare Studies2. 

                                                           
  Formerly head of the Distributional Division of the British Film Institute, Colin 
McArthur is now a freelance teacher, writer and graphic artist. He would like to 
express his thanks to a number of individuals and institutions who facilitated the 
researching of this piece - the British Film Institute's Information Department and 
Reference Library, the Westminster Reference Library's theatre collection, the 
Theatre Museum's Study Room, Andrew Kirk of that institution, Kevin Billington, 
theatre critic of The Guardian, David Hutchison of Glasgow Caledonian University, 
and Cromwell Films. 
1 Marketing advice in the distributor's campaign book for the 1960 film version of 
Macbeth. 
2 A glance at the annual Shakespeare Survey will indicate the extent to which 
identity politics has shaped Shakespearean criticism post-1968. I mention 
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Shakespearean criticism's not having previously been interested in questions 
of race and ethnicity (Shylock, Othello and Caliban excepted) has not 
precluded diverse versions of Macbeth from addressing the question 
unconsciously. This essay argues that a few dominant discourses about 
Scotland and the Scots have lain, like deep, covered-over foundations, within 
Shakespeare's original text and its diverse realisations, being activated only 
partially – in costume and/or scenic design here, in actorial performance or 
incidental music there – all the way through history to the twentieth century's 
cinematic versions.  

Asking the question how have diverse versions of Macbeth constructed 
Scotland and the Scots exemplifies the core problem of any kind of 
ideological analysis: the interrogation of texts about questions they never set 
out to answer. This point can be illustrated by reference to what is often 
spoken of as the first 'fine art' representation of Scotland and the Scots – an 
early sixteenth century Italian fresco depicting a papal emissary, Aenea Silvio 
Piccolomini, addressing the court of James I, King of Scots. Existing solely 
as a consequence of Piccolomini's later status as Pope Pius II, the fresco was 
executed by the painter Pinturicchio in 1505-7. Several commentaries have 
suggested that the impulse to represent Scotland as place and Scots as people 
was at least one factor in Pinturicchio's project3, including the National 
Gallery of Scotland's 1978 exhibition, The Discovery of Scotland, which 
used the fresco as a starting point4. 

More convincing Quattrocento scholarship5 has made clear that art production 
at this time – far from being concerned with 'realistic' representations - was 
determined primarily by factors intrinsic to the diverse regional cultures 
making up what we now call Italy, most notably the power of clients to 
control the content of the art work, (including the colours to be used and the 
type of landscape to be incorporated), the religious function of art images, 
and the intersection of time- and place-specific forms of cognition and art 
practice.  

                                                                                                                             
Scottishness as a 'possible' area of concern only, since this 'identity' criticism has 
been heavily weighted towards gender and sexuality. 
3 Evelyn March Phillipps, Pinturicchio (London, George Bell & Sons, 1901), p125 
4 James Holloway and Lindsay Errington, The Discovery of Scotland (Edinburgh, 
National Gallery of Scotland, 1978), p1 
5 Michael Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth Century Italy (Oxford, 
Oxford University Press, 1972) 



  

 

In the centuries up to the Renaissance, Scotland and the Scots were less the 
subjects of a specific narrative than minor players in a European-wide 
discourse hinging on the opposition between the Settled and the Wild, 
Scotland and the Scots being included in the latter. As Hayden White6 has 
demonstrated, ideas about 'wildness' have circulated in every 'western' culture 
from the Hebraic, through the Greek and Roman to the Christian. The idea of 
wildness was deployed dialectically, not out of an interest in the wild per se, 
but as a way of defining the not-wild, i.e. the 'normal', the social, the 
orthodox. It was about the fifteenth century in Europe that the idea of 
wildness began to be dissociated from the monstrous Other of barbarism, 
heresy and madness and, under the sign of rising humanism, began to be 
looked at more intrinsically. This would culminate in Pre-Romanticism's and 
Romanticism's celebration of wildness in the late eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. Shakespeare's text can be seen as partaking of the same 
construction of Scotland and the Scots as early travellers' tales. Maurice 
Lindsay7 reviews several such accounts and, although they are by no means 
uniform, they do display several recurrent tropes: the inhospitability of the 
terrain; the unremitting weather; the poverty and hard living, particularly of 
the peasantry; the querulousness of the natives and their hatred of the English; 
and the disposition of visitors to believe that the supernatural found a 
particularly congenial home in Scotland. In short, these tropes collectively 
construct Scotland as a 'here be dragons' terrain exemplary of the wild versus 
not-wild master narrative of pre-modern Europe. 

The work most singly dedicated to arguing for Macbeth as, indeed, 'the 
Scottish play', Arthur Melville Clark's Murder Under Trust ...  reaches very 
much the same conclusion regarding Macbeth's construction of Scotland: 

So Scotland is to be thought of as a country different from England; and 
by explicit words or by hints or implications, the reader and perhaps still 
more the spectator of Macbeth are made to envisage unmistakably a 
'Caledonia stern and wild', a chilly and thinly-populated land of 
mountains and shaggy woods rather than ploughed fields, of barren 
moors and battlefields and grim fortresses rather than towns, villages and 
farms. The elements in this most atmospheric of plays accord with the 
wild setting and with the wild deeds occurring in it. The weather is 

                                                           
6 Hayden White, 'The Forms of Wildness: Archaeology of an Idea' in Tropics of 
Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism (Baltimore and London, the Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1978), pp150-182 
7 Maurice Lindsay, The Discovery of Scotland (London, Robert Hale Ltd, 1964) 
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unpredictable, more often than not stormy and boisterous with thunder 
and lightning, rain and hail as accompaniments and with dark nights or 
ominous half-light predominant over brief glimpses of the day and the 
sun.8 

Of all the discourses within which Scotland and the Scots have been 
constructed, Tartanry is the one which most impinges on productions of 
Macbeth, particularly in the area of costume and scenic design and 
particularly in the nineteenth century, although it continues into the twentieth 
century as well. One dimension of the complex and many-sided discourse we 
have oversimplified as Tartanry was that movement in the second half of the 
nineteenth century – within which the best-known names were Matthew 
Arnold and Ernest Renan – the principal aim of which was to discriminate 
between the Teuton and the Celt9, the former being associated with 
rationality, the latter with emotionality. It might be speculated that this 
opposition, somewhat transformed, found its way into Shakespearean 
production to the extent that – at the level of dress and décor at any rate – 
there were both Celtic and Teutonic Macbeths and, indeed, melanges of the 
two. Charles Kean's programme note for his 1853 production may be 
partaking of the same impulses which shaped the writings of Arnold and 
Renan: 

I have introduced the tunic, mantle, cross-gartering and ringed byrnie of 
the Danes and Anglo-Saxons ... retaining, however, the peculiarity of the 
'striped and chequered garb' which seems to be generally admitted as 
belonging to the Scotch ... together with the eagle feather in the helmet 
which, according to Gaelic tradition, was the distinguishing mark of a 
chieftain.10 

Noting the popularity of winged helmets in late nineteenth century and early 
twentieth century productions of Macbeth, one wonders about the influence 

                                                           
8 Arthur Melville Clark, Murder Under Trust or The Topical Macbeth and Other 
Jacobean Matters (Edinburgh, Scottish Academic Press, 1981), p32. Clark's 
argument for the 'Scottishness' of Macbeth is scholarly and wide-ranging, alluding, 
among other things, to James VI's recent accession to the English throne as James I; 
his alleged descent from Banquo and known fascination with witchcraft; and the 
extensive references to Scotland and the Scottish terrain in the play.  
9 Malcolm Chapman, The Gaelic Vision in Scottish Culture (London, Croom Helm, 
1978), pp81-112 
10 Cited in Dennis Bartholomeusz, Macbeth and the Players (Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press), p18 



  

 

of another great theatrical discourse of the time – Wagnerism. However, 
whether Celtic or Teutonic, or a melange of both, productions of Macbeth 
have frequently been informed by the earliest ideology of Scotland as a wild, 
uncivilised terra incognita. Marvin Rosenberg, in his magisterial The Masks 
of Macbeth, lists the various conceptions of the character of Macbeth which 
have existed throughout the play's history. One of his categories is precisely 
'Macbeth the Barbarian'11. Rosenberg cites Michael Redgrave's account of the 
Macbeth he played in London and New York in 1947-8. His aim was 
apparently 

to reach back into a world of barbarism, to mirror accurately a primitive 
people who slept in their boots … [and] had no time for haircuts. Our 
Scotsmen will look what they were, a wild, violent, strange race12. 

This lurking ideology of barbarism may help explain the fondness, in certain 
productions of Macbeth, for costumes made of animal skins (e.g. the Old 
Vic, London, 1932 and 1937 and Welles' 1948 film). In the early twentieth 
century, the discourses within which diverse productions of Macbeth had 
been shaped were overlaid by yet another discourse – Modernism. It is within 
the particular manifestations of Modernism – albeit in a complexly tangled 
relationship with previous discourses – that there are to be found 
Expressionist, Futurist and Constructivist Macbeths.  

CALEDONIANISING MACBETH IN THE PRE-CINEMATIC 
PERIOD  

There is, in the first illustrated edition of Shakespeare's plays of 1709, an 
image of Macbeth confronting the witches. The actor playing Macbeth wears 
the kind of elaborate wig, buckled shoes, silk hose and tricorn hat such as 
would be worn in court society in the early 1700s. It is known that David 
Garrick (1717-1779) also played the role in contemporary dress, indeed in the 
uniform of the foot guards13. It would seem that the question of historical 
representation (and, within that, of representing Macbeth as Scottish) was 
simply not an issue for the early to mid eighteenth century. It is recorded, 
however, that a production was mounted in Edinburgh in 1757 with 'the 

                                                           
11 Marvin Rosenberg, The Masks of Macbeth (University of Delaware Press, 1978), 
p76 
12 ibid, p76 
13 F M Kelly, Shakespearean Costume for Stage and Screen (London, A & C Black, 
1938), p13  
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characters entirely new dressed, after the manner of the Ancient Scots'14. As 
far as I am aware, no further reference to this particular performance exists, 
although Dibdin also records a performance in 1784 in which the male lead 
'seems to have worn a Spanish dress with a piece of tartan drawn over the 
shoulder in the manner of the insignia of an order of knighthood'15. Why 
should these attempts to caledonianise Macbeth first occur, and in Scotland, 
at this moment? It is tempting to relate them to the publication in 1760 of 
James Macpherson's Fragments of Ancient Poetry, ostensibly translations 
of Gaelic verse, but probably composed by Macpherson himself. As Malcolm 
Chapman, explaining the rage for Ossian, puts it: 

Macpherson's Ossian was largely inauthentic with respect to any genuine 
Gaelic verse tradition, but it was the very voice of authenticity for the 
developing sentiments of  Romanticism in Europe16. 

Perhaps similar impulses were at play in England at the same time with 
Macklin being credited with having 'introduced the old highland military 
habit'17. Charles Macklin (1699-1797) had produced, and played the title role 
in, Macbeth in 1773. There are two striking prints of Macklin in the role and 
their very difference, one in highland dress and one not, suggests that the 
costuming of Macbeth in the eighteenth century was in process of 
transition18. Macklin further caledonianised the design of his Macbeth 
productions, putting the witches into 'Caledonian garments' and visualising 'a 
castle whose halls were adorned with helmets, swords, dirks, stuffed boars 
and wolves' heads'19.  

The transition seems to have been complete by the middle of the nineteenth 
century and the very fact that the period's most eminent tragedian, William 
Charles Macready (1793-1873), foregrounded the role of Macbeth in his own 
repertoire may be an index of the extent to which Scotland had attained 

                                                           
14 James C Dibdin, The Annals of the Edinburgh Stage (Edinburgh, 1888), p95 
15 ibid, p191 
16 Chapman, op.cit., p42 
17 James Laver, Costume in the Theatre (London, George G Harrap & Co, 1964), 
pp98-99 
18 William W Appleton, Charles Macklin: an Actor's Life (Cambridge, Mass., 
Harvard University Press, 1961), p175 
19 ibid, p171 



  

 

enhanced imaginative valency by this time. Alan Downer20, citing 
contemporary promptbooks, describes what a characteristic performance of 
Macready's Macbeth might have looked like and, referring to sketchbooks of 
the time, establishes that Macready was consistently in tartan highland 
dress21. Downer's account bears testimony to the, by now, characteristic 
Victorian sumptuousness, the very literalness of which required scenery and 
props indicating that the action was taking place in a specific time and place, 
eleventh century Scotland. Unconscious relaying of Tartanry is not at all 
incompatible with a wholly conscious attempt to think historically and to 
render the past 'authentically', a process well under way with regard to British 
theatre (as with so many other areas of British culture) by the Victorian 
period22. We know very little about the details of scenery and props as they 
relate to productions of Macbeth, but we do have evidence of the kinds of 
changes which had been in place in British theatrical design since the early 
1800s. Describing the designs for an 1814 production of Macbeth, Sybil 
Rosenfeld writes that they: 

might have served any melodrama of the time: a romantic landscape; 
rocky pass and bridge; Gothic  screen; gallery in Macbeth's castle; 
banquet hall; cavern and car of clouds; Hecate's cave; castle gate and 
courtyard and castle exterior23. 

Rosenfeld credits the change from Neo-Classical to Romantic scenic design 
primarily to the advent of De Loutherbourg in 1772-3: 

He introduced grandeur in the form of mountains and torrents of natural 
wildness illuminated with dramatic light and shade with sublime effects24. 

The same sumptuous Romantic tropes which informed Macready's mid-
Victorian Macbeth were still in place in the late Victorian theatre, as is 

                                                           
20 Alan Downer, The Eminent Tragedian: William Charles Macready (Cambridge, 
Mass., Harvard University Press, 1961), pp311-338 
21 ibid, p335 
22 See Nancy J Doran Hazelton, Historical Consciousness in Nineteenth Century 
Shakespearean Staging (Ann Arbor, UMI Research Press, 1987) and James 
Chandler, England in 1819: The Politics of Literary Culture and the Case of 
Romantic Historicism (Chicago & London, University of Chicago Press, 1998)  
23 Sybil Rosenfeld, Georgian Scene Painting and Scene Painters (Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 1981), p150 
24 ibid, p75 
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suggested by Sir John Martin-Harvey's recollection of Henry Irving's 
Macbeth, including 'the skirl of Arthur Sullivan's wild march'25. The reference 
to Arthur Sullivan's music suggests that the caledonianising of Macbeth in 
the Victorian theatre extended to incidental music as well. But perhaps the 
most resplendently caledonianised images of Macbeth occur in the 
unexpected area of Toy or Juvenile Theatre. This most Victorian (in fact pre-
Victorian since the first examples appeared in 1811) of phenomena involved 
drawings of actors, props and scenery which, cut out, could be mounted on 
cardboard and fitted as movable pieces into miniature theatres. These 
drawings - 'penny plain, tuppence coloured' - were often based on actual 
performers and productions, so although tending to the lurid in their coloured 
versions, they nevertheless reflected actual costumes and scenery of the 
time26. Nor was the caledonianising of Macbeth restricted solely to the 
British stage. Reflecting the international dimension of Tartanry, Rosenberg 
describes the great American tragedian Edwin Forrest's 1908 Macbeth as 
being 'in Highland tartan, plumed Scotch cap, bare from knee to ankle, 
pointed shield on his arm'27. 

Paradoxically, explicitly 'Scottish' productions would be undermined partly 
by the attack on 'realism' associated with the arrival of Modernism in the early 
twentieth century. Again, paradoxically, Modernism in the theatre had the 
effect of de-historicising particular plays, in the sense that they might be 
mounted in a style which suggested that the action existed outside of 
historical time and geographical space, often realised through the abstraction 
of costume and décor and even the virtual replacement of the latter by 
lighting effects. At the same time, such productions – often based on the 
theories of Edward Gordon Craig (1872-1966) and Adolphe Appia (1862-
1928) – very much asserted their historicity in their modernity. The 
Modernist intervention in theatre did not sweep everything before it. Its 
influence was very uneven, strongest at the 'high art' end (though even here its 
impact was patchy) and weakest at the 'popular art' end such as pantomime 
and revue where Victorian styles largely remained in place. Under the sign of 
Modernism, however, one can point to productions of Macbeth as disparate 
and as temporally and geographically distinct from each other as Arthur 
Hopkins' Symbolist version in New York in 1921, with Lionel Barrymore as 

                                                           
25 Sir John Martin-Harvey, The Autobiography of Sir John Martin-Harvey (London, 
Sampson, Low, Marston & Co, 1933), p106 
26 Phyllis Hartnoll (ed), The Oxford Companion to the Theatre (Oxford, Oxford 
University Press), pp834-5 
27 Rosenberg, op cit, p119 



  

 

Macbeth28; Les Kurbas' Constructivist version in Moscow in 192429; Ingmar 
Bergman's Expressionist productions in Stockholm in the 1940s, with Anders 
Ek as Macbeth; and Trevor Nunn's 1976 Stratford production with Ian 
McKellen as Macbeth, done in Victorian costume on a bare stage30. Clearly, 
such productions – by obscuring precise references to the original time and 
place of the play – tended to de-caledonianise Macbeth although, curiously, 
Modernism might allow the Scottish dimension to re-enter by the back door, 
so to speak. Barry Jackson founded the Birmingham Repertory Company in 
1911 with a view to presenting all plays, including Shakespeare's, like 
Chekhov or Noel Coward31. It was within this conception that Jackson 
mounted a disastrously-received production of Macbeth in 1928. The central 
metaphor of the production was the Great War, that moment within living 
memory which had traumatised a whole generation, and it was this which 
allowed the re-entry of the Scottish dimension. Eric Maturin as Macbeth 
appeared in highland dress – indeed, photographs of the production show him 
as looking rather like a dummy in a highland outfitter's window – and 
Malcolm's army, in khaki tunics and kilts, looked like a Scottish regiment 
advancing on the Somme. 

The orthodox English stage continued to mount productions of Macbeth 
which attempted to locate the play in eleventh century Scotland, but these 
were often betrayed by a lack of certainty about how medieval Scotland ought 
to be represented. As has been suggested, perhaps the nineteenth century 
debate which attempted to distinguish between Celt and Teuton, had some 
relevance here, some productions being Celtic and some more clearly 
Teutonic. Michael Redgrave's 1947 Macbeth, at the level of costume at any 
rate – chain mail and cross-garters – would appear to have been in the latter 
tradition, Paul Rogers' kilted Macbeth of 1954 in the former. The Celtic strain 
seemed still to be lurking in Peter O'Toole's 1978 version, the design of 
which he conceived as relating to the Book of Kells and in which a fey kind 
of supernaturalism was dominant. This would, of course, connect with one of 

                                                           
28 Orville K Larson, Scene Design in the American Theatre from 1915 to 1960 
(Fayetteville and London, University of Arkansas Press, 1989). Larson reproduces 
many of the designs for this production. 
29 Konstantin Rudnitsky, Russian and Soviet Theater: 1905-1932 (New York, Harry 
N Abrams Inc, 1988) 
30 Dennis Kennedy, Looking at Shakespeare: a Visual History of Twentieth Century 
Performance (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1993) 
31 ibid, p109 
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the earliest ideologies about Scotland, that placing it as the wild in relation to 
'civilised' Europe's not-wild. Two of the most intriguingly caledonianised 
productions of Macbeth were those of George Rylands in 1939 and Lewis 
Casson, a wartime touring version, in 1940, both set in Scotland of 1745-6 at 
the moment of the last Jacobite Uprising. This event has been greatly 
romanticised in popular historiography and Rylands did indeed, as his 
programme note makes clear, set out to stage Macbeth as 'a romantic 
melodrama'32 of 'lost glamour'33. Why two quite unconnected productions 
should, at this precise moment, opt to set the play in Jacobite Scotland is 
puzzling. Perhaps they were a reaction to the grim mood of immediately pre-
war and wartime Britain and perhaps they harked back to another moment 
when the British state was under threat, but two other factors may have been 
pertinent. The two hundredth anniversary of the '45 was approaching, and 
sentimental Jacobitism had been given some measure of currency throughout 
the 1930s, in a play and in several quasi-histories, by Compton Mackenzie, a 
figure of enormous literary status and public profile at the time34.  

Thus far, the discussion of the caledonianising of Macbeth in the theatre has 
been primarily about costume and décor. Another element previously 
mentioned, actorial performance, is rather more difficult to research. As far as 
can be established, none of the great Shakespearean tragedians, from the 
eighteenth century to the twentieth century, played Macbeth consistently with 
a Scots accent, although the Porter, for obvious class reasons, is sometimes 
recorded as having done so35. However, Simon Callow gives an amusing 
account of Charles Laughton's preparation for the role of Macbeth in 1934 in 
which he tried for three days to play Macbeth Scots before abandoning the 
attempt36. It would seem that several actors, while broadly maintaining 
Received Pronunciation, made certain concessions to Macbeth's Scottishness. 
Rosenberg, commenting on the speaking of the phrase ' 'Twas a rough night' 
in the Old Vic's 1937 production, indicates that 'Olivier rode hard on the r of 
rough, with a touch of Scots brogue'37. He also mentions that Redgrave, in 

                                                           
32 Bartholomeusz, op cit, p229 
33 ibid, p246 
34 Andro Linklater, Compton Mackenzie: a Life (London, Hogarth Press, 1992) 
35 Cumberland Clark, Shakespeare and Costume (London, Mitre Press, 1937), p24. 
36 Simon Callow Charles Laughton: a Difficult Actor (London, Methuen, 1987), p75 
37 Rosenberg, op cit, p364 
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1947-8, deliberately roughened his voice for the role38, but not whether this 
involved playing the role Scots. 

As will be seen, however, the Scottish accents in one notable cinematic 
adaptation of Macbeth were to become the focus of considerable 
controversy. 

SCREENING MACBETH 

John Collick begins his Shakespeare, Cinema and Society by observing 
that, since 1897, Shakespeare's plays have been the subject of upwards of two 
hundred films and very likely many more television programmes. He goes on 
to note the curious fact that virtually all the major critical studies of 
Shakespearean cinema confine themselves to a handful of sound films, almost 
all of which are British or American, with the rest being consigned to critical 
oblivion. His account of the reasons for the narrowing of critical interest has 
important implications for the argument of this essay. One key reason - 
alluded to in the opening section - is the historically dominant Romantic 
orientation of Shakespearean criticism whereby the meaning of any play is 
seen as having been wholly created and residing within the text, to be 
unlocked by the sensitive reader39. Translating this dominant literary critical 
tradition into the dominant film critical tradition with regard to 
Shakespearean film adaptations: 

[a] film of a Shakespeare play is regarded in the same way as a reading, 
in other words the task of the director is to understand and articulate the 
values and truths that are supposedly embodied in the poetry40. 

The only apparent debate within this dominant film critical tradition is 
between the literary, anti-cinematic lobby who think Shakespeare's essential 
truths are corrupted by the cinema and those, more favourably disposed to 
cinema, who are on constant lookout for those rare adaptations which 
reconstitute, in cinematic terms, these same transcendental truths. Meanwhile, 
silent cinema's Shakespeare is dismissed because the dramatic text is of 
necessity excluded and a few foreign 'masterpieces' (e.g. Akira Kurosawa's 
Throne of Blood (1957) and Grigori Kozintsev's Hamlet (1964)) are torn 

                                                           
38 ibid, p77 
39 John Collick, Shakespeare, Cinema and Society (Manchester, Manchester 
University Press, 1989), p3 
40 ibid, p4 



  

 

from their specific Japanese and Soviet contexts and celebrated for their 
intensely cinematic realisation of Shakespeare's 'essential' truths. 

Collick adds, correctly, that the development of auteurism within film 
criticism41, with its moving of the film director to the centre of critical 
concern at the expense of other film personnel such as the writer and other, 
non-individual factors such as genre, was entirely homologous with the 
celebration of a Kurosawa or a Kozintsev and the downplaying of the 
historical and cultural factors which shaped their work. The auteur question is 
particularly acute with regard to filmic adaptations of Macbeth since the 
versions by Orson Welles and Roman Polanski are among the few permitted 
entry to the Shakespearean cinematic canon, precisely on account of the 
status of these filmmakers as auteurs. As will be seen, the central tenet of 
auteurism – that the personal style and 'philosophy' of the auteur is discernible 
across the entire range of his/her films – looms large in critical accounts of 
both Welles' and Polanski's adaptations of Macbeth. 

Just as Collick's figure of upwards of two hundred Shakespearean film 
adaptations since 1897 is surprising, given the handful of films accorded 
canonic status, so too is it surprising to learn that there have been at least 
seventeen filmic sallies at Macbeth. These are: USA, 1905 (the duel scene); 
USA, 1908; France, 1909 and 1910; UK, 1911; Germany, 1913; USA, 1918; 
Germany, 1922; UK, 1945 (famous scenes); USA, 1946; USA, 1948; USA, 
1950; Japan, 1957; UK, 1960; UK, 1971; and UK, 1998. There are three film 
versions of Macbeth currently available on video: Welles' 1948 version; 
Polanski's 1971 version; and a version by Cromwell Films in 1998. For 
reasons primarily of availability, they form the core of our discussion here 
but, as it happens, they all display contrasting relevance to the question of the 
construction of Scotland and the Scots in the filming of Macbeth. 

ORSON WELLES '  MACBETH (1948) 

Welles has been greatly celebrated in the history of film criticism, his oeuvre 
as a whole, and individual films within it, figuring in quite diverse critical 
paradigms, from Citizen Kane (1941) being hailed as the apotheosis of 

                                                           
41 See, for example, John Caughie (ed), Theories of Authorship (London, Routledge 
and Kegan Paul, 1981) and Jim Hillier (ed) Cahiers du Cinéma, Vol 1: the 1950s 
(London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1985) 
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cinematic realism by André Bazin in the 1950s on account of its deep focus42 
to Touch of Evil being anatomised from the point of view of post-coloniality  

 

                                                           
42 André Bazin, Orson Welles: a Critical View (New York, Harper & Row, 1978) 



  

 

by Homi Bhabha in the 1980s43. Before the rise of auteurist criticism in 
France in the 1950s, Welles had been celebrated in no small measure because 
of his difficulty in functioning in Hollywood, this being taken as a sign of his 
artistic integrity. However, with the development of the auteur method, 
whereby all of a director's films are scrutinised to reveal stylistic and thematic 
recurrences – the very touchstone of the 'true' auteur – Welles' entire oeuvre 
was subjected to this more Hollywood-friendly kind of analysis. From this 
point of view, as Edward O'Neill has written, 'Welles' films often centre on a 
powerful figure and an outsider, the latter being caught up in the former's 
search for a lost past'44. Critical observations of this kind, ostensibly 
illuminating the whole oeuvre rather than individual films, and Welles' own 
much-related anecdote of the scorpion – having begged a ride from a frog 
across a river and having stung the frog halfway across and thereby ensured 
both their deaths – who explains that it was 'in his nature', indicates his 
attraction to monsters and tyrants which Shakespeare supplies in abundance. 
Having played, produced and directed Shakespeare in the theatre and on 
radio, Welles went on to make three Shakespearean films: Macbeth (1948), 
Othello (1952) and Chimes at Midnight (1966), the last based on the 
Falstaff scenes from Henry V and The Merrie Wives of Windsor. 

Serious artist though he was, Welles had a tub-thumping, hucksterish, 
melodramatic streak which invariably drove him to foreground style, 
spectacle and visual effect rather than the literary texts he so often used as his 
starting points. Such was the case with his extensive engagement with 
Macbeth. This is most evident in his so-called 'Voodoo Macbeth', produced 
at the Lafayette Theatre, Harlem in 1936. Mounted with an all-black cast and 
set on the island of Haiti in the early 1800s, it had voodoo priestesses as the 
witches, characters dazzlingly uniformed like Napoleonic officers, a sense of 
tropical lushness in the design, and a score by Virgil Thomson consisting of 
early nineteenth century waltzes. Only four of the cast were professional 
actors including, as Macbeth, Jack Carter, the original Porgy in Porgy and 
Bess, and Canada Lee, a former lightweight boxing contender, as a cigar-
smoking Banquo45. Hailed as politically radical in some quarters, it could 
equally be viewed as exemplary of the chic Africanism which pervaded 
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liberal New York between the wars46. Not only did Welles cut and rewrite 
extensively, but he expunged every reference to Scotland from his Voodoo 
Macbeth. However, he was to some extent to reinsert the play into its 
original historico-geographical context in a version he put on at the Utah 
Centennial Festival in Salt Lake City in 1947, which he saw as a 'dry run' for 
his 1948 film. Although neither the décor nor the costumes were particularly 
Scottish, Welles did caledonianise the Utah production in one respect, the use 
of Scots accents to differentiate his production from the characteristic modern 
way of speaking blank verse47. Thus it was that Welles caledonianised his 
Utah Macbeth not primarily as a way of representing Scotland and the Scots, 
but as a technical device to circumvent the dominant way of speaking 
Shakespeare. It was a device he was to carry over into the film, but in the 
latter the Scots accent was apparently used primarily to create a sense of 
otherness. Nevertheless, whatever his intention, his reinsertion of the action 
back into Scotland makes it legitimate to ask how that Scotland is 
represented. Put another way, the question might be within which pre-existing 
narratives did Welles construct his Macbeth? Earlier, it was suggested that 
the successively emerging narratives of Scotland did not simply displace each 
other but rather became interpenetrated to produce a kind of Scottish 
discursive palimpsest the diverse tropes of which might be mobilised by 
anyone seeking to create images, tell stories or, indeed, make any kind of 
utterance about Scotland and the Scots48. Such seems to have been the case 
with Welles' Macbeth. Pointing to some of the differences between 
Shakespeare's conception of the play and Welles', James Naremore observes 
that the latter 'chooses to set Macbeth in the heart of darkness'49. 
Significantly, one of the many passages Welles cut was that in which Duncan 
describes the pleasant ambience of Inverness Castle. Naremore goes on: 
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In Welles' film, when the king and his entourage enter the gates at 
Inverness, they have to scatter aside a milling crowd of dogs and swine. 
The castle itself seems to have been hewn out of solid rock, its 
battlements vaguely reminiscent of Stonehenge. The sky overhead is 
always either black or steel grey while the courtyard is damp or mottled 
with ice. Inside, bedrooms resemble the caves of bears, water runs freely 
down the sides of a wall and the corridors, as Jean Cocteau has said, look 
like an abandoned coal mine. Even the banquet hall where Macbeth sees 
the vision of the slain Banquo is more suitable to Beowulf than to the 
Renaissance. If the décor of the film is deliberately simple and primitive, 
so are the characterisations. As several critics have remarked, Welles 
looks more like Atilla the Hun than a courtier, and he goes through the 
entire picture with a crazed, somnambulistic expression50. 

In fact, Naremore – in order to heighten the grimness of Welles' film – credits 
Shakespeare's text with being a lot less bleak than it actually is. Recalling the 
Melville Clark passage cited above about the view of Scotland offered in 
Shakespeare's text, it might be argued that Welles' images constitute an 
entirely appropriate objective correlative to the 'here be dragons' mood 
Melville Clark discerns there. 

As well as cost and access, another difficulty in researching film (a difficulty 
not unknown to literary scholars) is that any film may exist in diverse forms, 
this version produced under the exigencies of studio interference, that by the 
intervention of censorship bodies, etc. The version discussed by Naremore 
apparently opens with a voice-over written and spoken by Welles which, 
together with the images which accompany it, mobilises the trope of Scotland 
as wild Other as constructed in the pre-Renaissance narrative of the wild. 
This version of the film opens with a Celtic cross on a desolate moor, with 
Welles telling us that Christianity is 'newly arrived' in Scotland and that the 
unfolding story takes place 'between recorded history and legend'. Yet 
another version of the film begins with swirling mists which eventually part to 
reveal the three witches who – in a Wellesian innovation probably deriving 
from his Voodoo Macbeth – fashion a clay model of Macbeth which, at the 
end of the film, they decapitate at the same moment as Macduff strikes 
Macbeth's head from his body. The powerful opening image of the swirling 
mist illustrates how a trope from the earliest discourse Scotland figured in, 
the pre-Renaissance discourse, may be taken up in subsequent narratives of 
Scotland. Vincente Minnelli's film Brigadoon (1954), constructed primarily 
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within Tartanry, begins with a precisely similar image, swirling mist which 
parts to reveal a Scottish highland landscape, as do two later Scottish films 
with a more ironic take on Tartanry, Murray Grigor's Scotch Myths (1982) 
and Bill Forsyth's Local Hero (1983). The same device seems to have been a 
feature of Macready's mid-Victorian staging51. 

The overall style of Welles' Macbeth has rightly been described as 
Expressionist52, realised in semi-darkness with great slabs of light emanating 
from hidden, off-screen sources and deliberately catatonic performances from 
several of the characters. Welles' Hollywood career, from 1941 to 1956 with 
a few breaks, is homologous with what the dominant critical view sees as the 
moment of the film noir. Indeed, Welles' Touch of Evil (1958) is often cited 
as exemplary of that form. It is therefore not altogether fanciful to describe all 
his Hollywood films, including Macbeth, as films noirs. The costuming of 
Welles' film is a delirious pot-pourri of historical styles, the helmets alone 
including the Tartar, the Viking, the Anglo-Saxon and the Crusader (certain 
images recall Sergei Eisenstein's film Alexander Nevsky (1938)) but, as we 
have seen, such historical indeterminacy had been a feature of many 
productions of Macbeth from the Victorian period onwards. Nevertheless, 
overlaid upon this pot-pourri is a substantial Tartanry element, less so in the 
incidental music (which, apart from a few snatches of bagpiping mainly 
during the advance of Macduff and Malcolm on Dunsinane, suggests the kind 
of music which accompanies epics of the ancient world) than in the 
costuming. Although this often veers from the primitive (animal skins) to 
Renaissance, almost every character wears tartan. Macbeth himself at various 
times wears a tartan cape, a tartan suit and a tartan cowl under his crown, and 
Malcolm consistently wears kilt and plaid, as does Macduff's child. 

It is, however, the Scottish accents in Welles' Macbeth which have elicited 
most comment. The film was savaged by the critics, especially those 
associated with Time and Life, on its initial release in 1948. One of the 
points made was that the Scots accents rendered the film incomprehensible 
(an accusation levelled many years later against Gregory's Girl  (1980) and 
Trainspotting  (1996)). Republic, the production company, withdrew the 
picture in the United States but permitted its showing, to a much warmer 
critical reception, in certain European cities. It has been suggested53 that 
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about sixty percent of Welles' original soundtrack was redubbed before the 
film's re-release in 1951. But if the Scottish accents were perceived as a 
major problem, they remain surprisingly intact in the version(s) of the film 
currently circulating, not only with regard to the principals such as Welles 
himself and Jeanette Nolan (Lady Macbeth), but among the supporting 
players as well. Inevitably, this means that a considerable variety of Scots 
regional accents are at play in the film, but a common feature, particularly 
among the major characters, is their tendency (not always maintained) to 
inflect the dialogue in a highland manner, as though signifying that it was 
spoken by native Gaelic speakers. In my view, the sneering dismissal of the 
Scots accents in Welles' Macbeth is unwarrantable and probably emanates 
from a mixture of bardolatry (excessive veneration for Shakespeare) and a 
High Art distaste for Hollywood. The ultimate paradox is that Welles – with 
quite other intentions – delivered the most discernibly caledonianised 
Macbeth up to that point. 

ROMAN POLANSKI 'S MACBETH (1971) 

If 'Expressionist' is an appropriate description of Welles' Macbeth, Polanski's 
version evokes the word 'Surrealist', but only in a closely defined sense of that 
term. It is Surrealist in the same sense as Magritte's paintings in that bizarre, 
scarcely imaginable events are played out almost naturalistically, and that 
sexuality rather than politics is the driving force of the film. As with the 
Welles film, cinephiles had no problem relating both the circumstances of this 
production, and the film itself, to Polanski's other films, central themes of 
which had been sexual dementia (Repulsion, 1965) and sexual abuse 
(Rosemary's Baby, 1968). As befitted a film coming in the wake of the 
'swinging sixties', the project had assertive sexual liberation written all over 
it. The bulk of the financing came from the Playboy organisation whose top 
management at the time were seeking to edge the company up-market, and 
the script, partly by Polanski himself, was co-written with Kenneth Tynan. 
Tynan's involvement was double-edged. On the one hand, it conferred further 
intellectual prestige on the project – Tynan had been theatre critic for The 
Observer and was currently literary manager of the National Theatre. But, on 
the other hand, he had devised Oh! Calcutta (1970), the notoriously sexually 
explicit revue. The impulse to sexualise this Macbeth was apparent in the 
unusual youth of the leads, Jon Finch and Francesca Annis, and their physical 
beauty; in depicting the three witches as part of an orgiastic coven (very 
reminiscent of that in Rosemary's Baby), one of whom displays her genitalia 
to Macbeth; in having Francesca Annis play the sleepwalking scene nude; 
and in Polanski's characteristic practice of rendering acts of violence in sexual 
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terms. Polanski's Macbeth murders Duncan by pulling back the cover from 
his naked body, sitting astride him and stabbing him repeatedly. This 
sexualisation of the violence was picked up by several critics. Like Welles,  

 



  

 

 

Polanski renders the murder of Lady Macduff and her children on-screen, but 
the manner of the killings is quite different, with the sexualisation being much 
more explicit in the latter's version54. Such sexualisation of violence recurs in 
many Polanski films. The gasps of terror uttered by the central figure of 
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Repulsion are an exact copy of her sister's coital gasping earlier in the film 
and the woman in Death and the Maiden (1995), having fettered her 
erstwhile torturer, gags him by slipping off her panties and stuffing them in 
his mouth. 

The 'liberated' sexuality, then, was a constant point of reference in reviews of 
the film, as was its intense violence, the latter often being related to the tragic 
events in California some years before when Polanski's pregnant wife, the 
actress Sharon Tate, and several friends, were murdered by the so-called 
Manson family. The fact that devil-worship figured among the latter was also 
suggested as a reason for Polanski's being drawn to Macbeth. Certainly, 
Polanski's version is the goriest to have reached the cinema screen, but this 
has to be seen against the backdrop of the constant extension of the 
permissible in screen violence which can perhaps be dated from Alfred 
Hitchcock's Psycho (1961) and to which Polanski himself had contributed 
with Repulsion, a project often linked to the Hitchcock film. 

It has been suggested that 'Roman Polanski's film version of Macbeth … is 
not so much Scotland as Golgotha'55. Certainly, it is clear that at no time in 
the production did the question of representing Scotland and the Scots ever 
become a concern. George Schaefer's 1960 Macbeth was shot on location in 
Scotland and both Polanski's version and the unrealised 1950s project of 
Laurence Olivier had involved scouting for locations there. However, so 
remote was Polanski's concern with the Scottish dimension that he shot his 
exteriors in Wales and at Bamborough Castle and Holy Island in 
Northumberland. Put in the recurrent terminology of this essay, Polanski 
constructed his Macbeth entirely outside the dominant discourses within 
which Scotland and the Scots have historically been constructed. This is well 
illustrated by the opening of the film. As has already been indicated, many 
representations of Scotland begin with swirling mist, often lifting to reveal a 
highland landscape. This was reprised in the opening of Braveheart (1997) 
which begins with clouds parting to reveal a rugged Highland landscape – 
clearly signifying 'Scottishness' - even though the action of the film takes 
place in an eastern sector of the Central Lowlands of Scotland56. Polanski's 

                                                           
55 ibid, p71 
56 For accounts of Braveheart's aesthetic and ideological impoverishment, and its 
pernicious effects in Scotland and elsewhere, see Colin McArthur, 'Scotland and the 
Braveheart Effect' in Journal for the Study of British Cultures, Vol 5, No 1/98, 
1998, pp27-39 and 'Braveheart and the Scottish Aesthetic Dementia', in Tony Barta 
(ed) Screening the Past: Film and the Representation of History (Westport, CT, 
Praeger), pp167-187  



  

 

opening scene is starkly different, occurring on a flat, sandy beach with no 
particular geographical location. Eschewing any obvious reference to 
Scotland it is, nevertheless, the kind of landscape to which Polanski has been 
drawn previously, most notably in his graduation film at the Polish Film 
School, Knife in the Water (1962) and his black comedy, also shot on Holy 
Island, Cul de Sac (1966). This jettisoning of the Scottish discourse is 
continued in the costuming which unfailingly suggests the English middle 
ages of the late Norman period. Here there are no winged helmets, targes, 
animal skins or tartan plaids. Rather there are fluttering standards, sheet 
armour, resplendent robes and heraldic devices such as might be seen in 
cinematic medieval epics such as Ivanhoe (1952) and The Black Shield of 
Falworth (1954). If Polanski has turned his back on available discourses 
about Scotland, what master narrative has he then opted for? Some hint is 
given in one critic's account of how Polanski fills his frame: 

In the Orson Welles Macbeth, it will be remembered, the great hall was 
little more than a cave, a hideout for eleventh century Scots pirates. 
Polanski makes Inverness if not a Florentine ducal palace ... then at least 
a shadow of the Elizabethan court at Whitehall or Windsor. Brilliant 
costumes, golden goblets, hovering serving louts, and so forth57. 

This, rather misleadingly, suggests that Polanski's film partakes of the 'Merrie 
England' construction of the middle ages. In fact, taken as a whole, it partakes 
of what is far and away the dominant discourse within which the middle ages 
are constructed in the modern world – a discourse that might be called Dark 
Ageism. This discourse – in which the key tropes are religiosity and/or 
supernaturalism; grinding poverty and filth; physical deformity and 
disfiguring disease; and, above all, unrestrained and unspeakable cruelty – 
can be followed through many films, some thought of primarily as popular, 
commercial films, some as 'art house' films. They include Alexander Korda's 
The Private Life of Henry VIII  (1933), in which Charles Laughton's wife-
beheadings and messy eating are key tropes; Carl Dreyer's Day of Wrath 
(1943); Ingmar Bergman's The Seventh Seal (1957) and The Virgin Spring 
1960) and Richard Fleischer's The Vikings (1958) to the cinematic 
adaptation of Umberto Eco's The Name of the Rose (1986). Braveheart is a 
veritable blueprint for this discourse. In effect, Polanski's Macbeth, 
exploring concerns paramount to its director, opts primarily for the violent 
trope, particularly in its sexual dimension. 
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Polanski's Macbeth provides a useful sounding board for the project of this 
essay. So manifestly lacking any reference to Scotland and the Scots (aside 
from a few lion rampant banners) it throws into relief those adaptations of 
Macbeth which do partake of 'the Scottish discourse'. Another such might 
have been Laurence Olivier's cherished project of a cinematic Macbeth – 
following his 1957 triumph in the role at Stratford. There seems little doubt 
that he intended it to be heavily caledonianised. Apparently he had intended 
taking 'stalwart Scottish actors, like John Laurie and Andrew Cruickshank, to 
Scotland to sup full of the horrors of the blasted heath' 58. As things stand, the 
only version to challenge Welles' in its 'Scottishness' is the one to have hit the 
screen most recently. 

CROMWELL FILMS '  MACBETH (1996) 

The most active partner in this tripartite production, Cromwell Films (the 
other two are Scottish-based setups, La Mancha Productions and Grampian 
Television), has been noted more for its entrepreneurial originality than for its 
cinematic accomplishment. Having developed some kind of track record 
producing material primarily on World War II for cable channels, Cromwell 
seemed for a while to have taken upon itself the mission of representing 
Scottish history to the world. Execrable in filmic terms, Chasing the Deer 
(1994) (about the 1745 Jacobite Uprising) and The Bruce (1995) (about the 
fourteenth century Scottish king), attracted considerable attention due to the 
peculiar terms of their financing. For a stake of £1000, an investor could buy 
a share in one of the projects and could appear as an extra. A similar 
investment opportunity – a £500 stake, a role as an extra, tickets for the world 
premiere, and a share in any net profits – was offered for Macbeth. 
Cromwell's mission as Scottish cinematic historiographer was to some extent 
dented by the appearance of Rob Roy and Braveheart in 1995, the latter in 
particular setting certain ground rules about how Scottish history was to be 
represented. It is said that the battle scenes of The Bruce were reshot to meet 
the gore quotient established by Braveheart59. 

Its historic mission thwarted, Cromwell has to some extent changed tack 
while still retaining a lingering association with the filmic representation of 
Scotland. Still operating in the shadow of Braveheart, without quite attaining 
that film's demented vulgarity, Cromwell now seems to be slipstreaming the 
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Branagh/McKellen Shakespeare adaptations such as Henry V (1991) and 
Richard III  (1991), or can perhaps be seen to be contributing to the 
Shakespeare mania trailing Shakespeare in Love (1998) and Baz Luhrman's 
William Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet (1998). It seems that Cromwell – 
now esconced in Stratford-on-Avon – intends its Macbeth to be the first in a 
series of Shakespearean adaptations. As Cromwell shapes up to its new 
mission of filmic representer of Shakespeare, its old identity, like the half-
discarded skin of a snake, still clings to Macbeth. Documentation issued by 
Cromwell reveals that the prime motivation for this production is 'a desire to 
do justice to this great work and at the same time give it a truly Caledonian 
hallmark'60. In what sense, then, has this Macbeth been caledonianised? 
Firstly, and important, given its former proscription under the ideology of 
Received Pronunciation, the Scottish accent is central to this production. All 
the characters, with the exception of the English, speak with a great diversity 
of genuine Scots accents, although Helen Baxendale as Lady Macbeth – 
partly as a result of the non-rhetorical, conversational playing of the more 
intimate scenes – comes across less as a demented harpy than as the head girl 
of a posh West of Scotland girls' school. Welles' Macbeth was attacked for 
the incomprehensibility and, in Scotland, the inauthenticity, of its accents. No 
such charge can be made against the Cromwell Macbeth. The film is also 
caledonianised by associating the Connery name with the production, albeit 
that of the son Jason, as Macbeth, rather than the father Sean. Nevertheless, 
the father's increasing profile in Scottish cultural and political life and the fact 
that he plays every role, irrespective of the character's origins, with a Scots 
accent, has resulted in his becoming an international icon of Scottishness. 
Additionally, the cadences of Sean's voice are echoed in that of Jason, albeit 
without the former's gravitas and surfeit of sibilants. The presence of the 
name Connery on the hoardings, therefore, lends the production a Caledonian 
resonance. 

Interestingly, the costuming of the Cromwell Macbeth wholly eschews 
Tartanry, which is surprising given the extent to which it 'shadows' 
Braveheart. Recalling the extent to which historical productions of Macbeth 
could be categorised broadly as Teutonic or Celtic (although signs from both 
traditions might coexist in particular productions) this Macbeth is 
emphatically Celtic, in keeping with its stated aims. The costumes, of soft, 
naturally-dyed and flowing material, recall Victorian images of the ancient 
Celts and Britons and the designs round the edges, and the brooches holding 
cloaks in place, recall snake-like Celtic designs. Connery's long, wild hair and 
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beard are suggestive of the same tradition. The heavy, plated armour of the 
Polanski version, appropriate to a Norman joust, is here replaced by studded 
leather (a feature also of the Welles film). The Celtic strain is even more 
evident in the published screenplay than in the film as realised. The 
Introduction implicitly criticises the Welles and Polanski films because 
'neither sought to steep the play in the celtic flavour of eleventh century 
Scotland'61, an early stylistic direction speaks of a 'mix through from titles to 
a map of Scotland in celtic style'62, and the introduction of King Duncan 
indicates that: 

as King of Scotland, his position is marked by the Lion Rampant 
Emblem, he also wears the same Lion Rampant on his chest. The 
symbolism of the Royal Crest of Scotland is important as it will recur 
throughout the film63. 

Several of the exteriors were shot in Scotland, although English locations 
were also used, but there is no attempt to represent Scotland as the dark, 
mountainous terrain so beloved of Romanticism and Tartanry. The final 
element which caledonianises the Cromwell Macbeth, and restates its 
'shadowing' of Braveheart, is the involvement of the Wallace Clan Trust64 in 
the choreographing and playing of the battle scenes. 

However, Cromwell's impulse to caledonianise Macbeth exists in some 
degree of tension with its new mission as cinematic renderer of Shakespeare. 

                                                           
61 ibid 
62 ibid, p3 
63 ibid, p6 
64 It seems the Wallace Clan Trust was set up in the mid-1980s by one Seoras 
Wallace, its central aim being to bring back clanship to Scotland and to secure 'the 
traditional Wallace lands' for use once more by the Clan Wallace. Seoras Wallace, 
animated by his twin passions for Scottish history and martial arts, also founded the 
Scottish Clan Battle Society in 1986 in which he and his fellow 'clansmen' re-enact, 
in the costume and bearing the arms of 'the Scottish warrior', the great battles of 
Scottish history. This interest led to the Clan/Society being engaged to stage the 
battle scenes in Highlander (1985) and Chasing the Deer (1994), which in turn led 
to their involvement in Braveheart. It was during the making of this film that they 
became close to Mel Gibson (apparently sharing certain ideological predispositions) 
and at certain moments, for example at the world premiere of Braveheart in Stirling, 
became a kind of Praetorian Guard to the actor. The Wallace Clan Trust is also 
funded by certain Scottish local authorities to provide adventure training for 
unemployed youngsters. 



  

 

There are some signs in the film as realised that it is aimed at school 
audiences. Unlike both the Welles and Polanski versions, it has not cut 
Shakespeare's text extensively. Its censor's certificate allows it to be shown to 
those aged twelve and over, doubtless on account of its sexual restraint. 
Compared with Polanski's version it is chaste beyond belief. It is perhaps 
characteristically Anglo-American that circumspection on matters sexual may 
be accompanied by a more permissive view of violence, especially within a 
literary classic. Partly due to the involvement of the Wallace Clan Trust, the 
battle scenes are suitably gory, as is the murder of Duncan. The influence of 
the contemporary horror movie is writ large in the latter. Lady Macbeth, 
having returned to the murder scene with the bloody daggers, is seized by the 
apparent corpse of Duncan, a reprising of the double ending in recent horror 
films whereby the monster, presumed dead, rises once more from the depths 
to clasp the arm or leg of the hero(ine). Aside from the extensive battle scenes 
and a few effective moments – a particularly sinister, scar-faced Seyton, and 
the 'phantom dagger' rendered naturalistically as the shadow of a crucifix on 
the floor – the Cromwell Macbeth is much less cinematically adventurous 
than the Welles and Polanski versions. Its most characteristic strategy is the 
tight close-up on the speakers, testimony perhaps to its being aimed at 
schools and to the involvement of Grampian Television in its funding. 

CONCLUSION  

A newspaper article appeared in 1999 to the effect that the Scottish 
Consultative Council on the Curriculum had recommended that Macbeth be 
excluded from the compulsory Scottish section of the new Higher in English 
and Communication on account of its not being Scottish enough65. Almost no 
one made the connection between that event and the extreme volatility of the 
perception of Macbeth's 'Scottishness' as traversed historically in this essay, a 
changing perception often homologous with developments in the discourses 
within which Scotland and the Scots more generally are constructed. Most of 
the productions referred to herein have had aims other than the representation 
of Scotland and the Scots, the delivery of which has often been little more 
than a byproduct of other concerns. However, it is precisely because the 
production personnel have not been conscious of how they are representing 
Scotland that historically deep-seated narratives and discourses such as 
Tartanry and Scotland as terra incognita have come into play, almost 'on 
automatic pilot', so to speak. With regard to cinematic versions of Macbeth, 
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the creative personnel involved in the production side of cinema often have a 
complex and multi-layered conception of the text they are constructing. This 
is not always so for those who market and promote films. Indeed, as the 
quotation which forms the rubric of this essay indicates, the 'purest' 
perception of Macbeth as a text about and for Scotland and the Scots comes, 
paradoxically perhaps, from this sector. I will close, without further comment, 
on a section of the same distributor's promotional document the rubric is 
taken from: 

Every care must be taken not to cheapen the theme of your  campaign. 
Stunting, however, is always effective if it suits the mood of the picture 
and here, highlighting Macbeth, are a few suggestions: 
�

 Place a large rock (to resemble the famed 'Coronation Stone') outside 
your theatre – with a show card thereon – 'LOANED ESPECIALLY 
FOR THE SHOWING OF  THE SCOTTISH TRAGEDY 
'MACBETH ' SHOWING HERE ALL NEXT WEEK'. 

�

 A collection of Scottish 'oddities' in either your foyer or a local 
window will all add interest – with genuine Kilts, Bagpipes, Tartans 
and ceremonial wear – add a touch of humour with a mock haggis or 
an empty whisky bottle, etc. 

�

 A notice in your nearest wine store to the effect that 'PLENTY OF 
GENUINE SCOTCH FOR EVERYONE at the … Cinema all next 
week' will add to your coverage.  

OVER TO YOU, MR SHOWMAN!66 

November 2000 
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