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Most people are strongly attached and defensive of their culture, as to most it
represents not only the foundation of their nation but also their identity, so if you
misunderstand or disrespect it, it can cause a great number of problems., Theatre in
itself is intrinsically linked to culture, a good example of this being pre-Christian
Scotland, because, as Scotland grew and its people experience the world around them,
coming into contact with Alien concepts, its mythology developed, this information
would be shared between people, not through words but by word of mouth. Eventually
they would develop to be less factual and more of a type of entertainment becoming
flanderized using songs or poems developing into a performance, which would then
inspire works of fiction that would themselves be performed. While this is a very vague
explanation that may not apply to all cultures, | hope that gets across my point, theatre
is the expression of oneself, stemming from one’s country developing with its own

customs and subtleties,

This can make it almost impossible to translate abroad as to truly adapt it for a different
audience is seen to be a disrespect to the original. This causes most international
performances to instead be a carbon copy of the original. This may leave most audiences
satisfied however | fear this lack of creativity and by keeping these plays safeguarded it
prevents them being able to evolve and potentially reach a greater amount of people
reinvigorating them. This is the fine line that international reimagining must walk
conveying and preserving the fundamental aspect and themes of the play while playing
into the strengths and differences of the culture you're adapting it for that in my opinion
is how something true travels abroad.

Now that | have established my two main points of view, | will now introduce my chosen
play, Macbeth, Macbeth, a Shakespeare classic was the obvious choice for me for two
reasons. One Shakespeare is instantly recognisable as British histary, his works beloved
worldwide but with this admiration comes the previously mentioned safeguarding, there
for the line between a successful and bad adaptation will be clear due to public
backlash. Also, Macbeth despite being written by an English man is famously known as
the Scottish play, so many adaptations will be faced with the challenge of how ta
address that.

I feel that it is important that | summarise the play here in order to judge the renditions,
we must first have a clear idea of the play. The play Macbeth is simple and very famous
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’?previously stated holding the title of the Scottish play. It follows the character of
Macbeth who is conversed by his wife into murdering king Duncan after some witches tell
him that it is his destiny to become the king of Scotland. The play then revolves around
both Macbeth and his wife's parancia as they are haunted by ghost and visions. They
play then ends with Lady Macbeth Succumbing to her paranoia killing herself and
Macbeth being beheaded by the sons of Duncan and Banquo.,

Mow before we begin, let me explain myself. | have chosen to look at two productions of
Macbeth, one being Ninagawa's Macbeth from Japan and the other being Sam Gold’s
Macbeth from America. Now these two plays represent the two opposite ends of many
different spectrums. First of all, Japan and America are two pillars at opposite ends of
the world which means that examining them will allow us to look at two very different
but equally important challenges. When adapting something more western in a eastern
society like Japan you are naturally going to run into problems of trying to get it to
resonate with the new audience due to the differences when it comes to theatre, while
in America due to the cultural similarities with Britain, the challenge becomes trying to
make the play justify itself as since the country are more similar you need to make a
point to why you are creating a new version rather than just presenting the original play.

The first play | will be analysing is Yukio Ninagawa’s production of Macbeth. It was
originally shown at the 1985 Edinburgh Fringe Festival. Yukio Ninagawa has reimagined
Macbeth in 16 century post war Japan with Macbeth taking the role of a samurai serving
his war lord Duncan. | was very shocked to discover that the play sticks very close to the
original Shakespeare script with it including the original names for the characters such as
Duncan for the King. | personally think that this was intentional on Ninagawa's part as he
has great respect for the original source material. he believed that Macbeth by itself

would already resonate with Japanese audiences due to its themes.

He once stated “The tradition of Japanese theatre enables us to make a leap in certain

ways. Normally, it is difficult to make people believe in ghosts as they are. But Japanese
pecple have a sense that we might encounter something creepy when the sun goes down
as in our oumagatoki”. ! This suggests that Ninagawa has intentionally made a production

! Ninagawa, Y. (2018) Machetk - Lincols Center, Imagines Lincoln Center. Available at:
hitp://images.lincoincenter.org/image/upload/v1531331046/s6bchq fde8vkiad 7y 1ck pdf {Accessed: 03 May 2024). l
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macbeth for this audience, as Macbeth is able to have a greater impact on the
audience then could ever be possible through its original incarnation as due japans
difference religious beliefs, with its main religion being Shintoism which revolves around
nature and the spirits that inhabit it. their suspension of disbelief is greater than the
Christian original audience who due to their beliefs were less amerced as ghosts as
presented in the play where more of a grey area. Overall, this allows Japanese
audiences emersion to be greater.

This leaves the play itself feeling like a Less of a new thing and more of a blend of
English and Japanese theatre. This on paper should then have come off as hollow, but
instead it feels genuine as it acts more as a loving tribute to those who already know of
it while also being a great way to introduced newcomers to the story. the theme of
Macbeth seemingly hit Japanese audiences harder due to this period of Japan revolving
around honour, so the act of Macbeth gruesomely killing Duncan in his sleep would come
as more of a shock and his grief and parancia would be more understandable as he has
committed the greatest sin, in eyes of his people which Ninagawa intentionally play
heavily into focusing in on his grief which for me at least heavily adds to the play.

The Japanese influence can be felt in the shows style and setting. This is the aspect,
that to most cause it to stand out and seems te be the reason for its critical acclaim.

This was clearly the main intention for Ninagawa who stated “English people would not

approve of productions of Shakespeare that are made by non-English people unless they

are really good. Therefore, | considered that | had to knock them out with a definite

ability instead of just winning on points”Z,

| believe that he did manage to do that as the style of the show is beautiful with it
meant to mimic the 16 centuries japan, with it having beautiful costumes and set.
However, all of this is greatly used to add to Macbeth with a good example being the
main centrepiece of the play, which is the set of the cherry blossom tree, which
Ninagawa masterfully uses to symbolise the entire story of Macheth. in Japanese culture

? Ninagawa, Y. (2018) Mucbeth - Lincoin Center, fmagines Lincoln Center. Availablg at:
htlp://imagcs.lincolncentcr.org/imagc/upload/v153]331046/56hchqfdr8vkiad7ylck.pdf {Accessed: 03 May 2024).
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’?echerry blossom tree symbolises life and the beauty of it 3, but due to how fleetin;—|
cherry blossom season is, it has alse come to represent death which Ninagawa
intentionally takes and uses it to his advantage changing it to be a metaphor for
Macbeth. The cherry blossom tree appears though-out the play lingering in the key
moment of his life, it appeared on his white (white represent death as well in Japanese
culture) Kimono when he killed Duncan and also when he is challenged by Macduff. This
is perfect for symbolising him as his turn as king like the cherry blossom tree will be
short lived. with them both dying together when Macduff storms the palace while the
cherry tree has started to wilt and die before and during their duel. This comes back to
the feeling that Ninagawa has more than just remade the play but in fact enhanced it.
By making it for a Japanese audience he is able to let the story tell itself, which allows
the play to grow to modern tastes by adding subtlety.

Ninagawa use of lighting further adds to the subtleness. As in the final battle between
Macduff and Macbeth the whole scene is lit by the colour of the red moon which is
projected onto the back screen until the final blow, where it instantly switches to blue
before it fades into a spotlight on Macbeth in his final moment before slowly fade-out to
darkness. Ninagawa has done this not only draw attention to Macbeth’s death giving it
more impact on the audience. the symbolism of using the moons colours also adds to the
audience impact as the red moon fills us with subconscious dread like Macbeth as red
moon symbolise the death of a king warning him about his impending doom and the blue
moon fills us with relax as the moeon symbolises good luck which symbaolises how Macduff
was barely able to survive this battle.

However, | have yet to address how it was viewed by the Japanese audience. Now due to
this plays niche nature and the fact that it debuted in the pre-internet days of the 1980s
true Japanese audiences' impressions on the play are almost as hard to come by as the
physical recording of the play. However, there was one substantial writing on the play |
was able to find being Yeeyon IM’s article The Pitfalls of Intercultural Discourse: The Case
of Yukio Ninagawa. IMs stated “While such an Orientalist charge is well justified in the

*What do Cherry Blossoms represent in

Japanese culture? - japan airlines (JAL) {no datc) JAPAN AIRLINES (JAL) Official Sitc. Availablc at:

https://www jal.co jpfin/ cn/guide-to—japan/cxpcriences/chi:rry-hlossnm/what»do-chcwy-hlossoms—represem/
index.html#:~:text=The%20sakura's®620me aning%Zﬂis%lOalsu,remindcr"/nZOthat%ZOIif %2 0is%20MNeeting. {Accesscd:

03 May
2024),
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!?on;ext of the international theatre circuit, it should be balanced against Ninagawa's
claim that he makes his theatre solely for the home audience in Japan. Is it the same
Orientalism that beguiles the Western audience which is also appealing to the Japanese
audience?” *Which suggests that Ninagawa has almost come at the play from a western
angle showing British audiences what they think a Japanese Macbeth would look like
rather than making something that truly resonates with a Japanese audience, | can
definitely see where she is coming from with it taking the structure of an English play
rather than using Japanese theatre methods. But IM’s does g0 on later to say this “The
nature of Ninagawa's Shakespeare productions that brought him success in Japan and
abroad alike, | would argue, is their Victorian affinities: traditional interpretations, love
of spectacles”. * In a strange way | think this is actually what I’ve been looking for when
I'ask how a play can travel abroad. even though what she is basically saying is that the
show is kind of style over substance (which we know not to be true as previously stated
the shows style does hold a lot of meaning) the fact that it can be enjoyed and
recognised by both audiences (even if it just boils down to English story and Japanese
style} show as successful translation, a true blend of English and Japanese cultures. And
a clear sample of Macbeth and Shakespeare travelling abroad.

For my second play | will be analysing Sam Gold's Broadway rendition of Macbeth. Gold’s
Macbeth had a very limited showing only lasting from April to July of 2022. Unlike
Ninagawa’s Macbeth, Gold’s wasn't met with sudden praise instead garnering a pretty
mediocre reaction from the general audience and critics alike neither gaining mass
praises or aggressive hatred, “Yet, despite the charms and potions, there's not so much
magic here.™ The Guardian. “It takes considerable grinding to make Macbeth this

* https://www.istor.org/stable/26349161

® https://www.istor.org/stabie/26 349161

9 Soloski, A. (2022) Macbeth Review
= Daniel Craig and Ruth Negga Soar but there's magic missing, The Guardian.

Available at; https://
| www.theguardian,convstage/2022/apr/ 29/macheth-review-daniel-craig-ruth-negga (Accessed: (3 May 2024}.
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dull.” Time Qut. “Surely, we've wandered into a dress rehearsal by mistake. Sadly, the
answer to that question would be no.”® The Hollywood Reporter.

Gold's production is filled with many confusing and baffling choices with little to no
reason. For one Despite coming from America and being held on the capital of American
productions, Broadway golds Macbeth is set, like the original play, in Scotland. However,
you would be forgiven for thinking otherwise as golds play has a much more muted and
safer ascetic then Ninagawa's having a barren set through the play with the only notable
aspect being the grey brick wall lined with metal pipes that backed the entire play. The
costuming is also confusing as they all sport modern dress, with Macbeth now sporting
medern soldiers’ uniform which would make you believe that the play is set in the
modern day but then, you are further confused by the fact that all the actors are made
to speak in the traditional Shakespearean tong, which doesn’t come off as charming or
sincere but instead only helps to Alienate the audience.

This means that over all the play lacks the ability to subtly tell themes through set like
Ninagawa, but it also means that throughout the play a lot of pressure is placed upon the
lighting and sound in order to give this play its atmospheres’®, this results in (as many
have pointed out) the use of a lot of fog to be used throughout the play In order to add
to the witches and ghost scenes. ™

Despite the non-changed setting Gold’s production takes a very American approach to
the play casting cheosing to have his major roles to be filled with recognisable names
like Daniel Craig and Ruth Negga as Macbeth and Lady Macbeth. These choices that at

7 Feldman, A. (2022) Review: Daniel Craig and Ruth Negga in macbeth on Broadway, Time Out New York. Available at:
hitps:// www.timeout.com/newyork/thcater/ macbeth-broadway-review-dani I-craig-ruth-negga (Ac {; 03 May 2024).

8 Scheck, F. (2022) Daniel Craig and Ruth Negga in 'macbeth’; Theater Review, The Hollywoad Reporter. Available at:
hutps:// www.hollywuudrcporter.com/lifcstyle/arls.’daniel-craig—rulh-negga—asia—kate-dilIon-macbeth-lhcatervrevicw-
1235137293/

(Accessed: 03 May 2024).

9 Lewis, C. (2022) Macbeth’ review: Daniel Craig, Ruth Negga Star in a Broadway production that's all Smaoke, Varicty.
Available at: hitps://variety.com/2022/ Iegib'rcviews:’macbcih-review-dam'el-craig-ruth-negga-hmﬂdway—I235254654:’
{Accessed: 03 May 2024).

10 L ewis, C. {2022} Macbeth' review: Danicl Craig, Ruth Negga Star in a Broadway producsion that's all Smoke, Variety.
Available at; https://varicty.com/2022/ IcgiUrevicws.’macbelh-rcview-dmlicl-craig—mth-neggavbroadwar5235254654i

(Accessed: 03 May 2024), |
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first would have seemed like safe bets, however | and many other found themselves
confused. With the chemistry between the two feeling off “together she and Craig have
no spark” "', But why is that?

Gold, like Ninagawa, seemingly holds Macbeth and Shakespeare in high regard stating in
a Q&A “The LANGUAGE is brilliant, the language is so out of this world, 1 am in love with
the poetry of Macbeth, but as a piece of drama it has none of the ambiguity” but there
seamlessly isn’t a clear reason for these changes. Later on in the interview, he stated
when talking about what makes his Macbeth different, he stated “One is to watch this
marriage fall apart. To watch two people who love and support one another fall so
completely away from each other in such a short amount of time with so few scenes to
do it with.™ "2 Now this on its own necessarily isn’t a bad thing. By adding a new element
to the play, it can be used to strengthen other aspects, but he deesn’t do that in facts
he cuts aspects from it and the new parts he does add isn’t well developed. For
instance, the title characters Macbeth and lady Macbeth who as The Guardian put so
simply “This Macbeth, a man of action, doesn’t change much from the first scene to the
last.” ™ And “Negga’s Lady M transforms, though this happens almest as soon as we meet
her. And after the first haif, the play mostly shunts her off stage. By adding new aspects,
he has neglected the foundation of the show. without focusing on Macbheth turn from
reluctancy to bloodthirsty paranoia or watching Lady Macbeth turn from cold and
calculating nagging on her husband to insanity aver her visions. You underdeveloped the
characters so focusing on their relationship cannot work as it only goes to shows their
lack of chemistry which leads to this play over all feelings of hollowness.

" Lewis, C. (2022) Macbeth' review: Daniel Craig, Ruth Negga Star in a Broadway production that's all Smoke, Variety.
Available at; https://variety.com/2022/ legit/reviews/macbeth-review-daniel-crai g-ruth-negga-broadway-1235254654/
(Accessed: 03 May 2024).

12 Beyond, 8.& (2022) Q&A: Sam Gold on his
3i4

‘macbeth' starring Daniel Craig and Ruth Negga, Q& A: Sam Gold on his "Macbeth' starring Danicl Craig and Ruth Negga.
Available at: hitps:/iwww.folger.edu/blogs! shakespeare-and-beyond/sam-gold-macbeth-daniel-craig-ruth-negga/
(Accessed: 03 May 2024),

'3 Soloski, A, (2022) Macbeth Review

* Daniel Craig and Ruth Negga Soar but there's magic missing, The Guardian,

Avatlable at: heps://www.theguardian.com/stage/2022/apr/ 29/macbeth-review-danicl-craig-ruth-negga (Accessed: 03
| May 2024).
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’_mf this overshadows the main problem with golds rendition being a misunderstanding
of the play. None of these the changes actually add anything substantial to the story of
Macbeth or make it more engaging to an American style audience. The paranoia and the
guilt are never felt within Craig or Negga which stands out as the lack of set or scenery
isn't there to aid in the mood or atmosphere. Unlike Ninagawa Macbeth it isn’t clear who
this was made for. Gold could have used American history similar to Ninagawa to
enhance the story. America, like England has a strong history around witches with
Massachusetts the home of the Salem witch trials bordering New York he could have
leaned into that or he could have linked it into Native American culture either having it
take place from their point of view which would allow you to tap into their rich culture
or he have could placed it in colonial times from the used there guilt as a you could
connect with the audience but no. He not only chose the most uninspired decision by
setting it the same as the original but he then chose to strip it down to its most bare
bones form for no reason. For something to be adapted in general there must be a point
to it which there isn’t. To have something translate there must be a reason to present it
to a different crowd which there isn’t this Macbeth could be from anywhere and that is
not a positive thing. It is just a hollow retelling. Which is why the American audience
have forgotten it,

In conclusion, yes Macheth can travel abroad. This | think is very clearly proven by
Ninagawa Macbeth which as seamlessly blended the English play with Japanese culture,
so0 smoothly that the aesthetic feels natural for the play, making it feel like it was
always meant to be presented through the eyes of Japanese culture, So, then the
question now becomes what is the difference? What makes Ninagawa Macbeth translate,
and Gold’s fail to achieve this? Through my research | believe the answer has become
very simple. vision and understanding. Ninagawa through previous quotes has shown a
clear love and understanding for Shakespeare and Macbeth. This understanding has
clearly caused him to realise that an adaptation for Macbeth in japan would be more
than fitting. the themes of betrayal, guilt resonating due to their traditional Japanese
idea of respect. Their religion adding to the unease when failed with sprits. The use of
Japanese iconography to get audiences to understand the main point of the play. All of
this be adapted and better realised by putting it through a Japanese point of view. He
had a clear reason for adapting it and a passion for the material that clearly shined
through in his play. This is what the gold version lacked. Gold somehow managed to do
the exact opposite of this. His changes where not done in order to add new depth to ﬂ
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story rather it was done out of a necessity to try to justify its own existence. Makingj
Macbeth in the modern day should completely change the stary and character. It

doesn’t. Changing the main character dynamic should change the outcome of the play. It
doesn’t. Instead, gold has cast big named actors which actually hindered the play as that
where all the focus is on. By playing it safe he has not managed to disrespect the play

but rather just suck all of the life out of it. Leaving you with a bland and inoffensive
mush. Which to me is more offensive than any other reimagining that corrupts Macbeth
while trying something new and different. At the beginning of the this | stated that the
problem with now international reinterpretations is that they play it too safe to stop
offence from being taken well - and Gold’s Macbeth is the epitome of this,

|
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