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ABSTRACT: THE SHAKESPEAREAN PLAYS HAVE BEEN REMADE NOT ONLY WITH THE 

USE OF WORDS, BUT ALSO THROUGH THE IMPACT OF COLOUR IN PAINTING. THIS LAST 

EXAMPLE OF SHAKESPEAREAN REPRESENTATION CANNOT BE NEGLECTED, AS HIS STORIES 

HAVE ALWAYS INFLUENCED THE ART OF PAINTING, SYMBOLIZING NOT ONLY A SOURCE OF 

CREATIVE REPRODUCTION, BUT ALSO THE IMPULSE FOR NEW INTERPRETATIONS OF HIS 

CHARACTERS AND THEIR ACTIONS.  
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From the very beginning we can state that the illustration of the Shakespearean 

plays is an ongoing process which leads to an inevitable reinterpretation and recreation of 

the original works. The purpose of this topic is to prove that Shakespeare went beyond the 

limit of ink, to the color of painting. This creation area does not resume to the idea of 

representation, but it surpasses the border imposed by the play source, it involves creativity 

and the freedom to express a new vision, giving the viewer the opportunity to understand 

Shakespeare in a new way. This approach was accepted at first through the concept “ut 

pictura poesis” invocated by Horace. This traditional analogy between painters and poets 

can be expanded to any kind of connection in the field of art. Poets, dramatists, writers, 

painters, actors, directors or critics, they all influence one another, live and create in an 

interdependence which cannot be neglected.  

Shakespeare’s plays have been illustrated in paintings preserved and exhibited in 

museums all over the world, showing the enormous interest of artists and public in his 

work. Richard Altick calculates in Paintings from Books that "pictures from Shakespeare 

accounted for about one fifth - some 2,300 - of the total number of literary paintings 

recorded between 1760 and 1900"1. His analysis involves only the paintings of British 

artists. It is obvious that a great part of these creations were lost or simply belong to private 

owners. This proves the fact that art has always influenced literature.  

This analysis can be opened by the existence of a wide variety of Shakespeare’s 

portraits. An approximate number of sixty portraits were offered to sale at the National 

Portrait Gallery claiming to depict the image of the writer, but only two proved to be 

accepted as portraying him, both of which were posthumous. The most famous example is 

 
1 http://www.english.emory.edu/classes/Shakespeare_Illustrated/intro.html 
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the Cobbe portrait considered by professor Stanley Welles, an authentic portrait of 

Shakespeare, painted in oil, on wood panel, around 1610. The history of this portrait is very 

interesting as it has stood for centuries in the home of the Cobbe family, outside Dublin, 

without any suspicion. In 2006, Alec Cobbe, the inheritor of the portrait saw a painting 

from the Folger Shakespeare Library, at an exhibition in London and noticed the obvious 

similarities, feeling sure that it was a copy of the one from his family collection. This way, 

the now famous portrait was analysed by specialists and was declared authentic by Welles. 

Going further, to the topic of this paper, Shakespeare’s plays provided an enormous 

capital of inspiration for the painters such as William Blake, Eugène Delacroix, John 

Waterhouse, Walter Deverell, William Hodges, Charles Robert Leslie and the list could go 

on.  

We are going to choose only a few of these representations to prove that the original 

plays were adapted through the process of painting illustrations. All the paintings born of 

Shakespeare’s plays can be perceived as a sort of graphic criticism and interpretation. Ford 

Madox Brown, an English painter whose work focused on moral and historical subjects, 

popular for a graphic style sketched while he was in Paris, in 1834 a set of eighteen pen-

and-ink studies for King Lear. Only two of these were later developed as finished paintings: 

Lear and Cordelia and Cordelia’s Portion. 

With just a few bold lines Brown captures the psychology of the characters, as well 

as Lear's physical decay and gradual fall into madness. The personalities in Brown's 

representation of Lear are closer to the reality than the original play allows the reader to 

imagine. In the first picture Lear leans forward on his throne and tries to intimidate 

Cordelia, glaring at her as if he would be waiting for her answer. Her reaction is similar to 

her attitude in the Shakespearean play, with her palms out as if she would be asking 

understanding and tolerance from the old man. In the second picture Lear slumps back in 

his seat, angry, disappointed, as Cordelia hides her face in her hand and looks for the 

support of France. These paintings show how deeply Brown was affected by Lear's story 

marked by suspicion, lack of wisdom and cruel betrayal. All these drawings constitute an 

almost cinematographic scenario, giving the reader the opportunity to view details, aspects, 

impressions which could have been omitted. Brown was probably inspired by an earlier 

painter Delacroix, who also published in 1843 a series of eighteen lithographs based on 

Hamlet. Three of the lithographs were rendered as paintings: The Death of Ophelia (1838 

and 1853) and two of Hamlet and Horatio in the Graveyard, one in 1835 and another in 

1839. Delacroix also preserved a pencil sketch of Hamlet reading that was incorporated 

into the lithograph of Hamlet and Polonius. 

In Delacroix's various depictions of Ophelia we see, according to Peter Raby, the 

first real elements of sexuality and eroticism: “There is a strongly sensual quality in the 

image, created by the loose, partly transparent clothing and the trance-like expression on 

Ophelia's features, as she lies poised between life and death. The mood is less poignant 

than quietly triumphant . . .  The same sense of barely suppressed eroticism is present in 

the lithograph of the mad Ophelia, kneeling, with bare arms and prominent breasts; this 

illustration reproduces the traditional stage properties of the veil mistaken for a shroud, and 

the hair decorated like a crown of thorns. Delacroix's works at the least testify to the 

potency of Ophelia as image for the Romantic period, a symbol both of wounded, self-

http://www.english.emory.edu/classes/Shakespeare_Illustrated/Delacroix.Ophelia.html
http://www.english.emory.edu/classes/Shakespeare_Illustrated/Delacroix.Hamlet1.html
http://www.english.emory.edu/classes/Shakespeare_Illustrated/Delacroix.Hamlet2.html
http://www.english.emory.edu/classes/Shakespeare_Illustrated/Delacroix.Hamlet2.html
http://www.english.emory.edu/classes/Shakespeare_Illustrated/Delacroix.Reading.html
http://www.english.emory.edu/classes/Shakespeare_Illustrated/dh12.gif
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absorbed sexuality and of the destruction of innocence by an indifferent world.”2 

Through this representation, Ophelia surpasses the static and one dimensional image which 

are characteristic for her in the play. Presented as a gentle, loyal, and obedient young 

woman who hides in the background as a supporting character, she has no voice and no 

obvious heroine qualities; yet her life and death have a great influence on the most essential 

characters, especially Hamlet. This image of Ophelia is converted in Delacroix’s painting, 

opening a new door for the feminist criticism of the 20th century who argues that she goes 

mad with guilt because, when Hamlet kills her father, he has fulfilled her sexual desire to 

have Hamlet kill her father so they can be together. Stressing the sexuality of the character, 

the painter gives an original interpretation of the Shakespearean text, turns his creation into 

a graphic adaptation. 

Delacroix was not the only one who depicted Ophelia in his work. Waterhouse is 

another author of a painting called Ophelia which manages to break the tradition built over 

the decades.  The Shakespearean play colors a tame character, always accepting the will 

and desires of the others, depending on them until the final, tragic act: 

"And I, of ladies most deject and wretched, 

That suck'd the honey of his music vows, 

Now see that noble and most sovereign reason, 

Like sweet bells jangled out of tune and harsh, 

That unmatch'd form and feature of blown youth 

Blasted with ecstasy. O, woe is me 

T'have seen what I have seen, see what I see."( William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act III, 

Scene I ) 

Waterhouse’s painting changes dramatically this vision. The naive Ophelia wearing a 

simple white dress, symbolizing her purity is now represented by Waterhouse in a radical 

different manner. His Ophelia wears a blue dress with golden embroidery symbolizing her 

maturity and self confidence. Two children look from the bridge, unaware that Ophelia 

decides to end her destiny. With each of these character and action illustrations the original 

play gains new values in the mind of the reader facing the imagination of a painter. 

Waterhouse painted also other Shakespearean characters such as Miranda in the canvas 

with the same name. This scene depicts an impressive seascape and wind-whipped waters 

which we never witness in the The Tempest .The play opens on board the sinking ship, and 

we learn that Miranda has witnessed the sinking in Act I, when she says to her father 

Prospero: 

If by your art, my dearest father, you have 

Put the wild waters in this roar, allay them. 

The sky, it seems, would pour down stinking pitch 

But that the sea, mounting to th' welkin's cheek, 

Dashes the fire out. O, I have suffered 

With those that I saw suffer! a brave vessel 

(Who had no doubt some noble creature in her) 

Dashed all to pieces! O, the cry did knock 

Against my very heart! Poor souls, they perished! 

Had I been any god of power, I would 

 
2 www.english.emory.edu/classes/Shakespeare_Illustrated/Delacroix.Ophelia.html  

http://www.english.emory.edu/classes/Shakespeare_Illustrated/Delacroix.Ophelia.html
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Have sunk the sea within the earth or ere 

It should the good ship so have swallowed and 

The fraughting souls within her.” 

Prospero answers her:  

"Be collected: 

No more amazement. Tell your piteous heart  

There's no harm done." (William Shakespeare, The Tempest, Act I, Scene II) 

Waterhouse was noted for his capacity to express emotion through gesture. In this painting 

we cannot fully see Miranda's face, but a single simple gesture, her left hand placed over 

her heart, evokes her worry for the passengers. Focusing on new elements such as the 

violence of the tempest, the artist manages to drag the public into a world of emotion much 

easier than the text. He adapts a scene of the original play through this representation, 

making it more accessible and appealing to the modern public or maybe raising its interest 

to read the text. 

These examples are meant to prove that besides the classical forms of adaptation, 

painting can become another recreation source of literary material. Literature and art are 

two complementary fields of creation, idea sustained by Michel Tournier in his work The 

mirror of ideas. He defines the sign and the image as the two major manners of 

communication between people in space and time. His commentary puts in connection the 

two poles of creation. The case of the Shakespearean plays illustrated in painting underlines 

this idea and also the fact that all types of representation involve implicitly a sort of 

adaptation. Each painter draws on the canvas his own perception of the original work, 

transforming its universe, adding or excluding various elements of it, stressing or ignoring 

some of the aspects. This gives us, as readers, viewers or spectators, the opportunity to 

deepen our knowledge and perception on Shakespeare’s plays. 
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