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GENERAL INTRODUCTION 
 

 

“Ce qui a fait l’héritage Shakespearien c’est donner à la culture occidentale un vocabulaire 

pour rêver mais surtout mettre en question nos rêves.” As stated by Pr. Guido Latré, William 

Shakespeare left a priceless legacy to our contemporary culture.  His work crossed all times and 

borders and keeps fascinating the greatest artists and scholars of our time, who each time 

attempt to provide new insights on the Bard’s words. As a result, dealing with the work of 

Shakespeare is a daunting but fascinating task for it implies dealing with the many 

commentaries already done and all the studies carried out. Therefore, offering a creative reading 

of his work represents a major challenge, mostly when you choose to discuss one of his his 

most famous plays, namely The Tragedy of Hamlet. However, thanks to its density and 

enigmatic intrigues, the tragedy represents an incredible raw material for a literary analysis, 

which is why the play is the center of this dissertation. 

More precisely, I have decided to work on the film adaptation of Hamlet by the Irish director 

Kenneth Branagh released in 1996. The first reason of this choice is because this was the first 

adaptation of the uncut text, which could allow me to provide a more in depth analysis. 

Secondly, because Branagh’s Hamlet differs completely from everything I had seen before. His 

film deeply moved me but more importantly, it gave me for the first time a clear insight of the 

play, renowned for its complexity. Moreover, and more importantly, I was really interested in 

the representation of the main character, Hamlet of course. I saw in this character some relation 

with the dandyist aesthetic. This assumption was thus the starting point of this paper.  

The aim of this dissertation is first to consider dandyism as an aesthetic and try to identify 

and define the aesthetic of dandyism such as the romantic aesthetic for instance. This will 

consist of the first part of the dissertation. Then, the theories and reflections developed in the 

first part will be applied to the analysis of the film of Kenneth Branagh. As will be explained, 

a special emphasis will be made on the four main components of dandyism, namely beauty, 

love, death and ‘the mask”. Specific sequences of the film will be referred to and examined in 

details in order to illustrate those four components.  It seems important to recall that this is my 

interpretation of the film and it can therefore be subject to discussion but the goal was mainly 

to present an original reading of the film and, more generally, of Hamlet.  
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Introduction  
 

      The first part of this dissertation aims at presenting a general overview of the concept of 

dandyism. To this end, this part will be divided into two main chapters. The first chapter will 

be dedicated to an etymological and historical analysis of dandyism. With a special emphasis 

on the book of Françoise Coblence, Dandysme, obligation d’incertitude, I will attempt to 

provide a first definition of the contested and complex term of dandyism that will be the guiding 

theme for the following parts of this dissertation dealing with the cinematic adaptation. 

Moreover, I will refer to the story of Georges Bryan Brummel, who is known for being the 

‘Father’ of all the dandies, and to his very specific conception of dandyism. Then, in the second 

chapter, I will briefly present four recurrent themes of study related to the aesthetics of 

dandyism, namely beauty, love, death and self-reflection. These themes will be further analysed 

in the fourth part, in which I will attempt to demonstrate that they are an integral part of the 

aestheticism chosen by Kenneth Branagh in his adaptation of Hamlet. 

 

Chapter I: A definition of dandyism 
 

1. A complex and misunderstood movement 

 

1.1  Etymology   

The word dandy and, therefore, the movement dandyism that has taken its name, are quite 

complex to understand and define and this is in part due to the fact their etymology is still 

marked by some uncertainty1. However, some hypotheses appear to be more recurrent and 

relevant. According to a first hypothesis, the word dandy would derive from the French word 

dandin2. This word from the sixteenth century is told to have been imported to England and 

converted into the word dandy to denote a fool who dandles. A second hypothesis considers the 

English word dandiprat – which used to designate a little, insignificant or contemptible person 

in the sixteenth century – as another relevant origin worth considering.  

 

 

                                                           
1 COBLENCE Françoise, Dandysme, obligation d’incertitude, Paris, Presses universitaires de France, 1988, 

pp.36-37 
2 French definition of the word dandin: homme niais aux manières gauches (Larousse, 2017) 
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However, the occurrence of the word in an anonymous Scottish ballad from the eighteenth 

century constitutes today what appears to be the most certain origin of the word:  

I've heard my granny crack 

O' sixty twa years back 

When there were sic a stock of Dandies O3  

This Scottish occurrence led philologists to consider dandy as a diminutive of the phrase Jack-

a-dandy, often used to designate an impertinent fellow. The occurrence of the phrase in 1632 

implies that dandy could be a variant of a popular Scottish name of the time: Andrew. In this 

respect, and interestingly, the Etymological Dictionary of the English Language notes that the 

word dandy actually derives from a male Greek name Andréas (άνδρας), which means 

manliness4. Even if the etymological root of the word is subject to some uncertainties, what 

seems to prevail in all definitions is the negative connotation associated with it. It is precisely 

what Joël Fusco emphasizes in his article Le dandy ou l’art de plaire en déplaisant, when he 

writes that any attempt at elaborating a comprehensive definition “finds itself marked with a 

pejorative judgment5”. Today, in most English dictionaries, we also find this important 

characteristic such as in the Macmillan Dictionary, which defines a dandy as “a man who cares 

a lot about his appearance and always wears fashionable clothes6”. This type of definition 

reflects fairly well the most common idea about dandies: a refined elegance and a marked 

superficiality. Yet, according to some scholars, it would be a mistake to reduce dandyism to 

such simplistic characteristics. For instance, it was the case of the French poet Charles 

Baudelaire when he wrote in Le peintre de la vie moderne:  

Le dandysme n’est pas, comme beaucoup de personnes peu réfléchies paraissent le croire, un goût 

immodéré de la toilette et de l’élégance matérielle. Ces choses ne sont pour le parfait dandy qu’un 

symbole de la supériorité aristocratique de son esprit7.  

When studying dandyism and its ambiguity, the book of Françoise Coblence entitled Le 

dandysme, obligation d’incertitude is very instructive. In her book, she considers two major 

roots of the term that must be pointed out8. She believes dandyism to be the invention of 

                                                           
3 KURTZ Jean-Paul., Dictionnaire étymologique des anglicismes et des américanismes. Tome Premier, Paris, 

Books on demand, 2013, p.344 
4 SKEAT W.W., An Etymological Dictionary of the English Language, Oxford, Oxford Clarendon Press, 1888, 

p.154 
5 FUSCO Joël, Le dandy ou l’art de plaire en déplaisant, May 2013, [visited on 11/06/17], available from 

internet : http://pierre.campion2.free.fr/fusco_dandy.htm 
6 Macmillan English Dictionary: for Advanced learners, Macmillan Publishers Limited, 2007 
7 BAUDELAIRE Charles, Le peintre de la vie moderne, Paris, Gallimard, 1976, p.351 
8 COBLENCE Françoise, op.cit. , p.15 
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Georges Bryan Brummell, iconic figure of Regency England (1811-1837), but she also notes 

that dandyism passed into literature thanks to Lord Byron’s poetry. She reminds us that the first 

literary appearance of the term dandy was found in a letter written by Lord Byron and addressed 

to Mr Moore in 1813: “the season has closed with a dandy ball9.” Those two different origins 

identified here explain why in the nineteenth century, literary dandyism would be divided into 

two main traditions with specific characteristics: a strong superficiality, typical of Brummell’s 

model of dandyism and in parallel, a style made of romanticism, detachment and impertinence 

typical of Byron’s Don Juan. Therefore, it appears that two iconic figures of the late eighteenth 

century, respectively Mr Beau Brummell and Lord Byron, are at the foundations of this complex 

movement called dandyism. 

 

1.2  Dandyism: in praise of difference 

One may refer once again to the French poet Baudelaire in order to point out a crucial 

characteristic of the movement at stake. According to him, dandyism is essentially a culture of 

difference10. What is actually believed to be behind this culture of difference is the cult of the 

self, often defined as a form of narcissism. A narcissistic dandy would be in eternal search of 

his mirror image and would live only for himself. However, in his book L’honnête homme et le 

dandy, Alain Montandon points out an important fact: when Baudelaire speaks of self-idolatry 

and develops the image of a narcissistic dandy living and sleeping in front of his mirror, he does 

not consider the cult of the self as a sterile contemplation of his own self but as a means of 

developing his own individuality11. In his view, then, the culture of the self is a manifestation 

of individuality and the dandy happens to be the perfect example of this kind of individual 

alienation. Furthermore, the dandy's cultivation of his own image can also be considered as a 

political transgression. In the nineteenth century, the European society was abruptly changing: 

industrialization and modernization swept the political, cultural and economic landscape of the 

continent. In addition, the French Revolution had given rise to the creation of a new concept of 

personal liberty. Yet, despite a significant growing political freedom, the moral development 

trailed behind. France and England were thus marked by materialist values related to success, 

wealth and moral conformism. Then, individuality was neither favoured nor wanted. Dandyism 

emerged within this shifting political landscape, as a means to highlight the limits imposed upon 

                                                           
9   Ibid. , p.15 
10 BAUDELAIRE Charles, op. cit. , p.352 
11 SAIDAH Jean-Pierre, Le dandysme : continuité et rupture, in MONTANDON Alain, l’honnête homme et le 

dandy, Tübingen, Gunter Narr Verlag Tübingen, 1993, p.141 
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individuals by the society. Dandies tended therefore to challenge these limits by developing 

their own singularity: 

Le dandysme : un culte de la différence dans le siècle de l’uniforme. Et une dénonciation […]. Quand 

on traque les figures du relief, les dandies et leurs proches se composent une dissemblance qui proscrit 

les idoles du jour : utilité, progrès, vitesse, argent, succès à tout prix12. 

The nineteenth century is not the only period that has fed the desire to break the rules and 

that has known dandies. Indeed, and as Baudelaire argued, dandyism often turned up during 

important transitional periods, as a movement embodied by men willing to stand up against 

their environment. Roger Kempf, in his book Dandies and cie13, seems to agree with 

Baudelaire, saying that personalities such as Cesar, Proust or Barbey d’Aurevilly could all be 

classified as dandies. It does not matter if they are born in different eras, what actually matters 

is that each of them succeeded to differentiate themselves from their contemporaries by means 

of a rebellious prose and behaviour, a claimed individuality and the promotion of 

unconventional ideas, which are all characteristic of dandyism’s philosophy. This need of 

rebellion is for many scholars the feeling at the very heart of dandyism’s philosophy14. 

However, this particular aspect of dandies’ thinking is not as engaged as it may seem. Albert 

Camus, in his essay L’homme révolté dedicated some pages to the figure of the dandy15. In these 

pages, the author laments the detachment demonstrated by dandies, which makes the dandy a 

rebel more than a revolutionary figure. Later, the French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre will 

clarify Albert Camus’ singular thought, saying: 

 
Le révolutionnaire veut changer le monde, il le dépasse vers l’avenir, vers un ordre de valeur qu’il 

invente; le révolté a soin de maintenir intacts les abus dont il souffre pour pouvoir se révolter contre 

eux. Il ne veut ni détruire, ni dépasser, mais seulement se dresser contre l’ordre16.  

In the light of Sartre’s clarification, dandyism can be regarded as a cynical protest movement 

that does not seek to impact on the society it condemns and mocks. In reality, dandies’ rebellion 

would simply constitute a means of promoting their difference17. Jean-Marc Biernaux, in 

Hadrien, un dandy singulier, depicted the typical dandy’s attitude saying “their grace is always 

cynical, their fantasy tinged with derision, their ease with disdain and their audacity with 

                                                           
12 KEMPF Roger, Dandies. Baudelaire et Cie., Paris, Edition du Seuil, 1977, p.9 
13 Ibid. , p.11 
14 SAIDAH Jean-Pierre, op. cit. , pp.123-177 
15 CAMUS Albert, l’homme révolté, Paris, Gallimard, 1951 
16 SARTRE Jean-Paul., Baudelaire, Paris, Gallimard Folio essais, 1988, p.67 
17 Ibid. 
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rudeness18”. This description reflects perfectly the always cynical but detached position of 

dandies regarding their attitude. 

 

2. Georges Bryan Brummell: the story of the ultimate dandy 
 

Georges Bryan Brummell, better known as Mr Beau Brummell, reigned as an influent socialite on 

London’s society of the early nineteenth century. His stylish influence over the English Regency made 

him become the absolute ‘arbiter elegantatarium19’ and the designer of the modern man's closet. 

Georges Bryan Brummell's was born in 1778 into an upper-class family. His father, Billy Brummell, 

worked in Downing Street as the private secretary of Lord North, the Prime Minister. Having been a 

schoolboy in Eton, he pursued his education at Oriel College in Oxford. However, after one term only, 

Mr Beau Brummell asked for a commission in the army and joined the 10th Royal Hussars, which was 

the Prince of Wales' own regiment in the British Army. How this non-aristocratic child became an 

intimate friend of the Prince of Wales, future King Georges IV, remains a mystery. Nevertheless, many 

historians believe that it was probably his witty personality, his perfectly balanced irony and a never-

seen-before sense of fashion that attracted the Prince. Their close relationship brought him to an elevated 

social status which enabled him to impose his style inside the streets of London, characterized by a 

limited palette of colours, a flawless tie and perfect lines, very different from the gaudy style of a 

typical Georgian gentleman  (see appendix I). A few years later, the reign of Mr Beau Brummell came 

to an abrupt end. The loss of the Prince’s regard, his multiple debts and a life of insanity led the dandy 

to his loss. Mr Beau Brummell ended up in Caen where he died of syphilis in 1840. Virginia Woolf 

wrote about his death:  

And so there was nothing for it but that the Beau who had been compact of grace and sweetness should 

be shuffled into the grave like any other ill-dressed, ill-bred, unneeded old man. Still, one must 

remember that Byron, in his moments of dandyism, “always pronounced the name of Brummell with a 

mingled emotion of respect and jealousy20. 

Considered today as the very first English celebrity and an emblematic figure of modernity, Mr 

Beau Brummell was first and foremost an incredible performer. His performance was in the 

establishment of a perfect physical appearance and a never-seen-before public speaking, both set up to 

amaze an elitist audience. The success story of this “nobody who had made himself somebody and gave 

                                                           
18 BIERNAUX Jean-Marc, Hadrien : un dandy singulier. Etudes du dandysme dans Mémoires d’Hadrien de 

Marguerite Yourcenar., Mémoire, Université Catholique de Louvain, 1986-1987, p.9 
19 COBLENCE Françoise., op. cit. , p.17 
20 WOOLF Virginia, Beau Brummell, [visited on 04/05/17],  available from internet: 

http://www.dandyism.net/woolfs-beau-brummell/ 



13 
 

the law to everybody21” inspired future dandies who would establish themselves as Brummell’s direct 

successors. Mr Beau Brummell became indeed the perfect source of inspiration for artists willing to 

make of their life a work of art, “placing aesthetics above ethics22”. The alienated posture of Brummell’s 

dandyism was a political echo to an emerging capitalism, which supported mass uniformity. 

Accordingly, his dandyism was a movement in rupture with the bourgeois values and the pressures of a 

mercantile society that was always seeking money. Behind his superficial attitude, Brummell strongly 

defended a separation from the Ancien Regime: 

[Brummell] anticipe plutôt les effets d’une société où la démocratisation offre à l’individu des voies de 

réalisation nouvelles, risquées, personnelles, et où l’invention d’un personnage prend le sens politique 

de la fabrication d’une identité incertaine d’elle-même23. 

 

  

                                                           
21 WEATHERUP, E. R., Understanding dandyism in three acts: a comparison of the revolutionary 

performances of  Beau Brummell, George Walker, and zoot suit culture, 2011, [ visited on 01/06/17], available 

from internet: https://escholarship.org/uc/item/8301q97v#page-1 
22 Ibid. 
23 COBLENCE Françoise, op. cit. , p.81 
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Chapter II: Four components of dandyist 

aestheticism 
 

 

1. Beauty  
 

As mentioned in the first chapter, the only definition of the word dandy which passed into 

posterity is “a man dressed with elegance”. Consequently, their love for art and more generally 

for beauty unfairly took second place, behind the glow of a singular appearance. In his book 

Système de la mode24, Roland Barthes has shown, from a semiotic perspective, that the art of 

fashion is in fact the expression of a structural movement: the garment is then considered as an 

object of communication. The dandy’s way of shaping and representing himself somehow 

acquires the status of work of art and reflects a committed state of mind. The dandy’s different 

fashion clothing is therefore a reflection of the desire to divorce from the society he condemns. 

Imagination serves the dandy’s style, enabling his critical approach to the world. His exterior 

appearance is therefore not an expression of some interior lack of intellectual depth but “the 

manifestation of held aesthetic sensibilities25”. Oscar Wilde used to say that “only shallow 

people do not judge by appearances” because “the true mystery of the world is the visible, not 

the invisible26”. If the dandy is passionate about fashion, it is because, in his view, fashion 

expresses the essence of modernity. Dandyism is not meant to reject traditional forms of beauty, 

neither to cultivate art for art's sake for the sole purpose of shocking; it is rather a way to 

introspect his self-image through the reflection of themselves in others’ eyes. Dandyism is not 

only a culture of beauty through clothing but also through all aspects of life. Dandies consider 

the lifestyle itself as a work of art, in other words, a way to match art with life. They raise the 

pleasure of life to the beauty of art27.  

 

 

                                                           
24 BARTHES Roland, Système de la mode, Paris, Editions du Seuil, 1967 
25 KERR D. D., The idea of beauty in their persons. Dandyism and the haunting of contemporary masculinity, 

2015, [visited on 03/05/17], available from internet: 

https://etd.ohiolink.edu/!etd.send_file?accession=bgsu1431098722&disposition=inline 
26WILDE Oscar, Le Portrait de Dorian Grey, Œuvres, trad. F. Frapeneau and E. Jaloux, Paris, Librairie 

Générale Française, 2000, pp.430-431 
27 SCHIFFER S. D., Le dandysme, dernier éclat d’héroïsme, Paris, PUF, 2015 
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For that reason, a dandy chooses with an artist's care his clothes, his words, the places he lives 

in and the friends surrounding him:  

Il arrive qu’une personnalité complexe prenne la place et joue le rôle de l’art, qu’elle soit en vérité, à sa 

façon, une véritable œuvre d’art car la Vie a ses chefs d’œuvres raffinés, tout comme la poésie ou la 

sculpture ou la peinture28. 

Moreover, dandyism cannot be separated from the nineteenth century’s aestheticism, which 

offered a breakthrough new aesthetic. At that time, art came to portray “the evil in the world, 

the sinful fleshiness of men, the modern sufferings and the dirty urbanization caused by the 

ascent of industrialisation29”. Everything that was in the world could be portrayed in art. The 

increasing demand of l’art pour l’art – an art freed from moral rules – triggered the spreading 

of the dandy’s message. 

 

2. Love  
 

The nineteenth century witnessed the powerful emergence of femininity and the traditional 

role of women started to be questioned. The dandy was inspired by this emergence of femininity 

and stole from women a great deal of manners, as described by Frédéric Monneyron in his 

article entitled Le dandy fin de siècle: Entre l’androgyne et le misogyne:  

Cette exacerbation des modes d’être se cristallise dans une effémination. […] Cette royauté des 

manières qu’il élève à la hauteur des autres royautés humaines – écrit Jules Lemaitre – il l’enlève aux 

femmes qui, seules, semblaient faites pour l’exercer ; c’est à la façon et un peu par le moyen des femmes 

qu’il domine30.  

Actually, the aesthetic work of the dandy consists in becoming in some aspects a woman while 

never ceasing to be a man. Alain Montandon evokes this genre-bending aspect of dandysm in 

his book entitled L’honnête homme et le dandy : “le dandy a quelque chose d’anti-naturel, 

d’androgyne par où il peut séduire infiniment31.” As an illustration, Alain Montandon quotes a 

description of Cyril Graham, a protagonist of The Portray of Mr. W.H, written by Oscar Wilde: 

“d’une beauté qui semblait combiner le charme de deux sexes et unir comme nous disent les 

                                                           
28 Ibid. 
29 COBLENCE Françoise, op. cit., p.63 
30 MONNEYRON Frédéric, Le dandy fin de siècle: Entre l’androgyne et le misogyne, in MONTANDON Alain, 

Tübingen, Gunter Narr Verlag Tübingen, 1993, p.197 
31 Ibid. , p.198 
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Sonnets, la grâce d’Adonis à la splendeur d’Hélène32.” Some scholars consider this 

androgynous attitude as a socio-political claim. As such, the dandy would protest against the 

serious obstacle to equality between men and women33. However, this kind of protestation is 

nothing but just a way for the dandy to reaffirm his singularity, always in rupture with his 

contemporaries. In reality, dandies are far from establishing a good communication with 

women34:  

Si la femme est finalement pour peu dans ce drame de la poursuite du Tout et de l’identité, dans cette 

quintessence du même qui, à la suite de Dorian Gray et de Des Esseintes, touche tous les dandies de 

l’époque, elle en est malgré tout la victime, sorte de bouc émissaire involontaire et pourtant 

surdéterminé. Loin en effet d’apaiser les différences, en s’efféminant le dandy ne fait que les exacerber 

davantage. Loin de rapprocher les deux sphères séparées, il ne fait qu’instituer une distance 

infranchissable, prétexte à tous les dénigrements et à toutes les répulsions. Si bien que l’image d’un être 

ambigu mi-homme mi-femme fait bon ménage avec une misogynie souvent outrancière35. 

Moreover, the dandy rejects the social constraints of marriage and the traditional and 

simplistic conception of woman. Instead, the dandy is attracted by non-standard women. Lord 

Byron, English dandy and poet, famous for his volatility and abusive sexual tendencies, is a 

case in point. The poet, reputed for being “mad, bad and dangerous to know36”, had indeed 

many non-standards lovers, including his half-sister Augusta Byron Leigh. In fact, dandies 

consider love as a threat against their individuality, thus they are not interested in squandering 

their freedom, especially for a woman. As Baudelaire stated: “le dandysme, un culte de soi-

même, qui peut survivre à la recherche du bonheur à trouver dans autrui, dans la femme par 

exemple37.” Accordingly, dandies tend to reject women they actually consider to be nothing but 

a distraction. 

 

3. Death  
 

Dandies are obsessed with the fragility of human existence. Consequently, they often 

question the meaning of life with a feigned detachment. In truth, these concerns confine them 

in a deep loneliness. Death terrifies the dandy. Behind a haughty attitude and a mask of 

                                                           
32 Ibid. , p.197 
33 Ibid ., p.199 
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid. ,  p.200 
36 Lady Caroline Lamb: English aristocrat and woman of letters, she would have wrote this after meeting Lord 

Byron 
37 BAUDELAIRE Charles, op. cit. , pp.69-72 
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indifference, the dandy hides in reality an intense fear: the fear to age or decay. Accordingly, 

they attempt to keep a safety and constant distance between them and everything that could 

lessen their supremacy: suffering, strong emotions, aging, disease... Therefore, dandies must 

die with dignity and pride: “l’être qui doit mourir resplendit au moins avant de disparaitre et 

cette splendeur fait sa justification38.”  Because the dandy thinks his life as a piece of art, the 

same must be true for his death. They want to control every single part of their life, even 

something as unpredictable as death.  Their fear of death is strengthened by the fact that they 

do not believe in God and a life after death, but only believe in themselves:  

Le dandy aspire à une morale autre, différente, postchrétienne […]. Une éthique soucieuse d’esthétique 

et non plus de théologie […]. Au centre de cette forme nouvelle, l’individu est roi. Le projet consiste à 

donner au Beau une place architectonique qui déclasse le Vrai du Bien […]. Son art est la distinction : 

le dandy est seul de son parti. Suivre et guider lui sont mêmement odieux – Zarathoustra est l’un des 

leurs, et Cyrano bien sûr. Car tous pratiquent avec ardeur le culte de soi-même39. 

 

4. The mask  
 

According to Albert Camus, the dandy would exist only through the eyes of others40. The 

others therefore act as a mirror that would reflect their glowing image. However, as pointed out 

in Joel Fusco’s article already mentioned in this chapter, the mirror becomes quickly clouded 

since men are known to have a short attention span41. This may explain why dandies love 

provocation so much: in fact, it allows them to win back the others’ attention. The dandy’s life 

is similar to a staging. He acts his life like as an actor who would perform in front of an audience. 

However, dandies can be lost sometimes between performance and reality and fall into 

profound loneliness. “Il reste qu'à vouloir barrer l'accès à son intimité, le dandy se l'interdit lui-

même42.” Thus, to protect themselves from any kind of emotions, they wear a mask of 

indifference: 

Son rêve est d'être là comme s'il n'était pas là, visible-invisible, insoupçonnable. Laissons la parole au 

sur-dandy Nietzsche, aventurier risqué de la vraie vie: Tout esprit profond a besoin d'un masque; je dirai 

plus : un masque se forme sans cesse autour de tout esprit profond, parce que chacune de ses paroles, 

                                                           
38 CAMUS Albert, op. cit. , p.75 
39 SCHIFFER S. D., Métaphysique du dandysme, Bruxelles, Académie Royale de Belgique, 2013, p.144 
40 M.N., Brummell, Barbey, Baudelaire: dandysme et magnificence tragique, 2014, [visited on 21/05/17], 

available from internet: https://philitt.fr/2014/01/06/brummell-barbey-baudelaire-dandysme-et-magnificence-

tragique/  
41 FUSCO Joël, op. cit. 
42 COBLENCE Françoise, Le dandysme et la règle, in MONTANDON Alain, Tübingen, Gunter Narr Verlag 

Tübingen, 1993, p.169 
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chacun de ses actes, chacune de ses manifestations est continuellement l'objet d'une interprétation 

fausse, c'est-à-dire ‘plate’43. 

When dandies are performing in front of an ‘audience’, they are not lying. They propose 

what they believe to be the best of themselves. What they hide behind the mask hardly matters, 

what actually matters is to be the focus of general attention. “Le révolté romantique, refusant 

ce qu’il était, se condamnait provisoirement au paraître dans le malheureux espoir de conquérir 

un être plus profond44.” The dandy seeks consistency in the creation of a singular character 

described by Emilien Carassus as “quasi fantomatique et de pur reflet puisque son existence 

trouve sa seule garantie dans le regard d’autrui45”. 

 

Conclusion  
 

      The first part of this dissertation showed that dandyism is, first and foremost, a celebration 

of individuality and a fierce rejection of all kind of uniformity. As we have seen in the life and 

personality of Georges Bryan Brummell, who invented a new style, made of refinement, 

cynicism and detachment. Why does dandyism still fascinate today? It is undoubtedly due to 

the legacy dandies left to our contemporary society. By creating the new man’s wardrobe and 

imposing an unconventional thinking, dandies laid the foundations of a society which allows 

the sculpture of its own identity. Those particular characteristics presented in this first section 

will serve as a basis for reflection regarding my analysis of Kenneth Branagh’s cinematic 

adaptation of Hamlet. However, before applying those considerations to Hamlet and, more 

specifically, Branagh’s film adaptation, it is important to be more familiar with Kenneth 

Branagh’s universe, which is the focus of the following part of this dissertation. 

  

                                                           
43 SOLLERS Philippe, Métaphysique du dandysme, December 2011, [visited on 21/05/17], available from 

internet: http://bibliobs.nouvelobs.com/la-guerre-du-gout-par-philippe-

sollers/20111222.OBS7379/metaphysique-du-dandysme.html 
44 Camus Albert, op. cit. , pp.70-78  
45 CARASSUS Emilien, le mythe du dandy, Paris, Armand Colin, 1971, p.11 
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Introduction 
 

      The second part of this dissertation aims at introducing the universe of Kenneth Branagh 

and more specifically, his interpretation of Hamlet. For this purpose, this part will be divided 

into two main chapters. The first chapter will focus on the difficulties of adapting a 

Shakespearean play to the screen. To this end, I will firstly evoke the life of the Bard, which 

will allow me to highlight some troubling similarities with Kenneth Branagh and secondly, the 

difficulties of adapting a Shakespearean play to the screen will be discussed. The second chapter 

will be devoted to the director Kenneth Branagh. A short biography and an analysis of 

Branagh’s Hamlet will be tackled.  

 

Chapter I: Adapting a Shakespearean play  
 

1. The universe of the Bard 
 

Gulielmus filius Johannes Shakspere (William, son of John Shakespeare): it is under this 

parish register entry that William Shakespeare’s christening is registered in Stratford on the 26th 

of April in 1564. His father, John Shakespeare, was a successful glove manufacturer who rose 

through the local offices of Stratford46. His mother, Mary Arden, was a member of the local 

gentry. Shakespeare, who was the third of eight children, would have begun his education at 

the age of six at the King Edward VI Grammar School in Stratford, where he probably received 

an intensive education in grammar based upon Latin classical authors. It is likely that 

Shakespeare developed his writing skills from a hornbook. The period between the moment 

Shakespeare left school at thirteen years old and his reappearance as an actor in London in 1590 

remains a true mystery; many speculations have been made about this period, known as ‘the 

lost years’. Some biographers suggest that Shakespeare might have worked as a glove 

manufacturer with his father and older brother Gilbert while others argue that the young 

Shakespeare continued his studies and developed his acting skills while travelling47. The 

question of how Shakespeare came to develop such writing skills is still unresolved. Yet, 

according to Stephen Greenblatt, Shakespeare’s writing would have been influenced by 

                                                           
46 John Shakespeare is told to have been alderman and bailiff. 
47 GREENBALT Stephen, Will le Magnifique. Comment Shakespeare est devenu Shakespeare, Paris, 

Flammarion, 2016, p.63 
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morality plays that he attended in his early years48. In fact, Stephen Greenblatt goes even 

further, saying that morality plays could be the intangible foundations of Shakespeare’s work 

since his theatre was truly in line with morality plays’ aspirations. These plays cultivated the 

following aspirations: dealing with a focal point of human destiny, opening theatre to a mass 

and not just for elites, emphasizing on the psychological and spiritual’s lives of the characters, 

focusing the plot on a battle between two contrary forces, attempting to seize the protagonist’s 

soul and evoking the culture of the Vice, an evil figure typical of moralities. The genre also 

showed Shakespeare that the demarcation between comedy and tragedy was permeable. 

Kenneth Branagh shares with his elder the desire to open theatre to the mass. The Irish director 

is actually renowned for having opened the work of Shakespeare to a popular audience, thanks 

to postmodern film adaptations that often mixed different cinema genres. Branagh 

demonstrated, just as his elder did centuries earlier, that demarcations between established 

genres are truly permeable.  

In the end of 1582, at the age of 18, Shakespeare married the 26-year-old Anne Hathaway, 

already pregnant of their first child, Susanna. In early 1585, the couple became parents of twins, 

Judith and Hamnet Shakespeare. However, Hamnet Shakespeare died tragically of unknown 

causes at the age of eleven. It is worth mentioning because it is hard not to draw a correlation 

between the death of Hamnet and the tragic fate of Shakespeare’s most famous character: 

Hamlet. Stephen Greenblatt argues that the need to write his son’s name frequently – Hamlet 

and Hamnet’s spelling were virtually interchangeable at the time49 – for the writing of Hamlet 

would have re-awoken Shakespeare’s grief. Moreover, Shakespeare started to write Hamlet 

four years only after the death of his own son and at the time of writing, Shakespeare’s father 

was also critically ill. Therefore, Stephen Greenblatt states that the death of Hamnet and the 

agony of his father, which constitutes two traumatic experiences, could explain the powerful 

emotional shock Hamlet brings to its viewers’ hearts. Kenneth Branagh, when asked about 

Hamlet, described this powerful emotional shock in an interview given to the English television:  

[About Hamlet] I could not believe that all this passion and emotions could be in one piece […] As 

Kenneth Tynan one said, the experience of watching a great play means that, you know, we sometimes 

understand a little more about why we are alive. When I left that [the play], I do not know if I understood 

                                                           
48 GREENBALT Stephen, op. cit. , pp.35-36 
49 It appears that Shakespeare gave his twins the names of his neighbours, Judith and Hamnet Sandler. At the 

time, Hamnet and Hamlet shared the same spelling, the names were then interchangeable. As a matter of fact, the 

records of Stratford showed that the two spellings were used randomly to designate the neighbour of John 

Shakespeare.  
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that, but I did feel alive, I felt better. I just went away with a feeling of excitement and it stayed with 

me for days50.  

William Shakespeare, who had established himself as a renowned actor and playwright in 

London became in 1594 and for the rest of his career, the shareholder of a very popular acting 

company of the city: the Lord Chamberlain's Men. The company built their own theatre, the 

Globe, of which Shakespeare owned an important stake. The years ahead will be Shakespeare’s 

most prolific years in terms of writing with outstanding plays such as Richard II (1595), Romeo 

and Juliet (1597), A Midsummer Night's Dream (1600), The Merchant of Venice (1600). In 

1603, during the reign of King James, Shakespeare entered a second prolific period, marked by 

the theme of courtly power such as King Lear (1606), Macbeth (1599-1606), and Antony and 

Cleopatra (1606-1608). Six years later, around 1609, Shakespeare's sonnets were published. It 

seems worthwhile noticing that both Kenneth Branagh and Shakespeare became the 

shareholders of a theatre company at a young age. Dr. Bart van Es from the Oxford University’s 

Faculty of English Language and Literature argued that Shakespeare’s decision to become the 

shareholder of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men has had a positive impact on his writing. 

“Shakespeare is known as the first playwright with deep, distinctive characterisation and I 

believe he developed this because of his relationships with the company's principal actor, which 

comes across in his plays after 159451.” As far as Kenneth Branagh is concerned, the impersonal 

and bureaucratic aspects of the Royal Shakespeare Company were not in agreement with his 

need of artistic liberty. Kenneth Branagh, once made the cofounder of the Renaissance Theatre 

Company, became free to work independently with actors he chose. This experience also 

allowed him to positively develop his creative directing skills.  

Shakespeare’s religious beliefs have become the focus of an ongoing and intense debate for 

almost 150 years. Some scholars speculate that Shakespeare was a secret Catholic while others 

are convinced that he was an atheist52. Nevertheless, due to the paucity of direct evidence, many 

biographers are still dealing with a total confusion today. What is actually important to bear in 

mind is that during the reign of Elizabeth I, who had converted England to Protestantism, 

tensions between Catholics and Protestants were severe. It was therefore vital no to share any 

belief, in order not to take the risk of being killed. Aware of the risks, Shakespeare remained 

                                                           
50 Youtube. (2016, July 18) Kenneth Branagh interview on Hamlet (1996), [Video file], retrieved from: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sGX_qtZFtGc 
51 PTI, How being a shareholder transformed Shakespeare’s writing, 2014, [visited on 12/06/17], available from 

internet: http://www.firstpost.com/fwire/how-being-a-shareholder-transformed-shakespeares-writing-

778091.html 
52 GREENBALT Stephen, op. cit. , pp.120-135  
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very prudent his entire life and preferred to hide behind his characters’ beliefs. Kenneth 

Branagh, who escaped from the Troubles in his early age, also experienced conflicts between 

Catholics and Protestants. While one brilliantly hid behind his characters, the other chose to 

hide behind a camera.  

William Shakespeare died on 23 April 1616 and was buried in the chancel of the Holy 

Trinity Church of Stratford. We can read the following epitaph on his grave:  

Good friend, for Jesus' sake forbear,  

To dig the dust enclosed here.  

Blessed be the man that spares these stones,  

And cursed be he that moves my bones53. 

Pr. Guido Latré, in an interview celebrating Shakespeare’s 400th anniversary, gave a further 

insight about the underlying significance of the epitaph, saying:  

Il y a un sens direct de ces mots, quand on est enterré dans l’église même c’est toujours temporaire, on 

enlève les os et on fait de la place. Lui, il a fort investi dans son enterrement et il a dit : il ne faut pas 

enlever mes os et les garder ici. Sens plus large : il ne faut pas trop creuser, il faut respecter ce que je 

suis en réalité et ça je ne l’ai jamais exprimé dans ces pièces. Il ne faut pas me définir et j’échappe à 

toutes les définitions. Un caméléon qui a inventé pour nous une langue pour mieux rêver54. 

 

Seven years after Shakespeare’s death, a comprehensive collection of his writing was published, 

thanks to the work of his dear friends John Heminge and Henry Condell. William Shakespeare 

left to the world a perennial legacy which counts 38 plays, 154 sonnets and two narrative poems. 

Furthermore, from a linguistic point of view, it can be said that the Bard truly revolutionised 

the English language.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
53 CORN Alfred, Shakespeare’s Epitaph, 2011, [visited on 14/05/17], available from internet: 

http://hudsonreview.com/2013/03/shakespeares-epitaph/#.WZIJvVFJaUk 
54 STEYS Pascale, LATRE Guido, Le Grand Charivari, Happy B’Day Mister Shakespeare!, April 2016, [visited 

on 01/05/17], retrieved from: https://www.rtbf.be/musiq3/emissions/detail_le-grand-

charivari/accueil/article_happy-b-day-mister-shakespeare?id=9276286&programId=4283 
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In her book A Literary Revolutionary: William Shakespeare, Kristin C illustrated Shakespeare’s 

amazing contribution to the modernization of English: 

[Shakespeare] devised over 1,700 commonly used words by adding suffixes, prefixes, changing nouns 

into verbs, transforming verbs into nouns, combining words, or completely inventing them. Several 

examples included amazement, assassination, gloomy, lonely, radiance, submerge, and suspicious. 

Astonishingly, he also created hundreds of familiar phrases and sayings, such as: All that glitters isn’t 

gold, It’s Greek to me, Catch a cold, Eat out of house and home, Break the ice, and Too much of a good 

thing55.  

 

His revolutionary writing still constitutes an inexhaustible source of inspiration for our 

contemporary writers, directors, painters, media-experts and psychologists, who all contribute 

for making the Bard known to the younger generations. Among them, Kenneth Branagh is 

probably the contemporary artist with the heaviest involvement in the popularisation of the 

Bard’s work. Kenneth Branagh brought five Shakespearean plays to the big screen and his 

theatrical work both as an actor and director has been incredibly prolific. Kenneth Branagh is 

also the director who paid the most faithful attention to the heightened language of Shakespeare. 

His Hamlet constitutes a faithful tribute to this outstanding tragedy that counts over 3000 lines. 

The director has taken advantage of his experience gained in theatre and worked with many of 

his actors to help them assimilating and delivering the challenging lines of Hamlet. 

 

2. Difficulties in adapting Shakespeare to the screen 
 

As Daniel Rosenthal points out “nearly 700 films and TV productions have taken their 

stories from Shakespeare, according to the Internet Movie Database56.” Today, Shakespeare 

remains indeed an inexhaustible source of inspiration for filmmakers, who have to keep 

developing numerous strategies to adapt the Bard’s plays to the cinema. Thomas Cartelli and 

Katherine Rowe interestingly suggest that “to adapt Shakespeare to film is always implicitly to 

raise the question of what modernity means, what its signs and properties are, what relationships 

it proposes with the past57.” For the past 20 years, we have witnessed two distinct cinematic 

                                                           
55 KRISTIN C, A Literary Revolutionary : William Shakespeare, [visited on 12/06/17], available from internet: 

http://www.teenink.com/nonfiction/academic/article/474476/A-Literary-Revolutionary-William-Shakespeare/ 
56 ROSENTHAL Daniel, The Bard on screen, April 2007, [visited on 07/07/12], availabe from internet: 

https://www.theguardian.com/film/2007/apr/07/stage.shakespeare  
57 CARTELLI Thomas and ROWE Katherine, New Wave Shakespeare on screen, Cambridge, Polity Press, 

2007, p.46 
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approaches: one that sees film as distinct from the stage and another that sees film as an 

extension of theatrical traditions. Kenneth Branagh, despite a theatre background, appears to 

fall in the first category. His choice to have a modern directing style is probably motivated by 

his strong desire to attract a popular audience sometimes displaying a lack of interest towards 

a rather “boring” Shakespeare. To this end, Kenneth Branagh made many unconventional 

directing choices, as, for instance, producing the first “uncut film version of Shakespeare's most 

challenging tragedy (Hamlet, 1996), the first 70-mm film since Far and Away in 1992, and at 

238 minutes the second-longest major Hollywood production58”. The cinematographic logic 

completely differs from theatre, in the sense that a cinema audience can expect new visual 

elements that clarify the narrative. We will see in the third part of the dissertation that it is the 

case with Branagh’s Hamlet. 

The length of the Bard’s plays constitutes actually one of the biggest technical difficulties 

for filmmakers. Shakespeare does not write movies59, which demands a translation into a 

cinematic language: 

On stage, Shakespeare's sublime poetry and prose are his greatest glory. In mainstream film-making, 

the Bard's reliance on "words, words, words" is his greatest commercial liability, erecting a language 

barrier for the vast majority of viewers60.  

Yet, Shakespearean films need to attract a great number of viewers in order to cover the costs 

of production, which tend to be much higher than for the theatre. To this end, many directors 

choose to cut a great deal of the Bard’s words and emphasize action sequences rather than 

dialogue-filled scenes. There is a common rule in cinema, which implies that the ideal time for 

a film is less than two hours61. Consequently, many of the film adaptations based on the work 

of Shakespeare would exploit only 30 % of the original text62 (e.g. Franco Zeffirelli’s Hamlet). 

However, these cuts often deny major characters of the plays and cause a misunderstanding of 

all the shadings presented in the uncut version.  

 

                                                           
58 EBERT Roger, Hamlet, January 1997, [visited on 24/07/17], available from internet: 

http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/hamlet-1996 
59 HATCHUEL Sarah and BERTHOMIEU Pierre, I could a tale unfold, I could a tale enlighten: Kenneth 

Branagh ou l’Art de la Clarté, 2007, [visited on 12/07/17], available from internet: 

http://shakespeare.revues.org/254  
60 ROSENTHAL Daniel, The Bard on screen, April 2007, [visited on 24/07/17], available from internet:  
61 JACKSON Russel, From play-script to screenplay. The Cambridge Companion to Shakespeare on Film,  

Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2000, p.17 
62 CARTELLI Thomas and ROWE Katherine, op. cit. , p.48 
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One of the major difficulties according to Marcus Geduld consists in “finding the right 

balance between cinematographic images and the mind pictures Shakespeare creates with 

words63.” Cinema is a visual medium that translates words into moving images. In contrast, 

theatre is oratorical and demands its audience’s participation to translate these words into 

images, as the Bard himself suggested it within the prologue of Henry V:  

Piece out our imperfections with your thoughts; 

Into a thousand parts divide on man, 

And make imaginary puissance; 

Think when we talk of horses, that you see them 

Printing their proud hoofs i’ the receiving earth; 

For ‘tis your thoughts that now must deck our kings, 

Carry them here and there…64 

The theatre audience is not there “to sit back and be entertained. They play a part as important 

as anyone else involved in the production65”. Cinema is radically different. The audience is 

directed by a filmmaker who films what he wants his audience to look at. He can even place us 

into the point of view of one of the characters to make us experience the world as he does. His 

interpretation of the text is more visible. In contrast, theatre is restricted to a “wide shot view 

of the entire play66”. Moreover, stages productions are ephemeral. Films last forever, which sets 

impossible standards of comparison in terms of mise-en-scène. However, film adaptations of 

straight plays bring classical material to a popular audience that would not go seeing it in 

theatre. These productions often star an international cast that stages productions could not 

afford and then arouse curiosity. 

 

 

  

                                                           
63 GEDULD Marcus, What are the difficulties of adapting  Shakespeare to film?, 2013, [visited on 12/07/17], 

available from: https://www.quora.com/What-are-the-difficulties-of-adapting-Shakespeare-to-film 
64 SHAKESPEARE William, Hamlet, trad. François Maguin, Paris, Flammarion, 1995, p.68 
65 McGIBBON R. G., Seeing double: the process of script adaptation between theatre and film, 2014, [visited on 

01/08/17], available from internet: 

http://researcharchive.vuw.ac.nz/xmlui/bitstream/handle/10063/3275/thesis.pdf?sequence=2  
66 Ibid. 
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Chapter II: Kenneth Branagh  
 

1. A short biography 
 

Born in Belfast in 1960, Kenneth Branagh grew up in a Protestant working-class family. At 

the age of nine, Kenneth and his family moved to Reading, England to escape from the violent 

religious conflicts67 which were dividing Northern Ireland. Consequently, Kenneth suffered 

from an identity crisis, which led him to adopt an English accent at school while “remaining 

Irish at home68”. When he was fifteen, the young Kenneth saw the English actor Derek Jacobi 

performing Hamlet and this experience reinforced his profound desire to become an actor. In 

1981, he becomes a graduate of the Royal Academy of Dramatic Arts, whose principal, Hugh 

Crutwell69 would later serve as a creative consultant on many of Branagh’s projects. Three years 

later, he joins the Royal Shakespeare Company but will leave shortly after to cofound the 

Renaissance Theatre Company with his friend David Parfitt70. Their first production entitled 

Public Enemy will be a failure. However, their work on Much Ado about Nothing and Hamlet 

will meet critical acclaim and give him the opportunity to bring Henry V to the screen (1989). 

Branagh was already familiar with the leading role since he had been the youngest actor of the 

Royal Shakespeare Company’s history to perform King Henry V on stage. Rosaleen Hickey, 

curator of the exhibition Shakespeare Lives through Kenneth Branagh on Stage and Screen, 

revealed that Kenneth Branagh had undertaken “extensive research to help his development of 

the character, even securing a meeting with Prince Charles to better understand the 

responsibilities and isolation associated with royal life71”.  The researches paid off since the 

movie was a critical and popular success, which brought Kenneth two nominations for the 

Academy Awards, respectively Best Actor and Best Director. Over the years that followed the 

success of Henry V, he directed and starred several stage productions and television credits. 

Alongside these productions, the director continued to reinvigorate Shakespeare’s plays thanks 

to the following film adaptations: Much Ado About Nothing (1993), Hamlet (1996), Love’s 

                                                           
67 An ethno-nationalist conflict arose in Northern Ireland during the late 20th century. This conflict, better known 

as The Troubles began in the late 1960s and would have ended with the Good Friday Agreement. 
68 Kenneth Branagh’s own words  
69 Hugh Crutwell has been creative consultant for the following films of Kenneth Branagh: Henry V, Much Ado 

About Nothing, Dead Again, Peter's Friends and Mary Shelley's Frankenstein. 
70 David Parfitt is an English actor and film producer. He won the Best Picture Academy Award for his work on 

the film Shakespeare in Love. 
71 HICKEY Rosaleen, Exhibition Shakespeare Lives through Kenneth Branagh on Stage and Screen, [visited on 

12/07/17], available from internet: https://blogs.qub.ac.uk/specialcollections/2016/05/06/shakespeare-lives-

through-kenneth-branagh-on-stage-and-screen-exhibition/ 
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Labour’s Lost (2000) and As You Like It (2006). The years ahead, Kenneth will keep oscillating 

between the stage, the screen and television. From Hamlet to Thor, the director confirms that 

he does not desire being confined to any particular genre. His directing style has a theatre-

trained sensibility but is mainly inspired by the popular culture of Hollywood with film classics 

such as Citizen Kane (Orson Welles, 1941), The Sound of Music (Richard Rodgers, 1965) or 

Rear Window (Alfred Hitchcock, 1954). His theatrical background gave him confidence and 

allowed him identifying what cinema could clarify and translates into images72. “Ses  gouts 

traduisent un amour du musical, du mouvement, du thriller et de la fresque épique73.” 

 

2. Kenneth Branagh’s Hamlet (1996) 
 

Kenneth Branagh has been obsessed with Hamlet since he was fifteen. Therefore, when he 

decided to bring the play to the screen, the director made the wager that his Hamlet would be 

different and would appeal a large audience. For this purpose, Kenneth Branagh rewrote the 

traditional codes of the film industry by choosing to set in a colorful nineteenth century, filming 

the entire text in a four-hour long movie and performing a bright and curious Hamlet instead of 

the dark and manic-depressive character some directors usually depicted.  

 

Kenneth Branagh based his screenplay on the popular First Folio (1623), with additions 

from the Second Quarto (1604-1605) and some additional scenes from extra sources74. As 

already mentioned, the director’s desire to adapt the uncut text was motivated by the objective 

of making Hamlet accessible to a widest audience: 

Shakespeare’s structure is not much more compelling, because you got a chance to allow him to 

switch moods, you have an intense moment, he changes it with comedy, he quickens the pace, he 

slows the pace and he gives you a kind of breath to take it in. In cut versions in the theatre, a lot of 

these intense set pieces are squashed very close together, it’s hard for actors to play and it’s hard for 

the audience to accept75. 

 

                                                           
72 HATCHUEL Sarah and BERTHOMIEU Pierre, op. cit. , p.132 
73 Ibid.  
74 Ibid. 
75 Youtube. (2016, July 18) Kenneth Branagh interview on Hamlet (1996), [Video file], retrieved from: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sGX_qtZFtGc 
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As a result, Kenneth Branagh notably brought all the little nuances of the text to light and 

allowed characters to reveal even more76. For instance, Fortinbras, the Norwegian Crown Prince 

usually cut from many productions of Hamlet, is here presented as “a major player in the 

drama77”. Despite the length of the film – described as a commercial suicide by distributors –, 

Branagh met the challenge of seducing the audience visually, “without interrupting the constant 

flow of the play’s language78”. To this end, the director made use of flashbacks and parallel 

montage shots, which allowed him to clarify the story line and boost the visual rhythm79. The 

flashbacks clarify the intrigues (e.g. the relationship between Hamlet and Ophelia), and 

familiarize the audience with characters that are barely mentioned in the original text80.  

 

Kenneth Branagh chose an international cast81 for the purpose of producing a film that 

belongs to the world82. Kenneth Branagh stars the titular role. The rest of the cast stars Derek 

Jacobi83 as Claudius, Julie Christie as Gertrude, Kate Winslet as Ophelia, Michael Maloney as 

Laërtes, Richard Briers as Polonius and Nicholas Farrell as Horatio84. The Irish director ran the 

risk of mixing English Shakespearean actors who had little film experience with American film 

actors who were not familiar with the Bard85, and the result is incredibly convincing. Kenneth 

Branagh described the major differences in terms of acting – according to the background –, in 

an interview given to the Campus Times:  

English actors, from the theatrical tradition, are prone to be very energized and full of volume, so they 

are always there from [snaps finger] take one, or rehearsal, or whatever. American actors will tend to 

feel their way towards it, and not commit themselves in the same way. In a sense, in rehearsal 

sometimes, you want to get one to do a bit more of what the other does, you get the English actors to 

pull back a bit, and you get the American actors to come up a bit, but they often come from a quite 

different sort of approaches. Some English actors will be very, very hot on the text itself, some American 

actors will talk more generally about the kind of person it is, which may be imagined from elsewhere, 

brought onto the English actors, always looking for some way of colouring individual lines. So both 

                                                           
76 THILL Marylise, A Romantic and Postmodern Hamlet, a comparison of Kenneth Branagh’s Hamlet and 

Gregory Doran’s adaptations, Mémoire, Université Catholique de Louvain, 2012, pp.37-39   
77 CROWL Samuel, Screen Adaptations: Shakespeare’s Hamlet: The Relationship between Text and film, 

London, Bloomsbury, 2014, p.74 
78 CROWL Samuel, Shakespeare at the Cineplex: The Kenneth Branagh Era, Athens, Ohio University Press, 

2003, p.145 
79 HATCHUEL Sarah and BERTHOMIEU Pierre, op. cit. , p.136 
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82 THILL Marylise, op. cit. , p.37-39 
83 Derek Jacobi played Hamlet in the BBC’s television adaptation filmed in 1980. 
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12/07/17], available from internet: https://www.degruyter.com/downloadpdf/j/mstap.2015.12.issue-27/mstap-
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those approaches are quite valid, but something as big as this, we want every kind of tool that we could 

have to break it down and then we feel86. 

 

As far as setting is concerned, Kenneth Branagh shot the exteriors in Blenheim Palace, a 

monumental country house from the eighteenth century located in Woodstock, Oxfordshire87 

(see appendix IV). The Elsinore Castle’s interiors were shot at Shepperton Studios, where Tim 

Harvey and his team designed an English baroque style made of hidden doors and secret 

passages. The opulence and splendor of the setting was a way for Kenneth Branagh to express 

the power that emerges from the greatest rulers’ walls. Kenneth Branagh wanted his actors “to 

feel as though that was going on, that they had a very strong sense of their position and their 

power. That changes people’s personality, so it was important in that sense, that opulence and 

that splendor88.” I would argue that the setting as chosen by Kenneth Branagh is particularly 

suitable for an analysis of a dandyist aestheticism. In fact, a part of Hamlet’s setting was very 

inspired by the Hall of Mirrors, the most famous room of the Palace of Versailles. As further 

analyzed in the third part, it will be shown how this source of inspiration will, in my opinion,  

giving Hamlet’s great monologue a dandyist echo.   

 

Kenneth Branagh’s Hamlet notably introduced Shakespeare to a popular audience. A great 

deal of people felt intimidated by this classical play, sometimes unfairly perceived as morose. 

However, the Kenneth Branagh film adaptation insisted on the fact that Hamlet is not just about 

a “fellow in black being depressed89”. The play deals in fact with issues a large audience can 

easily identify with, such as family crisis, sibling’s relationships, betrayal, miscommunication, 

politics, world’s transition and rivalry between men and women90. Kenneth notably humanized 

the character of Hamlet and offered his audience a contemporary interpretation of the play that 

shares characteristics with the best epic, thriller or Hollywood productions. 

  

                                                           
86 CHATTAWAY P. T., Interview: Kenneth Branagh, director of Hamlet (1996), January 1997, [visited on 

12/05/17], available from internet: http://www.patheos.com/blogs/filmchat/1997/01/interview-kenneth-branagh-

director-of-hamlet-1996.html 
87 The Castle was built by Queen Anne as a gift to John Churchill, first Duke of Malborough, in recognition of 

his military triumphs over the French. The palace is also the birthplace and l home of Sir Winston Churchill. 
88 CHATTAWAY P. T., op. cit.  
89 GROSS Thierry, BRANAGH Kenneth, Fresh air Interview, 1996, [visited on 01/05/17], available from 

internet: http://branaghcompendium.com/artic-npr96.htm 
90 Youtube. (2016, July 18) Kenneth Branagh interview on Hamlet (1996), [Video file], retrieved from: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sGX_qtZFtGc 
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Conclusion 
 

      Kenneth Branagh succeeded to honour Shakespeare's first intent to entertain a popular 

audience and stunningly translated The Bard’s own words into film. For his Hamlet, the director 

broke the traditional codes of filming and rejected distributors’ constraints, just as a dandy 

would do. His cinematic work on Hamlet allows the viewers to identify with this Prince of 

Denmark, who is facing tragic events that suddenly disrupt the course of his life. The clarity of 

the film relies on a precious work of mise-en-scène, made of flashbacks, parallels shots and 

faithful dialogue-filled sequences.  Moreover, Kenneth Branagh’s Hamlet pays tribute to major 

Hollywood film classics, often beloved by a modern audience. As a result, the audience 

unconsciously feels a certain familiarity, and that is probably why this Hamlet moved a great 

majority of viewers. 
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Introduction  
 

      This part of the dissertation deals with the presence of the concept of dandyism in Kenneth 

Branagh’s cinematic adaptation of Hamlet. It is important to recall that this interpretation of the 

film is personal and therefore subject to discussion but the goal is to present an original reading 

of the film and, more generally, a discussion of Hamlet. To this end, this part is divided into 

two main chapters. The first one addresses the question of the historical context in which the 

film takes place, the setting and the costumes and their relation with the dandy aesthetic. Then, 

the second chapter examines the four main components of the dandy aesthetic presented in the 

first part of this dissertation, as they appear in the film, by focusing on specific sequences. 

 

Chapter I: The influence of the nineteenth century 
 

1. End of the nineteenth century: historical context 

  
The nineteenth century has been impacted by major political and economic changes. First, 

the century was marked by the defeat of the French Empire and its allies in the Napoleonic 

Wars. As a result, the British and Russian empires expanded and became the two world’s 

leading nations. During the post-Napoleonic era, Britain benefited from its status of hegemon. 

The century witnessed the development of national awareness and strong patriotic feelings. 

Moreover, the Industrial Revolution reshaped European landscapes and marked a major turning 

point in the societal history. The old social structures were then redefined, mainly due to the 

fact that the standards of living substantially increased. Then, the century also observed the 

birth of a mass working-class and the development of a bourgeoisie whose values quickly 

became the dominant values of a liberal-type capitalist economy91.  

 

 

 

                                                           
91 Les sociétés européennes (du milieu du 19ème siècle à 1939), 2013-2017, [visited on 03/04/17], Available from 

internet: https://cahiersdhistoire.net/histoire/progression-1ere-esl/les-societes-europeennes-evolution-au-xixeme-

siecle/ 
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Also, during the Victorian era (1837-1901), the middle class developed the concept of privacy: 

The English home closed up and darkened over the decade (1850s), the cult of domesticity matched by 

a cult of privacy. Bourgeois existence was a world of interior space, heavily curtained off and wary of 

intrusion, and opened only by invitation for viewing on occasions such as parties or teas. “The essential, 

unknowability of each individual, and society's collaboration in the maintenance of a façade behind 

which lurked innumerable mysteries, were the themes which preoccupied many mid-century 

novelists92.” 

 

Kenneth Branagh found the socio-political context of this transitional century particularly 

suitable for the setting of a story that evokes the life of young prince whose world is abruptly 

changing: 

In the nineteenth century, borders were always changing. Countries were changing hands with 

intermarriages and things. It was all very unstable, lots of military movement and stuff, so it felt like a 

good place to get right away from gothic gloom and into something that was a bit more vibrant93. 

Finally, the nineteenth century is the century that witnessed the birth of dandies, as a political 

echo to the emerging bourgeois values described above.  

Privé de Dieu, renvoyé à une liberté absolue, hésitant devant les incertitudes d'une époque en pleine 

mutation, privé de gloire par un siècle qui a fait du libéralisme une idéologie de l'argent, l'individu au 

sang bouillonnant succombe à un mélange d'impatience et de désenchantement qui le ronge94. 

However, the nineteenth century setting and costumes do not in themselves define the staging 

as dandyist, but we will see in the following chapter that it actually reinforced my hypothesis 

based on the premise that the aestheticism presented in Branagh’s Hamlet shared numerous 

characteristics with a dandyist aestheticism. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
92  WOHL A. S., The Victorian family: structure and stresses, London, Croom Helm, 1978, pp.109-11 
93 CHATTAWAY P. T., op. cit.  
94 FRANCK Jacques, Dandysme, une philosophie ?, 2008, [visited on 04/05/17], available from internet: 

http://www.lalibre.be/culture/livres-bd/dandysme-une-philosophie-51b89a41e4b0de6db9b22148  
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2. Kenneth Branagh’s setting 
 

As mentioned earlier in the dissertation, Kenneth Branagh shot the exteriors in Blenheim 

Palace, seat of the duke of Marlborough and Winston Churchill's childhood country house. The 

Elsinore Castle’s interiors were designed by Tim Harvey and Desmond Crowe at Shepperton 

Studios, in an impressionistic baroque style. Regarding the Elsinore Castle’s Grand Throne’s 

room, Tim Harvey and his team decided to design “high ceilings, mirror-panel doors, and 

bridges which connect opposite sides of a second-story loft”. It generated a powerful visual 

experience for the viewers (see appendix III), who will discover all along the film that the room 

is actually concealing many secrets. The atmosphere generated by the setting results in a nerve-

racking suspense and gave Hamlet some characteristics of a great thriller. Kenneth Branagh 

was largely inspired by the Palace of Versailles for this major room of Hamlet:  

I saw a film called Mayerling in the late ’60s, which was about a scandal in the 19th century involving 

the Austro-Hungarian royal family and a prince who got involved with a kind of illegitimate child, and 

the world of that film was all candles and mirrors and corruption. I just felt it was very, very decadent, 

and it seemed to be very right for Hamlet, which I wanted to get right away from the kind of gothic, 

gloomy, glowering castles and things, which has been done, and done very well in previous versions, 

so over the years I was always kind of pursuing how to try and bring that on, and obviously various 

places like Versailles. The Hall of Mirrors in Versailles is an extraordinary thing. That whole place 

makes you understand why there was a revolution in France, it’s just so extraordinary, and it’s full of 

hidden doors, it’s full of ways of getting through rooms that makes you feel that the people in those 

places must have felt incredibly paranoid and concerned with their privacy95. 

The atmosphere of Hamlet, marked by a world of transition, political transgressions and false 

appearances is an atmosphere that is familiar to most dandies. Used to evolve in an aristocratic 

sphere made of false connections and betrayals, the dandy learned to accommodate. Dandies 

took refuge in the creation of a character that has learned to deal with false appearances. Hamlet 

will hide behind a character to revenge his father. His feigned madness is similar to the feigned 

indifference dandies learned to master. This part will be further analyzed in the fourth part of 

the second chapter.  

 

The main difficulty for Kenneth Branagh was to set the story of Hamlet in a historical 

context that could be resonant for a modern audience but that would also allow the elevated 

language of Shakespeare to sit conveniently96. The nineteenth century constitutes recent history 

                                                           
95 CHATTAWAY P. T., op. cit. 
96 BURNETT M.T., WRAY Ramona, Shakespeare, Film, Fin de siècle, London, Macmillan Press LTD, 2000, 

pp.151-152 
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and was therefore more likely to be known and approachable by a modern audience. Julie 

Sanders, Professor at the University of Nottingham even suggests that the historical context of 

the Blenheim Palace – defeat of the French at Blenheim in 1704 and birthplace of the Prime 

Minister Winston Churchill –, makes of Hamlet’s a suitable setting to illustrate a metaphor of 

the historical conflicts that occurred between England and France, England and Germany and 

even between the English Royal Family and a more powerful political entity97. The audience 

would therefore feel more engaged in the story, as it constitutes recent historical events some 

viewers could have experienced and others studied at school. 

 

3. Alexandra Byrne’s design 

 

Kenneth Branagh chose Alexandra Byrne to design his costumes, which “evoke the fictional 

landscape of Ruritania rather than gloomy Denmark.” Alexandra Byrne’s costumes are indeed 

very different from those that originally appear on stage but are “employed in such a way that 

they serve some of the same important functions98.” The wedding scene illustrates quite well 

this statement. Claudius, who celebrates his marriage to Gertrude, evokes the sorrow caused by 

the King Hamlet’s death. Yet, his clothes “speak only of celebration.” Claudius is in fact 

wearing a bright-red military uniform (see appendix IV) in front of a court that is entirely 

“clothed in festive apparel.” As a result, the costumes sartorially emphasize Shakespeare’s text 

and highlight in this case the hypocrisy of Hamlet’s uncle. “Claudius speaks of being equally 

happy and sad, but his clothes are almost certainly festive and contradict his words.99”  

[I, 2.]  

Thougt yet of Hamlet our dear brother’s death 

The memory be green, and that it us befitted 

To bear our harts in grief, and our whole kingdom  

To be contracted in one brow of woe,  

Yet so far hath discretion fought with nature 

That we with wiset sorrow think on him 

Together with rembrance of ourselves100.  

                                                           
97 SANDERS Julie, The End of History and the Last Man: Kenneth Branagh’s Hamlet in BURNETT M. T., 

WRAY R., Shakespeare, Film, Fin de siècle, Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2000, pp.147-164 
98 LUBLIN Robert, Shakespearean Visual Semiotics and the Silver Screen in BROWN S., LUBLIN R., 

McCULLOCH L., Reinventing the Renaissance. Shakespeare and his Contemporaries in Adaptation and 

Performance, Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2013, p.250 
99 LUBLIN Robert, op. cit., p.251 
100 SHAKESPEARE William, op. cit. , p.68 
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In contrast, Hamlet wears black from head to toe and reminds the court that they should be in 

mourning. The costume that Hamlet is wearing at the wedding scene is very similar to the 

typical dandy’s clothing (see appendix V). Hamlet is wearing black to express his grief but not 

only. His black suit also expresses his opposition to the incestuous relationship between 

Claudius and his mother. In dandyism, the clothes are the reflection of one's state of mind and 

are used to emphasize a certain rupture with their environment. Hamlet’s establishment of a 

distance between him and his surroundings is similar to a dandyist attitude.  

 

It is worth mentioning that the creativity of Alexander Byrne was assisted by Kenneth 

Branagh’s directing skills. In fact, many theatrical codes of the Early Modern Stage are not of 

public knowledge. For instance, it appears that on the Early Modern Stage, characters from 

Denmark, Germany or the Low Countries were associated with drunkenness101. The 

drunkenness was at the time visually depicted thanks to a ‘pludderhoser’ (see appendix VI). 

“Pludderhoser were extra-wide breeches with slashed fabric that were stuffed with different 

coloured material and ribbons that would peek through the openings in the apparel102.” 

However, Alexandra Byrne and Kenneth Branagh decided not to use this association to 

illustrate Claudius’s penchant for alcoholism. Branagh filmed instead an additional scene that 

was never performed at the Globe before. This technique works here as clarification, as 

mentioned by Robert Lublin in its article entitled Shakespearean Visual Semiotics and the Silver 

Screen: 

Modern audience watching Branagh’s movie Hamlet are likely unaware of the visual semiotics that 

would have been common knowledge to Early Modern Londoners. If Branagh had dressed his 

characters as they appeared on the Global stage, the association of drunkenness would have gone 

unnoticed by audience members who did not recognize the significance of baggy breeches struck 

through with slashed fabric103.   

 

As Hamlet describes the King’s evening debauchery, the scene shifts to depict Claudius as he 

thirstily downs cup after cup of wine before falling upon the bed with Gertrude, following 

drunkenness with lechery… We notice here that Kenneth Branagh used a visual trick to add 

clarity to narrative.  

                                                           
101 LUBLIN Robert, op. cit. , p.251 
102 Ibid.  
103 LUBLIN Robert, op. cit. , p.251 
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Alexandra Byrne’s choice to design costumes not typical of the Denmark of the seventeenth 

century, but costumes with something “of a cross between that era and turn of the century 

Russia104”, gave the film a timeless feel. It can be argued that the semiotic study of clothing has 

been, in some way, introduced by dandies, in the sense that they were the first to use clothing 

as a means of differentiation. Here, Alexander Byrne’s willful anachronism also marks a certain 

detachment from conventions. Furthermore, it also serves Kenneth Branagh’s intent to make of 

Hamlet a modern character.  

 

  

                                                           
104 TAKESHITA Brian, Hamlet, 1998, [visited on 12/06/17], available from internet: 

http://www.imdb.com/reviews/155/15537.html 
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Chapter II: The four main components of the dandy 

aesthetic reflected in Kenneth Branagh’s film 

version  
 

1. Beauty: The wedding scene  
 

1.1  Attention to details 

“Dans sa parure, dans ses goûts, comme dans le milieu où il choisit d’évoluer, le dandy 

manifeste un souci esthétique permanent.” It can be argued that Kenneth Branagh directed 

Hamlet with the same accurate attention dandies are giving to aestheticism. The wedding scene 

is a case in point with every camera movement being thought through and carefully directed. 

Branagh filmed the royal wedding through a sequential tour of camera movements that gives 

the scene a nuanced and meaningful visual rhythm. The sequence starts with a long shot that 

slowly reveals the impressionistic Grand Throne’s room. We discover a baroque architecture 

made of grand chandeliers, balconies and mirrored walls – the Baroque is a movement very 

appreciated by dandies, with the exception of Mr Beau Brummell, for its exploration of 

looseness of form and its contrasted lines105. The room is shot from a high camera angle that 

shows Claudius and Gertrude’s walk to the throne. Then, a shot moving from the right to the 

left zooms in on the Danish court. The New King Claudius starts his tribute to his deceased 

brother, which is filmed through a medium close-up. Finally, Kenneth Branagh focuses on 

Hamlet, by means of different movements of camera highlighting made to highlight his black 

suit. The sequence ends majestically with thousands of white rose petals hitting the majestic 

ground of Elsinore. The King and his Queen leave the room, happy as can be. Hamlet stands 

up alone, disgusted by this incestuous celebration (see appendix VII). We realize that the subject 

of the scene is not the wedding itself, but Hamlet's experience of it106. 

 

The wedding appears as bright and joyful: the light, fanfare and ‘confetti’ only speak of 

celebration and suggest Denmark’s possible revival through to the union of Gertrude to 

Claudius. However, “behind the outward festivity of this glittering Elsinore lurks inwardly the 

                                                           
105 BIERNAUX Jean-Marc, op. cit. , p.35 
106 EBERT Roger, op. cit.  
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corrupt and dissolute court in which that which seems conceals that which is107”. In fact, the 

atmosphere of corruption is already tangible through the significant movements of camera. The 

close-ups during Claudius’s speech allow Kenneth Branagh to generate a feeling of suspicion. 

Claudius mentions the death of his brother but we never notice his “dropping eye108”. Instead, 

the viewer can only see his uninhibited joy. According to cinematic conventions, if there is a 

series of two and one medium shots, it would suggest complicity between two people against a 

third, who is visually separated in another shot109. It seems to be the case in this sequence. 

Branagh shot consecutive close-ups of Claudius and Gertrude before focusing on Hamlet. As a 

result, the spectators quickly understand the complicity between the recently married couple. 

They may not stand against Hamlet, but they already display a misunderstanding regarding the 

Prince’s behaviour. Gertrude, played by Julie Christie, does not understand his son: 

[I, 2.] 

Good Hamlet, cast thy nighted colour off,  

And let thine eye look like a friend on Denmark. 

Do not for ever with thy vailèd lids 

Seek for thy noble father in the dust110; 

The final shot of the sequence shows Hamlet from behind, standing among the thousands of 

rose petals. The process of filming from behind is not innocent. In fact, it allows the director to 

accentuate the process of identification. We see what Hamlet sees and consequently, we 

understand his revolt regarding the coronation of his uncle.  

Si le travail de la caméra illustre les propos des individus, il marche aussi en symbiose avec les situations 

vécues par ces derniers, ce qui permet d’amplifier le phénomène d’identification des spectateurs aux 

personnages111.   

As mentioned in the first part of this dissertation, dandyism is based on the importance of the 

gaze. Kenneth Branagh, by means of a great variety of shots, supported by an outstanding 

setting, a nuanced direction of actors and the powerful music of Patrick Doyle, enhances all the 

little nuances of the uncut text. His directing style happens to be in accordance with one of the 

major aspect of dandies’ aestheticism: the attention paid to details. 

 

                                                           
107 ROTHWELL K. S., A History of Shakespeare on Screen : A Century of Film and Television, Cambridge, 

Cambridge University Press, 2004, p.245 
108 SHAKESPEARE William, op. cit. , p.68 
109 HAYWARD Susan, Key Concepts in Cinema Studies, London, Routledge, 1996, 496 p 
110 SHAKESPEARE William, op. cit. , p.72 
111 HATCHUEL Sarah and BERTHOMIEU Pierre, op. cit. , p.137 
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1.2  Absolute modernity  

As mentioned earlier, dandyism cannot be separated from the nineteenth century’s 

breakthrough new aesthetics. We previously saw in this dissertation that the century of 

dandyism was a century of creative intensity: 

Les règles d’or du dandysme : produire toujours l’imprévu, oser avec tact et s’arrêter à temps, préserver 

son impassibilité, se garder des passions, se faire rechercher dans le mesure même où l’on ne craint pas 

déplaire. A ce niveau le dandysme se sublime en maitrise de soi et le dandy oppose à l’emprise d’autrui 

l’assurance de sa propre supériorité112. 

Kenneth Branagh’s direction of Hamlet appears to fall within this movement of unforeseen 

creativity. The director divorced from the classical treatment of Shakespearean plays, despite 

the warnings of his distributors, to share his singular interpretation. The film surprised by its 

significant symbols, numerous camera movements, additional narrative material and post-

romantic’s music. However, many Shakespearean “purists” were not pleased by these ‘fancies’ 

and described the direction of Kenneth Branagh as redundant113. However, according to the 

dandy Baudelaire, singularity is what makes a piece of art beautiful: 

Le Beau est toujours bizarre. Je ne veux pas dire qu’il soit volontairement, froidement bizarre, car dans 

ce cas il serait un monstre sorti des rails de la vie. Je dis qu’il contient toujours un peu de bizarrerie, de 

bizarrerie naïve, non voulue, inconsciente, et que c’est cette bizarrerie qui le fait être particulièrement 

le Beau… Cette dose de bizarrerie qui constitue et définit l’individualité… joue dans l’art […] le rôle 

du goût ou de l’assaisonnement dans les mets114.  

Kenneth Branagh’s desire to divorce from a sort of elitism often associated with the Bard’s 

plays is similar to the rebellious attitude of dandies. His directing style is singular and as such 

cannot be categorised. “Le dandysme est le besoin ardent de se faire une originalité, mais un 

besoin contenu dans les limites extérieures de la convenance115.” For his Hamlet, Kenneth 

Branagh played with cinema genres. However, he did it while fully respecting the major 

cinematographic conventions. Branagh rigorously thought and directed his film. In fact, his 

singularity primarily lies in his interpretation of Hamlet. His unconventional directing choices 

were primarily made to serve his narrative point of view. Dandies have a strong desire of raising 

the standards and are consequently extremely rigorous in everything they achieve. Kenneth 

Branagh, by directing for the first time in history an uncut version of a Shakespearean play, 

                                                           
112 CARASSUS Emilien, op. cit. , pp.6-11 
113 HATCHUEL Sarah and BERTHOMIEU Pierre, op. cit. , p.133 
114 MONTANDON Alain, L’honnête homme et le dandy, Tübingen, Gunter Narr Verlag Tübingen, 1993, p.245 
115 COBLENCE Françoise, Le dandysme et la règle, op. cit. , p.169 
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raised the standards, and made it with the objective of bringing more clarity and simplicity to 

the play. The musical theme of Hamlet is a great illustration of Kenneth Branagh’s intent to 

adapt the play by means of simplicity. The compositor who mentioned his work on Hamlet as 

“the most daunting and elusive to conceive, before settling upon a more simple motif to 

accompany the contemplative character”, chose to play with twentieth century harmonies, 

giving Kenneth Branagh’s film a simple but modern resonance. Patrick Doyle proved to be 

entirely the right compositor as his music did not overcomplicate the already complex source 

material116. Simplicity, clear lines, rigour: those are typical dandyist characteristics that we find 

in Kenneth Branagh and Patrick Doyle’s interpretation of the play. The arbiter elegantatarium 

Beau Brummell always praised for simplicity, that he used to define as the ultimate symbol of 

elegance. And, as far as I am concerned, I must say that I found Branagh’s Hamlet very 

‘elegant’.   

 

1.3  Hamlet, a singular dandy 

My first surprise as a viewer already familiar with film adaptations of Hamlet was the never-

seen-before appearance of the Prince of Denmark. In the wedding sequence, it appeared to me 

that Kenneth Branagh, who stars the Prince, looked very much like a dandy.  His look at the 

wedding is marked by a black costume that shares the following characteristics of the typical 

dandyist outfit: the predominant black colour, a perfect cut, a tight pant and black boots. His 

look also includes a surprising bleach-blond hairstyle (see appendix VI). According to the 

dandy Baudelaire, the black outfit is another way for the dandy to show his disdain towards its 

society: “l’habit noir est l’habit nécessaire de notre époque, souffrante et portant jusque sur ses 

épaules noires et maigres le symbole d’un deuil perpétuel.” At the wedding, Hamlet’s attitude 

clearly reflects disdain for the world surrounding him. His black suit is the sign of his deep 

grief, but also a protest against the frivolity of the Danish court in times of mourning. Hamlet 

is mourning his father but, is also mourning his carefree life as a Prince of Denmark. In the 

sequence, the image is profoundly ironic (see appendix VIII).  

 

 

 

                                                           
116 HATCHUEL Sarah and BERTHOMIEU Pierre, op. cit. , p.133 
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Everything between Hamlet and his surroundings is antagonism:  

A dour black-clad brooder juxtaposed against the bright and dazzling cheer of the Danish court; a black 

resplendent hall of polished surfaces where white rose petals rain down in celebration of the coronation 

and marriage of King Claudius117.  

Dandies adore paradoxes, this is why they use irony so much. Kenneth Branagh seems to enjoy 

antoganisms as much as dandies since he made a great use of tragic irony to film Claudius and 

Gertrude’s wedding. Hamlet is the opposite of Claudius and it is made clear in the scene, which 

once again serves the catharsis. As spectators, we enjoy Hamlet’s irony towards the corrupted 

King.  

  

It occurred to me that Branagh’s Hamlet appeared a bit effeminate. His dandy-alike look, 

aristocratic manners and high sensitivity generate indeed the feeling that he has ‘feminine’ 

manners. However, his attitude is quickly changing and becomes more ‘masculine’, darker 

when he has to face Claudius. As a viewer, it is hard not to feel compassion for this young man 

who has to face the wedding of his mother with his uncle, less than a month after the death of 

his father. His all world is abruptly changing, and, on top of that, his Denmark is on the edge 

of a war with Norway, that Kenneth Branagh mentions through an additional parallel shot 

illustrating Claudius’ speech at the wedding:  

[I, 2.] 

Now follows that you know, young Fortinbras,  

Holding a weak supposal of our worth,  

Or thinking by our late dear brother’s death 

Our state to be disjoint and out of frame,  

Colleaguèd with the dream of his advantage,  

He hath not failed to pester us with message 

Importing the surrender of those lands118  

This transitional world does not suit Hamlet and imbued him with a strong feeling of revolt. 

Similar to a dandy who feel disdain for his contemporaries, Hamlet can no longer stand this 

ambient hypocrisy.  

 

                                                           
117 BARTOLO Luke, Kenneth Branagh’s Hamlet. 9 Things That Stand Out, June 2017, [visited on 09/08/17], 

available from internet: http://lukebartolo.blogspot.be/2017/06/kennerth-branaghs-hamlet-9-things-that.html 
118 SHAKESPEARE William, op. cit. , p.68 
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The same way a dandy would do, Hamlet chooses to mark his opposition through an attitude 

made of disdain and ironic words: 

[I, 2.] 

Thrift, thrift Horatio. The funeral baked meats  

Did coldly furnish forth the marriage tables. 

Would I had met my dearest foe in heaven 

Or ever I had seen that day, Horatio119.  

We saw in the first part of this dissertation that a transitional world is a fertile ground for people 

in rupture with their contemporaries, as  Baudelaire perfectly described it : “le dandysme 

apparait surtout aux époques transitoires […] le dandysme est le dernier éclat d’héroisme dans 

les décadences120…” Hamlet will turn to be a tragichero regarding a decadent Danish court that 

allows incest and murder. He will be the only one to stand against the new King, as a true moral 

absolutist121. 

 

2. Love: Ophelia’s tragic fate  

    

2.1  Ophelia, a tragic heroine  

Ophelia is a tragic victim of the corrupted men of Elsinore. She is victim of Claudius’s 

curiosity, Polonius’s servility to his King and Hamlet’s disregard for women122. Ophelia is truly 

in love with Hamlet but her father (Polonius) cannot stand her close relationship with the young 

Prince and commands her to end her relationship, convinced that Hamlet would only use her to 

satisfy his sexual impulses: 

[I, 4.] 

Do not believe his vows, for they are brokers,  

Not of that dye which their investments show,  

But mere implorators of unholy suits, 

Breathing like sanctified and pious bawds123 

Although her heart is convinced that Hamlet loves her back, Ophelia follows unquestioningly 

her father’s commands. To her father, Ophelia represents “the eternal virgin, the vessel of 

                                                           
119 SHAKESPEARE William, op. cit. , p.82 
120 COBLENCE Françoise, Le dandysme et la règle, op. cit. , p.169 
121 KING W. N., Hamlet Search for Meaning, Georgia, Paperback Edition, 2011, p.55 
122 The Character of Ophelia in Shakespeare's Hamlet, [visited on 12/07/17], available from internet: 

http://www.123HelpMe.com/view.asp?id=6408 
123 SHAKESPEARE William, op. cit. , p.102 
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morality whose purpose is to be a dutiful wife and steadfast mother124”. Ophelia is therefore 

facing a dilemma: be obedient to her father or true to her love?  She finally chooses to be 

obedient to Polonius, but this decision will tragically seal her fate. The scene I chose to analyse 

in the present part of the dissertation is the trap settled by Polonius to discover Hamlet’s true 

intentions. Polonius and Claudius are concealed behind a mirrored-door and listen to Hamlet’s 

confrontation to Ophelia. Hamlet, aware that Polonius is spying, becomes extremely brutal 

towards Ophelia, both in his words and gesture. She is just one more deceitful woman to him, 

and tired of all these conspiracies, he declares that he never loved her and had no intention to 

marry her:  

[II, 2.] 

Go to, I’ll no more on’t, it hath made me mad. 

I say, we will have no more marriage.  

Those that are married already, all but one, shall live.  

The rest shall keep as they are125.  

 

We understand in this sequence that Hamlet’s seek for revenge matters more than everything 

else. “Those that are married already, all but one, shall live.” The Prince clearly mentions his 

desire to kill the King and has therefore no interest in Ophelia’s love, she is only distracting 

him from revenge. To Hamlet, Ophelia only represents one more deceitful woman corrupted by 

sexuality who should go to a nunnery. Hamlet’s rude depiction of Ophelia is similar to the 

dandyist approach of women. In this scene, Hamlet is self-absorbed and does not pay attention 

to Ophelia’s hurt feelings. Dandies are not interested in squandering their freedom for a woman. 

They must protect their independence and preserve their ‘moi’ from any kind of emotion that 

they would not have decided. Hamlet is acting similarly. His way to push Ophelia away is a 

way to protect himself from what he believes to be vicious women. Love would only distract 

him from what keeps him alive: his seek for revenge. 

 

                                                           
124 Character Analysis of Ophelia, [visited on 02/08/17], available from internet : 

https://www.cliffsnotes.com/literature/h/hamlet/character-analysis/ophelia  
125 SHAKESPEARE William, op. cit. , p.68 
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2.2  A misogynistic Hamlet? 

Through the representation of Ophelia, we witness Hamlet’s transformation into a man that 

has a firm belief that all women are deceitful and dangerous creatures.  Driven by his anger, 

Hamlet states that Ophelia and more generally women, are all vicious and ignorant: 

[I, 2.] 

I have heard of your paintings well enough. 

God hath given you one face, and you make yourselves another. 

You jig, you amble, and you lisp, you nickname God’s creatures,  

and make your wantonness your ignorance126. 

When Hamlet says: “I have heard of your paintings well enough”, he means that their make-up 

is the first apparent proof of their lack of honesty127. Hamlet is disgusted by women who are 

seemingly pure but in fact, are inside “black with corruption and sexual desire128”. Baudelaire 

seemed to have the same disdain for female sexuality, with the same degree of rudeness:  

La femme est le contraire du dandy. Donc elle fait horreur. La femme a faim et elle veut manger, soif 

et elle veut boire. Elle est en rut et elle veut être foutue. Le beau mérite! La femme est naturelle, c'est-

à-dire abominable129.  

Dandies tend to think that women are instinctive creatures incapable of spiritual elevation. To 

them, women have only one primary purpose: to love. Then, dandies reduce women to a mere 

aesthetic source of pleasure. Frédéric Monneyron, in an article dedicated to dandies’ androgyny, 

quotes Nébo de Péladan, a dandy and close friend of the French painter Mérodack, in order to 

illustrate to what extent some dandies could be misogynistic:  

La femme n’est pour l’homme que la femme, tandis que l’homme réunit en lui tous les résultats, tous 

les avenirs, tous les biens temporels et spirituels de la femme […], la destinée féminine c’est d’aimer 

pour deux, comme celle masculine de penser pour deux130. 

However, in the case of Hamlet, it can be argued that the Prince of Denmark may not have been 

misogynistic from the beginning. In fact, it would be the sad consequence of consecutive 

disappointments. Hamlet was putting a lot of pressure on Ophelia to prevent her from being a 

woman as corrupted as his mother but eventually, she appeared to be as deceitful as Gertrude. 

                                                           
126 Ibid. , p.82 
127 COOPER Tarnya, Searching For Shakespeare, London, National Portrait Gallery Publications, 2006, p 239  
128 The Character of Ophelia in Shakespeare's Hamlet, [visited on 12/07/17], available from internet: 

http://www.123HelpMe.com/view.asp?id=6408 
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Hamlet’s biggest disappointment would actually lies in the fact that the women of his life, both 

Gertrude and Ophelia, chose another man upon him:   

Perhaps it may be granted...that what makes a woman a whore in the Hamlets' estimation is her sexual 

use by not one man but by more than one man.... what seems to enrage [Hamlet] in the 'nunnery' 

interlude is that Ophelia has put her sense of love and duty for another man above her sense of love and 

duty for him, just as Gertrude put her sense of love and duty for her new husband above her sense of 

love and duty for her old. Gertrude chose a brother over a dead Hamlet; Ophelia chooses a father over 

a living Hamlet: both choices can be read as additionally sexually perverse in being, to Hamlet, 

'incestuous'131.  

Hamlet cannot understand why they chose to rely on such corrupted men as Claudius and 

Polonius. To this extent, Hamlet’s misogyny would be the sad consequence of a wounded pride. 

 

2.3  Kenneth Branagh representation of Ophelia 

      In Kenneth Branagh’s Hamlet, Ophelia appears in additional scenes, beyond those specified 

by the Bard132 and becomes therefore a major character of the film: 

Branagh’s film puts Ophelia on view in the first court scene; in several interpolated flashbacks to 

lovemaking with Hamlet; in the “more matter and less art” scene in which Ophelia reads aloud to the 

King and Queen part of Hamlet’s love letter; in a scene that ends part one of the film and gets repeated 

at the beginning of part two where she is shown awakened from sleep and still in her nightgown, 

climbing the gate outside the palace chapel in an outburst of grief and shock at the news of Polonius’s 

death; during extended versions of her mad scenes; in a brief Millais homage at the end of Gertrude’s 

report of the drowning; and finally as a very healthy-looking corpse in the graveyard scene133. 

Why Kenneth Branagh accorded so much credit to this particular character? According to Diane 

Hunter, Branagh would have illustrated the dual nature of women through the character of 

Ophelia134.  

The extent to which Hamlet feels betrayed by Gertrude is far more apparent because of Ophelia's 

presence. Hamlet's feelings of rage against his mother can be directed toward Ophelia, who is, in his 

estimation, hiding her base nature behind a guise of impeccability, just as is Gertrude135.  

                                                           
131 MABILLARD Amanda, Introduction to Ophelia in Hamlet, August 2000, [visited on 01/08/17], available 

from internet: http://www.shakespeare-online.com/plays/hamlet/opheliacharacter.html 
132 HUNTER Diane, From Ethereal Confrontation to Child Abuse to Womanly Conflict: Ophelia in Three Late-

Twentieth Century Films, December 2008, visited on [23/07/17], available from internet : 

http://psyartjournal.com/article/show/hunter-from_ethereal_confrontation_to_child_abu 
133 Ibid. 
134 Ibid.  
135 MABILLARD Amanda, op. cit. 
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For instance, in the confrontation’s sequence, Kenneth Branagh films Hamlet who grabs 

Ophelia and tries to find the mirrored-door which conceals Polonius and Claudius. He never 

opens the door but he seems to know exactly where Polonius and Claudius are concealed. He 

therefore pushes Ophelia’s face against the mirror that hides her father and shouts at her with 

an extreme violence. We feel that this anger is not only upon her, but mainly on Claudius and 

Gertrude. Ophelia serves unfortunately as a scapegoat, once again victim of the corrupted men 

of Elsinore. Ophelia’s confrontation to Hamlet will contribute to her fall into madness. 

 

      Kenneth Branagh’s representation of Ophelia’s madness is, once again, influenced by the 

nineteenth century. As Diane Hunter pointed out, Kenneth Branagh filmed Ophelia's madness 

“in the trappings of the grand gestural, dynamic, and spectacular hysteria made famous in the 

visual art and psychiatric case histories of the late-nineteenth century136”. In the nineteenth 

century, hysteria was a mental health condition attributed to women. Actually, this diagnosis 

served as “a catchall for a variety of issues including fainting, anxiety, sleeplessness, irritability 

and nervousness137”. At the time, women were dependent on their husbands and fathers, with 

little control. As a consequence, “depression, anxiety, and stress were common among 

Victorian women struggling to cope with a static existence under the thumb of strict gender 

ideals and unyielding patriarchy138.” In fact, the diagnosis of hysteria became an acceptable 

excuse in case of female immoral behaviours, which also allowed families to maintain their 

reputation. Ophelia is similarly dealing with an authoritarian father and suffers from a deep 

feeling of loneliness, strengthened by the absence of a mother figure. The environment of the 

Danish court is stressful and a lot of pressure is put upon her, both by her father and Hamlet. 

She accumulated different sources of anxiety – lost love, death of her father – and received no 

support. Her fall into madness is just a human reaction but unfortunately still misunderstood at 

the time. Branagh’s seems to have been much inspired by the numerous nineteenth century 

depictions of hysteria to shot Ophelia’s madness.  

 

 

                                                           
136 HUNTER Diane, op. cit.  
137 ZOLDAN Rachel, The History of Doctors Diagnosing Women With Hysteria, March 2017, [visited on 

02/08/17], available from internet:  https://www.glamour.com/story/the-history-of-doctors-diagnosing-women-

with-hysteria 
138 The Hysterical Female, [visited on 02/08/17], available from internet: 
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It is worth mentioning that hysteria was also a cause for concern to dandies. Joris-Karl 

Huysmans illustrated the dandyist disdain towards the female mental health condition in his 

book entitled A Rebours, in which the protagonist, the Duc Jean Des Esseintes, while meditating 

about Gustave Moreau’s Salomé, declares: “Déesse de l’immortelle Hystérie, la Beauté 

maudite, la Bête monstrueuse, indifférente, irresponsable, insensible, empoisonnant tout ce qui 

l’approche, tout ce qui la voit, tout ce qu’elle touche139.” The protagonist seems to depict 

women as monstrous and mentions hysteria as a kind of evidence of their insanity. This 

depiction is actually in accordance with dandyist descriptions of women, which is quite 

misogynistic.  

                                                           
139 HUYSMANS Joris-Karl, A Rebours in Œuvres complètes, volume VII, Paris : Cres., 1928-1934, p.83 
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3. Death: To be or not be? 

 

3.1 Kenneth Branagh’s interpretation of Shakespeare’s greatest soliloquy 

“One of the central image I wanted to put on film was Hamlet delivering ‘To be or not to 

be’ into a mirror140”, said Kenneth Branagh. To this end, the director made use of an over-the-

shoulder camera which films Hamlet’s soliloquy in an ongoing sequence. The only editing 

made by the director is a parallel shot showing Polonius and Claudius concealed behind a 

mirrored-door. In fact, the question of whether or not Hamlet is aware of Claudius’ presence 

has been the subject of an ongoing debate for years. In Branagh’s Hamlet, it is suggested that 

Hamlet is not aware of his presence. However, everyone is free to shape his own interpretation 

since this statement may be open to discussion. Philippa Sheppard actually gave a direction for 

reflexion in her article entitled Eavesdroppers in Branagh’s Shakespeare Films: 

This shot-reaction-shot sets up a version of the implicit dialogue between the two characters that exists 

in the Elizabethan interpretation as described by Hirsh, in which both Hamlet and Claudius are aware 

of each other’s presence. Hamlet may not be conscious of Claudius in Branagh’s film, but it seems as 

if subconsciously, he addresses the soliloquy to him141. 

For emphasizing the mystery around the soliloquy’s true meaning, Patrick Doyle composed a 

specific theme and presented “a textural piece for low, growling choir, brushed cymbals and 

other eerie effects, perhaps out of a desire not to impose on the text or Branagh's delivery of 

it142”.  

The soliloquy’s mise-en-scène results in a powerful visual experience filled with symbolic 

meanings. “The mirrors are not only an important symbol for the theatricality of the court at 

Elsinore but also a comment on the illusory nature of it143.” As Philippa Sheppard pointed out, 

Branagh’s hall of mirrors actually reinforces a major Shakespearean theme, which implies “that 

the life of a monarch is not his own. Even what appear to be his interior thoughts are subject to 

scrutiny144.” Kenneth Branagh evoked this particular aspect in an interview, saying: 
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It felt like it was a necessity to give it size and splendour, to make the connection between the intimate personal 

lives of a small family and events that end up changing the head of state, the ruler. […] These people in positions 

of privilege and power, which we seem to be continually fascinated by show me how if you are piece of flesh and 

blood, you’re going to have to deal with being hurt in love affairs, and yet you’ve got all this responsibility and 

power, so every reaction you have to these perfectly ordinary, nevertheless traumatic events, is under a 

microscope145.  

 

It is true that Hamlet can no longer tolerate this ‘under-microscope’ court life. “He sort of 

throws out the idea that he is considering whether actually being alive is a very good option, 

given the whips and scorns of time, the oppressor’s wrong, the pangs of despised love146.” In 

reality, Hamlet is facing a dilemma: live in a world filled with false appearances or die? In truth, 

this corrupted world is already killing him. He is no longer the young man he used to be. In the 

play, Hamlet stands as a ‘moralist’ who wants to re-establish honesty and transparency around 

him. However, he will unfortunately soon understand that false appearances are sometimes 

needed to get to the truth147… 

   While Hamlet is considering committing suicide, a dandy cannot. Death terrifies the dandy, 

which means that suicide is not an option. However, they are constantly questioning the 

meaning of life, for the same reasons as those expressed by Hamlet. Dandies cannot tolerate the 

absurdity of the world surrounding them. Moreover, they cannot be comforted by women they 

despise, these would only bring more terror to their lives. As a result, dandies took refuge in 

the development of a character that has learned to play with false appearances. It will be shown 

in the following point of this chapter that Hamlet will similarly choose to take refuge in the 

creation of character. However, it is important to point out that Hamlet’s intents differ from 

those of dandies. Hamlet has no interest in creating a character that would make of his life a 

work of art. His feigned madness will only serve as a way to get to the truth and avenge his 

father. Nevertheless, it can be argued that he similarly understood that hiding his true 

personality could protect him from what he condemns and despises.  
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3.2 Dandyism: a profound feeling of loneliness  

Hamlet suffers from a profound feeling of loneliness. He isolated himself from his mother, 

love and friends. How could he possibly not feel lonely? He is one against all. No one else 

seems to care about the old King’s death, no one dares questioning Claudius’s behaviour. The 

Danish court seems to tolerate incest and murder without saying a word. This feeling of 

loneliness is shared by dandies. They despise everyone, which confines them in a great 

loneliness. As a result, they became self-absorbed. Baudelaire used to say that dandies’ motto 

could be “vivre et mourir devant un miroir148”.  

Le dandy pousse son détachement jusqu’aux limites extrêmes de l’isolement puisque non seulement il n’a ni 

femme ni enfant, mais il n’a pas non plus d’amis. Son égoïsme et son égotisme l’interdisent149.  

It can be argued indeed that Hamlet is self-absorbed, or rather became self-absorbed. His 

obsession with Claudius filled up his whole heart, consequently, he does not pay attention to 

others’ feelings anymore. Yet, according to Kenneth Branagh, Hamlet’s self-absorption is 

actually what makes him very contemporary and in some way, dandy-alike: 

Self-absorption of individuals this end of the century is pretty astonishing, especially post-Freud and post-all the 

sort of psychoanalysis that we have as part of our sort of daily bread and butter. It’s on television; it’s in self-help 

books in libraries. We’re all somehow trying to find ourselves150.  

 

4. The mask: The mousetrap 
 

       4.1 The creation of a character   

We previously saw in the dissertation that dandies tended to hide behind a character which 

allows them to hide their true self. Emilien Carassus in his book entitled Le mythe du dandy, 

evoked this particular aspect of dandyism: “ses sentiments intimes, s'il en a, ses plus secrètes 

pensées, doivent être refoulés, dissimulés derrière le moi visible qu'il modèle en artiste”. 

Dandies are incredible performers who act their life in order to serve a dual purpose: on one 

hand, it is a political claim against the decadent society that does not deserve to know their true 

self and on the other hand, it is also a way to make of their life a work of art:  
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Le dandy est très réellement un artiste à sa manière. C'est toute sa vie qui est son œuvre d'art à lui… Et 

il plait tout seul, sans le secours d'autrui. Ce n'est pas, comme le comédien, la pensée d'un autre qu'il 

interprète avec sa personne et son corps. Aussi le vrai dandy me parait-il venir, dans l'échelle des 

mérites, au-dessus du grand comédien151. 

 

Hamlet, in order to avenge his father without running the risk of being caught, created a 

character that feigns madness. However, he wants to see Claudius facing his responsibilities 

and therefore develops an idea that goes even further: directing in front of the Danish court a 

play that would depict his father’s terrible death: 

 

Hamlet tells a group of actors how he wants them to perform the play that's about to begin. He'd like it 

to come off naturally: they shouldn't be too loud, or gesticulate too much, as bad actors often do. Instead, 

they should use their discretion to build up suspense with their actions. Most importantly, they shouldn't 

be tempted to get a cheap laugh, since the audience might miss the important parts. Throughout the 

scene, Hamlet gives directions as if experienced with acting152.  

 

 

Hamlet plays with the false appearances he usually condemned. It can be argued that not 

revealing his true intents is a political action. Hamlet, to serve his formerly beloved Denmark 

and protect the country from a corrupted leader, becomes a chameleon who changes his attitude 

in line with his audience. It is beyond comedy, it is political.  

 

Le dandy, pratiquant à un haut niveau l’art de se regarder vivre mais aussi d’observer la société, finit 

par bien connaître la nature humaine. Cette lucidité un peu cynique lui permet de ne pas être dupe et de 

rire des insultes et flatteries. Cette désinvolture cache cependant le sentiment profond de la vanité de 

l’existence : regarder la vie et ses misères en face, même du coin des yeux, engendre découragement, 

ennui et mal de vivre153.  

 

Hamlet, just like the dandy observed the society, in this case the court, started to better know 

his deepest secrets. However, being aware of all this corruption generated a ‘mal de vivre’, 

which turned into an obsessional anger. His feigned madness happens not to be that much 

feigned. “Son masque  n'est sans doute pas toute sa personne, mais il est aussi sa personne, la 

plus importante peut-être: celle qu'il a voulue, qu'il a calculée. Etre, pour le dandy, c'est 

assurément paraitre, mais plus encore paraitre c'est être154.” Hamlet became truly mad, his mask 

is no longer hiding all his repressed feelings.  
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4.2 A Powerful audience    

“Le dandy a besoin de spectateurs, il lui faut une scène, mais son cérémonial ne saurait se 

plier à un rituel trop strictement réglé. Plus le dandysme s’intériorise, et moins il a recours à ces 

signes d’une distinction superficielles155.”  The audience plays an important role for dandies, 

as well as for Hamlet. The Prince needs the court to finally consider his father’s death and 

understand that King Claudius is a terrible man who should pay for his crime. He needs to see 

in his mother’s eye the mourning of his husband and in Ophelia’s eye a pure love that does not 

betray. Dandies are obsessed by their reflection in their audience’s eyes. But is comes from a 

narcissistic part of their personalities. Hamlet is different. His need for attention is noble and 

not so much narcissistic. In contrast with dandies, Hamlet became self-absorbed but it is the 

consequence of life. 

 

Conclusion 
 

      First of all, we saw that Branagh’s mise-en-scène was largely inspired by the nineteenth 

century, known to be the century that witnessed the birth of dandyism. The nineteenth century 

setting, costumes and influences gave the film an aestheticism which recalls some of the major 

aspects of dandyism, even though Branagh never defined the staging itself as dandyist. 

Branagh’s great attention given to details in the shooting of the royal wedding proved to be a 

great illustration of what has just been said. Then, we saw that the story itself was also 

participating in giving the film a dandyist aestheticism. Effectively, Kenneth Branagh’s Hamlet 

appeared in the confrontation to Ophelia as quite misogynistic, which is, as reminded in the 

second point of the chapter, purely dandyist. Thereafter, we discussed dandies’ relationship 

with death. We witnessed that dandies’ tendency to question the meaning of life was similar to 

Hamlet’s state of mind when delivering his famous speech ‘To be or not to be?’. Both dandies 

and Hamlet question the meaning of life after having come across a corrupted world? Finally, 

we analyzed the mousetrap’s sequence. The sequence showed that Hamlet, similarly to dandies, 

hid behind the creation of a character and went actually even further by directing a play that 

duplicated one unfortunate event of his life: the death of his father. Acting his life happens to 

be a major aspect of the dandyist movement. We saw that this was mainly a way to protect 

themselves from unmanageable feelings.  
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General Conclusion 
 

As a conclusion, I first would like to recall the starting point of my reflection, which became 

the hypothesis of this dissertation and the centre of analysis. The main reason why I have 

decided to discuss Kenneth Branagh’s film adaptation of Hamlet lies in his original 

representation of the main character, Hamlet. I directly saw in Branagh’s Hamlet some relation 

with the dandyist aesthetic and I wanted to discover what exactly triggered that particular 

feeling.  

The first part of this paper was dedicated to the analysis of dandyism. It was clear from 

the start that the concept and term of dandyism can be complex and ambiguous. Yet, in our 

attempt to identify the most important characteristics, we saw that is was first and foremost a 

celebration of individuality, which emerged as a protest against a decadent world marked by 

mass uniformity. Mr Beau Brummell, considered as the father of all dandies, therefore invented 

a new lifestyle, in reaction to the bourgeois values of the nineteenth century, characterized by 

its arrogance, simplicity and refinement. However, as we have seen, dandies find themselves 

isolated behind a mask of indifference. Hidden behind the glowing character they entirely made 

up, these figures of the nineteenth century became fearful men, incapable of living their life in 

without wearing their mask. 

The second part of the dissertation dealing with the adaptation of Hamlet to the screen was 

meant to better understand Kenneth Branagh’s universe and, more importantly, to see to what 

extent his film could be perceived as an artistic and directing achievement. It has been shown 

that Branagh’s theatrical background gave him the confidence to adapt such a play as Hamlet 

by crossing the traditional cinema genres’ borders. Further, the director was clearly animated 

by one purpose: make his film adaptation of Hamlet simple and approachable to a large 

audience. To this end, Branagh chose modernity. Popular culture, and, particularly, famous 

Hollywood productions, were an important source of inspiration for the Irish director in its 

interpretation of the play and it is why its approach is so singular.  

Finally, the third part applied the theories and reflections developed in the first part, to the 

analysis of four specific scenes of the film. This part allowed me to show how the dandyist 

aestheticism appeared in the film and its impact on viewers. First, Branagh’s mise-en-scène can 

be considered to a certain extent as dandyist in the attention given to details. Every camera is 

thought the same way a dandy would carefully choose his clothes. Secondly, not only the mise-
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en-scène could be dandyist but also the interpretation of Hamlet. Through the analysis of 

Hamlet’s behavior regarding Ophelia, who is supposed to be his great love, its misogyny was 

pointed out.  Yet, Hamlet’s similarities with dandies did not stopped there. Parallels could be 

drawn between Hamlet’s disdain towards the Danish court that praises an incestuous King who 

murdered his father, and dandies, who show disdain for their contemporary. Hamlet isolates 

himself from his people and marks his difference. To this end, he creates a character who feigns 

madness. The Mousetrap’s sequence revealed that Hamlet was able to make use of false 

appearances to avenge his father. His seek for revenge absorbed all his pure feelings and made 

it become another man, who is constantly wearing a mask, just like a dandy.  

“Shakespeare nous a donné un vocabulaire pour rêver156”, said Professor Latré to Pascale 

Steyns in an introduction to Shakespeare celebrating his 400th anniversary.  It is true that 

Shakespeare knows better than anyone how to depict feelings, and more generally life. But, as 

Guido Latré pointed out, he never decides, he let us free, which allows us imagining every 

possible interpretation… Who knows? Maybe Mr. Beau Brummell is not the father of all 

dandies after all… 

 

 

  

                                                           
156 STEYS Pascale and LATRE Guido, op. cit.  
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