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. RATIONALE FOR THE CHOICE OF TOPIC, OBJECTIVES OF THE
RESEARCH

Cultural and Contemporary Relevance of the Topic

“Denmark’s a prison,” Hamlet tells Rosencrantz, and with these three words, he
describes a pervasive, paranoid power structure that extends far beyond the walls of the
physical castle. Shakespeare’s tragedy is one of the defining reference points of European
culture, whose stage representations have always adapted to the cultural discourses of their
respective eras, and whose interpretative frameworks have expanded radically in the 21st
century. The central conflicts of the tragedy — suspicion, betrayal, and the obsessive quest for
truth — have acquired new meaning within the technological and social reality of our time.
While the analyses of previous centuries primarily examined the psychological struggles of the
titular character or the ethical dilemmas of power, contemporary stage and film adaptations
place the mechanisms of surveillance and control at the center. The paranoid world of the
Elsinore court, interwoven with intrigue and constant monitoring, resonates with chilling
accuracy with one of the most defining experiences of 21st-century humanity: the reality of the
modern “surveillance society.” In the age of digital technology — closed-circuit television
(CCTV) systems, ubiquitous screens, portable recording devices, and a constant online
presence — the blurring of boundaries between the private and public spheres, the medial
construction of identity, and the invisible yet pervasive mechanisms of exercising power have
become part of everyday life. It is precisely this parallel that lends the choice of topic its
contemporary relevance.

Hamlet’s assertion that “Denmark’s a prison” can be interpreted as a concrete technical
reality in the era of digital footprints and all-encompassing camera systems. “Hamletian
paranoia” — the experience that one is never alone, that every word may find an audience — has
become the collective psychological condition of 21st-century humanity. It is this correlation
that renders the topic both academically relevant and culturally urgent.

The Hamlet literature of previous centuries focused primarily on the protagonist’s
psychological struggles, the ethics of revenge, and the questions of dynastic succession. In
contrast, contemporary theatrical and cinematic reception increasingly foregrounds the issues
of surveillance, control, and medial self-representation. The defining directors of the past two

decades — such as Thomas Ostermeier, Gregory Doran, and Robert Icke — have all created an
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Elsinore lined with cameras and monitors, where power is consolidated through the
technological regulation of visibility. This directorial consensus in itself requires interpretation:
what is it that drives contemporary creative intuition to recognize the essential structures of

Shakespeare’s drama precisely within the infrastructure of surveillance?

Focus of the Investigation and the Research Corpus

The research operates with a dual object: on the one hand, Shakespeare’s original
dramatic text, the relevant parts of which it examines through the concepts of the theoretical
framework; on the other hand — and this is the more emphasized area — four contemporary
adaptations. In selecting the corpus, the most crucial criterion was contemporary relevance:
each analyzed work was created after the year 2000 and responds sensitively to the challenges
of the digital age, global corporate culture, and the surveillance society.

Michael Almereyda’s 2000 film adaptation, produced at the turn of the millennium,
employs the aesthetics of a corporate thriller: Elsinore becomes the office buildings of the
Denmark Corporation, where power is organized according to the logic of corporate capital.
Thomas Ostermeier’s 2008 production places the emphasis on questions of medial self-
representation and voyeurism, radically rewriting the network topology of the drama on a stage
covered in mud that transforms almost into an arena. Gregory Doran’s 2009 television film,
based on the Royal Shakespeare Company’s production and created for the BBC, builds a
ubiquitous CCTV camera system into the spatial logic of the drama, where the Ghost itself
communicates through the surveillance infrastructure. Robert Icke’s 2017 London production
combines the depth of psychological realism with the contemporary experience of mediatized
power: glass walls, video walls, and a multi-screen news broadcasting system turn Elsinore
into an elegant yet claustrophobic prison of “post-truth”.

These four works are diverse geographically (America, Germany, England), medially
(film, television film, theatrical production), and in terms of creative strategy. Therefore, their
comparison allows the research to identify the common tendencies that define 21st-century
reinterpretations of Hamlet, while simultaneously revealing the specific contributions of

individual directorial approaches.

1 Cf. Jayson HARSIN, ,,Post-Truth and Critical Communication Studies”, Oxford Research Encyclopedia of
Communication, Oxford University Press, December 20, 2018.
https://oxfordre.com/communication/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228613.001.0001/acrefore-
9780190228613-e-757


https://oxfordre.com/communication/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228613.001.0001/acrefore-9780190228613-e-757
https://oxfordre.com/communication/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228613.001.0001/acrefore-9780190228613-e-757

Research Objectives

The most general objective of the dissertation is to demonstrate that contemporary
Hamlet adaptations bring the structure of the Shakespearean text into a productive dialogue
with the experience of the 21st-century surveillance society, and that within this dialogue,
Elsinore becomes a complex media heterotopia, a dramatized space of modern panoptic
anxiety. Within this general objective, the research pursues four specific sub-objectives. The
first is to prove that Foucault’s concepts of the panopticon and heterotopia serve as relevant
analytical tools for understanding the spatial structure of both the original Shakespearean work
and the contemporary productions: what specific spatial configurations implement the panoptic
logic of surveillance, and which locations function as heterotopias within the dramatic
structure?

The second sub-objective is to explore, through the application of actor-network theory,
how non-human entities — cameras, monitors, mirrors, materials of the stage space — act as
active shapers of the dramatic network of power. The analysis aims to show that the integration
of technological elements into contemporary adaptations goes far beyond a mere modernizing
function: these actants carry concrete dramaturgical consequences for the characters’ scope of
action, and they reorganize power relations along a logic partly independent of the human
actors’ intentions.

The third sub-objective is to analyze the impact of medial surveillance on identity. The
research investigates how continuous observation affects the characters’ self-image and how it
generates a state of fragmented, performative identity. The compulsion for self-monitoring and
self-representation — rendered particularly familiar to today’s viewer through the experience of
digital social media use — becomes interpretable in parallel with Hamlet’s existential
monologues. The body itself transforms into a heterotopic surface, upon which the shrinking
of the private sphere and the psychological tension caused by a compulsive medial presence
are mapped out.

The fourth sub-objective is a quantitative, network-based, Morettian analysis of the
dramatic structure, revealing how the dramaturgical interventions of the examined directors
rewrite the original network structure of the Shakespearean drama.? Character consolidations,

interpolations, and the rearrangement of scenes radically disrupt traditional power hierarchies,

2 Cf. Franco MORETTI, ,,Halozatelmélet, cselekményelemzés,” ford. Kaszai Maté, Helikon Irodalomtudomanyi
Szemle 63, no. 2 (2017).



creating more unstable, decentralized mechanisms of control compared to the relational system

of the classical text.

Research Hypothesis and Scientific Positioning

Building upon the objectives outlined above, the dissertation formulates the following
central hypothesis: through technology and the innovative use of space, contemporary Hamlet
adaptations transform Elsinore into a complex media heterotopia and a mirror of the panoptic
anxieties of modern society, where the exercise of power is realized through mechanisms of
total visibility and technological control. Within this framework, | assume that: the integration
of digital devices (surveillance systems, television cameras, video walls) into the play acts as
a means of the translation of power, far transcending their modernizing role: these non-human
actants take over the role of traditional court intrigues and organize the characters into a
compelling network; panoptic control (the consciousness of the invisible observer) deepens the
identity crisis of the characters in 21st-century adaptations: the body itself becomes a
heterotopic surface displaying the psychological dissonance caused by the erosion of the
private sphere and the compulsion for medial self-representation; contemporary directorial
interventions (e.g., character consolidations, the entry of technological agents) radically rewrite
the original network topology of the Shakespearean drama, disrupting traditional power
hierarchies and creating new, more unstable mechanisms of control.

The convergence of Hamlet and the Foucaultian theoretical framework became a more
conscious trend in Shakespeare scholarship after the turn of the millennium. However, analyses
emerging at the intersection of surveillance studies and Shakespeare research focus primarily
on individual adaptations; the application of actor-network theory to Shakespearean analysis is
similarly rare, and network-based dramaturgical analysis following Moretti has largely
remained within the quantitative branch of Anglo-American literary studies. From this
perspective, the dissertation fills an interdisciplinary gap: by uniformly applying the three
theoretical pillars through a comparison of four contemporary adaptations, it offers an
analytical framework that would hardly emerge from the mere sum of individual case studies.

The relevance of the choice of topic can thus be captured in at least two senses. It is
culturally relevant because the expansion of digital surveillance infrastructure, the control over
personal data, and the manipulability of reality constitute everyday political and ethical
problems that contemporary Hamlet adaptations — thanks to the extraordinary interpretative

richness of the Shakespearean text — are able to dramatize and thereby render comprehensible.
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It is scientifically relevant because research conducted at the borderlands of literary theory,
theatre studies, and social philosophy increasingly recognizes the potential for a productive
dialogue between popular and high culture, canonized and contemporary works, and theoretical

and performing arts discourses; the dissertation intends to contribute to this dialogue.
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1. RESEARCH METHODS

Interdisciplinary Framing

The object of the research — the intersection of Hamlet’s classical text, contemporary
performance practices, and the power implications of modern technology — demands an
interdisciplinary methodological framework. Moving away from an approach confined to a
single field of study, the thesis consciously builds bridges between literary theory, theatre
studies, film theory, philosophy, and social theory. This decision stems from the conviction
that the examined subject — the Shakespearean dramatic text and its contemporary,
technologically saturated theatrical and cinematic reinterpretations — is inherently situated at
the intersection of multiple disciplines, and the conceptual vocabulary of a single field would
be insufficient to capture the power, medial, and spatial mechanisms operating within it with
adequate precision.

The analytical toolkit is based on three mutually complementary theoretical systems:
Michel Foucault’s philosophical work on power, the actor-network theory (ANT) of Bruno
Latour, Michel Callon, and John Law, and Franco Moretti’s quantitative, network-based plot
analysis. The relationship among these three pillars is not coordinate but organically
hierarchical: Foucault’s concepts provide the fundamental ideological-spatial categories of the
analysis, ANT reveals the mechanisms of agency and the exercise of power, while Moretti’s
method functions as a structural, quantitative reinforcement of the dramatic structure — acting
as a step of abstraction that steps behind the qualitative investigations and renders the original
topology of the Shakespearean network visible, subsequently demonstrating how

contemporary directorial choices redraw this foundational map.
The First Pillar: Foucault’s Philosophy of Power
The primary framework is provided by the work of Michel Foucault, particularly his

writings on the spatial arrangement of power and the disciplining of bodies. Foucault’s

theoretical framework proves fertile for the analysis of Hamlet because it describes power not
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as a static, possessable property, but as a network of dynamic, pervasive, productive,® and
disciplining relations of force.* The thesis highlights two central concepts: the panopticon and
the heterotopia. Drawing from Jeremy Bentham’s 18th-century prison design,® Foucault turns
the panopticon into the perfect metaphor for modern disciplinary power. Its essence lies in the
asymmetrical visibility of power: from the central tower, the observer sees everything, yet
remains invisible, which induces in the observed a conscious and permanent state of continuous
visibility. This consciousness results in the internalization of control and self-discipline,
meaning that power no longer needs to employ violence continuously; its operation becomes
automatic and economical. In the thesis, | enlist this model to understand the paranoid
atmosphere of the Elsinore court, as well as to analyze the medial and architectural
arrangements — camera systems, reflections, and transparent surfaces — that are meant to create
the permanence of the disciplinary gaze on the contemporary stage.

In his lecture Of Other Spaces, Foucault introduces the concept of heterotopia, which
designates those real, physically existing “counter-sites”® that possess a specific status within
culture that differs from the normal. These spaces (such as the prison, the cemetery, the asylum,
the museum, or the theatre) simultaneously reflect, contest, and “invert” conventional social
spaces and relations. The thesis utilizes the concept of heterotopia to analyze Elsinore Castle
as a space of crisis and deviance, the Mousetrap scene as an illusion-space of theatre within the
theatre, and the complex, technologically mediated “media heterotopias™ created by

contemporary productions.

%It is important to emphasize that the “productive” nature of power in a Foucaultian sense is not a value
judgment and does not necessarily imply positive social benefits. The term indicates that power mechanisms do
not merely prohibit or restrict, but “produce” subjects. In the present context, the productivity of power can be
observed in the way the Elsinore surveillance structure generates the specific identity of the “observed Hamlet”
and fuels the discourse of paranoia, in which the characters are forced to interpret themselves and each other
through this control mechanism. Cf. Michel FOUCAULT, A szexualitds torténete I: A tudas akarasa [The History
of Sexuality, Volume 1: An Introduction], trans. Péter ADAM (Budapest: Atlantisz, 1996).

4 Cf. Michel Foucault, A szexualitas torténete I: A tudas akarasa [The History of Sexuality, Volume 1: An
Introduction], trans. Péter ADAM (Budapest: Atlantisz, 1996), 92 — 96.

5 Cf. Michel FoucAuLT, Feluigyelet és blntetés. A borton torténete [Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the
Prison], trans. Aniko FAzsy and Klara CSUROS (Budapest: Gondolat, 1990), 273 — 284.

& Michel FoucAuLT, ,Eltérd terek”, ford. SUTYAK Tibor, in Nyelv a végtelenhez - Tanulmdanyok, eléaddsok,
beszélgetések. (Debrecen: Latin Betlik, 1999), 150.

" Hye Jean CHUNG, Media Heterotopias: Digital Effects and Material Labor in Global Film Production
(Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2018).
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The Second Pillar: Actor-Network Theory (ANT)

The other theoretical pillar of the thesis is provided by Actor-Network Theory (ANT),
the foundations of which were laid by Bruno Latour, Michel Callon, and John Law. ANT
breaks radically with the anthropocentrism of the social sciences and rejects sharp boundaries
between human and non-human, social and technological dimensions. This methodological
choice implies that the researcher must apply the® same analytical vocabulary to describe
human and non-human entities. For ANT, any “thing” that makes a difference, that modifies a
situation, qualifies as an actor, or to use a more neutral term, an “actant”. An actant can be a
king, an actor, but equally a camera, a software program, a mirror, a revolver, or even the mud
covering the stage. According to ANT, power and agency do not originate from a single agent,
but are the result of the interconnection, alliance — that is, the network — of heterogeneous
actants.

The theory uses the concept of “translation” to describe the process through which an
actant defines and enlists other actants into its own network according to its own goals.
Following Michel Callon’s classic case study, translation consists of four moments:
problematization, during which the actant initiating the process positions itself as an obligatory
passage point; interessement, during which it attempts to lock other actants into its own system
of roles; enrolment, the successful outcome of which is the stabilization of the alliance; and
mobilization, during which the heterogeneous network appears to the outside world as a single,
coherent entity.® With the help of this theoretical framework, the thesis moves beyond the
symbolic interpretation of technology and reveals how cameras, screens, and other non-human
elements become active, performative shapers of the dramatic plot — not as tools, but as actants
that independently maintain the translation mechanisms of the power network.

It is important to clarify what “network” means in ANT: the term does not refer to a
technical infrastructure similar to the internet, but to a descriptive tool that allows for the tracing
of associations. Nor is ANT a form of technical determinism — it does not claim that objects
act “instead of us,” only that without them, action itself would be unimaginable. In Latour’s

8 Bruno LATOUR, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2005), 108.

9 Cf. Michel CALLON, “Some Elements of a Sociology of Translation: Domestication of the Scallops and the
Fishermen of St Brieuc Bay,” in Power, Action and Belief: A New Sociology of Knowledge?, ed. John Law
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1986), 196 — 200.
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phrasing: “things might authorize, allow, afford, encourage, permit, suggest, influence, block,

render possible, forbid”° action.

The Third Pillar: Moretti’s Quantitative Network Analysis

The third methodological pillar is Franco Moretti’s quantitative, network-theory-based
plot analysis, which the thesis applies by turning from qualitative spatial analysis toward the
investigation of plot topology.!! The basis of Moretti’s method is the procedure he calls “distant
reading,” which, in contrast to the “close reading” of the hermeneutic tradition, focuses on the
abstract modeling of larger systems, forms, and structures rather than the textual depths of the
unique artwork. According to Moretti, distance is a specific condition of knowledge: by taking
fewer elements into account, we can perceive overarching connections more clearly, making
visible those patterns, relationships, and models that remain hidden when the text is scrutinized
up close.

In applying this method, the characters of the drama form the nodes of the network, and
the interactions occurring between them — which Moretti fundamentally reduces to speech acts
— constitute the edges. Four hours of stage action, an unfolding in time, is transformed into a
single, visually analyzable, spatial structure. “Time turned into space”? — writes Moretti, and
this transformation allows us to focus not on the succession of events, but on the internal logic
of the character system as a whole, the density of connections, the hierarchy of characters, and
the vulnerability of the system. The model, of course, is an abstraction: the edges are not
weighted, meaning that five words from Claudius to Horatio carry the same value as the four
thousand spoken between Hamlet and Horatio. Despite these simplifications, the model, like
an X-ray, is capable of rendering visible the skeleton beneath the surface of the plot, the hidden
structures of the system.

This quantitative and topological approach is organically linked to the Foucaultian and
Latourian theoretical frameworks. While Foucault reveals the power-ideological quality of
space, describing how panoptic space produces the disciplined subject, Moretti’s model is
capable of visually demonstrating the structural distribution of this power: the dense court

cluster connecting everyone with everyone else can also be read as the network mapping of

10 Bruno LATOUR, op. cit., 72.

11 Cf. Franco MORETTI, “Halozatelmélet, cselekményelemzés” [Network Theory, Plot Analysis], trans. Maté
Kaszai, Helikon Irodalomtudomanyi Szemle 63, no. 2 (2017).

12 1hid., 217.
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panoptic surveillance. Where | analyze technological devices as actants based on ANT,
Moretti’s quantitative map makes the impact of these non-human actors on the network
measurable and visible.

The placement of the Moretti chapter after the case studies is a methodologically
justified decision: in this way, the quantitative model serves as a structural reinforcement of
the qualitative investigations and avoids the danger of pre-established schemas forced onto the
analyses. Having analyzed in detail what new, non-human actors contemporary directors
introduce, or how they rewrite the character system through character consolidations, I use
Moretti’s model to hypothetically model the network-topological consequences of these

interventions.

Structure of the Analytical Process

The application of the theoretical frameworks outlined in the thesis is realized through
a multi-step analytical process. As a first step, an examination of Shakespeare’s dramatic text
takes place, which — utilizing the frameworks of Foucault’s theory of power and space — reveals
the seeds of panoptic and heterotopic structures, thereby establishing the foundation for
subsequent interpretations. In contrast to textual analysis, the focal point of the research is the
investigation of the four selected productions, which centers on the specific strategies of
theatrical and cinematic adaptations.

The analysis of the case studies is organized along four complementary investigative
perspectives. The first is the interpretation of the directorial concept and dramaturgy: this
examines how a given director updates Hamlet’s core conflicts, and what dramaturgical tools
— cuts, interpolations, or modifications to the sequence of scenes — they employ to place the
drama into a contemporary context.

The second perspective is the investigation of spatial usage and scenography, which
targets the structure of the scenic and cinematic space. The stage space operates as an active,
meaning-bearing system where the arrangement of objects, spaces, and movements generates
interpretation in its own right. The set elements discussed in the literature — glass walls as
metaphors for transparency and control, mirrors as visual codes for self-reflection and
fragmented identity, and weapons as the materialization of institutional violence — create spatial
configurations that determine the representations of both power relations and psychological

states.
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The third dimension focuses on the performative function of technology. Beyond the
mediated content, the analysis of cameras, monitors, and projections extends to how these
devices reshape the structure of the theatrical or cinematic event, the modalities of acting, and
the frameworks of reception. This analytical perspective is most closely linked to the
methodology of ANT: identifying technological devices as actants, uncovering their
translational role, and determining their position within the network constitutes one of the
defining analytical directions of the case studies.

The fourth perspective is the question of the body and performativity, which regards
the physicality, movement, and gestures of acting as crucial factors in meaning-making. Here,
the analysis also draws upon Judith Butler’s theory of performativity:*2 if identity is a series of
repeated acts, and these acts themselves produce and maintain self-identity, then in the context
of the surveillance society, identity necessarily distorts toward panoptic expectations — it
becomes a continuously and publicly maintained role, regulated at every moment by the fact
of being observed. Directorial solutions such as the doubling or tripling of roles are particularly
suited to exploring this problem, as they elevate the unstable nature of performativity and
identity into a structural dramaturgical principle.

13 Judith BUTLER, Gender Trouble. Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York, London: Routlage,
1999), 179. (Magyarul: Problémas nem. Feminizmus és az identitas felforgatésa, ford. Kaszas Zsigmond
(Budapest: Balassi, 2006.), 179.
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I11.  OUTLINE OF THE THESIS STRUCTURE

The logical arc of the thesis progresses from clarifying the theoretical foundations,
through the analysis of the classic text, to concrete case studies, and finally to synthesizing
conclusions. In the introduction to the work, which is structured into twelve main chapters, |
first present the object of research, the contemporary relevance of the choice of topic, the
methodological and theoretical frameworks, and the criteria for selecting the examined
adaptations. Following this, Chapter Il clarifies the Foucaultian theoretical background that
serves as the basis for the thesis. Here, | discuss the concepts of heterotopia and the panopticon,
the power function of architecture, the concept of media heterotopia, and Denmark as an insane
asylum. In Chapter 11, I outline Bruno Latour’s Actor-Network Theory (ANT), focusing on
the process of translation, the role of actants, and the relationship between nature and society.
Following this theoretical foundation, Chapter IV identifies the spatial power structures within
the Shakespearean text itself, analyzing Denmark as a panoptic prison, and the graveyard and
the Mousetrap scene as heterotopias.

Chapter V opens the series of case studies with Thomas Ostermeier’s 2008 Hamlet
production in Avignon. The starting point of the analysis is the intertwining of the mediums of
film and theatre: Hamlet (Lars Eidinger) records the events with a handheld camera, and the
footage is projected live onto the playing space, which involves the audience in a game of
voyeurism and transforms the stage space into a media heterotopia. Otilia Armeén’s categories
of film usage (scenery, tool of surveillance, tool of reflection and mirroring, space-building
tool) help demonstrate how the camera becomes an active participant in creating meaning. 14
Furthermore, the layer of mud covering the stage functions as a dual heterotopia: it
simultaneously evokes the imagery of the graveyard and a crisis heterotopia, while physically
manifesting the moral and psychological struggle of the characters. Jozefina Komporaly’s
concept of “radical adaptation”® helps capture Ostermeier’s directorial approach:
commissioning a new translation, deliberately reworking the text and context, and breaking the
fourth wall (Eidinger’s direct addresses to the audience) all serve the ambition to make the
drama impact a 21st-century audience with the same force it had on the Globe Theatre audience

14 Cf. ARMEAN Otilia, ,,Filmes hatasok kortars erdélyi magyar szinhazi eldadasokban”, Jatéktér, 2023/3, 58.

15 Cf. Jozefina KOMPORALY, Adaptive Recontextualisations: Hamlet for the Here and Now, or Reappropriating
the Canon, in Jozefina KOMPORALY, Radical Revival as Adaptation: Theatre, Politics, Society (London:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 25.
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in 1602. Special attention is given to the doubling of roles: Ostermeier limits the cast to just
six actors. In the Avignon production, Judith Rosmair (Jenny Koénig at the Schaubiihne)
simultaneously portrays Gertrude and Ophelia, Urs Jucker plays Claudius and Fortinbras,
Stefan Stern embodies Laertes and Rosencrantz, Robert Beyer takes on Polonius and Osric,
Sebastian Schwarz (Damir Avdic in the Schaublhne) acts as Horatio and Guildenstern, while
Lars Eidinger performs as Hamlet, the Ghost, and the Player Queen. This radical doubling of
roles — especially the dual role that confines the figures of Gertrude and Ophelia to a single
body — condenses the Oedipal conflict into an intensely personal matter. The actor’s body can
thus be described as a heterotopic body: simultaneously real and imagined, fluid and boundless,
which makes the performative, constructed nature of identity visible through the intertwining
of actor and character. Furthermore, the conflation of roles also proves to be a relevant
structural intervention for the network-theoretical analysis (Chapter X), as this directorial
decision fundamentally rearranges the network of relationships between the characters.

In Chapter VI, | analyze Gregory Doran’s 2009 BBC production, focusing on CCTV
aesthetics, the concept of media heterotopia, and an actor-network-theoretical reading of
Elsinore. The dual — diegetic and extradiegetic — role of the Ghost deserves special attention:
the Ghost is simultaneously the figure of Hamlet’s father and a constant, invisible observer of
Hamlet’s actions, which can be linked to Georges Banu’s concept of “surveillance de
parcours.”® Paradoxically, the Ghost is visible to the diegetic characters (Horatio, the guards),
yet the technological “eye” of the surveillance cameras does not record his presence — this
contradiction highlights both the limitations of technological vision and the Ghost’s
supernatural status outside the system. Following this, the chapter focuses on an Actor-
Network Theory (ANT) reading of Elsinore. The cameras, screens, and mirrors appear as
independent actants that actively “translate” and shape the space: the camera’s angle creates a
hierarchy between the visible and the hidden, the screens conceal the underlying technical-
human network in the sense of Latour’s concept of the “black box,”*” and the presence of two-
way mirrors (providing one-way visibility) creates a power asymmetry between Polonius and
those under surveillance. Hamlet himself becomes an active network-builder when he attempts
to disrupt the system by destroying a surveillance camera, and subsequently, during the
Mousetrap, he enlists the handheld camera as his own controlled actant in a new exposure

strategy opposing Claudius’s official network.

16 Georges BANU, La Scéne surveillée, Essai (Arles: Actes Sud, 2006), 144-151.
7 Bruno LATOUR, Reassembling the Social. An Introduction to Actor-Network Theory (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2005), 131.
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In Chapter VII, | analyze Robert Icke’s 2017 production of Hamlet, characterized by
the simultaneous presence of textual fidelity and radical dramaturgical restructuring. Hildegard
Bechtler’s set — floor-to-ceiling glass walls and sliding doors — creates an architecture of
visibility: the transparent surfaces simultaneously provide a voyeuristic glimpse into the
characters’ most intimate moments and shatter the coherence of identity through their
reflections. Here, the panoptic Elsinore is primarily interpreted through the lens of media
control: a twelve-screen video wall broadcasts political events in a news format, and the royal
family’s public appearances are presented as carefully composed PR events. Foucault’s
concept of the panopticon and Hye Jean Chung’s theory of media heterotopia intersect most
closely here: the Ghost’s first appearance occurs as a mediatized event rather than in physical
reality — manifesting on the security camera monitors — and the production leaves open the
question of whether the phenomenon is a technological anomaly, a psychological projection,
or a genuine supernatural entity. The performance can also be connected to Jayson Harsin’s
theory of post-truth:'® in the Mousetrap scene, Hamlet trusts that technology will provide
objective proof of Claudius’s guilt, yet the recording remains uninterpretable, and ambiguity
replaces certainty — the failure of the promise of technological surveillance is thus brought to
the center in an age characterized by the collapse of mutually accepted authenticating
authorities. This moment can also be read as an example of Latour’s translation of power:
Claudius successfully mobilizes cameras, screens, and technical staff to serve his own
legitimation, while Hamlet’s attempt to build a counter-network fails.

Chapter V111 outlines a brief historical survey of screen adaptations which, instead of
serving as an independent case study, establishes direct context for Almereyda’s 2000
adaptation by presenting how the cinematic representation of Hamlet evolved from the silent
film era to the 2000s. The earliest surviving cinematic remnants of Hamlet — Sarah Bernhardt
and Clément Maurice’s 1900 “théatre filmé” experiment recording the duel scene, followed by
Georges Mélies’s 1907 trick film episode — still follow the logic of documenting a theatrical
performance. Svend Gade and Heinz Schall’s 1921 expressionist adaptation deserves special
attention: Asta Nielsen portrays a Hamlet who was secretly born a girl but raised as a boy and
rules as a man, which extends the concept of heterotopia to the level of the body and gender

identity. Laurence Olivier’s 1948 Academy Award-winning direction elevates film noir

18 Cf. Jayson HARSIN, ,,Post-Truth and Critical Communication Studies”, Oxford Research Encyclopedia of
Communication, Oxford University Press, December 20, 2018.
https://oxfordre.com/communication/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228613.001.0001/acrefore-
9780190228613-e-757 (Letoltés idépontja: 2025. 12. 20.)
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aesthetics and a psychoanalytic, primarily Oedipal, interpretation to the center of Hamlet
reception; the subjective camera movement and the foggy, labyrinthine castle interior become
a visual mapping of Hamlet’s state of mind. In contrast, Grigori Kozintsev’s 1964 Soviet
adaptation foregrounds the political dimension of power: the heavy stone walls and iron bars
of the castle function as a visual metaphor for totalitarian oppression. Kenneth Branagh’s 1996
maximalist direction, which preserves the full text, is set in the halls of mirrors at Blenheim
Palace, where infinite mirror reflections literally make the panoptic spatial organization visible.

In Chapter IX, | analyze Michael Almereyda’s 2000 film, in which the plot is
transposed to 21st-century New York, into the corporate technoscape of the Denmark
Corporation, where Claudius rules as the CEO of his media empire. Here, Hamlet appears as
an amateur video artist who constantly records and edits footage: a significant portion of the
traditional soliloquies is delivered in the form of a video diary through the screen, transforming
the theatrical convention of the internal monologue into a practice of digital self-representation.
Throughout the analysis, | examine the non-human actants (ranging from Hamlet’s PixelVision
camera and surveillance systems to screens, phones, fax machines, Polaroid photographs, and
even the video editing software itself) and investigate how they actively shape the plot: screens
become the vehicles for the Ghost’s message, while wiretapping devices reorganize the
network as the digital equivalent of classic espionage behind the tapestries. The glass walls and
surveillance systems of the Denmark Corporation skyscraper are reinterpreted as a literal,
corporate-capitalist rewriting of the Foucaultian panopticon, in which hyper-transparency
paradoxically becomes an instrument of total control. A central element of the chapter is the
analysis of the Mousetrap scene: Hamlet presents his evidence in the corporate boardroom in
the form of an avant-garde video collage, which attempts to catch Claudius’s guilt using the
audiovisual tools at his disposal (film clips, archival footage, animations, textual inserts) — a
solution that realizes the concept of media heterotopia in its most mature form.

In Chapter X, applying Franco Moretti’s quantitative analysis, | map out the network
anatomy of the Elsinore court and the topography of power, subsequently extending this model
to the examined contemporary adaptations. Following the analysis of the rich, aesthetically and
technologically dense world of contemporary adaptations through the method of “close
reading” in previous chapters, this chapter enlists a radically different perspective: the “distant
reading” pioneered by Franco Moretti. Instead of focusing on hermeneutic depth, the chapter
translates the plot of the drama into an abstract, quantitative network model where characters
act as nodes and the speech acts between them serve as edges. This method transforms the

temporal plot into a single, spatial topological map, rendering visible the hidden structural
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patterns of the drama: the functional hierarchy of the characters, the density of central power
clusters, and the critical “bridge” characters securing the stability of the system. Placing this
chapter after the case studies is justified by the fact that the quantitative model thus avoids
imposing predetermined schemas onto the analyses; on the contrary, it serves as a structural
confirmation of the qualitative investigations. Having analyzed in detail the new, non-human
actants (cameras, screens, mirrors, etc.) introduced by contemporary directors, as well as how
they rewrite the character system through role doubling, the Moretti-style model allows me to
hypothetically model the network-topological consequences of these interventions. The chapter
therefore represents a step toward abstraction: stepping back from the concrete, performative
reality, | look at the underlying Shakespearean structure and examine how contemporary
directorial decisions redraw the original network map of the classic drama.

In Chapter XI, I compare the four examined Hamlet productions (Ostermeier, Doran,
Icke, Almereyda) along the representation of power and visibility, synthesizing the findings
developed individually in Chapters V through X. First, | delineate the commonalities and
divergences of contemporary representations of Elsinore, followed by an analysis of the
anatomy of internalized surveillance — specifically, how the panoptic gaze is integrated into the
characters’ psyches across the four productions. Next, | examine media heterotopia as a space
of illusion through the variations of the Mousetrap scene, uncovering the shared patterns in the
power of mediums. | demonstrate the translation of power by comparing the roles of non-
human actants (cameras, mirrors, technological devices), and finally, | analyze the
fragmentation of the body and self-image from the perspectives of performativity and identity
in the age of surveillance.

Ultimately, the final chapter of the thesis is born in the spirit of scholarly self-reflection.
In this section, | examine the limitations of the research and outline future research

opportunities, focusing, for instance, on posthumanism or gender studies perspectives.
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IV.  MAIN FINDINGS AND RESULTS OF THE THESIS

Maps of Contemporary Elsinore

The Shakespearean metaphor of “Denmark’s a prison” becomes the architectural and
technological cornerstone of a complex, Foucaultian panoptic system in contemporary
productions. The shared premise of the examined productions — the works of Michael
Almereyda, Robert Icke, Gregory Doran, and Thomas Ostermeier — is the progressive
eradication of the private sphere and the visual expansion of power, yet the toolkit used to
establish this control displays sharp differences. Almereyda and Icke capture the paradox of
transparency and confinement on radically different spatial scales, but along the same
ideological lines. While Almereyda places institutional strategies, in the de Certeauian sense,
into the macro-space of global capitalism among the skyscrapers of New York, Icke condenses
this same cold, corporate control into the micro-environment of a luxury apartment. In both
productions, glass becomes the primary material of power: in Almereyda’s work, the reflective
facades of modernist office buildings proclaim the faceless, corporate nature of power, whereas
in Icke’s, transparent sliding walls and glass doors render physical concealment impossible.
The similarity lies in the fact that in neither case does transparency signify freedom; instead, it
imposes the compulsion of continuous surveillance.

The depiction of power’s technocratic coldness and moral corruption shows the most
vivid contrast when comparing Doran and Ostermeier, even though both directors diagnose the
same hopelessness. In Doran’s spaces, covered in black marble and mirrors, power is present
in elegant suits and in the form of discreet, fixed CCTV cameras. Ostermeier replaces sterile
surfaces with raw mud and water, displaying political rot as a physical swamp. However, the
visual creation of paranoia is a shared trait of both approaches: in Doran’s work, reflections
and monitors render the space infinite, while in Ostermeier’s, the muddy gait makes the
confinement palpable. The difference can be detected in the quality of the act of surveillance.
Doran relies on the remote, cold, “objective” gaze of the camera, whereas Ostermeier uses an
aggressive, subjective handheld camera that brings the body of the observer and the observed
into flesh-and-blood proximity. The maps of contemporary Elsinore move along the axes of
sterility and the swamp, the global metropolis and the claustrophobic glass cage, but their

common denominator remains the radical eradication of the private sphere.
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The Anatomy of Internalized Surveillance

Panoptic surveillance achieves its greatest efficiency when the observed individual
applies to themselves the very gaze that previously came from the outside. The four examined
productions demonstrate this process through varying dramaturgical logics, yet a precise
pattern emerges from the comparison: the depth of internalization is closely correlated with the
channel through which the mandate of surveillance reaches the subject.

A key element in the directorial concepts is the representation of the Ghost, which
directly determines the nature of the revenge mandate imposed upon Hamlet. In Doran’s
adaptation, the Ghost’s voice speaks through the castle’s internal intercom system; the mandate
takes on the weight of an institutional directive. Hamlet thus internalizes a compulsion for
revenge locked within an institutional logic, against which individual resistance is granted
limited room for maneuver from the outset. In contrast, Icke’s production calls the ontological
status of the mandate into question: the Ghost first appears on the monitors of security cameras,
then manifests physically, allowing Hamlet to actually hold his hand. The mandate internalized
in this manner remains perpetually uncertain: it is burdened with precisely the ontological
ambivalence with which Hamlet struggles prior to taking action. In Almereyda’s work, the
Ghost appears in a pixelated, grainy image quality on various screens, and this medial quality
defines the character of the mandate: a digitally stored presence retrievable from the archive
conveys a compulsion for revenge that can be paused at any time — yet for this very reason, it
never truly disappears. Ostermeier’s solution is the most radical: Lars Eidinger simultaneously
portrays both the Ghost and Hamlet, and due to this duality locked within a single body, no
distance can fit between the mandate and its subject. Internalization is the starting point for
Ostermeier: the compulsion for revenge and self-anxiety spring from the exact same body from
the very first moment of the performance.

The stability of identity and the depth of internalization stand in inverse proportion
across the four productions. Where self-identity holds its ground most strongly — in Doran’s
Hamlet, who destroys a security camera with physical force — internalization is the most
fragmented, highly contested state. Where self-identity is the most unstable, internalization is
at its most complete. In Ostermeier’s work, the radically downsized cast of only six actors
elevates the interchangeability of identity to a structural principle. The fact that the actors
perform with multiple role-doublings raises the question: is there a unified self at all that
surveillance could be directed toward? The most precise operation of surveillance occurs at the

moment when the individual identifies their own field of decision-making with the internal
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voice of the mandate — and although this moment appears in a different guise in each
production, it brings about the same final outcome: Denmark is a prison whose deepest cells

were constructed within the prisoners’ own consciousness.

Media Heterotopia as a Space of Illusion: The Lesson of the Mousetrap Variations

One of the most vivid common traits of the four examined adaptations is the way the
screen — be it a twelve-panel video wall, a CCTV monitor, a PixelVision display, or a handheld
live broadcast — becomes the most vulnerable point on the boundary between reality and
appearance. Hye Jean Chung’s concept of media heterotopia finds confirmation in each of the
productions, yet the concrete executions pose fundamentally different questions regarding the
relationship between the medium and the truth. This line of questioning reaches its densest
dramaturgical point in the Mousetrap scene: it is here that every director most sharply asks the
same question — can the apparatus of surveillance be turned against power?

Michael Almereyda rewrites the traditional stage form most radically: Hamlet creates
a provocative video essay out of archival footage, animations, and inserts, which he screens in
a conference room of the Denmark Corporation. The technological process is itself metatextual:
Hamlet first rents VHS tapes, edits the material on a computer, and then records it back onto a
tape; the gesture blurs the boundary between analog and digital, while Hamlet becomes a
director whose filmmaking mirrors Almereyda’s own creative method. In Gregory Doran’s
production, the medial logic of the Mousetrap is built upon live surveillance: lying in Ophelia’s
lap, Hamlet focuses a handheld camera directly on Claudius. At the end of the scene, however,
Claudius blinds the camera with a flashlight — the intervention of the non-human actant
destroys the evidence, thereby exposing the illusion that the tool of surveillance can be turned
against power. Robert Icke’s production places the problem of post-truth at the center:
Marcellus points a video camera at Claudius, whose face appears on the twelve-screen video
wall, yet the recorded footage remains uninterpretable — Claudius’s expression can be read as
annoyance, confusion, or discomfort. Despite this, Hamlet triumphantly declares that the Ghost
spoke the truth: emotional conviction overrides technological proof, emotion itself becoming
the evidence. Ostermeier’s Mousetrap scene moves the furthest away from the medial logic of
the dramatic tradition: Eidinger turns the camera toward the audience and their faces are
projected onto the stage, completely inverting the act of surveillance.

A paradox emerges from the comparison: the more sophisticated the technology used

to attempt to capture the truth, the more the truth itself falls under the constructive influence of
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the medium. In every production, we see that the attempt to invert the logic of surveillance
ultimately collapses back into the system: the gaze of the camera is simultaneously the only

available tool and the primary obstacle to comprehension.

The Translation of Power: Non-Human Actants in the Examined Productions

The most important insight of Bruno Latour’s Actor-Network Theory (ANT) is that the
exercise of power never originates from an isolated agent; rather, it is the result of the
interconnection and mutually constitutive translation of heterogeneous actants — both human
and non-human actors. When the four examined contemporary productions relocate the
mechanism of Shakespearean court intrigue into a contemporary setting, this process can be
viewed through the terminology of ANT more as the construction of a fundamentally new
translational structure than as a simple modernization. The role of Polonius hiding behind the
arras is taken over by cameras, microphones, CCTV systems, fax machines, and handheld
cameras; in terms of their functionality, these non-human actants are the direct descendants of
the Shakespearean espionage apparatus, fundamentally rewriting the operation of power.

The sharpest analogy can be drawn between the surveillance systems of Doran and Icke
and the physical eavesdropping techniques of the original drama. In accordance with ANT’s
principle of generalized symmetry, this replacement signifies a topological rearrangement of
the power network: while Polonius must be physically present behind the arras — carrying an
immediate risk to his life —the CCTV camera or the two-way mirror performs the exact same
translation impersonally and from a safe distance. One of the most telling ANT examples in
Almereyda’s film is the presence of the fax machine: in Shakespeare’s original text, Osric acts
as a human actant to establish the connection between Hamlet and Claudius/Laertes, who issue
the duel challenge. In Almereyda’s adaptation, this function is assumed by a fax machine that
receives the message and materializes the deadly challenge in the form of a physical document.
The lethal intent is transformed into bureaucratic paper, dissolving all moral responsibility
within the infrastructure.

The most elemental and visceral non-human actant in Ostermeier’s production is the
mud. Through the lens of ANT, the mud appears as a real actor that goes beyond a symbolic
reading, fundamentally reshaping the actors’ range of motion through its physical resistance:
it weighs down, slows, and renders arduous every single gesture. Here, translation operates in
the reverse direction: instead of conveying the characters’ intentions, the material rewrites their

possibilities for action, while transforming moral corruption into a physical experience. In this
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regard, Ostermeier’s solution represents the most radical application of the theory, as it elevates
an elemental, natural material into the primary agent of both the exercise of power and
resistance.

In all the productions, the translational force of non-human actants works toward
stabilizing the power network — cameras, monitors, and fax machines render control more
efficient, impersonal, and unquestionable. Power is durable because non-human actants do not
require continuous human intervention to sustain translation: control in Elsinore becomes truly

total to the extent that the infrastructure itself handles the espionage.

Fragmentation of the Body and Self-Image

According to Judith Butler, identity is a series of repeated acts: action itself produces
and maintains self-identity, and this state requires continuous reproduction.’® If an individual
is aware of being observed, their performative expressions are forced to conform to the
expectations of power — identity becomes a continuously and publicly maintained role,
regulated at every moment by the fact of surveillance.

Lars Eidinger’s use of the body in Ostermeier’s production provides by far the most
radical response among the four adaptations to the bodily consequences of panoptic control.
Eidinger’s body becomes a battlefield in the most literal sense of the word: wallowing in the
mud, smearing soil on his face, nudity, stripping off the fattening costume, or dragging his own
head into the ground with a necktie — these gestures are performative acts in the Butlerian sense
that construct an identity: a Hamlet-identity that gradually disintegrates under continuous
surveillance. In Almereyda’s work, the fragmentation of identity manifests as the breakdown
of the self-image appearing on the PixelVision camera display: Hamlet watches his own
archival footage, confronting his present with the medial remnants of the past. In Icke’s
production, Andrew Scott’s Hamlet experiences collapse from within while the surface
maintains its integrity; critic Rosemary Waugh observes that, thanks to the lighting, at one
point three images of Scott’s Hamlet were visible at once: one on the stage and two on the glass
surfaces. This constant doubling between the physical presence and its reflections serves as a

spatial metaphor for the fragmentation of identity. In Doran’s case, the blinding of the camera

19 Judith BUTLER, Gender Trouble. Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York, London: Routlage,
1999), 179.

26



is the turning point: the body loses the very tool with which it attempted to capture the truth,
and is left behind as purely vulnerable.

A powerful conclusion emerges from this comparison: the fragmentation of identity is
proportional to the density of the surveillance apparatus and the intensity of the medial
presence. Where the handheld camera is closest to the body — in Ostermeier’s work — the
collapse of identity is at its most physical and complete. Where the mediating layer of
technology leaves a gap — in Almereyda’s piece — the self illusorily reconstructs itself with the
help of the medial archive.

The Network Anatomy of the Dramatic Structure: Moretti-Based Results

Quantitative network analysis using Franco Moretti’s method of “distant reading”
serves as a structural reinforcement of Foucaultian and Latourian concepts. Treating the
characters of the Shakespearean drama as nodes and the interactions occurring between them
as edges, | transformed the plot into a network-topological map that renders the hidden anatomy
of power visible.

Within the Hamlet network, the protagonist’s position can be functionally defined as
the center of the network: he is just one step away from sixteen characters, and his average
distance from the rest of the nodes in the network is 1.45 steps. Experimentation — the
hypothetical removal of certain nodes — reveals the vulnerability of the system. If Hamlet is
removed, the network splits almost completely in two: only three insignificant edges remain
between the court and the counter-court. In contrast, the removal of Claudius brings about less
dramatic consequences — even though quantitatively he barely lags behind Hamlet — since he
is @ member of a highly dense, internally strongly interconnected subnetwork that remains
stable even without him. The most surprising result appears when Horatio is removed: if
Horatio is taken out of the network after Hamlet, the Ghost and Fortinbras — the beginning and
the end of the play — become completely isolated from the rest of the plot, and the tragedy as a
coherent narrative ceases to exist.?

By identifying the “region of death,”?* the analysis brings forth the structural insight
that no one dies in Hamlet outside the zone formed by those characters who are directly

connected to both antagonistic poles — Hamlet and Claudius. Polonius, Ophelia, Gertrude,

20 Franco MORETTI, “Halozatelmélet, cselekményelemzés” [Network Theory, Plot Analysis], trans. Maté
Kaszai, Helikon Irodalomtudomanyi Szemle 63, no. 2 (2017): 219.
2 Ibid., 219, 227.
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Laertes, Rosencrantz, and Guildenstern all belong to this double-bound zone, and their fates
are sealed. Rather than a random consequence of individual actions or psychological
motivations, death in the drama is much more of a structural necessity arising from the
positions the characters occupy within the network.

From the perspective of the Moretti model, Ostermeier’s character consolidations
represent a complete topological reconfiguration. Consolidating Gertrude and Ophelia creates
a single hypercentral node where the edges of maternal attachment and romantic desire
converge simultaneously, rendering visible the internal tension that accompanies the prince
throughout his entire role. Consolidating Claudius and Fortinbras fuses the nodes responsible
for destabilizing and restabilizing the network, exposing the circular, self-repeating nature of
power. Fusing Horatio and Guildenstern is the most drastic intervention: it merges the
network’s most reliable bridge character with one of its most untrustworthy figures, making it
impossible for Hamlet to distinguish between the position of his sole friend and that of one of
his chief spies.

In Doran’s production, the CCTV system forms a parallel surveillance network layer
superimposed upon the verbal network, its edges connecting the characters’ movements and
behavior to the center of power. Power does not stem from who talks to whom, but from who
has the right to see without being seen: underneath the network of verbal interactions described

by the Moretti model, an asymmetrical network of visibility is constructed.

Summary Conclusions

The comparative analysis of the four examined productions highlights how 21st-
century interpretations of Hamlet resonate with the experience of the surveillance society. In
these adaptations, power is predicated upon the control of visibility, the asymmetrical gaze,
and the continuous monitoring of identity — motifs that are already discernable within the
deep structure of Shakespeare’s original drama. Together,

Michel Foucault’s theory of the panopticon, Bruno Latour’s Actor-Network Theory
(ANT), Chung’s concept of media heterotopia, and Franco Moretti’s quantitative network
analysis offer a theoretical framework that, while revealing the internal logic of the examined
adaptations, simultaneously provides a comprehensive cultural diagnosis. In light of all this,
Elsinore becomes, for the contemporary imagination, the perfect model of an all-seeing yet
invisible system of control. However, Denmark’s deepest prison cells are no longer built

between the castle walls, but within the characters’ own consciousness.
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