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Introduction

In the vast panorama of American culture, few figures 

loom as large as Orson Welles. A towering presence in 

theater, radio, and film, Welles left an indelible mark 

on the artistic landscape of the 20th century. Among his 

many  achievements,  Welles's  interpretations  of 

Shakespeare's  plays  occupy a  unique  and prominent 

place.

Welles's  fascination  with  Shakespeare  began  at  an 

early  age.  As  a  child,  he  devoured  the  Bard's  plays, 

immersing himself in the worlds of kings, queens, and 

star-crossed lovers. This early passion for Shakespeare 
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would  shape  Welles's  entire  career,  influencing  his 

work as a director, actor, and writer.

Welles's  Shakespearean  productions  were 

groundbreaking  and  innovative.  He  brought  a  fresh 

perspective to the Bard's plays, reinterpreting them for 

a modern audience. His radio adaptations of Macbeth 

and  Julius  Caesar  were  particularly  influential, 

reaching  millions  of  listeners  and  introducing 

Shakespeare to a new generation.

Welles's  films  also  showcased  his  unique  take  on 

Shakespeare.  His  1948  adaptation  of  Macbeth  is 

considered a masterpiece of cinema, and his 1966 film 

Chimes at Midnight, based on Shakespeare's Henry IV 

plays, is a brilliant and unconventional interpretation 

of the historical cycle.

Welles's  Shakespearean  work  was  not  without  its 

critics. Some traditionalists accused him of taking too 

many liberties with the Bard's text. However, Welles's 

defenders argued that his adaptations were faithful to 
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the spirit of Shakespeare's plays, even if they deviated 

from the letter.

Welles's contributions to Shakespearean theater, radio, 

and film are undeniable. He was a visionary artist who 

brought Shakespeare's plays to life in new and exciting 

ways.  His  work  continues  to  inspire  and  challenge 

audiences to this day, ensuring his legacy as one of the 

most important Shakespearean interpreters of all time.
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Book Description

In the annals of American culture, Orson Welles stands 

as a towering figure, his contributions to theater, radio, 

and  film  leaving  an  indelible  mark  on  the  artistic 

landscape  of  the  20th  century.  Among  his  many 

achievements,  Welles's  interpretations  of 

Shakespeare's  plays  occupy a  unique  and prominent 

place,  earning  him  a  reputation  as  one  of  the  most 

influential Shakespearean interpreters of all time.

Welles's  fascination  with  Shakespeare  began  in  his 

youth,  and  his  passion  for  the  Bard's  works  would 

shape his entire career. His Shakespearean productions 

were  groundbreaking  and  innovative,  reinterpreting 

the plays for a modern audience and introducing them 

to a new generation.

Welles's  radio  adaptations  of  Macbeth  and  Julius 

Caesar were particularly influential, reaching millions 

of listeners and captivating them with their innovative 

4



sound  design  and  Welles's  own  masterful 

performances.  His  films  also  showcased  his  unique 

take  on  Shakespeare,  with  his  1948  adaptation  of 

Macbeth  hailed  as  a  cinematic  masterpiece  and  his 

1966 film Chimes at Midnight, based on Shakespeare's 

Henry  IV  plays,  praised  for  its  brilliance  and 

unconventionality.

Welles's  Shakespearean  work  was  not  without  its 

critics, with some traditionalists accusing him of taking 

too  many  liberties  with  the  Bard's  text.  However, 

Welles's  defenders  argued  that  his  adaptations  were 

faithful to the spirit of Shakespeare's plays, even if they 

deviated from the letter.

Beyond  his  individual  productions,  Welles's 

contributions to Shakespearean theater, radio, and film 

extended to his influence on other artists and his role 

in  popularizing  Shakespeare's  plays  among  a  wider 

audience. His work helped to bridge the gap between 
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high and popular culture, making Shakespeare's plays 

accessible to a new generation of Americans.

Welles's  legacy  as  a  Shakespearean  interpreter  is 

undeniable. His innovative and daring approach to the 

Bard's  plays  challenged  traditional  notions  of 

Shakespearean  performance  and  opened  up  new 

possibilities  for  interpreting  the  plays.  His  work 

continues  to  inspire  and  challenge  audiences  to  this 

day, ensuring his place as one of the most important 

figures in the history of Shakespearean theater, radio, 

and film.
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Chapter  1:  Shakespeare's  Words, 

Welles's Vision

1. Welles's Introduction to Shakespeare

Orson Welles's fascination with Shakespeare began at 

an early age. As a child, he devoured the Bard's plays, 

immersing himself in the worlds of kings, queens, and 

star-crossed lovers. This early passion for Shakespeare 

would  shape  Welles's  entire  career,  influencing  his 

work as a director, actor, and writer.

Welles's  first  encounter  with  Shakespeare  came 

through his mother, Beatrice Ives Welles, who was an 

accomplished  actress  and  elocution  teacher.  She 

introduced him to the Bard's plays at a young age, and 

Welles quickly became captivated by their beauty and 

power.  He  would  often  recite  Shakespeare's 

monologues and scenes from memory, impressing his 

family and friends with his talent.
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Welles's formal introduction to Shakespearean theater 

came during his time at the Todd School for Boys in 

Woodstock,  Illinois.  There,  he  participated in  several 

school  productions  of  Shakespeare's  plays,  including 

Julius  Caesar,  Macbeth,  and  The  Tempest.  Welles's 

performances  in  these  productions  were  highly 

praised, and he quickly established himself as a rising 

star in the world of theater.

After  graduating  from  high  school,  Welles  briefly 

attended the Art Institute of Chicago before dropping 

out to pursue a career in theater. He joined the Gate 

Theatre  in  Dublin,  Ireland,  where  he  performed  in 

several Shakespearean productions, including Hamlet, 

Othello, and King Lear. Welles's performances in these 

productions  were  critically  acclaimed,  and  he  soon 

gained  a  reputation  as  one  of  the  most  promising 

young actors of his generation.

In 1934, Welles returned to the United States and joined 

the  Mercury  Theatre,  a  repertory  company  that  he 
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founded  with  John  Houseman.  The  Mercury  Theatre 

quickly became known for its  innovative and daring 

productions  of  Shakespeare's  plays.  Welles's 

interpretations  of  the  Bard's  plays  were 

groundbreaking  and  controversial,  but  they  also 

attracted a large and enthusiastic audience.

Welles's  work  with  the  Mercury  Theatre  helped  to 

popularize  Shakespeare's  plays  among  a  new 

generation  of  Americans.  His  radio  adaptations  of 

Macbeth  and  Julius  Caesar  were  particularly 

influential,  reaching  millions  of  listeners  and 

introducing Shakespeare to  a  new audience.  Welles's 

films also showcased his unique take on Shakespeare, 

with  his  1948  adaptation  of  Macbeth  hailed  as  a 

cinematic  masterpiece  and  his  1966  film  Chimes  at 

Midnight,  based  on  Shakespeare's  Henry  IV  plays, 

praised for its brilliance and unconventionality.

Welles's contributions to Shakespearean theater, radio, 

and film are undeniable. He was a visionary artist who 
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brought Shakespeare's plays to life in new and exciting 

ways.  His  work  continues  to  inspire  and  challenge 

audiences to this day, ensuring his legacy as one of the 

most important Shakespearean interpreters of all time.
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Chapter  1:  Shakespeare's  Words, 

Welles's Vision

2. Welles's Unique Theatrical Style

Welles's theatrical style was as unique and innovative 

as his approach to Shakespeare's plays. He rejected the 

traditional  proscenium arch stage,  preferring instead 

to  use  open  spaces  and  unconventional  staging 

techniques to create a more immersive and dynamic 

theatrical experience.

One  of  Welles's  most  distinctive  trademarks  was  his 

use of multiple levels and platforms. This allowed him 

to create complex and visually striking stage pictures, 

with  characters  appearing  and  disappearing  from 

different  levels,  creating  a  sense  of  movement  and 

fluidity.

Welles was also a master of lighting and sound design. 

He used light  and shadow to  create  dramatic  effects 

and to highlight key moments in the plays. His use of 
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sound  was  equally  innovative,  with  music,  sound 

effects,  and  even  silence  used  to  create  a  rich  and 

evocative atmosphere.

Welles's  theatrical  style  was  not  simply  a  matter  of 

aesthetics.  He  believed  that  these  techniques  were 

essential  to bringing Shakespeare's plays to life for a 

modern audience. By creating a more immersive and 

dynamic theatrical experience, Welles sought to break 

down the barriers between the stage and the audience 

and to make Shakespeare's plays more accessible and 

relevant to contemporary audiences.

Welles's  theatrical  style  was  not  without  its  critics. 

Some  traditionalists  accused  him  of  sacrificing  the 

integrity of Shakespeare's plays in favor of spectacle. 

However,  Welles's  defenders  argued  that  his 

innovations were faithful to the spirit of Shakespeare's 

work, even if they deviated from the letter.

Welles's unique theatrical style had a profound impact 

on  the  world  of  theater.  His  innovative  techniques 
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challenged  traditional  notions  of  Shakespearean 

performance  and  opened  up  new  possibilities  for 

interpreting the plays.  His  work continues  to  inspire 

and challenge theater artists to this day.
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Chapter  1:  Shakespeare's  Words, 

Welles's Vision

3. The Radio Broadcasts

In  the  realm  of  radio  broadcasting,  Orson  Welles 

emerged as a pioneer, captivating audiences with his 

innovative  and  daring  adaptations  of  Shakespeare's 

plays.  Welles's  radio  productions  were 

groundbreaking,  not  only  for  their  artistic  merit  but 

also  for  their  ability  to  reach  a  vast  and  diverse 

audience.

Welles's  first  major  Shakespearean  radio  adaptation 

was Macbeth, which he produced for CBS in 1937. This 

production  was  a  critical  and  commercial  success, 

introducing Shakespeare's tragedy to a new generation 

of listeners. Welles's adaptation was notable for its use 

of  sound  effects  and  music  to  create  a  vivid  and 

immersive soundscape, bringing the world of Macbeth 

to life in the listeners' imaginations.
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Following the success of Macbeth,  Welles went on to 

produce  several  more  Shakespearean  radio 

adaptations,  including  Julius  Caesar,  King  Lear,  and 

Othello.  These productions were all  characterized by 

Welles's  innovative  use  of  sound  and  his  ability  to 

create a sense of immediacy and intimacy between the 

actors and the audience.

Welles's  radio broadcasts  played a significant role in 

popularizing  Shakespeare's  plays  among  a  wider 

audience.  His  productions  were  accessible  to  people 

who  might  not  have  had  the  opportunity  to  see 

Shakespeare's plays performed live or who might have 

been  intimidated  by  the  traditional  theater  setting. 

Welles's  radio  adaptations  helped  to  demystify 

Shakespeare and make his plays more accessible to a 

general audience.

In  addition to  their  artistic  and cultural  significance, 

Welles's radio broadcasts also had a profound impact 

on  the  development  of  radio  drama as  an  art  form. 
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Welles's  innovative  use  of  sound  and  his  focus  on 

creating a visceral and immersive experience for the 

listener  helped  to  establish  new  standards  for  radio 

drama. His work in this medium continues to inspire 

and influence radio producers and broadcasters to this 

day.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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