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Global experience of stage interpretations of “Macbeth”

Abstract. The specific features of directorial and acting interpretations of well-known theatrical productions
of “Macbeth” served as an effective means of enriching artistic experience in the stage realisation of the tragedy
by William Shakespeare. The aim of the study was to update materials from specialised literary and artistic
sources regarding directorial and acting versions of W. Shakespeare’s “Macbeth” and the artistic qualities of these
productions. The research identified significant characteristics of stage interpretations of the tragedy. The specificity
of marionette versions of “Macbeth” was outlined, particularly in relation to the roles of the witches and Lady
Macduff. Attention was given to the directorial solution of the English actor D. Garrick, marked by the psychological
depth of “Macbeth” and the grandeur of Lady Macbeth. The study highlighted the directorial techniques of stage
interpretation employed by the Royal Theatre actor ].Ph. Kemble, aimed at mitigating Macbeth’s guilt and excluding
the actor-ghost from scenes involving him. Emphasis was placed on the experimental adaptation by the Royal
Theatre actor R. Elliston for the Royal Circus, realised in the form of a pantomimic performance. The influence of a
pronounced psychological dimension in the stage images of the characters was established in the production of the
London actor W.C. Macready. The contribution of the creators of the most outstanding stage images of “Macbeth”
in the mid-19™ century — S. Phelps, C. Kean, and H. Irving — was also identified. A gradual shift was outlined
from psychological deviance, the defining feature of Shakespearean tragedy productions during the Romantic
period of the 19™ century, towards the modernist subjectivism of the 20" century. Characteristic features of the
modernised “Macbeth” by B. Jackson were specified. The study established the causes of the crisis in Shakespearean
interpretation and readings of the tragedy and detailed the positive qualities of the directorial work of G.B. Shaw at
the Shakespeare Memorial Theatre, featuring L. Olivier and V. Leigh. The perspective of a modernised interpretation
of the great tragedy by P. Boha¢ and his experimental theatre company Spirtfire Company was traced. The research
also clarified the aims of innovation and the methods of realisation of one of the most enigmatic interpretations
of the tragedy by the director of the “Berezil” artistic association, L. Kurbas. The practical significance of the study
lies in the acquisition of progressive theatrical experience in staging “Macbeth” by W. Shakespeare, the enrichment
of the director’s palette of expressive stage means, and the improvement of methodological approaches to the
successful adaptation of works within the tragic genre
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Introduction

Directing and acting skills required systematic and con-
tinuous development. In this process, studying the histo-
ry of stage productions was particularly valuable; it not
only broadened the understanding of interpretative pos-
sibilities for dramaturgical material but also deepened
the insight into the relationship between the author’s
intent and its stage embodiment. A historical-critical
analysis of performances allowed for the identification
of the evolution of directorial concepts and methods of
acting transformation, while opening new horizons in
the interpretation of classical texts. It was through the
interaction of theoretical reflection and the practical re-
alisation of drama that a holistic vision of modern per-
forming arts was formed. One of the most studied and
relevant subjects of theatre analysis remained the work
of William Shakespeare, particularly his play “Macbeth”,
which served as a model of profound dramaturgical com-
plexity and multi-layered meaning. For several centuries,
“Macbeth” has not only retained its stage appeal but has
been continually revitalised within shifting cultural and
social contexts. The production history of “Macbeth” has
attracted the attention of numerous researchers, who
analyse directorial concepts, interpretative approaches,
acting specifics, and the nature of artistic means across
various cultural environments (Cerda et al., n.d.). New
research expanded this perspective; for instance, Ox-
ford University professor A. Lidster (2022) demonstrat-
ed how book publishers of the early modern era (late
16™ — early 17™ centuries) influenced the shaping of
Shakespearean plays, which helped explain the diversity
of stage versions of “Macbeth”.

Within Ukrainian theatre studies, a circle of schol-
ars has also addressed the production history of the
tragedy “Macbeth”, offering conceptual interpretations
of the transformation of the play’s imagery across dif-
ferent theatrical forms. D. Moskvitina (2017) recon-
structed the reception of Shakespeare in the intellec-
tual worldview of Ralph Waldo Emerson, demonstrating
that for Emerson Shakespeare’s texts functioned not
merely as literary sources but as philosophical plat-
forms for reflection on creativity, moral freedom, and
universal values. Researcher argued that Emerson read
Shakespeare as a genius, whose artistic method and an-
thropological vision became a model of creative self-af-
firmation for the American thinker. I. Makaryk (2010)
examined the influence of Ukrainian theatre on the re-
ception of Shakespeare within the national cultural con-
text. Research by M. Labinskyi et al. (2022) elucidated
the theoretical foundations of innovative Ukrainian the-
atre and the logic of stage interpretation, including the
first Ukrainian production of Shakespeare’s “Macbeth”.
In turn, M. Fowler (2025) analysed the formation of the
artistic elite and theatrical culture in Soviet Ukraine,
which created the conditions for such innovative pro-
ductions. Within the framework of Ukrainian Shake-
spearean studies, the contribution of N. Torkut (2023)
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has been particularly significant, as the author’s schol-
arly work provided an important theoretical basis
for understanding the transformation of the image of
“Macbeth” in later historical and theatrical contexts,
which proved essential for directorial development. Re-
views of contemporary productions — including those
by 1. Golizdra (2025) and Music-review Ukraine (n.d.) —
have documented not only thematic emphases but also
formal features of modern interpretations of “Macbeth”
on the Ukrainian stage, testifying to a heightened in-
terest in contemporary theatrical readings of Shake-
speare’s tragedy in Ukraine.

Thus, the study of the stage history of the trage-
dy “Macbeth” has become a multifaceted phenome-
non, covering a wide range of theoretical, critical and
practical aspects of theatrical art. However, despite the
large number of studies, the question of the relation-
ship between the director’s concept and the actor’s
embodiment, taking into account the historical stages
of theatre development and changes in interpretation
paradigms, still remained open and required further
consideration. The aim of this article was to analyse the
evolution of directorial and acting interpretations of
Shakespeare’s tragedy “Macbeth” in different historical
and cultural contexts, with an emphasis on identifying
the main stage innovations that shaped the artistic in-
tegrity of the productions. From the point of view of
directing and acting, the works of a number of schol-
ars have been valuable for researching the stated topic.
The study used an interdisciplinary approach, which
included methods such as historical and critical analy-
sis, which allowed to trace the evolution of stage inter-
pretations of “Macbeth” in the context of cultural and
historical circumstances; comparative studies provided
a comparative analysis of different theatrical versions
of the play in national and aesthetic contexts; theatrical
hermeneutics contributed to the identification of the
semantic layers of the stage text through the interpre-
tation of the director’s decisions; elements of practical
directing made it possible to use theatrical staging tools
for a deeper understanding of the creative strategies
used in specific performances.

From the history of stage productions
of the tragedy “Macbeth” by Williaom
Shakespeadre on the stages of England
and the Czech Republic
The first review of “Macbeth” during Shakespeare’s
lifetime was written by the occultist and astrologer to
Queen Elizabeth [, Simon Forman, who saw the perfor-
mance at the “Globe” Theatre on 20 April 1610 (Bloom
& Marson, 2008). Shakespeare scholars have noted dis-
crepancies between Forman’s account and the play as it
later appeared in print. For instance, he makes no men-
tion of the apparition scene, of Hecate, of the man not
born of woman, or of Birnam Wood. However, scholars
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P. Mason & S. Clark (2015) have observed that Forman’s
reportswere ofteninaccurate andincomplete, and that his
interest lay not in “providing comprehensive accounts of
productions” According to P. Tatspaugh (2003), with the
change of the ruling elite in Great Britain in the mid-17®
century, changes also took place in the cultural life of the
empire. Shakespeare’s plays were adapted to the tastes
and preferences of the new era. Among the changes in
the production of “Macbeth” that could be noticed were
the expansion of the role of the witches (Wills, 1996),
the introduction of new songs, dances and “flights”, as
well as the expansion of the role of Lady Macduff as the
protagonist of Lady Macbeth. These performances were
called puppet versions of “Macbeth”.

The puppet version of “Macbeth” remained on the
theatre stage for almost a century, and it was not un-
til 1744 that the English actor D. Garrick managed to
revive the play. D. Garrick claimed that his production
of “Macbeth” was “as written by Shakespeare”. In fact,
this statement was false: he retained the expanded
role of the witches and wrote a long death speech for
Macbeth himself, excluding from his production the
drunken old guard, the murder of Lady Macduff’s son,
and Malcolm Macduff’s trial (Orgel, 1988). The role of
Lady Macbeth, played by his friend and regular stage
partner, actress H. Pritchard, was restored to its full
grandeur, in keeping with the original source, and no
longer depicted irrelevant moral contrasts with Lady
Macduff (Gay, 2002). In his production, D. Garrick fo-
cused on the inner experiences of a character, who was
torn between good and evil. Actor portrayed a man ca-
pable of observing himself, as if part of him remained
untouched. In D. Garrick’s version, Macbeth was a sen-
sitive man, and nothing could turn him into a tyrant and
despot (Williams, 2002).

According to S. Williams (2002), the next play was
staged in 1778 by Sir J.F. Cambell, an actor at the Royal
Theatre. The highlight of ].F. Campbell’s production, as
described by J. Moody (2002), was the “tall and majestic”
actress S. Sidons, who became legendary in the role of
Lady Macbeth. Unlike H. Pritchard’s wild, demonic por-
trayal, S. Sidons’ Lady Macbeth, although terrifying, was
tender, loving and humane in the scenes, where actress
expressed her regret and remorse. By portraying her ac-
tions as motivated by love for her husband, S. Siddons
shifted part of the moral responsibility for all the mur-
ders away from him. According to P. Gay (2002), audi-
ences found Lady Macbeth’s sleepwalking scene particu-
larly mesmerising, and theatre critic W. Hazlitt pointed
out that “all her gestures were involuntary and mechan-
ical — she glided across the stage and descended from
it almost like a ghost”. K. McLuskie (2005) described
J.F. Cambell’s decision to omit the ghost of Banquo, al-
lowing the audience to see Macbeth’s reaction as his wife
and guests saw it, relying on the fact that the play was
so well known that the audience already knew, when the
ghost was supposed to appear on stage.

With the turn of the century, the interpretation of
“Macbeth” also changed: authors did not deny that
“Macbeth” depicted the conflict between “good” and
“evil”, but at the same time began to find a deeper mean-
ing in the play: one in which confusion and deception be-
came as important as moral truth. The productions were
also subject to experimental directorial visions. In 1809,
Royal Theatre actor R. Elliston created a popular adap-
tation of “Macbeth” at the Royal Circus as a pantomime
performance, excluding all of Shakespeare’s texts and
partially retaining only the plot (Moody, 2002). In 1820,
at Covent Garden, “Macbeth” by London’s most popu-
lar actor, W.C. Macready, received mixed reviews from
critics. W. Hazlitt noted that the interpretation of the
characters was purely psychological: the witches lost all
their magical powers, and the protagonist’s downfall was
caused solely by his personal conflict (Williams, 2002).
The most famous Lady Macbeth in Macready’s produc-
tions was Helen Faucit, who had an unsuccessful debut
in the role in her early twenties but later gained recog-
nition by embodying contemporary ideals of feminini-
ty (Gay, 2002). The two most outstanding stage imag-
es of Macbeth in the mid-19™ century were created by
S. Phelps and C. King. Both became famous not so much
for their interpretation of the characters as for the nov-
elty of their productions. Sir Phelps restored almost
all of Shakespeare’s original text and added special ef-
fects: for example, the witches appeared behind green
gauze, which allowed to appear and disappear with the
help of stage lighting. A notable feature of C. King’s pro-
ductions was the accuracy of the costumes and sets: he
transported his audience to 11%-century Scotland, full
of incredible spectacles, including several elaborate roy-
al processions. Literary scholar A. Nicoll (2009) noted
that in King’s production, “even nature was historically
accurate”. Macbeth, played by Irving, who was the most
successful of the late Victorian actors, failed to win the
audience’s favour. His pursuit of psychological authen-
ticity diminished certain aspects of the role: he por-
trayed Macbeth as a brave warrior and moral coward at
the same time, without any remorse, who contemplated
Duncan’s murder even before his encounter with the
witches (Williams, 2002).

Audiences of the Romantic era, and later of the 19t
century, began to perceive the ethical issues of “Macbeth”
more clearly: he was no longer guilty, but only psycho-
logically deviant. However, it was only in the Modern
era that interpreters first hinted at the radically prob-
lematic nature of Macbeth. In 20™-century productions
and readings, “Macbeth” began to question the dualistic
foundations of traditional morality, politics and cosmolo-
gy. Two factors changed the nature of “Macbeth” produc-
tions in the 20™ century: first, the development of acting
skills under the influence of the ideas of K. Stanislavsky
and B. Brecht; second, the rise to power of totalitarian
regimes characterised by cruelty and repression. This in-
fluenced the staging of Shakespeare’s “Macbeth”, which

54 Notes on Art Criticism, 2025, Vol. 25, No. 2



took on characteristics of rebellion and freedom. Audi-
ences no longer sympathised with the heroic Macbeth,
who was driven to murder by witches and Lady Macbeth,
but saw him as inherently evil, and only Macbeth, who
was similar to Hitler, Mussolini, Stalin and other dicta-
tors, was responsible for his actions (Williams, 2002).

Over time, theatrical representations of “Macbeth”
increasingly came to express modernist subjectivism.
A notable example is “Macbeth” directed by Sir Barry
Jackson, which challenged audiences to confront the
ideological divide separating modern psychological
worldviews from the values of the Renaissance. His
characters were dressed in contemporary clothing:
khaki military uniforms, elegant cocktail dresses, and
soldiers wielded machine guns rather than swords. The
modernisation of costumes, props, and stage design
had a powerful effect on spectators, bringing Shake-
speare’s tragedy closer to contemporary experience
(Mullin, 1978). Critics acknowledged the striking visual
impact of these choices, although the production did
not enjoy widespread popular success. Nevertheless,
Jackson’s “Macbeth” did more than any other English
production to undermine dualistic assumptions. It ex-
posed the tension between the moral binaries audi-
ences traditionally associated with “Macbeth” and the
modern pressures that, in real life, blurred such val-
ues. According to Shakespearean performance schol-
ar D. Bartholomeusz (1984), Jackson defamiliarised
Macbeth by “erasing the struggle between good and
evil” and displacing accepted forms of hedonism. Scien-
tist further suggested that Lady Macbeth represents an
amoral realm beyond consciousness, until she herself
ultimately descends into a world of shadows and terror.
Certain elements of this “terrifying” world — such as
Macduff’s invulnerability to gunfire — were utopian in
nature, pointing to a subjective distortion of experience
shaped by a “primitive” consciousness.

The thematic complexity of “Macbeth” distinguished
modern, ostensibly “realistic” dramaturgy from Shake-
speare’s fundamentally non-naturalistic theatre. The
American scholar Elmer Edgar Stoll argued that Shake-
speare’s characters were not created to resemble “real”
people, but rather to serve dramatic functions, particu-
larly moral contrast (Moschovakis, 2008). Academic his-
toricism and cultural modernism accelerated a crisis in
Shakespearean interpretation, both in reading and stag-
ing. Yet this crisis prompted critics and directors to artic-
ulate more clearly the dualistic premises they identified
within the tragedy. The “original” “Macbeth” was lost to
modern audiencesbeyond the possibility of restoration,
and the only viable path for artists was to continue em-
bodying a “modern Macbeth”. In 1956, audiences at the
Shakespeare Memorial Theatre were able to experience
“Macbeth” in a production notable for its internal coher-
ence and artistic integrity, directed by Glen Byam Shaw,
with Laurence Olivier and Vivien Leigh in the leading
roles (Fig. 1).
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Figure 1. Production of the play “Macbeth” directed
by Glen Byam Shaw, 1956, United Kingdom. Scene 1
Note: Macbeth — Laurence Olivier; Lady Macbeth — Vivien

Leigh
Source: based on S. Morris (2013)

In an era of total industrialisation, Glen Byam Shaw
presented a true tragic hero with a deep and powerful
soul (Shvedov, 1975). The talent of the actor Laurence
Olivier, performing the role of Macbeth, succeeded
in revealing the anti-tyrannical pathos of the tragedy.
Macbeth is a majestic individual endowed with valuable
qualities; in the world, no rival exists who could defeat
him in single combat. The path of tyranny and murder
leads Macbeth to total spiritual exhaustion, and ultimate-
ly to death. In the role of Macbeth, it is impossible to find
a single line that openly and directly demonstrates the
struggle between good and evil in the hero’s soul. Olivier
was able to show this struggle through a deep penetra-
tion not into the text, but into the spirit of Macbeth’s
lines — into the significant philosophical subtext with
which they are filled.

In building the hero’s exposition, Olivier revealed a
combination of internal power and unrestrained ambi-
tion, which became Macbeth’s starting point. Macbeth is
focused only on the future; he dreams only of the crown
and grandeur; as of yet, one cannot trace any negative
qualities in this character that would later lead to brutal
murders. Olivier’'s mastery was defined by the actor’s
rejection of a convenient cliché: that Macbeth was a
glorious warrior and noble man, who became a criminal
only after meeting the witches. The performer chose a
more complex path, showing that as Macbeth sinks into
a sea of cruelty, the positive aspects of his soul, “once
stifled by ambition”, begin to speak louder and louder.
However, they can no longer change Macbeth’s fate, as
the logic of development drags him through new crimes
toward an inevitable catastrophe. “False face must hide
what the false heart doth know” (Shakespeare, 1986) —
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audiences, who saw how Macbeth decided to commit
murder after hesitation now heard the despair of a man,
who understood that eternal torment awaited him. The
necessity to conceal his thoughts, to lie, and to be hypo-
critical for the rest of his life caused unbearable spiritual
suffering to the brave warrior. Such an interpretation of
the final line allowed Olivier to show that even in mo-
ments of greatest resolve, a profound struggle occurs
within Macbeth’s soul — not a mere invention, but a bold
discovery by the actor.

After the murder of Duncan, the final stage in the
evolution of the main hero began — Macbeth proceeds to
new crimes without hesitation, challenging fate, filled not
with confidence in victory but only with the desire not to
fall into the enemy’s hands alive. The role of Duncan in
the play became pivotal for launching the entire tragic
dynamics of the work. He embodied legitimate power,
virtue, and the moral order that existed in Scotland be-
fore the arrival of the usurper. The figure of Duncan cre-
ated a distinct moral contrast with Macbeth: the just king
is juxtaposed with the ambitious warrior who succumbs
to the temptation of power. It was the murder of Dun-
can that became the ethical and narrative turning point,
destroying the natural and political order and releasing
the forces of chaos and moral decay into the world. Dun-
can’s death reflected the loss of harmony in the state
and symbolised the beginning of Macbeth’s degradation,
as he finally crossed the line between intent and action,
between humanity and tyranny. The significance of this
technique — where resolute words increasingly diverge
from the intonation and the external pattern of the role,
expressing Macbeth’s intensifying spiritual void — grows
as the tragedy’s resolution approaches. Through intona-
tion and correctly placed accents, Olivier penetrated the
internal psychological world of his hero. The use of this
technique as the primary means of conveying the hero’s
internal crisis harmoniously communicated the entire
leitmotif of the tragedy, where the hero always encoun-
ters “two truths”.

The artistic technique that Olivier placed at the heart
of his stage interpretation of Macbeth reached particular
ideological significance in the tragedy’s finale: Macbeth
sums up his life after receiving news of his wife’s death. In
Olivier’s eyes — the sadness of a suicide; life has proven
to be a tale told by an idiot. The internal turmoil revealed
by the actor served as an important expression of the
main hero’s atmosphere of doom. In creating the image
of Lady Macbeth, Vivien Leigh believed that Macbeth’s
wife should be an elegant woman who combines external
attractiveness with strength of character. Leigh makes
the leitmotif of her role not a harsh will that suppresses
Macbeth, but unconditional love for her husband; she is
ready for anything for the sake of his happiness. Lady
Macbeth’s sleepwalking scene is of great importance for
highlighting the main hero’s spiritual devastation. Lady
Macbeth’s voice, which initially sounded powerless with-
out sharp intonation, began to tremble more strongly in

her final monologue, through which the actress con-
veyed the spiritual tragedy of a woman broken under an
unbearable burden that she had previously carried with
pride (Fig. 2).

Figure 2. Production of the play “Macbeth” directed by
Glen Byam Shaw, 1956, United Kingdom. Scene 2
Note: Macbeth — Laurence Olivier; Lady Macbeth — Vivien

Leigh
Source: based on K. Salome (2019)

Director G. Byam-Shaw, the leading performers,
and the entire cast made a concerted effort to depict
Macbeth’s degeneration, which was most vividly ex-
pressed through the senseless cruelty of the usurper.
Reviewers responded favourably to Byam-Shaw’s di-
rection, while Laurence Olivier’s performance in the title
role received the highest acclaim. Immediately after the
premiere of “Macbeth” in June 1956, the theatre critic
J.K. Trewin wrote in the London theatrical bulletin “The
World of the Theatre” that “Laurence Olivier was the fin-
est Macbeth of the era” (Darlington, 1968). A new era
generates new Macbeths and new readings of Shake-
speare’s great tragedy. One such interpretation was the
production directed by P. Bohac together with his exper-
imental theatre, the Spitfire Company, staged in Prague
in 2015. This production, entitled “Vladimir Macbetin”,
was inspired by William Shakespeare’s tragedy. The ac-
tion was transferred to a future russia, and the central
character was conceived as a prototype of its current
president. Responding to a question from journalists
of “Radio Liberty” as to why the russian president had
been chosen as the prototype for “Vladimir Macbetin”,
P. Boha¢ explained that, at present (the premiere took
place in 2015), “there are very few dictators left in Eu-
rope, and the search for a contemporary figure compara-
ble to Macbeth led him to putin” as a striking embodiment
of tyranny. Boha¢ sought to combine in a single image
various traits characteristic of dictators — demagoguery,
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manipulation, and narcissism — since these qualities are
embedded in the context of Shakespeare’s tragedy and
in the story of Macbeth itself (Shymov, 2015). The ac-
tion of the performance unfolded as a retrospective. In
an airport, the protagonist Vladimir Macbetin attempts
to flee the country after being betrayed by those closest
to him: his entourage, advisers, and associates — people
who, like himself, had extensive experience in eliminat-
ing the unwanted. Everything is already in the past for
him: all the most significant events and principal crimes
of his life have already occurred, and he is now given
the opportunity to reflect upon and assess them. Fate,
however, does not “sleep”: at a certain moment he is in-
formed that the plane has been delayed, and this news
becomes, in the circumstances, in which he finds him-
self, the voice of destiny.

The director focused on the emotions of a man, who
until recently possessed immense power, as Macbeth
once did, and who suddenly finds himself with nothing
left. The loneliness of the tyrant is the central theme of
the production. P. Boha¢ emphasised moments of crisis,
showing how they affect a person and how such expe-
riences are endured. The figure of Lady Macbeth was
also presented, and, as in Shakespeare, she becomes the
driving force of events. Manipulation operates on politi-
cal and propagandistic levels, as well as on personal and
sexual ones. For the contemporary audience, the direc-
tor also introduced manipulation on an advertising level:
people influence and manipulate one another, while rul-
ers themselves turn out to be under influence, captive to
the context in which they exist, and in particular to their
own fears (Fig. 3).

Figure 3. Rehearsal of the performance
“Vladimir Macbetin”
Source: based on Ya. Shymov (2015)

The voices of the witches from “Macbeth” in
“Vladimir Macbetin’s” production were heard through
advertising commercials, demonstrating invisible ma-
nipulation of people. The director combined two levels
of reality — what the main character and Lady Macbeth
saw, and what the audience saw: the boundary between
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consciousness and subconsciousness. The fact that
Macbeth did not feel guilty about anything did not mean
that the “witches” of fate did not pursue him. He was de-
stroyed by the conflict between consciousness and sub-
consciousness, leading him to a certain form of madness.
The actualisation of “Macbeth” is a reminder of the eter-
nal, which has allowed this tragedy to survive for many
centuries. The transfer of the events of the play to Russia
is very important in the context of the russian-Ukrainian
war, because it was through art that Europeans came to
understand the modern world, which changed not only
Central Europe but the whole world.

Macbeth in Ukraine.

Landmark performances

Shakespeare’s tragedy remains relevant in Ukraine —
an important phenomenon on the theatrical stage was
the first and one of the best interpretations of Shake-
speare’s works, the production of “Macbeth” by the di-
rector of the “Berezil” art association, L. Kurbas, in April
1924. This performance remains the most enigmatic
until 2025. It is worth noting that it already contains
elements of sharp, expressive characteristics directed
against the romanticisation of Shakespeare’s charac-
ters. The performance was a storming of the heights
that attracted the attention of many theatre artists of
the 1920s. In L. Kurbas’s production, the spiritual im-
poverishment of the ambitious was embodied in the
deliberately unspectacular poverty of the costumes
(Fig. 4). L. Kurbas did not want the audience to be emo-
tionally involved in what was happening on stage and to
empathise with the characters. By destroying the audi-
ence’s ability to empathise, the director taught the ac-
tors to step out of their roles while on stage, revealing
to himself and the actors the secret of “alienation” as an
effective form of theatre for sharp publicistic thought
(Fowler, 2025).

Figure 4. Scene with witches. “Macbeth” by L. Kurbas
Note: [. Maryanenko — Macbeth; G. Babiivna, O. Steshenko,
and V. Panchenko — witches
Source: Les Kurbas Centre (2020)

The director’s innovations were aimed at freeing the
“soul of the play” from all the usual layers and making
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its idea as contemporary as possible. The essence of the
performance was the idea of the misery of a man, who de-
votes his energy to the struggle for power and the crown,
the mundanity and repetitiveness of crimes in this strug-
gle. The director denied the greatness of the ambitious
men of the 20™ century, and Macbeth appeared before
the audience as a harsh man of elementary motivations,
dominated by straightforward cruelty. He did not appear
either majestic or significant; doubts and the torments
of a troubled conscience were manifestations of fear in
the tyrant, and deep feelings remained beyond his reach.
Lady Macbeth appeared even more severe than her hus-
band — all the ambition that women usually expressed
through displays of beauty, wealth, and happiness was
channelled into Lady Macbeth’s lust for power. She had
no feelings left even for her husband, who only irritat-
ed her with his cowardice. Tall, unattractive, with sharp
features and expressive gestures, she loved herself and
power for herself (Fig. 5).

Figure 5. Scene before the murder of King Duncan.
“Macbeth” directed by Les Kurbas
Note: Macbeth — I. Marianenko; Lady Macbeth — L. Hakkebush
Source: Open Kurbas (n.d.)

The paths opened by Kurbas in “Macbeth” proved
to be highly promising for the theatre of the mid-20™
century. The most significant among them were the pos-
sibility of reading the play as a generalised history, al-
most as a parable, and the technique of stepping out of
character, the actor’s “distancing”, as a means of sharp-
ening the conceptual framework of the production and
establishing new relationships between actor and spec-
tator (Zaitsev, 2024). The same aim underpinned the use
of pantomimes and intermedia in Kurbas’s production,
as well as the casting of a single actor in diametrically
opposed roles. Contradictory in its very nature, Kur-
bas’s Macbeth became an effective catalyst for the de-
velopment of Ukrainian theatre in the early 20™ century,

while the director’s artistic discoveries and innovations
in this production were clearly addressed to the future.
The staging was not only political in character, but also
profoundly aesthetic. Kurbas’s “Macbeth” did not merely
challenge established notions of world theatrical classics
within 20™-century Ukraine; through a chain of endless
betrayals, the director succeeded in revealing a brutal,
power-hungry world strikingly similar to that of the au-
dience seated in the auditorium. Les Kurbas was among
the first figures in European art to combine film and live
actors on stage, integrating cinema organically into the-
atrical art (Makaryk, 2010).

Contemporary critical responses to Kurbas’s
“Macbeth” were ambivalent, yet none of the commen-
tators remained indifferent. The director and artistic
director of the Stalin Drama Theatre, V. Vasylko (1969),
recalled “Macbeth” as an “ascetic, austere, grey and
cold performance that did not enjoy success with au-
diences”. A review of the production was also written
by the director H. Khotkevych, whose worldview was
grounded in the belief that, following the end of the era
of the theatrical “coryphaei”, Ukrainian theatre had en-
tered a period of decline. His review was published in
Literature. Science. Art, a supplement to the News of
the AUCEC (the All-Ukrainian Central Executive Com-
mittee), on 1 June 1924. For Khotkevych, the produc-
tion represented a “failure”: he failed to comprehend
Kurbas’s new vision of the tragedy, rejected most of the
innovative directing techniques, and did not sense that
within these forms and rhythms a new theatre of the
twentieth century was being born (Kovalchuk, 2012).
The scholar L. Kovalchuk (2012) likewise concluded that
the response to Kurbas’s work “absorbed the views of
all supporters of a more moderate, traditional art, who
perceived new radical artistic forms with scepticism”.
It was precisely such “negative” responses that pro-
vided the necessary contrasting background essential
to any thorough scholarly investigation, against which
the true contours of outstanding artistic phenomena
emerge with even greater clarity — among them, Kur-
bas’s “Macbeth”.

Taking into account professional stages, various
amateur scenes, and projects, “111 stage versions of
Shakespeare have appeared in Ukraine from spring
2014 to spring 2025” (Ukrinform, 2025). A landmark
event was “Macbeth” directed by I. Uryvskyi at the
Ivan Franko National Academic Drama Theatre in Kyiv,
which premiered on 27-28 February and 1 March 2025
(Fig. 6). Commenting on this directing interpretation,
I. Golizdra (2025) wrote in her review: “This is an inter-
pretation that resonates with the contemporary world,
where information often functions as a powerful tool of
control and manipulation... Indeed, the classical trage-
dy has been transformed into a “synthetic interactive
performance” through the use of the latest theatrical
means: lighting design, video projections, sound, and
even direct contact with the audience”.
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Figure 6. Scene before Duncan’s murder.
“Macbeth” by I. Uryvskyi
Note: Lady Macbeth — T. Mikhina; Macbeth — A. Hurezov.
Photo: Yu. Weber
Source: based on I. Golizdra (2025)

The performance impressed the audience with its use
of mirrors on screens facing the auditorium (represent-
ing those, who are manipulated nowadays), effects and
projections controlled by the actors (rembodying those
who manipulate), a sandy area on the stage (a symbol
of decline), the stylistics of black costumes that blurred
the boundaries between the past and the present, and,
in general, the powerful multimediaisation of the stage
space. Lady Macbeth gained weight in the play, trans-
forming from a seductress into a dangerous strategist in
the political game, a flexible manipulator. M. Khachatry-
an and T. Mikhina managed to convey Lady Macbeth’s in-
ner state (Fig. 7). “The physical plasticity of the actresses
and their interaction with the space are among the most
interesting aspects of the production. The contrast be-
tween the outward restraint and inner tension of their
heroine creates an effect of tension that is felt through-
out the performance” (Golizdra, 2025). Music-review
Ukraine (n.d.) named T. Mikhina (Lady Macbeth) and
A. Timoshenko (King Duncan) as the favourites of the
performance for their most organic acting on stage.

Figure 7. Scene of Macbeth’s meeting with his wife.
“Macbeth” by I. Uryvskyi
Note: Lady Macbeth — M. Khachatryan; Macbeth — O. Rudinsky.
Photo: Yulia Weber
Source: based on I. Golizdra (2025)

Zakharchuk & Tatarchuk

Despite the fact that the production did not escape
criticism, such as the unconvincing abrupt transition
from the noble hero to the criminal Macbeth-Gurezov
and the final downfall; the dominance of the form of the
production over the depth of human feelings. Music-re-
view Ukraine (n.d.) stated: “Uryvskyi is a director who
works with a feel for the material... He managed to inter-
pret “Macbeth” through a modern prism, using new the-
atrical means, but preserving the magic of the original”.
The production was also called “one of the most daring
and visually rich attempts to reinterpret Shakespeare
on the Ukrainian stage” (Music-review Ukraine, n.d.). In
contemporary Shakespeare studies, several approach-
es to analysing the stage history of “Macbeth” have
emerged. P. Tatspaugh (2003) analysed the peculiarities
of the stage transformation of Macbeth’s image depend-
ing on the socio-cultural context, while S. Orgel (1988)
emphasised the symbolic significance of the visual el-
ements of the production, including lighting, costumes
and set design. In the studies by P. Gay (2002) and S. Wil-
liams (2002), attention was focused on the psychological
nature of acting and the embodiment of the characters’
internal conflicts through the means of contemporary
stage language. E. Smith (2020) analysed the key themes,
dramaturgical techniques and cultural context of Shake-
speare’s works, which provided a better understanding
of the universal approaches to productions of “Macbeth”
in different historical and national traditions. Ukrainian
interpretations of “Macbeth” — from L. Kurbas’ innova-
tive, ahead-of-its-time production to I. Uryvskyi — have
consistently demonstrated the ability of Ukrainian thea-
tre to interpret Shakespeare’s tragedy through the prism
of social upheavals, political transformations and chang-
es in aesthetic thinking.

Conclusions
The study analysed the development of stage interpreta-
tions of Shakespeare’s tragedy “Macbeth” in the context
of cultural, historical and aesthetic transformations of
different eras. The image of “Macbeth” has undergone
a significant evolution: from the classic tragic hero of
the 17™-18™ centuries to a symbol of tyrannical power in
contemporary productions, reflecting the specific polit-
ical and philosophical paradigms of the time. During the
19 century, the emphasis in stage versions increasing-
ly shifted to the psychological depth of the characters,
which corresponded to the artistic tastes and cultural
orientations of the time. In the 20™ century, particularly
in G. Byam Shaw’s production, Macbeth’s intense inter-
nal struggle was revealed, while contemporary interpre-
tations, such as P. Bohach’s play “Vladimir Macbetin”,
highlighted the tragedy through the prism of political
criticism, demonstrating tyranny as a personal and so-
cial catastrophe. In 1924, Ukrainian director L. Kurbas
attempted to reinterpret “Macbeth” in the aesthetics
of expressionism on the stage of the “Berezil” Theatre,
focusing on the mechanisms of power as a factor of
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dehumanisation. Contemporary director . Uryvskyi used
multimedia to enhance symbolism and psychological
tension. All of the above examples illustrate the devel-

influence of digital technologies, the political context,
and the psychological and philosophical analysis of the
image of Macbeth, which opens up new opportunities for

opment of the image of Macbeth in general, allowing to
appreciate the universality of the tragedy and the mul-
tifaceted nature of the directorial and acting decisions.

understanding and staging the classic tragedy.
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CBiTOoBUI OOCBIO CUeHIYHUX BTiJ1eHb «MakoeTa»

AHoTALiA. OcobamBOCTI peskncepcbKo-aKTOPCbKUX TPAKTyBaHb BiOMMX TeaTpasbHUX MOCTAHOBOK «Makbera»
CTalOTb Ji€BUM 3aCOOOM MOMOBHEHHS MMCTELbKOro AOCBifly ClLieHiuHoro BTineHHs Tparenii B. Lllekcnipa. Metoto
JocnifkeHHst Oy0 akTyanisyBaTH Marepiaau CreLiagbHUX JITepaTypHO-MHUCTELbKUX JKepes MpO MOCTAHOBOYHI
peskrcepcbKo-aKkToOpChbKi Bepcii «MakbGera» B. Lllekcripa, sikocTi mocTaHoBOK. Y noCiaskeHHi 6y/i0 BU3HAUEHO CYTTEBI
ocobnmBocTi nmoctaHoBok Tparenii. OkpecneHo creludiky MapioHETKOBUX Bepciii «Makbera», sika crocyBanacs
posi BinboM Ta neai Maxkayd. [pocTexxkeHo pexxucepcbke BupillieHHs: aHmiiicbkoro akropa 1. leppika, mosHauene
ncuxororizatjiero Mak6era ta Bennuyio nexi MakOer. BinsHaueHo peskucepcbki MpuitoMH CLHIUHOI iHTeprpeTaLi
tparexii akropa Koposniscekoro tearpy . Kem6:1a, cipsiMoBaHi Ha 3MeHILeHHs BuHi Mak6eTa Ta BiICyTHICTb akTOpa-
NpHUBUIA B CLEHax i3 HMM. AKLEHTOBaHO Ha eKClepMMEeHTasbHiil amanrauii mocTaHOBKM akTopa KoposmiBcbkoro
tearpy P. Ennicrona nns Koponiscbkoro uupky B dopmi naHtoMmiMmiudoro nepgopmency. BcraHoBneHo BHiuB
BHPAKEHOTO MCHXOJIOTIYHOTO aCMeKTy CLeHIYHNX 00pa3iB NMepcoHaxiB Tparezil B MOCTAHOBLI JIOHAOHCHKOTO aKTOpa
B. Makpizi. Takox, Oy/0 3'COBaHO BHECOK TBOPLIB HAaWBMIATHILIMX CLEHiYHMX 00pasiB MakOera cepenmun XIX
cronittsi: C. ®ennca, Y. Kinra, I. Ipinra. OkpecyneHo nocTynoBy 3miHy MCUXOJOMYHOrO AeBiaHTM3MY — OCHOBHOI
NPYKMETH MOCTaHOBOK LLeKcnipiBebKoi Tparexii enoxn PomanTuamy XIX ct. MmonepHictcbkium cy6’ektrsiamom XX cr.,
KOHKPETH30BaHO XapaKTepHi LITPUXK ocyyacHeHoro «Mak6eta» B. JlxkekcoHa. Y po6oTi Oys10 BCTAHOBIEHO MPUYMHU
KpHM3M LIEKCHipiBCbKOI iHTeprnpeTalii Ta MpOYMTaHHs Tparezii Ta AeTani3oBaHO MO3UTHMBHI SIKOCTI PEKUCEPCHKOI
po6otu I Baitema-11loy B LLlexcripiBcbkomy MemopianbHOMy TeaTpi 3a yuactto J1. Onis’e Ta B. J1i. [IpocTeskeHo pakypc
OCY4YaCHEHOTO MPOYMTaHHs BenuuHoi Tparenii [1. boraya ta itoro ekcnepumenranbHoro teatpy Spirtfire Company.
Byno 3’sicoBano meTy HOBOBBeZIeHb Ta NPUIOM peanidauii ofHiel 3 Hali3araaxosiioi inTepnperauii Tparenii pexxucepa
mucTeLbkoro o6’enHanus «bepesinb» Jlecs Kyp6Oaca. IMpaktuHe 3HAaveHHs! JOCTIIKEHHSI MOJsSrae B HamOaHHI
TPOrpeCMBHOrO TeaTpPabHOro JOCBIAY CLiEHIYHKX YTineHb Tparezii Binbsma LLlexkcripa «MakGeT», monoBHeHHi namiTpu
BUpAXalbHUX CLIEHIYHMX 3aCO0IB MOCTAHOBHMKA, YIOCKOHATEHHI METOAMYHMX MiAXOAIB yCHiluHOI ananTauii TBOpiB
TpareniiHoro sxaHpy
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