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AUSTRALIA’S
Silent Film Festival

Silver Screen Tribute to Shakespeare on Film

in the 4015 Anniversary year.
Sundays at 2pm
Running time 65 minutes

April 23

PLAY ON! Shakespeare in silent film with soundtrack.
High definition restoration of aselection of iconic

scenes from two dozen rare archive titles from 1899-
1920.

“This feature-length celebration of the early films of Shakespeare,
draws together a delightful selection of thrilling, dramatic, iconic and
humorous scenes from two dozen different titles, many of which have
been unseen for decades.

From King John in 1899, film adaptations of Shakespeare’s plays
proved popular with early flmmakers and audiences. By the end of
the silent era, around 300 films had been produced. This feature-
length celebration draws together a delightful selection of thrilling,
dramatic, iconic and humorous scenes from two dozen different titles,
many of which have been unseen for decades.

See Hamlet addressing Yorick’s skull, King Lear battling a raging
storm at Stonehenge, The Merchant of Venice in vibrant stencil



colour, the fairy magic of A Midsummer Night’'s Dream, and what was
probably John Gielgud’s first appearance on film, in the balcony
scene from Romeo and Juliet. These treasures from the BFI National
Archive have been newly digitised and are brought to life by the
composers and musicians of Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre.” BFI

King Lear 1910



The Tempest 1908

“Play On! Shakespeare in Silent Film is an edited selection of
highlights from silent Shakespeare films, divided like a Shakespeare
play into five acts (plus a prologue and epilogue), with music courtesy
of the composers and musicians of Shakespeare’s Globe. It is not a
compilation of short but complete films, as in 2004, but rather a
creative work in its own right. It is an entertainment, aimed not at the
scholars but chiefly at a general audience who want not to be
instructed but to be amused.

On the whole, Play On! succeeds in its ambitions. It is a charming
compilation that delights in its subject. The visually most entrancing
moments from the films have been crisply edited and set to a
particularly successful music score, with five different composers
each taking on an act to create a background that is fresh and varied
yet always serve the action rather than be music just for its own sake.
The title of the video, taken from Orlando’s words at the start

of Twelfth Night (“If music be the food of love, play on”), suggests that



the music — with its colourful combination of string, brass and
percussion — is meant to be as much of an attraction as the films
themselves. It would certainly interesting to see the compilation
screened with the live musical accompaniment.

The five acts are thematic and general: artifice (highlighting the many
trick effects in these early films), spectacle, dramatis personae
(Johnston Forbes-Robertson, Herbert Beerbohm Tree, Asta Nielsen
and Emil Jannings among the great names on show), performance
and favourite scenes.

The films themselves are delightful. There are clips from twenty-five
films, all but one from the collection of the BFI National Archive. A few
are travelogues (two of which are from the sound era but shown
silently). Only one — the minute-long King John (UK 1899) — is shown
in its entirety; the rest exist as short extracts (a minute or so), with
scenes from the others interspersed throughout, so that players and
sets keep coming back like welcome friends. The films come from the
UK, France, Italy, Germany and the USA; mostly from the pre-war
period when Shakespeare films were short (one- or two-reelers) and
plentiful, but with a few scenes from later silent features,

including Hamlet (UK 1913), The Merchant of Venice (UK

1916), Hamlet (Germany 1920) and Othello (Germany 1922).”

Luke McKernan https://southwestsilents.com/2016/07/14/play-on-
new-bfi-shakespeare-blu-ray-review-competition/



PLAY ON
A FILM IN FIVE ACTS

With films from the BFI National Archive

PROLOGUE

Early films of Shakespeare’s plays captured his poetry in images
rather than words

Act 1

ARTIFICE

Act 2

SPECTACLE

Act 3

DRAMATIS PERSONAE
Act 4

PERFORMANCE

Act5

FAMOUS SCENES

EPILOGUE






The Italian production of "The Merchant of Venice”
(1910) filmed on location in the real Venice



Hamlet 1913

The Festival appreciates the assistance of the British Film Institute
and the invaluable and generous support from the renowned David
Shepard, Film Preservation and Associates and Blackhawk Films,
Lobster Films, Serge Bromberg, Flicker Alley, Robert Gamlen,
Samantha Hagan, Marcelo Flaksbard, Hilton Prideaux, Stephen
Davies, Leslie Eric May and the sublime flair and talents of Stephanie
Khoo.

Please visit and read about your favourite silent film with the superb
reviews at Amazon by the Festival’s tireless supporter,
Barbara Underwood.
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In Memoriam David Shepard

1940-2017
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