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Abstract 
 

This thesis explores film adaptations of Shakespeare’s work, accompanied by an 

original screenplay of an adaptation of Macbeth, titled The Flower and the Serpent. The 

introduction serves to further the viewer’s understanding of how source material is used 

in adaptations and what characteristics make them successful while maintaining a special 

focus on adaptations of Shakespeare's Macbeth alongside personal reflections of my 

screenwriting process. The screenplay works in tandem with the introduction with 

elements mentioned in the paper being implemented into the screenplay. The original 

screenplay brings Macbeth into the modern-day United States setting. It finds its footing 

on the political stage with ambition and intrigue playing a major role. It also features 

more inclusive characters in an effort to appeal to a younger audience. This thesis aims to 

expand the reach and admiration of Shakespeare's Macbeth by introducing it in a more 

contemporary environment with characters more reflective of today’s society. 
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Adapting Shakespeare 

“The book was better!” is not an uncommon phrase in today’s world in which adaptations 

are becoming increasingly popular. Adaptations have been around for generations, but 

the last few years have seen them dominate box offices and streaming services. Some of 

the most popular movies produced in the last 10 years have seen great success in 

translating the original stories into a new medium. Netflix, one of the leading choices for 

streaming, has over 400 movies available on the page titled “Movies Based on Books'' 

and has plans to expand that list with more adaptations in the works. The entertainment 

industry is constantly looking for ways to appeal to audiences and earn a profit, which is 

where adaptations come into play. With everything from Young Adult novels to 

Shakespeare, it has been proven that audiences love a good adaptation— when they are 

done well. Shakespeare’s work has inspired countless adaptations geared toward many 

different generations. While Young Adult novels have claimed the spotlight for the last 

few years, Shakespeare has proven his work to be timeless as it continues to inspire 

adaptations as recently as 2021, such as Joel Cohen’s Tragedy of Macbeth, and if one 

includes mine, The Flower and the Serpent, 2022. This introduction will explore 

adaptations as they move from source material to the big screen with a special focus on 

Macbeth adaptations, the allure of adaptations, what makes them successful in today’s 

media-driven world, and how William Shakespeare’s work inspires generations of 

adaptations.   

 To understand how an adaptation goes from being a novel, poem, or short story to 

a television and movie screen, it is important to know exactly what qualifies something as 

an adaptation. In her book Shakespeare, From Stage to Screen, Sarah Hatchuel highlights 
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a system created by Jack Jorgens; the three categories outlined in the book are 

presentation, interpretation, and adaptation.  

In a presentation, the director tries to convey the original material with as little 

alteration as possible. Presentations are most recognized as stage productions, of which 

there are plenty when it comes to Macbeth. One example is the 1978 “taping” of Macbeth 

starring Ian McKellen and Judi Dench. This is considered a presentation because there 

was no additional flare; a company rehearsed the play as Shakespeare wrote it, it was 

taped, and then released to theaters. It was generally well accepted but there was nothing 

new when it came to Macbeth.  

Next, interpretation is when the director shapes the play according to a specific 

view. The most notable example of an interpretation of Macbeth comes from the 2008 

Folger Theatre Production. Teller of Penn & Teller, the magician duo, worked with 

Aaron Posner to co-conceive and direct an interpretation that focused more on a 

supernatural element. Teller has stated, “Our premise is that Macbeth is Shakespeare’s 

supernatural horror thriller, and should be done as violently and amazingly as a modern 

supernatural horror movie” (Shakespeare & Beyond). This is a perfect example of an 

interpretation because Teller and Posner tailored the play to the specific supernatural 

horror thriller view. They included intricate magic tricks and other nuances that the 

original lacked but contributed to the overall thriller quality.  

Lastly, an adaptation occurs when the original play serves as source material for a 

new but related work of art (Hatchuel 16). Scotland, PA is a prime example of an 

adaptation. There are no kings or kingdoms, just a family-owned fast-food restaurant. 

The premise of Macbeth was brought to Scotland, Pennsylvania in 1975 and while some 
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names and the plot remained the same, much of the original play was changed to fit the 

new setting. In a comparable way, my work, The Flower and the Serpent keeps the same 

plot, but character names and settings have been changed to modernize the work and 

appeal to new audiences. This thesis will focus on adaptations in which the original work 

serves as a source for something new. It is important to note, though, that studios today 

have also seen success with presentations like Hamilton, which saw the stage production 

recorded professionally, and interpretations like Byran Fuller’s Hannibal television show 

which expands on the original books to add more drama and depth to the story (Levine).  

 With the focus on adaptations, the hurdle is knowing how to use a story as source 

material to produce a good adaptation. What material is crucial to the story and what 

details might not be so important are all things that screenwriters consider when 

preparing to write an adaptation. Felicity Flesher tells readers to “Think for the screen” in 

her article for InFocus Film School. She continues with, “Audiences will not be reading 

text as the film goes. It is a visual medium in a way that prose is not.” “Think of it as 

translating the story from one medium to another. In some cases, there may not be an 

exact translation. You may need to come up with a solution to get the same message 

across” (Flesher). There are a few other tips listed in the article that are helpful for both a 

screenwriter hoping to write an adaptation and for audiences to understand what goes on 

behind the scenes.  

Of course, Flesher’s tips are not the industry standard for writing an adaptation; in 

fact, there is no industry standard, especially when it comes to something as creative as 

the entertainment industry. In her book titled, Now a Major Motion Picture: Film 

Adaptations of Literature and Drama, Christine Geraghty writes, “The search for a 
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generalized model for adaptation can quickly disintegrate into a list of do’s and don’ts, a 

set of requirements and prohibitions … novels can express internal knowledge of a 

character, but screen adaptations have to imply feelings or motivations from a character’s 

actions'' (1-2). There has never been a step-by-step handbook published for writing 

adaptations, but the creative freedom given to screenwriters is what allows every new 

adaptation to stand on its own. The beauty of an adaptation is that you can give the same 

book to three different screenwriters and get three vastly different screenplays. The basic 

idea, as Flesher writes, is that the source material just needs to be translated to fit the new 

medium; those moments where the screenwriter fills the holes in the translation is where 

the magic lies.  

 If the story has already been written, why does it need an adaptation? This 

question is an easy decision for studios looking to produce hits because the adaptation 

usually comes with an already adoring fan base. Nowadays, the film rights for a novel are 

acquired before the novel is even on shelves. Of course, when Shakespeare wrote, there 

were no film studios around to be worried about securing film rights; however, this 

worked in favor of today’s movie studios. All of Shakespeare’s works were written well 

before copyright law was established, which places all of his work into the public 

domain, making it free for studios to use his works as source material. This was huge for 

studios as Shakespeare’s work has been proven to be timeless and provides much 

material for studios. It is rare today to see a completely original screenplay that is not an 

adaptation, a sequel, or a continuation of a series. Production studios would rather pour 

money into a project that has a solid fan base rather than take a chance on something 

original. Michelle Lovretta, in an interview with Andrew Liptak for The Verge said, 
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“Adaptations can offer decision-makers the security of a presumed built-in audience” 

(Liptak/Lovretta). Behind the scenes, adaptations are a safe bet for studios that are 

producing new content and want to ensure there will be an audience.  

 Profit is always an effective way to encourage studios to adapt literary works, but 

adaptations are also popular because they are produced for the audiences and fans to 

enjoy. While there is an argument to be made for books and how they utilize readers’ 

limitless imagination to create their own worlds, there is something special about seeing a 

beloved book on the big screen. Of course, in a studio, the limitless imagination becomes 

more limited with budgets and executives, but the magic is still there. Ashley Strickland 

writes, “The idea behind movie adaptations, besides franchise-building, is to give readers 

a new opportunity to walk through their favorite world” (Strickland).  

In a way, Shakespeare’s world is one that is visited again and again, garnering 

high praise and rave reviews with each new adaptation. The most recent adaptation of 

Macbeth, Joel Cohen’s The Tragedy of Macbeth received a ninety-three percent on 

Rotten Tomatoes from critics (Rotten Tomatoes). One film critic from Empire Magazine 

said, the film was “Stark but utterly compelling, this chilling take on Macbeth is a 

visually stunning tour de force” while another critic from Time Magazine said, “I could 

see The Tragedy of Macbeth becoming a favorite Shakespearean film adaptation, for 

those who rank such things. Watching it, I felt as if I were part of the audience seeing the 

play for the first time” (Fuge). Providing audiences an opportunity, even if only for two 

hours, to relive their favorite stories and to visit worlds they had only made up in their 

heads is an incredible thing to accomplish.  
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This was one of the most important aspects of my choice to write an adaptation. I 

chose to adapt Macbeth because of how much I enjoyed it when I first read it in my 

junior year of high school and how much I would love to experience it all over again 

from a fresh perspective. I have always loved and lived in worlds that I read about and 

eventually got to watch. As a career, I want nothing more than to be able to build worlds 

for loyal fans to experience again, and for newcomers to fall in love with for the first 

time. If my adaptation of Macbeth can have the same effect Joel Cohen’s had with the 

TIME Magazine critic with even one person, it would be a success for me. 

While rebuilding those worlds for audiences is an accomplishment for the studios, 

the success of adaptations can be attributed largely to the loyal audience that follows the 

project from book to screen. There is a lot more that goes into the success of a movie, but 

good early reviews and excited fans are typically a good start. The real success with 

adaptations comes from understanding that not every single detail from the source 

material needs to be included in the final product. In an article titled “The Reason 

Adaptation is So Difficult and How to Overcome It,” Britton Perelman writes,  

Adaptations succeed when they retain the integrity and tone 

that made their source material so beloved. Taking a book 

or novel and turning it into a movie is no small feat, but if 

you can find a way to transform the internal to external in a 

way that gets to the root of what the story’s all about, you’ll 

have a screenplay that diehard fans of the book and 

newcomers alike will love (Perelman).  
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The takeaway from this excerpt is that screenwriters just need to focus on the 

integrity and the tone of the original to create something audiences will love. Learning 

this information was crucial to my success with The Flower and the Serpent because I 

knew I wanted to do something new that could still be appreciated by fans. It was freeing 

to not be tied to every single detail of Macbeth while writing the adaptation, but still 

working to include elements that make it recognizable. Perelman makes another good 

point that a successful adaptation not only appeals to fans of the source material but 

newcomers as well (Perelman). If an adaptation is done well, then someone who has 

never heard of the novel should understand the movie as much as someone who has read 

the novel five times.  

Most adaptations of Macbeth are more accurately categorized as presentations or 

interpretations, so it is not difficult for viewers who have managed to never hear of the 

Scottish tragedy to understand the story, as they are hearing the lines straight from 

Shakespeare’s text. However, there is still room for a bit of fun for loyal fans when it 

comes to true adaptations in the form of allusions. Allusions, more commonly known as 

‘easter eggs’, in the film industry can serve as fun callbacks to the original work for fans 

of the source material. For example, in Joel Cohen’s The Tragedy of Macbeth, there is an 

allusion that calls back to Shakespeare's Twelfth Night when the character Ross sings the 

line, “For the rain it raineth every day” which appears at the end of Twelfth Night. 

Scotland, PA also includes a subtle allusion that requires a bit of historical knowledge. 

Towards the end of the film, the character Pat McBeth wears an oven mitt to cover a burn 

she got after Mac kills Norm Duncan. The oven mitt is the same tartan, or pattern, as the 

clan McBeth from Scottish history. In my work, I included a few allusions of my own 
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that I thought added a nice touch of the original. In The Flower and the Serpent, there are 

character names that are anagrams of locations in the original Macbeth, some lines of 

dialogue that appeared in the original made it into the adaptation, and the title is a play on 

Lady Macbeth’s line “Look like th’ innocent flower, but be the serpent under’t” (I.v.64-

65).  

In contrast, it is not hard to make a bad adaptation, and this has been proven time 

and time again. It is universally understood that screenwriting is no walk in the park, and 

adaptations are no exception. The idea that adaptations are easier than an original 

screenplay has little truth to back up the claim. There is source material to go back to if 

the writer loses their way, but there is also a hopeful audience that can be disappointed if 

it goes wrong. The fans that contribute to the success of an adaptation are the same ones 

that are going to be vocal about the disappointment they face when their favorite source 

material does not live up to their expectations.  

Two examples of rather unsuccessful Macbeth adaptations are the 1955 Joe 

Macbeth and the 1991 Men of Respect. These adaptations, along with being adapted from 

Macbeth, have a bit more in common; they both are centered around mobsters and the 

mafia, and they both did not see much success. In a movie review for Men of Respect for 

the LA Times reporter Michael Wilmington dives into the problem behind a mafia-based 

Macbeth and writes, “A Mafia ‘Macbeth’ probably could not work well, unless it went 

stylish and crazy enough to make us temporarily forget the source.” Wilmington 

continues and even mentions Joe Macbeth in his review saying that both movies have a 

fatal flaw: “Shakespeare’s play is about the dark usurpation of proper authority; in this 

mobster milieu, nothing is legitimate” (Wilmington). Any adaptation is not going to be 
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successful or work well if it requires an audience to forget what inspired it. Of course, as 

mentioned before, a good adaptation is one that anyone can understand, but if one needs 

viewers to remove the source from the adaptation to enjoy it, something went wrong.  

An unsuccessful adaptation is one that claims to be a true adaptation of a novel or 

other work but might be more of an interpretation, as mentioned previously. The case for 

most unsuccessful adaptations is that they take the source material and add too much new 

material that is foreign to the established fan base, as is the case with Men of Respect and 

Joe Macbeth. Naturally, writers are going to add their own style to an adaptation- that is a 

given, but when they go too far and the story loses its original meaning, the audience is 

going to react poorly.  

A few bad adaptations are not going to ruin a story, which is the case with 

Shakespeare. The heart of a story is vital to the success of adaptations, and Shakespeare 

is no stranger to that success. His plays have endured over the years because of the stories 

being told, how they grab audiences' attention, and the timelessness of the themes he 

wrote about. In an academic journal exploring Shakespeare and film, Elena Paliţă 

discusses how impactful Shakespeare’s stories have been. She mentions that the British 

Arts & Humanities Research Council compiled a list of Shakespeare adaptations. She 

writes, “The result was a list of more than 410 films and television variants of the Bard’s 

plays, some of which respect the original text and others rebuild it for a new audience, for 

a new age” (166). The idea of rebuilding, as Paliţă says, is one that I can appreciate as a 

writer who is rebuilding one of Shakespeare’s works for a new age. My work adds to a 

growing list of adaptations all based on one man’s work, and according to Paliţă, there is 

a good reason for that. She argues that Shakespeare plays were popular when it came to 
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screen productions, but they were also a source for producers, directors, and writers. 

Paliţă claims that “The endlessness of his creations is again indisputable … Shakespeare 

goes beyond any border and more than this he adapts to any cultural environment, 

because he represents the essence of human nature” (169). Shakespeare is one of the most 

admired and well-respected writers in history. The generations of work inspired by him 

alone are a testament to not only how popular his work was, but how well-crafted it had 

to be in order to be such a force in the entertainment world today.  

To conclude, the success and passion behind adaptations have proven that they 

are going to be around for a while. It is important to distinguish the difference between 

presentations, interpretations, and true adaptations, all of which fall under the blanket 

term of being an adaptation. A true adaptation will use the original work as the source 

material for a new body of work that should be able to be enjoyed without needing prior 

knowledge of the source material. The main job of a screenwriter making an adaptation is 

to translate the source material into their own project. They work to keep the overall 

themes and character motivations the same while breathing new life into the source 

material. The appeal of making adaptations is two-fold: studios are confident that the new 

movie will reach an already sizable audience, and it will give devoted fans space to 

revisit their favorite characters and worlds. Lastly, the success of an adaptation comes 

from screenwriters being more objective about the story and writing it in a way that both 

fans of the original and new fans can enjoy just the same. There is the added fun of 

leaving an easter egg or two behind for the truly dedicated fans to notice in the final 

adaptation. Overall, adaptations have the power to be some of the best movies that top the 

box offices— if done well, or they risk facing disappointment from fans if they stray too  
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far from the original story. Some of the most successful movies in the last few years have 

been adaptations, demonstrating just how impactful it can be to give audiences an 

opportunity to fall in love with another world, even just for a few hours.   
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Personal Reflection 

The Flower and the Serpent reimagines Shakespeare's Macbeth by elevating the 

‘good guys’ and bringing it into American politics in 2024. The political stage provides a 

similar tone to the hierarchy in Macbeth and allows for the actions to be regarded on the 

same scale as the original.  

The lead character, Matthew, is fueled by ambition and once he is in the Oval 

Office, he notes there is a sense of power there that he likes. His wife, Ava, does not play 

as big of a role as Lady Macbeth did, and that is to allow Marlee to become a more 

complex character. My screenplay does not include a scene comparable to Lady Macbeth 

washing the imaginary blood off her hands, in fact, Ava’s decline happens almost 

completely off-screen. This choice allows me to take Marlee’s character and dive into her 

reaction to Matthew’s betrayal.  

Marlee and Matthew are remarkably similar, both stubborn and ambitious beyond 

belief, but Marlee plays into those qualities and makes them her strengths by doing the 

right thing. Alternatively, those same qualities lead to Matthew’s demise, proving that 

evil never wins against good. I believe that giving Marlee the platform that Macduff did 

not allows new viewers to celebrate the victory more because they have followed 

Marlee’s journey all the way to the end.  

In early drafts, I went back and forth about killing characters or taking advantage 

of the political angle and having them resign. In the end, I decided to follow 

Shakespeare’s lead and have three major character deaths. Charlie Donnelly, adapted 

from King Duncan dies, in the beginning, to allow Matthew to become president. The 

next death, Brandon is the catalyst for Marlee to move ahead with Matthew’s 



13 

impeachment. The final death, Ava’s, works in a way like Lady Macbeth’s; Matthew 

realizes all he has lost and goes to Marlee ready to fight for what little he has left. All 

these deaths serve to push the story forward and have impactful consequences for both 

the characters and the movie overall. In the original, Macbeth is quite famously beheaded 

by Macduff, but my adaptation sees Matthew live to the end of the movie. The choice to 

not kill Matthew, but have his bobblehead end up headless, is to highlight just how 

opposite Marlee is from Matthew. As stated before, they are very similar, but Marlee 

knows what the right decisions are, and killing Matthew would only pull her down to his 

level. Marlee is the underdog in this screenplay, she fights back and refuses to let up on 

Matthew, but she never goes as far as he did. This was one of the most effective choices I 

made to both modernize the work and give the ‘good guys’ more of a platform. 

I was able to learn a lot about adaptations and screenwriting through this thesis. 

The Flower and the Serpent is the first feature-length screenplay I have written, and I 

could not be prouder of it. The most important thing I learned is that writing an 

adaptation is a lot more than just putting the author’s words in screenplay format. There 

were quite a few times that I had to stop and break down the plot for my own screenplay 

to see where to go next. I had the source material as a sort of blueprint, but, as I have 

learned, a good adaptation focuses on original content that keeps the integrity and tone of 

the source material. I am confident that my screenplay is recognizable as an adaptation of 

Macbeth but is also original enough to stand on its own as a feature film.   
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The Flower and the Serpent Synopsis and Dramatis Personae 
 

Synopsis 
 Driven by his wife and unrelenting determination, Matthew Thompson kills 

President Charlie Donnelly and settles into the office of the President of the United 

States. Matthew must face the challenges that come with being President, including 

keeping how he got there a secret. Marlee Bowdoin, a tenacious, young politician keeps a 

close eye on Matthew. After he attempts to kill her, Marlee sets out to prove what kind of 

man Matthew really is.  

 
Logline 
 An ambitious Vice President is pushed by his wife to kill the President, but once 

the Oval Office is his, he must contend with a determined ex-chief of staff who knows 

just how he took over the most powerful office in the country. 

 
Tagline  
 “There’s a snake in the Rose Garden.” 
 
Characters  

Matthew C. Benjamin Thompson…………. President of the United States 

Marlee Bowdoin…………………………... Former Chief of Staff to the President 

Ava Thompson……………………………. First Lady 

Brandon Armstrong……………………….. Vice President 

Harper Campbell…………………………... Chief of Staff 

Emma Morris……………………………… Deputy Chief of Staff 

Seth Anderson……………………………... Personal Aide to the President 

Charlotte “Charlie” Donnelly……………... Former President of the United States 

Aiden Dunnes……………………………... Speaker of the House of Representatives 
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