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The Representation of Female Subaltern 
Characters in Macbeth (directed by Rémusz 
Szikszai, 2018, Jászai Mari Theatre, Tatabánya, 
and Szkéné Theatre, Budapest, Hungary)

The present article discusses the representation of female subaltern characters in a highly influential Hungarian theatrical adaptation 
of Shakespeare’s Macbeth from 2018, directed by Rémusz Szikszai at Jászai Mari Theatre, Tatabánya, and Szkéné Theatre, Budapest, 
Hungary. The article focuses on the representation of women, taking a closer look at the portrayal of Lady Macbeth and two of the Weird 
Sisters (the third Sister is a male role in the production). Within the theoretical context of subalternity and social justice, the study 
will examine whether the production challenges or confirms traditional representations of female characters. The production will be 
used as a case study to investigate the mechanisms through which the subaltern female can attain agency and representation. It will be 
demonstrated how the re/presentation of women in the adaptation cuts across almost all boundaries imaginable, including the animal/
human, male/female, living/dead, and natural/supernatural divide. The performance indicates, perhaps unintentionally, that women can 
only be empowered if they are willing to cross these boundaries. On closer inspection, however, the female characters of the adaptation 
are relegated to established patriarchal tropes, as they are clearly categorised as nuns, whores, mothers/anti-mothers, wives, witches, or 
madwomen. Although many layers of subalternity (including racial, political, and cultural) are well represented in the production, the 
gendered dimension remains underexplored.

El presente artículo analiza la representación de los personajes femeninos subalternos en una influyente adaptación teatral húngara 
de Macbeth, de Shakespeare, realizada en 2018 y dirigida por Rémusz Szikszai en el Teatro Jászai Mari de Tatabánya y el Teatro Szkéné 
de Budapest, Hungría. El artículo se centra en la representación de las mujeres, analizando más detenidamente la interpretación de 
Lady Macbeth y dos de las hermanas fatídicas (la tercera hermana es un papel masculino en la producción). En el contexto teórico de 
la subalternidad y la justicia social, el estudio examinará si la producción desafía o confirma las representaciones tradicionales de los 
personajes femeninos. La producción se utilizará como estudio de caso para investigar los mecanismos a través de los cuales la mujer 
subalterna puede alcanzar agentividad y representación. Se demostrará cómo la representación de las mujeres en la adaptación traspasa 
casi todas las fronteras imaginables, incluyendo la división entre animal/humano, hombre/mujer, vivo/muerto y natural/sobrenatural. 
La puesta en escena indica, quizás de forma involuntaria, que las mujeres solo pueden empoderarse si están dispuestas a traspasar 
estas fronteras. Sin embargo, si se analiza más detenidamente, los personajes femeninos de la adaptación quedan relegados a los tropos 
patriarcales establecidos, dado que se pueden clasificar claramente como monjas, prostitutas, madres, esposas, brujas o locas. Aunque 
en la producción están bien representadas muchas capas de subalternidad (incluidas las raciales, políticas y culturales), la dimensión de 
género sigue sin explorarse suficientemente.
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A lthough Lady Macbeth perhaps cannot or should not 
be seen as subaltern, given that she is most probably 
a noblewoman becoming queen, in the present article 
it will be argued that the 2018 Hungarian theatrical 

production of Macbeth provides much needed twists for the 
reinvestigation of the socio-historical, economic, political, cultural 
and – most importantly for my approach – the female aspect of 
subalternity within the Shakespearean archive. I will demonstrate 
how these various aspects of subalternity are fused within the 
bodies of female characters on stage.1 First, the production gives 
voice to the ethnic subaltern: the play is directed by a Hungarian 
freelance artist born and educated in Romania; an ethnic minority 
actress plays Lady Macbeth, and Macbeth is played by an actor 
who was born beyond the border, in the former Yugoslavia.2 
Second, sociopolitical subalternity is also represented on the 
stage: in 2018, the performing actors were either members of the 
Tatabánya Theatre (in an industrial town to the north of Budapest), 
e.g. Lídia Danis, playing Lady Macbeth, or those of various 
independent theatre collectives. Gábor Nagypál was working at 
Stúdió K, and at the Vádli [Calf] Occasional Theatre Collective 
founded by Rémusz Szikszai, the director of the production. 
Both collectives were – among other locations – performing 
at Szkéné, a well-known Hungarian independent theatre and 
venue for alternative theatre productions.3 As non-mainstream 
actors/creators working for occasional or provincial theatres, 
they must have very well known the seriously underfunded scene 
of independent theatre. Furthermore, independent collectives 
in Hungary have traditionally been critical of the political and 
cultural elite; therefore, they have usually made it their priority 
to give voice to the subaltern.4 This agenda resonates with Ranajit 
Guha’s 1982 manifesto emphasising that their approach “on the 
subaltern functions both as a measure of objective assessment 
of the role of the elite and as a critique of elitist interpretations 
of that role” (Guha 1982, vii).5 Terry Goldie and Zubin Meer in 
their article “Is There a Subaltern in This Class(room)?” (2004, 
20) stress the point that the tenor of Guha’s definition suggests 
that whatever else the subaltern is, she cannot be a part of the 
economic hegemony. Nonetheless, the question remains as to 
whether female subalterns are granted sufficient space, time and 
voice in this production. 

Within the theoretical framework of the feminist interpretation of 
subalternity, as delineated by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1999), 
female characters per se can be conceptualised as subalterns. The 
case study will particularly focus on the Weird Sisters’ almost 
incessant presence on stage and their zombie-like appearance. 
It will also examine the fact that two of the Weird Sisters (the 
third witch is male in the adaptation)6 repeatedly feature as front 
ends of horses.7 It will also be demonstrated that one of the female 
witches plays Lady Macduff being pregnant at the time of her 
murder, witnessing the brutal murder of her baby (1:48:28). The 
analysis will also address Lady Macbeth’s heart-rending last scene, 
in which he recovers her dead baby from the grave and leaves the 
stage for good rocking the child (a puppet) in her arms (2:02:38–
2:05:12). 

It will also be demonstrated how female characters are habitually 
relegated to subaltern positions, which ultimately upholds 
traditional gender stereotypes. Although the production aims 
at a more inclusive and equitable sociopolitical and cultural 
representation of minorities within twenty-first-century 
Hungarian society, it leaves insufficient space for subaltern women 
to voice their experiences. Instead, it mostly downgrades them 

to silence and subliminal states transgressing the divide between 
the natural and the supernatural, the human and the beastlike, 
and the living and the dead. Nonetheless, this relegation can be 
transformed into a strategic weapon, enabling female characters 
to wield power and agency for themselves, albeit only temporarily. 
As Stephanie Irene Spoto writes,

The father as head of household and king as head of 
state become inverted with power being seized by the 
witches and their prophecies. And with the influence of 
the female figures in the play – Lady Macbeth and the 
Weird Sisters, the former practicing a sort of domestic 
witchcraft within the home, while the latter represent the 
outdoor and more wild elements of witchcraft – rising, so 
their gender becomes more difficult to distinguish as they 
cast aside traditional roles and acquire new masculine, or 
anti-maternal, positions, and appearances. (2010, 66)

While it remains to be seen whether the Hungarian Shakespearean 
archive is revolutionised by this production,8 it does have a strong 
potential to emerge as canonical, in the sense that Victoria Bladen, 
Sarah Hatchuel and Nathalie Vienne-Guerrin state in their book 
on King Lear film adaptations. The above-mentioned authors offer 
a methodology for determining a film’s canonical status by using 
the amount of critical literature generated by the given movie “as 
a measure of impact on the critical field” (2019, 3). Szikszai’s 2018 
production of Macbeth received enthusiastic reviews; a relevant 
academic paper has also been written about it (Almási 2021); and it 
was much loved by theatregoers as well. Considering the fact that 
the production was professionally recorded, it can be reasonably 
argued that it will attract both audiences and academia in the 
foreseeable future as well.9

Subaltern women

Lady Macbeth

Goldie and Meer raise a point in case when they argue that

The choice of the reader who is outside, who does not 
claim to be one with the subaltern’s race or ethnicity, 
might be to accept a slightly subaltern figure, one who 
does not truly fit the identity but is sufficiently subaltern 
to be mis-recognized, although sufficiently non-subaltern 
to speak. (2004, 226)

For me, these slightly subaltern figures will be Lady Macbeth and 
the two female Weird Sisters in Szikszai’s stage adaptation.

Christy Williams, in her paper on the silence of the heroine in a tale 
by the Brothers Grimm, also reaches back to Spivak, highlighting 
how “Spivak addresses the issue of woman as subaltern in A 
Critique of Postcolonial Reason. She revisits her question “Can the 
subaltern speak?” and argues that domination over women is 
determined by gender, not class” (2006, 92). Williams paraphrases 
Spivak when saying that “a woman may not be a ‘true’ subaltern, 
owing to her class status, but her gender denies her a voice 
within her own community, making her a subaltern within the 
indigenous population” (2006, 92).10 A “gendered subaltern” 
is defined by Spivak as a “person at the ground level of society 
who is already a victim of patriarchal practices” (1999, 102 n. 143), 
which, in a strict sense, is only applicable to the two Weird Sisters 
of the performance; however, Lady Macbeth can also be 
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regarded a subaltern for at least three reasons. First and 
foremost, as Spivak explains in a footnote on Bertha Mason from 
Jane Eyre “the mad are subaltern of a special sort” (1999, 117 n. 
8). Second, using Spivak’s theory, Williams calls attention to the 
lack of control of the heroine of a Brothers Grimm tale over how 
she is seen or represented: “They call her a witch or cannibal; 
therefore, she is one” (2006, 92). Finally, what Williams writes 
about the silence of her character can also help us understand 
Lady Macbeth as subaltern: “the choice to be silent shows that the 
heroine is powerful, but the condition of that silence marks her as 
a subaltern in the community of her husband. She has no control 
over how she is represented and cannot express herself” (2006, 92).

These insights could illuminate what happens to Lady Macbeth 
after King Duncan’s murder and to her posthumous reputation, 
both in the play-text and in the stage production. She gradually 
loses control over her mental health and behaviour, showing 
a drastic transformation from her first appearance to her last 
scene. In the beginning, we see her overpowering her husband, 
manipulating and instigating him, taking the daggers from him 
to frame the chamberlains with the murder of Duncan, or trying 
to save the occasion in the banquet scene. In contrast, her last 
scene in the production shows her heart-broken and traumatised, 
cradling her dead baby in her arms, reliving the murder while 
singing about the end of a dream.11 Similarly to the silence 
of Grimm’s heroine, Lady Macbeth’s suicide could be seen as a 
personal decision, yet it could also be interpreted as forced on her 
by a patriarchal society.12 

Posthumously, when she is clearly unable to defend herself, she is 
labelled a fiend-like queen. In Malcolm’s victory speech in the play-
text, she is not only marked as the dead butcher’s fiend-like queen, 
but it is also hinted that “Who, as ‘tis thought, by self and violent 
hands / Took off her life” (5.9.36–38). Interestingly, “Malcolm’s 
guess that Lady Macbeth committed suicide is not supported by 
the text, and Scotland [Holinshed] is silent” (Braunmuller 1997, 238). 
Reference to her suicide is also missing from this production’s 
victory-speech, in which she is called “a halott hentes rém neje” 
[the dead butcher’s fiend-like wife; emphasis added] (2:27:09). In 
the Third Arden edition of Macbeth, Mason and Clarke discuss the 
biased readings and editing traditions, noting

[the term] ‘Queen’ is used three times in the play: there 
is one reference to Edward’s wife in the England scene, 
but the other two both refer to Macbeth’s queen. The 

announcement of her death grants her the title for the 
first time: ‘The Queen, my lord, is dead’ (5.5.16), and the 
play’s final reference to the Macbeths defines them, in 
Malcolm’s words, as ‘this dead butcher, and his fiend-like 
queen’ (5.9.35). (2015, 311–2)

The Hungarian text used in the production omits the second 
occurrence of “queen”, replacing it with “wife”. This reduces her 
well-earned title of sovereign to her relationship status, possibly 
implying a patriarchal conviction of the victorious party regarding 
the husband’s ownership of a wife.

When Lady Macbeth first appears on stage – relatively late, only 
in the 26th minute of the performance – it is through the wall in 
the background, which is both symbolic and ironic. The scene is 
replete with revealing signifiers: Macbeth delivers the contents of 
the letter as a soliloquy speaking directly into a hand-held camera. 
The projected image of his face, and particularly the extreme 
close-up of his eyes, serves to frame and contextualise the scene 
unfolding in the background. This directorial choice is arguably 
disadvantageous to Lady Macbeth, who is effectively muted here 
and, thus, is given less speaking time on stage; however, her image 
in the background, while seemingly reduced to a backdrop for 
Macbeth’s limelight, partially compensates for this marginalisation 
for two reasons.13 First, Lady Macbeth is shown crawling through 
the most versatile prop on stage – one of the stone slabs made of 
plaster – similarly to the Weird Sisters’ first entrance on stage, 
thus establishing a visual link between their otherwise separate 
existence. Second, Lady Macbeth’s positioning and gestures in this 
scene evoke the female principle itself reminiscent of the female 
reproductive system;14 however, as will soon become evident, she 
dies without leaving behind a child to survive her.

Moreover, Macbeth and Lady Macbeth make their first stage 
entrance in a similar fashion,15 sealing their relationship through 
mutual understanding and shared experience, seemingly a strong 
and lasting love bond built on sincere communication. As the play 
progresses, these elements of their relationship gradually dissolve: 
the initially cohesive sphere of their union (see Illustration no. 1) 
is ultimately shattered, and the couple drifts apart, separated by 
silence.16

ILLUSTRATION 1. Gábor Nagypál (Macbeth) and Danis Lídia 
(Lady Macbeth) at the beginning of the play (Photo: Violetta 

Prokl, Jászai Mari Theatre, Tatabánya, Hungary)



OCEÁNIDE | 18_2025 91

However, their parallel entrances contrast sharply with 
their final exits from the stage. Macbeth and the Doctor17 bear 
witness to the complete mental breakdown of Lady Macbeth, 
as she exhumes her dead child and cradles it in her arms while 
she recalls fragmented memories of the fatal night. In contrast, 
Macbeth is visibly emaciated, having lost his muscular strength 
by the time of his exit. This presentation challenges traditional 
readings in which he regains his dignity and courage before and 
during the final duel. In this adaptation, rather than engaging in 
a noble final confrontation, he is slammed and crushed against a 
stone block by Macduff. This crucial moment is more suggestive 
of annihilation than a duel: Macduff’s movement is reminiscent 
of someone stamping on a repulsive insect. Lady Macbeth, by 
contrast, retains and arguably merits the audience’s full sympathy. 
She recedes into the background as a broken-hearted mother 
mourning not only the loss of her child, but also the collapse of 
her dreams of founding a royal dynasty, and probably her entire 
life as well.18

Although eventually consigned to silence and passivity, throughout 
the performance Lady Macbeth proves herself to be powerful, 
resolute, assertive and manipulative. She is a transgressor, who, 
akin to the Weird Sisters, is transcending both the female/male 
and the natural/supernatural distinctions. She is rebelling against 
patriarchal norms by talking back to her husband and disobeying 
him. At the beginning of the production, she intends to pour her 

spirit to his ears and chastise him to arouse his ambition with the 
valour of her tongue. Braunmuller in his gloss for 1.5.25 valour of 
my tongue explains that

Misogynistically, Elizabethan culture considered men 
valorous, women talkative. This patriarchal belief did 
grant women the power to encourage men: ‘Methinks a 
woman of this valiant spirit / Should, if a coward heard her 
speak these words, / Infuse his breast with magnanimity, / 
And make him, naked, foil a man at arms’ (Prince Edward 
of Queen Margaret, 3H6 5.4.39-42). (1997, 124)

When Lady Macbeth invokes the servile ministers in her “Unsex 
me here” soliloquy, she might be seeking power in a way not 
unheard of: “Examples survive of women recording their own 
fantasies in the framework of witchcraft lore, perhaps latching 
onto notions of witchcraft as a means to female power” (Spoto 
2010, 56). Witches were also thought to be able to disrupt the 
social order. As Braunmuller explains, “witches and witchcraft 
were political matters as well as personal, familial, and communal 
ones. Biblical precedent identified witchcraft with treason: “For 
rebellion is as the sinne of witchcraft” (I Sam. 15.23) (1997, 29).

ILLUSTRATION 2. Danis Lídia (Lady Macbeth) at the end of 
the play (Photo: Violetta Prokl, Jászai Mari Theatre, Tatabánya, 

Hungary)
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The Weird Sisters

The Weird Sisters assume a variety of roles throughout their 
almost continuous presence in the stage adaptation. By default, 
they are dressed in rags and are partially wrapped in bandages, 
which makes them look like zombies.19 Thus, the living/dead 
distinction is transgressed by them here similarly to the scene 
where the female witches are briefly rigidified as dolls,20 and to 
another later part where the male witch animates the puppet of 
the older Macduff-child lending him his voice. In the production, 
the female witches metamorphose into various uncanny, hybrid 
or liminal beings, such as horses, centaurs or dolls. In an early 
scene, however, the three witches collectively emerge as characters 
representing the clergy: two nuns and a priest singing hymns, 
establishing a connection between humans and the divine. It is 
thus evident that the Weird Sisters frequently traverse opposite 
states of being to such a pronounced extent that this appears to 
be their superpower. 

One of the most iconic images captured by photographer Violetta 
Prokl depicts victorious men, and subservient, silent women 
featured as horses. The actresses keep their head down; they are 
silenced and controlled by men overpowering them both visually 
and physically (2:14:34).

ILLUSTRATION 3. Macduff, Siward, Malcolm, Menteith, 
Caithness/Angus and the two Weird Sisters as horses towards 
the end of the play (Rodrigo Crespo, Róbert Kardos, Hajnalka 

Szakács, Gergő Mikola, Attila Maróti, Sára Pilnay, Balázs Dévai) 
(Photo: Violetta Prokl, Jászai Mari Theatre, Tatabánya, Hungary)

As seen in Illustration 3, they are used and abused by male 
characters who, in the course of the play, frequently engage in a 
performative act of subjugation, metaphorically riding the female 
characters as if they were horses. While some men are initially 
afraid of them, they soon try to befriend and tame them in order 
to draw closer and eventually stroke their hair or mane.21 In 
certain scenes, the actresses raise their upper bodies, creating a 
visual effect in which the male-female duo resembles a centaur.

These hybrid creatures should be considered in a broader context, 
as Natália Pikli advises in her article, demonstrating how “the 
allusions to these half-horse, half-man hybrid creatures frequently 
intermingled with shrew-taming discourses, which relied on 
the equation of unruly horses and women, thus creating a rich 
tapestry of interconnected images and concepts in the early 
modern imagination” (2020, 1). Pikli’s observation that the female 
centaur further “problematizes the division between human and 
animal, man and woman” (2020, 2) is especially relevant in the 
context of this production. Ruling a horse was “often an emblem 
of mastery and control”, with the rider as a rational male sharply 
opposed to the bestial, sexualised female (Pikli 2020, 3), which 
is particularly well exemplified by the figure of Malcolm in the 
image above (Illustration 3).

Pikli notes that the mare frequently becomes a powerful emblem 
of female unchastity (2020, 3). This imagery often recurs in the 
course of the performance and, combined with the actresses 
playing various other unchaste roles, these representations serve 
to visually reinforce patriarchal patterns. In the England scene, 
where Malcolm tests Macduff’s loyalty, the female witches appear 
as prostitutes, caressing Malcolm. Their exchanged glances and 
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smiles as Malcolm claims that he is “yet unknown to 
woman” (1:56:36–1:56:38) visually underline Malcolm’s duplicity, 
and thus they effectively undermine his words. The Sisters’ 
appearance sharply contrasts with their earlier portrayal as nuns 
in the scene of Macbeth’s coronation – an image that may echo 
their presentation as hospital nurses in Rupert Goold’s 2010 film 
adaptation.

Female nature is thus demonised in this production, aligning with 
long-standing English traditions, medieval heritage and humanist 
learning, as Pikli suggests (2020, 13). However, for a production 
created well into the twenty-first century, one might have expected 
a more nuanced, or even philogynist, interpretation. Instead, the 
staging appears to reaffirm patriarchal biases against, in Pikli’s 
words, “a female appetite, demonized, stigmatised and rebelling 
against male rule and reason” (2020, 13). Linda E. Boose explores 
another compelling dimension of the unruly horse/unruly woman 
trope in her article, noting that

the underlying literary ‘low culture’ trope of unruly horse/
unruly woman seems likely to have been the connection 
that led first to the metaphoric idea of bridling women’s 
tongues and eventually to the literal social practice. 
Inside that connection, even the verbs ‘reign’ and ‘rein’ 
come together in a fortuitous pun that reinforces male 
dominance. (1991, 199)

Although the actresses wear no bridles or headgear in the 
production, their hair consistently covers their faces in the 
scenes in which they embody horses. Long hair, a traditionally 
feminine attribute often associated with patriarchal ideologies, 
simultaneously evokes the mane of a horse. Once again, we 
witness a collapse of the boundary between female humanity 
and the bestial. The explicitly sexualised posture of the actresses 
underscores the desire of the male figures to dominate. The men 
gaze down at the female horses from a superior, rational and 
patriarchal standpoint – they are the ones who both rein and 
reign.

Conclusions

David Ruiter represents a collective body of scholars, writers and 
practitioners when he asserts at the beginning of his book on 
Shakespeare and social justice that “Shakespeare can be a platform 
on which we stage our best thinking, imagining and even (en)
acting in respect to social justice” (2022, 3). Shakespeare holds a 
special place in the social justice arena, he suggests, because his 
work is already part of a larger cultural discourse (2022, 3). The 
author of this article fully embraces this agenda, agreeing that 
Shakespeare serves as such a venue, “a dynamic site for social 
justice work” (Ruiter 2022, 3), and believes that the members of 
the two theatre collectives involved in this Hungarian production 
shared this attitude, at least in principle.

The perspective adopted in this article is also in alignment with 
Ayanna Thompson and Laura Turchi’s programme that, if we 
want to keep Shakespeare alive in the twenty-first century, we 
must place him within a social justice framework, which can then 
foster “discussions about identity, culture and power” (2022, 47). 
As they put it even more directly, “If you are gay, female, black 
or Jewish and your identity is not assumed to bring any relevant 
perspective to Shakespeare’s plays then the texts are dead on the 
page” (2022, 56). Women on stage, as Preti Taneja argues, speak 

for gender justice, and “through theatre, a body might ‘speak’ in 
its own political voice and a subaltern might claim her agency 
and mobilize institutional infrastructure to support being heard” 
(2022, 169). While this very well might be the shared ideal, the 
2018 Hungarian production ultimately confirmed traditional 
female roles more than it challenged them.

To begin with, the strong female characters in the play are 
presented controversially. Even in this modern, highly complex, 
sophisticated production, women are only able to assert power 
by adopting traditionally masculine traits or by transgressing 
not only gender boundaries but also crossing lines between the 
natural and the supernatural, the human and the beastlike, the 
living and the dead. It is further noteworthy that Lady Macbeth is 
most sympathetic in the stage adaptation where she is consigned 
to silence and to traditional female roles. Indeed, it is touching 
to watch her bathing her husband upon his return from war, and 
heart-rending to see her as a grieving mother losing touch with 
reality. 

Yet, the bathing scene in the adaptation provides a double 
view of her, further polarising the audience’s responses. She 
is like a nurturing mother to Macbeth here: she provides a 
safe, supportive environment for him, meets his physical and 
emotional needs, and above all, shows unconditional love. The 
last of these demonstrated emotions, however, will prove to be a 
fleeting attitude on Lady Macbeth’s part: her love, she proclaims 
in the same scene, is very much dependent on how determined 
her husband proves himself to be to his earlier commitment to 
kill Duncan. In the bathing scene, therefore, she is shown both 
to conform to and rebel against patriarchal tropes. The actual 
bathing is a silent scene interpolated into the middle of the Lady’s 
transposed letter-reading scene. Upon her husband’s homecoming 
she tells him what in the Shakespearean play-text reads as follows,

Thou wouldst be great, 
Art not without ambition, but without 
The illness should attend it.  
What thou wouldst highly, 
That wouldst thou holily; wouldst not play false, 
And yet wouldst wrongly win.  
Thou’dst have, great Glamis,  
That which cries, ‘Thus thou must do’ if thou have it; 
And that which rather thou dost fear to do, 
Than wishest should be undone. (1.5.16-23)

Here she starts undressing him and then cleans his whole body 
with a sponge and some water. When she finishes, she continues 
the speech with a remarkable twist, addressing her husband 
instead of the servile ministers of the play-text:

Hie thee hither, 
That I may pour my spirits in thine ear 
And chastise with the valour of my tongue  
All that impedes thee from the golden round, 
Which fate and metaphysical aid doth seem 
To have thee crowned withal. (1.5.23-28)

The production further polarises sympathies and conflates 
representations of mothers and anti-mothers, as evidenced by the 
casting choice that Lady Macduff should be played by one of the 
female witches. Not only is the role played by the same actress, 
but she visibly stays in the character of a Weird Sister: her 
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dirty laughter and the visible prosthetic belly pad reveal 
that she is simply portraying a pregnant woman.

In the bathing scene, Lady Macbeth becomes the nurturing 
(mother) figure for her husband. Based on what happens here 
– i.e. that Lady Macbeth repeatedly rejects her husband’s sexual 
advances – Macbeth can be interpreted as a man-child or her 
proxy-child. She seems to be thinking that in either of these 
capacities he would need her scolding. Thus, on the one hand, her 
gestures and metacommunication show her unconditional love. 
Yet, in her diction she emerges as a rebellious woman, disrespecting 
patriarchal expectations that she should be silent and obedient 
(an excellent thing in woman, one might add paraphrasing Lear’s 
maxim). Undoubtedly, many members of the audience may find 
her relatable in this scene for either attitude. Yet, if they consider 
that what she is actually doing here is instigate her husband to 
murder the king – who is also his cousin and their guest – some 
spectators may find her behaviour morally unacceptable and 
recoil in dismay. 

It is further noteworthy that the female characters of the 
adaptation are emphatically aligned with animalistic imagery – 
being often represented as horses – and belong to clearly defined 
categories: mothers/anti-mothers, wives, witches, nuns or whores. 
The production’s costuming and visual cues reinforce these labels, 
while men are presented in a far more generic manner, with less 
distinctive costuming or direction.

The general depiction of men is not significantly more favourable 
either. Consider Macbeth’s humiliating final scene where he is 
crushed like a cockroach, or Malcolm’s consistently repulsive 
behaviour. Nevertheless, some male characters emerge with a 
degree of sympathy. In this respect, Macduff’s irresponsibility in 
abandoning his family is downplayed, and Banquo’s relationship 
with his son Fleance is portrayed as genuinely caring.

In conclusion, the representation of gender appears markedly 
imbalanced in the production as Table 1 below verifies. Three 
times as many male actors play more than twice as many roles as 
female ones and half of the roles the actresses play are silent or 
include minimal vocalisations (e.g., humming, laughing, snorting 
as horses). The proportion of further male creative contributors to 
female ones on this project was 10 to 5, while the disparity widened 
in the overall pool of creators, including actors and actresses, with 
the gender ratio reaching 23 (9 actors, 10 creatives, 4 translators) 
versus 8 (3 actresses, 5 creatives, no translator).

The production was powerful, relatable and made a lasting 
impact on audiences, receiving acclaim from academia, critics 
and theatregoers alike. Arguably, however, the production 
would have benefited from incorporating a broader range of 
female perspectives, thereby allowing its narrative to more fully 
address contemporary concerns regarding gender stereotypes, 
female agency and voice. While many layers of subalternity – 
racial, political, and cultural – are well represented, the gendered 
dimension remains considerably underexplored.
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TABLE 1. Gendered distribution of roles and creative contributions in Macbeth (2018, dir. Rémusz Szikszai)22

Category Number Details

Roles played by actresses 
(Lídia Danis, Sára Pilnay, 

Hajnalka Szakács) 12 roles / 3 actresses

Out of 12 roles 7 are silent roles
Female characters are further silenced or erased: 

Macbeth recites the contents of his letter, while Lady Macbeth is silent in the background 
no Gentlewoman

Characters portrayed:
Lady Macbeth,
2 Weird Sisters, 
Lady Macduff, 

2 prostitutes (silent), 
2 nuns (silent), 

Lady Macduff’s nanny (silent), 
2 horses (silent)

The last 4 roles listed above are silent or include minimal vocalisations (e.g., humming, 
laughing, snorting as horses)

Roles played by actors 
(Gábor Nagypál, Rodrigo 

Crespo, Balázs Dévai, Róbert 
Kardos, Attila Király, Attila 
Maróti, Gergő Mikola, Bence 
Figeczky, Antonio Crespo)

17 roles / 9 actors

Macbeth
Banquo
Macduff 
Captain 
Doctor 
Duncan 

1 Weird Sister 
Porter

Fleance (child) 
Malcolm 
Angus 
Ross

Lennox 
Lord 

Bishop 
Siward 

Menteith

Further female creative 
contributors 5

Set Designer: Anna Fekete
Costume Designer: Julcsi Kiss

Lighting: Erzsébet Gergely
Prompter: Petra Széplak

Assistant Director: Bianka Tóth

Further male creative 
contributors 10

Director & Scriptwriter: Rémusz Szikszai
Translators: Lőrinc Szabó, Géza Kállay, Imre Szabó Stein

Choreographer: Attila Király
Sound: Ádám Piroska & Péter Molnár

Music: Árpád Kákonyi 
Lighting: Miklós Mervel

Stage Manager: Gábor Pásztor

Writers/Translators of the 
texts 4: all male

Scriptwriter: Rémusz Szikszai
Translators of Macbeth: Lőrinc Szabó, Géza Kállay, Imre Szabó Stein

Sonnet 129 translated by Lőrinc Szabó

Note on gender bias in 
textual sources

Sonnet 129 has been translated into Hungarian by several translators, including Lőrinc 
Szabó, and Dezső Mészöly in the mid-twentieth century and more recently by Anna T. 

Szabó and Sándor Fazekas in 2004 and 2023, respectively. Anna T. Szabó is the only female 
poet among them.

Lőrinc Szabó still has a canonical status in the domain of Hungarian Shakespeare 
translations, and his translation of Sonnet 129 has become a classic (Szabó 1921). Thus, it 

might very well be an obvious choice.
However, a more thorough examination of the available translations might have resulted 
in the incorporation of a more contemporary rendition. It can be argued that, due to the 
freshness, vitality and potency of its imagery, the more modern diction and the clearer 

contrasts, Anna T. Szabó’s translation (Szabó 2004) is more congruent with the language 
and tone of the production. Its shorter words engender a snappier rhythm more in tune 

with the fast pace of the performance. Anna T. Szabó’s rendering therefore better suits the 
fast pace and heightened demands for efficiency in our modern times.
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be a recent development in Shakespeare adaptations, especially 
in Macbeth-films, which almost as a norm, seem to represent 
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11 The song Lady Macbeth is singing is entitled Képek dala [Song of 
images]. It is a melancholy ballad from 1997 with music composed 
by Tamás Cseh and lyrics written by Géza Bereményi (Bereményi 
and Cseh 1997).

12 Christy Williams notes on the heroine’s silence that “if the 
choice is mere façade and the heroine has no actual decision to 
make, then her silence is imposed on her by a society that deems 
brothers more important” (2006, 92).

13 Another well-known example for the silencing of a female 
character in the Shakespearean archive is Laurence Olivier’s 
muting of Ophelia in his 1948 Hamlet, discussed, among others, 
by Leonard (2009).

14 Her arms resemble fallopian tubes; her torso forms the uterus, 
and her legs suggest the vagina. The resemblance is strongest when 
she breaks through the wall with her head lowered. 

15 Excluding the “Prologue”, which is a classic Hungarian 
translation of Shakespeare’s “Sonnet 129”, recited by Macbeth at 
the opening of the performance – an innovative addition by the 
director-scriptwriter.

16 After the murder of the Macduff family, there is a long silent 
scene (1:49:12–1:50.28) in which Macbeth and Lady Macbeth 
crouch at the opposite ends of a huge stone slab, staring at each 
other. Eventually, Lady Macbeth gives up and leaves, signalling 
that communication between them has broken down completely. 
Macbeth’s decision to kill Macduff’s family marks a clear point of 
no return for him and a breaking point for her.

17 Because the dialogue between the doctor and the gentlewoman 
has been eliminated in this adaptation, there is yet another female 
character deleted.

18 For further analysis of Danis’s retreat as Lady Macbeth and her 
possible motivation, consider Almási’s description: “Lady Macbeth 
(Danis Lídia) darabvégi őrületében meghalt gyermekét hantolja 
elő, és ringatja a kezében a hasonlóan gipszből készített bábut, 
amelyből a folyamatosan hulló gipszdara megidézi a homokidő 
futását, az exhumált halott porladó tetemét, a soha el nem múló 
anyai fájdalmat és esetleges motivációt” [Lady Macbeth is rocking 
her dead child (a plaster doll) exhumed from the grave, from 
which plaster powder keeps falling, evoking the passage of time, 
the never-ending pain of motherhood, and a possible motivation 
for her madness] (Almási 2018, n.p.).

19 I explore the uncanny nature of zombies in my aforementioned 
forthcoming article, where I use Masahiro Mori’s 1970 essay “The 
Uncanny Valley” to provide a context. Mori called for a new 
agenda by writing that “we should begin to build an accurate 
map of the uncanny valley so that through robotics research we 
can begin to understand what makes us human” (2012, 100). Mori 
places not only Bunraku puppets, but dolls and zombies as well on 
the y axis of affinity in his graph. Bunraku has the highest sense of 
affinity of the three; the doll is positioned at about the midpoint 
of the spectrum; and the zombie is at the bottom of the valley 
causing eeriness, discomfort and repulsion. The 2018 Hungarian 
adaptation of Macbeth features dolls and zombies, as well as a 
Bunraku puppet moved by the male witch.

20 I explore this phenomenon in my aforementioned forthcoming 
article. In an early scene, the female Weird Sisters briefly look 
like dolls or puppets, crouching motionlessly in the presence of 
Duncan upon his first meeting with Lady Macbeth. The Sisters 

only move upon hearing Macbeth’s name. This might bring to 
mind Jakobson’s principle of rigidification (1975, 8), crossing the 
boundary between life and immobile dead matter.

21 In an early scene, in which Macbeth is greeted as Thane of 
Cawdor by Duncan’s messengers arriving on horseback, Banquo 
attempts to befriend and tame the wild mares.

22 Table formatting and phrasing assistance were provided by 
ChatGPT, GPT-5 (free version) (OpenAI, 2025).
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