
Shakespeare’s Hamlet is a tragedy perceived by many to be 
about internality, inaction and inertia. Any yet, Grigori 
Kozintsev’s adaptation is an active affair, zipping along at a 
brief two hours and twenty minutes. The film boasts a castle 
setting that could hold its own against contemporary 
blockbusters, the Baltic shore as an elemental backdrop and a 
dazzling Shostakovich score. These elements, which are largely 
inaccessible to a theatre production, juxtapose Hamlet’s 
interiority and illuminate what Kozintsev saw as the 
production’s major tension. He was determined to, ‘Not adapt 
Shakespeare to the cinema, but the cinema to Shakespeare’, 
thereby succeeding in making one of the great if not the 
greatest film adaptations of Shakespeare in any language.  

The unique visual language of the film is beautiful, gothic and 
dark. The film is shot in black and white, despite colour film 
being easily available, as Kozintsev thought it would add to 
the tragedy. There is a gorgeous interplay of shadow and light 
which accentuates the film’s supernatural themes. As the 
actions unfolds, it is constantly informed by sophisticated 
lighting adding to a suspense that only cinema could achieve. 
As a viewer we see a shadow approach integral scenes, before 
we see the actor. The film’s imagery is poetic and elemental: 
sea, stone, fire and iron. The rugged coast and the inherent 
power and loneliness of the sea interplay beautifully with 
Shakespeare’s tale. Ophelia being dressed by her maids is a 
profound visual symbol of the madness of grief and mourning.  

Other cinematic techniques used in the film are nothing short 
of genius. To express Hamlet’s internality, Kozintsev cleverly 
deploys the use of diegetic (source) and non-diegetic sound to 
accompany the film. The integral scene, where Hamlet deduces 
his uncle’s guilt, is set dramatically to a score that elevates the 
tension and mirrors the working of his mind. Moments later, as 
Hamlet maniacally runs through the halls, he demands that a 
band play. The comparatively light sounds of the band echo 
gently through the halls, as the anticlimactic transference from 
roaring score to source sound accentuates Hamlet’s madness.  

Kozintsev’s success in adapting Hamlet is due not only to his 
singular vision but to his placing himself at the centre of a  
trio of creative collaboration. He used a Boris Pasternak 

translation, which imbued Shakespeare with the beauty and 
specificity of the Russian language. There were many letters 
exchanged between Kozintsev and Pasternak, as the director 
used Pasternak’s insight as a translator to understand how to 
adapt and reduce the screenplay. Moreover Shostakovich, a 
long time collaborator with Kozintsev, developed the score. 
The pieces Shostakovich wrote for the film (reworking a score 
he produced for a 1920s theatre production) range from 
themes for characters, grand orchestral movements and quiet 
moments of diagetic sound. Without doubt the stature of 
Kozinstev’s Hamlet, is due to the collaboration of three Russian 
Cultural greats, with Kozintsev marrying their insights and 
contributions to make one perfect whole.  

The shots in Kozintsev’s Hamlet demonstrate the play’s 
political dimension, as well as its much famed interiority. The 
mise-en-scene is vast, expansive and filled with people. The 
camera traverses with characters across this bustling and 
rugged scape to express competing interests, and to document 
the domino effect of emotions from various events.  As Hamlet 
leaves the court for England, after Polonius’s murder, the 
camera notably lingers on the faces of the court. Battalions of 
soldiers are shown marching across the  landscape. Kozintsev’s 
focus on political themes takes his adaptation in a vastly 
different direction from the iconic 1948 Laurence Olivier 
version, which opted to focus predominantly on the play’s 
psychological elements.  

This is in no doubt due to Kozintsev’s reactionary ideology. 
Shakespeare had been decreed a ‘decadent’ writer by Stalin 
and his works were not widely circulated. Pasternak’s 
translation, which was completed in the 1940s, was an act of 
dissidence. Kozintsev’s direction of a famed production of the 
play in 1954, was only possible after Stalin’s death the year 
previous. There is no doubt Kozintsev uses the corruption and 
foul play inherent in Shakespeare’s work, to communicate a 
critique of contemporary Russia. This lauded adaptation 
utilises material written centuries prior to provoke the present. 
Kozintsev described the process of working on Shakespeare as 
follows: ‘It reminds one of archaeology… the strange thing is that 
the deeper you dig, the more contemporary everything that comes 
to the surface seems as it reveals its significance.’’ 
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Grigori Kozintsev 
Grigori Kozintsev (1905- 1973) was a pioneer of film, whose life and 
career spanned the advent of cinema, silent film and fed through into 
its vast modern potential. He was born in Kiev to a rabbinical Jewish 
family. Initially attracted by the theatre, he began experimenting with 
directing there, writing and staging puppet theatre. In 1921, as the 
possibilities of film became apparent, he met Leonid Trauberg and 
together they formed FEKS, an avant-garde theatre and film troupe. 
With FEKS he made a series of experimental silent films, many of 
which are regarded classics of silent Soviet cinema, such as Gogol’s 
Overcoat (1926). After sound revolutionised cinema he began working 
on adaptations which have also ascended to the status of classics, 
these include Don Quixote (1957), Hamlet (1964) and King Lear (1970) 

About Klassiki 
Klassiki is an opportunity to experience online a weekly curated 
selection of the best of Soviet, Russian, Caucasian and East European 
cinema.  Championing director led work, each week’s offering chooses 
a relevant film of a great director to introduce audiences to the 
director’s work and give biographical, social and political context to 
each film in the form of specially commissioned and downloadable 
informative program notes.  

This is the birth of Klassiki, our planned free streaming platform, which 
will allow you to stream great cinema from the region, literally on the 
hop. If you would like to support our endeavour to showcase the best 
of East European, Russian and Soviet cinema please share our work on 
your social media channels using the tags we have added to this 
program page or consider supporting us with a donation.  Thank you.  

Support Us  
Kino Klassika is a UK registered charity (1150791). We rely on the 
generosity of our supporters. If you want to encourage education and 
engagement with classic Russian language, Eastern and East European 
film, please support us by making a donation.  
Our bank details are as follows: 
Account no. 69358087 
Sort code 60-15-33 
Or please donate at our website:  
www.kinoklassikafoundation.org 

About Kino Klassika Foundation  
Kino Klassika creates programmes of film restorations, publications, art 
commissions and events to educate audiences about classic Russian 
language and Eastern cinema. This includes a 2-year programme to 
spotlight the pioneering work of filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein, our first 
restoration projects including Hakob Havnatanyan, Arabesques on the 
PIrosmani Theme and Jirtdan (1969). We have recently completed 
Melodia!  Discovering Musicals from Russia and the Caucasus,  a screening 
season in partnership with the British Film Institute, Institut Francais, 
Bristol Watershed and Broadway Nottingham. The program celebrated 
the diversity and complexity of Soviet, Russian and Caucasian musicals. 
It gave UK audiences a unique opportunity to explore an undiscovered 
musical tradition.  

Kino Klassika’s trustees are Professor Ian Christie, Daniel Jowell QC, 
Roger Munnings CBE and Justine Waddell.  The patron of Kino Klassika 
is Ralph Fiennes.   

The Kino Klassika Team 
This screening could not happen without the unstinting support of the 
Kino Klassika team: Joseph Andreyev, Nathan Dampier, Tatiana Isaeva, 
Zoryana Mischiy, Olja Mlljevic, Seraphina Paisey and Talitha Piggott.   

Upcoming Klassiki Screenings 
Klassiki will screen a new film in our weekly curated series, every 
Tuesday from 2pm. Please check in with us on social media or via our 
website to access each week’s new screening. And please share the 
news with your friends!  
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