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King Lear is one of Shakespeare’s most 
spectacular tragedies, telling the story of a family 
and country descending into chaos as a result 
of a disastrous decision. When the aging Lear, 
in an attempt to nurse his ego, asks his three 
daughters to declare their feelings towards him, 
the eldest two, Goneril and Regan, praise him; 
the youngest, Cordelia, states she cannot express 
her feelings in words. He rewards the uncaring 
elder daughters and their equally conceited 
husbands and banishes the innocent Cordelia, 
his hubris catalysing a descent into bloodshed 
and madness. In adapting this tale of scorched 
earth for the screen, Grigory Kozintsev, himself an 
elder statesman, provided the final flourish to a 
remarkable career.

Released in 1971, King Lear was Kozintsev’s last 
film before his death two years later, and followed 
the success of his 1964 Hamlet, as well as earlier 
theatrical stagings of the Bard’s key tragedies. As 
in the earlier film, Kozintsev based the film on a 
translation from Shakespeare by Doctor Zhivago 
author Boris Pasternak. 

Kozintsev’s distinguished post-war career, which 
saw him helm the directing workshop at the State 
Film Institute in Moscow for many years while 
garnering international acclaim for his literary 
adaptations (including a Don Quixote alongside 
his Shakespeare) can obscure the sheer breadth 
of his life in cinema. Alongside Leonid Trauberg, 
he was part of the silent film group known as 
the Factory of the Eccentric Actor, or FEKS – an 
underappreciated unit within Soviet film’s silent 
golden age responsible for radical classics like The 
Overcoat (1926), New Babylon (1929), and Alone 
(1931). Some of FEKS’s expressionistic vibrancy 
comes across in Lear’s virtuosic monochrome 
mise-en-scène. The costumes feel extravagant 

and authentic, the nobles that surround the king 
dressed in well-cut gowns and chains, while the 
peasants in rags, dragging their heavy cloth shoes 
across the ground. 

In keeping with the mechanics of tragedy, 
the early part of the film is punctuated with 
foreshadowing. As Lear asks his daughters 
the fateful question, “which of you doth love 
us the most,” the flames from the fire roar 
in the foreground, obstructing our view and 
foreshadowing the destruction to ensue. Following 
Cordelia’s fatally misinterpreted reply, Lear tears 
apart his map of Britain; like his loyal bannerman 
Kent, knelt on the floor gathering up the shreds, 
we are left over the course of the film to pick up 
the pieces.

Elsewhere, Kozintsev demonstrates his familiarity 
with Soviet and international film history. The 
scenes of the furious Lear’s speech to his subjects, 
looking down from the parapets as they prostrate 
themselves while smoke rages around him, recalls 
both Eisenstein’s Ivan the Terrible (1944) and 
Akira Kurosawa’s Macbeth adaptation Throne of 
Blood (1957). At the end of the film that castle 
and that smoke will return, now to shroud Lear as 
he learns of Cordelia’s death. 

“Not to adapt Shakespeare to the cinema, but the 
cinema to Shakespeare.” This was Kozintsev’s 
stated aim, evidence of his fascination with the 
playwright’s genius. The film subsumes and 
expands upon the excellence of Shakespeare’s 
play, paying homage to its theatrical origins – the 
early confrontation between Edgar and Edmund 
almost reminds one of the stage of Shakespeare’s 
own Globe theatre in Jacobean London. The film, 
though, is a work of artistic marvel in its own right. 
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