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 The film music of Russian composer Dmitri Shostakovich comprises one-

fourth of his published works, but is largely ignored in the scholarly literature.  This 

is possibly because of the difficulty of acquiring Soviet films in the West or for 

unknown reasons.  Yet Shostakovich’s film music can be subject to musical analysis 

on the same terms as the concert music of the corresponding stylistic periods. 

 In this dissertation, three Soviet era films, The Gadfly, Hamlet, and King Lear, 

are analyzed.  All three of the films studied are adaptations of British literature, two 

plays by William Shakespeare, a novel by Ethel Voynich.  The Shakespeare films 

were both directed by Grigori Kozintsev, and Alexander Feintzimmer directed the 

Voynich adaptation.  The majority of the dissertation presents close readings of the 

three films, evaluating how the music operates within the constraints of each film, as 

vi

 



well as comparing similar stylistic features between them.  Each cue within the three 

films is discussed and analyzed in terms of pitch materials and design, as well as 

instrumentation, and conclusions are drawn about the narrative functions of the music 

in each film.  Information and arguments from the main source of information 

regarding Soviet cinema music, Tatiana Egorova’s book, are also cited and evaluated 

when appropriate. 

 The main approach to the music analysis is differentiation between the 

diegetic and the non-diegetic music and observation of the role of each in the films.  

Often times, the two types of music have completely different goals, but both need to 

be fulfilled in order to achieve a level of coherence.  In the three films, the non-

diegetic music’s main role is to provide narrative commentary and further the story.  

The diegetic music, contrary to conventional expectations, is often used to emphasize 

that the on-screen action is misleading, and the music intentionally contributes to the 

masking. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 Of Dmitri Shostakovich’s 147 published works, thirty-three are original 

complete film scores, and another four film scores contain some music either 

composed or arranged in part by Shostakovich.  His film scores comprise just over 

twenty-five percent of his published music.  Shostakovich composed music for films 

of many genres and even wrote two scores for animated films, The Silly Little Mouse, 

op. 56 (Глупый мышонок), and The Tale of a Priest and His Servant Balda, op. 36 

(Сказка о попе и работнике его Балде).  Shostakovich’s first film score, The New 

Babylon, op. 18 (Новый Бабилон), was composed in 1929 when he was just twenty-

four years old.  His final film score, King Lear, op. 137 (Король Лир), was 

completed in 1970, five years before his death.   

Shostakovich composed film music throughout his career, and before any of 

his music was published, worked as a pianist in several cinemas in St. Petersburg.  

Seventeen of the thirty-seven film scores were composed prior to World War II.1  

However, after Stalin’s death in 1953, Shostakovich only composed eleven film 

scores, including the four that were not wholly original compositions.  His film music 

output diminished as he aged, and in his later life, he chose to compose only as a 

favor to directors who were personal friends.  Two of his last three films, Hamlet, op. 

                                                           
1 I am considering the publication of the Symphony No. 7 in C major, op. 60, to be the first 
composition of the war years.  The “Leningrad” Symphony was completed in December of 1941 and 
premiered in March of 1942. 
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116 (Гамлет), and King Lear, were both directed by Grigori Kozintsev, the director 

of The New Babylon, who was considered a personal friend of Shostakovich. 

 Until very recently, there has been very little scholarly work published in 

English, either from Western Europe or the United States, concerning Shostakovich’s 

film music.  Only one journal article that speaks directly to the issue of the film music 

has appeared, written by Matthew Walker in 1980, but there have been no additional 

publications in the twenty-five years since then.  In surveys and histories of film 

music, Shostakovich is cited as little more than a passing reference.  This is true of 

Roy Prendergast’s Film Music: A Neglected Art, Royal S. Brown’s Overtones and 

Undertones, and Laurence MacDonald’s The Invisible Art of Film Music.  In Mark 

Evans’s Soundtrack: The Music of the Movies, Shostakovich is cited as a significant 

composer of film music in the Soviet Union, but few details or analytical observations 

are made regarding his music.  Books such as Film Score: The Art and Craft of Movie 

Music by Tony Thomas and Christopher Palmer’s The Composer in Hollywood only 

address the Hollywood system, completely neglecting European film music. 

Not until very recently, in February of 2005, did a survey of Shostakovich’s 

film music appear, from the perspective of a non-Russian. John Riley’s Shostakovich: 

A Life in Film, the first of its kind from the Western point of view, exclusively 

evaluating Shostakovich’s film music, as I was in the editing stage of this 

dissertation.  Several of the general positions and claims made in Riley’s books are in 

agreement with my own, and when appropriate, I will reference his book.  The major 
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difference between this dissertation and Riley’s book is that I perform close readings 

of The Gadfly, Hamlet, and King Lear, and I also comment on and critique Tatiana 

Egorova’s readings of the films.  All three films, The Gadfly, op. 97 (Овод), Hamlet, 

and King Lear, were composed after Stalin’s death, all three films were adaptations of 

British literature, and all three films correspond to the compositional style that 

Shostakovich was using for his concert music during each time period.  If these were 

the only films that Shostakovich scored, then Riley’s book may be long enough to 

analyze the music in great detail, but at only 111 pages of prose, he simply cannot 

devote the time and space to several close readings.  Prior to the Riley publication, 

the best source regarding Shostakovich’s film music in English is the translation of 

Soviet Film Music: An Historical Survey, by Tatiana Egorova, which was translated 

from the original Russian to English in 1997 by Tatiana Graf and Natalia Egunova.  

Egorova makes inconsistent claims about Shostakovich’s music; sometimes she is 

correct, but other times, she writes using incorrect information that taints her 

conclusions. 

Within these films, there are important categories of music that consistently 

operate in the same way.  These are diegetic and non-diegetic, and 

leitmotivic/“naming themes.”  The diegetic and non-diegetic categories usually 

remain separate, and this separation provides insight into the relationships between 

characters and between on-screen events.  When the boundaries are blurred between 

the two, a significant event is occurring in the film.  “Naming themes,” a sub-

 

3



category of the leitmotive, are used exclusively when characters are depicted on-

screen, and not in a referential reminiscent way.  These themes are also a recurring 

technique in the films scored by Shostakovich. 

 This dissertation covers the subject in two main stages, historical surveys and 

close readings.  The first chapter briefly outlines the history of Russian and Soviet 

film.  The main concepts that drove filmmakers during the rule of each Soviet leader 

are discussed, as well as how and when various objectives in the Soviet industry 

changed and why.  This chapter also brings attention to significant Soviet films, such 

as the three in this dissertation. 

 Chapter Two provides a similar background narrative for the topic of 

Shakespeare in film.  The history in this chapter begins with silent film, and continues 

until approximately 1980.  The major directors discussed in this chapter are Laurence 

Olivier, Orson Welles, Akira Kurosawa, and Grigori Kozintsev – each has their own 

interpretation of Shakespeare, and how each applies to his representative culture.  The 

chapter also investigates how various eras interpreted society, and how that is 

manifested in the Shakespeare films of those eras. 

 The first part of the dissertation concludes with a survey of Shostakovich’s 

experiences with film, and how the style of his film music is a mirror of his concert 

music of the time.  During the time period just after the death of Stalin, 

Shostakovich’s music tended to be diatonic and straightforward, only using 

chromaticism decoratively, and his music for The Gadfly fits this model.  However, 
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his music for Hamlet and King Lear shares the style qualities of his “late period” 

style, used in the final ten years of his life.  The late style is marked by the use of less 

tonal materials, such as the octatonic scale, and even twelve-tone “melodies,” and by 

changes in his characteristic treatments of instrumentation and orchestration. 

 The link between Hamlet and King Lear is quite obvious, but The Gadfly, too, 

is an adaptation of British literature.  The novel, written by Ethel Voynich in the late 

nineteenth century, was adapted in the mid-1950s, along with Othello and Don 

Quixote.  Egorova states that only these three films, all world literature adaptations, 

were able to “rise above the general level and attract public attention to the artistic 

merits of their music.”2  Adaptation of literature is the common bond between the 

three films, and Shostakovich’s style periods correspond to the time period when the 

films were produced. 

 The second part of the dissertation is comprised of three close readings of the 

films.  The Gadfly, which is the focus of Chapter Four, is set in mid-nineteenth 

century Italy during the Austrian occupation.  The protagonist, known as the Gadfly, 

writes newspaper articles condemning the Austrians, and helps lead revolutionary 

actions.  The diegetic music represents three groups of people: the church, the 

common people of Austria, and the synthesis of the two, the upper-class 

revolutionaries.  The non-diegetic music follows the expected conventions, and 

because of the setting of the film and the period of composition that Shostakovich 

                                                           
2 Egorova, 137. 
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was in, clearly defines the tonality of the cue.  Only three “naming themes” are used 

in the film, one for the Gadfly, one for Gemma, and one for the battle against the 

Austrians. 

Hamlet, and the complexities that accompany the character and the film, is 

discussed in Chapter Five.  Like The Gadfly, this film contains three “naming 

themes,” for the characters of Hamlet, Ophelia, and the Ghost.  The theme of Hamlet, 

after being presented at its initial pitch level, never returns at the original pitch level, 

and begins at no fewer than eight pitch levels.  This is done to show the constantly 

changing situation that surrounds Hamlet, a main focus of my analysis.  In Hamlet, 

naming themes are used instead of leitmotives because the music is only played while 

the given character is on-screen; leitmotives imply a sense of reminiscence and do not 

have the same requirements as naming themes. 

 The final chapter discusses King Lear, Shostakovich’s final film score.  In 

contrast to the other films analyzed in this dissertation, and to the vast majority of 

Soviet films in general,3 the music for Lear contains no leitmotives, or even naming 

themes.  Instead, recognition is achieved through such means as oppositions in 

instrumentation and melodic intervals.  Similar to the other two films here, this film 

also begins and ends with the same, or very similar music.  The audience does not 

know that the Main Title music belongs to the character of the fool until nearly  

                                                           
3 Other examples include the films scored by Prokofiev (Alexander Nevsky, Ivan the Terrible, Parts I 
& II) and Artemyev (Solaris, Mirror). 
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three-fourths of the way into the film.  Once that is revealed, the character of the Fool 

takes on an entirely different role, and becomes the main character of the film, not 

Lear.  The music serves to enhance the narrative that makes the focus on the Fool 

clear.  Through the recontextualization of the characters, the film gains a different 

interpretation. 

Dmitri Shostakovich’s film music is a significant part of his compositional 

body of work.  The music is appropriate for the on-screen action and well crafted.  

His music was never poorly arranged or casually composed.  Shostakovich himself 

did not treat film music as a second tier form of composition.  He said that his 

“assertion [is] that creative contact with cinema and theatrical workers, and in 

particular writing film music, makes for greater versatility in a composer’s output by 

helping him in his work in other genres.”4  Shostakovich’s film music should be 

discussed along with his concert music. 

                                                           
4 L. Grigoryev and Ya. Platek, ed. Dmitri Shostakovich: About Himself and His Times, trans. Angus 
and Neilian Roxburgh, (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1981), 165.  Quote is taken from a radio 
interview in 1955. 
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Chapter One – Russian and Soviet Cinema 
 
 
 The history of Soviet cinema in general is more detailed than the history of 

Soviet cinematic music. Soviet cinema has its origins in Russian cinema, but the 

ideology surrounding Soviet cinema is much different than that of Russian cinema 

prior to the Revolution of 1917.  The first film shown through a projector in Russia 

was made by the Lumière Brothers and shown at the “Aquarium” summer theatre in 

St. Petersburg on May 4, 1896.1  On May 19, the Lumiere organization opened the 

first Russian theatre on Nevsky Prospekt, a main street in Petersburg.2  In the same 

month as that film’s premiere, cameramen from the Lumière organization came to 

Russia to film.3  Thus, the beginnings of Russian cinema are almost as early as the 

conventionally cited “birth” of the cinema itself, December 28, 1895 (the Paris 

premiere of a film made by the Lumière brothers).  

“There had been constant Franco-Russian cultural exchange ever since the 

reign of Catherine the Great…The Franco-Russian exchange had worked both ways.  

Turgenev had introduced modern Russian novelists to France: they had been 

enthusiastically accepted by the French reading public.”4 This quote points to the free 

movement of cultural ideas between the two countries.  As another example,  

                                                           
1 Jay Leyda, Kino: A History of the Russian and Soviet Film, 3d ed., (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1983), 17. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Neya Zorkaya, The Illustrated History of the Soviet Cinema, (New York: Hippocrene Books, 1989), 
12. 
4 Leyda, 37. 
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only a few years later in the first two decades of the twentieth century, the Ballet 

Russes, premiered works that were collaborations between French and Russian artists 

in Paris, most significantly, the ballets of Igor Stravinsky such as The Firebird in 

1910. The importation of film, creation of a theatre, and the filming in Russia all 

happened within six months of the Paris world premiere, historically linking the 

Russian, and subsequently Soviet cinema, with the earliest projected film.  The first 

Russian feature film, that is, the first production created by a team that was not 

French, was Stenka Razin, the story of which Shostakovich would later set as a 

cantata, premiered in October of 1908. 5   

This chapter will focus on the ideology and approaches to the creation of 

Soviet film, and when appropriate, approaches to the music in those films.  It will also 

show the extent of Shostakovich’s influence on Soviet film music.  The chapter is not 

meant to be an exhaustive study, but an overview that will give the reader has enough 

background information to be able to understand the history of the Soviet cinema 

until 1980, a short time after Shostakovich’s death.6

                                                           
5 Zorkaya, 18. 
6 There are multiple books and authors written about the history of the Russian and Soviet cinema 
including Zorkaya’s and Leyda’s books, and others that specialize in certain eras like John David 
Rimberg’s The Motion Picture in the Soviet Union: 1918-1952 (New York: Arno Press, 1973) and 
Stalinism and Soviet Cinema (London: Routledge Press, 1993), edited by Richard Taylor and Derek 
Spring.  Obviously, these are not the only books on the subject, but are very good references and can 
offer more specifics than I can hope to in this chapter.  Even these references realize their limitations.  
Zorkaya’s introduction begins, “This is not a textbook on the history of the Soviet cinema; nor is it a 
full account of its formative period and subsequent development.  The story of the Soviet cinema is a 
complicated one covering a vast amount of material.” 
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Early Soviet Film: “Silent” and Sound 

 “Soviet” film, properly, does not begin until 1917, and even more specifically, 

not until October of 1917.  However, there were two revolutions in 1917, one in 

February and the other, more famous one in October.  The major film that bridged the 

gap between the two revolutions was Father Sergius, the final film made before the 

October revolution, based on the Tolstoy work and directed by Yakov Protazanov.  

Production on the film began after the February revolution; before this time, “it was 

forbidden to impersonate a tsar (in this case Nicholas I) in a feature film or deal with 

church affairs and monastic life.”7  The story deals with a Prince who takes a vow to 

become a monk because of his disgust with court and societal life.  Leyda writes, 

“Father Sergius was finished before October, but for some reason it was not shown 

until 1918, months after its producer had fled south with his company.  Perhaps the 

Provisional Government’s censor hesitated to expose a nervous public to such a frank 

denunciation of the official church.”8  With the new government in place, new 

statements could be made in the cinema, but different levels of censorship were also 

being implemented. 

 Almost immediately after the October revolution, the Bolsheviks gave film an 

important role in the new society.  In Alice Trembour’s words, “Soviet cinema would 

assist in educating and agitating the Russian people to become the builders of a 

                                                           
7 Zorkaya, 24-25. 
8 Leyda, 108. 
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communist state.”9  From the beginnings of Soviet cinema, it is clear that films and 

filmmaking were used as tools of propaganda by and for the government.  One of the 

central themes of John Rimberg’s book is that the amount of films produced is 

inversely proportional to the amount of political propaganda.  He writes, “The periods 

of maximum film production (1923-1928 and 1934-1945) coincided with the periods 

when propaganda content was relatively low.  Vice versa, the periods of low film 

production (1929-1933 and 1946-1952) were characterized by increased political 

pressure for propaganda, resulting in a substantial decline in the number of film artists 

participating in productive activity at Soviet studios.”10

There were approximately two years of transitional problems for the Soviet 

film industry after the revolution, but Lenin, on August 27, 1919, signed the “Decree 

on the Transfer of the Photographic and Cinematographic Industry and Trade to the 

People’s Commissariat of Education,” in effect giving birth to “Soviet cinema.”11  

This decree stated that all previously privately owned film production companies 

were now property of the state; cinematography was no longer a private vehicle, “it 

was now the cinema of the socialist state, a medium of ideology, propaganda, 

enlightenment, and education.”12  To further this claim, in 1922, Lenin told Anatoly 

Lunacharsky, commissar of education, that, “You must well remember that, of all the 

                                                           
9 Alice Trembour, Introduction to Soviet Cinema, (Washington D.C.: Woodrow Wilson International 
Center for Scholars, 1987), 11. 
10 Rimberg, page untitled from abstract.  
11 Zorkaya, 37. 
12 Ibid. 
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arts, for us cinema is the most important.”13  It is clear that Lenin believed the 

medium of film to be a highly valued tool to show communist propaganda. 

The decade of the 1920s contained only silent film for the Soviets.  In the 

United States, the first sound feature film was developed released by a Hollywood 

studio in 1927, The Jazz Singer, starring Al Jolson.14 Prior to the release of The Jazz 

Singer, there were newsreels that had sound, but those were much shorter in length 

than a feature film.  Although the production of sound film in the Soviet Union was 

not a driving force in this decade, it was one of the most important advancements 

made in film during the 1920s.15 The first was the idea of montage, which was 

popularized through a process known as “The Kuleshov Effect.”  Lev Kuleshov was 

the first Russian to use the word montage, borrowed from the French, to mean “the 

technique of cutting and splicing pieces of film in an organized and creative 

manner.”16  Through his experimental short films, the Soviet filmmakers were no 

longer tied to the theatre tradition of continuous action and motion, and the 

“Kuleshov Effect” was used by many of the younger filmmakers.  Tambour writes, 

“Montage threw film into the province of art because the new technique enabled film 

                                                           
13 Trembour, 12. 
14 By “sound film,” I mean film that has a soundtrack.  A sound film contains dialogue, effects, and 
music, a soundtrack that runs concurrently with an image track.  Contrarily, a silent film does not 
contain dialogue, but may, and often does contain and music and sometimes effects.  Another way to 
look at it is if the voices of the actors can be audibly heard.  If so, then it is a sound film; if not, a silent 
film. 
15 In the United States during the 1920s, editing for continuity and narrative structure was implemented 
and highly significant.  Because the structure was in place early in the decade in Hollywood, it allowed 
for other technological advancements to be made, such as sound film.  In the Soviet Union, montage 
was the editing system, so coherence was not as fundamental to the Soviets as to the Americans in the 
1920s.  
16 Trembour, 13. 
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directors and editors to manipulate what the viewer saw in order to elicit certain 

thoughts, associations, and emotions.”17  The most famous of the montage-style films 

may be Sergei Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin of 1925.  In this film, there is a 

sequence known as the “Odessa Steps Massacre.”  In the scene, Eisenstein creates a 

sense of chaos by juxtaposing images of a woman holding an injured child, a baby 

carriage rolling down steps, and soldiers firing at a crowd.  The cumulative effect of 

the sequence is much more powerful than if each event were isolated and done 

narratively.18  The montage style films were very progressive and experimental.  By 

the end of the decade, Stalin had assumed power, and much of the artistic freedom 

and experimentation with film that directors had enjoyed came to a halt. 

The other advancement during the decade is the use of sound in film.  Even 

though no feature films with sound were actually produced by the Soviets during this 

time, they still attempted to reach this goal, failing due to lack of technology and the 

high cost at the time.  During this time, several newly composed orchestral scores 

were being created for the silent films, as opposed to the piano player improvising at 

the theatre.  One of the first silent films to be scored was Battleship Potemkin, with 

music by the German composer Edmund Meisel.  Tatiana Egorova writes, “When 

analyzing his film, Eisenstein confessed that Battleship Potemkin, though shot as a 

                                                           
17 Ibid. 
18 This sequence, in my opinion, should be required viewing for anyone who is interested in 
Russian/Soviet film.  This particular montage is known by film scholars and Russian scholars alike, 
and few images, even in the last seventy-five years, contain the same power as these. 
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silent film, ‘had much of what can be achieved by a sound picture.’”19  Without the 

capabilities to place dialogue into the film, music was the only answer to having an 

image with concurrent sound, and the newly composed scores were much more 

synchronized than the likely improvisations of any piano player at a theatre, thus 

creating a synergistic effect between sound and image.  One of the other significant 

uses of a newly composed score during this decade was the music for The New 

Babylon, written by Dmitri Shostakovich, and directed by Leonid Trauberg and 

Grigori Kozintsev in 1929.20  This music is so important, in Egorova’s words, that 

“the music of The New Babylon was the opening page in the biography of Soviet film 

music.”21  The New Babylon concerns the Paris Commune of 1871 and shows the 

various classes of French society through the eyes of the heroine, Louise Poirier.  

Shostakovich’s music for this film utilizes several French themes including “La 

Marseilliase” and music of Offenbach newly arranged for the film. 

The use of sound in film was debated so heavily that in 1928, Eisenstein, 

Vsevolod Pudovkin, and Grigori Alexandrov published a statement concerning the 

role of sound in film.  Summarizing this statement, Tambour writes, “[They] wrote 

that sound was an acceptable addition to film so long as it was not used in a 

naturalistic manner – that is, simply to reproduce sounds corresponding to the action 

on the screen.  Rather, they said, sound should be an element of montage, employed 

                                                           
19 Tatiana Egorova, Soviet Film Music: An Historical Survey, trans. Tatiana Graf and Natalia Egunova, 
(Amsterdam: Overseas Publishers Association, 1997), 6. 
20 In Russian, the title is Новий Бабилон. 
21 Egorova, 7. 
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as an expressive counterpoint to the images on the screen.”22  A line from the 

statements reads, “Sound, treated as a new montage element, will inevitably introduce 

new means of enormous power to the expression and solution of the most 

complicated tasks that now oppress us with the impossibility of overcoming them by 

means of an imperfect film method, working only with visual images.”23  Although 

Eisenstein, Pudovkin, and Alexandrov were influential filmmakers, they did not 

drastically change the Soviet film industry.  Absent from that list are the names 

Kozintsev and Trauberg, whose approaches to sound were not the same as Eisenstein, 

who tried to apply his sound as montage idea in Alexander Nevsky.  In 1928, the 

Soviets has still not made their first sound feature film, and would not do so until 

1931, so although the statement was put out there by the three filmmakers, it was not 

technologically possible at the time.  Throughout this decade, generally speaking, the 

government supported filmmakers in their experiments, in the name of revolution and 

new direction.  At the beginning of the next decade, with the introduction of socialist 

realism, Stalin began to tighten his hold over Soviet culture and the role of the cinema 

began to change. 

 

                                                           
22 Trembour, 22. 
23 The statement appears, translated by Jay Leyda, in Film Sound: Theory and Practice, (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1985), edited by Elisabeth Weis and John Belton, as well as a statement 
from Pudovkin entitled “Asynchronism as a Principle of Sound Film.” 
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Soviet Film During the Stalin Years 

 At the beginning of the 1930s, the transition from silent to sound film was 

occurring just as Stalin’s power was strengthening.  David A. Cook writes, “Sound 

came relatively late to the Soviet Union because the Soviet film industry chose to 

develop its own recording systems; the Tager sound-on-film process eventually 

became standard.”24  One of the earliest sound films was another collaboration 

between Trauberg, Kozintsev, and Shostakovich entitled Alone from 1931.25  This 

film is transitional because it was, in Egorova’s words, “shot in 1931 according to the 

rules of silent cinema, it was fitted for sound later.”26  There was not much dialogue, 

and music was used to replace effects because of the lack of technology at the time.  

This film was the source of the common-practice rules of film music composition, 

which would be fully realized in Shostakovich’s next film score for The Golden 

Mountains in 1931.  Shostakovich, much like Max Steiner in the United States, was 

the Soviet Union’s “father of film music.”   

The common practice of composing film music in the Soviet Union very 

closely mimics the common practice of Classical Hollywood; the conventions, 

locations, and styles are all similar between the two countries.  Since the common-

practice rules were basically the same between the Soviet Union and classical 

Hollywood, the best point of reference comes from Claudia Gorbman’s book 

                                                           
24 David A. Cook, A History of Narrative Film, (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1981), 313. 
25 The Russian is Одна, which is the feminine single form of the word “one.” 
26 Egorova, 15. 
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Unheard Melodies.27  In this book, she discusses music in narrative film, and devotes 

an entire chapter to the practice of film music in Classical Hollywood, using Max 

Steiner as her model.  In that chapter, she identifies seven rules of composition for 

film music: invisibility, inaudibility, signifier of emotion, narrative cueing, continuity, 

unity, and “breaking the rules.”28  Shostakovich music follows the rules that 

Gorbman discusses.  There was no need to alter the rules for the Soviet system 

because the ultimate goal was for films to be successful.  However, unlike the 

American definition of success, which is profitability, the Russian definition of a 

successful film refers to the clarity of the message.  At this level, the analogy between 

the goals of the films of the two countries disintegrates.  One of Shostakovich’s 

quirks is that he often uses music that already has one meaning and then alters that 

meaning by using it to accompany unexpected events, as in The New Babylon (which 

will be discussed in Chapter Three).  In the following year, 1932, Shostakovich 

scored The Golden Mountains, directed by Sergei Yutkevich, which built upon the 

foundation laid in Alone.  Shostakovich was unhappy with the short cues and the lack 

of “continuous development” in Alone, so he tried to remedy this problem in The 

Golden Mountains.29  Egorova writes, “Shostakovich achieved a type of musical 

dramaturgy which was to become one of the leading types in the Soviet feature film 

of the ‘30s and was termed ‘symphonic.’”30  These two films bridged the transitional 

                                                           
27 Claudia Gorbman, Unheard Melodies, (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press), 1987. 
28 Gorbman, 73.  When I draw on these rules later in the dissertation, I will explain them in greater 
detail. 
29 In Russian, Златые горы. 
30 Egorova, 17. 
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period and provided common-practice rules to other film composers in the Soviet 

Union. 

 While Lenin was in power, the censors were mostly concerned with film 

topics that dealt with indecency and vulgarity or films that dealt negatively with the 

revolution.31  If directors stayed away from these topics, then, generally speaking, 

they were left alone.  However, Stalin tried to put more pressure on the film industry 

to fit into his ideals.  In 1930, Lunacharsky, who had moved from education to the 

head of the Soviet film industry, was replaced by Boris Shumyatsky.  Shumyatsky 

declared that Soviet film should only be realistic, and that only five subject areas 

were permissible: collectivization of agriculture, socialist industry, the revolution as 

portrayed through a hero, defense of the Soviet Union and its ideals, and everyday life 

of a good Soviet person.32  After this decree was issued, much of the creativity and 

experimentation of the industry present in the 1920s disappeared, in part because of 

the lack of “appropriate” subject material, but primarily because Stalin’s view of the 

cinema was not the same as Lenin’s.   

Expanding upon one of the periods that Rimberg defined as producing few 

films, 1929-1933, Peter Kenez writes, “Between 1929 and 1933 Sovkino and its 

successor Soyuzkino drew up fifty-eight contracts with writers, of which only seven 

                                                           
31 Trembour, 24. 
32 Ibid., 25. 
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became completed films.  In 1933 Soyuzfilm paid out advances for the writing of 129 

scripts: of these only thirteen were accepted for production.”33  This is one example  

of how the high political desire for propaganda films manifested itself into few films 

during the era. 

 In 1932, “socialist realism” was first established as the ideal for all arts, 

including dance, music, and film.  The idea was that “art should concretely represent 

the reality of socialist society – but in an optimistic manner – and should play a role 

in the education of the masses.”34  If socialist realism was what filmmakers strove 

for, then “formalism” was to be avoided at all costs.  “Formalism” was the process of 

making films, or more generally art, whose sole purpose was simply to experiment 

with new formal ideas.  Formalism in the arts, art for art’s sake, was seen to be an 

abstract endeavor, detached from the masses.  Tambour provides a summary of the 

films of the 1930s when she writes, 

As socialist realism began to take hold in the 1930s, all cinematic 
experimentation was frowned upon, and those scripts lacking proper 
socialist content were rejected; finished films that did not conform 
were simply shelved.  In a typical socialist realist plot, a hero seeks 
consciousness and finally finds it after righting some wrong or 
overcoming some obstacle.  Moving toward the goal, sometimes with 
the help of a mentor, the hero transcends all internal conflicts.35

 
Socialist realism also removed freedom of expression from the directors.  Louis 

Cohen writes, “The freedom of the artist to depict reality as he saw it or wished it to  

                                                           
33 Peter Kenez, “Soviet cinema in the age of Stalin” in Stalinism and Soviet Cinema, 60-1. 
34 Ibid., 26-7. 
35 Ibid., 27. 
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be was officially subordinated to the demand for an art that showed steady progress of 

Soviet society toward its socialist goals.”36  Directors were now forced to make films 

with the same ideology, forsaking their individuality for the common good of the 

state. 

 One of the best examples of socialist realism in film is the Maxim Trilogy.  

Between The Golden Mountains and the Maxim films, Shostakovich scored two other 

films, The Counterplan in 1932 and Love and Hate in 1934.37  He also composed an 

opera during this time, Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk District.  The three Maxim films 

were, again, a collaboration between Trauberg, Kozintsev, and Shostakovich, and 

involved a Communist hero named Maxim.  The three films are The Youth of Maxim 

(1935), The Return of Maxim (1937), and The Vyborg Side (1939).38  The story 

contained in the films is more or less factually correct in comparison with the history 

of Russia from the 1905 revolution through to the Bolshevik revolution of 1917.  At 

first, Maxim is simply a worker who has little political interest.  When he returns in 

the second film, he reemerges in 1914, at the outset of World War I as an organizer of 

the Bolsheviks, and in the final film, Maxim has ascended to the position of a 

commissar in the Soviet government.  The film merged both fiction and reality.  The 

character of Maxim was made up to represent the “everyman,” but the events that  

                                                           
36 Louis Cohen, The Cultural-Political Traditions and Developments of the Soviet Cinema 1917-1972, 
(New York: Arno Press, 1974), 137. 
37 The Russian titles are Встречный and Любовь и ненависть, respectively.  In terms of 
compositional output, The Golden Mountains is op. 30, The Counterplan is op. 33, Love and Hate is 
op. 38, and Maxim’s Youth, the first of the Maxim films is op. 41. 
38 In order, the three films are: Юность Максима, Возвращение Максима, Выборгская сторона. 
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occur throughout the trilogy are usually authentic, and the character of Maxim 

appears on screen with real people like Lenin and Stalin, thus making the films 

realistic in every sense. 

 Toward the end of the decade, filmmakers began creating historical films that 

also contained a political message.  Perhaps the most well known example of this is 

Eisenstein’s 1938 film Alexander Nevsky, with music by Sergei Prokofiev.39  The 

film was made just before the Second World War broke out, and when it looked as 

though the Germans would invade the Soviet Union.  Even though the film is widely 

regarded as a masterpiece of Soviet cinema, due to its director, main actor, and 

composer, it is still a propaganda film at some level.  The end of the film displays a 

warning to all those who would potentially invade Russia.  The rough English 

translation is “whoever invades Russia by the sword, will die by the sword, Russians 

will always defend Russian lands, and Russia will forever take its stand.”40  In fact, 

when Germany and the Soviet Union signed the non-aggression pact of 1939, the film 

was withdrawn from circulation.41

  

                                                           
39 In Russian, Александр Невский.  This was also Eisenstein’s first sound film.  This may be one of 
the only films in which the score can be performed live with the film.  Eisenstein’s idea of 
counterpoint is played out at the highest level here.  There is only one moment, I believe, in the film 
where both dialogue and music are being used simultaneously, and this moment quickly passes.  At 
every other point in the film, there is either dialogue or music, but not both.  Because of the 
counterpoint, the film can sound somewhat awkward to our Hollywood trained eyes and ears, but the 
film should not be considered inferior due to the director’s ideology concerning counterpoint. 
40 The Russian text at the end of the film is: Если кто с мечом нам войдет от меча и погибнет. А 
том стоит стоять будет русская земля. 
41 Trembour, 28. 
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 Once the war began, most filmmakers fled the major cities of Leningrad and 

Moscow.  Two different varieties of filmmaking occurred during the war. The first 

film variety allowed directors to resume somewhat the experimentation from the 

1920s.  This was because Stalin had larger issues to deal with, and because  

filmmakers scattered across the country; the government was far less equipped to 

censor filmmaking. The other style of filmmaking was demonstrated in the increased 

importance of the documentary and newsreel film.  These types of films helped to 

improve the morale of the Soviet people while keeping them informed of the always 

positive progress of the Soviet Army; likewise, in England, Germany, and even the 

United States, the newsreels served to maintain the morale of the public by showing 

“positive” results of the soldiers.  Ultimately, these films popularized the genre of the 

fictionalized historical account, with Nevsky as the precursor, sometimes using real 

people as the main characters, sometimes using entirely fictional characters but 

accurate historical situations.42   

 The genre of the historical war film reached its peak in 1944 with Eisenstein’s 

Ivan the Terrible, Part I, with music, again by Prokofiev.43  The film was quite 

successful, and won various awards including a Stalin Prize, but Part II the following 

year brought trouble to the director.  The second part of the film, which was shot after 

the conclusion of the war, portrayed Ivan as a ruthless leader.  The Central 

Committee, a governing part of the Communist Party, feeling that Eisenstein was 

                                                           
42 Ibid., 29. 
43 In Russian, Иван Грозний. 
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comparing Ivan to Stalin, officially condemned the film.  This action lead to the 

withdrawal of several other films, including films by Pudovkin, Kozintsev and 

Trauberg, and others.44  It was now clear that the high level of censorship present 

before the war had resumed after the war, perhaps even at a higher level. 

 Ivan the Terrible, Part I was not just significant because of the effect that it 

had on the Soviet film industry, but also because it was one of the greatest Soviet 

films ever made.  Egorova also devotes an entire chapter, over twenty pages with 

musical examples, to the film, which she characterizes as, “A breakthrough in sound-

visual cinema.”  In her summary at the end of the chapter, she writes: 

Finally, the immortal value and importance of the score of Ivan the 
Terrible, original and innovatory in its language, was that the music of 
that last great joint creative effort by Eisenstein and Prokofiev broke 
the established, stereotyped notions of the functional role of film 
music, enabling it to approach the nature of a sound-visual image 
based on a synthesis of a higher order.  Thus the music of Ivan the 
Terrible may be considered as an isolated and to a large extent 
experimental phenomenon in the history of world cinema, having no 
analogue as far as the artistic results achieved by its creators are 
concerned.45

 
Egorova views the music in this film as unique because of the artistic result achieved 

by the collaborators.  It may be this collaborative achievement that led to the renewed 

censorship by the government because the film was too artistic and not “socialist”  

                                                           
44 Ibid. 
45 Egorova, 113. 
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enough.46  Regarding the film, David Bordwell writes, “From our perspective, the 

two-thirds of Eisenstein’s trilogy represent his last effort to merge theory and 

practice…Majestic and outlandish, Ivan the Terrible marks the triumph of film as 

both the synthesis and the equal of the other arts.”47

 The immediate period following World War II is not well documented.  In the 

surveys by Zorkaya and Tambour, there seems to be a gap from the conclusion of the 

war until after Stalin’s death.  Leyda’s book ends in 1947, so that does not help either.  

According to the few existing records, there were no significant changes in the 

censorship of the government from the time of the purges of the late 1940s.  

Regarding music, Egorova writes, “Although some interesting things were achieved 

in the post-war period in all parts of the country, none of these films were important 

in the history of Soviet film music between 1940-1950.”48  The first significant 

change occurred when Stalin died and a new leader was firmly in place. 

 

Soviet Cinema During “The Thaw” 

 A new direction in Soviet film occurred during the period after Stalin’s death, 

and Tambour, Zorkaya, and Egorova all make a point of acknowledging this shift.   

                                                           
46 Kristin Thompson’s book Eisenstein’s Ivan the Terrible: A Neoformalist Analysis, (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1981) is devoted exclusively to this film and covers various ideas including 
sound relations.  David Bordwell also has a book, although not devoted exclusively to this film, The 
Cinema of Eisenstein, (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1993), and he spends 
thirty pages discussing Ivan.  Both books are outstanding sources and get into more detail than I can 
offer. 
47 Bordwell, 253. 
48 Egorova, 137. 
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Egorova’s first chapter in this section is “A wind of change: film music of the post-

Stalin period,” Tambour’s is “The Destalinization of Soviet Cinema,” and Zorkaya’s 

is “Cinema During the Thaw.”  Egorova writes, “The critical condition of the Soviet 

cinema which, thanks to the ‘paternal care’ of the dictator, had concentrated almost 

entirely on filming stage performances, make the Nineteenth Party Congress, even in 

Stalin’s lifetime, pass a resolution requiring a sharp increase in film production.”49  

The “paternal care” to which Egorova refers is an idea of Stalin’s that Soviet 

filmmakers should produce fewer films, but the caliber of said films should be very 

high, and should be considered as masterpieces.  John Rimberg writes, “The 

Communist Party took the position that quality was more important than quantity; 

consequently the urgent demand for more propaganda was maintained until Stalin’s 

death.”50  Although fewer and fewer films were made, with a low of eight films in 

1951, these films were not of the highest quality.51   

 In the post-Stalin Soviet Union, new genres, and genres previously 

unavailable to filmmakers were now available to be explored, and a new generation 

of filmmakers was emerging with new ideas regarding cinematography and narrative 

strategies.  Also, Stalin’s “master plan” of making only a few films a year was 

scuttled, and many more films were produced each year, beginning immediately after 

                                                           
49 Ibid., 133. 
50 Rimberg, 196 
51 Zorkaya, 195.  There seems to be a discrepancy regarding the output of films. David A. Cook writes, 
“From nineteen fiction feature films in 1945, the Soviet output fell to five films in 1952.” (Cook, 568) 
Regardless of the number of films, it is quite clear that the Soviet feature film output was in decline 
until Stalin’s death. 
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Stalin’s death.52  One new avenue that filmmakers could explore was adaptations of 

world literature, not just Russian and/or Soviet.  Between 1955 and 1957, three 

significant films based on world literature were made: The Gadfly, based on the novel 

by Ethel Voynich in 1955, Othello, based on the Shakespeare play, and directed by 

Sergei Yutkevich in 1955, and the Cervantes novel Don Quixote, directed by 

Kozintsev in 1957.  Other genres that were explored by filmmakers were children’s 

films and cartoons and realities of Soviet life, not just socialist realities. 

 During this “thawing” period, there was a renewed interest in Soviet films by 

the West.  Dziga Vertov’s The Man with a Movie Camera, a film originally from 

1929, was highly successful at Cannes, nearly thirty years after its premiere in the 

Soviet Union, and Battleship Potemkin was awarded first place at the international 

competition for best film of all time at the 1958 World’s Fair in Brussels.53  Soviet 

artists in all fields had made significant strides while censorship was more relaxed 

during this time, but would spend much of the next decade simply trying to keep the 

government “tolerant.” 

 

Soviet Cinema During the 1960s 

 At the beginning of this decade, two important war films were made.  These 

were Grigori Chukhrai’s Ballad of a Soldier in 1960 and Andrei Tarkovsky’s Ivan’s 

                                                           
52 Leyda, 456-7. Leyda’s appendix, which lists some of the major films for each year, provides 
information about seven films for the year 1955.  In contrast, in 1951, when only eight films were 
produced, only two appear in Leyda’s appendix. 
53 Zorkaya, 224. 
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Childhood in 1962.  In Tambour’s words, “These films left the optimism of socialist 

realism behind, and using expressionistic and surrealistic touches, they showed 

human beings coping with real-life conflicts.”54  Along with the realities of everyday 

life being shown in the cinema, new heroes were also being created, this time in the 

form of children.  In Zorkaya’s words, “In the sixties children were chosen as a 

means to resolve acute and complex problems.”55  It was through the eyes of children 

that many films were shot and interpreted, giving filmmakers a different way to 

approach and interpret their ideas. 

 There were still some in the government who were sympathetic to Stalin’s 

ideals, particularly in censorship, and around 1963, they gained strength in the 

government.  Tambour writes, “A debate ensued between the Stalinists and liberal 

artists, lasting until a period of greater state control began in 1969.”56  Throughout the 

1960s, musicians, artists, and those in film fought to keep their gains, but ultimately, 

the state remained in control of cultural policy.  This reaffirmation of power was 

displayed not only in terms of acceptable cultural norms, but also through the lack of 

acceptance of the Eastern European countries, as shown by the invasion of 

Czechoslovakia. 

 In the 1960s historical films, based on the history of the Russian people, or 

otherwise, were very significant.  One example of this is Kozintsev’s Hamlet of 1964,  

                                                           
54 Trembour, 32. 
55 Zorkaya, 227. 
56 Trembour, 32. 
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with music by Shostakovich.  Kozintsev’s Hamlet is not a character who cannot 

decide what to do (“To be or not to be…”), but is a character who acts, whose resists 

the tyranny and hypocrisy of the court.  Kozintsev’s film can be viewed through the 

eyes of a Soviet artist, resisting the influence of the state and struggling against the 

tyranny of those in power. Although Tarkovsky’s Andrei Rublev of 1965 is purported 

to be a biopic of the fifteenth century monk, “the events of Russian history and the 

imaginary events of the plot are not important in themselves – they are shown through 

the eyes of Andrei Rublev, their witness or participant.”57  This film was not initially 

as revered as Kozintsev’s Hamlet, and “after a single showing for the Moscow 

cultural community the film was shelved.  It was released in France in 1969, and only 

in 1972 did it finally gain a limited distribution in the Soviet Union.”58 However, the 

film currently holds an iconic status in Russia. 

 By 1967, 140 films released a year were released, a sharp contrast to that of 

just fifteen years earlier.59  There was also a large growth in the studios of non-

Russian areas, such as those in Georgia and the Ukraine, and of those ethnic ideals.  

While certain doors remained closed by the state, others were now opening. 

 

The Period of Stagnation: the 1970s 

 “In the 1950s the cinema developed in cycles (for instance, a cycle of  

                                                           
57 Zorkaya, 259. 
58 Trembour, 33. 
59 Zorkaya, 265. 
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‘country’ films, then of films shown ‘through the eyes of a child’…).  Now [in the 

1970s] individual films became the staple.  Filmmakers began to see themselves as 

authors, even if working on a team basis for a specific industry, or as individuals, like 

a poet or painter.”60  Filmmakers were becoming more concerned with social 

commentary in their films, but some were increasingly fearful of the government.  In 

Egorova’s words: 

The process of cinema stratification, at the end of the ‘60s and 
beginning of the ‘70s, led to the appearance of official “all-union” 
films which yielded to the pressure of the party and state structures; 
mainstream commercial films which had monetary success and 
exploited the genres of the hit and the melodrama; and auteur films, 
intellectual and poetical, which appealed to the philosophical, spiritual 
problems of human existence.61

 
Two primary examples of the philosophical films both happen to be based on 

literature.  The first is Kozintsev’s King Lear of 1971, and the second is Tarkovsky’s 

Solaris of 1972. 

 While Kozintsev’s film added no new text to Shakespeare’s original, it took a 

different approach from a traditional rendering of the play.62  Kozintsev saw the 

world of Lear as a world on the brink of annihilation, a world where only foolish 

decisions can be made, and a world where only the lowest class of people can actually 

see what is happening in the world around them.  In this world, the powerful can act 

                                                           
60 Ibid., 268. 
61 Egorova, 213. 
62 When I used the term “original text,” I was referring to the translation by Boris Pasternak.  Pasternak 
translated several of Shakespeare’s works, but did not do them verbatim.  He always felt that 
translation was an art, and tried to create flowing Russian versions of Shakespeare’s original.  
Kozintsev used Pasternak’s translation for both Hamlet and King Lear, and in Lear, only used text 
provided from Pasternak. 
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but cannot see while the powerless can see but cannot act.  At the conclusion of the 

film, it is not the main characters that survive and are involved in the reconstruction, 

but the peasants, whose homes have been destroyed.  It is quite clear what Kozintsev 

is trying to say through this film, that the world will be destroyed by the powerful, 

and that the pieces will be picked up by the lowest class of people available.  With the 

few versions of King Lear available, Kozintsev’s extremely powerful film is quite 

possibly the best rendition of that Shakespeare play.  Lear was the last film that 

Kozintsev made, and was also the last film that Shostakovich scored. 

 Tarkovsky’s Solaris is also a philosophical film that poses questions to the 

audience.  It is based on the novel by the Polish author Stanislaw Lem and deals with 

issues of life and death, of time, and of the soul, all of which are dealt with in an 

austere location, a space station far away from Earth.  As Zorkaya writes, “Tarkovsky 

interpreted the dilemma of man and his time as every person’s responsibility for the 

rest of humanity and the future of the world, for one’s nearest and dearest and one’s 

own soul.”63  This film is also noteworthy because of its soundtrack with music 

composed by Edward Artemyev, who formed a “duet” in the same way that 

Eisenstein-Prokofiev and Kozintsev-Shostakovich did.64  Egorova writes, “The 

musical dramaturgy of the film is based on the opposition of two absolutely distinct 

tonal and imaginative spheres: the sound images of the Earth and of Solaris, which is 

                                                           
63 Zorkaya, 272. 
64 The term “duet” comes from Egorova. 
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frightening because of its mystery and unpredictability of behavior.”65  The music of 

Bach, the Chorale Prelude in F minor, is used to represent the Earth, while the theme 

that belongs to the planet Solaris is in the bass register, barely in the audible range.  

Because of the planet’s effect on the astronauts on the nearby space station, and the 

low timbre of the theme, the music has the ability to transform into something sinister 

or something calming, depending on the effect of the planet.  Artemyev’s use of the 

synthesizer to represent sounds that might be heard on Earth alters them to the point 

that these sounds, while familiar, seem out of place on the space station, creating a 

feeling of uncertainty and fear.  Egorova devotes over six pages of text to this film 

and its music and discusses in great detail the techniques and effects that Artemyev 

uses, as well as his use of leitmotive in the film.66

 In addition to the types of films that Kozintsev and Tarkovsky made, there 

were other things happening in Soviet cinema during the “stagnation.”  Tambour 

writes, “By the 1970s, de-Stalinization had allowed Soviet cinema to become more 

reflective of the concerns of various social groups, such as nationalists, Soviet 

women, and the non-Russian minorities of the USSR.”67  By “nationalists,” Tambour, 

in a way, is referring to those who were highly protective of the Russian culture, and 

perhaps a bit xenophobic.  She says, “Many Russian nationalists feel themselves 

threatened by sinking birth rates and rapid population growth among the Muslim 

                                                           
65 Egorova, 230. 
66 Egorova, 229-236. 
67 Trembour, 33. 
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populations of the USSR.”68  The nationalists made films that extolled the virtues of 

traditional Russian culture, such as the family and the interest in the less substantive 

aspects of Western culture, such as music and fashion.  These films were made in an 

attempt to silence the ethnic minorities and reassure the central government that the 

Soviets were still in control of culture. 

 Women had also gained a new position in Soviet cinema, beginning in the 

1960s and continuing into this decade.  Women not only became main characters in 

film, but films were made through their point of view.  And women not only became 

important characters, but women were now directors and composers of film music.  

The first significant female director was Larissa Shepitko, who began directing films 

that dealt with social and ethical issues.69  She moved on to make other films, 

including Wings (1966), in which the main character, a female wartime pilot in the 

postwar USSR, cannot deal with people because of her “straightforward, boorish, and 

formal” personality.70  Ultimately, she quite literally flies away from the town.  

“Whether or not she lands safely, she has won a victory over herself,” writes 

Zorkaya.71

 The portrayal of women in cinema is an issue that did not arise because of 

social outcry alone.  Instead, “these films were made in response to both public 

demand and official concerns about women’s problems.”72  The role of women in 

                                                           
68 Ibid. 
69 Zorkaya, 253. 
70 Ibid., 254. 
71 Ibid. 
72 Trembour, 35. 
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cinema in the 1970s shifted from ardent freedom fighters standing alongside men to 

being concerned with their personal and emotional lives.  The shift in roles also 

brought about a shift in relative strength in the female characters.  Tambour writes, 

“Often, they are portrayed as passive and tentative, and as emotionally dependent on 

men to motivate them.”73  In addition to the passivity of women in film in the 1970s, 

there was still a taboo on sexuality in Soviet film, something that had continued from 

the Stalin era.74  Despite the relative loss of strength of female characters during the 

1970s, their issues were now being brought to the forefront of Soviet cinema, and 

“through its depiction of the image of women in Soviet society, contemporary [in 

1987] Soviet cinema reflects an unease about the role of women in Soviet society.”75

 The major composers of film music in the 1970s were people that had earlier 

“got onto the ‘black list of the politically unreliable’ because of their adherence to 

‘bourgeois, modernist’ trends.  These included, according to the ideological censors 

of the time, avant-garde, dodecaphonic, and electronic music.”76  Composers such as 

Artemyev, Schnittke, and Gubaidulina all were forced to earn a living by writing film 

music because their music was not permitted in the concert halls.  It is not surprising , 

then, that Shostakovich’s late style of music would be the style dominated by film 

music in the 1970s.  But because Shostakovich was already established as a concert 

composer, his work was still allowed in the concert halls, and not just at the movie 

                                                           
73 Ibid. 
74 Ibid. 
75 Ibid., 36. 
76 Egorova, 229. 

 

33



theatre.  This style of music continued on into the 1980s.  Egorova makes this 

perfectly clear with her chapter entitled “Breakthrough into the future: film music in 

the work of Artemyev, Schnittke, and Gubaidulina in the 1980s.”77

 The period of “stagnation” was not completely void of new ideas and 

approaches.  Films were made that challenged audiences to ponder the existence of 

mankind, and to perhaps reevaluate how women were viewed and treated in the 

USSR.  Ethnic minorities also tried to gain a larger voice during the 1970s.  And 

music reflected these new discourses by using previously unheard stylistic approaches 

to composition, approaches that would not have reached people in the concert halls 

because it had been banned by the censors. 

 

 
Summary 

 Throughout its history, Soviet Cinema was comprised of several styles and 

genres, all of which were supported at some point in time by the Soviet government.  

In its infancy, Soviet cinema worked to show the people that communism was a good 

thing and that the end of the tyranny of the tsar’s rule was a benefit to them.  In the 

1920s, filmmakers were experimenting with both visual and audio style, reflected in 

montage and in the statement issued by Eisenstein, Pudovkin, and Alexandrov 

concerning the use of sound, both music and dialogue, in film.  In the 1930s, 

filmmakers were subjected to intense censorship and given few options as to what 
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they could film.  The war effort brought about the creation of several pro-Soviet 

films, particularly those whose main characters were somehow involved in resistance 

to invaders.  However, after the war, the grip of censorship tightened once again, and 

fewer films were made, with only eight films produced in 1951.  After Stalin’s reign, 

filmmakers enjoyed a brief period during which limitations and restrictions upon 

appropriate materials were lessened.  This allowed films to be made based on 

international literature, not just Russian and Soviet.  These films included two of the 

most highly revered film adaptations of Shakespeare in Hamlet and King Lear, both 

directed by Kozintsev, and both with music by Shostakovich.  More social issues 

were being raised in the 1960s, and the film industry continuously fought the 

government to keep this lower level of censorship in place, but by and large, were 

unsuccessful.  Despite this, issues concerning women, nationalism, ethnicity, and 

philosophy were brought to the forefront in Soviet cinema throughout the 1960s and 

1970s.  These issues showed that Soviet filmmakers were not content to only make 

state approved films, and that the directors had something to say about the standing 

and importance of the people in the Soviet Union.  Soviet cinema, while always tested 

by what it could and could not say, managed to create masterpieces of cinema, and 

still managed to express discontent with the system and ideology when appropriate; in 

Tarkovsky’s words, “As far as I’m concerned, cinema is a moral rather than a 

professional category…every artist, while he lives on earth, is sure to find and leave 
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behind a grain of truth about the civilization and humanity, and his own vision of 

them.”78

                                                           
78 Zorkaya quoting Tarkovsky, 270-1. 
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Chapter Two –  Shakespeare in Film  
 

 Shakespeare plays have been adapted for film since cinema began, generally 

accepted to have been in 1895.  The tragedies and comedies were more commonly 

adapted for film than the history plays. Works like Hamlet and Romeo and Juliet have 

been made and remade, no fewer than thirteen and eleven times, respectively, 

according to Kenneth S. Rothwell, who, in his A History of Shakespeare on Screen, 

provides a filmography that includes both television and film performances.1  Hamlet, 

according to Rothwell, is by far the most popular filmed Shakespeare play, with 

twenty-five performances between film and television.  Macbeth, Othello, Romeo and 

Juliet, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and King Lear all have more than ten entries.  

Because Rothwell’s book was published in 1999, even more titles could be added 

now, such as the 2000 versions of Hamlet, directed by Michael Almereyda, and 

Love’s Labour’s Lost, directed by Kenneth Branagh.   

Many of the Lear films were made after 1960 probably because claims “for 

King Lear [as Shakespeare’s masterpiece] became commonplace only from the 1950s 

onwards.”2  Because of the difficulty in understanding the history plays, only Richard 

III and Henry V have had more than two performances, primarily because of the 

striking qualities of the title characters.  Rothwell’s data leads to the conclusion that 

                                                           
1 Kenneth S Rothwell, A History of Shakespeare on Screen, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1999).  The table runs from page 309 to page 340 and provides the title, country of origin, director, 
main actor(s), type of film (silent, color/B&W, film/television), production company, and length in 
minutes. 
2 R. A. Foakes, Hamlet Versus Lear, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 1. 
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filmmakers and actors alike find something fascinating about Shakespeare’s plays, 

and feel that they can offer a different approach to the characters.  Each film, then, 

presents the director’s view of the play, and places the director in the role of auteur. 

This chapter will provide a brief history of Shakespeare films in general, up to 

approximately 1980.  As part of this survey, collaborations of directors and 

composers, or “duets,” will be discussed.3  The emphasis of the final section of this 

chapter will be on the Kozintsev films Hamlet and King Lear, both of which were 

scored by Shostakovich. 

 

The Silent Era 

Because of Shakespeare’s popularity, it was only a matter of time before his 

plays were adapted into films.  Roger Manvell writes, “Some four hundred films 

adapted from Shakespeare’s plays have been traced during the period of the silent 

film.  Shakespeare’s plays offered a rich source for plots, especially during the early 

years when film producers were turning to literary and theatrical sources in order, as 

they hoped, to raise the standard of films and lift them out of the fairgrounds into 

respectable entertainment. ”4 Jack J. Jorgens takes a different view of the early silent 

Shakespeare films.  The first two sentences of his book are, “First came scores of 

silent Shakespeare films, one- and two-reelers struggling to render great poetic drama  

                                                           
3 Again, the term “duets” is Egorova’s. 
4 Roger Manvell, Shakespeare and the Film, (London: J. M. Dent & Sons, Ltd., 1971), 17. 
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in dumb show.  Mercifully, most of them are lost, for those which survive are for the 

most part inadequate performances of Shakespeare and pale examples of film art.”5  

Jorgens never again mentions silent film in any significant way in the remainder of 

his text.  According to Rothwell, the first Shakespeare film was made in 1899, when 

excerpts from King John were filmed in London.6  The plays could not be filmed in 

their entirety because the convention was to use one or two reels at the most. Nearly 

fifteen years passed between the King John excerpts and the production of feature 

length films of the plays.   

 Between 1908 and 1911, one-reel productions of Shakespeare films were 

bountiful, over fifty in 1908 alone, including Macbeth, Romeo and Juliet, and King 

Lear.7  Rothwell writes, “Vitagraph’s [a film company] Shakespeare movies were 

highly compressed one-reelers of ten to fifteen minutes in duration that privileged 

tableaux, such as the assassination of Julius Caesar, or the balcony scene from Romeo 

and Juliet, which were familiar even to the unscrubbed masses.”8  The first film by 

the Lumière Company had been a series of moving pictures, each unrelated to the 

previous or following image, but film quickly acquired a narrative structure. 

Narrative films were not exclusively Shakespearean, and many films involving a 

narrative structure came before feature length Shakespeare films. 

                                                           
5 Jack J. Jorgens, Shakespeare on Film, (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1977), 1. 
6 Rothwell, 1. 
7 Manvell, 18. 
8 Rothwell, 7. 
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 During the time of the Vitagraph Shakespeare reels, similar developments 

were occurring in Europe.  In France and Italy, through the film d’art movement, an 

early movement designed to film more respectable stage productions through 

experimentation, several one-reel films were produced, including scenes from Hamlet 

and Brutus.9  British filmmakers, as would be expected, also made Shakespeare films, 

the most famous of which, from this time period, was Hamlet from 1910, directed by 

Will Barker and shot in a single day.10

 During World War I, production of films declined.  However, after the war, 

the film industry in both the United States and Europe reemerged stronger, and began 

making films that served as vehicles for the new stars.  The length of the films also 

changed from famous tableaux to multi-reel feature length films.  Manvell writes, 

“[The films] outgrew the wide-scale and over-obvious pilfering of stories from 

Shakespeare or any other classical source.  Audiences wanted both spectacle and at 

least the semblance of sophistication.”11 Manvell’s quote seems to imply that 

audiences did not find these Shakespeare films sophisticated enough due to low 

production values, and the historical topics may not have been current enough.  This 

seems odd considering the wealth of interpretations of Shakespeare’s plays, but 

perhaps the one-reel films did not do him justice, and consequently, audiences were 

not impressed.  Shakespearean topics were rarely used in the British and American  

                                                           
9 Manvell, 18-9. 
10 Ibid., 19. 
11 Ibid., 20-1. 
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film industry in the first part of the 1920s – only Germany produced a substantial 

amount of Shakespeare films.12 Filmmakers believed that sound film was immanent 

in the mid-1920s, and many decided to wait to make Shakespeare films until dialogue 

could be heard, which raised the level of sophistication, and feature length sound film 

made its debut in 1927 with The Jazz Singer. 

 

Shakespeare and Sound Before Olivier 

 Of all of the Shakespeare films made between 1927 and 1944,13 three 

Hollywood films are identified by several authors as significant events: Sam Taylor’s 

The Taming of the Shrew (1929), Max Reinhardt’s and William Dieterle’s A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream (1935), and Irving Thalberg’s and George Cukor’s 

Romeo and Juliet (1936).14  The Taming of the Shrew was the first feature-length 

Shakespeare film with sound, and cost just over five hundred thousand dollars to 

make, a large budget for the time, but it grossed more than a million.15  It was also 

financed by the two stars of the film, Mary Pickford and Douglas Fairbanks.16 Shrew 

was financially successful, and made the New York Times “Ten Best Films of the 

                                                           
12 Ibid., 21. 
13 1944 is when Olivier’s Henry V is made. 
14 Robert F. Willson, Jr., in his Shakespeare in Hollywood, 1929-1956, (Cranbury, New Jersey: 
Associated University Presses, 2000), devotes his first three chapters to these three films.  Douglas 
Brode, in his Shakespeare in the Movies: From the Silent Era to “Shakespeare in Love,” (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2000), discusses the three films in detail in each chapter devoted to the film. 
Rothwell and Manvell also highlight these films.  Jorgens, who clearly is not interested in the earliest 
Shakespeare films, writes about the Reinhardt and Dieterle production in his first chapter devoted 
exclusively to one film, but does not mention the other two in any detail.   
15 Rothwell, 29. 
16 Willson, 20. 
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Year” list.17  This film had little depth; Willson writes, “A Punch and Judy puppet 

show opens the film, signaling the slapstick technique to be used by both tamer and 

tamed.  More of the play’s farcical, madcap quality had to be exploited if movie 

audiences were to be engaged.”18 The film also included additional text beyond 

Shakespeare’s, a technique not uncommon in adapting a preconceived text, but 

credited the new text to the director; Brode refers to this as “the most embarrassing 

screen credit of all time.”19

 The next major Shakespeare film was A Midsummer Night’s Dream in 1935, 

produced by Warner Brothers.  The studio was trying to appeal to a different audience 

than the one for its trademark several gangster movies, such as Little Caesar in 1930 

and The Public Enemy in 1931.  “From the moment Reinhardt’s production began, all 

Warner could think about was what a wonderful motion picture this fanciful 

production would make…A Midsummer Night’s Dream became Jack [Warner]’s 

dream project, but shortly after, an escalating budget and commercial failure would 

qualify it as a nightmare.”20 In contrast to Shrew, this film cost $1.5 million, was over 

two hours in length, and was a colossal failure at the box office despite the wealth of 

stars, such as Mickey Rooney, James Cagney, and Olivia de Havilland, in the film.21 

Part of the problem may have been the subject matter of the film.  Rothwell writes, 

“At one level, Dream is a classic comedy of the green world triumphing over the 

                                                           
17 Rothwell, 30. 
18 Willson, 21 
19 Brode, 20. 
20 Ibid., 63. 
21 Manvell, 26. 
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wintry as young lovers push aside the blocking parental figures of authority and 

establish their own hegemony; at another, it is a dark vision of disorder and chaos 

with nature gone awry and the rule of reason threatened by unchained forces.”22 The 

financial failure of the film proved that regardless of “star power,” people still would 

not go to see it if it was not very good or understandable. 

 The following year, MGM spent $2 million on Romeo and Juliet.23  The film 

was given a complete period treatment, from the costumes to the sets, but the teenage 

title characters were played by actors who were forty-two and thirty-five, 

respectively.24  In addition to the emphasis on the box office in order to try to 

guarantee a better return than Dream, there was also focus on spectacle in the film.25  

While not as successful as Shrew, this film was more successful than Dream, taking 

in just over one million dollars.26  However, because of its lack of box office profits, 

it “encouraged Hollywood’s moratorium on major Shakespeare films for nearly two 

decades.”27

                                                           
22 Rothwell, 34. 
23 Rothwell, 39.  He states that the budget was two million while Manvell lists the budget as only one 
million.  Brode writes, “The total cost escalated to more than $2 million, the highest ever for an M-G-
M film at the time.” (Brode, 45). 
24 Manvell, 28.  As often occurs with actors “ages,” Manvell gives Leslie Howard’s age as forty-two, 
Rothwell gives it as forty-three, and Brode gives it as forty-five.  Surprisingly, Manvell and Rothwell 
give Norma Shearer’s age as thirty-five, but Brode says that Shearer was thirty-two.  The age gap, 
from these three sources is anywhere from seven years to thirteen years between the leads, both of 
whom were too old to be playing teenagers! 
25 Patricia Tatspaugh, “The tragedies of love on film” in The Cambridge Companion to Shakespeare 
on Film, ed. Russell Jackson, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 136. 
26 Willson, 65.  He writes, “Romeo and Juliet lost over $900,000, the only Thalberg project to finish in 
the red.” 
27 Rothwell, 44. 
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The Shakespeare of Olivier 

 Shakespeare films in England reached prominence through the films of Sir 

Laurence Olivier.  Anthony Davies writes, “All Olivier’s films [as a director] are 

remarkable for their constant oscillation between the cinematic and the theatrical, and 

their fusion of the two distinctly different dramatic languages.”28 Olivier acted in the 

role of Orlando in the 1936 screen version of As You Like It, directed by Paul 

Czinner.  This was to be his first role in a career of Shakespeare film.  About the film, 

Brode writes, “A terrible case of miscasting has always kept this otherwise fine film 

in eclipse.”29 Olivier’s next Shakespeare film, his first as director, was much more 

successful.  Rothwell writes, “Eight years later the sobriety and high seriousness that 

had made Olivier look miscast in a Shakespearean comedy proved exactly right for 

the role of an enigmatic 28-year-old soldier-king in the landmark Henry V (1944).”30  

The film was a landmark because of its great success at the box office as well as its 

technical qualities. Jorgens calls the film “a classic among Shakespeare films, the first 

to be both an artistic and popular success.”31 The subject matter, England at war and 

its ultimate victory, was appropriate for wartime England.  Brode writes, “Olivier had 

fashioned the right film and Henry for that moment in time.”32 The character of 

Henry is already a conquering hero before the film begins, and it capitalizes on that  

                                                           
28 Anthony Davies, “The Shakespeare films of Laurence Olivier” in The Cambridge Companion to 
Shakespeare on Film, 163. 
29 Brode, 93. 
30 Rothwell, 52. 
31 Jorgens, 122. 
32 Brode, 80. 
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because Henry is the perfect hero, never suffering any sort of defeat.  The text of the 

play was cut by a third, and William Walton composed music for the film; the music 

established time and place, as well as a triumphant feeling in the battle scenes.33  The 

film “not only launched, indeed invented, the modern Shakespeare film, but also 

showed that the Shakespeare movie could survive in the Palace theatre as well as in 

the rarified art houses.”34 Henry V presented a dichotomy of realism and fantasy, 

shown through the cinematography and scenery, and scenes were juxtaposed with this 

approach in mind.   

Olivier’s first Shakespeare film was so successful that he undertook Hamlet 

four years later, again as star and director.  Hamlet, in 1948, was shot in black-and-

white.  The scenery is also very sparse, with little ornamentation in and around the 

castle and thus the scenery operated as a metaphor for Hamlet’s loneliness.35  Again, 

William Walton composed the music for this Shakespeare film, and in Hamlet, 

Walton created leitmotives for the major characters, but little music is used in 

addition to these leitmotives.  Olivier himself felt that he could not deliver a perfect 

version of Hamlet36, but still made a film that would elicit discussion, analysis, and 

would prove a success.  Manvell writes, “This Hamlet remains nevertheless arguably 

the most imaginative of the three films [Henry V, Hamlet, Richard III] in treatment 

and realization, as it is, obviously, by far the most demanding of the three as a 

                                                           
33 Manvell, 38. 
34 Rothwell, 52. 
35 Rothwell, 57. 
36 Olivier said that his film should be regarded “as an ‘Essay in Hamlet,’ and not as a film version of a 
necessarily abridged classic.”  (Rothwell, 57). 
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play.”37  Hamlet was much darker than Henry V, due in part to the changing style of 

the post-war cinema, particularly film noir.  Brode writes, “[Olivier] was strongly 

influenced by current vogues in filmmaking, which had drastically altered since the 

war’s end.”38 Olivier stated, at the beginning of the film, “This is the tragedy of a 

man who could not make up his mind,”39 which emphasized the psychological aspect 

of Hamlet.  Hamlet’s indecision is shown on-screen through the rapidly changing 

camera angles, which “mirror Hamlet’s frame of mind and link it to his 

environment.”40  In order to emphasize Hamlet’s mental state and personality, Olivier 

cut characters that politicized the film, such as Fortinbras, Rosencrantz, and 

Guildenstern.  The film became one of the most influential post-war films, as well as 

a highly influential film version of Hamlet. 

 Olivier longed to play the role of a villain, which he did in Richard III, 

produced in 1955.  The film was in color, and served as a dark mirror image to Henry 

V; Henry was the hero-king, a “Christian prince,” while Richard was the coward-

king, the ultimate villain.  William Walton again returned to compose to score to the 

film, and Olivier’s role as Richard earned him an Oscar nomination. From the three 

collaborations between Olivier and Walton, the conclusion can be drawn that they 

comprise a director-composer “duet,” in the same way as the Russians Eisenstein-

Prokofiev and Kozintsev-Shostakovich, the contemporary Hitchcock-Herrmann pair, 

                                                           
37 Manvell, 44. 
38 Brode, 119. 
39 Brode, 120, quoting the beginning of the film. 
40 J. Lawrence Gunther, “Hamlet, Macbeth, and King Lear on film” in Cambridge Companion to 
Shakespeare on Film, 120. 
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and the modern day “duets” of Spielberg-Williams and Burton-Elfman among others.  

As in his other Shakespeare films, Olivier removed political issues from the film, and 

focused on the characters’ psychology.  Olivier played Richard so that he appeared to 

the audience as a character without internal or external boundaries.  

Manvell writes, “These three films, each very different in significant respects 

from the others, represent in themselves a specific era in Shakespearean film-making, 

and a unique artistic achievement.”41  Rothwell summarizes the significance of the 

Olivier-directed films when he writes, “On a 1998 British Film Institute list of 360 

film classics released prior to 1981, only two Shakespeare movies were included and 

these were both directed by Olivier – Henry V and Richard III.”42

 

Shakespeare in the United States in the 1940s and 1950s 

 During the same decades that Olivier was making Shakespeare films in 

Britain, Orson Welles was doing the same in the United States, directing and starring 

in Macbeth in 1948 and Othello in 1952. 

Rothwell summarizes the production of Macbeth when he writes, “[Welles’] 

Macbeth then explores the tortured soul of the protagonist through the Wellesian 

world of skewed camera angles and brilliant decoupage.”43  Like Olivier, Welles 

chose to eschew the political aspects of the film to focus on the internal states of the  

                                                           
41 Ibid., 52. 
42 Rothwell, 71. 
43 Ibid., 74. 

 

47



characters.  Jorgens writes, “What seems important to Welles is not the moral and 

social dimension of Macbeth’s acts – indeed, the political motivations for Macbeth’s 

acts hardly exist – but the subjective experience of pushing deeper into the heart of 

darkness.”44 To achieve this focus, Welles significantly cut text, introduced text from 

other plays, and even created a character whose lines were culled from other, less 

important characters present from Macbeth.  Welles also attempted to “demonstrate to 

other directors and studios that a good (perhaps not a classic) Shakespeare film could 

result from a brief shooting schedule and reasonable budget.”45 The film was shot 

quickly, in only three weeks. Welles was experimenting with the privileging of sound 

over sight, and while this style was better used in Othello, he had not yet figured out 

exactly how to do it.46  The film was not successful, receiving poor reviews and low 

box office receipts.  Willson writes, “The murky soundtrack and the mixed, 

indecipherable accents were at least partly to blame for audience rejection.”47  The 

financial and critical failure of Macbeth led Hollywood studios to avoid making 

another Shakespeare film until Joseph Mankiewicz’s Julius Caesar, in 1953, five 

years after Welles’ Macbeth.   

 In contrast to the three weeks of shooting for Macbeth, Othello took three 

years to complete, and was completed in 1952.  Welles’ film was not at all financed 

by the Hollywood studio system.  In contrast to Macbeth, Welles used montage 
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instead of traditional long shots.  Jorgens writes that the visual style “mirrors the 

marriage at the center of the play – not the idyllic marriage of Othello and 

Desdemona, but the perverse marriage of Othello and Iago.”48  Because of this style, 

and other factors, the film received negative reviews.  Upon its release in 1955, it was 

shown in only three theatres, taking in only $40,000 at the box office.49 Only in 1992, 

with its re-release, did Othello find warm reviews from critics, as they were more 

accepting of it. 

 Welles’s Shakespeare films never enjoyed the financial and critical success 

that Olivier’s did.  Rothwell writes, “In his struggle to find the best available means 

for putting Shakespeare on screen, he never quite made the transition from art house 

to mall house.”50   And Manvell writes, “The much criticized earlier adaptations of 

Macbeth and Othello have the great virtue that they are not reverential or academic 

exercises – in their best sequences they are pungent, lively, imaginative extensions of 

the tragedies, flights of fancy too often held back by technical shortcomings, 

obscurities in the story continuity and incessant over-indulgence in purely visual 

beauty.”51  However, without the widely publicized failures of these films, others to 

come may not have succeeded.  Willson writes, “it [Macbeth] paved the was for 

directors like Akira Kurosawa and Grigori Kozintsev, who because of Welles’s 
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audacity were able to glimpse the artistic potential of interpreting Shakespeare on 

film.”52

 The only Shakespeare film to be produced in Hollywood during the remainder 

of the 1950s was MGM’s Julius Caesar (1953), which cost a then-remarkable $2 

million, and was “packed full with renowned actors.”53  However, “the result was a 

hodgepodge of talents that did not belong together in the same picture.”54  This film 

was different from other Shakespeare films as it depicted historical events as if they 

were on a contemporary newsreel.  From Rothwell’s account, the movie was highly 

successful, but critics of the time panned Marlon Brando’s acting in the role of 

Antony. Willson writes, “While the Mankiewicz-Houseman Julius Caesar received 

many favorable reviews and made a profit, neither MGM nor any other major 

Hollywood studio was tempted to undertake the filming of a Shakespeare play for 

many years afterward.  The Bard instilled fears of box office losses.”55  Ten years 

passed before another of Shakespeare’s plays was produced by a major Hollywood 

studio, Twentieth Century Fox’s Cleopatra in 1963. 

 

Shakespeare in the 1960s and 1970s 

 Franco Zeffirelli, an unknown director at the time, was selected by the two 

biggest stars in the United States, Richard Burton and Elizabeth Taylor, to direct the 
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1966 version of Taming of the Shrew.  Jorgens states that, “Zeffirelli plays up the 

romance and sentiment, tones down the realism, and revels in the farce.”56  Zeffirelli 

did not film on location, but created a set that would be representative of the 

audience’s expectations.57 The sets, having been constructed for the film, did not 

lessen the authenticity.  Rothwell writes, “Zeffirelli early in his career developed a 

trademark passion for meticulous authenticity in his costumes and settings.”58 For 

this film, the Italian composer Nino Rota wrote the music.  The film is not a literal 

adaptation of Shakespeare’s play, rather an interpretation of the essential text and 

essential problems introduced through the characters.59  Although Kate still is 

“tamed” by Petruchio at the conclusion of the film, she speaks her final lines with a 

sense of irony, indicating that she may actually have the upper hand, and in doing so, 

Zeffirelli made “his version the polar opposite of Sam Taylor’s.”60

 Two years later, Zeffirelli produced Romeo and Juliet starring Leonard 

Whiting and Olivia Hussey.  Despite the huge financial success that Zeffirelli had 

with Shrew, Paramount executives, gave him a budget of only $800,000, still 

suspicious of Shakespeare films.  However, the film would go on to gross $48 

million, an incredible profit.61  The studio was concerned about the lead characters 

because they were not stars, but Zeffirelli wanted the actors to be teenagers as this 
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was more accurate for the story.62  Nino Rota returned as composer, thus creating 

another duet between director and composer.  The visual and the aural elements 

combined to make this film as close of a representation of upper class Renaissance 

Italy as possible.  Brode writes, “With Romeo and Juliet, he established an approach 

for cinematic Shakespeare that has been accepted as the norm ever since.  Realizing 

that it was wrong to create vivid images inspired by the words while retaining 

dialogue rendered redundant by the camera, Zeffirelli [and his collaborators] pared 

down the play in a consistent manner.”63  The emphasis of the film was on the 

relationship between Romeo and Juliet.  Tatspaugh writes, “Zeffirelli imbues his film 

with a zest for life and love…other sequences further explore the theme of love, some 

more fully than had earlier films [of Romeo and Juliet].”64  The film received positive 

reviews, unlike Shrew, and one critic said that Zeffirelli’s version of Romeo and 

Juliet was even better than Shakespeare’s because Zeffirelli brought out 

Shakespeare’s thoughts and feelings.65  The film was a success with younger 

audiences, and was so successful that another film version of Romeo and Juliet was 

not attempted for nearly thirty years. 

 The primary impetus of the films around 1970 was despair and irony, not 

spectacle and grandeur.  Tony Richardson’s Hamlet and Peter Hall’s A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream were both produced in 1969, and both had small budgets.  

                                                           
62 Ibid. 
63 Brode, 52. 
64 Tatspaugh, 141. 
65 Rothwell, 137.  The critic that Rothwell quotes is Albert Cirillo. 

 

52



Richardson’s style can be described as claustrophobic and inescapable,66 and the film 

was shot in the Roundhouse Theatre, a recycled locomotive shed, taking only ten 

days to complete.67  Brode writes that Nicol Williamson, who played Hamlet, 

“rendered Hamlet crude,” and that director Richardson “appears eager to destroy 

Shakespeare’s richness of texture, reducing beautifully realized supporting characters 

to cardboard caricatures.”68  The film can be summarized as displaying only turmoil 

and irrationality. 

 Hall’s film emerges from the same ethos as Richardson’s.  Instead of the 

happy woodland creatures, this film shows the shadowy side of the forest, one where 

the pleasant dream turns into a nightmare.  “The sprites emerged as horrific 

Halloween creatures rather than classic creations of Greek myth.”69  Brode writes, 

“This is a film of heightened ugliness, which – in its defense – makes it as frightfully 

representative of the late sixties as Warner’s was, with its crystallization of high 

culture, of the mid-thirties.”70  Unlike previous adaptations, this one kept the text 

almost entirely in tact, but changed the costumes to reflect contemporary England. 

 In 1971, Peter Brook produced King Lear, which “inflected Shakespeare into 

a dark and relentlessly ironic vision of the human condition.  This uncomfortable tale 

of an aged and irascible old king who foolishly gives his property away to his 
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ungrateful daughters turned out to be an allegory for the times.”71 Shakespeare’s 

redemption of Lear was removed from the film, leaving only the ironic commentary 

and the destruction of the world.  Brode writes, “Peter Brook’s adaptation proved so 

controversial that critics evenly split as to whether the movie was a mess or a 

masterpiece.”72 Brook’s film poses many questions to the audience regarding 

happiness, the fate of mankind, reticence, and others, but does not pretend to provide 

the answers to these questions, instead leaving the audience to make its own decision 

about the future of the world. 

 Three unsuccessful Shakespeare films were produced in the early 1970s.  

These were Peter Snell’s Julius Caesar (1970), Roman Polanski’s Macbeth (1971), 

and Charlton Heston’s Antony and Cleopatra (1972). Snell’s Caesar “presumably 

had everything going for it – professional direction, an excellent cast, intelligent 

script, and yet somehow it remained dead in the water.”73  Critics said that it seemed 

manufactured rather than inspired,74 and in comparison to the Mankiewicz film from 

nearly twenty years earlier, it did not work.  Polanski’s film was extremely violent, 

and the film’s conclusion shows the audience that the cycle of the evil usurper will 

continue, which is contrary to the conclusion of Shakespeare’s play.  Heston’s Antony 

was highly ambitious, with massive numbers of extras and its Technicolor 

production.  In contrast to some of the other films of the era, Heston’s was made 
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without irony and disillusionment.  His performance was successful, but the film 

received few accolades from critics. 

 

Shakespeare in the Soviet Union and Japan 

 Shakespeare is known and has been translated all over the world, so nearly 

every country that has a film industry has produced at least one version of one of 

Shakespeare’s plays.  However, I will focus on the countries of Japan and the Soviet 

Union/Russia because these versions are the most relevant to the topic of this 

dissertation, and because they are well known in the United States.75

 In Japan, the major adapter of Shakespeare was Akira Kurosawa.  Three of his 

films, Throne of Blood (1957), The Bad Sleep Well (1960), and Ran (1985) are all 

based in part on Shakespeare’s plays, shifting the stories from Europe to Japan.  

Rothwell writes, “Throne of Blood has been aptly described as a transformation rather 

than an adaptation of Macbeth; and Ran, though it draws less directly that Throne of 

Blood on its Shakespearean prototype, clearly adapts motifs and situations from King 

Lear…The Bad Sleep Well very loosely adapts the Hamlet story but nevertheless 

usefully serves as a springboard for looking at the synergy joining Shakespeare and 

Kurosawa.”76  The Bad Sleep Well is a film noir about the corruption of industry after 

World War II.  In contrast to Kurosawa’s two other Shakespeare films, which are 
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period pictures, The Bad Sleep Well is a modern story film.77  “At the end the bad, the 

wicked, still flourish, for in a world of smoke and mirrors few can see through 

pretense into the world’s inherent evil.”78  This film is more of a new realization of 

Hamlet than an adaptation of it, as evidenced by, among other things, its difference in 

ending.   

 Throne of Blood was Kurosawa’s first film after the international success of 

The Seven Samurai in 1954.  Robert Hapgood writes, “Throne of Blood, Akira 

Kurosawa’s 1957 film based on Macbeth, is among the few transpositions of 

Shakespeare’s dramas into other performing arts that have been widely regarded as 

masterpieces in their own right.”79 Manvell calls the film “a transmutation, a 

distillation of the Macbeth theme, not an adaptation,”80 but goes on to say that the 

film is the most satisfying of any Shakespeare adaptation or version.81 He is not alone 

in this opinion; Brode writes, “By far the greatest variation on Macbeth is Akira 

Kurosawa’s 1957 Kumonosu-Jo.”82  Jack Jorgens, in his Shakespeare on Film, does 

not personally declare this film one of the best, but cites Kozintsev and Peter Brook 

as saying so.83  The film is a combination of the Japanese samurai film, the equivalent  
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of the American Western genre, and traditional Noh theatre.  The film’s impasse is 

the battle between the forest and the castle, nature and man.  Certain motives that are 

predominantly natural, such as rain, wind, and night, are used repeatedly.  Hapgood 

writes, “Kurosawa’s canvas here is small, his palette ascetically restrained, his 

technique bold and sure.  Control is all.”84 At the conclusion of the film, the forest, 

the representation of nature, defeats the castle, the representation of mankind. 

 The third of Kurosawa’s Shakespeare films, Ran, is loosely based on King 

Lear.  The translation of the Japanese word “Ran” is “Chaos,” “precisely what 

Shakespeare believed would result from a divided kingdom.”85  In the same way that 

Throne of Blood was adapted from Macbeth, “the multiple alterations in plot and 

character mainly stem from a desire to blend Japanese with western cultural codes.”86  

The plot design and ending are basically the same as Lear, but outside of the plot, 

many of the details are different.  However, the outcome remains the same.  Brode 

quotes the Time critic Richard Schickel and writes, “The very word ‘adaptation’ 

distorts and diminishes both intention and accomplishment.  For what Akira 

Kurosawa has done is to reimagine Lear in terms of his own philosophy, which 

blends strains of Western existentialism with a sort of elegiac Buddhism, and the 

imperatives of the movies.”87   
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Kurosawa never made pure Shakespeare adaptations, but adapted the 

situations and major plot lines from the plays and reinterpreted them through his own 

experiences and interests.  Rothwell writes, “Kurosawa’s tour de force has been to 

use Shakespeare’s Anglophone texts and blueprints for performance and imagine his 

words recycled in the cultural iconology of Japan.  What he has created is truly in the 

category of ‘other Shakespeares.’”88

 The Russians have a long history with Shakespeare adaptations and 

productions, which can be traced back to Peter the Great who actively encouraged the 

importation of Western European culture.  Shakespeare’s plays were adapted and 

“Russianized” as early as in Pushkin’s play Boris Godunov.  Other authors, such as 

Nikolai Leskov in his novel Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk District, imported 

Shakespeare’s characters to Russia. Shakespeare’s plays were commonly performed 

in Russia, even under the Stalinist regime, but the stage performances had to carefully 

handle sensitive material.  The most celebrated incident of censorship, the Pravda 

article “Muddle Instead of Music” from February of 1936, was a criticism of 

Shostakovich’s opera adaptation of Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk District.   

After discussing Shakespeare films in European countries outside of Britain 

and Italy, Rothwell writes, “the most important European Shakespeare movies came, 

however, from the former USSR.”89  Manvell describes the Russian involvement with 

Shakespeare: 
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It is with Shakespearean tragedy, most probably, that English writing 
has come closest to the taste of the Russian intelligentsia.  
Shakespeare’s humanistic fatalism, his realization that the idealistic 
impulses in human nature are only too easily betrayed by expediency, 
his sympathetic understanding of the deep flaws in mankind, give his 
tragedies a special value and significance for the more serious, 
sensitive, fatalistic artists of the Soviet Union.  At the same time 
Shakespeare’s buoyancy and romantic vigour, which offset his despair, 
appeal, like the melancholy ebullience of Dickens, to similar emotions 
so often expressed in Russian literature, drama and music.90

 
It was only after the death of Stalin, during the period of the “thaw,” that Shakespeare 

films were made.  Two films immediately following Stalin’s death, and two arrived in 

the following decades; these are not the only Shakespeare films, but the major ones.  

These four films are Yakov Fried’s Twelve Nights (1955), Sergei Yutkevich’s Othello 

(1955), and Grigori Kozintsev’s Hamlet (1964) and King Lear (1970). 

 Twelve Nights was a stunning spectacle of extravagance and excitement.  The 

film had an overall vision of authenticity, in the costumes, set design, and even the 

sea storm, but the translation of the play’s text into Russian proved difficult.  Brode 

states, “Though considerably less known than the Soviet adaptations of 

Shakespearean tragedy, this is an equally fine interpretation.”91 Despite the fact that 

this was the first Shakespeare film produced after Stalin’s death, surprisingly little has 

been written about it.  Twelve Nights, because of its visual success, opened the door 

for other Shakespeare films to be made in the Soviet Union. 

 Yutkevich’s Othello was released later in 1955.  Yutkevich, having a  
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background in painting, began his career as a set designer, but started directing films 

even before the addition of sound.92  He was a Shakespeare expert, possessing “an 

extraordinary knowledge of Shakespeare film that ultimately led in 1973 to his 

scholarly Шекспир и Кино (Shakespeare on Film), which includes in-depth studies 

of work by Olivier, Welles, and Kozintsev.”93 Boris Pasternak, who translated several 

of Shakespeare’s works into Russian, provided the translation for the film; this was 

his first screen credit, but would later work with Kozintsev.   A well-known Soviet 

composer, Aram Khachaturian, composed the score.  Because it was released around 

the same time as Welles’ Othello, comparisons arose between the two.  But, 

“Yutkevich himself insisted that his version was not an alternative to Welles’s but its 

polar opposite.  The Russian director bridled at Welles’s decision to start the film 

with its conclusion; Yutkevich began by tracing Othello’s earlier adventures, 

expanding the tragedy to epic proportions.”94  The visual aspects, both the wide shots 

and the close-ups, were stunning.  Rothwell writes, “For all [his] virtuoso skill with 

macro effects, Yutkevich shows equal competence with the micro shot.”95  The plot 

of the film remains the same as that of the play, but the focal point is slightly 

adjusted.  Derek Prouse sees Yutkevich’s film as essentially misplaced trust, and 

therefore the climax of the film is when Othello realizes that Iago has betrayed him.96  

In another shift from traditional interpretations, there is a very clear definition 
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between Othello and Iago, good and evil; for Yutkevich, there was no middle ground.  

The film won the “Best Direction” award at the 1956 Cannes Film Festival, “the 

committee clearly defining direction in a visual rather than a dramatic sense.”97  The 

main result of the two films of 1955 was that spectacle (both were filmed in 

Sovcolor), and Shakespeare could coexist and flourish. 

 

Kozintsev’s Hamlet and King Lear 

 Several sources discuss the film versions of Hamlet and King Lear, in 

particular, the Kozintsev versions.98  The Shakespeare films by Kozintsev, Hamlet 

and King Lear, in contrast to the films of 1955, were both filmed in black-and-white, 

and both contained music by Shostakovich, who had been a collaborative partner of 

Kozintsev’s since 1929 and The New Babylon.  Like Othello, Pasternak again 

provided translations for both Hamlet and King Lear.  Prior to making these two 

films, Kozintsev had directed both plays in 1941, Hamlet at the Pushkin Academic 

Theatre and Lear at the Bolshoi Drama Theatre, both in Leningrad.99 Shostakovich 
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supplied incidental music for the Lear production, and also wrote music for the first 

stage adaptation of Kozintsev’s Hamlet in 1932; his film scores were not based on the 

incidental stage music.100  In addition to his knowledge of the plays, Kozintsev had 

also written a book entitled Shakespeare: Time and Conscience, which was a 

collection of essays on both Hamlet and King Lear, as well as excerpts from a diary 

kept during the filming of Hamlet.  After filming Lear, he published King Lear: The 

Space of Tragedy, a journal that he kept during the production. 

 Kozintsev’s Hamlet gives power to the title character, so much so that the “To 

be or not to be” soliloquy is almost unnecessary as Hamlet has already decided to 

take action and kill Claudius.  At the end of the film, Hamlet is so respected that he is 

given a proper funeral by Fortinbras, a scene not in the play.  Hamlet is carried out of 

the castle by Fortinbras’ troops, and his triumphant leitmotive is heard in the 

soundtrack.  This Hamlet is a character who acts against the corruption and ultimately 

dies for his beliefs.   

He is also a character who is truly isolated.  Mark Sokolyansky writes, “An 

outstanding Russian psychologist, Lev Vygotskii, has observed acutely in an essay on 

the play that Hamlet often speaks in monologues because he is absolutely alone.”101  

Although people surround him in the castle, he does not speak to them.  In a clever 

aural trick, Kozintsev shows people surrounding Hamlet on-screen, but the 
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soundtrack does not reflect their footsteps; it is enough to show that Hamlet is 

surrounded, yet alone.  Sokolyanksy states, “he can be alone nowhere, and 

everywhere there are people who make up the prison that is Denmark.”102  To show 

that Hamlet’s prison is really within the castle, the last shot of the prologue shows the 

great drawbridge going up, and Hamlet being “swallowed” by the castle.  Kliman 

writes, “To complete this image of Denmark as a prison, Kozintsev has Hamlet after 

his death carried to freedom, beyond the drawbridge.”103

 Hamlet’s funeral is not the only scene that Kozintsev changed in the film.  

Kozintsev does not show Hamlet when Claudius confesses to the murder immediately 

following the “play.”  Kozintsev also inserts scenes without text, such as Laertes 

promising to avenge his father, swearing and kneeling before a cross.  However, the 

most significant change, or interpretation, that Kozintsev made was to the character of 

Ophelia.  Instead of giving the character any type of sexual quality, Kozintsev turns 

her into a porcelain doll who must obey her father and Hamlet.  She is innocent and at 

the mercy of the male authority figures.  Dawson writes, “Her presence is a repeated 

reminder of the power over bodies that the court can so easily summon.”104  The idea 

of the doll comes from the first introduction to her character.  Before she ever speaks, 

she is shown dancing like a ballerina atop a music box, the movements highly  

mechanical and rigid.  This purity is never sacrificed in the film, and when she is  
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shown floating face up in the lake, it is sadness that overwhelms the audience, not her 

spiritual and physical release. 

 Kozintsev viewed this film as elevating the human spirit rather than 

diminishing it.105  He wanted to show how Hamlet, a thinking man, could be isolated 

in a castle filled with people.  Dawson writes, “Hamlet’s thinking is political.  It 

threatens the state; but it is also a sign of his tragic-Romantic sensibility – his richer 

understanding, and hence his rejection, of all the busy comings and goings of his 

world.”106  Hamlet’s prison is not the castle, per se, but the people within the castle to 

whom he cannot relate.  In spite of this isolation, Hamlet shows determination to 

avenge his father, and in doing so, achieves Kozintsev’s goal of elevating the human 

spirit.  Despite Hamlet’s apparent victory, “the corresponding defeat is that the world 

has not been transformed by Hamlet’s sacrifice.”107  This is because Hamlet does not 

have the opportunity to pass on his knowledge to Fortinbras before his death. 

 This film was the reunion of the Kozintsev-Shostakovich collaborative duet; 

they had not done a film together in over ten years, their last collaboration having 

been the film Belinsky, a film never released.108  They had worked together on the 

stage version of Hamlet in 1931-2, but Shostakovich did not use any of the music that 

he had written thirty years earlier.  Presumably, he was given enough time to write a  
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new score, and his harmonic language had changed so much in that time period that 

his play music was not necessarily representative of his style.  Shostakovich may 

have outgrown his earlier music for the play, and did not need to recycle it into the 

film. 

 While Hamlet may have had an uplifting conclusion, King Lear is quite the 

opposite.  This film, in contrast to Hamlet and its central character, concerns a group 

of characters, Lear and his daughters, Edmund, Edgar, and, Gloucester, and the Fool.  

Manvell writes, “King Lear is concerned with a civilization which is crumbling 

through the evils of inequality and injustice.  It is a multiple tragedy of deceit; Lear 

deceives himself, whereas Edgar and Gloucester are deceived by Edmund.  Lear is 

unable to distinguish between truth and sycophancy, and he believes that he possesses 

far greater power than in fact he does.”109  Kozintsev himself wrote that “suffering 

passes over the whole world like a spasm and even the rocks have split and fallen in 

ruins…It is an unfriendly, ruined and distorted world: there is nothing to eat, nowhere 

to sit and nowhere to shelter; a mean, cruel and heartless nature.”110  Kozintsev’s 

vision of the Lear world is that the world is at the end, the destruction soon to follow.  

Jorgens states that the film is “the story of a man’s journey from unfeeling ignorance 

to self-knowledge and pity.  It is a tale of losing oneself to find oneself, of learning 
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stoic endurance and the nature of reality as the trappings of civilization are stripped 

away.”111

 Kozintsev, once again, used Pasternak’s translation of the play, but this time, 

used no additional text.  The only words spoken in the film come directly from 

Pasternak’s translation, so essentially, Kozintsev is only using Shakespeare’s words.  

As would be expected, there are more scenes in the film than in the play.  One such 

point is during the large battle towards the end of the film.  The destruction, the death, 

the fire are all shown without dialogue.  The soundtrack only contains sound effects 

for the battle and Shostakovich’s musical cue entitled “Lament,” for wordless four-

part choir.  Kozintsev also keeps the Fool in the film; in the play, the Fool disappears 

after the third act.  The Fool returns twice in the film.  The first time, he takes the 

place of the musicians in the French camp when Cordelia helps to heal Lear.  

Anthony Davies states, “The Fool’s humanizing function, in Kozintsev’s view, is not 

complete until the reconciliation between Lear and Cordelia is effected…For 

Kozintsev, the Fool provides a narrow, sacrificial bridge of humanity from the 

moment of Cordelia’s banishment to the moment of reconciliation.”112  The second 

return is at the conclusion of the film.  At this point, the Fool “reappears to help 

comment on the desperate condition of humanity.  A funeral cortege bears the bodies 

of the fallen while the Fool sits amidst the rubble grieving over the loss of his master 

                                                           
111 Jorgens, 236. 
112 Davies, “King Lear on Film,” in “Lear” from Study to Stage, 255. 
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and of his own identity.”113  At the conclusion of the film, the peasants rebuild the 

kingdom.  There is no dialogue, only sound effects, music, and various shots showing 

the expressions of Edgar and others.  The End Titles appear on screen before the 

soundtrack ends, which suggests that the story continues, but the snapshot of the film 

is concluded. 

 Kozintsev’s films are completely Russian in their composition.  They belong 

to the Russians, and are completely in the style of Russian art.  Rothwell writes, 

“[King Lear], like Kozintsev’s Hamlet, however, profoundly ‘Russianizes’ 

Shakespeare’s script.  By that I mean plot, characters, and mise-en-scene are saturated 

in a Slavic sensibility made up of Boris Pasternak’s translation of Shakespeare’s 

language into the sonorities of Russian, Dmitri Shostakovich’s powerful musical 

score, and the cherished acting traditions of the Russian theatre.”114  Sokolyansky 

states, “[Hamlet] remained a ‘Russian Hamlet,’ embodying in the first instance an 

acute reaction to Soviet reality, but at the same time it aroused enormous interest 

among Western audiences and critics.”115  It is because there are such icons at work 

in these films, icons such as the composer Shostakovich, the author Pasternak, and the 

director Kozintsev, whose love and knowledge of Shakespeare was vast, that these 

films are so significant within the Russian tradition of film. 

                                                           
113 Rothwell, 191. 
114 Ibid., 187. 
115 Sokolyansky, 204. 
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SUMMARY 

 The history of Shakespeare films spans from the earliest days of cinema to the 

present day.  Within this film genre, Kozintsev’s two Shakespeare films hold an 

important place.  Although several different Hamlet films have been made, 

Kozintsev’s version is one of the few that portrays Hamlet as a hero, one who is not 

affected by an inability to decide.  Kozintsev’s Hamlet, with the assistance of 

Shostakovich’s music, knows that he will kill Claudius as soon as he talks with the 

Ghost of his father.  Hamlet does not waver.   

In contrast to the great volume of Hamlet films, King Lear has only been 

made a few times, with Kozintsev’s version arguably the best.  Kozintsev’s Lear loses 

everything in order to find his humanness, and is assisted by the Fool and his music, 

again by Shostakovich.  The Fool is the true mediator between Lear and Cordelia, and 

is the character that is left alone after the war that ends the film.  Kozintsev’s 

“Russian” Shakespeare films are exceptional, not just within the genre, but within 

Russian, and world film as well.
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Chapter Three – Shostakovich Film Music Background and 
Style Comparison 

 

Early Experiences With the Cinema 

 Shostakovich was introduced to the musical aspects of the cinema early in his 

compositional career.  He was not a wealthy individual, and had to accept 

performance jobs in order to make a living early in his life.  In 1924, he was a student 

at the Leningrad Conservatory, although he had a desire to transfer to Moscow as he 

was dissatisfied with his teachers.1  In November of that year, Shostakovich was hired 

at the Bright Reel cinema to play piano,2 where after three months, he was forced to 

sue the owner of the cinema for failure to pay wages.3  Since he was still facing a lack 

of income, he was forced to take on a new cinema position, this time at the Splendid 

Palace cinema in October of 1925.4  This job was only temporary as the regular 

pianist had fallen ill.   

 

                                                             
1 In Laurel Fay’s Shostakovich: A Life, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), she mentions that 
he and five other friends were thinking of leaving the Leningrad Conservatory for Moscow because of 
the “more flexible and liberal academic environment” which was different than “the ‘stupid formalists’ 
in Leningrad.”  He did not transfer because of his mother’s protective instinct to keep her son near 
home and his reinstatement as a piano student in Leningrad. (Fay, 25) 
2 “In the hope of alleviating the poverty and buying peace of mind for his composing, he sat the 
qualifying exam for the job of cinema pianist; here he recalled that his lessons in improvisation of the 
summer of 1919 stood him in good stead.”  Shostakovich was paid 100 rubles a month for this 
position. (Fay, 25) 
3 Fay, 26. 
4 “He was pleased that at least this job did not require him to improvise as much as the one he had held 
the previous year and at 134 rubles a month, that the pay was also significantly improved, but he 
complained that playing the same music over and over again drove him crazy…And he still managed 
to rub patrons the wrong way.” (Fay, 29) 
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Shostakovich used his improvisations during all of his cinema jobs as a way to 

test out new ideas.  One such experiment did not go very well.  Laurel Fay writes: 

One evening, while illustrating the evocatively titled Swamp and 
Water Birds of Sweden, he was carried away in transports of evocative 
bird imagery when he heard a noisy eruption of clapping and sporadic 
catcalls from the audience.  Puzzled, Shostakovich assumed that the 
film must be terrible.  Afterward he was told that the audience had not 
been impressed by his flights of creative fancy and had thought that he 
must be drunk.  Far from being stung by the criticism, Shostakovich 
expressed his pride in having distracted their attention from the film.5 

 
Shortly after this incident, Shostakovich resigned, having held the position only two 

months, with the thought that he could resume composing again.6  His First 

Symphony was completed in 1925, and Shostakovich believed that he had enough 

money from performances of other works to quit the cinema position.  But due to his 

financial situation, he quickly returned to the cinema in February of 1926, this time at 

the Picadilly cinema, but this endeavor, like the previous one, only lasted a couple of 

months.7  Encouraged by performances of some of his compositions in Moscow in 

spring of 1926, Shostakovich resigned, feeling that he could earn a living wage 

without the cinema, and again resumed composing.8  The premiere of his First 

Symphony, in May of 1926, was well received.  At the time of the premiere, he was 

already at work on his Second Symphony, and would soon be out of debt.  Although 

Shostakovich hated the repetitiveness of the cinema music, it did give him early  

                                                             
5 Fay, 29. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Fay, 31. 
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practical experience with cinema, particularly with improvising music to suit the 

mood or tone of the on-screen action.  These experiences would prove invaluable to 

his later scoring efforts.  In Egorova’s words, “All of this helped him acquire 

necessary practical skills and knowledge of the technical side of creating silent film 

music.  He put his experience to use when writing his score for The New Babylon [in 

1929].”9 

 

Discussing the Cinema 

 Despite the large amount of music that Shostakovich wrote for films, very 

little has been written about that music, particularly in English.  In Laurel Fay’s 

biography, Shostakovich’s film scores are mentioned in passing with the other events 

in his life;10 to Fay, the film scores were always secondary musical projects, pushed 

to the side for the more important work in the concert hall.  In Ian MacDonald’s 

biography, film music is used to show relationships between concert music written 

during the same time period.  Outside of the observations that MacDonald makes 

regarding  particular motives, the film music is not discussed in any detail.11  David 

Fanning, in the article on Shostakovich for The New Grove, 2nd edition, generally 

glosses over the film scores in spite of the wide variety of styles that they 

encompass.12 Even in Testimony, Shostakovich’s “first-person account” of his life 

                                                             
9 Egorova, 7. 
10 Fay. 
11 Ian MacDonald, The New Shostakovich, (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1990). 
12 David Fanning , “Shostakovich,” in The New Grove, 2nd ed. 
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events, only Hamlet, King Lear, The Unforgettable Year 1919, and two animated 

shorts are given any mention by “Shostakovich.”13  It should be noted here that 

Testimony is not reliable because of its questionable authenticity.  Testimony is the 

supposed memoir of Shostakovich as recorded by Soviet musicologist Solomon 

Volkov.  A great debate arose after the publication of these memoirs, spearheaded by 

Laurel Fay, who ultimately proved that several of the passages in Testimony were 

culled from already published sources.  In A Shostakovich Casebook, she proves that 

the voice of “Shostakovich” is not really his own, by Volkov’s; the character in 

Testimony is a somewhat fictionalized Shostakovich.14 Even “Shostakovich,” he 

placed little importance on the film scores in comparison to the whole of his artistic 

career. 

 Over the last ten years, three books of collected essays about the music of 

Shostakovich have been published: Shostakovich Studies, edited by David Fanning, 

Shostakovich in Context, edited by Rosamund Bartlett, and Shostakovich 

Reconsidered, edited by Allan Ho.15 The first two collections contain eleven and  

 

                                                             
13 Testimony is the subject of “the great debate” – was Shostakovich a true supporter of the Communist 
Party, or was he simply trying to survive the terrible conditions under which artists like himself had to 
live.  Even though the publication states that they are the memoirs of Shostakovich, it has been shown 
by Laurel Fay that the “memoirs” were actually selections of newspaper articles and quotations that 
were pieced together by Solomon Volkov. 
14 Malcolm Hamrick Brown, ed., A Shostakovich Casebook, (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
2004). 
15 Rosamund Bartlett, ed., Shostakovich in Context, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), David 
Fanning, ed., Shostakovich Studies, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995), and Allan Ho and 
Dmitry Feofanov, eds, Shostakovich Reconsidered, (Exeter: Toccata Press, 1998). 
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thirteen essays, respectively. However, none of these twenty-four essays speak 

directly to the film music of Shostakovich.  The third book attempts to prove that  

Testimony is fact, not fiction, and fails to introduce film music entirely.  In 

Shostakovich in Context, three early films are given a passing reference in Olga 

Komok’s article, and two other films are briefly mentioned in the remaining essays.16  

In Shostakovich Studies, Manashir Yakubov mentions the same early film scores as 

Komok, and there are references to, again, only two other films in the collection.17 

In film music history books by such authors as Christopher Palmer, Mark 

Evans, and Laurence MacDonald, Shostakovich is rarely given more than a passing 

reference, and no detailed analysis of his film scores is present.18  In the only survey 

of film music from Russia that is translated into English, Soviet Film Music: An 

Historical Survey by Tatiana Egorova, Shostakovich is a significant presence.  

Although the book is not broken down into chapters on composers, it is 

chronological, as one might expect, showing the development of Soviet film music.  

In the first chapter, which pertains to silent film, Shostakovich’s early experiences in 

the cinema as both a pianist and composer are discussed in detail.  His music for the 

silent film The New Babylon, is discussed; the film possessed a newly composed 

score to accompany the film.  The film is significant “not only because it was the 

beginning of the long-lasting and fruitful work in the cinema of composer Dmitri 

                                                             
16 The title of Komok’s essay is “Shostakovich and Kruchonykh.” 
17 Yakubov’s essay is entitled “The Golden Age: the true story of the premiere.” 
18 Christopher Palmer, The Composer in Hollywood, (London: Marion Boyers, 1990), Mark Evans, 
Soundtrack: The Music of the Movies, (New York: Hopkinson and Blake, 1975), Laurence E. 
MacDonald, The Invisible Art of Film Music, (New York: Ardsley House, 1998). 
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Shostakovich: the music of The New Babylon was the opening page in the biography 

of Soviet film music.”19  About The New Babylon, Egorova writes, “First, according 

to the film makers’ [Kozintsev and Trauberg] idea, music should not just illustrate of 

copy the action, it was to participate actively in the action.  Secondly, its role was, 

like that of the action, to be a powerful, emotional and ideological influence upon the 

audience.”20  Much of the music in the film is quoted from outside sources, such as 

Tchaikovsky, Offenbach, and the French anthem La Marseillaise.  Shostakovich used 

La Marseillaise in contrast to its original meaning.  Egorova writes, “It not only lost 

its original meaning in the film, but also appeared in quite an opposite sense, as a 

hypocritical ‘werewolf’ theme, skillfully disguised behind the masks of other genres 

(can-can, waltz, galop.)”21  Shostakovich’s ability to change the meaning of music, as 

in The New Babylon, would become one of his trademarks, and thus, is used in the 

scores for Hamlet and King Lear.  

Shostakovich is the most written-about composer, as well as the most cited 

composer in Egorova’s book.  When Egorova writes about Shostakovich’s film 

scores, it is usually short but detailed about a particular aspect.  An example of this 

style of writing appears in the quotation later in this paragraph.  Three films that 

Shostakovich scored that are given lengthier discussions are The New Babylon,  

 

                                                             
19 Egorova, 7. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid., 9-10 
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Hamlet and King Lear.  The music for The Gadfly is not given as much discussion as 

these films for two reasons.  First, the music in the film was not of the same 

importance to the history of Soviet cinema as the aforementioned films, and second, 

the music in The Gadfly has more harmonic clarity than Hamlet and King Lear.  The 

complex compositional ideas present in Shostakovich’s late period are not displayed 

in The Gadfly.  In Egorova’s discussions, themes and/or motives are analyzed with 

musical examples provided, and some conclusions are drawn from these analyses.  

For example, she writes about The New Babylon:  

The music of The New Babylon contains many ingenious and witty 
“findings” which put one in mind of Shostakovich’s grotesque comic 
opera The Nose (after Gogol).  For example, the scene representing the 
rehearsal of an operetta was accompanied by Hanon’s piano exercises.  
Depending on what was shown on the screen, these monotonous 
passages acquired nuances, causing now boredom, now gaiety, and 
sometimes a sense of danger.22 
 

However, because the book is an historical survey and not a descriptive or analytical 

study, there are no large-scale conclusions drawn from the observations that directly 

pertain to Shostakovich and his music, only a mention that leading composers, 

including Shostakovich, composed film music in the Soviet Union.23  Her summary 

consists of two paragraphs, stating that the music was an active participant in the 

development of Soviet cinema, and that the music should be admired. 

 In February of 2005, the first and only survey of Shostakovich’s film music 

was published, entitled Dmitri Shostakovich: A Life in Film by John Riley, film music 

                                                             
22 Ibid, 8. 
23 Ibid., 288. 
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historian for the DSCH Journal in England.  In his summary, Riley echoes the lack of 

work done with Shostakovich’s film music when he writes, “Past studies of 

Shostakovich have relegated his film work to passing mentions and brief footnotes; 

many times there has been no discussion of the plots, themes or – bizarrely in books 

about a composer – the music.”24  At only 111 pages of prose, and with 37 films to 

cover, Riley privileges certain films, such as The New Babylon, Hamlet, and King 

Lear over others. Riley does make clear connections between the concert works and 

film music of Shostakovich throughout his book, but because of the length, very little 

analytical work is done with any of the scores.   

 The film music of Shostakovich in these three films is comparable in style to 

the contemporary concert music.  The next section of this chapter will present a 

comparison survey of Shostakovich’s style in two distinct periods.  The first occurs 

immediately after Stalin’s death, and the second is typically considered to be 

Shostakovich’s “late style.” 

 

STYLE OF THE GADFLY 

 In 1953, Stalin died, and with him, much of the government’s oppression of 

artists.  As Ian MacDonald writes, “It was spring, a new age – or so it initially 

seemed.  In fact, the political situation, relatively volatile for the first time in decades, 

was now also dangerously unpredictable.”25  However, there were influential public 

                                                             
24 John Riley, Dmitri Shostakovich: A Life in Film, (London: I. B. Tauris, 2005), 111. 
25 MacDonald, 209. 
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voices that called for the liberalization of art and artists.  Vladimir Pomerantsev, in 

the magazine “New World,” “suggested that truth should be measured by ordinary, 

rather than ‘ideal’ standards.”26  Through the public outcries for the relaxation of 

standards, artists were able to express themselves more freely, and the results show in 

Shostakovich’s music.  The music from this period, opus 94-102, generally reflects 

this newfound “freedom.”  Patrick McCreless, writes about the Sixth Quartet, op. 

101, in his article “Dmitri Shostakovich: The String Quartets” and says, “It differs 

from Quartets 5, 7 and 8, in being, at least at times, more overtly jovial, more 

functional in its tonal language, and more generally diatonic.”27  MacDonald writes, 

“Like the ‘Concertino for Two Pianos,’ opus 94, composed a year earlier [than 

Festival Overture], the Festival Overture is alive with an unforced laughter that can 

only reflect its composer’s relief over not having Stalin to worry about any more.”28  

The quotes indicate that there is a lightness of mood in the works of this period, and 

the music reflects this in terms of tonality and overall effect. 

The Gadfly was released in 1955, and is Shostakovich’s opus 97.  Perhaps the 

most well-known work of his that is closest in opus number and style is the Festival 

Overture, opus 96.  Other works from this time period include the Sixth String 

Quartet, op. 101, and the Second Piano Concerto, op. 102, as well as the Concertino.  

Of the nine works that comprise op. 94-102, three are film scores (Unity, The Gadfly, 

                                                             
26 Ibid. 
27 Patrick McCreless, “Dmitri Shostakovich: The String Quartets,” in Intimate Voices: Aspects  
of Construction and Character in the Twentieth-Century String Quartet, ed. Evan Jones (Rochester: 
University of Rochester Press, forthcoming).  
28 MacDonald, 211. 
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The First Echelon), two are song cycles (Five Romances on Verses of Yevgeni 

Dolmatovsky, Spanish Songs), and the other four pieces are mentioned above.  The 

music and topics of the song cycles also reflect the lighter mood during this period in 

Shostakovich’s life. 

In the liner notes for the recording of the Suite (op. 97a) made by the USSR 

Cinema Symphony Orchestra in 1962, Hugh Ottaway wrote: 

Shostakovich’s score takes full account of both heroism and romance – 
and, indeed, of time and place.  Listening to the Suite, one is 
increasingly aware of two things: (i) that this is not the music of some 
run-of-the-mill composer of the cinema, and (ii) that there are very few 
Shostakovich “fingerprints.”  There are three principal veins, which 
may conveniently be described as archaic, romantic, and popular.  
There is some excellent pastische, comparable in quality with that of 
Walton’s three Shakespeare scores for Olivier – Henry V, Hamlet, and 
Richard III – and there is much that emphasizes Shostakovich’s 
relationship with his Russian forebearers, Tchaikovsky especially.29 
 

Ottaway gives a brief “analysis” of each of the twelve movements in the suite, 

identifying each as one of the three types discussed above.  Unfortunately, Ottaway 

does not identify any of Shostakovich’s “fingerprints,” (although he likely means 

things like the DSCH motive, the set [0 1 3 4], and the blurring of tonality and 

functional harmony) nor does he give an example of a mediocre film composer.  

What Ottaway does say is that Shostakovich is a film composer of the greatest 

caliber, that he can mask himself, and that the score, taking into account that the film 

is set in nineteenth century Italy, is indebted to Tchaikovsky, likely because of 

                                                             
29 Dmitri Shostakovich, Music for the Film “The Gadfly” – Suite, op. 97a, USSR Cinema Symphony 
Orchestra, Emin Khachaturian, conductor, Classics for Pleasure 4463, 1988. 
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Tchaikovsky’s orchestration, passages of rapid sixteenth and eighth notes, and a 

clarity of harmonic function, but somewhat classical, not romantic, in style.  

Ottaway’s assessment of the Tchaikovsky influence is correct.  MacDonald is also 

aware of the Tchaikovskyian influence on this film score.  He writes, “That the 

Twelfth [Symphony] is Shostakovich’s most Tchaikovskyian symphony is, perhaps, 

made clearer by comparing its rushing passage-work to that of the Overture of The 

Gadfly, where the Tchaikovsky inheritance is more obvious.”30  Egorova also 

acknowledges that the score to The Gadfly is traditional in style.  She states, “Its 

stylistic roots lie in the beautiful and immortal melodies of Bellini and in the Italian 

compositions of the young Glinka: this can be proved by the celebrated Romance by 

Shostakovich which has for many decades held sway at recitals, and holds a high rank 

among the most popular classical hits, alongside with ‘The Dance of the Cygnets’ by 

Tchaikovsky and ‘The Turkish March’ by Mozart.”31  In the CD liner notes for the 

Capriccio Records recording of The Gadfly, op. 97a, Elmar Johanson says, “In 1955 

Shostakovich wrote a romantic score, rich with dramatic power, lyric tenderness and 

orchestral colours for the film The Gadfly.  He managed to create a Mediterranean 

colouring whose wit and intensity is unique in Shostakovich’s works.”32  Egorova 

hears the music as belonging to the generation before Tchaikovsky, while Ottaway 

and MacDonald hear the music as indebted to Tchaikovsky.  Neither is incorrect, as 

                                                             
30 MacDonald, 226. 
31 Egorova, 137-8. 
32 Dmitri Shostakovich, Film Music, Berlin Radio Symphony Orchestra, Leonid Grin, conductor, 
Capriccio 10-298, 1990. 
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Tchaikovsky obviously built on the foundation created by Glinka.  From these 

sources, the Tchaikovsky tradition influenced Shostakovich when he composed the 

music for the film.  Having a predecessor and fellow countryman who was deeply 

ingrained in the style for the period of the film gave Shostakovich a model upon 

which he based his music. 

 

Pitch Design 

 The majority of the music for The Gadfly remains within the constraints of 

diatonicism, a style feature wholly expected.  In the places where it deviates, such as 

the diegetic liturgical music, the music is modal.  There are no instances of octatonic 

scales or other nontonal elements.  The predominance of diatonic tonality arises from 

the fact that the film is set in nineteenth century Italy, and the necessary musical 

authenticiy to fit the period. The non-diegetic music, however, could operate under 

any pretense, and would not necessarily have to be tonal.  In fact, it would not be 

unusual for the non-diegetic music to be non-tonal, if only to aurally separate it from 

the tonal diegetic music.  The musical separation of the diegetic and non-diegetic 

worlds is not uncommon, especially in Hollywood.  In Max Steiner’s score for 

Casablanca, the diegetic music consists of several songs, most famously “As Time 

Goes By,” usually sung by Sam.  The non-diegetic music, is often times based on this 

melody, and contains much more dissonance than the original tune.  A more recent 

example of aural separation in Hollywood is found in the music of The Matrix trilogy.  

While inside the Matrix, the non-diegetic music is largely electronic-based (i.e. 
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techno), utilizing both popular song and electronic score, but in the “real world,” the 

non-diegetic music is usually scored orchestrally.  The dichotomy of the two 

“worlds” is shown by the different styles of music assigned to each. 

 During this period in Shostakovich’s life, immediately after Stalin’s death, 

Shostakovich’s melodies tended to be fully understood diatonically, with chromatic 

pitches used only as embellishments, and not as part of a larger pitch collection.  This 

feature ties the concert works to the film scores as the following examples show.  

Example 3.1 provides a case in point.  The melody, key, and melodic instrument of 

Festival Overture, opus 96, shown in Example 3.1a, A major and A clarinet, are the 

same as in cue number 16, “The Bazaar.”  The first phrase of the melody of Festival 

Overture is shown in Example 1a, while the first phrase of melody from “The 

Bazaar” is shown in Example 1b. 

 

 

Although the film music contains more chromatic pitches, the melodies are both 

written for the same instrument in the same key of A major, and have a similar 

contour.  The range of Example 1b is much larger than 1a, and both contain a 
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downward motion at the beginning of the phrase and then return to the starting pitch; 

both melodies appear to be “rolling” up and down the staff. 

 In the Sixth Quartet, op. 101, the melodies of the outer movements are clearly 

defined in the key of G major, and their use of chromaticism never obscures the 

tonality.  The chromatic pitches are simply used as embellishments, and can always 

be labeled as such.  The first phrase of the main theme in the first movement is shown 

in Example 2. 

 

There are two chromatic pitches in the example.  The F-natural acts as a chromatic 

passing tone while the E-flat acts as a chromatic neighbor tone.  The example in the 

fourth movement is much more chromatic, and has a short section that can be 

analyzed in E-flat major, the key of the second movement.  The first phrase of the 

main theme in this movement is unaccompanied and quite lengthy, at eighteen 

measures.  This is shown in Example 3. 
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In the first half of the example, the chromatic notes are used as neighbor tones.  

However, once the B-flat is introduced, the music can be briefly analyzed in E-flat 

major until the B-natural returns at the conclusion of the phrase.  Even in the E-flat 

section, the pitches that do not belong to that key, C-sharp/D-flat, still function as 

chromatic neighbor tones. 

 Another example of chromatic embellishment within the diatonic framework 

in the concert literature comes from the first movement of the Second Piano 

Concerto, op. 102.  The first phrase of the piano solo, beginning at rehearsal [3] and 

shown in Example 4, again shows that the music is clearly diatonic, and uses 

chromatic pitches only as embellishments. 
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 There are multiple examples of this within the film score, but two instances 

stand out.  The first is the cue entitled “Youth,” cue number 3.  The first phrase of the 

melody, played by the solo violin, is shown in Example 5. 

 

The only chromatic pitch is F-sharp, the “leading tone” to the dominant.  Another 

example of this type of melody comes from cue number 23, “Gemma’s Room.”  The 

cue is written in ternary form, but the primary use of chromaticism comes in the A 

sections.  The first phrase of melody is shown in Example 6. 

 

In this instance, the chromatic pitches are used as passing tones instead of neighbor 

tones, but both are embellishments. 

 

Use of Motive 

 A typical technique of Shostakovich was motivic repetition.  Perhaps the most 

well known example of this is in the first movement of the Seventh Symphony, 

“Leningrad.”  About the motivic repetition, Robert Layton writes that the music is an 
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“increasingly brutal repetition of a martial-like theme, which is heard no fewer than 

twelve times.”33  Roy Blokker calls this theme, “one of the most notorious and 

slandered passages in twentieth-century music…a theme which is to remain for no 

fewer than 280 bars, unchanged except for dynamics and orchestration.”34 The DSCH 

signature motto appears in the Symphony No. 10 in 1953, and saturates the String 

Quartet No. 8 of 1960.  David Fanning writes about the Tenth Symphony, and 

although he does not use the word “obsessive,” he uses phrases like “with DSCH 

asserting itself at the end of each phrase,” and “the profusion of descending DSCH 

motifs.”35  Although the example from the “Leningrad” Symphony is a phrase that is 

repeated over twenty times, Shostakovich is just as obsessive with smaller melodic 

motives as well.  In the Sixth Quartet, every movement ends with the same figure, but 

not always in the same key. Example 7 shows the end of the first movement, which is 

in G major. 

                                                             
33 Dmitri Shostakovich, Symphony No. 7 in C Major, op. 60, “Leningrad,” Cond., Mariss Jansons, 
Leningrad Philharmonic Orchestra, EMI, 7-49494-2, 1988. 
34 Roy Blokker, Shostakovich: The Symphonies (London: The Tantivy Press, 1979), 83-4. 
35 David Fanning, The Breath of the Symphonist: Shostakovich’s Tenth (London: Royal Music 
Association, 1988), 56.  Once the DSCH appears in movement III, it never goes away, and Fanning 
makes this point. 
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In all four movements, the voicing is the same: the first violin moves from ^3  to ^1 , the 

second violin remains on ^5 , the viola moves from ^4  to ^3 , and the cello, which has the  

bass motion, moves from ^5  to ^1 , through chromatic neighbor tones.  This voicing 

remains the same in all movements and only the cello part differs from this pattern in 

the second movement when the key is E-flat major.  Instead of two chromatic 

neighbors, there is only one. 

 Often in film music, motives will be repeated; it is the nature of the leitmotive 

and naming themes to be repeated in order to give meaning to scenes where the action 

may be unclear, where elements of the action need to be emphasized, or for stylistic 

reasons elements of the scene are to be overdetermined, or emphasized in multiple 

dimensions.  In The Gadfly, the main theme of the Overture, which designates the 

Gadfly as the hero, is repeated often enough to be easily recalled.  The first two 

phrases of music from the Overture are shown in Example 8. 
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This motive serves a dual function in the film; it represents the character of the 

Gadfly, but it also represents Italy’s hatred for the occupying Austrians, so the motive 

is actually introduced before the character of the Gadfly in the film. 

 

Rhythmic Figures 

 The music for The Gadfly contains several dotted rhythms, and the primary 

rhythm, which comes from the Overture, is shown in Example 9a below.  A second 

prominent rhythm appears in cue number 2, The Cliff, and this rhythm is shown in 

Example 9b. 

 

Similar rhythms from The Gadfly appear in the Concertino for Two Pianos, op. 94.  

Throughout the opening section in this piece, dotted rhythms are features, and 

although the meter is different, the rhythm is still very similar.  Example 10a shows 
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the rhythm of the first two measures from the Concertino.  Two measures after 

rehearsal [6] in the Concertino, the melody contains a rhythm similar to that of 

Example 9b, shown in Example 10b. 

 

Festival Overture also shows a rhythm that is similar, but not exactly the same to that 

of the dotted rhythm of The Gadfly.  This rhythm removes the dots and turns them 

into eighth-note triplets.  The opening measures of Festival Overture are shown in 

Example 11. 

 

There is a strong relationship between the opening measures of Festival Overture and 

the opening measures of the Overture in The Gadfly.  In both instances, the music is 

in 3/4, and both have large attacks on beat two.  This was demonstrated previously in 

Example 1. 

Although there are examples of rhythmic similarities between the film music 

and the concert music, this is the area where there is the greatest amount of variance 

between the two genres.  However, because the film music is trying to accurately 
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reflect the music and society of nineteenth century Italy, the rhythmic figures, 

particularly in the dances, will not necessarily reflect the rhythmic figures of the 

concert music. 

 

Instrumentation and Timbre 

 Shostakovich’s uses instruments during this period in two ways.  First, many 

of the pieces composed during this period possess a sense of lightness, but even 

though the feel of the music is lighter, the texture is still somewhat thick.  Entire 

sections of pieces are sometimes very lightly scored and use only a handful of 

instruments.  The one constant between the two instrumentation uses is that the 

melody, generally speaking, is placed in a treble instrument or range.   

In several works, Shostakovich uses the full orchestra for extended periods of 

time.  In The Gadfly, this happens in several places, noticeably in both the 

“Overture,” and other cues containing similar music, and in cue number 8, entitled 

“Laughter.”  In these instances, Shostakovich uses the full orchestra to double both 

the melodic line and any important accompanimental material.  Even though the full 

orchestra is being used, he does not write multiple independent lines, so the music 

sounds full and rich, but not overly complex.  There are long stretches of full 

orchestration in Festival Overture, for example, from the beginning to rehearsal [4], 

from [10] to [13], from [22] to [26], and from [30] to the end.  Shostakovich also uses 

full orchestra in the Second Piano Concerto, but only short periods of time, 

particularly at the ends of the first and third movements.  Even in the Sixth String 
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Quartet, usually all four instruments are playing simultaneously, but not playing with 

four independent lines. 

This period of composition also saw Shostakovich compose two song cycles 

and a Concertino for Two Pianos.  These are the works, along with much of the 

Second Piano Concerto, that involve only a handful of instruments and timbres 

sounding simultaneously.  In these song cycles, there is only voice and piano, 

indicating a limited texture, with the piano usually playing blocked chords or 

arpeggios.  In the Piano Concerto, when the soloist is playing, the orchestra, as 

expected, has only a few instruments accompanying the piano.  This type of 

orchestration also happens in The Gadfly.  In cue number 3, “Youth,” only strings and 

harp are used.  In cue number 9, the “Barrel-Organ Waltz,” only piccolo, flute, and 

clarinet are used.  For both salon dances, only strings are used.  For Shostakovich, it 

seems as though the instrumentation corresponds, particularly in the film music, to 

the attitude of the work.  For large climaxes and important moments, the full 

orchestra is used, but for other moments in the music, the smaller chamber-like 

groups are used.  Again, the one constant between the orchestrations is that the 

melody usually remains in the treble register. 

 

STYLES OF HAMLET AND KING LEAR 

 Because the music for both Hamlet and King Lear fall into Shostakovich’s 

“late stylistic period,” they are grouped together for the purposes of this style 

discussion.  There are surprisingly few articles written about the music of this period, 
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and most concern the Fifteenth Symphony, which is not necessarily the best example 

of the style because of the amount of quotation present.  There are three ways one 

might define categories of Shostakovich’s music: tonal, atonal, and “in between;” the 

octatonic scale belongs to the “in between” category.  I will use the term tonal for 

music that operates clearly within the constraints of a diatonic system, and atonal for 

the absence of such a system.  The “in between” category, however, is where much of 

the music of Shostakovich falls during his “late style period.” 

MacDonald identifies the time frame for this period when he writes, “The 

closing pages of the Thirteenth [Symphony] are arguably seminal for his late style 

which, though usually dated from 1966, can be seen emerging from the symphony’s 

shadow in the form of works like his music for Kozintsev’s Hamlet and the cantata 

The Execution of Stepan Razin, opus 119, in 1963-4.”36  So although Shostakovich’s 

late style is generally considered to have occurred during the last ten years of his life, 

the music for Hamlet is included in this category due to its compositional style. 

In the 1960s, cinema in the Soviet Union saw a massive influx of world 

literature transformed by Soviet filmmakers into film versions.37  Egorova cites a 

book entitled “A History of Soviet Cinema, ” written in 1978 by a collective group of 

authors, which gave directions for literary adaptations.  She quotes, “As a rule, the 

classics are resorted to and interpreted anew when, on the arterial road of art, new 

problems of treating the present have been outlined and the views and the atmosphere 

                                                             
36 MacDonald, 232. 
37 Egorova, 167. 
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characteristic of the period in question have assumed a definite form.”38  In this quote, 

the collective authors are saying that literature should be adapted when the style of 

the “current day” has been established, and the literature in question can be suited to 

that style.  It appears that the Soviets wanted to interpret world literature through the 

lens of communism, but within the constraints of the time, and only then would the 

film be worthy of being called a “classic.”  In the next paragraph, Egorova writes: 

It should be admitted that the genre of literary film versions did not 
allow any great freedom of choice in techniques and means of musical 
expressiveness, since it demanded from the composer a perfectly 
straightforward orientation toward historical stylistic models from the 
epoch reconstructed on the screen.39 

 
This statement can be interpreted as though any literary adaptation would have 

predetermined music based on the subject matter, and there could only be one style of 

music ever considered for the film. However, it is clear that Shostakovich is one 

composer who could “correct” certain aspects of the film and use modern styles.  So 

how does he “correct” Hamlet, a play from around 1600, set centuries earlier, but 

filmed in the 1960s? 

 An expansion of an earlier quote from MacDonald describes the relationship 

of Hamlet to Shostakovich’s late style: 

The closing pages of the Thirteenth [Symphony] are arguably seminal 
for his late style which, though usually dated from 1966, can be seen 
emerging from the symphony’s shadow in the form of works like his 
music for Kozintsev’s film of Hamlet and the cantata The Execution of 
Stepan Razin, opus 119, in 1963-4.  Linked by a motto-rhythm used 
first in the film’s Duel and Death of Hamlet number, these scores 

                                                             
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid. 
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share a militant simplicity, almost puritanical in its distrust of anything 
colorful or soft-edged…Both Stepan Razin and Hamlet feature these 
flagellating chords, cracked out with the help of the whip and wood-
block introduced in the Thirteenth’s third movement.  The Eleventh 
Symphony, too, looms behind these works (particularly Hamlet).40 
 

Both Stepan Razin and Hamlet were completed in 1964, and although the Thirteenth 

Symphony was completed in 1962, clearly MacDonald means to show that Hamlet 

was progressive in Shostakovich’s compositional output by categorizing it in his late 

style period despite the fact that is was composed two years prior to the “official” 

date. 

 Fay, among other authors, makes it clear that Shostakovich did not use any 

music from either the 1932 or 1954 stage productions for the film scores.41  She does 

state that, “The filmed Hamlet enjoyed tremendous success on its release in April 

1964, a success attributed in no small measure to the psychological shading and 

symphonic depth of Shostakovich’s score.”42  Shostakovich’s music is generally 

reflective of the title character and his psychology.  Eleanor Rowe, quoting 

Kozintsev, gives insight into what the director wanted to accomplish in the film.  She 

states that Kozintsev “did not want a castle setting which was too realistic ‘because 

the ultimate prison for Hamlet was not made up of stone or iron, but of people.’”43  

Again, Hamlet’s psychology is at issue, and if Kozintsev wanted to highlight this 

aspect of Hamlet’s being, then the music would also have to concur.  In his recording 

                                                             
40 MacDonald, 232-3. 
41 Fay, 241. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Rowe, 154. 
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of the suites for Hamlet and King Lear, the conductor Jose Serebrier wrote, “This was 

to be a ‘classic’ Hamlet, with no modernization.  Shostakovich not only succeeded in 

composing a completely different score [from earlier stage productions], but once 

again seemed inspired by Kozintsev’s genius into creating a dramatic aural 

complement to the film, using the shortest possible musical motifs and the simplest of 

means.”44  It is the “no modernization” part of the quote that is intriguing.  If the film 

is truly archaic, then the music should reflect the appropriate era.  However, this 

obviously not the case because the music is not based on polyphony, High 

Renaissance sacred style, or any of the secular styles and genres of the period.  What 

Serebrier may be trying to convey is that the film has no modernizing aspects, that is, 

nothing that would visually lead the audience to suspect that the film is not taking 

place in the fifteenth century.  The music, then, is there to enhance that archaic action; 

the visual is ancient while the aural is somewhat timeless, a reflection of human 

tragedy rather than cultural setting. 

 Miklos Rozsa, the Hollywood composer, encountered this problem when he 

worked for the MGM Studio in the 1950s and 1960s, a period where he composed the 

scores to many historical films such as Quo Vadis, Julius Caesar, and Ben-Hur.  He 

reflected on composing the music for Quo Vadis in his autobiography, and wrote: 

Hugh Gray’s [an Oxford professor of classics] constant supervision 
ensured that no anachronism found its way into the picture.  In my 
own field, I had copies of the ancient instruments made in Rome, 
though, of course, they made no sound.  For this we made do with 

                                                             
44 Dmitri Shostakovich, Film Music from Hamlet, King Lear, and Five Days, Five Nights, cond. Jose 
Serebrier, Belgian Radio Symphony, RCA Victor 7763-2-RC, 1988. 
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modern instruments approximating as closely as possible to the sounds 
that ancient ones of a particular size and shape would presumably have 
made…Another problem was the music of the early Christians.  The 
earliest “Christian” music is Ambrosian chant, which is some four 
hundred years too late.  Before this their music would no doubt have 
drawn largely on Jewish and Greek sources…so my early “Christian” 
music was derived from these sources.45 
 

Rozsa’s reminiscence points out that the music, if the composer so desires, can 

closely represent a time period that is not current.  The sort of things that Rozsa says 

is typical of historical films.  But Lear is not a historical film; Kozintsev wanted it to 

be a timeless tale.  Therefore, the music should not be historically accurate; instead, 

the music reflects Shostakovich’s late period style. 

Around the same time as the composition of King Lear, Shostakovich was 

also working on the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Symphonies and the Thirteenth String 

Quartet.  MacDonald recognizes a recurrent use of motive in King Lear and states, 

“The late period sees an increasing focus on the ‘betrayal’ motif, which appears, for 

example, in its characteristic intervals before the final allegretto of the Twelfth 

Quartet, in The Fool and Dinner at Goneril’s from the score to Kozintsev’s film of 

King Lear, and in The Zaporozhian Cossacks’ Answer to the Sultan of 

Constantinople.”46  Unfortunately, MacDonald does not provide a musical example 

for the “betrayal” motif, nor its exact original location of it, only a reference to the 

                                                             
45 Miklos Rozsa, Double Life, (New York: Wynwood Press, 1989), 164. 
46 MacDonald, 237. 
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betrayal of Katerina by Sergei in Lady MacBeth, and a reference to Figure 64 in the 

Twelfth Quartet.47  In fact, no other authors describe what MacDonald is talking  

about.  MacDonald does say later in the paragraph that it is a three-note pattern.  In 

his discussion of Lady MacBeth, MacDonald makes a passing reference to this point, 

and fails to isolate or identify the exact location of this motif.  David Fanning, in his 

article “Leitmotif in Lady MacBeth,” identifies several leitmotives, but none of them 

are MacDonald’s “betrayal motif,” the three-note pattern from the Twelfth Quartet.48  

I cannot find an example of the ascending major third-descending minor third pattern 

in either “Dinner at Goneril’s” or “The Fool’s Pipe,” but that pattern begins the cue 

entitled “The Voice of Truth.”  Below are the three-note motives from the Twelfth 

Quartet and “The Voice of Truth,” which I believe to represent MacDonald’s 

“betrayal motif.” 

 

 

Because the music does not appear in the “Dinner at Goneril’s” cue, it no longer takes 

on a betrayal characteristic.  It appears in a cue where Lear and Cordelia reconcile, so 

                                                             
47 As difficult as it may be to believe, there is not one musical example in MacDonald’s book! 
48 David Fanning, “Leitmotif in Lady Macbeth” in Shostakovich Studies, David Fanning, ed., 137-159. 
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its effect is the opposite of what MacDonald implies; it cannot represent betrayal in 

this particular cue. 

The film score to King Lear was completed in 1970, only five years before 

Shostakovich’s death, and was followed by only ten more works.  In contrast to his 

work on Hamlet, Kozintsev wrote in a letter to Shostakovich that, “The place and 

character are different from the music for Hamlet.  There should be no stylization of 

antiquity.  It should be the language of contemporary art which you use to express the 

contemporary world.”49  The director clearly wanted music that was modern, not the 

style of medieval England.  Kozintsev wanted to make a movie that would speak to 

the current audience, and in so doing, create a sense of timelessness.  The goal was to 

make the medieval story pertinent to the world audience in the early 1970s, and the 

music was there to accompany the story, but through modern means. 

 Very little tonal music is used in Lear.  Many of the segments are not 

exclusively tonal, atonal, or in between.  Several segments move from one “tonality” 

to another, and some segments have no clear tonal center.  In comparing this music 

with that of the Fourteenth Symphony, many compositional techniques are shared 

between the two. 

 MacDonald makes a general statement regarding the late style period when he 

writes, “Chief among the characteristics of this late style is a stark sparseness of line, 

harmony, rhythm, and colour which has been plausibly ascribed to the increasingly  

                                                             
49 Kozintsev, 242. 
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sick Shostakovich’s disinclination to tire himself out with scribbling too many 

notes.”50  Regardless of the reason, Shostakovich’s late music is much more spacious 

than earlier works.  In this period, he rarely uses the full orchestra, and in the films, 

only does so for a dramatic climactic effect.  In discussing the later quartets, 

MacDonald writes, “His Ninth and Tenth Quartets displayed his ‘late’ proclivities for 

squealing glissandi, biting sforzandi, and listlessly oscillating semitones.  In the midst 

of a period of frenetic activity, they also anticipate the late period’s preoccupation 

with silence and very slow music.”51  In Laurel Fay’s Conclusion to her dissertation 

about the late quartets, she writes that:  

The use of 12-tone rows, significant blocks of atonal writing, 
pointillistic and spatial effects and melodic techniques based on 
intervallic manipulation is consistent with Shostakovich’s style and 
with his aesthetic views…While the realization of ‘clear 
uncomplicated expressive means’ was always a creative aim in his 
music, in the last four quartets, climaxing in the 15th, Shostakovich 
pares his language down to the very essentials.  Nothing is 
extraneous.52  
 

Based on MacDonald’s and Fay’s comments, the primary authors on each side of the 

“debate,” Shostakovich’s late style can be understood to differ from his earlier style 

through the use of lessened textures and a shift towards less tonal melodic and 

harmonic means.  In the following sections, detailed comparisons of pitch design, use 

of motive, use of rhythmic figures, and instrumentation and timbre will be provided 

                                                             
50 MacDonald, 232. 
51 Ibid., 233. 
52 Fay, The Last Quartets of Dmitri Shostakovich, (Ph.D. diss., Cornell University, 1978), 135, 137.  In 
this dissertation, Fay’s second of two parts encompasses “style”: melody, harmony, rhythm, form, and 
sound. 
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for the film music for Hamlet and King Lear, as well as the concert works from this 

late period, opus 113-147. 

 

Pitch Design 

 Taking Fay’s statement about the late quartets as a generality about the style 

period, this music is much less diatonically inclined, and is operating more in atonal 

terms than in tonal.  This is clear in the initial statement of “Hamlet’s Theme” at the 

beginning of the film, shown in Example 13. 

 

Although the “melody” begins and ends on the pitch C-sharp, the music does not use 

C-sharp referentially as tonic.  Instead, the theme is comprised of two forms of the 

octatonic scale.  The first form is only used until the first rest while the second form is 

used for the remainder of the excerpt. 

 The initial musical statement in King Lear, “The Fool’s Pipe,” also uses the 

octatonic scale.  The entire cue is shown in Example 14. 
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The music in this cue is based on one form of the octatonic scale as well as the 

chromatic scale; there is really no sense of tonal relationships in either of these two 

film examples.  The pitch design does not contain a “tonic.” 

 A similar example of the pitch design from “The Fool’s Pipe” is in the second 

movement of the String Quartet No. 12; the first violin plays only octatonic pitches. 
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 In the first movement of Symphony No. 14, the bass solo’s melody, from 

rehearsal [5] to [7] is based on the octatonic scale, with only the final note, B, falling 

outside of the scale.  This melody is shown in Example 16. 

 

 During this period, Shostakovich used 12-tone melodies as a compositional 

device, but used them differently than Schoenberg and Webern.  Writing about the 

Twelfth Quartet, McCreless says: 

The quartet thus embodies Shostakovich’s reaction, as a Soviet 
composer, to musical modernism in the West.  That reaction seems to 
be limited to granting himself the freedom to use twelve-tone rows 
(really, twelve-tone themes), though with the provision that they 
function neither according to an abstract system nor in a way that 
would render compositions atonal, but only within a broader tonal 
context.  As many scholars have pointed out, there are numerous rows 
in the Twelfth Quartet, both twelve-tone and near twelve-tone.  
Though some of the rows bear a relationship with others – e.g., in the 
prominence of the interval of the fourth (perfect, augmented, or 
diminished) – none is derivable from any other by conventional 
twelve-tone operations, and twelve-tone themes intermingle 
throughout with diatonic, as well as chromatically inflected, tonal 
material.53 

 
This quote demonstrates that Shostakovich used themes that contained all twelve 

pitches, but never went as far as employing serialism in any of his works.  In fact, 

McCreless describes these twelve-tone themes as operating within a larger tonal 

                                                             
53 McCreless, 22. 
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context, not a diatonic one, but not an atonal one either.  These themes fit into the “in-

between” category defined earlier in the chapter; the approach is not that unlike 

Berg’s. 

The opening two measures of the String Quartet No. 12 provides an example 

of Shostakovich’s use of twelve-tone melodies.54  He does not use the row serially, 

but does use all twelve chromatic pitches without giving added emphasis to any of  

them, with the “tonic” of D-flat, from both the key signature and the V-I melodic 

motion, being the final pitch sounded.  In Example 17, the D-flat arrives on the 

downbeat of the second measure, which completes the chromatic set without 

repetition.  

 

 The 12-tone melodies also occur in Lear in cue 57, “The Storm (Beginning).”  

The flute plays two consecutive statements of 12-tone melodies after rehearsal [4], 

towards the conclusion of the cue.  The remaining flute music uses ten pitches, with 

the missing F-sharp and A-sharp in the strings in the third measure of the example.  

This is shown in Example 18. 

                                                             
54 For more information regarding the “twelve-tone” themes of Shostakovich, please see Peter J. 
Schmelz’s “Shostakovich’s ‘Twelve-Tone’ Compositions and the Politics and Practices of Soviet 
Serialism” in Shostakovich and His World, ed. Laurel Fay, Princeton, (New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press, 2004). 
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The first movement of the String Quartet No. 14 also shows Shostakovich’s 

use of twelve-tone melodies. Beginning at rehearsal [14], the pitch A is the last 

chromatic note to be played in the first violin melody, but is the pedal pitch played by 

the cello and second violin.  This is shown in Example 19. 
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The opening piano part of the first movement of the Violin Sonata also shows 

Shostakovich’s use of twelve-tone melodies.  Two statements of the complete 

chromatic set, with repetitions, are presented before the initial appearance of the 

violin, and both begin on the pitch G.  The piano part is shown in Example 20. 
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From these examples, it is clear that Shostakovich’s musical language has 

shifted from diatonic with chromatic embellishment to octatonic and atonal passages. 

 

Use of Motive 

 In these two films, the repeated motives are not ever developed, and are only 

used when a particular character is shown on-screen.  Therefore, they can be called 

“naming themes” since the term leitmotive implies a level of development and use 

not present in Hamlet or King Lear.  In Hamlet, the naming theme of the Ghost alerts 

the audience that he is “on-screen,” even though the Ghost is not actually shown.  In 

King Lear, the music of the Fool both introduces and concludes the film, connecting 

beginning and end through the music. 

 The most famous of Shostakovich’s motives, his DSCH signature motto, 

occurs prominently in his music, but usually during the first part of the late period.  

However, examples of the signature motto can be found in works as late as the Violin 
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Sonata.  Example 21 shows the first four measures of the violin part in the Violin 

Sonata, op. 134, two uses of the DSCH motive, the set [0 1 3 4], the first being at 

pitch level, but filling in the space with a D-flat passing tone.  The second statement 

is out of order and not at pitch level, but is only the set [0 1 3 4]. 

 

A form of the DSCH motive is used near the beginning of the String Quartet No. 9 in 

the first violin part in measures 8-10.  However, in this instance, the set does not 

remain the same.  The first three pitches, F-sharp, G, and E, all fit into the ordering 

and the set, but the final note does not.  This motive is shown in Example 22. 

 

There are other well-documented instances of the DSCH motive in Shostakovich’s 

works between 1953 and 1960, the most well known in Symphony No. 10, and String 

Quartet No. 8.  Surprisingly, it is somewhat difficult to find examples of the DSCH 

motive in the film music where it is not part of a larger octatonic set or scale.  In King 

Lear, there are only two instances of the motive, and neither one retains the original 

ordering or stands out as the clearly defined motive.  The first of these is the string 

ostinato at the beginning of  cue 55, “The Storm.”  Only two measures of the ostinato 
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are provided in Example 23, but all five string parts play it in octaves and it repeats 

several times. 

 

When the ostinato does change, after rehearsal [1], the set [0 1 3 4] remains in tact, 

but the pitch level changes; the ostinato begins on C-sharp.  The only other example 

in Lear comes from the “Lament” cue, number 56.  At rehearsal [4], the first four 

pitches sung in the alto part create a [0 1 3 4] set, beginning on F and ascending 

through each pitch, but this is part of a larger melodic line and is difficult to isolate at 

the DSCH motive, particularly when it is not at pitch level or does not have the same 

contour.  Towards the end of his life, Shostakovich used the DSCH motive less and 

less as he became more obsessed with death.  McCreless writes about the Thirteenth 

Quartet, “Given Shostakovich’s age and harrowing life experience, it is hardly 

surprising that many critics have interpreted this central section of the arch form as a 

dance of death, and the whole quartet a meditation on death.”55  And about the 

Fifteenth Quartet, he writes, “Shostakovich composed the Fifteenth Quartet, in E-flat 

Minor, op. 144, in 1974, the year before his death.  Almost universally interpreted as 

one of the profound twentieth-century musical meditations on death, it is unique in 

the chamber music literature, consisting of six slow movements.”56  The DSCH  

                                                             
55 McCreless, 27. 
56 Ibid., 30. 
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motive most prominently appeared in the String Quartet No. 8, a largely 

autobiographical work, and as Shostakovich became more consumed with the end of 

his life, the autobiographical element of his motive began disappearing. 

 As difficult as it is to find Shostakovich’s motive in King Lear, the opposite is 

true in Hamlet, because of his extensive use of the first half of the octatonic scale.  

The first notes of Hamlet’s Theme, the first theme stated in the film, are C-sharp, D, 

E, and F, the set [0 1 3 4].  Even though these pitches are not in the same order as 

DSCH, nor at the same pitch level, they are still recognizable as the set.  The function 

of these notes, though, is in question.  The set [0 1 3 4] is the beginning of the 

octatonic scale, which is used throughout his late compositional period.  In the rest of 

the theme, a different form of the octatonic scale is used, so this supports the fact that 

the first four notes simply belong to the octatonic scale, just like the entire theme.  A 

more speculative reading is that Shostakovich is likening himself to the character of 

Hamlet by giving the character his motto.  To change the location of Shakespeare’s 

Hamlet, “Something is rotten in the USSR.”  Shostakovich obviously knew the play, 

and in “Testimony” is “quoted” as saying, “I’m particularly touched by Hamlet’s 

conversation with Rosenkrantz and Guildenstern, when Hamlet says that he’s not a 

pipe and he won’t let people play him.  A marvelous passage.  It’s easy for him, he’s 

a prince, after all.  If he weren’t, they’d play him so hard he wouldn’t know what hit 
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him.”57  However, because of the questionable authenticity of Testimony, it is difficult 

to prove if Shostakovich truly believed this “first-person” statement. 

Hamlet’s Theme returns several times, as one might expect, throughout the 

film, but it appears at several different pitch levels.  The H in DSCH, the pitch B, is 

represented in the [0 1 3 4] set as 0.  In the film music, 0 represents the pitches (in 

different sets each time) C-sharp, A, F, G, E, F-sharp, and G-sharp, but never B.  

Therefore, Shostakovich may have seen himself as a Hamlet-like character, but never 

fully likened himself to Hamlet because Hamlet’s Theme never appears at the DSCH 

pitch level.  There are no other uses of the [0 1 3 4] set in the film score. 

One clear motivic connection not involving DSCH can be made between the 

beginning of the String Quartet No. 13, and the cue from the film entitled “Lament,” 

cue 56.  Example 24 is from the quartet and Example 25 is the beginning of the 

“Lament” cue.  The motivic connection between the two examples is clear. 

                                                             
57Solomon Volkov ed., Testimony: The Memoirs of Dmitri Shostakovich, trans. Antonina Bouis. 7th ed, 
(New York: Harper & Row, 2000), 84.  This is an issue that is its own paper, and I have only brought 
the issue to the surface.  Because of the faux Shostakovich in the text of Testimony, it is difficult to 
discern if he actually felt that way, or if Volkov superimposed that concept on Shostakovich.  If 
Shostakovich really attempted to place himself in the character of Hamlet through the use of his DSCH 
motto, then there would be a new layer to the analysis of the film – composer as hero and main 
character.  There is much more to be done on this question, and hopefully something that I will 
hopefully turn into an article in the future. 
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Rhythmic Figures 

 The dotted rhythm of “Hamlet’s Theme” returns several times throughout the 

film, always showing Hamlet onscreen.  Brass fanfares also are used repeatedly in 

Hamlet.  During these brass fanfares, triplet sixteenth notes are often used, as shown 

in the example from cue number 3, “Fanfare,” Example 26. 

 

A slightly different dotted rhythm from Hamlet’s Theme is used for the Fool, shown 

in Example 27. 
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Instead of the dotted-eighth-sixteenth of “Hamlet’s Theme,” the Fool’s music has a 

dotted-quarter-eighth rhythm, an exact augmentation of “Hamlet’s Theme.”  There 

are still triplet sixteenth notes in the diegetic music of Lear, as seen in cue number 3, 

“The Departure of the King’s Wagon Train,” Example 28. 

 

Between the two films, a general consistency between the rhythmic motives and 

figures is present.  And when compared with the concert music, that is again 

apparent.  A conflation of the music of the Fool and of Hamlet appears in the violin 

line in the third movement of the Violin Sonata.  In the opening measures, the rhythm 

of the violin, shown in Example 29, not only contains the dotted-eighth-sixteenth 

rhythm of Hamlet, but also the (almost) dotted-quarter-eighth rhythm of the Fool. 

 

The rhythms that I have identified can be found in several other works of this period 

of composition.  I have only highlighted some prominent examples. 
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Instrumentation and Timbre 

 MacDonald speaks of the “sparseness of colour” in the late works of 

Shostakovich.  This statement translates into a very thin variety of instrumentation, 

with Shostakovich only using the palette of the full orchestra for climactic purposes.  

When writing about the Eleventh Quartet, McCreless says, “The laconic style, the 

cross-references and allusions, and the stark juxtapositions of very different musics 

are all hallmarks of this and the other late quartets.”58 Even reading through the 

scores of the late quartets and symphonies reveals that Shostakovich rarely uses the 

full orchestra or instrumental groups, and often times, there are only one or two 

musical threads heard at a time.  In Hamlet, the full orchestra is rarely used.  It is used 

at the beginning, to state “Hamlet’s Theme,” it is used during the grotesque “Ball” 

before Hamlet sees the Ghost, and it is used at the conclusion of the film, during the 

“triumphant” statement of “Hamlet’s Theme.”  In King Lear, the full orchestra is only 

used twice, once during the scene of the storm, and once when Lear divides the 

country between the daughters and ascends to the top of the castle, both highly 

climactic moments in the film.  Even though cues may be scored for a full orchestra, 

it is rare for the whole orchestra to be playing simultaneously.  The majority of cues 

in both of these films involve small chamber ensembles, such as strings with a solo 

instrument, a quintet of instruments, or even just a solo instrument, as is the case with 

several of the cues in Lear. 

                                                             
58 McCreless, 22. 
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 There are very few places in the Fifteenth Symphony where Shostakovich 

uses the tutti orchestra, and none of these places are at the ends of movements.  These 

moments are fleeting, like in the first movement, from rehearsal [14] to [15], or in the 

fourth movement from [133] to [136].  There are no tutti passages in the third 

movement of the symphony.  In the String Quartet No. 14, there are very few  

moments where all four instruments are playing simultaneously and one voice does 

not have a pedal.  The sparseness of texture crosses genres, and does not only affect 

Shostakovich’s orchestral writing, but his chamber writing as well. 

 

SUMMARY 

 It is clear that there is a stylistic shift from the music around the period of The 

Gadfly to that of Shostakovich’s late period, which includes the music of Hamlet and 

King Lear.  In the middle of the 1950s, Shostakovich’s music tended to be more 

diatonic, enough so that the tonic was not obscured.  The orchestra was only used in 

its full capacity to designate important moments in the music, both in the concert hall 

and for the film score, but the instrumentations that Shostakovich employed were full 

enough to give the music a rich texture and a sound that seems “complete.”  The 

music was much more accessible to audiences and had a positive quality to it.  In 

contrast, the music of Shostakovich’s late period, roughly 1963-1975, had a 

sparseness and austerity to it.  The orchestration usually contained fewer instruments, 

and only rarely did the entire orchestra play, leaving much of the music sounding 

somewhat empty.  Additionally, the chromatically embellished diatonicism from the 
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1950s was replaced with musical means designed to obscure the tonic, and to function 

without a direct tonal system.  Distinctive features of Shostakovich’s late style 

include the thinness of orchestration and lack of clear tonic. 

 The Gadfly, Hamlet, and King Lear use different styles of Shostakovich’s 

music and diegetic and non-diegetic music in different ways.  The most concise way 

of showing these relationships is in the table below. 

Table 3.1 
Title Diatonic 

Music 
Octatonic 

Music 
Chromatic 

Music 
Diegetic 
Music’s 

Role 

N-D Music’s 
Role 

Boundaries 
between 
D/N-D 

Gadfly Both D 
and N-D; 

commonly 
used; can 

show 
irony in D 

Unused Unused Religion; 
dancing; 

irony 

Assist story; 
uses “naming 

themes” 

Somewhat 
blurred; 
music 

moves in 
and out of D 

and N-D 
Hamlet Both D 

and N-D; 
not as 

functional 
as Gadfly; 

usually 
shows 
irony 

Only in 
N-D 

music, 
mainly 

Hamlet’s 
Theme 

Unused; 
octatonic 

stretches, but 
never reaches 

fully 
chromatic 

Fanfares; 
irony 

Assist story; 
uses “naming 

themes” 

Very little – 
only when 

diegetic 
clock 

chimes 
Ghost’s 
Theme 

Lear Only in 
cue #58; 
shows 
irony 

Both D 
and N-D 

Both D and 
N-D; 

aggregate in 
cue #57 

Fanfares; 
irony; 

oppositions 

Assist story; no 
“naming 
themes” 

Almost 
none 

 

From the table, patterns and trends emerge.  It is clear that Shostakovich’s tonal and 

harmonic language shifts from mostly diatonic to mostly octatonic and chromatic.  

When functional diatonic music is used in Hamlet and King Lear, it is there to convey 

irony.  With regards to the roles of diegetic and non-diegetic, this sense of irony is 

always achieved through the use of diegetic music.  There are two levels at this point.  
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First is that the audience is aware that the tonally functional music is operating 

ironically.  The second level is that the characters are aware of the presence of music, 

but always misinterpret or disregard its meaning. 

 “Naming themes” are used in a similar fashion to functional diatonic music.  

The naming themes are used in both The Gadfly and Hamlet, but not in King Lear.  

This also fits into the pattern of Shostakovich’s musical evolution.  In Lear, there are 

only musical signposts or indicators of recognition like a bell on the Fool’s leg or the 

use of a horn instead of a trumpet; there are no “themes” associated with any of the 

characters. 

 The conclusion that can be drawn from the table, and reinforced by Ian 

MacDonald’s quote earlier in the chapter, is that Hamlet is the turning point for the 

move towards Shostakovich’s late style.  Elements of octatonic and chromatic music 

are introduced in this film, and functional diatonic music is still present but is not as 

harmonically clear.  The boundaries between the diegetic and non-diegetic are clear 

except for the clock chime, another mediator between The Gadfly and King Lear.  

Naming themes are still used, but they appear at different pitch levels in contrast to 

those in The Gadfly.  Shostakovich’s music in these three films shows the progression 

of his music, from more diatonic to less diatonic, the boundaries of the diegetic and 

non-diegetic worlds, and the changing roles of the non-diegetic music. 

 



Chapter Four – The Gadfly 
 
 

The Gadfly was produced in 1955, and was the only collaboration between 

Shostakovich and director Alexander Feintzimmer.1  The film is based on the 1897 

novel of the same title by English author Ethel Voynich.  The novel was quite 

scandalous when it was first published due to its radical content and anti-religious 

ideology.  The story is set in Pisa, Italy in the mid-nineteenth century when the 

Austrians invaded and occupied parts of the country.  The protagonist of the story is 

Arthur, a student at the church and devotee to God.  While studying, he discovers that 

Father Montanelli, his teacher, is actually his father.  When Montanelli leaves for 

Rome with the chance to become a cardinal, Arthur confesses to his replacement, a 

spy for the Austrians, that he is a member of the “Young Guard,” a revolutionary 

movement attempting to free Italy from its occupation.  After his arrest and 

subsequent release, he is rejected by the woman he loves, Gemma, and shamed by his 

father.  Arthur rejects God and fakes his death, only to return seventeen years later.  

When he returns, physically and emotionally scarred by life, Gemma does not 

recognize him, but embraces him as a member of the revolution.  Montanelli, who 

previously supported Arthur’s actions, has become cardinal, and is no longer on the 

side of revolution because of his powerful religious and political position.  After “The 

Gadfly” (Arthur) writes inflammatory articles in the papers, he is arrested.  While 

                                                           
1 Riley discusses the music in his book on pp. 80-82.  In his general discussion of the film, he mentions 
that the organ has religious significance.  He emphasizes the reorchestration of several cues in the 
suite, arranged by Lev Atovmian. 

 

117



imprisoned, Montanelli comes to visit him, but fails to realize that he is really visiting 

Arthur.  Arthur reveals this, as well as the fact that Montanelli is his father, and  

that he has rejected religion.  Montanelli refuses to help him, Arthur rejects God 

forever, and is executed for his role in the revolution.  After his death, a note is 

delivered to Gemma in which Arthur reveals his love for her.  “The Gadfly” is 

remembered as a hero for his revolutionary efforts and fight against the institution of 

the church, and the film ends. 

The film was produced by Lenfilm Studio, and released on April 12, 1955, 

proving to be a critical success in the Soviet Union.  This was Shostakovich’s first 

feature film score since Stalin’s death; he composed music for a documentary entitled 

Song of the Great Rivers in 1954.  About film music after Stalin’s death, Egorova 

writes, “Only three films proved able to rise above the general level and attract public 

attention to the artistic merits of their music.”2  All three of these films happen to be 

adaptations of world literature, the other two being Don Quixote and Othello.  She 

goes on to say,  

There was a certain musical affinity permitting the three films to stand 
side by side: a romantic pathos in sound, a theatrical vividness, a 
‘visual quality’ in the leading themes – the leitmotives, an inclination 
to use an episode structure of a wide employment of musical 
stylization for the recreation of the correct atmosphere of the epoch 
reconstructed for the film and, finally, a concrete characterization of 
the leading personages in the manner of the given genre.3

 

                                                           
2 Egorova, 137. 
3 Ibid. 
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According to Egorova, then, Shostakovich’s music fits perfectly into the idiom of 

mid-nineteenth century Italy, as it contains leitmotives that appropriately correspond 

to the characters in the film.  Both of the above statements are essentially true, 

although they each have their own problems that will be explained later in the 

chapter. 

 The music for the film is Shostakovich’s opus 97 and was later turned into a 

suite by Lev Atovmian later in the same year with the opus number 97a.  

Shostakovich wrote twenty-four cues for the film, and most of them can be found in 

the Collected Works, Volume 42.  A quote appears in the “Editor’s Note” at the 

beginning of the volume that states, “The film music consists of 24 items, of which 

Nos. 1-3, 5, 7-10, 12-20, 22 and 23 are published here, the rest containing no new 

themes.”4  From this statement, we are led to believe that the five missing cues have 

nothing new to offer.  However, even though those cues have no new thematic 

material, the instrumentation, dynamics, and length are different enough to have been 

separate cues.  The complete cue list as it appears in the Collected Works is provided 

in Table 1.  Items marked with brackets are the “missing cues” that I have assigned 

and titled myself. 

Table 4.1 – List of Cues in The Gadfly (Овод) 
Cue  Russian Title English Translation (my own) 

1 Увертюра Overture 
2 Утëс The Cliff 
3 Молодость Youth 
4 [Отражение Молодоста] [Reflection of Youth] 

                                                           
4 Dmitri Shostakovich, Collected Works, Volume 42: Incidental Music to Films (Moscow: State 
Publishers “Music”, 1987), page unnumbered. 
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5 Исповедь Confession 
6 [Австрийскиая еда] [Austrian Meal] 
7 Пощëчина A Slap in the Face 
8 Смех Laughter 
9 Шарманка Barrel-Organ Waltz 
10 Собор. Служба. Divine Service of the Cathedral 
11 [Хор Собора] [Cathedral Choir] 
12 Выход из собора Leaving the Service 
13 Контерданс Contradance 
14 Галоп Galop 
15 Гитары Guitars 
16 Базар The Bazaar 
17 Бегство The Escape 
18 Проход Монтанелли The Passageway of Montanelli 
19 Финал Finale 
20 Австрийцы The Austrians 
21 [Арест Артура] [Arthur’s Arrest] 
22 Река The River 
23 Комната Джеммы Gemma’s Room 
24 [Музыка Джеммы] [Gemma’s Music] 

 

Table 2 gives the approximate use of music throughout the film, as well as the 

corresponding cue. 

Table 4.2 – Сues and Timings 
Timing in Film Russian Title and cue English translation 

0:00:04 – 0:01:27 № 1: Увертюра Overture 
0:01:37 – 0:02:51 № 2: Утëс The Cliff 
0:02:52 – 0:04:06 № 20: Австрийцы Austrians 
0:04:47 – 0:06:23 № 3: Молодость Youth 
0:10:06 – 0:11:02 № 24: [Музыка Джеммы] [Gemma’s Music] 
0:17:04 – 0:18:36 № 10: Собор. Служба. Divine Service 
0:19:34 – 0:20:53 № 21: [Арест Артура] [Arthur’s Arrest] 
0:26:37 – 0:27:47 № 7: Пощëчина Slap in the Face 
0:29:44 – 0:31:04 № 8: Смех Laughter 
0:31:39 – 0:32:09 № 22: Река The River 
0:32:14 – 0:33:49 № 6: [Австрийскиая еда] [Austrian Meal] 
0:34:39 – 0:34:58 Missing cue – diegetic dance 

music (flute & guitar) 
Missing cue – improvisation

0:36:23 – 0:37:11 № 9: Шарманка Barrel-Organ Waltz 
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0:41:37 – 0:43:06 № 10: Собор. Служба. Divine Service 
0:43:16 – 0:45:36 № 11: [Хор Собора] [Cathedral Choir] 
0:47:19 – 0:47:57 № 12: Выход из собора Leaving the Service 
0:49:58 – 0:52:18 № 23: Комната Джеммы Gemma’s Room 
0:54:31 – 0:55:39 № 15: Гитары Guitars 
0:56:21 – 0:57:25 № 13: Контрданс Contradance 
1:02:10 – 1:03:13 № 14: Галоп Galop 
1:04:23 – 1:04:34 Missing cue – trumpet call 

played twice 
Missing cue – improvisation

1:09:48 – 1:11:48 № 16: Базар Bazaar (Marketplace) 
1:18:05 – 1:19:38 № 17: Бегство Escape 
1:23:42 – 1:25:30 № 4: [Отражение 

Молодоста] 
Reflection of Youth 

1:26:13 – 1:27:20 № 18: Проход Монтанелли Passageway of Montanelli 
1:33:28 – 1:34:56 № 23 with cuts Gemma’s Room (with cuts) 
1:34:59 – 1:35:29 № 22: Река The River 
1:35:33 – 1:35:58 № 19: Финал ([5] to end 

only) 
Finale ([5] to end only) 

 
 

There are two additional cues that do not fit into the list of the twenty-four from the 

Collected Works, which have been indicated in Table 2 with italics.  These two cues 

may have been improvised by the performers, and therefore, not composed by 

Shostakovich. 

 There is a clear distinction in this film between diegetic and non-diegetic 

music in the film.  There are approximately thirty-three minutes of music, twenty-

three minutes of which are non-diegetic.  This also means that just over one-third of 

the film has music in some capacity.  Although there are only eight instances of 

diegetic music, each instance lasts, on average, over a minute.  There are twenty 

instances of non-diegetic music comprising the twenty-three minutes of music in the 

film.  There are also points in the film where music is noticeably absent, but these 
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instances are far fewer than the cues.  Diegetic music is used three different ways: for 

liturgical purposes, for the common people, and for upper class dancing.  An 

opposition is constructed and is eventually resolved: the liturgical music is the 

positive, representing the church and those in power.  The music for the common 

people is the negative, representing the revolutionaries, and the dance music is the 

resolution, the music that occurs at the homes of the upper-class, who are really 

revolutionaries but who should be on the side of the church.  The non-diegetic music 

in this film fulfills the expectation of non-diegetic music in general: it adds emotion, 

contributes to scene continuity, and provides leitmotives for important characters 

and/or concepts.  I will first discuss the diegetic music because it works, ultimately, to 

effect a synthesis of an opposition, and simultaneously fulfills certain narrative 

functions usually associated with non-diegetic music. 

 

USE OF DIEGETIC MUSIC 

 Cues 5 and 10, from the cue list in Table 1, have a liturgical function in the 

film, and both are written for organ.  The organ is never shown onscreen, but it is 

presumably present in the church; the organ music is not heard outside of the church, 

only inside, therefore it is off-screen diegetic music.   
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The diegetic music representing the common people is contained in cues 9 and 

15.  Cue 9 is a waltz that is played by an organ grinder.5  The source of the music is 

shown at the beginning of the scene, and although the music seems to become non- 

diegetic music because of its volume, the music fades in and out depending on 

Arthur’s proximity to the organ grinder as he is moving around the square. Cue 15 is 

written for a guitar duet and is used while the people are meeting and planning their 

next action; we see the guitarists in this scene.  In the thirty-fourth minute, a scene 

involving diegetic dance music occurs.  The music from this scene is one of the two 

cues that is improvised and not written by Shostakovich.6  This is diegetic dance 

music, and it is dance music of the common people, played by a flute and guitar.  The 

people start dancing to hide their revolutionary plotting when the Austrians enter the 

room.  Even though the music is written for dancing, and is indicative of the 

resolution, it is still the music of the common people because the style is 

representative of the lower-class people, and it is performed by the revolutionaries. 

 The resolution of the opposition is the upper-class dance music.  Both cues, 

numbers 13 and 14, take place within the same scene, from the fifty-sixth minute to 

the sixty-third.  The music here is highly stylized and typical of a nineteenth century 

ball.  The Contradance (No. 13) is a quick waltz while the Galop (No. 14) is a fast 

dance in two.7  Both dances are indicative of the upper class, but here it occupies the 

                                                           
5 Riley briefly addresses this cue on p. 82 and says that it is part of a scene in the marketplace. 
6 See Table 4.2 for exact timings. 
7 Although a contradance was usually written in duple time, this particular cue is written in 3/4 time.  
The name is not historically accurate. 

 

123



middle-ground between the powerful and powerless because the host, Gemma, is 

really fighting against the Austrians, although her guests do not know that.  I will now 

discuss each type of diegetic music in more detail. 

 

Religious Diegetic Music 

 The titles of these two cues, “Confession” and “Divine Service at the 

Cathedral,” are both religious in nature.  However, only one of these cues actually 

appears in the film.  The cue for “Confession,” cue 5, is not used in the film, but is 

utilized in the suite.  This is odd because in the scene where Arthur actually 

confesses, the music that leads up to that point is the “Divine Service” music.  While 

Arthur is confessing to the priest, there is no music at all.  The church service, and its 

music, are completed before Arthur confesses; once the service is over, Arthur can 

approach Father Cardi, Montanelli’s replacement, because no one else is around.  If 

the “Confession” cue was actually used during Arthur’s confession, it would be 

difficult to determine if it was off-screen diegetic music or non-diegetic music.  

Because there is a church service occurring before the confession, it is assumed that 

the organ is being used for the service, however if new music was to be played during 

the confession, it would blur the boundary between the diegetic and non-diegetic 

because Arthur is in a different physical space in the church when he confesses. 

 The music for “Confession” is written for solo organ, and based on a ten-

measure repeating ground bass.  This ground bass is given in Example 1. 
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There are six full statements of the ground bass, the initial statement, and five 

repetitions.  The music is firmly grounded in A minor, and every repetition concludes 

with a half cadence.  Repetition 1, measures 11-20, contains mostly homophonic 

texture between the two hands.  In repetition 2, measures 21-30, the right hand moves 

in a 2:1 motion against the left hand.  Repetition 3, measures 31-40, is based on triplet 

quarter notes.  Repetition 4, measures 41-50, contains exclusively eighth notes in the 

right hand part while the left hand primarily plays chords and fills out the texture.  

The last repetition, Repetition 5, is similar to the fourth in that the right hand 

continues its moving eighth notes.  Here, the left hand does not fill out the texture as 

much as before, and the music fades, both dynamically and energetically, as the final 

note, a unison E, the dominant pitch, is sounded.  Each repetition gains energy 

through quicker rhythmic motion in the right hand until the final one, where the 

energy dissipates and the music ends.  This music was not used in the film, but the 

point of the increase in energy may have been to increase the tension during the scene 

for which this cue was intended, with the musical climax occurring during Arthur’s 

exact words of confession to his part in the revolution.  As the “speed” of the music 
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increases, so does the tension, and thus even though Arthur has confessed, the 

audience is still aware of the heightened tension. 

 The liturgical cue used twice in the film, “Divine Service,” is also written for 

solo organ and has the same tempo marking of andante as “Confession.”  Unlike 

“Confession,” “Divine Service” is through composed, and it is written in G minor.  

Like “Confession,” this cue contains several half cadences, and it also ends on the 

unison dominant pitch.  The “Divine Service” cue also contains little more than tonic 

and dominant harmonies, but these harmonies are embellished with several non-chord 

tones in the right hand organ part.  The first time this cue is used, communion is being 

offered, about seventeen minutes into the film.  Following the conclusion of 

communion, and the service itself, Arthur goes to Father Cardi and confesses his role 

in the “Young Guard.”  The music is functional for the service based on its 

instrumentation and somberness. 

 The second time it is used, there is no change in the written cue.  Arthur has 

returned as “The Gadfly,” and is speaking to Gemma outside the church.  Inside, the 

service is being held, and the music spills out from inside to the streets. 

 

Diegetic Music of the Common People 

 The first diegetic cue that is representative of the common people is cue 9, the 

music of the organ grinder in the town square near the church.  In contrast to the 

somber quality of the liturgical music, this music is written as an allegretto waltz.  

The waltz is in B-flat major, and utilizes primarily tonic and dominant harmonies, the 
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two most basic harmonies in a tonal system.  The only other harmony in this cue is 

the subdominant, which only occurs in measures 17 and 21.  Because of the emphasis 

of the tonic and dominant harmonies, this cue is much more harmonically similar to 

the “Divine Service” cue. 

 One problem with hearing this as diegetic music is that it is scored for piccolo, 

flute, and clarinet, and the “organ” is not likely to produce that combination of 

timbres.  However, because the person is actually shown on camera playing, or 

“grinding” the instrument, the organ has the ability to produce sounds that it would 

not ordinarily produce.  This is part of Michel Chion’s audiovisual contract; the 

viewer is more concerned with the rendering of sound than the truth of the sound.8

 The next cue in this category is cue 15, entitled “Guitars.”  This music is 

heard in a camp after the revolutionaries free a group of people condemned to death 

by the Austrians.  The scene begins by showing a man playing guitar, and then the 

camera moves through the camp before settling on the main characters and their 

conversation.  While the camera is panning, the music from the guitar continues, and 

is presumed to be diegetic throughout the whole scene. 

 The cue, fifty-three measures in length, is written in a ternary form with the B 

section repeated.  In contrast to the A section, written in 4/4 time, the B section is 

written with a 3/4 waltz feel.  Both sections tend to shift mode between the relative 

major and minor modes of A minor and C major, but the primary tonality of the cue is 

                                                           
8 Michel Chion, Audio-Vision: Sound on Screen, trans. Claudia Gorbman, (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1994), 108. 
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A minor.  The key of A minor is shared by the liturgical music of cue 10, “Divine 

Service,” but unlike the liturgical cue, “Guitars” has motion between the relative 

major and minor while the “Divine Service” remains in A minor.  The shift between 

the modes in “Guitars” is reflective of folk music style in that the mode shifts back 

and forth but ultimately ends where it began.  The revolutionaries, who perform the 

music, reinforce this diegetic music as the antithesis of the liturgical music in addition 

to the folk music style. 

 The unnumbered cue that appears in the film at about the thirty-fourth minute 

is used diegetically.  What is special about this cue is that the purpose of the music is 

for dancing.  The people, having an anti-occupation meeting, need to hide their true 

purpose when the soldiers enter, so at the ready are always a guitar and flute, and 

people in traditional dance costumes.  The music is not highly stylized, and is either 

written in 2/4 or 4/4.  The rhythms and the melody are both very simple, which 

indicates a likely improvisation by the performers.  It is for these reasons that this 

particular dance cue remains in the category of antithesis and not synthesis. 

 

Diegetic Dance Music 

 The place where the liturgical and common music meet is in the dance music, 

heard when the upper-class people host balls in their homes.  The music is somewhat 

liturgical because the people who host the gatherings have a great deal of money, and 

in the nineteenth century, wealth was equated with power, and power was equated 

with the church.  However, the people hosting these gatherings were actually 
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revolutionaries, so the music represents the common people as well.  Both cues that 

fall into this category of diegetic music occur in the same scene and are heard 

consecutively; the first cue begins a couple of minutes before the one-hour point in 

the film. 

 The first dance played by the chamber string orchestra is the “Contradance,” 

cue number 13.  The cue is written in a ternary form in which there are three parts are 

of equal length, eight measures each, and all sections are repeated.  The A sections of 

the cue are in A minor while the B section is in the expected key, the relative key of C 

major.  There is nothing unusual about any of the music in this cue; because of the 

location, instrumentation, and quality of performance, the music is indicative of the 

upper class. 

 The harmonic motion in the “Galop,” cue number 14, is a bit more complex 

than that of the “Contradance.”  This dance is scored for the same string orchestra as 

before, and this cue, because it is written in 2/4, is broken into sixteen measure units 

separated by repeat bars.  The cue begins and ends in C major, but several other 

tonalities are visited.  The form of the cue is: ABCAC’DB’, and Example 2 shows the 

first four measures of each cue in the violins and cello. 
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The initial A section begins with an ascending C major scale and sets the tone 

for the entire dance.  The B section is in the dominant key of G major and contains 

similar scalar passages to those in the A section.  E-flat major is the key in the C 

section, although at the end of this section, the note G prepares the return of C major 
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and the A section; this is the first time that there has been a preparation of a new key 

thus far.  The C’ section is in the key of A-flat, and actually modulates back to C 

major, restating the dominant and tonic chords in C major before the end of the 

section.  The D section is half as long as the others, only eight measures, and this 

section is written in D-flat major.  Shostakovich uses a third relation, from B to G, to 

get to the dominant chord in C major one beat before the B’ section begins.  The B’ 

section only changes tonality, from its initial key of G major in the B section to its 

key of C major here.  The only change besides the tonality is the addition of a 

measure at the end of the sixteen measures; this is to conclude the cue. 

 The tonalities, in reference to the home key of C major, in this cue are: 

I  V  bIII  I  bVI  N  I.  The motion from I to V is certainly not 

unexpected in this style of music, but the use of bIII, bVI, and N are definitely 

atypical of the genre.  In spite of the unusual key scheme, the music does not attract 

any extra attention because of it.  Shostakovich’s means of moving from one key to 

another are so smooth that the listener is not necessarily aware that a distantly related 

key area is being used.  And in spite of the last two keys being N and I, the listener is 

very aware of the return of I at the end of the cue.  Every cue that has been discussed, 

up to this point, has been very conservative in its harmonic design, rarely moving 

outside of the motion from i  III or I  V.  This cue is clearly much more 

harmonically complex than anything else is so far.   

The harmonic complexity may be reflective of the fact that the host of the 

gathering is much more complex than her outward appearance, much like this music.  
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On the surface, and to her acquaintances, Gemma is a typical member of the upper 

class.  However, in reality, she is a member of the revolutionaries, trying to free Italy 

from the Austrian occupation.  On the surface, the “Galop” is nothing more than 

repeated blocks of sixteen measure, and a quickly moving dance.  When the harmonic 

design is more closely investigated, the plan is highly atypical, and not at all what is 

expected, much like Gemma. 

The diegetic music in this film serves to create an opposition between the 

freedom fighters trying to rid Italy of its occupiers on the one hand, and the church 

and ruling class on the other.  When these two oppositions are placed against each 

other, the synthesis of the two is the dance music, which is for the upper class, who 

are really freedom fighters.  The link to the synthesis is through the dance music of 

the lower class, which is the improvised cue.  As I will show in the next section, the 

non-diegetic music in this film also makes clear demarcations, but does not set up 

oppositions in the same way as the diegetic music. 

 

USE OF NON-DIEGETIC MUSIC 

 The non-diegetic music in this film can be separated into two categories: 

leitmotivically based, or repeated music, and non-leitmotivically based, or single 

motivic use music.  I will first discuss the single-use music because it is not 

dependent on a repetition of the music to be fully defined. 

 The first non-repeated music encountered in the film is cue 2, “The Cliff.”  

This music is used in the establishing scene of the film.  A group of men stand atop a 
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cliff overlooking the sea, and the leader of the group gives a monologue about how 

his homeland of Italy is oppressed and powerless.  He then says, “Develop this for 

God? No!” which establishes the fact that the members of the Young Guard, the 

group with which Arthur will be aligned, are, in fact, anti-religion, or at the very least, 

anti-clerical.  The man concludes by stating that the Austrian regiments are profaning 

the Italian land.  The volume of the monologue increases as he gets deeper into it, as 

would be expected.  By the end of the speech, he is yelling.   

 The volume of the music functions the same way as the dialogue.  As the 

speech continues, the music gets louder so that by the end of the speech, actor is 

competing with the non-diegetic music for preference.  The music also contains an 

increase in intensity that is concurrent with the increase in volume.  The cue begins in 

B minor and the theme, played by the oboes and first violins, is shown in Example 3. 

 

The key remains B minor until a temporary tonicization of both D major and E-flat 

major occurs in the middle of the cue.  The return to B minor coincides with the 

increase in intensity of rhetoric by the speaker when he says, “Develop this for God? 

No!”  The B minor music also brings with it the increase in dynamics, with fortissimo 

in the winds and brass and fortefortissimo in the strings.  This is clearly the apex of 
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the speech in both intensity and volume.  The theme from the beginning returns, now 

played by the horns, viola, and cello, but the cadence is different because this is the 

end of the cue.  The theme here is shown in Example 4. 

 

In Example 4, the theme is much more violent and unforgiving, much like the 

rhetoric, while the music shown in Example 3 conveys an emotion of sadness and 

loss, rather than anger.  The beginning of the speech actually describes the grief the 

speaker feels for his homeland.  The text is, “Here is our homeland, my friends.  

Through storms and wind, through groans of torture and rounds of shooting I listen to 

her suffering voice.”9

 The fact that music is present during this scene is significant because is tells 

the audience that even though this group of people is anti-church/anti-religion, they 

are still going to be the heroes of the film.  In Claudia Gorbman’s book entitled 

Unheard Melodies, she identifies several categories of narrative functions of music.  

Her categories for “signifier of emotion” and “provider of narrative cues” are III and 

                                                           
9 The translation of the speech is my own.  The Russian version is, “Там наша Родина друзья мои. 
Сквозь бурю и ветер, сквозь стоны мучеников и залпы расстрелов я слышу стродальческий 
голос еë.”  The text does not come from the screenplay, but from what I am hearing in the film. 
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IV, respectively.10  Narratively, this music is functioning as both a signifier of 

emotion and provider of narrative cues. The music in this cue acts as a signifier of 

emotion by providing a sense of epic feeling throughout the speech.  Gorbman states, 

“In tandem with the visual film narrative, it [music] elevates the individuality of the 

represented characters to universal significance, makes them bigger than life, suggests 

transcendence, destiny.”11  Gorbman’s quote accurately defines the use of the music 

in this scene.  However, instead of just working in combination with the visual, the 

music also works in combination with the dialogue.  Without the dialogue, this scene 

would not be successful; it would merely be a group of people looking out into the 

sea from atop a cliff.  But in combination with the dialogue, the music helps support 

the rhetoric concerning a free Italy. 

 Music also provides narrative cues in this scene.  The music gives the 

audience the appropriate “side” in this scene, meaning that we are to side with the 

freedom fighters of Italy against the Austrian invaders.  Because the music supports 

the speech, rather than subverting it, the audience knows who is on the “right side.”  

The music also follows traditional orchestral conventions.  Gorbman writes, “Eisler 

and Adorno identify many other conventions of instrumentation in their delightfully 

grumpy first chapter, which zeroes in on Hollywood’s ‘Prejudices and Bad Habits.’   

                                                           
10 Gorbman provides seven film music “rules,” and assigns roman numerals to each category.  
Category III is “Signifier of Emotion,” and Category IV is “Narrative Cueing.” (Gorbman, 73) 
11 Gorbman, 81. 
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They assert that ‘mountain peaks invariably invoke string tremolos punctuated by a 

signal-like horn motif.’”12  Eisler and Adorno are correct in their discussion of a 

general example of a mountain peak.  In this scene, the speech is atop a cliff.  The 

climax of the cue contains tremolos in the string parts, and the horn plays the theme.  

Shostakovich’s music in this cue follows the conventions and functions as if it were 

made in Hollywood. 

 Chronologically, the next cue that is not repeated is cue 7, “A Slap in the 

Face.”  The cue begins around 26:30, right after Gemma slaps Arthur in the face after 

he is released from prison.  Gemma leaves immediately and a montage flashback 

scene is shown that goes through all of the events thus far that have led to Arthur’s 

imprisonment and anger.  During this flashback sequence, the music is still playing; 

there is no dialogue, nor are there any sound effects.  At the conclusion of the 

flashback, Arthur is sitting in his room in his home. 

 The key of the cue is slightly obscured.  The key signature is written with four 

sharps, which usually indicates C-sharp minor, but the G-sharp tonality is very 

prominent due to the pedal in the bass throughout much of the cue and the fact that 

the melodic bits are based in G-sharp minor.  At the beginning of the cue, the horns 

play a C-sharp minor harmony over the G-sharp pedal, which further obscures the  

tonality.  If the tonic of the cue is G-sharp, then the cue is not written in G-sharp 

minor.  It appears to be G-sharp phrygian mode due to the lack of A-sharp.  The use 

of a mode would be unusual here, not necessarily because of the fact that the cue is 
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non-diegetic, but because there was no previous usage of any modes in the most 

expected place, the diegetic liturgical music.  If any scene in the movie would contain 

music based on a non-major/minor mode, it would be music within the church. 

The form of the cue is also unusual, and can be mapped out as: Intro-A-B-A-

C-A, where the returning A sections are nothing more than a scalar passage and the B 

and C sections are the primary melodic elements of the cue. The cue begins with a 

four-measure introduction, then has a scalar passage based on the G-sharp phrygian 

scale.  The first phrase of melody enters at rehearsal [1], with G-sharp as the clear 

tonic, but ends ambiguously in measure sixteen.  The last three melodic notes are G-

sharp, E, and G-sharp.  The remaining string parts harmonize these pitches into the C-

sharp minor triad, all while the pedal G-sharp is still sounding.  This would lead to the 

end of the phrase on the minor subdominant triad, which is extremely irregular.  

Another factor that contributes to the idea that the phrase ends on the subdominant is 

that there is no B-sharp preceding the C-sharp minor triad, meaning that there is 

nothing to indicate a modulation.  The G-sharp scalar passage returns for two 

measures in measure seventeen.  The C section starts at rehearsal [2], and begins with 

F-sharp very clearly as the tonic.  However, the shift away from F-sharp is unclear, 

and the last two measures of the phrase, the two measures before rehearsal [3], do 

nothing but outline the notes of the C-sharp minor triad over the familiar G-sharp 

pedal.  The cue ends with the G-sharp scalar passage and a decrescendo on a unison 

G-sharp. 
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Without a doubt, all of the ambiguity of tonality and the lack of clear 

modulation must be reflective of something in the film.  This music is representative 

of Arthur’s internal struggle throughout this flashback sequence.  Because only short 

shots are shown, we see different pieces of Arthur’s life: his studies in the church, his 

longing for Gemma, his actions with the Young Guard.  All of these things are 

connected by only one thing, Arthur.  Arthur acting as the connector is similar in 

function to how the G-sharp pedal acts in the cue.  In the cue, there are not fully 

realized themes or any music of notable length, much like the fragments shown in the 

montage.  None of the fragments are clearly connected, nor are the parts of the cue.  

The cue contains unclear shifts from G-sharp to C-sharp (possibly) to F-sharp and 

back to G-sharp.  When the flashback is over, the audience does not know what 

Arthur will do, and the music also fails to give any indication of his decision, only 

sounding the G-sharp, Arthur’s pitch.  The music for this flashback reflects the 

struggle within Arthur after Gemma slaps him. 

Shortly after the flashback scene is completed, the audience learns of Arthur’s 

decision regarding the rest of his life.  Arthur’s parents enter the room, and his 

“father” tries to have a conversation with him, which does not go well.  This 

conversation ends with maniacal laughter from Arthur, his parents fleeing from the 

room, and the musical accompaniment to it all.  The cue entitled “Laughter,” cue 8, 

enters approximately two minutes after cue 7 ends.  Along with the music in this 

scene is another montage.  The scene ends, significantly, as Arthur throws a cross 
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onto the floor.  The music ends just before the impact, and the sound effect of the 

cross shattering on the ground is heard. 

The cue, written without a key signature, opens with a statement from the full 

orchestra, one of the few cues with full orchestration.  This opening statement mimics 

laughter.  The orchestra plays a dynamic of fortissimo and plays an Fmaj7 harmony 

for seven quarter notes after an initial quarter rest.  This is immediately followed with 

a second statement of seven quarter notes, but only in the bassoons, horns, and 

strings.  After these first four measures, the melody enters in the trombones and tuba, 

establishing A minor as the key.  By measure ten, the tonality has modulated from A 

minor to C major, established by a ii-V-I cadence.  In measure eleven, rehearsal [3], 

there is a sudden shift to B-flat major, but this only lasts for two measures because at 

rehearsal [4], measure thirteen, everything changes.  The instrumentation immediately 

transitions from full orchestra to solo organ.  The key signature changes to five flats, 

and the tempo changes from andante to adagio.  Although there are only five flats, the 

key is E-flat minor based on the E-flat minor triad that is the first harmony played by 

the organ and the regular use of the accidental for C-flat.  The organ part moves 

towards F major by measure eighteen, and two measures after rehearsal [5], the full 

orchestra reenters while the organ continues to play.  

The final harmony of the cue is a C diminished triad with an F in the bass that 

grows from a dynamic of pianissimo to fortefortissimo.  The added dissonance at the 

end of the cue corresponds to the breaking of the cross at the end of the montage 

sequence.   
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The melodic part of the cue, rehearsal [1] to [3], is in A minor, the key of the 

religious diegetic music.  This signals that Arthur is wrestling with his faith because it 

is the correct key, but the wrong instrumentation.  The association with the key of A 

minor is also the only one that Shostakovich uses in this film.  When the correct 

instrument, the solo organ, enters at [4], its key is E-flat minor, a tritone away, which 

is the most distant relationship possible between the two keys.  This signals that 

Arthur has come to his decision to abandon his faith.  It is the right instrument, but 

the “opposite” key.  When the orchestra reenters, the harmony is a B-flat minor triad, 

which moves directly to the final chord in the cue, the F half-diminished ninth.  The 

dissonance in the final chord is the ultimate rejection of faith and just as it ends, 

Arthur breaks the cross. 

 A great deal of time passes between Arthur’s questioning of his faith in cue 8 

to the next single-use non-diegetic cue.  Cue 16, “The Bazaar,” enters approximately 

thirty-eight minutes after the end of cue 8, and is one of the longest cues in the film, 

about two minutes in length.13  This music is used to show scenes of the marketplace 

and of the common people.  This scene also shows a meeting of the revolutionaries,  

and as expected, the music volume decreases in order to foreground the dialogue.  

This is the cue that most closely resembles Shostakovich’s concert music, particularly 

Festive Overture, op. 96.  The comparison, from the earlier “Style” chapter, showed  

 

                                                           
13 Riley references this cue on p. 82. 
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how the primary theme from cue 16 is very closely modeled on the primary theme in 

Festive Overture.14

 As it is used in the film, the music is competing with the diegetic noises and 

sound effects of the marketplace, and eventually, with the dialogue.  The tempo of the 

music, marked presto, is representative of the fast-paced nature of the common 

people in the marketplace; everyone there has to deal with the hustle and bustle of 

their daily needs.  The key of the cue is A major, the parallel mode to the liturgical A 

minor.  The form of the cue is through composed, although there are several 

reiterations of the music heard in measures 1-10, designated as the A music, and 

measures 11-18, designated as the B music.  In fact, of the seventy-eight measures in 

the cue, only twenty measures are not based on the A or B music.  The music for this 

scene only functions as a descriptor, as it only accompanies the visual track and aids 

in providing the feeling of a busy marketplace, or in Gorbman’s terms, music as 

establishing time and place.15

 After “The Gadfly” has been arrested and imprisoned, he tries to escape.  The 

music that accompanies this scene is cue number 17, “The Escape,” and it is used 

about one hour and eighteen minutes into the film.  This is the final non-diegetic cue 

that is not repeated in some way.  This is a very dark cue, scored only for horn, 

timpani, tam-tam, and strings.  It is written at an adagio tempo, with mutes on all 

appropriate instruments, and only at a dynamic of piano with slight crescendos.  Also 

                                                           
14 For further information, please refer to Examples 3.1a and 3.1b in Chapter Three of the dissertation. 
15 Gorbman, 82-3. 
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contributing to the dark feel of the cue is that the second violins play a tremolo 

between B-flat and C-flat throughout the entire cue.  Like many other cues, the 

tonality of this cue is somewhat ambiguous.  Although the key signature is written as 

E-flat minor, the music seems to have both E-flat and B-flat as “tonic” type pitches.  

Although most of the phrases begin clearly in E-flat minor, every phrase ends on a B-

flat, so either every phrase ends on a half cadence, or B-flat is, in some way, 

functioning as a tonic. 

 The choice to have the instruments muted is paralleled with the Gadfly’s 

desire to be quiet during his attempted escape.  The music, which is unsettled and 

unstable, also reflects the Gadfly’s tension in trying to escape undetected.  This can 

be tied to mimesis, music as imitation of natural sounds and actions, but the music is 

not “mickey-mousing” the Gadfly at this point. 

  The only music left to be discussed in the film is the non-diegetic music that is 

repeated at least once throughout the film.  It is not leitmotivic because the motives 

are not transformed in any way; the music is basically repeated with no new material 

added.  This also pertains to the “missing cues” from the Collected Works – because 

there is no new motivic material, the repeated cues cannot really be considered 

leitmotivic.  This music functions not just at the local level of the scene, but allows 

for larger relationships to be created through the use of repeated music throughout the 

film.  There is only one cue that is repeated exactly as it appears originally, and this 

cue is number 22, “The River.”  Number 3, “Youth,” is almost exactly repeated, 

while number 23, “Gemma’s Room” and number 20, “Austrians,” are varied in 
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instrumentation and length from the given cues.  These variations are what I believe 

to comprise the missing cues from the cue list.16  There are two pairs of cues that use 

the same thematic material, but are separately composed.  These pairs are: number 1, 

“Overture”/number 19, “Finale,” and number 12 “Leaving the Service”/number 18, 

“Passage of Montanelli.”   Also included in the pair of cues 1 and 19, parts of cue 20 

are used. 

The first repeated cue, quite logically, is the music used for the opening titles.  

It is cue 1, entitled “Overture,” and its parallel use is at the end of the film.  It should 

come as no surprise that the title of that cue is “Finale,” but its cue number is 19. The 

other aspect that is unusual about this music is that in most films, the main title theme 

usually relates to a character, and the title theme is used somewhere in the body of the 

film in relation to that character.  Gorbman states, “Further, it often states one or more 

themes to be heard later accompanying the story; the distinctness of the melody can 

cue even the nonmusical listener into this promissory function, setting up 

expectations of the narrative events to follow.”17  In this film, the overture does not 

function that way because the thematic material from the titles does not reappear until 

the conclusion of the film.  In this way, the “Overture” is one of the few cues that is 

unconventional in this film.  However, the repetition of the thematic material in this 

film serves notice that the film is finished, much as the initial use signaled that the 

                                                           
16 Again, the Collected Works 42 states that in the missing cues, there is no new thematic material.  If 
the missing cues are related to numbers 3, 19, and 23, then the statement from the editors is true.  Also, 
refer to Table 1 at the beginning of the chapter.  The cues in brackets are the “missing” ones. 
17 Gorbman, 82. 
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film was beginning.  The same music pillars, or frames, the film, which was highly 

common, and happens in King Lear, and to an extent in Hamlet.  In this way, the 

“Overture” functions normally. 

The “Overture” is written in triple meter in the key of C minor, and the main 

theme, which appears in the first violin, is provided in Example 5. 

 

The theme is used multiple times at the beginning of the cue, and is only slightly 

varied throughout the opening.  At rehearsal [5], there is finally a change; the theme 

is gone, replaced with a series of rapidly moving sixteenth notes.  This idea ends at 

rehearsal [6] and the music begins shifting to E major, arriving at the new key in 

measure 51.  This music, after sounding only the dominant and tonic pitches in the 

bass, finally moves back to C minor in measure 59, and the original theme, now 

played tutti by the full orchestra.  The end of the cue is somewhat anti-climactic; the 

music fades out while emphasizing the dominant pitch.  This leaves the ending of the 

cue open so that the next musical cue can enter and build from it. 

 The conclusion of the “Overture” is not unexpected by any means.  In fact, 

there is an established tradition of transitioning from the Main Titles to the opening 

scene of the film.  A typical Main Title sequence follows this design: large opening 
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flourish, often associated with the actual main title, followed by a second, more 

lyrical theme that ascends to a climax and fades out under the opening dialogue 

and/or sound effects.  The fade could be as simple as a fade to black followed by the 

establishing shot.  Towards the conclusion of the “Overture,” it winds downs, 

depleted of its energy, and the screen fades to black.  After the establishing shot of the 

sea and the sounds of the waves crashing against the cliffs, the music returns, 

reinvigorated by the change in location. 

  The “Finale,” as written, is about one minute and thirty-five seconds in 

duration, and is fifty-one measures in length.  For the end of the film, only the final 

nine measures are used.  In these nine measures, the main theme is restated by the 

tutti orchestra in the original key of C minor, followed by a crescendo and mode shift 

to C major, where the cue and film end triumphantly.  This is similar to the harmonic 

plan of Beethoven’s Symphony No. 5 in C minor.  The change in mode at the 

conclusion of a work was popularized in the nineteenth century and had the ability to 

change the overall mood of a work.  The Beethoven symphony, among many others, 

begins in C minor, but the final movement is in C major, creating a powerfully 

triumphant conclusion to the work that began somberly.  The music for the film 

operates in the same way.  The finale, in C major, announces a triumphant victory for 

the protagonist, and for the people.  The film is also set in the nineteenth century, so 

the symphonic tradition of modal shift is appropriate. 

 Part of the music written for cue for the “Austrians,” which first occurrs less 

than three minutes into the film, comes directly from the “Overture.”  The music 
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borrowed from the “Overture” comes from its rehearsal [6] through the end of that 

cue.  The orchestration is basically the same, but in the cue for the “Austrians,” the 

key is D minor, which is a distantly related key to C minor.  There is more to the 

“Austrians” cue than just this part; the beginning of the cue will be discussed in 

reference to the military power of the Austrians. 

 So how is the audience supposed to differentiate between the music of the 

“Overture” and that of the “Austrians?”  If only the beginning and end of the film are 

considered, this theme of the “Overture” provides closure to the film, and elevates the 

Gadfly to a hero.  Therefore, the music should, and does, contain heroic gestures such 

as the ascending thematic line and the shift to the parallel major key in the finale.  But 

when the music also becomes associated with the Austrians, and further, with the 

Austrians executing Italians, the meaning becomes blurred.  The man who gave the 

speech atop the cliff watches these executions with disgust, and the camera focuses 

on him, leading the audience to believe that he will be the one to take some sort of 

action against the oppressors.  Because of this, the music not associated with the 

Austrians, as much as it is with the general concept of revolution and freedom from 

the occupying army.  Although the Austrians are on-screen during this part of the cue, 

this is only coincidental, because as the audience should know from the main titles, 

the music is associated with our hero, or at least a heroic ideal.  Therefore, the 

“Overture” and “Finale” provide the musical representation of heroism and 

revolution, and to the conflicting ideals of church and states, but are not specific to 

any one character. 
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 When the audience first sees Arthur, he is a student of religion under the 

tutelage of Father Montanelli.  The music associated with Arthur (who is not yet the 

Gadfly) is cue number 3, “Youth.”18  This cue begins shortly before the fifth minute 

of the film, and is very lightly scored, only using strings and harp.  The melody is 

played by a solo violin throughout the whole cue, and the first phrase is given in 

Example 6. 

 

The cue begins in the key of C major, and the theme is almost too sugary to be taken 

seriously.  Because of the “sweet” nature of the melody, the music has a sense of 

irony about it.  Arthur will eventually reject religion, and the “sweetness” of the 

theme plays against his rejection.  At rehearsal [1], a sudden key change to A-flat 

major occurs, the bVI key of C major, before the key moves back to C major at the 

conclusion of the phrase.  At rehearsal [2], A-flat major is briefly tonicized, but this  

only lasts for two measures before C major is reestablished, and the cue concludes in 

the home key.  

 This music, with its near exclusive diatonic harmony and sweet and simple 

melody, is representative of Arthur’s naivete and unwavering faith in God.  Because  

                                                           
18 Riley states that this cue was the “hit” of the suite on p. 82. 
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Arthur so drastically changes throughout the course of the film, this music is almost a 

mockery, representing Arthur in his naivete before he realizes what is happening in 

the world around him.  The harmonic progression within the first phrase is extremely 

clear: I  ii6  V7  I  I  V7/vi  vi  ii7  [I6/4]  V7  I.  There is only 

one chromatic chord, and there are no chords of diminished quality, which 

emphasizes the simplicity of the music.  The melody only contains one chromatic 

note, an F-sharp, which acts as the leading tone to G, the dominant in the key of C 

major.  The music ends with the sounds of church bells, a diegetic sound not in the 

musical score, which is an effect that further emphasizes the power and influence that 

the church has over Arthur. 

 This cue returns when the Gadfly is imprisoned prior to his execution and 

Cardinal Montanelli comes to visit him.  The music begins around 1:24 into the film, 

and starts immediately after the Gadfly reveals to Montanelli that Montanelli is his 

birth father.  With this revelation, the possibility arises that the Gadfly/Arthur can be 

saved from his execution.  However, the music is actually used ironically because 

there is no chance that the Gadfly can be saved from his fate, nor will he re-embrace 

his faith and the church as he did when he was Arthur.  This music is representative 

of Arthur’s naivete and unquestioning faith, so to hear it just before his execution is 

ironic, even if a link to his past has been revealed.  It is significant to note that 

Montanelli believes that he is the father of Arthur, and not of the Gadfly.  When the 

Gadfly reveals the information, Montanelli, for a moment, does not see a faithless 

revolutionary, but sees his son, the young man that he knew.  This vision of Arthur, 
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though, is fleeting because the man is no longer Arthur, and is now the Gadfly.  This 

music provides a recurring motive for Arthur, the young man, the student of God, and 

the real Arthur.  The Gadfly is not included in this music because the Gadfly is 

without faith and without God. 

 Most films contain a romantic role along with the protagonist that is 

characterized through music, and this film is no exception.  The romantic lead to 

Arthur/the Gadfly is Gemma, a girl Arthur knew in his youth before he disappeared 

and a woman sympathetic to the revolutionary cause when the Gadfly appears.  The 

cue included in the Collected Works is number 23, “Gemma’s Room.”  This 

particular cue is used approximately fifty minutes into the film, and it is the second of 

three times that this cue is used; the first was approximately ten minutes into the film.  

The Gadfly has passed out in the square after a church service and is now at Gemma’s 

home and in her care.  When he awakes, they have a conversation. 

 The form of the cue is rounded binary because of the lack of a full return of 

the A section, and is scored for only harp and strings, like the “Youth” cue.  The cue 

begins in the key of A minor, but unlike the “Youth” cue, the cello plays the melody 

of “Gemma’s Room.”  The first phrase of cello melody is shown in Example 7. 
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The cello melody has a sense of sadness and longing about it; the phrase begins and 

ends on scale-degree five, and the “cadence” is plagal – there is no leading tone to be 

found.  In fact, the only harmonies used in this melodic phrase are (in order) A minor, 

F major, E minor in second inversion, D minor, and A minor.  The quality of longing 

continues throughout the first part of the cue.  At rehearsal [4], the second part begins.  

This is signaled by a meter change to 3/4, and a change in mode from A minor to A 

major.  In this part, the cello becomes an accompanimental instrument when the 

melody is transferred to the first violins.  The second part of the binary form is 

constructed as a parallel period.  The half cadence occurs one measure before [5] with 

the beginning of the second phrase coming one measure later.  The end of the phrase 

is expanded because it must prepare the return to A minor.  In the phrase expansion, 

the cello holds a pedal E, the dominant pitch in preparation for the dominant 

harmony.  Measure forty-one is also the only place in the cue where the minor tonic 

(A minor) is preceded by an E major harmony.  The return to A minor coincides with 

the key signature returning to no sharps and the meter returning to 4/4.  The cello 

plays only the initial motive of its phrase from the beginning, but plays it twice, and 

the cue concludes. 

 The points at which the conversation is synchronized with the music are 

important.  During the first part of the cue, the section in A minor, the Gadfly asks 

where he is, and through conversation, discovers he is in the home of Gemma Bolla, 

widow of Giovanni Bolla, who Arthur unintentionally implicated as the leader of the 

Young Guard many years ago.  Gemma goes to get another picture, one that is not 
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near the bed.  This is the point at which the music changes to A major.  Gemma 

shows the Gadfly a picture of Arthur, and the dialogue is as follows19: 

 Gemma: Is this face pleasing to you? 
 Gadfly/Arthur: It doesn’t appear to have a family resemblance.  I feel    
             suffering in your heart.  Who is it? 
 Ge: A portrait from my youth of my one friend, who I greatly loved like light.   

He was called Arthur. 
G/A: You loved him.  And now have probably sworn off eternal love. 
Ge: Yes, I acted towards him in pain.  He committed suicide.  If…if only he  

was really dead 
G/A: If?  I think that the dead are better left dead.  The past is difficult to  

recover.  When it’s revived, it’s not a nice ghost. 
 

The Gadfly’s last line of the conversation coincides with the musical shift back to A 

minor and the longing melody of the cello. 

 In the discussion thus far, the music, in cooperation with the narrative, has 

given the Gadfly two separate opportunities to return to the life of Arthur, and both 

times, the Gadfly has rejected that life.  With Gemma, the Gadfly’s words are 

enhanced by the musical shift in mode to minor.  With Cardinal Montanelli, the music 

initially was somewhat ironic, so the likelihood of that music affecting the Gadfly 

was almost nil.   

 There are two other times that this music is used in the film.  The first time 

that the music is used is while Arthur is at the Young Guard meeting.  The music 

enters about ten minutes into the film, and is only used when Gemma talks 

exclusively to Arthur.  This music cannot intrude on anyone else’s conversation 

because it is representative of Gemma and her love for Arthur, so only the two can 

                                                           
19 The translations of dialogue are my own. 
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share this music.  In fact, Arthur physically moves to a more secluded area of the 

meeting location so that they can have privacy.  Their isolation only strengthens the 

assertion that the music is only for them. The music is used for the third and final 

time in one of the last scenes of the film.  The Gadfly has been executed, but a written 

note is hand delivered to Gemma’s carriage.  She opens it and begins to read aloud.  

The opening address is “Dear Jim.”  “Jim” is the name that Arthur used to call 

Gemma when they were younger.  As Gemma makes this connection, the music 

enters.  She reads the letter aloud: 

“I promised to tell you everything, I am carrying out that promise.  I 
always loved you Gemma.  Do you remember, I kissed your hand, and 
you begged me never to do that again?  And now I kiss the paper, 
where I have written your name.  So you see, I kissed you twice, and 
both times without your consent.  That is all.  Good-bye my dear.  If I 
live, if I die, I always want you to be happy.” 
 

Although there are others in the carriage with Gemma, the letter was only intended 

for her eyes, so the isolation related to the music continues despite the presence of 

onlookers.  It is only in this scene that the motive is fully understood.  The cello 

melody, which was described earlier as full of sadness and longing, is now shown to 

be unfulfilled love.  The characters of Arthur and Gemma are star-crossed lovers.  

When Arthur wanted love from Gemma, she pushed him away and regretted it into 

adulthood.  When he finally realized that she needed him and truly loved him, it was 

too late, and he was executed.  The final aspect is that he was aware that they both 

needed each other, but also knew that he was about to die, so made sure that she knew 

about his feelings for her. 
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 Like a romantic interest, most movies also contain an antagonist, the opposite 

of the hero, a “bad guy.”  In this film, the role of the antagonist is played by the 

Austrian invaders, and to a certain extent, the church.  The audience is first 

introduced to the “Austrians,” cue number 20, about three minutes into the film, and 

the scene shows the military marching into cities and killing insurgents.  The first 

music associated with them, the music from which the leitmotive is derived, is highly 

percussive and very rigid.  The cue begins in a 2/4 march-feel at a tempo of allegro 

non troppo, and the first four measures contain only percussion: timpani, snare drum, 

cymbals, and bass drum.  Horns and tuba enter and double the pitches played by the 

timpani.  At rehearsal [1], the trumpets and trombones play the eight-measure 

“melody,” shown in Example 8 below. 

 

The melody surrounds the pitch E, and only gets as far away as a diminished fourth 

above and a minor second below.  These pitches lead to the conclusion that the cue is 

in E minor despite the absence of a key signature.  This conclusion is confirmed at 

rehearsal [3] when a new four-measure idea is introduced, and the trumpets and 

trombones no longer have single pitches, but begin playing an interval of a perfect 

fifth.  The fifth introduces the pitch B, the dominant pitch in E minor, which further 

emphasizes the E minor tonality.  At rehearsal [5], the music acts functions as a 

transition, moving from the militaristic inspired march to the familiar theme of the 
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Main Titles.  The repeated part of this cue is the percussion-oriented march, which 

has the tonality of E minor. 

 When the Austrian music returns, it occurs immediately before and during 

Arthur’s arrest, just before minute twenty.  This is one of the cues not in the Collected 

Works, and I have assigned it as cue 21, and titled it “Arthur’s Arrest.”  Only the 

percussion and whirlwind-like effect of the brass melody from the “Austrians” cue 

are present here, but the music is easily recognized.  The presence of the music in this 

scene serves two purposes.  First, it confirms that the Austrians are arresting Arthur.  

The audience knows that the priest has reported Arthur to the Austrians, and the 

visual is accompanied by an aural cue.  Second, this music demonstrates who is in 

power at this point in the film.  If the Young Guard were truly able to do anything 

about the invaders, they certainly would have, but the Austrians are clearly in power.  

The music has the effect of creating of militaristic state that rules through force 

against the will of the people.   As an example, this music is similar to “The Imperial 

March” in The Empire Strikes Back; every time “The Imperial March” is sounded, it 

is a reinforcement that the Empire is in control of the situation, and not the Rebellion.  

In The Gadfly, the military music of the “Austrians” also reinforces who is truly in 

control of the situation.  By simply restating this theme, a great deal of power is given 

to the Austrians. 

The third and final time that the music for the Austrians returns, it is 

immediately after the forward leap in time seventeen years.  Although the music is 

clearly recognizable as associated with the Austrians, it is much more subdued than 
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the music heard in the first part of the film.  Now, the music of the Austrians is only 

played by the snare drum and piccolos.  The piccolo was not present in either of the 

first two instances, making the orchestration slightly different but containing no new 

thematic material; this is the other missing cue from the Collected Works, and I have 

assigned it as cue 6, “Austrian Meal.”  In the earlier cues, this music was much more 

menacing because there were more instruments playing, particularly in the lower 

timbres.  But in this instance, the lower timbres have been removed, leaving only the 

higher pitched timbres, making the music sound tinny and timid, and certainly not the 

powerful force it was earlier in the film.  The change in instrumentation leads to the 

interpretation that the Austrians are much weaker and much more susceptible to being 

removed from power than they were seventeen years earlier.  In fact, the theme is not 

heard again in the remainder of the film.   

But the interpretation that the Austrians are weaker can be debated.  The scene 

in which this music is used is while Austrian officers are dining, so the “softness” of 

the cue could be attributed to the fact that the entire army is not actively engaged in 

the scene.  Although possible, this idea is unlikely because it is at this point in the 

film that the Gadfly appears in Italy, beginning the resurgence of the revolution. 

Father Montanelli was Arthur’s mentor in the church, and as Arthur 

transforms into the Gadfly, Father Montanelli becomes Cardinal Montanelli.  

Surprisingly, Montanelli’s music does not appear in the first part of the film when he 

is still a mentor to Arthur.  Montanelli’s music is only played when he leaves a 

physical space, like the church. The first time Montanelli’s music is heard is in cue 
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12, titled “Leaving the Service.”  This cue begins around minute forty-seven of the 

film, and is used as Cardinal Montanelli ends the service and exits the church.  It is 

clear that this is non-diegetic music because the cue is scored for clarinet, bassoon, 

harp, viola, cello, and bass, instruments that would not have been found in a 

nineteenth century church, particularly when the first clarinet is used as a solo 

instrument through most of the cue.  The cue is comprised of a statement and two 

altered repetitions of that statement.  The first repetition begins at rehearsal [1], and 

the second repetition begins at rehearsal [2].  Both the first statement and first 

repetition have the clarinet playing the primary ascending passage, shown in Example 

9, while the viola plays that part in the second repetition. 

 

When the clarinet arrives at the dotted half note in the third measure of the ascending 

passage, it is harmonized with the notes C-sharp, F, and B-flat, which, as spelled, 

creates a quartal harmony, but can be respelled to a B-flat minor triad.  This, 

however, should not be the case as the next harmony is D minor, and the C-sharp in 

the bass moves up to the D.  The quartal harmony functions as a leading tone 

diminished seventh chord to the D minor triad.  This same progression is heard in the 

first repetition, but added to it are a C-sharp diminished seventh (fully and correctly 

spelled), an A minor triad in first inversion, and a D minor triad.  In these harmonies, 

the bass motion is always an ascending whole step, so the C-sharp diminished seventh 
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is not really functioning as a leading tone chord to D minor.  Instead, the diminished 

seventh harmony is forming a wedge with its outer voices and moving in contrary 

motion to the D minor harmony.  This is shown in Example 10. 

 

The diminished seventh harmony is serving the same purpose, motion to D minor, in 

different ways.  In the final repetition, only the initial harmonies are present. 

The music seems appropriate for non-diegetic music based on the tonality and 

harmonies involved.  Before Arthur left, the diegetic organ music was in the key of A 

minor.  Now that Cardinal Montanelli has returned, the music moves up a fourth to 

the key of D minor, and the leading tone harmony, which was not present in the organ 

music, is indicative of Arthur’s/“The Gadfly’s” physical presence in the church.  That 

level of dissonance was not present when Arthur was a student of the church, but now 

that he has rejected his faith, the dissonance is carried with the character. 

This music returns when the Gadfly is imprisoned and awaiting execution, 

approximately ten minutes before the conclusion of the film.  This time the cue used 

is 18, “The Passage of Montanelli.”  The music is heard as Montanelli walks out of 
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the Gadfly’s cell after discovering that he is the Gadfly’s father.  The key of the cue is 

again D minor, and the ascending line present in the clarinet in cue number 12 is 

played here by the violins, violas, and celli.  In contrast to cue number 12, this cue is 

scored for full orchestra, and begins at a dynamic level of fortefortissimo, much 

louder than the piano dynamic at the beginning of number 12.  There are 3 harmonies 

present before rehearsal [1].  In cue number 12, there were only two: the “diminished-

seventh” which resolved to a D minor triad.  In the beginning of this cue, the three 

harmonies are, in order: G minor, enharmonically respelled Bb dominant seventh in 

third inversion, which, as spelled, functions as the German+7 in D minor (the G# is the 

lowest sounding pitch), and D minor.  Shostakovich adds a third chord to the 

harmony to further intensify the motion to the tonic, but instead of actually getting a 

resolution, the German seventh fails to act as a predominant chord and instead moves 

directly to the tonic, completely circumventing the dominant harmony and the leading 

tone.  No leading tones are present until the measure before [2], where there is a 

correctly spelled A major triad.  The dominant harmony resolves as it should at [2],  

where the tonic D minor triad returns.  However, this is the only point at which the 

leading tone is correctly resolved. 

Based on the similarities between cues 12 and 18, why is this cue, 18, which is 

based on the same motivic idea as 12, so harmonically different?  The answer lies in 

the narrative in this scene.  After the Gadfly has revealed to Montanelli that 

Montanelli is his father, he asks for help in getting released.  Montanelli only agrees 

to this help if the Gadfly will repent his sins and make religion a part of his life again.  
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The Gadfly refuses, and Montanelli leaves the cell.  As Montanelli walks away, this 

cue begins.  The earlier use of this music had dissonance because the Gadfly was 

physically present in the church, but that dissonance was resolved appropriately 

because his non-belief could not overpower the beliefs of the churchgoers.  But in this 

scene, the Gadfly’s non-belief is so overwhelming that even Montanelli cannot do 

anything about it.  The music reflects the fact neither Montanelli nor the church can 

influence the Gadfly; therefore, Montanelli’s music cannot be harmonized and 

resolved appropriately. 

There is only one repeated cue remaining to be discussed, and this does not 

represent a living character, but instead, represents the river.  Cue 22 is titled “The 

River,” and the same cue is used twice in the film.  However, its function is quite 

different each time.  The first appearance of the cue is straightforward, occurring just 

after half an hour into the film, as Arthur talks to himself and the picture of 

Montanelli.  The scene then immediately shifts to an unnamed river as the narrative 

moves seventeen years ahead.  The music stops before the visual forward-moving 

progression of time,20 but is used during the overlap of Arthur and the picture and the 

shot of the river.  The music is written in 4/4 time at a tempo of allegro, and with a 

key signature of one flat, indicating D minor.  The first five measures of the cue are 

only scored for the strings, and contain an oscillating motion before a rapid two-

octave descent.  This opening violin part, which is doubled in every string part, is 

shown in Example 11. 
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The first harmony is the German+7 that was discussed in cue numbers 12 and 18.  

This German sixth harmony moves to an E dominant harmony in first inversion; the 

bass does not move between the two chords.  The E dominant chord functions as a 

V6/5 of V in the key of D minor, another chord that needs to resolve to the dominant 

before reaching the tonic triad.  The Ger to V/V motion is repeated with the same 

bass notes, but remains unresolved at rehearsal [2].  Instead, the strings play a unison 

line that moves nearly stepwise from E down to B-flat.  Three measures before the 

end, another predominant chord is reached.  This time it is a B-flat major triad, the 

VI, that moves to a second inversion E half-diminished chord in second inversion, the 

iiØ4/3.  After all of the predominant motion, the dominant triad of A major is finally 

reached in the last measure of the cue, resulting in a half cadence for this cue – the 

tonic is never achieved. 

 During this first occurrence, the half cadence is acceptable because new action 

is expected to take place; the narrative has just moved the film seventeen years ahead, 

so a lack of closure is acceptable.  However, the second time this cue is heard is 

somewhat strange because the scene seems to need closure, and a half cadence does 

                                                                                                                                                                      
20 The words “Seventeen years later…” appear on the screen. 
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not satisfy that need.  The group of freedom fighters with whom the Gadfly fought are 

seen ascending a cliff, presumably the same one as seen at the beginning of the film.  

This action occurs after Gemma has finished reading the letter from Arthur.  One 

would expect the music to be the same as that used for the first appearance of men on 

the cliff, but that music is too brooding for the events occurring at the conclusion of 

the film.  The river that was shown during the seventeen-year time leap is not the 

same one shown here at the end of the film.  The connection that should be drawn is 

that the music is heard the first time after Arthur is believed to be dead, and heard the 

second time after he is known to be dead.  The association made with the river, then, 

must be one of eternity or transcendence to a higher calling, something that will keep 

on moving forever, much as Arthur/Gadfly will be remembered forever in the hearts 

and minds of the Italian freedom fighters as a hero.  In spite of the half cadence on A 

major, the cue for the Finale enters only seconds after this one ends, and even though 

the Finale begins in C minor, those few moments without music allow that cue to 

enter without conflicting with the end of the River cue. 

 What is unusual about the “River” cue is that it does not articulate closure in 

either instance, but articulates two important points in the narrative.  First, it 

highlights that the narrative has jumped forward seventeen years in time, and 

announces the arrival of the Gadfly.  When it reappears, it brings attention to the fact 

that the Gadfly is dead, and has truly become heroic.  The cue, which at thirty 

seconds in length is one of the shortest in the film, serves a function of announcing 

two of the most important points in the film. 
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 Finally, I should comment on the absence of music in places where it would 

be expected, according to the Russian film tradition, which, in this respect, is very 

similarly aligned with the Classical Hollywood tradition.  The most important of 

these points involve the character of Arthur/the Gadfly.  In the first part of the film, 

when Father Montanelli leaves Arthur, there is no music.  The expectation is that 

there would be some sort of non-diegetic music, possibly something associated with 

loss, or maybe a variation on Arthur’s “Youth” music.  In the second part of the film, 

when the Gadfly is captured, and his companions give a report of that capture, there is 

no music.  The most obvious instance where music is absent is when the Gadfly is 

being executed.  There is no music before or after the three rounds of shots fired, 

nothing while he makes his final declamations, and nothing when Montanelli runs out 

and cries, “My son!  My son!” over and over again.   

The absence of music in all of these places is quite telling.  I believe that the 

absence of music in the second part of the film, as it relates to the Gadfly, is because 

that character is without religion.  The Gadfly is the only major character in the film 

that does not have specific music.  Arthur has music, Gemma has music, Montanelli 

has music, but the Gadfly does not.  This is in part because the Gadfly has forsaken 

religion, and in part because the Gadfly is not a particularly likeable character.  The 

Gadfly is similar to Robin Hood or Zorro, doing good deeds for the people while not 

necessarily doing good deeds according to the laws of society.  By undergoing the 

transformation from Arthur to the Gadfly, the character shifts from innocent to guilty, 

and the lack of music associated with the Gadfly reflects the guilt of the character.  In 
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the scene where music is absent in the first part of the film, I think that this is 

foreshadowing the loss of innocence that Arthur is about to undergo.  Arthur is 

betrayed by the church, and rejects his faith, and when Montanelli leaves, this is the 

first betrayal.  Therefore, the absence of music in places where it would normally be 

expected only happens when the Gadfly is involved, and because he is no longer 

innocent.  

 

SUMMARY 

 The music in this film is very clearly marked as diegetic and non-diegetic, and 

within those boundaries, there are clear distinctions.  The diegetic music presents a 

thesis, an antithesis, and a synthesis.  In those roles are the church music, the music of 

the common people, and the upper class dance music.  The non-diegetic music falls 

into two categories, single use and repeated music.  There are twenty-four cues 

written for the film, and five of them have been assigned numbers and titles by me.  

This is because the Collected Works, Volume 42 omits five cues and states that there 

is no new thematic material in those cues.  There also happen to be two instances of 

music in the film that cannot come from the list of twenty-four cues.  The music is 

likely improvised, and not composed by Shostakovich.  The absence of music also 

serves an important role in this film as it shows the protagonist’s loss of innocence.  

The key of A minor is representative of the church, a somber key without sharps or 

flats, while the music of the people tends to have less structure and is often times in 

the major mode.  The non-diegetic music always must serve the narrative, and as 
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such, the key schemes are not as important.  But the presence and absence of 

harmonies within the non-diegetic cues indicate the presence or absence of the 

writings of the Gadfly, which have a “stinging bite” to them. 

 The music of The Gadfly operates in terms of both narrative functions and 

oppositions.  The diegetic music presents the oppositions as music associated with the 

groups of people at war.  Within the realm of the diegetic music, the oppositions are 

further presented through the use of the major/minor system and modes.  The non-

diegetic music consistently provides narrative support to the film.  In addition, points 

where music is absent represent the loss of innocence and salvation for those 

characters affected by it. 
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Chapter Five – Hamlet 
 

 Hamlet was the ninth and penultimate collaboration between director Grigori 

Kozintsev and composer Dmitri Shostakovich.  The film was released in 1964, and 

was the most popular film of that year in the Soviet Union.1  Sources differ in dating 

the premiere of the film, but both dates are given within a week of each other.  In 

Malcolm MacDonald’s Dmitri Shostakovich: A Complete Catalogue, the premiere of 

the film is given as 19 April, 19642, while in Derek Hulme’s Dmitri Shostakovich: A 

Catalogue, Bibliography, and Discography, the date is 24 April 1964.3  The film was 

well known across Europe, but was relatively obscure in the United States.  Elanor 

Rowe writes, “One rumored explanation: it was released shortly before the planned 

premiere of Richard Burton’s Hamlet.  In order to minimize competition, the rumor 

holds, the Russian film was scheduled for previewing at the same time as other films 

critics would consider essential.”4 The film was given its American premiere on 14 

March, 1966 in New York.5  In addition to being the most popular of 1964 in the 

Soviet Union, Hamlet won several prizes throughout the world within the next two 

years including the Lenin Prize in 1965 for Kozintsev and actor Innokenti 

                                                           
1 Rowe, 154. 
2 Malcolm MacDonald, Dmitri Shostakovich: A Complete Catalogue, 2nd ed., (London: Boosey & 
Hawkes, 1985), 41. 
3 Hulme, 410. 
4 Rowe, 154. 
5 Grigori Kozintsev, Shakespeare: Time and Conscience, trans. Joyce Vining, (New York: Hill & 
Wang, 1966), first page of photo insert. 
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Smakhtunovksi, who portrayed Hamlet, and the gold medal at the 1964 Wiesbaden 

Shakespeare Film Festival.6

Shakespeare’s text was translated into Russian by Boris Pasternak, who spent 

the majority of 1940 working on this task.7  Pasternak translated several of 

Shakespeare’s works throughout his life, and finished Hamlet before he started work 

on his novel Doctor Zhivago, which includes lines from and about Hamlet.  Pasternak 

wanted to create an artful Hamlet that was his own, yet still unmistakably 

Shakespeare’s, and could be embraced by the Russian people.  As Rowe writes, “It is 

Pasternak’s highly developed consciousness, moral as well as aesthetic, which 

informs his Hamlet translation, and thus, Kozintsev’s film.”8  In Anna Kay France’s 

Boris Pasternak’s Translations of Shakespeare, she states that “Pasternak describes 

Hamlet as a heroic figure, a man of high purpose, selflessly dedicated to a cause that 

will mean his ruin.”9   She continues as says, “The relationship of Hamlet to the 

figure of Christ, the closeness of the Christian Passion to tragedy, is made even more 

explicit in an essay.”10   Pasternak viewed Hamlet as a tragic hero.  Eleanor Rowe 

states, “As could be expected from such an understanding of the play, Pasternak’s 

Hamlet (in the translation) is a dedicated, self-sacrificing hero.  He is a figure of great 

seriousness, virtually without the verbal irony, cutting mockery, and cynical 

                                                           
6 Several prizes that were awarded to the film are listed on the cover of the VHS of the film.  This list 
may not be complete, but fifteen separate awards are listed. 
7 Rowe, 148. 
8 Ibid., 158. 
9 Anna Kay France, Boris Pasternak’s Translations of Shakespeare, (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1978), 21. 
10 Ibid., 22. 
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witticisms of Shakespeare’s hero.”11  Rowe also provides a concise summary of 

France’s analysis when she writes, “As Anna Kay France has shown, Pasternak 

particularly altered passages not in keeping with his concept of a heroic, dedicated 

Hamlet.”12  Pasternak’s primary concern was not the literal translation of the text 

from English to Russian, but instead concentrated on the translation as a means of 

creative personal expression at a time when the level of censorship was extremely 

high.13

Kozintsev was no stranger to Shakespeare’s plays, or to adaptations of world 

literature.  In early 1941, he staged the play King Lear and in 1954, staged Hamlet, 

both in Leningrad.  He directed a film adaptation of Cervantes’ Don Quixote in 1957, 

showing that he could create Russian versions of classical world literature.  As 

Barbara Leaming writes, “in 1957 Kozintsev initiated a pattern which was to mark the 

last phase of his career.  In turning with vigor to the project of adapting great literary 

classics to the screen, Kozintsev triumphantly managed to escape the potentially 

ossifying effects of the sacred ‘classic’ work.”14  She also writes that Russian 

Formalism is present in his last three works (Don Quixote, Hamlet, Lear).  

Kozintsev’s version of Hamlet was not a project that was begun without intimate 

knowledge of the play.  Rather, his whole intent was to show how the world could be 

seen through the lens of the play.  Kozintsev was aware of Pasternak’s translation, 

                                                           
11 Rowe, 148. 
12 Ibid., 148-9. 
13 France, 6. 
14 Barbara Leaming, Grigori Kozintsev, (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1980), 79. 
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and used it in his stage production in 1954.  He did make some adjustments to the text 

for that stage production though.  Rowe states that Kozintsev cuts “Fortinbras out of 

the tragedy and end[s] it instead with Hamlet reading Shakespeare’s seventy-fourth 

sonnet as a final monologue.”15  However, this part was not cut for the film version.  

He did make other changes, however.  Kozintsev used Pasternak’s translation, but he 

“made some cuts and some additions in order to bring out his conception of a Hamlet 

whose tragedy is caused by forces primarily outside of his own mind.”16  Many of the 

additions occur within the first fifteen minutes of the film.  These additions provide a 

deeper background to the story than the play contains. 

Some general planning of the film can be seen in Kozintsev’s journals, 

excerpts of which are included in the Shakespeare: Time and Conscience book.  

Kozintsev made the following statements in his journals. 

The boundaries that separate scenes must be destroyed.  
The boiling of life, a maelstrom.  No film transitions: 
no black-outs, fade-ins, or double exposures.  The life 
of government, individual, and military flow together, 
merging.  Hamlet’s thought penetrates this motley, 
speeding world, and exposes the cancer cells and the 
decomposition of the organism.17

 
Hamlet is for me a work that includes everything that I 
have loved throughout my life, everything to which I 
have aspired since childhood, albeit still unconsciously 
– the forms of expression and feelings and thoughts 
(those I understood much later): from the wandering 
players to the theme of man and time.  There is room in 

                                                           
15 Rowe, 152. 
16 Rowe, 154. 
17 Kozintsev, STC, 231. 

 

168



the shadow of Shakespeare for everyone and 
everything.18

 
The architecture of Elsinore does not consist in walls, 
but in the ears which the walls have.  There are doors, 
the better to eavesdrop behind, windows, the better to 
spy from.  The walls are made up of guards.  Every 
sound gives birth to echoes, repercussions, whispers, 
rustling.19

 
 Kozintsev kept several notes in his journals, both about this film and King 

Lear, and also wrote to and received many letters from collaborators.  His journals 

provide insight into what Kozintsev was thinking about a particular idea, and how the 

ideas developed over time. 

Shostakovich also was not a stranger to literary adaptations in film, or to 

Shakespeare.  The Gadfly was a literary adaptation, although not necessarily a classic 

work of literature at the level of Don Quixote or Shakespeare.  Shostakovich wrote 

incidental music to a staged play of Hamlet in 1934 in Moscow, produced by Nikolai 

Akimov.20  However, none of this music, opus 32, was used in the film, opus 116. 

The overall soundtrack was created to accommodate Kozintsev’s view of 

Hamlet surrounded by people in the castle.  Although there are always people present 

around Hamlet, they are rarely heard.  Consequently, there are few sound effects in 

this film, and much of the dialogue and diegetic music seems to have been recorded 

live, which also contributes to the “seen but not heard” choice of Kozintsev.  The few  

                                                           
18 Ibid., 275. 
19 Ibid., 225. 
20 Hulme, 103-5. 
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sound effects that are in the film are foregrounded and obvious.  In several places, the 

dialogue contains long pauses and rarely flows from scene to scene.  The soundtrack 

as a whole tends to be sparse and empty, a style choice of Kozintsev’s in order to 

show how Hamlet is isolated within the castle. 

The music in the film is rarely tonal in a functional sense, and often de-

emphasizes the traditional V-I relationship.  Shostakovich tends to use the octatonic 

scale more than any other mode or scale in the film score.  However, he does not use 

the complete octatonic scale in cues, and often combines two different forms of the 

octatonic scale to complete a theme or melody.  Much of the music associated with 

Hamlet and the Ghost utilizes the octatonic scale, while the music of Ophelia tends to 

be more diatonic. 

Shostakovich composed thirty-four cues for the film.21  Some of the cues, 

marked in the table with “*”, are in the Collected Works, Volume 42.  Cues marked 

with “ª” are found in the Suite, opus 116a, and cues marked with “°” are not found in 

either.22  The only cue that is repeated in the film is cue 7, “Dance of Ophelia.”  The 

cue is played, the dialogue is spoken and completed, and Ophelia begins dancing 

again, this time with accompanied by only one phrase of the cue. 

                                                           
21 Riley discusses the music of Hamlet on pp. 94-98 of his book, much of which is background on the 
film. 
22 The cues listed as numbers 3 and 4 in the table are listed as cues numbers 2 and 3 in the Collected 
Works.  This information comes from Hulme, pages 409-10.  I have also changed some of Hulme’s 
English titles because either there are alternate or additional titles listed, or because the title does not 
accurately reflect the Russian title.  My titles are indicated with brackets on the English side.  Hence, 
cues 26 and 27 are both listed as “The Madness of Ophelia” here, and have different titles in Hulme’s 
catalogue.  For cues belonging to the Suite, I have taken the title given there, and applied it to the 
appropriate cue.  For cues not in either, I have tried to provide a Russian equivalent for Hulme’s titles. 
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Table 5.1 – List of Cues in Hamlet 
Cue Russian Title English Title Approximate use 

in film 
1*ª Увертюра Overture 0:02:38-0:05:22 
2° Декрет Корола Decree of the King 0:05:23-0:05:31 
3* Военная музыка Military Music 0:07:09-0:07:45 
4* Фанфары [Fanfare] 0:09:37-0:09:46 
5ª Бал во дворце Ball at the Palace 0:09:50-0:11:24 
6* Рассказ Горацио о 

Призраке 
[Horatio’s Story 
About the Ghost] 

0:13:11-0:15:35 

7° Танец Офилии Dance of Ophelia 0:015:36-0:16:13;  
0:18:42-0:18:49 

8* Бал The Ball 0:19:28-0:20:32 
9ª Призрак The Ghost 0:21:02-0:27:15 

10* Прощание Гамлете 
с Офелей 

Hamlet’s Parting 
with Ophelia 

0:28:14-0:31:36 

11* Дворцовая музыка [Palace Music] Cue unused 
12°  Hamlet’s 

Monologue 
0:38:25-0:39:10 

13ª Приезд актеров Arrival of the 
Players 

0:39:22-0:41:17 

14* Монолог [Monologue] 0:43:09-0:44:36 
15°  The Presentation 0:45:11-0:46:13 
16* Монолог Гамлета [Hamlet’s 

Monologue] 
0:46:14-0:49:06 

17°  Preparation for the 
Spectacle 

0:54:12-0:54:44 

18°  (Royal) Fanfare 0:55:22-0:55:31 
19ª В саду In the Garden 0:55:37-0:58:04 
20* Балаганная 

фанфара 
[Side-Show 

Fanfare] 
0:58:04-0:58:15 

21ª Сцена отравления Scene of the 
Poisoning 

1:00:38-1:04:35 

22* Играют флейтисты [Playing of Flutes] 1:04:59-1:05:28 
23° Совесть Conscience 1:09:24-1:11:27 
24° Гамлет и Гертруд Hamlet and 

Gertrude 
1:17:20-1:17:51 

25°  Hamlet on board 
Ship 

0:02:38-0:05:22 

26* Сумасшествие 
Офелии 

[The Madness of 
Ophelia] 

1:38:39-1:40:17;  
1:14:25-1:42:03 
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27* Безумие Офелии The Madness of 
Ophelia 

1:44:53-1:48:07 

28ª Офелия [Ophelia] 1:49:43-1:52:40 
29* Кладбище [The Graveyard] 1:56:31-1:58:13 
30* Гамлет у гроба 

Офелии 
[Hamlet at the 

Grave of Ophelia] 
Cue unused 

31°  War March (like 
#3) 

2:04:48-2:05:29 

32ª Дуэль Гамлета The Duel Between 
Hamlet and Laertes 

2:13:46-2:17:02 

33ª Смерть Гамлета The Death of 
Hamlet 

2:17:03-2:17:59 

34ª Похороны Гамлета The Funeral of 
Hamlet 

2:19:26-2:22:44 

 

 The distinction between diegetic music and non-diegetic music is somewhat 

blurred in this film because much of the diegetic music is off-screen; the instruments 

and performers are rarely seen.  In spite of this obscurity, there are often clues in the 

soundtrack that clearly define the music as one type or the other.  These clues are 

usually something akin to loud music in a hall with a door open, but when a character 

goes through the door and closes it, the volume of the music drops substantially.  This 

is typical of Kozintsev’s film adaptations of Shakespeare.  Likewise, there may be 

music sounding in one location, and a second character(s) is in a different location; 

the music is heard as if it is off in the distance, and eventually the source of the music 

is shown, clearly defining the music as diegetic.  Additionally, the diegetic music 

occurs in places where it is expected, fanfares, processions, and dancing.  Much of the 

diegetic music never returns in the film, and this also separates it from the non-

diegetic music, which is strongly based on repeated themes. 
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 Egorova feels that the musical score composed for this film is one of the best 

ever created.  Not surprisingly, at thirteen pages her discussion of this music is one of 

the longest in her book about Shostakovich.  She writes, “Its [Soviet cinema of the 

1960s] greatest achievement is undoubtedly Dmitri Shostakovich’s music for Grigori 

Kozintsev’s film version of Hamlet by Shakespeare (1964).  Its creation proved again 

that the boundaries of applied music could be widened, and it could be turned into a 

special genre of programme music.”23  She also calls Shostakovich’s music “the 

climax of his work in the cinema.”24  From Egorova’s statements, it is clear that many 

film music experts believe that the music in this film is not just significant to 

Shostakovich’s output, but also to Soviet film in general.   

One of Egorova’s arguments is that the music is composed in a sonata-allegro 

form, with an inverted recapitulation, and that the form, along with the development 

of leitmotives, suggests a connection to the programme symphony.25  The general 

concept of form in film music is not unusual.  Roy Prendergast, in his Film Music: A 

Neglected Art, writes, “There is a third type of formal structure for film scores; it 

bears some resemblance to the leitmotive score and is perhaps best called a 

developmental score.  The formal procedure of a developmental score could be 

loosely compared to the classical sonata-allegro form of the eighteenth century, but 

                                                           
23 Egorova, 172. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Robynn J. Stillwell also deals with this issue in her article, “Sense and Sensibility: Form, genre, and 
function in the film score,” Acta Musicologica 72, no. 2 (2000), 219-240. 
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only insofar as developmental procedures are concerned.”26  Prendergast continues 

and relates the Main Titles to the Exposition of the sonata form, and also discusses 

the fact that recapitulations can be either altered or unaltered.27  He does 

acknowledge, though, that the rigid sonata-allegro form cannot be exactly mapped 

onto an entire film.  I will argue that what Egorova calls the main theme, transition, 

and subordinate theme are actually the “naming themes” of Hamlet, the Ghost, and 

Ophelia, respectively. 

In this chapter, I will first discuss the non-diegetic music in Hamlet, which 

comprises the majority of the chapter, and the majority of the music in the film.  The 

non-diegetic music consists primarily of themes associated with one of three 

characters: Hamlet, Ophelia, and the Ghost.  I will then discuss the other non-diegetic 

cues in the film.  The section regarding diegetic music is broken into two parts: 

Fanfares, War Marches, and Decrees, and Music for Dancing and Procession. I will 

also discuss other arguments of Egorova’s pertaining to the characters and 

motivations of Hamlet and Ophelia, as reflected in the music in this chapter. 

 

 

 

                                                           
26 Roy Prendergast, Film Music: A Neglected Art, 2d ed. (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1992), 
233-4. 
27 Ibid., 234. 
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NON-DIEGETIC MUSIC 

 There are three main themes that recur in this film, and are the “naming 

themes” of Hamlet, the Ghost, and Ophelia, the “good guys,” if there is such a thing 

in this film.  These themes return throughout the film, and are always slightly varied, 

but easily recognizable.   

 

The Music of Hamlet 

The theme heard most often in the film is associated with the character of 

Hamlet.28  According to Egorova, “the appearance of Hamlet’s leitmotive is always 

attended by the physical presence of the hero on screen.”29  Egorova’s statement is 

true, and as strictly defined, the music must be a “naming theme” because 

“leitmotive” functions as a reminder of the presence of someone or something when it 

is not onscreen.  She also writes specifically about the theme and says, “It is the key 

to the director’s treatment of Hamlet’s character – a man of intellect, a philosopher 

who does not want to put up with the cruelty and baseness of his environment, and 

enters into an uncompromising battle with all that embodies evil.”30  There are 

multiple phrases in this theme, and the first phrase is given in Example 1. 

                                                           
28 Riley also comments that Hamlet’s theme occurs repeatedly and shows his relationship to others 
around him, 96. 
29 Egorova, 178. 
30 Ibid., 174-7. 
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The music is not diatonic, nor does it fall into one of the three forms of the octatonic 

scale.  The construction of the theme indicates the intellectual trait of Hamlet as 

stated by Egorova.  The two scale fragments of the theme are intentionally kept 

separate.  The second part of the theme reverses the contour and rhythms of the first.  

Once the lengthy C-sharp 5 is reached, the two scale fragments come together, and 

that process reveals itself as the intellectual trait of Hamlet.  The first three measures 

of the theme are based on the octatonic tetrachord C-sharp-D-E-F while the rest of the 

theme is based on the octatonic hexachord F-sharp-G-A-B-flat-C-C-sharp; the D in 

the second to last measure does not fit into the hexachord, and is simply an upper 

neighbor to the C-sharp, providing closure to the hexachord. 

Egorova also writes, “He wishes to act, and this property of his nature finds its 

reflection in his leitmotive, which combines the excitability of oratorical speech with 

nobility and manly beauty.”31  She continues by stating that Hamlet’s will and power 

are contained within the interval of the diminished fourth, waiting to expand.32  While 

it is true that the first two phrases of the theme outline a diminished fourth (C-sharp to  

                                                           
31 Ibid., 177. 
32 Ibid. 
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F, F-sharp to B-flat), the third phrase outlines a major third, A to C-sharp.  Even 

though these intervals sound the same aurally, the major third does not have the same 

need for resolution as the diminished fourth, and all of the will and power contained 

within that fourth is lost when it becomes a third at the end of the theme.  The 

audience hears this interval as a major third; therefore, Egorova’s assertion that 

Hamlet’s will is tied into the diminished fourth is questionable. 

Egorova does not address the fact that this music begins and ends on the same 

pitch, albeit an octave higher, and there is no sense of completion, nor does the music 

feel like it ended where it began.  The music seems to have meandered away from the 

beginning, not really knowing where it is going, and just arbitrarily stops, which is 

because of the symmetry of the octatonic scale.  But this seems to be the essence of 

Hamlet: indecision and lack of focus.  The music does not belong to a tonal key, and 

lacks an authentic cadence.  The music also does not belong to one particular version 

of the octatonic scale, achieving wholeness through the combination of two different 

versions of the scale.  My reading of the theme is in opposition to Egorova’s reading.  

She writes, “Kozintsev’s and Shostakovich’s Hamlet is not prone to reflection or 

agonizing search for truth in labyrinths of doubt.”33  She sees the music as portraying 

Hamlet as a fighter of evil, and the music gives him a certain amount of nobility.  

However, the nobility attributed to Hamlet is only communicated through the rhythm 

with its dotted-eight-sixteenth figures.  In contrast, I believe the music highlights  

                                                           
33 Ibid. 
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Hamlet’s indecisiveness, unable to reach a decision.  The music is not tonal, nor does 

it belong to a single form of the octatonic scale; the scale structure is indecisive.  The 

theme, while ending on the same pitch it began, seems to simply arrive there, without 

an authentic cadence. 

 The theme is harmonized only on the long notes.  These chords are what 

Egorova calls the leitmotive of Elsinore.  She writes, “Elsinore is perceived here as a 

symbol of violence and inhumanity.  It is not by chance that in its characterization a 

chain of sharply dissonant chords come to the fore.  It intrudes into Hamlet’s music as 

an evil fate.”34    The held C-sharp is harmonized with an F-sharp minor triad, the B-

flats with first inversion E-flat major triads, and the C-sharp at the end with a C-sharp 

fully diminished seventh chord in various inversions.  All three of these harmonies 

come from the octatonic hexachord used in the second part of Hamlet’s Theme. 

 This music first appears in cue 1, “Overture.”  About the leitmotives for 

Hamlet and Elsinore, Egorova says, “The leitmotives of Hamlet and Elsinore also 

lead an independent existence.  The former undergoes different intonational and 

imaginative modifications, due to pressure of events, the latter retains a static 

invariable character.”35 A better term for “independent” may be “separate.”  The 

latter part of Hamlet’s Theme and the chords that represent Elsinore all come from 

the same pitch collection, so the two are not mutually exclusive.  Clearly what she is 

                                                           
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid. 
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emphasizing is that Hamlet, and his theme, develop throughout the film while the 

physical structure and leitmotive of Elsinore remain the same. 

The end of the Hamlet Theme is followed by a transition-like passage in the 

brass, bassoon, and strings follows.  This section is similar to the Elsinore music in 

terms of articulation.  At rehearsal [3], the true Elsinore motive returns and the 

melody, which retains the rhythm from Hamlet’s theme but not the pitches, begins 

again on C-sharp.  This music only lasts for five measures and at rehearsal [4], a 

second Hamlet theme is introduced, shown in Example 2. 

 

The bassoon melody is similar to Hamlet’s Theme in both rhythmic and pitch content.  

The dotted rhythm followed by a quarter note is again present and prominent, but the 

pitch content is different.  There is no good point of separation in this part of the cue, 

so the pitch content should be viewed as encompassing the entire phrase, and yields 

the set [0 1 2 3 4 6 8 9] which is an eight-note set, but not octatonic.  In fact, the 

greatest number of pitches from this set that can fit into one of the three forms of the 

octatonic scale is six, which shows similarity to Hamlet’s Theme.  The pointed 

attacks of the Elsinore chords are present until the end of the first C-sharp whole note.  

After that point, the new theme is accompanied by only the timpani and a snare drum 
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roll.  The final two harmonies, as the C-sharp ends, are an open fifth on C-sharp and 

G-sharp followed by an open fifth on F-sharp and C-sharp, which implies a V-i 

cadence in F-sharp minor, but there is no leading tone.  Additionally, there has not 

been a tonal framework anywhere in the cue, so it makes sense that the cue would 

conclude with a cadential closure, ending the “Overture” and allowing the film’s 

exposition to truly begin.  It is unusual that while the emphasis has been on the pitch 

C-sharp in this cue, the “tonic” at the end is shown to be F-sharp. 

 While the cue, as composed, leaves many questions, the cue as used in the 

film does not.  In the film, the cue ends with the C-sharp half note in the middle of the 

second system of Example 2, and the volume fades out on this pitch.  While the music 

of Example 2 is sounding, Elsinore is closing: its gates, its drawbridge, its army all 

operating to keep the people within the borders of the castle.  The end of the film will 

use Hamlet’s Theme in a triumphant F-sharp major, so concluding the cue on C-

sharp, the dominant, makes sense.  This gives the beginning of the film a “half 

cadence,” concluding the Overture on C-sharp, and the end of the film will have an 

“authentic cadence” on F-sharp, the tonic.   

Surprisingly, the “Overture” is not used during the Main Titles of the film.  

The “music” during the Main Titles consists entirely of a funeral bell, which signals 

the death of Hamlet’s father, the King.  The “Overture” operates as a classical 

Hollywood “prologue,” showing Hamlet returning to Denmark and giving a sense of 

the Castle Elsinore and its residents through establishing shots.  Rowe writes of 

Kozintsev, “He explained that he did not want a castle setting which was too realistic 
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‘because the ultimate prison for Hamlet was not made up of stone or iron, but of 

people.’”36  Kozintsev himself, in his journal, wrote: 

“Elsinore” is a speculative concept in Shakespeare.  It is impossible to 
translate it directly and completely into plastic form.  The screen must 
show separate parts: the general plan can only be imagined.  
Otherwise, everything seems small, reduced.  The walls must have a 
continuation in height and length beyond the frame of the sequence: 
the towers – only a few of the towers.  The boundaries should not be 
distinct, nor forms complete.  The state, and not only a palace or a 
fortress; life itself, and not only the way of life at some given time.  
The state with its armies, police, and holidays, and not a feudal castle 
or the throne of absolutism.37

 
As the “Overture” begins, Hamlet is shown riding to the castle.  Once he reaches the 

castle, we see him riding through the courtyard, and speaking to his mother, but there 

is no dialogue.  Near the end of the scene, the castle gate is brought up, closing off the 

castle from the outside world, and the audience gets the feeling that Hamlet has just 

been swallowed up by the castle.  The Elsinore music is silent at the conclusion of the 

Overture even though it is used concurrently with Hamlet’s Theme throughout most 

of the cue.  When Hamlet’s music begins to fade out, so does Elsinore’s, which shows 

that the two are certainly linked, but are not necessarily mutually exclusive.  The 

visual presence replaces the audio representation of Elsinore at the end of the cue. 

 Hamlet’s Theme, as stated earlier, is the most frequently used music in the 

film.  It is used in cues 1, 10, 12, 14, 16, 25, 30, 32, 33, and 34, a total of ten cues out  

of thirty-four composed for the film.  Of these cues, 12, 14, 16, and 25 are used to  

                                                           
36 Rowe, 154. 
37 Kozintsev, STC, 265-6. 
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accompany Hamlet’s monologues.  However, the monologues are not spoken aloud in 

the film.  Instead, they are taken to be an internalization of Hamlet’s thoughts of 

which the audience becomes aware.  The monologues are spoken as a voice-over, 

always accompanied by music. 

 

The Monologues of Hamlet 

 There are three monologues that are in close proximity to one another during 

the second half of the first part of the film. Egorova writes, “In the central part of 

Hamlet, Shostakovich’s attention was riveted to the monologues of the hero, which 

reveal different aspects of his image.”38  Although Hulme’s catalogue gives detailed 

titles for each cue, the original music only gives “Monologue,” or “Hamlet’s 

Monologue.”39  

The first of Hamlet’s monologues occurs approximately thirty-eight minutes 

into the film, and is the “What a piece of work is man” monologue, the monologue 

given in the initial presence of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern.40  In this cue, number 

12, Hamlet’s theme is not played by the horns and violins, as in the “Overture,” but 

on the clarinet.  Egorova writes that the music “acquires sometimes a hymn-like and 

solemn, sometimes an intimate melancholy, and sometimes an oratorical and pathetic 

                                                           
38 Egorova, 180. 
39 The original Russian is given back in Table 1.  The English translations in that table are direct 
translations from the Russian.  Hulme, I believe, tries to give more differentiation between the various 
monologue cues in the film, and gives titles to the cues that are not necessarily authentic. 
40 From Shakespeare’s text, Act II, Scene 2, lines 301-319. 
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character.”41  She feels that the music reflects the full range of the character’s feelings 

and ideas. 

The volume of the music during this monologue, which is one of the 

unpublished cues, is so low that the music is barely audible.  The clarinet tune 

resembles the bassoon part of Hamlet’s Theme from Example 2.  The Elsinore chords 

are present, but the sharp attacks are gone.  Also absent are the noble sentiments that 

were carried in the first statement of the theme due to the volume and 

instrumentation.  This cue is much more introspective in character, and this is 

reflected in the orchestration, only clarinet and strings.  In this particular cue, the 

music conveys a sense of melancholy, although the volume is so low that it almost 

disappears altogether. 

The next monologue comes only five minutes later, and occurs while the 

actors are warming up for the play.  This is the “Fie upon’t, foh! About my brains” 

monologue.42  In this cue, number 14, Hamlet’s theme is hardly used, occurring only 

at the end of the cue.  Only the first phrase of the theme is used, first in the clarinet, 

and then at the same pitch level but an octave lower in the bassoon.  The majority of 

the cue consists of three elements: a four-note repeated bass line, a series of intervals 

above B-flat in the clarinet and bassoon, and music in the strings.  The repeated bass  

 

                                                           
41 Egorova, 180. 
42 From Shakespeare’s text, Act II, Scene2, lines 559-617.  Kozintsev does not use the full text from 
this monologue – I will find the exact lines used in the film. 
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line uses the notes B-flat, E, F, and E, in quarter notes, in almost every measure.  The 

second element, intervals above the B-flat are shown in Example 3. 

 

The motion in the upper bassoon part expands from the unison to the perfect fifth.  

The only note not present between B-flat and F is C; all other notes are present.  Each 

quarter note played in the bassoon expands the space above B-flat.  The smallest 

interval is the minor third.  After that, the succession is diminished fourth, diminished 

fifth, and perfect fifth.  The only interval that is skipped from the minor third to the 

perfect fifth is the perfect fourth.  In fact, it almost seems incorrect that the perfect 

fourth is skipped while the diminished fourth is repeated, but again, no notes are 

indicated that the score in incorrect in any way.  Rather, it appears that this expansion 

is deliberate, and that the repeated diminished fourth is reminiscent of the opening of 

Hamlet’s theme, the motion from C-sharp to F. 

 The music in the strings, which begins at rehearsal [1], comprises the middle 

section of this cue, and is shown in Example 4. 
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The music in the two violin parts is similar to that of the bassoon part shown in 

Example 3.  Again there is expansion, and again the completion of the expansion is a 

perfect fifth, from B-flat to F.  But in this example, the expansion begins above the 

note B, not B-flat. A perfect fourth finally occurs in the fourth measure of the 

example, and each voice moves by half-step in contrary motion to move from the 

perfect fourth to the perfect fifth, skipping the tritone.  The repeating bass line 

changes when the violins end; this is the only place in the cue where this happens.  If 

the original and new bass lines are combined, the pitches comprise the set [0 2 3 5 6 8 

9], which is a form of the octatonic scale with the final pitch, G-flat, omitted.  This is 

the closest that any music, up to this point, has been to completing an octatonic scale. 

The theme begins on an F two measures before rehearsal [3], a diminished 

fourth above the original starting note, C-sharp.  The diminished fourth, F to B-
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double flat, is also present in the theme.  About this cue, Egorova states, “The 

contemplative element characteristics of the first monologue appear in the second one 

to have been firmly pushed into the background and replaced by a thirst for action.  

Hamlet, sitting in the cart and watching the Players perform, unconsciously leans 

upon a drum, and starts tapping on it with his fingers.”43  Not coincidentally, there is 

a drum part in this cue that momentarily lines up with Hamlet’s tapping.  The result 

of the semi-synchronization is that the audience is forced to pay attention to Hamlet 

because his tapping does not align with the drums.  The “thirst for action,” as 

described by Egorova, can only be present in the staccato articulations of the clarinet 

and bassoon, before each plays Hamlet’s theme, and in the pizzicato strings.  The 

tempo is moderato non troppo, and the dynamic only rises from piano to mezzo-forte, 

and back to piano.  Hamlet’s tapping on the drum, misaligned with the music, is what 

drives this monologue and the musical cue.  Once he stops tapping on the drum, he 

comes to a conclusion about what course of action to take, only to later ponder it 

some more.  Egorova puts an extraordinary amount of emphasis on this cue, and not 

necessarily correctly.  She writes: 

The appearance of the leitmotive sums up the agonizing doubts of the 
Prince.  Besides, the rhythmic impulsiveness of the leitmotive, its 
persistent intention to take over the sound track in its indomitable 
movement towards the climax, and its emphasis on the basic tones of 
the minor mode all convey Hamlet’s overwhelming desire to break the 
bonds of untruth and to stop the overwhelming advent of evil.  The 
confirmation of this choice having been made, and there being no 
possible retreat, is the last appearance of the epigraph theme in the 

                                                           
43 Egorova, 181. 
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“revenge key” – B minor.  The rhythm accelerates, and this gives to 
the leitmotive special significance and inflexibility.44  
 

I disagree with several points from her statement, and while some of these problems 

are based on design, some are interpretive.  First of all, this theme does not emphasize 

the minor mode; it cannot because of the diminished fourth present in the theme, but 

the octatonic scale can sound more like the minor mode than major.  Because it is not 

tonal, it cannot emphasize B minor, but in this cue, the key signature is that of B-flat 

minor.  The pitch B is not even present in the statement of the theme.  Also, this is the 

first mention by Egorova of a “revenge key.”  Later, she describes the key of B minor 

as “tragic,”45 which causes some confusion about her interpretation of the key.  When 

Egorova says that the “rhythm accelerates,” it is unclear to what she is referring.  The 

theme is unchanged in its rhythm from the initial appearance, and there is not an 

increase in tempo either.46  Based on the accelerated rhythm, she says that the 

leitmotive is given “special significance,” but she fails to say what that significance 

is.  However, it seems plausible that “the appearance of the leitmotive sums up the 

agonizing doubts” of Hamlet, but only in the sense that his monologue is a working-

out of his internal problems, and that he makes a decision, as fleeting as it may be.  

The rebellion against untruth and evil seem to be a stretch in her interpretation.  This 

cue accompanies Hamlet’s monologue, and the appearance of Hamlet’s theme at the 

                                                           
44 Ibid. 
45 Egorova, 183. 
46 A change in tempo and an accelerated rhythm are two different things.  Accelerated rhythm implies 
an increase in notes per beat while a change in tempo is an increase in tempo.  Neither of these things 
happen at the end of this cue. 
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end of the cue confirms what he says in the monologue, that he will catch a guilty 

Claudius with the play. 

 The third monologue may be the most famous passage that Shakespeare ever 

wrote.  This is the “To be or not to be” monologue.47  This scene spans three minutes 

of time in the film, beginning just after minute forty-six.  Instead of occurring in the 

castle as in the play, Hamlet is placed outside of the castle walls, where he is walking 

along the shore where the waves are crashing against the rocks.  The music that 

accompanies the monologue is cue 16, “The Monologue of Hamlet.”  As in the other 

monologue cues, the clarinet plays the theme, and although it is a complete statement, 

the theme, instead of ending an octave higher, ends on the same pitch on which it 

began.  The music implies that nothing has truly changed in Hamlet’s outlook; 

Hamlet has decided that he will act and has made this decision even before this 

monologue. Hamlet’s music in cue 16 is shown in Example 5. 

 

The concert pitches of the first phrase are G, A-flat, B-flat, and C-flat, a transposition 

of a tritone from the original statement.  However, the rest of the music in the theme 

is problematic.  The next phrase, which contains the pitches C, D-flat E-flat, and E 

                                                           
47 From Shakespeare’s text, Act III, Scene 1, lines 56-89. 
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continues the tritone transposition from the original, but then there is a breakdown.  

After this, the D-flat is no longer present – it is replaced by the pitch D, and the 

octatonic collection dissolves.  In the “Endnotes” section of the Collected Works, 

volume 42, there are amendments to several cues throughout the collection, but there 

is not a single correction for anything in Hamlet.  After listening to the excerpt with 

both the concert D-flat and D-natural, and comparing it against the music in the film, 

the conclusion is that there is an error in the score, and the clarinet does not change 

pitch in the second half of the theme.  In spite of this correction, the pitches used in 

the last four measures of this excerpt are G, A-flat, A, B-flat, C, D, E-flat, and E.  

These notes comprise the set [0 1 2 3 5 7 8 9], which is not an octatonic collection at 

all.  Of the three forms of the octatonic scale, six pitches of the eight-note set can fit 

into any given form, but each form will yield different omissions of what is actually 

present in the music.  The theme is no longer clearly parts of two forms of the 

octatonic scale as it was initially.  Now the theme is equally a part of each of the three 

forms of the octatonic scale, not favoring one over the other.  Egorova states that, 

“Shostakovich, when creating the music accompanying this monologue focused his 

attention on the process by which the Danish Prince turns into a heroic fighter.”48  

According to her, the transformation of the theme moves Hamlet from passively 

arguing against the evil to actively doing something about it.  The text of the 

monologue does move Hamlet from passive to active – he finally decides to take 

revenge on his uncle, the King.  Egorova also  
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relates the music for this monologue to the first one and writes that there are clear 

associations such as,  

The same subdued, gloomy timbre of the clarinet in the low register, 
the unhurried, seemingly held back development of the Adagio 
melody, the gradual transition from a tragic world outlook to lucidity.  
All this was designed to show the hero’s coming to an understanding 
of the necessity for fighting and resistance, and his resolve to pursue 
his purpose to the end even if it meant his death.49   
 

Egorova makes this statement, and although is not specific, I can supply the evidence 

in the music.  It is in the fact that the set at the end of the theme belongs equally to the 

three forms of the octatonic scale.  Earlier, there were different sizes of octatonic 

segments, but now, at the end when Hamlet has made the decision to act, each of the 

forms of the scale is equally represented.  This equality represents the understanding 

of the course of action that Hamlet must take, and the acceptance of this course of 

action as well. 

 Egorova writes that as Hamlet gets more proof of the Ghost’s claims, that “his 

theme acquires more and more characteristics which bring it closer to the leitmotive 

of the Ghost.”50  Although Hamlet’s Theme is accompanied by quarter notes in the 

strings, these are not the sharp attacks that represent Elsinore in earlier cues.  In this 

cue, then, the quarter notes are at a dynamic level of piano, and after the conclusion 

of the first thematic statement, these quarter notes are no longer vertical sonorities, 

but unison pitches between the instruments.  Hamlet is freeing himself from the  

                                                           
49 Ibid., 181-2. 
50 Ibid., 182. 
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constraints and evils of the castle.  At the same time, a new theme arises in the horns 

and harp at rehearsal [2].  The theme, shown in Example 6, holds the rhythmic 

properties of the Ghost’s music, half and whole notes, although the phrygian mode is 

not used here. 

 

This new theme is repeated and extended from [3] to [5], reinforcing the Ghost’s 

desires on Hamlet’s conscience. 

 From [5] to the end of the cue, a new variation of Hamlet’s Theme is stated in 

the A clarinet.  The dotted rhythms of Hamlet’s Theme have been evened out into 

quarter and half notes, and although the A clarinet has been used in other cues 

involving the music of Hamlet, the B-flat clarinet has always been the instrument 

used to play the thematic statements.  This change in instrumentation shows the 

change in Hamlet’s character.  The tone of the A clarinet is a bit darker than the B-

flat, and Hamlet’s desire to avenge his father’s murder makes Hamlet a darker 

character.  The accompaniment, which is almost entirely whole notes, not only 

reflects the influence of the Ghost, but so does the evening out of Hamlet’s Theme, 

making it closer in rhythmic character to that of the Ghost.  As this cue ends, both the 

text of the monologue and the music tell the audience how Hamlet will act in the 

remainder of the film. 
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 Shostakovich, by writing this cue, shows that he is a master at making subtle 

changes that can have a large impact on the audience and on the narrative of the film.  

The change in instrumentation, although slight, is very detailed, and not unlike the 

work of Max Steiner in such films as Gone With the Wind and Casablanca.   The 

audience may not realize what the change is in the music, only that there is a change, 

and that the music somehow sounds darker or more ominous. 

 The final monologue that Hamlet gives is while he is on the boat to England.51  

This occurs about ninety minutes into the film, and the cue, number 25, lasts nearly 

five minutes in length. Cue 25, also unpublished, is based on cue 16, the “To be” 

monologue.  In fact, this cue is basically cue 16 with a faster tempo and with a repeat 

of the first half, creating a ternary form in cue 25 from the binary form of cue 16.  At 

this point, Hamlet knows how he will act, and no new variations are introduced in this 

cue.  The only new information that this cue yields, as part of the repetition, is that 

Hamlet will kill Rosencrantz and Guildenstern.  The two guards are minor characters, 

so this is likely why Egorova has no discussion of it.  Egorova makes no mention of 

this monologue cue in her discussion, possibly because she regards it as outside of the 

large sonata form. 

 

 

                                                           
51 From Shakespeare’s text, Act IV, Scene 4, lines 32-66. 
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Other Cues Involving “Hamlet’s Theme” 

 The music of the last ten minutes of the film is all based on Hamlet’s Theme.  

These are cues 32, 33, and 34, and in the Suite, op. 116a, this music appears as 

“Hamlet’s Duel and Death.”  In the film, this music encompasses the duel between 

Hamlet and Laertes, the death of Claudius and Gertrude, the death of Hamlet, and the 

funeral of Hamlet. 

 Cue 32, “The Duel Between Hamlet and Laertes,” begins the eighth and final 

movement in the suite.  No key signature is given, and the tempo is marked allegro.  

In the film, this cue begins about ten minutes before the conclusion, and only a few 

seconds before Laertes stabs Hamlet, initiating the deaths of nearly all of the main 

characters.  

The strings begin with a passage of eighth note triplets in 4/4 time, acting as 

neighbors to the note C, creating a whirlwind-like effect.  After this ostinato has been 

established, Hamlet’s Theme appears in the flute, oboe, clarinet, and trumpet, but in 

augmentation.  Even though the tempo is faster than previous uses of the Hamlet 

Theme, the music still sounds augmented.  The first phrase of Hamlet’s Theme is 

shown in Example 7. 
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Because of the augmentation of the theme, it is not complete until rehearsal [3].  

There is more music in cue 32 than there is in this movement of the suite.  In the film, 

when [3] is reached, there is a repeat back to the beginning of the cue.     

At [3], the strings, continuing the rhythm, ascend two, and then three octaves 

by [6].  The horns and other accompanimental instruments are only playing whole 

notes from [3] to [6].  At [6], a new ostinato, based on B minor begins in the strings, 

and the brass plays an augmented version of the end of Hamlet’s Theme.  The 

intensity increases at [7] as the whole orchestra returns and climaxes two measures 

before [8]. 

 At [8], the punctuated Elsinore chords return, though mostly on downbeats, as 

the castle no longer wields the power it did at the beginning of the film.  Parts of 

Hamlet’s Theme are played in quarter notes and eighth notes in the woodwinds, 

altering the dotted eighth-sixteenth rhythm of the original.  It is in this passage that 

Hamlet kills Laertes during the duel.  The rhythm of Hamlet’s Theme has changed 

because Hamlet, up to this point, had not directly killed anyone involved with his 

father’s murder, but now, Hamlet is the avenger.52 Egorova is correct regarding the 

all quarter note theme of Hamlet, “This severe restraint of the melody’s progress, 

which is emphasized by the balanced, measured rhythm, makes it sound like a 

                                                           
52 Hamlet killed Polonius, and is indirectly responsible for Ophelia’s death, but he did not physically 
kill her. 
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chorale, revealing its relation to the revenge leitmotive.”53  The rhythmic 

transformation of  

Hamlet’s Theme pushes it towards the rhythm of the Ghost’s Theme, and this 

transformation shows the relationship between the Ghost and Hamlet and shows that 

Hamlet is killing those who plot against him under the wishes of the Ghost. 

 At [12], the music of the Ghost enters.  In the film, this is the moment when 

Gertrude dies from drinking the poisoned wine, and Hamlet charges at Claudius and 

kills him.  As Egorova writes, “Claudius, dies with a desperate animal’s cry.”54  The 

Ghost’s Theme is played twice, beginning on B-flat each time, and concludes with 

quarter notes, played by the timpani on C-sharp, a half-step higher than the original 

music in cue number 9.  The higher pitch indicates that the Ghost is no longer needed, 

that his work has been accomplished.  It is at this point in the suite that cue 32 ends.   

Cue 33, “The Death of Hamlet,” lasts about one minute, and contains only the 

music of Hamlet and Elsinore, and is a bit of a feeble statement of Hamlet’s Theme, 

as the music lacks the forcefulness that it had throughout the rest of the film.  In many 

ways, this cue is very similar to cue 16, the “To be…” monologue.  Hamlet’s Theme 

is now played by the strings; this is the first and only time this happens in the film.  

And there is a different tone to this cue, one that now gives sympathy to Hamlet 

because he will die momentarily. Even though the rhythm is the same as the original, 

the panache is removed, and encourages the audience to view Hamlet as a tragic hero 

                                                           
53 Egorova, 183. 
54 Ibid. 
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at the end.  Egorova writes, “At that moment, [Hamlet’s death] his leitmotive is 

played by the strings and the harp, now free from earthly passions and griefs, devoid 

of its former expression.”55  Egorova also notices that there is something different 

about the theme, and that it is very different in its expression.  The death of Hamlet, 

through music, transforms him into a hero who ascends above the manmade problems 

of Elsinore and will be remembered for all time. 

Cue 34, “The Funeral of Hamlet,” begins four measures after [15] in the suite, 

where cue 32 ended, and in the suite, is played in its entirety.  The cue begins with the 

statement that appeared in the “Overture” at rehearsal [4].  Here, that theme is again 

played by the bassoon and cello, and has the same basic orchestration.  [16] is where 

the full orchestra returns, at a dynamic of fortefortissimo, and the Hamlet Theme is 

transformed one final time.  The theme is played by the trumpets and trombones, and 

is shown in Example 8. 

 

From the example, the theme clearly outlines the F-sharp minor triad.  Immediately 

afterward, the chromatic alterations appear, removing the F-sharp “minorness” from 

the music.  The “key” of F-sharp is significant because this is the pitch emphasized at 

                                                           
55 Ibid., 183-4. 
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the conclusion of the “Overture.”  In the “Overture,” the emphasized “key,” for much 

of the cue, was C-sharp minor, but at the end, the C-sharp is harmonized by the F-

sharp triad.  By using the F-sharp in the “Funeral,” Shostakovich gives closure to the 

entire film through his music.  The ambiguity placed by the music in the “Overture” 

is symbolically reconciled in the “Funeral.”   

The music of the funeral is very similar to the overture, but the theme has 

been altered.  As a result, Hamlet’s status is elevated.  Egorova writes, “The finale of 

the film, according to the critic Efim Dobin, ‘is not an epitaph to a hero who perished 

in vain, but a baton handed over to future fighters,’ and therefore the funeral march 

crowning the film is perceived not as mourning for Hamlet but as a glorification of 

reason, dignity and the nobility of man.”56  This nobility begins to come through in 

the music five measures after [17].  The brass arpeggiate a C-sharp major triad, the 

dominant of F-sharp.  Although there is a quick movement away, the larger level of 

structure moves from C-sharp to F-sharp, a V-I motion.  All doubt is erased about this 

at [19], where the key signature changes to that of F-sharp major.  The final 

harmonies of the cue, and the film, are I – V- I, but the dominant is altered; in place 

of the G-sharp, there is an A-sharp, making the chord a Vsub6.  The rhythmic chords of 

Elsinore remain present throughout the funeral, but because the harmonies change, it 

is clear that the motives of Elsinore have changed as well.  The structure is still in 

place, but the reasoning is different. 

                                                           
56 Ibid., 184. 
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 The “naming themes” of both Hamlet and Ophelia are incorporated in two 

cues.  The first, cue number 10, “Hamlet’s Parting with Ophelia,” appears about  

twenty-eight minutes into the film.  This is the first place in the film that the two 

characters have any sort of interaction, and the music is mildly “mickey-moused” to 

the entrance and interaction of the characters in the scene.57  The second cue is the 

only cue of the thirty-four composed that does not appear anywhere in the film.  This 

is cue 30, “Hamlet at the Grave of Ophelia.”  Before continuing with the discussion 

of these cues, Ophelia’s “naming theme” should be discussed. 

 

Ophelia’s “Theme” 

 This section will explore Ophelia’s “naming theme” and the difficulty in 

locating her music due to the various instruments used to accompany her on-screen 

image.58  Ophelia is first introduced approximately fifteen minutes into the film in 

cue 7. She is shown dancing, which does not happen in the play.  Egorova writes, “It 

was created by Kozintsev in order to introduce the tender and virtuous daughter of 

Polonius to the spectator, on the one hand, and on the other, to show how the 

principles and laws of Elsinore trample and corrupt even the beauty and purity which 

have grown up by a miracle in its gloomy vaults.”59  There is also a disconnectedness 

between the accompanying instrument and the actual sound it produces.  On screen, it 

                                                           
57 Gorbman supplies a definition of “mickey-mousing” in her Unheard Melodies.  She writes, “Music 
making actions on the screen explicit – ‘imitating’ their direction or rhythm – is called mickey-
mousing (after musical practices used in the early Disney sound cartoons).”  This technique is part of 
her “Narrative Cueing” category, and is located on page 88.  
58 Riley says that Ophelia’s music uses more delicate colors than Hamlet’s music, 97. 
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appears as though a lute or balalaika or other plucked instrument is being played, but 

the sound emanating from the instrument that of a harpsichord.  In Michel Chion’s 

Audio-Vision, he writes: 

The codes of theatre, television, and cinema have created very strong 
conventions, determined by a concern for the rendering more than for 
literal truth…For one thing, film as a recording art has developed 
specific codes of realism that are related to its own technical 
nature…The impression of realism is often tied to a feeling of 
discomfort, of an uneven signal, of interference and microphone noise, 
etc.  For another thing, when the spectator hears a so-called realistic 
sound, he is not in a position to compare it with the real sound he 
might hear if he were standing in that actual place.  Rather, in order to 
judge its ‘truth,’ the spectator refers to his memory of this type of 
sound, a memory resynthesized from data that are not solely 
acoustical, and that is itself influenced by films.60

 
Chion is convinced that this is a quite ordinary occurrence, and examples of this 

phenomenon were shown in The Gadfly chapter (the organ-grinder cue) and will be 

shown in the King Lear chapter.  The importance of the cue is the association of 

Ophelia with the harpsichord.  The short tune that Ophelia dances to is shown in 

Example 9. 

                                                                                                                                                                      
59 Egorova, 178. 
60 Chion, 108. 
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The phrase ends with a half cadence in the key of C major.  In fact, there are only 

four or five different chords in this tune.  Obviously, C major dominates this example, 

and G major is necessary for the half cadence.  Leading into the half cadence is the 

predominant D minor, and there is a quick move to C minor, but that is really just a 

chromatic neighbor tone; C minor is not emphasized in any way.  The chord in the 

second to last measure, the G-flat major triad, is the most interesting.  As it is spelled 

on the page, it would function as a flat-V chord, but this does not accurately describe 

its function.  The G-flat chord is moving to the supertonic triad, and if G-flat is 

respelled as F-sharp, then there is a third relation present.  The supertonic is missing 

the third, but since the G-flat has been sounding for the last three beats, it makes the 

third sound like the chromatic F-sharp and not the diatonic F-natural.  The supertonic 

then becomes a secondary dominant, a V/V, rendering the third relation correct and 

functionally explaining the presence of a major triad a tritone away from tonic. 

 Even though the G-flat major triad is shown to operate functionally within the 

framework of C major, its presence has an additional extramusical meaning.  The 
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greatest level of dissonance from the tonic is the tritone.  By using this chord, 

Shostakovich shows the highest level of instability from the tonic that he can.  This 

tonal instability is representative of Ophelia’s mental instability and foreshadows her 

impending madness and ultimate death at her own hands. 

 Ophelia’s theme is very simple and repetitive, almost too simple for the 

character.  Egorova writes, “In Ophelia’s leitmotive, a fine poetical and sublime 

spirit, plasticity and inner tranquility, the peaceful character of the diatonic melody, 

similar to old English ballads, simple harmony, the warm timbres of strings in the 

middle register, all create an atmosphere of openheartedness, sincerity, and loyalty 

bordering on sacrifice.”61  Egorova is not referring to the actual Ophelia Theme, but 

something else, instead.  In her book, she shows a reproduction of published music 

simply titled “Ophelia,” and labels the example “The Theme of Ophelia from the film 

Hamlet.”62 This music comes from the Suite – the seventh of eight movements.  

Referring back to Hulme’s cue list, cue 28, which he titles, “The Death of Ophelia,” 

is number 7 in the Suite.  Immediately, it should be noticed that his title in his cue list 

does not correspond to the title in the suite – Hulme has added, “The Death of” to the 

cue title.  This also poses a problem with Egorova’s interpretation that this is the 

theme of Ophelia.  Cue 28 is the last time in the film that music associated with 

Ophelia is heard.  It seems highly unlikely that the final appearance of a character’s 

music would be the actual “theme” and not music heard at any time before that.  

                                                           
61 Egorova, 179. 
62 Ibid., 180. 
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Immediately following the violin excerpt that she provides, the celeste enters with a 

passage reminiscent of the harpsichord music; this is followed by funeral bells.  In the 

liner notes of the recording of the suite, Jose Serbrier writes, “The solo violin, 

frequently used by Shostakovich in his film music, sings a lovely ‘pure’ tune, trying 

to sound like a folk tune of the period.  It appears only once, giving way to eerie-

sounding strings and foreboding, distant bells.”63  From the score, recording, and 

liner notes, this violin tune only appears once, which cannot make it a leitmotive; it is 

not developed, transformed, or even used in multiple places. 

 Any time that Ophelia “naming theme” is sounded, the harpsichord is always 

present, although not necessarily for the entire cue.  Her music appears in cues 7, 10, 

26, 27, 28, and 30.  Cues 10 and 30 are the cues that contain both Hamlet’s and 

Ophelia’s themes, so now the discussion will return to those two cues. 

 

The Intersection of Hamlet and Ophelia 

 Cue number 10, “Hamlet’s Parting with Ophelia,” is what Egorova calls, “the 

climax of the film.”64  Even though this would be less than twenty minutes into the 

film, Egorova feels that the true qualities of Ophelia and her feelings for Hamlet are 

clearly displayed on-screen, and therefore this characterization is justified.65  She also 

writes, “It is not by chance that in the finale of the scene Hamlet’s leitmotive appears, 

played by the woodwind instruments sotto voce, in ‘the tonality of sorrow,’ D 

                                                           
63 Shostakovich, Film Music from Hamlet, King Lear, and Five Days and Five Nights. 
64 Egorova, 179. 
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minor.”66 Egorova tries to assign a tonality to Hamlet’s theme.  Although the bass 

notes of the two Elsinore chords are D and E-flat, Hamlet’s theme begins on A, and 

the diminished fourth above that is D-flat.  It is difficult to include a D-flat, and not 

its enharmonic equivalent, in a D minor scale.  She also mentions the “tonality of 

sorrow” here, but not later on in the discussion, yet if a key has that strong of an 

association, it should probably be carried through in the film somewhere else.  

“Ophelia’s Theme” is not present in this cue, but the audience knows that the music is 

associated with her because of her on-screen presence and the sound of the 

harpsichord associated earlier with her dancing.  From this cue, the audience should 

have the idea that Ophelia’s “naming theme” is not so much a melody as it is an 

instrumentation choice. 

 Cue 10 begins immediately after Hamlet has his encounter with the ghost of 

his father, about twenty-eight minutes into the film, and is written in 6/8 at a tempo of 

andante.  At the beginning of the scene, only Ophelia is present, and the music 

reflects this.  The instrumentation is only strings and harpsichord until Hamlet enters 

the scene.  The timpani, as well as the Elsinore chords, enter when Hamlet enters the 

room, at rehearsal [3].  When Hamlet kisses Ophelia’s hand at rehearsal [5], his 

theme enters, played in the clarinet and bassoon a major third below the original, 

beginning on A.  The music from rehearsal [7] through [11] is quite static and does 

not contain Hamlet’s or Ophelia’s music.  The music ends around rehearsal [11]; the 

                                                                                                                                                                      
65 Ibid. 
66 Ibid. 
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exact ending is unclear because the music level is so low that it is hard to hear exactly 

when the music fades out.  The final fifteen measures of the cue are unused in the 

film.  At [12], there is one final statement of Hamlet’s theme, complete with the 

Elsinore chords.  If the cut measures were actually used in the film, it would probably 

be if Hamlet either left the room dramatically or had the proverbial “last word” in the 

conversation.  Neither option happens in the film, so it is not a surprise that this last 

part of the cue is cut from the film. 

 The other cue that contains both the music of Hamlet and Ophelia is cue 

number 30, “Hamlet at the Grave of Ophelia.”  This cue is unused in the film because 

this scene is not in the final cut of the film.  The scene occurs near the end of Act V, 

Scene 1 in the play, but Kozintsev chose to omit it from the film.  This cue contains 

only two instruments, the solo violin and the harpsichord.  The violin begins by 

playing Hamlet’s Theme beginning on E, a minor third above the original.  The theme 

then moves back and forth between the harpsichord and violin, each instrument 

playing a fragment of the theme.  Ultimately, Ophelia’s Theme is never used during 

this cue, only her instrument.  There are two reasons for this.  First, Ophelia is dead, 

so her theme is absent, but her instrument is not.  Second, Hamlet is the person who, 

more or less, drove Ophelia into committing suicide, so now his music burdens the 

instrument of Ophelia.  He has difficulty letting go of her, therefore, her instrument is 

still used, but her theme is not.  Again, this is the only cue that Shostakovich 

composed that was not used in the film. 
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The Music of Ophelia 

 Ophelia’s music appears, outside of its use along with Hamlet’s music, in four 

other scenes.  These are cues 7, 26, 27, and 28.  I have already discussed cue number 

7, which I have called “Ophelia’s Theme,” played on the harpsichord.  Cues 26, 27, 

and 28 all occur within a twenty-minute span in the film, beginning about forty 

minutes before the conclusion of the film.  From the table, I have titled both cues 26 

and 27 as “The Madness of Ophelia.”  Both Russian words “сумасшествие” and 

“безумие” mean “madness,” but the former leans more towards “lunacy” while the 

latter leans more towards “insanity.”  The distinction is during the “insanity” cue, 

Ophelia ponders suicide, while during the “lunacy” cue, she is grieving the death of 

her father. 

 Cue number 26 begins with only a string orchestra.  About this, Egorova 

writes: 

In the brief, sadly drooping viola tune which introduces this scene and 
performs the function of a leitmotive one can feel the confusion and 
perplexity of a lonely, tortured soul.  The ostinato-like repetition of the 
motif, which seems to bring together the fragmented mise-en-scene of 
the action, resembles an ‘idee fixe’ to which the poor girl’s departing 
reason is stubbornly clinging.  But all her attempts to break away from 
this nightmare of madness fail.67

 
The viola tune of which Egorova speaks, which begins at rehearsal [1], is shown 

below in Example 10. 

                                                           
67 Ibid., 182. 
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It is difficult to understand how this melody could perform the function of a 

leitmotive when it has not been used before, and when it will not be used again, in 

either the remainder of the cue or in other cues.  Additionally, she already cited cue 

28 as “The Theme of Ophelia,” assigning that music as the leitmotive of Ophelia, and 

both instances cannot be “the leitmotive.”  It is more accurate for Ophelia’s “naming 

theme” to be the dance music, and more importantly, Ophelia is represented by the 

harpsichord.  The harpsichord is not present yet in this cue, and therefore, it is 

difficult to make the musical association with Ophelia when the instrument is not 

being played.  Egorova also talks about the “leitmotive” and the “motif,” but does not 

really distinguish between the two.  From the quote, it is unknown if she is talking 

about the same music or two different musical strands, and this lack of clarity makes 

it difficult to understand her analysis. 

 At rehearsal [3], the first violin plays a passage containing thirty-second notes, 

accompanied only by a pedal C in the second violin.  This is interrupted by what I 

think Egorova’s “motif” is.  At [4], the thirty-second notes return, only to again be 

interrupted, this time by a long trill in the first violin.  The music in the film stops at 

this point.  The non-diegetic string music is replaced by the singing of Ophelia.  

Egorova comments very nicely on this passage and writes,  
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She is lost in memories, singing simple songs in a feeble voice.  
Especially memorable for its delicate poetic beauty is the first of them: 
‘How should I your true love know from another one?’ in the melodic 
inflections of which a connection with Russian song can be observed.  
She cannot stay still for any length of time.  Soon in Ophelia’s burning 
brain the music of the gavotte begins to sound: on hearing it she starts 
to dance.  The well-known steps of the dance make the girl return to 
the serene days when she was happy.  But these memories also take 
away the last of her strength.  Her reason is slowly ebbing away.68

 
Egorova correctly refers to the gavotte as an internalization belonging only to 

Ophelia.  In the scene, there is no one to accompany her, and she spontaneously 

breaks into the dance.  For the remainder of the cue, the harpsichord plays with the 

strings, thus bringing the instrumental leitmotive into the music in addition to what I 

would call “Ophelia’s Theme” – the gavotte. 

 The music of the right hand of the harpsichord in this cue contains an 

octatonic hexachord, A-B-flat-C-D-flat-E-flat-F-flat, plus the note B.  Its 

accompaniment in the left hand has a nearly complete chromatic octachord, from C to 

A-flat, only omitting the pitch E-flat.  However, this music is unheard in the film 

because the cue fades out at rehearsal [8], which is where this music is located.  Once 

“Ophelia’s Theme” is used, the music level decreases significantly, and the “motif” 

from earlier is used again, but Egorova’s new “leitmotive” remains unused past its 

first statement. 

 Less than three minutes after cue 26 ends, cue 27 begins, and as before, the 

music is interrupted by Ophelia’s singing.  Egorova writes, “Peace and lucidity visit 

Ophelia only for a moment before her death.  The artless and naïve melody of the folk 
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song ‘Robin’ is her leave taking.”69  A battle rages within Ophelia that is reflected in 

the music.  The harpsichord almost never overlaps the strings.  The only places that 

the two instrumental groups play concurrently is at the end of the cue, and the strings  

are only holding trills while the harpsichord plays the melodic and harmonic material.   

The battle between the instrumental groups is the battle in Ophelia’s head between 

sanity, the harpsichord, and insanity, the strings.  Ultimately, the last chord of the cue 

is played by the strings, so Ophelia, as the audience learns through the music, has 

truly gone insane. 

 Cue 28 appears in the suite simply as “Ophelia,” but in the cue list, Hulme 

titles it “The Death of Ophelia.”  In the film, the music is used during the montage 

when Ophelia dies.  The cue begins less than two minutes after the previous cue 

ended, about thirty-three minutes before the conclusion of the film, and is also 

involved in a scene overlap.  The music begins during the scene where Laertes and 

Claudius are plotting Hamlet’s death and continues into the death sequence.  The 

music also overlaps into the next scene when Hamlet returns to Denmark from his trip 

to England. 

 The cue begins in A minor, with the violin melody cited by Egorova as 

“Ophelia’s Theme,” completely diatonic and harmonically functional.  Although she 

cites this violin melody as the theme, it is not without a prior relationship.  The music 

in cue 10, the music of Hamlet and Ophelia, begins in A minor and uses a violin 

melody with the rest of the string section acting as accompaniment.  Even though the 
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melodies in the two cues are not the same, an obvious relationship is occurring 

between the cues.  Additionally, this violin tune is the one that Ophelia sang in the 

middle of cue 26, although when she sang, the rhythm was not as clean as in the 

violin melody.  

 At rehearsal [1], the harpsichord, Ophelia’s instrument, enters and plays a 

direct transposition of music heard at rehearsal [1] in cue 27.  It is transposed from C 

minor in cue 27, to A minor here in cue 28, T9.  The music at [2] is also at a 

transposition level of T9 from the music at [4] in cue 27.  The fact that the harpsichord 

does not play new thematic material is important to recognizing her music, even if it 

were not played on the “correct” instrument.  At [3], the violin plays trills on the note 

G, with rapid G minor scalar passages between each ascending octave, but this is 

interrupted by the bells, representing the funeral bells for Ophelia’s death, which 

arpeggiate a C minor triad.  The clarinet replaces the violin at [4], and the same thing 

happens, but on A-flat instead of G.  Again, the bells interrupt this passage, still 

sounding C minor, and the ascent never returns.  The funeral bells, after this point, 

only play a single pitch, E-flat, which, depending on the harmonization, acts as the 

root, third, and fifth of the harmony. 

 A two-measure ostinato pattern is introduced at [5], played by the cello and 

bass.  The violins and strings slowly shift from an open fifth of A-flat and E-flat to an 

open fifth of E-flat and B-flat over this ostinato.  The ostinato changes at [6], and the 

upper strings drop out, but return at [7] when the original bass line returns.  At the 

conclusion of the cue, the funeral bell E-flat sounds, but always interrupts the pattern 
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and flow of the music.  The funeral bell, pitched at E-flat, is a tritone away from the 

A minor string music of Ophelia, and is a minor third away from the C major Theme 

of Ophelia.  The E-flat is in the same octatonic scale as A and C, and, in another 

masterful touch of subtlety, Shostakovich links the death of Ophelia to Hamlet 

through the use of pitches in the octatonic scale. 

 

The Music of the Ghost 

 The Ghost is the “character” in the film that sets all of the action in motion.70  

The Ghost’s music is directly involved in cues 6, 9, 23, 24, and 32, and indirectly in 

some of Hamlet’s monologues.  As Egorova writes, “Each time Hamlet gets new 

proof of illegal actions committed by Claudius and his stooges, his theme acquires 

more and more characteristics which bring it closer to the leitmotive of the Ghost.”71  

This only happens, however, during Hamlet’s monologues, where he is working out 

the next step to take. 

 The Ghost’s music is first used in cue 6, entitled “Horatio’s Story About the 

Ghost.”  At the beginning of the film, Horatio has been on a patrol at night and has 

seen the ghost of Hamlet’s father, dressed in battle armor, and infers that the ghost 

wants to speak with Hamlet.  This music enters just after minute thirteen.  The tempo 

is adagio, and the instrumentation is horns, tuba, snare drum, tam-tam, celeste, harp, 

piano, and strings.  This instrumentation, particularly the tam, celeste, harp, and 

                                                           
70 Riley writes that instead of eerie music, the Ghost receives a full fanfare that instills terror, 97. 
71 Egorova, 182. 
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piano, seem to give the feeling of an otherworldly presence, which is exactly the 

point.  The first phrase of the Ghost’s “naming theme” is shown in Example 11. 

 

The example shows that the rhythm consists only of half and whole notes.  The 

rhythm suggests that the Ghost is very meticulous and intentional in his actions – 

there is no deviation from the pacing, no quick rhythms that might indicate human 

thoughts or actions.  Egorova writes, “The rhythmic evenness and cold impartiality of 

the Phrygian motif which is the core of this leitmotive, resembles a chorale.  On the 

whole, the main purpose of the Ghost’s theme in the dramatic conception of the film 

is the expression of the idea of revenge.”72  In Example 9, I called the section the first 

phrase of the theme while Egorova calls it the “Phrygian motif which is the core of 

the leitmotive.”  However, she never overtly states what the actual leitmotive is, or 

where it is located.  The entire cue, when Horatio is describing his encounter, seems 

                                                           
72 Ibid., 178. 
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to contain the Ghost’s music, and only the Ghost’s music.  Throughout the cue, there 

is not really and change in the rhythms.  The only noticeable change is that at 

rehearsal [4], the tuba, instead of the low strings and harp and piano, begins playing 

the Ghost’s music while the other instruments are relegated to an accompanimental 

role. 

 The first phrase is clearly in F phrygian, beginning and ending on F.  The 

second phrase, which runs from five measures before [2] to [3], is also in F phrygian.  

Motions from F to C, and from C to F, particularly on the whole notes, are often 

present, and the phrase ends on F.  The third and final phrase, located in the tuba, 

begins on F, but ends on C.  The last three pitches in this phrase are D-flat, G-flat, and 

C, similar to a ii-V-I progression.  It is not likely that this is a half cadence in F, so the 

last phrase can be seen as being in C locrian.  When the final C is harmonized in the 

strings, a perfect fifth, with G-natural is used, but there is no third.  The last three 

chords, which harmonize the last three notes in the tuba are D-flat (open fifth), G-flat 

major, and C (open fifth).  At the end of the cue, the tritone leap, along with the cross-

relation between the G-flat and G-natural, only add to the mystery about the Ghost.  

Egorova states, “[The Ghost’s theme’s] first presentation, accompanying Horatio’s 

story about the Ghost, already gives rise to a premonition of future evil,”73 but at this 

point, the audience does not know if the Ghost is evil or if he is a ghost because of 

evil done to him.  I think that the music conveys a sense of mystery and the fantastic 

more than impending evil, but either way it is viewed, the music is  
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providing the foundation for the Ghost and the upcoming conversation with Hamlet 

when all is revealed. 

 Hamlet’s encounter with the Ghost is one of the longest musical cues in the 

film, spanning over six minutes.  Hamlet and the guards, including Horatio, walk 

around the castle on a patrol, but are really looking for the Ghost.  When the Ghost is 

seen, the music enters at a fortissimo volume, and Hamlet is pushed back by the wind, 

apparently emanating from the Ghost.  The Ghost is heard before he is seen, and this 

is the only time he is seen in the entire film; in the remainder of the film, the Ghost is 

present only through the music.  The encounter between Hamlet and the Ghost was 

somewhat difficult to conceptualize for Kozintsev.  In his journal, he wrote, “The 

ghost is a poetic image, not a mystical one.  Side-show movie miracles would be 

particularly vile…Only the son sees the father distinctly.  The audience must be able 

to sense the presence of the dead king, the atmosphere of his apparition, but must not 

be able to see his features.”74  The audience never sees the features of the ghost 

because he is covered in armor, they only see the silhouette of the ghost against the 

backdrop of the night.  The one exception to this is when the eyes of the ghost are 

revealed.  This occurs near the end of the conversation between Hamlet and the 

Ghost, and just before sunrise – a strip of light crosses the “face” of the Ghost, and 

only his eyes are revealed.  Kozintsev wrote, “Perhaps, from under a raised visor, 

                                                                                                                                                                      
73 Ibid., 178. 
74 Kozintsev, STC, 241-2. 
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only the eyes will become visible for an instant; they are full of sorrow.”75  The 

Ghost’s music conveys the sorrow visible in his eyes.  The theme, as Egorova stated, 

does resemble a chorale, and then the connection can be made from a chorale to a 

lament, although the mode of the music fails to clarify the genre as a lament. 

 The cue, as it appears in the suite, is written in B-flat minor in 4/4 time with a 

tempo marking of largo, making the music that much more deliberate.  Initially, the 

dynamic level is fortissimo to announce the presence of the Ghost, and also because 

Hamlet and his friends are “pushed back” by the wind sheer created by the Ghost.76  

The presentation of the leitmotive at the beginning of the cue is the same as in cue 

number 6, except it is transposed from F to B-flat, T5, even though the key signature 

remains the same in both cues, the key of B-flat minor.  Example 12 shows the 

leitmotive as it is presented at rehearsal [1].  The initial appearance in the cue and the 

example share the same first six measures – there is no difference other than the 

continuation at [1]. 

 

                                                           
75 Ibid., 242. 
76 In the film, Hamlet is literally pushed back by the force of the wind seemingly created by the Ghost.  
However, once the Ghost and Hamlet begin their conversation, the Ghost no longer has power over the 
wind.  It is clear that the Ghost is meant to be an otherworldly presence, but the ability to manipulate 
the wind and affect mortals through it should not just disappear because of a discussion! 
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When compared with Example 11 from cue 6, the intervallic content remains the 

same although the rhythm in this cue is augmented in places.  Egorova speaks of the 

Ghost’s leitmotive and writes, “A remarkable characteristic of the Ghost’s leitmotive 

is its invariability, which testifies to its profound relationship with the themes 

embodying the impersonal.”77  Although the leitmotive may be transposed, and some 

members may be rhythmically altered, it is still the same theme, clearly recognizable 

as music belonging to the Ghost. 

 Two measures before [2], the timpani enter with constant quarter notes on the 

pitch C.  At [2], the leitmotive, beginning on F, begins again, and another statement 

immediately follows with the timpani playing throughout the entire passage.  

Rehearsal [4] is the first point where this changes.  The strings play a phrase with 

constantly moving eighth notes; the whole nine-measure phrase is shown in Example 

13. 

                                                           
77 Egorova, 178. 
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The example shows all five string parts, although the two violin parts are doubled in 

the rest of the string section.  In this first part of the phrase, the pitch collection in the 

first violin creates the “almost E-flat Phrygian scale,” while the second violin creates 

the “almost A-flat Phrygian scale.”  Although the first violin pitches completely fit 

into E-flat locrian, it is better to think about them as almost Phrygian because of the 

Phrygian nature of the Ghost’s leitmotive.  The A-flat scale is almost locrian as well, 

but there is a leading tone present, G, so it is still “almost Phrygian.”  The second half 
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of the phrase yields similar results: the first violin is “almost C Phrygian” (again 

locrian), and the second violin is “almost G Phrygian” (again locrian).  Both parts of 

the phrase show similar relationships between the parts.  In the first part, the second 

violin is a perfect fifth below the first, while in the second part, the second violin is a 

perfect fourth below the first, the inversion of the perfect fifth.  This also shows how 

the Ghost’s music cannot change or transform. 

 Yet, for all of the invariability, the Ghost’s “Theme” appears in an altered 

form at both rehearsal [6] and [7].  There are only leaps of perfect fourths, fifths, and 

a tritone (although at [7], the tritone is separated into two minor third leaps).  

Throughout this section though, the timpani accompanies the modified theme on its 

familiar pitch of C, restoring order to the theme.  At [8], the theme appears in full in 

its F Phrygian version, but the last statement of the theme at [9] is also a bit modified.  

Although it uses the same intervals at the true theme, and ends with G-flat and F as it 

should, it does not directly map onto the theme.  But again, the presence of the 

timpani makes this situation acceptable.  The theme is recognizable, and is in the 

same mode, but the order of the pitches is incorrect, a subtle fact that very few 

viewers of the film would notice at the time. 

 The music for this cue serves to underscore the action in the scene, and the 

slight changes in the theme are not as important as if the music were in the 

foreground.  During this scene, the Ghost tells Hamlet that he was murdered by his 

brother and that Hamlet needs to avenge his death.  The music acts as a constant 

presence of the Ghost, even though the figure is not always on screen.  After this 
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physical appearance, the Ghost is never seen on screen again, but his presence is 

indicated through his music.  The importance of the cue is based on the emotional 

impact and effect rather than the actual theme and the exact replication of it.  The 

subtle differences are results of Hamlet’s initial disbelief at what he sees, followed by 

what he hears.  Hamlet has difficulty understanding exactly what is happening, but by 

the end of his conversation, the music returns to its initial statement, and the subtle 

differences are gone. 

 In cue 24, “Hamlet and Gertrude,” the music is used to represent the presence 

of the Ghost without showing him on screen.  Hamlet, from his facial expressions, 

sees the Ghost, and the music allows the audience to know of his presence.  This cue 

is basically the same as at the beginning of cue 9; there is no new material present. 

 In “Conscience,” cue number 23, there are elements of the both the Ghost’s 

music and of Hamlet’s music, as well as some new material.  “Conscience” is 

unpublished, so a complete analysis, particularly involving pitch design is not 

possible at this time, but there are several analytical observations that can be made 

regarding this cue.  At the beginning of the cue, new material is present.  The low 

strings and timpani are used, which recalls the music of the Ghost, but the music does 

not thematically recall the Ghost.  It is only when Claudius looks at himself in the 

mirror that the thematic music of the Ghost enters in the form of the pizzicato strings.  

The actual theme of the Ghost never appears in this cue. 

 The theme that does appear in the cue is that of Hamlet.  Only the first few 

beats of Hamlet’s Theme appear, and not in their original form.  After the first three 
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notes, the melody descends, past the first pitch, which has never happened in 

Hamlet’s Theme.  This begins a slow descent in the strings and clarinet that reaches 

the bottom at the end of the cue. 

 The action comes from Act III, Scene 3, after the “play” when Claudius 

confesses to himself in the mirror, and Hamlet overhears the confession.  Hamlet is 

not physically present to see or hear this confession, in contrast to the play, but the 

introduction of Hamlet’s Theme places him in the context of the scene.  Naturally, the 

Ghost’s music does not enter until the confession begins, and because the Ghost does 

not appear to Claudius, his leitmotive does not appear in this cue either.  The music 

only alludes to the Ghost because of Claudius’s confession.  The inclusion of 

Hamlet’s Theme and subsequent descent of the music indicates the downfall of 

Claudius by the conclusion of the film. 

 The place in the film where the diegetic world and the non-diegetic music 

intersect is in the chimes and bells of the castle.  The funeral bells, first heard during 

the main titles, and again for Ophelia’s death, have already been discussed.  The 

clock chimes, often shown on-screen while chiming, also are present at the juncture 

of the diegetic and non-diegetic.  The clock chimes three times in the film, and all 

three occur while the sun is down.  The first is right before Hamlet first encounters 

the Ghost.  The second is immediately following his encounter just before sunrise, 

and the final is before the duel at the end of the film.  In all three instances, the music 

goes as far as Example 11, and in the two instances preceding large events, the clock 

is actually shown, with death as the last figure spinning around the clock.  The chimes 
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sound before and after Hamlet’s encounter with the Ghost, and foreshadow Hamlet 

avenging his father. 

 

The Ghost in Hamlet’s Monologues 

 The music of the Ghost does not appear in Hamlet’s monologues until cue 

number 16, the “To be or not to be” monologue.  In this cue, the Ghost’s music is 

present from rehearsal [2] to rehearsal [5], the B section of the cue.  The instruments 

that play the Ghost’s music are the horns and harp, instruments that played his music 

previously.  The strings play the accompaniment, and do not double the horn and 

harp.  In cue number 6, there was a single line of music; in cue number 16, the 

Ghost’s music now has two notes at a time.  This was shown in Example 6.  The 

pitches used in the example belong entirely to one of the three forms of the C minor 

scale.  In the initial appearance of the Ghost’s music, the music was in F phyrgian and 

C locrian, uncommon modes, but here, it has evolved to reach C minor, combining 

the natural and melodic forms of the minor mode. 

 The music for the monologue begins with Hamlet’s Theme, as expected, but 

then moves into the Ghost’s music.  This shift, clearly separated by rests, shows that 

Hamlet is now pondering exactly how to take his revenge on Claudius.  When the 

Ghost’s music ends, there is another clear separation, again offset by rests, and 

Hamlet’s music returns, which lets the audience know that Hamlet has made a 

decision to exact his revenge, and knows how he will do it. 
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 The Ghost’s music in cue 25 functions in the same way as in cue 16.  In this 

cue, there is the addition of the Ghost’s voice saying, “Remember, remember…”78  

Again, Hamlet has come to terms with his decision, and his theme acquires properties 

of the Ghost’s. 

 

Other Non-Diegetic Cues 

 There are only two non-diegetic cues that do not contain one of the three 

“naming themes.”  The cue that might be expected to have a “naming theme” but 

does not is cue 29, “The Graveyard.”  The cue begins well after Hamlet and Horatio 

have entered the graveyard, and after they have encountered the gravedigger.  As this 

scene begins, the gravedigger is singing a song that lasts for almost the first two 

minutes of the scene.  The music begins about two minutes after the end of the song, 

approximately twenty-five minutes before the end of the film, and is scored for only 

piccolo, solo violin, and tambourine.  Throughout much of the cue, as it is used in the 

film, the piccolo and violin only overlap at the beginning of each phrase.79  The 

piccolo is the first to play, and plays the ten-measure melody, formally the “a” theme 

in its entirety.  Four measures after the piccolo ends, the violin plays the exact same 

theme an octave lower.  The violin ends in the measure before rehearsal [3], which is 

where the piccolo enters again, this time with the “b” theme.  The “b” theme is  

                                                           
78 The Russian text is “Прошай, прошай…” 
79 In the film, the cue ends about four measures after rehearsal [6].  It is difficult to locate the exact 
point because the music volume is extremely low. 
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another ten-measure melody, which the violin repeats immediately after the piccolo is 

finished.  When the violin plays the “b” theme, some of it is at the same pitch level, 

while some is an octave lower.  Four measures after rehearsal [5], the piccolo plays 

the “a” theme, but now the violin has a newly composed contrapuntal line.  The 

music from rehearsal [6] to [8] consists of the two instruments playing primarily the 

same rhythms, but moving contrapuntally. 

 At rehearsal [8], after the cue in the film has concluded, the cue seems to lose 

its shape and its relationship to earlier moments in the cue.  Little significant action 

occurs in this part of the cue, which is why it was likely cut from the film.  The 

rhythms in the two voices are similar to those from earlier, but the smaller motifs are 

not the same. The instrumentation in this cue is unusual when compared to the rest of 

the film music, but is appropriate for this particular cue. 

 The other cue is number 15, “The Presentation.”  The music starts after 

Hamlet’s discussion with the players about what to perform.  Once a decision has 

been reached, the players all celebrate, and the music enters.  The music, which is 

unpublished, is in two parts.  The first part contains mostly brass and is fanfare-like.  

The opening gesture, moving linearly from a perfect fourth, scale degrees 5 and 1, to 

a tritone with scale degree 1 being raised by a half step, is followed by another 

gesture that surrounds scale degree 5.  The first part contains an alternation of these 

two gestures, and motivically, nothing else significant occurs. 

 In the second part of the cue, chords move in parallel motion after a short 

timpani interlude.  The violin runs that span an octave that are heard earlier in the 
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film, but these will be discussed in the diegetic music section.  These runs are played 

on the clarinet in this cue.  Once this is completed, the cue is over, and the film moves 

directly into the “To be” monologue.  Although this cue does not contain one of the 

three leitmotives, it does contain music that is related to other cues. 

 The non-diegetic music that is not thematically based operates, according to 

Gorbman’s rules, as both a signifier of emotion and as an indicator of referential 

cues.80  There are distinct moods created by each of the two cues, anticipation in cue 

15 and uneasiness in cue 29.  The music in cue 15, along with the onscreen waves, 

indicate that Hamlet will be coming to a decision soon about what course of action to 

take.  The music takes the side of Hamlet, rather than acting as a neutral observer.  In 

cue 29, the music indicates that the skull of Yorick belonged to a court jester and 

makes the audience aware of his role through the instrumentation. 

 In contrast, the thematically based music always revolves around the 

characters of Hamlet, Ophelia, and the Ghost.  Whenever this music is heard, the 

accompanying character is always on screen, or at least, visible to one of the 

characters.  This music always presents the particular character, and the audience is 

encouraged to view the scene through that character’s viewpoint. 

 

DIEGETIC MUSIC 

 Many of the diegetic cues are short; a typical cue may be a quick fanfare for  

                                                           
80 Gorbman, 73. 
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announcing the king or another member of the court.  Of the thirty-four cues in the 

film, fifteen are diegetic, nearly half of all cues written.  Diegetic music is used 

exclusively for an extended period of the film after Hamlet’s “To be or not to be” 

monologue.  Diegetic music begins before the “play” starts with cue 17, 

approximately fifty-four minutes into the film, and concludes with cue 22, which ends 

eleven minutes later.  By far, the longest of these cues is the “Scene of the 

Poisoning,” cue 21.  In this discussion of the diegetic music, I will group similar cues 

together and relate the diegetic to the non-diegetic music to show how the different 

types are related to each other. 

 

Fanfares, War Marches, and Decrees 

 This section will discuss the various cues that announce someone or 

something.  All of these cues are short, each lasting less than a minute, and they serve 

to quickly introduce new action.  In her discussion of the music for this film, Egorova 

completely omits the diegetic music, which skews her interpretation of the film.  Her 

analysis would be better if she stated that she would be omitting this music, but 

because she ignores the diegetic music altogether, we cannot know her reasons.  

 The first cue heard after the “Overture” is nothing more than two notes on the 

timpani.  This is cue number 2, “The King’s Decree.”  It has been transcribed this cue  

from the film, and it is shown in Example 14. 
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The timpanist, shown on-screen, plays nothing more that I and V here, but it is the 

timbre of the instrument that is used to garner attention without being overly striking.  

The goal is simply to attract the attention of the people in the courtyard so that they 

may find out what the new king will do. 

 The next cue chronologically is listed in the Collected Works as number 2, but 

Hulme lists it as number 3.  I will refer to it as cue 3/2.  This cue is the “Military 

Music.”  Its initial appearance shows the king and his advisors planning around a 

table, and is heard before they sit down and after they stand up.  The cue, which 

begins about seven minutes into the film, lasts only thirty-five seconds and is scored 

for horns, trumpets, trombones, tuba, timpani, tambourine, and snare drum – basic 

military instrumentation.  Although the musicians are never shown, it is assumed that 

the music is diegetic because of its relationship to the sitting and standing of the 

characters on-screen.  The music of this cue can be broken down into four-measure 

units, and within that, each four-measure unit contains an exact repetition of the first 

two-measures.  At the four-measure unit level, the form of the cue is: ABACDE, but 

the D and E music contain two and three measures, respectively.  The E music 

contains three measures because the two-measure unit is kept in tact, but the cue 

needs to conclude, hence the extra measure.  Timpani are used primarily in the A and 
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C music, while the snare drum is used primarily in the E music and when the brass 

have unison rests. 

 Each part of the cue contains its own set of pitch collections.  Parts B, D, and 

E are all very similar in construction.  The B section contains only unison motion and 

does not have a pedal note.  The only intervals are ascending and descending leaps of 

a perfect fourth between B-flat, F, and E-flat.  The D section also contains ascending 

and descending leaps of a perfect fourth, but adds a pedal E.  The notes used in the D 

section are E, A, and D.  In the E section, the leap of a fourth is kept, but the 

descending interval changes from a perfect fourth to an augmented fourth, E to B-flat.  

The ascending interval, E to A, is maintained.  Additionally, the pedal is again 

present, but alternates every quarter note between A and A/G-sharp.  The pedal, like 

the fourth, adds dissonance at the conclusion of the cue.  The A section contains a 

pitch collection that fits into the mode of C mixolydian, omitting the pitch G.  While 

the pitches fit into this arrangement, there is not a tonicization, nor centric 

relationship around the pitch C.  Instead, there are two vertical sonorities which 

alternate with every attack: C, D, E, F, the set [0 1 3 5], and A, B-flat, D, E, the set [0 

1 5 7].  The bass motion is always from D to B-flat.  Unfortunately, this does not 

seem to act in accordance with music from any other cue, and cannot really be related 

to anything else in terms of the pitch collection.   

 The probable reason that this music does not fit into the context of any 

previously discussed cues is because it is the music announcing Claudius, the usurper 

of the throne.  In order to set him apart from the “naming themes,” Shostakovich does 
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not use the octatonic scale, or the diatonicism of Ophelia’s music, nor does 

Shostakovich use similar types of instrumentation of the “naming themes” here.  

Once again, a subtle change, from collections of octatonic pitches to four-note sets 

makes a large difference in terms of the narrative and to whom the music relates. 

 The C music is similar to the A music in that the vertical sonority alternates 

with almost every attack because there are more than two verticalities.  The two-

measure unit is shown in Example 15. 

 

The entire first measure does alternate between a perfect fifth of B-flat and F, and a 

minor ninth of F and G-flat.  In the second measure, the trumpet introduces a new 

note in the middle of beat two, creating the verticality B-flat, C, F, [0 2 7].  Beat three 
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also introduces a new verticality, F, D-flat, G-flat, [0 1 5].  The last quarter note of the 

measure also contains a three-note sonority, F, E-flat, G-flat, [0 1 3].  When the last 

two verticalities are combined, they create the set D-flat, E-flat, F, G-flat, [0 1 3 5], 

the initial verticality from the A section, but at T1.  The [0 2 7] set is a subset of [0 1 5 

7], and is also at a transposition level of T1. 

 The music of the “Fanfare,” cue number 4/3 is used shortly after cue 3/2, 

within ten minutes of the start of the film.  Because the “Fanfare” is only ten seconds 

long, the entire cue is reproduced in Example 16. 

 

At the beginning of the cue, the instruments are used antiphonally, sounding, in order, 

the pitches C, D-flat, B-flat, and F, the set [0 2 3 7].  When the two group begin to 
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play simultaneously, the chords that are used are G-flat major, B-flat minor, E-flat 

minor seventh in third inversion, C major, and G major.  The C and G chords 

alternate at the end of the cue, giving a sense of repeated V-I motion.  Like the 

previous cue, the pitch collection, which does not belong to any of the “naming 

themes,” sets it apart. 

 The “War Music” and “Fanfare” are each used multiple times in the film.  Cue 

number 18, the “(Royal) Fanfare,” which sounds like the same music as cue 4/3.  In 

its second use, the music is announcing the entrance of the court as they make their 

way to their seats for the play.  The second occurrence of the “War Music,” which is 

cue number 31, the “War March” is used eighteen minutes before the end of the film.  

The cue is used to prepare the audience for Hamlet’s sword battle with Laertes and 

deaths of the main characters.  The same cue is then used during the duel, but before 

Hamlet is stabbed.  The fanfare is played three times, each time sounding as if it is a 

prelude to death.  In all cases, this music is ominous and gives a feeling of tension.  

The music is unchanged all three times, and the tension only grows each time the 

fanfare is sounded.  Ultimately, the tension is resolved through death, so the 

association of this fanfare with death is unavoidable. 

 There is a second fanfare, which is cue 20, “Side-Show Fanfare,” and this 

fanfare only occurs once.  This cue is the announcement that the play is about to 

begin.  Like the other fanfare, this is about ten seconds in length, and is written for 

three unison trumpets and tambourine, the instruments of a traveling band of actors.  

Throughout the entire fanfare, the tambourine has a roll.  The trumpets initially 
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outline, through arpeggiation, the G minor triad, from D down to G and back up.  

This happens twice, and then the trumpets play a stepwise ascent, from D to A, all 

with pitches belonging to the G melodic minor scale.  However, at the end of the cue, 

a V-I progression is established, much in the same way as the first fanfare.  In this 

cue, the tonic is A and the dominant is E, leaving the final V-I progression separate 

again from the rest of the music of the cue. 

 

Music for Dancing and Procession 

 Four cues were composed for either dancing or for the procession of the court. 

Two of these cues are used for music for balls, cues 5 and 8, Ophelia’s “naming 

theme,” cue 7, and the procession in the garden, cue 19.  Ophelia is always 

accompanied by the harpsichord, but sometimes with a different melody than her 

theme, so that leaves three other cues in this section. 

 Chronologically, the first of these cues is number 5, “The Ball at the Palace.”  

This cue is used immediately after the end of the first fanfare, about ten minutes into 

the film.  The cue is scored almost entirely for strings; the brass enter only in the last 

sixteen measures of the over 200 measure cue.  The music is a quick 6/8 dance, with a 

tempo marking of presto, and begins in the key of B-flat major.  For a diegetic dance 

music cue, it would be extremely unusual for the music to be composed using non-

diatonic means.  Despite the apparent harmonic simplicity of the cue (the 

accompaniment outlines nothing other than I and V), the melody is quite removed 

from B-flat major.  This melody is shown in Example 17. 
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The melody can be divided into two parts: before and after the high D.  Before the D, 

the pitch collection used is E, F, Gb, G, Ab, and C, which is the set [0 1 2 3 4 8].  

After the D, there are two tetrachords used: Bb, Cb, Db, D, the set [0 1 3 4], and E, F, 

Gb, Ab, the set [0 1 2 4].  If these two tetrachords are combined, they yield the set [0 

1 3 4 6 7 8 T], a nearly octatonic collection.  The melody does not fit in with the 

accompaniment because of what Shostakovich is trying to convey through the music.  

The most unusual thing about the cue is not the opening melody, but its use in the 

film.  At no time during Hamlet’s appearance is anyone seen dancing; dancing is only 

seen in a different room where Gertrude and Claudius are celebrating.  While Hamlet 

is delivering his monologue, which contains the line “Frailty, thy name is woman,”81 

he is walking through the party-goers, and is only another body in the castle.  The 

music is playing, but nobody is dancing, even though the style of the music and the 

amount of people indicate that this is dance music.  By placing Hamlet in the “party,” 

and making him just another member of the gathering, his monologue takes on a 

more stinging nature that it does in the play.  Hamlet discusses how his mother was 

widowed only a month earlier, and now is remarried to her dead husband’s brother.  

                                                           
81 From Shakespeare’s text, Act I, Scene 2, lines 129-158. 
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Meanwhile, in the next room, Gertrude and Claudius, as well as several others, are 

dancing at a party.  The music is much more significant that just acting as dance 

music.  The accompaniment and style show that the music is intended for a public 

dance, but the melody failing to conform to this standard shows that things are not as 

they should be.  No one is dancing to the dance music, the “King” is the king’s 

brother, the widowed queen is remarried, and this leads to the assumption, which will 

be confirmed by the ghost, that the true king died from unnatural means. 

 “The Ball,” cue 8, is the other dance music.  This cue lasts about one minute, 

and begins between minute nineteen and twenty.  Although the music is for a ball, the 

music, again, does not operate as dance music, but as music accompanying an orgy of 

food and other activities.  The cue is written in 3/4 time with a tempo marking of 

allegretto and a key signature indicating E-flat major.  There are several points in the 

cue where the meter shifts from 3/4 to 4/4 for only a measure or two, and then returns 

to the 3/4 meter.  Also, this music does not function as dance music because of the 

fast tempo; the cue sounds as though it is a fast waltz in one instead of three.  The 

dynamic level never drops below fortissimo in the written music, although there are 

volume changes in the film because of location of characters relative to the ball. 

 The cue does not really contain a melody, but instead, a series of motifs that 

are repeated throughout the cue.  The motifs center around either E-flat major or C 

minor, the two possibilities indicated by the key signature, but neither key is 

particularly emphasized over the other.  The cue both begins and ends in “E-flat 

 

232



major,” and there is motion from V to I at the end of the cue, but only in the root 

movement, played by the timpani. 

 The music is clearly diegetic, although the ensemble is never shown on-

screen. The instrumentation makes this difficult to believe, as it is scored for full 

orchestra, including several percussion instruments.  But as Chion stated, this 

believability can be manipulated in cinema.  When Claudius walks through a door 

and closes it behind him, the music volume drops, as if the ensemble is on the other 

side of the door. Also, as Hamlet and his men are on the night patrol outside of the 

castle, the music is barely audible, but just enough to be aware that there is a party 

going on somewhere in the castle. 

 The “Procession in the Garden,” cue 19, occurs almost an hour into the film, 

and shows the various members of the court walking to be seated for the play.  This 

cue is one of the longer cues in the film, about two minutes and thirty seconds in 

length.  It is composed only for flute and strings, is in 4/4 time at a moderate tempo, 

and is in the key of G major.  Three major sections comprise the cue.  The first, 

labeled A, is music composed as a parallel period, with the flute doubling the melody 

line of the first violin.  The B music is in A minor, and is composed in a 2+2+2 form, 

an aa’b.  The C music returns to G major, and is again a parallel period, but the 

melody, only played in the flute, is different than that of the A section.  There is 

actually no chromaticism in this cue, not even a G-sharp in the A minor sections.  

This is significant because of the vast amount of chromaticism in other cues, and the 

lack of tonality in those cues.   
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 The music in this cue presents all of the members of the court and royal 

family, so the music is expected to present them as regally as possible.  Therefore, the 

clarity of tonality is serving to show how “good” everything is within the court of 

Elsinore.  However, the audience knows that this is not true, and also knows that 

several members are plotting against each other for personal gain.  In this way, the 

music is functioning contrarily to what the audience expects. 

 Hamlet is acting one way, yet trying to entrap Claudius through the play.  

Ophelia is acting one way, yet still trying to get Hamlet to pay attention to her.  

Gertrude is acting one way, yet trying to appear upset about the death of Hamlet’s 

father.  The diatonicism of this cue, like the behavior of the characters in this scene, is 

false and fleeting.  The music does not stay this way for the rest of the film, nor do 

the characters.  It is only in this instance, where everyone is pretending to get along, 

that the music is completely diatonic, with no chromatic pitches. 

 

Other Diegetic Cues 

 During the scene of the play, the only music that is used is for the “Scene of 

the Poisoning,” cue 21.  This cue is nearly four minutes in length, and like several 

other diegetic cues, the performing ensemble is never shown on-screen.  Like cue 8, 

“The Ball,” the instrumentation does not seem possible to be diegetic, but it is 

acceptable because of the rules of film.  The cue is scored for full orchestra, including 

a large percussion section and harp.  It is written in 4/4 time at a tempo of largo, and 

with a key signature indicating G minor.  The music used in the film does not begin 
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until the tempo change after rehearsal [5].  The music that is not reminiscent of the 

Ghost or Hamlet falls outside of the “naming themes,” functioning to cause unrest 

among those watching the play after the plot to murder the player king is revealed.  

 When the actual cue begins after rehearsal [5], the strings play an ostinato 

pattern that repeats every two measures and only utilizes notes in the G minor triad.  

Although there are short diversions of two measures in length, this ostinato continues 

until [9].  The action on-stage shows a king and queen arguing.  Throughout the play, 

Hamlet is talking to Ophelia and talking at Claudius.  The player king lies down, and 

this is when [9] is reached.  Here, it is clear that the sleeping player king is Hamlet’s 

father because the music is that of the Ghost.  Beginning three measures before [11], 

the strings enter with a new ostinato, which is an open fourth, from C to F, played in 

quarter notes throughout the entire string section.  The Ghost’s theme is played by the 

oboe and bassoon, but in minor seconds.  This slight variation occurs when the on-

stage usurper pours poison in the ear of the player king.  It is because the player king 

is being unjustly killed that the Ghost’s theme is played in minor seconds instead of a 

single pitch as it should be.  From [11] to [16], more instruments enter into this 

ostinato, the music increases in intensity due to the death of the on-stage king, and in 

the measure before [16], the final verticality used contains the pitches B, C, D, F, and 

Ab, a fully-diminished ninth chord which only resolves to a tritone of B and F at [16].  

Here, the tempo increases to presto, and the meter changes from 4/4 to 2/4.  It is at 

this point that Claudius stands fully erect because he sees the play “reenacting” what 

he did to his brother.  The melody at [16] is rhythmically diminished from the melody 
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at the beginning of the cue, but remains at the same pitch level.  Halfway between 

[17] and [18] is the actual moment when the “king” dies on-stage with a terrible cry.  

It is this same cry with which Claudius will die at the end of the film.  After [19], the 

audience gives polite applause at the conclusion of the play; everyone is quite 

agitated and no one knows quite how to respond to the general feeling.  For the 

remainder of the cue, the music sounds somewhat chaotic because the action shows 

everyone leaving quickly from the play.  Claudius is upset, and if the king is upset, so 

are his subjects.  Even Hamlet appears agitated because he knows that Claudius 

appears guilty after watching the play and Hamlet has difficulty waiting for the right 

moment to expose the conspiracy.  The music continues in the same fashion as it has 

through much of the presto section, contributing to the general sense of chaos and 

agitation. 

 One of the final instances of diegetic music in the film takes place during the 

famous “Flute” scene where Hamlet states that he will not give up information as if 

he were a pipe to be played upon. “Flutes,” cue 22, is about thirty seconds in length 

and enters sixty-five minutes into the film, after the conclusion of the play.  Although 

the cue is composed for one flute, multiple flutes and a tambourine are used in the 

film, giving it a much louder volume than if it were one. 

 This cue is based on a series of motives that are repeated.  The first part of the 

cue, the A section, from the beginning to two measures after rehearsal [2], is a small 

ternary form, aba.  Within the small ternary, each section is comprised of two smaller 

sections that are repeated.  In the a section, the pitch collection is C-sharp, D, E-flat, 
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F, F-sharp, G-sharp, and A, the set [0 1 2 4 5 7 8].  The b section contains the pitches 

D, E-flat, F, G-flat, A-flat, and A, the symmetrical set [0 1 3 4 6 7].  At two after [2], 

the B section enters.  The form of the B section is abcbc.  The a section, which 

contains the pitches E, F, G, A-flat, A, B, and C, the symmetrical set [0 1 3 4 5 7 8], 

is the only smaller section in the cue that does not repeat.  The b section contains a 

chromatic set ascending from E to C.  The c section contains the pitches D-sharp, E, 

F, G, G-sharp, A, B, and C, the set [0 1 2 4 5 6 8 9].  The final section contains the 

largest pitch collection in the cue, while the smallest set is contained in the middle 

part of the small ternary in the A section.  Despite the apparent lack of tonal 

boundaries as shown in the sets, there is a great deal of emphasis on consonant 

intervals in each small part.  In the small ternary, both the a and b parts outline perfect 

fourths and fifths clearly.  In the B section, there is an emphasis on enharmonic major 

thirds, although they are usually spelled as diminished fourths.  This shows is that 

although it appears as though Shostakovich is using atonality as the driving force, he 

still recognizes the importance of the consonant intervals and uses them to partition 

this cue. 

 The “Palace Music,” cue number 11, is not used in the film.  This cue, 

according to Hulme’s titling, indicates Hamlet deep in thought.82  Although Hulme 

may indicate Hamlet’s on-screen presence by providing the alternate title, the music 

does not because Hamlet’s “naming theme” is not found here.  The cue, composed for 

a woodwind sextet consisting of piccolo, flute, two clarinets, and two bassoons, and  

 

237



triangle, is in a waltz-like 3/4 meter beginning in the key of F major.  The cue is in a 

rounded binary form with the two halves of nearly even length, nineteen and twenty 

measures, respectively.  The A section is a parallel period, and the first phrase is 

composed as a 4+4+2, a two measure extension after the half cadence.  The second 

phrase is composed as a 4+5, with the second half of the phrase expanded before the 

perfect authentic cadence.  The B section is eleven measures in length and consists of 

a series of secondary dominants from D major to E-flat dominant, to B-flat dominant, 

and finally back to C major, the dominant of the home key before the return of the A’ 

section.  The “rounded” part of the form completes the cue and cadences in F major.  

The cue is composed as a seventeenth or eighteenth century dance movement, in 

terms of its style, form and tonalities. 

 Like cue number 30, this cue does not appear in the film.  The cue could have 

potentially been used as an example of irony, showing that things may appear normal 

on the surface, but underneath, quite the opposite is actually occurring, similar to cue 

17, the “Procession.”  This stylized dance movement may also have been composed 

for a scene cut from the final edit of the film. 

 The music for cue number 13, “Arrival of the Players,” is located in the Suite, 

and is combined there with cue number 20, the “Side-Show Fanfare.”  In the Suite, 

the fanfare, logically, precedes the players.  The “Players” cue begins at rehearsal [2] 

in the Suite.  The cue is scored for full orchestra at a tempo of allegro in 2/4 time.  

Immediately at [2], the low woodwinds play G, D, B-flat, and D as an eighth note 
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ostinato.  The remainder of the instruments do nothing other than play pitches 

belonging to that same G minor triad.  The pattern changes four measures before [3] 

when the harmony shifts to an AMm 4/2 chord.  This chord “resolves” to an E-flat 

minor triad at [3].   

 A new compositional pattern begins at [3] in the form of parallel motion 

minor triads.  The E-flat minor triad moves down chromatically to C minor, and then 

back up to E-flat.  The pattern continues at [4], but the descent goes to B minor, and 

the ascent up to F-sharp minor, the harmony at [5].  The music continues in a similar 

fashion, patterns alternating with ostinato passages, until [11]. 

 The main compositional force in this cue is the alternation of patterns, 

particularly ostinatos.  These ostinatos are only four eighth notes in length, so they are 

repeated in every measure when they are used.  Against the ostinatos, one of two 

things happen.  Either there are instruments playing a “melody,” which itself often is 

a repeated phrase, or a single harmony is iterated throughout the passage.  In some 

places, like [6], the ostinato is a single chord.  At [8], the original ostinato returns, and 

this is constantly used until [11] when the texture changes to exclusively percussion. 

 From [11] to [13], the music contains only percussion.  Throughout this entire 

passage, the tambourine and snare drum play a continuous roll.  From [11] to [12], 

they are joined by the bass drum, and from [12] to [13], they are joined by the 

suspended cymbal.  The cymbal/bass drum, when not playing rolls, are connected to 

the tam-tam.  These instruments play at the beginning of every fourth measure, their 

own pattern.  The timpani has its own pattern as well.  In a four measure span, the 
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timpani rests in the first, plays G in the second, plays either C or E-flat in the third, 

and G again in the fourth.  The C and E-flat alternate depending on which one was 

last heard.  The timpani pattern breaks down two measures before [13] because the 

third measure of its pattern becomes a G, like the second and fourth. 

 When the full orchestra returns at [13], the cue is nearly the same as at 

rehearsal [3] in cue 28, “The Death of Ophelia.”  The only difference, other than the 

time signature, is the doubling of the C minor chord in the woodwinds and brass.  At 

[14], the C minor triad continues to be held by the entire orchestra.  The only 

instrument with a moving line is the timpani, which again, plays only notes in the C 

minor triad.  After the tutti rest, only the strings, harp, and timpani continue, and the 

chord changes to G major.  The chord is attacked every four measures, and the 

timpani plays the same rhythmic pattern as it had at [11], but now plays the pitches G 

and D, the root and fifth of the harmony. 

 The cue begins in G minor, and quickly moves away, to keys as distant as C-

sharp minor, but returns to G minor at [8].  The tonality does not change after this 

point; only the pedal chord changes, from G minor, to C minor, and back to G major 

at the conclusion.  The tonality somewhat follows the smaller-level compositional 

structure.  The structure is idea – contrast – idea, but the contrast does not necessarily 

have to be in complete opposition to the idea.  The tonality goes from G minor – 

away – G minor/major, the same idea as the lower level of form in the cue. 

 Cue number 17, entitled “Preparation for the Spectacle,” sounds like players 

warming up before a performance.  This cue, which is unpublished, lasts about thirty 
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seconds, and is heard in the background when Hamlet approaches one of the 

performers. Unfortunately, the volume of the cue is low, and there are too many 

“unrelated” lines to make an accurate transcription of the cue, but the music, like the 

“King’s Decree,” is present only to indicate that there are musicians warming up 

before a performance. 

 The diegetic music, as expected, is present to serve a specific purpose in the 

scene, and often times, the narrative function does not extend past that diegetic 

reason.  Sometimes, the diegetic cues are repeated, and this too is expected.  Fanfares 

are not likely to be heard only once during the course of the film, but longer cues, like 

dance movements are likely to be used once.  The diegetic cues have little in common 

with the non-diegetic cues.  The only thematic music that overlaps into the realm of 

the diegetic is that of the Ghost.  His music is present in the three instances where the 

clock chimes: before Hamlet’s meeting with him, after the meeting, and immediately 

before the duel at the conclusion of the film.  It is also present in cue 17, “Scene of 

the Poisoning.”  Outside of the Ghost’s music, there is no overlap between the 

thematic music and the diegetic world. 

 The first music heard in the film and the last music heard in the film both 

belong to Hamlet.  Hamlet’s Theme is not used during the main titles of the film, a 

funeral bell is used for that.  But Hamlet’s Theme is the first music heard in the film, 

establishing Hamlet as the main character.  When the final music, used for Hamlet’s 

funeral, is nearly identical to the beginning music, this view of Hamlet as main 

character is confirmed.  The “naming theme” has been developed throughout the 
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course of the film, but at the conclusion, returns to its original form, and is easily 

recognizable as the first music heard. 

 
 

SUMMARY 
 
 Despite some conflation between the diegetic and non-diegetic worlds, 

Shostakovich’s music, in this film, fits into either the diegetic or non-diegetic 

category with little ambiguity.  The non-diegetic music is primarily used to “name” 

characters on-screen.  The three characters “named” by the music are Hamlet, who is 

accompanied by octatonic scale fragments, the Ghost, whose music is unchanging 

and primarily in half notes indicating the deliberateness of his actions, and Ophelia, 

whose music is always played by the harpsichord.  The rest of the non-diegetic music, 

as well as the diegetic music, does not utilize the same pitch collections or 

instrumentation as the “naming themes,” suggesting that the pitch collections of the 

naming themes are more significant than other pitch collections.  The moments where 

there is overlap between the diegetic and non-diegetic are presented in clock chimes 

and/or funeral bells.  The clock chimes sound the “naming theme” of the Ghost, and 

the funeral bells announce deaths of major characters. 

 The “naming theme” of Hamlet dominates the music in the film, and he is 

always present on-screen during its use.  The “Overture,” the first musical cue heard 

in the film, is Hamlet’s theme, and ends on a C-sharp while the castle is closed off 

from the world.  During Hamlet’s funeral, at the conclusion of the film, the final 
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statement of Hamlet’s theme is in the key of F-sharp major, symbolically indicating a 

V-I cadence from beginning to end of the film. 

 Shostakovich also proves to be highly skilled at composing film music; his 

subtle audible changes in the music are significant in the score, but do not render the 

cue as unrecognizable.  Shostakovich uses slight changes in intervals such as fourths 

and instrumentation to change the mood or to relate current action to prior events in 

the narrative.  The music in this film truly is the “climax of his work in the cinema.”83

                                                           
83 Egorova, 172. 
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Chapter Six – King Lear 
 
 

I have tried several times to draft out a plan for it on paper, 
but when you are concerned with “Lear,” there are many 

things that cannot be explained in words. 
 

Kozintsev, King Lear: The Space of Tragedy
 
 

 Kozintsev’s film King Lear, completed in 1970, was both his final 

collaboration with Shostakovich and his final completed film; he died in 1973.  After 

Lear, the two began work on St. Petersburg Days, based on stories by Gogol, but this 

work was left unfinished.1  The film was awarded prizes from international film 

festivals in such places as Chicago (in 1972) and Milan (in 1973).  Kozintsev and 

Shostakovich had previously collaborated on several films, going back to 

Shostakovich’s first film score, The New Babylon in 1929.   

Kozintsev’s interpretation of King Lear is the journey of a man looking to find 

his humanity.  It is also a timeless cautionary tale, an event that could happen 

anytime.  In the “Translator’s Introduction” to his diary, Mary Mackintosh writes, 

“He sees the play as symbolizing the apocalyptic encroachment of the Last Day of 

Judgement, the end of the world.  Lear, a blind despot, renounces his power, and in 

doing so, becomes human, but a human caught up in an inevitable path leading 

towards disaster.”2  Based on Mackintosh’s comments, it is clear that the character of 

Lear, when he has power, is not human, in Mackintosh’s sense, and as a human, he 

                                                           
1 Hulme, 564. 
2 Kozintsev, King Lear: The Space of Tragedy, ix. 
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has no power.  The music generally works in accordance with the image (i.e., music 

assists the on-screen action instead of playing against it), in contrast to The New 

Babylon, discussed in earlier chapters, and helps the film achieve this goal.  The 

diegetic music conveys the ideas of life and death, of public duty and one’s personal 

desires.  This is accomplished through an unusually heavy burden placed on short 

brass statements.  The non-diegetic music helps advance the narrative and also 

conveys the same ideas as the diegetic music, but in a more general way.  It is 

significant that the two types of music operate in such distinct roles because some 

blurring of the boundaries between the diegetic and non-diegetic is expected.  The 

diegetic music tries to act a musical signifier, something akin to a sign on the road 

and something that can have no initial meaning but is given meaning later, and not a 

musical characterization; the non-diegetic music does not operate as a musical 

signifier of any sort; its purpose is to further the narrative. 

The soundtrack for Lear is much different than that of Hamlet.  In Hamlet, 

there were very few sound effects, particularly when they would be expected; for 

example, rarely are large groups of people heard in Hamlet, but they are always seen.  

In Lear, the audience hears the shuffling of footsteps during the Main Titles, but 

before the establishing shot, so Kozintsev has a different idea of the soundtrack in 

mind for this film.  Sound effects are used for the wagon train of Lear, fires crackling, 

footsteps, and all of the other expected instances.  This soundtrack is much more 

typical of modern films because of the heightened levels of sound effects.  Hamlet 

was isolated even though he was surrounded by people who were silent.  Lear is 
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surrounded by people who keep silent, but are always heard in the soundtrack through 

effects. 

A lesser amount of music was composed for King Lear than for Hamlet.  

Many of the cues are short diegetic cues, and even the non-diegetic cues are relatively 

short, usually not longer than two minutes.  The music does not give any indication of 

time period, instead relying on Shostakovich’s late period harmonic and melodic 

language.  For example, the “Lament” that is heard during the war near the end of the 

film uses several diminished intervals and segments of the octatonic scale, with 

verticalities arising from the resultant counterpoint.  Despite the small amount of 

music, it is highly effective in the film. 

This chapter will discuss the music in this film, separated into diegetic and 

non-diegetic, and the relationships between the different musical fragments at a 

structural level.  The diegetic instrumental music provides commentary on two 

principles, public duty and personal interest.  The perfect fifth and the tritone, 

respectively, represent the two principles.  The diegetic song conveys its message 

through the use of irony.  The Fool sings to Lear about the decision that has been 

made, but Lear dismisses the songs of the Fool. The non-diegetic music, in contrast, 

emphasizes the narrative, and works to assist the on-screen action, as typical non-

diegetic music should.  The construction of the non-diegetic cues will be discussed in 

detail, as well as any potential relationships to the diegetic music. 

The film, released in 1970 by Lenfilm Studios in the USSR, was directed by 

Grigori Kozintsev, and Shakespeare’s text was translated into Russian by Boris 
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Pasternak.  Kozintsev took Pasternak’s translation from several years earlier and used 

it for the screenplay.  Additionally, the “Songs of the Fool” were translated by 

Samuel Marshak.  The film stars Yuri Yarvet as King Lear and Oleg Dal as the Fool.  

The VHS copy I have used was re-released in 2000 by Lenfilm Video. 

 

GENERAL MUSICAL INFORMATION 

 The music for the film is Shostakovich’s opus 137.3  Few of the musical cues 

contain full orchestration; many contain only a handful of instruments at most.  A full 

list of music written for the film is given in the table below.  The music of the Fool’s 

Songs, op. 58a, comes from the music composed for the stage play of King Lear, 

directed by Kozintsev in 1941 in Leningrad. 

Table 6.1 – List of Cues and Titles4

Cue English Title Russian Title 
1 Horn of the Beggar Leader Рог вожака нищих 
2 Horn of the Beggar Leader Рог вожака нищих 
3 Departure of the King’s 

wagon train 
Выезд королевского обоза 

4 Edmund commands the 
attack 

Эдмонд приказывает трубить 
наступление 

5 Edmund commands the 
challenge to duel 

Эдмонд приказывает трубить вызов на 
поединок 

6 Answering trumpeter of 
Edgar 

Отвечает трубач Эдгара 

7 The Fool’s Bell Бубенчики Шута 
8 The Fool’s Pipe Дудочка Шута 
9 Huntsmen’s Horns Охотничьи рога 
10 The Call of Death Зов смерти 

                                                           
3 Riley discusses the music of King Lear on pp. 103-107 of his book.  One of his foci is the similarity 
of this music to the contemporary concert works. 
4 The English titles are my own.  In some instances, Hulme’s titles on p. 457 are not identical. 
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50 Introduction (Passage of 
Time) 

Вступление (Ход времени) 

51 The First Sighting of Lear’s 
Castle 

Первое появление замка Лира 

52 (Untitled – 5 measure brass 
statement) 

 

53 Beginning of the 
Catastrophe 

Начало катастрофы 

54 The Voice of Truth Голос правды 
55 The Storm Буря
56 Lament Плач
57 The Storm (Beginning) Буря (начало) 
58 Dinner at Goneril’s Обед у Гонерильи 
70 End of the film King Lear. 

Finale 
Конец картины «Король Лир». Финал. 

 

All of the music listed above can be found in the Shostakovich Collected 

Works, volume 42, in numerical order.5  Several of the first nine selections are short 

horn calls and used almost exclusively as diegetic music, the exception being cue 8.  

The remaining selections are exclusively used non-diegetically, except for cue 70, 

which is a variant of cue 8, The Fool’s Piping Dance.  Only cues 7 and 52 are unused 

in the film; these cues were discarded and never used in any way with the film or its 

suite.  With regards to potential “missing” cues, 11-49 and 59-69, the cues and their 

numbering, provided in the table above, are the only published cues and they account 

for all of the music in the film.  Table 2 provides a chronological use of the cues in 

the film. 

                                                           
5 Shostakovich, Collected Works, Volume 42: Incidental Music to Films. 
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Table 6.2 – Cues and Timings 

Cue number English title Time used in Film 
8 The Fool’s Pipe 0:00:00-0:00:58 
1  Horn of the Beggar Leader  0:03:10-0:03:13 
51 The First Sighting of Lear’s Castle 0:03:35-0:05:22 
53 Beginning of the Catastrophe 0:17:52-0:20:22 

3 (2 times) Departure of the King’s Wagon Train 0:21:32-0:21:52 
3 Departure of the King’s Wagon Train 0:22:48-0:22:57 
51 The First Sighting of Lear’s Castle 0:23:43-0:24:58 

9 (3 times) Huntsmen’s Horns 0:30:07-0:30:52 
58 Dinner at Goneril’s 0:35:20-0:37:36 
3 Departure of the King’s Wagon Train 0:39:13-0:39:22 

50 (part II) Introduction (Passage of Time) 0:39:35-0:40:15 
3 Departure of the King’s Wagon Train 0:41:43-0:41:52 
1 Horn of the Beggar Leader 0:53:30-0:53:33 
3 Departure of the King’s Wagon Train 0:53:34-0:53:43 
57 The Storm (Beginning) 1:04:27-1:06:29 

55 (2 times) The Storm 1:07:02-1:10:50 
10 The Call of Death 1:22:40-1:22:52 

1 (2 times) Horn of the Beggar Leader 1:28:54-1:28:56, 
1:29:09-1:29:12 

50 (part I) Introduction (Passage of Time) 1:31:43-1:32:45 
1 Horn of the Beggar Leader 1:35:44-1:35:46 
56 Lament 1:37:52-1:38:40 
54 The Voice of Truth 1:41:15-1:42:50 
8 The Fool’s Pipe 1:43:15-1:44:12 
4 Edmund Commands the Advance 1:47:20-1:47:23 
56 Lament 1:49:01-1:53:17 

56 (end) Lament 1:54:20-1:55:22 
5 Edmund Commands the Challenge to Duel 1:58:45-1:59:05 

6 (1.5 times) Answering Trumpeter of Edgar 1:59:08-1:59:38 
10 The Call of Death 2:04:59-2:05:10 
70 End of the film King Lear. Finale 2:10:19-2:11:14 

 

USE OF DIEGETIC MUSIC 

 There are two types of diegetic music in this film, the written cues notated in 

the table above, and diegetic song, for which there is no written music.  Noted 
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previously, the first nine cue are all used diegetically, with the exception of cue 8. 

The first two cues are both horn calls by the Beggar Leader.  However, only the 

ascending perfect fifth at the beginning of each cue is used; the remainder of each cue 

was unused in the film.  The complete music for the two horn calls is shown in 

Example 1. 

 

The perfect fifth is used at various intervals throughout the film, but its initial use 

occurs immediately after the opening titles.  One of the beggars puts a horn (what 

looks like an elephant tusk) to his lips and out comes the perfect fifth.  This horn call 

was quite significant to Kozintsev.  In a letter to Shostakovich from Kozintsev in 

December of 1969, Kozintsev wrote: 

A call runs through the whole tragedy.  To start with it is an ordinary 
sound.  The beggars are moving, a tramp blows a horn: a hoarse long-
drawn out sound, the most elemental.  But then the call sounds again 
and the main characters answer it.  They leave their imaginary, illusory 
life which they have lived up till now and join the majority of the 
people, the unhappiness and poverty.  This is the call of life.6

 
 

                                                           
6 Kozintsev, KL, 242. 
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As Kozintsev describes it, the call is an “ordinary sound,” something that is 

commonplace.  Even though Shostakovich’s two cues contain the opening perfect 

fifth, they also contain more music than was actually used.  In the film, there is no 

difference between the two cues because both are cut off after only the first two notes 

– the interval of a perfect fifth.  This makes identifying the music as cue 1 or cue 2 

difficult, if not impossible.  This use of the horn is in contrast to Hulme’s assertion,  

who, in his notes for King Lear states, “Only the final notes of the horn calls are 

sounded.”7  Because the final version of the film only contains the perfect fifth, that 

must be considered the elemental, generative interval that gives birth to the fully 

composed but unused “Call of Life.”  Perhaps Kozintsev felt that the cue as 

composed would seem out of place coming from a valveless “horn,” or that a longer 

cue would become more of a leitmotive for the beggars than the more primitive 

perfect fifth.  Additionally, the call as used in the film is just a short pause, and the 

full cue may have brought the action to somewhat of an unnatural halt. 

 Egorova also mentions “The Call of Life” in her discussion of King Lear.  She 

states, “In this ‘call,’ full of anguish and pain, played by the French horn, the way is 

prophetically shown along which King Lear is to follow, freed of illusions and 

sinking into the boundless sea of human suffering and grief.”8  Egorova’s quote about 

Lear’s path nicely complements Kozintsev’s, particularly when he says, “They leave 

                                                           
7 Hulme, 458. Hulme is wrong to hear the end of the horn call and not the beginning, while I only hear 
the beginning and not the end.  Without the opening perfect fifth, the elemental aspect of the call, 
which is necessary, is not present. 
8 Egorova, 221. 
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their imaginary, illusory life which they have lived up till now and join the majority 

of the people, the unhappiness and poverty.”9  The imaginary life that Lear and others 

lead is the life of public duty.  Lear is king, and has a duty to lead his country on the 

best course, possibly at the expense of his own individual wants at times.  Public duty 

is represented by order and stability.  When serving as king, Lear and his surrounding 

life, one would imagine, is ordered.10  The interval of the perfect fifth creates order in 

two ways.  First, it is the first interval of the overtone series that is not an octave.  

Second, the perfect fifth creates a framework for tonality, the notes of the tonic and 

dominant, a very stable system.  The direction of the perfect fifth is also significant.  

The ascending perfect fifth is a contrast to a descending perfect fifth, which often 

times signals death.  The ascending fifth could signal a sort of “birth,” referring to the 

elemental nature of the perfect fifth.   

 Is it possible that Shostakovich thought of the “Call to Life” as only the 

perfect fifth interval and not the complete cue as written?  This is not likely because 

life is not necessarily ordered.  In fact, only death and the elemental are ordered.  

Shostakovich was probably not involved with the editing of the film, so the abrupt 

end of the cue was likely Kozintsev’s choice.  In spite of not having Shostakovich’s 

musical background, Kozintsev’s musical editing worked in this instance to show 

order and life at the outset of the film.  Life inevitably moves towards some sort of  

 

                                                           
9 Kozintsev, KL, 242. 
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conflict that must be resolved.  Both complete cues immediately move from the linear 

perfect fifth down a half step, and the interval implied is a tritone, an interval that 

demands resolution.  This note also introduces a problem in the tonal system 

established by the perfect fifth – it creates a lydian feel, a rarely used mode.  In order 

to maintain the “path” for Lear, the music must be ended after the linear perfect fifth 

because at this point, Lear is still king and still performing his public duty, implying 

order.   

 Returning to Egorova’s quote, she mentions “the boundless sea of human 

suffering and grief” in reference to the “Call of Life.”  She also says that the call is 

full of pain, but the pain in the cue is difficult to locate.  The pain becomes obvious at 

the point where the tritone is introduced in the music and is only accomplished 

referentially.  This causes the dramatic shift from order to disorder, death to life, 

strongly defined tonality to a different tonal system.  It is a cliché to say that “life is 

hard,” so much so that even characters in films often say it aloud.11  Pain demands 

resolution, so if life really represents pain, then the resolution of that pain is death.  If 

melodic and harmonic dissonance is the musical representation of life, then the 

musical representation of death is pure consonance.  To better fill out Egorova’s 

ideas, the death of any piece is its end, and usually preceding the end is a perfect 

authentic cadence.  Delaying any cadence is the objective of dissonance, so then life 

                                                                                                                                                                      
10 Although there is no real introduction or back-story to the play, it is safe to assume that Lear’s power 
was never challenged, nor was the country ever in a state of chaos during Lear’s rule. 
11 In The Princess Bride, the character of Westley says to Princess Buttercup, “Life is pain!  Anyone 
who says otherwise is selling something.” 
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delays death.  This creates two questions.  First, if death is a “bad” thing and life is a 

“good” thing, why is life represented by dissonance and death by consonance?   This 

topic is an inversion of how the music should be characterized.  Second, how does the 

perfect fifth, a consonant interval, become representative of the “Call of Life?” 

 The second question can be answered through another quote from Kozintsev.  

Cue 7, “The Fool’s Bells,” is not used at all in the film.  Kozintsev discusses this 

music in his diary, when he states, “I asked Dmitri Shostakovich to compose a short 

piece for the Fool’s bells.  He sent me an excellent piece of music for xylophone and 

bells.  I was very taken with it but unfortunately the musical form was too concrete 

and the piece too self-contained.  The result was not a sign for recognition but a 

musical characterization.”12  Kozintsev seems occupied with recognition, a musical 

signifier, a musical figure that is not long enough to be a leitmotive, but is instantly 

recognizable as belonging to a character or object or concept.  Kozintsev recalls a 

telephone conversation with Shostakovich where Shostakovich asks to write a theme 

for Cordelia, much like the theme for Ophelia in Hamlet.  Kozintsev replied that he 

“did not want to have themes for the main characters in Lear.”13  This statement 

reinforces Kozintsev’s position that recognition is more important than musical 

characterization, or leitmotives.  “Signs of recognition” differ from “musical 

characterizations” in that a recognition sign is much shorter.  The sign has no 

development, no continuation, no transformation.  It is the musical equivalent of a 

                                                           
12 Kozintsev, KL, 72. 
13 Ibid., 246. 
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single word, a familiar sound that begins empty but can be given meaning.  In 

contrast, a characterization gives properties to the object with which it is associated.  

In the case of the Fool, the xylophone, bells, and tambourine give him a sense of the 

jocular and also a sense of simplicity.  However, in the film, the Fool is not depicted 

in either way. Kozintsev signifies the Fool in the film through the use of a single bell 

tied around the Fool’s ankle.  It is the sign of recognition that is of the utmost 

importance.  The perfect fifth is a familiar sound, one that is easily recognizable.  On 

its own, the fifth has no meaning, but through association, it can be given meaning.  

This is how the perfect fifth, alone, is a sign of recognition for the “Call of Life.” 

 The music for “The Fool’s Bells,” one of the two discarded cues from the 

film, is scored for percussion: xylophone, bells, and tambourine.  This music is 

dissonant and not very complex.  The interval of a third, both major and minor, is 

almost exclusively used in the bell part.  The xylophone moves stepwise through the 

first part of this fragment, which is written as non-imitative counterpoint.  In the 

second part, the rhythms played by the xylophone and bells are identical, and the 

intervals are dissonant.  The two instruments move from a minor second to a major 

seventh, an inversion.  The next series of intervals are more consonant, sixths, perfect 

fifths, and octaves, but ends on a diminished seventh of B to A-flat.  The music is 

repeated, but with the xylophone and bell parts switched, and the final melodic 

interval is A-flat to B, an augmented ninth, which sounds like a minor tenth, a 

consonant interval.  The tambourine’s role is to fill in the space between melodic 

events in the first part, and is contrapuntal in the second part.  As Kozintsev stated, 
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the music was “too self-contained” and was more of a leitmotive than a “sign of 

recognition.” 

 As prominent as the perfect fifth is at the beginning of the “Call of Life,” the 

end of the written “Call” contains a tritone that is just as prominent.  Instead of the 

ascending written pitches C and F-sharp, the end shifts to the ascending written 

pitches D-flat and G.  Even though the tritone in the “Call of Life” cue is not used in 

the film, its representation becomes important throughout the remainder of the film.  

The tritone is representative of life, specifically individual life, as opposed to public 

duty.  Thus, Edmund’s trumpets, in contrast to the horn calls earlier, always play an 

obvious tritone.  Edmund is a usurper of the crown.  He is not motivated by public 

duty, rather he is motivated by greed and his own desire to have what he feels should 

justly be his.14  This interval, the tritone, is representative of individual life, and the 

dissonance within the tritone that is created means that it must ultimately be resolved 

to consonance.  By making the tritone representative of Edmund, Shostakovich 

equates the resolution of the  dissonant interval to the death of Edmund.  

 I will be using forms of the octatonic scale in my musical analysis, and will be 

referring to the three forms in the following way: 

Octatonic-1 = C-C-sharp-E-flat-E-F-sharp-G-A-B-flat = Oct-1 
Octatonic-2 = C-sharp-D-E-F-G-A-flat-B-flat-B = Oct-2 
Octatonic-3 = C-D-E-flat-F-F-sharp-A-flat-A-B = Oct-3 
 

                                                           
14 Edmund is the bastard son of Gloucester, meaning that he inherits nothing while his half-brother, 
Edgar, will inherit everything. 
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As cues 1 and 2 are composed, both fragments are based on Oct-3, but in cue 2, there 

are two notes that do not fit into that scale.  Those notes are the E and C-sharp 

(written B and A-flat).  The octatonic scale will be used considerably as the basis of 

several cues, both diegetic and non-diegetic. 

 The next group of diegetic cues, numbers 4, 5, and 6, only occur once each in 

the film and all take place within the final twenty minutes of the film.  In “Edmund 

commands the advance” (cue 4), the trumpet only plays one interval, a tritone, and 

not just any tritone, but C to F-sharp, a slight alteration from the natural perfect fifth 

of C to G.  The tritone is associated with individual gain and the lack of social 

responsibility, and Edmund attacks the French army at the end of the call.  The 

constant use of the tritone continues in “Edmund commands the challenge to duel” 

(cue 5), which is tripartite, and shown in Example 2.   

 

The first part contains the tritone and is based on Oct-1, the second part contains a 

perfect fourth and does not fit within any of the three octatonic scales, and the third 

part contains a tritone, is based on Oct-2, but concludes on a perfect fourth.  In the 
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third statement, the pattern changes from the first two statements; the repetition of the 

“home” pitch is absent.  Instead, a new pattern begins which consists of two scalar 

patterns, one from D to G, and the other from E to A-flat.  So far, all of the direct 

occurrences of the tritone have been in the trumpet music, as in this example, but the 

French horn avoids this interval.  This can be interpreted to mean that the French horn 

represents public duty and social responsibility while the trumpet represents 

individual desires.  The meaning of the French horn and trumpet is consistent 

throughout the whole film; no other instrumental timbres participate in this type of 

opposition. 

 This trumpet call is the signal for anyone to challenge Edmund’s authority to 

rule, and if nobody answers by the third call of the trumpet, then Edmund will declare 

himself King of England.  The repetition of the tritone again signals that Edmund’s 

life is hedonistic, which has been discussed.  Because the dissonance of the tritone 

has not been resolved, but instead reiterated multiple times, the tritone becomes static, 

and consequently stable.  The stability provided by the reiteration of the tritone 

introduces a second level of stability.  The first level of stability is tonal, and the new 

stability is repetition.  However, by stabilizing the tritone, the idea of life as 

dissonance must change.  Through the repetition of the tritone, Edmund’s death is 

revealed before the actual event transpires.  The final interval in this cue is an 

ascending perfect fourth, F to B-flat.  The move from a tritone to a perfect fourth is a 

reversal of sorts from the opening call, which had a perfect fifth moving to a tritone.  

The opening call shows a shift from social responsibility to human fallibility, whereas 
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Edmund’s trumpet shows the opposite, a shift from human fallibility to faux social 

responsibility.  It is the insincerity of his social responsibility that ultimately is 

Edmund’s undoing.   

 When Edgar answers the challenge in “Answering trumpeter of Edgar” (cue 

6), the intervals are primarily perfect fifths, seen in Example 3. 

 

There are several observations that can be made about this musical cue.  The 

immediate observation, based on the Russian title, is one of disconnectedness.  The 

title of the cue refers to Edgar’s trumpeter, but the call is written for French horn!  

Once again, this provides support for the French horn to represent social 

responsibility; Edgar must kill Edmund in order to reestablish order in the country.  

The first three notes are an exact retrograde of the first three notes of the “Call of 

Life.”  However, the retrograde would be unheard in the film because the cue as 

written is not performed as such; the retrograde is based on the complete score.  The 

retrograde shows that Edgar is moving from human fallibility to social responsibility.  

The marking above the music, “con sordino,” indicates a muted horn.  The tone of the 

horn is veiled, much like Edgar’s identity when he begins the duel with Edmund.  The 

end of his trumpet call is a descending perfect fifth from G-sharp down to C-sharp, 

often a precursor of death, particularly in opera.  Because the two musical statements 

are in dialogue with each other, the descending fifth does not mean that Edgar will 
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die, rather that Edmund will be killed by Edgar.  The perfect fifth is still present, 

saying that everything will be rectified in the end, but only at the cost of much 

bloodshed and order being imposed through unnatural means. 

 The music for the departure of Lear’s traveling party (cue 3), is the diegetic 

music used the most often in the film, and shown in Example 4.   

 

This trumpet call is sounded every time that Lear either arrives at or departs from a 

location.  Again, the use of the trumpet is significant because it represents human 

fallibility, and specifically for Lear, the choice to divide his kingdom unequally 

among his three daughters.  Because he no longer has a home of his own, Lear travels 

between the castles of his daughters after dividing his kingdom.  This trumpet call 

contains the tritone, but not in an overtly noticeable way.  The pitch materials used in 

this cue are derived from Oct-2.  Although the pitches G and G-sharp are not used, 

the other six pitches are, as well as C, which is not found in Oct-2.  The tritone is 

twice buried in the movement from measure 1 to measure 3, and is also used as an 

arpeggiation of an [0 1 6] in measures 5-7.  Instead of the ascending perfect fifth, the 

descending perfect fourth seems to be the most noticeable interval.  This is, both 

directionally and intervallically, an inversion of the signifier of the “Call of Life.”  

When Lear divides his kingdom, it is for all of the wrong reasons.  Ram Chandra 

Sharma writes, “In fact, the playwright makes it clear to the audience that [Lear] has 
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acted against both nature and his own best judgement.”15  This act would cause the 

“Call to Life” to somehow change.  Because Lear does act against nature, then the 

elemental interval of the perfect fifth and its direction become inverted showing the  

action and impending consequences.  This music only occurs while Lear has traveling 

attendants, and while he still believes that he will be able to live out the rest of his 

days with one of his daughters; therefore, it never occurs in the second half of the 

film.  Because of Lear’s decision to divide his kingdom, upsetting the balance 

between the social obligation and individual want, the “life” motive cannot be played 

in its original form when it relates to Lear.  The upheaval of the lives of those 

surrounding Lear, and his continued desire to rule despite his lack of power also 

explain the frequent recurrence of this music.  This music’s absence in the second 

part of the film can be explained because this is when Lear begins moving away from 

his public duty and toward his human fallibility. 

 This leaves cue 9, “Huntsmen’s Horns” as the last exclusively diegetic cue to 

be discussed.  It enters about thirty minutes into the film, and is scored for two 

trumpets and two trombones, and is bipartite.  The first part is imitative and the 

trombones arpeggiate a B-flat major triad while the trumpets arpeggiate a G major 

triad.  The second part consists of block chords that alternate between an E-flat 

augmented seventh chord (E-flat, G, B, D) and an altered B-flat augmented seventh 

chord (B-flat, D-flat, F-sharp, A).  All of the notes in these two chords, with the 

                                                           
15 Ram Chandra Sharma, An Approach to King Lear (Delhi: The Macmillan Company of India, 1975), 
38. 
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exception of D, belong to Oct-1, but this is more of a coincidence than anything.  The 

root and bass movement is from E-flat to B-flat, a sort of local V-I motion; this 

motion is more important than the fact that most of the pitches belong to Oct-1.  The 

end of this alternation leads to the final two chords, an A dominant eleventh (A, G, B, 

D), and a D major triad, a V-I cadence in D major.  There is a strong sense of closure 

for this fragment, unlike the ends of the other diegetic music in the film.  This is 

expected due to the nature and title of the cue. The job of a hunter, quite obviously, is 

to kill.  By having the announcement of the hunter’s arrival conclude with a PAC, the 

reference to death is very present.  This music is used as a prologue to Act I, Scene 4 

in the film, where Lear travels to Goneril and Albany’s castle and refers to the hunters 

returning to the castle with the evening meal. This prologue, like the prologue to the 

opening of the film, is not present in the play.  The horn call sounds three times in a 

row and is completed before Lear and his traveling party arrive; the hunter’s horns, 

with their cadential closure and implication of death are in contrast to Lear’s tonally 

ambiguous trumpet and implication of life. 

 The only other cue used diegetically is “The Fool’s Pipe,” but that will be 

discussed later with respect to non-diegetic music because its diegetic meaning is 

better interpreted through its non-diegetic usage. 

 Diegetic song is also used in the film, but is largely ignored and uncredited in 

the literature regarding this music.  In the opening credits to the film, Boris Pasternak 

is credited with translating the play into Russian, and Samuel Marshak is credited as 

translating the “Songs of the Fool” into Russian.  Because Marshak is credited in the 

 

262



Main Titles, his translations of the songs, to which Shostakovich added music for his 

incidental music to Kozintsev’s play in 1940 (opus 58a), these songs, or at least some 

of them, must be present in the film.16  The logical conclusion is that the music for 

the  

songs belongs to Shostakovich because he had already composed them, because he 

wrote the score for the film, and because he had previously adapted Shakespeare with 

Kozintsev.  This is unusual because when Hulme adds his notes to the information for 

the film score, he states, “Volume 42 of Collected Works incorrectly states that the 

Opus 58a ‘Ten Fool’s Songs’ were utilised in the film score.”17  Kozintsev even says, 

“In 1940 he [Shostakovich] wrote the music for my stage production of King Lear.  

But he did not use any of it for the film.”18  Why is there such a glaring inconsistency 

with respect to these songs?  It is true that the songs are not technically part of the 

film score proper, but they are part of the soundtrack, and they are clearly used, 

otherwise Marshak’s name would not appear in the Main Titles. 

 Songs are an important part of this film.  The beggars sing as they wander.  

Poor Tom sings to maintain his veil of madness.  The Fool sings because that is his 

place in life, to entertain.  The Fool is a simple character, and the simplest mode of 

music making is singing.  The first two of the “Fool’s Songs,” both based on melodic 

material from the song “Jingle Bells,” do appear in the film, with the appropriate text, 

and in the “correct” scene from the play.  The text for the two songs comes from Act  

                                                           
16 Hulme, 202-4. 
17 Hulme, 458. 
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I, Scene 4, lines 144-151 and 170-173, 176-184.  The Fool sings about how foolish 

Lear was to give away his land to his two daughters, who will soon cut him out of 

their lives.  These songs, in the film, are unaccompanied because the Fool sings them 

in the castle of Goneril and is not singing for the entertainment of the people, but 

instead, trying to make a point to Lear.  The Fool could have just spoken these lines 

in the film, but a conscious choice was made to sing Shostakovich’s music from 

1940. 

 The song that the beggar sings in the Main Titles and into the Prologue is not 

one of the “Fool’s Songs,” nor should it be.  However, the refrain appears to be built 

on the refrain in No. 9 of the Fool’s Songs, shown in Example 5. 

 

The text for this is not the same, and the rest of the song significantly differs 

melodically, but another fragment of the “Fool’s Songs” is present, and at one of the 

most prominent points in the film, the Main Titles. 

 The songs, particularly those of the Fool, allow the audience to know what the 

characters are thinking, while serving as a spoken conscience for the diegetic 

                                                                                                                                                                      
18 Kozintsev, KL, 248. 
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characters.  This is important because it allows the audience to see the development 

from all sides of the situation, not just from one perspective.  When the Fool sings the 

two songs at Goneril’s castle, the non-diegetic music is full of irony.  The music 

sounds intentionally out of place in its context; the music is saturated with V-I 

motions and is performed by two flutes and a harp, sounding sickeningly sweet.  

Once the meal is concluded, Goneril will send the now-destitute Lear on his way.  

The Fool’s songs operate in the same ironic way that the dinner music does. 

 

USE OF NON-DIEGETIC MUSIC 

 As expected, the non-diegetic music is what links major structural events 

together in the film.  These are also the cues that are more fully orchestrated than the 

diegetic cues, meaning that orchestration is a sign of recognition of the non-diegetic.  

At the highest level of structure, there are five major events linked through the use of 

music: The Main Titles, The Division of Land, The Storm, The Battle, and The End 

of the Film (see figure 6.1).19  

Figure 6.1 – Structural Events in King Lear 
                     _________67 minutes__________   ________65 minutes______ 
                    |                                                       |  |                                              | 

Main Titles  Division  Storm  Battle  Finale 
Time:       0:00      18:00    1:07               1:48     2:12 
           |________18 min_____| |__49 min__| |___42 min__| |___24 min___| 

 
Even though the Finale music is diegetic, it is based on the original non-diegetic use 

in the Main Titles.  It is quite obvious that the Finale is diegetic – we see the Fool 

                                                           
19 In Figure 1, approximate times are used.  The ± is 30 seconds. 
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“playing” his pipe, and very little else.  The Finale contains a handful of additional 

measures more than the Main Titles, but still operates in the same way as the Main 

Titles.  As the figure shows, the film’s structural events separate the film into two 

parts, which Kozintsev accomplished by placing an “End Part I” at duration 1:06 in 

the film, exactly half way through the film.  Additionally, the figure shows not only 

the arch form of the work, but also its inherent palindromic nature.  The Division of 

Land and rejection of Cordelia happens eighteen minutes from the beginning, 

initiating the major plot line in the story.  The Battle and Lament occurs twenty-four 

minutes from the end, closing the major plot line, and the Storm, the event that 

separates the work into two halves, is where Lear becomes a beggar in order to find 

his humanity.  The structural events line up with the typical three-act structure, in that 

the main character and accompanying problem is introduced, that character is put in a 

desperate situation, and then the situation is resolved at the conclusion.20  The non-

structural musically accompanied events can be placed between the structural events, 

and the result is still (almost) palindromic.  “The First Sighting of Lear’s Castle,” cue 

51 is within the first eighteen minutes, The Gloucester Family Tree, again cue 51, 

“Dinner with Goneril,” cue 58, and Lear Leaves Goneril, cue 3, all come before the 

end of Part I.  Cornwall’s Death, cue 10, and “The Voice of Truth,” cue 54, come in 

the second part, and Edmund’s Death, again cue 10, occurs in the final segment of the 

                                                           
20 In Linda Seger’s Making a Good Script Great (New York: Dodd, Mead & Co., 1987), on page 4, she 
writes, “Dramatic composition, almost from the beginning of drama, has tended toward the three-act 
structure.  Whether it’s a Greek tragedy, a five-act Shakespearean play, a four-act dramatic series, or a 
seven-act movie-of-the-week, we still see the basic three-act structure: beginning, middle, and end.” 
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film.  By placing these lower-level events between the structural events, the resulting 

pattern is: 1, 3, 2, 1, which is almost palindromic and also quite logical – the 

structural events should have lower-level events between them.  Even though the 

same music is used at the beginning and end of the film, framing it, in a sense, the 

music used is not an arch form.  None of the music for the middle three structural 

events is used again, so the musical form for the significant events is: ABCDA’, with 

the Fool’s music pillaring the film.  I will later discuss how the Fool’s music not only 

“frames” the film but also perhaps shifts the traditional interpretation of the play. 

 

Зов смерти – The Call of Death (cue 10) 

 “The Call of Death” is one of the few fragments that is used multiple times in 

the film.  This “call” is used in contrast to the already mentioned “Call of Life.”  

When the “Call of Death” is sounded, a character is will die in the immediate future.  

Egorova states: 

This “Call of Death,” expressive and at the same time fatally 
inevitable, catches up with Shakespearean heroes just a moment before 
their death.  The roaring of the brass instruments and the convulsive 
rhythm of the percussion resemble waves of nervous trembling, which 
deafen and paralyze the will, whereas the sudden drop in volume and 
the subsequent dynamic intensification to the utmost limit of loudness 
in the last chord impart almost physically a state of horror at the 
approaching death agony, a feeling of the end of life.21

 
The music is shown in Example 6. 

                                                           
21 Egorova, 222. 
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Egorova talks about the “convulsive rhythm of the percussion” resembling the 

shaking of a nervous person.  But, the rhythms are neither disjointed nor particularly 

out-of-time, which undercuts Egorova’s assertion that the percussion is “convulsive.”  

The timpani accents beat three for its first two attacks and the final downbeat in its 

third attack while the snare drum’s accents are with the ensemble.  One might perhaps 

hear the percussion as being out of sync with the melodic instruments, or one might 

even hear the roll of the snare drum as convulsive because of the constant state of 

attack. The rhythms of the two parts are clearly defined and are traded back and forth 

between, so the percussion simply adds texture to the “Call of Death.”  In opposition 

to the “Call of Life” which contains a single instrumental line, the “Call of Death” is 
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not just polyphonic, but incorporates two instrumental families, percussion and brass.  

The “sudden drop in volume” that she identifies does seem to be the “horror at the 

approaching death agony.”  This volume drop seems to make the characters aware of 

their impending death, even though the music is non-diegetic, and also makes them 

unable to alter their destiny. 

“The Call of Death” is used twice in the film, first for the death of Cornwall, 

and then at the end of the film for the death of Edmund.  In the case of Cornwall, he is 

dead only a couple of seconds after the final note of the music is struck.  But in 

Edmund’s case, he lives a bit longer, mortally wounded, and completely helpless to 

change the madness with which he has surrounded himself.  The “call” is used for 

two different types of death as well.  For Edmund, he is killed in a duel with the 

brother, Edgar that he had framed for attacking him earlier in the film.  Edmund, only 

out for himself, is killed by Edgar, obligated by public duty to rid the country of the 

usurper.  However, Cornwall, a rather neutral character but more individual than a 

public servant, is killed by his wife with a knife to the back so that she can marry 

Edmund.  This murder shows that the music is unaffected by the person doing the 

killings, or the reasons behind them.  The music simply states that the particular 

character will die, and it is simply a fact, or possibly fated.  By keeping the music 

neutral, Shostakovich allows it to work as a narrator, not telling the audience how to 

view these deaths. 

Other comparisons can be made between the two Calls.  The Call of Death is 

dominated by half step motion while the Call of Life is dominated by the opening 
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fifth.  The Call of Life does contain a bit of half step motion, particularly toward the 

end of cue 2, but none of it appears in the film.  The Call of Death seems to be, 

intervallically at least, the opposite of the Call of Life.  The only linear interval that is 

not a half step in the brass is a major third in measure two, beat three.  The Call of 

Death concludes with the inversion of the Call of Life’s ascending perfect fifth, the 

timpani’s descending perfect fourth. 

The accompaniment is based on chromatically ascending parallel minor thirds.  

These minor thirds move in parallel motion, but only move simultaneously with the 

melody at the final attack in the winds.  The melody also has a limited range of 

movement.  In fact, only four notes are played, E-flat, D, G, and F-sharp, and the 

interval range spanned is only a perfect fourth.  The role of the timpani does not align 

with either the melody or accompaniment.  When the timpani plays a C-sharp, it is 

with the accompaniment, but when it plays F-sharp, it is doubling a melodic tone.  

The timpani, like the melody and accompaniment, fails to clearly outline a tonic.  The 

four melodic notes do not all belong to an octatonic scale, and would comprise the set 

[0 1 4 5].  The accompaniment, in contrast, is fully chromatic.  Shostakovich’s 

contradiction of the Call of Life is a fully realized musical characterization of the 

conclusion of life, and more that a signifier.  For this cue, the conclusion of life is 

highlighted by half steps, the most dissonant of motions, and this motion demands a 

resolution which is given by the timpani at the end of the cue.  This resolution brings 

the conclusion of both the cue and of the life of two characters in the film. 
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Вступление (Ход времени) – Introduction (The Passage of Time) (cue 50) 

 The cue is comprised of two sections, each of which is used once in the film.  

The second section of the cue is used first in the film, and it accompanies Lear as he 

departs from Goneril's, kicked out of her home.  This section of the cue used in this 

part of the film comes from rehearsal [3] to the end.  The primary ascending leap used 

to accompany Lear's departure is a perfect fourth, the inversion of the perfect fifth.  

Lear has given away his kingdom to his two daughters, and Goneril has just sent him 

out of her castle.  Lear no longer has power, and that is reflected in the ascending 

perfect fourth.  Lear's public duty is gone, but he has not yet found his human 

fallibility, so the only interval that is appropriate is the perfect fourth. 

 The first section of the cue is used later in the film, and it accompanies the 

scene where the armies of France arrive in England because Edmund has declared 

war.  In this instance, the beginning to rehearsal [3] of the cue is used.  The primary 

difference in this cue is that the ascending leap is no longer a perfect fourth, but a 

tritone, an augmented fourth.  Again, this interval is appropriate because of the action 

that it accompanies.  Because Edmund declared war for personal gain, the interval 

should be the tritone.  Even though France has the public duty to defend itself, it was 

also out for personal gain, with the King marrying Cordelia.  Even though the cue 

was reordered, it again shows that Shostakovich was a master at subtle relationships 

that would normally go unnoticed by the casual viewer.  The implication of the 

ascendings fourths is too coincidental for Shostakovich not to have meant to place 

them in this cue. 
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Первое появление замка Лира – The First Sighting of Lear’s Castle (cue 51) 

 This music is used twice, first, around the fifth minute of the film, and for the 

reason of the cue’s title, and second, around the twentieth minute, and used for the 

view of the Gloucester family tree which precedes Edmund’s first monologue.  In 

neither instance is Lear ever seen during this music, only the presumption of power – 

Lear’s castle, and the Gloucester family lineage.  In the first appearance of the cue, it 

is the music that accompanies the beggars to their sighting of Lear’s castle after a 

presumably long travel in the wilderness.   

The music is scored for woodwinds, horn, strings, and tam-tam at an adagio 

tempo, and almost exclusively utilizes the low registers of the flute and A clarinet.  

The accompaniment in the low strings is pizzicato quarter notes, adding to the 

mysterious, mythic, or even ominous quality of the castle.  The music does not reflect 

that this is a grand castle, nor is there triumphant music at their arrival.  Instead, what 

seems to be important is the absence of grandeur and fanfare.  Even the horns, when 

they enter, only play octaves and have primarily long notes.  The melody is mostly 

stepwise with a large amount of chromaticism; the melody in the flute begins on a D, 

but ends on a D-flat, which is harmonized with a B-flat.  The music fails to support a 

strong harmonic progression; never is there a strong sense of tonic, a fact that 

supports the lack of grandeur, and this lack of progression may contribute to the 

timeless quality of both the castle and the story.  There is no sense of musical drive 

towards a goal, nor to the melodic elements seem to push towards any sense of 
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finality.  Kozintsev wanted to tell a story that would have a timeless quality, one that 

would take place outside of the parameters of time.22  It also seems to represent the 

castle itself, because even though the music is highly chromatic, it only ends a half 

step away from where it began, indicating that the castle, and its inhabitants, may 

shift, but are still on the same foundation.  The primary function of the music in this 

instance is to represent timelessness, and that is reinforced through the reading of the 

“foundation” of the castle. 

 When this music is used again, about fifteen minutes later, it is while the 

Gloucester family tree is being displayed on screen.  This particular moment, is not in 

the play, but is added so that the audience can see that Edmund is illegitimate and is 

not in line to inherit his father’s holdings.  Instead, Edgar, Edmund’s half-brother and 

legitimate heir, is the favorite son of Gloucester.  The family tree is there to arrange 

the subplot of the film, which is the battle between Edmund, his family, and Lear’s 

daughters.  The music ends with the first strike of the tam-tam here, before the violins 

enter with the melody.  The volume of the music drops substantially when Edmund  

begins talking, because this music, secondary to the dialogue but not necessarily to 

the action, is not necessarily meant to be heard clearly.23 The main goal in this scene 

is to preface the subplot of the film, Edmund usurping the throne.  This scene, along 

                                                           
22 Riley states that “Continuing his move towards the elemental, Kozintsev set the film in a landscape 
out of time, ‘so very far in the past that it could have been some post-neutron bomb, post-Christian 
future.’” Riley, 103.  
23 Shostakovich understood that music was subservient to dialogue, but not necessarily other sound 
effects.  During the production of Hamlet, he heard a rough soundtrack where the effects were too high 
in volume. He agreed with Kozintsev that Shakespeare’s text should be louder than the music, but not 
horses’ hooves.  Kozintsev, KL, 58. 
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with Lear’s division of his kingdom, both set the ideas of individual wants in motion.  

Edmund tells the audience (and himself) that he deserves power, not his brother.  The 

audience is invited to make associations between the two scenes that are supported by 

the same music.  Perhaps the timelessness in this instance is that of the younger 

brother wanting to obtain the inheritance of the older brother, or in this case, the half-

brother wanting what belongs to the full-brother.  The story of Cain and Abel, is from 

the Bible, a timeless book.  If Kozintsev was trying to equate Edmund and Edgar with 

Cain and Abel, then using the same music to give that relationship a universal 

character would be appropriate. 

 A second interpretation of the reason behind the multiple uses of this music is 

that because of its tonal ambiguity and lack of thematic association, it is not 

immediately recognizable.  The associations made between the two scenes are not 

very strong because the music is not foregrounded in the second scene, and is not 

always recognizable while watching the film.  Because of the unrecognizability, this 

music is perhaps being used more for a particular affect and not marking the two 

things as the same.  The affect is one of uncertainty and possibly an eventual 

unfolding of the main story lines in the film.  The recording of the music in both 

places seems to be the same, meaning that Kozintsev may have wanted music to add a 

sense of mystery or uncertainty to what Edmund was talking about in his opening 

soliloquy, and had already found that in the music leading up to Lear’s castle. 
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Cue 52 – Untitled 

This is the only music that was intended to be used non-diegetically that does 

not actually appear in the film.  Hulme is incorrect when he lists the order of 

appearance of the musical fragments in his notes,24 and says that this music comes 

after Lear’s Wagon Train, cue 3, and before two more restatements of that same 

music.  There is music present between the statements of cue 3, but it is certainly not 

cue 52.  As shown in Table 2, the music in question comes from the second part of 

Cue 50.  Cue 52 is scored for three trumpets and three trombones/tubas, and the 

music in the film contains timpani.  The music in the film does not contain the same 

five measures of music as it appears in the Collected Works, and is scored for brass, 

strings, and timpani. 

 There is a footnote of major importance at the conclusion of the Collected 

Works, Volume 42 regarding this fragment.  Translated into English, the note reads: 

In the autograph the author’s comments are present: “This should be 
performed three times: 1) Before the entrance of Lear (10 sec.) 2) 
After that, when Lear gives away his possessions to his oldest daughter 
(17 sec.) 3) After that, when Lear gives away his possessions to his 
second daughter (13 sec.)  The number of seconds can increase with 
the help of repetitions of the most recent measures.”25

 
The music for cue 52 was intended by Shostakovich to be played as non-diegetic 

music during the scene where Lear divides his possessions.  Regardless, it is clear that 

                                                           
24 Hulme, 458. 
25 Collected Works, Volume 42, 479, but there are no page numbers at the end of the volume.  The 
original Russian is: В автографе имеется авторское примечание: «Исполняется три раза: 1) Перед 
выходом Лира (10 сек.); 2) После того, как Лир отдает владения старшей дочери (17 сек.); 3) 
После того, как Лир отдает владения второй дочери (13 сек.)  Количество секунд можно 
увеличить при помощи ферматы на последнем такте.» 
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the intended use of this music by Shostakovich did not come to fruition; there is no 

music, diegetic or non-diegetic, which accompanies any of the events that 

Shostakovich describes in his autograph note.  Shostakovich may have been thinking 

that the first time Lear is shown on screen, he should have an introduction.  However, 

with the repetition of statements, the music may have become a leitmotive for Lear, 

which Kozintsev did not want.  It is also possible that once the initial instance of the 

music was unused, then all three statements would have been unused. If Lear was 

accompanied by this music, then the signifier versus characterization problem would 

have been a factor.  Kozintsev may have felt that if this music was used, it would 

identify Lear as something that he was not, or in a way that Kozintsev did not want to 

depict Lear.  It is possible that Kozintsev felt that adding music to emphasize the first 

two decisions for Lear’s daughters would ultimately make the scene feel like a parody 

of itself – not the effect for which Kozintsev was searching.  It is also known that 

Kozintsev did not want to introduce Lear through any other means than the Fool.  In 

his diary, he writes: 

The Fool’s bell is like a beginning, the first note that calls the tune for 
what is to follow.  The bell is a tongue stuck out at pomposity and 
grandiloquence; a contempt for “geometry.”  Lear is the only one who 
is outside the general “plan”: without looking at anyone he walks 
forward, passes by the frozen dukes and lords – not to the highest 
place, the centre, but to one side, to a simple stool by the fire.  He has 
no attributes of power.26

 
By making this statement, it is clear that Kozintsev did not want anything  

                                                           
26 Kozintsev, KL, 119. 

 

276



accompanying Lear, particularly music, because Lear has no real power in this scene.  

If music had been added for his entrance, then Lear would have had some sort of 

power that he could potentially wield.  By aligning Lear with the Fool, and omitting 

music altogether, Kozintsev maintains the falsehood of Lear’s power and in the 

process, foreshadows the impending fallacy of his decision. 

 

Начало катастрофы – Beginning of the Catastrophe (cue 53) 

 The title of this fragment refers to the actual division of land by Lear to his 

daughters, and his refusal to give anything to his youngest daughter, Cordelia.  This is 

the music that is used between both instances of the music for Lear’s castle and the  

Gloucester family tree, cue 51, and in some ways, masks the reappearance of cue 51 

by putting different music in the heads of the audience.  The music enters only when 

Lear comes to his ultimate decision of dividing the land between Goneril and Regan, 

giving nothing to Cordelia, instead giving her to the King of France as his bride.  As 

Lear begins storming through the castle, deciding what his possessions he will take  

with him, the music accompanies him; it grows from a single cello line at a dynamic 

of pianissimo to a full orchestra at fortissimo, which crescendos to fff and ends with a 

tam-tam attack at fff as Lear reaches the roof of his castle and his subjects fall on their 

knees.  This is also the first narratively significant event after the main titles; the 

“catastrophe” sets the plot of the film in motion and in doing so, creates the change in 

Lear from public servant to selfish desire and human failings. 
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 It is significant that the music concludes as Lear reaches the roof of the castle.  

Not only does the end of the music signal the end of his walk through the castle, but it 

also signals the last time that Lear will ever look out over his kingdom from the top of 

his castle.  It is also the last time that Lear will ever rule over people and be a “king.”  

After this point, never again will people bow down to him.  The conclusion of the cue 

signals some sort of death.   For Lear, it is the end of his reign.  The structural 

significance of this event is obvious – Lear’s fall from a less-than-human king to man 

through his poor decision is reflected in the title of this fragment.  The dynamics of 

the music also reflect this significance because the end of the fragment is at a 

dynamic level of fff, and the last attack is a tam-tam strike at fff.  The tam-tam, often 

used in funeral ceremonies, carries the same significance here – it implies the death, 

again, the end of Lear’s reign.  This extremely loud volume makes the events more 

significant because there is no dialogue, giving priority to the music, and because at 

the moment of its conclusion, Lear yells the words, “Here, I disclaim all my paternal 

care, propinquity and property of blood, and as a stranger to my heart and me hold 

three from this for ever.  The barbarous Scythian, or he that makes his generation 

messes to gorge his appetite, shall to my bosom be as well neighbored, pitied, and 

relieved, as thou my sometime daughter.”27  The music accurately conveys that Lear 

                                                           
27 King Lear, I, 1:115-122.  This is the original Shakespeare text.  Basically, Lear renounces all of his 
possessions, tells his people that they are now strangers to him, and equates himself with a barbarian 
that eats his young.  The translation into Russian by Pasternak, and then back into English maintains 
the major points of the speech, but word choices are slightly different.  Pasternak’s translation can be 
found in Anna Kay France’s Boris Pasternak’s Translations of Shakespeare (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1978), 82. 
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has done something dire, and Lear’s speech immediately after the music ends 

confirms this dire act of division.   

Kozintsev places this speech at the end of the scene rather than in its original 

place in the scene, about one-third of the way through.  By doing this, the emphasis of 

the scene is placed at the end rather than in the middle because the official 

renunciation of land and of Cordelia is clearly stated at the end of the scene, and 

because of the implications of death at the conclusion of the scene.  Additionally, 

there is not any music, diegetic or non-diegetic, between the music for Lear’s castle 

and the “catastrophe,” and the catastrophe music comes in at the end, reaffirming the 

emphasis on his decision and loss of power.  Also, the end of a scene should always 

push the action forward,28 and by moving this crucial action from internal to external, 

Kozintsev pushes the action into the next scene – Edmund’s plot to eliminate Edgar. 

 

 

Обед у Гонерильи – Dinner at Goneril’s (cue 58) 

 Chronologically, this is the next musical fragment used in the film, and it is a 

short piece for two flutes and harp that accompanies part of dinner between Lear and 

his entourage and Goneril, Albany, and their attendants. The music is only heard 

before Lear discovers that he will be cast out of his own kingdom, and the 

                                                           
28 Seger states, “Generally, the first turning point happens about a half-hour into the film, with the 
second one coming about twenty to thirty minutes before the end of the film.  Each of these turning 
points accomplishes a variety of functions: it turns the action around in a new direction, it raises that 
central question again, it’s often a moment of decision or commitment on the part of the main 
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conversation is somewhat pleasant.  Although it has been listed as non-diegetic, it is 

possible that this could be offscreen diegetic music, but the musicians are never 

shown in the frame.  In spite of this fact, this music would be expected to be played 

while people dine, and would not be out of place in the diegetic world.  What makes 

this music especially difficult to interpret is that the music is only played while Lear 

still believes that he will live out his days with Goneril.  If this were truly diegetic 

music, the music would probably continue until the conversation between Lear and 

Goneril became heated and the musicians became aware of this.  Instead, the music 

ends well before this point.  There are multiple explanations for this.  First, the music 

is diegetic, and the musicians, finished playing, take a short break and the argument 

between Lear and Goneril begins before the musicians resume playing.  This seems 

unlikely because the musicians would not likely take a break after less than two 

minutes of performance.  Also, the role of the musician in the court was to provide 

entertainment, and the musicians would not likely stop providing this entertainment 

unless asked by a member of the family.  Another explanation is that the music is 

non-diegetic and is creating a false sense of love and family between Lear and 

Goneril.  A third explanation is that the music crosses the boundaries of the diegetic 

and non-diegetic worlds making the status of the music ambiguous. The beginning of 

the cue is shown in Example 7. 

                                                                                                                                                                      
character, it raises the stakes, it pushes the story into the next act, it takes us into a new arena and gives 
us a sense of a different focus for the action.” 16. 
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This music, tonal and almost sugary, emphasizing the ironic, begins in the key 

of G major, and modulates to C major.  This cue is also the only music for the film 

that is clearly diatonic throughout. The diatonic nature of the cue is significant 

because it is such a contrast with the other film music.  Like the songs of the Fool, 

this music is commenting ironically on the situation.  Lear believes that he will be 

housed by his daughter since he has given all of his possessions to her and Regan, his 

 

281



other daughter.  He does not know that the two daughters have plotted against him to 

leave him without shelter or comforts.  So while Lear believes that the dinner is the 

first of many to come, Goneril and the audience know that it will be the first and last, 

and the music, because of its diatonic framework, supports this interpretation.  

Additionally, like Schubert’s Erlkoenig, which has a “happy” resolution in the 

incorrect Neapolitan key near its conclusion, so to does this cue, emphasizing the 

false happy conclusion. 

It was discussed earlier that death is represented through the idea of cadential 

closure, and that life and human fallibility are represented through dissonance.  

Because this cue is so consonant, it must be representative of death, or of the death of 

an ideal.  This cue is just another example of how life and death and their relationship 

to consonance and dissonance are maintained in full throughout the film.  In this case, 

it is the death of the ideal that Lear will be able to live with Goneril, and the death of 

the ideal that he made the appropriate decision for his country.29  Instead of the flute 

and harp for which Shostakovich wrote, Kozintsev had envisioned a string quartet.30  

It is possible that Shostakovich talked Kozintsev out of his initial idea because the 

string quartet may have given the movie a time period.  The flute and harp (“plucked 

instrument”) do not alter the diegetic music that has been heard up to this point, and 

thus, remain consistent with the timelessness created. This music occurs in the same 

                                                           
29 We know that Lear has made a poor decision, but Lear himself has not yet come to this conclusion. 
30 “We also have the music with which a small orchestra (a quartet) accompanies the supper at 
Goneril’s house.  It should be an elegant salon piece.  While the music, which caresses one’s ears, is 
playing, a shocking scene takes place: the daughter shouts at her father that he has turned her castle 
into a tavern, and the father answers her with curses.” Kozintsev, KL, 243. 
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scene as the Fool’s songs with the “Jingle Bells” accompaniment, where the Fool 

sings about how Lear is a fool for dividing his land and ownings.31  The music is 

serving the same function as the songs of the Fool in this scene: both are trying to 

make Lear aware of the folly of his decision, and both are commenting ironically on 

the situation.  The audience knows that Lear, after giving everything to his daughters, 

will be kicked out of both Goneril’s and Regan’s homes, and left destitute to wander 

in the wilderness.  The audience also knows that the Fool is the only character who 

truly knows and understands the situation, and that the Fool is correct in his 

assessment of Lear in his songs.  The instrumental music is playing off of the 

knowledge of the audience to comment ironically.  Lear does not know what is about 

to happen, but the audience does, hence the music is almost ridiculously sweet and 

unassuming.  By creating this music at such an extreme opposite of the reality of the 

situation, Shostakovich and Kozintsev are able to ironically comment on Lear’s 

status. 

 

Буря (начало) – The Storm (Beginning) (cue 57) 

 There are two storm cues in this film, cues 55 and 57, and although later in 

numerical order than the other “Storm” cue, cue 57 is chronologically first in the film.  

This music occurs just before the end of Part I of the film, as Lear and the Fool, 

                                                           
31 These songs were referred to on page 7 earlier in the chapter, and come from I, 4:144-151, 170-184 
in Shakespeare’s text.  
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forced out of not only Goneril’s home, but Regan’s home as well, are wandering just 

before the onset of a terrible storm.   

The music is in an ABA’C form, thirty-two measures in length with and is 

highlighted by a series of crescendos and decrescendos as might be expected for a 

storm cue.  In the A sections, there is a long crescendo in the woodwinds and brass 

from piano to fortissimo, and ends with four accented staccato eighth notes.  The B 

section contains only strings at a piano dynamic that play longer note values.  There 

is a short “transition” of sorts that connects the B section to the A’ section, and that is 

a timpani roll that begins piano on B-flat, and crescendos to a fortissimo F a perfect 

fourth below before the F fades away.  This “transition” returns, connecting the A’ 

and C sections, only the notes are reversed, but the dynamics are used in exactly the 

same way as before.  The C section is similar to the B section, but now there is an 

added piccolo part, and the strings move homophonically in contrast to the more 

polyphonic style of the B section.  The strings remain at a pianissimo dynamic 

throughout the C section, but the piccolo begins at fortissimo before it decrescendos 

at the end of its line.  The musical fragment ends with the timpani rolling from B-flat 

down to F, and all parts decrescendo to nothing. 

 This music, which acts as a prelude to a storm, does not necessarily represent 

the impending situation as one might expect.  Much of this music is at a very low 

volume, and although there are sharp attacks, those attacks always grow out of a long 

crescendo.  This music also serves as a conclusion to Part I of the film, which is a 

better way to approach this cue.  At this point in the film, it has been established that 
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Lear is homeless, destined to wander the countryside as a beggar, kicked out of his 

home by his daughters.  Edgar is also homeless, destined to wander the countryside as 

a beggar, falsely accused by his bastard brother Edmund of plotting to kill Edmund.  

This is typical of the traditional three-act structure: the main characters are placed in 

the “worst” possible situation because at the end, their problems must be resolved.32  

Ultimately, the audience knows that these two paths will have to intersect because 

they are the plot and subplot, respectively.  The beginning of Part II of the film is the 

point at which the two plot threads meet.  So then, the question is, how does this 

music serve to end the two individual plot lines, and how does it serve to accompany 

Lear as he begins his journey into the wilderness? 

 More than anything, this music creates a sense of tension and uneasiness, not 

unlike “First View of Lear’s Castle.”  However, this music has much more dynamic  

contrast and more dynamic extremes.  The A sections are where the fortissimo attacks 

happen, immediately followed by timpani crescendos from piano to forte and back.  

Ultimately, the music fades out into nothingness, but the feeling of impending doom 

that the music provides is what allows this music to transition the film from Part I to 

Part II and also gives a voice to Lear, both irate and sad.  The amount of tension and 

dissonance in the music also reveals itself to be Lear’s manifestation of his human 

fallibility.  Lear has lost everything from public duty, and now only has that which is 

                                                           
32 “Crisis is the third of the five-part form…How the protagonist chooses here gives us the most 
penetrating view of his deep character, the ultimate expression of his humanity.”  Robert McKee, 
Story: Substance, Structure, Style, and the Principles of Screenwriting, (New York: Regan Books, 
1997), 303-4. 
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individual: the clothes on his back and his Fool.  In a way, this music acts as a 

precursor to Lear’s path crossing with that of the traveling beggars and the “Call of 

Life” horn.  It shows Lear at a low point where he has lost all of his kingly 

possessions, but before he is completely destitute like the beggars.  By concluding 

Part I of the film at this point, the music works as both a closing of the first part and a 

prelude to the second part. 

 

Буря – The Storm (#55) 

 This is the only music in the film that is scored for full orchestra.  It is also the 

music that begins Part II of the film.  The music accompanies the text spoken, or 

screamed, by Lear and the Fool at the beginning of Act III, Scene 2.  Kozintsev 

discusses this passage in his diary where he writes: 

 “Blow wind!  Blow until your cheeks crack!/Pour rain in 
buckets” – even if spoken with all possible feeling and at the top of 
one’s voice it does not convey the impact of the original.  The Russian 
translation (in all versions) is not comparable to the triumphal “Blow, 
winds, and crack your cheeks! Rage! Blow!”… 
 I have seen great actors play Lear but I have never yet been 
lucky enough to hear the magnificence of this alliteration.  But I have 
heard something similar and of equal weight in the tragic forte 
passages in Shostakovich’s symphonies. 
 In this scene the voice should belong to music.  Music is nearer 
to the original.  What sort of music should it be?…The rumbling of 
darkness moving over the earth.  Music from the past, man’s pre-
history?…Or a foreboding of the future, of what might happen if the 
powers of evil are not held in check?33

 

                                                           
33 Kozintsev, KL, 51.  The first quotation from King Lear is a literal translation of Pasternak’s verse. 
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Kozintsev does not specify what passages and which symphonies, nor does he even 

answer his own question about what type of music should be in this scene.  In spite of 

the apparent indecisiveness, it is clear that Kozintsev was searching for music that 

would provide darkness, power, and potentially, fear.  In the film, the music level is 

raised so that much of the dialogue is buried beneath the music and sound effects.  By 

doing this, Kozintsev does not go against his own wishes that “in this scene the voice 

should belong to music.”34

 The fact that the dialogue becomes subservient the music is quite significant, 

because music is always subservient to dialogue unless there is a specific reason.  

Earlier in the film, the music was subservient to Edmund’s soliloquy.  So what is the 

reason behind the juxtaposition in this place?  From the quote above, Kozintsev 

wanted to give the music the voice of the scene.  The scene is a depiction of a tempest 

and Lear and the Fool trapped out in it.  But why not hear Lear’s screams against it?  

It is possible that because of the tempest, Lear now has lost everything, in contrast to 

the beginning of the storm where he still had individual wants.  The audience is led to 

believe that Lear is now elemental, a state between life and death, and that nature has 

the power over him.  After Lear reaches shelter, he begins traveling with the beggars, 

who are represented by the “Call of Life,” the elemental perfect fifth.  The 

juxtaposition of music superceding dialogue is because of Lear’s state in comparison 

to the elemental. 

                                                           
34 Ibid. 
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 The first of seven sections of this cue ends at rehearsal [2].  The string parts 

are based on a single ostinato pattern.  The first pattern is based on the Oct-3 scale 

while the second pattern is based on the Oct-2 scale.  While the strings play the Oct-3 

ostinato, the melodic instruments, woodwinds and horns, play in the Oct-2 scale.  The 

timpani are present to iterate the downbeats of the opening measures and to create a 

syncopated rhythm.  When the strings and woodwinds drop out, a short contrasting 

section is stated in the brass and bassoon.  The pitch collection is almost chromatic 

from D-flat to A-flat, with only the F# omitted, and in best normal order is [0 1 2 3 4 

6 7].  This almost-chromatic cluster acts as a interruption between the ostinato 

patterns.  At rehearsal [1], the ostinato pattern based on Oct-3 begins again, this time 

with the melodic instruments based on the Oct-1 scale.  The only melodic note that 

does not fit into the Oct-1 scale is the D eighth note in measure 12.  In measure 13, 

the scale for the ostinato pattern changes from Oct-3 to Oct-2, and at this point of 

change, the melodic instruments have a chromatic passage from C-sharp to G-sharp, a 

full chromatic ascent of a perfect fifth.  At the top of the ascent, the melody shifts 

back into the octatonic scale and is based on Oct-2, finally agreeing with the ostinato 

accompaniment in the strings.  The softest dynamic in this entire passage is a forte 

timpani strike.  The music in this section is not atonal or melodic due to the 

conflicting use of multiple octatonic scales.  Because of this lack of tonal clarity and 

loud dynamic, there is a sense of being lost, of not being able to find one’s way, and 

of being inundated with uncontrollable power, which seems to be what Kozintsev 

wanted. 
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 The next section, from [2] to [3], is based only on the Oct-3 scale, and is 

highlighted by the use of the xylophone, staccato articulations, and the D pedal tone.  

The only note that does not fit into Oct-3 is the C-sharp in measure 22.  Rehearsal [3] 

returns with the ostinato pattern in Oct-3, but this time, the melodic instruments also 

use Oct-3, the first use of this scale in the melody, and the second occurrence of the 

melody and ostinato accompaniment agreeing.  Added to the texture is a horn and 

trumpet line that is also based on Oct-3, with the exception of the C-sharps that occur 

on the last eighth note of each measure.  The music in this section becomes repetitive, 

almost trance-like, and reflects the swirling and relentlessness of the storm. 

 At rehearsal [4] a new texture is introduced by Shostakovich.  In the 

woodwinds, Shostakovich is using chromatics, from A to C, but in the strings, a new 

set of pitch materials are being used.  It is a three-bar motive that is repeated up an 

octave, and uses eleven of the twelve chromatic pitches, the exception being G.  The 

G is finally heard as the conclusion of an ascending motion beginning at rehearsal [5].  

The next ascent changes the endpoint from G to B-flat, which will prove to be 

significant at the conclusion of the fragment.  At measure 41 a new rhythm is played 

by the brass and percussion that is used until rehearsal [7].  Almost all of the pitches, 

C-sharp, D, E, F-sharp, G, A, and B-flat, belong to Oct-1; the one that does not is D.  

The pitches create a G melodic minor scale with a raised fourth sounded as a 

verticality – again, not very stable.  At measure 45, this pitch collection changes to [0 

1 2 3 5 6 7 9 T] with 0 being C.  The melodic material fills in the B and E, but the G-

sharp is still missing; the E is the primary melodic tone for measures 45-48. 
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 At rehearsal [7], the final section of the music begins, primarily based around  

B-flat.  The melodic material only uses B-flat and A, and always returns to the B-flat 

on the downbeat of each measure.  In the low instruments, two octatonic scales are 

being used.  First, the Oct-2 is used up to the F eighth note in measure 50; then Oct-3 

is used until the B-flat appears in those voices.  At the end of the fragment, the only 

instrument not exclusively playing a B-flat is the trumpet, which plays, in order, B-

flat, E-flat, B, E, A-flat, F, and B-flat.  With the exception of the E-flat, all of the 

pitches belong to Oct-2 in the trumpet part.  Although the B-flat is almost exclusively 

played throughout the final seven measures of music, it does not sound like a tonic, or 

even an arrival; this is Shostakovich’s way of finalizing the fragment without giving 

it any harmonic or melodic support.  The instability of the music is present from 

beginning to end, and the dynamics are maintained at a constant forte or louder; the 

music never decrescendos. 

 The first three of the seven sections of this fragment are all based on an 

octatonic scale, and the form of these three sections is a small ternary aba’.  The first 

a section uses all three forms of the octatonic scale while the b and a’ sections only 

use Oct-3.  After this point, the octatonic scale is not used for the remainder of the 

fragment.  Instead, chromatics, modified scales, and revolution around a single pitch 

comprise the pitch collections. 

 In Shostakovich’s late period, his music often contained an implication of 

death.  McCreless, in his article cited in Chapter Three, writes about how the Twelfth, 

Thirteenth, and Fifteenth Quartets all contain aspects of death; the Thirteenth Quartet 
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was the next work completed after the Lear score.  The pitch collections of octatonic 

scales and other dissonant intervals, combined with the function of the music and 

accompaniment (or aural depiction?) of a storm, imply that the loss of hope displayed 

by the storm is not just seen on-screen, but heard in the music as well.  Tragedy 

surrounds the people on-screen, and at this point, the music level is higher than either 

the dialogue of sound effects, so the tragedy is not just visual, but aural as well. 

 

Голос Правды – The Voice of Truth (cue 54) 

 This cue is used while Lear is being carried through the French camp after 

Cordelia finds him.  While Lear is being carried on a stretcher, this music is playing 

in the background.  The title directly refers to Cordelia, and not Kent, Edgar, or even 

the Fool, although the Fool is connected to this music. Kozintsev wrote: 

One morning I heard the familiar voice saying on the 
telephone, “In Hamlet we had Ophelia’s tune.  Why don’t I write a 
tune for Cordelia?”  But I did not want to have themes for the main 
characters in Lear.  “All right,” Shostakovich didn’t argue, “only we 
must find a place for contrasting music: there are already a lot of 
gloomy, heavy numbers.  In other words, we need some quiet music.  
We already have the voice of evil (the storm); it can be, perhaps…the 
voice of goodness.”… 

We spent all day trying out different combinations of sound 
and image…Nothing worked.  The images and the sound both 
contained something sharply individual, intrinsically incompatible one 
with the other.  This had never happened before.  What were we to 
do?…Where should we start the music?  Anywhere. 
 And immediately, in this accidentally found combination the 
music not only blended with the image but the scene, which I had 
watched many times, changed character.  Something new and 
significant became apparent in our heroine.  Shostakovich had written 
down Cordelia’s inner light and the whole sequence was 
transformed… 
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 But why did this poetry so very decisively not go with the 
image of Edgar – Poor Tom?  Surely the elements of truth and 
goodness are strong in him as well?…I think that Shostakovich’s 
“Voice of Truth” was feminine.  When he talked to me over the 
telephone about this piece he was probably already hearing Cordelia.35  

 
This lengthy account of the origin of this music shows how Shostakovich was already 

thinking about elevating the character of Cordelia to the “Voice of Truth” without 

making an overt connection.  From the quote, we also know that Shostakovich 

wanted to write a musical characterization for Cordelia, much as he had for Ophelia.  

It does not seem like Kozintsev perceived this cue as a leitmotive representing 

Cordelia, rather, he was hearing its femininity.  This is also the only place where this 

music is used.  It does not return, so it cannot be a leitmotive. 

 This music is scored for only horns and strings.  The choice of horn is 

significant because, as established by the diegetic music, the horn is the “life” 

instrument, and here “life” is extended into “truth,” horns and strings. At the 

beginning of this cue, the tonal center is unclear.  The horn plays the notes C, E, and 

D-flat, and the strings begin by possibly outlining C-sharp as a tonal center, but that 

quickly dissolves.  The first cadence point is at the end of measure 5, which outlines a 

C major harmony, but only the fifth is present in the strings; the E is a fleeting note in 

the horn part, and quickly, the C major harmony goes away.  The next cadence point 

is at measure 12 where the strings and horns play an A-flat major triad.  This quickly 

shifts as the horns play three triads in quick succession: D-flat major, E-flat minor  

                                                           
35 Kozintsev, KL, 246-7. 
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(first inversion) and G major.  When the strings re-enter in measure 13, they also play 

a G major triad.  The relationship between both A-flat major and D-flat major and G 

major is very distant, a half step and tritone away, respectively. 

 After this G major triad, the horns do not play again until measure 28.  The 

strings play notes that are rarely complete triads, either a root and third or a root and 

fifth.  Also, the root movement has little to do with functional harmony, from A-flat 

to D, back to A-flat, and then to E-flat in second inversion. (V6/4).  After this 

“cadence” on E-flat, C-sharp, as a non-sequitor, becomes the tonic, but again, 

functional harmony does not appear to be at work even though triads can be spelled to 

fit into this key.  It is not until the second half of measure 25 that G major becomes 

the established tonic.  At this point, the harmony is AM6, a V6/V, which moves to a 

DMsub6, Vsub6, and cadences on a GM complete tonic triad.  When the horns re-enter 

at measure 28, the harmony is unclear until the GM triad is fully articulated.  This 

ambiguity is echoed in the strings, again leaving tonality unclear until the arrival of 

the GM triad. 

 Both the amount of obscurity of the GM tonic, and the choice of GM over CM 

raise interesting questions.  With the choice of GM over CM, Shostakovich seems to 

be saying that although this music represents truth, it is not absolute truth, like the 

natural fifth of C to G.  This truth is a more localized version, and specific to Lear and 

Cordelia as opposed to the universal truth of the CM tonality.  The lack of clarity of 

GM also plays into this localized truth.  This specific truth took a very unclear and 

winding path in order to be found, but once it was discovered, it was very clear – 
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there is no ambiguity about the GM tonic, complete and in root position.  But it is not 

the same as the natural tonic of CM, meaning that it must be localized and not 

universal.  The lack of clarity of the GM tonic also works to show that the truth is 

based on human fallibility, because of the dissonance, and is not elementally based, 

like the perfect fifth. 

 There are two additional aspects regarding this cue.  First, this music is not 

played in the opening scenes where Lear divides his kingdom.  Cordelia is present, 

and does not lie to her father, yet this cue is not present.  There is a clear explanation 

for this.  The “Voice of Truth” cannot be introduced until there is a “voice of untruth” 

introduced somewhere in the film.  When Lear divides his land, we do not absolutely 

know that it is a folly, and the full extent of the plot has not yet been revealed.  It is 

only after Lear has been pushed back into the elemental world that the human voice 

of truth can raise him.  Second, immediately following this non-diegetic music is a 

diegetic occurrence of the Fool’s music.  The Fool speaks nothing but the truth, 

although he does it sarcastically and indirectly.  The human truth immediately shifts 

into the truth of the Fool, and this will be discussed in detail later. 

 

Плач – Lament (cue 56) 

 The “Lament” carries a prominent place in the film.  It is first used when 

Gloucester dies with Edgar by his side, about twenty-five minutes before the end of 

the film.  Edgar buries him and decides to become part of the war.  The cue is then 

used, after a short interruption, to show the monstrosities of war, and becomes less 

 

294



localized to Gloucester and more globalized to the world in general, giving it what 

Gorbman would refer to as a sense of the mythic.36  Kozintsev speaks at length about 

this particular idea of lament.  He wrote the following in a letter to Shostakovich: 

The longest musical episode is the war.  We tried to show madness, 
chaos and destruction on the screen.  But I would like the theme of the 
music to be associated with grief, human suffering, which has no 
limits…In Shakespearean dimensions it is the lament of the earth 
itself.  A requiem perhaps?  Only not with an orchestra but the chorus 
alone and without words.  Grief has no words, there is nothing but 
weeping: the women, the children and the men all weep.37

 
Kozintsev wrote these things perhaps already having an idea of the music in his head, 

and therefore, referred to the music as already in place rather than needing 

Shostakovich to compose it.  Kozintsev is not searching for something bombastic and 

mimetic to the war sequence.  In fact, the next line of the letter is, “There is altogether 

very little music which is directly linked with the action.”38 Instead, he wanted music 

that would show grief and suffering, and that would be wordless and a cappella, a 

distinction that Shostakovich did not ignore.  After Shostakovich completed the 

Lament, Kozintsev wrote in his diary: 

Now I understood why there were so many faces of mourning in Lear, 
why different characters in the tragedy cry so often, even stern men 
sob, tears pouring down their cheeks, losing self-consciousness in their 
sympathy for others.  And how many different meanings to tears have 
here?…I still don’t know.  But now, after hearing the “lament” which 
Shostakovich composed, I know that one cannot dry this 
Shakespearean wetness of grief or you would be left with the single 
taste of wormwood… The cry of grief, bursting through the dumbness 

                                                           
36 Gorbman, 81-2. 
37 Kozintsev, KL, 242.  The letter was written in December of 1969. 
38 Ibid., 242-3. 
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of the ages, through the deafness of time, must be heard.  We made the 
film with the very purpose that it should be heard.39

 
According to the director, Shostakovich completely captured the essence of grief in 

the “Lament.”  Kozintsev goes on to speak at length about the conclusion of the film, 

but his last direct statement about the film is, “Shostakovich expressed pity like a 

force.  There is such an abundance of feeling contained in the grief of his ‘lament’ 

that it gives rise to faith: the evil times will pass, they cannot do otherwise if such a 

voice is heard.”40  The “Lament” is not the earth, the elemental, but the lament of 

mankind.   

 Kozintsev, although not a trained musician, was able to speak in some detail 

about music, and in particular this cue.  He said, “The lament was written in the form 

of nine fragments, separated by pauses, each one having its peculiar timbre and 

intonation.  Shostakovich gave me the option of changing their sequence, repeating 

one of the fragments over and over again, or using them singly.  This was not film 

music but cinema itself: its fundamental flesh and blood, what makes the editing, the 

shots.”41  From this statement, it appears that this cue could be taken apart and its 

ordering altered in order to make it fit with the film, or perhaps this flexibility was 

only given to Kozintsev because of their long relationship.  In any case,  

 

                                                           
39 Ibid., 250-1. 
40 Ibid., 254.  In the previous pages, Kozintsev discusses the entire use of the “Lament,” including its 
beginning with Edgar and the death of Gloucester, and particular points during the war. 
41 Ibid., 251. 
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Shostakovich, it seems, would have done anything musically that Kozintsev asked of 

him. 

 Kozintsev identifies nine fragments in this cue, most of which are clearly 

defined.  However, there actually appear to be ten fragments that are clearly offset by 

rests.  Table 3 shows the breakdown of the ten fragments and the harmonic tools 

used.  

Table 6.3 – Fragments of Cue 56 
Fragment Location 

(measures) 
Harmonic tools 

1 1-18 C locrian scale 
2 19-35 Chromatic scale from B to A-flat 
3 37-46 C locrian scale without A-flat and with D 
4 47-60 Chromatic scale without E 
5 61-64 Chromatic scale without E and A 
6 65-70 Chromatic scale 
7 71-74 Oct-2 with F-sharp (E and A-flat omitted) 
8 75-78 Chromatic scale from G-sharp to E without C-sharp 

and D 
9 79-84 Oct-2 with C (C-sharp and D omitted) 
10 85-92 Oct-2 (C-sharp and G omitted) 

 

As shown in Table 3, three things stand out.  First, the length of the fragments 

becomes shorter as the excerpt continues.  Second, the harmonic tools undergo a shift 

along with the fragment length.  Last, the amount of dissonance present in the lament 

clearly shows that it is the lament of mankind, and not of the elemental, the earth.  

The mode choice is locrian, the only mode where the fifth from ^1  to ^5  is diminished.  

This is the mode that contains the highest degree of dissonance, and is a logical 

choice for the “Lament,” if a diatonic mode is to be used.  The movement between the 
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locrian mode and chromaticism does not change that interpretation.  In fact, it may 

only make the case stronger for having the music represent mankind because the 

chromaticism is reflected in atonality, again representing human fallibility.  It is only 

when the octatonic fragments are introduced that the “Lament” may need to be 

reexamined.  But if it is true that the octatonic scale represents the elemental (see p. 

37), then what is Shostakovich trying to say with a shift from human fallibility to the 

elemental?  It is possible that Kozintsev’s idea was correct, and that by the conclusion 

of the cue, the “Lament” is for the earth, the land, the timeless.  I believe that 

Shostakovich begins the “Lament” directly referring to Edgar, who is clearly human 

based on his struggles and death of his father.  Then the music accompanies images of 

war, of people dying.  This continues the musical representation of human fallibility, 

but does so in a much more general way.  When the images shift to destruction of 

property and land, then the octatonic scale is introduced, and the “Lament” becomes 

about the elemental. 

 I have already designed the opposition of public duty and selfishness, and just 

introduced the opposition of the elemental and human fallibility.  I can also introduce 

the opposition of the timeless to the timebound.  The character of Lear is the synthesis 

of all oppositions – he moves from public duty to selfishness, and in the process, 

gains his human fallibility.  The triad may look something like: 

public duty—elemental—timeless  -------  selfishness—human fallibility—timebound 

Lear 
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 Many of the fragments contain moments similar to imitative polyphony.  This 

is significant because the polyphony is representative of the era in which Shakespeare 

wrote the play, but the harmonic devices certainly belong to the twentieth century, 

creating an opposition between the two, which is then resolved through the music. 

 In the first fragment, homophonic texture prevails as there are only two lines 

between the four parts.  The main idea, stated in the soprano and tenor, is 

accompanied with the alto and bass parts, and is the one that is later treated 

imitatively.  It is stated in the first five fragments at its original pitch level and in the 

final fragment a half step below its original pitch level.  It is used imitatively in 

fragments two and four, at the original pitch level and up a major sixth, respectively.  

The main idea outlines a diminished triad, the fundamental triad of the locrian mode.  

Since the diminished fifth is outlined, it also recalls the trumpet calls of Edmund and 

desire for individual gain.  Through the “Lament” and its emphasis on the diminished 

fifth, Shostakovich is placing emphasis on human fallibility, but interestingly, never 

uses a major, or even a minor triad in this excerpt, even at the conclusion.  What this 

says is that human fallibility will be extended and continued, along with mankind and 

suffering; death will not yet breech the boundaries of the human world.  Grief will be 

prolonged, weeping will be heard, and the madness that has overwhelmed the land 

cannot be stopped.  Egorova briefly discusses the “Lament” and states: 

An appeal to modern expressive means, the co-existence of pure 
diatonicism with refined chromaticism, the frequent use of dissonant 
intervals and chords, viscous polyphonic tissue together with the 
emotional and spiritual singing of the chorus a cappella, elevated the 
requiem which concludes the film to the heights of a universal lament 
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for the innocent souls of the killed, independently of the concrete time 
and place of the tragedy.  Actually, Shostakovich’s requiem in the 
finale of King Lear expresses the consciousness and memory of 
modern humanity shaken by the world cataclysms of the 20th 
century.42

 
It is unclear what part of the cue contains “pure diatonicism” in this passage, unless 

Egorova is referring to the complete and exclusive C locrian scale in the first 

fragment, but that is certainly not what I would consider to be “pure diatonicism.”  I 

assert that pure diatonicism means that there is a clear tonic that is established 

through diatonic harmonies, and that is not present is this excerpt, and is rarely found 

in the entire film.  Egorova might be referring to the “diatonic” nature of the locrian 

scale and not taking harmonies into account.  On the other hand, Egorova says that 

the “Lament” concludes the film, but this is incorrect.  The last action of the film is 

the war, and the “Lament” is heard throughout the battle, but the “Lament” does not 

continue into the duel between Edgar and Edmund, nor does it continue into the 

deaths of Lear and Cordelia.  The music that concludes the film is that of the Fool, 

and not the “Lament.”  Egorova’s statement in the final sentence coincides with the 

translator’s introduction to Kozintsev’s diary, which states, “Russians have never 

been known to use half measures in artistic expression.  Kozintsev’s Lear is no 

exception.  He sees the play as symbolizing the apocalyptic encroachment of the Last 

Day of Judgement, the end of the world.”43  The “Lament” establishes this 

                                                           
42 Egorova, 222-3. It is interesting that Egorova makes her “own” statement, and then appears to 
contradict herself by using the word “actually.”  However, this may just be a translation issue.  But if it 
is not, then Egorova has taken that statement from somewhere, not cited it, and then given her own 
interpretation of the “Lament.”  Either way, this is problematic. 
43 Kozintsev, KL, ix. 
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interpretation through its non-diatonic means, particularly the diminished fifth.  The 

“final word” is given by the Fool. 

 

Дудочка Шута – The Fool’s Pipe (cue 8) 

 The music associated with the Fool is by far the most important music in the 

film.  This music frames the film, meaning that it is both the first and last music 

heard.  In American film, that would mean the Main and End Titles, but in Soviet 

cinema of this time period, there were no End Titles, so the Fool’s music is heard 

during the Main Titles and at the conclusion of the film, designated the Finale.  This 

is also the only music that is used as both diegetic and non-diegetic music, giving it a 

special function in the film.  As non-diegetic music, it is used as the Main Title 

music, giving the film a voice, but certainly not the expected one.  The character of 

King Lear is thought of as old and stately, perhaps deserving of a fanfare.  Instead, 

the music that opens the film will ultimately be associated with the Fool, the opposite 

of a king.  To use the example of Star Wars, the Main Title music becomes associated 

with Luke Skywalker, the hero of the film trilogy, which, because of its happy 

ending, should be considered a comedy.  In contrast, the Main Title music in King 

Lear is associated with the Fool, a character who can only comment ironically on 

things and who is a member of the lowest class possible in a film that is clearly a 

tragedy.  In this way, the Fool becomes something of an anti-hero, the opposite of 

Luke Skywalker.   
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 Kozintsev, as with so many other subjects in this film, writes about his vision 

for the embodiment of the Fool and states: 

 One must take away from the role of the Fool everything that is 
associated with clownery.  There should be no grimaces, funny faces, 
no chequered costume, no coxcomb cap.  And a rattle is also 
unnecessary.  There should be no eccentricities, not the slightest kind 
of virtuosity in the singing and dancing.  The most amazing situation 
then appears: he is laughed at not because he is a Fool, but because he 
speaks the truth.  He is a village idiot – or rather they think he is an 
idiot.  It is not the King and the Fool, but the strong and the weak, the 
rich and the poor.  The most elevated and the most debased…We 
settled for the most unobtrusive mark possible: bells tied to his leg.  He 
is distinguished by this sound.44  
 

By creating an image of the Fool as the most debased individual in the court, 

Kozintsev changes the character of the Fool from one of humorous, biting wit, to one 

of ironically spoken truth that is easily dismissed as the mumblings of an idiot.  

Something else happens due to the nature of this music.  Because it is used both 

diegetically and non-diegetically, it has the capacity to be used as both a signifier and 

a characterization.  However, it is not the music that acts as the signifier, rather, it is 

the small bell strapped to the Fool’s ankle.  As the cue is used in the Main Titles, it is 

a characterization of the poor decision that will unravel throughout the film.  As 

diegetic music, it is commentary, but instead of the Fool speaking words, he plays 

notes on his pipe. 

  

                                                           
44 Ibid., 71-2. 
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 The music for the Fool is much more complex than one would imagine due to 

the fact that the pipe, as shown in the film, is similar to a recorder, and very little 

chromaticism comes from that instrument.  This is shown in Example 8. 

 

The music for the Fool can be separated into three sections based on motive and 

texture.  Table 4 shows the breakdown of the Fool’s music. 

Table 6.4 – Pitch materials in Cue 8 
Section Measures Harmonic vocabulary 

I 1-7 mm. 2-4 are Oct-2; mm. 1, 5-7 are not classified 
II 8-13 mm. 8-9 are Oct-1, m. 10 is Oct-2, mm. 10-12 are 

chromatic, mm. 12-14 are Oct-2 
III 14-18 mm. 14-16 are Oct-2 (except for the D), mm.16-17 are 

chromatic, mm. 17-18 are Oct-2 
 

Egorova spends a good deal of time discussing the music of the Fool.  She says: 

The sad melody of the Fool’s fife which frames the picture, and his 
caustic songs, full of sarcasm, sound like the voice of Conscience 
which insistently tries to get to people through silence locked in fear, 
through the howling of the wind…The Fool’s songs, like Brecht’s 
Songs, reveal the hidden and evil designs of false friends as flatterers.  
There is something here akin to a philosophic parable.  At the same 
time the piccolo E flat clarinet melody of the fife is astonishingly 
simple and artless, like a folk tune.  It combines lament with dancing 
lyrical scherzo, sorrow with a lucidity which leaves hope for 
purification through suffering, the possibility that the king may 
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understand the real values of life.  Unfortunately this comes too late 
for the octogenarian Lear.45

 
I disagree with Egorova’s interpretation of the Fool’s music as being “astonishingly 

simple and artless.”  It is true that a 3/4 waltz with repeated dotted-quarter-eighth-

quarter figures sounds like a simple peasant waltz, but the complexity of the harmonic 

vocabulary and its off-beat rhythms, which would make the waltz difficult to dance 

to, make the Fool’s music more than “astonishingly simple.”  The three sections of 

the Fool’s music are quite disjunct with no real motive or thread tying the three 

together.  Only the third section even sounds slightly jocular, a trait typically 

associated with the fool or jester.  Egorova implies that the only trait of the music is 

affect, but the solo nature of the cue and irregular pitch collection and phrase 

structure are of equal importance. 

 In spite of this, there are both clear and hidden folk elements to the Fool’s 

music.  The clear elements are all items that are found on the surface of the music.  

First, the music has irregular phrase lengths.  Additionally, it is a solo unaccompanied 

line of music.  These things are typical of the folk idiom.  However, there is a 

presence, or rather, an absence of a pentatonic scale built into these three sections.  If 

all of the pitches in each section are collected, there are always two pitches omitted 

from the aggregate.  In the first section, the omitted pitches are B-flat and D.  In the 

second, C and E-flat, and in the third, F and A-flat.  These pitches create an A-flat 

pentatonic scale with an added pitch of D.  The pentatonic scale is one of the most 

                                                           
45 Egorova, 221. 
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traditional scales in the folk idiom, and Shostakovich uses it, albeit in absentia, in the 

folklike music of the Fool. 

 There is also the issue of the actual instrument that the Fool plays in the film.  

It is an instrument akin to a modern-day recorder, a wind instrument with a 

mouthpiece and five holes that, from its appearance, should only be able to play a 

pentatonic scale.  However, the music that comes out of it is highly chromatic and has 

a range of nearly two octaves.  This instrument is capable of playing music, or 

speaking, in a way that should not be possible.  The character of the Fool is also this 

way; he speaks the truth, but is dismissed as gibberish.  In speaking the truth, the Fool 

is again doing something that he should not be able to do.  Because of this, the Fool 

can only comment ironically on a situation. 

 The Fool’s music to an impasse during the scene in the French camp where 

the Fool is replacing the random musicians.  Kozintsev wrote:  

In the play, when Lear wakes up after his illness Cordelia and the 
Doctor signal to the musicians.  We have substituted the Fool for the 
musicians; he has wandered in the footsteps of his master and turned 
up in the French camp.  Now he is ordered to come closer and play a 
tune on his pipe.  It can be the same tune as his song.46

 
In the play, the musicians cannot speak because Shakespeare does not give them any 

lines. In fact, the only mention is by the Doctor who says, “ Please you, draw near.  

Louder the music there!”47  The musicians are present as a representation of social 

harmony.  The Doctor and Cordelia are trying to make Lear healthy, and music, they 

                                                           
46 Kozintsev, KL, 243.  This is from the same letter that has been mentioned before. 
47 Shakespeare, IV, 7:24-5. 
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believe, is a significant part of that.  But by replacing the musicians with the Fool, 

Kozintsev and Shostakovich completely change the tone of the scene.  In the letter, 

Kozintsev says that the music “can” be the same as his song, not necessarily that it 

“should” or that it “must.”  The fact that it is the same tune means that Shostakovich 

made that decision.  I believe that he used the same music because he wanted it again.  

The Main Title music is insignificant unless there is a referential point during the 

picture, and if this music is not present here, then the reference point is in the final 

minute of the film, and the reference is possibly lost.  In order to make the film really 

about the Fool and the truth of the Fool, then the pillars of the film need to be marked 

as the Fool, and this music accomplishes that goal. 

 As Lear is being carried on the stretcher, the non-diegetic music in the 

background is entitled “The Voice of Truth.”  Immediately following this, the Fool 

plays diegetic music on his pipe.  The audience knows that the Fool is the only 

character who really speaks the truth, but he also can only comment ironically on any 

matter.  When Lear wakes up, he and Cordelia reconcile, but this reconciliation 

cannot and does not last.  By using the Fool’s music, he is commenting that Lear and 

Cordelia will reconcile, but it is false because it is momentary and fleeting.  Again, 

the Fool comments ironically.  This should be the happiest moment in the film, but it 

is quite the opposite because the audience knows what will transpire.  It seems that it 

is not just the Fool commenting ironically in this scene.  Shostakovich too is making a 

comment.  By placing a cue entitled “The Voice of Truth” next to the Fool’s music, 

he is making an overt association between the two.  This is more of a hidden 
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reference though, because the audience would not know the titles of the musical cue; 

nonetheless, it is still present. 

 At the end of the film, the Fool plays again on his pipe, but the music is 

slightly altered from its original statement.  This is shown in Example 9. 

 

There are only a few differences that are not enough to consider this as a variation.  

The melodic material is identical, with only additional measures added, likely 

because the music needed to be a bit longer in length at the end of the film. 

 Since the music of the Fool has been marked, and this is again a diegetic use 

of his music, the audience can make the clear aural association.  But the deeper 

meaning is also quite evident.  The Fool, debased, poor, presumed to be an idiot, 

never goes away.  The folly of Lear’s decision will not soon be forgotten: the 

countryside, once full of life, must now rebuild from the atrocities of war.  The 

foolishness present from the outset of the film is still present.  If we are to take 

Kozintsev at face value, and he is commenting on the state of the world on the 
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precipice of annihilation, then he is clearly saying that whatever decision is made, 

there will still be an element of foolishness in every action taken, and that the 

foolishness will outlast every outcome. 

 Through the use of music, the Fool is elevated in status from a minor 

character that speaks the truth to being a main character, one who sees the world as it 

is, but cannot really do anything about it because he is dismissed as an idiot.  This is 

the main way that music shapes the film and gives it a different slant from the play. 

 

SUMMARY 

 Many oppositions are operative in King Lear.  These sets of oppositions 

include timeless-timebound, life-death, public duty-selfishness, elemental-human 

fallibility, and  ruling class-debased.  In the music for the film, oppositions are also 

emphasized by Shostakovich, such as perfect fifth and tritone, trumpet and horn, 

imitative polyphony and twentieth-century harmony, and tonality and atonality, for 

which the octatonic scale is the synthesis.  These oppositions allow Shostakovich to 

explore the characters and to show how a character like Lear can move from one 

oppositional pole to the other.  Shostakovich, through the music, also foreshadows the 

destinies of characters through the oppositions of trumpet-horn and perfect fifth-

tritone. 

 In addition to the oppositions, Shostakovich, by writing the same music for 

the Main Titles and conclusion of the film, and by having the music shift from non-

diegetic to diegetic, puts the focus of the film on the character of the Fool.  The 
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Fool’s music begins and ends the film, although the audience does not know that at 

the outset.  The Fool is only able to comment ironically on any situation, so, the 

retrospective reading of the film shows that the decision of Lear is really the path of 

folly, and the audience is cued into that at the start of the film.  Even though there is 

less than thirty minutes of music in the film, Shostakovich made every second of it 

count in his expressions of the oppositions and his elevation of the Fool to the 

position of a main character in the film. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

 This dissertation has shown how the film music of Dmitri Shostakovich 

closely resembles the concert music written within the same time period, and how the 

film music of Shostakovich contributes to the film’s narrative in each of three major 

films: The Gadfly, Hamlet, and King Lear.  Specifically, Shostakovich’s music can be 

seen to operate in ways very similar to the film music of classical Hollywood with the 

result that his techniques are readily understandable to Western viewers. 

 Shostakovich’s film music also closely mirrors his concert music written 

around the same time period.  His music for The Gadfly was written in the five-year 

period after Stalin’s death.  This music is primarily tonal and possesses a lightness of 

mood and certain happiness about it.  The music for Hamlet and King Lear was 

composed during his “late” style period, the last ten to twelve years of his life.  This 

music is much less tonal and much sparser than during the period of The Gadfly.  

Many of the cues in Hamlet and Lear are for chamber ensembles, with the full 

orchestra only used for moments of dramatic importance.  The same instrumentation 

holds true for the concert music of the late style period; the full orchestra is used only 

at important climactic points. 

This dissertation has provided close readings of The Gadfly, Hamlet, and King 

Lear, through which some general observations can be made about style and technical 

treatment.  In the three films, Shostakovich used “naming themes,” a device similar to 

leitmotives, but without development.  Additionally, the “naming themes” are only 
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used when characters are shown, or in the case of the Ghost of Hamlet’s father, 

aurally depicted, on screen.  Another trait common to the Shakespeare films, because 

of Shostakovich’s “late style period,” is that tonality is used to show satire or irony.  

The only occurrence of diatonic functional music in Lear is in the “Dinner at 

Goneril’s” cue, where Lear is about to be sent away by his daughters.  In Hamlet, 

diatonic functional music is used as the members of the court process to their seats 

before the play.  In both cases, the music indicates that everything is fine, but 

Shostakovich intentionally plays against this.  For him, tonality is used to show that 

everything may appear to be fine on the surface, but the exact opposite is actually 

true.  It is difficult to include The Gadfly in this, because during this period of 

composition, Shostakovich’s primary harmonic and melodic pitch collections were 

diatonic.  However, the pitch materials with which Shostakovich worked during the 

period immediately following Stalin’s death did not interfere with the way that 

diatonic functional music operates in the film.  The dances, the Galop and 

Contradance, show that people who appeared to support the Austrian occupiers 

actually supported the revolutionaries.  In this way, some of the tonal music of The 

Gadfly operates in the same way as it does in the Shakespeare films. 

In each film, the music has to accomplish its own narrative goals as well.  In 

King Lear, Shostakovich arranges the music so that it shows oppositions in 

characters.  For example, the French horn is the instrument that represents public duty 

while the trumpet represents human fallibility.  The horn call of the beggars, the 

perfect fifth, is played on the French horn.  The trumpet plays Edmund’s horn calls, 
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all of which involve a diminished fifth.  When Edgar responds to the duel, his 

response is sounded on a French horn. 

The primary goal of the music in Hamlet is to show the states of the three 

main characters: Hamlet, the Ghost, and Ophelia.  The Ghost’s music never changes, 

indicating his state of death.  Hamlet’s naming theme is stated at no fewer than eight 

different pitch level, indicating the consistently changing circumstances surrounding 

him.  Ophelia’s music changes, but is always played by the harpsichord when it 

represents her on-screen.  Other references to Ophelia are not part of the “naming 

theme” category.  Outside of the music for these three characters, there is very little 

non-diegetic music in the film. 

Assisting and furthering the narrative is the primary goal of the music for The 

Gadfly.  Because of the simple nature of the story, Shostakovich did not write the 

music with oppositions in mind, or Hamlet’s constantly changing situation.  Two 

clear examples of the music in this film demonstrate its narrative qualities.  First, at 

the end of the film, when the hero, Arthur, is dead, the music is triumphant.  Second, 

when the action takes place in the marketplace, the music reflects that as well. 

 

Items for Further Study 

 One specific subject that I would like to explore is Shostakovich’s personal 

involvement with Shakespeare’s “Hamlet.”  If possible, it would be beneficial to find 

any existing quotes of Shostakovich referring to or discussing the play.  If 

Shostakovich likened himself to the character of Hamlet, then it is quite possible that 
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the opening of Hamlet’s naming theme, the set [0 1 3 4], would have much more 

significance than just the beginning of the octatonic scale.  DSCH, in prime form is [0 

1 3 4], and it is possible that Shostakovich was attempting to mask this by not 

actually sounding Hamlet’s theme at the DSCH pitch level. 

 Another area to explore further is the relationship between Shostakovich’s 

film and concert works.  If Shostakovich’s music has no compositional boundaries 

between the concert and film music, then more of his film music should share the 

traits with the concert music.  Many of his film scores, though sometimes incomplete, 

are available on compact disc, and the Collected Works Volumes 41 & 42 contain 

scores for these films.  With the 150 volume New Collected Works continuing to 

published as this is written, the complete scores for all of the films will become 

available, allowing for a much more thorough comparison between the concert and 

film music. 

 Although it would be a valuable endeavor to do close readings of all of the 

films with Shostakovich’s scores, it would be impractical as it would be for most 

Hollywood composers of the “golden era.”  A more reasonable idea would be to do 

close readings of other Kozintsev films to see if the compositional techniques present 

in Hamlet and King Lear are also present in some of their earlier collaborations.  

Close readings of other significant films not directed by Kozintsev would also be 

useful, again, to see if Shostakovich’s compositional techniques are consistent 

throughout the years, as well as groups of films that fit into certain periods of 

Shostakovich’s compositional style. 
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 With a great deal of archival work remaining, as well as complete published 

films scores, the field of Dmitri Shostakovich film music research will undoubtedly 

grow and evolve, potentially into a field along side of the musicology and theory 

fields. 
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Appendix A – Copyright Permissions 
 

Festival Overture, op. 96 by Dmitri Shostakovich 
Copyright © 1955 (Renewed) by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP) 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved. 
Used by Permission. 
 
The Gadfly, op. 97a by Dmitri Shostakovich 
Copyright © 1960 (Renewed) by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP) 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved. 
Used by Permission. 
 
String Quartet No. 6 in G Major, op. 101 by Dmitri Shostakovich 
Copyright © 1957 (Renewed) by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP) 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved. 
Used by Permission. 
 
Concerto No. 2 for Piano and Orchestra, op. 102 by Dmitri Shostakovich 
Copyright © 1957 (Renewed) by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP) 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved. 
Used by Permission. 
 
Hamlet, op. 116 by Dmitri Shostakovich 
Copyright © 1987 (Renewed) by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP) 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved. 
Used by Permission. 
 
String Quartet No. 9 in E flat Major, op. 117 
Copyright © 1966 (Renewed) by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP) 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved. 
Used by Permission. 
 
String Quartet No. 12 in B flat Major, op. 133 by Dmitri Shostakovich 
Copyright © 1945 (Renewed) by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP) 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved. 
Used by Permission. 
 
Sonata for Violin and Piano, op. 134 by Dmitri Shostakovich 
Copyright © 1969 (Renewed) by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP) 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved. 
Used by Permission. 
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Symphony No. 14, op. 135 by Dmitri Shostakovich 
Copyright © 1955 (Renewed) by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP) 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved. 
Used by Permission. 
 
King Lear, op. 137 by Dmitri Shostakovich 
Copyright © 1969 (Renewed) by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP) 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved. 
Used by Permission. 
 
String Quartet No. 13 in B flat Minor, op 138 by Dmitri Shostakovich 
Copyright © 1969 (Renewed) by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP) 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved. 
Used by Permission. 
 
String Quartet No. 14 in F major, op. 142 
Copyright © 1974 (Renewed) by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP) 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved. 
Used by Permission. 
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