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ANNA KARENINA ON THE LARGE AND SMALL SCREEN 

Peter Cochran 
 

Edmund Goulding, 1927; Clarence Brown, 1935; Julien Duvivier, 1948; Rudolph Cartier, 1961; Alexandr 

Zarkhi, 1967; Basil Coleman, 1977; Simon Langton, 1985; Bernard Rose, 1997; David Blair, 2000; Sergei 

Solovyov, 2005; Joe Wright, 2012 

 
It seems impossible to make a fully-balanced film or television version of Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina. Despite the 

film-makers’ best intentions, something always goes wrong. The main problem is that the films are, for the most 

part, two hundred years behind Tolstoy in moral complexity, and in frankness about love, sex, and human 

relations. Not until the year 2000 do they catch up with him. As a result, most early twentieth-century films 

represent, not a reaction to Tolstoy, but a deflection of attention away from him. 

 The novel is either a beautiful tale of doomed romance, or a dissection of the way the female sexual 

impulse wreaks havoc if given too loose a rein … or both. Most films opt for the former interpretation, as more 

marketable. 

 There are some things which novels can do but which films can’t: 

 
At the very moment when Vronsky thought that now was the time to overtake Mahotin, Frou-Frou 

herself, understanding his thoughts, without any incitement on his part, gained ground considerably, and 

began getting alongside of Mahotin on the most favorable side, close to the inner cord. Mahotin would 

not let her pass that side. Vronsky had hardly formed the thought that he could perhaps pass on the outer 

side, when Frou-Frou shifted her pace and began overtaking him on the other side. Frou-Frou’s shoulder, 

beginning by now to be dark with sweat, was even with Gladiator’s back. For a few lengths they moved 

evenly. But before the obstacle they were approaching, Vronsky began working at the reins, anxious to 

avoid having to take the outer circle, and swiftly passed Mahotin just upon the declivity. He caught a 

glimpse of his mud-stained face as he flashed by. He even fancied that he smiled. Vronsky passed 

Mahotin, but he was immediately aware of him close upon him, and he never ceased hearing the even-

thudding hoofs and the rapid and still quite fresh breathing of Gladiator. 

 

 All a film can do is give you exciting travelling shots of the race. It can’t do the intimate relationship 

between rider and horse, as Tolstoy does here, or the shifting positions within the pack. 

 

Edmund Goulding, 1927 
 

There were three silent cinema versions of the novel (from Russia, 1911; from America, 1915, from Hungary, 

1918). No prints exist of the 1911 or 1915 versions. Here’s an advert for the 1915 one: 

 

 
 

 The Swedish actress Betty Nansen (Anna), bears a startling resemblance to someone we shall meet later. 

 Edmund Goulding’s 1927 silent does exist, and in an immaculate print. Its soundtrack is a live one, and 

incorporates not just the musical score, but also the audience’s laughter. 
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Garbo and John Gilbert 

 

 They called the film Love, in part because they didn’t think American audiences would have heard of 

either Tolstoy or Anna Karenina, in part because – to phrase it politely – “the film only takes Tolstoy’s novel as 

a starting-point”. It opens with Vronsky rescuing Anna in a blizzard when one of her horses collapses, and 

failing to seduce her in the inn where they’re forced to stay. On parade the following morning (sic) Vronsky’s 

commanding officer asks him about his nocturnal encounter, and demands more information in private. John 

Gilbert’s Vronsky manages to be at once macho and slightly ridiculous, and there is a strong sexual tension 

between him and Greta Garbo, the Anna, as indeed there was in real life – but, by half an hour into the film, we 

know that Tolstoy’s novel is a long way away. 

 William Daniels is the expert director of photography. But they apply too much pale make-up to Garbo’s 

face, so that in the two-shots Vronsky looks more real than she does. 

 This Anna is a very moral woman, who knows adultery to be sinful, and only continues Vronsky’s 

acquaintance because her husband insists, Vronsky being the Grand Duke’s aide-de-camp. Vronsky is actually 

jealous of Seryozha: an indeed there’s even more passion in Garbo’s scenes with Seryozha, who’s an excellent 

boy actor, than there is in her scenes with Gilbert. We wait a long time for adultery to be committed – this is, 

after all, an American film of 1927. The novel re-surfaces in the horse-race sequence, but (a) Frou-Frou gets up 

from her fall and trots away, and (b) although Anna has a hysterical fit watching the accident, and her husband 

notices and leads her off, they can’t do the sensational moment when she confesses that she hates him and is 

Vronsky’s mistress, because she isn’t Vronsky’s mistress – yet. Both she and Karenin, however, behave as 

though she had confessed. He finally corners her in the convalescent Vronsky’s apartment – prophecies “You 

will destroy each other” – leaves in fury – whereupon the couple embrace, and there’s a fadeout, leaving us with 

the impression that Karenin has brought about his own cuckoldom, despite everything Anna has done to try and 

prevent it. 

 The plot deserts probability completely when Karenin persuades the Grand Duke to have Vronsky 

cashiered for having seduced his wife (which I believe never happened to any army officer in Tsarist Russia), 

and Anna persuades the Duke to reverse the decree if she will forsake Vronsky, which she does (shades here of 

La Traviata / La Dame aux Camelias, which Garbo later filmed too).Vronsky, losing Anna’s Love (as he thinks) 

rediscovers it in the camaraderie of the Officers’ Mess. We’ve observed no railway-imagery in the film at all, 

which might have alerted us to the upbeat ending, in which Karenin dies, and Anna, Vronsky and Seryozha look 

forward to living happily ever after. 

 They filmed an ending in which Anna does kill herself – but for European distribution. 

 It goes without saying that neither Konstantin Levin nor the Oblonsky family are ever mentioned. 

 

Clarence Brown, 1935 

 

Eight years later Garbo made her second film of the novel, for David O. Selznick, who prided himself on a high-

quality product: the film is, this time, correctly titled. After an amusing opening officers’ drinking binge, which 

only Vronsky (Frederick March) survives upright, while Stiva Oblonsky feasts in the same room with ladies of 

the game, we’re plunged into Tolstoyan reality with the first meeting at the railway station, with Anna appearing 

to Vronsky through a cloud of steam, looking enigmatic as only Greta Garbo could look, and the wheel-tapper 

meeting his horrible end. 

 The film is spectacular, with vast railway termini, detailed domestic interiors, and huger-than-life 

ballrooms. There’s a massive production-number from Tchaikovsky’s Evgeny Onegin (when Anna and Vronsky 
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attend the opera): it looks as if Hollywood, aware that the supposedly glorious days of Tsarist Russia are, in 

1935, over, is determined to keep its own version of them alive in celluloid fantasy. 

 William Daniels is again the director of photography. He photographed all Garbo’s best films. 

 

 

 
 

Garbo, Frederick March, Freddy Bartholomew and Basil Rathbone 

 

 Seryozha is the famous child actor Freddie Bartholomew, who’d just made David Copperfield, with 

W.C.Fields. He’s annoying – much more sentimental than his silent predecessor (his scenes with his mother are 

accompanied on the soundtrack by Tchaikovsky’s None but the lonely heart). But Basil Rathbone compensates 

with an icily-sarcastic Karenin who is the best-realised character in the film: he cracks his knuckles as all 

Karenins should. We’re grateful at first to find Stiva, Dolly, Kitty, and even Levin, all in their proper places, 

done economically but well (the script is co-written by Clemence Dane). But we lose sight of them all, until 

suddenly we witness the wedding of Levin and Kitty, which gives the film-makers yet another excuse for a big, 

spectacular Russian scene. We learn nothing of their marriage, and never see Levin in the fields. 

 We gather that Garbo wasn’t as fond of Frederick March as she had been of John Gilbert,1 and their 

scenes together have a professionally acted air, without magic. March in any case isn’t very good-looking, and 

can’t suggest an aristocrat. But the horse-race is exciting, with Frou-Frou’s fall (this time she is shot), skilfully 

edited together with what appears to be the shot of a genuine racetrack accident. Afterwards, Anna says most of 

her line … 

 
“I hear you, but I am thinking of him. I love him, I am his mistress; I can’t bear you; I’m afraid of you, and I hate 

you ... You can do what you like to me.” 

 

 … but omits “I am his mistress” – still, evidently, too much for Hollywood, under the Hays Code, in 

1935. 

 Anna does not bear Vronsky’s child. That, too, was too much for ’30s Hollywood. 

                                                           

1: She wore garlic under her collar to discourage Frederick March’s ardour. 
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 The film’s best scene is Seryozha’s birthday, which is done in part from the viewpoint of the Karenin 

servants, who love Anna so much that they quarrel among themselves as to which should tell her that her 

husband is coming. It’s here that Basil Rathbone excels at being hypocritical and vindictive. A memorable 

travelling shot has Anna coming down the staircase while he stands at the top, receding from our view and her 

hearing, but still shouting at her. Tolstoy’s Karenin is a lot more complex than this, but Rathbone is so good that 

you forget it momentarily. 

 Anna’s exclusion from Seryozha, and the disintegration of her relationship with Vronsky, is well-

sketched; but they cheat finally, when Vronsky goes off to fight the Turks before Anna’s suicide, so that his 

return to the army is the cause of her despair and death, not, as in the novel, her despair and death the cause of 

his return to the army – a last gesture on his part to regain some meaning in his life, if only by dying well. In 

both Hollywood versions, military values must triumph. 

 

Julien Duvivier, 1948 

 

With Ralph Richardson as Karenin, a script in part by Jean Anouilh, costumes by Cecil Beaton, and music by 

Constant Lambert, Julien (Pépé le Moko) Duvivier’s film should be a lot better than it is. It starts well with a 

sequence showing the Oblonsky household in chaos. But as soon as the Anna, Vivien Leigh, opens her mouth, 

it’s ruined. Whatever emotional and psychological depths the directors of Gone with the Wind, or Elia Kazan in 

A Streetcar named Desire, persuade her to plumb, Duvivier can’t push her into. Her delivery is the kind of 

shallow, lah-di-dah upper-middle-class English which would be excellent for satirical comedy, but can’t 

encompass passion or tragedy at all. She’s extremely beautiful and her dimpled smile is as sweet as ever, but the 

voice can only suggest condescension and hypocrisy. Perhaps Duvivier’s ear for English didn’t pick this up. 

Kieron Moore, the Vronsky, presents a stuffed shirt to counter her snooty Anna, and our impulse to empathy is 

thwarted by every frame. 

 

 
 

Vivien Leigh and Ralph Richardson 

 

 The horse-race is a sad cop-out: we barely see Kieron Moore on the horse, see very little of the race 

itself, realise there’s been an accident only through the spectators’ reactions, and afterwards, Anna’s confession 

to Karenin has the same cut (“I am his mistress”) which Garbo had to make in 1935 – which, as we’ve never 

seen Vronsky and Anna even kiss, doesn’t come as a surprise. Richardson is as good as we’d expect (the scene 

with the moth-swatting lawyer is done, for the first time). But the huge problem is that Karenin’s two-faced 

obsession with surfaces and appearances isn’t countered by any alternative emotional commitment on the part of 

the adulterous lovers – they come, all three, from the same ultra-English, repressive / sentimental stable. 

 One excellent sequence has Anna spooked by her vision of the wheel-tapper, who’s played as a sort of 

gnome. 

 Before it’s even clear that they are adulterous lovers, Anna has collapsed and given birth to a “still-born” 

(sic) child: she does not tell Karenin to forgive Vronsky, only to forgive her. Tolstoy is too much of a moral 

challenge to be filmed in 1948. 

 Levin is seen briefly, mowing with the peasants. We even see his brother twice – but he doesn’t die. 

 The question of Vronsky going to fight the Turks doesn’t arise. 

 Anna isn’t crushed by the train wheels, but knocked over by its front buffers – as is the wheel-tapper: it 

doesn’t look like a fatal accident in either case. 

 

Rudolph Cartier, 1961 

 

Rudolph Cartier was the leading BBC drama producer / director of his day, responsible for such things as the 

famous Peter Cushing / Yvonne Mitchell / Andre Morell 1984, which many demanded should be banned. His 

Anna Karenina is worth watching, featuring as it does an Anna (Claire Bloom) and a Vronsky (Sean Connery) 
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who, for beauty on her part and, especially, masculinity on his, outshine all the competition there is between 

1927 and 2012. 

 

 
 

Claire Bloom and Sean Connery 

 

 The play is translated from a French script: at once we’re struck by the superbly designed and lit 

establishing shot of the Moscow railway station – recreated in a television studio – which, with its milling 

crowds and rubbish underfoot, puts us on the spot in a way that all David O. Selznick’s money couldn’t in 1935, 

in its fantasy Russia. 

 The drama gets off to an economical start, when Vronsky and Anna conceive their passion at first sight, 

just as the wheel-tapper’s scream is heard, and we see the conclusion of the action in the moment of its 

commencement. As things develop, it looks as if Connery is out-acting Bloom, who, being just as English as 

Vivien Leigh, is too reserved and ladylike, while the Celtic Connery, the more shy, hesitant, and ashamed he 

gets, and the more scared of the situation (the less James Bond-ish!), the more attractive he becomes to Anna, 

and the nearer to tragedy they approach. Their love scenes, though performed fully-clothed (of necessity on TV 

in 1961) have an intimacy and passion which Hollywood in the ’30s couldn’t do. But, though Connery 

blossoms, Bloom remains contained and polite: a look at Helen McCrory in the 2000 mini-series (see below) 

shows with what depth and abandon Anna Karenina can be played (or could be played, thirty-nine years after 

this). 

 Albert Lieven as Karenin manages the impossible by holding our attention for a man who is, in his 

essence, dull: for his knuckle-cracking they devise a horrible metallic sound which echoes the low-key, 

motorised way in which he speaks. Basil Rathbone is by contrast quite dynamic – he was, after all, a leading 

man – which can’t be right. 

 The horse-race, being a mixture of location filming and studio shots, is weak – as in 1948, we don’t even 

see Frou-Frou fall, let alone either see or hear her being put down: an important Tolstoyan metaphor is thus lost. 

And afterwards, it’s not Anna who confesses to Karenin that she’s Vronsky’s mistress, but Karenin who 

suggests the (obvious) idea to her: an unaccountable rewrite. 

 Also written out are Konstantin Levin, who appears not at all; and Anna’s child by Vronsky. These 

omissions deprive the event of the novel’s wide social sweep on the one hand, and several of its best dramatic 

moments on the other: the way it develops, in the second half, into a series of two-handed scenes, mostly in need 

of editing, creates monotony. 
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 Anna’s undignified scream when she throws herself under the train is a big mistake. 

 

Alexandr Zarkhi, 1967 

 

Alexandr Zarkhi’s 1967 film brings us, at last, a Russian version of Russia’s greatest book (there had been one 

made in 1953, made by members of the Moscow Arts Theatre, but it seems unavailable). 

 This is the first Anna Karenina film in colour. 

 From the outset we’re aware of a fidelity to the novel, and a detailed Tolstoyan realism, not seen before: 

“Everything was in confusion in the Oblonskys’ house”, says the book, and so we see servants leaving, servants 

demanding pay, children rioting, Dolly still in her night-clothes, and Stiva waking up on a sofa which is too 

small for him (just how Julien Duvivier’s film starts, as indeed does the novel). From there we cut to the railway 

station, where Stiva meets Vronsky, and Vronsky (Vasili Lanovoy) has an aristocratic reserve about him which 

no western actor we’ve seen has been able to match. Interesting that it takes a Soviet actor to suggest 

aristocracy. The moment when he and Anna meet for the first time is done as a double-take: they pass one 

another – look briefly – pass on – then suddenly realise what’s happened, turn round, and look again. 

 

 
 

Nicolai Gritsenko and Tatiana Samoilova 

 

 We notice that characters often drop into French: that, too, has never happened before (Cord, Vronsky’s 

trainer, speaks in bad English). Levin woos Kitty while they’re skating – also never done before: Levin is at last 

going to be an important character. We recognise Kitty as Anastasia Vertinskaya, Ophelia in the celebrated 

Kosintsev Hamlet. As, with jealous horror, she watches Anna and Vronsky dancing at the ball, we find Zarkhi 

employing a new range of cinematic techniques which none of the previous directors have used – rapid 

overlaps, diagonally-composed shots, out-of-focus shots – all expressive both of the lovers’ infatuation, and of 

Kitty’s state of mind as she observes them. 

 Then, when Anna arrives home, we meet this film’s real trump-card, which is the truly horrible Karenin 

of Nicolai Gritsenko – a man who doesn’t talk, but lectures, and in a high, strangled voice which puts him out of 

the reach of humanity. Gritsenko may go too far in depersonalising his character (Tolstoy’s character is not 

quite a zombie), but leaves us in no doubt about the void in his wife’s existence. Amusing is the start of the 

horse-race, where, with everyone else caught up in the excitement, he drones on non-stop about the ethics of 

sport, immune to the drama of the event. 

 Zarkhi gives us two more novelties – a long, wordless sequence, accompanied only by music, before the 

bedroom scene in which Karenin warns Anna to be careful of her reputation, and the first-ever scene of physical 

passion: unrevealing enough, but leaving (again, for the first time) no doubt as to what’s happening. 

 The cinema is at last moving in a vaguely Tolstoyan direction. 

 We get more expressive editing in the horse-race, making it at last clear that Anna, identifying with Frou-

Frou, finds the spectacle of Vronsky riding the animal an erotic turn-on, and their accident a big corresponding 

shock. Vronsky makes things worse by whipping and even kicking the prostrate beast in a sad endeavour to 

make her stand up: and at last, as husband and wife drive away, we get the full text of Anna’s confession: 

 
“No, you were not mistaken,” she said deliberately, looking desperately into his cold face. “You were not 

mistaken. I was, and I could not help being in despair. I hear you, but I am thinking of him. I love him, I 

am his mistress; I can’t bear you; I’m afraid of you, and I hate you ... You can do what you like to me.” 

 

 From them we cut to Levin mowing in the fields, another long, wordless sequence, though it’s pastoral / 

idyllic in comparison with Tolstoy’s original, which stresses the back-breaking nature of the work – but, again, 

Levin in the fields is done at length for the first time in cinema history. 
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 The greater Anna’s agony becomes, the more Tatiana Samoilova’s performance increases in depth: the 

scenes which seem to be (but aren’t) on her deathbed after childbirth, are very moving. For the first time, we see 

the scene which Basil Rathbone, Frederick March, Ralph Richardson and Kieron Moore weren’t up to – Karenin 

taking Vronsky’s hands from Vronsky’s face, and trying to be reconciled with him at Anna’s behest. We cut 

from Vronsky’s suicide attempt to Levin’s wedding: Levin does look a bit like Tolstoy around the nose and 

eyes, though his figure is too slight. 

 The narrative slows down and loses focus in the last reel, and Anna’s suicide, though dramatic enough, is 

not well-explained. Vronsky’s going to fight the Turks is not mentioned. However, Alexandr Zarkhi’s version is 

the only good film of Anna Karenina so far. 

 There was another Russian film made in 1974. I haven’t seen it. 

 

Basil Coleman, 1977 

 

 
 

Eric Porter, Nicola Pagett, Stuart Wilson 

 

In 1972-3 the BBC dared to broadcast an extremely dull twenty-episode series of War and Peace, with Anthony 

Hopkins as Pierre: this series is a kind of follow-up, in ten episodes at fifty minutes each. Basil Coleman is he 

who, the year after this, directed an abysmal As You Like It for the BBC TV Shakespeare, a show redeemed only 

by the Rosalind of Helen Mirren and the Jacques of Richard Pasco, both of whom seemed to be acting in 

another show. 

 The photography here is bland and featureless; the acting, professional in the sense of being uncommitted 

(certainly compared with the acting in the previous item); the script, sprawling; the adaptation, as well it might 

with five hundred minutes to play with, tries to get as much of the book in as possible. Thus we have more of 

Levin’s ideas and principles than in any other version, and more of his brother. This Levin, however, has a 

perpetually virginal look about him, so that we don’t believe there’s anything in his diary by which Kitty could 

be upset. 

 You know you’re in the presence of mediocrity when you find yourself, within ten minutes, trying to 

work out which of the male characters’ beards and whiskers are real, and which false. Thus, Levin=real beard in 

some shots, Stiva=gummed-on whiskers in all shots. The series commits the same error as the 1948 Julien 

Duvivier film, in that, unable to play the characters as Russians, its actors play them as bourgeois (or haute-

bourgeois) English, in the same style they’d use in The Forsyth Saga or Upstairs, Downstairs, with consequent 

trivialisation. It even has Eric Porter, Soames Forsyth himself, as Karenin – a cuddly Karenin with a sort of 

twinkle in his apparently cold eye, just waiting for a good woman to bring out the best in him. Watch him soften 

at the sight of Anna’s illegitimate baby. As Anna, Nicola Pagett (from, indeed, Upstairs, Downstairs), is brittle, 

doesn’t seem able to summon the right kind of mute hostility in his presence, and isn’t assisted by her smug 
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Vronsky (Stuart Wilson): between the two there’s hardly a twinge of desire. Nicola Pagett’s Anna doesn’t seem 

the kind of woman who would enjoy a romp with Dolly’s children. Vronsky’s slicked-down hair and curled-up 

moustache are surely errors of judgement; and Wilson should have studied Sean Connery’s Vronsky of sixteen 

years previously, but hasn’t. 

 Having as much time as anyone could want is not a luxury they know how to cope with. The thing 

meanders, without pace or urgency. They even indulge in romantic, wordless interludes galloping about the 

countryside, with a Tchaikovsky symphony on the soundtrack – the uneasy parallel between Tolstoy’s 

naturalism and Tchaikovsky’s overblown emotions is something which we shall meet again. 

 They think they know better than Tolstoy: instead of the dramatic confession (already quoted) which 

Anna makes to her husband, when still in shock, immediately after the horse-race, she delivers a circumlocutory 

speech, of about twice its length, back at the house, when calm and collected. And when Tolstoy gives them a 

nice detail, like the moth-swatting lawyer, he doesn’t swat any moths, but feeds fishes instead. 

 Whatever they try, whether it’s gnarled peasants dispensing wisdom or exotic dancers entertaining 

visiting princes, they can’t create a context in which anything convinces. Only in Episode Six, featuring Anna’s 

near-death in childbirth, and Karenin taking Vronsky’s hands in his, can we suspend our disbelief: here the three 

principals, the director, and the lighting-man, rise above their usual standard. For the most part, the script is 

prolix, and the narrative pace sags too often to a standstill. 

 They include some details which others miss: the painter Mihailov, for instance (although his portrait of 

Anna, and the one done by Vronsky, are obviously by the same artist). Vronky’s bitterness at not being able to 

bequeath his property to his children is made clear, and Anna’s secret pleasure at the effect she makes on Levin. 

The final episode is able to dwell on Anna’s suicidal mood in great detail – the grim-faced Nicola Pagett is well 

able to suggest near-insanity. 

 Vronsky expresses no desire to rejoin the army and fight the Turks. Otherwise the thing badly needs 

cutting. Television drama from the 1970s doesn’t move at the speed which they’ve found we can tolerate in the 

twenty-first century. 

 

Simon Langton, 1985 

 

 
 

Jacqueline Bisset, Christopher Reeve, Paul Scofield 
 

Simon Langton’s 1985 television film, made in Hungary with American money, is very bad, with an Anna 

(Jacqueline Bisset) who talks in a monotone and has no ability to phrase lines. She and her Vronsky 

(Christopher Reeve: the biggest of all the Vronskys) have the animation of waxworks, and the huge problem is 

their Karenin, Paul Scofield, one of the greatest actors ever, who out-acts them both just by standing still and 

saying nothing. The film would have him to be a wise and wounded man, who doesn’t crack his knuckles. Judy 

Bowker, too (Kitty) easily out-acts the lovers; but the rest of the cast is wooden, as if under-rehearsed. Anna’s 

confession is mixed up with some exposition about how they got married in the first place – and she does not 

make Karenin and Vronsky reconcile – Vronsky, indeed, isn’t at her bedside after the baby is born. Thus 

Tolstoy’s best moments are spoiled. 

 We do not see Levin, which reduces the size of Judy Bowker’s contribution. 

 This is a seriously unbalanced and miscast event, which does surprise us when Bisset, in the scene in 

which she says goodbye to Seryozha, starts to act at last, and we’re moved, if only for a few moments. 
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 Vronsky witnesses Anna’s suicide: a stupid alteration. 

 Simon Langton went on to direct the famous Pride and Prejudice, with Colin Firth and Jennifer Ehle. 

 

Bernard Rose, 1997 

 

 
 

Sean Bean and Sophie Marceau 

 

I remember that one review of this Anna Karenina opened with, “If it’s true that no animals were harmed during 

the making of this film, then the horse who plays Frou-Frou is the best actress in it”. This is untrue – the film is 

a highly professional labour of love, and the acting is excellent. Beside its style and conviction, the two previous 

items look amateurish. Its photography, especially (by Daryn Okada), puts them both in the shade. 

 Filmed in Russia, it has an international cast: Anna (Sophie Marceau) is French; Vronsky and Karenin 

(Sean Bean and James Fox) are English; Kitty and Stiva (Mia Kirshner and Danny Huston) American; and 

several of the small-part players are Russian. Sometimes the dialogue is in unsubtitled Russian. When Levin 

proposes and Kitty answers, over the green baize cloth, they speak in unsubtitled Russian. 2 

 The film opens with an inauthentic dream sequence in which Levin (Alfred Molina), chased by wolves, 

falls into a bear-pit, with rats crawling over the sides: it may be strange, but it puts the death-obsessed Levin at 

the centre of the narrative. And indeed, when later we see him mowing in the fields, a voice-over explains, for 

the first time in the cinema, why he’s mowing, and the satisfaction he gets from doing so. 

 As he falls into the pit, we hear Tchaikovsky’s Pathétique on the soundtrack. 

 James Fox is an excellent Karenin, though gentler than usual, in the Eric Porter manner, and Sean Bean 

as Vronsky beats Stuart Wilson and Christopher Reeve by several miles. In the horse-race, Vronsky shoots 

Frou-Frou himself (in the novel he doesn’t). And rather than make a botched, but genuine attempt on his own 

life, he plays Russian roulette, and misses. 

 The film occasionally out-Selznicks David O. Selznick in its depiction of the grandeur of Tsarist Russia. 

Often the interiors seem chosen for size rather than realism. See the long travelling shot of Kitty running 

through crowded gilded room after gilded room in her anxiety to reach the ballroom; see the huge ballroom with 

scores of couples (the orchestra is playing the waltz from Swan Lake); see Anna running back, but alone, 

through the same gilded rooms, now empty, after the ball. But then Rose proves that he knows what he’s doing, 

when he cuts to a railway-train driving through the dark, straight over the camera. However, when, as Anna and 

Vronsky meet on the wintry station platform, Rose brings up the Pathétique again, and when, of all possible 

                                                           

2: On YouTube, the whole film, including its Russian dialogue, is subtitled in Spanish. 
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ballets, they go to see Swan Lake, we know we seem to have a director with a one-track musical mind: except, 

no! soon we get Rachmaninov (born in the year Anna Karenina was published); and then, as Anna and Vronsky 

make love for the first time, we hear the clarinet solo from the Pathétique. 

 It’s silly, but it only spoils the film if you’re a pedant. However, when Rose makes non-stop use of the 

Pathétique – it underscores the horse-race, too – we start to take Tchaikovsky’s part, and protest that he wrote 

several other symphonies as well. Later we do get the Letter Scene from Evgeny Onegin, and the end credits roll 

on the Violin Concerto. 

 The script is over-economical: scenes which in the BBC series take ages are here over too rapidly. 

Sometimes it is faithful to Tolstoy: Anna’s confession to her husband is correctly placed, and complete. But 

Karenin does not forgive Vronsky at Anna’s behest – an excessive economy. The characters don’t have 

sufficient time to establish themselves. Sophie Marceau is beautiful, and an excellent actress, but we need more 

of her scenes in the Oblonsky household, and more of her scenes with Seryozha, to create more of a context for 

her love-affair. Still, her anguish at being refused access to Seryozha is very moving, and her opium-addiction is 

covered. We get closer to Anna’s mind as she drifts towards suicide than in most other films. A pity that they 

decide – as they did in 1948 – that her child by Vronky is still-born. 

 Vronsky goes off to fight the Turks with the famous tune from Alexander Nevsky on the soundtrack, and 

the film ends with a meditation by Levin, who is thus afforded the important counterpoint-role he has in 

Tolstoy. 

 This is the only respectable version since Alexandr Zarkhi’s of 1967. 

 

David Blair, 2000 
 

This is a Channel Four / WGBH Boston production, filmed in Poland3 and Finland. 

 When, halfway through one episode, Kitty makes to remove Levin’s trousers on their wedding night, 

saying she “thought” (from reading his diaries) “that this was what he liked”, we know that films and television 

have not just caught up with Tolstoy, but very slightly overtaken him. It’s hard to imagine Maureen O’Sullivan 

(Garbo’s 1935 Kitty) doing this to Gyles Isham (Garbo’s 1935 Levin). 

 

 
 

Kevin McKidd and Helen McCrory 

 

 The ten-part BBC series (see above) doesn’t know how to pace its own gargantuan length, and we 

collapse with fatigue trying to watch it. This mini-series is in four parts, and sustains tension all the way 

through. Its strength lies in its casualness: unlike in the old BBC Classic Serial days, no-one here seems to be 

acting, and yet, of course, they are. Unlike in the old BBC Classic Serial days, the photography here (by 

                                                           

3: Filming in Poland may account for the fact that the priest, who administers the last rites to Levin’s brother, does so in 

Latin. 
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Ryszard  Lenczewski) shows the art which disguises art: the camera is always on the move, and often disappears 

in part behind an obstruction, so that we seem to be eavesdropping. Every shot carries a slight surprise, so that 

we can’t relax – we are subtly brainwashed into thinking that we’re watching, not a film, but a series of genuine 

events at which cameras have been present by chance. 

 The script avoids melodrama: for instance, having seen all the other versions, we expect Anna, leaving 

the scene of the wheel-tapper’s death, to say “It feels like an omen” – but she doesn’t. Likewise, Anna’s 

confrontation with Karenin on Seryozha’s birthday is much more dramatic in being, for the first time, 

completely wordless. 

 We expect Anna to be a classic beauty, like Vivien Leigh or Sophie Marceau: the fact that Helen 

McCrory, the Anna here, isn’t, but is ordinarily animated and attractive, puts her in the real world, and we 

believe in the event at once. The love between her and Vronsky (Kevin McKidd) is signalled by looks, not of 

longing, but of dread: it’s the most convincing relationship in the whole collection, and when Anna makes her 

confession to Karenin – which is dragged out of her, in this version, by shock, she having seen Vronsky shoot 

Frou-Frou only ninety seconds beforehand – it makes your hair stand on end. 

 As Karenin, Stephen Dillane, an excellent actor, seems the same age as Anna, which loses a dimension: 

the fact that he has an open, attractive face and air plays against the repression and vindictiveness of what we 

see and hear him say and do. Of all Karenins, his is the one which goes to as far an extreme as possible from the 

memorable interpretation of Nicolai Gritsenko in 1967. 

 The relationship between Levin (Douglas Henshall, playing him with a Scots accent) and Kitty (Paloma 

Baeza) is very well-drawn, and serves, as it gets stronger and stronger in companionability, as counterpoint to 

the disintegration of the love between Anna and Vronsky. 

 This, at last, is the real thing. Someone has found a cinematic equivalent of Tolstoyan realism. Not even 

the 1967 Zarkhi film manages it as well. 

 

Sergei Solovyov, 2005 

 
This Russian TV film is available on the Web with a strangely bleached-out picture which may or not reflect the 

quality of its original photography. It has inter-titles, and a voice-over, from the novel itself. It’s edited with 

frequent fades to blackout, perhaps indicating commercial breaks. It took a long time to film, because the Soviet 

Union collapsed during the shoot, and they had to switch from state funding to commercial, which wasn’t easy 

to obtain. This may account for the fact that some of its settings appear low-budget (the race-meeting looks 

sadly provincial), and some of its characters look a bit old: Stiva is unhealthily advanced into middle age, and 

Levin looks old enough to be Kitty’s father. 

 The big problem for purists is Karenin, who doesn’t seem emotionally frigid at all, but smiles sweetly at 

Anna, with whom he seems intimate, and to whom she cuddles up as if fond of him physically. Her relationship 

with Vronsky appears verbal, until we suddenly see them in a nude love scene – the only one in any of the films 

reviewed here. The effect of Anna being deprived of her cold marriage is to make her affair appear, for the first 

time in any film, casual and undignified – one you’d read about as a squalid scandal fit only for the newspapers. 

Upon Vronsky and Frou-Frou falling, she doesn’t confess at once to her husband, but cowers in a corner of their 

carriage and sobs, confessing to him – as does Nicola Pagett’s Anna – in a later scene, and in a calm and 

collected manner. 

 The music veers between trivial and even a little comic. 

 We do not see Levin in the fields, and he has no brother. 

 The balance seems to go deliberately against the text. Karenin softens at the sight of Anna’s daughter, 

and, whereas Anna doesn’t bring Seryozha any presents on his birthday (a scene which involves none of the 

servants), Karenin is, as they pass wordlessly on the staircase, carrying his son two, nicely wrapped. As the end-

credits roll, we see Seryozha skating happily, while Karenin and the little girl watch him from a window, all 

thoughts of their mother obliterated. Vronsky – who sees her dismembered corpse – does not rejoin the army. 

 

 
 

Tatyana Drubich and Yaroslav Boyko in Sergei Solovyov’s film (I think) 
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 This is a low-key, trivial affair, not a patch on the 1967 Soviet version. 

 

Joe Wright, 2012 

 

This is a very strange film indeed: quite unlike any previous screen version, determined to exist in a dimension 

divorced from “Tolstoyan”, or any other kind of realism. The story goes that, intending to film it in Russia, they 

were suddenly told that the production costs there had doubled, so they had to make it at Shepperton Studios, 

and Joe Wright had to reconceive it. He did so by half-imagining it as a filmed stage spectacle: even the horse-

race is done on a stage, with Frou-Frou crashing over the footlights. The action is often not directed but 

choreographed, as it seems, with comic intention. 

 Thus it starts with Stiva being shaved, magically with four razor-strokes, apparently on a stage, behind 

the scenery of which he cavorts with the governess, while Dolly weeps, apparently in view of the audience. 

Later, Seryozha’s toy train metamorphoses into the train carrying Anna and the Countess Vronsky – except that 

we can’t tell the toy train from the real train. Levin finds his brother coughing in the theatre’s fly-tower. 

 Is this post-modernism? It has the unfocussed air which we associate with that out-of-focus concept. By 

halfway through we’ve become aware that what we’re seeing isn’t art but high-tech artifice, and, aided by our 

semi-conscious awareness of how modern computer-generated imagery can make anything look like anything, 

we suspect that nothing in the film is real at all: not the snowscapes, not the cornfields, neither the domestic 

interiors nor the urban exteriors. This knowledge affects our reaction to the characters and plot, which become 

items in a weird game. If the 2000 Channel Four / Boston WGBH production is a demonstration of the way art 

conceals art, this is a demonstration of art drawing attention to itself. 

 

 
 

Keira Knightley 
 

 As the plot becomes more serious, the style seems to sober up – but suddenly, when Anna turns away 

from Seryozha’s bed on his birthday, we see he’s been sleeping on a stage.  

 Everyone is too young. Superstar Keira Knightley is a decade too young to play Anna. “To be your age 

again!” she says to Kitty. “I was eighteen, too, when I got married” – looking, herself, about twenty-two. To 

compensate, her Karenin (Jude Law) looks at the most forty, and her Vronsky (Aaron Taylor-Johnson) barely 

out of his teens. Levin, too, is very young. With everybody so youthful, it seems a lot less tragic: most of these 

people, coming to grief, would have plenty of years left in which to repair their lives. 

 Knightley, excellent as Elizabeth Bennett in Pride and Prejudice, hasn’t the emotional range for Anna, 

and only a limited – and predictable – range of facial expression. At least she only wrinkles her nose and mouth 

up together, in her famous Keira Knightley giggle, once. 

 This is another version which finds it necessary, if only for a split second, to show, and allow us to hear 

what happens to a human body when it falls under the wheels of a railway-train. 

 

――――― 

 

I read on the Internet that the words “Keira Knightley” mean more nowadays, in Russia, than the words “Anna 

Karenina”. I’d welcome contradiction on this point. 

 

 

 


