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Dramatis Personae

Akhmatova, Anna (1889–1966) Poet of genius, whose ‘Requiem’ is a masterpiece of the agonies of the Terror. Her first husband was shot by the secret police. Her son and her partner Nikolay Punin were sent to the camps. A friend of Shostakovich, to whom she dedicated verses.

Berggolts, Olga (1910–1975) Poet of rare power. Arrested in the Terror in 1936, beaten during interrogation and lost the child she was carrying stillborn. During the Siege, her broadcasts on Radio Leningrad stiffened morale in the darkest months.

Beria, Lavrenti (1899–1953) Head of the NKVD 1938–1953. A sadist and rapist. Suffered the same eventual fate, of torture and execution, as his predecessor.

Bogdanov-Berezovsky, Valerian (1903–71) Composer and musicologist, studied at the Conservatoire. Close friend of Shostakovich, particularly in the 1920s. Siege diarist.

Eliasberg, Karl Ilyich (1907–1978) Conductor of the Leningrad Radio Committee Orchestra. ‘We’ll never play this’, he said, when the score of the Seventh was flown into the besieged city. He had lost more than half his players over the winter, to hunger and shell fire, and only special rations kept him alive. The premiere was a triumph. After the war, Eliasberg was cruelly ignored as the Leningrad Philharmonia, and its conductor, Yevgeny Mravinsky, returned from their evacuation in Siberia.

Glazunov, Alexander (1865–1936) Composer and head of the Conservatoire from 1906–28 (during the name changes from St Petersburg to wartime Petrograd to post-1924 Leningrad). Taught and much admired young Shostakovich, arranging special rations for him during the civil war hunger. Emigrated to Paris in 1928.

Glikman, Isaak (1911–2003) Close and trusted friend of Shostakovich, acting almost as a private secretary at times, with vigorous correspondence between them. Critic and professor at the Leningrad Conservatoire.

Glinka, Vladislav Mikhailovich (1903–1983) Elegant scholar, curator and archivist at the Hermitage museum in Leningrad, and survivor of a distinguished Imperial family.

Inber, Vera (1890–1972) Daughter of a publisher, partly educated in Paris. Writer of prose and poetry, and Siege diarist who broadcast her poems on Radio Leningrad.

Izvekov, Boris (1891–1942) Professor, head of Geophysics at Leningrad Technical University, and a leading climatologist. Arrested by the NKVD on 3 February 1942, interrogated on the ‘conveyor’, sentenced to death for counter-revolution and treason.

Kharms, Daniil (1905–1942) Surrealist, absurdist and short story writer of wit and fantasy. Arrested in 1931, and released, but in hunger and poverty thereafter, able to write only for children’s magazines. Arrested again, for ‘treason’, in 1941 and died of starvation in prison.

Khachaturian, Aram (1903–1978) With Shostakovich and Sergei Prokofiev, one of the trio of great Soviet composers to be condemned for ‘formalism’.

Krukov, Andrei (1929–) Professor and musicologist. Kept a diary as a schoolboy in Leningrad during the Siege. The leading authority on the premiere of the Seventh.

Kruzkhov, N.F. (Unknown) Interrogator at the Bolshoi Dom with Leningrad NKVD.

Mandelstam, Osip(1891–1938) Poet of incisive brilliance. ‘Only in
Russia is poetry respected’, he wrote, his wit as sharp as his verse. ‘It
gets people killed’. Indeed, it did. He died in a Siberian transit camp
in December 1938, taken out in a snowstorm to be deloused. His
fellow zeks called him ‘Poet’: he was, one of them said, no more than
‘a skeleton with a wrinkled hide.’ He took two or three steps, ‘raised
his head proudly’, drew a long breath and collapsed. A wooden board with his prison number was fastened to one of his legs, and his body
was tossed in a cart. His widow, Nadezhda, kept his memory alive.

Mayakovsky, Vladimir (1899–1930) Futurist poet, playwright, actor. In 1929, working with the director Vsevolod Meyerhold, Shostakovich wrote the music for his play, The Bedbug. Mayakovsky shot himself the following year.

Meretskov, Kiril (1897–1968) General, army commander, and survivor. Arrested at the outbreak of war, tortured, ‘confessed’ implicating others whom Beria had shot. Released from prison to command the Fourth Army outside Leningrad. Retook Tikhvin in December 1941, but failed to prevent the slaughter of Second Shock Army on the Volkhov in the spring and summer 1942.

Meyerhold, Vsevelod (1874–1940) Actor and theatre director of immense variety and power. Plucked young Shostakovich from Leningrad in 1928, whilst they worked on his opera The Nose, he and his wife, the actress Zinaida Raikh, putting him up in their Moscow flat. Defended the composer from the attacks on Lady Macbeth. Arrested, tortured and shot. Zinaida Raikh was murdered.

Mravinsky, Yevgeny (1903–88) Conductor, inexperienced and little known before making his name after conducting the Leningrad Philharmonia in Shostakovich’s tumultuously applauded Fifth Symphony. Evacuated with the Philharmonia to Siberia during the war.

Oborin, Len (1907–74) Close friend of Shostakovich in their student years. Pianist and composer.

Shostakovich, Mariya Dmitrievna (1903–1973) Composer’s elder sister. ‘Our whole world crumbled around us in one night’, she said when the NKVD came for her husband, Vsevolod Frederiks, in 1936. An outstanding physicist, he was sent to the camps where, his health ruined, he died. Mariya herself was exiled from Leningrad. Sofiya Mikhailova Vazar, the composer’s mother-in-law, was also arrested.

Shostakovich, Sofiya Vasilyevna (1878–1955) Composer’s mother. Siberian born, she had danced for the tsarevich as a young girl. A pianist of quality, she started teaching her son to play on his ninth birthday.

Shostakovich, Zoya Dmitrievna (1908–1990) Composer’s younger sister.

Slonim, Ilya (1906–1973) Sculptor, and friend of Shostakovich, who worked on a bust of the composer whilst he was working on the Seventh.

Sollertinsky, Ivan (1902–1944) Linguist, classicist and wit, artistic director of the Philharmonia, whose pre-concert talks often charmed audiences more than the music. A kindred spirit of the composer – ‘an insane friendship’, Shostakovich’s younger sister said, ‘laughing, joking …’

Tukhachevsky, Mikhail (1893–1937) Marshal, and outstanding military strategist. Himself an amateur violin-maker, and violinist, a great admirer of Shostakovich, and a warm friend. His arrest, torture and execution placed the composer in great danger.

Yagoda, Genrikh (1891–1938) Head of the NKVD 1934–36. In Leningrad with Stalin immediately after the murder of Kirov in December 1941 unleashed the Terror on the city. Supervised the show trials of the Old Bolsheviks before himself being executed after his own show trial.

Yezhov, Nikolai (1895–1940) Head of the NKVD 1936–1938. Green-eyed, five feet tall, the ‘poison dwarf.’ The Terror was at its worst in his years, and is still known as the Yezhovshchina, the Yezhov affair. As he had his predecessor tortured and shot, so he was dealt with by his successor.

Zhdanov, Andrei (1896–1948) Became the absolute Party boss in Leningrad from the Kirov murder in 1934 until after the war. Zhdanov was interested in music – the secret police chief Lavrenti Beria called him ‘the Pianist’ – much to Shostakovich’s peril. He hounded the composer as a ‘formalist’, a charge that could lead to execution or the camps.
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Ouvertyura

Overture

There has never been a performance to match it. Pray God, there never will.

German guns were less than seven miles from the Philharmonia Hall as Dmitri Dmitrievich Shostakovich’s Seventh Symphony was first played in the city to which he had dedicated it, in the late afternoon of Sunday, 9 August 1942. Leningrad had been besieged since the Germans cut the last land route out of the city on 14 September 1941.

Shostakovich had started writing his symphony in mid-July 1941, as the Germans began closing in. He was flown out of the city to Moscow at the beginning of October, with his wife, two young children and the first two movements of the symphony. From there they went east, to Kuibyshev on the Volga.

After he had completed it – and christened it the ‘Leningrad Symphony’ – it was played to huge acclaim in Russia, in London, and New York. At the performance in Moscow, the writer Olga Berggolts watched the slight and still boyish composer rise to a torrent of applause, and bow. ‘I looked at him,’ she wrote, ‘a small frail man in big glasses, and I thought: “This man is more powerful than Hitler.”’

The music’s greatest resonance, though, its truest defiance of the Nazis – the Russians called them ‘the Hitlerites’ – could come only when it was played in battered and bleeding Leningrad itself. Orders were given that, ‘by any means’, this must take place.

The score was flown into Leningrad over German lines, the aircraft making a final dash at wavetop level over Lake Ladoga. This vast expanse of water to the east of the city was its only link with the ‘mainland’, as Leningraders called the rest of Russia, by truck over the ice in winter, by barge after the icemelt.

‘When I saw it,’ said Karl Eliasberg, who was to conduct the premiere, ‘I thought, “We’ll never play this.” It was four thick volumes of music.’ It is indeed a colossal work: 252 pages of score, 2,500 pages of orchestral parts, an hour and twenty minutes long. It demanded an orchestra of 105 musicians, battalions of strings among them. What most worried Eliasberg, though, were the demands on woodwind and brass in a starving city of ravaged lungs.

The Leningrad Philharmonia, the city’s leading orchestra, was gone. It had been evacuated to safety in Novosibirsk, in Siberia, before the siege began. Its conductor Yevgeny Mravinsky, who had undertaken the premieres of Shostakovich’s Fifth and Sixth, had gone with it. The city’s second string, the Radio orchestra, under the Radiokomitet, the Radio Committee, and Eliasberg, was all that remained.

Over the winter of 1941–42, it had lost more than half its players. The survivors were weak and traumatized. A quarter of a million died in the city in three months, of hunger and hypothermia, with a ration of less than a slice of adulterated bread a day, and temperatures of minus 28 degrees Celsius. German shells and bombs took others. Some were dragged, on children’s gaily painted sledges, to mass graves. Sappers blasted pits in the frozen earth with explosives, and the bodies were thrown in. They were the lucky ones.

With spring, the snow began to melt. It revealed the corpses of those who remained in the streets. Some were cannibalized. ‘Severed legs with meat chopped off them,’ said the clarinettist Viktor Kozlov. ‘Bits of body with breasts cut off. They’d been buried all winter, but now they were there for all the city to see how it had stayed alive.’ A neighbour pounded on the door of Ksenia Matus, an oboist, and begged her to let her in. Her husband was trying to kill and eat her.

Worse awaited her when she went to the first rehearsal of the Seventh, in the Radiokom studios. ‘I nearly fell over with shock,’ she says. ‘Of an orchestra of a hundred people there were only the fifteen of us left. I didn’t recognize them. They were like skeletons …’ Eliasberg raised his arms to begin. No reactions. ‘The musicians were trembling. The trumpeter didn’t have the breath to play his solo. Silence. “Why don’t you play?” Eliasberg asked. “I’m sorry, maestro. I haven’t the strength in my lungs.”’

Eliasberg scoured the front lines for other musicians. He found them in the remnants of regimental bands. The trombonist Mikhail Parfionov was one of them. He was given a special ID card marked ‘Eliasberg’s Orchestra’ so that he was not shot as a deserter when he made his way through the ruined city to rehearsals. If the sirens sounded, he had to leave the rehearsal studio and return to serve his anti-aircraft gun. Nikolai Nosov, a former trumpet-player in a jazz band with no experience of classical music, was horrified to find himself playing the symphony’s difficult trumpet solo. The lead trumpeter suffered a pulmonary oedema, and was too weak to play.

‘We’d start rehearsing and get dizzy,’ said Kozlov. ‘Our heads were spinning when we blew. The symphony was too big. People were falling over. We might talk to the person sitting next to us. We spoke only of food and hunger, never music.’ If a musician was late, or played badly, he lost his bread ration. A man was late one afternoon because in the morning he had buried his wife. Eliasberg said that this was no excuse, and the man went hungry.

‘Some of the orchestra died,’ says Parfionov. ‘I recall a flautist called Karelsky. People were dying like flies, so why not the orchestra? Hunger and cold everywhere. When you are hungry, you are cold however warm it is. Sometimes people just fell over onto the floor while they were playing.’

Summer came. ‘At last, leaves, blades of grass, and the will to live’: but the Germans held the city as tightly as ever. Attempts to dislodge them failed in a welter of blood. A bridgehead the Russians had held at desperate cost, on the east bank of the Neva river, fell after repeated assaults so intense that, to this day, nothing grows on the pitted surface but rank tussock grass.

An Army, the Second Shock, was meeting its Calvary in the pine forests and peaty swamps of sphagnum moss to the south. Like the city it was trying to relieve, the Army was surrounded, bludgeoned and starving. A final break-out attempt was made on 28 June. None made it. That day, the Germans took 20,000 prisoners: ‘many were wounded … and barely retained the semblance of human beings.’ The Red Army lost 149,000 dead in this attempt to lift the siege, for nothing. ‘A giant forest of stumps stretched out to the horizon where the dense woods had once stood,’ a German sergeant-major recorded. ‘The Soviet dead, or rather parts of their bodies, carpeted the churned-up ground. The stench was indescribably ghastly.’

As the pale northern sun lit the July nights, Eliasberg continued his search for musicians. A machine-gunner, M. Smolyak, had played in a dance band in a cinema before joining up. He was astonished to receive formal orders detaching him from his unit. ‘I was put under the Radiokomitet to perform in the Seventh Symphony by D. D. Shostakovich,’ he said. ‘Once again, I was “armed” with the trombone.’

The orchestra moved to the Philharmonia Hall. They began playing small sections of the symphony. Slowly they added more. ‘But we never played the whole thing until a dress rehearsal three days before the concert,’ says Matus. ‘It was the first and only time we had the strength to practise it from beginning to end.’

The city seemed in keener peril than ever. Far to the south, after eight months of bombardment, the ruins of Sevastopol had fallen to the Germans. Hitler ordered five crack divisions – their victory instilling in them ‘the belief that we could accomplish almost anything’ – to be transferred from the Crimea to Leningrad. Siege was no longer enough for him. He wanted the city stormed, in an operation code-named Nordlicht, Northern Light. He was confident. Leningrad, he declared, over his vegetarian lunch on 6 August, ‘must disappear utterly from the face of the earth. Moscow, too. Then the Russians will retire into Siberia.’

German guns ranged across the city at will for hours each day, seeking out places where people congregated, tram stops, crossroads, factory gates when shifts changed, queues for bread rations. It seemed madness to give them a swarm of concert-goers to feast on.

But a miracle was in the making. An hour before the concert, Russian guns began laying down a ferocious barrage of counter-battery fire. It was based on an artillery fire chart as complex in its way as Shostakovich’s musical score, drawn up by a brilliant Red Army gunner, Lieutenant-Colonel Sergei Selivanov,* so intimately experienced in German gun positions by now that he knew the names of some of the enemy battery commanders. The Germans took shelter in their bunkers. None of their shells hit the centre of the city for the duration of the concert.

The people who flocked to the Philharmonia wore their glad rags, perhaps for the last time. The women’s stick-insect limbs were hidden beneath their pre-war concert dresses, the men in fading jackets. ‘They were thin and dystrophic,’ said Parfionov. ‘I didn’t know there could be so many people, hungry for music even as they starved. That was the moment we decided to play the best we could.’

Eliasberg wore tails. He looked a scarecrow as they flapped on his emaciated body. Members of the orchestra wore layers of clothes to stay warm. ‘It was too cold to play without gloves,’ says the oboist Matus. ‘We wore them with the fingers cut off, like mittens.’ The air temperature in the hall was over 75 degrees Fahrenheit, but to be cold is a classic symptom of starvation.

They began to play.

‘The finale was so loud and mighty I thought we’d reached a limit and the whole thing would collapse and fall apart. Only then did I realize what we were doing and hear the grand beauty of the symphony,’ says Parfionov. ‘When the piece ended there was not a sound in the hall – silence. Then someone clapped at the back, and then another, and then thunder … Afterwards, we held each other, kissed and were happy.’

*

The symphony’s fame circled the world. Its timing was a godsend. For the first twenty-two months of Hitler’s war, as France, the Low Countries, the Balkans, were overrun, the Russians enjoyed a non-aggression pact with the Nazis. German U-boats and bombers in the Battles of Britain and the Atlantic were fuelled with Soviet oil, their crews clothed with Soviet cotton, and fed with Soviet cereals.

Together, Hitler and Stalin had dismembered Poland: the Soviets had then swallowed the Baltic states, and part of Finland. In arbitrary arrests, in the volume of executions, in the numbers slaving in labour camps, in the use of terror, the Bolsheviks – in June 1941, at least, at the moment of the German invasion – far outstripped the Nazis.

There was every reason to hold these new Soviet allies to be as godless, fanatical, and as hostile to Western values, as their erstwhile Nazi friends.

The Leningrad Symphony was the perfect antidote. The Allies wanted, badly, to believe in the Russians, in their survival, and in their decency. Their own campaigns were sagging – the United States Navy suffered its greatest ever disaster in the early hours of 9 August, losing four heavy cruisers and 1,270 men in a few minutes in the dark seas off the Pacific island of Guadalcanal, while the British were reeling from the loss of Tobruk to the German Afrika Korps – and Shostakovich’s music helped to give them the reassurance they sought. Leningrad still lived, and fought, and, in drowning out the mechanical squeal and clang of the enemy’s tank tracks in a creative storm of music, it seemed to the anxious watchers to confirm Russia’s resilience and humanity. ‘Like a great wounded snake’, Time magazine wrote, ‘dragging its slow length, it uncoils for 80 minutes … Its themes are exultations, agonies … In its last movement the triumphant brasses prophesy what Shostakovich describes as the “victory of light over darkness, of humanity over barbarism”.’ It provided a moral redemption for Stalin and the Soviet regime.

At the heart of its first movement is an 18-bar theme with twelve accumulating repetitions. It was called the ‘invasion theme’, a devastating response to the Nazis that reviewers found conveyed their ‘naked evil in all its stupendous arrogant inhumanity, a terrifying power overrunning Russia’. The world was spellbound by the drama.

The poet Carl Sandburg addressed Shostakovich in the Washington Post:


All over America … millions [are] listening to your music portrait of Russia in blood and shadows … The outside world looks on and holds its breath. And we hear about you, Dmitri Shostakovich … In Berlin … in Paris, Brussels, Amsterdam, Copenhagen, Oslo, Prague, Warsaw, wherever the Nazis have mopped up, no new symphonies … Your song tells us of a great singing people beyond defeat or conquest who across years to come shall pay their share and contribution to the meanings of human freedom and discipline.



The score had been copied on microfilm and flown out of Russia to Teheran. From there, it travelled by staff car to Cairo, then on to London, across Africa and round Spain and far out over the Bay of Biscay, beyond the range of German fighters based in France. In late June, to coincide with the anniversary of Hitler’s onslaught on Russia, it had its Western premiere in London. Sir Henry Wood conducted at the Albert Hall.

In America, the leading conductors – Koussevitsky in Boston, Stokowski in Philadelphia, Rodzinski in Cleveland – fought for it. Arturo Toscanini in New York had NBC money behind him. He won. A thunderstorm raged as he conducted an orchestra of 110 musicians in Radio City. In its first season, the symphony was broadcast by 1,934 American radio stations, with 62 live performances.

The story of its creation – written under fire, delivered out of the besieged city – was a sensation. Shostakovich’s photograph appeared on the cover of Time, the first time a musician had appeared there. He was wearing a fireman’s helmet and uniform, looking fiercely out over the burning city. The cover line reads: ‘Fireman Shostakovich. Amid bombs bursting in Leningrad, he heard the chords of victory.’

*

But things were not as they seemed. The famous picture of Shostakovich, for example, had been posed in a special photo-shoot before the first bombs were dropped on the city. He was too important to risk: as the siege began to bite, he had been flown out of the city.

A more crucial point escaped the world. The Russian undertones in Leningrad’s symphony were as dark as the Hitlerites at the city gates. Older, too.

Even as it was being terrorized by Hitler from without, blockaded, bombed, shelled, so it was being terrorized by Stalin from within. The purges that had defined pre-war Leningrad – the arrests, interrogations, ‘confessions’, executions – were continuing.

Pre-war, Leningrad had been a pole of cruelty, the most defiled of all Soviet cities. Stalin had a particular hatred for the city, for the elegance of its buildings, rising in faultless lines of green and pink and blue stucco above the Neva river and the canals, for its independence of mind and its artistic genius, for its sophistication, so at odds with his own obscure origins in the stews of Tiflis, for its links with Trotsky. Leningrad was purged as no other.

With the war, the terror continued. The siege made only a technical difference: the option of exiling a prisoner to a camp in Siberia or the Arctic was no longer so easy. The Germans were in the way.

The deranged accusations, the discovery of elaborate, rambling ‘plots’, went on apace. The city remained in fear of its own, of fellow Russians with the purple ID cards of the secret police, the NKVD: ‘You were asleep in your unheated Leningrad room, and the sharp claws of the black hand were already hovering over you.’

Informers went on informing. The interrogators were busy in the Bolshoi Dom, the NKVD’s ‘Big House’ in the centre of the city, not fifteen minutes’ walk from the Radiokom musicians and the Philharmonia Hall. One victim among many: a Lieutenant-General Ignatovsky, seen at the window of his office, overlooking the Neva, with a white handkerchief. Under torture, he ‘confessed’ to signalling to German agents. He gave the names of members of his ‘organization’. Ignatovsky was an officer in the engineers. A score of engineers from the Technological Institute were arrested, and ‘confessed’.

The cells in which they were held had been built in tsarist days to hold a single prisoner. Now each had ‘ten, fourteen, even 28’ awaiting execution. One of them was Konstantin Strakovich. He would survive, through a quirk, to become a post-war pioneer of turbojet engines.

The charges against him were insane: he was a ten-year-old on the date he was supposedly recruited by Ignatovsky. Strakovich’s treatment was bestial. He recalled the prison doctor coming into his cell. The doctor jabbed his finger at the prisoners. ‘He’s a dead man! He’s a dead man! He’s a dead man!’ It is wrong to keep them in such misery, the doctor cried to the duty gaoler: ‘Better to shoot them now. Now!’

*

Shostakovich loved the city. ‘An hour ago I finished scoring the second movement of my latest large orchestral composition,’ he had said on radio on 17 September 1941. ‘My life and work are bound up in Leningrad. It is my country, my native city and my home.’

At the heart of the Seventh was a howl at the evil washing over it. For the moment, that evil was taken to be exclusively Nazi. But Red terror had preceded it, and would outlast it. Shostakovich knew this as intimately as any. It had carried off close friends, and family, the tortured body of one dumped in a Moscow landfill, others broken in the Gulag camps. It had come, as we shall see, within the merest whisker of doing for him himself.

This difficult, complex and magnificent symphony, and the musicians who endured such horrors to play it, resisted and defied the inhumanity within Leningrad as well as without. It was Shostakovich’s requiem for a noble city beset by the twin monsters of the century.
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