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Preface
If you don’t count the mythic Greek singer Orpheus, probably no one suffered more for his music than the Soviet composer Dmitri Shostakovich. He was branded an “anti-people” musician,1 and his work was dismissed as “an intentionally discordant, muddled flow of sound.” 2 For many years, Shostakovich and his family balanced precariously on the edge of catastrophe, under constant threat of arrest, exile, or worse.
This was because the abuse came directly from the Supreme Leader of his homeland—Joseph Stalin himself. To be sure, it was also accompanied by state prizes and carefully doled-out encouragement. Unfortunately, one never knew when lightning would strike. This made Shostakovich’s life a living hell for many years.
These were unimaginably cruel times, when Shostakovich’s friends, patrons, and family members suddenly disappeared, drawn into the maelstrom of Stalinist repression. How, under these circumstances, Shostakovich managed not only to keep his sanity, but also to write some of the most enduring, almost shockingly expressive, and at the same time touchingly humane music of the twentieth century constitutes the story of this book. It gives the fullest account yet of the arguably unprecedented duel between the composer and Joseph Stalin, the country’s Communist tsar and Shostakovich’s personal tormentor. In fact, it is the first such book-length account in any language.
After my arrival in the United States in 1976, I heard Shostakovich’s work performed countless times in Western concert halls, and I often wondered: Why this rapt attention from the public? Why does palpable tension envelop audiences who know little or nothing about the conditions under which these tormented and tormenting sounds were created?
We in the USSR grew up with Shostakovich’s music practically under our skin. Its gloomy melodies, trampling rhythms, and bellowing orchestral writing perfectly suited our moods and inner thoughts, which we tried to conceal from the watchful eyes and long ears of the Soviet authorities.
But here in the democratic West, Shostakovich’s music could easily be dismissed as importunate, primitive, and bombastic. And in fact, many professionals—composers and musicologists especially— expressed these disparaging views of Shostakovich, castigating him for his apparent squareness. It was primarily the performers and listeners who ultimately saved the composer’s reputation. Audiences flocked to performances of Shostakovich’s works, clearly finding in them some vitally needed emotional sustenance.
A perceptive explanation for their reaction was recently offered by the American writer Lawrence Hansen. Shostakovich’s music tapped “into our most fundamental, primal fear: the destruction of the self by outside forces, the fear of life being pointless and meaningless, the sheer evil that may be found in one’s fellow man.” He added that Shostakovich “offers a terrifying yet cathartic emotional roller-coaster ride.”3
And yet the man behind this powerfully direct oeuvre remained an enigma, just a fuzzy image of an artist disappearing into the Stalinist landscape, an image that could morph, in the spirit of American science fiction, into the likeness of the observer. Especially handicapping in this respect was the absence of a firm factual backdrop, integrated into a broader political and cultural picture of the times.
I am presenting the most detailed reconstruction to date of the two pivotal events that connected Shostakovich and Stalin: Stalin’s denunciation of Shostakovich’s great opera Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk in 1936 and the Communist Party resolution of 1948 censuring Shostakovich and other leading Soviet composers. Particularly close attention is given to the 1936 affair, which in the annals of the twentieth century came to symbolize the extent to which an oppressive state can manipulate culture.
I also make the case for Stalin’s writing or dictating the infamous 1936 Pravda editorial “Muddle Instead of Music,” which attacked Shostakovich savagely, and I attribute, for the first time, other important unsigned texts to him. I cannot underscore enough how personal and sometimes obsessive was Stalin’s involvement in micromanaging Soviet culture in general and Shostakovich in particular.
All this is important because the prevailing contemporary thinking is uncomfortable assigning too much credit to any one personality and tends to overrate the influence of a faceless bureaucracy in matters political and cultural. Yet the notion of the cult of personality is not without foundation.
I had no plans for the present book, having for many years turned down offers to write Shostakovich’s biography.What finally persuaded me was the distortion of Shostakovich’s image that started to take hold long after Stalin’s abuse of him was relegated to the proverbial “dustbin of history.”
It was in United States academic circles, of all places, that Shostakovich was proclaimed (allegedly ironically) to be “perhaps Soviet Russia’s most loyal musical son,”4 and his opera Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk denounced (decidedly without a trace of irony) as “a profoundly inhumane work of art,” with the damning conclusion that “its technique of dehumanizing victims is the perennial method of those who would perpetrate and justify genocide . . . if ever an opera deserved to be banned, it was this one.”5
After this resolutely expressed but somewhat belated solidarity with the Stalinist views of Shostakovich as the ultimate “anti-people” composer, other learned voices describing him merely as a “wuss,” 6 “cowardly,”7 and “a mediocre human being,” 8 and bemoaning his “moral impotence and servile complicity” 9 could be perceived as almost harmless.
Yet I felt they all sounded equally false. This picture of Shostakovich, pretending to be objective and therefore relying heavily on his official declarations, looked to me and many of my compatriot musicians as crooked as any of the Soviet concoctions about the composer. This was not a portrait of the Shostakovich we knew, but an ideologically biased contraption which little resembled the seemingly fragile and unassuming man who nevertheless cut a complex and contradictory but ultimately courageous figure and whose music electrified and terrified audiences worldwide: not a victim but, rather, a victor, though definitely scarred for life by his ordeal.
Debates around Shostakovich’s image and his oeuvre are no less intense now than in his lifetime. This is no quirk of fate. We live in highly politicized times. Confrontations about Shostakovich continue to start over aesthetic issues but quickly cut to the political bone.
It was often noted that the composer’s profession de foi was confrontation with evil and the defense of man. (The same could be said about Dostoevsky, also a highly politicized figure.) When I came to the West more than a quarter-century ago, such a creative motto sounded hopelessly passé and was frowned upon. Not anymore.
Looking at our troubled horizon today, we could use the dark glass of Shostakovich’s music and swim with him in overwhelming waves of torment, grief, and unrelieved angst. But with him we also experience revulsion in the face of evil, deep sorrow for its victims, and the strengthening resolve to overcome it. Therein lies at least one of the reasons that will keep Shostakovich’s music center stage in contemporary culture. It will serve for a long time to come as a prime example of politically engaged art of the highest order.
It was my privilege to observe Shostakovich closely in the last several years of his life, while collaborating with him on his memoirs,  Testimony. During this time I started to formulate an overall description of him that seemed to fit the extreme polarities of his personality and to encompass the multitudes it contained (as in Walt Whitman’s oft-quoted self-description).
This was a paradigm of the yurodivy, or holy fool—a peculiarly Russian figure, present on the historical scene from the eleventh century to the end of the eighteenth. As scholars point out, yurodivye were the people’s “conscience personified,” boldly speaking out as the oppressed masses suffered in silence and daring to confront even the feared Russian tyrants like Ivan the Terrible. Their diatribes against the rulers were strange and unpredictable, but powerful and memorable.
I elaborated on how Shostakovich was a present-day yurodivy in the introduction to Testimony (published in 1979)10 and in an essay about Shostakovich and Dostoevsky published in 1980.11 Testimony aroused controversy that still has not abated, and has forced me over the years to define the yurodivy idea more precisely. I concluded that in all probability Shostakovich was influenced not by a real-life yurodivy, but followed the fictional model first presented by Alexander Pushkin in his tragedy Boris Godunov (1824) and then magnified in the opera of the same title (after Pushkin) by Modest Mussorgsky (1869–1872).
As I show in this book, both Pushkin and Mussorgsky treated the character of the yurodivy in their work as the thinly disguised, largely autobiographical embodiment of the figure of the artist, who—in the name of the downtrodden people—speaks dangerous but necessary truths to the face of the tsar. This was the role that Shostakovich assumed as his life model, which also included two other fictional “masks” from  Boris Godunov: those of the Chronicler and the Pretender. In adopting, as they suited him, all three masks and juggling them for many years, Shostakovich placed himself as a true successor to Pushkin’s and Mussorgsky’s Russian tradition of artistic dialogue and confrontation with the tsar.
So this interpretation of Shostakovich’s tortured and difficult personality seems to me more all-encompassing and, at the same time, more nuanced than the one I offered in the introduction to Testimony. It is presented here for the first time.
Over the years, Shostakovich’s views, as I faithfully recorded them in Testimony, became confused—intentionally by some, out of sloppiness by others—with my own views and positions. For example, Shostakovich’s scornful descriptions of Stalin as a total ignoramus in all matters cultural were sometimes ascribed to me. As the reader of the present book will see, I don’t share the composer’s somewhat immoderate (albeit understandable) opinions on this and some other matters. On the other hand, I’ve personally heard a music commentator declaring jovially on National Public Radio that “Shostakovich all his life called himself a yurodivy.” Hardly.
In an effort to clarify this confusion and to draw a distinguishing line between Testimony and this book, I’ve kept quotes from Testimony and from my personal conversations with Shostakovich to a minimum. But of course, everything in the present work is informed by these conversations and by the insight they afforded me into the composer’s psyche, his worldview, and his way of being.
This is why as a motto to this book I’ve adopted the humble but still proud words of the widow of poet Osip Mandelstam, Nadezhda, a contemporary of Shostakovich: “A person with inner freedom, memory, and fear is that reed, that twig that changes the direction of a rushing river.” This observation will always remind me of why Shostakovich’s life and work became of such burning importance to so many of his contemporaries.
This is a book of cultural history. Therefore, I do not engage in analysis of Shostakovich’s music, concentrating instead on the political and cultural circumstances of the Stalin era and the dictator’s relationship with the leading creative figures of the day, an area that is still insufficiently researched and understood. I describe this relationship as a shifting, mutable one, not fixed and frozen. Besides Shostakovich himself, many distinguished personalities helped me in my efforts to shed light on this period. For understanding the workings of Stalin’s cultural politics and navigating the maze of published pronouncements and documents, conversations with Anna Akhmatova, Lili Brik, Sergei Yutkevich, Viktor Shklovsky, Anatoli Rybakov, and Maya Plisetskaya were of immense value. Russian archives of Stalin’s era are still far from open, but I made full use of some recent important publications of previously classified materials.
Some rare insights into Shostakovich’s patterns and inclinations were generously given to me by Berthe Malko, Gabriel Glikman, and Yevgeny Yevtushenko and by musicians who premiered some of his greatest works—David Oistrakh, Kirill Kondrashin, Mstislav Rostropovich, Rudolf Barshai, and Yevgeny Nesterenko. I am also grateful to Kurt Sanderling, Lazar Gosman, Vladimir Ashkenazy, Yuri Temirkanov,Valery Gergiev, Mariss Jansons,Vladimir Spivakov, and Gidon Kremer for discussing with me some important aspects of the Shostakovich phenomenon. Of special significance were the opinions of composers: Georgy Sviridov, Rodion Shchedrin,Alfred Schnittke, Giya Kancheli, Alexandre Rabinovitch, and Peteris Vasks.
I am also immensely indebted to Maxim Shostakovich for sharing with me his unique knowledge of his father.
The twentieth century could be dubbed the propaganda century. Published and broadcast cultural content was wielded as a potent political weapon; words became political currency; and the gap between what was proclaimed in public and spoken in private grew greater than ever before.
Because of that, the interpretation of official Soviet documents and press is an especially intricate and delicate craft, an example of which for me was the book by Lazar Fleishman, Boris Pasternak v tridtsatye gody  [Boris Pasternak in the Thirties] (Jerusalem, 1984). To Professor Fleishman, who also happens to be a childhood friend, I owe gratitude for additional advice and help, as I do to Professor Timothy L. Jackson, Professor Allan B. Ho, Dmitry Feofanov, Ian Macdonald, Dr.Vladimir Zak, and Andrei Bitov.
Many aspects of the present book were first discussed with my dear friends Grisha and Alexandra Bruskin. And my heartfelt thanks go to my wife, Marianna, who recorded and transcribed many interviews for this book. I am also very grateful to my translator, Antonina W. Bouis, with whom collaborating is always a pleasure, and to my formidable editor at Knopf, Ashbel Green, and his assistant, Luba Ostashevsky, for their unflagging support and informed help with the manuscript.

Prologue
Tsars and Poets
On Wednesday, 8 September 1826, Moscow was in a whirlwind of festivities: the ancient capital of the Russian Empire was in its second month of opulent coronation celebrations. The new monarch, Nicholas I, came to Moscow from St. Petersburg after the execution of five prominent Decembrists—noblemen revolutionaries who headed the failed attempt on 14 December 1825 to stop Nicholas from ascending the throne. On 13 July 1826, Pavel Pestel, Kondratii Ryleev, Sergei Muravyev-Apostol, Mikhail Bestuzhev-Ryumin, and Petr Kakhovsky were hanged. The military governor general of St. Petersburg reported to Nicholas I: “Through the inexperience of our executioners and lack of knowledge on how to build scaffolds, at the first attempt three, to wit: Ryleev, Kakhovsky, and Muravyev, broke off, but were quickly hanged again and received their deserved death. About which I report loyally to Your Majesty.” 1 Nicholas’s mother, Maria Fedorovna, wrote in relief after the execution to one of her confidants: “Thank God, everything went peacefully, everything is all right. May God forgive the executed and may the Final Judgment be merciful with them. I thanked God on my knees. I believe that by God’s Mercy, Nicholas will reign in peace and quiet from now on.”2
For Nicholas I, the rebellion was one of the most horrible events of his life, a nightmare to which he returned frequently. He had been on the brink of defeat and humiliation then. “The most amazing thing,” the emperor would say later,“was that they did not kill me that day.” He was convinced that Providence had saved him so that he could become the head of Russia and lead the country with an iron hand down the road to law and order, victories and glory. He was truly God’s Anointed.
That September Wednesday the emperor’s schedule was tight, as usual. In the morning he and the Prince of Prussia came out onto Ivanov Square for the changing of the guard; then he received the military governor general of Moscow for his report. After that, Nicholas I met in the Kremlin with the leaders of the Moscow Assembly of the Nobility; then came several top officials with reports, including the chief of the Gendarme Corps, Alexander Benckendorff. That day, the official Moskovskie Vedomosti printed the royal decree on the establishment with Benckendorff at its head of the Third Department of His Imperial Majesty’s Personal Chancellery—the modernized version of the Russian secret police.
Among other appointments, between lunch with the Prussian prince and a ball given in honor of important foreign guests by the French ambassador at the marvelous palace of Prince Kurakin, there was an audience planned with Alexander Pushkin, a young but already nationally known poet. Nicholas I’s older brother, the late emperor Alexander I, had been very angered by Pushkin—dissolute, audacious, haughty, flooding Russia with outrageous poetry—and had exiled the poet twice, once to the south of the empire, and then to the backwaters of the countryside, to the estate of his parents in Pskov Province, under the supervision of the local authorities. Many of the arrested participants of the December uprising were found to have handwritten copies of Pushkin’s antigovernment verses in their homes. A man who had such influence over the minds of his countrymen was dangerous, and he had to be dealt with—attentively, dispassionately, but decisively and firmly.
Pushkin, who had been summoned abruptly on the tsar’s orders from his village exile to Moscow (it took four days by horse), was brought to the Kremlin after four p.m. The autocrat and the poet were meeting face to face for the first time. It was a historic moment, whose importance both men appreciated.
Pushkin’s fate hung by a thread. It was impossible to imagine two more disparate people: Pushkin, short, unattractive, but with an animated and expressive face, curly-haired and dusky (a reminder of his African heritage), never known for the elegance of his dress and now in rumpled and dusty traveling clothes, unshaven and chilled, stood before the tall, handsome, broad-chested emperor, only three years his senior, with an aquiline profile, always regal in bearing and most observant of people’s appearance and elegance. Their clash seemed inevitable.
But just the contrary occurred. After a long tête-à-tête, the tsar and the poet emerged from the office, and there were tears in Pushkin’s eyes—the poet was touched, profoundly agitated and happy. In his turn, Nicholas I came to the conclusion that Pushkin was “the wisest man in Russia.”3 Now he called him “my Pushkin.”
What did they talk about? It began with the tsar’s question: “What would you have done if you had been in St. Petersburg on December 14?”
“I would have stood in the ranks of the rebels,” Pushkin replied without hesitation. Those words could have been fatal for the poet. But Pushkin’s intuition had suggested the right path: Nicholas I valued direct and honest people. His respect for Pushkin grew even greater when in response to the tsar’s question if his thinking had changed and he would give his word to act differently now, the poet vacillated. Only after a long silence did he extend his hand to the emperor and promise “to change.”
As a contemporary of Pushkin’s wrote enviously, “His intelligent, frank, and respectfully bold speech pleased the Sovereign. He is permitted to live where he wants and publish what he wants. The Tsar has taken on being his censor with the condition that he not abuse this gift of total freedom and remain to the end of his life under the personal patronage of the Tsar.” 4
All of Moscow learned instantly about this significant meeting. A secret agent of the Third Department related in a special report that “everyone is sincerely happy over the Emperor’s generosity and benevolence, which, without a doubt, will have the happiest consequences for Russian literature.” 5 If Pushkin had only known how ungenerous Nicholas I would be, how little benevolence he would show for “the wisest man in Russia,” how picky, rancorous, envious of another’s fame, indifferent to Pushkin’s poetry, manipulative, and cruel he would prove to be in the coming years! In other words, he was a politician, a real politician, for whom culture was merely a way of achieving his goals, and an unreliable and suspect way at that. Pushkin was killed in a duel, and Nicholas I will always be blamed for it. The poet’s funeral was organized under strict official supervision. At the church services there were reportedly more gendarmes and police than mourners. The farewell to Pushkin was turned into a state farce. But who could have guessed that in the festive, joyous Moscow of 1826? The death of the hounded and lonely Pushkin was a little more than ten years away.
One hundred seventeen years later, in the fall of 1943, Moscow was a completely different city—not a “porphyry-bearing widow,” as Pushkin once called it, but a real capital of a mighty state, albeit without a too close resemblance to the model empire that Nicholas I, the “Don Quixote of autocracy,” had imagined. In 1918, after a hiatus of over two hundred years, the government was moved back to the Kremlin by the Bolshevik leader Vladimir Lenin, and his heir, Joseph Stalin, made it the symbol of his power: It was no longer an exotic background for sumptuous coronations, but a brain center of an enormous and dynamic country.
What a leap, and what irony of fate! The Moscow in which Nicholas I received Pushkin appeared festive and filled with myriad lights. Stalin’s Moscow of 1943 was a military city—sparsely populated, hungry, dimmed, and grim. But there was something in common between the two Moscows—first of all, in the psychology of the two leaders. Both Nicholas I and Stalin had lived through a terrible crisis: their greatest fright, which they may have never fully gotten over. For Nicholas I, it was the Decembrist rebellion; for Stalin, the real threat of defeat in the war with Adolf Hitler’s Germany.
The war had begun on the night of 22 June 1941, when Nazi troops invaded the Soviet Union and in a few days drove the Red Army to the brink of catastrophe. The Germans moved on inexorably over a huge space—from the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea. Stalin was in despair. Rarely losing self-control, in a fit of rage he shouted angrily at his terrified comrades,“Lenin created our state, and we’ve shitted it away!”6
In October the Germans were outside Moscow, and the capital could fall at any moment. On 16 October panic spread through the city, which many years later theater director Yuri Lyubimov described to me this way: “They were burning documents, black snow flew, as in Mikhail Bulgakov . . . It was a scene out of the Apocalypse. ”7 The most important ministries and institutions were hastily evacuated from Moscow, including the Bolshoi Theater; a special plane awaited Stalin to move him to Kuibyshev, deep inland. But Stalin remained in the capital. Like Nicholas I, he knew the importance of personal example.
In the confrontation with the Decembrists, Nicholas I managed to turn the tide in large part due to his cool demeanor. At first stunned in the face of advancing disaster, Stalin also managed to demonstrate the determination and ruthlessness necessary for organizing resistance. Soviet soldiers attacked the enemy with cries of “For the Homeland! For Stalin!” A miracle occurred and the Germans were repelled from Moscow. But the real break in the war took place in early 1943, after the defeat of the Germans at Stalingrad, a strategically important city on the Volga, which Stalin in private conversation to the end of his life insisted on calling by its old name, Tsaritsyn.
The Battle of Stalingrad took on legendary status in the annals of modern military history. After it, as many people who knew Stalin well recalled, the Soviet leader, despite the exhausting stress of running the country (he spent sixteen hours and more at his desk every day), looked rested. Stalin’s shoulders straightened, and he smiled and joked more frequently.
Stalin knew that the Soviet Union not only was saved but would become, after the successful end of the war, one of the world’s superpowers. The time had come to decide on the appropriate imperial symbols. Uniforms were introduced for railroad workers and lawyers; Soviet diplomats were ordered to wear on solemn occasions black suits with silver shoulder boards and gold trim on lapels and cuffs. People quietly joked in Moscow that soon even poets would be put in uniform, with one, two, or three lyres on their shoulders to show their rank.
Since the revolution, the anthem of Bolshevik Russia had been the French “Internationale.” Now Stalin decided that the Soviet Union needed a new state anthem, more in keeping with the circumstances and the change in political ambitions. A special state commission, headed by Marshal Kliment Voroshilov (who liked music and had a small but pleasant tenor), announced a competition, for which a lot of money was appropriated. Hundreds of proposals were sent by contestants, who included the country’s best-known poets: Demyan Bedny, Mikhail Isakovsky, Nikolai Tikhonov, Mikhail Svetlov, and Yevgeny Dolmatovsky. The list of composers had the names of Sergei Prokofiev, Shostakovich, and Aram Khachaturian.
In late autumn 1943, Stalin, who kept a close eye over the proceedings, selected one poem out of all the proposals, written by two young poets—the Russian Sergei Mikhalkov and the Armenian Gabriel Ureklyan (who was published under the pseudonym El-Registan). All the composers were asked to set the words, painstakingly edited by Stalin himself, to music. (Not many people knew then that Stalin, as a sixteen-year-old seminarian, published in the Tiflis newspapers several poems, as naïve as could be expected at his age, but sincere and passionate.)
The final round of the competition for the anthem was held at the Bolshoi Theater, whose musicians by then had returned from evacuation in Kuibyshev. Stalin and other Politburo members were present. Each anthem was heard sung by a chorus (the Red Army Ensemble of Song and Dance under the direction of a Stalin favorite, composer Alexander Alexandrov, who had several titles—professor at the Moscow Conservatory and major general in the army, as well as People’s Artist of the USSR), then played by the orchestra of the Bolshoi, and, finally, performed by both chorus with soloists and orchestra. Besides the competing anthems, for the sake of comparison several others were played: the “Internationale,” the “Marseillaise,” “God Save the King,” and—most intriguingly—the strictly banned symbol of prerevolutionary Russia, “God Save the Tsar,” the anthem written in 1833 at the personal request of Nicholas I by Alexei Lvov, a former aide-de-camp of Benckendorff and future general and director of the Court Cappella Choir.
Shostakovich and Khachaturian sat in the empty auditorium; their anthems had made it to the final round. They were tense, and the crimson and gilt of the recently renovated theater (damaged by German bombing at the beginning of the war) did not improve their mood. Shostakovich nervously stared at the restored ceiling, which depicted the nine muses with Apollo soaring in a blue sky. He later recalled that he had thought grimly,“I hope they accept my anthem. It would guarantee that I won’t be arrested.” 8
The Bolshoi was truly an imperial theater, erected in 1856 from plans approved by Nicholas I. Stalin loved being there, missing almost no premieres in either opera or ballet. He attended some productions, primarily Russian classics, many times. He avoided appearing in the center box, formerly called the Tsar’s Box. Not too many people knew that Stalin sat behind a curtain in box A, to the left, directly above the orchestra pit. That box was armored, in case of an assassination attempt. No one ever knew exactly when Stalin would come to the Bolshoi, but the performers could easily guess: That day General Nikolai Vlasik, the head of Stalin’s personal bodyguards, would come to the theater accompanied by dandified aides-de-camp. In preparation for Stalin’s visit, he walked around, greeting no one, giving the shivering staff a hard, suspicious look as he checked every nook and cranny of the theater.
During the performance the hall and the wings were filled with bodyguards in civilian dress. The frightened artists threw themselves onstage as if into an icy river. One singer in Tchaikovsky’s Queen of  Spades, aware that Stalin was in attendance, hit a wrong note. Stalin knew Queen of Spades well. He called in the Bolshoi director for an explanation. When the man practically crawled into the box, Stalin asked: “Does that singer have any honorary titles?”
“He is a People’s Artist, Comrade Stalin.”
Stalin shook his head and merely noted, “A generous people we have . . .”9
Many Bolshoi singers were Stalin’s personal favorites. One was the great bass Maxim Mikhailov, a colorful man, short and stocky, a former church deacon. He was impressive in the role of Ivan Susanin in the then-eponymous opera by Glinka, originally titled A Life for the Tsar. They say that Stalin sometimes broke off evening sessions of the Politburo in order to catch Susanin’s famous final aria. Mikhailov told conductor Kirill Kondrashin a secret: Sometimes the singer would be summoned in the middle of the night to the Kremlin to keep Stalin company. He would be alone in his office with a bottle of good Georgian wine on the desk. “Well, Maxim, let’s sit and be silent a while . . .” Several hours would pass. Toward morning Stalin would say goodbye. “Thank you, Maxim, we had a fine talk.” 10
Among the performers of the contestant anthems were leading singers of the Bolshoi, including Mikhailov. One of them later insisted that the works by Prokofiev, Shostakovich, and Khachaturian did not make a good impression on the commission. In fact, the situation was more complicated than that. Stalin distinguished the anthems by Shostakovich and Khachaturian right away, giving them the top score of ten. They had each written several versions and even one jointly, on the express orders of the leader, who believed in the efficiency of the collective. Stalin said that only in Shostakovich’s and Khachaturian’s works did he hear something original; the rest came up with clichéd marches.11 But Stalin also recognized that originality was not a priority in a national anthem. An anthem, first of all, must be easily remembered and comfortable to sing. In that sense, the solemn “Anthem of the Bolshevik Party,” composed by Alexandrov before the war, suited him. Stalin called the song a “dreadnought.” By his lights, it should have gone powerfully with the patriotic text by Mikhalkov and El-Registan, which mentioned great Russia, Lenin, and Stalin, “the people’s choice.”1
Stalin rarely rushed important decisions. He preferred to get a wide spectrum of reactions from people whose professional opinion he respected. After one run-through an announcement was made from the stage: “Shostakovich and Khachaturian, come to the box!” Both were quickly led, accompanied by guards, to Stalin’s box.
In the small red room adjacent to the box (the performers called it the “steambath antechamber”) stood the leader and at a distance the other members of the Politburo: Molotov, Voroshilov, Mikoyan, Khrushchev, a total of ten to fifteen people. Shostakovich, who knew them from their portraits and had a phenomenal memory, politely greeted each man by his name and patronymic. “Hello, Iosif Vissarionovich! Hello,Vyacheslav Mikhailovich! Hello, Kliment Efremovich! Hello, Anastas Ivanovich! Hello, Nikita Sergeyevich!” This pleased Stalin. “We don’t like shy people, but we don’t like brash ones, either,” he used to say.13
They regarded each other with curiosity: the leader, of medium height, broad-shouldered, with a pockmarked face, smoothing his legendary and now graying mustache, and arguably the most prominent “serious” composer of his country, bespectacled, with his eternally youthful forelock and deceptive air of a pupil nervous about rattling off his lesson. Stalin was wearing a new marshal’s uniform in pale khaki, with broad red stripes. His ever-present pipe was in his hand.
Stalin spoke to Shostakovich. “Your music is very good, but what can I do, Alexandrov’s song is more suitable for an anthem.” Then he turned to his comrades: “I think that we should take Alexandrov’s music, and as for Shostakovich . . .” Here, Stalin paused; Shostakovich later admitted to a friend that he expected to hear “as for Shostakovich, take him out into the courtyard and have him shot.” But the leader completed his sentence differently. “As for Shostakovich, he should be thanked.”14
Then Stalin turned to Alexandrov, who was also there. “But, Professor, there’s something off in the arrangement.” Alexandrov began making excuses: Time was short and he had his deputy, Victor Knushevitsky, do the arrangement, and he must have done a shoddy job. Shostakovich unexpectedly exploded, interrupting Alexandrov. “Shame on you, Alexander Vasilyevich! You know perfectly well that Knushevitsky is a master in his field and is a brilliant orchestrator. You are accusing your subordinate unjustly, and behind his back, when he can’t respond. Shame!”
Silence reigned. Everyone froze, awaiting Stalin’s reaction to this extraordinary behavior. Stalin puffed on his pipe and looked back and forth with interest between Shostakovich and the abashed Alexandrov—and said, at last,“Really, Professor, this isn’t very nice . . .”15 
Shostakovich had achieved his goal: Knushevitsky was spared being fired, or perhaps even arrested. Molotov asked Shostakovich, “Did Knushevitsky orchestrate your anthem, too?” The firm reply was that a composer should orchestrate his own works. After the musicians left the room, Stalin said to Molotov, “That Shostakovich seems to be a decent man.”16 Bearing in mind the difference in eras, temperaments, and situations, this could be considered the equivalent of Nicholas I declaring Pushkin “the wisest man in Russia.”
A state resolution proclaimed Alexandrov’s song the national anthem of the Soviet Union. It was played for the first time on Moscow radio on 1 January 1944. On New Year’s Eve, Shostakovich, who knew that he was under the constant surveillance of the ubiquitous “competent organs,” and suspecting that his mail was being read, wrote to a friend in Tashkent, weighing every word. And yet he was unable to hide his sadness behind the picket fence of overly “correct,” clichéd phrases: “It is the last day of 1943, 4 p.m.A blizzard is howling outside my window. 1944 is coming.A year of happiness, a year of joy, a year of victory. This year will bring us much joy. Freedom-loving people will at last throw off the yoke of Hitlerism, and peace shall reign throughout the world, and once again we will live peaceful lives, under the sun of the Stalin constitution. I am certain of this and therefore feel a great joy. We are temporarily separated now; I miss you so much, otherwise we could take joy together in the glorious victories of the Red Army headed by the great military leader Comrade Stalin.”17
On the next day the artist and photographer Alexander Rodchenko, mourning the end of avant-garde art in Russia (of which he had been one of the leaders), wrote in his secret Moscow diary:
Today they played the new anthem by the com-
poser Alexandrov. Very interesting . . . There are
no others.
After all, they can’t give it to Shostakovich or
Prokofiev.
Besides which, it’s “truly” Russian . . .
The empire of false realism and pilfering . . .
They say that authorities focus in art on real-
ism, on the Wanderers, on Russian art.
What is to be done?
I’m sewing a shroud for the death of art, mine
and everyone’s . . . on the left . . .
Lord and people of the future, forgive me!
For not living at the right time.
I won’t anymore . . .
It was very boring living here.
Why did we live, always waiting, waiting and
believing . . .
What we made, nobody needed.18
 
As early as 1936 the amazing resemblance between Stalin’s behavior as a ruler and Nicholas I’s was noted by Georgii Fedotov, one of the most astute observers of Stalinism, in his essay in a Parisian Russian émigré journal: “Some of his gestures seem directly copied from Nicholas I.” 19
This resemblance, it must be added, was not obvious. Rather, Stalin tried to hide it. His attitude was quite different when it came to such Russian autocrats as Ivan the Terrible and Peter the Great. The parallels with them were stressed in the Soviet press and art even before the war. There was a sarcastic joke at the time: Leaving a showing of the film Peter the Great, released in the late 1930s (and subsequently awarded the Stalin Prize), a boy asks his father, “Daddy, were all the tsars for the Bolsheviks?”
This new political line confused many people, for the attitude toward these two odious monarchs among Russian liberal historians before the revolution and certainly in the early years of Soviet rule were, to put it mildly, not apologistic. For instance, the Malaya Sovetskaya Entsiklopediia [Short Soviet Encyclopedia] denounced Peter the Great for his extreme mental unbalance, cruelty, drunkenness, and uncontrolled debauchery. It had no less contempt for Ivan the Terrible. The tone changed sharply when books, plays, and films about these tsars—created on Stalin’s direct orders—praised their policies and their personalities. But Nicholas I continued to be treated with deep hostility.
Yet the policies of Nicholas I certainly served as a model for Stalin, and particularly in the sphere that most interests us—culture. Neither Ivan the Terrible nor Peter the Great devoted much attention to questions of literature and the fine arts, but Nicholas I could not allow himself to ignore them (even though, in the phrase of Count Vladimir Sollogub, he “simply did not like people who wrote”).20
It was in the reign of Nicholas I that three principles were proclaimed for Russian education and culture: orthodoxy, autocracy, and nationality. Count Sergei Uvarov, minister of education under Nicholas I, formulated this triad (a modification of the military motto of the War of 1812—“For Faith, Tsar, and Fatherland!”) in 1833. For many years it lay at the basis of all of Russia’s cultural life, eliciting a growing resistance in the liberal intelligentsia.2
Stalin, who had always been fascinated by Russian history, had undoubtedly read a lot about this renowned ideological triad. Alexander Pypin, cousin of revolutionary idol Nikolai Chernyshevsky and prolific historian of literature, wrote a lot about the triad in the prerevolutionary years. He even produced a book on it, Characteristics of Literary Opinion from the 1820s to the 1850s; published in 1890, by 1909 it had come out in four editions. In it Pypin explained Uvarov’s formula as a kind of bureaucratic catechism that regulated all forms of social and cultural life in Russia in the years of Nicholas I. Interestingly, Pypin was most negative about the third dogma—nationality—considering it to be an out-and-out euphemism for retaining the status quo; he saw it as a perverted “official nationality,” intended to justify an autocratic regime. The whole theory, wrote Pypin, “boiled down to a panegyric to the present.”22
But what angered the prerevolutionary liberal had to warm the heart of Stalin when, in the early 1930s, he planned a transition from the former Leninist “proletarian” state to an “all-national” one, under his aegis. Thus the formula of the Nicholas I era was very useful for Stalin.
Of course, as a short and unattractive man (many contemporaries noted Stalin’s pockmarked face, sallow complexion, and low brow), the Communist dictator must have envied the tall, well-built, and handsome emperor, though Peter the Great’s height did not keep Stalin from admiring that Russian tsar. Many things tied him to Nicholas I— first of all, their absolute conviction, based on personal experience, of their destined role and total irreplaceability as the country’s leader.
Hence the desire of both rulers to build the state according to their own design from top to bottom, as an ideally functioning mechanism, with a rigorous hierarchy in all areas, including culture. In the systems of both Nicholas I and Stalin, discipline was a constant goal, and obedience and service the highest qualities. Order had to reign in everything.“We are engineers,” Nicholas I liked to say. Stalin once compared writers to “engineers of human souls.” Undoubtedly, he saw himself that way, too.
Both Nicholas I and Stalin felt that the Russian people needed a boss, a tsar.3 The boss knows better than the rest how to lead his people to the radiant future. But the boss not only demands diligence and hard work from his subordinates; he must work himself, setting an example for the others. Nicholas I and Stalin were workaholics, who spent sixteen to eighteen hours a day at their desks. They micromanaged the work of the state apparatus. As lady-in-waiting Alexandra Tyutcheva (daughter of the great poet Fyodor Tyutchev) recalled of Nicholas I, whom she had observed closely, “He believed honestly and sincerely that he was capable of seeing everything with his own eyes and transforming everything with his will.” Exactly the same could be said of Stalin.
Both rulers were simple in their personal tastes, but appreciated fully the need for pomp and circumstance to create the image of a great state. Neither Nicholas I nor Stalin spared money for propagandistic aims, even though otherwise they were rather tight-fisted. At a time when black tailcoats were prevalent in Western Europe, Nicholas I devoted special attention to the design of brilliant military outfits. In that, as in many other ways, Stalin was his direct follower.
Nicholas I wanted to erect an iron curtain between Russia and Western Europe. In this he differed strongly from his great-grandfather Peter the Great, although in other ways he spent a lifetime trying to imitate him. Peter had intended to open up Russia rather broadly to Western influence. In one of the first manifestos of Nicholas I after the Decembrist rebellion, the completely opposite goal was formulated: “Purge Holy Russia from the infection brought in from outside.” It was recommended that the people have a “domestic, natural, and not foreign upbringing.” 24 In that area, Stalin also followed Nicholas I, criticizing Peter the Great for the fact that “too many Germans crawled into Russia” during his reign.25
Konstantin Simonov, a writer close to Stalin, recalled how in 1947, in a conversation with writers at the Kremlin, the ruler stressed that the unjustified kowtowing before foreign culture came to Russia with Peter I: “ ‘First the Germans, then the French, there was veneration of foreigners,’ Stalin said, and suddenly, with a sly smile, in a barely audible aside, made a rhyme, zasrantsy, chuckled and turned serious again.”26 (Zasrantsy, “shitty,” rhymes with inostrantsy, “foreigners.”)
In 1831, Nicholas I decreed that Russian youths could not study abroad. This was in deep contradiction to the ideas of Peter I, who insisted that as many young Russians as possible be educated in Europe. Stalin followed Nicholas I rather than Peter I on this issue, too, even though publicly he presented Peter and Ivan the Terrible as his political predecessors and never mentioned Nicholas I: Why bring attention to an ideological similarity to the infamous executioner of the Decembrists and the purger of revolutionary culture?
And yet, Nicholas’s ideological triad of orthodoxy, autocracy, and nationality fit Stalin like a glove, even though he could not use it in its original form. Under Stalin, orthodoxy, which was denounced by the Bolsheviks as the “opium of the masses,” was replaced by the new religion—Communist ideology. The cult of autocracy was replaced by one that played the same political and ideological role, the cult of the leader—in this case, Stalin. And the vaguest postulate, nationality, became part of a new, no less vague term,“socialist realism.”
Interpretations of socialist realism have appeared in thousands of books and pamphlets and innumerable articles in many languages. All this quasi-scholarly production in Soviet times was just a variation on the original definition, developed with the participation of Stalin, Maxim Gorky, Nikolai Bukharin, and Andrei Zhdanov in 1934 and formulated then in the charter of the Union of Soviet Writers: “Socialist realism, being the basic method of Soviet literature and literary criticism, demands from the artist a truthful, historically concrete depiction of reality in its revolutionary development.At the same time, the truthfulness and historical concreteness of the artistic depiction of reality must coexist with the goal of ideological change and education of the workers in the spirit of socialism.”27
This comparatively laconic description, bearing the clear imprint of Stalin’s bureaucratically tautological style, sounds rather elliptical, nevertheless. I think that the essence of socialist realism was formulated much more frankly and accurately, albeit more cynically, a hundred years earlier by Nicholas’s chief of gendarmes, Benckendorff: “Russia’s past was amazing, its present more than magnificent, and as for its future, it is better than what the most heated imagination can picture; that is the point of view from which Russian history must be examined and written.” 28
The resemblance between the cultural ideas and issues of the eras of Nicholas I and Stalin is rather striking. But of the most personal interest for Stalin was the relationship between the emperor and Pushkin. Stalin’s literary tastes were formed primarily during his years at the Tiflis seminary in the late nineteenth century. This was the period when the tsarist government cemented its view of Pushkin as the greatest national poet. His works were studied at every educational institution in the land. Pushkin’s centenary in 1899 was celebrated with great extravagance. The jubilee was marked, as the newspapers noted, “on a vast expanse from the Pacific Ocean to the Baltic Sea and from the Arctic Ocean to the borders of Afghanistan,” with innumerable lectures, symposia, concerts, and plays (and even free chocolate bars with the poet’s picture on the wrapping handed out to schoolchildren). The Russian Orthodox Church joined in; there were services honoring the birthday everywhere, including the Tiflis seminary.
Stalin adored Pushkin from his adolescence, according to recollections. In that period, the poet’s works were studied primarily through the prism of Nicholas’s triad of orthodoxy, autocracy, and nationality; a special emphasis was laid on the relationship between poet and tsar. Nicholas I’s words about the “wisest man in Russia” were repeated frequently, and Pushkin’s gratitude for the tsar’s mercy toward him was stressed.
Stalin had already read Marx’s Das Kapital by then and, considering himself a Socialist, headed the underground Marxist group of students at the seminary. As a revolutionary, Stalin was skeptical about the official legend of the good relations between poet and tsar. But he had to appreciate Nicholas’s strategy in dealing with Pushkin. As was written at the time, “cunning conquered wisdom”: The emperor charmed the poet and prompted him to create works from which the government could reap substantial ideological and propagandistic benefit.
At Nicholas I’s special request, Pushkin wrote a long secret memorandum, “On National Education,” as well as studies of the Pugachev rebellion in 1773 and of Peter I. These were intended first of all for the emperor’s eyes, and the tsar read attentively, pencil in hand; in the margins of “On National Education” he made thirty-five question marks and one exclamation point.29 In his memorandum, Pushkin proposed the abolition of corporal punishment for students; he maintained that republican ideas must also be studied in Russian educational institutions, which was anathema to the tsar. Next to this remark, Nicholas I put five question marks, but still asked Count Benckendorff to extend to Pushkin “his highest appreciation.”
But while attempts at direct recruitment of the poet failed, his work did perform a service for the emperor. I am referring to several of Pushkin’s poems that helped, in one way or another, to create what might be called the cult of personality of Nicholas I, who came to the throne unexpectedly in 1825 after his older brother Konstantin’s renunciation of the title; he was little known to the general public. The propaganda machine was set into motion, comparing Russia’s new ruler with his ancestor Peter the Great. Pushkin joined this campaign with a poem, published with the tsar’s permission in 1826, called “Stanzas,” in which he drew parallels between Peter I and Nicholas I and called on the latter to be merciful to the rebel Decembrists:
In hope of glory and good
I gaze forward without fear:
The start of Peter’s glorious days
Were darkened by rebellions and executions.
 
But with truth he attracted hearts,
But with science he quelled mores . . .
 
And so on. This publication impaired the reputation of the poet. The idol of enlightened Russian society, he was now accused by some of his closest friends of selling out. Rumors were spread that “Stanzas” was written on Nicholas I’s orders right in his Kremlin office, in fifteen minutes, and that Pushkin was now spying on the political opponents of the government.
Pushkin felt profoundly insulted, but did not retreat from his position. His response to the attacks from the “left” was the poem “To My Friends” (“No, I’m not a flatterer, when / I write free praise of the tsar . . .”), in which Pushkin insisted on his role as liberal advisor to Nicholas I:
Woe to the country, where slave and flatterer
 Are the only ones close to the throne,
And the singer chosen by heaven
Is silent, eyes downcast.
 
After this poem was also presented to the emperor, Benckendorff informed Pushkin that “His Majesty is completely pleased by it, but he does not wish it to be printed.” He said, “Celà peut courire, mais pas être imprimé” (It can circulate, but may not be printed).30 In this manner, Pushkin’s work was given official permission to be in that era’s samizdat (Soviet “self-publishing”—that is, circulation of typed manuscripts banned by the censors).
Pushkin’s poems dedicated to Nicholas I were endlessly reprinted in prerevolutionary Russia, and Stalin knew them well, of course. But he must have also memorized two nationalistic works by Pushkin that were part of the Tiflis seminary’s curriculum: “To the Slanderers of Russia” and “Anniversary of Borodino.” The seminary laid particular stress on them. They were a response by Pushkin to the anti-Russian uprising of 1830–31 in Poland. He completed them just as the Russian troops, who cruelly suppressed the Polish insurrection, entered Warsaw, and read them immediately to Nicholas I and his family. On the monarch’s orders, both works were included in a special brochure, The Taking of Warsaw, instantly published by the military printing house.
It was important for Nicholas I to prepare public opinion for a possible confrontation with the West, which was very hostile to the Russian military action. That is why the tsar so greatly appreciated the propaganda value of Pushkin’s nationalist emotion:
Or is the Russian tsar’s word now powerless?
 Or is it now for us to argue again with Europe?
Or has the Russian forgotten how to be victorious?
 
Or is there not enough of us? Or from Perm to Tauris,
 From the cold cli fs of Finland to fiery Colchis,
From the stunned Kremlin
To the walls of immovable China,
Steel bristling and sparkling,
Will not the Russian land arise?
 
These verses of Pushkin’s produced a lively polemic (which, for obvious reasons, was not reflected in the press) in Russian society. One friend wrote to Pushkin in delight: “At last, you are a national poet; you have at last discovered your calling.” Another, on the contrary, scolded him severely: “This is very important in the state sense, but there isn’t a penny’s worth of poetry in it . . . What does it matter what politics can and must do? It needs executioners, but you’re not going to sing their praises.”31 It’s very unlikely that anyone, including Pushkin himself, guessed then that those verses would be used for propaganda a hundred years later. But that is exactly what happened: On Stalin’s orders the quoted lines were reprinted widely during the war with Hitler (without the mention of the tsar).
But Stalin realized the huge propaganda potential of Pushkin even before the war, when he turned the centenary celebrations of his death in 1837 into a political show of unprecedented scope. The poet’s works were published in special editions of approximately twenty million copies. The newspapers were filled with editorials and features about Pushkin that passed for important political news, their contents dictated by the Kremlin. Factories, kolkhozes (collective farms), schools, and army bases organized rallies, readings, lectures, concerts, and exhibits dedicated to the poet. Stalin used Pushkin’s name to achieve several highly ambitious goals. His stories and poems became the foundation of the “socialist education” program for the masses. Under the banner “Pushkin in every family!” Pushkin was translated into the many languages of the other republics composing the Soviet Union, including Azeri, Kazakh, and Tajik.
His life was used as a model for the “new Soviet man.” Here Stalin accepted Nikolai Gogol’s remark about Pushkin being “a Russian developed as he might appear two hundred years from now.” But just as with Stalin’s notorious Five-Year Plans for the country’s economic development, the second of which concluded ahead of time in 1937, the ruler decided to accelerate the process of bringing up “new Pushkins”: He wanted them to appear now.
Stalin’s propaganda always preferred positive examples to negative ones. The enemy should never take center stage—that is why Stalin never held exhibits like Hitler’s show of “degenerate art” in 1937. The positive, pure image of the patriot Pushkin created by Stalin’s mass media was to help quash the pathetic image of the routed opposition—all those Zinovievs, Kamenevs, and others—making them look like degenerate traitors and lackeys of Western imperialism. Stalin condemned them to execution, but more importantly, to total oblivion and erasure from the national memory, while Pushkin would be remembered forever. As the poet Nikolai Tikhonov predicted at a celebration of Pushkin at the Bolshoi Theater: “And when we finally win throughout the world, and all the nations bring to the feast of friendship the happy names of their poets and writers of genius, we will recall you, Pushkin, first at our universal triumph!”
In the Soviet paradigm, Pushkin’s fate also served as a constant reminder of how difficult and oppressive life had been in tsarist times, in all spheres, including culture. Pushkin had been persecuted, exiled, humiliated, and finally killed in a duel at the young age of thirty-seven, to the tittering of the court and the sufferance of the tsar. And he was killed by a “shitty foreigner” to boot.
Stalin usually prepared and executed his propaganda plans methodically and rationally, but he did not turn off his emotions completely. Undoubtedly, he sincerely loved Pushkin and considered him a model of the people’s poet. It is unlikely that Stalin would have consciously “competed” with Pushkin as a creative figure or writer. But as the new ruler of Russia, he surely compared himself to Nicholas I and judged himself superior. No matter what Stalin felt about the emperor and his cultural program, he accepted the received wisdom among the radical intelligentsia that the emperor was to blame for Pushkin’s death. It became the official line under Stalin. If the great poet had lived in Stalin’s Russia, he would not have let him die.
This powerful emotion colored Stalin’s attitude toward the contemporary cultural figures he also considered the masters of their art: the writer Maxim Gorky and the theater directors Konstantin Stanislavsky and Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko of Moscow Art Theater fame. Stalin respected and loved them in his own way, and he even feared Gorky a bit. In any case, he wanted to become their patron, a strict but just advisor, or a friend even—the kind he would have been to Pushkin had he been Stalin’s contemporary. The people intuitively felt the intimacy of the leader’s feelings for the poet, as reflected in a joke of that era about the competition for a monument to Pushkin. The third-prize winner depicted Pushkin reading Pushkin; the second-prize winner, Stalin reading Pushkin; in first place was Pushkin reading Stalin.
The jubilee bacchanalia organized by Stalin for Pushkin caught up thirty-year-old Shostakovich. There was no avoiding it: Pushkin’s name was on everyone’s lips; people swore by him, and with his aid attacked enemies and defended themselves. Cultural figures appealed to him for inspiration, even when their work was in a completely different manner. The poet Boris Pasternak, for example, in 1922 liked to stun his anti-Soviet acquaintances by announcing that “Peter and Pushkin were Communists.” 32 Ten years later, Pasternak published his paraphrase of Pushkin’s “Stanzas” of 1826, which, as we remember, had been addressed to Nicholas I with an appeal for the tsar’s mercy for the rebels. In his poem, Pasternak, in a clear reference to Pushkin, addressed Stalin with a similar request:
A century is not yesterday,
And the same strength lies in temptation
In the hope for glory and good
To look at things without fear.
 
In Stalin’s repressive times, this public gesture looked rather bold and was remembered by many: It was not appropriate to speak to Stalin this way, even in verse. Here Pasternak used Pushkin as the model for a political dialogue in verse with the tsar.
Andrei Platonov, a writer whom Joseph Brodsky considered on a par with James Joyce, Robert Musil, and Franz Kafka, wrote in an article: “Pushkin’s risk was particularly great: as we know, he spent his life walking ‘the path of troubles,’ and almost constantly felt himself on the verge of being sent to prison or hard labor. The sorrow of the coming loneliness, oblivion, and deprivation of the ability to write poisoned Pushkin’s heart.” 33 And he quoted Pushkin’s poem “Premonition”:
Once again clouds above me
Have gathered in silence; 
Envious fate threatens
Me with disaster again . . . 
 
Platonov knew what he was writing about: In 1931, Stalin covered the margins of a literary magazine with Platonov’s Vprok [Profit] with notations such as “fool,” “toothless punster,” and “scoundrel.” The writer could no longer publish his best works. Platonov was thrown out of literary life, and he died in 1951, not yet fifty-two years old, of the tuberculosis he caught from his son returned from exile: a huge loss that went unnoticed in the leaden twilight of the Stalin era.
Shostakovich had entered Pushkin’s world in childhood and always considered him one of his favorite poets. This was inevitable, since, as Andrei Bitov noted, “It is not so much that Pushkin is our national poet, as that our attitude toward Pushkin has become a kind of national trait.” But for Shostakovich, who absorbed musical impressions with heightened sensitivity from childhood, appreciation of Pushkin also came through music. For instance, Tchaikovsky’s operas Eugene Onegin and  The Queen of Spades and Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov are based on subjects from Pushkin. Many of Pushkin’s poems were introduced to Shostakovich through the famed songs by Glinka, Dargomyzhsky, Rimsky-Korsakov, and Rachmaninoff. Thirteen-year-old Mitya Shostakovich’s first opera was based on Pushkin’s long poem The Gypsies; he later burned it in a fit of disillusionment (as he called it), regretting it in hindsight. Only a few numbers from it survive.
Shostakovich turned to Pushkin’s poetry again seventeen years later, in 1936, a year that proved tragic for him and for so many Soviet people. Stalin had seen and taken a strong dislike to Shostakovich’s opera Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk. This opera and Shostakovich’s ballet The  Limpid Stream, both produced at the Bolshoi Theater in Moscow, were banned, and Shostakovich was ostracized as part of a large-scale campaign against “formalism” in Soviet art. Many of his friends deserted him. He feared for his life, the future of his works, and the fate of his family. But he did not stop composing music: That was Shostakovich.
On 1 August 1936 he began a cycle of songs set to Pushkin’s poetry. The first poem to catch his attention was “The Demons,” one of the poet’s most turbulent works. Shostakovich was attracted by the image of the mad demonic dance, which carried a metaphoric similarity to the situation around his disgraced opera:
Endless, ugly,
In the murky play of the moon
 Various demons swirled . . .
 
But Shostakovich interrupted work on this song; apparently the negative emotions were too strong, and he was looking for a positive lesson and ray of hope in Pushkin. Therefore he set “Renaissance” to music— Pushkin’s mini-parable about an ancient painting, “the creation of a genius,” disfigured by barbarians; many years later it “appears with its previous beauty” to an awed audience. The parallel with Stalin, who “scribbles meaninglessly” (from the poem) his barbaric orders right on the genius’s painting, is obvious here.
Just as obvious are the contemporary allusions and autobiographical parallels in the third piece of the cycle, “Premonition,” the poem that Platonov cited in his article on Pushkin:
Will I maintain disdain for my fate?
Will I bring to it
Inexorability and patience
Of my proud youth? 
 
But, as often with Shostakovich, personal and political tragedies resulted in music of amazing artistic strength, with raw passion only intermittently breaking through to the surface. Four Romances to the Words of A. Pushkin is a masterpiece of Shostakovich’s vocal writing, underappreciated to this day. Interestingly, even some of his friends found “something loutish” in this cycle. But it was certainly not because of these private reactions that Shostakovich postponed the premiere of this opus for four and a half years, waiting for the storm clouds over his head to pass. In 1936, the public performance of a work with such provocative texts (albeit by Pushkin) could have cost Shostakovich dearly. Nothing was expected from him but selfflagellation—that was the cruel ritual of the era.
After the political scandal with Shostakovich’s opera and ballet on the stages of the Bolshoi Theater and its annex, Stalin decided to bring order to his court theater. He installed an artistic director for the entire Bolshoi Theater—both opera and ballet—a post for a little “musical Stalin” that, ironically, was given to the conductor Samuil Samosud, transferred in 1936 to Moscow from Leningrad, and an old friend and admirer of Shostakovich. In 1930 he was the first to conduct Shostakovich’s avant-garde opera The Nose, and in 1934 he premiered Lady Macbeth. But Stalin did not bear a grudge against Samosud for that. Always practical, the leader appreciated Samosud’s talent and energy and assigned him a great task: to make the Bolshoi the leading musical theater not only of the Soviet Union but of the world.
Stalin was a consistent adherent of the carrot-and-stick policy. He used to say, “I don’t believe too much in conscience.Where there is no real self-interest, there will never be real success.” In 1937, the Bolshoi, the country’s premier artistic collective, was awarded the highest prize—the Order of Lenin. Samosud and a select group of artists were also given Orders of Lenin and the recently established title of People’s Artists of the Soviet Union. Almost one hundred other members of the troupe received other awards. This was considered a great honor, and all the presentations were made with enormous pomp, as if it were a day of national rejoicing.
Pravda of 4 June 1937 published a directive article, ostensibly by Samosud, describing plans for the new productions of Glinka’s Ivan  Susanin and Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov. A close reading of the article easily reveals Stalin’s advice and the conductor’s reactions (it must have been taken down and only minimally cleaned up for publication). The text falls into two stylistically contrasting layers: Stalin’s authoritative formulations and Samosud’s hurried, respectful agreement.
Stalin: “We understand the opera Ivan Susanin as a profoundly patriotic national drama, its blade pointed against the enemies of the great Russian people.” Samosud: “The Bolshoi Theater will do everything to clean up the text correspondingly, bringing it closer to Glinka’s music and the actual historical truth.”
Stalin: “In our opinion, the old productions of Boris Godunov on opera stages also showed the Russian people incorrectly. It was usually shown as being oppressed. The main plotline of the opera was considered to be Boris’s personal drama. That is wrong.” Samosud is, naturally, in complete agreement: “In our production the role of the people in the development of events will be increased significantly, the folk scenes shown vividly and three-dimensionally.”
The fact of such a conversation between Stalin and Samosud is confirmed in a recently published letter from Shostakovich to the poet Yevgeny Yevtushenko. The letter was written in 1962, and Shostakovich was not willing, for obvious reasons, to mention Stalin openly then; therefore, he quite transparently calls him “the Coryphaeus of Science,” as the servile Soviet press called Stalin during his lifetime. According to Shostakovich (who heard it from Samosud himself ), the ruler told the conductor, “There is no need to produce the opera Boris Godunov. Pushkin, and Mussorgsky, perverted the image of the outstanding state figure Boris Godunov. He is shown in the opera as a namby-pamby nothing. Because he killed some kid, he suffered torments of conscience, even though he, Boris Godunov, as a leading figure, knew perfectly well that this act was necessary in order to bring Russia onto the path of progress and true humanism.” Shostakovich sarcastically adds, “S. A. Samosud reacted with delight to the ruler’s extraordinary wisdom.”34
Shostakovich did not mention, however, that Samosud managed to persuade Stalin of the need for a new production of Boris. The conductor was certain that he could “rehabilitate” both Mussorgsky and Pushkin. This was not an easy task. The opera and the tragedy were very different works, but both had a complicated and difficult history.
Pushkin finished his Boris Godunov in late autumn 1825, not long before the Decembrist uprising. Using Shakespeare’s historical plays as a model, and using the materials from The History of the Russian State by Nikolai Karamzin, whom he revered, Pushkin narrated the story of how the ambitious boyar Boris Godunov bypassed more important claimants and ascended the Russian throne in 1598. But all efforts by Godunov to win the people’s trust were in vain: Rumor persistently blamed him in the death of the young Tsarevich Dmitri, son of Ivan the Terrible, who had been an obstacle on Godunov’s path to the throne.4 In addition, starvation and epidemics swept through Moscow; the people were agitated. And here appeared a pretender who claimed to be the miraculously saved Tsarevich Dmitri. In fact, he was Grigory Otrepyev, a young monk who had broken his vows. Gathering under his banner all those who were unhappy with Tsar Boris and obtaining the support of Poland, the Pretender moved on Moscow. In a few brilliant strokes Pushkin draws a picture of the instant disintegration of Godunov’s power and might in 1605: Everyone condemns him; no one believes him; torn by pangs of conscience, he dies. The False Dmitri triumphs.
Following Shakespeare, Pushkin combined the lofty and tragic with the comic and coarse; the action unfolds swiftly and intensely, without the slightest slip into sentimentality. This was a revolution for Russian drama, and Pushkin reported delightedly to his friend Prince Petr Vyazemsky that he had completed the final copy of his play.“I reread it out loud, alone, and clapped hands and exclaimed, ‘Why, that Pushkin, that son of a bitch, is good!’ ” Pushkin took the clean copy with him to Moscow when he was summoned there in 1826 by the just-crowned Nicholas I. He presented it to him for his royal approval. At first Nicholas I suggested redoing the play as a “historical novella or novel, like Walter Scott,” but then acquiesced: In 1831, Boris Godunov was published at last, even though it was not staged until thirty-three years after Pushkin’s death, in the fall of 1870.
The St. Petersburg press and audiences received the premiere of Pushkin’s tragedy very coolly. This must have influenced the decision of the opera committee of the Imperial Maryinsky Theater when it rejected that same fall the opera Boris Godunov by the young composer Modest Mussorgsky. Mussorgsky took the rejection very hard, but his friends persuaded him to make some substantial changes. A new version appeared, and with it, an eternal problem for opera theaters all over the world: which version (or their combination) to prefer? And in which orchestration, the author’s own or some later, posthumous arrangement, two of the most illustrious being Rimsky-Korsakov’s and Shostakovich’s?
Despite all of this, Boris Godunov remains one of the most famous and cherished of Russian operas. Even in Russia (not to mention in the West) it is produced incomparably more frequently than Pushkin’s tragedy. Mussorgsky is a more passionate and romantic author than Pushkin. His opera is more like Dostoevsky in sound. In part this is due to the nature of the operatic genre: Music and singing enlarge the character, setting him on romantic “stilts.” This is all the more inevitable in the swirling, unruly space of Mussorgsky’s proto-expressionist music.
Shostakovich considered Mussorgsky his favorite composer throughout his life. He studied his Boris thoroughly when he was a student. In the late 1920s the opera was at the center of a stormy public discussion after its new productions in Moscow and Leningrad. The Bolsheviks always regarded Boris Godunov as a revolutionary opera. The first Bolshevik People’s Commissar of Education,Anatoli Lunacharsky, saw in Mussorgsky’s work a reflection of the mood of “angry populism, welcoming rebellion.” Mussorgsky was considered to be much more radical politically than Pushkin, who ended his tragedy with the symbolic note: “The people are silent.” In Mussorgsky, the people are the main protagonist of Boris Godunov, even though the composer does not make them pretty, instead portraying them, according to Lunacharsky, as “neglected, browbeaten, cowardly, cruel, and weak— a mob, how it could be and must be in conditions of an anti-people regime, for centuries shackling any vitality of democracy.” 35
It was the Pushkin-Mussorgsky Boris Godunov, not just Pushkin’s, that often served as a mirror for Russia in moments of social upheaval. Passions always flared over this opera, and no one remained indifferent to it. Young Shostakovich very quickly developed his own attitude toward the work.
In an introduction to his History of the Russian State, the monarchist Karamzin wrote, “The history of the nation belongs to the Tsar.” Pushkin did not agree: “The history of the people belongs to the Poet.” This was a very daring and even provocative statement of Russia of that period, and subsequent ones. Pushkin placed himself between two hostile camps. Karamzin’s opponents from the revolutionary camp maintained that the history of a nation belonged to the people—that is, it is formed and defined by them. Later this would become the dogma of the Russian populists and, after them, the Marxists. Pushkin’s position was prophetic. He maintained that history belongs to those who interpret it—a point of view that became influential in the late twentieth century.
Pushkin realized his idea of the poet’s central role in the interpretation of national history in Boris Godunov. He introduced an autobiographical image of the Poet, so complex and multifaceted that the author had to divide his various functions among several characters.
His most obvious personification is the chronicler, the monk Pimen, whose name became a common term for historians in Russia. Pushkin did not idealize his hero, however. He knew that real chroniclers were not objective describers floating above events they related; after all, he was one himself.5 His chronicler (and poet) performs the functions of witness and judge. The tsar may think that he is above the law because he is at the pinnacle of power. But Pushkin reminds the autocrat:
And yet the hermit in his dark cell
Is writing a terrible denunciation of you:
And you will not escape earthly judgment,
No more than God’s Judgment.
 
Another character in his play with whom Pushkin definitely identified was the yurodivy, or holy fool. This is substantiated in the already cited letter from Pushkin to Prince Vyazemsky: “Zhukovsky says that the tsar will forgive me for the tragedy—unlikely, my dear. Even though it is written in a good spirit, I simply couldn’t hide all of my ears beneath the Holy Fool’s cap. They stick out!”
Pushkin’s holy fool is an image of himself, like the chronicler. Both characters are typical of medieval Russia. The chronicler culture existed throughout Europe, but in Russia the chronicles were particularly politicized and therefore influential. The same holds true for the holy fools: they were widespread in Europe, too, but only in Russia did their confrontations with the powers-that-be have such public resonance. In that sense, we can speak of the unique significance of the figures of the chronicler monk and yurodivy in Russian history and culture. It is no accident that Pushkin chose them as his alter egos in Boris Godunov: Through them he dares to tell the truth to the tsar’s face. Thus an influential cultural paradigm was established.
One of the most important themes in Pushkin’s tragedy is the immorality, criminality, and doomed nature of power won through bloodshed. Pushkin’s holy fool reminds us: “No, no! you cannot pray for King Herod—the Mother of God forbids it.” Tsar Boris’s entourage scolds the holy fool for his frank words: “Get away, fool! Grab the fool!” But Pushkin’s tsar stops them: “Leave him. Pray for me, poor Nikolka.”
This heartrending exchange corresponds to historical accounts of the relations between tsars and holy fools and to Pushkin’s ideas of the dialogue between poet and authority.Where the poet did not want to (or could not) play the role of the measured and majestic Pimen, he could choose the mask of the mad, and therefore untouchable, holy fool. Both characters spoke directly to God and therefore had the right to judge tsars. And according to Pushkin, the tsars understood that.
But even those two masks were not enough for Pushkin to present the complex functions that in his opinion the poet had to perform in society. The poet not only describes and thereby formulates a nation’s history; he not only tells the truth to tsars. He can, if circumstances demand it, appear in the role of active participant in events, as a protagonist of the drama. Hence Pushkin’s attention and paradoxical sympathy for the Pretender—a daring adventurer who wanted to take fate by the horns.
Pretenders appear frequently in Russian history. Legends of “switched tsars” and “savior tsars” traveled among the serfs and were powerful enough to propel the False Dmitri to the throne in 1605 and energize the later movements of the Russian peasant leaders Stepan Razin (“Tsarevich Alexei”) in 1671 and Emelyan Pugachev (“Emperor Peter III”) in 1773.37 Pushkin clearly admires his Pretender, his courage, cleverness, and confidence. Pushkin’s Pretender often uses the word “fate,” one of the poet’s favorite words. The Pretender shapes his own fate, his own biography: This is a direct parallel with the romantic idea of the “poet’s biography” as it began to form in Pushkin’s day.
Pushkin allows the Pretender to express some of his most deeply felt thoughts: “I believe in the prophecy of poets,” he says. Sometimes it seems that Pushkin treats the Pretender like an unreasonable younger brother. For example, here is a description of the Pretender given by the Boyar Pushkin, a character in the play (and this is another of the author’s knowing smiles): “He is as feckless as a stupid child; he is protected, of course, by Providence.” (This calls to mind Pushkin’s renowned line: “Poetry, may God forgive me, must be a bit stupid.”)
The young Shostakovich undoubtedly absorbed the content and issues of Boris Godunov through Mussorgsky’s opera and not through the Pushkin tragedy, which Mussorgsky had changed substantially for the operatic stage (prompting severe criticism from contemporaries). For our purposes, Mussorgsky’s handling of the three characters who represent the Poet for Pushkin is important. They are all elevated and enlarged; the author’s gaze, and therefore the audience’s, is focused on them more. The chronicler Pimen’s role as exposer and judge is moved to the forefront. It is he (and not the Patriarch, as in the Pushkin play) who with his tale of the miracles connected to the murdered tsarevich strikes the final, fatal blow for Boris. Even the Pretender is ennobled in Mussorgsky’s version: he shares a radiant, elevated musical leitmotif with the tsarevich. This glowing theme appears almost forty times in the opera, lending the image of the Pretender a positive musical halo. Mussorgsky makes the Pretender really the tsarevich’s reincarnation. This is a significant artistic and ideological shift.
The holy fool’s meaning also grew immeasurably in the opera. For Mussorgsky the holy fool is the torn conscience and sobbing voice of all the people. That is why he ends the opera with the holy fool’s lament, prophesying the arrival of a terrible, dark time:
Sorrow, sorrow to Russia!
Weep, weep, Russian people,
Hungry people!
 
The words of this simple refrain (one of the greatest pages in Russian music) were written by Mussorgsky. This was not without reason: even Mussorgsky’s closest friends frequently called him “idiot” or “yurodivy. ” His identification with the holy fool in Boris was even greater than Pushkin’s. This prompted me once to call Mussorgsky the first great Russian holy fool–composer.
I then considered Shostakovich to be the second.38 I had weighty reasons for doing so. Like Mussorgsky, Shostakovich had friends who angrily called him a holy fool.According to Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov, who knew him well, Mussorgsky’s eccentric behavior was influenced by, “on the one hand, his prideful self-opinion and conviction that the path he had chosen in art was the only true one; on the other—total downfall, alcoholism and the consequently always foggy head.”39 Shostakovich’s complicated behavior was on the one hand more natural and on the other more “artificial” than Mussorgsky’s. Shostakovich had good examples in that regard.
Among his comrades in the “left front of art” in Leningrad in the late 1920s and early 1930s, we see a group for whom épatage and eccentricity were an important part of the artistic program. They were the OBERIU (Ob’edinenie real’nogo iskusstva, Association of Real Art), Russian Dadaists and early representatives of the literary absurd. The old world had been blown up by war and revolution and its ideals and values discarded. The OBERIUts perceived the new order of things through the prism of the grotesque. Their leader, Daniil Yuvachev, who took the pseudonym Daniil Kharms (an amalgam of the English words “charm” and “harm”), declared, “I am interested only in ‘nonsense’; only in what has no practical meaning. I am interested in life only in its ridiculous manifestations. Heroism, pathos, bravery, morality, hygiene, morals, piety, and risk—are words and feelings I detest. But I fully understand and respect: delight and awe, inspiration and despair, passion and restraint, debauchery and chastity, sorrow and grief, joy and laughter.”40
The moralizing tone of the manifesto is notable. Kharms presents himself here as a modern paradoxical prophet—that is, in the role of a “new holy fool.” He toed the same line in his life, creating an image of the eccentric and oddball that was totally unthinkable in Soviet Leningrad. Kharms could be seen on the city streets wearing a light jacket and no shirt, military jodhpurs, and slippers with no socks. A large pectoral cross and a butterfly net completed the outfit. According to a girlfriend, Kharms would stroll around Leningrad calmly and with dignity, so that while passersby did not laugh, some little old lady was bound to exclaim,“What a silly fool!”
The authorities reacted more nervously. The Komsomol (Young Communist League) newspaper attacked Kharms after he climbed up on a chair at a literary soiree at the Higher Course of Art History and announced, brandishing a stick, “I don’t read in stables or brothels!” This typical yurodivy statement was taken for an attack on the honor of the Soviet educational institution. But the OBERIUts persisted, and came to a party at a dormitory of Leningrad University with a poster “We Are Not Pies!” and called the students gathered there “savages.” This time the officious newspaper burst out with what amounted to a political denunciation: “Their departure from life, their meaningless poetry, their irrational juggling is a protest against the dictatorship of the proletariat. Their poetry is therefore counterrevolutionary. This is the poetry of people who are alien to us, the poetry of the class enemy.”41 Soon afterward the leading OBERIUts were arrested.
Making his innovative works available to the wider public, Shostakovich, like the OBERIUts, was playing with fire. His first opera, The Nose, was called “an anarchist’s hand bomb” by the Soviet press. The establishment perceived many of Shostakovich’s early works as “musical hooliganism.” And finally, in 1936, the Party newspaper Pravda, in an editorial called “Muddle Instead of Music,” carried out a sentence that was to be final (and not subject to appeal): “This is music intentionally made inside out . . . This is leftist muddle.” As will be shown, these angry opinions belonged personally to Stalin, the country’s main cultural arbiter.
Stalin’s reaction—“inside out”—is the typical reaction of an incensed ruler to the behavior of a holy fool. The notorious “muddle” comes from that, too—the revelations of the yurodivy were traditionally seen as irrational and “muddled.” Pravda indignantly described Shostakovich’s music as “fitful and epileptic,” an “intentionally dissonant, muddled flow of sounds,” in which the composer “mixed up all the sounds.” In exactly the same way—as deliberately ugly, febrile, and fitful—contemporaries described the actions of legendary yurodivye of the past. The coincidences in the vocabulary of invective are astonishing and telling.
For all that, Shostakovich’s quotidian mask was not as vividly provocative as that of his fellow-thinking OBERIUts. Shostakovich, on the contrary, tended toward the maximal simplification of his person and behavior, as did his other Leningrad friend the writer Mikhail Zoshchenko, who ironically described his satirical writing style in this way: “I write very compactly. My sentences are short. Accessible to the poor.”
The deliberately impoverished, “naked” language (comparable to the nakedness of the yurodivy as an important distinguishing mark—the legendary yurodivy Basil the Blessed, who denounced Ivan the Terrible, was also known as Basil the Naked) was the result of long efforts on Zoshchenko’s part to find a new and effective manner for his creative preaching needs. Today, there is no doubt that Zoshchenko was a preacher, moralizer, and teacher of life. There is something else of interest: His stylized writing manner gradually extended to his behavior.
This process of simplification can be traced through Zoshchenko’s private letters, which over time began to resemble excerpts from his “naked” prose. Zoshchenko himself maintained that these were conscious and tormented efforts to find a mask in literature appropriate to his goals in art and in life: “I was born in a family of the intelligentsia. I was not, essentially, a new man and new writer. Whatever my innovation was in literature, it was totally of my own invention . . . The language that I took and which, at first, seemed funny and intentionally mangled to the critics, was, in fact, extremely simple and natural.”
The yurodivye were known for their mumbled speech, short, nervous, stuttered phrases with repeated words. In Pushkin’s Boris Godunov,  the holy fool insists: “Give, give, give me a kopeck.” That was Shostakovich all over: Anyone who had ever spoken to him knew his manner of getting “hung up” on a word or phrase, repeating it over and over. Psychologists have noted that this is characteristic of children’s creativity, a comparison that suited Shostakovich. His good friend the writer Marietta Shaginyan described the thirty-four-year-old Shostakovich in a letter to Zoshchenko: “The impression was of a very irresponsible, frail, fragile, curled up like a snail, endlessly candid and pure child. It’s simply incredible that he’s survived.”42
The impression of fragility and frailness that Shostakovich projected in those years (and later) is very telling—we will see that psychologically, and especially creatively, it was quite deceptive. It was that outward infantilism of Shostakovich’s behavior that led the wise Shaginyan (as I knew her in the early seventies) to wonder how he had survived the meat grinder of the Stalin terror after the frontal attack on him in Pravda in 1936. But such infantilism can serve as a secure defensive armor, as was noted by the cynical Erasmus of Rotterdam in his In Praise of Folly: “Children are loved, kissed, and petted; even a foreign enemy is ready to come to their aid.”
“He is endowed with a kind of eternal childhood,” Anna Akhmatova said of Pasternak. This “eternal childhood” is apparently one of the necessary components of the image of the poet. Pasternak used to recount that when they wanted to arrest him in the years of the Great Terror, Stalin himself objected: “Don’t touch that cloud-dweller, that unworldly one.”43 For Stalin—and for Pushkin—holy fool and poet (actually, any creator,“cloud-dweller”) were equivalent concepts.
One more important circumstance. In the Russian religious and cultural tradition, which Stalin, as a former seminarian, knew well, the tsar and the holy fool were tied by an invisible but sturdy thread. Stalin, who considered himself a Russian tsar, felt that connection acutely. It was a combination of emotion and calculation. In initiating and exploiting his contacts with the “new yurodivye” in culture, Stalin realized some of his deepest psychological impulses. But most importantly he bore the experience of rulers like Ivan the Terrible in mind. Like him, Stalin was an autocrat who still did not dare to ignore public opinion, knowing its power. Stalin did not want to repeat the fatal mistake of the real Boris Godunov, who had underestimated its strength and as a result was swept from the throne by a wave of popular discontent exploited by the Pretender Dmitri.
That is why the episodes of contact between Stalin and Mikhail Bulgakov or Pasternak, which instantly took on mythical status among the Soviet intelligentsia, are so characteristic. I will describe these meetings later. Here I want to mention the legend connecting Stalin with Maria Yudina, the celebrated Russian musical yurodivaya.6 Yudina was perhaps the most eccentric figure in the history of Russian music. She was born in 1899 to a Jewish family, but adopted Christianity as a young woman and remained an exaltedly devout Russian Orthodox to her death. This was sufficiently dramatic in itself, but in the officially atheistic Soviet Union it threatened to disrupt Yudina’s biography totally.
After graduating from the piano class of Professor Leonid Nikolayev (also Shostakovich’s teacher) at the Petrograd Conservatory in 1921, Yudina immediately became one of the most illustrious performers of the time.When she came out onstage in her usual outfit—a long black pyramidal dress with free bat-wing sleeves and a large cross on her chest—sat at the piano, took a pose of intense concentration, and then, after lifting her hands to the sky, suddenly dropped them onto the keyboard, the audience froze, stunned by the squall of powerful sound; they said that Yudina played with the strength of ten men. Her repertoire was highly unusual: from Bach and Beethoven, skipping the popular music of Chopin, Liszt, Tchaikovsky, and Rachmaninoff, Yudina moved on to Stravinsky, Hindemith, and Shostakovich. In her last years she performed the avant-garde works of Pierre Boulez and Karlheinz Stockhausen.
Her audiences received Yudina’s musical interpretations as frenzied sermons, but sometimes the music alone was not enough for her, and she would interrupt the concert to address the audience with readings of poems by the then-banned Pasternak or former OBERIUt Nikolai Zabolotsky. This agitated her audiences even more, but it seriously complicated her relations with the authorities. She was banned from performing for extended periods and fired from her teaching jobs, yet Yudina stood fast. Only physically could she be broken and destroyed, but the authorities never wanted to arrest the celebrated pianist.
It was said that her protection came from Stalin’s tolerant attitude toward Yudina. He considered her a holy fool. The legend has it that when Stalin heard Yudina playing a Mozart concerto on the radio, he demanded a record of that performance for himself. No one had the nerve to tell him that it had been a live performance that was not recorded. Yudina was urgently called to the studio where the pianist spent a night of intense work with an orchestra and a relay of conductors to make a record that was then brought to Stalin. It was a unique edition of one copy.
When he got the record, Stalin rewarded Yudina with a large sum of money. She thanked him by letter, telling him that she was donating the money to her church—and adding that she would pray to God to forgive Stalin for his grave sins. A letter like that was tantamount to suicide, but no repressions followed. It was reported that when Stalin died, that recording of Mozart was on the turntable next to his bed.
What is important about this story is not whether it is authentic or apocryphal, but the very fact of its rather wide circulation in the milieu of the intelligentsia. Even the skeptical Shostakovich insisted it was true. He, too, considered Yudina a holy fool: He recalled how she gave away the last of her money to the needy; and how once when they were allowed to go to Leipzig in 1950, she set off to St. Thomas Church, where Bach was buried, barefoot, like a true pilgrim, scraping her feet raw on the way. (This eccentric behavior, naturally, was immediately reported to Stalin.)
So, for Shostakovich the possibility of a dialogue between tsar and yurodivy was real and important. His public humiliation, the threat of arrest, the betrayal of friends made him consider a new life and work strategy. He adapted the trinity formula of the creative and personal behavior of the Russian poet first proposed by Pushkin and then taken up and developed by Mussorgsky. He is the chronicler Pimen, judging tsars from the point of view of history itself. He is the holy fool, the personification of the people’s conscience. He is also the Pretender, not satisfied to merely witness, who tries to insert himself into the historical process as an active participant.
Shostakovich was moving toward adopting all three roles anyway; the crisis of 1936 only precipitated the process. In this life play, Stalin was given the role of the tsar; he knew that and tried to play the part with Shakespearean (or Pushkinian) gusto. How they—the poet and the tsar of the new era—matured to perform these roles and then began to live their parts (almost as prescribed by Stanislavsky’s method) is the subject of this book.
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