
Cheliapov flJso warned against the dangers of composing for critics. He reminded 

his audience that".. _to consider western criticism is rule by which we should 

measure our own soviet works is to tum everything inside OUt."Rl 

During the first two days of these "creative discussions" SoHertinsky 

made an attempt to boycott. I-Ie made his opening statement defending L(Jdy 

Macheth and then walked out on the Leningrad proceedings He sat in the 

hallway right by the door as a way of marking his protest against the actions of 

Shostakovich's former "friends" and colleagues.82 Behavior such as this was not 

conducive to Sollertinsky's career, 3S the editorial in Pr(Jvd(l proved. 

Shostakovich was concerned for his friend and told him that he should vote for 

"Any resolutions" ifrhe pressure became too much to bear. He knew that 

Sollertinsky would irreparably damage-his career if he kept on sl!pJXlrting him. 

Fin<ll\y ('1.1 the closing remarks of the composer's union meeting Sollertinsky spoke 

out against Shostakovich. He delivered a long speech during which he repented 

his sins and ripped apart Shostakovich's first opera The Nose. Solle-ninsky made-

every effort to leave Shostakovich's name out of the speech, and didn't really 

address the 0rer<l Lody M(]r.hr:th except to SCly that he was reviewing his opinions 

He ended his sreech hy retracting his earlier statement ahout there heing nothing 

worthy left in Soviet music. He stated, "J have decided to study the musical 

folklore [of Russia] among which will be the folklore of the Caucasus, and am 

�~�: Ibid pp.2lS� 
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now studying far this purpose the Georgian language. ,,1'3 This last remark must 

have made Stalin very happy as he himself was a native Georgian. 

Even Shostakovich's teacher Maximilian Steinberg abandoned him. He 

assured everyone that he was never in favor of Shastakavich's fonnalist trend, 

saying, "When Shostakovich came to me with his Aphorisms (1927) which were 

an expression of the new trend Shostakovich was taking under Sollertinsky's 

influence, I told him that I could not understand them--that they where foreign to 

me. After this he did not come to see me anyrnore."M 

Tn the end there wasn't one single person who was willing to come out 

against Pravda's editorial. No one was willing to admit that the arguments of 

formalism were incoherent nonsense. All the members of the Moscow 

composer's union voted against supporting Shostakovich's music. It was 

emphasized that the editorial articles in Pravda expressed, ..... the attitude of the 

working class toward art ... ". They were documents on " .. the question of politics 

in art which have come from the party.,,85 In Moscow, it had been decided that 

Shostakovich was beyond redemption. 

The Leningrad faction of the composer's union as well took Pravda's 

words to heart. They took a unanimous vote in support of the Pravda editorials. 

They categorized Shostakovich's music as fonnalistic, and blamed his critics for 

encouraging him. Unlike Moscow, Leningrad's meetings did not degrade into a 

8J Mat1ynov, pp.217 
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viscous manhunt. Instead they acknowledged that Shostakovich was wrong and 

s6infonned the public that it was their hope that they could set him right again.

The only person who did not have a say during all this madness was 

Shostakovich himself. He refused to attend the debates which decided his fate, 

and the Soviet musical publication Sovietskaya Musica which covered the 

debates at the composer's unions never printed a statement from him or a word in 

his defense. 

His feelings on the subject of Lady Jvfacbeth ofMtsenk were expressed in 

more subtle ways. Less than a year after all of these events occurred, Nicolas 

Sionimsky asked him to compile a list of his works. Shostakovich was to mark 

with asterisks those works which he did not feel were representative of his style. 

Here was Shostakovich's chance to repent for his wrong doings, here was his 

chance to disown Lady Macbeth and be re-accepted inlO the Soviet mainstream. 

When he delivered his list to Slonimsky, Lady Macbeth stood unmarked. R7 

The only statement Shostakovich made in defense of his opera occurs in a 

letter wri tten to fellow composer Balanchivadze right after the voting of the 

composer's unions he said, 

One must have the courage not only to kill one's work but to defend them. 
As it would be futile and impossible to do the latter, I am taking no steps 
in this direction. In any case, I am doing much hard thinking about all that 
has happened. Honesty is what is important. Will I have enough in store 
to last for long, I wonder? But if you ever learn that 1have disassociated 
myself with Lady Macbeth you will know that I have done so one-hundred 
percent. I doubt that this will happen soon, however. r am a ponderous 
thinker and am very honest in all that concerns composition. 8 

l! 
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Shostakovich obviously loyed J.ady Macbelh very much, and felt that what 

mattered is that he did not admit to being a fonnalist composer. To him that 

would have been a lie, and would only justify the government's, and the 

composer's union's behayior towards him. Shostakovich knew that all who spoke 

out against his work were not being honest, he knew that he alone had been 

"honestin aIt that concerns compositi0 n. ,,89 

Although Pravda's editorials and the consensus reached by the 

composer's unions were not official governmental bans upon all of 

Shostakovich's music, his music nonetheless, his music disappeared from 

repertoires across the country. Productions of Lady Macbeth o/Mtsenk ceased. 

It was as if Shostakoyich had never existed There no longer was any mention of 

him in Soyietskaya Musica, except for an occasional publication of a nasty review 

of his music from abroad. Shostakoyich, at his most lonely and desolate 

composed bis fourth symphony, which he then did not allow to go to 

perfonnance. He was too afraid of what would happen. 9o 

It is easy to see, musically, why Stalin would have been displeased with 

Lady Macheth. He himself has said that the purpose of Soviet composers is to 

write music which expressed the ideas and passions which would motivate new 

soviet heroes.~l He also stated that "Music must be lyrical, must express 

optimistic emotions and the joy of living and not be introspective or melancholy. 

l;9 ibid pp. 113-4 
90 wlanynov, pp. 230 
91 Cooper. pp. S9 

33
 



The texture must be simplistic.,,92 Shostakovich's Lady Macbeth ofMtsenk, was 

the opposite of everything that Stalin felt good Soviet music ought to be; it was 

melancholy, introspective, angular, sarcastic, and pessimistic in its predictions. 

The accusations that Lady Macbeth was Bourgeois, are a little harder to 

understand. Obviously, there is nothing bourgeois about the story; it paints the 

merchant middle class of the nineteenth century in a very unfavorable light. Both 

the text and the music shows the down trodden servants scoffing at their masters. 

The symphonic music portrays the drab atmosphere and the moral sufferings of 

the oppressed. Shostakovich showed the idle corrupt existence of the merchant 

class with bitter sarcasm and irony. Why was the government Whipping up all of 

these accusations? 

What is even more puzzling about the government's reactions was that 

they occurred with Lady Macbeth and not with his first opera The Nose. 7'l1e 

Nose (1929) received terrible reviews from almost all of the Soviet critics. One 

critic stated, "It cannot be considered a Soviet opera; rather an example of 

decadent Western traditions, of outlived genre in the process ofextinction."'.!) 

Here wac; an opera that the public was deeming Bourgeoisie and yet the 

government left Shostakovich in peace; despite all of the accusations of western 

influence and negative press. Why then attack Lady Macbe/h, a work so revered 

by the Soviet people? The mere fact that the Soviet government chose to become 

involved with Lady Macbeth and not The Nose, shows that the matter was of far 

more importance than a mere criticism ofa musical score. After all the 

n ibid_ pp 59 
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government could have privately requested that Shostakovich change the score, 

before they destroyed his career. The articles in Pravda signified that it was of 

vital importance to the state itself, for Pravda was a political organ that did not as 

a rule, review musical events. 

The answer lies firstly in the political environment of the USSR during the 

time that JAJdy Macbelh was written and produced. Prior to 1934, the Soviet 

government was a little more relaxed. With the end of the civil war in 1922, 

communist Russia settled down and by 1924 the government had declared an 

open policy for artists. The Soviet goverrunent allowed its artists more freedom 

of expression, and refused to condone monopoly by anyone particular group, and 

called instead for free competition among all.'t4 There for composers and 

painters, were, for the most part allowed to express them selves as they wished. 

Any disagreements amongst artists or composers was considered a domestic 

quarrel of sorts, and the govemment left them to work it out amongst themselves. 

On December I, 1934 all of this changed. Kirov, a high official of the 

Leningrad Soviet and a close friend to Stalin was assassinated. A wave of 

paranoia and fear of treason swept the country The official report was that a 

conspiracy had been discovered within the soviet party ranks in Leningrad. The 

plan was supposedly to assassinate a1l of the Soviet Party leaders 

9"
simultaneously. ) Thousands of arrests were made and about four hundred 
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suicides were reported within the next few days.96 It was the beginning of one the 

first great purges. It is estimated that over seven mil1ion people were arrested 

between 1936 and 1939. In the end fifty of the most prominent members of the 

communist party were arrested. These were men who had helped to rebuild the 

country after the revolution, and whom the people had trusted. The arrests of 

these men damaged the peoples firmly entrenched belief that their leaders were 

above suspicion. 

The trials of those arrested were held over the next two years. Reports of 

the trials were published by the Peoples Comm issariat of Justice of the USSR. 

They stated that from 1936-1938, in Moscow, an outlandish plot to seize power 

from the Soviet leaders had been developing for the last few years by members of 

the communist party in high officials positions.
97 

The government manipulated 

the words of the accused men to explain how the conspi rators in all the key 

positions in the Kremlin were able to '\vreck" the country during the early 19305. 

It was theorized that these conspirators had as their ultimate goaJ the defeat of the 

Soviet nation in a war with Gennany. When Germany attacked, it would have 

been impossible faT the Soviet Nation to mobilize any troops as the conspirators 

would having eliminated the heads of the government would have also dismantled 

the army?S The Soviet people were bombarded with one distorted rwTIor after 

another; the confidence of an entire nation was smashed. 

96 ibid. pp.222
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The accusations made by the government show just how apprehensive 

they were about a war with Gennany. Soviet Russia had been uneasily watching 

the spread of Fascism and the complete failure of the European powers to stop its 

aggression. The Soviets were aware that an invasion was imminent. Stalin knew 

that before he would be able to win the war, he would have to eliminate any 

internal weakness. The assassination of Kirov triggered Stalin to do just that. 

The arrests were only the first step in the eradication of flaws. The next 

step was to build the self-confidence and solidarity of the Russian people. Stalin 

realized that he needed the Soviet people's full support in the instance of a war. 

He stressed the Jove for "rodina" or fatherland, and reminded the Soviet people 

that they should be proud of who they are. 

The freedom ofthe arts ended as Stalin now insisted that artistic talent 

must contribute to the socialist program. He was well aware of the influence that 

all forms of art could have upon the people. He realized how dangerous il was to 

allow artists free reign to depict the Russian character with criticism or 

peSSimism. 

It seems that the government's reaction to Shostakovich's Lady Macbeth 

o/Mlsenk was fueled by the practical desire to make an example out of him. If 

they could reprimand Shostakovich it would be very Iikely that the other 

composers would fall in line. 

So concerned was the government of making an example of 

Shostakovich's experiences that an entire propaganda play was written about it. 

The play, lJya Golovin, \,vrit1en by Sergei Mikhalokov depicts Shostakovich's 
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downfall after Lady Macbeth. The story is blatant in its message and reference to 

Shostakovich that it would be impossible for anyone to miss the example that the 

government was making out of him. 

The main character (Shostakovich) is named Golovin --which in Russian 

means cerebral, or villain--is shown living the life ofluxury. He and his wife are 

petty and elitist. A critic is present (Sollertinsky), and he pointedly quotes 

American lionizations of Golovin's works. Life is disrupted when Golovin finds 

an attack against himself in Pravda, calling his work, "incomprehensible and 

formalist". The critic makes a hasty exit, and his daughter enters. Being a "good 

earnest communist" she informs her father that Pravda was right. 

Golovin is now hiding because he is too much of a coward to face his 

critics. Everyone has deserted him, and he listens to American radio programs 

which praise him calling him "he great composer who is being persecuted in the 

USSR." An old Red Army friend arrives, and urges to compose music like he 

used to. He has brought his men with him and they sing a melodious early work 

by Golovin. Golovin cries and professes to see the light. He immediately sets to 

work on a non-formalist piano concerto. 

The ending shows a changed modest Golovin, returning from a "fighters 

for peace" in Paris. He tells his wife how moved he was to witness an enonnous 

demonstration in which "five hundred thousand men, women, and children 
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cheered Stalin." Golovin then delivers a monologue in praise of Stalin and there 

ends the play.9'-) 

For his amazing portrayal of the "truth" about Shostakovich, the United 

States and Stalin, Sergei Mikhailkov earned the Stalin prize for drama in 1949. A 

year after that he was given a permanent appointment RFSFR writers' union as 

first secretary.1OO 

Making an example out ofShostakovich was only one of the reasons why 

the government could have felt it necessary to make accusations against 

Shostakovich's work. Shostakovich was popular with the people. The mere fact 

that his opera could play successfully in three separate theaters in the same city 

proves how revered he was. He was in a position to have a great influence over 

many people. This must have been very threatening to Stalin. There was only 

room for one man of power in his government. 

What was probably even more threatening was the message that 

Shostakovich sends in his opera. At first glance J,ady Macheth seems to deal 

with the short comings of the merchant class, but a closer examination reveals a 

slightly different interpretation. 

He has said, "So you see that even though my opera's plot did not deal 

vvith out glorious reality, actually there were many points of contact, you have to 

99 Ian MacDonald. "Propaganda Play" Music under Soviet Rule. 
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look for them." tOl In Shostakovich's sarcastic portrayal of life in the Tsarist 

regime there are several "points of contact" that could easily be applied to the 

Soviet state. The police, could easily be the soviet police. Shostakovich's nasty 

ponrayal of them as self-inflated and persecuting intellectuals, would not have sat 

well \\lith Stalin. 

Another possible "point ofcontact" is with the church. The Soviet state 

eliminated much of the Church's power,I02 and Shostakovich's depiction of the 

blubbering priest could easily represent the priests who no longer spoke for 

themselves, but rambled party nonsense. 

The final parallel that could be drawn between Tsanst Russia and Soviet 

Russia is with the prisoners. The suffering which is shown at the end of the opera 

could easily be the many people who were arrested by Stalin during his first great 

purge. When Shostakovich speaks of a legacy built on the suffering of and 

exploitation ofthe common people \0,, he could be speaking of those who toiled 

daily for the benefit of the state with no reward. 

Lady Macbeth is also the story of an individual's struggle; a woman who 

is in conflict with her environment and finds that it is only by committing violent 

crimes that she becomes free. This notion of acceptable violence for the sake of 

individuality is not singular to Shostakovich. Nicholas Till in Mozarl and the 

Enlightenment, speaks about this particular role of the protagonist, 

For the rebels without cause of Strum und Orang the problem was how the 
individual could maintain his personal integrity in a society that exerted 
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all its powers to dispossess him of it. In many Strum und Orang works an 
apparently criminal deed is seen as evidence of the possession of sincere 
emotion-the sign of a potentially great soul." 104 

Katerina is this individual which Till speaks of She is not recognized by her 

society. At the opening of the opera she is a woman who passively sleeps her 

days away. She becomes a heroine because she is able to break free from a life 

which was so desperately holding her back. The extremes that she goes to alter 

her circumstances only proves how trapped she was. Katerina metamorphoses 

from a woman whose fate is decided by those around her to a woman who is 

actively involved in making her own fate. It is Katerina who kills Boris, and it is 

Katerina who initiates Zinoviy's murder. 

Katerina is the extreme embodiment of the idea that the need of the 

individual is greater than the need of the collective. Shostakovich himself has said 

that with Katerina he is "more interested in the individual. -,105 This can be seen in 

his blatant depiction of sexual love, when his society regarded such things as anti

social. Sexuality itself is the most personal [ann of individuality. Katerina was a 

woman who needed to be loved, and did not care of what others thought about her 

needs. All that mattered to her was herself and Sergei, and in her selfish 

individuality she becomes the heroine of the opera. She sacrifices everything she 

has known for a Jove which brings her individuality. Though she feels remorse 

for the \\'fongs she has done, she at the same time refuses to go back her previous 

life of submission and drudgery; that is, a life without freedom and a life without 

love. 

)()4 Nicholas TiI~ Mozart and the htliRhtenmenl. Nonon Paperback 1995. Pp.95 
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These are ideas that were not safe to express in Soviet Russia. (t would 

seem that the government knew what Shostakovich was saying in his opera, and 

they retorted by extolling the need of the many and accused Shostakovich of the 

most horrible crime ofall; originality.'oe, 

On November 21, 1937 Shostakovich's Fifth Symphony was premiered. 

Pravda now dOled on him, speaking of the "grandiose vistas of the tragically 

tense Fifth Symphony with its philosophical search." 107 Shostakovich was lucky, 

his Symphony was taken to be a portrayal of the triwnph of the human spirit. 

Shostakovich was amazed for that was not what the Symphony was about at all. 

Latter in his life he talked about the meaning behind the symphony, 

The rejoicing [in the Fifth Symphony] is forced, created under threat ... It's 
as jf someone were beating you with a stick and saying, «Your business is 
rejoicing, your business is rejoicing, " and you rise, shaky, and go 
marchjng off, muttering, "Our business is rejoicing, our business is 
rejoi cing." lOS 

Shostakovich Vvfote the Fifth Symphony just as he had written I,ady 

Macbeth ofMlsenk, with honesty. He stood by his compositional work, even 

though it meant professional suicide. He was reinstated to the Government's 

good graces, even though he never gave into their pressure. His nightmare was 

temporarily over. 

It is easy to see why Shostakovich felt so much empathy for Katerina. 

They both lived their lives govemed by their passions. They both believed that a 
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life without passion was not worth living. They both realized the power of 

individuality, and they both would rather sacrifice all that they had than to Jive a 

stagnant life without passion, governed by anyone other than themselves. 

Katerina needed Sergei and in a sense, Shostakovich needed Katerina. 

After many years of strife, Shostakovich was still able 10 look back upon 

his opera with love. In his most elegant description of Ludy Jvfucbeth ofMtsenk, 

Shostakovich speaks of a life that most certainly was his as well as hers, 

«It's about how love could have been if the world weren 't full of vile 

things. It's the vileness that ruins love. And the laws, and the properties and the 

financial worries and the police state.,,109 

lO9resLimony, pp. 108 
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