
SHOSTAKOVICH ON TRIAL



LADY MACBETH OF MTSENSK

Vladimir Dmitriev Sketch for the production of Katerina Izmailova, 1934



LADY MACBETH OF MTSENSK

1934  premieres: Lady Macbeth in Leningrad and Katerina Izmailova in Moscow. Ran more 
than 200 times 

1935-6 productions in Cleveland, Philadelphia, Zürich, Buenos Aires (?), New York, 
London, Prague, Stockholm 

Dec 1935 premiere at the Moscow Bolshoi Theatre (second stage) 

26 January attended by Stalin; no audience with Shostakovich 

28 January the Pravda article; the opera runs a few mores times before being withdrawn



LADY MACBETH OF MTSENSK
Richard Jones’ production at the ROH





A Balletic Sham 
(Shostakovich’s ballet The Limpid Stream) 

6 February 1936 

This is Chaos, not Music/ 
Muddle instead of Music  

28 January 1936 



This is Chaos, not Music 
On the opera Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk District 

(Pravda, 28 January 1936) 

From the opera’s first moments, the astonished listener is assaulted by a stream of 
sounds that is – by design – inharmonious and chaotic. Snatches of melody and 
embryonic musical phrases are drowned, surface a final time, then finally disappear 
back into the general din of screeching and screaming. Such music is hard to follow 
and quite impossible to memorize.  

And so it goes on almost throughout the opera. Singing is replaced by shouting. If 
once in a while the composer accidentally stumbles upon a simple, comprehensible 
melody, then immediately, as if frightened by the prospect, he throws himself into 
dense thickets of musical chaos, at times the purest cacophony. The expressivity 
needed by the listener is replaced by rabid rhythms. The expression of passion is left 
to musical noise.  



CAMPAIGN AGAINST “FORMALISM”

Unprecedented personal attack against Shostakovich: Shostakovich becomes a household 
name  

Discussions held among Soviet composers split the musical and artistic community 

A further article in Pravda insists that the new directive is not limited to music but 
addresses everyone in literature and the arts  

A spate of further articles: “Cacophony in Architecture”, “On Painters-Daubers”, 
“Cinematic Bunglers”, “Hackwork in Film Music”, etc. 

The fight is on  –  against formalism and for socialist realism in all the arts; everyone is 
engaged in a campaign of self-criticism 



WHAT IS “FORMALISM” ANYWAY?

The word had been in use since 1923 as a derogatory term, most often in the visual arts but also 
applied to music  

This usage stems from Trotsky’s critique of the “formalist” school of literary theorists (Viktor 
Shklovsky) and their belief in the primacy of form in art: form determines content 

Trotsky criticised both “formalism” as a critical method and “futurism” as the art that privileges 
form; the term later slipped to apply to the art itself, i.e. to what we would today call “modernism” 

In 1936 philosopher Valentin Asmus was commissioned an article to define and explain 
formalism  



WHAT IS “FORMALISM ANYWAY?  

Artists should convey their message through expressive means that combine the “old” with the 
“new”, as in language 

The form of an artwork is the outcome of the artist’s struggle to express the content as well as 
possible; form is not the leading principle.  

Artists show mastery when the form is such a perfect expression of the content that it is 
transparent to the readership or audience  

Innovation may be a by-product of an artist’s work, but it cannot be the goal; the appreciation of 
form is not separable from the appreciation of content 

Formalist artists and theorists wrongly believe that the struggle between tradition and invention 
plays out within an autonomous artworld 

Correctly understood, this struggle is only part of the broader social and political struggle: 
artists will participate in history and in the class struggle to a greater or lesser degree, and this 
will determine the conviction and passion of their artistic work

VALENTIN ASMUS



WHAT IS “FORMALISM ANYWAY?

If the artist’s connection to life, to socialist construction and to the people of socialist 
labour is insecure, weak, or unclear to him, if he still tends towards hesitation, 
vacillation or lacks confidence, it may seem to such an artist that the pressure exerted 
by the old expressive means and the struggle he engages in to create new, unique and 
hitherto unseen means of expression and representation, all inhabit a domain of self-
sufficient and autonomous laws of art. The artist’s walk is unsteady, his vision blurred, 
he is indifferent to the outcome of our great struggle for a new socialist world, and it is 
here, in this class position, that formalist gimmickry emerges and where the formalist 
delusions of theorists are born. 

VALENTIN ASMUS



SYMPHONY NO. 4

Maryleen Schiltkamp, Shostakovich Symphony No. 4 Allegro/Coda, live painting 



SYMPHONY NO. 4

Shostakovich wrote the first two movements of his Fourth Symphony before the Pravda 
articles 

He wrote the third movement (the finale) during the most acute phase of the crisis when the 
number of his supporters dwindled, his music wasn’t performed and he suffered financially 

During his meeting with Kerzhentsev, head of the Committee for Arts Affairs (7 February 
1936), he was told that he does not need to make a statement but must respond to the 
criticism through his creative work 

Thus, the Fourth Symphony would be received as such a response  

Moreover, Sollertinsky, acting as a spokesman for Shostakovich, promised in February 1936 
that the composer would deliver “a Soviet musical tragedy – a Soviet heroic symphony”



SYMPHONY NO. 4 Conductor: Semyon Bychkov





SYMPHONY NO. 4 Conductor: Semyon Bychkov





THE CLIMATE OF 1936 

Other prominent figures suffered the fate similar to Shostakovich, e.g. the writer Mikhail 
Bulgakov 

In August the first major show trial took place in Moscow: former revolutionaries became 
“enemies of the people”  

After the trial, connections of those sentenced were sought out, some people in the literary 
and artistic world were expelled from the Party or arrested  

In November, another campaign begins: against the “distortion” of Russian history (prompted 
by the denunciation of Bogatyri at the Chamber Theatre) 

Renewed attacks on Meyerhold 

Shostakovich’s brother-in-law is arrested 



THE CLIMATE OF 1936 

I found out from Mitya [Shostakovich] about the trial of the chief accountant and the 
cashier at the Vseroskomdram [the artists’ rights agency], who stole 250 thousand 
roubles and have been sentenced to death. It is awful to hear this about the people 
you’ve dealt with so many times without ever suspecting anything like this. Mitya is in 
great doubt about the forthcoming performance of his 4th symphony. …. [it] was written 
before the Pravda articles and is obviously a vivid example of the “chaos”. 

(From Maximilian Steinberg’s diary, 30 Nov 1936)  



Alexei Faiko, “THE CONCERT” ( March 1936) 
Маxim Shtraukh as the composer Shigorin 



Sergei Eisenstein: 

“They are not going to make a Shostakovich out of me!” 

Bezhin Meadow (withdrawn in 1937)

Alexander Nevsky (1938)



SYMPHONY NO. 5

Shany Porras , Palante, a Venezuelan Allegory of Symphony No. 5 by Shostakovich



SYMPHONY NO. 5: CHRONOLOGY
mid-April: Kerzhentsev chastises composers for ignoring Shostakovich, rather than helping him to 
reform  

13 April: director of the Bolshoi Theatre Mutnykh arrested 

17 April: mother-in-law (astronomer Sofya Varzar) arrested  

18 April (or earlier): Shostakovich begins the manuscript of the Fifth 

23 May: brother-in-law (physicist Vsevolod Frederiks) sentenced to 10 years 

5 June: news of the arrest of Marshal Tukhachevsky, Shostakovich’s patron and friend 

4-6 (?) June: Shostakovich visits another friend of Tukhachevsky, music scholar Nikolai Zhilyaev, to 
play two movements from the symphony to him (Zhilyaev arrested 3 Nov) 

20 July: symphony completed  

21 November: premiere in Leningrad under Mravinsky   



The Great Citizen (1937), title sequence 





Leonard Bernstein in Moscow, 1959 





Carmen - Jessye Norman





Berlin Symphony Orchestra 
 with Kurt Sanderling





ROMAN KARMEN  

ELENA (LALA) KONSTANTINOVSKAYA 











Shostakovich Kills Stalin a Second Time by Andrew J Crust



SIX ROMANCES ON VERSES BY ENGLISH POETS

The Great Citizen (1937), title sequence 
Pavel Filonov, Shostakovich’s First Symphony



SIX ROMANCES ON VERSES BY ENGLISH POETS

Sir Walter Raleigh to his Sonne  
 

Three things there be that prosper up apace 
And flourish, whilst they grow asunder far, 

But on a day, they meet all in one place, 
And when they meet, they one another mar; 

And they be these: the wood, the weed, the wag. 
The wood is that which makes the gallow tree; 

The weed is that which strings the hangman's bag; 
The wag, my pretty knave, betokeneth thee. 

Mark well, dear boy, whilst these assemble not, 
Green springs the tree, hemp grows, the wag is wild, 

But when they meet, it makes the timber rot, 
It frets the halter, and it chokes the child. 

  Then bless thee, and beware, and let us pray 
  We part not with thee at this meeting day. 

LEVON ATOVMYAN 



SIX ROMANCES ON VERSES BY ENGLISH POETS

Oh wert thou in the cauld blast, 
On yonder lea, on yonder lea; 

My plaidie to the angry airt, 
I’d shelter thee, I’d shelter thee: 

Or did Misfortune’s bitter storms 
Around thee blaw, around thee blaw, 

Thy bield should be my bosom, 
To share it a’, to share it a’. 

Or were I in the wildest waste, 
Sae black and bare, sae black and bare, 

The desert were a Paradise, 
If thou wert there, if thou wert there. 

Or were I monarch o’ the globe, 
Wi’ thee to reign, wi’ thee to reign; 

The brightest jewel in my crown 
Wad be my queen, wad be my queen.

NINA VARZAR 



SIX ROMANCES ON VERSES BY ENGLISH POETS
Macpherson's Farewell 

Robert Burns 

Sae rantingly, sae wantonly, 
sae dauntingly gaed he; 

he played a spring and danced it round, 
below the gallows tree. 

Farewell, ye dungeons dark and strong, 
The wretch’s destinie: 

Macpherson’s time will not be long 
on yonder gallows tree. 

Oh, what is death but parting breath? 
On mony a bloody plain 

I’ve dared his face, and in this place 
I scorn him yet again! 

Untie these bands from off my hands, 
and bring to me my sword, 

and there’s no a man in all Scotland, 
but I’ll brave him at a word. 

I’ve lived a life of sturt and strife; 
I die by treacherie : 

It burns my heart I must depart 
and not avenged be. 

Now farewell light, thou sunshine bright, 
And all beneath the sky! 

May coward shame distain his name, 
The wretch that dares not die!

ISAAK GLIKMAN



SIX ROMANCES ON VERSES BY ENGLISH POETS
Comin thro' the rye, poor body,  

     Comin thro' the rye,  
She draigl't a' her petticoatie  

     Comin thro' the rye.  

          Oh Jenny 's a' weet poor body  
               Jenny 's seldom dry,  

          She draigl't a' her petticoatie  
               Comin thro' the rye.  

Gin a body meet a body  
     Comin thro' the rye,  

Gin a body kiss a body —  
     Need a body cry.  

          Oh Jenny 's a' weet, &c.  

Gin a body meet a body  
     Comin thro' the glen;  

Gin a body kiss a body —  
     Need the warld ken!  

          Oh Jenny 's a' weet, &c. 

YURY (GEORGY) SVIRIDOV 



SIX ROMANCES ON VERSES BY ENGLISH POETS
Tir'd with all these, for restful death I cry, 

As, to behold desert a beggar born, 
And needy nothing trimm'd in jollity, 
And purest faith unhappily forsworn, 

And gilded honour shamefully misplac'd, 
And maiden virtue rudely strumpeted, 

And right perfection wrongfully disgrac'd, 
And strength by limping sway disabled, 
And art made tongue-tied by authority, 
And folly, doctor-like, controlling skill, 
And simple truth miscall'd simplicity, 

And captive good attending captain ill. 
Tir'd with all these, from these would I be gone, 

Save that, to die, I leave my love alone. 

IVAN SOLLERTINSKY 



SIX ROMANCES ON VERSES BY ENGLISH POETS



SIX ROMANCES ON VERSES BY ENGLISH POETS

IVAN SOLLERTINSKY,  
SHAKESPEARE AND WORLD MUSIC  



SIX ROMANCES ON VERSES BY ENGLISH POETS



SIX ROMANCES ON VERSES BY ENGLISH POETS

The King of France with forty thousand men, 
Came up a hill and so came downe againe.

VISSARION SHEBALIN 



SIX ROMANCES ON VERSES BY ENGLISH POETS, OP. 62 

EDWARD HAWKINS AND CERI OWEN 

Sir Walter Raleigh to His Sonne  

O Wert Thou in the Cauld Blast (Burns) 

MacPherson’s Farewell (Burns) 

Jenny (Burns)  

Sonnet LXVI (Shakespeare) 

The King’s Campaign 


