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Dramatis Personae

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Overture

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

They began to play.

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

*

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

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

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

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

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

The poet Carl Sandburg addressed Shostakovich in the Washington Post:


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



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

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

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

*

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

*

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

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

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


CHAPTER 1

Repressii

Terror

The Terror – to this day, the Russians speak of ‘the Repression’, painstakingly bland, as if the memory of their true malevolence to one another remains too much to bear – the Terror started with a murder, and a slap in the face on a railway platform.

The dead man was Sergei Kirov, the ruling Bolshevik in Leningrad. Six cities, a naval cruiser class, lakes and factories, and Leningrad’s premier Ballet, were to be named in his memory. So was the great avenue where he lived, battered but aching with beauty, running from the Trinity Bridge on the Neva across the Petrogradsky district, the red granite and the soft pastels of the stucco, glowing in the cold northern light. It is back now to its tsarist name, Kamennoostrovky Prospekt, as the city itself is once more ‘Peter’, St Petersburg, for the Tsar who had raised it two centuries before in the marshes and frosts of the mouth of the Neva. But Kirov’s apartment at No. 26–28 remains as it was when he left it on his way to work, and to his death, on 1 December 1934.

Its size alone reflected his status: eight high-ceilinged rooms, in a place where a single room, divided by sheets or curtains, housed three families. The vertushka telephones, linked to the Kremlin, were in banks of four in the drawing and dining rooms. The one with a direct line to Stalin was marked with a red star. In the bedroom, with twin art nouveau beds in light wood, another vertushka with a red star sat on the matching bedside table. Stalin liked to call him at night. Framed photographs of Lenin and Stalin enjoyed pride of place.

The rooms revealed his personal interests. He was a hunter. There was a polar bear rug (a gift), and a brown bearskin (a trophy), in the drawing room. He had two stuffed pheasants, and a large hawk, and a model of a fishing trawler named for him in recognition of his reputation as a passionate angler. His library had thousands of volumes, a globe, and the rare books that he collected. He was a gourmet in a hungry city, and the kitchen had a giant General Electric refrigerator, one of ten imported into Russia, and a deep sink in the scullery for keeping fish fresh, with stone slabs for filleting meat.

Kirov loved music. A leather-covered pass, stamped ‘Number 1’, entitled him to two free seats at any of the city’s eight opera, ballet and dramatic theatres, at the Philharmonia concert hall, the music hall and the State circus. Despite his heavy workload, he used his pass frequently: he and his wife were childless and he had, it was said, an eye for ballerinas. His apartment had a telephone-cable link that brought him live performances of ballet and opera. He carefully kept his invitation to Box 1 in the Dress Circle at the Maly Opera for the premiere of Shostakovich’s opera, Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District, on 24 January 1934. It was a treasured memento of a composer he much admired. He had a poster for the opera, too.

An aura, an affection, clung to him as it did to none other in the regime. Kirov could be cruel. As a young Red commissar in the civil war that flowed from the Revolution, he ordered the ‘merciless extermination of the White Guard swine’ during a rising in Astrakhan.1 Four thousand died in the bloodletting, but it was the making of his career. He met Stalin, and, as importantly, fell out with Trotsky.

For all that, he was handsome, and open, and he made friends easily. He had run Leningrad for eight years, and his popularity was real and unforced. He was close to Stalin, closer than any other, more than a crony, bringing him a warmth and comfort after Stalin’s wife Nadezhda Alliluyeva had shot herself two years before. ‘My Kirich,’ Stalin called him, ‘my friend and brother.’ On holiday, they had villas close to one another in the Crimea. They went to the banya (sauna baths) together – though Stalin’s skin was pitted from smallpox and psoriasis, and he concealed it from most – and Stalin waited on the beach while Kirov swam.2 On his visits to Moscow, Kirov stayed in Stalin’s apartment in the Kremlin, amusing the children, who adored him, little Svetlana Stalin putting on a puppet show for him.

The two last saw each other on 28 November in Moscow. All seemed well. Stalin went personally with Kirov to his compartment on the Red Arrow express to see him off on his overnight trip back to Leningrad.

There were tensions, though. The 17th Party Congress at the start of 1934 had paid Stalin lip service as the ‘ardently loved Vozhd’, the great leader. Leon Trotsky, who had despised him, was in exile. Other senior Bolsheviks were careful to applaud him. Kirov, though, was given a standing ovation that was spontaneous and heartfelt. At the end of the Congress, Stalin’s name was crossed out on at least a hundred, and perhaps as many as three hundred, of the ballot papers confirming his place on the Party’s Central Committee. Just three or four of Kirov’s were spoiled. The ballot papers were suppressed, but Stalin was to make his displeasure brutally clear. Of the 1,966 delegates at the Congress, 1,108 would be arrested. Two-thirds of those were to be shot, as, without exception, were those senior figures who had shown a trace of hostility or indifference to him. Leningrad suffered as no other city. All seven of its members of the Central Committee, the most powerful party organ, and the heads of all its major factories, were purged. Of 154 Leningrad delegates to the 17th Congress, only two survived to be re-elected to the 18th. Of 65 members of the city’s provincial committee, just nine reappeared.

Stalin was disturbed by Kirov’s popularity. He spoke of recalling him from his power base in Leningrad but Kirov resisted. Attempts were made to dislodge the head of the NKVD secret police in Leningrad, Feodor Medved, and replace him with one of Stalin’s drinking cronies. Kirov liked and trusted Medved, and refused to let him go. Four NKVD men from Moscow were added unasked to Kirov’s security detail, which was itself reduced.

Kirov spent the morning of 1 December at home working on a speech, before setting off for his office in the afternoon. It was in the Smolny, part convent, part school, the Institute for Noble Maidens, with a blue and gilt cathedral cascading with baroque elegance, its restrained Palladian facade picked out in white and ochre. Lenin had used it as the Bolshevik headquarters during the Revolution. The Party retained it when the government was moved to Moscow and the Kremlin.

He was with his bodyguard, Borisov, who may have been detained for a few moments by the Moscow NKVD men. Kirov walked up the main staircase, turning off into the corridor to his office when he reached the third floor. A young man, dark-haired, thin, small, let him pass and then walked behind him. Leonid Nikolayev, nervous, unstable, was a political gadfly. He had been expelled and then readmitted to the Party, blaming it for his debts and unhappy marriage. He had been found wandering in the Smolny some weeks before, with a loaded gun, but had merely been asked to leave the building.

He shot Kirov in the back of the neck with a Nagant revolver, before turning the gun on himself. An electrician close by seized him and the second bullet lodged in the ceiling. Kirov fell face down on the floor.

Three doctors were summoned. Artificial respiration failed. Stalin was informed by telephone. One of the doctors was Georgian, like Stalin, and they discussed the assassin in their mother tongue. Stalin’s response was immediate. A decree was issued ordering that terrorists be executed immediately after sentencing. Later in the evening, Stalin left on a special train for Leningrad.

He arrived at about 7.30 the next morning. Medved was on the platform at the Moscow Station to meet him. Stalin struck him on the face with his gloved hand. He went on to the Smolny. The key witness, Borisov, was killed the next day, apparently in a fall from an NKVD truck. Medved and the leading NKVD men in the city were sent to the mines and labour camps of the Gulag.

Before he returned to Moscow, Stalin personally interrogated Nikolayev. It is still not clear if he ordered Kirov’s murder. There were mysteries enough – the failure to arrest Nikolayev earlier, the removal of Kirov’s own security men, the death of Borisov – for Valerian Kuibyshev, Stalin’s principal economist, and an accomplished musician and poet, to demand an investigation. Kuibyshev was dead, officially of heart failure, within a month. His wife and brother were later shot, but, with the black humour that marked him, Stalin honoured him with burial in the Kremlin wall, as he carried Kirov’s coffin at that funeral, and renamed the Volga city of Samara for him. Shostakovich was to complete the score of the Seventh Symphony in Kuibyshev.

It is certain, though, that the murder suited Stalin well. Nikolayev was tried in secret at the end of the month, and shot the same night, using the new decree. Thirteen others were also shot. A ‘Leningrad centre’ was identified, a nest of supporters of the exiled Leon Trotsky, to which all who displeased Stalin could be pinned. Borisov’s widow was committed to an insane asylum.

Three of the small party who accompanied Stalin from Moscow were to be executed themselves. Genrikh Yagoda, the overall head of the NKVD, was shot, with his deputy, and the head of the Komsomol, (the Young Communists), Aleksander Kosarev, like Shostakovich a football fanatic, whose club, Moscow Spartak, the composer watched when he was in the capital.

A fourth man was Andrei Zhdanov. Stalin chose him to succeed Kirov in Leningrad. He was very much a survivor. For the rest of his life, he was to run the city, and to hound Shostakovich. Leningrad itself was about to be engulfed.

*

Dmitri Dmitrievich Shostakovich was twenty-eight. He had already composed an astonishing range of pieces: three symphonies, a brace of ballets, a piano concerto, scherzos, preludes, film scores, music for plays, orchestrations and two operas. His First Symphony, written as his graduation piece when he was nineteen, had been performed by Toscanini and Klemperer. His opera Lady Macbeth, which Kirov had loved so much, had brought him world renown. It played simultaneously in Leningrad and Moscow, and across Europe. Its theme, of lust and murder, was a sensation in New York, Cleveland and Philadelphia. The BBC broadcast it in London. ‘The Conquest of Soviet Musical Thought’, the headlines ran.

His mother had started giving him piano lessons on his ninth birthday. Sofiya Shostakovich was a fine pianist herself, a graduate of the Leningrad Conservatoire. ‘We have an outstandingly gifted boy on our hands,’ she said after two days. A week later, he was playing four-handed with her. He had perfect pitch, and he learned pieces instantaneously, without any need for repetition. ‘The notes just stayed in my memory by themselves,’ he said. ‘I could also sight-read well … Soon after I made my first attempts at composition.’3

Both his parents were Siberian-born, with enough revolutionary colour in their family background to avoid easy branding as burzhui (bourgeois), though his mother had danced for the Tsarevich Nicholas at her school in Irkutsk. They were well-to-do now, with a dacha and a large apartment in the city – ‘enormous,’ his sister Mariya recalled, wistfully, of those tsarist days: ‘six rooms, with another off the kitchen where the servants slept’ – and his father had a car, a Russian rarity.

The young boy displayed a gift for mathematics, too, when he was sent to Maria Shidloskaya’s, the school of choice of the Petrograd intelligentsia. He was sharp and lively, and mischievous. At eleven, he went to see Glinka’s Ruslan. The opera made ‘an enormous impression on me, in a purely musical sense’, independently of the drama on the stage, he said, ‘most of all Ratmir’s aria’.4 He was left cold by his first symphony concert, a Beethoven cycle, a little later, but he was already set on music.

He was writing preludes for the piano at twelve. A friend remembered him playing Beethoven’s C-minor sonata (No. 5) at a concert. A classmate, Irina, the daughter of Boris Kustodiev, a crippled painter of rare power and colour, recalled how he played for her father. ‘A little boy with a shock of hair, he went up to my father, said hello, and handed him a long strip of paper, on which his entire repertoire was listed in a neat column,’ she said. ‘Then he went to the piano and played all the pieces on the list, one after the other.’5

At thirteen, in the autumn of 1919, he left school to enter the Conservatoire. The great grey building seemed too severe and classical for a child, an adult place that in the hungry years of the civil war that followed the Revolution was cold and damp and reeked of cabbage, the only food in enough supply. Its reputation was brilliantly lit, though, by those who had passed through: Anton Rubinstein, Rimsky-Korsakov, Tchaikovsky, Prokofiev, Diaghilev. He took to the Conservatoire, and to composing, directly.

He worked at a breakneck pace, oblivious to noise and distraction, seldom trying out a sequence at the piano. ‘He wrote out his music in full score straight away,’ his sister Zoya said, ‘and then took his scores to lessons without even having played them.’ He never needed to try things out on the piano. He ‘just sat down and wrote whatever he heard in his head, and then played it through complete on the piano’.6 These first pieces embraced eight preludes for piano, a theme and variations for orchestra, ‘Two Fables of Krylov’ for mezzo-soprano, female chorus and chamber orchestra, three ‘Fantastic Dances’ for piano, and a suite in F-sharp minor for two pianos.

The composition of the suite, in 1922, demonstrated an obstinacy that persisted and might at any moment, if it displeased Stalin and Zhdanov, now prove lethal. It was Shostakovich’s abiding misfortune that both men were fond of music, taking a personal interest in it and those who composed it. They shared a religious education, resonant in Orthodox chants, and a love of Georgian songs. They sang together. Stalin had a fine tenor voice. He liked ballet, and opera, and he went often to the Bolshoi in Moscow, where he kept a box, armoured against assassins, with a curtain that allowed him to hide his face. He enjoyed classical music on the radio, and he listened to all the new recordings, scrawling ‘good … so-so … rubbish’ on the sleeves. Zhdanov was a graduate of the Moscow Conservatoire. His mother was a fine pianist and taught her son to play. Lavrenti Beria, the sadist who in time became head of the NKVD, nicknamed him ‘The Pianist’.

Those who did not bend to their whim, they broke. In his music, Shostakovich abandoned whole genres – ballet, opera, at grievous cost, for this was the snuffing out of a master – and he accepted that pieces, up to an entire symphony, vanished unheard for decades. But he did not bend in how he wrote. When his professor at the Conservatoire ordered him to rewrite the piano suite, he refused. The professor insisted, and he did so. The piece was played at a student concert. ‘After the concert, I destroyed the corrected version and set about restoring the original,’ he recalled later, responding to questions from Roman Gruber, the Conservatoire musicologist.7 He thought that criticism from above, and what he called the ‘dictatorship of “rules”’, could wreck the creative instinct. ‘It’s not right to cripple people,’ he said. ‘Some people are more weak-willed than I am, and they can be crippled for life.’8 Indeed they could.

His passions outside music, as a twenty-one-year-old, were for literature: for Dostoyevsky’s Demons, and Gogol’s Dead Souls, and Chekhov. ‘And I adore Goethe,’ he added. Next was classical ballet, then sculpture and architecture – above all Leningrad’s St Isaac’s Cathedral, and Falconet’s monument to Peter the Great, the statue of the bronze horseman rearing from his plinth of stone, and gazing over the Neva.

‘I love the art of theatre very much,’ he said, ‘and am strongly attracted to it.’ Vsevolod Meyerhold was a hero. ‘In general, I consider Meyerhold to be a genius as a stage director … I love the circus very much and often attend.’ The acrobats particularly attracted him, ‘and the jugglers’. He also had a lively interest in the swirl of history, of revolution and violence and social cataclysm, in which he was seized. ‘Generally speaking,’ he said, ‘I compose a lot under the influence of external events.’ That was not to change.

‘The urge to create is constant,’ he said. He was asked if this was linked to any ‘externally unhealthy states of the organism’. That meant drugs or alcohol, but he replied that the one constant in his creative periods was insomnia, and that ‘I smoke more than usual, take long walks … pace the room, jot things down while standing, and in general I can’t remain at peace’9

This impulse to create, he said, ‘is always internal. The preparatory stage lasts from several hours up to several days, no more than a week … The timbre always comes to me before anything else, then melody and rhythm, and afterwards the rest.’ He composed with the help of a piano, by and large, ‘although I can do without it, too’. When a piece was done, he was finished with it. ‘I never return to a composition once it has been written out.’

*

His father died in early 1922, a year of acute hunger in the city, developing pneumonia on a trip to scavenge the freezing countryside for food. The family was suddenly without money and support. Shostakovich’s mother gave piano lessons for payment in bread, and found temporary work as a cashier in a shop.

He suffered from tuberculosis. He became ‘pale and emaciated’, his godmother said, and had ‘no strong footwear, no galoshes and no warm clothes’. Alexander Glazunov, the director of the Conservatoire, was so concerned that he begged for a special ‘academic ration’, though it was no more than a little sugar and a half-pound of pork every fortnight, to ‘feed this most talented boy and to build up his strength’.

An operation in the spring of 1923 was successful. He graduated from the Conservatoire as a pianist in June, his neck still bound up with bandages. The family sold one of its pianos to fund his recovery in the southern warmth of the Crimea. The remaining piano, he complained, ‘makes a sound like an old pot’. His health was back, though, and he earned money as a cinema pianist, accompanying silent films on the screen at the Piccadilly on the Nevsky, the city’s grandest street, at the Barricades and the Splendid Palace. When the manager of another cinema, the Bright Reel, failed to pay him two weeks’ money, he sued him – ‘now I see he is only a rogue and exploiter’ – and won.10 A toughness lay below the boyishness.

The cinemas were excellent training. He learned how to improvise, across a whole range of moods, comic, tragic, light, dark, and how to jar an audience. He had fun. His fellow pianist Nathan Perelman remembered how they played funeral marches when there was dancing on the screen, and dances when there was tragedy. Sometimes he took friends with him – a violinist, a cellist – to play as a trio. His playing was ‘amazing’ – ‘a wonderful technique, with brilliant octave passages’, Perelman said; ‘it was all very closely and precisely felt in his head’ – and he toured as a concert pianist.11

His experience in the pit at the cinemas served him well in writing film scores. The first was for New Babylon (1929), a love story set during the Paris Commune. He used shock juxtapositions, his score giving a version of Offenbach’s can-can, from Orpheus in the Underworld, as the communards were shot by firing squad on screen. He worked on sixteen films over the next decade. His ‘Song of the Counterplan’, for a film of that name made in 1932, became an international hit. It was used in American stage musicals, and in the MGM film Thousands Cheer. Swiss registry offices used it as a wedding march. It was a favourite with Stalin.

*

The city itself inspired him. As it wound down from revolution and civil war, Leningrad was awash with avant-garde artistry and wild experiment. Vladimir Mayakovsky, poet, Futurist, actor and lover, had written:


The streets are our brushes.

The squares are our palettes.

Drag the pianos out on the streets.



That, exactly, had happened. Grand pianos and uprights were taken from bourgeois drawing rooms, and put on lorries, each with a driver, a pianist and a singer, and some with a cellist and a violinist. They drove round the workers’ districts, and Red Army barracks, giving impromptu concerts. The musicians were often students at the Conservatoire.

FEKS (Fabrika ekstsentricheskogo aktera: the Factory of the Eccentric Actor) plunged headlong into the future. In their ‘Eccentric Manifesto’, they renamed Leningrad as Eccentropolis. In song, painting and music, they declared their devotion to ‘the Torch Singer, the cry of the auctioneer, slang … circus posters, the jackets of pulp thrillers … jazz bands, black street orchestras, circus marches’. In ballet and theatre, they were for ‘American song and dance routine … music hall, cinema, circus, cabaret, boxing’.12 Shostakovich was no Futurist, but he loved much of what they adored, what they called ‘myuzik-kholl’ among it. His first ballet, The Golden Age, which he wrote in 1929, had rapidly shifting sketches, and scenes set in a music hall in a ‘large capitalist city’, with a ‘foxtrot bacchanalia’, a can-can, and the captain of a Soviet football team doing down the disguised agents of fascism.13

Friends were vital to him in the coming dark years. The dearest was Ivan Sollertinsky, a man of enthusiasms and force, a linguist, classicist and wit, introducing the music of Mahler and Bruckner to Leningrad, and the artistic adviser to the Philharmonia, whose pre-concert talks often charmed audiences more than the performances. ‘They had an insane friendship,’ Shostakovich’s sister Zoya said. ‘They spent the whole day together, laughing and joking.’

He met Vsevolod Meyerhold in 1927. The theatre director was at the height of his powers, with his own company and theatre, and no hint of the horrors to come. He was an admirer of Shostakovich’s First Symphony, and he realized that the young composer’s breadth of ability made him ideal for work in the theatre. The composer worked with him on the production of Mayakovsky’s play The Bedbug in Moscow in January and February 1928. They got on well. Meyerhold called him by the affectionate diminutives ‘Dima’ and ‘Mitenka’, and put him up in his flat. Shostakovich wrote in an ironic and amused letter to Sollertinsky of the mutual praise that the ‘geniuses’ he was living with – Meyerhold himself, his wife, the star actress Zinaida Raikh, and her two children by her first marriage to the poet Sergei Yesenin – heaped on one another. Meyerhold and Raikh both looked to Shostakovich to confirm the children’s talents: ‘That’s right, Dima, ah, Dima?’14

The painter Nikolai Sokolov remembered the director and the composer sitting together with Mayakovsky in rehearsals. Shostakovich was boyish, ‘very modest and shy’, his gait ‘nervous and rapid’, his music ‘sharp, angular and unusual’ – but praised by Meyerhold: ‘That’ll blow away the cobwebs in our brains!’ Shostakovich lost the music for a passage – he was later to fear he had lost the score of the Seventh aboard a packed wartime train – and he wandered the theatre, ‘distraught and upset’. Meyerhold was fatherly, and ‘said to him gently, embracing him around the shoulders, “Don’t you worry, my dear, your March will be found. And if the worst comes to the worst, we’ll manage without it.”’15 It was found, and ‘the happy composer was soon walking round the theatre, smiling’.

He also met a soldier of great distinction. ‘He occupies a high position, has his own car, but like so many famous people he has a weakness,’ he wrote to a friend.16 ‘He adores music and himself plays the violin a little … I played for him and he asked if I wanted to come to Moscow.’ This was Mikhail Tukhachevsky, still young, a hereditary noble and a decorated tsarist officer who had turned to the Bolsheviks and helped ruthlessly suppress Whites, Poles, rebel sailors and peasants in the aftermath of the Revolution. He was now the Soviet chief of staff.

Three years later, he was appointed commander of the Leningrad military district. Shostakovich continued the friendship after the general was posted back to Moscow.

The composer’s nature, though, and his friends, came with perils. For they were precisely the kind of qualities and companions that would leave him most brutally open to the terrors of the time and the place in which it was his fate to live.

They had already done for Mayakovsky. His enthusiasm had run dry. In April 1930, estranged from Bolshevism and its sterility, he wrote a suicide note with an unfinished poem:


And so as they say –

‘Incident dissolved’

the love boat smashed up

on the dreary routine.



Then he shot himself.

Mischa Kvadri was gone, too. He was a dear friend, whose sofa Shostakovich slept on when he was in Moscow, the energetic spirit behind ‘the Six’, a group of Moscow composers. Shostakovich had dedicated his First Symphony to Kvadri, who returned the compliment with his own Piano Variations, and kicked up a rumpus at the sold-out premiere of the First in Moscow in 1926. He arrived without a ticket, demanding entry. ‘It’s my symphony,’ he bellowed; the author himself had said so. Kvadri was too rebellious to survive for long: he was shot, as ‘anti-Soviet’, in 1929, and the First’s dedication was removed from Russian publications.

Shostakovich’s qualities were listed by his friend, the pianist Mikhail Semenovich Druskin. The composer was ‘fragile and nervously agile … very observant, and showed curiosity for all sides of life … He had a keen eye for the ridiculous, often noticing the absurd when others paid no attention.’ It was dangerous to question and to observe too closely in a dictatorship. Worse, he was ‘gifted with an abundant sense of humour … He loved satirical humour.’ To laugh could be lethal. He realized his personal vulnerability, Druskin thought, and this ‘gave rise to his predilection for the tragic in art. It was his vocation to realize the concept of tragedy, for this was how he perceived the world … Without doubt, his individual destiny was not easy, to live with exposed nerves and to react acutely to everything surrounding him.’ This edge of blackness gave him depth even at nineteen, when he was writing his First. ‘Sometimes I just want to shout,’ he wrote to a friend, the pianist Lev Oborin. ‘To cry out in terror. Doubts and problems. All this darkness suffocates me.’17 Together with these graces, which cost him dear, he had one more that saved him. ‘He also had remarkable self-possession,’ Druskin found, ‘and however difficult the circumstances, he was always able to contain himself.’

It was as well. Stalin’s reaction to, and exploitation of, the Kirov murder got under way. Leningrad was held to be specially infected with ‘alien elements’ and with the admirers of Trotsky and the ‘oppositionist’ Grigorii Zinoviev so loathed by Stalin. In a secret report on 18 January 1935, the Party central committee described Leningrad as ‘the only city of its kind where, more than in any other place, there remain tsarist civil servants and their retainers, as well as gendarmes and police’. They were ‘crawling around in all directions, worming their way into undermining our apparaty’. Its closeness to foreign borders made it easier for them to escape.18

It began with expulsions from the Leningrad Party of those with alleged links to Trotsky and Grigorii Zinoviev, who had opposed, and then submitted to Stalin. Factories and offices held open meetings lasting seven hours and more where workers denounced colleagues for any attitudes – ‘She has an ironic attitude … He doesn’t study politics and is always silent … She concealed that her husband was a White officer’ – held to be anti-Bolshevik.19

Arrests swiftly followed. The archaeologist Boris Piotrovsky, an orientalist at the Academy of the History of Material Culture, was enjoying pancakes at a Shrove Tuesday party when armed soldiers and plainclothes NKVD agents burst into the room. He, his hostess Marchenkova, and another archaeologist were arrested. They were taken away in chernye vorony (‘Black Ravens’: prison vans) to the Shpalernaya, an old red-brick prison conveniently close to the Bolshoi Dom (the ‘Big House’), the NKVD’s grandiose new headquarters in the centre of Leningrad.

His cell was awash with prisoners, lying on and under bunks. It teemed with rats. Piotrovsky found that the politicals, those connected with groups that Stalin was now turning on, behaved differently to the others. ‘They were quieter and kept themselves to themselves.’ The others were a mixed bag. A waiter from the dining car of a train was accused of ‘wrecking’, because the Gruyère-type cheese in the sandwiches he served had holes in it. An artist – Piotrovsky knew his wife – was there because his drawings of Lenin were held to be ‘caricatures’. An Intourist ‘sniper’ – tourist officials feared lest rich foreigners who paid to hunt bear would only wound them, and then be attacked, so the snipers shot simultaneously from a concealed position – was a former tsarist officer. A young man, the son of an academician, was picked up for riding in a car with a foreign diplomat. A gravedigger was accused of hiding weapons in his cemetery, though none were found.

Like so many after him, Piotrovsky assumed his arrest had been a mistake, and that he would soon be released. ‘After the third day,’ he said, ‘I started to understand that this was serious.’ His interrogator said that Marchenkoza, his hostess at the pancake party, was the leader of a terrorist organization. He had another common reaction: ‘I started to think that Marchenkova indeed wanted to get us involved.’ He had the good sense, though, to remain silent. After forty days, he was released. He returned to his Academy, where the director, F. Kiparisov, received him coldly. He was told he had been dismissed. A year later, Kiparisov was arrested. He died in the camps.

Mass deportations to labour camps, and the desolate wastes of Siberia and Central Asia, broke in waves. ‘Former people’ – priests, tsarist officers and gendarmes, police, bourgeois, kulaks, those ex-peasants driven from the countryside by collectivization – were expelled.

Krestianskaya Pravda, a Leningrad paper, ran a series of exposés of ‘hidden class enemies’ it had unmasked in local schools and hospitals. It found one Troitskii, doubly damned as a former White officer and the son of a priest, working as a hospital administrator. He was well thought of at work, the newspaper complained: his superior protested that he was ‘irreplaceable’. Two former nuns were found in the same hospital, and an ex-monk, Rodin, a doctor’s assistant, so highly regarded that ‘he even substitutes for the doctor in making house calls’. The paper reminded its readers tartly that anyone, friend or family, who was in touch with these ‘lurking enemies’ could themselves be charged with ‘maintaining contacts with anti-Soviet elements’.20

The former Baron Tipolt was winkled out of the industrial canteen where he worked as a bookkeeper. The tsarist General Spasski was found selling cigarettes in a kiosk. Marginals – gipsies, tinkers, travelling tailors, women ‘on the borders of prostitution’, and those lumped together as ‘socially degenerate elements’ – were rounded up. Beggars were classified as ‘Church agitators’, like the stranniks, the religious wanderers who had roamed the tsarist empire.

Leningraders seized the chance to denounce neighbours with an eagerness that took ‘even party propagandists’ by surprise.21 The reason was housing. They were crammed into kommunalkas (communal apartments), dormitories, corridors and passages, and each had ‘its mad person, its drunkard, a trouble-maker, its informer, and so on’.22 Every little sign of civilization – ‘a radio, plumbing, the telephone, the bath, electricity’ – was transformed by the tenants into a ‘weapon of torture’ which they used to ‘torment and harry each other to death’.23

Packs of orphaned children, besprizornye, were homeless. The NKVD complained at the numbers of ‘invalids, cripples, beggar women with children, and unattended minors’. They came from towns devastated in the civil war, and from villages reeling from the repression of kulaks and the other brutalities of collectivization. The city grew from 1.5 million in 1926 to 2.8 million by 1937. With its suburbs and region, it numbered almost seven million.24

Denouncing a neighbour meant the chance of more living space. A student at the Leningrad Technical School told how his mother had welcomed the expulsions. ‘Mama says, “Damn them. Let them all be exiled. Maybe then we’ll be given an apartment sooner.”’ Apartment hunters attended factory meetings eager to denounce those with a choice room or space. A cleaning woman at the Volodarskii factory spoke of a former gendarme with a ‘portrait of one of the Tsar’s family’ hanging on the wall.

A Russian letter of denunciation could be a signal, a patriotic, loyal, responsible warning to the authorities. Or it could be a donos, motivated by jealousy and spite, and intended only to harm.25 Some letters were sent to the NKVD, a few directly to Stalin or Politburo members, and many to newspapers. Every Soviet paper had a large department dealing with readers’ letters. Some were published directly, under headings like ‘Signaly snizu’ (‘Signals from Below’), but the department passed on all those thought significant to the secret police and other government or Party bodies. One in seven of the letters sent in 1935 to the Krestianskaia Gazeta was successful.26 Punishment for the person denounced ranged from the loss of a job or apartment to trial and execution.

Most were signed. The writers realized that anonimki (anonymous letters) would not be taken as seriously. They were also confident that there was little political risk – and much potential gain – in signing their work. The most famous of denouncers, Pavlik Morozov, had become a national hero and martyr. A thirteen-year-old peasant boy in 1932, he was said to have reported his father to the GPU/NKVD as an anti-Soviet bandit. His father was condemned to the Gulag, and Pavlik was murdered by other members of his family.

The fear that came with the expulsions, and the meetings and denunciations, had a presence, like the fogs that rose from the Neva. It rolled down the streets and into the courtyards, stairways and landings of the apartment houses, and over Lyubov Shaporina. She was the wife of the composer Yury Shaporin, and herself the director of the Leningrad Puppet Theatre. It was, she wrote in March 1935, ‘like some terrible, nightmarish avalanche coming through, destroying families and homes in its path. It is all so unreal: it came, and it’s still here, right before your eyes, but you still can’t believe it …’

She had been to the room of a friend, Lida Bryullova, who ran a children’s theatre, for tea a month before: ‘It had been so cosy …’ Now the room was ‘in a shambles, the walls bare … They managed to sell the piano and the wardrobe, and they farmed out various things to acquaintances.’ Bryullova had been exiled to the wastes of Kazakhstan. Vechernaya Krasnaya Gazeta (‘The Evening Red Gazette’), noted that it was ‘Bird Day’. Across the city, schoolchildren and Young Pioneers were building ‘starling houses’, bird boxes set in gardens and squares, ‘so that when the birds come they will find shelter all ready and waiting for them!’

‘Touching,’ Shaporina wrote in her diary. ‘Meanwhile tens of thousands of people of all ages, from newborn babies to old women in their eighties are being thrown out in the most literal sense of the word onto the street, and their nests are destroyed. And here we get starling houses.’27

The city’s second-hand stores were swamped with furniture sold off by the deportees.

*

Lady Macbeth of Mtensk, the opera that Kirov so dearly loved, had been a triumph. It had almost simultaneous premieres, in Leningrad and two days later in Moscow. It opened in Buenos Aires, Copenhagen, Stockholm and Prague, and its lustful plot – the New York Sun called it ‘pornophony’ – made it a sensation in Cleveland and at the Met in New York.

Shostakovich was riding high, and confident. He toured Turkey, with the violinist David Oistrakh and the pianist Lev Oborin. He wrote a jazz suite, and a new ballet, The Limpid Stream. He returned to the concert platform. He had married a striking, dark-haired girl, Nina Varzar, an experimental physicist, while he was writing Lady Macbeth, and the opera was alive with sexuality. He had an affair, with Elena Konstantinovskaya, an interpreter, but he had returned to Nina when she became pregnant with Galina, their first child.

He was in his prime at the beginning of 1936: ‘slender, yet supple and strong’, his friend Isaak Glikman said, ‘his head crowned with wonderful dark-coloured hair … which fell in poetic disorder with that dashing unruly lick of hair falling forward onto his forehead’.28 The Limpid Stream had enthusiastic runs in Leningrad and Moscow. Lady Macbeth remained so popular that the Bolshoi in Moscow staged a new production. The original was still playing, and a touring company was in Moscow with another, so that three productions of the opera were running, and selling out, simultaneously in the city.

The composer himself was briefly in Moscow on 26 January 1936. He was due to leave that night on a concert tour to Archangel. In the evening, he was summoned to attend the performance at the Bolshoi. The opera, in four acts, tells a dark and passionate tale of adultery, greed and murder, set in tsarist Russia, with a score at times as abandoned as its heroine.

Stalin came to the performance, with his close henchmen Molotov, Mikoyan and Zhdanov. His last outing to a Soviet opera had only been ten days before – to The Quiet Don by the young Leningrad composer Ivan Dzerzhinsky – and he had enjoyed it. Now he settled behind the curtain in his armoured box, beside the orchestra pit and above the brass and percussion. Shostakovich was sitting opposite, with Meyerhold and the tenor Sergei Radamsky. He was nervous. Before curtain-up he had turned to Levon Atovmyan, a close friend and fellow composer, and told him: ‘Lyova, you know I have a funny feeling about this invitation …’29

The conductor was an Armenian, Alexander Melik-Pashayev, and Shostakovich mistrusted his ‘shish-kebab temperament’. The brass and woodwind seemed carried away, and played at maximum volume. Every time they struck up fortissimo with the percussion, Radamsky saw Zhdanov and Mikoyan ‘shudder, then laughingly turn round to Stalin’. Shostakovich ‘hid in the depths of our box’ and covered his face with his hands. The audience laughed at the scene of the lovers on a straw mattress: their love-making was ‘depicted with – to put it mildly – naturalistic effect’.30

Stalin walked out after the third act. Shostakovich went on stage to take applause. He was ‘as white as a sheet’, and bowed quickly. ‘Feeling sick at heart, I collected my briefcase and went to the station,’ he wrote to Sollertinsky. ‘I am in bad spirits.’31 On his way, he told Atovmyan: ‘I have a feeling that this year, all leap years, will be bad for me.’

He was right. For himself, and for the world. In this year, 1936, the feeling hardened that the world was no longer living post-war, but pre-war to the next. Mussolini savaged Abyssinia, Hitler occupied the Rhineland, then hosted the Berlin Olympics. In Spain, the Civil War broke out: Stalin sent men and munitions to the Republicans, and Hitler and Mussolini reciprocated with support for Franco.

*

It was bitterly cold in Archangel. Shostakovich waited in line at a newspaper kiosk on 28 January. He bought a copy of Pravda. On page 3, he saw an unsigned editorial under the headline ‘Muddle Instead of
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