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To many Americans, Dmitri Shostakovich (1906-1975) was the first

significant Soviet composer whose entire education, musical development, and

artistic career were shaped, supported, and controlled by the political and cultural

realities of the Soviet Union.  His developmental years as a composer were the first

decades of the Bolshevik regime, when the newly formed Soviet Union was

experiencing radical changes in governmental and societal structures.  This new

nation seemed to many Americans in the 1930s and 1940s to be a land of promise, an

experiment in utopia that might be the solution to the economic problems of the

Depression years.  Although the degree of friendliness between the Soviet Union and

the United States underwent many changes during these decades, Americans

remained intrigued by Russian culture.  Shostakovich’s music was a vital part of the
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lively cultural exchange between the nations, and the peak of his popularity in

America, around 1942-45, coincided with the height of American interest in Soviet

culture.

Americans in the 1930s and 1940s believed that Shostakovich, in

acquiescence to Soviet policy, purposefully wrote his music to be accessible to a wide

audience.  While American audiences enthusiastically accepted his symphonies as

monumental works in the late nineteenth-century symphonic tradition, some

American critics remained suspicious of this submission to governmental mandate.

Those works that were more obviously connected to Soviet politics—the opera Lady

Macbeth, the Fifth Symphony, and the Seventh Symphony—received the most

acclaim by American audiences and attention by American critics, while those less

politically charged, such as the Sixth, Eighth and Ninth Symphonies, fell out favor

quickly.  Shostakovich’s music, irrevocably connected to Soviet official policy, was a

concrete representation of the growing idea promoted by Communists that art could

not be separated from everyday life.  Because Shostakovich’s music was used as a

political tool and an expression of Soviet culture, its aesthetic qualities were often

ignored or dismissed as inferior.  His popularity in America during the 1930s and

1940s seems to have been a result of the political associations of his music and the

controversy surrounding these associations.
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Introduction

Throughout his life, Dmitri Shostakovich was enmeshed in political

controversy, and since his death, the ideological debate has continued.  Ever since

Solomon Volkov’s publication in 1979 of Testimony, claiming the book to be

Shostakovich’s memoir and its subsequent rebuttal by Laurel Fay in Russian Review,

American scholars in particular have debated whether Shostakovich was a secret

dissident or a willing collaborator with the Soviet government.1  His true intentions,

of course, will never be known, for even the authorship of writings published under

his name is in doubt.2  Yet it is clear that Shostakovich’s music is closely connected

to Soviet ideology and inevitably carries with it a political message.  Any discussion

of Shostakovich’s work must take into account his development as a composer during

a time when composers were told what and how to compose and in a society that

demanded that music be an expression of its culture.  Shostakovich was not entirely

free to choose his compositional language, and undoubtedly his maturation as a

composer was profoundly affected by his political situation as the figurehead

composer of the Soviet Union.

                                                
1 Laurel Fay, “Shostakovich versus Volkov: Whose Testimony?” Russian Review 39, no. 4 (1980):
484-93.  For an extended argument that Testimony was indeed authored by Shostakovich, see Allan
Ho, Shostakovich Reconsidered (London: Toccata Press, 1998).
2 On problems of authenticity in Shostakovich’s writings, see Svetlana Savenko, “Shostakovich’s
Literary Style,” in Shostakovich in Context, ed. Rosamund Bartlett (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2000), 43-50.
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Americans of the 1930s and 1940s observed Shostakovich’s growth under the

guiding force of the Soviet government, and he became a center of controversy in

America as his reputation as a Soviet composer grew.  The works that reached the

widest audiences, his opera Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk District and his symphonies,

were presented to the American general public as works with a pro-Soviet message.

Such associations meant that no music critic could discuss Shostakovich’s works on

exclusively musical terms; even reviewers that primarily discussed issues of melody,

harmony, and orchestration had to acknowledge that these musical elements were

regulated in some manner by the Soviet government.  This image of Shostakovich as

a Soviet composer developed gradually, and a chronological study of the American

reception of his symphonies and opera Lady Macbeth outlines the emergence of

Shostakovich’s reputation as a Soviet composer.

This growth took place during a time when the utopian experiment of the

Soviet Union was a matter of great debate in America.  Those Americans of the 1930s

who  desired radical social change saw in the Soviet Union a potential solution to the

social inequities of capitalism.  To more politically conservative Americans, the

Soviet Union appeared an aggressive power whose goal was world communism.

Moreover, those Americans who promoted Soviet ideals were not unified in their

political beliefs; many questioned whether the United States should itself adopt the

Communist system, and not all supported Stalin after his rise to power.  American

opinion towards the Soviet Union in the 1930s and 1940s was highly complex and
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constantly changing.  It is no wonder that American critical opinions about

Shostakovich as a Soviet composer were equally multifaceted.

The present study details the rise and decline of Shostakovich’s reputation in

America against the backdrop of shifting cultural and political relations between the

United States and the Soviet Union.  Chapter One explores the political and historical

context of the decades immediately following the October Revolution of 1917,

emphasizing the varied opinions of the American intellectual left, from progressive to

radical.  Although the development of American-Soviet relations cannot be reduced

to a simple year-by-year summary, some very general trends of American opinion can

be traced, from increasing interest in the mid-1930s to the height of wartime spirit as

allies in the early 1940s, to a rapid post-war decline with the onset of the Cold War.

Parallel with a growing political curiosity in the Soviet Union was an

increasing interest in Russian culture and particularly in Russian music.  The presence

on the international scene of expatriate composers like Stravinsky, Rachmaninov, and

Prokofiev, however, resulted in a conceptual division between Russian and Soviet

composers3.  This division is discussed in Chapter Two, which examines American

music critics’ writings on both Soviet and Russian music.  Critics who discussed

Russian music tended to focus on expatriate composers like Stravinsky and to adopt a

more nationalist stance, whereas critics who examined Soviet music excluded the

expatriates and focused on the activities of composers in the Soviet Union.  For each

                                                
3 Prokofiev returned to the Soviet Union in 1936.  Having already built a reputation in the West as a
modernist composer, however, Prokofiev was not easily labeled “Russian” or “Soviet.”
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set of authors, however, Shostakovich represented the Soviet musical scene, and later

articles cite him as the most important Soviet composer.  Another facet of the

American comprehension of Soviet music was the official artistic policy of socialist

realism, adopted in the USSR in 1932.  American music critics’ understanding (or

misunderstanding) of this policy mediated their interpretation and reception of

Shostakovich’s music.  Socialist realism was interpreted by Americans as “music for

the masses,” music composed to be accessible to a wide audience.  Shostakovich’s

music was received in America as music for the masses, composed according to

government policy.

The trajectory of Shostakovich’s popularity in American during this period

mirrored that of American sentiment toward Soviet culture and is best understood

through a chronological examination of the reception of his opera Lady Macbeth of

Mtsensk District and his First, Third, and Fifth through Ninth symphonies.  The

reactions of American critics to these works is discussed in Chapters Three through

Eight.  The chapter titles are taken directly from reviews of the symphonies and

attempt to capture the lively spirit and colorful language of Shostakovich criticism of

the time.  Chapter Three deals with Shostakovich’s earliest symphonies, the First and

the Third, and their reception in America as student works.  Chapter Four examines

the American reaction to the next major Shostakovich work to appear on the

American stage, his opera Lady Macbeth.  The opera was first performed in America

in 1935 and received much attention, if not acclaim, in the American press.  Given its
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supposed criticism of bourgeois society, Americans accepted Lady Macbeth as an

expression of socialist realist policy.  Yet this assumption was belied when the 1936

Pravda article “Muddle Instead of Music” denounced the opera as Westernized and

bourgeois.

The next symphonies by Shostakovich to appear on the concert stage were

also connected to the issues surrounding the Pravda article.  Chapter Five concerns

Shostakovich’s Fifth and Sixth Symphonies and the formation of his reputation as a

mature composer.  The Fifth Symphony, presented as evidence of a new direction for

Shostakovich toward “music for the masses,” was closely connected to Soviet politics

and so was considered an important work; by the American premiere of the Sixth

Symphony, Shostakovich was widely acknowledged as an important Soviet

composer.  Chapter Six discusses the American premiere of the Seventh Symphony,

the “Leningrad,” the most widely promoted and touted Shostakovich American

premiere.  The Seventh was brought to America during the height of wartime pro-

Soviet sentiment and was received as allied war propaganda.  Chapter Seven

examines the Eighth Symphony, which disappointed American expectations as the

second installment of a War Trilogy, and Chapter Eight focuses on the Ninth

Symphony as a neoclassical work.

The sources for this study are primarily concert reviews and feature articles

that appeared in major journals and newspapers.  Periodicals published in the 1920s

through the 1950s offer a variety of American viewpoints, from those of loyal
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American Communists, curious leftist intellectuals, the American public in general,

and of musicians and composers themselves.  Concert reviews appearing in major

newspapers such as The New York Times and The New York Herald-Tribune, among

others, provide the most immediate reaction to the first performances of

Shostakovich’s symphonies and opera in America.  Feature articles on the composer

and promotional articles published before American premieres demonstrate the

transmission of the opinions of Soviet critics to American readers through wire

reports and other sources; the articles also are useful measures of general opinion on

the composer.  Some critics, including Olin Downes, Virgil Thomson, and Sergei

Radamsky, display more musical acumen and obvious experience than others, but by

including all views—even some from relatively minor newspapers—a more

comprehensive picture of the varied and lively reception of Shostakovich in America

emerges.  The two major American Communist publications of the time, The Daily

Worker and The New Masses, both published numerous enthusiastic articles and

reviews about Shostakovich, demonstrating the support the composer had from the

Communist press.  Many of these reviews and feature articles come from the archives

of various orchestras.  In addition, liberal and progressive journals like The Nation,

The New Republic, The Kenyon Review, and The Partisan Review transmit the

opinions of leftist intellectuals.  The popular press, including The Saturday Evening

Post, Life, Time, and Newsweek, gives a sense of what the general American public

was offered to read about Shostakovich and how their opinions were formed.
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Specialist music journals, including Musical America, Modern Music, The Musical

Quarterly, and The Musical Courier reveal what musicians and music scholars of the

time thought about Shostakovich and Russian and Soviet music in general.  This

variety of contemporary writings on Shostakovich provides a wide sampling of the

diverse and sometimes contradictory opinions of American critics.

Just as no definitive construction of American political opinion on the Soviet

Union during the 1930s and 1940s is possible, so no definitive statement about

American opinion toward Shostakovich during the same time can be offered.  Some

critics liked his music, and others did not.  Some found the connection of political

ideology to his works problematic, while others felt it only enhanced their value.

Only one opinion remained consistent throughout the reception of Shostakovich:

American critics agreed that he was a genius.  Their disagreement lay in whether or

not his genius was fully realized in his music.  And often such opinions depended

upon the political leanings of the individual critic.

The key issue to the debate over Shostakovich, both today and in 1930s and

1940s America, remains the political purpose for which his music has been used.

American critics of the 1930s and 1940s argued over the problems and merits of a

composer who functioned according to governmental policy.  The story of the

changing and varied opinions places Shostakovich’s works up to 1946 in historical

context that highlights the rise of his reputation as a Soviet composer and the

connection of his works to political ideology.
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Chapter 1
Context

Relations between the United States and the Soviet Union form the backdrop

for the development of Shostakovich’s reputation in America as a Soviet composer.

Music critics writing about his symphonies as they were first performed in the United

States formed their opinions during a time of volatile relations between the nations.

A year-by-year account of American opinions about the Soviet Union would be

unavoidably inaccurate, as intellectuals with opposing views were simultaneously

vocal about their support for, or suspicion of, the Soviet regime.  The present study is

concerned with how these varied and frequently changing opinions may have affected

Shostakovich’s image in the United States.  What follows is a sampling of general

trends in American opinion over a period of time.  It is neither complete nor

comprehensive but provides a general context and a series of touchstones for

subsequent chapters.

Official diplomatic relations between the United States and the newly formed

Union of Soviet Socialist Republics were slow to emerge, even as unofficial relations,

in the form of cultural exchange and food aid, flourished.  Less than a week after Tsar

Nicholas II of the Russian Empire abdicated his throne in March 15, 1917, President

Woodrow Wilson proudly announced that America would be the first nation to
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recognize the new Provisional Government, which was made up of members of the

Duma, the Russian parliament.1  Yet, the Bolsheviks overthrew the government on

November 7, and the United States would not officially recognize this new regime

until 1933.  America’s reluctance to recognize the new Bolshevik regime was a result

of an earlier change in policy.  After Woodrow Wilson took office, as Peter Filene

notes, he had changed the criteria for American recognition of a nation.  Previously, a

recognized nation only had to have a viable government; under Wilson’s

administration, it also had to prove itself morally just and demonstrate a legitimate

claim to power.2  Because the Bolshevik government had risen to power through

revolution and a coup, it was not considered legitimate.  Thus, an editorial in the New

York Evening Post explained America’s refusal to recognize the Bolshevik regime as

a “moral boycott.”3

Many Americans were particularly suspicious of Soviet Russia because of its

explicit goals of World Communism as promoted through the Third International, the

international arm of the Communist Party.  Lenin’s long-term goals of world

communism were anathema to the United States.4  In 1920, Secretary of State

Bainbridge Colby announced that the United States would have no official relations

with the Soviet Union because its very existence depended on revolutions in nations

                                                
1 Martin Malia, The Soviet Tragedy; A History of Socialism in Russia, 1917-1991 (New York: The
Free Press, 1992), 90-91.
2 Peter Filene, Americans and the Soviet Experiment, 1917-1933 (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1967), 89-90.
3 Filene, Soviet Experiment, 90.
4 Malia, The Soviet Tragedy, 140.
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around the world.5  With Trotsky’s expulsion from the Party in December 1927 and

his exile from the Soviet Union in January 1929, Stalin replaced the policy of world

revolution with one of nation building, and these worries subsided.6

Another area of concern for American citizens was the Bolshevik regime’s

anti-religion policies.  Bolshevik laws implemented right after the revolution, in

1918-19, forbade the teaching of religion to minors and placed marriage and divorce

under the control of the state.7  Arrests of Eastern Orthodox church leaders for treason

was cause for grave concern among religious Americans.  Even the Pope called for

prayer and protest against religious persecution in the Soviet Union.8  The

Bolsheviks’ anti-religion policies long remained a point of contention for many

Americans.

Despite continued concerns over religious persecution and world revolution,

new economic policy instituted by Lenin after World War I helped to soften

American sentiment towards the Soviet Union.  The New Economic Plan (NEP) was

announced by Lenin on March 17, 1921, at the Tenth Party Congress.9  Because it

allowed some elements of capitalism, the NEP resulted in a widespread increase in

American sympathy towards the Soviet Union.  In July 1921, for example, an aid

package to Soviet Russia was negotiated under favorable terms for the United States:
                                                
5 Bernard A. Weisberger, Cold War Cold Peace: The United States and Russia Since 1945 (New York:
American Heritage, 1984), 16.
6 Malia, The Soviet Tragedy, 184 and Judy Kutulas, The Long War: The Intellectual People’s Front
and Anti-Stalinism, 1930-1940 (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995), 49.See also “Russian
Recognition: A White House Letter,” Newsweek 2, no. 13 (October 28, 1933): 4.
7 Filene, Soviet Experiment, 82-83.
8 Filene, Soviet Experiment, 248-49.
9 Filene, Soviet Experiment, 71.
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all American prisoners in the Soviet Union would be released; officials of the

American Relief Administration (ARA) would have complete autonomy in

distributing the aid; and the Soviet Union would provide material support for the

relief work.  The funds for this aid came not from the U.S. government but from a

coalition of private aid organizations under the ARA. 10  Such charity was a geniune

gesture of goodwill, and the quasi-capitalism under the NEP played to Americans’

prejudice towards their own social systems.  Peter Filene remarks that positive public

opinion for the aid package under the ARA came from both pro-Soviet and anti-

Soviet factions; aid could both help the Soviets in a humanitarian sense and gain

economic influence for the U.S. in the Soviet Union.11

The mid-1920s saw a great increase in private cultural and commercial

exchange between the nations.  Because the United States government had no official

diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union at this time, the Washington Soviet

Information Bureau assisted in travel arranged by non-governmental organizations.12

American scientists, educators, and artists began to travel to Soviet Russia under their

own impetus.  Representatives of American corporations such as RCA, Ford, Du

Pont, and General Electric travelled to the Soviet Union to increase trade and to help

supervise the building of factories based on American models.13  The Russian theater

director Stanislavsky’s enormous popularity in America began with a visit with the

                                                
10 Ibid., 77.
11 Ibid., 76.
12 J.D. Parks, Culture, Conflict and Coexistence (Jefferson: McFarland, 1983), 22.
13 Weisberger, Cold War, 17.
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Moscow Art Theatre to the States in 1923 and 1924.14  The Rockefeller Foundation

arranged aid to Soviet scientists and the American Society for Cultural Relations with

Russia (founded in 1926 in New York) assembled an enormous library of Soviet

materials.

In 1928, John Dewey, an educator and writer, traveled to Soviet Russia with a

group of educators.  His series of six articles provides important documentation of

their activities and reactions during this trip.  Dewey’s articles for the New Republic

were published in November and December 1928, very close to the time of the

American premiere of Shostakovich’s First Symphony on November 2, 1928.15

Dewey describes the Russian people as full of energy and purpose; they were free to

explore individual initiatives and form voluntary cooperative organizations.  As an

educator, he was most interested in reforms in Soviet schools and the programs

initiated in museums and factories to educate adults.  Indeed, many of his ideas about

progressive education were adopted by the Soviets; several of his books were

translated into Russian between 1917 and 1927.16  But Dewey’s most striking

statements appear in his final article, “The Great Experiment and the Future.”  He had

expected to document the results of an economic revolution in the Soviet Union but

instead observed changes wrought by a cultural revolution.  He describes Russia as

                                                
14 Parks, Culture, Conflict and Coexistence, 12.
15 The articles are: “Leningrad Gives the Clue” New Republic 56 (November 14, 1928): 343-44; “A
Country in a State of Flux” 57 (November 21, 1928): 11-14; “A New World in the Making” 57
(November 28, 1928): 38-42; “What are the Russian schools doing?” 57 (December 5, 1928): 64-67;
“New Schools for a New Era” 57 (December 12, 1928): 91-94; and “The Great Experiment and the
Future” 57 (December 19, 1928): 134-37.
16 Filene, Soviet Experiment, 143-44.
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“an enormous psychological experiment in transforming the motives that inspire

human conduct.”17  The goal of Soviet education, Dewey asserted, was to change the

very way people think, to supplant an unscientific, individualistic world-view with a

cooperative, experimental one.  He found that in some of the schools he visited,

teachers were encouraged to experiment independently with new educational theories

(many of them his own).

During his visit to the Soviet Union, Dewey also observed that the new social

experiment could move in one of two directions: toward intelligent creativity and

independent judgment framed in a context of governmental supervision, or towards

isolationism and conformity.  He writes in “The Great Experiment” that dogma will

only stifle creativity and that only the former path can lead to success.  Individual

creativity and some degree of independence must be upheld, he remarks, even in a

socialist society.  Dewey’s opinions echo those of his fellow progressive liberals who

were interested in the socialist experiment but probably also grateful that it was

happening overseas, in the event it was not successful.

By 1928, there were American Communists promoting socialist aims,

conservatives who were strongly anti-Soviet, and many thoughtful liberals like John

Dewey, who were fascinated by the Soviet Union as an experiment in utopia.  The

Soviet Union became for intellectual Americans a metaphor for progress, according

                                                
17 Dewey, “Great Experiment,” December 19, 1928, 134. For clarity, multiple references to reviews
and newpaper or magazine articles will include the date.
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to Richard Pells, an attempt to create a new world.18  Whether it would succeed, no

one knew, but it certainly was worth examining.

The years 1928-29 showed a significant increase in American goodwill

toward the USSR and a corresponding increase in American travel to Soviet Russia.19

An advertisement by the Amalgamated Bank in The Nation from January 1929

catches the spirit of the time: “GO TO SOVIET RUSSIA!  Intellectuals, social

workers, professional men and women are welcomed most cordially in Soviet Russia.

. . . where the world’s most gigantic social experiment is being made—amidst a

galaxy of picturesque nationalities, wondrous scenery, splendid architecture and

exotic civilizations.”20  During 1928-29, travelers to the Soviet Union published a

number of books in America about the Soviet Union.21  Most Americans were not yet

aware of the show trials and forced collectivization of the peasant-owned farms

known as kulaks, and their image of Soviet Russia remained the bright world created

by the NEP.  Filene and Parks reflect that some travelers saw what they wanted to

see—prosperity, happiness and abundance—while others saw terror and economic

hardship.22  What they saw depended on the preconceptions they brought with them to

Russia, but generally, the enormous increase in cultural exchange resulted in an

upsurge of positive sentiment toward the nation.

                                                
18 Richard H. Pells, Radical Visions and American Dreams (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1998), 67.
19 Parks, Culture, Conflict and Coexistence, 27-29.
20 Also cited in Filene, Soviet Experiment, 141; from Nation 128 (January 16, 1929): 86.
21 Parks, Culture, Conflict and Coexistence, 28.
22 Filene, Soviet Experiment, 74 and Parks, Culture, Conflict and Coexistence, 29.
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Many scholars of American-Soviet relations point to the Depression and the

perceived collapse of capitalism and the impetus for a marked increase in the

American intellectual fascination with Soviet Russia.23  With the stock market crash

of October 1929, interest in the new utopia promised by the Soviet Union grew as

Americans began to search for solutions to their increasing economic problems.  The

shift in Soviet policy towards collectivization and away from private enterprise at the

end of the quasi-capitalist New Economic Plan and the finalization of preparations for

the first Five Year Plan (officially adopted in April 1929) seemed to confirm to some

Americans that capitalism was an outdated social model.24  According to Pells, for

certain leftist Americans the Soviet system seemed to provide a viable replacement

for the American Dream.25

American Communists promoted the Soviet Union’s socialist system as a

success in opposition to the perceived failure of capitalist America.  The Soviet

people did not yet have material abundance, but at least they had job security.  The

civil liberties of America’s capitalist society suddenly seemed less appealing when

Americans were confronted with the realities of hunger.  Filene writes, “The right [of

Americans] to dissent on an empty stomach was, in comparison with the full

employment in Russia, a luxury.”26  Many intellectuals, including the novelist

                                                
23 For example, Pells, Radical Visions, 62; Kutulas, Long War, 32-34; Filene, Soviet Experiment, 241-
43, 271-72; and Terry A. Cooney, Balancing Acts: American Thought and Culture in the 1930s (New
York: Twayne Publishers, 1995), 9-11.
24 Malia, Soviet Tragedy, 140, 188-89.
25 Pells, Radical Visions, 65.
26 Filene, Soviet Experiment, 201.
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Theodore Dreiser, the writer Malcolm Cowley, and the editor Waldo Frank, who had

been ambivalent about the Bolshevik regime, became full supporters of the

Communist government, praising its sense of purpose and creativity.27  Pells remarks

that “the USSR, with its shining five-year plans and its sure sense of direction,

seemed somehow a reproach to confused, tired, chaotic America.”28

The enthusiasm among leftist American intellectuals for the socialist path is

clear in Edmund Wilson’s article “An Appeal to Progressives,” published in the

January 14, 1931 issue of The New Republic.  Wilson, a writer and editor of The New

Republic from the 1920s, suggests that the Declaration of Independence and the

Constitution are due to be replaced by a “new manifesto and some new bill of

rights.”29  He points to the moral bankruptcy of a country that values being a

millionaire at the cost of a sense of purpose and humanity and the corrupt nature of a

government whose officials behave like stock-brokers.  “What began as the

libertarian adventure of eighteenth-century middle-class democracy seems to have

ended in the cul de sac of capitalism.”30  Wilson comments that liberals who once

scoffed at the idea of selling Communism to the American public were beginning to

revise their opinions.  He identifies Stuart Chase and John Dewey among those who

                                                
27 Ibid., 189-90.
28 Pells, Radical Visions, 62.
29 Edmund Wilson, “An Appeal to Progressives,” The New Republic 65 (January 14, 1931): 238.  This
is cited in Filene, Soviet Experiment (page 360, fn 33), who notes that it was reprinted with slight
changes in Wilson’s The Shores of Light: A Literary Chronicle of the Twenties and Thirties (New
York, 1952), pp. 524-32.
30 Wilson, “Appeal,” January 14, 1931, 236.
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were beginning to speak for a new direction.31  The types of changes Wilson calls for,

including governmental regulation and a planned society, were exactly the changes

that were taking place in the Soviet Union.  Wilson’s editorial is framed as the first in

a series of articles by New Republic editors that are the result of conversations “which

have been occurring for several months” and are meant to provide readers “raw

material for thought and discussion.”32  Wilson predicts the immanent collapse of

capitalism and offers hope for a bright future in America—if it turns to the new

direction of socialism and follows the example of the Soviet Union.

Louis Fischer’s 1932 article entitled “What Do You Think About Russia?”

promotes the Socialist cause in a creative, less prescriptive manner. 33  Fischer was the

Moscow correspondent for The Nation and believed in the potential of the

Communist society.34  His article consists of a list of 81 “popular misconceptions”

and “false notions” about life in Soviet Russia.  A few are listed below:

1. That bolshevism is a religion.
2. That Soviet Russia is an experiment.
4. That Russia is communistic.
5. That Russia is capitalistic.
9. That Russian women don’t try to dress and look well.

14. That Stalin is the twentieth-century Ivan the Terrible.
26. That there is no freedom or liberty in Soviet Russia.
27. That Bolsheviks have abolished the family.
28. That Soviet parents love their children less than other parents do.
29. That the Soviet state takes children away from their parents.
33. That bolshevism stifles the individual.
38. That anybody who writes favorably about Russia is a “Bolshevik agent.”

                                                
31 Ibid., 237.
32 Ibid., 234.
33 Louis Fischer, “What Do You Think About Russia?” The Nation 134 (March 23, 1932): 331-32.
34 Pells, Radical Visions, 65.
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47. That Lenin is being deified by the Bolsheviks.
48. That Russians never laugh.
49. That Russians never bathe.
66. That Russians only eat black bread and cabbage soup.
67. That Russia is a red “trade menace.”
73. That Soviet life is dull and drab.
74. That bolshevism makes the people unhappy.
76. That the Soviet Government will fall on—(please supply most convenient date).

          78. That the Five-Year Plan would not succeed but for the assistance of
American specialists hired by the Soviets.

79. That the Soviet Union is a paradise or utopia.

Fischer tries to humanize the Soviets, to bring home the point that they are ordinary

people, just like Americans, with many of the same concerns, hopes, and dreams.

Fischer covers everything from family life and eating habits to political and economic

issues.  His list of “misconceptions” suggests that many Americans in 1932 remained

doubtful about Soviet Russia, and his attempt to reassure his readers shows an earnest

desire to improve the Soviet Union’s image.  This list appears amidst a spate of

articles and editorials promoting official diplomatic recognition, which the U.S.

government would finally offer to the Soviet Union in late 1933.35

Throughout the 1930s, Americans became increasingly interested in the

ongoing social experiment of Communism.  This growing interest, tinged with a hint

of wariness, formed the context for the first performance in America on December

30, 1932 of Shostakovich’s Third Symphony.  It was the most overtly political of his

symphonies that appeared in America during the period under examination.  The

                                                
35 For example, see “These Senators Say Yes!”  The Nation 134 (May 18, 1932): 156; “Russian
Recognition: A White House Letter,”  Newsweek 2, no. 13 (October 28, 1933): 3-4; and “Two-thirds of
daily newspapers,” The Nation  137 (November 8, 1933): 524.
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symphony seemed to function as a pro-Soviet statement.  Entitled “The First of May,”

the symphony closes with a choral ode to the Socialist workers’ holiday, May Day.

The performance of the Third Symphony in America without this closing chorus did

not prevent American music critics from receiving the symphony as overt

propaganda.  The generally positive and curious attitude among Americans toward

the Soviet Union is evident in the acceptance of this particular type of propaganda as

amusing or offensive, rather than threatening.

The 1930s were the beginning of a more volatile period in Soviet-American

relations.  On November 17, 1933, the United States finally gave diplomatic

recognition to the Soviet government, allowing for increased trade and cultural

exchange.  A little more than a year later, Shostakovich’s opera Lady Macbeth of

Mtsensk District was brought to America on January 31, 1935.  This was good timing

for Shostakovich, as Americans became more interested about life in the Soviet

Union.  The large amount of publicity that the opera received reflects the intensified

interest in products of Soviet culture in early 1935.  Another example of positive

sentiment toward the Soviet Union was the Popular Front, a group of leftist

Communist and non-Communist organizations established during the mid-1930s to

counter the rise of fascism and to unify progressive Americans in a common cause

with the Soviets.36  By the late 1930s, however, many American intellectuals were

becoming disillusioned with the Soviet experiment, and when the Soviet Union
                                                
36 For detailed information on the Front organizations see Kutulas, Long War and Michael Denning,
The Cultural Front: The Laboring of American Cultures in the Twentieth Century (London: Verso,
1996).
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signed a treaty with fascist Germany in 1939, many Americans who had been pro-

Soviet turned away from Communism, no longer believing that it could offer a

possible solution to the world’s problems.  The relationship between the United States

and USSR became increasingly complex, as various events promoted both stronger

pro-Soviet and anti-Soviet sentiments in America.

The United States government remained suspicious of the international aims

of the Soviet Union even after official recognition,.  In August 1935, ambassador

William C. Bullitt delivered a statement of protest to the Acting Commissar for

Foreign Affairs, Nikolai N. Krestinsky, protesting the Soviet Union’s violation of its

pledge not to interfere in the internal affairs of the United States.  At a meeting of the

Third International that year, delegates were reported to have boasted of their

progress in promoting communism in America and other democratic societies.

Bullitt’s protest warned of “serious consequences” if such activities continued in the

future.37  Soviet officials responded by denying any responsibility for the Third

International Congress, while the American Secretary of State Cordell Hull replied

that the Soviets indeed bore responsibility.  The editors of Newsweek  proposed that

these protests were an attempt on Roosevelt’s part to avoid the appearance of “undue

sympathy with the Reds.”38

                                                
37 “USSR: Eagle Shows Bear Its Talons: Keep out of My Nest!” Newsweek 6, no. 9 (August 31, 1935):
16.
38 “USSR: Moscow ‘Declines’ the American Protest “Against Propaganda: Hull’s Reply a
‘Statement,’” Newsweek 6, no. 10 (September 7, 1935): 12-13.
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Some Americans, however, remained interested in the possibilities for success

under the Soviet system.  For example, George Soule, one of the founding writers for

The New Republic, published a series of articles in February 1936, describing a recent

visit to Russia.39  Soule paints a glowing picture of life in the Soviet Union,

describing the financial security of the workers and the large number of facilities

available for their leisure, including resorts, cinemas, and theatres.  He writes that

Soviet citizens do not feel any lack of freedom, at least in his experience.  He implies

through his descriptions that Americans, though they can own property and

businesses, have less liberty in the most basic aspects of their lives.  Soule argues that

some Soviet citizens are better off materially than many American citizens, that the

gap between the rich and the poor is smaller, and that the rich cannot use their power

to exploit the poor in the Soviet Union.  This article is evidence that in 1936 some

American liberals were optimistic about the promise of a better future under socialist

governmental structures and pessimistic about American capitalism.

Soule’s article provoked varied responses from his readers.40  One letter writer

had visited Russia recently and confirms Soule’s conclusions, while another calls his

articles “instructive, very interesting, and  . . . wholly fair in approach.”  A third letter

writer, A. O. Sarkissian, who had also spent a month in Russia, was the sole

                                                
39 Soule was one of the founding writers for The New Republic.  He, along with John Dewey, Walter
Lippman, and others, believed in democratic collectivism—the preservation of individual rights within
a government-regulated society.  See Pells, Radical Visions, 5, 13, and 16-17.  The articles are “Does
Socialism Work?” Parts 1-3, The New Republic  86 (February 5, 1936): 356-39; (Februaray 12, 1936):
9-13; (February 19, 1936): 37-41.
40 William E. Dodd and Ronald Gaynor, Letters to the Editor, The New Republic 86 (February 26,
1936): 77.
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dissenting voice.  He writes that tourists are only allowed to see a small part of Soviet

society and that while visitors are made comfortable, food prices are abnormally high

for Soviet citizens and they are allowed no freedom to travel abroad themselves.41

Soule felt the need to respond to Sarkissian and reaffirm his statements that food is

abundant and prices are reasonable and that Soviet citizens only need to obtain

permits if they wish to travel.42

This dialogue confirms that travelers to the Soviet Union saw only what they

wanted to see, or perhaps what they were allowed to see.  We now know that the mid-

1930s marked the beginning of the show trials, widespread purges, and severe

limitations on freedom of Soviet citizens.43  Soule’s article is evidence that most

Americans were still largely unaware of what was happening behind the scenes in the

Soviet Union and that utopian hopes continued.  The dialogue between Soule and his

readers is only a sampling of the many discussions about Soviet Russia that were

taking place in journals such as The New Republic and The Nation.

By the late 1930s, the tenor of such discussions had shifted.  Various

international events resulted in an increasing lack of sympathy for the Soviet Union.

The end of the Spanish Civil War meant the end of the political cause that had

attracted many progressive intellectuals to the Popular Front.44  More importantly,

increasing evidence of the show trials in Moscow disillusioned many Americans.  By

                                                
41 A. O. Sarkissian, “Soviet Russian Pros and Cons,” Letter to the Editor, The New Republic 86 (March
25, 1936): 196-97.
42 George Soule, Letter to the Editor, The New Republic 86 (March 25, 1936): 197.
43 See Malia, Soviet Tragedy, 227.
44 Kutulas, Long War, 146-47.
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1938, many writers who had remained active in their support of the Spanish Civil

War quietly withdrew from the Front literary organization the League of American

Writers, 45  because of its increasingly strong links to the Communist Party of the

United States of America (CPUSA, founded in 1920) and Stalinism.46  At the same

time, the anti-Stalinist movement was growing.  By the summer of 1939, anti-

Stalinist intellectuals, including The Partisan Review editors, made public statements

linking Stalin with Hitler.47  In August, the Nazi-Soviet pact seemed to justify these

statements.  Many liberals and radicals publicly repudiated the Communist Party

because of the Pact.48

Further evidence that many American intellectuals were severing their ties

with Stalinism and Soviet Communism was the rebirth of the Partisan Review, a

journal founded by the proletarian John Reed Clubs in 1934 and disbanded a year

later.  In late 1937 the journal was reinstated, but with a new philosophy.  The

editorial introduction in the first issue (December 1) denies all revolutionary heritage

and proclaims independence from any political party.  The editors, Philip Rahv and

William Phillips, write that totalitarianism is “inherent” in the Communist Party and

that they will remain aloof from “political falsification.”49  The rebirth of a formerly

pro-socialist journal as politically independent was a significant event in American

                                                
45 Ibid., 135.
46 Ibid., 135, 154.
47 Cooney, Balancing Acts, 148.  Cooney lists two groups as organizing the public statements, the
Committee for Cultural Freedom, and the League for Cultural Freedom and Socialism.  John Dewey
and Sidney Hook were prominent figures in this event.
48 Cooney, Balancing Acts, 148; Kutulas, Long War, 164.
49 Editorial Statement, The Partisan Review 4, no. 1 (December 1, 1937): 3-4.
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intellectual history.  One aspect of its political independence, as Pells points out, is

the new philosophy of the separation of literature from everyday life, which was a

deliberate rejection of Marxist aesthetics.  Writers such as Sidney Hook, Lionel

Trilling, Harold Rosenberg, and Paul Goodman, who had found a certain Philistinism

and degradation of aesthetic taste in the “proletarian” literature of the old journal,

became associated with the new Partisan Review.50  Leftist writers had begun to

declare their independence from the Communist Party.

Increasing awareness of the purges was one of the main reasons for the

change of opinion.  An editorial in The New York Times in October 1937 describes

preparations for the Soviets’ celebration of the twentieth anniversary of the October

revolution.  Although the writer notes that the theme of world revolution is less

prominent, purge slogans such as “death to the Trotskyists” are, and he writes: “From

this it may be inferred that there will be no relaxation of the ‘bolshevist vigilance’

that has resulted in so many shootings and arrests.”51  The purges would continue,

whatever their purpose.

An editorial in the January 1938 issue of The Partisan Review entitled

“Second Thoughts on the USSR” was one expression of these rising doubts.52  André

Gide writes that after a visit to the Soviet Union, where he had received lavish

treatment and sold many of his books, he began to realize that the privileges and

inequities that socialism was supposed to oust were rampant in the Soviet Union.  He
                                                
50 Pells, Radical Visions, 335-6.
51 “Soviet to Stress Progress in Fete,”  The New York Times , October 31, 1937, 31.
52 André Gide, “Second Thoughts on the USSR,”  The Partisan Review 4, no. 2 (January 1938): 21-28.
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expresses suspicion toward a system that rewards those writers who express

acceptable opinions.  An editorial in The New Republic of the same month calls the

purges a major disaster and admits confusion over the issue.53  The editor writes that

either Stalin’s officials have become extremely paranoid or there are large numbers of

governmental officials who truly are plotting treason.  No one can know for sure what

is really happening, asserts the editor.  These two editorials reflect the growing

suspicion among some liberal American intellectuals towards the Soviet government.

Not all Americans saw the purges as entirely negative.  Maxwell S. Stewart,

writing in The Nation, offers the opinion that the purges have come from below, from

the people, who have become weary of inept government officials.54  Although he

says that he cannot support the brutal treatment of so many for mere political reasons,

Stewart calls this phase a third revolution and cites continual progress in the

education of workers and in industrial production.  This author retained his positive

opinion of the Communist regime and continued to hold the Soviet Union up as a

progressive model for a new society.  He also maintained the view of the Soviet

Union as anti-fascist.

These editorials reveal the complexity of American intellectual opinion about

the Soviet Union.  Many liberals by the late 1930s rejected socialism; others

continued to support it in the hope that the purges and oppression would be

temporary.  What was new in the discussions during the late 1930s is that many who
                                                
53 “The Purge Goes On,” The New Republic 93 (January 5, 1938): 240-41.
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265-67.
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had supported the promising “social experiment” now expressed doubts about its

merits because of continuing revelations about the character of Stalinism.

Even more influential on increasing anti-Soviet sentiment than increasing

awareness of the purges and the Stalinist dictatorship was the Nazi-Soviet Pact.

Friendly political relations between the U.S. and the USSR came to a temporary end

on August 23, 1939 when the Soviet Union signed a non-aggression treaty with

Germany.  Many Americans who previously had been pro-Soviet disavowed

Communism as it became directly associated with Nazism (and thus fascism).  This

was a serious blow to the People’s Front, which lost many prominent intellectuals.55

The ostensible reason for the Pact was Stalin’s need to protect the Soviet Union’s

borders and his desire to stay out of the war.56  American Communists struggled to

defend the action, first as an anti-fascist ruse, and later as an anti-war move, but the

pact did severe damage to the prestige of the Communist Party in America.57  The

Soviet Union’s invasions of Poland and Finland further alienated it from the West and

resulted in its expulsion from the League of Nations.  Kutulas notes that many

Americans who had retained their loyalty to the CPUSA even in the face of the pact

with Germany turned away from Communism after the invasion of Finland:

“Progressive reaction to Finland was sharp, sure, and negative.”58  She adds that Party

members in America attempted to paint the move as anti-fascist, and Finland as a

                                                
55 Cooney, Balancing Acts, 148 and Kutulas, Long War, 164-65.
56 Malia, Soviet Tragedy, 280-81.
57 Cooney, Balancing Acts, 148.
58 Kutulas, Long War, 170.



27

fascist nation, with little success.  The Soviet Union gained the image of an over-

aggressive bully.

Amid the shock and controversy over the Pact, Shostakovich’s Sixth

Symphony was first performed in America on November 29, 1940.  One would think

that a major Soviet work would be completely rejected in such an atmosphere, but

this was not the case.  Unlike the Fifth Symphony, the Sixth was not directly

associated with overt Soviet propaganda, and Shostakovich was by this time well-

established as a composer on the American concert scene.  Indeed, that the work was

performed during the time when Hitler and Stalin had become allies, demonstrates

Americans’ high opinion of Shostakovich as an important composer in 1940.

The political situation changed on June 22, 1941, when Hitler invaded the

Soviet Union.  Americans were surprised at the Soviet Union’s strong resistance to

Germany, and criticism of the USSR began to be “denounced.”59  After the Japanese

attack on Pearl Harbor and America’s official entry into the war on December 8,

1941, the two countries became official allies and partners in the war against fascism.

Pro-Soviet sentiment returned in America, and the Soviet Union was now considered

a valuable ally.  The war years saw a dramatic increase in cultural exchange between

the nations, and a flurry of articles were published promoting Russian culture and

praising its people.  The peak of this sentiment was evident in the massive popularity
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of Shostakovich’s Seventh Symphony, the “Leningrad” (premiered on July 19, 1942),

which was performed and broadcast in America repeatedly during the war years.

The year 1942 saw a proliferation of articles calling for increased cooperation

between the Soviet Union and the United States.60  Many authors remarked on the

similarity between the two nations: both formed by revolution, both with vast

quantities of natural resources, both embarking upon massive industrialization, and

both occupying enormous land masses.61  Other writers addressed the fears of

Americans about the Soviet Union, about its expansionist policies, the loss of private

property and individual freedoms.62  Ernest Lindley writes in Newsweek that

suspicions can be dispelled through greater understanding and cooperation in efforts

towards post-war peace.63  Wendell Wilkie assures his readers that increased contact

and good will can only result in improved financial conditions for Americans and that

their personal values are not threatened.64  Bernard Pares describes Stalin’s policies as

non-expansionist and quotes him: “Revolution is not for export; every country must

make its own;” he even adds that Russian society is more democratic and that some

                                                
60 For example, Ernest K. Lindley, “Russia: Partner in War and Peace,” Newsweek 19, no. 23 (June 8,
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small ownership of private property is allowed.65  Anne O’Hare McCormick echoes

the sentiments expressed by Ambassador Davies, Wendell Wilkie, and C.L.

Sulzberger in  an article in The New York Times Magazine, writing that “Russia wants

nothing that we want and we want nothing that Russia wants—except peace and

security.”66  She adds that while the two nations suffer irreconcilable differences in

their attitudes towards personal liberty, open communication and friendship are

necessary for peace.

These articles betray a tension between the need to promote cooperation

between wartime allies and uncertainty about the nature of the Soviet regime.  The

increasing awareness in America of the censorship and oppression that characterized

the Soviet Union in the late 1930s prompted a caution in American writers.  Bernard

Pares considers Stalin’s “ruthless suppression of all opposition” a mistake of the past,

insisting that the Bolshevik party had recently undergone serious changes in both

their goals and composition.  He promotes better relations with the Soviet Union but

reminds his readers that Stalin will protect the interests of his country.67  An article in

Life mentions the fear of the average American that Communists are seeking to

spread their message worldwide and adds “If the Party were to fold up and disappear,

Russia’s cause in America would be immeasurably advanced.”68  William Henry

Chamberlain’s article, “The Russian Enigma,” published in the August 1942
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Harper’s Magazine, also demonstrates this uneasiness.  Chamberlain, who was earlier

a Soviet sympathizer and lived in the USSR for a time, describes “a current American

mood of bewilderment and uncertainty” about the Soviet Union and writes that he has

the impression that “many Americans are deeply anxious to obtain a picture of Russia

that makes sense.”69  Arguments for or against the Soviet Union, Chamberlain asserts,

are “insoluble,” because one can manipulate statistics to prove that life has either

greatly improved under the Soviet regime or has become “an unredeemed and

unredeemable hellhole of creation.”70  One’s opinion about the Soviet Union depends

on personal taste, whether one approves or not of a “highly regimented, collectivist

form of society, where the pressure of the mass on the individual is strong.”71  This

statement may seem tautological: a political opinion depends on one’s politics.  Yet

Chamberlain actually sorted out the confusion surrounding the issue and laid bare the

roots of the dilemma.  An author can cite facts and statistics (a favorite tactic of pro-

Soviet journals like New Masses and The Daily Worker), but in the end such figures

are irrelevant in the face of one’s conception of an ideal society.

Despite the underlying tensions like those described by Chamberlain, wartime

sentiment brought forth enthusiastic public support for the Soviet Union as America’s

ally.  In 1942, Shostakovich’s “Song of the Counterplan,” with a new text written by
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Harold J. Rome, became “The Song of the United Nations.”72  The same year, at a

conference for the Russian War Relief, Charlie Chaplin called for an end to anti-

Soviet propaganda in America as a means of helping to win the war.73  Life Magazine

reported events in 1943 celebrating ten years of American-Soviet relations. 74  A

celebration in Madison Square Garden was attended by “applauding throngs,” and

Toscanini conducted a concert of all Russian music featuring the Internationale

(orchestrated by Shostakovich).  At the Soviet Embassy in Washington, the party of

“2,000” was so successful that “The Russians had to flicker the lights to make their

guests go home.”  Life included pictures of the friendly gathering.

In spite of popular support in America for the Soviet Union and its peoples

during the early 1940s, the United States government maintained a certain level of

suspicion, and some American citizens continued to voice concerns over a perceived

threat to liberty and what they perceived to be the American way of life.75  Joseph P.

Kennedy, former Ambassador to Great Britain, described Russia in 1946 in Life

magazine as “aggressive, confident and ruthless.”76  Though after the war, there was

increased cultural exchange between the countries, the U.S. government officially
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remained aloof from such activities, limiting its role to facilitating travel by private

citizens.77

Cultural exchange between the Soviet Union and the United States remained a

priority well into the 1940s. A full-page advertisement on the back cover of the the

August 1944 Musical America announces a concert by the “General Platoff Don

Cossack Russian Chorus,” complete with pictures of Cossack dancers.78  “Sensational

dancers” and “brilliant soloists” are touted.  The first concert of the American-Soviet

Music Society in New York was presented in May 1946 and included works by both

American composers and Soviet composers.79  American music also became popular

in Soviet Russia, according to various reports.  For example, the October 1943

Musical America published the program of a concert of American music held on July

4 in Moscow, which included Roy Harris’s arrangement of “When Johnny Comes

Marching Home,” various folk songs, Samuel Barber’s Overture to the “School for

Scandal,” George Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue, and Walter Piston’s Suite from the

ballet The Incredible Flutist.80  Various Soviet critics are cited as reacting positively

to the concert, many calling it a significant event.  Under the USSR Society for

Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries, or VOKS (Vsesoyuznoye Obshchestvo
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Kulturnoi Svyazi s Zagranitsoi81), plans for more concerts of American music were in

progress, Musical America informs its readers.  In the spirit of musical exchange, in

June 1946, the American-Soviet Music Society invited Russian composers to

participate in a unique cultural exchange.  They would compose works based on

American folk melodies, and American composers would compose works based on

Russian folk tunes.82  But these efforts would prove futile; the late 1940s are marked

by a rapid decline in relations between the Soviet Union and the United States.

It was in this strange atmosphere of official friendliness and private suspicion

that Shostakovich’s Eighth and Ninth Symphonies first appeared in America, the

Eighth on April 2, 1944 and the Ninth on July 25, 1946.  The deteriorating relations

between the nations were reflected in the lukewarm reception that these symphonies

received.  The 1946-47 season saw a definite cooling as the Soviet Union began to

limit all foreign contacts.83  It was the beginning of the Cold War.

As suspicions of the USSR grew, the American government established new

laws and policies to increase national security.  In October 1946, the U.S. government

reinstated the Foreign Agents Registration Act, which required foreign visitors in the

U.S. to register as agents of their government, thus offending the Soviet government

and provoking public protests.84  The Federal Employee Loyalty Program, which
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established a system of review boards to seek out subversive persons in government

positions, was created by Truman in March 1947.85  The National Defense Act of

1947 founded a centrally coordinated national security program under the Department

of Defense and the Joint Chiefs of Staff, assuring military readiness in peacetime as

well as wartime.86

By the second half of 1947, the Soviet Union had begun to officially limit

contact between its citizens and Americans, and the Cold War settled in.  In June

1947, the Soviet State Secrets Act declared all material not already in print a state

secret.  When this became official policy, Soviet citizens became highly reluctant

even to speak to their American friends living in the Soviet Union.87  In December,

the Soviet Ministry of Foreign Affairs forbade foreigners from directly approaching

Soviet citizens without official approval.  By 1948, movement by foreigners in the

USSR was highly restricted.88  Such laws and official policies on the part of both

nations resulted in an atmosphere of fear and suspicion.  The year 1948 was a dark

time for Soviet composers, as a new wave of purges targeted the top four Soviet

composers: Shostakovich, Miaskovsky, Prokofiev, and Khachaturian.89  Relations

between the Soviet Union and the United States continued to deteriorate into the

1950s.
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Yet just as cultural exchange had helped to further friendly relations between

the two nations in the 1930s, there were hopes that it could serve as a balm for their

damaged relationship in the future.  A New York Herald-Tribune article published in

1959 describes the power of cultural exchange to ease relations between suspicious

nations.  The author writes that American movies are very popular in Russia and

discusses exchanges of music and movies between countries.  He closes with this

statement: “It will take more than a glimpse of Elizabeth Taylor and a few bars of

Shostakovich to patch up relations between the two countries.  But movies and music

can contribute to the benign climate essential to a flowering of friendship.”90

Shostakovich’s music had been a valuable tool in promoting friendliness between the

nations during World War II; perhaps in time it would help to thaw Cold War

relations as well.

The deteriorating relations between the United States and the Soviet Union

coincided with the sharp decline in the presence of Shostakovich’s music in the

American concert repertory after 1945.  Echoing the general American sentiment

against the Soviets, the wartime pro-Shostakovich enthusiasm gave way to, at best,

indifference, and in some cases animosity.  In 1949, Shostakovich visited New York

as part of a Conference on World Peace he was surrounded by much controversy.

Though Shostakovich enjoyed a “tremendous ovation” at a concert in Madison

                                                
90 “Music, Movies and the USSR,” The New York Herald-Tribune, November 16, 1959, Courtesy of
the Center for American History.
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Square Garden, subsequent events were cancelled.91  Public outcry and protest

resulted in the cancellation of a planned performance at Yale University and a dinner

in Shostakovich’s honor at the Blackwood Hotel.  The city of Philadelphia, whose

orchestra had given the first U.S. performances of Shostakovich’s Third and Sixth

Symphonies, refused the use of its town hall for performances of Shostakovich’s

music.92  Olin Downes stepped down from a Fine Arts Panel that was presented as

part of the conference and included Shostakovich and refused to applaud after the

presentation.93  The calamitous events at the 1949 World Peace Conference were the

most public occasion of disgrace for Shostakovich in America and clear evidence that

for Americans, he was no longer the hero who had composed the Seventh Symphony.

The complicated history of Soviet-American relations, with periods of

friendliness and hostility, and with many periods of uncertainty, is in many ways

inseparable from the complex history of Shostakovich’s reputation in America.  His

music gradually became as controversial as the political and cultural activities of the

Soviet Union.  Just as no general consensus of positive or negative opinion in the

1930s and 1940s toward the USSR can be described, no general positive or negative

consensus toward Shostakovich existed during the 1930s and early 1940s.  Soviet

music, with Shostakovich at its head, was an object of great interest for Americans of

                                                
91 Fay, Shostakovich: A Life, 172-73; and “Shostakovich Visits America For Turbulent Peace
Meeting,” Musical America 69 (April 1, 1949): 4.
92 Parks, Culture, Conflict and Coexistence, 127.
93 Shostakovich’s remarks, which were highly critical of Western music, are summarized in
“Formalism vs. Realism in Music,” Music News 41 (May 1949): 3-4, 19.



37

the time and in many ways became a metaphor for the larger debate that was taking

place.
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Chapter 2
Russian and Soviet Music in America

Dmitri Shostakovich’s First Symphony was first performed in America on

November 2, 1928, by the Philadelphia Orchestra, under the baton of Leopold

Stokowski. Shostakovich’s emergence upon the American cultural scene coincided

with a rising interest among Americans in the young Soviet Union.  During the 1930s

and 1940s, Shostakovich became increasingly popular with audiences in the United

States, and his major works, the symphonies and the opera Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk

District, appeared approximately every two to four years, a prodigious rate of

production, as some critics would note.1  Even critics who disliked his music or found

it lacking did not question his importance as a modern composer.  He benefitted from

a general interest in Russian culture, and whether American critics liked

Shostakovich’s music or not, their reception of his works was directly influenced by

their general understanding of Soviet music.  Americans in the musical world

observed Shostakovich’s maturation as a composer, his professional and political

struggles as the Soviet government alternately lauded and criticized him, and his

coming of age in a time when to be a Soviet composer was to become an object of

fascination for Americans.

                                                
1 Oscar Thompson, “Now, Shostakovich’s Eighth,” New York Sun, April 2, 1944. Courtesy of the New
York Philharmonic archives.
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America’s growing interest in Soviet Russian culture during the 1930s and

1940s was accompanied by a parallel interest in Russian music.  Both Kate Hevner

Mueller and Philip Hart have shown that the Russian composers’ share of American

concert repertory during this period was surpassed only by Austro-Germanic

composers, who made up the core of the repertory.2  Statistics extrapolated by Hart

from Hevner Mueller’s data on American symphony orchestra concerts show two

peaks in the Russian share of American orchestral repertory, 1920-25 and 1940-45.3

Dates Russian share of American orchestral repertoire
1910-15 13.47%
1915-20 15.17%
1920-25 17.58%
1935-40 16.10%
1940-45 19.68%

Table 2-1: Russian share of American orchestral repertoire

While this data includes non-Soviet Russian composers, like Stravinsky, it also

includes Soviet composers, who can be credited with at least some of the surge in

interest.  Hart attributes the 1940-45 peak of Russian music’s popularity in America

to wartime sentiment.  This period, as he notes, was the height of Dmitri

Shostakovich’s popularity, thanks to the success of his “Leningrad” Symphony, and

was also a time of great popularity for Prokofiev’s music.  Hevner Mueller briefly
                                                
2 Philip Hart, Orpheus in the New World: The Symphony Orchestra as an American Cultural
Institution (New York: W.W. Norton, 1973), 407 and Kate Hevner Mueller, Twenty-Seven Major
American Symphony Orchestras (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1973), xiii.
3 Hart, Orpheus, 409. The data for the 1925-35 period is missing from his study, as he focused on
performances during the war.  Hevner Mueller’s published study consists of charts rather than specific
figures; Hart gained access to her index cards recording actual performance times of works by different
composers.
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mentions the Soviets Miaskowsky and Khatchaturian as members of the rising

generation of composers, but their names do not appear on her charts of composers

who had a significant impact on American concert repertory.4  Shostakovich’s name

does.

The ebb and flow of friendliness and hostility between America and the Soviet

Union during this time is clearly mirrored in Shostakovich’s share of concert time on

the American symphony orchestra stage.  Hevner Mueller’s repertoire study of

American orchestras shows Shostakovich’s rise to prominence and fall from favor in

America.5  Her study is based on the amount of concert time given to each composer,

rather than the number of works played, and it shows a rapid rise in Shostakovich’s

percentage of the repertoire from the mid-1930s, from less than .5 percent to over 1

percent of concert time (coinciding with the Lady Macbeth affair discussed in Chapter

4).  A contemporary repertoire study in the New York Herald-Tribune of the 1935-36

season of performances by select orchestras lists Shostakovich as the fourteenth most

popular composer, with five works and a total of twelve performances.6

Shostakovich’s rise in popularity by 1935 coincides with the more general

American interest in Russian culture, as documented in Chapter 1.  These were the

years of the Popular Front and the beginning of the Spanish Civil War, years of much

                                                
4 Hevner Mueller, Twenty-Seven Orchestras, xiii.
5 Ibid., xxx.
6 “Representation of Composers in the Orchestral Programs,” The New York Herald-Tribune, April 3,
1936, 8.  The top twenty composers in order of popularity are: Beethoven, Bach, Wagner, Mozart,
Brahms, Sibelius, Debussy, Tchaikovsky, Ravel, Schumann, Elgar, Weber, Handel, Shostakovich,
Mendelssohn, Vaughan Williams, Dvorak, Stravinsky, Schoenberg, and Haydn.
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positive sentiment among American intellectuals towards Soviet society.  Interest in

Soviet music only increased during World War II after Nazi Germany invaded the

Soviet Union and the nations became allies in the fight against fascism.  The

following cartoon from 1944 illustrates the fame of Shostakovich during the war. 7

                                                
7 Illustration from Musical America  64 (June 1944), 11, used with permission courtesy of Musical
America archives.
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The peak of Shostakovich’s popularity as a composer, around 1942 (just

above 2.5 percent on Mueller’s chart), corresponds to the peak of American popular

wartime sentiment for Russia and her people. At this time, Shostakovich’s music

represented a greater percentage of concert time in America than the music of either

Prokofiev or the Russian emigré Stravinsky, both of whom had enjoyed a

significantly greater share of concert time in the 1930s. This fact may be attributed to

the great popularity of Shostakovich’s Seventh Symphony, the “Leningrad,” which

was first performed in America in July 1942 and subsequently received multiple

performances by many major orchestras.  In part because of its theme of victory over

the fascist invasion, the work was a phenomenon on the American musical scene. As

Mueller explains: “Perhaps audiences were moved by patriotism, perhaps by the sheer

enjoyment of the novelty, perhaps by a kind of mass mannerism.”8  The great length

of the Seventh Symphony may have skewed Hevner Mueller’s results somewhat, as

her data is based on number of minutes of concert time given to a composer, but

information from orchestral archives that count performances rather than performance

time shows a large number of performances of that symphony immediately following

its July 1942 American premiere.9  In addition, a repertoire study of the 1943-44

season of “19 of our leading orchestras” in Musical America lists Shostakovich, tied

                                                
8 Hevner Mueller, Twenty-Seven Orchestras, xxxii.
9 The Philharmonic-Symphony Society of New York performed it three times in October; the
Philadelphia Orchestra twice in November; the Cleveland Orchestra three times in October; the Boston
Symphony Orchestra eleven times during November and December; the Los Angeles Philharmonic
twice during January 1943; and the Chicago Symphony Orchestra played it once in August and once in
October.  Data courtesy of the respective orchestral archives.
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with Russian expatriate Rachmaninov, as the third most popular composer in terms of

number of performances (35), after Strauss (63), and Stravinsky (40).10  The most

popular American composer, George Gershwin, followed Shostakovich closely with

32 performances.

Hevner Mueller’s study shows a rapid decline of Shostakovich’s share of

concert time after 1942 to a nadir (between .6 and .7 % of repertoire) just before

1955.  Even this low figure, though, is higher than Shostakovich’s concert share at the

time of the American premiere of Lady Macbeth.  In an atmosphere where the

greatest number of performances clutered around premieres, the lack of a new

symphony may account for some of this decline; there is also an eight-year gap in

Shostakovich’s symphony production between the Ninth Symphony (first performed

in Leningrad in November 1945) and the Tenth Symphony (first performed in

Leningrad in December 1953).  By the 1950s, however, the First and Fifth

Symphonies were well established in the American repertoire.  This decline in

performances of Shostakovich’s music seems more directly related to the growing

anti-Soviet sentiment in America in the late 1940s and early 1950s.  In an atmosphere

of fear and suspicion, with the rise of McCarthyism and the Red Scare, it might have

seemed unwise to program music composed by a famous Soviet figurehead.  After

1955, Shostakovich’s music experiences a gradual ascent in Hevner Mueller’s chart

to around 1.7 percent of concert time by 1970.

                                                
10 The number of works performed is not given. Robert Sabin, “Repertoire of Orchestras is Surveyed,”
Musical America 64 (July 1944): 6, 8.
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The reasons for Shostakovich’s remarkable popularity in America in the

1930s and 1940s are complicated.  Reviews of his early symphonies rarely fail to

mention his position as the premier Soviet composer of the time.  In addition, those

works most closely associated with Soviet politics, the opera Lady Macbeth of

Mtsensk District (in 1935), the Fifth Symphony (in 1938), and the Seventh Symphony

(in 1942), enjoyed intense advance publicity.  The Lady Macbeth scandal in 1936 also

provoked much discussion in the press.  But while politics played a significant role in

Shostakovich’s growing reputation in America, his position as a modern composer

who regularly (and frequently) produced new works in the late nineteenth-century

symphonic tradition also increased his visibility—the orchestra hall was and is one of

the most public venues for music making and offers a composer exposure to a large

audience.  Although many of his symphonies were seen as borderline Soviet

propaganda by some critics, this aspect only helped to draw more attention to

Shostakovich.  His relationship with his government was a subject of great debate

among American critics.

Shostakovich’s situation in the 1930s and 1940s was unique.  As one of the

few major composers who remained in the Soviet Union his entire life and whose

works were enthusiastically promoted as products of the newly formed Soviet society,

he gradually became for Americans a symbol of that society, a composer who worked

under the auspices of complete government sponsorship (and thus control) and who

regularly produced large-scale works of musical significance.
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Work Soviet
premiere

American
premiere

Symphony Conductor

Symphony
No. 1

5/12/26

Leningrad

11/2/28

Philadelphia

Philadelphia Orchestra Leopold
Stokowski

Symphony
No. 3

1/21/30

Leningrad

12/30/32

Philadelphia

Philadelphia Orchestra Stokowski

Lady
Macbeth of
Mtsensk
District
(opera)

1/22/34

Leningrad

1/31/35

Cleveland

Cleveland Orchestra and
Art of Musical Russia
Singers

Artur
Rodzinski

Symphony
No. 5

11/21/37

Leningrad

4/9/38
Broadcast
New York

NBC Symphony
Orchestra

Rodzinski

Symphony
No. 6

11/21/39

Leningrad

11/29/40

Philadelphia

Philadelphia Orchestra Stokowski

Symphony
No. 7

3/5/42

Kuybishev

7/19/42
Broadcast
New York

NBC Symphony
Orchestra

Arturo
Toscanini

Symphony
No. 8

11/4/43

Moscow

4/2/44
Broadcast
New York

Philharmonic-Symphony
Society of New York

Rodzinski

Symphony
No. 9

11/3/45

Leningrad

7/25/46

Tanglewood

Boston Symphony
Orchestra

Sergei
Koussevitzky

Table 2-2: First performances of Shostakovich works

Russian and Soviet Music

Soon after the appearance of Shostakovich’s first symphonies on the

American concert stage, reports on Russian music began to appear in American music
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journals.  The writers were not only interested in the present state of Soviet music, but

also in where it came from, and where it might go.  These histories demonstrated a

curiosity about Russian music that would serve Shostakovich well as his works were

exported to the American concert stage.  They also revealed the attitudes of the

writers towards new Soviet systems of music making.  The reorganization of Soviet

life by the government resulted in a divergence of approaches toward this music by

critics writing for the American audience.  Some writers took a more traditional

approach, framing their studies as histories of “Russian music” and including

expatriate composers like Stravinsky, Rachmaninov, and Prokofiev.  Others were

mostly interested in the new directions in the Soviet Union, and they wrote on “Soviet

music,” disregarding the expatriates and concerning themselves solely on changes

within the Soviet Union itself.

The writers of Russian music histories generally preferred to trace the heritage

of Russian music from Glinka forward.  They tended to ignore the new musical

collectives and proletarian clubs and instead focused on more traditional musical

contexts, such as the symphony hall and opera house.  These writers took a more

universalist view, placing Russian music in the wider context of Western art music.

Arthur Lourié, Olin Downes, Friede Rothe, and Nicolas Slonimsky wrote from this

more traditional point of view.

In his 1932 article, “The Russian School,” for example, Arthur Lourié

wrestles with the never-ending problem of finding a Russian musical style. He writes,
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“No sooner did an independent national school make its appearance in Russia (with

Glinka) than they [Russian composers] turned for guidance to the German masters.”11

He describes attempts by the “Mighty Band” to free themselves from this outside

influence and to create a truly Russian nationalist musical style, listing Mussorgsky

and Tchaikovsky as the main promoters of this position.  Rimsky-Korsakov, on the

other hand, writes Lourié, was neither an absolute Russian nationalist nor a solely

Western-influenced composer, and he passed his hybridization of the Russian musical

style to Glazunov.12  These composers “poured Russian wine into German bottles,”

asserts Lourié.  The turn of the twentieth century marked a duality between the

Russianist Scriabin, as a symbol of decadence, and the German-influenced Medtner,

as a symbol of modernism.  Lourié credits Stravinsky with “breaking the traditional

tie between the Russian national school and the Germans.”13  He interprets

Stravinsky’s emigration from the Soviet Union not as an abandonment of Russian

nationalism, but as a universalization of it.14  Stravinsky brought the Russian musical

voice to the international stage.  Lourié insists that the remnants of the Russian school

of composition now remain in the music of two expatriate composers, Stravinsky and

Prokofiev.15  He asserts that the result of the Revolution was to isolate and fragment

Soviet musical culture from the West, and such isolation has only resulted in
                                                
11 Arthur Lourié, “The Russian School,” The Musical Quarterly 18, no. 4 (October 1932): 519.
12 Lourié, “Russian School,” October 1932, 521. All subsequent multiple citations for periodical
articles will include author’s last name, an abbreviated title, and the date of the article.
13 Ibid., 522.
14 Ibid., 523.
15 Shostakovich was not yet well-known in America.  By 1932, only his First Symphony (composed at
the age of nineteen) had been heard on the American stage, and his reputation was only beginning to
be established.
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provincialism.  “Russian music as a school has ceased to exist in the USSR,” he

explains.16

Lourié’s deep concern for the future of Russian music is based on his

conservative musical values of quality and professionalism.  He writes that

proletarian composers in the Soviet Union are producing works of “no artistic value,

from whatever point of view it may be regarded.”17  Instead, he locates the Russian

school in Paris, where a group of Russian composers, including Stravinsky,

Prokofiev, Nabokov, himself, and others are gathered.  He lays the future of Russian

music upon their shoulders.  Writing in an American forum for composers and

musicians, The Musical Quarterly, Lourié speaks as a professional to other

professionals and expresses regret that politics have intruded upon what he feels was

the natural development of the music of a nation that has a long history of difficulty

in finding its own voice beyond the influence of European art music.

Lourié’s advocacy of Russian music in the Russian nationalist sense is in part

due to the circumstances of his life.  He was born in St. Petersburg and was well-

established as a Russian composer before emigrating to Paris in 1924 and the United

States in 1941.  During the early years of the Soviet Union, he was Commissar for

Music under Lunacharsky’s People’s Commissariat of Education and helped to direct

the course of Russian music during the first five years of the regime.  Lunacharsky

was a firm believer in independent creation and experimentation, and Lourié assisted

                                                
16 Lourié, “Russian School,” October 1932, 527.
17 Ibid., 527.
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him in creating an atmosphere for musicians that encouraged individual initiative and

modernist tendencies.  He played a role in the founding of the State Institute for

Research in Music, whose efforts were directed towards discovering new scale types

and new forms of notation.  He was also instrumental in founding the Association for

Contemporary Music, with which Shostakovich was associated.  Lourié left the

Soviet Union before the golden age of modernist experimentation in music was over.

He thereafter was routinely vilified in the Soviet press.18  Larry Sitsky proposes that

Lourié left the Soviet Union because of his deep religious sentiments (Jewish by

birth, he was a devout Roman Catholic) and lack of sympathy for the machine age.19

Throughout the 1930s and 1940s, Lourié regularly published articles in Musical

Quarterly and Modern Music.20  As an individual who was active in creating a better

life for Soviet musicians in the early years after the Revolution, he was a well-

informed and reliable resource for Americans on Russian music.  His traditional point

of view came from a long history of encouraging individual experimentation and a

genuine interest in founding a Russian music school.

Other traditionalist authors echo Lourié’s discussion of Russian music as a

line extending from Glinka, through the Mighty Fistful, to Prokofiev and Stravinsky.

One of these is Olin Downes, who upon hearing Shostakovich’s extremely modernist

Third Symphony, exhorts the young composer to listen to the strains of his ancestors,

                                                
18 Larry Sitsky, Music of the Repressed Russian Avant-Garde (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1994), 88.
19 Ibid., 105.
20 For a complete list, see Sitsky, Repressed Russian Avant-Garde, 110.
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Borodin, Musorgsky, and Tchaikovsky.21  Downes finds in them the true spirit of

Russian music.  Nicolas Slonimsky echoes this preference for historical Russian

composers, especially the Mighty Fistful.22  These Russian nationalist composers are

also central to Friede F. Rothe’s historical account of Russian music, which begins

with Glinka and includes expatriate Russians in reference to the contemporary music

scene.23  Notably, however, Rothe in 1942 also includes Soviet composers in his

discussion of Russian composers, even offering a brief account of changes in the

Soviet Union since 1932, including Prokofiev’s return to his homeland.  While Lourié

maintained a clear division in 1932 between Russian and Soviet composers, later

writers like Slonimsky and Rothe can both write of Soviet music and refer to its

Russian heritage.  Yet all of these authors approach Russian music from a traditional

point of view, giving more credence to works produced for the concert hall than

works produced for the factory floor.

Other music critics were more interested in Soviet music and paid little

attention to the lineage of Russian nationalists.  In general, writers who focused on

distinctively Communist musical activities wrote from a Marxist or pro-socialist point

of view.  They were fascinated with a new system, controlled by the government, that

closely directed the activities of all artists in the Soviet Union.  These authors wrote

about the proletarian composers and the musical clubs for workers.  The tone of their

                                                
21 Olin Downes, “Music and Bolshevism: Russia’s Mistaken Attempts to Subdue Art to Politics,” The
New York Times, January 8, 1933, 6.
22 Nicolas Slonimsky, “Russia Revisited,” Modern Music 13, no. 1 (November-December November-
December 1935): 20.
23 Friede F. Rothe, "Russian Music," Kenyon Review 4 (1942): 48-61.
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articles was positive, even enthusiastic, as they described a new system that might

result in utopia.

In the Soviet Union, strict governmental controls over music came late

(especially in comparison to literature), and the 1920s was a fertile time for Soviet

musicians.  During the years immediately following the revolution, Anatoliy

Lunacharsky was appointed by Lenin to be People’s Commissar of Public Education,

a position he held until 1929.24  Schwarz calls Lunacharsky flexible and imaginative,

and writes that “he preferred to rule by persuasion rather than by decree.”25

Lunacharsky’s generosity and faith in the vitality of a lively art scene allowed Soviet

musicians great freedom in the 1920s.  Composers interested in socialist ideals

founded the Russian Association for Proletarian Music (RAPM), while those

interested in modernist developments in music founded the Association for

Contemporary Music (ACM), first in Moscow and then in Leningrad.  Shostakovich

was associated with, though probably not an official member of, the Leningrad

chapter of ACM.26  In the 1920s, Soviet musicians were allowed to experiment with

new modernist techniques, and the music of Schoenberg and Berg was performed in

Moscow and Leningrad.  At the same time, the RAPM members were attempting to

create a new proletarian music, composing marching songs and patriotic music.

                                                
24 Boris Schwarz, Music and Musical Life in Soviet Russia 1917-1970 (London: Barrie and Jenkins,
1972), 11.
25 Schwarz, Music and Musical Life, 12.
26 Laurel Fay addresses this issue at length in “Shostakovich, LASM, and Asafiev,” chapter 4 in
Shostakovich in Context, Rosamund Bartlett, ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 51-66.
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This golden age of Soviet music ended in 1932, with a Party resolution

entitled “On the Reconstruction of Literary and Artistic Organizations.”  This

resolution officially dissolved all previously existing organizations, such as RAPM

and ACM, and mandated a new approach to art under Stalin that would uphold

socialist ideals and work towards the construction of a socialist society.27  A new

Composers’ Union was formed to critique and approve new works for performance.

The doctrine of socialist realism gradually emerged under this arrangement.  The

mission of the Soviet composer had changed: he or she was now obliged to serve a

greater goal, that of building a prosperous Soviet society.

Pro-Communist writers in America described the activities of Soviet

composers in terms of the social class of both composers and audiences.  Joseph

Freeman, in his chapter “Soviet Music” in the 1930 monograph Voices of October:

Art and Literature in Soviet Russia, states that before the Revolution, most music in

Russia was reserved for the cultural elite, the intellectuals among the nobility and the

rising middle class. He relates that these classes were “dethroned” after the

Revolution, and a demand for heroic and monumental music, or revolutionary music,

rose from the proletariat. 28  William Kozlenko echoes these assertions in 1937 article

in the Musical Quarterly.29  In keeping with a general pro-socialist sentiment that was

prevalent in the 1930s, both authors present an optimistic, class-based perspective on

                                                
27 Schwarz, Music and Musical Life, 110.
28Joseph Freeman, “Soviet Music,”  chapter 6 in Voices of October: Art and Literature in Soviet Russia
(New York: Vanguard Press, 1930), 295.
29 William Kozlenko, “Soviet Music and Musicians,” The Musical Quarterly 23, no. 3 (July 1937):
295-97.
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the musical situation in the Soviet Union.  Freeman contrasts the older generation of

composers, who had great difficulty adapting to the new demands because of their

bourgeois training, with the younger generation that threw itself enthusiastically, if

somewhat clumsily, into building a revolutionary music.  Attempts at creating a new

revolutionary repertoire “encountered great difficulties,” according to Freeman.

Kozlenko also points to the difficulties in the transition from writing music for the

elite to music for the masses, but neither author expresses any doubt that this new

system would produce a superior music in the end.

Freeman describes the activities of many Soviet composers who were famous

before the Revolution and devotes significant space to new types of organizations that

specialize in bringing music to the masses.  Soviet musical culture, Freeman remarks,

is directed by the government and proceeds according to a centralized plan.  He

writes that by 1925, over 6,000 musical groups and choruses associated with workers’

clubs had been formed.  These groups sponsored concerts and lectures, with over

700,000 participants, according to Freeman.30  Composers reached out to the masses

at such events.  He notes that Soviet leaders point to a closer relationship between

composers and the public as evidence of their success.31  Freeman’s chapter on music

paints a utopian portrait of a culture carefully guided by a benign power (the

government) attempting to make music available to people of all classes.  Underneath

                                                
30 Freeman, “Soviet Music,” 310.
31 Ibid., 312.
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this description lies the implication that the American system is inadequate and

poorly organized in comparison.

Freeman’s discussion of Soviet life is echoed in Ashley Pettis’s article in

Modern Music on a 1932 visit to the Music Technical School, formerly the Gniessen

Conservatory, in Moscow.32  The former owners of the school, although reduced to

living in one-room apartments, have maintained control of the school and now

contentedly run the school according to the requirements of the government.  Pettis

describes concerts with standing-room only, where the audiences comprised members

of the working class who were highly enthusiastic about the music.  He paints a

glowing picture of the reorganized Gniessen Conservatory and describes the great

spirit and vitality of the working class students and audiences.  This article is

evidence that pro-Soviet writing was not confined to Communist publications but was

also found in the mainstream of American thought.

In addition to describing new Soviet activities for non-musicians, writers who

focused on Soviet music rather than Russian music also discussed the activities of

professional musicians.  These authors typically categorized composers into young,

middle, and old generations and distinguished between the two major musical centers

of Russia: Moscow and Leningrad.  Writers of the “Soviet” music histories tended to

give their readers long lists of emerging composers active in the Soviet Union.  They

were more interested in how these composers promoted the interests of the Soviet

                                                
32Ashley Pettis, "Musical Flashlights from Moscow,"  Modern Music 10, no. 1

(November-December 1932): 49-52.
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government than in the creation of a national musical voice.  The multitude of names

in these histories demonstrates the unsettled nature of the Soviet musical scene in the

1930s.  These authors attempt to give their American readers some measure of

guidance but find themselves creating lengthy lists of composers who might become

significant with time.  Kozlenko and Eugene Braudo, promoting the new socialist

approach to music, give special attention to the RAPM musicians Schecter,

Davidenko, and Bielyy.  Kozlenko includes his own name in a list of talented young

composers from the provinces.33  Freeman mentions Roslavyets as a Marxist

composer who had set himself the task of writing music for the proletariat.  Including

him among the group of “revolutionary composers,” Freeman adds Vasiliev-Budlay,

Lobachov, Triodine, and Dieshevov.34  Kozlenko calls the RAPM composers Schecter

and Bielyy noteworthy and cites Shostakovich, Shaporin, and Popov as the most

significant young composers of the Leningrad Steinberg school.  He also devotes

space to Mossolov as a composer already known in America, Krein as one attempting

to use folk music, and Roslavetz as the “Russian Schoenberg.”35  Kozlenko mentions

Prokofiev briefly as one having gained more attention abroad than at home but does

not include him in his discussion of Soviet composers.36  Eugene Braudo describes

the work of two composers of the older generation, Ippolitoff-Ivanoff and

Miaskowsky.  Of the younger generation, Braudo points to Shostakovich as
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“outstanding among the young composers working toward the new Soviet

symphonism” and Scherbacheff as having a “well defined personality.”37  In spite of

this more traditional beginning, Braudo ends with the RAPM musicians, unlike

Kozlenko and Freeman, who begin with that group.  The writers on Soviet music

gave the RAPM musicians much more credit than the writers on Russian music did.

Significantly, Braudo in 1932 points to Shostakovich as an important rising

composer.  This shows a unique insight on Braudo’s part, as only his First Symphony

had been heard in America by this time.  In other articles of the 1930s, Shostakovich

is chiefly referred to as a member of a larger group, not as a significant figure.  By

1942, however, thanks to the extreme popularity of the “Leningrad” Symphony,

Shostakovich was widely held by critics writing in America to be the most significant

Soviet or Russian composer.38  Igor Boelza’s report from Moscow in 1943 lists

Shostakovich and Miaskovsky as important Russian symphony composers in the

heroic style.39

By the early 1940s, with positive wartime sentiment, the separation of Soviet

composers from Russian composers seems to have diminished somewhat and

American critics began to focus more on Russian nationalist qualities along with

Soviet activities.  The regular production of new music from the Soviet Union seemed

to be evidence of a school, if not a tradition, of music.  Prokofiev’s return to the
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Soviet Union in 1936 also blurred the boundaries; once a Russian composer, he now

was a Soviet composer as well.  His picture appeared on the cover of a 1945 issue of

Time.40  The accompanying article includes a double triptych of pictures: at the top

are Rimsky-Korsakov, Mussorgsky and Tchaikovsky as founders of the Russian

school of music with the caption “the tradition is less than a century old.”  Below is

another triptych with Rachmaninov, Stravinsky and Shostakovich, with the caption

“one stayed, two strayed.”41  A quote from Koussevitsky in the article calls Prokofiev

“a great composer who has already arrived” while Shostakovich is “a great composer-

to-be.”42  Shostakovich’s position in the triptych both affirmed his heritage as a

Russian composer and as a Soviet composer, one who remained in the Soviet Union.

The American perception of a duality between the Russian music tradition and the

new Soviet school of composers remained (weakened in part by Prokofiev’s return to

his homeland), and even Shostakovich came to be portrayed as the heir of the Russian

nationalist school.

The Time feature on Prokofiev also highlighted what the authors saw as the

profound difference between musical life in the United States and in the Soviet

Union.  Soviet composers function as the arm of the government, necessarily serving

official policy.  The life of Soviet composers is portrayed as carefully regulated but

generally pleasant and pampered.  Time describes the activities of Glavmus (Glavnoe

Musicalno Pravelenya, a government bureau) in commissioning works, running the
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composers’ retreat in Ivanovo, and directing the activities of the composers’ union.43

Music is treated like a commodity to be produced efficiently, the author states, and

the success of such a policy can be judged by the fame of Prokofiev and Shostakovich

throughout the world.44  Prokofiev’s picture on the cover of Time is given the caption

“he keeps time with the Marxian metronome.”

The submission of artistic activity to government policy was perceived as the

most basic artistic difference between the Soviet Union and the United States, and

was the source of fascination, approbation, and derision among American writers.

Their perception of music coming from the Soviet Union was unavoidably shaped by

their knowledge of such a system.  Thanks to such articles, American critics and

audiences attending concerts of Shostakovich’s music were well aware that they were

presented with music composed according to government policy of music for the

masses.

Socialist Realism

The chief mandate of the Soviet government was that composers were obliged

to write for the Soviet people as part of a classless society rather than the traditional

audience of an educated elite.  Americans in the 1930s and 1940s did not use the term

“socialist realism” but clearly understood that Soviet composers worked under

official policy to compose music that was accessible to the masses.  Shostakovich
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himself was seen to have composed music in this vein willingly.  For example,

reviews of the Fifth Symphony give no hint that Shostakovich’s rehabilitation after

the Lady Macbeth affair was unwilling; Shostakovich’s own comment about the

Seventh Symphony stated: “I think an artist should serve the greatest number of

people”; and Virgil Thomson in a review of the Eighth Symphony calls Shostakovich

sincere.45  The issue of a government mandate for composers deeply affected how

American critics received Shostakovich’s music, which was perceived by Americans

to be accessible from the early years of his career.  American music critics’

understanding (or misunderstanding) of the Soviet policy of socialist realism directly

affected their reception of Soviet, and therefore Shostakovich’s, music.

In the Soviet Union, the official policy of socialist realism was born out of a

desire to end the obsession with proletarianism that dominated the 1920s, even

though it retained many of the same characteristics. 46  The concept of a proletarian

music was first established by the Russian Association of Proletarian Musicians

(RAPM), founded in 1923 by composers working for the propaganda division of the

State Publishing House.47  Their revised 1929 platform states three goals: to extend

the proletarian Communist influence to the “musical masses,” to found a Marxist
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musicology and music criticism, and to create conditions favorable to the

development and growth of proletarian music.48  Proletarian music should, according

to the document, unite the masses and aid them in their progress towards victory and

the building of a Communist society.  The document does not address what exactly

proletarian music should sound like, instead offering detailed descriptions of the

weaknesses of bourgeois music—its “decadent subject-matter,” its “illogical

spasmodic rhythms,” its “hypertrophy of harmonic, vertical concepts,” and its

“hypertrophy of the polyphonic principle.”49  These characteristics would later be

labelled “formalist” and defined as the opposite of socialist realism. The RAPM

manifesto further states that a new proletarian music will be created by the proletariat,

not the bourgeois, an idea that will be ignored by advocates of socialist realism.

Before 1932, the nature of proletarian music seemed obvious to American music

critics: it was music for factory workers and rural laborers.  In the 1931 New York

Times editorial “Seeking Proletarian Works,” a Soviet “girl enthusiast” explains that

“the worker who understands proletarian culture cannot see beauty in—say, for

instance, church hymns.  He can see only superstition.”  She speaks of hymns as “an

incense which dopes the senses, dulls the brain” and adds jazz to the list of

undesirable types of music, saying that it is shallow and only serves as a “false

stimulant to the emotions.” Instead, the young girl explains,
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Our tunes must be inspiring, but they must also teach the workers, especially
the youth, why we need engines, why we need tractors and what a tractor means
to Socialist construction.  Music can be, and is, of as much propaganda value as
the written or spoken word.  We cannot separate music from our everyday life and
work. . . . What do we want with burning hearts?  Only one trained in the
bourgeois school of writing can waste time singing of burning hearts.  Motors!
They are the hearts of industry!50

These comments affirm items in the RAPM platform, namely that proletarian music

should be primarily for the workers, that it should be closely connected to their

everyday life, and that it should inspire and exhort.51  The picture given to American

readers is that music has been assigned a very particular purpose in the Soviet Union

and is considered inseparable from other social advances.

Many American critics were skeptical of Soviet proletarian music, while

others defended it. The author of the unsigned editorial “Collectivism and

Composers” closes his discussion of the new proletarian music, created from a

collective point of view, with the question: “will it [proletarian music] be music any

one would conceivably want to hear?”52  And in “Seeking ‘Proletarian’ Works”

readers learn that “the efforts of the Soviet authorities to stimulate the composition of

worth-while music don’t seem to have met with marked success.”53  Writing in The

Nation, Arthur Mendel comments that “a proletarian marching song is bound to

sound to us like any other marching song” and that “music is a language in which
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concepts as definite as those of the revolution cannot be expressed.”54  Charles Seeger

writes that proletarian composers have yet to find an adequate technic to express their

goals.55  Even Sergei Radamsky, an avid defender of Soviet culture, notes that many

of the works by proletarian composers, while well-received by their audiences

because of their revolutionary themes and simplicity, “are of little musical value.”56

On the other hand, Pettis enthusiastically describes songs composed to inspire

workers that are produced in great numbers as cheap sheet music.57  Arthur Schlee

calls proletarian music “people’s music” and notes its “contagious appeal.”58

The Party Resolution of April 23, 1932, in addition to disbanding all

proletarian organizations and establishing official unions, as discussed above,

replaced the policy of proletarian culture with a doctrine of socialist realism.59  After

the approval of this resolution, it became Shostakovich’s official duty (and that of all

Soviet composers) to compose music in the socialist realist style.  Although no

specific detailed definition of socialist realism was forthcoming, Andrei Andreyevich

Zhdanov, the Party representative at the first All-Union Congress of Soviet Writers in

1934, defined the aim of socialist realism as “to depict reality in its revolutionary

development.”60  This phrase closely resembles the rhetoric surrounding the
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appearance of Shostakovich’s Seventh Symphony in America eight years later.61

American criticss generally interpreted this new approach as an expansion of

proletarian ideals, seizing on the central concept of socialist realist music as

accessible to the masses.

American music critics gradually came to understand the meaning of this new

government-mandated style as music composed specifically for its audience.  In a

1932 letter to the editor of The New York Times, Sergei Radamsky describes the task

of the creative artist in the Soviet Union as “to express the thoughts and ambitions

uppermost in the minds and the hearts of the Russian people.”62  Kozlenko offers

similar thoughts in a 1937 report on developments in Soviet music: “The Soviet

composer regards music as an expression of and for the masses; for him, its very life-

source emanates from them.”63  A more specific definition was offered in The New

York Times in 1937:

Today the official musical credo is threefold: Soviet music must express the
feelings of the masses, not the individual; its emotional tone must be healthy,
elevating and optimistic; it must be expressed in harmonic and melodic terms
readily intelligible.64

By 1941, Nicolas Nabokov defines the socialist realist style (he does not use this

term, even though he uses the term formalism) as music “intelligible to the masses.”65
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The American interpretation of the official mandate for Soviet composers as a

collective ”music for the masses” was a distillation of the complex and often vague

idea of socialist realism into its most basic function.  American critics of

Shostakovich’s symphonies used this concept (though not the term) frequently in

reference to the Fifth Symphony and subsequent works.  The main task of the

composer was to compose always with her audience in mind.

Soviet composers were not unified in their assumption of the new task before

them.  Those trained in a more traditional setting clashed with the proletarian

composers (the most prominent of whom were Alexander Davidenko, Victor Belyy,

Boris Shekhter, and Marian Koval), with both groups claiming that they were the true

composers of the official Soviet style.  The New York Times editorial, “Collectivism

and Composers,” mentions that “Szostakowicz, a very gifted youth,” was

commissioned to write a symphony for the fifteenth anniversary of the Soviet regime

but also that the symphony “will probably follow bourgeois musical thought rather

than contribute anything specifically communistic.”66  William Kozlenko writes that

the chief problem of the Soviet musical organization between 1924 and 1932 was the

“integration of the old and the new.”67  He remarks that “a violent struggle ensued

between representatives of the younger and older factions.”  The older generation of

composers (including Mikhail Ippolitov-Ivanov, and Alexander Glazounov,

Rheinhold Glière, and Maximilian Steinberg, Shostakovich’s teacher) sincerely tried
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to serve the Soviet people with their compositions, but were unsuccessful because

they did not understand the taste of the masses.68  He places Shostakovich in the

young group of Leningrad composers under Glazunov who have been influenced by

Western musical advances.69  Schlee in 1932 had placed Shostakovich in the same

category, that of composers “who have put their services at the disposal of the

proletariat, but their music is fundamentally bourgeois.”70  Radamsky describes this

group of Soviet composers, led by Ippolitov-Ivanov (including Schebalin,

Shostakovich, and Mossolov), as those who, “refusing to be considered non-

proletarian because of their adherence to the classic form,” considered their own

music to be revolutionary and proletarian.71  These composers accused the

proletarianists of “writing trifles because of their inability to compose better music,”

and were themselves accused in turn by the proletarianists of “conservativism,

sabotage and counter-revolution.”72  They have said and written, Radamsky asserts,

that they may not be proletarians, but they are Soviet citizens and so too have a stake

in the future of the Soviet Union.73   Comments like these fixed Shostakovich in the

minds of Americans as a composer educated under the Western conservatory system

who claimed to take part in the new Soviet ideal of composition for the masses.  The

struggle between trained composers and the more amateur proletarian composers
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illustrated for Americans the difficulty of integrating art music and popular music

styles into the rubric of the new musical style mandated by the 1932 resolution.

In the Soviet Union, a strange paradox arose: composers were officially free

to compose in whatever form they chose, and yet all were obliged to be accessible to

the masses.  Radamsky writes that Soviet composers are as free as American

composers to choose bourgeois forms: “There is no law laid down as to the form,

whether classic, modern, ultra-modern, atonal.”74  But Pettis asserts that “modern

Russian composers . . . abjure” all foreign and bourgeois influences on their music,

seeking out instead a simplicity of technique and a depiction of reality.75  Pettis does

not describe what this proletarian music might sound like, except to say that these

composers have rejected music that attempts “brilliancy and imposing effects” and

any bourgeois influences.76  Soviet composers were obliged to reject bourgeois

modernism as a symbol of the West, regardless of official policy.  Americans were

presented with a perplexing picture, that composers officially had complete freedom

to adopt any musical style and yet chose to compose exactly as the government

wished them to compose, rejecting modernist technique.  This was closely linked to

their obligation to compose for the masses.

The rejection of modernist technique by Soviet composers was interpreted by

Lourié to be the source of the key problem of Russian music—the loss of a Russian
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national voice on the international scene.  The drive for proletarian music in the

Soviet Union, according to Lourié, has only produced shallow results.

In music, alteration of the formal methods themselves is far more difficult and
complicated, and the mere attachment of superficial labels, or of literary programs
and explanations hurriedly tacked on, makes no difference to the nature of the
music itself, which undergoes no modification just because it is coupled with a
capitalist or a communist subject.77

Simply attaching political labels to music does not change its nature, Lourié writes in

1932.  He insists that the essence of music is in its formal structures, in which lie its

“secret meaning,” its “whole value.”78  Populist art, he later writes in 1944, debases

music through artificial simplification of its structures. Further,

The essential process of art never changes; the realization of form remains the
prime necessity always, despite the variety and changes of methods.  But the
emotional subconscious of art does continually change.  It is the state of being
which develops with the inner experience of the artist.  To refuse experience is to
refuse life itself.79

Again he insists that the primary concern of art is its realization of formal structures.

This stance is opposite that of the Soviets, who insisted that content always take

precedence over form.  Lourié is a dissenting voice in the discussion on proletarian

music.  Although many critics writing in America argue about the necessary
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“technic” and perceived quality of proletarian music, Lourié insists that music is

ultimately about music, that the essence of art is structure, and that structure is life.80

The most central issue for Americans concerning the subject of socialist

realist music was the question of government supervision of artistic processes.  While

some American critics were not bothered by this idea, none suggested that the same

approach be used in the United States.  Seeger closes his article with the statement

that all art is a propaganda weapon, a “social force,”81 but he avoids the issue of

governmental control, and throughout his essay implies that it is the proletariat who

lead the movement.  The pro-Soviet authors Pettis and Radamsky express no

discomfort with the restructuring of musical life in the Soviet Union; indeed, they

speak enthusiastically of the new government programs, but they do not promote such

a system for the United States.  Rothe, Thomson, Lourié, and Downes, on the other

hand, speak out vigorously against subjugating art to politics.  Ernst Krenek describes

it as an unsolvable problem.  These conflicting attitudes are understandable—Pettis

and Radamsky, clearly pro-Soviet in their articles, were Moscow correspondents for

American journals and newspapers, while Lourié was a Russian émigré; Thomson

and Krenek were composers; and Downes was an American music critic based in

New York.

Olin Downes was the most vocal advocate for the separation of art and

politics throughout the 1930s and 1940s.  He was highly respected during the course
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of his career, and his reviews were a strong influence on popular musical opinion of

his day.82  Downes was music critic at The Boston Post from 1906 to 1924 and then at

The New York Times from 1924 to 1955.  His long tenures at two prominent East

Coast newspapers alone are testimony to his influence and provided him with a forum

for his neo-romantic exhortations.  His opinion of Shostakovich remained consistent

through the 1930s and 1940s; he found him to be a composer with great talent who

mistakenly subjected himself to the whims of an ignorant government and politics.

Downes’s position against combining politics and music is made clear by the

title of his 1933 review of Shostakovich’s Third Symphony, “Music and Bolshevism:

Russia’s Mistaken Attempt to Subdue Art to Politics.”83  He promotes an

individualist, romantic approach to artistic creation, insisting that the source for

inspiration must come from an individual, not collective, power.  Art is primarily a

spiritual enterprise.  Political and philosophical ideas, Downes asserts, cannot

produce art, because they result in a utilitarian and social approach.  Only “the

religious spirit of man” can produce art.  The Bolshevik regime itself, according to

Downes, is not conducive to art; it places practical needs above the celebration of

beauty for its own sake.  Music born of revolutions is quickly written and quickly

forgotten.  “The rule of propaganda,” he concludes, “is absolutely fatal to art.”

A sense of tradition is also essential for the creation of great works of art,

Downes insists.  He asserts that Russian artists must return to their soil, to the beauty
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of their homeland, if they are to produce inspired works of art.  “Symphonies do not

spring from factory walls,” he writes, criticizing the current vogue for machine music.

He comments that Russian composers must return to the great music of their past.

Art must be individually inspired, and it must come from the soul of the artist, not

from external obligations to political ideology.

Downes reasserted his anti-Soviet views in a review of a new music history

book by the Soviet scholar Sergei Tchemodanov.84  At issue was the Soviet concept

that all music is a direct product of its environment. Doubtless, music is influenced to

some degree by its surrounding culture, he allows, but to what degree has not yet

been established, and a literal correspondence, as the Soviets insist, is impossible.  He

notes that Beethoven was hardly picturing the masses storming the Bastille when he

composed the Ninth Symphony.  “Beethoven’s battles were fought on other fields,”

Downes writes, “and we do not believe that the author of the last quartets remotely

conceived of Marxist propaganda.”85  He maintains that the music and writings on

music coming out of Soviet Russia are “the superficial, ephemeral and distorted

products of revolution,” that post-revolutionary Russian music is crass and empty.86

He insists that expression in music cannot be forced, that it must come from “the

secrets of the human soul.”  “The Communist as a type,” he writes, “is lamentably

lacking in the conception of beauty and the sense of humor.”  While Downes does not
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deny the heroic and altruistic motives behind the Russian Revolution, he sees “a lot of

nonsense” mingled with them.  According to Downes, the ideology of a proletarian

music is fundamentally flawed because it denies art’s most important spiritual

qualities.  Music is art, not politics.  Downes refuses to surrender to the anti-

individualist, anti-Romantic nature of socialist realist music.

Both of Downes’s reviews drew dissent from his readers.  Paul Aranak

insisted that the new reality of contemporary society is that of the proletariat, and that

art must become less individualistic.87  He accuses Downes of remaining mired in the

bourgeois romanticism of the past, which is no less embued with politics than

contemporary music.  Ashley Pettis and Philip Denenberg agree with Aranak, adding

that Soviet music is indeed beautiful and that Soviet artists do enjoy freedom to

compose in the manner they choose.88  They accuse Downes of not understanding the

situation in the USSR.  These protests reveal not only the controversy among

Americans about the true nature of the Soviet regime, but also their varied

understanding of its practices.

Like Downes, Lourié believes that the very nature of art resists submission to

external political ideology.  While such a thing may be done easily in drama,

literature and painting, he comments, the very materials of music make this

modification difficult.89  Lourié argues that such a change in musical style cannot take
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place until the new culture matures, and he says that he does not know whether music

is capable of such a change.

The essential problem for Lourié is the artificial joining of a cause to music.

Writing in 1944, he remarks that Russian composers have created a populist music

rather than a true proletarian music.  Lourié calls proletarian music one of the great

unrealized utopias of the Russian Revolution, an artificial attempt to create a true

international art, an art of the people.90  The populist music was imposed on the

masses from above, rather than rising up from them naturally to create a true culture.

Lourié calls this phenomenon a degeneration of folk art.91  Artists have compromised

by creating an art for the masses, resulting in an artificial realization of an ideology

that debases both the art and the masses, lowering itself to their tastes rather than vice

versa.  He writes: “There is no way to disguise compromise between art and ideology.

It makes itself known by the blocking of the tonal material, by extra-musical

characteristics which mechanize the creative spirit and even the technic.”92  This

populist art is a result of turbulent political times and is a product of “enforced

simplifications, debasement and an impoverishment of culture.”93  Artificial pressure

upon creative artists can only have poor results and cannot result in a genuine

proletarian art.
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American composers, Lourié writes, do not labor under government mandate.

While the attempts to artifically mold culture in Russia began as early as the 1860s

and 1880s, no such thing has been done in America.94  If it is the masses in America

that eventually create a proletarian music, then it will be successful, for the change

will not be artificial but will be an expression of culture.  Perhaps a true international

art may be created in America, but such an art must be created by the free will of

artists.  “The artist must preserve his integrity through any historical event

whatsoever.  No one can deny him that.”95  Lourié thus argues not against the creation

of a proletarian music but against an enforced mandate from outside artistic circles.

Virgil Thomson agrees with Lourié that Soviet policy has failed; the result is

that of “imposed low intellectual content.”96  Such a policy, Thomson notes, forced

Shostakovich to compose inferior works intended for mass audiences.  He offers

hopes in 1944 that the Soviet government will relax its policy and will allow

composers to “take their rightful place in the international musical world.”

Shostakovich would readily adapt to a new policy of more sophisticated music, he

remarks.  For Thomson, the issue seems not to be the imposition of a governmental

policy itself, but its nature and contents, resulting in overly simplified music.  A new

direction is possible.  To continue the official Soviet policy of mass appeal and

                                                
94 Ibid., 206.
95 Ibid., 207.
96 Virgil Thomson, “Soviet Music,” The New York Herald-Tribune (October 1, 1944): Courtesy of the
Center for American History.
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nationalist sentiment would be provincialism, Thomson asserts, and counter to a post-

war spirit of reconstructionism.

The essential nature of the composer under the Soviet system, however, was

that of a servant, and this facet of life as a Soviet composer was of great concern for

Friede Rothe and Ernst Krenek.  Rothe, in the Kenyon Review, describes the

comfortable economic position of composers in the Soviet Union but expresses

concern over the close supervision under which they labor:

The important and tragic conclusion is that the great October Revolution has
not lifted the artist from the terrible yoke of his many ties; servility to his patrons,
maneuvering for positions, bowing to influential circles, and the fear of being left
to hunger and want.  In the Soviet Union he has taken on as an added burden, the
rich bought robes of the courtesan.97

Regardless of the egalitarian ideals of the Communist society, the composer is still

obliged to please whoever supports him or her financially.  This problem is framed as

one of collaboration, comparing the situation of Soviet composers with that of

German composers under Hitler.98  Krenek outlines a very difficult moral problem:

how does one determine whether a composer is a willing collaborator or a submissive

servant?  Shostakovich’s music is acceptable to those who agree with Soviet politics,

but because his music is completely new, there is no objective aesthetic standard by

which to judge his works.  Krenek poses a series of penetrating and difficult questions

on the problem of artistic collaboration with governments, and offers no easy

                                                
97 Rothe, “Russian Music,” 1942, 61.
98 Ernst Krenek, “An Appeal to Conscience,” Modern Music 22, no. 1 (November-December 1944): 6-
8.
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answers.  His column reveals the anxiety over the nature of Soviet music; neither

explicitly pro-Soviet nor anti-Soviet, he demonstrates the complexity of the issue of

government supervision of artists.

Whether or not American critics agreed with Krenek that the issue of

governmental supervision of the arts was a moral as well as political one, they were

well aware that Soviet composers lived under official obligations to compose for the

Soviet people and to reflect Soviet reality.  Before the emergence of socialist realism

as official artistic policy, Shostakovich’s First Symphony appeared on the American

concert scene (in 1928).  This symphony was not perceived to be explicitly connected

to the issue of centralized control of the arts.  His Third Symphony, however, was

first performed in America in December 1932, coming in on the heels of the

American debate about these unprecedented changes in the Soviet Union.  And in

1935, his opera Lady Macbeth of Mtensk District was held up to American audiences

as a socialist realist work.  He became, therefore, an example to Americans of the

new kind of music that such a regime could produce.  American critics had no choice

but to approach Shostakovich’s music as a product of the Soviet government, with all

of the implications that accompanied that status.

The following chapters compose a survey of the vicissitudes of

Shostakovich’s reputation in America, from the establishment of his reputation in the

early 1930s to the waning interest in the late 1940s.  American critics responded to

the musical qualities of his works, certainly, but their responses were unavoidably
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mediated by their perception of Shostakovich’s position as a Soviet composer during

a time when the relationship between the United States and the Soviet Union was

complex and constantly changing.  As one who had remained in Russia after the

revolution, Shostakovich became a product of the newly formed Soviet society, an

example of what would result when a government intervened in the affairs of artists.
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Chapter 3
The Early Symphonies
Symphonies Nos. 1-4

This is the work of a young Soviet composer and its chief merit, perhaps, is its
revelation of the strivings of a young spirit committed to the idioms of the progressives
and nurtured on the thought of a materialistic.

W.J. Henderson, “Toscanini Offers Variety”

Performances of Shostakovich’s early symphonies offered Americans their

first hearing of the young Soviet composer’s music and provided the foundation for

Shostakovich’s reputation in America. 1  He did not receive the amount of attention

with these works that he would in later years, when he was accepted as an important

composer.  The First Symphony was first performed in America on November 2,

1928 by the Philadelphia Orchestra, under the direction of Leopold Stokowski.  The

First was well-liked, and would eventually become a staple in the American

orchestral repertory.  The Second Symphony was not performed in America until

January 2001, seventy-four years after its Leningrad premiere, but American music

critics were aware of the work from reports from the Soviet Union.  The Third

Symphony, “The First of May,” was first performed on December 30, 1932 also by

the Philadelphia Orchestra and Stokowski.  A work of bald political propaganda, it

did not meet with much success in America.  The latter two symphonies are more

                                                
1 The epigraph is from W.J. Henderson, “Toscanini Offers Variety,” New York Sun, April 9, 1931.
Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
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modernist and experimental in nature and stand out from the composer’s oeuvre even

today; having received very few performances in America, they are somewhat

peripheral to the position of Shostakovich’s music in the American repertory.  The

political rhetoric attached to them nonetheless created an image of the young

Shostakovich in the minds of American critics as an advocate of the Soviet regime.

From the First Symphony on, the threads that became the main topics of

Shostakovich criticism were established.  His exceptional talent was widely

recognized even by those who did not like his music.  His compositional virtuosity

and skill at orchestration evoked positive comparisons to Rimsky-Korsakov and

Berlioz and were likewise complimented in otherwise negative reviews.  From the

First Symphony, Shostakovich’s penchant for brilliant and sometimes harsh tone

colors and unconventional instrumental solos became recognized as essential facets of

his compositional language.  Critics also commented from the very beginning upon

his habit of borrowing musical ideas, whether as thematic or orchestrational

references.  These qualities would quickly become recognized as hallmarks of the

Shostakovich style, and would be remarked upon in his later symphonies as well.

Further, in the years following the American premiere of his First Symphony, his

status as an icon of Soviet life and politics would begin a long debate in the American

press over the role government should play in determining musical (and artistic)

production.  With the early symphonies discussed below, the conversation begins.



79

Symphony No. 1

Date Orchestra Conductor
November 2, 1928 Philadelphia Orchestra Leopold Stokowski
November 6, 1928 Philadelphia Orchestra

(in New York)
Leopold Stokowski

December 28, 1928 Chicago Symphony Orchestra Frederick Stock
April 8, 1931 Philharmonic-Symphony

Society (New York)
Arturo Toscanini

November 15, 1934 Cleveland Orchestra Artur Rodzinski
November 7, 1935 Boston Symphony Orchestra Richard Burgin

Table 3-1: Early performances in America of the First Symphony

Shostakovich’s First Symphony was given its first performance in America

two and a half years after its Leningrad premiere in May 1926.  Unfortunately for the

young composer, the Philadelphia concert became infamous in Stokowski lore.

When the Philadelphia Orchestra opened with Gluck’s Alceste Overture, some

latecomers disturbed the maestro, and he stopped the performance to rebuke them.

He leaned forward and said, “Please don’t do that!  We must have just the proper

atmosphere, and we cannot unless we have your cooperation.”  He started again, and

another group of latecomers entered.  He stopped the orchestra and this time, angrily

left the stage.2  The Shostakovich work was played last, and so, luckily, was not

interrupted. Linton Martin’s review of the concert in the Philadelphia Inquirer

                                                
2 Linton Martin, “Stokowski’s Wrath Stirred by Tardy,” The Philadelphia Inquirer, November 3, 1928,
2.
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devoted more space to the episode with the latecomers than to the “feature of the

programme.”3

The program was repeated on November 3, and on November 6, Stokowski

took Shostakovich’s symphony to Carnegie Hall, where the work received its New

York debut.  Shostakovich was only twenty-two years old and had yet to receive

widespread critical acclaim.  Most reviews of this concert either ignored the work or

remarked upon it and the composer as an interesting novelty.  He was so unfamiliar

that they had yet even to settle on the proper spelling of his name.  For

Shostakovich’s first appearance in America, the Polish spelling of his name was used.

Linton Martin described “Szostakowicz” as “a jaw-shattering name, which you may

take home and play on your own linotype machine.”4  Confusion over his name

continued.  The program notes of the first performance by the Chicago Symphony

Orchestra also use the spelling “Szostakowicz.”5  As late as 1930, Olin Downes refers

to “Vladimir Shostakovitch” as one of the most gifted of the young Soviet

composers.6

                                                
3 The First was also played on another significant concert, on December 7, 1941 by the Philharmonic-
Symphony Society of New York.  News of Pearl Harbor and America’s entry into World War Two
arrived just before the concert started, and Warren Sweeney announced the event to the audience,
whose reaction, according to him, was “wonderful.” The concert was being broadcast over the radio,
and Brahms’s Piano Concerto No. 2, which was the other work on the concert, was interrupted by
news of events.  Listeners called in to protest.  See Leonard Carlton, “War Interrupts Brahms:
Broadcasters Have a Time Of It,” New York Post, December 8, 1941. Courtesy of the New York
Philharmonic Orchestra archives.
4 Martin, “Stokowski’s Wrath,” November 3, 1928.
5 Courtesy of the Rosenthal Archives of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra and Reference Services
Coordinator Frank Villella.
6 Olin Downes, “The Young Soviet School,” The New York Times, June 8, 1930, 7.  By 1943, we can
read in Newsweek: “Today, the whole world knows about Shostakovich. Those who can’t spell his
name can at least pronounce it.” “Shostakovich and Sonya,” Newsweek 22 (August 15, 1943): 79.
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Critics approached Shostakovich’s first symphony, his graduation piece from

the Leningrad Conservatory, as a student composition.  Martin calls the work

“astonishingly fresh and flexible as the product of so young a composer.”7 He labels

the composer a “Russian youngster,” and a subtitle in the review— “Symphony by

Russian Boy”—reinforced the impression of Shostakovich as a neophyte composer.

The New York Times review of the New York premiere remarks that the “young

Russian” composer is only twenty-two years old and identifies “Szostakowicz” as “a

pupil of Glazounoff and one of the Leningrad group of Soviet composers.”8  This

reviewer calls the symphony “an unfamiliar work.”  William Spier, writing a review

of recent concerts in Musical America, also identifies Shostakovich as a pupil of

Glazunov.9  Arthur Mendel, in a later summary in Modern Music of contemporary

works of the season, merely mentions the name of “Szostakowicz” in a list and

spends his space discussing Hindemith, Antheil and Gershwin.  “None of the other

orchestral novelties presented,” he writes, “was of even comparable importance.”10

Shostakovich’s image in America was that of a compositional fledgling, a non-

threatening novelty whose Russian heritage was cause for interest, but not yet

political reflection.

                                                
7 Martin, “Stokowski’s Wrath,” November 3, 1928.
8 “Leopold Stokowski Conducts a Novelty: Philadelphia Orchestra Plays Szostakowicz’s Symphony
No. 10 [sic]; Work of Sustained Interest,” The New York Times, November 7, 1928, 33.
9 William Spier, “Gotham’s Important Music,” Musical America 48 (November 24, 1928): 10.
10 Arthur Mendel, “Forecast and Review: First Fruits of the Season,” Modern Music 6, no. 2 (January-
February 1929): 32.
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Reviewers seemed to imply that Shostakovich’s First Symphony was

altogether a mildly interesting work, but certainly nothing significant.  This

symphony was Shostakovich’s graduation piece from the Leningrad Conservatory,

and it stands to reason that American critics would as yet not be overwhelmingly

interested a work by a young composer.  Yet reviews of the first American

performance of the First Symphony do introduce some characteristics of

Shostakovich’s compositional style that would become established as threads in

Shostakovich criticism: the inventive orchestration, the modernist idiom that uses

semi-tonal harmony, and the musical borrowings.  Both Martin and the reviewer for

The New York Times mention the rich orchestration.  The New York Times critic

describes “sharply defined and piquant themes by the wood-winds cleverly developed

by the strings,”11 and Martin adds that “the scoring is remarkably resourceful.”12  The

symphony’s harmonies are described variously: as modern yet tonal, with no key

signature yet progressing through various recognizable tonalities (New York Times),

containing only occasional modern dissonances (Musical America), or “free from

deliberate dissonance” (Philadelphia Inquirer).13

The First Symphony was not initially seen as a particularly derivative work, as

some of his later symphonies would be.  The earliest reviews do not describe any

borrowings from other composers, but William Spier, writing in a subsequent

                                                
11 “Leopold Stokowski Conducts a Novelty,” November 7, 1928.
12 Martin, “Stokowski’s Wrath,” November 3, 1928.
13 “Leopold Stokowski Conducts a Novelty,” November 7, 1928; M.M.C., “Philadelphia Orchestra
Offers Russian Novelty,” Musical America 97 (November 8, 1928): 35; Martin, “Stokowski’s Wrath,”
November 3, 1928.
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Musical America article, called the work “utterly bereft of inspirational ideas,”

because it seemed to him a “composite” of Tchaikovsky’s Fourth Symphony,

Strauss’s Till Eulenspiegel, and Rimsky-Korsakov in general.14  This type of

commentary would become prevalent in later Shostakovich criticism.

The First Symphony was revived on April 8, 1931 by the Philharmonic-

Symphony Society Orchestra (New York), conducted by Toscanini.  One reviewer

remarks that this was the first hearing of the symphony for many, as the New York

premiere by the Philadelphia Orchestra had conflicted with a performance of Richard

Strauss’s The Egyptian Helen (Die Agyptische Helena).15  The audience for the 1931

performance may have given the symphony a better reception than the one it received

at the 1928 premiere.  Grene Bennett notes that at the first performance (November

1928 with Stokowski), “the usually discreet and reserved audience hissed, booed and

showed a decidedly antipathetic attitude,” while the 1931 audience gave much

applause to demonstrate their approval of the work.16  Her comments run counter to

the positive reviews of the first American performances in Philadelphia and New

York in 1928.  Although Martin and The New York Times reviewer do not mention

the audience’s reaction, both note that the work was well-played and compliment it in

a general sense.  Surely they would have mentioned hissing in the audience.  Thus,

                                                
14 William Spier, “More Stokowskian Glory,” Musical America 48 (November 24, 1928): 10.
15 Irving Weil, “Novelties Played By Toscanini and Philharmonic,” New York Journal-American, April
9, 1931. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
16 Grena Bennett, “Philharmonic Band Gives Two American Pieces at Concert,” New York Journal-
American, April 9, 1931. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
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the source and verity of Bennett’s comments about the 1928 premiere are unclear.

What is clear is that the 1931 revival was successful with the audience.

The First Symphony became a staple of the repertoire of the New York

Philharmonic and was performed several times in the 1930s and 1940s.  Reviews of

later concerts offer more detail and commentary than those of the work’s debut, but

follow along similar lines as the earlier reviews in noting that the symphony follows

classic forms, its harmony is surprisingly not too dissonant, and its orchestration is

one of its most interesting aspects.  However, these later reviews also focus on the

work’s lack of cohesiveness, its immaturity, and, echoing Spier, its derivative nature.

Shostakovich’s growing presence on the American orchestral stage forced reviewers

to look at the First Symphony more seriously, as it was becoming clear that the young

composer was not going to fade from the public eye.

Reviewers of the early 1930s performances of the First Symphony comment

on the composer’s immaturity and his penchant for borrowing from other composers.

In spite of these traits, though, critics recognize evidence of a serious talent in the

First Symphony.  W.J. Henderson in the Sun attributes Shostakovich’s “continual

reaching out for effects” to “immature talent.”17  Irving Weil, writing for the Journal

American, agrees that the Symphony is immature, adding that the work is “full of

vigor and a kind of cocky assurance,” the work of a young man with many ideas and

serious talent.18  He remarks that Shostakovich borrows from Schoenberg, Strauss and

                                                
17 Henderson, “Toscanini Offers Variety,” April 9, 1931.
18 Weil, “Novelties Played,” April 9, 1931.



85

Wagner but excuses this quality because of the composer’s youth.  Pitts Sanborn

hears echoes of Prokofiev in the Scherzo and remarks that hints of other composers

are also present.19  Moses Smith finds reminiscences of Strauss, Tchaikovsky, Liszt,

Wagner and Prokofiev in the work, but insists that the composer does not merely

quote but makes the music his own.20  Francis Perkins, writing on a 1937 concert for

The New York Herald-Tribune, also hears Wagner, and adds Stravinsky and

Tchaikovsky to the list of composers from whom Shostakovich borrowed.21  He too

comments on the composer’s youth and approaches the First as a student work;

however, he writes that it indicates “quite certainly an exceptional talent.”

The large number of references in the First Symphony to other composers

found by reviewers of the 1930s performances begged the question of whether these

were true references or just stylistic similarities.  Perhaps Shostakovich’s shaky

adherence to the tonal system and romantic conception of the symphony inspired

critics to find references.  However, subsequent symphonies have clear references to

specific musical works, and no precedent had yet been set for the great tune hunt.

The question then turns to whether Shostakovich translated this music into his own

musical voice or whether he simply pasted it in.  Smith, as mentioned above, hears

the references as transformed into Shostakovich’s own musical style.  Weil remarks

                                                
19 Pitts Sanborn, “Toscanini Superlative in Symphony’s Concert,” World-Telegram, April 9, 1931.
Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
20 Moses Smith, “Return of Mr. Burgin to the Leader’s Stand,” Boston Transcript, November ? 1935.
Courtesy of the Boston Symphony Orchestra archives.
21 Francis D. Perkins, “Philharmonic Plays Work of Shostakovitch: Russian’s First Symphony Is
Received Warmly; Haydn Composition Given,” New York Herald-Tribune, April 9, 1937. Courtesy of
the New York Philharmonic archives.
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that “no young composer of 20 can, or ever has escaped the influence of his elders.

The important thing appeared to be the gutsy way he has made use of all his scraps.”22

Sanborn writes of passages showing the influence of other composers, but no direct

quotation, accomplishing a “spirited and ambitious mosaic rather than a mature and

unified composition.”23  The general consensus was that the borrowings in the First

Symphony are not direct quotes, but rather evidence of the influence of other

composers, something to be excused in such a young composer.

Some critics moved beyond detecting references to other composers and

found a hidden program in the First Symphony.  Linton Martin writes:

There is inner evidence that Szostakowicz’s Soviet Symphony has been
written at least partially to a programme, although no clue is provided.  The
blare of battle and the unrest of revolution appears to be paramount in the
composer’s mind.  Passages of brooding and almost idyllic revery are
sharply cut through by drum rolls and a martial theme.24

The revolution mentioned is doubtlessly the Bolshevik Revolution.  Martin calls the

First a “Soviet Symphony;” a significant designation at a time when most other critics

speak of Shostakovich as a Russian composer rather than a Soviet composer.

Shostakovich is not yet connected to Soviet politics, nor is this symphony generally

perceived to be propaganda, beyond this brief reference by Martin.

Martin does not connect Shostakovich’s dramatic writing to his references to

other composers, but Weil does: “Probably there is some sort of programmatic

                                                
22 Weil, “Novelties Played,” April 9, 1931.
23 Sanborn, “Toscanini Superlative,” April 9, 1931.
24 Martin, “Stokowski’s Wrath,” November 3, 1928.
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intention in the work, but it never becomes quite clear enough to assume definition.”25

Beckett describes the various movements of the symphony in a pictorial purple prose,

calling the first movement “a march of crippled, misanthropic gnomes.”26  American

critics had begun the hunt for hidden meanings in Shostakovich’s music as early as

1928.

Shostakovich’s inventive and colorful orchestration, with its woodwind solos

and unusual combinations of instruments, became a critical topic in the American

reception of his symphonies from the very beginning.  Reviews of the 1928 concert

refer to Shostakovich’s clever handling of the orchestra, and critics of later

performances agree.  The prevalence of comments on Shostakovich’s orchestration

proves theprominence of orchestration in Shostakovich’s style—it is almost always

commented upon, and always in a positive light.  Sanborn, Perkins, and Paul Brown

refer to Shostakovich’s mastery of orchestration.27  Weill writes of “many a novel

puff of instrumentation of other orchestral device.”28 Henry Beckett comments in the

Post that the work is rich in orchestral effects, and pictorially describes

Shostakovich’s use of the woodwind instruments for sinister effects.29  Samuel

                                                
25 Weil, “Novelties Played,” April 9, 1931.
26 Henry Beckett, “Toscanini Presents Work of Abram Chasins at First Performances of American
Compositions,” New York Post, April 9, 1931. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
27 Sanborn, “Toscanini Superlative,” April 9, 1931; Perkins, “Philharmonic Plays,” April 9, 1937; Paul
J. Brown, “Rubinstein Soloist With Philharmonic At Carnegie Hall,” Brooklyn Citizen, December 5,
1941. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
28 Weil, “Novelties Played,” April 9, 1931.
29 Beckett, “Toscanini Presents,” April 9, 1931.
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Chotzinoff writes: “The orchestra is this Russian’s natural instrument.”30  Many

reviewers mention the tympani solo as a rarity in orchestral music.31  Such creative

orchestration demonstrated a skill that, even in an immature work, could not be

ignored.  Shostakovich’s unique approach to orchestration contributed to the work’s

humor and spirit, as critics noted.

A few critics saw the colorful orchestration as a device to cover up other

compositional inadequacies, a criticism repeated in reviews of the later symphonies.

Eugene Stinson, writing in Chicago, posits that Shostakovich creates structure in the

symphony through rhythmic devices; to “decorate his rhythm” he resorts to “a

fabulously imaginative use of instrumental color.”32  Shostakovich’s mastery of

timbre hides the shallowness of the Symphony, according to Stinson.  He calls the

symphony “the most polished, the best sustained and the most fully vindicated case

on record of musical flippancy.”  Martin, who reviewed the first performance of the

First Symphony in America, hints at this as well: “The most pleasing section, at least

at a first hearing, is the slow movement, placed third, but the entire work holds the

attention, even when some of the thematic material is obviously banal, and the

                                                
30 Samuel Chotzinoff, “Words and Music: Shostakovich’s ‘First’ Thrills Carnegie Audience:
Rodzinski’s Craftsmanship Does Ample Justice to Young Russian’s Ingenious Symphony” New York
Post, April 9, 1937. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
31 See Chotzinoff, “Thrills Carnegie Audience,” April 9, 1937; Francis Perkins, “Has Rubinstein as its
Soloist,” The New York Herald-Tribune, December 5, 1941. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic
archives; and Brown, “Rubinstein Soloist,” December 5, 1941.  Also, Smith, “Return of Mr. Burgin,”
November ? 1935.
32 Eugene Stinson, “Stock Plays Contrasts on Friday Program,” Chicago News, December 27, 1930.
Compliments of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra archives.
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scoring is remarkably resourceful.”33  In general, however, reviews complimented the

structure and technique of the symphony, and critics came to admire the work with

time.  Downes in 1941 calls the work “very well made, confidently, and with much

technical resource.”34

Harmonically and melodically, the First Symphony sounded modern yet fairly

accessible to most critics. They commented on the work’s lyrical melodies and lack

of harmonic confusion.  Reviews of the American premiere described the use of

diatonic harmonies in the work, as discussed above.  Weill writes that Shostakovich

employs “only the meekest sort of dissonance anywhere.”35  Edward Cushing in The

Brooklyn Eagle describes “a linear and dynamic design at once subtle and

intelligible.”36  The review of the New York premiere in an earlier Musical America

article calls the symphony “intensely interesting as a sample of a modern Russian

work.”37  Edward Moore, a Chicago critic, sums it up succinctly:

The most curious part of it is that it is remarkably unradical for a youthful
composer.  He is well acquainted with the modern idiom, but he does not
strain himself to be different with it.  He is not afraid of a tune, not even
afraid of letting a conventional chord get into his score once in a while.  He
is a little more modern than Rachmaninoff, but not so much so as Scriabin.38

                                                
33 Martin, “Stokowski’s Wrath,” November 3, 1928.
34 Olin Downes, “Russian Music Given by Philharmonic: Prokofieff, Shostakovich and Tchaikovsky
Take Up Most of Orchestral Program,” New York Times, December 5, 1941. Courtesy of the New
York Philharmonic archives.
35 Weil, “Novelties Played,” April 9, 1931.
36 Edward Cushing, “Two Pieces by Abram Chasins are Played by Mr. Toscanini and the
Philharmonic-Symphony Orchestra,” The Brooklyn Eagle, April 9, 1931. Courtesy of the New York
Philharmonic archives.
37 “Offers Russian Novelty,” November 8, 1928, 35.
38 Edward Moore, “Stock’s Orchestra Plays New Russian Composer’s Symphony,” Chicago Tribune,
December 27, 1930. Courtesy of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra archives.
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Here again a critic grounds Shostakovich in relation to his national predecessors,

portraying him as a Russian composer with a national heritage.  In a 1937 review,

Henderson adds that the work “contains much of the most effective music that has

been written according to the manner of the modernists” and that it demonstrates that

the modernist idiom “can be made to serve the purposes of the imagination.”39  And

Samuel Chotzinoff writes:

This symphony is modern, long and relatively unfamiliar.  But so lucid
did its structure appear and so imperiously was its dramatic content
projected that it was only in retrospect that one began to doubt the greatness
of the music. 40

The First Symphony was accepted as both modern and pleasant listening, even if it

was not considered a masterwork.  With subsequent works, the accessibility of his

music would become connected to Soviet policies and would become more of a

political issue.

The First Symphony generally adhered to traditional symphonic structure in

its four-movement structure and in the forms of the individual movements.  Martin,

who reviewed the work’s American premiere in Philadelphia, notes that it follows

classical lines.41  Weil remarks that the conservatism of the work “strikes one

curiously,” but “agreeably, too.”  Shostakovich “sticks to the old rules, plays the old

                                                
39 W.J. Henderson, “Shostakovitch Music Heard: Rodzinski Includes Soviet Composer’s Work in
Varied Philharmonic Program,” New York Sun, April 9, 1937. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic
archives.
40 Chotzinoff, “Thrills Carnegie Audience,” April 9, 1937.
41 Martin, “Stokowski’s Wrath,” November 3, 1928.
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game,” surprising those who would expect novel structures out of a modernist Soviet

composer.42  In 1935, Warren Storey Smith calls him a “music conservative.”43

Shostakovich’s First Symphony was doubtlessly composed with a deep awareness of

the symphonic tradition.  A student work, it is of course partly an exercise in

orchestral composing making use of his years of study of symphonic masters at the

conservatory.  However, many of Shostakovich’s later symphonies continue his

exploration of traditional symphonic structures.  He was a modernist and a

traditionalist at the same time.

Discussion of the First Symphony in the American press focused on the

work’s musical qualities, but Shostakovich’s position as a Russian, and therefore

Soviet, composer was remarked upon by a few critics. Americans were already aware

to some degree of the Soviet government’s position on the arts.  Martin, reviewing the

1928 premiere, obliquely points to the composer’s revolutionary heritage in his

comment on the possible revolutionary program of the First.44  Henderson’s review of

the 1931 concert by the Philharmonic-Symphony Society of New York refers to the

political status of the work, which seems to be “a revelation of the strivings of a

young spirit committed to the idioms of the progressives and nurtured on the thought

of a materialistic fraternity.”45  In other words, the work is a product of someone

raised in the bourgeois tradition but who now is committed to progressive ideals.

                                                
42 Weil, “Novelties Played,” April 9, 1931.
43 Warren Storey Smith, “Symphony Played for First Time,” Boston Post, November 9, 1935. Courtesy
of the Boston Symphony Orchestra archives.
44 Martin, “Stokowski’s Wrath,” November 3, 1928.
45 Henderson, “Toscanini Offers Variety,” April 9, 1931.



92

And Henderson almost portrays Shostakovich as subversive, writing that the slow,

lyrical third movement “almost accomplished its obvious purpose of publishing

feeling which is not approved in the new republic.”  Henderson hears a political

message in the First—significantly, a message against the Bolshevik regime, where

Martin hears fiery revolutionary sentiment.  Weil expresses surprise that a Soviet

composer would borrow musical ideas from such capitalistic composers as

Schoenberg, Strauss and Wagner.46  At this point, Americans are unclear on

Shostakovich’s political position.  He is only beginning to emerge on the cultural

scene as a significant figure, and has yet to be linked directly to Soviet official

aesthetics.  Many critics, including the 1928 New York Times critic, the 1928 Musical

America critic, Spier, and Sanborn (1931) mention the composer’s nationality as

“Russian” but do not remark on the work’s political context.

American critics gradually received the First Symphony more positively over

time, as reviews in the late 1930s and 1940s approached it more seriously as part of

the orchestral repertoire.  Indeed, Sanborn remarks in 1944, “The Shostakovich

symphony I like better each time I hear it,” a sentiment expressed in other reviews of

the work.47  The First Symphony established Shostakovich in the eyes of the

American public as a promising young composer from Russia who was an excellent

                                                
46 Weil, “Novelties Played,” April 9, 1931.
47 Pitts Sanborn, “Philharmonic-Symphony Renders Fine Program,” World-Telegram, April 9, 1944.
Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archive. See also Perkins, “Has Rubinstein as its Soloist;”
December 5, 1941; Oscar Thompson, “Works by Modern Russians,” December 5, 1941; and Robert
Lawrence, “Philharmonic Concert is Led By Rodzinski,” New York Herald-Tribune, November 27,
1942. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
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orchestrator and combined modernist language with the best of the symphonic

tradition.  At the time of the American premiere of the First Symphony in 1928, he

was as yet a newcomer to the field and would have to prove himself with further

works.

Symphony No. 2, “Dedication To October”

The only American performances of the Second Symphony that this research

has found to date are by the Los Angeles Philharmonic in January and August 2002.

According to repertoire records from their archives, the New York Philharmonic,

Boston Symphony Orchestra, Philadelphia Orchestra, and Chicago Symphony

Orchestra have not played the Second Symphony to date.  Kate Hevner Mueller’s

study of twenty-seven American symphony orchestras, which reaches through the

1969-70 season, does not list any American performances of this work.  The lack of

American interest in the Second Symphony likely owes in part to the work’s unusual

nature: the Second is composed in a single movement that begins with a single line

and builds to a thunderous roar.

Fay describes the climax of the score as “the superimposition of thirteen

independent instrumental cadenzas climaxing in overlapping waves of chromatic

scales and twenty-two voice ‘ultra-polyphony.’”48  This highly abstract linear

movement is followed by a chorus based on a poem for the masses by Bezymensky,

“To October,” a paean to Lenin.  The work was written in honor of the tenth
                                                
48 Laurel Fay, Shostakovich: A Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 44.
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anniversary of the October Revolution, and its double status as Soviet propaganda

and modernist experiment likely prevented its performance in America for so many

decades.  Its first Soviet performance took place on November 5, 1927 in Leningrad.

This precedes the American premiere of the First Symphony by almost exactly a year.

The standard two-year time lag between Russian and American premieres of

Shostakovich works would have placed its American premiere around 1929, if it had

happened.  This was a time of renewed American interest in the Soviet Union, but

also the beginning of the Great Depression.  Reviews of the First Symphony from

1931 reflect this interest, but there is a quiet period for Shostakovich on the American

concert stage of approximately three years, between the premiere of the First in 1928

and its revival in 1931.

Symphony No. 3, “The First of May”

Date Orchestra Conductor
December 30, 1932
(without chorus)

Philadelphia Orchestra Stokowski

January 3, 1933
(without chorus)

Philadelphia Orchestra Stokowski

January 19, 1933
(without chorus)

Chicago Symphony Orchestra Frederick Stock

Table 1-2: Early performances in America of the Third Symphony  (The New York Philharmonic,
Boston Symphony, and Cleveland Orchestra have not to this date performed the Third Symphony.)

Shostakovich’s Third Symphony was first performed in America by the

Philadelphia Orchestra under the direction of Stokowski on December 30, 1932.  It
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closes with a celebratory chorus on a poem by Semyon Kirsanov entitled “The First

of May,” although the chorus was not performed at the American premiere (or

thereafter).  The Symphony is in one long movement, and Shostakovich said that he

had set himself the challenge of not repeating any themes throughout the Symphony.49

This technique, like the polyphonic onslaught of the Second, flies in the face of the

nineteenth-century symphonic tradition and places this Symphony within the group of

Shostakovich’s early experimental works.  Part of Shostakovich’s graduate studies in

music, the Third was more typical of Soviet music of the 1920s (an age of modernism

in music and other arts) than that of the 1930s.  Significantly, American critics did not

approach the Third Symphony as a student work, even though it was one.  Most

critics did not excuse its experimentalism as a result of a young composer seeking his

voice; instead, they found it a dismal failure because of its propagandistic

associations.  Although later works by Shostakovich were connected to Soviet

ideology, none was presented to the American public with such a blatant message.

Little was said in American reviews about the actual music of the Third

Symphony.  Martin, the only exception, repeats Stokowski’s explanation of the

Symphony as a picture of a coming menace, with contemplative clarinets and sinister

basses.  He offers similar comments on the harmonic qualities of the work that critics

found in the first symphony: despite the absence of a key signature, it is basically

tonal, with occasional dissonant outbursts.  And Martin is the only critic to discuss the

derivative nature of some of the music.  He writes that
                                                
49 Fay, Shostakovich: A Life, 53.
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. . . the composer seemed to be in perpetual doubt whether to emulate the
Tchaikovsky of the ‘1812’ Overture (as one revolutionary to another), the
Stravinsky of ‘Le Sacre du Printemps,’ even the Sibelius of the harsh, bass
chords that open ‘Finlandia,’ and there was even a fleeting if ironical
quotation of the old Russian national hymn near the end.50

Downes places Shostakovich with a group of young composers who mainly imitate

Stravinsky and Prokofiev, but says nothing about the music of the Third Symphony in

particular. 51  Nothing is said about Shostakovich’s great skill at orchestration aside

from Martin’s programmatic descriptions of clarinet and the basses above.

In general, American critics decried the work as Communist propaganda.

Linton Martin’s review of the American premiere in Philadelphia opens thus:

Leopold Stokowski staged a frank and forthright ‘red’ revolutionary
demonstration in the Academy yesterday!  And a notoriously conservative
Philadelphia Orchestra audience applauded!52

Martin suggests that the piece failed even as propaganda.  The symphony was so

unexciting that policemen could relax and “snore in the nearest speakeasy.”  This

casual acceptance of the Third as propaganda is reminiscent of critics’ reception of

Lady Macbeth as mild, unthreatening propaganda.  The opinion might have been

different if the closing chorus had been performed.

The modernist Third stood in stark contrast to the highly accessible First

Symphony.  Its unusual structure was a complete rejection of the classic tradition that

                                                
50 Linton Martin, “Stokowski Stages ‘Red’ Propaganda,” The Philadelphia Inquirer, December 31,
1932, 6.
51 Olin Downes, “Music and Bolshevism: Russia’s Mistaken Attempts to Subdue Art to Politics,” The
New York Times, January 8, 1933, 6.
52 Martin, “Stages ‘Red’ Propaganda,” December 31, 1932.
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critics had admired with the First.  Israel Citkowitz, a critic for Modern Music, saw

Shostakovich’s experimentalism as a rejection of musical forms established by

bourgeois society.53  The result was a “series of erratic acts,” and for Citkowitz,

artless and uncontrolled.  Citkowitz offers to “Tovarish Shostakovitch,” with

apologies, the example of the court composer “Papa Haydn” as a model for creating a

“flawless pattern,” a unified work of art.

Most American critics blame the artistic failure of the Third Symphony on its

connections to politics.  Paul Rosenfeld, music critic for The New Republic, The Dial,

and The Nation, calls it “banal, rhetorical, unconvincing and somehow perverse.”54

The work fails according to Rosenfeld because the composer “is seeking to express

feelings and ideas which are not yet integrally a portion of himself, and perhaps of no

one else.”  This complaint of artificial inspiration and extra-musical stimulus will

become common in later criticism of Shostakovich.  Citkowitz remarks that

Shostakovich, in an attempt to find freedom from bourgeois styles, creates something

resembling “the antics of a tumbling act.”55

The Chicago critics echoed these misgivings in their reviews of the Third

Symphony’s first Chicago performance.  Glenn Dillard Gunn writes that the

symphony lacks “the kind of strength that achieves artistic vitality such as was

manifested by the other symphonies on last night’s program” (by Haydn and

                                                
53 Israel Citkowitz, “Experiment and Necessity—New York, 1932,” Modern Music 10, no. 2 (January-
February 1933): 110-14.
54 Paul Rosenfeld, “Newer Russian Music,” The New Republic 75 (July 26, 1933): 289-90.
55 Citkowitz, “Experiment and Necessity,” January-February 1933, 113.



98

Brahms).56  Referring to the symphony’s extreme dissonance and lack of thematic

repetition, he calls it “a raucous and disorderly affair, full of bustle, confusion and

unrealized expectancy.”  And “C.C.” of the Journal of Science remarks that next to

Brahms’s Third Symphony, Shostakovich’s Third sounded “like pop guns exploding

futilely in a fanfare of piccolos.”57  He closes his review: “We went away from

Orchestra Hall content to believe that while politics sway in the wind of public favor,

music is better built on the imperishable foundation of beauty.” C.C. retains the

notion that art should be created for the sake of beauty, not politics.  He writes:

“Divorced from the Soviet formula of proletarian propaganda its creator might

interest us seriously.  Muddled in politics, his music is quaintly absurd.”  Politics

makes for absurd music in the eyes of many American critics, especially in the case

of the Third Symphony.  Many felt that music should be about music, not about

politics, and resisted the use of music as a political tool.

Downes’s review of the Third is a lengthy diatribe against linking ideology to

the musical creative process.  He writes that “the rule of propaganda . . . is fatal to

art.”58  Downes is the only East Coast critic of the Third Symphony to take seriously

the symphony’s status as propaganda and to see danger in it.  He proclaims that great

art must come from a process of individual inspiration and reflection, not

governmental directive.  The creative act is spiritual, not political.  He expresses hope

                                                
56 Glenn Dillard Gunn, “But Critic is Happier With Old Masters,” Chicago Herald and Examiner,
January ?, 1933. Courtesy of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra archives.
57 “At the Symphony,” Journal of Science, January ?, 1933. Courtesy of the Chicago Symphony
Orchestra archives.
58 Downes, “Music and Bolshevism,” January 8, 1933.
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that the situation in Russia (“the era of false doctrine”) will soon resolve and that a

needed separation between political and musical ideals is forthcoming.  If this should

occur, then “in a more liberal and less fanatical atmosphere the creative gift of a

young composer may still find its natural and complete expression.”59  He attributes

to youthful indiscretion the public statements by Shostakovich asserting that art

should serve the people.  Downes expresses hope that the talented young Russian will

be able to realize his talents more fully in the future, under a less oppressive regime.

Downes laments the situation of Soviet composers who are beholden to the

direction of their government.  If they follow its dictates, they receive great rewards,

and some have done so merely for the sake of self-preservation.  “Others, among

whom Shostakovitch may be numbered,” Downes adds, “were doubtless sincere in

their enthusiasm for an ideal which is fundamentally social and utilitarian.”  The

assertion that Shostakovich is a willing and enthusiastic participant in the Soviet

experiment is a theme that resounds through Shostakovich criticism in the 1930s and

1940s.  Downes will express hopes again and again that the young composer will

change his mind; others merely accept his stance and approach his music accordingly,

as part of the Soviet school.

A New York Times reader responded to Downes’s review in a letter to the

music editor.60  He deciphers Downes’s complaints of a lack of spirituality and

individual liberty as evidence of his old-fashioned nature.  The church was only “an

                                                
59 Ibid.
60 Paul Aranak, Letter to the Music Editor, The New York Times, January 15, 1933, 2.
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agency of the ruling classes to influence the minds of the people,” he writes.  He

insists that the world has changed for the better.  Shostakovich is composing in a

society where an individual must write for the common good, and where art is

inspired not by mystical reverie but by the factory and the proletariat.  Aranak’s letter

demonstrates the controversy in America over the merits of Soviet society during the

early 1930s.  The early 1930s was a time of rising sympathy for the Bolshevik regime

among American intellectuals.  The disagreement between Downes and Aranak,

Downes exalting the individual and spirituality, and Aranak praising the merits of

proletarianism, places Shostakovich directly in the middle of the public dispute in

America over Communism.

American music critics, confronting a “May Day” Symphony, saw it chiefly

as Communist propaganda, and this influenced their discussion of its music.  Even

though the Philadelphia Orchestra and the Chicago Symphony Orchestra performed

the Third without its closing chorus, it was accepted as a symphony espousing Soviet

ideals, despite its modernism.  The issue of accessibility was seemingly not applicable

to this experiment.  Shostakovich, still a young and immature composer, was

criticized for composing too quickly (Downes) and for carelessness (Citkowitz).  This

was only his Third Symphony; critics hoped that he would develop his talents in more

fruitful directions.  In terms of the American orchestral repertory, the work was

altogether insignificant, as it quickly faded from the concert scene.  In terms of
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Shostakovich’s image in America, its overt propagandistic and experimental nature

furthered his reputation as a sincerely Soviet composer.

Symphony No. 4

The Fourth Symphony, completed in 1936, was not performed in the Soviet

Union until December 30, 1961, and in America until February 15, 1963 by the

Philadelphia Orchestra under Eugene Ormandy.61  Because of its late performance,

the work lies outside the scope of the present study.  Reviews in America of

Shostakovich’s Fifth Symphony refer to the Fourth as being pulled from performance

by the composer himself, because he was not satisfied with it.62  They did not

speculate further.

These early symphonies formed the foundations of Shostakovich’s reputation

in America as a Soviet composer of great potential.  The First Symphony, accepted as

a student work, seemed to show promise of great things to come for American critics.

It was not yet the product of a fully formed talent, but its inventive orchestration and

use of modern yet tonal harmonies already pointed to elements of Shostakovich’s

future signature style.  While the Second Symphony was not played in America until

2001, American critics were vaguely aware of the piece from descriptions by Soviet
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critics.  A propaganda piece, it was basically ignored until the Third Symphony,

similarly a propaganda piece, evoked comparison.  American critics considered the

Third Symphony a failure from the beginning, because of its propagandistic status,

and its experimental musical nature did not help matters.  The Third represented for

Americans the use of music for political purposes, rather than for the sake of musical

beauty, a concept that some critics resisted.  While the First became a regular feature

in American concert repertoire, the Third quickly faded from the concert scene.  Yet

in spite of the paucity of performances of the Third, it helped to establish

Shostakovich’s reputation in America as a composer who participated fully in Soviet

society.

In the Fourth Symphony, Shostakovich moved away from modernist

experimentalism and beyond the Romantic symphonic tradition into proto-

modernism.  With the Fifth Symphony, however, he would turn back to tradition as a

result of a scandal concerning his opera, Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk District.  Lady

Macbeth received much critical attention in the United States and was reviewed by

the same critics who normally concerned themselves with orchestra concerts.  Critical

reaction to Shostakovich’s second and final opera, as will be established in the next

chapter, was very different in America than it was in the Soviet Union; indeed, it

followed a contrary course of acclaim and disapproval, and certainly for different

reasons.
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Chapter 4
“Socialism at the Metropolitan”
Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk District

So far, excellent.  Good story, good libretto, good musical talent, all consecrated to an
idealistic purpose.  The New York audience loved it.  The New York critics hedged.  In
fact, the degree of approval expressed by them was in pretty close proportion to the political
leftness of the respective newspapers for which they work.

Virgil Thomson, “Socialism at the Metropolitan”

Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk District, Shostakovich’s second and final opera,

was first performed in America on January 31, 1935 at Severance Hall in Cleveland,

under the direction of Artur Rodzinski.  After a second performance on February 2,

Rodzinski took the production to the New York Metropolitan Opera for a February 5

performance.1  Lady Macbeth was the first Soviet opera to receive major critical

attention in America.  As the Cleveland Central Press Association noted, the opera

was “the first contribution to the world’s operatic repertory by a Communist

musician.”2  The reception of this opera in both the Soviet Union and the United

States was significant for the career of Shostakovich, for many reasons.  It was the

first Soviet opera to receive considerable attention at home and abroad, giving the

young composer exposure to a wider audience.  Lady Macbeth was a highly

controversial opera, both in America and in the Soviet Union, due to its morally

                                                
1 Laurel Fay, “The Two Katerinas,” Opera News 59 (December 10, 1994): 14.
2 Harry Levin, “New Opera Sets Critics on Edge: ‘Lady Macbeth’ Brought From Moscow,” Central
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challenging subject matter and its unconventional musical style.  The opera was

received by Americans as a work with a Soviet message, accessible to the masses and

portraying the despicable conditions of life under the bourgeois system.  The opera’s

setting in nineteenth-century tsarist Russia gave it a unique exotic appeal and resulted

in a great deal of attention in the press.  While Shostakovich was known in America

as a Soviet composer before Lady Macbeth, it was this work that gave him his

reputation as a socialist realist composer, even though Americans were not sure

exactly what that meant.

The plot of Lady Macbeth, set in late nineteenth-century tsarist Russia, is

based on an 1864 tale by Nikolai Leskov, a famous Russian writer. Working with

librettist Alexander Preys, Shostakovich reshaped the story for his opera.3  A young

woman, Katerina, suffers from an unhappy and childless marriage.  She lives on a

country estate and has no way to pass the time.  When her husband leaves town for a

business trip, she meets a new worker on the estate, Sergei.  He and a group of

peasants are sexually harrassing a peasant woman, and Katerina calls them off.  He

challenges her to arm-wrestle, and wins.  Later that night, he knocks on her door and

asks for something to read.  She replies that she cannot read and has no books.  He

offers to wrestle, instead.  The wrestling bout turns quickly into a rape scene, but at

the end, Katerina cries, “Darling!”  The two become lovers and meet nightly.  One

evening, when Sergei is leaving Katerina’s bedroom through her window, her father-

in-law catches him and beats him severely, while Katerina watches through her
                                                
3 Fay, Shostakovich: A Life, 68.



105

window.  He then demands that Katerina prepare dinner for him—beating is hard

work.  She brings him a dinner of mushrooms, which she has poisoned, and he dies

quickly.  Katerina and Sergei are free to continue their affair.  When her husband

returns, Sergei is in the bedroom and hides, but the husband finds Sergei’s belt.

Sergei emerges from hiding, and he and Katerina kill her husband and throw his body

in the wine cellar.  Katerina is now free to marry Sergei, and a wedding is planned.

Right before the celebration, however, a drunken peasant comes upon the body in the

cellar and runs to tell the police.  Katerina and Sergei are arrested and convicted.  The

final act of the opera is set during the winter march to a labor camp in Siberia.  Sergei

has tired of Katerina and has taken up with the beautiful convict, Sonetka.  Sergei

tricks Katerina into giving him her warm stockings, which he then gives to Sonetka.

Overcome with rage, Katerina throws herself at Sonetka and drags her into a deep

lake to drown together.  The darkness and pessimism of the plot were distinctively

Russian, and provided an exotic appeal for American audiences.

The timing of the opera’s premiere was fortuitous for the young composer.

Recent diplomatic recognition and rising interest in Soviet Russian culture of the mid-

1930s helped to secure its appeal in America.  Another perhaps surprising aspect of

the timing of the American premiere of Lady Macbeth is that it took place almost a

year before the highly negative “Muddle Instead of Music” article appeared in

Pravda.  The Pravda article expressed official disapproval of the opera as a socialist



106

work and resulted in a major public crisis for Shostakovich, as much of his music was

subsequently withdrawn from the concert scene in the USSR.

Because the American premiere took place before this scandal, American

critics first saw the opera as an officially approved export from the Soviet Union.

Lady Macbeth in 1935 was  not yet associated with political controversy and

accusations of bourgeois formalism.  After the Pravda article, Americans had to

reevaluate their concept of Socialist Realism as an aesthetic philosophy.  As a result,

the American reception of Lady Macbeth changed with the progression of events,

from before the Pravda article, when Americans accepted the opera as a mild form of

Soviet propaganda, to reactions to the Pravda article, to finally a complete

reassessment of the significance of the opera as a Soviet work.

Shostakovich’s compositional choices gave Lady Macbeth a unique dual

nature: it was at once advanced in musical style and accessible to a wide audience.

Other modernist operas composed before Lady Macbeth were certainly more

advanced in harmonic language.  Richard Strauss’s Salome (1905) and Elektra

(1909), Berg’s Wozzeck (1922), Debussy’s Pelléas et Mélisande (1902), and

Schoenberg’s expressionist monodrama Erwartung (1909) were more adventurous

harmonically and less accessible to the public.  None of the American critics of Lady

Macbeth, not even Olin Downes, who most vehemently criticized Shostakovich’s

music, found the opera to be too modern or inaccessible.  Some even found it boring.

Shostakovich does provide musical interest, however, with his use of dissonance and
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creative orchestration.  Further, the vocal style is generally not operatic in the

traditional sense, favoring instead a continuous arioso and even some modernistic

fragments of Sprechstimme.  A few passages in Lady Macbeth are set in a more

traditional style, emphasizing the pettiness of the characters.  The father-in-law’s

lecherous musings in Scene 4 are set to a Viennese waltz.  Sergei sings an “aria” in an

exaggerated Italian operatic style, mocking the bel canto tenor.  The police sing a

drinking song.  Katerina’s aria was noted by many reviewers to be the one genuinely

lyrical moment in the entire opera.  Thus, Shostakovich’s opera combines modernist

and popular musical styles (dances, drinking songs, ballads), the very quality that

would be its downfall.  But it was these musical styles that Americans found to be at

once humorous and somewhat critical of a capitalist society.

In a promotional article published in Modern Music several weeks before the

American premiere of Lady Macbeth, Shostakovich addresses some of the musical

characteristics that Americans would accept as socialist realist. 4  “I have tried to

make the music of the opera as simple and expressive as possible,” he asserts.5  He

remarks that opera is primarily a vocal form, and that the singers should sing, “and

not speak, recite or intone.”6  Shostakovich comments that he has composed all vocal

                                                
4 Dmitri Shostakovich, “My Opera, Lady Macbeth of Mtzensk,” Modern Music 12, no.1 (November-
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5 Ibid., 24.
6 Shostakovich may be referring to modern operas using unmelodic vocal styles, such as Berg’s
Wozzeck.
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parts “on a broad cantilena, taking into account all the possibilities of the richest of

instruments, the human voice.”7

In addition to describing his reasons for his musical choices, Shostakovich

offers an explanation of Lady Macbeth’s unusual structure, which contributes to the

dramatic flow.  The composer writes that he has deliberately abandoned the old

operatic model of number opera for a symphonic approach:  “The musical stream

flows unbroken and is interrupted solely by the ending of each act; it resumes its

course in the following one, not piece-wise, but by developing further on a grand

symphonic scale.”8  The scenes are separated, as in his first opera, The Nose (1928),

by musical entr’actes which “are merely the continuation and further development of

preceding musical ideas and play a great part in the characterization of what takes

place on the stage.”9  Shostakovich closes the article by insisting that because the

opera is composed according to “symphonic form,” the orchestra must not be reduced

to mere accompaniment, but it also must not be a distraction to the drama.10  Although

he does not mention it in this article, critics of the opera would comment on the

orchestra’s Wagnerian role as commentator on the drama unfolding on the stage.11

Shostakovich also prepares American audiences for some elements in the plot

of the opera that they might find difficult to understand.  He explains that the heroine
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8 Ibid., 25.
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10 Ibid., 28.
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of Lady Macbeth, Katerina, is a murderess and an adulteress, and yet he has

determined to make her a sympathetic figure.  To accomplish this, he deletes one of

the three murders of Nikolai Leskov’s original story and emphasizes the gloom and

misery of her environment.12  Shostakovich’s Katerina is a woman driven to extreme

deeds as a result of an oppressive, bourgeois environment.  He gives to her “a tender

and warm lyricism, a sincere, profound sorrow in suffering, and also joy in moments

of happiness.”13  Likewise, the characters that represent “the dismal and hopeless

existence of the merchant class of the period” are given weak, showy, theatrical, and

pathetic music.14  Here Shostakovich establishes the issues that American critics will

seize upon as mildly propagandistic: the criticism of the merchant classes and the

plight of women under capitalistic societies.

In addition to the promotional article written by Shostakovich, other pre-

performance publicity offered Americans background information on the opera and

the arrangements for its performances in the United States.  There were even reports

of a mild scuffle over first performance rights.  As early as June 1934, a promotional

article in Newsweek announced five planned performances of the opera.15  The article

mentions a dispute over first performance rights between Artur Rodzinski, conductor

of the Cleveland Orchestra, and Arthur Judson, manager of the Philadelphia

Orchestra.  A blurb in the Central Press Association does not mention any rivalry but
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describes Rodzinski’s visits to the Soviet Union and credits the acquisition of

performance rights to the combined efforts of William Bullitt, the American

ambassador to the Soviet Union, Newton Baker, former secretary of war, and

Rodzinski.16  The great efforts to receive first performance rights show how important

this opera was perceived to be by the American musical world.

Promotional articles on the premiere of Lady Macbeth reveal the significance

of the event for the city and its musical life.  The fact that the American premiere of

Lady Macbeth was to take place in Cleveland, not New York, made it a much

anticipated event.  Articles in the January 27, 1935 Cleveland Plain Dealer appeared

in the “Women’s Magazine and Amusement Section,” accompanied by portraits of

the Russian vocalists and even a sensationalist cartoon drawing of Katerina with dark

circles under her eyes, her head covered with a mysterious cloak, her arms reaching

out to embrace her lover Sergei, who looks more than a little frightened of her.17

Herbert Elwell’s accompanying article opens with the oft-quoted statement “All roads

in the music world lead to Cleveland this week.”18  In the Cleveland Press, we read

that “the music world will turn its eyes on Cleveland Thursday night.”19  The

Cleveland Plain Dealer featured an article on page one of the Society pages that

opens: “We find suddenly that the town has a decided Russian flavor in its everyday

                                                
16 Levin, “New Opera,” January 29, 1935.
17 Herbert Elwell, “New Soviet Opera is Given Its American Premiere at Severance Hall This Week,”
Cleveland Plain Dealer, January 27, 1935, 9, 12.
18 Ibid., 9.
19 “Russian Opera Swift Moving Story of Love,” Cleveland Press, January 29, 1935. Courtesy of the
Cleveland Orchestra archives.
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conversation and those to whom, up to this time, Russia has meant the Volga

boatmen, Grand Duchess Marie and ‘Oh, Titania.’”20  Cornelia Curtiss comments that

the performance “will make the midwinter season in Cleveland glitter for a night or

two.”  Clearly Clevelanders considered this an important social and cultural event.

The promotional articles introduced audiences to important aspects of the

opera, and the discussion of the battle over performance rights only added to the

opera’s fame.  Promotional articles also established some important precedents that

would affect the later reception of the opera, including its criticism of bourgeois

society, its dark and murderous plot, its sexual explicitness, and its strange orchestral

language, which appeared to contradict the action on the stage.  In his promotional

article on Lady Macbeth in the January 27, 1935 edition of the Cleveland Plain

Dealer, Herbert Elwell focused most of his attention on the plot, characterizing it as a

“crime wave.”21  Much of Elwell’s description of the plot seems to be based on

Shostakovich’s article in Modern Music.  Elwell describes Katerina as a “cold-

blooded murderess” who is depicted as “a sensitive creature” driven to extremes by

her “sadistic father-in-law.”  The other characters are portrayed as stupid and cruel.

What’s more, Elwell adds, there is “the subtle suggestion that the unenlightened

mentality which prevails is the by-product of a social regime now happily

transcended.”  Here is the first hint of a political connection to the opera’s plot, in its

supposed criticism of the bourgeois regime of the tsars.
                                                
20 Cornelia Curtiss, “’Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk’ Brings Society of Cleveland to Severance Hall
Thursday,” Cleveland Plain Dealer, January 27, 1935, 1.
21 Elwell, “New Soviet Opera,” January 27, 1935, 12.
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The idea of the opera as political commentary is given brief mention in other

pre-performance promotional articles as well.  An article in the Cleveland Press

mentions that because of the language difference, audiences will probably not

recognize the presence of Soviet propaganda in the libretto.22  But the author notes

that “those who have heard it say the composer manages to express himself

sarcastically on the subject of the bourgeois classes in his music, as well as his

words.”  And the Cleveland News notes, “This is Soviet Russia looking on pre-

Revolutionary Russia, and Shostakovich’s music not only interprets but comments.”23

Despite these brief mentions, however, critics of the opera’s first performance in

America do not attribute a great deal of significance to its political background; they

seem much more interested in Shostakovich’s choices of setting a sordid murder story

and of combining modernist and popular musical styles to create a new operatic

idiom.

Another important critical precedent set by Elwell involves Shostakovich’s

treatment of the orchestral part:

Whenever the composer wishes particularly to make fun of a situation he
seems to choose a waltz rhythm for his tonal jibes.  What happens on the stage
may be of the gravest import, while the accompanying music may be of a most
irrelevant and ribald character.  In listening to the opera it is well to remember
that the composer is using music not only to express the emotions of his

                                                
22 “Tomorrow’s Opera,” The Cleveland Press, January 30, 1935. Courtesy of the Cleveland Orchestra
Archives.
23 “’Mzensk’ Opera Premiere To Be Given Tonight,” Cleveland News, January 31, 1935. Courtesy of
the Cleveland Orchestra Archives.
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characters, but also as a vehicle with which to comment on the situations of the
drama, in a purely objective manner.24

Here Elwell addresses the most perplexing element of Lady Macbeth—the seemingly

lighthearted music that accompanies various brutal scenes.  His descriptions clarify

and expand upon Shostakovich’s comments, which insist that the orchestra not be

reduced to mere accompaniment.25  Observations similar to these appear in

subsequent reviews of the performance.26

While Elwell downplays the sexual elements in Lady Macbeth, another

promotional article in the Plain Dealer, this one by Charles Lawrence, foregrounds

the violent sexual nature of the opera’s plot, and in doing so, lays the third precedent

for the American reception of Lady Macbeth.  Elwell chooses to ignore the prurient

aspects of the opera; Lawrence delights in them, perhaps in an effort to further

sensationalize the opera.  Shostakovich chose to set the adultery scene on stage.  The

libretto implies that the scene begins almost as a rape, with the peasant Sergei forcing

himself on the unwilling Katerina, but she gradually gives in to her desires.  The

music underscores the violence of the scene, with a lengthy acceleration in tempo and

increase in dynamics, underlaid by a rhythmic pounding, ending in descending

trombone glissandos, Shostakovich’s famous musical illustration of the aftermath of a

sexual encounter.  The other problematic scene appears near the beginning of the

opera, when a group of peasants attempts to rape a young girl; however, comments on

                                                
24 Elwell, “New Soviet Opera,” January 27, 1935, 12.
25 Shostakovich, “My Opera,” November-December 1934, 28.
26 The review that focuses the most on this quality is Burke, “What Shostakovich Adds,” February 20,
1935.
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the American production have the peasants rolling her in a barrel like schoolyard

bullies instead.27  The final act includes the seduction of Sergei by his fellow convict

Sonetka.  Lawrence warns his American readers that they may find themselves

blushing a little at various scenes, for example, when Sonetka, “doing things with her

eyes and skin,” seduces Sergei away from Katerina in the final scene. 28 He writes that

“it is just as well you cannot understand the words—the Soviet Russians believing, as

they do, in calling things by their right names.”  Comments like these in promotional

articles prepared the audience to be titillated and added to the opera’s notoriety even

before it was performed.

After the American Premiere

Following the January 25 premiere, accounts of the important evening were

given prominent space in the Plain Dealer. Elwell’s review appeared on the front

page, and two society columns by Cornelia Curtiss described the gowns worn by the

audience (the color red was very popular), the distinguished guests, and celebratory

meals. “If you weren’t there,” Curtiss chides, “you missed a high spot in the winter’s

life.”29

                                                
27 For example, Herbert Elwell, “Shocked, Amused, Gasping Audience Roars Acclaim to Rodzinski at
Soviet Opera,” Cleveland News, February 1, 1935, 1. Courtesy of the Cleveland Orchestra archives.
28 Charles Lawrence, “Soviet Opera’s Plot Tells of Sin and Sex on Steppes,” Cleveland Plain Dealer,
January 30, 1935. Courtesy of the Cleveland Orchestra archives.
29 Cornelia Curtiss, “’Lady Macbeth of Mzensk’ Brings Brilliant Gathering to Its American Premiere,”
Cleveland Plain Dealer, February 1, 1935, 14.
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Reviews of the first performance discussed the prurient nature of the plot, the

seemingly shallow but interesting musical style, and the political commentary found

in the opera.  To judge by their descriptions of the audience’s reaction, the reviewers

of the first performance found the sexual aspects of the opera to be more amusing

than offensive.  Elwell notes that the audience’s “members were shocked and

stimulated simultaneously.  They tittered and gasped.”30  Milton Widder, writing in

the Town Clubber, is more forthright about the sexual nature of the opera.  He writes:

The downright primitive sex complexes of the Russian peasantry (which are
probably as true all over the world) were certainly not treated with any
inhibitions on the part of the author.  The hero spent a quarter of his time on the
stage in bed and the heroine almost as much—and in the same bed.

Shostakovich did not write his graphic sex burlesque for an American
audience and probably was not prepared for the blushes and snickers of the
Severance Hall listeners whose members still labour under the Freudian
inhibitions.31

Rather than producing a moral judgment about the opera, Widder subtly accuses the

audience of a lack of sophistication.32  The bedroom scene of course would be the

subject of conversation for weeks after the performance, as Ben Williamson and

                                                
30 Elwell, “Shocked, Amused, Gasping,” February 1, 1935, 1.
31 Milton Widder, “Sharps and Flats: Milton Widder’s Musical Notes,” Town Clubber, February 14,
1935. Courtesty of the Cleveland Orchestra archives.
32 Widder also notes a lack of sophistication in the production.  He describes the disposal of Zinovi’s
body as the wrapping up of a dummy while the audience “heard the dead man tromp down the back
stairs.”  He remarks that the convicts in the last scene had a difficult time holding up a fallen road post
and manipulating the ferry, and that the snow in the last scene fell first lightly, and then in torrents, not
at all in sync with the music.  And a review in Musical Courier has this to say: “The constant use of
candles and matches, while called forth no doubt in the name of naturalness could but make those of
the audience keyed to fire hazard somewhat nervous.”  Horace Johnson, “New York Hails Premiere of
Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk,” Musical Courier 110 (February 16, 1935). Courtesy of the Cleveland
Orchestra archives.
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Helen Allyn write in the Cleveland Press.33  Williamson and Allyn also compare the

music of the scene to earthy jazz, describing “a rhythm of thumping brasses that

outheats Harlem” and “a trombone wail of which Cab Calloway might be quite

proud.”  From these comments, it is obvious that American critics of the first

performance found nothing threatening in the overtly sexual nature of Lady

Macbeth’s libretto, plot and music but instead found it amusing, something that was

mildly scandalous, and because of this, even fun (like jazz).  It gave the critics a

chance to feel superior to the audience’s Victorian inhibitions.  Shostakovich’s sexual

frankness also distracted reviewers from the political commentary on bourgeois

society, even though it could have been interpreted as an accusation of uncivilized

behavior.  Instead, critics remarked on the sensational atmosphere.

In terms of the score, reviewers found the dramatic effects created by the

orchestra to be the most successful musical element of the opera.  Widder writes that

the music “is not great, but the orchestrations are highly interesting and his use of the

chromatic build-up is noteworthy.”34  Loesser also comments on Shostakovich’s great

skill in underlining the personalities of the characters through his orchestration.

Elwell remarks that “the real substance, when sifted to essentials, might yield but a

frugal repast for the musician.”  He nonetheless finds the composer’s use of the

orchestra to be dramatically very effective:

                                                
33 Ben Williamson and Helen Allyn, “Society Cheers and Lifts Eyebrows at Soviet Opera Opening in
Severance Hall,” Cleveland Press, February 1, 1935. Courtesy of the Cleveland Orchestra archives.
34 Widder, “Sharps and Flats,” February 14, 1935.
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Echoing through this sewer of crime is the savage, sardonic laughter of music
smeared with the soil of Russia, music which makes its earthy chaotic characters
so profoundly human that they stir and fascinate, music so rhythmically vital that
it stings, so graphically mimetic that it speaks what words cannot, and following
the subject matter in all its crassness, sometimes borders on the obscene.35

Thus, while the musical substance itself might be thin, the content of the opera makes

the music so interesting that it “stings” the audience.  Shostakovich’s musical

depiction of the characters reveals their inner psychology, and becomes almost

obscene in doing so.  His choice of popular musical styles for this portrayal makes

Lady Macbeth even more obscene and accessible than Wozzeck ever could have been,

for he is speaking in the audience’s language.  Shostakovich’s choice of story and his

dramatization of it, rather than any important new musical developments, are the

main source of interest in Lady Macbeth for the Cleveland audience and critics.

In addition to creating unique and easily comprehensible musical styles for the

characters, the orchestra played the role of an ironic commentator on the action.

Many critics wrote that the music does not fit the action on the stage but instead

contradicts it.  Elwell finds this technique to be a weakness, because the strange

nature of the music given to the orchestra leaves the audience not knowing whether to

take the opera seriously or not: “One doesn’t always know whether he is thumbing his

nose or asking us to take the thing seriously.”36

                                                
35 Elwell, “Shocked, Amussed, Gasping Audience,” February 1, 1935.
36 Ibid.
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Irony has long been considered an essential facet of Shostakovich’s musical

style.37  Because the ironies in Lady Macbeth were presented as lighthearted

orchestral commentary, causing the audience to gasp with laughter, Shostakovich’s

criticism of bourgeois society seemed less sinister.  The crudeness of the joke masked

the moral.  As Loesser writes, “As an attack on bourgeois society it seems extremely

crude in view of the powerful and witty criticism on which we have been nurtured,

from Flaubert on through Gilbert & Sullivan down to Bernard Shaw.”  He comments

that the opera resembles a tabloid article.  The moments of the greatest drama—the

strangling of Katerina’s husband, the priest’s intoning the last rites over the dead

father-in-law, the peasants’ discovery of the husband’s body—are underlaid by

mocking waltzes or marches in the orchestra.  Shostakovich’s decision to offer

musical comments opposite to the nature of the scene provides discontinuity, Loesser

remarks.  He does not find this trait entirely unsuccessful but notes that Shostakovich

neither uses Leitmotifs in the Wagnerian sense nor division by “numbers” as in

traditional opera.38  Instead, he finds the satirical role played by the orchestra to be

merely amusing, not profound.

Perhaps because of Shostakovich’s lightly mocking approach, critics did not

find Lady Macbeth to be a direct commentary on American capitalism.  Another

factor that created a sense of distance for American audiences was Lady Macbeth’s

                                                
37 For example, see Esti Sheinberg, Irony, Satire, Parody and the Grotesque in the Music of
Shostakovich: A Theory of Musical Incongruities (Burlington: Ashbury, 2000).
38 Arthur Loesser, “Guest Critic Pictures ‘Macbeth’ Splendor,” Cleveland News, February 1, 1935.
Courtesy of thee Cleveland Orchestra archives.
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subject matter.  Because it was a story about nineteenth-century Tsarist Russia, the

issues presented in the work seemed far distant to American audiences.  Elwell offers

no comments in his review of the premiere, like those in his promotional article,

about Shostakovich’s criticism of bourgeois society.  Instead, the Russian element in

this opera is presented as appealing for its exoticism and color.  He describes Lady

Macbeth as a cross between “the tragic sweep” of Musorgsky’s Boris Goudonov and

“the glorified vaudeville” of Balieff’s Chauve Souris.39   Elwell writes that the opera

paints a “grim, sordid, brutal” picture of life in Russia in 1840, but he does not color

this as political commentary, perhaps because the society being criticized is far

distant, both geographically and temporally, from Cleveland in 1935.  Henderson

likewise does not comment on the criticism of capitalist society inherent in the plot.

Rather, he writes that the opera “is in the modernistic vein, dealing with undisciplined

persons of a low grade whose passions are open and elemental.”40  Persons of “a low

grade” are not threatening to the American audience.  The opera is now a criticism of

people who lack good morals rather than a criticism of bourgeois or capitalist society.

Loesser finds that the music drowns out any political commentary: “Can it be that the

zeal of ideological indoctrination cannot penetrate that cavern of the subconscious

from which music springs?”41  He feels that whatever politics exist, they are

subsumed by the music itself.  By choosing to receive Lady Macbeth as a lighthearted

Soviet commentary on historical tsarist times at worst, American critics avoided any
                                                
39 Elwell, “Shocked, Amused, Gasping Audience,” February 1, 1935, 1.
40 W.J. Henderson, “‘Lady Macbeth’ Presented Here,” The New York Times, February 6, 1935, 27.
41 Loesser, “Pictures ‘Macbeth’ Splendor,” February 1, 1935.
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threat to their sense of well-being and did not disappoint the public with negative

reviews.  It was a pro-Soviet work, yes, but not an anti-American work.

Other Performances

Subsequent performances were well attended.  The opera was popular enough

that the second Cleveland performance sold out.  The Plain Dealer reports that an

audience of almost 2,100 attended the February 2 performance, and that the standing

room section was overcrowded.42  The Cleveland Orchestra then took its production

to New York, where it performed at the Metropolitan Opera House on February 5.

The society press noted that the New York performance was an important  and

successful event.  Cleveland Press columnist Helen Worden commented that even the

box holders, who normally drifted in towards the end of the first act, were in their

seats before the curtain went up.43  She also saw several Clevelanders in the audience.

Other noted attendees were Mr. and Mrs. John D. Rockefeller Jr., Arturo Toscanini,

and Leopold Stokowski.44  The Plain Dealer also remarked that “The fashionable

grazed elbows with radical intellectuals,” listing celebrities George Gershwin, Igor

Stravinsky, Lawrence Tibbett, and Jascha Heifetz.45  The dignified audience was

                                                
42 “Opera Hall Packed for ‘Lady Macbeth,’” Cleveland Plain Dealer, February 3, 1935, Courtesy of
the Cleveland Orchestra archives.
43 Helen Worden, “New Yorkers Come Early to Soviet Opera,” Cleveland Press, February 6, 1935.
Courtesy of the Cleveland Orchestra archives.
44 “Rodzinski, Soviet Opera Win N.Y. Acclaim,” Cleveland Press, February 6, 1935. Courtesy of the
Cleveland Orchestra archives.
45 R.H. Hippelhauser, “New York Hails Rodzinski and Soviet ‘Lady Macbeth,’” Cleveland Plain
Dealer, February 6, 1935. Courtesy of the Cleveland Orchestra archives.
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reported as commenting enthusiastically on the opera during intermission, using such

words as “magnificent,” “spirited,” “vital,” “original,” and “brilliant.”46

A more detailed description of the New York audience’s reaction is offered by

Douglas Gilbert in the New York World-Telegram.  He describes a wide range of

comments, including the following exchange:

A good burgher remarked to a companion:--“I’d give $3 for twenty bars of
Madam Butterfly.”

Right there the fight started.
“That stuff belongs in the ash can.  This is 1935.  Why don’t you wake up to

the progress in music?”
“Well,” said his friend in rebuttal, “I’ll take Jerome Kern for mine.”47

Further mocking the audience, Gilbert cites a blonde woman’s reaction to the post-

coital trombone wails: “Is he getting the bird?”  The more dignified members of the

audience were more astute, commenting on the exotic Russian-ness of the opera.  Dr.

Walter Damrosch is reported as saying “It is rugged and real and vital.  A part of the

rough culture of Soviet Russia.”  Further, a Russian-born violinist, Mischa Elman,

spoke admiringly of the music, calling it “abdominal,” and “Russian soil.”48

The critics, however, were another matter.  Politics were brought to the

foreground in the reviews of the New York performance, and while many critics

found much to praise in Lady Macbeth, many also found the music somewhat

lacking, echoing Elmann’s comments on the Cleveland premiere.  “Shostakovich as a

                                                
46 Worden, “New Yorkers” and “Rodzinski, Soviet Opera,” February 6, 1935.
47 Douglas Gilbert, “Orchestral Hoot Greets Flight from Boudoir and Throng at Met. Gets Laugh at
Soviet Opera,” New York World-Telegram, February 6, 1935. Courtesy of the Cleveland Orchestra
archives.
48 Gilbert, “Orchestral Hoot,” February 6, 1935.
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composer is no stranger to America,” as Gilman writes,49 and critics’ remarks on the

musical qualities of the opera echo earlier reviews of Shostakovich’s symphonies,

commenting on his clever orchestration, his lack of poetic inspiration, his lack of

originality, and his excellent technical skills.  But most importantly, the reputation of

Lady Macbeth as a work promoting Soviet ideals had replaced its reputation as an

exotic “Russian” opera.  Lady Macbeth marks the beginning of the debate in America

over Shostakovich’s political intentions as realized in his music.  Many critics found

that the use of propaganda weakened his music, while a few thought it enhanced the

music; only one, Virgil Thomson, wanted to set aside the issue of politics altogether.

Lawrence Gilman finds Shostakovich’s use of social commentary to be

inappropriate for an artistic medium.  He presents a convincing case that

Shostakovich’s intentions are primarily political and never in doubt.  Gilman quotes a

statement made by the composer about his intentions in an earlier interview: “I try to

express in my music the communistic outlook.” 50   He also reminds his readers of the

propagandistic “May Day” (Third) Symphony, calling it “a proletarian tract in tones,

an utterance of political and economic faith.”  Shostakovich’s remarks in the Modern

Music article on his attempt to depict the depravities of pre-Revolutionary Russia are

reiterated.  And the music suffers, according to Gilman: “It is perhaps needless to

remark (though doubtless Shostakovich would disagree) that an effective and well

meant sociological tract, even in the interests of the millenium, is not neccessarily
                                                
49 Lawrence Gilman, “A New Soviet Opera Heard for the First Time at the Metropolitan,” New York
Herald-Tribune, February 6, 1935. Courtesy of the Cleveland Orchestra archives.
50 Ibid.
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good music-drama.”  Further, Gilman finds Shostakovich’s dramatic affects to be

juvenile melodrama, and his reliance on orchestration evidence of a lack of musical

ideas.  These comments reveal resentment toward the connection of the opera to

political ideology.  Gilman is one of the critics of Shostakovich who believes that his

music suffers from its political associations.

Carleton Smith, on the other hand, finds the score to be effective and

Shostakovich’s talent “beyond question.”  He acknowledges the political associations

of the opera, calling Shostakovich a “pamphleteer in music.”51  Gilman reminds

readers of Shostakovich’s stated purpose of the opera to criticize capitalist society,

though he expresses skepticism at the composer’s blaming of Katerina’s childlessness

on capitalist economics.  He writes that Shostakovich “is a Communist in good

standing with the Kremlin.”  Unlike the critics of the first performance, Smith finds

Lady Macbeth to be a criticism of capitalism around the world.

Substituting an orchestra for a typewriter, the Soviet’s ace composer takes
continuous swipes at the civilization which still afflicts a good part of the
habitable globe. . . . Church and state come in for an orchestral drubbing at every
opportunity.”52

Like earlier reviewers, he finds Shostakovich’s criticism of bourgeois society to be

amusing, because it seems to be done in a lighthearted manner.  He does not find the

political position of the opera a source of musical weakness.

                                                
51 Carleton Smith, “Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk: Pamphleteering With Music,” Music News, February
21, 1935. Courtesy of the Cleveland Orchestra archives.
52 Smith, “Pamphleteering With Music,” February 21, 1935.
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Olin Downes does not linger on the problem of Lady Macbeth as Soviet

propaganda.  He slays the work with a single sentence and a lone, subtle reference to

the work’s political nature.  Of the New York performance, he writes:

On this occasion an opera with a musical score flimsily put together, full of
reminiscences and obvious and shallow tricks, with almost no originality or
creative quality, attached to a libretto of communistic hue, lurid, overdrawn,
naïve and sensational, had an immense success.53

He blames the success of Lady Macbeth on the opera’s popularizing elements, the

light musical styles, the broad comic gestures, and the constant stream of mockery.

But he finds nothing original in the score, writing that much of the music consists of

imitations of Borodin, Mussorgsky, Stravinsky, Prokofieff, Wagner, and Verdi.  He

calls the orchestration “noisy, thin and decidedly inferior.”  While Shostakovich has

considerable dramatic skills, Downes comments, the prevalence of satire and

unoriginal music makes for a very shallow work.  Elwell, Henderson, and Radamsky

find these mocking passages highly effective and the source of much of the dramatic

impact of the opera, yet Downes finds the ironic settings clumsy and obvious, not

political commentary or dramaturgic technique.  The opera’s only redeeming feature,

he writes, is the last act, because it is the only part of the opera that expresses genuine

human emotions.  The rest is pretense and mockery.

Downes expands on his views about the problematic relationship between

politics and music in a column on Shostakovich and Stravinsky, in which he blames
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Shostakovich’s musical shallowness and lack of maturity on the imposition of

political ideology on an immature composer.54  Shostakovich has been given the

wrong kind of guidance; he has learned no self-discipline.  Downes seems to resent

Shostakovich’s ascendance over Stravinsky in musical reputation.  He writes

sarcastically of the latest vogue in American music: “A wild radical! A Soviet

composer! An apostle of the new, the realistic, the revolutionary, the shocking; who

reeked not of the inane decencies of an effete culture and a degenerate capitalistic

civilization.”  Downes writes that Shostakovich is an example of the degredation of

Russian culture in the years following Stravinsky’s departure from it.  Because

Shostakovich is a revolutionary composer in the Communist sense, his music is

widely promoted and encouraged.  Indeed, Downes writes that the opera’s wider

success is surely due to “its propaganda bias and the support of political as well as

musical influences.”  While he admits that Shostakovich is a talented dramatist, he

finds the music to be flat and uninspiring.  Music motivated by ideology cannot be

anything but shallow propaganda and thus aesthetically ineffective.  Further, Downes

says, Lady Macbeth will not last, because politics changes from day to day or year to

year, just like fashion, and basing a work of art on politics will only doom it to

irrelevance.  Simply being new and different is not enough, in Downes’s view; one

must maintain artistic integrity, which means a romantic approach predicated on

emotional expression.  Shostakovich has rejected the aesthetic of individual

                                                
54 Ibid. The second article is Olin Downes, “Two Russian Composers: Comparing Stravinsky and
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inspiration for a political approach that draws its material from “the masses.”

Downes is the most adamant of Shostakovich’s critics about the problem of

combining politics and music.  He believes it provides false inspiration and faulty

results.  Underneath this seemingly anti-Soviet rhetoric lies a strong desire to

approach music as purely music, something apart from politics and social context.

Downes wishes to maintain the Romantic ideal of autonomous art that is evaluated

exclusively on its own characteristics.  He resists the new idea of art as political tool,

as expression of societal values, even though he does not question his own values.

Paul Rosenfeld’s review in The New Republic has faint echoes of Downes’s

anti-propaganda sentiments.  Rosenfeld writes that Lady Macbeth is the latest

installation in the new category of didactic operas, such as Paul Hindemith’s

Lehrstück and Kurt Weill’s Jasager.55  In Germany, these composers worked with the

socialist playwright Bertolt Brecht, and their “didactic” operas were a type of German

socialist realism.  In considering Lady Macbeth as a didactic opera, Rosenfeld finds it

to be overly objective and emotionally flat.  He sees an irreconcilable conflict in the

unsympathetic coldness of the music and the depth of the moral problems depicted. 56

“The music, for all its humorousness, leaves one cold,” he writes.  The ironic music

removes the audience emotionally from the action on stage, as in the adultery scene.

The trombone glissandi are written with a cynicism that makes the similar scene in
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127

Richard Strauss’s Der Rosenkavalier appear “almost idealistic,” Rosenfeld remarks.57

Like Downes, Rosenfeld also finds the final act to be the only truly expressive part of

the opera, although even here he criticizes Shostakovich for singing “in typically

plangent Russian tones.”58

Rosenfeld finds both the music and the premises behind it to be weak.  He is

skeptical of the idea of social victimization, that the act of murder can be excused

because of one’s unhealthy environment.  And he finds that Shostakovich trivializes

the human libido and individual emotions, whose experiences surely cannot be unique

to the bourgeois classes.  Even in the Soviet Union, he adds, such ideas must not be

widely accepted.  Shostakovich’s already weak premises are weakened by their

musical presentation.

In actual musical quality and structure, his long and complex score is
mediocre.  Much of the material is stripped, strong modern; the composer strives
throughout for strength and severity of line.  But the strength he achives is
superficial.59

Rosenfeld further accuses Shostakovich of lacking a rhythmic sense and of creating a

heterogenous style.  When he attempts to be expressive, the result is monotonous and

static.60  Although Rosenfeld does not, like Downes, specifically blame the work’s

musical weakness on the very act of joining a political statement to musical

expression, he does find the opera devoid of any moral depth or profundity that would
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make it a work of great art.  It is superficial both morally and musically.  Unlike

Downes, he does not resist the connection of music to a sociological, if not political,

message, and he evaluates the music in terms of its effectiveness in expressing its

message.

Unlike most of the reviewers of Lady Macbeth, Virgil Thomson was a

composer as well as a critic.  He likes the opera, and finds its political qualities to be

of secondary importance to its musical qualities.  He describes Lady Macbeth as a

populist opera.61  Perhaps because he himself is interested in reaching a wide

audience, Thomson takes no offense at Shostakovich’s desire to write in an accessible

style.62  Populism, he writes, might seem vulgar to “soft or fake-sensitive minds in the

upper classes of society,” but the working classes love it.63  Thomson insists that

populism does not equal weak art, and cites such artists as Emile Zola, Alfred

Bruneau, Erik Satie and Kurt Weill as examples of artistic success.  He writes that

Lady Macbeth is “the latest tribute to its [populism’s] vitality.”64

Shostakovich’s opera is successful, in Thomson’s view, because Shostakovich

was inspired with an aesthetic “point de vue,” no matter that it is controversial

Marxist aesthetics.  Even Mozart, Thomson writes, had his masons.65  What matters is

that Shostakovich has faith in something.  His sense of dramatic timing is good, and

the music is fresh and vivid.  Where Downes sees Shostakovich’s political stance as a
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fatal flaw that diminishes the work’s value, Thomson sees it simply as a channel for

artistic inspiration.66

That the particular eminence from which he views the carnage is that of Marxian
economics and not that of some less actually controversial system of thought is
of less importance to the artistic value of his work than the fact of his being on
an eminence at all.67

Thomson has faith in Shostakovich’s artistic talent; he finds his politics secondary.

He calls Lady Macbeth a young work, “harsh and green and a little indigestible.”68

But it is still highly effective dramatically.  The work contains “a kind of passionate

objectivity and a kind of idealistic purity” that cannot be faked, Thomson asserts,

qualities that prove the composer’s merit.

Thomson writes that the opera has everything: “love, lubricity, anger,

jealously, revenge, physical cruelty, greed, gayety, tenderness, ambition, indignation,

disdain, mental anguish, and despair.”  Thomson suggests, “really, what more could

one ask?”69  Shostakovich manages to include “all the sure-fire stuff” in his opera

more successfully than most composers, Thomson argues.  The opera, with all this,

avoids becoming a vaudeville show, and remains on high moral ground, in

Thomson’s opinion.

Thomson finds the work to be successful regardless of Bolshevik politics,

which he sees as peripheral to the real matter at hand—the music.  His review offers
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the most commentary on the score itself.  He holds a high opinion of Shostakovich as

an excellent composer, despite the unpolished nature of the opera.  Thomson closes

his short article with a characteristically biting dismissal: “For educated people to

protest at this late day about the rough-and-ready tone of socialist art is really just a

shade more than stupid.”70  He wryly notes that the opinions of the New York critics

directly correlated to the degree of leftism of their journals or newspapers.71  In this

comment he sets himself apart from the other critics, accusing them of serious bias

and a lack of attention to more musical concerns.  Thomson finds the music itself to

be the most important part of Lady Macbeth.  His interest in Shostakovich is that of

one composer to another, and he has little patience for ideology of the sort that

detracts from the experience of the music.

Like Thomson, Robert A. Simon in The New Yorker  finds the underlying

socialist politics of the opera less important than the music itself:

It’s a tract, it’s a revolution, it’s a new deal in opera, it’s all sorts of things—if
you accept the yards of commentary that go with it.  Forget that it’s an
importation from Russia, that some people read all sorts of social, political, and
economic implications into the libretto—and even into the music—and you have
a somewhat eccentric melodrama, dressed up by an unusually clever musician.72

One can approach the opera, Simon insists, as a music drama in its own right.

However, he does not praise the music as highly as Thomson does, writing that there

is a hidden streak of beauty in the last act (the convicts’ chorus) and that if this beauty
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existed in the entire opera, it would be an important opera and not just an important

news item.  Here he echoes Downes.  Like many other reviewers, Simon finds

Shostakovich to be theatrically clever and not terribly consistent.

Other New York critics agreed that the greatest strength of Lady Macbeth was

its drama.  W.J. Henderson, writing in The New York Times about the New York

performance, echoes Elmann’s comments about extraordinary style and feeble

substance: “There did not seem to be any musical ideas of great importance in the

opera, but there was unquestionable skill in the construction of theatrical effects.”73

Pitts Sanborn agrees with this assessment, noting that while the quality of the music is

uneven, the composer “has a true flare [sic] for the theater.”74  Horace Johnson writes:

“There is always  a quality of theatricalism in the writing, much of it completely

inappropriate to grand opera, degenerating as it does to the popular and operetta

fields.”75  These reviews echo those of the Cleveland premiere that pointed to

Shostakovich’s unconventional use of theatrical and orchestral effects as prominent

characteristics of the opera.  The New York critics thus were able to acknowledge the

composer’s skills while at the same time discussing serious flaws in the opera.  This

would become a common pattern in American Shostakovich criticism—praising his

genius and skill while criticizing the musical work as a whole.
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Not all, critics, however, found Shostakovich’s music in Lady Macbeth to be

weak.  A. Walter Kramer, writing for Musical America, defies the mostly negative

critical consensus in his praise of Shostakovich’s music: “Shostakovich is a composer

who strikes fire when he writes.”76  He finds in Lady Macbeth an operatic

renaissance.

Shostakovich is without pretense and without compromise.  There are no
measures added at the end of a scene or act to make an effect; the rhetorical is
discarded as belonging to that false romanticism from which he claims to have
freed himself.  Not in the manner of those Leftist composers who have parted
from the romantic by means of ugly, cerebral writing.  On the contrary,
Shostakovich, young master that he is, has a rare sense of beauty, and when his
text calls for it, he can spin an extended melodic line with amazing
spontanaeity.77

Unlike Downes, Kramer does not find Shostakovich’s music to be compromised by

its underlying ideology.  Nor does he find a need for romanticism, the quality that

Downes wished to be present. Kramer adds that the force of drama in the music is

most powerful.  Like Downes and most of the other critics, Kramer finds the greatest

moment of the opera to be the final act, with its Russian choral beauty.

The most enthusiastic reviews of Lady Macbeth appeared in the American

Communist publication, The Daily Worker.  In Sergei Radamsky’s review, the

politics of the opera are presented as its most positive quality.  If anything, Radamsky

over-emphasizes the depiction of darker elements of the opera to make it seem even
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more anti-bourgeois.  He even misrepresents the plot, calling Katerina a “woman of

the poor peasant class, married to the insipid son of the rich and cruel landowner” (in

Shostakovich’s version she too is from the middle class).  She is “surrounded by an

atmosphere of ignorance, filth, corrupt government.”78  Radamsky devotes much

space to describing the depravity of Katerina’s environment, a corrupt, bourgeois

world, using words like cruelty, lust, despotic dominance, stupidity, and greediness.

He writes that Shostakovich’s mocking music aptly depicts the lecherous father-in-

law, the stupid son, and the grasping village police.  Blame is fully laid upon the sins

of the merchant class and their pernicious influence upon innocents of the lower

classes.  He praises Shostakovich’s skill in creating a work with a political point of

view:

Lady Macbeth is a music drama with a Marxian approach by one who is not
only the outstanding young composer of the world today, but who has the rare
talent and power to analyze the psychology of his characters, as well as the social
background of the epoch that they lived in.  He also has the technique to combine
the orchestral music with the detailed action on the stage and make it
understandable to the large masses.79

Radamsky finds the opera to be Marxist by virtue of its close attention to the vagaries

of social class and its easy accessibility for the masses.  He calls Shostakovich “a

master of instrumentation and symphonic coloring.”  And, like Downes, he has high

praise for the last act, which he finds deeply expressive.  Unlike most of the other
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critics, he does not refer to the Russianness of this act, because as a Communist critic

he is more interest in the “Soviet” aspects of the opera.

Radamsky offers high praise for Shostakovich, calling him “outstanding

among young composers of today,” “the outstanding composer of the world today,”

and finally, “the outstanding young composer of today [that] has come out of Soviet

Russia.”80  He calls Lady Macbeth “a triumph which gladdened the hearts of all those

who love superb theatre and music” and “the first music drama that struck a

responsive chord in the masses of the Soviet Union.”81  Radamsky’s only negative

criticism is for the producers and the opera company who “were more interested in

showing off their talents than in presenting an opera by a Soviet composer in the right

light.”82  He accuses the conductor, whom he calls “Artur Dodzinsky,” of over-

stressing the more vulgar passages in the score.  The Westerners have sullied the

Communist message in their interpretation of it, but Radamsky finds the opera itself

to be highly effective and well-composed.  This critic throughout the 1930s and 1940s

consistently praises Shostakovich as a Communist composer who not only carries the

message of socialist realism, but does so in works of artistic quality.

Kenneth Burke, in The Nation, a periodical generally friendly to Soviet ideals,

finds Lady Macbeth to be all the more interesting for its political connections.83  He
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compares the complaints about the propagandistic status of Lady Macbeth to

reactions to Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, recalling how presentation copies of the

novel, now considered an aesthetic masterwork, went unacknowledged because

recipients who were public figures were reluctant to offer any public endorsement of

a politically controversial work.  His comparison of the two works is apt; Madame

Bovary and Katerina share the same bourgeois ennui, and it drives them to

unspeakable acts.  Burke expresses pleasure at the appearance of another work

“following the patterns of anti-bourgeois thought.”  His review, entitled “What

Shostakovich Adds,” opens thus:  “Not even if you belonged to ‘the enemy’ could

you, while witnessing the lively performance of Shostakovich’s opera, ‘Lady

Macbeth of Mzensk,’ bring yourself to deny that you were witnessing sights and

sounds of a highly intelligent order.”84

Shostakovich adds something new to the genre of opera, Burke remarks, in

giving the orchestra the traditional role of the Greek chorus, commenting upon the

action.  This is, of course, what Shostakovich said he intended to do in his Modern

Music article.  Burke points to the passages in the opera where the orchestra plays

music that seems contradictory to the action on the stage, such as the rollicking galop

during the murder of the husband, and argues that in these cases, the orchestra acts as

“intellectual judge.”  He defines Shostakovich’s technique as an almost Chinese way

of thinking, “whereby the orchestra grows gay to counterbalance the plot’s sorrow,
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and vice versa.”85  Burke (like Elmann) admits that he finds this technique confusing

at times, and that some passages seem merely tongue-in-cheek, but he finds that this

technique demonstrates a newness of approach rather than a simple consolidation of

bourgeois musical innovations.  Where Downes sees shallow trickery, Burke sees a

new method of social commentary, and he does not seem to disagree with its message

about the corruption of bourgeois society.

Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk’s perceived role as a Soviet opera for the masses

was something that all critics had to confront.  Even those who were not blatantly

anti-Soviet or pro-Soviet, like Virgil Thomson, felt the need to tackle this issue.  The

work’s perceived success, as Thomson noted, depended in great part upon the

political biases of the writers: Radamsky, an ardent Communist, gave it unqualified

approbation, while Downes, a romantic conservative, wrote that it would not last

beyond the season.  The opera, with its anti-heroine, offered a very problematic

criticism of the bourgeois lifestyle.  Critics disagreed on ideology’s affect on the

overall quality of the music.  Thomson heard in the music an aesthetic depth that

signalled Shostakovich’s potential as a great composer; Downes and Rosenfeld heard

only a shallow superficiality; and Burke heard a variation on Wagnerian orchestral

techniques.

Responding to criticisms like these, Radamsky published a second article on

the opera in The Daily Worker, accusing the New York critics of exercising “baseless
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and misleading judgment.”86  Radamsky’s article is essentially a counterattack against

Downes’s negative review, and he cites several positive reviews as support, and in

defense of the opera even cites its musical characteristics as evidence of its quality

(unlike his previous review).  For example, from the Evening Telegram: “Lady

Macbeth is one of the most important operas to reach the local stage in the last twenty

years,” and from the New York American: “melody and poetical lovely lyricizing. . .

orchestration masterful. . . this Shostakovich is a tremendous craftsman with a vital

message.”  Radamsky offers additional praise of his own, describing the “long,

sustained lines of Katerina in the second act” and listing various successful scenes,

among them the argument between Katerina and her husband before she and Sergei

murder him, the scene of Sergei and Sonja mocking Katerina, and the heroine’s final

aria.  In comparing various passages of Lady Macbeth to Verdi’s Falstaff and

Wagner’s Meistersinger, he places the work on a par with the great operatic

masterpieces.  “All this he accomplishes,” writes Radamsky, “with fluency,

simplicity, and in places with the economy and restraint of a master.”87  Perhaps

because he agrees with the opera’s political position, he defends the musical qualities

of Lady Macbeth, addressing the traits described as inferior by the negative reviewers.

Radamsky’s second column in The Daily Worker demonstrates the

controversy that was beginning to arise in the American press over Shostakovich.

Radamsky considered Lady Macbeth to be a significant work because of its political
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message, while most of the other critics writing in America found it to be weak and

inconsistent even if effective theater.  Lady Macbeth was perceived to be a Soviet

opera, written to be accessible and to reflect Communist ideals.  This seemed to be a

rejection of the Romantic notion of the autonomous art work and a submission of art

to politics, imposed by the Soviet government.  It is no wonder that some critics in

America felt threatened by the Soviet opera’s acceptance by its American audiences.

What they did not realize, though, was that the opera would soon gain a reputation as

a very un-Soviet work.

In the Soviet Union, Lady Macbeth enjoyed immense popularity and was

given dozens of performances both in Moscow and Leningrad in the two years

following its January 22, 1934 premiere.  Thus, for a year before and after the

American premiere, the opera was frequently performed for enthusiastic Soviet

audiences.  If anything, it was more successful in the Soviet Union than it had been in

the United States, where it was given a few performances as a curiosity.  Soviet

critics credited the negative critical reaction in America to a misunderstanding of

Soviet policy, lifting Lady Macbeth up as an example of the finest in contemporary

Soviet music.88
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The Pravda Critique

On January 17, 1936, Josef Stalin and other high officials attended a

performance of Ivan Ivanovich Dzerzhinsky’s opera The Quiet Don.  During an

intermission, they met with the composer, offering gentle criticisms of the work but

overall approval for its place in Soviet theatre.  On January 26, 1936, the same

entourage attended a Moscow performance of Lady Macbeth. Shostakovich did not

visit the officials in their box after the third act (as Dzerzhinsky had), and they left

before the opera was over.  The composer left for a concert tour in Arkhangelsk with

profound misgivings.89

An article appeared in Pravda on January 28, denouncing Lady Macbeth as

“A Muddle Instead of Music.”90  The article criticized Shostakovich for his use of a

Western bourgeois compositional style, his abandonment of the classics in a quest for

originality, and his use of music inaccessible to the working classes.91  The article

focuses on the musical style and compositional technique chosen by the composer,

denouncing both as overly influenced by Western modernism.  The music is

described as a “purposely harsh and discordant stream of sounds.”  The melody is

fragmented; there is a “rumbling, grating, screeching din.”  The author comments: “It

is difficult enough to follow such music, to remember it is impossible.”92  He notes

that this is not due to a lack of talent on the composer’s part, but rather to an
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infiltration of “petty bourgeois innovation,” an unnecessary complexity in the music,

which is also “crude, primitive and vulgar.”  The music is “naturalistic,” in the sense

that human beings are presented as beasts.  Shostakovich’s music appeals only to

“formalist esthetes who have lost all healthy taste.”  The opera’s popularity among

the bourgeois public is evidence of their “depraved tastes.”  The Soviet critics are

denounced for having showered Shostakovich with enthusiastic praise rather than

giving him practical and serious criticism.

The authorship of the Pravda article is unknown, and we do not know whether

the impetus for this article came from Stalin’s visit or whether it had been previously

planned.  This article has commonly been perceived as a direct attack on Dmitri

Shostakovich himself, although at the time the composer was seen as merely a

symbol in a larger aesthetic struggle.  Accounts of the event that appeared in

American newspapers and journals speculated that this “Affair” had been planned in

advance and that Shostakovich was chosen as an example for other composers

because of his increasing fame.  Joshua Kunitz, writing in New Masses, related the

opinions of a Pravda staff member, who said that the composer had been chosen

because of his great skill.93  Sergei Radamsky, in his description of the meeting of the

Society of Soviet Composers, said that while no one defended the opera itself, many

protested when Lev Knipper “ventured semi-personal and unkind remarks about the

composer.”94  Thus, according to the American press of the time, Shostakovich and
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Lady Macbeth were the focus of the Pravda article not because they were the most

decadent example of un-Soviet art, but because they were the most public.

Lady Macbeth had received a great deal of attention in America, and some

American critics had pointed out its “formalist” tendencies as musical deficiencies,

even if they were unaware of the political implications of such a compositional style.

To them, the structures of the music were not connected to the opera’s political

stance—the plot was.  They had focused on the sensational qualities of the plot at the

expense of the music.  Soviet critics had the opposite point of view, and the Pravda

article marks an important change of focus towards actual musical structures.  In light

of the criticism leveled in the Pravda article, American critics had to reevaluate their

opinions of the opera and general understanding of socialist realism as an aesthetic

philosophy.

The first notice in America of the sudden change in direction of

Shostakovich’s career appeared on February 15, 1936, in The New York Times.

Harold Denny announces that Shostakovich’s ballet Limpid Stream has been

withdrawn from performance, and that Lady Macbeth was cancelled on opening night

in a new theater.95  The New York Herald-Tribune published an account of the Pravda

article on February 16.96  In it, readers learn that Soviet critics have turned from

praising Shostakovich’s work to calling it vulgar and left wing, criticizing him for

being out of touch with ordinary life.  Joseph Philips points to the irony of a double
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criticism of seemingly opposite qualities, writing that “it is slightly confusing” to see

a composer simultaneously accused of “candy-box prettiness” in his ballet Limpid

Stream and vulgarity in his opera Lady Macbeth.  Both Denny and Philips describe

the new tactic of Soviet criticism in calling modernism “leftist.”  Strangely, in

America, it was the Communists who were considered “left,” but in the Soviet Union

“leftism” had taken on the aspect of bourgeois (i.e., Western) individualism.  On

February 17, another report in The New York Times announced that the ban had been

extended to other composers likewise accused of “formalistic ideas founded on

bourgeois musical conceptions.”97

Such criticism was welcomed by Olin Downes, who had been highly

disparaging of the music of Lady Macbeth.  The very same elements that he had

found lacking in the opera—the discordant music and the references to Western

composers—were the elements that the Soviet critics had found “Leftist” and

“bourgeois.”  Downes expressed pleasure that the Soviet critics had finally become

aware of the poor musical quality of the opera.98  He writes, “Stalin, a man of some

musical common sense, saw ‘Lady Macbeth’ and instigated in a direct or indirect

manner newspaper disparagement of it.”99  Because accounts of the Pravda article

included descriptions of Stalin’s attendance at a performance of Lady Macbeth,
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Downes credits Stalin himself for discovering the deficiencies of the opera.  His

prediction that Lady Macbeth would not last had come true more swiftly than he

could have imagined, thanks to the common sense of the Soviet dictator.

The most curious aspect of Downes’s gloating article is his assertion that this

change in policy promises new freedoms for Soviet artists.  He writes that “the grip of

politics on music is being loosened.”  Downes had blamed the imposition of

collectivist ideology and the resulting shallow, uninspired music for the failure of

Lady Macbeth.  The Soviets now seemed to agree that the opera’s shortcomings were

primarily musical, although they blamed these on individualist bourgeois modernism

rather than a lack of editing.  Regardless, Downes is pleased that the Soviets have

finally noticed the poor quality of the music in the opera and expresses hopes that

now the promise of Shostakovich’s talent will be allowed to shine.  He is blind to the

primarily ideological stance of this new wave of criticism.  Instead, he interprets it as

a chance for Soviet art to gain autonomy.  Just as art composed during the French

Revolution had no lasting value, Downes wrote, so the art of the Russian Revolution

will have no universal appeal until it is freed from the bonds of politics.

The Russian revolution, the most significant and probably in the end the most
influential event thus far of the twentieth century, will undoubtedly produce its
artists and composers.  The first step toward that consummation will be taken
when the government removes every restraint and every law which hinders the
artist’s free self-expression.100
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In praising Stalin’s musical acuity, Downes reveals either an inability or an

unwillingness to see the essentially political nature of the 1936 artistic campaign in

the Soviet Union (and perhaps the political nature of his own stance).

American Communist critics, who had highly praised Lady Macbeth at its

performance in America, suddenly found themselves in the position of having to

defend the Soviet criticism of the opera.  In The New York Times, The Daily Worker,

and New Masses, the critics attempted to explain what had happened.  Sergei

Radamsky, who had been the most enthusiastic about Lady Macbeth, reaffirmed

Shostakovich’s genius, described meetings of the Composers’ Union, and speculated

on what direction the young composer might take.  Joshua Kunitz, whose comments

appeared in The New York Times and New Masses, tried to place musical events in the

Soviet Union in a historical context.  L.F. Boross in The Daily Worker blamed Lady

Macbeth’s shortcomings on mistakes made by Shostakovich that could easily be

remedied.

Sergei Radamsky reminds his readers that Lady Macbeth “has been acclaimed

the first successful Soviet opera.”101  He points out that although many Soviet operas

had been composed, and around twelve had actually been produced, only Lady

Macbeth was given over one hundred performances at the Little Opera House in

Leningrad and the Musical Theatre of Nemirovich-Dantchenko in Moscow.

Radamsky writes that Shostakovich is generally considered an exceptional talent and
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is also “held up as a model to the younger musicians.”102  He speculates that the

Pravda article and subsequent events were part of some larger plan.  He cites

Gorodinsky, a Moscow music critic, as saying that Pravda must have chosen to attack

Shostakovich because he was the most talented composer.  Gorodinsky said,

Radamsky notes, that this criticism was meant for all composers who had strayed

away from socialist realism.103  According to Radamsky, Shostakovich was accused

in the Composers’ Union meeting of having followed trends set by decadent Western

composers including Schoenberg, Honegger, Krenek, Berg, Hindemith, and the

cosmopolitan Russian ex-patriate Stravinsky, none of whom had any socialist realist

qualities.  In defense, he does note that there was little agreement as to what socialist

realism actually was.  Radamsky also remarks that the most severe criticism in the

meeting of the Composers’ Union was reserved for the Leningrad music critics, who

had previously been effusive in their praise of the young composer.  Most

importantly, Radamsky concludes, this is not the end of Shostakovich’s career.

Radamsky is quick to note that the opera continues to be performed in Leningrad, and

the Grand Opera in Moscow is negotiating with Shostakovich for a new opera.

This comment is confirmed in a May article in the New York Herald-Tribune,

which announces that Shostakovich has been commissioned to write a new historical

opera.104  Kunitz, correspondent in the Soviet Union for The New Masses, is cited as

saying that while the commission is meant in no way to cancel the official reprimand,
                                                
102 Ibid.
103 Ibid.
104 “Shostakovich Begins New Historical Opera,” The New York Herald-Tribune, May 24, 1936, 8.
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the reprimand was also not meant to destroy Shostakovich’s talents or his future.

Instead, the article notes, the Pravda article was part of a general trend towards

redirection of the arts to address contemporary Soviet cultural needs.  The article also

gives a hint of the opera to come: “The new opera, which is expected to include fewer

modern forms and more music of a mass and epic character, will deal with the

revolutionary Leningrad sailors in the early months of the revolution.”105  Downes

would approve of the epic approach to opera if not its topic; he certainly had disliked

Lady Macbeth’s modernism.

Radamsky’s comments are further confirmed in an article by Kunitz himself

in the Communist New Masses.106  Kunitz relates that he asked a member of the

Pravda staff why Shostakovich had been singled out for criticism.  The staff member

apparently replied that Shostakovich was the most famous Soviet composer, and thus

a blow to him would have the farthest-reaching effects.  In addition, Shostakovich

had true genius and great potential; officials thought he would survive such a blow

and be inspired to compose greater works.  Kunitz quotes the Pravda staff member as

saying: “We knew that a severe blow, instead of crushing him, would make him

think, look around, and realize that greatness lay not in trickery, sophistication,

crudeness, clownishness, and contempt for the vast and growing Soviet audience, but

                                                
105 “New Historical Opera,” May 24, 1936, 8.
106 Joshua Kunitz, “The Shostakovich ‘Affair,’” New Masses 19, no. 11 (June 9, 1936): 15-18.
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in a keen penetration into our epic Soviet  life.”107  Shostakovich was expected to

move in a new direction, toward Soviet reality.

L.F. Boross, writing in the April 7 issue of the Chicago Daily Worker, is less

defensive and more specific in terms of Shostakovich’s ideological failings.  He

views the Affair as a result of bad choices made by the young Shostakovich.108

Echoing the comments in the meeting of the Composers’ Union, he remarks that

Shostakovich’s mistake was to attempt to build socialist art upon a foundation laid by

Western composers like Schoenberg, Berg, Stravinsky, and others.  The basis of the

modernist style lay in its isolation from reality, in its turning toward the art work itself

at the expense of the world, Boross comments.  This rejection is something that a

socialist artist must never do.  Shostakovich, “a young and highly gifted composer,”

was imprisoned by these ideas and was censured because he looked backward, rather

than forward, to the new Socialist world.  The task of socialist art, Boross writes, is

“to speak to, and be understood by, millions; and yet to speak, not in primitive terms

but in the terms of a high, sensitive and finely shaded artistic medium.”  Here Boross

highlights the quality of socialist realism that Americans understood best—its

accessibility.  While American critics found Lady Macbeth to be fairly accessible, this

could be because they were observing the opera in the context of Western modernist

advances.  Boross, like Soviet officials, believes that Lady Macbeth was not

                                                
107 Ibid., 18.
108 L.F. Boross, “Soviet Music Comes of Age,” The Daily Worker, April 7, 1936, 7.



148

accessible to a wide public, and that Shostakovich would have to seriously revise his

style in order to conform to the socialist realist aesthetic.

By turing their focus toward the flurry of activity in the Soviet Union

surrounding the Pravda article, these pro-Soviet writers avoided having to account for

the incongruity of the opera’s two years of successful performances in the Soviet

Union.  Radamsky did not apologize for his enthusiastic reviews of the American

performances (as Sollertinsky was being forced to do in the Soviet Union).  Instead,

these critics maintained a positive tone, looking eagerly forward to what new kinds of

music would come out of the Soviet Union under this new directive.  Shostakovich

was not portrayed as a composer in disgrace; rather, he had been mildly rebuked,

would learn his lesson, and his genius would flourish.  Soviet officials were portrayed

as benevolent parents who were simply guiding Soviet artists in the direction that

would be most beneficial.

With the appearance of the “Muddle Instead of Music” article in January 1936

in Pravda, Shostakovich was “in the Communist doghouse.”109  During this time,

Shostakovich finished composing his Fourth Symphony, but he withdrew it from

planned performances and turned for a time to the more functional and less abstract

genre of film music.110  Writing film scores gave Shostakovich a certain degree of

anonymity and significantly less personal responsibility for the final product.

                                                
109 This phrase appears in the later article “Shostakovich and Sonya,”  Newsweek 22 (August 15, 1943):
79-80.
110 Fay, Shostakovish: A Life, 94-95.
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American critics could not know at the time what direction Shostakovich’s career

would take after such a scandal.

The Pravda article forced American critics to reexamine their acceptance of

Lady Macbeth as a socialist realist work.  Clearly, mild criticism of nineteenth-

century tsarist society was not going to be adequate, and closer attention had to be

paid to modernist musical styles.  Shostakovich’s position as a Soviet composer was

further clarified for Americans.  He was unquestionably obliged to follow the path

laid out for him by Party ideologues.  Downes did not quite understand this, even

though it was obvious from the descriptions in the New Masses and Daily Worker

articles.  In these, Shostakovich was not portrayed as an oppressed composer,

unwillingly laboring under governmental mandates.  Indeed, Radamsky wrote that

Shostakovich was in agreement with the criticism and had expressed hopes that he

would be able to better direct his talents in future works.111  Further, the Lady

Macbeth affair was perceived as a slap on the wrist, if a severe one; Shostakovich’s

talents were never doubted.

Thus, by 1936, Americans perceived Shostakovich to be a Soviet composer

who was obliged to compose according to governmental policy.  A young composer,

he was not always successful in his endeavors to compose socialist realist works.

American critics could not blame him, for they themselves had mistaken Lady

Macbeth to be a genuine socialist realist opera because of its content.  They had

neglected to take into account what they had considered to be the weaker part of the
                                                
111 Radamsky, “Soviet Direction,” April 15, 1936.
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opera—the musical structures that were the vehicle for the plot, the form.  Because of

this episode, the refrain of “music for the masses” would become even more

important in the American reception of Shostakovich’s subsequent works.  And after

his rehabilitation, Shostakovich would, at least for a time, be accepted by American

critics as the mouthpiece of official Soviet musical policy.
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Chapter 5
Music for the Masses

Symphonies Nos. 5 and 6

The premieres of the Fifth and Sixth Symphonies mark a turning point in the

American reception of Shostakovich and his music.  By 1938, his reputation as a

talented Soviet composer was well-established in America.  Yet both the Fifth and

Sixth Symphonies experienced ambiguous receptions at their first performances in

America.  Critics found the works generally weak, but most did not express a lack of

respect for the composer himself.  Instead, many blamed their uneven qualities and

lack of originality on their status as works of socialist realism and on Shostakovich’s

political position. American critics viewed both symphonies as evidence of a new

direction in Shostakovich’s compositional style.  The Lady Macbeth affair was fresh

in their minds, and they were well aware of Shostakovich’s new explicit obligation to

compose more simply for the masses, to create a collective, rather than an individual,

aesthetic.  Most American reviewers found Shostakovich’s attempts to insert passages

of a simpler style into his Fifth Symphony to be unsuccessful; the work ended up a

strange pastiche of the banal and the sublime.  Grand gestures, loud dynamics, and

pounding triads did not guarantee instant approbation by American critics.  The Sixth

Symphony, on the other hand, was less monumental in approach and less

conventionally structured, but an air of forced simplicity and accessibility remained.
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American critics did not find the Sixth to be groundbreaking or especially significant.

Most American critics thought that this new, simpler style in which Shostakovich was

obliged to compose was not his own.  They believed that a newly established young

composer was not being allowed to develop his talents to their fullest.  In addition to

the discussion of the symphonies’ simplicity and accessibility, comments similar to

those levelled at earlier works were frequent, praising Shostakovich’s great talent,

criticizing his musical borrowings from other composers and noting his use of clever

orchestration to cover a lack of original musical ideas.

The American premiere of the Fifth was crippled by two factors.  The first

performance was broadcast over the radio, and so received less critical attention than

a concert would have.  A studio audience was present, but it was smaller than a

typical concert audience, and critics simply did not review this broadcast as widely as

they had earlier Shostakovich American premieres.  Second, program notes that

discussed at length the Lady Macbeth affair and the contrite composer’s political

situation accompanied the concert premiere in Boston.  The notes discuss

Shostakovich’s willing conformity to a new policy of increased simplicity.1  Although

the term socialist realism was not used, the main issue was clearly the composer’s

obligation to compose for the masses rather than for educated members of the musical

world.  These notes influenced the critics’ perception of Shostakovich’s situation

                                                
1 John N. Burk, “Symphony No. 5,” Program note to concert of the Boston Symphony Orchestra,
January 20, 1939. Courtesy of Boston Symphony Orchestra archives.
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during the composition of the Fifth, and may have been in part the cause of the

Symphony’s fairly negative reception in America upon its initial performances.

Moreover, Shostakovich’s choice (however obligatory) of an accessible

musical language in the outwardly abstract Fifth Symphony seemed to American

critics to transform a traditional individualist symphonic aesthetic—the four-

movement Romantic symphony—into a collectivist tract, music for the masses.

Shostakovich’s First Symphony had been fully within the bounds of the traditional

four-movement symphony (with the Scherzo placed before the slow movement, as in

Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, another symphony for all humankind), and criticism

of that symphony had focused on a young composer finding his voice.  The Second

and Third Symphonies had been youthful, modernist experiments and were not taken

very seriously by American critics.  The Fifth Symphony, however, returned to the

four-movement structure and the concept of thematic development.

Shostakovich was among a group of early modern composers who worked

mainly within the Romantic symphonic tradition, and American orchestras preferred

to program works by such composers. 2  Therefore, when Shostakovich emerged from

disgrace with a new four-movement symphony, American critics expected it to be not

only four movements long, using a large orchestra, but also a work inspired by

individual heroism.3  Instead, they were given a work that was promoted as highly

accessible for the masses.  Shostakovich had become a composer of socialist realism.
                                                
2 Philip Hart, Orpheus in the New World (New York: Norton, 1973), 423.
3 For an analysis of heroism in the Beethovenian idiom, see Scott Burnham, Beethoven Hero
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995).



154

It is no wonder that the Fifth and Sixth Symphonies were not well-received by

American critics, who still prized traditional individualist values of innovation and

musical quality.4

The Sixth was received more positively by most American critics.  Its

unbalanced three-movement structure (with a lengthy first movement followed by

two shorter ones) seemed more individualistic and innovative than the standard four

movements of the Fifth.  Having no overt associations with political propaganda,

unlike the Fifth (which was accompanied by stories of the Pravda article on Lady

Macbeth and Shostakovich’s new directtion), the Sixth was discussed at length in

terms of its musical qualities. American critics accepted the Sixth as Shostakovich’s

first truly mature work.

Although the initial reception of the Fifth was less positive than that of the

Sixth, critics warmed to the work after repeated performances.  By 1942, even Olin

Downes would find something positive to say about the Fifth.5  This was not only true

of critics; the conductor Artur Rodzinski, his wife reports, was at first unsure about

the quality of the work, but with careful study, he “fell in love with it.”6  The Fifth

became one of his specialties.  Gradually improving opinion is a relatively consistent

pattern in the early reception of some of Shostakovich’s symphonies in America; it is

especially true for the First and Seventh, both of which, like the Fifth, received

                                                
4 Nicolas Slonimsky discusses Shostakovich’s music as an impetus for abandoning these very values.
“The Case of Dmitri Shostakovich,” Harper’s Magazine 186 (March 1943): 422-23.
5 Olin Downes, “Philharmonic Led by Koussevitsky,” The New York Times, February 20, 1942, 20.
Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
6 Halina Rodzinski, Our Two Lives (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1976), 175.
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multiple performances.  These symphonies were better appreciated with multiple

hearings, contradicting early complaints of shallowness and banality.  Possible

reasons for the improved reception of these symphonies might be greater familiarity

and understanding of Shostakovich’s compositional language or even an increasing

separation from political associations as these works became part of the American

concert repertory.  The Sixth, on the other hand, faded away quickly from the

American concert scene; subsequent performances did it no favors.

Critics were not provided with a guide to the Fifth and Sixth symphonies;

Shostakovich did not communicate his own thoughts on them to his American

audiences.  While he had published an article describing his intentions for Lady

Macbeth of Mtensk District to his American audience, he did not publish similar

promotional articles on the Fifth and Sixth, nor were quotes by the composer on these

works available to the American public.  Thus, American critics could not discuss the

composer’s intentions regarding these symphonies.  They could only speculate about

the nature of the “new direction” that he was obliged to follow after the Lady

Macbeth affair.  This new direction, as they understood, was that of “music for the

masses,” a simplified compositional language that would appeal to a wide audience.



156

Symphony No. 5

Date Orchestra Conductor Place
April 9, 1938
(broadcast)

NBC Symphony
Orchestra

Artur Rodzinski New York

January 20, 1939 Boston Symphony Richard Burgin Boston
February 19, 1942 Philharmonic-

Symphony Society
(New York)

Serge Koussevitsky New York

November 18, 1942 Philharmonic-
Symphony Society

Artur Rodzinski New York

February 10, 1943 Chicago Symphony
Orchestra

Désiré Defauw Chicago

Table 5-1: Early performances in America of the Fifth Symphony

In the fall of 1937, reports began to appear in the American press that

Shostakovich’s music would be played again in the Soviet Union.  An article October

1937 informed American readers on Shostakovich’s return:

The fact that Shostakovich’s music is to be played in Moscow shows that
this one-time most favored Soviet composer is winning his way back after
his sudden disgrace about two years ago on the grounds that his music was
‘un-Soviet, eccentric, tuneless and Leftist.’7

The work that would return Shostakovich to the favor of Soviet officials and would

spark new interest in America was his Fifth Symphony.  After its American broadcast

premiere on April 9, 1938 by the NBC Symphony Orchestra under the baton of

Rodzinski various major orchestras in the United States frequently performed the

                                                
7 Harold Denny, “Soviet To Stress Progress in Fete,” The New York Times, October 31, 1937, 31.
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work.  These performances in America of the Fifth were prepared by extended

discussion in the press of its Leningrad premiere on November 21, 1937.

Due to the unusual redemptive status of the Fifth Symphony, the Leningrad

premiere received much attention in the American press.  The various articles

describing the work’s reception in Leningrad functioned as de facto promotional

articles for the American premiere.  The overwhelmingly positive response by both

the Soviet audience and Soviet press was taken as evidence that Shostakovich had

been successful in his attempt to regain favor in the eyes of Soviet officials.  Grigori

Schneerson writes in Modern Music that tickets for all three concerts on which the

work was to be first performed sold out within three hours.8

Accounts of the Leningrad premiere of the Fifth Symphony gave Americans a

sense of the exciting atmosphere surrounding the work.  Harold Denny described the

work’s Leningrad premiere and enthusiastic critical reception in  his New York Times

article titled: “Composer Regains His Place in Soviet: Dmitri Shostakovich, Who Feel

From Grace Two Years Ago, on Way to Rehabilitation, HIS NEW SYMPHONY

HAILED, Audience Cheers as Leningrad Philharmonic Presents Work—Architect

Also Restored.”9  Denny offers his readers some background on the Lady Macbeth

affair, commenting “Mr. Shostakovich took his medicine and has been busy writing

ever since.”  He then describes the standing ovation at the Fifth Symphony’s

                                                
8 Grigori Schneerson, “Shostakovich Rehabilitated,”  Modern Music 15, no. 3 (March-April 1938):
176.
9 Harold Denny, “Composer Regains His Place in Soviet: Dmitri Shostakovich, Who Fell From Grace
Two Years Ago, on Way to Rehabilitation,” The New York Times, November 28, 1937, 3.
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Leningrad premiere and Shostakovich’s appearance on the stage in response.  He

directly quotes several lines from an enthusiastic review appearing in the English-

language paper The Moscow Daily News, thus transmitting the wording of the Soviet

account of the event to an American audience.10  The symphony was described as a

turning away from “the fetters of musical formalism” and toward a new concern for

Soviet reality.  Denny also mentions other artists who were redirected through

extreme criticism of their works, namely the architect Konstantin Melnikoff and

Alexander Afinogenoff.  Accounts like Denny’s may have influenced the reviews of

the American premiere of the Fifth that highlight the work’s simplicity and

accessibility—important qualities of socialist realism.

Grigori Schneerson, reporting from the Soviet Union for Modern Music, also

finds the Fifth to be composed in a new language that speaks clearly to the masses.11

Although he does not use the term socialist realism, he describes the Fifth as a

landmark piece that marks a new concern for the Soviet people, that is highly

emotional and expressive, and whose general atmosphere is uplifting and positive.

The work’s success is a victory for Shostakovich: “The composer submitted his

creative report, as it were, to a very exacting judge; from the ovation he received his

triumph was obvious.”12  Here Schneerson emphasizes the redemptive quality of the

Fifth and its significance as a new collectivist musical venture for Shostakovich.  Like

Denny, Schneerson established an important precedent for American criticism of this
                                                
10 Ibid.
11 Schneerson, “Shostakovich Rehabilitated,” March-April 1938, 175.
12 Ibid., 176.
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work, in describing it as a new direction for Shostakovich away from obscure

modernism toward a new simplicity, a depiction of Soviet reality, and a clear

communication to the masses.

When the Fifth was first performed in America, it was broadcast by the NBC

Orchestra under the direction of Artur Rodzinski, who had conducted the premiere of

Lady Macbeth.  Rodzinski, according to his wife Halina, was awarded first

performance rights for the symphony because of his good relations with the

composer.13  At the time, in addition to the Cleveland Orchestra, he was conducting

the radio symphony for NBC, which obtained first performance rights for the sum of

$5,000.14  Unlike the competition surrounding Lady Macbeth, there were no accounts

in the American press of the battle for first performance rights of the Fifth Symphony,

but the high price attests to Shostakovich’s increased prestige in America in 1938.

The paucity of serious critical attention after the American premiere may

partly be due, as previously suggested, to its nature as a broadcast performance.  The

NBC Radio Symphony consistently received less attention than the Philharmonic-

Symphony Society of New York, which performed in the more traditional venue of

the concert hall.  Olin Downes gave the Fifth short treatment in comparison to his

reviews of the other symphonies, and the commentary on the Fifth in Musical

America was a mere paragraph.  Modern Music did not cover the American premiere,

perhaps because Schneerson had already discussed the Soviet premiere of the work.

                                                
13 Rodzinski, Our Two Lives, 175.
14 Ibid., 175.
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More attention was given to the work at its Boston concert premiere nine months later

and at the New York Philharmonic premiere in 1942.

At first, American critics found the work, in general, unsuccessful.  Olin

Downes felt that the Fifth did not match the First Symphony in terms of melodic

content, musical continuity, and interest.15  Downes approached each new symphony

by Shostakovich as a chance to demonstrate the fruition of ability promised by the

First, and with the Third and Fifth his expectations were disappointed.16  He recalls

that the Second and Third Symphonies were too concerned with non-musical issues

“to fulfill the promise of symphony number one,” and the Fourth was suppressed by

the composer.  He wonders whether the Fifth’s poor quality is a result of fatigue, then

posits that it is due to a serious lack of self-criticism.

One wonders whether a sort of emotional fatigue, which easily could be the
result of Shostakovitch’s experiences [with the Lady Macbeth affair], or a
rather appalling lack of self-criticism is responsible for so poor a score.17

Further, Downes warns that the young composer must be careful not to develop the

habit of allowing bad ideas to rest side by side with good ideas in his compositions.

A lack of editing seemed to be the main problem.

                                                
15 Olin Downes, “Other Music in Review: Fifth Symphony of Shostakovitch, Russian Composer,
Played by NBC Orchestra Under Rodzinski,” The New York Times, April 10, 1938, 2.
16 He also obviously still feels vindicated by the Pravda “Muddle” article.  He mentions the article in
his review, writing: “This was something of a shock, not only to the composer but also to fervent
upholders of Shostakovitch’s musical faith here in this country, who used to breathe fire and water and
roundly castigate ‘bourgeois’ music critics and like persons who had been frank in finding the opera
flimsy, banal and vulgar.”
17 Downes, “Fifth Symphony of Shostakovich,” April 10, 1938.
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The unnamed critic for Musical America also offers a negative impression of

the Fifth, noting that although all of Shostakovich’s symphonies are well put together

and have momentum, the Fifth is non-expressive, soulless, and too concerned with

the banal and trite.18  He touches on the work’s accessibility when he states “At other

times it is naïve and close to the popular.”  Neither Downes nor the reviewer for

Musical America, while offering a negative reaction to the Fifth, express doubts as to

Shostakovich’s abilities as a composer; instead, they find that he has not fulfilled the

promise of his great talent.

Although the earliest reviews of the Fifth contain little commentary on the

musical content, they present evidence of common threads in American criticism of

Shostakovich: a preference for his slow movements, a criticism of his habit of

borrowing from other composers, and a perception of shallowness.  Only Downes

describes the individual movements briefly, and most of his criticism of the music is

very general.  Downes compliments the composer on the melodic and emotional third

movement, expressing his preference for lyrical, expressive music. 19   Still, he

criticizes Shostakovich for the prevalence of derivative material in the second and

third movements: “They echo other composers or ape after tonal patterns long since

made public.  Mahler, Tchaikovsky, Prokofiev pass us by, but slightly disguised.”20

The critic for Musical America does not discuss the individual movements, merely

                                                
18 “Orchestras: Rodzinski Introduces New Shostakovich Symphony,” Musical America 58, no. 8 (April
25, 1938): 23.
19 Downes, “Fifth Symphony of Shostakovich,” April 10, 1938.
20 Ibid..
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remarking that much of the symphony “runs like a machine . . . more than a little

soulless and mechanical in its suggestion.”  This comment foreshadows criticism to

come that will subtly condemn Shostakovich for a lack of inspiration by

complimenting him on his excellent technique.

The first concert performance in America of Shostakovich’s Fifth Symphony

was given on January 20, 1939, by the Boston Symphony Orchestra, led by Sergei

Koussevitzky. The program annotations by John Burk discussed the political issues

surrounding the work in some detail, contrasting totalitarian and capitalist composers.

The influence of these program notes on the reviews is made evident by references to

them in reviews by Cyrus Durgin of The Boston Globe, Warren Storey Smith in the

Boston Post, and L.A. Sloper in the Christian Science Monitor.  The notes affirm the

trend begun by the promotional articles on the Soviet premiere: “The Symphony is

conceived, developed and scored for the most part with great simplicity.”21  They

continue with a brief description of each of the four movements, followed by a ten-

page discussion of the socio-political background of the Fifth.  Burk’s comments

grapple with the problems of an artist who is obliged to compose according to the

mandates of his government.

Whether the composer’s move toward simplification in the Fifth
Symphony has been made by the prompting of his own instincts or by
pressure of outward necessity remains the secret of Shostakovich.  Our
Western experience offers us no criterion for a situation where a great
nation, even in its non-musical circles, can be vitally interested as a single

                                                
21 John Burk, program note, January 20, 1939, p. 585. Courtesy of the Boston Symphony Orchestra
archives.
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artist matures.  We find it strange that many people in various walks of life
will speak with a single voice for a new symphony or against a stage piece in
their genuine search for an art for the many, acting without a basic motive (if
so it be) of self-interest, personal malice, or narrow factionalism.  To look at
the other side of the picture and behold an important composer heeding, in
all seriousness, this peculiar apparition of concerted advice, is at least as
strange.  “Capitalist” society has long been familiar with the spectacle of
composers whose musical inclinations have been at odds with the desires of
those who have held the purse strings, or with the listening public at large.
Some have written inferior music for gain; some have imposed their will
upon the world, arousing the clash of controversy; some have quietly
persisted in going their own way, paying the penalty of temporary obscurity
and neglect.  Experience points that new and important music, having
usually put forth unaccustomed and challenging ideas, has run into conflict
with a general inertia of musical habit.  It has prevailed through the dogged
adherence of its maker to his own convictions, through his fine disregard of
the debasements of standardization.  A society which rejects that tradition of
an alien past, which, trying to build afresh, seeks a certain modernism, may
present a somewhat different case.  But when that society sets up new and
arbitrary dogmas, there must be the need once more for a good infusion of
healthy individual rebellion.  Instead, there is the apparition of the composer
who simply has no existence unless he conforms, and who looks upon non-
conformity as in the order of things an artistic error on his part.22

Burk seems to disapprove of a cultural system where conformity is imposed on an

artist and romanticize the tasks of the individual artist.  Although he lists the

problems of music composed under a capitalist society, he recoils from the concept of

one that imposes “arbitrary dogmas” upon its artists.  Clearly he is suspicious of art

produced under governmental mandate, and he finds something essentially wrong

with Shostakovich’s obligation to conform to a collective will.  Standardization can

only crush individual initiative and creativity, Burk comments.  These annotations,

with their negative tone, are completely different from the promotional articles by

Denny that praised Shostakovich for his choice of a new artistic direction.  The
                                                
22 Ibid., 595-96.
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influence of the program annotations on reviews of the Boston performance is clear in

their continuation of Burk’s negative tone and their adaptation of his ideas.

The Boston critics indirectly blamed Shostakovich’s perceived lack of

inspiration on his political obligations.  Cyrus Durgin in the Boston Globe calls the

Fifth a disappointment, “prevailingly unoriginal, long-winded and banal.” 23  He adds

that “though written for orchestra with obvious technical skill, the work served only

to exemplify the axiom that no amount of technic can make up for lack of genuine

inspiration.”  He calls Burk’s commentary on the use of art to express political ideas

“shrewd” and echoes Downes’s earlier comments, stating that the Fifth is not

successful “purely as music.”  The essential problem for Durgin seemed to be the

transformation of music from aesthetic object to political tool.

Warren Storey Smith also finds the Fifth to be shallow and uninspired. He

writes that the best thing about the symphony was the program note written by Burk.

“Whether the almost arrogant simplicity of this Symphony was dictated by contrition

or conformity will probably never be known,” he offers.  Adopting Burk’s term

“conformity,” Storey Smith blamed the weaknesses of the Fith on the governmental

policy of simplicity and accessibility.

These critics do not blame the perceived shallowness of the Fifth on a lack of

ability, but on Shostakovich’s political situation.  The composer’s ability and genius

                                                
23 Cyrus Durgin, “Music: Symphony Hall,” The Boston Globe, January 21, 1939. Courtesy of the
Boston Symphony Orchestra archives.
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are never in question; his acquiescence is.  L.A. Sloper opens his review of the Fifth

Symphony with commentary on its politics:

It is unfortunate that the music of Dmitri Shostakovich must be discussed
in terms of political economy.  The man has so much talent that it ought to
be possible to consider his scores as music.  Yet how can we, in view of his
alternate elevation and disgrace at the hands of the Soviet Government?24

The result of Shostakovich’s political troubles is an uneven, pasted-together score.

What a pity that a composer of Shostakovich’s talent could not have been
brought up in a country where freedom is granted to artists.  Both his talent
and the effect of governmental restriction on it are evident in his Fifth
Symphony. . . . In this score pages of great beauty stand side by side with
pages of rubbish.  It is as if Shostakovich had written for a time under the
guidance of his own imagination, then suddenly had remembered that if he
was going to write at all, or at least if his music was to be heard at all, he
must celebrate the virtues of communism; whereupon he put in a cheap
military march, or a bombastic coda in the manner of Liszt.  And he had his
reward in the form of official approbation.25

Sloper’s opinion is clear: Shostakovich’s obligation to compose for the masses has

resulted in artistic disaster.  The composer’s need for official approval meant a

rejection of his own individual ideas.  His music became a tool of the government.

Sloper writes that the first movement is sterile, the third movement suffers from the

intrusion of  “Puccini-esque stuff evidently designed for consumption by the

commissars,” and that the Finale “pretty much sells out to them.”

Sloper’s few positive comments concern Shostakovich’s imitation of Russian

composers who did compose from individual inspiration.  He writes that the second
                                                
24 L.A. Sloper, “About Music and Politics; Novelties from Mr. Burgin,” The Christian Science
Monitor, January 23, 1939. Courtesy of the Boston Symphony Orchestra archives, Vol. 64, p. 129.
25 Ibid.
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movement is humorous in the manner of Prokofiev and that the third movement has

an atmosphere “worthy of Rimsky-Korsakov.”  Sloper’s review reveals the American

discomfort with governmental control over the arts and promotes the individualist

symphonic aesthetic.  He tries to reclaim the “Russian” side of Shostakovich and

writes that the composer is talented enough that he should be given the freedom to

compose as he pleases.

Moses Smith disagrees that Shostakovich’s obligation to compose for the

masses resulted in music of poor quality.  Among the Boston critics, Smith is the only

one who finds the Fifth’s simplicity to be a positive trait. Smith defends the Fifth as

fresh, simple, and interesting.  There is nothing wrong, he implies, in a work “to

which millions can listen without wrinkling their brows.” 26  Smith asserts that

Shostakovich is too important to be ignored, even though the composer lives in the

Soviet Union and has had troubles with the Soviet regime.  Smith finds that the

melodies are original and the harmony moves beyond the traditional major/minor

scale system to provide interest for the musically knowledgeable.  Smith’s only

negative comment is reserved for the last movement, which he finds banal and false.

He refuses to criticize the work for its connections to politics, however, and instead

praises it in spite of its position as an instrument of Soviet policy.  “Perhaps,” he

writes, “the Communists can even spell out a relation between the music and the

Marxian ideology.”
                                                
26 Moses Smith, “Symphony Concert: Engrossing Novelties from Soviet Union and Boston, Mass.,
U.S.A.,” Boston Transcript, January 23, 1939. Courtesy of the Boston Symphony Orchestra archives,
Vol. 64, p. 128.
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Later performances of the symphony resulted in much more positive reviews.

Whether it was because of better performances, repeated hearings, or a lack of

negative politically charged program annotations, the work was better appreciated by

the critics.27  Perhaps as the Fifth gradually became disassociated from official Soviet

policy, critics were more willing to receive the work as a symphony rather than as a

symbol of capitulation for Shostakovich.  This gradual change in opinion reveals that

many American critics preferred to think of “symphony” as absolute music rather

than program music or political tract.  The most positive reviews consistently focus

on the work’s musical qualities, while the more negative reviews primarily discuss

the work’s political status.

Koussevitzky said that he would perform the work repeatedly until the critics

realized its greatness, and perhaps the multiple hearings did soften the opinions of the

critics.28  Rodzinski and the Cleveland Symphony issued a recording of the

Symphony in 1942, and Howard Taubman’s record review describes the work as “in

the grand style.”29  Taubman refers to the “assurance and gusto of the writing, the

long-breathed themes of the slow movement and the perkiness of the last movement.”

                                                
27 Although none of the critics of the February 20, 1942 performance by the New York Philharmonic
and Koussevitsky mentioned the annotations, a brief quote from the annotations will serve to illustrate
their general tone.  After a reference to the Lady Macbeth affair, and a description of Shostakovich’s
new obligation to compose music that reflects Soviet life, this: “When it came to the Fifth, however, a
composition rooted in the very soil of formalism, harmonic tenets and age-old formulae, it could be
said that the composer had torn away from just those things; ‘fetters’ was the word.”  Robert Bagar,
program note for February 20, 1942 concert, courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.  This
phrase first appears in Harold Denny’s summary of the Soviet critic Budyakovsky’s comments, which
mention “fetters of formalism.”  Denny, “Regains His Place in Soviet,” November 28, 1937.
28 “Koussevitsky Gets Shostakovich 7th: Receives Rights to Introduce Symphony by Young Soviet
Composer at Tanglewood,” The New York Times, June 16, 1942, 27.
29 Howard Taubman, “Records: Russian Symphony,” New York Times, October 11, 1942, 6.
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Overall, this is a very positive description.  Even Downes warmed to the piece after a

performance by Koussevitsky and the Philharmonic-Symphony Society in February

1942.  He still calls the work uneven and not “free of derivations, imitativeness and

false clamor” but writes of the spaciousness of the third movement, the power of the

first movement and the drama of the finale.30  This particular performance received

many enthusiastic reviews.  Oscar Thompson called the Fifth “brilliant, if circusy.”31

Francis Perkins claims that the performance justified Koussevitsky’s belief that the

Symphony was one of the best in recent decades.32  Louis Biancolli calls the work

“the gifted Soviet composer’s best symphony to date.”

Performances in November 1942 by Rodzinski and the Philharmonic-

Symphony Society of New York drew comments that were even more positive.

Judging from the reviews, this seems to have been an exceptional performance.

Perhaps in addition to the increasing separation from politics, greater familiarity with

the work on the part of the conductors and instrumentalists resulted in more positive

reception.  A more important reason for the positive reception might be the timing;

Shostakovich’s highly popular Seventh Symphony was first performed in America in

July of the same year.  Wartime sentiment predisposed music critics to approach

Shostakovich’s music favorably.  Miles Kastendick writes that the Fifth “not only

                                                
30 Downes, “Philharmonic Led by Koussevitsky,” February 20, 1942.
31 Oscar Thompson, “Philharmonic Led By Koussevitsky,” New York Sun, February 20, 1942.
Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
32 Francis D. Perkins, “Koussevitsky Appears With Philharmonic,” The New York Herald-Tribune,
February 20, 1942. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
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holds its own, it gains in stature with time.” 33  He adds that Rodzinski’s conducting

emphasized the symphony’s classic outlines.  He is inspired by the finale, writing that

it “stirs the blood in its challenging and triumphant cry of dauntlessness and victory.”

Kastendieck finds the Fifth to be full of spirit and youthfulness.

Downes also responded well to this performance.  The political status of the

Fifth had faded, and he thus experienced the work as a piece of absolute music and

forgot (or ignored) the source of its original inspiration.  He was transported by the

third movement’s lyricism and beauty:

It is not the only strong moment of the score, but it is far and away the
loftiest utterance and the most sustained lyrical flight that has yet found its
way into any one of his scores.  Here we are in the presence of an incipient if
not a fully realized master.  None others have this long line and deep musical
breath, and few indeed speak so nobly in music today.34

These comments are consistent with Downes’s emphasis on a lyrical line and

emotional expressiveness as prerequisites for a great work of music.  In this review,

Downes finally leaves the politics behind.  His first review of the Fifth was wholly

negative, his second less so, and by the third review, he finds something worth

listening to, indeed, something that affects him profoundly.  The transformation of

Downes’s attitude toward the Fifth symphony is remarkable and serves as evidence

that Shostakovich’s works benefitted from repeated performances, at least in the eyes

of those who valued absolute music and deplored any connection to politics.  Downes

                                                
33 Miles Kastendieck, “Rodzinski Conducts Shostakovich 5th,” Brooklyn Eagle, November 19, 1942.
Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
34 Olin Downes, “Rodzinski Leads the Philharmonic,” The New York Times, November 19, 1942.
Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
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serves as an example of the American critic who warmed to Shostakovich’s works as

they gradually became separated from their political situations.

Virgil Thomson disagrees with Kastendieck and Downes on the quality of the

November performance by Rodzinski and the Philharmonic-Symphony Society of

New York.  He notes that the chamber-like texture requires careful balancing of the

different instrumental parts, something to which neither conductor nor musicians

were attentive.35  He calls the Fifth “no masterwork,” even though the themes are

“quite good.”  Thomson may have been uncharacteristically distracted by the work’s

political context because of what he perceived to be the poor quality of the new

program notes.  He states that “The Philharmonic program notes have apparently

reached some kind of new low in literary style.  There are howlers this week in every

paragraph.”  He then quotes a paragraph of purple prose describing the dramatic

circumstances of Shostakovich’s career.  Yet he describes the Symphony as a

“continuous and respectable piece of music.”  He does not, as early critics of the work

did, call it banal or trite.  He approaches the work as a composer and refuses to

disregard it just because it was supposedly written for the masses.

One of the long-standing problems of the Fifth Symphony is its finale. 36

Early American reviewers of the Fifth pointed to its overly optimistic ending as

particularly false and shallow. While reports from Moscow called the movement

                                                
35 Virgil Thomson, “Music: Grosso Modo,” The New York Herald-Tribune, November 19, 1942.
Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
36 See the discussion by Richard Taruskin on this issue in “Public Lies and Unspeakable Truth:
Interpreting Shostakovich’s Fifth Symphony,” in Shostakovich Studies, ed. David Fanning
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 38, 42, 46-52.
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“broad in scope and expressive in power”37 and “bright, healthy, and absorbing in its

mighty flow,”38 American critics found it to be otherwise.  Downes calls it “full of

noise and braggadoccio”39 and later “dramatic, triumphant, also blatant and windy.”40

Sloper, as previously noted, states that the finale “pretty well sells out to [the Soviet

commissars].”41  Shostakovich had seemingly given in too fully to his politial

obligations.  Even Moses Smith, who gave a rare early positive review of the Fifth,

writes that the last movement does not fit with the other three: “It seemed banal.  The

excitement seemed false.”42  Irvin Kolodin remarks that the “blatant ‘Roxy finish’” of

the finale “suggests that a political, rather than musical, line was a dominant factor of

his thinking in the work.”43  For Miles Kastendieck, though, the fourth movement

“stirs the blood in its challenging and triumphant cry of dauntlessness and victory.”44

With the exception of Kastendieck, American critics writing close to the work’s

premiere sensed insincerity in the triumphant, bombastic ending of the symphony.

The lengthy series of musical exclamation points—in the form of brass fanfares,

endless timpani strokes, and deafening major triads—sounded hollow and trite, not

optimistic.  Optimism was one of the key tenets of socialist realism, and one (at least

                                                
37 Schneerson, “Shostakovich Rehabilitated,” March-April 1938, 175.
38 “Opera and Concert Asides,”  The New York Times, February 27, 1938, 7.
39 Downes, “Fifth Symphony of Shostakovich,” April 10, 1938.
40 Downes, “Philharmonic Led by Koussevitsky,” February 20, 1942.
41 Sloper, “About Music and Politics,” January 23, 1939.
42 Smith, “Engrossing Novelties,” January 23, 1939.
43 Irving Kolodin, “Harris Directs Own ‘Memories,’” New York Sun, February 22, 1946. Courtesy of
the New York Philharmonic archives.
44 Kastendick, “Rodzinski Conducts,” November 19, 1942.
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in this case) that sounded false to American ears at the early performances of the

Fifth.

Although its position as a realization of political ideology was distasteful for

most American critics, the status of the Fifth Symphony as Shostakovich’s

redemptive work in the eyes of the Soviet officials was downplayed in American

reviews of its early performances.  The first American critics perceived the work not

as an apology or an “artist’s reply to just criticism,” the buzz-phrase coined by the

Soviet critic Alexander Gauk that became, according to Laurel Fay, “one of the most

enduring myths about Shostakovich,”45 but instead as a willing adoption of a newly

imposed aesthetic.  The promotional articles by Denny and Schneerson presented the

work as the composer’s redemption and explained the background of the Fifth as the

first major work by Shostakovich to be performed after the Lady Macbeth affair, but

the concept of the work as an “apology” was not prominent.  American critics did not

find the Fifth to be an admission of wrongdoing.  From their understanding of the

Lady Macbeth scandal, Shostakovich had nothing to apologize for, as his problems

were contextualized as part of a larger artistic trend toward more accessible music.

The reputation of Shostakovich’s Fifth Symphony as a work connected to

Soviet ideology of music for the masses became less important for American critics

after its initial splash on the concert scene, and once it was firmly established in the

repertoire, they began to view the work as a symphony rather than as a Soviet

symphony.  The Fifth Symphony has since become a standard in American orchestral
                                                
45 Laurel Fay, Shostakovich: A Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 102.
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repertory.  Records of the Philharmonic-Symphony Society of New York show that it

rivals the First and well surpasses the Seventh in terms of number and frequency of

performances.  During the Cold War 1950s and 1960s, when little by Shostakovich

appeared on the American concert stage, the Fifth Symphony still being performed;

the Philharmonic-Symphony Society performed it in November 1952, February,

March, August, September, and October 1959, March 1962, May 1967, and

December 1968.46  In spite of its rocky beginnings, Shostakovich’s Fifth Symphony

has proven over time to be an American favorite.

Symphony No. 6

Date Orchestra Conductor
November 29, 1940  Philadelphia Orchestra Stokowski
March 20, 1942  Boston Symphony Orchestra Koussevitzky
March 27, 1942  Boston Symphony Orchestra Koussevitzky
April 1, 1942  Boston Symphony Orchestra Koussevitzky
January 14, 1943  Philharmonic-Symphony Society

(New York)
Reiner

Table 5-2: Early performances in America of the Sixth Symphony

Shostakovich’s Sixth Symphony received its first American performance on

November 29, 1940, by the Philadelphia Orchestra, conducted by Stokowski.  By

then, new works by Shostakovich were greatly coveted, as evidenced from discussion

                                                
46 Records courtesy of the New York Philharmonic Archives.
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about the acquisition of first performance rights in the popular press.  Philadelphia

purchased first performance rights through negotiations with the Amtorg Trading

Corporation, reports Time, “paying a fee so stiff (amount kept secret) that it had to be

specially approved by the Philadelphia Orchestra directors.”47  In this one hears

forebodings of the grand battles over performance rights of Shostakovich symphonies

to come.  Shostakovich’s rise to fame in America can almost be traced by the rising

fees for first performance rights to his symphonies: the Fifth was obtained in 1938 for

$5,000,48 and in 1943, the Eighth cost, notoriously, $10,000.49  Without a doubt,

Shostakovich was considered an important composer by 1940, regardless of his

political connections.  His stature was further proven by the fact that the Sixth was

premiered in the U.S. during the height of American tension with the Soviet Union,

which had recently signed a treaty with Hitler.  Despite widespread outcry about the

Nazi-Soviet pact, the reviews do not deride the composer for being a Soviet citizen or

accuse him of propagandizing.

The Sixth Symphony was the first Shostakovich work to be accepted by the

American critics as a mature work.  Speculation on the composer’s future

development, common in reviews of the First and Fifth Symphonies and Lady

Macbeth, ceased to appear in American reviews.  William Smith, writing in Musical

America on the American premiere of the Sixth, notes that Stokowski’s eloquent

                                                
47 “Stokowski and Shostakovich,” Time 36, no. 24 (December 9, 1940): 54. According to a personal
communication from Philadelphia Orchestra archivist JoAnne Barry (e-mail on February 18, 2003), no
records of the fee for the premiere of the Sixth exist.
48 Rodzinski, Our Two Lives, 175.
49 “CBS Gets Rights to Shostakovich Eighth,” Musical America  63 (November 10, 1943): 3.
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performance “further established the position of Shostakovich among the outstanding

creative musicians of our era.”50  An article in Time asserts that Shostakovich’s

position in the Soviet Union is secure.51

The Sixth Symphony did not come with the same political associations as the

Fifth Symphony, nor were there promotional articles from the Soviet Union

informing Americans of the ideological position of the Symphony.  Few comments

on the connection between politics and the Sixth appeared in the American press.  A

Philadelphia critic is quoted in Time as saying that the third movement reminded him

of “Comrade John Philip Sousa, in blouse and boots,”52 but this seems to be an

isolated political reference.  Other critics did not mention the composer’s political

background; Linton Martin in the Philadelphia Inquirer does not even recount

Shostakovich’s history of political troubles.53  Lacking a reputation as a political tract,

the Sixth was received by Americans on very different terms than the Fifth had been.

Americans were still aware of its position as a Soviet symphony, but it was not

presented in the context of a young composer’s capitulation nor as a subtle form of

propaganda.  This lack of accompanying Soviet rhetoric was essential for a positive

reception of the Sixth, especially considering the political climate during Russia’s

short-lived alliance with Nazi Germany.

                                                
50 William E. Smith, “Philadelphia,” Musical America 60 (December 10, 1940): 15.
51 “Stokowski and Shostakovich,” December 9, 1940.
52 Ibid.
53 Linton Martin, “Stokowski Introduces New Shostakovich Work,” The Philadelphia Inquirer,
November 30, 1940, 16.
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Although reviews of the premiere and early performances of the Sixth were

generally positive, some critics liked the work less after multiple hearings—just the

opposite of the Fifth Symphony.  Many critics found the Sixth uneven in quality,

especially in the first movement.  Some also found it weaker than the Fifth because of

its unusual structure, in spite of their admiration for its originality.  Typical comments

about Shostakovich’s excellent craftsmanship, talent for orchestration, and his

references to other composers appear frequently in the reviews.  Overall, the Sixth

was considered to be a mildly successful symphony, certainly interesting though by

no means monumental.

Like Shostakovich’s other symphonies, the Sixth was received with

enthusiasm by its audience.  Linton Martin notes that the Sixth “held the absorbed

attention of the capacity audience.”54  Henry Pleasants, in his summary of the fall

concert season for Modern Music, reports that the Sixth was well received.55  The

Musical Courier review of the concert states that the Symphony was “uproariously

received” and that Stokowski was called back to the stage so many times that he

conducted an encore. 56  Warren Storey Smith, writing about the March 27, 1942,

performance by the Boston Symphony Orchestra, notes that the third movement was

“certain to prove irresistible with an audience, and it has now brought down the house

                                                
54 Ibid.
55 Henry Pleasants, “Schönberg, Shostakovitch, Stokowski,” Modern Music 18, no. 2 (January-
February 1941): 120-21.
56 The encore was Perpetual Motion by Novacek. “Philadelphia Orchestra Marks 40th Birthday with
Gala List,” Musical Courier 122, no. 12 (December 15, 1940): 22.
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twice in succession.”57  The Sixth seemed even to tame a normally restless Boston

audience.  In an account of the April 1 performance by the Boston Symphony

Orchestra, Mary Purnell writes that “the 3,300 concertgoers, known to squirm, fidget

and cough in the presence of works composed later than 1912, took to the new

composition admirably and enjoyed it, a tribute to Shostakovitch, the conductor and

the orchestra.”58  The same performance “caught most of the audience off its guard,”

comments Louis Biancolli.  The serious Largo first movement did not hint “at the fun

to come,” and the applause “was really terrific.”59  Olin Downes questions whether

the vigorous applause was for the composer of the Fifth or the Sixth itself, which he

considered to be a much weaker work.60  Nonetheless, the audience’s positive

reaction to the Sixth proved its accessibility.  It was, if nothing else, a crowd-pleaser.

American critics accepted the Sixth as another work in the direction of the

“new simplicity” (as usual, the term socialist realism was not used) that Shostakovich

had first sought with the Fifth. William E. Smith of Musical America informs his

readers that “Idiomatically and harmonically, the symphony is well within the

experience of any intelligent and experienced concert-goer.”61   Henry Pleasants

writes that the Sixth, played after Schoenberg’s Violin Concerto, “was about as

                                                
57 Warren Storey Smith, “6th Symphony Repeated Here: Shostakovitch Again Wins Audience,” Boston
Post, March 28, 1942. Courtesy of the Boston Symphony Orchestra archives, Vol. 71, p. 93.
58 Mary Purnell, “Shostakovitch Sixth Symphony Presented by Boston Orchestra,” New Brunswick
Home News, April 2, 1942. Courtesy of the Boston Symphony Orchestra archives, Vol. 71, p. 95.
59 Louis Biancolli, “A Session of Boston Virtuosity” World Tribune, April 3, 1942. Courtesy of the
Boston Symphony Orchestra archives, Vol. 71, p. 96.
60 Olin Downes, “Boston Symphony in Varied Programs,” The New York Times, April 3, 1942, 25.
Courtesy of the Boston Symphony Orchestra archives, Vol. 71, p. 96.
61 Smith, “Philadelphia,” December 10, 1940, 15.
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complicated as God Bless America.”62  In a review of Stokowski’s recording of

Shostakovich’s Sixth Symphony and Quintet, Houward Taubman remarks that both

works, abundant with fresh and memorable themes, were written in the Soviet idiom

of the new simplicity.63  He adds that the style is modern, but that Shostakovich’s

romanticism and Russian roots are clearly evident.  Critics of Boston Symphony

Orchestra performances of the Sixth agree that the work is simple enough for the

audience to enjoy.64

Although it was clearly accessible, the Sixth Symphony seemed to American

critics to be more individualistic than the Fifth had been.  The lengthy, serious

opening Largo and pair of lighthearted shorter movements were a radical departure

from the traditional balanced four-movement structure.  Miles Kastendieck found

individuality in the work’s uniqueness in its form, orchestration, and effects.65

Sloper, reviewing the Boston premiere, quotes Stokowski’s program notes, which

assert that the composer has become more individualistic with the three-movement

Sixth Symphony; however, Sloper remarks, the lack of a first movement gives an

“odd definition” of individualistic, and he sarcastically proposes that Shostakovich

                                                
62 Pleasants, “Schönberg, Shostakovitch, Stokowski,” January-February 1941, 120.
63 Howard Taubman, “Records: Shostakovich: His Sixth Symphony and Piano Quintet In New
Albums—Other Releases,” The New York Times, February 1, 1942, 6.
64 For example, see Alexander Williams, “Music: Symphony Concert,” Boston Herald, March 28,
1942. Courtesy of the Boston Symphony Orchestra archives, Vol. 71, p. 94. Francis D. Perkins,
“Shostakovitch Work Presented By Bostonians,” New York Herald-Tribune, April 3, 1942. Courtesy of
the Boston Symphony Orchestra archives, Vol. 71, p. 95. “Koussevitzky Plays,” New York Post, April
3, 1942,. Courtesy of the Boston Symphony Orchestra archives, Vol. 71, p. 95. Miles Kastendieck,
“Koussevitsky Plays Shostakovich 6th,” Brooklyn Eagle, April 3, 1942. Courtesy of the Boston
Symphony Orchestra archives, Vol. 71, p. 95.
65 Ibid.
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leave out the other movements as well.  The work would then be completely

individualistic in its nihilism.66

An individualistic approach was contrary to the tenets of socialist realism,

which state that a composer must try to speak with the voice of his people rather than

his own voice.  But Americans interpreted official Soviet policy at the time as

concerned more with accessibility than anything else.  Even though the Sixth was

considered accessible, it was not accompanied by political rhetoric.  This lack of

propaganda and Shostakovich’s increasing popularity with American audiences made

it possible for critics to impose on his music a very American value—individualism.

Critics of the Philadelphia premiere had varying opinions on the unusual

structure.  Stutsman finds that the strange movement structure leaves the composer

vulnerable to criticism, but proposes that it could be evidence of his genius.67  Martin

comments that the Sixth is really three separate works combined into one with no

sense of continuity or cyclic unity.68  Perhaps the cyclic use of themes in the Fifth had

led the Philadelphia critic to expect some sort of thematic unity among the

movements of the Sixth.  He adds that if the movements are linked at all, it is in the

sense of their nationalistic tone painting in highly contrasting styles—a presentation

of Russian themes of the steppe and Russian dances.  Pleasants comments that this

                                                
66 L.A. Sloper, “Again the Shostakovich Sixth,” Christian Science Monitor, March 27, 1942. Courtesy
of the Boston Symphony Orchestra archives, Vol. 71, p. 93.
67 Grace May Stutsman, “Boston: Symphony Offers Shostakovich Sixth,” Musical America 62 (April
10, 1942): 21.
68 Martin, “Stokowski Introduces,” November 30, 1940.



180

looseness of structure seems to be part of the composer’s plan.69  He ranks the slow

movement as the best of the three.

Critics of other performances of the Sixth also commented on the unusual

structure as either an advantage or a sign of a lack of organization.  Sloper, writing on

the Boston premiere, hears it as a symphony without a first movement.  He finds the

Sixth “obviously ill-balanced” and in need of reworking; the lack of a first movement

leaves the symphony truncated, and the second movement is too long. 70  Downes, on

the other hand, sees the first movement as a combination of the traditional sonata

movement and the slow movement.  He calls the Symphony “patchy, uneven and

prevailingly theatrical.”71  Biancolli writes admiringly of the dramatic effect of the

work’s structure.  The audience is lulled by the opening Largo, and the boisterous

third movement takes them by surprise.72

Three years later, reviewers of a January 14, 1943, performance of the Sixth by

the New York Philharmonic also find that the three movements do not form a unified

symphony.  Like Sloper, Henry Simon finds the work unbalanced: “The Shostakovich

Sixth is a difficult piece to swallow as a whole, because the slow, serious first

movement seems to bear little relationship to the two boisterous ones that follow.”73

Downes writes that in terms of the symphonic tradition the work seems fragmentary

                                                
69 Ibid.
70 Sloper, “Again the Shostakovich Sixth,” March 27, 1942.
71 Downes, “In Varied Programs,” April 3, 1942.
72 Biancolli, “Boston Virtuosity,” April 3, 1942.
73 Henry Simon, “The Philharmonic Reaches Reiner,” PM, January 16, 1943. Courtesy of the New
York Philharmonic archives.
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and incomplete in both proportion and detail.74  Robert Bagar calls the three-

movement structure “a rather unheard-of stunt” and finds the Sixth “over-talky.” 75

Oscar Thompson writes that “the work as a whole again failed of any very cohesive

unity, particularly as concerned the relation of its three movements, one to another.”76

Virgil Thomson gives Shostakovich only three sentences in his review of the concert:

The reviewer was sorry when all this fine music [Stravinsky, Le Chant de
Rossignol, Musorgsky-Ravel, Pictures at an Exhibition] and lovely playing
was interrupted by one of those Shostakovitch symphonies.  It seems to
make little difference when they begin or end or how they are played.  They
just meander and meander.77

He is bored by the loose structure of the Sixth.  After Lady Macbeth, Thomson

seemed to sour on Shostakovich; he found the Fifth to be weak  and the Seventh

overlong.78  His abrupt dismissal of the Sixth shows that he had given up on

Shostakovich as a composer.

Except for Thomson, American critics considered the strength of the Sixth

Symphony to be in its colorful orchestration, a quality by then understood to be a

hallmark of Shostakovich’s unique voice as a composer.  Shostakovich’s unusual

                                                
74 Olin Downes, “Reiner is Director at Carnegie Hall: Leads Philharmonic in Concert Which Features
the Music of Living Russian Composers,” The New York Times, January 15, 1943. Courtesy of the
New York Philharmonic archives.
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combinations of instruments, comments Martin, caused the audience to pay close

attention throughout the symphony. 79  The orchestration of the Sixth is described as

“transparent” in the New York Post.80  Oscar Thompson calls Shostakovich a “slick

technician.”81  Unlike the early American performances of the Fifth Symphony, when

critics deployed comments on Shostakovich’s skill at orchestration as subtle insults

about his lack of inspiration, American critics praised the orchestration of the Sixth

Symphony as individual, unique, and interesting.

The orchestration of the third movement in particular, which abounded with

Shostakovich’s unique brand of humor, was frequently praised.  In this movement,

his effects were sometimes linked to his Russian heritage.  Martin refers to the finale

as “a Russian equivalent of an American ‘hoe down’ or barn dance, with its lusty,

romping rhythms of peasant dances.”82  The folk-like nature of the themes in the

finale is also remarked upon by Taubman and Sloper.83  Kastendieck remarks that

Shostakovich “goes ‘Russian’ completely in the final movement which runs rampant

in a folk-lore atmosphere.”84  That the critics called the music “Russian” rather than

“Soviet” is symptomatic of the uneasy relationship between the Soviet Union and the

United States at the time.  It was likely more appropriate to refer to a nationalistic

musical style than Communist ideology.
                                                
79 Martin, “Stokowski Introduces,” November 30, 1940.
80 “Koussevitzky Plays,” (New York Post) April 3, 1942.
81 Oscar Thompson, “Bostonians Play Three Symphonies,” New York Sun, April 3, 1942. Courtesy of
the Boston Symphony Orchestra archives, Vol. 71, p. 96.
82 Martin, “Stokowski Introduces,” November 30, 1940.
83 Taubman, “Sixth Symphony and Piano Quintet,” February 1, 1942; Sloper, “Again the Shostakovich
Sixth,” March 27, 1942.
84 Kastendieck, “Koussevitsky Plays,” April 3, 1942.
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The critics also become quite creative with their descriptions of the movement

in terms of a carnival atmosphere.  The finale is described as creating a “carnival

atmosphere,” as “carnival-like,” and as using “circus orchestration.85  It is one of

Shostakovich’s breathless galops, complete with humorous leaps in the melodies,

punctuation by piccolo and cymbal, and constant motion.  Critics considered these

qualities typical of Shostakovich, more evidence that the concept of a “Shostakovich

style” was fairly well-established.

Another habit of Shostakovich, borrowing from other composers, was not as

much an issue with the Sixth Symphony.  Critics mostly heard general references to

popular culture and Russian folk music, appropriate for a Symphony known for its

accessible quality.  Martin and Taubman comment upon the Russian folk tune nature

of the themes of the third movement.  Sloper heard the Sixth performed by the Boston

Symphony Orchestra on a concert with Prokofiev’s Classical Symphony and writes

that Shostakovich’s last movement is highly indebted to that work,86 but this is an

isolated comment.  Bennett’s review of the same concert mentions a “vast contrast” to

the Prokofiev.87  Bagar, on the other hand, finds a multitude of references in the last

movement and describes them colorfully:

He does take-offs on Beethoven, on sugary Hispanic songs like Cielito
Lindo, on Tin Pan Alley creations of the It’s a Sin to Tell a Lie order, on

                                                
85 “Koussevitzky Plays,” (New York Post ) April 3, 1942; Biancolli, “Boston Virtuosity,” April 3,
1942; Thompson, “Bostonians Play Three Symphonies,” April 3, 1942.
86 Sloper, “Again the Shostakovich Sixth,” March 27, 1942.
87 Grena Bennett, “Russian Music Featured by Bostonians,” New York Journal American, April 3,
1942. Courtesy of the Boston Symphony Orchestra archives, Vol. 71, p. 95.
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William Tell.  Sometimes the whole orchestra imitates a street band.  In
short, the music imitates and harpoons everything but four Hawaiians, and it
might have done that, too, if Shostakovich had thought of it.88

Perkins also finds a popular song quality in the last movement, noting that it

reminded one hearer of “a popular Victor Herbert number.”89  Downes, who usually

prides himself in finding references to Sibelius in Shostakovich symphonies, did not

mention any derivative passages in the Sixth.  The tune detectives either had little to

discover in the Sixth, or they were distracted by its arresting atmosphere and unusual

three-movement structure.

Because in the eyes of American critics Shostakovich had gained a signature

style and a secure position in the ranks of modern composers by the time of the

American premiere of the Sixth, they began to compare the symphony to his other

major works.  There was a growing interest in deciding which of Shostakovich’s

symphonies were masterpieces that would last into the future.  The Sixth on the

whole was considered a relatively minor symphony when compared with the Fifth

and Seventh, works more fully within the favored symphonic tradition.  Coming after

the Fifth, which was the composer’s rehabilitation, if not an apology, and just before

the Seventh, which would become the famous “Blitz” Symphony, the Sixth was

possibly overshadowed by their extra-musical associations.  Martin, one of the first

critics to write on the Sixth, refused to compare it to the Fifth.90  Taubman, writing in

1942 about the first recording of the Sixth and the Piano Quintet, compared the Sixth
                                                
88 Bagar, “Fritz Reiner at Carnegie,” January 15, 1943.
89 Perkins, “Presented By Bostonians,” April 3, 1942.
90 Martin, “Stokowski Introduces,” November 30, 1940.
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favorably to the Fifth.  He remarks that the Sixth and the Piano Quintet make one feel

as though Shostakovich has matured.  “The composer is writing with directness and

integrity and with a plentitude of ideas.  He is clearly in the main stream of his

country’s musical course, but he is also a musician of distinctive and powerful

personality.”91  Storey Smith, Purnell, and Downes found the Sixth to be weaker than

the Fifth.92  Williams, however, considered the slow first movement better than the

slow movement of the Fifth Symphony.93  In Musical America, Pleasants echoes

Williams, writing that the first movement “ranks with the best things the composer

has given us.”94  Stutsman writes that although the Sixth lacks enough musical

substance to immediately be labelled a masterwork of the Russian symphonic

literature, it shows enough promise to promote interest in the future Seventh.95

With repeated performances and the emergence of later symphonies by

Shostakovich, critics lost their taste for the Sixth Symphony.  The Sixth received mild

interest at its premiere but with time lost favor.  Reviews of the January 1943 New

York premiere of the Sixth were mixed, some finding the work unconvincing and

others praising it for its freshness.96  The next performance of Shostakovich’s Sixth

by the New York Philharmonic took place on April 10, 1947.  Reviews of this concert

                                                
91 Taubman, “Sixth Symphony and Piano Quintet,” February 1, 1942.
92 Storey Smith, “Again Wins Audience,” March 28, 1942. Purnell, “Shostakovitch Sixth Symphony
Presented by Boston Orchestra,” April 2, 1942.
93 Alexander Williams, “Symphony Concert,” March 28, 1942.
94 Pleasants, “Schönberg, Shostakovitch, Stokowski,” January-February 1941, 120-21.
95 Stutsman, “Boston: Symphony Offers Shostakovich Sixth,” April 10, 1942.
96 Olin Downes, “Reiner is Director,” January 15, 1943. Thompson, “Russian Program,” January 15,
1943. Edward O’Gorman, “Reiner Puts the Philharmonic Through Some Brilliant Paces,” The New
York Post, January 15, 1943. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
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state that the work has become dated, that it is clearly a weak score, and that it is one

of the least favored of the Shostakovich symphonies by conductors.97

Shostakovich’s reputation in America as a Soviet composer was not

necessarily changed by performances of the Sixth Symphony, but American critics

did at least find the work to be individualistic and mature.  It was less directly

connected to political rhetoric than the Fifth, as it came to America unaccompanied

by promotional articles quoting the composer or Soviet critics on its political virtues.

The Sixth, a work that continued the new direction of socialist realism, was

considered highly accessible to audiences, if musically somewhat weak, because of

its loose structure.  Although most American critics were not very enthusiastic about

the Sixth, they did not comment on the composer’s orchestration or borrowings from

other composers to be a sign of a lack of inspiration (as they had with the Fifth).  In

general, the American reception of the Sixth was lukewarm, though it helped to

affirm Shostakovich’s reputation as a Soviet composer of great ability.  More

importantly, the idea of a signature Shostakovich style had been born.  American

critics had experienced enough of Shostakovich’s music to recognize his style as a

composer and would in reviews of subsequent works refer to the inventive

orchestration, references to other composers, and use of humor as elements of his

unique style.

                                                
97 John Briggs, “Stokowski Conducts All-Russian Program,” New York Post, April 11, 1947. Courtesy
of the New York Philharmonic archives. Olin Downes, “Stokowski Offers All-Russian Music,” The
New York Times, April 11, 1947. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives. “An All-Russian
Program Under Stokowski’s Baton,” Musical America  67 (April 25, 1947). Courtesy of the New York
Philharmonic archives.
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The American premieres of the Fifth and Sixth Symphonies cemented

Shostakovich’s position in America as an important modern composer.  His

reputation as a Soviet figurehead certainly gained him attention he might not have

had otherwise, but his persistence in composing symphonies that were interesting and

listenable doubtlessly contributed to his popularity in America.  Although American

critics expressed doubts as to the musical quality of both the Fifth and Sixth, they

continued to convey admiration for his unique skills as a technician and his creative

genius.

For American critics, these two symphonies were associated with the Soviet

policy of socialist realism in different ways.  Americans understood that accessibility

to a wider audience was a quality mandated by the Soviet government and a new

direction willingly adopted by Shostakovich.  The Fifth, accompanied by promotional

articles and descriptions of Shostakovich’s new compositional direction, was overtly

linked to Shostakovich’s political position.  Its four-movement structure and heroic

paradigm placed it firmly within Romantic symphonic tradition, but American critics

resented the appropriation of this tradition for political ends.  They saw its crowd-

pleasing qualities as an artificial attempt at a different kind of monumentality.  The

Sixth was not promoted as an ideological symphony as the Fifth had been.  Its

lopsided, three-movement structure was a sign of Shostakovich’s abandonment of the

Soviet-approved Beethovenian rhetoric.  The Sixth was interpreted as a more

individualistic work in the eyes of American critics.  Reviews of the Sixth centered
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on traits considered typical of Shostakovich, and the symphony was taken as proof of

his unique style as a mature composer.  Yet in spite of the image in America of the

Sixth as an individualist work and a realization of Shostakovich’s unique voice, it was

the Fifth, a work of socialist realism, that would remain in the orchestral repertory

and come to be considered one of Shostakovich’s masterpieces.
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Chapter 6
A “Blitz Symphony”

Symphony No. 7, “Dedicated to the city of Leningrad”

This Symphony of Shostakovich has overshadowed all other music coming from
Russia.  The romance and the drama of its composer, serving as a fire warden at the
Conservatory in a city under air attack; its illustrative power in pitching the Russian
Freedom theme against the motive of the Nazi machine; the Victory sweep of the Finale:
all this has made Shostakovich’s work pre-eminently a War Symphony.  It has
thundered all over the free world, and it has earned for Shostakovich a place in history
books.

Nicolas Slonimsky, “Soviet Music at Quarter-Century Mark,” 1943

With the composition of his Seventh Symphony, the “Leningrad,”

Shostakovich joined the war effort.1  The American premiere of the Seventh in July

1942 and the enormous amount of attention it subsequently received in the American

                                                
1 The epigraph is from Nicolas Slonimsky, “Soviet Music at Quarter-Century Mark,” Musical America
63 (February 10, 1943): 20. The caricature is from Musical America 64 (June 1944): 11.  Reproduced
with permission, courtesy of Musical America archives.
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press marked the peak of Shostakovich’s popularity in America.2  The symphony’s

broadcast premiere before a studio audience by Toscanini and the NBC Symphony

Orchestra took place on July 19, 1942, and the concert premiere followed soon after,

with Koussevitzky and the Berkshire Music Center student orchestra at Tanglewood

on August 16.  The Seventh had come to the U.S. with an exciting story: the

symphony was begun in a city under siege by a composer who took shifts as a

fireman and trench digger; it was completed in exile in Kuibyshev and spirited out of

the country as microfilm.  The Symphony was dedicated to the city of Leningrad, and

its optimistic ending predicted the victory over fascism.  It was called “a symphony to

kill Hitler.”3

The microfilmed score of the Seventh traveled on almost every sort of

transportation on its journey to America.  Microfilmed in Moscow, it was transported

by rail to Kuibyshev (where the composer was spending his war-imposed exile from

his beloved home town), by plane to Tehran, by automobile to Cairo, and then by

plane to the United States via South America.4  Accounts of the score’s dramatic

journey appeared in The New Yorker, The New York Times, Time, Musical America,

Life, and Newsweek.  The 100-foot long roll of microfilm was in a tin about the size

                                                
2 Kate Hevner Mueller writes that the Seventh was not performed after 1943; however, her tables at the
end of her book do list performances in 1946 and 1962. Twenty-Seven Major American Symphony
Orchestras (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1973), xxxii.
3 Nicolas Slonimsky, “Dmitri Dmitrievitch Shostakovitch,” The Musical Quarterly 28, no. 4 (October
1942): 439.
4 “Symphony,” The New Yorker 18 (July 18, 1942): 9.  This route is mentioned in several articles of
the time, but only The New Yorker mentions the Moscow to Kuibyshev leg.
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of an ashtray, and one report said that it contained 450 separate frames.5

Photographers were enlisted to blow up the score and made 2,038 prints altogether. 6

The writer for The New Yorker reported that the film had been underexposed, which

required extra work on the part of the photographers.  Due to war priorities, these

prints had to be on glossy paper, and so the NBC Orchestra had to play the broadcast

premiere from glossy photographs of their parts.  The head of NBC’s music

department, Thomas Belviso, described the ordeal as “one vast headache.”7

Shostakovich’s Seventh Symphony, with its story of high adventure, arrested

the attention of American critics like no other work since his ill-fated opera, Lady

Macbeth of Mtensk.  The extensive promotions surrounding the Seventh’s first

performance in America prepared the audience for a monumental and inspiring work,

and they were not disappointed.  While audiences gave the first performances of the

work roaring ovations, many critics—partly out of resentment of the media machine

to which they themselves belonged—lambasted the symphony as shallow and

grandiose, although pro-Soviet critics defended the Symphony.  This dichotomy

between the enthusiastic reception by audiences and divided reactions of critics

continued a trend begun with Lady Macbeth.  Like the opera and the Fifth Symphony,

the Seventh’s political status greatly affected its critical reception.  Its extra-musical

                                                
5 “Asides of the Concert and Opera Worlds: Delivering a Score in Microfilm from Soviet Union by
Air,” The New York Times, June 21, 1942, 7.
6 “Symphony,” The New Yorker, July 18, 1942.
7 Ibid.
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associations guaranteed curiosity and interest on the part of the audience and

skepticism on the part of many critics.

The story of the Seventh as a heroic wartime work was reinforced by

Shostakovich’s own words, related in a promotional interview by Ralph Parker, the

Russian correspondent for The New York Times;8 an article in the same newspaper

written by Shostakovich himself;9 and later, an essay in the New Masses, also by

Shostakovich.10  Parker quotes the young composer at length.  Shostakovich describes

his symphony as a work for the ordinary man and goes on to interpret the fourth

movement as “the victory of light over darkness, of humanity over barbarism, of

reason over reaction.”11  In his article on Slavonic culture, Shostakovich describes an

artistic milieu that continued to thrive despite decades of discrimination and abuse by

outside forces (including Hitler).  In the New Masses, Shostakovich uses battle

imagery, designating the arts as valuable weapons that assist the battle against

fascism.  He writes: “Our people know no fear in this struggle.”12  While the

composer had been silent about the Fifth and Sixth Symphonies, with the Seventh, he

was very clear about his intentions.  He even described a specific program: in the first

movement, peace is threatened by war; second movement, memories of the past

                                                
8 Ralph Parker, “Shostakovich, Composer, Explains His Symphony of Plain Man in War,” The New
York Times, February 9, 1942, 17.
9 Dmitri Shostakovich, “Stating the Case for Slavonic Culture,” The New York Times, June 21, 1942,
28-29.
10 Shostakovich, “What I Believe,” New Masses 44, no. 5 (August 4, 1942): 28-29.
11 Parker, “Explains His Symphony,” February 9, 1942.
12 Shostakovich, “What I Believe,” August 4, 1942, 28.
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happy life; third movement, lofty reflections on those fallen in war; fourth movement,

victory, triumph over evil.13

Shostakovich himself became an important figure in the publicity in America

surrounding the Seventh.  With earlier works, Shostakovich’s image in America had

been somewhat vague, that of a talented young Soviet composer, but with the

Seventh, he began to appear more human.  The character of the composer—shy,

nervous, slight—contrasts vividly with the character of the symphony—heroic,

manly, thunderous.  But he was also portrayed as a war hero.  Shostakovich’s picture

in his fireman’s hat on the cover of the July 20, 1942 issue of Time encouraged

Americans to see him as a real person.  Accounts of the composer described him as

thin, nervous, slight, and looking like a schoolboy.  Parker describes Shostakovich

this way:

Slight in stature, extraordinarily youthful-looking, the man who is
probably the best-known abroad of Soviet Russia’s composers sat in a
shabby Kuibyshev bedroom, pulling cigarettes to pieces and stirring his
glass of tea while he spoke passionately.”14

This description portrays Shostakovich as an ordinary, flawed human being with great

passions.  An Associated Press wire announcement that the Seventh is in rehearsal in

Kuibyshev in The New York Times describes Shostakovich as “a slight, nervous

                                                
13 Parker, “Explains His Symphony,” February 9, 1942.  For other descriptions of the program, see
“Premiere of the Year,” Newsweek; Rabinovich and Shlifstein, “Pens Victory Symphony,” The
Musician; and Oscar Thompson, “Has Premiere,” Musical America.
14 Parker, “Explains His Symphony,” February 9, 1942.
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professor of music.”15  Parker later calls the composer “a fidgety, pale faced, slight

young man.”16  Another description uses the words “shy, serious, scholarly.”17  This

was the person who dug trenches and walked the rooftops of Leningrad.  He was no

longer an abstraction, a composer for the Soviet regime but instead an ordinary,

unassuming person who attempted ordinary tasks and achieved great things; his latest

symphony was composed for similarly ordinary people who were heroically resisting

a fascist siege.  With such an image created in the publicity for the Seventh, the

American public could not help but be sympathetic with the composer and receive his

work warmly.

The depiction of Shostakovich as an ordinary human being continued in later

profiles of the composer.  Nicolas Slonimsky’s October 1942 profile in The Musical

Quarterly includes a picture of the composer as a boy.18  The picture of Shostakovich

in his firehat reappears in The New York Times Magazine in February 1943,19 and it

also can be found in a review of records of the Sixth Symphony and the Quintet in the

February 16, 1942 issue of Time over the caption “Dmitri Shostakovich: can be jolly

raucous.”20  An article about his aunt appears in a 1944 issue of Musical America.21

                                                
15 “Footnotes on Headliners: Symphony,” The New York Times, February 15, 1942, 2.
16 Ralph Parker, “Shostakovich—A Major Voice of the Soviets,” The New York Times, April 5, 1942,
7.
17 “Shostakovich and the Guns,” Time 39 (July 20, 1942): 53.
18 Slonimsky, “Shostakovitch,” October 1942, 439.
19 Ralph Parker, “The Symphonist of Russia’s Travail,” The New York Times Magazine, February 7,
1943, 33.
20 “Music: Soviet’s Best Bet,” Time 39 (February 16, 1942): 81-82.
21 Maude Muller, “Shostakovich’s Aunt, a Scientist, Lives in U.S.,” Musical America 64 (April 25,
1944): 34.
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Stories about his childhood also become popular.22  An article in Newsweek describes

the privations his mother had to suffer for his musical education.23  Significantly, the

earliest of the descriptions in 1942 and 1943 of Shostakovich as nervous and slight

come from the pen of Parker.  This writer was without a doubt highly influential, as

echoes of his articles appear in subsequent ones.

The composer was linked to Soviet policy in an influential interview of the

composer by Parker from Kuibyshev.24  This interview set a precedent for American

critical reception of the Seventh by linking Shostakovich’s music once again to the

socialist ideal that the composer’s first duty was to serve the people.  Parker quotes

Shostakovich at length and presents the Seventh as a symphony for the ordinary

person, “the man in the street,” as Shostakovich says.  The first movement depicts

“the transformation of these ordinary people into heroes by the outbreak of war.”

And without using the term socialist realism, Shostakovich offers a statement (to be

quoted often in the following months) that establishes the nature of the Seventh:

I consider that every artist who isolates himself from the world is
doomed.  I find it incredible that an artist should want to shut himself away
from the people, who, in the end, form his audience.  I think an artist should
serve the greatest number of people.  I always try to make myself as widely
understood as possible, and if I don’t succeed I consider it’s my own fault.25

                                                
22 See Parker, “Symphonist of Russia’s Travail,” February 7, 1943, and “A Major Voice,” April 5,
1942.
23 “Shostakovich and Sonya,” Newsweek 22 (August 15, 1943): 80. This article is a review of the first
English-language biography of Shostakovich, by Victor Ilych Seroff (Knopf, 1943).
24 Parker, “Explains His Symphony,” February 9, 1942.
25 Ibid.
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Shostakovich states the principles of the reigning Soviet doctrine on music of his

time, that the primary purpose of art is to be accessible and to serve the people, rather

than itself.  This utilitarian idea contradicts the portrayal of Shostakovich as an

individual hero, resulting in a sometimes contradictory and multi-faceted image of the

Seventh and perhaps biasing American critics against the symphony.  The trend of

linking the Seventh to official Soviet rhetoric is reinforced by another promotional

article in The New York Times describing the composer’s brief fall into disfavor and

then return to favor with a new music displaying “the new simplicity” and “Soviet

reality,” linking these terms with the Seventh.26   A year later, Newsweek calls

Shostakovich “the USSR’s most potent propaganda instrument in the Western

world.”27

Another important quality that was mandated by Soviet policy was optimism.

Reviews of the Russian premiere appearing in the American press emphasize the

heroism and optimism of the Seventh.  They establish that the Seventh portrays

victory in war, ostensibly the defeat of the Nazi invasion into Russia.  Whatever

sorrow is expressed is taken to be a sorrow with “a courage and fortitude which no

trials, however heavy, can break.”28  The Finale is presented as a victory

                                                
26 “Symphony,” February 15, 1942, 2. This blurb also quotes the Parker article of a week before.
27 “Shostakovich and Sonya,” August 15, 1943.
28 D. Rabinovich and S. Shlifstein, “Pens Victory Symphony During Darkest Hour,” The Musician 47
(April, 1942): 55; and “Shostakovich Seventh Symphony Has Premiere in Russia,” Musical America
62 (March 10, 1942): 7.  The article appears in both journals; neither makes mention of the other.  As
The Musician contains the most complete version of their remarks, all subsequent references will be to
this article.
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accomplished through “contemplation, suffering, and struggle”29 and is evidence of

the “indominatable spirit” and heroism of the Soviet people.30  Such words, Arthur

Berger would later state, led one to expect a grandly romantic symphony.31

Slonimsky related that Shostakovich called the Seventh a “Blitz Symphony,” his

response to the German Blitzkrieg.32  Of course, optimism during war time was

always welcome, and American critics probably did not receive the optimism of the

Seventh as being particularly a result of the Soviet policy of socialist realism.

A wartime symphony about victory was considered a powerful weapon

against the enemy.  The Symphony will strike fear into the hearts of the fascists (“the

vandals and huns”), Rabinovich and Shlifstein argue, because it is beautiful, and such

men fear beauty.33  The beauty of the symphony exposes the ugliness and depravity of

the enemy.  Shostakovich himself reinforces this view in a June 21, 1942 article in

The New York Times.34  He calls the enemy “the lowest, dirtiest and vilest

specimens.”  He writes that the fascists are horrified by Slavonic culture because it is

beautiful, “and all that’s beautiful and great is an accusation leveled against the

frightful moral monstrosity of fascism.”  Although Shostakovich’s comments here are

in the context of an article on Slavonic arts in general, it appeared one month before

the symphony’s American premiere and was probably timed to help promote the

                                                
29 Ibid., 55.
30 Parker, “A Major Voice,” April 5, 1942.
31 Arthur Berger, “Music in Wartime,” The New Republic 110 (February 7, 1944): 175-78.
32 Slonimsky, “Shostakovitch,” October 1942, 439.
33 Rabinovich and Shlifstein, “Pens Victory Symphony,” April 1942, 55.
34 Shostakovich, “Stating the Case,” June 21, 1942, 6.
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Seventh.  Shostakovich’s opinion of the enemy is made more explicit in an August 4

article in the New Masses.  Shostakovich writes that the phenomenon of artists still

producing works for enthusiastic audiences must terrify Hitler.  “We can proclaim to

the world that during these days of bloody battles and ceaseless thunder of guns,

music never became silent in besieged Leningrad. . . .  Art . . . became a new type of

armament striking the enemy.”35  Statements like these emphasized the goodness of

the Soviet Union and its fight for freedom against Nazi Germany.

The Seventh Symphony was given an unprecedented (for Shostakovich

premieres) amount of media attention before its American premiere.  The battle

language and theme of heroism surely appealed to American wartime sentiment, and

the alliance of the United States with the Soviet Union against Nazi Germany

provided a solid reason to promote the symphony as a monument to Allied future

victory.  Shostakovich’s Seventh Symphony was therefore surely one of the most

effective propaganda tools of the Second World War.  Shostakovich himself became

a figure that represented goodwill between allies and an indomitable fighting spirit.

This was an important transformation of Shostakovich’s image in America—he

remained a Soviet composer, but he became a Soviet composer fighting for a

common cause with Americans.  The black-and-white portrayal of the brave, heroic

Allies versus the evil, insensitive Axis was well-suited for its time.  The musical

qualities of the symphony were completely overwhelmed by its political image.  As

                                                
35 Shostakovich, “What I Believe,” August 4, 1942, 29.
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long as it was somewhat tonal, loud, and long, what the Seventh sounded like

mattered far less than what it meant to the American (and Soviet) people.
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American Performances

Date Orchestra Conductor Event
July 19, 1942 NBC Symphony Orchestra Toscanini Broadcast premiere
August 14, 1942 Tanglewood Student

Orchestra
Koussevitzky Concert premiere

October 9, 1942 Boston Symphony
Orchestra

Koussevitzky Boston premiere

October 14, 1942 Philharmonic-Symphony
Society (New York)

Toscanini New York premiere

Table 6-1: Early performances in America of the Seventh Symphony

Shostakovich expressed wishes to have the work performed in America as

soon as possible,36 and the struggle for performance rights began even before the

Leningrad premiere.  John Selby writes that five conductors showed an interest in

being the first to perform the Seventh in America, but the real battle lay among

Toscanini, Koussevitzky and Stokowski.37  Koussevitzky approached the Am-Rus

Music Corporation, the American agent for Soviet music, and received the rights for

first performance from them in April.  However, Toscanini, with the power of the

National Broadcasting Corporation (NBC) behind him, had used NBC’s agent in

Moscow as early as January 1942, and eventually tied down the rights for first

performance of the piece.38   Toscanini received the rights even though Stokowski,

                                                
36 Rabinovich and Shlifstein, “Has Premiere in Russia,” March 10, 1942, 7.
37 John Selby, “Toscanini to Pay Tribute to Russians:To Conduct Symphony Written Under Fire of
Nazi Guns,” St. Joseph, Missouri News Press, July 19, 1942. Courtesy of the Boston Symphony
Orchestra archives. The other three conductors mentioned were Koussevitzky, Ormandy and Chavez,
all of whom would perform the work in 1942.
38 “Shostakovich and the Guns,” July 20, 1942.
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co-conductor of the NBC Symphony, had been soliciting NBC for the rights since

December.39

Initially, there was some confusion in the press over who had won the battle.

“Koussevitsky Gets Shostakovich 7th: Receives Rights to Introduce Symphony by

Young Soviet Composer at Tanglewood; Performance in August; Work, Written

During Siege of Leningrad, to Be Heard at Russian Relief Concert,” proclaimed The

New York Times on June 16, 1942.40  However, on June 17, in a much smaller font,

we read “City to Hear Soviet Work: Toscanini to Lead Premiere Here of

Shostakovich 7th on Oct. 14.”41  The article stated that contrary to the previous

announcement that Koussevitzky would conduct the North American premiere at

Berkshire, Toscanini would conduct the work.  It also noted that the Symphony

would take ninety minutes to perform (the premiere actually took 73 minutes) and

would require a large orchestra.  Technically, the first announcement was correct, as

it stated that Koussevitzky had received rights for the first concert premiere.

Toscanini’s Western Hemisphere premiere was to be a radio broadcast in July, not

October, although the planned October concert did take place.

This was certainly a coup, as Stokowski and Koussevitzky were widely

known to be promoters of Shostakovich’s music, and Toscanini had turned down the

                                                
39 Oliver Daniel, Stokowski: A Counterpoint of View (New York: Dodd, Mead and Company, 1982),
454.
40 “Koussevitsky Gets Shostakovich 7th,” The New York Times, June 16, 1942, 27.
41 “City to Hear Soviet Work,”The New York Times, June 17, 1942, 27.
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premiere of the Fifth.42  Stokowski had conducted the American premieres of the

First, Third, and Sixth, and Koussevitzky was known for multiple performances of

the Fifth and his advocacy of the symphony.43  Toscanini, though, was in a position of

greater power, and he was drawn to the work’s anti-fascist message.44  Elliott

Grennard, writing for the Communist publication New Masses, states that Toscanini’s

privilege in being the first to conduct the Seventh was only fitting, as the conductor

had defied Mussolini in refusing to play the Italian fascist anthem before a concert

and cancelled an engagement at Bayreuth because it had come under control of the

Nazis.45

The struggle between Toscanini and Stokowski over the first broadcast

performance is well documented.46  Stokowski wrote to Toscanini on June 22,

asserting that they had an agreement that he would perform new works and Toscanini

would perform Brahms.  Stokowski also claimed his Slavic blood, long

correspondence with Shostakovich, and constant support of the composer over the

past years as reasons why he should be allowed to conduct the premiere.  Toscanini

replied, saying that while he had not a drop of Slavic blood in his veins and while he

didn’t “feel such a frenzied love for it” like Stokowski, he was “deeply taken by [the

Seventh’s] beauty and its anti-Fascist meanings” and felt the “greatest desire to

                                                
42 “Shostakovich and the Guns,” July 20, 1942, 53.
43 “Koussevitzky Gets Shostakovich 7th,” June 16, 1942.
44 Joseph Horowitz, Understanding Toscanini (New York: Knopf, 1987), 175.
45 Elliott Grennard, “Shostakovich’s Music,” New Masses, August 4, 1942, 29.
46 Horowitz, Understanding Toscanini, 174-75 and Daniel, Stokowski, 455-57.
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perform it.”47  He also mentioned his past battles against fascism.  Stokowski must

have misunderstood him, because his letter in reply thanks Toscanini for allowing

him to conduct the first broadcast and wishes him the best in conducting the planned

October concert performance.  Toscanini responded quickly but politely, proposing

that perhaps his poor English had resulted in some sort of misunderstanding.  “I felt

the strongest sympathy and emotion for this special work so I urged the NBC to have

it performed the first time by me.”48   The result was that Toscanini conducted the

broadcast premiere by the NBC Symphony Orchestra on July 19, 1942 and the

concert premiere was held on August 14 at the Berkshire Music Center with

Koussevitzky conducting the student orchestra of the Tanglewood festival.  The New

York concert premiere took place on October 14, by the Philharmonic-Symphony

Society Orchestra of New York, conducted by Toscanini.  Stokowski was not even

given the honor of the first New York concert performance; he conducted the second

broadcast on the NBC network in December.

This scuffle demonstrates the importance of the Seventh in the minds of the

conductors.  It was truly the most sought-after work of the season.  The adventurous

war story of the Seventh’s journey to America, the battle over first performance

rights, and the composition of the Seventh in a city under siege appealed to a wide

public.  Shostakovich’s public transformation from a composer who was subject (and

willingly submissive) to the whims of his government to a war hero was

                                                
47 Horowitz, Understanding Toscanini, 175.
48 Daniel, Stokowski, 457.  Emphasis original.
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accomplished through the publicity surrounding the American premiere of the

Seventh.  The heroism of the Soviet people was suddenly a true story rather than a

hopeful projection of government policy.  And Toscanini, by gaining first

performance rights, became the first to tell the story.

Popular Appeal

It has the usual virtues and the usual shortcomings of the composer’s
work.  It is brilliant and dull, individual and imitative, terse and
repetitious—not all at the same time, but in protracted succession. . . . It is
discursive, redundant, and all but shapeless.  It is noisy and pretentious, yet
who shall say it is not sincere?49

The broadcast premiere of the Seventh was described in Newsweek as “easily

the most talked-of musical event of the year.”50  Because of the publicity surrounding

the event, the radio broadcast nature of the American premiere did not limit the

Seventh’s reach, as had been the case with the Fifth—indeed, it gave the Seventh a

wider audience, and there was a large, invited audience in the radio studio.  With the

media barrage of human interest stories and glowing reviews of the Kuibyshev

premiere, the audience was doubtlessly prepared to receive the Seventh positively,

and they did.  Several critics remarked on the audience’s enthusiastic reception.

Downes, in his review of the broadcast premiere proclaimed: “The Shostakovich

Seventh has come with a tremendous burst of trumpets and popular acclaim at the

moment of presentation.  Not only has the symphony come.  Ostensibly it

                                                
49 L.A. Sloper, “Boston Symphony Season Opens,” Christian Science Monitor (October 10, 1942).
Courtesy of the Boston Symphony Orchestra archives, BPL #62.
50 “Premiere of the Year,” Newsweek 20, no. 4 (July 27, 1942): 66.
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conquered.”51  An unsigned review in Newsweek called the Seventh “literally a

howling success, for the final crashing chords had barely ended before the bravos

began.”52

Reviews of the concert premiere also describe the audience’s enthusiasm.  The

Seventh “received an ovation, which lasted for a good ten minutes, of a shouting,

cheering audience which rose to its feet.”53  Friede Rothe expressed real doubts as to

the real reason for its popularity: “Whether for its intrinsic musical value or for the

associations connected with the work, the large audience was demonstrative in its

acclaim, giving Dr. Koussevitzky and his youthful orchestra an ovation.”54

The audiences of the New York concert premiere in October 1942 and later

performances also gave the work a warm welcome.  Downes relates that the

audience’s contagious excitement gave him no choice but to join in the applause.

Echoing Rothe’s doubts on the inherent musical value of the Seventh, Downes

remarks that Toscanini “projected a score of highly debatable value with such

eloquence and dramatic power that the audience burst into applause between the

movements and was cheering at the end.”55  Oscar Thompson and Louis Biancolli
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also described an enthusiastic audience.56  A review of an October performance by the

Boston Symphony Orchestra related that the audience “burst into spontaneous

clapping after the first movement, . . . and Dr. Koussevitzky sanctioned the breach of

custom.  They cheered at the end.”57  And from the Boston Herald: “To say the

candelabra (and the audience) were shaken to the foundations is to state it timidly.”58

The mass appeal of the Seventh took on a patriotic tinge at a November 1942

performance of the work in California at Camp Young for American troops.  “By

now it is almost unpatriotic not to like Dmitri Shostakovich’s Seventh Symphony. . . .

People who temper their praise of the Seventh or express dislike of it are looked upon

as musical fifth columnists who are running down our brave Russian allies.”59  The

work’s status as a symbol of victory over fascism demanded a positive popular

response, regardless of its quality as a piece of music.  The Life article continues: “No

other symphony has ever achieved this special character of the Seventh which is, in

fact, quite able to stand up and be judged on its own musical merits.”  At this

performance, the work was cut by the conductor to forty minutes, which may have

helped the evaluation of its “musical merits.”  The soldiers listened, “rapt and

attentive in the desert night.”  This audience, like the New York, Boston and

Berkshire audiences, liked what they heard.
                                                
56 Oscar Thompson, “Toscanini Leads Shostakovich 7th,” New York Sun, October 15, 1942. Courtesy
of the New York Philharmonic archives. Louis Biancolli, “Blitz Symphony,” Telegram, October 15,
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59 “Shostakovich’s Seventh: The Russian Composer’s Newest Symphony Has Become a Symbol of the
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The Seventh Symphony’s mass appeal was precisely the quality that offended

many critics.  Downes hints in a review of a later performance in New York that the

reason behind the poor reviews of the first performances of the Seventh was a

growing resentment on the part of the critics toward the media circus surrounding its

premiere.

The concensus [sic] was to the effect that the Shostakovich Seventh
symphony was a work puffed and cannonaded into public attention for
purposes of political propaganda; that the enormous publicity it received in
advance of the hearing gave it a fictitious value for conductors and
audiences, and that, inherently, the composition was inexcusably long,
superficial in its contents, poorly put together and highly derivative from the
music of other composers who had thoughtlessly anticipated Mr.
Shostakovich’s utterances; that, in short, its pretentions far exceeded its
manufactured reputation and actual merit.60

Downes effectively summarizes the chief critical complaints about the work: that it

was too long and too loosely structured, that it baldly imitated known works by other

composers, and that its general scope and scale were pretentious.  Many critics agreed

that the Seventh was a timely, rather than a timeless, work that would soon fade from

the public eye.61  Perhaps the most offensive trait for some was the Seventh’s

simplicity, its obvious reaching out “to the people,” like that of the Fifth.  Oscar
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Thompson suggests that the work’s “mass appeal,” more than its musical merits,

created the vogue for the Seventh.62  The audience roared; the critics groaned.

Critics decided that the key to the Seventh’s mass appeal was its supposedly

highly simplified style.  Following the trend of the Fifth and Sixth Symphonies, the

Seventh was ostensibly composed as “music for the masses,” music in a style

mandated by the Soviet government.  Whether its true appeal lay in its wartime

associations or its musical style (which is not identical to proletarian marches and

songs), it was presented to American audiences and critics as accessible, and they

accepted it at face value as such.  As with the Fifth and Sixth symphonies, some

critics called the Seventh banal or trite, and others linked its almost popular style to

its politics and talk of its mass appeal.  Whether the mass appeal of the Seventh was

perceived to be a strength or weakness depended upon the political position of the

critic.  Ralph Parker, in his April 1942 promotional article, states that the public

expects consideration from its composers, but that this does not mean a sacrifice of

quality.  “This does not mean the public must be written down to. . . . No one could

call modern Soviet music, theater and literature facile.”63  Parker, a generally Soviet-

friendly critic, wrote of the “music for the masses” quality of the Seventh as a

positive trait.  Grennard in the Communist New Masses naturally seized upon this

characteristic of the Seventh as its most important and most positive trait.
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Shostakovich’s own statements in his essay paired with Grennard’s review affirms his

purpose in writing for the masses.64

Some critics even called the Seventh “banal.”  Although Nikolai Nabokov, a

composer who emigrated from the Soviet Union to the United States in 1933 and

became a U.S. citizen in 1939, acknowledges the Seventh’s position as a Soviet

symphony written during war time, he comments that the composer combines various

styles borrowed from popular orchestral works, and the very banality of the Seventh

reveals Shostakovich’s main weakness—his lack of a talent for melody.

“Shostakovich is writing for the masses, and he makes no bones about it.” 65  He at the

same time calls the work banal and accepts its wider purpose as a work for the

masses, much as Downes finally did.  Berger also finds the Seventh to have been

overly simplified in an attempt to be accessible for its audiences.  He describes

Shostakovich’s technique as “the avoidance of almost anything that requires the

listener’s effort, while at the same time audiences have the illusion of being

confronted with grand, difficult and important symphonic proportions.”66  Berger

accuses Shostakovich of exploiting length for its own sake and creating the illusion of

monumentality.

B.H. Haggin, a critic for The Nation, also believes that writing for the masses

means banality and oversimplification.  He blames the Seventh’s weaknesses on its

status as music for the masses.  In attempting to be accessible, the composer adds
                                                
64 Shostakovich, “What I Believe,” August 4, 1942, 29.
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“grandiloquently banal affirmations” to “the distorted grimacings and grotesqueries

of his own inclination.”67  If Mozart and Beethoven had been obliged to serve the

Habsburg monarchy the way Shostakovich was obliged to serve the Soviet

government, Haggin writes, they would have produced works more like Beethoven’s

Battle Symphony (Wellingtons Sieg) than anything else.  (Of course, Haggin ignores

the basic nature of the eighteenth-century patronage system.)  Shostakovich instead

wrote “a hour-and-a-quarter-long symphony that expresses, in terms which the

Russian masses understand, the struggle and final victory of humanity over barbarism

as they imagine and feel.”68  In spite of this grand purpose, Haggin disapproves of

Shostakovich’s supposedly accessible style.  Perhaps the publicity surrounding the

Seventh predisposed him to find it simplistic and banal.  But his real argument seems

to be against Shostakovich’s acquiescence to a government policy that weakens his

compositional language.

Virgil Thomson, an American composer, ignores the political implications of

the Seventh’s simplicity and merely finds the work boring:

The Shostakovich Seventh Symphony is easy to listen to but hard to keep
the mind on.  It is easy to follow, because the tunes are simple, the
counterpoint thin and the orchestration very broad and plain.  It is
experienced work by a man of thoroughly musical mentality; and it is
apparently designed for easy listening.69
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He is mildly offended by Shostakovich’s simplistic approach and expresses a wish for

a film accompaniment to help him keep his attention on the Symphony.  As with the

Fifth, Thomson ostensibly approaches the Seventh wholly as a piece of music rather

than as a work inseparable from politics.  It is possible, though, that he too bristled at

the amount of publicity the work had received.

Oscar Thompson, the music critic for the New York Post, echoes Thomson’s

lack of respect for the Seventh.  Thompson focuses his review of the New York

concert premiere on the work’s “Mass Appeal.”  Thompson asks if popular appeal is

necessarily a good recommendation for a work of art.  Popular music is instantly

successful, while a love for art music grows over a long period of time, he asserts.

The Seventh is “full of tricks and devices, including a deal of sound and fury

signifying little except the technical expertness of the composer.”70  After three

hearings, he cannot find “one superior idea.”  The work’s instant mass appeal may

mark it as popular music, rather than art music, Thompson posits.  He remarks that

the Seventh will have to outlast the hue and cry of wartime sentiment before critics

will be able to take it seriously.  Thompson, as usual, says little about the political

issues, choosing to frame his commentary as mostly musical.

Paul Stefan in the Musical Courier ponders the dilemma of composing music

that bridges the “abyss” between composer and audience created by modern music

                                                
70 Thompson, “Shostakovich Vogue,” October 17, 1942.



212

while not dictating to composers how to create.71  He compares Shostakovich to

Mahler: both composers received great acclaim from their audiences, while their

critics expressed doubts.  They had something in common, a desire to compose music

“for the people.”  Stefan offers a balanced point of view; he insists that art should be

free but that this freedom does not eliminate the possibility of writing accessible

music.  He writes: “No, we must preserve for art its complete freedom—for art and

the artists as well as for every man.”72  However, he comments, music created in

artistic freedom can still be intelligible to its audience; it can have singable melodies

and tonal harmonies.  Stefan expresses admiration for Shostakovich for at least

attempting to find one solution to the problem of composing for the masses, even if

he finds the Seventh not entirely successful.  His understanding of Shostakovich as a

sincere composer allows him to pass over lightly the problem of his supervision by

government officials.

Shostakovich’s submission to Soviet ideology was attacked by Downes in his

reviews of the various performances of the Seventh in 1942.  Downes finds the

linking of music to political ideology immoral, and the majority of his first review (in

July) of the work is a tirade about the follies of an artist allowing non-musical

concerns to direct his creative acts.  The symphony fails, he maintains, because

Shostakovich adopted the very totalitarian ideals that have brought the world into
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war, namely, that the end justifies the means, regardless of individual liberty.73  Here

again is a critic who believes Shostakovich has willingly and sincerely taken Soviet

artistic policy to be his own.  He seems to say that Shostakovich did not sublimate his

personal experiences into a search for the ultimate truth (Downes’s definition of what

an artist does) but rather has created something in the service of an external ideal.

Downes’s review in August of the Berkshire premiere refers to “patent banalities that

no amount of patriotism or puffery will cause to endure.”74

Downes begins to accept the Seventh on its own terms in his fourth column on

the Seventh, the review of the lauded October performance by Toscanini in New

York.  He remarks, “Certainly this is not a score for secure and cultivated

estheticians.”  But, he adds, this was a symphony written for the Russian people, who

are suffering and winning a war, while American symphony audiences sit

comfortably in their seats and debate artistic merits.  “Should an artist, then, write for

audiences of such a level?  When an artist does, says Shostakovich, he must be

unmistakeable.”75  By October, Downes has accepted the work’s nature as war

propaganda and has tempered his resentment of Soviet policy.  After reevaluating his

initial reaction to the Seventh, he acknowledges that behind “this symphony of

Shostakovich is the reality and stress of these times, and the unsophisticated, dirty

supplications and dreams and furies of a people who have neither time for nor need of
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art for art’s sake.”76  He still does not attribute to the work any great purely musical

qualities, but he does willingly give Shostakovich the credit for composing a very

timely work in a very difficult time.

Many critics agreed that the Seventh was no masterpiece and instead a work

of its time, composed for the purpose of inspiring its wartime audiences.  After

hearing the broadcast premiere, Downes believed that the Seventh would “be

remembered much less than the events that gave rise to it.”77  Thompson asks if the

work is worth all the commotion and answers himself that “as an expression of

present-day war emotions, probably ‘Yes.’  In the light of its basic musical qualities

probably ‘No.’”78  These thoughts are echoed by the Boston Herald reviewer of the

Boston concert premiere, who reflects that because of the war situation, he must

recommend the symphony, for it deeply affects the audience’s emotional state.79  If it

were not a time of war, and if the symphony did not so specifically address its topic,

he declares that he would “render a cool decision.”  He writes that the Seventh’s

“bones stick out”; one can clearly see the formulas being used to construct the work.

But he allows that “the question of its artistic merits may be well shelved for the

duration.”80   John Paine, general manager of ASCAP, is quoted in The New York

Times as saying “Had Roy Harris written the symphony they wouldn’t have
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performed it.”81  The significance of the Seventh lay chiefly in its status as a work

composed by the leading Soviet composer, Shostakovich, in a city under siege during

a time of war when the United States was allied with the Soviet Union.

Many critics simply thought the Seventh was a poor work.  Nabokov in The

New Republic proclaims that “it is definitely not the great symphonic work we were

prepared to expect.”82 B.H. Haggin, music critic for The Nation, is less polite, calling

it “an excessively long piece of bad music.”83  After the concert premiere in

Berkshire, Downes labels the Seventh “essentially far from a first-class symphony.”84

Virgil Thomson, in his review of a New York performance, finds the symphony “thin

in substance.”85  Oscar Thomson agrees.86

Louis Biancolli, as usual, disagreed with the other critics.  He thought the

Seventh was a masterpiece.  “As timeless music, as a symphony, as a sincere welling

up of true art it bows into the fellowship of Beethoven and Brahms.”87  Biancolli,

music critic for the World-Tribune and the Telegram, was a consistent supporter of

the Seventh throughout the various performances in 1942 while the majority of

mainstream critics continued to credit it with little value.  His reviews of all of

symphonies covered in this study are positive—Biancolli was a steadfast supporter of

Shostakovich.
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One of the chief complaints about the Seventh was that it was too long and

structurally unbalanced.  The broadcast premiere in July was reported to have been 73

minutes long, while Toscanini’s October concert performance supposedly lopped

eleven minutes off the performance time, with no cuts.88  This shorter performance

was considered to be far superior, even by critics who retained their dislike of the

work.  Critics identified the sheer length of the symphony and its lopsided nature (the

first movement alone takes almost half an hour to perform) as its worst features.

Apart from its unwieldy length, they also found the symphony to be loosely

constructed.  For example, Downes accuses Shostakovich of being careless.  He

comments that the Seventh consists of “inferior thematic material, flung together

loosely and flimsily, with little concentration.”89  The otherwise positive review of the

broadcast premiere in Newsweek cites the work’s faults as “length and loose

construction.”90  Thompson calls the Seventh a gargantuan opus.91  He notes that the

first movement is too long, and with it the composer has “shot his bolt.”  Nabokov

writes that he would like to reduce the work to 20-25 minutes, “deleting some of the

most commonplace parts.”92  And even the generally positive promotional article in

Life states that most agreed it was a little too long.93  Haggin finds the work to be

pretentious in both style and length, while Downes in his review of the concert
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performance refers to “stretches of emptiness.”94  Grace May Stutsman, writing for

Musical America, finds the symphony “much too verbose.”95  Virgil Thomson writes

that one needed something to occupy the mind, such as a film, because of its

stretched-out quality.96  Even one of the Seventh’s defenders, Kastendieck, agrees that

the work was too long.97 Biancolli is the only one to find the work’s length logical.98

Even reviews of Toscanini’s October 15 concert performance, which was considered

to be a highly superior rendition of the Seventh, commented on the work’s

unnecessary length.

Some of the critics who disliked the Seventh at least complimented

Shostakovich for his technique and orchestration.  Even before Downes had heard the

Seventh, he wrote of the composer’s skill at counterpoint and in using the orchestra.99

His review of the concert premiere in Berkshire admiringly mentions Shostakovich’s

skill and mastery of orchestration.100  He describes the various orchestral effects,

including the “great crescendo” of the first movement, the strings in lyrical passages,

the beautiful solos for wind instruments and the brilliant brass effects.  Oscar

Thompson, in his mostly negative review of the broadcast premiere, mentions

technical virtuosity and youthful vigor as the basic qualities of the Seventh.
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Nabokov, Kastendieck, and Biancolli also compliment the composer’s abilities at

orchestration.

Other critics found Shostakovich’s orchestration to be a series of empty effects

and a sign of a lack of genuine inspiration.  Haggin accuses the composer of using

orchestration to catch the audience’s ear.

The constant shifting from one striking idea, style, figuration,
instrumental combination to another—now pastoral oboe over strings, now
this pastoral style melodically and harmonically distorted, now dissonant
noise, now a solo bassoon, now a long crescendo of repetitions of one theme,
now portentously plucking basses, now a combination of trumpet, harp and
contrabassoon.101

He finds the composer’s inventive orchestration a symptom of  the symphony’s

shallow ideological foundation, born from a need to keep the audience’s attention.

Virgil Thomson finds in the plain orchestration evidence that the work was composed

for “easy listening.”102  Oscar Thompson, in his discussion of the Seventh’s “Mass

Appeal,” in contradiction to his earlier review of the broadcast premiere, writes that

the Symphony is “full of tricks and devices, including a deal of sound and fury

signifying little except the technical expertness of the composer.”103  Thompson now

feels that the orchestration is simply a trick to distract the listener from a paucity of

musical substance.  Shostakovich’s great skill at orchestration is often perceived by

critics as a mask for a lack of inspiration—a quality that seems to have been valued

highly by American critics of the time.  Their vague references to “musical
                                                
101 Haggin, “Music,” August 15, 1942.
102 Thomson, “Imperfect Workmanship,” October 15, 1942.
103 Thompson, “Shostakovich Vogue,” October 17, 1942.
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substance” or “inspiration” demonstrate a desire for something more in

Shostakovich’s music, even if they are unable to clearly define exactly what they are

missing.

Another reason given for Shostakovich’s supposed lack of inspiration was his

use of musical material from other composers or works.  Most critics writing on the

Seventh took his musical borrowings as a sign of compositional weakness and a lack

of original ideas, while some merely commented on it as part of his compositional

language.  From Time magazine, published the day after the broadcast premiere:

As in most of Shostakovich’s later music, there are traces of Beethoven,
Berlioz, Rimsky-Korsakov, Mahler, moderns like Poulenc and Busoni.  The
Seventh Symphony has been described by those who have already heard it as
a modern Russian version of Berlioz’s Symphonie Fantastique.104

This writer is the only one to give this particular list.  Others nonetheless took their

tune detective work very seriously.  Those who found specific references to other

composers and works were, for the most part, experienced music critics writing in

publications that regularly devoted space to in-depth music criticism.

The most common derivations found in the Seventh by these alert critics are

from Ravel’s Bolero and the violin pizzicato from the second movement of Sibelius’s

Fifth Symphony.  The Bolero reference was identified by Oscar Thompson, Nabokov,

Haggin, and Paul Stefan.  These reviewers heard Ravelian figurations in the long

crescendo of the first movement, with a simple melody surrounded by orchestral

figurations.  Nabokov calls the references clichés from popular pieces and finds
                                                
104 “Shostakovich and the Guns,” July 20, 1942.
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banality and tediousness in this technique.105  Haggin finds the quotations

pretentious.106  Stefan finds the reference to other composers to be a conscious

attempt on Shostakovich’s part to be more accessible to his audience. 107  The entrance

of the invasion theme, with violin pizzicato, resembled a passage in the second

movement of Sibelius’s Fifth Symphony for Oscar Thompson, Haggin, O’Gorman

and Downes.  This was seen variously as a positive and negative quality.  Downes, a

longtime champion of Sibelius, writes that the Seventh could never begin to approach

Sibelius in terms of musical quality, 108 while O’Gorman writes that the invasion

theme “approaches Sibelius in its banality.” 109

References to late Romantic composers were also prevalent.  An affinity with

Mahler was also found in Shostakovich’s Seventh by Oscar Thompson,  who places

the work in the category of “the gargantuan symphonies of Mahler and Bruckner”;110

Stefan, who compares both composers and symphonies;111 and Nabokov, who finds

the Seventh’s pathos to be in the nineteenth-century vein of Tchaikovsky and

Mahler.112  Nabokov also hears traces of Richard Strauss’s Ein Heldenleben.  And the

machine-like drive, commonly associated with Soviet music of the time, reminds

                                                
105Nabokov, “Shostakovich’s Seventh,” August 3, 1942.
106Haggin, “Music,” August 15, 1942.
107Stefan, “Critics vs. Public,” October 15, 1942.
108Downes, “Wins Ovation Here,” October 18, 1942.
109Edward O’Gorman, “Toscanini Leads Seventh Symphony of Shostakovich,” New York Post,
October 15, 1942. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
110Thompson, “Has Premiere,” August 1942.
111 Stefan, “Critics vs. Public,” October 15, 1942, 5, 13.
112Nabokov, “Shostakovich’s Seventh,” August 3, 1942.
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Oscar Thompson of Alexander Mossolov and his Iron Foundry.113  He does not

consider this a positive quality.

By the time of the American premiere of the Seventh, American music critics

had become accustomed to look for qualities of other composers in Shostakovich’s

music.  Most of this must be credited to the nature of the music itself, for quotations

and references are a basic aspect of Shostakovich’s style.114  But perhaps by

connecting Shostakovich’s music to that of Western composers like Mahler and

Strauss, American critics were claiming it in some sense for a more familiar tradition

of art music.  That Shostakovich spoke the language of familiar composers must have

made him seem a little less foreign, less “Soviet,” and perhaps less threatening, in

spite of his political situation as a Soviet composer working according to government

policy.  Even if critics saw Shostakovich’s borrowings as a weakness, at least they

recognized a familiar language.

The critics who did not seek out references to other composers or works in

Shostakovich’s Seventh Symphony were for the most part enthusiastic supporters of

the composer or communist writers.  Among these, the supporters of the Seventh

were Kastendieck and Biancolli, and the pro-Communist writers were Parker,

Rabinovich, Shlifstein, and Grennard.  Their reviews devoted the most attention to

programmatic description, inspirational exhortations, and war-time rhetoric.  Their

                                                
113Thompson, “Toscanini Leads,” October 15 and “Shostakovich 7th Led by Rodzinski,” New York
Sun, December 4, 1942. Courtesy of New York Philharmonic Archives.
114 For example, see David Haas, “Shostakovich’s Eighth: C minor Symphony Against the Grain,” in
Shostakovich in Context, ed. Rosamund Bartlett (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 123-34.
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aim was to promote the Seventh as a war-time masterpiece, not to offer criticism of

the work as a piece of absolute music.  By contrast, Virgil Thomson, who was

outright bored by the Seventh, did not approach the work in any musical detail and

described it in only the most general terms.  This was an unusual approach for

Thomson, who typically devoted the bulk of his reviews to detailed musical

discussion.  It is a sign of how low his opinion of Shostakovich as a composer had

become that he would not even describe the musical elements of the Seventh.

Although the general consensus of negative critical opinion conflicted with

the audience’s response, not all reviews of the work were negative.  A review of the

broadcast premiere appearing in Newsweek continues the high spirits of the

promotional articles: “It was propaganda, yes.  But it was great music, too.”115  Each

movement is described in terms such as beautiful, dramatic, heroic, resolute, and

angry.  Newsweek is not known for penetrating discussions of music; the positive tone

of its review probably reflected the general excitement over the premiere.

Elliott Grennard, writing for the Communist New Masses, does not include a

single negative word in his review of the Seventh.  Grennard unabashedly fawns over

the work.  He writes:

The symphony is beautiful, thrilling, inspired.  It must be heard by
everyone who has faith and belief in his fellow man.  Words can hardly
describe the beauty and nobility of this music; they can only hint at the
emotional impact received at hearing its great message.116

                                                
115 “Premiere of the Year,” July 27, 1942.
116 Grennard, “Shostakovich’s Music,” August 24, 1942.
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The various movements are described in glowing terms.  Throughout Grennard

reinforces the appropriate socialist realist doctrine, that the work is great because it

transmits the voice of the people, “singing through Dmitri Shostakovich.”  As a

Communist writer, Grennard had a stake in promoting a work that was a product of

Soviet society and that fulfilled so obviously the tenets of socialist realism.

Kastendieck and Biancolli were also supporters of the Seventh.  Kastendieck

calls the symphony “the most stupendous undertaking of its kind.”117  He describes

the work as a realistic portrayal of the terrors of war that inspires belief in the

audience that fascism truly will be repelled.  It is written in the tradition of the tone

poem, he writes, and although it could perhaps be more concise and exalted in the

middle movements, it “will ring in our ears for years to come.”  Like the unnamed

music critic in Newsweek, Kastendieck retains the positive tone of the promotional

articles, having been greatly moved by the performance.118  He is fully invested in the

idea of the Seventh as a Blitz Symphony.  Louis Biancolli in the Telegram offers a

wholly positive review of the New York concert premiere, calling it intimate and

deep, and challenging other critics to revise their opinion of the work.119

Biancolli and Kastendieck later continued to support Shostakovich, defending

his subsequent symphonies against negative reviews.  Although they were not

obviously Communist music critics (as they did not publish in the New Masses or the

Daily Worker), they were friendly to the politics behind Shostakovich’s
                                                
117 Kastendieck, “Has Concert Premiere,” October 15, 1942.
118 Ibid.
119 Biancolli, “Blitz Symphony,” October 15, 1942.
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symphonies—the concept of mass appeal and the heroic paradigm.  Their reviews

openly acknowledged the official message of Shostakovich’s symphonies, that they

were composed “for the people,” but the majority of their comments were restricted

to musical matters.  Their acceptance of the perceived accessibility of Shostakovich’s

music may have disposed them favorably toward the music, but this can only be

speculation.  Their criteria for a positive review were certainly different from those of

many other American critics.

Another, more prominent supporter of Shostakovich’s Seventh Symphony

was Sergei Koussevitzky.  To refute the negative critics, he said:

Musicians and critics who make such strong criticism today will strongly
regret in the nearest future what they have said, for to criticise the work of a
man who is without doubt a genius, one must listen not once but many times.
It is my deepest feeling that there never has been a composer since
Beethoven with such tremendous appeal to the masses.120

Koussevitzky’s comments offered three reasons that even the music critics would

eventually consider the Seventh a great work.  First, he saw nothing banal or

demeaning in a composer who wrote for his public.  One must listen to

Shostakovich’s music many times in order to understand it, Koussevitzky asserts.

Most critics, however, even with repeated hearings, maintained their view of the

Seventh as an inferior work.  Second, Koussevitzky called Shostakovich a genius.

                                                
120This is from a variously titled Associated Press wire article that appeared on August 2, 1942 in
several newspapers, among them the News (Twin Falls, Idaho), Herald-American (Syracuse, NY);
Herald (Durham, NC); Constitution (Atlanta, GA); Sunday Union and Republican (Springfield, Mass);
Courant (Hartford, Conn.); Washington Post; Courier-Express (Buffalo, NY); Telegram (Worcester,
Mass); Free Press (Detroit, MI). Courtesy of the Boston Symphony Archives.
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This was something generally agreed upon by American music critics.  But many

thought that Shostakovich had failed to exploit his abilities to the fullest by choosing

to write a work with “mass appeal” according to the dictates of ruling Soviet doctrine.

Finally, Koussevitzky’s comments link Shostakovich with Beethoven, placing him in

the highest ranks of music history.  Shostakovich’s populist approach is fully within

the Beethovenian tradition, according to Koussevitzky, who supported such a

position.  His comment that Shostakovich’s music has “tremendous appeal to the

masses” does not necessarily contradict his assertion that multiple listenings are

necessary to understand it; mass appeal and easy comprehensibility can easily be two

different things.  As we have seen, the popularity of the Seventh was most likely due

to its exciting story and its war program rather than its innate musical characteristics.

Shostakovich and Beethoven

The heroism and universalism of the Seventh Symphony were at once

obligatory under the tenets of socialist realism and a restoration of a more traditional

symphonic conception. With the appearance of the Seventh on the American concert

stage, Shostakovich came to be seen in a new light in terms of his musical heritage, as

conductors like Koussevitzky and critics like Slonimsky and Biancolli began to link

his orchestral music with the Beethovenian symphonic tradition.  Rabinovich and

Shlifstein saw the Seventh as a signal of a new style for Shostakovich, “requiring
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truly Beethoven-like concentration and economy of expression.”121  Downes, who did

not like the Seventh, wrote that it was too early to call him the “Russian Beethoven,”

revealing that many were indeed calling him that.122  The author of the Time magazine

promotional article on the Seventh asked “Is Composer Shostakovich the last peak in

the European musical range whose summit was Beethoven, or is he the beginning of a

new sierra?”123  The connection to Beethoven is closely linked to the conception of

the Seventh Symphony as a heroic and monumental work.

The subject matter of wartime victory in Shostakovich’s Seventh surely

resonated with the associations of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony with victory in World

War II, although critics of the Seventh never mentioned this explicitly.  The unifying

short-short-short-long motive in the Fifth, Morse code for “V,” became an important

symbol for the Allies just as the invasion theme of Shostakovich’s Seventh became a

call to battle.  The Seventh Symphony, or the “Blitz” Symphony, as Shostakovich and

some of his American critics called it, was said to follow a general program of a

people who become oppressed and then triumph, much in the same way that

Beethoven’s Fifth has been interpreted as a journey from darkness to light.  Arthur

Berger reflects that in the nineteenth century, the triumph was that of the inner self

over an oppressive environment, while in Shostakovich’s case, the triumph is over

fascism and is thus external.124  This could be extended to apply more specifically to

                                                
121 Rabinovich and Shliftstein, “Pens Victory Symphony,” April 1942, 55.
122 Downes, “Place of Soviet Composer,” July 12, 1942.
123 “Shostakovich and the Guns,” July 20, 1942.
124 Arthur Berger, “Music in Wartime,” February 7, 1944.
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Shostakovich’s political situation; the victory of the Seventh is the victory of a

communal, collectivist spirit over the Western individualist paradigm.  Although

American critics brushed over the collectivist aspects of the Seventh, probably

because of its patriotic spirit, the symphony is as much written from a collective

aesthetic as the Fifth and Sixth were.  And in Soviet criticism, Shostakovich’s Fifth

did represent the triumph of the self over struggles, but this idea did not appear in

American criticism of the symphony.125  The Seventh was a triumph of the people.

Richard Taruskin writes of the Seventh that “its path to grandiose affirmation

opportunistically replayed Beethoven’s Napoleonic scenario.” 126

Shostakovich’s assumption of the Beethovenian lineage was congruent with

current Soviet policy.  Beethoven had become one of the officially approved, indeed,

promoted, composers in the Soviet Union with the institution of socialist realism as

official doctrine in 1932.  The Soviets considered Beethoven to be a revolutionary

composer, one who wrote for the people.127  Later, in 1942, Shostakovich himself

claimed his compositional heritage:

The era of symphonism ushered in by Beethoven produced such amazing
musicians as Berlioz, Liszt, Wagner and Mahler.  But to Tchaikovsky,
Russian composer and Slav, belongs the honor of being Beethoven’s true

                                                
125 Richard Taruskin writes that the source of this idea was Alexei Tolstoy, who found in the Fifth a
program of the formation of a personality.  See “Public Lies and Unspeakable Truth: Interpreting
Shostakovich’s Fifth Symphony,” in Shostakovich Studies, ed. David Fanning (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995), 31.
126 Richard Taruskin, “Shostakovich and Us,” chapter 1 in Shostakovich in Context, ed. Rosamund
Bartlett (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 18.
127 Ashley Pettis writes in 1932: “For Beethoven is the man whose art, from the Communistic point of
view, is a protest against the social and political conditions of his time!” “Musical Flashlights from
Moscow,” Modern Music 10, no. 1 (1932): 51.
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successor.  The philosophical profundity of Beethoven’s symphonic style
was supplemented by Tchaikovsky with a passionateness of lyrical utterance
and with that concrete quality in expression of innermost human emotions
which have made the symphony—that most complex form of musical
art—accessible and comprehensible to masses of people.128

The quality of Tchaikovsky’s music that Shostakovich selects as the most important

is its accessibility to the masses, a quality also attributed by the Soviets to Beethoven.

Slonimsky places Shostakovich as next in line: “The Soviet line of symphonic

succession has thus become crystallized: from Beethoven to Tchaikovsky to

Shostakovich.”129

In the context of a world war, heroic, Beethovenian Soviet symphonism was

certainly appropriate.  By creating a work of monumental proportions with a theme of

victory, Shostakovich composed a work that filled an important popular need during

war time, that lifted the morale of its audiences and reassured them that their path was

the true and right one.  The conception that a symphony should be large, monumental,

and inspiring was a conscious rejection by Shostakovich of the modernist trend

towards objectivity and austerity.  Shostakovich’s adoption of this idiom maked his

music satisfying for orchestral audiences who still defined the symphony in terms of

                                                
128 Shostakovich, “Stating the Case,” June 21, 1942.
129 Slonimsky, “Shostakovitch,” October 1942, 417.  On the Soviet side, this theory was disseminated
by Shostakovich’s close friend, Ivan Ivanovich Sollertinsky.  His May 1941 speech to the Plenary
Session of the Central Committee of the Union of Soviet Composers is translated into English as
“Historical Types of Symphonic Dramaturgy” in Eric Roseberry, Ideology, Style, Content and
Thematic Process in the Symphonies, Cello Concertos, and String Quartets of Shostakovich (New
York: Garland, 1989), 521-540. His speech establishes the primacy of the Beethovenian tradition in
Russian symphonic writing and traces the line of succession in the romantic symphony from
Beethoven to Tchaikovsky (and Berlioz and Liszt) to Mahler to Shostakovich.
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nineteenth-century repertoire and in doing so both satisfied the requirements of

socialist realism and assured a rousing success in America.

While Shostakovich’s Fifth Symphony had been considered a work of

socialist realism, it did not contain the same program of triumph over evil that the

Seventh did, and so it was only with the appearance of the Seventh that the

composer’s link to the Beethovenian tradition began to be made explicit.  Looking

back, Slonismky writes in 1942 (after the American premiere of the Seventh) that the

Fifth Symphony “comes nearest to being a translation of Beethoven into the language

of present-day Russia.”130  But most American critics first identified the Seventh with

Beethovenian symphonism.  Wartime sentiment certainly contributed to the heroic

trend, as people felt the need for grandiose and moral statements.  Shostakovich’s

Seventh participated in the Beethovenian symphonic tradition as both a work of

monumental proportions and style (though many American critics found it diffuse

and banal, as discussed above) and a statement of the triumph of the human spirit.

The visceral needs of a wartime audience made the Seventh into something

that it perhaps could not be today.  It spoke with the language of war, as Downes said,

“splash and bang, and violent cartoon, and a musical war of nerves which is obvious

and blatant and bumptious. . . a monstrous, misshapen and shoddy concatenation.”131

This very quality was what finally gave Downes pause, and in his fourth column on

the Seventh finally decide to give the composer some, if little, credit.  Downes, finally
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agreeing with other critics, remarks that the Russian people, who were suffering

beyond the imagination of comfortable American audiences, had no room for

aesthetic finery.  Troops returning from the war needed an emotional outlet, and the

Seventh gave it to them.  Downes remains sure that the work will not last and that its

heroism cannot even begin to match that of Sibelius or Beethoven.  Though the

Seventh may not measure up to Downes’s aesthetic standards, he finally admits that

the piece moves him, if only because of the trials of the Russian people.

Shostakovich’s Seventh Symphony was promoted to American audiences and

critics as a war symphony with tremendous mass appeal.  The popular appeal of the

Seventh seemed to be confirmed with its enthusiastic reception by audiences, and

perhaps the negative reception by the critics (who translated accessibility as

shallowness) as well.  It was doubtlessly a symphony for its time.  The publicity

surrounding the Seventh helped to effect a transformation of Shostakovich’s image in

America from that of a vaguely abstract figure to a human being with faults and

character.  Not all American critics took such publicity at face value, however.  Many

gave negative reviews of the symphony, finding it unnecessarily long and unwieldy in

structure.  For them, the musical qualities of the Seventh were not completely

overshadowed by its political associations.  The positive reviews mostly came from

Communist critics or critics friendly to the “music for the masses” paradigm.  But no

matter how much American critics resisted the message of the Seventh, they could
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not deny its power.  A “Blitz Symphony,” born out of the needs of a people suffering

from the vagaries of war, it soon became a symbol not only of Russians’ heroism, but

of the whole world fighting against fascism.
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Chapter 7
“A Let-Down”

Symphony No. 8

I send to you and to all the members of the orchestra my most sincere and friendly
greetings.  I am happy to know that my Eighth Symphony is being performed by the New
York Philharmonic-Symphony under your leadership—by an orchestra and conductor who
have done so much for the propagation in America of works by composers of my country.

In these days of ordeal and hardship—days of decisive battles—music, the art we all love,
is a means of friendship and understanding between our great peoples, inspiring them in
their heroic struggle against Nazi barbarians for civilization and democracy.

With a friendly handshake, I wish you all luck and success.
Telegram sent by Shostakovich to Artur Rodzinski
on the occasion of the American premiere of his
Eighth Symphony.

Officials at the Columbia Broadcasting Company, knowing that the public and

the press would consider the premiere of the next Shostakovich symphony to be an

important musical event, had begun to vie for first performance rights even before the

broadcast premiere of the Seventh.1  CBS’s Moscow correspondent Larry Lesueur

visited Shostakovich in a Moscow hotel room before the Eighth Symphony had been

composed and made arrangements for the first performance rights.  Shostakovich

retired to his summer cabin at the Soviet composer’s retreat at Ivanovo, and there

wrote the symphony.2  A notice in the October 3, 1943 New York Times announced

that AmRus, the Soviet music distributor in America, had been besieged by requests

                                                
1 John Selby, “Musicians Tear Hair to Play Shostakovich Symphony,” Bergen Record, March 31,
1944. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives. Associated Press wire appearing in several
papers.
2 This story is told in several articles. See “Music Notes,” Washington News, April 1, 1944. Courtesy
of the New York Philharmonic archives; Selby, “Musicians Tear Hair,” March 31, 1944; and “Music:
American Premiere,” Cue, April 1, 1944. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
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for the score, but by then, CBS had already won the battle.3  The purchase price of ten

thousand dollars drew some complaints, according to an article in Life magazine.4  An

account in Newsweek after the premiere revealed that the CBS Orchestra’s sponsor,

United States Rubber Co., had paid the fee.5  Musical America reported that

negotiations were begun in Moscow by LeSeur, completed by his successor Bill

Downes, and were handled in America by James H. Fassett, head of Columbia’s

music department.6  Time presents the premiere of the Eighth as a savvy business

deal, speculating that Shostakovich’s bosses at Musfund, the distributor of Soviet

music to the United States, had congratulated Shostakovich on his “sales appeal.”7

An article in Cue, calling Shostakovich “the enfant terrible of the steppes,” notes that

Columbia “shelled out” ten thousand dollars and that “nothing else on the program

will impede this laudable undertaking.”8  Such comments almost seemed to accuse

Shostakovich and the Soviets of engaging in capitalism.

Rodzinski himself did not directly pursue the rights for the Eighth, as

Toscanini had done for the Seventh.9  The conductor was selected by AmRus,

because, according to the Newsweek article, Shostakovich was said to be reluctant to

                                                
3 “Concert and Opera: Conductors Vie for the American Rights to Shostakovich’s Eighth,” The New
York Times, October 3, 1943, 7.
4 “Shostakovich sells Symphony for $10,000,” Life 15 (November 22, 1943): 43-44.
5 “Another Shostakovich,” Newsweek 23 (April 10, 1944): 86. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic
archives.
6 “CBS Gets Rights to Shostakovich Eighth,” Musical America  63 (November 10, 1943): 3.
7 “Shostakovich’s Eighth,” Time 43, no. 15 (April 10, 1944): 69.
8 “Music: Eighth Symphony,” Cue, April 8, 1944. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
The concert opened with William Schuman’s William Billings Overture, but this work was not
broadcast.
9 Olin Downes, “As for Novelties: Shostakovich’s Eighth Today—Certain Thoughts on Conductors
and Premieres,” The New York Times, April 2, 1944, 4.
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select a conductor himself, and VOKS gave the decision to AmRus.10  They chose to

offer the rights to the highest bidder, which happened to be CBS.  As Rodzinski was

hired as conductor for the CBS orchestra for the season, the honor was given to him.

Downes remarks that Rodzinski was not yet on the CBS payroll when the rights for

the Eighth were obtained.  Rodzinski, unlike Toscanini with the Seventh (who had

pronounced it “inspired”11), was not able to peruse the score before he was committed

to conducting it.  Downes offers a cryptic comment that other conductors suspected

that Rodzinski was not so innocent, perhaps implying that he was indeed aware of

this important premiere before he took the position at CBS.12  However, Rodzinski

might have had second thoughts after looking at the score.  An article in Variety

describes tensions between Rodzinski and CBS as the Eighth went into rehearsals.

No details are offered; it simply states that Rodzinski let it be known that “he wasn’t

any too happy about the forthcoming performance.”13  Tensions only subsided,

Variety noted, when Rodzinski complimented the composer during later rehearsals. 14

The battle over performance rights and the attention given to Shostakovich’s

latest symphony drew much comment in the press.  In general, the reactions of music

critics to the amount of publicity the Eighth received depended on their perception of

the significance of its premiere.  The intense resentment that was sometimes

                                                
10 “Another Shostakovich,” April 10, 1944.
11 “Symphony,” The New Yorker 18 (July 18, 1942): 9.
12 Downes, “As for Novelties,” April 2, 1944.
13 “CBS’ Pre-Preem Jitters As Rodzinski Goes Sour on Soviet’s Shostakovich,” Variety, April 8, 1944.
Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
14 For further speculation on Rodzinski’s doubts about the Eighth, see Halina Rodzinski, Our Two
Lives (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1976), 174-75.
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expressed over the publicity surrounding the premiere of the Seventh is not generally

present in the promotional articles about the Eighth.  Perhaps the critics were

ashamed of their negative reactions to the Seventh, which had become highly

successful on the American concert stage.  Henry Simon defends the Eighth,

commenting that although the work experienced “more ballyhoo than most premieres

receive,” there were no dramatic front page stories concerning microfilm.  He

continues: “Therefore this symphony should not suffer a fate worse than dislike

simply because some critics and musicians consider themselves personally affronted

by such salesmanship.”15  Oscar Thompson calls Shostakovich “today’s musical

darling” and adds that “he only has to announce that he is at work on a new major

score and the bidding for performance rights begins.”  Further, he predicts that every

major American orchestra will perform the Eighth, thus repeating the history of the

Seventh.16  Thompson avoids editorializing beyond these comments; he prefers to

hear the symphony before passing judgment on the work’s significance.  He merely

states at the end of his promotional article that the premiere would clarify many

critical questions.

Miles Kastendieck states that the significance of the premiere lies beyond the

fact that it is a new work by Shostakovich.  He notes that there was less tension and

excitement over the Eighth’s premiere (than that of the Seventh), because it had been

                                                
15 Henry Simon, “Shostakovich’s Eighth Symphony Turns Out to Be a Let Down,” PM, April 3, 1944.
Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic Archives.
16 Oscar Thompson, “Now, Shostakovich’s Eighth,” New York Sun, April 2, 1944. Courtesy of the
New York Philharmonic archives.
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less fought over, but nevertheless calls the premiere equally important “because it

adds still another major work to those from a full-fledged symphonic composer.  That

addition is momentous in 20th Century music.”17  Kastendieck finds a double

significance for the premiere of the Eighth; it is a new work by an important

composer, and it adds to the modern symphonic repertory.  He finds the attention to

be justified by the importance of the event.

Downes, like Thompson, was cautious.  He acknowledges that a well-

publicized premiere should not be automatically considered a negative mark against a

symphony (in spite of his reaction to the Seventh), but he insists that such a premiere

should not mean a rush by the conductor to perform without careful consideration.18

In a column that appeared on the day of the Eighth’s American premiere, he remarks

that the Seventh, after numerous performances in its first two seasons, had only been

played by three major American orchestras in the current season. Downes blames this

problem on of the absence of thoughtful attention to the piece by the conductor before

the work’s first performance (rather than negative reviews, like his own).  He states

that William Schuman’s Third Symphony (1941) suffered the same fate and asserts

that American composers, in particular, should be receiving more advance

preparation by conductors.  He remarks that a work is most likely to receive multiple

performances when its first conductor is given an opportunity to carefully examine

                                                
17 Miles Kastendieck, “Music’s Overtones: Premiere of Shostakovitch Eighth Serves to Emphasize his
Position as Symphonist,” The Brooklyn Eagle, April 2, 1944. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic
archives.
18 Downes, “As for Novelties,” April 2, 1944.
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the score and choose the work for its quality, “not in response to high-pressure

salesmanship or overweening influence from one or another quarter—which is

seldom the case.”19  Of course, that was the case with Shostakovich’s music.  In this

article, Downes manages to ignore his early dislike of the Seventh, express his

contempt for the media attention given to Shostakovich, and promote the cause of

new American music.  Downes’s defense of Shostakovich even before a note of his

new symphony sounded is evidence that by 1944, Shostakovich was held in high

esteem by the American musical public.  If Downes, who regularly critcized

Shostakovich for shallowness and a lack of inspiration, could write in an

unexpectedly positive tone about the composer, his position as an important composer

in America of 1944 was doubtlessly assured.

The American Broadcast Premiere

Date Orchestra Conductor Place
April 2, 1944
(broadcast)

Philharmonic-Symphony
Society Orchestra (New York)

Rodzinski Carnegie Hall,
New York

April 21, 1944 Boston Symphony Orchestra Koussevitzsky Boston
October 12,
1944

Philharmonic-Symphony
Society Orchestra (New York)

Rodzinski New York

Table 8-1: Early performances in America of the Eighth Symphony

The broadcast of the Eighth Symphony was preceded by a brief speech by

Major General Charles M. Wesson, head of the Russian lend-lease program, and a

cable from Shostakovich himself (reproduced above), expressing hopes for goodwill
                                                
19 Ibid.
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between the nations, was read.20  The composer himself was, by this time, a

comforting symbol of a friendly Soviet Union.  An account in Newsweek states: “As a

symbol of good will, the shy composer and his expressively sincere music have been

reassuring to Americans and Britons who, though eternally grateful for Russian

military might, were still edgy about the system which produced it.”21  Shostakovich

said that he hoped his music would be a means of friendship and understanding

between friendly nations.  The ongoing world war necessitated continued good

relations between the nations, and once again, Shostakovich’s music was being used

as a diplomatic tool.

The Eighth Symphony received more extensive exposure at its premiere than

the Seventh did, partly because the Seventh’s sensational series of premieres

(broadcast, Tanglewood concert, New York concert) had prepared America for

something spectacular, and partly because the premiere was broadcast more widely.

The broadcast of the Seventh had essentially been a New York phenomenon, but

people across America and beyond tuned in to the American premiere of the Eighth.

It was broadcast live from Carnegie Hall on the Columbia network throughout the

United States, Latin America, Europe, Africa and Asia.  The Eighth doubtlessly had

the widest audience at a single performance yet of any of Shostakovich’s

                                                
20 John Selby, “Shostakovich ‘8th’ is Heard,” Milwaukee Sentinel, April 3, 1944. Courtesy of the New
York Philharmonic archives. This is another Associated Press article appearing in several papers.
21 “Another Shostakovich,” April 10, 1944.
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symphonies.22  Mary Leighton of the Cincinnati Enquirer estimated it at fifteen

million.23  The Associated Press and United Press reviews of the performance of the

Eighth appeared in dozens of newspapers around the United States, and music critics

in various local papers felt the need to comment on the event.24

Shostakovich had become a household name, and even people who ordinarily

did not listen to modern music apparently made an effort to hear this broadcast.  The

following amateur review of the Eighth’s premiere in the form of a letter to the editor

appeared in the Punxsutawney Spirit:

I tuned in the program a few minutes after it started, and after making sure
that I was not tuned to two stations at once I settled back hoping for more
harmony and less ‘dissonance,’ when my wife called in from the living room
to ask what I was listening to.  I said, ‘This is Shostakovich’s Eighth, by the
New York Philharmonic, Artur Rodzinski conducting, and very high-class
stuff.’ She said, ‘Well, it sounds like ‘Afternoon at a New York Ship Yard’
and will you kindly turn it off, before the neighbors start knocking on the
wall?’ So I turned it off.25

That the letter writter assumed Shostakovich’s music was “very high-class stuff,”

even though he did not understand it, shows the extent to which Shostakovich’s

reputation as an important composer had spread by 1944.

As with most of Shostakovich’s symphonies, the Eighth was received

enthusiastically by its American audiences.  Carnegie Hall was sold out for the
                                                
22 Richard S. Davis, “Millions Hear 8th Symphony,” Milwaukee Journal, April 3, 1944. Courtesy of
the New York Philharmonic archives.
23 Mary Leighton, “New Shostakovich Symphony Proves Interesting Work,” Cincinnati Enquirer,
April 9, 1944. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
24 Page after page of duplicate Associated Press and United Press articles published around the country
in the scrapbooks of the New York Philharmonic archives pay testament to this.
25 “Symphony Appreciation,” Punxsutawney Spirit, April 11, 1944. Courtesy of the New York
Philharmonic archives.
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American premiere of the Eighth; one Associated Press wire describes a capacity

audience, “standing room only.”26  The work received prolonged applause, and

Rodzinski was called out to the stage for five bows.27  David Platt, the critic for The

Daily Worker, wrote “The house was packed.  The rain kept no one away.”28

Shostakovich’s explanation of the meaning of the Eighth appeared in a

Musical America profile by Nicolas Slonimsky in November 1943, before the

American premiere of the Eighth: “I can describe the philosophical concept of my

new Symphony very briefly: Life is beautiful.  All that is dark and ignominious will

perish.  All that is beautiful will triumph.”29  This “philosophical concept” is often

cited in American reviews of the Eighth, especially Shostakovich’s final thought on

the triumph of the beautiful.  He said nothing of a War Trilogy, although he did

associate the work with the spirit of the Soviet people in wartime.  During an

interview in Moscow with Lesueur, a brigade of the Red Army marched by their

window, and Lesueur quotes Shostakovich as saying, “That’s the spirit I want to

capture for this symphony.  I want to put in music the new optimism found by a long-

suffering people.  I want to record the spirit of the new Red army as it takes the

offensive after discouraging retreat.”30  Another comment by Shostakovich frequently

                                                
26 Selby, “Shostakovich ‘8th’ is Heard,” April 3, 1944. Other articles describe a
“capacity” audience.
27 “Audience Likes New Symphony by Shostakovich,” St. Louis Post-Dispatch, April 4, 1944.
Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives. United Press article printed in many newspapers.
28 David Platt, “Shostakovich’s 8th, Symphony of Victory, Gets Ovation at First Playing Here,” The
Daily Worker, April 3, 1944. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
29 As quoted in Nicolas Slonimsky, “Shostakovitch: After the Seventh,” Musical America 63
(November 10, 1943): 5, 33.
30  “Music Notes,” April 1, 1944.
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found its way into the American press, although its source, an interview published in

Soviet Russia in September 1943, is not credited: “My new composition is an attempt

to look into the future, into the postwar era.”31  Shostakovich’s comments, about the

triumph of the beautiful and his hopes for a happy future, become frequent refrains in

reviews of the Eighth.

Shostakovich’s “program” is significantly different from the one promulgated

by most reviewers; they expand his comments beyond their meaning and

anthropomorphize themes.  Many American critics found military musical references

in the Eighth.  Ralph Parker’s New York Times account of the Eighth’s world

premiere in Moscow set the stage for American audiences by focusing on the work’s

“martial” qualities.  He writes that if the Seventh is known as the “Leningrad,” the

Eighth should be known as the “Military.” 32  Parker notes that two of the five

movements are marches, and he hears military themes throughout in Shostakovich’s

use of drums and brass.  He offers programmatic descriptions along wartime themes,

such as “A single voice sometimes whimpers of an old woman as she tells how all the

members of her family were slain by the enemy” and “sometimes again [the main

theme of the first movement] is a single strand of love which stretches from the battle

front to a soldier’s home.”33  The theme of military music was furthered by comments

published in Time by Bill Downs, who heard the work performed in Moscow.  Downs

                                                
31 As quoted in Laurel Fay, Shostakovich: A Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 136.  The
same interview is the source of the remarks quoted by Slonimsky in Musical America.
32 Ralph Parker, “World Premiere Heard: Work in Five Movements Said to Have Martial Influence,”
The New York Times, November 6, 1943, 16.
33 Ibid.
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writes that the tempo of the second movement march “indicates a procession of

calvary, bombers and fighters” and that the march “depicts the kind of blitzkrieg the

Red Army is now turning against the Nazis.”34

The perception of martial musical characteristics in the Eighth was likely due

in part to an assumption by American critics (among them, Thompson, Bagar, and

Downes) that the Eighth was the second part of a War Trilogy of symphonies—the

Seventh as Retreat, the Eighth as Attack, and the not-yet-composed Ninth as

Victory.35  The source of the trilogy idea seems to have come from Ivan Martinov’s

review of the Moscow premiere of the Eighth, which was quoted in the program notes

of the American premiere: “We wish to believe that in his Ninth Symphony there will

be the song of victory.  Then the trilogy of symphonies will be completed.”36  From

this starting point, critics tended to add a more specific program of Russia in war time

to the work.  Kastendieck writes that the Eighth contains the composer’s thoughts and

emotions about the trials of the past two years in Russia and his hopes for a positive

future.37

Other critics wished for a more detailed program.  Henry Simon opines that

the work gives an impression of having been based on a specific program, like the

                                                
34 “Dmitri Ydalos Eshtcho Ras,” Time 22, no. 20 (November 15, 1943): 103.
35 Shostakovich would severely disappoint these expectations with his neo-classical Ninth Symphony.
The trilogy is mentioned in, among others: Thompson, “Now, Shostakovich’s Eighth,” April 2, 1944;
Robert Bagar, “Shostakovich’s 8th Reflective, Sincere,” World-Telegram, April 3, 1944. Courtesy of
the New York Philharmonic archives; Olin Downes, “Shostakovich 8th Wins Ovation Here,” New
York Times, April 3, 1944. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives; and “Shostakovich’s
Eighth Premiered,” Musical Courier 129, no. 7 (April 20, 1944): 23.
36 As quoted in the program note of the April 2, 1944 American premiere, courtesy of the New York
Philharmonic Symphony archives.
37 Kastendieck, “Position as Symphonist,” April 2, 1944.
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Seventh, and that the Symphony might have been easier to follow if the audience had

been given a program.38  Harriet Johnson, writing for the New York Post, echoes this

opinion, noting that the last movement seemed inconclusive because it was less

satisfying in terms of a war program.39  However, as Oscar Thompson argues, the

Eighth is not a programmatic work.  He refers to other critics (perhaps Parker) when

he writes “Those who conjure up visions of armies on the march and peasant women

lamenting their fallen sons are imagining things.”40  Mary Leighton agrees with Oscar

Thompson that there is no specific program but expresses a wish to assign a program

of the composer’s thoughts about the war.41  The strong desire, expressed by many

critics, to assign a more specific program to the Eighth may have been the result of a

need to associate it with the Seventh, which was accompanied by a more specific

program.  Such associations ensured the Eighth’s mass appeal and reaffirmed critical

opinion of Shostakovich as a composer who managed to translate contemporary

issues into a heroic symphonic aesthetic.

Many reviewers of the Eighth remarked that it depicted the voice of the Soviet

people in their suffering and triumph during the war.  The concept of the “voice of the

people” went hand in hand with Shostakovich’s reputation as a socialist realist

composer.  Even before the work was premiered in the U.S., an article in The New

York Times stated that the Eighth incorporated “all the feelings of sorrow and

                                                
38 Simon, “Let-Down,” April 3, 1944.
39 Harriett Johnson, “The Shostakovich 8th Expresses Vital Ideas With Emotional Power,” New York
Post, April 3, 1944. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
40 Thompson, “Now, Shostakovich’s Eighth,” April 2, 1944.
41 Leighton, “Proves Interesting Work,” April 9, 1944.
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happiness when all of Russia was living in one great battle” and that it “speaks with

the full voice of grief and anger of the Soviet people against the fascist invaders.”42

Bagar, in his promotional article, quotes Schneerson’s review in the English language

Moscow News, which calls the Eighth “a stirringly tragic picture from the present

grim and majestic drama of peoples suffering from ‘blood, sweat and tears.’”43

Reviews of subsequent performances continue the theme.  Harriett Johnson in her

rhapsodic review of the April 2, 1944 performance states, “This Symphony, like the

Seventh, is an impressive musical document of the Russian people’s thoughts and

feelings during the war.”44  David Platt, in The Daily Worker, comments that the

Eighth “captured the mighty spirit of the people’s offensive” and that it is “the music

of unutterable grief and revenge, of great courage and great hate.”45  He adds that

every bar contains both sadness and the greatness and might of the Soviet Union.

Although Communist critics continued to use the phrase “of the people,” the usual

distinction between “Soviet” and “Russian” generally faded in the light of wartime

sentiment.  The United States and the Soviet Union remained allies, and American

music critics reflected this alliance in their choice of language.

The Eighth’s supposed depiction of contemporary events in Russia (in Marxist

terms, the content) was a quality associated with socialist realism, the aesthetic that

Shostakovich had adopted starting with the Fifth Symphony.  Another important
                                                
42 “Opera and Concert Asides,” The New York Times, November 21, 1943.
43 Robert Bagar, “Shostakovich’s Eighth Debut Due,” World-Telegram, March
25, 1944. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
44 Johnson, “Expresses Vital Ideas,” April 3, 1944.
45 Platt, “Symphony of Victory, ” April 3, 1944.
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requirement for Soviet music was that it be optimistic, and American critics agreed

that the Eighth fit this description.  Though they may not have understood socialist

realism very well, and even did not use the term, their comments on qualities of

Shostakovich’s symphonies associated with this policy revealed an underlying

awareness of the importance of socialist realism in his music.  Slonimsky, before the

work’s American premiere, cites the Soviet critic Zhitomirsky as describing the

Eighth as “optimistic and life-serving.”46  The promotional article in Newsweek

referred to the “optimism of victory” as the source of the Symphony’s atmosphere.47

It notes that there is little of the fatalism found in his earlier works.  Shostakovich’s

own comments on the work, cited by Lesueur, state that the work includes a “new

optimism.”48  After the premiere, comments on the Eighth’s optimism continue.

Harriet Johnson writes in her review of the premiere that the work is more “positively

optimistic” than its predecessor.49  Richard S. Davis finds the most prominent

characteristic of the work to be its “element of good cheer.”50  Kastendieck remarks,

“Glimpses of his brave new world, while not wholly reassuring, were unquestionably

positive.”51  Platt calls the symphony “music of victory and freedom.”52  The program

                                                
46 Slonimsky, “After the Seventh,” November 10, 1943.
47 “Dmitri Ydalos Eshtcho Raz,” November 15, 1943, 102.
48 “Music Notes,” April 1, 1944.
49 Johnson, “Expresses Vital Ideas,” April 3, 1944.
50 Davis, “Millions Hear,” April 3, 1944.
51 Miles Kastendieck, “Music: Rodzinski Conducts First Performance of Shostakovich’s Eighth
Symphony,” Brooklyn Eagle, April 3, 1944. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
52 Platt, “Symphony of Victory,” April 3, 1944.
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stated by the composer, expressing his hopes for a bright future, is repeated in many

reviews of the premiere, including that in The New Masses.53

In spite of its optimism and concern for Soviet reality, Paul Rosas of The New

Masses found that the Eighth was not successful as a work of socialist realism, even

though he did not use that term.  His review is mostly positive, declaring the Eighth to

be “a serious and intense work projected on a large scale with great musical

inventiveness and done with excellent craftsmanship,” but he complains that the

composer “does not seem to be anchored in the music of his people.”54  He notes the

absence of “a distinctive Russian character” and adds, “While he seems to recognize

the necessity for rooting his art in the life and struggles of the people to whom he

belongs, he has never completely succeeded in translating this intellectual concept

into a musical, emotional reality.”  Here Rosas, though he mistakenly conflates

socialist realism with Russian nationalism, accuses Shostakovich of not submitting

fully to socialist realism; the Eighth Symphony remains too much of an individual

expression.  He refers to the Lady Macbeth affair in terms of Shostakovich’s

recognition of his errors and his sincere efforts to move in a new artistic direction.

The composer has simply not gone far enough for Rosas; though the Eighth is

relatively simple in structure, the details are too complex, and it lacks “emotional

depth, warmth and integration.”  Rosas tells his readers that it is time for

Shostakovich to give up being a “lone wolf” and to allow his art works to be borne
                                                
53 Paul Rosas, “Sights and Sounds: Shostakovich’s Eighth Symphony,” The New Masses 51 (April 18,
1944). Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
54 Rosas, “Sights and Sounds,” April 18, 1944.
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out of his surroundings, not artistic isolation.55  This review is unusual in American

criticism of the Eighth.  While other critics found the Eighth to be unmistakably a

work of propaganda, a highly accessible and optimistic work, this pro-Soviet critic

finds these qualities to be insufficient.  His close attention to the Eighth’s musical

structures and details (elements that a critic who approached the Eighth as “absolute”

music would examine) results in a fairly negative opinion.  The promotional rhetoric

and supposed program do not fool him.

Many other American critics did not challenge but accepted the Soviet

promotion of the Eighth as an accessible war symphony and found it, like the

Seventh, to be an intentional work of Soviet war propaganda.  As Newsweek

acknowledged, “There is no doubt that recent critical opinion of Shostakovich has

been tempered by his obvious propaganda value.”56  Bagar comments before the

premiere that the work has “met all the requirements—musical, political and what-

not,” to judge by the positive reception in the Soviet press.57  Elsa Maxwell attributes

Shostakovich’s success as a composer to the propaganda machine, and notes that his

music is an attempt to inspire goodwill towards the Soviet Union:

The spectacular rise in favor of Dimitri Shostakovich throughout the world
is the greatest testimonial to the propaganda power of radio.  This, plus the
propaganda-inspired music of the young Russian genius, makes the greatest
bid for Russian sympathy yet conjured by the Soviet Union.58

                                                
55 Ibid.
56 “Another Shostakovich,” April 10, 1944.
57 Bagar, “Debut Due,” March 25, 1944.
58 Elsa Maxwell, “Midweek Roundup,” New York Post, April 5, 1944. Courtesy of the New York
Philharmonic archives. Maxwell hails “Georges Prokofieff” as the greatest Russian composer.
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There was no question in the minds of American critics that Soviet authorities were

using the Eighth as an attempt to maintain good relations with the United States; the

telegram from Shostakovich read at the premiere alone was evidence of that.  As war

time propaganda from an ally, it was perhaps more acceptable than later works would

be.

In spite of its associations with propaganda, some music critics thought the

Eighth was ultimately successful as a work of music.  Oscar Thompson describes a

“brush of vulgarity” in the second movement and that certain passages in the first

movement are “commonplace.” 59Yet, he notes that “there is nothing in the Eighth that

is downright banal like parts of the Russian’s Fifth and the Sixth symphonies—and its

almost diabolical cleverness could be thought of as musical ingenuity for its own

sake, and not for the sake of being audaciously proletarian.”  He finds that

Shostakovich’s great skill as a composer more than compensates for the

propagandistic necessities of the Eighth.  He states, “Shostakovich, even when

purposely banal, is rarely that.”  The Eighth “commands respect. It does this by virtue

of its expertness, its personality and its sincerity.  It is a work no other living

composer could have written.  It is altogether musical; it is warmly human and

sympathetic, and it rings true.”60  The humanity of the Eighth appeals to Thompson in
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spite of its status as war propaganda.  Virgil Thomson, too, finds the work interesting

regardless of its status as a Soviet symphony.  As to its propaganda value, he writes:

The political value of launchings such as these the recent works of this
composer have received is not a question requiring opinion from this
department.  But if symphonic music has any real value as national
propaganda it is difficult to imagine a contemporary composer better suited
than Shostakovich to the producing of it for this purpose.  No one else writes
so seriously, so simply and plainly.  No one else makes an impression of
sincerity with so little effort.61

These comments are atypical for Thomson; in other reviews of Shostakovich’s

works, he tends to avoid comments upon their political status and focus solely on

their musical qualities.  He finds it necessary here to make a rare comment on the

work’s political status because he puzzles over its great length, and concludes that the

length must be a deliberate effect because of the great skill involved.  Shostakovich’s

great skills as a composer compensate for his obligation to compose for the masses,

according to Thompson and Thomson.  Unlike other critics, they remain more

concerned with the quality of Shostakovich’s music than his political message.

Other critics find Shostakovich’s willingness to subject his work to the role of

propaganda to be at the expense of his talent.  Lou Harrison is appalled at this “form

of tribal witchcraft.” 62   He finds the work’s simplicity a weakness and writes of the

“spectacle of a creative mind—apparently isolated—straining after progress and

being able only to write descriptive propaganda and to make each piece longer and
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longer.”  Ronald Eyer also finds Shostakovich’s attempt to compose propaganda a

failure both in the past and present.

In the Sixth and Seventh symphonies, Shostakovich made his creative
genius, whether by choice or persuasion, the instrument of social and
political ideology.  He tried to make of himself a spokesman for an entire
generation of his people and the mouthpiece of a whole sociological
encyclical of his country.63

The problem is that Shostakovich has submitted his talents to political ends—the

purpose of music has changed.  In the Eighth, he “slogs on in this formidable project,

becoming noticably [sic] more befogged and bewildered as he goes.”  Eyer finds the

Eighth “confused and confusing” adding that it “leans to platitude.”  The Eighth finds

Shostakovich, one of the greatest creative minds of the day, “far from his best.”  He

closes: “The composer is not being true to himself or his gifts when he confects glib

topical music like this gassy opus.”  A Soviet official would criticize Shostakovich

for not being sufficiently loyal to his people; this American writer criticizes

Shostakovich for not being sufficiently loyal to himself and his creative gifts.  He has

subjected himself to a political message at the price of the expression of his

individuality.  Significantly, these reviews appeared in music journals, not

newspapers.  Eyer and Harrison doubtlessly felt obliged to hold Shostakovich to task

as a composer.

Another critic, Warren Storey Smith, finds that Shostakovich has turned to

formulas because of his need to compose propaganda.  He suggests cutting the first
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movement of the Eighth altogether.  Like most critics, though, he never doubts

Shostakovich’s abilities as a composer:

We must also acknowledge the sureness of his technique and his masterly
way of putting things, even when he has nothing in particular to say.  For
these reasons alone he towers over most of his contemporaries, and perhaps
when he stops writing symphonies to order, when he begins again to create
without the intention to propagandize, he will seem more the artist, less the
expert rhetorician.64

Storey Smith evokes the critical topic of Shostakovich as technician without

inspiration, an expert rhetorician without artistry.  If he would only stop composing

for the sake of propaganda, Storey Smith insists, his artistic voice will be clear.  Here

he echoes Downes’s insistence that extramusical concerns can only produce rhetoric,

not art.  Several American critics when writing about Shostakovich make the point

repeatedly that great art can only come from an inspired individual, not from a

political system.  They cling to the nineteenth-century concept of autonomous art, of

an art whose purpose is primarily aesthetic.  This attitude is especially true of

conservatives like Storey Smith, Downes, Oscar Thompson and Kastendieck.

Romanticism is still their mainstay, and Shostakovich’s music, composed under a

system that leaves no room for aesthetic value, does not fit into their artistic ideal.

Many critics, perhaps in sympathy to the composer, felt the need to comment

on the composer’s sincerity.  After hearing the Eighth, Bagar comments on the

work’s sincerity and simplicity; the symphony “marks the advent of a new
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Shostakovich, a reflective, thoughtful man and musician who is very simple in his

sincerity and very sincere in his simplicity.”65  Downes, Virgil Thomson, and Oscar

Thompson also remark that Shostakovich is completely sincere in his intentions.66

Thompson writes that the Eighth  “rings true.”67  Newsweek calls his music

“impressively sincere.”  A sincere composer must have seemed less threatening to

Americans facing obvious propaganda.  These comments reveal an earnest desire to

express a positive attitude towards Shostakovich, to allow him status as an individual

regardless of his position as a Soviet mouthpiece.  By approaching Shostakovich as

an individual, American critics could conceptually separate him from Soviet policy.

The humanizing trend that began with the publicity around the Seventh seems to have

been successful for the composer.  He was still described as shy and unassuming, and

sincerity fit into this image.  This gave Americans a reason to appreciate

Shostakovich; even as the most prominent Soviet composer, he was a human being

who wrote with sincerity.  His genius and distinctive personality transcended the

obligatory pro-Soviet message of his symphonies.

Composing in Wartime Russia

An important aspect of the propaganda status of Shostakovich’s Eighth

Symphony was the American awareness of the Soviet government’s material support

of Shostakovich and other composers, which contrasted greatly with the American
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system or lack thereof.  That a busy composer had written two symphonies during a

war that significantly disrupted his personal life was recognized by some American

critics as a feat in itself.  Shostakovich had gained a reputation in America as a

particularly hard worker.  Oscar Thompson wrote that eight symphonies in seventeen

years was “a record of industry and fertility” for a composer who also regularly

produced works in other genres such as the concerto, film music, ballet, and chamber

music.68  This prodigious rate of composing greatly impressed American critics in

terms of the Soviet Union’s attitude to music in a time of war.  Some expressed a

profound admiration for a people who, in the midst of suffering and starvation,

maintained the creation of art works as a high priority.  Others found the Soviet

government’s support of the arts to be a reason to criticize the American system.

Their comments are representative of the types of connections between politics and

music that were being made during this time.  The prominence of Soviet music on the

concert scene became a metaphor for the larger battle for world dominance that was

taking place.

William McNally’s article of April 4, 1944 expresses simple awe at the

energy and creativity of Shostakovich in particular and of Russian composers in

general.  He writes about two pieces of Russian music that he had recently heard:

Rachmaninoff’s Third Piano Concerto, in concert with Horowitz, and the radio

premiere of Shostakovich’s Eighth Symphony, which he calls “the Number One news
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event of our national musical season.” 69  McNally asserts that there is not a piano

concerto in place at his time that surpasses Rachmaninov’s Third, a thirty-five-year-

old work.  This comment demonstrates the conflation of “Russian” (with the

expatriate Rachmaninov placed in the same category as Shostakovich) with “Soviet”

that was common during the Second World War.  Remarking that Germany could

never produce such a combination of performer and concerto, he remarks that the

Russians are wresting musical supremacy away from the Germans.  He calls

Shostakovich’s Eighth “his second symphony to be COMPLETED since Hitler drove

across the Russian boundaries.”  He continues:

What are you to say of a country which can keep its art life going while
fighting for its very life and expelling the most brutal of would-be
conquerors from its soil?  Here you have a nation which produces mighty
symphonies right on the battlefield, so to speak . . . which surely comes
under the head of something new under the sun.70

Yet McNally adds that he was not terribly impressed with the Eighth, finding the first

movement static and the last movement scattered, but especially as he heard it on a

ten-dollar radio, he is willing to admit that his opinion may not be entirely fair.  Even

McNally, whose purpose is to express his awe of the productivity of modern

Russians, cannot compliment the Eighth very highly.  But whether or not the Eighth
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is a masterpiece is irrelevant; he is more concerned with “the amazing vitality of the

Russians in contemporary music.”    He closes by describing a musical revolution:

What these two experiences I’ve just described point to is the amazing
vitality of the Russians in contemporary music.  They are everywhere.
They’re out in front, and have the rest of the world following them.  They’re
the first people we turn to to find out what of musical significance is going
on.  That nation which, at one and the same time, is wresting not only the
world’s military supremacy, but the musical supremacy as well, away from
the Germans is really a nation to be looked to.  I don’t know how you feel
about them, but these Russians honestly have me awed.  They can’t be
stopped anywhere.71

The final phrase may have seemed chilling to some of his readers: fears that the

Soviet Union aimed to conquer the world were not new.  That they were conquering

the musical world was a phenomenon that McNally felt necessary to discuss in a most

straightforward manner.  His article demonstrates that battles are not only won with

armies, and places Shostakovich’s Eighth Symphony at the artistic front line.

Olin Downes also reflected on the incredible productivity of Soviet composers

during the war (of which Shostakovich’s Seventh and Eighth symphonies were an

important part), adding some facts to confirm McNally’s assessment. 72  In terms of

soldiers and battles, he cites a figure given by Edward C. Carter, president of Russian

relief, that eighty percent of blood shed by the nations who allied against Germany in

the Second World War was Soviet Russian blood.  In comparison, he adds that eighty

percent, if not more, of important music produced in the Western world during the

conflict was produced by Soviet Russia.  Downes cites figures compiled by John
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Hershey on the Soviet composition of various genres during the war: “66

symphonies, 46 operas, 22 ballets, 150 orchestral suites, fantasias and overtures, 40

cantatas, over 400 lesser choral works and 150 chamber music compositions.”73

Downes asserts that even ignoring evaluations of individual works by Shostakovich,

Prokofiev, Khatchaturian, Miaskovsky, Shebalin, Kabalevsky, Dzerzhinsky, and

Shaporin (all “Soviet,” not “Russian,” composers), “it is clear that these composers

have produced scores to reckon with.”  He notes that they have done so “with the

encouragement and even insistence of their Government” at a time when other

nations ignored operas and symphonies and turned their full attention on Hitler’s

attacks.

Downes credits this incredible productivity to newly established artistic

freedoms for Soviet composers and government material support.  He happily notes

that composers from the individual republics are being allowed to cultivate their own

folk music and find their own musical styles.  It is true, he writes, that the composers

are writing for the people and that they are doing what is expected of them, but that

the music being produced comes from “emotions and convictions born of experience”

and so “the best of it is genuine and of creative significance.”  Composers are allowed

to be inspired individually, rather than obliged to compose under external

“inspiration.”  But even more important, Downes adds, is the Soviet government’s

role in providing material support for composers: “The composer in Russia is given

more encouragement as well as better conditions for his work and greater practical
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rewards than anywhere else in the world.”74  This material support is essential for a

productive compositional life.  In addition, the Soviet government protects its

composers.  Downes relates an anecdote that he admits might not be true, but that is

revealing of the government’s attitude towards its creative talent:

It may or may not be confirmable that when the Russian War Relief asked
Moscow if Shostakovich could be sent to America to conduct performances
of his works for the benefit of that fund, the answer came that while the
Government might risk losing a general in the transit, they could not risk
losing a composer.75

Downes does not reveal the source of this story but simply uses it as an illustration of

the point that the Soviets highly valued music.  In the Soviet Union, Downes writes,

music “is considered an indispensable part of living, an element essential to the well-

being of the community, and not a matter of after-dinner entertainment or a

civilization’s window dressing.”  For Downes, the Soviet Government’s steadfast

support of artists was a positive example of a government participating in the artistic

life of a nation.  He believed, mistakenly or not, that during the war, the Soviet

government gave material support while allowing a greater degree of artistic freedom

than ever before.

McNally and Downes did not compare the Soviet government’s material support

of composers to the lack of material support in America for composers, but other

writers did.  Richard Saunders, who reviewed the broadcast premiere of the Eighth  in

                                                
74 Ibid.
75 Ibid.



258

the Hollywood Citizen News, used the occasion to criticize his own government of

neglect:

The furor over the performance served again to prove not only the
indubitable fact that Shostakovich is one of the leading composers of this
century, but also to emphasize the Soviet Government’s intelligent
appreciation of the value of music as contrasted with our own Government’s
unintelligent neglect of it.76

Saunders implies that the large amount of attention given to the Eighth was at least

partly the result of the Soviet government’s promotion of Shostakovich’s latest work.

Glenn Dillard Gunn in the Washington Times-Herald also recognizes the great value

given by the Soviets to the arts.  Concerning press releases he had received of the

concert, he writes that the Soviet Embassy “had made it plain that the great and

mighty USSR regarded this art as a national asset which would contribute to its

cultural prestige.”77  The broadcast of Shostakovich’s Eighth received attention

because the Soviet Government made it clear that it was a prestigious event.  CBS

“participated wholeheartedly in this propaganda, feeling, perhaps, that it shared

vicariously in this prestige.”  Gunn complains that aside from an occasional patriotic

gesture, no broadcast of an American work ever receives such high publicity.  He

adds that CBS values foreign art more greatly than it values American art: “It is plain

to see that native art is not highly regarded as a commercial commodity, whereas, for

the broadcaster and record makers, European art is just that.”  In addition to
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expressing the perennial American sense of artistic inferiority to European (and in

this case, Soviet) art, Gunn’s comments reveal the beginnings of the postwar tension

between the United States and the Soviet Union.  By calling the Soviets’ promotion

of the Eighth “propaganda,” and by describing CBS’s activities as collaboration,

Gunn expresses an underlying resentment of the phenomenon of Shostakovich.  His

status as a composer and the quality of his music seem to have little to do with the

publicity given the broadcast of the Eighth.

These articles demonstrate an increasing concern for the political machinery

surrounding the first American performances of Shostakovich’s Eighth Symphony.

Underneath the envy and admiration for a government that consistently supports the

arts lies a real distress over the lack of attention given to American composers.  The

unconditional enthusiasm for Russian culture that had emerged during the height of

wartime patriotic sentiment and that was most evident in the publicity surrounding the

Seventh Symphony has given way to a mild resentment and increasing suspicion.

McNally’s closing stab, “They can’t be stopped anywhere,” was a warning that the

artistic vitality of the Russians would continue after the war.  While the issue of

propaganda and the Soviet government’s role in artistic creation was not the main

reason that Shostakovich’s Eighth Symphony received a fairly cool reception, its

prominence was symptomatic of the general climate surrounding the American

premiere of the symphony.  Wartime enthusiasm and assurance of Shostakovich’s
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position as an important modern composer could not erase the impression that this

was a piece of propaganda from an aggressive and rising world power.

Shostakovich Style

In sheer sound it grows like the Empire State Building—from subcellar whispers to roof-
tower blasts.  And Shostakovich doesn’t bother to take the elevator, either; not with a nice,
slow staircase handy.78

In addition to discussing the Eighth as war propaganda and therefore a vehicle

for Soviet policy, critics also leveled a series of musical criticisms that focused on

Shostakovich’s unique compositional style.  The most frequent criticism of the Eighth

was that it was far too long.  At sixty-two or sixty-three minutes, it was actually

shorter than the Seventh by about ten minutes, but, as in the Sixth, the lengthy first

movement (after which the audience insisted on applauding79) outweighed the other

four, creating a lopsided piece of music.  One of the two Associated Press accounts of

the premiere note “The less reverent speculated largely on the length of the new

work.”80  Some critics proposed editing the Symphony to a more manageable length.

Storey Smith even suggests cutting the first movement entirely, because the

remaining four would make a respectable symphony.81  Maxwell adds that

Shostakovich “could have said his say in 30 minutes instead of 58.”82  The same
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sentiment is expressed by Virgil Thomson, who finds in the Eighth (like he had with

the Seventh) only enough musical material for a twenty-minute piece.83  Pierre Key

agrees: “its musical content would sound better if it hadn’t been stretched out; had it

been made to run 20 to 25 minutes it would be a far better work than it is.”84  Two

critics mention the editorial blue pencil.  Rosas remarks that “the extreme lengthiness

here, as well as in his other works, so often lamented by his critics, is, however, only

a minor fault, and can be corrected with a blue pencil, if necessary.”85  Kastendieck

also says that the Eighth “calls to mind the need of blue penciling his other works

suggest.”86   These comments are far more specific than the complaints of the length

of the Seventh had been; the unusual, somewhat lopsided structure of the Eighth was

likely to blame.

Shostakovich created the excessive length of the Eighth in a different way

than he had that of the Seventh; rather than using the endless repetition that critics

had found tedious, he stretched the material thinly.  Virgil Thomson’s review mostly

concerns itself with the sheer length of the work: “It is economical in the sense that

matter ordinarily sufficient for a twenty-minute piece has been stretched out to last an

hour.”87  Shostakovich accomplishes this, according to Thomson, by “lengthy

instrumental solos and other kinds of thin writing, but not by any abuse of literal
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repetition,” perhaps a reference to the endless repetition of the Seventh.  Although the

music is spread thin, it is not diffuse.  And “the musical interest of this is sustained

and homogeneous.  Here is no carelessly thrown together construction, but a rather

remarkably stretched out one.”  Thomson seems to puzzle over this trait and does not

deem it an entirely negative quality.  Unlike those who proposed prodigious use of

the editorial blue pencil, Thomson finds the work to be carefully planned out and

balanced, if thin.  Like Thomson, Eyer asserts that the work is not repetitious, but

lengthy.  It “merely goes on ad libitum like an after-dinner speaker with no regard for

the clock.  It is garrulous rather than verbose.”  Eyer finds Shostakovich’s musical

ideas too thin: “some shoddy, some worthy of better treatment—but all over-

extended, all stretched taut and thin by the time they reach a period.”88  Oscar

Thompson uses similar terminology.89  The comments by these critics are so similarly

phrased that they probably compared their reactions to the Eighth before writing their

reviews (most of which appeared on the same day).  That they all felt obligated to

comment on the “thin-ness” of the musical material may be evidence that they were

beginning to tire of the particular challenge of length that Shostakovich offers his

listeners.  The Eighth was at once similar to the Seventh and different from it in terms

of Shostakovich’s treatment of musical material.90
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Alongside comments about the length of the Eighth are complaints that the

composer has nothing new to say.  Eyer quotes Mencken in speaking to a young

author: “It seems to me that you write very well, the important thing, of course, is to

find new and interesting things to say.”91  Eyer proposes that Shostakovich writes

very well indeed, but after the Fifth has not found anything interesting or new to say.

Cyrus Durgin also says in a review of the first Boston performance that Shostakovich

has little new to say.92  Key asserts that nothing Shostakovich has composed since the

First Symphony has been very original.93  The promotional articles on the Eighth had

established expectations that it would be a new work, profoundly expressing the

sentiments of a people at war, and yet when it arrived, it disappointed the

expectations of the critics because it was in some ways in the same vein as

Shostakovich’s previous symphonies.  They valued originality and recognized none

of it in the Eighth.

Perhaps the perception among American critics of a lack of innovation was

related to the growing concept of a “Shostakovich style.”  Many remarked on

elements of the Eighth that were characteristically Shostakovian.  Among these traits

are length and accessibility, both qualities considered by many critics to be negative,

and his unique methods of orchestration.  In the Musical Courier, a writer comments

that the Eighth “has all the characteristic hallmarks of the Shostakovich style, which
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means complete command of orchestration, harmonic freedom, a high degree of

pictorialization, and contrasting short themes, lyrical, dramatic, martial and even

jaunty.”94  The New Yorker claims the Eighth “turned out to be characteristic of the

composer, and easy to follow.”95  Paul Bowles notes that the Shostakovich traits

prominent in the Eighth are his “propensity for stringing things out” and “his unique

scoring habits.”96  Downes is especially complimentary about Shostakovich’s

orchestration: “The composer masses his instruments as powerfully as troops are

massed for a break-through in this war.  Most of the time it is remarkable to compare

the looks of his printed music page with the amount of sound and color that comes

from so few notes—and staves.”97  Kastendieck describes some passages as typically

Shostakovich in their instrumentation: a long, broad melody in the violins over a

“rhythmic, sometimes discordant accompanying figure,” the roll of drums, and the

“plaintive English horn solo.”98  The idea of a typical Shostakovich style is now

firmly part of the American dialogue about the composer.  That so many American

critics identified typical Shostakovich characteristics in the Eighth contributed to the

general idea that the composer truly had nothing new to say.

Another quality by now widely recognized as typical of Shostakovich is his

borrowing of music by other composers.  Even the very brief Associated Press
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account of the premiere included the statement: “Nearly every musical device is used

in the work, and there are reminiscences of many popular composers to be discovered

by the hounds of plagiarism.”99  Downes, who took issue with Shostakovich’s use of

Sibelius and Ravel in the Seventh, remarks that the Eighth is “fuller than ever of

reminiscences.”  However, he also defends the composer, to some degree: “Thematic

resemblances can of course be inevitable.  Shakespeare used the word ‘and’ very

freely, and also ‘cat’ and ‘dog’ and ‘house,’ he comments.  Downes does not rebuke

Shostakovich as strongly for this problem as he has in the past, but nonetheless

provides his readers with a neat list:

But a listener should not be reminded, within a few short measures, of the
trumpet from César Franck’s symphony; of the judgment motives from
Strauss’ Eulenspiegel, with the following tremolo of the strings; of the Swan
of Tuonela and tone-group of the Sibelius Second Symphony, also of
Bruckner, Mahler, Prokofieff—we find here inclusion which is not
assimilation, style that is derivative and patchy, without individual
physiognomy.100

Downes’s greatest complaint is that Shostakovich does not absorb the reminiscences

into his own personal style but leaves them boldly in the foreground for anyone

familiar with the repertoire to discover.  Saunders also hears the reference to Franck

and describes its boldness: “There was more than reminiscence in the [first]

movement’s derivation from the Cesar Franck Symphony.  Much of it, in fact, is what

the Tin-Pan Alley boys would frankly call a steal.”101   In general, the comments on
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Shostakovich’s borrowing are less frequent than comments on his penchant for great

length, which is touted as the most negative quality of the Eighth.  But commentary

on Shostakovich’s borrowings from other composers was by the time of the Eighth a

fixture in Shostakovich criticism in America.  Again they refer to composers of the

late Romantic style.

Shostakovich also borrowed from himself. The opening measures of the

Eighth  sound strikingly like the beginning of the Fifth, in both melody and gesture.

Davis recognizes this: “It is also apparent that the composer has turned back to some

of his own earlier work.”102  Self-quotation will become very common in

Shostakovich’s later works.  Davis offers an otherwise positive review and merely

remarks on this quality as something interesting, not detrimental.

Other reviewers defended Shostakovich and in addition expressed weariness

over the constant hunt for references.  Eyer notes in his review of the American

premiere that the Eighth has been said to be reminiscent of Tchaikovsky, Sibelius,

Franck and Strauss, and adds the following. “This may be true, but it means exactly

nothing.  Far too much emphasis has been placed upon genealogy, in a derogatory

sense, in appraisals of contemporary music.”103  He insists that no composer can avoid

“unconsciously picking up ideas and mannerisms from predecessors and even

contemporaries.”  Leighton refers the frequent accusations of Shostakovich deriving

material from other composers and credits this phenomenon to his fame:
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Such may be the fate of one whose composition has been so widely
heralded and so closely scrutinized.  However, few composers use their
musical vocabulary with the rhythmic vitality, dramatic forcefulness,
impressive orchestral coloring and incisive craftsmanship of Dmitri
Shostakovich.104

Thus at least some critics were beginning to accept Shostakovich’s use of

quotation as part of his compositional style.  Negative criticism of the Seventh

seemed to revolve around his references to Ravel and Sibelius, while the Eighth

drew the majority of negative criticism as to its length, even though it is shorter

than the Seventh. Critics defended his use of pre-existing musical material in the

Eighth as inevitable for one so familiar with the repertoire.  Downes and Eyer

portray it as an unconscious trend, and in this they are likely wrong.

Shostakovich was too familiar with the orchestral repertoire to allow such

elements to creep in unnoticed.105 By 1944, perhaps critics had become resigned

to the possibility that this quality would not disappear with maturity, that it was

emblematic of Shostakovich’s style.

Place In the Repertory

Many American critics understood that in order to determine the effectiveness

of Shostakovich’s unique style, they would need to hear the Eighth more than once.

Several remarked on the possibility that their understanding of the work might deepen
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with time.  The program notes for the premiere may have been the source for such

comments; in any case, they read like a summary of all of the reviews.  Their

quotations of Shneerson, Slonimsky, and Martinov appear in various forms in many

reviews.  Shneerson is quoted as saying:

It is extremely difficult, and often inadvisable, to try to give an exhaustive
analysis of this truly great work after hearing it for the first time.  A
composition of this kind should be heard several times so that it may be
digested and assimilated.106

Many critics echoed even the phrasing of the first sentence in their reviews.107

Another likely source for the repeatedly stated need for multiple hearings might have

been the critics’ experience with the Fifth and Seventh Symphonies.  Olin Downes

wrote increasingly positive reviews of the Fifth Symphony, and he experienced a

change of heart after hearing the superior October 15, 1942 performance of the

Seventh Symphony by Toscanini.108  Other critics also remarked on the overwhelming

experience of that concert and how the symphony sounded more cohesive and

monumental than in previous performances.  So perhaps some remembered that their

opinions of the Seventh changed with multiple hearings, and although they felt

obliged to offer complete reviews of the Eighth at its premiere, were reluctant to

condemn it altogether.  After all, this was the conductor’s first experience with the

work.  Further, critics by now assumed that this need for greater familiarity was a
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characteristic of Shostakovich’s music.  This directly contradicts their assertions that

the Eighth was accessible to the masses.  But perhaps these are two different issues.

A critic’s understanding certainly developed on a different level than that of an

audience member, and if a critic wished to hear a work multiple times in order to

understand it, an audience member might be satisfied with a single hearing.

Many critics expressed a desire to hear the work again after the premiere.

Davis writes that a single hearing is certainly inadequate.109  Cue practically quotes

the program note: “It is difficult to evaluate this work after one hearing.”110  Rosas

also borrows from the program notes: “While it is difficult to judge a serious work at

its first hearing, nevertheless the cumulative knowledge of the composer’s previous

works puts one into an anticipatory mood.”111  Leighton feels that the Symphony has

much to offer upon first hearing but continues: “Naturally further interpretations will

contradict or reaffirm this opinion.”112

Unlike the others, Eyer seems content with the adequacy of his first hearing:

Some judgments based upon single hearings of works of such length and
complexity as this one are said to be tricky and dangerous expedients.  On
the other hand, first impressions, according to the proverb, often are correct
ones, and it is the first impression of this writer that the latest work of the
prolific young Russian is anti-climactic, confused and confusing, and as
suggested before, leans to platitude.113
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He continues with a negative review of the Eighth.  Likewise, whether or not the

American critics found first impressions to be unreliable, all proceeded, after that

caveat, to pronounce judgment on the Eighth, and most found it lacking, as discussed

above, primarily because of its length.  Those who had disliked the symphony

continued to dislike it; those who had defended Shostakovich continued to defend

him. Durgin reviews the April 21 performance of the Eighth by the Boston Symphony

Orchestra:

After hearing the Western Hemisphere premiere of the Shostakovich
Eighth over the air nearly three weeks ago, one had only scattered
impressions of a vast musical canvas.  A second hearing indeed reduces the
size of one’s mental question mark, and also an individual estimate of the
work.114

His opinion reflects the reviews of the premiere; he finds the work too long and

uninspired.  Downes notes that Shostakovich’s score “does not improve for this

commentator with repeated hearing.”115  He still finds it too long, too thinly spread,

and too derivative.  On the other hand, Johnson writes that her positive opinion of the

work was only confirmed with a second hearing.116  Bowles remarks that the

consensus of opinion seems to be that the new performance was more effective

because of its improved tempos.117  Grena Bennett compares Shostakovich to Strauss,

“the despot of the din,” remembering that Strauss’s music was better received over
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time.  She still hears much “din” in the Eighth but admits that “it may happen that a

deeper knowledge of that work may end in the same admiration that has been

extended to his German colleague.”118  Some critics wished to become more familiar

with the Eighth; others had heard enough.

Critics wondered whether the Eighth would take its place among the First,

Fifth, and Seventh as widely acknowledged Shostakovich masterpieces.  For

example, Kastendieck states: “No matter what first thoughts may be recorded after its

premiere here, we shall have heard once more from a master of his craft, who has to

his credit an exceptional First Symphony, an outstanding Fifth Symphony, a

provocative Seventh Symphony, all written before the age of 36.”119  He asserts the

premiere of the Eighth will be significant because it is another symphony by an

outstanding symphonic composer.  Oscar Thompson also looks to Shostakovich’s

past symphonies in order to speculate on the Eighth.  He writes that the First is “still

admired,” the Second and Third “discarded as ‘propaganda’ symphonies,” the Fifth,

“highly successful,” the Sixth, still performed, and the Seventh, “may or may not be

here to stay.”120  Eight symphonies in seventeen years is “a record of industry and

fertility for a composer who has been busy with many other forms,” and Thompson

comments that the Eighth will help to determine whether or not he simply composes

too quickly.  The idea of a “Shostakovich repertoire” was growing; the issue was no

                                                
118 Grena Bennett, “Philharmonic at Carnegie,” New York Journal-American, October 13, 1944.
Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
119 Kastendieck, “Position as Symphonist,” April 2, 1944.
120 Thompson, “Now, Shostakovich’s Eighth,” April 2, 1944.
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longer whether the composer would produce a masterpiece, but which of his

symphonies would be considered such.

After the American premiere, the critics seemed to agree that the Eighth was

not a significant contribution and that it would not last.  Most found that it did not

match the greatness of earlier symphonies like the First, Fifth, or Seventh.  Downes

answers Thompson’s question:

We find a composer who writes too fast and too long—no doubt with
wholly sincere intention; whose gifts have yet to reach maturity and
integration, and who is still, with all the arresting detail of his production a
problem child of contemporaneous Russian music.121

The Eighth was not the culmination of the composer’s gifts for which Downes has

been waiting.  Others compared it to the Seventh, noting that it is less dramatic and

less original.  Key maintains that the First Symphony remains Shostakovich’s best

composition. “Nothing else that he has done seems to have much originality or much

sincerity. . . . That any of his music I have heard ever will acquire popularity with our

audiences I very much doubt.”122  This is an ambitious statement considering the

popularity of the Fifth and Seventh.  Eyer calls Shostakovich one of the greatest

creative minds of the day but writes that he has “stubbed his toe” with the Eighth.

Norden is more harsh, insisting that Shostakovich would never be taken seriously,

judging by American standards.123

                                                
121 Downes, “Wins Ovation Here,” April 3, 1944.
122 Key, “The World in Music,” April 9, 1944.
123 Hugo Norden, “Tuning Fork,” Cranston, Rhode Island Herald, April 5, 1943. Courtesy of the New
York Philharmonic archives.
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Performance records confirm the critics’ speculations that the Eighth would

not take its place among the First and Fifth in the American orchestral repertoire.  The

New York Philharmonic did not revive the Eighth after the October 1944

performances until 1982.  The Boston Orchestra only performed it in April 1944 and

April 1945.  The Philadelphia Orchestra has never performed the Eighth.  The

Cleveland Orchestra and Los Angeles Philharmonic did not perform the Eighth until

1976.  The Chicago Symphony Orchestra first performed the Eighth in 1971.124  This

general survey shows that the Eighth was not taken seriously in the time period under

consideration.  Indeed, there is a marked difference between performance records of

the Eighth to those of the frequently performed First and Fifth.

Few critics cited connections to Beethoven as they had after performances of

the Seventh.  Bagar writes that after the Eighth Shostakovich has one more to

compose to match Beethoven, a dire prediction for a composer that was only thirty-

eight years old!125  But it is clear that in Bagar’s opinion, Shostakovich ranks with

Beethoven.  In contrast, Kastendieck refers to Shostakovich’s detractors’ complaints

of banality and notes that “it may be found in Beethoven even so late as in the final

movement of the Ninth Symphony.”126  Norden also uses the connection to Beethoven

as a negative factor, writing that the Eighth “brazenly sets forth a mushy nineteenth

century tune between sections that have no relationship with it.  Or, again, a section

that is for all the world like an old-fashioned barnyard picturization from the works of
                                                
124 Information obtained from performance records sent to me by the various symphony archives.
125 Bagar, “Debut Due,” March 25, 1944.
126 Kastendieck, “Position as Symphonist,” April 2, 1944.
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Beethoven’s time is presented as innocently as though it were a brand new idea.”127

Norden finds the references to the Romantic musical style to be inconsistent with the

main material of the symphony.  Here the comparison to Beethoven is not in terms of

musical ability or place in the repertory, but of musical style.  This was another

important shift in Shostakovich’s image in America—critics were listening more

closely to the music and finding it wanting.  Perhaps there were fewer distractions

from the music with the Eighth than had been with the Seventh.  But it is clear that

the idea of Shostakovich as Beethovenian hero has disappeared with the American

premiere of the Eighth.  The reason may be Shostakovich’s departure from the

accepted symphonic tradition, with the long first movement followed by four shorter

ones.  In addition, the Eighth is not heroic in tone (like the Seventh), but

contemplative, and ends with a whisper.  So it is perhaps not surprising that critics

would cease to connect Shostakovich to Beethoven.

The Eight Symphony marks the beginning of Shostakovich’s decline as a

popular Soviet composer in America.  In spite of its wartime themes and military

associations, American critics generally found the symphony lacking in quality and

innovation.  By 1944, they had become accustomed to Shostakovich’s style, with his

inventive orchestration and borrowing from other composers.  The general consensus

was that the Eighth was stretched thin, that it did not contain enough musical material

to justify its length.  Of course, any symphony would likely disappoint after the
                                                
127 Norden, “Tuning Fork,” April 5, 1943.
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spectacle of the Seventh, but critics had not been enamored of that symphony either.

Its multiple performances and positive audience response were most likely due to its

extra-musical associations.  This disenchantment with Shostakovich, beginning with

the Eighth, was likely symptomatic of the wider decline in pro-Soviet sentiment in

America from 1944.  Although the war was not yet over, already Americans had

begun to renew their suspicions of the Soviet government.  Paris had been liberated,

but the Soviets had invaded Poland and other satellite countries, making clear their

intentions to maintain control over that part of the world.  Although the Cold War had

not yet begun, Shostakovich’s reputation was already on the decline, hinting of things

to come.
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Chapter 8
“Shostakovich’s ‘Classical’ Ninth”

Symphony No. 9

It is a merry little piece.  Musicians will love to play it and critics will delight in
blasting it.

Dmitri Shostakovich

Shostakovich’s Ninth Symphony (first performed in the United States on July 25,

1946) surprised the musical world in two ways. 1  First, it did not satisfy expectations

for the completion of the “War Trilogy.”  The Ninth was even less of a war

symphony than the Eighth had been.  It is short, only twenty-five minutes long (its

five movements are barely as long as the first movement of the Eighth), and it

requires a much smaller orchestra.  With its bright melodies, transparent textures and

vivid rhythms, the Ninth seemed completely different from previous symphonies,

although this was less a change of style than a change of application—Shostakovich

chose to write in a more concentrated manner for his newest symphony.  The

trademark jaunty woodwind solos, angular melodies, energetic rhythms, and semi-

tonal harmonies are still present, but the sprawl and bombast are not.

The second surprise of the Ninth took place almost a year after its Leningrad

premiere, when the seemingly harmless symphony was criticized by a Soviet writer

for classicism in the manner of Stravinsky.  The Ninth lacked serious political

                                                
1 As quoted in Robert Magidoff, “Shostakovich’s ‘Classical’ Ninth,” The New York Times Magazine,
December 2, 1945, 20.
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intentions, and this was the cause of its downfall in the Soviet Union.2  This criticism,

highly remarked upon in America, was only a small part of a larger purge in the

Soviet Union of formalist literature and art, but, like the Lady Macbeth affair of 1936,

it placed Shostakovich under temporary disgrace and foreshadowed the purges to

come in 1948.

The American audiences and critics liked the Ninth, in spite of or because of

its unexpected nature.   Because the Ninth at the time of its American premiere was

mostly free of the political baggage that had haunted the Seventh and, to some degree,

the Eighth, critics tended to focus on its musical qualities.  Its very nature—that of a

short, lively, transparent piece—also seemed to preclude political commentary.  Some

common threads in the reviews of the Boston premiere are the work’s neoclassical

nature, its “gay” atmosphere, its typical Shostakovian orchestration, and its supposed

references to other composers, in this case, mostly Haydn and Prokofieff.

Belated Neo-Classicism

Date Symphony Conductor
July 25, 1946  Boston Symphony  Koussevitzsky
November 7, 1946  Philharmonic-Symphony Society

(New York)
 Rodzinski

Table 8-1: Early performances in America of the Ninth Symphony

                                                
2 “Shostakovich’s New Symphony Called Out of Tune with Party Line,” The New York Times, October
22, 1946, 31.
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After the spectacle of the Seventh and the highly priced (and slightly

disappointing for the critics) Eighth, the American public had great expectations for

what was expected to be the last work of the war trilogy.  As with previous

symphonies, Americans were treated to promotional articles before the American

premiere decribing the Leningrad performances of the new work and even

Shostakovich’s own thoughts about it.  Advance publicity was not as extensive as that

for the Seventh, and even less so than the publicity for the Eighth, but months before

its American premiere descriptions of the new work appeared in Time, The New York

Times Magazine, The New York Times, and the Musical Courier.

Shostakovich’s original intentions for the Ninth were different than his final

results. He had described his plans in January 1944 in The New York Times over a

year and a half before he actually composed the piece in August 1945, saying, “This

symphony will express the feelings and thoughts of millions of the Soviet people

during the unforgettable days of our offensives at the front.  I want to create a musical

interpretation of our triumph over barbarism and express the greatness of the

people.”3  These comments encouraged expectations that the Ninth would indeed be

the third installment of the war trilogy.  These expectations would prove too great a

burden on the composer.  In addition to the pressure of having to compose another

war symphony, the composer suffered from “ninth symphony syndrome.”  Having

been placed under the shadow of Beethoven by both Soviet and American music
                                                
3 “New Russian Symphony,” The New York Times, January 18, 1944, 23.  Downes, Rabinovich,
Shilfstein, and Biancolli all connected Shostakovich with Beethoven after the American premiere of
the Seventh Symphony. See Chapter 6.
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writers, he expressed feeling that it was a “frightening responsibility” to compose a

Ninth Symphony.4  As a result, when he began to compose the symphony, he was

unable to create a monumental work in the style of the Seventh or Eighth, and the

final result was something quite different in atmosphere and scope.

Shostakovich had great difficulties as he began the Ninth; he made three

attempts at the first movement before he settled into composing.5  Shostakovich

began the Ninth in January 1945, but set it aside until that August.  He finally

completed the symphony during his summer retreat at Ivanovo, writing only for two

to three hours a day.6  Daniel Zhitomirsky reports that the composer was writing

sketches, but he was in reality composing the score of the Ninth.  After the false starts

at the first movement, the remainder of the five-movement symphony was composed

quickly.  According to Robert Magidoff, who described the compositional history of

the Ninth in an article for The New York Times Magazine, the first movement took six

weeks to compose; the second, one week; the third, eight days; and the fourth and

fifth, five days apiece,.7  It seems that once Shostakovich had decided what sort of

symphony the Ninth would be, the work went quickly.  His struggles might have been

the reason why the Ninth became the short, light work that it did; facing enormous

expectations, Shostakovich may have decided to thwart all of them.

                                                
4 “Shostakovich’s Ninth,” Time 46, no., 12 (September 17, 1945): 67.
5 Ibid., 67.
6 Daniel Zhitomirsky, “Creative Rest Centers of Russia: Leading Composers of the Soviet Republics
Produce Scores While on a ‘Holiday,’” Musical Courier 132, no. 5 (November 15, 1945): 4-5.
7 Magidoff, “Shostakovich’s ‘Classical’ Ninth,” December 2, 1945.
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The Ninth was not the grand completion of the war symphony trilogy that had

been expected.  Its brevity and light mood was exactly the opposite of what a great

victory symphony was supposed to be—chiefly, long, monumental, and loud, just like

the Seventh. But the Ninth Symphony did not take American audiences and critics

completely by surprise, as the Soviet premiere of November 3, 1945 had preceded the

American premiere on July 25, 1946 by nearly nine months.  Word had already

spread that Shostakovich’s new symphony was quite different from the previous two.

“We certainly knew what to listen for,” wrote Carl Lindstrom in his review of the

premiere.8  Olin Downes published a description of the Ninth four days before the

Berkshire concert, describing the work’s “modest proportions” and “simplicity of

form.”9  In addition, there were no reports in the American press of conductors

battling for first performance rights or of exorbitant fees being levied by the AmRus

corporation.  The Ninth entered the American concert world with modest publicity

and none of the sensation of the previous two symphonies.  Whether this was due to

its modest nature or the negative critical reception of the Seventh and Eighth

Symphonies is hard to say.

A Shostakovich Symphony in the Berkshires

Simple, light, and transparent, the Ninth was the perfect piece for a summer

festival, and so its first performance in America was scheduled for the reopening of
                                                
8 Carl E. Lindstrom, “Koussevitzky Premieres Shostakovich’s Ninth,” Hartford Times, July 26, 1946.
Courtesy of the Boston Symphony Orchestra archives, Vol. 75, p. 205.
9 Olin Downes, “Russian Symphony Premiere,” The New York Times, July 21, 1946, 5.
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the Tanglewood Music Festival, to be performed by the Boston Symphony Orchestra

and conducted by Koussevitzky.  Because of the war, the Boston Symphony had not

performed at Tanglewood for five years, and so the opening concert was an especially

important musical event.  The audience for the premiere of the Ninth was

approximately 8,000.  Six thousand people had bought tickets weeks in advance and

were seated in the covered area, the “Shed.”  It was estimated that two thousand more

sat out on the soggy lawn outside to hear the concert.10  Such diverse musical

luminaries as Benjamin Britten, Fritz Reiner, William Kapell, and Oscar

Hammerstein II were there,11 although their presence was probably as much due to

the reopening of the Tanglewood Festival as it was to the premiere of a new

Shostakovich symphony.  Many critics report that the entire audience rose to their

feet as Koussevitzky entered the stage.12

The concert began with Beethoven’s Third Symphony, continued with

Shostakovich’s Ninth, and ended with the Ravel/Musorgsky Pictures at an

Exhibition.  These works positioned the Ninth between two traditions; on one hand,
                                                
10 Various estimates are given, but the number of 8,000 is the most frequent.  See the Associated Press
article, “Audience of 8000 Hears Symphony,” Worcester Gazette, July 26, 1946. Courtesy of the
Boston Symphony Orchestra archives, Vol. 75, p. 202.  T.H. Parker tells his readers that over 1,000
people paid two dollars to sit out on the grass.  Victor Prahl gives the total figure as 8,200; Cyris
Durgin as 7,500.  In any case, all agree that the audience was at capacity. T.H. Parker, “Tanglewood
Again Echoes With Music,” Hartford Courant, July 26, 1946. Courtesy of the Boston Symphony
Orchestra archives, Vol. 75, p. 204; Victor Prahl, “Boston Symphony Superb Before Capacity
Audience; 8200 Thrilled at Tanglewood,” Springfield Republican, July 26, 1946. Courtesy of the
Boston Symphony Orchestra archives, Vol. 75, p. 201; Cyrus Durgin, “Shostakovitch Ninth Opens
Berkshire Music Festival,” Boston Daily Globe, July 26, 1946. Courtesy of the Boston Symphony
Orchestra archives, Vol. 75, p. 203.
11 Durgin, “Opens Berkshire Music Festival,” July 26, 1946.
12 For example, John D. Donoghue, “Koussevitzky Given Ovation for Shostakovich Premiere,”
Springfield News, July 26, 1946. Courtesy of the Boston Symphony Orchestra archives, Vol. 75, p.
203.
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the heroic monument of the “Eroica,” and on the other, a Russian nationalist work

prized for its broad appeal.  In addition, both of the outer works carried a program,

and Shostakovich’s Ninth did not.  Its brevity surely seemed an interesting contrast to

the longer works, and its lack of a program likely emphasized its “absolute” qualities.

Although reviews of this concert focused on the American premiere of

Shostakovich’s work, it was clear that the performance of a new Shostakovich

symphony only added to the excitement of the re-opening of the Tanglewood festival.

Thus the concert would have been an important event even without the Shostakovich

piece.  This demonstrates an important shift in prestige—by 1944, a new work by

Shostakovich was seen as a valuable enhancement for a festive occasion, rather than

the source of the occasion itself.

Just as audiences of Shostakovich’s earlier symphonies had done, the

Berkshire audience happily received the Ninth.  The Associated Press review reports

that it was “greeted warmly,”13 and Olin Downes writes that the Ninth was “well

received.”14  T.H. Parker describes the applause as “warm if not riotous.”15  He

comments that the work is no sensation, but that it will have novelty value for

Koussevitzky and his orchestra.  According to Victor Prahl, however, the audience

applauded “wildly, demanding the return of Dr. Koussevitzsky to the podium

                                                
13 “Audience of 8000,” July 26, 1946.
14 Olin Downes, “8,000 at Premiere of Berkshire Fete,” The New York Times, July 26, 1946. Courtesy
of the Boston Symphony Orchestra archives, Vol. 75, p. 201.
15 Parker, “Tanglewood Again Echoes,” July 26, 1946.



283

repeatedly.”16  Cyrus Durgin remarks that the Ninth was “cordially received” and that

“the big shed on the estate of Tanglewood resounded with applause both hearty and

spontaneous.”17  He adds that the work seems destined for popularity with the

concert-going public.

The critics also liked the work, although some found parts of it slightly

boring.  Durgin writes that he enjoyed listening to the work.18  Others find the work

cute, amusing, and enjoyable.  Wolffers remarks that it was fun to hear.19 Parker

writes that some of the work is boring “as only [Shostakovich] can bore,” although

for the most part it is engaging.20  Time offers this anecdote of the concert: “The

Boston Symphony conductor turned often to his protégé, Leonard Bernstein, to

remark ‘Isn’t it beautiful?’ Bernstein thought it a bore.”21  Only Jacob Avshalamoff in

the September issue of Modern Music finds the Ninth a disappointment, because it

lacked new material and contained Shostakovian clichés.22

In general, criticism of the work discussed characteristics that were both

typical and atypical of Shostakovich.  The Ninth was possibly (with the exception of

the First Symphony) the only work by Shostakovich to appear in America almost

completely free of political associations and thus was approached primarily on

musical terms.  Like the audience, the critics reacted to the symphony in a manner
                                                
16 Prahl, “Boston Symphony Superb,” July 26, 1946.
17 Durgin, “Shostakovitch Ninth Opens Berkshire Music Festival,” July 26, 1946.
18 Durgin, “Opens Berkshire Music Festival,” July 26, 1946.
19 Jules Wolffers, “Tanglewood Tales: Shostakovich 9th Bows,” Musical Courier 134, no. 2
(September 1946): 6-7.
20 Parker, “Tanglewood Again Echoes,” July 26, 1946.
21 “Shostakovich in the Berkshires,” Time 48, no. 6 (August 5, 1946): 52.
22 Jacob Avshalamoff, “Tanglewood in Retrospect,” Modern Music 23, no. 4 (Fall 1946): 298-300.
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appropriate to its nature; they commented on the work’s gaiety, its brevity and

lightness, its simplicity and its concentrated nature.  The accessibility of the Ninth

was of a different type than that of the symphonies after the Fifth.  Rather than being

composed as monumental music for the masses, it was a foray into neoclassicism.  If

the dominant characteristic of the Eighth were its length and the Seventh its

repetitiveness, the dominant characteristic of the Ninth was its concision and clarity.

Olin Downes, in a promotional article, calls the Ninth almost a “volte-face” when

compared to the “Brobdingnagian proportions” of the Seventh and Eighth. 23  Victor

Prahl calls the Ninth a “return to simplicity” in contrast to his other symphonies.24  He

adds that the work is “easy to listen to,” but this comment carries no political

connotations as it might have in relation to the Fifth, Sixth, or Seventh.

The Ninth’s classicism lay in its length, orchestration, style, and structure.

Downes describes an “almost classical” orchestra, with the addition of a “large

pulsative division including gong, cymbals, triangle, large and small drums in

addition to tympani.”25  Despite the five-movement structure, Bagar notes, the forms

are traditional,26 even “academic in style,” as T.H. Parker notes.27  Downes writes that

the succession of movements follows “classical lines:” the first movement is a sonata,

the second, a lyrical song form, the third, a scherzo, and the fourth an introduction to

the fifth. He neglects to describe the form of the fifth, which is a rondo. These

                                                
23 Downes, “Russian Symphony Premiere,” July 21, 1946, 5.
24 Prahl, “Boston Symphony Superb,” July 26, 1946.
25 Downes, “Russian Symphony Premiere,” July 21, 1946, 5.
26 Bagar, “Takes Berkshires Bow,” July 26, 1946.
27 Parker, “Tanglewood Again Echoes,” July 26, 1946.
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comments point to the obvious difference of style in Shostakovich’s newest

symphony.  The simplicity of the Ninth is a neoclassical simplicity rather than that of

his earlier symphonies, which were usually characterized by a bigger sound and more

monumental approach.  Although critics described Shostakovich’s symphonies after

the Fifth as simple and accessible (in spite of their monumental approach and

complexities of form and harmony), the Ninth in fact may have been his first simple

and accessible symphony in terms of its actual musical style.

The bright and cheerful atmosphere added to the classicist style of the Ninth.

The most commonly used term to describe the Ninth was the word “gay,” meaning

happy and carefree.  Magidoff calls the work “unsophisticated and gay,”28 and

Downes agreed that the work is “prevailingly gay and sometimes parodistic in

tone.”29  The Associated Press review comments that the Ninth is “light and gay

throughout.”30  Parker remarks that the work is “gay, infectious, full of good

humor.”31  Prahl calls the work “vibrantly gay and lively,”32 while Bagar finds a hint

of irony: “The mood of this music is flippant, even smart-alecky.  It has two tongues,

one in each cheek, and both blown up to balloon size.”33  The light, happy atmosphere

of the Ninth stood in stark contrast to the bombastic optimism of the Fifth, further

                                                
28 Magidoff, “Shostakovich’s ‘Classical’ Ninth,” December 2, 1945.
29 Downes, “8,000 at Premiere,” July 26, 1946.
30 “Audience of 8000 Hears Symphony,” (Associated Press) July 26, 1946.
31 Parker, “Tanglewood Again Echoes,” July 26, 1946.
32 Prahl, “Boston Symphony Superb,” July 26, 1946.
33 Bagar, “Takes Berkshires Bow,” July 26, 1946.
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disconnecting the Ninth from any association with official Soviet cultural policy or

socialist realism.

Along with the happy and light qualities of the Ninth, critics also experienced

an expectation that at any moment an outburst would come, a humorous spontaneity

considered typical of Shostakovich.  To Durgin, the energetic music of the Ninth

seems to anticipate something that never arrives.

Apart from the presto, which is a sort of scherzo and to my mind the most
original movement, whenever the music gets going fast there is an
implication that a full-fledged march will break out any moment.  That is
another strong characteristic of Shostakovich.34

This headlong rush towards chaos is indeed characteristic of Shostakovich’s style,

and a quality that Magidoff also found in the Ninth. Writing in his promotional

article, he describes four out of the five movements as “youthfully exuberant,

possessed of a joyous abandon that seems ready to break out in uncontrollable

torrents of sound.”  He adds that Shostakovich was able to channel this energy into

“the closest approach to the classical form that he ever created.”35  The energy of the

Ninth is thus controlled but constantly on the edge, creating an audience-pleasing

sense of forward motion and excitement.

The exceptions to this energetic music were the slower, more lyrical second

and fourth movements.  Critics remarked that this was Shostakovich at his best and

most compelling. Downes insists that it is the “lyrical vein” that distinguishes

                                                
34 Durgin, “Opens Berkshire Music Festival,” July 26, 1946.
35 Magidoff, “Shostakovich’s ‘Classical’ Ninth,” December 2, 1945.
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Shostakovich from other composers.36  He had rhapsodized about the slow movement

in the Fifth Symphony,37 and his bias towards lyricism and broad melodies were an

important facet of his Romantic world view.  Indeed, in his review of the Berkshire

premiere, Downes writes that the lyrical second movement provides a “more romantic

mood.”38  Bagar concurs and also finds that the second movement has a “mournful,

almost acidulous quality.”  He adds: “Real depth of thought is to be found here,

and—as always, Shostakovich shows that he is at his best, from the viewpoint of

communicating ideas, when he is writing a slow movement.”39

Others thought that these slow movements were references to the war, the

only passages reminiscent of Shostakovich’s original intentions to complete a war

trilogy.  Durgin reflects that the slow movements might be echoes of the war; they

“become not only wistful but melancholy and for a few moments you think that the

late war must have intruded its bitter and sorrowful memories upon the composer.”40

Jules Wolffers says much the same, noting that there is some “sadness and pathos” in

the symphony, perhaps expressing the composer’s relief at the end of war.  He “could

not help a backward glance,” Wolffers suggests.41  These comments frame the more

serious momements as interludes in the wider context of the carefree Ninth; the

composer looks back for a moment to the immediate past but soon returns to his

                                                
36 Downes, “Russian Symphony Premiere,” July 21, 1946.
37 Olin Downes, “Philharmonic Led by Koussevitsky,”  The New York Times, February 20, 1942.
Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
38 Downes, “8,000 at Premiere,” July 26, 1946.
39 Bagar, “Takes Berkshires Bow,” July 26, 1946.
40 Durgin, “Opens Berkshire Music Festival,” July 26, 1946.
41 Wolffers, “Tanglewood Tales,” September 1946.
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happy reflections.  These sad and lyrical passages are the only hints of the war theme

that Shostakovich had originally intended.

Although the classical orchestration of the Ninth also contributed to its bright,

happy atmosphere and more lyrical moments, most critics remarked that

Shostakovich was up to his usual orchestral tricks in the Ninth Symphony, including

the frequent use of woodwind solos and strange combinations of instruments.  Durgin

calls the Symphony “effects music”: “The Ninth, like so much of what Shostakovich

has written, is ‘effects’ music.  He delights in complicated passages and in

combinations of strange instrumental qualities.”42  Durgin mentions the tuba dialogue

with the solo violin in the first movement and remarks that in the moderato, “the

woodwinds have a long and curious conversation.”43  Lindstrom also describes the

tuba and violin duet:  “As in all of Shostakovich there are touches of the bizarre—a

passage for tuba and solo violin, stentorian brass unisons, a tweak here and a twaddle

there.”44  Prahl also regards the orchestral effects as typical of Shostakovich: “Using

the resources of the full orchestra the composer resorts to all of his best tricks, long

familiar to his admirers, and with his usual success.”45  One of these tricks is the

bassoon solo, which, accompanied by low brass, forms the fourth movement.

Downes notes that the bassoon is a favorite instrument for Shostakovich to use for

                                                
42 Durgin, “Opens Berkshire Music Festival,” July 26, 1946.
43 Ibid.
44 Lindstrom, “Koussevitzky Premieres,” July 26, 1946.
45 Prahl, “Boston Symphony Superb,” July 26, 1946.
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effects.46  Linking the orchestral idiosyncrasies to the theme of war, the review of the

concert in Time compares the “whooping brasses and bassoon cadenzas” to a sixteen-

inch gun mounted on a PT boat.47  Avshalamoff disparagingly calls it “the inevitable

bassoon solo.”48  Surprisingly, he does not mention the inevitable piccolo solo.

Another familiar Shostakovich trait was that of borrowing music from other

composers.  In reviewing Shostakovich’s earlier symphonies, critics had found this to

be evidence of a lack of inspiration and originality, but reviews of the Ninth present

Shostakovich’s borrowing are mostly positive.  This change in American criticism of

Shostakovich was foreshadowed in the reviews of the Eighth.49  Now the American

critics are more generous, possibly because the derivative qualities of the Ninth

seemed a matter of general historical style rather than specific quotation.

Russian critics established the idea that the Ninth echoes Haydn in its style

and simplicity before the American premiere.50  There is some factual basis for the

influence of Haydn on the Ninth.  Magidoff writes in his promotional article on the

Ninth that Shostakovich spent his evenings that summer at Ivanovo (when he was

composing the Ninth) playing four-hand Haydn on the piano with Kabalevsky every

evening from six until eight o’clock.51  Zhitomirsky, in his promotional article in the

                                                
46 Downes, “Russian Symphony Premiere,” July 21, 1946.
47 “Shostakovich in the Berkshires,” August 5, 1946.
48 Avshalamoff, “Tanglewood in Retrospect,” Fall 1946.
49 Olin Downes, “Shostakovich 8th Wins Ovation Here,” New York Times, April 3, 1944. Courtesy of
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50 Magidoff, “Shostakovich’s ‘Classical’ Ninth,” December 2, 1945.
51 Ibid.
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Musical Courier, also notes a “Haydn-like simplicity” in the Ninth.52  Russian critics

may have remarked upon this quality at the time of the Leningrad premiere and that

those publishing in America, like Zhitomirsky and Magidoff, passed on the notion.

Most American critics disagreed with the Soviet assessment, although

Koussevitzky was said to have called the work “very near to Haydn.”53   The Time

review of the Berkshire premiere features a picture of Shostakovich, holding a pig,

with the caption: “Dmitri Shostakovich & Friend: No Haydn.”54  The reviewer

remarks that instead of Mozart or Haydn, the audience heard “familiar noisy devices”

from the previous two symphonies.  Donoghue comments that Russian critics hear

Haydn in the Ninth, but he also hears “many a musical trick that sounds like

Prokofieff, especially in his ‘Lieutenant Kije.’”55  Durgin hears Prokofieff in the first

movement, which he describes as “a bright and saucy allegro that sounds a good deal

like Prokofieff and at the same time like Shostakovich.”56  Lindstrom is the only one

to hear “almost a direct quotation” from Tchaikovsky’s “March of the Wooden

Soldiers” in the final movement.57  Mostly what critics hear is typical Shostakovich

compositional language.  Durgin posits that some might accuse Shostakovich of

merely repeating himself in the Ninth but adds that there is much fresh and new in the
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Symphony.58  Comments about “typical devices” of Shostakovich are more common

in reviews of the Ninth than comments about the work’s derivative qualities.

The Ninth, perhaps because of its neoclassical nature, carried very little

political baggage.  Further, Shostakovich is more often referred to in reviews of the

symphony as a Russian composer rather than a Soviet composer.  Bagar and

Donoghue refer to Shostakovich as a “Russian composer”; Parker hears a “Russian

carnival air” in the finale; Lindstrom finds the second movement “saturated with

typical Russian melancholy;” and Prahl hears noisy music “in the Russian manner.”

These statements do not concern Shostakovich’s political situation and instead serve

to identify his nationality and choice of musical style.  Either the American critics

have grown weary of the sensationalism surrounding Shostakovich as a Soviet

figurehead, or because of rising anti-Soviet sentiment they have chosen to temper his

identity as a Soviet composer.

The only critic of the Berkshire premiere to mention the political issues

surrounding Shostakovich was Lindstrom, who wrote that one day Shostakovich’s

symphonies would have to be addressed as music outside of their political context.

He comments on the work’s position on a concert with Beethoven’s Eroica

Symphony and writes:

The fact that it was paired with Shostakovich invites observations upon the
force or lack of it that politics plays in music.  Shostakovich has always
avowed politics as a major motivating element.  But when the revolutions
and the sieges are merely pages in the history book, the music will have to
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stand on its own.  The Eroica was born of flaming political impulse but
hardly was the ink dry when its creator, disillusioned, ripped off the title
page in fury and with it every vestige of political implication.59

Music can be freed from politics, Lindstrom asserts; all one needs to do is to oppress

its dedication.  Of course, what Beethoven did was merely to make the Eroica’s

political implications all the more interesting; Lindstrom votes for “art for art’s sake”

in an attempt to disassociate Shostakovich with Soviet politics at a time when the

Soviets are increasingly unpopular in America.

Shostakovich did seem to have attempted to separate himself from politics

with his Ninth Symphony, a dangerous act for a Soviet composer.  He attached to it

no program, only calling it a “merry little symphony” that musicians will love to play

and that critics will love to blast.  His initial intention of depicting the feelings of the

Soviet people, expressed in 1944, was never revived.  Even the Russian critics

publishing in America assigned the work no political value, avoiding exhortations

that the work was the “voice of the Russian people.”  Instead, they focused on the

work’s musical characteristics.  Perhaps Shostakovich’s sudden abandonment of the

typical monumental idiom of socialist realism forced the critics to comment on the

Ninth’s musical qualities more than its Soviet provenance.  If the symphony had been

over an hour long and had used a larger orchestra, perhaps the political labels would

have stuck, critics might have called it a true victory symphony, and it would have

been heard as the voice of the Russian people in their victory over Hitler.  But instead

the Ninth was short, light, transparent, and simple—all ostensibly qualities that could
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fulfill the requirement of works of Socialist Realism to be accessible to the audience.

But it was attached to no political exhortations, and that lack would soon result in the

work’s downfall.  Even a symphony that seemed free of politics could not remain so

for long, if it was a Soviet symphony.

A Tempest in a Samovar

The second surprise of Shostakovich’s Ninth came in October 1946, when

word began to reach America that a new wave of recriminations against Soviet artists

was under way.  A notice in the October 2 New York Times described an article by I.

Nestyev in the Agitation and Propaganda Committee’s newspaper, Culture and Life,

that criticized Shostakovich’s Ninth Symphony for a lack of “warm ideological

conviction.”  The criticism seemed to be part of a larger project; Boris Pasternak’s

poetry was also condemned, the article noted.60  Two related articles appeared in the

same issue of The New York Times, one revealing that Shostakovich and Prokofiev

had politely rejected an invitation to conduct in the United States until conditions

between the nations become “more settled,” the other noting that Shostakovich had

previously been attacked in 1936, for his ballet Limpid Stream (no mention was made

of Lady Macbeth).61  These short articles were only a hint of the troubles to come,

                                                
60 A later article describes Eisenstein’s “apology” after criticism of his film Ivan the Terrible II.  See
“Soviet Film Maker Bows to Criticism,” The New York Times, October 22, 1946, 30. These accounts
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61 “Out of Tune With Party Line,” October 22, 1946, 31.
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both in terms of the relationship between the two nations and in the Soviet art world,

where wider purges would soon erupt.

In his official criticism of the Ninth, Nestyev accused Shostakovich of taking

his task as a composer too lightly, of not successfully overcoming his sardonic side,

and of composing in a stylized manner.  He called the Ninth “a temporary forgetting

of big serious problems for a playful and fanciful trifle.”62  He suggested that perhaps

Shostakovich was tired and needed a vacation from modern problems, a comment

that was misinterpreted by American critics to mean that Shostakovich had taken a

vacation when composing the Ninth.  The New York Times article portrayed Nestyev

as respectful of the composer; the troubles with the Ninth were portrayed as merely

another inconvenience for a loyal artist.

The chief fault of the Ninth for Nestyev lay in its neoclassical qualities: “tiny,

archaic, simplified forms, joyful, traditional, classical rhythm, toylike instrumentation

with an abundance of high whistling and screaming timbres.”  This negative portrayal

of the first movement, with the exception of “whistling and screaming timbres,”

recalls descriptions that American critics had offered of the Ninth in a positive light.

American critics appreciated Shostakovich’s reference to the familiar, historical,

bourgeois composers that were anathema to Soviet music officials.  The similarity

between the positive American criticism and negative Soviet criticism of the work

was reminiscent of that of Lady Macbeth, although in with the opera the American

criticism was initially negative.  In both cases, American critics described musical
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qualities of a Shostakovich work that Soviet critics would later find to be contrary to

official policy.

The most negative accusation levelled by Nestyev at the Ninth is that in its

“cold irony of stylization” it showed the influence of Stravinsky, whom he called “an

artist without a fatherland.”  This statement was surely received by Americans as a

direct insult, as Stravinsky had settled in America and had recently gained American

citizenship.  Stravinsky was considered by many Americans to be one of the modern

masters of his time.63

An account of these criticisms in Time framed Shostakovich’s troubles as part

of a larger campaign to force Soviet writers and artists to make politics a priority in

their work.  Andrei Zhdanov, Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist

Party, proclaimed in a Pravda editorial: “We demand that our comrades, as leaders of

literature and as authors, should be guided by that without which the Soviet system

cannot live—politics!”64  Many writers and film and theater directors had already

been accused of departing from official party policy, according to Time.  Soviet

writers and artists were criticized for not fulfilling their main task, namely, to depict

the rise of the Soviet people to a political, industrial, and economic victory.

Shostakovich’s troubles with Nestyev are portrayed as a betrayal of the

composer, and Shostakovich is labelled a “jilted Genius.” An accompanying picture

                                                
63 For example, Darius Milhaud said, “It is interesting to see that while Shostakovich has played so
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64 “Russia: Ars Gratia Partis,” Time 48, no. 16 (October 14, 1946): 35-36.
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of Shostakovich playing solitaire, a cigarette in his mouth and a glass full of

cigarettes and a large ashtray at his side, is given the caption “Dmitri Shostakovich:

Dialectics will be orchestrated.”  In this picture the composer appears nervous and

harried.  Unlike previous descriptions of Shostakovich’s political activities that

assumed his willing acquiescence, the Time article portrays him as one betrayed and

hounded by unfriendly forces. This negative portrayal of Soviet officials

demonstrates the serious change in the relationship between the United States and the

Soviet Union by 1946.  The article in Time describing the new purge captures the new

atmosphere of emergent American suspicion of the Soviet government.  It also shows

a sympathy for Shostakovich as an individual that had been growing ever since the

American premiere of the Seventh Symphony.

The attack on Shostakovich might have been for purely political rather than

musical reasons, according to an article in Newsweek.  The author points to the irony

of the composer’s statement that critics would love to blast the Ninth: “Last week

Shostakovich could see himself as a crystal-gazer too penetrating for his own good.”65

Newsweek reveals that Nestyev is the biographer of Prokofiev, Shostakovich’s

“greatest rival.”  In any other country, the criticism of the Ninth would have been

accepted as personal opinion, the author comments, but in the Soviet Union, such

criticism is official notice.  Even if Nestyev had had ulterior motives in publishing

such criticism, as a Soviet critic, his voice was the voice of the government.

Shostakovich has been “in the Communist doghouse” before, with the Lady Macbeth
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scandal, the article reminds readers.  The renewed criticism may also have been

sparked by Stravinsky’s new citizenship, Newsweek notes.66  “Whatever the motive,

neither Nestiev—nor any other Soviet critic—has yet produced a satisfactory

definition of what Communism ought to sound like in music.”  The reasons for the

Soviet criticism of the Ninth are all political, not musical.  This position contrasts

clearly the position American critics took on Lady Macbeth, when they attempted to

discover what was wrong in the music.  Now they are more sophisticated, realizing

that perhaps the musical style in itself is not the sole reason for this attack.

Zhdanov’s instigation of these attacks, both on Shostakovich and on other

prominent Soviet artists and writers, foreshadowed the intense cultural purges in 1948

that would come to be called “Zhdanovshchina.”67  These were not the result of a new

and different policy, but rather a renewed policy of political art.  As many Americans

noted, Soviet composers had been given greater freedom during the war, as the Soviet

government’s attention turned to more important matters, but now artists were being

reminded of their obligations to the Soviet state.  The new criticism was essentially a

tightening of control.  Shostakovich’s Ninth Symphony was an easy target because he

had offered up a neoclassical work (and an easy reference to Stravinsky) rather than

something in the monumental vein of symphonies previously considered to be in the

socialist realist style.
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Responding to these reports of censure, Koussevitzky and Rodzinski leapt to

the defense of the Ninth, each in his own way.  Koussevitzky declared that the Ninth

was “one of the most beautiful of our contemporary works.”  Unlike Nestyev, he

found the work’s neoclassicism to be a positive quality.  “Shostakovich’s classicism

is modern, a classicism not in the old understanding.  The whole content, the form,

the harmony, is contemporary in this symphony.”68  The work is not archaic but

modern, according to Koussevitzky.  Rodzinsky, who was preparing to conduct the

New York concert premiere of the Ninth, decided to leave the verdict up to the

audience: “I prefer to present the Shostakovich Ninth to the music lovers of New

York and to radio listeners for their approval.  History alone can sit in final judgment

on any artistic effort; only through familiarity can humanity weigh its value.”69

Rodzinsky seemed to want to turn the focus away from the political rhetoric and

towards the music of the symphony itself.

Likewise, American critics did not seem overly concerned with the recent

attack, which Louis Biancolli termed “a tempest in a samovar.” 70  The first

performance of the Ninth in New York was scheduled for November 7, and its

chronological proximity to various articles about Nestyev’s criticism provided the

occasion for various New York critics to weigh in on the matter.  They did not take
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the criticism very seriously.  Biancolli recalled that just a year before the Soviet

critics had received the piece positively.  “Then the official broom swept through the

arts—and the Ninth Symphony found itself among the ideological victims.”  He sees

no reason for the Ninth to become a “Soviet storm center,” because “most of this

score should be taken lightly or not at all.”  Biancolli recommended that Nestyev

relax the next time he listens to the symphony: “A few laughs might do him good.”71

He misunderstood the essential concept behind socialist realism, that it should above

all be taken seriously.  Kolodin jokes that if Schubert can have an “Unfinished”

Symphony, then Shostakovich’s Ninth can be known as the “Unapproved.”72

Kastendieck brushes the Soviet criticism aside: “In reversing his field, Shostakovich

recently has run amok of Soviet ideology, but otherwise he has expressed an

infectious gaiety quite disarming and thoroughly human.”73  Virgil Thomson writes

that while the work has been recently condemned by “the composer’s own

compatriots,” it seems “inoffensive enough.”74  Audiences were also unaffected by

the Soviet controversy.  In Musical America: “Much has been written pro and con of

the new Shostakovich symphony but none of this appeared to interfere with the

audience’s whole-hearted enjoyment of the composer’s waspish, satirical fun-
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making.”75  The recent attack on Shostakovich and other artists did not seem to have

affected Americans’ delight over the Ninth Symphony.  Their interest in the work was

primarily musical—its neoclassicism made it more a work with aesthetic value than

political value.  Ironically, for a work that did not follow official socialist realism, it

was one of the most accessible of Shostakovich’s symphonies.

Although the Soviet criticism of the Ninth was generally disregarded by

critics of the November 7, 1946 New York performance as typical political rhetoric,

two American critics chose to respond at length to the controversy. Both Irving

Kolodin and Olin Downes express concern over Shostakovich’s artistic

independence; both remark that regimentation is unsuited to Shostakovich’s

personality.  Kolodin goes directly to the heart of the matter, focusing on the Soviet

government’s imposition of political ideology on Shostakovich’s music.  He implies

that Americans should be concerned over Shostakovich’s recent “indictment” because

he is once again being forced to serve at the command of his government and is not

allowed to express himself as an individual.

Where the greatest good of the greatest number is concerned, the Russians
are perfectly willing to be at one with England’s Victoria and say, ‘We are
not amused.’  An artist in the Soviet may pontificate, expatiate, or
communicate—but he must never, never vegetate, even to cultivate a garden
exquisitely his own.  It may be the unhappy spectacle of this generation to
see the first talented composer in history to be shorn of his individuality and
deprived of his soaring spirit by national edict. 76
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A member of a collective society, Shostakovich was obliged to function as a servant

of the state.  There is no room for unusual experiments like the Ninth Symphony.

Kolodin links the recent activities of the Soviet government to the Nazis,

“who banished from their midst such composers as Hindemith and Weil [sic] for their

‘cultural bolshevism.’”  In doing so, he compares the Stalinist regime with Hitler’s

government, a technique used by Churchill in his famous “Iron Curtain” speech

delivered eight months earlier.77  Americans should be concerned, according to

Kolodin, because this type of government is attempting once again to control artists,

who by their very nature cannot be controlled.  “When will they learn that you,

whether you feed an artist’s body steak or gruel, his mind, perversely, insists on

leading an existence of its own?”  Shostakovich should be free to make his own

decisions.

Downes is more trusting of the Soviet state, believing that it is capable of

giving Shostakovich the independence he needs, if only it would.  Always the most

vocal critic of the connection between politics and music, Downes devotes his review

of the New York premiere to Shostakovich’s development as an artist under a

dictatorial regime.78  He traces the events of Shostakovich’s career, noting the

promising First Symphony, the Lady Macbeth affair, the officially-approved Fifth, the
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wildly successful Seventh.  Downes comments that the results of a career under the

direction of the Soviet government are uneven.  “It is a curious career,” he explains,

“a curious artistic product, and a lop-sided talent which has survived, even if it has

not harmoniously matured, tremendous pressures.”  Shostakovich has suffered from

constantly changing official policies, which at various times have afforded him both

direct supervision and almost complete freedom.

Such unusual circumstances have resulted in an “eclectic” style of music

rather than a mature compositional voice.  Underneath Downes hears Shostakovich’s

potential: “But when one listens to his best and least advertised pages there is often

the impression of a particularly sensitive, introspective personality which in other

circumstances might have become that of an exclusive sophisticate.”  It is contrary to

Shostakovich’s nature, Downes comments, to rise above such intense political

pressures in defiant independence.  Downes’s desire for Shostakovich to find his

individual voice demonstrates that he still clings to the heroic ideal of an individual

artist defying all odds to create masterworks.

Despite his conservatism and dislike of a government that interferes in the

lives of its artists, Downes is fair-minded and expresses none of the paranoia that has

begun to rise in the American press.  He does not demonize the Soviet regime

altogether.  He remarks that Russia has “in the last two decades developed new and

significant composers” and that in the recent years torn by war, Russia has produced

“the greater part of the world’s important music.”  He points out that Shostakovich’s
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Seventh Symphony is “a much more vital document than the present sterilities of

such a de-raced composer of decadent and sterile leanings as, say, Stravinsky.”

Perhaps, he muses, to ask artists to compose for their audiences is not such a bad

thing after all.  While expressing frustration that Shostakovich is not allowed to be an

individual, he is willing to admit the benefits of the Soviet system.  In the face of an

apparently increasing disregard on the part of Western composers for their audiences,

Downes is willing to credit the Soviets with a genuine purpose, even if their

occasional imposition of ideology is not always productive.

Downes expanded on his views in another column, in which he defended

himself against the protests of a Czech immigrant who had written him a letter

challenging the “Politics vs. Art” column. 79  His response to the woman repeats his

key complaint about the Soviet regime, that artistic production defies regimentation.

He agrees with her that several Russian composers and works are beautiful, and adds

that “there is evident a new and consistently modern Russian style, apparently

induced by the preoccupations of the composers with very fundamental

themes—those of struggle, suffering, victory, and—our Red-baiters and witch hunters

to the contrary—exultation in liberty.” 80 He credits their success with increased

independence that was given to them during the war.

The problem with the Soviet regime, according to Downes, was that it rushes

its artists into expressing their era without allowing them time or the necessary
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independence to absorb and reflect.  While all music is born out of its time, Downes

maintains, great and lasting music of an epoch is usually composed at some historical

distance from that epoch, after the artists have had time to digest and internalize their

reactions and emotions.  Downes writes that Shostakovich is still a young composer

and has not had time to reach “self-integration” and “the adjustment of political issues

of which apparently, he is not independent.”

The renewed absolute control over Soviet artists is described in some detail on

the same page as Downes’s second column in an article by Robert Magidoff.

Magidoff notes that because production of music in wartime was more successful,

music was criticized less than the other arts.  “Recent years have witnessed a

flowering of music here which can be the envy of any country in almost any period,

judging by the number of musical works which have won universal approval.”81

Magidoff describes an active group of composers, not downtrodden by the recent

criticism, but inspired to continue producing with more caution towards ideological

correctness.  His defense of the Soviet attack is reminiscent of American reactions to

the Lady Macbeth affair; he attempts to reassure the American public that the

criticism of a lack of seriousness is nothing personal and that the government is only

endeavoring to point its artists in a productive direction, towards a more “political”

point of view.  He offers evidence of this productivity by describing new and planned

works by Soviet artists for the upcoming concert season.  Magidoff’s account of
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Soviet activities, offered on the same page as Downes’s column, is strikingly positive

for its time.  The differences in these articles by Kolodin, Downes and Magidoff

demonstrate that by 1946, the dialogue about the merits of the Soviet system was still

taking place in America, and that anti-Soviet sentiment, while rising, was not yet

absolute.

Shostakovich, though, again publicly acquiesced to the latest criticism and

even transmitted his views to Americans.  In January 1947, Shostakovich cabled an

article on the issue of the task of the Soviet composer to the Saturday Review of

Literature.82  In it, he reports on the results of a days-long meeting of the Soviet

Composers’ Union in October.  The members discussed the direction of Soviet music

and set “tasks of greatest urgency for composers.”  Shostakovich lays out these

important tasks.  First, he writes, music should include “profound and ennobling

ideas.”  Without ideas, music has no meaning and is in bad taste.  Even “light music”

should be held to the highest standards, Shostakovich insists.  Second, composers

must always strive for their own improvement and “the broadening of the horizons”

of their ideas.  Compliments and flattery are unnecessary, as Soviet composers should

not relish their past achievements but must constantly look to an improved future.

Third, composers must merge their own interests with State interests, because the

Government is so keenly interested in and supportive of the arts.  An abundance of

culture is one of the chief principles of socialism, Shostakovich remarks.  Finally,
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musicians are first and foremost servants of the people—there should be no gulf

between them.  Composers have a responsibility not only to satisfy the demands of

the people but to help develop their tastes.83  Here we again find the ultimate tenet of

socialist realism, now laid out clearly, and explained by the composer himself.

Shostakovich, as the musical figurehead of the Soviet Union, functioned as the

spokesperson to America for the Composers’ Union and the renewed Soviet policy of

socialist realism.  This article was certainly a harsh reminder to American readers of

Shostakovich’s position as a Soviet spokesperson.  They had almost begun to forget it

with the neoclassical Ninth.

Paul Henry Lang protested Shostakovich’s situation in a sidebar

accompanying Shostakovich’s article, for the first time expressing doubts as to the

composer’s sincerity in such writings.84  Referring to the Lady Macbeth affair, Lang

notes that this is “not the first time the famed composer of the Leningrad Symphony

has been forced to eat crow.”  He does not understand why Shostakovich is currently

in disgrace, ignoring the larger program recently launched by Zhdanov.  If the

previous eight symphonies were acceptable, Lang asserts, “the Ninth could not by any

stretch of the imagination be called out of line.”  He misses the most important point,

however, which is that Zhdanov required all music to be ideological.  It was precisely
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the non-ideological stance of the Ninth that had gotten Shostakovich into trouble.

Lang concludes that Shostakovich ultimately had no choice in the matter:

It is nevertheless somewhat shocking to see such an abject surrender as this
cable represents.  Shostakovich can no more carry out the directives that
were obviously put into his mouth than an American composer could reflect
in his symphony the current change in our political climate by hewing closer
to the GOP line.  But unlike his American colleague he has no choice in the
matter.  Well, we all like to keep our heads.85

This is one of the earliest editorials that suggests that Shostakovich may not be

sincere in his writings. Here is the beginning of a long tradition of American

Shostakovich criticism that chooses to blame the government, rather than the

composer, for the political message behind the music.  This is a significant change of

approach—previously, American writers had assumed Shostakovich’s willingness,

even eagerness, to submit to official policy.  At the premiere of the Seventh, no one

doubted that Shostakovich truly meant to be the voice of his people; after the Ninth,

this American critic, and many following, began to wonder.  By portraying the

composer as betrayed or attacked unfairly, they could begin to separate him from his

Soviet reputation and thus his music from Soviet ideology.

The years following the American premiere of the Ninth marked a serious

decline in the amount of music by Shostakovich performed on the concert stage in

                                                
85 Ibid., 122.
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America.86  This happened even though the Ninth was more warmly received by

critics than the Eighth was, and despite Shostakovich’s establishment by the mid-

1940s as an icon in the American orchestral repertoire.  The most obvious reason for

this gap, aside from Shostakovich’s fallow period, would seem to be the increasing

antipathy in America for all things Soviet, during the Cold War.  To Americans,

Shostakovich was clearly associated with Soviet politics. Communist writers in

America had avidly promoted Shostakovich’s music, and he himself had published

articles agreeing with Soviet policy, including the article acquiescing to Soviet

criticism of the Ninth.  Given that his music, especially his opera Lady Macbeth and

his Fifth and Seventh Symphonies, was connected to Soviet politics through

publicity, Shostakovich would likely not be popular in America at a time when the

Soviet Union was seen increasingly as an enemy rather than an ally, regardless of any

sympathy that Americans felt for him as an individual. Shostakovich’s position as the

figurehead for Soviet artistic policy had helped him in the beginning of his career and

had resulted in a certain degree of notoriety in America, but it would also be his

downfall during the Cold War years.

                                                
86 See Kate Hevner Mueller, Twenty-Seven Major American Symphony Orchestras: A History and
Analysis of their Repertoires Seasons 1842-43 through 1969-70 (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1973): xxx.
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Conclusion

Shostakovich has apparently taken it as quite a matter of course that his music must be
integral with the thoughts and needs, the cultural ideology of Soviet Russia.

from the Boston Symphony Orchestra’s program notes on the Fifth Symphony

Shostakovich has always avowed politics as a major motivating element. But when the
revolutions and the sieges are merely pages in the history book, the music will have to stand
on its own.

Carl E. Lindstrom, “Koussevitzky premieres Shostakovich’s Ninth,” 1946

During the 1930s and 1940s, Shostakovich became an increasingly

controversial figure in America thanks to American interest in his reputation as a

Soviet composer.  The increasingly politicized promotion of his works beginning with

Lady Macbeth made him a focal point for a growing debate in America over

combination of political ideology and music.  Americans were aware that as a Soviet

composer, Shostakovich was, at least after 1932, directly accountable to the

Composers’ Union and higher Soviet officials.  Shostakovich’s position was

problematic for American critics because his submission to governmental control

meant a submission to an anti-experimental and conformist aesthetic that limited his

potential as a composer.  Official policy mandated that Shostakovich compose

accessible music that reflected reality, and Americans of the 1930s and 1940s

believed that he followed this mandate willingly and gladly.  Those American critics,

such as Downes and Durgin, who wished to maintain the essentially anti-Soviet ideal
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of “art for art’s sake” believed that Shostakovich’s talents were wasted in composing

for the masses.  They thought his music uninspired and shallow, because they felt that

it was inspired by extra-musical and artificial means.  In contrast, those American

critics like Radamsky and Parker who supported centralized control of artistic

production found that Shostakovich’s talents were put to their best possible use in

composing for a wide audience.  According to these critics, his music should reflect

his social and cultural context, rather than his individual whims.  Still, other critics

like Thompson and Biancolli avoided directly confronting the more political issues

surrounding Shostakovich’s music, but they too took part in the debate through their

opinions on its quality.  The majority of American critics, with the exception of the

most vehemently pro-Soviet critics publishing in The New Masses and The Daily

Worker, found his symphonies hastily thrown together and uneven.  Thus American

critics of various points of view agreed that Shostakovich had been born with

enormous musical abilities, but they disagreed (some strongly) over the ideology

behind his music and the degree of success he achieved under such a mandate.

Shostakovich’s reputation in America as a highly talented composer was

established by the American premiere of his First Symphony in November 1928.  The

First Symphony was relatively free of political discourse, because Shostakovich had

not yet achieved the image of an official Soviet mouthpiece.  The First was

considered a promising student work and evidence of real talent.  American critics

focused their reviews mostly on the work’s musical characteristics and
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Shostakovich’s skills as a composer.  The First was significant in the construction of

Shostakovich’s image in America, because some critics considered it a benchmark to

which all subsequent works would be compared.  It established his reputation as a

composer of the first rank and remains in the American orchestral repertory to this

day.

In a climate of increasing attention toward the Soviet Union, however,

Shostakovich’s skills as a composer of abstract music rapidly became overshadowed

by his status as a Soviet composer and figurehead.  The works that were more overtly

framed as “music for the masses”—Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk District and the Fifth

and Seventh Symphonies—received the most attention in the American press.

Although the Third Symphony (“The First of May”) was the first work by

Shostakovich to gain him the reputation as a propagandist, it was not widely

reviewed, and his opera Lady Macbeth was given significantly greater publicity.  No

one could approach Lady Macbeth simply as an opera with an unusual subject,

because it came from the Soviet Union accompanied by political rhetoric—even those

who wished to disconnect music from politics altogether could not do so.  It was a

Soviet opera that depicted a capitalist society (nineteenth-century Tsarist Russia) as

morally corrupt.  However distant and unthreatening the propaganda seemed, Lady

Macbeth’s appearance in America marked the beginning of Shostakovich’s reputation

as a Soviet composer.  In general, Americans found the music weak and the message

amusing.
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The reputation of Lady Macbeth in America grew even more complicated

when, almost a year after its first performance in America, it was accused by Soviet

officials as being bourgeois and Western.  The very musical style that American

critics had understood to serve the anti-bourgeois cause, at once modern and

accessible, was now under disgrace in the Soviet Union.  Suddenly the meaning of

socialist realism deepened to include the formal structures as well as the message.

Possibly to save face, Communist critics in America framed Shostakovich’s

reprimand as part of a larger movement in the Soviet Union to encourage artists to

move in a new direction, towards an art that would be even more widely accessible.

Shostakovich’s instant acceptance of the rebuke demonstrated for Americans how

complete the power of the Soviet government was over the creative life of Soviet

artists.

Shostakovich’s Fifth Symphony was accepted as a response to the issues

raised by the Lady Macbeth scandal.  It was representative of a new direction for

Shostakovich, an attempt to be even more accessible to a wider audience.  The Fifth

was framed as a political work even more strongly than Lady Macbeth had been.

Reviews of its Leningrad premiere quoted in American newspapers emphasized the

new simplicity of the symphony and its enthusiastic reception.  Although the Fifth

was just as positively received by American audiences, American critics generally

found the work to be weak and uneven in quality.  They directly blamed the

weaknesses of the Fifth on Shostakovich’s submission to an extra-musical political
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ideology.  Critics thought that Shostakovich had gone too far in his effort to create a

simpler style and had inserted passages at random to appease his audiences, creating a

pastiche of musical ideas of widely disparate qualities.  American reviewers also

criticized Shostakovich for borrowing music from other composers rather than

creating something original and inspired.

Subsequent performances of the Fifth and multiple hearings resulted in more

positive reviews.  The more familiar the Fifth became and the further it was removed

from its political context as a redemptive work, the more willing most critics were to

receive it as absolute music.  The Fifth, like the First, became a regular part of the

American orchestral repertory.  But Shostakovich’s reputation as a Soviet composer

who willingly submitted to the authority of his government was by this time firmly

established.  The Fifth remained “music for the masses.”  This was problematic for

those Americans who believed that art should be independent from politics and that it

should be a result of individual inspiration.  Shostakovich’s music could never fulfill

their ideal.

The American reception of the Seventh Symphony, “Leningrad,” marked

another important turning point for Shostakovich’s reputation in America.  The

romantic story of Shostakovich composing the symphony in a city under siege and its

journey as microfilm to the United States for its July 1942 American broadcast

premiere made it a perfect human interest story.  The media attention surrounding the

Seventh’s American debut was immense, making Shostakovich a household name in
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America.  The broadcast of the Seventh truly was the musical event of the year.  By

mid-1942, the United States was allied with the USSR, and so the symphony became

a symbol of the unquenchable spirit of the Allies.  The wartime alliance meant that

Soviet war propaganda was also American war propaganda; the Soviet cause had

become the American cause, at least temporarily.  Suspicion of Soviet aggression had

given way to admiration of Soviet endurance.  And, Shostakovich himself became an

example of the heroic Russian spirit.  While in Leningrad, not only had he composed

a monumental symphony, but he had also served as a fireman and trench digger.

Suddenly he could be accepted as an individual, as a human being who, like many

others during wartime, had assumed extraordinary tasks.  The image in the eyes of

American critics of a collectivist composer faded in the light of the heroism of the

Seventh.

Most American critics generally disliked the Seventh despite, and perhaps

because of, its enthusiastic reception by its audiences and the intense media

promotion.  They considered the Seventh a work written for its time that would

probably fade quickly from the concert repertory.  Many reviewers complimented

Shostakovich’s skill, especially his unique orchestration, but criticized his inability to

edit.  Downes found that Shostakovich’s attempt to write for the masses according to

the mandate of his government had resulted in a weak symphony.  Only the

Communist-friendly critics, including Kastendieck, Parker, and Shlifstein, called the

Seventh a masterpiece, but they had more to say about its programmatic nature than
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its musical qualities.  They were far more interested in the work’s political message

than its aesthetic characteristics.  Regardless of the mostly negative critical opinion,

the Seventh, which enjoyed immense publicity due to its war message, catapulted

Shostakovich to the peak of his fame in America.

This peak of popularity, lasting from around 1942-45, was, however, short-

lived.  The Eighth and Ninth Symphonies disappointed those who had expected a

continuation of the monumentality of the Seventh to complete a war trilogy.  The

Eighth was monumental and optimistic, but more subdued than the Seventh, and even

thought the audiences liked it, critics found the symphony weak and uneven.  The

Ninth was a complete surprise.  It was significantly shorter in length than any of

Shostakovich’s previous symphonies, and its general atmosphere was light and

carefree, rather than grand and heroic.  Although the Ninth was a great success among

American critics despite its lack of war references, it was attacked by Soviet critics

for not reflecting war issues seriously enough.

A general decline in the performance of Shostakovich’s works from the mid-

1940s many have in part been due to rising anti-Soviet sentiment in America.1

Shostakovich was fixed in the minds of American as a vessel for Soviet policy: his

symphonies in the vein of “music for the masses” were expressions of the socialist

realist mandate.  Closely connected to Communist ideology, Shostakovich’s music

                                                
1 See Bernard A. Weisberger, Cold War Cold Peace (New York: American Heritage Press, 1984), 119-
25.
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was markedly less frequently performed in the late 1940s and early 1950s, when Cold

War sentiment was at its strongest.

The peak of Shostakovich’s popularity in America in 1942-45 would not be

equaled in the next few decades.  This high point was the result of a number of forces,

the most visible of which was the media promotion that intensified with each new

Shostakovich work, reaching its peak with the Seventh Symphony.  Shostakovich’s

association with Soviet politics drew attention that he might not otherwise have

received, while it also predisposed critics of conservative viewpoints to dismiss his

music as propaganda or pablum for the masses.  His apparent acceptance of

governmental supervision made him a highly controversial figure in America.

Shostakovich’s music was symptomatic of a sea change in the very nature of

art, a rejection of the valuation of art for its complexity and originality for the more

socially grounded concepts of accessibility and clarity.  The concept of autonomous

art as aesthetic experience was pushed aside for the idea that music was a cultural

artifact and could not be separated from everyday life.  Music had to serve a greater

purpose—in Shostakovich’s case, the purposes of the Soviet Union.  Shostakovich

composed according to government mandate and was obliged to take the position that

music should reflect and should only be concerned with contemporary reality.

Americans in the 1930s and 1940s perceived Shostakovich’s music to be firmly

connected to this political ideology, which informed and directed his compositional

process.  Even if he was not always successful, as he was officially criticized for Lady
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Macbeth and the Ninth Symphony, Americans believed that Shostakovich was a

willing participant in this important change in the artistic world.  “Art for art’s sake”

had no place under Soviet rule, and this was a matter of great consternation for some

critics, especially Downes, who resisted the new paradigm.  Most other critics seemed

to be unaware of the significance of this change in the meaning and purpose of art and

instead focused on more surface-level dialogue about general musical style and issues

of censorship.

The controversy in 1930s and 1940s America over whether politics could be

successfully combined with music can inform current scholarly controversies in

America over Shostakovich.  Revisionist scholars like Alan Ho, Dmitri Feofanov, and

Solomon Volkov who wish to claim that Shostakovich’s music was not sincerely

Communistic serve a noble goal in their protest of government oppression of artists,

but they do the composer a great disservice.  For they are engaging in the same

practice that Soviets during Shostakovich’s lifetime did, using his music as a political

tool to serve their own ideology.  Even though the political sides of the Shostakovich

promoters have changed, the presence of extreme ideology behind their argument has

not.  The greatest problem is that they wish to deny historical fact.  Just as the Soviets

(and Shostakovich himself) claimed that art can not be separated from everyday life,

Shostakovich’s music can never be completely separated from its context as a body of

works composed under the support and supervision of the Soviet government.  Many

American critics of the 1930s and 1940s resisted this idea; they wished to maintain
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their perception of music as an essentially aesthetic and autonomous phenomenon.  It

is possible that the pro-Soviet critics did not recognize the deeper implications of the

utopian experiment that designated all art works as utilitarian.  But no one can deny

the combination of forces, political and musical, that resulted in Shostakovich’s

unique compositional voice.

Because of its long history of controversial political connections,

Shostakovich’s music, while it has great aesthetic value, can never be “just music.”

His symphonies are affected even today by their early political connections, and their

perceived artistic value is unavoidably influenced by the controversy over the

meaning of his music.  Shostakovich was a Soviet composer.  The debate in America

over the merits of his music that began in the 1930s and 1940s continues today, and

Dmitri Shostakovich remains a focal point for an artistic and ideological controversy

that at its root concerns the meaning and purpose of art itself.
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Appendix: Reviews by Work

On the First and Third Symphonies:

November 3, 1928
Martin, Linton. “Stokowski’s Wrath Stirred by Tardy.” The Philadelphia Inquirer.

November 24, 1928
Spier, William. “Gotham’s Important Music.” Musical America 48: 10.
Spier, William. “More Stokowskian Glory.” Musical America 48: 10.

November 7, 1928
“Leopold Stokowski Conducts a Novelty: Philadelphia Orchestra Plays

Szostakowicz’s Symphony No. 10 [sic]; Work of Sustained Interest.” The New
York Times.

November 8, 1928
M.M.C. “Philadelphia Orchestra Offers Russian Novelty.” Musical America 97: 35.

January-February 1929
Mendel, Arthur. “Forecast and Review: First Fruits of the Season.” Modern Music 6,

no. 2: 32.

December 27, 1930
Moore, Edward. “Stock’s Orchestra Plays New Russian Composer’s Symphony.”

Chicago Tribune. Courtesy of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra archives.
Stinson, Eugene. “Stock Plays Contrasts on Friday Program.” Chicago News.

Compliments of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra archives.

April 9, 1931
Beckett, Henry. “Toscanini Presents Work of Abram Chasins at First Performances of

American Compositions.” New York Post. Courtesy of the New York
Philharmonic archives.

Bennett, Grena. “Philharmonic Band Gives Two American Pieces at Concert.” New
York Journal-American. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
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Cushing, Edward. “Two Pieces by Abram Chasins are Played by Mr. Toscanini and
the Philharmonic-Symphony Orchestra.” The Brooklyn Eagle. Courtesy of the
New York Philharmonic archives.

Henderson, W.J. “Toscanini Offers Variety.” New York Sun. Courtesy of the New
York Philharmonic archives.

Sanborn, Pitts. “Toscanini Superlative in Symphony’s Concert.” World-Telegram.
Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.

Weil, Irving. “Novelties Played By Toscanini and Philharmonic.” Journal-American.
Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.

December 31, 1932
Martin, Linton. “Stokowski Stages ‘Red’ Propaganda.” The Philadelphia Inquirer.

January 8, 1933
“At the Symphony.” Journal of Science. Courtesy of the Chicago Symphony

Orchestra archives.
Downes, Olin. “Music and Bolshevism: Russia’s Mistaken Attempts to Subdue Art to

Politics.” The New York Times, 6.
Gunn, Glenn Dillard. “But Critic is Happier With Old Masters.” Chicago Herald and

Examiner. Courtesy of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra archives.
Citkowitz, Israel. “Experiment and Necessity—New York, 1932.” Modern Music 10,

no. 2 (January-February 1933): 110-14.

July 26, 1933
Rosenfeld, Paul. “Newer Russian Music.” The New Republic 75: 289-90.

November 9, 1935
Smith, Moses. “Return of Mr. Burgin to the Leader’s Stand.” Boston Transcript.

Courtesy of the Boston Symphony Orchestra archives.
Smith, Warren Storey. “Symphony Played for First Time.” Boston Post. Courtesy of

the Boston Symphony Orchestra archives.

April 9, 1937
Chotzinoff, Samuel. “Words and Music: Shostakovich’s ‘First’ Thrills Carnegie

Audience: Rodzinski’s Craftsmanship Does Ample Justice to Young Russian’s
Ingenious Symphony.” New York Post. Courtesy of the New York
Philharmonic archives.

Henderson, W.J. “Shostakovitch Music Heard: Rodzinski Includes Soviet
Composer’s Work in Varied Philharmonic Program.” New York Sun. Courtesy
of the New York Philharmonic archives.
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Perkins, Francis D. “Philharmonic Plays Work of Shostakovitch: Russian’s First
Symphony Is Received Warmly; Haydn Composition Given.” New York
Herald-Tribune. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.

December 5, 1941
Brown, Paul J. “Rubinstein Soloist With Philharmonic At Carnegie Hall.” Brooklyn

Citizen. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
Downes, Olin. “Russian Music Given by Philharmonic: Prokofieff, Shostakovich and

Tchaikovsky Take Up Most of Orchestral Program.” New York Times. Courtesy
of the New York Philharmonic archives.

Perkins, Francis D. “Has Rubinstein as its Soloist.” The New York Herald-Tribune.
Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.

Thompson, Oscar. “Chopin Concerto: Rodzinski Gives Works by Modern Russians.”
New York Sun. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.

December 8, 1941
Carlton, Leonard. “War Interrupts Brahms: Broadcasters Have a Time Of It.” New

York Post. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic Orchestra archives.

November 27, 1942
Lawrence, Robert. “Philharmonic Concert is Led By Rodzinski.” New York Herald-

Tribune. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.

April 9, 1944
Sanborn, Pitts. “Philharmonic-Symphony Renders Fine Program.” World-Telegram.

Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archive.

On Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk District:

June 30, 1934
“Soviet Opera: Lady Macbeth from Mtsensk will Appear in America.” Newsweek 3:

29-30.

November-December 1934
Shostakovich, Dmitri. “My Opera, Lady Macbeth of Mtzensk.” Modern Music 12, no.

1: 23-30.

January 21, 1935
“Women in Czarist Russian Theme of Famous Shostakovich Opera.” The Daily

Worker.
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January 27, 1935
Curtiss, Cornelia. “’Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk’ Brings Society of Cleveland to

Severance Hall Thursday.” Cleveland Plain Dealer.
Elwell, Herbert. “New Soviet Opera is Given Its American Premiere at Severance

Hall This Week.” Cleveland Plain Dealer.

January 29, 1935
Levin, Harry. “New Opera Sets Critics on Edge: ‘Lady Macbeth’ Brought From

Moscow.” Central Press Association. Courtesy of the Cleveland Orchestra
Archives.

 “Russian Opera Swift Moving Story of Love.” Cleveland Press. Courtesy of the
Cleveland Orchestra archives.

January 30, 1935
Lawrence, Charles. “Soviet Opera’s Plot Tells of Sin and Sex on Steppes.” Cleveland

Plain Dealer. Courtesy of the Cleveland Orchestra Archives.
 “Tomorrow’s Opera.” The Cleveland Press. Courtesy of the Cleveland Orchestra

Archives.

January 31, 1935
“’Mzensk’ Opera Premiere To Be Given Tonight.” Cleveland News. Courtesy of the

Cleveland Orchestra Archives.

February 1, 1935
Curtiss, Cornelia. “‘Lady Macbeth of Mzensk’ Brings Brilliant Gathering to Its

American Premiere.” Cleveland Plain Dealer.
Elwell, Herbert. “Shocked, Amused, Gasping Audience Roars Acclaim to Rodzinski

at Soviet Opera.” Cleveland News. Courtesy of the Cleveland Orchestra
archives.

Loesser, Arthur. “Guest Critic Pictures ‘Macbeth’ Splendor.” Cleveland News.
Courtesy of the Cleveland Orchestra archives.

 “Opera Makes History.” The Cleveland Press. Courtesy of the Cleveland Orchestra
archives.

Williamson, Ben, and Helen Allyn. “Society Cheers and Lifts Eyebrows at Soviet
Opera Opening in Severance Hall.” Cleveland Press. Courtesy of the Cleveland
Orchestra archives.

February 3, 1935
“Opera Hall Packed for ‘Lady Macbeth.’” Cleveland Plain Dealer. Courtesy of the

Cleveland Orchestra archives.
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February 6, 1935
Downes, Olin. “New Soviet Opera is Presented Here.” The New York Times. Courtesy

of the Cleveland Orchestra archives.
Gilbert, Douglas. “Orchestral Hoot Greets Flight from Boudoir and Throng at Met.

Gets Laugh at Soviet Opera.” New York World-Telegram. Courtesy of the
Cleveland Orchestra archives.

Gilman, Lawrence. “A New Soviet Opera Heard for the First Time at the
Metropolitan.” New York Herald-Tribune. Courtesy of the Cleveland Orchestra
archives.

Henderson, W.J. “‘Lady Macbeth’ Presented Here.” The New York Times.
Hippelhauser, R.H. “New York Hails Rodzinski and Soviet ‘Lady Macbeth.’”

Cleveland Plain Dealer. Courtesy of the Cleveland Orchestra archives.
“Rodzinski, Soviet Opera Win N.Y. Acclaim.” Cleveland Press. Courtesy of the

Cleveland Orchestra archives.
Sanborn, Pitts. “Soviet Opera Makes Debut in New York.” New York World-

Telegram. Courtesy of the Cleveland Orchestra archives.
Worden, Helen. “New Yorkers Come Early to Soviet Opera.” Cleveland Press.

Courtesy of the Cleveland Orchestra archives.

February 9, 1935
“Opera: Cleveland Embarrassed by ‘Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk.’” Newsweek 5: 22.
Radamsky, Sergei. “Brilliant Shostakovich Opera Triumph for Soviet Music.” The

Daily Worker.

February 10, 1935
Downes, Olin. “Two Russian Composers: Comparing Stravinsky and

Shostakovich—Their Music and Careers.” The New York Times, sec. 8.
Kramer, A. Walter. “Cleveland Forces Triumph in New Russian Opera.” Musical

America 55: 5. Courtesy of the Cleveland Orchestra archives.

February 14, 1935
Widder, Milton. “Sharps and Flats: Milton Widder’s Musical Notes.” Town Clubber.

Courtesty of the Cleveland Orchestra archives.

February 16, 1935
Johnson, Horace. “New York Hails Premiere of Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk.” Musical

Courier 110. Courtesy of the Cleveland Orchestra archives.
Simon, Robert A. “Lady Macbeth from Cleveland.” The New Yorker 11. Courtesy of

the Cleveland Orchestra archives.

February 20, 1935
Burke, Kenneth. “Music: What Shostakovich Adds.” The Nation. 140: 230-31.
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Rosenfeld, Paul. “The Shostakovich Opera.” The New Republic. 82: 45-46.

February 21, 1935
Smith, Carleton. “Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk: Pamphleteering With Music.” Music

News. Courtesy of the Cleveland Orchestra archives.

February 26, 1935
Radamsky, Sergei. “More About Lady Macbeth.” The Daily Worker.

March-April 1935
Thomson, Virgil. “Socialism at the Metropolitan.” Modern Music 22, no. 3: 123-26.

September 1, 1935
Taubman, H. Howard. “Problem of Soviet Style: Composers Free in their Choice of

Subject Matter but Conscious of Goal.” The New York Times, sec. 9.

February 15, 1936
Denny, Harold. “Soviet Denounces ‘Leftism’ in Music.” The New York Times, sec. 9.

February 16, 1936
Phillips, Joseph B. “Moscow Critics Find Fault With Shostakovich.” New York

Herald-Tribune, sec. 5.

February 17, 1936
“Ask Soviet Music Reform.” Associated Press wire report. The New York Times, sec.

9.

April 5, 1936
Radamsky, Sergei. “Soviet Direction in Music.” The New York Times, sec. 9.

April 7, 1936
Boross, L.F. “Soviet Music Comes of Age.” The Daily Worker, 7.

April 12, 1936
Downes, Olin. “Shostakovich Affair Shows Shift in Point Of View in the USSR.” The

New York Times, sec. 10.

May 24, 1936
“Shostakovich Begins New Historical Opera.” The New York Herald-Tribune.

June 9, 1936
Kunitz, Joshua. “The Shostakovich ‘Affair.’  New Masses. 19: 15-18.
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August 17, 1936
Rosen, Herb. “Radamsky Tells of Soviet Art.” The Daily Worker.

1936
“A discussion on formalism.” International Literature. 6: 77-79.

On the Fifth Symphony:

September 5, 1937
Weintraub, Eugene. “New Season in USSR.” The New York Times, sec. 10.

November 28, 1937
Denny, Harold. “Composer regains his place in Soviet: Dmitri Shostakovich, Who

Fell From Grace Two Years Ago, on Way to Rehabilitation.” The New York
Times, sec. 2.

February 27, 1938
“Opera and Concert Asides.” The New York Times, sec. 10.

March-April 1938
Schneerson, Grigori. “Shostakovich Rehabilitated.” Modern Music 15, no. 3: 174-

176.

April 10, 1938
Downes, Olin. “Other Music in Review: Fifth Symphony of Shostakovich, Russian

Composer, Played by NBC Orchestra Under Rodzinski.” The New York Times,
sec. 2.

April 25, 1938
“Orchestras: Rodzinski Introduces New Shostakovich Symphony.” Musical America

58: 23.

December 25, 1938
“Opera and Concert Asides.” The New York Times, sec. 9.

January 21, 1939
Durgin, Cyrus. “Music: Symphony Hall.” The Boston Globe. Courtesy of the Boston

Symphony Orchestra archives.
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January 23, 1939
Sloper, L.A. “About Music and Politics; Novelties from Mr. Burgin.” The Christian

Science Monitor. Courtesy of the Boston Symphony Orchestra archives, Vol.
64, p. 129.

Smith, Moses. “Symphony Concert: Engrossing Novelties from Soviet Union and
Boston, Mass., U.S.A.” Boston Transcript. Courtesy of the Boston Symphony
Orchestra archives, Vol. 64, p. 128.

February 20, 1942
Downes, Olin. “Philharmonic Led by Koussevitsky.” The New York Times. Courtesy

of the New York Philharmonic archives.
Perkins, Francis D. “Koussevitsky Appears With Philharmonic.” The New York

Herald-Tribune. Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
Thompson, Oscar. “Philharmonic Led By Koussevitsky.” New York Sun. Courtesy of

the New York Philharmonic archives.

October 11, 1942
Taubman, Howard. “Records: Russian Symphony.” New York Times, sec. 8.

November 19, 1942
Downes, Olin. “Rodzinski Leads the Philharmonic.” The New York Times. Courtesy

of the New York Philharmonic archives.
Kastendieck, Miles. “Rodzinski Conducts Shostakovich 5th.” Brooklyn Eagle.

Courtesy of the New York Philharmonic archives.
Thomson, Virgil. “Music: Grosso Modo.” The New York Herald-Tribune. Courtesy of

the New York Philharmonic archives
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