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Although considered Russian, Shostakovich’s heritage was actually Polish.  He came from a 
family who fought unsuccessfully in the 19th century for Polish independence from Russia. The 
composer's father was not involved in politics and lived a quiet life; he was an engineer and his 
wife was a pianist.  Both of them came from Siberia to St Petersburg, where Dmitri was born in 
1906. 
 
Dmitri did not begin to study music until he was nine, relatively old for a musical genius.  His 
first teacher was his mother, who quickly took him to a piano teacher when she saw his rapid 
progress. Within two years it became clear that he was exceptionally gifted.  He also excelled in 
general school subjects.  He began composing simultaneously with his music lessons.  He was 11 
years old in 1917 when Tzar Nicholas II was overthrown.  Civil war broke out and Dmitri's 
family remained loyal to the government  and did not leave the city.  The country was in chaos:  
money lost its value, food was " beyond price", factories closed and transportation stopped.   
 
In the midst of this chaos, Shostakovich entered the Petrograd Conservatory, which was 
considered the best musical academy in the country.  He was 13.  The building had no heat, and 
when classes were able to meet, everyone huddled in coats, hats and gloves.  The situation for his 
family became desperate.  His father died soon thereafter from pneumonia. His mother was left 
with three children and no income. They had to sell their precious piano.  His two siblings went 
to work and he found a job playing piano, accompanying silent films, which he hated!!  During 
this period he contracted tuberculosis, which was very debilitating, and he had the disease for 
about ten years. Through all the adversity, he persevered.  Dmitri wrote his first symphony at the 
age of 19 for his graduation.  It was performed that year, 1925, by the Leningrad Philharmonic 
and was an immediate success.  In 1927 it was played in Berlin by Bruno Walter, in 1928 by 
Leopold Stokowski and Otto Klemperer, followed by Arturo Toscanini.  This work had an 
enthusiastic reception everywhere, and at the age of 19 Shostakovich was acclaimed as one of 
the most talented composers of his generation.   
 
During this early period Shostakovich was influenced by the Rimsky Korsakov traditions that 
were prevalent in  Russia at that time.  For a while the new "leftist government” was encouraging 
to artists that cooperated and whose works contained propaganda. Shostakovich wrote several 
major commissions but as the Soviet Government began to impose its standards by the late 20s 
he turned to opera as another outlet to express himself.  He wrote two operas in this period.  The 
first “The Nose” based on a satirical story by Gogol (a famous Russian satirist); it did not fair 
well as an opera. 
 
 In the second of Shostakovich’s operas, “Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District,” which was 
influenced by the style of Dostoevsky, had a very racy plot and very modern music. In both of 
these works, his characters collide with police power that is depicted as “all-pervasive”.  Lady 
Macbeth murders for love and she is portrayed as a victim. This opera was a great success.  It 
was performed 36 times in the five years after it opened in Leningrad and 94 times in Moscow.  
It was performed all over Europe and even made it to the Metropolitan Opera  in NY.   
Shostakovich was acclaimed as a genius.   



 

 

 
Then in 1936 Stalin came to see “Lady Macbeth . . .” but he left the theater early in a “rage.” His 
visit was followed by a terrible editorial in Pravda, entitled “Muddle Instead of Music,”  and this 
was followed in a few days by a second condemning review.  In that article, Stalin wrote, “This 
is playing at abstruse things, which could end badly”.   Everyone was sure Shostakovich would 
be arrested and like many others, according to Volkov, he kept a suitcase packed and slept in the 
hallway, so his family would not be disturbed when the police came for him.  The article in 
Pravda started a campaign against Shostakovich. The charge was “formalism,” a code word in 
Stalinist Russia for music that was, supposedly, composed in the European artistic tradition of 
absolute music, music that is difficult, &/or music not expressive of Soviet ideals.  The opera 
disappeared overnight and every publication and organization in Russia attacked him. This was a 
period of great terror across Russia, especially for artists in all fields. 
 
After the Muddle article, Shostakovich was nearly suicidal and considered himself a condemned 
man, and this feeling lasted for over 40 years. Fearing the authorities, he withdrew his 4th 
symphony, which was  already in rehearsal, and eventually released his 5th symphony, which 
contained  a subtitle: "A Soviet Artist's Reply to Just Criticism”.  The 5th he thought would be 
more acceptable to the Soviet critics.  
 
Stalin continued to denounce Shostakovich publicly while rewarding him with honor, which 
made him very uncomfortable. In 1948, the Central Committee of the Communist Party issued a 
decree accusing Shostakovich, Prokofiev and others of "formalist perversions".  Shostakovich 
was dismissed from his professorship at the Moscow Conservatory at that time. For many years 
thereafter he wrote scores for Soviet movies that met with Stalin’s approval in order to survive 
financially, which was a great worry for him. 
 
Prokofiev's son, Oleg draws a “picture” of Shostakovich in the 1950s.  "He never seemed to stop 
moving.  He would continuously change position on the chair, as if never comfortable . . . . 
Occasionally, he would try to light a cigarette, but matches kept breaking and the cigarette would 
refuse to light".   He had good reason for being so nervous.  During Stalin's years, he tried to 
extend the musical boundaries without offending the cultural "police," but at the same time he 
was criticized by many in the West for giving in to the policies of Stalin and his henchmen.  In 
the controversial book by Solomon Volkov, "Testimony: The Memoirs of Dmitri Shostakovich," 
he states, "An artist whose portrait did not resemble the leader disappeared forever . . . . No one 
entered into discussions with them. . . . Someone came for them at night.  These were not 
isolated cases . . . You must understand that."    
 
In 1960 Shostakovich joined the communist party and told his wife he was blackmailed into 
joining the party. It also was said that he was suicidal at that time. This happened in the days of 
Khrushchev, who I have read was trying to develop closer relationships with Soviet artists.  
Around that time several articles appeared in Pravda in Shostakovich’s name that he claimed he 
did not write.  He was a fearful man who destroyed most of his letters, never kept a diary and 
guarded most of his conversations.  During this period he was sent to the US on a propaganda 
tour but was very unhappy with this visit and with the US paparazi.  For a long time after this he 
wrote compositions praising Soviet life and history, but in 1962 he provoked a major controversy 
with the introduction of his 13th symphony entitled, Babi Yar.  Babi Yar was based on a poem by 



 

 

Yevgeny Yevtushhenko about Russian oppression of the Jews.  Babi Yar is the site where a mass 
extermination of Jews took place by the Nazis. 
 
Shostakovich died in 1975 from lung cancer. To quote Mark Wiggleworth,  “One can regard the 
events of 1936 and the  change in  style  that followed as a tragedy and lament the loss of a 
fantastically brilliant mind and try to imagine what direction he might have taken in his music 
had he been allowed to remain totally free!” 
 
Festive Overture in A major was written and premiered in 1954 at the Bolshoi theatre in Moscow 
to observe the 37th anniversary of the October Revolution (1917). The story told is that the 
Bolshoi's conductor, Vassili Nebolsin, did not have an appropriate new work for the opening of 
the concert and contacted Shostakovich just 3 days before their opening.  The composer stated 
that he aimed "to convey the feelings of a man who had experienced the hardship of the war 
years" and "the enthusiasm of peaceful labor at the construction projects of the new five-year 
plan". This sounds like propaganda, but the music conveys enthusiasm.  This music is extremely 
popular both for orchestra and in an arrangement for band. 
 
It begins as a trumpet fanfare that is soon joined by horns, lower winds, brass and strings, and 
then the full orchestra joins to proclaim the festive occasion.  The clarinets initiate a theme of 
quickly running passages and then there is a quiet section with snare drums.  Then the 
introductory theme returns, and the piece concludes in a rousing finale.  This overture was 
featured in the Moscow Summer Olympics in 1980 and in the 2009 Noble Prize Concert. 
 
Incidentally, Shostakovich, who as we discussed earlier, was very nervous, only conducted an 
orchestra on one occasion at a concert organized by his friend, Mstislav Rostropovich in 1962.  
He opened this special concert with his Festive Overture. 
 


