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Overture

Vladimir Ashkenazy

I shall never forget the time when my piano teacher told me
how she first met Dmitry Shostakovich outside the apart-
ment building in Moscow where both of them lived. He
asked if her water supply had been cut off. She answered:
‘No, but why do you ask?’ He said that his supply had been
cut off, but then added that he was sure he knew why. This
was soon after the Zhdanov committee’s pronouncement on
‘formalism’, ‘modernism’ and other sins attributed to a few
Soviet composers, Shostakovich among them — and my
teacher told me that he looked like a hunted animal, fearing
the worst.

This episode was only one of the countless snippets of
information that reached us students and teachers of the
Conservatory and the musical community in general —
information relating to Shostakovich’s state of mind and his
reaction to what was happening in the country. One must not
forget that such things were not —and, indeed, could not ever
be — discussed in public, and we knew without a shadow of a
doubt that Shostakovich deeply detested the system in which
he lived, we knew how much he suffered from it and how
helpless he felt about being unable to do anything except
express himself through his music.

I and my fellow students had the privilege of attending
several first Moscow performances of Shostakovich works
(first performances usually being in Leningrad) — and one
would have to be deaf not to have heard what he wanted to
say. We were literally afraid for him at the premiere of the
Tenth Symphony: surely, we thought, even the Party hacks
could hear the gloomy helplessness and desperation in it,
save for the finale, which we did not understand at the time,
thinking that the composer had to put in ‘a happy ending’ to
please the apparatchiks (only later we understood that it
wasn’t ‘a happy ending’ at all but a reflection of the ubiqui-
tous trivia that surrounded him, which he was unable to
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