
WRITING ABOUT SHOSTAKOVICH

Shostakovich, as I knew him

by Gabriel Glikm an

In the following article, dated 13 August 1982, Gabriel 
Glikman offers his observations o f Shostakovich as sub
ject matter for his artwork, and provides fresh insight 
into Shostakovich’s life. Glikman details his conversa
tions with Shostakovich and offers his own thoughts on 
Shostakovich’s genius. Due to its length, this article, trans
lated here into English for the first time, is being presented 
in four parts.1

I
n 1929, when Dmitri Dmitrievich was 23 years 
old, Meyerhold staged The Bedbug by Mayakovsky. 
He invited Rodchenko—a renowned construc
tivist at that time and the personal photographer of 

Mayakovsky—to be costume designer. Mayakovsky 
himself was in his prime; at the height of his talent and 
popularity. Shostakovich was a young, little-known 
composer, whose First Symphony, however, was bril
liant. So Meyerhold asked him to compose the music 
for The Bedbug. Shostakovich was instantly immersed 
in an atmosphere of bold constructivism. I won’t dwell 
too long on his music as much has been written about it 
already. It sounded a lot like jazz, which was truly inno
vative at that time. Interestingly, Dmitri Dmitrievich 
had exceptionally clear memories of Mayakovsky. 
Rumour has it that when they first met, Mayakovsky 
allegedly held out one finger to shake, and then Dmitri 
Dmitrievich held out a finger in response. But I think all 
of this is just legend. I think even if Dmitri Dmitrievich 
had told this story somewhere, it was meant as a joke; 
musings on what never happened, as they say.

Many years later, Dmitri Dmitrievich happened to 
drop by while I was sculpting a bust of Mayakovsky 
(which is currently exhibited in the Literary Museum). 
He took a look at my work and said: “As you know, 
Gabriel Davidovich, I knew Mayakovsky quite well. All 
the bravado, the rudeness of his, all of these were exter
nal qualities. He was surprisingly intelligent. He was an

Part 4

insecure man with a very delicate psyche.” He studied 
the bust for a long time, but didn’t say anything else. I 
thanked him, but said that I expressed the poet in my 
own way. Somehow, I couldn’t imagine Mayakovsky 
as a quiet lyricist with a pretty smile. Besides, people 
would’ve hardly understood it. However, I never forgot 
this conversation—I always listened very closely to what 
Shostakovich had to say. It had been a long time since 
my infatuation with Mayakovsky’s lumbering lyrics. I 
had stopped carrying The Cloud in Trousers in my pock
et. Like the rest of my generation, I not only changed my 
attitude towards the poet to sharply negative, but I began 
to perceive him not as a product of the regime, but as a 
victim. In the 1960s, I painted a large colourful portrait 
of a suicidal Mayakovsky with a gun pressed against his 
temple. The vision for this image, the “Messenger of the 
Revolution,” originated from what Dmitri Dmitrievich 
had told me earlier.

However, let’s get back to The Bedbug. Meyerhold 
treated the young composer with great care and affec
tion, and gave him all the space necessary for complete 
creative freedom. The music of the remarkably talented 
Shostakovich appealed immensely to Meyerhold and 
Mayakovsky. After all, Meyerhold’s genius was renowned 
for having great instincts for new and original talent.

I remember one winter during the 1960s, at the House 
of Art in Komarovo, I was showing Dmitri Dmitrievich 
slides of my paintings. Among them was a portrait of 
Meyerhold called “A Spoon of Thin Broth.” I depicted 
Meyerhold in prison, holding a spoon of prison pot
tage. He had a scary, ghostly appearance. The portrait 
was painted almost monochrome. To me, this brilliant 
director was a tragic symbol of that epoch [Meyerhold 
was arrested, tortured, and executed in February 1940]. 
Shostakovich stared at the painting for a long time. I 
waited for him to say something, but he remained silent. 
To some extent, I could understand. It was difficult for 
Shostakovich to speak about Meyerhold, especially since 
his creative work (not only opera, but also symphonic)
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was so greatly influenced by him. I only remember him 
saying: “Let’s take a break!” We took a break, turned on 
the lights, and Dmitri Dmitrievich lit a cigarette.

There was another m an (whom I knew well); 
an acquaintance who played a big role in Dm itri 
Shostakovich’s development during those years. He 
was a phenomenal personality: brilliant orator, musi
cian, linguist, philosopher—Ivan Sollertinsky, life of the 
party. In the 1920s when he was 18-19 years old; he had 
not yet graduated from the university, he could already 
speak all European languages, and was full of knowl
edge of Ancient Greek, Latin, and Assyrian. Despite 
his youth, I. Sollertinsky called everyone by their name 
and patronymic, with the addition of “my young friend,” 
regardless of the interlocutor’s age. His musical apti
tude was legendary. One conductor wrote many years 
later: “How could I have known Ivan Ivanovich was so 
knowledgeable about music?! When I asked him how a 
very complicated work—where the violins perform the 
lead role—should be performed, he gave me a virtuo
so demonstration and showed me what the fingering 
should be. I wondered then whether Ivan Ivanovich was 
a violinist himself. He knew and understood technique 
so well; he understood the score and the whole structure 
of the symphony.” Dmitri Dmitrievich adopted some 
of Sollertinsky’s mannerisms—his habit of speaking 
slowly, then suddenly switching to a patter, repeating 
one word over and over again (this became a life-long 
habit of Dmitri Dmitrievich by the way). But of course, 
Sollertinsky’s brilliant musicianship, knowledge, and 
unbridled imagination, influenced the young composer 
the most. Their friendship lasted until Ivan Ivanovich 
died in 1944.

In December 1932, Shostakovich finished com 
posing his opera Lady Macbeth o f Mtsensk District. 
Extraordinarily musical, expressive, and strikingly inno
vative, this opera was truly the start of a completely new 
type of musical theatre. At that time, the Leningrad Maly 
Opera Theatre was known as the laboratory for Soviet 
opera. The work of the young Shostakovich was staged 
by conductor S. Samosud. The scenery was designed 
by artist V. Dmitriev,2 a very talented apprentice of 
Petrov-Vodkin. The opera made a magnificent impres
sion. Excellent vocalists, fabulous music. I attended 
several times—unforgettable. Periodically, the audience 
would break out in loud applause. Particularly impres
sive was the scene on the ferry [sic].3 Love scenes were 
staged in an interesting manner—on a huge bed that 
occupied half the stage. By the way, this bed really out
raged the Moscow leaders—how could they show such 
scenes in an opera!

During one performance, I saw Dmitri Dmitrievich 
in the directors’ box. His pale face stood out clearly 
against the black velvet background. Stage light painted 
his tense, tormented face with ever changing colours— 
red, then deathly green, then a piercing yellow. This

was the first time I noticed what a nervous, mutable 
face he had. He was completely overpowered by music, 
overwhelmed by its stormy flow. This was a completely 
different image of Dmitri Dmitrievich—I’d never seen 
his face like that.

Almost forty years later [sic], I attended the premiere 
of the film version of Katerina Izmailova. I knew the 
director Shapiro, who staged the film. I remember he 
was in my studio once, and having noticed my por
trait of G. Rasputin in a red shirt, decided to dress the 
opera character Sergei in a red shirt as well. Dmitri 
Dmitrievich, already ill, his face distended, was sitting 
in the stalls watching the film. His face was still, but 
his hands fidgeted nervously. Looking at him then, I 
thought how bitterly hard his life had been, those forty 
years... In my opinion, the film version of the opera 
turned out beautifully, while controversial. I was struck 
by the young Galina Vishnevskaya, full of energy and 
talent—she was striking. She made quite an impres
sion on me and much later I depicted her performing 
Katerina. Following along with Shostakovich’s music, I 
portrayed the beautiful face of the actress, half hidden 
behind a mask of violence and insanity.

But back then in the 1930s, we had little notion of 
what awaited us many years later or what we would 
become. Every day we lived through dramatic events, 
and those events were stormy indeed... In 1936, under 
the direct instruction of the leader and friend of all 
peoples, the newspaper Pravda published a devastat
ing editorial, “Muddle Instead of Music” (and shortly 
thereafter, another one—“Ballet Falsity”—on Dmitri 
Dmitrievich’s ballets The Limpid Stream and The Golden 
Age [sic]). This was the start of the unbridled defamation 
of Shostakovich. One after another, newspapers spoke 
out in unison—Leningrad Pravda, Evening Leningrad, 
Pravda, Izvestia—the overall number impossible to list. 
From the world’s most free press,4 a deafening flow of 
the “people’s condemnation” poured out over the radio.

Staff udarniki (at that time, the name for top-level 
“shock workers” who, in fact, were assistants, confederates 
in the dirty deeds of the Party and the government) were 
always ready to stir up trouble. For instance, a certain 
udarnik from a factory named after Stalin, came up with 
an article stating that he had listened to Shostakovich’s 
music and considered it anti-national, extremely harm
ful for the people. Or [Nikolai Nikolaevich] Kachalov, a 
career scientist and writer for the Academy of Sciences 
(specialising in glass). His articles always appeared with 
so-called criticism. He talked about what was improp
er, what should be rejected, and so forth. Kachalov, 
of course, strongly condemned Shostakovich’s music. 
Completely democratic, as usual!

There were always people who would write and who 
would confirm. Like clockwork, everything played out 
according to a prepared script. The Leningrad compos
ers gathered together. Ukrainian music expert Krokhmal
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Shostakovich, Meyerhold, Mayakovsky, and Rodchenko, during work on The Bedbug
at the beginning of 1929 -  see page 3

was instructed to deliver a publicly devastating speech 
against Shostakovich. No sooner said than done. 
However, everything did not go off without an amus
ing incident; a deviation from the fixed script. Speaking 
during the debate, I. Sollertinsky said: “As for the per
formance of Krokhmal and other carbohydrates...” The 
audience, despite the tragic atmosphere, burst into thun
derous applause. And from that time on, poor Krokhmal 
was nicknamed “Carbohydrates.” At one of these dra
matic meetings, the composer Kabalevsky, who had 
notably arrived from Moscow, begged Shostakovich, in 
tears: “Mitya, Mitya, repent, appease yourself before the 
Party, admit your mistakes, admit your shortcomings, 
come on now Mitya, confess!” Dmitri Dmitrievich, pale 
as death, kept silent.

Then came the vote on w hether to condem n 
Shostakovich for his behaviour. It is impossible not to 
recall with bitterness Ivan Ivanovich Sollertinsky voting 
in favour of condemnation. However, before that, during 
a break, Dmitri Dmitrievich told him: “Ivan Ivanovich, 
you must oppose me, your whole life is in front of you... 
You must survive... No one knows what will happen to 
me—I will probably be shot.”

So those were the days! Under incredibly harsh and 
difficult conditions—that was how the young compos
er “developed.” He endured so much sorrow, grief, and

mortal terror. A thousand times, he thought he would 
die... But after all that had happened to him, he man
aged to survive. We should be grateful to fate, and to 
the angel of art who guarded him. Despite everyone and 
everything, Shostakovich became the great, incompara
ble musician, who reflected all our hopes and sorrows.

Listening to Shostakovich’s music now, I sometimes 
ask myself—what path would his genius have taken, if 
the atmosphere of the late 20s and early 30s (when he 
composed the First, Third, and Fourth symphonies [sic], 
ballets, the opera Lady Macbeth. ..) had continued for a 
long time? Or, if he had left Russia forever in those years? 
In short, I think of all sort of fantastic “what ifs” that 
would have saved Shostakovich from that slanderous 
campaign—the massacre of the 1930s—a terrible irre
versible shock that left an indelible mark on his creative 
style, and on the development of his personality. Trying 
to answer my own question, I think that if the creative 
atmosphere had been different, Dmitri Dmitrievich 
would not have grown into such a powerful composer. 
Everything probably would have turned into some sort 
of formal quest... It’s a curious fact that composers who 
lived abroad faced a typical fate. Take the renowned 
Stravinsky—his creative work got its power from the 
Motherland. His best works, Petrushka or The Rite of 
Spring, originated from Russia, her climate, musicality,
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Gabriel Glikman self-portrait (2002)

Vladimir Shchuko’s monument to Lenin at 
Finland Railway Station in Leningrad -  see page 7

and customs. Then in a foreign land, Stravinsky followed 
an entirely different path, a formal one. His late works 
remind me of Chagall’s painting that he made for the 
Paris Opera.5 Everything might look the same, with 
similar motifs, but they had lost their authenticity. They 
were simply repeats of themselves, and originated, as 
they say, not from the heart or soul, but from the head. 
However, the great creative work of Dmitri Dmitrievich 
Shostakovich is organically connected to our country, 
and to those disasters and terrible events that occurred 
within it.

Dmitri Dmitrievich once told a close acquaintance 
of mine in Moscow: “I heard that Gabriel Davidovich 
is planning to emigrate. I wouldn’t recommend this. 
Emigration would be difficult for him, and besides, 
he wouldn’t like everything that is going on in these 
countries.” Those were not just random  thoughts. 
Shostakovich, the composer, was a phenomenon that 
could have only been developed under the condi
tions of the Soviet regime, of Soviet Russia. It seems 
to me, to some extent, his life was like a fight between 
Hercules and Antaeus. The only way Hercules could 
defeat Antaeus was by lifting him off the ground. While 
Antaeus felt the ground under his feet, he was invinci
ble. And I think if Shostakovich had found himself in 
an atmosphere of a free bourgeois world, he would not 
have become Shostakovich. For example, the amazing 
artists Natan Altman and [Robert] Falk, lived in Paris 
and worked there for a long time, but they could not 
find a creative basis for their own work. So, at the begin
ning of the 1930s, they returned to Russia, to the Soviet 
Union, where they later endured many hardships. It 
seems to me, that in a way, Dmitri Dmitrievich’s power 
and strength came from the fact that he stood on Soviet 
ground; the ground he grew up on, the ground he knew 
so well! And his music, with all of its universality, was 
very closely connected to Russia.

It is interesting that when Karajan came to Leningrad 
and performed Shostakovich [Tenth Symphony, May 
1969], it was masterful; the supreme skill of the orchestra 
was captivating, but the real sound of Shostakovich, as 
it sounds with Russian conductors—G. Rozhdestvensky, 
M. Rostropovich, E. Mravinsky—was certainly missing. 
Only those who’ve experienced the climate of the nation 
at that time can truly reveal Shostakovich. And foreign 
conductors, for all their sophistication and virtuosity, 
are unable to feel it. What can Karajan sense in this 
music? He reads the score and that’s it. He does not see 
everything that’s behind it—to him it’s completely alien 
and incomprehensible. Consequently, for all its cosmo
politanism and internationality, Dmitri Shostakovich’s 
music can only be fully understood and comprehended 
by those who have lived through it.

This spring [1982], I was at my house in Vienna. I 
was sitting at the window of my studio, with nothing in 
work and no new ideas. The weather was horrible—rain,
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wet snow, a piercing wind. I turned on the radio and 
spent a long time watching the indicator crawl across 
the countries and continents. The world seemed silent. 
Suddenly the sounds of victory marches, cheers, the 
Russian language—so painfully familiar—burst into my 
world. Moscow was broadcasting. I was astonished—I 
had forgotten it was the First of May.

I was listening to the deep measured tone of the com
mentator; his enthusiastic, dogmatic intonation, and 
imagined the whole picture so vividly—the square, the 
motionless “leaders” on the rostrum, a dark crowd of 
people passing by, banners... Suddenly I plunged head
long—as through a hole in the ice—into the long life that 
I’d lived there. In a state of despair, anguish, bitterness— 
without switching off Red Square—aware of nothing 
around me, I painted a portrait of Dmitri Dmitrievich in 
just a few hours. Afterwards, I thought this purely intu
itive choice of topic was yet more proof of the fact that 
Soviet reality was fully reflected in Shostakovich’s music 
and personality. I often ask myself, what led Dmitri 
Dmitrievich to compose the symphonies “October” 
(dedicated to Lenin)6 and “The Year 1905”?7 I’m aware 
of his official statements about these. They don’t explain 
anything: “In my creative work, I try to be a faithful 
servant of the Party and the people... A few days ago, 
I completed my Twelfth Symphony, which I dedicate 
to the memory of Vladimir Ilyich Lenin.” Nothing 
but standard clichés. I listened to those symphonies. 
I was surprised not only by their theme, but also by 
the music. The composer sought to convey historical 
specificity through them, especially in “The October 
Revolution” [Symphony no. 12], which depicts the arriv
al of Lenin; the sound of a rumbling train is heard, then 
the appearance of Lenin in Razliv—how sentimental, 
etc., It becomes a bit offensive that such a powerful 
musician attempts to make everything so specific, that, 
alas, it acquires a different quality—it becomes illustra
tive. I can only imagine how Dmitri Dmitrievich—a 
genius at managing the orchestra, the instruments, and 
all musical devices—would have shown a true picture 
of the October revolution! On the other hand, I think 
that perhaps the story of the October revolution is hid
den inside one of his other symphonies. Perhaps it’s 
told in the Fifth Symphony, which is infused with so 
much sorrow, so much grief. Maybe it’s expressed in 
the Eighth Symphony, with its overwhelming gloom, its 
darkness, its hopelessness... So much can be hidden in 
music, encrypted. This is not fine art, but an example of 
brilliant circumlocution.

Everyone is familiar with the monument to Lenin at 
Finland Railway Station in Leningrad.

It is the work of Shchuko,8 a colossal master with a 
classical education, an artist of great culture. He used this 
monument to Lenin to express something that is quite 
difficult to recognise and, at the same time, is quite obvi
ous. Within this fairly standard monument—depicting

Lenin with an outstretched hand—a mutinous idea is 
concealed, or so it seems. Take a closer look: instead of 
legs, Lenin has two gun barrels, with a short vest pulled 
over them; an outstretched arm acts as a colossal lever, 
while a hand is characteristically devised as an axe that 
he uses to “cut down the enemies of revolution” (as Mark 
Etkind states in his book9). The outstretched arm is jux
taposed with a hand that is grasping the armhole of the 
vest—this is another lever that cuts, which is directed at 
the poor Russian people. In the leader’s pocket, it’s not 
a cap, but a Mauser. He is ready to take it out and start 
shooting in all directions... (Not to mention the fact 
that now, after the monument was relocated, its hand 
is pointing to the Big House—KGB.) Thus, Shchuko 
managed to convey a huge, tragic concept by means of 
sculpture—which typically does not let the artist hide 
anything. Therefore, in its own way, this monument 
represents “The Great October Revolution.”

In 1952-1953,1 fashioned a bust of Beethoven, a com
poser who from my youth, had occupied my imagination. 
I gave one of the bust castings to Dmitri Dmitrievich. He 
liked the sculpture, and Beethoven remained in his study 
for many years. Later, after Shostakovich had moved to 
a new flat at the House of Composers on Ogarev Street 
in Moscow, the sculpture was damaged. I used to see 
Dmitri Dmitrievich quite often then, and he’d asked 
me several times: “Gabriel Davidovich, please come 
and fix the sculpture; it looks so bad up there on top 
of the bookcase.” I was not prepared to go to Moscow. 
The trip would be challenging. And then, in the merci
lessly scorching summer of 1970, Dmitri Dmitrievich 
said: “Still, Gabriel Davidovich, when are you coming 
to Moscow? The thing is, it will be Beethoven’s anniver
sary [200th] in December.” Finally I decided to fulfil his 
request. A few days later, I made a casting for the stand. 
I took a good master mould and went to Moscow where 
I was met by Dmitri Dmitrievich’s secretary. The mas
ter fitted the stand correctly. Dmitri Dmitrievich kept 
calling and asking how the work was going; I told him 
everything was fine. The bust was fixed and put in place. 
The next time Dmitri Dmitrievich called, I told him the 
job was done. I left for Leningrad that same evening 
and didn’t get a chance to see Shostakovich. Whenever 
there were TV broadcasts from Dmitri Dmitrievich’s 
flat, they always showed the sculpture of Beethoven. 
Dmitri Dmitrievich would sometimes tell me when I’d 
see him: “Gabriel Davidovich, I clear my conscience 
before your Beethoven. Beethoven’s eyes are my strictest 
judge.” I often thought Dmitri Dmitrievich was his own 
best judge. He analysed himself, and could see himself 
through the eyes of others. Nevertheless, he was very 
confident and self-assured. If he ever felt slighted, he 
never showed it.

In the 1960s, I sculpted a small statue of Dmitri 
Dmitrievich in full aspect, showing his typical posture of 
that time—arms folded, his back half-bent as if in a bow.
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Shostakovich next to the sculpture of Beethoven 
by Gabriel Glikman -  see page 7

Painting of Solzhenitsyn, Vishnevskaya, Rostropovich, 
and Shostakovich, entitled “Detente” by Gabriel Glikman

-s e e  page 10

One of my friends asked: “Gabriel, why did you portray 
Dmitri Dmitrievich so bent over? It’s like you’ve sculpted 
him locked in chains!” Dmitri Dmitrievich’s statuette 
was a hit. In 1962,1 even cast it in bronze for conduc
tor E. Mravinsky. I presented one of the small statues 
to the great musician and conductor, N. Rabinovich; 
exceptionally honest, universally respected, a man of 
principal. He placed the statue on top of a black grand 
piano in his flat. It was in a large, spacious room—the 
walls lined with portraits—and the half-bent figure of 
Dmitri Dmitrievich stood out impressively against the 
black background. One day, Dmitri Dmitrievich and 
Irina Antonovna came to see Nikolay Semyonovich 
Rabinovich. Entering the room, Dmitri Dmitrievich saw 
his statue and walked around it (the grand piano was 
in the middle of the room) saying: “How insulting—but 
it’s true! How insulting—but true!” Dmitri Dmitrievich 
could see himself as others saw him. He had a thick skin 
and was not easily offended. If he ever was offended, he 
would hide his feelings and never let on. He would have 
probably been more pleased if he had seen himself in 
some romantic pose, as a model for the future m on
ument10—with his coat flying—while this bent figure 
portrayed him from an unexpected side. No wonder he 
repeated: “How insulting—but true!”

In September I960, to the absolute surprise of every
one, Dm itri Dmitrievich became a member of the 
Communist Party. For the people who knew him, it was 
stunning; an incomprehensible thing to do. During the 
time of the so-called “Khrushchev Thaw,” when Stalin’s 
terror was over, no one forced him to take this step. 
Dmitri Dmitrievich was already world-famous when 
he became a member of this terrible mafia, received 
a Red book, and uttered the traditional words, “Our 
Soviet musical culture is the most advanced, the most 
humanistic in the entire world. The Communist Party of 
the Soviet Union deserves great credit, as it provides us 
thorough assistance in our artistic quest. With such love 
and care, it helps us be honest servants of our people and 
shows us a high level of trust, calling us its assistants in 
the process of communist education.” A man who used 
to despise all those gatherings, plenary sessions, Party 
meetings, became a member of the Communist Party 
of the Soviet Union! It came as such a shock and gave 
us something to think about. I’m not going to try and 
solve this mystery. I don’t want to explain this act by 
Dmitri Dmitrievich as some kind of insatiable vanity 
and ambition. I don’t want to judge, let alone condemn 
this great tragic musician.

Sometimes I recall the last years of his life, when 
our meetings together grew infrequent (he was ill, 
lived in Moscow, and rarely visited Leningrad). Dmitri 
Dmitrievich would repeatedly say: “You know, I have 
exhausted my inspiration, I have absolutely exhausted it.” 
I think he was looking for new themes, new ideas. I fin
ished a large granite sculpture for the anniversary of the
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birth of Radishchev.11 The design of Radishchev, dressed 
in rough work clothes, looked like a monument. Only 
his hands, encased in heavy shackles, and a sharp profile 
of his turned head could be seen. I longed to have this 
monument erected on Marat Street in Leningrad, near 
the house where his book, A Journey from St. Petersburg 
to Moscow, was written. I turned to Dmitri Dmitrievich 
for help. The interest with which he scrutinised my 
work surprised me. Then he said: “Gabriel Davidovich, 
please give me a photo of it as a present, and sign it.” He 
immediately hung the photo over the desk in his study. 
I don’t think his interest in the sculpture of the chained 
Radishchev was by chance. The time of the Fourteenth 
Symphony, the Suite on Verses o f Michelangelo, and 
other works of his last years, was fast approaching. The 
composer was experiencing some kind of moral crisis. 
It seems that he was trying to comprehend the nature 
of a man weighed down by an unclean conscience, or 
the one locked in shackles, or the one thrown into the 
torture chamber (there was a reason why the image of 
him as a prisoner in the Gulag appealed to him12). Or 
maybe he wanted to experience how the enslaved Soviet 
man lived—how he carried the burden of his Party 
membership card! Maybe he was looking for an analogy 
for his own fate and wished to endure everything to the 
fullest himself. Who knows? The personality of a genius 
is always a mystery, especially to his contemporaries... 
After joining the Party, Dmitri Dmitrievich all at once 
looked fatigued. The ailments began—maybe it simply 
coincided with age, but I don’t think so; he had been 
very healthy before.

I’ll never forget, one time after the war (I think it was 
1947), I was going to my mother’s dacha in Komarovo. 
Suddenly from  the bus window, on the narrow  
Primorsky highway, I saw three people riding bicycles: 
a young man and two children. They were riding close 
together on the side of the road, talking and having fun. 
Cars rushed towards them. It was unsafe to ride there, 
but I could see that those three were having a great 
time. I looked closely and recognised young Dmitri 
Dmitrievich and his children, Galya and Maxim. The 
bus stopped. I stuck my head out of the window as the 
three passed by. They waved and shouted something, 
then rushed on.

However, that was many years ago. Time moves on. 
After that shocking turn when Dmitri Dmitrievich joined 
the Party, he became a different person; everyone could 
see it. He went downhill; it was a terrible change. His 
mental state apparently affected his health. His condition 
began to deteriorate rapidly. Doctors and treatments 
did not help. Then Dmitri Dmitrievich turned to a very 
well-known physician who lived in the Urals, in the city 
of Kurgan—Gavriil Abramovich Ilizarov. This doctor 
had performed a successful operation on the famous 
high-jumper Brumel.13 Dmitri Dmitrievich felt so bad 
that he went to Kurgan and stayed for a month and a

half [sic].14 Well, one day in early autumn I went to visit 
Dmitri Dmitrievich at the House of Composers, and 
what do you know, somehow he looked very young and 
surprisingly refreshed. He said: “You know, Gabriel 
Davidovich, I’m already back playing the piano! My 
hands are getting better... my right hand is almost 
functional. But you know, it’s very hard—I have to do 
exercises for two or three hours. Gavriil Abramovich 
ordered me to stretch a chest expander several hours a 
day.” He laughed and said: “Now sometimes I get your 
names mixed-up [Gabriel vs Gavriil]... I told him about 
you... Yes, now I’m feeling much better.” Still, a sharp 
eye could see that this improvement was just tempo
rary. Acquaintances of mine, doctors from the Medical 
Academy, who examined Dmitri Dmitrievich, said he 
suffered from some type of severe chronic disease, and 
that his condition was very serious. His legs would give 
way as soon as he slipped a little, he could barely walk, 
and his hands didn’t work like they should.

Soon came a terrible, all-conquering death. Dmitri 
Dmitrievich accepted it stoically. He always had such 
vitality, such love for life; somehow the beauty with
in him  could not be associated with death. And yet, 
when it came, he accepted it without cowardice. He did 
not cling uncontrollably to life. He received treatment 
because he wanted to be healthy, but he always under
stood the inevitable law of death. And he accepted it as 
a great man, as an incredible artist and musician. Dmitri 
Dmitrievich once told me: “Now, I think about death... 
they say death is inevitable, that is the way it should 
be. Therefore, death is to be perceived optimistically, to 
be perceived philosophically, optimistically” (he liked 
repeating words that were especially important to him). 
But I think he was unable to translate this thought into 
music. Music sounds tragic, music tells us a person no 
longer exists, that he disappears. That death is omnipo
tent. Everything is gone and erased from memory. At the 
end of his life, when he began composing his Fifteenth 
Symphony, he planned on creating “light, cheerful music” 
(which was also on the musical palette of this versa
tile composer), and he quoted a section from Rossini’s 
William Tell. Maybe this was his intent after the dark 
contemplation of his Fourteenth Symphony. However, 
despite his reference to Rossini and the overall tonal
ity of the music, the symphony cannot be described 
as cheerful. Its deep layers, sometimes covered with 
fluttering musical sounds, reveal that in his last years, 
Shostakovich was seized by thoughts of death. During 
the last months of his life, Dmitri Dmitrievich composed 
perhaps his most sombre work—the song cycle Suite on 
Verses o f Michelangelo. Here, the lamentable outcome of 
the composer’s life is heard: his hard personal fate, grief 
for the imperfection of the world, pain and longing... In 
the last years of his life, he became even more reserved, 
withdrawn, and cautious. Agonisingly searching for 
themes; rejecting many ideas.
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