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By Ekaterina Vlasova

In the following article from the book Shostakovich… 
Dedicated to the 100th Anniversary of the Composer’s 
Birth1—translated here for the first time in English, and 
with added endnotes and illustrations—Ekaterina Vlasova 
provides new details about Shostakovich’s 1949 trip to the 
U.S. from the archive of Vyacheslav Molotov.2

There are relatively few documents relating to 
music in Vyacheslav Molotov’s personal archive, 
which is kept in the Russian State Archive of 

Social and Political History. This is in spite of the fact 
that throughout his state and political career, Molotov 
dealt with numerous musical issues, among other 
things. Molotov’s letters and resolutions can be found 
in other archives and funds, which stands to reason. In 
the 1930s, Molotov was Chairman of the Council of 
People’s Commissars. In the 1940s, this position was held 
by Stalin, while Molotov became his deputy. Beginning 
in May 1939, Molotov concurrently headed the People’s 
Commissariat for Foreign Affairs. 

The events to be discussed here unfolded in March 
1949 when Molotov was dismissed from his position as 
Minister of Foreign Affairs (on 4 March) and replaced 
by Andrei Vyshinsky. Nevertheless, a letter written by 
Shostakovich on 7 March went to Molotov’s secretariat. 
Shostakovich addressed the letter to Leonid Ilyichev at 
the Directorate of Agitation and Propaganda.3 The latter 
forwarded the letter to Molotov. After reading it, Molotov 
decided the matter was too important to address himself, 
so he forwarded the letter to Stalin, accompanying it with 
the following note:

16 March 1949 
To Comrade Stalin 
Please read the attached letter from composer Dmitri 
Shostakovich.
Vyacheslav Molotov

At the bottom of this letter, an employee of Molotov’s 
secretariat wrote by hand,  “Copies sent to Comrades 
Beria, Malenkov, Mikoyan, Kaganovich, Bulganin, and 
Kosygin.”

On the same day, 16 March (this rapid response shows 
how seriously the country’s leadership took the com-
poser’s planned trip to the U.S.), Shostakovich spoke to 
Stalin on the phone. We know what they talked about 
from the recollections of contemporaries Isaak Glikman, 
Yevgeni Makarov, Yuri Levitin,4 and Levon Atovmyan. 
This conversation resulted in the following events: Order 
No. 3179 of 16 March 1949, signed by Stalin, was issued, 
cancelling Order No. 17 of the Main Directorate for the 
Control of Entertainment and Repertoire of the Arts 
Committee under the USSR Council of Ministers of 14 
February.5 Shostakovich travelled to the United States 
as a member of the Soviet delegation and performed at 
the Cultural and Scientific Conference for World Peace.

However, the events leading up to this, which the doc-
uments published below shed some light on, have so far 
remained unknown. In all likelihood, Shostakovich was 
under serious pressure from “high-ranking people who 
urged him, against all odds, to go on this unprecedented 
business trip.”6

His letter to Leonid Ilyichev does not address this 
official in person, which is extremely uncharacteristic of 
the composer. Shostakovich offered his own conditions 
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for attending the event. He mentions the ban on the 
performance of his works at the very beginning of the 
letter, so Stalin’s reaction of extreme surprise during the 
telephone conversation was a well-performed act. The 
same can be said of the next topic discussed during the 
conversation—the state of the composer’s health, which 
Shostakovich related in no uncertain terms to the harass-
ment he experienced following the February 1948 decree. 

Moreover, the composer hinted directly at his critical 
financial situation: “... if I am to perform in concerts in 
America, I will need to have a tailcoat made.” As things 
turned out, the composer did not need a tailcoat. The 
two concerts dedicated to Shostakovich’s compositions 
were cancelled, and the Soviet delegation was forced to 
leave the United States in a humiliatingly short time. 
Nevertheless, the composer was given a new apartment, 
a summer house, a car, and money in the amount of 
100,000 roubles (at that time, this amount was equivalent 
to a Stalin Prize first degree) by way of compensation for 
the moral and material damage he had suffered in 1948.

CONFIDENTIAL
7 March 1949, Moscow
The All-Union Central Committee of the Communist 
Party 
To Comrade Leonid Ilyichev
It has come to my attention that American conduc-
tors Serge Koussevitzky and Arturo Toscanini plan 
to arrange concerts of my compositions to coincide 
with my stay in America. They want me to perform 
at these concerts as a soloist. I can only perform my 
piano concerto as a soloist at a symphony concert. 
However, I wrote this concerto a long time ago and it 
is not the kind of work that can be performed today. I 
have many concerns about the actual organisation of 
such symphony concerts. Conductor Koussevitzky’s 
repertoire includes my Seventh, Eighth, and Ninth 
symphonies. Toscanini’s repertoire includes the 
Seventh and, I think (I am not certain), the Fifth 
symphonies. The Main Directorate for the Control 
of Entertainment and Repertoire has banned the 
Eighth and Ninth symphonies. So it is not clear to me 
what symphony concerts could be arranged in which 
I could participate. If there is indeed a need for me 
to perform, it would be best to organise a chamber 
concert of my compositions.  I could participate in 
the performance of my quintet and trio, and one of 
my three quartets could be played. It would be highly 
desirable if the Beethoven Quartet could travel with 
me to participate in this concert. They have learned all 
of my chamber works and performed them repeatedly. 
Otherwise some other chamber ensemble would have 
to learn my compositions, and that would be very dif-
ficult, time-consuming, etc. Any public performance 
puts a great strain on my nerves. I don’t perform a lot 
and I am not used to appearing regularly on the stage. 

Shostakovich arrives in the U.S. at LaGuardia Airport in New York 
City. 23 March 1949. Credit: B. Hopkins/B. Rowell—see page 10

Shostakovich performing the Scherzo from the Fifth 
Symphony at Madison Square Garden. 27 March 1949. 

Credit: G. Baron/B. Rowell—see page 10
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Furthermore, I am not feeling very well at the moment. 
I am always nauseous. The doctors don’t know what is 
wrong with me. I never gave it much thought myself, 
expecting it would go away. But it still hasn’t gone 
away. So travelling to America, my stay there and 
going to concerts will take a great toll on me. I ask you 
to take this into consideration and help me. It would 
make things much easier if my wife, Nina Vasilyevna 
Shostakovich, went with me on this difficult and 
demanding journey. She always accompanies me on 
my trips and this makes all the hardships of travel, 
preparing for concerts, everyday life, etc. much easier. 
In addition, if I have to perform concerts in America, 
I will need to have a tailcoat made.
D. Shostakovich

Shostakovich’s letter has survived in a typewritten copy, 
as has Molotov’s letter to Stalin (RSASPH, V. Molotov’s 
depository, 82, inv. 2, file No. 1019, sheets 3, 4, 5).

In addition to those presented above, there is another 
document in Molotov’s depository related to the events 
described. Two days after Stalin’s telephone conversation 
with Shostakovich and the decision about Shostakovich’s 
trip to America, Chairman of the Board of VOKS, the 
All-Union Society for Cultural Relations with Foreign 
Countries, Andrei Denisov wrote to Molotov.7 

Denisov’s letter was preceded by the following events. 
Since the very beginning of the Great Patriotic War, 
prominent American cultural figures had repeatedly 
asked the Soviet government for permission to invite 
Shostakovich to make a concert tour of the United States, 
as VOKS documents show. Every time, these requests 
were ignored. Sometimes they were not even brought to 
Shostakovich’s attention. 

In 1949, a real opportunity appeared for personal 
artistic interaction between musicians actively perform-
ing Shostakovich’s works and the composer himself. The 
National Council of American-Soviet Friendship was 
actively involved in this.

CONFIDENTIAL
18 March 1949, Moscow
According to the USSR Foreign Ministry, well-known 
American conductors Toscanini and Koussevitzky 
have asked the organisers of the Cultural and Scientific 
Conference for World Peace, to be held in New York 
on 25 March of this year, to arrange for composer 
Shostakovich to participate as a pianist and member 
of the Soviet delegation in concerts in New York and 
Washington within the framework of the said Congress.
The VOKS Board considers it expedient for comrade 
Shostakovich to perform as a pianist composer in con-
certs in the United States.
However, taking into account that the composer does 
not perform solo piano parts from his symphonic works, 
he can only perform solo pieces from his chamber 
works: namely, Trio for piano, violin, and cello; Piano 
Quintet; Piano Sonata no. 2, and the Cello Sonata.8
The VOKS Board considers it highly desirable that 
Shostakovich’s concerts be organised by the National 
Council of American-Soviet Friendship.
In this case, comrade Shostakovich’s performances, in 
addition to their immense propagandistic value, would 
also enhance the prestige of the National Council of 
American-Soviet Friendship and help it to improve its 
financial situation.
The Board awaits your decision.
Chairman of the Board
А. Denisov

Denisov’s letter, No. 744-s, is printed on letterhead paper 
of the All-Union Society for Cultural Relations with 
Foreign Countries [Moscow, 56, Bolshaya Gruzinskaya 
17, phone D 2-03-24; D 2-07-26]. At the top of the letter 
are Molotov’s instructions, scrawled in pencil: For the 
record. Question postponed (RGASPH, V. Molotov’s 
depository, 82, inv. 2, file No. 1019, sheet 6).

Translation by Alison Yermolova
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1 E.B. Dolinskaya, ed., Шостаковичу Посвящается... К 100-летиюсо дня рождения композитора Автор 

роекта [Shostakovich... Dedicated to the 100th Anniversary of the Composer’s Birth], (Moscow: Kompozitor, 
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2 Vyacheslav Mikhailovich Molotov (1890–1986): Russian politician and diplomat, an Old Bolshevik, and a lead-
ing figure in the Soviet government from the 1920s onward. He served as Chairman of the Council of People’s 
Commissars from 1930 to 1941 and as Minister of Foreign Affairs from 1939 to 1949 and from 1953 to 1956.
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3 Leonid Fedorovich Ilyichev (1906–1990): political figure, member of the Directorate of Agitation and Propaganda, 
Secretary of the CPSU Central Committee in 1961–1965.

4 According to Yuri Levitin, as quoted in Elizabeth Wilson, Shostakovich: A Life Remembered 2nd ed., (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2006), 244–46: 

“[On 16 March 1949], I was visiting the Shostakoviches during the daytime. Dmitri Dmitrievich wasn’t feeling 
very well. I sat talking to him and Nina Vasilyevna. The telephone rang, and Dmitri Dmitrievich picked up the 
receiver. A second later he said helplessly: ‘Stalin is about to come on the line ...’ 

Nina Vasilyevna, a woman of determination and energy, immediately jumped up and went to the next room 
and picked up the other receiver. I froze in position on the sofa. For the next moments, naturally all I heard were 
Dmitri Dmitrievich’s answers, but from them I could clearly deduce the nature of the talk. Stalin was evidently 
enquiring after Shostakovich’s health. Dmitri Dmitrievich answered disconsolately: ‘Thank you, everything is 
fine. I am only suffering somewhat from stomach-ache.’

Stalin asked if he needed a doctor or any medicine. ‘No, thank you, I don’t need anything. I have everything 
I need.’ Then there was a long pause while Stalin spoke. It transpired that he was asking Shostakovich to travel 
to the USA for the Congress of Peace and Culture.

‘... Of course I will go, if it is really necessary, but I am in a fairly difficult position. Over there, almost all my 
symphonies are played whereas over here they are forbidden. How am I to behave in this situation?’

And then, as has been recounted many times since, Stalin said with his strong Georgian accent, ‘How do you 
mean forbidden? Forbidden by whom?’

‘By the State Committee for Repertoire (Glavrepertkom),’ answered Dmitri Dmitrievich.
Stalin assured Shostakovich that this was a mistake, which would be corrected; none of Dmitri Dmitrievich’s 

works had been forbidden; they could be freely performed. Afterwards we spent a long time discussing all of 
this; for some reason we didn’t really believe that the ban would be lifted. 

Nevertheless, in a few days’ time, all the composers whose names appeared on the ‘blacklist’ received the 
following document, and I quote it verbatim: ‘Copied Extract from the Order No. 17 of the Chief Direction in 
Control of Representations and Repertoire of the Commission in Charge of the Arts under the Auspices of the 
Council of Ministers of the USSR. Moscow, 14 February 1948.

To forbid the performance and to remove from the repertoire the following works by Soviet composers, which 
have been planned in programmes of concert organizations …’

Here followed a list of all the works by those composers to whom this document was addressed ...
The document was signed: ‘Head of the Chief Command in Control of Representations and Repertoire, M. 

Dobrynin.’
This document lay underneath another which had been stapled on top of it. That read:
‘The Council of Ministers of the USSR. Order No. 3197 of 16 March 1949. Moscow, The Kremlin.
1. To recognize as illegal the Order No. 17, dated 14 February 1948, of the State Repertoire Committee in

charge of the Arts attached to the Council of Ministers of the USSR which forbids the performance of a series 
of works of Soviet composers, and demands that they are removed from all programmed repertoire, and to 
rescind this Order.

2. To reprimand Glavrepertkom for publishing an illegal order.
Signed: Chairman of the Council of Ministers of the USSR, J. Stalin.”

5 The order of 16 March 1949, signed by Stalin, which cancelled Order No. 17, is also kept in V. Shebalin’s personal 
depository (RSALA, rec.gr. 2012, inv. 3, f. 172). The same orders were sent to all the composers whose names 
were mentioned in the decree in question. The regime’s bureaucratic machine worked impeccably.

6 Isaak Glikman, Письма к Другу: Шостакович-Исааку Гликману [Letters to a Friend: Dmitri Shostakovich to 
Isaak Glikman], (Moscow: “DSCH” Publishers, 1993), 81.

7 Andrei Ivanovich Denisov (1906–1984): lawyer, chairman of the board of the All-Union Society for Cultural 
Relations with Foreign Countries in 1948–1956.

8 The passage indicating that “the composer does not perform solo piano parts from his symphonic works” shows 
that the heads of the All-Union Society of Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries were not very well informed 
in music affairs. However, the composer did perform the Scherzo from his Fifth Symphony in the U.S.




