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By Evgenia Khazdan
This article, translated here into English for the first 

time, is being presented in two parts.1

The relationship between Dmitri Shostakovich and 
Moisei Beregovski,2 a folklorist and researcher of 
the musical culture of Eastern European Jews, 

is studied in modern musicology from two main per-
spectives. Firstly, this topic attracts researchers who 
study Jewish themes in Shostakovich’s work. Secondly, 
it is important for the biographers of Beregovski, who 
turned to the composer for help in the most difficult 
circumstances. However, documentary evidence of the 
contacts between these two prominent figures of Soviet 
musical culture is very scarce, and some material has not 
yet been published. This article introduces new, previously 
unknown archival documents into scholarly discourse; it 
also collects and analyses disparate data, allowing us to 
clarify the nature of the relationship between the folk-
lorist and the composer.

Moisei (Aron-Moishe) Beregovski (1892–1961) devoted 
his life to the study of the musical tradition of Ashkenazi 
Jews. He compiled a collection that became the basis 
for the five-volume work Jewish Folk Music, and which 
includes Yiddish songs, traditional instrumental melodies, 
Hasidic chants (nigunim), and musical theatre perfor-
mances (purim-shpils). Although the folklorist prepared 
various parts of his collection for publication, only the 
first volume was published during his lifetime.3 In 1944, 
Beregovski defended his candidate dissertation, Jewish 
Instrumental Folk Music, at the Moscow Conservatory, the 
material of which formed the third volume of his work.4

In 1949, the Cabinet of Jewish Culture of the Ukrainian 
SSR Academy of Sciences (Kiev), where Beregovski worked, 
was closed and a significant number of its employees 
were repressed. In August 1950, the folklorist himself was 
arrested. After being freed on parole (in March 1955), 
he spent almost a year and a half seeking rehabilitation. 
Returning to his manuscripts, Beregovski attempted to 
publish at least some of the material he had collected. 
After several delays, this compilation was finally released 
in 1962, after the author’s death.5

Twice in his life, when he saw no other option, 
Beregovski turned to Shostakovich: the first time when 

he was seeking rehabilitation; the second time when he 
despaired of waiting for the publication of the last book 
he had prepared. Accordingly, the primary material we 
will examine relates to the brief period from 1955 to 
1960. These are: Beregovski’s application addressed to 
Shostakovich requesting assistance in obtaining reha-
bilitation, drafts of three letters from Beregovski to 
Shostakovich (the first, dated 24 April 1956; the second 
one is undated, written in January 1960; and the third one 
is from the summer of 1960), and a copy of a Shostakovich 
reply, dated 6 August 1960. This series of documents is 
accompanied by a request sent to Beregovski from Viktor 
Vinogradov,6 who initiated the last exchange of letters with 
Shostakovich. These documents were kept in the private 
archive of Beregovski’s granddaughter, Elena Bayevskaia 
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until March 2022, when most of them were transferred to 
the Department of Manuscripts of the Russian Institute 
of Art History (St. Petersburg), where they were added 
to Beregovski’s archive, collection 45.

Some of these documents have already been made 
public. Shostakovich’s letter dated 6 August 1960 was first 
published in Muzykalnoye obozrenie 7 in 1992 and then 
again (with a facsimile) in a book compiled by Beregovski’s 
daughter, Eda Moiseevna Beregovskaya, and prepared for 
publication by Asar Eppel. Both of Beregovski’s letters to 
Shostakovich from 1960 were also included in this book.8 
Unfortunately, the publisher did not provide commentary 
with these letters. These documents are also included in 
the section “Fragments of letters from M. Beregovski to 
Isaac Rabinovich and Maria Poryvkina (1926–1961).”9 
In the table of contents it is simply called “Letters.” The 
book has no index, which makes it even more difficult 
to find these materials.

In order to reconstruct the context of Shostakovich’s 
correspondence and, more broadly, his possible inter-
actions with Beregovski, we will use Beregovski’s letters 
to Isaak Rabinovich10 and Mikhail Gnessin,11 as well as 
documents from the Central State Archive of Literature 
and Art of St. Petersburg, the Department of Manuscripts 
of the Russian Institute of Art History (St. Petersburg), 
and the personal archive of Elena Bayevskaia.

When researchers write about Shostakovich’s interest 
in Jewish music, they tend not to mention Beregovski. 
However, some authors do suggest that Beregovski had 
a significant influence on the composer. Elena Silina, 
for example, thinks that material from the Kiev collec-
tion may have been one of the sources of information 
on Jewish music used by Shostakovich’s student Venia-
min Fleishman: “Shostakovich, who was well acquainted 
with M. Beregovski, a collector and researcher of Jewish 
folklore who lived in Kiev at the time, could have helped 
him with this.”12

Judith Kuhn believes that Beregovski’s material became 
an important resource for Shostakovich himself. The 
researcher touches on this theme in two works published 
in 2010: the article “Laughter through Tears: Shostakovich 
and Jewish Music”13 and a book devoted to the composer’s 
first seven quartets.14 In both, Kuhn mentions Beregovski’s 
kandidat dissertation, which was defended at the Mos-
cow Conservatory in January 1944. In the book, she adds: 
“Although there is no direct evidence that Shostakovich 
saw this collection, there is no doubt that the composer 
knew Beregovski personally and thought highly of his 
work.”15 The arguments Kuhn uses to support her hypoth-
esis vary in these works. In the article, she refers to an 
interview published in the New York Times in 1945, in 
which Shostakovich said: “I like Jewish folk songs. I don’t 
know why exactly. Possibly it’s that I heard a great deal of 
Jewish folk music from a man named Berezovsky [sic], 
who collected three volumes of such music and showed 
them to me.”16 However, the book makes no mention 

of this interview. The evidence of contacts between the 
two musicians in the 1940s is tenuous and is based on 
the help Shostakovich provided to Beregovski during his 
rehabilitation in 1956 and a letter from Shostakovich in 
1960—events and facts that relate to a later time.

Another publication in which the names of these two 
figures of musical culture are mentioned together is 
Elizabeth Wilson’s book, released in 1994 and translated 
into Russian in 2006. It includes a story told by Raphael 
Khozak:17

“In 1948 in Kiev, Shostakovich became acquainted with 
a remarkable collection of Jewish folk music. Recordings of 
50,000 songs were kept in the ethnographic department of 
the Institute of Folklore of the Ukrainian Academy of Sci-
ences, directed by Moisei Beregovski. This collection was 
destroyed by the Germans in the early years of the Second 
World War and then painstakingly reconstructed by Moi-
sei Beregovski, who in 1938 had compiled and published a 
work entitled Yiddische Volks-Lieder. In 1946, Beregovski 
presented his doctoral thesis on the theme of Jewish folk 
music at the Moscow Conservatory, and Shostakovich 
was appointed as his examiner.18 Shostakovich had great 
sympathy for Beregovski. In 1948, a warrant was issued 
for Beregovski’s arrest in Kiev. Dmitri Dmitrievich asked 
him to come to Moscow urgently, and Beregovski lived 
for some time in Shostakovich’s apartment. They did not 
dare arrest him there, and Shostakovich only ‘released’ 
Beregovski after the warrant was cancelled.”19

This remarkably powerful and concise narrative, in 
which myth and reality are difficult to separate, has been 
largely accepted by scholars without critical examina-
tion. A new generation of researchers now refers to these 
recollections as objective data,20 especially since Wilson 
herself suggests that they should be treated as a collection 
of authentic eyewitness accounts: “Wherever possible, I 
have tried to verify facts and to make sure that contribu-
tions from witnesses do not contain misdatings or other 
obvious factual errors. Obviously, I have discarded evi-
dence that I found to be unreliable.”21 

Without going into the details of this account, I would 
like to relate some facts: the folk songs and instrumental 
tunes that Beregovski began to collect in the 1920s were 
not lost. The defence of Beregovski’s dissertation was held 
on 19 January 1944,22 with Klyment Kvitka and Viktor 
Bely acting as his official opponents.23 Beregovski never 
lived in Shostakovich’s flat. The arrest of the folklorist 
did take place.

Unfortunately, we do not have any documents (letters, 
diary entries, photographs) that could confirm contact 
between Shostakovich and Beregovski before 1955. The 
composer’s words quoted above, spoken in an interview 
with Robert Magidoff for the New York Times, are the 
only evidence. The conversation with the journalist began 
with a discussion of the symphonies, then moved on to 
the Trio dedicated to the memory of Sollertinsky, which 
led to the subject of Shostakovich’s use of folklore—both 
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Russian and Jewish. The interview took place in Shosta-
kovich’s comfortable Moscow apartment (at one point, 
it was interrupted by the composer’s six-year-old son, 
Maxim), so the mistake in the folklorist’s surname cannot 
easily be attributed to poor acoustics or the journalist’s 
inability to ask a clarifying question. It seems likeliest that 
Shostakovich misremembered the scholar’s surname as 
“Berezovsky.” 

The interview does not mention the defence itself, but 
the reference to a relatively short period of time (“that win-
ter”), during which the composer was able to familiarise 
himself with a large corpus of Jewish folklore material, is 
clearly implied. The defence of the dissertation, the only 
one devoted to Jewish music during the entire existence 
of the Soviet Union, was by no means an ordinary event. 
It must have been preceded by a preliminary acquaintance 
with the material and a discussion of it by the faculty (in 
the presence of the author). The typewritten text of the 
dissertation was submitted to the Conservatory library 
in accordance with the general rules. At the time, Shosta-
kovich was a professor at the Moscow Conservatory and 
his contacts with Beregovski were most likely limited to 
actions directly related to the defence. Nevertheless, this 
implied a close familiarity with a professional musician 
[in this case, Beregovski] who was being accepted into 
the academic community.

In the interview, when Shostakovich referred to “three 
volumes of such [that is, Jewish] music,” he was probably 
referring to material that hadn’t yet been published: a 
collection of love songs and family-household songs; the 
candidate dissertation Jewish Instrumental Folk Music, with 
its large sheet music appendix; and a volume, Jewish Folk 
Theatrical Performances, which was more than twice the 
size of the dissertation which Beregovski’s colleagues were 
already considering as his future doctoral dissertation.24

Shostakovich could have become acquainted with 
the latter work earlier, in the spring of 1941, when he 
was a professor at the Leningrad Conservatory. Accord-
ing to Maximilian Steinberg’s25 diary entry, on 12 May 
1941 Beregovski gave a lecture on Jewish folk theatrical 
performances at the Conservatory: “During the day, Bog-
danov-Berezovsky’s presentation was quite extensive, but 
rather superficial. It continued in the evening; then I went 
to the Conservatory for Beregovski’s lecture on the Purim-
shpils of the 17th and 18th centuries, which turned out 
to be quite interesting.” 26 This is the only time Steinberg 
mentions his former student in his diary.

In 1922, Beregovski entered the Petrograd Conserva-
tory (which was renamed the Leningrad Conservatory 
in January 1924), having already studied for four years 
at the Kiev Conservatory in the composition theory class 
of Boleslav Yavorsky.27 He attended (the Petrograd Con-
servatory) for at least a year and a half but completed 
only one course.28  At the same time, Shostakovich was 
a student of Steinberg’s.29 Did these young men know 
each other? Probably not. There was a considerable 

difference in age—Shostakovich was 14 years younger 
than Beregovski. Moreover, Shostakovich was already 
studying musical form—the last in a long series of com-
positional disciplines30—while Beregovski was admitted 
to the harmony course, which was at the beginning of his 
instruction. Classes for these courses were taught sepa-
rately. It is presumed that during the 1922/1923 academic 
year, Shostakovich interrupted his classes with Steinberg 
because he had graduated from the piano department 
and also suffered a serious illness that forced him to be 
treated in the Crimea.31

Nor were other circumstances conducive to getting to 
know each other: Beregovski was already married and 
working at several schools (teaching choral singing), which 
meant that he probably had a very busy life, leaving little 
time for socialising outside of the classroom. Finally, he 
himself felt quite uncomfortable in the metropolitan city 
among the young people whose avant-garde aesthetic 
tastes he undoubtedly did not share. In a letter to Mikhail 
Gnessin dated 23 November 1942, Beregovski admitted: 
“When I entered the Leningrad (Petrograd) Conserva-
tory … I was already 29 years old. And when I … found 
myself in the composition theory class, I began to examine 
my claim to creativity and to my compositional abilities. 
It seemed to me that the source had dried up and that I 
had very little left in me as a composer. Having lost faith 
in myself, I didn’t know why I needed composition tech-
nique, and at the first sign of hardship (it was of a family 
nature—my wife had fallen ill, and the doctors insisted 
that we leave Leningrad) I left the Conservatory.”32

So, Beregovski and Shostakovich may have met during 
their student days, but we have no direct or even indirect 
proof. It’s possible that Beregovski himself invited Stein-
berg to his presentation in May 1941, but we don’t know 
if Shostakovich was there. There are many such dotted, 
elusive lines in Beregovski’s biography. In such cases, the 
researcher can only hope that, in time, new facts will come 
to light that will help fill in the gaps.

We can name at least one major public event where 
both Shostakovich and Beregovski were present—the 
First All-Union Congress of Soviet Composers (19–26 
April 1948). Shostakovich spoke on the sixth day, and 
his speech was made public in the verbatim record of the 
Congress.33 Beregovski’s participation is confirmed by the 
mandate given to him “with the right to cast a vote.”34 
There is no mention of Jewish music in the published 
proceedings of the Congress. However, according to an 
article on the work of the Congress in the Jewish news-
paper Eynikayt, either the folklorist himself presented a 
report or his name was mentioned from the podium. A 
separate paragraph in the article speaks of “the intensive 
work of the folklorist Moisei Beregovski, who collects 
Jewish folk songs and correlates his scholarly interests 
to the practical activities of composers.”35

As if “in parallel” with Shostakovich’s fate, a year after 
the Congress, in March 1949, the newspaper Radyanska 
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Ukraina published an article—a local analogue to “Mud-
dle Instead of Music”—in which several Kiev composers 
and musicologists were branded as nationalists.36 Among 
them was Beregovski.

In the personal archive of Shostakovich, Beregovski’s 
letters have not survived, but some of the drafts were 
preserved in the archive of Elena Bayevskaia. From these 
documents it is possible to get an idea of the nature of the 
relationship between the two musicians.

Shostakovich’s name appears in letters written by  
Beregovski in the summer of 1955. After returning from 
the labour camp and being deprived of the right to live 
in Kiev, Beregovski tried to be reinstated in the Union of 
Composers of the Ukrainian SSR in order to be allowed to 
live in the cottage settlement “House of Creativity” in the 
village of Vorzel, 25 kilometres from the Ukrainian capital. 
Shostakovich is mentioned for the first time in a letter to 
Rabinovich dated 27 August: the folklorist states that in 
addition to two people who had been friendly towards him 
(Bely and Shostakovich), there was also Arkady Filippenko.37

About a week and a half later, on 5 September, Beregovski 
wrote to his friend: “I have not yet received anything from 
Moscow. How can I find out if Dm(itri) Dm(itrievich) has 
done anything?”38 Five days later, on 10 September 1955, he 
repeated: “I have received nothing from Moscow. Should 
I write to Dm(itri) Dm(itrievich) again? I beg you, write 
to me and give me advice.”39

“Should I write … again?” This means that at least one 
message had already been sent. The fact that the names 
of Bely and Shostakovich are mentioned together is not a 
reminder of the dissertation defence (where Bely acted as 
the opponent), but the result of recently re-established con-
tacts. “How can I find out?” asks Beregovski, not so much to 
his friend as to himself: he obviously feels uncomfortable 
or even unable to remind Shostakovich of the request or 
to find out the state of affairs directly.

Shostakovich’s letter to his friend Levon Atovmyan,40 
sent somewhat earlier from Komarovo on 21 July 1955, 
shows that the composer was indeed recalling his erst-
while acquaintance with Beregovski that summer.

Dear Lyova!

I’d like you to look into my room sometime. On my desk 
is an address book with alphabetical tabs (your gift). 
Look under the letter “B” for Beregovski and remind 
me of his and his wife’s names and patronymics.41

This specific request suggests that the acquaintance 
was not a close one (Shostakovich doesn’t remember the 
names) and that it took place relatively late (already after 
Shostakovich had first met Atovmyan, which happened 
no earlier than 1929). We can assume that the entry in the 
address book was made in 1944 in connection with the 
defence, which could have been attended by Beregovski’s 
wife Sarrah Iosiphovna, who was then living in Moscow 
with her husband and daughters.

The next document—a typed draft of an application—
was in official format and dated 20 November 1955.42

To Dmitri Shostakovich,

Deputy of the Supreme Soviet of the RSFSR

From Aron-Moishe Yankelevich Beregovski, born 
in 1892, candidate of Art History, senior researcher, 
former head of the Folklore Department of the Cabinet 
of Jewish Culture43 of the Ukrainian SSR Academy of 
Sciences, former member of the Union of Composers 
of the Ukrainian SSR.

Application.

Dear Dmitri Dmitrievich, I am writing to you about 
the following matter: you know me as a musicologist 
and folklorist. For more than 20 years I worked as a 
senior research fellow at the Ukrainian SSR Academy of 
Sciences. In 1949, the Cabinet of Jewish Culture of the 
Ukrainian SSR Academy of Sciences, where I was head 
of the Folklore Department, was closed, and several 
researchers from the Cabinet were repressed. On 18 
August 1950, I was also arrested. I was subjected to a 
humiliating investigation. My investigators concocted 
a case against me using dirty and vile methods, and 
the former Special Council of the USSR Ministry of 
State Security convicted me under Articles 54-10(II) 
and 54-11 of the Ukrainian SSR Criminal Code. I was 
sentenced to 10 years in a penal labour camp with 
confiscation of property, albeit without deprivation 
of civil rights. I was imprisoned in a special regime 
camp for four and a half years. On 15 March of this 
year, I was released early due to a serious illness.

My wife and I have repeatedly filed complaints with 
the USSR General Prosecutor’s Office, asking for my 
case to be reconsidered. In response to our complaints, 
the USSR Procuracy reported that my conviction 
was found to be correct, and that my complaints 
were rejected.

If under the corrupt practices of my investigators in 
1950, the worthless material obtained from repressed 
witnesses could be considered suitable for prosecution, 
then it is utterly incomprehensible how the USSR 
Procuracy could now conclude from the materials of 
this case that I was rightfully convicted. At present, 
all of the researchers of the former Cabinet of Jewish 
Culture of the Ukrainian SSR Academy of Sciences 
have been rehabilitated. This fact refutes the accusation 
that the Cabinet of Jewish Culture of the Ukrainian 
SSR Academy of Sciences was a hotbed of nationalism. 
Therefore, the accusation of my alleged nationalism 
also falls away.
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I categorically state again and again that I have com-
mitted no crimes against the Soviet government. I 
have never pleaded guilty. It was only the depressing 
physical and moral state that my investigators put me 
in, and their threats of reprisals against my family, that 
forced me to sign the statements that they slipped me. 
It is my civic duty to fight for the triumph of truth until 
my last breath. But I’m dispirited by my helplessness in 
this matter. How can I achieve this? How can I prove 
that I’m completely innocent?44

For many months, I’ve been trying to get an appointment 
with the General Prosecutor, Comrade R.A. Rudenko,45 
or at least with his deputies. I have travelled to Moscow 
three times specifically for this purpose, but I have not 
been able to get an appointment.

On 2 July of this year, I was granted a meeting with the 
Deputy Head of the Department for Special Affairs, 
Comrade Kholyavchenko.46 I expected to find an 
attentive attitude to the plight of the Soviet man in the 
highest body of Soviet justice. But I was wrong. My 
conversation with Comrade Kholyavchenko convinced 
me that my case was being considered only formally and 
bureaucratically. The comrades assigned to review my 
case obviously did not attempt to understand its merits, 
but merely skimmed the surface of the investigative 
“material” and statements.

Dmitri Dmitrievich! You know that I’ve always tried 
honestly and sincerely to devote all my humble efforts, 
knowledge, and abilities to the building of Soviet musical 
culture. You know that I have worked in the field of 
folk music (Jewish, Russian, Ukrainian, and Bashkir) 
to the best of my ability. Even now, I could also devote 
the rest of my life to my beloved work and contribute 
to Soviet musicology.

I implore you, most respected Dmitri Dmitrievich, to 
help me obtain a just decision in my case, so that I may 
be fully rehabilitated and return to the family of the 
Soviet people as a citizen with full rights.

Beregovski

You will find a more detailed account of my case in 
the attached copy of my complaint to the General 
Prosecutor. I’ve also enclosed a copy of a letter from 
M.F. Rylski,47 Deputy of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR.

“You know me as a musicologist and folklorist,” “You 
know that I have worked in the field of folk music (Jew-
ish, Russian, Ukrainian, and Bashkir) to the best of my 
ability”—Beregovski repeats almost as an incantation. 
Beregovski does not remind Shostakovich of their years 
of joint studies at the Conservatory, but mentions Bashkir 
folk music, which Beregovski turned to during his evac-
uation in Ufa. On 9 August 1942, for example, he wrote 

to Gnessin: “This year I worked on Bashkir folk music—I 
documented over 100 folk songs, and wrote a paper on 
Bashkir folk music instruments.”48 In Bashkortostan, 
Beregovski was also the first to document the songs of 
Ukrainian immigrants.49 This is a reference to the time 
of his dissertation defence, when Beregovski, most likely, 
was asked about his recent work and what other folklore, 
apart from Jewish, he had worked with.

On 22 November 1955, an event occurred that gave 
Beregovski hope of a speedy decision on his rehabil-
itation: the Military Collegium of the USSR Supreme 
Court overturned the sentence of the members of the 
Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee, who were convicted in 
1952, on the grounds that there was no corpus delicti for 
their actions. On 10 December, Beregovski, who was in 
Moscow, wrote to his daughter: “Among those who have 
been rehabilitated is David Hofstein,50 whose case was 
linked to mine. I rewrote his notice of rehabilitation and 
sent it to Dmitri Dmitrievich. If he doesn’t call or write 
by Monday, I’ll start calling him.”51

We can see how his mood had changed: Beregovski 
was no longer in torment, unsure if anything could be 
done, but he still paused, hoping that Shostakovich would 
contact him himself.

For most of the winter of 1955–1956, Beregovski peti-
tioned his case while living in Moscow with acquaintances. 
On 27 January 1956, his wife wrote to him: “I’ve just 
received a letter from D(mitri) D(mitrievich) on official 
deputy letterhead, where he informed you … that he sent 
your application to the appropriate authorities … with a 
request to expedite the investigation. Should I forward 
this letter to you, and if so, to what address?”52

However, the case was delayed. On 4 March 1956,  
Beregovski wrote to his daughter from Moscow: “You 
know that Dm(itri) Dm(itrievich) sent the application 
and a character reference to Pushk(inskaya Street).53 I 
received a postcard from the Prosecutor’s Office saying 
that the case was being reviewed. Out of desperation, I’ve 
now decided to send applications to several other import-
ant offices.54 Maybe this will speed up the response. I’m 
going back to Pushkinskaya (Street) in a week. Will they 
tell me anything new or give me the same old answer: ‘It’s 
under investigation … ’”55

Over and over again, Beregovski himself went to var-
ious authorities, and once again asked Shostakovich to 
personally intercede on his behalf:

24 April 1956

Dear Dmitri Dmitrievich!

According to our agreement, I am writing to inform 
you of the latest developments in my case.

The other day my wife went to the USSR Prosecutor’s 
Office to see Comrade Klimova. The latter promised 
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to report on my case to Comrade Rudenko. However, 
Rudenko was not in the Prosecutor’s Office that day, 
and Klimova reported to the “management,” as she put 
it. According to her (Klimova), every effort was being 
made to expedite the review of my case.

I would be very grateful if you would let me know 
whether you have given up the idea of talking about 
my case with Comrade Rudenko in person. They say 
that he will be receiving visitors on 7 May.

Excuse me, for God’s sake, for distracting you from 
your work. I so want to finally get rid of the oppressive 
remnants of my vile “case” so that I can become a 
full-rights Soviet man, not only “in content, but also 
in form”!56

Respectfully yours, 
M. Beregovski57

The decision to rehabilitate was made on 22 June 1956.

Moisei Beregovski to Dmitri Shostakovich. 24 April 1956. Draft letter. From the personal archive of Elena Bayevskaia
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