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Two. The Story of
Shostakovich’s Wife

Review and Interview

By Vladislava Shilina

On 30 November 2024, Irina Antonovna Shostakovich cele-
brated her 90th birthday in Paris. Becoming Shostakovich’s
third wife in 1962, she spent the last thirteen years of Dmitri
Dmitrievich’ life by his side and, after his death, dedicated
her life to preserving and promoting his creative legacy. Irina
Antonovna founded the Dmitri Shostakovich Archive, the
international organisation “Dmitri Shostakovich,” and the
publishing house DSCH, which is responsible for the complete
150-volume edition of Shostakovich’s works.

To honour Irina Antonovna’s milestone, we revisit a doc-
umentary film entitled Two. The Story of Shostakovich’s
Wife, directed by Elena Yakovich' and released in 2022.
This film includes the only extensive interview where Irina
Antonovna openly and comprehensively shares her life story
and the years she spent with Shostakovich.

The film is an excellent introduction to Irina Antonovna
for a broad audience. Rather than taking a linear approach
to her biography, the first third of the film unfolds through
two parallel narrative lines. On one side, we hear Irina
Antonovna recount her difficult childhood: her father’s
arrest and exile, her mother’s death, the time she spent in
besieged Leningrad and in an orphanage, the deaths of
her grandparents, and her evacuation. This heartfelt and
frank monologue is accompanied by rare archival photo-
graphs from her personal collection. On the other side, in
parallel, Shostakovich’s biography unfolds in the same time
range: from 1934 (the year of Irina Antonovna’s birth) to
the late 1950s, when they met. The director meticulously
highlights key episodes of Shostakovich’ artistic life during
this period, including Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk and the
infamous “Muddle Instead of Music” article from 1936, the
Seventh Symphony, and the 1948 anti-formalist campaign.
A voiceover accompanies the story with archival footage,
photographs, and musical fragments, organically immersing
the viewer in the atmosphere of that time.

Elena Yakovich
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This narrative choice allows the audience gradually to develop
a certain empathy—even admiration—for the film’s main
protagonist by unveiling her life story step by step. It also
serves as a natural way to remind viewers of the pivotal
moments in Shostakovich’s creative journey. Finally, this
dual narrative approach—two parallel lines that eventually
intersect and intertwine through Irina Antonovna’ account
of her years with Dmitri Dmitrievich—clearly maps out their
separate lives before their meeting and seamlessly transitions
into their shared story.

Perhaps the most precious part of the film is where Irina
Antonovna shares personal stories about their relation-
ship: how they met, their early encounters, how Dmitri
Dmitrievich proposed to her, his composing of the Thirteenth
Symphony, her memories of Stravinsky’s visit to Moscow, and
of Shostakovich’s relationships with Britten, Rostropovich,
Vishnevskaya, and Yevtushenko.

The final “chapters” of this unique and deeply sincere account
are devoted to the darkest moments of their life together:
Shostakovich’s worsening illness, his final visit to Leningrad,
and his death. Irina Antonovna struggles to contain the pain
in her voice when speaking of these events, at times making
it almost unbearable to listen to. Her sincerity, profound
understanding of Shostakovich, and natural storytelling
talent have a dual impact: when she recounts amusing or

touching episodes, her rare smiles are contagious, evoking the
wit that Shostakovich himself was known for. But when she
delves into the most harrowing episodes of her life, whether
from her childhood or Shostakovich’s final years, her pain
resonates deeply, almost physically, with the audience.

Shostakovich’s figure has long been surrounded by myths,
apocryphal tales, and anecdotes, many born from the mem-
oirs of his contemporaries. In this sea of vivid yet often con-
tradictory and not always reliable accounts, it is important to
hear the voice of someone who dedicated her life to meticulous
and thoughtful work surrounding Shostakovich’s legacy and
striving to reconstruct an accurate portrait of his life.

Yet Irina Antonovna’s candid storytelling does more than
shed light on Shostakovich’s complex personality; it reveals
her as a remarkable, independent figure who supported and
inspired the great composer during his final years and has
selflessly devoted herself to preserving his musical legacy for
nearly half a century since his death.

As part of the celebration of Irina Antonovna’s milestone,
I had the chance to discuss the film with its director, Elena
Yakovich. We discussed the history of the creation of the
film and its filming, Elenas attitude to Shostakovichs music,
and the main European premieres of the work. And finally,
Elena shared a few details about her creative plans.

Shostakovich’s study, Bryusov Lane, Moscow. Credit: Elena Yakovich
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DSCH: In other interviews, I've heard
several stories about how your films
about Brodsky,® Grossman,* and
Akhmatova® were made: all of which
were incredibly interesting. That’s
why I'd like to ask you how the idea
for the film about Irina Antonovna
Shostakovich came about.

Elena Yakovich: In fact I have made
films about several remarkable
women aged between 80 and 96.
These include Anna Genrikhovna
Kaminskaya,® the adopted grand-
daughter of Akhmatova; Irina
Aleksandrovna Antonova, an art
historian and longtime director of
the Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts;
Marina Gustavovna Storch,” the
daughter of philosopher Gustav
Shpet; and three great widows: Maria
Vasilyevna Rozanova® the widow
of Andrei Donatovich Sinyavsky;’
Natalia Dmitrievna Solzhenitsyna;'
and Irina Antonovna Shostakovich.
Out of all these women, only two
are still alive, God bless them.
Fortunately, both recently celebrated
anniversaries: Natalia Dmitrievna
turned 85, and Irina Antonovna
90. Irina Antonovna even attended
Natalia Dmitrievna’s jubilee, where
she watched my documentary film
about her." For me, it was a moment
of true happiness! I sat between
them and saw how vividly Irina
Antonovna reacted to the episodes
in the film that reminded her of their
youth. Just this past summer [2024],
I saw Irina Antonovna in this same
situation.

Our first meeting took place
about ten years ago. That’s
when I first learned about Irina
Antonovna’s existence. In the
music world, she’s well-known—
she is an important figure. But in
general, it’s viewed as surprising that
Shostakovich’s wife is still alive—few
people know about the age differ-
ence. It came about that [ needed to
obtain the rights to use Shostakovich’s
music for one of my films, and
for thisit transpired that T had to con-
tact Irina Antonovna Shostakovich.

I remember the first time I visited her
in Bryusov Lane, in the apartment
Dmitri Dmitrievich was given shortly
after they got married. I suggested
making a film with her involvement,
but she declined. And that’s how the
story came to an end at that time, even
if many people considered that such
a film needed to be made, given that
Irina Antonovna is such a unique
person.

Later, I made a film about Irina
Aleksandrovna Antonova,'? with
whom Irina Antonovna had been
friends for many years (Loneliness at
the Top: Russia, 2017). Meanwhile,
Irina Antonovna and I maintained
occasional contact. She came to
Irina Antonova’s final exhibition,
“Voices of the Imaginary Museum
of André Malraux” (at the Pushkin
Museum). I said to her, “Look—Irina
Aleksandrovna agreed to take part
in a film; why not you?” She replied,
“Well, she’s a public figure; it's import-
ant for her. But what can I say that’s
interesting?”

Irina Antonovna was intrigued by
the film about Antonova. She visited
Nikitskaya, to the Ralph Goldman
Jewish Cultural Centre, where I
organised a screening of the film.
She watched it all, loved it, and left
again. This could have been the end
of the story for me.

Years passed. It was the end of 2020
or the beginning of 2021, during the
coronavirus pandemic. At that time,
I made a film entitled The Motifs of
Moisey Beregovsky about a collector
of Jewish folklore in Ukraine during
and after the Holocaust. Beregovsky
was later sent to the Gulag, and after
Stalin’s death, he was released due to
health reasons. However, he was not
allowed to live in Kiev. Beregovsky
and Shostakovich had studied at
the same conservatory in Petrograd
under the same teacher, although
Shostakovich was younger. They knew
each other and were acquaintances.
Shostakovich helped him to obtain
permission to return to Kiev, just
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as he helped many other repressed
individuals. Beregovsky eventually
returned to Kiev but soon died of
cancer, a consequence of his time in
the camps—but that’s another story.
For the film, cellist Boris Andrianov*?
played Jewish songs by Shostakovich,
although most of the music featured
was collected by Beregovsky. The
producers asked me to call Irina
Antonovna. Naturally, she immedi-
ately said, “Of course, for Beregovsky,
anything” We talked, and during the
peak of the pandemic, she said, “Here
I am sitting at home, very bored, and
it’s time to die” I responded, “Don’t
talk about dying; let’s make a film
instead” She said, “All right, let’s do it”

In fact, I had little hope at that
moment; I spoke out of politeness,
just to respond to such a desperate
statement. Besides, at that time, [ was
working on a film about Sakharov,* a
great physicist and fighter for human
rights, winner of the Nobel Peace
Prize, which made it very difficult.
You can’t work on Sakharov and
Shostakovich simultaneously; they
are both monumental figures. So I
said to Irina Antonovna, “All right,
let’s wait until I finish the Sakharov
film” Everyone thought I was crazy
because she wasn’t young, and espe-
cially if she was ready to talk, I should
have recorded her right away: but I
felt it was impossible to work on both
films simultaneously. I'm a fatalist in
this regard and believed that if the film
was meant to be, it would happen.

As soon as I finished the Sakharov
film in May [2021] for his centenary, I
immediately called Irina Antonovna,
and soon after this the cameraman
and I went to her dacha in Zhukovka
to start filming.

DSCH: Irina Antonovnas story in the
film feels like one long monologue. Is
that true, or did you edit many hours
of interviews to create this seamless
narrative?

EY: I thought that on the first day we
would film some of her memories,
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Dmitri Shostakovich with Irina Antonovna in the Great Hall of the Irina in 1939 (image from the personal archive of Irina
Moscow Conservatory. 1962. Credit: DSCH Publishers Shostakovich)

Irina with Aunt Elizaveta Mikhailovna: Riga, July 1946 (image from the personal archive of Irina Shostakovich)
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then the rest would take about five
days, as is usual in films in this for-
mat, which I call podstrochnik—a
term based on Oleg Dorman’s film
with Liliana Lungina." These films
consist of monologues from extraor-
dinary people. I'd already made a
few films like this, such as with Irina
Aleksandrovna Antonova.

So, I wasn’t particularly prepared; I
had only skimmed through Meyer’s
book and jotted down a few questions.
When we arrived, Irina Antonovna sat
in her armchair. We set up the camera
and she started talking. From morning
until evening that day, she recounted
her entire life. It was a little daunt-
ing as members of her family began
to glance at me, worried she might
overexert herself. I tried to pause her
for breaks, but she kept going, pour-
ing out her story. In fact, this film is
really the fruit of this amazing day of
filming, plus nine months of my work
on building her narrative, collecting
chronicles, photographs and various
other documents. In all, the filming
took place in St. Petersburg, Repino,
and Samara.

DSCH: But the film features two loca-
tions: Irina Antonovna at her dacha
in Zhukovka and in her Moscow
apartment on Bryusov Lane. How
important were the Moscow scenes
for the film?

EY: That’s right. I recorded Irina
Antonovna one more time, in Dmitri
Dmitrievichs Moscow apartment, where
we shot many items—furniture, pianos,
turntables, inkwells, and sheet music.
When Irina Antonovna arrived to take
care of some business, I persuaded her
to take part in some more filming. She
recited “Babi Yar” from memory. Irina
Antonovna is an extraordinary person;
she knows miles of poetry by heart,
both related to Shostakovich’s works
and otherwise. In that sense, she was
a significant help to him. But the con-
versation we filmed there didn’t quite
come together. It ended up being sup-
plementary material. I still consider the
dacha session as the primary shooting

day, with the apartment segment in
Bryusov Lane adding more technical
additional sequences.

DSCH: I wanted to ask you about your
relationship with Shostakovich and his
music. After all, this film is also very
much about him.

EY: You know, once I asked the out-
standing sculptor Ernst Neizvestny,'®
who had met many great people, a
really foolish question (but sometimes
such questions are useful): “Who was
the most genius person you've ever
met?” He didn't hesitate for a second.
He replied, “Shostakovich. As some-
one said about Mayakovsky: ‘You see
the man, and you immediately know
he’s a genius’ That’s how it was with
Shostakovich. I couldn’t simply pat
him on the shoulder”

But honestly, I really penetrated
Shostakovich’s music while making
this film. That’s when I started lis-
tening to him more attentively and
perhaps understanding him better.
Before this, I had used his music—as
terrible as it sounds—in a utilitar-
ian way. Shostakovich’s music often
appears in my films because it’s so,
so cinematic.

I believe that when making such a
film, it shouldn’t be strictly about
music. Not that music shouldn’t be
in it, but the goal is to create a film
about the personality and their life.
My friend, musician and composer
Andrey Surotdinov was at the recent
screening in Paris. He often writes
music for my films. I told him, “You
won't need to compose for this one”
After watching it, he said, “You know,
at first, I thought there wasn't enough
music in the film, especially since it’s
about Shostakovich. But then I got so
engrossed in Irina Antonovna’s story
that I stopped noticing” Those who
want to listen to Shostakovich know
where to go. This film isn’t entirely
about that.

So, for me, this film truly introduced
me to Shostakovich’s music. This
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music started to exist for me on a
serious level during this process, as
I spent so much time immersed in
that world.

DSCH: I'd like to talk about the film’s
interesting structure. The first third
of the film parallels the lives of Irina
Antonovna and Dmitri Dmitrievich
before they met. How did you arrive
at this compositional idea?

EY: The simplest approach would have
been to start the story with their meet-
ing and then include flashbacks about
Irina Antonovnass life. But I didn’t
want to do this. So, the film ended up
being structured in an unusual way.
You see, Irina Antonovna was born a
day before Kirov’s assassination, which
shaped her fate because it triggered the
machinery of repression that impacted
her father. Despite the age difference
between her and Shostakovich, they
had many parallels in their biogra-
phies, primarily because they were
both from Leningrad. It's remarkable
that a little girl and, by then, a famous
but still very young composer found
themselves caught in the same gears
of the era. The Soviet government’s
machinery rolled over each of them
in nearly identical ways.

The first part of the film focuses on
what was happening to her and, in
parallel, what was happening to him.
For example, when she was born,
Lady Macbeth was being triumphantly
performed. Later, when her father was
arrested, there was “Muddle Instead
of Music,” and Shostakovich was also
fearing arrest. Both experienced the
war and the blockade, and both were
evacuated. She was taken via the ice
road,"” while he was evacuated by mil-
itary plane on Stalin’s orders. There’s
also the fascinating story of their time
in Kuibyshev, where the premiere of the
Seventh Symphony took place while
they lived on different floors of the
same building—twenty years before
they met. This made the film somewhat
less documentary and more artistic
because of the strange intersection of
their paths.
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Irina Antonovna Shostakovich at a concert at the Sorbonne,
Paris, 2004. Credit: “Aron”

DSCH: At one of your confer-
ences, you said that every film has
amoment that is the most “piercing””
What was that moment for you in
this film?

EY: There are many piercing moments
in this film. But what struck me most
was this story: Shostakovich had died,
and Irina Antonovna is driving home
from the hospital in a car, when she
realises that she is the only person on
Earth who knows that he is dead. And
she doesn’t want the car to stop. But
eventually, she arrived. My voice still
trembles when I recall and recount
this. This moment pierced me.

I was also, of course, moved by her
blockade stories, and especially the
place where, barely holding back
tears, Irina Antonovna says that she
thought if her grandparents hadn’t
shared so much bread with her, “we
might have survived, but we didn’t”
Here, she included herself among
her deceased grandparents.

Another moment is in Yaroslavl,
where her dead grandfather was
placed in a hall alongside other dead
men whose faces were covered with
hats. Her grandmother wandered
around, lifting the hats to try to find

her husband’s face, while little Irina
cried and urged them not to miss
their train. They never found him.
These are clear moments of piercing
emotion. But the scene in the taxi—
you know, there are places in great
novels where you cannot understand
how they were actually written. How
do writers manage to convey such
complex ideas in just a few words?
And this moment, when she talks
about this ride in a car, is very similar
to such literary examples.

DSCH: It’s remarkable because if
you had asked me the same ques-
tion, I would have also chosen that
moment. Its incredibly moving. How
was the screening of the film in Paris
in November, dedicated to Irina
Antonovna’s 90th birthday?

EY: I had two significant premieres
this year: one in Gohrisch and one
in Paris. Let me tell you about both.

This year [2024] and the next two
are filled with anniversaries: in
November, Irina Antonovna turned
90; in August 2025, it will be 50 years
since Shostakovich’s death; and in
September 2026, it will be 120 years
since his birth. These are very import-
ant events for me.

The film was subtitled in English
and in French and was shown at the
wonderful Shostakovich Festival in
Gohrisch. After the screening, Irina
Antonovna received the Fifteenth
International Shostakovich Prize.

Recently, the film was screened in
Paris ahead of Irina Antonovna’s
90th birthday, in a beautiful hall at
the Saint-Germain Abbey Palace. It
was a full house, with no empty seats.
All of this was organised thanks to
Emmanuel Utwiller, the director of
the Shostakovich Association, and
his wife Francoise, who conceived
and arranged everything.

I saw how significant Shostakovich
is to European audiences—both in
France and Germany. Watching an
almost two-hour film with subtitles
is no small feat, as it contains many
layers of meaning and requires inter-
pretation. Yet, judging by the reactions
and the fact that no one left, I could see
how important it was to them. And I
would really like to publish the book
Two during this anniversary year, so
that Irina Antonovna Shostakovich’s
unique story about her great husband
will be available in print.
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Documentary film director, who graduated from the Faculty of Journalism at the Moscow State University, worked
for the Russian-language Literary Gazette, and has been involved in television documentary making since 1993.
Her work includes Walking with Brodsky, The Brest Ghetto, The World after Auschwitz, and Kristallnacht: Jewish
Pogrom, 1938.

Racord TV Studios, Moscow. 1hr. 45 min.

Walking with Brodsky; Russia, 1993.

Vasily Grossman: “I Realised That I Died”; Russia, 2014.

Anna Akhmatova. The Eternal Presence; Russia, 2019.

Anna Genrikhovna (“Anya”) Kaminskaya (1939-2022): art historian, granddaughter of Nikolay Punin, step-grand-
daughter, companion and friend to Anna Akhmatova.

Marina Gustavovna Storch (1916-2017) was the daughter of the outstanding Russian thinker, teacher, scientist,
and translator Gustav Gustavovich Shpet (1879-1937). For many years Marina Gustavovna managed the family
archive and participated in the preparation and publication dedicated to the legacy of Gustav Shpet.

Maria Vasilyevna Rozanova (1929-2023) was a Russian writer, publicist and publisher.

Andrei Donatovich Sinyavsky (1925-1997) was a Russian writer and Soviet dissident known as a defendant in the
Sinyavsky-Daniel trial of 1965.

Natalia Solzhenitsyna (b. 1939) is the widow and was the chief assistant to the writer Alexander Solzhenitsyn. She
was President of the Solzhenitsyn Foundation and was editor-compiler of the 30-volume collection of Solzhenit-
syn’s works, published in 2007.

Natalia Solzhenitsyna. A Meeting; Russia, 2024.

Irina Aleksandrovna Antonova (1922-2020) was a Russian art historian who served as a Director of the Pushkin
Museum in Moscow from 1961 to 2013. She was also the President of the Pushkin Museum. Antonova was also
instrumental in establishing Sviatoslav Richter’s international music festival “December Nights,” in 1981.

Boris Anatolyevich Andrianov (born in Moscow in 1976) is a Russian cellist, teacher, and associate professor at the
Moscow Conservatory. He is also Artistic Director of the “Generation of Stars” project, which organises concerts
of young talented musicians in various Russia cities.

Yakovich’s award-winning documentary film The Sakharov Case was premiered on 21 May 2021.

Lilianna Lungina (1920-1998) was a translator and a witness to the purges of the Stalin period. In Oleg Dorman’s
near seven-hour documentary Podstrochnik, or Word for Word, broadcast in fifteen episodes on prime-time Rus-
sian television, she tells her life story in front of the camera. There is no dramatisation, only Lungina talking and
occasional pictorial illustrations accompanying the narrative.

Ernst Iosifovich Neizvestny (1925-2016) was a Russian sculptor, painter, graphic artist, and art philosopher. He
emigrated to the U.S. in 1976 and lived and worked in New York City.

Leningrad was under siege for nearly two and a half years by the German Wehrmacht: from September 1941 until
January 1944. Only during the two extremely cold winters was there a way in and out: across the frozen Lake Lagoda.
Food was brought into the city across the ice and more than one million people were able to escape. The hazardous
ice road across Lake Ladoga was also known as he “Road of Life”
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