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 “Art for the People”:
A Comparison of Music and Musical Policy in 1930s Germany and Russia


In 1938, the Nazi Party opened an exhibition entitled Entartete (Degenerate) Musik in Düsseldorf.  Its exhibitions displayed musical elements unwelcome in Nazi music: atonalism, jazz, and anything Jewish.  Arnold Schoenberg, censured by the exhibit, was characterized as a composer who “uses sounds of anguish and hysteria and turns [them] into music.”
  This is strikingly similar to what was written about Dmitri Shostakovich’s music in Pravda two years earlier, in 1936.  The editorial said that Shostakovich’s opera Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District is a “deliberately dissonant, muddled stream of sounds.  … To follow this ‘music’ is difficult, to remember it is impossible.”
  This last statement is illustrative of one of the qualities both the Nazis and the Soviets desired in music: the ability of the people to remember it and to absorb its values.  Both dictators believed that music (and all culture) “had an extraordinary capacity to affect the state of mind and beliefs of the beholder.”
  Music, therefore, had to reflect the ideals and beliefs of the government and had to be easily understood by the common people, not just by an elite class of critics and musical professionals.  In their ideas about the place of music in the regime, Hitler and Stalin were remarkably similar.  Not unsurprisingly, the approved music in both dictatorships was correspondingly similar, as were the consequences of their policies for the music world.

In studies of the cultural worlds of 1930s Germany and Russia, literature and the visual arts have received the majority of scholarly attention.  The Degenerate Art exhibit is better known than the Degenerate Music demonstration, and socialist realism is more familiar as a literary term than as a musical one.  Nevertheless, “the political argument between classicism (or realism) and modernism was as lively in music as in literature and art.”
  The abstract nature of music, however, might offer one explanation for the lack of attention.  Though Hitler and Stalin both gave official attention to music, knowing its power to shape the emotions, it is difficult for scholars to draw parallels between their politics and the music that resulted as easily as between politics and art or politics and film.  It is nearly impossible to arrive at an authoritative meaning for any one given work of music, especially a work without a text or a program, but it is possible to draw general conclusions about the music of a composer and the influence of politics on his work in general.  The traditional view of music in these regimes was that it was as highly regulated as the film industry and the visual arts, but the inherent qualities of music and the lack of organizational centralization created more freedom than commonly believed.  This paper will examine the politics of music in Germany and Russia in the 1930s, looking at policy developments and the regime’s definition of ideal music.  I will then turn briefly to the lives and work of two artists in each country as case studies of the experiences of musicians (specifically, composers) in the regime, focusing on a particular work (in each case an opera) that met resistance from the authorities.  To conclude, I will compare the two dictatorships in regard to their aesthetics, development of music policies, and the consequences for musicians and music in general.  I plan to show that the philosophical similarities of the two regimes led to parallel standards and practices, though the rhetoric employed was often ironically opposite.   
In Germany, the cultural climate of the post-WWI government, the Weimar Republic, was largely open to musical experimentation, in contrast to the coming repressive National Socialist regime.  Under Weimar, Berlin became a European center for contemporary music, and German musicians were active in many different movements, including “Neue Sachlichkeit (new objectivity), 12-tone composition, flirtations with jazz and novel conceptions of music-theatre.”
  The end of the court patronage system and its lack of a replacement meant that the music world was largely unregulated.  In theory, the Reich Ministry of the Interior oversaw funding, but in practice, it paid little attention to musical affairs, leaving most matters up to provincial or city governments, of which some were repressive and some permissive.
  The uneven supervision of the music industry meant that composers were free to write and perform with nearly complete autonomy.  Composers expressed their freedom in such vastly different trends as Schoenberg’s work with dodecaphonic composition, Weill’s jazz-influenced musical theater,
 and Hindemith’s conception of Gebrauchsmusik.
  Hindemith was regarded as an enfant terrible, notorious for his radically modernist works, his collaborations with Bertolt Brecht, and above all the opera Neues vom Tage, which famously featured the soprano singing an aria while taking a bath.
  Hitler’s viewing of this opera would come back to haunt Hindemith.
Not all German musicians were equally friendly to modernism, however.  The two currents of musical thought—progressive versus reactionary—became more and more polarized, laying the groundwork for the developments of the Nazi period.  As the modernists wrote increasingly radical works, the conservative reaction became gradually more aggressive.  Without an understanding that large segments of the population were disgusted by progressive music, it is very “difficult to understand the rise of Nazism and the evident appeal of its cultural program.”
  One conservative organization that aimed to counteract the work of Schoenberg, Krenek, Berg, and other such progressives was the Kampfbund fur deutsche Kultur (Fighting League for German Culture), founded in February 1929 by Nazi Party ideologue Alfred Rosenberg with the purpose of defending “the ‘German essence’ against ‘cultural decadence.’”
  The KfdK had its own orchestra and chorus, put on chamber concerts in which members of the organization performed works of the German masters, and disseminated its views through two journals.
  Rosenberg declared that the KfdK would “uphold the honor of the nation against conscious subversion by international powers [and] … give wholehearted support for genuine expressions of German culture.”
  The specificities of “German culture” and the “German essence” would be hard-to-define elements for the KfdK and its successors.  Rosenberg’s organization did not remain popular for long, for even after the Nazis took power in 1933, Rosenberg was unable to keep himself and his organization in the good graces of Josef Goebbels, the Propaganda Minister, who wanted control of musical affairs for himself.  Goebbels was in charge of propaganda for the Party, and in March 1933 gained the power to control culture throughout the Reich.  Rosenberg and his organization had been “taking liberties in music policy and administration for which it had no mandate, thus embarrassing not only civil but party authorities as well.”
  As a consequence, Goebbels established the Reichskulturkammer (Reich Culture Chamber) in November 1933, which administered all areas of culture, with subchambers for visual arts, theater, literature, journalism, radio, and film, in addition to music.  Membership in one’s respective chamber was compulsory for professionals who wanted to continue to work in their field.
  The music division (Reichsmusikkammer, or RMK) was headed by Germany’s foremost living composer, Richard Strauss.

The establishment of this new bureaucracy neutralized most of Rosenberg’s power, but it did not end his conflict with Goebbels.  In January 1934, Hitler appointed Rosenberg to the post of “Commissioner for the entire intellectual and ideological training and education of the Party.”  Although Rosenberg was still excluded from the government, limiting his power, it was a position which allowed him to continue to offer pronouncements on cultural affairs.
  He would eventually merge this office with Robert Ley’s Kraft durch Freude (Strength-through-Joy) organization, creating the Main Office for Music.  The KfdK, minus Rosenberg, would merge into the NSKG, or NS-Kulturgemeinde (National Socialist Cultural Community).
  The superfluity of music administration organizations and their overlapping jurisdictions created confusion in cultural affairs, partly explaining the Reich’s lack of any coherent, overarching policy in relation to German musical life.  As the decade wore on, however, Goebbels would consolidate his power: “The late 1930s saw an intensification of musical censorship, with the inauguration of an official reading panel for music and the unveiling of the first national music festival, one of whose main events was the Entartete Musik Exhibition.”
  The Entartete Musik Exhibition was probably the best attempt the Reich made to demonstrate its music policy in a coherent fashion, but instead it “consisted merely of haphazard attacks on a hodgepodge of trends and individuals and was full of contradictions.”
  It focused most of its wrath on Jewish music and composers, in addition to attacks on black music, jazz, atonalism, and bolshevism.  In a speech to open the exhibition, its director, the musically uneducated Hans Severus Ziegler, director of the National Theater, said:   
The Entartete Musik exhibition presents a picture of a veritable witches’ Sabbath portraying the most frivolous intellectual and artistic aspects of Cultural Bolshevism … and the triumph of arrogant Jewish impudence … Degenerate music is thus basically de-Germanized music…”

One composer whose music appeared in the Entartete Musik exhibition was Paul Hindemith, though he was neither Jewish nor wrote atonal music at this stage in his career.  Hindemith was one of the most prominent young composers in the 1930s.  Besides being a composer, he was simultaneously a concert violinist and viola player, orchestral conductor, teacher, and writer of opera librettos and textbooks.
  He was not initially frightened when the Nazis took power, as he regarded their ascension as a temporary stage of the democratic process, expecting politics to return to normal in the near future.  He did not, therefore, immediately leave the country as did many of his colleagues in the musical and artistic fields.  His work did not meet with official approval, however.  Half of his oeuvre was banned in 1933 for demonstrating “cultural bolshevism.”
  Hindemith’s early experimental works had fallen under suspicion for “decadence.”  Hitler himself was critical of Hindemith’s compositions; he had seen a production of Hindemith’s early opera Neues vom Tage and was especially shocked by the sight of the soprano performing a solo while seated in her bathtub.  The conflict with government censors led Hindemith to think deeply on the intersection of art and politics.  The result was Mathis der Maler (Mathis the Painter), Hindemith’s operatic masterpiece and the work that led to the banning of his work in Germany and his eventual immigration.  Though not autobiographical, the libretto concerns themes from Hindemith’s life and career in the late twenties and early thirties.

The subject of Mathis der Maler is Mathis Grunewald, a painter who lived during the sixteenth-century Peasant’s War.  Mathis is led by his sense of social responsibility to give up painting and join the struggle of the peasants.  In the story, Hans Schwalb, the leader of the peasant revolt, taunts Mathis with the pointlessness of art in wartime and with the irresponsibility of his simply standing aside (“Every time one of us is struck, so are you!”).
  After bitter disappointments, Mathis recognizes that he has given up the most important thing in his existence, his art.  The message of the opera is that an artist who betrays his artistic gifts is socially negligent, even if he tries to replace his art with social activism.  “The central question posed—how can one justify continuing to create art that is not politically engaged in a time of dangerous political uncertainty—was one very immediate to Hindemith in Berlin in 1934.”
  Mathis was a painter much beloved of Nazi art historians, and the Reformation era was seen as the epitome of German culture.
  Despite these points, however, the opera did not meet with positive reactions from Nazi music critics.  Hindemith was criticized due to his position as an idol of the young generation and his role in the International Festival of Contemporary Music, which led him to be seen as one of the leading figures in avant-garde music.
  The Nazis generally held an inaccurate view of his music, illustrated by the fact that when some of his work was shown at the Entartete Musik exhibit, he was lumped in with Schoenberg as a “theorist of atonality.”
 

After the success of the symphony Mathis der Maler, which previews the opera’s music, the National Socialists began to attack Hindemith in the press.  The situation was exacerbated by the conductor Wilhelm Furtwangler’s writing of an article defending Hindemith and his work.  The additional publicity hurt rather than helped Hindemith; under increased attention from the Nazis, propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels condemned Hindemith as an “atonal noise-maker.”
  He was also criticized by the National Socialist Cultural Community (NSKG) as “show[ing] signs of an un-German attitude.”
  Hindemith’s entire body of work was banned in October 1936, and he decided to emigrate.  He moved to Switzerland in 1939, and eventually settled in the United States to teach at Yale.  Hindemith’s experience with the Nazi regime reveals the confusion inherent in the system.  With no central governing body, there was no central definition of what exactly the Nazis considered worthy of praise or censure.  The confusion was evident in his labeling as an atonalist, and the condemnation of Mathis der Maler, which had a subject that should have met Nazi approval.  Instead, the lack of a coherent policy caused Hindemith to emigrate, one of the last in a long series of German musicians to leave National Socialist Germany.
One of the few who did stay was Richard Strauss.  His experience under the Nazi regime was quite different; generally acknowledged as one of the greatest living German composers, he enjoyed the approval of government officials.  Even so, some of Strauss’s music was banned from production, though rarely for clearly musical and aesthetic reasons.  Strauss had disapproved of the Weimar government’s failure to administer cultural and especially musical affairs, and hoped that the Nazi regime would lead to greater stability in cultural life, especially in regard to his pet project, increased copyright protection for composers.  As a consequence, Strauss accepted the chairmanship of the Reichsmusikkammer in 1933.  This appointment was “the logical consequence of a lifetime of efforts spent on behalf of the professional interests of German musicians in general and composers in particular.”
  He was indeed able to secure full copyright protection for composers, but at the cost of his post-war reputation—though Strauss was not a Nazi sympathizer, his seeming collaboration with and failure to stand up to the regime cast a shadow over his music. 
Strauss encountered problems with the Nazis after he began a collaboration with Stefan Zweig, a Jewish writer.  After the untimely death of Hugo von Hofmannsthal, his longtime librettist, Strauss began the opera Die schweigsame Frau (The Silent Woman) with a text by Zweig.  This collaboration would lead to his loss of the position as president of the Reichsmusikkammer, as Strauss’s association with a Jew became too much for the Nazi authorities to bear.  Strauss did not help matters, as a letter to Zwieg was intercepted by the Gestapo in 1935.  In it, he insulted the Nazi regime and claimed to be “aping the position of President of the Reichsmusikkammer,”
 and he was soon forced to resign as president.  After considerable difficulties, Die schweigsame Frau was permitted to premiere in Dresden in 1935, but hostility from the Nazis forced its closure after only four performances, and future production was banned.  As in the case of Hindemith, the censoring of Strauss’s work was not due to issues with the actual music, but rather political conflicts with the government.  After this censorship, however, Strauss did not emigrate as did Hindemith, but stayed in Austria and attempted to stay in the good graces of the government, composing several works at the behest of the Nazis,
 and cultivating personal relationships with local officials.  His actions were most likely aimed at protecting his Jewish daughter-in-law and half-Jewish grandsons.  Not all the authorities forgot his anti-Nazi actions; Alfred Rosenberg wrote that “Strauss has seriously fallen short of the expectations of the national community.”
  After the end of the war and the fall of Hitler, Strauss underwent a de-Nazification trial in 1948 in Munich and was cleared.  Richard Strauss’s experiences in the 1930s show that no one, even Germany’s greatest living composer, could escape being tarnished by collaboration with the Nazi party.  After his expulsion as President of the Reichsmusikkammer, his reputation is likely the only thing that saved him.  His ability to survive under the Nazis without fully collaborating shows again the weakness and decentralization of Nazi musical administration.     

The dominant trends in Russian music in the 1920s, like music in the Weimar Republic, centered on the modern and avant-garde.  Lenin had encouraged experimentation in the arts, but recognizing that he knew little about high culture himself, he appointed Anatoliy Lunacharsky as Commissar for Culture and Education.  Lunacharsky was a cultured man who was good friends with such influential figures as Marc Chagall, Vasiliy Kandinsky, and Vsevolod Meyerhold.
  The head of the music division of Narkompros (the ministry of culture and education) was Arthur Lourié, best known in the West for his experiments with microtonal music.
  Under Lunacharsky and Lourié’s administration, avant-garde music flourished in early Soviet Russia.  Another organization promoting modernist music was the Association for Contemporary Music, which met in St. Petersburg and Moscow during the 1920s.
  Through its concerts, this association exposed Russian musicians to the music of such composers as Hindemith, Bartok, Milhaud, Poulenc, and Satie.

Contemporary music and experimentation flourished through most of the 1920s.  In 1929, however, two events occurred that would prove important to the future of Russian music:  The New Economic Policy—which had loosened some economic and political regulations—ended, and Lunacharsky was forced out of the head position at Narkompros.
  The NEP was replaced by the harsh Five-Year Plan and Lunacharsky was replaced by Andrei Bubnov, former head of Propaganda, placing musical policy firmly in the conservative hands of the Party.
  A new association rose to the top of the Russian music scene.  The Association of Proletarian Musicians (later the Russian Association of Proletarian Musicians, or RAPM) was founded in 1923 by members of the propaganda division at the state publishing house.  Few of the members had extensive musical training, and many were more involved in politics and propaganda than in music.
  The association aimed to decrease ASM’s influence, calling the music it promoted “decadent,” “bourgeois,” and “formalist.”
  RAPM was marked by “…bureaucratic mediocrity, [a] simplistic view of the role of music in society, [and a] contemptuous attitude towards dissenting fellow musicians … RAPM policy was violently anti-modern, anti-Western, anti-jazz, often anti-classical.”
  Instead of complex sonatas or symphonies, RAPM preferred mass songs that could be sung by the people, with the goal of increasing their revolutionary zeal.  They saw no purpose for art that did not help the revolution and its transformation of Russian society.  Instead of an individual’s creative impulses, art was to be responsive to “social command.”
  Members of the art world took sides: those with “asmovsky” leanings were condemned by their rivals as “decadent-modernist formalists” while those on the “rapmovsky” side were stereotyped as “simplistic musical primitivists.”
  Unfortunately for the cause of modern music, RAPM gained domination of the Russian music world between 1929 and 1932.
  In 1931, a group of composers frustrated with RAPM’s dogmatic stand signed a declaration calling for a new Soviet musical association.  They called for “the implementation of Marxist-Leninist methodology in theoretical and practical work.”  They wanted to express these principles through not only the mass songs on which RAPM insisted, but also through opera and symphony.
  RAPM would not compromise with this proposal and it failed, but disgruntled composers were not the only group dissatisfied with RAPM.  Party officials had begun to think RAPM too independent, as it had begun to ignore official instructions.  Therefore, the Party used the group’s insubordination and the arguments among musicians—similar problems existed in other branches of the arts—as excuses to eradicate all arts organizations and place them under Party control.  The Party resolution entitled “On the Reconstruction of Literary and Artistic Organizations” was issued on 23 April 1932.
  The resolution was chiefly concerned with literature, which was suffering from many of the same internal struggles.  Instead of the proletarian organizations like RAPM, the resolution established a Union of Soviet Composers, which pledged to promote “the great wisdom and heroism of the Communist party” and participate, through yet-to-be-defined “socialist realist” art, “in the class struggle of the proletariat and in socialist construction.”
 


Many musicians welcomed the Union of Socialist Composers.  Thinking it would be an improvement over the arrogant leaders of RAPM, some saw this as a liberalizing step that would lead to greater freedom of artistic expression.  Instead, as they would discover in the remainder of the decade, Russian music had “exchanged the dictatorship of a small clique for the control of a super-power—the Soviet government and the bureaucratic machinery of the Party.”
  The placing of music under the control of the Party would complete the regimentation of Soviet music; it would move “from multiformity to conformity and, ultimately, to uniformity.”
 

The first clear sign of the government’s desire for uniformity in the arts was the affair of Dmitri Shostakovich’s opera Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District.  The opera is based on a tragic short story of the same name by Nicholas Leskov.  It is the story of Katerina, a farm wife who out of intellectual boredom takes a lover, murders her husband, and is sent to Siberia, where she ends by killing herself and her rival.  Shostakovich viewed the rather tawdry story as an exposé of the plight of Russian women in feudal times.  He originally planned the opera as the first of three to show the situation of Russian women in three different times.
  After its premiere in 1932, it was a huge success, in both domestic and foreign theaters, traveling as far as New York.  Soviet critics hailed it as “revolutionary and exciting,”
 and “in the best traditions of Soviet culture;” it would even “overshadow all that can possibly be accomplished in the operatic art of the capitalist world.”
  The opera received eighty-three performances in Leningrad by 1936, and ninety-seven in Moscow, in addition to being widely performed abroad.
  Shostakovich seemed firmly on his way to becoming the preeminent Soviet composer.  His fortunes would take an abrupt about-face, however, when Stalin attended a production of Lady Macbeth in December 1935.  He hated the opera, and in January 1936, an article appeared in Pravda entitled “Muddle Instead of Music,” condemning the work itself, Shostakovich, and recent trends in art music.  The anonymous author decried Lady Macbeth’s “intentionally dissonant, confused stream of sounds … The music shouts, quacks, explodes, pants and sighs…”  Composers who considered imitating Shostakovich were warned that music, like all art, had to grasp the principles of “simplicity, realism, comprehensibility of image.”
  It is not known why Stalin hated the work so much; though it is “a merciless exposure of pre-socialist, petty-bourgeois Russian morality,” one explanation is that “arch-puritan Stalin was grossly offended by the sexuality of the work.”
  Soon after the article was published, Stalin gave his opinion on contemporary Soviet opera to a meeting of those involved in the opera industry.  According to Stalin, the desirable attributes of opera included “a libretto with a Socialist topic, a realistic musical language with stress on a national idiom, and a positive hero typifying the new Socialist era.”
  Since Lady Macbeth demonstrates none of these characteristics, this provides another explanation of Stalin’s condemnation of the opera.


The Pravda article nearly ended Shostakovich’s career, along with all current productions of Lady Macbeth.  Since 1936 marked the beginning of the Great Purge, Shostakovich expected that Stalin’s displeasure would send him to Siberia at any moment; he slept with a suitcase packed and ready to go under his bed for several months.  One sentence in the article showed some lenience, however, and allowed Shostakovich to continue his musical career: “All this [the problems of Lady Macbeth] is not due to a lack of talent, or to a lack of ability to depict simple and strong emotions.”
  The problem with the opera was not due to Shostakovich’s lack of talent, but rather his “formalistic” tendencies.  This part of the article was interpreted as a warning to the entire Soviet music industry to root out any remaining modernist tendencies.  After the article appeared, the musical community responded immediately by holding discussions on the future of Soviet music and the danger of formalism.  Few if anyone stood by Shostakovich; the Leningrad Composers’ Union voted unanimously in support of the Pravda article.
  Though the eradication of RAPM and the party resolution of 1932 were supposed to have ended modernism in Soviet music, in reality the modernist faction was not defunct but had simply left the spotlight.  The Pravda article was unsigned, which indicated that it did not represent the thoughts of a specific editorialist, but rather spoke for the Party as a whole.
  Hence, it served as a warning for all of Shostakovich’s admirers and imitators.
  The result of “Muddle Instead of Music” was a change in the focus of Soviet music away from modernism and “formalism” and towards nationalism and “socialist realism.”  The question that no one could answer was what kind of music the government considered as fitting the definition of socialist realism. 

The 1932 resolution marked the beginning of the doctrine of socialist realism, which said that all Soviet art should depict the “revolutionary development” of the culture.  From the resolution, through the 1936 attack on Shostakovich and ending with the death of Stalin in 1953, musical life in Russia would revolve around the search for socialist realism and the eradication of “counter-revolutionary, formalist (read ‘modernist’) tendencies.”
  Even after Stalin’s death, socialist realism remained the defining principle of Soviet music, though tensions eased somewhat.  The exact definition of socialist realism and its application to music was the main controversy and struggle in the Russian music world.  The ambiguity of socialist realism enabled the government to condemn virtually any work for any reason.  James Bakst, in A History of Russian-Soviet Music, attempted a definition:  

Soviet philosophy and aesthetics regard “pure art” or “art for art’s sake” as humbug which does not even deserve the name of art.  It maintains that there cannot be a “pure aesthetic content” in art divorced from political, moral, and scientific ideas and values which are essential in reality.  Opposed to formalistic art is Soviet realism.  Soviet realism is an artistic method that demands from an artist a truthful, historically concrete, representation of reality in its revolutionary development.

This, however, does not answer the question: what is formalism?  The definition of formalism, though known to be the opposite of socialist realism, was also vaguely defined by the regime.  Officially “separation of form from content,”
 in practice the term was applied to music the government also described as “extreme modernism,”
 “unnecessarily complex,”
 and “bourgeois [and] self-regarding.”
  The term formalism was used so freely that Prokofiev once said, “Formalism is music that people don’t understand at first hearing.”
  Though the Soviet authorities would protest, there is quite a bit of truth to this statement.  The problem with socialist realism in music was that it was nearly impossible to apply an essentially literary term to music.  Except for such specialized forms as opera and oratorio that include text, it is impracticable to apply a definitive meaning to an essentially abstract piece of music.  Though Soviet officials and writers tended to insist that their rejection of formalism did not include a rejection of modernistic techniques—a Soviet encyclopedia had this to say on the subject: “Formalism must not be confused with individualized original creativity, genuine innovations in terms of form as well as content, which constitute an indispensable trait of valuable realist art”
—in practice, composers backed away from the experimentation of the twenties and embraced a predictable musical idiom.  “Topical symphonies, descriptive tone poems, and folklore genres” became the dominant musical genres, “with the use of traditional materials in the time-honored tradition of the ‘Mighty Five.’”
  Stalin had expressed a preference for folk-song pieces that the audience could whistle afterwards.
  On the definition of socialist realism, Stalin said: “If an artist truthfully depicts our life he can do no other than depict in it that which leads to socialism.  This exactly will be socialist art.”
  Due to the obvious difficulty of truthfully depicting Soviet life in a symphony or a sonata, it is understandable that “advanced composers turned conventional, and conventional composers became commonplace.  Young composers endeavored to be inoffensive, and conservatism became a cherished virtue, while musical nationalism experienced a revival.”


One of the advanced composers whose work turned toward the conventional was Sergei Prokofiev, who had gained international prestige while working as a composer in Paris.  After the Revolution, he decided to return to the Soviet Union and did so in 1936.  It is unknown why Prokofiev decided to return at such an inopportune time, as this was at the height of Stalin’s purges.  The probable reason was likely a combination of political naiveté, the belief that he would receive special privileges as a famous composer, and the knowledge that his chief rival, Shostakovich, was currently out of favor with the government.  However, the expected special treatment never materialized.  One of his first major compositions following his return to Russia, a cantata celebrating the twentieth anniversary of the October Revolution, was not allowed to be produced on the grounds that it did not meet the dictates of socialist realism.  In 1939, Prokofiev wrote the opera Semyon Kotko, based on a story entitled I Am a Son of the Working People, by Valentin Katayev.  Prokofiev anticipated that the opera would be accepted by the authorities, based both on its text, which had as heroes revolutionaries and as villains capitalists, and on its music, which was “a more restrained, deliberately accessible musical language.”
  Despite Prokofiev’s best efforts to demonstrate his understanding of socialist realism, the work was unsuccessful.  It premiered in 1940, but only lasted a season before it was banned from the repertory and not performed again until 1960.  What did the Soviet officials object to in Semyon Kotko, which had a story that seemed a perfect example of socialist realism?  One objection was to Prokofiev’s innovative parlando style of recitative.  “His search for an appropriate middle ground between aria and recitative produced a melodic style that was unacceptable to the authorities…”
  The major problem, however, was timing: the story involves the invasion of the German army, but the premiere was about to take place when the Nazi-Soviet pact of 1940 was signed.  The army was changed from German to Austrian, but the censors still objected.
  Even Prokofiev, one of the greatest composers of the Soviet era, could not consistently write the music the authorities wanted.  The failure of Semyon Kotko demonstrates the confusion felt by all composers in trying to find what the regime wanted.  Without a clear definition, even great composers were often in trouble with the authorities.   


Dmitri Shostakovich’s trouble with Party dictates was briefly outlined earlier.  He was at the same time the most successful and the most persecuted of the Soviet composers.  He, more than anyone, maintained an international reputation throughout his career.  The success of early works such as the First Symphony brought his music to the attention of international music critics, and his compositions would continue to receive close attention in the West throughout his life.  In his early years of composition, Shostakovich used modernistic and experimental idioms, and met with little official criticism.  He also wrote works that attempted to merge Soviet ideas with avant-garde techniques; for example, his Second Symphony, which is for choir and orchestra, attempted to reflect Soviet revolutionary ideals within innovative techniques.
  The symphony was, however, less than successful, though in the permissive climate of the 1920s, it did not meet with official government censure.  His greatest success in the 1930s was Lady Macbeth, but the reorientation of Soviet music politics led to a complete reversal in government opinion and in January 1936 the editorial in Pravda appeared.  It caused a turnaround in Soviet music culture; modern tendencies were rejected, and simple folk idioms became the preferred type of music.  “The only musical art deemed worthy of the working classes, and thus the only music demanded by the Soviet state, was to be defined by its accessibility, tunefulness, stylistic traditionalism, and folk-inspired qualities.  It was to be optimistic, aspiring to heroic exhilaration.”
  The Lady Macbeth incident did not end Shostakovich’s career; the editorialist only rejected this opera and his formalist tendencies, not his entire oeuvre.  Shostakovich reacted by removing his Fourth Symphony from rehearsals and canceling its premiere, instead beginning work on his Fifth Symphony, premiered in 1937, which took as its subtitle “A Soviet Artist’s Reply to Just Criticism.”  The exact meaning of the Fifth has been hotly debated in music circles, both then and now, but at the time, it was understood by Soviet authorities as a repudiation of Shostakovich’s formalist techniques.  “It reestablished Shostakovich at the top of his generation—the success was a full vindication.”
  He would remain the preeminent Soviet composer until 1948, when the next confrontation would change the fortunes of all Soviet composers.  Like the Hindemith and Strauss’s experiences under the Nazis, Prokofiev and Shostakovich’s work in the Soviet system seemed to be directed more by the whims of the authorities than by a strong policy clearly directing what music could and could not be composed.  
In regard to their philosophies and policies for music, the Nazis and Soviets shared several characteristics.  One of these similarities was their preference for the same musical ideals, though their rhetoric was almost entirely contradictory.  The Nazis continually spoke out against “bolshevik” music.  The conductor Hans Pfitzner attacked “bolshevist” atonality,
 and in Mein Kampf, Hitler denounced the “bolshevization of art.”
  Meanwhile, the Bolsheviks themselves were railing against “bourgeois formalism” and all things Western.  RAPM, which was anti-modern and anti-Western, criticized modernism in music by equating it with “bourgeois decadence,”
 and Soviet critics were always careful to contrast “progressive” Socialist-Realist music with the “decadence of Western-style dabbling in modernism.”
  Shostakovich’s Lady Macbeth was called “‘Communistic’ by some Western critics, while the Soviets rejected it as ‘bourgeois.’”
  Ironically, in the end both regimes expressed preferences for the same type of music.  Both favored simple, singable melodies; straightforward, diatonic harmonies; and an uplifting, patriotic message that the public could easily understand.  


The primary reason for this striking similarity in tastes was the equally striking similarity in the ideas of both regimes regarding the purpose of the arts.  Both thought that their dictatorship would reshape society into a utopia, and saw culture as an integral part of this reshaping.  Art, therefore, had a purpose: it should not reflect merely the artistic vision of an individual artist, but rather the goal of the entire political experiment.  Towards that end, the arts had to be regulated, so that nothing subversive or decadent would have an adverse effect on the public.
  The principal purpose of art, then, “was to express approved social values and political ideals in ways that could be appreciated by the ordinary public rather than the narrower world of art critics and patrons.”
  The need for the people at large to understand art’s meaning explained the desire for simplification and support for didactic types of art.  The worth of an individual piece could only be evaluated insofar as the people could understand its support of the goals of the dictatorship.  Stalin said that Soviet music was to be “an art national in form and socialist in content.”
  Elitism in the arts was rejected in favor of equality.  The official art showed an idealized picture of what the dictatorship wanted to achieve. Maxim Gorky, one of the prominent novelists of Soviet Russia, spoke in support of “revolutionary romanticism”
 in the arts; similarly, Goebbels called for a “romanticism of steel.”
  Just as Goebbels had said that “art is a function of the life of the people,”
 Lenin pronounced in 1920 that “art belongs to the people.”


Two other minor points of similarity are the correspondence in the timelines of policy and restriction and the rampant emigration that marked both situations.  In both Germany and Russia, music was largely autonomous in the 1920s but met with increasing regulation in the 1930s, including a restructuring and consolidation of musical organizations in 1933, when Goebbels replaced the Kampfbund with the Reichskulturkammer and the Soviets replaced the RAPM with the Union of Soviet Composers.  The reaction in both instances was against the avant-garde and the excessive autonomy and insubordination seen in modernist musical organizations.
  The result of this regimentation was the emigration of a large percentage of the prominent musicians in both countries.  Many great German and Russian musicians, including Schoenberg, Stravinsky, Weill, and Hindemith (to name just a few) spent the end or even the majority of their careers composing and teaching away from their native countries.  Those that had the means to leave were often the most talented and well-known composers, and, as a result, the quality of musical production suffered.  This did not create a significant worry in the authorities’ minds, as they were focused on promoting works that communicated the regime’s values rather than creating great art.
In the 1940s, the cultural life of both regimes entered a period of greater regimentation.  In Germany, Jews were removed from every aspect of German life, music included, and in Russia, many prominent composers were again denounced for formalism in 1948.  After the 1940s, however, the paths of German and Russian music diverged as Germany returned to democracy (in the West) but the Soviet regime continued, though pressure on musicians loosened after the death of Stalin.  In the 1930s, though, due to similar philosophies on the role of music in society, the patterns of music policy in Germany and Russia were comparable.  Though the rhetoric employed was in many cases contradictory, both dictatorships favored music that was optimistic, heroic, and understandable on first hearing.  The music needed to be understandable, for the purpose of music in these regimes was to inspire the masses in the pursuit of a utopia, whether Nazi or Soviet.  In the end, though, the confusion inherent in the system and the inability of the authorities to define an inherently German or Russian musical idiom led to a lack of clear direction from either administration, creating a musical climate marked by mediocrity and the departure of the most talented musicians.  Though as Lenin and Goebbels said, art was supposed to be for and by the people, ultimately, Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia required that music be by and for the regime.  
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