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            – Preface –

         

         
            And yet his sister played so beautifully. Her face was turned to the side, intently and sadly following the notes on the page. Gregor crept forward a little further, keeping his head near to the ground so that his eyes could meet hers. How could he be a brute beast, if music could make him feel like this?

            – Franz Kafka, Metamorphosis

         

         Did Dmitri Shostakovich know these words? I’ve been told that he loved Kafka, but then I’ve been told a lot of things by people who knew and worked with him, this towering, enigmatic composer, and reconciling them isn’t always possible. He was a man used to wearing masks; survival in Stalin’s terrifying dictatorship demanded that of all its public figures. Shostakovich appears to have developed a habit of telling people, even friends, what he thought they wanted to hear. The number of intimates in whom he truly confided was probably very small, and even then he did so only at carefully chosen moments. Shostakovich was also a composer first and foremost, and like many composers he seems to have been innately suspicious of words as a vehicle for his truest, most private thoughts.

         If Shostakovich did indeed read Kafka’s famous bleak parable, perhaps in a copy provided by a brave friend or tracked down via the black market, it’s hard to believe that he wouldn’t have lingered a moment or two over that passage, and particularly over its final question. That it concerns music would have been reason enough, but in the context of Kafka’s story it’s so unexpected. After his nightmarish transformation into a giant insect, Kafka’s Gregor Samsa has found his family alternately shocked, pitying, and hostile, eventually retreating into a kind of numbed indifference. His own case seems hopeless. But then comes the sound of the violin, Gregor’s sister absorbed ‘intently and sadly’ in her playing, and that question, like a sudden but oblique shaft of light: ‘How could he be a brute beast, if music could make him feel like this?’ It’s easy to picture Shostakovich asking himself something similar at crisis points in his switchback career: times when, crushed by official condemnation, vilified by colleagues and friends, tormented by doubts about his artistic integrity, even his own fundamental human worth, he somehow found the strength to keep going, and keep writing.

         But the present book is emphatically not an attempt to reach some ‘real Shostakovich’ – to drag him out from behind his complex array of masks and defensive walls and say ‘Behold the man!’ In fact, this isn’t really a book about Shostakovich at all, rather about what his music – like that of Gregor Samsa’s violin-playing sister – has made people feel: Russians who lived with Shostakovich through the horrors of Stalinism; Westerners who have felt that in some way this music is also addressed to them; and myself, survivor of a three-times diagnosed bipolar disorder, for whom music, and particularly Shostakovich’s music, has been a lifeline.

         At this point I can imagine some readers experiencing a jolt of disbelief: Shostakovich? This is not the sort of music most people would choose to cheer themselves up with, or at least not at times of what Sigmund Freud called ‘ordinary unhappiness’ – the kind of unhappiness that stops some way short of the pathological. Shostakovich’s fifteen symphonies and string quartets, his concertos, songs, and his opera Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District contain some of the darkest, saddest, most violent, bitter, heartwrenching music written in the twentieth century. Surely it should have the opposite effect, dragging listeners down to its own level, or at best offering some perverse or even masochistic pleasure? Yet time and time again, the stories I have heard about the effects of Shostakovich’s works, especially on those going through emotional or spiritual ordeals, tell of something very different. At times when suffering has come close to crushing their spirits, listeners who have heard their own feelings reflected back so vividly and truthfully have asked themselves something like the question that stops Gregor Samsa in his own depressive tracks: How can we be wretched, despicable beings when music can make us feel … well, like this?

         That question is the underlying theme of this book. Merely identifying how music can ‘make us feel’ is already a huge challenge. It’s all so bound up with the subjective instant, the moment of intense engagement with music that so often evades our attempts at conscious rationalisation. In attempting to understand, I have been greatly encouraged and helped by talking to neurologists, psychologists, psychotherapists, philosophers, and musicians, partly through my work with The Musical Brain, a charitable trust bringing together experts in the arts, sciences and the mind, and partly through research I carried out for several related articles and radio documentaries. Neurological science has made big strides in understanding how the brain processes, and, at a deeper intellectual and emotional level, makes sense of music. Some neurological insights have impressed me profoundly, particularly those into how music can help us adjust to traumatic experience. The insights offered by such lucid and musically perceptive colleagues as Michael Trimble, author of The Soul in the Brain and Why Humans Like to Cry: Tragedy, Evolution and the Brain, will be drawn upon in this book. So too will be the thoughts of philosophers ancient and modern, poets, playwrights, novelists, musicians and amateur music-lovers. I have also been privileged to meet many Russian musicians, writers, and thinkers who knew Shostakovich, and shared his experience of trying to survive under rigidly enforced Soviet Communism. In putting together some of their observations, speculations, arguments, and anecdotes I hope to give readers the opportunity to form a larger picture. I am keenly aware that, when it comes to Shostakovich, some readers’ grasp of the background may be sketchy at best, so a fair amount of historical and biographical scene-painting will be necessary. Fortunately, the story of Shostakovich’s life and times is one of the most dramatic, stirring, at times even darkly comical in the history of classical music. Some of it defies belief, and there have been times when, re-telling parts of it, I have found myself pausing incredulously. There exists, however, a wealth of eyewitness accounts, as the reader will soon discover.

         Before we come to historical background, I do need to say a word or two about the personal element. When I began writing this book, I hoped to keep the confessional strand to a minimum. In time, I realised that my private experience was directly relevant: after all, if the subject of this book is how music can make listeners feel, then my own experiences are the very kind I’m best placed to describe. When I made the BBC radio documentary Shostakovich: A Journey into Light, my producer, Jeremy Evans, persuaded me to record a couple of short links about how I felt Shostakovich’s music had helped me come to terms with serious clinical depression. In the reaction that followed the broadcast, a number of people – journalists, medical professionals, and non-specialist listeners – commented on these parts of the programme, all of them positively. Since then, talks I’ve given and articles I’ve written on this subject have repeatedly drawn the same appreciative response. What I’m talking about is not simply my personal ‘journey’: rather, it’s a testimony to the sustaining, uplifting, ultimately restorative power of Shostakovich’s music. It is only one of many such testimonies, others of which are much more dramatic and impressive than mine. And it is with one of the most remarkable of these that this book begins.

      

   


   
      
         

            – How Shostakovich Changed My Mind –

         

         There are moments when I can still feel that grip – that sudden heart-stopping clasp on my left forearm. It was June 15, 2006, in the tiny St Petersburg apartment of the clarinettist Viktor Kozlov. I had come to Russia with producer Jeremy Evans and our invaluable interpreter and general ‘fixer’ Misha, to make a radio documentary about Shostakovich for the centenary of the composer’s birth. Jeremy was particularly keen that I interview Kozlov, one of the few surviving members of the orchestra that had performed, famously, Shostakovich’s Seventh Symphony in 1942 in the besieged city of Leningrad. As we approached Kozlov’s gaunt apartment block in the city’s suburbs I began to realise that maintaining professional objectivity was going to be harder than usual. Earlier that morning we had visited the Museum of the Siege of Leningrad. The city’s original name, St Petersburg, had recently been restored, but when it came to the Siege, it was still Leningrad: evidently the association was just too potent. I’d heard and read plenty of stories about the Siege, many of them accounts of barely imaginable determination and endurance. During the first winter, 1941–2, when the city was encircled by the Nazi forces and food supplies were completely cut off, the temperature dropped to minus thirty degrees centigrade, and civilian deaths peaked at around 100,000 per month, some from hypothermia, most from starvation. Photographs and paintings in the museum show people queuing for soup made from boot leather and glue from the spines of books, huddling together in the streets (it was no warmer in the houses) listening to Radio Leningrad broadcasts on hastily improvised PA systems. The daughter of one survivor told me how, when the employees at the radio station became too weak to make programmes, they broadcast the sound of a metronome ticking: ‘It was the city’s heartbeat. It was still there.’ At one point, even that stopped; then, after forty-five agonising minutes, it started again. Press footage from the period shows the emaciated faces of the city’s inhabitants transfigured with joy, hugging one another, weeping. If that frail, tinny heartbeat could come back from the dead, perhaps the city itself could too?

         By that stage, Shostakovich had been taken out of Leningrad. Today we might not put a classical composer top of the list of VIPs to be rescued from a war-battered, starving city, but the Soviet authorities had seen an opportunity for a tremendous propaganda coup. News had reached them that the composer was working on a symphony, his Seventh, soon to be known as the ‘Leningrad’ Symphony. If the symphony could be performed, in Russia, and then perhaps in the allied countries, it would be a colossal gesture of defiance. Peter the Great’s old imperial capital, now renamed in honour of the revolutionary titan Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, was not only surviving the monstrous onslaught of Hitler’s armies, it was making music. Shostakovich was flown east of the battle lines to the city of Kubyshev, present-day Samara, where he soon finished the score – Shostakovich normally worked quickly. Performances followed in Kubyshev and in Moscow, where the Symphony was received ecstatically. Huge popular successes like these could easily fuel Stalin’s terrifying paranoia, but on this occasion he seems to have realised just how valuable the new Symphony could be. A microfilm of the score was flown to the USA – a very risky venture at the time – and performances followed in New York and London. The Western press were, on the whole, as enthusiastic as their Soviet colleagues. Time magazine capped it all with a picture of a heroically determined-looking Shostakovich in his fireman’s helmet (he’d been on fire-fighting duty at the Conservatoire), surrounded by flames and devastation, a four-note fragment of the Symphony’s opening theme rising in ghostly splendour from his forehead.

         Then the Soviet authorities had an even more audacious idea: the Leningrad Symphony must be performed in the city itself. The logistics involved in making this happen were awe-inspiring, in fact the whole crazed project was the kind of thing that would probably only be executable under a sophisticated dictatorship. For a start, there was only one orchestra left in the city, the Leningrad Radio Orchestra, and of this only fifteen players were still alive. Shostakovich had inconveniently scored his Leningrad Symphony for around one hundred musicians. The Seventh is also his longest symphony, normally lasting approximately seventy-five minutes, and the demands in stamina made on most of the performers are enormous. Extra musicians, mostly from military bands, had to be brought in under armed convoy, and there had to be special rations for the orchestra’s surviving members. The first rehearsal put every last hope to the test. According to one eyewitness, the conductor, Karl Eliasberg, looked like ‘a wounded bird with wings that are going to drop at any moment’. As for the musicians, the very fact of having a project to work towards, however implausible, seems to have galvanized them.

         As Viktor Kozlov began to talk about those first rehearsals, it was clear he desperately wanted to tell this story – to me, to Jeremy, to the microphone, to anyone who would hear it. In the corner of Kozlov’s modest flat, his wife – a tiny, birdlike woman, the lines on her face testifying to the dreadful privations she too had endured – leaned forward keenly, visibly urging her husband on. His words sounded well prepared. ‘We began our rehearsals. It was during the worst of the hunger. Everybody was starving. We were sitting there playing, not having had any food. The first rehearsals were only between fifteen and twenty minutes long. Those of us playing wind instruments couldn’t play properly. We were unable to hold our lips. We couldn’t strain and our lips became weak.’ Shostakovich usually works his clarinets hard, and the Leningrad Symphony is no exception. But this was also difficult music to grasp: complex, challenging technically and emotionally, and very ‘modern’ even to a clarinettist like Kozlov, familiar with established Russian greats like Tchaikovsky and Rimsky-Korsakov, but more used to playing march and dance music in a Red Army band.

         In the end, the orchestra only managed one complete rehearsal of the Symphony. Then came the performance itself, in the Great Hall of the Leningrad Philharmonic, on August 9 1942. Significantly, this was the date Hitler had chosen to celebrate the fall of the city with a suitably extravagant banquet at Leningrad’s famous Astoria Hotel: he’d even had the tickets printed long in advance. Now, instead, his troops were having to listen to the city’s still unvanquished citizens, unbelievably performing a gigantic symphony. The commander of the Soviet troops attacking the Germans, Lieutenant-General Govorov, ordered that the performance be broadcast at the German lines through giant loudspeakers. Apparently, Govorov had an adjutant with a score of the Symphony beside him to tell him when the quiet passages were coming. There must be no shelling or artillery fire during Shostakovich’s long, intense pianissimos: the enemy must hear everything. There is a story that during this breathtakingly unlikely broadcast, one German officer blurted out, ‘We’ll never beat these people!’ – apocryphal perhaps, but there must have been many who shared that thought.

         Of course, it was a sensation in the hall, and throughout the city. According to several accounts, the standing ovation lasted over an hour – all the more impressive when one considers how weak some of those audience members must have been. ‘Oh yes, the audience received it very, very, very well.’ Kozlov is leaning forward now, almost touching me, his eyes moist but radiant. ‘There was a lot of applause, people standing. One woman even gave the conductor flowers – imagine, there was nothing in the city! And yet this one woman found flowers somewhere. It was wonderful!’ Then followed something crucial: this wasn’t escapism, false hope or desperate wish-fulfilment – quite the opposite in fact. ‘The music touched people because it reflected the Siege. This was wartime, and everybody felt they shared and understood this music. People were thrilled and astounded that such music was played, even during the Siege of Leningrad.’ There was the note of defiance, the colossal collective cry of ‘We’re still standing!’ But here was something else too: that puzzling conundrum I had noted so often when pondering the appeal of Shostakovich’s music, but which now struck me with heightened force. In the Leningrad Symphony, Shostakovich had held a mirror up to horror, and reflected that horror back to those whom it had all but destroyed – and in response they had roared their approval, their delight, their gratitude to the composer for giving form to their feelings.

         At this point, Viktor Kozlov paused, triumphantly. In telling his story, he had made it present, made it real all over again. He was back in the Philharmonic Hall – we all were – struck speechless by this elemental manifestation of the human will to survive, to defy, to exult in the face of savage destructiveness and appalling suffering. But the voice of my BBC education told me I had to ask something else. What I came up with, I’m ashamed to admit, was a not very inventive variant on the old ‘How does that make you feel?’ formula. ‘When you hear this music today,’ I asked hesitantly, ‘does it still have the same effect?’ Despite all I had heard, nothing prepared me for what happened next. It was as though a huge wave of emotion struck that apartment, and instantly both Kozlov and his wife were sobbing convulsively. He grasped my forearm tightly – I can feel it again as I’m writing – and just about managed to speak: – ‘It’s not possible to say. It’s not possible to say.’

         
            —

         

         I could simply have ended there. Time after time, when confronted with the transformative power of music in the lives of human beings, those words have reverberated like a bell-stroke: ‘It’s not possible to say’. There is something about the effect of music that defies analysis: philosophical, psychological, neurological, or any other kind of rational approach. Only poetry comes close. That something that can affect us so powerfully should remain fundamentally inexplicable is a source of consolation to some, frustration to others. Take Sigmund Freud’s famous alleged ‘aversion’ to music. Evidently the problem, for Freud, was not that he was unaffected by music, rather that he couldn’t explain why he was affected by it: ‘Some rationalistic, or perhaps analytic, turn of mind in me rebels against being moved by a thing without knowing why I am thus affected, and what it is that affects me.’

         It was only long after that meeting with Kozlov that I realised how many streams of thought his words, and that sudden grip, had released. The first thing that struck me as I left his apartment, still slightly dazed by what I had heard and felt, was that an awful lot of the argument that was then raging – and I do mean raging – in the English-speaking world about the putative ‘meaning’ of Shostakovich’s Leningrad Symphony, and about quite a few of his other major works, was stupefyingly irrelevant – ‘sickening’ was the word I used at the time. The first stimulus for much of this controversy had been the publication in 1979 of the book Testimony, which claimed to be nothing less than ‘The Memoirs of Shostakovich as related to and edited by Solomon Volkov’. How much genuine Shostakovich there is in Testimony, and how much Solomon Volkov may have elaborated, skewed, or simply invented, is an issue that remains far from settled at the time of writing, in 2017. Volkov certainly knew Shostakovich, but was he close enough for the composer to trust him with his most private, politically dangerous thoughts? Accounts of their relationship vary. One of the passages in Testimony critics seized on immediately relates to the Leningrad Symphony. Here, ‘Shostakovich’ tells us: ‘The Seventh Symphony had been planned before the war and consequently, it simply cannot be seen as a reaction to Hitler’sattack. The “‘invasion theme”’ has nothing to do with attack. I was thinking of other enemies of humanity when I composed the theme.’ The ‘invasion theme’ is a jaunty march-like tune, the kind one can imagine soldiers whistling as they set off for combat, with a constant martial side-drum rhythm in the background. It is first heard very quietly, as though at a great distance, but as it grows in volume and strength its initial jauntiness turns terrifying. It does sound a lot like an advancing army, and its two main falling phrases echo a famous tune from Franz Lehar’s The Merry Widow, said to be Hitler’s favourite operetta. According to Testimony, however, to read this as an indictment of Hitler is to miss the point spectacularly: ‘Actually, I have nothing against calling the Seventh the “‘Leningrad”’ Symphony, but it’s not about Leningrad under siege, it’s about the Leningrad that Stalin destroyed and that Hitler merely finished off.’ A whole industry of Shostakovich counter-interpretation grew from passages like this. Far from being a loyal Soviet Socialist, an unswerving upholder of Party values in his music, it was now argued by some that Shostakovich was really an angry dissident. His apparent conformity was a mask, one that tilted just enough to allow his fellow sufferers to see the true, tortured, grimacing face behind. The arguments that followed became startlingly vitriolic, and breathtaking in their refusal to look for any kind of nuanced understanding. I do mean ‘refusal’. Those for instance who pushed for the ‘Leningrad-that-Stalin-destroyed’ view of the Seventh Symphony clearly ignored what Volkov’s Shostakovich had to say only a page earlier. There, he contradicted not only the ‘it’s not about Leningrad under siege’ reading, but also what he said about the moment when work on the Symphony started, and why:

         
            I wrote my Seventh Symphony, the ‘Leningrad’, very quickly. I couldn’t help but write it. War was all around. I had to be with the people. I wanted to create the image of our country at war, capture it in music. From the first days of the war, I sat down at the piano and started work. I worked intensely hard. I wanted to write about our time, about my contemporaries who spared neither strength nor life in the name of victory over the enemy.

         

         Even Solomon Volkov admits that Shostakovich ‘often contradicted himself’, but here’s a striking challenge to aspiring interpreters: which of these readings is the ‘true’ one? It can’t be both, can it?

         Or perhaps it isn’t either of them. In 1973, when the conversations with Solomon Volkov recorded in Testimony allegedly took place, Shostakovich may have had good reason to want to play up possible dissident elements in his music. There is evidence that he was worried about how posterity would view him. Friends testify to how much he tormented himself about his complicity with the Soviet Regime; there was no point in trying to reassure him that lip service was necessary for survival. What is called ‘survivor guilt’ clearly played a part too. So many good, courageous friends and colleagues had died – what did it say about him that he had not? But one thing that listening to Viktor Kozlov made me realise was how big a gap there was between 1973, when Shostakovich was able to recollect in relative tranquillity, and the winter of 1941–2, when he, like his fellow Leningraders, was surviving on a minute-by-minute basis. Just before meeting Kozlov I saw the manuscript of the Leningrad Symphony in the Museum of the Siege of Leningrad. In the first movement, written before Shostakovich was evacuated from the besieged city, there are strange circular symbols at the top of some of the pages. These turn out to have been added by Shostakovich’s mother, to indicate the point her son had reached in the score when yet another air raid struck. Composing by candlelight, malnourished, freezing, fearful for his life every time the sirens went off (you can hear them, on horns and trombones, at one point in the ‘invasion’ section), Shostakovich probably had other things on his mind than who was ultimately to blame for the destruction of his home city. As our interpreter Misha put it to me in the car shortly after the meeting with Kozlov, employing the kind of imagery perhaps only a Russian could summon: ‘When two men are beating you up, you’re maybe not too bothered about which one is hurting you most. You just want it to stop.’

         For Shostakovich, for Kozlov, for his fellow musicians in the orchestra, for the audience in the hall and those listening throughout the city, this music had to be about survival above all else, and about transcending pain and fear through music which, paradoxically, reflected all that pain and fear. There was something else too: something which Viktor Kozlov’s grip had brought home to me with heart-stopping force, upsetting some of my most cherished beliefs and feelings about music, and Shostakovich’s music in particular. Years later, this was confirmed and clarified in a conversation with the philosopher Roger Scruton, who admitted to me that he admired the way that ‘where some other composers say “I” in their music, Shostakovich says “We”.’ Immediately, I knew what he meant, and concrete examples from Shostakovich music flooded into mind. Take the Leningrad Symphony’s opening theme, the one portrayed as rising from Shostakovich’s frowning forehead on that famous cover of Time magazine. It is scored for the full choir of the orchestral strings, with military trumpet and drum rhythms, in the bright, confident major key. This initially assertive theme goes through several important transformations: devastatingly tragic at the first movement’s climax, briefly hopeful, then downcast at the movement’s close. Then at the end of the Symphony it returns, restored to the major key, massively reinforced by an extra brass band – a hymn of superhuman strength, exulting despite the grim minor key onslaughts of timpani and bass drum. This is definitely massed voices: a huge choral hymn. ‘We will survive.’ Whatever you decide, it is definitely ‘We’.

         Or let’s take a subtler, possibly more telling example, from the slow third movement of the Fifth Symphony. This was written in 1937, during a much more solitary crisis period in Shostakovich’s career (of which more in due course). In contrast to the massive assertion of collective will at the end of the Leningrad Symphony, this movement seems to speak of something much more personal. At its heart is a series of long, desolate woodwind solos, with the thinnest possible accompaniment from the strings. The feeling of loneliness is intense. But then, for a moment, the string writing fills out with a kind of grainy luminescence, through simple, rich harmonies that sound remarkably close to those of a Russian Orthodox church choir intoning a melancholy blessing. The grief-saturated, alienated voice is suddenly not alone. The suffering is shared.

         Fascinatingly, two leading Soviet critics appear to have heard this message, though given the Communist Party’s attitude towards organised religion, neither writer was prepared to accord any credit to the Orthodox Church. After hearing the Fifth Symphony for the first time, the musicologist Boris Asafiev wrote that: ‘This unsettled, sensitive, evocative music which inspires such gigantic conflict comes across as a true account of the problems facing modern man—not one individual or several, but mankind.’ Stalin’s literary henchman Aleksey Tolstoy, a distant relative of the great Russian novelist and an accomplished writer, came even closer. The first movement of the Fifth Symphony charted a profound ‘psychological crisis’, but then in the third, ‘the personality submerges itself in the great epoch that surrounds it, and begins to resonate with the epoch’. For Aleksey Tolstoy too, speaking in the language of the then official ‘Socialist Realism’, ‘I’ became ‘We’ in that slow movement.

         Reading those two commentators again focussed something I had half-understood but failed to note consciously. What I had begun to understand when Viktor Kozlov seized my arm and wept, and when I felt my eyes moistening in response, was the role Shostakovich’s music had played in my own faltering progress from ‘I’ to ‘We’.

         In that moment, it was as though my carefully maintained defences began to crumble. Up until then, whatever I might have said, I’d always tended to believe in my heart that listening to music was ultimately a private, solitary activity. I knew, of course, that music could also give us some of the most intensely shared experiences of our lives. Hearing music with others at concerts, festivals, even just on a car radio, could create a special kind of emotional bond. Performing with others, whether it’s playing in a string quartet or chanting on the football terraces, could raise that level of connection higher still. I knew all that intellectually, but whether I ever felt it viscerally was another matter. If I’d been honest, I would probably have argued something like the following: even though we can see, and perhaps hear how moved our fellow human beings are, there remains something inscrutable about another’s musical experience. Surely, my old self would have continued, it’s obvious that we cannot enter other people’s minds and bodies and feel what they as individuals feel. For me, the experience of music, of listening attentively, creatively, was close to that of dreaming; and on the subject of dreams, the poet Robert Herrick put it rather well: ‘Here we all are by day, by night we’re hurl’d / By dreams, each one into a several world.’ When Viktor Kozlov gripped my arm, I felt I’d been shaken out of that solipsistic reverie. In the pressure of his hand, in the sound of his voice as he broke down beside me, I felt something of what he felt; I knew, as much as any human being can know, how Shostakovich’s Leningrad Symphony had made him feel.

         
            —

         

         The word ‘empathy’ is defined by Chambers Dictionary as ‘the power of entering into another’s personality and imaginatively experiencing his or her experiences’. As early as 2003, a report on a study made at the University of Washington’s Institute for Learning and Brain Sciences spoke without any qualification about ‘one basic component of human empathy, the interpersonal sharing of affect’. I want to stress, sharing. Participants in an experiment were shown images of human hands and feet in situations that were likely to cause pain, whilst their neural activity was monitored by an MRI (Magnetic Resonance Imaging) scanner:

         
            The results demonstrated that perceiving and assessing painful situations in others was associated with significant bilateral changes in activity in several regions, notably the anterior cingulate, the anterior insula, the cerebellum, and to a lesser extent the thalamus. These regions are known to play a significant role in pain processing.

         

         In other words, ‘I feel your pain’ may not always be the fatuous statement it often seems. At several points in her psychotherapeutic work, my wife Kate has noticed a distinct physical sensation just before her client has revealed something of particular personal significance. It is as though Kate’s body knew what it was that her client was feeling before the client had expressed it in words. The faculty for empathy, for feeling what another being feels, probably goes back to the earliest stages of our development as emotional beings – and possibly beyond. Half a century before the Washington University study quoted above, the pioneering American neuroscientist Paul MacLean put forward the notion that what we call the Limbic System – the system of nerves and networks in the brain that processes our basic emotions – developed along with three key types of mammalian behaviour: nursing and maternal care, audio-vocal communications, and play. In The Triune Brain in Evolution, MacLean writes that ‘the history of the evolution of the limbic system is the history of the evolution of the mammals, while the history of the evolution of the mammals is the history of the evolution of the family’. Reading those words again, I am reminded of that passage I quoted from Kafka’s Metamorphosis at the beginning of this book. Gregor’s sense of isolation is rendered more horrifying in Kafka’s story by the meticulously painful exposure of the way in which his transformation cuts him off from the members of his own family. The sound of his sister’s violin playing restores, if only for a moment, his hope of being able to reconnect with her, which is one reason why his effort to meet her eyes is so poignant.

         
            —

         

         No sooner have I written these words than a memory steals into my consciousness. I am thirteen, and I am lying in bed unable to sleep. What keeps me awake is a feeling like being in love, but the object of that feeling is not another human being; it’s a piece of music. Recently, I’ve borrowed a recording of Shostakovich’s Fifth Symphony from the local library. My strange boyhood obsession with symphonies – and particularly symphonies in dark minor keys – has led me by stages to a challenging new repertoire. At first the musical language sounds dauntingly twentieth century – definitely ‘modern’ after the romantic nineteenth-century orchestral music that’s become my home territory. Something keeps me listening, though, compelling me to go back and find deeper meanings and connections. Gradually, it becomes clear to me that this music is as emotionally stirring as Tchaikovsky and Mahler, yet also as thrillingly purposeful as Beethoven. It has taken me a while, however, to draw back the curtain on that slow third movement, the movement in which the Soviet critics Asafiev and Tolstoy detected the ‘psychological crisis’ of an isolated individual. Of course I know nothing of that at thirteen, and I’m barely on the threshold of understanding what life might have been like for a composer under Stalin’s tyranny. But this music both allures and, exquisitely, torments me, one passage in particular. About two minutes into the movement, after the strings’ heartfelt song has risen and fallen, there’s a momentary pause, then more violins enter with a short but indescribably eloquent phrase – one note repeated three times, then a little downward turn. It’s heard again, higher this time; it seems to aspire towards something, yet the more it rises, the more its painfully sweet sadness intensifies. This plays over and over again in my head, rather like what the Germans call an Ohrwurm (an ‘ear-worm’), except that I don’t want it to stop. It’s rather like trying to focus on one especially beautiful feature of a loved one’s face – her eyes, perhaps. Now, years later, I’m struck by how closely this approaches Gregor Samsa’s attempt to meet his sister’s eyes in that wonderful Kafka passage. Then follows, inevitably, that question: ‘How could he be a brute beast if music could make him feel like this?’

         
            —

         

         Many composers have experienced key premieres as ‘a matter of life and death’, but in the case of Shostakovich’s Fifth Symphony that was nothing less than the truth. Life in Joseph Stalin’s Soviet Communist Utopia could be very cheap indeed. The Fifth Symphony’s premiere in 1937 followed a decade of repression and extermination as Stalin, self-styled ‘Secretary’ of the Communist Party, fought ruthlessly to consolidate his power base. This was the period Russians often referred to as ‘The Terror’, in direct analogy with Robespierre’s campaign of state mass-murder following the French Revolution. There were ludicrous and horrifying ‘Show Trials’, in which people publicly confessed to crimes they may not even have contemplated. There was a frenzy of denunciations: people desperately trying to save their own skin by pointing the finger at someone else, a friend perhaps, or even a member of their own family.

         Some just ‘disappeared’. One old man I met in the 1990s remembered going to dinner with some friends in their apartment in 1936, at the height of Stalin’s ‘Terror’. It was a classic Russian party: vodka flowing late into the night, toasts to friendship, carefully coded expressions of hope for the future. Some time later the man happened to walk past his friends’ flat. The door was boarded up. There was no sign of life within. He asked one of the neighbours, ‘Where are the Ivanovs?’ The reply was a blunt, terrified ‘Who? Don’t know who you’re talking about.’ It’s said that Shostakovich himself – the Soviet Union’s international star composer, recently dubbed the ‘Red Beethoven’ – kept a suitcase packed under his bed, ready for the knock at the door in the small hours. His close friend and supporter, the musicologist Nikolai Zhilyaev, was arrested and executed while Shostakovich was working on his Fifth Symphony. The authorities would have been well aware of the effect this would have on the composer: next time, would it be him? Visiting Shostakovich’s Moscow apartment of his later years, I was astonished to find it full of clocks – there was barely an inch on any flat surface for more. Apparently, Shostakovich used to listen to them ticking during his watchful sleepless nights and found them comforting. Their steady pulse can be heard in several of his major works, strikingly in the case of Symphony No. 4, composed in 1935–6.
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