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            Work, play. You’re living here, in this country, and you must see everything as it really is. Don’t have any illusions. There’s no other life. There can’t be any. Just be thankful that you’re still allowed to breathe!

            —DMITRI SHOSTAKOVICH TO GALINA VISHNEVSKAYAx
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            Note on Transliteration

         

         Music is a truly global language, and the artists and composers who devote their lives to it find themselves leading correspondingly international lives. In consequence, their names often go through a variety of permutations as they cross borders and into new languages.

         There are many ways of transliterating Russian, but, because of the chequered histories of the persons the reader will encounter with in this book, many have become known to us in the Latin script under different systems, and so it would be a fool’s errand to impose any single one on them. Preferences, where present, have therefore been respected, as have established conventions in the music world. Hence, for example, Tchaikovsky (rather than Chaykovsky) and Medtner (rather than Metner). Where no convention exists, this book employs a simplified version of British Standard, for the reader’s convenience, except for bibliographic entries, which have been rendered using the more scholarly Library of Congress system.xii
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            Prologue

            Moscow, 2009

         

         On a drizzly weekday evening in December, I walk past the Tchaikovsky Moscow State Conservatory on the Bolshaya (“Great”) Nikitskaya Street. No snow has fallen yet this month, giving the low-rise eighteenth- and nineteenth-century houses a look of ennui, as though the usually bustling Russian capital has shut down. Even Coffeemania—the pricey coffee bar located in one wing of the conservatory, where the nouveaux riches treat their mistresses to Sachertorte and champagne, and the Bentleys queue up outside—is nearly empty.

         Then a concert poster in one of the glass cases near the music academy’s entrance catches my eye. That evening there will be a concert commemorating the seventy-fifth anniversary of the birth of the composer Alfred Schnittke (1934–98). I decide to buy a ticket, but at the box office I’m told the concert is sold out. Back outside, an elderly woman in a checked winter coat beckons me. Under the watchful gaze of the bronze statue of Tchaikovsky, she offers me a ticket for the equivalent of less than two euros—true, four times its face value, but still chickenfeed compared to a seat in the Amsterdam Concertgebouw.2

         I’m somewhat familiar with Schnittke’s music. It’s exciting, aloof and weird all at once. In 1992 I attended the premiere of his opera Life with an Idiot in the Amsterdam Muziektheater, conducted by his compatriot Mstislav Rostropovich, who for the occasion traded his cello for the baton. The composer was present as well. During the final applause, as Schnittke approached the stage to be embraced by an exuberant Rostropovich, Amsterdam was briefly transformed into Little Moscow, the auditorium roaring with Russian bravos and hoorahs.

         For Schnittke, it must have felt like a victory over the totalitarian system that had frustrated his life as a musician in his homeland. Authorities in the recently collapsed Soviet Union had denounced his music as “avant-gardist” and banned its performance. So the aggrieved composer, who made his living mainly by writing music for films, had emigrated in 1990 to Germany, the country his Jewish father had left in 1927 for the Soviet Union. Alfred Schnittke died in Hamburg eight years after his Amsterdam triumph.

         But in Moscow, on what would have been his seventy-fifth birthday, for nearly two hours he is very much alive. On the stage stands a large portrait, draped with flowers. Throughout the concert, someone will regularly walk up, their eyes solemnly teary, to place two red or white carnations before the late composer and stand for a moment’s silence.

         One of the soloists is Natalia Gutman, a world-class musician and a good friend of Schnittke’s. Her playing fills the auditorium with the sombreness of his music. And yet, for her it is also a celebration, for her friend has been brought to life, the many listeners honouring him along with her.

         From my perch up in the gods, I scan the vast, packed auditorium with its wood panelling and ceilings and its superb acoustics. 3I am struck by the faces of the men and women listening intently to the music, as if they don’t want to miss a single note. Many of them aren’t even that old, but they’re wearing those large plastic-rimmed glasses and the drab, ill-fitting suits you could get at the GUM department store on Red Square in the days of the Soviet Union. It makes these folks seem transplanted from another era, one that vanished when the Soviet Union was dissolved at the end of December 1991. They are the quintessence of the old Soviet intelligentsia, the teachers, the professors, the doctors and the physicists who did not benefit from the wild capitalism that spawned the New Russians, with their Coffeemania, their Bentleys and their insatiable hunger for luxury consumer products. It’s as though I’m in some huge Noah’s Ark, together with barely a couple of thousand survivors of a drowned civilization.

         Next to me, a few earnest-looking conservatory students are feverishly taking notes. When, come intermission, they discover I’m a foreigner and hail from the Netherlands, they crowd around me for a chat. “Ah, Holland, land of tulips, Rembrandt and Diepenbrock,” muses one of them, a beautiful, dark-eyed violin student. “I would so like to go there,” she says. “And never leave.”

         Her fellow classmates also talk about emigrating to the West, because in Russia it’s impossible to eke out a living as a composer. I tell them I’m not their man, that I always advise dreamers to stay put in their own country because that’s where they’re needed most—it’s people like them who will help build a modern society. “And where else than in Russia,” I add, “can you find such exquisite music and excellent musicians?”

         After intermission I move up a few rows and find myself next to a father with his three young sons. He teaches organ at the conservatory; his boys study, respectively, violin, cello and piano. All 4four are enamoured of Schnittke, they say, just as they are of all great Russian composers. The father confesses to having idolized Schnittke even back in the Soviet days, and never passed up the chance to attend an illicit concert of his music.

         
             

         

         I have always been fascinated by the admiration so many Russians harbour for classical music. In the Soviet Union, musicians and composers were revered as gods. They enjoyed a certain degree of immunity because they were unique in their creative urge. And yet, at the same time, dozens of them were persecuted, shipped off to labour camps or executed by the communist regime; their compositions and recordings were destroyed or banned; their performances cancelled.

         Of course, this is nothing compared to the fifteen hundred writers executed under Stalin. But still, I’m intrigued by what was behind their persecution. Was it their music, or something else?

         There were also composers and performers who acquiesced. And yet they, too, were often punished anyway. Because what was expected from them besides blind compliance, no one really could say.

         The one thing they all shared during the first three decades of the Soviet Union was the misfortune that Joseph Stalin was a music-lover. He actively interfered in the nation’s musical life and listened to every new release of a classical recording, noting his verdict on the record sleeve: “good”, “average” or “rubbish”. This last one could, in the worst-case scenario, earn you a bullet.

         In 1932 Stalin decided to subject music, like the rest of the arts, to the artistic doctrine of socialist realism. Solace, beauty or amusement no longer mattered: art’s sole purpose was to further the advancement of socialism. The regime’s rationale (although 5many composers did their best to skirt around this edict) was that the positive energy radiated by this new Soviet music would lead to the betterment of the masses.

         This book is about composers and musicians trapped in such an ideological system. What made them choose to make concessions—or not—in their work? Why did they risk their lives by being wilful or contrary? Were their actions purely the consequence of their creative urge, or did vanity play a role? And what about Tikhon Khrennikov, the powerful general secretary of the Union of Soviet Composers, who both aided fellow composers and made their lives miserable? Was he simply more power-hungry than talented, or was there more to it? Could his fickleness be understood only by someone who experienced the convoluted Soviet system at first hand? After all, musical life in the defunct USSR was of an unheard-of calibre: consider composers like Shostakovich and Prokofiev, and performers like Mstislav Rostropovich, Sviatoslav Richter, David Oistrakh, Leonid Kogan and Maria Yudina.

         By the time I got to Moscow, many of these great musicians either were deceased or had emigrated to the West. On occasion I heard one of them—for instance, the cellist Mstislav Rostropovich—perform there. But for the most part it felt like all that was left were some faded memories of an exceptional bygone era.

         At times I was lucky enough to be afforded a whiff of that glorious past, like in the small Moscow opera theatre built by the renowned soprano Galina Vishnevskaya, Rostropovich’s widow, for her talented pupils. Vishnevskaya would sit enthroned in her own “royal box” and receive cheers from the singers and the audience after each performance out of gratitude for everything she “had done for Russia”. Such moments not only validated my love of 6Russian music, but also further piqued my curiosity. In the end, I decided to delve into a turbulent period in Soviet history, during which, to paraphrase the writer Konstantin Paustovsky, for every even slightly reasonable and not entirely insensitive person, life assumed the form of a daily ordeal. The fact that in this very country such marvellous music was composed and such outstanding performers graced the stage is nothing short of miraculous.

      

   


   
      
         
7
            1

            Richter’s Secret

         

         An attractive young man with the long, dirty-blond hair of a French singer approached me one summer morning in 2011 at the entrance to my Moscow flat. He was about thirty and had the kind of well-proportioned features you see in portraits of tsarist military officers in the Hermitage. A papirosa, a Russian filterless cigarette with a cardboard mouthpiece, dangled from the left corner of his mouth. It was a Belomorkanal, which always reminded me of Konstantin Paustovsky’s books, in which everybody smokes them. The guy was drunk, but then, so were so many of the men in my neighbourhood.

         The eleven-storey building on Goncharnaya Street, where I rented a spacious flat with huge rooms and glossy parquet floors while working as a correspondent for the morning daily NRC Handelsblad, had been built in 1948 by German prisoners of war. The façade resembled a neoclassical palace, with two imposing towers, one at either end, and a large archway leading to an interior courtyard. My neighbours were reverently impressed: German quality was a thing to be admired in Putin’s Russia, be it cars, washing machines or houses. The building’s first residents had been the high-ranking general staff of the Red Army whom Stalin had rewarded with a swanky apartment for their victory over Nazi Germany. After his 8death in 1953, the street became home to celebrity painters, entertainers, writers, musicians, dancers and scientists. They, too, had been rewarded for their services to the Soviet people. One category curiously high on the list was circus entertainers, like lion-tamers and wall-of-death daredevils. Once the red flag with the hammer and sickle came down for good, those original tenants vanished, as though they, along with communism, had been put out with the trash to make way for expats and the nouveau riche.

         Some of the flats were still occupied by the now middle-aged children of those original tenants. Under communism they had lived like royalty, but after the collapse of the Soviet Union they suddenly had to survive in the new capitalist jungle. Those who failed often turned to the bottle, which could be had for a euro at the corner grocery. This young man must be one of these. He bowed deeply and addressed me in surprisingly impeccable Dutch with: “Good day, honourable sir! How do you do?”

         He introduced himself as Andrei and told me he had spent his youth in The Hague and attended the Gymnasium Haganum high school. His mother had married a Dutch artist and wanted to make a go of it in the Netherlands. “Those were the best years of my life,” Andrei said, his expression clouded over with wistful nostalgia for Holland. “I’d be happy to sing some Brel for you this afternoon! I invite you to my flat on the eleventh floor. Come whenever you like. I have all the time in the world.”

         He looked at me even more jovially than at first, as though we were old friends, so delighted was he to be able to speak Dutch again at last. But I suspected it was just as much an excuse to open a fresh bottle.

         Andrei came from a family of artists. His mother, Natasha, was a watercolourist. His grandfather, Natasha’s father, was Vladimir 9Igoshev, quite a well-known Soviet painter. He died in 2007, and one can still admire much of his work in many Russian museums.

         “Mama and I have lived in his apartment ever since,” Andrei said. He adds, rolling his eyes: “We bought it in 1992 for a hundred and fifty dollars. Now it’s worth a million, for sure. We’re guarding grandpa’s paintings, because, as you know, our country is run by desperados. They’ll rob you blind. I don’t want to come home one day and find out they’ve made off with everything.”

         
             

         

         Later that afternoon I rang Andrei’s doorbell, more interested in his grandfather’s paintings than in his drunken renditions of Jacques Brel. He opened the padded door to the flat and said, like a Dutch Pushkin: “Do come in, honourable citizen of the finest and most beautiful country in the world, where the democracy is as pure as her splendidly painted skies with their noble clouds.”

         I recognized the high ceiling and parquet floor of the entrance hall as identical to those in my flat. Only here, the space was filled with paintings, some of monumental proportions, stacked up against one another as though in a storeroom. I squeezed my way through into the living room and was transported to a Soviet residence from the 1950s. Antique sofas and armchairs jostled together. On a coffee table lay a few empty vodka bottles. The place smelt of a combination of dust, spoilt food, cigarette smoke and liquor.

         On the walls were some excellent portraits of an older woman with a sun hat and a long white dress, drinking tea in a gazebo in a sumptuous garden. “My grandmother,” Andrei said, pointing to the series. “Pretty, isn’t she? And did you see this one?” He pointed to a portrait of an older, white-haired painter sitting in his studio. In his right hand he holds a paintbrush above a palette; a hunting 10dog rests its chin on his right knee. “Sierk Schröder, your fellow countryman. I knew him in The Hague. He posed there for my grandfather in 1991.”

         In a corner of the room, under a large portrait of an Asiatic hunter, was a light brown Grotrian-Steinweg concert grand piano. I had not even sunk into one of the armchairs before Andrei slid onto the stool and began playing the opening bars of Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata. Aside from the occasional wrong note, it wasn’t half bad, for an amateur. But then he abruptly changed registers and hoarsely launched into Brel’s “Le Plat Pays” and a soldier song by the Soviet singer-songwriter Vladimir Vysotsky. This genre was clearly his forte.

         Just as abruptly, he stopped and plopped down next to me. After pouring himself a glass of Armenian cognac, he told me that, after he graduated high school, his mother (by then divorced from the Dutchman) took him to Milan, where she had started a gallery for Russian art. “I started driving a Porsche when I was twenty,” he said. “When we got low on money, we’d sell one of my grandfather’s paintings. But actually, life’s best here in Moscow. Every night I’m in bed with a different pretty girl.”

         Andrei sat back down at the piano, this time taking a stab at a Chopin nocturne. After barely five measures he leapt up and hurried off to the toilet.

         He returned five minutes later looking haggard. “Sorry, too much to drink.” Now he went over to the vintage Rigonda stereo fixture and put on an LP. “Recognize this?” An impromptu by Schubert. “Sviatoslav Richter,” I answered without hesitation.

         He looked at me, surprised, and sank into the chair opposite me. “In the eighties I used to go to his house concerts and had to turn pages for him,” he said. “And afterwards he would always caress 11my hair. He was in love with boys like me. You know he was…”—at which Andrei made the sound of a purring tomcat.

         
             

         

         I’ve admired Richter ever since my student days. I played his CDs often but never heard him perform live, because he seldom did so. And if ever he did give a concert somewhere in Europe, it sold out in no time: Richter’s international fans tipped one another off as soon as word got out. If the concert was cancelled at the last minute, then too bad for them. But their resolve to hear him play made it worth the risk.

         He gave a concert in Musis Sacrum in the Dutch city of Arnhem on 17 March 1991. To this day I could kick myself for not standing in line at the box office to snag an unclaimed ticket. Judging by the reviews in the press the next day, I had missed something really special.

         Just after eight p.m. Richter emerged from the wings, timid as always, as though unsure of what business he had there. He wore a grey suit and large glasses with clear plastic frames, emphasizing the angular look of his face. If you didn’t recognize him from the robust head ringed with white hair and the long sideburns, you might mistake him for an usher who’d lost his way.

         Once he sat down at the piano and the auditorium lights were dimmed, save a single reading lamp, all one could make out was his prominent jaw. After half a minute’s silence, his huge hands abruptly struck the keyboard. The concert of Bach’s English Suites Nos. 1, 3, 4 and 6 had begun.

         Contrary to what one might expect from a pianist with such strong hands and an overwhelming physique, the sound was dry and measured. His control of the instrument and the notes commanded respect. The music sounded as if he put his unique and, 12most of all, vulnerable soul into it. And that was exactly what so appealed to me about Richter’s playing.

         The music critic Katja Reichenfeld was muted in her review in the next day’s NRC Handelsblad, because in many ways the concert fell short of her expectations. She called the English Suites “less-than-accessible works that require a lucid and lively rendering”, which she felt Richter did not deliver. She also wrote that his playing sounded like imaginary music locked mostly in the performer’s own mind. The audience had to make do with monotonous playing, bereft of the many earthly joys that so typify Bach. This concert was a far cry from the lively, swinging interpretation of Glenn Gould. But then, in the Sarabande from the third suite, wrote Reichenfeld, something breathtaking occurred, as if “gifts suddenly fell from heaven”: “A halting whisper rose out of a well-nigh tangible silence, and the listeners, caught completely unawares, witnessed a poignant intimacy between two great musicians: Bach and Richter.” The “miracle” returned in the Sarabande of the sixth suite.

         Richter’s life, I later realized, coincided with an era in which a human life mattered little. Aside from being a giant on the concert stage, he was also an eyewitness to one of the grimmest episodes in Russian history: Stalin’s reign of terror, which cost millions of innocent Soviet citizens their lives. His own father was one of them.

         
             

         

         At the time of that concert in Arnhem, Richter was three days shy of his seventy-sixth birthday. Except that he had been the Soviet Union’s greatest pianist for nearly half a century, I knew nothing about him. But I was fascinated by the combination of his ungainly posture and his delicate playing. As though his large body and pure passion—which caused him to hit plenty of wrong notes during 13live concerts—somehow melded with the subtle music he was performing.

         My fascination intensified when I saw Bruno Monsaingeon’s documentary Richter: The Enigma. The French filmmaker, who spoke decent Russian, had interviewed the pianist two years before his death in 1997. Richter was already a sick old man. He still spoke lovingly about his art but seemed otherwise entirely disillusioned with everyday life. He often expressed his cynicism about the Stalin era, although this was also when he enjoyed his first great triumphs on the concert stage. He recalled, with bashful nostalgia, his debut in 1941 in the Great Hall of the Moscow Conservatory with Tchaikovsky’s Piano Concerto No. 1. It made him an instant star. The last notes had hardly died out when the audience broke into applause and hoorahs. He must have thought with pride on his parents, whom he had left behind in his birthplace, Odessa, in 1937. Little did he know that his father had been executed by Stalin’s secret police, the NKVD, four months earlier.

         Talking to Monsaingeon, he seems, all those years later, to have made peace with that traumatic event, almost brushing it off. And yet, from that moment on, it dominates the documentary. I figured it out soon enough: without his father, Teofil, he might never have become a world-class pianist.

         Richter loved his father intensely. I gather as much from an audio recording a friend of Richter’s made in 1988 at a New Year’s party. Then seventy-three, Richter played a composition written by his father, “Alt Wien”. It is a cheerful piece lasting about a minute. Richter gives it his all, as though it’s a tender Mozart sonata that he doesn’t want to end, and stretching it out allows him to hold on to the memory of his father. The little piece evokes images of 14an idyllic childhood, blocking out the reality of the violence of the revolution and civil war roiling the country.

         It is exactly this incongruity of routine existence and occasional eruptions of violence in Russian history that has intrigued me for almost half a century. As though a storm obliterates your house, and you just keep on planting potatoes in your field.

         
             

         

         Sviatoslav Richter’s parents, Teofil Richter and the much younger Anna Richter (née Moskalyova), met in the Ukrainian city of Zhytomyr, where Teofil had spent the summer holidays. He gave Anna piano lessons, and they fell in love. For the previous twenty-two years, Teofil had been living in Vienna, the musical, libertine capital of Emperor Franz Joseph, where he had studied piano and composition at conservatory and never left.

         They married in the summer of 1914, shortly before the outbreak of the First World War. A year later they moved with their newborn son Sviatoslav (nicknamed Svetik) to the more cosmopolitan Odessa. There, on the Black Sea, they were out of the war’s reach. Teofil landed the position of vocal director at the opera house and was appointed to the conservatory’s piano faculty. He also gave piano recitals and was organist and choir director at St Paul’s Cathedral, the city’s German Evangelical Lutheran church. His son thus had music etched into his DNA.

         The Richters had just settled in to their new life when in February 1917 the revolution broke out and the tsar was deposed. Many people believed that with the rejection of autocracy, Russia would become a free, democratically governed, egalitarian society. That hope was soon dashed, however, when, just eight months later, Lenin’s Bolsheviks staged a coup d’état and set up a brutal regime. Now a civil war broke out between the Bolsheviks and 15the tsarist loyalists, the White Guards; Ukrainian nationalists and anarchists also joined the fracas. The country was plunged into blood-drenched chaos that lasted for six years.

         Young Svetik spent those turbulent years—during which looting, rape, harassment and dispossession of the owning class and the murder of Jews were rife—with his mother’s landowning family in Zhytomyr, while his parents remained in Odessa. The violence passed him by, partly because Richter’s maternal grandfather, Pavel Moskalyov, had always treated his farmers so well before the revolution that they continued to provide him and his family with food.

         The family was reunited only in 1922. Russia was devastated, millions of citizens had perished or lost loved ones and possessions. And yet, life went on. This was clear right from when the seven-year-old Svetik started picking out tunes on the piano, and couldn’t stop. In no time he had mastered a Chopin nocturne.

         
             

         

         Cosmopolitan Odessa, with its hundreds of cafés, restaurants, music halls and theatres, flourished in the late 1920s as it had in the old days. Svetik was soon part of this bustling night life; at the age of fourteen he began accompanying amateur singers at the Palace of Seafarers. In this popular seaman’s club (now home to a yachting academy and the haunt of well-heeled locals) things could get a little rough. Some time later, he started appearing for pay at various clubs around town, accompanying violinists, singers, a ballet company, even a circus. Sometimes he was paid in kind (it was shortly after the collectivization of the agricultural sector, and grain was scarce) with a sack of potatoes.

         His father, who had stopped performing due to a neurological disorder, took him to the opera, where from the orchestra pit he watched Verdi’s Aida and Puccini’s Turandot. The stage, with its 16sumptuous decor, worked its magic on him, and soon enough Svetik was working as a répétiteur at the opera. His dream, especially after having worked with star singers like Sergei Lemeshev, was to become an opera conductor. But when he was passed over for a position, he changed course, although he would later tell the filmmaker Monsaingeon that his experience at the opera had been a formative one.

         During the summer holidays of 1931 in Zhytomyr, Teofil introduced his son to the eight eccentric, elderly Semyonova sisters. They organized a concert in their white, columned house—it could have come straight from a Turgenev novel—for the young pianist. These sisters constituted the entire audience. They were thrilled by his performance of Schumann’s Piano Concerto, and the next day they overwhelmed him with flowers from their own garden. Svetik himself was so excited by the concert’s success that he began to consider becoming a professional pianist.

         Two summers later, again in Zhytomyr, a concert given by David Oistrakh and Vsevolod Topilin heightened his resolve. In his memoirs he writes: “I went to their concert and became slightly bored by their purely musical performance—I had been bitten by the theatre bug and yearned to see a scène on stage, a plot… But I was bowled over when Topilin played Chopin’s Ballade No. 4.” The piece clearly struck a chord in the romantic seventeen-year-old.

         His career gradually picked up steam. Svetik started going by his full name, Sviatoslav. On 19 March 1934 he gave his first real recital, in the Engineers’ Club in Odessa, and the programme included Chopin’s Ballade No. 4 and the Etude No. 4. No music critics attended, so there is no written account of the concert.

         At the end of that same year, the popular party bigwig Sergei Kirov was assassinated in Leningrad, ostensibly by a disillusioned 17revolutionary. And the Kremlin faced the disappointing results of its first five-year plan, which had forced farmers into huge agricultural collectives and was meant to boost industrialization. Stalin, who had taken over after Lenin’s death, needed scapegoats for both the assassination and the failure of the government’s economic programme. He moved to eliminate his opponents and consolidate his power by means of a massive purge, initially aimed at those in the opposition but in subsequent years expanded to include the Communist elite, from local functionaries to party leaders. More than half a century later, Richter could vividly recall the nationwide, all-encompassing fear that suddenly burst forth like a storm in the desert, its ferocity even reaching as far as Odessa. “In 1935–36, people got a fright when the doorbell rang, especially at night,” he told Bruno Monsaingeon.

         The situation was no less grim at the opera in Odessa. Personnel could be fired on spurious claims of shirking responsibilities, corruption or licentious behaviour. Everyone was encouraged to unmask others publicly as “enemies of the people”. In his memoirs, Richter describes the fate of the opera’s music director: “A gathering was called in the main auditorium, and everyone had to contribute something against him. The prima ballerina, in fact a perfectly respectable person, was made to testify that the man was truly dissolute. One of the stage managers, also forced to denounce him, thought the idea so terrible that he passed out cold the minute he opened his mouth. This made it all the worse for the conductor, who was then only accused of more wrongdoing.”

         The upshot of this public trial was that photos of the conductor were placed throughout the theatre with the text: “Enemy of the People”. Richter writes: “He was fired and replaced by an absolute son of a bitch.”

         18For Sviatoslav and countless other Soviets, the purges were a perpetual nightmare. When he heard that the authorities in Odessa wanted to draft him into military service, he decided to leave his family, friends and the theatre behind and move to Moscow. By now it was 1937: the terror was about the enter its bloodiest year, in which more than 700,000 people were executed.

         At twenty-two, Sviatoslav began to consider whether a career as a concert pianist was still viable. He was, after all, on the late side. So he paid a visit to Heinrich Neuhaus in Moscow, hoping to be admitted to his piano class at the Tchaikovsky Conservatory. Neuhaus (1888–1964) was one of Russia’s foremost piano teachers. As for so many other artists, surviving Stalin’s reign of terror meant proving his loyalty to the regime, so in a speech in 1936 he praised the Pravda articles denouncing Shostakovich’s opera Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk. In his words, the greatness and splendour of the Soviet way of life must be expressed by music that was greater and nobler than everything that had preceded it in the arts. Lady Macbeth, with its “meaningless and petty sentiments” and “cynical, oafish music” was precisely an example of how not to do it. Even when you know Neuhaus didn’t mean a word of it, his speech rings hollow. But it says everything about the climate of fear among the intelligentsia, which could drive even the most decent people to betray their friends to save their own skin.

         Like Richter, Neuhaus was of German descent and was born in Ukraine, where he had spent the first forty years of his life. Both of his parents were piano teachers. He was, on his mother’s side, a cousin of Karol Szymanowski.

         And then there was that perilously German surname. Neuhaus, like Teofil Richter, would be arrested in 1941 on suspicion of spying for the enemy, although the official reason was that he refused 19to be evacuated. Thanks to an intervention by Shostakovich and his star pupil Emil Gilels (Stalin’s favourite pianist), he was soon released, thus avoiding Teofil Richter’s fate.

         Having grown up in the privileged class of tsarist Russia, Neuhaus enjoyed a cosmopolitan education, which in turn would greatly influence his students. He had studied in Berlin, Vienna and Italy, in addition to Russia; he spoke fluent Russian, Polish, German, French and Italian, which was quite common among the pre-revolutionary Russian elite. He was also extremely well-versed in literature, philosophy and the visual arts. As a concert pianist, he was known for his poetic, refined playing, although he suffered from stage fright. His strength lay in teaching. He was the kind of teacher who, when his pupils were to play Debussy, told them to think of a blossoming flower.

         Richter would become one of his top students and greatest admirers. In turn, Neuhaus recalled their first meeting: “My students asked me to come listen to a young man from Odessa who wanted to join my class. ‘Has he completed music school?’ I asked. ‘No, he hasn’t studied anywhere.’ I have to admit this surprised me: someone with no formal training at all wanting to go to conservatory! I was curious to hear this plucky young man. An incredibly intense boy came in: tall, thin, blond hair, blue eyes, lively and extremely attractive. He sat down at the piano, placed his large, soft, and nervous hands on the keyboard and began to play. He played very modestly—I would even say he exuded simplicity and spareness. I was fascinated by the way he got right to the core of the music. I whispered to a girl in the class, ‘I believe he is a musician of genius.’ After Beethoven’s Sonata No. 28 he played a few of his own compositions. Everyone wanted him to keep playing. That day Sviatoslav Richter became my pupil.”

         20The two became good friends. Richter even lived for a while in his mentor’s apartment, where he slept under one of the grand pianos in the living room. Via Neuhaus he met Boris Pasternak. The writer had left his wife Zhenya for Neuhaus’s wife Zinaida in 1930, but that did not affect the two men’s friendship: Neuhaus himself had fathered a child a year earlier with his former sweetheart Militsa Borodkina, whom he would eventually marry.

         Neuhaus was a regular guest at Pasternak’s dacha in Peredelkino. And in the 1950s, when Pasternak was working on Doctor Zhivago, Richter visited him often. They also lived more or less around the corner from one another in the centre of Moscow. It was a small world among the intelligentsia, and anybody who was anybody knew everyone else—something that hasn’t changed much in Russia even today.

         The amiable Neuhaus, with his white moustache and head of hair, was like a father to Richter, and as a teacher he inspired much in the younger man’s piano playing. “He put great store in tone quality, and made my playing freer,” Richter said a year before his death. “My tone had to be loosened up. In the Liszt sonata he taught me to bring out the pauses.”

         Neuhaus also taught him to take his time, especially at the outset of a performance. “Thanks to him I developed a little trick,” Richter told Monsaingeon. “You come out on stage, sit down, don’t move. You count silently to thirty. The audience is nervous, thinking, ‘What is going on?’ And then… bam! That first note, after a long silence. Of course it’s theatrical, but music needs a certain element of surprise. So many pianists serve up the same old dishes. But the unexpected grabs the listener’s attention.”

         Richter would later say that he had “three teachers: Neuhaus, my father, and Wagner. I loved the way Neuhaus played and 21behaved. He reminded me of my father, but then a light-hearted version.”

         No one was surprised that Neuhaus immediately took Richter on as a pupil. And Richter was a quick learner. In December 1941, four years after his audition, he made the debut at the Moscow Conservatory that catapulted him to stardom.

         
             

         

         Six months earlier, on 22 June, Hitler had invaded the Soviet Union, his three million troops marching at a rate of 200 kilometres a day towards Moscow. They did not encounter significant resistance, because Stalin had ordered the execution of nearly all the Red Army brass in his large-scale purge of 1937–38, so there was practically no high command.

         The German rout of the Soviet army only exacerbated Stalin’s already extreme paranoia. At the outset of the war, he ordered the arrest of anyone on the front lines who could be accused of sympathizing with the enemy. And then when troops of Hitler’s ally Romania headed towards Odessa in August 1941, it was the turn of Soviet citizens with German-sounding names. Richter’s father Teofil was arrested, accused of espionage, and was shot two months later. Had Sviatoslav been in Odessa as well, and not in Moscow, he might have suffered the same fate. The NKVD had had their eye on Teofil since the early 1930s, because he had taught piano to the children of the German consul. This diplomat, having heard Sviatoslav perform the solo variations from Glazunov’s ballet Raymonda, invited him to add some musical panache to the consulate soirees. The Richters became friendly with the consul and his family, and they celebrated New Year’s Eve together several times. When the German president Paul von Hindenburg died in August 1934, 22Svetik visited the consulate for the last time, to play Beethoven’s Marche Funèbre.

         Shortly thereafter, the NKVD summoned Teofil, wanting to know what he saw at these get-togethers. “You’ll have had to shout ‘Kheil Khitler’ the whole time, surely,” his interrogators taunted. Seven years later, his statements would be used against him and seal his death warrant.

         Only after the liberation of Odessa by the Red Army in 1944 did Richter learn of his father’s death. But the full story didn’t come to light until 1961: on the night of 6 October 1941, ten days before the Germans entered Odessa, Teofil was taken to a rubbish tip seven kilometres outside of the city, where he and twenty-four others were shot in the neck. The false accusations of espionage were struck down by a Supreme Soviet military jury in 1962. Teofil, like millions of other Soviet citizens, had been wrongly executed and would now be “rehabilitated”. Richter never set foot on an Odessan concert stage after that. “It is where my father died,” he says in the documentary, “executed by the Communists.” With these few words, he sums up all his loathing for Stalin and his henchmen. But something else had played a role as well.

         The only person who could have told Sviatoslav in 1942 about his father’s death was his mother, Anna. She had, after all, played a significant role in Teofil’s death. This was the other secret Richter carried with him.

         In the late 1930s, Anna Richter had started an affair with Sergei Kondratyev, a professor of composition at the conservatory. Richter had studied with him briefly but was so bored by his lessons that he for ever lost interest in composing. Kondratyev himself harboured a secret: he had been a high-level civil servant under Tsar Nicholas II, and his family had consorted with the nobility. After 23the revolution, he concealed his tsarist past from the Bolsheviks, continually changing his surname and feigning a disability so as not to have to appear at the conservatory.

         Teofil Richter knew of Kondratyev’s affair with his wife, as well as his aristocratic past. In 1941, with the region on the brink of war, Richter wanted to evacuate Odessa with his family, but his wife refused to leave her lover behind, because of his invented “handicap”. So, they remained in the city until there was no escaping. Shortly after Teofil’s murder, Anna married Kondratyev, who then took the surname “Richter” to further conceal his own identity. When the occupation ended in 1944, the couple fled to Germany, where they would remain the rest of their lives.

         Richter never forgave his mother’s betrayal and considered it the darkest chapter of his life. He refused to speak to her after she and Kondratyev fled the country. Although a sort of reconciliation took place during his American tour in 1960, where his mother came to meet him, things never really healed between them. Richter did, however, on occasion redirect his income from a foreign tour to his ailing mother, rather than, as was customary, to the State.

         
             

         

         Meanwhile, musical life in Moscow went on, unhindered by the war raging in the west and the south of the country. Richter still slept “under pianos”, his answer to anyone who asked his address. At first these were Neuhaus’s, but later they were at regular people’s homes, such as that of his childhood friend Vera Prokhorova. Some people ascribed his nomadic life to a sense of insecurity because of his German surname.

         A month after Richter’s debut at the Tchaikovsky Conservatory, Sergei Prokofiev heard him perform his Sonata No. 6, and 24immediately asked him to play his Concerto No. 5: the piece had had little success thus far, but perhaps Richter’s virtuosity could change all that. Richter, thinking that Prokofiev was joking, agreed and performed the work in March 1943. It was the beginning of a long but uneasy friendship, for, despite his admiration for Prokofiev, Richter was always wary of him. In the Monsaingeon interviews, he calls Prokofiev a dangerous and cruel opportunist who was only concerned with his own political future. He points to the cantata Zdravitsa, which Prokofiev composed in 1939 on the occasion of Stalin’s sixtieth birthday. With lines like “Hail Stalin, father of us all” it is now an absolute no-go. Nevertheless, he told Monsaingeon, “It is a brilliant work. A monument, but then to Prokofiev’s own glory. He was a man without principles, whose motto was, ‘You want it, I’ll write it.’”

         
             

         

         I suddenly wonder about Richter’s own attitude to the regime. Did he, like so many others, denounce his colleagues, or was he too young to have been drawn into all that? And what did he witness of Stalin’s Terror, which had undoubtedly claimed victims within his own circle? No amount of searching unearths any answers, so I’ll just assume he focused entirely on his music. Perhaps his situation differed from Prokofiev’s in that he was a performer rather than a creative musician, and as such had no reason to fear being coerced into accepting compromising commissions.

         
             

         

         Richter’s star rose during the war years, partly thanks to his performances of Prokofiev’s piano music. He also owed his popularity to his concert tours along the front. These were far from comfortable, but he was no stranger to bare-bones living. Once back in Moscow, he returned to sleeping under one of Neuhaus’s pianos.

         25In 1943 he performed in the remote northern harbour cities of Arkhangelsk and Murmansk, where the Western allies delivered war materials by ship. They were thus a target for German bombs and were largely devastated. One grey, depressing day, Richter heard the violinist David Oistrakh play Tchaikovsky’s concerto on the radio. It was the kind of melancholy bliss one can only experience when, in times of despair, you sense unexpected beauty that momentarily transports you away from the misery.

         On 5 January, Richter performed in besieged Leningrad. He travelled there by military aeroplane, which was highly risky. The German siege, which had already gone on for nearly nine hundred days and claimed a million lives, was in its final phase. The windows of the Philharmonic’s main hall were shattered as a result of a bombardment of the nearby Russian Museum. The audience was dressed in fur coats, but Richter, never cold while he played, wore his customary tails. He played magnificently.

         
             

         

         Near the end of the war, a woman entered Richter’s life: Nina Dorliak, seven years his senior. They had already met at a memorial concert for a clarinettist in 1937, in his first days as a music student. The frail, dark-haired lyric soprano appeared last on the programme, singing “Solveig’s Song” and “Solveig’s Lullaby” from Edvard Grieg’s Peer Gynt. Richter nearly fell off his chair with amazement, not only from what he heard but from what he saw. She “was extremely pretty, a genuine princess”, he wrote in his memoirs. “I started asking everyone, ‘Who is she? Who is she?’ And they told me her name was Nina Dorliak.”

         They met again in 1943, this time at the funeral of the stage director Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko. Again, she sang. And again, he was taken with her voice, even more than the previous 26time. He approached her and said, “I would like to give a concert with you.” Dorliak asked him if he meant to share a concert, but he answered, “No, I want to accompany you.”

         They gave their first joint recital in Moscow in 1945. It was an all-Prokofiev evening, including the Five Poems of Anna Akhmatova. They were entirely open about Prokofiev being one of their favourite composers, even later, when his work came under fire.

         
             

         

         I have a double-CD set of Dorliak and Richter, where, alongside Glinka, Dargomyzhsky, Mussorgsky, Rachmaninov and Prokofiev, they perform Schumann, Bach, Mozart, Schubert and Debussy. She sings all of it in Russian, including the German and French composers. The recordings were made in 1943 in Moscow, probably in the Melodiya studio located in the Anglican church, with its fine acoustics, around the corner from the Moscow Conservatory.

         Dorliak’s voice on this CD is light, tender and crystal clear. She sings for us, says the booklet, as though we are alone in the world; her voice offers us pleasure and joy, but it also torments the soul. Words that could have come straight from the mouth of her accompanist.

         Even before her successful musical partnership with Richter, Dorliak had concertized with other big-name pianists such as Maria Yudina, Alexander Goldenweiser and Maria Grinberg. Like Richter and Neuhaus, she came from a musical family and had studied with her mother, the renowned Russian opera singer Xenia Dorliak (1881–1945), who, before the revolution, had appeared at not only St Petersburg’s Mariinsky Theatre but also in Paris, Berlin and Prague, and had taught at the Moscow Conservatory since 1929. Her aristocratic family lineage—she was descended from the wealthy von Fehleisen family of St Petersburg and had been 27a lady-in-waiting to the Empress Maria Feodorovna—meant that Xenia was labelled an “enemy of the people” in 1937. Her career thus came to an abrupt end, and she gave her last concert that year in the conservatory’s recital hall.

         This aristocratic background did not prevent her daughter Nina from giving legendary concerts of Schumann, Brahms and Wagner under the French conductor Georges Sébastian in the 1930s. He had heard her sing Susanna in Mozart’s Le nozze di Figaro and was so impressed that he insisted on teaming up with her.

         
             

         

         Less than a year after rekindling their acquaintance, Richter moved in with Nina Dorliak and never left. They had a small, two-room flat on the Arbat, a fashionable pedestrian street in the centre of Moscow. It was a kommunalka, a communal living space, shared with three other families. Richter didn’t mind. He and Dorliak never shared a bed, never married.

         They were, however, inseparable friends. Everywhere Richter performed, whether in the USSR or abroad, she went with him. She was, it seems, a counterweight to his impulsive character. “I was his wristwatch,” she told Bruno Monsaingeon. “I kept track of his appointments and managed his professional obligations.”

         I was surprised to learn that their relationship was purely platonic. Moreover, because the many photos of the pair seem to indicate just the opposite. To get to the bottom of it, a few days after my booze-laced visit to my neighbour Andrei, I rang the bell at a yellow brick building at 2 Bolshaya Bronnaya Street, where Richter and Dorliak lived from the early 1970s until the end of their lives.

         
             

         

         Since Richter’s and Dorliak’s deaths in 1997 and 1998, respectively, the flat has become a memorial museum and intimate concert 28venue. But this time it was unattended; at least, no one answered the door. A few months later, one rainy, bored Saturday, I gave it another try. Again, no answer. So I gave up.

         Only in 2019, seven years after my stint as Moscow correspondent, did I try again. It was springtime, the trees were in bloom, and the city exuded its typical Mediterranean atmosphere. On Bolshaya Bronnaya Street, the terrace of the chic Aist Café was packed with the now-ageing nouveau riche. Porsches, BMWs and Ferraris circled the block jadedly in the hope of spotting acquaintances. Young women in miniskirts and stilettos vied for their attention.

         And again, no answer. But this time, not about to be deterred yet again, I waited until a resident came home, and sneaked in behind him.

         An elderly, moustachioed man in a baseball cap was sitting in the concierge booth watching a martial arts film. Without looking up, he asked what my business was. “Richter’s flat,” I said, as politely as possible. “Sixteenth floor,” he grumbled.

         I got out of the lift on the top floor. A white cast-iron grating led to the double entrance to the Richter–Dorliak flat. I rang the bell at the door on the right, and it was opened by Yevgenia Leonskaya, a musicologist who gives tours of the museum apartment. She welcomed me and apologized for the broken downstairs bell.

         After telling her I had lived in Moscow for five years and planned to write about Richter, she led me straight to Nina Dorliak’s office, a space no bigger than three by four metres, with a lowered, soundproofed ceiling. Against one wall stood a grand piano, on top of it a framed photo of Richter and a bronze hand cast of Stanislav Neuhaus (Heinrich’s son, who had died at the age of fifty-three). On the wall above the piano hung an attractive portrait of Dorliak 29in her younger years, a photo of Richter performing and a portrait of him drawn by Robert Falk.

         We walked through to Dorliak’s bedroom. Here, too: a lowered ceiling and photos of Richter on the walls, including one from 1945. “He had just won first prize in the third All-Union Competition,” Yevgenia said. “But Shostakovich, the jury foreman, got a phone call from the Party Committee to tell him that Richter’s passport said he was German, which so soon after the war was a very sensitive issue. Shostakovich was terrified at what might happen if Richter was awarded first prize, so they made him share it with Victor Merzhanov.”

         After passing through the modest dining room, we entered the great room, in fact the two adjacent living rooms with the separating wall taken down. The expansive view of the city centre, with the most attractive of Stalin’s seven skyscrapers in the distance, was magnificent.

         Two Steinway grand pianos stood side by side. On the wall behind them is Pyotr Konchalovsky’s famous portrait of the pianist Verigin and his wife (given by her to Richter). “Richter’s Yamaha is in the Pushkin Museum,” Yevgenia told me. “Those standing lamps were a gift from the mayor of Florence.”

         We passed into the second flat, a mirror image of the first, and into Richter’s study. Against the wall is a table with a score on it and a secretaire with built-in book recesses. In another bookcase, the titles betray his literary taste: Thomas Mann, Zola, Dostoevsky, Balzac. “But he loved Proust most of all,” Yevgenia said. Proust, the gay dandy who shut himself up in his cork-panelled room to devote himself to literature, and whose character Swann kept elitist company but, as a Jew, was the eternal outsider. In retrospect, this seems to explain a lot about Richter himself.

         30The last stop was Richter’s small bedroom. A single bed tucked into a corner. A photo of his father, Teofil, a handsome, nattily dressed man. “It was always a party at his parents’ home,” Yevgenia says. “He got that from them. It was in his nature; he was a passionate man.”

         Alone on a wall is the splendid portrait of him by Anna Troyanovskaya: Richter, red-haired, in an open-collared dress shirt at the piano. His fingers seem to glide over the keyboard. Keeping in mind the reverence of Russian museum personnel to the heritage they are charged with protecting, I gingerly enquired about Richter and Dorliak’s relationship. Was it love? And what about those rumours of Richter’s homosexuality?

         “After the war there were a lot of informal relationships between men and women,” she replies. “He and Dorliak were best friends, and inseparable. But of course, Richter was homosexual.”

         Her frank and prompt answer told me that in the Russian museum world, too, things had changed. Despite Vladimir Putin’s anti-gay legislation and Russia’s prudish, LGBT-hostile society, one could talk openly and plainly about Richter’s homosexuality, even in a state-run museum like this. I was impressed.

         “And what about Richter’s depressions?” I hazarded now, emboldened by Yevgenia’s openness. “He had his dips,” she said. “But they passed as soon as he was able to make music. Once, in his later years, when he was in a depression after undergoing an operation in France, Rostropovich, who lived in Paris, rang him up and said, ‘I’ll come around now, and we can play something together.’ And they did, the whole afternoon.”

         Just as I was about to leave, the museum’s director, Yelizaveta Miroshnikova, came in. She was about to fetch her child from school but could spare me a moment. When I asked about Richter’s 31friendship with the cellist Rostropovich, she confirmed what I already knew: that Richter didn’t like Rostropovich getting mixed up in politics.

         This made her answer to my question about his friendship with the widow of the writer Mikhail Bulgakov even more interesting. “Yelena Bulgakova and Richter were great friends,” she said. “Back in the 1960s, she asked him to smuggle the manuscript of The Master and Margarita to Germany, which he did, so the first full translation could be published.”

         What Richter did was most certainly illegal, because the German translation, published in 1968, contained politically sensitive passages excised from the first Soviet edition, released two years earlier.

         Yelizaveta also told me that Richter was mad about Boris Pasternak, whom he had met at Peredelkino. “It’s no coincidence that there’s a portrait of Pasternak in his study. Richter’s archive includes early musical works by the author, who had dabbled in composition in his youth. But most of his best friends were the actors from the Moscow Art Theatre and the Vakhtangov Theatre.”

         I also questioned her about Richter’s homosexuality. And, like Yevgenia, her answer was yes. “He probably had lovers, too,” she added.

         Richter’s homosexuality could have affected his life story, I realized. Perhaps the KGB blackmailed him. His closest friends, Yelizaveta said, were in the know, of course, but it was a very well-kept secret. Prudish audiences might be unforgiving of his “deviant” sexuality. Moreover, homosexuality was punishable by years in a labour camp—it happened to plenty of Soviet musicians. The gay pianist Youri Egorov was terrified, and rightly so, when the KGB 32tried to lure him back to the Soviet Union from the Netherlands, where he had taken asylum.

         “Richter was a mix of extrovert and introvert,” Yelizaveta said. “As open as he was with friends, he was very closed-off to journalists and the authorities. He never answered the phone. Any discussions with officials, whether Russian or foreign, were conducted by Dorliak.”

         
             

         

         Richter’s need for solitude came through in another anecdote, this one from Galina Arbuzova, the stepdaughter of the writer Konstantin Paustovsky. I was visiting her at her dacha in the town of Tarusa, on the Oka River, some 140 kilometres south of Moscow. We sat in her large garden, dominated by red, pink, purple and white flowers, and talked about the many writers, musicians and artists who had lived in Tarusa. And we landed on Richter, who had a small dacha (more like a log cabin) down the way, on the riverbank. She had been friendly with him. Sometimes, when he wasn’t on tour, he would spend weeks on end in his cabin. “He was so depressed that he refused to see anyone,” she recalled. “Once, after a concert tour in Poland, he brought back a whole train compartment full of pillows, which, like everything else, were hard to get in the Soviet Union. During one of those depressions, he would lie on those pillows on the floor the whole day.”

         
             

         

         In the lift going back downstairs, I thought of my neighbour Andrei, whom I had not seen since the end of my time as a correspondent. I hoped he would somehow resurface so I could share my findings with him.

         I settled into a spot among the parvenus at the Aist Café and treated myself to a glass of white wine. Soon enough, not Andrei 33but two dapper, well-coiffed men—they could have stepped out of a French fashion magazine—sat down at the table next to mine. They held hands and gazed lovingly at each other. Just for an instant, Russia felt like a fairy tale where everyone lived happily ever after.

         
             

         

         Back in the Netherlands, I visited the Russian conductor Lev Markiz one Sunday afternoon in May 2021 at his charming courtyard home in the Archipelago district of The Hague. Markiz was born in Moscow in 1930. His father, an economist at the People’s Commissariat of Agriculture, was arrested during the 1937 purge, falsely accused of sabotaging production plans. “He spent two years in the Lubyanka prison,” Lev says now, eighty-four years later. “He refused to confess, so they transferred him to the camps in Kolyma, way in the east of the country. He only returned twenty-eight years later. I was thirty-three, but it felt like he had only left the day before.”

         Markiz’s mother, a doctor, was thus a working single mum. She worked day and night to make ends meet and send her son to music lessons, because “otherwise I’d have played outside with criminals”. During the Second World War, she was sent to a field hospital on the front to tend wounded soldiers. Lev joined her in 1942 and was given the job of carrying amputated limbs to the skip.

         As we sit drinking black tea in his comfortable, sunny living room, Markiz recalls the Great Terror as though it were something quite mundane.

         “Even in those years,” he says, “I did not know fear. The average musician could lead a perfectly normal life. But if you were famous… Take Shostakovich, permanently in the limelight—he 34was always afraid, even though his life was ostensibly successful and privileged, and he was showered with prizes. He had to manoeuvre through the system, and was good at it. Of course I hate Stalin. But he wasn’t the one who made life difficult for composers, it was Tikhon Khrennikov and the committee members of the composers’ union, themselves often third-rate composers. It was entirely arbitrary. One day you could get lambasted, the next day you were rewarded. Like when Shostakovich was excoriated by the composers’ union, and the following day was given a five-room flat in Leningrad.”

         
             

         

         Markiz was not well off in the Soviet Union, but so long as he could perform, he could make ends meet. No one had money in those days. But a musician could eke out a living from radio recording sessions. In his Moscow years, Markiz made about five hundred recordings.

         Musicians were paid per recorded minute. A symphony, for instance, paid ninety kopeks per minute, so a 25-minute work would bring in 22.5 roubles. Members of a symphony orchestra could even earn up to four roubles per minute. A return ticket by metro to the radio station cost Markiz ten kopeks, and lunch at the Radio Committee studio’s excellent buffet, another ten.

         Markiz studied at the Moscow Conservatory—violin with Yuri Yankelevich, chamber music with the pianist Maria Yudina, and conducting with Kirill Kondrashin—and later worked as a conductor in the USSR with many top musicians. In 1981, when the authorities relaxed emigration rules for Jews, he moved to the Netherlands, where Kondrashin had been given political asylum years earlier. There, he founded the chamber orchestra New Sinfonietta Amsterdam and was its leader until 1997.

         35In Russia, he was a regular visitor chez Richter and Dorliak. Perhaps he could tell me: was Richter gay? “Of course he was,” Markiz answers. “But then, so many of the great musicians were. Sometimes they’d get arrested for it and would disappear into prison for a year and a half.”

         He also underscores Richter’s complicated, unpredictable nature. The pianist always decided himself what, when and where he would play. “For instance: if he was in a good mood, he might waltz into the Moscow Conservatory concert manager’s office in the morning and say he wanted to play a concert that same evening. Everything had to be organized and rearranged on the spot. But come evening, the hall was packed. Richter the man was very modest, but Richter the pianist was God.”

         
             

         

         In Moscow I thought I’d stumbled upon a secret, because no one, not even Monsaingeon, either mentioned Richter being gay or had wondered how it affected his relationship with the regime. But for a Russian living in The Hague, it was the most normal thing in the world. Everyone in Richter’s circle apparently knew, and even they adhered to a sort of “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy—not much different than in Dutch artistic circles in the 1950s.

         Yet another cup of tea and stroopwafel later, Markiz pulls another rabbit out of his hat when he tells me that Dorliak was a lesbian. “She was a prudent woman, and steered clear of intrigues. She was Richter’s ‘fixer’. For instance, she very tactfully organized for him to play a concert every year on Police Day. Remember, he was surrounded by admirers. Natalia Gutman, the cellist, was one. When she wanted to get married to the painter Vladimir Moroz, who was bisexual and with whom Richter was in love, Richter and Dorliak cut her off. In the end, that marriage didn’t go through and 36Gutman married the violinist Oleg Kagan, who was friends with Richter, so everything was all right again.”

         
             

         

         Once Markiz and I have said our goodbyes and I cycle back to the train station, I’m reminded for the umpteenth time that, in Russia, there’s more to everything than meets the eye. Talented musicians and composers like Richter and Shostakovich might have lived comfortable lives under Stalin, but at the same time their nerves were frayed by the constant fear of being arrested or denounced for some misstep or another. It was a hopeless situation, and the only way to suppress their anxiety was to pour all their energy into their work. They just wanted, after all, to live.

         
             

         

         Between his concerts and social life, Richter led a busy life in Moscow. He was friends not only with Boris Pasternak, but in fact with the entire intellectual and musical elite. There’s a home movie of Richter and Dorliak receiving guests for a Christmas get-together, where they listened to the Christmas Oratorio together. Richter hugs everyone, lifts a lady friend off the ground. What a difference from the shy, serious persona of his later years. There’s always a bit of disconnect with images like these, because you know they were made in a time when the cultural and political elite always had to be looking over their shoulder. Merriment and mortal fear don’t tally. And yet…

         What also strikes me is that Richter’s artistic life was hardly impacted by Stalin’s decision to tighten his grip on the intelligentsia after the war. He had needed their support during the war, and accordingly eased off the repression. And in the immediate aftermath of the war, which had cost twenty-eight million Soviet lives, people yearned for better times. Stalin owed the victory to them, 37and in return they wanted an end to the gulag, the forced collectivization, the arrests. Pasternak talked of an atmosphere of freedom. But because freedom is the greatest threat to a tyrant’s power, Stalin reversed course, tightening the reins again in 1946. Soviet citizens were led to believe that the outside world—this time, the United States—was a pool of depravity with no other goal than the downfall of the communist utopia. Party Secretary Andrei Zhdanov, after Stalin the most powerful man in the Soviet Union, decreed a new path for the nation’s spiritual life. He started by unleashing an assault on the poet Anna Akhmatova and the writer Mikhail Zoshchenko for the supposed Western influences in their work.

         In four separate resolutions, the Central Committee laid out a new set of guidelines for literature, cinema, music and the stage, adding the one for music in 1948. Composers like Dmitri Shostakovich, Nikolai Myaskovsky, Aram Khachaturian and Sergei Prokofiev were accused of writing “formalistic” music, meaning their music emphasized form over communist ideals. This was, said the edict, an expression of anti-democratic tendencies that were “alien to the Soviet people and its artistic tastes”. Remarkably, though, their music was not banned. The authorities only needed to convey their displeasure to the extent that no one would dare play it. Authoritarianism at its finest.

         The smear campaign forced some composers to express openly their guilt at a specially organized meeting of the Union of Soviet Composers. At the congress, the younger generation of Soviet composers claimed a privileged position, and the ambitious thirty-four-year-old Tikhon Khrennikov was named general secretary, a post he held until old age.

         Prokofiev, convinced of his own brilliance, did not sit back and take it. When he was accused of formalism, he marched up to 38Zhdanov and demanded, “What right do you have to talk to me like that!” Zhdanov’s response is not known, but the fact that no further punishment befell Prokofiev says enough.

         On 28 January 1948, a month before the resolution was announced, Richter and Dorliak gave a concert in Moscow with songs by Rimsky-Korsakov and Prokofiev. The concert was a stunning success for the composer and performers alike. When Prokofiev was cheered by the audience, he went onstage and said to Dorliak, smiling, “Thank you for resurrecting the dead.”

         He was referring to a long-unperformed work of his. If there were two musicians who understood Prokofiev’s music, they were Richter and Dorliak. Richter is said to have had no sympathy whatever for Zhdanov’s criticism of Prokofiev.

         
             

         

         Zhdanov died the same year as his campaign against Western influences in music began. A power struggle ensued, in which Politburo members Malenkov and Beria set out to eradicate Zhdanov’s influence in the Kremlin by initiating a purge of his supporters in Leningrad, where he had been party leader.

         Richter again managed to take no notice of this new wave of repression. This probably did not take much effort, seeing as he didn’t read the newspapers. And even if he did know, he would have kept it to himself, because, in those days, silence was the best guarantee of survival. You could be betrayed even by your family or closest friends. As before, and as with many of his fellow artists, his answer was to bury himself in his work.

         The Union of Soviet Composers’ official hostility to Prokofiev’s music continued even after Zhdanov’s death, although a concert was given in honour of the composer’s sixtieth birthday. But Prokofiev’s poor health—he had recently suffered a stroke—made 39it impossible for him to attend. He listened to the concert over the telephone. Richter performed his Sonata No. 9.

         
             

         

         In his memoirs, Richter recalls a kerfuffle that arose in 1952 concerning Prokofiev’s Cello Concerto No. 2, featuring Mstislav Rostropovich as soloist. The Ministry of Culture opposed the performance, so no one dared conduct it. Until Richter suddenly offered. He had broken a finger during a fistfight with a drunken sailor on a train platform and was therefore taking a break from performing. He had, on impulse, offered to conduct—after all, his aspirations to stand before an orchestra dated from his gig as a répétiteur at the Odessa opera. His official reason for offering was that his injury might mean the end of his piano career. The authorities relented: since winning the Stalin Prize in 1949, Richter was the regime’s golden boy, and he was given uncommon latitude. After three rehearsals, the concerto was performed on 18 February 1952.

         Richter, somewhat miraculously, managed to conduct the orchestra after just ten days of lessons from Kirill Kondrashin. And, thanks in large part to Rostropovich’s passion for the work, the concert was a success. Prokofiev was delighted to have finally found a conductor for his work. But it was not to be: after this one concert, Richter never conducted again. He said he did not care for two crucial elements of being a conductor: analysis and power.

         
             

         

         Everything changed after Stalin’s sudden death on 5 March 1953. No one described the shift better than Vasily Grossman in his novel Everything Flows, whose words I quote here:

         
            And then, all of a sudden, on March 5, 1953, Stalin died. This death was like an invasion; it was a sudden irruption into this 40vast system of mechanized enthusiasm, of carefully planned popular wrath, of popular love that had been organized in advance by district Party committees.

            Stalin’s death was not part of any plan; he died without instructions from any higher authority. Stalin died without receiving personal instructions from comrade Stalin himself. In the freedom and capriciousness of death lay something explosive, something hostile to the innermost essence of the Soviet State.

            Stalin had died! Some were overcome by grief. There were schools where teachers made their pupils kneel down; kneeling down themselves, and weeping uncontrollably, they then read aloud the government bulletin on the death of the Leader. Many people taking part in the official mourning assemblies in institutions and factories were overcome by hysteria; women cried and sobbed as if out of their minds; some people fainted. A great god, the idol of the twentieth century, had died, and women were weeping.

            Others were overcome by joy. Villages that had been groaning beneath the iron weight of Stalin’s hand breathed a sigh of relief.

            And the many millions confined in the camps rejoiced.

         

         Four days later, millions of Muscovites travelled from the workers’ districts, either of their own accord or on orders from their bosses, to the House of the Unions in the centre of town, where Stalin lay in state. They were there, tears in their eyes, to catch a glimpse of the man whom they regarded as their father. The heaving crowds led to thousands being trampled.

         Half hidden behind the mass of flowers around Stalin’s coffin, Sviatoslav Richter sat at an upright piano. The previous day, while 41in Tbilisi for a concert, he had received an urgent telegram from Moscow ordering him to take the first available flight home. Tbilisi had been hit by a storm, and all passenger flights were cancelled. So instead he had travelled by military air transport, alone, in a plane full of wreaths from Georgian party leaders.

         He was brought directly to the House of the Unions and had to start playing at once, accompanied by a small orchestra. He began with a long Bach fugue.

         On a raised platform behind him was the coffin with Stalin’s embalmed body. When Richter discovered that the piano’s pedals weren’t working, he decided to stuff a score underneath them. This alarmed the mourners, who thought the man kneeling next to the piano was planting a bomb under Stalin. Some of them began hissing, causing the police to panic and yank Richter away from the piano.

         Although his view was largely obstructed, he did catch a glimpse of party leader Georgy Malenkov, who had a terrified look in his eyes. The struggle for succession among the various Soviet bigwigs was clearly already underway, and all signs pointed to the bloodthirsty Lavrenty Beria as the probable victor. Richter was disgusted by the radio eulogies those leaders gave in the days that followed. “I was no fan of Stalin,” he would tell Bruno Monsaingeon years later, “but this [the phony behaviour of Stalin’s closest comrades] was repulsive.”

         He denied having played at the state funeral as a form of protest against Stalin, as so many people claimed. He simply did not care about politics and lived only for music.

         
             

         

         Stalin’s death also affected Richter’s professional life for the better, for now he could, at last, give concerts abroad, although until 1960 42this was restricted to Warsaw Pact nations. His growing popularity made the authorities ever more wary that Richter, like so many other prominent Russian musicians, would defect to the West. A secret Central Committee document from the time read:

         
            The Ministry of Culture has requested permission from the Central Committee to send pianist S.T. Richter on a concert tour in the West. Research has shown that Richter is not a member of the Party, he is unmarried, and he has no children or family in the Soviet Union. His father was sentenced to death in 1941 by the Odessa military tribunal, his mother fled to West Germany. Richter is clearly one of the world’s great pianists. Invitations stream in from major venues abroad. His tours in the socialist bloc have not led to warnings from KGB agents who accompanied him. [However,] based on the above-mentioned remarks concerning his parents, his solitary lifestyle, his lack of immediate family, and despite the obvious benefit to the state, the Central Committee has, with the approval of the KGB, determined that sending Richter to any capitalist country be given a negative evaluation. The official reasons to be given to foreign concert organizations are ill health and an overfull concert schedule. Other pianists are to be given priority.

            
                

            

            [Signed (on behalf of the Central Committee):

            Suslav, Brezhnev and Furtseva.]

         

         In the Soviet Union, too, the KGB was shadowing him. He first got wind of it in Baku, the capital of Soviet Azerbaijan, where he tried to give his pursuer the slip. This game went on for months. One day, on a Moscow bus, Richter asked the man facing him if 43he was going to get out at the next stop. When the man answered affirmatively, Richter responded, “But I’m not.” The man went pale and had no other choice but to get off the bus.

         
             

         

         Richter would later tell Bruno Monsaingeon that the authorities’ fear he would defect was unfounded. He simply loved Russia too much to flee, even though most of his émigré friends urged him to do so. But nowhere in the world could vie with Russia’s nature, its vastness, its culture, its writers and its melancholy.

         You can well imagine his love for Russia, especially when you consider Richter’s life on the days when he did not rehearse or perform. He would go to his dacha in Nikolina Gora, outside Moscow, or the one in Tarusa, play a house concert or meet up with friends, mostly fellow musicians with whom he discussed or listened to music. For someone of his stature, life wasn’t half bad.

         And yet, I can’t help wondering if there wasn’t a moment when Richter considered leaving his homeland—for instance, when he learnt what had happened to his father on the night of 6 October 1941. And surely, didn’t he worry that his homosexuality would eventually get him into trouble?

         I take these questions to the cellist Dmitri Ferschtman, the Russian cellist who, like Lev Markiz, had emigrated to the Netherlands. As a student of Natalia Gutman, he first went to Richter and Dorliak’s flat in 1969 to hear them rehearse Shostakovich’s Seven Romances on Poems by Alexander Blok. As I had heard in the museum, Dorliak was in charge. “I soon figured out what was what,” says Ferschtman, now seventy-five, on a sun-drenched terrace near the Amsterdam Conservatory, where he has taught for forty years. “Dorliak had the KGB eating out of the palm of her hand. It was, for instance, her idea to have Richter perform 44on Police Day. She covered for him. Thanks to her, his being gay never got out.”

         Other prominent musicians weren’t as lucky, Ferschtman tells me. “The brilliant pianist Naum Shtarkman spent eight years in a labour camp in the late 1950s for the same thing. After he got free, they would only let him perform in remote, provincial cities. Only during Gorbachev’s perestroika in the late eighties—Shtarkman was then sixty—was he given a position as professor at the Moscow Conservatory. But by then there was nothing left of his career.”

         
             

         

         After the United States and the Soviet Union signed a cultural exchange pact in 1958, the authorities abandoned their distrust of Richter. The perseverance of Sol Hurok, an influential American impresario of Russian descent, did the rest, although the green light for Richter’s American tour was only given in March 1960.

         In the ensuing years he appeared regularly in the West, mostly in France, where he established the music festival La Grange de Meslay, near the city of Tours, in 1976. He never felt as at home as in the medieval barn near the village of Parçay-Meslay, with its ideal concert acoustics. In a 1979 German documentary about the festival, Richter—a glass of wine in hand—flirts with the interviewer Johannes Schaaf, as if he is freer to be himself in France than in Russia. At the end of the film, another lifelong sore spot comes to light. When Schaaf asks him where he feels the most comfortable, Richter first shrugs and then names Italy as his top choice. He then ticks off his other favourite countries, saying that Germany is at the bottom of the list. He stops short of saying he hates it. Germany is where his mother and her lover lived. He had clearly never shaken off the trauma of the circumstances around his father’s death.

         45At the end of his life, Richter spent a year in Paris. He loved the city yet felt estranged from his fatherland. He suffered from depression.

         On 6 July 1997 he returned to Russia, going to his dacha in Nikolina Gora. Six days before his death, his childhood friend Vera Prokhorova sat with him on the veranda. Richter talked about the future: in a year he would start playing again. He wanted to set up a music festival in Zvenigorod. He died of a heart attack on 1 August 1997 in a Moscow hospital. His last words, a few minutes before he died, were: “I am so tired.”
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