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Preface





The idea of this book arose some four years ago, when I spent many hours at the Borzhomi festival in Georgia with Ivan Monighetti, fellow cellist and former Rostropovich student. While recalling our student days at the Moscow Conservatoire, we agreed that the influence that Rostropovich exerted on our lives far transcended that of a mere teacher of music or cello, and that during those years of study he had given us food for thought that lasted a lifetime. We believed that for this reason it was important to try and record everything that could be retrieved from memory about Rostropovich the teacher. I have to admit, however, that I was surprised when Rostropovich approved the project and agreed to my writing this book. Although an eminently public figure, he has always been very reticent about his musical beliefs and principles, though willing to share his memories of the great composers of the twentieth century – Prokofiev, Shostakovich and Britten.


It is not an exaggeration to say that the history of the cello in the twentieth century would be unthinkable without the name of Mstislav Rostropovich. His musical personality has dominated the international concert scene for over half a century. And for nearly as long as this, he has seemed to me like a personification of the cello itself. When I was still a complete beginner, my father told me about an exciting young Russian cellist with a nearly unpronounceable name. Rostropovich was one of a series of wonderful Soviet musicians who took Western audiences by storm when they started travelling during the second half of the 1950s. Many cellists were introduced to the instrument through Rostropovich’s recordings, as I was; and none of these recordings made more impression on me than his LP of Dmitri Shostakovich’s first cello concerto, made in 1959. I listened to this record day in and day out, captivated not just by the wonderful new music, but by the exhilarating energy of the interpretation, which revealed hitherto unsuspected possibilities of the instrument. As a passionate champion of new music, Rostropovich was responsible for the creation of an important new repertoire. One might almost say that by rising to all the challenges set by the best composers of the day, he reinvented cello-playing – to the extent that when Witold Lutoslawski announced that he was starting work on a cello concerto, Rostropovich could confidently say to him, ‘Don’t think of the cello, I am the cello.’


In Moscow, however, his fame as a performer was nearly equalled by his reputation as a teacher. Rostropovich taught at his own alma mater, the Moscow Tchaikovsky Conservatoire, becoming a full professor by the age of thirty-one, and head of the cello and double-bass faculty by the time he was thirty-four. He had started teaching during the war at the tender age of fifteen: when his father Leopold Rostropovich died suddenly, the young Slava took over his class at the Orienburg Musical Uchilishche (High School). Even before graduating from the Conservatoire, Mstislav commenced his professional activity as a teacher at the Moscow Central Music School. Shortly afterwards he was taken on the staff of the Moscow Conservatoire itself.


His earliest generation of students, cellists only just younger than their teacher, witnessed Rostropovich’s meteoric rise from prizewinning student to internationally acclaimed concert artist. When he was not away on tour, Rostropovich taught regularly on Tuesdays and Thursdays in Class 19, on the third floor of the ‘old’ wing of the Conservatoire. During twenty-eight years of teaching activity in Moscow, nearly a hundred aspiring cellists passed through his hands. I was extremely lucky to become one of their number when I joined his class in September 1964.


In his quest to popularise the cello and to renew its repertoire, Rostropovich set himself a series of goals. Once he had achieved them, he would soon pass on to the next task. And his own musical activities have not been limited to the cello, for he enjoyed accompanying his wife, the soprano Galina Vishnevskaya, at the piano and later launched himself wholeheartedly into a career as a conductor.


To describe Rostropovich as a teacher is a difficult task. In order to explain the artistic values that he transmitted to younger generations of musicians, I found I needed to examine his background, formative influences and early career, his close contacts with composers, and the special features of his own musical personality, as well as his didactic principles.


The qualities Rostropovich brought to his Conservatoire class reflected the philosophy inherent in his own performances. His capacity for self-discipline and hard work was enormous. To his students he transmitted – with exuberance, wit and compassion – a lasting love of music and a set of ideals that deeply influenced their lives. In doing so, he taught them to believe in their own resources, to think that the impossible did not exist – without doubt his own example served as an inspiration.


One could even say that playing the cello sometimes seemed of less importance to Rostropovich than articulating an approach to music-making that grew out of the creative impulse. Imagery was an all-important tool in his effort to convey an understanding of the musical idea from every angle – emotional, philosophical and structural. As he continues to say, ‘Translating my concepts into the real world is very difficult. Often I can only achieve about half of my initial idea.’ Hence Rostropovich continuously seeks to reconcile his artistic concepts with the practicalities of performance.


In writing this book, I fervently hope to convey the vast range of objectives that Rostropovich set out to achieve, both for himself and for those he taught. He wished to instil in his students a questing spirit and a sense of vision that should underpin every activity they undertook. In his view, a performance that lacked vision produced mediocre results – just as for Shostakovich a ‘mezzo-fortist’ was an insipid musician, or for Dostoyevsky, a person who was ‘tepid’ was guilty of the insufferable sin of indifference.


Rostropovich’s students were much affected by the integrity and courage their teacher displayed when he came into conflict with the Soviet regime. In expressing his beliefs through actions as well as words, the cellist was willing to jeopardise his own musical career, and to risk losing the privileges enjoyed by the Soviet artistic elite. Rostropovich’s public support of the disgraced writer Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn was motivated by the dictates of conscience; in this he was a follower of the great Russian humanists, for whom moral principles took priority over personal interests.


The authorities reacted to Rostropovich’s stand by subjecting him to a subtle and cruel form of punishment, restricting his concert activity within the Soviet Union and banning him from foreign travel. From 1970 onwards, Rostropovich was gradually starved of the possibilities of artistic expression; this deprivation made him appreciate the Moscow Conservatoire all the more as a haven. He retained his position there until his enforced departure from the Soviet Union in May 1974.


He spent the next sixteen years of his life outside his native country, and never accepted another regular teaching position; nor was he able to give any other group of young musicians the kind of continuous rapport that his students from Class 19 were able to enjoy with him. In exploring Rostropovich’s work as a teacher from the point of view of his pupils, this book is therefore a document of a unique musical relationship.
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Notes on the text





Sources and references


A list of the major sources used in preparing this book is given on p. 356. This list includes not only published sources, but also the many interviews I conducted with Rostropovich himself and with his former students. In order not to clutter the text with unnecessary notes, I have not given footnote references where information has been drawn from these interviews. However, I do qualify quotations from interviews that fall outside this category. I have also supplied footnote references to any quoted journals and newspapers, as well as identifying printed publications listed in the bibliography through giving the author’s name, an abbreviated version of the title and the page number.


Names


This text follows the familiar Russian convention whereby a single person may be referred to by the family name (e.g. Rostropovich), or by the ‘polite’ form of name and patronymic (e.g. Mstislav Leopoldovich), as well as by a number of different diminutives or nicknames – the most familiar diminutive associated with Rostropovich is of course ‘Slava’, while the nickname his students gave him was ‘Chef’. The pianist Sviatoslav Richter was also often known as ‘Slava’, while Rostropovich used to address him by a private nickname, ‘Glasha’, or by his patronymic, Teofilovich. Rather than standardising names in my text, I have tried to convey the character of my interviewees’ recollections by retaining the names or nicknames that they themselves used when I spoke to them.





Educational institutions


There is no exact English or American equivalent of the Russian ‘Uchilishche’ – it is a college that caters for the period corresponding to the last years of school and the first years of higher education in the English or American systems. I have decided to retain the Russian word Uchilishche in my text, rather than confuse the issue by inventing a term such as ‘Musical High School’.


Abbreviations


The abbreviations most commonly found in my text include:


TseMSha (Tsentral’naya Muzykal’naya Shkola) – Central Music School


TseDRI (Tsentral’ny Dom Rabotnikov v Iskusstve) – Central House of Workers in Art.


Transliteration


The system of transliteration is based on that advocated by the Library of Congress. In speaking of Pyotr Tchaikovsky, I have used the traditional ‘German’ spelling, but I have accorded the currently accepted usage of Chaikovsky in referring to others with this family name: Boris Chaikovsky, Mariya Chaikovskaya.



















Introduction


A perspective on the Russian school of cello-playing





From the start of his concert career until his enforced departure from the Soviet Union in May 1974, Mstislav Rostropovich enjoyed enormous prestige as a teacher – in Russia, at least, this brought almost as much fame as his multiple concert activities. His life as a teacher is inseparably bound up with the work of the Moscow Conservatoire, where he studied and subsequently taught for over twenty-five years.


The Moscow Conservatoire is situated in the heart of Moscow, within easy walking distance of the Kremlin. Dating from the 1860s, the imposing yellow-facaded building houses the city’s two most famous concert-halls, the Grand and the Small Halls (Bol’shoy i Maliy Zaly). Later an extra wing was built to close the third side of the rectangle of the original L-shaped building, giving onto Bolsh’aya Nikitskaya Street (known in Soviet times as Herzen Street – ulitsa Gertsena). The front courtyard is graced with a statue of Pyotr Ilich Tchaikovsky, the institution’s patron, placed there in 1954.


As you enter the old wing housing the Conservatoire’s Small Hall, a dark semi-basement corridor leads off to the right from the cloakrooms to various inconspicuous and somewhat shabby offices. One of them, a small, windowless room, houses the archives of the illustrious institution. Here files are held on every individual student and teacher who has ever passed through the Conservatoire’s portals.


One of the first documents in the file on Mstislav Rostropovich is an official autobiographical account, written in his own hand for the Department of Cadres of the ‘Mosow State Twice Order of Lenin Conservatoire named after Pyotr Tchaikovsky’ (as the Conservatoire was formally known in the Soviet era). It is dated 27 November 1948:







I, Mstislav Leopoldovich Rostropovich was born into a family of musicians in 1927 in the town of Baku. My father, honoured artist of the RSFSR Professor Leopold Witoldovich Rostropovich, taught cello at the Baku Conservatoire, my mother Sofiya Nikolayevna Fedotova-Rostropovich also worked at the Baku Conservatoire teaching piano. Before the Revolution my father and mother were music teachers. In 1932 the whole family moved to Moscow where my father worked at the Radio Committee, then at the Gnessin Musical High School, and later at the Sverdlovsk District Music School in the city of Moscow. In 1935 my father started teaching me the cello in his class at the Gnessin school. In 1937 I transferred to the Sverdlovsk District school, from which I graduated from my father’s cello class in 1941. In 1937 I was also accepted as a pupil at the Moscow Conservatoire Musical High School, where, without abandoning my cello studies, I started to study composition in the class of E. O. Messner.


In 1941 I was evacuated with the Central Music School to Penza, and then to the town of Chkalov where my parents had been sent in evacuation. In 1942 my father died in Chkalov. In 1943, together with my mother and sister, I returned to Moscow, where I passed the entrance exam for the Conservatoire and enrolled as a student of two faculties, in the composition class of V. Y. Shebalin, and in the orchestral faculty to study cello with Semyon Matveevich Kozolupov.


Since 1944 my mother has been teaching piano at the Sverdlovsk District Music School. In 1945 I was accepted in the ranks of the VLKSM (Komsomol). In the same year I participated in the competition for Conservatoire students for the best performance of a Soviet composition, where I won first prize. Later that year I participated in the All-Union competition for musicians and was awarded the title of laureate and first-prize winner.


In 1947 I took part in the International Competition for musicians in Prague where I won first prize. Since 1946 I have been working as the solo cellist of the Moscow Philharmonic, and in the same year I graduated from the Conservatoire with excellence. My name is engraved on the memorial board of the Moscow State Order of Lenin Conservatoire. Since 1947 I have been working as a teacher at the Central Music School. In 1948 I completed my postgraduate studies in the performers’ section.1





Such a report was standard for every Conservatoire student and teacher. Like many Soviet documents, this autobiographical statement records merely the bare facts of Rostropovich’s family background, education and early professional life, though these undeniably point forward to a brilliant international career. The final document in the file, however, was anything but standard, and its contents would have been impossible to imagine in 1948. This document is an official Order signed by the Conservatoire director, N. Kulikov, and dated 6 April 1978:




Rostropovich, Mstislav Leopoldovich is hereby relieved of his duties as Professor and Head of Faculty in connection with his being stripped of citizenship of the USSR according to Statute no. 7 of the USSR Law, formulated on 19 August 1938. Drawn up on the basis of the Resolution of the Praesidium of the Supreme Soviet of 15 March 1978.





In fact, the Moscow Conservatoire was the only institution that stood by Rostropovich during his conflict with the Soviet authorities. He taught there right up until the day of his departure, and his emotional ‘farewell’ concert, still clearly remembered by certain generations of Muscovite musicians, was given at the Grand Hall of the Conservatoire, when he directed a select student orchestra in a revelatory performance of Tchaikovsky’s sixth symphony. Long before then, however, Mstislav Rostropovich’s open lessons and masterclasses, given in Class 19, had themselves become a legend.


Of course, Rostropovich’s own development owed as much to the circumstances of his upbringing and education as to the extraordinary nature of his talent. Despite the repressive climate of the pre-war Stalinist era, the Soviet Union was a country where the performing arts enjoyed a privileged status. The Soviets aimed not only to maintain the high standards of string playing achieved before the Revolution, but to improve them through establishing an ordered system of music education. Young musicians’ needs were catered for by the specialist music schools, and their artistic development was fostered to the point where they were ready to enter the music profession. The Russian pedagogical tradition had always embraced the notion that an artist was responsible not only to the great masters of the past, but towards succeeding generations – a concept coinciding with the social principle of collective awareness promoted by Soviet ideology. Artists were seen as a link in a chain – part of a continuous, living tradition.


This explains why so many great Russian string players placed as much importance upon teaching as on performance: legendary violinists from Leopold Auer to Jascha Heifetz and David Oistrakh were all committed teachers, and the cello had a similar lineage of teaching virtuosi, from Anatoly Brandukov to Gregor Piatigorsky and Mstislav Rostropovich.


By nature an explorer, Rostropovich has been more responsible than any other cellist for shaping the history of the instrument and developing its technical possibilities in the twentieth century. Motivated by a constant need for discovery and renewal, his qualities as performer and teacher defy any standard scholastic definition. Even while he was living in the Soviet Union, he carried his art far beyond the boundaries of any national school.


Indeed, Rostropovich disparages the very idea that there is a contemporary Russian school of cello-playing, let alone a ‘Rostropovich school’. For him the concept of ‘school’ implies rigidity, schematic rules and the force of habit, all features that run contrary to his understanding of Art. He argues that the objective differences that once existed between various national schools of cello-playing have now effectively been erased. Today, the notion of a ‘Russian School’ has more to do with a shared repertoire and artistic heritage than with a specific technical approach to the instrument. A musician, for example, may gain insights into Russian music by reading Dostoyevsky or Chekhov. Here he can find the key to the national character, which Rostropovich sees as oscillating between extremes of exultation and depression, alternating lofty dreams of unrealisable greatness with periods of alcoholic escapism as sorrows are drowned in vodka.


Despite emphasising artistic values over technique, Rostropovich nonetheless prides himself on being a ‘great-grandson’ of the founding father of the Russian cello school, Karl Davydov. In turn, when he encounters young cellists who have studied with his students, he greets them as ‘my cellistic grandchildren’. Schooled within a tangible tradition, Rostropovich has helped to create a worldwide family of cellists.




*





Before examining the legacy that Rostropovich has left during a career of more than fifty years, it is worth examining the roots on which it was built. One might define the distinguishing features of the traditional Russian school as an impeccable virtuoso technique harnessed to serve music’s emotional impulse. For this reason, mood, atmosphere and a wide range of tone colour are emphasised even when ‘technique’ is being considered – Heinrich Neuhaus liked to remind his students that the word technique was derived from the Greek word techné, meaning ‘art’.


Russian string players describe the bow as music’s ‘soul’, for its primary function is to sculpt the phrase and set sound into motion. A  freely moving bowing arm helps to transmit the artist’s message to the furthest corners of any auditorium. The achievement of a variety of tone and expressive colouring is further enhanced by a natural use of the left hand: shifts can be effortlessly clean, but made emotionally telling through a discreet use of portamento. A performer must be willing to extend his technical skills in order to match his imaginative ideals.


The phenomenon of a ‘music profession’ is a relatively recent one in Russia, and the notion of a Russian school of performance belongs to the late nineteenth century at the earliest. Long before that, though, European professional musicians came to Russia to seek their fortune at the imperial court of Catherine the Great. Many of them remained and were assimilated into Russian life. In turn, Russian musicians from different levels of society – including serfs belonging to enlightened masters2 – were encouraged to travel abroad to receive instruction in Italy, Germany and France. Nevertheless, the influx of foreign musicians continued right through the nineteenth century.


In the early 1800s professional musical education began at the Theatrical Uchilishche or College,3 and at the St Petersburg Capella, where most orchestral players and singers received their training. Around the 1850s, the city schools started to teach music, often reaching an excellent level, not only in St Petersburg and Moscow but in the provincial cities. Private music schools also began, many with great success, and the Women’s Institutes also provided an idiosyncratic form of training, preparing young ladies for the eminently respectable profession of piano teacher. Rostropovich’s maternal grandmother, Olga Fedotova, was one such teacher, who enterprisingly founded her own private music school in Orienburg. There she taught two of her own five daughters before sending them on to the Moscow Conservatoire. On their return they set to work in ‘the family business’, teaching piano and performing locally.


However, music was not regarded as a real profession for men until the foundation of the Conservatoires of St Petersburg and Moscow in the 1860s. Most of the eminent Russian composers, for example, either had private means, like Glinka, or were trained in other professions: as lawyers (Tchaikovsky), scientists (Borodin), in the military or navy (Rimsky-Korsakov, Mussorgsky). The prodigiously talented Karl Davydov graduated as a mathematician before deciding on a career as a cellist, while the pianist Nikolay Rubinstein was a law graduate from the University of Moscow. Despite pursuing music as a profession, he maintained a deep attachment to his alma mater, where he organised ‘open classes’ for musicians, as well as setting up a prestigious concert series, attracting performers of the stature of Clara Schumann, who enchanted an audience of 1,800 people.


It was through the vision of the Rubinstein brothers, Anton and Nikolay, that the first Russian Conservatoires were established in St Petersburg in 1862 and in Moscow four years later – Anton was the first Director of the former and Nikolay the first Director of the latter. Their intial step had been to found the Russian Musical Society (RMO) in St Petersburg in 1859, with the Moscow branch opening three years later. These organisations hosted concerts by some of the most illustrious performers in Europe, and provided the administrative basis for setting up the Conservatoires. The enormous international prestige of the Rubinstein brothers ensured the loyalty of a staff hand-picked from the best musicians and composers at home and abroad, most of whom had been initially invited to perform concerts.


It was in this way that the cellist Bernard Cossman, taking leave from his post as principal cellist of the Leipzig Gewandhaus orchestra, came to Moscow to perform recitals in 1866. He also performed at the opening ceremony of the Conservatoire, after which he was invited to found the new cello faculty. From modest beginnings – initially only two students – Cossman’s Moscow cello class grew steadily during his four-year professorship. Cossman was also responsible for introducing the Schumann cello concerto to Russian audiences, and in 1867 took part in a triumphant performance of Beethoven’s triple concerto with Ferdinand Laub and Nikolay Rubinstein. Today Cossman is remembered by cellists for his systematically thought-out exercises for left-hand articulation, which are still widely used despite their aridity. Contemporary reports confirm that he was not just a pedagogue, but a sensitive musician who did much to promote the leading composers of the day. His best pupil was Anatoly Brandukov, who continued his studies with Cossman’s successor, the German cellist Wilhelm Fitzenhagen.


A pupil of Grützmacher, Fitzenhagen may have lacked Cossman’s stature as a performer, but he was equally sought after as a teacher. In 1870 he turned down Liszt’s invitation to teach cello at Weimar in favour of Rubinstein’s offer of a professorship at the Moscow Conservatoire. Fitzenhagen performed frequently in RMO concerts, and was reviewed by such noted critics as Hermann Laroche and Pyotr Tchaikovsky, who praised Fitzenhagen’s virtuosity though criticising his taste in repertoire. Later Tchaikovsky changed his opinion, and responded to Fitzenhagen’s request to compose for him.


A serious and conscientious teacher, Fitzenhagen was devoted to his students, encouraging them to perform in closed evening events and public concerts, in the belief that artists could develop only through gaining experience on stage. He also advocated his students’ involvement in chamber music, and was himself a member of the RMO string quartet. Today, however, Fitzenhagen is known primarily as the dedicatee of Tchaikovsky’s Rococo Variations, and for having collaborated with the composer on some of the revisions to the piece, including a change to the order of the variations and a new finale.4


While Fitzenhagen did much to raise the profile of the cello as a concert instrument, the honour of founding the Russian cello school belongs to his great contemporary Karl Davydov (1838–89), who taught at the St Petersburg Conservatoire between 1876 and 1888. Davydov consciously developed principles that were different both from the German school of Romberg, Grützmacher and Cossman and from the Belgian school of Servais. Although renowned for his filigree virtuosity, Davydov anticipated the modern ideal of an artist whose principal obligation was the communication of ideas through his instrument. Davydov had wide-ranging musical horizons, and was moreover a brilliant mathematician, graduating from Moscow University in that discipline before going to Leipzig to study composition. Meanwhile, he continued his private study of the cello and began giving concerts: a charismatic performer, he achieved immediate success on the concert platform, notably at the Leipzig Gewandhaus. At the age of only twenty-two, he was invited to deputise for Grützmacher as professor of cello at the Leipzig Conservatoire, and on his return to St Petersburg, Davydov was appointed cellist and soloist to the court of his Imperial Majesty. He was also a noted chamber performer, and played in a string quartet with Leopold Auer.


Davydov’s contribution to the development of cello technique involved extending the left hand’s flexibility through an innovative use of thumb position. He was also the first cellist to insist on the use of a cello spike, which fixed the instrument firmly in the ground and raised its position (previously it was cradled between the knees). This considerably aided the virtuosity and independence of the left hand. His intention to emulate the freedom and ease of violin technique was evident not only in his easy command of the fingerboard, but also in the brilliance and lightness of his bow strokes. Davydov was equally well known as a composer, and his concert works were designed to please audiences while also displaying his considerable virtuosity. Although his concertos and shorter pieces remain in the cello repertoire today mostly as study works, they are very skilfully written, with a musical sincerity that distinguishes them from the majority of works by nineteenth-century virtuosi. Davydov also set out his ideas in his School of Cello Playing, a collection of systematically graded and expressive exercises, which demonstrate the basic techniques of the cello. Although it was never completed, it is still widely used today in Russia.


Davydov’s influence extended well beyond the confines of the St Petersburg Conservatoire, and amongst his foreign pupils were Carl Fuchs and Hanus Wihan, the dedicatee of Dvořák’s concerto. The renowned German cellist Julius Klengel admitted, ‘I only understood what cello-playing signifies after hearing Davydov in St Petersburg in my youth.’5 Davydov’s s favourite pupil, Aleksandr Verzhbelovitch (1850–1911), followed in his footsteps both as professor at the St Petersburg Conservatoire and as soloist to his Imperial Majesty.


Meanwhile, the Davydov school also began to dominate in Moscow. Although Anatoly Brandukov, one of Russia’s best-loved musicians, was considered the obvious choice to succeed Fitzenhagen after his death in 1890, the then director of the Conservatoire, Safanov, thought it advisable to introduce fresh blood from the St Petersburg ‘Davydov school’. Brandukov’s candidature was overridden and Davydov’s pupil, the Estonian cellist Alfred von Glehn, was appointed as head of the cello faculty. Many musicians, not least Tchaikovsky, contested Safanov’s decision, for Glehn was perceived as a far less talented musician and cellist than his Moscow rival, whose teaching lacked the vital spark that Brandukov could provide. The young cellist Grigori Piatigorsky reached his own solution to the dilemma by enrolling in Glehn’s Moscow Conservatoire class while taking private instruction from Brandukov. Despite such early ambivalence, Glehn came to be respected as an honest and dedicated teacher, who transmitted the Davydov traditions in a meaningful way. He remained professor until he returned to his native Estonia in 1921; he was succeeded by Brandukov, who retained the post until his death in 1930.


Brandukov and Verzhbelovitch came to represent two distinct schools of cello-playing, whose differences were only accentuated by the historic rivalry between St Petersburg and Moscow. The charismatic Brandukov was principally a performer, famed for his expressive musicianship and the great beauty and warmth of his sound. He was an active advocate of Russian music and counted Tchaikovsky and Rachmaninov as close friends. Indeed, he was the dedicatee of Tchaikovsky’s Pezzo Capricioso and Rachmaninov’s cello sonata, and was long remembered for the pathos and noble expression he conveyed in the demanding cello part of Tchaikovsky’s Piano Trio, dedicated to the memory of Nickolay Rubinstein. At Brandukov’s request, Tchaikovsky arranged some of his most famous compositions for solo cello and orchestra, including ‘Lensky’s Aria’ from Evgeny Onegin, the Nocturne, and the ‘Andante cantabile’ from his first string quartet. Brandukov’s influence as an interpreter of Russian music was long-lasting, though he taught only in the last decade of his life.


Aleksandr Verzhbelovitch, conversely, is remembered principally as a successful teacher, for all his qualities as a performer. He can justly be called the ‘cellistic grandfather’ of Mstislav Rostropovich, whose teachers, Leopold Rostropovich and Semyon Kozolupov, studied with Verzhbelovitch at the St Petersburg Conservatoire. It his to his father, Leopold Witoldovich, that Mstislav Rostropovich has always given credit for his formation as a musician:




My father was a brilliant cellist, and I am certain that I never attained his standard of playing. He was a very modest and unassuming person. He always said, they’ll come and ask me to play if they need me. But throughout his life nobody ever came.





Leopold Rostropovich was also an accomplished pianist and a gifted composer: his vision as an all-round musician was the decisive influence on his son. Yet his example also taught the bitter lesson that talent is not enough without the force of character to fulfil it. If Mstislav Rostropovich has on occasion spoken of ‘stealing’ his success from his father, his words imply an appreciation not only of Leopold’s talents, but also of his weaknesses. From an early age, Mstislav learnt to channel his energies single-mindedly to achieve his aims.


In Elena Rostropovich’s book marking the seventieth birthday of her father, Mstislav, there is the following account of the family’s origins:




The Rostropovich family comes from ancient Polish nobility who lived on the territory of the grand duchy of Lithuania. In 1880 Aleksandr II granted hereditary Russian nobility to the family on the basis of a certificate granted by the College of Heraldry of the Kingdom of Poland testifying to the nobility of Hannibal (Vladislav) Rostropovich (1829–1908). Hannibal’s father, Jòzef, was a city judge: he and his wife are buried next to Chopin’s parents in the Warsaw cemetery. Hannibal and his wife Florentyna Ssztek (1834–1915) had nine children, of whom Witold (1858–1913) showed musical ability … and was sent to study at the St Petersburg Conservatoire. He graduated successfully [as a pianist] and returned to live in Voronezh. Besides giving concerts and teaching, Witold edited music for the Pedagogical Publishing House.6





Witold’s son Leopold, born in Voronezh on 26 February 1892, demonstrated prodigious musical gifts in early childhood, and studied piano with his father while simultaneously starting to compose. One day he overheard his father in rehearsal with the cellist A. Lukinich. Overwhelmed by the beauty of the cello’s sound, Leopold immediately set his heart on learning this instrument and asked Lukinich for lessons. His progress was so rapid that at the age of thirteen he successfully auditioned for the St Petersburg Conservatoire, enrolling simultaneously in Aleksandr Verzhbelovich’s cello class and Anna Esipova’s piano class. Verzhbelovich, Davydov’s favourite pupil, had already earned a reputation as an inspired cello teacher, but Esipova was even more distinguished. A pupil of the renowned Austrian pedagogue, Theodor Leschetizky (and also the second of his many wives), she had enjoyed a successful performing career before dedicating herself exclusively to teaching. Her class produced various brilliant pianists, amongst them Sergey Prokofiev and Mariya Yudina.


Leopold’s contemporaries remembered him as an impulsive and somewhat disorganised student, who emulated his charismatic teacher Verzhbelovich. A natural and exuberant performer on stage, Leopold’s outgoing emotionality was balanced by a poetic sensibility. In his four years of study at the Conservatoire, it is reputed that Leopold did not over-exert himself. A romantic dreamer by nature, he relied on his enormous natural talent. Yet he graduated with distinction, and as recipient of the coveted gold medal, his name was inscribed on the marble plaque of the St Petersburg Conservatoire’s roll of excellence.


After completing his studies in 1910 Leopold Rostropovich embarked on a concert career, playing recitals and concertos in Moscow, St Petersburg, the Crimea, Tiflis, Baku and in Poland. Amongst his most important engagements was a performance of Davydov’s First Concerto under Glazunov’s baton. Glazunov had already noted Leopold’s ‘superlative natural technical gifts’ at his diploma exam, when he praised his wonderful tone and phrasing, labelling him ‘a great virtuoso and musical talent’.7 Towards the end of his life, when exiled in Paris, Glazunov still recalled Leopold’s beautiful rendering of the Chopin sonata.


One of his concert tours took Leopold to Paris, where he remained for a few months, spending his concert earnings on consultation lessons with Pablo Casals. It is probable that he had already met the great Spanish cellist in St Petersburg: he would certainly have heard him play there, for Casals performed in nine consecutive concert seasons in Russia between 1905 and 1913. Casals’s memorable St Petersburg debut in November 1905 occurred against the background of revolution and chaos. At the instigation of the short-lived Soviet of Workers’ Deputies, a series of strikes had broken out, causing disruption and paralysing the railway system. It was something of a miracle that Casals arrived in St Petersburg, for he had been diverted from his original destination of Moscow. The renowned violinist, Eugene Ysaye, on the other hand, did not have the same luck, and was prevented from reaching the northern capital. This provided Casals with an opportunity, for the conductor Aleksandr Siloti was left without a soloist, and called the great Spanish cellist in as a replacement.


His debut concert on 15 November has passed into legend, since, owing to power cuts, the Hall of the Nobility was illuminated by the flickering light of candles. Among the elegant audience of princes and counts, the musical elite of the city were also in attendance to hear Rimsky-Korsakov’s new work Dubinushka which was being premiered in the second half. Casals was previously unknown in Russia, but his sensational performance of the Saint-Saëns concerto under Siloti’s direction won the hearts of Russian audiences. Significantly, he chose Bach as his encore: the Prelude from the second solo suite. The Bach suites had hitherto been considered insufficiently interesting for public performance, but over the next few years Casals revealed their profound but simple beauty to his Russian audiences.


The effects of his influence were already tangible by 1911, when a Bach solo suite was made a compulsory element of the All-Russian Cello Competition in Moscow. This competition, organised to coincide with the fiftieth anniversary celebrations of the RMO (Russian Musical Society), was the first of its kind in Russia. It was won by Semyon Kozolupov, an older contemporary and fellow student of Leopold Rostropovich.


A Cossack by origin, Kozolupov was born in Orienburg in 1884. At the age of ten he started his musical studies at the Cossack Military Academy, playing in various bands as well as learning the cello. While on tour in Orienburg, Aleksandr Verzhbelovich heard Kozolupov play, and arranged for his transfer to St Petersburg. Kozolupov studied for three years in Verzhbelovich’s Conservatoire class, graduating with excellence in 1907.


The following year, he was appointed solo cellist at the Bolshoi Theatre orchestra in Moscow and became a member of the RMO Quartet. Meanwhile, Leopold Rostropovich’s career was developing along similar lines, for in 1912 he took up the position as solo cellist at the Mariinsky Theatre orchestra in St Petersburg, remaining there until the upheavals of 1917 effectively closed all the city’s theatres. Forced to leave the capital, Leopold found employment at the Saratov Conservatoire, which was founded in 1912 to become Russia’s third musical institution of higher education, after St Petersburg and Moscow. The first professor of cello at Saratov was Kozolupov, but he had left in 1916 to take up a position at the Kiev Conservatoire. His position in Saratov was taken in 1918 by Leopold Rostropovich.






1 Moscow Conservatoire archives.







2 The phenomenon of the ‘serf orchestra’ still existed right until the abolition of serfdom in 1861.


3 The Uchilishche has no real equivalent in either the British or American education system. It is an intermediate institution or college which caters for the ages of roughly fifteen to twenty, covering the last years of school and the early stages of university training.







4 The original version was restored and published in 1973 by Izlatel’stvo Muzyka. It has now found its way back into cellists’ repertoire, and in 2000 it rather than the usual revised version was set as the obligatory requirement for the final round of the Tchaikovsky competition, a choice that aroused considerable controversy.







5 M. Campbell, The Great Cellists, p. 92.







6 Elena Rostropovich, p. 9.







7 Mikhail Spektor, Mstislav Rostropovich, pp. 12–13. 

























I


Beginnings





Mstislav Rostropovich could justifiably claim that he received his musical education within his own family. He was taught cello not only by his father, but by his uncle – for by a strange irony of fate, the musical ties between Semyon Kozolupov and Leopold Rostropovich were strengthened by a familial connection.


A year or two after graduating from the St Petersburg Conservatoire, Semyon Kozolupov returned to his home town of Orienburg. He was due to give a recital, and needed a pianist to accompany him. The Fedotova music school suggested Nadezhda Fedotova, the elder of the two pianist daughters of the school’s founder. Kozolupov fell in love with her, and soon the couple were married.


More than a decade later, Leopold Rostropovich likewise came to Orienburg to give a recital. He too requested a local accompanist and the services of Nadezhda’s sister Sofiya were provided for him. They too fell in love, and after a whirlwind romance they were married in 1922. Leopold and Sofiya settled in Saratov, where their daughter Veronika was born in 1925. Shortly afterwards, the family moved to Baku, where Leopold and his wife took up teaching positions at the newly founded Azerbaijan Conservatoire.


According to family legend, when Sofiya discovered she was expecting another child, she wished to terminate the pregnancy. As Elena Rostropovich, Sofiya’s granddaughter, explained, the family was poor, and as both parents worked, one small child was enough to cope with. A doctor friend prescribed various treatments, including some vigorous sporting activity, but they seemed to have the contrary effect. Indeed Sofia Nikolayevna carried her child for a ten-month term, and on 27 March 1927 she gave birth to a healthy boy.







Later her son Mstislav asked her, ‘You had an extra month, couldn’t you have given me a better face?’ She answered philosophically, ‘My son, I was more concerned with your hands …’1





The young Mstislav (Slava or Slavka) seemed destined for the cello; his earliest photograph shows him as a tiny infant lying in his father’s cello case, which served as his cot. Already as a toddler Slava was fascinated by music, and as soon as he could walk, he would seize a stick and broom to imitate the gestures of his father playing the cello. Later he liked to joke that his first contact with the cello was through the ‘music of silence’.


Soon he was able to pick out tunes on the piano. At the age of four, young Slava wrote his first compositions, which included a Polka and a March. As his mother recalled, even as a very young boy her son was always going over to the piano to try out some piece of music, or running to pick up the cello. ‘He lived his life through sound.’2


In 1931 Leopold and Sofiya Rostropovich decided to leave Baku and go to the Soviet capital for the sake of their children’s education. The family arrived in Moscow with no arrangements made, and no jobs to go to. Leopold’s brother-in-law Semyon Kozolupov had advised against the move, and did nothing to help Leopold find a teaching position in Moscow. Though the two cellists were outwardly friendly, their relationship was now shadowed by a rivalry in which Kozolupov always managed to occupy the dominant position.


There was one respect, however, in which Kozolupov envied his brother-in-law. Semyon’s three daughters were all gifted musicians, destined to become excellent professionals, but it was evident that Leopold’s son Slava was outstandingly talented. Kozolupov could not forgive Leopold for teaching the young Slava himself, and liked to predict that no good would come of this arrangement.


On arrival in Moscow, Leopold initially found work at the Radio committee, but finding accommodation proved more problematic. Family legend recounts that Leopold stood in the middle of the street near the Conservatoire, holding his young son by the hand and accosting passers-by. He pleaded for help, explaining that the family had nowhere to live and that his outstandingly talented young boy needed a musical education. Amazingly enough, an Armenian woman named Zinaida Cherchopova was touched by his appeal and took the family in. They lived for nearly a year in a tiny dark room in her communal apartment in Maly Gneznikovsky Tupìk – today the room has been declared uninhabitable and is used as a store cupboard.


The family then moved to no. 2 Kozitskij Pereulok where they occupied a single, dark room. Slava slept on a camp-bed under the Becker grand piano. One day the kind-hearted lift lady informed them that two rooms had become vacant in a communal flat in no. 3 Nemirovich-Danchenko Street – this became the family home until the mid-1950s.


Soon Leopold found a position teaching at the renowned Gnessin Institute High School, where at the age of eight, the young Slava began his official cello studies with his father. Rostropovich recalls that like many children he was not very fond of practising, but he quickly learnt the advantages of being a good actor. If his parents were out on errands, Slava would stand at the window, waiting for their return. As soon as he saw them approaching, he would run to the cello so that his parents would find him totally immersed in his practice. Naturally his mother would pity the lad: ‘My poor boy, you must be tired out. Take a rest now!’


Veronika, Slava’s sister, played the violin, but was less committed to music than her younger brother. Their mother would reward the children for a good practice session with a sweet. The young Slava (who had – and has to this day – a sweet tooth) quickly saw how to turn his sister’s reluctance to their mutual advantage. Veronika recalled placing her sweet on a chair and saying, ‘Slava, half an hour’s practice for me and the sweet is yours.’ Placing her violin in the upright position of a cello, he ‘practised’ on it while Veronika played with her dolls under the piano. Sofiya Nikolayevna, listening in the kitchen, was quite taken in.


Slava worshipped his father, and his cello lessons were the high point of his week. Leopold discouraged the idea of routine practice, preferring to develop an imaginative approach to the music, a method that suited Slava. He quickly learned to focus his attention on the musical result, which became inseparable for him from the technical aspects of playing.


Tatyana Gaidomovich, an older pupil of Leopold, also appreciated his inspirational style of teaching. A late starter by Russian standards, the thirteen-year-old Tatyana enrolled at the Gnessin Institute, where she was advised by Elena Gnessina that it was too late to take up the piano. The cello was suggested as an alternative, and Gnessina dangled a carrot in the form of a brilliant teacher who had recently joined the teaching staff. Leopold Rostropovich agreed to take on the aspiring beginner.


As Gaidomovich recalls:




Leopold Witoldovich was a wonderful person, a combination of a man of his times and a character straight out of a Hoffmann story, with his romantic features and almost Mephistophelean piercing look. [He] was just forty, but he looked much older, whether because of the grey colour of his sparse hair or the deeply etched lines of his expressive face. But he exuded a kind of timeless wisdom, which was in contrast to the Hoffmannesque features, the hidden sorrow of his dark eyes and the ironic fold of his sharply drawn lips. A slight limp did not impede his fast-moving walk.


At our first meeting Leopold Witoldovich questioned me closely. No doubt in my replies he sensed my enormous desire to become involved in music. He promised to take me on and to help find me a cello … Then another unexpected thing happened, he sat down at the piano and out poured a cascade of notes, Rachmaninov’s C sharp minor prelude, which I knew and loved as my father played it at home.


Leopold Witoldovich hated methodical routine in teaching, and could freely switch from cello to piano during the lesson if he needed to demonstrate a musical point. Sometimes he would sit down and say, ‘Enough of the cello for the moment, let me play for you,’ and he would perform at the piano a Rachmaninov or Tchaikovsky concerto with enormous artistry and flair.


In class Leopold Witoldovich would reveal his ideas through the rich world of imagery, narrating them with such vividness that even the most indifferent listener or pupil was touched.


Other times after these volcanic outbursts he would distance himself from his pupils. Listening to our playing, making the essential observations, we sensed that our teacher’s thoughts were far removed from his real surroundings. On the surface there were few signs of that seething seismic process which convulsed this artist’s inner world.3





Gaidomovich first met Slava at the Gnessin Institute and remembered him as




… a very pale, thin seven-year-old boy, with marvellous lovely dancing eyes, long spider-like hands and thin legs. The family lived in very poor circumstances. Slava’s mother, Sofiya Nikolayevna, was a very sociable, patient and long-suffering Russian woman, who carried the whole household on her shoulders. She had to put up with the passions and stormy outbursts of her husband, and devoted her time to bringing up her children. She herself was a good pianist and sometimes accompanied her husband.4





Though Leopold Rostropovich was clearly adored by his family, he was reputed to have a difficult and fiery temper, which was perhaps exacerbated by frustration at not receiving the recognition he deserved as a performer. His family resented Kozolupov, who despite being head of the Conservatoire cello faculty did nothing to help Leopold find a teaching position. Kozolupov seems to have admitted to his sister-in law, Sofiya Nikolayevna, that he recognised Leopold’s greater talent and therefore would not tolerate his presence on the Conservatoire staff.


In terms of character, if not musical ability, Leopold was the weaker of the two men, and tried to avoid conflict with his elder colleague and relative. As Gaidomovich observed:




Despite their being related, or even in some strange way because of this, there was a definite, unspoken rivalry between Leopold Rostropovich and Semyon Kozolupov, who was the undisputed leader of the Moscow school. Kozolupov’s authoritative character demanded submission and obedience, and was propelled by great energy and a need for constant activity.


Leopold Witoldovich was of a more nervous disposition, and in certain ways he was an unstable personality. There was an excessively passive side to his nature which was unable to withstand competition.5





Events bear out this interpretation, for after eighteen months teaching at the Gnessin Institute, Leopold was forced to make way for a protégé of Kozolupov after a dispute with one of the school directors, Elena Fabianovna Gnessina. In 1937, he transferred his main teaching activity to the Sverdlovsk District Music School, which was located on Pushkin Square in the city centre, and Slava followed in order to remain in his father’s cello class. At this stage he was making remarkably quick progress; as for the piano, he seemed to pick it up without even bothering about lessons, and his interest in composition was also growing.


Now that Slava had reached the age of ten, Leopold decided to send him for composition lessons with Evgeny Messner at the Conservatoire Uchilishche. Slava’s fellow students included Boris Chaikovsky, Kirill Molchanov, Karen Khatchaturian and Evgeny Chugaev. Messner, a pupil of Vissarion Shebalin, was a remarkable teacher of children, who encouraged his pupils to learn through example. In his class they read through numerous scores of different genres and styles: Slava proved unusually quick to assimilate and memorise the music, and his phenomenal memory training started here. In 1939 Messner presented the young Rostropovich to Shebalin, who examined the boy’s work in progress, a piano trio. Shebalin was greatly impressed by Slava’s talent, and visited Leopold to discuss his future, as a result of which the families soon became friendly.


In fact, Slava could easily have become a composer, for when he was twelve, an accident nearly put an end to his cello-playing.




One day my mother made my favourite dish – a vinaigrette salad. Times were hard, and we lived poorly, so for me it was a real treat. She told me to go into our room and not touch anything on the table until she had finished preparing dinner in the kitchen. As we lived in a communal flat, eight other families shared the kitchen, which of course was the scene of daily domestic scandal.


I was so excited at the anticipation of this treat that I started dancing around the dining table. At a certain point I jumped on to the wooden stool which I used to practise on. The stool toppled over, I lost my balance and fell forwards on top of my right arm. I felt a terrible pain in the wrist, and cried out.


On hearing some shouts my mother thought nothing of it, assuming that it was just a normal ‘communal flat’ scandal. She didn’t appear at once, but when she did she was horrified at what she saw. When I got up and disentangled my arms from under me, we saw that there was a break, since my right hand was clearly at a tangent with the rest of my arm. The ambulance was called, and at the hospital it was discovered that I had a double fracture of the wrist. I was operated on under general anaesthetic. When I came to, my forearm was under plaster.


The plaster was removed six weeks later, and I then discovered that I had lost the ability to rotate my wrist and forearm. My hand was turned away from my body and this meant I couldn’t make the necessary forearm rotation to allow me to place the bow on the strings. It looked very bad, and it seemed that I might never play the cello again.


A second operation was suggested, but my father wouldn’t allow it, as he thought it too risky. Bathing the hand and forearm in hot water was suggested. A little wooden trough was made for this purpose out of an old fruit box lined with oilskin. I discovered that I got relief from these immersions, and continued them three or four times a day for the next six months. Gradually I won back this rotating movement millimetre by millimetre.


In the mean time I got on with my composition studies at the Conservatoire high school. I remember writing some rather good pieces for violin and left-hand piano which I could perform.


Six months later I managed at last to put the bow on the string, even if it was at a fairly odd angle. I have never thought about this, but it might be true to say that this fracture affected my bow position, which always had a hint of outward rotation in it, with the elbow somewhat lowered. It’s true to say that as I have long arms, this also makes it natural for me to keep the elbow low.


All in all, this experience was a great lesson to me in life-manship. I realised that it was my intense unflagging desire to play the cello which gave me such dogged determination. Without this desire I would have had to become a composer I suppose!





Slava was quick to recover lost time. By the age of thirteen he had regained such a high standard on the cello that Leopold decided he should complete the cello course ahead of time. Rostropovich recalls: ‘When I did my final exams on the cello at the music school in 1940, the commission was very complimentary. One of the teachers, Bezrodny, came up to my father and said, “If it would make all our pupils play as well as your son, perhaps we should consider breaking their wrists too!”’


During the summers Leopold would take his family for holidays to the Ukraine, leaving the hot dusty city behind:




Father took on work as leader of the cello section in various orchestras for the holiday season. For instance he played in the thermal resort of Slavyansk, where the orchestra played in the park, and he also worked in similar summer seasons in Zaporozhets. Father took me to all the orchestra rehearsals, and I sat in the pit, spellbound, watching and listening. It was then that I dreamed of becoming a conductor.


At Slavyansk I got to know the conductor, A. Stupel, a very kind man who explained the mysteries of orchestral scores to me, showing me how the various instruments of the orchestra were notated, and explaining the system of transposing instruments.


When I spoke to my father about my wish to conduct, he was very strict with me and told me that before becoming a conductor I had first to make a career as an instrumentalist. That was the only way to earn the right to stand on the podium. ‘If they know you are an excellent instrumentalist, the orchestral musicians will have a different attitude towards you,’ he insisted, ‘and they will give you their trust.’


He was absolutely right, and in this way he was able to map out the right path for me. In fact I didn’t conduct professionally until 1962, but by that time I had more than twenty years of concert experience as a cellist behind me.





It was at Slavyansk in the summer of 1940 that the thirteen-year-old Mstislav Rostropovich made his professional debut, playing the Saint-Saëns concerto under Stupel’s direction in an outdoor concert.


The following year Slava completed his school studies, having finished the five-year course in the space of three years. In the mean time he had been attending the Central Music School (known in Russian by its acronym ‘TseMSha’) which had recently opened to train exceptionally talented children. Here Slava only studied academic subjects such as literature, maths and geography, while his sister Veronika enrolled as a violin student.


Mstislav was now making such rapid progress that no one had any doubts that he had the makings of a soloist. Leopold deserves credit for fostering a balanced musical education which placed equal emphasis on technique and a wide general musical knowledge.


One of Leopold’s favourite exercises to test his own technical mastery of the cello was making transcriptions from the virtuoso piano repertoire, including some of Chopin’s Etudes. To please his father, Slava attempted to learn the most difficult of these transcriptions, of the G flat study in octaves, Op. 25, no. 9. He claims that he never matched his father’s brilliance in this piece.


Leopold’s talents as a pianist were equally prodigious. Once, when Slava declared that he wished to compose a piano concerto, his father brought home the scores of some of the best-known Russian concertos, including Tchaikovsky’s first, the Rimsky-Korsakov and Rachmaninov’s third. Leopold then proceeded to read through them at the piano, amazing his son by his instant capacity to absorb and transmit the music, even if he was sight-reading.




*





Everyday life was radically affected by the outbreak of war and the German invasion of Soviet territory in June 1941. As Nazi troops marched rapidly towards the capital in the early autumn, arrangements were made for Muscovite institutions and civilian families to be sent to safety further east. At the end of the summer of 1941 Slava had been enrolled at the Ippolitov-Ivanov Musical Uchilishche in Moscow in order to continue his cello studies with his father, but these plans had now to be abandoned:




When the war broke out I was evacuated to Penza with the students of TseMSha. Then my parents wrote saying that they too were being evacuated and would pick me and my sister up on the way to Orienburg, where our family was to make our temporary home – in those days the town was called Chkalov, after the famous pilot. My sister and I went down to the station in Penza on the appointed day. It was an anxious moment for us, as there were many echelons travelling east, taking people to evacuation. They travelled in cattle trucks, with no windows, just vents to allow the air in. We had no idea which train my parents would be on, and trains kept on arriving and departing. I told Veronika to sit and guard our suitcases while I started searching for them. I ran up and down the platforms, asking which trains had come from Moscow, and searching all the carriages and trucks. People were coming and going, and there was a feeling of total chaos. This went on for several hours; my sister and I were in despair, we were losing all hope of finding our parents. After about twelve hours, while running down the tracks, I suddenly caught a glimpse of my parents standing in the doorway of one of the cattle trucks. We had the most joyful reunion.





The Rostropoviches had chosen Orienburg for their evacuation because they had friends and family there: most importantly, Slava’s godmother, Elena Londkevich. She had met Leopold and Sofiya during their courting days in Orienburg; indeed, she was reputed to have been in love with Leopold herself, but when he married Sofiya she magnanimously transferred her affections to his whole family. Now she generously provided a room in her apartment for the family’s use, and her kindness greatly eased their difficulties, as Slava recalls: ‘She was like a fairy godmother to our whole family, and she encouraged my music-making. Her brother had a rather nice baritone voice, and sang romances. I liked accompanying him on the piano. For instance I remember playing Schumann’s “Ich grolle nicht”. This served as a stimulus for me, and I learnt to accompany songs in this way.’


Once they had settled in, the Rostropovich children had to get on with their education. Slava attended the ‘Second Railway School’ for his general education, while studying cello with his father at the Orienburg Musical Uchilishche:




I had had to leave my cello behind in Moscow, so the music school found an old instrument for me in their store room. It had the number ‘8’ painted on it in blue. It was so sturdily built that one could safely sit down on it, which came in handy on train journeys when all the seats were taken. Whenever I wanted to rest, I laid the cello on its side, and sat down on the ribs, near the instrument’s shoulder, or else I would squeeze my backside into the carved dip near the F-holes.





One of the best-thought-out strategies of the Soviet civilian evacuation system was to allocate specific towns with one or more important artistic, scientific or educational institutions. This allowed the collective concerned to continue its professional activity, as well as benefiting the host town. In this way, the Leningrad Philharmonic Orchestra was billeted in Novosibirsk, the Bolshoi Theatre in Kuibishev, while the Leningrad Maly Theatre (Malegot) had its temporary home in Orienburg. The Maly’s conductors included Boris Khaikin and the young Kirill Kondrashin, and the composers Ivan Dzerzhinsky, Solovyov-Sedoy and Mikhail Chulaki were also attached to the company. This also provided Leopold with the opportunity of chamber music, and soon he formed a piano trio with the pianist Sofiya Vackman and a violinist (S. Gitter) from the Maly Theatre orchestra. They found a job playing at the local ‘Molot’ cinema, entertaining audiences before the shows.


The impressionable Slava soon fell in love with Vackman:




Sofiya Borisovna was married and some fifteen years older than I was. She would come to our small room to rehearse the trios which they played at the beginning of the film showings. After I finished school I ran along to the cinema, to listen to the trio’s performances.


It was incredibly cold in winter, the door would open and close, icy winds howled, and the snow was literally blown through the doors. In fact this is probably the reason why Father fell ill, as he inevitably caught cold. They sat there playing, wearing dark felt boots, coats and gloves and trying not to freeze. Wartime conditions were incredibly hard, there was no food to be had.


I was so taken with Sofiya Vackman that I would try and save her some of my biscuits which I received from a special ration given to schoolchildren. I would surreptitiously transfer the biscuits into her handbag when she wasn’t looking.


However, I got very distressed that the public did not always react favourably to my father’s trio, probably because the repertoire they played was above the heads of the audiences. I decided that if they were to achieve success then they needed to play pieces that people would enjoy. So I made my first transcriptions for piano trio of popular pieces, like Dunaevsky’s march ‘Vesyoliye Rebyata’ (‘The Jolly Lads’) and Strauss waltzes. I brought these arrangements to one of the rehearsals, and the trio played them. The audience was delighted, and to my delight I gained the attention of Sofiya Borisovna, who gave me a winning smile.





In April 1942 the fifteen-year-old Slava played in a concert dedicated to works by Soviet composers, appearing in the triple capacity of cellist, pianist and composer. He himself performed his ‘Poème’ for cello and a ‘Prelude’ for piano, while his father performed the first movement of his cello concerto, which Slava accompanied at the piano. In a review of the concert by R. Gezler it was noted, ‘The three works by Slava Rostropovich are testimony of his great gift for melody, his astute and sensitive use of harmony, and an unerring sense of musical taste. In addition he won over his listeners with his considerable gifts as a performer.’6 This was a proud occasion for the Rostropovich family, and the first and last time that Leopold and Slava appeared on stage together:




When my father became ill in the spring of 1942 I took his place teaching at the uschilishe. This position was made official after his death, something that I only discovered recently, when I was shown a document found at the Orienburg Music High School stating that ‘Slavka Rostropovich’ would replace Leopold. Many of the students were actually older than I was, but already by then I was undoubtedly the best cellist in Orienburg. I was paid by the hour.


I was terribly shaken by my father’s death, and I myself fell ill for quite some time. I emerged from this experience as a man shouldering responsibility for the family.





It had been Sofiya Vackman who introduced Slava to the artists of the Maly Theatre, with whom he participated in collective concerts. Vackman agreed to accompany him as well as the singers: ‘In between the singers’ arias I would play short pieces on the cello (Tchaikovsky’s “Sentimental Waltz”, Rimsky-Korsakov’s “The Flight of the Bumble Bee”, and so on). I was paid seventy roubles for each concert. Ten concerts, and I had earned a kilogram of butter, that was the relationship of my earnings in those difficult wartime conditions.’ On one legendary occasion, the fifteen-year-old boy, who looked younger than his years, was so warmly applauded that he decided to play an encore. Picking up the nearest piece of music at hand, an arrangement of a piece for violin and piano, Slava placed it on his stand, and stood up to announce its title: ‘“Torments of Love” by Fritz Kreisler.’ The incongruity of these words from a young boy’s lips reduced the audience to unrestrained hilarity.


In 1943 Rostropovich was given the opportunity to appear as soloist with the Malegot orchestra performing Tchaikovsky’s Rococo Variations. In retrospect he judged his performance as not wholly successful: ‘I wasn’t ready or technically prepared at the time for this work, and later I was forced to rethink my whole approach to it.’ Perhaps of even more importance to his formation, though, was the opportunity of seeing opera, for which he developed a passion. The Malegot opera company was one of the most interesting in the country, and had staged Shostakovich’s operas The Nose and Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District.


The composer Mikhail Chulaki was the director of Malegot during this period, and was working on his ballet The Priest and his Workman Balda, based on Pushkin. Chulaki played a considerable role in Rostropovich’s life after his father’s death, giving him free composition lessons: Slava composed his first piano concerto under Chulaki’s tuition. But the young Rostropovich had to combine study with work, for now he was the family’s principal breadwinner:




Money was very tight, and I earned by teaching and playing. My godmother, Elena Londkevich, also helped our family materially. Soon I acquired some carpentry skills, and I started to make small oil lamps from cylindrical glass test tubes. We sold the lamps at the market. But most of the income I earned through playing in collective concerts in factories and smaller towns of the area.





It was on the journey to Orsk that Slava had received some unsolicited help, while part of a ‘concert brigade’ of artists from the Malegot:




It was bitterly cold, and trains in wartime had no form of heating. It was a long overnight journey, and each of us was handed out a light blanket. When the train started moving, all the lights were turned off, and we lay down on our bunks in all our clothing (mine was threadbare and miserable). I huddled under my blanket, but it had no noticeable effect on my frozen limbs. The temperature was dropping, and I fell into a numbed sleep, where my mind wandered and I thought I would never wake up again. Some hours later I came to because I was feeling hot, and weighed down by layers of covers. I realised then that each of the artists in the compartment had donated his own blanket to provide the extra warmth needed for my survival. They realised it was a case of my need being greater than theirs. To this day I remember their names: Olga Golovina, the pianist Izya Rubanenko, Boris Geft, the tenor, and the dancers Kolya Sokolov and Sveta Sheyina (who were married to each other).





On arrival in Orsk, the artists were given a ration packet with provisions, a useful form of payment in those hungry times:




When I was given some extra rations I usually tried to save the best things to take home to our hungry families in Orienburg. This time in Orsk our packet included some sausages. However, I noticed that they were turning a strange colour, and mould was forming on the outside. My friend, Kolya Sokolov, and I decided the best thing was to sell them at the local market. He came up with a brilliant idea, and suggested washing off the mould, and I duly washed mine down with soap and water. We decided we were in this enterprise together, and we went down to the market and laid out our wares. It was only then that I noticed that his sausages were a different, much brighter colour: mine looked very unappealing next to his shiny ones. Kolya was very good-looking and charismatic, and he stood up and called out, ‘And who would like some very appetising hors d’oeuvres?’ Several ladies came up and pointed to the shiny sausages. ‘We’ll take those.’ ‘No, we are selling together or not at all!’ When they asked why the sausages looked so different, he looked the ladies in the eye and said, ‘Well you see, it’s very simple. Mine are smoked sausages, and his are a half-smoked variety!’ Once we had got our money, we left. I was a very insecure boy, and felt terribly upset, and almost started crying, thinking that I had been given an inferior variety of sausage. What did this mean, that I was less good than my friends? ‘Listen, Kolya, just now you said we were given different kind of sausages? Is that true?’ ‘Nonsense, Slavka,’ he said, ‘I just rubbed mine down with Vaseline to make them look better!’





The experience of wartime hardships had a lasting effect on Rostropovich’s personality. The way people rallied together in times of difficulty and helped each other provided an unforgettable lesson in life. As Rostropovich has affirmed, ‘The kindness I was shown in those years has remained at the base of my great faith in people’s goodness.’ During the two years spent in Orienburg, Rostropovich’s life had changed radically. It was here that he started his professional life as a musician – and ‘became a man’, taking on complete responsibility for his family.


Orienburg also provided Rostropovich with lifelong friends – including his composition teacher, Mikhail Chulaki, who showed him great kindness:




Chulaki was like a second father in a way, he always kept an eye on me and quietly took note of my family’s needs. He believed in my talent and without informing my family he wrote to Shebalin about me. This was instrumental in procuring me a stipend from the Moscow Conservatoire, even before I became a student there. It was worth five hundred roubles a month. It is true that this wasn’t much money, not enough even to buy a kilogram of butter.


It was also Chulaki who facilitated our return to Moscow, for it was still forbidden to return to the capital, except under exceptional circumstances.





If Chulaki had become a surrogate father to Rostropovich, Elena Londkevich effectively became a second mother to the boy, sending him a further five hundred roubles each month to Moscow: it was, she told him, ‘a scholarship in his father’s name’.






1 Ibid. p. 14.


2 From TV documentary on Rostropovich made in the Soviet Union in 1968.







3 T. Gaidomovich, The Unforgettable, p. 192–3.


4 Ibid.







5 Ibid.







6 L. Ginsburg, Mstislav Rostropovich, p. 7.
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Studies at the Moscow Conservatoire





By the beginning of 1943, the course of the war had changed, and Soviet troops were now beginning to win back German-occupied territory. Educational institutions in Moscow gradually started to reopen – among them the Conservatoire, with Vissarion Shebalin as its new director.


Thanks to Chulaki’s intervention, Rostropovich had been allowed to leave Chkalov (Orienburg) for Moscow: ‘I left on 26 April 1943. Trains travelled so slowly at the time that the journey to Moscow took ten days. I arrived on 6 May, and a week later, on 13 May, I took my entry examination for the Moscow Conservatoire. I was accepted as a student in two faculties.’ Life in Moscow was an enormous contrast for the young Slava:




After Orienburg, where life was lived on the streets, wounded soldiers abounded and I ran between school and the market, Moscow seemed a picture of gloom. In the evenings the curfew was still observed, windows were closed and the streets unlit. Everything was dark and murky. But during the day throughout Moscow loudspeakers on the streets blared forth piano music, preludes and mazurkas by Chopin, Rachmaninov preludes and Tchaikovsky’s The Seasons. It was real romantic classical music. It was a way of keeping morale high, and this background of great-quality music added a special spiritual atmosphere to the city.





Rostropovich’s official invitation to apply for the Conservatoire, the necessary formality permitting him to return to Moscow, had come from his uncle, Semyon Kozolupov, though Mstislav was initially unenthusiastic about the idea of studying with him:




At one point I had thought of going to study with Aleksandr Shtrimer [Daniil Shafran’s teacher] in Leningrad. But in the spring of 1943 Leningrad was still under siege, and its Conservatoire was operating in evacuation in Tashkent. The deciding factor for me was the note my father had left us to read after his death. He instructed us that under no circumstances were we to sell his cello or the piano, and that he wanted me to study in Moscow with Kozolupov. My family was longing to return to Moscow, and I could not go against my father’s will.





In making his dying wishes so explicit, Leopold Rostropovich had shown greater wisdom on his family’s behalf than he had demonstrated for himself. There were considerable advantages for Slava in being under the protection of his uncle, the most influential cello teacher in the country. The balance of musical power had shifted since Leopold’s own student days: now Moscow rather than Leningrad offered the best opportunities for a thorough training. Moreover, Semyon Matveevich Kozolupov had built a reputation as an excellent and thorough teacher. His pupils found him to be a kind, well-meaning man, albeit rough and ready, in true Cossack style. Though he did not possess the wide cultural background of Leopold Rostropovich, he was dedicated to his students, and went out of his way to help them professionally.


Kozolupov methodically built up his students’ technique until they achieved complete mastery of the instrument. Galina Kozolupova, Semyon Matveevich’s second daughter and one of his best pupils, recalled that her father believed in developing virtuosity by setting progressively more difficult tasks, ranging from the simplest exercises to pieces of the greatest complexity. Kozolupov’s compilation of cello études by a variety of cellist-composers from Duport to Franchomme, from Dotzauer to Servais, became the standard bible of Soviet cello students – it was still in use during the 1960s and 1970s when I studied in Moscow.


Among Kozolupov’s students was the future cellist of the Borodin Quartet, Valentin Berlinsky. He had first met Rostropovich in May 1938 at a concert in the Hall of Columns, where a selection of the best pupils from twenty-six Moscow musical schools performed: ‘I was then thirteen years old and was studying at the Krasnogvardeiskiy district music school with Kozolupov’s assistant, Efim Gendlin. Slava was two years younger than me, but he was already noted for his talent. At that concert we both performed two pieces.’1 The two cellists encountered each other again after enrolling in Kozolupov’s class in September 1943. Berlinsky characterised Kozolupov as a forceful but immensely charming personality, whose pupils learnt a lot simply from observing him play:







Semyon Matveevich had the most wonderful hands for the cello. His right-hand technique in particular was incredible; his bow changes were so perfectly smooth that they were completely inaudible, as if he had a limitless length of bow. Yet I would define the greatest feature of Kozolupov’s teaching as his immediate ability to see and understand each student’s individuality. Thus he was democratic in his approach and didn’t force his pupils to play in one particular way. He even encouraged them to go to other teachers for the odd lesson, although by this he intended they go to ex-pupils like his daughter Galina or Sviatoslav Knushevitsky.2





Berlinsky recalls that Kozolupov could also be an obstinate and pedantic teacher.




Kozolupov’s conviction that his way of doing things was the only correct one was unshakeable. For instance, in his edition of the Bach suites, one can see his interpretation clearly laid out. He believed the suites should be played only in this way. When one phrased the music somewhat differently or changed the bowings, he would ask ‘Why?’ To me this was useful as I learnt to defend my views.


But I remember Slava disagreed with me: ‘You just try and play to him with different bowings.’ In fact I brought Bach’s second suite to a lesson with my own bowings, and in this instance Semyon Matveevich let them stand. But when I took the Sarabande of the third suite to a lesson and played the repeat with no vibrato, he put his foot down, and told me categorically that one could not play without vibrato.3





Kozolupov transmitted to his students a strong bow technique, with an immense variety of bow strokes. Great attention was paid to developing the upper part of the bow, often a weak point for cellists. He insisted on using the natural weight of the arm and shoulder, allowing the cellist to remain free while still being able to employ force, at the point of the bow in particular. Kozolupov taught that the basis of all bow technique was a well-rounded détaché stroke, to be played on the string in the upper half of the bow.


As regards left-hand technique, he encouraged great flexibility, but first and foremost insisted on precise intonation. Thus certain techniques like left-hand extensions could only be approached once a pupil had secured perfect intonation. Vibrato, however, was considered an essential part of musical expression.


The Kozolupov school was characterised by smooth, expressive phrasing, and an insistence on a beautiful cantilena tone. This emphasis on legato and cantabile suited certain types of repertoire better than others, the ‘romantics’ in particular. But the long seamless lines Kozolupov advocated in the Bach suites, for instance, went against the dance- and speech-like articulation that is implicit in the music, and which lay at the basis of Casals’s interpretation. One could argue that the Kozolupov tradition ultimately became a considerable handicap in performing Bach, particularly once it had become frayed through years of thoughtless repetition. Even in the 1970s, the period of the ‘early music revival’ in the West, the approach to baroque cello style taught in the Soviet conservatoires remained rigidly rooted in Kozolupov’s understanding of Bach, which by this stage seemed hopelessly outdated.


Rostropovich, meanwhile, had radically rethought his Bach interpretation in the early 1950s when he first performed the complete cycle of solo suites. One might define his approach as a striving for a large-scale cosmic quality on the one hand and greater intimacy and dance-like charm on the other. His views on Bach were based on a philosophical understanding of the world, which he in turn transmitted to his students.


Notwithstanding its limitations, several generations of fine Soviet cellists came out of the Kozolupov stable, including such excellent performers as Sviatoslav Knushevitsky, Grigori Feigin, Fyodor Luzanov and Natalya Shakhovskaya. This impressive list may be supplemented with the names of the composers Aram Khatchaturian and Sulkhan Tsintsadze, who both studied cello with Kozolupov, something that is noticeable in the consummate ease with which they wrote for string instruments.


Although Mstislav Rostropovich was to become the most famous of Kozolupov’s students, he was not a typical product of his class. Even during his student years, he questioned the principles that Kozolupov transmitted. His alert, enquiring mind found Kozolupov’s methods to be too narrowly focused on instrumental concerns, and the standard cello repertoire was not enough to sustain his musical interest:




Practically speaking I did not study music in Kozolupov’s class. He was undoubtedly a wonderful specialist, but he lived through his intuition. I am of course extremely grateful for what I gained from him, for he knew how to teach the art of cello-playing quite marvellously. But he was not a great musician. For instance Prokofiev’s music was beyond him. He would react to it intuitively, saying perhaps to a student, ‘What you played just now is very boring, so do something about it.’ But he had no idea how to approach a new work.





Rostropovich looked instead to his composition teachers for musical stimulation. He counted himself fortunate to be a pupil of Vissarion Shebalin, who had himself studied with the so-called patriarch of Russian twentieth-century music, Nikolay Myaskovsky. Towards the end of 1942, Shebalin was called back from evacuation and appointed director of the Moscow Conservatoire, a position for which he was eminently suited. His great moral integrity was as much respected as his consummate skill in teaching composition. While his approach was based on Russian classical tradition, Shebalin sought to foster the individuality of each student, as a result of which they evolved very differently: Tikhon Khrennikov and Edison Denisov were both devoted students of Shebalin, yet in both style and aesthetic they represented opposite polarities of Soviet music. Shebalin was totally dedicated to the Conservatoire, and spent his energy not only in raising the level of student achievement, but in finding funds to repair the building, in encouraging concert activity and in attracting fresh staff.


Shebalin’s greatest coup was to persuade Shostakovich to join the composition staff in 1943. Shortly after Rostropovich returned to Moscow from Orienburg, Kozolupov arranged for him to meet the great composer. The young Slava was enormously impressed by Shostakovich’s impeccable manners and attention to people. Even today he cannot forget how, when he left his coat in the professors’ cloakroom, Dmitri Dmitrievich would shake hands and greet by name every single one of the attendants, most of whom were toothless old ladies, and the students sitting on the benches between the different floors met with similar attention. It was with some trepidation, nonetheless, that Rostropovich showed his first piano concerto to Dmitri Dmitrievich: he played it through at an enormously fast speed to hide his embarrassment at its somewhat ‘sub-Rachmaninov’ style. Shostakovich, however, was impressed, showering Slava with compliments and willingly accepting him in his orchestration class.4


Shostakovich’s lessons were the high point of Rostropovich’s weekly Conservatoire routine:




I would go to Kozolupov for my cello lesson every Thursday morning sharp at nine o’clock. Then straight afterwards, I rushed up to Class 35 for my orchestration lesson with Shostakovich. The night before I was always busy doing my homework, often finishing only in the small hours of the night. This meant that sometimes when I played for Kozolupov I was over-tired and did not do my best. I remember how he would sit in the corner of the classroom and listen to his students. Once, when I muddled some fingering, he stared at me and shouted, ‘Uncle, just get those spaghetti fingers of yours organised!’ He used to call me Uncle, although of course I was his nephew!





Despite his diligence, in his first year Mstislav overlooked the fact that the Conservatoire course involved other disciplines such as harmony, music history and analysis, as well as the obligatory political curriculum:




At the end of my first year disaster struck. Kozolupov called our whole family down to his dacha, and solemnly announced to my mother, ‘Your son has seven tails [syem xvostov]!’ My mother had no idea what he meant, and replied indignantly, ‘My son hasn’t even got one tail, what are you talking about?’ We did not know that a ‘tail’ meant a failed exam. At the end of each year, students had to take exams in every subject. If you flunked, you got a second chance. However, if you did not pass after retaking the exam a second time, you would be kept back a year, or even risk expulsion from the Conservatoire.


I had somehow failed to realise that these exams were obligatory and I simply had not prepared at all. I only realised how serious it was when I saw the tears welling up in my mother’s eyes. With a feeling of shame I reached out for a bottle on my uncle’s table; it turned out to be some homemade blackcurrant liqueur. Surreptitiously I drank the whole bottle. I then started feeling very sick, and went out into the garden where I passed out on a bench. Every now and then I would come to because I had to throw up. Then my sister Veronika, who was sitting beside me to keep an eye on me, rebuked me in no uncertain terms: ‘You’re going to die, you fool.’ Then I would sink back into semi-consciousness until another bout of nausea woke me to the accompaniment of my sister’s threats. That was my first experience of alcohol.


Afterwards I decided to work doubly hard, and I then started my life pattern of working through the night and in the early morning, training myself to need only three or four hours’ sleep in the twenty-four hours of day and night.


In the autumn I disposed of all my ‘tails’, passing all the outstanding exams.





Rostropovich’s new work regime brought immediate results. Berlinsky remembers that the general view that Mstislav’s phenomenal talent and capacity for disciplined work destined him for greatness:




Slava stood out from the rest of the students because of his incredible gifts and exuberant nature. He was unlike anybody else and very independent in everything he did. When Slava played, it was as if the cello submitted to him and not the other way round. His whole posture, sound production, the way he held the bow and even his left-hand technique were completely individual. Kozolupov did not interfere with any of this, since he knew it would be hopeless even to try.





Nevertheless, Rostropovich was ready to modify his ideas when necessary and apply Kozolupov’s principles, especially when returning to works he had played previously: ‘For instance, when I studied Tchaikovsky’s Rococo Variations at the Conservatoire I was forced to rethink my right-hand technique, which in the mean time had developed along certain lines. It took me a lot of time and I underwent considerable difficulty, having to relearn the work on completely new technical grounds.’


Rostropovich had a voracious appetite for new repertoire: in his second year as a student (during which he managed to complete three years of the five-year course) Mstislav tackled concertos by Dvořák, Schumann and Glazunov and most of the sonata repertoire, as well as Bach’s solo suites. When Kozolupov set him the fifth suite, one of the pinnacles of the canon, he mastered it completely within six weeks.


It was around this time that the young Rostropovich made his first attempt to enrich the virtuoso cello repertoire, when he composed his Humoresque Op. 5 for Kozolupov. The piece was a study of fast spiccato technique, somewhat reminiscent of Popper’s Elfentanz and Davydov’s At the Fountain, and an appropriate offering for his teacher.




It happened that I saw my fellow students were collecting money to buy flowers. I asked them whom they were to be presented to. ‘Oh, they’re for Kozolupov’s birthday tomorrow.’ I had completely forgotten about this date, and felt upset not to be contributing. So I went home and decided to compose a piece for him. I wrote and learnt the Humoresque that same night, and performed it – from memory – for Semyon Matveevich in class the next day.





With its innovative harmonic language and its witty and brilliant use of the cello, the Humoresque was a wonderfully effective concert piece which Rostropovich often played as an encore. It was published in the late 1960s, upon which many of his students added it to their repertoire.


Rostropovich’s ambition to complete the Conservatoire course in three rather than five years involved an extremely busy programme of study. Exam results mattered, for a student’s monthly scholarship money could be suspended if his marks were too low. As a recipient of the Stalin stipend, Mstislav was under pressure to do well in his exams, especially the obligatory political subjects that were the bane of every student’s life:







I remember in particular my studies of the History of the Communist Party which I took in 1944. Despite the thirteen-year age gap between us, I was very friendly with Svyatoslav (Slava) Richter – my private nickname for him was ‘Glasha’5. Because of the war and the facts of his biography, Richter was still a student at the time. He suggested that we studied for this exam together. He would come round to our flat and we set up our books, and took it in turns to read pages of text to each other. But we just could not stop yawning, and soon we realised we were getting nowhere. At a certain point I said to him, ‘Listen, Glasha, I simply must pass this exam, it’s better I study on my own.’ But a few days later he phoned me: ‘Slava, I have had a brilliant idea, I have invented an infallible method for studying Party History. Let me come round and explain.’ His invention consisted in making me kneel on the floor opposite him. In front of us he placed the very large volume entitled ‘A Short Course in the History of the Party’ which every student had to know inside-out.6  ‘You see,’ Glasha said, ‘if we start to fall asleep, we’ll fall forward straight onto the book and hit our faces. This way we’ll be forced to stay awake!’





Each exam consisted of questions on a year’s study programme. Questions were written down on strips of paper, usually thirty or so in all; on each strip (or ticket) there were two questions, which were drawn at random from a box. Students were required to give oral answers, and the examiner (or commission of examiners) could interrogate them or demand answers to additional questions.


Rostropovich recalls his method for passing his Party History exam:




My first question, on how the Party had helped the partisan movement in the war, was relatively easy, but the second question on the Second International presented me with a considerable problem. The examiner was the organist, Gedike; I think that Kozolupov had warned him that I needed to pass this exam, and asked him to be forbearing, as my stipend depended on my passing. I set off resolutely with my answer to the first question, recounting all I knew about the partisans. Then I noticed that Gedike’s head started nodding, and soon he was dozing soundly. It occurred to me that if I showed off my knowledge on the partisan movement at length I could evade the second question altogether. I went on for some time, then suddenly in a very loud voice I shouted out, ‘Without the help of the Communist Party the partisans would have achieved nothing. Our Communist Party leads us from one Victory to another!’ At this Gedike woke up with a start, and to hide his shame he turned to me: ‘You obviously know your stuff, let’s give you a four.’7


My cello exam was an easier matter. I remember that amongst other things I played Paganini’s ‘Moto Perpetuo’, which made a great impression on the exam commission. As a result in the summer of 1944 I was promoted directly from the second to the fifth year.





This jump in level to the final year was an unprecedented occurrence at the Conservatoire. It testified not only to the exceptional artistic maturity and high standard of the seventeen-year-old cellist, but to his hard work and exceptional powers of concentration.


In his parallel studies in composition, Mstislav proceeded at the normal pace. Yet he was considered no less talented as a composer, and in his first year he was awarded the Tchaikovsky scholarship as the most promising composer of the cohort. The composition course involved intensive study of musical theory, orchestration, history, formal analysis, free composition and strict-style counterpoint. The Conservatoire boasted excellent teachers, and Rostropovich received instruction from the best specialists. In particular he was won over by his musical analysis teacher, V. A. Zuckerman: ‘How wonderfully he transmitted this apparently dry-as-dust subject! Even now I remember his lessons! And when I perform a Bach suite, I refer back to Zuckerman’s analysis of the phrase structures, his teaching of the importance of proportion and his definition of the Golden Mean as the culminative point of the architectonic structure.’8


Mstislav also studied piano and conducting. Although he had had no formal tuition, playing the piano came to him naturally, almost as an extension of his musical being. Now for the first time he took piano as a ‘second study’ with Nikolay Kuvshinnikov, a former Igumnov pupil.


Rostropovich strove to be on top of whatever subject engaged him at that moment. The notion of ‘second study’ was meaningless to him, and he wished only to be first in everything. In later years he would remain perplexed by students who did not foster similar ambitions. ‘One must always do one’s best in everything,’ he would explain, adding: ‘If I was a lift-boy, I would be the best lift-boy in the world.’ Mstislav probably was the best ‘second study’ pianist of his year, for he could tackle the virtuoso piano repertoire with ease: at his diploma exam he performed no less a work than Rachmaninov’s second concerto.


As conducting did not form part of his formal studies, Rostropovich took private lessons with the conductor Leo Ginsburg. For Slava, even this was not enough, and he additionally studied the gestural, ‘plastic’ aspects of conducting with the wife of the composer A. Alexandrov. Chamber music and quartet classes, on the other hand, were part of the required curriculum. Rostropovich was allocated to the class of the brilliant quartet teacher Mikhail Terian, who put him into a young student quartet with Rostislav Dubinsky and Nina and Rudolf Barshai. As Valentin Berlinsky, his successor in this quartet, recounts:




Slava and I have an intriguing ongoing argument, for our memories differ as to how long he played in this student quartet. Slava recalls it as nearly a two-year period, but Rostik and I believed that Slava played in the quartet only for about three weeks. Certainly, according to documents in my possession, by 1944 I was the cellist of this group.


This student quartet started work on two quartets, which became our first repertoire pieces: Handel’s Passacaglia in the arrangement by Aslamazian and Tchaikovsky’s first quartet. Then one day Slava brought me with him to a rehearsal at the Dmitrovka student hostel, and announced to his colleagues, ‘I can’t continue playing in the quartet, as I have so many other things to do just now. So Valka will be replacing me.’9





Thus it was that Valentin Berlinsky started playing in ‘The String Quartet of Moscow Conservatoire Students’, which achieved worldwide fame in later years as the Borodin Quartet – it celebrated its sixtieth anniversary in January 2005.


Despite his heavy schedule, Rostropovich found time to enjoy student life. Even if his family lived very poorly, they kept a hospitable hearth at their communal flat on no. 3 Nemirovich-Danchenko Street. Mstislav received a small sum every month from the Stalin stipend for talented students, and his godmother also sent him money. Cash was short, and money had little purchasing power during the hungry war years. In generous Russian fashion, it was normal to share whatever meagre supplies you had with friends. The composer Nickolay Karetnikov recalled how Slava would come round to his house, where his mother fed them on whatever she could lay hands on, often only potato peelings: Mstislav was often hungry, and would amaze his hosts with his voracious appetite.


Slava Rostropovich was the life and soul of student gatherings. Most people assumed that his nickname ‘Podsolnukh’ (sunflower) was given to him because of his irresistibly sunny nature, or what he himself defines as ‘my striving towards light’. However, his sister Veronika recalled that the nickname derives from the way tufts of hair resisted combing and stuck up disobediently on the top of Slava’s head, resembling the petals of a sunflower. But there was no more popular guest than Slava at a party, where he shone with his quick wit and constant good humour and liked to devise games and practical jokes. One of his best known ‘party tricks’ was to recite a numbered list of a hundred objects, which were noted down by the other guests on a piece of paper. Slava was allowed to glimpse the list only for a few seconds, but hours later he would astound his friends by reciting it in any order, backwards or forwards, or identifying any of the numbered items on it. Rostropovich’s phenomenal memory for music had been evident from early childhood, but he deliberately enhanced his general memory (not least in order to perform this feat) by inventing a mnemonic system – unbeknown to him, it was very similar to the so-called ‘Theatre of Memory’ used in schools of rhetoric in classical Greece and Rome.10


Many of Rostropovich’s legendary pranks were still being talked about when I studied at the Conservatoire during the late 1960s, including the tale of a New Year’s fancy-dress ball at the house of Elena Bulgakova, the writer’s widow. The two ‘Slavas’ – Richter and Rostropovich – chose to dress as crocodiles: crossing Moscow by taxi in their elaborate fancy dress in the small hours had proved an undertaking, but their reward was a handwritten certificate awarding them first prize for the most original costume. In intervals between lessons or after class concerts, Rostropovich would often regale his students with humorous accounts of his youth. For instance, he liked to tell of the time when he, his sister and a friend took a short holiday on a river boat down the Volga to Gorky (Nizhni Novgorod). They discovered that auditions were being held at the local conservatoire: Slava presented himself as an aspiring beginner-cellist, sitting with the bow in the wrong hand and playing scales in whole tones. The long, convoluted detail of this story always reduced his listeners to helpless laughter. Rostropovich had a remarkable ability to focus his attention on the matter of the moment, observing small details and illuminating quirks of character – these qualities helped him to become an inspired raconteur.


He applied a similar approach to the process of learning new music, which allowed him to absorb it with enormous ease and rapidity. Even in his second year of Conservatoire studies, Mstislav dreamt of extending the conventional cello repertoire, and his training as a composer helped him to identify immediately with a new work:




Early in 1945 I attended the first performance of Nikolay Myaskovsky’s concerto played by Sveta Knushevitsky, for whom it was written. I fell in love with the work, and decided to learn it for an internal Conservatoire competition for the best performance of a Soviet work. Kozolupov was initially not at all enthusiastic, but nevertheless he let me go ahead. I started rehearsing the concerto with his pianist daughter Irina (who was of course my cousin).11 To begin with they all thought it was awful music, but gradually they were won round and admitted it was quite a good work. I won first prize at the competition performing this work.12





In the mean time the second All-Union competition for performers was announced: it would take place in December 1945. Because of the interruption of the war, there had been no such competition since 1937, when the cello class had been won by the fourteen-year-old Leningrad cellist Daniil Shafran, a pupil of Aleksandr Shtrimer: Shafran’s filigree virtuosity and poetic appearance had caused something of a sensation. Kozolupov decided that several of his pupils should participate in the 1945 competition, including a senior student, Fyodor Luzanov, as well as the younger Berlinsky and Rostropovich.
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