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Muddle instead of Music

With the general cultural development of our country there grew also the necessity for good music. At no 
time and in no other place has the composer had a more appreciative audience. The people expect good 
songs, but also good instrumental works, and good operas.

Certain theatres are presenting to the new culturally mature Soviet public Shostakovich's opera Lady 
MacBeth as an innovation and achievement. Musical criticism, always ready to serve, has praised the opera 
to the skies, and given it resounding glory. The young composer, instead of hearing serious criticism, which 
could have helped him in his future work, hears only enthusiastic compliments.

From the first minute, the listener is shocked by deliberate dissonance, by a confused stream of sound. 
Snatches of melody, the beginnings of a musical phrase, are drowned, emerge again, and disappear in a 
grinding and squealing roar. To follow this "music" is most difficult; to remember it, impossible.

Thus it goes, practically throughout the entire opera. The singing on the stage is replaced by shrieks. If the 
composer chances to come upon the path of a clear and simple melody, he throws himself back into a 
wilderness of musical chaos - in places becoming cacaphony. The expression which the listener expects is 
supplanted by wild rhythm. Passion is here supposed to be expressed by noise. All this is not due to lack of 
talent, or lack of ability to depict strong and simple emotions in music. Here is music turned deliberately 
inside out in order that nothing will be reminiscent of classical opera, or have anything in common with 
symphonic music or with simple and popular musical language accessible to all. This music is built on the 
basis of rejecting opera - the same basis on which "Leftist" Art rejects in the theatre simplicity, realism, 
clarity of image, and the unaffected spoken word - which carries into the theatre and into music the most 
negative features of "Meyerholdism" infinitely multiplied. Here we have "leftist" confusion instead of 
natural human music. The power of good music to infect the masses has been sacrificed to a petty-
bourgeois, "formalist" attempt to create originality through cheap clowning. It is a game of clever ingenuity 
that may end very badly.

The danger of this trend to Soviet music is clear. Leftist distortion in opera stems from the same source as 
Leftist distortion in painting, poetry, teaching, and science. Petty-bourgeois "innovations" lead to a break 
with real art, real science and real literature.

The composer of Lady MacBeth was forced to borrow from jazz its nervous, convulsive, and spasmodic 
music in order to lend "passion" to his characters. While our critics, including music critics, swear by the 
name of socialist realism, the stage serves us, in Shostakovich's creation, the coarsest kind of naturalism. He 
reveals the merchants and the people monotonously and bestially. The predatory merchant woman who 
scrambles into the possession of wealth through murder is pictured as some kind of "victim" of bourgeois 
society. Leskov's story has been given a significance which it does not possess.

And all this is coarse, primitive and vulgar. The music quacks, grunts, and growls, and suffocates itself in 
order to express the love scenes as naturalistically as possible. And "love" is smeared all over the opera in 
the most vulgar manner. The merchant's double bed occupies the the central position on the stage. On this 
bed all "problems" are solved. In the same coarse, naturalistic style is shown the death from poisoning and 
the flogging - both practically on stage.

The composer apparently never considered the problem of what the Soviet audience looks for and expects 
in music. As though deliberately, he scribbles down his music, confusing all the sounds in such a way that 
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his music would reach only the effete "formalists" who had lost all their wholesome taste. He ignored the 
demand of Soviet culture that all coarseness and savagery be abolished from every corner of Soviet life. 
Some critics call the glorification of the merchants' lust a satire. But there is no question of satire here. The 
composer has tried, with all the musical and dramatic means at his command, to arouse the sympathy of the 
spectators for the coarse and vulgar inclinations and behavior of the merchant woman Katerina Ismailova.

Lady MacBeth is having great success with bourgeois audiences abroad. Is it not because the opera is non-
political and confusing that they praise it? Is it not explained by the fact that it tickles the perverted taste of 
the bourgeois with its fidgety, neurotic music?

Our theatres have expended a great deal of energy on giving Shostakovich's opera a thorough presentation. 
The actors have shown exceptional talent in dominating the noise, the screaming, and the roar of the 
orchestra. With their dramatic action, they have tried to reinforce the weakness of the melodic content. 
Unfortunately, this has served only to bring out the opera's vulgar features more vividly. The talented acting 
deserves gratitude, the wasted efforts - regret.
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