Siberian opera to rehabilitate 'Soviet' composer, Shostakovich.

Deep in Siberia, a young conductor has set himself a mission to "rehabilitate" a world-class Russian composer already revered as a saint: Dmitry Shostakovich. 
His vehicle is the composer's 1934 opera, "Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk," first hailed as a sensation then later denounced in what set Shostakovich on a downward slide that saddled him with a tenacious -- and contradictory -- tag as a Soviet apologist. 
"We are the new generation of interpreters of Shostakovich who do not see him as a Soviet composer," said Teodor Currentzis, who left his native Greece 15 years ago and has been working in Siberia for three years. 

The initiative comes at the close of a year of events marking the centenary of the composer's birth, which revived debate over the fine line he walked between censorship for "bourgeois leanings" and ridicule for toeing the party line. 

"We want to rid his music of the stench of cheap Soviet cafeterias that previous generations have saddled him with," Currentzis told AFP. 

Welcome to Novosirbirsk, a remote industrial center, buzzing intellectual hub and home of the award-winning opera and ballet company that this week launched its new production aimed at "reclaiming" Shostakovich. 

Currentzis spoke in his office in the opera house whose construction was ordered by Stalin himself in 1930, the year the composer started work on "Lady Macbeth" which is partly set in Siberia. 

He railed against Western record companies who still adorn jackets of the composer's works with the red flag of communism. 

"We see Shostakovich outside politics and want to take him out of politics. We do not want to associate him with Stalin but with Johann Sebastian Bach and with Johannes Brahms," said the 34-year-old Currentzis. 

"It's frustrating to see him reduced to some sort of Stalinist cult figure," he said. 

For Currentzis, Shostakovich -- already mocked as a Soviet stooge on a 1942 cover of "Time" magazine -- was himself a victim of the "profound human tragedy" embodied by his music. 

Trouble started in 1936, around the start of the Stalinist purges, when the Soviet dictator saw a production of "Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk". The erstwhile hit was suddenly blasted in the government paper Pravda as "petit-bourgeois formalism". 

His modern, atonal variations were condemned as "confused" and "offbeat chaos", and the opera about a love affair that leads to suicide and murder was banned, viewed as too realistic and obscene at a time when depictions of sex were frowned upon. 

Though Shostakovich returned to grace with his more conservative fifth symphony in 1937, his life became a contradiction -- alternately denounced, works banned or pressured to produce government-approved music -- some of which he dedicated to Stalin and Lenin. 

He is said to have been the most spied-upon composer in the Soviet Union, with secret microphones a fixture in his home until his death in 1975 at age 69. 

But his fame continued throughout, at home and abroad. 

"The Soviet Union used Shostakovich for its own means, then the West used him for its needs - to make money. It's sad," said Currentzis. 

His centenary triggered a meticulous re-examination of Shostakovich, in books and concerts, that also displeased Currentzis, who likens the composer to the great 19th-century Russian writers Gogol and Dostoyevsky with their focus on realism and human psychology. 

"This gossip doesn't help people listen to his music, this wonderful music, and see the profound tragedy of man suffering in this world." 

"I consider this opera as the best music in the 20th century because it builds, across a repulsive, ugly story, a magnificent impression of this terrifying shadow theatre in which we live," he said in fluent and flamboyant Russian. 

So why such a global mission so far from the Russian capital? 

"In the big cities, music dies, like love," but in Siberia "real art can live in the vast spaces", said Currentzis who has no plans to stage the opera elsewhere but here. 

Novosibirsk, which lies on the trans-Siberian railway, developed during the war when the Soviet regime evacuated entire art collections, acting companies and ballet troupes here to avoid destruction. 

The 1950s brought a new layer of intellectual buzz when the regime decided to create an academic center, the nearby city of Akademgorodok which is still a haven for scientists, mathematicians and the like. 

Currentzis calls the area "a phenomenon" that he adores and has refused jobs in the capital because "in Moscow, it's only about money." 

But he concedes there are problems. The artists in his "collective" earn only 200 dollars per month, or about 5,000 rubles. "This is humiliating, since the minimum salary in Novosibirsk should be about 12,000 rubles." 

"The Bolshoi (which has performed some of Shostakovich's ballets in the centenary year) is 10 times inferior to us and receives 10 times more money," Currentzis lamented. 

His two Polish colleagues, designer Pawel Dobrzycki who created the opera's modern industrial stage set, and director Henryk Baranowski, meanwhile have faith in the opera. 

"In Poland we understand all this," said Dobrzycki, referring to the composer's troubles with the regime. "Shostakovich talks about life, even if it's tragic. His music helps people." 

"It's music for the 21st century," said Baranowski.
