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Abstract: 
 
Dmitry Shostakovich (1906-75) published his first essay on film music during the Cultural 
Revolution, a time when all the arts in the Soviet Union were experiencing significant change. 
Film in particular was targeted because of its potential to carry propagandistic messages. Many 
film-related conferences were held, and among the most discussed topics was the new role of 
sound in the cinematic product. 
 
Keywords: film music | Dmitry Shostakovich | New Babylon  
 
Book chapter: 
 
Dmitry Shostakovich (1906-75) published his first essay on film music during the Cultural 
Revolution, a time when all the arts in the Soviet Union were experiencing significant change. 
Film in particular was targeted because of its potential to carry propagandistic messages. Many 
film-related conferences were held, and among the most discussed topics was the new role of 
sound in the cinematic product. 
 
As evidenced by numerous articles in the popular press—most famously the 1928 "Statement on 
Sound" authored by directors Sergey Eisenstein, Vsevolod Pudovkin, and Grigory 
Alexandrov1—Soviet filmmakers expressed the need for a cautious and thoughtful approach to 
synchronized sound and music. Amidst the debates, the Leningrad Film Studio, also known as 
the Lenfil'm studio, set out to hire "art music" composers with established reputations to write « 
specially composed" music for their silent films.2 By this time the young Shostakovich had 
already gained an international reputation with his First Symphony (1924-25), and he had 
become infamous for his grotesque opera (1927-28) based on Nikolay Gogol's story "The Nose." 
Having caught the attention of directors Grigory Kozintsev and Leonid Trauberg, in December 
1928 Shostakovich was selected to write a score specific to their forthcoming New Babylon; he 
worked quickly and met a series of deadlines set for January and February of the following year. 
In March 1929 the 23-year-old composer wrote an article ("O muzike k 'Novomu Vavilonu"') for 
the weekly magazine Sovetskiy Ekran in which he responded to contemporary Soviet thinking 
about how sound should behave with filmic image and explained how he sought to write music 
that would actively participate in the creation of meaning. 
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With flair, Shostakovich discussed a pair of "principles" that guided his approach. One of these 
was the "principle of the shot/scene," and the other was the "principle of contrast. "3 Each of 
these was a response to and a critique of the modes of film accompaniment (ranging from 
compilations of pre-existing repertoire and generic pieces drawn from film-music manuals to 
improvisations by so-called pianist-illustrators) that during the 1920s were prevalent as much in 
the Soviet Union as in the West. Shostakovich had been a pianist-illustrator since the mid-1920s 
for such Leningrad cinema houses as the Bright Reel, the Splendid Palace, the Aurora, and the 
Piccadilly, and this experience undoubtedly provided him with an insider's view of the problems 
of film accompaniment. 
 
Shostakovich's article on his music for New Babylon, translated here in full,4 preempted a 
complex response to the film and its score that eventually became known as a scandal.5 A 
resurgence of interest in New Babylon began in 1976, thanks in part to Gennady 
Rozhdestvensky's discovery of musical manuscripts in Russian archives and libraries. Since then, 
conductors and enthusiasts such as Rozhdestvensky, Omni Hadari, Marek Pytel, and Frank 
Strobel have produced various synchronized versions of the score and the film. These versions 
were created from European and Russian copies of the film and from the extant orchestral suite 
(1976) and the more recently published extant score (2006).6 
 
ABOUT THE MUSIC TO NEW BABYLON (O muzïke k "Novomu Vavilonu"), by Dmitry 
Shostakovich 
 
There is no part of the Soviet community that is more forgotten than the musical illustration to 
the kino-film.7 
 
The majority of musicians who work in the capacity of cinema illustrators regard this labor as if 
it were in a swamp that sucks in this or that musician and kills the talent within him, making him 
into an "inspired" machine, obliged to improvise under the film every evening for so many 
hours, and superimposing a heavy indelible stamp on his compositional talent. 
 
For conductors the situation is no better. Despite the heroic efforts of some conductors to raise 
the quality of musical illustration, they cannot do it. In most cinema-theaters8 the orchestras are 
more or less qualified. But while on the qualitative side the orchestras are not so bad, on the 
quantitative side orchestras in the majority of cinemas are of no use at all. The number of string 
players is scandalously small (two, maximum three, stands of violins). It is good if an orchestra 
has woodwind instruments, but very often those instruments are lacking. And yet such orchestras 
play the works of Beethoven, Schubert, Schumann, Tchaikovsky, and so forth. 
 
Conscientious working conductors occasionally use the existing personnel to compensate for the 
missing instruments. But usually this is simply impossible because of lack of time. For the most 
part, the limited orchestra and the pianist just play "a bit louder," pounding out the parts of the 
missing instruments. Instead of trombones, there is a piano.9 Tchaikovsky in his grave is 
probably spinning like a top because of such interpretations. 
 
There are often cases where the conductor "successfully" adjusts the music. On the screen there 
is a trumpet, and at that same moment in the orchestra a trumpet also sounds.10 The result is 



marvelous. So marvelous that, they think, this is precisely why the public flocks to the halls of 
cinema-theaters. "Aha, the public likes it," thinks the manager, and gives the order to the 
projectionist to crank the film faster, in order to have four séances in an evening instead of 
three.11 [But then] the trumpet [playing] does not coincide [with the film]. And the result is 
offensive. 
 
In a word, this is khaltura,12 a most shameless khaltura that is firmly rooted in cinema's musical 
accompaniment.13 The most annoying thing is that this khaltura is completely legitimized. No 
one screams or protests. 
 
Once I had occasion to visit a musical conference that took place at the Leningrad Film Studio. 
Many good words were spoken. Everyone agreed, and seemed reconciled. But there were many 
[interesting] words offered by a representative of the [theater] managers, a comrade Sokov. He 
said: 
 
"If the picture is pleasing, then of course I order the projectionist to crank it in order to handle 
more seances. If it is not pleasing, then I order the projectionist to crank it slower. If the theater 
is empty, then sometimes we can not justify the use of electricity." 
 
It was said, quite convincingly, that once when I objected [to this sort of thing] there was a 
resolution passed by Glavrepetkom14 to the effect that a film should always go at the same tempo 
(I have not seen this resolution, but I have discussed it with comrade Fayer). Everyone [at the 
conference] then listlessly started to talk about the fact that, apparently, there may or may not 
have been such a resolution. 
 
If there is no such resolution, then it absolutely must be made; if there is a resolution, then it 
should be displayed in a prominent place in the offices of all cinema managers. Unless this 
happens, khaltura—with the blessing from comrade Sokov and his kind—will thrive in the 
cinema. Indeed, no one in his or her right mind would ever agree to an opera that is driven at 
high speed just so that instead of presenting it once in an evening it can be presented twice! 
 
Most of the repertory of cinema-music is incredibly monotonous. It gets hardly any rehearsal 
time. And if even one hour is allotted, that hour is paid back in time, not in money: each 
musician may delete an hour from his or her assigned work hours. Time is money. Therefore 
orchestras in the cinemas play only worn-out pieces that are well known and of which everyone 
is tired. It is time for the musical community to take hold of music for the cinema and rid it of 
khaltura and anti-artistry, and to clean the local Augean stables.15 Lack of space does not permit 
me to write more about the so-called film music manuals, [which contain generic] pieces for 
tears, for uprisings, for the corrupt bourgeoisie, for love, and so forth. About them I will say just 
one thing: this is such khaltura, if not worse. 
 
The only correct path is to write special music, as has been done, if I am not mistaken, in one of 
the first instances with New Babylon.16 
 
When composing the music for New Babylon, I was guided least of all by the idea of obligatory 
illustration of every shot. Mainly, I began with the principal shot in each sequence of shots. 



 
Take for example, the end of the second part.17 The primary action here is the attack of the 
German cavalry on Paris. The part ends with a [scene in a] deserted restaurant, [which suggests] 
total silence. But the music, despite the fact that the German cavalry is no longer shown on the 
screen, comes from the cavalry just the same, reminding the viewer of the cavalry's impending, 
menacing force. 
 
[Another example is] the music for the seventh part. The soldier ends up in a restaurant filled18 
with the bourgeoisie, who are having fun after the crushing defeat of the Commune; despite the 
restaurant's cheery atmosphere, the music emanates from the somber emotions of the soldier as 
he searches for his beloved, [who has been] sentenced to be executed by a firing squad. 
 
Much [of my score] is constructed according to the principle of contrast. For example, the soldier 
(a Versaillais) who met his beloved (a Communard) on the barricades19 [eventually] enters into a 
state of gloomy desperation. [Yet when this happens] the music becomes more and more 
jubilant, until finally it culminates in a frantic and "obscene" waltz that represents the victory of 
the Versaillais forces over the Communards. 
 
Another interesting example [of contrast] can be found in the film's fourth part, which depicts the 
rehearsal of an operetta. The music offers a rather well-known exercise by Hanon,20 but this 
takes on different nuances in relation to the action: sometimes the music has a gay mood, but 
sometimes it seems boring, and sometimes even terrifying. 
 
The film's music makes use of a great number of dances from the epoch being depicted (waltzes, 
for example, or cancans), and it even features melodies borrowed directly from operettas by 
Offenbach. Beyond that, the film score makes use of French folk and revolutionary songs (for 
example, "Ça-ira" and "La Carmagnole"21). The primary theme assigned to the Versaillais is [of 
course] "La Marseillaise," but sometimes this appears in unexpected contexts, for example, in 
counterpoint with cancans, waltzes, and so forth. 
 
Even when the amount of musical material is great, the score strives to maintain a continuous-
and symphonic-tone. The primary goal here is that the music holds to the film's [overall] tempos 
and rhythms, and that it serves to intensify whatever impression the film itself seeks to make. 
 
I tried to give the music novelty and unusualness (especially for film-music that has been 
available up to this point), dynamics, and to convey the patetik22 of the New Babylon . ... But if 
the Sokovism23 [see above] will continue to crank films at any tempo he wants, then surely the 
music will completely disappear. 
 

From Sovetskiy Ekran [The Soviet Screen] no. 11 (March 1929), 5. 
(Translation by Joan M. Titus) 

  



Endnotes 
 

1 The "Statement on Sound" was first published in the Leningrad magazine Zhizn' iskusstva on August 5, 1928. A 
translation by Jay Leda is available in Film Sound: Theory and Practice, ed. Elisabeth Weis and John Belton (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1985), 83-85; a translation by Richard Taylor is in The Film Factory: Russian and 
Soviet Cinema in Documents 1896-1939, ed. Richard Taylor and Ian Christie (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
1988), 234-35. 
2 For details, see chapter three of Joan M. Titus, "Modernism, Socialist Realism, and Identity in the Early Film 
Music of Dmitry Shostakovich, 1929-1932" (Ph.D. dissertation, Ohio State University, 2006). 
3 These phrases are invented by Joan Titus but are based closely on Shostakovich's language throughout the article. 
For a full discussion of how Shostakovich employed these principles throughout his score, see the sources cited in 
note 3. 
4 Shostakovich's article has been fully translated into English once before—Marek Pytel in New Babylon: Trauberg, 
Kozintsev, Shostakovich (London: Eccentric Press, 1999), 26—but this translation is quite liberal and contains 
misinterpretations of specific words. Sections of the article have also been translated into English in an editorial note 
for the New Collected Works of Shostakovich. See Manashir Yakubov, ed., "Muzi:ka D.D. Shostakovicha k nemomu 
kinofil'mu 'Novyi Vavilon'" [Dmitry Shostakovich's Music to the Silent Film New Babylon] in Dmitry Shostakovich: 
Novoye Sobraniye Sochineniy, Tom 122, "Novyi Vavilon," [Dmitry Shostakovich: New Collected Works, Volume 
122, The New Babylon] (Moscow: DSCH, 2004). 
5 For more on the press, the studio, and the film's reception, see chapter three of Titus, "Modernism, Socialist 
Realism, and Identity." 
6 D. Shostakovich, Novyi vavilon, syuita iz muzi'ld k kinofil'mu partitura [The New Babylon, Suite from the Music 
to the Film Score] Gennady Rozhdestvenskiy, ed. (Moscow: Sovetskiy kompozitor, 1976); and Yakubov, Dmitry 
Shostakovich: New Collected Works, Volume 122, The New Babylon. Both Sikorski and Boosey & Hawkes 
published the suite in the West, but the editions differ from one another. See the interview with Mark FitzGerald in 
John Riley, "The New Babylon in Rotterdam," DSCH Journal, January 16, 2002, 50-51. For a brief history of the 
extant recordings of the film, see Titus, "Silents, Sound, and Modernism," forthcoming. 
7 The term kino-film ("cinema-film") was used in the Soviet Union for a particular type of film, one categorized as 
somehow more "artistic" than the run-of-the-mill motion picture. 
8 Shostakovich uses the term kino-theater, which perhaps suggests a cinema oriented toward a relatively high level 
of artistic presentation. 
9 Here Shostakovich uses the word royal ("grand piano"). In the previous sentence he used klavier, which suggests 
simply an upright or spinet piano. 
10 Referring to what the orchestral trumpeter on such occasions might do, Shostakovich uses not the word igrat ("to 
play") but, rather trubit ("to sound"). 
11 In this case, Shostakovich is using the French word seances simply to mean "showings" or "screenings" of the 
film. 
12 Khaltura is best translated as "hackwork," but it can also mean "trash" or "garbage." For alternative translations, 
see Yakubov, 542, and Pytel, 26. 
13 Shostakovich uses the word soprovozhdenniye ("accompaniment") in the most general sense, meaning both the 
compiled orchestral scores (in large theaters) and the playing of pianists (in small theaters) that in the 1920s were 
common throughout Soviet Russia. 
14 Glavrepetkom is the standard compound word for the "Main Repertory Committee," to which film scenarios as 
well as musical scenarios needed to be sent for advance approval. 
15 To clean the stables of King Augeus of Elis in a single day was the fifth of the twelve "labors" assigned by the 
gods to the Greek mythological hero Hercules as penance for hubris. The Augean stables were legendary not just for 
being the largest in all of ancient Greece but also for—until Hercules's assignment—never having been cleaned. 
16 As noted in the introduction, Novomu vavilonu (New Babylon) was directed by Grigory Kozintsev and Leonid 
Trauberg; it was produced by the Sovkino studio and released on March 18, 1929. 
17 Shostakovich uses the word chast, which here is translated as "part" but which can also mean, in the filmic sense, 
"reel." 
18 The translated word "filled" is here gleaned from the context of the sentence and just three letters (pol-), the rest of 
the word in all existing copies of the article being smudged out. 



 
19 At this turbulent moment in French history, a Versaillais was someone loyal to the regime whose seat of 
government was still the palace at Versailles; in marked contrast, a Communard was a supporter of the hopeful but 
short-lived socialist movement whose leaders took control of Paris for just a few months in the spring of 1871. 
20 Shostakovich is referring to the piano exercises of French composer and pedagogue Charles Louis Hanon (1819-
1900). This phrase has been misrepresented by Marek Pytel in his English translation (Pytel, 26) and by Helene 
Bernatchez in her German translation of Shostakovich's article in Schostakowitsch und die Fabrik des Exzentrischen 
Schauspielers (Munich: Martin Meidenbauer Verlagbuchhandlung, 2006), 123 and 252. Both Pytel and Bernatchez 
translate the phrase as a "well-known galop" instead of a "well-known exercise" by Hanon. The mistranslations may 
have arisen because of the degraded and difficult-to-read extant copies of the article. 
21 "Ça-ira" (French for "that will do") is the title of a song, usually attributed to a street singer named Ladré, that 
dates back to the days of the French revolution. The title of "La Carmagnole" refers to a garb-in essence, a short 
jacket-traditionally worn by working-class residents of the Piedmont village of Carmagnola; the song that celebrates 
both this humble dress and the spirit behind it likewise dates back to the days of the French revolution. 
22 Patetik can be translated as "pathetique" or "pathos." 
23 Shostakovich uses the word Sokovshchina. 
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