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about a loan and became Russian ambassador in the USA. From 
1931, Bakmetev was Professor of Civil Engineering at Columbia 
University. Another institution that bears his name is a human-
itarian foundation created to support emigre Russian engineers 
and scientists. They include the television pioneer Vladimir Zvo-
rykin, the astronomer Otto Struve, the aircraft designer Igor 
Sikorsky, the scientist-mechanic and material scientist Stepan 
Timoshenko (he worked at the polytechnic institutes in St. Pe-
tersburg and Kiev)…

A European Forum for Polytechnic graduates held recent-
ly in Berlin brought together those living and working in 22 dif-
ferent countries. And the first person to propose assembling 
Polytechnic graduates who had left Russia after the October 

revolution was a man whose photograph appears in Professor Me-
schersky’s album! In the early 1920s, Nikolay Savvin participat-
ed in the revival of the Society of Former Polytechnic University 
Students, which had over 200 members in the 1950s, with head-
quarters in Paris and New York. Today the Association of St. Pe-
tersburg Polytechnic University Graduates can boast over 15,000 
members, 20 % of whom live abroad.

History develops in spirals. By paying tribute to the memo-
ry of its outstanding professors and students, the Peter the Great 
St. Petersburg Polytechnic University is solicitously preserving 
and augmenting the traditions of its predecessors. After all, it is 
they who founded the scientific and pedagogical schools for which 
our university is known all over the world.

Nikolay Savvin did a great deal  
towards bringing together the community  
of Polytechnic graduates abroad.

The Polytechnic University’s History Museum 
preserves the memory of its outstanding 
professors and graduates.

Heritage
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Over the Barriers

Immersion  
in Music

A BRITISH PIANIST WITH LINKS TO TWO SCHOOLS OF PERFORMANCE — IN ENGLAND AND IN LENINGRAD —  
IS GRATEFUL TO HIS TEACHERS 

Arkady SOSNOV. Photos: Rimsky-Korsakov St. Petersburg Conservatory Archive  
and Music Scientific Library, Valentin Baranovsky, Natasha Razina, © Mariinsky Theatre

Christian Blackshaw’s performing schedule in Russia at the end of 
last year was reminiscent of the non-stop football that starts on Box-
ing Day in his native England: three concerts in four days. Two of them 
were in St. Petersburg, the second only eight hours before New Year, 
with a trip to Vladikavkaz between them. What is more, because his 
return flight from Vladikavkaz was delayed, the pianist got back to 
St. Petersburg only late in the evening before his final afternoon per-
formance. Nevertheless, he agreed to be interviewed on 31 December 
after playing Mozart’s 27th Piano Concerto. That concerto, the embod-
iment of ‘purity of order’ (the definition of music expert Mikhail Drus-
kin), could not better suit Blackshaw’s style that has won international 
recognition — exquisite, subtle and aesthetic to his fingertips.

The pianist readily took up the football analogy, but admitted 
that he was not a football fan — unlike maestro Valery Gergiev, who 
had invited him to take part in the ‘Faces of Contemporary Pianism’ 
Festival. Indeed, how could Christian have declined the invitation, 
considering that he had once studied in Leningrad and that the 
Vladikavkaz recital was in the new Philharmonic Hall, with the ex-
pected excellent acoustic, and the audience there was generous and 
in love with the music?

‘The audience was so absorbed, so responsive to a classical pro-
gramme!’, he exclaimed. ‘As far as the flights were concerned, diffi-
culties are easier to bear in the company of Mozart, Schubert and 
Beethoven. For me that is the greatest repertoire’.



29

Over the Barriers

‘The Mariinsky Theatre Concert Hall 
is wonderful in every respect. Yasuhisa 
Toyota certainly understands acoustics, 
just as Xavier Fabre, who built the hall, 
understands architecture. As far as I know, 
the project was finished very quickly. 
It is very comfortable and people definitely 
like it. I mean that a very beautiful hall 
with good acoustics and a well-cared-
for instrument — a very meaningful 
combination — will always be full  
of people who love music’.

Christian BLACKSHAW

I had long wanted to meet Christian Blackshaw, the first 
British musician to study at the Leningrad Conservatory (1970–
1972). A few years ago, at the request of a magazine editor, the 
composer Vlada Malakhovskaya chatted to Blackshaw in a cir-
cle of music experts and journalists after a concert in the Phil-
harmonia, and it would be wrong not to quote from her notes:

‘Only the stage was brightly lit. The crystal, almost weightless 
sounds of the piano resounded in the semidarkness of the audito-
rium, enchanting and spiralling. The web they wove was so frag-
ile that it seemed a breath could tear it, and it was so beautiful that 
you were afraid to breathe. Christian Blackshaw was playing.

His name, once well known to music lovers, had almost been 
forgotten. The pianist did not perform for ten years (he does not 
speak about it, but after the death of his wife he had to devote 
all his time to bringing up his three daughters). And suddenly he 
burst on to the stage again, and how! “Blackshaw is a challenge 
thrown down to all performers”, wrote the Financial Times. “The 
best interpretation of Mozart for many years”, enthused the BBC 
Music Magazine. 

When I went to Blackshaw’s solo concert in the Philharmonic 
Chamber Hall, I had been quite well prepared by the Russian and 
foreign press and knew that “his style of playing is incredibly ex-
pressive”, that “Mozart performed by Blackshaw and the LSO at 
St. Luke’s was extremely energetic”, that…

The first thing that struck me was the lights going out at the 
beginning of the concert. I do not remember anything like it. 
Technical problems? But the stage was illuminated and the pianist 
was not concerned. Perhaps he did not know that there should be 
light in the auditorium?

On the following day, in the art-basement of the Philharmo-
nia, Blackshaw explained: “I like it when the lights are dimmed. 
I feel relaxed and comfortable, whereas in bright light I want to sit 
up straight”. And I have to agree with him — his playing requires 

full immersion… No, that is not right — it immerses you. From the 
very first notes, you forget about the auditorium, the light and the 
rest of the audience and only Mozart exists. Or Schubert, or… I was 
going to write Liszt, but maybe not. Blackshaw’s performance of 
Liszt (like, probably, other composers) is undoubtedly impeccable, 
but I have never felt the magic that filled the air during Mozart’s 
Fantasia or a Schubert sonata. Or perhaps I simply do not like Liszt 
enough?

And, despite the articles about him, there was no “energy” or 
“expression”. Only filigree technique and a fantastically (beyond 
the bounds of credibility) delicate feel for the music. I do not even 
know how to characterize it — solicitous? loving? — but that is weak 
and inaccurate — his attitude to the music distinguishes the best 
pupils of Professor Khalfin: and Grigory Sokolov, and Pavel Gililov, 
and Vladimir Polyakov. But that attitude reached its peak, in my 
view, with Christian Blackshaw. That was probably what the enrap-
tured critics were trying to express after his triumphal concerts, but 
could not find the right words’.
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And here is the long-awaited ‘exclusive’ interview that Chris-
tian, without waiting for questions, began on an emotional note:

I always love playing in Russia — first of all, because I was quite 
a young man (I was 20, 21) when I came to study here and I re-
member the respect and love that Russian audiences have for op-
era, ballet, chamber music, piano recitals, song recitals… Unfortu-
nately, I’m never able to spend quite enough time in St. Petersburg. 
I would like to go again to the Russian Museum, the Hermitage… 
I still haven’t made it to the apartment where the great Tchaikovsky 
died… One day I would love to attend a class at the Vaganova Acad-
emy, to try to understand not only the discipline but also the ethos 
behind your wonderful ballet school here. I don’t know about my 
colleagues, but I can learn so much about playing the piano from 
string players, from wind players, from singers, from ballet dancers, 
from actors — that comprehension comes from inside, it cannot be 
forced, and I think listeners understand if it’s not natural.

Please explain why only the stage is illuminated when you 
play and it is dark in the auditorium. Does that make it easier to 
immerse the audience in the music?

When I was young and just starting out in this profession, 
I already realized the importance of lighting in concert halls. Of 
course, it’s very different if you’re playing with an orchestra, be-
cause the conductor and the musicians have to able to see their 
scores and I understand that. But in solo recitals I became much 
bolder and asked the organizers to dim the lights. It’s not at all for 
theatrical effect — it’s just that I feel more able to communicate the 
spirit of the music if it’s not so bright. I think we all feel that if you 
go into somebody’s home and there are very bright lights you feel a 
little uncomfortable. I don’t know about anybody else. I don’t even 
know what’s going on inside my own head, but if the lighting is am-
bient and warm I feel more comfortable. And it’s the same with giv-
ing a recital. Usually people like it — there are bound to be some 
who don’t, and that’s fine, but I find it more comfortable in order to 
give more when I’m not surrounded by bright lights.

You have great experience of collaboration with Valery Ger-
giev. On what is that experience based?

I would like to pay tribute to him, because he’s an extraordi-
nary genius as a musician, let alone his ability to get things done, to 
inspire and support people. Here is an example of how kind he is. 
Many years ago — in 1990, to be precise — I was asked if I would go 
to play the Schumann Concerto — one performance in Rotterdam 
and one at the Concertgebouw in Amsterdam.

I said I was sorry but I couldn’t play in Rotterdam as I was al-
ready engaged to play Beethoven’s 5th Concerto (the Emperor) the 
previous evening with the great Yehudi Menuhin conducting one of 
the British orchestras. We agreed that I would just perform in Am-
sterdam. I was very excited, because I had never played in the Con-
certgebouw before. I slept for just two hours and flew off at 7 am to 

Christian Blackshaw on Valery Gergiev: 
‘I would like to pay tribute to him, 

because he’s an extraordinary genius 
as a musician, let alone his ability  

to get things done, to inspire  
and support people’.

Over the Barriers
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rehearse with Valery Gergiev and the Rotterdam Philharmonic Or-
chestra. We got to Amsterdam and there was no orchestra there for 
the rehearsal. I rang my agent and asked where the orchestra was — 
it was already 9.30 and the rehearsal was at 10. She said ‘didn’t you 
get our letter?’ I’d been busy, I hadn’t received a letter. She said the 
rehearsal had been changed to Rotterdam.

So I had to jump in a taxi and rush to Rotterdam for the re-
hearsal, but it was impossible to rush because of the traffic and 
I was getting more and more nervous. I arrived in Rotterdam at 
11.45 and saw Valery, who was standing by the entrance to the stage 
at the Doelen Hall. I said ‘I’m sorry, the agent told me…’. He said 
‘Don’t worry, agents sometimes get these things wrong. We’ll re-
hearse now for 15 minutes, then go to Amsterdam’. The whole thing 
was chaotic, but he was so calm and so kind! Immediately he quiet-
ened everything down, and we played in Amsterdam.

I’ve not played with the maestro very often, but it is always an 
honour for me. And twenty years ago, actually, was the first time he 
invited me to the White Nights Festival to play this very concerto. 
It’s quite uncanny that it happens to be the same one now. I recent-
ly played it in America and it’s a concerto I particularly love — it’s 
got many associations. Valery is a great master and has always kept 
a little eye out for me, as he does for so many artists. Even today in 
the rehearsal, the things he was saying to the musicians, just little 
promptings, sounded so inspiring… And I hope we gave the spirit 
of the wonderful music to the listeners.

Your study at the Leningrad Conservatory was fifty years 
ago. How did you manage to pierce the Iron Curtain?

First of all, I’d done everything quite early. I’m from the north 
of England — I studied at the Royal College in Manchester and re-
ceived my diploma when I was 19 — not 21, like most graduates. 
My teacher was an extraordinary man — Gordon Green. He knew 
it would be a good idea to go somewhere abroad and the only place 

Over the Barriers
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I wanted to come was Russia, because I’d heard Gilels, Richter 
and other Russian pianists, and I had seen a ballet at the Bolshoi. 
I wanted to study in Russia because I felt there’s a sensibility about 
whatever the soul is. You have a wonderful spirit and I wanted to 
somehow understand more about it and perhaps imbibe something 
from it. There were other tempting offers — Vienna or Paris, but 
I always thought Russia was the right place for me. I had to wait un-
til I was 20 to apply for a scholarship. In those days, it was a joint 
programme between the Soviet Ministry of Culture and the Brit-
ish Council — they offered performing arts scholarships. A friend 
of mine, a cellist, was studying with Rostropovich in Moscow and 
he said ‘why don’t you try?’ So I did and was lucky enough to get the 
scholarship, though they changed Moscow to Leningrad.

Were you disappointed?
Oh, please don’t be offended! It’s just that I’d set my heart on Mos-

cow, because we knew in England that there were some famous profes-
sors there, but knew nothing about those in Leningrad. I started asking 
about them, and a chance meeting on the ship on my way here helped 
me. A girl from Finland, who was studying piano in Leningrad, told me 
about Professor Moisey Khalfin and his wife Lia Zelikhman, who had 
taught Grigory Sokolov at the Conservatory’s special school. She warned 
me that Professor Khalfin’s class was oversubscribed and it would be im-
possible to study with him. When I got here, I asked Khalfin through an 
interpreter whether it would be possible to audition with him. For some 
reason, he agreed. I had to play a Liszt sonata that I had played for my fi-
nals at college. The students all sat around and listened. He accepted me 
on the spot and we began to work together. He was wonderful — his un-
derstanding of music. Little by little, we got to the point where he said 
I was improving — after about four, maybe five months.

Blackshaw’s fellow students told us how Blackshaw’s phenom-
enal style of playing was formed. Vlada Malakhovskaya sought out 
Ksenia Polyakova, who now lives and works in Germany. Here is an 
excerpt from her recollections:

The first foreign students at the Conservatory (Mexicans, Colum-
bians, a Finn, two or three Poles and one Englishman) kept to them-
selves, all except the Poles. One of the Poles, Stanisław Deja, became 
Christian’s close friend. The foreigners all lived in a hostel. Chris-
tian also took lessons in Russian and quite rapidly mastered the lan-
guage. His piano lessons were translated by Nadya Eismont, another of 
Khalfin’s students.

Khalfin treated Christian just like his other students. In the West 
it is not customary to criticize pupils, as they may be offended — you 
can only praise them. Here it is quite different! Moisey Khalfin was a 
straightforward man — he always said what he thought directly to your 
face. Christian was an exemplary student, a perfectionist, so he react-

Moisey Khalfin, Lia Zelikhman and their 
pupil Grigory Sokolov. Late 1960s.
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ed emotionally to reprimands. He took them badly. He was sensitive 
and self-critical. Khalfin had very stringent demands — after all, only 
the best of the best were accepted in his class! He once set Christian 
the task of learning a Prokofiev concerto by heart in the right tempo. 
Christian was in shock. He did not even know where to get the music, 
but he found it and learned it all in a short time.

Christian had a reverent attitude to Khalfin. He came with us to 
visit him when he was discharged from hospital. He was very surprised 
that a professor at the Conservatory lived in a communal flat… When 
Professor Khalfin passed away, Christian wrote an article about him in 
a book that was published in St. Petersburg — a very heartfelt piece…

While we were studying, the foreign students were very afraid of the 
words ‘communist’ and ‘communist youth’. They visited people, but they 
were afraid — we could, but they could not. But they trusted us — we 
were all graduates of the Conservatory’s ten-year preparatory school and 
we explained that things were not at all as awful as they seemed…

Nadezhda Eismont, now Assistant Professor in the St. Petersburg 
Conservatory Special Piano Department, added to Ksenia’s account:

Christian Blackshaw joined Professor Khalfin’s class in 1970. At 
that time, there were very few students or stazhors (trainees) from 
Western Europe at the Conservatory. The foreigners were mainly ‘our 
people’, i. e. from the socialist bloc or from developing countries. I was 
in my fifth year of study, so had more free time than my fellow stu-
dents. I knew, or thought I knew, a little English, so Khalfin scheduled 
Christian’s lesson after mine so that I could stay and translate his re-
marks. After the lesson, we could afford the time to take a stroll around 
our beautiful city. The whole first term passed like that — lessons, then 
a stroll of two or three hours. In the second term that was no long-
er necessary, as Christian had begun to understand Russian and I had 
state exams in April and no time for strolls.

Christian used to say that he had come with the aim of work-
ing on pieces by Russian composers — I remember in particular that 

he studied Prokofiev’s 3rd Concerto. He was always trying to under-
stand: the professor’s demands and my poor English, but I think, most 
importantly, he wanted to understand Russia in order to play Russian 
music, not merely learn a particular work by heart. It was obvious 
that he was an extraordinarily talented musician with an outstand-
ing personality, and also professionally trained, but he still practised 
an incredible amount — 8–10 hours a day at the piano (plus Russian 
lessons). This seemed not quite usual for our students. For instance, 
I was surprised by his habit of writing detailed fingering literally over 
each note — evidence of his scrupulous work on the music, on eve-
ry phrase, and his attention to every detail. Professor Khalfin worked 
with him just as attentively and painstakingly, and Christian absorbed 
it all like a sponge. Leningrad Conservatory. 1960s.

Over the Barriers
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Unfortunately, I have been able to attend only a few of Christian 
Blackshaw’s concerts in recent years, but I should like to recall only 
two of them: an extraordinarily profound, meditative and heart-
felt performance of Franz Schubert’s great Sonata in A major in the 
Mariinsky Theatre Concert Hall and an argument between Chris-
tian and one of his fellow-countrymen in the wings after a concert 
in the Philharmonic Chamber Hall. The argument was about Russia, 
which was again being criticised in the West for some reason, and 
Christian was selflessly defending our country, which he had evi-
dently been able to understand during his studies here.

Nadezhda Eismont also mentioned how Christian and 
Stanisław Deja had visited her home and had enjoyed the borsch 
cooked by her mother Lyudmila Umanskaya, a professor at the 
Conservatory (Deja was one of her pupils). 

Just imagine, Christian has never forgotten any of this:
Of course I remember Ksenia, Nadya, Nina Glushenkova (Sen-

ior Teacher in the Conservatory’s Department of Foreign Languag-
es), who was my Russian teacher, and Stanisław Deja. Stashek and 
I were very different personalities, but we seemed to get on very 
well, so we spent quite a lot of time together. There was also a very 
nice girl from Norway, Anna, who played the horn. I had a very nice 
roommate in the hostel who was Armenian — from Baku, I think. 
I met Grigory Sokolov just briefly on only one occasion, but I can 
remember his beautiful sound to this day, even — dare I say it — on 
the East German instrument in the class. It’s still there, I think. Of 
course, I would love to meet him again.

We studied for one full year, because there was no Christmas 
then, of course. I applied for a second year, which they granted to 
me, but my father suddenly got very ill and died and I was in the 
air when he died. That was in October 1971 — a very, very long 
time ago. Then the professor’s wife Lia Zelikhman sadly died. So 
there was a period when I stayed in England, but I returned and 

we had about six months. The second year was shorter because of 
these personal matters, but it was a very meaningful time. I think 
at the age of 21 you’re able to assimilate the path you wish to go 
down. He encouraged me hugely and I’m deeply grateful to him.

Of course, there were some difficulties, but the most im-
portant thing was to be part of a musical life — to be surround-
ed by and immersed in music. I used to go to the Kirov Theatre to 
see ballet — less opera. I heard so many concerts by the Philhar-
monic Orchestra with the great Mravinsky conducting and soloists 
such as Richter, Rostropovich, David Oistrakh and Rudolf Kehrer. 
I was present at the premiere — I’m not sure if it was the world pre-
miere — of Shostakovich’s 13th String Quartet in the Philharmon-
ic Chamber Hall played by the Beethoven Quartet. Shostakovich 
was there and he came on stage. People were crying, clapping and 
shouting. He was very modest and made a little bow, and the quar-
tet repeated the whole work for us, which was wonderful.

We know very little about how your life panned out after 
your study in Leningrad.

When I left Russia, I didn’t know quite what my future would be, 
so I went back to my wonderful teacher Gordon Green, who was also 
teaching at the Royal Academy in London — he taught in both Man-
chester and London. Then I won a competition in Italy, was taken on 
by an agent in London and started performing little by little.

About five years later — that was in 1979 — I went to a wonderful 
British pianist, very famous in our country — Sir Clifford Curzon, who 
was a magician-poet at the piano. He recognized something in me 
and thought that he might be able to help me. He had mercurial hands 
that were magically connected with the keyboard. For the last three 
years of his life, I used to go regularly to see him and we’d talk about 
Mozart, Schubert and Schumann. One day I plucked up the courage 
to ask him who of all the pianists he had heard he most admired. I was 
expecting a different answer, because he had studied with Wanda 

Christian Blackshaw as a stazhor  
at Leningrad Conservatory. 1970.
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Christian BLACKSHAW on the process of 
interpretation: ‘A musician is a chef. He 
works his magic on a dish, adding various 
ingredients, some of them mystical. The 
recipe seems simple, but is difficult to 
recreate’.

On authentic performance: ‘Can we really 
say with confidence how pianists played 200 
years ago? My head can’t get round that. I 
play as my brain prompts me. How can one 
penetrate into the mind, the perception of the 
composer? Schumann, for instance, grew 
up in the family of a translator and as a child 
was surrounded by books, whereas Liszt 
was from a less ‘intellectual’ background. 
But both of them expressed their emotions 
through piano music.

Also, in those 200 years the instrument itself 
has changed, halls have become larger and 
more numerous, with bigger audiences. How 
did Liszt sound when he played? How did 
Schumann? On the other hand, in the second 
movement of Schubert’s Sonata in A major 
it is necessary to convey the feelings of man 
who did not have long to live. It can only be 
played as the composer intended’.

On Mozart: ‘In the early sonatas he is like a 
cabinetmaker demonstrating his mastery to a 
client. In his later works he is dictating to the 
listener what he should hear’.

On audiences: ‘People are not stupid. An 
audience can always hear if the composer 
has invested his music with real emotions. 
And it can also hear whether you are able to 
play the music you are trying to play’.

Recorded by Vlada MALAKHOVSKAYA

Landowska, Nadia Boulanger and Artur Schnabel, but he said, with-
out hesitation, Sviatoslav Richter!.. So I had three extraordinary men 
in my life who guided me in the direction I needed to go — Gordon 
Green, Moisey Khalfin and Clifford Curzon. It was lucky, because if 
you have the wrong person, they can alter your whole outlook.

There was also a very difficult period in your life…
Actually, it was the same year as when I played in Amsterdam. 

Many people have tragedies, sadnesses, and I think your strength 
is tested. I am absolutely no hero at all, but I just wanted to be with 
my children, rather than employing someone to look after them. 
The problem is that you fall out of the consciousness of promot-
ers, agents and other people in our musical world. Also, at that time 
I had nothing to show them, because I’d always politely declined the 
opportunity to record for that famous German company with the 
yellow label (Deutsche Grammophon — A. S.), as I didn’t feel ready 
to commit to something so serious. My agent in London thought 
I was absolutely mad not to do it, but I knew I was right.

Memories are very short — people forget you if they don’t 
see and hear you, and then it’s very difficult to come back and re-
assert yourself — especially for me, as I’m a very sensitive sort of 
person. The only ones who remembered were people like Valery 
Gergiev, because we’d played together, and also Simon Rattle, 
who engaged me when he could. A friend at the BBC was also 
very kind to me…

Up to then I hadn’t played very much at the Wigmore Hall — 
they have a top piano series, and I just went to listen. I chatted to 
the manager of the hall and he included me in a recital. Thankfully, 
it went very well and they engaged me for a Mozart series and re-
corded it… so in the last seven or eight years my life has changed 
dramatically. Maybe it was meant to be — I’m quite philosophi-
cal about these things. Why did I end up in Leningrad rather than 
Moscow? Why did I meet Valery? Why are my children all right? 

Why, why, why? Somehow you have a path — maybe it’s ordained by 
a higher being, I don’t know, but you go down the road that you go 
down and hope you don’t take a wrong turn.

At the end of our interview, Christian Blackshaw described the 
schedule of his forthcoming performances in the same exalted com-
pany: Beethoven, Schubert and Mozart. He mentioned in particular 
that he would be playing in the Wigmore Hall on 27 January, Mo-
zart’s birthday. He was pleased that there would soon be a statue of 
Tchaikovsky outside the Mariinsky Theatre Concert Hall: since it is 
Valery Gergiev’s idea, its success is guaranteed!

‘I don’t play much Tchaikovsky, but I revere the man and his 
music, which reaches such philosophical heights — not only in op-
era, though The Queen of Spades and Eugene Onegin are among 
my favourites. Tchaikovsky adored Mozart, whom I also adore. 
Yet I have taken part in the Tchaikovsky Competition and played 
his 1st Piano Concerto. It is the dream of many musicians, and for 
me the dream came true’.

Over the Barriers
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The Embroidery Man  
and the Cinema Crank

THE UNIQUE COLLECTIONS OF A REGIONAL MUSEUM IN BULGARIA
Dr. Daniel PENERLIEV, Director of the Shumen Regional History Museum (Bulgaria). Reproductions: from the museum’s archives   

The pride of any museum is its collections, predominantly those 
on particular themes. The regional history museum in the ancient 
city of Shumen, whose reserves include over 150,000 items, has such 
collections of rarities as ‘Thracian Armaments’, ‘Filigree Adornments’ 
and ‘Postcards’. In addition to those, we are fortunate to possess two 
collections of national and international importance: ‘Embroidery’ 
(in our ‘Ethnography’ section) and ‘Film Posters’ (in the ‘New His-
tory’ section). The account of their formation and history in our re-
gional museum is fascinating and instructive.

Bulgarian embroidery began to be collected as soon as the mu-
seum was founded in 1904, the prime mover in this being Vas-
il Petrov Dobrudzhaliev, one of the curators, who was nicknamed 
‘The Embroidery Man’ on account of his passion for this type of 
decorative applied art. The collection includes traditional and typi-
cal examples of embroidery from almost all the ethnographic re-

gions of current and former Bulgarian territories: Kapan, Trevnen, 
Shopi, Macedonia, Samokov, Elkhovo, Vidin, etc. — no other muse-
um in the country can boast such a rich and varied collection. There 
are also embroidered ornaments on various items of clothing — 
shirtfronts and collars, tablecloths and sokai (a type of headdress). 
Vasil Petrov’s highly professional descriptions of embroidery in the 
museum’s inventory books are of particular value for ethnographers. 
Thanks to these ‘resumes’, we know the old names for the ornaments 
and that helps to reveal the concept of an embroidered pattern.

Curators from the museum’s ethnographic department added to 
the collection, trying not to lower the standard set by Petrov. They 
received relics as donations and, where necessary, purchased them 
from their owners. In every case, the museum and the owners were 
conscientious partners — a guarantee of mutual interest and contin-
ued collaboration.

Over the Barriers
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Over the Barriers

In 2018, our museum joined forces with three other cultural in-
stitutions to organize an exhibition of Bulgarian embroidery in Shu-
men. This symbiosis enabled us to fill in the gaps in our display. One 
characteristic detail: the catalogue issued to accompany the exhi-
bition became a bestseller and was sold out down to the last copy, 
which shows the growing interest in this type of cultural valuables 
not only of specialists but also of ordinary visitors. The display has 
now been transferred to Burgas, to one of the participants in the pro-
ject, and is attracting general attention in that coastal city. With all 
due respect to ‘domestic’ embroidery, this effect was quite unexpect-
ed for us. The probable explanation is that embroidery, though some-
times plain in appearance, is encoded with traditional Bulgarian na-
tional identity — elements of our nation’s outlook on the world and 
philosophy of life, passed down from generation to generation. These 
patterns enable us to trace our roots.

Another remarkable collection consists of film posters amassed 
by Rostislav Bakalov, a native of Shumen whom contemporaries 
called a cinema crank. In fact, he was a collector of European stature.

Rostislav was born in 1912 — the year the city’s largest and most 
famous cinema opened. He became obsessed with films from the age 
of fourteen: he began subscribing to French, German and Bulgari-
an film magazines and collecting photographs of actors and posters. 
He became an active member of the film fans’ association that had 
been formed in Shumen. While still in the top class at school, he was 
given the job of designing posters at a military cinema, and in 1936 
he became its director. In 1937, he went still further: he set up Ros-
mark-Film, a semi-professional film studio, with the well-known Shu-
men photographer Mark Markarian. The first film they made on their 
8-millimetre camera was Adventures in Indiana.

Bakalov was responsible for the only manuscript publication 
about the cinema and everything to do with it — not only in Bulgaria, 
but in the whole of Europe. The first issue of Cinema News came out 
on 2 January 1929. There were twenty more issues in the two years 
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that followed, with a strict system of rubrics, headings and leading 
articles, a designation of the price and precise dating that showed the 
periodicity of the publication. While the latest issue was being passed 
from hand to hand, Bakalov was already working on the next one. 
The magazine featured news from the sets of future films and infor-
mation about the directors and actors engaged in them. There were 
also articles about cultural events in Bulgaria, such as the reopen-
ing of the Ivan Bazov Folk Theatre in Sofia after the fire of 1922. And, 
of course, the editor could not ignore the opening of a new cinema 
in Shumen. The texts were accompanied by portraits of international 
film stars that Rostislav Bakalov drew himself.

It now seems incredible that one man, working as assiduously as 
a star pupil at school, could compile a record of all the films shown in 
Shumen from 1926 to 1930, listing the roles and the surnames of the 
actors, the emblems of the film companies and the dates and places 
of the showings! It is an unbelievable contribution to the history of 

the cinema in Shumen, as is the collection of 2,280 genuine posters 
amassed by Bakalov — some of them came to the city with the rele-
vant films, others he himself drew and had printed. It was purchased 
from his descendants on the initiative of the museum and is now part 
of our collection.

Most of the posters were produced using the lithograph tech-
nique. According to Rostislav Bakalov’s memoirs, his first poster in-
vited cinemagoers to watch the adventures of the popular Danish 
comic actors Pat and Patachon — Fishermen. The oldest example is a 
poster for Charlie Chaplin’s 1925 film The Gold Rush — in Bulgarian. 
There is an interesting story connected with that poster: at the end of 
last century, a British collector saw the rarity in the museum display 
and wanted to buy it for a large sum of money. Needless to say, his of-
fer was politely declined.

Indeed, the collection has to remain in Bulgaria: cinema experts 
from the national film library use it to take copies of posters for Bul-

Over the Barriers

Rostislav Bakalov and cinema  
posters from his collection.
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garian films missing from their collection. The value of the collection 
is that it can be used in various exhibitions, regardless of the histori-
cal period, geography, subject matter and genre of the films (for ex-
ample, a costumed drama or a musical). Posters for Hungarian films 
have twice been shown in Budapest and in the ‘Balassi’ Hungari-
an Cultural Institute in Sofia. Our museum has displayed posters for 
films about the Russian-Turkish War of 1877–1878, which led to the 
liberation of Bulgaria. We have also staged an exhibition of posters 
for comedy films featuring actors from various countries in the Mu-
seum of Humour and Satire in Gabrovo.

The Shumen Regional Museum has published two catalogues 
with posters from Rostislav Bakalov’s collection — the first devoted 
to Bulgarian films and the second to foreign films. A third catalogue 
devoted exclusively to Soviet films is currently in preparation. The 
collection includes a total of 93 posters for Soviet films, the earliest 
being for Battleship Potemkin (1925).

Both the abovementioned collections are the property of 
our museum and are part of its main fund. We revere the peo-
ple by whose efforts the collections originated: Vasil Petrov Do-
brudzhaliev and Rostislav Bakalov are mentioned with gratitude at 
every opportunity, such as a new exhibition of publications on em-
broidery or the cinema.

The former is of great interest from a scientific point of view, 
by virtue of the aforementioned interest of specialists in decipher-
ing the ancient Bulgarian ciphers that feature in various embroi-
dered patterns. It is also in demand with amateur clubs of tradi-
tional embroidery, which reconstruct this ancient art on the basis 
of models from Shumen and thus preserve it for future generations. 
The film posters are predominantly of exhibition value. They can be 
used, as we do, to stage exhibitions in a wide range of locations — 
from Bulgaria to America and Asia. We would be glad to find a 
partner in Russia to organize a similar exhibition in your country!

Dr. Daniel Rumenov PENERLIEV does 
a great deal to reinforce cultural links 
between Bulgaria and Russia. 

He took part in the International 
Kochubey Readings in 2019 in Pushkin 
(a project of the Higher School of 
Economics in St. Petersburg), is initiating 
collaboration between his museum and 
the St. Petersburg Agrarian University 
and gives public lectures to students 
about the cultural and historical heritage 
of the Shumen region.

Over the Barriers
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United by the Theatre
PARTICIPANTS IN SOCIAL AND INCLUSIVE PROJECTS ARE CONQUERING THE RUSSIAN STAGE 

Karina VERIGINA. Photos: ‘So-edinenie’ Foundation Press Office, ‘Inclusion’ Centre Press Office, Babel Theatre, ‘Special View’ Festival,  
Social Art Theatre, Maria Kovalyuk, Boris Pavlovich, Mikhail Patlasov, Darya Khripach

In the past decade, theatre has moved closer to the people. 
Productions are now staged in factories, on public transport, at 
the bar counter and even in the bathroom of an ordinary St. Pe-
tersburg flat. Theatre has become accessible not only to profes-
sional actors, but also to representatives of social groups that were 
previously invisible to the general public, giving them the possibil-
ity of entering into a dialogue with theatregoers — a chance to be 
heard.

The definition of social theatre is simple: it is productions that 
either raise socially important subjects or draw groups of peo-
ple outside mainstream theatre into the creative process. Inclusive 
theatre is a narrower concept meaning the participation of people 
with special developmental problems.

‘The actors in our theatre are inclusive in the broadest sense 
of the word’, says Dutch theatre director Paul Röttger, Artistic Di-
rector of the Babel Theatre: ‘young and old; rich and poor; people 
with Down’s syndrome; people from a migrant background; peo-
ple from the LGBTQ + community; completely healthy people and 
those with a chronic condition such as HIV; people suffering from 
mental, eating and other disorders; people from different religious 
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backgrounds; people with addictions, including drug addicts. 
Anybody who is different from you in some way can be an actor. 
And sometimes that means that you are the one who is different’.

In December, Röttger, one of the leading specialists in in-
clusive theatre, held a master class in Russia as part of the 2019 
Theatre Olympics, bringing together professional actors, actors 
with hearing and mental problems and representatives of vari-
ous social groups on the Alexandrinsky Theatre’s New Stage in 
St. Petersburg.

‘If this is an example of the state of inclusive theatre in Rus-
sia, then you are far more advanced than most other countries’, 
says Röttger, but with a caveat. ‘Much remains to be done, both 

in Russia and in the Netherlands, to ensure that inclusive theatre 
opens eyes and doors and shows this new way of creating art’.

The first shoots of social theatre in Russia appeared at the 
beginning of the last decade and it has reached the peak of its 
development in recent years. There are now numerous thea-
tre companies all over the country highlighting social prob-
lems. The best-known include the ‘Krug’ and ‘Krug II’ studios in 
Moscow, the ‘Inclusion’ Creative Projects Centre, the ‘ZAzhi-
voe’ project of the Yeltsin Centre in Yekaterinburg, the ‘Upsala 
Circus’ in St. Petersburg, the ‘Theatrical Perspective’ project in 
Moscow and others. Their example shows how this trend is de-
veloping in Russia.

Page 38: 
Paul Röttger with actors  
of the Babel theatre: 
‘Anyone who differs from  
you in some way can be an actor’.

Carmen — inclusive production  
in the Hermitage Theatre.
Alexey Gorelov  
and Anora Khalmatova.
St. Petersburg. 2016.

In The Touchables deaf and blind people and 
professional actors appear together.
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THE EFFECT OF THE ‘TOUCHABLES’
The Russian public was introduced to inclusive theatre by The 

Touchables, a production by the ‘So-edinenie’ Support Foundation 
for the Blind and Deaf and the Theatre of Nations in which people 
who are deaf and blind act with professionals. Not surprisingly, it 
was nominated for a Golden Mask award in 2016.

‘I saw the audience’s faces when they came into the auditori-
um and when they went out’, says Tatiana Konstantinova, Executive 
Director of the ‘So-edinenie’ Foundation. ‘The production causes 
an incredible leap forward in the mental acceptance of people with 
special characteristics. In an ordinary environment, this would take 
several years, maybe decades. And these changes in the attitude to 
people with hearing and seeing difficulties are irreversible’.

The Touchables has been performed in leading theatres in 
Russia and abroad for several years. The actors with special diffi-

culties appear with stars — Yevgeny Mironov, Ingeborga Dapku-
naite and Yevgeny Tsyganov.

‘The success of our productions abroad is also a sort of peo-
ple’s diplomacy’, says Konstantinova. ‘When we perform an inclu-
sive production, foreign audiences can see that we are not aggres-
sors, we don’t take chained bears for walks in the morning, we are 
not soaked in vodka — in fact, we are highly developed, cultured 
people’.

The production was a point of reference for the ‘Inclusion’  
Creative Projects Centre, founded by the ‘So-Edinenie’ Founda-
tion after the success of The Touchables. The Centre’s main aim 
is the development of professional inclusive theatre in Russia. 
In three years, ‘Inclusion’ has opened theatrical schools in six cit-
ies, staged fifteen productions and involved over a hundred peo-
ple in its projects.

‘For the majority of our inclusive students and actors, taking 
part in a theatrical project is not just going on stage but also an 
opportunity for personal and creative development, new knowl-
edge, new friends, new horizons’, says Tatiana Medyukh, Director 
of the Centre. ‘We are now trying to make the young people inde-
pendent, encouraging them in their own creative initiatives’.

Medyukh thinks The Touchables is an excellent way of in-
tegrating deaf and blind people into society. The shining exam-
ple is Alexey Gorelov, who was sitting at home after finally losing 
his sight and losing his job at a factory. During rehearsals for The 
Touchables it became apparent that Alexey was a talented actor 
with an excellent memory. As a result, he has performed several 
difficult roles in various productions, including dance productions 
(the premiere of Carmen was presented in the Hermitage Thea-
tre on Maecenas Day 2016). But that is not all — Alexey started to 
train seriously for the triathlon and is now the only deaf and blind 
athlete in Russia and only the fifth in the world to complete the 
Olympic distance.

A scene from The Touchables.

Tatiana Konstantinova, Executive Director  
of the ‘So-edinenie’ Deaf and Blind  
Support Foundation.
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WITH THE HOMELESS IN THE PRINCIPAL ROLES
The next social production to enthral the theatrical commu-

nity and to make the long list for the Golden Mask award was 
Mikhail Patlasov’s documentary project The Untouchables, in 
which homeless people appeared on stage at St. Anne’s Luther-
an Church with professional actors from the Tovstonogov Bolshoy 
Drama Theatre, the Alexandrinsky Theatre and the Baltic House 
Theatre-Festival. Some of the homeless took the main parts.

The production was the first documentary project in Russia 
about the homeless. Patlasov’s team, which included directors and 
playwrights, spent over six months collecting the real stories of 
people at the ‘Nochlezhka’ charity, chatting to them in the refuge, 
at ‘Night Bus’ stops and places where homeless people can warm 
themselves. Others who took part in the preparations for the pro-
duction were composer Oleg Karavaychuk (one of his last works) 
and street artist Vladimir Abikh.

Well known for his productions in the documentary theatre 
genre, Patlasov intended to stage a social reconstruction of Maxim 
Gorky’s The Lower Depths and to find people similar to the charac-
ters in the play at doss-houses in St. Petersburg.

‘But when I visited a doss-house, my world turned upside-
down’, the director admits. ‘I realized that no quotes were neces-
sary. Although Vyacheslav Rasner [one of the homeless actors in 
the production] reads Satin’s monologue about man, that is all that 
remains from my original idea. It was then that it became clear 
that these lives must be changed.

The money for the staging of The Untouchables was raised 
through crowdfunding and all the homeless who took part in the 
production received a regular salary. The experience of acting has 
affected them in different ways.

‘Life for a homeless person is both awful and wonderful’, says 
Mikhail Patlasov. ‘During this project I have seen how people go 
down, then come up again. For some of them everything is OK. 

Mikhail Patlasov, the leading Russian  
theatre director-documentalist,
at the premiere of The Untouchables in 2016.

Vyacheslav Rasner, who acts  
in The Untouchables, officially
ceased to be homeless in 2017.  
Thanks to the assistance of people  
who were not indifferent, he moved  
into his own flat. 
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Some disappear from the radar. Some die. This experience helps 
some to go further but it breaks others. I realized that you should 
never give anyone up for lost’.

THE SONOROUS ‘LANGUAGE OF BIRDS’
Director Boris Pavlovich was the first to stage a repertoire 

inclusive production in a state theatre in Russia. In his Language 
of Birds, professional actors from the Tovstonogov Bolshoy Dra-
ma Theatre and students from the ‘Anton’s Right Here’ Centre of 
social rehabilitation, study and creativity for adults with autism. 
The play is based on a philosophical poem by the Sufi thinker 
Farid ud-Din Attar about the travels of birds in search of their 
king.

The actors spent over a year together, trying to invent a uni-
versal ‘bird language’ — a language of signs, sounds and looks 
that they use to communicate with each other and with the au-
dience.

‘We had a lot of different adventures during that time’, re-
calls Pavlovich. ‘We spent two weeks in a summer camp near Ya-
roslavl, living in semi-forest conditions. We sailed on the river 
and sat by the campfire in the evenings. It was an important ex-
perience of life away from civilization. It was also an experience 
that broadened the consciousness of both the people with au-
tism and the professional actors. All that experience is reflected 
in the play in one way or another’.

Under Pavlovich’s leadership, the participants in the produc-
tion, which was nominated for a Golden Mask award in 2017 in 
the ‘Experiment’ category, continued their collaboration in the 
Kvartira (Apartment) project. For a year and a half, a spacious 
apartment in the centre of St. Petersburg became a theatre space 
with a repertoire of four inclusive productions.

The team is now continuing its creative activity as a produc-
tion centre. Its most recent work was the open horizontal pro-
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ject City. Conversations, staged in conjunction with the Dan-
ish C: NTACT Theatre. The coordinator of the project was the 
‘Alma Mater’ Foundation. It featured thirteen cities in Rus-
sia and abroad and stories of actual people on the subject ‘How 
have I survived?’.

‘They are stories of man’s victory over circumstances, sto-
ries of the triumph of life over death’ Pavlovich explains. ‘It is 
important that audiences see them in urban locations: in bars, 
cafes and bookshops. After all, the idea of the project is that 
we have to meet and talk more often. People in cities today live 
side by side without noticing one another. We have stopped 
chatting as we used to do, when strangers could strike up a 
conversation on a park bench or on a long train journey. That 
is why we perform the play in crowded places, but with free en-
try. It is not a theatre where you need to buy a ticket — the pro-
ject is absolutely open and free. In various locations dozens of 
stories are told, and each of them becomes the basis for lengthy 
discussion’.

WORKING A MIRACLE
The Social Art Theatre in St. Petersburg was founded on the 

initiative of Larisa Gracheva, a teacher at the Russian State In-
stitute of Performing Arts, and students of her workshop, who 
after graduating in 2016 had the burning desire to create their 
own theatre — a theatre whose main aim would be to provide 
assistance to people in need. It is now the only theatre company 
in Russia focusing on social issues.

The theatre’s repertoire includes productions on the sub-
jects of feminism, violence and teenage aggression. One of 
the most vivid and hard-hitting of them is The Miracle Work-
er, based on the play by William Gibson. The theatre not only 
stages plays but also runs training sessions for socially vulner-
able groups. For instance, in 2017, a programme of psychologi-

cal correction by means of acting training led to Plays of Life, a 
production that included people who had undergone rehabilita-
tion after treatment for drug and alcohol addiction. In 2019, di-
rector Dmitry Krestyankin and residents of children’s homes in 
St. Petersburg staged the play Odyssey 2K19, based on Hom-
er’s poem and documentary material collected by the teenagers 
themselves.

‘In our project, art and culture are not entertainment, where 
people go to the theatre to spend time pleasantly’, says Olga Gu-
seva, who became the theatre’s director after Larisa Gracheva’s 
untimely death in 2019. ‘No, these are real psychological studies, 
which can be taken in doses. They help towards the recovery of 
the ‘patient’ — spiritually, mentally and physically’.

Although the Social Art Theatre receives federal and city 
grants, the actors take part in the productions on an unpaid ba-
sis. All the money goes towards new productions and payment 

Page 42:
Actors from the Bolshoy Drama Theatre  
and students from the ‘Anton’s Right Here’ 
Centre spent over a year together,  
trying to invent their own special  
‘bird’ language.

The open horizontal project City. 
Conversations featured
thirteen cities in Russia and abroad.

One of the Social Art Theatre’s most  
vivid and hard-hitting productions:
The Miracle Worker, based on the  
play by William Gibson.
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of theatre fees. Also, some participants in the training sessions on 
social adaptation remain in the theatre as volunteers.

‘We are homeless’, admits Guseva, after finishing a speech train-
ing session in one of the rooms of the Borey Gallery in the midst of 
visitors looking at the display. The enthusiasts of the Social Art The-
atre have no permanent stage, but that does not lessen their ambi-
tion: to bring all participants in social projects together in a united 
city community.

‘The theatre is a place with a special atmosphere that attracts peo-
ple and draws them in, but a social theatre takes its space to people who 
need help, because they have no access to the theatre’, Guseva explains. 
‘That is why we take the theatre to them and show them that the world 
is united: our world, the theatrical world and the world of problems — 
they are all one. And problems can be solved by interaction’.

A ‘SPECIAL VIEW’ IS NECESSARY
The interrelationship and unity of Russian ‘knights of inclusion’ 

was highlighted in ‘Special View’, the country’s first social theatre fo-
rum-festival, held in Moscow in October 2019. It was organized by 
the ‘Art, Science and Sport’ Foundation and the ‘Inclusion’ Creative 
Projects Centre with the support of the Presidential Grants Founda-
tion and the ‘So-edinenie’ Deaf and Blind Support Foundation.

‘This festival has been coming for a long time’, thinks Ksenia 
Dmitrieva, Head of the ‘Special View’ programme of the ‘Art, Sci-
ence and Sport’ Charitable Foundation. ‘Our aim was to prove that 
social theatre does not mean a second rank theatre — it can be 
highly professional art’.

The festival was attended by 250 specialists from various re-
gions of Russia. Twelve socially inclusive productions were per-

People who had undergone  
rehabilitation after treatment
for drug and alcohol addiction  
took part in Plays of Life.

A scene from the Altay Youth Theatre’s 
production Wonder Boy about teenagers.
Twelve plays were performed  
at the ‘Special View’ Forum-Festival.
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formed and attended by more than a thousand people. The festival 
also included an extensive educational programme and most of the 
productions were live streamed on the Internet. A book entitled So-
cial Theatre in Russia was published after the festival — a practical 
textbook for specialists who work in or are exploring this field.

‘Empathy, respect for others, the right to feel that you are sig-
nificant, to occupy a fitting place in society regardless of difficult 
circumstances — these are the main things that help people to be 
happy in today’s world’, says Dmitrieva. ‘The forum-festival is an in-
strument for the formation of that outlook on the world’.

It is not known when the second ‘Special View’ Forum-Festival 
will be held, but the organizers have already planned a number of edu-
cational and theatrical events — in particular, a tour of Russia by Dmit-
ry Krestyankin’s Odyssey 2K19, the winning production in the festival.

It is too early to say whether projects like these will affect 
the level of tolerance in Russian society. However, the undoubt-
ed recognition of social and inclusive productions is an indis-
putable success for the activists in this topical field: directors 
and actors, organizers and sponsors, actors with special char-
acteristics and people who look to social theatre for assistance. 
This recognition should be followed by state support, which is 
just as necessary. As Tatiana Medyukh, Director of the ‘Inclu-
sion’ Centre, says: ‘In an ideal world there would be no need for 
inclusive theatre. It would simply be a theatre with no obsta-
cles — stairs to the auditorium or the stage, and without the en-
trenched opinion that ‘there is no place here for others’. That 
ideal cannot be achieved, of course, but we have to strive to-
wards it’.

Dmitry Krestyankin’s Odyssey 2K19  
with residents of children’s homes
in St. Petersburg was the winning production 
at the ‘Special View’ Forum-Festival.

Tatiana Medyukh, Director of the ‘Inclusion’ 
Centre: ‘In an ideal world there would  
be no need for inclusive theatre. There would 
just be theatre without obstacles’.
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The Childlike World 
of a Storyteller 

THE AKIMOV COMEDY THEATRE IN ST. PETERSBURG HAS CELEBRATED THE PUBLICATION OF THE NAKED KING,  
A COLLECTION OF EVGENY SHVARTS’S PLAYS (VITA NOVA PUBLISHING HOUSE) 

Sergey ARKADIEV. Photos: Vita Nova archive, Galina Kozhemyachenko

The book contains scientifically processed texts of the best-
known plays by Evgeny Shvarts (1896–1958): The Naked King 
(1933–1943), The Snow Queen (1938), The Shadow (1939–1940), 
The Dragon (1940–1943) and An Ordinary Miracle (1944–1954). 
It also includes the first publication of his early play Just Imagine 
(1930s). There is an opinion that the playwright created his own il-
lusory world in order to avoid a dangerous confrontation with the 
reality around him. He portrayed that reality allegorically, though 
on the verge of risk, since he was unable to cope with it. Howev-
er, the most important question raised by the author of these tales, 
staged at the Comedy Theatre by his friend and colleague Nikolay 
Akimov, is: can a human being oppose an inhuman system and re-
tain a living soul in a soulless environment?

The extensive accompanying material by literature expert 
Elena Voskoboeva helps to answer this question. As always with 
Vita Nova, the book’s design is eye-catching: a wide selection of 
authentic photographs, posters, documents and 46 original il-
lustrations to Shvarts’s plays produced especially for the publica-
tion by the artist Yury Shtapakov. The background to the themes 
of notional theatre action with pictogram characters is provided 
by the walls of old city buildings.

Let us think of this book — a work of art in its own right — 
as compensation to Evgeny Shvarts’s descendants for the ordeals 
he suffered with his plays. For instance, The Dragon was pub-
lished for the first time only after the playwright’s death —  
in 1960…
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Actress Elena FLORINSKAYA, now a member of staff  
at the Comedy Theatre’s museum, shared her recollections  
of Evgeny Shvarts:

 ‘I was lucky enough to be born into a family of actors. My 
father Gleb Florinsky was one of the principal actors in Aki-
mov’s theatre and my mother was also an actress. So I was a the-
atre child, who as a baby was not taken to the theatre but car-
ried there. I saw the first production of Shvarts’s The Shadow, in 
which my father played Cesare Borgia. What an impression the 
scenes from this huge, beautiful play had on me, when the head 
of the Shadow is carried out on a tray and a charming princess 
suddenly appears from the back of an armchair…

Father used to get home quite late after performances and 
I would wait for him. My mother would indicate with her eyes 
that I was still awake. He would come to me and ask: “Elena, are 
you asleep?”. I would reply with just my lips: “asleep”. My par-
ents told Evgeny Shvarts about this and he immediately put that 
“asleep” into the mouth of Christian the weaver in The Naked 
King. Shvarts, who was brilliant at thinking up words, phrases 
and dialogue, was very attentive to what people said, especially 
children.

I was about seven when I went with my father to see Under 
the Limes of Berlin, a play written by Evgeny Shvarts and Mikhail 
Zoschenko. The premiere was in August 1941. In the interval, 
Akimov rushed backstage, while Zoschenko, Shvarts and my fa-
ther went down the marble staircase to smoke, and I went with 
them. Then Akimov joined us. Imagine that group of cheerful, 
witty people, so sad and depressed that even a child could sense 
it. They were depressed, of course, by the situation at the front. 
The play is super-optimistic, but events were turning out quite 
differently at that time. That play was performed only a few times 
before the theatre itself pulled it.

The theatre was evacuated at the end of December 1941. It was 
a difficult, circuitous route via Kopeysk, Sochi, Tbilisi, Sukhumi and 
Krasnovodsk, ending up in Stalinabad (now Dushanbe). Nikolay 
Akimov summoned Shvarts and his wife to Stalinabad. As Akimov 
said, if there was a job as “soul of the theatre”, Evgeny Shvarts would 
be its rightful holder. However, since there was no such job, he ap-
pointed him head of the literary section. When Akimov went away 
on business, he left Shvarts in charge of the theatre. At first, this 
gave rise to sarcasm — this gentle, friendly and kind man was not 
suited to the role of manager. For example, when an actor was late 
for a rehearsal or forgot his lines, Shvarts would not shout at him 
or reprimand him, but, strange as it may seem, that reinforced dis-
cipline.

It took us a long time to travel by train from Stalinabad to Mos-
cow in 1944. I would go into Shvarts’s compartment every day. His 
wife Ekaterina was very beautiful, with huge eyes and very long hair, 
chestnut with a trace of ginger. I loved brushing her hair and she 
seemed to like it too, because she never hurried me. Shvarts would 
sit beside us and tell us something interesting. Then he would stand 
up and say in a serious voice: “Well, I’ll go for a walk and won’t dis-
turb your work”, when the only place he could go for a walk was 
along the corridor of the train.

When we had moved into a flat in Leningrad, Shvarts often 
visited us. He was friends with my parents, but he also liked talk-
ing to me and my sister Lirika, who was four and a half years old-
er than me. He would ask how we were getting on and give us 
books with touching inscriptions. He also liked the fact that we had 
two dogs and a cat. Shvarts adored animals, but had had none of 
his own since the war. Trishka was a French miniature lapdog; we 
thought that her pup would be just as small, but we were deceived 
in the breed of the father and the pup turned out to be three times 
the size of its mother. We called her Pintik, because we originally 
thought she was male. (Remember, in The Dragon Lancelot asks the 
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cat: “What’s your name?” “Mashenka”. “ But I thought you were a 
male cat”. “Yes I am, but people are sometimes not very observant”.) 
Trishka was very delicate and never begged for food, but Pintik was 
fat and also charming. Shvarts loved feeding her and overfed her, 
but she would still come back to him for more. My mother and fa-
ther would say: “Zhenya, can’t you see that she can’t eat any more?” 
He would reply: “Do with me what you will, but I can’t resist that 
beseeching look!”

Our Kuzya was a talking cat. He meowed in such a way that it 
was obvious he wanted to explain something. He would go to the 
door and ask to be let out, then let in again. Shvarts, whose plays 
included talking animals, adored Kuzya and said to him: “Listen, 
I was sure that I invented you, but here you are”.

My sister and I quickly grew out of our dresses but there was 
nothing to make new ones from, and the actress Lidia Sukharevs-
kaya said to my mother: “Your girls are going around in blouses”. 
Whenever Shvarts greeted me, he would smile and say: “Ah, the 
girl with the train!” When we were quite grown up, it turned out 
that my husband (when he was a boy) had lived in the same writ-
ers’ house at 9 Griboyedov Canal as Shvarts. Lev used to tell me 
how he and the lads played football in the yard. When Shvarts came 
out, they stopped playing, knowing that he would come and ques-
tion them and tell them something interesting — and he knew all 
the lads by name. They once heard that there was going to be an ac-
tors’ party at the House of Writers that was renowned all over the 
city. Lev and his friend went there without any invitations or tick-
ets in the hope of getting in. They were not admitted, of course, in 
spite of all their pleading. Just then, Shvarts, who was on the sec-
ond or third floor, spotted them and told the ticket checker: “Those 
lads are with me, let them in”. That was typical of Evgeny Shvarts — 
nobody else would have noticed them, remembered them or paid 
them any attention. It was only some boys, after all. For him it was 
always important that everyone was all right’.

Cultural Layer


