
St. Petersburg, later Leningrad, was founded by Tsar Peter the Great in 1703. Located on the Baltic Sea, the city was Russia’s “window to the west,” 
which produced many acclaimed artists and musicians. After the death of Vladimir Lenin in 1924, Joseph Stalin seized power in the Soviet Union 
(formerly Russia). He ruled ruthlessly and murderously and viewed Leningrad, the nation’s second largest city, suspiciously. 

These excerpts (left column—page 113; right column—page 83 & 86) are from Symphony for the City of the Dead: Dmitri Shostakovich and the Siege of 
Leningrad by M.T. Anderson.  Shostakovich’s (a musical prodigy) childhood and early adult years coincided with the Russian Revolution and Stalin’s 
authoritarian rule. 

 

Cult of Personality 

Mass rallies were held to celebrate Stalin.  Troops of 1 
athletes strode though the streets of Moscow, carrying 2 
portraits of Communist Party leaders, as they once had 3 
carried painted icons of saints on religious holidays. 4 
Everywhere, Stalin’s picture appeared, with its kind 5 
smile and his hand raised in welcome. 6 

His slogan for the age was on everyone’s lips. “Life is 7 
getting better, comrades!” he said. “Life is getting 8 
merrier!” 9 

Planes spelled out his name in the sky. 10 

   

Word Bank 

Astounding—surprisingly. 

Comrade—companion or fellow communist. 

Dictator—a ruler with total power over a country. 

Icons—paintings of holy religious figure. 

Muttering—saying something in a low irritated voice. 

Summarily—instantly; on the spot. 

 

 

Assassination 

[Sergei] Kirov was [, mayor of Leningrad, and] one of 11 
Stalin’s closest friends.  He would often stay in Stalin’s 12 
rooms when in the Kremlin when visiting Moscow; Stalin 13 
was a coffin bearer at his funeral.  The dictator 14 
demanded quick action to find and punish whoever was 15 
responsible for his friend’s death.  An emergency order 16 
was passed on the day of Kirov’s murder, December 1, 17 
[1934,] specifying that anyone arrested for terrorism 18 
against the state had to be tried within ten days of their 19 
arrest and that, if found guilty, they could be executed 20 
summarily, without benefit of appeal.  What was later to 21 
be called the Great Terror had begun. . . . 22 

So who actually was responsible for Kirov’s murder?  An 23 
astounding rumor was making the rounds in Leningrad: 24 
that the assassination had been ordered by Stalin 25 
himself.  Recently revealed documents suggest that this 26 
is almost certainly true.  Members of the Communist 27 
Party Central Committee were horrified at the mass 28 
destruction wrought by Stalin and his Five-Year Plan.  29 
They were muttering about the possibility of Kirov 30 
replacing Stalin as general secretary.  Comrade Stalin 31 
made sure that would not happen.  32 


