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The yellow hues coming from the street lamps bouncing off the soft white snow onto the 

pastel buildings was the most peaceful sight walking around St. Petersburg at night. The 

ambiance contrasted the omnipresent, biting-wet cold that seeps into your bones, making you 

shiver from the inside out. What clung to me the most on our study trip – even more so than this 

chill – was the stories our guides told us about the Siege of Leningrad. Every person had a 

visceral reaction as they detailed the tragedy to us. Leningraders at the time spent nearly nine 

hundred days without electricity or functional transportation; burning floorboards became a 

major source of immediate heat for citizens even though their absence allowed for more cold air 

to penetrate the buildings.1 Residents were limited every day to roughly 150 grams of bread 

filled with more sawdust than flour.2 Even though cooks became resourcefully clever in 

concocting meals, the lack of food available to combat the cold resulted in almost 11,000 deaths 

from starvation in the first couple months.3 Simply walking to retrieve water for oneself or what 

was left of one’s family became one of the most grueling, energy consuming tasks; many people 

resorted to crawling in tandem with someone else for support.4 This situation only worsened as 

the first winter progressed; residents started peeling off wall adhesive, and workers resorted to 

eating grease from factory machines.5 Cannibalism ensued.6 

My artifact – performance posters from the Theater of Musical Comedy in St. Petersburg 

during the blockade – provides a look into how Leningraders lived through great tragedy and 

                                                      
1 The Siege of Leningrad, directed by Michael Kloft (First Run Features, 2013, accessed April 4, 

2019). 
2 Inna Afonina (tour guide) in discussion with the author, March 2019. 
3 Kloft, The Siege. 
4 Polina Barskova, Besieged Leningrad : Aesthetic Responses to Urban Disaster (DeKalb: 

Northern Illinois University Press, 2017), 23. 
5 Michael Jones, Leningrad : State of Siege (New York: Basic Books, 2008), 11-277. 
6 Jones, State of Siege, 11-277. 
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terror. Some may argue that they merely survived, but I believe there was something present 

deeper than survival – something revolutionary in being able to feel the pulse of life itself around 

you when there is barely any left inside you. My definition of revolution does not depend on the 

essence of violence; rather, the resistance against violence sparks truly revolutionary shifts 

within individuals. I argue that revolution has to go hand in hand with the survival and protection 

of one’s own humanity. The danger in losing your own humanity is that you lose the ability to 

see others’.7 The actions of the musicians and actors during the Siege provide greater depth to 

how one’s humanity is protected. These artists revitalized people’s empathy towards humanity 

through daily acts of moral resistance: not only did they protect their humanity, they protected 

the community’s as well. When humans are faced with the greatest of tragedies, we come 

together and become stronger than before. Some choose to react with violence but the true 

revolution is found with the acts of love. 

The more I look into scholarly work regarding the Siege, the more my mind drifts back to 

when our study group would joke about the threshold level of cold we could bear before we 

tuned out of the external world and stopped caring about what was happening around and inside 

of us. If these thoughts could run through our well-fed, sufficiently-clothed minds on a school 

trip in the spring, I could not even fathom the thoughts that ran through the minds of the 

Leningraders at the time of the Siege; the history of the city was nearly palpable to me in these 

moments. Our tour guide, with tears in her eyes, stressed the will of the people living through 

this nightmare. She asserted that a sense of hope is what kept them alive, whether it be trudging 

                                                      
7 Louisa Bartkovich (peer) in discussion with the author, April 2019. 
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to the canals to get water through the ice or actually heading to bomb shelters when the sirens 

would sound.8 

Scholarly discussion written in English enters this space from a different angle.9 Most of 

the conversation stresses military strategies and impact statistics such as those previously listed 

over individuals’ experiences.10 When these scholars do account for Leningraders’ personal 

experiences at the time, the analysis usually stops after acknowledging moral dilemmas during 

the blockade as time and suffering progressed.11 When merely walking down the streets, 

Leningraders were faced with the option to either exert time and energy helping others in passing 

or save their resources for themselves and their family.12 Collectors of Siege survivors’ diaries 

and memoirs note that Leningraders’ decision of self-preservation became easier as time 

continued; the decision of self-preservation, ostensibly, became the only option.13 

Only a select few scholars spend more time unpacking the histories of individual Siege 

survivors and take note of everyday people’s intersection with groups like the city’s Theater of 

Musical Comedy and their role during the blockade.14 This company was the only working 

theater throughout the entirety of the Siege.15 Not only would they put on shows twice a day in 

                                                      
8 Inna Afonina (tour guide) in discussion with the author, March 2019. 
9 Kloft; Barskova, Besieged; Jones; Cynthia Simmons, “Writing the Siege of Leningrad : 

Women’s Diaries Memoirs and Documentary Prose” (University of Pittsburgh Press, 2002, 

accessed April 5, 2019, ProQuest Ebook Central); Polina Barskova, “The Spectacle of the 

Besieged City: Repurposing Cultural Memory in Leningrad, 1941–1944” (Slavic Review 69, no. 

2 (2010): 327-55, http://www.jstor.org/stable/25677101). 
10 Kloft; Barskova, Besieged; Jones; Simmons, “Writing the Siege;” Barskova, “The Spectacle.” 
11 Kloft; Barskova, Besieged; Jones; Simmons; Barskova, “The Spectacle.” 
12 Kloft. 
13 Kloft. 
14 Simmons, 11-296. 
15 “About the theatre: History of theatre,” Saint Petersburg Theatre of Musical Comedy, accessed 

April 1, 2019, http://www.muzcomedy.ru/en/about/history/. 

 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/25677101
http://www.muzcomedy.ru/en/about/history/
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their own deteriorating space, there would be teams sent out to perform for hospitals and troops 

in the front lines over a thousand times.16 Even more, each performance had two sets of casts 

despite the fact that sixty-four members died and each performer likely served in other teams 

around the city, be it in medical services or air defense police.17 

Author Cynthia Simmons includes actress and musician Tamara Petrovna Nekliudova’s 

description of the company’s treks to the battlefront, emphasizing the ensemble’s sparse food 

rations but, like other scholars, does not take the time to discuss the implications of their 

persistence.18 Many scholars include stories from diaries in their compositions similar to actor 

Rudashevsky’s experience in putting on a comedy during an air-raid.19 The company continued 

with the show once everyone came back from the bomb shelter, but another raid began as soon 

as Rudashevsky repeated his line; once reassembled, an audience member sarcastically shouted 

“Let’s skip that phrase!” instigating waves of laughter from the audience. 20  

Polina Barskova is one of few scholars with work accessible in the English language that 

takes Siege stories into deeper consideration. She notes that the people living in the city at the 

time could not separate themselves from the site of mass death during the Siege of Leningrad; 

there were no “faceless barracks” or “rows of barbed wire” to contain the atrocity.21 These 

people were living a horror in their own space. Barskova posits that “observers attempt to tame 

the horror by formulating it as spectacle” and distracting themselves with acts such as the 

                                                      
16 Saint Petersburg Theatre of Musical Comedy, “About the theater.” 
17 Saint Petersburg Theatre of Musical Comedy. 
18 Simmons, 109. 
19 Kloft; Barskova, Besieged; Jones; Simmons; Barskova, “The Spectacle.” 
20 Jones, 177. 
21 Barskova, “The Spectacle.” 
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theater’s work.22 She furthers this argument in another work when discussing “the emergence of 

new spatial perceptions” during the time of the Siege that manifested itself in visual and textual 

representations.23 She – unlike many scholars detailing the everyday lives of Leningraders in this 

time – critiques other Russian scholars’ assertions and complicates their perceptions.24 She 

embraces the contradictory nature of Siege artists’ work, stressing the fact that the city was not 

solely a limiting space completely bereft of color; artists could extract beauty and memory while 

simultaneously processing the ruin around them.25 She studies documented stories of Siege 

survivors like writer Vsevolod Vishnevsky and from their experience of perceiving previously 

familiar sights in a different light every day, theorizes that people navigate this place of demise 

with a “bifurcated urban gaze.” 26 Disasters were manifesting themselves in the context of one’s 

everyday life, and Barskova asserts that they had to dislocate trauma from their reality via artistic 

substitution. 

Barskova’s work complicates other scholars’ unidimensional view of the city and 

Leningraders during the blockade, but most of her analysis of Siege artists and spatial perception 

does not extend to the work of the city’s Theater of Musical Comedy at the time. She could very 

well touch on this theater’s agency-building by applying her “notion of the inner circle of 

surveillance, in opposition to and defiance of the outer circle of the Nazi besiegement”27 to a 

                                                      
22 Barskova, “The Spectacle.” 
23 Barskova, Besieged, 22-50. 
24 Barskova, Besieged, 23. Barskova spends this section of her book examining various scholarly 

discourse about the experience of Leningraders during the Siege, integrating her unique 

perspective into the conversation. 
25 Barskova, Besieged, 8. 
26 Barskova, Besieged, 25. 
27 Barskova, Besieged, 28. 
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theory claiming that the members of this theater were navigating their own lives separate from 

the national reality, not merely as a distraction. 

Leningraders’ decision to continue their ways of life despite the turmoil around them was 

not solely a reactionary response to shield themselves from the horror, but a conscious, defiant 

decision to live their own world, apart from a more distant, external world.28 In a talk about the 

presence of poetry during the blockade, Barskova discusses the revealing of these artists’ world 

that many other scholars have overlooked; she challenges “radical simplification[s]” made as 

attempts to view these poets as unidimensional sources of inspiration without dynamic fears and 

worries as well.29 In a similar way, the world of the musicians and actors associated with St. 

Petersburg’s Theater of Musical Comedy has been overlooked; its presence has been 

documented in a small portion of scholarly discussion, but the work of these actors and 

musicians are often vaguely included under umbrella terms of art during the Siege. Moreover, 

when brought up, the theater and its events are often described as simply a distraction for the 

citizens from the tragedy around them. 

The voices of the theater members express a complex memory of the Siege being a time 

in which people learned how to take care of each other and be together, in tandem with loss. The 

practice of expressive arts therapy is grounded in a shift in focus from the concept to the image 

as the “primary access to truth, since only the image can embody contradictions” in the 

“changing nature of existence.”30 The Leningraders’ existence in such an undulating, 

                                                      
28 Yurika Tamura (professor) in discussion with the author, April 2019. 
29 “Broken multivoicedness: poetries from the Siege of Leningrad,” YouTube video (1:21:14, 

“NYUJordanCenter,” Februrary 1, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ui4M4uBGLiY). 
30 A. D. Nuttall, Why Does Tragedy Give Pleasure? (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), 1-28; 

Stephen K. Levine, Trauma, Tragedy, Therapy : The Arts and Human Suffering (London: Jessica 

Kingsley Publishers, 2009). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ui4M4uBGLiY
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unpredictable atmosphere exemplifies the execution of this practice. Through their work, they set 

up a new world from which they could derive meaning. Their actions, rather than only working 

to numb them from their surroundings, helped them make sense of their existence.  

This subliminal numbing is touched on by English literary critic A.D. Nuttall. Nuttall’s 

commentary about claims in Leonardo da Vinci’s notebooks brings up the idea that shadows will 

always be present on the far side of any object that is seen with our eyes – sources of light for 

ourselves – but that these shadows are inherently suppressed.31 This theory can be directly 

applied to the situation of the Siege: the painful shadows they navigated through and around 

were not always suppressed, but that does not insinuate that when they were present, that they 

consumed every aspect of Leningraders’ lives at the time.  

 There is a specific newsreel screened at the Siege Memorial in St. Petersburg today that is 

played in classrooms to children growing up in the city as well.32 It plays an integral role in 

illustrating Leningraders’ experience and the community’s sense of pride in their tenacity while 

simultaneously serving as a main source of education for youth learning about their history.33 

The video mirrors scholarly conversation in the sense that it highlights the labor intensive work 

in relation to military strategies, ammunition manufacturing, and the production of war related 

materials in place of – often also labor intensive – artistic expression. This lack of artistic 

representation perpetuates a narrow-lensed view of the people who lived through the Siege. The 

newsreel emphasizes moral dilemmas faced by people on the streets every day resulting in a 

common reaction of disregarding others’ struggles to tend to one’s own.34 It, however, fails to 

                                                      
31 Nuttall, Tragedy, 1-28. 
32 Russians Respond to the Siege of Leningrad Ca. 1941 (1941, accessed April 7, 2019, 

https://fod.infobase.com/PortalPlaylists.aspx?wID=100772&xtid=37787). 
33 Inna Afonina (tour guide) in discussion with the author, March 2019. 
34 Russians Respond to the Siege of Leningrad Ca. 1941. 
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address how differently artists such as the Theater of Musical Comedy performers acted during 

this time. 

Siege artist Salnikova recollects a time in which she arrived to the theater, “bloody and 

bedraggled,” after having saved the life of a woman who barely escaped an artillery shelling with 

her.35 In a time in which most people had difficulty simply walking to the theater, Salnikova 

showed up to perform only to find herself on stage with a collapsed colleague trying to warm 

himself up with tea near a hot water tank.36 She comments on the fact that, though she knew 

thousands were dying in her city at the time, seeing his tea cup shattered next to his lifeless body 

- still in costume - after intermission left her “lost in a fog of disbelief.”37 What kept her going 

were the words of her stage director insisting that persistence was their duty; his words “awoke 

something in [her].”38 Her following duet prompted the audience – too weak to applaud – to 

stand “silently and reverently, for several minutes.”39 

 While the world outside of theirs was fighting a battle devoid of humanity, the people of 

Leningrad’s Theater of Musical Comedy were “fighting a battle to keep a human face, to stay 

human beings.”40 They won it. I want to insert this into current scholarly discussion – outside of 

only Russian scholarly conversations. They resisted the impulsive reaction to protect oneself 

over anything else and instead deemed their humanity to be inextricably linked to that of their 

community’s through acting with love.  

  

                                                      
35 Jones, 178-180. 
36 Jones, 178-180. 
37 Jones, 178-180. 
38 Jones, 178-180. 
39 Jones, 178-180. 
40 Jones, 296. 
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