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T H E  M O S C O W  T I M E S

On Jan. 20, Federal Guard Service of-
ficers detained eight members of an ob-
scure female punk band after they staged 
a daring performance on Red Square in 
which they denounced the “sexist re-

gime” of Vladimir Putin. The young 
women were fined 500 rubles ($16) for vi-
olating public order and released.

A month later, five members of the 
same band and an associated activist 
sneaked into the Christ the Savior Ca-
thedral, where four group members lip-
synched a song called “Mother of God, 
Cast Putin Out!” in front of the iconos-
tasis.

That performance, compiled with 
footage from another church, subse-
quently became the “punk prayer” that 
laid the basis for Pussy Riot’s world 
fame.

When Moscow’s Khamovnichesky 
District Court delivers a verdict Friday 
on band members Nadezhda Tolokon-

nikova, 22, Maria Alyokhina, 24, and 
Yekaterina Samutsevich, 30, most experts 
expect that judge Marina Syrova will ful-
fill orders from the Kremlin rather than 
following the law.

Observers are divided, however, re-
garding the reasons for authorities’ prose-
cution of the young women.

The three women are accused of hoo-
liganism motivated by religious hatred, 
charges that carry a maximum sentence 
of seven years in prison. They have been 
held in detention since March.

Analysts said they were convinced 
that the case was politically motivated, 
although some view the church as hav-
ing pushed for the charges rather than the 
state.

Evidence for a political motive be-
hind the charges comes not only from 
the two-week-long court hearing, which 
prompted comparisons to Soviet show tri-
als, but also from the behavior of law en-
forcement agencies in the case.

Of the three women in court, only 
Tolokonnikova and Alyokhina actually 
took part in the Feb. 21 performance, 
Tolokonnikova’s lawyer Mark Feigin 
said.

“Samutsevich was stopped by church 
staff when she tried to bring a guitar into 
the cathedral,” he said.

Police also arrested Tolokonnikova’s 
husband, Pyotr Verzilov, together with his 

Kremlin Hand Seen in Pussy Riot Trial

By Lena Smirnova
T H E  M O S C O W  T I M E S

MESHCHYORA, Vladimir Region 
— At first glance, the children’s camp 
in Meshchyora National Park looks like 
any other. Children slip in and out of 
tents, sluggishly perform morning exer-
cises, scream when they find snakes in 
their sleeping bags and knit far too many 
colorful thread bracelets. 

But the children at this camp are here 
for more than just the usual summer fun. 
Their daily routines also include scien-
tific expeditions through swamps, using 

solar panels to power kitchen refrigera-
tors and making sure that garbage finds 
its way to the proper recycling container. 

Another noticeable feature in the 

camp is that all the snacks have the Kraft 
Foods logo on them. 

Kraft Foods has helped to fund the 
ecology camp at Meshchyora for the 
past two years as part of its corporate so-
cial responsibility, or CSR, program — 
the practice by which businesses contrib-
ute to the communities that they work 
in to demonstrate their commitment to 
the public. This year’s camp brought to-
gether 45 children for one week in July 

and is just one example of ecological ini-
tiatives by companies in Russia. 

Although corporate social responsi-
bility activities are growing, it remains 
to be seen how much influence they will 
have on solving environmental problems. 
It is an activity often limited to interna-
tional companies or major local corpora-
tions, while smaller Russian companies 

Children Lead Corporate Social Responsibility

This year’s Olympic medalists on Red Square on Wednesday preparing to receive black Audi sedans for their performances in the London Games. The 
Russian Olympians Foundation, financed by wealthy businessmen, gave them the cars to accompany cash prizes doled out by the fund. Story, Page 3.
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Observers expect that 
Friday’s verdict in the high-
profile case will be decided 

within the walls of the 
Kremlin.
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By Galina Stolyarova
T H E  M O S C O W  T I M E S

ST. PETERSBURG — Running a 
contemporary classical music center in 
Russia may seem like an unlikely occu-
pation for a Persian composer brought 
up in the traditional and extremely in-
tricate Oriental musical culture. This, 
however, has been the exact mission of 
33-year-old Tehran-born composer Me-
hdi Hosseini for the past 10 years. 

Hosseini arrived in town in 2002 to 
study at the St. Petersburg State Conser-
vatory under composer Sergei Slonimsky 
and music historian Tatyana Bershads-
kaya, making Russia’s northern capital 
his second home. 

Hosseini, who originally studied 
drama, switched to classical music rela-
tively late, already in his teens. He took 
private lessons from Farhad Fakhred-
dini, the man behind the Iranian na-
tional orchestra, for five years, and it was 
through his mentor that Hosseini came 
across his first-ever piece of the Russian 
classics — Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov’s 
“Scheherazade.” 

Since that time, Tchaikovsky, Shosta-
kovich and Stravinsky have become Hos-
seini’s favorites. It is these composers 
that he would bring to Iran if he were to 
introduce local audiences to the Russian 
classics, he said. 

“I would be interested in building up 
an evening of pieces by Shostakovich — 
a string chamber quartet, a symphony 
and a concerto all performed in the same 
evening,” he said. “Some would criticize 
this approach for ‘overindulging the au-
dience,’ but for me this approach feels 
right because it allows the listeners to get 
a full scope of the legacy of a master.” 

In St. Petersburg, Hosseini made 
supporting new music festivals one of the 

key priorities of his reMusik Contempo-
rary Music Center, which he founded in 
2010 and which runs new contemporary 
academic music festivals and publishes 
an Internet magazine on contemporary 
music in Russian and English. Through 
his work, the composer has established 
extensive contacts with St. Petersburg 
classical music ensembles, and local 
musicians are also keen to play Hossei-
ni’s original works. 

The composer, whose opuses have 
been performed during some of the city’s 
most respected contemporary academic 
music festivals, is now working on a new 
piece that will premiere during the forth-
coming edition of the annual interna-
tional Sound Ways festival in November. 

“The orchestras simply need to play 
new music, otherwise there will never be 
an audience for it,” Hosseini said. “The 
human soul is curious — during rehears-
als I can feel the curiosity, which is much 
stronger than any prejudice or skepti-
cism.” 

When the composer was rehearsing 
his “Concerto for String Quartet and 
Chamber Orchestra” with the St. Peters-
burg Academic Philharmonic orchestra 
in 2010, it was not clear until the very last 
rehearsal whether the premiere of the 
work would actually take place. 

It was not at all the case that the mu-
sicians did not have the appetite for the 
unorthodox piece. Neither was it the 
case that the orchestra’s rapport with 

American conductor Brad Cawyer was 
not perfect. “The work was very differ-
ent from what the musicians had done 
before, and it required a drastically dif-
ferent mindset,” Hosseini said. “Even 
three days before the premiere, the piece 
was literally falling apart. But at the very 
last rehearsal it suddenly came together 
in a mesmerizing, beautiful way.” 

The concerto has already been re-
leased by the Iranian recording label Ar-
qanoon Records, and won encouraging 
reviews in the international press. 

“In this piece, Hosseini reproduces 
the absurdity and multicultural aspect 
of societal and popular culture and con-
versations with the use of the orches-
tra. He represents the tumult of a soci-
ety in which ethnic cultural elements are 
evident but cannot be easily heard. This 
society speaks in a language that is be-
yond understanding, even for itself, but 
the cultural identity of this disrupted so-
ciety can still be found,” Iranian critic 
Mohsen Saghafi wrote.

Over the 10 years he has spent in St. 
Petersburg, Hosseini’s composing style 
has evolved dramatically. Originally, 
Hosseini relied strongly on ancient Per-
sian music. “Iranian regional folk music 
has always been a crucial and vital source 
of inspiration for me,” he said. “How-
ever, now I seek to muffle the obvious 
Persian influences. What interests me at 
present is exploring the possibilities of 
improvisation in classical Persian music 
and the transfer from these traditions to 
Western European classical music.” 

Hosseini admits that the situation for 
young composers is particularly prob-
lematic in Russia: Major orchestras show 
little enthusiasm when it comes to new 
music because general audiences ex-
press little interest in the contemporary 
repertoire, making it hard to sell these 

concerts; listeners, in turn, do not have 
enough exposure to this repertoire to be 
able to develop a taste for it. 

The composer would like to see a 
friendlier attitude toward contempo-
rary music projects from the state — 
and not necessarily in the form of gen-
erous grants. “Orchestras find it risky to 
perform contemporary works and ex-
perimental pieces because such con-
certs rarely attract full houses,” he said. 
“However, with so many orchestras be-
ing state-funded, it would not cost any-
thing to write a line in the orchestras’ 
policies to have them perform, say, five 
contemporary works per season. Also, 
some tickets for contemporary music 
concerts could be distributed for free 
among students as part of an educational 
initiative.” 

ReMusik’s next big project is a con-
temporary music festival to be held in St. 
Petersburg from May 23-30, 2013. “We 
are going to take a regional approach. 
For instance, for the Day of Switzerland 
we are bringing 10 aspiring Swiss com-
posers to the city,” Hosseini said. 

St. Petersburg has always been a lead-
ing city in new music — since the days of 
Tchaikovsky and during the experimen-
tal period back in the 1920s, until Sta-
lin ended this experimentation. After so 
many years of persecution and fear — 
not the fear of bad reviews, but fear for 
one’s life — returning to an unrestricted 
state of mind can still pose a challenge to 
Russian composers. 

“What I feel in St. Petersburg, is that 
overall creativity is tangible in the air, 
and if we support up-and-coming young 
talent, it will win through,” the com-
poser said.

For more information, please visit www.re-

musik.org.

Composer Brings Persian Influence to St. Pete

Composer Mehdi Hosseini relocated to St. Pete from Iran 10 years ago. 
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