
Introduction 

P A UL INE FAIR C L O UGH AND DAVID F ANNING 

The first English-language study to attempt a genre-focused overview of 
Shostakovich's music was published over a quarter of a century ago. 
Christopher Norris's Shostakovich: The Man and his Music1 was an early 
attempt to assess the major works (symphonies, operas, piano music and 
string quartets) by writers from a wide range of backgrounds: music critics, 
composers, performers, historians and literary theorists. Their retrospective 
of a composer who had died only seven years earlier captured a moment in 
time - British Shostakovich reception in the early 1980s - that is fascinating 
to look back upon. As with much intelligent critical writing about 
Shostakovich since the 1960s, the best chapters of this collection offered 
insights that are as valid and appealing now as they were in 1982, regardless 
of our enhanced knowledge of both Shostakovich and Soviet cultural 
history. Of particular interest is Robert Stradling' s careful bypassing of the 
assumption that was to dog later popular writing on Shostakovich: namely 
that he was composing either 'for' or 'against' the Soviet system. In the case 
of Shostakovich, as of Richard Strauss, he noted, the 'romantic ideology of 
doomed, suicidal genius is a potent but very partial myth'. 2 Though 
Stradling's caution was typical for its time, it was soon to be swept away 
in a tide of startling critical self-confidence concerning Shostakovich's 
supposed anti-Soviet identity. This mythological dissident Shostakovich 
has enjoyed two decades of authority in music journalism, popular music 
writing and on the internet; and it is an accident of the different methodol
ogies and publishing practices of journalism and scholarship that musicol
ogists were apparently slow to counter it. 3 

It is a paradoxical fact that, despite Shostakovich's extraordinary 
popularity, there was no reliable post-Soviet biography until 2000,4 and 
the present collection of essays is the first English-language study that 
aims for near-comprehensive coverage of his work. That Western musi
cology has been so late in its engagement with Shostakovich is, however, 
symptomatic of diverse forces, some specific, some general. Though some 
of the specific prejudices concerning the quality of his output may be 
fading today, Shostakovich's belated acceptance into the canon of works 
for viable musicological study is as much a symptom of musicology's 

[I] recently broadened cultural remit (popular music, world music, cultural 
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studies) as it is of an enhanced awareness of his wider output and its 
cultural resonance. There is still a residue of post-Leningrad Symphony 
disdain among the generation of scholars that came to maturity in the 
1960s, a residue that extends to a general suspicion of his concert-hall 
popularity.5 There has also been a reluctance to evaluate Soviet music on 
the same technical and aesthetic levels as Western post-war art music, on 
the assumption that it must by its very nature be regressive and 'unfree' .  
More broadly still, the relatively slow pace at which musicology has 
followed the lead of Slavist literary and historical studies in exploring 
the complex relationship between Soviet power and artistic creation has 
meant that Shostakovich has been viewed through a very crude lens (in 
particular the Manichaean 'for-or-against' syndrome noted above), and 
this has hardly encouraged a sophisticated understanding of the paradox
ical nature of Soviet musical culture and its products. 

Even as these issues are being slowly faced up to and addressed, there 
are other, more practical problems that continue to hamper musicological 
Sovietologists. The new ongoing 1 50-volume Shostakovich Complete Edition 
is exclusively prepared by Russian scholars, and access to Shostakovich 
manuscripts is restricted.6 On the positive side, there has been a steady 
stream of excellent Russian source studies, and while it may be frustrating 
for Western scholars not to be able actively to participate in such work, 
there is no doubt that high-level research on Shostakovich is now flourish
ing in Russia.7 

One consequence of the impracticality (or impossibility) of Western
based source-study research on Shostakovich is that Western scholars have 
continued to explore the music as analysts and interpreters, much as their 
Soviet predecessors did, albeit from very different theoretical and critical 
perspectives. Some of the essays in this collection are clearly analytical in 
emphasis, most notably Eric Roseberry on the symphonies and The Execution 
of Stepan Razin, David Haas on the Second Piano Sonata and on 
Shostakovich's harmonic language, David Fanning on the early works, 
Malcolm MacDonald on the string concertos and sonatas, and Judith Kuhn 
on the quartets. Others, such as Francis Maes's exploration of Shostakovich's 
songs, are more contextual in focus, while still others address issues of 
reception (Erik Levi) or more obscure corners of Shostakovich's output 
(John Riley on the film scores, Pauline Fairclough on the 'official' works, 
Marina Ilichova on the ballets and Gerard McBurney on incidental music for 
the theatre) . Rosamund Bartlett's essay on the operas draws on contemporary 
writings on opera, as well as outlining the twists and turns of Shostakovich's 
operatic career in the 1930s, taking into account the pioneering work of 
Olga Digonskaya on the unfinished opera projects Orango and Narodnaya 
Volya [The People's Will] . Esti Sheinberg's discussion of Existentialism in 
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the Jewish-inflected works is the only overtly philosophically orientated 
chapter in the volume, building on earlier work by ·herself and others on 
issues of Jewish identity and ethnicity in Shostakovich's music. 

Despite a relatively active recording career as pianist (compared, say, 
to Prokofiev) , Shostakovich's own performances of his works have not 
carried the authority for pianists that they might have done had it not been 
for the progressive illness that deprived him of normal hand function from 
the late- 1950s onwards. David Fanning's chapter on the composer's 
recordings does more than chart the decline of Shostakovich's performing 
powers: it tracks his interpretative decisions in key works (including the 
Tenth Symphony transcription) , suggesting that despite technical defi
ciencies, Shostakovich's own performances are still invaluable points of 
reference· and may have something to tell us about his attitude to musical 
structure as a composer. An equally overlooked aspect of Shostakovich's 
output has been the incidental and 'official' scores. In the case of the 
incidental scores for the theatre, many languish unperformed. In addition 
to tracing Shostakovich's recycling of various portions of these scores in 
other works, Gerard McBurney provides the scenarios to these mostly 
long-forgotten productions. As with Marina Ilichova's descriptions of the 
original ballet scenarios and John Riley's pithy descriptions of film plots, 
this is information not accessible in any other single source, and it reve
als more precisely than has been possible up to now the nature of 
Shostakovich's early artistic collaborations. All three ballets have recently 
been revived and staged worldwide, and since the mid- 1990s the scores and 
complete recordings have become available.8 Theatre productions are much 
harder to revive in the absence of complete scenarios and stage directions, as 
McBurney's invaluable but necessarily partial reconstruction of the revue 
Declared Dead made clear at its Proms premiere in 1992 under the title 
Hypothetically Murdered. Equally obscure are most of the films to which 
Shostakovich provided scores, many of them still unavailable on commer
cial tape or DVD and currently existing only in personal collections or 
circulated in pirated copies obtained from Russia. Yet the film and inciden -
tal scores are far from being the only neglected areas of Shostakovich's 
music, as Francis Maes's and Pauline Fairclough's chapters on the songs 
and 'official' works show. Entire vocal and choral cycles and other pieces 
d'occasion remain virtually unknown, or implicitly rejected as not repre
sentative of the 'real' Shostakovich. These include the Ten Poems on Verses 
by Revolutionary Poets, op. 88, the two settings of Dolmatovsky poems 
opp. 86 and 98, Loyalty, op. 1 36, the Ten Russian Folk Songs, the Greek 
Songs and the wartime Torzhestvenniy Marsh [Ceremonial March] . 
Shostakovich's two cantatas, The Sun Shines over our Motherland, op. 90 
and even Song of the Forests, op. 8 1 ,  as well as numerous patriotic songs, 
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languish in neglect, and understandably so, given their poor musical qua
lities. Revivals of Prokofiev's Zdravitsa (his 1939 Toast to Stalin) and 1937 
Cantata for the Twentieth Anniversary of the October Revolution have been 
controversial for the obvious reason that their texts extol Stalin and 
Stalinism - and it can fairly be argued that only a: suspension of moral 
and social standards could find such performances palatable, while the 
revival of comparable Nazi works would be (rightly) unthinkable.9 More 
significantly, perhaps, Prokofiev's Stalinist works are by common consent 
superior in artistic terms to Shostakovich's; as Pauline Fairclough's chapter 
on the official works suggests, Shostakovich put far more energy into those 
works he produced as part of the war effort (and for the highly lucrative 
Soviet anthem competition in 1943) than he did into those expected of him 
in the squalid post- 1948 climate or, for that matter, in the major anniversary 
years of the October Revolution in 1957 and 1967. The Sun Shines over our 
Motherland, composed for the 35th anniversary in 1952, cannot bear 
comparison in compositional terms with Prokofiev's stunning 1937 
Cantata, whatever ideological problems both works embody. Texts aside, 
few concert promoters would be prepared to inflict Shostakovich's work on 
a paying audience, except perhaps in the context of a festival with didactic as 
well as artistic aims. But there is less reason for the continued neglect of the 
'ethnic' song settings (Russian, Spanish, Greek), which, together with the 
Dolmatovsky settings, all date from the period beginning with the songs 
From Jewish Folk Poetry ( 1 948-56) . In these cases, a prejudice against 
accepting an apparently 'alien' (Soviet-populist) style as authentically 
Shostakovich's has arguably led to a tacit ban that is, for political and 
therefore commercial reasons, as effective as any instance of similarly 
'unspoken' Soviet censorship. 

Notwithstanding these issues of musical worth, as with all Cambridge 
Companions this volume seeks to provide an overview that is more or less 
comprehensive in scope, rather than specific and critical. David Haas's 
case study of the Second Piano Sonata, viewed against the background of 
possible models in the sonata genre, is the only exception to this rule. 
Nonetheless, such a volume would not have been possible without the 
combination of archival and published source study that is now not only 
possible but essential to all ongoing research into Shostakovich's music 
and that of his Soviet contemporaries. The editors would like to take this 
opportunity to thank Irina Antonovna Shostakovich, Olga Dombrovskaya 
and Olga Digonskaya from the Shostakovich Family Archive, Moscow, for 
their generous assistance and cooperation. Levon Hakobian kindly 
obtained rare scores from the Composers' Union Library in Moscow. 
But most of all, we thank our contributors, who have shown patience, 
courtesy and graciousness in tolerating the delays that so often occur with 
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collaborative projects such as these. Will Peters kindly provided a valuable 
initial translation of Marina Ilichova's chapter on the ballets. We would 
also like to thank our excellent copy-editor Mary W orthi:llgton. Finally, we 
thank Penny Souster, formally of Cambridge University Press, who took 
a keen initial interest in this project, her successor Vicki Cooper and 
Rebecca Jones, whose tact and understanding have made completing 
this Companion a pleasure rather than a chore. 

Every effort has been made to secure necessary permissions to repro
duce copyright material in this work, though in some cases it has proved 
impossible to contact copyright holders. If any omissions are brought to 
our notice, we will be happy to include appropriate acknowledgements in 
any subsequent edition. 





PART I 

Instrumental works 





I Personal integrity and public service: the voice 
of the symphonist 

E RIC R O S E B E R R Y  

To the European mind, no  less than fifteen symphonies from the pen of a 
single composer might seem excessive in the light of a tradition that has 
taken its bearings from the nine symphonies of Beethoven. But the revolu
tionary culture that nurtured Shostakovich experienced something of a 
rebirth of symphonic commitment, and in this connection the ideological 
climate of Socialist Realism (first proclaimed in 1 934) was to prove a 
potent factor. Far from creatively inhibiting, the Beethoven canon, with 
its fresh post-revolutionary optimism, could be viewed as positively 
enabling. The Soviet symphony - a genre that Shostakovich's own Fifth 
Symphony served memorably to define - became for Shostakovich, as for 
his colleagues, a medium through which to appear to meet the socio
political expectations of Soviet ideology. At the same time, his sympho
nies, string quartets and concertos encoded a more personal vision that 
was to remain suspect in orthodox Soviet circles. As a captive yet inde
pendently minded artist working in a totalitarian regime, Shostakovich 
invented for himself a moral persona that would construct, Dostoyevsky
like, a polyphonic discourse wherein, to quote Victor Terras on Bakhtin, 
'multiple individual voices, inner dialogue, parody, inter-textual echoes, 
irony, and ambiguity interact dialogically, independently of a controlling 
monologic narrative voice'. 1 

Although not all of Shostakovich's symphonies sit comfortably within 
the traditional parameters of the genre, taken as a whole his symphonic 
oeuvre gravitates towards the four-movement sonata-cycle prototype, and 
embraces the several different types - instrumental/absolute, narrative/ 
programmatic, cyclic, vocal-instrumental - that go to make up the main
stream repertoire of the genre in the post-Beethoven era. The content and 
form of these symphonies, as well as their social context, are linked to 
Shostakovich's well-known dilemma as a Soviet composer: the conflict
ridden burden of responsibility he carried towards his genius, his public 
and, as a professional artist, the Soviet cultural bureaucracy. It was an 
unenviable balancing act that had to face glaring and indeed frightening 
publicity, but against all the odds it was accomplished with breathtaking 

[9] virtuosity and rounded off comprehensively with a work that would 



1 0  Eric Roseberry 

appear to have been conceived as a farewell not only to Shostakovich's 
own cycle of fifteen but seemingly to the symphony as a historical genre. In 
its extraordinary synthesis of comedy and tragedy, depth and humour, 
spontaneity and power of calling up the past (the composer's own as well 
as the established forms and expressive content of the symphony), the last 
symphony of Shostakovich provides a fitting epitaph both to a life and to 
the passing of the Classical-Romantic symphony. 

Continuities and discontinuities; from the First to the Fifth 
Symphony ( 1925-37) 

Taking the Fifth Symphony as the crucial turning point in Shostakovich's 
career as a symphonist, the first four symphonies approach the genre from a 
number of diverse, seemingly incongruous angles. The brilliant work in four 
movements that launched his public career was completed in 1925 before the 
composer was out of his teens. No mere jeu d'esprit, it breathes new life into a 
form that is here taken as standing in need of rescue from academic ossifica
tion. The young composer's famous brush with Glazunov before the work 
was submitted as a graduation exercise at the St Petersburg Conservatoire was 
in this respect symbolic (see Chapter 3 by David Fanning in this volume). 
Compared with another famous twentieth-century 'first', the 'Classical' 
Symphony of Prokofiev, Shostakovich's already goes beyond an affectionate 
parody of classical models in his provocative mix of the burlesque and the 
tragic. Though Shostakovich's deeper acquaintance with Mahler's sympho
nies was yet to come, it is easy ·to sense here just how much Mahler's 
ambivalent, highly stylized tone might have appealed to him. The First 
Symphony was to be followed by two pairs of works, the first of which openly 
challenges the traditional mould while the second pair (the Fourth and Fifth), 
for all their disparities, share a realignment with Classical norms. The 
fascinating duality of the two Shostakoviches - public and private, classicist 
and modernist, populist and upholder of the high aristocratic tradition in 
music - is set out with exemplary force and clarity in what is sometimes taken 
too readily as a journey towards artistic maturity in these first five works. The 
Second and Third Symphonies are the musical equivalent of brilliantly 
executed poster art, serving as a reminder of how unshackled the young 
Soviet Russian composer of the 1920s felt himself to be in his exploration of 
new avenues of expression before the heavy weight of Stalinism and Socialist 
Realism fell upon him. Modernism still remains a force to be reckoned with in 
the violence, the fragmentation and epic scale of the Fourth ('the credo of my 
creative work'),2 which nevertheless is not without its pointers to the com
parative Classic-Romantic 'sobriety' of the Fifth. 



1 1  Personal integrity and public service: the symphonist 

Example 1 .1  First Symphony, movement 1, [ID1, motivic outline 
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The First Symphony ( 1925) 

The First Symphony proved a highly successful absorption of novelty and 
tradition. On the traditional side - and Shostakovich, as composer and teacher, 
was to stand by his grounding in the classics, both Russian and European - it 
makes bold to link itself with Tchaikovsky, adopting a stance that at the same 
time caricatures and (in the last two movements) remains respectful of his 
'serious', fate-obsessed symphonism. Cast in the key of F minor, it reinforces 
the association with Tchaikovsky's Fourth in a number of ways: the theatrical
balletic element (introduction, second-subject waltz in the relative major 
key); the grotesqueries of the scherzo, with the quasi-folk inflections of the 
trio; the introduction of a 'fate' fanfare motto that permeates the second part 
of the symphony as a falling/rising minor third; the pathos of the slow 
movement's opening oboe solo; the unashamed reliance on unvaried and/ 
or sequential repetition as a means of propulsion; and not least the emotion
ally ambiguous 'resolution' of the finale. 

The first movement is preceded by a Petrushka-like introduction, 
Haydnish in its playful evasion of the main key. It shows a youthful 
iconodast at work in producing a carefully crafted cartoon version of 
sonata form that at the same time - and herein lies its innovative concep
tion - subtly interacts with the introduction from start to finish. But after 
the further grotesqueries of the scherzo (heightened, as it were, by the 
arrival of 'the composer' at the piano at IJ]),  the interlinked slow move
ment and finale throw off their mask-play in addressing more serious 
issues, and in so doing make the first of Shostakovich's many memorable 
cyclic links between movements as well as introducing his lifelong passion 
for the most extreme contrasts and collisions. 

The closely worked thematic unity of this symphony is a feature of 
particular interest, ·proceeding in the first place through a very subtle process 
of thematic transformation of a motto theme from movement to movement, 

A A /\ 
hinging on the crucial motif of a stepwise falling minor third, 3-2-1 
chromatically arpeggiated to enclose a falling diminished fifth and rising 
perfect fourth (see Ex. 1 . 1 ) .  David Haas has noted the likely derivation of 
Shostakovich's first-subject march theme from the scherzo episode of Liszt's 
First Piano Concerto, and this sheds light not only on the composer's lifelong 
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Example l .2a First Symphony, movement 1, �3-4 
[Allegretto - piu mosso J = 208] 
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Example l .2b First Symphony, movement 1 ,  [TI]1-2 
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'derivative' thematic shapes (breaking out in due course into open quotation) 
but also on an important historical precedent in Liszt for the composer's own 
characteristic technique of thematic transformation.3 

Linked to this is the remarkable adaptability of motivic components of 
themes, operating in new structural/expressive contexts - to become new 
'portmanteau' themes in fact - and for the themes themselves to appear in 
contrapuntal combination. Unity of a different order is provided by the close 
integration of the introduction with the main body of the first movement in a 
number of different ways: structural (notably in the Mahler-like return of the 
introduction at the beginning of the development section and in the coda), 
thematic, contrapuntal and harmonic. It is instructive, for instance, to note 
how the subtly worked harmonies of the introduction continue to serve as 
accompaniment in the Allegro, or how the top line of the ensuing passage 
becomes a continuation of the second-subject flute melody (see Ex. 1.2). 

The return of the introduction at the end of the first movement points 
towards the larger key relationships of scherzo (A minor/major) and slow 
movement (D flat major) to the central F minor tonality of the symphony. 
A further unifying stroke is the close relationship of the slow movement 
and finale, in which the slow movement's second subject, a funeral march, 
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is inverted to form the lyrical secondary theme, leading on to the inversion 
on solo timpani of the slow movement's fanfare motif. The inversion, by 
the way, does little to dispel a feeling of the triumph of fate - which 
establishes another (possibly unintentional) link with. Tchaikovsky and 
offers a youthful foretaste of that pessimistic streak in the composer that 
was to run counter to the officially favoured optimistic endings. 

But what of the symphony's modernistic leanings? There is more than 
a hint of the modish assimilation of 1 920s industrial imagery in the First 
Symphony; this alone marks a stark break with nineteenth-century 
Romanticism, when rejecting rather than assimilating such imagery was 
the norm. One could point to the explosive tuttis combining first and 
second subjects in the first movement or the ostinati, machine rhythms 
and randomized heterophonic writing in the scherzo. Such characteristics 
anticipate not only the thoroughgoing modernism of the piano Aphorisms, 
op. 1 3, and the Second Symphony, but also Shostakovich's attempts to 
combine such elements with a return to thematic first-movement sonata 
form on an epic scale in the first movement of the Fourth Symphony. The 
mechanical ostinato patterns that characterize the first and (more espe
cially) second movement of the First Symphony follow in the footsteps of 
Stravinsky, in whose early ballets the device becomes a 'primitive' accom
plice in the 'downgrading' of functional tonality. Correspondingly, tonal 
shifts pay scant homage to traditional means of establishing new tonal 
regions, in what amounts to little more than enharmonic puns: V-1 
cadences 'pulled out of the hat', and short, sequentially ordered bridge 
passages. In Shostakovich's use of both chromaticism (via, for example, 
the frequency of passing augmented triads) and bitonality, the erosion of a 
traditional harmonic syntax is evident here, if more indebted to the 
example of Skryabin than Stravinsky in the slow movement. 

The frequency of chamber-like textures, with their many soloistic 
features (especially in the wind department) , marks out the sound world 
of the first two movements of this symphony as typically a la mode in its 
reaction against nineteenth-century tutti-dominated orchestration. The 
arrival of the solo piano in the second and fourth movements is a further 
deconstruction of the constitutional norm, the 'Hitchcock touch' of the 
young cinema pianist-composer, who openly mocks the assertive closing 
tonic chords of a movement with cheeky finality at the end of the scherzo. 
There is the heightened role given to percussion, which acquires thematic 
independence in the dramatic timpani solo of the finale, though it could be 
argued that in this respect there is no lack of precedent in Beethoven - as, 
for example, in the Violin Concerto, the Fourth Symphony or in the 
'thematic' octave tunings of his Eighth and Ninth Symphonies. Linearity 
frequently prevails over harmonic considerations, and at the beginning of 
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Example 1 .3 First Symphony, movement 3, 1in]2 
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the scherzo we encounter a bold, eccentric heterophony that in the coda 
finds its harmonic counterpart in Ivesian chord clusters (see Ex. 1 .3 ) .  

Hand in hand with a linearist's boldness is  a caricaturist's heightened 
sense of dissonance that applies both to the melodic and harmonic dimen
sions. The sharpness of bitonal harmonic clashes serves both comedy and 
tragedy. If an intentionally comic, 'Chaplinesque' effect is intended with 
the oboes' bi tonal contradiction of what can be construed as the bassoon/ 
trumpet's enharmonic B flat minor third in bar 5 of the first movement's 
introduction, then an altogether more threatening expression results from 
the 'false bass' set against the shifting tremolo string triads beneath the 
anguished woodwind recitative of flute and oboe in unison that opens the 
finale. While never completely undermining tonal stability, such passages 
seriously endanger it, foreshadowing the more ruthlessly atonal techni
ques of the next symphony. 

Modernism as propaganda: the Second and Third 
Symphonies 

The Second Symphony ( 1927) was originally conceived as a symphonic 
poem - a 'Symphonic Dedication to October', to give it its intended title -
and here we already see Shostakovich stretching the term 'symphony' far 
beyond its customary application. It is the first of Shostakovich's two sym
phonic essays in non-thematic (which is not to say unmotivic) composition, 
whose thrust is dependent on contrasted tempi, changing orchestral textures, 
an extreme dynamic range, linearity and harmonic tensions that rely on a 
suspension of tonality that will be corrected only in the final choral section. 
Up to that point the rationale may, for the most part, be one of organized 
chaos. Yet a glance at the score will reveal the sheer intricacy of its texture, 
lvesian in the boldness of its unfettered linearity, Hindemithian in its motoric 
energy and application of bustling, neo-Baroque figurations. 
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In her study of Shostakovich's symphonies, the Soviet musicologist 
Marina Sabinina asserts that the young Shostakovich relied for his scheme 
on the revolutionary spectacles of the day, such as open street theatricals 
in celebration of the Revolution, and that the symphony falls into more or 
less realistic representations or tableaux. This reading accords well with 
the composer's involvement in theatrical projects at the time, where staged 
dramatic situations took the place of 'abstract' symphonic thought. As 
Sabinina put it, 'at first, there is obscure chaos symbolising the unenligh
tened past of the working class; then, the awakening of protest, the 
ripening of revolutionary consciousness; and, finally, glorification of the 
October Victory' .4 

A keen dramatic instinct informs the changing scenes and transitions, 
but this is not, strictly speaking, scene painting - more, to borrow from 
Beethoven, an 'expression of feeling' . Although the work does include 
touches of realism - the famous factory hooter summoning the workers, 
the passages of choral declamation - the Second Symphony is program
matic only in a generalized sense. Its four main episodes proceed from a 
state of inertia, through purposeful activity followed by laissez-faire free
dom (the build-up of the thirteen-part cadenza episode) , via instrumental 
recitative-arioso, to the tonal resolution of the choral denouement. So 
the question of whether or not this symphony - composed for the tenth 
anniversary of the October Revolution in 1 927 to a text by the proletarian 
Soviet poet Alexander Bez'imensky - needs a detailed programmatic 
explanation in order to be fully understood, is perhaps misplaced. A more 
straightforward approach to its programmatic content is simply to accept 
its metaphor of chaos to order, darkness to light. Symphonic precedents 
for such a trajectory are not in short supply - Haydn's Creation, 
Beethoven's Fifth and Ninth, Brahms's First and Mahler's Seventh, amongst 
numerous others. Nor does Shostakovich's adoption of a one-movement 
symphonic poem conception rule out their influence; the symphony can 
be taken as a compression into a single-movement structure of the traditional 
four-movement sonata cycle: first movement Allegro, 

_
scherzo, slow move

ment and (choral) finale, with episodic links and a slow introduction. 
The problem here is that unlike, say, Schoenberg's First Chamber 
Symphony or Sibelius's Seventh, the Second Symphony does not rely on 
thematic statement, contrast and development for its narrative thrust 
and cohesion, though certain small motivic shapes - popevki5 - do recur. 
Only in one place does the transformation of what may be regarded 
as a recognizable thematic shape occur: where the trumpet arioso that 
surfaces in the introduction is turned into a thrusting G-minorish march 
in dotted rhythm as the 'main theme' of the first Allegro. Given its near
palindromic shape, its key orientation and near-twelve-note derivation, it 
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Example l .4a Second Symphony, 1Z12-9 
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bears a family resemblance to the (strictly twelve-note) principal theme of 
the march-scherzo (third movement) of the Fifteenth Symphony, with its 
grotesquely symmetrical inversion, as shown in Ex. 1 .4. 

With his Third Symphony ( 1 929), Shostakovich retreated somewhat 
from the uncompromising modernisms of the Second, to proceed as a 
series of tableaux, filmic in their imagery and continuity content, which in 
the first protracted march section looks forward to the kaleidoscopic 
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musics of the finale of the Fourth Symphony. As a celebration of the First 
of May, the physical thrust and energy show a level of stamina somewhat 
vitiated by a diffuseness of form and content. The overall style of the 
Third is strongly suggestive of Shostakovich's copious film and theatre 
music of the period; indeed, it would not be going too far to hear the 
Third Symphony as an accompaniment to an imagined film script. 
Correspondingly, a 'symphonic' approach to film music (in, for example, 
The New Babylon, completed earlier in 1 929) indicates a cross-fertilization 
of the two genres. As if to forestall accusations of a film composer's merely 
scenic, onomatopoeic approach to his subject, Shostakovich wrote of his 
Third Symphony: 'I tried to convey only the general mood of the 
International Workers' Day Festival. I wished to portray beautiful construc
tion in the USSR. I would point out that the element of struggle, energy and 
ceaseless work runs through the whole symphony like a red thread.'6 Perhaps 
the first movement of Mahler's Third Symphony, 'Summer Marches In', was 
a source of inspiration.7 Light years away from Mahler, however, was 
Shostakovich's studied avoidance of thematic development or repetition 
in the Third Symphony. Within this ultra-complex score, however, there 
are episodes and passages of great freshness and beauty, beginning with 
the idyllic opening section, with its long-breathed clarinet duet over 
pulsating cello/bass pizzicato - a genuine symphonic prelude, this, and a 
demonstration of Shostakovich's capacity to develop and extend an initial 
melodic cell. There is also an interlude in C major for strings of unex
pected sweetness that pre-echoes the almost Gershwinesque lusciousness 
of the return of the first subject in the recapitulation of the 'Leningrad' 
Symphony's first movement. Notable, too, is the dramatic episode before 
the entry of the chorus, with its tutti unisons and passages of hectoring 
trombone and sinister string glissandi suggestive of an instrumental 
counterpart to some unspoken revolutionary text. The choral peroration 
is a bold hymnal setting of some doggerel verses by the proletarian Soviet 
poet Semyon Kirsanov that finally settles for a heroic E flat coda. 

'The two Shostakoviches': the Fourth and Fifth Symphonies 
( 1934-7) - crisis and reorientation 

The Third Symphony, with its sunny G major opening, effects a more 
immediate rapprochement with tonality than does its more hard-lirte 
predecessor. It thus provides a transition from the aggressive tonal-atonal 
confrontations of the Second Symphony to a more thoroughgoing engage
ment with key as a form-defining agent in Shostakovich's two essays in heroic 
C minor symphonism: the gigantic post-Mahlerian essay of the Fourth 
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and the no less weighty Eighth. The Fourth was begun some six years after 
the Third, to be completed in May 1 936 when the composer was having to 
come to terms with the implications of the notorious Pravda editorials of 
28 January and 6 February. Running for over an hour, this symphony 
marks in its first movement a return to the sonata ·principle of thematic 
content and development on the largest possible scale, encompassing 
cataclysmic events that are barely contained within the traditionally 
accepted bounds of sonata form. If the grotesquerie of the first movement 
of the First Symphony was playful, here it wears an altogether more 
terrifying aspect. The extremely lengthy first subject (including a dual 
purpose introduction-cum-prefatory theme) is a menacing caricature of a 
military march over a pulsating mechanical ostinato. It is the first of many 
such images in Shostakovich's symphonies, comparable to the images of 
brutal force in the development of the first movement of the Fifth, the so
called 'invasion theme' of the first movement of the Seventh, or the march 
theme that opens the second movement of the Eighth. Here, the first 
movement is an epic instrumental drama, the fruit of Shostakovich's 
absorption of Mahler, and yet going beyond Mahler in the shock of its · 
collisions, its sudden entrances and exits, its pungent irony and menace, its 
violence and hysteria. This is indeed a prophetic 'war symphony' of a 
movement in which we are offered an early glimpse of the composer of 
the less radical but no less violent imagery of the Eighth. 

Only the Fourth Symphony's D minor central movement - a spaciously 
developed Lii.ndler - achieves, through contrapuntal development of its main 
theme, a measure of the unbroken continuity normally associated with dance 
forms in a symphony. This is a very Mahlerian movement in a large binary 
form, its second subject dearly anticipating the sombre descending main 
theme of the Fifth Symphony's first movement. The two outer movements 
that frame this intermezzo, on the other hand, are disruptive in the extreme. 
The vast episodic sonata structure of the first movement, with its splintered 
central development of material in several episodes, makes a feature of the 
most disconcerting changes of direction before reaching its ultimate climax 
in the retransition, with its piled-up dissonances. The twelve-note, multi
intervallic chord that immediately precedes the recapitulation suggests an 
allusion to the 'crisis' chord of the first movement of Mahler's Tenth 
Symphony. Now, the compressed and thematically reversed recapitulation 
effects a radical transformation of its main themes so that the reflective, 
wandering second subject assumes the relentless martial identity of the first 
in an overall structural-expressive scheme that served the composer well in 
his subsequent Moderato first movements. 

The third movement combines slow movement and finale in a vast 
ternary structure. Here a Mahlerian funeral march, returning at the end in 
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an overwhelmingly tragic tutti, frames a central, motorically driven Allegro 
dominated by the falling minor third in an obsessive rhythm that gives way to 
a sequence of increasingly fragmented dance episodes, a suite of theatre pieces 
that are by turns disconcertingly tender and facetious.8 A brisk mock-military 
polka in rondo form introduces a lengthy trombone solo that offers its own 
highly irreverent comments on proceedings, and the music careers on dis
jointedly in a long diminuendo to its shatteringly loud C major-minor denoue
ment, imperiously dismissive of previous banalities and fading into a twilit coda 
that suggests a reminiscence of the coda to Mahler's Das Lied von der Erde -

one of the composer's favourite works. The shock of this movement lies, I 
would suggest, in the composer's adoption of the most cliched 'urban' operetta
ish idioms which form a kind of descent into the abyss of the return of the 
funeral march. As has frequently been noted, some kind of inner psychological 
upheaval is at work here; the composer's own state of mind after his official 
reprimands arguably having a bearing on its programmatic implications.9 

Although the Fourth was withdrawn by the composer and the score 
apparently lost, Shostakovich made a version for two pianos that was even
tually published in lithograph format in 1946. This 'straight' two-piano 
transcription if anything strengthens the claim of this symphony to be 
admired as a work of superb musical craftsmanship. If before the first 
performance of the symphony in its full orchestral glory in December 1961, 
Soviet musicology tended to approach the work with cautious brevity, 10 

regarding it as a cul-de-sac before the magnificent breakthrough of its suc
cessor, it was nonetheless studied and admired in professional circles. 1 1  With 
the publication of the full score in 1962, it became possible to adopt a more 
rounded approach; Sabinina' s close reading of the symphony, for example, 
while still viewing it as a work at the crossroads, pays generous tribute to its 
tragic power. Certainly, the Fourth Symphony was a necessary link in the 
chain of development towards the Fifth, but this does not lessen the enormity 
of the extraordinary leap from the wild inner turmoil and 'subjectivity' of 
expression we encounter in the Fourth to the refinement and concentration of 
form and content in the Fifth. As in the Fourth, the influence of Mahler 
remains strong, especially in the second movement Scherzo. But the Fifth 
Symphony represents an absorption of the high central European tradition 
that takes in the essence of the sonata-cycle drama in its familiar nineteenth
century aspect while lending an updated twist to familiar tonal/thematic 
procedures. Thus, in the D minor first movement, the lyrical expansiveness 
of the two main subject groups is underpinned by a demonstrable thematic 
unity, while the straight path of the development achieves a directional thrust 
that was to prove a model for Shostakovich's later first-movement sonata 
structures. His handling of contrasted tonal regions draws on clearly audible 
major-minor tensions underpinning the musico-dramatic structure as a 
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Example I .Sa Fifth Symphony, movement 1, motivic structure of ' epigraph' theme and second 
subject, 12]1-9 

'epigraph' theme, bars 1 - 3  
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whole, with the seminal shift ofD-E flat playing a particularly significant role 
at different structural levels in the first movement, as shown in Ex. 1.5. Also of 
some significance in the development of Shostakovich's large-scale thinking is 
his expansion of sonata process through the novel concept of 'forms within a 
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form'. In the first movement of the Fifth the first group of the exposition is 
considerably enlarged through its expansion into a ritornello-like structure in 
which the 'epigraph' theme of the opening returns as a kind of refrain. 

After the buffoonish, boisterous intermezzo of the Mahlerian scherzo and 
trio the Largo in F sharp minor explores emotional depths that place this 
movement at the very heart of the symphony. According to Taruskin, it was 
readily taken by its first audiences as a Requiem for the victims of Stalin's 
regime. 12 Its rhetoric draws on a cross-reference to Beethoven's Fifth - the 
significant motto-motif of three shorts and a long - which corresponds to the 
striving motto-motif (Ji Ji J )  on a single pitch) of the first movement as well as 
its recurrence in the finale. The finale's D minor opening chord on winds and 
percussion strikes a chill after the F sharp major serenity of the slow move
ment's close. This freely shaped sonata movement alla marcia borrows the 
outlines of its main theme from the first movement of the Fourth and the 
treatment of the second subject is strikingly similar to the procedure in the 
finale of the First Symphony, in that the theme is introduced first as part of a 
torrential allegro, but later begins to play an increasingly nostalgic role as it 
pulls against the fast current of the main first subject group. And so, counter
balancing the directional thrust of the first movement's development we now 
have a lengthy episode of reminiscence leading (via the Beethovenian drop of 
a semitone to a dominant pedal A) into a transformed recapitulation in a long 
crescendo that develops the main theme with increased animation, winning 
through to a hard-won D major coda that seems almost to pull the main key 
out of a tonal impasse. (The struggle to achieve an affirmative D major 
strikingly compares with that of the finale of Mahler's First Symphony, a 
plausible influence.) 

With this masterly act of symphonic perestroika, premiered in Leningrad 
on 21  October 1937, the thirty-year-old Shostakovich redeemed himself in 
the eyes of the Soviet authorities. 1 3  In fact, Soviet ideology adopted the Fifth 
Symphony as a model of Socialist Realism. As Taruskin writes, 

With its ample yet conventional four-movement form, even down to an 

improbably minuettish scherzo, its unextravagant scoring, and its notable 

harmonic restraint, the Fifth Symphony amounted to a paradigm of Stalinist 

neoclassicism, testifying, so far as the powers were concerned, to the 
composer's obedient submission to discipline. It was time to reward him. 14 

Completion of a symphonic trilogy? The Sixth 
Symphony ( 1939) 

For the time being, the largely favourable reception of the Fifth Symphony 
effectively consigned the suppressed Fourth to a 'formalistic' limbo in the 
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Table 1 . 1  Structure of Shostakovich: VI/3 

A B 
Rondo, with secondary theme Scherzo 

4/4 B minor 3/4 E flat/C minor/major 

Al Bl 
Retransition Recapitulation Scherzo/Coda 

4/4 B minor (4/4) B major 

public/critical domain; even the composer himself later repudiated what 
he dubbed its 'mania grandiosa' .1 5 If the Fourth Symphony had been 
received into the canon at the time of the appearance of the Sixth, the 
later work would perhaps have achieved a more ready critical acceptance; 
indeed, the two works could have seemed to stand in some kind of 
complementary relationship. As it was, the Sixth dashed expectations of 
a return to symphonic normality on Shostakovich's part - further evi
dence, if needed, of a creative outlook that was not to be hidebound by the 
constraints of Socialist Realism. As in the Fourth, its three-movement 
structure may be read as a compression of the traditional four-movement 
sonata cycle delivered in the Fifth. But whereas the Fourth compresses 
slow movement and finale into a gigantic ternary finale structure, the Sixth 
opens with a slow, brooding first movement (compare this with the open
ing movement of the Tenth, the slow heave of whose expansive motion the 
Sixth anticipates) that combines the dramatic weight of a sonata-type first 
movement with the lyrical, reflective depths of a slow movement. Set 
against this vast and sombre first movement is a crepuscular, demonically 
exuberant scherzo and - moving into broad daylight - a highly wrought 
rondo-like finale. Formally considered, there is plenty of structural ambi
guity in this finale. Is it a rondo? ABA form or large-scale binary? My own 
overview is given in Table 1 . 1 ,  which suggests another of the composer's 
two-movements-in-one compressions. 

In performance, the symphony conveys an overall sense of increasing 
momentum and rising spirits. The effect - reinforced by a key sequence that 
moves from B minor through D minor to B major - is a clear 'darkness to 
light' progression. The first movement begins grandly with a preludial group 
of themes that serves the dual purpose of introduction and thematic/motivic 
source for the main body of the movement, yielding a multiplicity of recur
ring reference points as the movement unfolds. (The opening 'epigraph' 
theme of the first movement of the Fifth functions in much the same way, 
and it will be remembered that the 'introduction' to the First Symphony 
served a similar duality of structural/ expressive integration with the rest of the 
movement.) Following on from the Fifth is that same passionately striving 
arioso-recitative expansion of the melodic line in the strings; it recurs as a 
surging melodic current in the first movement of the Eighth and can therefore 
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be heard as a recognizable feature of the composer's 'middle period' sym
phonism. A long, drawn-out central episode based on a -funeral march motif 
is set up in meditative contrast, losing all sense of motion in becalmed flute 
cadenzas over static pedal points - a passage that Shostakovich was to recall 
in the second movement of his Fifteenth Symphony. Conforming to no strict 
scheme or inherited formal pattern, the first movement of the Sixth 
Symphony is nonetheless magnificently coherent, requiring no programma
tic explanation and achieving a nobility of utterance in its compressed string
dominated recapitulation that all the grotesquerie and high spirits of its 
succeeding movements do nothing to efface. Here, in essence, is a symphony 
that treats the Fourth' s funeral march finale as unfinished business, taking up 
its awesome confrontation of the abyss with a consoling nobility of utterance 
that attains' new life and purpose in a freshly minted rethinking of a large 
three-movement structure. The highly politicized charge carried by the Fifth 
no doubt proved a hard act to follow. In the Sixth, the composer addresses the 
perennial problem of human suffering in a totally different spirit - by moving 
on from the questions raised by its sombre first movement rather than by 
wrestling with them. The high-spirited finale - precursor of its more emo
tionally complex counterpart in the Ninth Symphony - provides a lifeline 
that becomes increasingly farcical, complete with Shostakovich's favourite 
'send-up' of the military band. 

The Sixth does not wear thematic unity on its sleeve, and this only adds to 
its frequently disputed claim to true symphonic status. 16 There are no cyclic 
connections between movements comparable to those in the third and fourth 
movements of the First or the two-in-one compressed slow movement and 
allegro finale of the Fourth. The three-movement structure seems a defiant 
refusal to repeat the conventional four-movement sonata-cycle plan of the 
Fifth. But a consideration of the various melodic characters across the 
trajectory of its three movements throws up one of those tiny motivic 
interconnections in Shostakovich that more openly unify, for example, both 
the Eighth and the Tenth Symphonies. The saturation of its various themes 
with the octave leap - whether grandly heroic (as in the first movement), 
distorted to a seventh or ninth (as in the grotesqueries of the second move
ment), or perkily capricious (as in the main theme of the rondo-like finale and 
its various offshoots) is a salient feature of the Sixth' s melodic structure. 

The 'war' trilogy: the Seventh-Ninth 
Symphonies ( 1941 -5) 

Soviet Russia's Great Patriotic War with Nazi Germany confirmed in 
Shostakovich a continuing commitment to a type of heroic symphonism 
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already broached in the Fourth, the Fifth and the first movement of the 
Sixth. In both the Seventh and Eighth Symphonies the composer found 
himself once more drawn to the key of C major/minor. As in the Fourth 
Symphony, the key comes loaded with all the iconic resonance of the 
'great' symphonism of Beethoven, Schubert, Brahms, Bruckner and 
Mahler. 17  It was, indeed, through his middle-period hugely sculpted 
sonata first movements cast in a moderato tempo, with their finely judged 
sense of climax and transformed and reordered recapitulations, that 
Shostakovich found himself on course for a symphonic breadth on the 
largest possible scale. 

Familiar though the building blocks may be in the Seventh, there is 
nothing commonplace about the grand architectural scheme in four 
movements that emerges. Following a classically simplistic exposition 
that moves to the dominant and its peaceful mediant 'surrounds', the 
first movement daringly challenges conventional sonata form by replacing 
development with a mechanical ostinato in E flat, where the brutal repeti
tion of a new theme is carried through to a destructive C minor climax of 
long-postponed development. This then overcomes the ostinato's hostile 
intrusion, a procedure that renders the eloquent transformations of the 
recapitulation all the more beautiful and necessary. The movement offers 
an impressive example of the ever-present vocal/operatic element in 
Shostakovich symphonies that, it could be argued, runs counter to the 
idea of writing a successful sonata allegro first movement. An especially 
striking passage is the eloquent bassoon solo in the recapitulation which 
transforms the original 'song' of the second subject, breaking it up into a 
lament that changes its original diatonicism into a tortured, mixed-modal 
expression of personal grief (l§Q]-�) .  Such a passage exemplifies the 
erosion of the distinction between opera and symphony, which in Arved 
Ashby's words, corresponds to Mahler's 'conciliation of a symphonic 
posture with an operatic inclusiveness' . 1 8  The ghost of Mahler resurfaces 
in the second movement (a kind of gentle Liindler in 4/4 time) , with a 
sardonic mock-triumphant trio that suggests a deliberate debasement of 
Beethoven (a parodistic allusion to the 'Moonlight' Sonata's C sharp 
minor?) and Bach (the four-note motif tracing the shape of B-A-C-H) . 
The marvellously expansive slow movement - perhaps the most noble and 
grand in Shostakovich's entire oeuvre - with its tempestuous (and openly 
Mahlerian) central episode, is founded on the Baroque ritornello princi
ple, drawing on a Baroque-derived recitative-arioso stylization for its 
impassioned rhetoric. The finale's tensely suppressed introduction draws 
on the experience of the supple lyrical ebb and flow of the first movement 
of the Fifth, while at the same time launching the main theme that will 
develop the same sustained physical thrust that impels the alla marcia of 
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the Fifth's finale. In its drive and stamina we catch a pre-glimpse of the 
pounding ostinato imagery so typical of the composer's impassioned 
scherzos, in particular those of the Eighth Symphony, third movement, 
and Eighth Quartet, second movement. The slowly ·gathering intensity 
of its final moderato section - an intense sarabande prefacing a free 
passacaglia - completes a huge arc in what is a further instance of 
Shostakovich's adoption of the idea of a 'form within a form'. Leading 
from suppressed beginnings through to the triumphant re-emergence of 
the first movement theme, we have here a powerful metaphor for the 
expression of human resolve in the face of destructive powers. This 
warmly humanistic symphony, dedicated to the city of Leningrad and 
first performed in Kuybyshev on 15 March 1941, gave the tarnished image 
of triumphalism in the twentieth century a new resonance. 19  

If the Eighth Symphony, completed in the late summer of 1943, 
surpasses the achievement of the Seventh, its success lies chiefly in the 
depth of its tragic intensity and its brave rejection of triumphalism at 
a stage in Russia's Great Patriotic War that would seem to have warranted 
a glimpse of ultimate victory. As in the Fourth Symphony, Mahler is a 
presiding influence throughout this epic journey, not only in the bold 
linearity of its strenuous counterpoint, but also in the cyclic resonance of 
its now truly terrifying climaxes and collapses. The compelling sweep of 
the fiye-movement musico-dramatic structure opens a new chapter in the 
composer's approach to large-scale symphonic form. The first movement 
builds especially on the experience of the Fifth: a vast sonata movement in 
the manner of a funeral march (Mahler again! )  beginning with another of 
those. heroic 'epigraph' themes that delivers the same kind of punch as that 
of the Fifth and Sixth while holding long-term implications for the symphony 
as a whole. This epigraph theme opens with a simple neighbour-note motif 
C-Bb-C that forms the motivic cell of the entire symphony, expanding into 
a motto theme of falling fourths (shades of Tchaikovsky's Manfred 
Symphony) that will return at the three main climactic points. The Fifth 
Symphony seems a clear prototype for the Eighth, which has the same 
exploratory, searching line of melody, the same 'brutalized'. thematic devel
opment and, not least, a superbly organized retransition-cum-recapitulation 
achieved through the dramatic stroke of a long, drawn-out recitative for 
solo cor anglais - over tremolando strings.20 Set against this cataclysmic 
movement is a march in D flat that enshrines all the composer's power 
of blending destructive force with the grotesque. The most extreme con
trasts and collisions of key and expression are embodied in the powerful 
continuity of the martial toccata-and-trio third movement and the passa
caglia fourth movement, ending with a sonata-rondo-like finale, which 
builds up, via an intense fugue, to a tragic recall of the opening motto 
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theme, before subsiding into the relative peace of a numbed C major 
resignation. Even if we knew nothing of the Eighth's gestation as a 'war' 
symphony - and its content certainly suits the appellation - its cogent 
musico-dramatic unity, the breadth and depth of its dramaturgy and high 
tragic plane would place it as a symphony for all times, whose impassioned 
message must go beyond any specifically programmatic interpretation. 
It is hardly surprising that the symphony - of which the composer was to 
remain stubbornly proud - was to suffer censorship after being taken to task 
at the Central Committee meeting early in 1948. 

With the end of the war in 1945 came the Ninth Symphony - a Ninth 
of which Shostakovich's great nineteenth-century predecessors, dogged 
as they were by the supreme challenge of Beethoven, would never have 
dreamed. For all its light, 'Haydnish' surface features, this work can be 
taken as perhaps one of the most caustic utterances to be encountered in 
the whole of Shostakovich's oeuvre. Although its conception is that of a 
symphonic burlesque - and as such it marks a long-delayed return to the 
spirit of the First Symphony - the Ninth plays an altogether subtler game 
of fractured self-identity and parody of its models. Cast once more in five
movement form, its scherzando-like surface is constantly betrayed by 
slithers into darkness and a desperate sense Qf panic and despair. 
Shostakovich was a master of the long-range accelerando - he had already 
in the Sixth constructed a whole symphony built on this principle - and 
here is a work whose two outer movements, but more especially the 
finale, subject the device to parodistic distortion. The extraordinary 
collapses and dark, gritty bitonal harmonies of the second movement -
a melancholy barcarolle with sinister inflections - are pointed up by a 
falsely sweet climax (at [Il]) that is pure saccharin, while the third move
ment has something of the nervy, menacing instability of the scherzo of 
the Second Piano Trio. 'Collapse' is the best word to describe what 
happens at the end of the wild tarantella that is the third movement, as 
it slides into the ominous brass and bassoon antiphons of the Largo, its 
solo bassoon recitative already anticipating the twisted smile of the 
finale's opening in a manner that poignantly echoes the cor anglais 
recitative at the retransition of the Eighth Symphony's first movement. 
Indeed, the whole passage could be taken as a deliberate subversion of 
the message of Beethoven's Ninth. Of the finale itself, anything less 
like an 'Ode to Joy' would be hard to imagine. As in the case of every 
one of Shostakovich's symphonies, the 'little' Ninth - the shortest of 
the composer's purely instrumental symphonies - has its own utterly 
distinctive sound world, occupying a place in the Shostakovich canon 
comparable to that of Beethoven's Eighth, with its own playful, yet 
powerful, agenda. 
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One of the more searching appraisals of this symphony is to be found 
in Sabinina's book on the symphonies. She attaches a special significance 
to this 'symphony scherzo' in Shostakovich's output. Writing from the 
standpoint ofthe late 1 970s, she considers the work to ·be a characteristic 
mix of tragedy and comedy, which, she maintains, is the very stuff of life, 
relating it to the farce-tragedy of The Nose, the tragedy-satire of Lady 
Macbeth, Shostakovich's love for Gogol and the tragicomic art of Chaplin, 
and the irony of Mahler. In a striking parallel, she further notes the 
resemblance of the theme of the finale to that of Shostakovich's setting 
of Robert Burns's 'Macpherson before his Execution' in his Six Romances 
on Texts of Raleigh, Burns and Shakespeare, composed in 1 942.21 And she 
suggests that, in following the funereal trombones and melancholy bas
soon recitative of the fourth movement with this slow change of expres
sion on solo bassoon (as if in the manner of those old-fashioned one-man 
Shakespeare performances in which the actor would pass his hand over his 
face as he changed characters), Shostakovich is - like Macpherson in the 
Burns poem - laughing in the face of death. Viewed in this light, maybe the 
Ninth is not such an inappropriate sequel to the heroics of the Seventh and 
the suffering of the Eighth. After the pain and loss of war, its ironic tone 
can be construed as hopeful rather than bleak, its frivolity genuinely 
humorous as well as defiantly sarcastic. 

Breaking an eight-year silence: the Tenth 
Symphony ( 1953) 

The Ninth Symphony marked the beginning of an eight-year hiatus in 
Shostakovich's symphonic output. This was almost certainly the direct result 
of an ideological crackdown on serious music at the conference presided over 
by Andrey Zhdanov in 1948, itself part of a far more wide-ranging attack on 
the arts in the immediate post-war period. The effect of the composer's public 
humiliation is well known; film music and dutiful cantatas now became his 
means of professional survival, with two serious works on a symphonic scale -
the Fifth String Quartet and First Violin Concerto - withheld for more 
propitious times. But the premiere of the Twenty-Four Preludes and Fugues, 
op. 87 at the end ·of December 1952 was an exceptional event during this 
period. It marked the unveiling of a grandly realized project that - not least in 
its polyphonic mastery (the work is a genuine cycle) and command of large
as well as small-scale forms - had a direct bearing on the new symphony that 
was already taking shape in his mind. 

Composed in the year of Stalin's death in 1953,22 the Tenth Symphony 
stands alone as one of the great masterpieces, perhaps the great 
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masterpiece, of the cycle. Quite simply, it is a magnificent re-creation of 
the Romantic symphony on an imposingly large scale. Its four-movement 
plan aligns itself strongly with the Classical-Romantic tradition, but it 
embraces staggering contrasts that throw Classical proportions to the 
winds. These contrasts range from a vast opening moderato in E minor, 
through one of the composer's shortest 'rage' outbursts in the polar 
opposite key of B flat minor, to an allegretto dance movement in 
C minor which itself is full of the strangest, most personal shifts of 
mood ranging from uncertainties, and reminiscence through to manic 
self-assertion. Preceded by a reflective introduction that at the same time 
contains within it the seeds of what is to come, the finale gains the long
postponed major mode at last in a high-spirited symphonic dance that, in 
the course of reminiscences both of the second movement and the finale 
introduction, brings back the composer's musical signature from the alle
gretto in a triumphant unison tutti. If triumph is the message of this finale, 
then it is a very personal assertion as the timpani hammer home the 
composer's monogram in the final pages. 

Overall, this full-blooded symphony recaptures a neo-Romantic 
warmth of expression and has in it something of the passion and 
intensity as well as the lyricism and personal intimacy of Tchaikovsky. 
Cast in the Tchaikovskian key of E minor (not only the key of that 
composer's Fifth Symphony, but also of two of the most dramatically 
intense scenes in Eugene Onegin), its 'motto interval' is that of the 
stepwise rising minor third, permeating its every movement and giving 
an emotionally ambivalent twist to the tail-end of what can too readily be 
taken as an optimistic finale theme, while the third movement contains 
some of the most confessional music the composer was ever to write. 
Tchaikovskian too are such things as the balletic/soloistic second subject 
of the first movement (its Jewish topos notwithstanding) , with its con
stantly shifting tonal ground (compare this with its counterpart in the 
first movement of Tchaikovsky's Fourth Symphony) , the solo woodwind 
writing, the many thematic transformations, cyclic reminiscences and 
impassioned rhetoric of its climaxes, the antiphonal scoring and not least 
the frank harmonic richness and emotionalism of this symphony as a 
whole. 

Despite its epic scale, the Tenth Symphony is not Mahlerian in the way 
we may view the Fourth, Fifth and Eighth; rather the ambience points 
towards a re-engagement with the Russian nationalist tradition of the 
nineteenth century. If Tchaikovsky remains a palpable presence, the brutal 
scherzo would appear to anticipate a new 'Musorgskian' phase in the 
composer's development as it reveals itself in the scene-painting of the 
Eleventh, the realism of the vocal/instrumental Thirteenth and Fourteenth 
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Symphonies and The Execution of Stepan Razin. Orchestrally, the writing 
luxuriates in a rich foundation timbre of string tone, with woodwind 
and brass choirs providing Brucknerian antiphons as well as awesome 
power in the tuttis, not to mention a whole range of memorable solo 
characterizations. A characteristic feature of the vast first movement is 
the integration of what could be taken to be an introductory first section 
with the main body of the movement. As with Schubert's 'Unfinished' 
Symphony, the opening dark cello-bass ruminations preparing the way 
for the main theme are destined to play a major role in the unfolding of 
the drama. 

Of special autobiographical significance is the mosaic structure and 
content of the third movement, with its initially cautious dance steps trans
forming themselves into manic self-assertion that introduces for the first time 
the composer's musical signature, the notes that form DSCH. Taken from the 
German spelling of Shostakovich's name - D. Schostakowitsch - the mono
gram uses the German convention of spelling B natural 'H' and E flat 'Es' to 
contrive the motif D-E flat, C, B natural. Since Shostakovich had already paid 
homage to Bach's own signature BACH in the First Symphony and, as a 
pianist, was certainly familiar with Schumann's employment of a similar 
theme in Carnava� Shostakovich was effectively carving out a niche for 
himself in a distinguished Germanic tradition. The appearance of this mono
gram marks the emergence of a new referential/quotational authorial stance, 
developing that already mooted in the recently composed Fifth String Quartet 
and culminating in the autobiographical Eighth, with its retrospective 
collection of self-quotations. Featuring in this movement is a five-note 
horn 'signal' E-A-E-D-A, taken from the name of a young student, Elmira 
Nazirova, by whom Shostakovich was then temporarily fascinated.23 The 
notes of this new element appear as a completely unmotivated event, but 
then proceed to integrate themselves with the composition as a kind of 
irrefutable obsession, which in its turn refers to another famous horn call, as 
shown in Ex. 1 .6. 

From the completion of the Tenth Symphony onwards, Shostakovich 
turned his attention increasingly to the medium of the 'private' symphony -
the string quartet. Up until then the production ratio of symphony to quartet 
had been 10 :  5, and the Fifth Quartet, with its opening sonata allegro, had 
proved to be a work of symphonic proportions with threads linking it to the 
Tenth Symphony. Now this ratio was to go into reverse, with certain quartets 
(for example, nos. 3, 5, 6 and 14) demonstrating that in this medium, 
the writing of a substantial sonata-allegro first movement - that Classical 
convention of which in his symphonies he seemed incapable - was no 
problem. Large-scale cyclic finales, too, became special features of the string 
quartets, and in the late Twelfth String Quartet, Shostakovich on his own 
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Example 1 .6a Tenth Symphony, movement 3, 1IGJ1-s 
Allegretto 

hn. solo 

& w�. 
f espress. 

I J I J J 

Example 1 .6b Mahler, Das Lied von der Erde, 'Das Trinklied vom Jammer der Erde', bars 1 -3 
Allegro pesan te 

hns. )I J I J. ) F 1  I J  
ff 

admission produced a true chamber symphony, whose epic - indeed 
Beethovenian - content and organic conception matched anything to be 
found in the public domain of the orchestral symphony.24 

The symphony as programme music: the Eleventh 
and Twelfth ( 1957-61 )  

The Eleventh ( 1957) and Twelfth ( 1 96 1 )  Symphonies mark the rehabilita
tion of Shostakovich as Soviet composer-laureate, and these two works -
his patriotic tribute to the Khrushchev dispensation, one might say - form 
a diptych which, according to one source, was intended to be performed as 
a whole.25 If both works draw on Shostakovich's vast experience as a film 
composer, they also stand up remarkably well as symphonic 'commentary' 
on their imagined scenarios, and are not necessarily to be downgraded 
on that account. As already noted, quotation and allusion, the 'extra
referential' elementin Shostakovich, were becoming a more open feature 
of his style. In keeping with this tendency, the Eleventh Symphony in G 
minor, subtitled 'The Year 1 905', draws its material from popular urban 
revolutionary song of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The 
Twelfth Symphony - which Shostakovich allegedly regarded as a deplor
able pot-boiler26 - uses more generalized thematic material, including a 
thematic cross-reference to the Eleventh in the development section of the 
first movement, and drawing effectively on the model of Bruckner in the 
meditative chorale imagery of the second movement. Moreover, it adopts 
a heroic Russian nationalist style that is launched with a motto theme 
bearing a strong generic resemblance to the main subject of Borodin's 


