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Anna Akhmatova

O muse de larmes, la plus belle de toutes les muses !

O fruit téméraire d'une nuit blanche !

Tu envoies de noires tempêtes de neige à la Russie,

Et tes hurlements nous percent comme des flèches.

Et nous commençons, et un caverneux "Oh !"

Poussé par des centaines de milliers te prête serment,

Anna Akhmatova ! - le nom est un soupir géant,

et il tombe dans un gouffre qui n'a pas de nom.

Nous sommes couronnés car nous habitons le même pays,

Et le même ciel est au-dessus de nous !

Et ceux qui sont touchés par ton destin mortel

partiront déjà immortels sur leur lit de mort.

Les dômes sont brillants dans ma ville qui chante,

Et un voyageur aveugle loue notre saint Seigneur...

Et je t'accorde ma ville qui carillonne,

Akhmatova -  et je te donne mon cœur.

MARiNA ivANOvNA TSvETAïEvA

(1892-1941)
poème mis en musique
par Dimitri Chostakovitch

Translation © by Guy Laffaille

L
E

 R
É

SI
ST

A
N

TCHOSTAKOVITCH

DIMITRI

Portrait de Dimitri Chostakovitch, en 1923, 

par Boris Mikhailovich Kustodiev (1878-1927)
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C’EST LORS d’uNE diSCuSSiON AvEC JEAN-FRANçOiS CHANET, recteur de
l’Académie de Besançon, que nous, les membres de l’Ensemble Cristofori,
avons évoqué pour la première fois l’idée d’organiser des mini-concerts au
rectorat. 

L’idée est simple : invitons des lycéens dans les beaux lieux historiques du
rectorat, tel un écrin pour un bref mais intense moment de musique, qui
plonge les élèves au cœur de l’action musicale, tout proches des musiciens,
dans le vrai esprit de la musique de chambre et des salons du XiXe siècle.
Travaillons en amont avec les professeurs et leurs classes pour approfondir
le contexte politique, social et culturel d'une œuvre clef de l'histoire de la
musique ; impliquons les élèves activement avant et après la réception de
l’œuvre : interviews avec les musiciens, critique du concert, photos, texte
d’accompagnement pour le public…

Cette idée, reçue avec enthousiasme, a été ensuite élaborée avec Giuliano
Chiello, iA-iPR éducation musicale, et Françoise Claus, iA-iPR et déléguée
académique à l’éducation artistique et à l’action culturelle. 

Pour la première édition des mini-concerts, qui auront lieu du 12 au 16
novembre 2019 au rectorat de Besançon, l’Ensemble Cristofori (Maï Ngô,
violon ; François Michel, violoncelle ; Arthur Schoonderwoerd, piano) in-
terprétera le deuxième Trio en mi mineur opus 67 de dimitri Chostakovitch
(1906-1975).

L’œuvre, écrite en 1944, nous décrit une large palette d’émotions et nous
invite à poser un certain nombre de questions :
- dans quelle mesure, créer de la musique a été pour dimitri Chostakovitch
un acte de résistance à la dictature de Staline et à l’autoritarisme de l’état
soviétique ?
- La musique, un art qui peut cacher nos idées les plus profondes ? 
- du tsarisme au stalinisme, quels changements politiques et culturels ? 

En essayant de répondre à ces questions nous plongeons dans l'univers de
dimitri Chostakovitch. Nous espérons que ce syllabus aidera à la compré-
hension d’un des plus grands compositeurs du XXème siècle et qu’il sera
un outil pour tous les professeurs qui travailleront sur ce sujet. 

ARTHuR SCHOONdERwOERd
Directeur musical de l’Ensemble Cristofori

DIMITRI  CHOSTAKOVITCH,  LE  RÉSISTANT
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Dimitri Chostakovitch, 
en 1919, portrait peint
par Boris Mikhailovich Kustodiev 
(1878-1927)
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Solomon Volkov jeune
et Dimitri Chostakovitch 
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Dimitri Chostakovitch
au travail. Il n’avait pas
besoin de conditions 
spéciales pour composer.
Même le bruit ne 
le distrayait pas.
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Mikhaïl Zochtchenko
(1894-1958), 

écrivain soviétique 
et maître humoriste 

de la littérature russe

Fiodor Sologub 
(1863 -1927)
écrivain russe.
Symboliste, sa poésie 
reste d'une clarté 
classique.
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TIME Magazine Cover: 
Dmitri Shostakovich -
July 20, 1942 
© Boris Artzybasheff

À gauche,
Ivan Ivanovitch Sollertinski
(1902 -1944), musicologue, 

historien des arts, critique 
littéraire et musical soviétique.

Pendant plusieurs années, 
une grande amitié le liera 
à Dimitri Chostakovitch, 

qui dédiera son Deuxième trio
avec piano à sa mémoire.
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Alexandre Konstantinovitch Glazounov
(1865-1936) 
Compositeur russe, professeur de musique 
et chef d'orchestre de la fin de la période 
romantique russe.
Directeur du conservatoire de Saint-
Pétersbourg de 1905 à 1928, il a contribué 
à la réorganisation de l'institut à différentes
époques (Conservatoire de Petrograd, 
puis de Leningrad après la révolution 
bolchevique). 
L'élève le plus illustre de l’institut sous 
son mandat au début des années soviétiques
était Dmitri Chostakovitch.
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Dimitri Chostakovitch,lisant 
un de ses quelques discours officiels. 

À gauche, Ekaterina Furtseva, 
ministre de la Culture 
de l’Union soviétique

Dimitri Chostakovitch prenait 
ses obligations de guerre au sérieux.

Ici en 1942 avec des pilotes 
de bombardiers.
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Dimitri Chostakovitch et son ami
Ivan Sollertinsky en 1935
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Le Trio op. 67 de Dmitri Chostakovitch
22 Septembre 2013

13 février 1944, Moscou.

Cher Isaac Davydovitch,
Je t’adresse mes condoléances les plus chaleureuses pour le décès de notre
ami le plus cher et le plus proche, Ivan Ivanovitch Sollertinski. Ivan Ivano-
vitch est décédé le 11 février 1944. Ni toi ni moi ne le verrons plus jamais.
Je n’ai pas de mots pour exprimer la douleur qui déchire tout mon être. Que
sa mémoire soit éternelle grâce à notre affection pour lui, à notre foi en son
talent, son génie, en son amour phénoménal de cet art auquel il a consacré
tout sa vie merveilleuse : la musique. Ivan Ivanovitch n’est plus. Il est très
difficile de vivre avec cela. Mon ami, ne m’oublie pas, écris-moi. Je te le de-
mande : trouve de la vodka* où tu veux et le 11 mars, à dix-neuf heures bat-
tantes, heure de Moscou, nous boirons (toi à Tachkent, moi à Moscou) un
verre pour commémorer un mois depuis la mort d’Ivan Ivanovitch.
D. Chostakovitch.

Le début du Trio.

Et Chostakovitch dédie son second Trio pour piano, violon et violoncelle,
op. 67, à la mémoire d’Ivan Sollertinski, historien de l’art, de la littérature et
du théâtre, critique, directeur de la Philharmonie de Leningrad... Pour au-
tant, parler de genèse de l’œuvre serait quelque peu mensonger. La composi-
tion du trio était déjà un peu entamée au moment où la nouvelle parvint à
Chostakovitch. Le décès de l’ami est un élément dans son inspiration.

Un autre élément sans
doute eut une part déter-
minante dans le propos
du trio : la découverte, au
mois d’août, par les sol-
dats soviétiques, du camp
d’extermination de Maj-
danek en Pologne — un
choc terrible. Au début
de l’année, Chostakovitch
avait consacré ses efforts
à l’achèvement de l’opéra

d’un de ses élèves, Benjamin Fleischmann, tué pendant la guerre, et par
ailleurs juif. Ces deux faits expliquent probablement la présence obsédante
d’un thème populaire juif dans le dernier mouvement du Trio — thème que
Chostakovitch reprendra d’ailleurs dans le Huitième Quatuor, dédié aux vic-
times du fascisme, qui devait être interprété comme le fascisme hitlérien,
mais signifiait tout autant, pour Chostakovitch, le régime stalinien.

Le discours de Chostakovitch transcende généralement le particulier pour
parler de l’universel, et le Trio parle du décès de Sollertinski, peut-être de ce-
lui de Fleichmann, sans doute de l’horreur des camps, mais de manière plus
générale encore, de la mort, abordé dans plusieurs de ses aspects.

E  

    

  

  
  

     
    

      
 

     
      

             

La tristesse d’abord. Le premier mouvement s’ouvre sur une introduction
lente ; c’est le violoncelle d’abord, seul et piano, qui joue un passage en har-
moniques, d’exécution difficile, suivi par le violon. Début à peine murmuré.
Si ce sont des pleurs, ils sont très dignes.

Nota. L’écoute intégrale du premier mouvement est proposée au début de cet article.

Puis, c’est une sorte de fugue, au thème plus allant, noté Moderato. Évoque-t-
elle la rhétorique, donc les discours et peut-être l’oraison funèbre ? Évoque-
t-elle leur vanité ? Le caractère élégiaque de ce mouvement en forme de
fugue me fait penser qu’il pourrait aussi s’agir de souvenirs…

Suit un bref Scherzo, d’allure un peu bête, et sans doute sarcastique. Je ne
m’aventurerai pas, le concernant, à proposer ce qu’il raconte — peut-être est-
il, comme le Scherzo du Premier Concerto pour violon et orchestre tel que le
comprenait David Oïstrakh, “démoniaque” —, mais il est certain qu’il
contraste violemment avec ce qui le précède et ce qui le suit.

Une passacaille, ou du moins un mouvement avec une grille d’accords ré-
pétée, en notes longues, fait le troisième mouvement. Chostakovitch a régu-
lièrement employé ce procédé ; l’une des occurrences les plus notables étant
sans doute le troisième mouvement de l’incandescent Premier Concerto pour
violon, op. 77. Sur ces amples accords du piano, répétés, ineluctables, le vio-
lon et le violoncelle brodent de tristes motifs. Il y a quelque chose de désolé
dans ces accords secs, et de terrible dans leur forte qui contraste avec le piano
du violon et du violoncelle. Ce Largo s’enchaîne avec le dernier mouvement.
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Le dernier mouvement est le plus long de l’œuvre (de 9 à 11 minutes), et
peut-être celui dont le sens est le plus clair. Il s’ouvre sur une note répétée,
piquée et en octaves, simple, seule, sur laquelle vient se greffer une
deuxième, puis un thème joué par le violon en pizzicato, dans lequel apparaît
un mi aigu inattendu et sonore — il peut être joué sur une corde à vide. Un
thème net mais piano, comme s’insinuant, une note obstinément répétée, et
sur ce fond qui déjà inspire le soupçon, le mi aigu, détonnant, qui est, à mon
sens, le petit élément qui indique que tout cela n’est pas à prendre au premier
degré, la petite dissonance qui indique l’ironie.

Les Satires de Chostakovitch, dont le titre est explicite, s’ouvrent aussi sur la

répétition d’une seule note au piano.
Puis, le piano joue avec le violoncelle en pizzicato un motif d’accompagne-

ment typique. Le violoncelle et le violon prennent le relai, lancent de grands
accords en alternance, et c’est au tour du piano d’énoncer un thème, toni-
truant cette fois, et avec un élément répétitif, et entièrement en octaves — ce
qui lui donne un côté creux.

Le tout devient répétitif, un peu malsain et même dansant — à mon sens,
c’est une danse macabre, inspirée par ailleurs par la vogue des machines.
Comment ne pas y voir un écho de la furie exterminatrice des camps ? Mais
tournée, non pas en ridicule, mais en dérision. Je pense aussi au roman de
Mikhaïl Boulgakov Le Maître et Marguerite : des choses absurdes ont lieu,
mais les habitants de Moscou ne les remarquent même pas parce qu’ils ont
l’habitude que des choses absurdes arrivent, que les évènements — dispari-
tion, en particulier — aient l’air sans cause. Je trouve que ce dernier mouve-
ment du Trio raconte un peu de cela aussi, un peu de cette absurdité idiote de
la mort, du “destin” ou du hasard.

Il y a quelque chose de puissamment obsessionnel dans la répétition des
thèmes à toutes les sauces possibles, et le mouvement est plein d’une grande
tension, assez semblable à celle qui anime le premier mouvement de la Sep-
tième Symphonie de Chostakovitch — mais à la cassure succède véritablement
une explosion dans la Septième, tandis qu’ici c’est un moment plutôt élégiaque
qui est intercalé, avant la conclusion — qui revient aux thèmes du début : une
forme de bouclage, comme dans le même mouvement de la Septième, qui
semble toujours dire un éternel recommencement.

La fin du dernier mouvement.

Dans un des enregistrements du Trio où l’on entend Chostakovitch lui-
même au piano, le violoniste David Oïstrakh et le violoncelliste Milo  Sádlo,
certains effets vont à mon avis clairement dans le sens du sarcasme, comme
l’utilisation, çà et là, d’un glissando, ou l’excès d’entrain avec lequel le thème
juif se fait dansant.
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accords en alternance, et c’est au tour du piano d’énoncer un thème, toni-
truant cette fois, et avec un élément répétitif, et entièrement en octaves — ce
qui lui donne un côté creux.

Le tout devient répétitif, un peu malsain et même dansant — à mon sens,
c’est une danse macabre, inspirée par ailleurs par la vogue des machines.
Comment ne pas y voir un écho de la furie exterminatrice des camps ? Mais
tournée, non pas en ridicule, mais en dérision. Je pense aussi au roman de
Mikhaïl Boulgakov Le Maître et Marguerite : des choses absurdes ont lieu,
mais les habitants de Moscou ne les remarquent même pas parce qu’ils ont
l’habitude que des choses absurdes arrivent, que les évènements — dispari-
tion, en particulier — aient l’air sans cause. Je trouve que ce dernier mouve-
ment du Trio raconte un peu de cela aussi, un peu de cette absurdité idiote de
la mort, du “destin” ou du hasard.

Il y a quelque chose de puissamment obsessionnel dans la répétition des
thèmes à toutes les sauces possibles, et le mouvement est plein d’une grande
tension, assez semblable à celle qui anime le premier mouvement de la Sep-
tième Symphonie de Chostakovitch — mais à la cassure succède véritablement
une explosion dans la Septième, tandis qu’ici c’est un moment plutôt élégiaque
qui est intercalé, avant la conclusion — qui revient aux thèmes du début : une
forme de bouclage, comme dans le même mouvement de la Septième, qui
semble toujours dire un éternel recommencement.

La fin du dernier mouvement.

Dans un des enregistrements du Trio où l’on entend Chostakovitch lui-
même au piano, le violoniste David Oïstrakh et le violoncelliste Milo  Sádlo,
certains effets vont à mon avis clairement dans le sens du sarcasme, comme
l’utilisation, çà et là, d’un glissando, ou l’excès d’entrain avec lequel le thème
juif se fait dansant.

Tout le dernier mouvement.

On pourra me dire : mais qu’est-
ce qui dit que la musique de Chos-
takovitch a réellement un propos
narratif, presque un programme, et
qu’elle évoque des réalités concrètes
et non strictement musicales ? Eh,
bien, tout simplement le fait que
Chostakovitch lui-même se soit ex-
primé en ce sens à propos de cer-
taines de ses œuvres. Je n’ai pas souvenir d’avoir lu quoi que ce soit dans les
fameux et controversés Mémoires** sur le Trio, certains propos généraux me
semblent pouvoir s’appliquer :

Au cours des dernières années, j’ai pu me rendre compte que l’être hu-
main comprend mieux les paroles que la musique. C’est dommage, mais
c’est ainsi. Lorsque je joins la parole à la musique, il devient plus difficile de
mal interpréter cette dernière. (…) Les mots constituent une protection
contre la bêtise notoire. Du moment qu’il y a des mots, n’importe quel im-
bécile comprendra. Quoique, même là, il ne puisse y avoir de garantie abso-
lue. Mais tout de même, avec des mots, on se fait mieux comprendre.

L’exemple de la Septième Symphonie en est d’ailleurs la preuve. Car j’ai
commencé à l’écrire bien après avoir lu les psaumes de David, qui m’ont
bouleversé. Bien sûr, les psaumes ne sont pas la seule cause. (…) Il y a des
paroles extraordinaires chez David, lorsqu’il parle du sang. Il dit que Dieu
venge le sang et n’oublie pas les plaintes des agressés, et ainsi de suite. [Al-
lusion par exemple au psaume 9.] (…) Peut-être que si ce psaume avait été
lu avant chaque exécution de la Septième, on aurait dit moins de bêtises
sur cette symphonies. (…) Donc, on se fait mieux comprendre avec des mots.

C’est d’ailleurs ce qui s’est confirmé à la répétition générale de la Quator-
zième [qui comporte des paroles tout du long]. Même un imbécile comme
Pavel Antonovitch Apostolov comprit de quoi il était question dans la sym-
phonie. (…)

On dit que la musique est compréhensible sans traduction. Je veux bien
le croire. Mais pour le moment je constate que la musique a besoin d’être
accompagnée de beaucoup de mots pour être comprise.

Dans quelques cas, Chostakovitch avait même une idée précise derrière la
tête en composant, parfois masquée par un programme officiel. Ainsi, à la
première de la Onzième Symphonie, supposée décrire les évènements de la Ré-
volution de 1905, une auditrice ne fut pas dupe et entendit l’écho de l’actuali-
té, en particulier à l’insurrection de Budapest : « Allons donc, ce ne sont pas
des salves d’artillerie, c’est le grondement des tanks qui écrasent les
gens***. » Lorsqu’on lui rapporta ces propos, Chostakovitch aurait répondu :
« Alors elle a entendu ! »

Chostakovitch et le quatuor Beethoven

Nous avons la chance de posséder au moins deux enregistrements de
l’œuvre avec Chostakovitch lui-même au piano. J’ai déjà évoqué le second ; le
premier est peut-être plus précieux encore, puisqu’il réunit les interprètes de
la création, que Chostakovitch avait choisis lui-mêmes : deux des membres
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du Quatuor Beethoven, qui a créé presque tous les quatuors du compositeur.
Ce témoignage, enregistré en 1945, c’est-à-dire l’année qui suivi la composi-
tion et la création, est bien un témoignage : il a vraisemblablement été mis en
boîte un peu rapidement, et le son est quelque peu précaire, et lointain. On
n’y retrouve pas vraiment ce que l’on entend des Beethoven dans les enregis-
trements des quatuors que je connais, bien plus entiers.

L’enregistrement qui réunit Chostakovitch, Oïstrakh — par ailleurs dédi-
cataire des deux concertos et de la sonate pour violon et piano — et Sádlo,
daté de 1946 et réalisé à Prague, est un peu moins précaire et plus abouti. On
entend en particulier très clairement le jeu de Chostakovitch, clair et cristal-
lin par endroits, très percutant à d’autres, toujours net, souvent incisif.

Ce disque peut être acheté ici.

À cet égard, parmi les versions plus récentes, et qui offrent un confort
d’écoute tout autre, ma préférence va très nettement à la version enregistrée
par Plamena Mangova, Natalia Prischepenko et Sebastian Klinger (Fuga Li-
bera, 2007). Ne fût-ce que pour le piano de Mangova, qui ressemble assez à
celui de Chostakovitch : même variété des couleurs, même netteté. Quand
Mangova se fait percutante, elle peut aller jusqu’à la violence et l’instrument
semble se surpasser — on l’entend bien dans les passages les plus débridés et
forcenés du dernier mouvement —, mais quand elle veut de la légèreté, elle
sait faire scintiller le piano avec tendresse, et les notes volent avec délicatesse.
Le jeu est puissant aussi bien dans l’exécution que dans la charge émotion-
nelle. Plamena Mangova connaît manifestement bien ce qu’elle joue, et
d’ailleurs elle a débuté au disque par un excellent enregistrement de la
Deuxième Sonate pour piano et des 24 préludes, op. 34, du même Chostakovitch.
À quand donc les Préludes et Fugues op. 87 ?

De plus, ses deux comparses la seconde avec brio. Natalia Prischepenko
s’acquite avec les honneurs de la partie de violon — elle brille davantage dans
les Sept Romances qui constituent la deuxième partie du disque. Quant au vio-
loncelle de Sebastian Klinger, il est tout bonnement aussi idéal que le piano
de Plamena Mangova : chaleur du son, certes, mais aussi franchise, maîtrise
du vibrao, et jusqu’au frottement de l’archet qu’on entend parfois distincte-
ment — je veux dire que le son rappelle parfois bien qu’il est produit par un
archet qui frotte une corde — et qui rend le tout très humain.

Enfin, c’est une version dans laquelle les interprètes ne se marchent jamais
sur les pieds et ne tirent pas toute la couverture à eux. Ils semblent au service
de l’œuvre, qui, en fait, le leur rend bien puisque chacun est mis en valeur si
la partition est bien jouée, tout autant d’ailleurs qu’est mise en valeur la quali-
té du jeu ensemble.

La Chanson d’Ophélie par les interprètes de la création.

Le disque se poursuit avec les Sept Romances sur des poèmes d’Alexandre Blok,
op. 127, dans lesquelles le trio est rejoint par la soprano Tatyana Melnychen-
ko. Ce cycle, composé bien plus tard, en 1967, à la demande de Mstislav Ros-
tropovitch pour des concerts avec son épouse Galina Vishneskaïa, exploite
toutes les combinaisons possibles : voix plus un instrument à la fois (par
exemple, la première mélodie, Chanson d’Ophélie, est accompagnée par le vio-
loncelle seul), voix plus deux instruments, voix plus les trois instruments
(pour le finale, Musique, qui s’achève lui-même par une péroraison
instrumentale).

Là encore, nous possédons un témoignage de première importance : un
enregistrement, un peu précaire malheureusement, réunissant Galina Vish-
nevskaïa, Mstislav Rostropovitch, David Oïstrakh et le pianiste Moisei
Vainberg (ou Weinberg). Vishneskaïa y domine la tessiture avec aplomb,
murmure, et attendrit énormément. Mais les instruments restent parfois
peut-être un peu trop en retrait, à mon goût du moins. J’ai moins d’accroches
avec la voix Melnychenko, parfois un peu agressive dans l’aigu, mais son
timbre est chaud et rond, et sa lecture est incarnée, variée et vibrante ; et
l’équilibre avec les instruments excellent.

Deux œuvres majeures dans des interprétations tout du moins très bonnes
— pour les Blok — voire excellentes — Trio —, servies par des interprètes aux
moyens techniques sûrs, doublés d’un grand enthousiasme et surtout d’une
parfaite honnêteté et franchise, voilà de quoi, je crois, faire un disque plus
que recommandable.

La quatrième romance, La ville dort, dans la version avec Tatyana Melnychenko.

Notes

* Isaac Glikman, le correspondant de Chostakovitch, indique dans une
note qu’il était très difficile de se procurer de la vodka, mais que néanmoins il
y parvint et fit ce que Chostakovitch lui demandait. Dmitri Choskovitch,
Lettres à un ami : correspondance avec Isaac Glikman, 1941–1975, Albin Michel,
1997, p. 66.

** Rassemblés et édités par le musicologue Solomon Volkov, ils ont fait
l’objet depuis leur publication d’une importante discussion. Ils seraient en fait
en partie constitués, comme l’affirme Volkov, du contenu d’entretiens avec
Chostakovitch, et en partie de textes antérieurs. Les enfants de Chostako-
vitch cependant ont reconnu que ce témoignage est essentiel et plutôt vrai.
Au reste, les recherches récentes vont largement dans le sens de ce qui est dit
dans ces mémoires à bien des égards. Les citations sont tirées de l’édition
française, Témoignage, les mémoires de Dimitri Chostakovitch, Albin Michel,
1980, p. 225–226 et p. 239.

*** Cette anecdote est rapportée par Lev Lebedinski dans un article sur
Chostakovitch de 1990, et dans ses notes. Solomon Volkov la transmet dans
Chostakovitch et Staline, Anatolia Éditions du Rocher, 2005, p. 58.

Extraits

Le premier (début de la chronique) et le dernier mouvement (en entier)
sont proposés dans la version avec Plamena Mangova, Natalia Prischepenko
et Sebastian Klinger.

Les extraits du dernier mouvement et le troisième mouvement (entier)
sont proposés dans la version de 1946 avec Chostakovitch au piano, David
Oïstrakh au violon et Milo  Sádlo au violoncelle.

Rédigé par L’Audience du Temps

Publié dans #Dmitri Chostakovitch, #Domaine russe, #Musique de chambre, #Plamena Mangova
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Following the 1936 condemnation of his
opera Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk by the So-

viet authorities, Dmitri Shostakovich increas-
ingly split his composing into parallel
universes — one for public consumption, the
other for personal expression. His chamber
music, and most prominently his 15 string
quartets, probably constitute the most com-
plete body of the music he wanted to write, 
rather than the music he was allowed to write.
Mixed among the quartets are other chamber
pieces of the highest order, including the mag-
nificent Piano Trio No. 2 in E minor. 

Shostakovich wrote the piece in memory
of Ivan Ivanovich Sollertinsky, who died of a
heart attack on February 11, 1944, at the age
of 41, while in evacuation in Siberia with the
Leningrad Philharmonic, which he was then
serving as artistic director. Sollertinsky was a
brilliant musicologist, music critic, linguist,
professor (at Leningrad University), and ad-
ministrator; he had become close friends
with Shostakovich in 1927, had opened the
composer’s eyes to the glory of Mahler, and
had stood by him through the darkest days.
Shostakovich wrote to Sollertinsky’s widow:

I cannot express in words all of the grief I
felt when I received the news of the death
of Ivan Ivanovich … who was my closest
friend,”  “I owe all my education to him.

In fact, Shostakovich had already begun
thinking about writing a piano trio, but when
news of Sollertinsky’s death arrived, he star-
ted over. His response to this loss is clearly
reflected in the elegiac portions of this trio,
which seem a fitting tribute to such a brave
friend. But the piece is much more than just
an elegy: it is rich in variety, and its diversity
stands as an appropriate tribute to the man

who championed all aspects of Shostakovich’s
art. This is, moreover, a wartime work — the
death camps of Majdanek and Treblinka had
recently been discovered in the wake of the
Nazi’s retreat from the Eastern front — and its
macabre aspects surely evoke the extremes of
joy and bitterness that might be juxtaposed
even in daily life during such a time. 

The work covers broad emotional and even
descriptive terrain. A nervous opening move-
ment flits among moments of muted reflec-
tion, transparent neo-Baroque happiness,
folk-like depictions of Russian life, and angry
defiance. The second movement is an often
riotous, sometimes menacing scherzo built
from a theme whose simplistic triads sound
sarcastic. Although the movement is headed
Allegro con brio, the string parts carry such in-
dications as marcatissimo, pesante (strongly
accented, heavy), suggesting the stylistic and
expressive schizophrenia particularly asso-
ciated with the composer.

The Largo, in the dark key of B-flat minor,
is one of Shostakovich’s great threnodies. As
he had in his Piano Quintet of 1940, the com-
poser drew inspiration from Bach, setting the
movement’s opening as a vast, emotionally

Piano Trio No. 2 in E minor, Op. 67 

Dmitri Shostakovich 

IN SHORT

Born: September 25, 1906, in Leningrad

Died: August 9, 1975, in Moscow

Work composed: February 15 through 
August 13, 1944; dedicated to the memory 
of Shostakovich’s friend Ivan Sollertinsky

World premiere: November 14, 1944, at the
Great Hall of the Leningrad Philharmonic, 
by violinist Dmitri Tsyganov, cellist Sergei 
Shirinsky, and the composer (as pianist)

Estimated duration: ca. 26 minutes
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Speed Limit
The pace of the second movement of Shostakovich’s E-minor Piano Trio can prove problematic.
The movement is headed Allegro con brio and it carries a metronome marking of h=132, which
would seem impracticably fast and musically unsatisfying. Yakov Milkis, a violist in the Leningrad
Philharmonic, reported having asked the composer about the tempos in this piece:

As a general rule, the metronome markings in the score were always faster than the tempos
taken during performance. ... For instance, take the Second Piano Trio. There the metronome
marking of the scherzo is so fast as to render it virtually unperform able. Once, while I was stu-
dying this trio, I happened to be in Komarovo when Dmitri Dmitriyevich was also staying there.
I plucked up the courage to ask him about the markings, not only the fast speed of the scherzo,
but the very slow speed indicated
for the third movement. He answe-
red, “You know, take no notice. I
use this rickety old metronome,
and I know I should have thrown it
out years ago, as it’s completely
unreliable, but I have got so atta-
ched to it that I keep it. But you, as
a musician, should just play as you
feel the music and take no notice
of those markings, take no notice.”

Shostakovich in the late 1940s

desolate passacaglia: the piano repeats its
deep-voiced, eight-measure chordal progres-
sion six times as the strings weave in coun-
terpoint above.

A quiet drumming figure in the piano leads
from this reverie into the finale, which, like
the scherzo, juxtaposes joy and sorrow in
such a way as to intensify emotions in both
directions. Ian MacDonald, writing in The
New Shostakovich, says that “horrified by sto-
ries that SS guards had made their victims
dance beside their own graves, Shostakovich

created a directly programmatic image of it.”
The shell-shocked, or otherwise stunned,
danse macabre unrolls propulsively, though
contrasting passages of broad lyricism and a
curious dollop of densely contrapuntal ato-
nality cast it into relief along the way, recall -
ing somewhat the structure of a rondo. At 
the end, the dance gives way to a return of
material heard earlier: memories of the first
move ment’s theme, the muted anguish of
stratospheric strings, a fleeting glimpse of the
piano’s passacaglia from the slow movement.
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THE HORRORS OF THE SECOND WORLD WAR loomed large for
Dmitri Shostakovich (1906-75), perhaps more so than any
other Soviet composer. Nazi persecutions of Jewish people and
other dissidents reflected his own tribulations with the Soviet
regime, and the friends and colleagues who had disappeared
into the night during Stalin’s purges. The E minor Piano Trio of
1944, his second, can be heard as a tribute and lament not only
for one specific individual—Ivan Ivanovich Sollertinsky, about

whom more to follow—but for all those obliterated by the grinding
machine of war.
“I cannot express in words all the grief I felt when I received the news
of the death of Ivan Ivanovich,” wrote Shostakovich to Sollertinsky’s
widow in February 1944. “He was my closest friend. I owe all my edu-
cation to him. It will be unbelievably hard for me to live without him.”
Sollertinsky had been a dear and important friend, indeed: Musicologist,
critic, and a fine writer on music, he had championed Shostakovich
through times good and bad and had just recently travelled to Siberia
to give introductory talks on Shostakovich’s new Eighth Symphony. Al-
though Shostakovich had begun what was to become the second piano
trio before Sollertinsky’s death from a heart attack at age forty-one, it
was the loss of his cherished friend and colleague that spurred the work
on to a rapid completion in the spring of 1944.
It’s hard not to envision the recently revealed death camps of Treblinka
and Majdanek in the trio’s frozen opening, as the cello carves out a bleak
melody in extremely high harmonics, so much so that the violin seems
like a bass instrument when it enters and reveals that melody as the
subject of an informal fugue. The piano establishes the extreme bass
with its entry, and eventually the instrumental ranges right themselves,
as it were, into a normal configuration. The first movement cannot be
pinned down with a brief formal description; it’s Shostakovich at his

most volatile, changeable, quixotic, unsettled, and enigmatic.
The second-place Allegro non troppo presents a scherzo-like movement
written in white heat, in Shostakovich’s most savage and biting idiom.
(Shostakovich has to be one of the very few composers who can make
the major mode sound far darker and more ominous than the minor.)
Only fleeting moments of dance-like joy emerge from what is overall a
frantically supercharged dance of death.
In third place comes one of the composer’s most profoundly moving
laments, a Largo that was played at Shostakovich’s funeral three decades
later. A near-static series of repeated piano chords creates the ancient
cyclic form of the passacaglia, used frequently by both Shostakovich and
his friend and colleague Benjamin Britten.
Whether the last movement is overtly programmatic or not, the sense
of Jewish people sent to their deaths in the Nazi camps is palpable. A
middle section evokes Klezmer music, at first celebratory but progres-
sively warped into music of horrific destructive power. After a sudden
halt, gentle shimmering arpeggios in the piano lead to a reminiscence
of the work’s very opening; a return to the stark bleakness from which
the trio originally arose.

Scott Foglesong
Scott Foglesong is a Contributing Writer 

to the San Francisco Symphony program book.

(May 2019)
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Le siège de Leningrad (872 jours).

Commencé le 8 septembre 1941, 

le siège fut levé par les Soviétiques 

le 27 janvier 1944, qui repoussèrent 

les Allemands malgré des pertes humaines

colossales (1 800 000 victimes, 

dont près d'un million de civils).
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SHOSTAKOVICH's Piano Trio No. 2 in E Minor, Op. 67 (1944)

SHOSTAKOVICHWAS A SOVIET ERA COMPOSER who lived through WWII and
who was composing music not really for entertainment, but rather to
be the voice of the people when it was taken away from them. This is
totally uncensored music that describes to us a bit more about what it
may have been like to live in Russia during Stalin’s reign. So you see,
while artistic creations such as Beethoven’s “Moonlight” Sonata, or Mo-
net’s “Water Lilies” gave the world a type of beauty and perfection the
world had not yet seen, they are still basically fictional. In fact most art
is. In other words, the reaction to Shostakovich’s music, rather than lea-
ving you satisfied as you are after your favorite movie, should be closer
to the reaction of watching a documentary about the Holocaust. Just
as no one says, “Oh yes I love film, and that was quite a nail-biting and
riveting film about communist Russia!” So too Shostakovich’s composi-
tions are as concerned with ‘fine-art and music’ as a WWII documentary
is produced for the sake of “film and art.” Composed at the height of
the terror in 1944, the work you about to hear is treacherous to say
very the least. It is in 4 movements.

I  - The very opening of this trio is perhaps the most vividly haunting
music that had been written up to this point. It begins with ‘harmonics’
in the cello that appear to embody a spirit or ghost. The violin then en-
ters, but because of the cello’s “harmonics” (very high notes), is playing
lower than the cello. So then there are two voices that sound like they
are in different dimensions. Amidst the ghostly duet, the piano enters
third with yet an altogether different timbre as it plays the subject deep
in its low register. The atmosphere of an overcrowded graveyard bathed
in pitch black darkness is certainly appropriate here. The rest of the mo-
vement is tied together using a motif that is reminiscent of an alarm
(the kind you would hear in war-time), which also at times sounds like
the clanging of train wheels on their way to death-camps. We have all
seen the pictures, but Shostakovich saw the real thing.

II - If this is your first experience of the music of Dmitri Shostakovich,
this movement will give you an idea of how he generally found it ap-
propriate to depict life in red Russia. Like being told to smile genuinely
with a gun to your head, for the rest of your life (which wasn’t long off
usually), it is through the gritting of teeth that the horror of what was
actually happening can be heard. While we could play for you a few mea-
sures of music and it would sound happy, all in context you realize that

n Chostakovitch, 
le 2e Trio opus 67
Description de l’œuvre, Mimi Lee
Octobre 2012

it is a bad dream that you can’t get out of. In a way, this movement traps
you for 3 minutes in a circus funhouse that is inhabited by swastika co-
vered clowns with sharp teeth and weapons.

III - The third movement begins with tolling death bells that are heard
in the same succession (7 chords in the piano) throughout the move-
ment. Similar to the opening of the first movement, the scene here is
like watching tortured souls sorrowfully wander through a graveyard
after a life cut all too short. This movement connects to the finale. So
you will not hear a break.

IV - The fourth movement begins when you hear the violin begin
“plucking” a sinister (and recognizable) theme, which seems to repre-
sent a shifty-eyed, and untrustworthy sheister of a character. Although
Shostakovich was not Jewish, it is in this work (and only this movement
really) that he first uses Jewish folk music as the subject. Now, how he
got his point across regarding what was happening to the people of Rus-
sia (perhaps especially those that were Jewish) thus far in his life without
using their folk music is beyond us. However, seeing what he does in
this movement when he actually casts the oppressed subject as the main
character, may help us understand why he didn’t use it in every piece.
Suffice it to say, it is painful to witness. For example, in one particularly
powerfully gruesome scene it sounds as though this ‘Jewish melody’ is
literally ripping the hair out of it’s scalp, while music symbolizing dictator
communism pounds mercilessly away in the background, faceless, hear-
tless and lethal. It is this blood-splattered section in particular that
makes this trio without a doubt the most intense piece of music in our
repertoire and perhaps in all of the chamber music repertoire ever writ-
ten. As the music finally subsides, accepting it’s fate, the last words of
the piece are given to that sadistic, sheister character that has antago-
nized this entire finale. It is perhaps a depressing way to leave the au-
dience, but by giving the last laugh to the oppressive powers,
Shostakovich seems to send a clear message: Nobody won that war. We
now look back on it in history, but we can only do so because we are
here and alive; and with regard to each and every innocent life that was
lost, and those who had to bury their loved one’s body, it was really Sta-
lin, Hitler and evil who won. Shostakovich seems to be reminding us of
that here- and painfully so... perhaps in desperate hope that we living in
the future will never allow ourselves to become so near-sighted that
we hand ‘ignorance’ and ‘fear’ the reigns of our world ever again.

October 10, 2012  /  Mimi Lee

DIMITRI  CHOSTAKOVITCH,  LE  RÉSISTANTDIMITRI  CHOSTAKOVITCH,  LE  RÉSISTANT72 73

Dimitri Chostakovitch 
dans le train “La Flèche rouge”. 

© Moscow House of Photography

Mimi Lee (piano) est un membre
fondateur de B3LLA.
Elle a étudié et joué au Lincoln
Center Society pour la musique 
de chambre, au Bowdoin Music 
Festival, à Juilliard et à Harvard.
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Dmitri Shostakovich (1906-1975) was the
greatest of the Soviet composers. Unlike
Prokofiev, who spent many years abroad,
Shostakovich lived all of his adult life in the
Soviet Union (1922-1991). His relations with
the state were difficult. Artists do not work
easily in a dictatorship.
Shostakovich talked very little about his
music. His work evokes powerful emotions,

but what Shostakovich means often remains unclear. Although much of his music appeared to
glorify Soviet Communism, recent writers such as Volkov (1979) and MacDonald (1990) have
suggested that many of his works carried subversive meanings. His life, like his music, has
had many interpretations.
This posting considers some of the issues of interpretation. In a society wherein one is afraid
to say what one thinks or feels, history becomes uncertain. And music is often ambiguous.

Early Life

Dmitri Shostakovich entered the conservatory in St Petersburg in 1919 at the age of thirteen
and studied both piano and composition. His graduation piece, Opus 1 Symphony No. 1 (1926)
was well received. He was granted a professorship at the Leningrad Conservatory. However,
his later compositions were not as highly regarded. Dissonance did not attract the proletariat.
Russia’s new society had initially embraced modernism. However, the politicians soon decided
that the new forms of art were not really revolutionary but rather were symptomatic of bour-
geois decadence, and called for a return to the simple forms of the people.
After his father died in 1922, the student Shostakovich earned money to support his family by
playing music for the cinema (Fay, 2000, p. 28). His Opus 35 Piano Concerto No. 1 conveys in
its ending a sense of the madcap pursuits of these silent movies. The piano briefly quotes Beet-
hoven’s Opus 129 Rondo: Rage over a Lost Penny. Beethoven – ever the revolutionary – was
one of the few classical composers still revered in Soviet Russia.

murder. Its tone veers betweeen satire and tragedy. Opera had always portrayed intense emo-
tions. Modernism considered these high emotions in lowly people rather than aristocrats –
Alban Berg’s Wozzeck is perhaps a precursor to Shostakovich’s opera.
The opera opens with Katerina Izmailova waking up from her lonely and loveless bed. The
music is languid but “endowed with the lyric intonations of Russian folk song” (Taruskin, 1989).

Katerina flirts with one of the workers in her husband’s store. He later rapes her. The music
of this scene is graphic:
The rape music reaches its climax with an unmistakable ejaculatio praecox, followed by a lei-
surely detumescence. The salacious trombone glissandos that portray the behavior of Sergei’s
member achieved instant world fame when an American magazine dubbed them an exercise
in “pornophony.” (Taruskin, 1989, the reference is to a review in the New York Sun).

Katerina and her lover go on to murder her father-in-law and her husband. At the end, justice
is served and they are both sentenced to Siberia. Her lover rejects her and takes up with ano-
ther convict. Katerina casts herself and her rival to their death in an icy river.
Stalin did not see the opera until 1936. He did not like it. Two days later an anonymous editorial
in the newspaper Pravda denounced it as a “Muddle instead of Music.”

From the first minute, the listener is shocked by deliberate dissonance, by a confused stream
of sound. Snatches of melody, the beginnings of a musical phrase, are drowned, emerge again,
and disappear in a grinding and squealing roar. To follow this “music” is most difficult; to re-
member it, impossible. Thus it goes, practically throughout the entire opera. The singing on
the stage is replaced by shrieks. If the composer chances to come upon the path of a clear and
simple melody, he throws himself back into a wilderness of musical chaos – in places becoming
cacophony. The expression which the listener expects is supplanted by wild rhythm. …

This signed photograph was taken in
the early 1930s – at the time of the
first piano concerto. A confident
young man beginning to make his
mark. However, his early success
was not to last.

Lady Macbeth

Dmitri Shostakovich first ran afoul of
the Communist government for his
opera Opus 29 Lady Macbeth of
Mtsensk which was first performed
in 1934 to favorable reviews. The
opera is a tale of oppression, lust and

Vassily Kandinsky (1866-1944). 
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The composer of Lady Macbeth was forced to borrow from jazz its nervous, convulsive, and
spasmodic music in order to lend “passion” to his characters. While our critics, including music
critics, swear by the name of socialist realism, the stage serves us, in Shostakovich’s creation,
the coarsest kind of naturalism. …

The composer apparently never considered the problem of what the Soviet audience looks for
and expects in music. As though deliberately, he scribbles down his music, confusing all the
sounds in such a way that his music would reach only the effete “formalists” who had lost all
their wholesome taste. He ignored the demand of Soviet culture that all coarseness and sava-
gery be abolished from every corner of Soviet life. Some critics call the glorification of the mer-
chants’ lust a satire.
But there is no question of satire here. The composer has tried, with all the musical and dra-
matic means at his command, to arouse the sympathy of the spectators for the coarse and vul-
gar inclinations and behavior of the merchant woman Katerina Izmailova … (from translation
of review)

Many believed that the review had been written or dictated by Stalin himself. Volkov (2004, pp
105-106) points out that some of the criticisms, such as “create originality by cheap originali-
zing,” were nonsensical and would never have got by the editors unless they had been too frigh-
tened to change them.

What Stalin and his colleagues wanted was music to inspire the masses. In a speech to the
Union of Socialist Writers in 1932, Stalin had called on them to be the “engineers of human
souls” (Ross, 2007, p 225). The party fostered the idea of socialist realism – art that portrayed
the triumph of the people. Art should be representational, uplifting, and easily understood by
the proletariat. Formalism was anathema. Art for art’s sake was a reversion to bourgeois de-
cadence.
Shostakovich was devastated. He withdrew his Symphony No. 4 from performance for fear it
would further offend the politicians, and published no other music until Symphony No. 5 late
in 1937.

The Great Terror

This was the time of the Great Terror (Conquest, 1968). Society was to be purged of those that
impeded the progress of Socialism. Show trials brought politicians, generals and artists to
confession and abasement. Exile to the Gulag or summary executions followed. Many of his
friends and family were arrested and sent to labor camps. Shostakovich was justifiably in fear
for his life.
The composer Basner (quoted in Wilson, 1994, p 126) recalled that in the spring of 1937 Shos-
takovich was summoned to the security police, and interrogated about his relationship to Mar-
shal Tuckhachevsky. The Marshal, a great music lover and competent violinist, had often invited
Shostakovich to his house to talk about music and to play together. Shostakovich was asked if
politics were discussed at these meetings.
Shostakovich denied this, but the security officer then told him to return in two days: “By that
day you will without fail remember everything. You must recall every detail of the plot
against Stalin of which you were a witness.” Shostakovich assumed that he would be arrested,
and slept on the landing of his apartment so that the police would not disturb his family. Ho-
wever, on his return to the ‘big house,’ he found out that the officer who had interrogated him
had himself been arrested, and Shostakovich’s name was no longer listed among the suspects.
Tuckhachevsky was executed on June 12, 1937.

Symphony No. 5

During this period of fear
and death, Shostakovich
composed his Opus 47 Sym-
phony No. 5, first performed
by the Leningrad Philharmo-
nic Orchestra on November
21, 1937 under the direction
of Yevgeny Mravinsky.

The symphony was a tremendous success. The largo moved the audience to tears and the finale
had them on their feet. A member of the audience described the response:
Many of the listeners started to rise automatically from their seats during the finale, one after
the other. The music had a sort of electric force. A thunderous ovation shook the columns of
the white Philharmonic Hall, and Evgeny Mravinsky lifted the score high above his head so as
to show that it was not he, the conductor, or the orchestra who deserved this storm of applause,
these shouts of ‘bravo’; the success belonged to the creator of this work. (Wilson, 1994, p 126)
What the symphony means remains unclear. The politically correct interpretation was that it
represented the life of the Socialist artist, overcoming his initial tribulations and finally realizing
the full power of the people. Shostakovich agreed to the subtitle “A Soviet Artist’s Response to
Just Criticism.” Taruskin (1995) summarizes an influential review of the symphony by Alexei
Tolstoy:
In the first movement the author-hero’s ‘psychological torments reach their crisis and give
way to ardour’, the use of the percussion instruments suggesting mounting energy. The second
movement, a sort of breather, is followed by the most profound moment, the Largo. ‘Here the
stanovleniye lichnosti [formation of a personality] begins. It is like a flapping of the wings before
take-off. Here the personality submerges itself in the great epoch that surrounds it, and begins
to resonate with the epoch.’ The finale is the culmination, in which ‘the profundity of the com-
poser’s conception and the orchestral sonority coincide’, producing ‘an enormous optimistic
lift.’

This interpretation is impossible to fit with the actual music. The crux of the symphony is the
Largo, the movement that brought the audience to tears. The movement has the solemn
rhythms and mystical harmonies of the Orthodox liturgy (Taruskin, 1995; Tilson Thomas, 2005).
The following clip gives the last few minutes of the movement, ending on the sublime notes of
harp and celesta:
It is impossible not to hear this as a lament, a requiem for the people who had died during the
Great Terror. At a time when religious services were not allowed, people found solace in music.
Zoya Leybin describes the audience’s response to the Largo:
They could relate to this music. It had the Russian soul in it, had a power. And people felt
connected. They couldn’t pray, so music became religion. (in Tilson Thomas, 2009).
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In a poem dedicated to Shostakovich, Anna Akhmatova (quoted by Bullock, 2010) described
music as the friend that would never betray or deny her:
Something miraculous burns within her
And in her eyes, lines come into sharper focus.
She is the only one to speak with me,
When others are afraid to approach.
When the final friend had averted his gaze
She was with me in my grave
And sang like the first storm,
Or as if all the flowers had begun to speak.

The last movement of the symphony begins with an enthusiastic march. However, this soon
ends and echoes of the preceding movement return. Taruskin (1995) quotes Mravinsky somew-
here in the middle of the movement the quick tempo spends itself and the music seemingly
leans against some sort of obstacle and then forces itself onward.
During this interlude, Shostakovich quotes some phrases from his Opus 46 setting of a Pushkin
Song called Rebirth, a work that was not published or performed until much later (Ross, 2007,
p 235; Bullock, 2010). One cannot tell whether the music was just in his mind, whether he wi-
shed to bring the text of the poem to mind, or whether he was relating Pushkin’s lines to Stalin’s
suppression of the arts. The poem begins
A barbarian artist with a lazy brush
blackens out the painting of a genius
tracing senselessly over it
his own illegitimate drawing.

The poem then goes on to tell how over the years the paint flaked away to reveal the master-
piece. We must look below the present surface to find the original beauty. After the interlude,
the symphony goes on with a march that has led to many conflicting interpretations. According
to Volkov, Shostakovich considered the exuberance of this final march as forced:
It’s as if someone were beating you with a stick and saying, ‘Your business is rejoicing, your
business is rejoicing,’ and you rise, shakily, and go marching off, muttering ‘Our business is
rejoicing, our business is rejoicing.’ (Volkov, 1979, p 183)
Volkov’s book has been considered by some as a fraud, a compendium of Shostakovich’s wri-
tings strung together with Volkov’s ideas (e.g. Fay, 2004. Taruskin, 1995). Nevertheless, some
of the bitterness is undoubtedly true. And it is impossible not to consider this quote when lis-
tening to the finale. Different conductors have used different tempos for this ending. In his do-
cumentary on Shostakovich, Aranovich (1981) juxtaposed without judgment the slow solemn
rhythm of Mravinsy to the franticly rushed tempo of Bernstein. Slow is much more powerful:

Yet this does not mean that Volkov’s interpretation is correct. The message underlying the sym-
phony’s ending is not triumph but it is also not despair. Other interpretations consider the coda
as much more personal, repenting Shostakovich’s need to survive or his inability of to defeat
evil with his art. I think that it conveys the resilience of humanity despite the current tragedy.
We shall survive. This interpretation is not common (but see a review A Pillar to Help Humanity
Prevail by Jeff Wall).
The wonder of music is that it resists only one interpretation. Margarita Mazo recalled:
For many of us, listening to a new piece by Shostakovich was a sacred experience. Was he a
dissident or was he not? Was he a Communist or was he not? He was so much more complex
than that. Besides, can you tell music with words? Can you say with words what this music is
about? If so, then why do you need music? (quoted in Mitchinson, 2002, pp 318-9)

Leningrad

Shostakovich remained in Leningrad during first part of the war. He served in the fire brigade
during the siege. A propaganda photograph shows a very uncomfortable Shostakovich in full
uniform atop the roofs of Leningrad.
At that time Shostakovich composed his Opus 60 Symphony No. 7 Leningrad, which was per-
formed in 1942 in the besieged city, with loudspeakers defiantly broadcasting the music to the
Germans. The symphony illustrates how Shostakovich played with the meanings of his music. 
The opening movement of the Leningrad symphony provides an enthralling march that begins 
like the Pied Piper and ends as a “gargantuan, vulgar rant”(Ross, 2007, p. 247). The selection 
gives the middle of this transition:
Initially we cannot help but be swept up by this militaristic Bolero even when we know it re-
presents  the German invasion. Emotions are fickle – they can give force to bad ideas as well
as good. And music is the mother of emotion. Volkov claimed that this movement was compo-
sed before the German invasion and that the music represented Stalin rather than Hitler, but
Fay has pointed out that this may have been a misinterpretation, since the dates on the initial
autograph versions of the score are clearly after the invasion (Fay, 2000, note 7, p 313).

Formalism

Despite the success of his wartime music,
by 1948 Shostakovich had once again fallen
into disrepute for his formalist tendencies.
The criticism is hard to understand. Parti-
cularly in his symphonies, Shostakovich’s
music is easy to appreciate. His melodies
are memorable and moving, his orchestra-
tion always exciting.
The criticism of formalism can be invoked against abstract painting, but it is difficult to
apply to music. Music is formal by nature. Music can be composed programmatically, but the
much of music’s appeal is that it freely plays with the emotions independently of thought.

Andrei Zhdanov, Stalin’s second-in-command, singled out Shostakovich, Prokofiev, Myas-
kovsky, and Khachaturyan as “the leading figures of the formalist trend in music, a trend which
is fundamentally wrong.” Soviet classical music should convert the songs of the people into
classical forms.

Chostakovitch, soldat du feu,
sur le toit du conservatoire 
de Leningrad, en juillet 1941 
pendant le siège de Leningrad 
(photo Rafail Mazelev)
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Any listener will tell you that the works of Soviet composers of the formalist type differ funda-
mentally from classical music. Classical music is marked by its truthfulness and realism, its
ability to blend brilliant artistic form with profound content, and to combine the highest tech-
nical achievement with simplicity and intelligibility. Formalism and crude naturalism are alien
to classical music in general and to Russian classical music in particular. …
The neglect of programme music is also a departure from progressive traditions. It is well
known that Russian classical music was as a rule programme music. …
Melodiousness is beginning to disappear. A passionate emphasis on rhythm at the expense of
melody is characteristic of modern music. Yet we know that music can give pleasure only if it
contains the essential elements in a specific harmonic combination. (Zhdanov, 1948) 
In his criticisms Zhdanov was harking back to the ideas that initially empowered 19th- Century
Russian music. Revolutionary theories can be quite reactionary. Shostakovich was dismissed
from the Conservatory and required to repent his misdeeds before the General Assembly. He
retreated into himself, and over the next few years composed mainly chamber music. Stalin
did not listen to string quartets.

World Peace

However, as the most famous of the Soviet composers, Shostakovich was selected as a mem-
ber of the Soviet delegation to the Cultural and Scientific Conference for World Peace held at
the Waldorf Astoria Hotel in New York in 1949 (Saunders, 2000). Shostakovich played a piano
transcription of the second movement of his Symphony No5 and read a speech written for him
by the politicians. The conference was a free-for-all. Protesters, supported by the CIA, marched
outside the hotel with signs demanding Shostakovich’s defenestration:
At one of the conference sessions, Shostakovich was confronted by Nicolas Nabokov, a com-
poser and first cousin of the novelist Vladimir. Though born in Russia, Nicolas had been an
American citizen since 1939, and was at the time of the conference in the pay of the CIA. He
publicly asked Shostakovich whether he agreed with a recent Pravda article denouncing Hin-
demith, Stravinsky and Schoenberg. Ashen-faced, Shostakovich murmured that he supported
the Pravda statements. To do otherwise would have risked his life. For Nabokov not to have
realized this was cruel. Nothing is as oblivious as righteousness.

Jewish Themes

Shostakovich composed music that mixed
the emotions. He was therefore fascinated
by Jewish music (Scheinberg, 1995).  He
was intrigued by how Jewish people built
a cheerful melody on sad intonations:
“Why does he sing a cheerful song? Be-
cause he is sad at heart” (Fay, 2000, p.
169). During and after the war, Shostako-
vich befriended the composer Moishe
Vainberg (or Mieczysław Weinberg), a Je-
wish refugee from Poland. They enjoyed
discussing each other’s compositions, and
learning each other’s musical traditions

In last movement of his Opus 67 Piano Trio No. 2 (1944), Shostakovich uses a Jewish theme.
Some have suggested that this trio commemorates the Holocaust (e.g. Dubinsky, 1989, pp 111-
157). News of the concentration camps was becoming available at the time of the trio’s com-
position. Some have interpreted the last movement of the trio as representing Jews being
asked to dance before they were executed. Although this idea fits the music, the trio was not
specifically written to honor the victims of Nazism, but as a requiem for Shostakovich’s friend
Ivan Sollertinsky.
Shostakovich directly considered the Holocaust in his Opus 113 Symphony No. 13 Babi Yar
(1962). The symphony is a choral setting of poems by Yevgeny Yevtushenko written to comme-
morate the massacre of the Ukrainian Jews at Babi Yar. The poems and the symphony were
discredited by the Soviet government for placing the sufferings of the Jewish people above that
of the Russians. Mravinsky refused to conduct the symphony. Though Stalin was dead, Soviet
Russia continued to suppress the arts.

Coda

Toward the end of his life, Shostakovich was bitter. The photograph
on the left by Ida Kar shows Shostakovich in 1959. The anxiety is
palpable. Shostakovich was angry about the way artists such as
Akhmatova had been treated in Soviet Russia. He was depressed
that he had not been free to compose as he wished. The bitterness
comes out in Volkov’s Testimony. Although much of the book
comes from prior publications, some of it was indeed based on
Volkov’s interviews with the elderly composer between 1971 and
1974.

Laurel Fay points out that Soviet history was always a work-in-
progress; people, ideas and facts that became unpalatable were
routinely “airbrushed “out of existence in later Soviet sources.
Only rarely was anything so erased later on restored. Shostakovich
himself was obliged to reinvent his past on occasion. By the time
successive generations encountered the “expurgated” pages of
their history, they often had lost track of what had been excised,
and why. (Fay, 2000, p. 5) 

Perhaps only fiction can get at the truth. Julian Barnes’ The Noise
of Time, a fictional retelling of Shostakovich’s life, is slated for pu-
blication early in 2016.

Shostakovich died of lung cancer in 1975. His last work was Opus 147 Sonata for Viola and
Piano. The final movement of the sonata is similar in length to the last movement of Beetho-
ven’s last sonata. However, where Beethoven is transcendent, Shostakovich is austere. The
following clip gives the beginning of the last movement. The piano accompaniment makes al-
lusion to Beethoven’s Moonlight sonata, but the violin theme is very Russian.



DIMITRI  CHOSTAKOVITCH,  LE  RÉSISTANT82

nMaï Ngô, violon
Premier prix de violon au conservatoire national supérieur
de musique de Paris en 1982, diplômée d'honneur en
1984 au concours international J.B Viotti à Vercelli en Italie,
elle part au Canada à l’école Banff Center School of Fine
Arts. En 1991, elle participe à la création de l'Orchestre des
Champs-Elysées sous la direction de Philippe Herreweghe
et depuis 1993 joue régulièrement au sein de l'Ensemble
Baroque de Limoges. En 2005, elle participe au festival in-
ternational de Ravinia (Chicago) et a l’honneur de jouer en
quintette avec Christoph Eschenbach.

n François Michel, violoncelle
Premier Prix au Conservatoire National Supérieur de Mu-
sique de Paris, François Michel intègre l’Orchestre Philhar-
monique de Radio France en 1990 puis l’Orchestre de
Paris. 2e violoncelle solo en 2003, il joue au Musikverein à
Vienne, à la Philharmonie à Berlin, au Carnegie Hall à New
York, au Suntory Hall à Tokyo, au Concertgebow à Amster-
dam... sous la baguette de Pierre Boulez, Riccardo Chailly,
Christoph Eschenbach, Lorin Maazel... 
Diplômé de Musique Ancienne au Conservatoire de Paris,
François Michel s’intéresse aux styles d’interprétation sur
instruments “anciens”. Membre de diverses formations de
musique de chambre, il joue en soliste, chambriste ou mu-
sicien d’orchestre lors de festivals de musique ancienne.
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nArthur Schoonderwoerd, piano, pianoforte, direction
Il est considéré comme l’un des pian(o-fort)istes les plus
innovateurs de sa génération. Son terrain de prédilection va
des recherches sur l’interprétation de la musique pour piano
des XVIIIe, XIXe siècles et début XXe et sur le répertoire à tort
oublié de cette période, à l’observation de la grande diversité
d’instruments à clavier. Après un diplôme de concertiste en
piano moderne au conservatoire d’Utrecht (Pays-Bas), il a
fait des études de piano historique au Conservatoire Natio-
nal Supérieur de Musique de Paris. Premier Prix à l’unanimité
en 1995, il termine par un brillant cycle de perfectionne-
ment. Sa discographie compte de nombreux enregistre-
ments avec claviers historiques applaudis par la critique
(Diapason d’or, Chocs du Monde de la musique, de Classica
etc.). De 2004 à 2015, il enseigne le piano historique et la
musique de chambre au Conservatoire Supérieur de Barce-
lone (Espagne). Il donne fréquemment des classes de maî-
tre dans l’Europe entière. Depuis 2006, il est fondateur et
directeur artistique du Festival de Besançon/Montfaucon.

L’Ensemble 
Cristofori

L
E

 R
É

SI
ST

A
N

TCHOSTAKOVITCH

DIMITRI



ENSEMBLE  CRISTOFORI
Informations et contact

n Arthur Schoonderwoerd
Directeur musical
06 79 89 39 87

n Karen Majelyne
General Management
+ 32 475 84 00 84

DESIGN GRAPHIQUE  BOUTEILLER  COMMUNICATION  BESANÇON
SEPTEMBRE 2019


