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Beethoven and Shostakovich

BeethovenPiano Concerto No. 3in C minor, Op. 37 (1897-1803)
Premiered on April 5, 1803, with the composer dsisb

He didn’t like to share the spotlight, preferrirmgtake care of his concerts himself,
in order to include his new works in the prograraeBioven was thirty, and his
fame as a virtuoso pianist, gifted with talentraprovisation, attracted all of
musical Vienna.

On April 5, 1803, at the Theater an der Wien, Bee#in presents three premieres:
the oratorioChrist on the Mount of Olivethe Second Symphoiaynd thePiano
Concerto in ¢ minorThe preparation is very demanding on the perforntbes
composer is still copying the orchestral parts, simait of time, he is not able to
write out the complete piano score. Never mind,tB@&en is soloist himself...

His friend, Ignaz von Seyfried, who turned the magemembered years later :

| saw almost nothing but empty pages; at the norstne page

or another, a few Egyptian hieroglyphs wholly ualligible to me were
scribbled down to serve as clues for him; for teyetl nearly all the solo
part from memory, since, as was so often the ¢esbad not had time
to set it all down on paper.

Only a year later, Beethoven managed to write thegpart for his student
Ferdinand Ries, the first pianist to play the cotaafter the premiere. He wanted
to make sure that the soloist would not play thvsible notes, even the cadenzas.

The concerto announces a turning point in his caBssethoven is becoming aware
of his growing deafness and is worried about thesequences of his life as
musician and composer. He is going through a midgocrisis, whose tragic

impact is revealed in thdeiligenstadt Testame(ii802), testimony of his despair
and his strong will to overcome his destiny andday on his task : “I'm not
satisfied with my works till this day. From now drwill open a new way.”

Although the shadow of Mozart is still present, Tiinerd Piano Concertdakes its
distance from the classic model. There are soméenrscences of the Mozart’s
Piano Concertd. 491, in the same tonality, ¢ minor. But the pianoetgl more
muscular, more intense; storm and turmoil rumbtallenging instruments and
performers, announcing a new vision of the con¢eéntthe dramatic character of
the themes and an unprecedented sense of poweadVbature of the romantic
concerto starts there; it opens the “heroic” peab8eethoven’s work, under the



mark of ¢ minorPiano Sonata op.1@Pathetic”), and the first sketches of thith
Symphony.

The impressive symphonic orchestiatti introduces the first movemem|legro

con brio; it is a full exposition, ending with the dramatigan point before the
soloist’s entrance. The principal theme, statethleystrings in unison, repeated by
the piano, is heightened by the lyrical second #esung by the violins and

clarinet. The central section follows, developihgrhatic elements in a dense
musical fabric, until the main idea comes back mgéhe recapitulation starts with
the orchestra in fortissimo octaves and the piamsjplaying light arpeggio notes,
before taking again the principal role. Then tleersty cadenza, brilliant virtuoso
section, ends on pianissimo trills. In a risingscendo, the orchestra leads up to the
climax of the movement.

Inspired by the nocturne’s mood and form, thésgo is Beethoven’s most
enchanting slow movement. Its three-part strucfdreB - A) is a frame of a
meditative and serene melody; the piano singingssred by the opera lyric aria.
It borrows from the opera some typical deviceshsag consecutive thirds,
characteristic vocal ornaments and orchestral apaoiment. In the hands of an
other musician, it could sound trivial, but Beetbowives it a sublime intensity,
each note is a gem in music.

The final movementkondo- Allegro, in the traditional refrain form, is enriched by
a few elements of sonata design, even includingesioigato passages in the second
episode, giving it musical and emotional depth,sual in the vivacious rondo. The
piece opens in the dark ¢ minor tonality, conclgdimthe bright C Major.

The piano for which Beethoven composed this concgés very different from the
modern instrument. In the beginning of the ninetieeentury, the pianoforte had a
velvet, milder sound, less shining than the piaseduoday. Under firmer hands

the strings are at risk to be broken, and the @sostructure was also less resistant.
Composer’s imagination reached far beyond the chipedof the pianoforte of his
time. Would Beethoven have appreciated the sonofitige modern instruments

and their technical richness? Pianists of our tmgecertain of this.

Shostakovich, Symphony No. 5 in D minor, Opus 47 (1937)

The first performance on November 21, 1937, in hgrad, by the Leningrad Philharmonic, under
the direction of Yevgeny Mravinsky.

On its Leningrad premiere, tikgfth Symphonygained an unprecedented triumph,
acclaimed by the public, recognized by the Partylsural authorities. It was
reported that the audience was overcome with ematiere was “such a feeling of
joy, of happiness: We finally heard the music whiswanted to hear.” The
political comment said: “Shostakovich had seenlitiie. He had become a Soviet
man.” The official tone was expressed by thecAliexei Tolstoy:



Our audience is organically incapable of acceptiegadent,
gloomy, pessimistic art. Our audience respondsusidktically
to all that is bright, clear, joyous, optimistidetaffirming.

To fully understand these statements, it wouldniberesting to consider their
context. Shostakovich composed Rith Symphonyollowing the controversial
debate raging around his opé&edy Macbeth of the Mtsensk Distr{@934). At

first, the opera had been a huge success; thermadi@acclaimed it enthusiastically
at home and abroad. But two years later, the wa® banned after Stalin saw it in
1936, and was insulted by its veiled criticismtod tegime. Following his orders,
political authorities denounced and censurady Macbeth“Chaos instead of
music”, tittedPravda(Truth), the official Communist Party newspapenework
was derided as “formalist”, “a farrago of chaotionsensical sounds”, accused of
modernistic, deliberately dissonant language. $tkosich was accused of
cynicism and crude naturalism; his “decadent tastieed the aesthetic ideals of
socialist realism, giving an unrealistic portragélife”. An anonymous article in
Pravdathreatened:A game...that may end very badly”.

As young composer, he was considered as the s&eét music, but with the
Lady Macbetlscandal, he found himself in the abyss of politiegection, overtly
threatened by the authorities. Shostakovich wasiantenable position.
Socialist realism had established the guide lineshe artists: monumental,
glorious forms, celebrating the communist way f&; Imusic inspired by folk
sources, creating a bond among the people. Furdrernt should be tuneful,
accessible to the masses by its simplicity, follayihe classical heritage, in
optimistic and hopeful spirit. Everything that wasssing inLady Macbeth.

This was no small matter: the composer’s life wastake. It was a terrifying time,
at the height of the greatest Stalinist purge, whensecution, labor camps, and
uncertain fate threatened each individual, smassiegal relations, forbidding any
personal thought and feeling. Many of Shostakow¢hénds were arrested and
disappeared. In such an atmosphere, how to liieowitfear? By immersing
himself in his work, Shostakovich kept a low prefitomposing, avoiding
exposure to political critics. From music, he di@ strength in the face of
irresistible pressures during his tormented angidrife.

Shostakovich never intended to be a Soviet dissidather an anti-stalinist, trying
to survive under terror. In such an atmospher@dapted his activities, admitted
his “errors”. One should read between the lineannnterview granted to thdew
York Timesn December 1931, he declared:

There can be no music without ideology...We, as ngiaharies,

have a different conception of music. Lenin hithsaid that “music is

a mean of unifying broad masses of people”. tiosa leader of masses,
perhaps, but certainly an organizing force! Forimbas the power of stirring
specific emotions...Even the symphonic form, whichegrs more than any



other divorced from literary elements, can be saidave a bearing on politics...
Music is no longer an end in itself but a vital wea in the struggle. Because of
this, Soviet music will probably develop along dint lines from any the world
has ever known.

(December 20, 1931, interview by Rose Lee)

To get over the hard times in 1936/7, Shostakoearitentrated on a neiifth
SymphonyHe was well aware that all eyes were on him, ed&t music he wrote.
How to apparently yield to Party pressure, to cosepeorks acceptable to the
Socialist realist ideology, in order to mark hidippcal rehabilitation, and, at the
same time, avoid self-betrayal? The symphonyliitbed “A Soviet artist’s reply

to just criticism.” The last two words are esp#ygitelling: are they really a
“repentance” for his formalist “sins”™? Or a cleasponse to the attack published in
January 1936, iRPravdd? Maybe it's a way to restore his position, inesrtb
escape the threat of persecution?

The composer had no choice, but to simplify hisicalstyle. Following

traditional symphonic form, he organized the theocnaiaterial along clear lines on
a base of tonal harmony. Despite these concessierfeund a way to preserve his
personal imprint: irony, humor, meditation, intépsind grandeur, in the frame of
the Romantic symphony. Shostakovickifth withstood the test of time and is still
his most popular work. Why so?

The symphony is conceived in the classic four-maemnfiorm using a normal-
sized orchestra, avoiding some of the irritatingesses of his earlier works. The
composer explains:

Not everything in my preceding works was of equele. There were some
failures. So | have tried in nfyifth Symphonyo show the Soviet listener that
| have taken a turn towards greater accessibibiyards greater simplicity.

A short program note mentions that the symphonrydsspiritual struggle leading
to the victory”. Forty-five minutes of pure muswithout any programmatic
suggestion, even without the slightest allusiothofolk borrowed melodies. It
evolves from a dark d minor to a triumphant D Majoould it be the reminiscence
of Beethoven'Ninth Symphony?

The first movementyoderato, adopts the traditional sonata form, developedron
epic theme. Desolate, at times frightening, the@yomy opens in a ferocious
confrontation between violins and violoncellosngd by piano and horns playing
in their deepest range, followed by trumpets anomynthe funeral march.

Two lyrical themes, in sharp contrast, bring morseaitcontemplation to the
dramatic atmosphere of the movement.

In the spirit of a scherzo, the shéitegretto plays on the notes of sarcastic humor,
still present in hig-irst Symphonynd thePiano concertoConceived as a set of
variations on the lyric theme of the first movementhe waltz-like rhythm, the



piece is a witty, raucous parody of romantic dafi¢e orchestration effects, such
as the solo on piccolo clarinet, pizzicato strirthe, hoarse voice of horns joined to
the harsh dissonances are reminiscent of MahlePapkbfiev.

The intensé.argo is the central part of the work. Singing the long, wideloakes,

the string sound overshadows the piece, alternatitigthe solo woodwinds. Harps
and celesta create a contemplative ambience ofanalbe sadness and sorrow. The
music echoes the chants of the Russian Orthodoxi&®qFor an audience that
suffered under the Stalinist terror, these musief@rences were an expression of
its deepest emotions, and many wept durind-tirgjo. How not to think of the
lament of the Innocent (Yurodiviy) concluding Mussg/’'s Boris Godunov?

The monumental finaléyloderato, seems to celebrate victory and the “sunny
tomorrows” in the triumphant march, strong conttashe melancholitargo.
Concession to political pressure? Irony or sing@riEor the western critics, the
guestion remained open for a long time; but theet@udiences heard it as an
expression of their innermost feelings. Undernadithattling drums and blaring
trumpets, the music contains the composer’s higdénersive message, clear only
for the initiated.

On the day of the premiere, Shostakovich declared:

There is nothing more honorable fobmposer than to create the
works for and with the people. The composer wirgdts this high
responsibility, looses the right to bear this name.

The booklet of the concert reportedly quotes thedewof the composer:

The idea behind my symphony is the making of a rhaaw him, with all his
experience, at the centre of the work, which iggtrfrom beginning to end.
The Finale brings an optimistic solution to thegicgparts of the first movement.

Four decades later, in the account of Volkohestimony, the Memoirs of Dmitri
Shostakovicl{1979), there is a very different sound :

It is clear to everyone what happens in the Fiftie rejoicing is forced, created
under threat, as iBoris Godunovlt’s as if someone were beating you with a stick
and saying: « Your business is rejoicing, your hess is rejoicing » and you rise,
shaky, and go marching off, muttering “Our busirieggjoicing, our business is
rejoicing.” What kind of apotheosis is that? Yowé&ao be a complete oaf not to
hear that.

Clear for everyone??? Only recently, the composeoigls become clear, referring
to the origins of the hidden musical message. énctintroversial period, just a few
months before starting to work on Ikigth SymphonyShostakovich completed a
set ofFour Pushkin Romancé®p. 46), left unpublished for a long time. The
melody of one of thenRebirth(Vozrozhdeniye), serves as the initial theme ef th
Finale of the symphony. This musical self-quotation rés@a true meaning in the



words of the Pushkin’s poem, missing in the symphbnt present in the vocal
romance:

An artist-barbarian, with a casual brush
Blackens a genius’s picture,

And his lawless drawing

Scrawls meaninglessly over it.

But with the years the alien markings
Fall off like old scales;

The work of genius appears before us
In all its former beauty.

Just so do delusions fall away
From my exhausted soul

And within it there return visions
Of original, pure days.

Following this work, Shostakovich composed ten neymphonies. He went
through cyclical periods of celebrations and conadatmons, speaking the
“politically correct” language, using musical iroapd satire, inserting hidden
messages. Trying to survive as best as can bepdibieation of hisMemoirs
raised a number of questions concerning his pelispaad his music, using a
double language, often with codes, wearing a magkdtect his inner truth. The
most haunting question? The issue concerning tagae between the politic and
artist’'s freedom, and his resistance to the idego&gressures out of his grasp.

Dujka Smoje
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