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ABSTRACT 
 

 
    The result of an artistic partnership between the composer and its dedicatee Yuri 

Bashmet, Alfred Schnittke’s Viola Concerto is one of the most representative 

contemporary viola concertos exemplifying the departure from conventional tonality and 

the development of a compositional language which impacts viola technique.  The 

purpose of this study is to identify the significant role of Schnittke’s Viola Concerto in 

the development of the twentieth century viola concerto as well as to enable the 

performer to better execute and interpret the work.  

     The discussion in this document is divided into four main chapters, consisting of an 

historical overview of the viola concerto before the twentieth century, an overview of 

Schnittke’s life and concerto composition, an examination of his Viola Concerto in 

context of previous twentieth century concertos, and a technical analysis of the concerto.  

The comparison of Schnittke’s Viola Concerto with the “significant three” viola 

concertos – William Walton’s Viola Concerto, Paul Hindemith’s Der Schwanendreher 

and Béla Bartók’s Concerto for Viola and Orchestra – focuses on technical demands of 

the viola and orchestration. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

     While the solo-instrumental concerto as a genre dates back to the second half of the 

seventeenth century, the viola has rarely been the solo instrument of choice for most 

composers.  “Of all the instruments in the orchestra it is the viola whose excellent 

qualities have been unappreciated for the longest time.”1 As most composers did not 

understand the viola’s potential, the paucity of viola concertos is particularly obvious 

during the Romantic period, an epoch when virtuoso concertos flourished as the favorite 

vehicle for the exhibition of an instrument’s utmost capabilities and the dazzling 

technique of the player.  Not until the twentieth century did composers start to recognize 

the potential of the viola due to the promotion of the viola by violists Lionel Tertis (1876-

1975), Paul Hindemith (1895-1963), William Primrose (1904-1982) and Yuri Bashmet  

(b. 1953), four of the most influential performers on the instrument in the twentieth 

century.  

     It is impossible to deny the fact that the viola does not engender the same 

recognition and respect as a solo instrument as do the violin and cello. Most people’s 

knowledge of repertoire for the viola as solo instrument is limited to the three major viola 

concertos by William Walton (1902-1983), Béla Bartók (1881-1945) and Paul Hindemith 

(1895-1963).  It is rather regrettable to acknowledge this preconception of the public, 

especially for violists whose concerto repertoire did not blossom until the twentieth 

century.  Therefore, it becomes important and necessary for violists to discover and 

                                                 
1 Hector Berlioz and Richard Strauss, Treatise on Instrumentation, trans.  Theodore Front (New York: 
Dover Publications, Inc., 1948), 60. 
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promote contemporary viola concertos in order to prevent potential new masterpieces 

from languishing in obscurity.  We have to remember that even the most famous and 

performed works nowadays were once contemporary new music unknown to the public.   

      Composed in 1985, the Viola Concerto by Alfred Schnittke (1934-1998) received 

its premiere by its dedicatee the Russian Violist Yuri Bashmet, in the Concertgebouw in 

Amsterdam in 1986.  The work is a product of a close and productive relationship 

between the composer Schnittke and the performer Bashmet.  Although the work has 

since been firmly established in the viola concerto repertoire in viola circles, it still lacks 

recognition by the general public.   

     I first came across this piece through the recommendation of my advisor Prof. 

Hongmei Xiao.  I was immediately attracted to the unique musical language that Alfred 

Schnittke employs in the Viola Concerto after I listened to the sound recording made by 

Yuri Bashmet.  My curiosity about the work and its musical language ultimately 

stimulated me to learn it.  My interest enormously enhanced after studying the score and 

practicing the concerto.  I was further motivated to pursue more in-depth research of the 

piece from the standpoint of a composer as well as an instrumentalist. 

     With the guidance of my advisors, I have decided to focus on the technical aspects 

of the solo viola part and the orchestration of the work in my dissertation.  The document 

is divided three sections: a historical overview of the viola concerto, an overview of 

Alfred Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, and lastly, a technical analysis.  Alfred Schnittke’s 

remarkable writing for solo viola proves this work to be a worthy addition to the viola 

concerto repertoire.  It is important to analyze the techniques therein because the piece 
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was written for “one of the world best living musicians,”2 the violist Yuri Bashmet.  

Only by understanding the remarkable demands on the player will the viola begin to 

receive recognition as a solo instrument that is worth writing for.  

     Schnittke’s superb orchestration and instrumentation by Schnittke skillfully avoid 

the pitfalls of writing for solo viola and large ensemble, allowing the soloist to stand out 

and compete with the orchestra. The goal of this research project is to promote this 

concerto as an important addition to the viola concerto repertoire and to encourage every 

violist to include this composition in their repertoire.  It is my hope that through this 

research, one can begin to appreciate Schnitte’s Viola Concerto and understands its 

significance in the development of the twentieth century viola concerto. 

         

       

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

                                                 
2 Instrumental Soloist Biography from Goldberg The Early-Music Portal, [article on-line]; available from 
http://www.goldbergweb.com/en/interpreters/instrumentals/7990.php; Internet; accessed March 12, 2006.  



 

 

17

CHAPTER I 
                                   

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF THE VIOLA CONCERTOS 
 
 

     The instrumental concerto came into being in the last two decades of the seventeenth 

century.  “All the main types of concerto were cultivated by Antonio Vivaldi (1678-

1741).  The most common type, totally dominant after 1710, was the concerto for one 

solo instrument and string orchestra, or ‘solo’ concerto.  Originally, the principal part 

was entrusted only to a violin - and the violin remained by far the most popular choice - 

but in the three decades following L’estro armonico most other instruments acquired a 

repertory of solo concertos.”3   

      

Difficulties in Writing Concertos for Viola Before The Twentieth Century 
 
 
     Although the solo instrumental concerto gained its popularity in the first half of the 

eighteenth century, the viola has infrequently been the solo instrument of choice for most 

composers.  The reasons for this lack of repertoire are varied, but mostly stem from the 

perception of the viola merely as a supporting instrument.  Some of this is due to its 

acoustical design and construction. 

     In order for a viola to perform optimally, the length of the viola should be several 

inches longer than it is humanly possible to play while held under the chin.  Although 

                                                 
3 Arthur Hutchings/R, Michael Talbot, Cliff Eisen, Leon Botstein and Paul Griffiths, “Concerto,” in The 
New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 2nd ed.  (London: Macmillan Publishers Limited, 2001), 
6:243.  
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some larger size violas have fewer problems of this type, many tenor size violas are too 

large to play comfortably.  Therefore, “the viola has always suffered as a solo instrument 

by comparison with the greater brilliance of the violin and the expressiveness and depth 

of the cello.”4  The acoustical drawbacks inherent in the viola’s construction present 

difficulties in writing concertos for the instrument.  The deficiencies in resonance and 

lack of projection result in the viola being easily swamped by the sound of the orchestra.  

“Both violin and cello can compete more successfully with the symphony orchestra, and 

this explains why, over the years, composers have written innumerable violin concertos, a 

fair number for cello and until recently comparatively few for viola.”5 

     Because of the viola’s acoustical shortcomings and its tessitura, the viola 

traditionally has been given the part of filling in the harmony.  The normal function of 

the viola in the chamber or orchestra setting is mainly to provide middle voices of the 

harmony.  Rarely was the viola given any significant melodies.  Besides, violas in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth century were either too big to be played comfortably or too 

small to produce resonance.  Most violas only possessed a muffled sound, which was not 

particularly desirable.  The problem of projection made it very difficult for composers to 

score for the viola and consequently discouraged composers to further exploit its 

potential and capabilities.  J. J. Quantz, in his treatise On Playing the Flute (1752) 

presents a typical attitude toward the viola at his time: “The Viola is commonly regarded 

                                                 
4 Keith A.  Larsen, “Viola” in The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 2nd ed.  (London: 
Macmillan Publishers Limited, 2001), 26:691. 
5 Ibid. 
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as of little importance in the musical establishment.”6  Before the Romantic Period, most 

of the composers did not understand its aptitude and consequently seldom gave the 

instrument any meaningful roles in their music.   

     To make matters worse, many violists in orchestras were usually incompetent 

violinists who were demoted from the violin section, thus giving the viola an infamous 

reputation.  The renowned British violist William Primrose summarized a typical 

attitude toward the viola: “…he who is too beastly on the violin, throw him a viola.”7 

Even worse, other viola players were amateur violinists or wind players who happened to 

obtain a viola at one point in their lives.  Unsurprisingly, few professional violists took 

pride in playing at their best or were enthusiastic about their instruments.  Richard 

Wagner once made these acerbic comments about viola players: 

The viola is commonly (with rare exceptions indeed) played by infirm violinists, 
or by decrepit players of wind instruments… at best a competent viola player 
occupied a first desk… in a large orchestra which contained eight violas, there 
was only one player who could deal with the rather difficult passages in one of 
my later scores.8 

 
 
“It is obviously a case of a vicious circle.  Composers wrote poor music for the viola 

because the instrument was not well played, and it was not well played because 

composers wrote such poor music for it.”9  Therefore, the viola faced the dead end fate 

as a second-class instrument for the incompetent.  

                                                 
6 Johann Joachim Quantz, On Playing the Flute, trans.  Edward R. Reilly  (New York: Schirmer Books, 
1996), 237.   
7 Yehudi Menuhin and William Primrose, Violin and Viola.  (New York: Schirmer Books, 1976), 54.  
8 Richard Wagner, On Conducting, trans.  Edward Dannreuther (London: William Reeves, 1897), 4. 
9 Adam Carse, The Orchestra in the Nineteenth Century.  (Cambridge: W.  Heffner and Sons Ltd., 1940), 
143.  
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     Despite this traditional prejudice, in the early eighteenth century the situation began 

to change gradually.  Composers such as Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-1791) and 

Ludwig von Beethoven (1770-1827) began to write more music for the instrument.  The 

viola was given more melodic lines or occasional doublings of the melody in their 

chamber works.  In the nineteenth century, composers such as Johannes Brahms (1833-

1897), Hector Berlioz (1803-1869), Richard Wagner (1813-1883) and Richard Strauss 

(1864-1949) started to explore the possibilities of the instrument.  The viola began to 

receive more significant works by the Romantic composers.  Brahms transcribed his two 

Sonatas for Clarinet and Piano, Op. 120, No. 1 in F Major & No. 2 in Eb Major for the 

viola and he also wrote two Lieder for Mezzo Soprano, Viola and Piano, Op. 91.  Robert 

Schumann (1810-1856) wrote the Marchenbilder fur Klavier und Viola, Op. 113 (1851).  

In the chamber and orchestral setting, viola began to emerge from the background as 

harmonic filler to the foreground playing solo parts and countermelodies.  Wagner used 

solo viola in his opera Tristan and Isolde; Berlioz, who was primarily a symphonic 

composer, wrote Harold in Italy, a symphony with viola obbligato, and Strauss featured 

the viola as a solo instrument representing the character Sancho Panza in his tone poem 

“Don Quixote”.  This new exploration of the instrument’s capabilities fostered a higher 

standard of viola playing and elevated the status of a viola as a viable instrument.       

     The nineteenth century repertoire for viola presented new acoustical demands on the 

instrument as well as on the technical facility of the player. During this era, many curious 

violists and luthiers conducted experiments in construction.  Many prototypes of 

improved violas were constructed, such as J. B. Vuillaume’s “Contralto” and Hermann 
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Ritter’s “Viola Alta.”  Although these violas eventually proved to be too large to 

facilitate technical demands as well as uncomfortable to play, they were used in 

performances, and these instrument strongly affected the viola’s development which 

slowly changed the general public’s attitude. 

 
 
The Development of the Viola Concerto in The Twentieth Century 
 
 
     “Before 1740 the viola was seldom treated as a soloist in any context, generally 

being banished to the descent obscurity of the accompaniment, realizing the harmony of 

the middle part… Virtuoso music composed before 1740 exists for twentieth century 

concert viola players mostly in the form of arrangements or transcriptions – transposed 

down from the violin or up from the cello or transcribed from the viol, viola d’amore or 

other instrument.”10  As most composers did not understand the viola’s aptitude, there 

are very few concertos for viola written before the twentieth century.  The paucity of 

viola concertos is particularly obvious during the Romantic period, an epoch when 

virtuoso concertos flourished as the favorite vehicle for the exhibition of an instrument’s 

utmost capability and the dazzling technique of the player.   

     As most composers did not understand the viola’s potential, there are very few 

concertos for viola written before the twentieth century that have become part of the 

recognized repertoire in comparison with the violin and cello, with a few notable 

exceptions: Georg Philipp Telemann’s (1681-1767) Viola Concerto in G major (c.1716-

                                                 
10 Adam Carse, The Orchestra in the Nineteenth Century.  (Cambridge: W.  Heffner and Sons Ltd., 
1940), 143.  
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21), Carl Stamitz’s (1745-1801) Viola Concerto in D major, Op. 1 (1774), W. A. 

Mozart’s (1756-1791) Sinfonia Concertante (1779-80), and Hector Berlioz’s (1803-1869) 

Harold in Italy (1834), which is not strictly a viola concerto, but features the instrument 

in a solo capacity.  Berlioz was one of the few Romantic composers who noticed the 

aptitude of the viola and wrote music for its color.  Berlioz expressing his opinion about 

the viola stated:   

It [the viola] is as agile as the violin, the sound of its lower strings has a particular 
pungency, its high notes have an especially sad and passionate character, and its 
profoundly melancholy tone makes its general character quite distinct from that of 
other stringed instrument.”11 

    
 
     The twentieth century was pivotal time in viola history.  Continued experiments on 

the viola’s acoustical design and the emergence of several outstanding soloists propelled 

its status to new heights.  The elevation of performance standards on the viola led to the 

rise of public recognition of the instrument and consequently stirred up interest in 

composing for the viola.      

     It is largely due to the efforts of the British violist Lionel Tertis (1876-1975) that the 

viola came to be regarded as a worthy solo instrument.  Tertis was one of the first viola 

players to achieve international fame and was a proponent of the viola as a solo 

instrument.  Tertis entered the Royal Academy of Music in London in 1896.  He played 

on a large viola to achieve his desire of a rich and resonant tone on the C-string without 

the nasal quality.  He collaborated with the English maker Arthur Richardson to design a 

                                                 
11 Hugh Macdonald, Berlioz’s Orchestration Treatise: A Translation and Commentary.  (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002), 35. 
 



 

 

23

large viola with his desired depth of tone.  He astonished many composers with his 

beautiful and powerful tone, and his intensity as well as his musicality.  Paul Copper, 

one of Tertis’ students, wrote about him as a performer in the English Branch of Viola 

Research Society Newsletter: 

He produced a wonderful sound, impeccable intonation, and played with great 
conviction… Tertis was, in my opinion, the most successful at projecting his 
splendid tone above the whole orchestra.  This was not just in the loud passages, 
for he also produced the most wonderful pianissimo playing, which again stood 
out from the orchestral accompaniment.12   

  
   
Tertis also made numerous transcriptions, many of which filled gaps in the scanty viola 

repertoire.  The most famous of all are his transcriptions of Mozart’s Clarinet Concerto 

and Elgar’s Cello Concerto.  Although they engendered much criticism, these 

transcriptions are valuable to students.      

One of Tertis’ most valuable contributions to the viola was the new works written 

for him by his compatriots, who paid tribute to both the musician and his instrument with 

a variety of additions to the repertoire.  Ralph Vaughan Williams dedicated his Flos 

Campi for Solo Viola, Chamber Choir, and Chamber Orchestra (1925) and the Suite for 

Viola and Orchestra (1934) to Tertis, who gave these two works their first performances.  

English composers such as Arnold Bax (1883-1953) and Frank Bridge (1979-1941) wrote 

especially for him.  York Bowen, Benjamin Dale, Gustave Holst and T. F. Dunhill also 

contributed viola concertos for him.  In 1928, the conductor Sir Thomas Beecham 

suggested that English composer William Walton write a viola concerto for Tertis.  

                                                 
12 Paul Copper, “Two Views of Lionel Tertis,” English Branch of Viola Research Society Newsletter, No. 
1 (Dec., 1976), 8.  
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Although Tertis ultimately rejected the concerto, which was later premiered by Paul 

Hindemith (1895-1963) in Oct 29, 1929 at a Henry Wood Promenade Concert at the 

Queens’ Hall, it opened up a new era for the viola concerto.  Walton’s concerto 

eventually became firmly established in the viola repertoire.  After listening to the 

performance of the concerto given by Hindemith, Tertis recalled the circumstances 

surrounding his refusal of the first performance: 

One work of which I did not give the first performance was Walton’s masterly 
concerto.  With shame and contrition I admit that when the composer offered me 
the first performance I declined it.  I was unwell at the time; but what is also true 
is that I had not learnt to appreciate Walton’s style.  The innovations in his 
musical language, which now seem so logical and so truly in the mainstream of 
music, then struck me as farfetched.  It took me time to realize what a tower of 
strength in the literature of the viola is this concerto, and how deep the gratitude 
that composer – the gratitude, too, to Beecham for having suggested to Walton the 
composition of a viola concerto for me.13  

 
 

     Paul Hindemith (1895-1963) was also a composer, conductor, theorist and 

pedagogue.  He began his performing career as concertmaster of the Frankfurt Orchestra 

(1916-23), after which he joined the Amar Quartet as a violist and toured with the quartet 

extensively throughout Europe.  He was recommended to perform Walton’s viola 

concerto after Tertis turned down the premiere.  In 1929, he premiered both Walton’s 

Concerto for Viola and Orchestra at a Promenade Concert in London and Darius 

Milhaud’s Viola Concerto, Op. 108, with the Concertgebouw Orchestra in Amsterdam, 

which was conducted by Pierre Monteux.  The latter composition was dedicated to 

Hindemith, who returned the compliment and dedicated his Konzertmusik for Viola and 

Large Orchestra (1930) to Darius and Madeleine Milhaud.   
                                                 
13 Lionel Tertis, My Viola and I.  (London: Elek Books Limited, 1974), 36.  
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     One of Hindemith’s most significant contributions was his effort to enrich the viola 

repertoire.  He wrote four viola concertos: Kammermusik No. 5 for Viola and Large 

Chamber Orchestra (1927), Konzertmusik for Viola and Large Orchestra, Op. 48 (1930), 

Der Schwanendreher (1935, r. 1936) and Trauermusik for Viola Solo (1936); four sonatas 

for viola solo: Sonata for Solo Viola, Op. 11, No. 5 (1919), Solo Viola Sonata, Op. 25, 

No. 1 (1921), Solo Viola Sonata, Op. 31, No. 4 (1923) and Solo Viola Sonata (1937) and 

three sonatas for viola with piano: Sonata for Viola and Piano, Op. 11, No. 4 (1919),  

Sonata for Viola and Piano, Op. 25, No. 4 (1922) and Sonata in C for Viola and Piano 

(1939).  He often played his own compositions when he gave recitals, which promoted 

the viola as a solo instrument as well as his own works. 

     Lionel Tertis and William Primrose were personally and directly responsible for 

most of the concertos written from 1929 to 1955.  Their importance in the emergence of 

the viola as a solo instrument cannot be overstressed.  William Primrose (1904-1982) 

was recognized throughout the world as one of the most outstanding and influential 

violist of the twentieth century.  He was born in Glasgow and was first a violin prodigy, 

studying violin at the Guildhall School of Music in London.  In 1923, he gave a debut 

concert at Queen’s hall, performing Lalo’s Symphonie Espagñole and Elgar’s Violin 

Concerto.  “Sensing the need for study with an artist of international reputation, he 

enrolled for private study with Eugene Ysaÿe in 1926 … While at Ysaÿe’s home, he 

[Primrose] frequently played the viola in string quartets and ensembles.  Recognizing 

Primrose’s unique aptitude for the instrument, Ysaÿe encouraged him to pursue a career 
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as a violist.”14   In 1930, Primrose was selected to fill the vacancy of violist in the 

London String Quartet and he toured with the quartet for the next five years.  The group 

dissolved in 1935 and Primrose began playing in the NBC Symphony Orchestra under 

conductor Arturo Toscanini.  Determined to pursue a career as a concert violist, 

Primrose resigned from the orchestra in 1941 and joined the very popular American tenor 

Richard Crooks on a tour of over forty concerts.  Primrose’s career as a soloist started to 

take off and he emerged as the world’s foremost viola virtuoso.  “By the conclusion of 

World War II, the name Primrose had become a household word in music circles.  Just 

as the names Kreisler and Heifetz had become synonymous with the word Violin.”15   

     Because of Primrose’s promotion of the viola, the potential of the instrument began 

to be appreciated and it began to receive greater recognition as a solo instrument.  “In 

addition to the wealth of music Primrose added to the viola literature through his 

arrangements, transcriptions, and editions, he inspired and commissioned original 

composition by leading contemporary composers.”16  Benjamin Britten (1913-1976), 

Darius Milhaud (1892-1974), George Rochberg (b.1918), Edmund Rubbra (1901-1986) 

and P.  R.  Fricker (1920-1990) all wrote music for him.  The most important 

composition ever written for him is probably the Concerto for Viola and Orchestra (1945) 

by Béla Bartók, a work that Primrose commissioned.  Bartók wrote the Viola Concerto 

while he was in the terminal stages of leukemia.  Sadly, he left the concerto incomplete 

                                                 
14 Maurice W. Riley, The History of the Viola, Vol. 1.  (Ann Arbor, Michigan, U.S.A.: Maurice W.  
Riley, 1980), 281. 
15 Maurice W. Riley, The History of the Viola, Vol. 1.  (Ann Arbor, Michigan, U.S.A.: Maurice W.  
Riley, 1980), .283. 
16 Ibid. 284. 
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at his death.  Tibor Serly used the sketches of the concerto that Bartók left behind and 

completed the work.  The world premiere of Tibor Serly’s version of the Bartók Viola 

Concerto was given by Primrose on December 2, 1949 with the Minneapolis Symphony, 

conducted by Antal Dorati.  The performance was a success and it suddenly became one 

of the most significant and popular concertos for the instrument.   

     In the third quarter of the twentieth century, a new champion of the viola emerged.  

The Russian violist Yuri Bashmet (b. 1953) has become the most formidable exponent of 

the viola today.  The Times claims that he is ‘without doubt, one of the world’s greatest 

living musicians’.  His marvelous technique, the wide spectrum of color that he has at 

his disposal, and his charisma overcome the general preconception of the viola’s 

unworthiness as a solo instrument for which to write concertos.  Born in 1953 in Rostov-

on-Don in Russia, Yuri Bashmet spent his childhood in Lvov in Ukraine.  At age 

eighteen, he studied with Vadim Borisovsky, violist of the Beethoven Quartet, and later 

with Feodor Druzhinin.  Like Alfred Schnittke, he was appointed to a professorship at 

the Moscow Conservatory and subsequently became the youngest person there ever to 

receive that honor.  In 1976, he won the first prize at the International Viola Competition 

in Munich, which launched his international career. 

     Bashmet has inspired many composers to write music for him.  John Taverner (b. 

1944) wrote The Myrrh Bearer; Mark-Anthony Turnage (b. 1960) wrote On Opened 

Ground and Poul Ruder (b. 1949) contributed a viola concerto.  In addition to these 

works, Soviet composers such as Sofiya Gubaydulina (b. 1931) and Giya Kancheli (b. 

1935) have also written concertos for Bashmet.   
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     “Bashmet has been at the forefront of viola playing for almost a quarter of a century, 

an involvement reflected in the number of concertos, not to mention chamber works, that 

have been written for him.”17  In total, more than fifty works for viola and orchestra have 

been written for Bashmet.  Among all of these, Bashmet singled out Alfred Schnittke’s 

Viola Concerto as one of the best works ever written for him, saying: “Of course, the 

Schnittke Concerto had earlier revolutionized the possibilities of the instrument – in 

much the same way that, a decade earlier, Shostakovich’s Sonata had done in the 

chamber sphere.”18  The concerto quickly became established as a significant work in 

the viola repertoire soon after its premiere at the Concertgebouw in Amsterdam in 1986.   

     Because of both its tessitura and its acoustical shortcomings, the viola’s solo 

concerto repertoire remains far smaller than that of the violin and cello.  Thus, the 

twentieth century has proven to be a treasure trove for the instrument due to the efforts 

and inspiration provided by the aforementioned virtuosi: Tertis, Hindemith, Primrose and 

Bashmet.  Fueled by this new repertoire, a whole new generation of viola soloists has 

emerged, including Kim Kashkashian, Tabea Zimmerman, Nobuko Imai, Isabelle van 

Keulen and Thompson Marcus, all of whom have recorded the Schnittke.  

 

 
 
 

                                                 
17 Richard Whitehouse, “Powerful Voice for an Underrated Instrument,” Gramophone.  June 2002, Vol. 
80, 11. 
18 Richard Whitehouse, “Powerful Voice for an Underrated Instrument,” Gramophone.  June 2002, Vol. 
80, 11. 
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CHAPTER II 
 

AN OVERVIEW OF ALFRED SCHNITTKE’S LIFE AND CONCERTO 
 COMPOSITIONS 

 
 

     “In a society where art really mattered, where it had even been known to amount to 

a matter of life and death, Schnittke’s music was the music that mattered most to 

Russians of the post-Stalin, post-Shostakovich generation.  His was the name that always 

floated off the tongue first in anyone’s list of the most significant contemporary Soviet 

composers.”19  Schnittke merged as one of the leading composers of the late twentieth 

century and became perhaps the most representative Russian composers in the generation 

after Shostakovich.  He was hardly known in the West until the 1970’s, but rapidly 

gained recognition after the collapse of the USSR in 1991.  As one of the most prolific 

composers in the twentieth century who wrote music in various genres, Schnittke’s works 

are considered as established parts of the standard instrumental repertoire for orchestra, 

chamber groups and soloists.  He composed eight symphonies, six concerto grossi, four 

string quartets, more than ten concertos and orchestral works for solo instruments, many 

cadenzas for solo instrument and a great number of chamber music, vocal and choral 

works.   

     “In Schnittke’s music we find a mixture of old and new styles, of modern, post-

modern, classical and baroque ideas.  It reflects a very complex, peculiar and fragile 

mentality of the late twentieth century.  Like Shostakovich or Mahler, Schnittke presents 

                                                 
19 News from G.  Schirmer, Inc. and Associated Music Publishers, Inc., September 1998 Schirmer News 
[article on-line]; available from http://www.schirmer.com/news/sep98/schnittke.html; Internet; accessed 
Feb 1, 2006.  
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more than just musical ideas: there is always something symbolic in his musical language, 

which leads us to the genetic well of a memory of past generations.”20  Most of his 

works are characterized by Polystylism – a use of multiple styles or traditions of music. 

Schnittke’s music is extremely sentimental and caustic.  Not only does his music show 

his profound compositional techniques and creativities but also his deep-felt thoughts and 

emotions.   

 

A Biographical Overview 
 
 
     Alfred Schnittke was born on November 24, 1934 in Engels, on the Volga River, in 

the Soviet Union.  His father was born in Frankfurt to a Jewish family of Russian origin 

who had moved to the USSR in 1926, and his mother was a Volga-German born in 

Russia.  Schnittke began his musical training in Vienna (1946-8) where his father 

worked as a journalist and a translator.  “It was in Vienna that he [Schnittke] first 

encountered real music, and it was there that he fell in love with that kind of music which 

is part of life, part of history and culture, part of the past which is still alive.”21  It was 

like a different world to him in comparison to Engels that consisted of mostly grey, 

gloomy fences and sheds.  Vienna was a city with a flourishing cultural life and rich 

history even after the war.  Schnittke’s two years in Vienna led him to decide to become 

a composer. “This decisive exposure to the Austro-German cultural tradition 

                                                 
20 Alexander Ivashkin, Seeking the Soul: The Music of Alfred Schnittke.  Compiled by George Odam.  
(London: The Guildhall School of Music & Drama, 2002), 5.  
21 Alexander Ivashkin, Alfred Schnittke.  (London: Phaidon Press Limited, 1996), 32.  
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fundamentally influenced his future tastes and approach to form and vocabulary 

throughout his career.”22   

In 1948, Schnittke’s family moved back to Moscow where Schnittke studied in 

the Choirmaster’s Department at the October Revolution Music College in Moscow 

(1949-53).  Because Schnittke had so little performance and musical training when he 

enrolled in the school, he could not compete with other students whose training was far 

more thorough.  Schnittke felt that he did not have adequate knowledge of harmony, 

theory and analysis, so he decided to study theory privately with Iosif Ryzhkin, a well-

known theorist who published many books and taught at the Moscow Conservatory.  

This intensive and innovative study shaped Schnittke into a capable and skilful composer. 

“In the late 1940s and early 50s Schnittke was growing towards maturity but was still a 

young man.  He had as yet made none of the systematic and carefully graduated studies 

that are normally part of a musician’s childhood.  His youth had been full of surprises 

and unexpected leaps, such as the moves from Engels to Vienna and then to Moscow.”23  

He always felt the lack of proper knowledge of classical music in his childhood.  “His 

later music is full of fresh, childlike, joyful Classical allusions, quotations, idioms - 

probably because he did not get enough of this in his early years.” 24  All the events of 

his life somehow directly or indirectly impacted Schnittke, and are evident in his music.  

                                                 
22 Ivan Moody and Alexander Ivashkin, “Alfred Schnittke,” in The New Grove Dictionary of Music and 
Musicians, 2nd ed.  (London: Macmillan Publishers Limited, 2001), 568. 
23 Alexander Ivashkin, Alfred Schnittke.  (London: Phaidon Press Limited, 1996), 52. 
24 Ibid. 



 

 

32

“Schnittke later observed that his ‘polystylism’ could be traced to the filling of gaps in 

his musical knowledge during these years.”25   

From 1953 to 1958 he enrolled at the Moscow Conservatory, where he studied 

under Evgeny Golubev who was a pupil of Nikolay Myaskovky.  “He [Golubev] 

successfully persuaded Schnittke to avoid square, symmetrical structures, and to make all 

his compositions seamless, without any obvious transitions and divisions.”26  Due to the 

liberal attitude of the Khrushchev era (1958-1964), Schnittke began to analyze music in 

great detail by Stravinsky, Schoenberg, Webern, Berg, Stockhausen, Nono and Ligeti.  It 

was only after the death of Stalin that one could obtain formally sanctioned scores by 

these composers in the USSR as well as western composers.  Schnittke was seeking and 

evaluating the true potential of a strict technique like Serialism, a type of technique that 

he employed in 1960’s.  Then, “he came to realize that Serialism (or any other strict 

technique) is, in its way, an attempt to formalize the processes of real life - to put them, 

as it were, into a universal formula.  He disliked that kind of procedure, being convinced 

that all life processes are dynamic and unpredictable, and irreducible to any kind of 

‘pattern.”27  These analyses consequently led to his abandonment of the use of serial 

techniques as a compositional technique.  

After completing his postgraduate studies in 1961, Schnittke was appointed 

instructor of instrumentation, composition, polyphony and harmony at the Moscow 

Conservatory, where he taught for a decade.  During that time, Schnittke also worked as 

                                                 
25 Ivan Moody and Alexander Ivashkin, “Alfred Schnittke,” in The New Grove Dictionary of Music and 
Musicians, 2nd ed.  (London: Macmillan Publishers Limited, 2001), 568. 
26 Alexander Ivashkin, Alfred Schnittke.  (London: Phaidon Press Limited, 1996), 58-60. 
27 Ibid. 85. 
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a composer, writing for the theater and for films as well as concert works as many 

Russian composers such as Sergei Prokofief (1891-1953) and Dimitri Shostakovich 

(1906-1975) had done.  “Musically he found a really new, open-minded world where he 

could be completely free in his ideas, a world full of interesting and independent people.  

Although quite shy in everyday life, Alfred felt completely relaxed in this new 

environment.  He was free to do whatever he wanted - and people responded to him 

openly, and with full understanding and respect.  Film directors were the first people to 

recognize the true value of Alfred’s individual genius and he has been described as the 

best film composer since Prokofiev and Shostakovich.”28  In the mid 1960’s, Schnittke’s 

music was already well known in Russia.  Many outstanding soloists and chamber 

groups, such as the Borodin String Quartet who commissioned and performed his First 

String Quartet in Leningrad, were performing his works.  

 “Between 1962 and 1984 he wrote a total of sixty-six film scores for Mosfilm 

and other Soviet film companies: this aspect of his life was to have an important technical 

influence upon his career as a concert composer.”29  The situation in the Russian film 

industry was very different from that in the West, where soundtracks supported the 

entertainment value of films.  Soviet composers enjoyed greater freedom to exercise 

their creativity because music censorship was not as strict for films as it was for the 

music evaluated by the Composer’s Union, which toed the communist party line.    

                                                 
28 Alexander Ivashkin, Alfred Schnittke.  (London: Phaidon Press Limited, 1996), 104-106. 
29 Ivan Moody and Alexander Ivashkin, “Alfred Schnittke,” in The New Grove Dictionary of Music and 
Musicians, 2nd ed.  (London: Macmillan Publishers Limited, 2001), 568. 
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     Although Schnittke’s reputation permitted him numerous trips abroad from the 

1980s onwards, for years there were many obstacles preventing direct communication 

with the West, and his trips outside the Soviet Union were restricted intermittently.  “His 

inevitably complicated relationship with the Soviet regime began with the condemnation 

of his oratorio Nagasaki by the Union of Composers in 1958.”30  After he was accused 

of formalism and expressionism in this oratorio, Schnittke gradually felt more and more 

restraint in composing under supervision.  He then felt that he no longer enjoyed official 

approval of his music when he was asked to conform to be less experimental and to 

compose under the guidelines set by the Union of Composers.  “He was constantly 

attacked in official publications such as Sovetskaya muzïka.  After its premiere in Gorky 

in 1974, his First Symphony was for all intents and purposes banned from performance in 

the wake of Khrennikov’s blanket condemnation of it.  This situation changed only when 

Gorbachyov came to power in 1985.”31   

     After the culture thaw, Schnittke was finally able to travel to attend performances of 

his works outside the Soviet Union.  However, Schnittke began to be plagued by health 

problems.  In June 1985, he had a serious stroke, which left him in a coma.  Although 

declared clinically dead, he recovered and continued to compose.  From that point on, 

Schnittke’s music became more and more austere and concerned with mortality.  In 1990, 

Schnittke left Russia and settled in Hamburg.  A year after that, he suffered a second 

                                                 
30 Ivan Moody and Alexander Ivashkin, “Alfred Schnittke,” in The New Grove Dictionary of Music and 
Musicians, 2nd ed.  (London: Macmillan Publishers Limited, 2001), 568. 
31 Ibid. 
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stroke.  Despite his physical frailty, Schnittke suffered no loss of creativity and 

productivity.  He died after suffering yet another stroke on August 3, 1998 in Hamburg. 

     Schnittke was a prolific composer who has written in a wide range of genres and 

styles.  From the 1980s, Schnittke’s music gained increasing exposure and international 

acclaim.  He was the recipient of numerous awards and honors, including the Krupskaya 

Prize in 1986, the Austrian State Prize in 1991, Japan’s Imperial Prize in 1992, and the 

Slava-Gloria-Prize in Moscow in 1998.  He was honored as a member of the Academies 

of Arts of Munich, Stockholm, Hamburg, Berlin and London, and was given honorary 

membership in several others. During the course of Schnittke’s life, he also wrote a large 

number of articles concerning various issues in contemporary music, and lectured 

extensively in Russia and Germany.    

 

Alfred Schnittke’s Compositional Charateristics 
 
 
     “Although I don’t have any Russian blood, I am tied to Russia, having spent all my 

life here.  On the other hand, much of what I’ve written is somehow related to German 

music and to the logic which comes out of being German, although I did not specially 

want this… Like my German forefathers, I live in Russia, I can speak and write Russian 

far better than German.  But I am not Russian… My Jewish half gives me no peace: I 

know none of the three Jewish languages – but I look like a typical Jew.”32  Mirroring 

Schnittke’s self-description of 1987, his music shares the same kind of complexity as his 

                                                 
32 Alexander Ivashkin, Alfred Schnittke.  (London: Phaidon Press Limited, 1996), 9. 
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ethnicity.  Alexander Ivashkin, Schnittke’s biographer once said that it is especially 

difficult to write about Schnittke because he had never remained the same: even after 

knowing him for a long time, one might never be absolutely sure of his intentions and 

plans.   

     The music composed during the brief and spectacular reign of the Soviet Union was 

especially vulnerable to the political influence.  All composers somehow reflect their 

times and the result becomes apparent in their music.  In order to fully understand 

Schnittke’s music, it is necessary and important to understand his philosophy of 

composing and how it was impacted by the events of his life.  Schnittke was a shy but 

passionate person.  He took life seriously, and even event worked like a seed that 

germinated and bloomed in his music.  When he first encountered and fell in love with 

music in Vienna, he wrote: “I felt every moment there, to be a link of the historical chain: 

all was multidimensional; the past represented a world of ever-present ghosts, and I was 

not a barbarian without any connections, but the conscious bearer of my task in life.”33  

The time in Vienna gave Schnittke a certain spiritual aspiration and discipline which led 

to his future professional activities.    

      “In the 1950s the most important influence on composers was probably that of 

Shostakovich’s music, and it would be no exaggeration to assert that all Soviet composers 

of different generations were under the ‘umbrella’ of Shostakovich’s music for at least 

two decades, from the 1950s to the late 1970s.”34  Schnittke was no exception.  

However, Schnittke did not become a mere imitator of Shostakovich.  He tried to 

                                                 
33 Alexander Ivashkin, Alfred Schnittke.  (London: Phaidon Press Limited, 1996), 32.   
34 Ibid., 60.  
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understand the foundations of Shostakovich’s style and musical language.  “For many 

years Schnittke was intrigued by what he called the ‘dynamic profile of Shostakovich’s 

musical form’ – all his long developments, his ‘stretched’ and extended climaxes… 

Schnittke always had the feeling that his generation was able to maintain contact with the 

past, largely thanks to Shostakovich; his music was a kind of spiritual vehicle that gave 

them a chance to establish connections with people who were already dead but who were 

still alive in his music.  Similar spiritual experiences have taken place at the first 

performances of some of Schnittke’s works from 1970s onwards.”35   

     Shostakovich’s Violin Concerto, No.1 exercised a great impact on Schnittke’s 

concerto writing for violin and viola concertos.  The concerto embodies a sense of drama, 

sharp contrasts between the movements, and freedom and space for the cadenza and 

resulting monologue of the soloist ‘hero’.  “For many years the concerto concept, 

inherited from Shostakovich, was most important in Schnittke’s music.  His numerous 

concertos and concerti grossi represent symbolically the typical Schnittkean idea of 

conflict between the individual (the soloist) and the collective (the orchestra), a conflict 

which very often ends in disaster, with the death of the hero (as in Schnittke’s Viola 

Concerto of 1985.)”36   

     Schnittke’s most pronounced compositional technique is Polystylism.  Polystylism 

is the use of multiple styles or techniques of music, and is characteristic of 

postmodernism.  This term is often used to describe Schnittke’s dark-toned works, 

characterized by abrupt juxtaposition of radically different and contrary styles.  

                                                 
35 Alexander Ivashkin, Alfred Schnittke.  (London: Phaidon Press Limited, 1996), 60-61. 
36 Ibid. 61. 
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Schnittke’s use of Polystylism evolved and developed after he turned away from 

Serialism when he showed a greater sense of openness to all styles and sound-phenomena; 

his use of Polystylism began to show greater consistency in his music by the early 1970s.  

Schattenklange or Shadow-sounds is one of numerous words Schinttke invented to 

describe his stylistic approach of Polystylism.  “Ronald Weitzman considers Shadow-

sounds an important symbol, and certainly less misleading than the term ‘polystylism’, 

which easily becomes a meaningless label-or just a designation used when referring to 

Schnittke’s encyclopedic absorption of a multitude of musical styles-but which, as 

distinct from the composer’s actual quoting from other sources.  Alexander Ivashkin 

more correctly describes this as a ‘genetic’ view of memories.”37 

     Paradox is one of the prominent characteristics in Schnittke’s music.  His use of 

Polystylism served as a profound tool for carrying out the sense of paradox, irony and 

sarcasm in his music.  It seems that each style and technique represents a certain event 

and projects certain emotion.  It is like a musical collage that tells a story of the present 

as well as the past.  "Nearly all of the major works are built around a moment where 

scraps of historical material are put under pressure from the present.”38  One can find 

paradoxically opposed elements, such as Classical tonal music, twentieth century atonal, 

polytonal and serial music, jazz-like or waltz-like music in his compositions from the 

1960’s through the 1980s.  “These elements never formed part of any structure or system, 

                                                 
37 Ronald Weitzman, Seeking the Soul: The music of Alfred Schnittke.  Compiled George Odam.  
(London: The Guildhall School of Music & Drama, 2002), 9. 
38 Alex Ross, “The Connoisseur of Choas – Who Is Alfred Schnittke and Why Is His Music So Popular?”  
The New Republic.  September 28, 1992, Vol.  207, Issue 14, 32.  
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but merely reflected the contrasting moments of everyday life.”39  “As a devotee of 

Gustav Mahler, for example, Schnittke has not sought to replicate that composer’s 

luxurious immolation of Romanticism, but rather to expand upon his last minute 

discovery (realized fully in the incomplete Symphony No. 10) that the conflict of 

dissonance and consonance is the forge of the most intense expression.”40    

     “Schnittke believes that any attempt to explain life in a ‘crystalline’ way is not 

adequate, as the rhythms of nature are irregular.  So in the early 1960’s he began to use 

broken rhythms and random sequences of sounds.”41  Writing music for film provided 

the opportunity for him to further explore the rhythm, abrupt shift or juxtaposition of 

various musical styles.  It demanded that he finds the inner rhythm as well as 

characteristics of the music according to the changes of the screen.  “Film music also 

required a different concept of time generally: it had to consist of short, contrasting 

pieces rather than continuous, broad phrasing.  This led him to the creation of a new type 

of musical language based on contrasting juxtapositions, a ‘montage’ of different musical 

styles.”42   

     In the late twentieth century Schnittke’s Polystylism became much more developed 

and refined.  In 1971, Schnittke wrote his famous paper, ‘Polystylistic Tendencies in 

Modern Music’, which he read at an International Music Congress in Moscow.  

Schnittke argued that polystylistic elements had existed throughout the history of music, 

                                                 
39 Alexander Ivashkin, Alfred Schnittke.  (London: Phaidon Press Limited, 1996), 66. 
40 Alex Ross, “The Connoisseur of Choas – Who Is Alfred Schnittke and Why Is His Music So Popular?”  
The New Republic.  September 28, 1992, Vol.  207, Issue 14, 32. 
41 Alexander Ivashkin, Alfred Schnittke.  (London: Phaidon Press Limited, 1996), 92. 
42 Ibid., 109.  
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but ‘subconsciously’, in variations or parodies where borrowed material was clearly 

recognizable.  These elements were equally to be found in the theater, in opera and in 

symphonic music through their dramatic contrasts or their less obvious stylistic hints and 

allusions.  They are also detectable in the cadenzas of instrumental concertos, especially 

those composed in the nineteenth century when the approach to musical text was 

typically individualistic.  He maintained that the polystylistic approach became more and 

more important in the twentieth century because of the tendency to broaden musical and 

stylistic space, creating a broader view embracing all centuries.   

     Schnittke always had a love for reading.  His home library mostly contained books 

on art, philosophy, history and alchemy.  But his greatest interest was always in different 

philosophical systems.  Thomas Mann’s Doktor Faustus attracted Schnittke’s attention 

to the Faustian theme as a concept for mankind in a new age in which one must live in a 

world of contradictions, doubts, self-analysis, temptation, repentance and the conflict 

between good and evil.  “This concept is very obvious in Schnittke’s music of the late 

1970’s and 80’s.  A struggle between polarities, or irregular pulse, a Faustian 

multiplicity of meaning: that is the quintessence of his music in this period.  A troubled 

yet precise sensation of the duality of the world runs through the whole of his world.  As 

soon as one form appears, even the simplest, it is at once absorbed into the complex 

context of surrounding events or clashes with its opposite.  There are clear examples of 

this in the Fourth Violin Concerto, the Viola Concerto and the Concerto Grosso No. 2.”43 

                                                 
43 Alexander Ivashkin, Alfred Schnittke.  (London: Phaidon Press Limited, 1996), 154-55. 
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     1985 marked a climactic year in Schnittke’s life.  His compositions from that year 

are without a doubt his greatest masterpieces: his String Trio, the Concerto for Mixed 

Chorus, the Concerto Grosso No. 3, (K)ein Sommernachtstraum, Ritual, Greeting Rondo 

and finally one of Schnittke’s most important work: his Viola Concerto.  It was also the 

year of the first performance of his ballet Sketches at the prestigious Boloshoi Theatre in 

Moscow.  Schnittke finished his orchestra piece Ritual as well and started his Cello 

Concerto No. 1, but was unable to complete it.  On July 21, 1985, Schnittke suffered a 

serious stroke and he was pronounced clinically dead for some time before he was 

resuscitated. 

     “Schnittke’s idea of producing music coincides entirely with Gustav Mahler’s 

conviction: ‘One does not compose, one is composed’, wrote Mahler in a letter.  

Schnittke once told Alexnader Ivashkin: ‘I am just fixing what I hear… It is not me who 

writes my music, I am just a tool, a bearer.”44  After the stroke, Schnittke’s music 

changed.  This traumatic life and death experience compelled him to rethink many things 

in life.  He gradually grew more and more concerned with mortality, which reflected his 

approach to time and space in compositions.  Schnittke once expressed his attitude 

toward time: “…I have the growing feeling that the same time can vary in length… At 

the moment every one of my days is a long period of time that contains a great deal … 

Every second I experience not as a brief instant but as a definite period of time … In 

particular, I have to feel that, for different people and even for one person at different 

                                                 
44 Alexander Ivashkin, Seeking the Soul: The Music of Alfred Schnittke.  Compiled by George Odam.  
(London: The Guildhall School of Music & Drama, 2002), 5. 
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time of life, time is quite different in length and speed … The seconds tick by in the same 

way, but the way they are spaced is different for different people…”45 

      Schnittke’s works gained increasing number of performances in the mid 1980s.  

He became one of the most well known contemporary composers in the West.  All major 

festivals of modern music included his works in their programs and his music began to be 

heard in the major concert halls in Europe.  Just like the quote that Schnittke often took 

from Thomas Mann’s novel The Holy Sinner said a lot about the nature of his talent: “he 

drew much more from his weakness than others from their strength, because at that very 

moment he was able to summon up all his strength and to fight not only with all his 

strength but with something else as well.”46  Although he was plagued by illness, his 

strength overcame the obstacles and his individuality, artistry and productivity triumphed.  

Many remarkable works were composed between 1986 and his death in 1998 including 

two cello concertos, the String Quartet No. 4, the ballet Peer Gynt, three operas, three 

symphonies and Concerto for Three.    

   The complex aesthetic of Schnittke’s music is connected to various traditions and 

experiences.  From film writing he developed the sense of inner rhythm and abrupt shift 

between various styles.  From Shostakovich he had cultivated the symbolic expression 

which reflects the relationship between art and the reality of the Soviet composer’s life 

under the harsh political pressure of the Soviet regime.  From Mahler he derived the 

                                                 
45 Alexander Ivashkin, Alfred Schnittke.  (London: Phaidon Press Limited, 1996), 171.  
46 Alexander Ivashkin, Alfred Schnittke.  (London: Phaidon Press Limited, 1996), 190. 
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deeply felt expression of struggle and agony.  “It was Alfred Schnittke who filled the 

gap in Russian music left by Shostakovich’s death in 1975.”47   

 

 
 
 
 
An Overview of Alfred Schnittke’s Instrumental Concertos  
 
 
     “One of the great advantages of being a composer in the Soviet Union – and there 

were many disadvantages - was that as long as you had something serious to say with 

your art, instead of being isolated as so many Western artists are, you were part of what 

Russians call the ‘intellighentsia,’ the community of friends and kindred spirits who were 

as interested in your work as you were in theirs.”48  There is a special bond that closely 

linked Soviet composers and some of the finest performers of their time.  Their 

collaboration strongly impacted the development of the solo concerto.  Their mutual 

admiration expressed through music resulted in many incredible works.  Prokovief and 

Shostakovich worked with Sviatoslav Richter, David Oistrakh and Mstislav Rostropovich.  

The composers in the post-Shostakovich generation continued this tradition.  Schnittke 

worked with brilliant younger players such as violinists Gidon Kremer and Oleg Kagan, 

the violist Yuri Bashmet and the cellist Natalya Gutman.   

                                                 
47 Ibid., 169.  
48 Gerard McBurney, “Alfred Schnittke: Viola Concerto,” American Symphony Orchestra website, March 
14, 2003 (Musical Autobiography) [article on-line]; available from 
http://americansymphony.org/dialogues_extensions/2002_03season/index.cfm; Internet; accessed February 
6, 2006.   
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     “The concerto is Schnittke’s favorite type of composition not only because he had 

been constantly asked to write concertos for his friends, famous Russian soloists but 

because the musical language of all his concertos is indissolubly connected with the 

personalized and profoundly individual statement of the soloist, who stand in opposition 

to a featureless and satanic social situation.”49  Composers search for a voice to express 

their thoughts and feelings, and their music is their voice.  “This undoubtedly reflects the 

highly paradoxical role of personality and its connections with the social situation in the 

era of the Communist dictatorship.  It is no secret that it was the personal, the individual, 

the unique, which formed the core of the extremely intensive development of Russian 

culture under the oppression of Communist ideology.”50  The genre of the concerto 

indeed provided the freedom for Schnittke to show his individuality and allowed him to 

break out of the artistic confinement of Communist dictatorship.   “He [Schnittke] 

represents not only a moment in the history in Russian, but also a moment in the history 

of music.”51   

     Schnittke’s output in the genre of the concerto was significant.  He composed four 

violin concertos, one viola concerto, two cello concertos, three piano concertos, one 

concerto for oboe, harp and strings, six concerto grossi and a triple concerto for violin, 

viola and cello.  Many concertos were written for or commissioned by Russian soloists.  

Violin Concerto No. 1 and No. 2 are dedicated to Mark Lubotsky; Violin Concerto No. 4 

is to Gidon Kremer; Cello Concerto No. 1 is to Natalia Gutman; Cello Concerto No. 2 is 

                                                 
49 Alexander Ivashkin, Alfred Schnittke.  (London: Phaidon Press Limited,1996), 168.   
50 Alexander Ivashkin, Alfred Schnittke.  (London: Phaidon Press Limited,1996), 168. 
51 Alex Ross, “The Connoisseur of Choas – Who Is Alfred Schnittke and Why Is His Music So Popular?”  
The New Republic.  September 28, 1992, Vol.  207, Issue 14, 32. 
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to Mstislav Rostropovich; Piano Concerto is to Vladimir Krainev; Concerto Grosso No. 

2 is to Oleg Kagan and Natalia Gutman; Concerto Grosso No. 3 is to Oleh Krysa and 

Tatyana Gridenko; Concerto for Oboe, Harp and Orchestra is to Heinz Holliger and 

Ursula Holliger and Viola Concerto is to Yuri Bashmet.  

     Schnittke often worked closely with the soloists during the composition process.  

Violinist Mark Lubotsky was Schnittke’s great friend who made several suggestions for 

Schnittke’s Violin Concerto No. 1 and premiered the concerto in 1963.  Due to the great 

success of this work, Lubotsky was asked by the director of the Jyväskylä festival in 

Finland, Seppo Nummi, to commission a second violin concerto from Schnittke.  

Schnittke’s Concerto Grosso No. 1 was one of the first works to launch his name to 

prominence.  “The whole composition grows from the Baroque idea of a Bach-like 

concerto grosso.  Schnittke somehow balances on the edge between Baroque culture and 

modern subculture without letting either of them dominate.”52  The work was premiered 

by Tatyana Gridenko and Gidon Kremer, a tireless proponent of Schnittke’s music.  It 

was on this occasion in 1997 that Kremer arranged Schnittke’s first trip to the West.  

     Any life or death incident usually provokes a reconsideration of one’s values and 

attitude toward everything, including music.  Schnittke began sketching his first Cello 

Concerto before his first stroke in 1985.  Schnittke resumed work on the piece after he 

was brought back from the hospital.  However, the conception changed because he had 

completely forgotten everything and had to start all over again.  “The profile of his 

‘new’ music appears to be more expressionistic, without any lyrical rests at all.  He uses 

                                                 
52 Alexander Ivashkin, Alfred Schnittke.  (London: Phaidon Press Limited, 1996), 138. 
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more dissonances, apparently feeling quite comfortable in this disturbing, nervous and 

restless world of ‘disharmony’.”53  He changed his original idea of a presto finale and 

replaced it with a slow finale.  “The music of this last movement has the quality of a 

prayer, becoming more and more ecstatic and powerful towards the end and the cello solo 

requires amplification.”54  The premiere was a success and the critics raved about ‘a 

great new addition to the cello repertoire’. 

     Although Rostropovich is one of the most outstanding cellists to emerge from 

Russia, he had not met Schnittke while living there.  After listening to the Viola 

Concerto performed by its dedicatee, Yuri Bashmet, in 1987, Rostropovich was so 

impressed with Schnittke’s musical genius that he wrote Schnittke immediately to ask if 

he would compose a cello concerto for him while he [Rostropovich] was still in good 

enough shape to play the cello.  Schnittke successfully fulfilled this request in 1990, and 

Rostropovich was the first to play the Cello Concerto No.2.  The resulting close 

friendship also led to the completion of Cello Sonata No. 2 and Rostropovich continues 

to play and conduct Schnittke’s works.   

 

The Viola Concerto  
 
 
     Some of the most rewarding and celebrated compositions in music history are the 

result of a close collaboration between composer and performer.  One of the most 

famous examples is Johannes Brahms’ collaboration with violinist Joseph Joachim and 

                                                 
53 Ibid., 191-192. 
54 Alexander Ivashkin, Alfred Schnittke.  (London: Phaidon Press Limited, 1996), 192. 
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clarinetist Richard Muhlfeld.  With the former the result was a monumental Violin 

Concerto; Fraüelein Klarinette (Richard Mühlfeld) was the catalyst for the Trio, Op. 

114, the Quintet Op. 115 and the two Op. 120 sonatas.  One of the most memorable 

examples in the twentieth century is the collaboration between composer Alfred 

Schnittke and the violist Yuri Bashmet who has greatly elevated the viola’s stature for the 

last thirty years.  

     Schnittke met Yuri Bashmet in 1977 when the violist was recording Schnittke’s 

Piano Quintet with Gidon Kremer.  Bashmet asked Schnittke to write a viola concerto 

for him.  While Schnittke agreed without any hesitation, little did they know that the 

work would not take shape nine years later.  Schnittke was very fond of Yuri Bashmet’s 

exemplary musicianship, composing for him in addition to the Viola Concerto, other 

works including Monologue for Viola and Orchestra (1989), Concerto for Three for 

Violin, Viola, Cello and Orchestra (1994) and a small unaccompanied work entitled For 

the Ninetieth Birthday of Alfred Schlee (1991).    

     The Viola Concerto, dedicated to Bashmet, is a highly complex and expressive 

composition.  It is in an arch form, organized into three movements with the second 

movement leading directly into the third without pause.  While the Viola Concerto is not 

as programmatic as Berlioz’s Harold in Italie, Schnittke has left some insights into the 

meaning of the concerto: 

In a certain respect the piece has the character of a - temporary - farewell; then 
days after finishing work on it a heart attack placed me in a situation from which 
there was hardly any way out.  I could only slowly enter a second phase of life - a 
phase through which I am still passing.  Like a premonition of what was to come, 
the music took on the character of a restless chase through life (in the second 
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movement) and that of a slow and sad overview of life on the threshold of death 
(in the third movement).55  

 

Schnittke described the first movement of the concerto, a short Largo, as a prelude to life.  

The soloist is cast as a lost soul looking for self-existence and the meaning of that 

existence in life. “As a tonality, the Viola Concerto is an arch form bending back to 

where it began, in darkness and sadness.  In the first movement, the solo enters like a 

lost soul, with a theme that spells out, in German notation, the dedicatee’s last name 

(“Bashmet”, the German spelling, see below), excluding the “m” of which there is no 

equivalent.   

 

Bashmet notation :  Bb – A – Eb – C – B natural   –  E natural    –    

       Anagram:  B   A  Es  C      H     (M)     E       (T) 

 

Here, the solo if literally that, alone - a very Schnittkesque metaphor - seeking a footing, 

which he finds, precariously, in a thematic scrap that sounds like something Mahler 

might have invented, which is superseded by an ersatz religious chorale.  Whereupon - 

and is the kind of programmatic fancifulness Schnittke invites - the orchestra screams out 

with a crashing chord (again made up of Bashmet’s name) that sweeps away any 

suggestions of peace or fulfillment.”56   

                                                 
55 “Alfred Schnittke: Viola Concerto.” Performing Arts 32:11, November 1998 [article on-line]; available 
from http://www.lib.ndsu.nodak.edu/grhc/outreach/friends/schnittke2.html; Internet; accessed February 5, 
2006.  
56 Ibid. 
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     Of the second movement, Allegro Molto, Schnittke writes: “[It] depicts a frenetic 

chase through life with moments of sweet innocence.”57  The lost soul from the first 

movement is transformed into a heroic figure who struggles against life’s turbulent events 

with tremendous determination and bravery.  Interludes of victorious triumph and 

nostalgic remembrances of the past are interspersed throughout the movement.  The 

sweet flashbacks in the hero’s tumultuous life are like the mirage in the desert, which 

gives the hero the hope to go on.  However, happy reminiscences and the false sense of 

hopefulness violently evaporate, thrusting the hero back to a frenzied pursuit of reality.   

“After a series of small cadenzas, intended as outbursts from the hero, an extended 

cadenza intensifies the hero’s cries of defiance.  The resolution of the cadenza is 

triumphant for the hero.”58 

     The finale - Largo - is for the most part slow and introverted.  It is a sorrowful 

review of one’s life at the threshold of death with anguished Mahlerian outbursts amidst 

fragmented reflection of precious life events.  Here the hero persistently attempts to 

avert his tragic fate, however, cruel destiny tightly grips him and the doom of death is 

seemingly inescapable.  “Although agony and helplessness permeates the air and erodes 

the hero’s soul, Schnittke allows the ending to fade away with the solo viola alternating 

between the pitches C-natural and C-sharp, which Yuri Bashmet describes as ‘the hero’s 

refusal to accept defeat while the clenches of death draw tighter and tighter.”59     

                                                 
57 Jurgen Kochel, Alfred Schnittke Zum 60.  Geburtstag: Eine Festschriften, (Hamburg: Sikorski, 1995) 96.  
58 Michael Lawrence Hall, “The Alfred Schnittke’s Viola Concerto: A Heroic Concerto: Alfred Schnittke’s 
Legacy to the Viola,” Journal of the American Viola Society.  1999, Vol. 15, Issue 2, 17.  
59 Michael Lawrence Hall, “The Alfred Schnittke’s Viola Concerto: A Heroic Concerto: Alfred Schnittke’s 
Legacy to the Viola,” Journal of the American Viola Society.  1999, Vol. 15, Issue 2, 19. 
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     Although this was Schnittke’s first viola concerto, he felt few restrictions when 

writing the solo part.  He only asked Bashmet if certain things were possible on the viola 

and responded very flexibly to his suggestions.  Schnittke wrote: 

Apart from the range I did not have any technical limitations on the solo part to 
consider, for Yuri Bashmet can play anything.  Everything seemed possible.  I 
dedicated the piece to him and rejoice at its continued life, also in the hands of 
other artists. 

 
 
Writing for a soloist possessing a formidable technical command and exemplary 

musicianship, Schnittke had complete freedom to draw deep felt and expressive emotions 

from his compositional palette.  On working with Schnittke and his music, Bashmet said: 

Now I’ve come to understand why his [Schnittke’s] music is real, living music.  
The ideas are so strong and the emotions so deep, that small technical 
considerations are simply not that important.  On the other hand, it is music in 
which every note counts.  So we worked a kind of compromise - between the 
Ideas and the instrumental demands.  Schnittke opened new dimensions and 
possibilities for the viola.  His music is of vital historical importance if only for 
that fact alone.  Also I would say that he showed a strong personal interest in my 
own musical personality.  I once spoke with Rostropovich about this and he too 
felt a very strong bond with Schnittke.  People who played his music therefore 
got a lot not only from the score but also from the man himself, enabling them to 
grow artistically.60  

 
 

     Bashmet described Schnittke as a composer who really understood the viola.  “Of 

course, the Schnittke Viola concerto had revolutionized the possibilities of the instrument 

- in music the same way that, a decade earlier, Shostakovich’s Sonata had done in the 

chamber sphere.”61  Bashmet praised the Schnittke Viola Concerto as one of the greatest 

concertos every written for him.  “It is very virtuosic and very difficult and yet not 
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61 Richard Whitehouse, “Powerful Voice for an Underrated Instrument,” Gramophone, June 2002, Vol.  
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difficult at all because the notes seem so much.  When music is logical and when it tells 

of important human issues of life and death, then you only have to lose one note and the 

whole construction will collapse.  It is like that with Schnittke.”62   

     Not only is Schnittke’s Viola Concerto technically demanding but also emotionally 

challenging.  Bashmet once said: “When I play Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, I am like a 

dramatic actor from a Shakespearean tragedy.  I am not only a musician because his 

music tells us about basic human categories, like life and death, good and bad.  And for 

once the viola is a hero.”63  The viola’s potential and color had never been explored as 

extensively as it was by Schnittke.  The concerto was composed with deep emotion and 

expression.  Every phrase, every note, every leap and every chord resonates with human 

being’s innermost feelings.  The concerto is meant to evoke these hidden depths of 

withdrawal, melancholy, sadness and warmth from the performer and the audience, while 

at the same time presenting technical difficulties for the soloist to master.  The soloist is 

also given the task of bringing out the expression and meaning of the concerto as well.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
62 Edward Seckerson, “Playing with the Mystic Violist and Conductor Yuri Bashmet Talks to Edward 
Seckerson,” Gramophone, June 1991, Vol.  69, 27. 
63 K.  Robert Schwarz, “The Accidental Violist,” New York Times, November 17, 1996, H31.  
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CHAPTER III 
 

ALFRED SCHNITTKE’S VIOLA CONCERTO IN CONCEXT OF 
PREVIOUS TWENTIETH CENTURY VIOLA CONCERTOS 

 
 
     The musical world in the twentieth century saw tumultuous events which made a 

profound impact.  The extreme chromaticism that appears in the music of late Romantic 

composers such as Wagner and Strauss gradually led to a dead end for composers at the 

beginning of the century.  Composers started to search for ways out of the dilemma.  A 

new style, atonality, then emerged. 

     In the early 1920s, the twelve-tone techniques materialized under the leadership of 

the pioneer of the Second Viennese School, Arnold Schoenberg (1874-1951).  Later, it 

became evident that this technique offered much wider possibilities in compositional 

procedure.  Composers started to experiment with serial technique using parameters such 

as timbre, intensity, rhythmic values and duration.  The practice of Serialism or Total-

Serialism breaks free from the confinement of musical traditions and allows new sounds 

to emerge.  Various styles of music were cultivated under this twentieth century climate 

of exploration, such as electronic music, musique concrete, minimalistic music, 

microtonal music, aleatoric music and neoclassical music.  

     With the explosion of possibilities offered by the myriad styles of music throughout 

the twentieth century, a new order pervades, impacting the melodic, rhythmic, harmonic, 

textural and formal design of music.  These new trends in composition revolutionized 

the course of music making and impacted the concerto repertoire for the viola as well.  
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     The “significant three” viola concertos by William Walton, Paul Hindemith and 

Béla Bartók remain the most known and often-played works among all those written for 

the instrument.  Because of the elevation of performance standards and the promotion of 

the instrument in a solo capacity, writing concertos for outstanding players became a 

notable trend.  There was an impressive boom in the viola concerto repertoire from the 

beginning of the twentieth century, with the composition of many remarkable concertos 

making the twentieth century the most phenomenal era in the viola history.   

     In order to fully understand the development of the genre in the twentieth century, 

detailed examination of certain viola concertos is necessary.  The following discussion 

will focus on the “significant three” concertos and Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, the 

concertos which were dedicated or written for the four most remarkable violists of the 

twentieth century.  Each of these works is historically significant in viola history and 

each of them plays an important role in the development of the twentieth century viola 

concerto.  

     The Chapter will be divided into two parts.  In Part I, the author will discuss the 

writing for the solo viola and its techniques, with a focus on the comparison of the four 

selected viola concertos. Part II will focus on the issue of orchestration of a viola 

concerto and each composers’ solutions.  Due to the scope of this chapter and diversity 

of the topics, the contents of this chapter are organized according to the following 

categories: 

   I – 1  Range                                                   
        
    I – 2  Double/Triple/Quadruple Stops                   
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    I – 3  Virtuosic Passages 
 
    I – 4  Unconventional Techniques/Special Effects 
 
    I – 5  Expressions and Colors 

 
  

 
 

Part I - Writing for the Viola Solo and Viola Techniques 
 
 
    Perhaps the most striking phenomenon in twentieth century viola history is the rapid 

growth of the viola concerto repertoire.  Yuri Bashmet alone has had an incredible fifty-

one concertos written especially for him.  Also intriguing and exciting is the expansion 

of viola techniques which has encouraged composers to explore and push performers to 

the limit.  Never until the twentieth century have so many technical demands and 

challenges been presented to the viola player.  In comparison to the “significant three” 

viola concertos by Walton, Bartók and Hindemith, Schnittke’s Viola Concerto has greatly 

expanded the technical demands placed upon modern violists.  The author will attempt 

to substantiate this observation by identifying the more challenging techniques and by 

comparing technical demands of the Schnittke’s Viola Concerto with those of the viola 

concertos by Walton, Bartók and Hindemith.   

 

I - 5 Range 
 
 
     Due to the acoustical design and construction of the viola, one can clearly see the 

development of the solo viola writing through the expansion of its written range.  In the 
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Classical period, writing generally lies within the range from c-a2.  Composers favored 

the lower register of the viola and its music was mostly written for the first through the 

third positions, with some exceptions occurring during cadenzas, when fifth and the 

seventh positions were employed.  In the Romantic period, composers began to use more 

of the viola’s range.  Although still inclined to use the middle to lower registers of the 

viola, they began to employ more and more of the upper range.  It became more frequent 

to see music written in treble clef, rather than the alto, as well as the use of the fifth 

position.  The expansion of the upper register of the viola gave composers extended 

range to exercise their creativity.  The bright sonority of the high register on the A string 

was further explored by Romantic composers, although they rarely wrote beyond d3.  

Viola concertos in the twentieth century show a considerable leap in the expansion of the 

upper written range.  The register between c3 to a3 is heavily employed and utilized by 

modern composers.  Violists are expected to use positions higher than the ninth position, 

which was a rare occurrence in the previous century.  Having half of the music written in 

the treble clef became usual in the viola concertos of the twentieth century.  

     In Walton’s Viola Concerto, the range encompasses c to a3, but most of the music is 

written between c and e3. The highest note a3 occurs in mm. 129 and mm. 279 in the 

third movement (See Example 1).  Although a3 also occurs in the second movement, it is 

executed as the artificial harmonic in the first position.   
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Example 1.  Walton’s Viola Concerto, movement III, mm. 129~133.  

 

 

 

In Bartók’s Viola Concerto, a3 appears several times throughout the piece, however, it is 

conventionally executed with harmonics as well.  Hindemith’s Der Schwanendreher 

focuses on the tonal possibilities of the viola, and is designed in its entirety to showcase 

to maximize the characteristics of the viola.  Therefore, Der Schwanendreher sits in the 

viola’s most resonant range.  Although the highest note of the concerto is d#3, the 

writing for the high range generally stays below c3.  Hindemith fully exploited the C 

string’s power and brought out the rich tonal possibilities of the viola’s two lowest strings 

– C and G.  In Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, Schnittke uses the range between c and c#4, 

which significantly broadened the range of the solo viola previously employed by 

composers. Longer passages above c3 are profusely utilized throughout the concerto (See 

Example 2 & 3), which significantly impact the wring of the viola concerto.  The 

brilliance on the high register of the viola gives unusual flare to the viola sound.  

However, this new innovation created new physical and technical challenges that violists 

seldom encountered before.  A more detailed discussion of these challenges will be 

included in the Chapter IV.  
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Example 2.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 37~ 43. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

Example 3.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 239~246. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

I - 2 Double/Triple/Quadruple Stops 
 
 
     Although string players usually use one finger of the left hand to play one note at a 

time, multiple fingers are used when executing double/triple/quadruple stops. The three 

most common intervals for double stops are thirds, sixths and octaves.  These three types 

of double stops are used commonly in Walton’s Viola Concerto, especially sixths (See 
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Example 4).  Although there are no double stop in octaves, there are broken octave 

passages, which require the hand to execute the passage in an octave double stop fashion 

(See Example 5).   

 

Example 4.  Walton’s Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 29~31. 

 

 

Example 5.  Walton’s Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 13~14. 

 

 

     Other than the three conventional double stops, there is also the double stop in the 

interval of a fifth.  In order to obtain accurate intonation of the fifths, one needs to flatten 

the fingertip and place the finger evenly on two strings.  In Example 6, the open strings 

C and A are used along with the fifth played with first finger on the D and G string to 

form a chord.  A small adjustment of the finger position is necessary in order to execute 

the chord with good intonation.  The chord in mm. 71 also requires an awkward finger 

position to execute the chord.  The Ab on the G string and Bb on the A string require the 
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first and second finger to be positioned in the manner of a fifth for the chord (See 

Example 6). 

 

Example 6.  Walton’s Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 71~72. 

 

 

     Double stops in various intervals are used abundantly in Bartók’s Viola Concerto.  

Intervals such as thirds, fourths, fifths, sixths and octaves can all be found.  Although 

these intervals do not always appear as double stops, the rapid interval changes 

necessitate the need for double stop playing.  In Example 7, the passage requires playing 

sixths and fifths in fifth position.  The tension of the higher position and the thickness of 

the C and G strings makes the execution of the double stop difficult.  Although 

conventionally the fifth is often played with the same finger across two strings, 

alternative fingering such as 1 and 2 can be used for the fifth as well. 

 

Example 7.  Bartók’s Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 102~108. 
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Octave double stops are also used by Bartók in the concerto.  Utilizing the open string G 

and sustained octaves, the sonority of various intervals such as tenths, ninths, sevenths 

can be carried out easily (See Example 8). 

 

Example 8.  Bartók’s Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 102~108 
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     Bartók also further extended the use of multiple stops in chordal passages.  In 

Example 9, the triple stop with an open string is called for in this chordal passage.  The 

left hand is required to execute fourths, which are not typical intervals for double stops.  

Three fingers of the left hand must stretch over three strings, posing additional challenges 

for the violist (See Example 9). 

 

Example 9. Bartók’s Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 70~78. 

 

 

     Chordal writing was explored extensively by Hindemith in his viola concerto Der 

Schwanendreher.   As a viola player himself, Hindemith was able to effectively write 

double stops and triple stops for the solo viola.  Intervals such as thirds, fourths, fifths, 

sixths, sevenths and octaves can all be found in Der Schwanendreher, and are more easily 

executed than those in Walton and Bartók’s concerti (See Example 10).   
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Example 10.  Hindemith’s Der Schwanendreher, movement I, mm. 1~18. 

 

 

 

 

Hindemith arranged double and triple stops in such a manner that, regardless of their 

complexity, they present a good fundamental position for the left hand.  The constant 

change of chords and fast paced chordal writing demands fine finger coordination (See 

Example 11).  Since Hindemith used double stops and triple stops extensively 

throughout the concerto, the pursuit of finger dexterity and excellence of chord playing 

become extremely crucial to performing the piece.   
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Example 11.  Hindemith’s Der Schwanendreher, movement I, mm. 87~94. 

 

 

     Although Schnittke did not write a chordal passage in his Viola Concerto to the 

extent that Hindemith did in Der Schwanendreher, his exploitation of double stops is 

different from that of Hindemith.  Schnittke used double stops freely with unusual mixed 

intervals.  He was very fond of sevenths, minor ninths and all the augmented and 

diminished intervals, which he employed considerably in the Viola Concerto.  These 

intervals are uncommon for the left hand.  Excellent intonation and finger flexibility is 

needed in order to execute double-stop passages.  In Example 12, one has to go from the 

sonority of major seconds to perfect fourths, augmented fourths/diminished fifths, perfect 

fifths, minor sevenths, major sevenths and then to augmented eighths/minor ninths.  

Intervals such as augmented fourths/diminished fifths are often used in a conventional 

fashion in Schnittke’s concerto.  These unconventional double stops further push viola 

technique to the limit, posing even great challenges. 
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Example 12.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 147~162. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

The writing of broken chords at the tempo of Allegro molto also necessitates execution in 

the manner of multiple stops.  Because of the unconventional intervals, fingers are 

required to stretch in awkward positions and change accordingly in a fast pace, which 

makes the execution of the passage very problematic (See Example 13).  
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Example 13.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 5~12. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

In Example 14, the wide melodic leaps in the sixteenth-note figure require the left hand to 

leap as well.  The constant shifting considerably increases the difficulty of the double 

stops.   
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Example 14.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 21~25. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

  

These challenges abound throughout Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, and compels the player 

to further push their technical limits.   

 

I- 3 Virtuosic Passages 
 
 
     Virtuosic passages often offer the opportunity for the soloist to show off his or her 

maximum potential on the instrument.  Most of the time the opportunity appears in the 

cadenza or cadenza-like passages, which allow soloist to play with flair.  The following 

cadenza-like passage offers the soloist the freedom to express artistry (See Example 15).  

The passage consists of double stops of various intervals and chordal playing.   
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Example 15.  Bartók’s Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 127~143. 
 

 
 
 
 
The fast run at the end of the first movement also offers the soloist the opportunity for 

technical display as well.   
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Example 16.  Bartók’s Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 240~243. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Although there is no written cadenza in Hindemith’s Der Schwanendreher, the concerto 

opens with the viola alone and allows the soloist to take the center stage with the main 

theme right away (See Example 17).   
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Example 17.  Hindemith’s Der Schwanendreher, movement I, mm. 1~18. 
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     In Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, not only does the written cadenza offer the soloist the 

opportunity to show off his or her technique, but also demands a great range of 

expression from the player.  The cadenza represents and intensifies the hero’s final cries 

of defiance after an exhausting chase through life.  The unconventional technique of left 

hand pizzicato is called for to create the second voice below the melodic line.  Never 

before had any composer written a cadenza with such emotion and expression in mind.  

The soloist is given the significant task of transcending the technical demands and 

transforming into the character of the hero to project out the expressive content.  
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Example 18.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 273~292. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

     The virtuosic passage in the second movement gives the soloist a chance to play 

with flair.  The passage extends over the range from g# to bb3.  The arpeggiated 

figuration requires considerable finger dexterity.  The wide leaps that climb from the low 

to high register demonstrate the soloist’s facility and brings out the tonal brilliance of the 
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viola (See Example 19).  Schnittke successfully elicits many facets of the viola, 

including the dazzling, glorious, nostalgic and sentimental sides of the instrument.   

 

Example 19.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 26~50. 

 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 
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I - 4 Unconventional Techniques/Special Effects 
 
 
     Unconventional techniques are often demanded in contemporary music in order to 

create specific effects or expressive nuances.  Artificial or natural harmonics are used in 

Walton’s Viola Concerto to create a particular color.   

 

Example 20.  Walton’s Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 230~31. 

 

 

 

 

The use of harmonics can also be found in Bartók’s Viola Concerto.  The editor of Tibor 

Serly Version of the Bartók Concerto for Viola and Orchestra, William Primrose, utilizes 

the harmonics to facilitate the execution of the notes (See Example 21).  This harmonic 

is also employed in the cadenza at the end of the first movement to facilitate the runs.  

The open harmonic “A” can be used without any finger actually being placed on the 

string (See Example 22).  In Example 23, harmonics are also utilized to avoid the huge 

leaps, which expedite the execution of the sixteenth-note run.   
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Example 21. Bartók’s Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 240~241. 

 

 

 

Example 22. Bartók’s Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 240~241. 

 

 

 

Example 23. Bartók’s Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 37. 

 

 

 

     Several unconventional techniques are used in Schnittke’s Viola Concerto.  Most 

noticeable is the use of quarter-tone writing.  The quarter-tone passage creates an eerie 

feeling, heightens the tension and intensifies the expression, which explicitly portrays the 

intensity that the music demands (See Example 24).   
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Example 24.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement III, mm. 113~119. 

 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

The other unconventional technique extensively utilized in the concerto is the glissando, 

which creates a special effect in the music (See Example 25).  In the second movement 

where the solo viola’s waltz rhythm abruptly interrupts the ‘Rite of the Spring’ effect in 

the orchestra, a double stop glissando is called for, which intensifies the contrast between 

dreamy waltz rhythm and the short eight notes.  The glissando accentuates the polarity of 

the two articulations and styles, which also serves as an example of Schnittke’s 

polystylism.  (More detailed discussion on Schnittke’s utilization of various types of 

glissando will be included in Chapter IV).  The left hand pizzicato mentioned in the 

previous section also is one of several effects that Schnittke employed in the concerto 

(See Example 18).  
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Example 25.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement III, mm. 143~145. 

 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 
 
I - 5 Expressions and Colors 
 
 
     “Of all the instruments in the orchestra it is the viola whose excellent qualities have 

been unappreciated for the longest time… It has long been neglected - or used, 

senselessly and ineffectually.”64  Violist Yuri Bashmet once said in a discussion with 

Edward Seckerson: “ Viola is special, unique among string instruments, not some bland 

middle-range transient but an instrument of wide-ranging color and expression…The 

viola has a face, this is the mystic of the family, an instrument of so many moods…the 

only string instrument that isn’t always instantly recognizable.”65  The twentieth century 

was the most violent in human history.  Although after the two World Wars, a time when 

the economy entered a boom period, industry began to expand and technology progressed 

                                                 
64 Hector Berlioz and Richard Strauss, Treatise on Instrumentation, trans.  Theodore Front (New York: 
Dover Publications, Inc., 1948), 60.   
65 Edward Seckerson, “Playing with the Mystic,” Gramophone.  June 1991, Vol.  69, 26.  
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at an unprecedented rate, feelings of unsettledness and instability still inhabited society.  

Moving into the twenty-first century, some feel that the viola’s placid side and unruffled 

personality seem to be more of an accurate or acute purveyor of the mood of the time 

than that of the violin or cello.  “When composers write for the viola they dig really deep 

- one has the impression of the artist baring his or her soul.”66  This is especially evident 

in Schnittke’s Viola Concerto.  No viola concerto written before embodies such vivid 

expression, which portrays a human’s innermost sentimentality.  The mystical and 

mysterious personalities of the viola allow Schnittke to indulge fully his poignant 

imagination and artistry.  He was one of the first composers to entrust the viola with 

such versatility of emotions and feelings.  Certainly no other concertos approach the 

extent of difficulty or length found in the Schnittke Viola Concerto.   

     The opening of Schnittke’s Viola Concerto immediately sets up the desolate and 

somber atmosphere with the minor ninth motive (See Example 26).  Poco vibrato is 

indicated in the opening motive to enhance the feelings of emptiness and loneliness.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
66 Julian Haylock, “Just Beginning,” Strad.  July 1999, Vol.  110, Issue 1311, 696.  
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Example 26.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 1~4. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

As the motive develops further and further, the intensity builds up progressively until the 

awakening when everything crashes down and stops.  The motive rises higher and higher 

in register each time and then everything rumbles down and collapses at the end of the 

section.  The special rhythmic notation explicitly portrays the motion (See Example 27).  

The perpetual motion sections in the second movement set up the frenzy of the 

continuous chase through life (See Example 28).   
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Example 27.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 9~13. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 
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Example 28.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 1~8. 

 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

     The ceaseless chase is represented by the sixteenth-note figure played across all four 

strings.  This repeated motivic figure accurately projects the endless and exhausting 

effort of the hero.  The moments of sweet innocence, which interrupt the furor are 

clearly depicted when the continuous sixteenth motive sections are abruptly interrupted 

by sections of contrasting styles.  Schnittke’s polystylistic technique serves as the perfect 

tool to create the ironic and sarcastic illusion of these sweet memories.  The 

juxtaposition of various styles simulates a sublime mirage.  The clash of styles and 
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harmonies create a feeling of hallucination and irony that is embedded throughout the 

movement.   

     Many reminiscences of melodies and motives from the first movement appear in the 

third movement.  Schnittke utilized the fragmentation technique to turn these motives 

into flashbacks of sweet memory.  The subtle transformation of these motives and 

melodies is as if the listener is looking at a familiar object through a prism.  While 

everything seems so familiar, a new conception is forming.  The juxtaposition of both 

consonant and dissonant tonalities brings out the most vehement expression in 

Schnittke’s music.  With the skewed melody, rhythm and harmony of the theme, 

Schnittke is able to produce the intense ironic character that empowers his music (See 

Example 29).    
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Example 29.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement III, mm. 139~154. 

 

 

 

From movement II, mm. 293~296. 

 

 

 

From movement II, mm. 46~47. 
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From movement II, mm. 35~39. 

 

 

From movement III, mm. 44~45. 

 

 

From movement III, mm. 84~87. 

 

 

From movement III, mm. 34~35. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 
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Part II - Orchestration  
 
 

     According to the Harvard Dictionary of Music, orchestration is the study and 

practice of adapting music for an orchestra or musical ensemble.  An effective 

orchestration is a crucial factor in the success of a composition.  It is especially 

important in the concerto genre because the soloist must compete against the entire 

orchestra. This is particularly difficult in the case of the viola, because of the register of 

the instrument.  Composers need to use cautious consideration when composing music, 

which permits the soft-spoken viola to ring out over a full orchestra.  The projection and 

aptitude of the instrument become vital factors.  Since the viola’s playing range falls in 

the middle part of the harmony, many composers leave out the violin sections in their 

viola concertos in order to avoid the solo viola being overpowered by instruments that 

have a similar timbre and greater penetrating sound.  The following chart shows the 

instrumentation of the four selected viola concertos and information regarding these 

concertos.   
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Title 

 
Composer 

 
Date 

 
Dedicatee 

 
Instrumentation 

 
 
 

Viola Concerto 

 
 
 

William Walton 

 
 
 

1929, 
rev. 1961 

 
 
 

Lionel Tertis 

(1929) 3 Fl, 3 Ob, 3 Cl,  
3 Fag, 4 Hr, 3 Trp, 3 Trbn, 
Tuba, Timp, 8 Vn I, 6 Vn II, 
4 Va, 4 Vc, 2 Cb 
 
(1961) 2 Fl, 2 Ob, 2 Cl,  
2 Fag, 4 Hr, 2 Trp, 3 Trbn,  
Timp, Harp, 8 Vn I, 6 Vn II, 
6 Va, 4 Vc, 4 Cb 

 
Der Schwanendreher 

 
Paul Hindemith 

 
1935, 

rev. 1936 

 
Paul Hindemith 

2 Fl, 1 Ob, 2 Cl, 2 Fag,  
3 Hr, 1 Trp, 1 Trbn, Arpa,  
Timp, 4 Vc, 3 Cb 

 
Concerto for Viola  

and Orchestra 

 
 

Béla Bartók 

1945 
(Tibor Serly) 

1995 
(Peter Bartók)  

 
 

William Primrose 

3 Fl, 2 Ob, 2 Cl, 2 Fag,  
3 Hr, 3 Trp, 2 Trbn, Tuba, 
Timp, 2 Perc 

 
 

Viola Concerto 

 
 

Alfred Schnittke 

 
 

1985 

 
 

Yuri Bashmet 

3 Fl, 3 Ob, 3 Cl, 3 Fag, 
4 Hr, 4 Trp, 4 Trbn, Tuba, 
Timp, 6 Perc, Cel, Arpa, 
Cemb, Pf, 8 Va, 8 Vc, 8 Cb 
 

 
 

 

     Schnittke’s viola concerto demonstrates his craftsmanship as an orchestrator.  He 

did not shy away from a large orchestra and did not compromise the richness of his 

orchestral writing so the solo viola can be heard.  He employed a relatively large 

orchestra with 1 piccolo, 2 flutes, 2 oboes, 1 English horn, 1 Eb clarinet, 2 Bb clarinets, 2 

bassoons, 1 contra bassoon, 4 horns, 4 trumpets, 4 trombones, 1 tuba, timpani, 6 

percussionists (2 suspended cymbals, flexaton, snare drum, 2 bass drums, 2 tam-tams, 

xylophone, vibraphone and chimes) celesta, harp, cembalo, piano, 8 violas, 8 cellos and 8 

double basses.  The fact that he successfully utilizes such a large ensemble demonstrates 
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his ingenuity and creativity as a composer.  The discussion of his orchestration can be 

organized into the following categories:  

 
               II – 1  Texture 

      1-1 Full Orchestra 
         1-2 Partial Use of Orchestra 
             
     II – 2  Timber 
 
     II – 3  Colorful Use of Instruments 
 
   
 

     The objective of this analysis is to discover how the orchestra is employed as a 

supporting medium to presenting musical thoughts and to examine its relationship with 

the solo instrument.  The success of projecting the solo viola part is closely related to the 

effectiveness of the orchestration writing.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto is an excellent 

example of this.  Because of Schnittke’s exceptional talent, the solo viola is able to break 

free from its unfortunate fate as an instrument in the middle, and becomes as a deserving 

solo instrument that possesses the capability to shine.  Moreover, Schnittke’s writing 

also eliminated the usual separation between the solo instrument and the orchestra.  In 

Schnittke’s hands, the solo viola sometimes distinguishes itself as the dominant voice 

over the orchestra, and at other times it is absorbed into the orchestral texture, creating a 

seamless unity.  The richness and variety of orchestral colors in Schnittke’s Viola 

Concerto can be largely attributed to the ingenious arrangement of texture, timbre and his 

colorful use of instruments. 
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1. Texture 
 
 
     Texture can be thought of as the way in which individual voices interact within a 

musical composition.  The texture of a piece can be divided into two main ideas: 

harmonic texture and orchestral texture.  Harmonic texture has to do with harmonic 

resonance and how the chords are laid out whereas orchestral texture is defined by the 

density of the orchestral writing. 

 

1-1 Full Orchestra  
 
 
     Concerned about the level of amplitude that the viola can achieve, Walton only 

utilized the full orchestra at musical climaxes in the orchestral tutti.  In this regard, the 

sections utilizing full orchestra function very much like a ritornello section of the 

Classical concerto.  Clear division between solo passages and orchestral tuttis is apparent.  

The solo passages often intersect with orchestral tutti, forming the tutti – solo – tutti – 

solo pattern in texture.  A similar situation can also be found in Bartók’s Viola Concerto 

but in a more relaxed fashion.  The division of the orchestral tutti and solo section and 

the alternation between the two becomes less pronounced. 

     Schnittke’s Viola Concerto presents greater smoothness in transition.  He employs 

the full orchestra with peculiar attention in order to create a seamless composition.  The 

full orchestra is often employed at culminating moments.  Schnittke’s writing for the 

solo viola is different from that of the other composers.  While most composers try to 

avoid the solo viola being overpowered by the orchestra by creating a clear distinction in 
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texture between solo passages and full orchestral passages, Schnittke embraced the 

timbre of the solo viola as one of the voices of the orchestra.  Therefore, the role of the 

solo viola varies under Schnittke’s disposal.  In certain places in the concerto, the solo 

viola serves as a supporting accompaniment to the orchestra.  Although the solo viola 

plays the accompanying role, it can still be heard clearly and its importance cannot be 

overlooked.  It is because of the creative writing for the solo viola, Schnittke was able to 

vary the role of the solo viola in creating a seamless composition without rigid division in 

tutti and solo sections.  In Example 30, although the full orchestra plays at f, Schnittke 

allows the solo viola to float an octave higher above the orchestra so its distinctive high-

pitched sound blends into the orchestra and yet holds up as a voice emerging from the 

orchestra (See Example 30).  
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Example 30.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 38~46. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
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Used by Permission. 

Unlike most previous composers, Schnittke did not treat the solo viola as a separate entity 

from the orchestra.  Sometimes he allowed the solo viola to surge up to the surface and 

stand up as a solo voice while the other times he let the solo viola line blend into the 

orchestral tutti.   

     Schnittke also showed his masterful writing in different approaches within the full 

orchestral sections.  In Example 31, although the full orchestra is playing f, the chase 

figure of the sixteenths in the solo viola clearly differentiates itself from the sustained 

writing in the woodwinds and trills in the strings.  Without compromising the richness of 

the orchestra, the solo viola can still be heard clearly (See Example 31). 
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Example 31.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 91~95. 

 
Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 
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1-2  Partial Use of the Orchestra (Chamber Ensemble) 
 

 
     Partial use of the orchestra is a common technique used in concerto writing.  In 

order for the soloist to project over the orchestra, a thinner texture in the orchestra is 

necessary.  This practice is especially common in viola concertos.  In the second 

movement of Walton’s Viola Concerto, partial use of the orchestra allows the solo viola, 

which is in its lower – middle register, to project over the orchestra consisting mainly of 

the strings, clarinet and bassoons (See Example 32).   
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Example 32.  Walton’s Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 1~17. 
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     The orchestra was used in the manner of a chamber ensemble in Bartók’s Viola 

Concerto (See Example 33).  Instruments with similar timbres are often grouped 

together in a chamber ensemble instead of using the full orchestra when accompanying 

the solo viola.  It permits the solo viola to be heard clearly, relieving the soloist of full 

time competition with the orchestra.  The employment of chamber ensembles was also 

used by Schnittke in his Viola Concerto.    

 

Example 33.  Bartók’s Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 95~101. 
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 The influence of Mahler can be felt in Schnittke’s music, not only in the same irony and 

sarcasm, but also in compositional techniques.  Mahler’s use of chamber ensemble in his 

symphonies is echoed in Schnittke’s Viola Concerto.  Schnittke often utilizes the groups 

in choirs of brass, strings or winds.  He contrasts the full orchestra sonority with the 

thinner texture of the chamber ensemble setting to create variety in the texture of the 

concerto.  In Example 34, the string chamber ensemble is used to create the effect of 

clash between its primitive, ‘The Rite of Spring’ eight-note figure and the waltz rhythm in 

the solo viola and cembalo.  Seven bars later, The Rite of Spring figure switches to winds 

and continues the clash.     
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Example 34.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 132~138. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 
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     Schnittke also often uses chamber ensembles to accompany the solo viola.  In 

example 35, when the solo viola in its low to middle register, a chamber ensemble 

consisting of bass clarinet, bassoon and contra bassoon is utilized as accompaniment.   

In Example 36, a trombone duet accompanies the solo viola.  The contrasting timbre 

between the trombones and the viola permits the solo viola to easily flow on top of the 

accompaniment.    

 

Example 35.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement III, mm. 66~74. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 
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Example 36.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 19~32. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

II - 2 Timbre 
 
 
     For Schnittke, each instrument represents a different kind of personality.  Each 

distinctive timbre formulates a certain color, which together comprises the rich palette 

that provides a vast spectrum of tonal shades for Schnittke.  In the beginning of the first 

movement, Schnittke portrays dark and desolate atmosphere with harmonics in the cello 

and double bass, and sul tasto for the viola (See Example 37).  The hollow and faint 

quality of the strings conveys the emptiness perfectly. Schnittke’s sensitivity and 

ingenuity in his use of color can be seen throughout his Viola Concerto.  
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Example 37.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 1~8. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

2-1 Combinations of Instruments  
 
      
     Schnittke was skillful in creating a wide spectrum of colors.  His profound 

knowledge of each instrument’s timbre and strengths allowed him to employ instruments 

proficiently to demonstrate his artistry.  His bold and daring utilization of the cembalo 

and brass creates a vivid and theatrical contrast of color (See Example 38).   
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Example 38.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 72~75. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

The staccato timbre of the harpsichord and sustained timbre of the trombone easily create 

a divergence of timbre which deepens the polarity and sarcasm felt in the music.  In the 

second movement where the remembrances of a sweeter time occur, Schnittke paints a 

magical quality and dream-like atmosphere with the piano which plays an arpeggiated 

figure in triplets.  In contrast to the soothing and peaceful melody played by the piano, 

the chromatic melody in the first four viola parts is played with tremolo with glissandi 

creating an eerie and illusory sound (See Example 39).  The harmonics played by the 

strings and the piccolo’s chirping figure act as reality lurching behind a surreal disguise.  

As reality starts to slip in, the use of tremolo with glissandi in the viola added to various 

instruments, which intensifies the clash and chaotic feel of the section.   
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Example 39.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 220~230. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 



 

 

102

     In order to accentuate the waltz rhythm and the quirky nature of the solo viola’s 

glissando, Schnittke uses an unusual combination to highlight the passage.  He pairs the 

solo viola with cembalo whose sound possesses a percussive yet cultured and 

sophisticated quality.  The spiky timbre of the cembalo accentuates the dance rhythm 

and supports the solo viola in bringing out the triplet pattern (See Example 40).  

 

Example 40.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 143~146. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

2-2 Doubling 
 
 
     When presenting sections of polystylistic writing, Schnittke often prefers the sound 

quality of instruments with similar timbre over that generated by instruments with 

contrasting timbres.  This choice is befitting in his use of Polystylism.  In order to 

prevent total chaos in the juxtaposition of multiple layers of styles and music, giving the 

same melody to instruments that share a similar quality becomes appropriate.  In 

Example 41, many motives are derived from the previous section.  By giving the same 
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motive to instruments within the same sections, the listener is able to identify the various 

layers of music and the use of Polystylism (See Example 41).  
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Example 41.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 293~297. 

 



 

 

105

 

From movement II, mm. 139~140. 

 

 

 

From movement II, mm. 96~101.  

 

 

 

 

From movement II, mm. 41~44. 
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From movement II, mm. 132~133. 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

     In the opening of the first movement of the Viola Concerto, Schnittke employs the 

doubling technique in a different way.  Instead of doubling the solo viola in exact 

rhythm, Schnittke simply inserts instruments at the note changes of the solo viola part to 
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supplement the melody (See Example 42).  Although this is not a direct doubling, the 

reinforcement of the solo viola line can be heard easily.   

 

Example 42.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 1~8. 

 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 
 

 

     The use of Klangfarbenmelodie is also present in Schnittke’s writing.  This may be 

due to the influence of Schoenberg’s compositions.  Tone clusters a minor second apart 

are first played by the horns/oboes followed by flutes/horns.  Then the sequence is 

played by bassoons/horns followed by oboes/horns.  As the music intensifies, more and 

more instruments join in the doubling.  The doubling begins with a flute/oboe/clarinet 

combination, then horns, trumpets and strings join in later on.  
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Example 43.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 102~113. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

II – 3 Colorful Use of Instruments 
 
 
     No other viola concerto displays as much imaginative instrumental color as does the 

Schnittke Viola Concerto.  The expression and narration which play an exceptional role, 

are illustrated by Schnittke’s masterful use of each instrument’s unique color.  The 

concerto calls for piccolo, flute, oboe, English horn, Eb clarinet, Bb clarinet, bassoon, 

contra bassoon, horn, trumpet, trombone, tuba, viola, cello, double bass, celesta, harp, 
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piano, 7 percussionists playing timpani, 2 suspended cymbals, flexton, snare drum, 2 bass 

drums, 2 tam-tams, xylophone, vibraphone and wind chime as well as some 

unconventional instruments such as cembalo.  All of these instruments are utilized to 

depict various temperaments in the concerto. 

 

3-1 Use of Unconventional Instrument 
 
 
     The use of instruments such as cembalo, celesta, harp and piano in one composition 

probably is the most exceptional (See Example 44).  The sound mass in the third 

movement of the Viola Concerto is the product of the employment of massive 

instruments.  The combinations of instruments create different timbres in the sound mass.  

The piccolo, English horn, clarinets, contra bassoon, 2 horns, tam-tam and harp provide a 

sustained pedal tone, while 2 flutes, 2 oboes, 2 bassoons, 2 horns, vibraphone, wind 

chimes change the chord quality in each measure.  On top of that, the brass section 

provides the Rite of the Spring figure with the help of timpani, celesta, cembalo and piano.  

The strings then continuously burnish the sound mass with glissandi. 
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Example 44.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement III, mm. 121~138. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

3-2 Special Effects 
 
 
     Many special effects are presented in Schnittke’s Viola Concerto.  The most 

common effect is the use of the glissando, played not only by the solo viola, but also by 

the orchestra (See Example 44).  “The glissando is one of the most idiosyncratic sounds 
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that stringed instruments can produce.”67  “There is occasional confusion between a 

glissando and a portamento.  Glissando is academically defined as ‘execution of rapid 

scales by a sliding movement,’ while portamento is a ‘special manner of singing in which 

the voice glides gradually from one note to the next through all of the intermediate 

pitches.”68   

     Much contemporary music requires that the gliding motion of the glissando begin 

with the initial pitch (written pitch) and the glissando should last the entire duration of the 

written note.  Three types of glissandi are employed in the concerto.  One is the upward 

glissando, which is a continuous slide from one note to another.  The second type of the 

glissando is the directional glissando, for which specific directions are given by the 

composer to indicate the specific type of glissando.   

 
The third type of glissando is the free glissando, in which players are asked to improvise 

with using a glissando.  
 

     Sound mass is also used in Schnittke’s Viola Concerto.  This is a type of 

compositional technique that minimizes the importance of individual notes in preference 

to the texture of the overall mass of the sound.  Timbre, dynamics and texture are the 

primary elements in shaping sound mass composition.  Extended techniques that are 
                                                 
67 Patricia Strange and Allen Strange, The Contemporary Violin: Extended Performance Techniques.  
(Los Angeles, California: University of California Press, 2001), 79. 
68 Patricia Strange and Allen Strange, The Contemporary Violin: Extended Performance Techniques.  
(Los Angeles, California: University of California Press, 2001), 79. 
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used in sound mass composition include flutter tonguing, glissando, wide vibrato and also 

use of extreme ranges, all of which are present in Schnittke’s Viola Concerto.  Tone 

clusters are often demanded in the piano and the celesta part to supplement the orchestra.  

 

        

 

In Example 45, the sound mass is written out and distributed between the orchestra and 

the solo viola.  The passage is written over five octaves in range.  Eleven out of the 

twelve notes of the chromatic scale are present in the downbeat of mm. 243.  Tone 

clusters are used in the celesta and piano; glissandi are played by the strings and flexton; 

flutter tonguing is demanded in the flute, and a wide range of vibrato and glissandi also 

appear in the solo viola part.   
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Example 45.  Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 243~246.  

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 
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     Techniques such as Sul ponticello are also employed in the concerto.  It gives a 

thrilling and penetrating tone to the texture, which contrasts with the solo viola timbre.  

Stopped horn effects, pizzicati, natural and artificial harmonics are also used in the 

concerto.  The muted brass in f creates a special dejected sound, which is entirely 

different from the conventional use of the mute.  All of these techniques are fused and 

combined in Schnittke’s Viola Concerto, which demonstrates his mastery as an 

extraordinary modern composer.      
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CHAPTER IV 
 

TECHNICAL ANALYSIS OF ALFRED SCHNITTKE’S  
VIOLA CONCERTO 

 
 
“The twentieth-century composer in search for new melodic and harmonic solution often 

resorted to other scale systems than the well-known major and minor modes of the 

diatonic scale.”69  The tonality which serves as one of the strongest pillars in the 

Classical-Romantic eras no longer functions the same way in the contemporary music.  

The melodies of the twentieth century music often consist of large leaps or favor very 

narrow internals.  Instead of thirds, sixths and octaves, major and minor seconds, 

augmented and diminished intervals are used extensively, resulting in forms of irregular 

chromaticism. Major and minor sevenths and ninths appear with great frequency as well, 

which further obscure the tonal center of the music.    

     “From the viewpoint of the string-player, several twentieth century trends prove 

disturbing.  The exploration of new key-systems and the abandonment of key altogether 

have made the bowed strings, with their natural tonal systems reinforced by harmonics 

and left-hand positions spanning an octave, seem partly outdated, and the exploration of 

new sounds, electronics, machines, and computers as part of music makes string sound 

sometimes appear staunchly traditional if not actually old fashioned.”70  All of these 

changes in writing present greater challenges of the viola technique.   Since the majority 

of the instrument’s etudes and technical exercises are based on the diatonic principle and 

                                                 
69 Otto Deri, Exploring Twentieth-Century Music.  (U.S.A.: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1968), 20. 
70 Sheila M. Nelson, The Violin and Viola: History, Structure, Techniques. (New York: W.W. Norton & 
Company Inc. 1972), 184. 
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the tertian harmony, tackling the contemporary viola concertos may seem overwhelming.  

Violists nowadays are discovering the need to anticipate new trends of writing and are 

preparing themselves for the challenges of new technical demands.  Thus, finer dexterity 

of the left hand and improved bow arm capability along with greater understanding of the 

new musical language became essential and necessary for violists when performing the 

contemporary concerto repertoire. 

     In comparison to the standard concertos by Walton, Bartók and Hindemith, Alfred 

Schnittke’s Viola Concerto appears to have greatly expanded the technical demands 

placed upon modern violists, opening new dimensions and possibilities for the instrument.  

While employing conventional techniques, including normal bow strokes, arpeggiated 

figures, pizzicati, double stops, multiple stops and flashy runs, Schnittke also used 

unconventional techniques.  Left hand pizzicati, microtones, double stop glissandi, free 

glissandi and improvisatory rhythm are all the new tools which Schnittke utilized to 

create certain effects in the concerto.   

      Following is a chart of the detailed technical analysis of Schnittke’s Viola Concerto.  

The analysis will be divided into three categories as shown below: 
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1. Challenges for the Left Hand 

          Melodic Leaps  
          Chromatic Alternations  
          Double /Multiple Stops 
          Virtuosic Passages  
          Unconventional Techniques/Special Effects  
2. Challenges for the Right Hand 
          Sound Production 
          String Crossing  
          Articulation  
          Dynamics  
3.  Visual, Aural and Physical Challenges 
          Meter Changes/Unconventional Rhythm  
          Interpretation  
          Endurance  

 
 
 
 

1. Challenges for the Left Hand 
 

 
     Accuracy of note execution, smooth shifting and purity of intonation are objectives 

of left hand technique.  The usage of unconventional scales, ambiguous tonality, 

uncommon intervals, complex chords and extensive use of high register which permeate 

the modern concertos, escalate the problems of left hand technique, creating obstacles in 

obtaining the objectives of the left hand technique.  The fingerings included in the 

discussion are determined by the author’s choice.  Fingerings can be varied according to 

an individual player’s preference.   
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Melodic Leaps 

 
      The left hand technique is mainly based on the diatonic principle with underlying 

tertian harmony.  Tonality highly defines the formation of the finger pattern.  The tonal 

and linear melodic tendency of Classical and Romantic music shapes the finger patterns 

to which most violists are accustomed.  The linear finger pattern of scale-like passages 

and arpeggiated patterns of thirds, sixths, and octaves are more familiar to violists.  As 

music gradually moved away from the more tonal Romantic period and into the twentieth 

and the twenty-first century, one sees an increase in the interest in tonal ambiguity and 

chromatic leaps.  Intervals such as the tritone, seventh, ninth and all the augmented and 

diminished intervals become popular choices for contemporary composers.  The interest 

in writing disjunct melodies increased in popularity with contemporary composers, 

consequently posing great obstacles for string instrumentalists whose instruments are 

position oriented.  This challenge is especially evident in Alfred Schnittke’s Viola 

Concerto. 

     Schnittke’s Viola Concerto takes technical challenges to new heights in the 

development of the twentieth century viola concerto.  Schnittke described the first 

movement of his Viola Concerto as “a prelude to life’s turbulent unfurling.”71  The 

movement portrays the turbulent origin of a hero’s life and his struggle for self-definition.  

It is apparent that the sonority of minor ninths and major sevenths and the sonority of 

                                                 
71 Alfred Schnittke, Alfred Schnittke Zum 60 Geburtstag: eine Festschrifte.  (Hamburg: H. Sikorski,1995),  
96. 
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these intervals saturate the melodic makeup of the first movement of the concerto.  In 

additional to these two intervals, diminished intervals and intervals larger than an octave 

are foreign to the fingers as well.  Since the formulation of the fingering patterns for 

violists is based on a diatonic and tertian harmony basis, huge melodic leaps can be 

challenging for the left hand.  It can generate unfamiliarity in finger combinations, 

shifting and position changes.   

     The “Struggle” motive (See Example 46) opens the first movement of the Viola 

Concerto with a slow reach for the minor ninth followed by an echo of the motive using 

the interval of a major seventh.  The “Struggle” motive of minor ninth and major seventh 

both have the same pitch class set [0, 1].   

 

Example 46.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 1-4.  
 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

Its transformation, a “Sigh” motive, in the form of the minor second, permeates the first 

movement as extensively as does the “Struggle” motive (See Example 47).  The constant 
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appearance of the “Struggle”, a minor ninth and major seventh, is a stretch for violists 

with smaller hands.   

Example 47.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 1~11. 

 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

 The huge leaps that make up most of the melodies in the first movement of Schnittke’s 

Viola Concerto form disjunct melodic lines.  These leaps challenge the shifting facility 

as well as the accuracy of the intonation.  Although the consecutive minor ninths and 

major sevenths in the opening of the first movement can be executed with a stretch in the 

left hand if the interval is across two conjunct strings, the real challenge occurs when 

intervals are to be played on the same string.   

     In Example 48, the melody is built over three octaves in the duration of five beats.  

Smooth shifting and accuracy of the melodic leaps are called for in the execution of the 

crescendo from ff to fff with accents on the notes.  The shift from D string g1 to A string 



 

 

121

g# 2 and to a3 is particularly difficult because it requires a shifting from 1st position to 6th 

position then to 12th position without a stop.  The difficulty is immense because the 

shifting from g#2 to a3 must be done in the time span of an eighth note.  The bridge 

notes that lead up to the top note are a series of huge melodic leaps.   

 

Example 48.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 36~38. 

 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

     In Example 49, Schnittke requires extensive shifting across different strings as well 

as shifting on the same string.  In measure 100, the shifting occurs from G string to A 

string, and from half position to 6th position.  It is followed by the leap of a perfect 5th on 

the same string and then by a series of melodic leaps on D string and A string.  All these 

large leaps on the same string as well as across different strings can be problematic for 

obtaining good intonation.   
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Example 49.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement III, mm. 99~103. 

 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

     Sometimes finger-extension is called for in order to facilitate shifting, especially in 

passages where successive shifting is inevitable.  Although this helps left hand to shift, it 

can cause unfamiliarity with the physical memory of the positions, and the successive 

finger-extension shifting can create strain in the hand as well.  Muscular flexibility and 

strength are needed to execute passages which include the challenges that are mentioned 

above.  Example 50 is a good example of finger-extension shifting.  The linear 

movement expedites the inevitable shifting in the passage.    
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Example 50.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 259~262. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 
 
 

 

      Melodic leaps sometimes can be achieved by finger extension in order to avoid 

shifting.  In Example 51, the leap of the perfect 5th from e2 to b2 is played with 1-4 

finger extension to eliminate shifting up again before shifting down to the 3rd position.  

This technique becomes handy when playing contemporary music because of the 

preponderance of disjunct melodic lines.     

 

Example 51.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 24~26. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 



 

 

124

     A melodic leap that occurs without any notes leading up to it can be extremely 

difficult in terms of pitch accuracy.  String players sometimes tap on the string in order 

to test the pitch.  However, physical memory of the positions becomes crucial in 

obtaining an accurate pitch when there is not enough time to test the note. 

 

Example 52.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement III, mm. 75~77.  

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

     Melodic leaps that are larger than a fifth can pose obstacles in executing the notes.  

As the distance of the melodic leap increases, it becomes problematic to obtain good 

intonation.  The accuracy of pitches is the soloist’s primary task.  Another factor that 

increases the difficulty of executing melodic leaps is successive shifting.  Successive 

shifting means the left hand has no time to orient itself to a new position before must 

move to another position.  Frequent shifting therefore necessitates exceptional 

familiarity with the fingerboard and an excellent sense of intonation (See Example 53). 
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Example 53.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 15~26. 

 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

     The combination of abundant finger extensions, shifting with huge melodic leaps 

and consecutive shifting are often present together.  The player needs to release the 

tension in the hand after executing the finger extension and anticipate the leaps before the 

shifting.  Better preparation in the left hand and relaxed muscular movement will help 

with the execution of the melodic leaps.  Needless to say excellent agility in shifting, 

flexibility in finger extension and great assurance of the positions are vital to the success 

of the execution of Schnittke’s Viola Concerto (See Example 54). 
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Example 54.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 26~50. 

 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 
 
Chromatic Alternations 

 
     The constant shifting of the tonal center favored by most modern composers 

contributes to the ambiguity of the harmony in contemporary music.  In some of these 



 

 

127

contemporary works, the tonality is so obscure that it never settles in to a given key.  

Many contemporary composers compose with intervals rather than relying on a certain 

keys or tonal centers.  Therefore, frequent chromatic alternation becomes unavoidable. 

Discarding the key signature leads to more accidentals than in tonal music.  Not only is 

the chromatic alternation confusing for the eye, but also repeated accidentals can cause 

strain in the left hand due to the constant shifting (See Example 55).  

 

Example 55.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 147~148. 

 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

Double Stops/Multiple Stops 

 
      A skillful string player can intricately interweave several independent voice lines 

on the instrument.  A double stop is produced when the left hand fingers stop two strings 

for a simultaneous attack.  When a multiple stop is called for, three or four strings are 

required to be stopped by the left hand simultaneously.  The three most common 

combinations of double stops are thirds, sixths and octaves.   String players are usually 
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familiar with these three intervals from compositions written before the twentieth century.  

As the composers in the Romantic period gradually abandoned tertian harmony and 

ventured into realm of intervals such as tritones, sevenths, ninths, elevenths, and all the 

augmented and diminished intervals, double stop/multiple stop writing for the strings 

presented a new hurdle for the string player.  

     A double stop of an interval of a fifth is technically tricky in terms of securing the 

intonation.  Because of the shape of the fingertip, one has to position the finger in a way 

that the weight is distributed evenly onto two strings at the same time in order to obtain 

perfect intonation of the fifth.  In Example 56, due to the fast tempo of the movement, 

the sixteenth-note figure needs to be played almost in a multiple stop fashion.   

 

Example 56.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 1. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

The fifth on the C and G string along with the e1 and d2 on the D and A string can create 

strain in the hand.  Therefore, knowing when and what to relax and how to release the 

tension in the hand are important.  The consecutive double stops of the fifth make it even 
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harder to obtain good intonation (See Example 57).  One has to adjust the left hand 

position slightly in order to keep the fingertip level on two strings. 

 

Example 57.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 153. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

In order to push two strings evenly down to the fingerboard, the muscular strength in the 

fingers becomes crucial.  In Example 58, the fifth (c# and g#) needs to be played with 

the first finger along with the open D string.  This is immediately followed by a melodic 

leap of a diminished 11th for the chord to sound together.  The chord can be played in the 

7th position with first finger playing the fifth on C and G string along with an immediate 

shift to reach for the c3 on the A string.  Mixed-interval chords pose a greater challenge 

for the left hand.  Playing in a higher position makes it even more difficult because it 

demands greater muscular strength of the hand as the tension of the strings increase 

proportionally in the higher registers.  
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Example 58.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 153. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 
 

 

     The interval of a fourth is also less familiar to the left hand than the basic three 

intervals (thirds, sixths and octaves).  The abundant use of the fourth in Schnittke’s Viola 

Concerto shown in Example 59 can be tricky.  Intonation and note execution become 

troublesome. 

 

Example 59.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 78~79. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 
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     As in many contemporary compositions, a substantial number of tritones can also be 

found in Schnittke’s Viola Concerto.  The tritone passage in Example 60 mandates a 

continual change of positions.  Along with the progressive melodic leaps of the tritones, 

it puts the soloist’s technique to a test (See Example 61). 

 

Example 60.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 189~192. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

Example 61.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 94~95. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 
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     Passages with the interval of the minor ninth/augmented octave can cause difficulty 

for the left hand.  As string players normally receive training in octaves, performing and 

acquiring good intonation on the minor ninth/augmented octave is challenging.  The 

wide range of various double stops used in Schnittke’s Viola Concerto is a further 

contribution to the expanding limits of viola technique (See Example 62). 

 

Example 62.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 158~162. 

 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
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Virtuosic Passages 
 
 
     A cadenza is a portion of a movement of a concerto in which the orchestra stops 

playing, leaving the soloist to play alone to display his dazzling technique and artistry in 

a free tempo.  The cadenza usually is the most elaborate and technically demanding part 

the solo instrument plays in the piece, especially in Romantic solo concertos.  At the end 

of the cadenza, the orchestra re-enters and generally finishes the movement.  Although 

the cadenza in Schnittke’s Viola Concerto does not offer the culmination of technical 
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display that is found in most of the Romantic solo concertos, it is still technically and 

musically challenging.  The wide melodic leaps, double stops, left hand pizzicati and 

sixteen-note runs still give the soloist an opportunity to show off artistry and technique 

(See Example 63).  The cadenza in Schnittke’s Viola Concerto serves as a monologue 

for the hero.  It symbolizes the hero’s cries of insubordination and his confrontation with 

the cruelty of life.  The emotional climax occurs in the three chords marked ffff at the 

end of the cadenza.  These three chords, each with fermata, eventually lead to the 

resolution, signifying the hero’s victory over the insubordination to the cruelty of life.  

Fine bow control and a mastery of sound production with slow bow speed are crucial in 

sustaining the chords in ffff. 

 

Example 63.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 273~292. 
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Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
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     Several virtuoso passages in Schnittke’s Viola Concerto also give the violist the 

opportunity to shine with a soloistic flair.  In Example 64, the sixteenth-note arpeggiated 

run surges to the high register of the viola, bringing out the excitement of the climax.  

The wide melodic leaps take the melody up to ab3, a register which few composers have 

explored, and which successfully demonstrates the capability of the viola and its rarely 

seen brilliance.  To make this passage a dazzling showcase, the performer should play 

with both arms and wrists relaxed yet active and responsive to the movement, utilizing 

the weight of the bow and bow arm instead of squeezing the sound by over-pressing the 

bow with the forefinger of the right hand.  Finger dexterity, agility in shifting, security in 

various positions, and active vibrato are the main factors in a successful execution of the 

passage (See Example 64). 
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Example 64.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 26~50. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

Unconventional Techniques/Special Effects 
 
 
     As twentieth century composers continued their search for new melodic and 

harmonic solutions, many resolved to re-think the conventional techniques of 

composition.  Some began to experiment with the various parameters of music with the 

hope of creating new sounds.  They consequently spurred a revolution in stringed 
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instrument technique.  As composers began to explore new possibilities in sound 

production, many unconventional techniques were developed.  Schnittke’s Viola 

Concerto is no exception.   

      New techniques such as various types of glissandi are present in Schnittke’s Viola 

Concerto.  Double stop glissandi were used in the concert (See Example 65).  The slide 

created by the double stop of a minor seventh lends a tawdry and cynical feel to the 

music.  Another type of glissando that was used in the concerto is Vibrato e gliss in 

which the player adds vibrato to the slide (See Example 66).  Unconventional techniques 

such as left hand pizzicato and quarter-tone technique was utilized in the cadenza as well  

(See Example 18 and Example 24). 

 

Example 65.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 135~136. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 
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Example 66.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 246. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
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1. Challenges for the Right Hand 
 

 
      Although the bow was not considered as important as the instrument itself, it was 

continuously redesigned by luthiers to keep abreast with the music that was played at the 

time and to accommodate new development in construction of the instrument.  As music 

became more and more technical, bows had to be improved to meet new demands.  The 

modern viola bow was perfected by Francois Xavier Tourte (1750-1835) who was largely 

responsible for determining the length and shape of the bow in its present form, including 

the stick curved toward the hair.  Besides the function of the bow arm as the avenue for 

lyricism and expression, it is responsible for the production of tone, color, articulation 

and dynamics.  The disjunct lines with huge leaps, abrupt changes in dynamics and 

articulation, and exploration of the high register of the viola, which permeate 

contemporary viola concertos, pose a greater challenge for the violist’s bow arm 

technique.   
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Sound Production 
  

    The quality of sound on the viola is mostly defined by the bow arm movement.  The 

weight of the arm, pressure, the amount of bow hair used and bow speed directly impact 

sound production.  As contemporary composers began to explore the possibilities and 

potential of the viola, different challenges in sound production were posed.  

     As the writing above c3 becomes a usual phenomenon for the modern viola concerto, 

sound production becomes crucial.  Because most of the music written for viola before 

the twentieth century did not offer violists the opportunity to accustom themselves to the 

high register seen in the contemporary viola concertos, not only is playing in this range 

unfamiliar, but a different physical adjustment is required to execute such passages.  

     Since Schnittke wrote the Viola Concerto for violist Yuri Bashmet, whom Schnittke 

claimed could play anything, he had no reservations about utilizing the upper register and 

he fully explored the viola’s potential. The range of the concerto is from c-c#4.  

Schnittke often scored the solo viola above c3, which brought out the unconventional 

brilliance of the viola.  

     In Example 67, the passage presents the heroic side of the viola.  The use of the 

high register above c3 results in an unusual intensity and flair, which is rarely found in 

viola music.  In order to spotlight the heroic and flashy nature of the passage with the 

required tone, placing the bow closer to the bridge is required.  When playing close to 

the bridge, a certain amount of pressure is demanded to produce a rich tone.  The 

pressure should not simply mean the vertical pressure created by pressing the bow down.  

This would only crush the string and stop it from vibrating.  The right kind of pressure 



 

 

139

should come from the weight of the bow arm, which is transferred through the knuckles 

of the fingers all the way to the bow.  By using the weight of the arm instead of vertical 

pressure allows the player to feel the pulling (down bow) and pushing (up bow) 

movement in the hand.  This permits the hand to make the necessary adjustments in 

achieving the desired tone quality.  

 

Example 67.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 35~42. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
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Used by Permission. 

 

 

 

     “The viola has a face, this is the mystic of the family, an instrument of so many 

moods… the only string instrument that isn’t always instantly recognizable.”72  One of 

the challenges that Schnittke presents in the Viola Concerto is the requirement for diverse 

expression.  He composes a myriad of moods ranging from the profound to the insane 

for the solo viola to explore.  Production of a beautiful sound with the bow is no longer 

                                                 
72 Edward Seckerson, “Playing with the Mystic,” Gramophone.  June 1991, Vol.  69, 26. 
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sufficient to achieve the diversity of expression that modern composers desire.  Varied 

tone colors are called for in contemporary viola concertos.  

     In Example 68, the solo viola is set up against the outburst of the tutti in the 

orchestra.  The solo viola needs to project a stormy fff over the orchestra at the beginning, 

which is gradually absorbed into the orchestra before it resurfaces again.  A primitive 

and almost insane tone needs to be generated in order to depict the madness and fury of 

the passage.  Strong and well-controlled bow strokes are required in order to allow the 

solo viola to project and penetrate through the sound mass created by the orchestra. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

141

Example 68.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 38~46. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 
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     In Example 69, the solo viola flows atop the orchestra in this dreamy passage.  A 

mythical illusion is created by the harmonics played by the strings in the orchestra with 

an odd sonority provided by the piano and celesta.  A surreal atmosphere permeates the 

entire passage.  The soloist must have excellent control of the bow in order to elicit the 

expression of an illusion or mirage (See Example 69). 
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Example 69.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 239~242. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
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Used by Permission. 
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String Crossing 
 
 
     Skillful control of the movement of the bow arm moving from one string to another 

is required to obtain an uninterrupted and smooth transition when crossing from one 

string to another.  It is very important to master the two different rotational directions of 

string crossing.  The down-bow string crossing requires a counter clockwise rotation 

while the up-bow calls for a clockwise rotation.  To obtain flexibility and smoothness in 

string crossing, the coordination and balance between the arm and wrist/finger movement 

becomes crucial.  To develop flexibility in the right hand, a sensitive bow hold is 

important.  The bow hold can never be so tight that it creates tension in the hand, and yet 

it can never be so loose that the right hand loses control of the string crossing motion.   

     Possessing good string crossing technique is vital in playing Schnittke’s Viola 

Concerto.  The struggle and sigh motives that saturate the first and third movement 

require extremely smooth string crossing in order to bring out the expression.  Both 

counter clockwise and clockwise string crossing motions are used extensively in the 

concerto.   

 

Example 70.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 1~4. 

 

Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
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     The other important factor in obtaining successful string crossing technique is 

minimizing the angles between strings to avoid accents at crossings.  Preparation for the 

string crossing movement is then crucial.  The position of the bow arm needs to vary 

according to the direction of the string crossing.  These factors are evident in the success 

of the execution of the second movement of the concerto.  The frenzied sixteenth-note 

motive demands extreme flexibility in the hand.  Not only is the figure moving across 

four strings, but also a quick flip from the A string back to the C string is also required.  

It necessitates the preparation of the bow arm and a swift shift of the weight in the hand.  

The consistent motion and hasty pace make the execution of the string crossing even 

more difficult.  

 

Example 71.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 1. 
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The passage in Example 72 poses an even greater challenge.  As the tension heightens in 

the music, the difficulty of the string crossings intensifies as well.  The consecutive 

string crossings which move between two neighboring strings and then between two 

strings with one in between, requires excellent balance and resilience of the bow arm.  

 

Example 72.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 90~95. 
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Articulation 

 
     Although Schnittke’s Viola Concerto is not exactly programmatic, it was written 

with certain imagery associated with each movement.  The solo viola portrays a hero in 

search of the meaning of existence in life.  The feelings of struggle, agony, nostalgia, 

triumph and defeat are all portrayed by the solo viola, and therefore, all articulations in 

the music should be observed with acute attention.  Although the articulations used in 

the concerto are mostly conventional, including accents and tenuto markings, the writing 

sometimes makes the execution of the articulation difficult.  Accurate execution of the 

articulation is crucial to bring to life characteristics of certain passage.  For example, the 

various types of string crossing and quick tempo of the music make it difficult to bring 

out the accent on each beat.  A prompt and snappy bow stroke is mandatory in order to 

bring out the accents.  A firm and yet flexible bow hold is required for the execution of 

the bow stroke.  

 

Example 73.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 84~86. 
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     The articulation in Example 74 is not unconventional.  However, the displacement 

of the accent in the triplet can be confusing.  All the accents occur on the down-bow.  

The duple feeling created by the bow stroke plays against the notated triple feeling, 

which creates an effective hemiola effect.  

 

Example 74.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 147~148. 

 

 
Viola Concerto 
By Alfred Schnittke 
Copyright © 1985 by MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI GmbH & Co. KG, Hamburg, 
for the entire world except CIS 
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  
Used by Permission. 

 

 

     Generally it is easier to obtain accents with a down-bow stroke.  However, many 

up-bow accents also appear in Schnittke’s Viola Concerto.  In the cadenza, some accents 

are required to be played at the tip or upper half of the bow.  To perform such 

articulation in the lighter part of the bow demands greater strength of the bow arm.  
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Example 75.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 283~284. 
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     In Example 76, although there is no specific articulation indicated in the music, in 

order for the pizzicato to be heard, a strong and quick attack is called for in order for the 

solo viola to penetrate through the orchestra.    
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Example 76.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 308~31. 
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Dynamics 

 
     Schnittke applied a wide spectrum of dynamics to the Viola Concerto, ranging from 

pp to ffff.  Schnittke was very specific; detailed and clear dynamics are indicated in the 

solo viola part, and it is essential for the soloist to observe them all and execute them 

sensitively.  The wide spectrum of dynamics demands great flexibility of bow stroke 

from the soloist, requiring not only strength but also delicate sensitivity of bow control.   
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     In Example 77, in order to bring out the striving feeling of the struggle motive, a 

swell of the minor ninth mandates a smooth manipulation of the bow speed and weight.   

 

Exmaple 77.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 1-2. 
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In Example 78, in order to achieve the rapid crescendo in the span of two beats, precision 

in the control of bow speed and weight becomes very important.   

 

Example 78.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 26~29. 
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     The sub. mp in the music calls for a sudden drop in dynamics.  Special attention is 

needed in order to create the effect.  A split second of silence is necessary which 

Schnittke intended.  Both mental and physical preparation of the bow arm are required to 

execute the sudden change in dynamics required in passages such as Example 79 and 80. 

 

Example 79.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 160~161. 
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Example 80.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 229~232. 
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     It is important for violists to develop strength and sensitivity in the bow arm in order 

to obtain a rich and ample sound in every part of the bow, enabling the solo viola to 

project over an orchestra.  A sustained and powerful tone is required to perform a 

passage such as Example 81.  In order to bring out the ffff in the cadenza, playing close 

to the bridge with a firm bow grip and slow bow speed in both down-bows and up-bows 

are the objectives.  A strong vibrato is also needed to help with the tone in ffff.  It is 

dangerous to press the bow too hard, which prevents the string from vibrating.  A precise 

gauge of the weight is needed and flexibility of the strokes is extremely crucial.      

 

Example 81.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 289~292. 
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Visual, Aural and Physical Challenges 
 
 
     Since many contemporary composers abandon traditional tonality and consequently 

discard the key signature, accidentals are used to indicate the specific pitch they have in 
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mind.  The Schnittke Viola Concerto is no exception.  The ambiguity of the tonality 

results in frequent shifts in the tonal center, which consequently necessitates the abundant 

use of accidentals.  Not only can this be a hurdle for the soloist physically, it can also be 

a challenge visually.  Furthermore, with the huge leaps and extended use of the high 

register, frequent clef changes become necessary, which can be distracting for the violist 

as well.  

     In addition to the visual challenges that are result of the unconventional tonality and 

harmony of the Schnittke Viola Concerto, it also poses a new aural problem.  The 

complexity of various intervals and constant changes of sonority further challenge the 

soloist’s ability.  The trend in harmonic writing in modern viola concertos demands a 

keenly developed sense of intonation and sensitivity to a new harmonic language 

different from that of the concertos written before the twentieth century.  Climaxes are 

no longer created by harmonic progression; instead harmonic tension and release are 

produced by various juxtapositions of intervals.  Violists nowadays are required to 

possess greater understanding of modern harmonic language in order to perform the 

newer repertoire successfully.  

 

Meter Changes/Unconventional Rhythm 

 
     Although Schnittke did not use meter changes to the same extent as some other 

twentieth century composers such as Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971), Oliver Messiaen 

(1908-1992) or Elliot Carter (b.1908), he does use this technique to blur the division of 
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the bar line and the expectation of the down beat.  In Example 83, the obscurity of the 

down beat of each phrase gives the opening of the concerto an undefined feeling of life 

unfolding.  The time between each phrase seems to elapse indefinitely, depicting the 

uncertainty for the hero (See Example 82). 

 
 
Example 82.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 1~12. 
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     There are several passages in the solo viola part that are written in an improvisatory 

fashion (See Example 83).  In Example 84, the soloist needs to start the run in a slower 

tempo and then accelerate quickly to the end as if the beginning notes are written with 

longer note values than the later ones.  This notation gives the soloist freedom to 

interpret the rhythm.   
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Example 83.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement I, mm. 15. 
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     In Example 84, because Schnittke deliberately obscures the downbeat with complex 

rhythm and the repetition of a minor second motive, a chaotic sound mass is created in 

the orchestra with the improvisatory solo viola line floating on top.   
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Example 84.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 120~131. 
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Interpretation 
 
 
     In music composed at the end of the twentieth century and beginning of the twenty-

first centuries, one can find that conventional theoretical analysis of music is no longer 

sufficient to analyze contemporary compositions.  “Traditionally, the theory of music 

implies various fields of knowledge concerning compositional techniques, including 

harmony, polyphony, musical form, and instrumentation.  However, for many modern 

musical compositions these techniques are not enough to give us the insight we need… 

To complement this technical theory of music, we need to turn to a theory of musical 

content.  Such a theory could be seen to consist of three integral parts: 1. The portrayal 

of emotions through music; 2. Musical description, or ‘painting’; 3. Musical 

symbolism.”73  The expression of extreme emotions, musical description and the use of 

musical symbolism can be found in Schnittke’s Viola Concerto.   

     Since general aesthetic theory proves inadequate when analyzing contemporary 

music, it is necessary for performers to go beyond traditional boundaries to understand 

the depth of the music.  Merely attaining the perfect execution of Schnittke’s Viola 

Concerto is no longer satisfactory.  Besides overcoming the technical difficulties of the 

piece, one has to assimilate the expressive content of the concerto and project its musical 

symbolism through careful interpretation to fully bring the concerto to life.   

     Schnittke’s Viola Concerto is very descriptive.  Even though it does not depict 

specific scenes or images, it tells a story about struggle, search, triumph and 

                                                 
73 Valentina Kholopova, Seeking the Soul: The Music of Alfred Schnittke.  Complied by George Odam.  
(London: The Guildhall School of music & Drama, 2002), 38.  
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reminiscences of a hero’s life.  Every segment of the concerto contributes a certain 

meaning to the entirety of the concerto. It is important for the soloist to be able to bring 

out the different characteristics of each section, but at the same time sustain the flow of 

the music.    

 

Endurance  
 
 
     From a technical point of view, Schnittke’s Viola Concerto is one of the most 

challenging in the repertoire.  The soloist is faced with large interval finger extensions, 

extreme register leaps and string crossings, double stops with various intervals and 

strenuous perpetual motion sections.  In addition to the technical demands, physical 

endurance is also an issue in performing Schnittke’s Viola Concerto since the solo part 

contains few moments of rest during roughly thirty-five minutes of music.  Never has 

any viola concerto posed such extents of difficulty and challenges.  As the violist 

William Primrose once remarked, “The viola is difficult enough without having to 

indulge in a wrestling match with it.”  However, violists nowadays have to be fairly 

athletic to handle the shortcomings of the instrument in projection and articulation as well 

as the difficulties which contemporary viola concertos pose (See Example 85).   
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Example 85.  Schnittke Viola Concerto, movement II, mm. 1~132. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 

     After the Romantic period, which was dominated by solo concertos for violin and 

piano; the twentieth century concerto marked an extraordinary page in viola history.  

The underrated “instrument in the middle” underwent a tremendous transformation and 

emerged as a capable soloist that astonished both composers and the general public.  

This emergence of the viola as a solo instrument was largely due to the efforts of the four 

most important violists of the early twentieth century – Lionel Tertis, Paul Hindemith, 

William Primrose and Yuri Bashmet.  

     As a tireless promoter of the viola, Tertis significantly elevated the standard of 

playing, overcoming much public prejudice.  Paul Hindemith greatly enriched the viola 

repertoire by composing four viola concertos, four sonatas for solo viola and three 

sonatas for viola and piano.  The renowned English violist William Primrose continued 

Tertis’ mission to promote the viola.  Most of the viola concertos written between 1929 

and 1955 were dedicated to one of the other of these two men.  Primrose’s standing as 

soloist and artist inspired composers such Benjamin Britten and George Rochberg to 

write for him.   

     In the third quarter of the twentieth century, the Russian violist Yuri Bashmet 

emerged as the most formidable proponent of the viola.  His phenomenal playing and 

inspirational musicianship resulted in more than seventy viola concertos, including works 

by Sofia Gubaidulina, John Tavener and Giya Kancheli.  Nonetheless Bashmet 
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considered Schnittke’s Viola Concerto to be one of the best concertos ever written for 

him.      

     Schnittke expanded the dimensions and possibilities for the viola, being tailored for 

the exceptional Bashmet, and explores both viola technique and the versatile color of the 

instrument.  The technical considerations are innovative, requiring a great leap in left 

hand technique.  The ambiguity of tonality and shifting of the tonal center strongly 

challenge the technical convention based on diatonic practice.  Utilization of various 

uncommon intervals and the resulting disjunct melodies further complicate pitch 

execution and accuracy.  Left hand technique such as finger extension and substitution; 

the finger extension shifting known as “crawling”, constant position changes and huge 

leaps are all required in order to perform Schnittke’s Viola Concerto as well as innovative 

extensions of technique to execute multiple stops and fast runs.  Multiple stops built on 

various intervals demand further manipulation of the hand, and the flashy runs that cover 

the entire register of the instrument necessitate tremendous finger flexibility and 

coordination with the bow arm.  Unconventional techniques such as left hand pizzicato 

and glissandi add to the difficulties of left hand technique.  Never before had any 

composer combined all these techniques in one concerto, probing to the limits the 

abilities of the player.   

      The other extraordinary aspect of Schnittke’s Viola Concerto lies in its depth of 

emotion and expression.  It is not difficult to discover that his music reveals his lack of 

roots, his struggle for survival, his nostalgic longing for beauty and happiness.  Although 

a very strong pulse of quiescent energy and extreme pessimism can be felt in the Viola 
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Concerto, Schnittke never showed any sign of losing hopes.  “…I have no sense of the 

fatal inevitability of evil, even in the most terrible situation.  There is no such a thing, 

because in a human being there is always manifest an essence that is good and that never 

changes.”74   

     Schnittke was a shy but sincere person who took everything to heart.  All his life 

events impacted his thoughts and feelings, which are reflected in his compositions.  His 

Viola Concerto is no exception; it deals with real life emotions and conflicts such as 

struggle, agony, reminiscence and nostalgia, which are present at the core of human 

existence.  The concerto exploits the philosophical side of the viola allowing it to be the 

voice of the hero.  It speaks of longings, anguish, remembrance and aspiration.  The 

acute emotions in the concerto make it not only technically demanding but also emotional 

challenging.          

    Bashmet talked to Julian Haylock about the viola’s modern appeal and relevance to 

contemporary life and times.  “…as we draw towards the end of the century, the 

somewhere hysterical excitability and changeability of the violin no longer seems such an 

accurate or acute purveyor of the mood of the time.  It is surely no coincidence that 

suddenly there are great players and composers co-operating in producing music of 

searing intensity for the viola at this particular time in history.”75  No one has been able 

to define the sound of the viola.  The viola’s personality remains mystical.  The veiled 

temperament of the viola presents endless possibilities for both composers and players to 

explore.   

                                                 
74 Alexander Ivashkin.  Alfred Schnittke.  (London: Phaidon Press Lmited, 1996), 151.  
75 Julian Haylock, “Just Beginning,” Strad.  July 1999, Vol. 110, Issue 1311, 695. 
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     The twenty first century is a very exciting time to be a violist.  There is an  

unprecedented ongoing boom in new works for the instrument.  The emergence of a new 

generation of internationally acclaimed violists has significantly impacted the 

development of the viola concerto.  Kim Kashkashian, Nabuko Imai, Paul Neubauer, 

Gérard Caussé and Tabea Zimmerman are among the leading crusaders for the instrument.  

Not only are they redefining the instrument, they are creating new paths for the 

instrument as well.  Their collaboration with contemporary composers and their 

promotion of new works is reshaping the climate of the twentieth first century concerto 

for the viola.  Their continuing quest to elevate the status of the viola with outstanding 

performances that highlight the extraordinary capabilities of the instrument has 

successfully expanded audience interest.  As more and more players continue this line of 

work, for the violist, this is just the beginning.   
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