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Abstract 

 

 In the following discussion, the First and Fourth Symphonies of Dmitri Shostakovich will 

be analyzed with special focus on musical traits as they relate to Socialist Realism.  Based 

respectively on the political climate in Soviet Russia during the 1920s and 1930s, the First and 

Fourth Symphonies have very different musical styles.  Shostakovich’s compositional 

progression was impacted by the policies of Socialist Realism at the time he wrote his Fourth 

Symphony.  In order to protect his integrity as a composer, Shostakovich’s Fourth Symphony 

was premiered 25 years after its completion, proving the immense influence of Stalin and the 

Communist ideals of Socialist Realism on his musical style.  
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Section I: Introduction 

 I must preface my analysis of Shostakovich’s compositions by exclaiming the sheer 

amazement I feel when listening to his symphonies now that I vaguely understand the 

difficulties Shostakovich faced when writing them.  Knowing the political and cultural context in 

which he wrote his music instills in me a completely new sense of appreciation and feeling of 

enlightenment when listening, and potentially when performing his music.  Even his First 

Symphony, composed in a relative period of calm, was written under certain circumstances 

which impacted not only that singular work, but also the progression of Shostakovich’s 

compositional style.  Without exhausting all analytical approaches, I will attempt to discern 

specific stylistic traits in Shostakovich’s Fourth Symphony (using his First Symphony as a basis 

for comparison) which may have prevented him from premiering it after its completion.  While 

many scholars, including Taruskin and Blokker, discuss the fact that Shostakovich’s Fourth 

Symphony was not premiered until 25 years after its composition, none that I have found delve 

into Shostakovich’s music in great detail in order to pinpoint stylistic characteristics that would 

have endangered his career and life.  In order to do this, it is important to understand three 

things; the general political atmosphere during Shostakovich’s composing years, the definition 

of Socialist Realism as it applies to music, and Shostakovich’s unique qualities and growth as a 

Soviet composer.  In the following sections, I will try to clarify these topics in order to show that 

Shostakovich’s Fourth Symphony was in fact premiered late due to specific musical traits which 

were in direct opposition to the Socialist Realism policies that were in place during the time of 

its completion. 
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Section II: A Background on Shostakovich and Soviet Russia During his Life 

 Born into an era of constant political turmoil, Dmitry Dimitriyevich Shostakovich saw the 

rising and falling of the multiple factions of socialism in Soviet Russia.  Shostakovich was born 

on September 25, 1906 to Dmitri Boleslavovich Shostakovich, an inspector at the Office of 

Weights and Measures, and Sofya Vasilyevna Kokoulina, a housewife and musician.  His early 

childhood was relatively comfortable and musically and he was exposed to music and piano at 

an early age.  However, Soviet Russia was in a state of political and social chaos.  Not only was 

there an internal power struggle between the Leninists, Bolsheviks, and the Left Bolsheviks, but 

these opposing groups also had to find a way to cooperate with one another during the First 

World War (Daniels 106).  The young Shostakovich witnessed some of the aggressive political 

acts that accompanied the War and the Revolutions of 1917.  Michael Mishra recounts in his 

book A Shostakovich Companion that the entire Shostakovich family was present at mass burial 

processions for victims of the Revolutions.  This undoubtedly took a toll on the young artist’s 

psyche.  The solemn gravity and respect that Shostakovich saw during these processions can be 

heard in some of his later compositions (Mishra 38).   Throughout Shostakovich’s elementary 

school days, the revolutionary spirit was fully kindled in Soviet Russia.  Still under Lenin’s power, 

Soviet Russia was in the midst of a civil war, “with the suppression of all remaining non-

Communist parties” and the moving towards a completely socialist society (Daniels 109).   

During this time, public schools were often closed, or even renamed, making it difficult to 

accurately say where Shostakovich attended school in St. Petersburg.  It is known for certain, 

however, that in 1919 Shostakovich began studying at the Petrograd Conservatory, where he 

showed extraordinary skills in his theory, piano, and composition classes.  His composition 
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professor Maximilian Shteinberg was one of the nation’s leading musical figures.  While 

extremely well respected, Shteinberg was a conservative musician and taught his students the 

rigorous academics of composition without allowing them artistic freedom.  Shostakovich 

inevitably joined a more progressive group of composers known as the “Fogt Circle” in the early 

1920s where he met Vladimir Shcherbachov, a predominant musical figure who would support 

Shostakovich throughout his career (Mishra 40).  

 During this highly impressionable time in Shostakovich’s life, tragedy struck his family 

with the untimely death of his father.  Additionally, the revolutions in Soviet Russia came to a 

violent peak with the Tenth Party Congress in March 1921, where Lenin essentially absolved all 

revolutionary ideas with the implementation of his New Economic Policy.  Opposition groups 

continued to fight Leninism through the mid-1920s with little effect (Daniels 113).  With Stalin 

in Lenin’s shadows, the NEP and Leninism was a tame era compared to the atrocities that were 

to come later in Shostakovich’s life.  It is difficult to ascertain exactly which “side” of the 

Communist war Shostakovich most aligned himself with.  Mishra attempts to “pin down” his 

beliefs in A Shostakovich Companion; however he points out that Shostakovich was at a volatile 

age and his political beliefs changed “drastically from one week to the next” (Mishra 43).  It was 

considerably dangerous to align oneself against the Leninists, so what public statements of 

Shostakovich’s we have today may potentially be acts of self-preservation.  With Lenin’s death 

in January 1924, three important political figures were vying for Lenin’s position; Zinoviev, “the 

constant shadow of Lenin” who had been angling for Lenin’s position for some years, Trotsky, 

the “flamboyant individualist,” and Stalin.  Eventually, Zinoviev would ally with Trotsky in 

opposition to Stalin; however Stalin’s power remained essentially unquestionable beginning as 
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early as 1922.  During this changing political climate, Shostakovich was also adjusting to a new 

life.  Although he was accepted into Moscow Conservatory’s composition program under the 

direction of Nikolai Myaskovsky, Shostakovich remained in St. Petersburg and continued to 

study at the Petrograd Conservatory in order to support his mother after his father’s death a 

few years earlier.  He began working on his First Symphony in 1924, the class composition 

project at Petrograd Conservatory.  However, before its completion, Shostakovich met the 

eccentrically bohemian Boleslav Yavorsky.  Yavorsky’s impact on the conservative Shostakovich 

was profound and transcended into Shostakovich’s musical compositions as well as his personal 

beliefs.  Shostakovich’s First Symphony was completed by July, 1925, and while still 

conservative in many ways, Yavorsky’s influence can be seen in the way Shostakovich 

“challenged head-on the didactic style of Shteinberg” by composing a “’symphony-grotesque’” 

(Mishra 45).  Following the successful premiere of his First Symphony, Shostakovich began to 

explore modernism in his music, specifically in his First Piano Sonata.  His full height of 

exploratory modernism can be seen in his Second Symphony, finished in 1927.  At this point, 

Shostakovich had, whether knowingly or not, introduced himself to political musical groups that 

would follow him as a musician through the Great Terror.  For a short time, Shostakovich was a 

member of the Association of Contemporary Musicians, a group notorious for its proletarian 

“leftist” members who “upheld Revolutionary values but who believed in the elevation of the 

worker to the heights of culture and opposed RAPM” (Mishra 53).  RAPM, Russian Association 

of Proletarian Musicians, was the other leading musician’s group at the time.  Although the 

RAPM sought to create a nationalistic style while the ASM was more concerned with modern 

techniques and Western avant-gardism, both musical factions were experimenting with 
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Industrialism in music.  Now completely under Stalin’s thrall, Soviet Russia was moving towards 

Industrialization for economic welfare.  This same idea was prevalent throughout Russia and 

the world in music.  Shostakovich continued to experiment with industrialism and modernism 

throughout the late 1920s.  Not coincidentally, his budding friendship with linguist Ivan 

Sollertinsky escalated the artistic liberties that Shostakovich took with his compositions, namely 

with his first opera, The Nose.  Described by Mishra as the “culmination of Shostakovich’s brief 

flirtation with the avant-garde,” The Nose would be one of Shostakovich’s last unbridled 

attempts at modernism (Mishra 60).   

 In the year following the composition of The Nose, Stalin commenced his first Five-Year-

Plan, aimed at industrializing the Russian economy, though not in a morally humane way.  In 

order to establish financial security for the nation and compete with Germany and the U.S. for 

political international power, Stalin was convinced that the nation needed to be modernized 

quickly, no matter the cost in human lives, which reached into the millions (Daniels 202).  

During the time of the first Five-Year-Plan, proletarian creative groups, like the RAPM, were 

given free reign over the artistic domain.  Additionally, public trials were held to condemn those 

charged with conspiracy (Mishra 61).  In all, the first Five-Year-Plan (1928-1932) served as the 

foreboding of the Great Terror that would follow and impact Shostakovich on a personal and 

professional level.  When the Nose was premiered in 1929, it was met with harsh criticism and 

condemned for being too “leftist” and “anarchist.”  Just as Stalin had termed 1929 “The Great 

Turning-Point” in his cultural revolution, 1929 with the disastrous premiere of his modernist 

opera was a turning point in Shostakovich’s career as well.  From 1929 on, Shostakovich was no 

longer able to embrace his artistic desires without feeling the political constraints of Stalin.  
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Shostakovich would go so far as to publically denounce his own works, out of self-fear.  He 

attempted numerous times following the premieres of the Second Symphony and The Nose to 

align himself publically with the proletarian cause, announcing that his modernist and industrial 

musical ideas were “’*Shostakovich’s attempt+ to depict the zeal of struggle and victory’” 

(Mishra 63).  It was during this era that Shostakovich began composing “anti-artistic” works for 

the public and for Soviet propaganda, including his ballet the Golden Age (Mishra 64).   

 By the end of the first Five-Year-Plan, Shostakovich’s career was questionably successful, 

with much criticism, a few audience hits, and even fewer truly successful works approved of by 

political figures and the public.  It was obvious by now that Stalin’s plan for economic prosperity 

was costing the welfare of humans throughout Russia, and a “backlash against the Cultural 

Revolution” was beginning (Mishra 71).  In April 1932, a Central Committee Resolution 

publically denounced artistic unions such as the RAPM and instated mandatory state-controlled 

artistic unions.  With the implementation of the second Five-Year-Plan in 1933, Shostakovich’s 

professional and personal well-being became even more perilous.  Stalin insisted on ambitious, 

yet traditional music, coined as “Red- Romanticism,” and anything outside of these Soviet-

imposed musical ideals was cause for conspiracy charges.    In December 1932, shortly after his 

marriage to Nina Vasilyevna Varzar to whom it was dedicated, Shostakovich completed his 

controversial opera The Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk District (Mishra 80).  After a year of work 

staging the opera, it was premiered in January 1934 with enormous success.  Despite the 

political implications of the opera’s “violence and sympathetic portrayal of a murderess,” Lady 

Macbeth was overwhelmingly popular amongst the audiences and a good majority of Soviet 

critics as well (Mishra 81).  Perhaps it was the content of the opera, or maybe the increasing 
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popularity and attention being given to Shostakovich, a self-declared modernist, but regardless 

of the reasons, Stalin put a quick end to Lady Macbeth’s success.  In December 1935 at the 

second Moscow premiere, Stalin’s attendance ensured that Shostakovich’s career writing 

modern music was over, for the time being.  Upon leaving the performance, Stalin reportedly 

proclaimed that Lady Macbeth was “’noise, not music” (Mishra 89).  Two days after that fateful 

performance, the infamous article “Muddle Instead of Music:  On Shostakovich’s Opera Lady 

Macbeth of the Mtsensk District” was published in Soviet Russia’s leading socialist magazine, 

Pravda.  While the author of the article is not known for certain, “the content and, to some 

extent, verbiage of ‘Muddle Instead of Music’ was unmistakably Stalin’s” (Mishra 90).  This very 

public and very critical editorial condemned Shostakovich’s music and inevitably altered the 

direction of his musical ingenuity.  Additionally, Shostakovich’s family and friends were made 

targets of Stalin’s wrath.  The well known author Maxim Gorky was unlucky enough to 

publically align himself with Shostakovich’s cause.  Although he was considered a trusted 

adviser to Stalin, this did nothing to prevent his mysterious death only three months after he 

had publically supported Shostakovich’s music (Mishra 93).    

 For the next few years, Shostakovich’s musical output faltered along with his finances.  

With Stalin’s critique of Shostakovich came a newly rejuvenated fear of the dictator by his 

followers and Shostakovich himself.  In 1936, the fourth symphony was completed and 

previewed in private.  However, the premiere of the fourth symphony did not occur for another 

25 years (conveniently after Stalin’s death!) for reasons that are not entirely known, but there 

are many speculations (Mishra 94).  Shostakovich began working on the fourth symphony 

shortly after the Union’s First Congress in 1934.  There, Socialist Realism, which will be 
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discussed in depth later, was formally acknowledged in terms of the musical style it 

encompassed.  In short, Socialist Realist music was to depict all things militaristic and 

nationalistic about the Soviet Union and support the party agenda (Mishra 84).  Perhaps it was 

this very definition on how Soviet music was to be written coupled with the still fresh memories 

of the Pravda debacle that discouraged Shostakovich from premiering his completed 

symphony.  While debatably not as experimentalist as his 2nd or 3rd symphonies, the fourth 

symphony was at that time “the fiercest declaration of independence from a world dominated 

by Five-Year-Plan novels and ‘topical’ song symphonies” (Mishra 88).  In essence, the fourth 

symphony, completed during the pinnacle of Socialist Realist ideals, was the complete opposite 

of the pre-defined and expected Socialist Realist symphony.   

 Following the purges that began for Shostakovich personally with the death of Gorky in 

1936, the Great Terror reached its peak in 1937.  The year saw numerous friends and family 

members of Shostakovich’s arrested, exiled, or assassinated (Mishra 105).  With two children 

and a wife to support, Shostakovich began working on the fifth symphony.  Finished late 1937, 

the fifth symphony was a far cry from his previous works, and received an almost too exuberant 

display of approval from the audience at its premiere in November 1937.  Party officials again 

tore into Shostakovich and his music, creating confusion as to whether or not the work was 

acceptable according to Socialist Realism guidelines.  Months after its premiere, with the 

debate still hot, Shostakovich published his own article regarding the symphony in Vechernyaya 

Moskva entitled “My Creative Response.”  While most likely penned by Party officials, the fact 

that Shostakovich published it released much of the tension and fear felt by him at the time.  

He was, for the time being, “safe” from Stalin.   
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 With the 1940’s came a new onslaught of political turmoil.  Stalin’s purges continued, 

but now World War II was reaching into Soviet borders, affecting political, social, and economic 

factors in Soviet Russia (Daniels 320).  Throughout all of this, Shostakovich’s fluid relationship 

with Stalin and the Soviet Realist enforcers continued on a tenuous path.  He continued 

composing symphonies and piano works and began branching into new genres, including his 

now famous string quartets.  His Seventh symphony, finished and premiered in 1942, “stood 

unchallenged as ‘the’ iconic musical work of the war years” (Mishra 152).  With this success and 

the preoccupation of Stalin’s thoughts with WWII and Nazi Germany, Shostakovich remained in 

Stalin’s good graces for a time.  However with the appointment of Andrei Zhdanov, former 

Socialist Realist architect, and the defeat of Germany in 1946, Stalin resumed his didactical 

attacks on Shostakovich and re-centered his cultural goals on emphasizing Russian Soviet 

domination (Mishra 169).  The rise and fall of Shostakovich’s ‘popularity’ as a composer, 

dictated by Stalin himself, continued until Stalin’s death in 1953.  Shostakovich, freed from the 

Stalin-inspired terrors, continued to compose, writing 15 symphonies and 15 string quartets in 

total in addition to numerous ballets, operas, movie scores, suites, and concertos until his death 

in 1975. 
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Section III- Socialist Realism Defined 

 In order to truly understand Shostakovich’s symphonies, especially the Fourth 

Symphony for my purpose, it is vital that a consistent definition of Socialist Realism be outlined.  

While it obviously impacted Shostakovich and his musical output, Socialist Realism policies 

were not limited to music.  In fact, music was one of the last artistic mediums to be subjected 

to Socialist Realism.  Although not yet termed “Socialist Realism,” the ideals behind the policies 

were first introduced and understood as Marxist ideas under Lenin.  The details of Marxism and 

Lenin’s rule are not entirely relevant to my discussion; however it is important to understand 

the basic principles of party, class, and people that guided Marxism, as these would continue to 

guide Socialist Realism during Stalin’s reign.  In essence, society, art, and life were dominated by 

Party ideals, awareness of social class, and a sense of national identity.1 

 The first official “enlistment of certain art forms for political purposes” appeared in the 

Resolution of 1923.   Although this dealt mainly with literature, the Resolution set the stage for 

a broadening of the restrictions and demands placed on artists of all mediums in the following 

years (Vaughan James 55).  Between 1923 and 1934, a variety of official groups such as the 

RAPP (Russian Association of Proletarian Writers) and RAPM (Russian Association of Proletarian 

Musicians) organized and met to discuss what Socialist Realism meant for a specific artistic 

field.  All of these groups (literary, musical, visual arts, etc.) had two very important things in 

common; they agreed on what Socialist Realism is, and how exactly it impacts the artist.  

                                                           
1 A fuller discussion of these details may be found in C. Vaughan James, Soviet Socialist Realism, (New 
York: St. Martin's Press, 1973). 
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Vaughan James breaks down their definitions in his book Soviet Socialist Realism in order to 

reach an applicable definition of the phrase: 

’Realism’ in this sense means art that sets out to present a 

comprehensive reflection and interpretation of life from the point of 

view of  social  relations; ‘Socialist’ means in accordance with the policy 

of the Communist Party.  Socialist Realism is therefore based on a direct 

relationship between the artist and the process of building a new 

society; it is art coloured by the experience of the working class in its 

struggle to achieve socialism (Vaughan James 88).   

This sophisticated definition clearly shows the relationship between the Marxist ideals, party, 

class, and people that underlined Communism in Soviet Russia during the time that 

Shostakovich was composing the majority of his Symphonies.   

 The groups defined the relationship between the artist and Socialist Realism as “the 

function of art in society— the obligations of the artist to society in which he works, and hence 

the relationship between the artist and the politician” (Vaughan James 1).  This idea will 

become important in later discussions of Shostakovich’s Fourth Symphony. It is also important 

to note that while Socialist Realism essentially controlled all aspects of artistic expression, there 

were no expressly mandated rules on how to create.  The underlying thought was that the artist 

was expected to create profound and newly-inspired art that would further those three Marxist 

concerns of party, class, and people.  While Shostakovich composed his First Symphony 

approximately ten years before the official era of Socialist Realism era, his Fourth Symphony 

provides an interesting study for how a Soviet composer could survive during Stalin’s Reign of 

Terror while still maintaining some amount of artistic freedom. 
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Section IV- Analyses and Interpretations of Shostakovich Symphonies 

 

 

 First Symphony Second Symphony 

Winds and 

Percussion 

flute 3: 3rd double piccolo 4 + 2 non-doubling piccolos 

 oboe 2 4: 4th double English horn 

 clarinet 2 (Bb and A) 4 (Bb and A); 1 (Eb); 1 (bass) 

 bassoon 2 3 + 1 contra 

 percussion timpani, triangle, 

tambourine, cymbals, 

tam-tam, glockenspiel, 

cassa  

2 sets of timpani, triangle, castanets, 

2 sets of cymbals, tam-tam, 

glockenspiel, cassa, xylophone, 

wood blocks 

Brass trumpet 2 (Bb); 1 (F) 4 (Bb) 

 horn 4 (F) 8 (F) 

 trombone 3 3 

 tuba 1 2 

Strings archi violin I and II, viola, cello, 

bass 

violin I and II, viola, cello, bass 

(recommended at least 84 strings 

total) 

 harp 0 2 

Piano   1 1 celesta 

 

Figure 1- Comparison of Instrumentation in First and Fourth Symphonies 
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 As previously mentioned, Shostakovich composed his First Symphony while still a 

student at the Petrograd Conservatory.  Completed in 1925 and premiered in May the following 

year, the symphony is often described as being one of the greatest first symphonies written, 

although still a relatively immature work for Shostakovich.  The work is largely a melodic and 

tonal work, but with the beginnings of some distinctly unique-to-Shostakovich traits.  Written in 

f minor, the symphony is comprised of four distinct movements, although the final two are 

connected through an attaca drum roll.  Relative to his later works, the first symphony is quite 

conservative, with clear forms, distinct tonal areas (if sometimes blurred by chromaticism), and 

recognizable melodies (see figures 2-5).  However, Shostakovich had already begun to define 

himself as a “symphony-grotesque” composer.  As Mishra points out, the First symphony’s 

“humor is quick, pointed, and quirky, though without the heavy satire that would become part 

of Shostakovich’s armory by the decade’s end” (Mishra 45).  With this in mind, a closer look at 

some stylistic traits in the First Symphony will help to elucidate Shostakovich’s compositional 

progression. 

 

  
  Figure 2- Symphony No. 1, First Movement 

Sonata Form 

 a minor 
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 The first movement of Symphony No. 1 is in a clearly defined sonata form.  Although it 

begins somewhat harmonically ambiguous, the tonic key of  f minor is clearly established within 

the introduction, and further enforced with the main thematic area beginning in measure 58 

(figure 2).  The first thematic idea, presented by solo clarinet, is a very crisp, rhythmic melody 

with a keen sense of chromaticism, but still easily recognizable as being in f minor.  The jarring 

interval leaps and dotted rhythms are both compositional qualities that reoccur not only within 

this movement and the rest of this symphony, but also in many of Shostakovich’s later works.  

This idea continues, passing through various sections of the orchestra before Shostakovich 

transitions neatly into a new thematic section.  The lyrical waltz presented first by solo flute is a 

beautiful lilting melody that clearly shows Shostakovich’s capabilities and finesse as a melodic 

innovator.  Beginning in measure 145 (the development- see figure 2), Shostakovich develops 

the two thematic areas, but not until after a re-statement of the introductory material, a 

slightly unusual trait for sonata form, although not nearly as daring as some of his later works.  

A distinct compositional style that Shostakovich continued to use throughout his symphonies 

was the creation of intensity through extreme chromaticism.  During the development section, 

Shostakovich blurs conventional tonality and rapidly shifts from one key area to another, 

heightening the sense of urgency and intensity.  He also introduces new material in measure 

181, a heroic fanfare accompanying, which again is unusual for a conventional sonata form.  

Despite the somewhat unexpected additions in the development section, the recapitulation at 

measure 259 effectively provides a sense of closure to the movement both melodically through 

the restatement of the first theme, and harmonically as it ends in f minor.  
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 The second movement is a little less clear-cut in terms of form and harmonic center.  

The rough introduction is chromatic and harmonically unsettling, but with the beginning of 

theme A in measure 3, Shostakovich establishes a minor as tonic.  The frantic leaping melody 

presented by solo clarinet is reminiscent of the first theme presented similarly by solo clarinet 

in the previous movement (figures 2 and 3).  This continues until measure 36 where, again 

flutes present the slower more lyrical melody.  The open harmonies and often parallel lines 

create an eerie and mysterious melody.  The chromaticism of the melodic line is presented over 

a drone rhythmic E (dominant to tonic key of a minor) in strings, giving a sense of harmonic 

stability to the section.  This leads to a re-statement of theme A, again in a minor.  The form of 

the movement seems typical, until measure 121 at the climax of the movement, when we get 

the simultaneous presentation of both themes.  The two are juxtaposed on one another, both 

in their respective key areas.  This quick climax dissolves into a slow and harmonically open 

sounding coda. 

 

Figure 3- Symphony No. 1, Second Movement 

Modified Scherzo 

  a minor 
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 The third movement of Symphony No. 1 is, in my opinion, the most original sounding of 

the entire symphony.  It is the most tonally ambiguous movement, and the most difficult to 

assign a definitive form to.  Although not an exactly accurate description, a good way to view 

the movement is in ternary form, with the B section being developmental in nature while still 

presenting new thematic material (see figure 4).  The entire movement relies heavily on the 

mournful oboe sounds to create a somber mood.  An important feature of this movement is the 

tripletized fanfare motive that is first heard in measure 24 in the trumpets. 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 4- Symphony No. 1, Third Movement 

Example 1: From Symphony No. 1,  3
rd

 mvmt. – mm. 24 

* This clip is for trumpet in Bb and tambourine 
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This brief melodic idea is a unifying theme for the movement and is also presented in the fourth 

movement of this symphony.  The coda of this movement also serves as the transition into the 

fourth movement.  Because of its transitional nature, there is no real harmonic closure to the 

movement, which increases the musical tension of the movement.  Both the harmonic 

ambiguity and the use of a brief motive as a unifying theme within and between movements 

are compositional traits that permeate Shostakovich’s later works, including the Fourth 

Symphony. 

 

 

 

 The fourth and final movement of Symphony No. 1 is again in sonata form.  It begins 

somewhat unusually in a minor, but quickly passes chromatically into the tonic key of f minor, 

so that by the time the solo clarinet presents the second theme (similar to first and second  

movements), we are clearly established in f minor.  Following a more lyrical melodic idea in solo 

oboe and clarinet, a flighty and sharply rhythmic melody emerges as the second theme area 

Figure 5- Symphony No. 1, Fourth Movement 
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(refer to figure 5).  This leads dramatically to a soaring third melodic idea in measure 91, where 

the upper winds and strings play the melody (in A major) over harsh rhythmic chromatic 

accompaniment.  This melody gets repeated in the same key by solo violin, only it is not 

accompanied by a driving rhythm and the slower tempo gives it a more melancholy and relaxed 

feeling.  The development section reiterates all three thematic areas heard in the exposition 

and travels chromatically through multiple key areas.  Interestingly, Shostakovich uses an 

inverted version of the triplet fanfare from movement three to transition into the 

recapitulation of this movement. 

 

 

 

 

In the recapitulation, and three themes are heard, although not all of them are given equal 

importance.  the C theme is given priority over the other two melodies, which are actually not 

heard in their entirety during the recapitulation.  Unexpectedly, the coda of the movement 

ends not with any of the main themes from this movement, but with a rapid inverted version of 

the third movement fanfare, this time presented in duple meter as opposed to the original 

tripletized feeling.  This ending shows another significant trait of Shostakovich’s unique 

compositional style- the use of thematic material as a unifying feature between movements of 

a larger work. 

Example 2: From Symphony No. 1, 4
th

 mvmt. – mm. 224  
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 Given the political climate and the fact that Shostakovich was still a student when he 

composed this remarkably sophisticated work, his use of clearly defined formal structure and 

tonal centers and his reservation to explore harmonic and orchestral complexities is completely 

rationalized.  This piece was in essence his “final exam” in order to graduate from the 

conservatory.  His mastery over symphonic form and orchestration were obviously illustrated in 

Symphony No. 1. Shostakovich still managed to introduce chromaticism and show tendencies 

towards humor and the grotesque, styles that pervaded his future works.  Without a point of 

reference (one of his later symphonies), this symphony may actually seem overly modernistic in 

some places, however the Fourth Symphony will provide an interesting and enlightening 

comparison that makes Symphony No. 1 look like a  Mozart symphony. 

 The Fourth Symphony, started in 1935, was completed in May 1936.  In December of 

the same year, Shostakovich pulled the symphony in the middle of rehearsals, and the piece 

was shelved until its premiere 25 years later, approximately 9 years after Stalin’s death.  Full of  

complex harmonies and equally complex rhythms and formal structures, the Fourth Symphony 

is considered by some to be the height of Shostakovich’s modernist ambitions, while others see 

it as more a transitional work, a reconciliation of his “new musical  language with the traditional  

concept  of a symphony” (Ottaway 19). 

 Indeed, the work represents a symphony on the largest conceivable scale.  From the 

orchestration to the sheer number of musical ideas, everything about the Fourth Symphony can 

be summed up by the term “grandiose.”  Shostakovich himself stated that the work 

“suffers…from ‘grandiosomania’ ” claiming that the work was too long and over-scored (Blokker 
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57).  The symphony is scored for double the normal wind and brass section (see figure 1), and 

up to 84 strings plus an extensive percussion section.  It is the largest orchestra required by any 

of Shostakovich’s symphonies, evidence of Mahler’s influence on the still impressionable 

Shostakovich (Ottaway 19).  Additionally, apart from the second movement scherzo, the first 

and last movements both stray away from traditional symphonic forms.  Blokker insists that the 

“key to *the Fourth Symphony+ is its use of free form,” which is a fancy way of saying that 

Shostakovich does not employ form in the traditional sense that audiences and critics expected 

at the time (Blokker 57).  While this makes it difficult to analyze the Fourth Symphony in a 

conventional fashion, I have attempted to force the piece into the frame of traditional 

symphonic form in order to more easily draw comparisons between the First and Fourth 

Symphonies.   

  

 

 

 

Figure 6- Symphony No. 4, First Movement 

Modified Sonata Form 
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 The first movement can be most likened to a modified sonata form in predominately c 

minor.  Having said that, it is difficult to accurately state where an exposition ends and a 

developmental section begins.  In Figure 6, I notate this by placing a question mark where a 

measure number should be between the two sections, indicating that the two areas blur 

together seamlessly.  The main theme begins startlingly with a shrill and blaring three-notes 

descending figure. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This then breaks into a more rhythmic melody that gets developed and modified throughout 

the movement.  A more lyrical slower melodic idea is presented in measure 34, after which we 

expect some sort of clear transition into an obviously developmental section.  This never truly 

occurs.  From measure 1- 906 (out of 1045 measures total), new themes are being constantly 

introduced.  Some are obvious re-orchestrated, modified, or otherwise “developed” themes 

Example 3: From Symphony No. 4, 1
st

 mvmt. – mm. 1 
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previously heard, while other melodic ideas are introduced once then never heard again.  An 

exhaustive analysis of the movement may produce a more clear relationship between the 

themes, however for my purposes it is important only to note that the traditional feeling of 

exposition + development is not found in the first movement.  A clear recapitulation can be 

heard in measure 906 with an obvious augmentation of the three note-opening figure, followed 

by the “sub-theme,” both presented in the tonic key of c minor.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 *Instrumentation is the same as in example 3  

 

This however is also misleading in terms of true sonata form as new melodic material is still 

being presented in this area.  The English horn solo is reminiscent of earlier lyrical sections, but 

the intervallic and rhythmic relationships are different enough that I interpret it as a new 

theme.   

Example  4: From Symphony No. 4, 1
st

 mvmt. – mm. 906 
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 Without even discussing harmonic language, it is clear that Shostakovich’s Fourth 

Symphony is already a great deal more modern than his First Symphony.  I need only to write 

briefly about the tonal ambiguity present in the movement in order to prove my point that 

Shostakovich was no longer simply exploring harmonic complexities, he was actually pushing 

beyond the idea of traditional tonal harmonies and breaching almost into the realm of atonal 

abstraction.  The amount of cluster chords (which also appear in the second and third 

movements), usually presented in brass or winds in harsh driving rhythms far exceeds any of his 

previous symphonies.   

 

 

  

Example 5: From Symphony No. 4, 1
st

 mvmt. - mm. 183  Example 7: From Symphony No. 4, 3
rd

 mvmt. – mm. 353 
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The key areas that he moves through, when used, are obscure and almost always blurred by 

extreme chromaticism in the melodic and harmonic lines.  As a final point, the first movement 

ends with a mellow c minor chord but instead of allowing harmonic closure, the last thing we 

hear is a dissonant D against the c minor chord from the English horn, fully obliterating any true 

sense of tonal finality. 

 

 

 

 After the intensely exploratory first movement, the second movement scherzo is a 

welcome reprieve from the chaotic melodic and harmonic complexities of the first movement.  

The movement follows exactly a true scherzo form (ABABA), complete with fully developed 

tonal centers (see figure 7).  The main theme in d minor is a quirky, bouncy yet oddly lyrical 

waltz-like melody.  The melody itself is chromatic (what else would we expect from 

Shostakovich!), but clearly centered on d minor.  It is simply stated, with minimal development, 

Figure 7- Symphony No. 4, Second Movement 
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before transitioning chromatically to the second theme area.  Theme B is presented over a 

rhythmic drone centered on C.  This melody is longer, less dance-like and more song-like in 

nature.  It is still chromatic, but easily identifiable as a distinct theme with its own harmonic 

language.  As is expected, theme A returns, slightly modified for melodic interest, again in d 

minor.  This time, Shostakovich writes the theme out as a canon, first in strings and then later in 

the woodwinds.  This enables Shostakovich to show his mastery over contrapuntal writing.  The 

effect of the section is mesmerizingly beautiful, with intense harmonies created by the canonic 

theme.  This then leads to the return of theme B.  In a climactic fashion, Shostakovich morphs 

the lyrical melody into a forceful fanfare for horns, while the rest of the orchestra plays the 

rhythmic drone.  It is again presented in C.  It is the final statement of theme A that adds a 

modernist twist on the expected scherzo.  While we anticipate a somewhat generic re-

statement of the melody, Shostakovich surprises us with an interesting and complex percussion 

rhythmic ostinato, over which the violins play a rhythmically active version of the waltz melody.  

The movement ends simply and quickly with a brief literal playing of theme A by the flute, 

followed by a d minor chord, giving a true sense of closure to the movement. 

 

Figure 8- Symphony No. 4, Third Movement 
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 If the audience expected Shostakovich to follow this light-hearted scherzo with an 

equally accessible finale, they would be sorely mistaken.  The third and final movement of the 

Fourth Symphony is anything but traditional, and is in my opinion a culmination of not only all 

of Shostakovich’s unique  stylistic  traits, but also a great representation of everything that 

Socialist Realism sought to prevent composers from writing.  While I called it ternary form in 

Figure 8, this is a very loosely defined term, as the movement presents so many different 

thematic ideas that it is difficult to accurately identify a traditional form.  As Blokker said, it “has 

a unique and totally individual form: that of Shostakovich’s Fourth Symphony” (Blokker 57).  

The movement begins eerily in a barely recognizable portrayal of c minor.  The bassoon and 

later other solo instruments play a rhythmically crisp, yet lyrical melody.  Instead of venturing 

into a new thematic area, Shostakovich instead introduces a purely rhythmic and harmonic 

section  in measure 101 that continues until measure 397.  This immediate shift in texture and 

introduction of slamming dissonant harmonies calls to mind another famous Russian composer 

and his compositions.  Although Igor Stravinsky was already living in France when this 

symphony was written, influences from his ballet Rite of Spring are hard to miss in 

Shostakovich’s Fourth Symphony, and had Stravinsky been living in Russia, his works would 

likely have caused as much scandal or more than did Shostakovich’s.  The rhythmic section at 

measure 101 is almost machine-like in its urgent unceasing chromatic ascension towards an 

anticipated climax.  True to Shostakovich’s musically shocking nature, this climax that the 

listener craves never fully appears.  Instead, the urgency dissipates into what I call the B 

section, an area united by its mocking character and extreme satire.  From measure 397-1010, 

Shostakovich bounces rapidly between harmonic centers and melodic ideas.  In Figure 8, I break 
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down this sarcastic section into six main melodic sections, each dance-like in nature but with 

their own individual musical traits.  In his article “Declared Dead, but Only Provisionally” in 

Soviet Music and Society Under Lenin and Stalin, Gerard McBurney insists that this section is a 

direct reflection and parody of dance-hall music with which Shostakovich was intimately 

familiar with (Edmunds 38). What holds the section together while simultaneously moving the 

music forward is the increasingly sarcastic and satirical harmonies.  The entire B section begins 

with a waltz clearly in D major, but as Shostakovich progresses through the various dance 

sections, he uses increasingly chromatic and tonally ambiguous harmonies.  The following few 

sections are comprised of mostly tonal melodies presented against increasingly ambiguous 

harmonies.  The final melodic section in measure 943 is the height of Shostakovich’s 

grotesquely  mocking compositional style as he writes a completely mocking waltz, with a 

disgustingly  chromatic melody and an equally chromatic harmonic support.  This entire B 

section comes to a  grinding halt when the timpani plays repeating V-I motion (G-C) in measure 

1010.  The driving rhythms of the opening A section return with extreme chromaticism and a 

lack of any true melodic content.  Mournful melodic lines are eventually presented, although 

they are  not identical to those heard in the A section previously.  A sparsely orchestrated c 

minor drone chord persists through the final 94 measures of the piece.  In the last 19 measures 

the celesta plays a 9 note figure twice, both  times outlining c minor.  However, the final two 

notes presented in the celesta are not c minor, which would harmonically end the movement 

and the entire symphony with some sense of closure and relaxation.  Instead, Shostakovich 

destroys any possibility of true harmonic finality by writing A-D as the final two notes in the 
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celesta, creating an intense dissonance and as Blokker states, “shatter*ing+  all hope  of a 

solution to the problems posed by the symphony” (Blokker 64).   

 

 

 

  

  

Figure 9- Comparison of Symphony No. 1 and Symphony No. 4 
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Section V- Summaries and Conclusions 

 Shostakovich’s musical ideas were already progressing towards modernism with 

experimentalist tendencies from the time he completed his First Symphony through the 1930s.  

It was during this time that  Soviet Russia was shifting rulers, with Lenin’s death and Stalin’s 

self-promotion to dictator.  As stated earlier, Stalin was in the height of his political terrors 

when Shostakovich was writing his Fourth Symphony.  I have already detailed the political 

drama that  was uncoiling in 1935-36 in a previous section.  Lady Macbeth’s impressively 

fortuitous premiere and the subsequent demoralizing and condemning article in Pravda both 

occurred while Symphony No. 4 was in rehearsal for its premiere. 2 Because of this and because 

of the Socialist Realism policies, Shostakovich’s Fourth Symphony would have  ruined his career, 

and could have potentially gotten him banned or killed.  This may seem like a melodramatic 

statement, but in truth Stalin was capable and had proven himself more than willing to “dispose 

of” any individual who happened to pose a threat to the Party ideals.  Although not written 

under Socialist Realism or during Stalin’s overwhelming dictatorship, the First Symphony was an 

ideal musical work  that promoted Marxism and the not yet termed Socialist Realism ideas.  

Likely due to his youth as a symphonic composer and the influences of the successful Soviet 

composer Prokofiev, Shostakovich did not venture too far outside of traditionalism with his 

First Symphony.  Like Prokofiev’s works, Shostakovich’s First Symphony represents a newly 

inspired work with lovely melodies and wonderfully inspiring climactic moments.  All of this is  

                                                           
2  A more comprehensive account of the full details surrounding the Pravda scandal can be found in 
Soloman Volkov's book Shostakovich and Stalin(New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 2004).  
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accomplished within an established symphonic form, and with a true, if slightly daring sense of 

harmony.  

 The same cannot be said about Shostakovich’s Fourth Symphony.  As shown in the 

analysis of the Fourth and the comparisons between it and the First Symphony (figures 6-8, 9, 

1), this work was verging on atonal modernism.  Socialist Realism demanded that music be 

easily accessible, which is not a description I would apply to Symphony No. 4.  Even as an above 

-amateur musician, I find the Fourth Symphony confusing and unintelligible at times.  The 

complex harmonies seen throughout the first and last movements completely obliterate any 

accessibility his melodic  ideas may have held to audiences.  The  entire Fourth Symphony is 

littered  with ever-present minor seconds, and in the last movement especially, tri-tones are 

used in an almost thematic nature (opening 2 notes in string bass and timpani form a tri-tone).  

While these are not unusual harmonies, it was  an extremely risky musical  gesture for 

Shostakovich to use these two dissonant features as often and with as much emphasis as he 

does in his Fourth Symphony given the political climate at the  time. Couple these intensely 

chromatic  harmonies with the freedom of form (or lack of form, depending on how you view 

it), and the Fourth Symphony becomes as far removed from the ideals of Socialist  Realism as 

possible.  Had Shostakovich been experiencing the same amount of success with his other 

works as he had first experienced with the premiere of Symphony No. 1, perhaps he would  

have been able to safely, if daringly, premiere the Fourth Symphony immediately following its 

completion in 1936.  Shostakovich and his family were already publically humiliated and were 

subject to direct scrutiny by Stalin as a result of his previous composition.  While the Soviet 

Party once recognized Shostakovich as the poster-boy for truly Russian music (his First 
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Symphony, The Golden Age ballet, Piano Concerto, and Cello Sonata), Stalin rejected him after 

his failure to produce newly innovative music that met the standards of Socialist Realism after 

1930 (namely his Second and Third Symphonies and Lady Macbeth).   The Fourth Symphony, is 

to me an obvious innovative masterpiece full of bold harmonic progressions and even more 

daring uses of formal structure.  It is these characteristic traits however that would have 

condemned both the Symphony and Shostakovich’s musical progression, leading me to 

conclude that Shostakovich did not premiere the work until after Stalin’s death in order to 

protect his life as much as to protect his musical ingenuity and integrity.   
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