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ABSTRACT 

Dmitrii Shostakovich is widely recognized as one of the most sigriificant 

composers of the twentieth century. A prolific composer, he left an important 

mark in virtueiliy every genre, most notably in the string quartet and the 

symphony. His Second Piano Sonata, a work of grandiose dimensions and 

great originality, is the hallmark of his mature creative period, along with 

works such as the Seventh "Leningrad" Symphony and the Second Piano trio. 

This study explores the mature piano style of Shostakovich evident in 

the Second Piano Sonata. It examines harmony, melody and texture as 

signifiers of style in this Sonata, and compares these stylistic traits with those in 

his earlier compositions as well as contemporaneous works by other 

composers, most notably, Sergei Prokofiev. The craftsmanship, broad outlines, 

and significance of the Second Piano Sonata earn it a place among the major 

works of twentieth century piano repertoire. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The Second Piano Sonata, Op. 61 is the largest solo piano work of Dmitrii 

Shostakovich and can be considered a central work in his output. Stylistically, 

the composer's piano works can be divided into three creative periods: a) his 

early piano style, represented by the Eight Preludes Op. 2, Three Fantastic Dances 

Op. 5, First Piano Sonata Op. 12, and Aphorisms Op. 13; b) a middle period 

characterized by the two most important works — Twenty-Four Preludes Op. 34 

and First Piano Concerto Op. 35 (1933). A hiatus of ten years away from piano 

compositions followed those works. 

His Second Piano Sonata marks the return of the composer to piano music. 

It was composed in 1943 and opened the third, most important piano period, 

which culminated in a grand cycle of Twenty-Four Preludes and Fugues, (1951). 

One of the most important scholars and specialists in the piano music of 

Shostakovich Vladimir Delson writes about the Second Piano Sonata: 

[The Second Sonata] is the most monumental piano work of the composer. 
His mature piano style was finally formed here, a style which is 
noticeably different from his Twenty-Four Preludes and First Piano 
Concerto. It is far from romantic pianism; it is alien to virtuoso style with 
its predominant emphasis on "grand" technique as well as brilliant 
"refined" technique; it is inclined toward a polyphonic and "neobachian" 
conciseness of texture; it does not lack for elements of economical 
keyboard writing; finally, it brings the genre of piano writing closer to 
the genre of chamber-instnmxental music with its transparency of texture 
and multiple voices.^ 

Although Shostakovich is best known as a prolific composer of 

symphonies and quartets, piano compositions played a very important role in 

^ V. Delson, Fortepiannoe tvorchestvo D. D. Shostakovicha (Moscow: Sovetskii Kompozitor, 1971), 
p. 124. 
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Shostakovich's creative life. By all accounts, the composer was an outstanding 

pianist who knew how to use the instrument as an expressive vehicle. He had 

earlier experimented with different compositional devices in search of a new 

language, but it is in this Sonata that his distinctive piano style reached its 

mature stage. A work of grandiose proportions and classical symmetry, the 

Second Sonata prompted the following comment by the renowned Professor A. 

A. Solovtzov: 

The predecessors of the Second Piano Sonata are not only the early piano 
compositions, but also the Piano Quintet, and the Fifth, Sixth, and 
Seventh ("Leningrad") Symphonies. The piano style links the Sonata with 
the early piano pieces, laconic as before, relying on pre-Lisztian piano 
literature and modem "neoclassical" tendencies. In addition to fiieir 
natiiral commonality of musical language, the Piano Quintet and the 
Symphonies are tied to the Sonata by a significance and severity of 
thought.^ 

This study analyzes the Second Piano Sonata in its historical context and 

examines its important role in the development of the twentieth century piano 

style in Russia. Included is a brief examination of the major tendencies of 

twentieth century music as reflected and modified in this work. 

The formal structural analysis of this work includes an analysis of the 

melodic and harmonic context, as well as the modal language. While 

Shostakovich does not directly quote folk materials in the Sonata, he does 

incorporate many features of Russian folk song in its melodies, particularly in 

the third movement, as will be seen below. In such procedures, it appears that 

Shostakovich was an heir to the Russian nationalist school, although he was far 

removed from the direct quote tendency of Balakirev, Mussorgsky, and others. 

^Ibid., p. 107. 
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Polytonal devices are frequently found in Shostakovich's choices within 

the harmonic texture. In addition, the term "modal language" will be used in 

order to describe the variety of modes vised in this Sonata. 

This Sonata is a very expressive work in which the composer frequently 

creates a high degree of terision, communicating the dark, tragic emotioris that 

preoccupied him at the time of its composition. Echoes of his dark mood are 

also foimd in the terseness of expression provided by a coherent, concise 

language. 

Most of the works composed by Shostakovich during his mature period 

are characterized by deep philosophical penetration into subjects common to 

the human experience, occasionally demonstrating optimism and a bright 

outlook, but more often dwelling on tragedy and the darker sides of human 

nature. In this respect, Shostakovich's creative outlook is similar to that of 

many Russian writers, most notably Fyodor Dostoyevsky and Leo Tolstoy, who 

were interested in such dark and "eternal" topics of human existence. The long 

tradition of Russian tragic literature is represented by works such as 

Dostoyevsky's Crime and Punishment and The Brothers Karamazov. Another work 

by Dostoyevsky, Notes from the Dead House, is considered to have had a direct 

influence on Shostakovich's opera. Lady Macbeth ofMzensk, which deals with the 

tragic life of an educated, admirable woman who was tragically compelled by 

her enviroriment to commit crimes. These were different times, however, and, 

following the opera's great success in Leningrad and Moscow, it was taken off 

the stage by order of Stalin, who unjustly accused the work of suffering from 

undue complication, lack of simple melodies, and a boring plot. Shostakovich, 

who was twenty-nine at that time, was sharply criticized for this opera in the 
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famoios article "Muddle Instead of Mvisic" published on January 28,1936 in 

Travda." Sadly, Shostakovich was also forced to withdraw his Fourth 

S5anphony after only a few rehearsals, because he was told it proved him an 

anti-soviet composer worthy of imprisonment. Indeed, many of his friends 

were arrested at that time following similar accusations. One of them, Marshall 

Tukhachevsky, a hero of the First World War and an amateur violinist, was 

accused of being a "German" spy and promptly shot. These were dark times, as 

Elizabeth Wilson writes: 

Following Sergei Kirov's^ murder in December 1934, a new wave of 
repression broke out on the coimtry. An atmosphere of hostility and 
grim suspicion came into being, and, with no little encouragement from 
the authorities, it became second nature for people to regard anybody 
near to them as a possible informer or saboteur. The year 1936 is 
remembered now as the first of the great purges and "show trials," in 
which Stalin's political enemies were forced into abject confessions and 
humiliation prior to their liquidation. It is estimated that over seven 
million people were arrested between 1936 and 1939... It affected people 
from all walks of life."^ 

Furthermore, there were many events in Shostakovich's life which may 

have given impetus to his use of tragic undertones. In his candid memoirs. 

Testimony, Shostakovich blimtly stated that his Seventh (1941) and Eighth (1943) 

Symphonies were strongly influenced by the atmosphere of mass terror that 

everyone had to endure in pre-war Soviet Union.^ Composed between those 

two sjmiphonies, the Second Piano Sonata shares the tragic overtones of the 

^Sergei Kirov v/as a prominent commimist party member and pov^rerful among Soviet 
government leaders. He was assasinated in Leningrad in 1934. It is widely siispected that 
Stalin may have had a part in organizing the murder, since Stalin was openly uncomfortable 
with Kirov's popularity among industrial workers in Leningrad. 

Wilson, Shostakovich: A Life Remembered (London, Boston: Faber and Faber, 1994), p. 120. 
^S. Volkov, Testimony: The Memoirs of Dmitri Shostakovich (New York: Harper and Row, 1979), 
pp. 135-138. 
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times with those works. In addition, the death of his beloved teacher, Nikolaev 

(see below), had a profound effect on Shostakovich, preparing the emotional 

stage in which the Second Piano Sonata developed. In the pages that follow, the 

somber elements of the Sonata will be examined. The most obvious of these can 

perhaps be heard in the dirge-like dotted figure that colors the first movement, 

the noble yet tragic demeanor of the eighth variation in the third movement, 

and the overall gloom of the beautiful second movement. 

SHOSTAKOVICH: THE PIANIST 

Shostakovich entered the Petrograd Conservatory in 1919, when he was 

only thirteen years old. His piano teacher at the Conservatory was the 

renowned Leonid Nikolaev, a professor whose most outstanding gift was to 

discover and encourage the individuality and talents of each student. Nikolaev 

was considered the head of the so-called "Leningrad" piano school, and was 

revered by his students. Nathan Perelman, a Leningrad pianist and 

contemporary of Shostakovich, recalled: 

Nikolaev was an extraordinary personality, a mein of great erudition and 
a wonderful musician. He was also a musicologist and composer, in 
fact, the old-fashioned type of Russian intellectual who had an enormous 
range of interests and grasp on things.^ 

Nikolaev was one of the major influences in the formation of young 

Shostakovich, both as a composer and as a pianist. The atmosphere of his 

studio was said to be one of friendship, coUegiality among the students, and 

complete dedication to "mi:isic as art." Nikolaev's lessons could be more easily 

^Wilson, Shostakovich, p. 58. 
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called master classes, as all his students would be present when the master 

teacher offered his critiques to each student. He seems to have had a profound 

knowledge of composition and counterpoint, although his own prolific 

compositions were not distinguished by originality or imagination. His 

knowledge of formal compositional aspects, however, were evident in the 

lessons he gave Shostakovich, as Nikolaev would not only listen to a new 

composition, but would also give professional advice regarding polyphony, 

texture, or harmony. Shostakovich was appreciative of such advice, as he said: 

It is a pity that he [Nikolaev] did not teach composition. His advice in 
this area always showed his deep understanding of form, style and 
infallible taste.^ 

Nikolaev's most famous students were Maria Yudina and Vladimir 

Sofronitzki. Both of these pianists graduated from the Coriservatory in 1921 

and their graduation recitals were events that Shostakovich remembered for the 

rest of his life. Shostakovich maintained a lifelong friendship with Maria 

Yudina. In their student years they often played four-hand music together. She 

was very well acquainted with the music of modem composers and introduced 

Shostakovich to some works of Hindemith, Bartok, and Krenek. It was also she 

who suggested to young Shostakovich that he should leam Beethoven's 

"Hammerklavier" Sonata, one of the favorite works of Nikolaev. Studying that 

work would inevitably make a lasting impression on yoving Shostakovich. In 

April of 1926 he played it for his graduate diploma exam. Lydia Zhukova, a 

friend, reminisced about this performance; 

^S. Khentova, Shostakovich: zhizn i toorchestvo (Leningrad: Sovetskii Kompozitor, 1985-86), vol. 
I, p. 94. 
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He [Shostakovich] was a wonderful pianist, with strong hands and his 
own precise, somewhat dry manner of plaj^g... He played with 
authority and maturity, displaying a symphonic grasp of the whole 
work. At that time, he already thought in massive, symphonic boulder-
like sections... 8 

In January 1927, in conjimction with other young and promising pianists, 

Shostakovich was selected to represent the Soviet Union in the Chopin 

Competition in Warsaw. Although he was not awarded a prize (the First Prize 

that year was given to Lev Oborin, another Soviet pianist), his performances 

made a deep impression on the audience. He was among the eight finalists and 

received a diploma. As a young man, Shostakovich aspired to a pianistic 

concert career and, indeed, he had accimiulated a substantial piano repertoire 

comprised mostly of Classical works of Beethoven and Romantic works of 

Liszt, Chopin, and Tchaikovski. Although very fond of modem music, his most 

radical choices of repertoire were Prokofiev's First Piano Concerto and the solo 

piano part in Stravinsky's Les Noces, with his friend, Maria Yudina, playing one 

of the other solo piano parts. Except for the latter two works, his repertoire 

could be called rather conservative. Gradually, however, Shostakovich reduced 

the number of solo performances and appeared mostly playing his own 

compositions. Nathan Perelman recollected: 

Few people now remember Shostakovich's amazing and idiosjmcratic 
pianism. He expressed his individuality in his approach to performance. 
He never allowed himself the slightest hint of "Chopinesque" sentiment, 
and this in its own way had much charm... Shostakovich emphasized 
the linear aspect of music and was very precise in all the details of 
performance. He used little rubato in his playing and it lacked extreme 
dynamic contrasts. It was an "anti-sentimental" approach to playing 
which showed incredible clarity of thought. You could say that his 

®Wilson, Shostakovich , p. 56. 
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playing was very modem... Shostakovich seemed to foresee that by the 
end of the twentieth century, his style of playing would predominate, 
and in this his pianism was truly contemporary.^ 

THE COMPOSITION OF THE SONATA 

In August 1941, Leningrad was attacked by German troops. The famous 

Leningrad blockade lasted for seventeen months, a time during which those 

who stayed in the dty imder siege suffered extreme hardship: severe cold, 

limited food supplies, and shortage of fuel. In October 1941 Shostakovich and 

his family were forced to evacuate to Kuibishev. He deeply loved his native 

city of Leningrad and at first refused to leave, but finally relented at the 

insistence of friends and family. Regrettably, these war years also were marked 

by the deaths of several close friends. The increasingly tragic overtones in his 

works of the time reflect these events. 

While these were productive years for Shostakovich, he gives evidence 

of courage and determination in the face of tragedy: 

The war brought great sorrow and made life very, very hard... Yet, it 
had been even harder before the war, because then everyone was alone 
in his sorrow. Even before the war, there probably was not a single 
family in Leningrad who had not lost someone—a father, a brother, or, if 
not a relative, then a close friend. Everyone had someone to cry over, 
but... everyone feared everyone else, and the sorrow oppressed and 
suffocated us... To be able to grieve is also a right... I was not the only 
one who had an opportunity to express himself because of the war. 
Everyone felt it. Spiritual life, which had been almost completely 
squelched before the war, became saturated and tense, everything took 
on acviity, took on meaning. You could finally talk to people... lliat is 
why I consider the war years productive for the arts. This was not the 
situation everywhere, and in other coimtries war probably interferes 

^Wilson, Shostakovich, p. 59. 
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with the arts. But in Russia, tragically, there was a flowering of the 
arts.io 

He had completed three movements of the Seventh Symphony in 

Leningrad, but finished it in Kuibishev. It was performed immediately in 

Leningrad as well as abroad with great success. In the United States, it was 

performed under the baton of Arturo Toscanini and was broadcast all over the 

world. Shostakovich viewed this somber symphony as a Requiem, not an 

"Apotheosis," as Soviet propaganda wanted to have it perceived.^i In the 

Second Piano Sonata and Eighth Symphony that would follow, Shostakovich 

would continue to demonstrate a deep preoccupation with this tragic, mournful 

mood. 

It was while in Kuibishev that Shostakovich received news of Nikolaev's 

death, who had previously evacuated to Tashkent. Shostakovich was deeply 

struck by the sudden death of his mentor, who was one of the first to 

encourage his pianistic and compositional talents. Anxious to pay homage to 

the memory of Nikolaev, Shostakovich developed plans for a substantial piano 

sonata of four movements that would include a five-voice fugue, somewhat 

reminiscent of Beethoven's "Hammerklavier," a work he had learned imder 

Nikolaev. This was to be the Second Piano Sonata. 

Eventually, Shostakovich discarded many of his sketches for the Sonata. 

Instead of the plaimed four movements, only three were composed. Perhaps 

the ill health Shostakovich suffered as a result of the hardships of the 

evacuation not orUy interrupted his work, but also influenced the decision to 

trim the project. Some of the original plans remained, however, among them a 

^^olkov. Testimony, pp. 135-136. 
^Wolkov, Testimony, pp. 135,138. 
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set of variations in the Finale.^^ Shostakovich composed two movements of the 

Sonata in Kuibishev. The third movement was completed in Moscow, where he 

had to retire to the sanitarium "Arkhangelskoie" in order to recover from his 

iUness. 

Perhaps the gloomy tenor of the times influenced Shostakovich in his 

apparent determination to create monumental compositions at this time. The 

Second Piano Sonata is an impressive thirty minutes in performance and, in 

texture and scope, appears to be a reflection of symphonic thiiiking. 

Sandwiched chronologically between two large symphonies of similar scope 

and mood, it is not too surprising that the Sonata would emerge from a similar 

mold. 

^^The theme and variations was Nikolaev's favorite musical form, and Shostakovich's first 
work (the Theme with Eleven Variations for orchestra) was also in theme and variations form. 
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11. THE SECOND PIANO SONATA 

FORMAL ASPECTS 

There are three movements in the final version of the Sonata — two larger 

outer movements framing a relatively short, mostly lyrical second movement. 

It is organized dramatically so that the pace of the entire work builds to a 

climax in the Finale movement. 

First Movement 

The opening movement of the Sonata follows the general outline of the 

classical sonata form. Following the Exposition, a Development section begins 

in m. 97 (L'istesso tempo), and the traditional Recapitulation occurs at m. 168 

(Tempo I). A coda of considerable length follows, begiiming in m. 228. 

The movement begins with a dynamic pattern of motion using sixteenth 

notes in a two bar introduction that sets up a dramatic atmosphere, turbulent 

and agitated. These sixteenth notes have dominating first notes in each group 

which create a quasi-polyphonic effect, reminding the listener of similar 

textures found in J. S. Bach's preludes. The main theme that follows has a 

somber, tragic character accentuated by a dotted rhythm. Its dark timbre is 

iitfluenced by both the theme's initial placement in the bass and its B minor 

color. Immediately, the theme is subjected to development in the form of 

intricate sequences. It soon becomes clear that these two elements are integral 

parts of the first theme: the continuous flow of sixteenth notes which start the 

piece (later functioning as the harmoruc backgrotmd) and the dotted thematic 

material introduced in the left hand (Fig. 1). The dotted rhythm not only 
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permeates this theme, but also appears in the second theme that follows and 

becomes the basis for the development section. 

Through an accelerando, the first theme gives way to the second theme, 

which appears Pii2 mosso, at m. 55 (Fig. 2). In contrast to the first theme, the 

mood changes to one that is happier, and the tonality changes from minor to E-

flat Major with a raised fourth (Lydian mode).^^ xhe theme's bright, march-like 

character is underscored by its placement in the extreme high register, 

accompanied by firm, ostinato chords in the left hand. A closing figure appears 

that combines thematic elements of the second theme with a dotted rhythm 

reminiscent of the first theme (Fig. 3). 

The development of the first movement (beginning at L'istesso tempo, m. 

97) consists of two major sections. In the first section (mm. 97-140) canoruc 

transformations of the first theme are displaced throughout contrasting 

registers of the piano. We find that Shostakovich here uses the two distinctive 

elements of the first theme, i.e., the dotted rhythm motif and a four-sixteenth 

note group derived from the opening introduction. It is here that the composer 

displays his splendid contrapuntal technique as he modifies the material of the 

exposition and uses colorful modulations. During the initial nine measures of 

development, the dotted thematic material is in the left hand, while the right 

hand has the moving sixteenth notes. The material is then reversed between 

the two hands, placing the dotted figure in the right hand (Fig. 4). The 

polyphonic effect is intensified by the added independence that the groups of 

sixteenth notes achieve in this section, forming a descending line, first in the 

right hand, then in the left hand. The first nine bars modulate into G Major and 

^^Its harmonic peculiarity is discussed on p. 46, 'Tonality and Harmony". 
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the next nine into B flat Major. The dotted fragment of the theme is then 

subjected to development through imitation. It is also made more colorful by 

juxtaposing the dotted fragment of the theme in two different tonalities, which 

creates the effect of bitonality (Fig. 5)M 

The bitonal clashes between C Major - E-flat minor and then F minor - D 

minor lead the development to a brief transition section in C minor in which the 

flow of sixteenth notes is compressed. The transition introduces the second 

major section of the development, in B-flat Major (Fig. 5, mm. 140). Here 

Shostakovich provides an illusion of possible recapitulation through the virtual 

quotation of the beginning of the Sonata, placing it, however, in the "wrong" key 

of B-flat Major with colorful contrasts of different registers. Almost 

immediately the theme begins a transformation, leaping through wide intervals 

of sevenths and tenths. Finally, using B-flat Major as a transition to G minor, 

the composer leads us to the true Recapitiilation (Fig. 6). 

The dramatic climax of the first movement dearly occurs in the 

Recapitulation, where the dramatic effect is the result of chordal textures, 

imitation in both hands, and unusual sonorities that reinforce the return of the 

first theme. Instead of the traditional return of the second theme in the main 

key of the movement, Shostakovich juxtaposes both first and second themes in 

their original keys, creating a dissonant yet logical polyphonic combination of 

the principal elements of this movement (Figs. 7a and b). 

The Coda of this movement (mm. 228-284) is of considerable length, 

almost competing with the length of the Development section. It consists of 

also "Harmony and Tonality" below. 
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Fig. 6: First movement, mm. 154-168 
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three sections. The first is based on the same material that occupies the 

development, again inverting nine measures based on the first theme material 

(Fig. 8). The second section incorporates the thematic material of the middle 

part of the first theme (Fig. 9). The last and third section of the Coda returns to 

the original material and the texture foimd in the first theme. The composer 

does not simply repeat this material, but finds new ways of transforming it, 

including further contrasts of different registers and chromaticism. This return 

to the main theme at the end of this movement creates an arch-like effect used 

by other twentieth century composers, notably Bela Bartok. The movement 

ends with sixteenth notes running in a "closed" space, somewhat like a thought 

that keeps spirming, unable to stop (Fig. 10a). Three measures of sharp chords, 

again juxtaposing major and minor tonalities, conclude the movement (Fig. 

10b). 

Second Movement 

The Largo second movement is in three clear sections. The melody 

opening the movement is characterized by a fluidity which minimizes the effect 

of the bar lines and ciuves the intricate line, somewhat like flowing human 

speech (Fig. 11). The composer goes into great detail in order to achieve his 

concept. The meter changes frequently, as recurrent accelerandos and 

ritardandos underscore the unstable pulse of narration. In addition, the 

composer asks for considerable rhythmic flexibility by marking the score with 

the direction molto rubato. Such fluid movement occurs over the steady 

rhythmic pulse of the accompaniment: a waltz rhythm in 3/4 meter that will 
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eventually yield to a persistent elaboration of the theme. Delson points to the 

parallel with Chopin's Waltzes and Mazurkas: 

In the context of the sonata form, the second movement is a type of 
intermezzo, despite its depth of expression. Interestingly, the structure 
of the theme's development in the Largo does not lack waltz-like 
elements (homophonic texture, chordal accompaniment, three/four 
meter). The expressive devices of Qiopin (mainly a niunber of his 
intensely sorrowful mazurkas in a slow tempo) and, in part, those of 
Tchaikovsky and Sibelius, are to be found in the distant genesis of such 
contradictions of texture and genre in piano literature. However, here 
the individual characteristics of the witz are not in complete agreement 
with its form and genre: the intellectual basis suppresses the emotional, 
and elements of a typical "meditation" clearly overshadow all the 
others.^5 

The middle section {meno mosso) in C Major begins at m. 46 (Fig. 12). 

Ostinato chords in the left hand, emphasized by the extremely slow tempo of 

this episode, create an illusion of stillness and icy immobility which occurs also 

in other works of Shostakovich, such as at the end of the third movement in the 

Fifth Symphony. 

The Largo returns (Fig. 13a), but now it appears in 5/4 meter and with 

added canonic elaboration. In this section the composer restates the opening 

material of the movement, quoting the melody, but subjecting it to canonic 

elaboration and adding ornamental watercolor-Iike splashes of soft chords (Fig. 

13b). The movement ends with a short Codetta which cleverly combines the 

theme of the first section with the ostinato chords of the second (Fig. 14). An 

unexpectedly ironic gesture of falling eighth notes in the right hand reminds 

this writer of some of Shostakovich's earlier Piano Preludes Op. 34. The last 

^^Delson, Fortepiannoe, p. 118. 
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three measures fade out, leading logically into the gentle beginning of the next 

movement. 

The Second Piano Sonata is not as frequently performed as one would ex

pect in the case of a major work by a well-known composer. This may be due, 

in part, to the initial public reaction to this second movement, for it was 

criticized as the weakest portion of the work. Some performers thought it was 

too "intellectual," not expressive enough, and inaccessible to the listener. 

Another point of view was presented by Solovtzov, who considered this Sonata 

one of the most important compositions by Shostakovich, asserting that the 

Largo second movement was indeed the best.^^ 

Third Movement 

The Finale is a set of variatioiis, a type of formal treatment which held 

considerable interest for Shostakovich. One of his first works was the orchestral 

Theme and Eleven Variations written while at the Leningrad Conservatory. In ad

dition, his teacher's favorite form, as noted in the Introduction above, was the 

variation form, and much time was spent in Nikolaev's class discussing the op-

portimities for expression within this form. Among the formal structures based 

on the variation idea, Shostakovich seems to have favored the passacaglia, for it 

appears frequently in his works. Indeed, his best known works (e.g., the opera 

Lady Makbeth, the Piano Trio No. 2, the Eighth Symphony, and the Violin 

Concerto No. 2) incorporate a passacaglia in one form or another. This 

movement employs the principle of free variation form, which Russian 

composers favored. Mikhail Glinka chose this form for his symphoruc 

l^Delson, Fortepiannoe, pp. 117-118. 



variations on the Russian folk song and dance "Kamarinskaya." Another 

wonderful example of free variation form is Tchaikovski's Variations on an 

Original Theme in F Major. 

There has been an on-going discussion among Russian musicologists 

concerning the number of variations included in this Finale. Shostakovich 

avoids any clear separation between variations, and, in some cases, elides one 

variation into the next. A. N. Dolzhanskii corisidered that this movement has 

thirteen variations, but, in this writer's opinion, another view, proposed by V. 

Delson, is correct. In his analysis of the third movement, Delson proposes that 

there are only nine variations and they have different lengths due to textural 

and rhythmic changes. Some of them just repeat the theme with a different 

texture, while others change the context completely. The theme consists of a 

melody, thirty measures long, which resembles Russian folk song in its imeven 

structure; i.e., the first phrase of the theme consists of nine measures, the second 

of ten, and the third of eleven measiores. Delson claims, that in the theme we 

can find, for the first time in Shostakovich's works, his peculiar monogram D-

Es-C-H, which translates in English to D-Eb-C-B (Fig. 15). 

The first two variations do not change the theme, but, rather, the textures 

change. The first consists of a four-voice chordal texture, and the second has a 

counterpoint made of triplets moving from the right to the left hand. 

Starting with the third variation, the character of the theme begii\s to 

change (Fig. 16a). It becomes dry, with secco staccato eighth notes obsessively 

driving to the climax which occurs in the second half of the variation, as the left 

hand picks up and further develops the modified rhythmic pattern of the right 

hand (Fig. 16b). In the fourth variation the theme gains distinction from its 
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placement in the upper voice over a sturdy chordal texture (Fig. 17). These 

thick and abundant chords seem evocative of remote Russian bells. Such an 

association between chords and bells has a long tradition in Russian piano 

literature,e.g., Mussorgsky's Pictures at an Exhibition and the opening of 

Rachmaninov's Second Piano Concerto. Shostakovich adds wonderful color to 

the sovmd with his masterful polytonal blocks, modulations to the remote B-flat 

Major and E-flat major keys, and an abxmdance of altered chords. 

The fifth variation goes far afield from the theme. Dolzhanskii writes: 

Unexpectedly, there appears a kind of dance-Hke quality contradicting 
the theme's motifs of lamentation. It seems as though one's reason 
begins to fail and something infernal appears similar to a fantastic dance 
emboldened by the strokes of arid chords. And then it is as though 
uncontrollable exclamations of protest burst forth. Feelings are aroused. 
The tension increases. The melody of the theme sounds against a 
backgroimd of a feverishly pulsating rhythm, as though bewitched, at 
first in an especially high, then low register, as though pushed to the 
very limit of its existence.!^ 

Beginning with the fifth variation, the meter gradually compresses. In 

this variation, the time signature is 3/4 (Fig. 18); in the sixth variation it is 2/4. 

Shostakovich compensates for this by increasing the number of measures in 

these variations. The sixth variation is a polytonal canon in which the tension is 

increased to the highest possible level through increased contrapxmtal 

complexity and chromatic tension (Fig. 19). Much needed relief is found in the 

seventh variation. Over the backgroimd of the dotted accompaniment there is 

an augmented and modified version of the theme, consisting solely of half notes 

(Hg. 20). 

Dolzhanskii, Kamemye instmmentalnye proizoedeniia D. Shostakomcha (Moscow; Muzyka, 
1965), p. 18. 
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The eighth variation is perhaps the most important in the movement. It 

has a very deeply expressive, noble yet tragic demeanor, and, as it returns to 

the main key of the piece, B minor, it seems to hold a special place. There is a 

remote kinship between the first motif of this variation and the Siegfried's 

leitmotiv from Wagner's Ring of the Nibelungs (Figs. 21a and b). The 

controversial issue surrounding this variation concenis whether to divide this 

variation into two, as there is a visible change of character and texture in the 

middle. In addition, the dimensions of this variation make it the largest in the 

movement sixty six measures instead of the thirty in the original theme. 

However, as there is similarity of texture throughout, most notably in the 

dotted ostinato rhythm that unifies the entire variation, it would appear 

desirable to consider it as one. The end of the variation is marked by a sudden 

and complete retreat to peacefulness, colored by beautiful major/minor 

shading (Fig. 22a). Such shading effects are also found in other earlier Russian 

composers' works, e.g., Mussorgsky's first song and coda from the cycle Songs 

and Dances of Death. (Fig. 22b). 

The Finale closes with the ninth variation which creates a strong 

impression of profound grief, and which retunis to the original tempo of 

Moderato (Fig. 23). The texture is again very sparse, even ascetic. Delson, quite 

justifiably, has observed that there is a distinctive parallel between the texture 

of this variation and the beginning of the Sonata.'^^ (see Fig. 1 above). 

Therefore, the composer has effectively created a structural arch which connects 

the entire work, giving it unity and integrity. 

^®E)elson, Fortepiannoe, 1971, p. 124. 
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As noted throughout this section, the Second Piano Sonata demonstrates 

effectively that Shostakovich relied consistently on a complex vocabulary of 

developmental devices and detailed attention to formal concerns. His 

procedures created a piano work which is of symphoruc dimensions and gives 

the impression of a monumental undertaking that exceeds its single instrument 

genre. Shostakovich, in his piano music, used a compositional process for 

growth and shape that is similar to that of Beethoven. To be sure, both 

composers demonstrated an ability to use concentrated thematic material in 

which every note has a purpose, followed by the application to this material of 

sophisticated developmental and expansion procedures. For example, it can be 

clearly seen if one compares the development section (First movement) of 

Shostakovich's Sonata with the development section (First movement) of 

"Waldstein" Sonata Op. 53, in C Major. In both works, concentrated thematic 

material is extracted from the first subject and imitated in different registers of 

the piano. (Fig. 24). Paradoxically, he achieved this in conjimction with a 

compact, concise language which we will examine in the section which follows. 

TEXTURE AND POLYPHONY 

The early years 

As stated above (see Introduction, p. 10), Shostakovich was already a 

productive composer during his years as a young student at the conservatory. 

By 1923, he had already completed several important works for piano: the 

Eight Preludes Op. 2, Three Fantastic Dances Op. 5, the Suite for Two Pianos Op. 6, 

and the Sonata in B Minor (unpublished). Although his Preludes already 

demonstrated some characteristics we associate with Shostakovich's mature 
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Fig. 24: Beethoven, Sonata Op. 53, First movement, mm. 92-99 
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style, these are, for the most part, eclectic compositions that demonstrate the 

influence of composers whose works the young man admired, e.g., Borodin, 

Mussorgsky, Prokofiev, and Scriabin. 

Among the Eight Preludes Op. 2, the one in E minor is in a Romantic vein; 

the Prelude in G Major, a narrative that uses bell-like tremolo effects, 

demonstrates the influence of Mussorgsky. His Three Fantastic Dances Op. 5 

have much in common with the early piano style of Prokofiev. As Delson 

noted, similarities can be found in the cheerful mood, laconic quality, exact 

repeats without development, unexpected tonal shifts, and simplified 

rhythms.^^ Both Prokofiev and Shostakovich paid tribute to grotesqueries and 

parody in their early works, yet, Shostako\'ich eventually started to develop his 

individuality, enriching the texture of his compositions with a linear, 

polyphonic approach, borrowing from Bach, and experimenting with modem 

structural devices. The first movement of the Suite for Two Pianos Op. 6 (1922) 

opens with a Bach-like Prelude and demonstrates the influence of a Russian 

polyphonist, Sergei Taneiev. 

Another strong iiifluence on the young composer was the shadow of 

Beethoven. As a young piano student, Shostakovich had a strong foundation 

built on Classical works. His favorite composer at that time was Beethoven, 

and he frequently performed the "Appassionata" and "Hammerklavier" sonatas. 

Indeed, Shostakovich admired the manner in which Beethoven used 

polyphonic devices and fugues in the late sonatas, e.g., Opp. 101,106,110, and 

111. Shostakovich also appears to have found personal resonance in 

^^Delson, Fortepiannoe, p. 19. 
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Beethoven's technique of using very compact thematic material and then 

applying sophisticated developmental procedures to it. 

The mature style 

Within Shostakovich's mature period, the texture of most of his works 

became increasingly polyphonic and concise. Such development may have 

occurred not only due to the nature of his innate creative impulse, but also, in 

part, due to the influence of composers like Hindemith and Stravinsky, both of 

whom demonstrated an ardent interest in linear writing and the use of 

polyphoiuc devices. As early as in Aphorisms Op. 13, Shostakovich included a 

canon that was given a contemporary, pointillistic cast, somewhat in the 

manner of Webem. 

His Piano Quintet (1940) contains a Prelude and Fugue as its two opening 

movements, and the fugue is a complex five-voice affair that is brilliantly 

written and very carefully planned. His interest in polyphony also led to one of 

the most significant cycles in piano literature, the Twenty-Four Preludes and 

Fugues (1951). Although these are influenced by the examples of Bach's Well-

Tempered Klavier and Hindemith's Ludus Tonalis, Shostakovich created a highly 

original work which aptly makes use of his distinctively concise style of 

pianistic writing. 

By the time of the Second Piano Sonata the language is mature and very 

concise. The texture consists, for the most part, of only two voices that are 

almost never treated homophonically; rather, the almost constant polyphony is 

graced with many different traditional procedures such as imitations and 

inversions. It is interesting to note that the composer uses imitative treatment 
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in the important, dramatic spots of the Sonata, such as the recapitulation of the 

first movement and the reprise of the second movement, effectively 

strengthening the expressive meaning in those sections (see Figs. 7a, 7b and 13a 

above). 

Shostakovich appears to have one favorite technique in the Sonata in 

places where substantial elaborative treatment seems desirable (e.g., the 

Development and the Coda of the first movement): that is, to exchange 

contrasting material between the two hands, therefore changing the appearance 

or outward effect of the texture. In the begirming of the Development, he 

extricates two elements out of the first theme material, as we have previously 

seen, stating them first as found in the opening of the movement, then 

reversing the parts between the hands, and finally adding contrapuntal 

complications (see Fig. 4 above). 

One of Shostakovich's most interesting compositional traits affecting 

texture is his ability to successfully combine simultaneously a few unrelated 

thematic fragments in powerful conjimctions. For example, in the 

Recapitulation of the first movement he joins together, quasi-stretto, the first 

and second themes, preserving their original rhythmic patterns and keys (B 

minor and E-flat Major) (see Fig. 7b above). 

Another contrapuntal technique this composer seems to enjoy is to state 

two versioris of a theme at the same time. In the fifth variation of the third 

movement, for example, Shostakovich combines the initial version of the theme 

(as it appears in the beginning of the variation) with its augmented version (Fig. 

25). 
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Canon is also a polyphonic device put to good xise by Shostakovich. An 

excellent example of this is in the sixth variation of the third movement, where 

he develops a bitonal canon in the diminished octave (see Fig. 19 above). The 

right hand is written in G minor, while the left hand is in G-sharp minor. 

While it is evident that Shostakovich was fond of polyphony and 

contrapimtal techniques throughout his output, in the Second Piano Sonata such 

techniques become an integral part of the work. Contrapuntal textures 

dominate the Sonata and polyphony becomes the work's essential attribute. 

TONALITY AND HARMONY 

The early piano music 

Shostakovich remained steadfast in his predilection for tonal language 

during his middle and late creative periods. In his young years, however, he 

experimented a great deal with atonality and other "new" tendencies, creating 

occasionally ambivalent harmonic patterns and surprising his more 

conservative teachers. 

As a young man, he was influenced by the left-wing radical tendencies 

that flourished in music and theater in Moscow and Leningrad in the 1920s. 

Young talented composers and writers in Russia cheered with excitement when 

west European composers like Arthur Honegger, Darius Milhaud, Paul 

Hindemith, and Alfredo Casella made guest appearances. In 1927 Maly Opera 

Theater in Leniagrad produced Alban Berg's Wozzeck and the composer, 

himself, came to the premiere. Shostakovich was, like so many others, in the 

audience. In 1928 Shostakovich participated in the productions of the TRAM in 

Leningrad — the Theater of the Working Youth, led by the famous V. E. 
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Meierhold. This theater was founded on the principles of the "New Art" 

previously announced by the Proletkult, the new organization which 

represented the interests of the so-called "proletarian culture." Shostakovich 

took ardent interest in these "New Art" principles, which, as Delson writes, 

were based "on the principles of the left-wing revolutionary aesthetics: the 

concept of nihilist distortion and parody, de-emotionalism and 

abstractionism."^^ This was clecirly an aesthetic trend that rqected the old 

traditions without offering a valid new language in its place. Experimenting 

nevertheless with these principles, Shostakovich wrote music for the 

production of the satirical play "Bug" by Maiakovsky in Meierhold's Theater. In 

1928 he also briefly served as Music Director of that theater for three months. 

His piano music during this period reflected these tendencies of 

inventiveness and experimentation, although sometimes laden with youthful 

exaggeration. His First Piano Sonata Op. 12 was composed in 1926. It is mainly 

an atonal work which contaiiis some masterful pages and demonstrates an on

going evolution toward colorful timbres, but it is generally considered 

immature in content. It begins with a toccata-like, furiously driven motif, 

obviously iiifluenced by Prokofiev's Third Piano Sonata Op. 28. Like the latter, 

Shostakovich's First Piano Sonata is also a one-movement work that relies on the 

principles of the Sonata-Fantasy developed earlier by Liszt and later by 

Scriabin. 

His next work. Aphorisms Op. 13, consists of ten short pieces, each one 

representing different genres such as serenade, nocturne, elegy, lullaby, funeral 

march, and even a "Dance of Death." These short miniatures are an attempt to 

2®Delson, Fortepiannoe, p. 28. 
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cater to the populeir trend in piano music of that time toward brief images 

presented in miniature forms which could be organized into suites or cycles of 

preludes. However, Shostakovich, who at that time was more interested in 

atonality and experimentation, remained closer to the music of composers such 

as Stravinsky and Prokofiev. Delson has noted that, in the piano works of this 

period, Shostakovich's piano texture becomes very condse and almost graphic, 

due in great part to the influence of some Western composers like Hindemith,^! 

who demonstrated an ardent interest in linear writing and the use of 

polyphonic devices. 

Shostakovich's tonal and harmonic language becomes more mature in 

the Preludes Op. 34. Here he demonstrated a wide variety of images and genres, 

which include pieces suggestive of gavotte and polka, romance, nocturne, 

barcarole, funeral march, etc. The significance of the Preludes, however, is that 

it is in this work that his language gradually crystallized, producing what we 

now recognize as Shostakovich's musical language. Furthermore, Dolzhanskii, 

who analyzed Shostakovich's tonal and harmonic language in detail, believes 

that it is in these Preludes that the composer developed his uiuque manner of 

incorporating old church modes with modes derived from Russian folk songs, 

creating essentially his own, distinctively new modes.22 Dolzhanskii sees this 

complex mixture as the combination of the basic major/minor structures with 

the altered scales common in the Russian folk tradition. The latter may 

t)^ically include alterations given a basically "minor" scale, either harmonic or 

melodic (rarely natural): flat second and fourth steps, and, sometimes, even the 

^^Delson, Fortqjiannoe, p. 38. 
^Delson, Fortepiannoe, p. 53. 



54 

eighth/first step. The basic Major scale would have added flat second or sixth 

steps. 

The Second Piano Sonata 

Years later, Shostakovich returned to the piano sonata genre enriched by 

the experience developed through work on the Symphonies, the String Quartet, 

and the Piano Quintet. His tonal language had solidified and had become more 

simple, yet logical and expressive. The general tonal scheme of the Second Piano 

Sonata centers around B minor. Although that tonal center undergoes many 

deviations, the center returns in the eighth variation of the last movement, 

establishing a tonal arch that logically consolidates the whole structure. 

Shostakovich's colorful techniques, however, effectively create tonal 

ambiguity throughout. In the first movement Shostakovich gave special 

importance to the keys of the flat fourth and flat eighth/first steps (E-flat Major 

and B-flat Major) in order to make the atmosphere unstable. The first theme of 

the first movement, for example, is interesting to analyze due to its peculiar 

tonal color. Although written in B minor, the composer places B-flat in 

prominent, dramatic spots, making that B-flat an essential attribute of the main 

theme (see Fig. 1 above). In Shostakovich's work there is a frequent tendency 

to lower certain scale degrees to create tonal ambiguity and widen the melodic 

impact. Delson has proposed that this interval, the dimiiiished octave, occupies 

a very important place in Shostakovich's tonal language in general. Delson 

points to a similar use of the diminished octave in the first theme of 

Shostakovich's Fifth Symphony (1937) .23 

^Delson, Fortepiannoe, p. 111. 
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that this interval, the diminished octave, occupies a very important place in 

Shostakovich's tonal language in generaL Delson points to a similar use of the 

diminished octave in the first theme of Shostakovich's Fifth Symphony (1937).23 

In the Second Piano Sonata, the second theme of the first movement is 

written in Eb Major (see Fig. 2 above), a surprising key given that the first theme 

is in B minor. There are two altered steps: the fourth (A natural) and the second 

(F#). The sharp fourth step is usualiy associated with the Lydian mode, but here 

Shostakovich uses a more complex scale. Dolzhansldi has proposed an interesting 

way of looking at these overall key/tonal relationships. He claims that the first 

and second themes of this sonata are written in the "related" keys of major and 

minor, except that these are notated a fourth apart instead of a third, as is usual.^^ 

If we examine the scales in Hg. 26 below, it is true that both are related due to the 

flat eighth step (Bb in B minor) and sharp fourth and second steps (A natural and 

F# in Eb Major). , 

Bass of jecsad tlteme. Htst movemesc 

Fig. 26: Altered scales lised in First movement 

^Delson, Fortepianrux, p. 111. 
24Delson, Fortqnamwe, pp. 112-113. 



However, in my opinion, that is a rather unreasonable explanation, as the two 

keys, B minor and E-flat Major, carmot be so clearly related. C-sharp, which is 

an integral part of B minor, does not exist in E-flat Major, and, indeed, 

Shostakovich does not use it. While it is true that Shostakovich xised the flat 

second step (C natural) in the B minor first theme, he uses it or\ly in the 

developmental procedures to which he subjects that first theme. Therefore, 

there is no reason to think that Shostakovich intended the two tonal centers to 

be so closely related. Unfortimately, Dolzhanskii did not clarify his theory 

further, so his explanation remains his personal theory. 

One of the most important attributes of Shostakovich's tonal language is 

his frequent use of bitonality throughout the Second Piano Sonata. Examples are 

found in the first section of the Development in the first movement (see Fig. 5 

above), and, in the third movement, within the canon in the sixth variation (see 

Fig. 19 above) and the bell-like textures of the fourth variation (see Fig. 17 

above). 

In addition, Shostakovich demonstrated fondness for the juxtaposition of 

major and minor modes against each other in order to create a harmonic color 

of unusual effect. Examples of this technique have already been cited above, as 

seen in the Coda of the first movement (see Fig. 8 above) and the eighth 

variation of the third movement (see Fig. 21a above). Harmonic ambiguity, 

combined with his choices of tonal centers throughout the Sonata, are effective 

in creating tension and interest. The second movement, for example, is 

centered aroimd A-flat Major, an apparently remote key from the Sonata's 

original key of B minor. In addition to the consistent use of a mode that 

includes the flat second and sixth steps, the composer uses the remote key of F-



sharp Major in order to pass to the mystic quality of the C Major episode at m. 

41 (see Fig. 12 above). The second movement ends with chords that combine 

the sharp second and fourth steps, as well as the flat sixth step against the toruc 

A-flat. 

The use of the tritone is also significant, both within harmorues and in 

the relationships between tonal centers. For example, in the third movement, 

Shostakovich achieves great dramatic tei\sion by departing from the B minor 

center of the first four variations and traveling to F minor in the fifth variation 

(see Fig. 18 above). 

MELODY AND RHYmM 

The melodic aspects of Shostakovich's style evolved over the course of 

time. Some compositional tendencies from his early years continued making 

themselves evident through his mature period, but others were discarded. 

Initially, his melodic language developed under the influence of late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century European composers such as Scriabin, 

Mahler and Richard Strauss. Shostakovich was quite familiar with Mahler's 

works and the latter's influence is evident in the use of a language that includes 

firm tonal centers colored with numerous altered scale tones. The influence of 

earlier Riossian composers such as Modest Mussorgsky and Sergei Taneiev can 

also be detected in the sense of color and extensive polyphonic skills, 

respectively. Gradually, more contemporary influences (particularly that of 

Prokofiev and Stravir\sky) affected his lyrical language, as did Russian 

melodies. Shostakovich also developed a strong sense of rhythm 

experimenting with regular, toccata-like rhythms, as well as with strong 
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rhythmic units that became integral components of his work. Frequently, he 

borrowed the concept of variable meters from Russian folk song. 

In the late 1920s Shostakovich became involved in the experimentalism 

present in Russian odtural life during those years. Although many Russian 

composers embraced atonality, Shostakovich, Prokofiev, and others, did not 

choose that route, using instead elements of parody and grotesquery, called 

"hooliganism" by official musicologists and the press. Leo Mazel, a prominent 

Shostakovich specialist, has said that, during this period, the composer's 

melodic material had already departed from the Post-Romantic legacy.^ As 

evidence, Mazel points to the use of large leaps that included "dissonant" 

intervals of fourths, sevenths, ninths and tritones, as well as simple repetitive 

patterns based on the interval of a second. These techiuques, coupled with a 

linear approach to musical texture, gave an overall impression of angularity, 

lacking the emotional impact expected by listeners. 

In the 1930s Shostakovich discarded some of these experimental devices, 

returning solidly to tonal melodic thinking, coordinating the melodic and 

harmonic aspects in a more balanced manner. However, some early tendencies, 

such as the use of large dissonant intervals, became a permanent characteristic 

of his style. Examples of the incorporation of dissonant intervals (sevenths, 

ninths, and elevenths) abound in his Symphonies Nos. 5,7, and 8, as well as in 

his chamber works. These intervals were used not only for energetic musical 

phrases, but for lyrical passages as well. Repetitive patterns based on the 

interval of a second also would prove a permanent fixtvire of Shostakovich's 

^Leo Mazel, Etiudy o Shostakoviche: statii i zametki a tvorchestve [Shostakovich Studies: Articles 
and Sketches on His Creative Work] (Moscow: Sovetskii Kompositor 1986), p. 35. 



melodic style. Indeed, these tj^es of patterns influenced the speech-like 

qualities of his melodies, which now became more flexible and expressive. 

Shostakovich used to say that for him, as a composer, Yiddish music 

culture (East European Jewish culture) held deep interest. Indeed, we can 

identify the dance-like rhythms and sharp, expressive intonations (often based 

upon a tritone) that appear in the second movement of the First Violin Concerto 

or in the second movement of the Piano Trio No. 2 with the usual qualities of 

Yiddish music. Shostakovich also studied Jewish poetry, resulting in the 

composition of the song cycle From the Jewish Folk Poetry. 

In general, Shostakovich avoided the use of melodies with symmetrical 

structures that his contemporary colleague, Sergei Prokofiev, favored. Instead, 

Shostakovich's melodies are often as5nTimetrical and consist of complex shapes. 

He also favored the use of large leaps involving the "sharp" and rather 

dissonant intervals of the seventh and the ninth. Already noted, is 

Shostakovich's Beethovenesque talent for using concise, terse melodic material 

that is eminently suited for development, as can be observed in the theme of the 

final movement. 

The composer's mature melodic talent is particularly evident in the 

second movement. The initial theme corisists of an asymmetric melody that 

contains a typical combination of a fourth and seventh (see Fig. 11 above). It is 

interesting to note that Shostakovich modifies it by transposing it a semitone 

lower twice. He proceeds using wide intervals and an abimdance of altered 

tones, most notably the flat second and the sixth steps. All of these 

sophisticated procedures enrich the melodic framework of this first theme to 

such a degree that the tonal center could be called into question. The effect is 
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somewhat reminiscent of the post-Romantic style of early Schoenberg or Berg 

works. 

The influence of Russian folk songs ("protyazhniye pesni," i.e., prolonged 

or stretched-out songs) is quite evident in the third movement. Delson 

compared this long and sad melody to the Russian "pritchet," a spedal type of 

song usually reserved for a serious purpose, such as the death of a close 

friend.26 The "pritchet" consists of a short melodic repetitive formula of 

assymetrical structure (nine measures, ten measures, and eleven measures). 

Both the affect and the asjmimetrical structure are typical of Russian folk songs. 

Shostakovich appears to have consciously chosen this type of folk song to cast 

his third movement, as the tragic circumstances surroimding the composition 

of this work indicate. 

Another tj^ical expressive device drawn from Russian folklore is the use 

of the flat second, fourth, and eighth steps in the important places of the 

melodic line, as the line leaps up to these altered tones, falling back down again 

(see Fig. 15 above). This is a gesture typical of the "plach" (cry), another type of 

Russian folk song. In West European music we find similar gestures in the 

"lamento" phrases occurring in Italian opera. Some musicologists have actually 

claimed to find similarities between Shostakovich's melodies and those of other 

composers. Delson, for example, found such similarities between the main 

theme of the first movement in Shostakovich's Second Piano Sonata as cast in a 

dotted figure in the "cello" register of the piano, and the second theme of the 

^^Delson, Fortepiannoe, p. 119. 



first movement in Schubert's "Unfinished" Symphony P. In my opinion, 

however, this type of exact parallel is perhaps an unnecessary exaggeration. 

Rhythmic patterns are frequently used in the Second Piano Sonata as a 

unifying device. As previously noted, it is the distinctive dotted rhythm that 

provides a continuum through both themes in the Exposition of the first 

movement. It is this dotted rhythm that is also an important part of the 

Development and the Coda. 

Furthermore, the use of ostinato rhythmic patterns frequently provide a 

thread of unity. The most famous example of the ostinato in Shostakovich's 

works can be found in the first movement of his Seventh (Leningrad) Symphony. 

In this work, he depicted the invasion of the German troops through the use of 

an ostinato rhythmic pattern which spans a wide variety of dynamic volume, 

from the softest pianissimo to the loudest fortissimo. Ravel's Bolero, of course, 

can be considered a parallel. In the Second Piano Sonata, Shostakovich uses the 

ostinato device in the E-flat major triad accompaniment of the second theme, 

first movement (see Fig. 2 above). An ostinato is also a device used in the 

second movement not to create excitement, but rather, to create the impression 

of complete stillness and immobility (see Fig. 12 above). In the final movement, 

a rhythmic ostinato is found to dominate the seventh variation, where it 

provides continuity in the face of multiple changes in the harmonic context (see 

Fig. 20 above). 

This discussion of rhythmic features in Shostakovich's style would be 

incomplete if we did not mention the frequent meter changes that his pieces 

incorporate. In the second movement of this Sonata the time signature changes 

^^Delson, Fortepiannoe, p. 112. 
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no less than thirty-nine times. Such a device allows the composer to maintain 

the speech-like expressive quality of this movement. The time signatures also 

change frequently in the fourth variation of the final movement, where they 

could be associated with the changes of meter that are typical of Russian folk 

songs. 

PIANISTIC STYLE OF THE SONATA 

This Second Sonata is very different firom all the piano works 

Shostakovich had composed before. There is a distance of almost ten years 

between his First Piano Sonata, the Twenty-Four Preludes, the First Piano Concerto 

and the Second Piano Sonata. The latter represents the achievement of a mature 

piano style in which the language is very concise and economical without being 

"dry" in any manner. The range of emotions portrayed is impressively wide and 

swings from the deepest sorrow felt after the death of his revered teacher to the 

energetic and imtroubled sway of more optimistic emotions associated with the 

yovmg student years spent at the Conservatory, full of youthful dreams. 

The Russian musicologist Leo Mazel observed: 

Shostakovich composed mostly in traditional genres and forms — 
quartets and symphonies — and, while using many new devices, did not 
break with the old ones. There is an opinion in the West that he is 
conservative, old-fashioned. However, this is "conservatism" and "old-
fashionedness" similar to that of J.S. Bach, who was creating polyphonic 
music in an era of new harmonic thinking (and, yet, having better 
mastery of harmony than anyone else). Bach and Palestrina wrote 
masses, but Bach belonged to an era different than that of Pcilestrina. So 
too Shostakovich followed in the lofty symphonic tradition of Beethoven, 
Tchaikovsky and Mahler, and the expressive nationalism of Mussorgsky; 
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but Shostakovich was far removed from his predecessors by a new level 
of development of musical thinking.28 

This work distinguishes itself among piano works of other Russian and 

Western composers of this time. Even in its most dramatic pages, it is as far 

from the flashy pianism of Prokofiev as it is from the emotionally-detached 

neoclassical compositions of Stravinsky. The closest piano style is perhaps that 

of Hindemith. This Second Sonata, is very far from the romantic pianism of 

Schimiann, Chopin, and Liszt, although its key of B Minor also happeris to be 

the key of such monumental Romantic sonatas as Liszt's B Minor Sonata or 

Chopin's Sonata No. 3. Due to its seriousness of purpose and emphasis on 

formal structure, Shostakovich's Second Sonata is much closer to a work like the 

"HammerJdavier" Sonata of Beethoven, a work which held a special place in the 

composer's heart and one which he frequently performed in public with great 

success. 

The piano style of Shostakovich evolved, influenced by many 

circumstances, including his own piano performances, repertoire choices, and 

the powerful influence of Leonid Nikolaev. Classical music. Romantic music, 

and the music of his contemporaries ail affected the composer. 

His compositional predilection for classical genres such as sonata (such 

as in the Second Piano Sonata), symphony, and quartet appears to have stemmed 

partly from his traditional training as a piano and composition student. Yet, the 

general interest in "old" formal structures was not unusual. Other early 

twentieth century composers like Stravinsky and Hindemith, to name but a 

^^Leo Mazel, "Razdumia ob istoricheskom meste tvorchestva Shostakovicha" ["Thoughts on the 
Historical Place of Shostakovich's Work"]. In G. M. Schneerson, Dmitrii Shostakovich: statyi i 
rmteriali (Moscow; Sovetskii Kompozitor, 1976), p. 72. 



couple, were also writing in neobaroque and neoclassical idioms during the 

first half of the twentieth century. One can easily use the terms neoclassic and 

neobaroque with respect to the musical language, the compositional 

procedures, and the forms of the Sonata. 

Nevertheless, the dimensions of the work strongly suggest a parallel to 

large Romantic masterpieces for piano such as the Sonata No. 2 in B minor of 

Chopin or the Sonata in B minor of Liszt.^^ Despite the linear, near-ascetic 

quality of the opening of the Second Piano Sonata, there are strong similarities 

between its nervous initial thrust and the feverish begiiming of Chopin's Sonata 

No. 3 in B minor. In addition to the common tonality of the sonatas (B minor), 

they share a subjective emotional atmosphere that is characteristic of 

Romanticism. 

Another Romantic allusion appears in the ninth variation of the third 

movement (see Fig. 23 above). The figiaration used in the right hand to 

accompany the lyrical cello-like melody in the bass results in a rich homophonic 

texture reminiscent of those which Mendelssohn and Schumarm commonly 

used to create an atmosphere of repressed anxiety. 

Although neo-classical and neo-romantic elements abound in the Second-

Piano Sonata, this is clearly a work that belongs in the twentieth century. A 

work for piano which shares a similar background of experience is Prokofiev's 

Sonata No. 7, written in 1942, only a year earlier than Shostakovich's Second 

Piano Sonata. Both compositions were evoked by the war and its tragic 

consequences. The complex polyphonic treatment in the Shostakovich's Sonata 

is not present in Prokofiev's 7th, but one can easily point to a similar use of 

^^Shostakovich was fond of Romantic period music and perfonned much of it as a young man. 



strong rhythmic features and ostinato patterns to provide intensity. Like 

Shostakovich, Prokofiev constantly uses driving toccata-like rhythms in the first 

movement and the finale. However, Prokofiev's Sonata relies more on the use 

of dissonant clusters and bright registral changes to create a colorful piano 

texture, a style more closely associated with the virtuosic writing of Liszt and 

Rachmaninov. 

In the Second Piano Sonata, Shostakovich's aim was not to create a 

virtuoso vehicle. He was more interested in exploring the lyrical and 

psychological aspects of human emotions of the highest order, as he also did in 

other mature works. In spite of the fact that he chose piano textures that are 

rational, concise, and ascetic, Shostakovich achieved the highest possible level 

of expression, reaching its climax in the Finale of the Sonata. This work is the 

exceptional product of a superb and mature creative artist. 
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III. CONCLUSION 

Dmitrii Shostakovich is undoubtedly one of the major composers of the 

twentieth century. He was a prolific composer who worked incessantly. The 

fifteen sjmaphonies and fifteen string quartets that are widely considered the 

core of his work are largely drawn along generous proportions. His symphonic 

way of thinking was incorporated into his other instrumental music, most 

notably his Second Piano Sonata, as well as the piano trios and other chamber 

works which include the piano. 

His compositional style underwent many changes during his lifetime. 

The early work which inaugurated his career as a composer, the First Symphony, 

was warmly received. However, Shostakovich would suffer disappointments 

and hardships which would affect his outlook on life and color his music. He 

endured sharp criticism from communist party officials for a period of time, 

and was forced to withdraw a number of his works from either performance or 

publication. He was deeply affected by the war years and by the loss of his 

mentor. Therefore, after experimenting with form, tonality, and some lighter 

subject matter in his early works, he turned to sober classical forms, favoring 

Sonata-Allegro and Theme with Variation, all the while developing a unique 

compositional idiom. 

The Second Piano Sonata occupies a special place among the other works 

of the composer, as it was composed during the war years, a time when his 

compositional language matured. It was in his instrumental works that the 

composer worked out his idiomatic style, later termed "the lyric-intellectual 

style" by Russian musicologists. Its musical features are concise, rational 
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gestures that nevertheless incorporate an expressive piano idiom, the usage of 

polyphonic devices, reliance on modified classical forms, and the admittance of 

some limited influences from the Russian folk tradition. 

The impact of "intellectualism" and self-analysis is evident in Russian 

literature and art during the first half of the twentieth century. Delson has 

stated that the tendency was for creative people to attempt to use their work to 

reflect philosophical and psychological issues, following the tradition of 

Dostoyevsky and Tolstoy.^ In music, the symphonies of Scriabin were also 

considered to be part of the "l5nic-intellectual style," complex and introspective. 

Russian musicologists frequentiy associate the "lyric-intellectual" style with 

chamber music since it is supposedly the most appropriate medium to explore 

subjective, intimate feelings.^^ 

At the same time that Prokofiev was composing his "war sonatas," 

Shostakovich achieved his own maturity of style. There is a clear stylistic 

development evident in his piano writing, starting with his early piano works, 

the First Piano Sonata, the Twenty-Four Preludes, and the First Piano Concerto. In 

the Second Piano Sonata, Shostakovich's aim was not to create a virtuoso vehicle. 

He was more interested in exploring the Ijniical and psychological aspects of 

human emotiorrs of the highest order, as he also did in other mature works. In 

spite of the fact that he chose piano textures that are rational and concise, 

Shostakovich achieved deep expression in this exceptional work. 

The Second Piano Sonata can be considered a masterpiece. It is not only 

the composer's largest piano work; it is cdso one that marks his musical 

^^Delson, Fortepiannoe, p. 108. 
Zaderatzky, Polyfoniya v instrumentalnikh proizoedeniyakh Shostakovicha (Moscow: Muzyka, 

1969), p. 229. 
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maturity. This mature style is defined by economical textures which 

incorporate a variety of polyphonic devices, the use of bitonality, colorful 

melodic lines enriched by elements of Russian folk music and old church 

modes, and reliance on Neoclassical forms, particularly the Sonata-Allegro and 

Variation forms. Furthermore, Shostako\dch's legacy is evident in the work of 

the generation of Russian composers who followed the master, in particular 

two of the most renowned today: Alfred Schnittke and Rodion Schedrin. 

Schnittke has developed Shostakovich's philosophical approach to composition, 

i.e., the "lyric-intellectual" style. Schedrin has inherited and modified the 

Neoclassical mantle, writing, like Shostakovich, a set of 24 Preludes and Fugues 

for piano. 

The originality of the idiomatic style and the refinement of details in this 

Sonata truly make it one of the central compositions for piano written in the 

twentieth century. Its placement in Shostakovich's oeuvre also underscores the 

importance of extraneous influences on the creative process of this composer. 

For a long time, the piano music of Shostakovich has been relatively 

neglected by perfomers in the West. It is my hope that, in the course of this 

study, I have demonstrated that the unique textviral development, rich melodic 

aspect, and careful formal treatment make the Second Piano Sonata a work that is 

richly deserving of more attention in the future and increased number of 

performances. 
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