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                                                              ABSTRACT  

 

Alfred Schnittke’s Five Aphorisms for Piano (1990) constitutes a unique sub-

genre of piano music first explored by Dmitry Shostakovich in Aphorisms (1927). 

Schnittke’s Five Aphorisms exhibit stylistic and metaphysical parallels with the poetry of 

Joseph Brodsky. The present examination puts in perspective a vibrant example of 

Russian Postmodernist music.    

 

This study relates Alfred Schnittke’s Five Aphorisms for Piano (1990) both to an 

earlier set of piano pieces, Dmitry Shostakovich’s Aphorisms (1927), and to the poetry of 

Joseph Brodsky (1940-96). The study identifies musical and extra-musical connections 

between Shostakovich and Schnittke and examines the genesis of their musical sets in 

light of the composers’ biographies and writings. Later it explores Schnittke’s 

relationship with Brodsky, to whom the Five Aphorisms was dedicated, and whose poetry 

was intended to be recited before the performance of each of the five pieces. It analyzes 

the worldview and philosophy of Schnittke and Brodsky within the context of 

Postmodernism in order to shed new light upon their artistic intentions. Finally, the study 

considers the broader question of the relationship between music and poetry in late Soviet 

artworks.  

Throughout the document the Shostakovich set will be referred to as Aphorisms 

and the Schnittke set as Five Aphorisms. 
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                                           CONCEPTS AND DEFINITIONS 

            The purpose of this section is to define and contextualize the terms and concepts 

used in the document. 

 

Modernism: A period of art and music history from circa 1890 to circa 1930, to which the 

Shostakovich Aphorisms belong. The present study suggests that Modernism was a 

reactive period, with the artistic intention of representing a new and chaotic world 

following the Industrial Revolution.  

 

Postmodernism: A period of history following Modernism. The present study suggests 

that Postmodernism is more an attitude than a codified artistic period. Postmodernism is 

essentially reflexive. Postmodernism tropes are described in detail throughout the 

document.  

  

Stylistic elements: Aspects that find concrete expression in the artistic work, including 

musical/poetic language, and musical/poetic devices. 

 

Metaphysical/Extra-musical elements: Aspects that are suggested or implied by the work. 

These elements are presented within the context of the artist’s biography and worldview.  

 

Aphorism: A short saying which communicates a lasting truth. An aphorism is the 

marriage of poetry and philosophy, of style and content. 
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                                                        INTRODUCTION 

Silentium1  

She has not yet been born: 

she is the music and the word, 

and therefore the un-torn, 

fabric of what is stirred. 

 

 If civilized man is verbal man, the poet is paragon. In the hierarchy of human 

expression, language is unique and infinitely varied. Postmodernism claims that language 

constitutes reality rather than simply representing it. Because of this, we are all 

essentially verbal and even literary; we are all storytellers.2 Ludwig Wittgenstein, the 

Postmodernist sage, asserts that: “…understanding a sentence is much more akin to 

understanding a theme in music than one may think.”3  

Speech is often linked with music and there are numerous analogies between the 

two forms of expression/communication. Perhaps music came first, in the song of the 

bird, in the utterings and mutterings of animals, in the groans and primal screams of early 

man. The conceptual definition of music has expanded to include those biological sounds 

as deliberate and purposive if not ‘conscious.’ Still, they are sounds with pitch, timbre, 

and duration.  

                                                        

1. Osip Mandelstam, translated by A.S. Kline, modified by the author. 

(http://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Russian/Mandelstam.htm), accessed: 

10/18/14. 

2. See: Iris Murdoch, Existentialists and Mystics (New York: Penguin, 1999) and  

Claude Lévi-Straus, Tristes Tropiques (New York: Penguin Classics, 2012). 

3. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. G.E.M Encsombe              

(New York: MacMillan, 1958), 527. 
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Both language and music are often conveyed through symbols. They use a 

specific notation. Narration is always an immediate feature of language and sometimes an 

implied feature of music. The skills of language and music are acquired in much the same 

manner: by adding small individual units to form discernable, analyzable, and meaningful 

patterns. They are temporal; not just in time but of time.  

The age of Postmodernism is the age of contradictions. It is the age of plurality 

and polarization. Detachment is indispensable to the Postmodern condition and 

synonymous with the very term, Postmodernism. Detachment itself is the existential 

Nothingness, the negative space in which man floats, projecting himself, or not, into the 

world of Being.4 Conceptually, this negative space is not dissimilar from the negative 

space in which, and out of which the artist creates. In painting, it is the canvas surface. In 

sculpture, it is the heavy and dense material. In music, it is time.    

The deconstructive effect of Postmodernism created a novel sphere in which the 

integration of music and language could operate. This sphere is metaphysically heavy and 

leaden with associations, connotations, allusions, quotations, representations, and 

abstractions. It is music intertwined with language (poetic and/or philosophical), with 

extra-musical elements that cannot always be clearly delineated.    

It is into the context of extra-musical elements that the piano works in question 

fit. The Five Aphorisms for piano, written in 1990 by Alfred Schnittke (1934-1998), are 

Postmodernist in their construction, affect, and extra-musical associations. They are not 

entirely unprecedented, as they were modeled on the Aphorisms of Dmitry Shostakovich 

(1906-1975), written when the composer was twenty-one years old, and belonging to the  

                                                        

4. Being and Nothingness refers to the Existentialist work of J.P. Sartre. 
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Modernist period in art.5 There is a connection between the two sets of pieces that is 

undeniable. It is both musical, as Schnittke was widely considered to be the musical heir 

to Shostakovich,6 and extra-musical: philosophical, metaphysical, and symbolic. The 

extra-musical elements are spatial and temporal, often symbolizing darkness and death.   

Schnittke selected the poetry of Russian-American poet Joseph (Iosif) Brodsky 

(1940-1996) as not only complementary, but integral to the presentation of the Five 

Aphorisms. The parallels and analogies between the lives, works, and philosophies of 

Schnittke and Brodsky comprise the main focus of the present investigation. The 

secondary focus pertains to the parallels between Schnittke’s Five Aphorisms and the 

Shostakovich set. Examined is the musical influence of Shostakovich on Schnittke, the 

musical-philosophical connections, and the aesthetic analogies between Schnittke’s 

music and Brodsky’s poetry. These elements are explored in the context of both sets of 

Aphorisms, as well as Postmodernist trends in the arts.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        

 

5. Art critic Clement Greenberg spoke of Modernism as anti-representational and 

self-expressive, which implies a determination to separate the modernist work from all 

historical influences. See: (http://www.sharecom.ca/greenberg/modernism.html), 

accessed 9/25/14.  

6. Ivan Moody, who wrote the New Grove entry on Schnittke, considered the 

composer a “natural successor” to Shostakovich, and “the point of focus…in Russian 

music [,] which has been absent since the death of Shostakovich.” In Ivan Moody, “The 

Music of Alfred Schnittke,” Tempo 168 (March 1998): 7. 
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         SHOSTAKOVICH AS A SOVIET MODERNIST 

 

Be sober, be attentive; because your adversary, the devil, walks about like a roaring lion, 

seeking whom he may devour (1 Peter 5:8) 

 

Modernism is an elusive concept. While Modernism as the condition of being 

‘new’ and progressive existed in every epoch, Modernism as a codified artistic period 

lasted from ca. 1890 to ca. 1930.  It was a period of innovation. It was not a continuation, 

but a reaction. The reaction was psychological and artistic; it was a reaction to a new, 

chaotic world. According to musicologist Daniel Albright: Modernism is a testing of the 

limits of aesthetic construction.7 

It is undeniable that Shostakovich created a quintessentially Russian musical 

language, which was completely unique and largely unprecedented. Schnittke thus 

summarized the influence of Shostakovich on subsequent generations of composers: 

For the past fifty years, music has been under the influence of Shostakovich. 

During that time, his style has been continually evolving, and this has given rise 

to ever-new types of influence…. The unique quality of an artist reveals itself 

most clearly in the fearless way he opens himself to alien influences…as he 

absorbs [them] into the immeasurable and unidentifiable substance of his own 

individual genius, which adorns everything he touches...even…the musical 

quotations are heard by the listener as Shostakovich’s own material…where the 

past enters into new relationships with the present…and it is precisely this that 

determines the purpose of an artist’s life—to influence the world by merging with 

it.8 

 

Musically, Shostakovich’s tastes were varied and rather unorthodox. Leningrad 

Philharmonic Conductor, Nikolai Malko wrote: “Shostakovich [was very] interested in 

                                                        

7. Daniel Albright, Modernism and Music: An Anthology of Sources (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2004), 11. 

8. Alexander Ivashkin, A Schnittke Reader (Bloomington: Indiana University 

Press, 2002), 59-60.  
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Mahler…. The angularity of Mahler, his sharpness, the peculiarity of his humor.... His 

musical grimaces found a vivid response in Shostakovich.”9  

British composer and music scholar Gerard McBurney said: “Shostakovich’s 

music reflects, directly or obliquely, the irrational, futuristic quest and ideas of the avant-

garde of the 1910s and 1920s.”10 The progressive ideas and their artistic applications to 

which McBurney refers do form the ideological pool out of which the Aphorisms emerge. 

By contrast, Schnittke’s Five Aphorisms came out of the tropes and ideologies of 

Postmodernism.  

Shostakovich represented Russia in the first Chopin Competition, held in 1927 in 

Warsaw. Pianist and pedagogue Natan Perelman wrote of Shostakovich’s pianism: 

“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 playing was very modern; at the time 

we accepted it and took it to our hearts…Shostakovich seemed to foresee that by the end 

of the 20th century, his style of playing would predominate, and in this his pianism was 

truly contemporary.”11 It was this laconic pianistic style which influenced Schnittke 

significantly and led to the conception of the Five Aphorisms. 

 

 

                                                        

9. Nikolai Malko, A Certain Art (New York: Morrow, 1966), 197. 

10. Malcolm Brown, ed., A Shostakovich Casebook (Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 2004), 290.  

11. Sofia Moshevich, Dmitry Shostakovich: Pianist (Montreal: McGuill Unversity 

Press, 2004), 50. 
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                                          APHORISMS AND FIVE APHORISMS 

 

The Shostakovich Aphorisms are essentially Modernist character pieces. The 

images they provoke are jagged, deconstructed, unbalanced, and unsettling. They are not 

beautiful in the classical sense. There is an intellectual element present—a literary 

element, an element of words. There is also a visual element inspired undoubtedly by 

Modernist art, with its geometric grotesquery. The titles of the Aphorisms are: Recitative, 

Serenade, Nocturne, Elegy, Marche Funèbre, Etude, Dance of Death, Canon, Legend, 

and Lullaby. Of the ten works, three deal directly with the subject of death (Elegy, 

Marche Funèbre, and Dance of Death), two are ‘nocturnal’ (Nocturne, and Lullaby), 

three are ‘vocal’ (Canon, Recitative, and Serenade), one is ‘narrative’ (Legend), and 

Etude is an outlier. Nearly all of these pieces, with the notable exception of Lullaby, are 

ironically named, as they are generally unlike their associated titles. There is little of the 

night in Nocturne and Serenade is lacking in florid melody. For the purposes of this 

document five of the Aphorisms are examined, chosen as the closest analogues to the 

Schnittke pieces. The five pieces are: Recitative, Serenade, Nocturne, Elegy, and Lullaby.  

 The musical language of the Aphorisms is ultra-Modernist. This style is generally 

not associated with Shostakovich except for a few pieces in his dodecaphonic period 

from the late 1960s. Of the five selections, only Elegy and Lullaby are written in a style 

which later became representative of the composer, especially in his piano works such as 

the Preludes (Op. 34) and the Preludes and Fugues (Op. 87).  

The Aphorisms were conceived during Shostakovich’s trip to Europe and were 

composed between February 25 and April 7 of 1927. The title was suggested by the 
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renowned Polish musicologist Boleslav Yavorsky. In his study of Shostakovich, Polish 

composer, pianist, and scholar Krzysztof Mayer wrote: “Superficially, the Aphorisms 

feature several musical innovations, including the brevity of some of the forms, rhythmic 

freedom, and timbral experimentation. [The music is] largely atonal, with a concentration 

of material clearly evocative of Webern”.12  

The Aphorisms were premiered in autumn of 1927 and were met with great 

skepticism. There were a few vocal supporters of the work, including music critic Boris 

Asafiev, who wrote: “I especially like his [Shostakovich’s] latest piano works, which 

feature searching and unsettled melodies.”13 Shostakovich himself said: “In instrumental 

works, I was interested in finding and developing a new pianistic style, which was 

partially successful in the Aphorisms, where the style is minimally polyphonic.”14   

Esti Sheinberg has called Shostakovich a ‘literary’ composer, one who read 

voraciously from youth, and one whose “…techniques of composition were influences to 

no less a degree by his literary, theatrical, and artistic environment than by his musical 

background.”15 To these influences can be added Modernist painting, with its jagged, 

angular, rigid, systematic, mechanical, geometrical, and grotesque presentation. This is 

the Modernist language of Kandinsky, Picasso, Kokoschka, Rodchenko, et al.   

The musical language of the Aphorisms implies a radical break with past 

traditions, most especially in its harmonic and rhythmic aspects. This suggests that 

                                                        

12. Krzysztof Mayer, Shostakovich (Moscow: Molodaya Gvardiya, 2006), 81. 

13. Boris Asafiev, “Russian Symphonic Music of the Past Decade,” Music and 

Revolution No. 11 (1927): 73. 

14. Dmitry Shostakovich, Doctoral Oral Examination for the Leningrad State 

Conservatory. Published in Soviet Music No. 10 (1986): 55. 

15. Esti Sheinberg, Irony, Satire, Parody, and the Grotesque in the Music of 

Shostakovich: A Theory of Musical Incongruities (Aldershot, U.K.: Ashgate, 2000), 153. 
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Shostakovich was aware of the shattering of the dominant musical paradigms and the 

dawn of polystylism.16 Peter Schmelz, in his essay on Soviet Serialism, wrote: 

“Shostakovich created situations in which the opposition between tonality and atonality 

was important and could be read metaphorically, but he had not passed the limit point 

that Schnittke…had reached, where…it was either one style or the other.”17 This 

opposition of tonality and atonality predominates in the Aphorisms.  

Leon Botstein, elaborating on Richard Taruskin’s work, writes that 

Shostakovich’s output “so powerfully illuminates that the meaning of music, particularly 

instrumental music without words or images, is not ‘immanent’ in the text…its meaning 

or ‘interpretation’ is a transaction between the objective and the subjective, between the 

sounding text (music) and the listener.”18 In other words, the interpretation is based on 

the character of the listener and his or her personal context. The audience fills in the 

musical space with its own notions, expectations, desires, and projections. While this is 

true of Shostakovich, it is even more so of Schnittke, whose music was more abstract and 

spatial. Here, it should be noted that while Shostakovich’s extra-musical associations are 

Modernist images, Schnittke’s are Postmodernist concepts. These are discussed in the 

Appendices.   

The Postmodernist concepts, which are described in the next section, comprise the 

ideological pool out of which the Five Aphorisms emerge. The evolution of Schnittke’s 

                                                        

16. Polystylism not as a single compositional technique as with Schnittke, but a 

multitude of available techniques. 

17. Peter Schmelz, “Shostakovich’s ‘Twelve-Tone’ Composition and the Politics 

and Practice of Soviet Serialism,” in Fay, Shostakovich and his World, (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2004), 334. 

18. Leon Botstein. “Listening to Shostakovich,” in Fay, Shostakovich and his 

World, 356.  
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artistry follows a trajectory similar to Beethoven’s in the apparent division of his output 

into three distinct periods. His early works exhibit the significant and undeniable 

influence of Shostakovich.19 His middle period is characterized by a polystylistic 

approach, and is extroverted and technically demanding.20 The late period, after his first 

stroke in 1985, is reflective and contemplative, minimal and understated, and 

metaphysically heavy, i.e. leaden with extra-musical, particularly spiritual and mystical 

connotations, perhaps again recalling the third period of Beethoven. The Five Aphorisms 

belong to the late period, and are among its most vivid, if most neglected, examples. 

They were conceived and composed in 1990 in Hamburg as Schnittke was convalescing 

after his second stroke. It was during this time that Schnittke completely immersed 

himself in Brodsky’s poetry.    

In his study of Schnittke, Alexander Demchenlo uses terms and phrases such as  

“post-everythingist (sic),” “creator of chaos,” and “shy and fragile composer of wild 

music” to describe Schnittke and his work. Schnittke’s late style is referred to as “ascetic 

metaphysics, [with elements of] chiaroscuro…. The sound-space is generally filled with 

the wanderings of abstract concepts of an intellectually elite mind…. The ‘glass’ sounds 

are created from the timbral changes in the high register, and the use of repeated notes. 

The transparent texture is punctuated by cluster ‘inkblots.’  The late style is characterized 

by semi-autobiographical voyages into the ethereal.”21 The asceticism, the chiaroscuro, 

the abstract wanderings, the glass sounds, and the inkblots are all defining characteristics 

of the Five Aphorisms. 

                                                        

19. Analogue: Haydn’s influence on Beethoven. 

20. Analogue: Beethoven’s “Heroic” middle period. 

21. Alexander Demchenlo Alfred Schnittke: Concepts and Contexts (Moscow: 

Composer, 2009), 226-227. 
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Schnittke’s Five Aphorisms are Postmodernist pieces because of their 

metaphysical connotations. They do not have descriptive titles, yet each presents a 

specific affect: slow and meditative, angular and dry, rapid and mechanical, stately and 

processional, dark and menacing. They are a natural continuation of the Shostakovich 

pieces, but in some ways exist on the opposite end of the compositional spectrum. The 

Shostakovich set was written by a young, energetic, and innovative composer at the 

beginning of his career. Although they are tightly constructed, there is a sense of 

impulsivity and immediacy in their presentation. They are, to some extent, virtuosic 

displays of technique: ultra-Modernist extended technique. Conversely, the Schnittke 

collection was conceived and created late in the composer’s career, when his music was 

more reserved, introverted, conceptual, philosophical, and dark. This music is 

disembodied and free-floating in the nothingness and ‘everythingness’ of the hereafter, as 

described in the Tibetan Book of the Dead which Schnittke frequently referenced.  

Not surprisingly, the most traditional aspects of the Schnittke Five Aphorisms are 

form and phrasing. The phrasing is composed of frequent and recognizable sentence and 

period constructions. These structures may not be immediately recognizable aurally, but 

both the trained and the untrained ear intuitively respond to the familiar material. These 

structures serve to anchor the pieces, and make the strangeness and anxiety of the Five 

Aphorisms more graspable. Relating this to the present argument, Schnittke uses 

traditional phrase structures in a Postmodernist manner.   
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                                 SCHNITTKE AS A SOVIET POSTMODERNIST  

 

The irrational is not what lies outside reason; it is what has not been decoded by 

reason.22          

  

Alfred Schnittke (1934-1998) defies categorization. His very persona is 

Postmodern, laden with contradictions. He was a German Jew in Soviet Russia. He was a 

classicist and a modernist (in the progressive sense). He was an introverted public figure.  

He was praised, yet remained humble. He composed for films and for concert halls. He 

did not look or sound Russian, yet was, in many ways, a typical Soviet citizen. He was a 

spiritual man and a mystic, living in an atheist country.   

Schnittke’s music is dark. It is reflective of the epoch. Schnittke used traditional 

means to convey non-traditional sentiments, and the means, although seemingly random 

and chaotic, are deliberate and precise. Schnittke’s musical vocabulary is extremely 

varied and encompasses a diverse collection of musical idioms (e.g. serialism, traditional 

diatonicism, folk song, klezmer, tango, jazz, atonality, choral music, etc.).  

Schnittke’s “…proclivity for playing with disparate musical styles is an attempt to 

fill in [the] gaps from my early musical education, and acquire erudition and return to the 

classics.”23 The same is true for Brodsky, whose lack of formal education was 

compensated for with tremendous auto-didacticism and self-erudition. 

 

                                                        
 22. Alexander Ivashkin, A Schnittke Reader (Bloomington: Indiana University 

Press, 2002), 29. 

23. Alexander Ivashkin, Dialogues with Alfred Schnittke (Moscow: Klassika XXI, 

2006), 31-32. 
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Schnittke’s polystylism does not characterize the Five Aphorisms, but is naturally 

occurring in them. Schnittke says: 

The polystylistic method [originates from a desire to] widen the musical space 

[and the] tendency toward organic unity of form…. The elements of an alien style 

usually serve merely as…a kind of periphery that throws the composer’s own 

style into relief. There are…greater demands placed on the general cultural 

knowledge of the listener, who must be able to recognize the interplay of styles as 

something done deliberately.24  

 

Cellist and musicologist Alexander Ivashkin refers to Schnittke as “the man in 

between; between different traditions…”25 In context: “Shostakovich gave unique 

expression to the thoughts and feelings of those generations of Russians whose fate it was 

to live under the yoke of totalitarian power. Schnittke is then called ‘the man in between.’  

A strong pulse of latent energy is undoubtedly inherent in both their musics (sic), and 

extreme pessimism is common to both: many works by Shostakovich and especially 

Schnittke are ‘dying,’ dissolving in the world, fading into the distance of time.  

Indisputably, all of this has to do with time.”26  

Schnittke’s late compositions are enigmatic. Their textures become ascetic, and 

the number of notes is reduced. However, the latent tension increases and the meaning of 

the last few compositions is to be found between the notes rather than in the musical text 

itself. The actual musical language becomes tough, dissonant, and discordant.  

Schnittke’s Postmodernism manifests itself in a multitude of techniques, 

sentiments, attitudes, and philosophies. The aim of the present examination is to show the 

                                                        

24. Alexander Ivashkin, A Schnittke Reader (Bloomington: Indiana University 

Press, 2002), 89-90. 

25-26. Ibid., xiii. 
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affinity between Schnittke and Brodsky. The following quotation is representative of 

Schnittke’s philosophy: 

All cultures deal with the rational-irrational duality…. Time is not linear, but 

consists of infinite points of time, each of which is a world in itself. It is a 

continuum, [and] the points are all simultaneously interrelated and independent. 

Nothing is new, everything has already been. We attempt to rationalize the 

unknowable. I am now equally indifferent to all theories, which are illusory and 

momentary attempts to explain the existence from the present moment. Infinite 

reality is inaccessible to the logical mind. It can only be felt. I now have the 

feeling of the coexistence and interconnectedness of all worlds and times as well 

as their complete independence of one another.27 

 

In his seminal work, The Poetics of Myth, Eleazar Malatinsky writes: 

“Mythification is certainly linked to Modernism, but the ideological and artistic 

aspirations of mythicizing artists have allowed the process to go well beyond the confines 

of the Modernist movement.”28 The present study would extend this process into 

Postmodernism, and conclude that mythologizing the present is a Postmodernist trend, 

and one in which Brodsky frequently participated.  

Postmodernism is essentially about the concept of time and the artists’ 

relationship to time. Schnittke writes: “…The same amount of time can vary in length. I 

do not feel that each second is a momentary grain of sand. It is a segment of time, 

something in itself.”29 

 

 

                                                        

27. Ivashkin, A Schnittke Reader, 19. Italics by the author. 

28. Eleazar Meletinsky, The Poetics of Myth, Guy Lanoue and Alexandre 

Sadetsky, trans. (New York: Garland, 1998), xix. Originally published as Poetika Mifa 

(Moscow: Nauka, 1976). 

29. Ivashkin, A Schnittke Reader, 5. 
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Schnittke’s inner philosophy was eclectic, composed of a great variety of ideas 

and filtered through an individualized world-view and perspective. Schnittke says: 

I think my attitude to philosophy has…changed. The philosophy infused in the 

Bible has not lost its meaning, but…I am aware of the total inadequacy of a 

philosophy of ideas…if one starts with Christ, [or] Saint John, Saint Augustine, 

Meister Eckhart…this for me is the highest form of literature.30 

 

 Music, in a Postmodernist sense, is not isolated sound, but an awareness of the 

interaction of sound with the preconceived notions of the listener. It never exists by itself 

or for itself, but is always accompanied by extra-musical associations. In addition, there 

is, for the Postmodernist, a physicality to music; a tangible weight to the sound. Schnittke 

says: 

Music is…the spiritual as a continuation of the physical…. Music is a language 

that carries a message, but not one that can be retold in words…. As for the 

symbolic dimension of music...: first, there is a kind of relative symbolism that 

attaches different meanings to the same things…also [there is a] kind of 

symbolism that seems to give unity to all those things that are theoretically 

diverse. This symbolism is predetermined by the character of the sound…the 

whole musical fabric is something in which all the sounds are linked, and one 

thing leads to another.31  

 

 One thing leads to another not only within a single composition, but also within a 

single genre, technique, or epoch. Brodsky echoes these sentiments, and sees poetry as 

the spiritual continuation of the emotional and intellectual, as well being greater than sum 

of its predecessors.   

Form is what the Postmodernist learns from the past. Schnittke concludes that: 

“…a person’s whole life is an attempt to be not oneself, but an instrument of something 

outside the self. This is what dictates form, words, and your conditioned response to what 

                                                        

30. Ivashkin, A Schnittke Reader, 7. (Brodsky said: “I don’t have a philosophy. I 

just have nerves.” Note the similarity in position). 

31. Ibid., 8-11. 
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is outside you. So the ideal form of utterance…is an attempt to tune in more precisely to 

what is, what always has been, and will be.”32 

For Schnittke, music was inseparable from the other arts, concrete or conceptual. 

Literature and poetry were especially important for him. He says: “music has ceased to be 

crude verse and has turned into prose or subtle verse. It is the verse not of Lermontov or 

Pushkin, but of Rilke…or Baudelaire. [There has been] a return to poetry—I mean to 

rhythmic elements, not in a literary but in a general sense. It is a return to an awareness of 

time that is ordered in the subtlest way, but which is still regular.”33 

Schnittke’s view of history and the artists’ role in history suggests a perspective 

that is essentially Postmodern. “History consists of a series of different consecutive steps, 

in which each successive step appears to be a further development of the preceding one, 

while we remain unaware of the way they overlap.”34 The Postmodernist begins to feel an 

awareness of that overlap, as if seeing history from above. Because of the telescoping 

nature of progress,35 the Postmodernist is able to witness and analyze history unfolding 

and manifesting in an exponential manner. Evolution is itself evolving and increasing in 

tempo and pitch.  

The atom bomb did not degrade all values, but expanded the spectrum of values 

to unprecedented extremes in both directions. In a manner of speaking, this spectrum was 

more clearly observable and easily identifiable in the Soviet Union because the struggle 

of Good versus Evil was omniscient and omnipresent. By the time Schnittke was 

                                                        

32. Ivashkin, A Schnittke Reader, 13. 

33-34. Ibid., 19. 
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conscious, there could be no misgivings about the nature of the Soviet system. Because of 

this, the only way for free-thinking and free-feeling people to survive the dismal present 

was to have a real relationship with the past. Schnittke and Brodsky had such 

relationships.  

Postmodernism is concerned with novelty, but with perceived rather than actual 

novelty. Regarding novelty, Schnittke says: 

There exists a dark irrational sphere, which…is always focused on the new. All 

the most terrible and monstrous events in human history are connected with what 

is new…. As something new appears, there is a temptation to look at the whole of 

history through it. That is to look at the world through the eyes of a 

computer…that takes over the whole world…and the world is ‘trimmed’ [to fit 

the screen].36 

 

Here, ‘the new’ connotes distraction, dishonesty, willful ignorance, repackaging 

the genuine until it becomes trite and banal and easily ingestible and digestible.  

Schnittke, like all Soviet artists, saw the creative impulse stifled and trampled and 

redirected by the system, which was large and unruly and ugly and gray. Schnittke was 

constantly aware of evil and the presence of the Devil. “Human beings are always trying 

to distance themselves from their own personalities…”37 Brodsky and Schnittke could 

not distance themselves from their personalities, which made them de facto criminals in 

the Soviet Union.  

Schnittke’s Postmodernist approach to composition was characterized by an  

“…[aim for] a unified style, where fragments of serious music and music for 

entertainment…would be the elements of a diverse musical reality.”38 It would make 

sense that Schnittke would use the term “fragment,” because a fragment is, according to 
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37. Ibid,, 27. 
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 24

Roland Barthes, the basic artistic unit of our time. Postmodern time is fragmented time. It 

is also fragmentary time.  

 For the Postmodernist, aesthetics are ethics. Schnittke writes: “In our time, 

problems of creativity are inevitably problems of morality.”39 Against the dirty gray 

backdrop of Soviet machinations, the artist is a bird of paradise: colorful, light, airy, 

fragile, tender, nimble, open…. Nowhere is the contrast more striking than in the Soviet 

Union between the intelligentsia and the volk. 

With Schnittke, as with Brodsky, there was no clear distinction or boundary 

between art and life. The artist cannot cease being an artist, even in the most dire 

situations, and continues to lead a life that is, itself, a work of art, of which the poem or 

painting or composition is but a realization and actualization. Schnittke says:    

Intuition is a manifestation of knowledge above and beyond the individual, a kind 

of link with an external, miraculous source.  It is as though a work exists outside 

time and space; the composer does not create it, but seizes and decodes it 

[channels it]. This is why every outstanding work of art is so indisputably 

familiar-we already ‘know’ it…. Art is especially dependent on intuition.40  

 

Intuition is related to time in that one intuits because one has already experienced. 

The feeling of deja-vu is a feeling of organic and cyclical time. To the Postmodernist, the 

question of time is an essential one. It concerns both time and timelessness. The latter, 

sometimes referred to as stasis, is a prominent feature of Schnittke’s music in general, 

and of his late period in particular. Schnittke writes that both concrete and conceptual 

stasis in music can be achieved by “…abandoning the sensation of time in music as 

actively ‘pulsating,’ as connected first of all with the vivid ‘foregrounding’ of meter and 

metrical rhythms...[thus] moving toward ametricality…[and by] creating open variable 
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forms (which permit a multiplicity of realizations) or static [form] (a form of 

‘moments’).”41 

Furthermore, Schnittke writes that the possibility of taking music out of time by 

interrupting its inherent pulse has always existed…in the form of fermatas, accelerandos, 

rubatos, ritardandos, hemiolas, polyrhythms, and other  “devices of temporal 

instability.”42 He proceeds to describe two factors that lead to the disruption of time: 

1) The absence of formal changes and long sustained periodic rhythms. 

2) Unexpected formal changes and abrupt non-periodic rhythms. 

The musical events in open form compositions are akin to threads taken out of the 

endless fabric of time. These threads are the holy moments, or ordinary moments taken 

out of context and made holy, put together on the canvas made from the negative space of 

time.43 Because each moment is a universe onto itself,44 one moment represents the 

whole universe.  

Pianist Irina Schnittke illuminates her husband’s compositional process, world-

view, philosophy, and relationship to poetry, specifically Brodsky. She says: “the most 

important [for an artist] are questions of inner philosophy, perspective, and attitude 

towards history, religion, and culture.”45 Regarding technique and genre, Irina agreed 

with her late husband: “abstract art can only be created by an artist that has already 

mastered realistic technique through an immersion into as many styles, genres, idioms, 
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and techniques as possible.” To a large extent, the above statement explains both 

Schnittke’s interest in and tendency toward polystylism, as well as his abandonment of 

the technique later in life. 

Of particular interest are Irina Schnittke’s comments regarding Alfred’s attitude 

toward Brodsky and his work. In the same interview, Irina says: 

Alfred adored Brodsky’s poetry…. They finally met in New York, in 1988. They 

discussed a variety of subjects, and Brodsky read his poetry. They had a 

wonderful rapport. Although Alfred was endlessly clever, he could not be called 

cheery or jovial, and neither could Brodsky…. After this, came the Five 

Aphorisms, where each piece was to be preceded by a Brodsky poem. In the last 

years of Alfred’s life, he turned to Brodsky’s poetry more and more. After the 

third stroke, I used to read Brodsky to him every day. I read everything.  

Eventually, I began to appreciate and admire the poetry, in much the same way as 

I, long ago, began to appreciate contemporary music. [Irina retrieves from the 

shelf To Urania, a collection of Brodsky’s late poems, with a note: “To my dear 

Alfred Schnittke—instead of sleeping pills, from the author, Joseph Brodsky. 

May 25, 1988”]  
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        BRODSKY AS A SOVIET POSTMODERNIST 

 

The distinguishing characteristic that separates Postmodernism from anything that 

has gone before is the artists’ conception of it: its holistic and integrated conceptuality. 

Schnittke’s music is imbued with concepts but not associations. It is ‘pure’ music, which 

relies on the quality of sound, in the same way that Brodsky’s poetry relies on the quality 

of words. However, this is only the beginning of their affinity. The rest of it becomes 

apparent when examining their world-view, their philosophy, their biography, and their 

work.  

Brodsky was Russia’s prodigal son, but one who never returned and, in some 

ways, never left. He always carried the best of it: the culture, the history. He was a 

repository of the world’s knowledge, as “prosody is a repository of time within 

language,” and this knowledge was filtered, categorized, compartmentalized, and applied 

through his completely individualized and personalized prism. He was, as he called Osip 

Mandelstam, a child of civilization. In the same collection of essays, Less Than One, 

Brodsky writes: “By itself, reality isn’t worth [much]. It’s perception that promotes 

reality to meaning. And there is a hierarchy among perceptions [and meanings], with the 

ones acquired through the most refined and sensitive prisms sitting at the top.  

Refinement and sensitivity are imparted to such a prism by the only source of their 

supply: by culture, by civilization, whose main tool is language.”46 

Brodsky was a difficult man: a misanthrope, a cynic, a pessimist, a curmudgeon. 

He was also charming, curious and, in his own way, toward people who interested him, 
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sociable. For his detractors, it was likely his affected manner that irritated them. To the 

insensitive and the undiscerning, his personality must have been quite repellent: 

pretentious, arrogant, elitist; and to the Soviet, one could add: intellectual, bourgeois, 

Jew. As strong as the impression was, it was polarized, as with some personalities, 

courageous enough not to distance themselves from themselves, or simply incapable of it.    

Brodsky saw the etymology of his name as stemming from his ancestral 

homeland, the town of Broda in Galicia, on the border of the Austro-Hungarian Empire 

and Russia, in the territory currently occupied by Poland. Brodsky, like Schnittke, was 

stereotypically Jewish-looking, and unable to hide his cultural and ethnic heritage.  

“When anybody asked what my ethnic background was, I of course answered Jewish.  

But that didn’t happen often. There was really no need to ask. I’m a Jew. One hundred-

percent. You can’t be more Jewish than I am.” Later in life, Brodsky used to say: ”I’m a 

Jew, a Russian poet, an American citizen.”47 Brodsky and Schnittke were both 

ambivalent about their Jewishness.  

Brodsky walked out of school at fifteen, never to return. He said that that act was 

the first conscious and independent act of his life. He raised and educated himself on the 

streets, auto-didactically, on Modernist art. Lev Loseff, Brodsky’s close friend and 

biographer, writes:  

The stylistic range of the works that young Brodsky read is colossal—but the 

common thread is Modernism…. There is little doubt that Brodsky learned his 

trade from the Modernists. For all their obvious differences, Modernist writers 

had one great principal in common. All of them tended to build on ancient 

mythological archetypes, to see reality not sequentially but discretely, to expose 

the triumph of chaos and absurdity where their predecessors had sought to reveal 

harmony and logic. And for all the Modernists, the central philosophical and 

narrative issue came down to the problem of time. T.S. Elliot was one of the first 
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to point out this similarity between modernist and metaphysical poets; he saw 

modernism as a contemporary manifestation of baroque sensibility.48  

  

“I’m either in-between or all outside”49. “Being ‘in-between or all outside’ all 

systems means living in a constant state of imbalance, instability, emotional tension, and 

angst.”50 “Brodsky grew up in the heyday of existentialism, but neither Kierkegaard nor 

Dostoevsky nor Shestov nor Camus ‘taught’ him to be an existentialist. These writers 

simply helped him articulate what he already knew by intuition: the sense of isolation and 

abandonment, the absurdity of being in the face of nonbeing, a passionate individualism, 

a sense of guilt and responsibility, an urge to identify with those in pain and need.”51   

 Brodsky was not a political poet unlike many of his contemporaries. He did not 

write about Soviet power and considered it insignificant because, like Schnittke, he saw it 

in context. Brodsky wrote on Mandelstam, “A poet gets into trouble because of his 

linguistic, and, by implication, his psychological superiority, rather than because of his 

politics. A song is a form of linguistic disobedience, and its sound casts a doubt on a lot 

more than a concrete political system: it questions the entire existential order. And the 

number of its adversaries grows proportionally.”52 Valentina Polukhina, who wrote a 

masterful compendium to Brodsky’s work, concluded that, “For all its originality, 

Brodsky’s poetry [was] unacceptable to Soviet literature. The reason was not political, 

but metaphysical and linguistic: its language and its spirit were alien to Socialist 
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Realism.”53  

 Brodsky asserts that speech elevates man, and poetry is the pinnacle of speech.  

Part of the process of poetry is making the familiar unfamiliar—a Postmodernist trend—

by featuring it in a new context, being conscious of the “push of the past, and the pull of 

the future.”54 In his Nobel Prize acceptance speech, Brodsky describes himself as the sum 

total of Mandelstam, Tsvetaeva, Akhmatova, Frost, and Auden. It should be noted that 

the wearing of influences on the sleeve is another Postmodernist tenet. Brodsky scholar 

David MacFadyen writes, “…each poem realizes its significance relative only to those 

that came before and after it. A chain of evolving texts is established in the vigorous 

conflict of materialism and metaphysics, of speech and supra-linguistic something.”55 

For Brodsky, form was essential, for it was the continuation of a revered past, and 

a container and vehicle for contemporary concepts and sentiments. Again, a vibrant 

similarity should be noted between Brodsky’s and Schnittke’s approach and attitude 

toward form. Literary scholar, Konstantin Azadovsky emphasizes the importance of 

formal conservatism to express progressive aesthetics. Azadovsky writes: 

[At that time] there was a respect for form per se, since form is a law of poetic 

genres…. Brodsky is such a grand poet [because] he understood the form that lies 

within the Russian tradition. He existed within that form, but at the same time 

he’s a member of a new generation, of new times, because within that form he 

heard, found, and perceived that which his predecessors had not seen and were 

unable to realize.56 
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Regarding his artistic evolution, Brodsky writes: “…my poems have become a bit 

harsher, rather more sober—and maybe not a bit drier, less emotional, more neutral in a 

certain sense.”57 Brodsky goes on to say that his early work was phonetically driven, and 

he indulged in frequent alliteration, and what he calls instrumental devices.  

Lev Loseff, Brodsky’s friend and biographer writes on Brodsky’s poetic meters: 

…For Brodsky, the choice of rhythmic structure is a philosophical one. In the 

progression and evolution of Brodsky’s poetry, irregular, fluid, flexible, and 

complex meters called dolniks gradually began to displace the more traditional 

meters…. The dolniks allowed him far more leeway to work out his individual 

concept of time…58 

 

Poet Yakov Gordin, assessing Brodsky’s dolniks, suggests that Brodsky’s use of 

the device later in life signified a “calmer and more analytical [spiritual state]. His 

first…’romantic’ period, that’s a battle with the world…. What comes after, that’s a kind 

of attempt to live through the world, not ‘the way that I’d like it,’ but ‘the way that it 

is’.”59 Notice the striking similarity to Schnittke’s remarks about living and engaging 

with Evil, rather than dealing with the world through intellectual and artistic escapism.   

 “No one absorbs the past as thoroughly as a poet, if only out of fear of inventing 

the already invented…. This is why a poet is often regarded as being ‘ahead of his 

time’.”60 “Meters are different forms of distributing time. They’re seeds of time in the 

poem. Every song, even the bird’s, is a form of restructuring time.”61 Brodsky often 
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spoke of poetry as reorganized time. The concept of time was of vital importance for both 

Brodsky and Schnittke took every opportunity to describe the poet’s attitude to time and 

the weight and inheritance of history. Brodsky writes: 

The source of rhythm is time. The more technically diverse a poet is, the more 

intimate his connection with time…The [poet’s] view of the world [becomes] a 

part of our perception. [Poets]…created us. That’s what makes them our 

contemporaries…. A poet’s detachment comes when he merges with time, 

because time is neutral, the substance of life is neutral…. Ultimately, all human 

activity can be looked on as a kind of language (the language of politics, of 

money, of art)…. Poetry is by definition a metaphysical art, for its very 

material— language—is metaphysical…. Pauses and caesuras are also 

metaphysical, for they are also forms of time… Every period, every culture, has 

its version of the past. The material the poet utilizes has its own history.62 

 

 “Everything will end, but first I will,” says Brodsky. Recall Schnittke’s music as 

“dying on the vine.” Both artists were preoccupied with death, which they saw all around 

them. “To Brodsky…the elegy was as fully capable of anatomizing and synthesizing our 

age, whose confederation with death’s surrogates and media—with death itself—was no 

longer subject to denial.”63  

In the Postmodern world, “there is no ‘transcendence’ because…there is no 

traditional place to transcend to….”64 At the same time Brodsky writes about God in a 

nostalgic, reverent, and sentimental tone, being, himself, a certain, untraditional kind of 

believer. However, he sees that traditional transcendence in religion, in nature, in 
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Romanticized solitude “do not offer the poet the solace they once might have, and he 

rejects them.”65  

Nature Morte, perhaps more than any other poem of Brodsky’s characterizes his 

tragic, Postmodernist detachment. In a typical Brodskyan reversal, the still-life of Nature 

Morte is Jesus on the cross rather than a bowl of fruit or a vase of flowers. At the same 

time, inanimate objects in the room are animated and made dear: “People are not my 

thing…things are more pleasant.” Things do not yell or curse or condemn; things are 

covered in dust, which is the flesh of time, according to Brodsky.   

 David Rigsbee, in his exploration of Brodsky’s Postmodernist aesthetic, writes: 

Not only does poetry have an “orphaned” nature (its poets are and will be dead-

perhaps its parent texts as well); it is infinitely derivative in the best Postmodern 

way…classical antecedents become a stylistic hallmark of Brodsky’s mature 

poetry.66 Greek and Roman ruins [classical forms]…are literary furniture…to all 

Western political exiles.67 In Brodsky’s version of the cult (of language, to save it 

from political repression, double-speak, political propaganda, official speech, 

etc.), all is reducible to signs…including people.68  

 

Quoting this, Rigsbee suggests that the Word serves as the link between the 

material and the spiritual realm, as in the sacred texts of Western Religions. Recall the 

Gospel of John: In the Beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 

Word was God. Brodsky continues, in Less Than One: 

 

Throughout one’s life, time addresses man in a variety of languages: innocence, 

love, faith, experience, history, fatigue, cynicism, guilt, decay. Of those, the 

language of love is clearly the lingua franca. Love is essentially an attitude 
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maintained by the infinite toward the finite.  The reversal constitutes either faith 

or poetry.69 

  

God, love, faith: these concepts receive a Postmodernist treatment in Brodsky.  

He was more concerned with life as it is, and the sanctity or reification of material things. 

In Nature Morte, Brodsky confesses that he prefers objects to people because objects 

have a quiet dignity. Many of his poems are addressed to objects: walls, windows, 

ceilings, books, plants. Brodsky often said that boredom is the most frequent feature of 

existence. Boredom is the disease of the spirit. It is not the existential nothingness, but an 

intellectual condition and attitude. This death-in-life is characteristic of contemporary 

society, in which the only solution is creative action.  

An essential tenet of Postmodernism is fragmentation. The challenge of 

Postmodernist works is to create a unified and cohesive composition out of disparate 

elements. There is a natural tendency for ‘experiencers’ of art (viewer, listener, reader) to 

fill in the gaps created by fragmentation or discontinuity. The filling in of these gaps is 

accomplished by the employment of associations, extra-musical, extra-literary, etc. 

Furthermore, these associations are drawn from the experiencer’s individual vocabulary 

and depend on the context of the artistic work, and its content. The more abstract the 

work of art, the more the story needs to be completed by the viewer or listener.  

Schnittke’s Five Aphorisms are a special case as they also require a philosophical 

dimension, perhaps best provided by an understanding of Brodsky’s poems.   
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Brodsky scholar Valentina Polukhina has written well on the Postmodernist trends 

of fragmentation, estrangement, and detachment in Brodsky’s work. Polukhina says in 

her introduction: 

Brodsky’s poetic world is as much a world of ideas as it is of images. It is a 

review of ideas…to reformulate them in the spirit of our time…. Poetry for 

Brodsky is a unity of ethics, aesthetics, and memory. Memory expresses itself…in 

numerous allusions, echoes, and direct quotations…. This [is an] attempt to 

maintain cultural continuity in our age of mass culture…. The emotional 

neutrality of his tone allows him to preserve sharpness of vision and depth of 

focus…. His syntax is condensed and twisted or very simple and prosaic. All 

kinds of violations of syntagmatic links abound—inversions, enjambments, 

parenthetic constructions, extrapolations of subordinate clauses into principal 

ones.70 

 

 Brodsky’s preoccupation with Christianity is one of the least explored tropes in 

his work. The Christian elements in his work are: God, Christ, the Trinity, the Magi, but 

never the Church itself, or religion, as such. Perhaps what Brodsky saw in Christianity is 

a kind of purity, chastity, and a ritualized piety, with its respective cleanliness and peace 

of mind. These were altogether absent from the life of a Soviet person. The Soviet mind, 

before the late 1980s was not preoccupied with abstractions, for the realities of life were 

overly difficult.  

Polukhina continues her exploration of Brodsky’s poetry with the aforementioned 

Postmodernisms in mind. The techniques Brodsky uses in his poetry have their analogues 

in Schnittke’s music: detachment, estrangement, and fragmentation, characterize 

Brodsky’s work. Polukhina writes: “He is detached, yet deeply compassionate….71 Never 
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had there been such a contrast between majesty of style and asceticism of feeling. Humor 

and irony rescue his [poetry] from scholasticism and moralizing.”72  

Fragmentation is achieved through the frequent use of enjambement, which is the 

carrying over of a line and corresponding thought into the next line: the extension and 

redistribution of ideas within a stanza.  “[Fragmentation creates] conflict between the 

meter and the grammar, a conflict which expresses the very essence of the conflict 

between being and non-being.”73 Polukhina writes: 

 

Brodsky developed the idea of alienation by fusing it with the device of 

estrangement…. This…consists of removing the object from its customary 

context, in presenting the familiar as strange, as it seen for the first time.74 

What constitutes the peculiar nature of alienation in Brodsky’s poetry is the fact 

that he makes language part of the estrangement, part of the break-up of meaning 

and communication…. The Word is simultaneously estranged from what it 

denotes and from its semantic essence…[what the reader experiences is] the de-

animation of the animate and the personification of the inanimate world.75 

 

 Brodsky borrowed St. Augustine’s dictum: intellige ut credas, crede ut intelligas 

(understanding from faith, faith from understanding). Polukhina sums up his perspective: 

“The contemporary world and personal experience, viewed through the prism of history, 

acquire the perspective of myth, and help us find a feeling of distance from the 

overflowing present, to enclose it not only in cultural paradigms, but in classical forms as 

well.”76 Brodsky needed the classical forms to make sense of the world, and the purity of 

classical art beautified his dismal existence. This can be extended to all of Modernism 

                                                        

76. Valentina Polukhina, Joseph Brodsky: A Poet For Our Time, 64.  
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(and even more, Postmodernism), and explains, in part, the Modernist fascination with 

geometric shapes, grids, systems, and rigidity, which were needed to bring a semblance 

of order to a chaotic world.  

The duality of modern man consists in the abstract essence of nature on the one 

hand, and concrete existence of man on the other. This duality comprises the foundation 

of Christianity, and “explains the neurotic dissatisfaction that came out in the work of so 

many artists. Western man could not longer go back to nature…because Christianity now 

existed.”77 Consider Christianity as the religion of our times—as a Postmodernist 

religion. Schnittke was baptized as Roman Catholic in 1982. Two years before his death, 

he converted to Russian Orthodoxy. This vacillation and spiritual struggle were typical of 

the composer. The baptism was the outward culmination of his lifelong interest in 

mysticism, the occult, and Eastern spirituality.  

For Brodsky and Schnittke, Christianity represented the two manifestations of 

religious expression: aestheticism and mysticism. Brodsky was interested in the external 

functions of aesthetics, for he believed in aesthetics as ethics. This notion suggests an 

aesthetic basis for decisions and behavior. Expressed in another manner, aesthetics as 

ethics implies an aesthetic preference, which manifests itself in one’s behavior. For an 

artist or anyone with a developed aesthetic sense, decisions are based on aesthetic appeal: 

coffee or tea, prose or poetry, day or night, foreign or domestic, Moscow or St. 

Petersburg, etc. Aesthetic principles guide an artist’s life and imbue everyday existence 

with a different kind of meaning.  
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                                       CONCLUSION: [UN]TYING THE KNOT 

Your civilization is your sickness78 

 

The line between fantasy and reality blurs as images of reality multiply. As 

Burgess suggests, the colors of the real world never look as real as on a screen. The 

purpose of the media is to mediate: literally, to stand between the viewer (us) and reality 

(it) and affect out relationship to its component parts. Postmodernism is also a mediator 

and a screen. However, its purpose is the opposite of the media: demystify (and mystify) 

and mythologize (and demythologize), understand and feel, rather than repress, condemn, 

react, and project.   

Postmodernism is preoccupied with language and time and their constituent 

elements. Brodsky’s schema was Thing=Man=Word=Spirit, which does not imply an 

hierarchical relationship but an interrelation of equals. For Brodsky, Spirit was equated 

with Time.79 

Jonathan Kramer, renowned music critic and expert on musical Postmodernism 

presents some insightful arguments regarding time. He quotes Susan Langer, who writes: 

“Music makes time audible,”80 and Basil de Selincourt: “Music…suspends ordinary time 

and offers itself as an ideal substitute and equivalent.”81 From this, Kramer concludes that 

                                                        

 78. Paul Gauguin. BrainyQuote.com, Xplore Inc, 2016. 
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“time is a relationship between people and the events they perceive….”82 This suggests 

that clear distinction between subjective/relative time and absolute time, which in 

Postmodernist film or television is actually called ‘real time.’  

Kramer summarizes83 pertinent ideas of Postmodernist writer and social critic 

Jean-Francois Lyotard, who suggested that a work of art is Postmodernist before it 

becomes Modernist, as Postmodernism is a reaction to the Modernism of the past, and 

only when other works react to it, does it become Modernist, or modern, or 

contemporary.  

  Unity in disunity is a Postmodernist trend. However, there is not really a disunity 

because all the ideas of a given artist are unified by his or her personality and experience, 

and an experience of fragmentation becomes holistic. Kramer suggests that when 

historical quotation and allusions are presented without commentary, and are 

unadulterated and unabridged in a Postmodernist work, they are proof that 

Postmodernism is an attitude rather than a historical period. He further argues that if a 

composer uses quotations as they are, they are not always used ironically as relics of the 

past, but products of the present. The Postmodernist attitude is a lens through which we 

can view the past in a different way, as a component of the present. “History is recast as a 

process of rediscovering who we already are, rather than a linear progression into what 

we have never been.”84 The optimism of Postmodernism lies in the belief that we are 

                                                        

83. Jonathan Kramer, "The Nature and Origins of Musical Postmodernism," In 
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whatever we make of ourselves and are free to choose the attitudes and concepts (if not 

conditions) of our lives, rather than being eternally tied to are predecessors.      

Kramer enumerated the tenets of Postmodernism in music by suggesting that it: 

1) Is not simply a repudiation of modernism or its continuation, but has aspects of 

both a break and an extension 

  2) Is, on some level and in some way, ironic 

3) Does not respect boundaries between sonorities and procedures of the past and 

of the present 

  4) Challenges barriers between 'high' and 'low' styles 

  5) Shows disdain for the often unquestioned value of structural unity 

  6) Questions the mutual exclusivity of elitist and populist values 

7) Avoids totalizing forms (e.g., does not want entire pieces to be tonal or serial or 

cast in a prescribed formal mold) 

            8) Considers music not as autonomous but as relevant to cultural, social and    

          political contexts 

  9) Includes quotations of or references to music of many traditions and cultures 

10) Considers technology not only as a way to preserve and transmit music but 

also as deeply implicated in the production and essence of music 

  11) Embraces contradictions 

  12) Distrusts binary oppositions 

  13) Includes fragmentations and discontinuities 

  14) Encompasses pluralism and eclecticism 

  15) Presents multiple meanings and multiple temporalities 

16) Locates meaning and even structure in listeners, more than in scores, 

performances, or composers85 

 

Nearly all of these statements can be directly applied to Schnittke’s music in 

general, and some (in particular, the underlined) can be applied to the Five Aphorisms in 

particular. Many of these can also be applied to the poetry of Joseph Brodsky. As there is 

a direct correlation between the Shostakovich works and Modernist art (especially 

Expressionism, in its angularity and dark subject matter), there is the same correlation 

between the Schnittke works and the Postmodernist aesthetic, particularly Brodsky’s 

poetry. Brodsky is quoted in Susan Sontag as saying: “A good poem will have romantic 

                                                        

85. Kramer, "The Nature and Origins of Musical Postmodernism," 13-14.  
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[i.e. traditional] form and modern content,”86 which is precisely the presentation of 

Schnittke’s Five Aphorisms.  

Sontag proposes “the idea of the artists who has renounced worldly ambition in 

order to dedicate himself/herself to values that cannot be realized by commercial 

society…” Brodsky felt the alienation from society, and yearned to live “aloof, 

provincial, by the seashore,” but never did.  

Sontag writes, “To the modern Russian poets, poetry defends nonconformity, 

freedom, individuality against the social, the wretched vulgar present, the communal 

drone.”87 If poetry is accelerated thinking, as Brodsky often claimed, then, indeed, “to be 

a poet is a state of being, elevated being.”88 Furthermore, if poetry is accelerated thinking 

then music is accelerated feeling.  

Consider Sontag’s idea of the world perceived as an anthology of quotations.  

This is a typically Postmodernist approach. One can substitute images for quotations 

because both are taken from the outside, ready-made, as fragments of the spectacle. “To 

write aphorisms is to assume a mask [and]…the aphorism is generally regarded as a 

product of detachment, a kind of superciliousness of the mind…[which is] appropriate to 

the over-passionate mind of the eternal student.”89 Ernesto Sabato takes a slightly 

different approach to the radical and illusive nature of the aphorism, which he connects to 

individualism and style (again, aesthetics as ethics). He writes: “On dressing, on 
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dissembling, on donning masks, we try to mislead the enemy.”90 Here, the reader may 

again recall Schnittke’s comments about engaging with the Devil. 

Postmodern time is compressed time, and it emphasizes the speeding up of 

everything, including sensations, experiences, knowledge, images, feelings, desires, etc. 

Lloyd Spencer, in his book on Postmodernism, writes: “Postmodernism can be seen as an 

extension of the critical, skeptical, dissenting—even nihilistic—impulse of modernity… 

Under the ‘postmodern condition’ dissent becomes generalized: it can seem to involve 

‘dissent in principal’ or even ‘dissent from everything possible’.”91 Brodsky, and, in a 

different way, Schnittke were indeed dissenting from everything possible because 

everything was inadequate and they didn’t fit in anywhere.  

The Postmodernist philosophers Jacques Derrida, Jean-Francois Lyotard, Jean 

Baudrillard, Roland Barthes, Claude Levi-Strauss, and Michel Foucault concluded that 

knowledge is the prime commodity and working material of the modern world.  The 

modern and the postmodern alternate within the cyclical nature of history, and the 

modern is reactionary while the postmodern is reflexive. 

In our times, everyone is connected through technology but distracted from that 

connection by the spectacle of a chaotic society. Living in a virtual world confuses one’s 

notions of reality. If existentialism is a realization of the absurd, then Postmodernism is a 

self-consciousness about our place in history. Schnittke said: “The idea of the 

universality of culture and its unity seems to me very relevant, particularly nowadays in 

connection with the change in our perception of time and space…. By making contact 
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with the creative work of our distant ancestors we have a different sense of time….”92 

Schnittke writes:  

From the musical point of view I found myself with a split personality…. I 

realized that that there was something radically abnormal in the split that exists in 

modern musical language…. The language of music has to be unified…universal.  

[The search for this universality] is what my evolution appeared to be.93 

 

Here Schnittke generalizes the Postmodern condition, through the lens of 

spirituality: 

There is ample evidence of the existence of consciousness, and the possibility of 

contact between different levels of consciousness. Contact between humans and 

plants is possible…[and with] air, clouds, and the objects around us in a room.  

All these things live…. Everything is important….[Reality is a matter of 

emphasis]. Generally speaking, human beings have always made and continue to 

make the same mistake: they are all convinced (although they never admit it to 

themselves) that their generation has reached the highest level of attainment and 

that there is no further to go.94 

 

Continuing the trope of complementary contradictions, it is interesting to note that 

although Schnittke was Christian, he exhibited a kind of pantheism that characterizes pre-

Christian antiquity and aspects of the Renaissance and Romanticism. In his study of 

Dylan Thomas, the great pantheistic poet of the 20th century, John Ackerman writes: “A 

paradoxical conception of existence is an awareness of the dual nature of reality, of unity 

in disunity, of the simultaneity of life and death, of time as an eternal moment rather than 

as something with a separate past and future. The basis of this is a sense of paradox.”95 
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 Paradox is the unity of contradictions: their union. First comes the awareness of 

contradictions, always in pairs. This is the awareness of the absurd. Then comes the 

awareness of the paradox, of unity, of God. Then comes the union with God, which in our 

form we can only experience incompletely, imperfectly, and sporadically, which is, in 

itself, a paradox.   

Postmodernism is about a sense of awareness, not only of the self—though the 

self first—but also of the self’s place in history. Postmodernism is awareness of the 

evolution of evolution, of the systematic increase, of exponential growth, of the 

telescoping nature of progress. Postmodernism is about being able to look out from 

inside, and from the outside in. Brodsky wrote: “The poet is a born democrat…because 

he caters to the entire nation and employs its language. So does tragedy, and hence their 

affinity.”96  

The great William H. Gass wrote: “Poetry makes nothing happen, because it 

refuses to be a happenstance. Poems are not events. They are realities invested with 

value. They are woman, man, a mind made of words, and have no body, and hence no 

needs…. Never enter Time, and you will never be required to leave.”97  
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APPENDICES  

 

Introduction 

The appendices serve to identify and enumerate the stylistic devices used by 

Shostakovich (Appendix A) and Schnittke (Appendix B). This demonstration perpetuates 

the present argument that Shostakovich and Schnittke used stylistic devices to represent 

their respective historical periods: Modernism and Postmodernism. There exist striking 

similarities between the two sets of Aphorisms. Furthermore, the Postmodernist tenets 

enumerated by Jonathan Kramer in the previous chapter manifest themselves in the 

Schnittke pieces.  

The Schnittke pieces are complemented by the poetry of Joseph Brodsky 

(Appendix C). The five poems selected by the present author are used to demonstrate the 

stylistic and metaphysical connections between Schnittke and Brodsky. The poems 

selected are generally from the same time period as the Schnittke pieces, and exhibit the 

Postmodernist traits discussed throughout the document. The specific traits are italicized 

in parentheses.   
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            APPENDIX A: ANALYSIS OF SHOSTAKOVICH’S APHORISMS (1927) 

 

Recitative was the first to be written in a suite of twelve pieces. This was 

ultimately shortened to ten as Shostakovich reconsidered the ending of the suite. 

Compared to the Piano Sonata Op. 12, which is overloaded with an intricate and heavy 

texture (what Shostakovich called mnogonotie—many notes), the Aphorisms are “as 

laconic and linear as possible, a kind of piano pointillism.”98 It is quite interesting to note 

that the derogatory and, for the Soviet artist, incriminating label of ‘formalism’ is a fitting 

description of the Aphorisms. Shostakovich seemed to have conceived the formal mold 

then cast the pieces into that mold. As a result, there is something rather inorganic about 

them, which makes them stereotypically Modernist. It is as if Shostakovich selected a 

number of creative constraints and constructed the pieces around them. 

Recitative begins with a legato motive, chromatically ascending in the right hand, 

which is interrupted by a repetitive poco marcato counter-motive in the left hand. The 

Autograph contains the marking sempre senza pedale. The conspicuously minimal 

contrapuntal texture (Ex. 1.1) continues into the second line (mm. 4-8). Ex. 1.1 exhibits 

both the “searching and unsettled melodies” mentioned earlier, and the minimal 

counterpoint.  
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 47

Ex. 1.1. Recitative, mm 1-4 

 

The phrasing is clear but irregular, with phrase lengths of three, four, and ten 

measures. Senza marcato in m. 12, and marcato in m. 16 are the only other markings in 

the piece. There is but one dynamic marking of mp at the beginning. The last two lines 

(mm. 14-21) have alternating 5/8 and 3/4 meters and prepare the abrupt accented ending.  

There is no distinct or confirmed tonal center, and the most frequently used accidentals 

are C#, F#, and Ab. Most of the piece remains within three octaves, with the entire range 

between C2-C6.     

The end of Recitative and the beginning of Serenade are elided to create a 

seamless transition from one piece to the next. While this same sonority possesses an 

entirely different affect, its role is the same: to serve as an abrupt interruption of the 

musical material. The contrapuntal texture of Recitative continues in the Serenade, which 

is evocative of a dialogue. However, the voices are distributed differently in Serenade, 

with an almost exclusively homophonic texture of the first part (mm. 1-23), and a busier, 

occasionally three or four-part texture of the second part (mm. 24-37). The first part can, 

itself, be divided into two mirror images (mm. 1-12 and 13-23). In the first half of the 

first part, the left hand has the melody, accompanied by the ostinato chord B-D-F-C 

chord in the right hand, which unifies the section. Like Recitative, nearly every measure 
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of Serenade features a different meter, alternating between 4/8, 5/8, 7/8, 12/8, 3/4, and 

4/4. The three 4/4 measures (mm. 7, 18, and 29) are rhythmically identical and feature the 

characteristic stutter, which forms the rhythmic motive found in measure 1. There is a 

recognizable rhythmic/melodic motive in mm. 3-5, which repeats in octave doubling in 

mm. 25-27. The stutter motive (Ex. 1.2, m. 36), in two iterations ends the piece. This 

motive, along with a contrary motion melodic motive (Ex. 1.2) unifies the piece and finds 

its almost identical analogue in the second Schnittke Aphorism (see Ex. 2.2). The kind of 

structural rigidity found in Serenade justifies the label of ‘formalism.’  

Ex. 1.2. Serenade, mm. 35-37 

 

Nocturne is the longest and most experimental of the Aphorisms. It is unmeasured 

and features a wide variety of rhythmic values, including sixteenth and thirty-two-note 

groupings of 3, 5, 6, 7, 9, and 12. It features the widest spectrum of dynamics of all the 

Aphorisms, ranging from p to ffff. The tempo changes five times. The affect is manic and 

anxious and there is no discernable melody or melodic motives. The marking of 

appassionato (Autograph only) at the beginning of the second page is the only indication 

of character. Much of Nocturne is chromatic, with seconds and sevenths as the dominant 

intervals. The pitch range spans almost the entire compass of the piano. The phrasing of 

the piece is clearly delineated by rests and tempo changes. In this way, it can be said to be 

composed of aural events rather than musical phrases. The same is true of the Schnittke 

Aphorisms. Seconds, sevenths, and diminished fourths comprise the bulk of the 
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expressive intervals of the piece. Ex. 1.3 shows the first ‘phrase’ of Nocturne, with three 

distinct musical events, separated by rests and a fermata. The spatial and temporal 

dimensions contribute to the ultra-Modernism feel of the piece. It is stereotypically avant-

garde, angular, jagged, and sharp.   

Ex. 1.3. Nocturne, first line 

 

 

Elegy stands in stark contrast to Nocturne. It is the shortest piece in the suite, and 

one of the most ‘traditional’ and ‘classically beautiful.’ It is marked mesto legato, with 

col Pedale in the left hand. The affect is contemplative, and the dynamic is pp, which is, 

again, found only at the very beginning of the piece. The left hand accompaniment 

features octave doublings, reminiscent of Bach-Busoni chorales, and the general feeling 

of the piece is Baroque. The rhythmic values are simple in their use of 1/4, 1/8, 1/16, and 

although there are alternating meters of 4/4 and 5/4, they do not break up the steady 

melodic flow. Elegy has its analogue in Schnittke’s Aphorism 4, particularly in the 

expansiveness and contemplative nature of the piece. However, Elegy is so much more 

‘concrete’ than its Postmodernist counterpart, with a recognizable melody and 

accompaniment. There is no confirmed tonality, but a vacillation between D minor and 

the parallel major. The counterpoint and octave doublings further emphasize the affinity 
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with the Baroque idiom. Ex. 1.4 shows the first line of Elegy, which is representative of 

the piece. Despite its ‘traditional’ presentation, Elegy is anti-sentimental and laconic in a 

Modernist fashion. Here, the reader may recall Shostakovich’s ‘modern’ piano-playing 

style as described in the first section of the document.   

Ex. 1.4. Elegy, mm 1-2  

   

Lullaby is close to Elegy in its reflective and gentle affect, which makes it 

markedly different from the other pieces in the collection. Also, the melody of both 

pieces begins on the second beat of the measure, which imparts a lilting, vanishing, and 

‘dying’ quality. The texture of Lullaby is similar to Nocturne in its use of thirty-second 

and sixty-fourth note groupings of various lengths. The melody features melismatic 

flourishes in the right hand, over a rising bass accompaniment in the left hand. There is 

no tonal center or confirmed tonality, but C and E are prominent features. This kind of bi- 

or poly-tonality is characteristic of Modernism. The piece consists entirely of white notes, 

except for the G# and C# in the last two lines. Lullaby spans almost the entire compass of 

the piano. Ex. 1.5 shows the first two lines of Lullaby. Noteworthy is the striking 

similarity between Elegy and Lullaby. The latter can be seen as a combination of the 
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former’s traditional harmonic and rhythmic presentation, and the expansiveness and 

modernity of Nocturne.  

Ex. 1.5. Lullaby, mm 1-3  
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              APPENDIX B: ANALYSIS OF SCHNITTKE’S FIVE APHORISMS (1990) 

 

The analysis in this section seeks to illuminate the stylistic and metaphysical 

aspects of Postmodernism in the Five Aphorisms. Support for the argument that these are 

Postmodernist pieces is to be found on and off the page; in the notes and in-between 

them.  

Schnittke’s Aphorism 1 is similar in presentation to Shostakovich’s Recitative. 

Particularly noteworthy are the phrase structures and the minimal counterpoint (compare 

Schnittke mm. 8-9 to Shostakovich Recitative, first line). In this way, the first Aphorism 

clearly manifests Kramer’s first tenet of musical Postmodernism: …not simply a 

repudiation of Modernism or its continuation, but has aspects of both a break and an 

extension. The same is true for all of the Five Aphorisms, where the “sound-space is 

filled with the wanderings of abstract concepts of an intellectually elite mind.”  

Ex. 2.1. Aphorism 1, mm 1-10  

 



 53

Augmentation results from the proportional lengthening of the phrase. There is a 

similarity to the Shostakovich set in the constantly shifting meters. The phrase structure 

can be interpreted thus: mm. 1-3 constitute the basic idea; mm. 4-6 repeat the basic idea; 

m. 7 is a condensed continuation. Measures 8-9 and mm. 10-11 form a new and self-

contained idea. This is repeated: mm. 13-15 form the basic idea, which repeats in mm. 

16-18, with mm. 19-20 as a kind of continuation. Measures 21-26 are a self-contained 

phrase. The next six measures are a ‘period,’ with mm. 27-29 as a basic idea, and mm. 

30-32 as a contrasting idea. Measures 33-36 serve as the climax of the piece. Measures 

39-48 are an extended phrase with its own culmination. Measures 49-51 feature another 

basic idea, which is repeated in mm. 52-55. Measures 56-63 form a continuation/coda.  

In a Postmodernist manner, Schnittke inserts a completely independent tonal 

phrase in mm. 37-38, which serves to break up the flow of uncertainty and abstraction, 

and anchor the piece with a reference to functional harmony. Ex. 2.2 shows the two-

measure allusion to traditional harmony. Within the context of the piece, this excerpt 

sounds quite alien. This serves to highlight the reversal of expectation in Schnittke’s Five 

Aphorisms: the ‘tonal’ music sounds foreign while the ‘atonal’ is familiar.    

Ex. 2.2. Aphorism 1, mm. 37-38 

  

 The intervallic content of the first Aphorism is representative of the whole set, and 

is, therefore, helpful to note. The overwhelming majority of the intervals are seconds and 
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their inversion, sevenths. These make up about 90% of the intervallic content (about 140 

iterations). There are about 30 consonant intervals, mostly thirds, but also some sixths 

(about 5), and fifths (about 10, half of which are in the ‘tonal’ mm. 37-38). There are 

about fifteen tritones. The approximation is due to the fact that some intervals are 

inverted, and some are hidden within the texture. This same ratio of consonant to 

dissonant intervals is generally found in all five pieces. The markings alternate between 

Moderato assai and Inquieto. The ‘tonal’ phrase (mm. 37-38) is marked Lento to 

distinguish it from the rest of the piece. The first line of the first Aphorism is a vibrant 

example of the metaphysical Postmodernisms of the set. The slow moving ascent 

suspended over the sustained pedal “dissolves…fading into the distance of time.”  

 Ex. 2.3 shows some of the clusters that predominate in all five Aphorisms. The 

clusters represent the “inkblots” mentioned earlier; they are approximate and vague, 

harsh, dissonant, and unsettling. The precise lack of pedaling in Ex. 2.3 serves to 

emphasize the dry quality of the music.   

Ex. 2.3. Aphorism 1, mm. 39-41 

 

Aphorism 2 (Ex. 2.4) is the most extroverted of the set. Marked Allegretto, it is 

the ‘lightest’ and longest. The musical language is, on some level and in some way, ironic 

(Kramer #2). It is composed of clearly identifiable melodic and rhythmic motives, with 
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transitional material interspersed throughout. Measure 1 contains the repeating melodic 

motive. Measure 3 contains the repeating rhythmic motive. Measures 7-10 contains the 

transitional material. As in the first Aphorism, the intervallic content of 2 is largely 

composed of seconds and sevenths, both melodic and harmonic. The phrase structure is 

also rather traditional: mm 1-2 exhibit the basic idea, mm. 3-4 serve as a kind of 

contrasting idea/consequent phrase. The transitional material (mm. 7-10) connects the 

first phrase with an augmented variation in mm. 11-13.  

Ex. 2.4. Aphorism 2, mm. 1-9 

 

M. 23 (Ex. 2.5) contains the same contrary motion passage as found in the 

Shostakovich Serenade (m. 35, Ex. 1.2). Another sentence structure begins in m. 26, with 

a basic idea (mm. 26-28), repeated basic idea (mm. 29-31), and a kind of continuation in 

mm. 32-35 (downbeat). The rhythmic motive from the first line is found in m. 41. The 

climax of the piece occurs in mm. 51-54. A coda begins in m. 55, and serves as 

transitional material to Aphorism 3. This material is itself similar in affect and rhythm to 

Aphorism 1. Measure 69 shows the ascending inversion of the original melodic motive 
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from the beginning of the piece (mm.1-2). Aphorism 2 ends in the nether regions of the 

piano compass, as did the first Aphorism. The inversions, the structure, and the negative 

space of Aphorism 2 make the piece Postmodernist.  

Ex. 2.5. Aphorism 2, mm. 23-31 

 

Aphorism 3 is a dark, minimal, deconstructed waltz. The distinctive opening 

motive (mm. 1-4) is also reminiscent of a funeral march, though in the wrong meter. The 

overall sound of the piece is tough, dissonant, and discordant, with an ascetic texture. The 

meaning is to be found between the notes, rather than in them. In an abstract way, nearly 

all of Kramer’s tenets of musical Postmodernism apply to this piece. It embraces the past 

through allusions to historical genres, which is, in itself, ironic. It features unity in 

disunity, in its use of dissimilar melodic motives. The phrase structure is conspicuously 

traditional: mm. 1-2 form the basic idea; mm. 3-4 the contrasting idea, with m. 5 as kind 

of compressed continuation.   
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Ex. 2.6. Aphorism 3, mm. 1-7 

 

Another period structure begins in m. 6, with a ‘classical’ antecedent (mm. 6-9) 

and a ‘classical’ consequent phrase (mm. 10-13). The culmination, mm. 14-17, serves as 

the transitional material to another sentence (b.i. mm. 18-19, b.i. mm. 20-21, condensed 

continuation in m. 22). It is another example of diminution, with m. 14 as a one-measure 

b.i. and m. 15 as another b.i. with mm. 16-17 as the continuation. Aphorism 3 also 

features the first recognizable diminished chords in m. 16, as well as great variety of 

dynamic markings—p-ff.  

 On a macro level, Aphorism 3 exhibits some interesting traits. The first phrase 

(basic idea) constricts from a five-note cluster, to a four-note, to a three- note. The second 

basic idea does the same. When the analogous motives return in mm. 18-21, the opposite 

is true. Rather than constricting, the music expands in the same way: three-, four-, and 

five-note clusters. These kinds of organizational elements abound in the Five Aphorisms.      

Ex. 2.7 shows Aphorism 4 in its entirety. This is the most expansive and abstract 

piece of the set. The three lines of music occupy about 6-7 minutes of chronological time.  

It is unmeasured and unmetered, like Shostakovich’s Nocturne. The pedaling and 
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fermatas suggest that the individual chords should last as long as the sound takes to 

decay. Most of the movement is concentrated in the middle of the second line. The 

second chord of the first and third lines serves to relieve the heavy atmosphere of the 

piece; they serve to impart an element of lightness and ‘jazziness’ to an otherwise somber 

piece. Ultimately, Aphorism 4 disappears into the nothingness from which it emerged. 

The juxtaposition of ‘high and low’ styles (‘jazziness’ and melancholy), the unity in 

disunity (second line), the chiaroscuro affect, the timbral changes, and the glass sounds 

in the higher registers make Aphorism 4 Postmodernist.  

Ex. 2.7. Aphorism 4 
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The fifth Aphorism is the most traditional of the set. Marked Grave, it features 

regular phrases and recognizable melodic motives. There is also something of a funeral 

march in it, again in the wrong meter. Its heavy and ominous character clashes with the 

modest dynamic markings. The climax, prepared in mm. 18-19, finds its expression in 

mm. 22-23. Measures 33-36 serve as a kind of coda. The phrases are clearly delineated 

throughout the pieces (in measures): 3, 3, 3, 3, 4, 2, 1, 1, 2, 3, 4, and 6. The concluding 

cluster can be though to represent the nothingness and ‘everythingness’ of 

Postmodernism.    

Ex. 2.8. Aphorism 5, mm. 1-11 
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        APPENDIX C: SELECTED BRODSKY POEMS 

 

 

--- 

You’ve forgotten that village lost in the rows and rows 

of swamp in a pine-wooded territory where no scare-crows 

ever stand in orchards, the crops aren’t worth it, 

and the roads are just ditches and brushwood surface. 

Old Nastasia is dead, I take, and Pesterev, too, for sure, 

and it not, he’s sitting drunk in the cellar or 

is making something out of the headboard of our bed: 

a wicket gate, say, or some kind of shed. 

And in winter they’re chopping wood and turnips is all they live on, 

and a star blinks from all the smoke in the frosty heaven, 

and no bride in chintz at the window, but dust’s gray craft, 

plus the emptiness where once we loved. (negative space)  

 

 

ODE TO CONCRETE 

 

  You’ll outlast me, good old concrete, (material personification) 

  as I’ve outlasted, it seems, some men 

  who had taken me, too, for a kind of street, 

  citing color of eyes, or mien.  

 

  So I praise your inanimate, porous looks 

  not out of envy but as the next 

  of kin—less durable, plagued with loose (de-animation of the human)  

  joints, though still grateful to the architects. (parents as architects) 

 

  I applaud your humble—to be exact, 

  meaningless—origins, roar and speech, 

  fully matched, however, by the abstract  

  destination, beyond my reach. 

 

  It’s not that nothing begets its kind 

  but that the future prefers to court 

a date that’s resolutely blind 

and wrapped in a petrified long skirt. 
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AXIOM (similar to an aphorism, but more scientific)   

 

The world was wrought of a mixture of dirt, water, fire, (pantheism)  

and air, with a scream “Don’t touch me!” embedded in that mire, 

rupturing first a plant, eventually a face, 

so that you’d never presume the world was an empty place. 

Then there rose vast rooms, furniture, ardent loves, 

the past’s appetite for the future, the tenor’s for busted lungs. 

Letters broke into motion, making the eyeballs roll, (modern over-stimulation)   

and emptiness grew fearful for its very soul. 

Birds were the first to detect this, although a star, 

too, signals the fate of a stone that’s slung astray. 

Any sound, be it music, a whisper, the howling wind, 

is the fruit of anything’s friction against its own kind. (science) 

In shrieking beaks, in cumulus, in blazing pulsars none see 

the ear makes out a nagging “No Vacancy,” 

either an echo of the carpenter’s boy or else 

the addressless stone-cold suns sputtering S.O.S.   

And heeding the shrill “Amscray! Beat it! Vanish! Grab 

your junk and get lost!” space itself, alias the backdrop (negative space as a canvas) 

of life, rendered blind by a surfeit of plots, (modern over-stimulation) 

heads toward pure time, where no one applauds. 

Don’t be afraid, though: I’ve been there. There in its bowels looms 

a huge, wrinkle-spinning wheel, its roots 

plugged into a raw material whose supply 

we, the deposits, eagerly multiply.   

 

     

---  

 

A list of some observations. In a corner, it’s warm. 

A glance leaves an imprint on anything it’s dwelt on. (Human-material interaction) 

Water is glass’s most public form. (Unique metaphor) 

Man is more frightening than his skeleton. (Animation, de-animation) 

A nowhere winter evening with wine. A black 

porch resists an osier’s stiff assaults.  

Fixed on an elbow, the body bulks, 

like a glacier’s debris, a moraine of sorts.  

A millennium hence, they’ll no doubt expose 

a fossil bivalve propped behind the gauze  

cloth, with the print of lips under the print of fringe, 

mumbling “Good night” to a window hinge.  
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IN MEMORIAM 

 

The though of you is receding like a chambermaid given notice. 

No! Like a railway platform, with block-lettered DVINSK or TATRAS. 

But odd faces loom in, shivering and enormous, (estrangement from people) 

also terrains, only yesterday entered into the atlas, (negative space) 

thus filling up the vacuum. None of us was well suited 

for the status of statues. Probably our blood vessels  

lacked in hardening lime. “Our family,” you’d have put it, 

“gave the world no generals, or—count or blessings— 

great philosophers.” Just as well though: the Neva’s surface 

can’t afford yet another reflection, brimming with mediogres.  

What remains of a mother with all her saucepans 

in the perspective daily extended by her son’s progress?  

That’s why the snow, this poor man’s marble, devoid of muscle power, 

melts, blaming empty brain cells for their not so clever 

locks, for their failure to keep the fashion in which you, by putting powder 

on your cheek, had meant to look forever. 

What is left is to shield the skull, with raised arms, against idle glances, 

and the throat, with the lips’ nonstop “She has died, she has died,” while  

               endless 

cities rip the retinal sacs with lances (modern over-stimulation)  

clanging loud like returning empties.     
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