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The goal of this research is to discover Shostakovich’s inspiration and motivation 

for writing the twenty-four preludes and fugues. Through the in-depth research of the 

cycle, this thesis will discuss the different aspects of the unique harmonic ambiguity of 

both the preludes and the fugue subjects so that readers understand Shostakovich’s 

language of musical communication. Shostakovich lived during a transitional period in 

the history of Russia when totalitarianism was being challenged. The research will also 

explore how the political environment influenced his composition during those years. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This research explores the relationship between the social and political 

circumstances of Soviet Russia, and Dmitri Shostakovich’s creation of the Twenty-four 

Preludes and Fugues, Op. 87(1951).  Under Stalin’s regime, the Soviet government 

created a Nationalism theme around culture and music to bring the Russian people 

together.  As a political vehicle, ‘Soviet Nationalism’ also played the role of cultural 

censor, affecting literature, arts and music. Within this dangerous environment, 

Shostakovich’s tendency to use certain musical languages in his compositions made him 

a political target.   

Many musicologists agree that the root of Shostakovich’s musical foundation was 

greatly challenged after his opera, Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District. This opera was 

performed for two years until 1936, when an anonymous letter criticized the composer’s 

musical style in the Party newspaper, Pravda.  The article carried great influence, 

especially after an incident where Stalin allegedly walked out during a performance of 

the opera.  Soviet Party activists created a rhetoric label, ‘formalist,’ designed to 

stigmatize a composer who created music based on Western musical traditions.  It was 

also used as a vehicle to accuse individuals of acting against the Soviet political system 

through their creativity and individualism. This label haunted Shostakovich for the next 

12 years.  
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After this incident, the Central Committee of the Communist Party condemned 

Shostakovich and put his career in jeopardy, making it difficult for him to premier his 

compositions in public.  During the Russian political event called The Great Purge (1936-

1938), close friends of Shostakovich were arrested and killed, and Shostakovich became 

acutely aware of his unsettled situation. During this period, he composed music for 

political films to regain Stalin’s trust.  The Fourth Symphony and the Fifth Symphony 

were composed between 1936 and 1937.  Due to the harsh criticism directed at the opera 

Lady Macbeth, and the alarming concern about the Fourth Symphony, the Fifth 

Symphony was composed in a more conservative way.  Along with these symphonies, 

Shostakovich’s earlier string quintets were composed during this period; however, as 

Shostakovich’s awareness of his limited freedom of creativity in his symphonies 

increased, he focused more on instrumental ensemble works through 1948 (Wilson 

 1994, 114-141). 

After the resurrection of an anti-formalist campaign announced by another 

communist party activist, Andrei Zhdanov in 1948, cultural oppression became harsher 

against many great Russian composers, including Myaskovsky, Prokofiev, Khachaturian, 

and Shostakovich (Wilson 1994, 208). 

During this period of political difficulty, Shostakovich’s music was almost 

completely banned by the Soviet government.  Unlike other Russian composers who 

sought more compositional freedom, Shostakovich never left his country despite financial 

difficulties.  With the government’s political pressures on cultural freedom, Shostakovich 
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managed to survive as a composer even after having been publicly accused of being a 

formalist during the second denunciation (Wilson 1994, 222-226).  

While Shostakovich worked to satisfy governmental cultural policies, he still 

maintained his artistic integrity.  Mark Mazullo, a musicologist, stated that 

Shostakovich’s music should be viewed not just historically and aesthetically, but also 

morally, in order to gain the meaning of his complexity. (2006, 80). 

In the course of self-realization during this period, Shostakovich did not give up 

his personal protest when his large works were banned.  Instead, he remained motivated 

to compose various works such as the Violin Concerto No. 1, Op. 99 (1948),  From 

Jewish Folk Poetry (1949), and Twenty-four Preludes and Fugues Op.87 (1951) as well 

as instrumental, vocal chamber music, and symphonies (Brown 2004, 206).   
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CHAPTER 1 

Shostakovich’s Music within the Soviet Reality 

Official vs. Personal 

Shostakovich’s compositions can be divided into two categories of ‘official’ and 

‘unofficial’ music. It is notable that while he composed some propaganda music for 

survival, he was exploring as much musical experimentation in his compositions as 

possible; yet those works were never premiered and received no public acceptance 

around the time that they were composed.  Shostakovich explored themes of multiple 

genres, and extended his interest to other Western traditional musical structures as well. 

This combination became a unique language that is based on deeply complex polyphonic 

compositional techniques. 

Because he was accused of writing music more suitable to the tastes of Western 

bourgeois audiences, Shostakovich reestablished his career by creating music that gained 

the approval from the Soviet government. This does not mean that he abandoned his 

musical path and identity.  In fact, he managed to compose official works that gave him 

both commercial success and some compositional freedom.  

His official works, including two oratorios, Songs of the Forest, Op.81 (1949) and 

Beams on Our Native Land, Op.90 (1952) enjoyed great success, and his film scores 

remained useful communist propaganda.   
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Those compositions are simpler and more tuneful with clear messages that represented 

the everyday lives of the Soviet people.  On the contrary, Shostakovich’s personal works 

such as his chamber and vocal music included more of his favored musical language 

(Khalatova 1992, 41-42).    

It is important to identify his compositional styles and characteristics as well as 

the musical forms and structures in the specific period.  While Shostakovich had to meet 

the prevailing political expectations by composing music aligned with Communist Party 

values while keeping his own musical styles hidden, his integrity as a composer grew 

stronger.  Shostakovich’s music communicates his humanity through eclecticism and 

universalism.  The composer’s eclecticism presented in his personal and autobiographical 

work, Twenty-four Preludes and Fugues, Op.87, was written in response to the 

oppression he was subjected to.  It is significant to read what Shostakovich said about the 

commercially successful ‘official work’, Song of the Forests: 

I sat down at night and, within a few hours dashed off something ‘haphazardly.’ 

When I submitted what I had written, to my amazement and horror, they shook 

my hands and paid me. (Fay 2000, 175)  

 

 Shostakovich continued composing with abstract concepts and structures after he 

had already been accused of being a formalist.  According to Fay, using such provocative 

subject matter in his music was dangerous.  Shostakovich felt too threatened to premiere 

his String Quartet No. 4 in D major, Op. 83 after it was completed. The quartet was not 

performed in public until 1953 the year of Stalin’s death (Fay 2000, 176-177).  

Contrary to the official success of the oratorio Song of the Forests, the film scores 

The Fall of Berlin, Belinsky and The Unforgettable Year 1919 which the party-line 
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activists enthusiastically accepted, Shostakovich’s effort to have his heartfelt music 

performed in public was critical to restoring himself to artistic sanity and self-esteem.  

His profound desire to remain a serious composer is reflected through the unofficial 

works composed during this most difficult time (Fanning 2008, 343).  Eric Roseberry, 

author of the book, Shostakovich: His Life and Times, stated: 

It is only to be expected in such a climate of hostility that Shostakovich 

turned to film music as a means of professional survival. But in his ‘secret’ works 

he continued to write for less ideologically prejudiced ears, and the time was not 

far off when they would be heard (1982, 130).  

 

Symphony vs Chamber music 

Since the premier of his opera, Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District, in 1934, 

Shostakovich’s music was severely criticized by the Soviet government, and the label of 

‘formalist’ haunted not only his career but also his mental well-being.  As the accusations 

against him flowed from the government, Shostakovich became fearful for his life.  

During the first anti-formalist campaign, Shostakovich composed the Fourth 

Symphony.  The symphony became withdrawn from official concert repertoire because 

of its formalist tendency.  After the Fourth Symphony, the Fifth Symphony was the first 

composition created as a vehicle suitable for the political climate of the era.  

Shostakovich returned to more traditional musical languages.  Preston Stedman stated: 

The fifth symphony, written under the most rigid of political expectations for the 

art form, demonstrates how, without the overt folkloristic inclusion of traditional 

tunes, the composer would seek to keep the symphony a viable art form in the 

subsequent thirty-five years remaining in his creative life: by simplifying the 

overall style, relating some of the materials to the people of Russia (folk tunes, 

national subjects, folk rhythms, etc.), retaining melody as the paramount element 

in the music, and responding to relaxations in the political climate whenever 
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possible in order to bring the musical style more into the musical mainstream of 

the rest of the modern world (1979, 316-317) 

The Fifth Symphony caught the government’s attention quickly, and he regained the 

government’s acceptance.  With its debut in 1937, the critical reaction was positive.  

However, despite the immediate success of his Fifth Symphony, the label ‘formalist’ had 

not been completely wiped out.  

The acceptance of Shostakovich’s later symphonies was mixed.  The Sixth 

Symphony (1939) and the Seventh Symphony (1941) were successfully premiered.  

However, the following symphonies such as the Eighth Symphonies and the Ninth 

Symphony were not as politically successful.  The Eighth Symphony indulges the 

composer’s great tragedian and dramatic voice.  This gigantic five-movement work 

received hostile criticism after the public premier in 1943.  The political mainstream did 

not accept the tragic concept of this work, and the government banned the work for many 

years (Moshevich 2004, 110).  

In the Ninth Symphony, Shostakovich used his technique of conveying a “musical 

joke” brilliantly.  The original idea for the Ninth Symphony came in 1943 with the 

premier of the Eighth Symphony.  The purpose of the Ninth Symphony was to celebrate 

the greatness of the Russian people, the Revolution, and the Red Army with gigantic 

multiple participants including a chorus, solo singers and full orchestra (Moshevich 2004).  

Shostakovich, however, became troubled working on the project and finally dropped it 

until 1945.  The completed symphony turned out to be a 25-minute long piece.  The final 

movement is surprising.  It lacked a big tutti opening, and the overall mood was scherzo-

like (Fay 2000, 146).  
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Dmitri and Ludmilla Sollertinsky (1980) described how the Ninth Symphony 

caused a controversy: 

Some considered the new work “inopportune,” while others thought the composer 

had responded to the heroic victory of the Soviet people,” that was a “joyful sigh 

of relief.” The symphony was defined as a “work of lyrical comedy, not without 

dramatic elements which accentuate the fundamental line of development,” and as 

a “tragic-satirical pamphlet.” (1980, 121-122) 

 

In Moshevich’s review, the sinfonietta-like piece allowed him freedom to laugh, 

and for a moment, to refuse to be controlled within a totalitarian regime as it was 

impossible for the government to understand how it was being mocked politically with 

their ideological censorship (Moshevich 2004, 121).   

By the time the Soviet government banned The Eighth Symphony, Shostakovich 

had become aware of his limited opportunities to compose symphonies in the current 

political climate.  This awareness eventually led him to explore more instrumental 

chamber music.  By focusing on chamber compositions, he was able to experiment more.  

According to Victor Ilyitch Seroff, it was surprising that his chamber music was 

such an instant success.  Shostakovich composed the Piano Quintet, in G minor, Op. 57 

in 1940.  Unique to any of his other piano works, the piece contains a prelude and fugue 

that might remind us of Bach: 

1. Prelude: Lento 

2. Fugue: Adagio 

3. Scherzo: Allegretto 

4. Intermezzo: Lento 

5. Finale: Allegretto 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prelude_(music)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tempo#Italian_tempo_markings
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fugue
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scherzo
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intermezzo
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 Martinov (1947) talks about the successful use of Bach’s model in his chamber 

music: 

Shostakovich frequently and gladly resorts to the polyphonic forms, among them 

the fugue, in which he has attained high skill. A single example will do-the Fugue 

of his Pianoforte Quintet wherein Bach’s polyphonic principles are so boldly 

resurrected. The fugue requires exceptional discipline of musical thought and in 

the hands of some composers becomes nothing more than an amusing rebus, a 

mathematical puzzle. There are few who can avail themselves of the fugue for the 

expression of musical thought, but one of these masters is Shostakovich. 

Listening to his fugues one is aware not of the cunning counterpoint and highly 

artificial devices but of their eloquent charm and expressiveness. Though their 

connection with the classical principles is obvious, one is surprised by their novel 

application. (1947, 160-161)  

 

The Importance of the Jewish Element 

The tonal ambiguity found in Jewish modes became one of the most important 

elements in Shostakovich’s compositions.  Contrary to the fact that atonality was 

becoming more popular in Western Europe, the Western tradition was not allowed within 

Soviet Reality.  While Shostakovich was a composer who believed the future of Soviet 

music could depend on the in-depth study of Western music, he announced that he would 

join the folk lore movement under the Soviet cultural guidelines by including Russian 

folk music.  When Shostakovich recognized the tonal ambiguity in Jewish elements, he 

was instantly drawn to the melodies (Mishra 2008, 184). 

 The Piano Trio No. 2 in E minor, Op.67 (1944) includes attractive Jewish folk 

tunes.  It is possible that Shostakovich became interested in Jewish music through his 

lifelong friend Ivan Sollernsky, who introduced Shostakovich to the Jewish music that he 

had obtained from different countries. In this work, Shostakovich used Jewish elements 
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in various ways.  In sonata form, the first movement uses a slow fugato introduction 

where the cello plays a sad folk-like tune.  The final movement includes a Phrygian mode 

with ostinato rhythm.  The overall atmosphere of the music evokes human suffering.  In 

cyclic form, the introductory theme of the first movement reappears in the last movement.  

The piano trio was completed and dedicated to the memory of Sollernsky after his sudden 

death in 1944 (Moshevich 2004, 110-111). 

Shostakovich’s consistent use of Jewish elements was also motivated by his 

empathy and awareness of the anti-Semitism found throughout the Soviet Union.  It is 

suggested that Shostakovich related to the unfairness of the Jewish experience in Russia 

where anti-Semitism was widespread, and he was aware of the Nazi Holocaust  

(Moshevich 2004, 11-124).  

The works composed between 1948 and 1952 with Jewish themes were thought to 

be a “protest” against this anti-Semitism. Over 400 Jewish intellectuals including writers, 

artist, and musicians were arrested and/or killed during this period (Cang 1970, 106).  

Shostakovich’s works such as the String Quartet No.4 in D major, Op.83, the Violin 

concerto No. 1 in A minor, Op.99 ,  From Jewish Folk Poetry, Op. 79, and the Twenty-

Four Preludes and Fugues, Op. 87 raised the awareness of unbearable oppression toward 

the Russian Jews during that period (Braun 1985, 72).  

From Jewish Folk Poetry, Op. 79 communicates Shostakovich’s keen interest in 

Jewish ethnic identity. It was composed for soprano, contralto, and tenor voices with 

piano accompaniment.  Unlike Shostakovich’s instrumental work, this composition 
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contains a vivid text adopted from the original poetry that suggests the pathos of people 

taken prisoner in their own country:  

Sleep, my child, my beautiful…                                                                                        

Your father is in Siberia in Chains,      

The Czar holds him in prison….     

Sleep, my child, my beautiful….                                                                                     

Your father is in Siberia in chains,                                                                                  

Sleep, hushabye (Braun 1985, 72,74) 

 

Between From Jewish Folk Poetry, Op.97 and the Twenty-four Preludes and 

Fugue, Op 87, Shostakovich composed another major chamber work, String Quartet, No. 

4, Op.83, which includes similarities with his previous quartets in terms of using these 

Jewish themes in the final movement (Moshevich 2004, 130).  The “oom-pah” 

accompaniment from the final movement of the quartet can be found in both From 

Jewish Folk Poetry and the Twenty-four Preludes and Fugues (Mishra 2008). 

 

Musical Autobiography 

While he suffered from a negative emotional state due to his unsettling political 

relationship with the bureaucrats, he began to write the Violin Concerto No.1, in A minor, 

Op.99 in 1947.  When Zhdanov’s denunciation targeted Shostakovich’s formalism in 

1948, the concerto was still being composed.  The denunciation sparked his protest, and 

the newly born violin concerto became the composer’s autobiographical work with his 

uncompromising musical identification.  

Containing the subtext of these dramatic elements, the concerto was composed 

with some influence from Alban Berg’s violin concerto.  The Viennese context that 
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Shostakovich borrowed from while composing the piece was his sanctuary from the 

political atmosphere in which his musical language was often criticized. 

The Scherzo includes a certain musical signature, DSCH, which repesents the 

composer’s name.  The DSCH motif written as German musical notation D, Es, C, and H 

(pronounced as “De-Es-Ce-Ha”) represents of the notes D, E-flat, C, and B-natural. 

(Figures 1.1 and 1.2)  

Figure 1.1  DSCH motif. 

 

 

Figure 1.2  Violin Concerto No. 1, Op. 99, Second Movement, Opening. 

 

The third movement, Passacaglia, contains a strong message of human triumph 

the composer was voicing, while borrowing themes from his own seventh symphony and 

Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. (Figures 1.3, 1.4, and 1.5)  

Figure 1.3  Stalin Theme from Symphony No. 7, Op. 60,  R. 21. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Key_signature_names_and_translations
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Figure 1.4  Beethoven, Opening Theme from Symphony No. 5, Op. 67   

 

 

Figure 1.5  Third Movement, Violin Concerto, No. 1, Op. 99, R. 69.  
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Jewish elements and themes are also included in this concerto which has much in 

common with his Second Piano Trio whose last movement contains similar Jewish 

elements.  The autobiographical style and strong statement of the finale requires a soaring 

technique from the performer.  Human triumph is powerfully echoed through the festive 

themes in this movement.   

Since the concerto also suggested a keen awareness of Judaic themes, 

Shostakovich was accused of being a “cosmopolitan enemy” by party-line activists 

(Moshevich 2004, 124).  Political protocol required incorporation of Russian folk music 

in any composers’ creations.  However, the Soviet ideology of totalitarianism was greatly 

challenged by Shostakovich through using Jewish folk elements rather than strictly 

Russian peasant melodies.  

Volkov associates the restless dance of the final movement with the characteristic 

of “carnival” and “satiric” laughter by Mikhail Bakhtin, a Russian philosopher (1895-

1975).  The carnival referred to ‘freeing the spirit from fear’ in Bakhtin’s philosophy and 

Shostakovich’s inclusion of a whirlwind or dance in the last movement can be related to 

the concept of ‘freedom from fear’ as the composer himself was a party-line activists’ 

condemned man.  Volkov also argued that Bakhtin’s carnival form had become the 

powerful language that is represented in Shostakovich’s compositions.  However, it is 

unclear that Shostakovich and Bakhtin met each other.  There is a possibility that 

Bakhtin’s idea might have been introduced to Shostakovich by his friend, Ivan 

Sollertinsky, who was in the philosopher’s circle.  Shostakovich concluded many 
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different compositions with the similar festive characteristics of final moments (Volkov 

2004, 223).  

Another of Shostakovich’s satirical responses to the Zhdanov decree is his Anti-

formalist Rayok (1948-Unknown).  Borrowed from the Rayok by Mussorgsky, this 

cantata delivers a mockery of both Stalin and Zhdanov with its bouncy rhythm and the 

discreet attack on Stalin using folk melodies which were the leader’s favorite (Volkov 

2004, 224). Unlike the first violin concerto, this satirical cantata communicates the 

composer’s laughter and mockery more directly through the text and his musical 

languages. 

 

The Birth of Twenty-four Preludes and Fugues    

The Twenty-four Preludes and Fugues, Op.87 was composed during the years of 

political upheaval in Shostakovich’s life (Kroetsch 1996).  While denouncing 

Shostakovich’s music, the Stalinist government manipulated his international reputation, 

electing him as a Soviet Peace Delegation spokesperson.  Shostakovich was granted 

permission to travel outside Soviet Russia under the condition that he be accompanied by 

the Soviet government’s watchdogs (Wilson 1994, 248).  

It was after a brief trip to Leipzig, Germany, as an official delegate for a music 

festival commemorating the 200
th

 anniversary of Johann Sebastian Bach, that 

Shostakovich decided to compose the Twenty-four Preludes and Fugues.  During the 



 

16 
 

festival, Shostakovich listened to a performance by Tatiana Nikolaeva, a young pianist, 

who performed the Well-Tempered Clavier by Bach at the competition.  

Listening to Bach’s set of preludes and fugues performed live, Shostakovich must 

have been so deeply inspired that he decided to compose his own piano cycle of twenty 

four preludes and fugues.  It also appears that the festival caused him to regain the sense 

of musical foundation that he had lost under Soviet oppression.  He completed the 

collection of the Preludes and the Fugues within one year (Wilson 1994, 248). 

The creation of the Twenty-four Preludes and Fugues, however, was not inspired 

by a single musical event or motivation.  The process of composition has to be considered 

in multi-dimensional ways.  It is worth noting what Shostakovich stated about his 

motivation:  “I decided to start working again, so as not to lose my qualification as a 

composer. I am going to write a prelude and fugue every day. I shall take into 

consideration the experience of Johann Sebastian Bach” (Plutalov 2010, 24). 

As the composer began the cycle, his main focus on the composition style during 

this short period became more than just practicing polyphonic skill; as he continued 

writing the cycle, the music bore much more complexity and wide ranges of emotional 

input.  

Plutalov (2010, 23) described the overall characteristics of the cycle as introverted, 

reflective, and confessional.  Shostakovich was drained spiritually and emotionally and 

on the verge of suicide due to his struggle to survive as a composer.  He was seeking his 

spiritual center; the meaning of his life and the foundation of his musical journey.  
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It is interesting to note how Shostakovich conceived the idea of the cycle and 

completed it in such a short time.  His creative need to compose pure music had been 

discreetly practiced during the Stalin era.  In the Twenty-four Preludes and Fugues, 

Shostakovich was brutally honest in the inclusive and diverse musical languages, which 

were the absolute opposite of the official music that he also composed under the Soviet 

government’s rigid cultural guidelines (Wilson 1994).  

It was apparent to Shostakovich that his new piano cycle would not be approved 

by the party-line activists because of its content and complexity.  However, composing 

music that came from his heartfelt desire during a time of artistic torment must have been 

inwardly rewarding.  Surviving his mental depression and composing such a monumental 

work could be regarded as a celebration of victory over his personal battles.  

Based on the ideas of the Well-tempered Clavier by Johann Sebastian Bach, the 

Twenty-four Preludes and Fugues, Op.87, demonstrates his flawless polyphonic skills 

and emotional maturity.  His interest in Baroque music developed early.  Through his 

fugal practice while young, Shostakovich gained an appreciation of the discipline of 

counterpoint and particularly Bach’s music.  After studying counterpoint during his 

conservatory years, it is apparent that he used polyphonic practices in his major chamber 

and symphonic works during both previous and later years (Kroetsch 1996, 7).   

Although Shostakovich stated that the whole composition could be regarded as a 

series of individual pieces rather than a cyclic collection, he expanded his ability to 

compose a large cycle of polyphonic works following a structural concept.  The Twenty-

four Preludes and Fugues, Op.87 is organized following the rule that uses coupled major 
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and minor keys in the relationship of the circle of fifths as in his previous piano cycle, 

Twenty-four Preludes, Op.34 (Khalatova 1992, 57). 

The cycle was not only praised within his personal circle but also performed by 

eminent pianists of the era.  Even individual pieces from the cycle were performed by 

other great pianists such as Emil Gilels during his concerts in multiple venues in 1952 

(Fay 2000, 179). 

All of the Preludes and the Fugues are meant to be organically related to each 

other as they are bridged with Attaca at the end of the Prelude sections.  The subjects 

from the Preludes are manipulated into multiple voices in Fugues.  The Preludes play 

equal roles as individual pieces as well as introductions to their Fugues.  In addition, the 

characteristics of some of the Fugues are in contrast with the moods of their Preludes.  

The ideas from various sources contribute to the diversity of the Preludes as well 

as the Fugues.  Shortly before the cycle’s birth, Shostakovich promised The Composers’ 

Union that he would use folk elements in his composition.  The cycle is brilliant in 

employing highly crafted unifying ideas that he transformed from various sources 

including folk elements within the format modeled after Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier.  

Mazullo (2006) shows Aleksandr Dolzhanskii’s statement that Shostakovich’s 

Twenty-four Preludes and Fugues communicates national characteristics in a highly 

personal and individual manner:  

The composer discovered and was a virtuoso at devising a variety of means for 

broad melodiousness, for the primordial slowness that characterizes Russian 

peasant singing. The fugues of Shostakovich are substantially different from those 

of Bach in the slowness of the individual elements and the composition as a whole. 

However, Shostakovich does not limit himself to a one-sided depiction of the 

national character, but he evokes it in a multifaceted and full way. The music of 
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the Preludes and Fugues contains Russian national features of different "ages" - 

the most ancient, historically distant, even ossified features, as well as the newest 

features, born from the heroic and daring creation of a new life that lays down the 

way to the future (2006, 78). 

Seth H. Perlman indicates that attempts to write a collection of 24 Preludes and 

Fugues have been made by several composers such as Bernhardt Christian Weber who 

was Bach’s contemporary and Anton Reicha whose work was published in 1805 and 

dedicated to Haydn.  In 1942, Hindemith wrote a piece, Ludus Tonalis, which included 

not only twelve fugues but also a prelude, postlude, and interlude in different keys.  From 

this point of view, Shostakovich’s Twenty-four Preludes and Fugues, Op.87 is definitely 

the first creation that could be considered a peer to Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier (1988, 

1).  

The Twenty-four Preludes and Fugues, Op.87 communicates various subjects and 

melodies treated and set in both the traditional and the contemporary structures.  In the 

midst of Social Realism, Shostakovich’s musical language presents aspects of 

universalism throughout the Twenty-four Preludes and fugues, one of the most creative 

and eclectic piano works of this period.  

In the further chapters, the different inspirations of this cycle will be discussed.  In 

addition, through stylistic analysis, this research will be a general guideline for those who 

wish to gain multidimensional perspectives into this monumental piano work. 
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CHAPTER 2  

Stylistic Influence and Organization 

The Influence of Bach 

Shostakovich’s Twenty-four Preludes and Fugues, Op.87 not only is paying homage to 

the format of the Well-Tempered Clavier, but also uses motivic materials that echo 

particular themes in the Bach’s collection.  In addition, the harmonic and the rhythmic 

similarities between Op.87 and the Well-Tempered Clavier show Shostakovich’s sincere 

appreciation of the great Baroque composer.  For instance, the meditative mood of the 

Prelude and Fugue No. 1 shifts to a frantic character in the Prelude No.2.  This similar 

mood change happens in the C major Prelude and Fugue and the toccata-like C minor 

Prelude and Fugue in the Well-Tempered Clavier.  

In the example 2.1, the opening chord I of the Prelude No.1 from Op.87 reminds 

one of the Prelude No.1 from Well-Tempered Clavier, book I.   

 

Figure 2.1  Prelude No. 1, Op. 87, mm. 1-2  
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Figure 2.2  Prelude No. 1, Well-Tempered Clavier, mm. 1 

 

 

The bond between the Well-Tempered Clavier and Op. 87 becomes more apparent 

through another direct rhythmic quote.  The broken figurations and the scales of the first 

two measures from the Prelude No. 10, C-sharp minor of Op.87 reflect the identical 

textures from the E-flat major Prelude of the Well-Tempered Clavier (Mishra 2008). 

(Figures 2.3 and 2.4) 

Figure 2.3  Prelude No. 10, Op. 87, mm. 1-2 

 

 

 Figure 2.4  Prelude No. 7, Well-Tempered Clavier, mm. 1-2 
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Appearing in his keyboard compositions such as the “The Art of Fugue,” the Bach 

motif (B-A-C-H) was one of the motivic devices which inspired later composers 

including Shostakovich.  In the Prelude No.12, the segment of the octave unison melody 

in the low register suggests the general outline of the DSCH motif. (Figure 2.5) 

 

Figure 2.5  Prelude No. 12, Op. 87, mm. 7-10 

 

 

 

Besides the direct textural and rhythmic references, a two-voice E major fugue of 

Op.87 also reflects the Bach’s two-voice E-minor fugue   (Moshevich 2004, 132). 

(Figures 2.6 and 2.7) 

Figure 2.6  Fugue No. 9, Op. 87, mm. 1-5 
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Figure 2.7  Fugue No. 10, Well-Tempered Clavier, mm. 1-4 

 

The Relationship between the Preludes and the Fugues 

One of the major characteristics of Op.87 is the inseparable relationship between 

each prelude and fugue.  The individual prelude not only sets up the fugue, but also 

stands out as an individual piece with a unique musical characteristic. The Preludes 

sometimes evoke such questions or puzzles to the following Fugues as if the Fugues are 

destined to show the answers and conclude the entire story.                 

One of the key indicators of the organic relationship between each Prelude and 

Fugue is how Shostakovich uses rhythmic or textural variation of a single idea as motivic 

devices for both sections.  In the Prelude and Fugue No. 4, it is clear that the beginning 

of the main subject of the Fugue was generated from the middle voice in the first measure 

of the Prelude (Figures 2.8 and 2.9). 

 

Figure 2.8  Prelude, No. 4, Op. 87, mm. 1-2 
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Figure 2.9  Fugue, No. 4, Op. 87, mm. 1-2 

 

In the Prelude and Fugue No. 8, the rhythmic idea of the first three notes of the 

Fugue was derived from the first three notes of the Prelude.  In the major second interval 

of A and B, A anticipates after the dotted quarter note of B.  As the anticipation is tied to 

the first sixteenth note of the last beat, the music creates more tension.  The thematic idea 

in the harmonic ambiguity concludes with the last note, F-sharp, which resolves the 

tension.  In fact, the downward broken minor third came from the upward broken minor 

third that accompanies the right hand at the beginning of the Prelude (Figures 2.10 and 

2.11). 

Figure 2.10  Fugue No. 8, Op. 87, mm. 1-3 

 

 

Figure 2.11  Prelude No. 8, Op. 87, mm. 1-3 
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The melodic line of the Fugue No. 9 sharply contrasts with the unaccompanied 

octaves in its Prelude.  However, the leaping voices in the Fugue were transformed from 

the melodic lines of the beginning of the Prelude as the rhythmic pattern at the Fugue 

suggests the rhythmic diminution of the one of the Prelude (Figures 2.12 and 2.13). 

 

Figure 2.12  Fugue No. 9, Op. 87, mm. 1-3 

 

 

Figure  2.13  Prelude No. 9, Op.87, mm. 1-2 

 

Shostakovich not only employed the same materials for the main subjects, but 

also used sequential ideas at the middle of the phrase in order to unify the Prelude and the 

Fugue as shown in No.11 (Khalatova, 2000, 69). (Figures 2.14 and 2.15) 
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Figure 2.14  Prelude No. 11, Op. 87, mm. 1-4 

 

Figure 2.15  Fugue No. 11, Op. 87, mm. 1-4 

 

The Prelude No. 12 uses a Baroque musical form, Passacaglia where the long 

melodic line is accompanied by the bass ostinato in triple meter.  In the beginning, the 

bass ostinato moves slowly and sets up the dark and gloomy atmosphere.  At the end of 

the Prelude, a new statement is introduced as it is foreshadowing and symbolizing what 

the composer was to project.  This last statement apparently becomes the subject of the 

extensive and furious Fugue (Figures 2.16, 2.17, and 2.18). 

Figure 2.16  Prelude No. 12, Op. 87, mm. 1-17 
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Figure 2.17  Prelude No. 12, Op. 87, mm. 107-111 

 

Figure 2.18  Fugue No. 12, Op. 87, mm. 1-3 

 

 

The Prelude and Fugue No. 15 share the rhythmic gesture that is shown both at 

the beginning of the Prelude and the middle section of the Fugue. (Figures 2.19 and 2.20) 

Figure 2.19  Prelude No. 15, Op. 87, mm. 1-3 

 

 

Figure  2.20  Fugue No. 15, Op. 87,  mm. 116-118 
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Both the tenor voice between measures 3 and 7 of the Prelude No. 16 and the 

thirty-second note embellishment in the subject of the Fugue No. 16 are based on the B-

flat minor diatonic scale. (Figures 2.21 and 2.22) 

 

Figure 2.21  Prelude No. 16, Op. 87, mm. 1-8 

 

 

Figure 2.22  Fugue No. 16, Op. 87, mm. 1-3 

 

 

Both the Prelude No. 20 and the Fugue No. 20 share the same idea as the overall 

main subject of the Prelude seems to outline the main theme of the Fugue. (Figures 2.23 

and 2.24) 

Figure 2.23  Prelude No. 20, Op. 87, mm. 1-5 
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Figure 2.24  Fugue No. 20, Op. 87, mm. 1-4 

 

 

The first measure of the Fugue No.21 echoes the first measure of its prelude as the 

second and the third beat are diminished to eighth notes in ¾ time. (Figures 2.25 and 2.26) 

Figure 2.25  Fugue No. 21, Op. 87, m. 1  

 

 

Figure 2.26  Prelude No. 21, Op. 87, m. 1 

 

 

The main theme of the Fugue No.24 is directly quoted from the middle section of 

the Prelude No.24.  (Figures 2.27 and 2.28) 

 



 

30 
 

Figure 2.27  Fugue No. 24, Op. 87, mm.1-4 

 

 

Figure 2.28  Prelude No. 24, Op. 87, mm. 31-35 

 

 

 This chapter has shown how Shostakovich used various techniques to develop 

unifying themes between each prelude and fugue using the format of the Well-Tempered 

Clavier.  In the next chapter, the descriptive analysis of selected preludes and fugues will 

demonstrate Shostakovich’s other unique, creative compositional techniques. 
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CHPATER 3 

Stylistic Analysis  

The Preludes 

The Preludes are equal to the Fugues in their uniqueness. Containing individual 

personalities, the Preludes reflect various characteristic textures and moods.  Irwin 

Freundlich (Shostakovich and Freundlich 1955, 1) suggests that the Preludes contains 

various musical characteristics, including a symphonic scherzo (Prelude No. 15 in D-flat 

major), charming intermezzo style (Prelude No. 5 in D major), a skillful joke (Prelude 

No. 8 in F-sharp minor), and the meditative mood (Prelude No. 17 in A-flat major) (1955, 

1).  He also states that the descending melodic line of the Prelude No.16 in B-flat minor 

echoes the theme from Alexander Nevsky by Prokofiev. (Figures 3.1 and 3.2)  In Prelude 

No. 8, a Jewish folk element is used.  The strong harmonic ambiguity of the melodic line 

and repetitive staccato accompaniment contribute to this stylistic inclination of a dance-

like mood. 

 

Figure 3.1  from Alexander Nevsky by Prokofiev, Op. 78, mm. 4-6 
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Figure 3.2  Fugue No. 16, Op. 87, mm. 10-13 

 

 

In the structures of the Preludes, the various thematic developments are presented 

in intimate formats.  Even though Shostakovich’s Preludes serve as eclectic character 

pieces within smaller structures, the unfolding long lines are developed through the 

complicated textures.   

Mishra (2008, 387) suggests that there are developing variation sections indicated 

by the reappearance of a main statement.  Except for the Preludes No. 2, 15 and 17, the 

rest obtain at least three points of recurring statements.  These types of structures 

ultimately give Shostakovich the freedom to create formal developments without using 

strictly governing harmonic structures.  Mishra (2008, 387-388) proposes the following 

three forms of variation: 

Strophic: A1-A2-A3-A4 

Rondo:  A1-------departure—A2----------departure---A3------departure  

                                                A1-B1-A2-B2-A3-B3  

 

The first format of variation merely shows the varied repetition of one motivic 

idea, theme, or progression which is employed in the Prelude No. 12 and the Prelude No. 

16.  The best example of the first variation would be the Prelude No.16.  In this prelude, 

the first three notes of the subject reappear with an eighth-note obbligato.  The material 
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then comes back in triplet and sixteenth-note obbligatos in order. (Figures 3.3, 3.4, 3.5, 

and 3.6). 

 

Figure 3.3  Prelude No. 16, Op. 87, mm. 1-5 

 

 

Figure 3. 4  Prelude No. 1 6, Op. 87, mm. 21-24 

 

 

Figure 3.5  Prelude No. 16, Op. 87, mm. 40-41 
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Figure 3.6  Prelude No. 16, Op. 87, mm. 59-61 

 

The second format of variation can be found within numerous preludes in the 

cycle: 

A1-------departure—A2----------departure---A3------departure- 

 

This variation contains both statement and departure sections.  The statement 

introduces the main idea, which is to be developed during the departure.  Found between 

the returning statements, the departure sections contain sequencing and harmonic 

transitions.  The departure also presents distant tonalities within the structural framework.   

Mishra explained that the harmonic path of the Prelude No. 22 becomes obscure 

as the chord changes from G minor, E-flat major, G minor, C major, B major, to G minor 

during the first statement and departure. (Figure 3.7) The lyrical mood and harmonic 

ambiguity are created by the slurred eighth-note pattern set against static quarter-note 

chords of the left hand.  Between measures 11 and 16, the comfort and stability of the G 

minor chords become unstable during the various harmonic obscurities which continue 

from the G minor to C major, then the sudden shift to the B major chord.  The harmonic 

modulation becomes gradually ambiguous as it grows to be more extensive in the 

following departures (2098, 387).   
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Figure 3.7  Prelude No. 22, Op. 87, mm. 1-20 

 

The second departure takes place in measure 23. The original G minor key goes 

through various key changes.  The consistently pounding G in the bass register 

contributes to the illusive harmonic progression until the key shifts to C major briefly at 

measure 28. (Figure 3.8) 

 

Figure 3.8  Prelude No. 22, Op. 87, mm. 20-29                        
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Another dramatic moment of the second departure takes place between measures 

34 and 44, where the right-hand and the left-hand parts are switched.  Beginning in 

measure 35, the music gradually builds up to a climax and then subsides quickly to the 

original statement in measure 45. (Figure 3.9) 

 

Figure 3.9  Prelude No.22, Op.87, mm. 33-45 

 

  

In the last section of the Prelude, the gradual move from C, D-flat, D-natural, and 

E-flat in the bass functions as a transition to the new motivic subject for the Fugue.  

Starting on the second beat of measure 78, both the repetitive ascending figuration and 

the descending minor 3rd suggests the melodic idea of the beginning of the fugal subject. 

In measures 83 and 84, the left hand also proposes the melodic direction of the latter part 

of the fugal subject.  (Figure 3.10 and 3.11) 
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Figure 3.10  Prelude No. 22, Op. 87, mm. 72-84 

 

 

Figure 3.11  Fugue No. 22, Op. 87, mm. 1-2 

 

 

According to Mishra (2008, 388), the third format of variation is similar to the 

second.  The only difference is the third format contains the contrasting first and second 

statement: 

A1-B1-A2-B2-A3-B3 

Here, the second statement functions as a contrasting theme to the first statement; 

therefore, the two statements are equal in importance to the formal balance.  This format 

resembles the sonatina form. The Prelude No.11, for instance, is one such example of this 
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category.  Each statement is more organically related to the other with additional varieties 

of formal division as the size of the prelude grows.   The characteristic is of a joyful and 

dance-like mood with the recurrence of two contrasting statements.  During the first four 

measures, the music is set up on a B major diatonic scale with skillfully rearranged orders, 

including leaps and staccatos. (Figure 3.12)  

Figure 3.12  Prelude No. 11, Op. 87, mm. 1-3 

 

 

The same rhythmic figures are repeated as small motivic materials played back 

and forth between the both hands.  After this brief transition, the original B major key is 

shifted to F major where the second themes are harmonically grotesque with the 

combination of both chromaticism and tritone. (Figure 3.13)  

Figure 3.13  Prelude No. 11, Op. 87, mm. 17-19 

 

This section demonstrates that this category of variation allows Shostakovich to 

use more organically generated ideas between the A and B statements. When the first 

statement comes back in the lower register, the rhythmic cells are sequenced to build up 
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the musical tension. Those small cells are repeated in different registers and different 

keys.  

The repeated motivic ideas and accompanying octaves create dramatic moments 

by moving in contrary motion toward the strong dominant-tonic B, which emphasizes the 

prelude’s strong tonal identity. (Figure 3.14) 

 

Figure 3.14  Prelude No. 11, Op. 87, mm. 42-50 

 

 

After a brief transition, the second statement finally returns in the original key (B 

major) with a harmonically inverted and retrograde tritone from the earlier statement in F 

major. (Figures 3.15 and 3.16)  

Figure 3.15  Prelude No. 11, Op. 87, mm. 17-19 
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Figure 3.16  Prelude No. 11, Op. 87, mm. 55-56 

 

 

The Prelude concludes with repetitive segments of the second statement that fade 

away effectively while subtly suggesting the latter part of the main subject of the Fugue.  

The sequential idea between the third beat of measure 74 and the second beat of measure 

75 of the Prelude appears in measure 2 of the Fugue. (Figures 3.17 and 3.18) 

 

Figure 3.17  Prelude No.11, Op. 87, mm.74-79 

 

 

Figure 3.18  Fugue No. 11, Op. 87, mm. 1-2 
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The Fugues 

The Fugues Nos.1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 9, 11, 12, 13, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, and 22 

start with the first scale degree, whereas Nos.5, 10, 14, 23, and 24 begin with the fifth 

scale degree.  The Fugue No. 8 is the only one that begins with third scale degree. 

(Khalatova 2000, 78)  The Tonic/dominant relationship in the exposition is a fundamental 

structure in the Fugue; while returning countersubjects, inversion, entries, and stretto are 

also important features of the Fugues of Op. 87 as they are in Bach’s Well-Tempered 

Clavier.   

 

Fugue No. 1 

The Fugue No.1 is unique as it was written to be played only on white keys.  The 

eight-measure subject was adopted from the bass solo between measures 13 and 16 of 

Shostakovich’s Oratorio, Song of the Forests, Op. 81 (1949), (Kroetsch 1996, 76).  The 

fugue reveals all seven modes (Ionian, Dorian, Phrygian, Lydian, Mixolydian, Aeolian, 

and Locrian) which enabled Shostakovich to avoid using any black keys or accidentals.  

In the exposition, the subject is in Ionian mode while the answer and countersubject are 

founded in Mixolydian mode. (Figure 3.19) 

Figure 3.19  Fugue No. 1, Op. 87, mm. 1-8 (Subject on Ionian) 
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The intervallic relationship (I-V) between the subject and answer during the 

exposition is applied to the structural scheme of the two middle entries (Figures 3.20 and 

3.21):  

     First Entry 

             Phrygian/ Locrian 

           I/V 

Second Entry 

           Aeolian/ Dorian 

        V/ I 

 

Figure 3.20  Fugue No. 1, Op. 87, mm. 39-48  

 

Figure 3.21  Fugue No. 1, Op. 87, mm. 57-66 
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In the recapitulation, Shostakovich emphasizes the strong C major (Ionian mode) 

identity by using stretto technique.  Starting on the down beat in measure 79, the tenor 

voice mimics the soprano voice which began in the previous measure. Shostakovich uses 

tied grace notes in order to overcome the physical difficulty of playing such a huge 

interval with one hand. (Figure 3.22) 

 

Figure 3.22  Fugue No. 1, Op. 87, mm. 78-82 

 

 

The Stretto section concludes the final section on the remaining mode-Lydian. 

(Figure 3.23) 

Figure 3.23  Fugue No. 1, Op. 87, mm. 86-94 
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Fugue No. 8 

 

The Fugue No.8 has some interesting features.  It is the only fugue whose subject 

begins with the third scale degree (A).  The melody of the subject does not suggest the 

key signature. Mishra states: 

The purely melody-oriented nature of the subject, together with its lack of 

centricity around F-sharp, will have great impact on contrapuntal relationships, 

especially those that are based on the fundamentality of tonic/dominant polarity. 

If a subject does not “represent” the tonic, then how can its answer “represent” the 

dominant? Addressing this question from a harmonic framework is actually a 

misguided approach; we would do better to take counterpoint as our sole concern. 

(2008, 405)  

 

Shostakovich used a melodic relationship of the fifth between subject and answer without 

strong tonic/dominant reference. 

 The subject appears to be a miniature ABA’.  In the A section, the gloomy and 

inward gesture of the opening statement is presented.  The rhythmic material on the third 

and fourth scale degree creates intensity until it resolves with the downward minor third 

(F-sharp) on the off-beat.  This statement is repeated.  In the B section, the downward 

motion from the E-flat to D offers contrast to the opening statement while creating a 

musical tension.  The entire subject is concluded by the arrival of a single opening 

statement in the A’ section (Mishra 2008, 405). (Figure 3.24) 
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Figure 3.24  Fugue No. 8 Op. 87, mm. 1-9 

 

 

   

In the next example, we can see that the countersubject is on Locrian mode (C-

sharp, D, E, F-sharp, G, A , B).  It contains dramatic moment created by the downward 

half-steps recalling the B section of the subject (G to F-sharp in measure 11, D to C-sharp 

in measures 12) as recurring musical gestures.  (Figure 3.25) 

 

Figure 3.25  Fugue No. 8, Op. 87, mm. 9-12 

 

At the end of the exposition section, the returning subject is accompanied by two 

different countersubjects. (Figure 3.26)  
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Figure 3.26  Fugue No. 8, Op. 87, mm. 20-22 

 

 

Unlike the I-V intervallic relationship of the subject and answer between 

measures 33 and 43, the relationship of the subject and answer between measure 55 and 

65 is V-I.  During the middle entry section, while the two elements are continuously 

paired by the fifth, identical countersubjects accompany each entry. (Figures 3.27 and 

3.28) 

 

Figure 3. 27 Fugue No. 8, Op. 87, mm. 33-43 
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Figure 3.28  Fugue No. 8, Op. 87, mm. 55-65 

 

 

On the path to the recapitulation section, the repetitive false subject material in the 

bass register resonates as a dominant pedal point that brings a sense of V-I direction for 

the arrival of the tonic note (F-sharp). (Figure 3.29)  

 

Figure 3.29  Fugue No. 8, Op. 87, mm. 77-86 
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The recapitulation section has an intervallic relationship of I-V with the key of the 

answer a perfect fifth below instead of a perfect fifth above.  The answer (B minor) can 

be a dominant signal for the stretto section as the section begins on E minor which is a 

perfect fifth below.   

In this stretto section, the upward step to the down beat now becomes a half-step 

(Figure 3.30) to create more intensity.  At the end of the Fugue, the same repetitive pedal 

point, like the example 3.29, resonates as a dominant to the recurring subject that 

concludes the Fugue.  

 

Figure 3.30  Fugue No. 8, Op. 87, mm. 107-109 

 

Fugue No. 9 

The Fugue No. 9 is a standard fugue whose subject is based on a diatonic scale.   

The form is: 

Exposition 

      1 

I/V/vi/iii 

Episode 

          

   17 

iii/vi/V 

  First 

 Entry 

   21 

   V/I 

Episode 

        

  27 

 I/vi7 

  Second 

 Entry 

      31 

     ii/vi 

Episode 

     

   37 

   I/V7 

  Recap 

    

   43 

I/ V/ VI- 

natural/ 

II-natural/ 

V 

Coda 

         

  60 

   I  
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The tonic/dominant relationship of the exposition outlines the complete harmonic 

structures of the fugue.  After the previous distant key modulations, the harmonic change 

to the V7 at the last beat of measure 20 quickly sets up the first entry key (B) of the next 

measure. (Figure 3.32) 

 

Figure 3. 32  Fugue No. 9, Op.87, mm. 20-21 

 

 

Another brief dominant/ tonic relationship between the last measure of the second 

episode and the beginning of the second entry subject shows that this fugue follows more 

conventional tonic and dominant harmonic structure. (Figure 3. 33) 

Figure 3.33  Fugue No.9, Op. 87, mm. 30-31 

 

 

Shostakovich practiced academic and standard fugal technique such as inverted 

elements within this traditionally structured diatonic frame.  An invertible counter subject 
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accompanies both inverted pairs of subjects and answers during the middle entries and 

later sections. 

At the recapitulation section, the two subjects appear one beat apart giving the 

strong emphasis on the tonic as a tonal emphasis.  In the same manner, the two answers 

also follow stressing a dominant (B).  This emphasis on the relationship between tonic 

and dominant throughout each section of this fugue becomes repetitive, but stronger, as if 

meant as an awakening statement to listeners. (Figure 3.34) 

 

Figure 3.34  Fugue No. 9, Op. 87, mm. 43-48 

 

Shostakovich’s humorous idea of hiding harmonic texture is heard during the last 

pair of subject-and-answer statements.  Unlike previous inverted statements that are still 

in the tonic and dominant relationship, the tonal relationship of these last inverted 

statements are tonic (A minor) and submediant (F major) as they are relative as inverted.  

(Figure 3. 35) 
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Figure 3.35  Fugue No. 9, Op. 87, mm. 53-58 
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CHAPTER 4 

Formal Analysis of Selected Fugues 

Figure 4.1 Shostakovich:  Fugue No. 3 in G Major, Book I 
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Form 

            Exposition------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Upper   Subject                                                           Countersubject A 

Voice:   __________________________________   _____________________________ 

Middle                                                                        Answer                                              

Voice:                                                                         _____________________________ 

Lower 

Voice: 

Meas.   1               2                3               4                5             6                7            8 

            │_______│_______│ _______│________│______│______│_______│______ 
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---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------│        

                  (Bridge) 

Upper   Free Material           Countersubject B 

Voice:________________  ______________________________________________ 

Middle    Sequence               Countersubject A 

Voice:  ________________  _____________________________________________ 

Lower                                    Subject 

Voice:                                   ______________________________________________ 

Meas. 9               10             11               12              13               14               15                              

          │_______│_______│________│________│________│________│________    

 

 

 

 

 

Episodes and Entries------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

             (Episode 1)                                                                                   (Entries)  

Upper   Sequence                                                                                        Countersubject 

A 

Voice: ___________________________________________________   ____________ 

Middle  Sequence                                                                                       Countersubject 

B  

Voice: ___________________________________________________   ____________ 

Lower                                                                                                         Subject  

Voice:                                                                                                         _____________ 

Meas.  16             17             18             19             20            21             22             23     

             │_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_____ 
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Upper 

Voice: ________________  

Middle                                     Answer 

Voice:  ________________    ________________________________________ 

Lower                                       Countersubject A 

Voice:_________________   _________________________________________   

Meas.  24            25              26             27             28             29            30                 

            │_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_______ 

 

              (Episode 2)                                                  (Entry) 

Upper                                                                        Subject 

Voice:                                                                        _____________________________ 

Middle      Sequence                                                  Countersubject B               

Voice:  _________________________________    _____________________________ 

Lower       Sequence                                                 Countersubject A                    

Voice:  _________________________________   ______________________________ 

Meas.  31             32             33            34             35             36            37             38 

            │_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_____ 

                                

                                (Episode 3)                                                              (Entries) 

Upper                     Sequence                                                                   Answer 

Voice:_________  ________________________________   ______________________ 

Middle                    Sequence                                                                   Countersubject A 

Voice:  ________   _______________________________   ______________________ 

Lower                     Sequence                                                                   Countersubject B 

Voice:_________  ________________________________   _______________________ 

Meas. 39             40             41             42            43             44            45              46 

           │_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│______        
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                                                                                                                 (Episode 4) 

Upper                      

Voice:_________   

Middle                    Subject                                                                       Sequence                                        

Voice: _________  ________________________________________  ______________ 

Lower                      Countersubject A                                                      Sequence 

Voice:_________  _________________________________________   ______________ 

Meas.   47             48             49            50              51            52            53            54       

            │_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│____ 

 

(Stretto)                                                                                                    (Recap 1)  

 

Upper                                                                                                        Subject              

Voice:                                                                                                        ______________ 

Middle                                                                                                              Countersubject B  

Voice:  ___________________________________________________        __________ 

Lower                                                                                                               Subject 

Voice: ___________________________________________________       ___________ 

Meas.  55            56              57             58            59             60              61            62                

           │_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│____ 

 

\Upper                                               Answer 

Voice:  ____________________    ____________________________________ 

Middle                                   Free Material, Sequence 

Voice: ________________  ________________________________________ 

Lower                                   Answer 

Voice:________________  ________________________________________ 

Meas. 63             64            65              66            67             68             69             

           │_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_______ 
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                (Episode 5)                                                                 (Entries) (Stretto) 

Upper                                                                                                  Answer 

Voice:                                                                                                _________________ 

Middle    Sequence                                                                         Countersubject B 

Voice: __________________________________________        ___________________ 

Lower     Sequence                                                                     Answer 

Voice: __________________________________________   ______________________ 

Meas.   70            71              72            73              74            75            76              77             

            │_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_____ 

                                (Stretto)                                                      (Episode 6) 

 

Upper                     Free Material                                              Sequence 

Voice:  ________   ________________________________   _____________________ 

Middle                    Subject                                                        Sequence 

Voice:  ________   ________________________________   ______________________ 

Lower                            Subject                                                  Sequence 

Voice:  ________           _____________________________  ______________________ 

Meas.   78            79             80              81            82             83              84           85   

             │_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│______│______ 

                                               

                                                (Recap 2) (Triple Stretto) 

Upper                                                        Subject                                        Sequence 

Voice:  _________________                   ________________________     ____________ 

Middle                                              Subject                                                 Sequence 

Voice: _________________            ____________________________    _____________ 

Lower                                       Subject                                                         Sequence 

Voice:__________________  _________________________________   _____________ 

Meas.   86           87               88             89            90             91             92              93  

             │_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_____            
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Coda-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------│ 

Upper      Subject                                                                                               Free M. 

Voice:  _____________________________________________________   __________ 

Middle    Free Material                              Subject with inversion 

Voice:  _________________________  ______________________________________ 

Lower      Pedal Point         

Voice: __________________________________________________________________ 

Meas.    94            95             96             97              98            99             100        101 

              │_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_______│_____│_____│ 
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Figure 4.2  Shostakovich:  Fugue No. 8 in F-sharp Minor, Book I 
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71 
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Form 

Exposition------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Upper    

Voice:    

Middle                                                     Subject                                                                                                               

Voice:   ________________________________________________________________                                                                       

Lower 

Voice: 

Meas.   1               2                3               4               5                 6              7          8 

            │_______│_______│ _______│_______│________│______│______│______ 

            

            -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Upper                                                          Answer 

Voice:           _____________________________________________________________ 

Middle                                                                                                                     

Voice:   ____                                                                          

Lower                                                     Countersubject A 

Voice:           ____________________________________________________________ 

Meas.   9             10              11              12           13           14            15           16        

            │_______│_______│ _______│______│_______│______│______│________ 
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             -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Upper                                                                           Subject  

Voice:   _______________________________   ________________________________ 

Middle                                                                            Countersubject A                                        

Voice:                                                                     _______________________________     

Lower                                                                             Countersubject B 

Voice:   ________________________________   _____________________________ 

Meas.   17           18              19             20             21         22          23          24 

            │_______│_______│ ______│_______│_____│______│______│________ 

             ------------------------------------------------]  Episode 1                                                                      

Upper                                                                                                                 Sequence                            

Voice:    ________________________________  __________________________  ____ 

Middle                                                                              Free Material                                        

Voice:    ________________________________   _______________________________                                                                   

Lower                                                                             Free Material 

Voice:   _________________________________     _____________________________ 

Meas.   25            26             27             28                29               30              31             32      

            │_______│_______│ _______│________│________│________│_______│__ 

 

                                    Entries   

Upper                                 Countersubject A 

Voice:   ___________    ___________________________________________________ 

Middle                                                                                                                     

Voice:   ___________                                                                        

Lower                      Subject  

Voice:   ______   ________________________________________________________ 

Meas.   33            34              35            36                37               38              39        40 

            │_______│_______│ _______│_____│________│________│_______│_____ 
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Upper                                            Countersubject B 

Voice:   _______________     _______________________________________________ 

Middle                                              Answer                                                                       

Voice:                                __________________________________________________                                           

Lower                                          Countersubject A 

Voice:   ____________     __________________________________________________ 

Meas.   41            42             43              44               45              46               47            48    

            │_______│_______│ _______│________│________│________│_______│__ 

 

                                                            Episode 2                                                      Entries 

Upper                                                         Free Material 

Voice:    _____________________   _________________________________    _______ 

Middle                                                            Sequence              Sequence                                                         

Voice:     ____________________   __________________   ___________________   __                                                      

Lower 

Voice:   _____________________   ______________________________________ 

Meas.   49            50             51              52               53               54              55             56  

            │_______│_______│ _______│________│________│________│_______│__ 

 

Upper        Answer 

Voice:   _________________________________________________________________ 

Middle                             Countersubject A                                                                                        

Voice:    ________________________________________________________________                                                                   

Lower 

Voice:                                                                                                                              ___          

Meas.   57             58            59              60               61              62               63             64     

            │_______│_______│ _______│________│________│________│_______│__ 
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Upper                              Countersubject B 

Voice:   _________________________________________________________________ 

Middle                                    Countersubject A                                                                                 

Voice:    ________________________________________________________________                                                                     

Lower             Subject  

Voice:  _________________________________________________________________ 

Meas.   65           66             67               68              69              70                71            72   

            │_______│_______│ _______│________│________│________│_______│__ 

                              Episode 3                                                         Pedal Point--------------- 

Upper           Free Material                                   Free Material 

Voice:   _______   _______________________________        _____________________ 

Middle                       Sequence            Sequence                           Sequence                 

Sequence                                                                

Voice:   ______   _____________   ____________________   ________________   ____                                                      

Lower                                                                                            Sequence        Sequence 

Voice:  ______                                                                       ______________  _________ 

Meas.  73             74             75              76                77             78              79               80  

            │_______│_______│ _______│________│________│________│_______│__ 

             

               -----------------------------------------------------------]    Recap, Stretto 

 

Upper            Free Material ( continued)                                 Subject       

Subject(incomplete) 

Voice:   ________________________________________     ______    ______________ 

Middle           Free Material                                                                         

Subject(continued)                              

Voice:    ______________________________________________       _______________                                                              

Lower                      Sequence             Free Material  

Voice:    ____   _______________   _________________________ 

Meas.   81             82             83             84              85                86              87             88  

            │_______│_______│ _______│________│________│________│_______│__ 
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Upper                                Free Material 

Voice:   ____________        _____                                                                                  __                                                 

Middle                                                                                                         Free Material 

Voice:    ________________________________________________   ______________                                                               

Lower                                 Free Material 

Voice:                    _______________________________________________________ 

Meas.   89           90              91             92              93             94           95         96 

            │_______│_______│ _______│_______│_______│______│______│_______ 

             Stretto 

Upper      Subject  

Voice:  _________________________________________________________________ 

Middle Countersubject A (incomplete)                     Free Materials (Sequential)                                                                                 

Voice:  ______________________________    ________   ________   ______________                                                                        

Lower               Subject (Incomplete)                                                                       Free M. 

Voice:           ____________________________________________________    _______ 

Meas.   97             98            99             100            101             102              103       104 

            │_______│_______│ _______│________│________│________│_____│____ 

                                                          

                                                               Stretto 

Upper               Free Material                 Subject (incomplete) 

Voice:   ___   __________________   _________________________________________ 

Middle            Free Material                            Subject ( incomplete)                                                                 

Voice:           ________________              ______________________________________                                                      

Lower               Free Material  

Voice:   ___   ________________       _________________________________________ 

Meas.   105       106              107           108           109         110          111         112    

            │_______│_______│ _______│_______│______│_______│______│_______ 
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Upper       continued                             Subject (incomplete) 

Voice:  _____________________   __________________________________________ 

Middle       continued                                  Subject (incomplete)                                                                         

Voice:   ____________________   ___________________________________________                                                                 

Lower                                                       Free Material  

Voice:  _________________________________________________________________ 

Meas.   113          114           115           116             117            118              119           120 

            │_______│_______│ _______│________│________│________│_______│__ 

                                                                       Pedal   Point                                          Coda 

Upper                               Free Material               Free Material                                      

Subject  

Voice:   _____________   ____________    ______________________________   _____ 

Middle                     Free Material                                  Free Material                                                               

Voice:   _____   ____________________     ____________________________________                                                             

Lower   Free Material (continued)            Sequence ( pedal)    Sequence (pedal) 

Voice:  _______________________   _________________   ______________________ 

Meas.   121         122           123             124            125            126              127          128 

            │_______│_______│ _______│________│________│________│_______│__ 

 

Upper           Subject (continued) 

Voice:   _________________________________________________________________ 

Middle          Chordal expansion                                                                                                           

Voice:   _________________________________________________________________                                                                      

Lower         Chordal expansion                                                                          Tonic Pedal 

Voice:  ___________________________________________________________   _____ 

Meas.   129      130         131        132         133        134           135     136       137 

            │_____│______│ _____│______│______│______│_____│_____│_______│ 
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Figure 4.3 Shostakovich:  Fugue No. 12 in G-sharp Minor, Book I 
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87 
 

 

 

 



 

88 
 

 

 

 



 

89 
 

 

 

 



 

90 
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Form 

 

                  Exposition------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

                                                                                                                               Bridge---- 

                                                              

Soprano:                                                          Answer 

                                                                    ____________________________     ______  

                   

Alto:     Subject                                               Countersubject A 

              ________________________     ______________________________   ______                                              

Tenor: 

Bass: 

Meas.   1               2           3           4              5             6              7             8 

            │_______│_____│ _____│______│______│_______│______│________ 

              

                

                

 

 

 

               ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------    

               ------------------] 

 

Soprano:  Free Material    Countersubject A                                            Countersubject B 

                  ___________  ___________________________________  _______________ 

                   

Alto:         Free Material     Countersubject B                                             Free Material 

                  ___________   ___________________________________   _____________ 

Tenor:                                                                                                         Answer 

                                                                                                                    ______________ 

Bass:                                      Subject                                                    Countersubject A 

                                              _______________________________  ________________ 

Meas.       9              10             11             12               13               14               15           16  

               │_______│_______│_______│________│________│________│_______│_ 
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                   -------------] Episode 1                     Entries 

 

                                            Free Material                       Countersubject A              Free  

Soprano:  _________   __________________  __________________________    _____  

                                                                                 Subject                                                        

Alto:         _________                              _________________________________ 

 

Tenor:                               Free Material 

                  _________   _____________________                                                       ____                

 

Bass:                               Free Material                      Countersubject B (incomplete)   

                  _________   _____________________  _________________________   ____ 

 

Meas.       17        18         19           20              21            22               23          24  

                │_____│_____│ ______│_______│_______│_______│_______│________ 

                                                                                      

 

                                                                                     Episode 2                          Entries                                 

 

Soprano:                                                                                                       Subject 

                 __                                                                                            _______________ 

Alto:                                                               Free Material                     Countersubject A 

                 __                                                  ____________________  _______________ 

 

Tenor:          Countersubject A 

                __________________________ 

 

Bass:              Answer                                       Free Material                  Countersubject B 

                __________________________      ___________________   ______________ 

                      

 

Meas.    25           26             27              28               29               30              31            32      

              │_______│_______│ _______│________│________│________│______│__ 
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                                                                                                              Episode 3 

 

 

Soprano:                              Countersubject A                                           Free Material 

                __________     __________________________________   ________________ 

 

                   

Alto:                                      Countersubject B                                         Free Material 

                __________     __________________________________   ________________ 

                      

 

Tenor:                                        Answer                                         Free Material 

                                          __________________________________  ________________ 

 

Bass:                                                     Free Material 

                  ___________  __________________________________ 

 

Meas.      33            34             35              36               37               38              39           40    

                │_______│_______│ _______│________│________│________│_____│_                                    

                                      Entries 

 

Soprano:                                  Countersubject A                                     Countersubject B 

                 __________  ____________________________________   _______________ 

                   

Alto:                                          Countersubject B                                     Answer 

                 __________   ____________________________________   ______________ 

 

Tenor: 

                 __________ 

 

Bass:                                                   Subject                                         Countersubject A 

                                     ____________________________________    _______________ 

 

Meas.     41            42             43               44              45               46               47          48   

                │_______│_______│ _______│________│________│________│_____│__ 
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                                       Episode 4                       Entries 

 

Soprano:                                                                          Subject 

                 _______                                       ________________________________  ____    

                   

Alto:                                      Free Material                       

                 _______________      ________________            ___                                __  _ 

 

Tenor:                                                                                 Countersubject B 

                                                                                       ____         ______________         _ 

 

Bass:                                  Free Material                     Countersubject A   

                 _______  ________________    _________________________________  ___ 

 

Meas.      49       50         51            52             53              54             55           56 

                │____│_____│ ______│_______│________│_______│______│_________ 

  

 

 

 

 

                                                                             Episode 5                                                 

Entries 

 

Soprano:      Free Material                                    Free Material 

                 ____________________________   _______________________________   

                   

Alto:                   Answer                                        Free Material 

                ____________________________    _______________________________   

Tenor:                Countersubject A                        Free Material 

                ____________________________    ______________________________ 

     

Bass:                   Countersubject B                        Free  Material 

                ____________________________    ______________________________  

Meas.       57            58             59             60                61               62              63        64 

                │_______│_______│ _______│________│________│________│____│___ 
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Episode 6 

Soprano:       Countersubject A                               Subject 

                 ___________________________    ______________________________  ___ 

               

                   

Alto:              Free Material                                   Free Material     

                 ___________________________   ______________________________  ____ 

 

Tenor:                                                                     Free Material 

                                                                            _____________________ 

 

Bass:             Answer                                                Free Material 

                 ____________________________   _____________________________   ___ 

 

Meas.   65             66              67              68              69                70          71         72   

              │_______│_______│ _______│________│________│______│_____│_____ 

 

                                                                                                                                             

                                                                                    Recap 1                                        

Episode 7                                                          

 

Soprano:       Free Material                                         Subject                   Free Material 

                __________________________          _________________   ___________   __                                 

Alto:           Free Material                                          Free Material              Subject                         

                _________________                      ___________________     ___________  __ 

 

Tenor: 

 

Bass:           Free Material                                             Pedal Point 

               ___________________________   ____________________________________ 

 

Meas.    73            74             75              76               77                78             79           80 

              │_______│_______│ _______│________│________│________│_____│___ 
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                                                           Recap 2    Stretto 

Soprano:     Free Material                              Subject                                     Answer 

                ___________________     _______________________       ________________ 

                   

Alto:     Free Material                                                                 Subject (continued) 

               _________                                                                            __________  ______ 

 

Tenor: 

                                                      _______ 

Bass:                                Sequence 

                ________  ________  ________ 

 

Meas.     81             82           83               84              85                86              87            88 

              │_______│_______│ _______│________│________│________│_______│_ 

 

 

 

Soprano:                       Subject                                                                 Free Material 

                 ____      _______________________________________   ________________ 

                   

Alto:               Free Material                                                                      Free Material 

                 __  _______                ____________________________   ________________ 

Tenor:                   Free Material (continued)                                            Answer 

                                      _______                                                              _______________ 

Bass:                                   Answer                                                             Subject  

                               _______________________________________      ______________         

 

Meas.      89            90             91              92               93               94               95           96 

                │_______│_______│ _______│________│________│________│_______│ 
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Soprano:                             Free Material                                                                       A. 

                  ______             ________________________                                              ___                             

Alto:                       Free Material     Subject                                           Free Material  

                  ______   _________      _________________________   _________________              

 

Tenor:                             Subject    Free M.                            Answer                             S.      

                 ______          _______   _________                      ____________________  ___               

Bass:                          

                _______                                                                                                            ___                           

 

Meas.    97             98             99            100              101             102        103        104 

              │_______│_______│ _______│________│________│______│_____│_____ 

 

 

                                                                           

                                                                           Episode 9   

Soprano:   Answer (continued)     Free M.              Free Material 

                ___________________  _______   ___________________________________ 

                   

Alto:                                                        Free Material 

                                          _________    ____________                                      _________ 

 

Tenor:       Subject (continued)                                   Free Material (continued) 

                ____________                                                    _________________ 

 

Bass:        Free Material                               Free Material                                      Free M. 

                _________________________   ____________                                  ________ 

 

Meas.     105           106          107            108             109             110             111        112 

                │_______│_______│ _______│________│________│________│_______│ 
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                         Recap 3                                                                              Coda 

Soprano:                             Subject                                                            Subject 

                ___    ____________________________________________   _____________ 

                   

Alto:                       Free Material                                                               Free Material 

                ___    _______________________________                             _____________ 

 

Tenor:                                                                    Free Material           Chordal Expansion                

                                                                _________________________    _____________ 

 

Bass:                         Pedal Point                                                                        Pedal Point 

                _______________________________________                                        _____ 

Meas.     113          114           115           116              117              118             119       120   

                │_______│_______│ _______│________│________│________│_______│ 

 

 

 

 

 

Soprano:   incomplete Subject (continued) 

                _________________ 

                   

Alto:       Free Material (continued) 

                _________________ 

 

Tenor:      Chordal Expansion (continued) 

                 _________________ 

 

Bass:       Pedal Point (continued) 

                _________________ 

Meas.      121          122    

                │_______│_______│  
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CHAPTER 5 

Conclusion 

This study argued that the Twenty-four Preludes and Fugues, Op.87 

communicates Shostakovich’s personal moral value as a composer.  The piece is eclectic, 

cosmopolitan, and yet highly individual.  During the last ten years of Stalin’s authority, 

Shostakovich’s life was on the verge of harsh criticism by the government.  His life and 

musical career was greatly challenged by the political atmosphere during the early years 

of the Soviet Union.  Despite this difficult climate, his music was widely known and 

continuously performed across the world.  While he composed music that brought him 

financial freedom and political approval, he was keeping his potentially dangerous music 

unheard, avoiding governmental censorship.   

Shostakovich’s music demonstrates a perfect combination of Soviet musical 

tradition and his own eclecticism.  The pianist Karina Khalatova states: 

Like any great work of art, the Twenty-four Preludes and Fugues is steeped in the 

political, artistic, and personal heroism, wistful pathos, relaxation, the grotesque, 

and high- spirited optimism. In addition to sheer artistic beauty, the collection 

presents numerous technical challenges to the performer. Such outstanding 

pianists as Sviatoslov Richter have devoted considerable effort to the performance 

and recording of the cycle (2000, 147).                                                
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Shostakovich’s musical path and development were influenced by his social and 

political experiences.  As a ‘drawer composition’ or ‘unofficial music’, the Twenty-four 

Preludes and Fugues, Op.87 was created in desperation of the composer’s effort to 

reaffirm his musical identification and foundation during the period of hostile cultural 

oppression in the Soviet Union.  It is crucial to acknowledge that none of the cycle was 

accepted until after Stalin’s death and following the beginning of cultural freedom in 

Russia.  

The cycle was created as part of the effort of putting unique characteristics in 

terms of the relationship between the Preludes and the Fugues.   Bach’s Well-Tempered 

Clavier was a strong influence on the format of this work.  This study discussed the way 

in which Shostakovich explored not only the Neo-Baroque structure and various 

languages, but also diverse motivic development skills.   

While the Fugues are well crafted and flawless, the Preludes contribute to the 

diversity of the relationship.  The Preludes of Op.87 communicate with a number of 

musical languages; some of these Preludes echo previous musical themes from 

compositions written by either Shostakovich or other composers.  By transforming these 

themes into his own languages, Shostakovich turns the borrowed statements into a very 

personal and individual, and yet convincing contemporary musical language.  In addition, 

the Preludes show instances of both developing variations and harmonic departures with 

blurred traditional tonal associations and ambiguity within contexts.   

 Shostakovich’s pre-occupation with fugue writing reached full scale 

experimentation during this development period.  The Op. 87 demonstrates the 

composer’s deeper and wider range of special pianistic treatments as well as his 
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philosophical and musical path. Freundlich stated that “tonality wins” after the entire 

twelfth row comes to an end renouncing the V-I (in D flat) chord progression at the end 

of the Fugue No 15.  The idea is reflected through contexts of the chromatic 

counterpoints, the unconventional rhythmic figures, and his atonal tendencies integrated 

with tonal punctuation.  Freundlich also wrote: 

After the emphatic chromaticism does not end the music, dominant-tonic 

harmonic structure takes charge at the end of music (Freundlich, 1955, 1).  

 

Given that Shostakovich had such great admiration for Jewish traditional folk 

songs, along with his interest in Russian folk music, quite a number of Preludes and 

Fugues from the cycle deal with harmonic and rhythmic identity that bring out the soul of 

cultural ethnicity.  Nevertheless, the cycle is highly personal and stylized. 

Even though the Twenty-four Preludes and Fugues was based on the format and 

structural idea of Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier, it is not simply homage to the Baroque 

model.  It shows a composer’s genius of turning a variety of sources into his own 

philosophical elements in the various musical contexts and structures of this monumental 

work.  The fact that he injected his signature motif gives readers another reason why this 

cycle strongly appeals as highly autobiographical with a strong musical identity as much 

as it is convincing. 
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APPENDIX  

Following are excerpts from Shostakovich’s personal letters collected in 

Composers on Music: Eight Centuries of Writings by Josiah Fisk. 

From a letter to Isaac Glikman, Moscow, February 26, 1960 

I don’t think that either self-deprecation or self-aggrandizement is among the 

defining qualities of an artist. Of course, ‘modesty is the best quality of a 

Bolshevik,’ as comrade Stalin has taught us. But, after all, Beethoven could have 

been forgiven if his symphonies had gone to his head. Gretchaninoff could also be 

forgiven if his Dobrinya nikititch went to his head. But neither one could be 

forgiven for writing a piece that was amoral, servile, the work of a flunky. I think 

the oratorio composer will be rewarded, if only because he has joined the ranks of  

such masters as (the authors) Kotchetov, Sofronov, Simonov, and other 

distinguished exponents of Socialist Realist art. 

  

There are pretensions and then there are pretensions. But the pretensions and 

arrogance of a Beethoven (if indeed he was really guilty of such things) are a 

good deal more forgivable than the pretensions and arrogance of a Bulagrin, the 

author of (the novel) Ivan Vyguin. (354) 

 

 

From Solomon Volkov’s 

Testimony: The Memoirs of Dmitri Shostakovich, 1979 

 

I am horrified by people who think the commentaries to a symphony are more 

important than the symphony. What counts with them is a large number of brave 

words and the music itself can be pathetic and woebegone. This is real perversion. 

I don’t need brave words on music and I don’t think anyone does. We need brave 

music. I don’t mean brave in the sense that there will be charts instead of notes, I 

mean brave because it is truthful. Music in which the composer expresses his 

thoughts truthfully, and does it in such a way that the greatest possible number of 

decent citizens in his country and other countries will recognize and accept that  
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music, thereby understanding his country and people.  That is the meaning of 

composing music, as I see it. (354)  

 

 

 

Meaning in music: that must sound very strange for most people, particularly in 

the West. It’s here in Russia that the question is usually posed: What was the 

composer trying to say, after all, with this musical work? What was he trying to 

make clear? The questions are naïve, of course, but despite their naiveté and 

crudity, they definitely merit being asked. And I would add to them, for instance: 

Can music attack evil? Can it make man stop and think? Can it cry out and 

thereby draw man’s attention to various vile acts to which he has grown 

accustomed? To the things he passes without any interest? (355) 

 

 

From Testimony 

 

I think that it is clear to everyone what happens in the Fifth. The rejoicing is 

forced, created under threat, as in Boris Godunov. It’s as if someone were beating 

you with a stick and saying, “Your business is rejoicing, your business is 

rejoicing,” and you rise, shaky, and go marching off, muttering, “Our business is 

rejoicing, our business is rejoicing.” (360) 

 

From a letter to Isaac Glikman, Zhukovka, July 19, 1960 

 

While there (East Germany) I was provided with ideal working conditions. I 

stayed in the resort town of Görlitz… The good working conditions were fruitful: 

while I was there, I composed my Eighth Quartet. There were really no point in 

racking my brain trying to write film music; at the time I just couldn’t bring 

myself to do it. Instead, I wrote this quartet that’s ideologically suspect and of no 

use to anyone. I figured that no one would think of composing a work honoring 

me after I’m dead, so I’d better do it myself. The title page might read: Dedicated 

to the memory of the composer himself.” The quartet’s main theme is taken from 

my initials-D.S.C.H.(D,E-flat, C. B in German nomenclature). I’ve also used 

themes from other works of mine as well as the revolutionary song “Tormented 

by Grievous Bondage.” The earlier themes are from my First and Eighth 

Symphonies, the Piano Trio, the (First) Cello Concerto, and from my opera, Lady 

Macbeth of Mtsensk. There’s also a nod to Wagner(the funeral music from 

Gotterdammerung) and Tchaikovsky (the second theme from the first movement 

of the Sixth Symphony). A real crazy quilt!...... (361-362) 

 

From a letter to the composer and theorist Boleslav Yavorsky, April 16, 1925 
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I passionately love music. I have dedicated myself completely to music, or it 

would be more correct to say that I will dedicate myself completely to music. 

There are no other joys in life apart from music. For me, all of life is music. (363) 

 

 

From an article in the New York Times, October 25, 1959 

A creative artist works on his next composition because he is not satisfied with his 

previous one. When he loses a critical attitude toward his own work, he ceases to 

be an artist. (364) 
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