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From the Intimate to the Transcendent:

Personal Identification with the Universal in

Shostakovich's String Quartet No. 8, Op. 110


Dmitri Dmitrievich Shostakovich (1906-1975) was a Soviet composer born in St. Petersburg, Russia to a bourgeois family in the Russian Intelligentsia.  Shostakovich is typically classified as a Neoclassical nationalist composer.  While he wrote for many genres including opera, film, ballet, and vocal song cycles, his symphonies and string quartets are considered his most important works.  A musical Wünderkind, he wrote his masterful First Symphony at age 19, and at first it seemed he would not eclipse this remarkable feat (Abraham, 16). Given the tense political relations between the West and Soviet Russia, he was considered by Westerners to be a Soviet loyalist composer until his death.  For a time, his works were considered to be “anti-people” by the Russian authorities, as well (Volkov, Shostakovich, ix).


If we were to only consider the undisputed aspects of Shostakovich's life, the preceding paragraph would likely sum up all there is to know about Shostakovich.  The more subtle details of his life and work are shrouded in musical and political mystery.  


There was little debate over Shostakovich until, four years after the composer's death, a book claiming to contain his memoirs surfaced.  The story goes that Shostakovich allegedly relayed his memoirs to Solomon Volkov, a young, intelligent Russian writer, who left Russia to publish the memoirs in a book called Testimony.  Testimony challenged the view of Shostakovich as a “good Soviet composer,” suggesting that he secretly hated Stalin and put hidden messages of dissidence in his music.  Testimony swiftly transformed Shostakovich into the twentieth-century's most controversial composer.


Volkov put forth two views of Shostakovich.  In Testimony, he argues that Shostakovich was a modern-day yurodivye, or “holy fool” - a literary archetype unique to Russian consciousness.  In the later book Shostakovich and Stalin, he added the idea of “the chronicler” to Shostakovich – a poet taking account of the history of a people for later generations.  The dynamic between the artist and the dictator has always been a theme in the Russian arts, but the most often cited reference to this phenomenon is Modest Mussorgsky's opera adaptation of Alexander Pushkin's play Boris Gudenov (Volkov, Shostakovich, x).  Other real-life examples of this phenomenon existed as well, for instance, the delicate balance that Alexander Pushkin held with Emperor Nicholas I.  Pushkin had to be mindful of what his art became (for a very real fear of his own life) while at the same time he admits “I simply couldn't hide all my ears beneath the Holy Fool's cap.  They stick out!”  (Volkov, Shostakovich, 29)


The yurodivye were the “conscience personified” of the people (Volkov, Shostakovich, x).  The yurodivye could speak out for an oppressed group of people to feared tyrants, often times speaking the truth shrouded in “nonsense” and spectacle.  For instance, when Shostakovich was reading his prepared speech for admission into the Communist party, he rose his voice at the sentence “For everything good in my I am indebted to...” which was typically concluded with “the Communist Party and the Soviet Government.”  Shostakovich finished the statement dramatically with “...to my parents!”  The tyrants themselves responded with a bizarre form of respect for what the yurodivye had to say, as well, because even autocratic rulers were aware of the importance of public opinion (Volkov, Shostakovich, 34).


Shostakovich also had a connection to the Dada movement in the art world.  Dada was a movement in the art wold that was defiantly anti-art, reacting against bourgeois idealism, and even reason itself.  Dada's adherents “counterposed their love of paradox and effrontery to the insanities of a world-gone-mad, as the First World War raged in Europe” (Hopkins, Introduction).  Daniil Kharms (a pseudonym for Daniil Yuvachev; alternate egos were an earmark of dadaists.  Kharms was the leader of the Russian Dadaists) expounded on his philosophy, “I am interested only in 'nonsense'; only in what has no practical meaning... I am interested in life only in its ridiculous manifestations” (Volkov, Shostakovich, 31).  Their protests were shrouded in nonsense (for instance, exclamations such as “I don't read in stables or brothels!” and “We Are Not Pies!”), but they were effective enough to be seen as “the class enemy” and arrested (Volkov, Shostakovich, 32).  So it is with the holy fool – he is not always immediately comprehensible, and there is hidden meaning behind every word and syllable.  This is precisely why Shostakovich is so hard to understand these days – the mask of nonsense he wore at times was a defense against arrest.


While Shostakovich did not align himself with the Dada movement, and he is not known to have cried out nonsense about pies and brothels, he had his own methods of creating a mask of “nonsense.”  He picked up his terse, simple speaking style from Mikhail Zoshchenko, one of his idols.  In describing his own writing style, Zoshchenko cryptically said, “I write very compactly.  My sentences are short.  Accessible to the poor.”  In this simple writing style, paradoxically, it is immensely hard to understand the deepest shades of meaning.  Also, Shostakovich would often get “hung up” on a word or phrase, repeating it endlessly like a child.  This is a precedent set in the oft-referenced Boris Godunov, where the fool states, “Give, give, give me a kopeck” (Volkov, Shostakovich, 33).


All this talk of “arrest” and “danger” deserves a short explanation, since it will be a literally “foreign” concept to many Western minds.  To quote from Testimony, “An artist whose portrait did not resemble the leader disappeared forever.  So did the writer who used 'crude words.'  No one entered into aesthetic discussions with them or asked them to explain themselves.  Someone came for them at night.  That's all” (95-96).  It is important not to downplay the effect this grave danger could have on a man with a wife and children, like Shostakovich.


But can Volkov be trusted?  His version of the story is a revisionist history, after all.  The burden of proof is resting on his shoulders.  The community of scholars has borne out some rather convincing arguments against the authenticity of Testimony.  Parts of the book were “borrowed” word-for-word from Shostakovich's previously published statements – these are coincidentally also the only pages of the book that Shostakovich initialed.  The original Russian text of Testimony also has suspiciously never surfaced (Simon, 50-53).  However, in 1986 after the initial shock of the controversy had faded, Dmitri Shostakovich's own son Maxim said, “"It's true. It's accurate.  Sometimes, for me, there is too much rumour in it, but nothing major. The basis of the book is correct."  Shostakovich's own letters can also be delivered in an ironic deadpan that the composer so often used, showing disdain for various aspects of Soviet life (MacDonald, “Do Not Judge Me Harshly”).


Undoubtedly, there are voices all around, clamoring to quickly label Shostakovich and his work.  The issue is by no means so simple.  We, as lovers of music especially, should understand that people, like works of music, seldom fit into neat categories.  As David Fanning points out in his book on String Quartet no. 8, a composer's work is not to be political, but to portray the human spirit – be it oppressed or free.  Fanning notes, “If there is 'dissidence' in his music... this lies in his determination to... speak of the reality and complexity of the human condition...” (Fanning, 10)  Such a determination necessitates condemning evil, but seldom does Shostakovich identify it's source (Fanning, 11).  For instance, as a young boy, Shostakovich saw a Cossack kill a boy with a sword.  He later wrote a piano work called “Funeral March in Memory of the Victims of the Revolution” which was at least partly about his memory of the boy being killed.  If Testimony is to be trusted he also wrote the 2nd and 12th Symphonies about that boy as well.  Shostakovich did not write in response to the evil of the Cossack's act, but instead wrote in sympathy for the murdered boy (Volkov, Testimony, 7)


With this understanding of Shostakovich's aesthetic philosophy in our grasp, we can now go on to tackle his works.


Shostakovich's Eighth Quartet is by far the most popular of his fifteen String Quartets – in fact, it is the most performed string quartet of all the twentieth-century composers.  Its popularity is even comparable to the chamber works of Beethoven and Mozart (Fanning 2).  It is a short but compelling musical work, in which all five movements segue directly into one another.  Its popularity was so great that it was repeated in its entirety as an encore at its premier on October 2nd, 1960 (Fanning, 1).  Perhaps most striking about the work are the numerous self-references and quotations that Shostakovich included, and the uncharacteristic style of the work.


The extreme use of quotation from other works in this quartet is not something to be underestimated in this piece.  These quotes are among the greatest points of contention in the debate over whether or not this quartet has significant artistic value.  No analysis of the work would be adequate without a detailed description of the quartet's references.


In the first movement of String Quartet No. 8, measures 3-11 are a nearly-direct quotation of the DSCH motive from Shostakovich's Symphony No. 1, Op. 10's opening bars.  The quartet's version is rhythmically and metrically slower, and played with a much heavier articulation than the Symphony, casting a darker shadow on the motive, and setting the tone for the work (Fanning, 52-53).


At rehearsal numbers 4-6, there is a short reference to the first subject of Shostakovich's Symphony No. 5, 1st movement (Fanning, 54-55).


Music from rehearsal numbers 66-67 in the finale from Shostakovich's Piano Trio No. 2, Op. 67 is quoted at rehearsal numbers 21-22 in the high strings of the second movement of the quartet.  The quartet slows the quote down rhythmically but dramatically speeds it up metrically.  The harmonic accompaniment in the quartet is rendered as arpeggios rather than pizzicato chords.  The slurs on the shorter notes are removed in the quartet's rendition, to downplay the dancelike character, and emphasize a more defiant sound.  This is referenced again at rehearsal numbers 33-35 in the low strings (Fanning, 52-53).


In various places in the second movement (such as rehearsal numbers 11-14) the perpetuum mobile harmonic accompaniment texture is borrowed from the third movement of Shostakovich's Symphony No. 8 (Fanning, 54-55).


The third movement of the quartet makes two quotations from Shostakovich's Cello Concerto No. 1, Op. 107.  The first seven measures of rehearsal number 43 of the quartet quote from the opening bars of the concerto, transposed to a different key.  The quote appears in a modified form again at rehearsal number 51 (Fanning, 52-53).


Also in the third movement are quotes from the first movement of Shostakovich's String Quartet No. 2, the finale from Symphony No. 8, and the fifth movement of Quartet No. 3.  These quotes are in the exposed cello part at rehearsal numbers 44-46 (Fanning 54-55).


In the fourth movement, we find the quote from the anonymous revolutionary song, “Tormented by Harsh Captivity.”  The reference at rehearsal numbers 58-60 is in triple meter, whereas the original is in duple meter, but the character of the tune remains unchanged.  Following that reference, we see a reference to act four of the opera The Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk District at rehearsal numbers 62-63 (Fanning, 52-53).


Closing out the piece, the fifth movement contains references to the DSCH motive from Symphony No. 1 again.  From rehearsal number 70 on, we see the motive until the end.


Shostakovich solved the compositional problem of integrating all these disparate references into a cohesive work with an elegant solution.  All five movements segue seamlessly into one another, without pause.  This is not the first time Shostakovich had used this technique in his string quartets.  Quartet No. 5 and No. 7 also featured continuous music, as did the following 9th, 11th, and 15th quartets.  In addition to this, Shostakovich both begins and ends the work with the same motive, helping to solidify the work as a seamless whole.


So many quotations in one work beg to be interpreted.  The interpretive eyes looking at the music must be careful to keep in mind that the ever-enigmatic Shostakovich can seldom be taken at face value.  Shostakovich's work is not going to be as easy to understand as it first appears.  While many have written off the self-quotations as such things as mere self-indulgence or even laziness, the truth is likely not this simple.


There is obviously an element of Shostakovich identifying himself with the music.  For Shostakovich to have written himself into his own work like he did is an immensely personal thing.  At this period in his life, Shostakovich was under immense emotional stress (presumably in response to his unwilling nomination to join the Communist Party) and close friends reported that he was near suicide (Fanning, 148-150).  Some versions of the story call String Quartet No. 8 Shostakovich's musical “suicide note” and a “diary of despair;” a bitter retrospective on his life (Fanning, 14).  To further cement the conception of String Quartet No. 8 being Shostakovich's “Requiem for himself,” the work was played at Shostakovich's funeral on August 14th, 1975.


In the context of the entire history of artmaking, the idea of art as being dominantly self-expression is still a relatively new one.  If Shostakovich's 8th Quartet were only personal in nature with nothing transcendent to offer its listeners, its value as a work of art may be called into question.  Art is not merely limited to self-expression, it is intrinsically linked  to issues larger than the self.  “The need to make art may not stem solely from the need to express who you are, but from a need to complete a relationship with something outside of yourself” (Bayles, Orland, 108).  Shostakovich's reference to the song “Tormented by Harsh Captivity” does exactly that.  This single quotation is generally interpreted as taking the work from the personal level to a universal one, connecting the personal life of the composer listeners have previously been made aware of with the lives of all those who have been, in some way, “Tormented by Harsh Captivity” (Fanning, 51).  The two Largo movements that close the piece allow for meditation on the effective connection between the composer's sorrow and our own, providing an ample denouement to balance the more personal Largo and Allegro molto that open the work.


Shostakovich's association with his own music can also be read also an assertion of the composer's self (Fanning, 139).  In communist ideology, the self was to be obliterated.  Individuals were to be dehumanized in favor of the collective and “the people.”  By using so many self-quotations, Shostakovich can be seen as asserting his individuality in the face of the impersonal social structures around him.  In this paradigm, his reference to the transcendent with the revolutionary song connects his soul to the world even more strongly.  It is substituting community for conformity, and describes a collective that embraces the human spirit, rather than dehumanizes it.


In order to appreciate the intricacies of how the music is constructed, we must look closely at one of the movements.  For this discussion we will choose to look at the third movement, the Allegretto waltz.  The waltz is in the form of a double-scherzo and trio, which is similar to the previous movement, but the key is G minor, which is the dominant key of the last movement's ending tonality of C minor.  There is a stated tempo of dotted half notes equal to 90, but many recordings and performances give evidence that Shostakovich's marked tempos are often not taken literally (Norris, 16-18).  The Borodin's 1980's recording of the work takes the movement at approximately 79 beats per minute.  This is the very same recordings in which Shostakovich himself helped coach the Borodins, confirming that the tempos are variable.  (Incidentally, Norris postulates that perhaps because of Shostakovich's own trouble with rules and regulations, he was wary of imposing them on any one else.)  The general outline of the movement begins with a short introduction, then moves to the first Scherzo which contains two themes.  The trio appears next, followed by a quote from the First Cello Concerto.  An Arioso then appears before the return of the Scherzo and Trio, in shortened form (Fanning, 90).


The second movement ends abruptly and unexpectedly on a dissonant chord.  There is silence for a measure and then the third movement's introduction enters in the first violin.  To follow up the intense distress marked by the Piano Trio quotation in movement two, Shostakovich chooses to insert the DSCH monogram again.  This is a particularly striking assertion of Shostakovich's identification with the suffering his music portrays (Fanning 91).


The movement gains enough momentum to start the first theme of the Scherzo at rehearsal number 36.  The first violin plays a variation on the DSCH motive rapidly and repetitiously, then plays four descending stepwise three-note motives, starting on a lower pitch for each group of three.  This theme is repeated and varied until rehearsal number 39, where the second theme of the scherzo begins.


The second theme is characterized by a heavier bowing, played more legato and on the string.  The first violin still has the melody, playing long bows on open strings, briefly articulating a half-step above as well.  This rhythmically long, didactic writing is counterposed with sardonic, percussive motifs, repeating four times a pattern of three eighth note triplets and two quarter notes.  This contrast is heightened by the pizzicato quarter notes in the second violin part.  It is idiomatic passages like this one that caused Christopher Norris to conclude on the subject of interpretation, “...so much of this music seems to be very shrewdly orchestrated already: in other words, if one studies and listens very carefully to what has been written it is usually clear what type of sound is required...” (Norris, 28).


The trio section is signaled by a change in time signature from triple to duple meter.  The change in meter, in addition to the unsteady rhythms make this section the most unstable in the third movement.  The first theme alternates between an Alberti-like bass line in the cello and a first violin line starting on the offbeats of the measure, creating a seasick lilt in the music.  No sooner is the listener adjusted to the new time signature and themes than they are taken away from them again.  The meter changes back to triple and the articulation gets lighter again.  The time is further convoluted by the insertion of a 2/4 measure in the middle of the 3/4  of the trio.  Following these two themes is a quote from the Cello Concerto at rehearsal number 43, and at rehearsal number 44, a medley is played in the cello underneath ethereal strings, borrowing from the Cello Concerto, Symphony No. 8, and String Quartet No. 2.  The cello ends by holding out a long E5, while the first violin takes the music back to the Scherzo themes for a brief restatement.


More than a clever way to tie the Trio and second Scherzo together, the high E on the cello after the most contorted of all quotations in the work symbolizes something.  Exactly what this symbolism is for is uncertain, but its effect is the sonic equivalent of a heart stopping (Fanning, 97).  It is as if, in all the confusion of the three quotations, the cello has music lost its train of thought, stops, and must retrace its steps back to the beginning Scherzo.  The reappearance of the Scherzo utilizes mutes on the instruments, specified by the Italian con sordine.  The instruments apply the mutes one at a time, starting with the viola, then the first violin, then second violin, and finally the cello.  This milder restatement of the Scherzo is punctuated by new, wild variations such as the high cacophony seven measures before rehearsal number 50, in which the first violin must play a B6 high above the staff, with the music trading off between the instruments as it descends down to the viola and morphs seamlessly into the 4/4 Trio bass line.


The return of the trio is markedly shorter than the original.  It is also softer.  The instruments are still playing with mutes on, and the dynamic level rises above piano only once, and promptly resumes piano.  The first violin ends playing in its absolute lowest register, as the rhythm dies down as it is augmented, eventually becoming one sustained A# that continues long into the next movement.


From this detailed analysis of the third movement of String Quartet No. 8, we can surmise a lot about Shostakovich.  We see good examples of his Neo-Classical characteristics such as strong tonal centers, use of classical forms such as fugue and scherzo and trio.  He did not throw out conventional harmonic and melodic principles, as many Twentieth-Century composers have done.  The listener may also be tempted to guess that Shostakovich was an accomplished string player, given how expressive his writing for the quartet is.  This assertion would be incorrect, however.  It is remarkable how much the music interprets itself in the realm of articulation and use of vibrato, given that Shostakovich was a piano player, not a string player.  We see that Shostakovich's writing for String Quartet is nothing short of exquisite.


In Volkov's Testimony, Shostakovich said “...all the sentimental trip is vile.  But digging around in shit is also vile.  What choice is there?  I choose the truth” (Volkov, Testimony, 46).  Whether Testimony accurately records Shostakovich's own words or not, it does reveal the composer's absolute determination to speak the truth about life in his music.  He has never been a political composer, never aligning his art with politics, but always telling the truth about the human spirit (Fanning, 10-11).  This is the quality in his music that has resonated with people for years that gives it value – not a particular political affiliation.  Perhaps Shostakovich was, in fact, a dissident; a dissident to any outside source inhibited him from expressing the truth about life.
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