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Preface

Talking about Shostakovich the person is a difficult task for someone of a later
generation whose one abiding memory is the radio announcement of the
composerÕs death on 11 August 1975. Judging by the varying and often
contradictory accounts that have since been published, it was perhaps only
marginally easier for those who knew him or had worked with him. Neither the
egocentric artist nor the willing exponent of a public role, Shostakovich revealed
his innermost self to few — and then only in part. Yet for anyone coming to
know his music today, his legacy offers — in all its manifest variety — a musical
experience whose range and depth has few parallels in the modern era.

Richard Whitehouse
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Prelude

The three decades since his death have seen Shostakovich occupy a position at
the centre of modern classical music, his symphonies, concertos, string quartets
and piano works finding a regular place in concert halls around the world. Hand
in hand with this has emerged an often heated debate concerning his musicÕs
contribution to ÔWesternÕ culture, and its likely durability as an artistic statement.
Is it good enough as music to take its place in the symphonic lineage of Haydn,
Beethoven, Brahms and Mahler, or is its present success largely due to an emotive
power that mirrors the still recent cultural and political conflicts out of which it
emerged?

This essay does not attempt to trace these lines of argument, or to suggest
where they may be headed; rather, it offers a detailed overview of the
composerÕs varied and extensive catalogue, with a consideration of the social
context against which this music came into being. Although the perception of his
status may have swung from that of loyal Soviet citizen, as portrayed by Soviet
officialdom in the 1960s and 70s, to that of covert freedom-fighter promoted in
certain quarters since his death, ShostakovichÕs musically most significant works
remain self-selecting. Yet they benefit from being seen in perspective with the
pieces around them — whether shorter, lighter, or ÔoccasionalÕ — in order for their
wider relevance to be more fully appreciated.

The music contained on the accompanying CDs offers less an inclusive survey
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of ShostakovichÕs output than a guide to its expressive range. His orchestral and
chamber music is the most potent manifestation of his art — one which
amalgamates to a powerful degree the previously opposing ÔnationalistÕ and
ÔWesternÕ tendencies in Russian music (the epic narratives of Balakirev and
Mussorgsky as against the symphonic abstraction and overtly personal expression
of Tchaikovsky). However, the ballet and film score excerpts will for many be their
introduction to his work — and need not be dismissed as greater knowledge of his
achievement ensues. And, as one who professed his enjoyment of music Ôfrom
Bach to OffenbachÕ, Shostakovich would surely have concurred (CD 1, track 1).



This is the introductory chapter of Dmitry Shostakovich:A Portrait.
The full biographical essay, illustrated with photographs, is available to buy.

For more details, please visit www.naxos.com.

 


