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Lyudmila German

Each of Shostakovich’s
symphonies is unique in
terms of design and

structure.  Despite the stifled
atmosphere of censorship
which imposed great con-
strains, Shostakovich found
creative freedom in the inner
workings of composition.
Choosing a classical form such
as symphony did not stultify
the composer’s creativity, but
rather the opposite – it freed
his imagination in regard to
form and dramaturgy within
the strict formal shape of a
standard genre.  This idiosyn-
cratic approach generated
developmental methods that
corresponded to the overall
design of each symphony.
While all methods shared com-
mon general traits, the com-
poser chose only those proce-
dures that would present the
most successful unfolding of
the design.  In the program-
matic symphonies such as Sec-
ond, Third, Eleventh, and Four-
teenth, we witness a weakening
of sonata form.  Its obligatory
return to the opening creates a
closed shape which constricts
the narrative; hence, other
designs in these symphonies
took preference.  The narrative
of the Eleventh Symphony runs
through the entire work, call-
ing for a through-composed
form of the symphony. 

The Eleventh Symphony,
named Year 1905, is a pro-
gram work that relates the
bloody events of the ninth of
January, 1905, when a large
number of workers carrying
petitions to the Tsar were shot
and killed by the police in the
Palace Square of St. Peters-
burg.  In order to symbolize
the event Shostakovich chose
a number of songs associated
with protest and revolution.
The song quotations, together
with the composer’s original
material, are fused into an
organic whole in a highly
individual manner.  Some of
the quotations generate the
original material that inter-
twines, connects, and devel-
ops them. 

The programmatic content of
the symphony prompted the
composer to adopt the quoted
material and its derivatives
and in doing so completely
abandon the sonata form in its
strictest sense, in all the
work’s movements.  These
changes in the formal concept
produced different develop-
mental methods.  Here is what
Sabinina writes about the
nature of development in this
symphony:  “The very meth-
ods of thematic development
change qualitatively.  The
song, as it is known, is diffi -
cult to develop in a symphon-
ic manner, inherent in sonata

form, as it ‘resists’develop-
mental motif-work and frag-
mentation.[2]” 

Indeed, if we look at the sec-
ond movement of the sym-
phony, for instance, we shall
see that its formal structure is
entirely dependent on the nar-
rative and follows the unfold-
ing of song quotations, their
derivatives, and the original
material.  This leads the com-
poser to a formal design that
is open-ended.  There is no
final chord and the next
movement begins attacca.
The formal plan of the move-
ment is detailed in Fig. 1
(overleaf)

The second movement por-
trays the actual scene of the
shooting of the workers in the
Palace Square.  This descrip-
tive material, first introduced
in the opening movement,
serves as a connecting ele-
ment in the narrative.  In addi-
tion, it has another function,
as often happens in
Shostakovich’s music: in the
process of musical develop-
ment the material transforms
the character to its opposite,
in this case from reserved to
aggressive and violent, in sec-
tion B1.  The change of char-

acter is sudden, and is
achieved by variations in the
rhythmic unfolding of the

D O C U M E N T A R Y I I I  
VARIANT AND VARIA TION [1] IN THE 

SECOND MOVEMENT OF THE ELEVENTH SYMPHONY



DSCHJOURNALNo. 24 - January 2006

46

material (as well as instru-
mentation and harmoniza-
tion).  

Polyphony based on variant
and variation techniques
becomes the main source of
development in the second
movement, with homophony
being practically nonexistent.
Despite the fact that
Shostakovich uses song quo-
tations, the principles of
unfolding derived from the
folk polyphony play in this
movement a much lesser role
than they did in the Fourth
Symphony (DSCH Journal
No. 23).  Let us now analyze
the opening section of the
movement in order to eluci-
date the variation and variant
techniques of polyphonic
unfolding. 

The movement opens with a
short statement which, after
being repeated, is elaborated
upon for seven measures before
we arrive at its source – the
song quotation “O Thou, Our
Tsar, Our Father” at rehearsal
28, which serves as the subject
(see ex. 16, pp. 50-53).  Thus,
in the opening both subject and
countersubject come from the
same source. The countersub-
ject is a more chromatic triple
diminution of the subject.  At
rehearsal 29 the song melody
and its countersubject begin to
develop by means of variation.
The melody, now in the upper
strings, has a connecting link
that brings it to another state-
ment in measure 29 [7][3].  The
connecting link is melodically
derived from the song and
leads to the statement of the
theme on a new pitch level
(from Eb in 29 [7]). Thus,

rehearsal 29
is unfolding
as a varia-
tion, since it
is qualita-
tively very
close to the original and there
are no interpolations or other
new features that would mark
it as a variant.  At 30 there is
another subject starting from
Db, and yet another from Bb at
30 [6].  This type of variation
unfolding of the theme, in this
case the shifting of short the-
matic statements to different
pitch levels, is typical of devel-
opment, rather than the initial
presentation of thematic mate-
rial.  

The countersubject, in violas,
cellos, and basses unfolds by
means of both variation and
variant at the same time.  At
first, there is a change in

Section Key
Rehearsal
Numbers

Material

A G minor 27-44
Song “O Thou, Our Tsar, Our Father”.  At 41 a new
motif appears, based on song “Bare Your Heads” 

A1 Bb minor 44-69
Same song material as A. At 68 there is a transition to a
new section

B A minor 69-71
Based on the original material from the first movement
that depicts the Palace Square. 

A2 A minor 71-85 Fugato. The theme is based upon the A material

B1
B minor 
(beginning
only)

85-89
Climax is based on the B material, which undergoes
considerable rhythmic changes. It alternates with short
appearances of fugato theme (in timpani).

Transition
to Coda

various 89-91
Based on song “Bare your heads”, alternating with fuga-
to theme in timpani

B2-Coda G minor 91-97
A variation on the B section, with an addition of song
“Listen”, first quoted in the first movement. 

Fig 1.
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direction at
28 [9], a fea-
ture of vari-

ant unfold-
ing.  After

the excursion
into deeper chro-

matic regions, there is a
momentary return to the open-
ing statement in 29 [-2].  The
third voice appearing in the
horns at 29 presents a new
motif, which, in the third
movement, will create the
somber mood when the last
respects to the victims are
paid (see rehearsal 106 ff.).
While it is a new motif, not
generated by the song quota-
tion, its shortness and step-
wise descent resembles the
descending measures of the
song (see rehearsal 28 [2-3]).
The continuation of the horn
motif provides a harmonic
drone rather than a contrapun-
tally independent voice.
Thus, up until the end of
rehearsal 31 the texture, start-
ing with one voice and ending
with three, becomes an elabo-
rate counterpoint that springs
up from the same source - a
song quotation.  It is interest-
ing that whereas the voices
are manipulated by inversion,
modulation, variation, their
very presence is never chal-
lenged.  In other words, the
stratification into two or three
voices remains throughout the
section, while the actual shape
of each of them changes.

At rehearsal 32 there is a var-
ied reprise of the opening sec-
tion, but now with the added
drone in the horns.  At
rehearsal 33 the composer
starts to expand the timbral

and registral palette.  The
theme now moves to the upper
woodwinds, while the coun-
tersubject remains in violas
and cellos.  The horn drone
disappears and the theme is
harmonized by chords in the
winds and horns, but only for
three measures, after which it
reverts to the low winds and
strings.  The theme begins to
expand by means of modula-
tion.  The episode between
rehearsals 33 and 40 consti-
tutes the development of sec-
tion A of the movement.  It
contains many modulations
that anticipate the key of the
next section, Bb minor.  At 33
[8] the horns abandon their
function as an accompani-
mental drone and pick up an
ascending version of the
theme.  It becomes the second
countersubject, written in
large values, like the subject,
which remains in the bassoons
and low strings.  The trumpets
now enter the scene at 33
[10], inheriting the drone
from the horns.  

With the number of entering
instruments increasing rather
slowly, the sudden near tutti
comes as a surprise at
rehearsal 34.  Slowly and eco-
nomically-growing registral
additions seem to be part of
the total mosaic of constant
variation.  In a way, this type
of musical development
resembles an organic growth,
which starts with a song-quo-
tation and continues infinitely
from there.  This ability to
create endless variations from
one source goes back to J. S.
Bach, whose music contains
long stretches of material

drawn from a single source.
This method is different from
Beethoven’s variations, since
in the process of variation (for
instance, in the Thirty Two
Variations on the Theme by
Diabelli) the music is trans-
formed almost beyond recog-
nition, while Bach and
Shostakovich preserve the
original character, the changes
affecting only the structure of
the smaller units of material.
The method that Shostakovich
uses here is a combination of
variant and variation tech-
niques.  By exploiting the
variants the composer arrives
at a new variation.  Whenever
the incessant variant unfold-
ing exhausts itself, he either
offers up a dynamically
enhanced episode, or starts a
section in a new key (such as
B section), or adds new
motives to dilute the
monothematicism of the
music.  

The slow expansion in regis-
ter is matched by a section of
equal length scored for nearly
full orchestra (rehearsals 34-
40, see ex. 17, pp. 54-57).
Despite the increased number
of instruments playing, the
amount of parts initially
decreases.  At 34 [-6] there are
three parts plus the drone, but
at 34 there are only two parts
plus the drone.  The theme is
now played by all woodwinds
except bassoons.  The coun-
tersubject is scored for
strings.  The drone is given to
all brass with trumpets and
horns alternating, and tim-
pani.  The new fanfare motif
that appears in the solo trum-
pet at 34 [8] does not add a
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feeling of newness to the
music, but enhances the cli-
mactic feel of the section. The
entire development of section
A becomes one dynamic cli-
max.  One measure before the
trumpet fanfare, bassoons,
horns, trombones and tuba
introduce another countersub-
ject, which first appears to be
a drone because of its slow
values.  Later continued by
double basses instead of horns
(which pick up a fanfare motif
from trumpets), this counter-
subject is an ascending vari-
ant of the theme, augmented
for the first three measures.  A
similar ascending variant first
appeared in the horns in 34 [-
6]. When the trumpet fanfare
enters, the three-part texture
changes again into four-part
texture.  The theme, starting
from rehearsal 34, becomes
longer and more developed.
The phrase-lengths and struc-
ture change.  

There are many imaginative
ways the composer uses to
develop a theme. At 37 [2],
for instance, he takes the last
two measures of the theme
and places them in front of the
first two measures (cf. 28 [8-
9] and 37 [2-3], exx. 16 and
18).  The theme can also
become fragmented.  Some
motives are singled out and
repeated sequentially.  In
other words, all the features of
development by variation are
present (see ex. 18, p.58); yet
these developmental features
are present only for the theme.
The countersubject unfolds as
one long variant with unlim-
ited number of variations.
The texture, however, remains

invariable; there is no redis-
tribution or fragmentation of
voice-parts.  The relationship
of instrument to part is large-
ly unbroken, Bach-like, and is
sustained over fairly long sec-
tions.

At rehearsal 38 the theme
metamorphoses into an ostina-
to-like countersubject that
takes its rhythm from the
theme’s first measure at
rehearsal 28, here played by
bassoons, horns, and trumpets.
The effect of this change is
psychological, as it intends to
enhance the climax with the
fresh appearance of the theme
at rehearsal 39.  At this point
the ‘omnipresent’countersub-
ject disappears and the theme,
now in all instruments except
bassoons, trombones, tuba and
double basses, proclaims itself
in the full might of the fortis-
simo climax.  All that has
remained of the first counter-
subject is the rhythmic skele-
ton, played by timpani and
snare drum.  The ostinato
countersubject that appeared at
38 is continued by the bas-
soons, trombones, tuba and
double basses.  At 39 its
melodic outline bears a gentle
resemblance to the only new
motif of section A (with the
exception of a short fanfare)
that appears at rehearsal 41
(see ex. 19, p.58).  

The countersubject with its
intonations of supplication
gives way to the march-like
drumming that foreshadows
the militarized drumming of
the shooting scene later in the
movement.  This is the final
climactic moment of section A.

After several
third-related
s e q u e n t i a l
appearances
of the theme
(from Ab at
39, F at 39 [7], D at 39 [9])
and one more entry starting on
Ab in 40 [-3] we come back to
a short reprise of the theme at
40 in the tonic key of G-
minor.  It is once more in the
bassoons, cellos, and double
basses, accompanied by the
drumming countersubject and
the drone in the upper strings.
At 40 [5] the theme is left
bare, with the drumming
appearing for one measure at
41 [-2].  The new motif, the
song “Bare your heads” at
rehearsal 41 (ex. 19, p.58)
appears as a new and fresh
countersubject.  It is played by
the trumpet and harmonized
by trombones and tuba.  This
motif later will play a promi-
nent role in the unfolding nar-
rative of this movement.  At
42 the theme modulates to the
subdominant of Bb minor, the
key of the forthcoming A1
section.  The song “Bare your
heads” is simply stated and
does not receive any promi-
nent development at this
point.  At rehearsal 43 Bb
minor chords in the trumpets,
trombones and tuba interrupt
both the theme and the coun-
terpoint.      

Let us now look at all presenta-
tions of the subject and the
accompanying countersubjects in
section A, listed in ex.20, p.59
(rehearsal 32, which literally
repeats the counterpoint at
rehearsal 28, was omitted; only
continuing entries are listed on
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the second
page of the
e x a m p l e ) .

We can see
that all of

the countersub-
jects come from the

same source, the theme-quota-
tion.

Shostakovich varies both the
theme and the countersubject (in a
and d the first measure of each
countersubject is the same), yet
they retain basic melodic con-
tours.  One of the methods by
which Shostakovich varies the
entries is modality. Not only are
the entries transposed to the new
keys, but their starting positions
in a respective scale also shift,
making the transpositions modal
rather than tonal (or real).  The
themes in a, e (top melody), e
(fourth measure), and f start on the
fifth degree of their respective
scales.  The themes in b, d, and g
(third measure) start on the sec-
ond degree.  The themes in c and
f (fourth measure) start on the
third degree of the scale.  This
shifting along the scale degrees
produces different modal inflec-
tions in the theme.  Even the
themes starting on the same scale
degree, the fifth, for instance,
belong to different modes.  The
themes in a, f and f (fourth mea-
sure) belong to the minor mode
pentachord (of G, G, and Eb
respectively), while the theme in
e, harmonized in thirds, belongs
to Bb Phrygian (Cb in m. 2).

Interestingly enough, Cb appears
in the countersubject from the
very beginning of the movement.
It is also present in all of the tonal-
ities of ex. 20, p. 59, serving as a

pivot note (in G minor it is a low-
ered fourth degree, in Bb minor –
a Phrygian inflection , in Db nat-
ural minor – seventh degree, in Ab
minor – third degree, in Eb minor
– sixth degree.)  The other variant
changes, such as interpolations
and extrapolations, are not fea-
tured prominently in section A.
Other methods of unfolding, such
as development by variation, take
precedence.  We can see an exam-
ple of variation development in e
andf, where the unfolding of the
theme becomes fragmented and
modulatory.  

Before drawing conclusions,
another good example of the mix-
ture of variant and variation tech-
niques is from section B, where
the material from the first move-
ment is introduced (ex. 21, p. 60).
At rehearsal 86 the composer
gives us the theme in diminished
note values (as compared to
rehearsal 69) and repeated notes,
which is a variation, yet not only
does he unfold the theme in
quicker notes, in a way which we
might find in Beethoven’s devel-
opment section, but develops it by
fragmentation and interpolation,
using the variant method. 

We have looked at section A and
one example from section B of the
second movement of the Eleventh
Symphony and can conclude that
they present a constantly unfold-
ing string of counterpoints, tonal-
ly and modally variable.  They are
often surrounded by other coun-
terpoints, motives or accompani-
mental drones in the texture, but
do not form a standard polyphon-
ic entity.  Although the prevalent
method is noticeably that of vari-
ation, variant unfolding is also
sometimes present. The best way,

then, to describe section A is a
‘variant invention’, or ‘variations
on a theme and counterpoint’.  

ENDNOTES

[1] Variant as a method of devel-
oping musical material is distinct
from variation in that it is not a
subordinate version of a theme,
but an equal statement, enriched
with interpolations, extrapola-
tions, and, sometimes, changes in
the melodic contour. Variant
unfolding is, generally, more flex-
ible than variation. Bobrovsky
notes the difference between the
two: “Variant, as distinct from
variation, is not a subordinate,
changed repetition of the theme,
but a component equal to theme,
an expression of the same idea
and image, but from another per-
spective, under which the charac-
ter of the main image remains the
same, but only the details
change.” (Statii, Issledovanija
(Articles, research).  Ed. E.
Skurko and E. Chigareva.
Moscow: Sovetskij Kompozitor,
1990, p. 220)

[2] Sabinina, Shostakovich – sim-
fonist. Moscow: Muzyka, 1976,
pp. 332-33.  

[3] The number in brackets indi-
cates the seventh measure after
rehearsal 29. This method is used
consistently throughout the arti-
cle. Measure(s) before the
rehearsal number are indicated by
the minus sign, e.g. 29 [-2].

For Bibliography see page 61
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Musical Examples
Ex. 16 i  
Eleventh Symphony, second movement, opening: 
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Ex. 16 ii.  
Eleventh Symphony, second movement, opening: 

Musical Examples
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Musical Examples
Ex. 16 iii  
Eleventh Symphony, second movement, opening: 
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Ex. 16 iv  
Eleventh Symphony, second movement, opening: 

Musical Examples
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Musical Examples
Ex. 17 i.  Three-part texture: 
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Musical Examples
Ex. 17 ii.  Three-part texture: 
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Ex. 17 iii.  Three-part texture: 

Musical Examples
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Musical Examples
Ex. 17 iv.  Three-part texture: 
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Musical Examples

Ex. 18.  Developing the theme, rehearsals 34 and 37 [2]:

Ex. 19. Rehearsals 39 and 41, compared:
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Musical Examples

Ex. 20.  List of subjects and counterpoints from section A:
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Musical Examples

Ex. 21.  Variation and variant in two excerpts from section B: 
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That Grigori Kozintsev is not as widely recog-
nised today as the other Soviet giants of the
1920s may be due to his having worked in part-

nership for twenty-five years with Leonid Trauberg,
and also to their being founders of the ‘other’ Soviet
cinema based in what was long and proudly known as
Leningrad. Yet Kozintsev, with and without Trauberg,
was one of the true originals who constantly redefined
Soviet cinema across four decades, as well as belong-
ing to the generation of extraordinary Ukrainians who
had such an impact on 20th century culture.

Arriving as a teenager in what was still Petrograd, he
found the city as full of artistic ambition as it was short
of food and heating. Inspired by the revolutionary poet
Mayakovsky and the great theatre innovator Meyerhold,
he joined forces with Trauberg, fresh from Odessa, to
launch the grandly-named ‘Factory of the Eccentric
Actor’ (FEKS), complete with a fiery 1922 ‘Eccentrism’
manifesto. Like Futurists everywhere, the FEKS were
against official culture – down with museums, temples
and boring classical actors, and up with Charlie Chap-
lin! Their desire to create a new art in the factories and
streets, fired by the rhythm of the machine and Ameri-
can dynamism, soon brought them to cinema. 

Their first films caught the prevailing mood of cheeky
optimism, mixing satire with street-wise realism, but by
the end of the decade, they unexpectedly found them-
selves specialising in historical spectacle, even though
SVD and The New Babylon retained a sharp edge of the
grotesque. With the coming of sound, Stalin’s demand
for a new style of propagandist ‘realism’encouraged
them to explore the grassroots of the revolutionary move-
ment through a fictional character, Maxim, who became
Soviet cinema’s first truly popular character across three
films (not to be confused with the Gorky trilogy). 
When a post-war film was shelved amid Stalin’s grow-

ing paranoia, the original FEKS partners went their sep-
arate ways. However, the fruit of this last phase of Koz-
intsev’s career was a remarkable series of literary adap-
tations that gave new meaning to this often mediocre
genre. After a Don Quixote which used some of Eisen-
stein’s Ivan the Terrible team, Kozintsev turned to Paster-
nak’s translations of Shakespeare to create a brooding
Hamlet and an elemental Lear which attracted wide
admiration, even among eminent Shakespeareans. True
to his belief that culture cannot be frozen but must
always move forward, he finally took his own place in
the great tradition that had first beckoned him as a star-
struck youngster in Kiev. (Ian Christie)

Films Featured:
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The Devil’s Wheel 
The Overcoat 

The New Babylon 
The Overcoat 

Alone  
The Youth of Maxim 

Don Quixote 
The Return of Maxim 

The Vyborg Side 
Hamlet 

King Lear 

Grigori Kozinstev on the set of Hamlet


