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Shostakovich and Schnittke
Threads of Spiritual Continuity

By Tamara Levaya

Dmitri Shostakovich was such a monumental  
figure that few Russian composers of the second 
half of the 20th century escaped the influence 

of his work. However, scarcely any had the capacity to 
carry on his legacy of “spiritual shepherding” and the role 
of thought leader that he had fulfilled for decades. One 
important successor in this regard was Shostakovich’s 
younger contemporary, Alfred Schnittke.

This thread of spiritual continuity is notable because, 
unlike Boris Tishchenko, Schnittke was neither a direct 
student of Shostakovich nor a close contact. In an inter-
view, Schnittke acknowledged that as a composer he owed 
more to the environment Shostakovich established than to 
the direct influence of Shostakovich’s music. Referencing 
the Nagasaki Oratorio, an early work which Shostakovich 
had supported in defiance of official criticism, Schnittke 
discussed his fear of the maestro and his involuntary 
distancing from him.1

Schnittke did not embrace everything in Shostakov-
ich’s compositional output, preferring the early and late 
compositions to the “accessible tragedy” of Katerina 
Izmailova (the 1962 revision of Lady Macbeth of the 
Mtsensk District).2 It should be noted that a restrained 
and even critical attitude towards Shostakovich’s music 
was also observed by other representatives of Schnittke’s 
generation, in which a sort of “Oedipal complex” was 
evident. According to Schnittke, the hypnosis of Shosta-
kovich’s personality and the power of his influence in 
the limited space of Soviet cultural life did not leave the 
possibility to choose another path. Later, young avant-
garde composers would speak even more emphatically 
against Shostakovich, with their call to “kill the D-S-C-H 
in yourself.”3 Schnittke was far from this kind of radical-
ism, but nevertheless kept his distance.

A characteristic example is Schnittke’s description of 
the dress rehearsal for the Fourteenth Symphony, before 
which Shostakovich made an introductory speech. Schnit-
tke found this speech to be “strange”: commenting on 
the content of the symphony and discussing the theme 
of death, Shostakovich denied that the moment of death 
was the beginning of a new enlightened life, calling it “the 
most terrible thing that awaits a person in life,” but also 
cited the optimistic, “absolutely official and Soviet words” 

of Nikolai Ostrovsky’s novel How the Steel was Tempered.4 
Schnittke describes a “mysterious accident” that occurred 
at this rehearsal when, “during this cycle of deaths” 
Pavel Apostolov,5 the Secretary of the Communist Party 
Bureau of the Composers’ Union and long-time detrac-
tor of Shostakovich, died of a heart attack. This incident, 
described in many memoirs about Shostakovich, really 
did take place;6 considering Rilke’s verses at the end of 
the symphony (“Death is omnipotent, it is on guard…”) it 
was difficult to regard it as anything other than vengeance 
accomplished. As for Shostakovich’s “strange” opening 
speech, such an assessment on the part of Schnittke is of 
no surprise: as a man of Christian faith, he could hardly 
accept the purely “atheistic” version of death presented by 
the composer. In any case, in this episode Shostakovich 
and Schnittke seem to be people of different generations 
and, largely, different spiritual traditions.

In his statements about Shostakovich, Schnittke notes 
a decline in interest in the composer in his final years. 
As an illustration, he describes the premiere of one of 
Shostakovich’s last opuses, Four Poems by Captain Leb-
yadkin, in the Small Hall of the Moscow Conservatory: 
the cool reception from the audience, the tired look of 
the composer who left the hall without even going up 
on stage to greet the musicians. The author of this article 
also happened to be present at that premiere, but had a 
somewhat different impression: the artistically brilliant 
performance of the cycle by soloist Yevgeny Nesterenko 
and pianist Yevgeny Shenderovich, the interesting com-
position in the spirit of the theatre of the absurd, the 
daring (for the times) satirical portrait of the revolutionary 
hero in the finale—in all this was felt the novelty that the 
majority of Shostakovich’s premieres gave the audience. 
The surprise was caused by something else: how could 
such a witty (though foolish) work be conceived on the 
eve of the composer’s death (only a few months remained 
before the end of his life in August 1975)?

Shostakovich’s passing left a feeling as if a giant void had 
suddenly formed. When everyday circumstances receded 
in the face of Eternity, the tone of conversations about his 
work also changed. In the article “Circles of Influence” 
published in the memorial collection of 1976, Schnittke 
reflects on Shostakovich as if from a different distance. 
He writes about the philosophical and ethical orienta-
tion of his music, his striving for continuous rebirth, his 
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“fearless openness to outside influence.” “In the 20th cen-
tury,” he writes, “only Stravinsky was endowed with the 
same magical ability to subordinate everything he saw… 
the Eighth and Fourteenth Quartets, [and] the Fifteenth 
Symphony are idiosyncratic crossroads of time, where 
the past enters into new relationships with the present, 
intruding, like the ghost of Hamlet’s father, into musical 
reality and shapes it.”7 

Of course, such high praise may have been due to the 
significance of the moment and the awareness of the 
irreparable loss that had befallen everyone at the time. 
But I think that it was something more. Directly or indi-
rectly, these assessments reflected Schnittke’s own creative 
attitudes, allowing us to see a certain parallelism in the 
compositional quests of two of the greatest Russian com-
posers of the 20th century. 

One of the first to note this parallelism was biogra-
pher and Schnittke researcher, Alexander Ivashkin, in 
his major essay “Shostakovich and Schnittke: Towards 
the Problem of the Great Symphony.”8 According to the 
thesis of the essay, Shostakovich and Schnittke were the 
last symphonic composers who expressed their vision 
of the world in the form of a large-scale instrumental 
drama. Addressing Shostakovich, but also relevant to 
Schnittke, Ivashkin writes: “Shostakovich was one of the 
few composers who continued to compose symphonies 
not just because of tradition, but because a symphony (or 
concerto, or quartet) was for him the most natural form 
of expression. In essence, it was a continuation of a great 

Romantic tradition, whereby musical composition, like 
the Romantic novel, became not just music, but the pro-
cess of dealing with certain issues through music. Such 
an attitude was characteristic of Mahler, Tchaikovsky, 
and Sibelius.”9

Furthermore, it could be argued that Shostakovich and 
Schnittke were drawn together by the universal nature 
of the ideas embodied in music. It is no coincidence 
that Schnittke called Shostakovich’s works “crossroads 
of time.” As the creator of intricate, multi-dimensional 
compositions which contained various temporal streams, 
Schnittke himself was distinguished by a new understand-
ing of musical time. Consider, for instance, the Second 
Symphony, a symphony-mass in which the dramatically 
tense orchestral part symbolises something happening in 
the “here and now,” whereas the Gregorian singing in the 
choral part embodies the image of Eternity. In a different 
way, the epilogue of the ballet Peer Gynt takes the listener 
to some new “fourth” dimension of existence, from which 
height the plot collisions that took place earlier are con-
ceptualised differently. 

These “crossroads of time,” intersections “of the past 
with the present” fit into the concept of Schnittke and 
Shostakovich’s music in a singular way. The compositions 
bear witness to the cultural memory of their creators. As 
Ivashkin writes, the music of Shostakovich and Schnittke 
“absorbs and constructs historical meanings—we sense 
in their symphonies the spiritual efforts of many genera-
tions without directly referring to the experience of these 
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generations, without re-enacting it. This experience is 
already given to us in Shostakovich and Schnittke’s musical 
vocabulary. Bachian rhetoric, Romantic phrases, idioms 
of classics and folk tunes, and the intonations of Soviet 
songs do not appear in their music merely as disparate 
elements of a style. They are not perceived as such, having 
coalesced into a new universal language.”10

It should be noted that this susceptibility to “outside” 
material, which Schnittke so valued in his senior colleague, 
manifested in himself somewhat differently. Quotations, 
quasi-quotations, allusions, which in Shostakovich’s 
work are used to represent the idea of a “festival of life,” 
transform into a deliberate method of polystylism and 
collage. In this, material of a banal, popular nature is by 
no means always opposed to the “elevated” author’s style: 
the conflict arises on a different level—as a clash between 
thematic and athematic material, harmony and chaos, as 
an apocalyptic prophecy of oblivion and the disappear-
ance of all life. 

Schnittke, like Shostakovich, belonged to the class of 
tragic artists: this is evidenced by the nature of musical 
statements, the intensity of conflict, the utmost dedication 
and self-sacrifice in creativity (the result of which was 
the illness that befell Schnittke in the summer of 1985, 
which almost cost him his life and ultimately shortened 
his creatively active phase). Like Shostakovich, the cen-
tral motif of Schnittke’s music was Good and Evil in their 
global philosophical interpretation; like Shostakovich, 
the composer reflects upon the tragedy and comedy of 
spiritual impoverishment. 

However, changing times forced a new way to look 
at these eternal problems, to introduce new accents in 
their sound world. Along with the fate of the individual 
in a totalitarian society, new themes became relevant—
the antagonism of culture and civilisation, the Faustian 
collision of temptation and repentance, the idea of unity 
of the Christian roots of musical art, and so forth—all of 
which became the content of Schnittke’s works. 

In the memorial article mentioned above, Schnittke 
speaks of Shostakovich’s ability to endure “the influences 
of other contemporaries” in his development.11 We add to 
this that occasionally these were the influences of Shosta-
kovich’s younger colleagues, the “Sixties Generation” of 
composers whose music incorporated dodecaphony, 
collage polystylism, and a meditative way of thinking. 
All of these can be heard in Shostakovich’s later opuses, 
particularly in his last symphony, the Fifteenth.

The Fifteenth Symphony is one of Shostakovich’s most 
“Mahlerian” symphonies, along with the Fourth, about 
which Schnittke devoted a chapter on instrumentation.12 
“…And through Shostakovich I came to Mahler,” Schnittke 
once remarked in an interview, thereby indicating another 
important key to his art. Indeed, Austro-German genes, 
from Bach to Mahler and the New Viennese, coupled with 
his family lineage, define a great deal in his music, includ-
ing both the tradition of the “great symphony” and the 

monograms of the great masters of the past. At the same 
time, Mahler’s quasi-eclecticism, the B-A-C-H symbol 
and Bach’s influence in general were largely acquired by 
way of Shostakovich, and the Soviet cultural mentality of 
the second half of the 20th century in general. 

It is worth recalling that, like his contemporaries and 
compatriots, Schnittke was nurtured in the atmosphere of 
the Khrushchev Thaw following the death of Stalin; that 
he combined the world’s musical and historical experi-
ence with the achievements of the Western avant-garde; 
that the prohibition of the “spoken word” helped him 
to form a “speaking” musical language, the language of 
polystylism. The tragedy of Schnittke’s music, and perhaps 
the phenomenon of symphony-drama itself, owes itself 
ultimately to the Soviet mentality. Without a doubt, in all 
of this, the link of succession with Shostakovich played 
a very significant role. 

It is well known how difficult Shostakovich’s rela-
tions with the official authorities were, and how much 
damage was done to his work by the Party campaigns 
of 1936 and 1948. Schnittke also lived through the con-
sequences of these campaigns. Although his biography 
fell upon relatively peaceful times, until the mid-1980s he 
had to experience the continuous pressure of the Soviet 
ideological machine. Although the composer himself 
considered the Nagasaki Oratorio, which was criticised 
at the composers’ plenum, to be a not fully mature opus, 
later such major works as the famous First Symphony 
also came under attack. The premiere of that work, which 
took place not in the capital, but in the provincial city of 
Gorky, was accompanied by a grand scandal (“The reac-
tion to the performance was hellish, God only knows,” 
the composer would later say about the occasion.) There 
were also problems with performances of other works, 
including the Requiem and Faust Cantata. 

The real triumph of Schnittke’s music was the festival 
of 1989. Held again in Gorky, which would soon regain 
its historic name (Nizhny Novgorod) under the patron-
age of Governor Boris Nemtsov, this festival was the 
world’s first panoramic display of Schnittke’s music. The 
crowded concert halls, the enthusiasm of the audience’s 
standing ovations, all of this echoed the Shostakovich 
festivals of the early 1960s. These music festivals, held 
during the “Thaw” and “Perestroika,” became symbols 
of social awakening, a symbol of the spiritual and moral 
solidarity that true art gives to people.

How is the music of these composers perceived now? It 
seems that the eternal problems Schnittke and Shostakov-
ich touched upon guarantee its relevance even in modern 
times. The drama of the events unfolding today on the 
European continent bring the reverberance of its tragic 
note into the 21st century. In this context, Shostakovich’s 
anti-militaristic pathos and the challenge of petty-bour-
geois spiritual degradation embodied in the Schnittke/
Erofeyev opera Life with an Idiot are understood in a new 
way. When the “simple Soviet man” transforms from a 
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myth constructed by official propaganda into real life, 
the worth of complex art, that art of great passions and 
great ideas, increases immeasurably. And perhaps the 

modern musical classics, personified by Schnittke and 
Shostakovich, will have their say once again.

Translated by Daniel Webb
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