INTERVIEW

Echoes of Shostakovich

An Interview with Mark Isaacs

Isaacs conducting the Czech National Symphony Orchestra in a recording of his Symphony no. 2. Credit: Edward Beck

By Andrew Schartmann

Australian composer and pianist Mark Isaacs is known
for his stylistic breadth, blending classical formalism with
jazz-inspired lyricism and cinematic drama. A two-time
ARIA Award nominee and recipient of the Albert H. Maggs
Composition Award, Isaacs has been lauded by the Los
Angeles Times for his ‘extraordinary sensitivity” and by
The Australian for his “inspired” compositional voice. His
works—ranging from intimate piano preludes to expansive
orchestral symphonies—draw on a wide array of influences
without subscribing to any one school.

Isaacs has composed more than 100 works across many
genres and has performed at major festivals and venues
around the world, including international tours for the
Australian government. In 2024, he recorded his Symphony
no. 2 for the Gracemusic label, conducting the Czech

44 ¢ July 2025 * N° 63 * DSCH JOURNAL g

National Symphony Orchestra in a performance that show-
cases his richly expressive orchestral voice.

Though his music does not align overtly with any sin-
gle compositional lineage, Isaacs’s reflections on Dmitri
Shostakovich—particularly in relation to motivic writing,
orchestration, and stylistic resonance—offer a distinctive
perspective on the composer’s enduring influence beyond
the Russian and post-Soviet traditions.

In this conversation with DSCH Journal, Isaacs discusses
that influence not as a matter of direct inheritance, but as
a constellation of resonances, affinities, and unconscious
absorptions. From his “Air” for solo piano—a “meta-hom-
age” that gestures toward both Bach and Shostakovich—to
moments of wind writing in his symphonies, Isaacs explores
how a composer’s musical DNA can surface obliquely in
another’s work, even when the connection is subtle, inter-
mittent, or entirely intuitive.



DSCH: When did you first encoun-
ter the music of Shostakovich, and
what were your initial impressions—
either as a listener, a performer, or a
composer?

Isaacs: I didn’t engage with
Shostakovich in my teens, though
I immersed myself in many other
classical composers during those for-
mative years. I think my first serious
encounter with his music came later,
when I was writing one of my string
quartets and undertook a survey of
his remarkable quartets.

DSCH: Your own compositional
language traverses a wide stylistic
range. Where does Shostakovich
sit within that larger constellation
of influences—if he does at all?

Isaacs: Early on, Shostakovich served
as something of a touchstone for any
threnodic writing I attempted. Later,
when I began composing sympho-
nies—which I didn’t do until my
fifties—his own symphonic works
became increasingly important for
me to understand. Initially, I engaged
with them through recordings, but
more recently I've delved into them
even more deeply via my subscription
to the Berlin Philharmonic’s Digital
Concert Hall.

DSCH: Were there particular sym-
phonies—or specific movements or
moments—that struck you as espe-
cially compelling or influential? What
aspects of Shostakovich’s symphonic
voice spoke to you most as you began
writing in the genre yourself?

Isaacs: I must single out the first move-
ment of the Tenth Symphony as the
one that burrowed most deeply into
my soul and has remained with me
as an emblem of this great composer.
It's a vast, brooding canvas—so unlike
the opening gambit of a more classical
symphony. Shostakovich stays so inex-
orably with it; riding its climactic arcs,
he never departs from its main thesis
with any kind of contrasting subject.
find this uncompromising stance to be

Andrew Schartmann « Echoes of Shostakovich

akind of talisman: a powerful example
of how a composer can manifest an
unfettered spirit of pure devotion to
craft and art.

Such a thing really can echo across
generations in its impact, becoming a
model for future artists. It's a movement
that resists facile decoding—it gestures
inwardly and never fully exposes itself.
One might say it’s a portrait of an
artist hiding, and yet yearning to be
known. This act of hiding or shadowing
becomes a kind of orchestral chiaroscu-
ro—a tonal dusk in which nothing is
fully seen. How bold, to construct an
entire opening movement of a sym-
phony from such a damask cloth.

DSCH: Have your views on
Shostakovich changed over time?
Are there works of his you appreciate
now that you may have overlooked or
dismissed earlier in your career?

Isaacs: It's been something of a movable
feast. He began on the periphery of my
musical world, but has gradually drawn
closer to the centre of my creative
muse as the decades pass. I've already
cited the first movement of the Tenth
Symphony as one that made a profound
impression on me, but the whole sym-
phony remains compelling—perhaps
the most striking example of his use
of the DSCH motif, played against a
musical epigram for his love interest,
of course.

Two other symphonies have also
struck a great bell in me. The Fourth,
with its almost barbed-wire ferocity,
yields unexpectedly at the close of the
finale to that obsessive, celesta-driven
passage—repetitive, almost minimal-
ist—moments not easily forgotten. And
then there’s the First Symphony: more
classical in its construction, yes, but
written in his teens and already unmis-
takably bearing the stamp of genius.
Anylingering doubts must be dispelled
by the sheer precocity and confidence
of that work.

DSCH: Your piece “Air” from Preludes
for Piano Book II engages subtly with

musical epigrams like BACH and
DSCH. What initially drew you to
those motifs, and how consciously
were you thinking about their histor-
ical baggage—or about Shostakovich’s
own treatment of them—when com-
posing the piece?

Isaacs: Truthfully, those epigrams
emerged entirely unconsciously. I was
aware of them, of course, but had no
intention of including them. I set out
simply to write an “Air” in a kind of
neo-Baroque style, albeit with mod-
ern twists. Shostakovich had already
charted a path for such an approach in
his use of tonality and rhythm in the
24 Preludes and Fugues, op. 87.1 had
been listening to those works just before
writing Air, so I suspect that his sound
world entered the piece subliminally.
Certainly the inclusion of the epigrams
wasn't planned—it was intuitive.

DSCH: Since “Air” arose intuitively
rather than analytically, I wonder if
your ear caught anything in retro-
spect—harmonic colours, motivic
shapes, a kind of affect—that felt dis-
tinctly Shostakovichian. Do you hear
his voice in the piece now, even if you
didnt intend it?

Isaacs: “Air” is a homage to both
Shostakovich and Bach—but also, in
away, a meta-homage to Shostakovichs
own tribute to Bach in his 24 Preludes
and Fugues for piano. I do hear some-
thing of a Shostakovichian interiority in
the piece—that same sense of inward-
ness I spoke about in relation to the first
movement of the Tenth Symphony—
though, of course, rendered here on a
much smaller, more intimate scale.

Looking back, I also notice that I
instinctively gravitated toward the
intervallic DNA shared by the BACH
and DSCH motifs. Apart from their
final notes, both turn around a semitone
followed by a minor third, moving in
either direction. These shapes perme-
ate “Air,” though I wasn't consciously
invoking them at the time. It seems
the homage was already written into
my hand.
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DSCH: You described “Air” as a
“meta-homage,” in some sense nod-
ding to Bach through Shostakovich.
What aspects of Shostakovich’s
own engagement with Bach do you
find most musically or emotionally
resonant?

Isaacs: I think Bach’s music pointed
astonishingly far into the future. 'm
particularly struck by the 25th vari-
ation of the Goldberg Variations—
the so-called “Black Pear]”—where
he moves so far from the G minor
home that it seems almost prophetic
of Chopin. Bach was already pushing
the limits of dissonance, and that path
leads, for me, toward Shostakovich,
who truly stretches tonal lan-
guage to its outer edges. But where
Shostakovich diverges most strikingly
from Bach is metrically—through the
use of asymmetric metres, which are
not so overt in Bach, though they’re
often implied. That metrical freedom
imposed on a Baroque frame touched
me as well, which might be why “Air”
is written in 5/4 time and structured
in two sections of five bars each—so
the quintuple extends from metre to
macro-phrase.

DSCH: In your Symphony no.
2, you've cited moments where
Shostakovich’s influence surfaces in
the wind writing and harmonic idiom.
Can you speak to how these passages
evolved—whether they were shaped
by deliberate reference or by some-
thing more instinctual?

Isaacs: The only deliberate aspect was
including all of Shostakovich’s sym-
phonies in my wider listening before
composing. Any specific influence
emerging in the music itself was
entirely instinctual—I wasn’'t con-
sciously trying to evoke him. Only
later, on reflection, did I recognise
that certain fast wind flurries—sca-
lar, though leaping around chromat-
ically—had a Shostakovichian feel.
Another example: I built toward a
climax on an F major triad, but imme-
diately contradicted it with a B natural
pedal—a tritone away—blasted out

by lower brass and strings. That also
struck me, entirely retrospectively, asa
very Shostakovich-inspired moment.

DSCH: That kind of instinctual echo—
especially in dramatic gestures or har-
monic turns—feels very much in the
spirit of Shostakovich indeed. Do you
think your process of internalising his
music through deep listening shaped
your compositional instincts, even if
unconsciously?

Isaacs: Let me explain a bit about my
compositional method. I compose by
improvising at the piano—even when
writing a symphony. Of course, not
in real time. I go phrase by phrase.
I improvise until I find an idea that
could serve as an opening, then jot it
down in a shorthand that probably
only I would understand—bare bones,
skeletal notations. Then I continue,
improvising until I find the next
phrase, and so on, moving linearly
from beginning to end. Although
I could go back and revise earlier
phrases, I almost never do.

After the sketchpad stage, I move to
notation software, where the orches-
tration and finer textures—counter-
melodies, contrapuntal details—are
fleshed out. These may not have
appeared during the piano sketch-
ing phase because they simply didn’t
need to. But I already have a sense of
orchestral colour at the sketch stage,
and I'll make notes to that effect: “cor
anglais, solo,” and so forth.

DSCH: Shostakovich is said to have
composed linearly as well—build-
ing piece by piece, letting the music
unfold in real time. Does that working
method resonate with you beyond
process? Do you think it shapes the
kind of musical drama or architecture
that results?

Isaacs: That’s a fascinating question.
I've always composed linearly—long
before I knew that Shostakovich did. I
tend to play through my sketches con-
stantly for flow, and doing that across
amovement, or even across the whole
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symphony up to the point I've reached,
is a central part of my process. It gives
me a real-time sense of architecture
and continuity. I almost never remove
anything substantial once it's written;
the vetting happens beforehand, in
the moment of conception. What
follows is refinement, elaboration, and
orchestration—rather than structural
revision.

Butin one crucial respect, my method
differs sharply from Shostakovich’s:
I always compose at the piano, and I
understand he never did. That aston-
ishes me, because for me, the piano
is not just a tool—it’s a sounding
board that fuels the entire compo-
sitional process. I recall reading that
Shostakovich could be rather scathing
about Prokofiev in this regard, criti-
cising him for being a “piano com-
poser”—as [ suppose I am too, in the
sense that 'm both a composer and
a performing pianist.

It makes me wonder whether piano
composers are sometimes more
directly melodic, more inclined
toward tunefulness, and perhaps less
overtly motivic. Though of course
that distinction can be blurry. Take
Bach—he’s one of the great motivic
composers, but also remarkably tune-
ful. Some of his most memorable mel-
odies are said to have been inspired by
his wife Anna Magdalena, who was,
intriguingly, a singer. So perhaps the
question of “motivic” versus “tuneful”
can come down as much to medium
and collaboration as it does to method.

DSCH: You've said that your uncon-
scious mind is often a better com-
poser than your conscious one—that
influence sometimes works below the
surface. How literal is that influence
for you? Does it vary?

Isaacs: I rarely “draw on” another com-
poser in any analytical or literal way.
At most, I'll decide to write a piece
in a certain form—say, a nocturne—
and naturally, Chopin might enter my
mind as a guiding spirit. But I don’t set
out to imitate him. His essence might



seep in unconsciously. It's not a studied
process. It's more like deciding to have
a Japanese meal, without specifying
what dishes you’ll order—and then
allowing the chef'to surprise you with
something inventive, more contem-
porary but still recognisably of the
tradition.

DSCH: I suppose being derivative
is rarely—if ever—a goal for a com-
poser, so it makes intuitive sense to
channel influence rather than mimic
it. Still, it’s fascinating how certain
composers seem to linger in the mar-
gins of a work, shaping its character
without leaving obvious fingerprints.

Isaacs: Any conscious presence of
other composers in my work—before
or as I'm writing—tends to be some
kind of homage. For example, the
second movement of my Symphony
no. 2 is very much a homage to
Mahler’s famous Adagietto. I give
it the tempo indication Adagietto
cantando—a slight distinction, as
Mabhler himself used Adagietto as a
title, not a tempo marking. I also
score it for strings and harp, like
Mabhler, but add celesta to the mix.
And the home tonality is F major,
just as in Mahler’s. That’s an overt
homage that many listeners will pick
up on, including something of the
emotional world. But I think there
are other harmonic influences that
shape my style in that movement—
English composers, certainly, and
a little from jazz harmony as well.

And then there’s another kind of
homage: not to a composer but to
a form—Ilike a nocturne, or in the
case of Bach and Shostakovich, a
prelude and fugue, say.

As for those spectral moments of
influence—1I find they’re more often
pointed out to me after the fact. A
respected colleague once described a
“Sibelius moment” in the first move-
ment of my Symphony no. 2. Thadn't
thought of it that way, but when I
listened with his ears, I understood
what he meant.

Andrew Schartmann « Echoes of Shostakovich

I do thinkI carry paraphrases of other
composers’ styles within me. I could,
if asked, compose quite fluently in
their voices—it was part of my rather
old-fashioned undergraduate training,
after all. But this isn’t plagiarism or
cribbing. It's something more organic.
AsTsaid, the composer may not even
know when those moments surface. I
usually don't—apart from the explicit
homages I've mentioned.

DSCH: You've also performed
Shostakovich’s music as a pianist, and
at times have found yourself defending
it among colleagues. What kinds of
critiques have you encountered, and
what compels you to advocate for his
work in response?

Isaacs:Thad a colleague—an extremely
fine musician—who simply could not
abide Shostakovich. He considered
him almost entirely lacking in craft,
even a kind of charlatan. I found that
position difficult to understand. While
I respect personal taste, I could never
engage in an “Emperor’s New Clothes”
moment where I declare that artists
and thinkers of the past century—
many far greater than myself—have
all been duped by Shostakovich, and
only I'have seen through the illusion.

That said, I have before me a book
by Robin Holloway, On Music: Essays
and Diversions, 1963-2003, which
includes a chapter titled “Puzzled by
Shostakovich” The title alone sug-
gests a more tentative critique than
my colleague’s, but Holloway is still
extraordinarily strident:

“Inaudible to me was any allure—the
beauty, intensity, depth, content that
give an entrée to a creator's particu-
lar world. What I heard instead was
neutral, or indeed repellent: battle-
ship-grey in melody and harmony,
factory-functional in structure; in
content all rhetoric and coercion,
exercises or instructions in communal
lament and celebration, rendered by
portentous slow music and mirthless
fast music, nearly identical from work
to work, coarsely, if effectively, scored,

executed with horrifying fluency and
competence, kept unflaggingly going
long after its natural cut-off point
had passed; music to rouse rabbles,
to be seen from far away like slogans
in letters 30 feet high, without inner
musical necessity””

This is a blistering assessment of a
composer many—including myself—
regard as a genius. Yet some of what
Holloway could be singling out—what
I'might call the “wrong note harmony,”
the rhetorical insistence, the stento-
rian gestures—can, for those who are
receptive, become distinctive virtues
in themselves. He shares certain stylis-
tic affinities with others like Prokofiev,
Hindemith, or Britten, who also
“addle” an overall tonal sound world
with “wrong notes’, but Shostakovich
perhaps pushes this the furthest.

Today, I sense less division over his
stature than in the past. In fact, my
aforementioned colleague was con-
templating a reassessment after read-
ing Jeremy Eichler’s recent Time’s Echo.
I'm not sure if he followed through,
but it was heartening to hear.

DSCH: Do you think this divisiveness
is part of what keeps Shostakovich
relevant to today’s composers?

Isaacs: I'd say that divisiveness is one
of the engines that drives artistic rel-
evance. We see it with Shostakovich,
but also with others. Mahler, for
instance, enjoys tremendous popu-
larity in today’s musical climate, yet
many listeners remain ambivalent or
sceptical, raising familiar doubts about
excess or sentimentality. Wagner, of
course, divides opinion even more
deeply—and on multiple fronts.

What’s interesting to me is how rare
it’s become to speak in divisive terms
about earlier composers. Beethoven
and Mozart, for example, now occupy
akind of untouchable canon. Yet his-
tory shows that even they have been
subject to scathing critiques: Ralph
Vaughan Williams and Debussy
both voiced strong reservations

E DSCH JOURNAL ° July 2025 ¢ N° 63 » 47



Echoes of Shostakovich ¢ Andrew Schartmann

about Beethoven, and Glenn Gould
famously dismissed much of Mozart’s
output. Today, such views might be
seen as heretical or even discrediting.

I recall an interview with Peter
Sculthorpe, perhaps Australia’s
most esteemed composer, where
the interviewer was taken aback
when Sculthorpe said that he was
not nourished by the galant style—
particularly Haydn, most of Mozart,
and some of Beethoven. He found
the classical world too aristocratic,
too mannered. Its elegance, for him,
was like furniture out of place. And I
must say, I understand that sentiment.
In my deepest aesthetic inclinations,
I tend to leap from pre-Baroque and
Baroque directly to the Romantics
and the Moderns. Of course, there
are many exceptions—late Mozart
symphonies, his piano concertos,
and countless Beethoven movements
I deeply treasure. ButI return to them

less often than I do to those compos-
ers on either side of the classical era’s
stylistic centre.

DSCH: Speaking of style, your music
spans classical, jazz, and film idioms,
often blending genres in subtle ways.
Shostakovich, too, wrote music that
straddled public accessibility and
structural sophistication. Do you
see a kind of kinship there—even if
it’s indirect?

Certainly I feel kinship with any musical
polymath, and Shostakovich is a com-
pelling example of that. He composed
film music and even orchestrated Tea
for Two. But I must acknowledge that,
unlike him, I was born and continue
to live in a free society. I cannot claim
any personal kinship with the experi-
ence of composing under a totalitarian
regime. That reality shaped his music
profoundly and must never be forgotten.
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Shostakovich, I think, suffered from
being too honest—not in confession,
but in form. The Tenth Symphony is
often read as a veiled portrait of Stalin,
but the truth is deeper: it is a portrait of
what happens to the inner life when it’s
monitored, surveilled, and terrorised
by power. The terrible irony is that in
trying to repress ambiguity, author-
itarian regimes only increase it. You
end up with double meanings in every
bar, with entire symphonies that read
like palimpsests of coded resistance.
Maybe this is what confounds his
detractors and excites his admirers.

To learn more about Mark Isaacs’
work, visit his YouTube channel at
https://www.youtube.com/user/mark-
isaacsvideo. Readers are also invited
to access a recording of his Second
Symphony by visiting this link: https://
fim.to/markisaacssymphonyno2 .
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