\§ SPOTLIGHT ON THE MUSIC

by Marian Trescher

Half a century following Dmitri
Shostakovich’s death, the musico-
logical landscape remains replete
with as many unresolved questions
as existed during his lifetime. A sig-
nificant portion of these inquiries
revolves around the complex relation-
ship between Shostakovich and Joseph
Stalin, a dynamic for which the Tenth
Symphony serves as a particularly
illuminating case study. The scholarly
discourse continues to be influenced
by Solomon Volkov’s controversial
1979 publication Testimony.' This
work has been thoroughly scrutinised
and largely discredited as an unreli-
able historical source by prominent
scholars, including Laurel Fay and
Richard Taruskin.? Nevertheless,
one passage concerning the Tenth
Symphony remains persistently cited
in academic literature:

I couldn’t write an apotheosis to
Stalin, I simply couldnt. I knew
what I was in for when I wrote the
Ninth. But I did depict Stalin in
music in my next symphony, the
Tenth. I wrote it right after Stalins
death, and no one has yet guessed
what the symphony is about. It's
about Stalin and the Stalin years.
The second part, the scherzo, is a
musical portrait of Stalin, roughly
speaking. Of course, there are many
other things in it, but that’s the basis.?

This article explores the pos-
sibility of a distinct Stalin motif,
analogous to the established
DSCH and Elmira motifs, that
can be identified in Shostakovich’s
Tenth and Twelfth symphonies—a

The Stalin Motif in
Shostakovich’s Tenth and
Twelfth Symphonies

hypothesis independent of external
testimonials.

The basis for this analysis lies in the
name motifs of the Tenth Symphony.
Both the DSCH motif, and the Elmira
motif share a fundamental character-
istic: their inherent sequence of notes
remains theoretically consistent. This
is particularly evident in the Elmira
motif, where all twelve entries begin
on the sounding E. While the DSCH
motif in the Tenth Symphony occa-
sionally deviates from this pattern, its
semantic significance remains uncon-
tested, considering that the motif
appears in its pure form at all climaxes
and important moments. This suggests
that Shostakovich did not adhere dog-
matically to “correct” note sequences,
but that central appearances invariably
return to the original notes. Further
evidence of Shostakovich’s fond-
ness for name motifs is noted in the
Preface to the Complete Collection
of my Works and a Brief Reflection
upon this Preface, op. 123, where
the DSCH motif recurs alongside
a musical setting of the abbrevia-
tion RSESR, rendered as D, E-flat, F,
E-flat, and D, again demonstrating his
hybrid approach combining German
notation (E-flat=Es=S) and solfége
(D=Re=R). From these examples,
several premises can emerge:

1. Shostakovich found intellectual
satisfaction in such cryptographic
practices.

2. Shostakovich never documented
any of the hidden motifs outside of
his music. Indeed, without Elmira
Nazirova’ assistance, Nelly Kravetz
would likely not have deciphered
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the Elmira motif in 1994.* It is
therefore reasonable to postulate
that additional undiscovered
name motifs may exist within his
compositions.

3. Name motifs typically manifest
through a pronounced emphasis
on specific tone sequences. While
transposed variants occur, they
represent exceptions rather than
the standard.

4. Shostakovich employed diverse
tonal systems for musical name-
encoding and frequently integrated
these systems. His apparent
preference for complex solutions
over letter omissions suggests
that his approach likely extended
beyond the German and Italian
systems exclusively.®

Bearing these premises in mind,
a particular melody from the Tenth
Symphony warrants closer exam-
ination. The woodwind melody
of the second movement appears
seven times in its original form or in
closely related variations. This mel-
ody from Example 1 constitutes the
foundational material for substantial
portions of the movement, gener-
ating numerous adapted iterations.
An exemplary passage occurs from
m. 59 onward. While the relation-
ship remains evident, this variation
lacks the characteristic fourth leap
and the accompaniment introduces
a pronounced chromatic quality
to the otherwise diatonic theme.
Shostakovich subjects such varia-
tions to modulation, initiating them
from different tonal centres. A com-
parable approach characterises the
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Example 1- Symphony no. 10, second movement, mm. 7-10
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Example 2 - Symphony no. 10, third movement, mm. 68-70
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DSCH motif in the third movement
onward of m. 366, yet this does not
alter the fact that its initial position
consistently originates from B-flat.

This woodwind melody is com-
plemented by a trumpet motif, first
heard in m. 68 of the scherzo (Ex.
2). This concise motif inverts the
final four notes of the woodwind
melody while preserving the same
four pitches. The motif recurs three
additional times before merging with
the ascending three-note figure from
the opening. Significantly, the first two
notes remain constant throughout
these iterations. Creating a strong
focus on the notes B-flat, C, D-flat
and E-flat in the scherzo.

While the Tenth Symphony
provides substantial grounds for
hypothesising, the Twelfth Symphony
introduces a new dimension to this
investigation. Two bars before figure
46, the tone sequence E-flat, B-flat
and C emerges for the first time and
is repeated six more times until the
conclusion of the first movement,
which ultimately terminates with this
very motif. The same motif appears
four times in the second movement,
though now enharmonically notated
as D-sharp, A-sharp, and B-sharp.
What remains inconspicuous in
the first and second movements is
unmistakable in the finale: the note
combination resurfaces at ﬁgure 106,
appearing several times in its origi-
nal form, twice modulated down by
a minor third, and again with the
original pitches four measures before
figure 109. This motif achieves its
most pronounced articulation two
measures after figure 120, from

which point Shostakovich presents
it in unison eight consecutive times
in the B-minor finale of the Twelfth
Symphony.

In summary, the notes E-flat, B-flat
and C recur with remarkable fre-
quency. They are adjacent with the
motif’s appearance in the second
movement and two entries in the
finale that commence on C—pre-
sumably a harmonic consideration
to facilitate transition. Here the
motif does not appear in unison but
is heard simultaneously with other
material, a technique reminiscent
of the DSCH motif in the Tenth
Symphony.® A key consideration
might apply to Shostakovichs decision
to employ enharmonic inversion in
the second movement. Nevertheless,
Shostakovich maintains the original
notation in all other passages, even
when the key signature does not
accommodate the B-flat minor of
the motif. A subtle element of irony
might offer an explanation: “Razliv;”
the title of the second movement,
references Vladimir Lenin’s hiding
place. Perhaps the motif is similarly
concealed superficially within the
musical texture without compromis-
ing its functional integrity. Regardless,
the three-note motif is distinct and
even its occasional notational devia-
tions scarcely obscure the impression
of their deeper significance.

The musical material in the
Twelfth Symphony evokes the same
interpretive questions as the Elmira
motif prior to its decoding. Fanning
concluded his analysis in 1989 with
the observation: “How convenient
if EAEDA could be shown to be a

musical signature complementing
DSCH.” Similarly, Paul Serotsky iden-
tified the tone sequence E-flat, B-flat
and C as material with substantial
programmatic potential, character-
ising it as an impending calamity
that aurally suggests a population in
distress.® While this interpretation
remains speculative, it demonstrates
that these three notes are perceived as
a disruptive motif that seems incom-
patible within the broader musical
context.

Lastly, the Tenth Symphony fur-
ther clarifies the significance of this
three-note motif in mm. 352-354
of the second movement, where
Shostakovich appends an additional
note in an unprecedented direction.
Whereas this extension had occurred
previously as a third, it now occurs as
a descending fourth. Consequently,
the notes C, D-flat, E-flat, and B-flat
sound at the movement’s conclusion.
Just as the Elmira and DSCH motifs
conclude the third movement, and
the DSCH motif is emphatically ham-
mered into the final moments of the
fourth movement, the notes E-flat,
B-flat and C terminate the Twelfth
Symphony. This structural parallel
strongly suggests that these notes
carry deliberate semantic weight.

It is therefore reasonable to postu-
late that the notes E-flat, B-flat and C
possess deeper significance, given the
militant and monolithic character of
the second movement, combined with
autobiographical Stalinist elements
(even without reference to Volkov’s
Testimony). The historical connection
to the Twelfth Symphony strength-
ens this hypothesis further. While
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Stalin has no direct association with
“Razliv’—perhaps also explaining why
the motif appears in the second move-
ment only in an enharmonically altered
form—its pronounced appearance at
the conclusion of the first movement
and particularly at the symphony’s end
invites an interpretation with Stalin in
focus. He played a pivotal role in the
seizure of power in Petrograd during
the 1917 revolution, which is the topic
of the first movement and additionally
he fits contextually within the fourth
movement. The final€’s title describes
the revolution’s conclusion and the
transition to the Soviet Union, with
its attendant aspirations for socie-
tal improvement. Although Lenin
remained alive at the revolution’s end,
he was severely debilitated and died
shortly thereafter. Stalin represents
both the revolution’s conclusion and
the Soviet Union’s inception; the rev-
olution’s hopes rise and fall with him.
Given his political legacy, the forceful
reintroduction of the three-note motif
into the musical texture and the choice
of B-minor acquire profound contex-
tual significance. The only remaining
interpretive challenge is establishing
the connection between the notes
E-flat, B-flat, C and Stalin.

This paper proposes one potential
solution by employing the German
tone system (as with the DSCH and
Elmira motifs); the note names are

thus B, C and Es. Examining Stalin’s
name in Cyrillic script—Mocud
Buccapuonosuu Cranun (Joseph
Vissarionovich Stalin)—the B and C
in Stalin’s initials become immedi-
ately apparent. This correspondence is
particularly striking in the three-note
motif of the Twelfth Symphony, where
E-flat, B-flat, and C appear in the
correct sequential order for this inter-
pretation. If E-flat could be interpreted
as representing Joseph, a compelling
case emerges for identifying a Stalin
motif. Although Russian orthogra-
phy includes a specific letter for the
initial sound of Stalin’s first name (&,
pronounced “yo”), Joseph is written in
Russian with an “io” The letter &, the
most recent addition to the Russian
alphabet (dating from the late 18th
century), remained optional in usage
for an extended period. The name
Tosseb, derived from Biblical sources,
maintains a historical spelling still
in contemporary use. Although the
Russian pronunciation of the name
contains the sound “yo” rather than
“io,” Stalin’s first name was not written
with é. Phonetically—and music is
fundamentally a sonic art—Joseph
contains a modified “e” sound, just
as an altered E (E-flat) sounds in the
musical motif.

Under this interpretation, the notes
E-flat, B-flat and C represent Stalin’s
initials and integrate seamlessly into

the Twelfth Symphony. While the the-
ory appears somewhat less convincing
for the Tenth Symphony, the fact that
these interpretations do not contradict
each other, combined with the notes’
distinctive appearance in the Tenth’s
Scherzo, suggests several possibilities:
the Stalin motif concept may have
been less fully developed at this stage;
Shostakovich may have intentionally
employed greater concealment; or he
prioritised melodic considerations
for musical reasons. Perhaps at this
juncture, he indeed maintained the
association with Boris Godunov.’
While definitive confirmation may
remain out of reach, the evidence
presented here suggests that E-flat-B-
flat-C merits serious consideration
as a deliberate motif with potential
biographical resonance. Its structural
prominence in both the Tenth and
Twelfth Symphonies, its behaviour
alongside established name motifs,
and its plausible alignment with
Stalin’s initials all support its relevance
as an analytical lens. If the motif does
signify Stalin, alternative interpreta-
tions or additional referents cannot
be ruled out. The aim here is simply
to propose a musically grounded
approach to the question—one that
invites further inquiry without relying
on sensational testimonies or dis-
missive assumptions that have long
polarised Shostakovich scholarship.
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