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he editors of DSCH Journal

are pleased to introduce a new

regular feature: “Changing
Perspectives” Each instalment will
invite a contributor—a scholar, per-
former, critic, or simply a long-standing
and attentive listener—to revisit a sin-
gle publication that they regard as
having changed the direction of the
field, or of their own thinking about
the composer. It might be a book, an
article, a chapter, even a thesis or an
idea advanced only in passing; all will
be considered. The brief will be deliber-
ately simple: what was the publication,
why did it matter, and what changed
because of it?

This will not be a conventional book
review, nor a survey of the literature.
The aim will be narrower, and we hope
more illuminating: a considered, per-
sonal account of intellectual influence,
written by someone well placed to
explain it. Contributors will be free to
write critically as well as deferentially:
alandmark publication is not necessar-
ily one we agree with; rather it is one
that cannot or should not be ignored,
one that forced a response, moved
an argument forward, and so on. We
will be as glad to receive an essay that
champions an underappreciated piece
of writing as one that revisits a well-
known publication and explains, for
those who now take its conclusions
for granted, why they were not always
so obvious.

The range of possible subjects
is wide, and part of the pleasure
of the series will be seeing which
publications different contribu-
tors settle on. One might think, for
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instance, of Laurel Fay’s dismantling
of Volkov’s Testimony—first in The
Russian Review, then revisited more
fully in the Journal of the American
Musicological Society—which reset
the terms on which the composer’s
reputed memoirs could be treated as
evidence. Or of Richard Taruskin’s
“Public Lies and Unspeakable Truth,”
which reframed the Fifth Symphony
as a document of coded resistance
and reshaped a generationss listening.
Pauline Fairclough'’s reconstruction of
that same symphony’s official Soviet
reception approached the question
from the archive rather than the
score, while Marina Frolova-Walker’s
work on the Stalin Prize exposed the
machinery behind official recognition
more broadly. More recently, Eftychia
Diamantouli’s case for a “multitudinous
Shostakovich” has begun to unsettle
assumptions built up over decades of
Cold War-era reception in the West.
These are only examples—the essence
of the series is that such lists are per-
sonal, provisional, and always open
to argument.

Because the subjects will vary so
much in scope, we will be deliberately
flexible about length. A tightly argued
essay on a single article, or on a dis-
crete thesis, might run to little more
than 2,000 words; a piece addressing
a substantial monograph, or tracing
its influence across a body of subse-
quent work, may reasonably extend
towards 6,000. What will matter is
not length but clarity of argument:
we want to understand precisely
what the publication claimed, why
it landed as it did, and what our
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picture of Shostakovich would look
like without it.

We hope “Changing Perspectives”
will achieve two objectives simul-
taneously. For readers newer to the
subject, it will offer an informal map
of the Shostakovich literature worth
exploring, and why—no prior reading
required to enjoy it. For those who have
lived with this repertoire and its liter-
ature for years, it will be an invitation
to make explicit something usually left
implicit: the turning points that shaped
their own thinking, and the moments
when the common view was quietly,
or not so quietly, rewritten.

This series is not reserved for aca-
demics, and a contribution need not
carry the full apparatus of formal
scholarship—footnotes and a litera-
ture review are optional extras, not
requirements. We welcome expressions
of interest from anyone with a consid-
ered perspective to offer—scholars,
performers, critics, broadcasters, and
dedicated listeners alike—as well as
suggestions of publications, and people,
we might approach ourselves.

The inaugural entry that follows
exemplifies the spirit of the series.
Andrew Schartmann revisits Patrick
McCreless’s influential article “The
Cycle of Structure and the Cycle of
Meaning: The Piano Trio in E minor,
op. 67, considering the impact it had
on Shostakovich scholarship and on
wider debates about music analysis
and historical interpretation. We hope
it will encourage others to reflect on the
publications that have most profoundly
shaped their own understanding of the
composer and his music.



CHANGING PERSPECTIVES

Patrick McCreless

“The Cycle of Structure and the Cycle of Meaning:
The Piano Trio in E minor, op. 67"’ (1995)

by Andrew Schartmann

here are landmark publications
I that transform a discipline by
announcing a new method,
and there are others whose influ-
ence lies in something quieter.
Rather than proclaiming a new
intellectual programme, they
demonstrate a new way of think-
ing through the force of example.
Patrick McCreless’s article, “The
Cycle of Structure and the Cycle
of Meaning: The Piano Trio in E
minor, op. 67, belongs firmly to
the latter category.! Published in
David Fanning’s Shostakovich
Studies (1995), it is remembered
principally as an illuminating
reading of one of Shostakovich’s
most compelling chamber works.
Three decades later, however,
the essay assumes a broader sig-
nificance. It occupies a pivotal
moment in the maturation of
English-language Shostakovich
scholarship? while simultane-
ously revealing, in practice rather
than theory, a mode of inquiry
that McCreless would later artic-
ulate more explicitly in a series
of methodological writings.? Its
achievement lies not in proposing
a new analytical philosophy, but in
quietly demonstrating one.

To appreciate why the essay mat-
tered in 1995 requires recovering
an intellectual landscape that is less
familiar today, particularly for readers
outside North America. During the
final decades of the twentieth century,
music theory in the United States and

Canada established itself as an auton-
omous academic discipline, complete
with its own journals, learned soci-
eties, doctoral programmes, and
methodological traditions. That insti-
tutional success, however, carried an

By the early 1990s these disci-
plinary boundaries had come under
increasing scrutiny. The emergence
of what became known as the New
Musicology challenged assumptions
about the autonomy of musical works

and called for greater engage-

Patrick McCreless, Professor Emeritus of Music Theory,
Yale University

unintended consequence. Analytical
rigour increasingly became associ-
ated with the internal organisation of
musical structure, while questions of
history, politics, and cultural meaning
were often regarded as the province of
historical musicology. The distinction
nevertheless informed the intellectual
environment in which a generation
of scholars was trained.

ment with cultural and historical
questions.* The ensuing debate
was frequently cast as a choice
between competing scholarly
identities: one analysed musical
structure; the other interpreted
historical meaning. Lost amid
this rhetoric was the possibil-
ity that the two activities might
be mutually illuminating rather
than fundamentally opposed.

McCreless occupied a dis-
tinctive position within these
discussions. Throughout his
career he consistently resisted
the notion that analysis and
interpretation belonged to sep-
arate intellectual worlds. Yet one
of the clearest demonstrations
of this conviction did not first
appear in a methodological essay.
Instead, it emerged through the
close reading of a single work by
Dmitri Shostakovich.

Few twentieth-century
composers have posed greater chal-
lenges to analytical interpretation
than Shostakovich. As scholarship
on his life and work matured in the
West, attention naturally gravitated
towards questions that extended
well beyond the notes themselves.
The composer’s relationship with the
Soviet regime, the controversies sur-
rounding Testimony, the problem of

E DSCH JOURNAL * July 2026 ¢ N° 65 23



Patrick McCreless ¢ Andrew Schartmann

political dissent, and the search for
hidden meanings encouraged scholars
to approach the music as a historical
document before they approached
it as musical structure.” Such lines
of inquiry remain indispensable
to any serious understanding of
Shostakovich. Yet they also produced
an unintended imbalance: the field
had become rich in context but com-
paratively poor in sustained analytical
engagement. As Fanning argued in his
introduction to Shostakovich Studies,
personality, experience, and history
are “undoubtedly an important con-
cern,” but “the musical language itself”
deserves “equal attention.”

Indeed, Shostakovich Studies rep-
resented an important attempt to
redress that imbalance. The volume
did not advocate abandoning his-
torical inquiry in favour of technical
analysis. Rather, it demonstrated that
the two could proceed together. Essays
by Laurel E. Fay, Richard Taruskin,
Ellon D. Carpenter, Patrick McCreless,
and others approached Shostakovich
from markedly different perspectives,
yet collectively they signalled a grow-
ing willingness to treat the composer’s
musical language as a subject worthy
of sustained investigation. McCreless’s
contribution occupied a particularly
revealing place within this broader
project. Rather than simply offering
another analysis of the Piano Trioin E
minor, he asked a more fundamental
question: what kind of analysis does
this music require?

McCreless begins not by presenting
an analysis, but by questioning the
assumptions that had long shaped
discussion of the famous Trio. Like
many commentators before him, he
acknowledges the remarkable rela-
tionships that bind the work’s four
movements together. Yet he is dissat-
isfied with the language traditionally
used to describe those relationships.
To characterise the Trio simply as
a cyclic work, he argues, identifies
the recurrence of thematic material
without adequately explaining its
function. The “cyclic” label names a
phenomenon but offers little insight
into how recurring ideas contribute

to the work’s expressive trajectory.
Rather than accepting an inher-
ited analytical category, McCreless
asks whether a different conceptual
framework might better illuminate
the composition’s coherence.

That question quickly leads beyond
matters of formal design. By the mid-
1990s the Trio had already attracted
a substantial body of interpretative
literature. Composed during the final
years of the Second World War and
concluding with a finale whose Jewish
associations had become central to its
reception, the work naturally invited
historical and political readings. These
viewpoints had greatly enriched the
understanding of the Trio’s cultural
significance. At the same time, how-
ever, they exposed a methodological
problem. If the work’s historical mean-
ings were so compelling, what role
remained for detailed musical anal-
ysis? Conversely, if one concentrated
exclusively upon motivic design, tonal
organisation, or formal process, how
could those observations account for
the expressive force that had made the
work so compelling in the first place?

McCreless addresses this dilemma
through a conceptual distinction bor-
rowed from Jean-Jacques Nattiez.”
Drawing upon Nattiez’s categories
of immanent and extrinsic meaning,
he argues that neither perspective is
sufficient in isolation.® A persuasive
interpretation must account both for
the internal organisation of the music
and for the historical and cultural
associations through which listeners
experience it. His celebrated formu-
lation—the relationship between the
work’s “cycle of structure” and its
“cycle of meaning”—is therefore far
more than an elegant title. It defines
the analytical task that the essay pro-
ceeds to undertake. Structure and
meaning are not competing explana-
tions of the Trio; each becomes more
fully intelligible through the continual
presence of the other.

Importantly, McCreless does not
resolve this problem by attaching
historical commentary to an oth-
erwise conventional analysis. Nor
does he treat musical structure as a
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passive illustration of extra-musical
ideas. Instead, structural relationships
become the means through which
meaning emerges. Motivic recur-
rence, tonal organisation, and formal
correspondence are never presented
as self-contained technical observa-
tions. They participate directly in the
work’s expressive argument. At the
same time, historical interpretation is
continually disciplined by the musical
evidence itself. The result is neither
a formal analysis supplemented
by context nor a historical reading
supported by analytical examples.
It is a genuinely integrated mode of
interpretation.

The essay’s method is perhaps
nowhere more vividly demonstrated
than in its reading of the finale’s
closing pages. Having developed an
interpretation of the work’s “inner-di-
rected” and “outer-directed” voices,
McCreless turns to the final return
of the passacaglia and asks how its
expressive significance is realised
musically. Introducing the passage,
he remarks that “surface can merge
almost imperceptibly into structure,
criticism into analysis”® The obser-
vation serves as a description of his
own method as much as of the music
itself. What follows is neither a purely
formal reading nor a purely herme-
neutic one. Instead, the two become
inseparable.

McCreless traces the intricate net-
work of thematic, contrapuntal, and
tonal relationships that binds the return
of the passacaglia to the work’s larger
cyclic design, culminating in the strik-
ing appearance of the unresolved F
immediately before the final cadence.
That note functions simultaneously as a
structural event, delaying the expected
arrival of E, and as an expressive sign
associated with the Jewish topic that
has permeated the finale. As he writes,
the incursion of the F “marks for one
last time the intrusion of the subject
attempting to comprehend the dance
of death going on about him*® At
precisely this moment, the analytical
and interpretative arguments converge.
The tonal anomaly is not first analysed
and then interpreted; its structural



function becomes the source of its
expressive power. The reader comes
away persuaded not because analy-
sis and criticism have been carefully
balanced, but because, in McCreless’s
hands, they have become impossible
to disentangle.

Seen from today’s perspective, this
synthesis can appear almost self-evi-
dent. Some thirty years of scholarship
have accustomed readers to analy-
ses that move comfortably between
close musical observation and broader
historical interpretation. In 1995,
however, such an approach carried
a different significance. McCreless
wrote at a moment when analyti-
cal and historical inquiry were still
frequently presented as competing
intellectual enterprises. What dis-
tinguishes his essay is not that it
argues against this opposition, but
that it renders it irrelevant. Without
engaging in disciplinary polemic or
announcing a new methodology, the
essay simply proceeds as though the
divide did not exist.

It is striking how well the chap-
ter has aged. Its central claims
emerge through sustained analyti-
cal engagement rather than abstract
disciplinary argument, and for that
reason they continue to persuade
long after the immediate debates
have faded. McCreless invites us to
hear Shostakovich’s Trio as a work
whose structural coherence and
historical resonance are mutually con-
stitutive. Neither precedes the other;
each becomes fully intelligible only
through the continual presence of its
counterpart. This helps to explain the
chapter’s wider significance. Unlike
many influential publications that
explicitly announce a new critical
approach, “The Cycle of Structure
and the Cycle of Meaning” remains
resolutely focused on its immediate
subject. It advances no programme for
reforming music theory, nor does it
engage directly with the disciplinary
debates that occupied so much schol-
arly attention during the 1990s. Yet
this apparent modesty is precisely
what gives the chapter its enduring
influence. The essay persuades not
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because it tells readers how analysis
ought to be conducted, but because
it allows them to experience the
explanatory power of its method
from within.

That achievement becomes even
clearer when the chapter is read
alongside McCreless’s later meth-
odological writings, particularly
“Rethinking Contemporary Music
Theory” and “Music Theory and
Historical Awareness”"* The conti-
nuities are unmistakable. To be sure,
McCreless was by no means alone
in seeking to bridge the longstand-
ing divide between analytical and
historical inquiry. Yet few scholars
demonstrated so persuasively, through
the sustained interpretation of a sin-
gle work, how such an integration
might actually function in practice.
Indeed, the direction of influence
may not have been entirely one-sided.
Rather than viewing Shostakovich
simply as the object through which
McCereless illustrated ideas already
fully formed, it is tempting to spec-
ulate that the interpretive demands
of this repertoire helped to shape the
very methodological commitments
he would later articulate more explic-
itly. The refusal to separate analytical
and historical inquiry, the conviction
that musical structure acquires its
fullest significance through histori-
cal engagement, and the rejection of
false oppositions between technical
and humanistic modes of scholarship
all receive explicit formulation in
those later essays. Yet the relation-
ship runs in the opposite direction as
well. Rather than reading the Piano
Trio chapter merely as a precursor
to later theoretical reflections, it is
equally possible to understand the
later writings as articulations of an
intellectual practice that the earlier
essay had already realised in exem-
plary fashion. The significance of the
methodological essays therefore lies
not in validating the Shostakovich
study, but in helping us recognise
more clearly what it had already
accomplished.

The chapter occupies an equally
important place within the broader

history of English-language
Shostakovich scholarship. It appeared
ata moment when the field was begin-
ning to move beyond a tendency to
treat the composer’s works primarily
as repositories of political messages
or biographical testimony. Those con-
cerns did not disappear, nor should
they have, and McCreless himself
never argues that they should. Instead,
he demonstrates that historical inter-
pretation becomes more persuasive
when grounded in sustained engage-
ment with the musical argument itself.
In doing so, he offers an alternative
to two habits of scholarship that had
developed independently: analy-
ses whose technical sophistication
sometimes seemed detached from
historical experience, and historical
readings whose interpretative rich-
ness rested upon comparatively little
sustained musical analysis. His essay
declines both alternatives.

Seen from this perspective,
McCreless’s contribution also illumi-
nates the significance of Shostakovich
Studies as a whole. Fanning’s volume
has long been recognised as a water-
shed in English-language scholarship
on the composer, but its importance
extends beyond the individual contri-
butions of its distinguished authors.
Collectively, the essays invite readers
to approach Shostakovich neither as
an inscrutable political symbol nor
as an abstract technician, but as a
composer whose musical language
rewards the same analytical serious-
ness long accorded to figures such
as Beethoven, Brahms, or Debussy.
McCreless’s chapter occupies a par-
ticularly revealing place within this
larger project because it never chooses
to argue for the legitimacy of analyti-
cal engagement. It simply proceeds as
though such legitimacy were self-ev-
ident. The confidence of that gesture
reflects a field beginning to ask new
questions rather than merely defend-
ing established methods.

In 2026, that confidence has
become far easier to overlook.
Readers encountering the essay for
the first time today are unlikely to
regard its integration of analytical
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and historical inquiry as especially
unusual. Indeed, much of the finest
recent scholarship on Shostakovich—
and on twentieth-century music
more broadly—moves comfortably
between close musical observation
and broader questions of cultural
meaning. Precisely because this mode
of scholarship has become so familiar,
the originality of McCreless’s achieve-
ment is easier to underestimate. His
chapter belongs to an important
moment in the analytical matura-
tion of Shostakovich studies, one in
which detailed engagement with the

music itself increasingly came to be
regarded not as an alternative to his-
torical understanding but as one of its
indispensable foundations.

The strongest analytical writing
ultimately changes more than a read-
er’s understanding of a particular
composition; it changes expectations
of what analytical scholarship can
accomplish. McCreless’s reading of
Shostakovich’s Piano Trio does pre-
cisely that. By the close of the essay,
the distinction between the work’s
“cycle of structure” and its “cycle
of meaning” no longer appears as

a methodological dilemma await-
ing theoretical resolution. Instead,
the two have become inseparable
aspects of a single musical experience.
Without announcing a new school
of thought or seeking to redefine the
discipline, “The Cycle of Structure
and the Cycle of Meaning” quietly
demonstrated what analytical schol-
arship could become when it refused
to separate musical structure from
historical understanding. Its achieve-
ment remains every bit as compelling
as the analysis itself. That is the sign
of a landmark publication.
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