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“Slavs . . . with a Twist” 
 

Sonata for Cello and Piano, Op.40  

Dmitri Shostakovich (1906-1975) 

 

 Dmitri Shostakovich was only 28 when he achieved his first major international success, 

the opera Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk.  Public and critical approbation for the work was immediate 

at its premiere in January 1934, and plans were undertaken to produce the opera in New York 

City at the Metropolitan Opera.  Two years later the bubble burst.  Joseph Stalin attended a 

performance in January 1936, walking out after less than an hour.  Within days, a denunciation 

of Shostakovich, the opera, and his music appeared in Pravda. Its tone is summarized by the 

following passage. 

Lady Macbeth is having great success with bourgeois audiences abroad.  Is it not 

because the opera is absolutely unpolitical and confusing that they praise it?  Is it 

not explained by the fact that it tickles the perverted tastes of the bourgeoisie with 

its fidgety, screaming, neurotic music? 

 

 Following this blistering attack, Shostakovich was forced to devise a new approach for 

his music, one that was acceptable to the Stalinist regime.  The historical view has been that the 

Cello Sonata was his last work with any degree of artistic freedom. Recent scholars have 

explored the sonata’s relationship to Shostakovich’s personal life.  

 

 He wrote it primarily in August and September 1934. Temporarily separated from his 

first wife, Nina Varzar, he was embroiled in an affair with Elena Konstantinovskaya, a twenty-

year-old interpreter he had met at the Leningrad Festival in May. Apparently Shostakovich 

considered marrying Elena, but the announcement of Nina’s pregnancy in the late summer 

precipitated a reconciliation. David Fanning has written: 

. . . for all the Sonata’s restrained exterior, Shostakovich’s personal experiences 

never seem far from the surface. It would not be difficult to find echoes of his 

stormy love-life in the alternately troubled and amorous first movement, while the 

intense climax to the elegiac slow movement seems to reach out compassionately 

towards the suffering around him.  

 

 Employing key signatures throughout, the sonata is decidedly tonal, albeit in a 20th-

century idiom.  The melancholy, plaintive Russian sound that characterizes much of 

Shostakovich's music pervades the sonata, particularly in the first and third movements.  In the 

opening Moderato, we are struck by lyric melodies and daring harmonies. Here, as Fanning 

notes, is a lushly romantic facet of the composer's personality. 

 

 A cross between waltz and scherzo, the second movement is very difficult. In both 



rhythm and mood – a mood of dark, sardonic humor – it foreshadows the fine scherzo of the 

Piano Quintet (1940). It is followed by an extended, elegiac Largo, the sonata’s emotional 

center.  The cello's long, sustained lines are intensely expressive and anguished.  Shostakovich 

concentrates the emotional impact by reserving the theme exclusively for the cellist until two-

thirds of the way through, when the piano finally has its turn with the melody.  An occasional 

flicker of Prokofievan harmony suggests the young Shostakovich's indebtedness to his older 

contemporary. 

 

 Prokofiev's influence is even more marked in the finale, a childlike folk song that is not 

altogether successful in eradicating the impact of the slow movement.  The simple opening is 

deceptive.  Both cello and piano have dazzling virtuoso outbursts in this movement, which 

requires superlative technique for triple runs and 16th-note passage work.  James Lyons calls the 

finale 

  . . . one of those neo-Rossinian studies in scintillation that Shostakovich so often 

proffers as dessert, as if to dispel the seriousness that has gone before.  But it is 

the Largo that stays with the listener. 

       

Sonata in D major, Op. 94a 

Sergei Prokofiev (1891-1953) 

 

 One of the most popular works in the twentieth-century chamber literature, Prokofiev’s D 

major sonata originated as a work for flute. He sought a commission for it from the Soviet 

Committee on Artistic Affairs in 1942, because he felt that the flute was under-represented in the 

repertoire.  The four-movement sonata he composed adheres to the baroque pattern of slow-fast-

slow-fast. Prokofiev’s music, however, has a stronger kinship to the classical era.  

 

 The great Russian violinist David Oistrakh heard the premiere of the flute and piano 

sonata, and could hear it in his mind’s ear as a violin/piano sonata.  He persuaded Prokofiev to 

transcribe the work for him, arguing that the piece deserved a broader audience that he, Oistrakh, 

could deliver through his extensive concertizing.  Prokofiev made the arrangement with 

Oistrakh’s assistance, adjusting the violin part somewhat to accommodate his friend’s superlative 

technique, but leaving the piano part unchanged. Oistrakh later told Prokofiev’s biographer 

Semyon Shlifstein: 

I had never believed it possible to work with such speed and efficiency. He sat me 

down at once and told me to jot down two or three versions of each passage in the 

score that required editing, numbering each one carefully. As I submitted the 

pages to him, he marked the version he considered suitable and made a few pencil 

corrections here and there. Thus in no time the violin version of the sonata was 

ready. 

 

With Oistrakh’s recommendations in place, including strategically placed passages of double-

stopping, the sonata embarked on a second life that surpassed even the original flute version in 

popularity.  



 Prokofiev had initially to compose a sonata that would reflect the clarity and transparency 

of the sound he so admired in the flute.  The piece has elements of both humor and fantasy, with 

a pastoral scherzo and a sparkling finale that continue to delight players and audiences.  

Emotionally straightforward, the sonata has little of the Russian darkness and sardonic wit that 

so frequently permeate Prokofiev’s music.  The first movement is in clear sonata form, complete 

with a repeat of the exposition. The wide melodic leaps, so idiomatic for flute, transfer well to 

the violin, and the inherent lyricism of the original remains intact. If anything, it is enhanced by 

Prokofiev’s lyrical approach to the violin. He closes the opening Andantino quietly and 

peacefully in D major. 

 

 When Prokofiev employs his sense of humor, it is lighthearted and playful, as in the 

delightful second movement scherzo.  This movement may even be better suited to violin than to 

flute because of the punctuation allowed through pizzicato accents and, in the middle section, the 

atmospheric effect of string harmonics. The slow movement, an Andante in F, is darker-hued, 

sliding in and out of key centers with an astonishing ease that defies harmonic logic. 

 The sonata closes with an extended march whose form approximates a sonata/rondo. It 

has been linked to contemporary satires of increased mechanization in Soviet Russia. 

Independent of any subliminal political text, this sonata is, for the most part, very upbeat, with 

overriding moods of lyric serenity and joy.  An abundance of melodies, particularly the two 

strong themes of the finale, has helped to make it Prokofiev’s most beloved chamber 

composition.   
       

Piano Trio No. 2 in E Minor, Op.67 

Dmitri Shostakovich  

 

 Shostakovich completed the first movement of this celebrated trio just four days after the 

death of his close friend Ivan Sollertinsky on 11 February, 1944.  It has been described as "one 

of his most heartfelt works," and doubtless reflects the composer's sense of personal loss, as well 

as broader feelings about the darkness of wartime.  He did not resume work on the balance of the 

trio until summer. When he completed the fourth movement on 14 August, the trio bore a 

dedication to Sollertinsky. We know that he had begun work on it in 1943, because a Soviet 

publication late that year quoted him as describing a trio “on Russian folk themes,” and he 

mentioned a trio to his friend Isak Glikman in a letter dated 8 December 1943. 

 

 The most striking aspect of this trio from the listener's standpoint is the stark, sparse 

writing for the piano.  The work opens with a slow, fugato introduction.  The cello states the 

subject in its highest register, in harmonics.  The violin answers with its own lowest voice.  

Finally the piano joins, in open octaves.  The composer thus lays the groundwork for startling, 

unexpected sonorities from all three participants.  In marked contrast to the unabashed 

dominance of the keyboard in all classical and most romantic piano trios, there is no possibility 

here for the piano to overshadow its companions.  Shostakovich rarely takes advantage of the 

piano's polyphonic capabilities, restricting the instrument to single lines, octaves, and chordal 

commentary for much of the work. 



 

 The second movement is a true scherzo, almost demonic in its lightning speed and 

melodic verve.  It is, once again, linked to the scherzo in the composer's Piano Quintet, Opus 57. 

In its lightning quick pace and fleet fingerwork, this one also draws on the heritage of 

Mendelssohn, whose scherzi were rarely matched in 19th-century chamber music. Sollertinsky’s 

sister was struck by the music’s resemblance to her late brother, calling it: 

. . . an amazingly exact portrait of Ivan Ivanovich, whom Shostakovich 

understood like no one else. That is his temper, his polemics, his manner of 

speech, his habit of returning to one and the same thought, developing it. 

 

The scherzo’s lighthearted, diatonic brilliance and contrapuntal gamesmanship are a dramatic 

foil, for Shostakovich takes his listener next into the darkest reaches of the grieving soul.  The 

ensuing Largo is a passacaglia.  The piano's repeated eight measures of somber, chorale-like 

chords provide the backdrop for a plaintive, mournful melody initially stated by the violin.  The 

second statement comes from the cello, with the violin offering anguished commentary in 

counterpoint.  Shostakovich mesmerizes us with the inexorable, Chopinesque chords of the piano 

beneath the expressive dialogue of the two stringed instruments. 

 Shostakovich's finale is a Russian danse macabre punctuated by extensive string pizzicati 

and the piano's insistent foursquare background.  He incorporated a Jewish theme into the finale, 

one among several prominent examples in his wartime works demonstrating his keen interest in 

Jewish music. His biographer Laurel Fay has observed: 

The appearance of these works at a time when appalling revelations about the 

Holocaust were filtering out and when homegrown anti-Semitism was assuming 

more menacing dimensions is hardly coincidental; Shostakovich’s aversion to 

anti-Semitism in any form was deeply rooted. Nevertheless, the deeply aesthetic 

nature of his engagement with Jewish folklore and music should not be 

underestimated. The inflected modes of Jewish music went hand in hand with his 

own natural gravitation toward modes with flattened scale degrees. Shostakovich 

was attracted by the ambiguities in Jewish music, its ability to project radically 

different emotions simultaneously. 

 

The polymetric sections in the middle of the movement are unsettling.  The composer slips in 

and out of 5/4 and 3/4 time with diabolical ease, fooling us with an occasional reminder of the 

oom-pah march that opened the movement.  The tension and rhythmic excitement of this 

conclusion build to a climax, in which the composer finally permits a passionate, brilliant 

outburst from the piano -- the only one of its kind in this Trio.  Shostakovich defuses the tension 

from here, closing the movement gradually with musical quotations from the first, third, and 

final movements.  The coda resolves quietly against the background of the third movement 

passacaglia-chorale. 


