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Programme Notes

String Quartet No. 2 in F, Op. 22 Pyotr Il'yich Tchaikovsky (1840-1893)

Adagio - Moderato assai (quasi andantino)
Scherzo: Allegro giusto

Andante ma non tanto

Finale: Allegro con moto

Born in Kamsko-Votkinsk in 1840, Pyotr II'yich Tchaikovsky had his early education, in music
as in everything else, at home, under the care of his mother and of a beloved governess.
From the age of ten he was a pupil at the School of Jurisprudence in St. Petersburg,
completing his studies there in 1859, to take employment in the Ministry of Justice. During
these years he developed his abilities as a musician and it must have seemed probable that,
like his near contemporaries Mussorgsky, Cui, Rimsky-Korsakov and Borodin, he would keep
music as a secondary occupation, while following his official career. For Tchaikovsky matters
turned out differently. In 1863 he embarked on study at the new Conservatory of Music in
St. Petersburg founded by Anton Rubinstein, and in 1865 he moved to Moscow to teach at
the new Conservatory established there by Anton Rubinstein’s brother Nikolay. For over ten
years he continued in Moscow, before financial assistance from a rich widow, Nadezhda von
Meck, enabled him to leave the Conservatory and devote himself entirely to composition.
This came at the time of his unfortunate and brief marriage to a self-proclaimed admirer of
his work, a woman who showed early signs of mental instability and could only add further to
Tchaikovsky’s own personal problems of character and inclination.

Separation from his wife was immediate, but Tchaikovsky’s relationship with Nadezhda von
Meck provided not only the money that at first was necessary for his career, but also the
understanding and support of a woman who, so far from making physical demands of him,
never even met him face to face. This curiously remote liaison and patronage only came to
an end in 1890, when, on the false plea of bankruptcy, she discontinued an allowance that
was no longer of importance and a correspondence on which he had come to depend.

The suddenness of Tchaikovsky’s death in St. Petersburg in 1893 gave rise to contemporary
speculation and has provoked further posthumous rumours. There is every reason to accept
the official cause, which was attributed to cholera, contracted after drinking undistilled water.
At all events he was widely mourned.

String Quartet No. 2 in F, Op. 22, was completed in 1874 and dedicated to Grand Duke
Konstantin Nikolayevich, President of the Russian Musical Society. Like Tchaikovsky's first
quartet, it was written very quickly and was first heard in a private evening recital at the
house of Nikolay Rubinstein in February, to the critical disapproval of Anton Rubinstein. After
some revision, the first public performance was given in Moscow on 22 March. There is an
intense chromatic slow introduction to the first movement, after which the first violin leads the
way to a Moderato assali, classical in its tripartite form, but adventurous in harmony and in its
increased use of counterpoint. The movement finds ultimate peace in the key of F major, in
a hushed conclusion. The D-flat major Scherzo, placed second, proposes an asymmetrical
rhythm. The contrasting trio section, in A major, has a theme first stated on the G string of
the first violin, later repeated with contrapuntal interest provided by the second violin. The
slow movement, in F minor, is tender and lyrical. At the heart of the movement is a more
Russian passage, starting in E major, but moving through other keys, before the return of the



opening material. The energetic final rondo, in a clear F major, brings contrasting episodes,
with a fugal treatment of the principal theme and a grandiose return to the secondary theme,
followed by a rapid coda and an emphatic conclusion.

Piano Quintet in G Minor, Op. 57 Dmitry Shostakovich (1906-1975)

Lento - Poco piu mosso - Lento -
Fuga: Adagio

Scherzo: Allegretto

Intermezzo: Lento -

Finale: Allegretto

Dmitry Shostakovich was born in St. Petersburg in 1906, the son of an engineer. He had his
first piano lessons from his mother when he was nine and showed such musical precocity
that he was able at the age of thirteen to enter the Petrograd Conservatory, where he had
piano lessons from Leonid Nikolayev and studied composition with the son-in-law of Rimsky-
Korsakov, Maximilian Steinberg. He continued his studies through the difficult years of the
civil war, positively encouraged by Glazunov, the director of the Conservatory, and helping to
support his family, particularly after the death of his father in 1922, by working as a cinema
pianist, in spite of his own indifferent health, weakened by the privations of the time. He
completed his Conservatory course as a pianist in 1923 and graduated in composition in
1925. His graduation work, Symphony No. 1, was performed in Leningrad in May 1926 and
won considerable success, followed by performances in the years immediately following
in Berlin and in Philadelphia. As a pianist he was proficient enough to win an honourable
mention at the International Chopin Competition in Warsaw.

Shostakovich in his early career was closely involved with the theatre, collaborating in
Meyerhold's Moscow production of Mayakovsky's The Flea and in film music. His opera
The Nose, based on Gogol, was completed in 1928 and given its first concert performance
in Leningrad in June 1929, when it provoked considerable hostility from the vociferous and
increasingly powerful proponents of the cult of the Proletarian in music and the arts. The
controversy aroused was a foretaste of difficulties to come. His ballet The Golden Age was
staged without success in Leningrad in October 1930. Orchestral compositions of these
years included a second and third symphony, each a tactful answer to politically motivated
criticism.

In 1934 Shostakovich won acclaim for his opera Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District,
based on a novella by the nineteenth-century Russian writer Nikolay Leskov, first performed
in Leningrad and shortly afterwards, under the title Katerina Ismailova, in Moscow. Leskov's
story deals with a bourgeois crime, the murder of her merchant husband by the heroine of
the title, and the opera seemed at first thoroughly acceptable in political as well as musical
terms. lts condemnation in Pravda in January 1936, apparently at the direct instigation of
Stalin, was a significant and dangerous reverse, leading to the withdrawal from rehearsal that
year of his Fourth Symphony and the composition the following year of a Fifth Symphony,
described, in terms to which Shostakovich had no overt objection, as a Soviet artist's



creative reply to justified criticism. Performed in Leningrad in November 1937, the symphony
was warmly welcomed, allowing his reinstatement as one of the leading Russian composers
of the time.

In 1941 Shostakovich received the Stalin prize for his Piano Quintet. In the same year Russia
became involved in war, with Hitler's invasion of the country and the siege of Leningrad,
commemorated by Shostakovich in his Seventh Symphony, a work he had begun under
siege conditions. Its broadcast performance in the devastated city to which it is dedicated
and subsequent performances in allied countries had, as the authorities had intended,
a strong effect on morale in Leningrad and in Russia, and aroused emotions of patriotic
sympathy abroad.

Stricter cultural control enforced in the years following the end of the war led, in 1948, to
a further explicit attack on Shostakovich, coupled now with Prokofiev, Miaskovsky and
Khachaturian, and branded as formalists, exhibiting anti-democratic tendencies. The official
condemnation brought social and practical difficulties. The response of Shostakovich was to
hold back certain of his compositions from public performance, and otherwise to play safe.
The last dozen years of his life, during which he suffered a continuing deterioration of health,
brought intense activity as a composer, with a remarkable series of works, many of them
striving for still further simplicity and lucidity of style. He died on 9th August 1975.

The career of Shostakovich must be seen against the political and cultural background of his
time and country. Born in the year after Bloody Sunday, when peaceful demonstrators in St.
Petersburg had been fired on by troops, Shostakovich had his musical education under the
new Soviet regime. His own political sympathies have been questioned but he belonged to a
family of liberal tradition, whose sympathies would have lain with the demonstrators of 1905.
Under Stalinism, however, whatever initial enthusiasm he may have felt for the new order
would have evaporated with the attacks on artistic integrity and the menacing attempts to
direct all creative expression to the aims of socialist realism. Shostakovich, however, learned
how to wear the necessary public mask that enabled him to survive the strictures of 1936
and 1948 without real sacrifice of artistic integrity.

Shostakovich's Piano Quintet in G Minor, Op. 57, was written in 1940 and had its first
performance that year in Moscow with the composer and the Beethoven Quartet. It was to
continue in his own repertoire, also played with the Borodin Quartet, until he withdrew from
public performance. The work starts with a Prelude, followed by a Fugue, with textures that
often seem to foreshadow the idiom of his 24 Preludes and Fugues, written ten years later.
The piano introduces the Prelude, to which the strings reply in strongly felt comment. There
is a short pause before the first violin announces the subject of the Fugue, followed by the
other strings, with the piano adding a bass voice to the elegiac mood of the movement,
which increases in intensity before ending in quiet resignation. Some have detected irony
in the Scherzo, with its apparent jollity. It frames two trios, the first in a gypsy mood and the
second with pizzicato. A melancholy violin melody opens the Intermezzo, over the solemn
tread of the pizzicato cello in accompaniment. The other instruments join in, reaching an
intensity of feeling, before subsiding into wistful resignation. The Finale follows without a
break, the piano offering a first theme, to which the strings reply. The piano introduces a
second theme, joined by the strings. There is a reminder from the strings of the opening of
the work, before the music moves forward to its satisfying conclusion.

Programme notes by Keith Anderson



