Dmitri Shostakovich 1906 – 1975

Dmitri Shostakovich like the Soviet Union was born in the early part of the 20th Century and his life is inextricably linked with that of the Soviet Union. In fact his symphonies, all major pieces, almost describe the history of the Soviet Union. However, we are not going to listen to his major pieces today but explore some of his lighter ones, which show a totally different side to that which produced his symphonies and quartets.
He had his first piano lessons from his mother in 1915 at the age of 9 and this became his main instrument. After private classes he went to the Petrograd Conservatoire in 1919 to study piano and composition. There he came under the influence of Glazunov who was the Composer-Director at the Conservatoire. 
Shostakovich was a brilliant music student and was introduced to a wide range of music from serious to jazz. I have not followed a strict chronological order in selecting my pieces for this programme.

For our first piece we will hear his Piano Concerto No 1 which dates from 1933. This also includes a major solo role for the trumpet. 
Piano concerto No 1
Throughout his career Shostakovich wrote music for films although few of them have ever been seen outside Russia. The film The Gadfly dates from 1955 and the Romance is probably the best known today. We will hear a selection of 4 pieces from the Gadfly
Selection from the Gadfly 

Earlier, in 1951, he scored the music for The Unforgettable Year 1919  from which comes The Assault on Beautiful Gorki. This is one of my favourite pieces by Shostakovitch.
The Assault on Beautiful Gorki.

In 1928 he was challenged for a bet to arrange Tea for Two in one hour. He set to immediately and in 40 minutes had produced the piece now known as Tahiti Trot. This became famous overnight in Russia and was played everywhere in cafés and dance halls. 
Tahiti Trot
In the 1930s he wrote his jazz suites although we would not associate them with jazz as we know it. His Jazz Suite No 2 is from 1938. From it we will hear 4 pieces – march, lyric waltz, dance 1 and waltz 1.
Jazz Suite No 2
Cheryomushki is not well known in the West although this recording is in English and by an English opera company. It takes place in 1958 and tells the story of three couples leaving Moscow to live in the new high rise Soviet dream town of Cheryomushki (Cherry Town). There are all sorts of wrong doings by the local party boss and the manager of the new flats, which the ‘good people’ eventually manage to put right. If you listen carefully some of the language is quite fruity.
Cheryomushki
Finally we will hear his second piano concerto which dates from 1957. It was first performed with Shostakovich’s son Maxim as the soloist. Another famous performance had Maxim conducting and Shostakovich’s grandson Dmitri as the soloist.
Piano concerto No 2
In the 1970s I worked with a colleague who was passionate about Shostakovich’s symphonies. Through him I learned about some of the early more accessible ones. However he never mentioned all this wonderful lighter music which Shostakovich also wrote. I had to learn that for myself much later.  I hope you have all enjoyed it and perhaps learned some pieces you did not previously know.
