
Copeland !1

Darcy Copeland 
Nate Bakkum 
Music, Time, and Place II 
April 18, 2016 

SHOSTAKOVICH’S FIFTH SYMPHONY 

“I think it is clear to everyone what happens in the Fifth. The rejoicing is forced, 

created under threat… It’s as if someone were beating you with a stick and saying, 

‘Your business is rejoicing, your business is rejoicing, your business is rejoicing,’ 

and you rise, shaky, and go marching off, muttering, ‘Our business is rejoicing, 

our business is rejoicing’” (Shostakovich, 14). 

Dmitry Shostakovich is undoubtedly one of Russia’s greatest composers in history, and 

his Fifth Symphony is one of his greatest masterpieces. Despite (or perhaps as a result of) spend-

ing much of his life in fear of Stalin’s constant threat, Shostakovich was able to create a work 

that was powerful both musically and politically—a work that brought him to the forefront of the 

compositional world of his generation. The Fifth Symphony gave the world a new perspective 

through which we could understand the not only Shostakovich, but the oppressive, politically 

powered musical and cultural experiences in the Soviet Union under Stalin’s rule. Shostakovich’s  

true intent is quite clear in the symphony—however, Stalin’s regime utilized his “heroic ending” 

as a display of the grandiosity of the Soviet Union. 

Under Stalin’s rule, art and music in Soviet Russia was heavily policed, and artistic free-

dom was immensely restricted. The purpose of art was to serve the government as propaganda—

anything else was considered too Western, a betrayal punishable by persecution and even execu-

tion. Soviet Realism, a glorification of the qualities of communism, was an expectation without 
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clear guidelines, a moving target that artists were pushed to strive for. Shostakovich knew this, 

and while he was a victim to the expectations of Stalin’s government, he also used the lack of 

clarity to his advantage, especially in the construction of the Fifth Symphony (Taruskin, 12). 

Shostakovich began his compositional career as a promising face for the music of Soviet 

Russia, beginning with his First Symphony, written as a graduation piece from the Leningrad 

Conservatory. This work featured ideas that evolved to become a trademark of Shostakovich’s 

future works, including a sense of sarcasm, nervous tension, and driving action. It is easy to see 

which composers influenced Shostakovich the most in this early symphony: predominantly 

Stravinsky, as well as Tchaikovsky. However, upon leaving the conservatory, he began to explore 

non-traditional styles of music, as seen in his Octet for Strings op. 11, Piano Sonata  op. 12 (Oc-

tober Sonata), and Aphorisms, op. 13. These works displayed an experimentation with disso-

nance and a retreat from traditional musical values, as seen in his linear textures and new ways of 

dealing with harmony. Shostakovich’s previous mentor, Maximillian Steinberg, expressed con-

cern for his newfound style of composition, saying that his pupil was leaning “unhealthily” far 

towards Western contemporary ideas (Huband, 10).  

On January 22, 1934, Shostakovich premiered his opera “Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk Dis-

trict”. He initially received many praises for this work, and had been working on the his Fourth 

Symphony when the opera was premiered. However, on January 28, he received massive criti-

cism from the Pravda—his music was described as disorganized: a collection of dissonant chaos 

rather than music. At that point, the opera was considered to be far too modern and complex to 

be a representation of Soviet music (Durham, 4), and as a result Shostakovich faced the threat of 

persecution. It is thought that this threat is what drove him to delay the premiere of his Fourth 
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Symphony, which he withdrew in 1936, only to be premiered many years later in December of 

1961, several years after Stalin’s death (10). During a time period of arrests made in the dead of 

night, show trials, and executions, members of his family began to disappear, and Shostakovich’s 

life was at the mercy of Stalin’s approval (4).  

Upon the premiere of his Fifth Symphony in 1937, Shostakovich was bought to the fore-

front as the poster child for Soviet music and celebrated for his mastery of Soviet nationalism. 

Fanning and Fay of Oxford Music History stated, “…there was open weeping in the slow move-

ment and a half-hour ovation at the end, suggesting a mixture of jubilation at the composer’s pre-

sumed imminent rehabilitation and recognition of a channel for a mass grieving at the height of 

the Great Terror, impossible otherwise to express openly” (Fanning & Fay, 3). The symphony has 

clear messages of discontentment, despair, and a distinct lack of typical qualities of traditional 

Soviet Realism; his symphony lacked nationalist motives and strong folk tunes, and conveyed a 

rather grim mood for most of the piece. Despite this, the Soviet party praised Shostakovich for 

his work and branded it as an embodiment of socialist realism for it’s “triumphant” final move-

ment. 

The first movement begins with an anxious cry in the low strings, which is then echoed 

by the violins; this pattern is repeated several times. This was a curious way to begin a “tri-

umphant” symphony about the grandiosity of the Soviet Union; the very beginning of the piece 

tells the audience his intention. This introductory motive is also prevalent in the developmental 

phase of the first movement, where the music is faster, more sporadic, and chaotic in a way that 

reminds one of a chase scene in a thriller film. The next distinct motive presented in the first 

movement is the “dead end” motive: three distinct notes droned on one pitch, usually in the 
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horns, which comes back several times throughout the movements of the symphony (Thomas, 

16). This theme feels haunting and morbid, and it is my understanding that it is meant to mimic 

the sound of the Red Police knocking on Shostakovich’s door in the dead of night—as 

Shostakovich spent so many sleepless nights fearing. In his first movement, Shostakovich also 

introduces us to a melancholy, folk-like theme played in the high strings that returns in several 

different ways throughout the movement. The next time this theme is presented, it is in the brass 

instruments, and represents the aforementioned sense of “forced triumph”. Simultaneously, the 

strings are playing a low tremolo in a rather off putting harmony, causing a subtle disconnect be-

tween the instruments. The next time we hear the theme, it is, again, in the brass instruments, al-

though it is a highly dissonant version. While the horns blare their theme in one key, the rest of 

the orchestra is playing a counter harmony in a completely different key (16), exaggerating the 

disconnect between the instruments as well as the musical representation of instability and anxi-

ety juxtaposed with blaring triumph. A solo flute takes the theme in it’s lowest register towards 

the end of the movement as the strings and trumpets very quietly repeat their anxious motifs 

from the very beginning measures of the piece, bringing the movement to a close with an unset-

tling sense of familiarity and calm. It’s immediately clear that Shostakovich gives us his true in-

tentions for this piece straight away from the first movement: this piece that is a cry from the 

people of the Soviet Union oppressed under Stalin’s Soviet regime, speaking on the experiences 

of terror and anxiety that Shostakovich and so many others faced. 

The second movement of the Fifth Symphony begins much like the first one: with a 

mood of discontentment. The horns play an altered version of the dead end motif before the clar-

inets and bassoons bring lightheartedness to the piece with their bouncy, free melodies, juxtapos-



Copeland !5

ing the morbid themes with the folk like melodies Soviet Realism calls for. Eventually, a solo 

violin introduces the main theme of this movement, a rather playful melody that is then echoed 

by the flutes, complete with harp glissandi to give the theme a very clearly playful, light feel. 

However, soon the horns come back with a variation of the dead end motif from the first move-

ment, bringing back the morbidity and anxiety coming from the idea of knocking on one’s door 

in the dead of night. Towards the end of the movement, a solo oboe plays a bouncy, minor varia-

tion of the tune just before the full orchestra ends the movement as if it were a comedic answer 

to the oboes playful question. The purpose of this movement is to adhere to the expectations of a 

traditional Soviet symphony, though it clearly doesn’t ignore Shostakovich’s overall intent. 

Largo, the symphony’s third movement, is a deeply emotional, dramatic composition that 

exudes an aura of despair, mourning, and hopelessness. Shostakovich wrote typical string divisi 

for most of his symphony; however, this movement uses three violin parts, two viola parts, two 

cello parts, and a bass line. This decision to split the string sections into eight independent lines 

gives the movement a rich spread of harmonic area and broader texture to work with. This 

broader texture, as well as the melodies that are reminiscent of hymns, work as a reference to 

traditional Russian choral works in the church (16). The intention here is a statement on the cur-

rent condition of the country under Soviet—it is a musical prayer, mourning the state of the 

country and the people who had lost their freedom and their lives, including Shostakovich’s own 

mentors and family members.  

The final movement, the triumphant victory march, is perhaps the most notable portion of 

the symphony—and understandably so. The very Mahler-esque movement is dramatic, big, and 

riddled with blaring horns, which is exactly the kind of music Stalin wanted as the face of the 
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Soviet Union. The “dead end” motif comes back here, this time with a lower pitch, which sounds 

menacing and frantic in this movement. Ostinatos in several instruments contribute to an anxious 

mood, although these are often underneath a layer of nationalist melodies and themes until the 

middle section of the movement, when the whole orchestra plays pianissimo and the strings take 

over the ostinato. At this point on, the intent of the movement is abundantly clear. The ostinato is 

heard mainly in the violins, creating a high pitched, eerie sound (echoed by the harp), until they 

take on their own melody and the lower strings can truly be heard, giving a whole new menacing 

meaning to the motif. The horns, flutes, and clarinets eventually return with a slow, haunting ver-

sion of the theme of the symphony. The end of the movement is the most powerful part of the 

piece—the slow tempo of eighth note equals 88 brings to light the underlying dissonances and 

sinister themes. The tempo of this portion is critical in understanding the intention of the piece: 

at Shostakovich’s intended tempo, it is easy to hear the daunting dread and reluctance that fills 

the piece, while at faster tempi, the meaning is lost and the piece becomes a “genuine” march for 

the Soviet regime. In the first editions of the printed piece, the tempo of this section was altered 

to indicate that the quarter note equaled 88—bringing the tempo twice as fast as intended. With 

this tempo, the movement came across as a patriotic victory march, and Stalin utilized this for his 

Soviet propaganda.  

After the premiere of his Fifth Symphony, Shostakovich was once again deemed accept-

able as a Soviet composer, and in fact was used as the example for Soviet Realism. Despite this, 

he was on shaky ground at best. Shostakovich was chastised by Stalin once again in 1948, ac-

cused of writing music that was too “formalist” and inspired by Western ideas. Shostakovich 

feared for his life, sleeping with a toothbrush packed in his bag (7). After avoiding it for many 
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years, in 1949, 4 years after the end of World War II, Shostakovich finally “gave in” to political 

pressure in writing his Song of the Forests, celebrating the reforestation of the country. This 

piece was considered his first “Soviet masterpiece” (7), because as well as a celebration of nature 

and rebirth, the oratorio also serves as a hymn of praise for Stalin. In this work, Stalin is por-

trayed as a some kind of heroic face for the nation: after leading them to victory, he then planned 

to rejuvenate the country with new forests to replace the ones lost during the war. The work is 

separated into seven movements, the libretto taken from popular Soviet poet Evgenii Dolma-

tovskii. The lyrics praise Stalin directly—for example, some lyrics taken from the final move-

ment are: “To our own Stalin and to all the people, glory, glory, glory” (Weiner, 17). It is worth 

noting, however, that the text was changed in 1962, after Stalin’s death, to omit his name from 

the work. In the 1962 version, the lyrics previously mentioned are changed to “To our party glo-

ry! To all our people, glory, glory, glory” (17). 

 During his life, Shostakovich was credited as being a loyal supporter of the Soviet Union. 

Even after Stalin’s death in 1953, Shostakovich was an irreparably broken man—he continued to 

give public speeches on the Soviet “peace offensie” that he was asked to read. Feofanov states, 

“In return (for giving these speeches), The Powers That Be allowed him to die in the "big 

zone" (an expression in use during the Soviet era by concentration camp prisoners, who contrast-

ed the "big zone"--the entire Soviet Union, to the limited "zone" of the camps)” (7). 

Shostakovich himself credits his survival to his film scores, which were used very frequently as 

propaganda, as Stalin considered him to be “a master of movie music” (7). The Fifth Symphony 

gave the world a new perspective to understand not only Shostakovich, but the whole of music of 
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the Soviet Union: it was a means to express the terror that was happening within the nation and 

the oppression the people faced. This is reinforced by the release of Shostakovich’s memoirs. 

 Near the end of his life, Shostakovich requested that his friend publish his memoirs in the 

West after his death. Thus, they were published in the U.S. in 1979 under musicologist Solomon 

Volkov (after Shostakovich died in 1975 in Moscow). The memoirs, entitled Testimony, revealed 

Shostakovich’s inner persona that completely contradicted the public image he maintained dur-

ing his lifetime. The memoirs offered with scorn and bitterness the oppression and fear he faced 

during his lifetime and act as an indictment of the Soviet Union (Fay, 6). This caused quite the 

controversy—Russia immediately called the memoirs a forgery and declared that they were pro-

duced by the CIA as propaganda to smear the Soviet Union. Some American musicologists 

joined in this notion, refusing to accept that their conception of Shostakovich was flawed, though 

“the image of Shostakovich, as depicted in Testimony, had been accepted as true by every intelli-

gent musician” (Feofanov, 7). 

 Despite the universal criticism, the memoirs have been regarded as true by many of the 

people closest to Shostakovich throughout his lifetime, including his two children, Maxim and 

Galina Shostakovich. During an interview in 1996, Galina stated, “There is nothing false there 

[in Testimony]. Definitely the style of speech is Shostakovich’s—not only the choice of words, 

but the way they are put together” (Macdonald, 11). However, Shostakovich’s widowed wife, 

Irina Shostakovich, claims that the memoirs were written by Volkov entirely, saying “the dead 

are defenseless,” and that Shostakovich signed the papers to allow the content of the memoirs to 

be published without ever having read them beforehand (Irina Shostakovich, 15)—she claims 

that Volkov met with Shostakovich only three times, and that these meetings were not recorded. 
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She challenges the idea that they were meeting in private, when Shostakovich was alone, with 

the fact that Shostakovich was very ill during the last year of his life, and rarely had time alone 

due to this (15). Lev Lebedinksy, however, Shostakovich’s closest friend since the 50’s, states 

that Testimony is pure truth, saying, “I regard this book as one of the most important publications 

devoted to the composer, and its authenticity does not raise any questions. There is no doubt 

about it. I am ready to put my signature under every word of it. This is the truth about 

Shostakovich” (11). 

 Feofanov, a professor at the University of Kentucky, determined that Testimony gave too 

much detail and spent too much time talking about Shostakovich’s personal life and mentors to 

be a CIA or Volkov produced forgery, and, along with Allen Ho, sought to address the controver-

sy over the memoirs with Volkov. In his article The Genius of Shostakovich, Feofanov claims, 

“Going through Testimony with a fine-tooth comb, we were astonished to discover that, not only 

did it not contain any contradictions or inconsistencies, as was claimed by its detractors, but, in 

fact, it referenced facts that had to have come from Shostakovich himself” (7). A key fact that 

could only come from Shostakovich himself was the reference to Anti-formalist Rayok, a satirical 

work for piano and chorus that Shostakovich composed in 1948 as a sarcastic and bitter retort to 

his criticism in that same year. Shostakovich wisely concealed this work from the world, and it 

wasn’t premiered  until 1989 in Washington D.C., ten years after the publication of Testimony 

(7). Feofanov claims that this is one of the key pieces of evidence attesting to the undoubted va-

lidity of the memoirs. 

 In Testimony, Shostakovich reminisces about his mentors, specifically Alexander 

Glazunov, while also discussing his experiences under Soviet oppression and shedding light on 
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the deeper meaning behind many his works. What Shostakovich describes in Testimony regard-

ing the Fifth Symphony is clear in his composition—the forced rejoicing of the final movement 

is cleverly and clearly conveyed with the ominous themes, ploddingly slow tempo, dead-end mo-

tives, and blaring horns. The intent is understood quit easily; Testimony only reinforces what we 

can already determine from an analysis of the symphony. 

 The bitterness and resentment Shostakovich felt towards Stalin and the Soviet Union is 

evident in much of his work, notably the Fifth Symphony, and is reinforced by Testimony. The 

Fifth Symphony is one of the most important and influential works not only in Shostakovich’s 

career, but the entire scope of Soviet music; despite being hailed as a nationalist anthem by Stal-

in, the true meaning of the work allowed the world to understand the truth regarding the oppres-

sion the nation faced and the resentment Shostakovich, and the people of the Soviet Union, felt 

for it.  
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