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DMITRI SHOSTAKOVICH (1906-1975)

1. Festive Overture, Op. 96 1954 (6:05)

Concerto No. 2 in F Major for Piano and Orchestra, Op. 102
1957 [20:09]
Andrew Litton, pianist

2. Allegro (7:03)
3. Andante (7:43)
— attacca (continue without pause)
4. Allegro (5:23)

Symphony No. 5 in D Minor, Op. 47 1937 [47:46]
5. Moderato (15:54)
6. Allegretto (5:30)
7. Largo (14:17)
8. Finale — Allegro non troppo (12:05)
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Dallas Symphony Orchestra
Andrew Litton, conductor/pianist
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We are at a new golden age in sound
recording. Since the early days of the
art of recording, the industry has
striven for realism; the improvements
of the LP, stereo, and digital technol-
ogy have each represented great steps
forward. Now we are entering the era
of discrete surround sound playback
in the home. Virtual Reality Record-
ing (VR2) represents Delos’ commit-
ment to this new medium.

In terms of recording technology,
each VR2 recording begins as a set of
multiple stereo program pairs which

are mixed into normal two-channel
stereo for current CD release, and
archived for later mixdown into sur-
round sound. While the actual audio
consumer carrier of discrete surround
is a couple of years away, this stereo
CD can be heard in surround
through Dolby Pro-Logic surround
sound decoders, which are at the
heart of many home theater systems,
as well as via Delos’ series of discrete
DVD releases. Listen, and you will
hear the difference.
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Aquarter-century after his death at the age of 69,
Dmitri Shostakovich remains something of an
enigma and an ongoing subject of controversy.

For many years after his first serious run-in with the Stal-
inist authorities in 1936, there were persons who believed
that he had  sold out to Stalinism and its successor Com-
munist régimes, embracing an active political role some-
how not altogether seemly for an artist of his calibre.
Other skeptics guessed that Shostakovich had chosen his
high profile in Soviet civic affairs as a compliant route that
left him comparatively free to pursue his own artistic vi-
sion. After Soviet authorities denounced him again in a
1948 resolution, however, he too was subject to govern-
ment-imposed ideological restraints on his music, along
with Prokofiev and other composers. 
In light of the cataclysmic political upheaval that took

place in the Russian republics ten years ago, the immedi-
acy of Shostakovich’s dilemma has blurred in both focus
and memory. This recording groups three major works of
widely divergent scope and mood. Each has associations
with a significant political situation during Shostakovich’s
lifetime, in one case a dilemma whose resolution meant
survival. Yet the musical solutions he chose for each com-
position defy formulas. His imagination remained fertile,
his personality complex, his wit incisive.

* * *
A prolific composer by nature, Shostakovich habitually

worked on several compositions at once. The year he
wrote Festive Overture, 1954, was no exception. He was
busy in January with final touches on his Concertino for
Two Pianos, Op.94, which he had completed just before
the end of December. The première took place on January
20, 1954. By April he had completed incidental music for
the Soviet filmmaker Grigori Kozintsev’s Hamlet. Another
film score, Seven Rivers, Op.95, followed during the sum-
mer. By autumn he had completed the Festive Overture for
the occasion of the 37th anniversary of the October Revo-
lution. It was published as Op. 96.
The official ceremonial purpose of this sparkling, five

minute concert opener only partially explains its opti-
mistic atmosphere. Festive Overture is an unusually attrac-
tive work, with no shadows that demand internal
soul-searching. In that respect it is in striking contrast to
the stern demeanor of most of Shostakovich’s works. Mu-
sicologist Ian MacDonald has suggested that the unchar-
acteristic giddiness may also have been part of prolonged
(if discreet) celebration following the death of Joseph
Stalin in March 1953.

Like the Concertino for Two Pianos, Op.94, com-
posed a year earlier, the Festive Overture is alive
with an unforced laughter that can only reflect its
composer’s relief over not having Stalin to worry
about any more.

A brilliant brass fanfare announces that the occasion is
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a happy one, before the winds take off on a madcap chase
that eventually involves every section of the orchestra.
For listeners familiar with the dark and sardonic side of
Shostakovich, Festive Overture will come as a startling sur-
prise, for it is as melodic and upbeat as Bernstein’s Can-
dide Overture. 

The Piano Concerto No. 2, Op. 102 is an eerie reminder of
the duality of Shostakovich’s existence during the most
frigid period of the cold war. Some confusion surrounding
its opus number — it was originally published as Op.101
and is now known as Op.102 — seems to reflect that am-
bivalence; so too does the lighter character of the piece in
comparison to the weighty work that occupied the com-
poser at the same time he was writing the Concerto.
Shostakovich’s two major achievements in 1957 were

this Concerto and the Eleventh Symphony, Op.103. The
latter is subtitled “The Year 1905,” a reference to the Nar-
odnik uprising against the Tsar that year. It was written
on the occasion of the fortieth anniversary of the 1917
Bolshevik revolution. Coming barely a year on the heels
of the brutal massacre in Budapest’s Parliament Square
in October 1956, the Eleventh Symphony struck some
listeners as having an alternate agenda beyond its pur-
ported programmatic title. 
Ironically, 1956 had otherwise been a year of compara-

tive relaxation in the Soviet world, one that has since been
called the “second thaw.” Stalin had been dead for three
years. Many intellectuals who had been exiled to Siberia
for “rehabilitation” were released back to the western part

of the Soviet Union that year. Still, relations between east
and west were strained.
How then are we to interpret a Concerto with a decid-

edly lighthearted cast; one that almost makes fun of itself,
employs a chamber-like orchestra and seems to be at
pains to avoid any profound discussion? One answer lies
in its dedicatee: the composer’s son Maxim, who was
then 19 and a budding young pianist and conductor. The
elder Shostakovich composed the Concerto as a vehicle
for his son to secure admission to the Moscow Conserva-
tory. That accounts at least in part for its youthful spirit
and irrepressible energy. Shostakovich may also have
been using this small-scale work as a psychological
breather before embarking on the large and emotionally
weighty Eleventh Symphony.
A sprightly march for woodwinds opens the piece. The

piano enters in octaves, a characteristic ploy in
Shostakovich’s keyboard music. Snare drum enhances the
music’s military snap. Sensing fun, strings jump into the
fray, and the momentum starts to build. The themes are
foursquare, quasi-tonal, and rhythmically steady. Despite
the initial emphasis on transparent piano texture, the
movement is not without technical demands, requiring
some powerful parallel octaves and flashy passage work.
It builds to a gorgeous climax. The first arpeggios we
have heard for piano usher in a cadenza rather like a neo-
classical two-part invention. A presto coda recaptures the
march tune to conclude the movement. 
What emotional depth this concerto has is concentrated

in the slow movement. Woodwinds, brass and percussion



are silent for the duration of this Andante, which opens
with muted strings in a restrained chorale-like introduc-
tion. Both Chopin and Rachmaninoff seem to nod approv-
ingly through the shapely, poignant phrases of
Shostakovich’s piano part; it is an unexpected and wel-
come contrast to the brazen outer movements. Moving at-
tacca [without pause] to the finale, Shostakovich
recaptures the frenetic energy of his first movement. Rein-
troducing full orchestra, he launches a fun-loving romp
that borders on perpetual motion, despite frequent metric
switches. A catchy segment in 7/8 for which the concerto
is best known adds to the excitement. The pianist opens a
Pandora’s box of technical wizardry, driving the concerto
to a brilliant close. 

Both the Second Piano Concerto and the Festive Overture
provide a pyschological counterweight to the mighty
Symphony No. 5 in D Minor, Op. 47, which is the heart of
this recording. Shostakovich was the greatest symphonist
the 20th century produced. His contribution is important
not only because he left fifteen examples (more than any
other symphonist of his stature), but also because they are
musically so substantive. There are striking parallels to
Beethoven in Shostakovich’s career. Among the most star-
tling is the role that a Fifth Symphony played in each of
their output. In both cases, the Fifth is considered to be a
pivotal work, one that delineated a major shift in his
music. Shortly before the première of this symphony on
November 21, 1937, Shostakovich wrote in an article:

The theme of my symphony is the development of
the individual. I saw man with all his sufferings as
the central idea of the work, which is lyrical in
mood from start to finish; the finale resolves the
tragedy and tension of the earlier movements on a
joyous, optimistic note.

Listeners familiar with the background of the Beethoven
Fifth Symphony will immediately sense a kinship.
Beethoven’s symphony deals with the struggle against
Fate, in which man emerges triumphant in the finale. An-
other characteristic the works share is their unification by
a concise musical motto that recurs in almost every move-
ment. In Beethoven it is the famous “fate knocking at the
door” that opens the symphony; in Shostakovich it is an
emphatic series of iambs (short-long) answered by a
shorter-note-value anapest (short-short-long) rhythm.
Shostakovich composed his Fifth Symphony on the

heels of a major musical and political setback: Joseph
Stalin’s adverse reaction to Shostakovich’s opera, Lady
Macbeth of the Mtsensk District, and the subsequent attack
in Pravda (which has been attributed to Stalin himself) in
January 1936. The following year, 1937, was the twentieth
anniversary of the October Revolution. For that occasion,
Shostakovich composed his Fifth Symphony. The new
work reinstated him to official good graces. With this
symphony, Shostakovich responded successfully to
Stalin’s political directive for music with a mission. He
composed, as it were, a Soviet symphony; this was the
piece that won governmental approval, becoming



Shostakovich’s passport to official rehabilitation. The
symphony also did a considerable amount to enhance
Shostakovich’s reputation outside the Soviet Union. And
yet, in spite of its surface compliance with the party line,
it is still a work of passion and heartfelt emotion, manag-
ing to be personal without sacrificing power. The angular
leaps of the opening iamb/anapest statement sound like
hammer blows, with the upper and lower strings in
canonic dialogue. They establish tension and strain that
Shostakovich sustains throughout the first movement.
Even the lovely second theme, entrusted largely to the
woodwinds, echoes the sinewy opening in its wide leaps.
The degree to which the Fifth Symphony remained per-

sonal to the composer emerges in his later writings.
Solomon Volkov’s Testimony: The Memoirs of Dmitri
Shostakovich, first published in 1979, includes the follow-
ing remarkable passage: 

I discovered to my astonishment that the man
who considers himself its greatest interpreter [the
Russian conductor Yevgeny Mravinsky] does not
understand my music. He says that I wanted to
write exultant finales for my Fifth and Seventh
Symphonies but I couldn’t manage it. It never oc-
curred to this man that I never thought about any
exultant finales, for what exultation could there
be? I think that it is clear to everyone what hap-
pens in the Fifth. The rejoicing is forced, created
under threat, as in Boris Godunov. It’s as if some-
one were beating you with a stick and saying,

“Your business is rejoicing, your business is re-
joicing,” and you rise, shaky, and go marching off,
muttering, “Our business is rejoicing, our busi-
ness is rejoicing.”

What kind of apotheosis is that? You have to be a
complete oaf not to hear that. [The author Alexan-
der Alexandrovich] Fadeyev heard it, and he
wrote in his diary, for his personal use, that the fi-
nale of the Fifth is irreparable tragedy. He must
have felt it with his Russian alcoholic soul.

Shostakovich’s trenchant and bitter remarks imply a layer
of irony in the finale that encourages thoughtful listening.
Even those who know the Fifth Symphony well are likely
to hear it with fresh ears in the context of these remarks.  
While the two outer movements have become the best

known, the inner two better reflect Shostakovich’s emerg-
ing style. The scherzo (marked Allegretto) a quasi-Schubert-
ian country dance tinged with Mahlerian satire, shows the
dry, sardonic side of Shostakovich’s personality to perfec-
tion. And the slow movement, a showcase for the string
section, embodies the tragedy and poetry inherent in the
human condition. The Fifth Symphony is usually re-
garded as the window looking into Shostakovich’s mid-
dle period, but its music has such consummate maturity
that it more than foreshadows the rich masterpieces that
would follow during and after the Second World War.

– Laurie Shulman © 1999



Andrew Litton became Music Director of the Dallas Sym-
phony Orchestra in 1994, following a highly successful six-
year tenure as Principal Conductor and Artistic Advisor of
Britain’s Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra. As Conductor
Laureate of the Bournemouth Symphony, he won the 1997
Grammy© for best choral recording of Walton’s Belshazzar’s
Feast with baritone Bryn Terfel. Also nominated for a 1997
Grammy© was Mr. Litton’s recording of the 1812 Overture
and other great Tchaikovsky works, the first in an enterpris-
ing series of recordings with the Dallas Symphony on the
Delos label.
When appointed to the Dallas Symphony, Mr. Litton was

the first American in a decade, and one of the youngest ever,
to head a major American orchestra. He has embarked on an
ambitious program, strongly supported by the Dallas com-
munity, to significantly raise the orchestra’s international
standing in anticipation of its centennial celebrations in the
year 2000. The Dallas Symphony made its first European tour
under Mr. Litton’s direction in 1997, including a concert at
London’s Royal Albert Hall as the only American orchestra to
participate in the 1997 BBC Proms.
Mr. Litton’s dynamic leadership on the podium and in the

community is attracting new and younger audiences. A Dal-
las Symphony multimedia television series for children,
“Amazing Music,” is being distributed internationally. The
Dallas Symphony is featured in a number of PBS Television
Specials, including the music of Bernstein, Barber, and
Beethoven and “Happy Birthday, George Gershwin,” a cen-
tennial salute with Mr. Litton as host, conductor, and pianist.
Mr. Litton’s over 40 CDs include the Rachmaninov Sym-

phonies with the Royal Philharmonic and the complete
Tchaikovsky Symphonies with the Bournemouth Symphony.
He has conducted some 100 orchestras worldwide, including
the Chicago Symphony, the Philadelphia Orchestra, all the
principal orchestras of Great
Britain, the Orchestre National de
France, the Tokyo Philharmonic,
the Moscow State Symphony, the
Leipzig Gewandhaus, and in the
1999/2000 season he makes two
appearances with the New York
Philharmonic. His opera credits, in
addition to the Royal Opera
Covent Garden premiere of Porgy and Bess, include the Metro-
politan Opera Eugene Onegin, the English National Opera Fal-
staff and Salome, the Los Angeles Opera Tosca, the Welsh
National Opera Billy Budd, and the Music Directorship of a
Bregenz Festival (Austria) new production of Porgy and Bess.
Upon completion of his Juilliard studies Mr. Litton became

Exxon/Arts Endowment Assistant Conductor of the National
Symphony Orchestra. The University of Bournemouth
awarded Mr. Litton an Honorary Doctor of Music Degree in
recognition of his work in Great Britain, for which he and the
Bournemouth Symphony also received the Royal Philhar-
monic Society’s Award. Born in New York City, he presently
resides in Dallas, Texas.
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