Program Notes

Symphony No. 5 in D minor, Op. 47

Dmitri Shostakovich
b. St. Petersburg, Russia / September 25, 1906
d. Moscow, Russia / August 9, 1975
Shostakovich spent much of his life under the oppressive regime of Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin. The brutality of the time naturally left its mark upon as sensitive a creative artist as he. In 1936, his opera Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District came under fire from Soviet officials as “formalist” music, exactly the sort of personalized, pessimistic music that the country’s composers ought not to be writing. Overnight Shostakovich became persona non grata. He recognized how crucial the reaction to his next symphony, No. 5, would be. Failure would most likely result in his “disappearance,” like those befalling countless victims of Stalinist purges.
Yevgeny Mravinsky conducted the premiere in Leningrad on November 21, 1937, and it won a resoundingly positive reception. Some officials voiced suspicions regarding the sincerity of this symphonic apology, but their concerns were rapidly drowned in a sea of praise. Early in 1938, after the Symphony had firmly entrenched itself, the composer broke his silence regarding his intentions by writing (or having his name unknowingly attached to the following): “The theme of my symphony is the making of a man. I saw man with all his experiences at the center of the composition...In the finale the tragically tense impulses of the earlier movements are resolved in optimism and the joy of living.”
Testimony, the book of memoirs that was published after his death, offered a much different view, especially regarding the seemingly triumphant Finale: “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,’ and you rise, shaky, and go marching off, muttering, ‘Our business is rejoicing, our business is rejoicing.’ What kind of apotheosis is that? You have to be a complete oaf not to hear that.”
Is the concluding section “triumphant”? Much depends on the conductor’s approach. At a fast tempo, the coda of the Finale does indeed sound positive, even festive. At a slow pace, it becomes a hollow, agonized funeral march. More important than finding a “definitive” answer to this uncertainty is to appreciate the searing portrayal of human suffering that Shostakovich offers in the third movement. This is the heart and soul of the piece. Its sincerity – as attested by the weeping of the of audience at the premiere – is  unassailable.
The first movement opens with the starkest and simplest of dramatic gestures. After much desolate rumination, momentarily brightened by themes on violins and solo flute, a raging emotional tempest is launched by a harsh, machine-like tread in the depths of the orchestra, including piano. Once this blazing, goose-stepping hurricane has blown itself out, the quasi-optimistic flute theme reappears, but only briefly.
The following scherzo-like movement is ripe with grotesquery and satire. With its heavy-footed dance rhythms and intentionally schmaltzy violin solo, it demonstrates Shostakovich’s strong affinity with Mahler, whose music he had been studying for more than a decade. After the tragic third movement, the Finale opens in a mood of defiance. In the wake of a powerful central climax, something of the opening movement’s wistfulness returns. Then comes the conclusion. See what it says to you.
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