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Dmitri Shostakovich (1906-75)

Two Pieces for String Octet, Op. 11
1. Prelude: Adagio
2. Scherzo: Allegro molto
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-91)
Sinfonia concertante in E flat major, KV364
1.
Allegro maestoso
2. Andante
3. Presto


Interval


Dmitri Shostakovich (1906-75)

Chamber Symphony (Symphony for Strings), Op. 118a (arr. Rudolf Barshai)

1. Andante

2. Allegretto furioso

3. Adagio –

4. Allegretto – Andante

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-91)
Serenade in D major, KV239 (‘Serenata notturna’)

1. Marcia (Maestoso)

2. Menuetto

3. Rondeau (Allegretto – Adagio – Allegro) 

The teenage Shostakovich achieved international recognition with his First Symphony, a masterpiece that speaks unmistakably with the same voice we hear in the composer’s later works nearly half a century later. Although the Two Pieces for String Octet are all that exist of an unfinished work, they present same remarkable combination of fully-fledged technical command and individual maturity. They were written in 1924 and 1925, when the composer was still a student at the Leningrad Conservatoire. 

     The Prelude begins with a sequence of ominous, full-ensemble chords, followed by rectitative-like solo lines and an imitatively worked pendant – a sequence at once given a varied repeat. An assortment of unconnected ideas follows. Suddenly the first violin sets about developing, wildly, its opening recitative; but again, the music seems to draw no conclusions. The Scherzo presents a similar parade of disjunct material, beginning with a headlong rush of harsh dissonance, and then developing an ongoing surge of repeated-chord figuration that dominates the rest of the movement.
     Some 40 years later, in 1964, Shostakovich completed his Tenth String Quartet Op. 118, whose alternative incarnation as a Symphony for Strings relates to Rudolf Barshai’s earlier success in arranging the Eighth Quartet (as the Chamber Symphony Op. 110a). Shostakovich had resisted the idea of orchestrated chamber music until he heard Barshai’s version of Bach’s The Art of Fugue, which included a completion of its unfinished finale. Impressed, Shostakovich responded: ‘Don’t you want to complete my Octet?’ Barshai understandably asked his permission instead to arrange another already complete string quartet.
     The Symphony’s opening movement flows quietly along, within what seems to be an effortless sense of space; yet the mood, like the tonality, never quite settles. The underlying unease then explodes in the Allegretto furioso – to which the shell-shocked response is a passacaglia slow movement, with the cellos’ lament-like opening theme repeated while the other strings develop variations around it. The final Allegretto, the longest movement of the four, begins with a pattering theme on the violas. This dominates the development, and surrounds a recall of the Adagio’s passacaglia. A reminiscence of the first movement’s opening then leads towards one of those poised, half-smiling conclusions that are a Shostakovich trademark.

     If Mozart’s mature creative voice had to wait a few years longer to emerge than Shostakovich’s, there is no mistaking its presence in the Sinfonia concertante for violin, viola and orchestra, completed in Salzburg in 1779. The young Mozart’s creative horizons had recently been widened by a visit to Mannheim, where he had found a thriving tradition of instrumental performance. This duly left its mark on the Sinfonia concertante, whose musical depth and reach is far beyond that of most of his earlier works. Himself a skilled violinist, Mozart had by now come to prefer the viola, which he played with equal fluency, and whose more introspective character dominates both the solo writing of the Sinfonia concertante and its orchestral component (in which the viola section is itself divided, to generate a darker overall sound).
     The first movement’s tempo marking (maestoso, ‘majestic’), unusual for Mozart’s time, is confirmed in the remarkable weight and breadth of the opening bars. A grand, pre-Beethovenian crescendo leads to the beautifully timed entry of the two soloists, who are soon introducing new material of their own, in the poised dialogue that is one of the work’s hallmarks. The C minor Andante’s opening theme in sombre octaves is at once taken up and expanded on by the two soloists, the viola then being the first to lead the music into new and wonderfully expressive harmonic regions. Last comes a relatively short rondo finale, restoring major-key brightness in a whirl of speedy passagework.
     Mozart’s cascade of Serenades and Divertimenti in his Salzburg years is of such quality that it is difficult to remember that this was music composed to be, literally, talked through – during banquets and other gatherings at the court of Archbishop Colloredo, the restless young composer’s unloved employer. Sure enough, the D major Serenata notturna shows Mozart brilliantly making the most of a short and limited format. It was probably written for performance on New Year’s Day, 1776, and is scored for two antiphonally deployed ensembles consisting of a solo string quartet (with a double-bass replacing the usual cello), and an orchestra of strings (with cellos, but without double-basses) and timpani. The first movement is a feisty March, whose party piece is a central episode featuring pizzicato orchestral strings and muffled drumbeats – an idea which Mozart can’t resist repeating after the main reprise. Then comes a sturdy Minuet, and last a bustling Rondo finale, whose surprises include a mid-movement Adagio interruption, and a sudden and roguish speeding-up before the final bars.   
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