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n September 1, 1850, the Schumanns—Robert,
Clara and six children—moved to Düsseldorf after
six unhappy years in Dresden. Actually, Dresden
was a lively musical center, not least because of

Wagner’s presence there until 1849, but the Schumanns
found it personally and artistically stultifying. 

the Schumanns in Düsseldorf
Düsseldorf, where Schumann was to become municipal
music director, had a reputation as a conductor-eating
town, but Schumann badly wanted an orchestra of his
own and he was willing to give Düsseldorf a try. He
arrived at his new Rhineland home in high spirits, and 
the Düsseldorfers did everything they could to make their
new music director feel welcome, unleashing an
exhausting round of speeches, serenades, celebratory
concerts, banquets and balls.

But contentment was brief. Clara worried
about social standards, especially “the breezy,
unconstrained conduct of the women, who
at times surely transgress the barriers of
femininity and decency….Marital life is
more in the easy-going French style.” (All
she could do about the women was to avoid
them.) Both Robert and Clara were distressed
by the noisiness of their first apartment, although
a Rhine excursion at the end of the month 
and a move to quieter quarters helped.

Through all this turmoil, Schumann’s creative energies
were not to be suppressed: in just 15 October days he
composed his Cello Concerto, and in what remained of
1850 and in 1851 he wrote the Rhenish Symphony, revised
his D-minor Symphony into what he considered its
definitive form (Symphony No. 4), and wrote two violin

o
Robert Schumann

Born: June 8, 1810, Zwickau, Saxony
Died: July 29, 1856, Endenich, near Bonn

Concerto in A minor for Cello and Orchestra, 
Opus 129

sonatas, the Märchenbilder for viola and piano, two
substantial cantatas and several overtures on literary themes. 

The day Schumann finished the Cello Concerto he
conducted the first of his ten subscription concerts. 
Clara was his soloist in Mendelssohn’s G-minor Piano
Concerto, and, except that Robert was miffed because she
got more attention than he did, it went well. 

Nonetheless, it soon became inescapably clear that
Schumann was unequal to his new position, and in
October 1852 he was asked to resign. The matter was
smoothed over temporarily, but a year later he had
conducted his last concert in Düsseldorf. Always subject
to depression, Schumann threw himself into the Rhine on
February 27, 1854. This suicide attempt was not his first.
He was rescued and committed into Dr. Richarz’ hospital
at Endenich, where he died two and a half years later.

a “wholly ravishing” concerto
The Cello Concerto—and this always comes as a
surprise—is the first important one since the beautiful
examples by Boccherini from the 1780s.

Clara Schumann was delighted by the Cello Concerto. 
“It pleases me very much and seems to me to be written
in true violoncello style,” she noted in her diary on
November 16, 1850. The following October she wrote: 
“I have played Robert’s Violoncello Concerto through
again, thus giving myself a truly musical and happy hour.
The romantic quality, the vivacity, the freshness and

humor, also the highly interesting interweaving of
violoncello and orchestra are indeed wholly

ravishing, and what euphony and deep
feeling one finds in all the melodic
passages!” Robert, on the other hand,
seems to have had reservations: he canceled
plans for a performance in the spring of

1852 and he did not send it to Breitkopf &
Härtel, his Leipzig publisher, until 1854. In

fact, the first performance was posthumous,
given by Ludwig Ebert at the Leipzig Conservatory on

June 9, 1860, at a concert in honor of the composer’s 50th
birthday.

the music
In the Cello Concerto, each movement is linked to the
next, and the middle one, even while it blooms in
gloriously expressive song, has something of the character
of a bridge or an intermezzo. 

Showcase_SEPTOCT 09_pt 2.QXP:Showcase_JAN05_pt2.qxd  9/11/09  7:31 PM  Page 50

M i n n e s o t a  O r c h e s t r a    All materials copyright © 2009 by the Minnesota Orchestra.



oct 15, 16Program Notes

S E PTE M B E R / O CTO B E R 200 9      M I N N E S OTA O R C H E STRA 51

notable, for along with neutral pizzicato chords we hear a
soft countermelody played by another solo cello.

sehr lebhaft (very lively). After the urgent recitative that
forms the bridge into the finale, Schumann gives us a
more swift-moving music than any we have yet heard in

the piece. Unfortunately, it is likely to sound not
brilliant but just damnably difficult. Schumann

relies much on sequences, and it takes a
special mix of planning and spontaneity

to bring out the energy in this music.
(The 1953 Prades Festival recording
by Casals and Ormandy shows
wonderfully what can be done.) The
drooping two-note phrases from the
slow movement are often heard in the

background.

Schumann moves into the coda by way of
an accompanied cadenza (an inspiration to

Elgar and perhaps also to Schoenberg and Walton
in their violin concertos). Many famous cellists, among
them Casals, Piatigorsky, and Starker, all of whom should
have known better, have struck out 32 measures of
Schumann’s music at this point and substituted grandly
rhetorical unaccompanied cadenzas of their own.

But Schumann was right, he really was: in the last
moments of this finale, which is so difficult to move
purposefully forward, it is important not to bring
everything to a halt but to keep the momentum going, as
Schumann does with his in-tempo cadenza. When he
emerges from this episode, one of the Concerto’s most
original and effective, Schumann shifts metric gears,
going from 2/4 into a still peppier 6/8, a device Brahms
found worth imitating, and often.

Instrumentation:
solo cello with orchestra comprising 2 flutes, 2 oboes, 

2 clarinets, 2 bassoons, 2 horns, 2 trumpets, 
timpani and strings

Excerpted from Michael Steinberg’s The Concerto: 
A Listener’s Guide (Oxford University Press, 1998), 
by permission of the author.

nicht zu schnell (not too fast). The Concerto begins with
three solemn chords for woodwinds with pizzicato
strings. Their immediate purpose is to usher in the solo
cello’s impassioned melody, but we soon discover that
they have more than a local function, appearing at many
of the Concerto’s important junctures and especially
pervading the slow movement. They are not, by the
way, static and unalterable; rather, Schumann
constantly finds new harmonies, rhythms
and colors for them, although they are
always and instantly recognizable. And
to make the bridge from the slow
movement to the finale, Schumann
turns the cello theme itself into a
gripping recitative, fascinatingly
shared by soloist and orchestra in a
moment both tender and full of pain.

Like his Piano Concerto, Schumann’s Cello
Concerto has no opening tutti, only a brief but
striking gesture that introduces the soloist right
away: the three rising chords for woodwinds, each
accented by pizzicato strings. Quiet though it is, it
suggests the opening of a theater curtain, and the
performer who stands revealed is an inspired singer who
gives us an expansive and constantly developing—that is,
non-repeating—melody. Here is Schumann at his most
personal, his most poignantly vulnerable. Only when this
lyric utterance is done does the orchestra ground the
music with a vigorous and impassioned paragraph.
Clearly, though, Schumann means this to be the cellist’s
day, and the soloist returns with another lyric and
exploring song, one of great range and full of wide
intervals. A brilliant passage in triplets ends the
exposition. The development is a kind of contest between
virtuoso display and lyricism, and the chugging triplets
are constantly interrupted—almost rebuked, it seems—by
reappearances of parts of the opening melody in ever
more distant and mysterious keys.

langsam (slow). After the recapitulation, the opening wind
chords return, now heard from a deeply strange
harmonic perspective. This time, the cello responds not
with its first melody, but with a brief transition that gently
sets the music down in F major. The slow movement has
begun, and Schumann gives us a new melody, one full of
melancholy downward curves. Like a chorus of
sympathetic mourners, woodwinds echo the ends of the
phrases. The passage reminds us that Tchaikovsky was
one of the great Schumann-lovers. The accompaniment is

Above: The Cello Player, painting by Thomas Eakins, 1896.

Far left: Clara Schumann, the superb pianist who was her husband’s muse.
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the violins’ quietly twisting main theme. Almost
incidentally, Shostakovich introduces the simple rhythmic
motif (short-short-long) that will saturate and unify the
entire symphony. There follows a beautiful episode: over
string accompaniment that pulses along on the rhythmic
motif, first violins sing a melody full of wide leaps. But the
wonder is that this peaceful theme, which sounds
completely new, is actually a subtle transformation of the
powerful canonic introduction to the Symphony. This sort
of ingenious transformation of material marks the entire
Fifth Symphony.

The entrance of the piano signals the beginning of the
development. It has been said that in this symphony
Shostakovich does not so much develop his material as
brutalize it, and now themes that had been peaceful at their
introduction are made shrill, almost hysterical in their
intensity. The movement reaches a climax on a furious tam-
tam stroke as brass stamp out the rhythmic motif. After all
this fury, Shostakovich resolves the tensions beautifully: the
themes now return peacefully and, with its energy spent,
the movement ends quietly.

allegretto. Many have felt the influence of Mahler in the
bittersweet second movement that waltzes past in quick step
time. Much of the fun here lies in the instrumental color—
the sardonic solo clarinet, the solo violin’s slides in the trio
and the rattling sound of the xylophone.

largo. The third movement is more complex.
Its scoring is unique: Shostakovich

eliminates the brass, divides the strings
into eight parts, and gives a

prominent role to the harps, piano
and celesta. He wrote this
movement in one great arc, and
the Largo features lean textures,
an icy sound and some of his
most beautiful melodies. It rises to

a great climax, then falls away to
end quietly on the spooky sound of

harp harmonics.

allegro non troppo. Out of this quiet, the finale
rips to life with pounding timpani, ringing brass

and boundless energy; an angular second subject arrives
in the solo trumpet over whirring strings. The militaristic
bombast of this movement has bothered some listeners,
but Shostakovich rescues it by his stunning
transformation of this bluff beginning. Gradually these

52 M I N N E S OTA O R C H E STRA      S H OWCAS E

hostakovich’s Fifth is at once the most popular
symphony since Mahler and the most enigmatic. 
It was composed in the aftermath of the savage
January 1936 attack by Pravda on Shostakovich’s

opera Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District, which probably
had been ordered by Stalin himself. Before that,
Shostakovich had been the bright young star of Soviet
music, hailed as a product of that system and acclaimed
around the world for his witty, sardonic music. Now,
virtually overnight, he found himself in disgrace, his career
in ruins and he himself perhaps ticketed for a labor camp.

After a great deal of soul searching, Shostakovich
composed his Fifth Symphony very quickly (between April
18 and July 20, 1937), and its triumphant premiere in
Leningrad on November 21 of that year signaled
his artistic and political rehabilitation. One of
the most striking features of this music is
Shostakovich’s return to classical form,
a move that has signaled
capitulation to some Western
critics. But it may well be that
Shostakovich felt that there was
justice in the Pravda description
of his music as “fidgety,
screaming, neurotic,” and that his
music did need greater balance,
restraint and stability.

intense drama
There is a great deal of superb music in the
Fifth Symphony. This is an intensely dramatic
score, so powerful that it is easy to overlook the control and
unity of Shostakovich’s writing. 

moderato The first movement opens with ominous canonic
exchanges between string sections, and these give way to

s
Dmitri Shostakovich

Born: September 25, 1906, St. Petersburg
Died: August 9, 1975, Moscow

Symphony No. 5 in D minor, Opus 47
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themes are made to slow down and sing, and material
that had been strident on its first appearance yields
unsuspected melodic riches in the subdued center
section. Shostakovich gathers his forces and drives the
symphony to a triumphant, if somewhat raucous, 
close in D major.

Music this dramatic cries out for interpretation, and
ideological critics on both sides of the Iron Curtain have
been happy to supply violently divergent explanations of its
“meaning.” Prompted by authorities to provide a
politically correct program, Shostakovich obliged: “The
theme of my symphony is the stabilization of a personality.
In the center of this composition—conceived lyrically from
beginning to end—I saw a man with all his experiences.
The finale resolves the tragically tense impulses of the
earlier movements into optimism and the joy of living.” 
So existential an explanation even led to this symphony’s
being labeled the Hamlet Symphony in some Soviet circles. 

More recently, the Fifth Symphony has become the locus
classicus of what might be called “The Great Shostakovich
Debate” between two groups: those who regard this
symphony as sincere and consciously heroic, and those

The Motherland calls! – poster by I. M. Toidze, 1941.

“The rejoicing is forced, created
under threat…as if someone
were beating you with a stick
and saying, ‘Your business is
rejoicing, your business is
rejoicing.’”

– Shostakovich on the finale
of the Fifth Symphony, 

from the controversial memoir Testimony

Western critics who wish to rescue Shostakovich from his
past and are unwilling to accept the proposition that great
music might have been composed under the Soviet system.
These critics have been able to accept this symphony only
by declaring the entire piece ironic. Its triumph, they say, is
hollow, a conscious nose-thumbing at a political regime
that insisted on happy endings from its artists.

To such extremes have ideological critics been driven by
their politics—and it is clear that the Cold War lives on in
the minds of those engaged in this debate. Perhaps, in this
century, it may be possible to approach Shostakovich’s
symphony as it should be understood: as music. Heard for
itself, it remains an exciting work, satisfying both emotionally
and artistically. Far from being a capitulation, Shostakovich’s
Fifth Symphony marks a refinement of his musical
language and an engagement with those classical principles
that would energize his music for the next 40 years.

Instrumentation:
2 flutes, piccolo, 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, E-flat clarinet, 

2 bassoons, contrabassoon, 4 horns, 3 trumpets, 
3 trombones, tuba, timpani, bass drum, 

cymbals, bells, snare drum, tam-tam, triangle, 
xylophone, 2 harps, piano, celesta and strings

Program note by Eric Bromberger.
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