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CELLO CONCERTO NO. 1

Shostakovich’s riveting Cello Concerto No. 1 is a seat-buckler.  He wrote it in 1959 – five years after 
Stalin’s death – specifically for his former student and friend the fabled Mstislav Rostropovich, and only 
mature cellists of the first order dare tackle it.  It’s a technical and an emotional bruiser, a heavyweight 
piece.

The first of four visceral movements begins with a jaunty four-note motif, evoking Beethoven’s Fifth 
Symphony, but it’s not jaunty for long.  It becomes progressively more emotionally freighted as the 
music continues.  The four notes dominate the movement and return later in the piece.  This motif may 
not be Beethoven’s “fate knocking at the door,” but they are equally autobiographical.  The four notes 
are not the same but are derived from Shostakovich’s personal musical signature – DSCH – that he 
inserted in works he considered to have personal significance.  The device was his way of saying, “This 
is me.  This is my story.”  We recognize the notes D and C, and in German the “S” stands for E-flat, the 
“H” for B-natural.  Another clue comes from what happened when he played part of his new work on 
the piano for Rostropovich.  With tears in his eyes, he told Rostropovich that the concerto had deep 
personal significance to him.

So what circumstances drove Shostakovich to write this intense concerto, so intense that they brought 
him to tears?  The answer is Joseph Stalin and life in the repressive Soviet Union.  Under Stalin, all 
creative art became Soviet propaganda, and he exercised the literal power of life and death over all 
artists.  Stalin threatened Shostakovich.  He terrorized, tormented, and demeaned him, and he turned 
his life into a living hell.  Shostakovich lived in such fear that he often slept in a hallway outside his 
apartment expecting the secret police to come for him before daybreak.

The point of this contextual information is that this concerto is the product of a traumatized man still 
suffering years after Stalin’s death.  The scars from his abuse were raw, and Shostakovich took this 
opportunity cathartically to reveal them to the world.

In Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, he told us what it was like to confront his loss of hearing and his 
mortality.  Shostakovich tells us of living in existential fear under a brutal tyrant who might order his 
demise as “an enemy of the state.”  Scary stuff?  You bet!

Movement two is an introspective journey into a quieter space, a soliloquy.  The third movement is a 
solo cadenza in which we feel that Shostakovich is exposing the deepest recess of his battered soul.  
The four-note motif returns.

The high-octane fourth movement is almost manic, and deliberately so.  In addition to returning to 
his signature four-note motif, Shostakovich cleverly inserted into the movement fragments of his 
tormenter Stalin’s favorite folksong, making a sarcastic mockery of it.  Dmitri got the last laugh over 
Stalin after all.  Yes, he who laughs last laughs best.


