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Abstract

This article explores the interpretative features of Dmitri Shostakovich’s Cello Concerto
No. 1 in E-flat major, Op. 107. The study analyzes the specifics of performance approaches to
the piece, its dramaturgy, stylistic character, texture, and structure. Particular attention is given
to the pedagogical and methodological aspects of mastering the concerto within the framework
of professional cello training. The importance of this work in the modern cello repertoire is
emphasized, highlighting its role in developing the technical and artistic skills of young musi-
cians. The concerto is viewed as a key element in the evolution of cello performance practice
and as a major contribution to the development of the cello concerto genre in the 20th century.
Keywords: D. Shostakovich, cello, interpretation, concerto, pedagogy, performance,
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The creative legacy of Dmitri Dmitrievich
Shostakovich stands as one of the most sig-
nificant and original phenomena in the musi-
cal culture of the twentieth century. As a truly
universal artist, Shostakovich left a profound
mark across nearly all musical genres — from
opera and ballet scores to symphonic cycles,
chamber ensembles, vocal and choral works,
instrumental concertos, and music written
for theatrical productions and films.

A particularly important area of his work
is his contribution to cello literature, which
became a powerful stimulus for the forma-
tion and enrichment of the global repertoire
for this instrument. Today, the masterpieces
of this great maestro hold a central place in

the performance practice of cellists around
the world and are frequently featured in the
programs of international competitions.

It is worth noting that the cello, as an
orchestral string instrument, only fully re-
vealed its expressive and technical potential
in a relatively recent historical period. The
twentieth century became a kind of “golden
age” for cello performance, marked by the
emergence of a brilliant generation of world-
class virtuosos such as Gaspar Cassado,
Maurice Maréchal, André Navarra, Gregor
Piatigorsky, Pierre Fournier, Sviatoslav Knu-
shevitsky, Daniil Shafran, and, of course, the
legendary Pablo Casals and Mstislav Ros-
tropovich.
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The appearance of such outstanding per-
formers — possessing exceptional musical
talent and technical mastery — created the
demand for a new level of repertoire, both in
complexity and artistic depth. This, in turn,
inspired composers around the world to cre-
ate a wealth of compositions for the cello, in-
cluding both solo and ensemble works.

This creative surge resulted in an unprec-
edented expansion of the cello repertoire:
hundreds of works were written in a concert-
oriented style, along with chamber forms
such as sonatas, suites, instrumental cycles,
poems, rhapsodies, and other genre varia-
tions. All of this significantly enriched the
musical art of the twentieth century.

Among the recollections of Shostakovich’s
contemporaries, there are references to his
deep respect for the cello as one of the most
expressive instruments — even though there
are no direct documentary statements from
the composer to this effect. Nevertheless, his
sustained interest in the instrument is evident
from the earliest stages of his career. While
still a student, he composed Three Pieces for
Cello and Piano (Op. 24). Also noteworthy is
the Piano Trio No. 1 (Op. 8, 1923), in which
one can clearly observe Shostakovich’s early
timbral and expressive experimentation with
the cello. Vivid solo passages — instrumental
monologues of sorts — such as those preced-
ing the secondary theme in the exposition of
the first movement, foreshadow the profound
philosophical cello themes characteristic of
the composer’s mature symphonic works.

His interest in the cello was likely rooted
not only in aesthetic preferences but also in
his own performance background. In addi-
tion to his compositional genius, Shostakov-
ich was a gifted pianist who often performed
as a soloist alongside renowned musicians
such as V. L. Kubatsky, A. Ya. Ferkelman, and
A.Ya. Livshits. These collaborations with
prominent performers undoubtedly deep-
ened his understanding of chamber instru-
mental possibilities and directly inspired the
creation of the Sonata for Cello and Piano
(Op. 40, 1934). This work was dedicated to
V. L. Kubatsky, who not only gave the pre-
miere performance but also created his own
edition of the cello part.

Shostakovich’s turn to the chamber
genre during this period corresponds with
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a broader artistic shift in his work toward the
realm of “pure” instrumental music. In the
mid-1930s, the composer actively supported
the ideas circulating in the musical commu-
nity that called for greater simplicity, clarity,
and naturalness of musical expression. These
aesthetic principles found vivid embodiment
in the musical language of the Sonata for
Cello and Piano, which significantly differs
from his earlier compositions. The work may
be regarded as one of the most romantically
colored in Shostakovich’s output — filled with
elegiac intonations, melancholic lyricism,
and profound inner depth, offering a rare
glimpse into the intimate emotional world of
the composer.

The premiere of the Sonata took place
on December 25 at the Leningrad Philhar-
monic. Performed by the brilliant duo of
V.L.Kubatsky and D.D. Shostakovich, the
work was met with immediate acclaim from
both the public and critics. It quickly became
a staple in the repertoire of prominent cel-
lists, including Gregor Piatigorsky, Pierre
Fournier, and others.

Of particular significance in the cello mu-
sic of the 20th century are the two cello con-
certos composed by Shostakovich during his
mature period. These works stand not only as
the pinnacle of his contributions to the genre
but also as towering achievements in the en-
tire cello repertoire of the century. They are
characterized by a unique synthesis of tradi-
tional formal discipline and bold innovation:
the expansion of the technical and expressive
range of the solo instrument, a large-scale
symphonic approach to the concerto form,
and a distinctive dramaturgical concept built
on the conflict of opposing forces, symbolizing
the eternal struggle between good and evil.

According to the composer himself, the
impetus for writing the First Cello Concerto
came from his encounter with Sergei Proko-
fiev’s Symphony-Concerto for Cello and Or-
chestra. Shostakovich noted that the work
aroused his keen interest and inspired him to
explore the genre. However, his own concerto
shows a much clearer line of succession from
his early Violin Concerto (1948), including
thematic and intonational similarities be-
tween the two. In both works, Shostakovich
addresses complex dramaturgical challeng-
es in the interaction between soloist and or-

20 TOWARDS THE QUESTION OF INTERPRETING D. SHOSTAKOVICH'S



The European Journal of Arts
2025, No 4

chestra, alternating between contrasting and
blended textures. Of particular interest is the
extensive cadenza in the Cello Concerto —
a virtuosic monologue for the soloist — which
mirrors a similar device used in the Violin
Concerto.

In pursuit of thematic and structural unity,
the composer infuses all parts of the cycle with
intonationally related material. He also merg-
es the second, third, and final movements into
a continuous dramatic block, performed with-
out interruption. This seamless construction
reinforces the sense of cohesion and heightens
the dramatic intensity of the work.

The structural design of the First Cello
Concerto, now part of the core repertoire for
cellists, also deserves special attention. Un-
like the traditional three-movement concerto
form, this work is conceived as a four-move-
ment cycle, a form more commonly associ-
ated with the symphonic genre. This choice
was driven not only by the desire for a deeper
conceptual exploration but also by the com-
poser’s innovative decision to include the
cadenza as an independent movement. Ini-
tially conceived as a three-movement work,
Shostakovich later came to the conclusion
that the overall dramaturgical arc would ben-
efit from separating the cadenza into a dis-
tinct structural component.

Such an innovative interpretation of the ca-
denza had a noticeable impact on subsequent
musical practice. In the works of composers
of the second half of the 20th century, pieces
titled simply “Cadenza” began to emerge — for
example, Cadenza for Solo Cello by V.Yeki-
movsky (1970) and Cadenza for Solo Viola by
K. Penderecki (1984). Inspired by Shostakov-
ich’s violin and cello concertos, Rodion Shche-
drin composed his own Cello Concerto, also
consisting of four movements, one of which —
the second — is titled Scherzo-Cadenza and is
constructed entirely as a solo cadenza.

A significant distinguishing feature of
Shostakovich’s First Cello Concerto is the or-
chestration. The composer deliberately avoid-
ed the use of a full symphony orchestra, omit-
ting trumpets and trombones, thereby giving
the score a more chamber-like character. The
horn plays a central role in the instrumenta-
tion — it not only serves a harmonic function
but frequently engages in timbral dialogue
with the cello, creating a unique color palette.

Section 2. Musical art

Although the cello is traditionally per-
ceived as a lyrical and cantabile instrument,
Shostakovich presents it from an unexpected
angle — adding expression, angularity, and
sharpness, and making active use of the up-
per registers, thus uncovering new expres-
sive dimensions of the instrument.

It would be inaccurate to suggest that
this concerto is atypical of Shostakovich. On
the contrary, the piece fully reveals the com-
poser’s individual style. It is deeply original
while demonstrating a profound understand-
ing of the solo instrument’s capabilities, al-
lowing the composer to offer a fresh artistic
perspective. The Cello Concerto No. 1 has
rightfully earned its place among the master-
pieces of the genre — alongside the concertos
of Luigi Boccherini, Joseph Haydn, Rob-
ert Schumann, Antonin Dvorak, and Pyotr
Tchaikovsky’s Rococo Variations.

The world premiere of the work took place
on October 4, 1959, in Leningrad, with the
outstanding cellist Mstislav Rostropovich as
the soloist. The concerto was dedicated to him.
It later became part of the repertoire of ma-
jor performers of the 20th century, including
Natalia Gutman, Alexander Ivashkin, Mischa
Maisky, and Johannes Moser, among others.
In addition, the work is widely used in educa-
tional settings and is part of the professional
training repertoire for aspiring musicians.

It is worth noting that performing the
concerto involves a number of technical and
fingering challenges. This is partly due to the
fact that Shostakovich was not a cellist and
composed the material based not on instru-
mental familiarity, but on a conceptual vision
of the musical image. As a result, the work
demands a high level of technical proficien-
cy and developed artistic insight. It is rec-
ommended for inclusion in the repertoire of
advanced students at music colleges and con-
servatories. Depending on the performer’s
level of preparation, approaches to studying
and interpreting the piece may vary. In many
secondary music institutions, the first move-
ment is often studied and performed as the
most technically accessible.

In the context of pedagogical practice,
Shostakovich’s First Cello Concerto serves as
an invaluable educational resource that fos-
ters the development of both technical and
interpretive competencies. Working on this
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piece encourages a deeper understanding of
modern musical vocabulary, expressive into-
nation, and mastery of various bowing tech-
niques and register contrasts.

Despite being more than half a century
old, the concerto remains strikingly relevant
to modern performers. It continues to reso-
nate with today’s audiences, expressing core
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human concerns — inner conflict, personal
resilience, and dignity.

The combination of its expressive means,
artistic integrity, and technical richness
makes the First Cello Concerto one of the
great achievements of 20th-century perfor-
mance and composition.
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