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ABSTRACT 

 

The thesis proposes an interpretation of three of Alfred Schnittke’s polystylistic 

symphonies through the cultural theories of Mikhail Bakhtin. Schnittke’s symphonies 

use stylistic plurality to explore notions of identity, both musical and personal, and to 

create a sense of engagement between his music and its cultural context. 

Bakhtin’s writings are also concerned with the artistic potential of stylistic 

interaction. He used the concept of verbal dialogue as a model for stylistic plurality in 

literature. In dialogue, individuals can be identified by the specific stylistic profile of 

their speech. The interaction of language styles within artworks can therefore be 

interpreted through comparison to the verbal interactions of individuals within a 

society. Notions of identity can be explored in this model through the dynamic 

interplay of the personal and the collective.  

In the thesis, Bakhtin’s concept of literary dialogue is taken as the starting 

point for an interpretation of stylistic interaction in music. The writings of the 

Russian musicologist Boris Asaf’ev are used to help translate Bakhtin’s language-

specific theories to music through his conviction that musical semantics is closely 

linked to verbal communication. Each of the three symphonies selected for 

examination is discussed in terms of the ways in which polystylism is used to explore 

notions of identity. Much of Schnittke’s music is motivated by the struggle for 

identity and each of the works approaches the problem from a different angle. The 

Third Symphony explores Schnittke’s relationship to German culture, the Fourth to 

liturgical culture, and the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no. 5 to the legacies of 

Bach and Mahler. The thesis argues that Schnittke’s exploration of these issues is 

highly dialogic, and that the interplay of stylistic identity constructions within the 

works has the effect of consolidating both the artistic status of the music itself, and 

the cultural status of its composer. 
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TRANSLITERATION OF CYRILLIC SCRIPT 

 

Russian text is presented in this thesis using a simplified version of the Library of 

Congress romanisation system, as outlined below. Exceptions are made for names 

that are well known in the West and have taken on conventional spellings, such as 

Tchaikovsky and Dostoevsky. Also, names with Latin versions that are the expressed 

preference of the bearers’ themselves have been rendered as such, for example 

Stravinsky and, of course, Alfred Schnittke. 

 
 

А  а  A  a 
Б  б B  b 
В  в   V  v 
Г  г   G  g 
Д  д D  d 
Е  е     E  e 
Ё  ё         E  e 
Ж  ж    Zh  zh 
З  з          Z  z 
И  и         I  i 
Й  й         I  i 
К  к       K  k 
Л  л         L  l 
М  м     M  m 
Н  н       N  n 
О  о       O  o 
П  п        P  p 
Р  р         R  r 
С  с         S  s 
Т  т        T  t 
У  у       U  u 
Ф  ф    F  f 
Х  х    Kh  kh 
Ц  ц    TS  ts 
Ч  ч    Ch  ch 
Ш  ш    Sh  sh 
Щ  щ    Shch  shch 
Ы  ы    Y  y 
Ь  ь   ‘  ‘ 
Э  э    E  e 
Ю  ю    IU  iu 
Я  я     IA  ia 
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INTRODUCTION – A REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

Three names will appear with some regularity in the following pages: those of the 

composer Alfred Schnittke (1934-1998), the musicologist Boris Asaf’ev (1884-

1949) and the literary theorist Mikhail Bakhtin (1895-1975). Although a few studies 

have drawn links between the work of Asaf’ev and Bakhtin (most notably those by 

David Haas and Anthony Gritten, see below), none to my knowledge has applied the 

ideas of these writers to Schnittke’s music. Accordingly, the following survey of 

secondary sources will be divided into three parts covering writings on the work of 

Schnittke, Asaf’ev and Bakhtin respectively. 

 

ALFRED SCHNITTKE 

For English-language readers, the most important writer on the life and works of 

Alfred Schnittke is the musicologist and long-time friend of the composer Alexander 

Ivashkin (who also supervised this thesis). His first substantial English language 

volume on Schnittke is the biography that appeared in 1996.1 This book is part of 

Phaidon’s 20thCentury Composers series which is aimed at a non-specialist 

readership and therefore avoids detailed technical discussion of the composer’s 

music. The main strength of the Schnittke volume is its wealth of biographical and 

contextual information. Only short passages of the text are given over to individual 

works, although these brief references are always filled with useful insights. 

 Alexander Ivashkin’s most substantial contribution to Schnittke scholarship 

is his volume of conversations with the composer entitled Besedi s Al’fredom 

Shnitke [Conversations with Alfred Schnittke].2 This first appeared in 1994 but has 

since been republished in a second edition in 2003. The conversations took place 

between 1985 and 1992 and cover a wide range of cultural, artistic and philosophical 

issues. They have been a particularly helpful source because of the extent to which 

the creative psychology behind individual works is discussed. 

 There are two other Russian language monographs devoted to Schnittke, both 

involving the musicologist Valentina Kholopova. The first is the collaboration with 

Evgeniia Chigareva Al’fred Shnitke: Ocherk zhizni i tvorchestva [Alfred Schnittke: a 

                                                           
1 Ivashkin, Alexander, 1996: Alfred Schnittke (London: Phaidon). 
2 Ivashkin, Alexander, 2003: Besedy s Al’fredom Shnitke [Conversations with Alfred Schnittke] (2nd 
ed.) (Moscow: Klassika-XXI). 
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study of his life and works].3 This book provides extensive analysis of a number of 

Schnittke’s works. Most significantly for this study, the Third Symphony (1981) is 

examined in detail. Almost all of the musical monograms that I mention in my 

chapter on that work were first identified in this book. The liturgical modes in the 

Fourth Symphony (1984) are also identified, although the discussion of that work is 

very brief. Kholopova has also recently published a Russian language biography of 

Schnittke.4 This book’s stated aim is to provide biographical information about 

Schnittke for Russian language readers and therefore act as the equivalent of 

Ivashkin’s 1996 English language biography. There are a number of analytical 

studies of individual works in the book, but each is a slightly adapted version of a 

similar study in the 1990 volume. 

 Schnittke was himself a writer on music, although most of his articles on the 

works of other composers remained unpublished at the time of his death. In the 

intervening years Alexander Ivashkin has made efforts to put this to rights, and two 

important volumes of Schnittke’s writings, both edited by Ivashkin, have appeared. 

The first is A Schnittke Reader,5 which contains many of Schnittke’s musicological 

articles, along with a number of reminiscences and appreciations of Schnittke and 

his music by some of his more famous collaborators. The first section of the book is 

a translation of two of the chapters from the 1994 conversations volume (they 

appeared in the earlier publication as chapters 5 and 6). The Schnittke Reader was 

not intended to provide a comprehensive survey of Schnittke’s writings on music, 

but its Russian-language counterpart Stat’i o muzyke [Articles on music]6 does make 

such an effort. This contains all of the articles by Schnittke that appear in the 

Schnittke Reader but here published in the original Russian. It also contains many 

other articles that were not translated for the earlier volume. 

 Two collections of articles about Schnittke’s music have appeared since the 

mid 1990s, one in German and one in English. The first is the 1994 Sikorski 

publication Alfred Schnittke zum 60. Geburtstag: Eine Festschrift,7 and the other is 

                                                           
3 Kholopova, V. and Chigareva, E., 1990: Al’fred Shnitke: Ocherk zhizni i tvorchestva [Alfred 
Schnittke: a Study of his Life and Work] (Moscow: Sovetskii Kompozitor). 
4 Kholopova, V., 2003: Kompozitor Al’fred Shnitke (Cheliabinsk: Arkaim). 
5 Schnittke, Alfred, 2002: A Schnittke Reader, edited by Alexander Ivashkin (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press). 
6 Schnittke, Alfred, 2004: Stat’i o muzyke [Articles on Music], edited by Alexander Ivashkin 
(Moscow: Kompozitor). 
7 Köchel, Jurgen, (ed.) 1994: Alfred Schnittke zum 60. Geburtstag: Eine Festschrift [A Festschrift for 
Alfred Schnittke’s 60th Birthday] (Hamburg: Sikorski). 
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Seeking the Soul: the music of Alfred Schnittke,8 which was published in 2002 and 

contains some of the papers given at the Guildhall School of Music and Drama’s 

two-day Schnittke conference organised to coincide with the 2001 BBC Symphony 

Orchestra Schnittke weekend. The most relevant paper in this volume to the present 

study is ‘Alfred Schnittke and Gustav Mahler’9 by Georg Borchardt, which has 

informed many aspects of my fifth chapter. 

 Another publication project devoted to collections of articles about Schnittke 

and his music is the continuing series of Schnittke Yearbooks entitled Al’fredu 

Shnitke posviashchaetsia [Dedicated to Alfred Schnittke].10 These are published by 

the music school (now a conservatory) in Moscow that Schnittke himself attended. 

In its original incarnation the school was known as the ‘October Revolution Music 

College’ but has since been renamed in honour of its famous pupil as ‘MGIM im. 

A.G. Shnitke.’ The series now runs to four editions, published in 1999, 2001, 2003 

and 2005. One article from this series is of particular relevance to the present work 

as it concerns Schnittke’s Fourth Symphony. ‘Chetvertaia Simfonia A. Shnitke: 

Osobennosti dramaturgii i stilia’ [The Fourth Symphony of A. Schnittke: 

Peculiarities of dramaturgy and style]11 is by M. Tomina and appeared in the 2001 

edition. Although many of the analytical decisions in this study are very different 

from my own, a number of the formal archetypes to which I refer are first mentioned 

in this article, as is the notion of a palindromic structure that becomes central to my 

reading of the work 

 Two book-length Russian-language academic studies of Schnittke’s music 

appeared in 2004. One is by T.V. Frantova and is entitled Polifonia A. Shnitke i 

novie tendentsii v muzyke vtoroi polovini XX veka [The Polyphony of A. Schnittke 

and New Tendencies in the Music of the Second Half of the 20th Century].12 This 

examines the polyphonic devices in a number of Schnittke’s works in some detail. It 

too contains a study of the structure of the Fourth Symphony, but it also draws 

                                                           
8 Odam, George (ed.), 2002: Seeking the Soul: the Music of Alfred Schnittke (London: The Guildhall 
School of Music and Drama). 
9 Ibid., p.28-37. 
10 Gorlinskii, V.I., Ivashkin, A.V., Ledenev, R.S., Chigareva, E.I., Shnitke, I.F., 1999, 2001, 2003, 
2005: Alfredu Shnitke posviashchaetsia [Dedicated to Alfred Schnittke (The Schnittke Yearbook)] 
(Moscow: MGIM im. A. G. Shnitke). 
11 Ibid., (2001) pp.150-164. 
12 Frantova, T.V., 2004: Polifoniia A. Shnitke i novie tendentsii v muzyke vtoroi polovini XX veka [The 
Polyphony of A. Schnittke and New Tendencies in the Music of the Second Half of the 20th Century] 
(Rostov-on-Don: SKNTs VSH APSN). 



12 
 

significantly different conclusions from either Tomina or myself. The other 2004 

volume devoted to the academic study of Schnittke’s music is Dzun Tiba’s 

Simfonicheskoe tvorchestvo Al’freda Shnitke: Opyt intertesktual’nogo analiza [The 

Symphonic Works of Alfred Schnittke: An Attempt at Intertextual Analysis].13 This 

book’s subject has significant similarities to my own field of study as it covers the 

same repertoire with a similar methodology (Bakhtin was an important precursor for 

intertextual theory). The main difference is one of emphasis, as I am aiming to 

interpret each of the works individually, while Tiba’s intertextual approach is more 

concerned with fitting the symphonies into a wider context and thereby elucidating 

the nature of this musical intertextual space. Nevertheless, a number of analytical 

insights from this book have been useful for the present study: the identification of 

additional monograms in the Third Symphony, for example, and a few stylistic 

references to earlier works that had escaped my attention. 

 Two English-language PhD theses have been similarly useful in establishing 

connections between Schnittke’s music and the works of earlier composers to whom 

he alludes. Kirsten Peterson’s Structural Threads in a Patchwork Quilt: 

polystylistics and motivic unity in selected works by Alfred Schnittke14 concentrates 

primarily on the early concerti grossi. However, in her introductory chapter she talks 

briefly about the Third Symphony and suggests a number of historical analogies that 

now appear in my chapter on that work. Lisa Brookes Robinson’s ‘Mahler and 

Postmodern Intertextuality’15 contains a chapter on the second movement of 

Schnittke’s Concerto Grosso no. 4/Symphony no. 5 (1988), and while her 

methodology is distinctly different from my own, her detailed observations about the 

movement’s structure have formed the basis of that aspect of my reading of the 

movement. 

 Another important aspect of Lisa Brookes Robinson’s thesis is the explicit 

connections that she draws between the aesthetics of Mahler and those of Schnittke. 

This is a complex dimension of Schnittke’s work, and much of the fifth chapter of 

this thesis will be occupied in determining the nature of Mahler’s influence. The 

                                                           
13 Tiba, Dzun, 2004: Simfonicheskoe tvorchestvo Al’freda Shnitke: Opyt intertekstual’nogo analiza 
[The Symphonic Works of Alfred Schnittke: an Attempt at Intertextual Analysis] (Moscow: 
Kompozitor). 
14 Peterson, Kirsten, 2000: ‘Structural threads in a patchwork quilt: polystylistics and motivic unity in 
selected works by Alfred Schnittke’ (PhD thesis: University of Connecticut). 
15 Robinson, L. B., 1994: ‘Mahler and Postmodern Intertextuality’ (PhD thesis: Yale University). 
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 Borchardt article mentioned above has also been helpful in this respect, as has 

Svetlana Savenko’s article ‘Alfred Schnittke: 4. Concerto Grosso/5. Simfonie.’16 

The last secondary resource that I would like to mention with regard to Schnittke’s 

music brings in the issue of Mahler’s influence, but as part of the discussion on 

another complex influence on Schnittke’s music, that of Dmitri Shostakovich. 

Alexander Ivashkin’s ‘Shostakovich and Schnittke: The Erosion of Symphonic 

Syntax’17 is an insightful, if brief, investigation into the ways in which 

Shostakovich’s deprecation of officially sanctioned symphonic writing influenced 

Schnittke’s symphonies. Much of the following discussion of Schnittke’s 

idiosyncratic approach to the genre is based on the ideas in this article and on similar 

ideas that have been expressed to me by Alexander Ivashkin himself during his 

supervision of this research project.  

 

BORIS ASAF’EV 

Despite his central role in Soviet era Russian musicology, very little has been written 

in English about the work of Boris Asaf’ev. Only three English-language sources are 

worthy of a mention in this section, and two of these are brief introductory articles. 

The first is ‘The Soviet Russian Concepts of “Intonazia” and “Musical Imagery”’18 

by Malcolm Hamrick Brown. This outlines the status of Asaf’ev’s concept of 

intonation in Soviet era Russian musicology. The second is ‘Boris Asaf’ev and 

Soviet Symphonic Theory’19 by David Haas, which addresses the popularity of the 

symphony in the Soviet Union and considers why its status did not decline in the 

20th Century in the same way that it did in the west. One of his conclusions is that 

Asaf’ev’s writings maintained the apparent viability of the genre in the Russian-

speaking world. Haas also draws some parallels between Asaf’ev and Bakhtin, 

although these are mainly limited to biographical comparisons. The only specific 

connection he draws between the work of the two men is the Asaf’ev quotation 

                                                           
16 Savenko, Svetlana, 1990: ‘Alfred Schnittke: 4 Concerto Grosso/5. Simfonie’ trans. (from Russian to 
German) by Hannelore Gerlach, in Sowjetische Musik im Licht der Perestroika [Soviet Music in Light 
of Perestroika], edited by Hermann Danuser, Hannelore Gerlach and Jurgen Köchel (Duisburg: 
Laaber-Verlag). 
17 Ivashkin, Alexander, 1995: ‘Shostakovich and Schnittke: The Erosion of Symphonic Syntax’, trans. 
John Cornish and David Fanning in Shostakovich Studies, ed. David Fanning (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press), pp.354-270. 
18 Brown, Malcolm H., 1974: ‘The Soviet Russian Concepts of “Intonazia” and “Musical Imagery”’, 
The Musical Quarterly, Vol. LX, No. 4, pp.557-567. 
19 Haas, David, 1992: ‘Boris Asaf’yev and Soviet Symphonic Theory’, The Musical Quarterly, Vol. 
76, No. 3, pp.410-432. 
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about symphonism in Dostoevsky that I have borrowed and which can be found in 

the ‘novelness and symphonism’ section of chapter 2. 

 The other important English language commentary on the work of Asaf’ev is 

James Robert Tull’s PhD thesis B.V. Asaf’ev’s Musical Form as a Process: 

Translation and Commentary.20 The thesis is in three volumes, the second and third 

of which are a translation of Asaf’ev’s famous work.21 The first volume is a 

commentary designed for readers unfamiliar with the musicology of the first decades 

of the Soviet Union. The volume is useful because it gives an idea of Asaf’ev’s 

philosophical and cultural roots and also considers the political pressures under 

which he worked and how this affected the language he used. The significance of 

Tull’s commentary is evident from the fact that almost every reference to Asaf’ev’s 

work in the English language makes some form of reference back to this thesis. 

 

MIKHAIL BAKHTIN 

Chapter Three will discuss in detail the significance of each of Bakhtin’s own works 

and will outline their translation histories and availability in English-language 

editions. What follows here is a survey of the rapidly expanding secondary literature 

on Bakhtin’s work and its ramifications in a wide range of fields of study. 

 A number of general volumes about Bakhtin and his work have appeared in 

English from the mid-1980s onwards. The most significant authors of such volumes 

have been Michael Holquist and Caryl Emerson. Michael Holquist, in collaboration 

with Katerina Clark, produced the first English-language biography of Bakhtin in 

1984.22 This book is not a detailed study of Bakhtin’s work, but rather an 

investigation into aspects of Bakhtin’s life that had hitherto been unknown to the 

English-speaking world (and, to a large degree, to the Russian-speaking world as 

well). Michael Holquist wrote a more significant study of Bakhtin’s work in 1990 

entitled Dialogism: Bakhtin and his World.23 This book partly functions as an 

introduction to Bakhtin’s thought, but is also an investigation into some of the more 

abstract philosophy behind Bakhtin’s ideas. Holquist writes on this philosophical 

                                                           
20 Tull, James Robert, 1976: B. V. Asaf’ev’s Musical Form as a Process: Translation and 
Commentary, 3 vols. (Ph.D. thesis: Ohio State University). 
21 Asaf’ev, B., 1971: Muzykal’naia forma kak protsess [Musical Form as a Process], ed. E. M. Orlova 
(Leningrad: Muzyka). 
22 Clark, Katerina and Holquist, Michael, 1984: Mikhail Bakhtin (Cambridge Mass.: The Belknap 
Press of Harvard University Press). 
23 Holquist, Michael, 1990: Dialogism: Bakhtin and His World (London: Routledge). 
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level in order to defend Bakhtin against what Holquist perceived in the America of 

the late 1980s as a trivialisation of Bakhtin’s ideas. Holquist is of the opinion that 

Bakhtin is (or was at the time) known mainly in the English speaking world for his 

concept of carnival, and that most misinterpret this idea as a trivialisation of culture 

and a deprecation of social responsibility.24 In response, Holquist seeks to 

characterise Bakhtin’s thought as a fully coherent and self-sufficient epistemology. 

The philosophical ideas that are outlined in Holquist’s reading of Bakhtin have 

informed many aspects of this thesis, in particular the concluding chapter. 

 Caryl Emerson has also been an influential figure in the reception of Bakhtin 

in the English-speaking world, not least because of her 1984 translation of Bakhtin’s 

Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics.25 The most significant commentary of Bakhtin’s 

work that she has been involved with is her collaboration with Gary Saul Morson 

entitled Mikhail Bakhtin: Creation of a Prosaics.26 This large volume strives 

towards the status of a comprehensive survey of all of Bakhtin’s major writings and 

ideas. It is particularly significant because of its division of Bakhtin’s writings based 

on the different stages of his career. This allows the authors to demonstrate how 

Bakhtin’s various concepts such as dialogue and the novel developed and changed 

between his early writings in the 1920s and his last articles and revisions of his 

earlier works in the 1960s and 70s. Another important volume by Caryl Emerson is 

The First Hundred Years of Mikhail Bakhtin27 which surveys the developments in 

Bakhtin’s ideas since his death in 1975 based on a number Russian and western 

conferences on Bakhtin in the intervening decades. The most significant conclusion 

she draws is that the perception of Bakhtin in Russia is still very different from that 

in the west, and that friction between the two traditions of Bakhtin scholarship is 

inevitable. 

 There is also another general study of Bakhtin’s work which does not fit 

easily into either the Russian or the English language tradition of Bakhtin 

scholarship: Tsvetan Todorov’s Mikhail Bakhtin: The Dialogic Principle.28 This 

                                                           
24 See, for example, ibid., p.108 and p.181. 
25 Bakhtin, M.M., 1984: Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, ed. and trans. Caryl Emerson 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press). 
26 Morson, Gary Saul and Emerson, Caryl, 1990: Mikhail Bakhtin: Creation of a Prosaics (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press). 
27 Emerson, Caryl, 1997: The First Hundred Years of Mikhail Bakhtin (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press). 
28 Todorov, T., 1986: Mikhail Bakhtin: The Dialogic Principle, trans. W. Godzich (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press). 
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volume first appeared in French in 1981 and gives an idea of how Bakhtin was 

perceived in the French intellectual circles that, in the 1970s, adopted his work as the 

basis for intertextual theory. Todorov also had the benefit of access to many of 

Bakhtin’s unpublished notebooks and his study, while always maintaining the tone 

of an introduction, nevertheless contains some penetrating insights into the more 

philosophical aspects of Bakhtin’s work. The concept of ‘exotopy’, in particular, is 

elucidated in some detail, and it is from this work that I have taken the Greek-

derived translation of the word ‘vnenakhodimost’’ in preference to the more 

common, but also more drably prosaic ‘outsideness.’ 

 In the 1920s, Bakhtin was closely linked to a number of discussion groups in 

which many of the ideas that are now associated with his name where first 

formulated. Craig Brandist has done more than anyone else in the English-speaking 

world to acknowledge the contributions of the other members of these groups. His 

2002 study of Bakhtinian thought is entitled The Bakhtin Circle: Philosophy, 

Culture and Politics29 and it differs from the introductions to Bakhtinian thought 

already mentioned in that it seeks to give the other members of the Bakhtin circles 

their due. Brandist has also edited, in collaboration with David Sheppard and Galin 

Tikhanov, the volume The Bakhtin Circle: in the Master’s Absence.30 This 

collection of articles focuses on the writings of other members of the Bakhtin circles 

and considers the significance of these groups separately from the intellectual 

significance of Bakhtin himself. 

 One complication of the collaborative nature of many of the publications to 

come out of the 1920s Bakhtin circles is the fact that a number of volumes were 

published under the authorship of either Pavel Medvedev or Valentin Voloshinov 

but have since been attributed to Bakhtin himself. The advantage of attributing these 

works to Bakhtin is that they can more easily be used to support ideas in works that 

where published under Bakhtin’s own name. Chapter Four of this thesis makes a 

number of references to Freudianism: A Marxist Critique31 which was originally 

published under the authorship of Voloshinov. In my opinion, the relevance of these 

works to Bakhtinian thought would not be compromised by their having been 

                                                           
29 Brandist, Craig, 2002: The Bakhtin Circle: Philosophy, Culture and Politics (London: Pluto). 
30 Brandist, Craig, Shepherd, David and Tikhanov, Galin, (ed.) 2004: The Bakhtin Circle: In the 
Master’s Absence (Manchester: Manchester University Press). 
31 Bakhtin, M. M./Voloshinov, V. N., 1976: Freudianism: A Marxist Critique, ed. I.R. Titunik with N. 
H. Bruss, trans. I. R. Titunik (New York, San Francisco, London: Academic Press, Inc.). 
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written by other members of the various Bakhtin circles, because of the close-knit 

nature of these groupings. If Bakhtin did not in fact write these works himself, his 

influence on the arguments they present is always apparent. Nevertheless, a 

prolonged debate has taken place in the decades since Bakhtin’s death into the 

provenance of the disputed texts. Among English language scholars the most 

significant defender of the idea that the texts are the work of Bakhtin himself is 

Michael Holquist, while the most vocal opponent is Caryl Emerson.32 The most 

recent publications of the disputed texts in Russian were as a series entitled Bakhtin 

pod maskoi [Bakhtin Behind the Mask] (Labirint, 1993) reflecting the prevailing 

opinion in Russia that they are in fact the work of Bakhtin himself. 

 As the title of Freudianism suggests, Bakhtin and his colleagues did not 

restrict their discussions and studies to literature. Bakhtin saw the concept of 

dialogue as a foundation of culture and evoked it in his discussion of, amongst other 

subjects, psychology, anthropology, politics and law. However, what these subjects 

do have in common is their basis in language, either spoken or written. The 

following study diverts from this language-specific notion of dialogue in order to 

encompass music. Bakhtin himself makes only one reference to the possibility of 

studying music based on his cultural theories. In the penultimate paragraph of his 

extended essay ‘Discourse in the Novel’33 he mentions that the translation of 

literature into other art forms can be interpreted along dialogic lines. The only 

example he gives is Tchaikovsky’s Evgenii Onegin (1877-8) of which he says ‘it has 

a powerful influence on the philistine perception of this novel’s images, greatly 

weakening the quality of the parody in them.’34 While this is undoubtedly true of 

Tchaikovsky’s Onegin, it is a shame that this is Bakhtin’s only published thought on 

the possible relationships between his own theories and musical discourse. 

 The first stage, then, to a Bakhtinian poetics of music is to expand Bakhtin’s 

ideas and concepts beyond purely linguistic realms. The most important early text of 

Bakhtin commentary in this respect is V.V. Ivanov’s ‘The Significance of M.M.  

                                                           
32 Cf. Holquist’s introduction to The Dialogic Imagination p. xxvi ‘The view of the present editor is 
that ninety percent of the text of the [disputed publications] is indeed the work and Bakhtin himself.’ 
and Morson and Emerson 1990, p.102 ‘We have…come to the conclusion that, barring the 
presentation of new evidence, there is no convincing reason to credit Bakhtin with the authorship of 
the disputed texts.’ 
33 In Bakhtin, M. M., 1981: The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by M. M. Bakhtin, ed. Michael 
Holquist, trans. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press) pp.259-423. 
34 Ibid., p.421. 
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Bakhtin’s Ideas of Sign, Utterance and Dialogue for Modern Semiotics’35 which first 

appeared in Russian in the 1973 edition of the continuing series of article 

anthologies published by the Tartu School of Semiotics. One important aspect of the 

significance of this article to the present study is that Schnittke himself almost 

certainly read it. It can therefore be considered as both a conduit for the Bakhtinian 

interpretation of Schnittke’s music, and of the Bakhtinian nature of the creative 

process behind the music. The semiotic status that Ivanov proposes for Bakhtin’s 

ideas, and for dialogue in particular, provides the level of abstraction required in the 

following discussion for a musicological system based on what would otherwise be a 

purely linguistic theory. 

 The first significant English-language publication to use Bakhtin’s ideas in 

the discussion of music was Ken Hirschkop’s ‘The Classical and the Popular: 

Musical Form and Social Context.’36 The article proposes a politicised approach to 

musical form based on the emphasis that Bakhtin places on the relationship between 

the structure of an artwork and its social context. Hirschkop links his ideas to the 

work of Ivan Sollertinsky (1902-1944) who also used aspects of Bakhtin’s theories 

to relate music to its political and social context. Sollertinsky is an interesting 

historical figure in this respect; he was a pupil of Asaf’ev and was also a member of 

the Leningrad Bakhtin circle of the late 1920s. His efforts to combine the ideas of 

Asaf’ev and Bakhtin have been outlined by Pauline Fairclough in her recent article 

‘Sollertinskii and Dialogic Symphonism.’37 Sollertinsky was keen to promote the 

music of Mahler, and attempted to interpret it in a way that would find favour with 

the Soviet authorities. To this end he discussed Mahler’s music in terms of 

‘democratic symphonism’ or ‘dialogic symphonism’, both terms intended to show 

how Mahler resisted the petty bourgeois tastes of the musical establishment of his 

day. Unfortunately, Sollertinsky’s application of Bakhtin’s ideas in this context is 

very superficial. The short book he wrote on Mahler in 193238 demonstrates that his 

                                                           
35 Ivanov, Viach. Vs., 1976: ‘The Significance of M. M. Bakhtin’s Ideas on Sign, Utterance and 
Dialogue for Modern Semiotics’, in Semiotics and Structuralism: Readings from the Soviet Union, 
edited (with intro.) by Henryk Baron (White Plains: International Arts and Sciences Press, Inc.), 
pp.310-367. 
36 Hirschkop, Ken, 1989: ‘The Classical and the Popular: Musical Form and Social Context’, in Music 
and the Politics of Culture, ed. Christopher Norris (London: Lawrence and Wishart) pp.283-304. 
37 Fairclough, Pauline, 2004: ‘Sollertinskii and Dialogic Symphonism’, in The Bakhtin Circle: In the 
Master’s Absence ed. C. Brandist, D. Shepard, G. Tikhanov (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press) pp.167-185. 
38 Sollertinsky, Ivan, 1932: Gustav Maler [Gustav Mahler] (Leningrad: Triton). 
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use of terms such as ‘dialogism’ with regard to Mahler is only intended to imply that 

the music seeks some form of social engagement in its internal construction. The 

actual nature of this engagement is not discussed in detail, nor is the relationship 

between verbal and musical dialogue. The Bakhtinian aspect of Sollertinsky’s work 

is therefore frustratingly slight, but is of use to writers like Ken Hirschkop, for 

whom it represents an early precedent for some of the more politicised western 

musicology of the late 20th century. 

 Two articles by Kevin Korsyn apply ideas from Bakhtin to the issues of 

influence and context in music. ‘Brahms Research and Aesthetic Ideology’39 surveys 

a range of publications on Brahms and considers some of the ideological tensions 

between Brahms himself and the modern scholars who study his music. Korsyn 

concentrates on the issue of Brahms’ use of musical styles from the past and the 

extent to which this aesthetic activity is misrepresented by writers who seek to 

impose excessively ideological notions of historicism to the music. Bakhtin is 

proposed as an alternative because of the emphasis in dialogic theory on 

heterogeneous interpretations of the past and the mediation of insular ideologies.  

 Korsyn’s 1999 article ‘Beyond Privileged Contexts: Intertextuality, Influence 

and Dialogue’40 shares some of Ken Hirschkop’s concerns as it uses Bakhtin’s ideas 

to stress the relationship between the form and social context of a musical work. He 

concentrates on the music of the late 18th century and attempts to break down some 

of the modern preconceptions about the formality of Classical era musical thought. 

The article concentrates on the ideas of influence and intertextuality more than it 

does on dialogue, but Bakhtin’s ideas are again used to stress how excessively 

ideological historicism can distort our understanding of the music of the past by 

reducing the heterogeneous array of styles from a given epoch to a single aesthetic 

approach. 

 The issue of cultural context in the study of music is also a concern for Gary 

Gasparov in his recent work on Russian music entitled Five Operas and a 

Symphony: Word and Music in Russian Culture.41 Like myself, Gasparov 

emphasises the literary nature of Russian musical thought by comparing a number of 

                                                           
39 Korsyn, Kevin, 1993: ‘Brahms Research and Aesthetic Ideology’ in Music Analysis 12 pp.89-103. 
40 Korsyn, Kevin, 1999: ‘Beyond Privileged Contexts: Intertextuality, Influence, and Dialogue’, in 
Rethinking Music, ed. Nicholas Cook and Mark Everist (Oxford: Oxford University Press), pp. 55-72. 
41 Gasparov, Gary, 2005: Five Operas and a Symphony: Word and Music in Russian Culture (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press). 
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Russian compositions with the literary culture of their time. Bakhtin is only one of a 

number of literary theorists whose ideas are brought into play, but the chapter 

entitled ‘Lost in a Symbolist City: Multiple Chronotopes in Chaikovsky’s The Queen 

of Spades’ relies heavily on Bakhtin’s conception of spatio-temporal representation, 

although without linking it to other aspects of Bakhtin’s thought. 

  Bakhtin’s ideas take a more central role in Anthony Gritten’s 1999 PhD 

thesis ‘Stravinsky’s Voices’.42 Gritten’s idea is that the stylistic heterogeneity of 

many of Stravinsky’s works from the 1920s and 30s is such that to posit a single 

authorial voice would be inappropriate. The ideas of both Asaf’ev and Bakhtin are 

brought into play in his efforts to resolve this dilemma. Like myself, he uses 

Asaf’ev’s concept of intonation to link Bakhtin’s linguistic ideas to music. Gritten 

characterises Asaf’ev’s theory as an extended ‘aesthetics’ of music which facilitates 

the Bakhtinian notion of multiple voices through aesthetic heterogeneity. He sets 

himself a formidable task by then applying these ideas to such works as Stravinsky’s 

Violin Concerto (1931) and his Concerto for Two Pianos (1932-1935), works which, 

as Schnittke points out, are filled with multiple paradoxes of unity and plurality.43

 Another recent PhD thesis which applies Bakhtin’s ideas to challenging 

repertoire is Kristian Hibberd’s ‘Shostakovich and Bakhtin: a critical investigation 

of the late works (1974-1975)’.44 Bakhtin’s concepts are here used as part of a 

broader hermeneutic canvas in order to investigate some of the more complex 

interpretative questions posed by Shostakovich’s final works. Some of the problems 

to which Bakhtin’s ideas are applied include the role of quotation, the role of self-

quotation and the ontological status of musical monograms. Hibberd also makes a 

strong case for Bakhtin’s concept of the chronotope in music, and the idea of the 

‘chronotope of the threshold’45 becomes central to his interpretation of 

Shostakovich’s 15th String Quartet (1974). 

 As this thesis was nearing its final stages, another musicological work 

applying Bakhtin’s ideas to Shostakovich’s music appeared. Pauline Fairclough’s A 

                                                           
42 Gritten, Anthony James, 1999: ‘Stravinsky’s Voices’ (PhD thesis: University of Cambridge). 
43 Schnittke, A., 2002: ‘Paradox as a Feature of Stravinsky’s Musical Logic’ in A Schnittke Reader ed. 
Alexander Ivashkin (Indianapolis: Indiana University Press) pp.147-200. 
44 Hibberd, Kristian, 2005: ‘Shostakovich and Bakhtin: a critical investigation of the late works (1974-
1975)’ (PhD Thesis: University of London). 
45 see Bakhtin, M. 1981: ‘Forms of Time and Chronotope in the Novel’ in The Dialogic Imagination 
p.248. 
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Soviet Credo: Shostakovich’s Fourth Symphony46 brings together the ideas of 

(amongst others) Asaf’ev, Bakhtin, Adorno and Sollertinsky in an exploration of the 

links between Mahler’s symphonic aesthetics and those of Shostakovich’s Fourth 

(1935-6). She is wary of applying Bakhtin’s ideas directly to Shostakovich, saying 

that ‘Shostakovich’s music is hardly a model of ‘polyphony’ in the Bakhtinian 

sense; his strong authorial presence disqualifies him as a composer of ‘dialogical’ 

symphonies.’47 Instead, she concentrates on the extent to which Bakhtin informed 

Sollertinsky’s reading of Mahler’s symphonies, and how this influence was carried 

through to the Mahlerian aspects of Shostakovich’s Fourth through Sollertinsky’s 

influence. She also links the ideas of Bakhtin and Sollertinsky to Adorno’s reading 

of Mahler in his 1960 volume Mahler: Eine musikalische Physiognomik.48 As with 

my interpretation of Schnittke’s Concerto Grosso no. 4/Symphony no. 5 (see chapter 

five), Adorno’s concept of variant technique in Mahler’s music is used to 

demonstrate the Mahlerian nature of Shostakovich’s symphonic discourse.49 Despite 

the fact that the idea of the variant derives from Adorno’s writings, it is a powerful 

analytical concept for determining the Mahlerian nature of the symphonies of 

Shostakovich and Schnittke. It serves as a reminder that the novelistic and dialogic 

aspects of the Schnittke symphonies discussed here have important precedents in the 

symphonic works of both Mahler and Shostakovich. 

                                                           
46 Fairclough, P., 2006: A Soviet Credo: Shostakovich’s Fourth Symphony (Aldershot: Ashgate). 
47 Ibid., p.63. 
48 translated as Adorno, T. 1992: Mahler: a Musical Physiognomy trans. Edmund Jephcott (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press). 
49 The second subject theme and climax theme of the first movement of Shostakovich’s Fourth 
Symphony are characterised by Fairclough as variants in the sense that Adorno uses the term 
(Fairclough, 2006, p.54). 
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CHAPTER 1 

SCHNITTKE’S POLYSTYLISM – AN OVERVIEW 

 

PRECEDENTS FOR POLYSTYLISM 

Alfred Schnittke’s earliest polystylistic works date from the end of the 1960s. The 

Second Violin Sonata of 1968 was the first concert work in which he created an 

overt interaction of styles, and the First Symphony (completed in 1972) was his first 

exploration of the orchestral possibilities of the approach. During the composition of 

the latter work, Schnittke wrote a short article entitled ‘Polystylistic Tendencies in 

Modern Music’1 in which he considered the role of stylistic interaction in the music 

of his predecessors and contemporaries. The conception of polystylism suggested by 

the article is very broad and Schnittke is able to link it to the works of a wide variety 

of composers. 

 Stravinsky is mentioned in a number of contexts in the article. Clearly the 

range of approaches to the music of the past that we now describe as neo-classicism 

was important in the development of many aspects of Schnittke’s polystylism. 

Schnittke inherited from Stravinsky an approach to musical semantics which was 

based on the necessity of an engagement with the music of the past. There is also a 

strong spiritual link between the two composers. Both felt detached from their roots, 

Stravinsky as a Russian in France and America, Schnittke as a German-speaking 

Jew in Russia. Stravinsky’s music was therefore an important model for Schnittke’s 

efforts to establish and maintain links with his cultural roots through the 

composition of works with explicit references to the music of the past. 

 The influence of Shostakovich on Schnittke’s music was perhaps inevitable 

given the status the older composer enjoyed throughout the Soviet Union in the 

early part of Schnittke’s life. Shostakovich was the pre-eminent composer of 

symphonies and concertos, and Schnittke’s work in both genres has strong links to 

Shostakovich’s legacy. While Schnittke’s article only mentions the neo-classical 

stylings of the Second Piano Trio (1944), many of Shostakovich’s later works 

involve explicit quotation and self-quotation (for example the 15th Symphony 

(1971), the 15th String Quartet and the Viola Sonata (1975)). These are important 

precedents for Schnittke’s own quotational music, especially given that both 

                                                           
1 Schnittke, A., 2002: A Schnittke Reader pp.87-90. 
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composers work quotations into the genres of string quartet and symphony and 

concerto. 

 The idea of a polystylistic symphony has another important ancestor in the 

music of Gustav Mahler. The interaction of styles in many of Mahler’s works was 

very important to Schnittke, and the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5 pays 

homage to this influence (see chapter 5). Shostakovich is an important intermediary 

in this respect as he was also strongly influenced by Mahler’s symphonies and kept 

their spirit alive in the Soviet Union in the decades after Mahler’s death. 

 The increase in interest in Mahler’s music from the 1960s onwards 

coincided with a number of compositional trends that have since been grouped 

together under the banner of postmodernism. For many composers at the time, 

Mahler provided an important precedent for the interaction of styles and the 

deprecation of stylistic hegemony. Schnittke’s article lists two works of the period 

that are based on Mahler’s music and seek to extend his stylistic experiments. These 

are Variations on a Theme of Mahler (1960-62) by Jan Klusak and Sinfonia (1969) 

by Luciano Berio. Other composers who have treated Mahler’s music in a similar 

way include George Rochberg and Lukas Foss.2

 Most of the other composers mentioned in Schnittke’s article work within a 

more conventionally modernist aesthetic and Schnittke’s aim in citing their works is 

perhaps to show how modernism is not in itself a guarantee of stylistic purity. The 

Violin Concerto (1935) by Alban Berg, for example, combines a serial modernist 

aesthetic with a quotation of a Bach chorale (see chapter 3 for a discussion of how 

this work influences Schnittke’s Third Symphony). In the case of Stockhausen’s 

Hymnen (1966-67), Schnittke claims that the work is a ‘“super-collage” mosaic of 

the modern world’. This description could equally apply to Schnittke’s First 

Symphony, although the aesthetic approaches of the two works are entirely 

different. 

 On the evidence of ‘Polystylistic Tendencies in Modern Music’, there are 

precedents for Schnittke’s polystylism in a wide range of 20th century classical 

works. Yet Schnittke’s approach is distinctive. He is influenced by many of the 

                                                           
2 See Robinson, L.B., 1994: ‘Mahler and Postmodern Intertextuality’ for further discussion of how 
Schnittke, Foss, Rochberg and Berio include references to Mahler’s music in their respective 
postmodernist aesthetics. 
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composers he cites, but the nature of the stylistic interaction in his own music is 

unique. His use of Baroque and Classical idioms is similar to that of Stravinsky, yet 

he maintains a greater respect for his historical models than Stravinsky. Like 

Stockhausen in Hymnen, he portrays the modern world through a multitude of 

voices and national traditions, but he also grounds this multiplicity in a spiritual 

sense of unity. Like Mahler, Berg and Shostakovich he creates stylistic interaction 

within the context of symphonies and concertos, but unlike them he makes the play 

of styles the basis of these works. 

The fundamental aim of Schnittke’s polystylism is engagement with the 

music of the past. The past plays a pivotal role in many of Schnittke’s works 

because of a need on the composer’s part to establish a sense of identity through a 

sense of history. Polystylism engages with a wide range of cultural and spiritual 

issues, but for Schnittke each of these forms of engagement is motivated by a need 

to address his own distance from his cultural and spiritual roots. 

 

ROOTLESSNESS AND THE SEARCH FOR IDENTITY 

Schnittke’s family background was complicated. His father was Jewish and his 

mother was German. He was born in Engels (now Boronsk), then the capital of the 

Autonomous Soviet Republic of the Volga Germans. The Volga Germans have been 

living in southern European Russia since the 18th century and still speak the German 

language, albeit in an archaic 18th century dialect. This was Schnittke’s first 

language, and from an early age it was apparent to him that his cultural roots lay 

outside of the Soviet Union. From the ages of 12 to 14 Schnittke lived with his 

family in Vienna and gained a greater understanding of the German-speaking world. 

However, his Jewish side was also a complication. He lamented the fact that he 

knew none of the Jewish languages and that he had no connection to the Jewish 

faith.3

 The issue of religion was another important aspect of Schnittke’s search for 

roots. Despite the Jewish and Catholic aspects of his family’s past, religion was 

officially banned in the Soviet Union, and Schnittke’s parents were committed to 

communism’s anti-religious ideology. Schnittke himself was a very spiritual person 

and in his adult life he felt a strong desire to align himself with a Christian church. 

                                                           
3 Ivashkin, A., 1996: Alfred Schnittke, p. 9. 
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This was also complicated by the prevalence of the Orthodox Church in Russia and 

the fact that the Catholicism with which he would otherwise associate himself was 

also something of an alien culture. (See chapter 4 for a discussion of how Schnittke 

attempts to reconcile these spiritual matters in his Fourth Symphony.) 

  The importance of the past in Schnittke’s music is always linked to this 

search for roots. By presenting stylistically contrasting aspects of musical history he 

is demonstrating the multiplicity of his own cultural background and by finding 

links between seemingly disparate historical styles he is showing how a personal 

identity can be constructed, even in the face of such diversity. 

 The polystylism of Schnittke’s music therefore also represents a more 

universal requirement for engagement with the past. Together with the 

autobiographical issues of rootlessness, Schnittke’s music is also about the 

polyvalent nature of modern culture and the extent to which this compromises all 

fixed notions of identity. In the context of classical music, the history of musical 

culture has taken on a tangible contemporary presence because of the primary 

position that the music of the past holds in concert life and in our collective 

understanding of art music: 

 

People in the 20th century know more about music from earlier centuries 
than people in the 19th or 18th centuries. This compels us into dialogue with 
the past and with the music of the past. For the composer it takes on a role 
similar to folklore.4  
 

The idea of a dialogue with the past is a useful way of understanding Schnittke’s 

polystylism. Indeed, it will become the central metaphor of this thesis. Dialogue 

with the past implies an equally important role for the present. The present and the 

past interact in Schnittke’s music in such a way that the present (i.e. contemporary 

music and culture) can be shown to be grounded in historically defined terms, while 

the past can be continually reinterpreted through the ever-changing perceptions 

linked to contemporary life and art. 

                                                           
4 Ivashkin, A., 2003: Besedi s Al’fredom Schnitke (2nd ed.) p.211 (my translation). 
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COLLAGE 

During the 1960s Schnittke embarked on a successful career as a film composer at 

Moscow’s state-run MosFilm studios. His first polystylistic works were a direct 

response to his experiences of writing music for films. Film music required the  

combination of different musical styles within the same project, and cinematic 

editing techniques provided a model for temporal structure that could encompass 

such stylistic diversity. Schnittke’s first overtly polystylistic works for the concert 

hall were his Second Violin Sonata and his First Symphony. Both of these works 

were linked to film projects. The Sonata incorporated music that Schnittke had 

written for Andrei Khrzhanovsky’s animated film Glass Accordion (1968), while 

the Symphony was conceived in response to Schnittke’s experiences of writing 

music for Mikhail Romm’s film And Yet I Believe (The World Today) (1972). Both 

films play on the idea of cinematic collage. In Glass Accordion, fragments of 

famous paintings are taken out of context and animated to create an interaction of 

different visual styles. And Yet I Believe is made up of newsreel footage from 

different periods of the 20th century that are edited together. Schnittke’s earliest 

polystylism was therefore a response to works of cinematic collage. In the Second 

Violin Sonata a variety of tonal musical styles are combined within a fabric of senza 

tempo expressionistic modernism. The First Symphony contrasts order with chaos 

using quotations of earlier music to provide semantic markers in a work that is 

otherwise based on dense textures often created by unsynchronised counterpoint. 

 The first stage of Schnittke’s polystylistic project was therefore the creation 

of works which combine different styles within a cinematically inspired collage 

structure. This collage approach is designed to highlight the stylistic contrast 

between the various quoted musics. The use of quotation (as opposed to stylistic 

allusion) is an integral part of this collage technique, and Schnittke’s music from the 

1970s is his most quotation-laden. His cadenza for the first movement of 

Beethoven’s Violin Concerto (1975-7) incorporates the idea of musical collage by 

quoting the themes of other violin concertos, including those by Bartok (his Second 

(1937-8)), Berg, Shostakovich (his First (1947-8)) and Brahms (1878).5 In the First 

                                                           
5 See Watkins, Glenn, 1994: Pyramids at the Louvre: music, culture and collage from Stravinsky to 
the postmodernists (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press) for identification of the quotations 
in this cadenza. 
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Concerto Grosso (1976-77) the interaction of styles takes the form of a polystylistic 

resistance to the nominally baroque sense of order suggested by the genre, but in 

this work the distinction between quotation and allusion is harder to define than in 

(for example) the First Symphony. From the late 1970s onwards, explicit quotations 

become rarer in Schnittke’s music as stylistic allusions are more easily manipulated.  

The first movement of the Third String Quartet (1983) is a collage in the sense that 

it is based on the interaction of three stylistically contrasting quotations (a cadence 

by Lassus, the theme of Beethoven’s Grosse Fuge and Shostakovich’s monogram6), 

but unlike the music of the early 1970s, the aim here is to find a musical common 

ground between the styles. Thus the stylistic contrast is only emphasised in the 

opening bars. The rest of the movement aims to overcome the stylistic and historical 

boundaries between the quoted musics in search of a deeper spiritual unity. 

 

 

INTERACTING WITH A SINGLE STYLE 

As Schnittke’s polystylism became more sophisticated, the collage approach to 

stylistic interaction became less prominent. The works of the 1980s dispense with 

the sensationalised stylistic disjuncture of the cinema inspired works of the early 

70s. Instead, Schnittke’s approach to musical history tends to concentrate on a 

single historical style, with the interaction of past and present played out as a 

stylistic dialogue between the earlier style and Schnittke’s more modern aesthetics. 

As the earlier styles that Schnittke uses are almost exclusively tonal (a few are pre-

tonal such as the Lassus quotation in the Third String Quartet) he is able to provide 

an immediate harmonic contrast through the use of post-tonal harmonies. Clusters 

are widely used in the music of the 1980s, and the subtlety of the cluster 

manipulation is often on a par with that of Ligeti in the 1960s. Schnittke’s stretto 

imitation is the contrapuntal analogue to the use of clusters. This often involves 

different instruments playing the same line with the entries staggered by a single 

note or beat. This creates the harmonic effect of transient clusters within the 

counterpoint. Denser clusters are achieved through having each successive part 

                                                           
6 D – Eb – C – B (from Dimitri SCHostakovich). Monograms based on Beethoven’s name are also 
used in the work. The sequence D  - G – A - Bb (from luDwiG vAn Beethoven) forms the opening 
motif of the second movement, while a more extended D  - G – A - Bb – E – B (from luDwiG vAn 
BEetHoven) appears in the second violin in the second movement’s seventh and eight bars (see 
Example 2.3 p.65). 
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transposed up or (more often) down a semitone. Schnittke’s use of the orchestra is 

also often designed to stress the music’s contemporaneity, with unusual percussion 

instruments, electric guitars and a range of extended performance techniques 

employed. 

 These stylistic peculiarities have a number of semantic connotations in 

Schnittke’s music. They can be considered as representative of the contemporary 

viewpoint from which the earlier music is perceived. A more specific implication of 

the style is that it is Schnittke’s ‘real’ style, his personal style which interacts with a 

style from the past which, by implication, is the style of the other. 

 In practice, the interaction with earlier styles often divides the music in 

terms of harmony and counterpoint. Earlier styles are often represented through 

associative melodies and themes rather than chord progressions (Schnittke usually 

keeps references to tonal harmony to a minimum). These lines are subjected to the 

textural and harmonic devices of stretto, clusters and extended techniques, and so 

the music’s timbral and harmonic texture acts as a contemporary commentary on the 

historically derived melodic identity. 

 This interaction with a single historical style is characteristic of Schnittke’s 

music in the later 1970s and early 1980s. The Second Symphony (1979) is a good 

example as the whole work is based on the Gregorian chant of the mass ordinary. 

The work is scored for small chorus and large orchestra and is structured as a mass 

setting. The chorus sing the plain chant, for the most part unadulterated, while the 

orchestra accompany and extend the movements by retaining most of the chant’s 

thematic outline but subjecting it to a variety of avant-garde textural devices. The 

Second String Quartet from the following year (1980) is also based on the 

dichotomy of liturgical themes in modern harmonic and textural contexts. In this 

work, however, chants from the Russian Orthodox Church are used. 

 

LATE WORKS 

In 1985 Schnittke suffered the first of what was to be a fatal series of strokes. He 

continued to work prodigiously despite the mental and physical impairment that the 

stroke caused. His second stroke in 1991, from which he also recovered sufficiently 

to continue working, was to prove more significant to the style of his compositional 

output. The music that Schnittke composed after 1991 is more reflective than most 

of his earlier work, and is considerably less polystylistic. The later music still 
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maintains connections with historical styles, but the nature of these connections is 

more abstract. The act of composition was obviously much harder for Schnittke in 

his later years, and many of the works of this final period give the impression that 

they have similar expressive goals to his earlier works, but that they seek this 

expression through only the most essential acoustic resources. The polystylism of 

Schnittke’s later music usually takes the form of brief and subtle stylistic references. 

A stylistic continuity predominates in many works which precludes the 

juxtaposition of alien styles that had characterised Schnittke’s earlier polystylism. 

 Some of Schnittke’s polystylistic tendencies survive in these later works 

despite the reduction in stylistic variety. His opera Gesualdo (1994) quotes and 

engages with Gesualdo’s own music and the music of Grieg is acknowledged in 

Hommage à Grieg (1992). Some works make brief references to more generic styles 

of the past such as the minuetto encore to the Concerto for Three (1994). However, 

none of these works are truly polystylistic in the same way as the music from the 

1970s and 80s; the stylistic references in the later works are too peripheral and, 

unlike in earlier works, do not form the music’s semantic or formal basis. Thus the 

music of the 1980s can be considered the highpoint of Schnittke’s polystylistic 

technique. The interaction of styles is more consummate and subtle in these works 

than in the collage-based works of the 1970s. It is also more explicitly polystylistic 

than the works from after 1991. 

 

This thesis will look in detail at three works from the 1980s, the Symphony no.3 

(1981), Symphony no.4 (1984) and the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5 

(1988). These have been chosen because they constitute the symphonic aspect of 

Schnittke’s most fully developed polystylistic phase. The interpretative ideas 

discussed could also be applied to Schnittke’s earlier and later symphonies, but in 

the case of the earlier symphonies (numbers 1 and 2), the rich subtlety of the 

stylistic interaction here discussed has not yet fully developed. In the later 

symphonies (numbers 6 – 9), the subtlety of the stylistic interaction is perhaps too 

extreme for the direct application of these ideas. Also the First and Second 

Symphonies share many of the cultural and spiritual concerns of the Third and 

Fourth respectively, and so I have avoided discussion of these earlier works in order 

to prevent excessive repetition of the theoretical ideas. 
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The three symphonies from the 1980s engage with the past through stylistic 

interaction, and the primary aim of my research is to establish the aims of this 

polystylism and the stylistic processes through which they are achieved. All three 

works are symphonies, and Schnittke’s engagement with this genre is also an 

important aspect of the relationship between past and present in his music. 

Following the literary theories of Mikhail Bakhtin, I intend to construct a theory for 

the polystylistic symphony based on Bakhtin’s idea of the dialogic novel. This has 

the advantage of accommodating both the idea of a work based on the interaction of 

styles and the generic implications of such a work. Bakhtin applied his idea of 

dialogue to many disciplines, but never explored its potential in music. In order to 

bridge this interdisciplinary gap I intend to link Schnittke and Bakhtin through the 

ideas of the Russian musicologist Boris Asaf’ev whose theories of musical form and 

expression parallel many of Bakhtin’s literary ideas (despite their having been 

conceived independently of Bakhtin’s influence). My aims are to show how a 

symphony can be constructed based on the interaction of styles, the semantic and 

generic implications that such an approach has for these three works, and finally, the 

composer’s motivations for combining stylistic interaction and symphonic structure. 

The first stage in this process is to outline the theoretical model I intend to apply and 

to demonstrate the uses to which the ideas of Asaf’ev and Bakhtin can be put in 

relation to this repertoire. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE POLYSTYLISTIC SYMPHONY AS MUSICAL NOVEL: 

A THEORETICAL OUTLINE 

 

THE ROLE OF THEORY IN SOVIET RUSSIA 

It is important to emphasise the close relationship between theoretical formulations 

and creative activity in all of the arts during the last decades of the Soviet Union. At 

a time when religion was officially banned, along with many aspects of political and 

philosophical thought, the idea of a theoretical basis for art took on immense 

importance amongst creative intellectuals. In the absence of a religious or effective 

socio-political framework, artistic activity turned to the theoretical understanding of 

its media for cultural and even spiritual foundations. In this climate art theory took 

on an almost religious significance. Thus Asaf’ev and Bakhtin proved to be 

immensely influential to Russian music and literature respectively. Schnittke 

himself was a keen reader who kept abreast of the cultural trends of his time and the 

significance of both Asaf’ev and Bakhtin to his work is a consequence of their 

sensational influence on the time in which he worked. The following theories should 

therefore be understood as both tools for interpreting Schnittke’s music, and also as 

intrinsic aspects of the creative psychology behind it. 

 Although I have tried wherever possible to restrict the theoretical aspect of 

this study to the work of Asaf’ev and Bakhtin, the complex array of musicological 

literature that informed Schnittke’s work has required me to reference a number of 

other writers in the following chapters. Schnittke’s attitude towards earlier 

composers was often informed by the work of prominent musicologists. As Chapter 

3 will discuss, the music of Berg plays an important role in Schnittke’s Third 

Symphony, and both Philip Herschkovich and Mikhail Tarakanov were important in 

shaping Schnittke’s view of Berg’s music. Similarly, Schnittke’s perception of 

Mahler was significantly influenced by the work of Inna Barsova, as will be 

discussed in Chapter 5. Chapter 5 also draws on the ideas of two influential 

theorists, Boleslav Yavorsky and Ernst Kurth in the discussion of the significance of 

Schnittke’s aesthetic decisions. 
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BORIS ASAF’EV: MUSICAL EXPRESSION AND MUSICAL GRAMMAR 

 

Asaf’ev’s importance to Schnittke’s understanding of musical expression and form 

was a consequence of his influence on almost every aspect of musical thought in the 

post-war Soviet Union. Asaf’ev would have figured prominently in Schnittke’s 

musical education, and his theories were an important foundation for Schnittke’s 

theoretical writings. 

 Boris Asaf’ev was a composer, critic, theorist and musical administrator. He 

was born in St. Petersburg and after graduating from Petrograd University attended 

the Conservatory where he studied with Rimsky-Korsakov and Liadov. From 1925 

he was instrumental in founding the musicology department at the Leningrad 

Conservatory and was a prominent advocate for new music throughout the 1920s 

and 30s. In 1943 he moved to Moscow to assume a number of senior positions in 

the musical establishment including a professorship at the Moscow Conservatory 

and the chair of the Union of Soviet Composers. 

 Composition occupied much of Asaf’ev’s career, but he was better known in 

the Soviet Union as a writer on the theory and history of music. His first significant 

publication was the 1922 collection of articles Symphonic Etudes1 which established 

him as an authority on the history of Russian music. From the early 1920s he edited 

the journal De Musica and also contributed to it a number of significant articles 

which approached the study of music in a way that, in retrospect, can be considered 

as anticipating modern musical semiotics. In 1929 he wrote the first Russian 

language study of Stravinsky’s music (A Book about Stravinsky (published under 

the pseudonym Igor Glebov)). This is the book for which he is best known in the 

west, thanks to the translation by Richard F. French that appeared in 1982.2 

Asaf’ev’s most influential work of music theory is the two-volume Musical Form as 

a Process,3 the first volume of which was published in 1930 and the second (which 

                                                           
1 Asaf’ev, B., 1970: Simfonicheskie etudy [Symphonic Etudes], ed. E. M. Orlova (Leningrad: 
Muzyka). 
2 Asaf’ev, B., 1982: A Book about Stravinsky, trans. Richard F. French (Ann Arbor, Mich: UMI 
Research Press). 
3 Asaf’ev, B. 1971: Muzykal’naia forma kak protsess [Musical Form as a Process], ed. E. M. Orlova 
(Leningrad: Muzyka). Translated as Tull, J.R., 1976: ‘B. V. Asaf’ev’s Musical Form as a Process: 
Translation and commentary’ (PhD thesis: Ohio State University). 



 
33

was written during the siege of Leningrad) appeared in 1947. The end of Asaf’ev’s 

life is mired in controversy because of his endorsement of the 1948 Zhdanov decree 

which condemned many of the leading Russian composers of the day (including 

Shostakovich and Prokofiev) as formalists. Asaf’ev was seriously unwell at the time 

as a result of medical problems stemming from the siege, and he died soon after the 

decree was published. As a result, historians have been unable to determine the 

extent to which his participation in the decree was the result of coercion. 

 The arguments for and against Asaf’ev’s willing participation in the 

Zhdanov episode are both supported to a certain extent by the paradoxical nature of 

his earlier career. From the time of the revolution onwards, Asaf’ev had been a 

genuinely committed communist, but had also been an equally ardent supporter of 

contemporary trends in composition. In the 1920s and 30s, his support for 

Stravinsky, Prokofiev and Shostakovich was well known, and although this was not 

a serious conflict of interest in the first decade of Soviet history, it became more 

problematic as a result of the official Soviet policy of Socialist Realism that came 

into effect at the beginning of the 1930s. 

 Asaf’ev’s theoretical approach to music is also difficult to separate from the 

politics of his situation. Although Asaf’ev never condemned formalist composition 

(at least not until the Zhdanov decree) he did see the purely formal study and 

analysis of music as inappropriate, and his most important theoretical concepts were 

formulated as alternatives to musical understanding that relies solely on formal 

function. This is demonstrated by the title of Musical Form as a Process. The book 

is about musical forms and genres, but Asaf’ev’s main concern is to demonstrate 

that these act as vehicles for music and that the study of music should focus on its 

expressive function rather than its role within structural hierarchies or generic 

schemes. 

 

INTONATION 

The most influential concept Asaf’ev introduced into Russian musicology was that 

of intonation. The Russian word intonatsia can be translated directly to the English 

‘intonation’, but some of its resonance is lost in the process. Intonatsia has a broader 

definition in Russian, and this largely the result of Asaf’ev’s influence. While the 

English word is only applied to musical performance with reference to issues of 

tuning, the Russian term also carries implications of the performance as an act of 
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communication. Meaning is expressed through musical intonation in a similar way 

(albeit on a more abstract level) to the intonation of a literary text through recitation. 

The concept of intonation therefore draws on the associations that the word has in 

linguistics in which it can be understood as the link between the desire to 

communicate, and the acoustic phenomena that result. 

 Musical intonation is the means by which Asaf’ev can demonstrate how 

technical musical devices are used in the act of expression. He is always at pains to 

stress that music is an expressive medium, and that by studying it in terms of how 

that expression functions we can better understand its social role. 

 This is why the idea of intonation is useful in the study of polystylism. 

Schnittke’s use of interacting styles always has definite expressive aims, and the 

music of the past to which he refers is evoked as part of this communication 

process. Like Asaf’ev, Schnittke understands the history of musical culture in social 

terms; by evoking the music of the past he is connecting to aspects of collective 

memory that he shares with his audience. The concept of intonation is therefore a 

useful model for this process. 

 As intonation was developed as an alternative to exclusively formal thinking 

about music, its deprecation of formal rigour makes it prone to a certain amount of 

abstraction. The term ‘intonation’ is in one sense an abstract noun, but it has two 

particular connotations that make it useful for discussing the specifics of music. 

Intonation can be considered as both a musical act and a musical unit. The act of 

intonation corresponds to the act of musical expression, the act of intoning a 

thought, feeling or idea. For the performer then, intonation is an act by which the 

expression implicit in the written music is realised in sound. 

 For the composer, intonation involves the selection of musical devices to 

create the desired expression. In this sense, the musical devices themselves can be 

understood as ‘intonations’. The crucial factor in identifying intonations is the 

expressive purpose to which the notes or rhythms are put. This is how Asaf’ev can 

discuss musical form without being bound to the conventions of architectonic 

structural thinking. An analogy can be made to literature where the meaning of a 

text and its grammar are considered separately. 

 A unit of musical meaning is a difficult concept to quantify, and Asaf’ev 

gives little idea of the temporal scale at which intonations are to be identified. This 

is again a ploy to avoid the pitfalls of a purely formal understanding of music. The 
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implication is that an intonation can be of any size, that intonations can be nested 

(i.e. they can contain other intonations) and that, as units of expression, their 

structure is as complex as what they aim to express. In Musical Form as a Process 

Asaf’ev states that the smallest possible intonation is the interval between two notes: 

 

‘Any fixed interval is already an intoned form, for there is a relation of two 
elements of a certain system, even the very simplest binomial. Even if stable 
tones are placed, each as an individual sound, regarded as self-sufficient, 
they are heard only as members of a relation (whether to a preceding or 
subsequent member, does not play a role), for…separate, isolated sounds do 
not exist in music.’4 

 

In practical terms then, expression is achieved in music through relationships 

between sounds, and an intonation is either a relationship between two sounds or a 

larger collection of such relationships that work together to create a single act of 

expression. 

 

The significance of Asaf’ev’s theory of intonation for Schnittke’s musical thought 

can be demonstrated through the latter’s article ‘The Third Movement of Berio’s 

Sinfonia: Stylistic Counterpoint, Thematic and Formal Unity in [the] Context of 

Polystylistics, Broadening the Concept of Thematicism’.5 Like the ‘Polystylistic 

Tendencies’ article, this was written in the early 1970s and addresses an important 

precedent for Schnittke’s polystylism. Schnittke writes: 

 

The third movement of Luciano Berio’s Sinfonia for eight soloists and 
orchestra (1968-1969) is constructed entirely on quotations from the music 
of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Each quotation serves a thematic 
function. This approach represents a new, more generalised type of 
thematicism, in which the semantic unit is not confined to an intonation as 
such, with its conventional expressive responsibility, but rather to an entire 
intonational bloc (the quotation), an intonational coalition with an enormous 
range of emotional, stylistic, and historical associations.6

 

Schnittke is therefore amending Asaf’ev’s concept of the intonation by suggesting 

that the act of quotation leads to two levels of expression in Berio’s movement. The 

intonational level functions normally (and it is at this level that Schnittke identifies 

                                                           
4 Ibid., p.546. 
5 Schnittke, A., 2002: A Schnittke Reader pp.216-224. 
6 Ibid., p.216. 
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the thematic links that give the movement coherency), but the quotations operate as 

‘intonational blocs’ which are endowed with another level of meaning as a result of 

their historical associations. I would like to add the concept of a stylistic allusion to 

this second intonational level on the grounds that both quotation and allusion imply 

two levels of musical expression. The references to the music of the past (the 

quotations or allusions) function on the level of intonational coalition, while the 

level of normal intonations contains the connections (be they rhythmic, motivic, 

timbral etc.) which ensure the work’s coherency. The distinction between the two 

layers can be understood as a function of stylistic plurality with the musical 

perameters that are common to the different styles situated on the more immediate 

intonational level, while the interaction of the styles takes place on the level of the 

intonational coalitions. Despite the differences between the two levels, it should be 

noted that intonational coalitions share the property that Asaf’ev identifies with 

basic intonations, namely that they exist as a function of relationships. A plurality of 

styles must exist within a work for this second level to have any expressive power. 

 

SYMPHONISM 

Like intonation, the concept of symphonism was developed by Asaf’ev as a means 

for discussing music in terms other than formal function. Symphonism predates 

intonation in Asaf’ev’s writings and was an important part of his critical approach in 

the early 1920s. Two articles by Asaf’ev which make use of the idea appear in the 

De Musica publication of 1923 which was edited by Asaf’ev himself under the 

pseudonym Igor Glebov.7

Symphonism is linked to the genre of the symphony, but emphasises its 

expressive potential over its architectonic functioning. It acts as a means of 

describing how the symphonic genre functions without recourse to formal schemes. 

In its simplest formulation symphonism is therefore the potential for music to be 

symphonic. Asaf’ev’s insistence on the avoidance of architectonic descriptions 

means that the relationship between symphonism and the genre of the symphony 

must retain this abstract nature. However, it also increases the applicability of the 

term because it means that music outside of the genre of the symphony can be 

                                                           
7 Asaf’ev, B. (Glebov, I.), 1923: ‘Tsennost’ muzyki’ (The Essence of Music) pp. 5-34 and ‘Protsess 
oformleniia zvuchashchego veshchestva’ [The Process of Organising Sound Materials] pp.144-164 in 
De Musica, ed. B. Asaf’ev (I. Glebov) (Petrograd: Filarmoniia). 
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discussed in relation to symphonism, and at various points of his career Asaf’ev 

describes the music of Wagner, Mussorgsky and even Bach in these terms.8 Asaf’ev 

emphasises this point in the title of his 1922 volume Symphonic Etudes; the book 

addresses the symphonism of a number of Russian operas and ballets, but the title is 

taken from an 1837 piano work by Schumann. The necessary corollary of this 

formulation of symphonism is that the use of the genre of the symphony does not 

guarantee its presence, and Asaf’ev stresses that ‘not all symphonies are 

symphonic.’9

 Organicism is a key part of symphonism. Asaf’ev’s conception of an organic 

basis to artistic formulation was significantly influenced by the writings of Henri 

Bergson (1859-1941) who was a major influence on the Neo-Kantian cultural 

climate of pre-revolution Petrograd where Asaf’ev had studied. Bergson’s primary 

organic metaphor is not growth or unity, but rather élan vital, a living essence that 

ensures that art is neither arbitrary nor mechanistic. This, too, is the primary organic 

metaphor for symphonism with the progression through a work giving the 

impression of being motivated by a sense of inner life.10

 The balance between unity and contrast is also a key part of symphonism. To 

be symphonic a work must suggest a single consciousness which maintains unity in 

the face of various surface level contrasts. The idea of a complete work representing 

a single stream of consciousness is therefore another important metaphor for 

symphonism. This is how Asaf’ev reaches a conception of textuality without 

recourse to architectonics. A symphonic work traces an idea, and does so to 

completion, but all within the span of a single stream of consciousness. 

 Symphonism is an important aspect of Schnittke’s approach to the genre. 

The term was (and still is) common currency in the musicology of the Russian-

speaking world. David Haas suggests that Asaf’ev’s writings on symphonism have 

been so influential that they helped maintain the viability of the genre in Russia in  

                                                           
8 Haas, D., 1992: ‘Boris Asaf’yev and Soviet Symphonic Theory’ p.423. 
9 Ibid., p.412. 
10 This elevated notion of organic unity can also be seen in the work of many Russian composers in 
the 1920s. The idea of basing musical works on a single organic process led to the idea of the ‘mono-
cycle’, a single structural process that governs an entire work. Many large-scale forms including the 
symphony and the opera came under the influence of mono-cyclical structuring in the music of such 
composers as Shcherbachev and Glier. 
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the 20th century, long after western composers had abandoned it as an 

anachronism.11 Schnittke’s symphonies often display an ambivalence towards the 

traditional architectonics of the genre, but always maintain a spirit of symphonic 

discourse that can best be understood in terms of symphonism. The Fourth 

Symphony, for example, has little in common with the 18th century norms of 

symphonic construction, yet it has an intrinsically symphonic quality. In the 

Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5, Schnittke again questions the structural and 

generic norms of the symphony, and yet the symphonic nature of the resulting work 

is undeniable. A number of Schnittke’s works in other genres demonstrate the 

power of the principle of symphonism to extend beyond the genre of the symphony. 

Many of Schnittke’s concertos have the combination of musical scope and unity of 

intent that characterises symphonism while always retaining their concerto status. 

The Viola Concerto (1985) and the Second Cello Concerto (1990) are notable in this 

respect. 

 

 

MIKHAIL BAKHTIN – A THEORY OF THE NOVEL 

 

Important parallels can be traced between the ideas of Asaf’ev and those of Bakhtin. 

This is, in part, due to their common intellectual roots. The age difference between 

the two men was only 11 years (Asaf’ev was born in 1884, Bakhtin in 1895) and 

they both studied at Petrograd University in the years leading up to the revolution. 

David Haas points out that while there they both studied philosophy under Nikolay 

Lossky and A.I. Vvedensky. They also both resided in Petrograd/Leningrad for most 

of the 1920s, although there is no evidence that the two men ever actually met. 

However, despite this, and despite the fact that Asaf’ev confined his writings to the 

study of music, which Bakhtin hardly ever mentions, there are striking parallels 

between their ideas. Like Asaf’ev, Bakhtin works towards an understanding of art 

that eschews architectonics and instead seeks to address its expressive and 

communicative potential.  

It is difficult to treat any of Bakhtin’s ideas in isolation from each other or 

from his work as a whole. Symbiotic interconnections exist which suggest both 

                                                           
11 Ibid., pp.410-411. 
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simultaneous genesis and mutual dependency. Many of the ideas that appear in 

Bakhtin’s earliest writings continue throughout his career and only slight changes of 

focus are perceptible.12 Most of Bakhtin’s major ideas were formulated in the years 

immediately following the revolution. After Bakhtin graduated from Petrograd 

University in 1918 he moved to the town of Nevel in western Russia. There he 

became involved with a group of intellectuals who would later become known as 

the Bakhtin circle. The main principles we now associate with Bakhtin’s work, in 

particular that of dialogue, resulted (appropriately) from the discussions in this 

group. Bakhtin moved to Vitebsk in Belarus in 1920 and then back to the recently 

renamed Leningrad in 1924, but the group continued to meet in both of these cities 

albeit with slight changes of membership. Two important musicians were at various 

times part of the group, the pianist Maria Iudina (1899-1970) and the musicologist 

and critic Ivan Sollertinsky who would later be better known for his close 

association with Dimtri Shostakovich. 

Bakhtin published very little in the 1920s, at least under his own name. A 

number of important texts emerged from the group and were credited to other 

authors, but it is now widely held that these texts are in fact by Bakhtin himself, or 

at least that he was a major contributor. The Formal Method in Literary 

Scholarship13 was published in 1928 under the name of Pavel Medvedev (1891-

1938). This work sought to separate the views of the Bakhtin circle from those of 

the formalists, particularly with regard to literary theory. The book makes a case for 

a conception of form in literature that is separate from architectonics. Bakhtin’s 

work on Dostoevsky would later develop this idea in the guise of dialogic structure. 

However, the concept of dialogue was already central to other aspects of the circle’s 

output. Freudianism: A Marxist Critique14 which was published in 1927 under the 

name of Valentin Voloshinov (1895 - ?) suggests an alternative to Freud’s 

psychoanalytical theories in which the unconscious is replaced by a concept of 

                                                           
12 Although as Gary Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson point out, the changes of emphasis and writing 
style are sufficient to divide Bakhtin’s career into four distinct stages (see Morson, G.S. and Emerson, 
C., 1990: Mikhail Bakhtin: Creation of a Prosaics p.64). 
13 Bakhtin, M. M./Medvedev, P. N., 1978: The Formal Method in Literary Scholarship: A Critical 
Introduction to Sociological Poetics, trans. A. J. Wehrle (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University 
Press). 
14 Many English translations of works by Bakhtin and the Bakhtin circle have appeared under 
misleading titles. The original title of the Bakhtin/Voloshinov volume is Freidizm: kritichiskii ocherk 
which has been rendered faithfully in the second edition of the English language translation as: 
Bakhtin, M.M., Voloshinov, V.N., 1987: Freudianism: A Critical Sketch, ed. I. R. Titunik with N. H. 
Bruss, trans. I. R. Titunik (London: Seminar Press). 
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‘internal dialogue’. (See chapter 4 for an application of this idea to Schnittke’s 

Fourth Symphony.) The only major work to appear in the 1920s under Bakhtin’s 

own name was the first version of his monograph on Dostoevsky which was 

originally entitled Problems of Dostoevsky’s Art15 and appeared in 1929. The idea 

of the dialogic novel is set out in this book, and Dostoevsky is presented as its 

greatest exponent. 

Bakhtin’s association with the circle and his residency in Leningrad, came to 

an abrupt end in 1929 when he was arrested and exiled to Kazakhstan on account of 

his links to an underground religious organisation. While in exile he completed a 

number of essays that were later published in the volume Voprosy literatury i 

estetiki16 and in English as The Dialogic Imagination.17 These expand the ideas of 

the Dostoevsky book and look at how the concepts of chronotope and dialogue have 

affected the evolution of the novel from antiquity up to Dostoevsky. His next major 

work also concerned the history of the novel, in particular the Bildungsroman in 18th 

century Germany. Most of this text has been lost (Bakhtin used the manuscript for 

cigarette papers during wartime shortages), but what survives relates the idea of the 

chronotope to the work of Goethe (it is published in English as ‘The Bildungsroman 

and Its Significance in the History of Realism (Toward a Historical Typology of the 

Novel)’ in Speech Genres and other Late Essays).18

Having served his period of exile, Bakhtin returned to Russia, first to 

Saransk in 1936 where he briefly took up an academic position in a provincial 

college, and then to Kimry, some 200 km from Moscow, in 1937. In 1940 he settled 

in Savelovo, a town much closer to the capital, although he was denied permission 

to reside in Moscow itself on account of his status as a former exile. That year he 

submitted a PhD thesis on Rabelais. The major idea developed in this work is 

carnival, which Bakhtin also relates to the evolution of the novel. The thesis caused 

a major academic controversy which resulted in its only being awarded a lower 

degree. The text did not appear in print for another 15 years. 

                                                           
15 Bakhtin, M.M., 1929: Problemy tvorchestva Dostoevskogo [Problems of Dostoevsky’s Art] 
(Leningrad: Priboi). 
16 Bakhtin, M.M., 1975: Voprosy literatury i estetiki [Questions of Literature and Aesthetics] ed. S. G. 
Bocharov (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia literatura). 
17 Bakhtin, M.M., 1981: The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by M. M. Bakhtin. 
18 Bakhtin, M.M., 1986: Speech Genres and Other Late Essays trans. Vern W. McGee, ed. Caryl 
Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press) pp.10-59. 
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In 1945 Bakhtin returned to the teaching post in Saransk and remained there 

for the rest of his working life. The death of Stalin in 1953 signalled a change in 

Bakhtin’s fortunes. A group of postgraduate students in Moscow came across his 

Dostoevsky book and encouraged him to revise it. The result was a much-expanded 

second edition entitled Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics19 which appeared in 1963. 

Bakhtin took this opportunity to incorporate into the book the intervening 

developments to his concept of the novel, in particular the relevance of carnival to 

its history. The resulting work sets Dostoevsky in a literary context rather than 

simply discussing specific aspects of his work. It is therefore as much about the 

history of the genre of the novel as it is about Dostoevsky’s contribution. 

Bakhtin retired from his teaching post in 1961 and in 1969 was finally 

permitted to move to Moscow. In the intervening decade the Russian intellectual 

community finally became acquainted with and acknowledged the significance of 

Bakhtin’s work. This was facilitated first by the publication of Problems of 

Dostoevsky’s Poetics in 1963 and then Rabelais and his World20 in 1965. Bakhtin 

continued to write until his death in 1975. His later essays (which were published 

posthumously as Estetika slovesnogo tvorchestva21 and in English in the Speech 

Genres volume) continue the same themes as his earlier work but with greater 

philosophical abstraction. The consistency and apparent interconnectedness of 

Bakhtin’s thought is perhaps a legacy of this late period in which he revised early 

works to bring in ideas from later periods and also wrote essays which brought his 

ideas together on a deeper conceptual level.  

 The influence of Bakhtin on Schnittke was primarily a result of the sensation 

that the republication of the Dostoevsky book caused in Russian intellectual circles 

in the 1960s and early 70s. Schnittke was an avid reader and a fan of Dostoevsky22 

                                                           
19 Bakhtin, M.M., 1963: Problemy poetiki Dostoevskogo [Problems of Dostoevksy’s Poetics] 
(Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel’). 
20 Bakhtin, M.M., 1965: Tvorchestvo Fransua Rable i narodnaia srednevekov’ia [The work of 
Francois Rabelais and popular culture of the Middle Ages] (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia literatura). 
Note again the discrepancy between the literal translation of the original Russian title and the title 
under which the English translation appeared: Bakhtin, M. M, 1984: Rabelais and His World, trans. 
Hélène Iswolsky (Bloomington: Indiana University Press). 
21 Bakhtin, M.M., 1979: Estetika slovesnogo tvorchestva [The Aesthetics of the Literary Work] ed. 
S.G. Bocharov, A.A. Averintsev (Moscow: Iskusstvo). 
22 See Ivashkin, A. 2003: Besedi s Al’fredom Shnitke (2nd ed.) p.35. Schnittke says here that, while he 
has read Dostoevsky’s works many times he objects to his anti-Semitism. The only significant music 
that Schnittke wrote that is explicitly connected with Dostoevsky’s work is the incidental music for an 
adaptation of The Possessed that appeared on the London stage directed by Yuri Lyubimov. Schnittke 
later reworked this music as his Music for an Imagined Play (1985). 
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and he read Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics soon after its republication. Many of 

Bakhtin’s articles appeared in the 1970s in the journal Voprosy literatury, to which 

Schnittke subscribed. Another important channel for the dissemination of Bakhtin’s 

ideas at this time was the School of Semiotics at Tartu University in Estonia. This 

was founded by Yuri Lotman (1922-1993) who was himself an important advocate 

of Bakhtin. The school published an annual periodical called Studies in Sign 

Systems, the sixth volume of which (1973) was dedicated to the work of Bakhtin. 

The introductory article in this volume is by V.V. Ivanov and is entitled The 

Significance of M.M. Bakhtin’s Ideas on Sign, Utterance and Dialogue for Modern 

Semiotics.23 As has already been mentioned, this article is particularly significant 

because it attempts to expand Bakhtin’s ideas beyond the realm of language and 

show their applicability to all realms of culture. 

 Like Asaf’ev, Bakhtin stresses the social nature of artistic activity, and 

whilst this can be seen as a perennial part of the Slavic understanding of culture, it 

also has superficial links with the socialist realism policies of Stalin’s Soviet Union. 

Both Asaf’ev and Bakhtin were forced to use neo-Marxist terminology in their 

writings from the late 1920s onwards. The language of Marxism is effective for both 

writers to the extent that it stresses the social relevance of art. However, the 

underlying Marxist principles of dialectical materialism are more problematic. 

Bakhtin seeks to move beyond the dialectical (see p. 43 below), while Asaf’ev’s 

Bergson-inspired ideas about the living essence of artworks are at odds with Marx’s 

materialist mentality. Bakhtin offers a viable alternative to the cultural 

homogenisation of socialist realism by continually stressing the role of individuality 

in art. The social nature of art is stressed, but for Bakhtin society is an almost 

infinitely diverse concept, with the individuality of every member contributing to a 

complex and multifaceted whole. 

This must surely have been the main attraction of Bakhtin’s ideas for 

Schnittke, who also sought a multifaceted image of culture in his work. Schnittke’s 

music resists the collectivising tendencies of socialist realism by stressing both the 

diversity of culture and his own individuality in the way that he chooses to represent  

                                                           
23 English translation appears in Brown, H., 1976: Semiotics and Structuralism: Readings from the 
Soviet Union  (White Plains: International Arts and Sciences Press Inc.) pp.310-367. I have it on the 
personal authority of Alexander Ivashkin that Schnittke read this and the other publications 
mentioned. 
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this diversity. Schnittke’s reading of these two Bakhtinian volumes occurred at the 

very start of his polystylistic project and contributed to both its cultural engagement 

and its heterogeneous nature. 

 

 

DIALOGUE 

Dialogue is Bakhtin’s primary metaphor for relating art to society. He maintains that 

the interaction processes that form the structure of artworks have their roots in the 

social interactions between human beings. When art is created in such a way that the 

social basis of its internal interactions is ignored, then the result is dialectics. 

Bakhtin traces the history of the dialectical argument and claims that its earliest 

incarnation was in Socratic dialogue. In later centuries, authors and philosophers 

attempted to recreate the same interaction processes, but without acknowledging the 

presence of multiple speakers. For Bakhtin, the result of this process is limited by 

the fact that it fails to acknowledge the social nature of human understanding. 

 His alternative is dialogue. Dialogue is an interaction process which posits 

interlocutors as conscious individuals who share ideas and interact at various levels 

of agreement and disagreement. Bakhtin’s primary example of art that 

acknowledges its dialogic basis is the work of Dostoevsky. In Problems of 

Dostoevsky’s Poetics Bakhtin demonstrates the extent to which Dostoevsky’s 

characters are represented as autonomous, conscious entities rather than merely 

subjects of the plot or of fate. 

For Bakhtin the dialogic status of Dostoevsky’s works is the result of the 

fact that he lets his characters speak with their own voices. This is achieved through 

stylistic means. When characters converse, each has their own style of speech and 

so the language of the dialogue as a whole is characterised by stylistic plurality. The 

style of speech that a character uses is the result of a lifetime’s experience 

interacting with others. The style is therefore completely individual but also socially 

defined. Style (Bakhtin sometimes uses ‘language’ to mean the same) therefore 

takes on the status of a metonymy for a consciousness; an interaction of styles 

represents an interaction of speaking voices which in turn represents the interaction 

of conscious individuals. The represented intercourse thereby retains its essentially 

social character. Bakhtin extends the metaphor to take in every form of prose in 
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Dostoevsky. He says that authorial descriptions of characters use linguistic traits 

derived from the character’s own style of speech: 

 

In Dostoevsky’s works there is literally not a single significant word about a 
character that the character could not have said about himself.24

 

Bakhtin suggests a multiplicity of stylistic inferences in the voice of Dostoevsky’s 

narrator. He is especially interested in the concept of reported speech, as it 

represents a close interaction of two voices, which he demonstrates can be separated 

through the detailed study of the interacting styles. 

 

Polystylism as Dialogue 

If dialogic construction is the result of multiple styles interacting on various levels, 

then it is possible to describe Dostoevsky’s novels as literary examples of 

polystylism. Dostoevsky’s dialogue and Schnittke’s polystylism both imbue the 

concept of style with semantic potential. The primary mechanism in both cases is 

the multiplicity of styles within a single work, which for Bakhtin guarantees the 

presence of dialogue: 

 

When there is a deliberate (conscious) multiplicity of styles, there are always 
dialogic relations among the styles.25  

 

The fact that Bakhtin’s notion of dialogue is applicable to every form of stylistic 

interaction is the means by which it can be translated to the medium of music. 

Bakhtin’s point of departure for literary dialogue is the narrative representation of 

the intercourse between two speakers, but the hermeneutic power of the concept is a 

result of his extension of it into less clearly delimited interaction that can only be 

understood through the concept of style. The most subtle and complex of these are 

the points in a text where two or more styles are evoked simultaneously. Bakhtin 

describes these as hybrids and stylisations. (See chapter 5 for a discussion of the 

differences between these terms). 

 

Every type of intentional stylistic hybrid is more or less dialogised. This 
means that the languages that are crossed in it relate to each other as do 

                                                           
24 Bakhtin, M.M., 1984: Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics p.278. 
25 Bakhtin, M.M., 1986: ‘The Problem of the Text’ in Speech Genres and Other Late Essays p.112. 



 
45

rejoinders in a dialogue; there is an argument between languages, an 
argument between styles of language. But it is not a dialogue in the narrative 
sense, nor in the abstract sense; rather it is a dialogue between points of 
view, each with its own concrete language that cannot be translated into the 
other.26

 

Even in the context of literature, the narrative representation of actual dialogue is 

marginal to Bakhtin’s dialogic theory. Much more interesting for him are the ways 

in which styles can interact without the syntax clearly distinguishing their sources. 

The application of dialogue to musical polystylism therefore need not be confined to 

passages where there is an alternation of styles. Indeed, this is a very primitive form 

of musical dialogue and of polystylism. Instead, dialogic principles can be applied 

to passages which simultaneously evoke a number of styles. Music can achieve 

subtle and simultaneous interactions through the application of different stylistic 

criteria to (for example) the counterpoint, harmony, orchestration and performance 

techniques of a single passage. Schnittke understood this well and his polystylism of 

the 1980s (as exemplified by the works discussed in this thesis) makes full use of 

music’s ability to evoke multiple styles separately yet simultaneously.  

Bakhtin also realised music’s ability to create a heterogeneous unity through 

the manipulation of its various parameters. His writings often use musical 

metaphors, usually based on voice leading, to express his literary ideas when the 

term ‘dialogue’ seems inadequate because of its narrative connotations. ‘Polyphony’ 

and ‘voice’ are terms that often appear as aspects of larger musical metaphors. He 

evokes polyphony because of its suggestion of the simultaneous (rather than 

sequential) interaction of voices. To this end he often refers to Dostoevsky’s works 

as ‘polyphonic novels’. To bring these concepts back round to music would, I think, 

over-extend the analogy and create a conceptually problematic reflexive metaphor. 

My application of Bakhtin’s ideas to music relates principally to the implications of 

stylistic interaction. I will therefore endeavour to use Bakhtin’s musical metaphors 

only when it is absolutely necessary for the sake of conceptual clarity. 

Another problem that must be addressed with Bakhtin’s grand metaphor of 

dialogue is the implication in the word’s etymology that it is only applicable to the  

                                                           
26 Bakhtin, M.M., 1981: ‘From the Prehistory of Novelistic Discourse’ in The Dialogic Imagination 
p.76. 
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interaction of two voices. A terminological problem arises in my title ‘Polystylism 

as Dialogue’ with the ‘Poly-’ and ‘Di-’ prefixes seemingly at odds. As was 

mentioned above, Bakhtin’s solution to the weaknesses of his dialogue metaphor is 

usually recourse to music, and in this context he would use the term ‘polyphony’ as 

a better indicator of the broader plurality of voices that his concept encompasses. In 

his essay ‘The Problem of the Text’, Bakhtin makes this point clear: 

 

…there can be, in addition to a third, an unlimited number of participants in 
the dialogue being understood.27  

 

Bakhtin sought to extend his idea of dialogue to the point where it could be 

understood as a cultural, rather than merely literary idea. Through this process he 

took the concept to a sufficiently abstract level that it could be applied to other 

media. His starting point is language, and metaphors from spoken language 

permeate any application of Bakhtin’s ideas to other branches of culture. 

Nevertheless, dialogue aspires to comprehensively explain the process of stylistic 

interaction in any art form, and is therefore particularly useful in the discussion of 

Schnittke’s music. The apparent interdependency of Bakhtin’s ideas is partly a 

result of his efforts to expand the idea of dialogue to the status of cultural theory. 

Identifying dialogic interaction was for Bakhtin only the first step, and once he had 

taken it, many, or even all of his other concepts could be brought into play. This is 

the approach I propose for the explication of Schnittke’s dialogic nature. Care is 

required in this initial stage of relating dialogue to the medium of music (especially 

in light of Bakhtin’s unhelpfully monostylistic musical metaphors in his discussion 

of literature), but the benefit of this process is that it then facilitates the application 

of Bakhtin’s more abstract and less literature-oriented concepts, which together 

provide a framework for interpreting the artistic and cultural significance of 

Schnittke’s work. 

 

 

The Utterance and the Intonation 

The utterance is an important part of Bakhtin’s model of dialogue because it 

provides a unit from which dialogic structure (as opposed to architectonic structure) 

                                                           
27 Bakhtin, M.M., 1986: ‘The Problem of the Text’ in Speech Genres and other Late Essays p.126. 
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can be derived. Bakhtin makes this step necessary because of the extent to which he 

deprecates the Formalists’ dependency on traditional structures. In his article 

Discourse in the Novel Bakhtin writes ‘Form and content in discourse are one….’28 

This leads him to the conclusion that internal dialogic interaction within an artwork 

has the effect of negating the qualitative distinction between its structure and its 

meaning. 

 In the metaphor of dialogue as the interaction between speakers, the model 

for the utterance is the rejoinder. When one person speaks, the sentence or phrase 

they use constitutes a unit of expression. This unit, or utterance, is complete in the 

sense that it is sufficient to the sentiment it expresses. On the other hand, it is far 

from self-sufficient, as it can only be understood as a unit of the conversation. Its 

structure, language and meaning are all, to some extent, conditioned by the earlier 

utterances in the conversation, and later utterances will only be fully 

comprehensible with reference to it. The dialogue is in principle infinitely 

extendable, but the utterance is not. The points of interchange of voices in the 

dialogue represent the limits of the utterances. 

 Dialogic structure can therefore be deduced by identification of the 

utterances and their limits. When Bakhtin comes to apply his metaphor of dialogue 

to more complex cultural situations, the fact that utterances are always constructed 

with reference to their predecessors complicates the model. Dialogic interaction is 

not confined to the sequential interchange of voices, and Bakhtin often hears one 

voice within another. This is most clearly demonstrated in the essay ‘Discourse in 

the Novel’, which investigates the nature of reported speech in literature and the 

stylistic texture of the narrator’s voice. In these cases utterances are nested and one 

utterance can contain many others. Nevertheless, Bakhtin always contends that the 

dialogic structure of any text can be determined by the identification of the 

utterances. 

 The utterance can therefore be defined as an act of expression that is in some 

way completed. As such it can be considered as the dialogic equivalent of Asaf’ev’s 

intonation. Both the intonation and the utterance are units of expression rather than 

units of grammar (be it linguistic or musical). Neither can be defined quantitatively, 

nor can there be any exclusivity in their identification as both the utterance and the 

                                                           
28 Bakhtin, M.M., 1981: ‘Discourse in the Novel’ in The Dialogic Imagination p.259. 
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intonation can contain smaller utterances or intonations which support the 

expressive power of the whole. The necessity of evoking both concepts here is a 

consequence of the fact that Bakhtin never discusses how the utterance can be 

understood as a musical unit, while Asaf’ev never suggests a dialogic context for his 

intonations. By combining the two a dialogic theory of musical expression is 

possible. 

 Bakhtin’s innovation is to suggest multiple sources for the units of 

expression that make up a single artwork. In doing so, the expressive (i.e. 

intonational or dialogic) aspect of the work can be understood as a formal principle. 

The application of dialogical principles to Asaf’ev’s theory of intonation is 

necessitated by Schnittke’s conscious use of multiple styles. Schnittke’s music is 

dialogic exactly to the extent that styles can be understood to interact within it. 

Asaf’ev’s concept of intonation is useful in suggesting a semantic structure for 

Schnittke’s music, but Bakhtin’s concepts of utterance and dialogue become 

necessary when the interaction of multiple styles is considered within this semantic 

sphere. 

 

 

Style and Voice in Schnittke’s Music 

The basic criterion for dialogue is the presence of voices. As was mentioned above, 

Bakhtin takes this idea to a more abstract level by stating that voices can be 

represented by styles and that therefore dialogue occurs whenever there is an 

interaction of styles. Schnittke’s polystylism is motivated by a desire for cultural 

engagement. Through Bakhtin, this can be understood as a need, on Schnittke’s part, 

to engage in dialogue with his cultural situation, and more significantly, with the 

music of the past. Schnittke was frustrated by the fallacy of culturally isolated 

innovation that was implicit in the monostylistic modernism of the western avant-

garde to which many Russian composers of his generation were turning in the 

1960s: 

 

In the beginning I composed in a distinct style, but as I see it now, my 
personality was not coming through. More recently I have used many 
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different styles and quotations from many periods, but my own voice comes 
through them clearly now.29

 
When Schnittke uses the term ‘voice’ here he does so in exactly the same sense as 

Bakhtin. A voice for Bakhtin is individual and specific to the speaker, and yet its 

stylistic makeup is a result of many influences. For Schnittke, the acts of quotation 

and allusion allow him to be true to himself by acknowledging the intrinsically 

cultural nature of his artistic activity.30

 When describing the interaction of styles as an interaction of voices, the 

most important interpretative step is to decide whose voices are interacting.31 More 

abstract forms of stylistic dialogue require more abstract sources of voices. The 

most abstract notions of dialogue that can be deduced from Bakhtin’s ideas are to be 

found in Ivanov’s article32 where, in order to make dialogue applicable to semiotics, 

the notion of a ‘dialogue of ideas’ is suggested. This abstraction is supported by 

Bakhtin’s understanding of Dostoevsky’s relationship with his characters. He points 

out that ‘In Dostoevsky the characters are ideologists,’33 meaning that the 

ontological basis of a character can be reduced to the ideals to which they aspire. A 

fully realised human voice is therefore implied, even if it is only represented 

through the expression of an opinion: 

 

In Dostoevsky’s work each opinion really does become a living thing and is 
inseparable from the embodied human voice.34

 

                                                           
29 Quoted in NY Times 22 May 1988 ii p.23.  
30 When Roland Barthes attempts to define the elusive musical quality that elevates the singing of 
Panzera over that of Fisher-Deskau he asks himself, while listening to the former ‘…am I hearing 
voices within the voice’ (Barthes, R., 1977: Image, music, text trans. Stephen Heath (London: 
Fontana) p.184). Schnittke’s polystylism can, perhaps, also be described as the means by which he 
finds the grain of his own voice. 
31 At different stages of his career, Bakhtin suggested different levels of specificity for the process of 
dialogue. In the actual intercourse between speakers, the voices can be said to belong to the 
interlocutors. However, as the concept of dialogue becomes more abstract, the question becomes more 
complex. In the case of the narrational representation of a dialogue in fiction, the fictional nature of 
the characters involved is problematic. For Bakhtin, the greatness of Dostoevsky lies in the fact that 
his characters are represented so fully and with such autonomy that their fictional status does not 
impede their ability to converse as if they were real people. 
32 Ivanov, Viach. Vs., 1976: ‘The Significance of M. M. Bakhtin’s Ideas on Sign, Utterance and 
Dialogue for Modern Semiotics’, in Semiotics and Structuralism: Readings from the Soviet Union, 
edited (with intro.) by Henryk Baron (White Plains: International Arts and Sciences Press, Inc.), 
pp.310-367. 
33 Bakhtin, M.M., 1986: ‘The Problem of the Text’ in Speech Genres p.116. 
34 Bakhtin, M.M., 1984a: Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics p.17. 
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Dialogue in Schnittke’s music exists in a similar array of specificity and abstraction. 

The act of quotation has the effect of evoking an actual composer as the source of a 

voice and therefore represents the most specific form of polystylistic dialogue. In 

works such as the First Symphony and the cadenza to Beethoven’s Violin Concerto, 

earlier composers interact as their composing voices are evoked specifically through 

actual quotations of their works. The third movement of Berio’s Sinfonia can also be 

understood as a dialogue of this sort. 

 The next level of dialogic abstraction in polystylism results from stylistic 

allusion which points to a single composer. Bach is the composer who is most often 

alluded to in this way by Schnittke. Each of Schnittke’s concerti grossi contains 

some sort of stylistic allusion to Bach (including an important generic link, which 

implicitly acknowledges the significance of the Brandenburg Concertos). More 

subtle stylistic references to a single composer include the links to Berg’s aesthetics 

in the String Trio (1985) and the last movement of the Third Symphony, and to 

Mahler in the third and fourth movements of the Concerto Grosso no. 4/Symphony 

no. 5. 

 Impersonal voices appear in Schnittke’s music in a variety of guises. Bakhtin 

talks of ‘official’ languages that are associated with specific institutions. The church 

is one such institution, and Schnittke engages in dialogue with the musical aspect of 

Christian liturgy in a number of works, most notably the Second and Fourth 

Symphonies and the Second String Quartet. In the following chapters, the most 

abstract dialogue that I identify, and the closest that Schnittke comes to Ivanov’s 

‘dialogue of ideas,’ is the first movement of the Third Symphony. This movement 

sets two ideological positions in dialogue - one which represents nature through 

recourse to organic musical relationships and the other which represents human 

(more specifically German) culture through the establishment of synthetic musical 

linkages. Despite the seemingly impersonal nature of this process, a dialogic 

interaction results because of the ideological nature of the opposing positions (see 

chapter 3). 

 

Chronotope 

Bakhtin developed the concept of the chronotope to explain the representational 

basis of dialogic literature. The multiplicity of voices in dialogue leads to a variety 

of points of view, each based on subjective perceptions that may or may not 
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correspond to each other. Dialogue therefore precludes any absolutes or objective 

standards in its means of representation. Every statement is conditioned by the 

speaker’s individual frame of reference, and since any dialogue involves more than 

one speaker, there are no absolute criteria against which this can be judged. 

Dialogue celebrates the relative, and the chronotope is a theoretical formulation that 

permits relativity in literary representation, but also introduces a system by which 

such representations can be compared and judged with reference to each other. 

 Bakhtin’s earliest inspiration for the systematic study of the relative in 

literature was Einstein’s theories of relativity. The relationship between time and 

space that Einstein proposed suggested to Bakhtin a category of spatio-temporal 

perception where the interrelationship between the two parameters conditioned both. 

The chronotope is therefore a category of perception (and of representation) where 

the temporal and the spatial are linked both qualitatively and quantitatively.  

 The significance of the chronotope to dialogue can be demonstrated through 

the simple example of a narrated dialogue within a literary text. Two speakers 

interact, and the nature of their respective utterances is conditioned by their 

experiences. If one has, for example, lived longer than the other, or seen more of the 

world, then the scale by which they describe any distance or period of time will be 

based on a broader perceptual scale. On the other hand, all utterances are directed 

and the speaker will usually attempt to speak in such a way that they will be 

understood by their addressee. Also, both speakers will have some experience of the 

type of dialogue they are engaged in, be it informal, professional, technical etc., and 

so will be able to rely on generalised means of expression. The chronotopic nature 

of the dialogue therefore has multiple sources, but can be understood through 

generic principles. Bakhtin understands the generic nature of human interaction to 

be primarily conditioned by context and so the forms of chronotope that he 

identifies in literature are usually connected with specific situations, for example the 

chronotope of the road35 or the chronotope of the threshold.36

In literature the representation of time and the representation of space are 

only possible through mutual dependency. Music poses different problems. The 

medium of music has an intrinsically temporal aspect but no specific spatial  

                                                           
35 Bakhtin, M.M., 1981: ‘Forms of Time and Chronotope in the Novel’ in The Dialogic Imagination 
p.243. 
36 Ibid., p.248. 
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parameters.37  

 Polystylism allows for the interaction of chronotopic perceptions of space 

and time because these are aspects of the music Schnittke quotes or alludes to that 

are retained from their original situations. Many (or even all) forms of music 

making are related to specific situations. For Asaf’ev, the place and occasion for 

which music is intended is coded into the intonational structure of the music itself, 

and remains with that music even when it is heard out of context: 

 

The relation between music and the space “occupied” by it is not just a 
phenomenon of a purely acoustical order. The street, the square, the urban 
garden, or the boulevard, all these call for a special kind, a special “specific 
quality” of forms. Of course, it is possible to sing the animated, village 
chastushka in the concert hall, but its form is still determined by the village 
street…Thus concert-symphonic and chamber music, salon and domestic 
music, outdoor, genre music of the streets, squares, gardens, boulevards, and 
cafes, music of magnificent festivals, splendid processions etc., all demand 
different kinds of organisation, since the differences in dimensions and 
essential features of the space filled by the sounds (a closed location or the 
open air) influence, not only the methods of sound production, but also the 
sound correlations.38  

 

What Asaf’ev is describing is chronotopic to the extent that it involves both a 

proportional relationship between the temporal and spatial aspects of musical 

performance, and a generic determination of the music’s intonational basis that is 

linked to the nature of the occasion.  

 Polystylism has a unique power in this respect as it is also able to manipulate 

different genres of temporal perception – different kinds of time – within a work. 

                                                           
37 The issue of temporal representation in music is complicated by the subjective nature of temporal 
perceptions. In later life Schnittke became acutely aware of this phenomenon: 
 

I have begun to feel…that for different people, and for one person at different periods of 
life, the length and speed of time can differ greatly. This is a kind of time that is infinitely 
varied, even through it contains the same number of seconds. The seconds tick by in the 
same way, but the distance between them varies. This is why I have come closer to the 
Einsteinian view of time that it is relative. I have begun to understand this better because my 
own experience shows me that in my own life seconds have varied in length.  (Schnittke, A. 
2002: A Schnittke Reader p.5) 

 

This conception of time is closely related to Bakhtin’s. The relative nature of temporal perception and 
the inspiration from Einstein are common features. It is also interesting that Schnittke is describing a 
‘kind of time’, which suggests a generic classification of temporal perception, very much in the spirit 
of the chronotope. 
38 Tull, J.R., 1976: ‘B.V. Asaf’ev’s Musical Form as a Process: Translation and Commentary’ pp.519 
and 521. 
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Schnittke has said that he was attempting to create a fairground atmosphere in his 

First Symphony;39 such an atmosphere is itself internally diverse in terms of the 

range of perceptions it involves. By moving through a variety of styles, the work 

also suggests a number of other situations, including the church service, dance hall 

and funeral march. Polystylism involves taking musical genres out of their original 

contexts, and then using them as representations of those contexts. The resulting 

chronotopic interaction creates an array of perceptual conditions which allows the 

stylistic dialogue to fully represent the range of situations in which social and 

cultural activity takes place. 

 

THE POLYSTYLISTIC SYMPHONY AS DIALOGIC NOVEL 

The presence of dialogue in literature creates a number of difficult problems for 

traditional genres. A literary genre such as, for example, a sonnet or a historical 

epic, maintains its authority over individual works through a range of formal 

principles and rhetorical constructions. Both are compromised by dialogue; the 

imposition of a generic formal outline onto an individual work’s subject is 

problematic because of Bakhtin’s insistence that in dialogue form and content are 

mutually determined. The rhetorical devices that are associated with any traditional 

literary genre all presuppose a single source of authority and are therefore inherently 

monologic. For Bakhtin, the only literary genre capable of dialogic construction is 

the novel. The dialogic novel is elevated in Bakhtin’s writings to the level of a meta-

genre, partly because it cannibalises aspects of other genres, but more importantly 

because it is not subject to the same expressive and formal restrictions as other 

literary genres. Bakhtin traces a long history (or pre-history) of the dialogic novel, 

stating that its roots lie in antiquity, but he also says that its full potential was only 

fully realised in the 19th century in the work of Dostoevsky, who is presented as the 

genre’s greatest exponent. In Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, the relationship 

between literary dialogue and the novel is explored within the context of 

Dostoevsky’s works. However, these are also placed within a larger historical 

context that demonstrates the contributions of many of Dostoevsky’s predecessors 

(this constitutes the majority of the added material in the book’s 1963 revision). 

                                                           
39 Ivashkin, A., 2003: Besedi s Al’fredom Shnitke (2nd ed.)  p.210. 
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 The concept of the novel (as Bakhtin theorises it with respect to Dostoevsky) 

has many similarities to Bakhtin’s efforts to understand culture through dialogue. 

Dialogue, as an act of verbal intercourse, is characterised by both the physical 

closeness of the speakers and by the motivation to achieve a common 

understanding. Dialogue therefore promotes proximity on both physical and 

perceptual levels. The novel, or at least Dostoevsky’s novel, is based on similar 

aims. The interaction between characters in Dostoevsky’s work always emphasises 

both temporal simultaneity and physical proximity.40 This proximity takes literary 

form through the immediacy and pervasiveness of the stylistic interaction in the 

prose.  

Novelistic prose therefore has a strong connection with musical polystylism. 

In both cases a range of styles is presented that suggests a disparate array of sources. 

More importantly though, the styles interact in an arena of proximity that aims to 

overcome that disparity and allow a profound sense of contact. Schnittke’s 

polystylistic works (and, as will argued below, his symphonies in particular) have a 

close link to Dostoevsky’s novels because their polystylistic fabric is analogous to 

Dostoevsky’s dialogic prose. Both are constructed from a wide variety of styles and 

languages, and both force those styles and languages into close communication. 

 

Epic and Novel 

In order to fully explain the cultural significance of the novel, Bakhtin sets it in 

opposition to another important literary genre: the epic. The modern relationship 

between the two genres is slightly paradoxical, because Bakhtin understands the 

novel to have grown from the epic. However, the epic is still a viable and influential 

genre, although of a completely different nature from the novel. The epic is both the 

novel’s most important ancestor and its modern antithesis. 

 Unlike the novel, the epic stresses distance. The most important epic works 

were written in antiquity (Bakhtin cites Homer as the most significant, but having 

trained as a classicist he is also keen to acknowledge the contribution of more 

obscure Greek and Roman authors) and maintain a relevance to the contemporary  

                                                           
40 ‘Employing a term from art criticism, we could say that Dostoevsky had no “distance perspective” 
on the hero and the event. The narrator finds himself in immediate proximity to the hero and to the 
ongoing event, and it is from this maximally close, aperspective point of view that he structures their 
representation.’ (Bakhtin, M.M., 1984: Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics p.225). 
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world only to the extent to which eternal and unchanging paradigms can be shown 

to link the ancient and the modern. The epic has strong links to mythology, and the 

stories and characters of an epic are drawn from mythological archetypes. It is 

therefore inappropriate to talk of historical time with regard to the epic, as the epic 

takes place within a mythical time frame that is qualitatively separate from the way 

in which we experience time in everyday life. The epic is a traditional genre in the 

sense that a range of narrative, formal and rhetorical devices is associated with it. 

Bakhtin does not say that the epic has no relevance to the modern world. Instead he 

stresses that the epic evokes eternal concepts and truths (through devices such as 

mythical archetypes) and that it therefore ensures a certain continuity of culture. The 

status of the epic is similar to that of the novel in Bakhtin’s theory of culture, 

because, while both are genres, they also represent broader cultural principles that 

have profound significance for other genres, and for the concept of genre itself. 

 Apart from this, the novel is distinct from the epic in every way. As was 

suggested above, Bakhtin’s conception of the novel is closely associated with the 

concept of literary dialogue, and he sees the novel as an intrinsically dialogic genre. 

While the epic stresses the eternal through recourse to mythology, the novel engages 

with the present and attempts to reflect its uniqueness and diversity. The epic 

requires a single, rigid rhetorical system, while the novel has no specific formal or 

rhetorical demands. The epic is monologic in that its constitutive language can only 

be attributed to the voice of a single (often semi-mythical) author. The novel is 

dialogic in that every character speaks with their own voice, and anything said about 

them also engages with their style of speech. 

 The polystylistic symphony can be understood as the musical analogue of 

the dialogic novel, but the presence of polystylism is an essential part of this 

comparison. The traditional (i.e. 18th century) symphony is in many ways an epic 

genre. It is based on a collection of (archetypal) structural conventions such as the 

four-movement form and the affirmative finale. It also implies a range of rhetorical 

conventions relating to, for example, cadential and developmental formulae. 

 The mechanism of polystylism is important to the novelistic nature of 

Schnittke’s symphonies, because it allows the music to engage with the diversity of 

contemporary culture. Schnittke’s compositional activity (in the 1970s and 80s at 

least) stressed cultural contact by presenting stylistic interaction as the primary 

semantic device. This is novelistic to the extent that it is distinct from traditional 
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symphonic thought. The monostylistic symphony (as epitomised by the Classical 

ideals of 18th century symphonic composition) is epic in the sense that it adheres to 

a set of historically defined generic conventions. These conventions favour the 

semantic abstraction of ‘absolute’ music and therefore encourage a sense of epic 

distance between the work and the realities of modern life. Schnittke’s polystylistic 

symphonies are characterised by an ambivalence towards the authority of these 

conventions. Many of them appear, but in mediated or disempowered forms. This 

approach is similar to the attitudes of the earliest novelists of antiquity to the 

prevalent epic forms of their day; Schnittke understands the structuring potential of 

the rhetoric of the genre, but (like the early novelists) he seeks to introduce into it a 

sense of engagement. This involves abandoning some conventions and mediating 

others. It also involves the introduction of stylistic plurality and stylistic interaction, 

as the primary condition for novelistic discourse is dialogue. 

 

The Novelisation of Genres 

Bakhtin maintains that the novel does not have any specific generic discourse of its 

own. Yet he is also of the opinion that all discourse is generic to some degree. (In 

his late essays he coins the term ‘speech genre’ to demonstrate how even the most 

informal verbal communication is based on rigorous generic principles.) The 

novel’s solution to this problem is to borrow. Discourse in the novel can always be 

traced back to other genres and the dialogic nature of the novel facilitates the 

incorporation of these borrowed discourses: 

 

The novel permits the incorporation of various genres, both artistic (inserted 
short stories, lyrical songs, poems, dramatic scenes etc.) and extra-artistic 
(everyday, rhetorical, scholarly, religious genres and others). In principle, 
any genre could be included in the construction of the novel, and in fact it is 
difficult to find any genres that have not at some point been incorporated 
into a novel by someone, such incorporated genres usually reserve within the 
novel their own structural identity and independence, as well as their own 
linguistic and stylistic peculiarities.41  

 

The interdependency of form and content in dialogue means that the novelisation of 

genres is as much a formal as it is a stylistic issue. It also has implications for the 

novelistic tendency toward contact. The novel as a genre can maintain links with the 

                                                           
41 Bakhtin, M.M., 1981: ‘Discourse in the Novel’ in The Dialogic Imagination p.320. 
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modern world through the incorporation of discourse types associated with modern 

life. Informal modes of address have a particular power to connect novelistic 

literature with everyday life. On the other hand, the novel can also incorporate 

aspects of other literary genres and therefore engage with the medium of literature 

itself as a subject. From a structural point of view, novelised genres can make up 

large parts or even the whole of a novel and thereby exercise their own structuring 

potential. The novel is therefore reliant on other genres, and novelisation can be 

understood primarily as an organising principle by which the novel can structure its 

discourse through the interaction of other genres within it. 

 Polystylism can also be understood in these terms, with the discursive styles 

of multiple genres interacting within a single musical work. Music, like literature, is 

richly endowed with a range of generic principles that can be brought into play. As 

with literary genres, genres in music range from the complex and highly structured 

(concertos, masses etc.) down to simple dance forms that retain their generic 

identities through, for example, the use of a distinctive rhythm. Schnittke’s 

polystylism introduces borrowed generic traits into every level of his musical 

discourse. At the most localised level, dance forms are often used out of context as 

semantic and discursive devices. The tango, for example, appears in both the 

Concerto Grosso no. 1 and the Faust Cantata (Seid nüchtern und wachet) (1983). 

The use of liturgical music in concert works constitutes a more emotive generic 

borrowing. Examples of orthodox chant in Schnittke’s instrumental works can be 

found in the Second String Quartet and the String Trio (see examples 2.1 and 2.2). 

 

EXAMPLE 2.1 – 2nd STRING QUARTET, MOVT. 2, FIG. 24 
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EXAMPLE 2.2 – STRING TRIO, MOVT. 2, FIG. 20 

 
 

 Such borrowings can also be found in many of Schnittke’s symphonies. The 

traditional symphony, it should be noted, was founded on a number of dance forms 

including the minuet and rondo. However, these are coded into the genre from its 

earliest days and now appear as a result of convention. Schnittke’s incorporation of 

other genres is at odds with the traditional (epic) rhetoric of the 18th century 

symphony. The First Symphony, for example, creates a carnival atmosphere by 

bringing together a large number of everyday musical forms such as dances, 

marches and jazz. The result is a sense of generic disorientation. The Second 

Symphony, by contrast, is modelled on the plain chant of the mass ordinary. This is 

the musical equivalent of an epistolary novel or a verse novel where a single 

external genre is used to structure the content and meaning of an entire work. The 

Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5 has two significant examples of novelised 

genres. Firstly the concerto grosso, which despite the apparent equality suggested by 

the title, is subordinate to the symphony’s logic. The second movement of the work 

is based on a piano quartet fragment by Mahler. This fragment is played at the end 

of the movement in its original instrumentation. This is significant because of the 

performance context. It brings a genre, and a mode of performance, from the recital 

room and into the concert hall. The novelisation process is made explicit by the fact 

that for a few minutes the symphony proper stops and in its place is heard chamber 

music. (See chapter 5 for further discussion of the novelisation processes in this 

work.) 
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Re-Accentuation 

Just as the novel changes its nature as a result of the insertion into it of other genres, 

so those genres themselves are changed as a result of the insertion. The concept of 

re-accentuation deals with the extent to which an inclusion of this sort changes the 

meaning of the borrowed material through the change of context. For Bakhtin, the 

primary example of the effect of re-accentuation is the change of emphasis that 

somebody’s words are subjected to when they are quoted by another. The intentions 

of the first speaker are conditioned by the intentions of the second and so a re-

accentuation takes place. Re-accentuation is therefore primarily a condition of 

dialogue; it relates to the way in which we understand an utterance that is the result 

of more than one voice. As a dialogic principle it is as much about structure as it is 

about meaning. The meaning changes when one person’s words are quoted by 

another, and this will be reflected in some way in the structure of the words 

themselves.  

 Re-accentuation also deals with the relationship between an utterance and its 

context. A change of context affects both the structure and the meaning of an 

utterance. In terms of the literary novelisation of genres, the borrowed genre no 

longer fulfils its normal function, instead it functions as an aspect of the work’s 

novelistic logic, and it is this change of function that re-accentuation addresses. 

 The musical application of the idea is complicated by the number of ways in 

which musical context can be understood. A line or theme can be played in an alien 

harmonic context that changes the harmonic or tonal implications of its constituent 

notes. A dialogic model can still be applied to this process but on a more abstract 

level. This is one way in which the context can be said to change the constitution of 

the musical utterance, even if its actual notes remain unchanged. Chapter 5 details 

how this process of synchronic re-accentuation functions in the second movement of 

the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5. 

 Schnittke’s music also demonstrates how stylistic references can adapt to 

acknowledge their new context. Allusion is a more powerful polystylistic method 

than quotation in this respect because an allusion can acknowledge, through its style 

and construction, both the original and the new context. A good example of this is 

the allusion to the first prelude from Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier in the second 

movement of Schnittke’s Third Symphony. The movement uses both stylistic 

allusions and musical monograms to evoke a range of German composers. The 
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allusion to the Bach’s prelude is faithful in style to the original but, in keeping with 

the aesthetic of the new context, it also spells out the B-A-C-H monogram 

repeatedly in its upper notes (see example 3.5 p.95). Thus the re-accentuation aids 

the conceptual unity of the resulting movement without compromising the 

polystylism. 

 

Novelness and Symphonism 

In the absence of any specific rhetoric or form, Bakhtin is forced to define the 

distinguishing characteristics of the novel on a more abstract plane. He uses the term 

‘novelness’ (romannost’) to describe a sensibility that is associated with the novel. 

Bakhtin’s later works are concerned with expanding his concept of dialogue to 

encompass all facets of human culture. Novelness is a way of combining the artistic 

sensibility required by the genre of the novel and the epistemology of dialogue. 

Dialogue can be understood as a specific attitude toward language which 

acknowledges the presence of multiple voices and of multiple points of authority. 

Novelness is an artistic approach which incorporates this attitude to language. 

 But novelness is also a generic principle, albeit an abstract one. Novelness is 

the intrinsic quality of a work that links it to the genre of the novel. In this sense it 

goes beyond dialogue. It also refers to the conceptual unity of an individual work, 

and to its literary status. When considered in these terms, the concept of novelness 

has close links to Asaf’ev’s idea of symphonism. Both terms are used to define a 

work’s relationship to a genre without recourse to architectonics or to a canon. Both 

evoke a spirit, or an artistic temperament, which characterises the respective genre. 

Bakhtin attributes Dostoevsky’s greatness to novelness, seeing it as the means by 

which his works have both philosophical breadth and unity of intent. Interestingly, a 

short text survives by Asaf’ev that attributes these qualities in Dostoevsky’s work to 

symphonism. The following passage is taken from a review of Vladimir 

Shcherbachev’s Second Symphony written in 1926: 

 

In general the symphonism of Dostoevsky’s novels involves extremely 
sophisticated cyclic formations. In these forms a major role is played by the 
Beethovenian scherzo and the formal process found in the Beethovenian 
tragic overture, on the one hand, and the Mozartian adagio and finale on the 
other. Intermezzos of different sorts, the device of sforzando (ranging from 
the mark of a sharp accent all the way to the unexpected full-blown episode), 
new themes amidst a development, etc., alternate with variations and various 
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shades of recitatives/dialogues, monologues and arias. Dostoevsky never 
succeeded in writing a Ninth Symphony as can well be understood. But his 
novels are nevertheless theatrical…Therefore the symphonic core to them is 
often buried in philosophical argument or dialogue (as in The Possessed and 
The Adolescent). The Idiot, Crime and Punishment, The Brothers Karamazov 
and even certain short stories are sated with symphonism.42

 

The inclusion of expressive forms from the music of Beethoven and Mozart in 

Dostoevsky’s work has the appearance here of a cross-media novelisation of genres. 

Also, the fact that the form of symphonism that Asaf’ev identifies is ‘often 

buried…in dialogue’ links it strongly to Bakhtin’s identification of novelness in the 

same works. It is evident that Asaf’ev’s conception of symphonism relies on the 

concept of drama much more than any of Bakhtin’s ideas would. Symphonism 

involves a performative theatricality which is more appropriately applied to music 

than to literature. Nevertheless, Asaf’ev identifies such a theatricality in 

Dostoevsky’s work, and seeks to explicate it through analogies to music. 

 The close relationship between novelness and symphonism is a useful step in 

the application of Bakhtin’s theory of the novel to Schnittke’s symphonies. If 

Schnittke’s symphonies can be understood as symphonic in the sense that they are 

imbued with symphonism (as opposed to an architectonic or canonic relation to the 

genre), then it is only a small step to describe them as having a similar relationship 

to the novel through an equivalent sense of novelness. Different media are involved 

in the two ideas but, as Asaf’ev demonstrates, the fact that the terms refer to artistic 

sensibilities rather than specific aesthetic devices aids the application to other art 

forms. 

 

Openness and Unfinalizability 

Openness and unfinalizability are consequences of dialogic construction with far-

reaching implications for both semantics and textuality. Bakhtin understands the 

whole of human culture as a single dialogue in the sense that every utterance from 

the simplest remark to the most complex work of art is structured as a response to 

previous utterances. By the same logic, all the utterances that follow it will in some 

                                                           
42 Asaf’ev, B. (Glebov, I.), 1985: ‘Simfonizm V. Shcherbacheva’ in V.V. Shcherbachev: Stat’i, 
materially, pis’ma [Articles, Resources and Letters] edited by Raisa Slonimskaia (Leningrad: 
Sovietskii kompositor) p.316 (trans. R. Haas).  



 
62

way be influenced by it. It is therefore impossible to define the limits of the 

significance of any single utterance: 

 

There is neither a first nor a last word and there are no limits to the dialogic 
context (it extends into the boundless past and the boundless future).43

 

Bakhtin sees this as an empowerment rather than an impediment to dialogue’s 

communicative potential: 

 

The semantic structure of an internally persuasive discourse is not finite it is 
open; in each of the new contexts that dialogise it, this discourse is able to 
reveal ever new ways to mean.44

 

Schnittke’s music takes full advantage of this aspect of its dialogic nature. Unlike 

many composers of the late 20th century, Schnittke created music that encourages 

interpretation. His scores have fewer performance directions attached than those of 

most of his contemporaries. His music therefore requires a greater amount of 

interpretation on the part of the performer.45 He also maintains a certain semantic 

ambiguity in terms of the relevance and meaning of his historical allusions which 

encourages the listener to interpret the relationships between them for themselves. 

Schnittke is therefore keenly aware of the extent to which different performances 

and contexts can empower his music by finding ever new ways to mean. 

 Unfinalizability enters into the metaphor of dialogue as a consequence of the 

presence of multiple authorities. Bakhtin uses the term ‘loophole’ to describe the 

aspect of an utterance that ensures that it retains the possibility of another meaning. 

When someone speaks within the context of a dialogue, their words will be 

interpreted in a relatively specific way by the other participants. However, for the 

speaker himself they carry more complex and potentially unlimited connotations. 

The unlimitedness of these potential other meanings is coded into the utterance 

through its loophole: 

 

                                                           
43 Bakhtin, M.M., 1986: ‘Methodology for the Human Sciences’ in Speech Genres p.170. 
44 Bakhtin, M.M., 1981: ‘Discourse in the Novel’ in The Dialogic Imagination p.346. 
45 The role of the performer’s interpretation in Schnittke’s compositional approach is also 
demonstrated by his habit of making changes to works during preliminary rehearsals, thereby 
involving the performer’s interpretation in the final stages of the creative act. 
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A loophole is the retention for oneself of the possibility for altering the 
ultimate, final meaning of one’s own words. If a word retains such a loophole 
this must inevitably be reflected in its structure. This potential other meaning, 
that is, the loophole left open, accompanies the word like a shadow. Judged by 
its meaning alone, the word with a loophole should be an ultimate word and 
does present itself as such, but in fact is only a penultimate word and places 
after itself only a conditional, not a final, period.46

 

As unfinalizability is a condition of dialogue (in which form and content are 

mutually dependant), semantic unboundedness implies the untenability of formal 

boundaries. This has serious implications for textuality as individual works require 

textual definition through the assertion of their boundaries. For Bakhtin, the only 

way a novel can retain the unfinalizable essence of its constituent dialogue is to not 

celebrate its formal boundaries but instead to imply that its text has been extracted 

from a potentially infinite context. The best example he finds in Dostoevsky is the 

final passage of Notes from the Underground: 

 

 

‘But that’s enough; I shall write no more from the underground…’ 
       This is not the end, however, of the ‘Notes’ of this paradoxical writer. He 
could not help going on. But to us too it seems that this will be a good place to 
stop.47

 

Bakhtin characterises the paradoxical textual status to which the novel aspires as 

‘open unity’.48 This encompasses both the unity of artistic intent which is 

characteristic of novelness and the acknowledgement of a potentially limitless 

context that is an intrinsic aspect of dialogue. (See chapter 3 for a discussion of how 

the idea of open unity is played out in the structure of Schnittke’s Third Symphony.) 

 Openness and unfinalizability are both important aspects of Schnittke’s 

music. Schnittke retains a sense of semantic and formal openness though a 

deprecation of architectonics. Traditional forms and genres are often used, but 

Schnittke uses an array of musical devices to prevent any sense of goal orientation. 

The music therefore resists the affirmation of closure and insularity that traditional 

musical forms would otherwise imply. Works do begin and end, but the significance 

                                                           
46 Bakhtin, M.M., 1984: Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics p.233. 
47 Dostoevsky, Fyodor, 1972: Notes from the Underground; The Double trans. with introduction by 
Jessie Coulson (Harmondsworth: Penguin) p.123. 
48 Speech Genres and other Late Essays (introduction) p.x. 
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of beginnings and especially of endings is diminished by the constituent music’s 

refusal to be defined by the architectonics of its situation. 

 One way in which Schnittke overcomes the goal orientation of the generic 

forms he uses is to redistribute the roles of beginnings and endings at every level. 

Generally speaking, Schnittke’s music places far more structural importance on its 

points of departure than on its points of conclusion. Phrases often begin with a 

strong sense of melodic identity but this is gradually lost so that the endings of 

phrases have little or no thematic significance. Themes therefore highlight their 

starting points at the expense of their conclusions. 

 This has a profound influence on the architectonic significance of the phrase 

structure of Schnittke’s music. He often uses allusions to various forms of tonality 

and modality, but he never uses cadences. Goal orientation within phrases is 

therefore avoided, as is any sense of higher phrase structuring that would come from 

rhyming cadences or a hierarchy of different levels of cadential closure. Example 

2.3 (taken from the opening of second movement of the Third String Quartet) shows 

a typical phrase in this respect. The tonal, rhythmic, stylistic and even contrapuntal 

identity of the music is progressively subjected to various destabilising effects, 

which ultimately prevent any sense of cadential closure. 

 Erosion processes are an important part of Schnittke’s aesthetics. The 

function of such devices is, however, complex and paradoxical. Schnittke is keen to 

distance his music from the dialectic principles of development and synthesis. These 

would themselves create a sense of goal orientation. However, in keeping with both 

Bergson and Asaf’ev, Schnittke imbues the processes in his music with a sense of 

organic logic. In this sense erosion is a similarly organic process; it suggests entropy 

which allows for a wide range of interpretative analogies from the natural world. 

 On the other hand, Schnittke’s music often creates a sense that it is in the 

process of becoming. Traditional developmental procedures use thematic material as 

the basis of formal processes which treat the themes as functional units within an 

overall structure. Schnittke reverses this hierarchy. He uses erosion processes to 

compromise the overall structure’s semantic authority, with the result that the 

constituent themes can come to the fore and be understood as the primary focus of 

the work. This is especially true of Schnittke’s borrowed thematic sources. 

Quotations or allusions to earlier music are presented in this way as symbols (of 

earlier times or religious practices etc.). Schnittke’s aim is to explore the nature and 
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significance of this symbolism and so he treats the themes as the semantic basis of 

the music rather than merely its starting point. 

 

EXAMPLE 2.3 – THIRD STRING QUARTET, OPENING OF MOVT. 2 

 

 
 

 In order to construct a musical process based on this attitude, Schnittke often 

presents his themes in the process of becoming. This is achieved by only placing 

their full exposition at the end of the work. All of the music up to that point can then 

be understood (albeit retrospectively) as a search for identity on the part of the 

themes. Notable examples of concluding expositions in Schnittke’s music include 

the Second and Fourth String Quartets (Fourth Quartet 1989), the Second Concerto 
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Grosso (1981-2), the Bosch Fragments (1994) and, from the works discussed in this 

thesis, the Fourth Symphony and the second movement of the Concerto Grosso 

no.4/Symphony no.5. The act of placing the exposition at the end of the work also 

has the effect of completely negating any traditional sense of architectonic structure. 

The final exposition is (retrospectively at least) understood as a belated opening, so 

the expositionary significance of the work’s actual opening is reduced. Also, the fact 

that the ending is perceived as an opening means that no traditional concluding 

rhetoric is given, only a surrogate ending in the form of an opening. The device 

therefore allows the music to conclude without impairing the implicit 

unfinalizability of its dialogic construction. 

 Schnittke’s aversion to affirmative conclusion affects the structure of his 

symphonies most profoundly in their last movements. None of Schnittke’s 

symphonies can be considered to have finales in the traditional sense. Instead his 

last movements are characterised by a sense of reflection and belatedness. The fact 

that Schnittke’s musical semantics elevate their sources over their conclusions 

means that the concept of finale has become redundant. There is also a certain sense 

of honesty tinged with pessimism in the way that Schnittke’s last movements seek 

to represent modern realities. Alexander Ivashkin writes: 

 

The finale, which might have explained everything no longer exists. A finale 
like the one in Tchaikovsky’s Sixth Symphony appears in an age of atheism, 
when the certainties of the belief in God has been lost.49

 

Tchaikovsky’s Sixth is an important precedent for Schnittke’s symphonic 

conclusions, as is Mahler (his Ninth Symphony (1908-9) and Das Lied von der Erde 

(1908-9)), and all three are acknowledging, if not lamenting, the extent to which 

relativity and diversity have eroded ontological certainty in the modern world. 

 

Unfinalizability and the Dialogue of Past and Present 

The whole of Bakhtin’s dialogic model of culture is designed to celebrate and 

promote contact and engagement. He distinguishes the novel from the epic through 

the extent to which it can present its subject (however temporally or physically 

                                                           
49 Ivashkin, A. 1996: Alfred Schnittke p.166. 
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remote) to the reader with so much apparent proximity that the reading process can 

be equated to the dialogic model of verbal intercourse. 

 Unfinalizability plays an important role in this, because it is a necessary 

aspect of any depiction of the present moment. Bakhtin promotes the idea that close 

communication must either take place between contemporaries, or that depictions of 

communication should strive to represent such simultaneity. The dialogic model in 

literature often requires that interactions take place between the voices of people 

who live at different times. However, real dialogue takes place in a continuing 

present, and while we can be reasonably certain about events in the past, we can 

make no definite predictions about the future. The present moment is therefore 

characterised by an implicit unfinalizability. 

 Schnittke’s polystylism is usually concerned with creating meaningful 

connections between past and present. He seeks to demonstrate how music from the 

past has continuing relevance in the modern world. He also attempts to validate 

aspects of his own contemporary music through close relationships with the music 

of the past. Despite the disparity of past and present, the process of dialogue 

requires both simultaneity and contemporaneity. Schnittke achieves this by imbuing 

every representation of pastness in his music with a sense of incompleteness and 

provisionality. Unfinalizability is introduced at every level. The result is that, while 

the music of the past continues to represent aspects of the past, a close and 

meaningful dialogic interaction can take place where the present and past are 

brought into the closest possible contact. Bakhtin describes the relation of past and 

present in the novel in these terms: 

 

Every event, every phenomenon, every thing, every object of artistic 
representation loses its completedness, its hopelessly finished quality and its 
immutability that had been so essential to it in the world of the epic 
“absolute past,” walled off by an unapproachable boundary from the 
continuing and unfinished present. Through contact with the present, an 
object is attracted to the incomplete process of a world-in-the-making, and is 
stamped with the seal of inconclusiveness. No matter how distant this object 
is from us in time, it is connected to our incomplete, present-day, continuing 
temporal transitions, it develops a relationship with our unpreparedness, with 
our present.50 

 

                                                           
50 Bakhtin, M.M., 1981: ‘Epic and Novel’ in The Dialogic Imagination p.30. 



 
68

Schnittke’s music tends towards Bakhtin’s dialogic novelness in pursuit of exactly 

this sense of contact with the past. Each of Schnittke’s polystylistic works deals 

with a different aspect of the past and each presents us with a slightly different form 

of dialogic relationship between past and present. The following three chapters will 

look in turn at three of the Schnittke’s polystylistic symphonies, the Third, the 

Fourth and the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5. Each is a musical novel in the 

sense that the concept has been outlined above, and each uses musical novelness to 

address a separate issue of history or culture. Taken together, I hope that the three 

separate studies will demonstrate both the diversity of Schnittke’s cultural interests  

and the artistic integrity of dialogic polystylism. 
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CHAPTER 3 - SYMPHONY NO.3: 

NOVELISATION AND THE EXPLORATION OF THE GERMAN 

SYMPHONIC TRADITION 

 

Schnittke’s Third Symphony was written in 1981 in response to a commission from 

the Gewandhaus Orchestra in Leipzig. As with many of Schnittke’s other works 

from this period, the symphony was conceived as an exploration of an aspect of 

musical history. As the work was intended for a German audience, Schnittke 

dedicated it to the German symphonic tradition and used it as a vehicle for an 

exploration of German musical culture. The most obvious aspect of the work’s 

engagement with German symphonic music is that fact that it effectively functions 

as a symphony from within that tradition. This is most evident in the work’s formal 

layout. Both the First and Third Symphonies have this property, with the four-

movement format acting as a link between the music’s identity and the precepts of 

German musical tradition. Schnittke himself said that ‘the First and Third 

Symphonies are ‘German’ principally because they fulfil the traditional four-

movement scheme…The form could be considered conventional, and the material is 

realised through the question of form.’1

 On the most basic level then, the Symphony’s engagement with the German 

symphonic tradition is through a respectful adherence to the movement scheme of 

the German classical symphony, and through a connection between form and 

content that adheres to the German tradition of rationalism by using formal 

conventions as the foundation of the compositional process. 

 However, this adherence only goes so far. Schnittke’s engagement with a 

musical culture or tradition almost always involves raising questions about their 

status and the history upon which they are based. Schnittke’s music rarely conforms 

unquestioningly to a tradition; instead traditions are evoked and are then subjected 

to processes of comparison and deconstruction so that the traditions themselves 

become the subjects of the work. In the Third Symphony the German symphonic 

tradition is explored in this way; it is the basis of the work, but also the subject. Its 

authority over the work is never allowed to go unquestioned, and the questioning 
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process allows for an exploration of the philosophies and underlying conventions 

that make it up. Alexander Ivashkin writes: 

  

Schnittke was not merely writing a ‘German Symphony’ for a German 
orchestra but, at the same time, was reflecting the history of the origins, 
development, triumph, hypertrophy and bankruptcy of the idea of the 
classical symphony as a model of a clear and rational perception of the 
world.2  

 
It is my contention that Schnittke’s methodology in his exploration of the German 

symphonic tradition comes from outside of that tradition and that Russian artistic 

principles are, in fact, the basis of the work’s artistic philosophy. This creates the 

perspective necessary for German culture to be represented rather than merely 

conformed to. The work’s Russian heritage can be demonstrated through the 

comparison of it to Bakhtin’s cultural theories. This chapter will make a case for 

such a comparison by considering the Third Symphony as a musical novel. The 

parallels between Bakhtin’s conception of the novel and Schnittke’s of the 

symphony are apparent throughout Schnittke’s career, and no more so than in this 

work. Novelness is the foil against the unquestioned authority of the German 

traditions that he is addressing. It allows for the German compositional and 

philosophical principles to be relativised and therefore assessed based on external 

criteria. For German composers of the late 18th and early 19th centuries, the German 

symphonic tradition controlled every compositional possibility. For Schnittke, the 

Russian idea of novelness allows the German tradition to be addressed as a single 

sphere of influence within a much broader range of artistic and cultural possibilities. 

The aim of the Third Symphony is to address the German symphonic tradition on 

these terms, but at the same time to do it full justice. As a text within the sphere of 

German symphonic music it aims for the representational status that Bakhtin 

describes for a text within any tradition as ‘the text as a unique monad that in itself 

reflects all texts (within the bounds) of a given sphere.’3  

                                                                                                                                         
1 Ivashkin, A., 2003: Besedi s Al’fredom Schnitke (2nd ed.) p.54 (my translation). 
2 Ivashkin, A., 1996: Alfred Schnittke p.164. 
3 Bakhtin, M.M., 1981: ‘The Problem of the Text’ in Speech Genres and Other Late Essays p.105. 



71 

SCHNITTKE’S GERMAN SIDE 

 

Schnittke was uniquely qualified to write a work that addresses German culture 

from the outside. As a Volga German he was born and grew up in Soviet Russia, 

yet his first language was German. The Volga Germans have lived in southern 

Russia since the 18th century, but nevertheless Schnittke had a number of close 

connections to Germany and Austria. His father, although a Jew, had been born in 

Frankfurt am Main, and Schnittke spent a number of his childhood years living in 

Vienna immediately after the war. 

 Schnittke struggled his whole life with the identity crisis precipitated by this 

ethnic and cultural mix of German, Jewish and Russian, and this comes through in 

much of his music. His status with regard to the three was far from equal; his 

attitude to Judaism was that, whilst it was an aspect of his ethnicity he had no real 

engagement with its culture. Conversely, his relationship with Russia was one 

purely of situation. He repeatedly noted that he did not have a drop of Russian 

blood, but that Russia was the country where he had spent most of his life. 

 Germanness was therefore a special case. It was the one aspect of his 

genealogy which he could also relate to a significant part of his culture. His mother 

tongue was an important aspect of this, as were his early years in Vienna. The Third 

Symphony was therefore a project with a special personal resonance for the 

composer. German culture represented an aspect of Schnittke’s being that he felt 

himself to be exiled from. The relationship between German and Russian culture in 

the Third Symphony speaks of this feeling of exile. German culture is deeply loved 

and respected, but it is also distant. The Russian aspects of the work (its artistic 

methods and internal processes) demonstrate how much Russian culture was part of 

Schnittke the artist. The fact that he had grown up and been educated almost 

exclusively in Russia (and a Russia separated from much of the rest of the world by 

the Soviet system) is shown by the fact that Russian artistic philosophy is at least as 

important to the work as German culture. Schnittke was always keen to emphasise 

the German side of his personality and, to a certain extent, to play down the Russian 

side of his work, but the Third Symphony demonstrates how, even when German 

culture is the theme of his work, his Russian side is still equally strong. For the 
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work itself this is no bad thing. Its position on the boundary between two cultures 

is, in Bakhtin’s terms, the most productive possible: 

 

…the most intense and productive life of culture takes place on the 
boundaries of its individual areas and not in places where these areas have 
become enclosed in their own specificity.4

 
 

THE GERMAN SYMPHONIC TRADITION AS ‘EPIC PAST’ 

 

Bakhtin’s theory of the novel sets the genre in opposition to that of the epic. The 

epic is one of the roots of the novel,5 but has continued as a parallel tendency in 

literature and now represents the antithesis of the novel as it embodies everything 

that the novel has sought to move away from throughout its development. I plan to 

use the process of the development of the novel away from the epic as the model for 

the progressive emancipation from generic constraints that allows Schnittke to write 

a work that is about the German symphonic tradition, rather than merely being a 

part of it. 

 The epic and the novel are most clearly distinguished in the way that they 

represent the past. This is a consequence of the fact that Bakhtin’s cultural theories 

were formulated in the field of literature. As literary representation is usually set 

exclusively in the past tense, the issue of temporality is closely linked to the way 

that the past is shaped within a work of literature and the extent to which this is 

linked to the present-tense activities of writing and reading. The nature of this link 

is the primary distinction between epic and novel discourse.  The epic sets its frame 

of temporal reference exclusively in the past, while the novel strives at all times to 

link the past to the present. The distinction between epic and novel past is the 

distinction between myth and history. Mythology resides in an absolute past that is 

unrelated to the way we in the present experience time. The historical time of the 

novel, on the other hand, is a form of past that we can link directly to our 

experiences and memories. 

                                                 
4 Ibid,. p.2. 
5 Bakhtin, M.M., 1984: Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics p.109. 
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 Schnittke’s aim in his Third Symphony is to transcend this distinction 

between the different types of past time. He is interested in treating German culture 

as a past and present phenomenon that can be appreciated, interpreted and 

experienced. He therefore needs to present it within the framework of the historical 

time of the novel. The problem he must overcome is that the German symphonic 

tradition, in its status as a national tradition, is closely linked to the epic, and to the 

inaccessibility of epic past: 

 

The epic past, walled off from all subsequent times by an impenetrable 
boundary, is preserved and revealed only in the form of national tradition. 
The epic relies entirely on this tradition. Important here is not the fact that 
the tradition is the factual source for the epic – what matters rather is that a 
reliance on traditions imminent in the very form of the epic, just as the 
absolute past is immanent in it. Epic discourse is a discourse handed down 
by tradition. By its very nature the epic world of the absolute past is 
inaccessible to personal experience and does not permit an individual, 
personal point of view or evaluation. One cannot glimpse it, grope for it, 
touch it, one cannot look at it from just any point of view; it is impossible to 
experience it, analyze it, take it apart, penetrate into its core.6

 
 
The musical attributes that relate a musical work from within the German tradition 

to the epic past are precisely the aspects of the work that are handed down by the 

tradition. The presence of a firmly established canon within the German tradition is 

one aspect of this. Canonical works are considered to transcend the history of their 

genesis and therefore speak to us from a closed off past. Their creators are timeless 

geniuses whose status as historical figures must therefore be sidelined. 

 Bakhtin characterises the epic as a ‘closed’ form in the sense that it is 

handed down by tradition and accepted unquestioningly. Imminent critique has no 

place in this system; the tradition is always a vehicle but never a subject. In order to 

address the nature of the German symphonic tradition, Schnittke must overcome its 

epic qualities. The ways in which he does so can be characterised as novelistic in 

that they struggle against the constraints of closedness in the tradition in the same 

way that the literary novel grew out of an unwillingness to unquestioningly accept 

the precepts of the epic genre from which it originated. 

                                                 
6 Bakhtin, M.M., 1981: ‘Epic and Novel’ in The Dialogic Imagination p.16. 
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NOVELISTIC TENDENCIES IN THE THIRD SYMPHONY 

 

I do not know whether or not the symphony will survive as a musical form. I 
very much hope that it will and I attempt to compose symphonies, although 
it is clear to me that it is logically pointless. The tensions of this form, which 
are based upon a tonal perception of space and on dynamic contrast, are 
paralysed by the present mechanical point of view. Nevertheless, there is 
hope: in art the impossible has a chance of success whilst the certain is 
always deceptive and hopeless.7

 
Schnittke’s symphonic works address a paradox that the composer perceives in the 

contemporary status of the genre. A tension is always felt between the anachronistic 

determinacy of the structural conventions and the generically compromising 

indeterminacy of the re-invention process. His desire to bring a contemporary 

resonance to the genre is stifled by the fact that it is closely linked to the epic time 

of the traditions of which it is a part. Tonality, as a structural tool, seems to be 

essential to the symphonic genre, but the formal certainties that tonality implies 

seem stuck in an earlier time. Indeed, it is the movement away from culturally 

determined artistic certainties that Schnittke sees as the key to the success of his 

symphonic projects. 

 Novelness involves relativising and contextualising certainties in art. The 

novelistic innovations that Schnittke introduces into the symphony take what would 

otherwise be irrelevant anachronisms and place them within a framework of 

historical time that allows the past to have a relevance to the present. Three 

interrelated aspects of the work allow this to happen: symphonism, dialogue and 

openness. These ideas can also be applied to the symphonies of some earlier 

composers (most notably Mahler) but their relevance to Schnittke’s music is much 

greater because of his relentless pursuit of novelistic engagement. The novelistic 

nature of the Third Symphony can best be approached through a discussion of each 

of these ideas in turn. 

 

                                                 
7 Quoted in the liner note to CD BIS 477 (trans. Andrew Barnett). 
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SYMPHONISM 

Symphonism (as it was outlined in Chapter 2) relates to the symphonic qualities of 

a work that transcend its adherence to the architectonic conventions of the genre. 

One important consequence of this approach to symphonic writing is that, by 

freeing individual works from these historically defined conventions, it also reduces 

the deterministic power of the symphonic canon. In this respect symphonism and 

novelness are based on identical artistic motivations. The evolution of the novel 

from the epic was the result of a similar scepticism about an established canon, and 

an important aspect of Bakhtin’s theory of the novel is that, as a genre, it does not 

rely on canonic notions of validity: 

 

The novel has no canon of its own…only individual examples of the novel 
are historically active, not a generic canon as such.8

 

This is exactly the type of engagement with history that Schnittke seeks. The 

history of the symphony is not ignored, but neither is it an overbearing inheritance 

of rules and constrictions. Symphonism is therefore a useful way of understanding 

the relationship between generic affiliation and the compositional freedom that 

allows the work to function as a commentary on the history of the German 

symphony. 

 

DIALOGUE 

The dialectic principles at the heart of German philosophy and music can be related 

to the way that German culture grounds itself in a conception of nature. The 

dialectic process is modelled on a notion of organicism whereby the form and 

development of an idea or work of art is considered valid through an analogy to 

biological growth. The link between German thought and the German 

understanding of nature is addressed by Schnittke in the first movement of his Third 

Symphony (see below). However, the dialectical method is not appropriate to his 

means because his interests are primarily cultural, and any model of a culture must 

be founded on social or collective forms of knowledge. The dialectic principle is 

                                                 
8 Bakhtin, M., 1981: ‘Epic and Novel’ in The Dialogic Imagination p.3. 



76 

wholly inappropriate for this because of its inability to acknowledge dissent or 

disagreement. Dialogue, on the other hand, encompasses a variety of points of view 

and creates structure through models of collective understanding. In this way 

dialogue in art can acknowledge the diverse sources of the culture to which it 

belongs, as well as representing more fully the social nature of the agreements that 

make up cultural and artistic unity. Culture rather than nature is therefore the basis 

of dialogue in art. Todorov observes that ‘instead of a “dialectics of nature” Bakhtin 

puts forward a “dialogics of culture”.9

 Bakhtin’s theory of dialogue identifies a range of levels at which the 

dialogic interaction can take place. The most specific dialogues take place as verbal 

intercourse between actual people, the most abstract as texts which present opinions 

or ideals in the process of interaction. Dialogue in the Third Symphony appears 

across a similar range. The most abstract dialogue is found in the first movement, 

which functions as a ‘dialogue of ideas’ (see below). The later movements use 

stylistic interaction to suggest a more literal dialogue of voices. However, these 

voices always retain a sense of impersonal abstraction which is maintained by 

avoiding any literal quotations from composers of the past. As Schnittke explains: 

 

Since the symphony was destined for the Leipzig orchestra, I wanted to give 
them something symbolic of German (or Austro-German) music. In the 
work you can hear many reminders of the music of Wagner, Mahler, Bach 
and many others. It has stylisations and pseudo-quotations, although there 
are no exact quotations. I made a conscious effort to make these stylisations 
the basis of the thematic unity with a common intonational idea.10

 

The work is therefore modelled on the diverse fabric of German musical history, yet 

no actual music from that history is quoted. 

 A dialogic model of German musical culture allows for both its unity and its 

diversity to be represented. Kholopova and Chigareva suggest that the first 

movement of the symphony stresses the unity of the tradition, a unity that connects 

                                                 
9 Todorov, T., 1986: Mikhail Bakhtin: The Dialogic Principle p.104. 
10 Quoted in Kholopova, V. and Chigareva, E. 1990: Al’fred Shnitke p.170 (my translation). 
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different epochs, while the second movement stresses the diversity that is also 

inherent.11

 The relationship between the diversity of the stylisations in the symphony 

and the unifying principle that Schnittke describes as the ‘common intonational 

idea’ is only possible in the context of dialogue. This common intonational idea is 

shown to be the product of a variety of styles and is therefore closely related to the 

idea of the German symphonic tradition as the result of a consensus of varied 

stylistic positions. Bakhtin sees agreement and dialogue as compatible notions; he 

points out that Dostoevsky’s novels maintain a dialogic character, even in the face 

of agreement between the voices: 

 

…it must be emphasised that in Dostoevsky’s world even agreement retains 
its dialogic character, that is, it never leads to a merging of voices and truths 
in a single impersonal truth, as occurs in the monologic world.12

 
From this perspective, the broad stylistic consensus upon which Schnittke bases his 

model of the German symphonic tradition can be understood as the cultural 

equivalent of a dialogic state of agreement. 

 Schnittke’s dialogic approach is not entirely incompatible with the musical 

dialectics that characterise German musical thought. Bakhtin stresses that the 

process of dialectical argument is very similar to that of dialogue. He says that the 

reason for this is that the dialectic principle has its roots in dialogue: 

 

Take a dialogue and remove the voices (the partitioning of voices), remove 
the intonations (emotional and individualising ones), carve out abstract 
concepts and judgements from living words and responses, cram everything 
into one abstract consciousness – that’s how you get dialectics.13

 

The dialectical process is therefore a reduced version of dialogue that does not 

acknowledge the fact that it is the result of the interaction of multiple voices. Much 

of Schnittke’s Third Symphony could be construed as traditional musical discourse 

with the interaction of abstract musical units forming the basis of the music’s 

                                                 
11 Ibid., p.175. 
12 Bakhtin, M.M., 1984: Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics p.95. 
13 Bakhtin, M.M., 1986: ‘From Notes Made in 1970-71’ in Speech Genres p.147. 
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structure. However, Schnittke elevates much of the intercourse to the level of 

dialogue, and his method for doing so is polystylism. By reaching beyond the 

impersonal rationality of musical dialectics, Schnittke can therefore provide a 

commentary on that process. The relationship between German and Russian cultural 

thought comes into play through this subtle change. By locating his musical activity 

on the level of dialogue Schnittke is taking a Russian standpoint from which he is 

able to provide an external commentary on the workings of German musical 

thought. The commentary is therefore imminent to the music’s German identity, but 

at the same time a result of an externalising tendency that Schnittke introduces 

through the Russian side of his compositional approach. 

 

OPENNESS 

An important consequence of the distinction between epic distance and novelistic 

contact in Bakhtin’s theory is that the genre of the epic is characterised by textual 

and semantic closedness while the novel, by contrast, tends towards openness. 

Epic closedness emphasises textual self-sufficiency. An epic work does not 

rely on thematic links to other works or to specific links to its context. It also 

stresses its completeness through structural norms that clearly deliminate the 

boundaries and the shape of the text. The German symphonic tradition can be 

understood as a tradition of epic closedness in these terms. Formal and semantic 

self-sufficiency were considered to be aesthetic goals, especially in the 18th century. 

The history of genres in German music attests to this. Sonata form in particular is 

designed to shape a movement so that its drama and scale are exactly appropriate to 

its content. It is also intended to ensure an appropriate sense of closure through 

return. This is effected through the tonal perception of space that Schnittke 

mentions above. The history of tonality could be considered as the history of epic 

closedness in musical form. The cadence is the primary tool of localised closure 

upon which all the larger forms are based. Charles Rosen writes: 
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The basis of all western musical form starting with Gregorian Chant is the 
cadence, which implies that the forms are ‘closed’, set within a frame and 
isolated.14

 
Tonality, understood in these terms, offers an insight into the intrinsically novelistic 

openness of Schnittke’s harmonic language. His polystylism often involves tonal 

references (or at least references to the tonal period of western musical history) but 

the ways in which he subverts the tonality he evokes are always intended to inject a 

sense of openness into the process. Schnittke almost never uses functional cadences, 

nor does he suggest an overall key structure in his music. Even when he is using 

sonata form (as he does in the second movement of the Third Symphony) the form 

is suggested through drama and thematicism, but never tonal architecture. 

 Bakhtin sees the issue of formal openness in Dostoevsky’s novels as a 

consequence of the erosion of monologic authority. By bestowing a certain 

autonomy on each of his characters, he allows them to resist traditional notions of 

narrative closure. Closure within such a novel is therefore mediated by an intrinsic 

formal openness. Bakhtin describes the ideal to which novelistic structure should 

therefore aspire as ‘open unity’.15

 The structure of the Third Symphony is based on a similar sense of open 

unity. As with the dialogic novel, the Third Symphony resists any singular 

monologic authority in its formal construction. Tonality could be considered as one 

such monologic authority (it acts as such in most tonal music) and the use of 

tonality in the Third Symphony always involves a questioning of its authority. This 

is unusual in the history of tonality; tonality is usually a given with an assumed 

authority, but Schnittke questions the authority by questioning its sources. In the 

Third Symphony, tonal progressions are almost always linked to either the 

harmonic series, or to the circle of fifths. The fact that two derivations for tonality 

are always possible means that neither has unquestioned authority. The two 

derivations also allow Schnittke to sidestep the issue of cadential resolution. The 

harmonic series and the circle of fifths are both potentially limitless progressions, 

unlike tonal phrases which are structured according to their finalizing cadences. 

                                                 
14 Rosen, Charles, 1976: The Classical Style: Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven (revised edition) (London: 
Faber) p.25. 
15 Bakhtin, M.M., 1986: Speech Genres and other Late Essays, Introduction p.x. 
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 In chapter 2, I discussed how unfinalizability is a consequence of loopholes. 

Every word in dialogised literature retains a potential second meaning that could 

come to light if its context were differently understood. This is its loophole, and 

every use of the word is mediated by it. In the Third Symphony, tonal harmonies 

are always furnished with a similar loophole based on the fact that the tonality can 

be rationalised according to two incompatible systems. The harmonic language 

itself therefore retains a measure of unfinalisablity. 

 Another important clash of semantic authority is provided by the extensive 

use of monograms. Monograms representing the names of German composers are 

used throughout the work (apart from in the third movement where only one 

monogram is used) and while it is made obvious at certain points that this is 

happening (the recognisable B-A-C-H monogram is often used to signal monogram 

passages) the monograms themselves are also often shown to be constituent parts of 

tonal chords or of the harmonic series. Schnittke’s fundamental belief in the power 

of musical symbolism is demonstrated through this process, but it also has the effect 

of problematising any simplistic perceptions of the music’s meaning. Again the 

issue is one of incompatible semantic hierarchies. The music can be rationalised 

according to a harmonic system, but also according to a symbolic system. The result 

is a semantic openness which creates novelistic engagement through the necessity 

of interpretation. Interpretation is itself a novelistic issue. The novel as a genre is 

intended to link the text with its audience and to create a sense of contact. Such 

contact is only possible through active interpretation. Schnittke’s music encourages 

interpretation (by performers and audience alike) and this is perhaps the ultimate 

goal of all of the novelising tendencies in his compositional technique. 

 

Symphonism, dialogism and openness are therefore the primary novelistic traits in 

the Third Symphony. They all act to resist the epic tendencies at the heart of the 

German symphonic tradition. The remainder of this chapter will look at each of the 

movements in turn and explore in more detail how musical novelness is employed 

by Schnittke in his exploration of German musical culture. Discussion of the first 

movement will look at the music’s inherently dialogic (as opposed to dialectic) 

nature. The second movement will be related to carnival, which Bakhtin sees as an 
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important predecessor of the novel and whose traits are still evident in all aspects of 

the novelistic. The third movement diverts slightly from the cultural programme of 

the symphony to investigate the issue of evil. However, it is discussed below in 

terms of both German ethics and Bakhtin’s notions of the centripetal and the 

centrifugal, which link his critical theory to his epistemology. The fourth movement 

creates closure while avoiding epic closedness; my discussion will concentrate on 

how Schnittke achieves an open unity in the movement, and the importance of 

Alban Berg as a precedent for such an open unity. 
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MOVEMENT 1: A DIALOGIC MODEL OF GERMAN MUSICAL HISTORY 

 
GERMAN CULTURE: A ‘BOOKISH’ ATTITUDE TOWARDS NATURE 

Every movement of the Third Symphony focuses on a specific aspect of the history 

of German music and culture. In the first movement, symbols of German musical 

history are presented in combination with representations of nature in order that the 

relationship between the two can be demonstrated. In Schnittke’s understanding of 

German culture, the attitude to nature that it represents is one of its defining 

features. When asked (by Alexander Ivashkin) about the ‘gravity’ that his music 

seems to share with German music, Schnittke replied: 

 

In respect of this I would like to relate the words of Liana Isakadze.16 I was 
in Tbilisi where she was recording my First Concerto Grosso. Liana was 
talking about German culture and said that it was characteristic of the 
German interest in nature, in fantastical nature – and that this was borne out 
by its literary characteristics. A literary attitude to nature is inherent in 
German culture, but this is, in essence, not quite understandable. I think that 
this attitude to German music is very correct. Every nation has its own fate. 
The Germans have a logic which for others seems ‘bookish’. What seems 
natural to the German mind seems unnatural to others. 17

 

German culture, at least in Schnittke’s opinion, can therefore be defined in terms of 

its relationship to nature. This has two separate but complimentary features. The 

first is the ‘bookish’ way in which nature is understood by the German mind. The 

second is the way in which German culture defines itself through its relationship to 

nature. Both of these facets are represented in the first movement of the Third 

Symphony, as nature and culture are shown to interact within a German ‘bookish’ 

context. The movement is based on two types of music: the first is based on the 

harmonic series and draws on its connotations of acoustical purity to form a musical 

representation of nature, while the second symbolizes German musical culture 

though the use of monograms based on German composers’ names. Thus the 

German understanding of nature can be demonstrated though the way that the 

harmonic series music is represented, while the relationship between the cultural 

                                                 
16 A Georgian violinist and performer of many of Schnittke’s works. 
17 Ivashkin, A., 2003: Besedi s Al’fredom Shnitke (2nd ed.) p.38 (my translation). 
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and the natural in German music is played out through the relationship between the 

harmonic series and the monograms. The interaction between the two types of 

music is characterized by a process of stylistic address and response and is therefore 

very similar to the Bakhtinian notion of novelistic dialogue. 

 

THE MOVEMENT AS DIALOGUE 

The first movement shows its freedom from strictly dialectical principles of form 

through almost every aspect of its construction: 

- Progression through the movement is not based on goal-orientation. 

Instead the focus is on the common origins of the constituent musics and so the 

movement stresses the importance of its opening rather than its ending. 

-There is no synthesis between the musics. The purpose of the separate 

musical identities is to show how the musical types inform each other’s identities 

rather than tending towards a state where neither type can be distinguished. 

-The contrast in the movement is between musics that represent different 

cultural ideas (or ideologies). A dialectical approach to musical form would require 

contrasting themes or tonalities that, through the nature of their contrast, represent a 

single cultural or musical idea. 

Schnittke instead takes the ‘bookish’ aspect of German culture that he describes in 

the quote above as the starting point for his music. The movement is ‘bookish’ in 

the sense that it represents a reality through the presentation of a number of co-

existing ideas. As in Bakhtin’s analysis of Dostoevsky, the interaction of ideas 

becomes the guiding principle. This is achieved through the process of dialogue; in 

Dostoevsky the characters are the bearers of the ideas, while in Schnittke it is the 

stylistic profile of the separate themes which represent the distinct ideologies. 

 The two ideas that interact in the first movement are the German conception 

of nature and the German musical culture that defines itself through its relationship 

to that conception. As in Bakhtinian dialogue, the process has the effect of 

demonstrating the extent to which the two ideas are mutually defined through their 

relationship to each other. Bakhtin writes in From the Prehistory of Novelistic 

Discourse that ‘the language of the novel is a system of languages that mutually and 
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ideologically interanimate each other.’18 And so it is in this first movement with the 

two musical types (or musical languages) revealing their own identities through the 

process of interaction. 

 The most direct link that the movement displays to Bakhtinian dialogue is 

that it is structured as a discourse with the two types of music continually 

responding to each other. An interchange takes place between the two types of 

music where one is always more prominent than the other (although they are often 

heard simultaneously). The dialogic status of each of the utterances is reflected by 

the fact that each is heard as both a response to the previous passage and a catalyst 

for the passage that is to follow. 

 

The Overtone Theme 

The representation of nature in the movement is through the use of a theme that is 

based on the harmonic series. The harmonic series is used to represent nature in the 

Third Symphony because of its identity as a natural property of sound rather than a 

culturally defined aspect of music. Schnittke was interested in the compositional 

potential of the untempered harmonic series, but also encountered serious problems 

in his efforts to incorporate it into his work. In 1982 (the year after the composition 

of the Third Symphony), he wrote an article about compositional technique called 

‘The Problem of Giving Outward Expression to a New Idea’19 in which he 

discussed his compositional experiments with the overtone series: 

 

I have to admit that in the electronic studio I attempted to compose a work 
based on the natural overtone series, setting myself what I regarded as a 
purely experimental task. Without rejecting my own musical experience I 
tried to carry out an experiment on myself and on music. And I came to the 
conclusion that, as one’s hearing moves deeper into the overtone series, as 
far as the thirty-second partial, it penetrates into a limitless but enclosed 
world – and that from the magnetic field of this world there is no escape. 
Not only does modulation into another tonality become impossible; it is 
even impossible, once one has become conscious of one fundamental tone, 
to take in a second, because, once one hears the first fundamental and listens 
to its overtones, one’s hearing can no longer accept the idea of another one. 

                                                 
18 Bakhtin, M.M., 1981: ‘From the Prehistory of Novelistic Discourse’ in The Dialogic Imagination 
p.46. 
19 Schnittke, A., 2002: A Schnittke Reader pp.94 – 97. 
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It remains content with the first fundamental and the microcosm of its 
overtones, and the second fundamental is heard as a mistake in relation to 
the first.20

 

Schnittke seems to have considered the untempered harmonic series as both an 

intriguing acoustical phenomenon and a compositional dead end. However, the 

acoustical property whereby one’s hearing is conditioned by exposure to the 

harmonic series has an important potential in the context of the Third Symphony. 

The overtone music is set against music based on monograms, which is a 

completely unrelated method of sound organization. If the untempered overtone 

row were to be used in this context, the monogram music would seem to be a 

‘mistake’ in a harmonic rationale based on the harmonic series of a single 

fundamental. 

 However, the principle of dialogue does not permit such exclusivity. 

Dialogic interaction depends upon the reflection of one language within another. In 

the first movement dialogue, the logic of the monogram music is reflected in the 

overtone theme by the fact that it is subjected to equal temperament. The notes that 

are heard are not those of the natural overtone row. Instead they are an 

approximation which symbolize the harmonic series rather than presenting it 

faithfully. 

 An important aspect of this symbolization is the extent to which Schnittke 

stresses the differences between the natural overtone row and its tempered 

equivalent. The opening of the work is modeled on the Rhine music at the start of 

Wagner’s Rheingold (1851-54), but the differences between the two openings show 

how Schnittke is changing the focus of the overtone-based music to link it to his 

dialogue with the logic of equal temperament. Ex 3.1 shows Wagner’s Rhine theme 

and Schnittke’s overtone theme. In both cases the harmonics that the notes represent 

are numbered beneath. Ex. 3.1 also shows the harmonic series and the tempered 

harmonic series that Schnittke uses as the basis of his theme. Wagner uses notes in 

the harmonic series that do not conflict with the tonality (in this case 

                                                 
20 Ibid,. pp.95-96. 
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EXAMPLE 3.1 
 
 

 
 
 

THIRD SYMPHONY OPENING THEME (THE OVERTONE THEME) 
(overtones numbered beneath) 

 

 
 
 

WAGNER’S RHINE THEME 
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Eb major): like Schnittke he is using the harmonic series as a representation of 

nature, but Wagner has no interest in setting the natural in opposition to the cultural. 

This is borne out by the use of diatonic passing notes in Wagner’s theme which 

mediate between the music’s harmonic reliance on the overtone row and its 

contrapuntal tendency towards diatonic scales. Schnittke, on the other hand, retains 

the harmonic series as the basis of his voice-leading but repeatedly uses notes that 

emphasize the distance between his tempered series and the natural series (these are 

mainly the 7th, 11th and 13th partials). The use of Wagner’s model, but with a clear 

change of emphasis that acknowledges the change of context, is an example of what 

Bakhtin would describe as reaccentuation. 

 The overtone theme also displays a number of other concessions to the logic 

of equal temperament. Schnittke mentions in the quote above that the presence of 

the fundamental is an important aspect of overtone music. But in the opening of the 

Third Symphony, the fundamental upon which the partials would be based is absent 

(the fundamental for the double bass version of the theme would be the C five 

octaves below middle C). Also, the theme is transposed into other octaves as it is 

played by progressively higher instruments. Octave equivalence is a staple of tonal 

theory but not a physical property of the overtone series. 

 Schnittke therefore avoids the problems of composition with overtones that 

he describes in the passage above by not using true overtones. Instead he creates a 

model of the series which signifies it (and therefore signifies nature) but also allows 

for internal dialogisation as the theme interacts with the monogram music. The fact 

that this is a model of the overtone series is also demonstrated by the fundamental 

that Schnittke chooses: C. This is the conventional note upon which to demonstrate 

the partials of the harmonic series. It is not only a model, then, but also a textbook 

model. 

 

The Monograms 

The monogram music of the first movement spells the names of German composers 

in chronological order and so symbolizes the passage of German musical history. 

The logic of the monograms is completely unrelated to that of the overtone theme 

as notes are chosen according to the significance of their names rather than their 
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acoustic properties. Thus the monogram music represents the ‘bookish’ aspect of 

German culture through a logic of letters and signs. 

 The process of dialogue requires that within this system there is also an 

acknowledgement of the acoustical logic of the overtone theme and this is presented 

through a number of allusions to that theme. The semantic aim of the first 

movement dialogue is to show how German culture grows out of a German 

understanding of nature and so the principal link between the two musics is one of 

origin. The work begins with a gradual textural build-up of the overtone theme 

which introduces the first wave of monograms. This first appearance of the 

monograms (from fig. 5) is in the high woodwind and gives the impression that the 

monograms are located in higher partials of the overtones series, in what Schnittke 

describes above as a ‘limitless but enclosed world.’ This idea of an overtone origin 

for the monograms is supported by the fact that three out of the first four 

monograms that are used either start with partials from the overtone series or are 

composed completely of partials. Ex. 3.2 shows these monograms with the partials 

numbered. There is also a link to nature within the semantic logic of the monograms 

as the first monogram used represents the word ‘Erde’ (earth). 

 As the movement progresses, the links to the overtone music in the 

monogram music become more textural than thematic. Like the overtone theme, the 

monograms are continuously repeated to form almost static sound fields. They also 

build up in waves, which is intended to imitate the building up of textures in the 

overtone theme. 

 The monograms, then, are founded on a rationalism that is completely 

independent of the acoustical basis of the overtone theme. However, the movement 

uses textural similarities and linking processes to create a sense of interdependence. 

The overtone theme is more internally dialogised than the monogram music because 

of the extent to which the temperament compromises the acoustical model. 

However, the monograms also display an internally dialogised identity, partly by 

the programmatic suggestion that they originate in the overtone music, but also 

through textural links, which mean that the monograms are always shown to be 

imitating the overtone music. 
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EXAMPLE 3.2 – MOVT.1 MONOGRAMS LINKED TO THE C HARMONIC  

SERIES 

 
 

 
 
The Dialogic Process 
 
Fig. 3.3 shows the progression through the movement. A cycle occurs between the 

overtone theme and the monogram music that can be divided into four phases.  In 

each of these phases a transition occurs with the overtone theme acting as a 

preparation for the monogram music. 

 The way that the transitions between the musical types occur demonstrates 

how the dialogue between them functions. Every time a new section starts, the 

contrast between the two types of music is overcome by the internally dialogised 

nature of the preceding section; every time the monogram music appears, it seems 

to have grown out of a facet of the overtone music, and every time the overtone 
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music returns is has the appearance of growing out of the monogram music. Thus a 

relationship is formed between the two musical types that resembles a dialogue in 

the sense that the two musics are shown to be completely distinct, but their 

identities are reflected in each other. 

 
FIGURE 3.3 – THE STRUCTURE OF THE FIRST MOVEMENT 

 
 

PHASE 1 
 

 

PHASE 2 PHASE 3 PHASE 4

Overtone 
theme on C 
(opening – 

fig.13) 

D major 
(fig. 12) 

B major 
(fig. 25) 

C 
major/minor 

(fig 46) 

 
 
 

   

Overtone 
theme on D 
(fig. 13 – 
fig. 20) 

Overtone 
theme on B 
(fig. 26 – 
fig. 46) 

 
 
 

 

Monograms 1 
(fig.5 – fig. 
12) (Erde, 
Handel, 
Haydn, 
Mozart, 

Deutschland, 
Leipzig, 

Thomaskirche) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Monograms 
2 (fig. 17 – 

fig. 25) 
(Beethoven 

– Johann 
Strauss) 

 

Monograms 
3 (fig. 30 – 

fig 46) 
(Mahler – 

Kagel) 

 

Undertone 
theme on C 
(this is an 

inversion of 
the overtone 
theme) (fig. 
47 – end) 

 
 

 The growth of the monogram music out of the overtone music is intended to 

represent the development of German musical culture out of a German perception 

of nature. As has already been described, the monograms initially seem to appear in 

the upper partials of the harmonic series (at fig. 5). The second and third monogram 

phases grow out of the overtone theme by imitating its rising shape. The second 

group of monograms begins in the tuba at fig. 17 with the name of Beethoven (an 

ascent through the notes D,G,A,Bb,E,B). The third group begins in the tubular bells 

at fig. 30 with the name of Mahler (G, initially descending to Eb, and then an ascent 

through A,B,E). In both of these cases the link between the two types of music 

relies on textural and thematic similarities. The monogram music moves closer to 
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the overtone music through imitating its ascending profile without moving any 

closer to its acoustical rationale. 

 The transitions from the monogram music back to the overtone theme are 

more complex, both musically and semantically. The intermediary step in each of 

these transitions is a short passage of stable tonality. At fig. 12 it is a brass and 

timpani fanfare figure in D major, at fig. 25 the percussion play a similar figure in B 

major and at fig. 46 c minor appears with a held chord in the brass and arpeggios in 

the strings. In each case the tonic of the key goes on to become the fundamental for 

the following overtone theme. 

The introduction of the overtone music by a tonal passage seems somewhat 

ahistorical as it implies that the overtone series is based on triadic harmony. 

Heinrich Schenker was famously of the opinion that the reverse was the case and 

that (major) tonal harmonies derived directly from the harmonic series. Here that 

causality seems to have been reversed. One interpretation could be that it is not the 

harmonic series that is being derived from tonality, but the tempered model of the 

harmonic series that the overtone theme represents. If we consider the overtone 

theme to represent not nature but the supposed German ‘bookish’ understanding of 

nature, then a mutual interdependence is suggested by these transitions. German 

culture – in this model - is based on the German understanding of nature, but the 

German understanding of nature is itself based on the bookish characteristics of 

German culture. This is why the dialogic model is useful for determining the 

relationship that the movement depicts. The two concepts that are evoked seem to 

have completely independent identities, but as the structure of the movement shows, 

those identities require the support of one another. The first movement of the Third 

Symphony is in many ways an exposition for the work as a whole, not of musical 

material, but of ideas. The concepts of nature and culture recur and continue to 

interact throughout the work. This first movement is important in establishing the 

identities of the two concepts, but it also has the important function of describing 

their interdependence.  
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MOVEMENT 2 – A CARNIVALISED MODEL OF GERMAN MUSICAL 

HISTORY 

 

CARNIVAL-NOVEL-SYMPHONY 

Bakhtin developed his concept of carnival as an aspect of his work on Rabelais. He 

considered Rabelais to be representative of a trend in the late renaissance in which 

literature came under the influence of behaviours and modes of perception 

associated with Shrovetide carnival celebrations. A literary notion of carnival was 

thus developed, which, while it was inspired by public festivities, was not restricted 

to representations of such events. Carnival became a literary form in which certain 

types of perception and representation were inherited from the medieval festivities 

but could be applied to any theme or subject. Bakhtin’s notion of carnival is 

therefore much broader than the festive traditions that inspired it. In the words of 

Craig Brandist, Bakhtinian carnival is ‘…not a historically identifiable practice but 

a generic category.’21

 Literary carnival draws on the idea that carnival festivities represent a 

suspension of everyday life and that the behaviours and modes of communication 

and perception associated with such festivities are separate from the conventions 

that govern a society for the rest of the year. Individuals have greater freedoms at 

carnival time; they are freed from their normal social status and can interact as 

equals. 

 

The laws, prohibitions, and restrictions that determine the structure and 
order of ordinary, that is noncarnival, life are suspended during carnival: 
what is suspended first of all is hierarchical structure and all the forms of 
terror, reverence, piety, and etiquette connected with it – that is, everything 
resulting from socio-hierarchical inequality or any other form of inequality 
among people (including age). All distance between people is suspended, 
and a special carnival category goes into effect: free and familiar contact 
among people.22

 

                                                 
21 Brandist, C., 2002: The Bakhtin Circle: Philosophy, Culture and Politics p.138. 
22 Bakhtin, M.M. 1984: Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics pp.122-3. 
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This contact among people is important to Bakhtin because it links carnival with 

dialogue. The special conditions created by carnival allow a freer and more 

profound interaction between individuals and therefore represent a specific and 

important category of dialogic interaction. For this reason carnival is an important 

precursor of the modern novel. In Bakhtin’s theory of the polyphonic novel, 

dialogic interaction among the characters is of paramount importance. Carnival 

enters the novel around the time of Rabelais, and through its generic characteristics 

allows the free and familiar contact between individuals, which facilitates the forms 

of dialogue that characterise the genre. Despite its medieval origins, carnival 

therefore has the effect of stressing the simultaneous and the contemporary in 

literature. 

 Bakhtin developed his theory of carnival in the 1940s, after the publication 

of Problems of Dostoevsky’s Art (1929). However, when he came to revise the work 

in the 1960s (for publication as Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics (1963)) he added 

a comprehensive study of the legacy of carnival in Dostoevsky’s work. Through it 

he showed how the development of the genre of the novel in the centuries since 

Rabelais had continued to be influenced by the traditions of the medieval carnival 

celebration. 

 The link between literary carnival and the Bakhtinian novel is therefore very 

strong. In Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics Bakhtin surmises that carnival is one of 

the novel’s three primary constituents. 

 

…one could say that the novelistic genre has three fundamental roots: the 
epic, the rhetorical, and the carnivalistic…23

 

The generic influence of carnival also has a significant effect on Schnittke’s 

novelistic tendencies. Carnival can often be felt as a constituent element of 

Schnittke’s music - his sensitivity towards ancient genres engages with the generic 

quality of carnival that Bakhtin locates. The legacy of the Shrovetide fair 

occasionally appears in modern music without literary mediation. The opening of 

Stravinsky’s Petrushka (1910-11) is an important example. This aspect of musical 

                                                 
23 Ibid., p.109. 
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carnival is present in Schnittke’s music (many of the observations made below 

could also be attributed to the influence of music such as Petrushka), but the 

influence of the literary novel is of greater importance to Schnittke’s carnivalistic 

tendencies than the direct connection to the public event that Stravinsky 

demonstrates. Novelistic tendencies are always present in Schnittke’s music, and as 

carnival is one of the main roots of the genre, it also plays a part. The following 

section will look in detail at the Third Symphony’s second movement, a movement 

in which carnivalistic tendencies are particularly significant. However, such 

tendencies are not restricted to this movement; they are an integral part of the 

novelness that permeates Schnittke’s work. 

 

THEMES 

Familiarity is one of the defining principles of carnival, as it both facilitates and 

develops from contact between individuals. In the second movement of Schnittke’s 

Third Symphony, the relationship between the music and the listener conforms to a 

similar principle of familiarity. This is best demonstrated by the main themes. Both 

of the movement’s main themes seem familiar to the listener, and so the ‘free and 

familiar contact’ that defines carnival interaction becomes the basis of the reception 

process. The opening theme seems familiar because of its links to Mozart. The 

theme is a pastiche of Mozart’s style (a style familiar to European concert-goers) 

and so allows immediate engagement. Kirsten Peterson suggests that the model for 

this theme is the opening of Mozart’s Piano Concerto in A Major K.414 (1782).24 

As example 3.4 shows, the correspondence between the two themes is very close, 

with almost every distinctive feature of Mozart’s theme replicated by Schnittke (the 

dotted rhythm in the second bar of the Mozart theme is the exception). This type of 

pastiche is unusual for Schnittke; his stylistic allusions do not usually allude to a 

single work. Again, the movement is demonstrating a sense of familiarity by 

aligning the stylistic allusion closely to its model. There is another notable example 

of this procedure in the movement at figure 16 (example 3.5). Here the music is  

                                                 
24 Peterson, Kirsten, 2000: ‘Structural Threads in the Patchwork Quilt: Polystylistics and Motivic 
Unity in Selected works by Alfred Schnittke’ p.109. 
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EXAMPLE 3.4 – MOVT. 2, OPENING (VIOLINS ONLY) 

 

 
 

MOZART  PIANO CONCERTO IN A MAJOR K. 414, OPENING (VIOLINS 

ONLY) 

 

 
 

 

 

 

EXAMPLE 3.5 – MOVT. 2, FIG. 16. HARPSICHORD 

 
 

 

J.S. BACH 48 PRELUDES AND FUGUES, PRELUDE NO. 1, OPENING 
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 alluding to the first C major prelude of Bach’s ‘Well Tempered Clavier’ and is 

again displaying a greater sense of familiarity with the original than is usually the 

case with Schnittke’s stylistic allusions.25

 Another form of familiarity is demonstrated by the second subject at fig. 12 

(the movement is in sonata form) which uses the overtone theme from the first 

movement. This is the theme which opened the work, and it is used repeatedly 

throughout the first movement, so that its familiarity when it reappears in the 

second movement is assured. 

 

FORM 

FIGURE 3.6 – MOVEMENT 2 - SONATA FORM OUTLINE 

 

REHEARSAL FIG. THEMATIC 

MATERIAL

SONATA FORM SECTION

Opening Mozart theme 1st subject 

8 Arpeggios Transition 

12 Overtone theme 2nd subject 

Exposition 

16 Bach theme 

17 Monograms  

 Development 

32 Mozart theme 1st subject 

35 Arpeggios Transition 

45 Overtone theme 2nd subject 

Recapitulation

49   Coda 

 

Bakhtin emphasises that for ‘free and familiar contact between people’ to take place 

in carnival the hierarchical structure of society must be temporarily suspended so 

that individuals can interact as equals. The rejection of hierarchies is therefore a 

characteristic of carnival. This can mean that social hierarchies are ignored, but it 

can also lead to the parodying of those hierarchies. One way in which Bakhtin 

                                                 
25 When the Third Symphony was written (in 1981), Schnittke had recently moved away from the 
quotation-based polystylism of the 1970s and was concentrating instead on polystylism based on 
stylistic allusion. These two examples from the Symphony’s second movement show this transition 
in action; they are allusions that function almost as quotations. 
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shows this to happen is through the cycle of carnivalistic crowning and decrowning. 

By elevating an individual of low rank to the status of carnival king, the celebration 

effectively inverts the social hierarchy. For Bakhtin the status and behaviour of the 

carnival king is irrelevant, it is rather the acts of crowning and decrowning that he 

treats as significant: 

 

Carnival celebrates the shift itself, the very process of replaceablity, and not 
the precise item that is replaced.26

 

This principle of replaceability is one of the broadest and most abstract in Bakhtin’s 

conception of carnival. It is not just the carnival king that can be subject to 

replacement, but any symbol of low status within a hierarchy that can be 

temporarily elevated and then replaced. 

 The structure of Schnittke’s second movement shows the influence of 

carnival through the inversion of the hierarchies associated with its form. The 

movement is in sonata form, a form with a highly developed hierarchical system of 

structural dependency. The primacy of the first subject theme over the second 

subject is the most obvious example of this, and in tonal music this is ensured by 

the hierarchy through which the tonic key always takes precedence. Sonata form 

also relies on the elevated status of thematic exposition over transition or 

development. It allows a certain amount of developmental freedom but only within 

a prescribed section of the movement, which is framed by the more structurally 

significant exposition and reprise of the thematic material. 

 The second movement subjects every aspect of its sonata form to 

carnivalistic inversion or ridicule. The movement’s structure follows the outlines of 

sonata form, but the functional hierarchies of the form are ineffective. The singular 

authority of the form is continually questioned as the music strives for a stylistic 

plurality that brings with it a diversity of structural intent: 

 

The second movement of the Third Symphony is in sonata form but there 
are also important external factors – interaction of different themes and 

                                                 
26 Bakhtin, M.M., 1984: Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics p.125. 
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illusions, fictitious material, which may in fact be the most important 
material. It is as if the first and second subjects are reversed.27

 

The respective identities of the first and second subjects support the idea that their 

roles have been reversed. The opening theme, while it alludes to a first subject 

theme by Mozart, has less conceptual and dramatic weight than the overtone theme 

that forms the movement’s second subject. Also, the overtone theme is a much 

more important element of the symphony as a whole, and this importance is not 

acknowledged by its position in the second movement as the subsidiary second 

subject. This reversal of the themes is therefore indicative of a carnivalistic 

crowning (of the Mozart theme which is elevated to the role of first subject) and a 

decrowning (of the overtone theme which is demoted to a subsidiary position). 

In the recapitulation, the relationship between the two main themes is more 

equitable. Here the carnival principle of the abandonment of inequality is 

demonstrated by the fact that the two themes are subjected to almost identical 

textural processes. In both cases the themes are heard in stretto canon (the Mozart 

theme at fig. 32 and the overtone theme at fig. 45 see examples 3.7 and 3.8). This 

equality is partly the result of the textural similarities between these two 

recapitulation passages, but it is also the result of the negation of the harmonic 

principles of the two themes. In the exposition, one of the main distinctions between 

the two themes is the fact that the Mozart theme is based on the circle of fifths, 

while the overtone theme is based on the harmonic series. In the recapitulation, the 

transpositions of the imitative stretto entries blur the harmonic identity of both 

themes. These harmonic identities constitute hierarchical positions within harmonic 

systems, so the act of removing the themes from those harmonic systems leads to 

the carnival condition of temporary equality and freedom. 

                                                 
27 Ivashkin, A., 2003: Besedi s Al’fredom Shnitke (2nd ed.) p.53 (my translation). 
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EXAMPLE 3.7 – MOVT. 2, FIG. 32 
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EXAMPLE 3.8 – MOVT. 2, FIG. 45 

 



101 

 Temporal boundaries are another defining aspect of carnival. The medieval 

festivities that form the basis of Bakhtin’s conception of carnival always took place 

within a predetermined time-frame, and the suspension of everyday life was always 

understood as a temporary arrangement. In order that the spirit of carnival can 

overcome the limitations of its temporal boundedness, all carnival acts have a 

cyclical form: they represent a potentially infinite cycle of reinvention (or rebirth) 

that can therefore be perceived by the participants as a transcendence of the 

carnival’s temporal limits. The second movement implies cyclical progression from 

the outset through the circle of fifths. The harmonic structure of the opening Mozart 

theme thereby gives the impression that it has been excerpted from a potentially 

infinite process of harmonic realignment. 

The cyclical nature of carnival acts means that the carnival crowning is 

always linked to the carnival decrowning and that carnival images of death are 

always linked to images of rebirth. The link between carnival crowning and 

decrowning is shown in the exposition of the second movement by the fact that the 

decrowning of the overtone theme is a direct consequence of the crowning of the 

Mozart theme. The idea of a link between death and rebirth in the context of 

carnival is suggested by the end of the movement. At fig. 56 (ex. 3.9) the idea of a 

cycle of death and rebirth is suggested by the way that the music disintegrates and 

collapses into a static pianissimo chromatic cluster. This is followed by a reprise of 

the opening ‘Mozart’ theme which continues until the end of the movement. Thus, 

the conclusion of the movement involves a death-like collapse followed by a rebirth 

as it returns to the music of the opening. 
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FIGURE 3.9 – MOVT. 2, FIG. 56 

 
 

POLYSTYLISM – A ZONE OF ‘FREE AND FAMILIAR CONTACT’  

The second movement of the Third Symphony is the most stylistically diverse of 

the entire work. A broadly chronological system of stylistic allusions begins with 

the Well-Tempered Clavier passage at figure 16 and continues intermittently 

throughout the rest of the movement, arriving at a style that suggests Webern in the 

passage leading up to fig.56, where the coda enacts a cyclical return to the opening. 

This stylistic trajectory is independent of the sonata form, although it initially relies 

on the relative freedom of the development section as its point of departure. The 

chronology that the styles suggest is linked to the monograms spelling the names of 

the composers to whom the music alludes. (Fig. 3.10 shows the monograms that are  
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FIGURE 3.10 MONOGRAMS USED IN MOVT. 228

 

 

COMPOSER’S NAME NOTES OF 

MONOGRAM 

BAR  NO. 

HANDEL G,E,F,D,C,B,A 4 AFTER FIG. 16 

HAYDN Eb,E,F,B,A,D FIG. 17 

MOZART F,G,A,G,A,E,Eb 4 AFTER FIG. 17 

BEETHOVEN D,G,A,Bb,Eb,B 3 AFTER FIG. 18 

WEBER A,E,B FIG. 19 

MENDELSSOHN F,E,D,Eb,B,Bb,A 2 AFTER FIG. 19 

J.STRAUSS B,A,Eb 4 AFTER FIG. 19 

SCHUBERT F,A,Eb,C,B,Bb,E 6 AFTER FIG. 19 

SCHUMANN Bb,E,Eb,C,B,A 2 AFTER FIG. 20 

WAGNER C,B,A,D,E29,E 3 AFTER FIG. 20 

BRAHMS Bb,A,B,Eb30 5 AFTER FIG. 20 

BRUCKNER A,Bb,C,E 6 AFTER FIG. 20 

MAHLER G,Ab,A,B,E FIG. 21 

R.STRAUSS C,B,A,D,Eb 1 AFTER FIG. 21 

REGER A,E,G,E 3 AFTER FIG. 21 

SCHOENBERG A,D,Eb,C,B,Bb,E,G 4 AFTER FIG. 21 

WEBERN E,A,Bb 2 AFTER FIG. 25 

HINDEMITH A,B,D,E, FIG. 26 

HARTMANN A,D,E,Eb,B FIG. 28 

STOCKHAUSEN A,B,E,EB FIG. 29 

 

                                                 
28 As identified in Kholopova and Chigareva 1990: Al’fred Shnitke p.176 (footnote). 
29 Should be a G for the monogram. 
30 This monogram is based on Brahms’ surname. He is represented in the first movement by a 
monogram which uses his first name and initial – B,A,E,Eb,Bb (movt 1, fig. 20). 
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 used in the movement.) However, this is not the only polystylistic aspect of the 

movement; the main themes also represent stylistic allusions, the first theme to 

Mozart and the overtone theme to Wagner. The link to Wagner is more explicit in 

the first movement, and in the exposition of the second movement second subject 

(fig. 12) other late 19th century composers are evoked through it. Dzun Tiba 

identifies fig. 12 itself with Beethoven, 4 bars after fig. 13 with Brahms’ Fourth 

Symphony (1884-5) and figs. 14 and 15 with Strauss’ Also Spach Zarathustra 

(1899).31

 Carnival is an important facilitator for polystylism because its primary aim 

is to create the conditions for free and familiar contact. One of Bakhtin’s 

motivations for linking the legacy of the medieval carnival with the modern novel is 

his conception of novelness as a free interaction of different generic forms of 

discourse. Carnival offers an important precedent in the history of European culture 

for such free interaction: 

 

In the…development of European literature…carnivalisation constantly 
assisted in the destruction of all barriers between genres, between self-
enclosed systems of thought, between various styles etc.; it destroyed any 
attempt on the part of genres and styles to isolate themselves or ignore one 
another…32

 

Carnival both facilitates and necessitates contact between cultures. Elements that 

seek isolation are forced to interact in carnival, and as Bakhtin states, the interaction 

of styles is an integral part of its literary equivalent. 

 Schnittke’s second movement relies on carnivalistic notions of generic 

contact to enable polystylism within a sonata form structure. The stylistic diversity 

of the movement is only possible because the insular, monological, structuring 

intent of the sonata form is compromised. This allows the polystylism to play out a 

process of generic interaction within the movement. The allusion to the Well-

Tempered Clavier extends the music’s stylistic spectrum well beyond the confines 

                                                 
31 Tiba, D., 2004: Simfonicheskoe tvorchestvo Al’freda Schnitke: Opyt intertekstual’nogo analiza 
p.75. 
32 Bakhtin, M.M., 1984: Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics pp.134-135. 
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of the symphonic genre, and the liturgical sound of the chorale theme (first heard at 

fig. 4 (ex. 3.11)) reaches outside of concert performance altogether. 

 

EXAMPLE 3.11 – MOVT. 2, FIG. 4 

 

 
 

The religious connotations of this chorale theme demonstrate another 

important relativising property of carnival: the juxtaposition of the sacred and the 

profane. As with the carnivalistic link between death and rebirth, and the link 

between carnival crowning and decrowning, carnival representations of the sacred 

are always linked to the profane, or at least the secular. Bakhtin describes this as 

‘profanation’.33 Through profanation, carnival revokes the absolute status of the 

sacred so that it too can enter into free and familiar contact with other forms of 

discourse. 

 The chorale theme is juxtaposed with a number of nominally secular themes 

in the movement. Four bars after fig. 5 it accompanies the Mozart theme, and at fig. 

13 it appears in inversion accompanying the overtone theme. An important aspect 

of the profanation here is that the theme initially appears to be independent (at fig. 

4) but is later relegated to the role of accompanying figure.  

 

A CARNIVALISED MODEL OF GERMAN MUSICAL HISTORY 

The tradition of carnival comes to Schnittke’s music primarily through the genre of 

the novel. Bakhtin claims that in Dostoevsky’s work ‘Carnivalisation is combined 

organically with all the other characteristics of the polyphonic novel,’34 and the 

same is true of Schnittke’s music. The heritage of the carnival seems particularly 

relevant in Schnittke’s overtly polystylistic music, where the distances between 

styles and the sources of styles are ignored in favour of a situation where ‘free and 

                                                 
33 Ibid,. p.123. 
34 Ibid., p.159. 
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familiar contact’ between different musics is desired. However, the extent to which 

Schnittke’s musical novels evoke their carnivalistic roots is variable. Many of the 

carnivalistic tendencies in the second movement of the Third Symphony could also 

be found in many of Schnittke’s other works. The First Symphony, for example, 

pioneers many of Schnittke’s novelistic and polystylistic tendencies in pursuit of a 

‘fairground atmosphere’, while the Moz-art group of works (1975-90) is based on 

pantomime music by Mozart which Schnittke elaborates in a similarly carnivalistic 

way.35 However, the second movement of the Third Symphony seems by far the 

best example of carnival in Schnittke’s output. The reasons for this can be traced to 

the work’s subject. 

 Carnival is a useful generic tradition for music that seeks to express a social 

or cultural concept where both diversity and proximity are key issues. The German 

symphonic tradition is one such cultural concept. It is both a single idea and the 

result of the combination of many different creative and perceptual positions. To 

write music that evokes this tradition, Schnittke seeks to represent the diversity of 

individuals who have contributed to its history. When considering the function of 

dialogue in art, Bakhtin writes: 

 

…it is quite possible to imagine and postulate a unified truth that requires a 
plurality of consciousnesses, one that cannot in principle be fitted into the 
bounds of a single consciousness, one that is…born at a point of contact 
among various consciousnesses.36

 

The German symphonic tradition could easily correspond to this ‘unified truth that 

requires a plurality of consciousnesses.’ It is a coherent tradition, yet it has been 

shaped by the work of a large number of composers, each with their own musical 

voice. To represent both the unified aspect of the tradition and the fact that it is built 

on a history of interaction among a multiplicity of consciousnesses, Schnittke 

carnivalises his representation. By placing aspects of German musical history in a 

carnival setting where hierarchy and historical distance are ignored, Schnittke can 

overcome the epic status of the tradition. A novelistic state results in which all 

                                                 
35 See Ivashkin, A., 2003: Besedi s Al’fredom Shnitke (2nd ed.) p.210. 
36 Bakhtin, M.M., 1984: Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics p.81. 
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 certainties are relativised and subject to comparison. Without this step only the 

unity or the multiplicity could be expressed, but in carnival ‘everything…lives on 

the very border of its opposite.’37 Unity and multiplicity can both co-exist and 

demonstrate interdependence, which acts as a model for the unified yet diverse 

nature of German musical thought. 

  

                                                 
37 Ibid., p.176. 
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MOVEMENT 3 – AN IMAGE OF EVIL 

 

Schnittke devised his Third Symphony as an exploration of the German symphonic 

tradition. As such its semantic frame of reference is almost exclusively cultural. 

Schnittke’s polystylistic aesthetic locates his music on the level of cultural 

commentary because it is almost always used as a way of understanding the 

relationship between contemporary culture and the culture of the past. Through it 

Schnittke can acknowledge his own location in the history of musical culture by 

exploring the role of earlier music in contemporary life. Issues of spirituality and 

emotional expression are also important in Schnittke’s polystylism, but there is 

always a comparative dimension to the way in which they are presented. Schnittke 

rarely explores aspects of morality without the mediation of historical comparisons 

or references. Polystylism is therefore an aesthetic system best suited to the 

expression of cultural concepts because if it is used to explore other ideas, these 

ideas must first be contextualised within a cultural framework. 

 The third movement of the Third Symphony is an example of how this 

cultural contextualisation can function. Unlike the rest of the symphony, which 

mostly confines itself to the historical and cultural dimensions of German music, 

the third movement takes on an ethical dimension by exploring the notion of evil. 

However, the idea of evil is at all times located within the symphony’s cultural 

concerns. It is a Germanic image of evil (or, perhaps, an image of Germanic evil), 

and the polystylism of the movement continually relates it to aspects of German 

culture, despite the ethical rather than cultural focus. 

 

A GERMANIC CONCEPTION OF EVIL 

Moral philosophy in the German-speaking world has a tradition of rationalism and 

specificity. One of its greatest exponents was Immanuel Kant, who wrote the 

following about the nature of good and evil: 
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There is a formula of the schools: Nihil appetimus, nisi sub ratione boni; 
nihil aversamur, nisi sub ratione mali. It is often used correctly, but often in 
a manner very injurious to philosophy, since the expressions boni and mali 
contain an ambiguity due to the poverty of the language. These words are 
capable of a double meaning and therefore inevitably bring practical laws 
into a precarious position; and philosophy, in using these expressions, 
becomes aware of the divergence of concepts associated with the same word 
even though it can find no special expressions for them, and is forced to 
subtle distinctions about which later agreement cannot be obtained, since the 
difference cannot be directly stated by any suitable expression. 
  The German language has the good fortune to possess expressions 
which do not permit this difference to be overlooked. It has two very 
different concepts and equally different expressions for what the Latins 
named with the single word bonum. For bonum it has das Gute [the good] 
and das Wohl [well-being]; for malum, das Böse  [evil, wicked] and das 
Übel [bad, ill] or das Weh [woe]. Thus there are two very different 
judgements if in an action we have regard to its goodness or wickedness or 
to our weal or woe (ill). It follows just from this that the aforementioned 
psychological proposition is at best doubtful if it is translated: “We desire 
nothing except with a view to our weal or woe.” On the other hand, it is 
indubitably certain and at the same time clearly expressed when rendered: 
“We desire nothing, under the direction of reason, except in so far as we 
hold it to be good or bad.”38  

 

The German language therefore supports a conception of evil that has two distinct 

aspects, with the cause of an evil action (das Böse) separated conceptually from its 

malignant effect (das Übel). Schnittke’s view of evil seems to be based on a similar 

duality. In conversation with Alexander Ivashkin he explained how and why evil is 

represented in his music.39 He distinguishes the effects of evil acts from the concept 

of absolute evil: 

 

Depicting negative emotions – using broken textures, broken melodic lines 
to express a state of disintegration, tension, leaping thoughts – all this is of 
course a representation of a certain kind of evil, but not of absolute evil. 
This is the evil of broken good. Perhaps a soul torn to pieces is also good. 
But it has been torn to pieces, and this has made it turn bad. Expressing 
hysteria, agitation, spite, is to express the symptoms of a disease, not its 
cause.40  

 

                                                 
38 Kant, Immanuel, 1993: Critique of Practical Reason (3rd ed.), edited and translated by Lewis 
White Beck (New York: MacMillan) pp.168-9. 
39 Schnittke, A., 2002: A Schnittke Reader pp.22-28. 
40 Ibid., p.22. 
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The expressive apparatus of musical intonation is therefore limited in its ability to 

express evil. Das Übel is representable while das Böse is not. As to the necessity of 

depicting evil, Schnittke sees it as his task to represent the reality of the world as he 

perceives it. Both good and evil are aspects of this, but while both are difficult to 

represent, the expression of good borders on the impossible. 

 

The question might be asked, Why don’t I depict good instead of evil? The 
fact is that to express good directly and plainly in music is the most difficult 
of tasks, sometimes simply impossible. Remember Liszt’s Faust Symphony 
[(1854-61)]. What is the least interesting part of it? The “heavenly” finale – 
it is sanctimonious and dogmatic. But maybe Liszt is a special case, a 
composer with leanings toward Satanism in music and the man who actually 
brought Satanism into music.41

 

The figure of Liszt is obviously an important aspect of Schnittke’s understanding of 

evil in music, and we shall return to him in due course. In the mean time, the issue 

of evil as a necessary representation in music seems to come down to the fact that, 

while Schnittke would like to represent both good and evil in his work, he finds the 

representation of good impossible and must therefore rely on the representation of 

evil as a metonymy for the duality. This suggests an ethical dimension for the Third 

Symphony as a whole. The fact that the third movement is obsessed with images of 

evil, and as a result contrasts with the rest of the work, suggests that an intrinsic 

sense of good is inferred to the other movements. Thus Schnittke infuses his 

representation of the German symphonic tradition (and, by extension, German 

thought) with an ethical dimension that acknowledges both its good and its evil 

sides. 

 The most important requirement for this process is a definite and precise 

musical representation of evil as the basis of the third movement. This is 

complicated by the fact that Schnittke (like Kant) considers evil to have two 

separate aspects, and that he only considers one of these to be expressible in music. 

Schnittke can show us the effects of evil but not the cause. The dichotomy that 

Schnittke must overcome is that the effects of evil can be represented through 

various musical processes of disintegration. Through them evil is demonstrated as 

                                                 
41 Ibid., p.23. 
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an erosion of definite concepts. However, his conception of ‘absolute evil’ is itself a 

definite concept with an absolute rather than relative status. 

 

SCHNITTKE’S REPRESENTATION OF EVIL 

The ontological independence of the individual has important moral implications 

for Schnittke. This is perhaps a reaction against the attempted imposition of 

philosophical uniformity by the Soviet system.42 In the West, the independence of 

the individual is usually considered to be a political matter, but Schnittke 

understood independent thinking as an ethical obligation. This is why he 

characterized popular culture as an aspect of evil, and indeed of ‘absolute evil’, not 

merely a symptom, but a manifestation of the disease itself. 

 

Nowadays what is often called “pop culture” is the most direct manifestation 
of evil in art. Evil in a general sense. Because evil has a localized coloration. 
Every locality shares a common tendency of its people to stereotype 
thoughts and feelings, and set patterns are the symbol of this process. Rather 
like canned food or a pill with a guaranteed effect, these are part of pop 
culture. And this is the greatest evil: the paralysis of individuality, making 
everyone like everyone else. The product itself, the cause of all of this, is 
itself part of pop culture.43

 

The use of popular music idioms is therefore one way in which Schnittke can link 

his music to absolute evil (das Böse) rather than having to content himself with 

representations of its effects (das Übel). However, popular music is not an 

important part of the representation of evil in the Third Symphony – in the third 

movement it is only manifest in the use of electric lead and bass guitars – but in 

later works (particularly the Faust Cantata) it becomes of central importance. 

 The third movement concentrates instead on the integrity of the soul, and 

this is represented by the structural integrity of the movement as a whole. The 

concepts of good and evil take the artistic forms of what Bakhtin would describe as 

‘centripetal’ and ‘centrifugal’ forces respectively. 

                                                 
42 According to Alexander Ivashkin, in Soviet Russia, even the word ‘epistemology’ was banned 
from official discourse. 
43 Ibid., p.22. 
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 This idea highlights a link between the third movement and Bakhtin’s 

philosophy. Most of Bakhtin’s writings are in the field of literary criticism, yet he 

himself saw his work more on the level of epistemology. When he talks about the 

act of constructing a literary text, he is using it as a model for all constructions of 

meaning. Michael Holquist notes that ‘Bakhtin uses the literary genre of the novel 

as an allegory for representing existence as the condition of authoring.’44 Bakhtin’s 

most fundamental philosophical concern is the construction of the ‘self’, by which 

he means the way that we, as individuals, create identity for ourselves from the 

environment and culture in which we live.45 For Bakhtin, the identity of an artistic 

text can always be linked to notions of individuality and selfness. This broad 

conception of textuality parallels the third movement’s ontology in that it implies a 

link between the status of the text and that of the individual consciousness. 

 Centrifugal and centripetal forces acting on the text can be understood as 

equivalent to the forces that are at play in the construction of personal identity. The 

discussion above about Schnittke’s views on popular music suggests that, for him, 

these are ethical concerns. The centripetal efforts that we make to identify ourselves 

as individuals are seen by Schnittke as manifestations of moral virtue, while the 

centrifugal tendencies of depersonalization in our environment (the most obvious 

example of which being popular culture) are equated with evil. 

 The act of creating a coherent text (and of defining one’s self) is always a 

struggle against a background of disorder and incoherency. Thus the centripetal side 

of the centripetal/centrifugal dichotomy represents not a natural state, but rather a 

will to order (or to identity). The centripetal tendency is always singular and 

motivated. If we equate this to the ethical system implied in Schnittke’s movement, 

we can use it as a model for the personal will towards self-identity and individuality 

that Schnittke implicitly equates with virtue. (This is the aspect of the system that 

Schnittke describes as impossible to represent when he cites the finale of Liszt’s 

Faust Symphony as a sanctimonious, dogmatic failure). 

                                                 
44 Holquist, M., 1990: Dialogism: Bakhtin and his World p.30. 
45 This process, of course, has a dialogic basis. We construct our own personal identities through 
interaction with others. The ‘voice’ of the individual is therefore both unique (to their specific social 
situation) and socially determined. This argument forms the basis of Freudianism: a Marxist 
Critique. 
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 The concept of centrifugal forces in textuality and epistemology is more 

complex. Unlike the centripetal, the centrifugal is never an ordered or singular 

concept. Rather it is a collective term denoting all of the obstacles to identity and 

unity that the centripetal must overcome. Morson and Emerson write: 

 

Centrifugal forces are essentially disparate and disunified; relative order 
may be produced among some of them, but the production of such order is 
itself a project.46

 

One of the ways in which Schnittke creates disunity in the third movement is 

through polystylism. The connotations of evil that polystylism takes on in this 

situation are unusual in his work. Polystylism (in the sense of a rapid succession or 

layering of disparate stylistic allusions) is more often used as a non-pejorative 

representation of the diversity of musical culture as a historical or contemporary 

phenomenon. The second movement of the Third Symphony is a good example of 

polystylism as a celebration of musical heteroglossia. The differences between the 

two movements are instructive in this respect. 

Firstly, the second movement makes much more direct allusions where 

individual composers can often be posited by the listener. The allusions are much 

more vague in the third, suggesting perhaps that Schnittke does not wish to slander 

any individual composer by association with his representation of evil (he makes an 

exception, however, for Liszt - see below).  

Secondly, the density of the stylistic layering in the third movement is much 

more extreme than that of the second, suggesting that in the third movement, the 

heterogeneity of the allusions is more important than their actual or perceived 

musical links. This is also demonstrated by the use of polymetre in the third 

movement which further reduces any possible musical linkage between the stylistic 

layers. For Kholopova and Chigareva, the ability for stylistic interaction to 

continually suggest the possibility of resolution or stylistic compatibility is a 

defining feature of polystylism; the denial of such a possibility in this movement  

                                                 
46 Morson, G. and Emerson, C., 1990: Mikhail Bakhtin: Creation of a Prosaics p.140. 
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sets it outside of polystylism altogether: 

 

[The third movement] is not polystylism or collage, it is stylistic pluralism – 
a total mixture of all styles within the framework of a single style.47

 
The heterogeneous unity that characterizes Schnittke’s polystylism is therefore 

eroded in this movement in a way that is unlike any of his other polystylistic works. 

The third important issue in the relationship between the two movements is 

the chronology. By appearing directly after the second movement, the third gives 

the impression of being modeled on it. The two movements are of a similar length 

and both have a similar dramatic weight. An equivalence is therefore suggested 

between them. The third movement’s disorder and heterogeneity are emphasized 

through this comparison, and it takes on evil characteristics through being perceived 

as a perverse satire on its predecessor. 

 The primary means by which the third movement represents evil are 

connected with a tendency towards entropic disorder and away from representations 

of unity and identity. The dichotomous nature of Schnittke’s understanding of evil 

remains unresolved in this system; the effects of evil can be represented, but not the 

concept of ‘absolute evil’ which Schnittke sees as the heart of the issue. Schnittke 

deals with this semantic impasse (as he does with so many others) through the use 

of a monogram. The thematic basis of the movement is a monogram derived from 

the word das Böse (D,A,Eb,Ab,Bb,E,Eb,E). The concept of absolute evil therefore 

has a symbolic presence as the basis of the movement’s linear identity. However, 

the dichotomy still remains in that the effects of evil lead to the dissolution of 

definite concepts, and the symbolism of the monogram is one such concept. The 

progression through the movement continuously erodes the identity of the 

monogram through subjecting it to a number of parallel transformation processes 

simultaneously. Its identity is still retained to a certain extent, but the identity 

becomes increasingly fractured. The dichotomy between the two forms of evil that 

Schnittke identifies is symbolised by the monogram (the representation of absolute 

evil) taking on a plurality in its identity as a result of the erosion processes 

                                                 
47 Kholopova, V. and Chigareva E., 1990: Al’fred Shnitke p.178 (my translation). 
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associated with the effects of evil actions. Schnittke can therefore represent both 

aspects of evil through the presentation of a singular identity in a fractured form. 

 When talking about evil, Schnittke often uses the term “the devil”, and 

attributes motivations and behaviors to him. This seems to connect with Schnittke’s 

belief in the concept of absolute evil. He makes an interesting qualification of the 

term in his conversations with Alexander Ivashkin. In the middle of a discussion in 

which he repeatedly attributes human suffering to the behavior of an apparently 

anthropomorphic Devil, he says ‘I use the word “Devil” as a convenient way of 

referring to the whole sphere of evil.’48 Here, again, we find Schnittke reducing the 

plurality of the effects of evil actions to an unstable singular construction, a 

construction that requires careful definition in order that its equivocal singularity is 

not overestimated. 

 

Faust 

The Faust legend was of central importance to Schnittke’s understanding of evil. As 

with the third movement of the Third Symphony, it too treats evil as two separate 

phenomena. On the one hand, the weakness of Faust himself when faced with 

temptation, and on the other, the consequences of his weakness. This equates to the 

phenomenological or behavioral side of evil denoted by das Übel. The Faust legend 

also represents evil as an absolute condition (das Böse) in the form of 

Mephistopheles. 

As a child, Schnittke read Thomas Mann’s Doktor Faustus, soon after it was 

published.49 The book proved to be very influential on Schnittke’s later career. Like 

Mann’s, Schnittke’s fascination with Faust is directed towards the folk legend 

rather than to Goethe. For both Mann and Schnittke, the status of Faust as a myth 

meant that its resonance in the modern world was just as important as its medieval 

roots. Mann uses the myth as an allegory for the complicity of the German people 

in the Nazi cause, while Schnittke deals in more general terms with both modern 

and ancient manifestations of evil. 

                                                 
48 Schnittke, A., 2002: A Schnittke Reader p.25. 
49 Ibid., p.35. 
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 The idea of evil as a destructive force acting in opposition to the unity of an 

individual’s  identity is something that Schnittke reads into the myth much more 

than most others would, which gives an idea of how important this aspect of evil 

was to him. Schnittke never assumed any sense of singularity in the story itself, or 

in its characters. When asked by Alexander Ivashkin what his views were on Faust, 

he replied ‘Which one do you have in mind? There are many Fausts.’50 This, I 

think, is partly an effort to separate the myth itself from Goethe’s more famous 

treatment, but it also speaks of a fundamental plurality in Schnittke’s conception of 

Faust. Schnittke’s 1984 Faust Cantata, Seid nüchtern und wachet, again stresses the 

inherent problem of the devil as a singular entity by dividing the role between two 

singers, an alto and a countertenor. This again stresses the connection between evil 

and the compromise of identity. 

 

Liszt 

The mention of Liszt in the quote earlier in this chapter gives the impression that 

Schnittke credits (or implicates) Liszt as the originator of evil in music. This 

reflects a Russian perception of Liszt that has been very influential in the 

development of the country’s musical traditions. From the time of the composer’s 

earliest visits, Russians have been drawn to the fantastical and sinister sides of 

Liszt’s temperament and music. His influence on Russian composers was partly a 

result of a shared fascination with the occult: 

 

Here we are confronted with and interesting fact: Liszt, having no big 
artistic following in Europe, where his most essential features were 
unrecognised, found a prompt and ardent response in Russia, found it more 
quickly and more intensely than did Wagner: although Liszt's musical 
language was more refined than Wagner's, he did not merely enlist a few 
followers there, but created a whole school. The Russian National School, 
which originated with Glinka, the 'Father of Russian Music' and was 
continued through the Kuchka to Scriabin, was entirely the offspring of 
Liszt's demoniac genius. All those demons in music, which the European 
musical consciousness did not understand and which Liszt let loose on the 
world, found settlement and suitable soil in Russia.51

 

                                                 
50 Ibid., p.29. 
51 Sabaneev, L., 1936: ‘Liszt and Russian Music’ in The Musical Times vol. 77 no. 1122 p.689. 
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While Sabaneev’s opinion of Liszt’s obscurity in the West could be questioned, and 

his views on the relative subtleties of Liszt and Wagner considered out of step with 

modern perceptions, his observations about Liszt’s influence on Russian music 

remain significant. The genre of the symphonic poem was an important facilitator 

of music that engaged with nationalistic themes, especially for Kuchka composers 

such as Balakirev and Cui. The influence of Liszt’s demoniac side was connected 

with his innovations in programmatic orchestral music. Musorgsky’s St. John’s 

Night on Bald Mountain (1866-7) and Scriabin’s Poem of Ecstasy (1905-8) and 

Prometheus (1908-10) attest to the significance of both aspects of Liszt’s orchestral 

music. This is the context in which Schnittke understands Liszt to be the originator 

of Satanism in music. As with many other aspects of the Third Symphony, a 

Russian understanding of German musical history forms the music’s intercultural 

semantic basis. 

 While Schnittke’s statement suggests that Liszt was not one of his favorite 

composers, the fact that he makes a reference to the Faust Symphony suggests an 

empathy based on shared interest in the legend. An important proviso here is the 

fact that Liszt’s Faust is based on Goethe, while Schnittke’s interest was always in 

the pre-Goethe Faust legend. Nevertheless, as I mentioned above, the plurality of 

Fausts seems to have increased the appeal of the story for Schnittke. 

 Aside from the introduction of Satanism into music, a more technical 

innovation traditionally attributed to Liszt is the principle of ‘thematic 

transformation’. This was intended to facilitate the early development of 

programme music. Through it themes take on programmatic attributes and are 

subjected to a sequence of variation procedures which signify the transformation of 

the character or idea as the narrative progresses. Liszt’s Faust Symphony provides a 

textbook example of this, and the programmatic issue that Liszt seeks to solve in 

that work closely parallels the semantic issues that Schnittke broaches in his third 

movement. 

 The first movement of Liszt’s symphony represents the character of Faust 

himself, with the various motifs representing different aspects of his personality. 
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Doubt, passion, pride, longing and triumph are all represented by separate motifs,52 

making the movement a very detailed characterization. The second movement 

depicts Gretchen with a similar level of representational detail. In the third 

movement, the nature of the representation changes dramatically. The subject of 

this movement is Mephistopheles, and rather than endowing him with thematic 

material of his own, Liszt instead invokes him through the corruption of Faust’s 

themes: 

 

The finale – “Mephistopheles” – is one of the most ingenious movements 
that Liszt ever penned. Mephistopheles is the spirit of negation – in 
Goethe’s words, “der Geist, der stets verneint.” He cannot create; he can 
only destroy. How to portray him in music? Liszt’s solution is brilliant. He 
gives Mephistopheles no themes of his own, but allows him instead to 
penetrate those of Faust, which become distorted and cruelly 
mutated…Invaded by evil, Faust’s themes struggle to retain their identity 
but are torn to tatters.53  

 

Example 3.12 (which is taken from Alan Walker’s examples) demonstrates how 

two of Faust’s themes are mutated in the Mephistopheles movement. The wording 

of this description has interesting parallels to the Bakhtinian concepts of the 

centripetal and the centrifugal in the construction of personal identity. The Faust 

themes ‘struggle’ to retain their identity, and for Bakhtin the centripetal tendency 

toward identity is always the result of struggle. The centrifugal forces of evil, on the 

other hand, are not unitary or directed, they are instead grouped together as the 

more ambiguous ‘spirit of negation’. 

 Liszt, like Schnittke is dealing with evil as a paradox where it is both an 

embodied identity, and an effect that erodes identity. Liszt’s solution, as Alan 

Walker says, is brilliant and, I think, the basis of Schnittke’s solution. 

 The monogram that Schnittke refines from das Böse has an important 

function in this respect. Its shape is very similar to the opening of the overtone 

theme that appears repeatedly in the first two movements. However, it gives the 

impression of being ‘distorted and cruelly mutated’ through its avoidance of the 

harmonic series and the inclusion of the ‘devil-in-music’ augmented fourth as the  

                                                 
52 See Walker, Alan, 1989: Franz Liszt: the Weimar Years 1848-1861 p.330. 
53 Ibid., p.333. 
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EXAMPLE 3.12 – THEMATIC TRANSFORMATION IN LISZT’S FAUST 

SYMPHONY 

 
second interval of the sequence. The symbolism of this transformation is 

accentuated by the fact that Schnittke considers music based on overtones to offer 

one of the few possibilities for the representation of good.54 This thematic 

transformation is a prime example of what Schnittke describes as ‘the evil of the 

broken good.’55 The fact that the transformed theme also conforms to the 

monogram is one of the many coincidences in Schnittke’s music. The proliferation 

of such coincidences in the symbolic side of Schnittke’s work suggests that he 

actively pursued such semantic confluences, presumably seeing them as auspicious. 

 The structure of the third movement relies on a system of thematic 

transformation similar to that of Liszt. The unique property of Liszt’s technique is 

that the variation process is sequential. In a theme and variations form, every 

variation is based directly on the main theme, whereas in thematic transformation, 

each variation takes its predecessor as the basis for thematic manipulation. There is 

the potential within this system to move far from the original identity without any 

formal requirement to return. When Liszt uses this technique he is usually relying 

                                                 
54 Schnittke, A., 2002: A Schnittke Reader p.23. 
55 Ibid., p.22. 
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on a stated narrative structure to retain control of the work’s form. Schnittke, by 

contrast, has a different aim. He uses the process of thematic transformation as the 

mechanism for the movement’s centrifugal forces. Whereas Liszt’s transformations 

appear as a linear sequence, Schnittke instead allows the thematic deviations to 

branch off in a number of different directions simultaneously. Example 3.13 shows 

the principal thematic material of the movement, while figure 3.14 shows how it is 

derived from the monogram theme. The continual process of thematic divergence 

has the effect of eroding the movement’s thematic identity, as it is subjected to the 

centrifugal tendencies associated with das Übel. The simultaneous presentation of 

the different forms of the theme is an important aspect of this process. The 

centrifugal forces that threaten the movement’s identity and form are demonstrated 

by the increase in textural density coupled with the decrease in thematic coherency. 

Fig 3.15 shows how the repeated occurrences of the different forms of the theme are 

gradually layered onto each other through a process of accretion. As in the first 

movement of the symphony, the textures are generally based on the continuous 

repetition of motifs over limited periods. Unlike the first movement, it is the 

complexity and heterogeneity of this system that is stressed. In the first movement 

the listener is encouraged to perceive connections between themes with disparate 

sources. In the third, the reverse perception is encouraged, as the non-compatibility 

of themes with a common source is highlighted. To this end Schnittke introduces 

polymetre into the movement (the bar lines always coincide in each of the parts, but 

accents and phrasing are used to denote conflicting metre systems). Example 3.16 

shows the climax of the movement. Kholopova and Chigareva identify 18 

independent lines of stylistic counterpoint in this passage.56 Polystylism and 

polymetre combine here to create possibly the most centrifugal and heterogeneous 

textures in all of Schnittke’s output. 

 The movement demonstrates Schnittke’s assertion that evil is a threat to 

unity and individuality by almost succumbing to the destructive tendencies to which 

it is subjected. The idea that the movement is a model for the individual 

consciousness is important here, as the heterogeneous tendencies can only be 

associated with evil if the unity they threaten is invested with semantic connotations 

                                                 
56 Kolopova, V. and Chigareva, E., 1990: Al’fred Shnitke p.177. 
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of ‘selfness’, of individuality requiring the protection of morality. This relies on the 

artistic principle of the structured whole as an image of perfection and goodness, 

which is closely linked to the artistic will toward unity and completion. The fact 

that every thematic transformation and almost every thematic statement acts to 

prevent a sense of completeness or unity means that a sense of evil can be conferred 

on almost the entire movement. 
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EXAMPLE 3.13 – MOVEMENT 3, THEMES (WITH REHEARSAL FIGURES) 
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EXAMPLE 3.13 – cont. 
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EXAMPLE 3.13 – cont. 
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FIGURE 3.14  - DERIVATION OF MOVT. 3 THEMES 
 
 DAS BÖSE MONOGRAM 
                (ARCH OF RISING THEN 
 FALLING 4ths/5ths) 
  
 
 
 
 
 2  3 4 
                        (FASTER ARPEGGIO)             (REPEATED NOTE INTRODUCED) 
 
 
 
 
 
 9b                                 12b                                                  6 
 (MOTIF OF         
                                                                                                                          DESCENDING THEN 
                                                                                                                     ASCENDING SEMITONE  
                                                                                                               AT END OF FIRST PHRASE) 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 7 9 26  32 
    (PREDOMINANTLY 
SEMITONE MOVEMENT) 
 
 
 
 
12a            18a             18b 
 
 
 
                              (CHORDAL TEXTURES WITH        (AT LEAST THREE 
                                    REPEATED NOTES AND            REPEATED NOTES       (TURN  MOTIF) 
                                    STEPWISE MOVEMENT)             FOLLOWED BY                     
                                                                                           DESCENDING THEN 
                                                                                        ASCENDING SEMITONE) 
 
 
 
 
                        10               19         22               23                  21              31                             20 
                                                                                                                              (TURN MOTIF AND 
                                                                                                                              CONSTANT LEAPS) 
                                                                                                                                             
 
 30 
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EXAMPLE 3.16 – THE CLIMAX OF THE THIRD MOVEMENT AT FIG. 37 
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 Salvation is, of course, required for both ethical and structural reasons. The 

structure of this movement is like many others by Schnittke (the third movement of 

the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no. 5 is another good example) in that its 

meaning is communicated through assaults on its form. The erosion of syntactical 

and formal certainties is one of Schnittke’s principal means of musical expression. 

However, his music must have a functional structure against which to struggle. If 

the centrifugal tendencies were to succeed, then there would be no whole against 

which to compare the destructive motivations. Thus, the ethical and the aesthetic 

converge, with both requiring culmination and closure. Schnittke’s solution in this 

case is to pull back from the apocalyptic climax at figure 37, bring all the parts back 

from their stylistic diversity and have them play the B-A-C-H monogram (although 

complex rhythmic interaction still remains even here preventing any actual 

rhythmic or harmonic unison). Despite its greater recognisability, this monogram 

operates on the same symbolic level as the monogram based on das Böse. That 

monogram was symbolic of ‘absolute evil’ rather than the effects of the ‘evil of the 

broken good’ (das Übel), which the thematic transformation signified. Therefore 

the salvation that Schnittke finds for his movement is based on the idea of an 

absolute good (das Gute), which despite the evidence of the rest of the movement, 

still has the power to triumph over absolute evil. 

 Schnittke’s solution to the structural problem that he sets up for himself 

relies more on programmatic symbolism than it does on traditional formal concepts 

of closure. In this sense it could be compared to that of Liszt’s Faust Symphony. 

Liszt’s finale was an afterthought, a late addition to the work which the composer 

regarded as incomplete without some sense of moral salvation. Schnittke avoids the 

worst of Liszt’s ‘sanctimonious and dogmatic’ excesses by not dwelling on his 

redemptive conclusion. Schnittke’s conclusion is functional rather than celebratory. 

It is presented as an opposition to the rest of the movement that allows both the 

symbolic evil and the evil of disorder to be perceived in context. 
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MOVEMENT 4 – TOWARDS AN OPEN UNITY 

 

The issue of formal closure is highly problematic for the dialogic novel as the genre 

always seeks to relativise and mediate the authority of structurally defining 

principles. Bakhtin was forced into a compromised position in his discussion of 

openness and textual boundaries in Dostoevsky. The principle of unfinalizability is, 

according to Bakhtin, to be found everywhere in Dostoevsky’s works apart from in 

his endings. Bakhtin maintains that, while the rest of Dostoevsky’s literary devices 

are innovative and sufficient to the project of the dialogic novel, the endings are 

either conventional to the point of redundancy, or simply omitted: 

 

We…observe in Dostoevsky’s novels a unique conflict between the internal 
open-endedness of the characters and dialogue, and the external (in most 
cases compositional and thematic) completedness of every individual novel. 
We cannot go deeply into this difficult problem here. We will say only that 
almost all of Dostoevsky’s novels have a conventionally literary, 
conventionally monologic ending (especially characteristic in this respect is 
Crime and Punishment). In essence only The Brothers Karamazov has a 
completely polyphonic ending, but precisely for that reason, from the 
ordinary (that is, monologic) point of view, the novel remained 
uncompleted.57

 

Despite Bakhtin’s optimistic efforts to defend the essence of the dialogic novel 

against the monologising effects of the conventional ending, his theory of dialogic 

form is seriously compromised by the admission. The distinctions he draws 

between the internal and the external aspects of a novel and between the dialogic 

and the compositional impulses behind it are at odds with everything else he says 

about the nature of novelistic dialogue. 

The fundamental incompatibility of dialogue and textuality stems from the 

fact that dialogue does not admit of any temporal limitations. The dialogic nature of 

human interaction implies that all communication is part of a potentially infinite 

chain of address and response. A novel can reproduce the texture of dialogic 

interaction, but its status as a text means that boundaries are an intrinsic part of its 

                                                 
57 Bakhtin, M.M., 1984: Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics pp.39-40. 
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identity. For Bakhtin, the ultimate compositional goal for a (literary) novel is what 

he describes as ‘open unity’58 whereby a coherent structure is achieved that does 

not compromise the work’s constituent dialogue. The most problematic issues for 

open unity are the beginning and ending of a work. The text must begin and end, 

but it can neither rely on traditional (monological) devices that would emphasise the 

work’s opening and close as structural certainties from which the rest of the 

narrative hangs, nor can it do away with them all together because of the artistic 

requirement for a sense of completness. For Bakhtin, open unity is an ideal status to 

which Dostoevsky’s works aspire but which they never fully achieve. 

The polystylistic symphony as musical novel may have some advantages in 

this respect. The nature of dialogue in music is more abstract, as is the concept of a 

work’s subject. The goal of open unity is deeply paradoxical, and this is the reason 

for its apparent unattainability in literature. Music is better able to sustain paradoxes 

of both identity and form, and for this reason the musical novel can come closer 

than its literary counterpart to this structural ideal. 

 Schnittke’s approach to the issue of closure in this fourth movement is 

innovative, although it draws on a number of important precedents from the history 

of Austro-German music. The most important of these is the music of Alban Berg, 

which often uses similar musical devices to mediate the architectonic significance 

of its closing gestures. Adorno recognised the significance of this approach in 

Berg’s music, and linked it to an even earlier precedent from the German canon: 

 

The way the end of [Schumann’s] C major Fantasy [Op.17, (1836-8)] opens 
into infinity, yet without transfiguring itself to the point of redemption, 
indeed, even without reference to itself: that anticipates the innermost 
essence of Berg’s tone.59  

 

The last page of Schumann’s Op.17 is shown in example 3.17. It is clear that the 

work resists the affirmation embodied in the traditional cadential formulae of the 

Classical period, yet the ending is fully functional in that an appropriate sense of  

                                                 
58 Bakhtin.M.M., 1986: Speech Genres and other Late Essays (introduction (Holquist)) p.x. 
59 Adorno, Theodor W., 1991: Alban Berg: Master of the Smallest Link, trans. (with introduction and 
annotation) by Juliane Brand and Christopher Hailey (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press) p.5. 
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EXAMPLE 3.17 – SCHUMANN, FANTASIA Op. 17, LAST PAGE 
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closure is achieved. Adorno sees Berg’s ability to create similar endings as an issue 

not only of textuality, but as the essence of the composer’s ‘tone’. Berg’s music 

communicates a sense of truthfulness (to Adorno at least) through an appropriate 

attitude to its own textual limits. Schumann’s Op.17 is a rare predecessor in that it 

does not unduly celebrate itself through excessive concluding gestures. 

 Berg’s non-affirmative conclusions give the impression of striving towards a 

concept of textual open unity that is very similar to Bakhtin’s. There are a number 

of novelistic aspects to Berg’s music that distinguish his work from that of 

Schoenberg and Webern. Unlike them he found scope within the serial technique 

for stylistic diversity and other centrifugal tendencies that can be linked to 

novelistic openness. The (occasional) use of quotations, multiple series and musical 

monograms all contribute to a sense of openness, and non-affirmative closing 

gestures allow this openness to be reflected in the form. The ideal of an open unity 

is never fully achieved, however. In the Chamber Concerto (1923-5) for example 

(see example 3.18), the finale’s complex contrapuntal textures are cut short and the 

work avoids resolution by instead dissipating in a succession of isolated and 

diminishing motivic fragments. The Lyric Suite (1925-6) (example 3.19) avoids 

affirmative conclusion by simply tailing off. Adorno defends this ending by saying 

that it acknowledges the impossibility of a conclusion by not concluding and 

therefore revealing the paradox for what it is: 

 

Since the end of tonality and the formal genres bound up with it, the most 
difficult question, just as in drama, has become how to conclude. The formal 
design itself no longer guarantees a definite end, and cessation based purely 
on the individual compositional context almost always carries with it the 
taint of randomness, as if the piece had just broken off and could as easily 
keep going. The extent to which Berg’s imagination was preoccupied with 
that question is demonstrated in the Lyric Suite, which forsakes a conclusion 
and divines the shape of the ending out of that very impossibility.60

 

Adorno has a certain ideological motivation in emphasising Berg’s lack of 

affirmation, and this is related to his extreme notions about dialectics. Raymond 

Geuss writes: 

                                                 
60 Ibid., p.103. 
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EXAMPLE 3.18 – BERG CHAMBER CONCERTO, LAST 3 BARS 

 

 



135 

EXAMPLE 3.19 – BERG LYRIC SUITE, LAST 8 BARS 
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As Adorno repeatedly emphasises, he is engaged in ‘dialectics’ – in what he 
later came to call ‘negative dialectics’ – and such a dialectic is a corkscrew 
that is in principle indefinitely further extensible. What assertion one makes 
depends on where one is in the dialectical process.61

 

…such a dialectic is the expression of free human subjectivity. The end of 
the dialectic would be a kind of mental (and emotional) death.62

 

The relationship between indefinite dialectics and dialogic unfinalizability is closer 

than it might at first seem. Like Bakhtin, Adorno understands the potential 

infinitude of his process as an aspect of the free will of the individual. The major 

difference between Adorno’s dialectics and Bakhtin’s dialogics when applied to 

music is that Adorno refuses to acknowledge music’s socially conditioned 

relativity, insisting instead that it aspires to permanent, impersonal truths. For 

Bakhtin all art (and, indeed, all knowledge) has a social character, which is 

distorted if its interpersonal status is ignored. Nevertheless, Adorno’s arguments 

about Berg are useful because he shows how Berg circumvents the (epic) Classical 

strictures of form, and does so from within the Austro-German tradition. (It should 

also be noted that Adorno developed a theory about the musical novel which he 

applies to the symphonies of Mahler, Chapter 5 will deal with this in detail.) 

 

SCHNITTKE AND BERG 

A range of cultural and artistic affinities links Schnittke’s music with that of Berg. 

Schnittke’s thorough knowledge of Berg’s music was aided by a number of 

enthusiastic writers and teachers in Moscow in the 1960s and 70s. The most 

significant of these was the Romanian musicologist Philip Herschkowitz (1906-

1989) who had himself studied with Berg and had in later life taken up residence in 

Moscow. Although he published little, his influence on musical life was profound, 

and his dissemination of the music of the Second Viennese School ensured a place 

                                                 
61 Geuss, Raymond, 1997: ‘Berg and Adorno’ in The Cambridge Companion to Berg, ed. Anthony 
Pople (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press) pp.45-6. 
62 Ibid. p.46. 
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for it in Russian musical culture.63 Schnittke was also influenced by the 

musicologist Mikhail Tarakanov, whose 1976 monograph on Berg64 was the most 

significant work of Berg scholarship in the Russian language up to that point. 

Berg’s position at the very end of the history of Austro-German 

Romanticism forms a direct link to the aesthetics of Schnittke’s musical novel. The 

combination in Berg’s music of Romantic sensibility with post-tonal compositional 

technique is an important precedent for the expressive, yet contemporary sound that 

Schnittke seeks in his symphonies. Mahler is also important in this respect, and 

Berg, like Schnittke, was open about the debt his music owed to Mahler’s 

symphonies. This is best demonstrated in Berg’s Three Pieces for Orchestra Op. 6 

(1914-15) in which he makes a conscious effort to continue Mahler’s orchestral 

style. Berg, unlike Mahler, completely rejected tonality and his music is therefore 

freed from the constraints of a single hierarchical system of pitch organisation and 

is therefore better able to create a novelistic interaction of voices and styles. The 

novelistic tendencies in Mahler’s music amount to structural innovation through 

stylistic interaction, but Mahler was never able to create a full stylistic dialogue in 

his work because of the monologic certainties of tonality. Berg’s music, by contrast, 

can use references to tonality without being bound to the tonal system as a 

determining structural force. Serialism is also capable of imposing a monologic 

authority on the style of a work, and Berg (in contrast to his colleagues) was also 

able to limit this determinacy. The combination of discreet musical hierarchies is 

therefore of primary importance to the development of the musical novel in Berg’s 

music. 

 Schnittke was also attracted to Berg’s association with Vienna. Schnittke 

lived in Vienna as a child, and in his adult life the city became his principal point of 

reference in the German-speaking world. Berg’s music, as a symbol of Viennese 

culture, therefore took on links to the whole of Austro-German culture. The fourth 

movement of the Third Symphony uses the music of Berg as its principal stylistic 

                                                 
63 The life, work and influence of Herschkowitz are discussed in more detail by Dimitri Smirov in  
Smirnov, D., 2003: A Geometer of Sound Crystals: a Book on Philip Herschkowitz (Berlin: Verlag 
Ernst Kuhn). 
64 Tarakanov, M., 1976: Muzykal'nyi teatr Al'bana Berga [The Musical Theatre of Alban Berg] 
(Moscow: Sovetskii komozitor). 
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 reference, and this can be related to both aspects of Berg’s legacy to Schnittke. The 

interactions of musical hierarchies in Berg’s music are an important model for 

Schnittke’s novelised symphonism, while the evocation of Austro-German culture 

that Schnittke hears in Berg’s music links directly to the symphony’s dedication to 

the German symphonic tradition. 

 

INTERACTING HIERARCHIES 

The fourth movement of the Third Symphony retains a dialogic character through 

the interaction of discrete musical systems. The structural authority of each is 

relativised by this plurality, with the result that no single system can achieve a 

monologic resolution on its own terms. The musical language of the movement is 

dialogic throughout, and so the conclusion to which it continually strives must also 

have a dialogic character. Schnittke describes the stylistic interaction in the 

movement thus: 

 

The best dissonant notes to accompany triads always appear as overtones. 
This is what happens in the last movement of my Third Symphony. 
Monograms become triads and above them is created a monogram series. 
This creates the impression of both tonal and post-tonal musics – a principle 
that is taken from Berg’s Violin Concerto, with the difference that here the 
atonal counterpoint is based not on extrapolated notes, but on monograms.65

 

The links to Berg’s music and in particular to his Violin Concerto are made explicit 

here, although there are a number of other connections that Schnittke does not 

mention. The use of monograms is an important part of Berg’s musical symbolism. 

Berg never uses them as thoroughly as in Schnittke’s Third Symphony (and he does 

not use them at all in his Violin Concerto), but when he does, as in the Chamber 

Concerto and the Lyric Suite for example, he displays a similar faith in their 

potential for symbolic meaning. (This is also an important link to the legacy of 

Schumann, whose musical monograms must surely have influenced Berg, if not 

Schnittke.) Links to Berg’s Violin Concerto are more technical than associative; it 

is the interaction of tonality and serialism that is of primary interest to Schnittke. 

                                                 
65 Ivashkin, A., 2003: Besedi s Al’fredom Shnitke (2nd ed.) p.64 (my translation). 
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However, there are two specific references to the concerto in Schnittke’s 

movement; the first is at fig. 5 (see examples 3.20 and 3.21) where a reference is 

heard to the opening of the concerto with a solo violin arpeggio accompanied by a 

steady crotchet bass line. The other reference to the concerto relates to the Bach 

chorale Es ist genug that Berg incorporates. This reference comes towards the end 

of the movement (after fig. 30, see examples 3.22 and 3.23) where Schnittke 

imitates both the timbral change from strings to wind (although Schnittke uses brass 

rather than woodwind) and the circle of fifths progression in the first three chords of 

the Bach. This reference is significant because it is one of the many closing gestures 

in Schnittke’s movement, and the concept of mediated closure is something that 

Schnittke is attempting to take from Berg. In Berg’s Concerto, the Bach chorale is 

stated but is then rationalised according to both tonal and serial logic, and so its 

transcendental power is limited through contextualisation. Schnittke extends this 

relativising principle in his fourth movement by increasing the number of discrete 

rationalising principles. Like Berg, he uses both tonality and serialism, but he also 

makes extensive use of monograms and of the harmonic series. All four of these 

musical principles operate independently, and the movement aims at a resolution in 

which that independence is maintained: 

 

A nonmonologic unity joins but does not merge several “semantic 
authorities,” each of which could be capable of endowing a monologic work 
with a monologic unity. Polyphony66 in other words, achieves a unity of 
several potential unities.67

 

This is how the principle of open unity is approached. In order to create a truly 

dialogic conclusion, Schnittke aims for a consensus among independent positions 

rather than the imposition of a single finalising authority. 

 

 

                                                 
66 see Chapter 2 for a discussion of the problems of returning Bakhtin’s musical analogies to music. 
‘Heteroglossia’ would perhaps be a less confusing equivalent here. 
67 Morson, G.S. and Emerson,C., 1990: Mikhail Bakhtin: Creation of a Prosaics p.254. 
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EXAMPLE 3.20 – BERG VIOLIN CONCERTO, OPENING 

 
EXAMPLE 3.21 – SCHNITTKE, SYMPHONY NO.3  MOVT.4, FIG. 5 
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EXAMPLE 3.22 - BERG VIOLIN CONCERTO, BAR 84 (EXTRACT) 

 
 

EXAMPLE 3.23 – SCHNITTKE SYMPHONY NO.3, MOVT.4, 2 BARS AFTER 

FIG.30 (EXTRACT) 
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THE STRUGGLE FOR CLOSURE 

The issue of closure is the overriding preoccupation of the whole of the fourth 

movement. The open unity that it seeks for the symphony is at odds with the epic 

aspect of the German traditions upon which it is based, and so the movement 

continually struggles to maintain openness in the face of the finalising gestures it 

references. This is achieved through emphasising the diversity inherent in the 

German symphonic tradition. Tonality, serialism and symbolism all have important 

connections within the history of German music, but it is the distinctions between 

them that Schnittke stresses. Their respective powers for closure in particular are 

shown to be their least compatible attributes, and closure within one system is 

always mediated by continuation in another. The primary closure system in tonality 

is the cadence, but this is compromised through the circle of fifths which never 

allows for any single chord to be considered as a permanent tonic. The serial 

techniques in the movement treat the total chromatic set as a point of completion, 

but the music hardly ever emphasises the points at which such completion is 

achieved. Symbolically, the movement uses a series of monograms to indicate 

completion and to link the end of the movement with the beginning of the 

symphony, but this is often disrupted by orchestral textures that resist closure or 

stability. The greatest obstacle to monologic closure is the fact that the finalising 

rhetoric of each of these systems interacts, and so no single authority has the power 

to create a full resolution. The movement therefore takes the form of a dialogue, a 

dialogue of musical systems with closure as its subject. Every aspect of the 

movement evokes the concept of closure, but the actual achievement of that closure 

is continually deferred until a consensus is finally reached. 

 

The movement opens ambiguously as an attacca continuation from the end of the 

third movement. The issue of textual boundaries in the movement is therefore 

problematized from the outset. Issues of closure, and of competing authority, are 

also evident from the start (see example 3.24). The opening phrase contains tonal 

harmonies (in the lower strings), the B-A-C-H monogram (in the top line of cellos 

and then in the top line of violas) and some serial technique (in the upper strings). 



143 

All three aspects of the phrase contain within themselves elements of completion, 

and of unresolved incompletion. The tonal harmonies are all full triads in root 

position. Each of them therefore represents a completion of sorts. On the other 

hand, there is no tonal centre and no cadences, or even cadential allusions. The 

relationship between completeness and incompleteness is represented here as atonal 

diatonicism. The B-A-C-H monogram is often used by Schnittke as an indicator of 

completeness (it is used as such at the end of this movement and at the end of the 

Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5 and the Second Violin Sonata). It therefore 

carries with it a symbolic sense of completion. This is compromised by the fact that 

it is used repeatedly in the opening passage (up to 3 bars before figure 4) and that it 

is also the basis of the end of the third movement, which achieves a transition into 

this movement by gradually coalescing around the notes of the monogram. This use 

of the monogram is therefore unusual in Schnittke’s music because it aims to blur 

the distinction between movements rather than acting as the signifier of a structural 

boundary. 

 The violin parts in the first phrase also display competing attributes of 

completeness and incompleteness. The two books that have described this 

movement in detail (those by Kholopova and Chigareva68 and by Dzun Tiba69) both 

describe these lines as representing the names of Bach’s sons, with Johann Christian 

in the first violins, Carl Philipp Emanuel in the upper seconds and Wilhelm 

Friedman in the lower seconds. I find this unconvincing, principally because very 

few of the notes fit the letters of the names. Instead, I would suggest that Schnittke 

is demonstrating another form of compromised completion. Each of the 4 lines 

contains a separate 8-note series and the 8 notes of each series contain every pitch 

class apart from those in the B-A-C-H monogram. Schnittke is therefore applying 

the serial principle of completion (i.e. of the full chromatic) to the monogram that is 

played beneath. 

                                                 
68 Kolopova,V and Chigarava,E., 1990: Al’fred Shnitke. 
69 Tiba, D., 2002: Simfonicheskoe tvorchestvo Al’freda Shnitke. 
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EXAMPLE 3.24 – SCHNITTKE SYMPHONY NO.3, MOVT.4. OPENING 

(EXTRACT) 
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 The movement as a whole can be divided into two sections. The first section 

runs from the start to the movement’s climax at fig. 30. This is followed by an 

extended coda which begins at fig. 31. The main body of the movement is therefore 

the first of these two sections, which continues the textures and symbolism of the 

opening phrase. The textures are built around three types of music: tonal harmonies, 

ostinato figures, and monograms that are gradually extended into 12-note series. 

Figure 3.25 demonstrates the consistency of this approach and also shows how the 

three types of music are distributed amongst the instrumental groups in order to 

highlight their distinct identities through timbral separation. 

 The last 3 bars of example 3.24 show an important shaping device that is 

used throughout the main part of the movement. A phrase division is achieved by 

building up the texture, increasing the dynamics in all parts and imposing a brief 

rallentando. There is then a caesura before the music returns to a tempo and the 

following phrase commences. Kholopova and Chigareva relate this practise to 

choral textures and point out that the phrases divided in this way take on the 

character of choral strophes.70 This comparison demonstrates how an organic sense 

of phrasing is achieved. It also reflects the textural consistency of the main part of  

the movement with sustained tonal chords used in every bar. The repeated use of 

the textural phrase divisions is also a part of this consistency. The combination of 

rallentando, crescendo and textural build-up followed by a caesura and then a 

return to a tempo is also used at fig. 4, 2 bars after fig. 7, and figs. 9, 11, 16 and 19. 

The consistency of the approach gives the whole of the section the structural outline 

of a choral work. 

                                                 
70 Kholopova, V. and Chigareva, E. 1990: Al’fred Shnitke p.179. 
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FIGURE 3.25 – OUTLINE OF THE MAIN PART OF MOVT. 4 
(START – FIG. 27) 
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 The necessity of these textural phrase divisions derives from the 

combination of a preoccupation with closure and an aesthetic that eschews 

cadences. If the lack of cadences were allowed to prevent the music from having 

any phrase structure, the movement’s tendency towards closure would be lost, for, 

as Richard Taruskin writes: ‘without periodicity there can be no sense of arrival, 

and without a sense of arrival, there can be no ending.’71 The paradox of the open 

unity is played out in microcosm in these non-cadential phrase endings as the music 

requires localised closure but the dialogue between the structuring principles insists 

on mediation. Phrasing is achieved, but the music stresses the openness of this 

phrasing through the conspicuous absence of cadences. 

 The serial aspect of the opening passage of the work enacts another struggle 

towards completeness. The first melodic line in the movement to use all 12 pitch 

classes without any repetitions is (appropriately) the passage at fig. 5 (example 

3.21) that imitates the opening of Berg’s Violin Concerto. The music up to this 

point gives the impression of striving towards this goal. The first phrase, as was 

discussed above, uses 8-note rows that form the complement (in the pitch-class set 

theory sense) to the B-A-C-H monogram which accompanies them. At fig.2, the 

relationship between the chords and the melodic line is indebted more to the 

monograms than to any sense of pitch-class set completion. As example 3.26 

shows, the name spelled out is that of George Frederic Handel with his Christian 

names forming the melodic line and his surname appearing as the top notes of the 

accompanying chords. No sense of serial completion is suggested here, and the 

violins’ use of repeated notes on two occasions give the impression that serial 

aesthetics are a low priority. At fig.4 (example 3.27) the first complete 12-note row 

appears based on the name of Beethoven. The serial credentials of this row are 

compromised by both the appearance of repeated notes, and of a written-out turn 

figure between the first two notes which plays no part in the serial rationale. From 

fig.5 to the climax at fig. 27 the monogram/series all uphold the serial principle of 

using each of the 12 pitch classes before repeating any of them, but this opening 

passage gives the impression that that completeness has only been achieved through 

                                                 
71 Taruskin, Richard, 1996: Stravinsky and the Russian Traditions: a biography of the works through 
Mavra (2 vols) (Oxford: Oxford University Press) vol. 1, p.963. 
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struggle and that the serialism had to overcome the authority of the monogram 

system in order to properly function. 

 

EXAMPLE 3.26 – BASSOONS AND FIRST VIOLINS AT FIG. 2 
 

 
 

 
EXAMPLE 3.27 – FIRST VIOLINS AT FIG. 4 

 

 
 In the build up to the main climax at fig. 27 the number 12 is used as a 

numerological signifier of wholeness and completion. Schoenberg is an important 

precedent in this aspect of Schnittke’s numerology as he often applied the number 

to aspects of his work which could only benefit from the number’s associative links 

to completeness. In the title of Schoenberg’s opera Moses und Aron (1930-32), for 

example, one of the ‘A’s was taken from the standard spelling ‘Aaron’ in order that 

the title would contain 12 letters.72 In the Third Symphony, Schnittke uses the 

                                                 
72 Griffiths, Paul: ‘Numbers and music (5. From 1900)’, Grove Music Online ed. L. Macy (Accessed 
11/03/2007), <http://www.grovemusic.com>. 
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number 12 in a similarly symbolic way on a number of occasions. From fig. 19, the 

organ plays chords in a circle of fifths, effectively creating a continuous chain of 

plagal cadences. In each phrase the cycle runs through each of the 12 pitch-class 

roots for the chords. However, this process is denied any sense of tonal logic 

because the chords alternate between major and minor. Also, from the second cycle 

onwards (from fig. 21) the rate at which the chords change becomes erratic, 

preventing the chord sequence from stabilizing the phrase structure. The 

significance of this process is therefore as a symbolic rather than musically 

functional form of completeness. An important aspect of this symbolism is the fact 

that it is achieved through the combination of tonal and serial logic. It is a symbol 

of dialogic agreement then between competing structural systems. 

 Between figs. 25 and 27 (see example 3.28), the percussion and keyboards 

create another numerological model of completeness based on the number 12. They 

all play repeated notes or chords, each at a different speed. There are 12 different 

speeds used, and there is no musical logic as to why those speeds have been chosen. 

 The climax at fig. 27 uses the number 12 in a variety of different ways. The 

12 percussion speeds that were established in the previous passage continue, while 

all the other parts play the 12-note monogram/series from earlier in the movement. 

There are 60 (12 x 5) different parts and the passage lasts for 12 bars. This climax 

marks the conclusion to the monogram/series partnership in the movement, for the 

rest of the movement the monograms are used without being extended into 12-note 

series. The climax can therefore be understood as an attempt to maximise the 

finalising potential of the serial system. This has both a practical and a symbolic 

dimension. The practical side involves using all of the series that have been heard 

up to that point simultaneously, while the symbolic side takes the number 12 as a 

numerological foundation of the system and applies its finalising power to other 

aspects of the music. Serialism plays no part in the remainder of the movement 

because of its excessively autonomous structuring principles. In the music that 

follows a meeting point between the other systems (principally the monograms and 

the harmonic series) is approached, but this would be impossible if serial principles 

continued to be applied to the music. This climax is therefore the culmination of the 

serialism’s aspirations for structural control of the movement, but as the strength of 
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EXAMPLE 3.28 – MOVT. 4, PERCUSSION AND KEYBOARDS FROM 3 
AFTER 25 
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this control would tend towards autonomy and monologism, the movement’s 

dialogue must renounce it in favour of more compatible structuring principles.

 The coda that follows this climax uses the concept of return as a finalizing 

gesture. One aspect of this finalization is the idea of symmetry with the closure of 

the work suggested by parallels to the opening. A relationship to the earlier 

movements is also important in this process as the last movement can enact a 

closure upon the whole work only by demonstrating that it is itself an integral part 

of the work. Earlier parts of this chapter have demonstrated the diversity of the 

individual movements of the Third Symphony. The idea of the German symphonic 

tradition is evoked and explored in each, but the ways in which this happens are 

very different from one movement to the next. By making explicit links to all of 

these earlier movements the fourth movement links unity of intent with diversity of 

realisation. In other words, the act of concluding the work by linking these diverse 

movements together is only possible in the context of an open unity. 

 The idea of creating formal unity through symmetry is made explicit by the 

fact that the previous three movements are alluded to in reverse order. The link to 

the third movement is more textural than thematic as the fourth movement 

replicates the process of transition from the climax of the third to the opening of the 

fourth. This ending in the third movement involved an orchestral tutti with 18 

different lines of counterpoint gradually reducing in intensity and complexity until 

all the remaining parts each played the B-A-C-H monogram, but without rhythmic 

unison. This is exactly what happens after the climax of the fourth movement with 

the monogram appearing between figs. 28 and 29. The process of temporal 

reflection therefore starts with a small step, only initially going back as far as the 

end of the third movement. 

 At two bars after fig. 30 the coda proper begins. This passage is 

characterised by stretto canon in the strings accompanying brass chorale 

interjections. Three themes are used, all of which are taken from the second 

movement. The strings initially play the second movement’s opening Mozart theme 

and later (at 1 bar after 34) move to the transitional arpeggio theme first heard in the 

second movement at fig. 10. The brass meanwhile repeatedly play the circle of 

fifths fanfare first heard in the second movement at fig. 4. The appearance of these 
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themes suggests both closure and deferment. The closure comes from the sense that 

the music is returning to the start through a symmetrical act of rounding off. There 

is also a sense of Brucknerian closure in this passage. As with the finales of 

Bruckner’s Fifth and Eighth Symphonies (1875-76 and 1884-87), a sense of closure 

is suggested by the fact that themes from earlier movements are combined with 

brass chorales in order to create a sense of spiritual transcendence for that earlier 

music, and therefore for the symphony as a whole. This connection with Bruckner 

suggests a link with the German symphonic tradition, but the idea of marking the 

temporal boundaries of a work with liturgical allusions is also relevant to many of 

Schnittke’s large-scale works. The use of bells at the opening and close of works 

(even nominally secular works such as the one) is a distinctive trait in Schnittke’s 

music. 

 The deferment of closure that is implicit in this passage from fig. 30 derives 

from the fact that the Mozart theme and the chorale theme are both based on the 

circle of fifths. The music continually suggests plagal cadences, but the concept of 

tonality is only suggested through the use of these chord progressions; no actual 

tonal centre is suggested and so no tonal resolution is possible. 

 The next path towards resolution that the music follows is within the logic 

of the monograms. The brass continue moving through the circle of fifths in their 

chorale until fig. 35. At this point they move towards the monogram that spells 

Deutschland (D,E,Eb,C,B,A). This monogram is significant because it was last 

heard in the first movement and so the process of return through the movements is 

approaching a sense of conclusion by having reached the opening movement. 

However, the monogram itself is not presented in a complete form at this stage. At 

fig. 35, only the first three notes are heard in the brass (i.e. D,E,Eb). At fig. 36 this is 

augmented to the first five notes (in the first horn, first trumpet and first trombone) 

and is then heard in a four-note form at fig. 37 and in a five-note form at fig. 38. 

The complete version of the monogram is withheld after this as a number of other 

aspects of the first movement return at fig. 39. The first of these is the undertone 

theme from the end of the first movement (heard in the first movement at fig. 47). 

The concept of formal reflection is played out here by the fact that the end of the 
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first movement is evoked before the beginning i.e. the undertone theme precedes 

the overtone theme. 

 At 1 bar after fig. 39, the Erde monogram (E,D,D,E) is heard. This was the 

first monogram to appear in the entire symphony (at fig. 5 in the first movement) 

and so a sense of imminent conclusion is suggested by its presence. Kholopova and 

Chigareva say that the way in which this monogram appears creates inevitable 

associations with Mahler’s Das Lied von der Erde.73 The atmosphere of conclusion 

through calm resignation in the last movement of that cycle does seem to resonate 

with this passage, as does the obsession with ending that is the essence of Mahler’s 

Der Abschied song. 

 Bells herald a ritualistic conclusion at fig. 40. More specifically, the 

instruments that are used are the vibraphone, marimba and tubular bells. These offer 

the timbral combination necessary to evoke both the striking accent of tolling bells 

and the metallic resonance. Just as significantly, the notes these instruments play 

spell out the Deutschland monogram, this time in its complete form. This creates a 

symbolic form of completeness as it resolves the inconclusive fragments of the 

monogram in the brass earlier in the movement. It also forms a strong link to the 

opening of the first movement as it was one of the earliest monograms to be heard 

(at fig. 6). 

 In the final pages of the symphony the issue of interacting structural 

hierarchies once again becomes prominent. The work achieves open unity through 

the fact that its final resolution is the result of an agreement between hierarchies as 

opposed to the imposition of a single finalising system. The agreement is between 

the monograms and the harmonic series. This also links to the opening of the 

symphony where the monograms grew out of the higher partials of the harmonic 

series. At both the beginning and the end of the work, the monograms representing 

Erde, Deutschland and Bach are of the greatest significance, partly because of the 

symbolic value of the three words, but also because they fit into the harmonic series 

of C (apart from Deutschland, but its significance here derives from the fact that its 

first two notes are part of that series). The opening of the work used this 

                                                 
73 Kholopova, V. and Chigareva, E., 1990: Al’fred Shnitke p.180. 
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relationship as a metaphor for the interrelationship between German culture and the 

German understanding of nature (see above). 

 The final two pages of the work (see example 3.29) constitute a flute solo 

accompanied by a C harmonic series expanding upwardly from its root to cover the 

whole of the lower strings. The flute begins (at fig. 41) with the overtone theme 

from the start of the first movement, signifying the full symmetrical return to the 

opening. The theme is made up exclusively of notes from the (tempered) harmonic 

series of C and so it fits into the harmonic series which is forming beneath it in the 

strings. At fig. 42, it plays the B-A-C-H monogram, and this too is a constituent 

element of the series. The significance of this moment is the fact that no conflict 

arises between the harmonic significance of the notes and the symbolic significance 

of their names. The presence of each note can be justified through either system 

without any need to make allowances for the other. 

 For Bakhtin, the possibility of two different interpretations of the same 

event, or the same utterance is the primary condition for dialogue, and, by 

extension, for the truthful representation of reality in art. The dialogic nature of this 

event at the end of Schnittke’s Symphony is the result of the fact that two distinct 

meanings are suggested for a single event. Simultaneity is the basis of dialogue and 

the basis, for Bakhtin, of any true understanding. And the possibility for 

simultaneous co-existence is (in his interpretation of Dostoevsky) the primary 

indicator of what is essential, and what is not: 

 

To get one’s bearings is to guess at interrelationships in the cross section of 
a single moment.74

 

The possibility of simultaneous coexistence, the possibility of being side by 
side or one against the other, is for Dostoevsky almost a criterion for 
distinguishing the essential from the nonessential. Only such things as can 
conceivably be linked together at a single point in time are essential and are 
incorporated into Dostoevsky’s world: such things can be carried over into 
eternity, for in eternity, according to Dostoevsky, all is simultaneous, 
everything coexists.75

 

                                                 
74 Bakhtin, M.M., 1984: Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics p.28. 
75 Ibid., p.29. 
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EXAMPLE 3.29 – MOVT 4, ENDING 
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Schnittke has reduced the sophisticated semantic structures that have been the basis 

of the entire symphony down to the ones with which he started. The harmonic series 

and the monograms create interaction between nature and culture ‘in the cross 

section of a single moment’ and thereby demonstrate how both are essential through 

that interrelationship. 

 But this is not the end of the work, at fig. 43, the flute moves up to a C# and 

therefore moves outside of the symbolism of the monogram. The C# is still part of 

the tempered harmonic series – Kholopova and Chigareva identify it as the 17th 

harmonic.76

The meaning of this final act is somewhat ambiguous. In terms of the 

symmetrical process of return throughout this coda it links to the fact that the initial 

representation of nature (the overtone theme) preceded that of culture (the 

monograms) and so this is being duly reflected by the continuation of the overtone 

scheme after the conclusion of the final monogram. 

Another possible interpretation is that this is an allusion to the final page of 

the Berg Violin Concerto (see example 3.30). In both endings the final two notes of 

the solo instrument are an ascending whole tone step played very quietly and very 

high. As was discussed above, the primary reason why Berg’s music is a model for 

Schnittke’s novelistic unities is his music’s ability to ‘open...into infinity, yet 

without transfiguring itself to the point of redemption.’77 Again, the fact that the 

two equally credible interpretations of this final act are both possible and suggested 

by the work itself creates the sense of both openness and coherence. The coherency 

is based on the fact that both interpretations link to fundamental semantic issues that 

have been of continuous importance throughout the work. The openness relates to 

the fact that, even at this final moment, we as listeners are compelled to actively 

interpret what we hear. 

 

                                                 
76 Kholopova, V. and Chigareva, E., 1990: Al’fred Shnitke p.186. 
77 Adorno, T., 1991: Alban Berg p.5. 
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EXAMPLE 3.30 – BERG VIOLIN CONCERTO, LAST 4 BARS 
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CHAPTER 4 - THE FOURTH SYMPHONY: 

AN INTERNAL DIALOGUE 

 

 

SCHNITTKE’S FAITH AND THE PROBLEM OF AFFILIATION 

 

In the Fourth Symphony, issues of personal identity and cultural placement are 

considered from a religious perspective. Schnittke was never a regular church-goer, 

yet his Christian faith was strongly influenced by the liturgical traditions of a 

number of churches, most notably the Roman Catholic and the Russian Orthodox. 

For Schnittke, these influences had both spiritual and cultural dimensions. He 

considered the underlying essence of each liturgical tradition to be basically the 

same, and the differences to be more superficial, issues of aesthetics and language 

only.1 The Fourth Symphony seeks to reconcile these differences and in doing so 

express a deeper core of unity and agreement. Schnittke treats the Christian Church 

as a metaphor for his own sense of identity; both aspire to a consolidated singular 

status in the face of potentially overwhelming cultural and ethnic diversity. 

 The symphony takes a comparative approach to liturgical traditions and can 

be understood as a product of the composer’s efforts to establish a sense of personal 

and spiritual identity through affiliation to a church. It can also be taken as a broader 

commentary on the way that the apparent cultural differences between peoples are 

more superficial than they seem, and that the dialogic interaction of cultures can 

lead to a fuller understanding of shared common values. 

My primary concern in this chapter is to show how the resulting work is 

profoundly novelistic. It acknowledges the plurality of cultures, opinions and styles 

                                                           
1 ‘At a religious service I experience not only the joy of being there but also a feeling of depression – 
from the fact that during a long ceremony there may be ten-minute periods that are exciting but also 
other ten-minute periods that are just empty, when one is present only in a formal way. But religious 
faith never loses its basic qualities. And these are to be found in the fact that you have a sense, through 
all the imprecise words, the numerous translations, all the explanations of ritual, all the unreliable 
stories about them, all the false and incorrect interpretations – through all of these you sense the 
original meaning, derived not from a limited conscious mind that creates systems but from something 
limitless, like the words of Saint Francis or Saint John. In the naiveté something infinite is preserved. 
In spite of the unconvincing words, there seems to remain something invisible, what is most 
important, what is basic. So I am ready to submit to any ritualistic discipline, since I detect shining 
through it not the precision of every moment but the very basis of religious belief.’ (Schnittke, A., 
2002: A Schnittke Reader p.8). 
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in the modern world, but it continually resists the implication that cultural relativism 

and agnostic apathy are the only possible responses. This is the inner tension in the 

Fourth Symphony, a novelistic tension that can be understood both in the personal 

sense of the composer communicating his need for a sense of identity amid a range 

of possible cultural and religious contexts, and on a broader level, as the need for all 

people to maintain a singular ethical standpoint despite the apparently pluralized 

and revitalized cultures in which they live. 

 Schnittke’s feeling of spiritual detachment was, at least in part, a result of his 

parents’ communist-inspired atheism. Neither of them had any strong connection 

with the spiritual traditions of their families. For Schnittke himself this was 

compounded by the separate cultures from which his parents came; his father was a 

Jew and his mother a German Catholic. Schnittke spent most of his adult life in the 

officially secular Soviet Union, but the major underground religion was the Russian 

Orthodox Church, which steadfastly resisted the authorities’ efforts to remove it 

from its central position in Russian culture. Schnittke therefore felt pulled in three 

different directions. In the end it was the Orthodox and the Catholic that were to 

become the most influential, the Orthodox presumably because of its central 

position in Russian spiritual life, and the Catholic, partly through the traditions of 

his mother’s family, but more importantly because of the influence of his childhood 

years in Vienna. He returned to Vienna in 1982 to be baptised into the Catholic 

Church, although even after this he continued to make confession to an Orthodox 

priest when in Russia.2 After moving to Germany in 1990 he paradoxically felt a 

stronger affiliation to Orthodoxy than to Catholicism and in 1996 was received into 

the Orthodox communion.3

 Schnittke’s efforts to align himself with the liturgical cultures of various 

churches represent the spiritual dimension of his lifelong quest for personal and 

cultural identity. Different church traditions had strong associations for him with 

different aspects of his cultural makeup, and a true sense of affiliation to a single 

church was problematic because of the plurality of his own roots. The issues at stake 

are both spiritual and cultural. Schnittke’s approach in the Fourth Symphony is a 

novelistic deconstruction of the liturgical music of four church traditions. As with 

all of Schnittke’s symphonic novels, a dialogue is achieved by removing these 

                                                           
2 Ivashkin, A., 1996: Alfred Schnittke, p.160. 
3 This was related to Alexander Ivashkin by Schnittke’s widow after his death. 
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languages from their insulated and privileged contexts and forcing them to interact 

in close proximity. The goal is consensus, a dialogic sense of agreement where 

similarities of intent can be highlighted without compromising the independence or 

credibility of any of the stylistic/cultural positions. The consensus that the 

symphony strives towards is a common understanding of liturgical ritual. The rituals 

of all of the churches have apparent differences, but Schnittke attempts to show that 

these differences are superficial and that the ritual aspect of each of the traditions is 

fundamentally the same. 

 

 

DIALOGUE IN THE FOURTH SYMPHONY 

 

DIALOGIC STRUCTURE THROUGH ARCHITECTONIC PLURALITY 

A fundamental part of Bakhtin’s dialogic theory is the idea that when dialogue is 

present in an artistic medium it imposes a dialogic structure. In The Formal Method 

in Literary Scholarship4 the role of architectonics in this system is carefully 

specified. These are non-dialogic structuring principles that shape the literary work. 

Narrative is an important architectonic principle in literature, as are the rhetorical 

formulations associated with closure. Bakhtin emphasises that architectonics are 

imposed onto the constituent dialogue of the novel and are therefore separate from 

the immanent dialogic structure that the interaction of voices creates. Dialogic 

literature (and by extension, all dialogic art) must seek to limit the significance of its 

architectonic structure in order that the dialogue can formulate itself according to its 

own principles. 

 The Fourth Symphony is a thoroughly dialogic work and the formal 

significance of its constituent dialogue is evident throughout. Schnittke achieves a 

mediation of the work’s architectonics by imposing two separate formal models. He 

thereby insures that neither model can impose a monologic authority on the work, 

with the result that every formal juncture is the result of dialogic interaction 

between independent ordering principles. The two structural models that Schnittke 

                                                           
4 Bakhtin, M.M./Medvedev, P.N., 1978: The Formal Method in Literary Scholarship. The credited 
author of this book is P. N. Medvedev, a member of the Bakhtin circle in the 1920s. However, it is 
now widely believed that a substantial part, if not the entirety of the work was written by Bakhtin 
himself. See chapter 2 for a discussion of this issue. 
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 imposes on the work are both based on Christian traditions. One is the Rosary 

prayer sequence that is most strongly associated with the Catholic Church;5 the 

other is the interaction of musics derived from four liturgical traditions, those of the 

Protestant, Catholic and Russian Orthodox Churches and chant associated with the 

Jewish Synagogue. These two ordering systems also demonstrate the 

interrelationship between the personal and the social in the work. The Rosary is an 

aspect of the Catholic faith that Schnittke had recently aligned himself with, while 

the interaction of different liturgical traditions has a more social dimension with the 

dialogic confluences and consensuses that Schnittke suggests between the musics 

relating to a unity between different cultures and peoples. 

  The architectonic plurality at the heart of the work is the result of a great 

deal of pre-compositional planning. Schnittke characterised the Fourth Symphony 

and the Third Concerto Grosso (1985) as ‘calculated’ compositions6 saying that the 

way in which he wrote these works was markedly different from his usual 

compositional method. The dialogue in the work also demonstrates this highly 

cognitive compositional approach. The simple model of dialogue as the alternation 

of two speaking voices is wholly inappropriate to the Fourth Symphony. Instead, the 

musical language and stylistic profile at any point in the work is the result of what 

Bakhtin would describe as ‘internally dialogised’ discourse. The interaction between 

liturgical styles is a synchronic aspect of every intonation in the work, as is the 

interaction of architectonic principles. The symphony emphasises both unity and 

heterogeneity and encourages the listener to interpret the work in a number of 

different ways, and then to consider the relationship between those different 

meanings. 

 

THE ROSARY 

The rosary prayer cycle is an important tradition within the Catholic Church. The 

cycle consists of 15 prayers divided into three sets of five. Each of these prayers 

involves reciting a decade of Hail Marys while contemplating an event from the life 

of the Virgin Mary (known as a mystery). The decades are counted with the aid of a 

set of beads called a chaplet. The chaplet consists of 50 small beads divided into  

                                                           
5 Similar traditions also exist in other Christian denominations and even in Judaism and Islam, but 
these are considerably less developed than the Catholic prayer sequence. 
6 Ivashkin, A., 2003: Besedi s Al’fredom Shnitke (2nd ed.) p.51. 



 
162

tens by four large beads and a crucifix (see fig. 4.1). This is because in one sitting, 

only one third of the cycle is usually recited (i.e. five mysteries). These three groups 

of five are called ‘the joyful mysteries’, ‘the sorrowful mysteries’ and ‘the glorious 

mysteries’ respectively. 7

 An early precedent for the use of the rosary as a model for musical structure 

can be found in the work of Heinrich von Biber (1644-1704). Biber was associated 

with a group known as the ‘Salzburg Confraternity of the Rosary’ and composed a 

set of 16 violin sonatas called the ‘Mystery Sonatas’ (1674). The first 15 of these are 

named after the mysteries of the rosary while the 16th is a concluding passacaglia. 

These works are more famous today for their dramatic use of scordatura (the strings 

of the violin are retuned between each sonata), which makes them very difficult to 

perform. 

 While it is not known whether or not Schnittke knew these pieces, they make 

an interesting comparison to the use of the rosary in the Fourth Symphony. In both 

cases the prayer cycle is used in a secular context, and both composers use the 

prayers for structuring their works and linking their music to liturgical customs. 

However, Biber treats the events in the prayers very dramatically increasing the 

musical tension at dramatic points with progressively unusual string tuning. 

Schnittke, in contrast, never uses the story’s dramatic potential as the primary 

impetus for the music; rather the music is based on the idea of a prayerful 

contemplation of the events.  

The rosary prayer cycle is Schnittke’s principal structural model for the 

Fourth Symphony.8 Figure 4.2 shows the prayers as they were recited from memory 

by Schnittke to Alexander Ivashkin.9 The final column gives an idea of how these 

prayers correspond to the sections of the symphony. The dramatic aspect of this 

programme is mediated by two important factors. Firstly, the story concerns the life 

of Christ as experienced by the Virgin Mary. The events, and therefore the 

dramaturgy, are subordinate to the experiences of an individual within the story. 

Secondly, the prayers are reflections on mysteries. The narrative aspect of the cycle 

                                                           
7 Since the composition of the Fourth Symphony, Pope John Paul II introduced a further five 
mysteries into the rosary sequence. These are collectively known as the ‘Luminous Mysteries’ and 
where proposed in the encyclical Rosarium Virginis Mariae (2002) 
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/apost_letters/documents/hf_jp-
ii_apl_20021016_rosarium-virginis-mariae_en.html (last accessed 30/03/2006). 
8 Ivashkin, A., 2003: Besedi s Al’fredom Shnitke pp.62-63. 
9 Ibid. 
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is meant as an impetus for prayerful contemplation rather than as a recitation of the 

story itself.10

 

FIGURE 4.1 – A ROSARY CHAPLET 

 

 

 

 This is important for Schnittke because it means that the rosary aspect of the 

symphony’s structure is not a dramatic programme as such. It is a guide to the 

emotional areas through which the music moves. The rosary aspect of the symphony  

                                                           
10 A similarly mediated Gospel narrative is used in Schnittke’s Second Violin Concerto (1966). The 
Concerto is structured around the events of Christ’s life with specific instruments assigned to 
individual characters. The soloist represents Christ, the string ensemble the disciples and the wind and 
percussion the hostile crowd and soldiers. However, both works take a contemplative approach to 
their story-based structure and so avoid any sense of programmatic narration. (In Asaf’ev’s terms, the 
two works avoid ‘pictorial intonations’.) In the Second Violin Concerto the primary result of the 
affiliation of individual instruments to the characters of the story is that the double bass, as the 
representative of Judas, acts as an ‘anti-soloist’, a dark shadow which tails the solo violin. 
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FIGURE 4.2 

THE PRAYERS OF THE ROSARY WITH THE CORRESPONDING SECTIONS 

IN SCHNITTKE’S FOURTH SYMPHONY INDICATED  

(Sections in symphony suggested by Alexander Ivashkin based on discussions with 

the composer) 

 

1. JOYFUL MYSTERIES 

1. The Annunciation A-B 

2. The visitation of Mary to her cousin 

Elizabeth 

C 

3. The birth of Christ D 

4. Purification of Mary E 

5. The finding of Christ at the temple F 

2. SORROWFUL MYSTERIES 

6. Confrontation in the garden of 

Gethsemane 

G 

7. The arrest J-K 

8. The crowd mock Jesus L-M 

9. Jesus is crowned with thorns 

10. Crucifixion at Golgotha 

N-P 

3. GLORIOUS MYSTERIES 

11. The Resurrection Q 

12. The Ascension S 

13. The Holy Spirit descends on the 

apostles 

T 

14. The Assumption of Mary U 

15. The Crowning of the Virgin Mary in 

Celestial Glory 

V 
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 relates to the heard experience mainly on the level of the three-part joyful, 

sorrowful and glorious mysteries as the drama of the individual sections is 

subsumed by other structural or reflective issues. Nevertheless, there is an implied 

narrative in the prayer cycle. Despite the fact that the individual prayers are not 

dramatic concepts in themselves, they are ordered in such a way as to relate events 

from the life of Christ in chronological order. There is a sense of expectation in the 

first section, a sense of anxiety in the second section and a sense of triumph and 

completion in the final section. Three structural models are suggested by the rosary 

prayers, and each has some significance for the symphony’s structure. 

The Rosary’s three parts translate to an implied ternary, or even sonata, form 

in the symphony. This aspect of the work is articulated by the vocal soloists who 

sing at the start of the second and third sections, the tenor at figure H and the alto 

(countertenor) at figure 8911 (17 bars after figure P). This three-part structure is one 

of the more traditional symphonic aspects of the work. The drama of the work is 

concentrated in the central section, and so this three-part structure suggests a ternary 

form or even sonata form. This concept of symphonic structure is based purely on 

the work’s drama (i.e. it is expressed by textural means rather than thematic or tonal 

relationships), and as the dramatic aspect of the work is compromised, or at least 

mediated by other concerns, the ternary/sonata idea also becomes a background 

aspect of the structure. 

 There is also potential in the rosary format for a theme and variations 

structure. The symphony is based on four themes, each representing a different 

liturgical tradition. As with many of Schnittke’s works from the 1970s and 80s, the 

exposition of the themes only occurs at the end (see ex. 4.14 p.199). By presenting 

the four themes simultaneously in four-part counterpoint, their differences can be 

reconciled musically and a common origin suggested. Taking this final exposition, 

and the sectional structure of the piece into account, the work can be heard as a 

theme and variations structure with the theme occurring at the end. This is a very 

simple interpretation, but it accounts for the sectional structure and the thematic 

manipulation. There are also a number of analogies to the classical theme and 

variations concept: the prominence of the piano (a favourite instrument for sets of 

variations), the fact that there are 24 sections (a common number for sets of 

                                                           
11 There are two sets of rehearsal figures, numbers and letters. The letters generally represent the start 
of each of the structural sections while the numbers appear more regularly, every four or five bars.  
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variations) and the fact that one of the final sections (from figure S) is a fugue (a 

typical closing gesture for variation sets). However, the main relevance of the theme 

and variations model is that it allows for an extended structure based on much 

smaller musical units. An important aspect of the work’s formal outline is that the 

short sections have a specific dramatic character while the piece as a whole 

maintains a meditative, prayerful identity. The musical tradition of theme and 

variations is employed in the symphony as a way of separating these two structural 

levels. 

 The third and perhaps most significant structural format that Schnittke 

derives from the rosary is the palindrome.12 The rosary beads are strung together on 

a chaplet and so the first bead is connected to the last. This is paralleled in the 

symphony as the opening three-chord passage is identical to the closing music and, 

as is shown in figure 4.3, the rest of the work has characteristics of a palindromic 

structure. The connections between the passages in the first half and their 

corresponding reflections in the second are generally textural and the connections 

are much stronger in the outer sections than in the central part. This could be related 

to the idea that the palindrome is set up to connect the opening and closing of the 

work, as this is where the connections are strongest. 

 The idea of a palindromic structure is a serious compromise to traditional 

notions of symphonic progression, as it implies a static form with no scope for goal 

orientation or progressive development. The prayerfulness and contemplation of the 

work are evoked through the implied stasis. This aspect of the structure is mainly 

articulated by the texture, however, and it co-exists with the thematic and modal 

processes, which are directed towards goals at the end of the piece and are therefore 

more symphonic. 

                                                           
12 This aspect of the Fourth Symphony was first identified by M. Tomina in her article ‘Schnittke’s 
Fourth Symphony, peculiarities of Dramaturgy and Style’ in Al’fredu Shnitke Posviashchaetsia 2000 
[The Schnittke Yearbook no. 2] pp.154-5. 
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FIGURE 4.3 

PALINDROMIC TEXTURAL CHARACTERISTICS IN SCHNITTKE’S 

FOURTH SYMPHONY 

 
     PASSAGE IN   SIMILAR    CORRESPONDING 

     FIRST SECTION                         CHARACTERISTICS                            REFLECTION 

OPENING 3 BARS EXACTLY THE SAME 137 

A KEYBOARDS PLAY ALL 

THREE MODES 

ANDANTE POCO PESANTE 

VARIABLE METRE 

CRESCENDO 

121 

 

 U – 121 

B PIANO – THEME B 

STRINGS – THEME A 

STRINGS IN FAST IMITATION 

4/4 TIME 

T 

 S (FUGUE) 

C OSTINATO 

ASCENDING TEXTURE 

STRING TRILLS 

CRESCENDO 

R 

 

D KEYBOARDS IN STRETTO 

CANON 

FORTE 

Q 

E – F  

G – H PIANO SOLO LEADING TO 

VOCAL SOLO 

P 

I KEYBOARDS PREDOMINATE 84 

J SINGLE NOTE 

INTERJECTIONS 

SUSTAINED CHORDS IN THE 

PIANO 

FAST DYNAMIC CHANGES 

WITHIN NOTES IN OTHER 

PARTS 

O 

 N 

K WOODWIND PLAY STRETTO 

IMITATION FORTISSIMO 

FORTE BRASS 

INTERJECTIONS 

M 

                                                                                 L – 57 
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THE WORK’S THEMATIC AND MODAL STRUCTURES 

 

The Themes 
 

I wanted to bring together different layers of culture in one of my latest works 
– my Fourth Symphony, which recently had its premiere in Moscow, in the 
Great Hall of the Conservatory. 

In this work I adopted the approach of stylising the ritual music of 
three religions: the Orthodox, the Catholic, and the Protestant. In the 
symphony there are elements of Orthodox processional singing, Lutheran 
chorales, and triumphal hymns recalling Gregorian chant. I also included 
synagogue singing, wanting to show, together with the differences, a certain 
basic underlying unity.13

 

The Fourth Symphony’s thematicism is its most overtly polystylistic aspect. The 

themes, or more precisely, the styles of the themes are used by Schnittke as 

representations of the four liturgical traditions. The semantics of the polystylism 

(here and elsewhere in Schnittke’s music) relate to Bakhtin’s conception of dialogue 

precisely through this metonymic treatment of style. For Bakhtin, a style of speech 

can identify not only the speaker, but also every aspect of their cultural, political and 

social status. Similarly, Schnittke treats the styles of a liturgical singing as 

representative of the liturgies upon which they are based and then, by extension, the 

church cultures of which they are a part and ultimately the societies in which they 

are grounded. 

 The themes themselves are allusions rather than quotations; they appear 

together at the end (at fig. V) in 4-part harmony in D major (see example 4.14 

p.199) and are constructed in part to facilitate this passage. The themes are shown in 

example 4.4. In the final passage, the interval patterns of some of the themes 

(particularly theme B) are adjusted to correspond with the tonality. Example 4.4 

therefore shows quotations of themes B, C and D from other parts of the work. They 

each only use a few different pitches and are mainly distinguished from each other 

by their rhythmic identities. The programmatic idea behind their interaction is to 

show their underlying similarities, and this is ultimately done through harmonic and 

                                                           
13 Schnittke, A., 2002: A Schnittke Reader p.47. 
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modal means. Kholopova and Chigareva14 suggest that the identity of the 

Synagogue theme (theme B) and its associated mode are based on the oriental 

aspect of the narrow semitone interval cells separated by minor thirds. And they 

relate the opening of the Protestant theme (theme C) to the cross motif often found 

in the music of J. S. Bach. 15

 The interaction of the themes within the work is relatively simple. This is 

because Schnittke derives modes from the themes and creates subtle interaction 

between the modes rather than the themes (see below). A thematic outline of the 

work is shown in figure 4.5. In general it articulates the ternary structure with theme 

A as the basis for the first section, theme C the second, and theme D the third. 

Themes are rarely used together apart from at figure V. The three passages in which 

two themes are juxtaposed – figures B, D and T - are passages in which the piano or 

the keyboard section (piano, harpsichord and celesta) is playing independently (or 

against) the rest of the orchestra. This concertante keyboard section is a symbolic 

element of the orchestration, representing the Holy Trinity and so is often prominent 

and independent of the rest of the orchestra. 

 Figure 4.5 also shows that a new theme appears at figure U (see example 

4.13 p.198). This theme is fairly anonymous but seems to be independent of the 

other themes in the piece. It appears at a point in the work where the thematic 

interaction has become completely subsumed by the modal processes. It appears as 

a kind of composite of the other themes although it only really exists as a succession 

of note names because it is played in all three modes simultaneously. 

 

                                                           
14 Kholopova, V. and Chigareva, E., 1990: Al’fred Shnitke (appendix) p.325. 
15 Ibid., p.208. 
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FIGURE 4.5 

THEMATIC OUTLINE OF THE FOURTH SYMPHONY 

                     
                     REHEARSAL  
                        FIGURE         THEME 

A B 

B B (piano), A(strings) 

C A 

D A(keyboards), B(strings, ww, brass) 

E A 

F A 

G A 

H B (tenor solo) 

I C 

J C 

K C 

L C 

M C 

N C 

O C 

P C (alto solo) 

Q D 

R D 

S D 

T B (piano), A (strings) 

U NEW THEME 

V A,B,C,D, 
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The Modes 

 
…I needed purely abstract, so to speak, technological rules. I made use of 
four spheres of intonation, which do not represent a row or anything similar, 
but extracts from infinite scales of tones, which after a certain period of time 
contain all twelve pitches. Thereby I work with tetrachords, for example, 
which are linked to each other and finally result in the entire chromatic scale 
as well as the diatonic one because they are after all diatonic tetrachords. In 
his Polyphonic Concerto [1969] Juri Butzko was the first to use the double 
existence of these diatonic-chromatic systems of tetrachordal scales. The 
tetrachords used for the Catholic and those used for the Orthodox music are 
similar. The former are exclusively set in major while the latter are set in 
minor. With the Lutheran theme a six-note scale is used. This one does not 
consist of tetrachords but of two trichords. The basis of the theme which 
represents the very old chant sung in synagogues is a three tone construction: 
three semitones, then after an augmented second another three semitones and 
so on.16

 

Schnittke is here describing a process by which the intervals of a perfect fourth or a 

minor seventh can be used to substitute for the octave as the primary unit of modal 

equivalence. Scales are used that add up to these intervals (and therefore do not add 

up to octaves). Schnittke describes the resulting modality as working within a 

‘distorted intonational space.’17

 The reference to the Polyphonic Concerto by Juri Butzko shows an 

interesting precedent to Schnittke’s use of church modes in the Fourth Symphony. 

Butzko writes in an annotation to the score of the concerto18 that the modal 

manipulation in the work is intended as a connection to the world of Orthodox 

Liturgy. Butzko uses a mode for the work which is based on a scale from Orthodox 

chant. The scale in its original form has a range of a perfect 12th (G below middle C 

to D in the treble clef). This is because it is intended for use in monophonic singing 

and only needs to cover the range of the human voice. Butzko extends the scale for 

use in instrumental (and polyphonic) music which needs an expanded range. As the 

interval structure of the Orthodox chant is based on repeated perfect fourths, the 

                                                           
16 From an interview with ‘Sowjetischen Rundfunk’ in 1988, published in German at 
www.Schnittke.de/symph4.htm (last accessed 25/4/05) trans. F. Kohnen. 
17 ‘Iskrivlennom intonatsionnom prostranstve’, Ivashkin, A., 2003: Besedi s Al’fredom Shnitke (2nd 
ed.) p.64. 
18 Butzko, Y., 1992: ‘Polifonicheskii Kontsert (avtorskaia annotatsiia k sochineniiu)’ [Polyphonic 
Concerto (the composer’s annotation to the composition)] in Muzykal’naia kul’tura Srednevekov’ia 
Vyp. 2. pp.192-194. 
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resulting scale repeats the fourths interval pattern and so avoids any sense of octave 

equivalence. 

 The Polyphonic Concerto seems to have provided a number of other points 

of inspiration for Schnittke’s symphony: it is a piece for four solo keyboard 

instruments (piano, organ, celesta and harpsichord) accompanied by chorus and 

percussion, Schnittke’s symphony has three concertino keyboard parts – piano, 

celesta and harpsichord. The concerto is described as ‘a cycle of 12 counterpoints’, 

independent units in a cyclical form, just as in the symphony, which is also based on 

a cycle of independent units. Finally, Butzko uses allusions to liturgical chant as the 

basis of his thematic material. These form the spiritual basis of the work and 

function as an emotive counter to the mathematical rigour of the work’s structure. 

The piece therefore seems to be the source of a number of the ideas in the 

symphony, although Schnittke’s work is much more spiritual in conception and 

much more complex in structure. 

 Schnittke claims to have derived a mode from each of his four themes but 

also claims that the Catholic and Orthodox modes are very similar, major and minor 

forms of the same tetrachordal scale. This, I think, relates to the themes themselves 

rather than the modes derived from them. As a result I have treated the two modes 

as one in my analysis as I feel that this is how the work was composed. The mode in 

question (mode 1) is in fact identical to that used in Butzko’s concerto. This and 

Schnittke’s other modes are shown in figure 4.6. 

 There is also a close relationship between the interval structures of the three 

modes, namely that the third mode is made up of the summation of the interval 

patterns of the other two (shown in figure 4.7). This organic connection between the 

modes fits with the idea of synthesised and related liturgical musics, although it 

does not fit so easily with the already stated programmes of the work. In the rest of 

this analysis, the modes will be referred to by number rather than name thus: 

Catholic/Orthodox mode – mode 1 

Synagogue mode – mode 2 

Lutheran mode – mode 3 
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FIGURE 4.6 

MODES IN THE FOURTH SYMPHONY 
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FIGURE 4.7 

DERIVATION OF MODE 3 
 

 
  MODE 1 INTERVAL CELL 
 

  

 
  MODE 2 INTERVAL CELL 
 
 
 
  MODE 3 INTERVAL CELL 
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   T 
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S – SEMITONE 

T- TONE 

3 – MINOR 3rd

 

By avoiding octave equivalence, Schnittke ensures that note names in different 

octaves are always at different points within the same mode. Schnittke’s harmonic 

language is often concerned with avoiding octaves and replacing them with sevenths 

or ninths. This effect is achieved in the Fourth Symphony with melodic lines played 

with the same note names simultaneously in different octaves. As the modes do not 

correspond in the different registers, augmented and diminished octave intervals 

result. 

 Despite the potential for limited transposition, the modes are rarely moved 

from the original note names. This means that modes 1 and 2 are often characterised 

by flat accidentals in the higher register and sharp accidentals in the low range. As 

these modes are extended further and further out, double flats and double sharps 

become more common. 

 Figure 4.8 is a plan of the symphony showing when each of the modes is 

used. The use of the modes is fairly strict, and all the important transpositions and 

variations are marked as such on the plan. 

 The plan shows the work’s three-part structure although this is less clearly 

defined than in the thematic outline (figure 4.5). Comparison with the thematic 
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outline shows that the only section in which a theme is dominant at the same time as 

its associated mode is in the first third of the work (where mode 1 and theme A 

predominate). The rest of the work often uses a mode which adds to the disguise of 

the theme in use. This is particularly evident in the central part where the identity of 

theme C is compromised by the use of mode 2. This is one of the many aspects of 

the central section designed to create tension and anxiety in line with the ‘Sorrowful 

Mysteries’. 

 There is also a progression in the modal structure that is independent of the 

other structural ideas in the work. The modal basis of the music does not often 

change in the early sections of the work and modes are rarely juxtaposed. The 

modes are introduced in these early sections, but interact more dramatically towards 

the end. In the final third of the work, this interaction becomes more and more 

intense, and from fig. U to fig. V the modes are used together to create the 

maximum possible tension (see ex. 4.13 p.198). Nevertheless, this section at fig. U 

is presented as if it were the culmination of the work’s modal structure. Schnittke 

seems to be presenting all the modes together as if this would lead to a synthesis. 

The modal process leads towards this point as if it was a goal, but the result is the 

exact opposite of resolution.   

 

INTONATION AND THE STRIATION OF STYLE 

The independence of the modes from the themes in the Fourth Symphony 

demonstrates how Schnittke’s ‘calculated’ approach to the work’s composition is 

indebted to Asaf’ev’s understanding of musical meaning. Schnittke treats the styles 

of the liturgical singing traditions as if the signification that he seeks was an 

immanent property of their musical identity. In order to find the essence of this 

representation, he dissects the styles and treats their constituent musical parameters 

as if they were capable of similar signification, but on a deeper or more profound 

level. The recourse to modal theory in the work is also influenced by the 

preoccupation with issues of modality in the Russian musicology of the Soviet era. 

Modal theory was one of the few aspects of theoretical musicology that was 

permitted by the Soviet authorities who considered it to be less formalist than other 

analytical approaches. As a result, modal theory attained a respected position in 20th 

century Russian musical thought. The study of Orthodox Chant was one of the areas 

in which this tradition of modal analysis was the most prominent, so it is 
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unsurprising that Schnittke’s treatment of liturgical singing traditions has a strong 

modal component. 

 However, the separation of the modal level in the symphony from the 

thematic level is also influenced by Asaf’ev’s views on the intonational structure of 

musical meaning. In the second volume of Musical Form as a Process, entitled 

Intonation, Asaf’ev describes how musical intonation grew out of verbal intonation 

and therefore shares many of its expressive characteristics with verbal 

communication. Liturgical chant plays an important role in this process. Asaf’ev 

describes how Gregorian chant matches music to words through a process of 

‘rhythm-word-tone intonation.’19 This close association of the verbal with the 

musical is intended to demonstrate mutual influence rather than mutual dependency. 

The ‘tone’ aspect of the ‘rhythm-word-tone’ intonational unit gains independence 

through the development of modality. Modal systems are therefore musically self-

sufficient but their expressive potential is primarily a result of their having 

developed from liturgical chant where pitch structure is closely linked to verbal 

expression: 

 

The history of the establishment in the consciousness of society, of the 
intervals of our European mode, reveals very clearly their vocal essence. The 
qualitative “ponderability” i.e., the various degrees of surmountability of the 
intervals by the voice, testifies to their muscular, intonational nature, similar 
to speech articulation.20

 

For Asaf’ev then, the modal structure of instrumental music links it directly to 

verbal communication acts, both spoken and sung. This is the basis of musical 

expression in instrumental music, and the historical link between the two can be 

demonstrated through the development of western musical culture from liturgical 

chant. 

 The dissection of liturgical singing styles in the Fourth Symphony is based 

on a very similar conception of the role of church music in the development of 

European musical semantics. Like Asaf’ev, Schnittke treats the modal basis of the 

music as if it linked directly to the vocal (and therefore the verbally expressed) 

essence of the liturgies he evokes. The issue of style is therefore striated; it operates  

                                                           
19 Tull, J.R., 1976: B.V. Asaf’ev’s Musical Form as a Process p.605. 
20 Ibid., p.604. 
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on two effectively independent levels: the modal and the thematic. The modal is 

considered by Schnittke to be a more profound and essential semantic level because 

of the intonational conception of modality as the primary link between speech and 

music. The themes constitute a stylistic surface, and Schnittke can create an 

impression of semantic depth by having the deeper modal structure working 

independently of the surface level themes. 

 Asaf’ev’s concept of symphonism (see Chapter 2) also plays a part in the 

conception of the Fourth Symphony. The work’s symphonic status is not the result 

of any allegiance to the architectonic traditions of the genre. Rather, the work fulfils 

the generic expectations of scale, coherence and profundity in its own way. 

Symphonism is the intrinsic property that the music possesses that links its musical 

and philosophical essence with the genre to which it is affiliated. The music’s drama 

is somewhat less pronounced than in works that Asaf’ev would normally describe as 

symphonic, and this is an aspect of the work’s meditative character. Symphonism 

characterises all of the musical processes in the work, but it is a symphonism that is 

always mediated by prayerful contemplation. 

 

NOVELNESS AND THE DEPRIVILEGING OF OFFICAL LANGUAGES 

The calculated disassembly of liturgical musical styles in the Fourth Symphony is 

necessary to combat the cultural insularity of liturgical acts. The (verbal) language 

that constitutes a liturgical ritual has an absolute status within religious culture. The 

statements that are made within the text of a liturgy are considered by those 

involved to be unqualified truths. The language itself takes on a privileged status. 

Michael Holquist, following Bakhtin, characterises the linguistic aspect of religious 

acts as the most extreme example of what he calls ‘official languages’: 

 

Official languages, even those that are not totalitarian, are masks for 
ideologies of many kinds, but they all privilege oneness; the more powerful 
the ideology, the more totalitarian (monologic) will be the claims of its 
language. Extreme versions of such language would [include] religious 
systems…21 

 

The privileged status of language within religion is therefore intrinsically monologic 

and resistant to dialogic engagement. When this is considered in light of Asaf’ev’s 

                                                           
21 Holquist, M., 1990: Dialogism: Bakhtin and his World pp.52-53. 
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assertion that musical intonations derive their status as communication acts from 

their historical associations with spoken and sung language, then liturgical music 

must also be considered as a privileged form of discourse, resistant to engagement 

with other musical styles and forms of expression. An absolute status is implicit in 

all communication connected with religious ritual which is founded on the belief 

that what is being expressed (the dogmas of a church in this case) is beyond 

qualification. The absolute status is conferred by extension to the language through 

which this expression takes place. The implication of Asaf’ev’s ideas - an 

implication that is borne out by the conceptual basis of the Fourth Symphony - is 

that the meaning and status of liturgical music come directly from the language that 

it sets through the rhythm-word-tone unity. 

 Schnittke’s calculated approach to the composition of the Fourth Symphony 

is intended to challenge this stylistic insularity. The work requires liturgical musics 

from four different religious traditions to interact. The styles cannot retain their 

absolute status as the interaction processes in the work require that they be 

mediated, compared and qualified. Bakhtin recognises that official languages are 

often used in novels; legal jargon, for example, often appears in Dostoevsky’s 

narrations. Bakhtin says that official languages can retain their identity in novelised 

discourse but must relinquish their elevated official status; they must be 

deprivileged. 

Deprivileging occurs in dialogue as a result of the plurality and juxtaposition 

of language styles. The dialogic interaction of different styles means that 

comparison is always possible. Official language loses its absolute status because it 

can readily be compared with the other languages with which it has been placed in 

close proximity. The deprivileging of language occurs through the relational 

stylistic process of ‘interillumination’. Interillumination is the: 

 

 …major relativising force in deprivileging languages. When cultures are 
closed…to one another, each considers itself absolute; when one language 
sees itself in the light of another, “novelness” has arrived.22  

 

Novelness is the form Bakhtin gives to a form of knowledge that can most 
powerfully put different orders of experience – each of whose languages 

                                                           
22 Ibid. p.51. 
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claims authority on the basis of its ability to exclude others - into dialogue 
with each other.23

 

The Fourth Symphony deprivileges the musical languages of the four religious 

traditions by imposing interilluminating relationships between them. As the musical 

equivalent of official languages, these traditions are the most resistant stylistic 

category of music to dialogic relations. Schnittke separates the modes from the 

themes in order to facilitate simultaneous dialogic relationships. Throughout most of 

the symphony the theme from one church tradition is heard in the mode from 

another. The resulting internal dialogue is necessary because of the resistance to 

dialogic interaction implicit in each style. 

                                                           
23 Ibid. p.87. 
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THE DIALOGIC PROCESS 

The interaction between the work’s structural models creates a unique role for each 

of its individual sections. These short passages (identified by a rehearsal letter in the 

score) are non-developmental but are usually shaped by a single textural process of, 

for example, increasing density or a transition of timbres. Their identity as 

individual prayers within a cycle implies a certain amount of independence from 

each other. Therefore, the identity of each of the sections and the nature of the 

interrelationships can be defined simultaneously by the different structural and 

programmatic concepts outlined above. This section looks at each of these short 

passages chronologically and describes the way in which the stylistic allusions and 

‘calculated’ structures interact.  

 

The Opening Three Bars 

The bell-like quality of the opening three chords of the piece immediately 

establishes the ritualistic nature of the work. (See the section ‘Ritual and Genre’ 

below (p.201) for a discussion of the role of ritual in the Symphony.) They refer 

directly to the idea of the work as a wordless liturgy. This is also an important 

aspect of the idea of the bringing together of Christian traditions, as church services 

in all three denominations are often preceded by bell ringing. 

 The opening three bars of the work also present a modal formula for the rest 

of the piece. Example 4.9 shows the modes used in the opening bars. As has already 

been stated, this passage recurs at the very end of the work, linking the ends 

together as an aspect of the work’s cyclical nature. It consists of three chords, an 

analogy to the ternary structure of the work, and perhaps a symbolic representation 

of the Holy Trinity. The modal structure here acts as an immediate presentation of 

the works ‘intonational space’. 

D is the pitch centre of the work. Much of the following harmony is 

concerned with either avoiding the note D or bringing it in at auspicious times. At 

the end of the symphony (at fig. V), the choir sings the four themes in D major over 

a D pedal and the passage is something of a resolution for the modal conflict of  
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EXAMPLE 4.9 – THE MODAL STRUCTURE OF THE OPENING 3 BARS 

(SCORE IN C) 
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the preceding sections (see example 4.14 p.199). 24

 In the third chord of the opening passage, symmetrical harmonies are heard 

in the three keyboards and percussion. Vertical symmetry (i.e. non-invertibility) is 

an important aspect of the works modality as all three modes have symmetrical 

interval patterns. This is another link to Butzko’s Polyphonic Concerto, which also 

exploits modal symmetry through the use of a harmonic language of symmetrical 

chords. 

 The final significant point in this opening passage is the stacked perfect 

fourths in the strings in the third bar. Firstly, they are again stacked on the note D, 

and secondly, the perfect fourth interval is the interval at which the modal pattern is 

repeated in both modes 1 and 2 (the tetrachord modes). This makes it very important 

to the work and stacked perfect fourths often form the basis of the hollow sounding 

harmonies in later passages. 

 

Figures A – G 

This corresponds to the section of the rosary entitled ‘Joyful Mysteries’. As a 

section of a sonata form structure it could be considered an exposition. The build up 

of texture up to figure D also gives a sense of introduction. The joyful aspect, as 

with all of the emotive or dramatic aspects of the rosary prayers, is mediated. It is 

not joyful music as such, more a musical representation of prayerful meditation on 

the concept of joy. The music is therefore much more reflective and reserved. 

 The section does not work as exposition in the traditional sense of presenting 

the thematic material without subjecting it to development or interaction. However, 

the opening three bars act as an exposition of the modal material. Also, the 

following sections act as a presentation of the orchestra and the roles that the 

instrumental groups and individual players will take in the piece. The section from 

A presents the keyboards as foreground players, and the succeeding sections 

introduce the rest of the orchestra successively, the percussion and strings at fig. B, 

the woodwind at fig. C and the brass 2 before fig. D. 

                                                           
24 Kholopova and Chigareva suggest that the D major in the closing passage is related to the 
traditional use of the key for the Gloria sections of mass settings (Kholopova, V. and Chigareva, E., 
1990: Al’fred Shnitke: Ocherk jizni i tvorchestva p.209). It is worth noting that the choral 
accompaniment to the epilogue of Schnittke’s ballet Peer Gynt (1986) is also in D major. 
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 The themes and modes in this section start with a certain amount of tension 

caused by the keyboards but settle at figure E to theme A and mode 1. The 

disruption caused by the keyboards creates a foreground role for them from the start 

and ensures their prominence.  

 

Figure A 

The passage from figure A has the three keyboards playing theme B (the synagogue 

theme) each in a different mode.25 This suggests Schnittke’s idea of using the 

Hebrew music to represent a point of common origin for the three Christian musical 

traditions: ‘I had a purely musical and beyond that aesthetic task: the representation 

of the working together of three lines of Christianity and their common sources in 

the Old Testament, which is the basis of all three.’26 The passage connects the three 

Christian traditions to pre-Christian roots by presenting the Synagogue theme in the 

modalities connected with each of the Christian churches simultaneously. 

 

Figure B 

This passage introduces the strings and percussion. The bell-like quality of the 

metallic percussion is an important liturgical reference here and throughout the 

work. Modal and thematic tension is maintained by the piano which retains its 

independence from the rest of the orchestra by continuing with theme B while the 

strings play theme A (the Orthodox theme), and also by continuing in mode 2 while 

the strings and percussion use mode 1. The Rosary programme (shown in fig. 4.2) 

links this passage with the annunciation. This is reflected in the music by the first 

moves away form the synagogue music and towards music linked to a Christian 

church. 

 

Figure C 

In a sense, the main body of the first part of the symphony starts at figure D. From  

                                                           
25 I have identified a number of typographical errors in the Chant du Monde score in the course of the 
modal analysis of the work. These have been confirmed through comparison to the Russian edition 
published by Sovetskii Kompozitor, which unlike the French edition, benefited from Schnittke’s 
proof-reading. Two accidentals are missing from p.5 of the score. In the first bar of figure 3, the lower 
of the 2 Gs in the piano left hand should be G#, as should the lower of the two Gs in the harpsichord 
right hand in the third bar of figure 3.  
26 From an interview with the ‘Sowjetischen Rundfunk’ 1988, published in German at 
www.Schnittke.de/symph4.htm  Trans. F. Kohnen. 
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figure D to figure G, theme A and mode 1 are prominent and the orchestration 

involves every instrumental section. Figure C is something of an interlude 

musically, but it creates another musical analogy for the Christian growing out of 

the Jewish. At figure C, theme A (the Orthodox theme) is played in mode 2 (the 

Synagogue mode). This distorts its shape and compresses the intervals of its 

opening turn figure to semitones (see example 4.10). For the Orthodox theme to 

regain its identity it needs to return to mode 1 so that these intervals can expand to 

their authentic form (this happens in the keyboards at figure D). This analogy of 

growth is made explicit by the orchestration at the start of this passage (see example 

4.10). The celesta is playing the notes middle C and the E above (the celesta plays 

an octave higher than written) in mode 1 (the Orthodox mode). The other 

instruments, the cello, bassoon and flute play within that narrow range, playing the 

Orthodox theme in semitones (because it is in mode 2). The rest of the passage is 

concerned with expanding that range until the bar before figure D in which the 

chord has a range of four octaves. 

 

Figure D 

This is the last passage before figure T in which more than one theme is used. It 

marks the final stage in the transition from the Synagogue music to the Orthodox 

music. Theme A (the Orthodox theme) is presented triumphantly in the keyboards 

fortissimo, while theme B (the Synagogue theme) is played by the wind, brass and 

strings27 in an unsettled sfp, but more importantly, in mode 1 (the Orthodox mode), 

which has now become the only mode in use. This triumphal use of theme A and 

mode 1 fits with the idea in the suggested rosary programme that this passage 

represents the birth of Christ. 

 

Figure E 

Mode 1 and theme A are now firmly established. The thematic material is based on 

the superimposition of theme A at different speeds (the woodwind play it twice as 

fast as the strings). The use of mode 1 in this section is extensive; the keyboards 

play cluster chords which gradually present every mode 1 pitch within an ever- 

                                                           
27 The D in the double bass part in the second bar of 16 should be D#. 
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expanding range. This brings the mode into the foreground as the clusters give it the 

status of a harmony rather than merely the basis of a harmony.  

 This explicit representation of mode 1 together with the use of theme A on 

its own gives the passage a sense of exposition. The music is establishing the 

identity of the thematic material and presenting the mode over the maximum 

possible range of pitches and timbres. This presentational aspect of the music ties in 

with the idea of the first third of the piece as an exposition in a sonata form 

structure. The thematic and modal turbulence of the preceding passages could be 

related to an introduction, while figures E and F represent the exposition proper. 

 

Figure F 

This passage continues the modal and thematic stability of figure E while also 

introducing a certain amount of drama. The idea in the rosary outline that this 

passage is linked to the story of the finding of Christ at the temple suggests that the 

scurrying obbligato figures in the keyboards and strings represent the anxiety of the 

parents and the search. 

 

Figure G 

After the modal and thematic stability of the preceding sections, this passage serves 

as a transition to the second part of the symphony in which theme C and mode 2 

will dominate. This transition is achieved is by breaking off the tutti orchestration of 

figure F and reducing it to a solo piano. The introduction of the new mode (as with 

the establishment of mode 1 at figure F) starts with a narrow range and then 

gradually expands over the piano’s register. This means that there is an immediate 

switch from mode 1 to mode 2 at figure G, a break that is reflected in the change of 

orchestration. 

 A link is retained with the preceding music however, as the whole of this 

passage is based on theme A. The idea of transition or instability is represented 

musically by the tension between the theme and the mode. This ties in with 

traditional symphonic ideas of transition where a new tonal area is introduced using 

fragments of the previous themes in sequences. In this passage however, the theme 

(theme A) is used in its entirety. 

 The goal of this passage is the establishment of mode 2 and the introduction 

of theme B (the Synagogue theme) which will be sung in the following section. The 
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modal aspect of this is achieved through the gradual introduction of pitches over the 

range of the piano, which is then taken over by the orchestra at figure 31.28 The 

thematic process is concerned more with moving away from theme A than moving 

towards theme B. It does however introduce the characteristic semiquaver-dotted 

quaver motif of theme B at figure 30. In these last six bars of the piano solo, theme 

A is also reduced to its four note opening figure and so a juncture between the 

themes is reached with both of them appearing in only fragmentary form. 

 

Figures  H – O 

The central section of the symphony corresponds to the ‘Sorrowful Mysteries’ of the 

rosary programme. These are the prayers that are concerned with the passion story. 

The main theme used in this section is theme C – the Protestant theme. This may be 

a link to J. S. Bach whose musical voice is an important undercurrent in Schnittke’s 

music which often rises to the surface in many forms. The link in this section to the 

music of Bach is to his passion settings which deal with the events related in the 

‘Sorrowful Mysteries’. An important connection is the fact that the passion settings 

do not deal with the resurrection but only with the story up to the crucifixion. This is 

also the case with the central section of the rosary as the resurrection is the first of 

the ‘Glorious Mysteries’. 

 This section has a number of characteristics which fit with the idea of its 

representing the development section in a sonata structure. It is the most dramatic 

section of the work and it also has the most internal structural ambiguity. The 

sections are not as clearly divided as they are in the outer parts of the work and 

often flow from one to another. The orchestration is more erratic with many 

passages where instruments play short interjections rather than playing continuously 

through the section as had become established in part 1. 

 However, the thematic material of the section does not bear out the idea of a 

development as theme C is used only in this section and at the end (figure V). The 

manipulation of the theme could be considered developmental however, as it is 

always presented in an adapted form. This manipulation is not based on the 

exploitation of properties intrinsic to the theme; it is more concerned with the 

                                                           
28At the start of the second bar of figure 31, the harpsichord right hand should move from treble clef to 
bass clef. 
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dramatic aspects of the Rosary story. In this way the rosary programme and the 

programme of liturgical synthesis are at odds; the use to which the theme is put by 

the Rosary programme is unrelated to its identity as a Lutheran chorale. As such it is 

reduced to a succession of pitches rather than an identifiable theme. 

 The modal plan of this section provides a clearer link to the idea of a 

symphonic development. As in a tonal symphony, where keys are explored and 

juxtaposed, so the modes interact in dramatic ways (see figure 4.8). Figure L is the 

first time that all three modes are used simultaneously and in succeeding sections a 

chromaticism is introduced that seems (briefly) to compromise the modal scheme 

altogether.  

 

Figure H 

The tenor solo in this passage acts as an introduction to the second part of the 

symphony. The structural significance of this juncture is emphasised by the 

introduction of the voice (it is the first vocal passage in the work). The work’s three 

vocal episodes (figures H, P and V) are the closest the symphony comes to the 

actual act of liturgical music making, although the change of context distances the 

music from its source. The passage can be understood as an example of the 

novelisation of genres with liturgical intonations taking on new meaning as a result 

of the dialogic context. The relationship between Bakhtin’s novelness and Asaf’ev’s 

symphonism is also suggested by the fact that the liturgical act of singing changes 

its meaning as a result of inclusion in a symphony. Symphonism implies a more 

abstract and universal semantic level in music, and the liturgical singing takes on 

these attributes through participation in the logic of the symphony. The work’s 

symphonism provides a musical context in which the broader significance of the 

liturgical music can be explored. The novelisation of the genre facilitates this 

process by abstracting the intonations from the specificity of their liturgical context. 

The modal progression through the second part of the symphony involves a 

number of sections in mode 2 (the Synagogue mode) followed by a complex 

transition eventually ending in mode 3 (the Lutheran mode). The tenor solo presents 

the Synagogue mode explicitly through the Synagogue theme (theme B). This use of 

theme B seems to be primarily for the establishment of the mode as the rest of the 

second part is based on theme C (the Lutheran theme). A programmatic 

interpretation of this interaction could involve the fact that the passion story takes 
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place during the Passover, and the Christian element of the story gradually comes to 

the fore as the events become more significant. 

 

 

Figure I 

In this passage the three keyboard instruments play in the three modes (celesta in 

mode 1, piano in mode 2, harpsichord in mode 3). This has the effect of creating a 

dense field of pitches, although the timbres of the different keyboard instruments are 

used to separate the modes. In the modal plan of the symphony, this acts as another 

introductory gesture for the second part. Similar passages are used at the start of the 

first and third parts (figure A and figure Q). In all three cases only one theme is used 

and so the thematic identity is fairly clear, while the modal identity is effectively 

neutralised. In the context of the second part of the symphony, figures H and I take 

on complementary roles; in order to establish a section in which the Lutheran theme 

is played in the Synagogue mode, first the mode is presented explicitly (at figure H) 

and then the theme (at figure I). This idea of presenting or resolving thematic and 

modal issues in adjacent sections is used a number of times in the work, most 

significantly at the end where the modal culmination (at figure U) precedes the 

thematic resolution (at figure V) (see examples 4.13 and 4.14 (pp.198-199)). 

 

Figure J  

From figure J onwards, the dramatic element of the second part of the symphony 

becomes more prominent than the sectional structure, and the sections become more 

interrelated and grow out of one another. As the modal plan (figure 4.8) shows, 

there is a gradual increase in modal complexity from figure J to figure N and this is 

facilitated by a continuous and gradual build up of dramatic intensity. The drama is 

never extreme, however; this is still music based on reflective prayers. The build up 

takes place through dynamic, timbral and harmonic means but the moderato pace 

(prescribed at figure I) is retained throughout. 

 

Figure K 

At figure K, a chromaticism is used for the first time that cannot be directly 

rationalised in terms of the modes. Extra pitches are introduced to prepare for the 

next section (at figure L) in which all three modes will be used. Brass and keyboard 
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interjections in the passage from figure K (see example 4.11) begin with three 

adjacent notes from mode 2 which are separated by semitones, then expanded 

chromatically (i.e. the intervals are increased to tones, then to minor thirds). This 

texture of continuing, modally stable music with juxtaposed, modally ambiguous 

interjections is an important feature of the following sections. 

 

EXAMPLE 4.11 – KEYBOARD AND BRASS INTERJECTIONS AT FIG. K 

(harpsichord, 1 bar before figure 47) 

 
 
                                        MODE 2                     TONES                     MINOR 3rds 

Figure L  

This and the following section represent the halfway point of the work, and the axis 

of the palindromic formal outline. This significance is borne out by the fact that 

these are the most dramatic, and amongst the most modally complex sections of the 

piece. The modal complexity from figure L reflects a textural diversity in the 

orchestration. Most of this section is tutti, but the orchestral sections are 

distinguished by extreme contrasts of articulation and by the modes. The whole 

section is monothematic however, with theme C continuing throughout. 

 

Figure M 

The modal complexity increases at figure M and a number of passages use scale 

systems that only refer to the modes rather than being bound to them. In the second 

bar of figure M, the clarinet, oboe and flute play in close imitation, one starting a 

beat after the other. The clarinet plays first and plays in mode 1, the oboe imitates a 

semitone higher, and the flute a tone higher. The trombone plays a bass line under 

this which moves freely between the three modes. 

 

Figure N   

The chromatic imitation in the preceding sections disguises the fact that the music is 

moving away from the density of the three modes superimposed on one another and 
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to the (relative) modal simplicity of figure O which is in mode 3. The passage from 

figure N is the final stage in this process. Here the brass continue in mode 2 while 

the rest of the orchestra plays in mode 3. The one exception is the oboe which is 

playing in a stretto imitation passage with the clarinet and bassoon. However, the 

oboe starts in mode 1 and only moves to mode 3 at figure 70. This gives the idea of 

a slow progression towards, or distillation of, mode 3 which follows. 

 

Figure O 

The preceding struggle for mode 3, which is heard alone for the first time in this 

section, gives a programmatic support to the idea (presented in figure 4.7) that mode 

3 is derived from the interval structures of modes 1 and 2. The introduction of the 

mode began at figure K with chromatic interjections by the keyboards and brass. At 

figure L, all three modes are presented at once, but in the following sections mode 3 

gradually comes to the fore. However, the struggle for mode 3 is not over by figure 

O as the modal identity of the section is compromised by quartertones in the strings 

and mode 3 is not used in a completely unadulterated form until figure 84. This 

process relates the modal structure to the rosary by representing the struggle in the 

passion story, and by arriving at a conclusion (mode 3) the modal interaction creates 

a sense of completed struggle or even destiny implicit in the crucifixion. 

 

Figures P-V 

Ideas of conclusion, summation and apotheosis are common to all of the structural 

interpretations of this section. As a representation of the ‘Glorious Mysteries’ in the 

rosary cycle, the music invokes the conclusion of the Easter story and also the 

veneration of the Virgin Mary. As the recapitulation of a sonata or ternary structure 

the section creates the closure and unity required for the symphonic aspect of the 

work. The palindromic structure is also a recapitulatory idea, creating an insular 

unity for the piece. Finally the modes and themes reach conclusions which bring 

together the diverse characteristics that each has invoked. 

 Thematically, the section from figure P to figure T is fairly independent in 

that a new theme is introduced, theme D (the Catholic theme), and is used 

exclusively. This means that the structural role of the section differs in the thematic 

plan from the modal plan. The new theme upon which this part of the symphony is 

based implies an autonomous status for the section. However, as theme D is based 
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on the same mode as theme A (mode 1), and mode 1 is prominent, the modal status 

of the section creates a sense of recapitulation within the single movement structure. 

 From figure T onwards, the music becomes more concerned with the issue 

of conclusion. This, together with the palindrome idea, means that the music 

gradually becomes closer to the music of the opening. Therefore in this final 

section, the demands of each of the structures for conclusion become incompatible 

with each other. Schnittke’s solution is to conclude each separately.  

 

Figure P 

As with the corresponding passage that introduces the second section (figures G and 

H), the music at figure P has more in common with the preceding music than with 

the section that follows. Texturally, it is clearly an introduction rather than a 

conclusion. The sustained drama of the second part stops abruptly and is replaced 

with a piano piano solo which is in turn the introduction to a vocal solo (by the 

counter tenor). However, the theme used is theme C which was used exclusively in 

the second part and is only used in the third part at the very end. Also, the mode 

used is mode 3, an explicit link to the preceding music. Unlike other passages in the 

work which use the contrast between thematicism and modality as the vehicle for 

transition, here the contrast is between textural/dramatic change and modal/thematic 

continuation. 

 

Figure Q 

The main musical material for the third part of the symphony is theme D and mode 

1. As with the first and second parts, the theme and the mode are introduced 

separately. Theme D (the Orthodox theme) is introduced at figure Q, but in all three 

modes at once, one on each of the keyboard instruments. Mode 1 is subjected to 

further disguise in this passage; it is played by the piano but transposed up an 

octave. This emphasises the version of the theme that has the correct interval 

structure but immediately compromises the identity of the mode itself through 

octave displacement. Nevertheless, the section from figure Q constitutes the start of 

the third part in thematic terms. 
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Figure R 

The gradual build up from figure R to figure S introduces the fugue. As with the 

passage at figure C (they are equivalent sections in the palindrome plan (see figure 

4.3)), this is done by introducing a narrow range of pitches that gradually expand 

until the pitch range of the fugue is reached. The start of this passage, at figure R, 

also repeats the idea from figure C of using a narrow-ranging ostinato in one mode 

and having another mode grow out from it. In this case the vibraphone plays a 

repeated cell in mode 2, and the first violin starts within the same narrow range 

playing in mode 3 and gradually moves out to a wider range. As other instruments 

are added mode 1 is also introduced so that the final effect is of all three modes over 

a large range. 

 

Figure S29

There is a sudden change at figure S to a single line in a single mode (mode 3). The 

compound time and the vivo indication are both used here for the first time. The 

fugue at figure S makes interesting use of mode 3. The shape of mode 3 has six 

notes linked octatonically (i.e. semitone, tone, semitone, tone, semitone) which are 

then divided from the next six note group by a minor third. The fugue theme starts 

in one of these six note sets (A-E) then opens out into another (G-D). The perfect 

fifths and minor sevenths inherent in the mode become the intervals of imitation in 

the fugue. At 105, the stretto entries come in at minor seventh intervals, creating an 

extension of the upward movement of the theme through the mode and an idea of 

‘seventh equivalence’. 

 

Figure T 

The relationship between figure T and figure B finally makes the palindrome 

structure explicit. Up to this point the relationships between the corresponding 

sections in part 1 and part 3 have been limited to textures, dynamics and 

orchestration. At figure T, as with figure B, the piano plays theme B in mode 2 

while the strings play theme A in mode 1 in stretto imitation. This seems to be an 

unambiguous reference to the music of the opening and therefore a preliminary act 

of closure. 

                                                           
29 The first stave in the first system of p.102 is the trombone part and not, as is stated in the Chant du 
Monde score, the trumpet. 
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Figure U30

In the passage from figure U, the three modes are brought together to create a much 

denser range of pitches. This passage is a preparation for the simplicity of the D 

major that is to follow and it creates the contrast through the maximum possible 

density of sound. It also moves towards the D pitch centre through a number of C#-

Eb dyads in the bass which centre in on the following D. 

 The three modes are brought together in this passage by removing the 

timbral and textural distinctions that were used to distinguish them in earlier 

passages. In this section the woodwind, keyboards and strings each use all three 

modes. This creates continuous semitone clashes in all the parts. 

 

FIGURE 4.12 – KEYBOARD MODES BETWEEN FIGURES U AND V 
 

    FIGURE          113(U)                       117                           121                            125 
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ALL 3 
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 1 

 

3 

 

              3 

 

6 

 

Figure 4.12 shows how the density of texture is built up in the keyboards. 

While all three modes are present in the keyboard writing from figure U to figure V, 

the texture is gradually increased through three separate processes. Firstly, the 

section begins with the piano as the only keyboard instrument playing with the 

harpsichord and celesta added one at a time. Secondly, the number of octaves in 

which the keyboards play the theme gradually increases. And finally, there is a 

change in textural density at figure 125. Before this the keyboards each play in a 

                                                           
30 In the first bar of figure 114, the third note in the piano right hand should be a quaver and not a 
crotchet. 
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separate mode, afterwards they each play in all three. The climax of this process is 

shown in example 4.13. This creates the maximum textural contrast with figure V 

where the choir is introduced, and D major takes the place of the competing modes. 

 

Figure V 

This passage forms the thematic conclusion of the work which is therefore distinct 

from the modal conclusion at figure U. The passage at figure U where the modes are 

brought together uses a new theme which is fairly anonymous and is independent of 

the thematic interaction. The thematic resolution at figure V is in D major, and so is 

independent of the work’s modal structure. 

 These two resolutions are achieved in the same way as each other in that the 

themes, like the modes before them, are all played simultaneously. However, the 

relationship between sections U and V is one of absolute contrast. The passage from 

figure U creates the maximum possible dissonance within the modal system with 

each note taking on a confused, schizophrenic identity through being played in its 

sharp, natural and flat forms. While this passage is the summation of the modal 

interaction, it is not a resolution in any other musical sense. 

 The contrast at figure V is therefore extreme; the music switches suddenly to 

what is immediately recognisable as the conclusion of the work. Octaves that have 

been avoided throughout the piece are now used extensively as the section is in D 

major with tonic pedals in many registers. The choir (if there is one)31 has been 

silent up to this point, but is now used to sing the themes in four-part counterpoint. 

Example 4.14 is representative of the musical texture in the passage. It is taken from 

the section after figure 129 when all of the voice groups have entered, each with a 

separate theme.  

In terms of the interaction of the themes, this is the goal of the work. It is 

where Schnittke represents the synthesis of the liturgical traditions, or at least their 

mutual acceptance. A dialogue takes place through the course of the work between 

the liturgical styles that Schnittke evokes. It is a dialogue characterised by extreme 

internal tension. In this last section, however, the tension is resolved, the 

superficiality of the apparent tensions is acknowledged, and a resolution is achieved 

based on a profound sense of dialogic agreement. 

                                                           
31 The work can be performed with or without a choir. A preface to the published score explains that if 
a choir is not used then this passage should be sung by solo voices.  
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EXAMPLE 4.13 – 1 BAR AFTER FIG. 124 TO FIG. 126 
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EXAMPLE 4.14 – 2 BARS AFTER FIG. 129 TO 3 BARS AFTER FIG. 130 
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THE STATUS OF DIALOGIC AGREEMENT 

 

The ending of the Symphony demonstrates that the work’s multi-levelled stylistic 

heterogeneity is intended to highlight deeper spiritual unities. The process of 

cultural interaction is characteristically dialogic because it is made up of an 

irreducible array of shades of agreement and disagreement. Schnittke structures the 

Fourth Symphony in such a way that this array is verticalised; the disagreements are 

prominent in the work’s surface level stylistic concerns, while a fundamental 

agreement is evoked as a deeper level of meaning. By separating the themes from 

the modes, and the modal/thematic interaction from the rosary structure, an 

internally striated stylistic profile is suggested. Different levels of dialogic 

agreement and disagreement can therefore take place simultaneously at different 

levels of the work’s structure. 

 Bakhtin sees the relationship between agreement and disagreement in 

dialogue in similar terms. He understands similar striations to exist in the language 

of dialogue. The fact that differences of opinion can only be articulated through a 

common language suggests that a deeper sense of shared understanding underpins 

even the most polarised disagreements. For Bakhtin this is more than a practicality 

as he considers language to be the basis of all understanding, and so its use always 

implies a range of shared perceptions and assessment criteria: 

 

The commonness of assumed basic value judgements constitutes the canvas 
upon which living human speech embroiders the designs of intonation.32

 

The Fourth Symphony represents an interface of two discourse systems: the 

liturgical and the dialogic. Schnittke’s calculated, intellectual approach to the 

work’s composition is necessary because of the resistance that the two systems exert 

against each other’s values. The liturgical resists the dialogic because of its 

insistence on the absolute status of its language and value system. The dialogic, on 

the other hand, opposes this insularity and always promotes contact, comparison and 

relativised value assessment. The agreement that the end of the symphony 

represents allows for some relief in this internal tension. It suggests that common 

                                                           
32 Bakhtin, M.M./Voloshinov, V.N., 1976: Freudianism: a Marxist Critique p.103. 
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values are shared between the liturgical traditions, and so the value systems of each 

of the churches are, to some extent, validated. A resistance still remains, however, 

as a result of the way in which this validation is achieved. The music makes clear 

that the resolution is the result of agreement and therefore still retains a sense of 

dialogic contingency. The agreement at the end of the work provides a dialogic 

validation for the belief systems of the various churches, but the internal tensions of 

the dialogic processes leading up to this final section also serve as an indictment of 

the insularity and dogmatism of each of these traditions.  

 

RITUAL AND GENRE 

Novelistic dialogue is an all-pervading concept in an artwork, and its insistence on 

the relativity of the work’s semantic and structural dimensions means that it retains 

for itself a paradoxical autonomy. In the Fourth Symphony, dialogue is achieved in 

the face of non-dialogic religious absolutes through plurality. Schnittke’s model of 

the Christian communion is sufficiently heterogeneous for internal dialogue to be 

suggested within it. However, this dialogic nature is at odds with the liturgical 

practices he seeks to evoke. In this sense an important counter to the work’s dialogic 

construction is the fact that the symphony is itself ritualistic. A ritual sense of time 

pervades the whole of the work and its individual sections each seem to rely on a 

symbolic sense of meaning that characterises them as ritual acts. 

 The clearest model for the symphony as a ritual is the rosary structure. The 

rosary is a repetitive and ritualistic activity of prayer. This helps bring together the 

symphony’s personal and social agendas as it is a socially defined, ritualistic act 

which (unusually for a religious ritual) takes place in private. The symphony 

dispenses with certain aspects of the act of rosary prayer: the repetitiousness of the 

decades of Hail Marys, and the explicit link to gospel narrative. What it retains is a 

ritualised sense of temporal structure and significance. The rosary, like most rituals, 

is rigorously structured. The symphony shares with the rosary prayer cycle a 

relationship between its parts and its totality. The parts have a (relatively) dramatic 

and progressive identity; in the rosary this is the result of contemplation of specific 

dramatic events, and in the symphony of localised textural processes. However, in 

both the rosary cycle and the symphony, the totality is of far greater semantic 

significance than the individual parts; the ritual has significance as a single, 

conceptually non-divisible event. The symphony emphasises this through its single-
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movement form and verticalised dialogic structure. Everything in the work has a 

meaning (or range of meanings) as a result of its position within the dialogue, but 

the dialogue itself is the result of ‘calculated’ pre-compositional thinking in which 

the work is treated as an indivisible dialogic whole. Just as in a ritual act, the 

meaning of any section of the symphony is entirely dependent on the status of the 

work in its entirety. 

 This holistic approach to form and meaning links the idea of ritual structure 

to Asaf’ev’s concept of the symphonism, which stresses the primacy of the whole 

over its parts in symphonic thought. Asaf’ev’s understanding of the expressive 

potential of instrumental music as a development from the music of mediaeval 

Christian liturgy is important here.33 Asaf’ev and Bakhtin share an understanding of 

genre as a set of historically established conventions which link individual works to 

the history and development of the culture of which they are a part. Musical genres 

can therefore retain aspects of the ritualistic applications to which their predecessors 

were put. The attitude towards the genre of the symphony that is fostered by 

symphonism maintains a sense of ritualistic significance by emphasising its status as 

a single expressive unit in which constituent parts function to support the conceptual 

unity of the whole. Also, the symphony, as the primary genre for orchestral music, 

involves a larger number of performers and listeners than most musical genres. The 

congregational communality of liturgical acts is therefore reflected in the shared 

experience of symphonic performance. Schnittke’s symphonies also have more 

specific links to Christian rituals. Most of his symphonies use the chiming of bells 

as opening and closing gestures, affiliating the intervening music to the experience 

of church ritual. Schnittke’s sense of symbolism, which is most evident in his use of 

monograms and numerological ciphers, also links to a ritualistic sense of musical or 

semantic value which elevates the auspicious and esoteric over the direct or the 

simplistic. 

 In Bakhtin’s understanding of culture, there is an important link between the 

novelistic and the ritualistic. Bakhtin has a broad conception of the significance of 

ritual. Some situations are more ritualised than others, but ritual plays a part in every 

event that we experience. In his 1970-71 notebooks, Bakhtin writes: 

 

                                                           
33 See the earlier section of this chapter ‘Intonation and the Striation of Style’ p.177. 
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Pure everyday life is a fiction, a product of the intellect. Human life is always 
shaped and this shaping is always ritualistic.34

 

The expressive power of the novel is a result of the extent to which it can 

demonstrate a close affiliation to the perception systems that we associate with 

everyday life and lived experience. As Bakhtin points out, ritualistic categorisation 

and determination inform every aspect of these perceptions.  

Todorov, following Bakhtin, characterises two classes of temporal 

representation in the novel: adventure time and ritual time. These represent the 

extremes of an array of qualitative perceptions of time as it is represented in the 

novel. Novelistic prose can approach a state of ritualistic temporal order, but can 

also tend towards a more linear, goal-oriented temporal condition that is linked to 

literary adventure genres. The Fourth Symphony, as a musical novel, tends towards 

the condition of ritual time. It has a dialogic status which links it to the literary 

novel, but it is also affiliated to the experience of participation in a ritual. These two 

attributes are not conceptually opposed, rather the concept of ritual is embedded in 

the genre of the novel. The novel is characterised by an array of spatial and temporal 

representation systems, many of which it has borrowed from other genres or other 

cultural activities. The Fourth Symphony demonstrates that the liturgical and 

ritualistic roots of the musical novel can come to the surface without compromising 

the work’s dialogic status. 

 

THE VERTICAL CHRONOTOPE35

The symphony’s affiliation to religious ritual is an important aspect of the dialogic 

agreement that it proposes between the different liturgical traditions. A generalised 

image of ritualised liturgical acts is presented as a link between the activities of each 

of the cultures. Differences of language or dogma may separate the collective prayer 

rituals of the Synagogue from the liturgies of the Orthodox Church, or the Catholic 

high mass from the Protestant communion celebration, but a stronger bond of 

ritualised significance links them all. The interaction of modes and themes in the 

symphony sets the concept of liturgical ritual in a cultural context, but by finding 

agreement between the cultures about the significance of ritual acts it also 

                                                           
34 Bakhtin, M.M., 1986: ‘From Notes Made 1970-71’ in Speech Genres and other Late Essays p.154. 
35 See the section entitled ‘Chronotope’ in Chapter 2 (p.50) for a description of this idea and an outline 
of how I apply it to music in this thesis. 
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transcends purely cultural concerns. The dynamics of the work’s symphonism 

represent the diversity of voices in the cultural dialogue, while the unitary and 

indivisible sense of ritual represents the state of dialogic agreement that this process 

seeks. 

 The issue of spatio/temporal representation in the work is mediated 

throughout by the affiliation to liturgical ritual and the implication that this carries 

of inner agreement in the work’s dialogue. Bakhtin insists that when dialogue is 

present in an artwork, then the multiplicity of voices will imply an irreducible 

plurality of chronotopic spatio/temporal systems of perception and representation. 

However, in the Fourth Symphony, the dialogic agreement between the voices of 

the individual cultures is characterised by a singular unit of ritual which itself 

implies a particular system of spatial and temporal significance. The ritual aspect of 

the symphony is abstract enough to encompass the ritualistic essence of all of the 

liturgical acts it invokes. Representations of time and space are therefore also 

abstract and relate to perceptions of ritualistic signification which are shared by each 

of the traditions.  

A liturgical ritual is a highly chronotopic situation. A chronotope is a 

perceptual condition which is shaped by culture through the passage of time and is 

shared by many people. All religious rituals rely on this sort of collective 

understanding of their significance and so traditions related to religious activity are 

unusually rich in chronotopic potential. 

The Fourth Symphony distils this array of spatio/temporal significations and 

presents an abstracted model of ritual time which connects to the ways in which all 

Christian ritual is experienced. A generalised chronotopic model results from this 

process of abstraction. The model does not deny the diversity of religious 

experience connected with ritual, rather it demonstrates a core unity from which 

these experiences branch. 

 Ritual perceptions of time and space are founded on monologic signification 

systems which are handed down by tradition and are not open to question. 

Individual acts within a religious ritual are understood to have a particular 

significance which is assumed rather than demonstrated. The perceived significance 

of the temporal span of the ritual is also the product of a long and relatively 

unchanging tradition. The formulaic series of procedures is intended to create a 

qualitative distinction between the time of the ritual and the time in which the rest of 
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life is experienced. This absolute status in the way that ritual time functions leads to 

a suspension of the diachronic process of temporal experience. By separating itself 

from ordinary temporal signification and perception, the ritual instead suggests a 

stasis in which eternal spiritual issues can be addressed without the normal 

disturbances of everyday life. 

 A number of formal devices are used in the Fourth Symphony that are 

designed to suspend the diachronic nature of everyday temporal perception. The 

most obvious is the palindromic structure which was discussed in the earlier section 

of this chapter entitled ‘The Rosary’ (p.161) and shown in fig. 4.3. The significance 

of the palindrome here is that it exempts the temporal span of the music from the 

diachronic processes of cause and effect. Also, the sectional structure causes a 

fragmentation in the work’s temporal linearity. The relative independence of each of 

the sections from its neighbours ensures that the overall structure is insulated from 

any localised goal orientation. The ritualistic function of both of these devices is to 

suggest a transcendence from temporality itself. The work’s ritual aspect links it to 

ideas of Christian ethics and cosmology where ‘above’ and ‘below’ are of greater 

importance than ‘before’ or ‘after’. 

 Music, however, is an inherently temporal medium. A musical work can 

aspire to a condition of perceived atemporality through a variety of means, but those 

means will always be founded on the process of the passage of time. Schnittke’s 

solution in the Fourth Symphony – to isolate the overall ritualised stasis from the 

sense of temporal linearity that characterises each of its short sections – is very 

similar to the chronotopic structure that Bakhtin identifies in the works of Dante. 

Bakhtin points out that in the Divine Comedy, spatio/temporal representation 

systems are derived from the cosmological model of absolute verticality: 

 

[Dante] structures a picture of the world remarkable for its architectonics – a 
world that has its life and movement tensely strung along a vertical axis: nine 
circles of Hell beneath the Earth, seven circles of Purgatory above them and 
above that ten circles of Paradise. Below, a crude materiality of people and 
things; above, only the Light and the Voice. The temporal logic of this 
vertical world consists in the sheer simultaneity of all that occurs (or “the 
coexistence of everything in eternity”)…Only under conditions of pure 
simultaneity – or, what amounts to the same thing, in an environment outside 
time altogether – can there be revealed the true meaning of “that which was, 
and which is and which shall be”: and this is so because the force (time) that 
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had divided these three is deprived of its authentic reality and its power to 
shape thinking.36

 

Dante and Schnittke both seek a means by which the temporality of their media can 

be overcome in order to represent eternal values. The ‘verticalised’ representations 

that result in both cases are very similar, especially as regards the mediation of 

linear, horizontal time. Dante and Schnittke both structure their work through brief, 

localised episodes in which normal linear temporal processes are allowed to run 

their course: 

 

…the images and ideas that fill this world are in their turn filled with a 
powerful desire to escape this world, to set out along the historically 
productive horizontal, to be distributed not upward, but forward. Each image 
is full of historical potential, and therefore strains with the whole of its being 
toward participation in historical events - toward participation in a temporal-
historical chronotope. But the artist’s powerful will condemns it to an eternal 
and immobile place on the extratemporal vertical axis. Now and then these 
temporal possibilities are realized in separate stories, which are complete and 
rounded-off like novellas. It is as if such stories as Francesca and Paolo, or 
Count Ugolino and the Archbishop Ruggieri, are horizontal time-saturated 
branches at right angles to the extratemporal vertical of the Dantesque 
world.37

 

Schnittke’s brief episodes have a linearity which is linked, in the rosary cycle, to 

specific biblical events, and in the music itself with textural processes of build-up or 

increasing timbral complexity. And, like Dante, his spiritual concerns are 

demonstrated by the extent to which his structural thinking is at odds with the 

linearity of these episodes. 

 Bakhtin highlights the importance for Dante’s project of a highly developed 

architectonic system which imposes the author’s will onto characters and plot 

devices that are resistant to the process of verticalisation. Schnittke also requires a 

complex and multifarious architectonic system to support a vertical chronotope in 

his work. Like Dante’s characters, the constituent musical devices in Schnittke’s 

symphony crave the linearity of non-ritualised horizontal time. The liturgical themes 

tend towards insular completion or traditional polyphonic elaboration and the modes 

aspire to cadential (or at least proto-cadential) resolution. In order to mediate these 

                                                           
36 Bakhtin, M.M., 1981: ‘Forms of Time and Chronotope in the Novel’ in The Dialogic Imagination 
pp.156-7. 
37 Ibid., pp.157-8. 
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tendencies in his material, Schnittke imposes a range of interacting architectonic 

principles which are themselves mediated by each other. Their layered 

superimposition also links to the vertical structure of Dante’s world. The result is a 

chronotopic structure, which like Dante’s, is tree-like. The overall form suggests 

verticality, but every short episode within the work represents a linear, horizontal 

branch which seeks to move away from this architectonic trunk. 

 The tensions between vertical and horizontal in this chronotopic model link 

to the social nature of Christian spirituality. When Bakhtin sought an analogy for the 

relationship between the social and spiritual aspects of Dostoevsky’s work, he 

returned to Dante’s verticalised cosmology. The difference is that, in Dostoevsky, 

the vertical dimension interacts with an equally significant dialogic linearity so that 

a three-dimensional dialogic model results: 

 

Dostoevsky’s world is profoundly pluralistic. If we were to seek an image 
toward which this whole world gravitates, an image in the spirit of 
Dostoevsky’s own worldview, then it would be the church as a communion of 
unmerged souls, where sinners and righteous men come together; or perhaps 
it would be the image of Dante’s world, where multi-leveledness is extended 
into eternity, where there are the penitent and the unrepentant, the damned 
and the saved.38 

 

Bakhtin reminds us that the rituals of the church are, for the most part, traditions 

characterised by communality and participation. The Fourth Symphony’s cultural 

aspect represents this diversity within the Christian communion. The vertical nature 

of the work’s ritualistic chronotope demonstrates that the shared spiritual values that 

characterise the faith can engender dialogic agreement, but can also add another 

dimension to the issue of dialogue in general.

                                                           
38 Bakhtin, M.M., 1984: Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics p.26. 
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THE FOURTH SYMPHONY AS INTERNAL DIALOGUE 

 

The interacting programmatic structures in the Fourth Symphony highlight the 

work’s most profound dialogic interaction: the interaction of personal and social 

constructions of identity. Schnittke identifies himself most strongly with the 

Catholic faith and this provides the work’s personal, prayerful dimension in the 

form of the rosary sequence. The thematic and modal programme, in contrast, deals 

with social and collective issues of spiritual identity. The composer demonstrates a 

greater detachment from this aspect through musical processes of mediation and 

commentary. The work can therefore be understood as a meditation with two 

separate levels of spiritual contemplation. 

 And yet the overall effect of the work is of a unified totality in which a 

ritualised consolidation of identity, both personal and collective, is enacted. 

Interconnections exist between the two programmes which amount to both 

interdependence and interillumination. The two levels are in dialogue with each 

other and, as with all artistic representations of dialogue, this means that they both 

retain an individual identity but depend for that identity on the process of 

interaction. 

 The social construction of personal identity was one of the most important 

areas of research for the Bakhtin circle in the late 1920s. Their most significant 

volume on this subject is the dialogic corrective to psychoanalytical theory entitled 

Freudianism: a Marxist Critique.39 The book criticises Freud for not acknowledging 

the extent to which the construction of personal identity is conditioned by society. It 

proposes an alternative to Freud’s model of the psyche in which the unconscious is 

substituted by an inner level of socially conditioned dialogue. This alternative model 

is given the name ‘objective psychology’, which in the words of Michael Holquist 

‘can be understood as psychology with a new subject of analysis: the psyche not of 

the individual, but of the individual as striated by the social.’40 Social interaction 

through dialogue is understood in this model to be the basis of the self, and Freud’s 

methods for explaining psychological conditions are criticised for concentrating on 

                                                           
39 Bakhtin, M. M./Voloshinov, V. N., 1976: Freudianism: a Marxist Critique, ed. I.R. Titunik with 
N.H. Bruss, trans. I.R. Titunik (New York, San Francisco, London: Academic Press, Inc.). 
40 Holquist, M., 1990: Dialogism: Bakhtin and his World p.51. 
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the early years of an individual’s life rather than on the society of which the 

individual is a member. 

 Inner dialogue requires that the metaphor of dialogic interaction be extended 

to a level of abstraction where it is no longer perceivable by the speaker, but is 

instead a determining factor in the way that they speak. In fact, the issue of 

perceptibility is a nebulous one, Bakhtin/Voloshinov dismisses Freud’s model of the 

unconscious, but still requires a boundary of some sort between inner dialogue and 

outer dialogue. Fictional representations of inner dialogue can play on this 

ambiguity through the representation of inner dialogue as if it were outer dialogue. 

This is the basis of Bakhtin’s reading of Dostoevsky’s The Double (1846) in which 

the hero Golyadkin is forced to question the nature of his personal identity because 

of the appearance of a Doppelgänger. The work is thoroughly dialogic, but the hero 

is both protagonist and antagonist; both addressor and addressee: 

 

The pages of The Double are filled…with the hero’s dialogues with himself. 
It could be said that Golyadkin’s entire inner life develops dialogically.41

 

The artistic representation is therefore able to transcend the barriers between inner 

and outer and demonstrate how issues of social interaction can condition the 

continuous inner process of the construction of self. 

 In the Fourth Symphony, the inner and the outer are delineated in order that 

the dialogic nature of their relationship can be demonstrated. The rosary represents 

the inner through the act of prayer, while the themes and modes represent the outer 

through both the apparent distance from the composer’s own experience, and the 

collective nature of the liturgies they represent. Significantly, both levels are 

permeated with ritual. Ritualistic aspects of religious paths to spiritual self-identity 

are shown to be just as much aspects of inner dialogue as they are of outer. There is, 

however, a difference between the way that this aspect of dialogue functions at the 

two levels, and this is connected with the extent to which the ritual is founded on an 

official (and therefore non-dialogic) discourse system. As we have already seen, the 

reflections on the nature of liturgical ritual in the symphony are only possible 

through the deprivileging of the liturgical music styles in order to create dialogic 

interaction between them. Liturgical musics are founded on monological criteria of 

                                                           
41 Bakhtin, M., 1984: Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics p.212. 
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meaning and value and as such amount to the musical equivalent of official 

languages. In order to represent his own contemplative and comparative approach to 

these cultures, Schnittke must revoke this official status so that his inner reflections 

on the relative worth of each tradition can be represented through dialogue. 

 Freudianism: a Marxist Critique relies on a similar distinction to separate 

inner dialogue from outer. The combination of inner and outer dialogue gives rise to 

the value system which conditions our behaviour, but the complexity of our internal 

dialogue is such that this value system will always resist the reifying stability of 

‘official’ ideology systems: 

 

Let us call the inner and outward speech that permeates our behaviour in all 
its aspects “behavioural ideology”. This behavioural ideology is in certain 
respects more sensitive, more responsive, more excitable and livelier than an 
ideology that has undergone formulation and become “official”. In the depths 
of behavioural ideology accumulate those contradictions which, once having 
reached a certain threshold, ultimately burst asunder the system of the official 
ideology.42

 

The motivating principles behind the composition of the Fourth Symphony can be 

understood in these terms, with Schnittke’s quest for spiritual identity coupled with 

his independence of thought challenging the autonomous official status of Christian 

liturgy and dogma in order to position his exploration of religious issues on both 

inner and outer levels of dialogue. 

 The dialogic mediation of the cultural insularity of liturgical tradition is also 

important for the creative process that the Symphony represents. Schnittke 

understands his own identity to be the result of the interaction of a number of 

different cultural and religious traditions. Dialogic interaction between these 

separate cultures takes place within him as internal dialogue. Bakhtin/Voloshinov 

tells us that: 

 

…a poet’s style is engendered from the style of his inner speech, which does 
not lend itself to control, and his inner speech is itself the product of his entire 
social life.43

 

                                                           
42 Bakhtin, M.M./Voloshinov, V. N., 1976: Freudianism: a Marxist critique p.88. 
43 Ibid., p.114. 
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Polystylism, when represented in light of objective psychology, can be understood 

as Schnittke’s representation of the cultural diversity of the inner speech which 

constitutes his psyche. 

 The stylistic interaction in the Fourth Symphony relates to Schnittke’s 

efforts to come to terms with the potentially overwhelming cultural diversity of his 

own inner dialogue. The work externalises this dialogue in order to better 

understand the relationship between the unity for which he struggles and the 

diversity that he must overcome. Christianity is an important unifying principle to 

which he is drawn; it is the unified truth which licences the work’s stylistic and 

cultural heterogeneity. Caryl Emerson writes that ‘Bakhtin’s ultimate task [is] to 

make a unified truth compatible with multiple consciousnesses.’44 Similarly, 

Schnittke’s dialogic construction of self uses Christianity as a relatively stable 

ontological foundation. Dialogue never permits absolute certainties, but in the 

construction of personal identity, Christianity represents a unity of intent which 

defies cultural diversity as it is validated through collective dialogic agreement. 

 For Schnittke himself, the cultural and social issues that are raised in the 

Fourth Symphony allow him to come to terms with his apparent spiritual dislocation 

by relating himself to a variety of socially defined, culturally consolidated positions. 

Bakhtin/Voloshinov points out that this is a fundamental part of any human 

behaviour: 

 

Any motivation of one’s behaviour, any instance of self-awareness…is an act 
of gauging oneself against some social norm, social evaluation – is, so to 
speak, the socialization of oneself and one’s behaviour. In becoming aware of 
myself, I attempt to look at myself, as it were, through the eyes of another 
person, another representative of my social group.45

 

Self-awareness and self-identity are the ultimate goals of all of Schnittke’s 

polystylistic music. The collective rituals of church liturgy are evoked in the Fourth 

Symphony because Schnittke is aware of their power to structure and consolidate 

collective conceptions of identity. Schnittke was never a regular church-goer, and 

always felt distanced from simple notions of identity-through-affiliation because of 

the diversity of his cultural and spiritual roots. The Fourth Symphony addresses this 

                                                           
44 Bakhtin, M.M., 1984: Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics (introduction (footnote)) p.xliii. 
45 Bakhtin, M.M./Voloshinov, V.N., 1976: Freudianism: a Marxist Critique p.86. 
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 internal diversity by externalising his inner dialogue of competing cultural and 

spiritual affiliations. By linking each of these to liturgical traditions, he is then able 

to explore the ritualised construction of collective identity that each represents. The 

plurality of these traditions means that dialogic mediation still plays a part in the 

process, but by appealing to specific collective constructions of identity, Schnittke 

approaches the ultimate goal of objective psychology; a socially determined 

construction of self. 
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CHAPTER 5 – CONCERTO GROSSO NO. 4/SYMPHONY NO. 5: 

EPIC AND NOVEL 

 

In the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5, Schnittke demonstrates how the 

relativising effects of novelness can compromise the established sense of identity 

traditionally associated with the genre of the symphony. The musical novel resists 

notions of pre-defined identity and instead turns identity acquisition into a musical 

process. In the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5, the pre-established status of 

the work’s generic attribution is revoked and the music instead must actively seek a 

symphonic identity. It is therefore a symphony in the process of becoming. To this 

end, the work begins in a pre-symphonic musical genre, the concerto grosso which 

forms the first movement. This allows the later movements to approach the status of 

symphonic discourse rather that being based in it from the start. 

 The work’s generic status is therefore founded on a duality, with the pre-

symphonic aspects of the concerto grosso contrasting with the more dialogic 

discourse of the later movements. Schnittke associates the concerto grosso aspect of 

the work with the music of J.S. Bach and the symphonic aspect with the music of 

Gustav Mahler. Mahler is shown in the work to be an important precedent for 

Schnittke’s novelistic symphonism, while Bach’s music is evoked as an opposing 

tendency in musical history; Mahler’s music demonstrates the novelistic properties of 

openness, relativity and unpredictability, while Bach’s relies on architectonic 

stability, formal closedness and the ontological certainties associated with the 

Christian faith. The following discussion will therefore compare the work’s opposing 

generic affiliations based on the qualitative differences between the influence of Bach 

and Mahler on Schnittke’s music. The comparison of the genres will also be related 

to the generic paradigms that Bakhtin uses to compare dialogic discourse in art with 

its monologic predecessors: the novel and the epic. 

 Schnittke stresses the differences between the two forms of discourse through 

different forms of polystylistic interaction. In the first movement he interacts with 

Bach’s voice, and with his musical world, but stresses the distance, both historical 

and aesthetic, between himself and Bach. This movement takes on epic qualities 

which are linked to generic traits in Bach’s own music. In order to represent this epic 

nature fully, Schnittke furnishes Bach’s voice with a specific chronotope related to 

the spatio/temporal qualities and dimensions of his music. He also locates his 
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interaction with Bach in the genre of the concerto grosso, creating a generic link with 

Bach’s own music, and with the musical conventions of the high baroque. 

The movement’s relationship with Bach relates to the epic through stressing 

both the historical distance between Bach’s time and our own, and through the 

structural and semantic insularity that it inherits from Bach’s music. The music 

retains a contemporary resonance, but our relationship with it is much like that of the 

literary epic. We hear in it timeless qualities which speak of eternal truths, but are not 

required to empathise with the composer in order to understand the music, nor are we 

required to link its semantic processes with the everyday experiences of modern life. 

 The dialogic interaction with Mahler also takes place within musical 

conventions related to his own music. The Symphony no.5 aspect of the Concerto 

Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5 is conceived on a comparable scale to Mahler’s own 

symphonies and interacts with its genre in ways that are directly related to similar 

interactions in Mahler’s work. This also leads to a distinctive chronotope, and 

Schnittke demonstrates his relationship with Mahler’s music through explicit 

connections between the chronotopic representation systems in his own music and 

those he represents as aspects of Mahler’s voice. 

 Mahler emphasises the human aspect of the communication process that his 

music represents. His music is therefore a deeply novelistic and important precedent 

for Schnittke’s musical novels. In the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5, the 

voice of Mahler represents this novelistic engagement with lived experience through 

semantic systems that evoke the process of ageing through the interaction of memory 

and forgetting. This is an important aspect of many of Mahler’s late works, and 

Schnittke’s polystylistic dialogue can here be understood as a deep level of 

engagement with Mahler’s music. 

The dialogic profile of the Concerto Grosso no.4/Sympony no.5 is closely 

related to its dual status as epic and novel. In the concerto grosso first movement, the 

dialogue is between Schnittke and Bach. However, the epic nature of the discourse 

does not permit a deep level of stylistic dialogue. Instead the movement draws on 

Stravinsky’s engagement with the past in the way that it keeps its historical model at 

arm’s length and always stresses the stylistic separation between the voices. The rest 

of the work achieves a fuller and more novelistic dialogue between the voices of 

Schnittke and Mahler. The second movement functions as a transition in this respect 
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with the dialogue gradually moving towards a status of agreement. This agreement is 

achieved in the third and fourth movements, which constitute the symphony proper. 

 

 

BACH AND MAHLER AS CHRONOTOPES AND AS VOICES IN THE 

CONCERTO GROSSO No.4/SYMPHONY No.5 

 

BACH 

For Schnittke, the music of Bach formed a specific link to his own German cultural 

background. As a Volga German, Schnittke’s relationship with the culture of the 

German-speaking world was distinct, yet based on archaic connections to Germany 

itself. The Volga Deutsch had moved to southern European Russia in the 18th century 

under the auspices of Catherine the Great. As with all diaspora, the language and 

culture they brought with them remained in a relatively unchanged form and retained 

features that are no longer found in modern German culture. Many changes and 

developments took place in the culture of the German-speaking world that did not 

affect the Volga Germans because of their relative isolation. Volga German culture is 

for this reason more closely connected with the pre-Enlightenment German-speaking 

world than it is with the Germany of today.  

 Schnittke’s connection with pre-Enlightenment German thought can be 

demonstrated, for example, by the fact that, despite his lifelong fascination with the 

Faust legend, he had little interest in Goethe’s version of the story and instead sought 

to engage with the legend’s medieval roots.1 Schnittke’s interest in Baroque musical 

forms also relates to his connections to pre-Enlightenment German culture. The 

concerto grosso genre is an important link to pre-Enlightenment musical thought, and 

Schnittke states categorically that his model for concerto grosso composition is the 

work of Bach and not that of Corelli or Vivaldi,2 making clear that the Baroque with 

which he seeks to engage is that of the German-speaking world. 

 The position of Bach within this perception of German culture is very 

significant. Bach represents the triumphal conclusion of pre-Enlightenment German 

musical culture. The Enlightenment was already well underway in the last decades of 

Bach’s life, yet his music retains the old values of the earlier traditions, as a defence, 

                                                 
1 See Schnittke, A., 2002: A Schnittke Reader p.29. 
2 Ivashkin, A., 2003: Besedi s Al’fredom Shnitke (2nd ed.) p.54. 
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 perhaps, against the secularisation and uncertainty of the new order. 

 The ontological stability that music enjoyed in pre-enlightenment thought was 

a result of conceptual links that associated it closely with theology, philosophy and 

science. In the first half of the 18th century, the Pythagorean notion of the music of 

the spheres was still the conceptual common ground between the three disciplines. 

Christoph Wolff writes that: 

 

According to both Pythagorean philosophical doctrine and medieval theology, 
the harmony of the spheres produced consonant (if hidden) music, which 
reflected the perfection of the celestial world – a view that neither Kepler nor 
Newton disputed, leaving it one of the few fundamental truths still upheld by 
both philosophers and theologians in Bach’s time.3

 

The music of the spheres relies on the notions of harmony and resonance to link 

cosmology with theology. The fact that simple numerical ratios can be demonstrated 

to link pitches at consonant intervals led to a conception of musical harmony (and, by 

extension, music in general) as a link to the order of the universe. A specific analogy 

was drawn between the proportional relationships of consonant musical pitches and 

the apparent ratios in the periodicity of celestial bodies, which, by the time of Bach 

was understood as the orbits of planets. This ordering was considered to be 

representative of the divinity by whom it was bestowed, (a pre-Christian idea that 

nevertheless, sat comfortably with Christian theology.) The music of the spheres 

demonstrates that in Medieval European thought, there was no significant conceptual 

distinction between music, cosmology and religion. 

For Bach then, the act of musical creation had an intrinsic link to the order of 

the universe, an order that was as much a theological as it was a physical property. 

Order is fundamental to Bach’s aesthetics; by creating a work that is both self-

sufficient, and linked to some mathematical system of proportionality, the music can 

connect to the orderliness of the universe and therefore, by extension, to the divine. 

The representation of Bach in the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5 is 

based on these pre-Enlightenment certainties. Bach is represented as a voice in the 

sense that the work’s first movement uses stylistic devices to suggest Bach’s 

presence as an autonomous stylistic position within the music. More significantly 

though, a chronotope is associated with Bach’s voice which links the music to pre- 

                                                 
3 Wolff, Christoph, 2001: Johann Sebastian Bach: the Learned Musician (Oxford, Oxford University 
Press) p.466. 
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Enlightenment notions of certainty and order. The first movement is structured 

according to a fairly strict architectonic system and it makes no efforts to undermine 

that system, or to compromise its sense of orderliness and proportion. This means 

that the first movement in general, and Bach’s chronotope in particular, are at odds 

with the work’s overall novelistic tendencies. In the later movements, the role of 

architectonics will be continually questioned, and notions of musical order will be 

compromised by the music’s efforts to move beyond its own temporal limitations. 

The erosion of architectonic certainties in the later movements is a characteristically 

novelistic tendency, while the reliance on such certainties in the first movement links 

this music to the genre of the epic (see pages 54-56 for a discussion of this concept). 

The music of the spheres has a similar pedigree to the literary epic, both rely on 

impersonal and unchanging criteria of validity, and both were first codified in writing 

by the ancient Greeks. Bach’s role in the work can therefore be understood as the 

proponent of the musical epic against which the musical novel can be defined. 

Another important distinction between Bach’s aesthetics and those of his 

Enlightenment successors is the relative status in his music of divinity and humanity. 

The most important dimension of the music of the spheres (at least in its Christian 

form) is the fact that it proposes a theocentric cosmology and artistic system, and 

connections between structural perfection and Godliness are at the heart of Bach’s 

artistic thinking. In the Enlightenment thought of the following generations, the role 

of man comes to replace that of God as the focus of philosophical thought and the 

arts begin to turn away from the representation of universal certainties and focus 

instead on the role of the individual with a newly conceived sense of subjectivism. 

Bach’s music therefore retains an epic status in that it is not primarily concerned with 

the psychological status of the individual, nor in the political tensions between an 

individual and the society to which they belong. 

This ambivalence towards individuality is emphasised by Schnittke in his 

representation of Bach’s chronotope by the genre that he chooses for the first 

movement. The concerto grosso is a baroque genre and its links to baroque music are 

emphasised by the fact that it implies many more conventions of style and structure 

than genres that have remained in common use in the intervening centuries. More 

significantly though, the concerto grosso differs from the Classical or Romantic 

concerto in that it does not separate a single soloist out from the ensemble. The issues 

of individual identity that came to characterize the concerto genre in the 19th century 
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are therefore both beyond the scope of the concerto grosso and, to a large extent, 

irrelevant to it. Schnittke’s six concerti grossi each engage with the pre-

Enlightenment notion of what Schnittke describes (with reference to Stravinsky (see 

below)) as non-individualised psychology.4 In the case of the Fourth, this contrasts 

the novelistic tendencies of the symphony proper that follows, in which the 

psychology of the individual will be the primary concern. 

 

MAHLER 

Mahler’s voice is used by Schnittke to represent the opposite tendencies that can 

inform temporal perception and musical structure. Mahler’s symphonies stress the 

openness of their semantic structure through references to other genres. The limits of 

their textual space are often made ambiguous through the use of quiet beginnings or 

endings. Most importantly, Mahler’s representation of time has a profoundly organic 

character, with development or decay affecting musical material and with the very 

human conditions of nostalgia and forgetting repeatedly alluding to memory as the 

principal semantic feature of his work. 

 Schnittke focuses on these aspects of Mahler’s music in order to create a 

chronotope that is exactly opposed to that of Bach in the work. Where Bach uses 

generic and architectonic conventions to scale and structure his work, Mahler instead 

seeks to engage with temporal perceptions outside of purely musical contexts in order 

to ground his music’s meaning in the temporality of everyday life. 

 Schnittke perceived in Mahler’s music a dynamic relationship between the 

experience of ageing and the memory of youth. He once said that ‘Mahler is music at 

the junction of youth and maturity’5 and considered both to exist in Mahler’s music. 

These very human conditions also have a temporal relationship which is based on the 

timespan of a life, so when Schnittke demonstrates the relationship between youth 

and maturity in his presentation of Mahler’s voice, the chronotopic nature of that 

presentation stresses the links with time as we perceive it in our everyday lives. 

 Despite Schnittke’s assertion that youth and maturity are equally important in 

Mahler, their representation in the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5 is far from 

equal. The Mahler with whom Schnittke can best connect is the Mahler of the Ninth 

and Tenth Symphonies, and this is demonstrated in the last movement of the work 

                                                 
4 Schnittke, A., 2002: ‘Paradox as a Feature of Stravinsky’s Musical Logic’ in A Schnittke Reader 
p.152. 
5 Ivashkin, A., 2003: Besedi s Al’fredom Shnitke (2nd ed.) p.163 (my translation). 
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which achieves a stylistic state encompassing both Schnittke’s voice and the voice of 

the mature Mahler. In the second movement, a different interaction takes place as 

Schnittke enters into dialogue with the young Mahler through the use of a quotation 

from one of his earliest works. The confluence of voices that is achieved in the last 

movement is not evident here. It seems rather that Schnittke is attempting to connect 

with the nostalgic vein in Mahler’s late music by himself engaging with Mahler’s 

youth. This is a consequence of the nature of temporal perception that Schnittke 

attributes to Mahler’s chronotope where the process of ageing is an integral part of 

the music’s meaning. The overall result of these dialogic interactions is that 

ultimately Schnittke does fully engage with Mahler’s voice, the voice of the mature 

Mahler. Dialogue with the young Mahler is a necessary step towards this but it is the 

Mahler of the Ninth and Tenth Symphonies that Schnittke is striving to approach 

through this process. 

 The issues of maturity and experience that are at the heart of Mahler’s music 

lead to a semantic system which has important connections with Schnittke’s 

polystylism. In Mahler’s music, the concept of personal memory informs the way 

that the present is experienced. This is referenced by the internal structure of many of 

Mahler’s works which use altered thematic repetition as a model for the act of 

remembering. In Schnittke’s music similar processes take place, especially in the 

second, third and fourth movements of the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5 

where the music makes overt references to Mahler’s sound world, and to the 

chronotopic basis of his work. However, memory has a broader significance in 

Schnittke’s music because he also treats the history of musical culture as a product of 

collective memory. Schnittke borrows Mahler’s metaphor of music as memory and 

broadens it to encompass cultural and social issues through the mechanism of 

polystylism. Nevertheless, the basic semantic device for Schnittke’s music is still the 

act of remembering. Whereas for Mahler the act of remembering links the individual 

to his own past, for Schnittke it also has a cultural aspect; it is a means by which the 

roots of a culture can be accessed by the individual. Both composers understand the 

past as a point of stability and the present as a field of uncertainty. The aspect of 

Mahler’s chronotope which expresses this dichotomy is the most important link 

between it and Schnittke’s understanding of the relationship between past and 

present. 
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 The later sections of this chapter will employ Adorno’s interpretation of 

Mahler’s symphonies to demonstrate how issues of memory and the human 

perception of the passage of time link them to the genre of the novel. Adorno 

discusses Mahler’s symphonies as musical novels, and many of the connections he 

draws between Mahler’s musical semantics and the literary traditions of his day 

closely parallel Bakhtin’s understanding of Dostoevsky (whom Adorno claims to be 

an important influence on Mahler’s music). Adorno’s musical novel will therefore 

become an important intermediary step in the application of Bakhtin’s literary ideas 

to the Mahlerian novelness of the later movements of the work. 

 

 The comparison between the voices of Bach and Mahler in the Concerto 

Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5 shows the two separate forms of influence that Schnittke 

is acknowledging. Bach was a figure of respect for Schnittke but not of empathy. 

Bach influenced Schnittke’s music but not through any attempts on Schnittke’s part 

to imitate him. Schnittke’s approach to the music of Bach includes a certain sense of 

decipherment. When asked about his understanding of Bach’s music he mentioned 

the numerological systems that have been identified by Ruth Tatlow and then goes on 

to describe how this leads to a cabbalistic quality in the music.6 Schnittke equates 

this codedness with a sense of expressive distance in Bach’s music. Bach is an 

important composer for Schnittke, but not a model for his compositional activity.   

Mahler, on the other hand, has provided a model for many aspects of 

Schnittke’s work. Schnittke feels a close relationship between himself and Mahler 

which results in a fuller engagement with Mahler’s voice in the work. Mahler is 

presented as having many human qualities, the most important of which is a fully 

represented voice. 

 

SCHNITTKE’S CONSTRUCTION OF SELF IN THE WORK 

The primary goal of Schnittke’s polystylistic music is the definition and identity of 

the composer’s voice. The issue of authorship is therefore of central importance to 

the interpretation of his music. For Bakhtin, a work’s preoccupation with issues of 

authorship characterises it as a novel. The concept of authorship is less important in 

epic genres. The epic has a strong link to mythology, and like mythology relies on 

                                                 
6 Ivashkin, A., 2003: Besedi s Al’fredom Shnitke (2nd ed.) p.146. See also Tatlow, Ruth, 1991: Bach 
and the Riddle of the Number Alphabet (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press). 
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collective systems of oral dissemination which continually reduce the relevance a 

possible single author. Another characteristic that the epic shares with the myth is its 

dependence on generic structural archetypes. Claude Levi-Strauss has shown that, in 

the case of myths, common generic elements can be found in the mythology of 

almost every culture.7 The fact that the novelised work is no longer dependant on 

such generic formulas means that it is instead shaped by the author and reflects his 

idiosyncrasies to a much greater extent: 

 

By contrast with other literary genres (the epic, the lyric, the 
drama)…questions of personal authorship in the novel are posed on a 
philosophical, cultural or socio political plane…for the novel the issue of 
authorship…is a formal and generic concern.8  

  

As with all other voices in dialogism, the composer’s voice is a combination of its 

situation and the way that it responds to that situation. Within this process the 

composer’s voice is always linked to a specific stylistic identity. In Bakhtin’s broad 

definition of style, the composer’s voice is always precisely a stylistic category. 

 In the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5, the extent to which an 

independent voice can be attributed to the composer is always dependant on the 

extent to which he is seeking to distance himself from the historical voices that he 

evokes. The first movement seeks a specific, yet distanced, relationship with the 

music of Bach. Rather than establishing a specific stylistic identity for himself within 

this process, Schnittke instead uses stylistic processes that he borrows from 

Stravinsky to create a distanced relationship with his historical model (see below). In 

the third and fourth movements, Schnittke seeks a closer stylistic relationship with 

Mahler. The idea of a separate stylistic position for the composer in these movements 

is compromised by the fact that Schnittke is striving for the maximum stylistic 

confluence between himself and Mahler. Therefore, in the work’s first, third and 

fourth movements, Schnittke’s individual stylistic input is limited to the extent to 

which he exaggerates, extrapolates or continues the stylistic tendencies he identifies 

in the music of Stravinsky (in the first movement) and Mahler (in the third and fourth 

movements). 

                                                 
7 See, for example, Levi-Strauss, Claude, 1986: The Raw and the Cooked, trans. John and Doreen 
Weightman (Harmondsworth: Penguin). 
8 Bakhtin, M.M., 1981: ‘Forms of Time and Chronotope in the Novel’ in The Dialogic Imagination 
pp.160-161. 
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 The idea of a composing style that is independent of any historical allusion is 

therefore only an issue in the second movement. The Mahler quotation on which the 

movement is based is placed in a number of stylistic situations, some of which are 

stylistically opposed to it and some of which are not. Schnittke’s voice can be 

considered as the basis for the music that is stylistically opposed to the Mahler 

fragment. As such, it functions as the representation of a contemporary context which 

is therefore temporally separate from the historical quotation. It therefore functions in 

the same way as Stravinsky’s voice in the first movement (see below). In order for 

the second movement to be truly dialogic, Schnittke’s voice must appear within it in 

such a way that it functions as a stylistically autonomous position. This dialogic 

context should be stressed; aspects of Schnittke’s composing style can only be 

considered as representations of a voice (in the Bakhtinian sense) if they appear 

within dialogic contexts and interact dialogically with another voice. This is what 

happens in the second movement, and from the stylistic profile of that movement, the 

following characteristics can be linked to representations of Schnittke’s own voice: 

 

-Stretto canon in which contrapuntal lines imitate each other in very quick succession 

and often transposed down a semitone. 

 

-The use of bells in the orchestra and bell-like effects. 

 

-Orchestral clusters (semitone, whole tone, octatonic etc.). 

 

-Symmetrical expansions in which the bass line mirrors the top line in exact 

chromatic inversion. 

 

-The chord [0167]. This is a harmony used in many of Schnittke’s works of the 

1980s, it consists of the intervals semitone, perfect fourth, semitone and can be 

expressed as the set 4-9 (6). 

 

An important aspect of all of these features is the fact that they appear in 

many of Schnittke’s works. They define Schnittke’s voice through their linking the 

work with earlier works by the same composer. In other words, they form an idiolect, 
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a set of stylistic features that are particular to the composer and signify authorship, 

which, as Bakhtin states above, is a fundamental generic concern for the novel. 

 

 

FORMS OF DIALOGIC INTERACTION IN THE CONCERTO GROSSO 

NO.4/SYMPHONY NO.5 

In his essay ‘Discourse in the Novel,’9 Bakhtin investigates the different forms of 

dialogue that occur in novelised prose. His aim is to establish the ways in which 

voices interact and to show that different forms and levels of dialogic interaction are 

possible. His main interest is the extent to which voices can move towards stylistic 

agreement through the mutual borrowing of aspects of each other’s styles. The aim of 

his classification therefore is to show the possibility of stylistic confluence between 

active voices. The interaction is considered to be more successful (in the dialogic 

sense) if it brings the languages of the voices together so that the both languages have 

a presence in each voice. 

 The principal distinction that Bakhtin draws is between ‘hybridisation’ and 

‘stylisation’. Of the two, stylisation is considered to be the more subtle and successful 

form of interaction, while hybridisation has more internal tension owing to the 

unresolved conflict between the styles of its constituent languages. Bakhtin describes 

hybridisation in these terms: 

 

It is a mixture of two social languages within the limits of a single utterance, 
an encounter, within the arena of an utterance, between two different 
linguistic consciousnesses, separated from one another by an epoch, by social 
differentiation or by some other factor.10

 

The most important feature here is the apparent separation of the constituent 

languages. Contact is made between the languages, but the distinctness of the 

languages from each other is still apparent. The aim of hybridisation is rather to use 

one language (in the literary novel this is usually the author’s contemporary 

language) as a comparative model in order to clarify the identity of the other 

language, and visa versa: 

 

                                                 
9 Bakhtin, M.M., 1981: ‘Discourse in the Novel’ in The Dialogic Imagination pp.259-422. 
10 Ibid., p.358. 
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...the novelistic hybrid is an artistically organized system for bringing 
different languages in contact with one another, a system having as its goal 
the illumination of one language by means of another...11

 

Bakhtin contrasts this with stylisation, which he describes as ‘The clearest and most 

characteristic form of internally dialogised mutual illumination of languages…’12 

The interaction of languages in stylisation is more internal; it is a process of 

reconciliation or even synthesis of languages. Where stylisation occurs, the stylistic 

tension that is a feature of hybridisation is resolved and the resulting language can 

transcend the conflicts of its origins. 

 

The image of a language created by stylisation is the least fraught and most 
artistically rounded-off of such images, one that permits the maximal 
aestheticism available to novelistic prose.13

 

As with hybridisation, the two languages that make up a stylisation are assumed by 

Bakhtin to be those of the author and of some earlier voice: 

 

Stylisation [requires] a specific linguistic consciousness (the contemporaneity 
of the stylizer and his audience), under whose influence a style becomes a 
stylisation, against whose background it acquires new meaning and 
significance.14

  

The principal point of contact between these ideas and Schnittke’s polystylism is the 

role of the composer himself, who fits the model of a ‘contemporary stylizer’ better 

(possibly) than any of the novelists whom Bakhtin discusses. The main problem 

however, is the difference in medium between literature and music. In literature, 

subtle but definite semantic devices can be used to create links or contrasts between 

styles. In music, the role of semantics is necessarily diminished through the greater 

abstraction of meaning. Style, on the other hand, is just as much an issue in music as 

it is in literature, but the mechanisms through which styles can interact within a piece 

of music are very different from the corresponding interactions in literature. Bakhtin 

uses the analogy of ‘polyphony’ to describe the interaction of voices in literature, but 

in music actual polyphony is possible and stylistic interaction can be played out 

                                                 
11 Ibid., p.361. 
12 Ibid., p.362. 
13 Ibid., p.363. 
14 Ibid., p.362. 
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through it.15 Other forms of stylistic simultaneity are also possible in music, but the 

mechanisms through which they occur are specific to the medium. Accordingly, I 

now plan to divert from Bakhtin’s discussion of literature in order to investigate how 

his typology of stylistic interaction can function in the realm of polystylistic music. 

 

QUOTATION AND PSEUDO-QUOTATION 

The primary distinction I wish to draw in Schnittke’s music is between quotational 

and non-quotational forms of interaction. Schnittke makes this distinction himself 

and describes separate artistic aims for the two forms: 

 

There are two types of quotation. In a series of compositions quotations are 
used as signs. For example in the First Symphony, which needed to depict a 
fairground atmosphere. This needed a documentary character and quotations 
needed to be highlighted in order that they would be recognised. 

But there are also times when quotations do not need to be recognised, 
but need to create links between different times and between different musical 
epochs. At these times I use pseudo-quotations as in the Suite in the Olden 
Style [(1972)]. 

A fragment can be used in a new context. I am interested in the effect 
of using different styles to create a new aesthetic experience – sometimes 
shock, sometimes bewilderment and sometimes it is an unexpected 
understanding of links between different stylistic epochs.16  

 

Quotations and pseudo-quotations therefore have distinct roles in polystylism. The 

Third and Fourth Symphonies both demonstrate how different levels of stylistic 

tension can be achieved using only pseudo-quotations, but when an actual 

recognisable quotation is used (as in the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no. 5) then 

separate musical devices must by employed to create a similar array of stylistic 

tension and stylistic unity. Accordingly, the typology of dialogic interactions that I 

propose for the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5 (Figure 5.1) is based on two 

important distinctions: the distinction between quotational and non-quotational 

interactions and the distinction between hybridisation and stylisation. 

Quotational dialogue occurs only in the second movement of the work, 

because this is the only movement in which an actual quotation from another work is 

used. The fact that it is a quotation gives it a specific role in the music. It can 

represent an earlier voice (Mahler’s in this case) merely through its presence rather 

                                                 
15 See chapter 2 for a more detailed discussion of the problems related to returning Bakhtin’s musical 
metaphors to music. 
16 Ivashkin, A., 2003: Besedi s Al’fredom Shnitke (2nd ed.) pp.210-211 (my translation). 
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than through any act of stylistic linkage. The key to the success of this in the sphere 

of stylistic interaction is the fact that the Mahler quote is in some way representative 

of Mahler’s musical language and therefore suggests a metonymic link with every 

element of Mahler’s musical style. Stylistic interaction can then take place between 

the style embodied by the quotation and the other styles that Schnittke juxtaposes. 

 The most subtle interpretative distinction represented in the table is that 

between non-quotational stylisation and non-quotational internal hybridisation. In 

both cases an aspect of the music which cannot be reduced to any simpler musical 

elements (an intonation) contains within it aspects of both the composer’s 

(Schnittke’s) voice and an external voice. The distinction between stylisation and 

hybridisation here is a result of the extent to which the resulting musical language 

emphasises the links between its constituent styles (leading to stylisation) or instead 

emphasises its own dichotomous nature by highlighting the differences between 

those styles (and thereby creating hybridisation). 

 Quotational stylisation occurs when the context into which the quoted 

material is placed is in sympathy with the style of that material and creates a sense of 

stylistic unity despite the different origins of the musical elements. 

Quotational internal hybridisation is impossible because the material that makes up 

the quotation is wholly derived from an external voice and so cannot contain any 

elements that can be attributed only to the composer’s voice; the composer can only 

influence the context. The ways in which the context can be influenced to emphasise 

the influence of the composer’s voice are listed in the bottom four rows of the table. 

Contrapuntal hybridisation involves the interaction of separate contrapuntal lines in 

the music which each represent a separate voice (i.e. a separate stylistic category). 

This is the closest analogy possible to Bakhtin’s use of the term ‘polyphony’ in 

literature, but it is of limited relevance in the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5. 

Non-quotational forms of contrapuntal hybridisation would be possible in the 

medium of music but they are not a feature of the stylistic structure of this work 

(although they are an important aspect of Schnittke’s Piano Quintet (1972-76)). 

 



 
227

 

FIGURE 5.1 

A TYPOLOGY OF DIALOGIC INTERACTIONS IN THE CONCERTO GROSSO 

NO.4/SYMPHONY NO.5 

 

 QUOTATIONAL  

(2nd Movement only) 

NON-QUOTATIONAL 

STYLISATION Quotation with new 

accompaniment that stresses 

stylistic unity (movt.2, bars 75-

82) 

Internally dialogised 

pseudo-quotation. Stresses 

stylistic links (movt. 2, 

bars 54-74) 

HYBRIDISATION - 

INTERNAL

  pseudo-quotation. Stresses 

stylistic plurality (movt. 2, 

bars 53-54) 

HYBRIDISATION – 

CONTRAPUNTAL

Quoted material in 

counterpoint with new material 

(movt. 2, bars 91-100) 

   

HYBRIDISATION – 

STRETTO

Dense contrapuntal textures 

where each line contains the 

same quoted material (movt. 2, 

bars 18-28) 

Dense contrapuntal 

textures where each line 

contains the same pseudo-

quotational material 

(movt. 1, fig. 3) 

HYBRIDISATION - 

HARMONIC

Harmony opposes stylistic 

identity of quotation (movt. 2, 

bar 205) 

Harmony opposes stylistic 

identity of pseudo-

quotations (movt. 1, fig. 

6) 

HYBRIDISATION - 

CONTEXTUAL

Exact quotation without any 

new simultaneous music. 

Meaning is affected by context 

though comparison to earlier 

music (reaccentuation). (movt. 

2, bars179-204) 

Responds to (often 

opposes) an earlier 

utterance in another voice 

(movt. 2, bars 101-135) 
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 Stretto hybridisation, on the other hand, is used regularly by Schnittke in the 

Symphony and in many other works. The principle involves taking a representative 

line of voice-leading. This may or may not be a quotation, but is usually melodic and 

usually tonal, or at least analogous to tonal voice leading. The hybridising internal 

conflict is achieved by placing the theme in imitation with itself, usually at the 

distance of a single note or a single beat, and often transposing successive entries 

down (or, more rarely, up) a semitone. The tonal associations are thereby opposed by 

the resulting transient clusters that occur. This technique is used regularly by 

Schnittke and can be considered as part of the idiolect of his composing voice. The 

hybridisation therefore consists of a conflict between the linear and the harmonic in 

the texture. 

 A similar conflict of vertical and horizontal is represented by harmonic 

hybridisation. In this case, harmonies that are distinctive of Schnittke’s composing 

voice are used to accompany external quotations or pseudo-quotations. The most 

distinctive harmony that Schnittke used at the time of the composition of the 

Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5 was the [0167] collection, but in this work he 

also uses a variety of different densities of clusters to create an ideolectical harmonic 

system. 

 The final category in the typology is contextual hybridisation. This is the only 

type of hybrid that does not involve the explicit simultaneous presence of more than 

one voice. Instead, only a single style is heard, but its meaning is conditioned by its 

relationship to earlier utterances in other voices. The quotational and non-quotational 

forms of contextual hybridisation are significantly different. In the quotational form, 

a quotation is heard without any new music added by the composer. Instead, the 

composer’s voice is felt through the relationship to earlier utterances in the 

composer’s voice. In other words, the quotation is subjected to reaccentuation. The 

best example of this in the work is the quotation of the Mahler fragment at the end of 

the second movement, where Mahler’s music is heard in an unaltered form but its 

meaning has been completely changed by its situation. Bakhtin is interested in the 

semantic distinctions between direct and reported speech. Quotational contextual 

hybridisation is the closest parallel in music to Bakhtin’s understanding of how the 

act of reporting speech affects the meaning of a quotation. 

 Non-quotational contextual hybridisation represents the reverse of this 

process. Here the composer’s voice responds to an earlier utterance in another voice. 
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The fact that the composer’s utterance is perceived as a response implies the 

existence of the whole dialogic system of which it is a part. The voice of the other is 

therefore also implied. Bakhtin’s concept of addressivity is important here, as the 

meaning of the utterance is a function of the dialogue and the nature of both voices 

needs to be ascertained in order to approach a full understanding of any single 

utterance within the dialogue. Contextual hybridisation represents the closest analogy 

in music to the model of actual verbal dialogue. Most dialogic interaction in 

polystylistic music occurs at the level of the simultaneity, but contextual dialogic 

conditioning involves the sequential interaction of voices. This interaction can be 

related directly to the activity of verbal intercourse. 

 

FIGURE 5.2 

A DIALOGIC SYNOPSIS OF THE CONCERTO GROSSO NO.4/SYMPHONY 

NO.5 

1st Movement Non-quotational hybridisation 

2nd Movement  Quotational and non-quotational 

hybridisation and stylisation 

3rd Movement Non-quotational hybridisation and 

stylisation 

4th Movement Non-quotational stylisation 

 

 

The general tendency through the symphony is away from hybridisation and towards 

stylisation. The interaction with Bach’s voice in the first movement is exclusively on 

the level of hybridisation because Schnittke maintains a clear stylistic distinction 

between his own voice and that of Bach. In the later movements of the symphony, 

Schnittke’s interaction is with the voice of Mahler. Here Schnittke is attempting to 

find common stylistic ground; he is demonstrating his empathetic attitude to Mahler 

through the process of stylistic confluence. Accordingly, the dialogue moves closer 

and closer to the state of stylisation that is achieved in the final movement where the 

motivating principles of the two voices merge – Schnittke has fully internalised the 

language of Mahler, and the stylistic conflict that energised the preceding movements 

is resolved. However, this is only achieved gradually, and the internal movements 

contain a number of intermediary dialogic states which form steps between the 
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exclusively hybridised first movement and the exclusively stylised last movement. 

The second movement in particular demonstrates the diversity of dialogic processes 

that are possible between the two extremes, while the third begins the process of 

assimilation, with stylisation becoming more dominant as it progresses.  
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MOVEMENT 1 – HYBRIDISATION AND EPIC DISTANCE IN THE 

CONCERTO GROSSO NO.4 

 

The first movement is the concerto grosso element of the symphony. If its generic 

aspect is considered in light of the novelisation of genres, the relationship between 

concerto grosso and symphony can be understood as one of hierarchy. The concerto 

grosso is the generic basis of the first movement, but its logic is subordinate to that of 

the symphony. The music here could function as the first movement of a complete 

concerto grosso, but the reason for its presence is retrospectively revealed to be part 

of a separate symphonic logic. This demonstrates how novelness informs the 

symphony’s generic profile through the novelisation of the concerto grosso genre. 

 The novelistic nature of the symphony as a whole is also emphasised through 

the comparison with the generic identity of this first movement; the symphony grows 

into a novelised form from a first movement which has a characteristically epic 

identity. The combination of a baroque genre and the hybridised interaction of styles 

in the first movement results in a baroque and yet contemporary identity which is 

closely related to the sense of historical reinvention that characterises the epic. 

Michael Holquist writes that: 

 

The epic is not...a genre confined to a moment in the distant past. It is 
historical precisely in the sense that it represents an always-still-available 
possibility.17

 

The dialogic status of Bach’s voice in the movement is limited by the epic discourse. 

Characters in epic literature, unlike those in the novel, do not participate in 

stylistically empowering dialogue with each other or with the author’s narrational 

style. The epic thereby maintains a sense of ontological distance which separates the 

characters from the narrator, and from each other. Similarly, in the first movement, 

the voices of Bach and Schnittke never correspond. Even when internal hybridisation 

occurs, the attributes of the music that link it to Bach can always be separated from 

those that link it to Schnittke. 

 An important precedent for Schnittke’s hybridised dialogue with the past can 

be found in the music of Stravinsky. In many of Stravinsky’s works, the extent to 

which the music is linked to its historical models (real or imagined) is strictly defined 

                                                 
17 Holquist, M., 1990: Dialogism: Bakhtin and his World p.77. 
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in musical terms. In any one passage, certain musical parameters link the music to the 

past, while others link it specifically to Stravinsky’s musical idiolect. In this way very 

complex hybridisation systems can be constructed, but because Stravinsky always 

retains a unique identity for his own voice, no stylisation is possible.18

 Schnittke makes this point himself in his article ‘Paradox as a Feature of 

Stravinsky’s Musical Logic.’19 He relates Stravinsky’s use of models from the 

history of music to the use of Russian folk idioms in his early ballets. Folk music is 

an essentially impersonal tradition where empathy with the composing style of 

another individual is unnecessary. The fact that Stravinsky’s later use of musical 

models from the western canon is based on a similarly impersonal relationship with 

the past limits the extent to which it can be considered as stylisation: 

 

…Stravinsky’s method extended the use of folklore even into the musical 
language of European Classicism. It follows from this perspective alone that 
the word “stylisation” is not applicable to the music of Stravinsky.20

 

In the absence of stylisation, music which is based on a historical model will 

invariably take on a paradoxical identity. The aesthetics and artistic aims of the 

earlier music will not correspond with those of the new work, and internal stylistic 

tension is inevitable. In Schnittke’s opinion, Stravinsky embraces this sense of 

paradox, and his music balances the new and old stylistic tendencies, either through 

applying contemporary compositional techniques to old material, or old 

compositional techniques to new material: 

 

Today, one cannot compose something living in the musical language of the 
eighteenth century (without setting oneself some sort of specialized task); to 
try this would inevitably lead to dead stylisation, a corpse galvanised into life. 
But one can compose in a contemporary language, imparting archaic 
attributes to contemporary intonations; or, conversely, one can compose in an 
“antiquated” language, but follow a contemporary developmental logic. The 

                                                 
18 The epic nature of Stravinsky’s music can be linked to his fascination with myths. Many of his neo-
classical works are based on themes from mythology and the way in which he takes a mythical subject 
and makes it distinctively his own is a useful parallel for the way that earlier musical styles are treated 
in his music. Stravinsky’s neo-classicism, like his use of mythology, involves taking something which 
has been defined by the passage of history (in mythology this is usually through oral dissemination, 
with early music it is though the reception and performance history of that music) and treating it as if it 
were from an anonymous source. Stravinsky is not interested in dialogue with earlier voices, and his 
authorship is never in question. The relationship between the past and the present is therefore very 
clear in Stravinsky’s music; the past is source material, while the present (Stravinsky’s present) is the 
primary point of creative activity. 
19 In Schnittke, A., 2002: A Schnittke Reader pp.151-200. 
20 Ibid., p.151. 
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resulting musical logic will inevitably involve a sense of paradox because it 
no longer falls within the framework of a single style or era.21

 

‘Paradox as Feature of Stravinsky’s Musical Logic’ is a substantial article which 

investigates in some detail the various configurations of new and old in Stravinsky’s 

work. The paradox outlined above (one of many paradoxes identified in the article) is 

of such a nature that it precludes the confluence of new and old in the form of 

stylisation. In Bakhtinian terms then, it is the mechanism by which hybridisation is 

maintained in Stravinsky’s music. The first movement of the Concerto Grosso no. 

4/Symphony no. 5 is based on a similarly hybridised relationship with the music of 

Bach, where a stylistic distance between old and new is always apparent. Schnittke 

models this hybridisation on the paradoxes he identifies in Stravinsky’s music, and 

does so so emphatically that Stravinsky’s composing voice becomes the stylistic 

intermediary that ensures the hybridised distance between the voices of Bach and 

Schnittke. 

 The significance of Stravinsky’s methods can be seen in the comparison of 

the opening of the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5 to that of Stravinsky’s 

Violin Concerto.22 The openings of the two works are very similar with two trumpets 

playing a theme in close harmony (see examples 5.3 and 5.4). The theme itself is also 

similar in that it is based on a turn figure. Stravinsky and Schnittke also have similar 

ways of distancing themselves from the sound world of their baroque models. Both 

composers add asymmetric time signatures at an early stage to upset the smooth flow 

of the music. In the Stravinsky concerto a 5/8 bar occurs at bar 14, in Schnittke’s 

movement a 7/8 bar is used in bar 3. Another important link between the two 

composers is the extensive use of the woodwind, in both cases overtaking the strings 

as the most important sonority and thereby distancing themselves from Bach’s 

orchestra.  

 A number of harmonic links to Stravinsky’s idiosyncratic use of tonality can 

be heard in the relationship between the voices of Bach and Schnittke in the  

 

                                                 
21 Ibid., p.154. 
22 This comparison was first suggested in Tiba, Dzun, 2002: Concerto Grosso No.4/Symphony No. 5 
Al’freda Shnitke: Opit intertekstual’nogo analiza [Alfred Schnittke’s Concerto Grosso no. 
4/Symphony no. 5: an attempt at intertextual analysis] (Moscow: Moscow State Conservatory). 
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EXAMPLE 5.3 – OPENING OF STRAVINSKY’S VIOLIN CONCERTO 
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EXAMPLE 5.4 – OPENING OF MOVT. 1 
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movement. Stravinsky’s approach to tonality and modality often involves making the 

presence of a tonal device evident, but resisting its tonal functionality by structuring 

the music according to an unrelated scheme. In the opening passage, the music of the 

two trumpets could be understood as bitonal. However, neither line represents a 

stable tonality, as their tonal affiliations change in each bar (see table 5.5). A more 

stable tonal grounding for the opening passage is found in the strings where G major 

is suggested through tonic and dominant chords in that key. However, the chords 

have no mediants; they are open fifths rather than triads. The trombones and tuba 

emphasise the non-triadic nature of these chords by linking them through parallel 

fifths which enact a chromatic descent. Tonality is therefore suggested in a number of 

ways in the opening passage, but every such suggestion is compromised through a 

distancing device inspired by Stravinsky. 

 

FIGURE 5.5 – TRANSIENT TONAL AREAS IMPLIED BY THE TRUMPET 

PARTS IN THE OPENING 8 BARS 

 

BAR 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

TPT. 

1 

G 

maj 

G 

maj 

g min A 

maj 

G 

maj 

f min octatonic D maj 

TPT. 

2 

D 

maj 

A 

maj 

chromatic f# 

min 

d min g min c min chromatic 

 

 Later passages continue this qualified relationship with the harmonic 

language of tonality. At figure 10 (example 5.6), the harpsichord plays fast arpeggios, 

linking the texture to the concept of tonal accompaniment. Again, the allusion to 

tonality is compromised through bitonality and moving to unrelated keys almost 

every bar. 

 A melodic distancing device is borrowed from Stravinsky 8 bars after figure 

12. Here the oboe is playing the violin theme from figure 10. The theme is adapted 

through the addition of octave leaps between the first and second bar, between the 

third and fourth bar, and finally half way through the sixth bar. This is a device 

Stravinsky often uses to reduce the linear coherence of his borrowed music. 

(Schnittke identifies an example in the Pas des Furies movement from scene 2 of 
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Orpheus (1947).)23 The device has an immediate distancing effect and changes the 

music’s identity from a baroque linear/contrapuntal strictness to a more contemporary 

texture based sound. 

 

EXAMPLE 5.6 – FIG. 10 (SOLO VIOLIN AND HARPSICHORD ONLY) 

 

 
 

 Thus the voices of Bach and Schnittke are separated through processes that 

have been borrowed from Stravinsky, and which could be defined in dialogic terms 

as internal hybridisation. Stravinsky’s voice is heard as an aspect of the composer’s 

own voice, but Schnittke does not enter into dialogue with this voice; rather he uses 

its language to illuminate Bach’s voice as part of a separate interaction.24 It is a 

consequence of hybridisation that the illuminating voice becomes reified though the 

process: 

 

...where hybridisation occurs, the language being used to illuminate another 
language (this is usually accomplished using the contemporary language 
system) is reified to the point where it itself becomes the image of a 
language.25

 

The use of Stravinsky’s idiolect as an object, or as an image of a language, is possible 

because of his relative contemporaneity; it can be considered as a ‘contemporary 

language system’ and therefore as a tool for dialogue where greater temporal spans 

separate the voices.  

                                                 
23 Schnittke, A., 2002: A Schnittke Reader p.179. 
24 This use of an illuminating third voice is itself borrowed from Stravinsky. Schnittke describes how 
the music of Tchaikovsky informs the 17th-century stylings of Stravinsky’s Apollo (1927-8): 
 

It is not simply “in the old style,” but “in the old style through the eyes of Tchaikovsky” (the 
seventeenth century viewed through the prism of Tchaikovsky’s Serenade for Strings, Opus 48 
[1880]) – in other words, a three-fold mystification. (Ibid., pp.158-9). 

 
25 Bakhtin, M.M., 1981: ‘Discourse in the Novel’ in The Dialogic Imagination p.361. 
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 The way that time is structured and perceived in the first movement is 

determined by Bach’s chronotope. This respect for the temporal and structural 

aspects of earlier musical languages is another feature that the movement shares with 

Stravinsky’s work. Stravinsky’s use of baroque and classical generic models usually 

retains their temporal attributes of form and scale. Similarly, the first movement of 

Schnittke’s symphony retains the temporal scale and structure associated with the 

concerto grosso form and with the temporality of Bach’s chronotope in the work. 

 The construction and perception of temporality in Bach’s music is based on a 

certain strictness, in which the structure of larger time spans is linked to a regularity 

of progression at the level of the pulse. The tempo and pace of an individual 

movement is usually established immediately, and that pace is retained throughout. 

Deviations occur, but only in subtle processes connected with (for example) changes 

in harmonic rhythm or through changes linked to strict ratios which retain the 

ordering principle of the original speed. Thus, temporality in Bach’s music has an 

ordered, defined and finite nature. 

 This chronotope of temporal perception is the primary ordering principle in 

Schnittke’s first movement. A regular quaver pace is maintained throughout most of 

the movement (apart from figures 10-14), and while other speeds also occur 

simultaneously with the quavers, it is always the quavers that are dominant. Crotchets 

and semiquavers are also common. These demonstrate the mathematical regularity of 

the Bach chronotope through the simple ratio of 1:2 with the quaver pulse. This ratio 

also forms another link to Bach’s music in the canonic conclusion to the movement. 

From bar 18, the main theme is heard at three separate speeds, in quavers in the 

woodwind, crotchets in the violins and minims in the cellos, basses and piano. This 

passage demonstrates the link to Bach’s ratio-based temporal mentality by alluding to 

his practise of canon by augmentation. A diversity of speeds is created through this 

process, but with a definite basis in a single pulse. 

 The other important aspect of Bach’s chronotope that the movement 

demonstrates is the finite and bounded nature of his music’s temporality. As with 

most of Bach’s music, the first movement has a definite sense of structure and 

progression which is ensured by adherence to an architectonic structure and a clear 

sense of goal-orientation. Schnittke creates this goal-orientation in his first movement 

through a combination of ternary form and gradually increasing textural density. 

Table 5.7 shows the thematic structure of the movement. The return of the main 
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theme at figure 14 acts as a provisional goal, but the gradual increase in textural and 

thematic density throughout the movement as a whole creates a sense of internal 

shape that links it to the image of a movement by Bach. 

 

TABLE 5.7 – SCHNITTKE, CONCERTO GROSSO NO.4/SYMPHONY NO.5, 

MOVEMENT 1 – THEMATIC OUTLINE 

 

REHEARSAL FIGURE THEME 

Opening,1,2 1 

3,4 based on 1 

5 1 

6 based on 1 

7 2 

8 3 

9 based on 1,2,3 

5 bars after 9 3 

10,11,12,13 4 

14 1 

15 based on 1 

16,17 1 

18,19 1,4 

20,21 based on 1 

 

The intrinsic boundedness of Bach’s chronotope is demonstrated by Schnittke 

in a number of ways. The opening of the movement is very clear and decisive, with 

the brass theme accompanied by interjecting string chords.26 Of all the movement 

openings in the Symphony, this is the only one to have such definition and volume. 

The ending of the movement is similarly decisive, with the whole orchestra playing a 

fortissimo quaver chord. Again, this is the only movement ending in the whole 

Symphony to have such a definite sense of conclusion. The movement shows the 

influence of Bach’s temporal thinking through the structural significance of these 

                                                 
26 This is an interesting orchestrational inversion, since the usual model would be a string theme 
accompanied by interjecting brass chords. This is perhaps another aspect of Stravinsky’s influence on 
the movement. 
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emphatically defined limits. 

 The monogram B-A-C-H also plays a part in defining limits in Schnittke’s 

symphony. From a stylistic point of view, the monogram can be considered as an 

aspect of Bach’s voice because of Bach’s own use of it (if only once, at the end of 

The Art of Fugue). The monogram is semantically bounded in the sense that it has 

only one meaning; here or anywhere else the monogram B-A-C-H is a reference to 

J.S. Bach, and only to him. Its semantic definition therefore leads to a semantic 

insularity. In Bach’s own music this can be linked to a musical discourse which is 

influenced, or even dictated, by the liturgical function of much of his music. This 

suggests music which only has – or is only intended to have – one meaning. The 

semantic structure of Schnittke’s music is more heterogeneous than this, a fact that is 

reflected in his use of multiple monograms in many of his works. The monograms in 

Schnittke’s music are part of a symbolic level of meaning which is much more 

complex and open to interpretation than the semantic structures in Bach. 

 The use of the B-A-C-H monogram in the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony 

no.5, however, is more defined than in Schnittke’s monogram use elsewhere, and can 

therefore be attributed to Bach’s voice in the work. Its first appearance is at figure 10 

in the first movement (see example 5.6). It demonstrates its bounded nature here by 

framing the first phrase of the theme (theme 4). The monogram is interpolated, but 

gives the impression that it is defining the limits of the phrase. This notion of 

defining limits will become the primary function of the monogram in later 

movements. As a simultaneity (i.e. a chromatic cluster A – C), it forms the final 

gesture of both the second movement and of the entire work by its appearance at the 

end of the last movement. In both of these cases, the music up till the last chord has 

been structured according to Mahler’s chronotope in which growth and openness are 

more important than boundedness or limitations. The use of the monogram at the end 

of the second movement seems to have been inspired by the auspicious coincidence 

that the two-note chord on which the quotation that ends the movement finishes is 

composed of the notes A and C, which form half of the B-A-C-H monogram. 

Examples 5.8 and 5.9 show how Schnittke adjusts the configuration of the final chord 

to achieve a reaccentuation that highlights the symbolic significance of this fact. The 

lower C of the dyad is raised by a semitone to increase the harmonic ambiguity of the 

ending, but the monogram is retained in the strings and in the piano’s left hand, 
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which plays the cluster on the bottom four notes of the piano, giving an impression of 

profundity to the symbolism of the ending. 

By placing the monogram at the ends of these movements, Schnittke is 

reverting to Bach’s chronotope in his efforts to create a sense of conclusion. One 

inspiration for this may by the story about the appearance of the B-A-C-H monogram 

at the end of the Art of Fugue where Bach himself, unable to finish his final work, 

presents us with the monogram in lieu of conclusion. 

More relevant perhaps is the spiritual aspect of Bach’s chronotope. Bach’s 

music maintains a link between formal definition and spiritual order through the 

legacy of the music of the spheres. Structure, proportion and temporal boundedness 

are all emphasised in order that the music can connect with celestial notions of 

Divinity. At the end of the second movement, and more importantly at the end of the 

work, Schnittke suspends Mahler’s organic, earthly chronotope and returns us to that 

of Bach by way of transcendence. 
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EXAMPLE 5.8 – THE MAHLER FRAGMENT27

(source: Gustav Mahler sämtliche Werke, Supplement Band III (1997)) 

 
 

 

                                                 
27 The opening motif of the theme in this fragment is almost identical to that of the second movement 
of Schnittke’s Third String Quartet (shown in Ex.2.3 p.65). This could be interpreted as influence 
(Schnittke certainly knew the Mahler fragment when he composed the Third Quartet), but could also 
be the result of Schnittke’s fascination with musical coincidences. The attraction of the Mahler 
fragment as a compositional subject can only have been enhanced by the realisation that the Beethoven 
monogram that had figured prominently in some of Schnittke’s earlier works was in evidence here. 
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EXAMPLE 5.8 (cont.) 

 

 
 

 

 

EXAMPLE 5.9 – LAST 3 BARS OF SCHNITTKE’S SECOND MOVEMENT 
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MOVEMENT 2 – AT FIRST AN ATTEMPT TO REMEMBER, AND THEN 

REMEMBRANCE ITSELF 

 

 

From the start of the second movement the music adheres to the temporality 

associated with Mahler’s chronotope. The semantic level of the second, third and 

fourth movements is therefore closely linked to the way that meaning unfolds in 

Mahler’s music. Mahler’s chronotope links his music to temporal processes of 

growth and ageing. This is linked to the gradual unfolding of meaning in his work 

which resists the notion of cyclical return that formal structures based on exact 

repetition can imply. It means that continuous processes are at work that are 

independent of the formal structure. These processes form a link to the diachronic 

way that time is perceived in everyday life. Thus, the time-frames that form the basis 

of Mahler’s musical semantics have links to the processes of memory and forgetting 

as well as to the organic processes of growth and decay. 

 Openness and engagement are also characteristic of Mahler’s chronotope. By 

creating links to issues of memory and forgetting, Mahler is able to engage his music 

with the experience of ageing, and to address the processes through which individuals 

change over time. The chronotope associated with this music is therefore based on an 

organic construction of syntax and meaning. Models of organic growth and decay are 

paradigmatic, as are heterogeneous links to memories of the past. 

 Schnittke felt a close affinity to the music of Mahler. Like Schnittke, Mahler 

had been a German speaking Jew who sought to communicate the experience of 

cultural alienation through his music. Both composers represent the experience of 

rootlessness through the collision of different styles in their music. Mahler therefore  
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represents an important precedent for Schnittke’s polystylism.28

 The circumstances of Schnittke’s first encounter with Mahler’s music have a 

bearing on his later attitude to it. He first heard Mahler’s music in the brief time he 

spent living in Vienna as a child. Schnittke later felt a nostalgia for this period and his 

views of Mahler's music were no doubt influenced by the fact that he connected 

Mahler’s music with that time, and that the music lends itself to such connections by 

containing both nostalgia for childhood and a sense of Austro-German identity. 

 Nostalgia in Mahler’s music is connected with a particular attitude to 

childhood and a specific understanding of the relationship between childhood 

innocence and adult experience. Mahler spent much of the first part of his career 

setting poems from the collection das Knaben Wunderhorn (Arnim and Brentano 

1805 – 08). These folk poems were primarily intended for children but Mahler’s 

settings of them were intended for an adult audience. Through these settings, Mahler 

is attempting to connect with childhood perceptions and, in particular, with attitudes 

towards spirituality that are not jaded by experience. In his later music, Mahler 

repeatedly alludes to the past and uses depictions of memory as the basis of his 

semantic system. The nostalgic aspect of these allusions is linked to a yearning for a 

return to the composer’s own childhood state, or at least an enrichment of his adult 

perceptions with those of his childhood years. 

                                                 
28 The music of Dmitri Shostakovich forms an important link between Mahler and Schnittke. 
Shostakovich’s Fourth Symphony in particular demonstrated the expressive potential of Mahlerian 
aesthetics to younger generations of Russian composers. Shostakovich’s attitude to Mahler’s music 
was heavily influenced by the enthusiastic dissemination of it by his friend Ivan Sollertinsky. 
Sollertinsky made a number of efforts in the 1920s and 30s to interpret Mahler’s music in terms that 
would meet with official approval. Following Asaf’ev (with whom he had studied), Sollertinsky 
attempted to characterise Mahler’s stylistic borrowings as indicators of a ‘democratic symphonism’. 
Asaf’ev himself may well have had a hand in formulating this understanding of Mahler’s music. 
Asaf’ev’s copy of Sollertinsky’s Mahler monograph (which now resides in the library of the 
Composers’ Union in Moscow) carries the following handwritten inscription: 
 

Dorogomu Borisu Vladimirovichu Asaf’evu – na dobruiu pamiat’ o nashikh besedakh ot 
liubiashchego avtora 1/XII 1932 [To dear Boris Vladimirovich Asaf’ev – with good memories 
about our conversations from the loving author] 

 
(I am grateful to Alexander Ivashkin for carrying out this archival research on my behalf.) 

The fact that stylistic borrowings of the sort that Sollertinsky advocates also occur in 
Shostakovich’s Fourth Symphony and in many of his late works demonstrates the significance of 
Mahler to Shostakovich’s approach to symphonic composition. Shostakovich’s enthusiasm for 
Mahler’s appropriation of light music styles is also demonstrated by the speech he gave at the 
Composers’ Union conference in 1935. The event had been convened to determine the extent to which 
Asaf’ev’s theory of symphonism could be treated as a model for officially sanctioned symphonic 
composition. Shostakovich’s contribution (which was not well received) was to suggest a new form of 
composition where gypsy songs and street music could be used to create a new symphonic style (see 
Fairclough, Pauline, 2006: A Soviet Credo: Shostakovich’s Fourth Symphony (Aldershot: Ashgate) 
pp.230-231). 
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 Schnittke also uses memory as the basis of his musical semantics. However, 

connections with the past in Schnittke’s music are related to issues of history and 

cultural context as much as they are to personal memory. This difference of emphasis 

in the role of the past is the most important difference between the outlooks of the 

two composers. Schnittke’s interest in memory has more to do with a broader 

understanding of the past - not only his own past but also that of the culture (or 

cultures) to which he belonged. In the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5, he 

treats Mahler as an element of that cultural background and attempts to connect with 

aspects of his own German cultural identity by establishing links between his own 

music and that of Mahler. In order to do this he attempts to mimic Mahler’s musical 

representations of youth and maturity. He puts himself in the position of the adult 

Mahler in his late years and demonstrates Mahler’s preoccupation with youth by 

taking music that Mahler wrote in his teenage years (a fragment of a piano quartet 

written in 1876 (see example 5.8)) and reinterpreting it through the forms of 

reminiscence that inform Mahler’s later music. 

 

YOUTH AND MATURITY – THE CHRONOTOPIC BASIS OF THE 

MOVEMENT 

The relationship between Mahler’s youth and his maturity is demonstrated in the 

movement by the fact that the main theme was written by Mahler in his youth, while 

the chronotopic basis of the movement as a whole is linked to Mahler’s late music. 

Youthfulness is represented though the innocence and simplicity of the thematic 

material, while the effects of time and age are evoked by the fact that the theme is 

continuously obscured and denied a definite identity by musical devices that evoke 

forgetting. 

 Schnittke’s movement was originally written for piano quartet and intended to 

follow a first movement that Mahler had completed (the fragment on which 

Schnittke’s movement is based was intended as a second movement to the same 

work). When asked about the genesis of his movement and how he came to use the 

Mahler fragment, Schnittke replied: 

 

Much contained therein was and remains a problem for me. I would not be 
able to find a single explanation, but rather two if I undertook a harmonic 
analysis – and it could be interpreted this way or that. I believe I have never 
found this ever – the lacking of finality. I remember that I thought for a long 
time how I could continue the composition of this work. I tried for years to 
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find a continuation of these measures composed by Mahler. And then I 
imagined it not as a continuation but rather music that would approach 
Mahler’s music – as a reminder that the end will come, and that was the 
solution. At first the attempt to remember and then remembrance itself.29

 

Issues of memory and forgetting were therefore integral to Schnittke’s conception of 

the movement. Schnittke had always felt closer connections to Mahler’s late music 

than to his early works, so the fact that he understood the fragment from the point of 

view of memory suggests an empathy with Mahler’s later years. 

 The novelistic implications of memory and forgetting are important aspects of 

the movement. The novelistic openness that is associated with Mahler’s chronotope 

in the last three movements of the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5 allows the 

music to evoke processes of memory, and of forgetting. The act of remembering 

involves linking the present explicitly with the past, and so the music has a sense of 

openness to past events. The act of memory also embodies a certain ambiguity in that 

human memory is never perfect. This is an important aspect of the second movement 

where the striving toward a memory is more important than the memory itself. This 

creates a wide scope for differing interpretations (of the past and of the present act of 

remembering) which is another important aspect of novelistic openness. Schnittke 

stresses this openness by eschewing definite musical closure. As in many of his other 

polystylistic works, aspects of tonal rhetoric are used at various stages of the 

movement, but there are no cadences. Openness to continuation and interpretation 

forms the guiding compositional principle. This is shown by the way in which 

Schnittke incorporates the fragment; he uses the model of repeated attempts to 

remember the theme as a substitute for a continuation of the theme. The possibility 

for continuation is still present throughout the movement, and Schnittke defends this 

continuous possibility by refraining from continuing the music himself. 

 

DIALOGUE IN THE MOVEMENT 

The second movement acts as a transition between the genres of concerto grosso and 

symphony. The first movement has an epic insularity that marks it out as the concerto 

grosso element of the work. In the third and fourth movements, Schnittke aligns his 

own voice closely with Mahler’s. This alignment is prepared by the second 

movement, which uses the voices of Schnittke and Mahler as distinct stylistic 

                                                 
29 Borchardt, Georg, 2002: ‘Alfred Schnittke and Gustav Mahler’ (trans. Suzan Meves) in Seeking the 
Soul, Odam, G. (ed.) p.29. 
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positions that interact dialogically. On a generic level, the second movement can be 

considered as a transition from the concerto grosso first movement to the third 

movement where the symphony proper begins (the third movement is modelled on a 

traditional first movement sonata allegro form and fulfils many of the functions of a 

symphonic first movement, despite its position in the work). The second movement 

therefore has a generic freedom which it exploits through ambiguities of identity. The 

process of the novelisation of genres benefits from this freedom as a number of 

implied sub-genres are worked into the movement (see below). 

 Mahler’s voice, as a stylistically autonomous position in the movement, is 

based primarily on the theme from the piano quartet fragment (ex. 5.8). There are 

also a number of allusions to Mahler’s late music which can also be considered as 

aspects of Mahler’s voice. Despite the apparent stylistic differences between the 

youthful Mahler of the quartet fragment and the mature Mahler of the late 

symphonies, Schnittke continually highlights connections between the two. 

Accordingly, I will only describe Mahler as having a single voice in the work, 

although, as in Mahler’s own music, it is a voice with many heterogeneous 

characteristics. 

 

The Intonational construction of Voices and of Dialogue 

Schnittke’s voice takes the role of the illuminating language in the second movement 

in the same way that Stravinsky’s did in the first. Therefore, as with Stravinsky’s 

musical rhetoric in the earlier movement, Schnittke’s idiolectical devices are 

subjected to a process of reification and become constituent elements of the musical 

discourse. Schnittke’s voice is often clearly distinct from Mahler’s, which is a result 

of the hybridisation that predominates. However, some stylisation also occurs, and at 

these points the composer’s voice aligns with that of Mahler and so is not marked out 

as a separate stylistic category. 

 The primary vehicle for Mahler’s voice is the theme from the piano quartet 

fragment. Associated with this is the use of the fragment’s accompanying figures, as 

well as the compound time signature (6/8) and chronotopic aspects of its status as 

chamber music. The dialogic activity of the fragment is limited by the fact that its 

linear content is used throughout in an unchanged form. Schnittke’s voice responds to 

the fragment, but the fragment itself does not respond, it merely repeats. The 
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fragment therefore has a symbolic status within the dialogue; it facilitates the dialogic 

interaction, but it does not play a full part in it. 

However, Mahler does have a full voice in the movement which is capable of 

response; it is the voice of his mature orchestral style. Schnittke is therefore in 

dialogue with Mahler’s mature voice, as both the voice of Mahler’s maturity and the 

voice of Schnittke present interpretations of the quartet fragment. Aspects of this 

mature style associated with Mahler’s voice include tonal chords with major/minor 

ambiguities and a melodic emphasis on appoggiatura. 

By associating specific intonational devices with either his own voice or with 

Mahler’s, Schnittke is able to create a variety of localised dialogic interactions. He is 

also able to present the two voices simultaneously in different parts or in different 

musical parameters. Thus the musical dialogue is closely linked to the music’s 

intonational construction, and dialogic interaction is presented as a product of the 

intonational activity (see below). 

 

THE DIALOGIC PROCESS 

The primary mechanism for dialogue in the second movement is the 

recontextualisation and reaccentuation of the quartet fragment. This is the principal 

signifier of Mahler’s voice and is used repeatedly without any melodic alteration. In 

this sense the theme is an example of what Schnittke describes as an ‘intonational 

coalition’, in that it has a specific identity in its entirety; the theme acts as if it were a 

single intonation. Dialogue occurs between Mahler and Schnittke through the 

differing contexts in which Schnittke places the theme. The simplest way in which 

this works is through stylistic counterpoint whereby Mahler’s theme is played 

simultaneously with a countertheme that opposes its identity (and therefore 

represents Schnittke’s voice). The level of opposition is always relative and differing 

levels of stylistic tension are achieved through the extent to which stylistic contrast 

results from these counterpoints. Other dialogic interactions in the movement have a 

more diachronic nature in that the interacting voices are not heard simultaneously. 

When Schnittke’s voice precedes the Mahler theme, it creates a new context for that 

theme or, alternatively, when Mahler’s theme is heard first, the following music has 

the character of a response to Mahler’s voice.  

 The forms of dialogue that I intend to describe in the movement are those 

outlined in the typology of dialogic interactions in figure 5.1. The primary distinction 
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in this typology is between hybridisation and stylisation, where hybridisation relates 

to the interaction of voices in which the differences between them are stressed, and 

stylisation refers to the confluence of the two voices where the stylistic identity of 

each is more difficult to separate. In the second movement, hybridisation is usually 

connected with the reaccentuation of the fragment theme, while stylisation is the 

result of Schnittke’s interaction with Mahler’s late style, which is presented in a 

number of non-quotational ways. The stylisation that links Schnittke’s voice to 

Mahler’s late style is a result of the empathy that Schnittke felt with Mahler’s mature 

music. This will become the basis of the final two movements of the work, as the 

voices of Mahler and Schnittke gradually align. Hybridised dialogue with the piano 

quartet fragment is the first step that Schnittke takes in approaching this goal. It is a 

simpler form of stylistic dialogue, but because of the always apparent gap between 

the styles (of Schnittke’s voice and of the fragment) it falls short of the full 

interillumination of styles embodied by stylisation. In fact, as table 5.1 shows, the 

fragment and allusions to Mahler’s late style are used in both types of dialogue. The 

form of dialogue is also occasionally in a gradual state of transition from 

hybridisation to stylisation or vice versa. 

The contrapuntal nature of the music sometimes leads to situations where two 

types of dialogue are heard simultaneously. All of these situations attest to the limits 

of a systematic approach to the classification of dialogue. This is something that 

Bakhtin himself emphasises, saying that it is a consequence of the complexity of 

heteroglossia that the exact nature of any dialogue or individual utterance will be 

impossible to isolate. 

My tabulation of the dialogic forms in the second movement in table 5.10 is 

an attempt to convey the complexity of this situation, but is necessarily limited by the 

fact that there is always a plurality of forms in the process of active dialogue. A 

systematic approach can only highlight the dominant tendencies in such a complex 

fabric it can never account for the whole dialogic situation. 
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FIGURE 5.10 - THE DIALOGIC INTERACTION IN THE SECOND MOVEMENT 

 

BAR  REPRESENTATIONS OF 

MAHLER 

REPRESENTATIONS 

OF SCHNITTKE 

NATURE OF THE 

RELATIONSHIP 

OF THE VOICES 

 

INTRODUCTION 

1 –17 Accompaniment figures 

from fragment, tonal 

harmonies 

increasing textural 

density, octatonic 

harmonies introduced 

in woodwind from bar 

9 

Contextual 

quotational hybrid 

moving to stretto 

quotational hybrid 

 

PART 1 

18-28 theme (primarily in horn 

solo) 

chromatic inversion of 

theme, stretto canon 

Quotational stretto 

hybrid 

29-33 pitch sequence from theme, 

compound time in strings 

duple time in brass, 

chromatically inverted 

theme in bass (strings 

and brass) 

Non-quotational 

contrapuntal 

hybrid, also 

internal hybrid in 

trumpet 

34-38 textural link to Mahler’s first 

movement 

atonality – [0167] in 

bar 38 

Non-quotational 

stylisation 

39-53 theme stretto imitation Contrapuntal/inter

nal quotational 

hybrid  - tends 

towards stylisation 

54-74 appoggiatura style of late 

symphonies – tonal 

implications 

duple time 

predominates 

Non-quotational 

stylisation 

75-82 theme – also counter theme 

closely related.  

stretto imitation (of 

counter theme) 

Quotational 

stylisation 
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83-90 incipit of theme appears 

(first as trombone solo) 

return to duple time 

counter theme 

Move from 

stylisation to 

hybridisation 

91-

100 

theme, compound time counter theme with 

independent identity, 

duple time 

Contrapuntal 

quotational hybrid 

 

PART 2 

101-

135 

theme is implied through 

counter themes 

duple time, [0167] 

chords, flexitone 

Contextual non-

quotational hybrid 

136-

152 

theme counter theme, clusters Contrapuntal 

quotational hybrid 

then contextual 

non-quotational 

hybrid 

153-

154 

only piano quartet 

instruments used 

duple time Internal non-

quotational hybrid 

155-

178 

none duple time, [0167], 

clusters, inversion in 

bass, modern orchestral 

effects (i.e. timp. gliss) 

Contextual hybrid 

 

PART 3 

179-

204 

exact quotation of fragment none Quotational 

contextual hybrid 

205 piano chord  string cluster spells 

BACH 

Harmonic 

quotational hybrid 

 

 The movement can be divided into an introduction and three main sections 

based on the presence or otherwise of the Mahler theme.30 The introduction is based 

on the introduction to the fragment. Part 1 uses the Mahler theme repeatedly with 

various different counterpoints and links. Part 2 only uses the Mahler theme once; the 

                                                 
30 This sectioning was first suggested by Lisa Brookes Robinson in her thesis ‘Mahler and Postmodern 
Intertextuality’ (Yale, 1994). 



 
253

rest of the section uses the themes that were originally presented in counterpoint to 

the Mahler theme in part 1 and instead juxtaposes these themes with each other. Part 

3 is an exact reproduction of Mahler’s piano quartet fragment. The meaning and 

significance of this final quotation is not solely the result of Mahler’s voice; it is also 

influenced by the situation into which Schnittke places it. From this overview it is 

evident that the voice of Mahler is very significant in the movement. However, the 

primary voice in the dialogue is that of Schnittke. It is he who controls the context at 

any one time, and his voice is always an aspect of Mahler’s voice in the movement 

owing to the fact that when Mahler’s music is heard, it is by way of quotation or 

reference on Schnittke’s part. 

 

Introduction – bars 1-17 

The nature of this power balance is evident from the very beginning of the movement 

(see ex. 5.11). The introduction section is based on the introduction to the piano 

quartet fragment, but Schnittke subjects the accompanying motif to a process of 

accretion, which transforms the introduction into a textural build-up rather than an 

establishment of tonality and pace as it appears in the first bar of the fragment. This is 

the first reaccentuation in the movement. The semiquaver motif is transformed from a 

stable, accompanying figure into a textural device through a change in its context. 

The tonal stability implied by the untransposed use of the figure in the fragment is 

compromised by the gradual layering of different transpositions in the different string 

parts.31

 In terms of dialogue, the introduction can be understood as beginning with an 

almost exact quotation of the fragment but then immediately moving away from the 

exactness of the quotation. The opening instant of the movement is a contextual 

quotational hybrid, in the sense that its meaning has changed through its use in a 

symphonic context and through its stylistic opposition to the first movement rather 

than the continuity it implied when it succeeded Mahler’s original piano quartet first 

movement. The relationship with the symphony’s first movement is not entirely one 

of contrast, however. The harpsichord (which was a solo (or at least solo continuo) 

instrument in the first movement and is used throughout the work as a representation 

                                                 
31 There is an incorrect stave on the first system of the score. The top cello line is notated in the alto 
clef (rather than in the tenor clef for which the stave sign is given) and should therefore start on an Eb. 
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EXAMPLE 5.11 – MOVEMENT 2, BARS 1 – 6 
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 of the baroque or the neo-baroque) plays the accompanying motif from the Mahler 

fragment at half speed. This can be understood as a vestige of the Bach chronotope, 

in that the canon by augmentation that it suggests is in keeping with the temporal 

perceptions that were dominant in the first movement. This leads to a chronotopic 

contrast with the Mahler fragment, because it is entirely out of keeping with the 

temporality of the Mahlerian chronotope as represented by the fragment. This adds to 

the contextual hybridity of the initial quotation by highlighting the alienness of the 

present context to the context in which the music was first conceived. 

  The process of accretion to which the accompanying motif is subjected is 

typical of Schnittke’s quotational polystylism and is therefore representative of the 

composer’s voice; it is a stretto quotational hybrid. The hybrid results from the fact 

that both Mahler and Schnittke are represented in this opening and that their 

individual identities are initially clearly distinct.  

 

Part 1 – bars 18-100 

The first appearance of the Mahler theme is in bars 18 – 28. It continues the 

quotational stretto hybrid interaction that was instigated in the introduction. The 

theme is heard in the solo horn and in the woodwind. The theme is most obvious in 

the horn, partly because it is the first to begin (at bar 18) but also because its timbre 

stands out from the woodwind. The interaction of voices here is between the horn and 

the woodwind. The horn carries Mahler’s voice (through associations with similar 

horn solos in Mahler’s symphonies) while the stretto imitations in the woodwind are 

counterpoints attributable to Schnittke. An important aspect of this interaction is the 

fact that three of the woodwind instruments (the flute, oboe and clarinet) play the 

theme in chromatic inversion. As with the idea of stretto, this has the effect of 

transforming the theme into a textural as much as a melodic device. The interaction 

in this passage is therefore between the horn (which represents Mahler’s voice by 

presenting the theme as a melody), and the woodwind (which also use the theme but 

represent Schnittke’s voice by using it to define the music’s texture). 
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EXAMPLE 5.12 – MOVEMENT 2, BARS 29 – 31 

 

 
 

 An important separation between the voices of Mahler and Schnittke is 

created in the rhythm in bars 29 – 31 (ex. 5.12). In this passage the strings continue 

the 6/8 quavers, while the brass play a melodically related figure (both are derived 

from the Mahler theme) in dotted quavers. The brass are effectively playing in duple 

time here, suggesting 2/4 or perhaps 4/8. The conflict between duple time and 

compound time will become the most fundamental intonational distinction between 

the voices of Mahler and Schnittke as the movement progresses. Such conflicts are 

played out synchronically, and so the dialogue of voices takes on the character of 

hemiola. The introduction of duple time also has generic implications. By opposing 

the compound-time identity of the theme, Schnittke is denying the fragment the 

ability to dictate the generic affiliation of the movement. The fragment itself has the 

characteristics of a scherzo and through its compound time suggests a lineage which 

links it to dance forms in classical genres. When asked whether the second movement 

of the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5 is itself a scherzo, Schnittke replied 

‘No, it is rather a scherzo-lullaby.’32 The generic ambiguity implied by this response 

                                                 
32 Ivashkin, A., 2003: Besedi s Al’fredom Shnitke (2nd ed.) p.165 (my translation). 
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is an important consequence of the work’s novelistic identity. The novelisation of 

genres creates a situation where the identity of individual genres is used referentially 

rather than structurally. The metric construction of this second movement shows how 

the scherzo genre can be incorporated into a movement without necessarily assuming 

unquestioned authority. 

 The following passage, bars 34 –38, demonstrates another important 

genealogical trait of the movement. As Schnittke’s second movement was originally 

written for piano quartet and intended to be played with Mahler’s completed first 

movement, many aspects of the stylistic interaction within the movement were 

originally intended as references to that situation. The fact that Schnittke uses so 

many musical devices to present his own voice and to retain stylistic control is 

perhaps a result of the music having originated from a context where it followed a 

movement in which the voice of Mahler stood unopposed. In bars 34 – 38 a reference 

is made to a similar passage in Mahler’s first movement (see examples 5.13, 5.14 and 

5.15). The comparison is instructive, because it shows the extent to which Schnittke 

attempts to link this music to the earlier context and also the differences that he 

highlights. The main similarities are textural; in the quartet version two tutti passages 

at different tempi are linked by a piano solo which implies a different tempo to either 

of the passages. The main difference is connected to pitch content, as Schnittke 

emphasises the atonality of the new situation through the use of a cluster in the bass. 

The melodic line itself is eleven notes long and has no repeated pitch classes and so 

approaches the full chromatic.  

When Schnittke came to orchestrate this passage for inclusion in the 

Symphony (ex. 5.15), he moved the last three bars to the harpsichord, thereby 

retaining the sense of reminiscence by referencing the first movement of the 

symphony rather than that of Mahler’s piano quartet. The result is another complex 

reaccentuation. The reminiscence effect is retained, although it now contains 

reminiscences related to more than one situation. These structural links are 

compounded by the fact that the third movement of the symphony contains a 

reminiscent link to this passage in the trumpet solo at fig.5 (ex. 5.16). Through these 

links and reaccentuations, Schnittke retains authorial control despite the internal 
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EXAMPLE 5.13 – MAHLER: PIANO QUARTET, MOVT. 1, BARS 52 – 54 

 

 
 

 

 

 

EXAMPLE 5.14 – SCHNITTKE PIANO QUARTET, BARS 34 – 39 
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EXAMPLE 5.15 – CONCERTO GROSSO No. 4/SYMPHONY No. 5, MOVT. 2, 

BARS 34 – 40 

 
 

 

EXAMPLE 5.16 – MOVEMENT 3, FIG. 5 (TRUMPET ONLY) 

 
 

dialogue with other voices. The music also conveys a sense of its own complex 

textual background through the vestiges of its earlier structural connections.  

 In the following iterations of the theme (bars 39-47 and 48-53) the first moves 

toward the integration of the voices can be felt. The theme is, as always, unchanged, 

but the counterpoints with which it is presented begin to move toward it in style. 

Stylisation is the aim of this process, but in bars 39-53 this is only approached and is 

not fully achieved. Instead a combination of contrapuntal and internal hybridisation is 

used. The dialogue is here hybridised rather than stylised, because there is still an 

apparent stylistic difference between the two contrapuntal lines. This interaction 

grows closer because of the internal stylistic changes in the counter-theme, which 
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approaches the style of the Mahler theme by imitating many of its intervals and, more 

importantly, by returning to the 6/8 time of the fragment. However, the counter-

theme does not achieve a full stylistic transition and so is in a state of internal 

hybridisation for the entirety of the passage. 

 The stylisation to which bars 39-53 aspire is finally achieved in bars 54-74 

(ex. 5.17). This later passage has strong musical links to the section described above 

because it is a substitute for the second half of the phrase in the Mahler theme in its 

second iteration (bars 48-53). As was mentioned earlier, non-quotational stylisation 

in the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5 always relates to the style of Mahler’s 

late music. In this case the important stylistic connections to the music of Mahler’s 

late symphonies include: 

-a prolonged falling appoggiatura in the melody 

-superimposed major and minor chords, which lead to a modal ambiguity 

-subtle changes of metre which give the music a fluid sense of ebb and flow related to 

the phrasing. 

The stylisation also acknowledges the dichotomy between duple and compound time 

in the movement’s voices. It integrates the two intonational devices through the use 

of 15/16 bars (bars 58 and 60) which contain a duplet pair followed by a triplet. Thus 

the two types of grouping are represented, but the actual notes are all of the same 

length, doing away with the rhythmic tension of the hemiola. 

 Another interesting aspect of stylisation is introduced at bar 54. Here the 

theme (in the first violins) moves in steps that alternate between tones and semitones. 

However, the direction of the movement is not constant; nor is it based on simple 

alternation. The result is a fully chromatic line (all pitch classes are present in the first 

four bars without repetition) which nevertheless has an intrinsic sense of modality 

owing to the alternation of tones and semitones. This device blends the voices of 

Mahler and Schnittke by combining Mahler’s extended tonality with Schnittke’s 

chromaticism in such a way that no tension results from the dual affiliation. This is 

therefore a powerful device in the pursuit of stylisation, and Schnittke uses it a 

number of times in the third and fourth movements of the work (see below). 

 At bar 75 the Mahler theme returns with a new counterpoint (see ex. 5.18). 

This passage continues the stylisation of the previous section because the counter-

theme is not stylistically opposed to the Mahler theme. Rather it presents a 
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EXAMPLE 5.17 – MOVEMENT 2, BARS 54 – 61 

 



 
262

counterpoint that Mahler himself could have conceived. The result is an example of 

quotational stylisation, and this is the only place in the work where it occurs. The 

harmonic basis of the passage supports the integration of the voices of Schnittke and 

Mahler: it consists of tonal chords (an aspect of Mahler’s style), but the chords are 

unrelated to each other (non-functional tonality - or atonal diatonicism - is an 

important feature of much of Schnittke’s music). The first 4 chords are c# minor, C 

major, d# minor and D major. 

 

EXAMPLE 5.18 – MOVEMENT 2, BARS 75 – 84 (VIOLIN 1 AND CELLO 

ONLY) 

 
 

 The effect of this passage is to relate the stylisation that was achieved in the 

earlier section to the Mahler theme which is the principal thematic material of the 

movement. It extends the stylisation by incorporating the quartet theme and thereby 

combining the voices of Schnittke and Mahler, with Mahler appearing 

simultaneously as the source of the quotation and the basis of the stylistic allusion. 

The stability of this stylisation is short-lived, however, and in later parts of the 

movement the memory of this section will serve to highlight the stylistic tensions that 

have returned. 

 The move away from stylisation begins at bar 83 and gradually progresses 

from here until the end of part 1 at bar 100.  The passage from bar 83 to bar 90 is 

characterised by short sections from earlier parts of the movement that are 

superimposed or juxtaposed in order to highlight their stylistic differences. At bar 83 

duplets are introduced, signalling the return of the composer’s voice as a separate 

musical element. The composer’s voice will be the primary mode of expression in 
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part 2, so this passage is designed to return it to the foreground as an independent 

concept. A solo trombone plays the first two bars of the Mahler theme at bar 85. This 

sound has strong associations with Mahler because of the famous trombone solo in 

his Third Symphony (1893-6), and so Mahler’s voice is also beginning to reappear as 

a separate element of the discourse. Mahler’s voice is not unopposed however, as 

Schnittke’s voice is represented by duple time in the violas and a bass progression 

which spells out the [0167] collection.33 In bars 89 and 90 the melodic line uses the 

alternation of tones and semitones first heard at bar 54. However, in this unstable 

atmosphere the result is not stylisation. The most predominant aspect of this theme is 

its duple time, and as such it associates itself firmly with the voice of the composer 

and against the voice of Mahler. 

 This position is made explicit in the following passage (bars 91-100) as the 

duple time is taken over by the entire string section playing fortissimo. The Mahler 

theme is played on the bells and trumpets, but on this occasion (and for the first time 

in the movement) its supremacy is severely challenged. The two voices in this 

passage are set against each other in violent opposition. The Mahler theme itself is 

also subjected to internal compromise through close stretto imitation. The result is 

that Mahler as an independent voice is almost entirely suppressed; the theme is not 

heard again for another 35 bars and even then has to struggle for identity.  

 

Part 2 – bars 101-178 

In the second part of the movement, the process of active dialogue is limited by the 

fact that direct representations of Mahler’s voice are uncommon. The theme from the 

Mahler fragment is used only once in this section (bars136 –145) and other 

intonational references to Mahler’s voice are also restricted. Tonal harmonies are 

almost entirely absent (only one is used, a bb minor chord at bar 155) and the 

compound time that linked much of the earlier music to the Mahler theme is also 

suppressed. 

 The music in this section therefore has a different dialogic profile, which is 

designed to contrast with the first part of the movement through its independence 

from the Mahler theme. The harmonic identity of part 2 is more aggressively atonal 

than in part 1. From a dialogic point of view, this can be linked to the fact that in part 

                                                 
33 This bass line does not appear in the Piano Quartet. It is perhaps added here to contribute to the 
sense of contrapuntal hybridisation. 
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 1, the dissonances that Schnittke uses to represent his own voice need only contrast 

the implied tonality of the Mahler theme. In part 2 the music is more dramatic and 

different atonal chords must contrast each other. The chords therefore compete with 

each other through increasing density and aggression. 

 These atonal harmonies are an important link to Schnittke’s voice. The most 

distinctively idiolectical harmony that Schnittke uses to represent his own voice is the 

[0167] collection. This chord has an identity wholly opposed to that of a tonal triad, it 

also has an aggressive aspect, in that it contains two separate semitone clashes. The 

[0167] is used throughout the movement (as a signifier of Schnittke’s voice) but its 

use as a simultaneity is almost entirely restricted to part 2. At the end of the section, 

in bars 171-174, the [0167] chord is used repeatedly as part of a textural build up 

which forms the end of the section. What follows (from bar 179) is an exact 

quotation of Mahler’s fragment, and so this textural build-up is designed to create the 

most dramatic musical contrast possible between the two sections and thereby to 

emphasise the switching of voices from part 2, where Schnittke’s voice is heard 

virtually unopposed, to part 3 where only Mahler’s voice is heard.  

 The rhythmic and metric identity of part 2 also emphasises the distance from 

Mahler’s voice by resisting the compound time of the fragment’s 6/8, and through an 

increased number of metre changes; 6/8 is still the predominant written time 

signature in this section, but the rhythms that are used continuously question the 

primacy of its metric identity. As with part 1, rhythm is used to create a sense of 

opposition between duple and compound time, but in part 2 the emphasis changes. In 

part 1 the repeated use of the Mahler theme ensures that 6/8 is the most prominent 

metre while other implied metres oppose it but do not challenge its authority. In part 

2 the 6/8 is still present but is no longer in control of the music’s overall metric 

identity. Duple time is at least as prominent as compound time, and the increasing 

use of time signature changes (especially from bar 60 onwards) also compromises the 

agogic significance of the 6/8. 

 Through these devices, Schnittke shifts the balance in part 2 away from a 

dialogue where his own voice and the voice of Mahler interact on equal terms and 

towards a situation where the significance of Mahler’s voice is diminished and the 

composer’s (Schnittke’s) voice predominates. Indeed, the intonational signifiers of 

Mahler’s voice in part 2 are of such a nature that they act merely as reminiscences of 

part 1. 
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 In terms of the dialogic significance of this second part of the movement, it 

can be understood as a response by the composer to the voice of Mahler as it was 

presented in part 1. Mahler’s voice is rarely heard in part 2, yet the whole section is 

based on music from part 1 that functioned in that earlier context as Schnittke’s 

dialogic response to Mahler’s voice. Mahler’s voice is therefore implied because 

Schnittke’s utterances still function as responses. This is an example of what Bakhtin 

would describe as ‘addressivity’. The utterances by Schnittke’s voice have dialogic 

meaning precisely because of the context in which we hear them. They serve as 

responses to earlier utterances by Mahler’s voice, and by acknowledging those earlier 

utterances, Schnittke makes explicit the dialogic nature of the musical interaction. 

 

Part 3 – bars 179-205 

The final section of the second movement is an almost exact quotation of the piano 

quartet fragment by Mahler on which the movement is based; the only change that 

Schnittke makes is to the last chord as was discussed above. The most important 

dialogic aspect of this quotation is the context into which it is placed. The fragment 

itself is given added meaning through comparison to the earlier parts of the 

movement, and so Schnittke’s act of quoting the fragment is at least as important in 

understanding its meaning as the Mahlerian intonations it contains. 

 An important aspect of the act of quotation is the preservation of the 

fragment’s ambiguous ending. This implies a certain respect, on Schnittke’s part, for 

the autonomous identity of the fragment. By placing the fragment at the end, 

Schnittke’s music can serve gradually to define the identity of the fragment rather 

than adding to that identity or creating a definite interpretation of it through 

continuation. 

 Mahler’s voice is in a continual quest for identity in the movement. This is 

appropriate to the role of the movement in the symphony, because the last two 

movements treat Mahler as a fully realised voice. This is something that is prepared 

by the second movement, which strives towards that realisation and in doing so 

creates an appropriate sense of context for the later movements. 

 Schnittke’s own voice is also motivated by the struggle to consolidate the 

fragment’s identity. Up until this final quotation the interaction between the two 

voices has had an intrinsic sense of distance, and has repeatedly demonstrated its 

efforts to overcome that distance. This accords with the idea that the movement is 
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structured around the effort to remember the fragment theme. It also creates a subtle 

link to the chronotopic nature of Mahler’s music. In many of Mahler’s mature works 

the issue of memory is of primary importance to the music’s meaning. Schnittke 

seeks to recreate this memory-based semantic system by engaging with both 

Mahler’s mature style and with the quartet fragment, which functions as a symbol of 

Mahler’s youth, the youth to which his mature music often alludes. 

 The dialogic status of the quotation is therefore based on a three-way 

relationship between Schnittke, the mature Mahler, and the young Mahler of the 

quartet fragment. The primary point of contact is between Schnittke and Mahler’s 

mature music. Issues of nostalgia are at the heart of Mahler’s music and in order to 

demonstrate a link to this preoccupation, Schnittke himself creates a nostalgic 

interpretation of Mahler’s early music. However, for Schnittke the past has a broader 

significance than Mahler’s nostalgia for youth; it also has historical and cultural 

dimensions related to his desire to understand and consolidate his own roots. 

Schnittke finds the common ground between these two past-oriented semantic 

systems by concentrating on the issue of memory. Memory is the primary link 

between Mahler’s nostalgia and Schnittke’s cultural genealogy. For Schnittke, 

memory has a more social character than the personal nostalgia of Mahler’s music.  

Thus the memories of youth that Mahler seeks to express in his mature music become 

models for the social or collective memories that form the basis of Schnittke’s 

polystylism. 
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MOVEMENT 3 – NOVELNESS AND THE AVERSION TO KNOWING IN 

ADVANCE HOW MUSIC CONTINUES 

 

STYLISATION – THE STYLISTIC CONFLUENCE OF MAHLER AND 

SCHNITTKE 

The third movement of the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5 achieves the 

stylistic resolution that had been the goal of the second. The voices of Schnittke and 

Mahler are no longer in opposition to each other. Instead Schnittke achieves a 

stylistic alignment between his own voice and that of Mahler. The dialogic 

interaction therefore takes place at the level of stylisation. Bakhtin says that 

‘Stylisation is the clearest form of internally dialogised mutual interillumination of 

languages’34, and this is exactly the relationship between the voices of Mahler and 

Schnittke in the movement. The internalised nature of the dialogue is demonstrated 

by the fact that the musical representations of the two voices are no longer separated 

from each other by intonational means. The mutual interillumination relates to the 

way that Schnittke uses his own stylistic tendencies to highlight similar tendencies in 

Mahler’s music, and in doing so shows the Mahlerian roots of his own aesthetics. 

This interilluminating relationship between Mahler and Schnittke allows 

Mahler’s voice to be presented in a much fuller and unbounded way in the third 

movement. Stylisation allows a deeper engagement whereby Mahler’s voice is not 

confined to specific intonations but can permeate every layer of the music’s meaning. 

In the second movement this did not happen. The voice of Mahler (especially when 

linked to the quartet fragment) always retained a sense of intonational boundedness. 

By placing the second and third movements in direct succession, Schnittke can 

demonstrate how the dialogic barriers have been overcome in this later movement. 

 The unboundedness of Mahler’s voice in the third movement also relates 

directly to the significance of past and future to the Mahlerian chronotope. The past is 

important because of the reliance on memory as a semantic device, while the future 

relates to the open-endedness of many of Mahler’s movements. The chronotopic 

nature of Mahler’s presence in the movement is demonstrated by the fact that it is 

both the subject and the means of representation; every aspect of the movement’s 

meaning and temporality is guided by it. The fact that Mahler’s musical style can be 

presented through these chronotopic means implies that Mahler’s music itself has 

                                                 
34 Bakhtin, M.M., 1981: ‘Discourse in the Novel’ in The Dialogic Imagination p.362. 
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novelistic qualities upon which Schnittke can draw. Such novelistic qualities do exist 

in Mahler’s late music and are fundamental to the influence that Mahler exerts on 

Schnittke’s work.  

 

 

NOVELNESS AND GENERIC FORMS IN MAHLER 

The most famous study of Mahler’s music to draw parallels with the history of the 

novel is that contained in Adorno’s 1960 monograph Mahler: a Musical 

Physiognomy.35 In the chapter entitled ‘novel’, Adorno considers how Mahler’s 

innovations in symphonic writing can be compared to literary innovations in 

contemporaneous novels. (Adorno principally draws on European novels from the 

mid to late 19th century for his comparisons.)36 The conception of the musical novel 

that Adorno constructs is slightly different from the Bakhtin oriented ideas I have 

been presenting, but the parallels are nevertheless useful. 

 As with Bakhtin, Adorno draws a distinction between ‘epic’ and ‘novel’ 

tendencies in art. He sees Mahler as an innovator in symphonic music because of his 

novelistic tendencies. Adorno transposes the relationship between the author and the 

novel’s characters to the relationship between the composer and the symphony’s 

themes. He shows how musical themes in Mahler’s music take on an independence 

of intent from the composer’s (monologic) authority. 

 More useful in the present context is the way in which Adorno understands 

the relationship between novelistic openness and generic predetermination. The main 

problem for the musical novel, as Adorno describes it, is the fact that the formal 

schemes associated with the genre of the symphony require a certain amount of exact 

repetition. This is a particular problem with regard to the concept of recapitulation, 

which implies that the ending is implicit in the expositionary material and that 

therefore the openness of form and meaning that are fundamental to the novelised 

                                                 
35 Adorno,T.W., 1992: Mahler: A Musical Physiognomy, translated E. Jephcott (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press). 
36 ‘Mahler’s impassioned relation to Dostoevsky is well known, a writer who stood in 1890 for 
something other than in the age of Möller van der Bruck. On an excursion with Schoenberg and his 
followers, Mahler is said to have advised him to study less counterpoint and read more Dostoevsky, 
only to hear Webern’s heroically timid riposte: “Pardon, Herr Direktor, but we have Strindberg.” This 
probably apocryphal anecdote illuminates the difference between the novelistic musical disposition 
and the Expressionist one of the next, fully emancipated generation of composers.’ (Ibid., p.69). 
Sollertinsky also states that Dostoevsky was Mahler’s favourite author (Sollertinsky, I. 1932: Gustav 
Maler p.13). 
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artwork are in opposition to the structuring principles of the genre. He describes 

Mahler’s motivation toward openness in these terms: 

 

At the bottom of the musical novel form lies an aversion that must have been 
felt long before Mahler, but that he was the first not to suppress. It is an 
aversion to knowing in advance how music continues.37

 

A tension is always present between the musical material and the architectonic form. 

For Adorno, the solution to the problem lies in the fact that the material asserts an 

independence from the form. An important aspect of the music’s novelness is 

therefore linked to this tension between the constraining, deterministic tendencies of 

the generic form and the constituent material’s struggle toward emancipation. 

 Mahler’s motivation for creating these tensions is, according to Adorno, a 

sense of honesty: 

 

…Mahler’s music takes up Nietzsche’s insight that the system and its 
seamless unity, its appearance of reconciliation, is dishonest.38

 

The symphonic form can therefore be redeemed if the autonomy of its architectonic 

system is challenged. The generic form (and in the third movement of Schnittke’s 

symphony, the form in question is sonata form) is a ‘system’ whose continued use is 

the result of a long history of consolidation. The form is a necessary part of the 

symphony as a genre and therefore of the generic identity of any individual 

symphonic work. However, Adorno suggests that Mahler’s music takes on the 

novelistic qualities of relevance and reinvention by questioning the authority of the 

form from the inside.39  

 An important qualification that Adorno stresses about this internal tension in 

Mahler’s music is the fact that, while the authority of the form is continually 

questioned, it is never superseded: 

                                                 
37 Ibid., p.62. 
38 Ibid., p.64. 
39 The dialogic interaction of styles and inserted genres is an important aspect of this questioning of 
generic authority. Ken Hirschkop writes in his article ‘The Classical and the Popular: Musical Form 
and Social Context’ that: 
 

The depth of [Mahler’s] dialogisation derives from the fact that not only are the inserted genres 
double-voiced but the framing discourse itself – Classical Beethovenian symphonism – is thrown 
into question. It is almost as if we are confronted with ‘musics’, none of which is quite adequate 
on its own, at a time when the reassuring sound of Classical aesthetic ‘music’ was no longer 
possible. (in Music and the Politics of Culture ed. Christopher Norris, p.295). 
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…Mahler pays tribute to the drama in a sonata form that he constructs with 
paradigmatic firmness as first theme, transition, second theme and closing 
group…The totality that sanctions for its own glory the destruction of the 
individual, who has no choice but to be destroyed, rules unchallenged. 
Mahler’s emancipation from sonata form was mediated by the sonata.40

 

The role of sonata form in Mahler’s music is that of an authority which, while 

continually subject to challenges, reaffirms itself through their suppression. For 

Adorno this interaction is the basis of the music’s semantic structure, and the 

continual mediation of the ordering principles of the generic form (including the 

tendency towards exact formal repetition) is the defining principle of the musical 

novel.41

 

 

NOVELNESS AND GENERIC FORMS IN SCHNITTKE 

Schnittke’s approach to musical semantics was deeply influenced by the music of 

Mahler. Like Adorno, Schnittke perceives a literary dimension to Mahler’s music 

which he attempts to develop in his own work: 

 

I take comfort in the example of Mahler who had the image of something 
literary in his music. With him the whole of the literary part left a kind of 
plan. I similarly hope…that the extra-musical part will be of help to listeners 
who can use it to perceive the music differently.42

 

                                                 
 
40 Adorno, T., 1992: Mahler: a Musical Physiognomy p.97. 
41 Adorno’s concept of the musical novel found its fullest expression, appropriately, in a novel about 
music. In the 1940s, when he was living in California, Adorno became acquainted with Thomas Mann     
who at the time was working on his fictional biographical account of the composer Adrian Leverkühn 
entitled Doktor Faustus. Adorno advised Mann on many musical aspects of the work, and his views on 
musical matters are often reflected in those of the book’s ‘tragic hero’ who was, at least in part, 
modelled on Mahler. The following passage is taken from near the end of the story and demonstrates 
the influence of Adorno’s idea of the musical novel and the way in which it resists generic 
predetermination by avoiding formal repetition. The highlighting is my own: 

 
This (1927) was the year of the high and miraculous harvest of chamber music: first the ensemble 
for three strings, three wood-wind instruments, and piano, a discursive piece, I might say, with 
very long themes, in the character of an improvisation, worked out in many ways without ever 
recurring undisguised. How I love the yearning, the urgent longing, which characterises it; the 
romantic note – thematic, indeed, but with such considerable variation that actually there are no 
“reprises”…If I am to sum up the whole impression: it is as though one where lured from a firm 
and familiar setting – out into ever remoter regions – everything comes contrary to expectation. “I 
have,” Adrian said to me, “not wanted to write a sonata but a novel.” (Mann, T., 1949: Doctor 
Faustus pp.155-6). 

42 Ivashkin, A., 2003: Besedi s Al’fredom Shnitke (2nd ed.) p.61 (my translation). 
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Both Schnittke and Adorno associate Mahler’s musical semantics with literary 

models. The music can be described through literary allusions, and these allusions are 

helpful, but the meaning of the music is not in itself literary, rather it is influenced by 

the way that literary semantics function. Adorno describes the paradox in these terms: 

 
It is not that music wants to narrate, but that the composer wants to make 
music in the way that others narrate.43

 

Schnittke and Mahler rely on generic forms in their pursuit of this quasi-literary 

semantics. The symphonies of both composers have strong literary qualities, but both 

composers resist the specificity of programmatic interpretation by avoiding 

descriptive titles, and through the use of generic structural forms. As Adorno points 

out, in Mahler’s music the relationship of the novelistic themes and the generic 

structure becomes the basis of the meaning. Schnittke’s compositional approach 

(especially in the third movement of the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5) can 

be understood as an effort to recreate this Mahlerian tension between programmatic 

specificity and generic abstraction and so create a musical novel of the sort that 

Adorno describes. 

 This goes some way to explaining Schnittke’s use of generic forms. As this 

third movement will demonstrate, Schnittke’s novelistic tendencies create an even 

greater tension with sonata form than in any of Mahler’s works. And yet Schnittke 

seems to relish this tension. Like Mahler he chooses not to free himself from the 

constraints of the generic form by resorting to a programmatic or free structure. He 

feels a compulsion towards historically defined genres, which results, in the present 

work, in the unusual situation that the piece has a title that explicitly links it to two 

separate genres. When asked about the title of the work, Schnittke replied: 

 

For some reason I always return to these two forms. They are or course 
schematic, but there is another side – it is a display of solid conformity. It is 
not a caprice each time I use these forms, but a real manifestation of the 
internal world.44

 

Schnittke relies on the use of genres to give his music substance and meaning. His 

constant dialogue with the past perhaps explains his trust in the profundity of generic 

forms. His music is in a continuous struggle to locate its own roots, and the musical 

                                                 
43 Adorno, T., 1992: Mahler: a Musical Phisiognomy p.62. 
44 Ivashkin, A., 2003: Besedi s Al’fredom Shnitke (2nd ed.) p.165 (my translation). 
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genres of symphony and concerto are among the most historically deeply rooted of 

all the concepts available to a composer.  

The problem that Schnittke faces in his use of established genres is the fact 

that the generic forms themselves often carry a sense of internal constructive logic 

which is at odds with types of expression he intends. The dialogic nature of 

Schnittke’s polystylism creates a particular problem when it is applied to sonata form 

because the stylistic interaction is inherently non-dialectic. The concept of synthesis 

presupposes monologism (i.e. that two ideas are both the product of the same 

consciousness), and also closure (to which novelised discourse is opposed). Schnittke 

had been sceptical of the supposed functions of sonata form from the earliest days of 

his musical training: 

 

When I began to study music in Vienna with a teacher I showed her a piece 
based on two contrasting themes and she said that this was sonata form. This 
made a strong impression on me. From an early age I did not cultivate an 
understanding of sonata form because when I heard sonatas there was 
something I did not understand. There were two themes that could be unified 
within the principles of the sonata, but the sonata itself interpreted the two 
themes as: contrast – this is what is meant by a sonata. But contrast does not 
always create a sonata!45

 

And yet Schnittke continued to use sonata form, despite his scepticism regarding the 

constructive principles of the genre. Schnittke uses sonata form (and other aspects of 

the symphonic genre) as obstacles that his music must overcome, and in doing so 

prove its worth and its relationship to a historical tradition. The issue of historical 

tradition is more acute for Schnittke than it is for Mahler. Both composers see the 

symphony as a tradition which lends a sense of worth and profundity to a work. 

Unlike Mahler, Schnittke is interested in the historical background behind that 

tradition, and so the genre takes on a new dimension for him. The tensions that 

Adorno describes with regard to Mahler’s use of sonata form are compounded in 

Schnittke’s music by the historical consciousness of polystylism. 

 Thus the voices of Mahler and Schnittke are united in the third movement. 

The process of stylisation is reflected by the fact that the influence of Mahler shines 

through in the way that Schnittke confronts the constructive principles of the form. 

However, Mahler’s is a subsidiary voice here; it is an aspect of Schnittke’s voice, and 

this is reflected in the fact that Schnittke’s antagonism to the sonata form is more 

                                                 
45 Ibid., pp.53-54 (my translation). 



 
273

acute than Mahler’s. Adorno pointed out that ‘Mahler’s emancipation from sonata 

form was mediated by the sonata,’ that the logic of the form is always triumphant in 

Mahler’s music, even when he tries to free himself from its deterministic power. 

Schnittke’s resistance to that power is of a higher level, and when we listen to the 

third movement of the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5, the outcome of the 

struggle is, until the very end, held in the balance. 

 Bakhtin was aware of the way in which dialogic processes create tensions of 

this sort in novelistic fiction. The fact that voices within the work are given a sense of 

autonomy and unfinalizability is in direct contradiction to any structuring or 

formalising principles that exist to hold the story together. His concept of novelistic 

prose contains within it certain factors which are designed to ensure the unity of the 

whole and also elements which question that unity and continually seek to erode the 

work’s singularity and insularity. These are the ‘centripetal’ and ‘centrifugal’ forces 

that were discussed in Chapter 3. I plan to show the dialogic nature of Schnittke’s 

conflict with sonata form in this movement by demonstrating the centripetal nature of 

the sonata form itself and the centrifugal effects of Schnittke’s and Mahler’s 

novelistic devices. 

 

 

CENTRIPETAL FORCES IN THE MOVEMENT – THE SONATA STRUCTURE 

The concept of sonata form can be understood to have to fundamental yet distinct 

aspects. The most obvious is its schematic outline; the sectional structure into which 

the music is placed in order that the thematic (and tonal) interaction can be controlled 

by the proportional and syntactical aspects of the form. The more fundamental aspect 

of sonata form is the underlying concept of dialectic by which the form and material 

are linked. Schnittke adheres to the schematic aspect of sonata form in the movement 

and provides clear musical markers to delineate and identify the constituent sections. 

The dialectic aspect of the form, on the other hand, is continuously opposed, and so a 

tension arises between the schematic outline and the traditional function of that 

outline.46 The outline of the sonata form has a referential quality in the movement. 

Like Mahler, Schnittke conforms to the outline of the form as a kind of homage to the 

historical validity of the concept. This homage requires a sense of strictness in the 

                                                 
46 See the section of chapter 3 entitled ‘Dialogue’ (p.75) for a discussion of the relationship between 
dialectic and dialogic ordering principles in music. 
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 formal outline. It is a result of the same impulse that Adorno identifies in Mahler’s 

music when he says that ‘Mahler pays tribute to the drama in a sonata form that he 

constructs with paradigmatic firmness.’ 

 An outline of the movement’s sonata form is shown in Figure 5.19. A number 

of aspects of the form seem to evoke connections to Mahler’s sonata form 

movements. The slow introduction is typical of Mahler (although it already had a 

long history before Mahler). More typical are the use of a chorale which is separate 

from the first/second subject dichotomy and the false recapitulation in the 

development section which creates an ambiguity as to the actual starting point of the 

recapitulation proper. 

 The thematic material also conforms to many of the expectations associated 

with sonata form. Example 5.20 shows the movement’s three main themes. The first 

and second subject themes display a dramatic contrast that is typical of symphonic 

sonata form movements. The bold, assertive identity of the first subject is in direct 

contrast to the calm reflective music of the second. 

An important aspect of Schnittke’s construction of sonata form identity in the 

movement is the openings of sections and themes, and the first and second subject 

themes create an immediate sense of identity in their opening phrases. This means 

that Schnittke can highlight the sectional aspect of the sonata form by creating a 

definite sense of identity at the start of each section. 

 Schnittke extends his tribute to the drama of sonata form by making 

distinctions between areas of stability and instability which correspond to those 

associated with the form. The exposition section of a sonata form movement is 

traditionally the most musically stable with the thematic presentation taking place in 

appropriately apportioned units. This is exactly what we find in the movement. The 

first and second subjects are presented in turn, and a transition passage is used to link 

them in an orderly fashion. The development section of the movement is much less 

stable than the exposition, as one would expect in such a section. Erratic changes of 

dynamic, pace and material are all used here to create a sense of drama and 

instability. The recapitulation returns to a sense of orderliness which links it to the 

exposition although, as with the development, it should be stressed that the 

conformity to the sonata form is limited to the relative sense of drama and the 

thematic affiliation.  
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FIGURE 5.19 - THE SONATA STRUCTURE OF THE THIRD MOVT. OF 

SCHNITTKE’S CONCERTO GROSSO NO. 4/SYMPHONY NO. 5 

 

SECTION SUB-SECTION REHEARSAL NO. THEMATIC 
MATERIAL 

start – 1 C 
2  
3 – 4 1 
5  
6 1 
7 Chorale 

introduction  

8  
1st subject 9 –13 1 

14 –15 1 
16  
17 –19 1 

transition 

20  
21 –23  2.1 
24 2.2 
25 2.1 (inverted) 

exposition 

2nd subject 

26  
27 – 28 1 
29 –30  
31 1 
32 – 34  
35 Chorale 
36 C 

 

37 –39  
false recapitulation 40 1 
 41  

42 C 
43 – 47  
48 1 

development 

intro to 
recapitulation 

49  
50 1 (inverted) 1st subject 
51  

transition 52 – 55  

recapitulation 

2nd subject 56 (x2)* 2.1 
57 - 59  
60 Chorale 
61 C 
62  

coda  

63 2.2 
KEY:   

1 = 1st subject theme 

2.1 = 2nd subject main theme, 2.2 = 2nd subject 2nd theme 

C = based on chorale theme, Chorale = full statement of the chorale theme 

(* = there are two figure 56s in the score, the result of a system division being overlooked on page 59)  
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EXAMPLE 5.20 – THIRD MOVEMENT THEMES WITH 

DESCENDING/ASCENDING BACKGROUND LINES 

 
 

 The movement is also subject to other forces that are not under the control of 

the sonata form. These forces have a progressive nature that becomes most evident in 

the recapitulation section. Clear differences can be felt between the exposition and 

recapitulation that cannot be explained through the logic of sonata form. These are 

the centrifugal forces that are acting on the movement, and their behaviour is in 

opposition to the centripetal unity that the sonata form seeks to ensure. 
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CENTRIFUGAL TENDENCIES 

The dialectic logic at the heart of sonata form is based on the idea that a contrast 

between two themes (or thematic groups) can be overcome through a process of 

synthesis. Thus the primary functions that the thematic material must serve are those 

of identity and contrast. Identity creates a unity of purpose for a theme while contrast 

ensures an appropriate separation between the identities of the themes. For synthesis 

to take place, the identity of the themes and the contrast between the themes must 

first be firmly established. 

  Asaf’ev coined the term ‘sonatnost’’ or ‘sonataness’ to describe the 

combination of these qualities of identity, contrast and synthesis that form the basis 

of a sonata form.47 For a sonata form movement to function effectively, the 

sonatnost’ quality of its constituent music must have unquestioned prominence. 

Therefore, the principal function of the themes must be to contrast each other, while 

the progression through the movement must be towards a synthesis of those themes. 

The self-contained nature of sonata form is another important aspect of sonatnost’; 

the act of recapitulation terminates any forward motion in the internal processes of 

development and ensures that the work has a sense of completion which is linked to 

its self-sufficiency. Sonatnost’ is therefore a principle which is designed to create a 

finalised and self-sufficient musical form. 

 The novelistic nature of Schnittke’s music has the exact opposite tendencies. 

Schnittke strives for openness of form and meaning in his music, and so the insularity 

and self-sufficiency of sonatnost’ is inappropriate to his structural thinking. And yet 

he feels a compulsion to use sonata form. The form is symbolic of a symphonic 

tradition with which he feels compelled to engage. As with many of the symbolic 

elements of Schnittke’s music, the sonata form in this movement displays its 

symbolism through a certain non-functionality. By freeing itself from the constrictive

                                                 
47 See Tull, J.R., 1976: B.V. ‘Asaf’ev’s Musical Form as a Process’ p.659 where it is translated as 
“sonata quality”. Asaf’ev’s concept of sonatnost’ dates from the end of his career when the political 
pressures on his work where more evident than in his earlier writings. To many Russian ears, the term 
sonatnost’ has a very Soviet ring. The idea that musical form has a certain inner spirit which rescues it 
from the charge of formalism seems intended to appease official opinion, and this may well have been 
the case. Nevertheless, the idea is consistent with all of Asaf’ev’s earlier writings on the subject of 
musical form. Throughout his career he spoke of musical forms as ‘crystallised’ formulations of living 
intonations. Asaf’ev’s theories in general were not explicitly opposed to the aims of social realism. He 
shared with it a belief in the primacy of the social role of music. But the consistency of his thought, 
dating back to the years before the revolution, speaks of a musicological value in his late writings that 
transcends the officially-imposed language in which they are written. 
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 closedness of sonatnost’, the movement can separate its semantic activity from the 

usual limitations of the form. Indeed, an important aspect of the movement’s 

semantic level is the extent to which Schnittke’s novelistic openness conflicts with 

the prescriptive nature of the form.48

 The primary models Schnittke uses for this conflict are Mahler’s symphonic 

movements. The movement (and the work as whole) is a homage to Mahler, and the 

struggle with sonata form is partly intended as a re-creation of similar struggles in 

Mahler’s symphonies (for example in the first movement of the Fourth Symphony 

(1899-1900), or in the finale of the Sixth (1903-4)). The stylisation that characterises 

the link between the voices of Mahler and Schnittke in the movement therefore has a 

profound structural significance. Mahler’s voice is heard in the motivation to create 

openness in spite of the sonata form. Schnittke’s voice is related to the fact that more 

openness is achieved than in any of Mahler’s works. 

The fact that Schnittke has internalised Mahler’s voice into his own in this 

movement means that the novelistic openness that the music seeks is closely linked to 

the Mahlerian chronotope. In Schnittke’s third movement, the Mahlerian chronotope 

is the basis of the implied temporal perception, while sonatnost’ is the underlying 

philosophy of the form. Thus every intonational aspect of the movement displays 

allegiances to both ordering systems. This is also the case in much of Mahler’s 

music, and Schnittke uses a number of Mahler’s musical devices to emphasise the 

dichotomy. However, Schnittke extends the influence of Mahler’s chronotope, even 

beyond its role in Mahler’s own music. In Mahler’s music, the sonatnost’ retains 

control and the ‘emancipation from sonata form [is] mediated by the sonata’.49 

Schnittke’s efforts to compromise the sonatnost’ are of a higher order. The result is a 

movement which ultimately overcomes the determinism of its architectonics and 

                                                 
48 Shostakovich’s intermediary role in Mahler’s influence on Schnittke’s music should again be 
stressed. Alexander Ivashkin links the decline of architectonic functionality to similar tendencies in 
Shostakovich’s symphonies and says that both composers move away from a ‘syntactical’ engagement 
with symphonic form and instead write works that are linked to the history of the symphony through 
‘morphology’: 
 

The whole tradition of symphonic thinking of Shostakovich and Schnittke is seen to be 
directed along a single channel which erodes the traditional, classical supports of the 
symphony, and in the long run the whole idea of syntactic conformities of movements and 
sections. Syntax is more and more eroded by morphology, by withdrawal into the depths of 
the material itself…The syntactical idea of the symphony dies in order to give life to the 
morphological symphony, a symphony…whose meaning lies in searching for new reserves of 
the material itself, and not in comparing clichéd idioms of the language in already well-
known combinations. (Ivaskhin, A., 1995: ‘Shostakovich and Schnittke’ in Shostakovich 
Studies ed. David Fanning p.265).  

49 See above p.270. 
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achieves a formal and semantic openness based on a temporal ordering system that is 

wholly opposed to the insularity and self-sufficiency of sonatnost’. 

 The progressive aspect of the Mahlerian chronotope leads to a semantic 

structure in the movement which can best be understood in terms of the thematic 

interaction. I will therefore demonstrate how the opposition between the two 

structuring systems is played out with reference to the themes, comparing their 

ontological status to their supposed structural function in the sonata scheme. 

 An important aspect of all the thematic activity in the movement is the 

themes’ propensity to decay. Themes often begin with a strong sense of identity but 

gradually lose that identity and are instead turned into various forms of pitch descent 

with little or no thematic identity. There is a precedent for this type of thematic decay 

in Mahler’s music. Examples 5.21 and 5.22 show the comparison between bars 196-

203 from the first movement of Mahler’s Ninth Symphony and figures 3-4 in 

Schnittke’s third movement. In both cases the move away from strong thematic 

identity towards a textural descent is designed to compromise the identity of the 

theme. Schnittke’s first subject theme (shown in example 5.20) can be seen to 

gradually move from a strong sense of identity in the first one and a half bars towards 

a rhythmically indistinct descending figure at the end of the phrase. Schnittke ensures 

that these descents do not take on a thematic identity of their own by significantly 

altering them at each occurrence (in the exposition these occur at figures 9,10,11 and 

12). The effect of these textural descents is to prevent any sense of cadential closure. 

For Asaf’ev, the cadential aspect of a theme is crucial to its identity: 

 

…no less important [than timbre or the leitmotif] is the execution of the 
principle of identity in cadences. The prevalence of one or other type of 
cadence unquestionably influences the composition in the highest degree…50

 
 
I would like [yet again] to confirm the significance (not only constructive) of 
cadences, and the dependence of the character of the music on the prevalence 
of identical or contrasting endings.51

 
 

Example 5.20 shows how the second subject theme is similarly devoid of cadential 

identity. As with the first subject theme, the second subject begins with a strong 

identity, but this is gradually eroded as the theme progresses and the theme is denied 

                                                 
50 Tull, J.R., 1976: B.V. ‘Asaf’ev’s Musical Form as a Process’ p.378. 
51 Ibid., p.380.  
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EXAMPLE 5.21 – MAHLER SYMPHONY No. 9, MOVEMENT 1, BARS 196–204 
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EXAMPLE 5.22 – CONCERTO GROSSO No. 4/SYMPHONY No.5,  

MOVEMENT 3, FIGURES 3 AND 4 
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the definite closure of a cadence. This lack of closure links directly to Mahler’s 

chronotope of openness and also to the novelistic notion of unfinalizability. Thus the 

tension between sonatnost’ and the Mahlerian chronotope is evident in the constituent 

elements of the movement’s thematicism. Schnittke can conform to the sonata 

scheme, and can highlight the start of new sections with the clearly defined incipit of 

each theme, but the sense of closure that the underlying sonatnost’ principle demands 

(of each of its constituent elements as well as its overall form) is denied in each of the 

main themes through the absence of cadence.  

  Example 5.20 also shows the chorale theme that is used in the movement. 

This theme is completely external to the sonata form structure. It is used in such a 

way that its presence actively opposes the supposedly dialectic nature of the form. 

Despite its strong thematic identity, it is always used at points in the movement 

where sonata form would normally stipulate a reduced sense of stability and thematic 

identity. The chorale occurs in the introduction (fig. 7), in the development (fig. 35) 

and in the coda (fig. 60). The chorale has a direct link to Mahler’s voice in the work. 

As example 5.20 shows, the chorale theme is based on the strict alternation of tone 

and semitone steps. This device was used in the second movement to link the music 

to Mahler’s mature voice (at bar 54 (see above)). It creates a sense of extended 

tonality which links the music to Mahler’s tonal palette. The chorale in the third 

movement also has a more direct link to Mahler’s music in that it is modelled on 

similar episodes in Mahler’s symphonies where the drama is interrupted by the 

interpolation of a chorale. The most striking example of this is in the scherzo of 

Mahler’s Fifth Symphony. 

 An important link between the three themes of the movement is the fact that 

they are all based on the same motivic material. A motif runs through the whole of 

the Symphony and links together almost all of the thematic ideas. In the first two 

movements the motif is a turn figure (e.g. the opening of the first movement). In the 

third and fourth movements a more consistent atonality comes to the fore, and this is 

partly achieved by using the same turn figure but transposing the third and fourth 

notes by a semitone and thereby giving it an inherently atonal character. This motif is 

characterised by the alternation of tones and semitones, with frequent changes in the 

direction of the movement. As such, it forms the basis of all of the themes in the third 

movement. This common origin is a threat to the contrast between the main themes, 

although a common motivic basis can often be found between first and second 
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subject groups in many tonal sonata form movements. However, the threat is 

exacerbated by the themes’ tendency to decay two or three bars after they begin. 

Identity for both the first and second subject themes is partly a result of tempo, and 

partly of specific note repetitions. When these parameters are removed, the music of 

both themes is structured around only one idea, the motif, and since that idea is 

common to both themes, all sense of thematic contrast is lost. 

 Another important link between the first and second subject themes is the fact 

that they are both based on descending lines (see example 5.20). Again, the fact that 

this basis is common to both themes becomes a threat to their individual identities 

when other distinguishing features are removed. There is, however, an important 

contrast between these themes and the chorale theme, which is based on an ascending 

pitch sequence. This opposition is fundamental to the Mahlerian semantic system of 

the movement, but is completely unrelated to the sonata form, as it suggests a 

structurally significant thematic contrast that is unrelated to the relationship between 

the first and second subjects. 

 The relationship between the sonata form and the Mahlerian chronotope can 

also be demonstrated on the level of structural sections. Like the themes, the sections 

of the sonata plan display the influence of the organic aspect of the chronotope 

through their gradually decreasing ability to function according to the sonatnost’ 

principle. At the start of the movement little tension is felt, because the possibilities 

of openness and finalizablity can co-exist. As the movement progresses, this co-

existence becomes increasingly untenable as the organic processes of decay exert 

their dominance over the sonatnost’. The introduction section of the movement is 

therefore virtually exempt from these tensions. 

 In the exposition, the main influence of Mahlerian organicism is felt in the 

non-cadential thematic endings. Indeed, it is evident from the exposition of these 

themes that forces that are external to the sonata form are having a negative effect on 

the music’s identity. Mahler’s chronotope is concerned with the dichotomies of youth 

and ageing, and of memory and forgetting. It is apparent from an early point in this 

movement that it is going to exert its influence through the negative sides of those 

dualities. Ageing and forgetting are therefore the primary models for the music’s 

progression. 

 The aspect of Mahler’s chronotope that is connected with ageing and decay is 

also evident in the development section. The constructive processes of development 
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and synthesis are entirely absent here. The section has intonational markers to denote 

its status as a development section, but there is no thematic development as such. The 

main indicator that Schnittke uses to mark the section out as a development is 

instability. Shortened phrases, changing metre and erratic orchestration ensure that 

this section has a separate identity from the preceding exposition. 

Schnittke also symbolises instability in the development section by writing 

almost every phrase in parallel augmented fourths. One precedent for this is the first 

movement of Shostakovich’s Eighth Symphony (1943) where parallel augmented 

fourths are used extensively. Another possible influence is the work of Russian 

musical theorist Boleslav Yavorsky (1877 – 1942) whose theory of modal rhythm 

involves interpreting musical progression as the elaborated prolongation of 

resolutions from augmented fourths to consonant intervals. According to this theory, 

the repeated, unresolved use of augmented fourths would represent a continuous state 

of harmonic suspension.52 Another influence on this harmonic symbolism could be 

the work of the Swiss musicologist Ernst Kurth. Kurth’s work was very influential 

among Russian musicians in the 20th century (his major works were translated into 

Russian by Asaf’ev), and Schnittke himself read Kurth’s major works. Kurth’s 

principal harmonic idea is that chords and progressions have either ‘constructive’ or 

‘destructive’ tendencies. The Tristan chord is considered to be the embodiment of the 

Romantic spirit because it holds both tendencies in a balance. The augmented fourth, 

on the other hand, has only destructive tendencies.53

However, these matters are of only symbolic importance in Schnittke’s 

development section, as the repeated use of the interval has the paradoxical effect of 

creating a greater sense of harmonic stability than would otherwise occur. The music 

that makes up the development section is therefore symbolic of the attributes that 

would normally constitute a sonata form development. This state of symbolism 

constitutes a rift between the sonatnost’ principle and the Mahlerian chronotope. The 

constructive processes embodied in the form are no longer taking place, although the 

music is making symbolic references to those processes. The development section is 

the first place where the formal scheme of the sonata form is shown to be primarily 

                                                 
52 Yavorsky also studied the relationship between musical performance and verbal language. He was 
the first Russian theorist to apply the term ‘intonatsia’ to music. His writings on the subject formed the 
starting point for Asaf’ev’s theories of intonation. 
53 See Kurth, E., 1920/23: Romantische Harmonik und ihre Krise in Wagner’s Tristan (Berne). 
Translated in Kurth, Ernst, 1990: Ernst Kurth: Selected Writings, ed. and trans. Lee A. Rothfarb 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press). 
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symbolic. In the recapitulation the disparity between symbolism and musical function 

will threaten the structure of the entire movement. 

 The Mahlerian processes of ageing and decay become more significant in the 

recapitulation, because an exact return to the exposition material is shown to be 

impossible. As with many of Mahler’s recapitulations, the themes are not presented 

in their initial forms; the temporal progress through the movement has affected their 

identities to such an extent that exact return would constitute an anachronism. The 

significance of Mahler’s chronotope here is that the temporal progression through the 

music is used as a model for our perceptions of time in everyday life. Such 

perceptions are flawed and inconsistent, but are always based on a belief in the 

primacy of chronology. The combination of human inconsistency and faith in 

chronology leads to the themes appearing in the recapitulation as faded memories of 

their initial exposition. The act of remembering is one of the basic semantic devices 

in Mahler’s music; it is also the primary link between the musical novels of Mahler 

and Schnittke. Thus the stylisation that characterises the link between the voices of 

the two composers in the movement is founded on this common preoccupation. 

 Example 5.23 shows the comparison of the themes in the exposition to their 

reappearance in the recapitulation. The first subject theme (at fig.50) is played in 

inversion, thereby compromising its identity. The return to stability that would be 

expected of a recapitulation section is compromised by the fact that the tonal triads 

that accompanied the theme in the exposition have now been replaced with 

diminished seventh chords. The passage is also much shorter than the first subject 

section of the exposition (9 bars as opposed to 20), demonstrating the diminished 

quantity of information that the flawed memory retains. 

 The second subject is even more affected by the passage of time through the 

movement. In its recapitulation appearance (at fig. 56) the theme’s identity has been 

reduced by adding octaves to all of the constituent intervals. Also, the repeated note 

anticipations that contributed to the theme’s identity in the exposition are almost 

entirely absent. Finally, the rhythm has been complicated in the recapitulation; almost 

every note is of a different length and so the theme retains little or none or its original 

rhythmic identity. 
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EXAMPLE 5.23 – THE MAIN THEMES IN THE EXPOSITION AND 

RECAPITULATION 

 
 

 In the coda, a subsidiary theme from the second subject vies for control with 

the chorale theme. As with the main themes, the chorale has changed over the course 

of the movement. However, the changes to the chorale have not compromised its 

identity in the same way as the changes to the other themes. In each of its 

appearances the chorale seems to have a more assured sense of identity. In its first 

manifestation, at fig. 7, the theme was played in quartertone trills, creating the 

impression of insecurity and ungroundedness. At its second appearance (at fig. 35) 

the trills have gone, and a sense of stability is created through the use of a continuous 

D pedal in the bass. In this last appearance, the identity of the theme has been 

reduced, but the effect is not insecurity. Instead the music gives the impression of 

having been reduced to its essentials. It takes on an ethereal quality and suggests that 

the coda will end with a transcendental move to a spiritual plane. 
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 The interaction between the main themes and the chorale can be interpreted as 

the underlying semantic structure that links the movement to the Mahlerian 

chronotope. The fact that all the themes in the movement are based on the same 

motivic material means that the primary thematic distinction is between, on the one 

hand, the first and second subject themes, which are based on descending lines, and 

on the other, the chorale, which is based on an ascending line. The fact that this 

thematic polarity is more fundamental than the contrast between the first and second 

subject means that the Mahlerian aspect of the movement can control its semantic 

structure. The distinction between ascent and descent has an emotional or even 

spiritual dimension linked to the positive and negative associations of the two 

processes. The irrelevance of the sonatnost’ aspect of the form is shown by the fact 

that the apparent dialectic opposition between the main themes is gradually forgotten 

through the course of the movement. Instead, the movement interprets its main 

thematic material negatively and seeks to transcend oppressive structural demands 

through the chorale. This is demonstrated by the continuation of the chorale in the 

coda (from 2 bars before figure 61 up to figure 63) as the music follows the lead of 

the chorale and ascends through the registers by means of glissandi and chromatic 

ascents. However, this is cut short at fig. 63, as the movement abruptly folds in on 

itself. This final passage is based on a subsidiary theme from the second subject. The 

theme descends over three octaves and is mirrored in the bass. Both the theme and its 

inversion are heard in stretto, one of Schnittke’s devices for creating thematic 

uncertainty, and all of the forms of the theme appear in parallel augmented fourths, 

already shown in the movement to be symbolic of instability. Eventually all the lines 

meet on a D/Eb semitone clash in the middle register. The effect is to deny the 

transcendence that the chorale approached. The movement does not end conclusively; 

it merely collapses. The Mahlerian processes of ageing and decay lead to an 

ambiguous and inconclusive ending. The insularity and self-sufficiency of the form is 

compromised by the fact that the musical processes that it contains are not brought to 

a conclusion. The collapse shows that the edifice of the form is no longer viable, but 

that the Mahlerian issues of organicism and continuation are still relevant. The 

continuing aspect of the Mahlerian chronotope is demonstrated by the fact that the 

third movement’s thematic processes continue into the fourth. The Mahlerian aspect 

of the movement has triumphed over the sonatnost’, which survives in the 

consciousness only as a memory. 
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MOVEMENT 4 – CONCLUSION WITHOUT FINALE: AN EPILOGUE OF 

AGEING AND FORGETTING 

 

The fourth movement of the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5 demonstrates the 

open-endedness of the Mahlerian chronotope by resisting the symphonic tendency 

towards an affirmative finale. The fourth movement is slow and, for the most part, 

quiet. It is not indifferent to the tradition of affirmative finales to symphonies; rather 

it is in conscious opposition to that tradition. 

 In the history of Soviet music, the affirmative finale had an important, 

officially sanctioned position. The official line was that symphonic music required a 

positive and optimistic outlook. In practice this regulation was applied more to the 

finales of works than to their preceding movements, on the grounds that whatever 

turmoil and negative emotions were expressed in the earlier movements, the whole 

was redeemed by the positive outlook at the end of the work. This meant that for 

many (or even most) of the symphonies written in Russia during the Soviet period, 

the finale seemed the least sincere aspect of the work. The conformity of the finale to 

the official line made the music of the earlier movements more permissible in the 

eyes of the authorities. Schnittke’s refusal to write such a finale to this work (and to 

many other works in the 1970s and 80s) must be understood in terms of the polarity 

of opinions that this policy generated. 

 Schnittke’s slow last movement resists notions of closure or affirmation. By 

substituting a slow movement for a finale he is accentuating the unfinalizability of 

the entire work. He is also resisting traditional symphonic notions of goal orientation. 

The symphony has not been building up to the last movement, rather the last 

movement is an epilogue. The symphony as a whole relies on semantic processes that 

link the present to the past and therefore invoke notions of memory. The last 

movement embodies this through a sense of belatedness. Its meaning is intrinsically 

and explicitly linked to the earlier movements, or more precisely, to the memory of 

the earlier movements. The memory-based semantics are therefore clearer in the last 

movement than anywhere else in the work. 

 The resistance to the Soviet tradition of affirmative finales involves looking to 

earlier models of symphonic conclusion and, as with so many other aspects of the 

work, Mahler is one of the primary models. Tchaikovsky is also an important 
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influence in the construction of non-affirmative final movements.54 For Schnittke, 

Tchaikovsky and Mahler provided between them both a Russian, and a Germanic 

model for alternative symphonic conclusions: 

 

In my compositions, it is often the case that everything ends in suspension, or 
just simply stops – conclusion without finale. This tendency takes after 
Mahler and Tchaikovsky. It is like the concluding adagio of Tchaikovsky’s 
Sixth Symphony [(1893)]. When this adagio occurs, it becomes the ending. 
This had never happened before. Tchaikovsky created a new kind of finale, 
and after this came Mahler’s slow symphonic conclusions.55  

 

In the fourth movement, the confluence of the voices of Mahler and Schnittke is 

represented by the fact that the movement’s structure and semantics are both guided 

by the temporal preoccupations embodied by the Mahlerian chronotope. The 

structure is characterised by a novelistic sense of openness that is distinctive of 

Mahler’s late work, while the primary semantic concepts are, as in the third 

movement, memory and ageing. The relationship between the voices of the two 

composers is on the level of stylisation, because the voice of Schnittke is heard 

throughout, but at every point it is influenced by aspects of Mahler’s voice and so 

shows how that voice has become internalised into his style. 

                                                 
54 As is Shostakovich. His symphonies nos. 4, 13 and 15 all have quiet, non-affirmative conclusions. 
55 Ivashkin, A., 2003: Besedi s Al’fredom Shnitke (2nd ed.) p.60 (my translation). Alexander Ivashkin 
also links the erosion of the symphonic finale directly to Tchaikovsky’s music: 

Never before Tchaikovsky’s Sixth Symphony had musical history witnessed such a slow and 
catastrophic finale. The structural and logical formation had always been the most important 
function of the conclusion of a symphony, creating a full guarantee of closed form, or the 
symphony’s microcosm. From Tchaikovsky onwards we see the beginning of the tradition of 
the indirect or false finale (the finale of the Fifth Symphony [(1888)], for example) when the 
triumph is camouflaged and in actual fact turns out to be the complete opposite. Trying at first 
‘honestly’ to erect the finale’s construction on the basis of a folk song in the Fourth Symphony 
[(1877)], Tchaikovsky rules out the idea of the final triumph in the Fifth, and in the Sixth 
refuses to complete the symphony as such altogether. (Ivaskhin, A., 1995: ‘Shostakovich and 
Schnittke’ p.258). 

To Mahler’s music: 
The activity of a logical positive conclusion is replaced by reflection and self-destruction. From 
the point of view of musical form the structure, in practice, becomes open, irrational. A direct 
development of this tendency is found in Mahler – it is enough to remember the ‘endless’ finale 
Adagios of his last symphonies. (Ibid., p.259). 

And to that of Shostakovich: 
[Shostakovich’s] late cycles are open – the idea of closedness is foreign to them in principle. 
Sometimes the composer introduces a direct and unambiguous image of time running away, 
ending a symphony with it (Symphony No. 15) or a concerto (the Second Cello Concerto 
[1966]). Occasionally, at the end of a symphony, Shostakovich appears to draw aside real space, 
translating us from a gloomy everyday occurrence, with its awe-inspiring detailed chronicle of 
events, into the infinity of astral space. Sometimes, like Tchaikovsky, he ends the work with a 
big, unstructured Adagio (Viola Sonata), or, as an extreme case, completely turns the whole 
work, the entire cycle, into a huge, slow coda (Quartet No. 15). (Ibid., pp.260-61). 



 
290

 An important aspect of Mahler’s chronotope is the way that meaning in his 

music is felt to grow beyond the boundaries of the form. The fourth movement of the 

Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5 demonstrates this through the fact that it is in 

effect an extension of the third movement. It shares thematic material with the third 

movement and continues many of its concerns. A parallel to this in Mahler’s work 

would be the first and second movements of the Fifth Symphony (1901-2) which are 

both based on the same material but are structured independently. In that example, 

Mahler’s music is extending beyond the limits of a single unitary movement form 

and so the work has a double first movement.56 A similar expansion takes place in 

the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5. In the third movement, the constituent 

music continually attempts to grow beyond the confines of the sonata form structure 

and it achieves this in the fourth movement where the third movement material can 

be subjected to the organic processes associated with the Mahler chronotope without 

having to compete with a dialectically constructed form. Indeed, the fourth 

movement can be understood as a triumph of the organic over the logical. 

 The fourth movement also represents the ascendancy of the novelistic over 

the epic in the work. Its form is open in the sense that it eschews architectonics and 

resists the affirmation of closure. Its discourse is dialogic as it relies on the 

composing voices of both Schnittke and Mahler to create a subtly heterogeneous 

stylistic profile and it does this through a number of stylistic borrowings from other 

works and genres. This is an idea taken directly from Mahler that leads, in his music 

and in Schnittke’s, to the novelisation of genres. 

The voice of Mahler is a fundamental aspect of the movement, but it also 

occasionally rises to the surface in the form of references to Mahler’s music. The 

funereal march at figure 2 is reminiscent of the first movement of Mahler’s Sixth 

Symphony, while the tuba dirge at figure 5 calls to mind the finale of that work. A 

few bars later (7 bars after figure 5) the trombone counterpoint to this has a cantabile 

quality, which is similar to the tenor tuba solo in the first movement of Mahler’s 

Seventh (1904-5). These references are not quotations; they are rather close links 

between the languages of the two composers. As Bakhtin notes, ‘stylisation is the 

clearest form of internally dialogised mutual interillumination of languages.’57 In 

these allusions to Mahler, Schnittke is showing the internally dialogised nature of his 

                                                 
56 The first and fourth movements of Mahler’s Fourth Symphony also have a similar relationship of 
shared thematic material and structural independence. 
57 Bakhtin, M.M., 1981: ‘Discourse in the Novel’ in The Dialogic Imagination p.362. 
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own voice, and through it enacting a mutual interillumination of both his own 

musical language and that of Mahler. 

 

EXAMPLE 5.24 – MOVEMENT 3, SECOND SUBJECT AND MOVEMENT 4 

MAIN THEME WITH THEMATIC CONNECTIONS SHOWN 

 
 

 The theme in the fourth movement is closely related to the second subject 

theme in the third movement (see example 5.24). The fact that the theme had a 

subsidiary role in the third movement and now takes the central position is itself a 

link to Mahler’s novelistic tendencies. In Adorno’s view, the fact that themes in 

Mahler’s music can become prominent despite the subordinate nature of their earlier 

appearances links them to the role of characters in novels: 

 

Mahler’s relation to the novel as a form can be demonstrated, for example, by 
his inclination to introduce new themes, or at least to disguise thematic 
material so that in the course of the movement it appears quiet new. After 
preliminary appearances in the first movements of the First [(1884-8)] and 
Fourth, this tendency becomes pronounced in the second movement of the 
Fifth where, after one of the slow interpolations, a somewhat secondary figure 
from the exposition is taken up and reformulated, as if, unexpectedly, a 
previously unregarded person now entered the scene to assist development, as 
in Balzac and, in the earlier Romantic novel, in Walter Scott; Proust is said to 
have pointed out that in music new themes sometimes take over the centre in 
the same way as previously unnoticed minor characters in novels.58

 

In the present situation, the second subject theme has been emancipated from its 

subsidiary status in the sonata form and can instead pursue a more novelistic course. 

However, the progression through the movement has a negative effect on the theme’s 

identity. As in the third movement, the organic processes linked to the Mahlerian 

                                                 
58 Adorno, T., 1992: Mahler: a Musical Physiognomy p.71. 
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chronotope invoke the effects of the passage of time. The theme is therefore 

subjected to decay, and its identity is gradually eroded. This links it to the ideas of 

memory and forgetting that guided the meaning and progression of the earlier 

movements. The music again treats its constituent material as if it were an element of 

the past that gradually loses its definition through the process of forgetting. 

 Representations of memory and forgetting in the fourth movement suggest 

comparisons with those in the second. In the second movement, the relationship 

between the act of memory and the process of forgetting is made clear by the fact that 

both are represented. In the fourth movement there is a gradual process away from 

the remembered theme. The memory is of a theme which only appears in the third 

movement and is never exactly reproduced in the fourth. The process of forgetting is 

therefore more dominant in the fourth movement than in the second. This means that 

the fourth movement is more negative (its negative nature is also accentuated by the 

fact that it continually resists the possibility of an affirmative finale), but it also 

means that it has a greater sense of novelistic unfinalizability. In this sense it is the 

most novelistic movement of the work. 

The fourth movement uses the gradual decay of thematic identity as a model 

for the way that memory is affected by the passage of time. The progressive 

distancing effect that the thematic process creates gives a sense of the past fading 

from memory. Indeed, the gradual dissolution of musical identity in any context 

conjures up notions of events receding into the past. Mahler uses a number of specific 

musical devices to evoke processes of ageing and forgetting in his music. Adorno 

identifies one such process in Mahler’s successive transformation of themes 

throughout a movement or work. He describes these thematic manipulations as 

‘variants’ (as opposed to variations), and describes how these variants create a 

novelistic semantic level in Mahler’s music. In Adorno’s understanding of this 

technique, the identity of themes is not primarily dependent on the constituent 

intervals. The themes are outlines, and the intervals within them change according to 

the context: 

 

The general outlines of Mahler’s themes always remain intact. They are 
Gestalten, as the term is used in psychological theory for the primacy of the 
whole over the parts. Within this explicit yet vague identity, however, the 
concrete musical content, above all the sequence of the intervals, is not 
fixed.59

                                                 
59 Ibid., p.87. 
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The description of a theme with an ‘explicit yet vague’ identity seems particularly 

appropriate in the context of Schnittke’s last movement. The theme is responding to 

the changing conditions of its situation. It retains a linear shape which is sufficient for 

it to retain its identity, but that identity is not powerful enough to direct the course of 

the movement. External forces are acting on the theme; processes of ageing and 

forgetting threaten every aspect of its relevance and identity. The fact that every 

appearance of the theme is conditioned by its situation brings us back to the 

Bakhtinian notion of dialogue. Each appearance of the theme takes on the qualities of 

an utterance because of the apparent relationship between its situation and subtle 

changes in its identity which amount to a response to that situation. The relationship 

between variant technique and the utterance demonstrates the similarities between 

Adorno’s concept of the novelistic symphony and the novelised symphonism which 

links Schnittke’s music to Bakhtin. 

Schnittke’s aim in his successive changes to the theme’s situation and its 

identity is to demonstrate how the passage of time affects perception. The subtle 

changes in the theme’s identity create a sophisticated thematic process despite the 

monothematicism. Example 5.25 shows how the theme changes throughout the 

movement. The process is one of dissipation, with the theme’s identity gradually 

leeching away so that the distinction between theme and accompaniment diminishes 

with each recurrence. At its first appearance, the theme is based on ascending lines, 

giving it a sense of hope and contradicting the negative aspects of its funereal 

context. This is short-lived, however, because all of the succeeding versions of the 

theme are based on descending lines. The changing interval structure of the theme 

shows how its identity is progressively compromised. At fig.2 (this version also 

appears at figs. 4 and 5) it is reduced to semitones, but from then on the intervals that 

make it up expand. At fig. 9 the intervals are almost all whole tones, giving the theme 

a much more static, directionless quality. At fig. 10, thirds, fifths and sevenths are 

introduced. This gives the theme a much wider range but compromises its identity as 

a theme at all. 
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EXAMPLE 5.25 – MOVEMENT 4 THEME AND VARIANTS 
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In the following passage (at fig. 11) the theme is based on alternating tones and 

semitones (a technique that is used in both the second and third movements to 

highlight the stylisation that links the voices of Schnittke and Mahler). The implied 

modality creates a sense of calmness, although there is a lot of octave displacement, 

so that many of the seconds become sevenths. This creates a sense that the theme is 

melting into the musical texture. The individual lines become less distinct and the 

modality of the surrounding music becomes the principal musical issue. (Octatonic, 

chromatic and whole-tone clusters are used in the movement to articulate the 

structure and create different static textures.) 

There are certain aspects of temporality, as represented in this last movement, 

that are more relevant to Schnittke’s voice than to Mahler’s. In his Ninth Symphony, 

Mahler creates references to the human perception of time, and he presents forgetting 

and ageing as aspects of the relationship between the human condition and the 

passage of time.60 Schnittke shares an interest in these issues, but his primary 

purpose in representing the passage of time is to create a sense of historical 

consciousness. Schnittke’s view of culture as a sense of collective memory allows a 

connection with Mahler’s memory-based music in his exploration of the subject.61 

The use of Mahler’s chronotope in this music is therefore on the level of a metaphor; 

Mahler’s communication of personal memory is metaphorically linked to the 

collective memory that Schnittke understands to be at the heart of cultural history. 

There are two subtle references to Bach in this last movement that 

demonstrate the nature of the relationship between Schnittke’s concepts of personal 

and collective memory. The first is at figure 8 where the theme from the work’s first 

movement is quoted (ex. 5.26). Schnittke uses this quotation as a demonstration of 

the temporal aspect of the Mahlerian chronotope within the work. He makes it sound 

as temporally distant as possible by having it played on the harpsichord against a 

piano cluster. The theme is also made to sound distant from itself by being played 

simultaneously by the two hands, but at an interval of a compound augmented fourth. 

The most interesting aspect of this internal reference is that it brings Bach and Mahler 

together. Concepts of temporal distancing throughout the work have been associated 

                                                 
60 See Newcomb, Anthony, 1992: ‘Narrative Archetypes and Mahler’s Ninth Symphony’ in Music and 
Text: Critical Enquiries ed. Scher, S. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press) pp.118-136. 
61 This view of culture is very Russian and as such represents another important distinction between 
Mahler and Schnittke. It also demonstrates how German and Russian cultural philosophy interact in 
Schnittke’s creative activity. As in the Third Symphony, Schnittke is exploring his German roots, but 
the methods he is applying to the process are distinctively Russian. His Russian cultural situation is 
shown to be at odds with the German side of his identity. 
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with Mahler’s chronotope, while the subject of the distancing in this case is a 

representation of Bach’s voice. So Bach’s voice is heard in the context of Mahler’s 

chronotope. The reason for this conjunction is that Schnittke is trying to show how 

his memory-based musical semantics extend beyond those of Mahler and incorporate 

aspects of the history of culture. He demonstrates this by evoking Bach, whose 

musical legacy is a foundation of western musical culture and whose status therefore 

equates to a collective memory within that culture. 

 

EXAMPLE 5.26 – MOVEMENT 4, FIG. 8 (HARPSICHORD ONLY) 

 
 

The other reference to Bach in the movement is the vertical B-A-C-H 

monogram that forms the final chord. As in the second movement, the recourse to 

Bach’s bounded temporal thinking is an attempt to impose a sense of closure in spite 

of the intrinsic openness associated with the Mahlerian chronotope. However, despite 

this effort to link the conclusion of the movement to Bach, it still retains a sense of 

Mahlerian openness. The monogram at the end is merely a symbol of completeness; 

it does not bestow a viable sense of completion onto the music.  

Openness and unachieved completion are therefore evoked on a number of 

separate symbolic levels at the end of the work. The work retains a sense of openness 

at the end, which is one of its most important novelistic qualities. By suggesting a 

form of conclusion (i.e. returning to Bach’s chronotope where a definite ending may 

be possible) but not creating that conclusion, Schnittke implies that such a conclusion 

is impossible. He therefore demonstrates the most important novelistic aspect of the 

work: its unfinalizability. 

The relative brevity of the fourth movement is another aspect of its identity 

that suggests the negative processes of decay and forgetting. The movement is less 

than half the length of the third movement, and this is a decisive indication of its 

failure to live up to the expectations of an affirmative (and structurally dominant) 

finale. The fact that the movement gives a sense of ending before it should, and that 
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the ending is so open, means that the silence after the performance is also brought 

into the music’s semantic sphere. The temporal scale of the work as a whole also 

contributes to this; the fact that Mahler has been repeatedly evoked throughout the 

second, third and fourth movements leads us to expect a work on the same scale as a 

Mahler symphony. This is also a function of the Mahlerian chronotope in the work. 

The temporal scale of the preceding movements (in particular the third movement) 

creates expectations about the overall length. This disparity is entirely deliberate, and 

the work’s ending occurs long before it is expected in order to further stress the sense 

of unfinalizability. Thematic processes throughout the third and fourth movements 

have evoked the passage of time and the way in which memory fades over time. The 

silence that follows the work’s premature ending is also linked to this progression; it 

becomes a symbol of absence and forgetting. This final silence signifies the defeat of 

the music’s identity through the process of forgetting that has led up to this point. 

The listener is encouraged to think that the symphony should be continuing, but that 

continuation has been proved impossible. 
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CONCLUSION – POLYSTYLISM AS EXOTOPY 

 

THE STRUGGLE FOR IDENTITY IN SCHNITTKE’S MUSIC 

Issues of identity and context permeate all of Schnittke’s polystylistic works. 

Polystylism can be understood as an aesthetic principle through which the concept 

of identity can be explored. The primary point of reference in this process is the 

composer’s own search for personal identity. Schnittke strives for a single, unified 

sense of self despite the plurality of his cultural and ethnic roots. Each of the works 

discussed in this thesis approaches this issue from a different angle and allows the 

composer to examine the relationship between introspection and contextualisation 

with regard to a specific cultural or spiritual issue. 

 For Bakhtin, the construction of personal identity is both an obligation and a 

struggle. Our understanding of ourselves is primarily the result of our engagement 

with the social and cultural contexts in which we live. These contexts are always 

complex and heterogeneous and do not facilitate an easy path to self-knowledge 

through preformed images of selfness. Instead, the construction of self is always the 

result of effort, of struggle against the entropy and diversity of our environment. 

Bakhtin considers selfness to be a goal won through struggle. He uses the Russian 

term ‘zadanie’ (project/task) to emphasise how selfness is the result of a mental act 

of construction as opposed to our situation which is ‘dannyi’ - a given. 

 Chapter 3 explored the relationship in the Third Symphony’s third 

movement between the struggle for unity in the construction of self and the plurality 

of the forces that resist that unity. Following Bakhtin, I characterised the former 

tendency as a centripetal force and the latter as centrifugal forces. In this model the 

struggle for selfness is the struggle for unity of being. In the third movement of the 

Third Symphony, issues of morality are played out through this process. Schnittke 

demonstrates that selfness is the result of struggle, but also emphasises the moral 

imperative of this engagement. 

 The struggle for selfness is the basis of Bakhtin’s understanding of being. To 

be means to engage continuously in the struggle for identity. We have an obligation 

to ourselves to strive continually for unity and selfness, for, as Bakhtin states ‘there 
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is no alibi for being.’1 As long as we live we engage in this process, which we can 

never hope to conclude. The construction of self is therefore the most profound form 

of unfinalizability in Bakhtin’s thought. Human existence and personal identity are 

linked by the unfinalizable project of self-awareness and all representations of 

unfinalizability in art connect to this process. 

 The unfinalizability that characterises almost every aspect of Schnittke’s 

music is therefore a link with his continuing construction of personal identity. 

Unfinalizability emphasises the provisionality of any construction of musical 

identity that his work suggests, and this forms a link to the process of the 

construction of selfness in which no single state can ever be considered a final goal. 

The musical processes by which one provisional state of identity is shown to be 

incomplete and is replaced by another recreate in the music’s ontology the struggle 

for selfness. The music searches for its own identity and can be perceived as 

continually struggling towards aesthetic stability and textual unity. 

 The struggle for identity in Schnittke’s music therefore transcends any 

requirements for the listener to empathise specifically with the composer. Schnittke 

addresses the struggle for identity in a way that employs music’s unique 

combination of abstraction and specificity of meaning to engage with every form of 

struggle for identity, selfness and unity. Schnittke’s music is based on his own 

struggle for personal identity, but this is communicated in such a way that it links to 

universal concerns about placement, identity and the realisation of self. 

 The genre of the musical novel allows the composer to communicate issues 

of personal identity through models based on generic and textual identity. The 

musical novel introduces provisionality and relativity into every aspect of the 

work’s construction and meaning. Progression in the musical novel takes the form 

of an internal process of identity construction which reflects the struggle for selfness 

in which we are all engaged. In Schnittke’s music, the struggle for identity takes 

place on every structural and semantic level. When the exposition of themes is 

deferred to the end of a movement or a work, it is as though the struggle for 

thematic identity has validated the process; exposition becomes a project (zadanie) 

and not merely a given (dannyi). In Schnittke’s musical novel, processes like this 

                                                           
1 Bakhtin, M.M., 1986: ‘K filosofii postupka’ [Toward a Philosophy of the Act] in Filosofiia i 
sotsiologiia nauki i tekhniki [Yearbook of the Soviet Academy of Sciences, 1984-5 issue] (Moscow: 
Soviet Academy of Sciences) p.112. 
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occur at every level, with the result that, as a genre, the musical novel itself can only 

exist through the process of its own struggle for being. The musical novel, like the 

literary novel, cannot rely on given architectonic schemes to ensure its generic 

status; it only exists in the process of becoming. As such it forms a direct link to the 

experience of living; the musical novel communicates directly to our sense of being 

and to our experiences of the struggle for selfness. 

 

 

THE CONSTRUCTION OF SELF IN LANGUAGE AND IN MUSIC 

In Bakhtin’s language-centred conception of identity, the struggle for selfness is 

closely linked to the acquisition of a distinctive voice. The models that we use for 

the construction of our own identities are the personalities of those around us, and 

these are primarily communicated through the way that they speak. Every voice that 

we hear speak has a distinctive style that associates it with an individual speaker. 

Our struggle for identity is the struggle to find a similarly unique style of speech for 

ourselves. Identity is therefore based on a complex array of independent actions and 

social interdependencies. The distinctness of a voice is paradoxically modelled on 

the distinctness of all the other voices with which the speaker engages. 

 When Bakhtin discusses the ways in which this process is played out in 

literature he takes the interaction of voices to a more abstract level and examines the 

way in which styles (that are attributable to voices) interact. For Bakhtin, the 

interaction of styles in literature relates directly to the process by which individuals 

struggle for personal identity. The interplay of stylistic autonomy and stylistic 

interdependence in dialogic literature is seen as a model for the relationship between 

the personal and the social in the construction of self. Style in this system takes on 

deep significance as both an indicator of, and a vehicle for, selfness. 

 Schnittke’s polystylism demonstrates how the process of identity 

construction through stylistic interaction can take place in music. As in Bakhtin’s 

reading of Dostoevsky, the complex relationship between the personal and the social 

in the struggle for individual identity is played out through the status of styles as 

they interact. The formulation of stylistic identity through interaction is the musical 

equivalent of an individual’s construction of a distinctive voice, in that it involves 

both a reliance on the models provided by other voices and the need to configure 

these influences in a unique way. The status of styles within this system is often 
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paradoxical and is always in a state of flux. A style can at any one point signify self 

or an external model for selfness. More often, though, styles have both properties or 

are in an indeterminate state between the two. This is the crux of Bakhtin’s 

epistemology; it is the point at which dialogic relations become ontological states. 

In order to clarify the significance of these relationships, Bakhtin introduces two 

conditions which can be used to define dialogic positions: that of the ‘self’ and of 

the ‘other’. Through these positions he can then demonstrate the significance to the 

individual consciousness of its social context in the construction of personal 

identity. 

 

 

SELF AND OTHER 

The dialogic status of the self relates to the extent to which we can formulate and 

express an image of our individual identities. The self relates to the experience of 

living, to our memories of the past, and to the extent to which we understand our 

own motivations and our own utterances. Bakhtin points out that, as we do not 

remember our own births, nor will we have any cognitive perception of the moment 

of our death, then our conscious state is effectively unbounded. Unfinalizability is 

therefore the primary condition for selfness. It also relates to the unboundedness of 

our perception of our own conscious state. We may not know every possible thing 

about our subconscious motivations, but we are fully aware of the conscious state 

from which we speak. We therefore have unlimited knowledge of the conscious 

position from which we engage in dialogue. 

 However, there are qualitative limitations to this understanding. Unless we 

engage in some form of dialogue, we cannot have any knowledge of how others 

perceive us, nor do we have any comparison by which to judge our own perceptions. 

The independent perception of self therefore precludes any possibility of perspective 

or objectivity. 

 The status of the other in the process of dialogue complements that of the 

self. The other can give us an idea of how we are perceived from the outside and can 

offer perceptions against which we can compare our own. However, our 

understanding of the other with whom we converse will always be limited to the 

finite amount of communication that is possible. Therefore, in contrast to the 

unfinalizability of selfness, otherness is always characterised by limitations. 
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Selfness is a condition of openness, while otherness is a condition of closedness. 

Yet both are essential in the dialogic construction of self. As we continually strive 

for self-identity, we rely on the dialogic state of selfness for the experience of being, 

but we also need otherness as a position from which we can be perceived as a 

totality. In this sense, the closedness of otherness is a virtue. The unfinalizability of 

the self means that it is impossible to perceive ourselves as totalities. From the 

external position of otherness we are both bounded and objectively perceivable. 

 The interdependence of selfness and otherness in Bakhtin’s dialogic 

construction of identity relates to the extent to which external perceptions are 

required for the completion of a conception of self. This means that identity is 

always to some degree reliant on external perceptions. Bakhtin uses the term 

‘transgradient’ for these external aspects of self-knowledge. Todorov describes them 

as ‘elements of consciousness that are external to it but nonetheless necessary for its 

completion, for its achievement of totalisation.’2  

 We incorporate transgradient elements into our perception of ourselves out 

of necessity. The unfinalizability that characterises selfness prevents us from 

creating any complete or totalised image of ourselves without the benefit of external 

perception. The process of dialogue exposes us to such perceptions. The interaction 

between self and other in the construction of personal identity is therefore a dialogic 

process through which a qualified and contextualised image of selfness emerges 

through the apparent perceptions of others. Bakhtin defines this process as 

‘exotopy’. Exotopy is process by which we form an image of ourselves based on the 

communicated views of others. It is therefore a profoundly dialogic understanding 

of self. It is the image of self that we reach when we accept that the only way we 

can fully understand ourselves is through the social processes of dialogic 

engagement. 

 Schnittke’s polystylism can be understood as a representation of the 

composer’s dialogic engagement with otherness in his struggle for self-identity. His 

search for a distinctive voice in the monologic modernism of the 1960s proved 

frustrating and futile, and so he instead began to engage with styles from earlier 

periods. By evoking the voices of earlier composers he could investigate the extent 

to which he felt those composers to be precedents for his own compositional style 

                                                           
2 Todorov, T., 1986: The Dialogic Principle p.95. 
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and their voices to be components of his own voice. This allowed him to define his 

compositional voice and, by extension, himself in terms of the comparison between 

his own music (his selfness) and the music of his predecessors (otherness). The 

aspects of earlier music that appear in Schnittke’s works function as transgradients, 

as external elements that are nevertheless essential to the construction of identity 

and voice. By allowing otherness to enter into his music, Schnittke gains a fuller 

understanding of his context and of himself. Polystylism functions as exotopy 

because it suggests multiple frames of stylistic reference from which the composer 

can contextualise his composing voice. Schnittke understands the extent to which 

personal identity is a social construction and his music plays out this necessary yet 

complex interaction of individual and collective. Selfness and otherness are also 

represented in Schnittke’s music through presentness and pastness, and through 

openness and closedness. In order to accommodate this range of complex and 

relativised positions, Schnittke abandons (or at least compromises) many of the 

certainties traditionally associated with musical aesthetics and form. The result is 

the musical novel, a genre where identity is a process and not a state. In Schnittke’s 

symphonies the musical novel becomes a model of the struggle for identity through 

the continual dialogue of self and other. 

 

 

THE MUSICAL NOVEL AND THE STRUGGLE FOR IDENTITY 

Bakhtin’s elevation of the novel over other literary genres is based on his belief that 

it alone permits a range of artistic formulations that link explicitly to the condition 

and experience of human existence. When Bakhtin considers how individuals 

construct identity for themselves, he models the process on the literary analogy of 

the novel. Michael Holquist notes that ‘Bakhtin uses the literary genre of the novel 

as an allegory for representing existence as the condition of authoring.’3 The 

relationship between the author of a novel and its characters has all the facets and 

complications associated with selfness and otherness, and the act of authorship 

therefore parallels the construction of self. 

 The conceptual gravity of this literary analogy reflects the extent to which 

Bakhtin understands language to be the basis of all constructions of personal 

                                                           
3 Holquist, M., 1990: Dialogism: Bakhtin and His World p.30. 
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identity. In the musical novel however, similarly profound issues of identity can be 

played out in musical terms. Asaf’ev demonstrates the extent to which verbal 

notions of communication, meaning and identity are appropriate to the 

understanding of music, and in the musical novel the Bakhtinian significance of all 

of these factors can inform the structuring process of the music’s identity. In 

particular, the notions of style and voice that Bakhtin identifies in the literary novel 

are both appropriate to the discussion of the polystylistic symphony. Bakhtin 

considers the construction of self to be founded on the process of verbal 

communication. The literary novel reflects this process, but with a change of 

medium; in the novel it is the written word that facilitates identity construction. The 

transfer is possible because the dialogic novel retains the plurality of styles that 

characterises the verbal intercourse between real people. Similarly, the polystylism 

upon which Schnittke bases his musical novels also reflects the stylistic diversity of 

individuals within social groups. This allows him to reflect the social process of 

identity construction through the organisation of different styles within a work. In 

both literature and music, polystylism forces its creator to look deeper into his own 

social and historical status and to find links between his situation and his 

understanding of himself. The following consideration of the status of language in 

the literary novel could equally be applied to the various referential systems 

associated with Schnittke’s polystylism: 

 

The social and historical voices populating language, all its words and all its 
forms, which provide language with its particular concrete 
conceptualisations are organised in the novel into a structured stylistic 
system that can express the differentiated socio-ideological position of the 
author amid the heteroglossia of his epoch.4

 

The heteroglossia associated with novelness therefore stresses the importance of 

context and situation. Indeed, artistic representations of dialogue always raise issues 

of placement and context. Michael Holquist points out that ‘dialogism’s thrust is 

always in the direction of historical and social specificity.’5 Dialogue within an 

artwork has the function of stressing the importance of context, that is, both the 

artist’s heteroglossic social situation and the artwork’s cultural status. 

                                                           
4 Bakhtin, M.M., 1981:‘Discourse in the Novel’ in The Dialogic Imagination p.300. 
5 Holquist, M., 1990: Dialogism: Bakhtin and His World p.32. 
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 One important aspect of the cultural status of the musical novels discussed in 

this thesis is their status as symphonies. As with the composer’s historical and social 

situation, the situation of the works themselves within musical culture also plays an 

important part in their dialogic processes of identity construction. The novelistic 

status of Schnittke’s symphonies is not opposed to their generic affiliation. Instead it 

seeks to explore their symphonic status, to qualify and locate it. The novelised 

symphony attempts to come to terms with its symphonic status and aspires to a state 

of generic self-knowledge. The symphonic novel is an exploration of the genre of 

the symphony and not merely a work that conforms to the genre’s formal demands 

and assumed cultural status. All genres are, in principle, capable of this sort of 

novelistic self-awareness. Novelness has the effect of relativising and qualifying all 

aspects of a genre, but this is not necessarily detrimental to the genre’s functionality. 

The self-awareness that novelness brings to a genre empowers as much as it is 

relativises.6 The genre of the symphony is enriched through the application of 

novelistic self-knowledge. The introduction of novelness into the symphony has the 

effect of accentuating its symphonism. The generic logic by which the work 

functions as a symphony is celebrated through novelness. The traits that link 

individual works with the canon of symphonic writing are no longer taken for 

granted, but are instead examined and compared. Their continued use after this 

process can no longer be taken for granted and is instead a demonstration of 

profound agreement on the part of the composer with the principles that govern the 

genre’s use. Each of the symphonies discussed in this thesis approaches the genre 

from a different angle and tests it in a different way. 

When Schnittke introduces rhetoric associated with other genres into his 

symphonies, he is demonstrating the transgradience required by the novelistic 

process of testing the symphonic genre. For the musical novel, the introduction of 

genres other than the symphony is essential for the contextualisation of the genre. 

The chamber music in the Third Symphony, the liturgical music in the Fourth and  

                                                           
6 ‘After losing its naiveté, a genre may still reassert its initial values, continue to employ its perceptual 
scheme, and speak again in its favoured language, but even if it does so it will nevertheless have 
changed. For…there is all the difference in the world between accepting something without question 
and accepting it after it has been questioned. A genre that has encountered the novel has been tested, 
and forever after its values become a choice among alternatives. Its style turns into stylisation; authors 
and audience no longer just assume the genre’s values but agree with them; and agreement…is a truly 
dialogic relation.’ (Morson, G.S. and Emerson, C., 1990: Mikhail Bakhtin: Creation of a Prosaics 
pp.303-4). 
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the pre-symphonic music in the Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5 all have the 

effect of accentuating the symphonic nature of their contexts through the 

comparison with the contexts from which the music has been borrowed. This allows 

the symphonic genre itself to be contextualised and evaluated through the process of 

comparison. 

 Of the symphonies discussed, the Third makes the most thorough 

investigation into the nature of the symphony. The generic self-awareness bestowed 

by the work’s novelness allows it to both function as a symphony, and to explore the 

cultural status of symphonic music. Schnittke’s stated aim of engaging with the 

German symphonic tradition leads to an investigation of the historical roots of the 

German symphony and of some of the philosophical and moral structures that 

underpin German artistic activity. This exploration of German musical thought is 

facilitated by Schnittke’s ability to place himself both inside and outside of it 

simultaneously. 

 In Bakhtin’s understanding of culture and identity, this combination of 

selfness and otherness makes Schnittke the ideal commentator on German culture. 

The novelistic aspects of the Third Symphony are linked to the Russian cultural 

climate in which Schnittke worked. Schnittke’s Russianness is the otherness that he 

can apply to German thought in order to present the broadest possible picture of it. 

Bakhtin points out that: 

 

In the realm of culture, outsideness is the most powerful lever [rychag] of 
understanding.7

 

Schnittke’s Germanness allows him to link his work to the traditions of German 

music; it allows the Third Symphony to be, in a sense, a product of the German 

symphonic tradition. His Russian side, by contrast, allows him to apply the 

novelistic principles of relativisation, qualification and contextualisation to the 

tradition and thereby also engage with it on the level of commentary. The 

Russianness of the Third Symphony is the work’s transgradient element; it is the 

external point of reference that the work requires in order to understand its German 

heritage. Exotopy in the Third Symphony occurs as the mutual interillumination of  

                                                           
7 Bakhtin, M. letter to Novy Mir 1970, quoted in Emerson, C., 1997: The First Hundred Years of 
Mikhail Bakhtin p.207. 

  



 
307

the Russian and the German. In the Third Symphony, selfness and otherness both 

have personal and collective dimensions. Schnittke associates the two sides of his 

cultural makeup with national traditions and therefore with collective notions of 

identity. 

The Fourth Symphony, by contrast, deals with issues of personal identity by 

setting individual contemplation against collective identity constructions. In the 

Fourth Symphony the otherness against which Schnittke attempts to position 

himself is the collective identity associated with church affiliation. The liturgical 

traditions (which are represented by allusions to the liturgical musics of various 

churches) are related to constructions of identity through the collective identification 

that each respective communion draws from them. Liturgical notions of value and 

signification are grounded in dogma and faith and not on processes of qualification 

or comparison. They therefore exhibit the closedness that Bakhtin associates with 

otherness. However, Schnittke imposes a novelised sense of openness onto the work 

through complex pre-compositional procedures aimed at combining the traditions 

and combating their cultural and conceptual insularity. The fixed, dogmatic 

liturgical versions of the Christian faith that are alluded to in the Fourth Symphony 

constitute the work’s transgradient element. The symphony is a personal quest for a 

spiritual sense of identity, but this requires orientation through comparison to 

outside models. Schnittke was never a regular church-goer himself, but his 

individually established faith was only possible through his engagement with the 

spirit and liturgies of communal acts of Christian worship. Personal spiritual identity 

is made possible through a process of exotopy by which the composer understands 

himself through the belief systems of churches to which he feels a partial affiliation 

and a partial sense of otherness. 

 The Concerto Grosso no.4/Symphony no.5 demonstrates the dialogic 

construction of self through the relativisation of otherness. The composing voices of 

Bach and Mahler are used to represent the otherness against which Schnittke seeks 

to define himself. This process involves maintaining a distinct sense of otherness in 

the voice of Bach while eroding the otherness associated with Mahler. The 

overcoming of otherness in the voice of Mahler is therefore accentuated through 

comparison with the stable sense of aesthetic distance that Schnittke maintains 

between himself and Bach. The progression through the work can be understood in 

dialogic terms as the progressive overcoming of otherness. The role of the first 
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movement in this process is to emphasise the state of otherness that the later 

movements will seek to overcome. The later movements contrast this otherness 

through a gradual move towards an alignment of voices associated with selfness. 

Schnittke seeks to engage with the voice of Mahler, and to achieve exotopy through 

the reflection of his own composing voice in that of Mahler. 

 The most basic conditions for the representation of selfness in art are 

openness and unfinalizability, and these are represented in the last three movements 

of the work through the continual deferment of all representations of fixed identity. 

The struggle for identity that results from this deferment links the music to the 

Bakhtinian notion of selfness as a process rather than a condition. Bakhtin points out 

that the novelistic openness of Dostoevsky’s works conditions every aspect of them, 

and of our perceptions of Dostoevsky himself. When he was engaged in revising his 

Dostoevsky monograph for the publication of its second edition, Bakhtin wrote in 

his notebook: 

 

Dostoevsky has not yet become Dostoevsky, he is still becoming him.8

 

Schnittke too seeks to represent the unfinalizable process of selfness through 

novelistic unfinalizability. The progressive struggle for identity in the musical novel 

is only possible when all notions of stability, all stable points of musical reference, 

are relativised. Schnittke’s musical novels therefore destabilise the semantic 

authority of every musical device and semantic marker that they use. 

Schnittke seeks to establish a contextualised sense of selfness through a 

comparison between his music and that of his predecessors. He seeks exotopy 

through the reflection of his own compositional aims in the music of the past. 

Mahler is the perfect model for this process, because he too used the musical novel 

to pursue a contexualised sense of self. Schnittke’s exotopic construction of identity 

is channelled through the selfness that he hears in Mahler’s voice. 

 In Bakhtin’s model of dialogue, the conditions of self and other are always 

relative. Without profound dialogic contact we can only perceive selfness in 

ourselves, and can only perceive otherness in others. Dialogue is the process by 

which we seek to overcome that otherness and to perceive others on the level of 

                                                           
8 Bakhtin, M.M., 1984: Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics (Appendix 2) p.291. 
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selfness. When we achieve this, the voices of others take on the openness of selfness 

and can be perceived as belonging to fully realised consciousnesses. 

 In the Concerto Grosso no. 4/Symphony no. 5, Schnittke enacts such an 

engagement with the voice of Mahler. But in a broader sense, the whole of 

Schnittke’s polystylistic project can be understood as a desire to overcome the 

otherness of the past. All constructions of otherness in Schnittke’s music are linked 

to evocations of the past. The past can function as otherness because of its 

intrinsically finalized state. It is bounded and sealed off from the openness of the 

continuing present. When the voices of composers from the past appear in 

Schnittke’s music, their most basic role is as transgradients to Schnittke’s voice. 

They are external elements that the composer requires in order to fully understand 

his own position and status. However, almost every composing voice that Schnittke 

evokes from the past qualifies for a position in his music because of their role as 

influences, as predecessors and as essential elements of his own musical identity. 

Schnittke’s polystylistic dialogue with these voices seeks to claim them as aspects 

of his own voice, as constituents of his sense of self. This deep level of engagement 

with the voices of the past challenges the whole notion of pastness. When the 

finalizabilty and otherness of voices from the past is revoked, then the epic 

closedness of the past itself is compromised. Schnittke can then treat the past in 

terms of possibilities rather than certainties. He can suggest and explore links in his 

own heterogeneous cultural and ethnic roots which enable him to make sense of his 

situation and of the status of his art. Novelness is the enabling principle for 

overcoming the otherness of the past, and Bakhtin writes that: 

 

What is realised in the novel is the process of coming to know one’s own 
language as it is perceived in someone else’s language, coming to know 
one’s own horizon within someone else’s horizon. There takes place within 
the novel an ideological transition of another’s language, and an overcoming 
of its otherness – an otherness that is only contingent, external, illusory. 
Characteristic for the historical novel is a positively weighted modernising, 
an erasing of temporal boundaries, the recognition of an eternal present in 
the past.9

 

This, then, is the fundamental message of polystylism. We can only truly understand 

ourselves in terms of the continuing present in which we perceive ourselves, yet we 

                                                           
9 Bakhtin, M.M., 1981: ‘Discourse in the Novel’ in The Dialogic Imagination p.365. 
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require a knowledge of the past in order to contextualise this understanding. 

Schnittke’s musical novels engage with the past for this reason, but do not treat it as 

qualitatively different from the present. In Schnittke’s music the past, like the 

present, allows for engagement and interpretation. Schnittke’s musical novels 

explore the significance of their own roots, and those of their composer. But they 

also engage with broader issues concerning the relationship between the present and 

the past. Schnittke finds selfness in his representations of the past, a selfness that 

allows engagement and interpretation at all levels. The musical novel transforms the 

search for personal identity into an exploration of all notions of identity. Schnittke’s 

music points to the past as the key to the construction of identity and selfness, but 

also stresses that we can only fully understand ourselves if we perceive past and 

present as existing in a dialogic state of mutual interillumination. 
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