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Preface 

The goal of this essay is to dive deep into the work of two Soviet composers, 

Dmitri Kabalevsky and Dmitri Shostakovich, in order to explore how they conveyed and 

developed ideas via only a few lines of music, namely through the prelude genre. There is 

little research done specifically on the 24 Preludes op. 34 for piano by Dmitri 

Shostakovich1, and even less so on the set of the 24 Preludes op. 38 by his contemporary, 

Dmitri Kabalevsky. This essay will discover how these composers treat the traditional 

prelude form in ways that are innovative to their own compositional style and to the 

contemporary musical trends of the time. Focusing on the analysis of the stylistic, 

formal, harmonic and rhythmic elements, this essay will bring a better understanding of 

the piano styles of Shostakovich and Kabalevsky. It will compare the composers’ use of 

contemporary and traditional elements to their own compositional idiosyncrasies 

reflected through the 24 Preludes, i.e. how their musical languages differed from each 

other, and how it affected the prelude genre up to date.  

Though both were established pianists, Shostakovich and Kabalevsky are not 

primarily known for their piano works; especially when compared to composers such as 

Sergei Rachmaninov, Alexander Scriabin or Frédéric Chopin, who wrote similar sets of 

prelude cycles and whose oeuvre primarily focuses on composing for piano. 

Shostakovich is considered to be one of the greatest and most influential symphonists of 

the twentieth century, while Kabalevsky is primarily associated with the music for the 

young.  In Russia, he is also best known for his pedagogical work with multiple 

generations of the Soviet youth. Nonetheless, his compositional output extends beyond 

the strictly educational forms of children's music, consisting of several operas, four 

symphonies, numerous solo and ensemble vocal works, violin and cello concertos, 

                                                           
1 Contrary to the more widely known 24 Preludes and Fugues op. 87  
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advanced piano works such as three piano sonatas, the set of 24 Preludes, and several 

piano concertos. 

Through the selected pieces from each set of the 24 Preludes, this study will focus 

predominantly on two perspectives –revolutionary and traditional approaches to 

composition of a prelude; i.e. how Shostakovich and Kabalevsky, utilizing this already 

popular genre, brought a fresh aesthetic and unique musical momentum to it. Through 

close analysis, the essay will show how these two opposing concepts of musical 

expression – traditional vs. revolutionary –  coexist in both cycles. It will identify the 

elements that draw from the past traditions of both, the Russian and Western cultures, 

the elements that reflects the present time – contemporary trends of the musical world 

of the first half of the 20th century, primarily in the Soviet Union, and finally, what 

possibly looks to the future.  

Researching Shostakovich and Kabalevsky naturally draws one towards a lot of 

Russian scholarship from the Soviet era. However, the totalitarian state of the time 

heavily influenced these texts. The palpable political pressure clearly shaped the ways the 

ideas were expressed in contemporary scholarship: books, articles, and even such 

communication as personal correspondence. This factor makes it very hard to discern 

the level of sincerity, and thus credibility, of the opinion and thought printed during 

those years. Were they honest reflections of the reality, or were they expressed in ways to 

avoid displeasing the State? By the mid-1930s the orders of the Soviet State to write in 

the style understandable to the masses –known as Socialist Realism - had infiltrated all 

layers of the artistic world. Nonetheless, it seems that both, Shostakovich and 

Kabalevsky, still found the means to express bold and innovative ideas through their 

music (sadly, not always without repercussions). It would seem likely then, that the 

musical work itself could be a better source of information, as music speaks most loudly 

(or rather sings most genuinely) of the deepest feelings, thoughts, and beliefs of a 
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composer. Such work could be a direct path into their inner world, bypassing all the 

politically pressured written analysis and interpretations. 

A musical work is very subtle, and thus very complicated to analyze as a reference 

source, but if one learns how to attune themselves to this elusive ‘song’, they would 

undoubtedly achieve aesthetic intimacy with the music – which is the ultimate goal for 

any performer or a listener.  
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Chapter I: Background 

Prelude as a genre. Evolution 

The idea of composing a work in all 24 major and minor keys was brought to light 

by Johann Sebastian Bach (1685 – 1750) in his two books of The Well-Tempered Clavier, 

BWV 846 - 893, composed in 1722 and 1742 respectively. Such a cycle is an encyclopedia 

of tonality – a collection of composer’s subjective definitions for every major and minor 

key. Furthermore, throughout the course of music history, each key gained a certain 

affect, characteristic, or mood that it best conveyed.1 Thus, a composer from the start 

was equipped with a predetermined ‘palette of colors’ to work with any given key. Even 

though, over time the affect of tonality may have undergone some transformations, the 

initial base color, or mood, remained the same (the idyllic lyricism of G Major would 

have never become the C minor’s longing languish). The prelude genre has been favored 

by composers when it came to choosing an ideal canvas for “painting” – defining a 

tonality. 

By the time the currently discussed sets of 24 Preludes were composed, the 

evolution took the prelude genre far off the shores of its inception centuries earlier, when 

prelude2 was a piece that preceded a larger composition or a collection of works. While of 

an improvisatory nature, it was designed to relate, or tonally connect to the work it 

preceded. Over the course of the next few centuries, evolution put prelude on its 

independent pedestal. The work gained individuality and character that now possessed 

not only expressive but stimulating powers. Along the way prelude absorbed 

characteristics of other genres and learned to exhibit them as her own (e.g. borrowing 

                                                           
1 Schubart, Christian Friedrich Daniel. and Ted Alan DuBois. Christian Friedrich Daniel Schubart's Ideen 

Zu Einer Ästhetik Der Tonkunst: An Annotated Translation (Thesis (Ph.D.)--University of Southern 

California, 1983.) 
2 Etymology of the word prelude comes from the Latin prae “before” and ludere “to play”. 



 

2 

and integrating dance, folk, or vocal attributes). This characteristic will become evident 

throughout the essay, as the analysis of the two cycles of the 24 Preludes by Kabalevsky 

and Shostakovich unfolds.  

The best known Western example of such evolution is the Twenty-four Preludes 

op. 28 by Frédéric Chopin (1810 – 1849), composed and published between 1835 and 

1839. The work encompasses all major and minor keys throughout the cycle. This was 

the pinnacle moment for a prelude to become self-sufficient rather than auxiliary.3 While 

Chopin’s Twenty-four Preludes is a monumental opus, each individual prelude is concise 

and brief in nature, and is a perfectly independent and complete work in itself. 

Meanwhile in Russia, a few years earlier, a work that is thought to be the first Eastern 

example of such an opus was Lev Gurilev’s 24 Preludes and 1 Fugue, composed in 1810. 

These preludes are organized in a circle of fifths, beginning with major keys (C, G, D, 

A…etc.) followed by all minor keys, with the final prelude in D minor. A 4-voice Fugue in 

D Major concludes the opus. This work cannot be associated with what a romantic era 

prelude was to become under the pen of Chopin, and later Rachmaninov or Scriabin, as 

it still drew inspiration from the Classical style of the ‘Beethovenian time’.4 Nonetheless, 

it holds an important place in history and introduces the prelude cycle to the Russian 

musical scene of the early nineteenth century. In just a few decades, prelude will be 

firmly cemented into the oeuvre of Russian, and then Soviet, composers. 

  

                                                           
3 Leikin, Anatole. The Mystery of Chopin's Préludes (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2015), 7. 
4 Spektor, N. Fortepiannai͡ a Preli͡ udii͡ a v Rossii, Konet͡ s Xix-Nachalo XX Veka (Moskva: "Muzyka", 1991), 

64. 



 

3 

Soviet Union. Musical scene 

During the first half of the twentieth century the musical scene of the Soviet 

Union passed through a tumultuous time. Under the newly established political state, the 

country slowly began to rehabilitate itself from the recent social and political upheavals 

brought by the 1917 Revolution and the following Civil War (1917-1922). All the layers of 

society were turned upside down and faced uncertainty for the future. Anyone who 

survived this perilous era of war and malnutrition was greatly influenced by it. As it is in 

the nature of an artist to reflect reality through their work, the course of the creative 

world shifted dramatically as well. The right to freedom of expression that is so essential 

to thrive creatively in society was gradually, and forcefully eliminated. The artists were 

left with no choice but to adapt to these radical changes brought by the iron fist of the 

new totalitarian regime. It was during this unprecedented time that a stream of 

composers, poets, painters and writers emerged and began to shape a new and unique 

style that was to become known as the Soviet. In his book, Schwarz describes: 

The soviet composer was confronted by complex problems. Most varied character 

of the public was a real challenge to writing music that would be liked. The 

remnants of a sophisticated intelligentsia on one hand, and a barely educated 

proletariat on the other, left a huge void in the middle. The middle class was 

lacking. The traditions were found alien to the revolutionary times, while modern 

styles were too complex and meaningless for the masses. Composers struggled to 

find a new identity... 5 

 
Despite this challenge, the Soviet composers set out to find their place and voice 

in the new Soviet society. And even though the Soviet style encompassed a wide variety 

                                                           
5 Schwarz, Boris. Music and Musical Life In Soviet Russia (Enl. ed., 1917-1981. Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 1983), 61. 
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of artists of different caliber, objectives, and beliefs, their creative output still reflected a 

very personal overview of the new era. In the age when modernist ideas were gaining 

traction in the West, drawing from the past was a safer way to go in obeying the State’s 

demands to create art that is pertinent to the masses. However, while it is common 

during artistic growth to be mindful of the significance and importance of the traditions 

of previous generations, looking exclusively to the past is not in the least fulfilling for a 

creatively demanding mind. Under the current circumstances, however, being free to 

create radically new and revolutionary ideas was not an option in the Soviet Union. 

Therefore, finding an equilibrium of both – safe traditionalism and bold progressivism – 

and not tipping the scale too far in either direction, was the only possible option for a 

Soviet artist to survive and thrive.  

Dmitri Kabalevsky and Dmitri Shostakovich are excellent examples of how Soviet 

composers achieved that creative equilibrium. The artistic paths of these two composers 

were very different, yet they both succeeded in reaching great heights in their field. 

Before gaining international fame, and even after that, Shostakovich was in a constant 

state of struggle and friction with the Soviet regime throughout his life. Kabalevsky, on 

the other hand, ultimately was able to achieve great favoritism of the State. This essay 

will try to set the political context aside as much as possible and focus primarily on the 

musical aspects of each of the composer’s styles, even though it was this very political 

pressure that undoubtedly played a huge role in shaping the styles of these two 

composers. 
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Biographical Background 

Kabalevsky 

Dmitri Borisovich Kabalevsky (1904 – 1987) is not as internationally known as 

his tyoska6, Dmitri Shostakovich. Born in St. Petersburg into the family of a working 

class mathematician, Kabalevsky did not begin his music education until after his family 

moved to Moscow in 1919, where he entered the Scriabin Institute at the age of fifteen. 

To aid the financial hardships of his family due to instability in the country, Kabalevsky 

began teaching piano almost immediately. This prompted his first composition attempts. 

The early works were aimed at pedagogical needs and were written specifically for his 

pupils.  

In 1925, after several years of teaching the young and playing piano in the silent 

movie theaters (similarly to how young Shostakovich was earning his first paycheck), 

Kabalevsky entered the Moscow Conservatory into the piano class of renowned pianist 

and pedagogue Alexander Goldenweiser (1875 - 1961), and later into the class of Nikolai 

Myaskovsky (1881 - 1950) for composition. Working with Myaskovsky was a major 

influence on Kabalevsky both, professionally and personally. Their relationship gradually 

developed into a lifelong friendship, and was dearly treasured by Kabalevsky up until 

Myaskovsky’s death.   

By 1930, upon graduating from the conservatory, Kabalevsky had already 

composed several major piano works: Four Preludes op. 5, 1st Piano Sonata in F Major 

op. 6, 1st Piano Concerto in A minor op. 9. During the ‘experimental’ decade of the 1920s, 

while some of his contemporaries were getting acquainted and influenced by the 

progressive music of the West, Kabalevsky retained his direction towards a more 

                                                           
6 A Russian word used for people who share the same first name. 
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conventional harmonic style, similar to Sergei Rachmaninoff and Nikolai Myaskovsky.7 

Kabalevsky remained loyal to his own search for a voice that was free of what he called 

an “overly complex artificiality” of the modernist tendencies. Major influences for his 

early works were the musical voices of Rachmaninoff, Scriabin, Tchaikovsky and 

Prokofiev. However, even these early works already began to reflect the idiosyncrasies of 

Kabalevsky’s own style –  the use of juxtaposed major-minor tonality, chromatic 

elements woven into a diatonic fabric, melodic clarity rooted in the modal nature of folk 

music. Lush lyricism and richly colored harmonies of Rachmaninoff, “air-born” chords of 

Scriabin, and the rhythmic drive of Prokofiev, all are vividly evident within the 

framework of his 1st Piano Sonata.  

Shortly after graduating from the Moscow Conservatory, Kabalevsky was 

appointed a senior lecturer there in 1932, and a professor in 1939. Besides his 

pedagogical activities, Kabalevsky worked as the music critic and editor for the journal 

Sovetskaya Muzyka (The Soviet Music), as well as a critic for the all state radio. 

Kabalevsky was a prolific composer of a “true” Soviet nature. The 24 Preludes op. 38 is 

one of the great examples of his sincere and passionate homages to the people, and a 

celebration of folk art of his motherland.  

Shostakovich 

Dmitri Dmitrievich Shostakovich (1906 – 1975) is one of the most internationally 

recognized figures associated with Soviet music. Born in St. Petersburg, a year after the 

1905 Russian revolution, of Polish descent, Shostakovich was brought up in the 

traditions of intelligentsia of the time, which lead a comparatively privileged lifestyle. 

There was always live music in the Shostakoviches household, as his father, Dmitri 

                                                           
7Even though their compositional output (especially that of Rachmaninoff) underwent a significant 

development in complexity of the harmonic language, both, Rachmaninoff and Myaskovsky, were not 

drastically influenced by Modernism and its most radical and prominent elements. 
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Boleslavovich Shostakovich (1875 - 1922), was an amateur singer, and his mother, Sof’ya 

Vasil’yevna Shostakovich (1878 - 1955), studied piano at the St. Petersburg Conservatory. 

From an early age all three children in the family were surrounded by music. 

In 1915, young Dima Shostakovich saw his first opera “The Tale of Tsar Saltan” by 

Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov (1844 – 1908), which sparked his interest in music. Shortly 

after, though not without his mother’s persistent persuading, he began taking piano 

lessons. Having absolute pitch, Shostakovich improved remarkably quickly, and in just 

two years he could reportedly play Johann Sebastian Bach’s Das Wohltemperirte Clavier 

in its entirety. It was during these years that he began composing as well. After a few 

years at a private music school, Shostakovich became highly dissatisfied with his 

teacher’s lack of interest in his growing compositional interests. So, in the fall of 1919, 

Shostakovich entered the St. Petersburg (Petrograd at the time, and later Leningrad) 

Conservatory, studying composition, orchestration and harmony in the class of 

Maximilian Steinberg, the pupil and son-in-law of Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov.  

During the second year at the conservatory, Shostakovich began his piano studies 

with Leonid Nikolaev, whose other famous pupils included Marina Yudina and Vladimir 

Sofronitsky. It was also the year when Shostakovich became acquainted with the music 

of Bartok, Stravinsky, Schoenberg and Hindemith, whose newly composed works were 

still filtering into the Soviet Union during the 1920s, before the ‘iron curtain’ fell on the 

Soviet world at the beginning of the 1930s. Their ‘leftist’ and modernist tendencies 

heavily influenced Shostakovich’s early style of composition, most prominently heard in 

such works as his 1st Piano Sonata op. 12 (1926), Aphorisms op. 13 (1927), satirical opera 

“The Nose” op. 15 (1928).8 

                                                           
8Delʹson, V. Fortepiannoe Tvorchestvo D. D. Shostakovicha (Moskva: Sov. kompozitor, 1971), 24–25. 
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To set the stage for the musical language of the 24 Preludes op. 34 (1932) 

discussed in this essay, it is important to understand the path Shostakovich took as a 

young composer to develop his style up to that point. While the leftist music was the 

main brew for his early style, he soon began to sense that this language was becoming 

more and more proscribed by the State, and his future as a composer would be 

endangered if he continued down that path. On the other hand, his traditional education, 

rooted in the rigorous composition school of the great Russian nationalist composers like 

Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov, Pyotr Tchaikovsky, Modest Mussorgsky and Alexander 

Borodin, was never completely abandoned. Shostakovich began to fuse these two 

opposing musical forces – the rule-revoking ‘new’ and the rule-abiding ‘old’ – to create 

an unprecedented and unique style that was to become his trademark for the years to 

come. In his book Delson remarked: 

Drawing from the past traditions, not just a passive use of them, but their creative 

and innovative re-thinking, is the foundation for Shostakovich’s style.9 

The radical Western school of composition and the great Russian masters of the past, 

however, were not the only prominent influences on Shostakovich. He reminisced later 

in life that Sergei Prokofiev (1891 – 1953), who was just one generation older, had 

impacted Shostakovich’s youth as well: 

I must mention our contemporary, Sergei Prokofiev, when I speak of my own 

artistic development. His influence played a huge and beneficial role on me. In 

his music, I find a wholesome ethical inception, and at the same time, a 

remarkable sense of bold and fruitful searching for the new.10 

 The 24 Preludes op. 34 were not the first composition in the prelude genre that 

Shostakovich composed. During his years at the Leningrad Conservatory, Shostakovich, 

                                                           
9 Ibid., 4. 
10 Shostakovich, D. Dumi o Pro’dennom Puti (“Sovetskaya Muzika”, 1956, no. 9), 12. 
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with two of his peers, Georgiy Klementz and Pavel Feldt, set out to collectively compose 

24 preludes in each minor and major keys. Shostakovich’s contribution resulted in 

composing the 5 Preludes op. 2 (1919-20). These early works, though still very imitative 

of Prokofiev, Mussorgsky and Borodin, already contained the traits of wit and 

personality of the future, mature Shostakovich.11 Within the genre of miniature writing, 

Shostakovich’s Three Fantastic Dances, op. 5 (1920-22) are worth mentioning as well. 

These were the first piano works Shostakovich approved for publishing. Whimsical 

characters, witty idioms, Schumann-esque atmosphere, yet already full of unexpected 

harmonic turns and tempo changes, these pieces foreshadow the idiomatic writing of his 

24 Preludes op. 34.  

These two composers, Kabalevsky and Shostakovich, shared a similar fate of 

living and working in twentieth century Russia (the Soviet Union), yet their experiences 

and their music could not be more different. This essay aims to shed light on those 

differences through a closer look and analysis of each of the composer’s musical works, 

titled 24 Preludes. This essay will uncover new and revolutionary ways of approaching 

this centuries-old tradition of writing preludes in all major and minor keys; the tradition 

that looks all the way back to J.S. Bach. 

 

                                                           
11 Delson, 17. 
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Chapter II: Twenty-Four Preludes 

Kabalevsky. 24 Preludes Op. 38 

Kabalevsky’s early style was heavily influenced by the rich harmonic palates of S. 

Rachmaninoff and A. Scriabin, and the motoric drive of Prokofiev. Furthermore, any 

musician while studying at the Russian conservatories would have been exposed to and 

greatly influenced by the music of Tchaikovsky and Moguchaya Kuchka (the Mighty 

Five): Alexander Borodin, Modest Mussorgsky, Mily Balakirev, Nikolay Rimsky-

Korsakov and Cesar Cui. The Russian nationalist movement had peaked in its 

momentum towards the end of the nineteenth century, and while the revolutionary times 

brought many radical changes, the core elements of the movement, with the emphasis on 

drawing inspiration from the folklore, remained strong among many artists for years to 

come. The 24 Preludes op. 38 by Kabalevsky, written in 1943-44, in the midst of World 

War II, is a perfect example of the continuation of the nationalist tradition: an organic 

blend of the classical prelude genre with the folklore heritage.  

Dedicated to Kabalevsky’s composition teacher, Nikolai Myaskovsky, the 24 

Preludes are organized in the classic manner of the circle of fifths. As an epigraph to his 

opus, Kabalevsky provides a quote from a prominent Russian poet, Mikhail Lermontov 

(1814 – 1841) who wrote: 

If I want to immerse myself deeply into the poetry of the people, I would seek no 

further than in the Russian folk songs.1 

Every prelude in Kabalevsky’s opus is based on a traditional Russian folk tune that he 

borrowed from the anthologies compiled by various composers and scholars, most 

prominent of whom are Evgeny Gippius, Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov, and Sergei 

                                                           
1 Lermontov, Mikhail Yuryevich. Avtobiagroficheskie Zapiski = Autobiographical Notes (Moscow, 1830), 

7. 
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Lyapunov. Yet, the Preludes are not just ‘arrangements’ of folk tunes. Yakov Flier (1912 – 

1977), a great Russian pianist who premiered the 24 Preludes after World War II, 

remarked: 

These are not mere arrangements of the songs. As a whole, it is a completely new, 

original and organic composition, where each of the 24 parts of the cycle holds its 

independent power. In every prelude, there is its own meaning, own mood and 

character, its own imagery. Overall, this [opus] is one of the deeper and masterful 

compositions of Kabalevsky.2 

In conversation with Kabalevsky some years later, Prokofiev said, “Take the 

melodies of our folk songs and develop them as if they were your own”.3  Kabalevsky 

followed that exact principal. Each folk tune works as the DNA, upon which a unique 

‘organism’ for every prelude is developed. Throughout the opus, Kabalevsky provided his 

own musical vision of the “poetry of the people”, painting a portrait, or a landscape, that 

is unmistakably Russian; using unique and innovative strokes and colors of his own; 

producing not just “ethnographically accurate sketches” of folklore, but dramatic scenes 

that come to life in every prelude.4 Each character in the Preludes would be determined, 

but not limited to, depending on the nature of the folk song it is based on –  the meaning 

of the song’s lyrics, the mood and emotion it conveys throughout. While all of these 

factors guide the composer’s decisions on how the prelude shall unfold, Kabalevsky takes 

it a step further, transcending the original meaning of a folk tune, creating an even more 

powerful imagery by using ‘dramatization’ technique to his full advantage. 

                                                           
2 Dolinskai͡ a, E. B., and Mikhail Mikhaĭlovich I͡Akovlev. I͡akov Flier: Statʹi, Vospominanii͡ a, 

Intervʹi͡ u=Yakov Flier: Articles, Memoirs and Interviews (Moskva: Vses. izd-vo Sov. kompozitor, 1983), 

233. 
3 Danilevich, L. Tvorchestvo D.B. Kabalevskogo (Moskva: Sovetskiĭ Kompozitor, 1963), 153. 
4 Ibid., 159. 
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Many of these folk songs unfold verse after verse as the narrator (singer) ‘talks’ to 

the nature around her or him in a various manner – be it contemplative or implicative, 

demanding or complaining. Often, the songs would intensify immensely throughout the 

course of the verses. One of the examples of such intensification is the very first folk tune 

used in the opus. 

The folksong used for the setting of Prelude no. 1 in C Major, Andantino, opens 

with a seemingly bucolic narrative. Beginning with “Ay, poduy-ko, spovey da 

pogodushka…/Oh, dear weather, summon your winds…”5, there are twenty verses in the 

song that slowly unfold a story of two people in love, but separated by a forced marriage. 

The yearning and desperation is conveyed through a peculiar orthographic setting of 

every verse. As each verse depicts various images of a countryside life, the main subject 

of attention, most often a noun, is set to be sung twice.  However, each initial attempt to 

sing the word is interrupted by a sigh (e. g. in the first verse, the word 

“weather/pogodushka”, is first sung “pogo…”, followed by a rest. Then the word is sung 

in its entirety). This happens every verse, creating a cry-like manner of narrative.   

Example 1. Folk song ‘Ay, poduy-ko…’, from “Songs of the Vologda Region” 

 

While, on one hand, the prelude is set to reflect the simplicity of countryside 

lifestyle with light texture and diatonic harmonic language, the ‘yearning sighs’ of 

                                                           
5 Gippius, Evgeny Vladimirovich. Pesni vologodskoy oblasti = Songs of the Vologda region (Lenigrad: 

Muzgyz, 1938). 
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desperation are echoed through the use of the C minor tonality. Drawing from the 

original song’s use of a minor third scale degree (E♭), Kabalevsky weaved the major and 

minor tonalities together, introducing it at the very beginning in the introduction, then 

continuing primarily in the accompaniment.  

Example 2. Kabalevsky, Prelude no. 1 in C Major, mm. 1–8 

 

Prelude no. 3 in G Major, Vivace leggiere, is an example of ‘dramatization’ of the 

lyrics throughout the song, “Ty ryabinushka…/You, dear rowan-tree...”. What starts as a 

simple conversation with a rowan-tree (which, along with the birch-tree, is a very 

common subject in Russian folk songs), the song escalates into the weep of a broken 

heart that is yearning to be loved, or else asking for death. 

Example 3. Folk song ‘Ty ryabinushka’, from “Songs of the Vologda Region” 
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Kabalevsky chooses an etude-like ABA form, with the constant drive of the 

sixteenths all throughout the right hand. The folk tune is set in the left hand, with added 

accompaniment of staccato eighth notes underneath. The classic “3-hand” technique, 

widely used in Felix Mendelssohn’s Lieder ohne Worte and many of Franz Liszt’s works, 

is fully utilized here. 

Example 4. Kabalevsky, Prelude no. 3 in G Major, mm. 1–8 

 

Since the music in the folksong remains the same for each verse, the 

dramatization of the lyrics is left only to the interpretation of the vocalist. In the case of 

the prelude, the harmonic language intensifies, conveying the emotional escalation of the 

verses with denser chromatic colors. Through a series of modulations, Kabalevsky shifts 

the tonality from G Major to E-flat minor, a key that is associated with darker feelings of 

distress or suffering. The folk tune is tonally intensified as well, becoming more 

chromatic. It climbs up through the registers, reaching its climax two octaves higher. 
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Example 5. Kabalevsky, Prelude no. 3 in G Major, mm. 33–36 

 

The ‘A’ section comes back almost verbatim. Reminiscent of the earlier distress of 

E-flat minor, the typical dominant key of V (D Major) in the final cadence is replaced 

with the B-flat minor tonality.  

Example 6. Kabalevsky, Prelude no. 3 in G Major, mm. 50–54  

 

 

Prelude no. 8 in F-sharp minor, Andante non troppo. Semplice cantando, is an 

instance where a prelude absorbs the characteristics of another genre: namely, a 

nocturne. Set in a manner of Chopin’s nocturnes, this prelude mimics the characteristics 

of this genre with a “base note/chord” left hand accompaniment underneath a 

melancholy, heart-felt melody. 
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Example 7. Kabalevsky, Prelude no. 8 in F-sharp minor, mm. 1–8 

 

The folk tune, “Chto zhe ty, solovi’yushko.../Little nightingale, why are you not 

happy...” sings of a nightingale that lives in a golden cage but longs for freedom, and of a 

young heart that “wilts” from unrequited love. The folksong is set as a call-and-response 

tale. When asked of their troubles, the nightingale and the young man respond in the 

first person. 

Example 8. Folk Song “Chto zhe ty, solovi’yushko…”, from “Songs of the 

Vologda Region” 

 

Kabalevsky uses this dialogue setting to weave two melodies together throughout 

the piece. What can be interpreted as the “response” melody is Kabalevsky’s original tune 

(m. 6). Predominantly composed of sixteenth notes and semitones, the response is more 
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yearning and agitated, compared to a slower paced natural minor of the “call”. Through a 

series of modulations to D-sharp minor and A-sharp minor, the prelude culminates into 

the distant key of G minor. The two melodies collide in a dissonant “scream”, before 

coming back down to the F-sharp minor statement of the “call” tune, which is now 

intertwined with the sixteenth-notes motif of the “response”. 

Example 9. Kabalevsky, Prelude no. 8 in F-sharp minor, mm 20–21 

 

 

Prelude no. 9 in E Major, Allegretto scherzando, is a wild combination of 

traditional and modern elements. Prominently featuring imitation of the balalaika6, 

represented here with fast staccato sixteenth notes, the widely spaced, fast paced “oom-

pah” accompaniment brings to mind a popular jazz piano style of 1920s and 30s, stride 

piano. 

                                                           
6A Russian traditional folk instrument, played in a manner of plucking the strings. 
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Example 10. Folk song ‘Na ulice dozhdichek’, from “Songs of the Vologda 

Region” 

 

The folk tune, “Na ulice dozhdichek…/It is raining outside...”, also has not escaped a few 

‘jazzy’ embellishments by Kabalevsky in contrast to the above original.  

Example 11. Kabalevsky, Prelude no. 9 in E Major, mm. 1–11  

 

In this prelude, Kabalevsky decided to move away from dramatization of the folk 

song’s narrative – a woman’s plea for her beloved to come home from the faraway lands 

– and focus more on the development of the balalaika motif. The prelude lays out in an 

ABAB sequence of the folksong tune (A) and the balalaika solo section (B), which 

ultimately takes over and goes ‘wild’ in the “poco piu mosso - poco a poco accel al fine” 
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section to the end. Harmonically adventurous, playful B sections are full of chromatic 

angles and ‘blue notes’ that Kabalevsky always emphasizes with slurs. 

Example 12. Kabalevsky, Prelude no. 9 in E Major, mm. 15–18 

 

Prelude no. 10 in C-sharp minor, Non troppo allegro ma agitato. Ricitando, 

rubato, is one of the most vivid examples of the dramatization technique in the cycle. 

The folksong “Ne syroy li bor da razgoraetsa…/Is the forest beginning to burn...” begins 

with a metaphor -  a warning of a wildfire, that symbolizes a feeling of concern for a close 

relative inflicted by a terminal illness. 

Example 13. Folk song ‘Ne syroi li bor da razgoraetsa’ from “Songs of the 

Vologda Region” 

 

Here, Kabalevsky did not simply begin with a statement of the folk song, but rather set 

the stage with an introduction. Low at the bottom of the keyboard, the broken diatonic 

chords, like the lurking flames slithering in and out of sight in a gradual upward semi-

tonal sequence, create an imagery of murky woods and ominous atmosphere, very much 

in the tone of a spooky fairytale. Modest Mussorgsky’s “The Gnome” from “Pictures at an 

Exhibition” is a clear inspiration here. 
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Example 14. Kabalevsky, Prelude no. 10 in C-sharp minor, mm. 1–3  

 

The folk tune itself is also greatly dramatized, set in Largo octaves of the bass register. 

This stark procession in 3/4 meter is embellished with dissonant grace note chords that, 

like sinister echoes, remind of the mood in the introduction. 

Example 15. Kabalevsky, Prelude no. 10 in C-sharp minor, mm. 12–15 

 

In the Coda, Kabalevsky introduced another innovative technique, instructing the 

right hand to silently press down the C-sharp minor triad that is preceded by a 

succession of fortissimo chords. This prompts the tonality of the home key to distantly 

resonate, as the left hand concludes the piece with the lowest B♯ on the keyboard. Never 

resolving the B♯ leading tone back to the tonic C♯ maintains the ominous affect, so 

prominent in this prelude.  

Prelude no. 11 in B Major, Vivace scherzando, is one of the shortest in the cycle - 

only two pages long. Also, at such swift tempo, it goes by very quickly. The tune origin is 

unclear, but the style that this prelude adapts is very much that of the traditional Russian 

dance - kamarinskaya.   
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Example 16. Glinka, ‘Kamarinskaya’, Fantasy on the Theme of Two Russian 

Songs, mm. 50 - 64 

 

What evokes the characteristics of kamarinskaya, besides the spirited duple meter, is 

the melody that is full of accents, tenutos and staccatos, imitating the sit-ups and jumps, 

that are the traditional moves of this very athletic dance. While the tune itself is 

harmonically very simple, Kabalevsky spiced up the melody with a complex Prokofiev-

esque texture, creating a cheeky and capricious character.  

Example 17. Kabalevsky, Prelude no. 11 in B Major, mm. 1–6 

 

Arpeggiated lashes, marked pianissimo volando, evoking the sounds of an old Russian 

musical instrument, gusli7, ‘interrupt’ the dance twice throughout the prelude. In the 

Coda, Kabalevsky briefly used a canonic imitation of the main tune, escalating the 

tension towards the final cadence where the traditional I - V - I is altered with I - ♭II - I. 

This brief and light-hearted prelude serves as an intermezzo in the cycle, creating a break 

in the narrative line within the more dramatic pieces of the opus.  

                                                           
7 An ancient traditional folk instrument usually placed on the lap and played in a plucking or a sweeping-

like manner. 
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Prelude no. 14 in E-flat minor, Prestissimo possibile, is another example of the 

more extensive pieces, where the dramatization of the folk song prevails. “Po moryu 

utyonushka plavala/A little duckling swam in the sea…”8 is a simple story of nothing 

more than a harmless flirtatious anecdote.  

Example 18. Folk song ‘Po moryu utenushka plavala’ from “Anthology of 

Russian Folk Songs” 

 

 

However, Kabalevsky decided to approach this song from a different angle. Instead of 

reading into the meaning of the text, he picked out the ‘sea’ reference as the main focus 

of the setting for his prelude. In contrast to the original’s innocent context, Kabalevsky 

‘cooked up’ a storm, creating powerful water imagery. The prelude opens with a virtuosic 

introduction (similarly to the Prelude no. 10 in C-sharp minor) evoking the tempestuous 

mood of the sea. Written on a single staff, the legato sotto voce flow of sixteenth notes, 

divided between two hands, demands great control and seamless execution at great 

velocity.  

                                                           
8 Rimski-Korsakov, Nikolai Andreyevich. Sbornik russkih narodnyh pesen = Anthology of Russian Folk 

Songs (Moscow: Muzykal’ny Sektor, 1928). 
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Example 19. Kabalevsky, Prelude no. 14 in E-flat minor, mm. 1–6 

 

Accented, ‘secco’ dissonant chords rip through the stormy texture like lightning 

bolts, giving way to the statement of the folk tune, which Kabalevsky kept in its original 

meter of 7/4, but transposed into G-sharp minor.  

Example 20. Kabalevsky, Prelude no. 14 in E-flat minor, mm. 31–33 

 

The tune gradually gets ‘swallowed’ by the sea motif that eventually brings back the 

opening material. Now slightly expanded, it leads back out into the second statement of 

the tune, this time in the home key of E-flat minor. The perpetual flow of the sixteenths, 

that never stops until the very last note of the piece, serves as a unifying element. Similar 

examples in the piano literature for such character pieces of a singular affect that 

potentially served as an inspiration for creating this prelude are Frédéric Chopin’s 

Finale: Presto from his Piano Sonata no. 2 op. 35 in B-flat minor, or Sergei 

Rachmaninoff’s Etude-tableaux op. 33 no. 5 in E-flat minor (originally no. 6). 
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Prelude no. 23 in F Major, Andante sostenuto, in its simplicity, is likely the most 

contrasting piece compared to some of the epically dramatized preludes of the cycle. 

Also, it is one of the shortest, spanning only one page. Nonetheless, this piece contains 

some of the most deeply inspired, serene and beautiful music of the cycle. The prelude 

paints a picture of a skazitel9, who sings/tells of an olden bylina. The tune, rubato e ben 

cantando, was allegedly written down from memory by Kabalevsky, who heard it in 

1920s from an Olonetsky10 stazitel.  

Example 21. Kabalevsky, Prelude no. 23 in F Major, mm. 1–6 

 

The melody is introduced unaccompanied. While the words to the song are unknown, it 

is clear that the free and recitative nature of the melodic line was set to obey the words.  

The first phrase is followed by a series of chromatic chords that imitate gusli,11 an 

instrument often used by a skazitel to accompany their narrative of bylina. Such manner 

of sing-and-play is kept all throughout the prelude, with an exception of the middle 

section. Here, the ‘storytelling’ intensifies and the melody rises dynamically, and in 

register. The accompaniment begins to complement the song, rather than being an 

afterthought. Since the nature of the bylins was typically improvisatory, the instrumental 

                                                           
9 Skazitel bylin – an Eastern (Russian) equivalent of a troubadour that narrated poems (in a sung manner) of 

epic events of the past (bylina), before the time of the invention of musical notation. Etymology of the term 

comes from the Russian word ‘skazat’ which translates as ‘to tell’. 
10 A northwestern province of Russia, modern Republic of Karelia. 
11 An ancient traditional folk instrument placed on the lap and played in a plucking or a sweeping-like 

manner. 
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interjections of the gusli can be interpreted as a moment for the skazitel to gather his or 

her thoughts before continuing with the story – a time of contemplation.  

This simple, one-page long prelude is one of the most exquisite depictions of 

Russian folklore. Without much dramatization or elaboration, and with much poise and 

transparency, this prelude paints a true and vivid image of the centuries-old artistic and 

historic tradition of oral heritage of the Russian people.  

Undoubtedly, not by chance, the final prelude of the cycle, Prelude no. 24 in D 

minor, Allegro feroce, is of the most striking contrast to the serene simplicity and 

lyricism of the preceding prelude. This prelude lives up to all the expectations of being 

the last and final stop on this musical journey through Russian folklore. Based on the 

song “Sudny den’/ Judgement Day”12, this prelude is a musical poem of symphonic 

scope.  

 From a Christian standpoint, Judgement Day is one of the founding and most 

revered concepts of faith and religion, when God’s final salvation will be brought upon all 

the devout souls, while the rest shall be eternally damned. Russian folklore is highly 

superstitious, and reverence before God lays at the very core of the folk world.  Thus, no 

other than such a dramatic and thematically ultimate context was an ideal setting for the 

grand finale for this opus.  

Prelude no. 24 is the longest in the cycle, lasting over 4 minutes. The folk song 

itself is also of an epic length, in a true nature of a bylina. It preaches the forewarnings 

for how to prepare yourself for Judgement Day.  

                                                           
12 Lyapunov, Sergei Mikhailovich. Pesni russkogo naroda = Songs of the Russian People (St. Peterburg: 

Tipografia Arngold, 1899). 
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Example 22. Folk song “The Judgement Day”, from “Songs of the Russian 

People” 

 

Kabalevsky kept little of the sung melodiousness of the original, transforming it 

into a toccata-like march – percussive and angular.  

Example 23. Kabalevsky, Prelude no. 24 in D minor, mm. 1–5 

 

The prelude bursts into action with a short and abrasive introduction, setting forth the 

forceful mode of the piece. The folk tune’s melodic structure serves as a basis for 

development of the ideas throughout the prelude. After the toccata statement of the tune, 

Kabalevsky expanded the texture, setting the theme in B-flat minor octaves, 

accompanied by a forceful cascade of the sixteenths. Even though the home key of D 

minor returns, harmonically there is no sense of ‘home’ yet. The theme expands further, 

now set in the accented major triads centered tonally around E-flat Major. This chorus-

like statement harmonically clashes against the pedal point of V of D minor, creating the 
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‘unresolved’ resonance of powerful angst. The expansion of the tune is further amplified 

here by double augmentation.  

Example 24. Kabalevsky, Prelude no. 24 in D Minor, mm. 33–35 

 

The momentum accelerates with motivic diminution, preceding the apex of the prelude - 

menno mosso marciale. This sinister march is nothing more than a sobering realization 

of the horrors of the time. The opus was written in the midst of World War II, and this 

was a brutally vivid reflection of the fascist invasion of Kabalevsky’s homeland; an 

unavoidable issue that he delayed to address until the last moment. The theme is now 

full of dissonances, outlining the ‘ugliness’ of the march. It is once more augmented at 

the 4:1 ratio to the original.  

Example 25. Kabalevsky, Prelude no. 24 in D Minor, mm. 46–53 

 

A prominent unifying feature in the prelude is the use of tritones and semitones. 

The dissonant nature of their ever-present sharp edges cut through the texture from the 
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very start, in the introduction, and all the way through the climactic marciale statement 

of the tune. As the march dies away, the momentum comes to a complete stop, 

suggesting the end of the piece. However, being a true believer in the power of his people 

during these trying times of war, the composer’s optimism wins over. The magical coda - 

pochissimo più mosso – appears, as if out of nowhere, pushing the horrors out.  

Example 26. Kabalevsky, Prelude no. 24 in D minor, mm. 71–74 

 

 

The coda is set in D major with what is most likely Kabalevsky’s original theme. It 

‘descends from heavens’ as the ultimate salvation upon Judgement Day. The finishing 

chords, derived from the ‘chorus’ statement in m. 33, descend chromatically. Here 

however, they lose their angst and create a magical world true to the escapist purpose of 

folklore, bringing peace and hope to a war worn soul.  

This prelude uniquely sums up the doctrine of absolute vera/faith of the 

narod/people in prevalence of everything that is good and light in this world over all that 

is evil and dark. This viewpoint is a significant and recurring theme in folklore, and 

arguably the very fundamental reason behind folklore’s existence at all – to serve as a 

magical shield from evil; to help fight off the perils of life with the utopian world of folk 

tales; to seek consolation, salvation, and protection through folklore’s supernatural 
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powers; be it through the pursuit of happiness and love (preludes nos. 1, 3, 8), or with 

the desire to reunite with, or wishing for the well-being of loved ones (preludes, nos. 9, 

10).  

Kabalevsky. Conclusion 

The selected preludes from the 24 Preludes op. 38 illustrate the various subjects 

of the folklore world and showcase how Kabalevsky used the context of each song from 

different compositional standpoints. In some cases, e. g. preludes nos. 3, 10, 14, by using 

the ‘dramatization’ technique, Kabalevsky significantly amplified the subtext of the 

lyrics. With music as an emotional catalyst, Kabalevsky reached beyond the song’s 

contextual world to create a richer, more colorful image. The forest fire reference in 

Prelude no. 10 (“Is the Forest Beginning to Burn” song) becomes the main dramatic 

characteristic of the prelude, while in the song it is only a brief metaphor. Similarly, in 

Prelude no. 14 (“A little duckling swam in the sea” song), the sea motif is the 

predominant affect, the foundation for the entire piece, while the context of the song is a 

banal anecdote.  

In other cases, e. g. preludes nos. 1, 8, 9, 11 and 23, Kabalevsky chose to musically 

enhance the ‘atmosphere’, or ‘mood’ that the original songs induce – not depicting or 

dramatizing literal events described in the text. In Prelude no. 1, the simplicity of the 

countryside echoes through the piece, setting the mood all throughout. In Prelude no. 8, 

the melancholy of a longing heart is conveyed through the characteristic of the ‘nocturne’ 

genre. Prelude no. 11 is a brief and vibrant sketch of the kamarinskaya dance.  

The final Prelude no. 24 in D minor stands out in the cycle, absorbing both, 

‘contextual dramatization’ and the ‘atmospheric enhancement’ techniques. While the 

folksong’s text inspires the overall drama of the finale, the fear and reverence of 

Judgement Day is transformed here into a march of angst. Furthermore, the magical 
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atmosphere of the Coda reaches beyond the context of the song, delivering a broader 

message of the significance, power and beauty of the folklore, thus unifying the entire 24 

Preludes op. 38 cycle.  

There is no indication by the composer that the cycle must always be performed 

in its entirety, or in the numerical order of the preludes. Yakov Flier noted: 

I’ve performed the Preludes as a complete cycle, selection of twelve, eight or six. 

Even one or two as an encore. And every time, they leave a great impression on 

the listener.13  

Their harmonic language is bold, even though it stays within the boundaries of 

traditional tonality; the texture is rich, often encompassing the entire range of the 

keyboard. The preludes range from moderate to very advanced levels of difficulty, 

demanding great facility and full dedication from the performer. And while these 

preludes are often overlooked and underperformed in the standard piano literature that 

is full of so many masterpieces of the prelude genre, Dmitri Kabalevsky’s opus 38 should 

to be considered a fresh addition to the repertoire.  

Shostakovich. 24 Preludes Op. 34 

While a grotesque smirk at the traditional musical genres, the 24 Preludes op. 34 

by Dmitri Shostakovich did not completely move away from utilizing the elements of the 

past, in contrast to his earlier works that were written in the avant-garde, or leftist’ 

style.14 As Delson remarked: 

Embracing the traditions not passively but with an active and bold rethinking is 

the essence of Shostakovich’s piano style.15 

                                                           
13 Dolinskai͡ a, 233. 
14 Aphorisms op. 13 and his Piano Sonata no. 1 op. 12 were heavily influenced by the upcoming music of 

Paul Hindemith, Bela Bartok and Arnold Schoenberg. 
15 Delson, Viktor I. Fortepiannoe Tvorchestvo D. D. Shostakovicha (Moskva: Sovetskiy Kompozitor, 

1971), 4. 
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By the time the 24 Preludes were composed at the end of 1932 to 1933, Shostakovich had 

already departed from his earlier ‘leftist’ influences, and gradually began shaping his 

own style. Nikolai Myaskovsky noted in his diary that these miniatures “…leave a 

caricature impression of something familiar”,16 specifically talking in regards to the 24 

Preludes op. 34 and 1st Piano Concerto op. 35. Danilevich writes:  

After [opera] “Lady Macbeth”, op. 29, Shostakovich wrote three significant 

instrumental works: 24 Preludes op. 34 (1932-33), 1st Piano Concerto op. 35 

(1933), and Sonata for Cello and Piano (1934). These works appeared at a time of 

stylistic transition in Shostakovich’s oeuvre. The 24 Preludes and the 1st Piano 

Concerto, while immediately following Shostakovich’s notoriously fateful opera 

“Lady Macbeth”17, have little do to with the opera, contextually nor stylistically. 

They are rather a flashback at his ballets and earlier piano works that came prior 

to Aphorisms 0p. 13. “Most of the Preludes do not claim a deep and complex 

content. A light lyricism, irony and humor prevail within the cycle.18 

Full of parody and sarcasm, these preludes seem to be contextually on the 

opposite spectrum of the genre from Kabalevsky’s opus, which is full of sincere and 

picturesque portrayals of the folklore, without a hint of mockery or parody. In this opus, 

Shostakovich masterfully wove in the traditions of the classical style of the past but 

reflected them through a ‘crooked’ mirror of modernity. Deliberate exaggeration and 

simulation of a style that is being mocked, or at times even a specific composer, is what 

creates that sense of “familiarity” noted by N. Myaskovsky. As would a caricature sketch 

                                                           
16 Blinov, Ilya. DSCH Journal: In Search of Hidden Quotations Vol. 40. January (Paris: Association 

Internationale "Dimitri Chostakovitch", 2014).  
17 In January 1936, the official Soviet newspaper Pravda published a critical review, titled “Chaos Instead 

of Music”, which was a clear attack on the opera and its composer. Shostakovich was accused of 

“formalism”, and from that point on his personal and professional life was divided into ‘before’ and ‘after’ 

January 1936, both emotionally and stylistically. 
18 Danilevich, L. Dmitriĭ Shostakovich: Zhiznʹ i Tvorchestvo (Moskva: Vses. izd-vo "Sov. kompozitor,", 

1980), 78. 
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of a person absurdly disfigure their countenance features, yet keeping the overall image 

still recognizable, these preludes aim to achieve a similar affect. Organized in the same 

way as the prelude cycles of the past, the 24 Preludes of Shostakovich encompass all the 

major and minor keys, beginning with C Major, and ending the cycle in D minor.  

Prelude no. 1 in C Major, Moderato, begins unsuspectingly plainly. The 

traditional Alberti bass figuration is immediately recognizable.  

Example 25. Shostakovich, Prelude no. 1 in C Major, mm. 1–4 

 

The melodic line, however, does not let the simplicity last, quickly taking over in a very 

chromatic and improvisatory manner. Such immediate and vivid juxtaposition of the 

simplicity and conformity of the accompaniment with the harmonically adventurous 

melodic line becomes the essence of the piece, and furthermore, a recurring leitmotif 

through the entire cycle. Every voice carries a significant melodic role in this one-page 

long prelude, creating a transparent clarity of contrapuntal writing style (a clear homage 

to the style of J. S. Bach). On the other hand, harmonically, the prelude is complex. It 

ventures through many distant tonal points, and does not resolve back into the home key 

of C Major until the very last measure. The stark, yet transparent texture of the prelude 

foreshadows some of the slow movements of Shostakovich’s string quartets, that were to 

become a significant part of his compositional oeuvre.19 The grotesqueness and mockery 

is not yet obvious here, unless deliberately looked for. That changes, however, in the 

following prelude.  

                                                           
19 There are 15 string quartets, spanning over four decades of Shostakovich’s life: Quartet no. 1 in C Major, 

op. 49 was composed in 1938, and no. 15 in E-flat Minor op. 144 in 1974. 
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Prelude no. 2 in A minor, Allegretto, promises a tongue-in-cheek situation from 

the very start. Subjecting the waltz genre to mockery, Shostakovich immediately distorts 

the standard harmonic outline of the waltz classic accompaniment (i – V – i), replacing 

the V chord with a V/V, which creates a dissonant collision of the D♮ with D♯ tones.  

Example 26. Shostakovich, Prelude no. 2 in A minor, mm. 1–5 

 

As the melody ‘waltzes in’, it is presented with twists and turns, full of accidentals and 

rhythmic oddities, as if to replace the usually graceful, well-balanced, aristocratic image 

of the waltz with that of an awkward, uncoordinated attempt to dance it. After what 

seems to be an unnecessarily loud climactic moment, marked ‘fff’, which goes by as 

abruptly as it comes, the prelude concludes with a distorted whole-tone scale flourish 

and a V - i cadence. However, like at the beginning, the key of V is displaced, or 

‘squished’ and ‘flattened’ (pun intended) and is now an E-flat minor chord, instead of E 

Major.  

Example 27. Shostakovich, Prelude no. 2 in A minor, mm. 35–39 

 

Prelude no. 5 in D Major, Allegro vivace, lasts only about 45 seconds. At a surreal 

speed of ♩ = 200 (Shostakovich’s own metronome marking), it is a clear stylistic parody 
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on the Etudes of Carl Czerny.20 His etudes were typically simple and dry, aimed directly 

at a specific piano technique, which is exactly what this prelude delivers, with minimal 

content. Additionally, extremely percussive sforzandi in the left hand throughout the 

prelude are certainly in the style of Sergei Prokofiev, Shostakovich’s great contemporary. 

His percussive treatment of the piano became a trademark of the composer.  

Example 28. Shostakovich, Prelude no. 5 in D Major, mm. 1–4 

 

 

At the beginning of the prelude, Shostakovich marked legato, which seems to be 

contradictory to the whole pretext of the prelude’s eruptive nature. This fact is a thought 

provoking moment for the performer to wonder whether Shostakovich was sincere in his 

compositional directions of the nuances throughout this whole opus. Or did he fully 

immerse himself in the character of satire, thus making everything in the score a parody, 

including the nuances, to deliberately distort the ‘mocked’ style or genre? Prelude no. 5 

concludes very abruptly – a momentary one bar meter change to 3/4 ‘trips’ the steady 

and square flow of the overall 4/4 meter. The final V⁷-I cadence is ‘smacked’ on a weaker 

                                                           
20 Specifically, Carl Czerny’s Etude no. 1 in C Major from “School of Velocity” op. 299. 
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third beat, instead of on the more traditional downbeat, which feels ‘early’ in the context 

of the harmonic rhythm. 

Prelude no. 6 in B minor, Allegretto, is a vicious and witty parody on the style of a 

polka dance. The great Russian pianist and pedagogue, Heinrich Neuhaus (1888 - 1964) 

described this piece as a “parody on a provincial and amateur marching band, where 

everyone is playing out of tune and out of rhythm”.21  An “oom-pah” accompaniment 

continuously fails to play in the correct tonality, only occasionally, as if by accident, 

sliding into the right key. The lead ‘players’ responsible for the melody are succeeding 

equally poorly at matching pitch and carrying the tune.   

Example 29. Shostakovich, Prelude no. 6 in B minor, mm. 1–11 

 

Overall, the prelude purposely lacks any sense of sophistication and subtlety. 

There are no pedal markings in this piece. The dynamics range from mf to fff, hinting at 

the fact that the ‘band’ is simply not capable of playing softly. Angular melodies with 

unpredictable turns throughout simulate the band’s failing attempts to find their way 

back into the correct tune. Amid all the cacophony, the harmonic direction does, every so 

often, lead into the home key of B minor at the end of some phrases. The harmonic 

                                                           
21 Delson, 65. 
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rhythm, most of the time, stays within the square and simple 8-bar phrasing, though a 

few times the band ‘loses’ the count and adds a measure or two. In the Coda (Moderato), 

the band seems to finally get their act together. Here, Shostakovich quoted a popular 

tune of the time – Tsiganochka (mm. 50 – 54). The tune remains very much not in the 

‘correct’ key, and the accompaniment is still out of tune. However, everyone is playing 

shamelessly at fff with vigor and confidence. 

Example 30. Shostakovich, Prelude no. 6 in B minor, mm. 49–58 

 

Prelude no. 7 in A Major, Andante, is more of a contemplative intermezzo than a 

parody piece. Stylistically set somewhere in the realm of Frédéric Chopin, this prelude 

from the very start recalls the opening moments of Chopin’s Etude op. 25 no. 7 in C-

sharp minor (nicknamed the “Cello” Etude). 

Example 31. Shostakovich, Prelude no. 7 in A Major, mm. 1–5

 

Similar to Chopin’s Etude, this prelude carries a nuanced melody in the low, ‘cello’ 

register, accompanied by the ostinato chords in the right hand. Notably, in high contrast 
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to the preceding Prelude no. 6, there are plentiful indications of expressive markings 

from the composer. Every phrase is marked espressivo, often several times, along with 

numerous dim., cresc. and con ped. markings, all to bluntly state there should be no lack 

of expressivity and sophistication in the interpretation of this miniature.22 Since Prelude 

no. 7 is more of an homage rather than of a parody, the richly expressive nature of the 

piece allows some room for a moment of sincerity. As in the Prelude no. 1 in C Major, the 

caricature flair gives way to a reminiscent portrayal of “something familiar”.  Through 

the melancholic, stark and gloomy harmonic language, whimsical and eloquent melody, 

one can trace the traits of the portrait of Shostakovich himself – hyper sensitive, and 

introverted personality with a trace of frailty.  

Prelude no. 9 in E Major, Presto, is a brisk tarantella.23 Characteristic of that 

style, the continuous movement of the eighth notes sets the overall drive. There is not a 

definitive melody per se in this prelude. Rather, the motivic development, derivative of 

the driving figure in the accompaniment, prevails throughout. 

Example 32. Shostakovich, Prelude no. 9 in E Major, mm. 1–5 

 

The recurring II♭, VII♭, and III♭ steps, which Shostakovich also used as tonal arrival 

points, create a subtle sense of ethnic modality, appropriate for this kind of dance. As the 

tarantella wildly unwinds, the dynamic bursts of ff and fff become abrasive. This prelude 

is a good example of highlighting some of the characteristics of Shostakovich’s idiomatic 

                                                           
22 Such striking juxtaposition of expressive sophistication with brutally deliberate simplicity and banality 

between the preludes will be consistently and vividly executed throughout this opus. 
23 A folk dance of southern Italy, typically set in a 3/8 or 6/8 meter (Schwandt, Erich. 2001, Grove Music 

Online. 30 Jul. 2019.) 
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writing of frenzied scherzo movements, e.g. the II movement, Allegro con brio, from the 

Piano Trio no. 2 in E minor op. 67. 

 

Prelude no. 10 in C sharp minor, Moderato non troppo, opens the door into the 

world of Shostakovich’s whimsical lyricism. It begins in the best tradition of the popular 

nineteenth century nocturne or song without words genre. Marked semplice, the opening 

of this prelude echoes Tchaikovsky’s piano miniature “Old French Song” from Children’s 

Album op. 39:24  

Example 33. Tchaikovsky, Old French Song, from Children’s Album op. 39,  

mm. 1–7 

 

Similar to the setting of Tchaikovsky’s piece, Prelude no. 10 is a sketch of a street 

scene. Delson noted in his book:  

This is a street episode from a life of a longing beggar with sad and heartfelt song 

accompanied by a hurdy-gurdy...The prelude conveys warm sentimentality, 

humanism and lyricism that is only possible to unfold with such immediacy 

within the boundaries of miniature writing.25 

                                                           
24 The “Old French Song” is based on a tune that Tchaikovsky allegedly wrote down by ear after hearing a 

beggar girl sing it on the streets of a French town. 
25 Delson, 69. 
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Example 34. Shostakovich, Prelude no. 10 in C-sharp minor, mm. 1–12 

 

The sustained bass line is evocative of the monotonous sound of a hurdy-gurdy, 

while the accidentals in the melodic line set a modal and folky tone. The harmonic 

unpredictability in this prelude, which would become one of the recognizable 

characteristic of Shostakovich’s style, helps create that impulsive ‘sentimentality’ of a 

whimsical and lyrical character. To offset the semplice nature of the opening, 

Shostakovich explores a wide range of tonalities throughout the prelude. The street 

performance comes to a halt, as if interrupted or distracted, which is indicated by 

cesuras in the score. The song and hurdy-gurdy attempt to resume several times before 

finding their way back. 
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Example 35. Shostakovich, Prelude no. 10 in C-sharp minor, mm. 31–41 

 

The sense of ‘interruption’ is reinforced in the music by several ritenuto and a 

tempo markings. The tonality shifts away from C-sharp minor into the realm of flats. As 

the tune finds its way back into the home key, it is now accompanied by a trill in the 

upper register. The street performance never regains its confidence, though. With a few 

more disruptions (Allegretto – Moderato non troppo), the whimsical motif of non-

legato sixteenth notes from the beginning part of the prelude (m.10) takes over a codetta 

which concludes the miniature.  

The richness of the material presented on just two pages of music is remarkable. 

Shostakovich masterfully exploits every small element within this miniature to the 

fullest. This prelude is a perfect example of contrasts. The brevity of the piece is 

juxtaposed with thematic density; the lyricism is offset by the impulsive and disruptive 

interjections. The seemingly random and unpredictable tonal deviations are tightly 

unified by a common tone ‘C’. C-sharp minor, C-sharp Major, C Major are the main 

points of tonal arrival throughout this piece. The melodic naivety is developed with such 

harmonic boldness, that the banality of it is forgotten or goes unnoticed. Prelude no. 10 

can undoubtedly be considered a true ‘jewel’ within the framework of the whole cycle, 
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and even within the composer’s piano oeuvre overall. It focuses on one of the main 

principals of Shostakovich’s newly developing compositional style – dynamic simplicity 

–  a way of composing that was clearer, more direct and coherent; without a hint of 

conceit, while still integrating innovative and forward thinking ideas. After exploring the 

avant-garde, Shostakovich began to lean towards a clearer compositional language; 

harmonically more distilled. The political climate in the country was undoubtedly one 

the deciding factors for him to seek ways of artistic expression that were both, 

satisfactory to himself and to the state.  

Prelude no. 12 in G-sharp minor, Allegro non troppo, is a watercolor painting – 

colorful, yet transparently so.26 Gentle flow of the sixteenths, marked sempre legato, 

pertains to the taut quality of a toccata and serve as a base canvas for this beautiful 

landscape imagery.  

Example 36. Shostakovich, Prelude no. 12 in G-sharp minor, mm 1–4  

 

This painting is elegantly transparent, yet not too impressionistic. The contours 

of each stroke of color are defined by strong tonal arrival points. Every tonality is clear 

cut and sustained long enough to assert its significance. Again, characteristically so, the 

melodic lines are whimsical and unpredictable, though confident in their whim in ways 

                                                           
26 Delson, 75. 
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that each melody conforms to the rules of its underlying tonality. All the nuances of the 

prelude are meticulously marked. The dynamic level should never get louder than piano, 

reaching its softest moment right before the Coda, at ppp. In addition to the soft 

atmosphere, the light transparency is achieved via long pedal sweeps, juxtaposed against 

the melodic line marked staccato to ensure lightness of touch during performance of the 

melody. The pseudo-reprise (m. 16) brings back the opening motifs, but in the ‘wrong’, 

non-tonic, key of B minor. Lastly, what seems to become a common ‘trick’ up 

Shostakovich’s sleeve throughout this opus, he threw in two 5/4 and one 3/4 measures 

later in the piece to ‘break’ the square feel of the overall 4/4 meter (like in Prelude no. 5 

in D Major).  

Coda brings the perpetual momentum of the sixteenth notes to a stop. The 

traditional V – i cadence here is exquisitely ‘colored’ with a distant Em7  set against a bass 

D♯, resolving it into the tonic chord with a ♭4 suspension.  

Example 37. Shostakovich, Prelude no. 12 in G-sharp minor, mm 33–40 

 

Prelude no. 14 in E-flat minor, Adagio, takes us furthest away from anything 

grotesque or remotely related to a parody. The tragic nature, stark mood and symphonic 
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grandeur of Shostakovich come out to the surface with their full might in this piece, 

foreshadowing his later works of great darkness and monumental severity.27 Standing 

alone in the cycle due to its solemn content, this prelude, though miniature in length, 

breaks its one-page boundaries with truly an epic scope of intensity. The prelude’s 

dramatic significance within the opus as a whole, correlated to its placement in the cycle 

are not accidental. Being number 14 in the total of 24 preludes, the E-flat minor prelude 

is placed at the golden mean of the opus.28 It is also the emotional apex for the entire 

cycle. No wonder the great conductor Leopold Stokowski, envisioning the prelude’s 

dramatic potential, transcribed and performed it as a symphonic work.  

Set in the lowest depths of the piano register, and ‘locked’ in an inexorable pulse 

of a funeral march, the main theme is distant and austere. It is followed by an explosive, 

subito forte espressivo trumpet-like motif (m. 7), still accompanied by the morose 

marching rhythm.   

Example 38. Shostakovich, Prelude no. 14 in E-flat minor, mm. 1–9 

 

                                                           
27 Among other works that resonate with this prelude’s emotional depth are his Symphony no. 5 op. 47 in D 

minor (1937), Piano trio op. 67 in E minor (1944), or his last String Quartet no. 15 op. 144 (1974) in E-flat 

minor.  
28 In mathematics, two quantities are in the golden ratio (also known as the Golden Mean), if their ratio is 

the same as the ratio of their sum of the larger of the two quantities. If the sum is 24, then the larger 

quantity is approximately 14.8, while the other is 9.2. Thus, the golden mean is at approximately 14th 

prelude in the cycle. The Golden Mean doctrine has also existed in philosophy, architecture, visual arts, 

and, of course, music. From a philosophical stand point, the golden mean was an ideal point (a point of 

virtue) between two extremes –  one being that of excess, while the other of deficiency. Translated to the 

physical world of architecture and the arts, such concept of the ideal balance of two elements became a 

desirable aspiration for artists to create works of great structural solidity and contextual coherence.   
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As in the Prelude no. 10 in C-sharp minor, here Shostakovich exploited 

modulation into the keys of the common tone “E” – E-flat minor and E minor. 

Modulation is brief, making a transition into the middle section (m. 16), and establishing 

the key of B-flat minor. As if ‘chiseled out’ of the B-flat minor triad, the second theme 

slowly rises, supported by chromatically ascending octaves in the base. Within the 

structure of the prelude, the climax notably also happens at the golden mean point. It 

envelopes the widest register range so far, at a crushingly fff dynamic. The climax is 

preceded by a 5/4-meter measure. Such elongation of the meter (from 3/4 to 5/4) 

creates a powerful effect of the emotional tension trying to hold back with all the 

strength that is left in a human soul before it painfully ‘breaks down’.  

Example 39. Shostakovich, Prelude no. 14 in E-flat minor, mm. 20–36 

 

At the summit of the prelude, Shostakovich brought the two tonalities, E-flat 

minor and E minor together, clashing them against each other in measure 25. The 

accented melodic line descends without any diminuendo, making the ‘break down’ feel 

gut wrenching. Only in the Coda, the opening rhythm of the funeral march returns and 

the procession begins to disappear in the distance, releasing the dynamic tension. Here, 

in the return of the funeral rhythmic pattern, Shostakovich wedged in a G Major tonality. 
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As striking as this moment is, tonally, the composer’s choice of the key can still be 

correlated to the ‘E♭’ common tone modulation of E-flat minor – E-flat Major which 

shares a common tone ‘G’ with G Major. To shake off the heavy atmosphere created by 

the E-flat minor prelude, the following few preludes are light-spirited, full of positive 

energy and dance.  

Prelude no. 16 in B-flat minor, Andantino, despite the minor key, is an uplifting 

narodno-patrioticheksiy=people’s patriotic march. These kind of marches were 

supremely popular in the Soviet Union throughout the years. Often broadcasted over the 

radio, played during meetings and demonstrations or any kind of propaganda related 

events, light-spirited, catchy, easily understandable and appealing to the masses, these 

tunes were in high demand and easily recognizable.  

Shostakovich’s take on this genre is not as wickedly grotesque as he could have 

made it, yet it has not completely escaped humor and parody. 
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Example 40. Shostakovich, Prelude no. 16 in B-flat minor, mm. 1–12  

 

Set in a loose ABA1 form, this prelude starts off as banal as these marches can be 

– a typical rhythmic pattern, simple, catchy and ‘square’ melody. In no time, however, 

things begin to get out of shape. Bright staccatos give way to a tenuto melody that slides 

the tonality down into A minor. Without a warning, the square march morphs into a 

contrasting, sentimental interlude, now abundantly marked espressivo and with pedal. 

This interlude is short, and the ‘A1’ returns with more dramatic momentum, elaborating 

on the ‘triplets’ motif form the opening measures of the prelude. Hitting a few ‘false’ 

notes on the way, the prelude’s climax briefly highlights a distant key of E minor. Overall, 

the ‘A1’ section is harmonically more adventurous than its opening relative. In the 

codetta, which predominantly features the II♭ tonality (C-flat Major), the prelude 
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concludes with a ‘drum roll’ of repeated sixteenth notes followed by a typical V-i cadence. 

The harmonic rhythm of the codetta is extended, creating an uncommon five measure 

phrase, thus tossing the last kink into the otherwise predictable nature of these patriotic 

marches. 

The following Prelude no. 17 in A-flat Major, Largo, is a clear caricature of 

Frédéric Chopin and his piano writing, specifically the left hand waltz pattern, melodic 

flourishes throughout, and romantic sensitivity of the piece as a whole.  

Example 41. Shostakovich, Prelude no. 17 in A-flat Major, mm. 1–18  

 

This is Chopin’s piano music, but as if looked at through a broken glass. It still resembles 

the graceful romanticism of Chopin, but it is overwhelmingly distorted and unbalanced. 

While clearly written in the style of a waltz, the prelude goes in and out of the 3/4 meter. 

Interjected with 4/4 measures, Shostakovich created an image of an amateur performer 

who can’t quite keep the beat throughout. To amplify the sloppiness of the performer, 

the music is full of senselessly placed accel., rit., and a tempo markings, evoking overly 

emotional and unsuccessful attempts at the ‘rubato’ style of piano playing. Even the 
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tempo marking is deliberately too slow for a waltz – Largo – as if due to the performer’s 

inability to get to the appropriate tempo. In addition to failing at keeping the beat and at 

delivering a tasteful interpretation, the performer is not too successful at hitting all the 

right notes either, here completely ruining a usually sophisticated melodic nature of 

Chopin’s works. The melody is full of ‘mistakes’ that do not quite belong to the A-flat 

Major tonality. 

Example 42. Shostakovich, Prelude no. 17 in A-flat Major, mm. 19–39  

 

The second half of this miniature unfolds as disastrously as the beginning, if not 

worse. The performance completely falls apart at the climax of the prelude – a tempo 

largo – which is only climactic in the context of the prelude’s deliberate mocking of style 

and performance skills. The parody reaches its peak. Left hand completely goes off 

course, followed by the right hand’s vain attempts to remember the melodic line. The 

performance never completely recovers. As the prelude comes to a close, Shostakovich 

briefly quoted a famous nineteenth century Russian song “Otchi chernye=Dark eyes” (m. 

35). The melody to the song is so well known that even quoting just the first three notes 

was enough to be recognized.  
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The reasons behind Shostakovich’s decision to quote “Otchi chernye” in this 

particular prelude are open to interpretation. Perhaps, it is another instance when a 

prelude “leaves a caricature impression of something familiar”, or it is merely to further 

exaggerate the heightened sense of sentimentality of the Romantic style, which is what 

this song’s context is essentially all about.  

Example 43. Song “Dark Eyes”, author unknown  

 

Prelude no. 20 in C minor, Allegretto furioso, is a pianistic bombardment in the 

style of Sergei Prokofiev. Even before the very first note is played, the phrasing of the 

prelude’s tempo marking – Allegretto (not Allegro) furioso, is a sarcastic smirk, a typical 

gesture of both, Shostakovich and Prokofiev. Usually, Allegretto presumes a light-

hearted, well-spirited dance or a pastoral that does not naturally pair with a furioso 

mood. This prelude sets off to challenge the performer physically, technically and 

emotionally. The brazen, nearly psychedelic force throughout this one-page long prelude 

is relentless – not a single set back of any sort – a constant crescendo momentum from 

the first note to the very last. The dynamics range from f to fff, nothing softer.  
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Example 44. Shostakovich, Prelude no. 20 in C minor, mm. 1–15 

 

Harmonic language in this piece is full of angry and forceful chromatic angularity that 

constantly tries to burst free from the bounds of very metallic and rigid rhythmic 

structure. This duel of two forces is a unique feature of this prelude – the inner 

impetuousness caged in a very emotionless and unyielding meter.  

Prelude no. 21 in B-flat Major, Allegretto poco moderato, is a lopsided dance in 

5/4. This prelude is both, similar and, simultaneously, contrasting to the preceding 

prelude. It also locks in a single affect all throughout; but here of naïve cheerfulness. The 

shallow nature of such naivety requires no great effort of thought, nor does it call for any 

conflict or impetus; once more, a complete and utter contrast to the C minor prelude it 

follows. A piano dynamic, marked at the start, is the only dynamic given by the 

composer. The nuance solely depends on articulation and pedaling, both meticulously 

provided by the composer.  



 

51 

Example 45. Shostakovich, Prelude no. 21 in B-flat Major, mm. 1–9 

 

Harmonically the prelude is rich with idioms typical of Shostakovich: sudden 

modulations to unexpected key areas, along with melodic lines full of twists and turns 

that in this prelude can be interpreted as absentmindedness. The 5/4 meter alternates 

between 3+2 and 2+3 subdivisions, reinforcing the image of an indecisive character. 

Prelude no. 22 in G minor, Adagio, is, again, an instance of extreme contrast to 

the prelude it precedes. One of the most profound and soulful pages of music in the 

whole cycle, the prelude in G minor is a great example Shostakovich’s stark lyricism. This 

piece echoes a string quartet sonority. The clarity of texture and melody, full of 

contemplative sadness, foreshadows the composer’s late string quartets. Stylistically, the 

prelude embraces the contrapuntal transparency of the baroque style.  
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Example 46. Shostakovich, Prelude no. 22 in G Minor, mm. 1–12 

 

The pensive Adagio opens with a lone G minor chord that has its unique dynamic 

color of pp which appears only once later in the piece. Just in the first few measures, the 

prelude explores several tonal arrival points: G minor, D-flat Major, E-flat minor and B-

flat minor. Harmonic rhythm is erratically spaced, phrases vary in length and 

punctuation. This is evocative of a contemplative state of mind, wandering from thought 

to thought, never anticipating nor knowing where it will end up. 

Throughout the second half of the miniature, a brief sense of dance is provoked 

by a few waltz patterns. Reaching the climax (dynamically at f, and register-wise as the 

melody ascends to its highest point), the music ‘sighs’ with a melancholy smile, awoken 

from the brooding state of mind, that was set in the first half of the prelude. The special 

color of pp reemerges with the statement of the chord progression which mimics the 

modulation sequence from the opening, B-flat minor and E-flat minor. The Coda brings 

back the opening melodic motif, here with an added G♭, followed by an unaccompanied 

descending G minor scale, symbolizing the last ‘thought’ of this brooding piece. The lone 

G minor chord of the prelude’s opening concludes the piece, creating a unifying arch. 
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Example 47. Shostakovich, Prelude no. 22 in G Minor, mm. 30–46 

 

The final Prelude no. 24 in D minor, Allegretto, is a whimsical scherzo in the style 

of a gavotte.29 A decision to write the finale for a largescale piano cycle in the style of a 

baroque dance that generally appeared in a dance suite as a galanterie30 movement, that 

definitely did not possess culminating powers of a finale per se, was Shostakovich’s 

deliberate move on robbing the listener of the satisfying and fulfilling grand finale 

moment.31 This prelude is a rather anti-climactic gesture. Furthermore, it brings a 

“tongue out” attitude towards the traditions of this classical dance genre. Shostakovich 

masterfully synthesized the old with the new, creating a piece that delivers the 

traditional dance moves, but is dressed in modern clothes, so to speak.  The elegance of 

                                                           
29 Delson, 86. 
30 An optional movement within a dance suite. 
31 In total contrast to Kabalevsky’s Prelude no. 24 in D minor that lives up to all the expectations of holding 

the last and final word in the cycle.  
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the dance style remains intact here; set in 4/4 meter with upbeats on beat 3 and 4, with 

light staccato articulated eights. The ‘new’ lies in the quirky melody, where one can 

easily discern a few ‘jazzy’ blue notes throughout.  

Example 48. Shostakovich, Prelude no. 24 in D Minor, mm. 1–12 

 

Just within a few measures, Shostakovich goes through several swift and distant 

modulations: to B-flat minor, immediately followed by B Major.  This ‘adventurous’ 

attitude takes over the second half of the first page by exploring wild dynamics (ffs). The 

melodic line becomes daring, even reckless, full of ‘whipping’ sixteenth notes and 

absurdly spaced grace notes (over a 9th interval). By now, the elegant gavotte dancer has 

definitely been transformed into a dashing and snarky character. 

Since this prelude is so deliberately anti-climactic, what makes it even more 

absurd is how Shostakovich wrapped it up. His final sarcastic remark is an abnormally 

large (eighteen measures long) Coda that springs out of the nowhere, contextually and 

stylistically having little relation to what precedes it. A short transition that leads into the 

Coda ‘quickens’ the harmonic rhythm, creating a new 2/4 feel to the previously 

established 4/4 meter. The classic 8+8 phrase structure of the gavotte in the first half of 

the prelude is now juxtaposed with two sweeping 5-measure phrases in the Coda.  
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Example 49. Shostakovich, Prelude no. 24 in D Minor, mm. 29–47 

 

Harmonically, the Coda is stagnant: ‘locked’ in three tonal areas of D minor, D Major and 

E-flat Minor. As previously seen in preludes nos. 10 and 14, here Shostakovich again 

used the common tone key relation (E-flat Minor, enharmonically D-sharp Minor). The 

key of E-flat minor was already cleverly outlined in the very first measure of this 

miniature with the use of scale degrees IV♭(G♭) and II♭(E♭) of D minor in the 

melody.  
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The left hand idiom in the Coda has a clear reference to Chopin’s final Prelude in 

D minor, op. 28 no. 24, which, in contrast, possesses all the attributes to making it a 

prominent grand finale for Chopin’s cycle of the 24 Preludes, op. 28.  

Example 50. Chopin, Prelude no. 24 op. 28 in D Minor, mm. 1–3 

 

With this reference, Shostakovich implied that the long awaited finale moment has at 

last arrived. Such a grotesque way to wrap up the cycle ends just as abruptly as it 

appeared, giving way to a codetta within the Coda. The codetta brings back the gavotte 

theme from the opening lines of the piece, hence weakening the earlier implication of the 

grand finale gesture achieved by referencing Chopin’s prelude. The prelude no. 24, and 

thus the whole cycle of the 24 Preludes op. 34, ends with a quiet and matter-of-fact kind 

of V7 – i cadence, to further undercut the tradition of the necessity for a bombastic 

grand finale in such a cycle. 

Shostakovich. Conclusion 

Throughout this extraordinary opus, Shostakovich masterfully utilized some of 

the most traditional elements of the classical music heritage, reflecting them through a 

kaleidoscope of modernity. This collaboration of old and new created a unique and 

exciting example of the prelude genre, featuring it in ways that had never been done 

before. These miniatures are not realist paintings of beautiful scenery, vast landscapes, 

or detailed portraits. They are vivid and powerful sketches that, with just a few lines and 

pencil strokes, outline the very core of the composer’s intentions. On the other hand, 

despite their laconic nature, these miniatures successfully convey ideas full of detail and 
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depth. They present fully formed content and complex nuances, such as sophisticated 

pedaling, dynamic or expression markings. Shostakovich was deliberately abrasive in his 

intent to sound idiomatic, or imitative of a compositional style or genre. Through that, he 

found a unique way to express something old and familiar in an unconventional and new 

way. All the preludes highlighted in this essay deliver that equilibrium of old and new 

with great vigor, sentimentality and, of course, sarcasm. The underlying irony, varying in 

its degree, is the unifying force in this cycle.  As an act of a commedia dell’arte troupe, 

these pieces overflow with melodramatic and emotional performances full of exaggerated 

gestures. They offer a wicked and cynical commentary on various aspects of lifestyles and 

genres; as well as a wide spectrum of human personalities and moods. 
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Chapter III: Conclusion 

No two compatriot and contemporary composers were more different in so many 

aspects – compositional, stylistic, aesthetic, cultural, or political – than Dmitri 

Shostakovich and Dmitri Kabalevsky. Aside from sharing the same first name, there was 

little in common in these two men, even though they were brought up by the same social 

and cultural framework that shaped the Soviet Union in the first few decades of the 

twentieth century.  Kabalevsky’s firm belief, sincere or not (that would be an argument 

for a different topic), in the strength and future of the ideals of Communism and its 

social and cultural influences was as strong as Shostakovich’s disillusion with it. 

Therefore, their aesthetic approach to create was greatly affected by their personal 

worldview. Hence, the juxtaposition of these composers’ outputs, namely through the 

cycles of 24 Preludes, could not be more fascinating to delve into. This essay reviewed 

how the two composers used the traditional platform of the prelude genre and brought a 

fresh spin to it, each through their own idiosyncratic approach. While primarily 

remaining in the realm of the traditions of his compositional forefathers of the great 

Romantic and Russian Nationalist eras, Kabalevsky still successfully showcased an 

innovative tactic of utilizing the riches of Russian folklore, composing pieces that 

sounded fresh and true to his own compositional language. Dmitri Kabalevsky’s 24 

Preludes op. 38 grant the classical music audience a unique opportunity to appreciate 

the multifaceted beauty of folklore in one concert setting. A journey through the cycle 

delivers an experience comparable to a promenade along the halls of a great visual art 

museum full of awe-inspiring masterpieces of various artists.  

Dmitri Shostakovich, on the other hand, offers a very different experience. 

Similar to Kabalevsky, in his 24 Preludes op. 34, Shostakovich did not completely move 

away from the compositional traditions of the past, as he did in his earlier opuses. As 
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caricatures that leave impressions of “something familiar”, these preludes drew material 

from different genres, past and contemporary (waltzes and etudes, character pieces and 

counterpoint pieces, or soviet marches), even particular styles of the past or 

contemporary composers (Chopin, Prokofiev). Shostakovich was deliberate at 

maintaining the sense of “familiarity”, to enhance the power of mockery and 

grotesqueness. Nonetheless, he successfully created a unique compositional blend of old 

and new. His use of rhythm and harmony in these miniatures was to become 

unmistakably recognizable as the Shostakovich style. The journey through 

Shostakovich’s cycle of 24 Preludes can be viewed as attending an act of a wandering 

street theater. With a touch of commedia dell’arte, full of emotional extremes in the 

delivery of its message and ideas, the act leaves the spectator full of food for thought and 

contemplation. 

As the prelude genre evolved into a more independent genre, the one element it 

did not lose along the way was its brevity. Relative to other more expansive, larger 

musical forms, prelude remained a miniature. Perhaps due to this particular virtue, it 

has remained a desirable medium for composers to express their emotions and thoughts 

– be brief but expressive, straight to the point but retaining density in the variety of 

ideas. Conclude the message soon enough, that it is still convincing, fresh and appealing. 

As music continues to be a universal language of communication, a prelude is like a 

catchy slogan, that laconically conveys an idea that is to remain in the mind and heart of 

the spectator forever.  
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