
 
Dmitri Shostakovich (25 September 1906 – 9 August 1975) was a towering figure in 20th-century music, known for his deeply 
expressive compositions that reflected the intense political and social upheavals of Soviet Russia. Over the course of his prolific 
career, Shostakovich composed 15 symphonies, numerous chambers work, operas, and film scores. His music is often 
characterized by its stark contrasts, dark irony, and emotional depth, mirroring his complex relationship with the Soviet regime. 
Though officially celebrated by the state, Shostakovich frequently found himself under scrutiny, navigating the treacherous 
boundaries between artistic integrity and political conformity. One of his most overtly political works, Symphony No. 12 in D 
minor, Op. 112, “The Year 1917”, composed in 1961, commemorates the Bolshevik Revolution and serves as a musical homage to 
Vladimir Lenin. 
 
Shostakovich’s early years were marked by exceptional musical talent and rapid development. He entered the Petrograd 
Conservatory at the age of thirteen, where he studied piano and composition under prominent figures such as Alexander Glazunov 
and Maximilian Steinberg. His Symphony No. 1, written as a graduation piece at age nineteen, catapulted him to fame and 
established him as a leading young composer in the Soviet Union. However, the course of his career would be shaped profoundly 
by the shifting tides of Soviet politics, especially under the oppressive regime of Joseph Stalin. Shostakovich experienced both 
praise and condemnation from the government, famously denounced in Pravda in 1936 after the premiere of his opera Lady 
Macbeth of Mtsensk, and again during the Zhdanov purges of the late 1940s. Nevertheless, he continued to compose works that, 
while publicly conforming to state expectations, often contained hidden messages of dissent and introspection. 
 
Symphony No. 12, subtitled “The Year 1917”, reflects Shostakovich’s complex position within Soviet culture. Written during the 
Khrushchev Thaw a period of relative liberalization following Stalin’s death the symphony pays tribute to the October Revolution 
that brought the Bolsheviks to power. Though the composer had long considered writing a work dedicated to Lenin, it was not 
until the early 1960s, amid mounting pressure to produce patriotic content, that he completed this homage. Publicly, the 
symphony was presented as a celebration of Lenin’s leadership and revolutionary ideals. However, like much of Shostakovich’s 
output, the work can also be interpreted as a multifaceted commentary, containing both ideological affirmation and subtle 
ambiguity. 
 
The symphony is structured in four interconnected movements: Revolutionary Petrograd, Razliv, Aurora, and The Dawn of 
Humanity. Each movement illustrates a specific episode from the revolutionary narrative, beginning with the rising tensions in 
Petrograd and culminating in the establishment of Soviet power. The opening movement, Revolutionary Petrograd, bursts forth 
with energy, driven by a forceful rhythmic motif that evokes the unrest and mobilization of the city. The orchestration is muscular 
and assertive, utilizing brass and percussion to dramatic effect. This movement sets the tone for a work that, on its surface, 
appears to glorify the revolutionary cause. 

 
Today, The Year 1917 is recognized not only for its historical significance but also for its place within Shostakovich’s broader 
symphonic cycle. It exemplifies the challenges faced by artists under authoritarian regimes and reflects the composer’s enduring 
struggle to reconcile his artistic vision with the demands of a politicized cultural system. Though it may not possess the same 
emotional depth as his greatest symphonies, Symphony No. 12 offers valuable insight into Shostakovich’s complex role as both a 
cultural icon and a subtle dissident within the Soviet Union. 
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