A Sadly Diminished World

Sonata after Shostakovich for Cello and Piano

The composition of this piece began with my cellist daughter, after having played Shostakovich’s Ninth Symphony with the Australian Youth Orchestra, saying that she loved the bassoon cadenzas in that piece and thought they would make a fine basis for a cello sonata. This idea was further spurred by a correspondent to the Guardian Review letters page, a Mr. Kevin Hanson of Sheffield, who wrote in response to a Gerald McBurney article on the music of Shostakovich. 

Mr. Hanson took issue with McBurney’s defence of Shostakovich in the face of criticism from academic musicians who found the music empty, calling McBurney “curiously half-hearted”, and describing the music itself in terms of “demonic energy, …mordant wit and grotesquerie,… unabashed anger and pathos…”
His descriptors of Shostakovich’s music provided for me an emotional and psychological focus for an exercise that could become a dry rearrangement of Shostakovich’s notes. I wanted some of those elements Mr. Hanson mentioned, but within a structural framework that is clear, yet allows a lot of “free play” - the desired outcome to be a piece that is kaleidoscopic, mercurial and of the “fantasia” variety, but with all structures closely derived from a reading of the original bassoon cadenzas. 
In effect, the cadenzas have been deconstructed into a large number of cellular parts, which serve as building blocks for the constructions in the sonata, which includes formals structures such as fugue. Features such as sudden changes of mood and texture figure prominently in the final result, and the players are called upon to raise and lower the emotional temperature considerably throughout the work.
